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Introduction

I came late to mystery writing, and I came for all the wrong reasons.

In the spring of 1992, I began working on the manuscript for Iron Lake, which would become my first published novel. I was forty-two years old and desperate. All my life, I’d wanted to be a writer. All my life I had, in fact, been writing, but with nothing to show for my efforts except a few stories in college publications. What had been holding me back? Simply put: Ernest Hemingway. As a young writer, I idolized Papa, both his work and that impossible image he cultivated for himself. As a result, I wasted a lot of years trying to compose the Great American Novel as he might have composed it.

Thank God, then, that one morning in my forty-second year, I woke up and realized my life was galloping away from me. I decided to throw out the whole idea of trying for a great novel and aim instead to write a manuscript that might actually have a shot at getting published. I was going to write something blatantly commercial. A friend who’d convinced me that he knew everything there was to know about the publishing business advised me to write a mystery. “In that genre,” he said, “they’ll publish anything.” (Our friendship has since lapsed.)

A confession here: Before I began to write mysteries, I didn’t read them. My father was a high school English teacher. He raised his children on literature with a capital L. I grew up on Jules Verne, H.G. Wells, Jack London, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Alexander Dumas. I didn’t even read the Hardy Boys. So when I began that first manuscript, I brought with me a lot of ill-conceived notions about the genre. I thought, for example, that mysteries were formulaic. They all played out the same way, didn’t they? I think I even believed that a publisher provided a template, which an author was expected to write to. Fortunately, in the early stages of my work on Iron Lake, I finally began to read mysteries.

All the authors I read in those days—Raymond Chandler, Robert B. Parker, Michael Connelly, Dennis Lehane, Sara Paretsky, and, God bless him, Tony Hillerman—opened my eyes in so many important ways. What I discovered was that most mysteries have a very simple story structure. It goes something like this: In a mystery, typically speaking, the story begins with something happening. Usually this is a crime; very often it’s a murder. Investigation follows. And answers are found. That’s it. No formula, but a structure. More importantly, a very flexible structure within which an author is free to do almost anything. Check out the range of the crime genre today. There are historical mysteries, humorous mysteries, philosophical mysteries, dark mysteries, cozy mysteries. Hell, these days you can throw in vampires and werewolves, if that’s what you like. The point is that the reach of the genre is so broad it can embrace any interest a writer or reader might have. I like this. It feels very egalitarian to me. There’s good reason the crime genre is called popular fiction.

When I began Iron Lake, I didn’t set out to write a series. My goal was simply to write a manuscript someone might actually publish. Midway through the first draft, however, I realized that I was creating relationships so complex and conflicted that I couldn’t possibly resolve all the issues by the end of the book. I considered where I wanted the characters in the story to end up eventually, and I decided it would probably take me three novels to arrive there. That’s exactly what happened.

The three books—Iron Lake, Boundary Waters, and Purgatory Ridge—are similar in many ways. They have common elements—the cast of characters, the Northwoods setting, the Ojibwe influence. But they’re very different at heart. Iron Lake is about relationships and the struggle that always goes with love. Boundary Waters is an exploration of suspense, purely and simply. I wanted to understand how to create suspense, how to sustain suspense, how long to hold a reader in suspense before delivering the anticipated payoff. With Purgatory Ridge, I was seeking a compelling marriage of the two elements, relationship and suspense. I also wanted to bring the familial conflict at the heart of the O’Connor story to a satisfying emotional resolution.

In a way, the first three books represent a journey for Cork O’Connor and those he loves. If you read them in order, I believe you’ll experience a journey as well, one full of heartbreak, of harrowing twists and turns, and, ultimately, of love.

I may have come late to mystery writing and for the wrong reasons, but it has proven to be an important personal journey, one that I haven’t regretted for a moment.
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William Kent Krueger joined the ranks of today’s best suspense novelists with this thrilling, universally acclaimed debut. Conjuring “a sense of place he’s plainly honed firsthand in below-zero prairie” (Kirkus Reviews), Krueger brilliantly evokes northern Minnesota’s lake country—and reveals the dark side of its snow-covered landscape.

Part Irish, part Anishinaabe Indian, Corcoran “Cork” O’Connor is the former sheriff of Aurora, Minnesota. Embittered by his “former” status, and the marital meltdown that has separated him from his children, Cork gets by on heavy doses of caffeine, nicotine, and guilt. Once a cop on Chicago’s South Side, there’s not much that can shock him. But when the town’s judge is brutally murdered, and a young Eagle Scout is reported missing, Cork takes on a mind-jolting case of conspiracy, corruption, and scandal.

As a lakeside blizzard buries Aurora, Cork must dig out the truth among town officials who seem dead-set on stopping his investigation in its tracks. But even Cork freezes up when faced with the harshest enemy of all: a small-town secret that hits painfully close to home.

“Krueger’s deft eye for the details of everyday life brings the town and its peculiar problems to vivid life.”
—Publishers Weekly

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


REVIEWERS LOVE WILLIAM KENT KRUEGER’S AWARD-WINNING CORK O’CONNOR THRILLERS

“The Cork O’Connor mysteries are known for their rich characterizations and their complex stories with deep moral and emotional cores. If you don’t know Cork O’Connor, get to know him now.”

—Booklist

“William Kent Krueger has one of the most fresh and authentic voices in crime fiction.”

—Edgar Award-winning author S. J. Rozan

“Superior series. Like sweet corn and the state fair, William Kent Krueger’s novels are an annual summer highlight.”

—Minnesota Monthly

CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR IRON LAKE,
winner of
Loft-McKnight Fiction Award • Anthony Award • Barry Award for Best First Novel • Friends of American Writers Prize • Minnesota Book Award • Northeastern Minnesota Book Award . . . and nominated for the Dilys Award

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

—The Brood Review

“An explosive brew: one part James Ellroy, one part Stephen King, one part Jack London, and all parts terrific.”

—David Housewright, Edgar Award-winning author of Jelly’s Gold

“Cork O’Connor is the kind of character that will haunt your imagination long after the story ends.”

—Margaret Coel, New York Times bestselling author of Blood Memory

“As deep and wonderful as the Minnesota forest from which the story springs . . . even the most minor characters are fully—almost perfectly—drawn.”

—Jeremiah Healy, Shamus Award-winning author of Off-Season and Other Stories

“Iron Lake is that rare combination: a page turner and a deeply felt character study.”

—Philip Reed, author of Low Rider

“As powerful as a Minnesota blizzard.”

—Stephen Greenleaf, author of Ellipsis

More praise for William Kent Krueger’s Cork O’Connor novels

RED KNIFE

“One of those hometown heroes you rarely see . . . someone so decent and true, he might restore his town’s battered faith in the old values.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“The atmosphere is as explosive as tinder. . . . A talented writer, Krueger tells his story from wide-ranging view-points.”

—The Boston Globe

“Outstanding. . . . Simply and elegantly told, this sad story of loyalty and honor, corruption and hatred, hauntingly carves utterly convincing characters into the consciousness.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“You can smell the north woods in every chapter.”

—St. Paul Pioneer Press (MN)

“Krueger keeps readers guessing in this page-turner, and it’s a joy to read his easy prose.”

—Star Tribune (Minneapolis, MN)

“Colorful characters, spot-on sense of place.”

—Kirkus Reviews

THUNDER BAY

“The deftly plotted seventh Cork O’Connor novel represents a return to top form for Anthony-winner Krueger. . . . The action builds to a violent and satisfying denouement.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“The cast of characters is vivid, the plotting is strong, and O’Connor’s retirement gets off to the kind of start that usually marks the launching of a career. It’s great fun.”

—Washington Times

“[Krueger] has a knack for taking us into the woods and losing us in a good story.”

—Argus Leader (Sioux Falls, SD)

“Exciting and gripping. . . . You will burn through this book, relishing the twists and turns.”

—Bookreporter.com

“Krueger’s clean writing and deeply felt sense of place make this novel a standout. Read it for the American Indian lore and a trip to the deep woods that requires no mosquito repellent.”

—Rocky Mountain News (Denver, CO)
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This one was always for Diane. Because she always believed.
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PROLOGUE
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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 slip knot; 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 you a lawyer for money or for justice?”

“Given the choice between those two, I lean toward justice.”

“Good. We don’t have any money.”

“Maybe we should talk about justice, then. Won’t you both have a seat?”

The women accepted the chairs Jo offered. The large woman sat proudly, with her back held very straight. The younger one sat a little slumped and wouldn’t look at Jo directly.

“You know me,” Jo said. “My name’s on the door. You are—?”

“I am Wanda Manydeeds,” the large woman replied. “This is Lizzie Favre.” The young woman glanced up and then lowered her eyes quickly.

“What is it you wanted to see me about?” Jo asked.

“We want to fight some powerful people,” Wanda Manydeeds replied.

“Who exactly?”

“We want to fight the Great North Development Company.”

“Great North.” Jo sat back, a little tug deep in her stomach. “Robert and Sandy Parrant. What’s your complaint against them?”

“They won’t hire Lizzie.”

Jo looked at the young woman. “Because you’re female?”

Lizzie hesitated, then replied quietly, “And because I am Ojibwe.”

“The man who hires for Great North, a man named Chester, I’ve heard he calls us squaws,” Wanda Manydeeds said.

“But not to your face,” Jo said.

The large woman shook her head. “He is a coward.”

“That kind of man always is.” Jo picked up a pencil and idly tapped the sharpened lead on a legal pad as she considered the situation. “Judge Robert Parrant. Sandy Parrant.” She liked the taste in her mouth, the slight dryness in anticipation of a good fight. “Going at the old man would be like taking a swing at barbed wire. But the son—” She leaned toward the other women confidently. “Word is, he’s poised for a run at the state legislature. I think we might have him there.”

“You’ll do it?” Wanda Manydeeds asked. Her face, which was hard and tawny as sandstone, showed no emotion. But there was a flash in her eyes that Jo interpreted as satisfaction.

“We’ll do it,” Jo replied.

And they had.

“How’s Sandy’s transition to Washington going?” Stu Grantham asked.

“What?” Jo brought herself back to the moment, to Stu Grantham stalling on the far side of her desk.

“Our new senator. Is he ready for Washington?”

“He will be.”

“You read the article in the Pioneer Press? Another Jack Kennedy, they’re saying. Harvard-educated, liberal, good-looking. A lady’s man.” Grantham paused a moment, twirling his heavy class ring. “You going with him?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I heard he wanted you to be part of his staff in D.C.”

“My practice and my family are here in Aurora,” Jo replied coolly. “I have no intention of leaving.”

“I just thought, with things the way they are between you and Cork—”

“What about my client?” Jo swung back to the real issue. “Are we going to be here all night or do you agree to the terms I’ve proposed?”

“All night with you?” Grantham leaned across the desk, grinning. “Now, that’s a thought.”

“You know, Stu,” Jo replied calmly, “that’s exactly the kind of statement that landed your road crew in deep shit.”

“Ah, look, Jo—”

“No, you look.” She drove a finger at him, and although she didn’t touch him at all, he sat back abruptly. “I want an answer and I want it now. Will you advise the board to accept our terms? Or do we drag this through the courts and air all the dirty, sexist linen in public? If you want to know the truth, Stu, I’d just as soon do this in court. I’d just as soon make an example of this crew and maybe the whole leadership of this county while we’re at it.”

Jo would have gone on, but the phone rang. She turned from Grantham and answered it with an irate, “Yes!”

It was her sister Rose.

“Have you heard from Anne?” Rose asked, speaking of Jo’s eleven-year-old daughter.

“No. Isn’t she home with you?”

“She checked in right after school let out and said she had an errand to run. I didn’t think anything of it. But that was three hours ago, and I haven’t heard from her since.”

Jo looked out her window at the furious energy of the storm. She worked at keeping her own voice calm. “Does Jenny know anything?”

“No.”

“Friends?”

“I called everyone I could think of.”

“Have you tried Cork?”

“I left messages on his machine.”

“Maybe he took her ice fishing,” Jo suggested, although she was certain Cork wouldn’t have done that without calling first.

“Jo, I’m worried.”

“Are Stevie and Jenny there with you?”

“Yes.”

“Keep them there. I’ll be right home.”

Jo hung up the phone. She glared at Grantham. “Well?”

The telephone call had broken Jo’s momentum. Grantham was straightening his tie. “Trouble at home?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“I don’t think I want to rush a decision here, Jo,” Grantham said. He wandered back toward his chair and seemed prepared to settle in again.

Jo went to the door and held it open, signaling Grantham their meeting was at a definite end. “I’ll be in touch.”

“I’m sure you will.” The man smiled as he left.

Jo threw a few things into her briefcase. She pulled on her coat, locked up the office, and headed out to the empty parking lot. Under the snow, the windshield of her Toyota was coated with a thick layer of ice that broke her plastic scraper. She turned the defroster up full blast, and while the engine warmed and the air grew hot enough to begin melting a clear patch, she labored to brush snow off the rest of the car.

Suddenly, out of the cold of the storm, she felt the touch of a deeper cold on her back, as if an icy hand had reached through her coat and touched her skin. She swung around, a shiver running down her spine, and peered into the swirling white behind her. She strained to look at the line of cedars that walled the corner of the lot a couple of dozen yards away.

“Is anyone there?” She knew it was ridiculous to think a human hand could have reached so far. But what had touched her had not felt human at all.

No voice answered except the bitter howl of the wind. She left off brushing the snow, got into her car, and locked the doors. The defroster had cleared only a small area low on the windshield, but it was enough for Nancy Jo O’Connor. She left the empty lot as quickly as she could.
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CORK PULLED UP ALONGSIDE a snow-covered Quonset hut that stood next to the lake. The front of the hut had been reconstructed as a burger stand, with two sliding windows and a long, narrow counter for serving customers. Pictures of ice cream cones decorated the side of the building up front. The serving windows had been boarded over with plywood, and above that a sign painted in red letters on a white board read, “Sam’s Place.”

Cork parked near the back door and went in. The back half of the hut had been converted into a space for living—one large room that held a stove and refrigerator, a sink, a table with two chairs, a sofa, a bunk, a small desk, and a bookshelf. One corner had been partitioned for a bathroom with a toilet, a sink, and a shower stall. During World War II, the hut had been part of a complex used by the National Guard. After the war, the complex was abandoned and all but the single Quonset hut had been bulldozed. Cork wasn’t sure why the hut had been spared, but it had been purchased by Sam Winter Moon, who’d made it over into a business serving cones and shakes and burgers to the summer tourists. Sam had lived in the back during the season. Late fall after he closed up, he lived in his cabin on reservation land. In his will, Sam had left the Quonset hut to Cork.

Inside, the place was cool, much cooler than it should have been. Cork stepped down into the cellar and found that the burner on the oil furnace wasn’t running, a chronic problem. He hit the red reset button. Nothing happened. He kicked the tiny motor. The burner came on with a small roar. Mentally Cork crossed his fingers, hoping the burner would last the winter. By next fall, if Sam’s Place had a good season, he could afford to replace it.

Back upstairs, he stepped through a door into that part of the hut that was the burger stand. Boxes of nonperishable supplies sat stacked, waiting for spring. The big ice-milk freezer stood sparkling clean and idle next to the small grill. Propped against the wall near the door was a sack of dry corn with a plastic bucket and scoop inside it. Cork scooped out a quarter bucket of corn, headed back through the hut and outside again.

The lake was lost behind the snow. Cork trudged through the drifts toward a tall Cyclone fence that edged Sam’s property. My property, Cork still had to remind himself. On the other side of the fence was the Bearpaw Brewery, the buildings big and dark and indistinct through the blowing snow. He followed the fence to the edge of the lake. Although the rest of the lake had been frozen awhile, a large expanse of water near the fence stayed open year round because of the runoff from the brewery. Warning signs had been placed on the ice, and safety stations with sleds and life rings stood along the shore. Cork was surprised to see a figure in a familiar red coat hunched at the water’s edge.

“Annie?” he called. “Is that you?”

His daughter turned. She was big for her age, and freckled year round. She’d inherited the wild red hair of her Irish ancestors, but from her Anishinaabe genes came dark thoughtful eyes that regarded her father with concern.

“I was worried about Romeo and Juliet,” she said. She looked out at the lake.

The open water was choppy in the wind, and looked cold and gray. Two Canadian geese huddled together twenty yards from shore, their bodies pointed into the wind, riding out the storm. The bird Anne called Romeo had injured a wing late in the summer. When the other geese had gone south, he’d stayed, and his mate, whom Anne had named Juliet, also stayed. They never left the lake. The open water kept them there. Cork had taken to feeding them when he’d realized their plight. Anne had adopted them as well, taken them into her heart of concern.

Cork gave her the bucket. “Why don’t you feed them,” he suggested.

The geese had turned at Cork’s approach, anticipating the corn he carried in the bucket. They paddled nearer, but held off coming ashore. Cork kicked at the snow with his boots, clearing a circle all the way to the frozen ground.

“Just pour it in there, Annie,” he said.

She spread the corn around the circle, then they walked away a dozen steps. Romeo and Juliet waddled through the snow to the corn and began noisily to feed. They watched Cork and Anne carefully.

“Do you think they’d ever eat from our hands?” Anne asked hopefully.

“Most animals can be tamed, I suppose,” Cork replied. “The question is, do you really want to? Make them tame and they become easy prey for people not as kindly disposed toward them as you are.”

“People would hurt them?” she asked, appalled at the idea.

“Some would. Just for the pleasure of it. Come on. They’ll be fine now.” He started back to the hut.

Inside, Cork took a moment to listen to his answering machine. He frowned at Annie after he heard the worried voice of his sister-in-law.

“You didn’t tell your aunt Rose you were coming?”

“I did,” Anne insisted. “She was reading a recipe, so maybe she didn’t hear.”

It was possible. Rose would be oblivious to a nuclear attack if she were deeply involved in the intricacies of a new recipe. But it was also possible that Anne had used her inattention to sneak away. It wasn’t that Rose would have minded her coming, but, given Rose’s ability to see disaster at every turn, she probably wouldn’t have allowed her niece to come so far from home in the storm.

Cork called and explained to his sister-in-law, who sounded so relieved she forgot to be angry. Cork said he’d bring Anne right home.

As they stepped outside to the Bronco, Annie looked through the blowing snow toward the open water of the lake.

“Will they be all right?” she asked.

“I expect so. As long as the water doesn’t freeze and we give them plenty of grain.”

“I worry about them. I pray for them. Do you think it’s all right to pray for geese?”

“It’s all right to pray for just about anything, I suppose.”

She looked at him, her face red from the wind and the cold. “You don’t.”

“I let you do the praying for both of us these days, sweetheart. You do a better job of it than I ever could.”

They got into the Bronco. Cork pulled out across the tracks toward Center Street.

“Know what I pray for most?” Anne said, staring through her window at the snow as it swirled around them.

“What?”

“That you and Mom get back together.”

Cork was quiet. Then he said, “It never hurts to pray.”

The house on Gooseberry Lane was big, two stories, white with dark gray shutters and a wraparound porch. Out front stood a huge American elm, and in the backyard, a red maple nearly as large. Lilac bushes formed a tall hedge on the north side, and south was a grape arbor. The house had been the home of his mother’s parents, then had belonged to his own parents. When Cork’s father was killed, his mother had turned it into a boardinghouse. It was never a luxurious life, and Cork always worked to help bring in income, but they managed to keep the house and to hold together and, as Cork remembered it, to be happy.

All the houses on the block were similar—old, shaded in summer, quiet. There wasn’t a single fence to be seen, and Cork had always taken issue with the assertion that fences made good neighbors. Until Jo had asked him to leave, Cork had been quite happy to call Gooseberry Lane his home, and the people who lived there his neighbors.

He used his garage door opener and parked next to Jo’s blue Toyota Cressida. Her car had two bumper stickers. One said, “Sandy Parrant for U.S. Senate” and the other, in true political jingoism, said, “Just look at the candidates. The difference is aParrant.” The election was long over. Parrant had won. Cork thought it was high time Jo got rid of the bumper stickers.

He made his way to the back door with Annie. Stepping into the kitchen, he was greeted by the aroma of baking ham.

“Smells delicious, Rose,” Cork said. He hung his parka and cap on wall hooks beside the door.

He could tell his sister-in-law was trying to be upset with him. She nodded in response to his complimentary greeting, then went to the oven, opened the door, and bent to check inside. She was wearing floral stretch pants that didn’t at all flatter her wide hips and thighs. She had on a baggy red sweater and old blue canvas slip-ons. Her hair was dull brown like road dust, and her fleshy arms were covered with freckles. She was nothing like her sister, Jo, in appearance or temperament, and if Cork hadn’t known better he’d have guessed that one of them had been adopted.

“Sure miss your cooking.” Cork grinned.

Rose smiled despite herself. But she set stern eyes on Annie, who was trying to slip through the kitchen unnoticed. “I was worried sick, Anne.”

“I told you where I was going, Aunt Rose,” Anne argued politely. “But I guess you didn’t hear. You were reading that recipe for Christmas pudding.”

“I was?” Rose glanced at a cookbook open on the kitchen table. “Still, you should have called when it got to be so late.”

“My fault, Rose,” Cork said. “She was helping me with some chores.”

“Well.” Rose considered Anne a moment more. “Go clean up. Dinner will be ready shortly. And you—” She turned to Cork with a scowl, then smiled. “Would you like to stay? There’s plenty of food.”

“Where’s Jo?”

“Down the hall in her office. She’d like to talk with you.”

“I might not be welcome for dinner after.”

“You know that’s not true,” Rose said. “Just let me know and I’ll have Jenny set another place.” She turned back to the stove, picked up a wooden spoon, and began stirring something in the saucepan.

In the living room, Cork found his five-year-old son, Stevie, on his belly playing with Legos. The television was on, tuned to cartoons. Stevie rolled over at his father’s approach and shouted, “Daddy!”

Cork knelt down. “What’s up, buddy?”

Stevie held out a Lego creation, something like a house. “Jail,” he said.

“Good one, too,” Cork told him. “Who’s it for?”

Stevie’s eyes turned devilish. “You.”

“Hmmmm. Am I the sheriff of this jail?”

Stevie shook his head.

“I’m the crook? Well then, let me show you what they put me in for.”

He wrestled with his son awhile. “You’re getting too tough for an old man like me,” he finally said.

“Feel.” Stevie flexed his skinny arm. Cork felt mostly bone but made a face full of admiration. Stevie turned his attention back to cartoons.

Jenny, Cork’s fourteen-year-old daughter, came into the room from the hallway. She gave her father only a glance before she curled up on the sofa with a book in her lap. He could tell by the way she looked at him that she was reflecting some of her mother’s mood. The whole house seemed suffused with the quiet cold of Jo’s anger.

“Hi, kiddo. Where’s your mother?”

“In her office, working. She’s waiting to talk with you.”

He looked at the book in her lap. “What’s that?”

“Mrs. Cavanaugh asked me to do a reading for the Christmas program next week.”

“What reading?”

“Whatever I want. A poem, I think. I’m going to read something by Sylvia Plath.”

“Didn’t she kill herself?”

“She was a very intelligent woman.”

“What poem?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Cork sat down beside his daughter. She edged away. “Have you discussed this with Mrs. Cavanaugh?”

“She said the choice was mine.”

“Sylvia Plath. That doesn’t sound very Christmasy. Maybe we should talk about it,” Cork suggested.

“The choice is mine,” his daughter said emphatically.

Jenny was becoming more like Jo all the time. Even at fourteen her face already had the same too-serious shadowing. She was small, precocious, and full of radical energy. Her eyes were like her mother’s, too. A cold blue-white. But there were many things Jenny had done to make sure she was not like her mother. Jo had marvelous taste in her dress, yet Jenny chose to wear clothing bought at secondhand stores—old dresses and combat boots and ratty sweaters. With the help of a friend, she’d pierced each of her ears in two places, and she kept discussing the possibility of putting at least one hole in her nose. She streaked her hair with purple and sometimes wore it in short spikes that looked as if she’d grabbed hold of a live power line. She had given up smiling in favor of an attitude of disgust or sometimes simply ennui that was exaggerated by the sleepy look from her full-lidded eyes, part of the genetic Ojibwe legacy of her father.

“Guess I’d better see what your mother wants, huh?”

“Guess you’d better,” Jenny agreed.

“Wish me luck,” he said.

“Luck,” she offered him dourly.

He found Jo at her desk in her office bent over papers. The room was walled with law books and smelled of leather bindings. Jo looked up as he came in. Her eyes seemed big and startled, but as soon as she took off her thick glasses, they resumed their usual deceptively languid calm.

“We were worried about Anne.”

“My fault,” Cork said. “She was helping me with some things.”

“What things?”

“Am I under oath, counselor?”

“I’m just wondering if this was a mutual plan or one of Annie’s spur-of-the-moment inspirations.”

“Why don’t you ask Annie? She’ll tell you the truth.”

“I’m asking you. Because if it was something you knew about, I wish you’d have checked with me first.”

“There’s no court order dictating I have to do that.”

“Maybe there should be.”

She pushed away from the desk, stood, and turned her back to Cork. She stared out the window at the backyard, where the snow flew around the trunk of the maple tree and piled up against the lilac hedge. Her hands were clasped tightly behind her.

“I think it’s time we began discussing a divorce.”

“Annie was just telling me how she prays for us to get back together.”

“Cork, we have to help them see things as they are.”

“If I always knew how things are, I suppose I’d do that.”

She turned back. “You know, it’s funny. Last year I could have sworn a divorce was exactly what you wanted.”

“I never said that.”

“No,” she agreed. “But you also didn’t object when I asked you to leave the house.” She faced the window again, studying the storm outside.

“It was what you wanted, wasn’t it?” When she didn’t reply, he walked slowly to her desk, then carefully came around and stood beside her. “Maybe it’s time you and I stopped thinking so much about what we want and thought a little more about the kids.”

She swung around angrily and threw her glasses on the desk. “You think I don’t worry about them? I work long hours to make sure the bills are paid and Annie gets her braces and Jenny might not have to work her way through college. I don’t get any help from you on that.”

“I wasn’t talking about finances,” he countered coldly. He walked away and stood staring at the rows of legal books, tomes that attempted to spell out justice, something he no longer believed in. He fought against the hopeless, cornered feeling they gave him.

“Look, we can’t go on the way we’ve been going,” Jo said. “It’s not good for anybody, especially the children.”

“And a divorce would be better?”

“Cleaner.”

“Like antiseptic.”

“It’s what’s best for everybody. I think deep down you know that, Cork.”

They were both quiet. The wind rattled the window, and from beyond the door came the sound of the television in the living room.

Cork put his hands deep in his pockets and balled them uselessly into fists. “Fine.”

“When?” Jo pressed him.

“Whenever you want.”

She put her glasses back on and looked down at the papers on her desk. “After Christmas will be fine. You’ll want to get yourself an attorney. I can give you some recommendations if you’d like.”

“Don’t do me any favors,” he replied.

There was a knock at the door. Rose peaked in. “Dinner’s ready,” she said, looking them both over tentatively.

“I’ve been invited,” Cork told Jo.

“All right,” Jo agreed, not happily.

Near the end of dinner, the telephone rang. Rose answered it. She held the phone against her ample bosom and said, “It’s for you, Cork. It’s Darla LeBeau.”

“Darla?” Cork got up from the table and took the phone. “Hi, Darla. What’s up?” He listened and his face grew serious. “I’m sure it’s nothing. He’s a responsible boy.” He listened again. “Look, how about if I come over? No, it’s no trouble.”

“What’s no trouble?” Rose asked as soon as he hung up.

“Paul LeBeau went off this afternoon to deliver his newspapers and hasn’t come back. He’s been gone almost five hours.”

“You don’t think he’s still out there in the snow somewhere?” Rose asked.

“I don’t think so,” Cork said. “Even if he was struggling, he could easily knock on a door. Anybody in Aurora would let him in. Darla’s afraid Joe John’s come back and taken him.”

Rose shook her head. “I don’t think Joe John would do something like that. Do you, Cork?”

“It’s a possibility.”

“He’d kidnap his own son?” Rose looked astonished.

“Jesus, Aunt Rose, it happens all the time,” Jenny said.

“Don’t swear,” Anne told her sister.

“Jesus Christ.” Jenny smiled cruelly.

“Jenny!” Rose said.

“Jenny’s right,” Cork broke in. “Most common form of kidnapping. The truth is, if a kid’s going to be taken, I’d rather he was grabbed by someone who’s doing it out of love.”

“That’s not love, Cork,” Jo said.

“It might be to Joe John.” Cork started for the kitchen.

“You don’t mind going?” Rose asked.

“No,” he said over his shoulder. And it was absolutely true. It had been a long time since anyone needed him this way, and if felt pretty damn good.
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DARLA OPENED THE DOOR even before Cork had a chance to knock. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying, and tears had left a trail through her face powder down both cheeks.

“It’s Joe John, Cork.” she said. “I know it’s Joe John.”

Darla worked at the casino in public relations and was still dressed for the office in a dark blue blazer and skirt, a cream-colored blouse. There was gold around her neck and on her wrists.

Cork stepped in out of the cold and wiped melting snow-flakes from his face. “What makes you think so, Darla?”

“Because it’s just like him to drop off the face of the earth for two months, then pull this kind of stunt. It’s just the kind of thing he’d do on a drunk.” She took his coat and brushed the snow onto a mat in the hallway, then hung the coat in the closet there. Cork slipped off his boots and left them on the mat.

He’d known Darla LeBeau since high school, when she was a cheerleader with long blonde hair, nice legs, and a lot for a boy to notice under her sweater. In her sophomore year, she began going steady with Joe John LeBeau. Joe John was a full-blooded Anishinaabe bussed in from the Iron Lake Reservation ten miles outside Aurora. Dating someone from the reservation would have caused Darla a lot of trouble, but Joe John was different. Jo John was a celebrity, a basketball player of amazing ability. The St. Paul Pioneer Press had dubbed him the next Jim Thorpe, and he’d been heavily recruited by colleges all over the Midwest. He accepted a basket-ball scholarship to Indiana, but just before he was to begin his second year, as he was crossing a street in Bloomington, an old woman who failed to stop her big Cadillac at a red light ran him down. His right leg was shattered from his ankle bone to his hip, and although it was reconstructed, he always walked with a limp after that. With no hope of playing basketball again, he came home to Aurora. Shortly after that, he and Darla were married.

“You probably should have called the sheriff, Darla.”

“I didn’t want to get Joe John in trouble. I just want Paul home safely.”

“Have you tried calling Paul’s friends?”

“I’ve called everywhere I can think. His friends, my folks, the neighbors. I even called Pizza Hut because sometimes he’ll play video games there after he’s finished his routes.”

“Nobody saw him?”

“Nobody. I’ve got coffee. Want some?”

“Thanks.”

He followed Darla to the kitchen.

“You’re sure he went to deliver his papers?” Cork asked.

“He left a note on the refrigerator telling me where he was going. He’s so good that way.”

Cork sat on a stool in her spotless kitchen. He’d sat here with Joe John many times after he brought him home from a drunk. Joe John wasn’t a mean drunk. Mostly he was nostalgic. Very often Cork would find him on the basketball court in Knudsen Park shooting hoops. Even drunk, he had a nice touch. Or sometimes Joe John would disappear for a while, usually no more than a week or two, and he would come back sobered up and contrite and full of assurances that he was through with the bottle forever.

A lot of the whites in Aurora were quite happy to see Joe John fail. Indians, they said with great satisfaction. Drunks. It didn’t matter that Joe John had given Aurora some shining moments, that the signs posted at the town limits proclaiming “Home of the Warriors, State Basketball Champions” was entirely due to Joe John’s talent, and that Joe John had suffered a significant disappointment through no fault of his own. That he was Indian explained it all.

Joe John had tried many times to beat the booze. It was his sister, Wanda Manydeeds, who finally helped him. Like Henry Meloux, she was one of the Midewiwin, a member of the Grand Medicine Society. She convinced Joe John to let Henry Meloux treat him in the old way. She could have treated Joe John herself, but the Midewiwin never ministered to their own relations. The treatment was something neither Meloux nor she nor Joe John would talk about, but it seemed to work. For over a year, Joe John had been sober. He had begun a business of his own, a janitorial service, contracting to clean offices in Aurora. It was a good business. Things seemed to be going well.

Then, two months ago, Joe John up and vanished, leaving his truck smashed into a tree on County Road C and the cab reeking of whiskey. He’d simply walked away from the accident and never come back.

“Have you heard from Joe John lately?” Cork asked.

“Not a word.” Her hand trembled as she poured out his coffee. “I was always afraid something like this would happen. Joe John hated it here, Cork. When he was drunk, he used to talk about how he’d take Paul away someday, somewhere where nobody knew who he was and wouldn’t make fun of Paul for being the son of a drunk Indian.” She looked at her trembling hand and put the pot down.

“You told me on the phone he’s been gone about five hours. How do you know?”

“In his note he said it was two o’clock when he left. I don’t know why he thought he had to deliver on a day like today. Nobody would care if the paper wasn’t delivered today. People would understand.” Her shoulders sagged wearily. “I make good money at the casino. He doesn’t have to deliver papers at all. I think he just wants to show people he’s not like his father.”

“How have things been between you and Paul lately?”

“What do you mean?”

“Any tension, arguments?”

“You mean, did Paul run away?” she said. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“I don’t think he would either,” Cork reassured her. “It’s just one of the possibilities we have to consider.” He sipped his coffee. “Has he talked about his father lately? Maybe said something about wanting to find him? I’m only asking because I know how it feels to lose your father at that age. I know I would have done anything to bring him back.”

“No, nothing. He’s been quieter lately, but I just figure it’s his age.”

“Have you called Wanda? If Joe John’s back, she’d know.”

“I tried. The lines must be down.”

Cork thought for a moment. The refrigerator clicked on and the bottles rattled inside it. The wind howled past the kitchen window in the breakfast nook.

“Okay, we know he left the house. Do we know if he actually started his route? Or finished?”

“No.”

“Do you know what route he follows, who his customers are?”

“No,” Darla said, shaking her head with exasperation. “No.”

Cork reached out and touched her hand across the counter. “That’s all right, Darla. There’s no reason you should. Does Paul keep any kind of record of his customers?”

A sudden, hopeful look lit her face. “He has a receipt book he uses when he collects for the papers every month.”

“Good. Let’s have a look.”

“I’ll get it,” she said.

Cork didn’t see any reason yet to be worried about Paul’s safety. Aurora was a small place and children didn’t just disappear. Probably Joe John was responsible, too ashamed to face Darla but anxious to see his son, particularly as it was the Christmas season. Cork also knew from experience that more often than not when teenagers vanished, they left of their own accord.

Darla LeBeau returned with a dark blue receipt book and handed it to Cork. Paul kept good records, and from the order of the addresses, which began on Center Street and followed one another geographically out to the last address on North Point Road, Cork figured Paul probably collected from his customers in the same order he delivered their papers.

“What are you going to do?” Darla asked.

“I’ll start by calling a few of his customers, find out if the papers were delivered, and maybe when. That will give us a little more to go on than we have now. And you never know. Someone might have seen something.”

He began with the last address in the receipt book. Judge Robert Parrant. The line was fuzzy and Cork didn’t even get a ring at the other end. He moved back through the receipt book, making half a dozen more calls. North of the tracks, nothing connected. South, everyone who answered had received a paper, although no one had actually seen anything of Paul.

“Seems to be a problem with the lines to the north,” Cork told Darla. “I wish I’d been able to get through to the judge. That would tell me if Paul had actually finished his route.”

Darla brightened a moment. “Sometimes Paul stops there a while. The judge seems to like him. Tells him stories and things. Paul hates it, but I’ve told him to be polite.”

“I suppose it’s possible Paul’s stranded there and because of the problem with the telephone lines, he has no way of letting you know. Maybe I ought to head over to the judge’s house. At least I’d be able to tell if Paul finished delivering his papers.”

“I want to go with you,” Darla said.

Cork shook his head. “You need to stay here by the phone just in case Paul calls. I’m sure he’s fine, Darla. He’s a good, responsible kid who knows how to take care of himself, okay?”

“What if he’s not there?”

“Then he’s somewhere else and he’s okay and we’ll find him,” Cork assured her. At the front door, Cork said, “Call someone. It isn’t good for you to be here alone. Call someone you can talk to. Okay?”

“Okay,” she said. She put her hand on Cork’s arm. “Find him, Cork. Please.”

The judge’s estate wasn’t easy to reach. The plows hadn’t touched any of the outlying roads yet, and Cork went slowly, with the front bumper of the Bronco nosing through drifts. The estate occupied the whole tip of the finger of land called North Point. The house itself was a huge stone affair, more than a century old, surrounded by gardens in summer and a sea of snow in winter. In its way it was like the man who owned it. Isolated.

The judge had once been a powerful figure in the politics of Minnesota. The scion of a family grown rich from clear-cutting the great white pines of the North Woods, he viewed himself as a rugged individualist and stubbornly clung to the view, as had those Parrants before him, that a man became what he made of himself. Only the hand of God—not an interfering government—should direct men’s destinies. In the Iron Range, an area noted for its independent, unpredictable, and generally cantankerous population, his message was well received.

His personal influence had reached its zenith more than two decades earlier when he made a nearly successful bid for the governor’s mansion. Five days before the election, with the judge carrying a slight edge in the polls, the St. Paul Pioneer Press published photographs of him leaving a motel room in the company of the wife of the chair of the party’s central committee. Minnesota may have been liberal in its politics, but it was pretty Lutheran in its morality. The judge lost by a landslide.

He retired from the state political arena after that, but he still maintained his influence in the Iron Range. Except for the election of Cork as sheriff, which the judge had opposed, no one in Tamarack County was elected without the judge’s benediction.

As sheriff, Cork had occasionally found it necessary to call on the judge at his estate on North Point Road. But it was never a duty with any pleasure in it.

Cork parked on the long circular drive and waded through the snow to the front door. No one answered the bell. He took off his glove and knocked hard. He tried to look through the windows downstairs, but the curtains were drawn and melted snow had turned to ice plastered across the windows. He went back to the Bronco, grabbed a flashlight, and worked his way around to the back of the house. Stepping onto the big terrace, he rubbed a spot clear on the sliding glass door. The curtains were only partially drawn, and through the gap Cork could see a glass of wine sitting on the coffee table in the living room, a little thread of gray smoke curling up from the ashes of the fireplace, but no sign of the judge.

The wind pushed snow across the open ground in a tide that seemed liquid as water. Cork made his way to the garage, cleared a small side window, and poked the flashlight beam through. Both of the judge’s vehicles—a black Lincoln Mark IV and a new red Ford pickup—were parked inside. He trudged back toward the front door and kicked around the snow in the big entryway, looking for a paper. Finally he tried the knob. The door was unlocked. He swung it open and stepped in.

“Judge Parrant?” he called. “Judge, it’s Corcoran O’Connor!”

He felt uneasy being in the house uninvited. No search warrant. Criminal trespass. Things he still cared about. He knew there was no justification for entering this way. Except a boy who should have been home and wasn’t.

“Judge?” he called again, moving into the living room.

There were still embers in the fireplace. The wineglass on the coffee table was less than half full. The upstairs was dark. The only other light came from a room down the hall. Cork headed that way.

The door was well ajar, but gave only a partial view of what looked like the judge’s study, a room full of books. Cork pushed the door open all the way. At first he didn’t see the judge. He saw the big desk, the map of Minnesota on the wall behind it, and the splatters of blood that ran down the map like red rivers. He put his gloves back on and stepped around the desk. The force of the blast had thrown the judge over in his chair and the shotgun lay fallen beside him. Cork didn’t look long at the body. He’d seen men dead this way before, but it was never easy. And the raw smell of so much blood was something you never forgot.
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WLLY SCHANNO WAS AN HONEST MAN and well thought of in Tamarack County. In his mid-fifties, he was tall and lean, had hollow cheeks, thick pale lips, and a nose like a big ragged chunk of granite shoved into his face. His hands were large. His enormous feet required shoes factory-ordered straight from Red Wing, Minnesota. So far as Cork knew, he had no bad habits. Didn’t drink, smoke, or gamble. He was a practicing Lutheran, Missouri Synod. He had a penchant for suspenders—nothing wild, just plain red, or black, or gray—and he almost never sported a tie. He was not a politician by any stretch of the imagination, but he’d managed to get himself elected sheriff after the recall vote that forced Cork from office. Before that Schanno had been chief of police for the village of Green Lake just half a dozen miles southwest of Aurora. He was a decent man, had done his job in Green Lake well for fifteen years. Cork had nothing against Schanno. He’d always had an admiration for the character of the man. But after Schanno replaced him, Cork’s admiration took on a grudging edge. To his shame, he found himself looking forward to the day when Wally Schanno would screw up big-time.

Schanno looked at his watch for the third time in five minutes.

“Got a date, Wally?” Cork asked.

“Arletta’s home alone,” Schanno said.

“Ah,” Cork replied.

Arletta was Schanno’s wife. She was a woman of rare beauty. Long black hair with flares of brilliant silver, blue-summer-sky eyes, and the most perfect smile Cork had ever seen. She also had Alzheimer’s.

“I called her sister. She said she’d try to get over there as fast as she could. I expected to hear from her by now,” Schanno said.

“You didn’t have to come yourself, Wally,” Cork pointed out. “Your men know what they’re doing.”

“I’m the sheriff,” Schanno said, and cast a hard eye on Cork.

Ed Larson, the only man with the rank of captain in the department and the man in charge of the most serious of Tamarack County’s crimes, came down the hallway from the judge’s study. “I’m finished in there, Wally. But I don’t want to bag him until we have a good time of death. Are you sure Sigurd’s on the way over?”

“I’m sure. Storm’s held him up, most likely.”

At the window, Cork watched the wind drive snow against the pane, where it collected in the corners of the mullions, melted, and froze into a thickening glaze.

Schanno hooked his thumb under his black suspenders and ran it up and down thoughtfully for a moment. “Gotta admit, the judge was probably the last man I’d’ve suspected of suicide. Still, who knows? People fool you all the time.”

Cy Borkmann, one of Schanno’s deputies, stepped in from the kitchen. “Didn’t find any sign of forced entry, Wally, but I dusted all the doorknobs and window casings.”

“How about upstairs? See if you can find anything looks broken into.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Thought you said it was suicide,” Cork commented.

“Just making sure. Wouldn’t you?” Schanno shoved his huge hands into his pocket and walked around the room a moment, looking things over. “Tell me again about the boy.”

“Set off to deliver his papers around two. Never came back. Didn’t call. Judge’s house was the last stop on the route.”

“And no paper here,” Schanno said.

“None that I could see.”

“You check around outside? Kid may have thrown it in the snow somewhere.”

“I looked some. Didn’t find anything.”

“What about the other customers? They all get papers?”

“South of the tracks. I don’t know about out here. “

Cork took a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket and stuck it in the corner of his mouth. He didn’t light it. Although he wanted a smoke pretty bad, he knew better than to take a chance on contaminating the scene.

Schanno said, “You say Darla thinks it’s Joe John. What do you think?”

“Maybe.” Cork shrugged.

“Joe John used to run off pretty regular when he was drinking. Could be the boy’s just taking after him.”

“The boy’s not like that.”

Schanno didn’t appear to be as convinced of that as Cork. “Maybe we’ll know something more when we talk to the neighbors.”

Cork glanced out the window. The porch light was on, but the wind had risen so fiercely and was blowing the snow so hard the only thing illuminated was a blinding curtain of white that hid even the cedars only a dozen yards away. “A brass band could’ve marched in and out of here this evening without anyone noticing a thing.”

The front door opened.

“Our coroner’s finally arrived,” Schanno said, and headed to the entryway.

The sheriff was wrong. It wasn’t Sigurd Nelson.

“Sandy?” Cork heard Schanno say with surprise.

“Where is he?” Sandy Parrant stepped out of the entryway where Cork could see him. The shoulders of his camel-hair coat were dusted with snow. His eyes took in the room, then swung toward the study down the hall. “In there?”

He looked as if he were going to head that way when Schanno moved to block him. “I think you’d better sit down.”

Parrant glanced at Cork, and somewhere within all the concern that darkened his face, a mild surprise registered. “Cork?”

“Hello, Sandy,” Cork greeted him somberly.

Sandy was a large, powerfully built man, just as the judge had been before the frailty of age had withered him. Both had strong, square faces, huge brown eyes, and long, sharp jawbones. Before the judge’s hair had turned white, it had been the same color as Sandy’s—a red-blond, like honey mixed with a few drops of blood.

Beyond the physical, similarities in the two men were few. In politics they might as well have been from different planets. Where the judge had been bitterly conservative, Sandy was fiercely liberal. The difference in the men’s philosophies might have been explained by Sandy’s upbringing in Boston. He’d moved there at age twelve when, following the scandal that killed his father’s run for governor, his mother had divorced the judge. More than a dozen years later, he returned to make Aurora his home again. Despite their political differences, he and his father had worked well together in business and had created the Great North Development Company. In an area beset by economic chaos as a result of the closing of the great iron mines of the Mesabi and Vermilion Ranges, the developments financed by the Great North were a godsend.

On the campaign trail during his successful bid for a seat in the U.S. Senate, Sandy Parrant had been indefatigably upbeat and assured. The man standing in the entryway of the judge’s home looked pretty well devastated.

“I want to see him,” he said.

“No, you don’t, Sandy,” Schanno advised.

“He’s my father. I want to see him.”

“He’s dead, Sandy. Seeing him like he is now won’t do any good.”

Parrant stood firm, and for a moment Cork thought he was going to ignore the sheriff’s advice, which Cork understood was a veiled order. In other circumstances, a man of Parrant’s stature might have prevailed. But Sandy finally nodded, moved to the sofa in the living room, and sat down heavily.

“My god,” he said in disbelief. “He was such a tough old bastard.”

“I know,” Schanno agreed.

“I was afraid of something like this.”

“Why?” Schanno asked.

“Cancer. It’s everywhere.”

“I didn’t know,” Schanno said.

“He didn’t want people to know.”

“Prognosis?” Cork asked.

“He didn’t have more than six months to live.” Parrant shrugged. “Talk to Doc Gunnar.”

Schanno wrote something on a notepad he took from his shirt pocket.

“What are you doing here, Cork?” Parrant asked.

“I found your father’s body,” Cork explained. “I was looking for Paul LeBeau.”

“Joe John’s boy?”

“He went to deliver newspapers this afternoon and never came back.”

“What’s my father got to do with that?”

“Last house on the route. It was a long shot,” Cork admitted.

“You just walked right in?” Parrant gave him a look of alarm.

“Door was unlocked.”

“Nothing unusual about that, Sandy,” Schanno pointed out. “Lots of folks in Aurora don’t lock their doors. It’s that kind of town.”

“Or used to be,” Cork said.

There was a furious pounding at the front door. Schanno hurried to the entryway. Cork heard the angry voice of Sigurd Nelson. “You got any idea how tough it is getting around out there, Wally?”

“Special case, Sigurd,” Cork heard the sheriff reply.

“Special my ass. What’s so special it couldn’t wait until tomorrow? Old man like the judge dies at home, he probably died of a heart attack or a stroke like most men his age.”

“It wasn’t a heart attack, Sigurd,” Schanno said, bringing the coroner into the living room. “Didn’t the office say anything?”

“Just to get out here pronto.”

The coroner was a bald man in his late fifties with a comfortable potbelly. A mortician by profession, he’d been the assistant coroner under Dr. Daniel Bergen until Bergen died of a heart attack while fishing the Rainy River. Sigurd Nelson filled in until a special election could be held, then he’d been officially voted into the position. Once or twice a year, he was called to look at someone who’d died unexpectedly. Cork, while he was sheriff, had lobbied the board of commissioners for a change to a medical examiner, someone with some expertise, hired instead of elected, but in that effort he’d been unsuccessful. Judge Robert Parrant had wanted a coroner who was elected. It was another position he could keep under his thumb.

Nelson put down his black bag, removed his heavy black overcoat, and shook it out. He looked around for a place to put it, finally threw it over the back of a chair.

“I can tell you from experience that when a man that old dies suddenly, odds are ten to one it’s either a heart attack or a stroke.”

“It wasn’t a heart attack, Sigurd,” Schanno said again.

“No? Well, let’s just go and see.” He noticed Cork and Sandy Parrant. “Oh. Sandy. I’m sorry.”

Parrant lifted his hand in a halfhearted pardon. “That’s okay.”

“Where is he?” the coroner asked.

“That way,” Schanno said, and nodded down the hall.

Sandy Parrant stayed on the sofa, watching them as they moved down the hallway. Sigurd Nelson stepped into the study and stopped dead in his tracks. “Great God Almighty,” he whispered when he saw the blood streaking the map on the wall behind the desk.

“He’s all yours, Sigurd,” Schanno said.

Thirty minutes later they were back in the living room. As Sigurd Nelson put on his coat, he said, “I’ll be able to tell you some more after I work on him tomorrow. But like I said, if it’s time of death you’re worried about right now, the judge hasn’t been dead more than four or five hours.”

“Thanks for coming, Sigurd,” Schanno told him.

“I’m sorry, Sandy,” the coroner said, offering his condolences. “But the judge.” He shook his head. “Who would’ve figured?” He opened the door and pushed into the storm.

Cork began to put on his own coat.

“Where you headed?” Schanno asked.

“Darla LeBeau’s.”

“Tell her I’ll have a man over soon. I’ll put a notice about the boy out on the NCIC computer.” Schanno took a deep, tired breath and looked at his watch.

“Call home and check on Arletta, Wally,” Cork suggested as he pulled on his gloves. “Home ought to be every man’s first concern.” He glanced at Sandy Parrant, whose face was drawn and colorless and who, for a politician, was unusually quiet. “Want a lift, Sandy?”

Parrant shook his head.

“I’m sorry,” Cork said.

“Yeah.” Parrant gave him a brief smile of thanks. But he was a man way on the other side of something terrible, and the look in his eyes came from far, far away.
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TRADITIONALLY THE ANISHINAABE were a quiet people. Before the whites came, they lived in the silence of great woods and more often than not, the voices they heard were not human. The wind spoke. The water sang. All sound had purpose. When an Anishinaabe approached the wigwam of another, he respectfully made noise to announce his coming. Thunder, therefore, was the respectful way of the storm in announcing its approach. Spirit and purpose in all things. For all creation, respect.

The storm that bent the pine trees and the tamaracks, that drove the snow plows from the roads and froze and snapped the power lines was not an angry spirit. In its passage, it created chaos not because of anger but because it was so vast and powerful and those things it touched, especially those things human, were so small in comparison. In a way, it was like the bear that Cork had once hunted with Sam Winter Moon, huge and oblivious. If the storm, in fact, was responsible for the disappearance of the boy, Cork knew it was not a thing done maliciously. In his experience, only people acted out of pure malice.

When he finally reached Darla’s house, the porch light was on and he saw an ancient Kawasaki snowmobile parked near the steps. As he approached the machine, he knew without actually seeing that under the engine oil was staining the snow. He knew it because the machine belonged to Father Tom Griffin and was the oldest of its kind in Tamarack County. It always leaked oil.

He rang the bell, and a moment later Darla opened the door.

“Cork,” she said, and gave him a nervous look and stepped back.

The priest was beside her out of sight for a moment, but Cork could see his shadow on the wall, a tall, lanky silhouette. Then Tom Griffin stepped into view, a steadfast smile on his lips and a huge black patch over his left eye.

“Evening, Cork,” the priest said, and reached out to shake hands. He had a strong grip that he used gracefully to guide Cork out of the storm and into the house.

Tom Griffin was dressed in black and wearing his cleric’s collar, an unusual thing for the man. Except for formal occasions and when performing the formally religious duties of his position, the priest preferred to wear blue jeans and flannel shirts and hiking boots. He had come to Aurora a year and a half earlier to help the aging Father Kelsey manage St. Agnes and to minister to the Catholic parishioners who lived on the Iron Lake Reservation. He was nearing forty, a man of enormous goodwill and energy. In summer he could be seen cutting along the back roads of the reservation on a huge, old Kawasaki motorcycle. In winter, he generally used the Kawasaki snowmobile. As a result, he was affectionately known on the reservation as St. Kawasaki.

“I’m glad you called somebody, Darla,” Cork told her.

“You didn’t find him,” Darla said.

“Maybe you should sit down.”

“What is it?”

Cork looked to the priest for help.

“Maybe we should all sit down,” Tom Griffin suggested.

He led the way into the living room and sat on the arm of the sofa. Darla sat beside him. Cork settled on the radiator, reluctant to wet the furniture with the drip of the melting snow off his coat.

“Judge Parrant is dead,” Cork told them.

“The judge?” the priest said. “How?”

“It looks as if he killed himself. The sheriff’s there now. We couldn’t find any indication that Paul had been there, so this probably hasn’t got a thing to do with him.”

“I know that,” Darla said.

Cork looked at the priest, then back at Darla. “What’s going on?”

“I was out at the reservation this morning. We buried Vernon Blackwater, you know,” the priest said.

“So?”

“Word on the reservation is that Joe John is back.”

“Has anybody talked to him?” Cork asked.

“Not as far as I know.”

“Not even Wanda?”

“I was out there a little while ago. She hasn’t seen him or spoken to him, but she’s sure he’s around.”

“He’s got Paul?”

“Paul’s gone, Joe John’s back. I’d say that’s hardly coincidence, wouldn’t you?”

Cork felt relieved. At least it was Joe John. Not the storm or something worse. “The sheriff will want to know that,” he said.

“The sheriff?” Darla looked unhappy.

“He’s sending a man over here.”

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said.

“It’s Joe John,” the priest told Cork. “Can’t we do this without the law coming into it?”

“It’s out of my hands now,” Cork explained. He stood up. “It’s late. I’d best get going. I’ll stay in touch. And let me know if I can help in any way.”

“Thanks, Cork.” Darla managed a smile.

“Let me see you out,” the priest said.

As he put on his gloves at the door, Cork asked, “Lots of folks at Vernon Blackwater’s burial?”

“Most of the reservation. He was an important man.”

“He was a son of a bitch,” Cork said, drawing his cap out of his coat pocket.

“He was that, too,” the priest agreed.

“You were there when he died, weren’t you? Gave him last rites?”

“I did.”

Cork tugged the cap down over his ears. “Heard his final confession?”

“Yes.”

“That’s something I would’ve given my left nut to hear.”

“I’d think twice before giving away body parts, Cork,” the priest said with a smile and a quick gesture toward the patch over his eye.

Before he reached for the door, Cork asked the priest quietly, “Can I talk with you soon?”

“About what?”

“I haven’t been in church in over a year.”

“Finally worried about your soul?”

“Please,” Cork said.

“Of course we can talk. When?”

“Tomorrow. Late afternoon maybe. Say five o’clock?”

“Make it six,” the priest suggested. “My office.”

“I’ll be there,” Cork promised.

In the brief time Cork was inside, his Bronco had become snow-covered again. He started the engine, then stepped out to brush the windows clean. The wind blew so hard the snow came at him levelly out of the darkness and he squinted against the flakes that the wind made bitterly piercing. It was late. The only light he could see came from Darla’s house. Across the street was a stand of tall birch and aspen where the wind screamed through and the bare branches rubbed together with a crying sound. Suddenly Cork stopped. Turning, he scanned the darkness at his back and listened to the crying of the trees.

“Who’s there?” he yelled.

He got no answer. Near him nothing moved but the snow. He couldn’t see a thing in the swaying trees.

“Is anybody there?” he tried again.

No voice answered except the bitter howl of the wind. Cork finished clearing the snow and got into his Bronco. As an afterthought he locked the doors. He waited a moment before driving away, trying one last time to see if anything moved among the trees.

Because he could have sworn someone there had called his name.
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NEXT MORNING, Cork rose in the dark, stumbled to the kitchen and started coffee dripping in the Mr. Coffee. He showered, shaved, and dressed. Back in the kitchen, he poured himself a cup of coffee and looked out the window. Over the lake, the sky in the east was just turning a faint, powdery blue. He put on his coat, went to the back room, scooped a quarter bucket of corn from the sack, and made his way down to the shore of the lake.

In the night, the storm had moved east beyond Lake Superior and into the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Its passing left the sky clear and with a few stars still shining. The snow lay smooth and deep, cast in the pale blue-gray light of early morning. The air was so still the white smoke from the chimneys in town rose up straight as birch trunks. Cork loved the painful cold of the morning, the brittle new snow beneath his boots, the breathless clarity of the sky. He loved Aurora deeply in such moments.

The geese were on the water. He was glad to see that they’d made it through the storm. They honked and paddled nearer when they saw him, but they wouldn’t come all the way to shore. He kicked a big circle in the snow, clearing it, as he had done with Anne, down to the frozen ground underneath. He shook the grain out of the bucket. After he’d stepped well away, the geese came quickly.

The sun still wasn’t up when he left the cabin, but a big bubble of yellow light showed where, in half an hour, it would rise over the bare trees on the far side of the lake.

At Johnny’s Pinewood Broiler, Cork found Johnny Pap out front shoveling snow. Johnny was first-generation Greek. His real name was John Papasconstantinou, but his father had shortened it when he arrived in the States. He was fifty, stout, a man of great but nervous energy.

“Winter’s here, that’s for sure,” Johnny observed. “Knew it had to happen.”

“Coffee ready yet?” Cork asked.

“Molly’s doing it now. Ski’d in from her place. Got here before me even.” Johnny leaned on his snow shovel. “Wish Maria was like that,” he said, speaking of his wife. “Takes a couple sticks of dynamite to get her out of bed most mornings.” He wiped the drip from his nose and eyed Cork man to man. “Wish she was like Molly in a lot of ways, if you know what I mean.”

“I’ll see you inside,” Cork said, and left Johnny to his shoveling.

Except for Molly, the place was empty.

“Well, well.” Molly smiled, glancing up from the big stainless steel coffeemaker. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

“Anybody ever tell you you look mighty good in the morning?”

“Not for a long time.” She leaned across the counter to where Cork sat on a stool. “Thought about you all night,” she said.

“Long night?”

“It went on forever.”

“Try reading a book next time. It’s what I do.”

“I knitted. I’m working on a Christmas present for you. Something for cold nights.”

“Wool condom?”

Molly laughed, poured him a cup of coffee, and slid it across the counter. Then she turned to the kitchen. She fixed him bacon and eggs and wheat toast. By the time he’d finished eating, the place had begun to fill with men. The Broiler was a popular stopover for people on their way to work. The clientele were regulars, men mostly who ordered the same breakfast every day, said the same things day in and day out. They worked at the brewery or the sawmill or for the highway department. Or they were shop owners killing time before they headed to the task of clearing the walks in front of their stores. Johnny had taken over the cooking. Two other waitresses had arrived, but it was Molly who caught everyone’s eye. She moved quickly and efficiently from table to table, booth to booth, slipping easily among men who eyed her just as keenly as Cork did. He liked how she cocked a fist on her hip and said something hard and funny to the ones who made passes, and there were a lot of them. He liked the combination of her plain good looks, her efficiency, and her elusiveness there in a place where men hungered around her in a lot of ways. She was a woman who knew how to take care of herself.

At the register, he spoke to her quietly. “Got it on good authority there’s an ex-law enforcement officer heading out your way later. Maybe that civic minded ex-officer could give you a lift.”

“Wouldn’t accept anything from an ex-officer of the law. But I’m a definite pushover for any man who knows how to flip a burger. Is there a charge for this ride?”

“That’s negotiable.”

“Then you’ve got me over a barrel,” she admitted with a smile.

Cork lifted his eyebrow. “Now, that sounds interesting.”
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ON THE STATE HIGHWAY just beyond the limits of Aurora stood a big marquee, a neon bow that shot a neon arrow in the direction of a newly paved road through a stand of white pines. “Chippewa Grand Casino,” the marquee proclaimed; “1/4 Mile To A Jackpot Of Good Times And Good Food.”

Growing up in Aurora, Cork had often traveled the road through the white pines. The road was gravel then and the pines part of a large county park. At that time the quarter mile led to a ball field and a huge picnic area shaded by maples and a long stretch of beach on the lake. A year ago the land had been sold to the Iron Lake band of Ojibwe so they could build a gambling casino. Under federal law, property purchased by a tribal entity became tribal land, exempt from the prohibition against gaming that constrained non—Native American landholders. Initially there had been a good deal of objection to the sale. Rust River, a good trout stream, ran through the land. Trout fisherman and conservationists questioned whether the stream would be ruined. Construction of the casino was to be bankrolled by a loan from Great North Development, and Sandy Parrant did a bang-up job of assuring everyone that not only the quality of the trout fishing, but the beauty of the land itself would be preserved. He’d kept his promise. The white pines and the stream had been untouched. The ball field had become the casino parking lot. Only the maples of the shaded picnic area were razed and in their place rose the copper dome of the casino.

As Cork drove down the road through the pines, he thought, as he often did, of the lines of a poem whose title he couldn’t recall: “In Xanadu did Kubla Khan a stately pleasure-dome decree.” The casino was ninety thousand square feet of pure white brick, glass, and glinting copper. It sat in the clearing with a great apron of parking lot in front of it. Behind was a beautifully sculptured landscape where the trout stream ran unspoiled. Through the trees, the broad flat white of the lake was visible. The parking lot had already been plowed and dozens of cars were parked. Snow lay several inches deep on many of them, indicating they’d been there all night. Although it was possible people had been trapped by the storm, it was just as possible they would have been there all night anyway. Gambling, Cork had come to understand, affected some people in an odd way. Not unlike fishing. Fisherman would drive their pickups and four-wheelers out onto thin ice risking their necks just to catch a damn fish. Some gamblers took the same kind of chance at a blackjack table.

Although the casino was well lit inside, it seemed dark compared with the incredible brightness of the snowy morning. There didn’t seem to be much action, but the day was young.

Cork caught sight of Ernie Meloux, old Henry Meloux’s nephew, crossing the floor between empty blackjack tables, heading toward the Boundary Waters coffee shop. Cork followed and joined him just as Ernie was bending to a cup of coffee at the counter.

“Hey, Ernie, what’s up?”

Ernie nodded toward his coffee. “Getting a jump start on the day. How’s it going, Cork?”

“No complaints.”

Ernie was a small, square man, tightly built, with a mist of gray just beginning to surface through his short black hair. He sipped his coffee and played with a small strip of silver metal the size of an address label that he spun around on the countertop.

“Seen your uncle lately?” Cork asked.

“Last night. Came in here just like he’d stepped off a bus instead of walking through that damn storm. He’s a hoot, Uncle Henry is.”

“Where is he now?”

“I gave him a ride back to Crow Point on my snowmobile after I was finished here. You know, I believe he wouldn’t’ve thought anything about hoofing it back.”

“I gave him a lift into town. He was talking about seeing a Windigo. He say anything to you about that?”

“Windigo?” Ernie gave the metal strip a spin with his finger. It went round and round like a top. “Didn’t say a thing. Just bummed a cigarette and asked where Russell Blackwater was.”

“He came all the way here in the middle of that storm just to talk to Russ?”

Ernie shrugged. “I gave up trying to figure that old man a long time ago. Maybe you should talk to Russell.” Ernie jabbed a thumb toward the far side of the coffee shop, where Blackwater sat alone reading a newspaper.

“Maybe I will.” Cork nodded at the little strip of metal Ernie was fidgeting with. “What’ve you got there?”

“This?” Ernie picked it up and looked at it with mock admiration. “This is what I spend most of my time doing. Putting these little doohickeys on all the equipment that comes in.”

Cork took it and looked carefully at the word embossed in black across the metal. GameTech. “Why?”

“Got me,” Ernie replied. “But they pay me damn near fifteen bucks an hour to do it. A whole sight better’n pumping gas out at the Tomahawk Truck Plaza.”

“Fifteen bucks an hour?” Cork whistled. “Need an assistant?”

“To put these things on?” He took back the GameTech strip, put it on the counter, and set it spinning again. “Windigo, huh? My uncle really thought he saw one?”

“Seemed to.”

“If he says he did, he did.” Ernie glanced at his watch, picked up the metal strip, and stood up. “Time to get to work. Got a box of these suckers calling my name. Merry Christmas, Cork.”

“Same to you.”

When Ernie had gone, Cork considered Russell Blackwater. In his late thirties, tall, powerfully built, Blackwater was a striking man but far from handsome. When Blackwater had been a young militant member of AIM, his nose had been broken during a violent confrontation in the Minneapolis office of the BIA and it had never been set. Consequently, it looked like the nose of an inept prize fighter, squashed and crooked. He also bore a long scar across his left temple, the legacy of a knife fight he never spoke about. But the aspect of Blackwater’s appearance that Cork always found least appealing was his eyes. They were dark and calculating, what Sam Winter Moon had once called “hungry hunter’s eyes.” Russ Blackwater was a man Cork had never trusted.

He was the son of Vernon Blackwater, who, until his recent death, had been chairman of the tribal council, as well as a prosperous businessman on the reservation, operating a lumber mill in Allouette. Russell was one of the few college graduates from the rez. When he returned to help run the lumber mill, he came with his black hair long and braided. He dressed in beaded vests or an old jean jacket with the AIM insignia on the back. He rode a Harley-Davidson chopper. The reservation elders viewed him with caution, watching his hungry hunter’s eyes carefully whenever he spoke before the tribal council. But he had a large following among the younger Anishinaabe. He had frequently given Cork a hard time as sheriff, haranguing him for being part of an establishment and a system bent on the continued subjugation of the people of his own blood. Cork had tolerated that, even understood it, and although he never admitted it out loud, he often wrestled with the conflict in his own heritage.

Now that Russell Blackwater was manager of the Chippewa Grand Casino, he kept his hair cut short. Instead of beaded vests, he wore a charcoal suit and wingtips.

Blackwater was eating an omelette while he read the newspaper. He put down his fork and paper as Cork approached. “A little early to be messing around with that slut Lady Luck, isn’t it, Cork?”

“I’m not here to gamble, Russ. I understand Henry Meloux was looking for you last night.”

“So I heard.”

“You didn’t talk to him?”

“I wasn’t here at all yesterday. My father’s funeral,” he reminded Cork somberly.

“Any idea what Meloux wanted to see you about?”

“Probably wanted to apologize for not making it to the funeral. They were old friends, him and my father.”

Blackwater went back to eating his breakfast.

“I suppose you’ve heard about the judge.”

“What about him?”

“Dead. Killed himself, looks like.”

“The judge?” Blackwater snorted. “I don’t believe it.”

“Wrapped his mouth around the barrel of a shotgun.”

Blackwater paused and considered a forkful of omelette. “How do you know this?”

“I was there after it happened. I saw him.”

“What were you doing? You’re not the fucking law anymore.”

“An accident. I was looking for Paul LeBeau.”

“Darla’s kid?”

Cork nodded. “He’s missing. Word is that Joe John’s back.”

“Joe John?” Blackwater smiled. “I doubt it.”

“Why?”

“Last I heard he was panhandling on Hennepin Avenue in Minneapolis. I don’t think he’ll ever be sober enough to find his way back here.”

“Where’d you hear about the panhandling?”

“I heard.” Blackwater shrugged.

“Seen Darla this morning? I wanted to talk to her about Paul and Joe John.”

“She called in sick.” Blackwater gave Cork a cold grin. “You really like asking questions, don’t you? Bet you really miss that uniform, Cork. Just another white man without it.”

“You know, Russ, in those clothes you look like just another white man, too. See you around.”
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BACK AT SAM’S, Cork went to the utility shed—a corrugated aluminum thing Sam Winter Moon had purchased from Sears—and pulled out his old cross-country skis. They were ancient wooden touring skis with hard, hickory edges. Cork took out a scraper, propped the skis against the picnic table in front of Sam’s, and began patiently to peel off the layers of old wax.

The snowmobiles were out in force on Iron Lake, zipping about the ice like ants frenzying on a frosted cake. In summer it was motorboats and Jet Skis and sailboats. No matter what the season the lake had little peace.

The Anishinaabe called it Gitchimiskwassab, which meant “big rump.” In the myth of the Iron Lake Anishinaabe, the lake was formed when Naanabozho, the trickster, attempted to steal the tail feathers from an eagle. As Naanabozho grabbed the feathers, the great bird took flight. Higher and higher it flew, and Naanabozho became more and more exhausted attempting to hold on. Finally, the trickster let go and fell to earth. Where he landed, a great indentation was made from each of the cheeks of his butt. Naanabozho cried from the pain of his fall and filled the double indentation with his tears. Thus, Gitchimiskwassab.

The Iron Lake Treaty of 1873 placed the northeastern “cheek” of the lake entirely within the reservation of the Iron Lake Anishinaabe. The southwestern “cheek” became public waters. For several generations, the Iron Lake band spearfished and gillnetted their own part of the lake without any trouble. Because the language of the treaty arguably gave the Iron Lake Anishinaabe fishing rights on all the lake, the state of Minnesota had for years paid a small compensation to the band for not exercising those rights. The arrangement had been, at least from a white perspective, reasonable.

Cork scraped the layers of wax from his skis, thinking about the spring a year and a half before, when everything changed.

Several weeks before the first day of spearfishing season—which preceded all other forms of fishing in the state and was limited to Native Americans—Russell Blackwater, speaking on behalf of the Iron Lake band of Ojibwe, declared that The People intended, for the first time in over one hundred years, to spearfish and gillnet all of Iron Lake and its tributaries, not just that portion within reservation boundaries. Speaking for the tribal council, of which he was an elected member, he decried the state’s policies of the past that offered the Anishinaabe a pittance in exchange for their treaty rights. He characterized the arrangement as just another in a long line of maneuvers by the white man to take from The People what had been a gift to them from Gitchimanidoo, the Great Spirit.

The resort owners and the white fisherman immediately raised an outcry. A group calling itself SORE, which stood for Save Our Resources and Environment, quickly formed and sought an injunction against the Anishinaabe. As she had so often in the past, Jo O’Connor represented the interests of the Iron Lake band of Ojibwe in an expedited hearing before a federal judge in Minneapolis. The court found in favor of the Anishinaabe.

The next move for SORE was to appeal to the state’s department of natural resources, whose responsibility it was to over see the fish population in all Minnesota waters. SORE’s contention was that the level of gillnetting and spearfishing the Iron Lake band proposed would, in conjunction with normal line fishing, result in the depletion of the fish population. The DNR agreed and their own attorneys sought an injunction against the Anishinaabe. Jo O’Connor, on behalf of her clients, argued that while the DNR did, in fact, have the right to enforce limits, they had no right to control how those limits were reached. In essence, the terms of the 1873 treaty gave the Iron Lake Band of Ojibwe the right to take the full limit allowed by the DNR from the lake if they so desired. The court promised a ruling before opening day of spearfishing.

None of the legal maneuvering took place in a vacuum of dry proceedings. Outside the courtroom buildings, SORE members rallied, their numbers swelled by other fishermen who feared the ramifications of the legal decisions handed down in the case of the Iron Lake Ojibwe. Helmuth Hanover, owner and editor of the weekly Aurora Sentinel, published a letter from a group calling itself the Minnesota Civilian Brigade warning that if the government didn’t stop interfering with rights of American citizens, civil rebellion was the only recourse. As the most visible and outspoken of the Anishinaabe, Russell Blackwater received a number of anonymous threats. In a television interview with a Twin Cities station a week before the fishing was to begin, Blackwater declared that if the whites wanted to wage war, the Anishinaabe were more than ready.

When Cork heard that particular statement, he asked Jo to arrange a meeting with her clients.

“It’s just Russell talking,” she assured him. “He doesn’t mean anything.”

“Someone not especially inclined to like Indians in the first place and who is a fisherman in the second won’t think of it as just Russell Blackwater’s way of talking. I want to speak with your clients.”

Jo arranged for the meeting to take place in the old Catholic mission building on the reservation. Since 1953, when Congress passed Public Law 280 transferring jurisdiction on Minnesota reservations from federal hands to the state, it had been the responsibility of Tamarack County to provide law enforcement for the Iron Lake Reservation. Not an easy job considering the distrust that existed among the Ojibwe regarding the white legal system. Before Cork became sheriff, it was rare that a law enforcement officer would even set foot on the reservation. Cork had never sent a deputy there, knowing full well nothing useful would come of it. Reservation affairs he handled himself. More often than not, even he came away feeling that he’d trespassed.

When Cork drove into the meadow where the small white mission building stood, he found the structure surrounded by the cars and trucks of the reservation Anishinaabe. The building had fallen into disrepair from years of neglect, but St. Kawasaki had been working steadily on revamping the structure. Inside, the Anishinaabe were seated on old rough pews, amid the boards and sawhorses that were the evidence of the priest’s steady labor.

“You’re part Shinnob,” Blackwater began the meeting. “What I’d like to know is who the hell’s side are you on, anyway?”

“I’m not on a side,” Cork explained. “My job is to abide by the law and to see that everyone else in Tamarack County does, too.”

“Whose law?” Wanda Manydeeds asked from the back of the room. “The white man’s law?”

“The law decided by the court,” Cork replied.

“The white man’s court,” Wanda Manydeeds accused. “What about justice? Most of us here know from experience that justice and the white man’s law aren’t the same.”

A lot of heads nodded in agreement.

“Law is in books,” Cork told them. “Justice is a point of view. I can’t enforce a point of view.”

Blackwater turned to the gathering. “I told you we can’t expect any help from this man. Blood of The People may run through his body, but his heart is a white man’s heart.”

“Please listen to me,” Cork said. “If the court says you have the right to fish, I’ll do everything I can to guarantee that right. If the court says you have no right, I’ll be forced to take action against anyone who tries.”

“Action?” Blackwater let a moment of absolute stillness pass, then he said, “What would you do? Shoot us?”

“That will never happen and we both know it, Russell.”

“It’s happened to The People before.”

“It won’t happen here. You have my word on it.”

“The word of a white man,” Blackwater said with disgust.

Sam Winter Moon stood up. “The word of a man we all know to be a good, truthful man.”

“Yeah,” Joe John LeBeau spoke up. “I’ve known Cork O’Connor all my life. I believe what he says. Whatever else goes down, I know he’ll do his best to see we’re treated fair.”

“All right,” Blackwater said skeptically. “What is it you want from us?”

“I don’t want a war,” Cork replied. “I don’t want any more talk about war. I don’t want guns carried around out of fear. The surest way to create an incident is to behave as if it’s going to occur. Go on about your business just as you always have and wait for the court to make its decision. And be hopeful. Remember, you have the best attorney in the state working for you.” He allowed himself a smile, and was glad to see many of those gathered smiling in return.

Thirty-six hours before opening day of spearfishing, the court handed down its decision. The Anishinaabe had the right under treaty to fish the lake to the full extent of the limit set by the DNR. Cork put all his men on alert and told them they should expect to work extra duty once the fishing began.

The evening before opening day, Cork met with those who were going to spearfish. They gathered in Russell Blackwater’s trailer on the reservation. Jo was there. So were half a dozen other Anishinaabe including Joe John LeBeau, Wanda Manydeeds—Joe John’s sister—and Sam Winter Moon.

“I promised I’d do everything I can to protect you tomorrow. In order to do that I’m going to need some help from you.”

“What help?” Blackwater asked suspiciously.

“I’m most concerned about getting you from your vehicles into the boats and onto the lake. My guess is that we’re going to have quite a crowd there to greet you. The faster you get onto the water, the better.”

“We’re not going to run down there like rabbits,” Blackwater said.

“That’s not what I’m asking. But the longer you present yourselves as targets to angry people, the greater the chance something can happen. And, Russell, if you saunter down there in front of these folks with some kind of attitude, you’re just begging for trouble. That’s when someone will get hurt.”

“Is that a threat?” Blackwater asked. He glanced at the others in the small room.

“It’s a potential.” Cork looked around the room himself, pausing briefly to study the Anishinaabe he’d known all his life. “These people don’t see the world the same way you do. A lot of the resort owners believe that what you’re doing will ruin them. These are desperate people. And what I’m trying to make you understand is that there’s real danger in what you’re going to do tomorrow. It won’t be a cakewalk.”

Sam Winter Moon gave a single, slow nod. “There’s danger in acting,” he said. “There’s also danger in sitting still, Cork. The law’s finally on the side of The People. If we sit, what have we gained? Seems to me that if trouble comes, it won’t be our doing.”

“It never was,” Cork replied. “But it’s always The People who suffer in the end, regardless of right. My own wish is that you’d hold off doing anything until your counsel here has had a chance to negotiate a settlement of some kind with the state. That’s what you’re after, isn’t it, Russell?”

“A settlement with the state will be easier to negotiate if the state knows we’re serious in our intent,” Blackwater pointed out.

“And if someone has already been hurt,” Cork added, looking straight into the hungry hunter’s eyes of Russell Blackwater.

“Sounds like another threat to me,” Blackwater said.

“Cork,” Joe John LeBeau spoke up. “Nobody wants anybody to get hurt. We just want what’s ours for a change. Don’t you get it? The world’s looking on. How can we lose?”

“I can’t absolutely guarantee your safety, Joe John. That’s my point.”

“When did you ever?” Wanda Manydeeds said with a little bitterness.

“Some of your customers will be in the crowd that gathers tomorrow, Joe John,” Cork reminded him. “You, too, Sam.”

“This isn’t about business, Cork.” Joe John looked around the room. “I can’t ever remember feeling so much like one of The People. That’s more important to me, to all of us, than anything else.”

“It’s not a question anymore of fishing,” Sam spoke up. “It’s a question of what’s right, Cork. We’ve bent like reeds in a river for generations, bent so far over we’ve just about forgot how to stand up straight. Look at us now. None of us has ever been so proud of being a Shinnob.”

Cork knew that was true. The feeling in the room of Blackwater’s trailer was sweeping all of them along toward some inevitability. Russell Blackwater had brought the possibility of power to the reservation, and everyone gathered was ready to follow him anywhere.

“We’re going to exercise our rights,” Blackwater said. “We expect you to do your job.”

“If you get your boats in the water with your gear ready tonight, I’ll have a couple of my men watch them to make sure nothing’s touched,” Cork promised. “When you get to the landing, you can move quickly to the boats and out onto the lake. Would you be willing to do that?”

Blackwater and the others exchanged glances. Sam Winter Moon gave a nod. “We’ll do it,” Blackwater said.

Jo followed him to his sheriff’s car. The sky was overcast, threatening rain. The night was very dark.

“You intend to be there, Counselor?” Cork asked her.

“We’ve come this far together.”

“You don’t have to. You’re not one of The People.”

“I’ll be there to make sure their rights are observed.”

“I’ll be there for that.”

She regarded him with the same skepticism Russell Blackwater had. “You’re divided. I’m not.”

“I have a duty clearly spelled out.”

“You have an electorate clearly at odds with you.”

“I’ll do my duty.”

“So will I.” She looked back toward the trailer. “It doesn’t have to turn ugly.”

“Blackwater wants it that way.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

“He’s not everyone.”

“It only takes one asshole, Jo.”

They stood in the dark under the threatening sky and seemed at a loss for words. Cork reached out to hold her, but it was as if they were too full of the responsibilities they both bore, and there was no comfort in it. “I guess I’ll see you in a few hours.”

She went back to the trailer. When she opened the door, Cork heard the sound of Wanda Manydeeds, a Midewiwin, singing words he couldn’t translate. He saw how they all welcomed Jo among them. Although she had not a drop of the blood of The People in her, she was more one of them at that moment than Cork had ever been.

Morning came gray and drizzly. Well before dawn, Cork had his deputies deployed along the path from the parking area to the boat landing. The small motorboats were tied up and waiting, their nets loaded. Cork was glad he’d talked Blackwater into that at least.

Some of the crowd had been there a good part of the night, but most had begun to gather an hour or so before dawn. A few barrels had been filled with wood and fires started, and people gathered around them warming hands and sipping coffee from thermoses. A couple of equipment trucks from television stations in Duluth and the Twin Cities were parked with their engines running, white exhaust mixing with the gray drizzle. Placards leaned against trees and the barrels, ready to be grabbed up when the moment arrived. There were some children in the crowd; Cork didn’t like that at all. He asked the parents to take the children home, but they refused.

At 5:35, he got word over the radio that Helmuth Hanover of the Aurora Sentinel had received a call from an anonymous spokesman for the Minnesota Civilian Brigade threatening some form of retaliation if the Indians fished. Cork had no time to consider this development. Less than a minute later, just as the drizzle seemed to let up and the faintest hint of morning light crept across the lake, Deputy Jim Bowdry radioed that the procession of vehicles he was leading from the reservation was only a mile from the landing. Earlier Cork had given instructions to his men to clear a corridor from the parking area to the lake as soon as he gave them the word. He told them now to get started. The crowd, who’d been quiet and had even seemed a little sleepy, came suddenly to life and began chaotically to gather behind the lines formed by the outstretched arms of the deputies. The morning had been still enough to hear the lap of lake water against the shore, but now shouts back and forth across the empty corridor shattered the quiet. Placards rose above the crowd, swinging back and forth like signals at a dangerous railroad crossing. The news teams had crawled out of their trucks and started their cameras rolling.

Cork had a bad feeling in his gut. And for the first time in years, he was so afraid he was shaking.

The procession of five vehicles—the patrol car, two old pickups, a station wagon, and Blackwater’s motorcycle—came slowly up the access toward the parking area. Jim Bowdry stopped his patrol car far short of the lot, where some of the crowd were waiting. Cork walked over and asked Blackwater to keep his people there a few moments. Then he hauled a bullhorn from his car, stood on a picnic table, and addressed the crowd.

“This is Sheriff O’Connor! Listen up, everyone!” He waited a moment for a quiet that never quite came. “This is Sheriff O’Connor! I want everyone to stay back of the lines my deputies have formed. I want a clear corridor for these fishermen to walk to their boats. Stay behind the deputies. I repeat, you will stay behind the deputies and keep the corridor clear.”

He set the bullhorn on the table, stepped down, and approached Blackwater. “This is what you wanted, Russ. Let’s do it.”

Cork led the way. Directly behind him, side by side, came Russell Blackwater and Sam Winter Moon. Jo was back with the others who followed, all of them keeping close together. The big yard light that illuminated the boat landing at the far end of the cleared corridor seemed miles away to Cork. The shouts of the crowd rose angrily on both sides. Cork had ordered his deputies to keep their firearms holstered, that if a situation arose they were to let him handle it. He didn’t want an incident. He recognized many of the faces in the crowd, but they were different faces than he’d seen in the shops and the quiet streets of Aurora. They seemed like twisted things, grotesque Halloween masks of anger.

A third of the way to the landing, Cork caught a movement to his left just out of the corner of his eye. He swung around quickly. An empty Pepsi can clattered onto the black asphalt of the corridor and Russell Blackwater kicked it as it rolled across. Cork realized that he was gripping the handle of his holstered revolver. He took a deep breath, turned back toward the landing, and moved on.

They’d come thirty yards safely and had less than a dozen to go to reach the boats. For a moment, Cork finally let himself think it was just about over; they were almost there. He felt how tight he was, all his muscles tensed in a way that suddenly seemed more painful than he could bear, and he let himself relax, just a little. It was only a moment, one brief instant, but it was enough for tragedy.

A small figure stepped into the hard glare beneath the light over the boat landing. He’d come around the end of the crowd, slipped past the last outstretched deputy’s arm. He stood at the end of the corridor, dead center. The light above him at his back cast his face in shadow, and Cork couldn’t see who it was. The shadowed mouth didn’t utter a word. The arms simply lifted a rifle and pointed it toward Cork.

Forever after, Cork remembered the next few seconds as if it all had happened in slow motion. He could see every detail. The drizzle-wetted hair plastered to the top of a balding little head. The dark outline of ears sticking out like handles on an urn. A moment of illumination as the face turned slightly, looking from side to side behind Cork. And finally the slow drawing back of the hand that operated the pump. Cork’s own movements seemed like something done underwater, nightmarishly slow. Reaching toward his holster. Fumbling with the strap over his revolver. Starting to draw the firearm clear. All of it too slow.

Fire flashed from the rifle barrel. There must have been a sound, but Cork in all his remembering never heard a sound. He expected to be hit, the impact to be like a log slammed into his chest, but he felt nothing and his arm kept moving, clearing his revolver from its holster. As the figure before him drew back the pump of the rifle again, Cork fired. The little man stumbled back. Cork fired again and again. The rifle discharged once more, but high this time, uselessly into the dripping sky; the little man collapsed. Cork followed him with his revolver, pumping the last of his rounds into the man even as he lay fallen.

Cork turned back. Behind him Sam Winter Moon lay sprawled on the wet black asphalt, his chest blown into a pulpy mess.

No one moved. In the deathly quiet of that moment, in the still Cork always would associate with terrible tragedy, the lake could be heard again, lapping peacefully against the shore.

The man with the rifle had been Arnold Stanley. All his life he’d held a safe job as an accountant in Chicago. But at fifty he’d risked his whole savings to buy the Bay side Inn, a small resort on a southern inlet of Iron Lake. He was a small, pop-eyed man, nervous. After the shooting, his wife told reporters that he’d been distraught at the prospect of the Indian fishing ruining his business. “He was afraid we’d lose everything,” she sobbed on camera. “He wasn’t a bad man. He was just so afraid.”

People said openly that putting six bullets into a scared little man was excessive. It was a hard statement to disagree with.

Russell Blackwater, speaking for The People, decried Cork’s incompetence. The sheriff had promised to protect the unarmed fishermen, who were only exercising their legal right. And once again it was the innocent who suffered when promises were broken.

The day Sam Winter Moon and Arnold Stanley died, the Anishinaabe didn’t spearfish or gillnet. Nor did they any other day. A negotiating committee that included Russell Blackwater, Jo O’Connor, Sandy Parrant, and several attorneys for the state of Minnesota convened in St. Paul a few days later. They reached an agreement, pushed quickly through the legislature by Sandy Parrant, requiring the state to pay a much increased annual reimbursement to the Iron Lake band of Ojibwe for not exercising their fishing rights on Iron Lake or any other lake in the state.

The county board of commissioners suspended Cork with full pay pending the findings of an inquest into the shootings. Arnold Stanley was the only man Cork had ever killed. Nervous, pop-eyed little Stanley, who’d only been scared to death that he was going to lose everything. Cork went over it again and again in his mind, replaying every moment leading to the fatal shooting. Was there something he could have done? Did people have to die?

The inquest proceeded smoothly, evidence showing that Cork had acted reasonably. But the county attorney, Warren Evans, who was a crony of Robert Parrant, asked Cork a question that tilted the whole world of the inquest.

“Why did you shoot six times, Sheriff? Shoot even after the man was down?”

Cork, in the witness stand, looked at his hands and didn’t answer right away.

“Did you hear the question?”

“Yes,” Cork replied. “I heard.”

“Please answer then. Why did you shoot Arnold Stanley six times?”

Although it was midday, midweek, the courtroom was full. Most of the spectators were white, but a number of Iron Lake Ojibwe, including Russell Blackwater, sat near the back off to one side. The quiet in the courtroom at that moment reminded Cork of the quiet at the boat landing after the shooting had stopped.

“Answer the question, Cork,” Ed Reilly, the judge, said.

Cork looked out across the waiting faces in the courtroom. He said, “I don’t know.”

“Is it possible,” Warren Evans suggested, “you simply panicked?”

Cork weighed this possibility. “Yes,” he admitted, “it’s possible I panicked.”

“I panicked!”

Helmuth Hanover used those fateful words as the headline in the Sentinel two days later. And in his editorial, Hanover expressed serious doubts about Corcoran O’Connor’s fitness as sheriff, posing the question to the voters of Tamarack County: Wasn’t a recall election in order?

In retrospect, Cork thought he might have been able to mount a decent countercampaign, but at that time it hadn’t mattered. He felt shattered, broken inside, unsure of everything about himself. Although the recall wasn’t a landslide, it was successful. In the special election that followed, Wally Schanno, handpicked by Judge Robert Parrant, stepped into office.

When he’d cleaned the old wax from the skis, he took a break, lit up a Lucky Strike, and stared across the lake toward the barren trees that lined the shore in front of the casino. In the morning sunlight, the distant copper dome flashed like a flame rising from the snow. Cork understood that, in a way, laying most of the blame for the tragedy on his shoulders had made the casino possible. Sandy Parrant could never have convinced the white population of Tamarack County to approve the land sale if they’d perceived the Anishinaabe to have been responsible for Stanley’s death. And Blackwater could never have convinced the tribal council to go forward in the first place if he hadn’t also convinced them that it was Cork’s incompetence rather than the greed and anger of the whites that had caused the death of Sam Winter Moon. Jo’s fortunes had risen with the Anishinaabe’s and through her association with Sandy Parrant, whose own political star was well on the rise. Cork tried not to be bitter over it. In the end, prosperity had come to almost everyone in the county—red and white. What was one man’s life, or two or three, compared to the welfare of so many?

Not much, he admitted as he flicked his cigarette into the snow. The ember hissed a moment, then died. Not very damn much. Unless it was your own.
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IN THE PARKING LOT of Johnny’s Pinewood Broiler, Molly Nurmi clipped on her skis and headed toward the lake three blocks away. Outside the small business district of Aurora, the streets hadn’t been touched by a plow blade. Although sidewalks had been cleared or were being cleared, most of the town looked as it had in the early light when Molly came off the lake on her way to work. Drifts sloped against anything upright—fences, hedges, walls. Slender tree limbs wore a thick white layer like icing on a dessert bar. In the sunlight, everything sparkled in a way that thrilled Molly greatly, and when she hit the open flat of the lake, she let herself fly.

Snowmobiles whined across the lake, buzzing like fast small insects, leaving a maze of tracks that reminded Molly of patterns in wormwood. Far out on the ice, a small fleet of four-wheelers had made their way to fishing shanties. There seemed more life on the hard water of Iron Lake than on land.

Molly cut north, following several of the snowmobile tracks toward the small copse of trees that hid the old foundry. Beyond that was Sam’s Place, and Cork would be waiting. She loved to push her body, to feel how strong it was, how she could ask so much of it and it would deliver. Her body was the only thing she’d ever known that was so reliable, and she took care of it religiously. In summer she ran the forested, back roads or swam long distances in the lake. Winters, she skiied every chance she got. She fed her body in healthy ways, eschewing caffeine and alcohol especially. There had been a time in her life when she wouldn’t have bet money on living past twenty-one. Now she sometimes felt wonderfully invulnerable, as if she could live forever. In a life that had been spent mostly running away from the past, she felt she’d finally come to rest somewhere full of hope.

As she broke from the trees and saw Cork standing near his Bronco watching her approach, she thought it had been a long journey to reach the place she’d come to, nearly thirty years. But she was glad to be there.

“I love this snow!” she exclaimed as she stopped beside the Bronco. She opened her arms in a gesture as if hugging the whole world. “I love winter. I adore everything about it.” She leaned to him and kissed him passionately. “And I adore you.”

“Let’s get those skis on the Bronco,” he said.

Molly saw that he had his own skis—old wooden things—already on the rack. “We’re going skiing? Together?”

“I’m using your place as starting point to ski to Meloux’s.”

“Let’s start from here,” she suggested.

“Are you kidding? I’d die. Come on, off with those skis. I’ll drive you home.”

Molly released the toe clips and stepped out. Cork put the skis on the rack and tossed her poles in back with his. He held the door of the Bronco open for her, then got in behind the wheel and pulled away from the Quonset hut. Molly took off her stocking cap and shook out her hair. The heat from her body and the moisture from her sweat steamed the windows and Cork kicked the defrost fan up a couple of notches. Molly watched him closely.

“You’ve been thinking about Sam Winter Moon and Arnold Stanley,” she said.

He was surprised, but tried not to show it. “What makes you think so?”

“I can always tell. Your face gets like a mess of old knotted-up rope.” Molly slid across the seat so that she was against him. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go to my place, do the sauna, roll in the snow, and screw ourselves blind. That’ll take the knots right out of you, I guarantee.”

“Can’t,” Cork said.

Molly ran her hand slowly up his thigh. “Not true.” She smiled.

“I mean I don’t have time right now. Like I said, I’m on my way to see Henry Meloux.”

“All right.” She shrugged and slid back across the seat. “Your loss.”

Although she said it without malice, Cork still felt guilty. “Want to come with me?”

They turned off onto County Road AA, which curved around the north end of the lake toward Molly’s place and the thick pines of the Superior National Forest. Meloux’s cabin stood on a piece of reservation land just beyond.

“Does Meloux have anything to do with the judge?” she asked as she watched the endless snowbanks sliding past.

“You heard, huh?”

“This isn’t exactly New York City, Cork. Death here is big news. Was it awful?”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“Is that supposed to impress me?”

Cork said, “I put Jo through law school by being a cop in the worst part of Chicago. I saw a lot in those days.” He drove a little way and, out of the corner of his eye, saw the pinched look of disapproval on Molly’s face. “You’re right,” he admitted. “You never get used to something like that. It was pretty bad.”

“It’s odd. He was just about the last man I would have suspected of suicide.”

“If it was suicide.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like you said, he was the last man anybody would suspect. That in itself makes me wonder.”

“Did he leave a note or something?”

“Nothing.”

“So what, then? Murder?”

“Not my jurisdiction anymore. Ask Wally Schanno.”

She reached out and touched his shoulder. “It must be hard sitting on the sidelines.”

“I’m getting used to it,” he lied. “Here we are.”

Molly’s lane hadn’t been cleared and the plowing of the county road had left a steep snowbank blocking her access. Cork put the Bronco into four-wheel drive and carefully crawled over the bank. He had no trouble in the powdery snow beyond. He stopped in front of Molly’s cabin, got out, and pulled the skis from the rack. He changed to his cross-country boots, and as he bent to clip on his skis, Molly asked, “Is Henry expecting you?”

“He has a way of expecting everything,” Cork replied.

Meloux’s cabin was made of cedar and had been on its small point of the lake—Crow’s Point—for as long as anybody could remember. In winter when the other resorts were closed for the season, Meloux was Molly’s closest neighbor. Just inside the reservation boundary a mile northeast along the shoreline, Crow’s Point was visible from Molly’s sauna. As they started out onto the lake, Cork could see smoke from Meloux’s tiny cabin rising up calm and straight as you please into the perfectly still air above the pine trees. The shoreline curved away from them in a ragged arc of inlets and small rocky points. Three-quarters of the way across the ice, a long tongue of open water stuck out into the lake. It came from Half Mile Spring, a rush of water that issued from ground so near the lake that it didn’t have time to freeze in its journey.

They stayed well clear of the mouth of Half Mile Spring. Crow’s Point was rocky and steep, and they had to remove their skis to climb up to the old man’s cabin. Meloux opened the door to them even before they knocked, and he stood grinning in welcome. An old yellow dog stood patiently at his side, tongue lolling, tail wagging.

“Corcoran O’Connor,” the old man said. “I see you survived the storm.” He laughed in a way that sounded as if he were making fun of Cork’s concern for him the night before. “And Molly Nurmi. It is always good to see a neighbor’s face. Come in, you are both welcome.”

He stood aside and let them enter. The cabin was a clean and simple place, one room, with a wood stove, bunk, a rough-hewn table, and two benches. On the walls hung many objects, some from animals—a bearskin, a bow with string made from the skin of a snapping turtle and ornamented with feathers, a deer-prong pipe; some of wood—a birch-bark basket, a small toboggan, snowshoes. On the floor beside the bed lay a mat of woven cedar bark. Not far from the stove hung an old Skelly calendar—1948—with an elaborate cartoon picture of a pretty young lady in revealing shorts, bent to check her makeup in the rearview mirror, much to the delight of an admiring gas station attendant. Cork handed Meloux a pack of Lucky Strikes, which the old man accepted graciously, then Cork sniffed at the air.

“Somebody sick?” he asked. “Smells like you’ve been burning cedar.”

“I purify the air, I purify the spirit,” the old man said. “Also, I have been baking. I have baked buttermilk biscuits. Will you eat with me?”

They sat at the table and the old man brought the biscuits and butter and a clay jar of honey. “I have blackberry tea,” he told them. He turned to the stove, but before he could move toward it, the blue tea kettle jumped and rattled of its own accord. Molly jerked, startled, and the dog leaped up growling fiercely.

“Go back to sleep, Walleye,” the old man said to the dog.

“What was that?” Molly asked breathlessly.

“A Windigo is about,” Meloux replied, and went to fetch the tea. Cork explained the myth of the Windigo, the cannibal giant whose heart was ice, and Molly looked with wide eyes at the tea kettle in Meloux’s hands.

“Don’t worry,” Meloux told her. “The Windigo is not hunting you.” To put her at ease, the old man entertained them, made them laugh with his stories of all the years in that place. He told stories of Sam Winter Moon and the pranks he used to play as a young man on the Iron Lake Reservation.

“He was hunting once near the edge of the reservation,” Meloux said. “A duck fell right out of the sky at his feet. As he picked it up, a white hunter appeared and claimed the duck was his because he’d shot it. Sam Winter Moon pointed out that the duck was on reservation land, and so the hunter had no right to it. The hunter claimed it was his because the duck was not on reservation land when he shot it. Sam Winter Moon looked at the man who was angry and at his rifle and suggested a way to decide. ‘We will have a contest,’ he said. ‘We will kick one another in the nuts and whoever is still standing will get the duck.’ The white hunter, who was a very big, mean-looking man, agreed. Sam said he would go first. The white hunter braced himself and Sam Winter Moon gave him a good kick. The man turned red then blue then white. He staggered around holding himself in great pain. After a few minutes he drew himself up and said to Sam Winter Moon, ‘Now it is my turn.’ But Sam Winter Moon said, ‘You win,’ handed him the duck, and walked away.” Meloux laughed. “He was a good man. He was a warrior. His Anishinaabe name was Animikiikaa, which means ‘It thunders.’ “

When they rose to leave, Meloux said to Cork, “I have something for you.” He went to a basket set in a corner and pulled something out. He returned to Cork and pressed a bit of dried root into his hand.

Cork nodded and turned to Molly. “Could you wait outside for a moment?”

“Sure.” Molly left, closing the door behind her.

“I need to ask you something, Henry.”

“Ask, then,” the old man replied.

“You said you heard the Windigo call a name as it passed overhead. What name?”

The old man shook his head. “With the Windigo, you cannot help, Corcoran O’Connor. I do not think you are the one to fight the Windigo.”

“Tell me this. Was the name Judge Parrant?”

The old man laughed. “That is a name I would not mind the Windigo calling, but it was not the name I heard.”

“Was it Paul LeBeau?”

“Joe John’s boy? No.” The old man put his hand on Cork’s shoulder. “It will do no good, but I will tell you the name I heard. The name the Windigo called was Harlan Lytton. And that is another name I do not mind the Windigo calling.” He walked Cork to the door. “Thank you for visiting. I am grateful for your concern over an old man.”

Cork hesitated before leaving.

“What is it?” Meloux asked.

“Sam told me once that a man knows when the Windigo is coming for him. Is that true?”

“A man who listens will hear his name.” The old man stared at him a moment. “You heard.”

“No.” Cork shook his head. “I’m sure it was just a trick of the wind.”

“A man knows the difference between the Windigo and the wind.”

“Thank you, Henry.”

The old man touched Cork’s chest with the flat of his hand. “Mangide’e,” he said. Be courageous.

Molly was waiting for him on the lake. She already had her skis on. As Cork clipped his boots onto his skis, he said, “Come on, I’ll race you back.”

She beat him by a hundred yards and at the Bronco turned to him scolding, “It’s those coffin nails you smoke.”

“No,” Cork replied as he came up to her. “I just liked the view from behind,” and he kissed her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small gift Meloux had given him.

“What is that?” Molly asked.

“A little bit of root from a wild pea plant.”

“What for?”

“It’s supposed to be a lucky charm for a man in a dangerous situation. It’s supposed to ensure that everything turns out for the best.”

She looked at him carefully. “Cork, are you in some kind of danger?”

“Meloux seems to think so.”

“But you don’t?”

He put the charm back into his pocket. “If I am, I don’t know why.”

“The Windigo thing you told me about in there. Is that for real?”

“Just an old myth,” Cork said. He released the clips on his skis and stepped out.

“Old myth.” She glanced back toward Crow Point. “Something made that kettle jump.”

“Do you know what a tchissakan is?” He could tell by her blank expression she didn’t. “It’s an Anishinaabe magician. It also means juggler. It’s a person who can juggle the elements of our world and the world of the unseen. Sometimes a tchissakan communicates with the dead. Can actually bring forth a voice from the dead. So I’d guess a tchissakan is probably a ventriloquist as well.”

“Meloux?” she asked.

“There aren’t many, and Henry Meloux has never admitted to being one, but I’ve heard different.”

“So it was the trick of a—”

“A tchissakan. Probably.”

Molly looked unconvinced. She leaned to him and kissed him hard.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“Like the pea root,” she replied. “For luck.”
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CHRISTMAS LIGHTS TWINKLED IN SHOP WINDOWS along Center Street as Cork pulled into Aurora. With only a week to go until Christmas, the stores would be open late. Cork spotted a woman standing in front of Lenore’s Toy and Hobby Shop. Although the temperature was in the teens, she wore only a light sweater. Cork pulled into a parking space, stepped out of the Bronco, climbed over a snowbank, and walked to where the woman stood.

“Christmas shopping, Arletta?” he asked.

Arletta Schanno glanced at him and a frown came to her pretty face. “Wally?”

“Corcoran O’Connor.”

“Sheriff O’Connor.” She suddenly brightened. “I can’t seem to remember if I’ve bought gifts for the children.”

“Here,” Cork said. He took off his leather jacket and put it around her shoulders. She was shivering.

“Janie told me she wanted a game this year. Clue, I believe. I think that sounds fine, don’t you? Clarissa says she wants a Barbie doll, but she has so many already.”

Janie was thirty-five and lived in Baltimore. She worked for the post office there. Clarissa taught high school geography in St. Paul.

“How about a ride home, Arletta,” Cork offered. “I just happen to be going that way.”

“I don’t know,” Arletta Schanno said. A distressed and helpless look clouded her face.

“I’ll bet Wally would like to help with shopping, don’t you?”

“Wally’s so busy.”

“Not too busy for Christmas shopping. Come on, let’s go home.”

Cork urged her gently into the Bronco and drove to the Schannos’ house. Wally Schanno opened the door, and Cork could tell from the relief that flooded his face he’d been worried sick.

“I found her Christmas shopping,” Cork explained.

“Sheriff O’Connor was very kind, dear,” Arletta said.

Wally handed Cork back his coat. “Thanks,” he said. “You’re chilled, Arletta. Why don’t you go put on a warmer sweater.”

“I think I will.” She smiled and walked down the hallway toward the back of the house.

“I called everywhere. The housekeeper had to leave early. It was just a few minutes. Just a few goddamn minutes,” Schanno said miserably, “and she was gone.”

“Not many places to get lost in Aurora, Wally,” Cork said.

Schanno shook his head. “It only gets worse.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your doing,” Schanno said, offering his hand to Cork. “Thanks again.”

Cork started to turn away.

“By the way,” Schanno said, “I called Doc Gunnar this morning. Sandy Parrant was absolutely right. The judge was in bad shape. Riddled with cancer. Gunnar said he only had a few months to live. Guess we’ve got a motive for suicide.”

“Did Sigurd authorize an autopsy?”

“You know how much an autopsy costs, Cork. Sigurd didn’t see anything he felt justified an autopsy.”

“How about the LeBeau boy? Any word?”

“Darla says she got a call from the boy last night. She says he’s with his father. Safe. Maybe it’s true, maybe it isn’t. It’s clear she doesn’t want me involved. Unless Darla makes an official complaint, I can’t do anything anyway.”

Arletta Schanno stepped back into the room wearing a heavy white wool sweater. She came toward Cork smiling warmly.

“Sheriff, what a nice surprise.”

Cork glanced at Schanno, who looked down.

Molly had talked him into a sandwich at her place—hummus, sprouts, and tomatoes—that he’d washed down with a beer, so he wasn’t hungry. But he still had a while to kill before his meeting with Father Tom Griffin. He drove to Sigurd Nelson’s mortuary on Pine Street. The sign on the front door directed him to ring the buzzer in back and Cork complied. In a moment Nelson opened the door, sock-footed and with bread crumbs at the corner of his mouth. He looked surprised to see Cork.

“Sorry to bother you, Sigurd. Wally said you’ve finished with the body.”

“Haven’t even started,” the coroner said.

“I mean in your official capacity.”

“Oh, that. Wasn’t much to finish.” He stepped back. “Come on in before this house gets full of winter.”

They stood in a long hallway at the back of the mortuary. The place was actually a house, a beautiful old two-story affair, one of the nicest in Aurora. The first floor was for business. A showroom up front displaying coffins, to one side a large chapel for memorial services. In back a business office. Over his years in Aurora, Cork had been to the chapel many times. The time he most remembered his father had been there, too, laid out in one of Sigurd Nelson’s coffins, a strong, practical man gone to rest in a box lined with satin.

“Who is it, dear?” Grace Nelson, called from upstairs. The second floor of the house was the living area for the mortician and his wife.

“Cork O’Connor, Gracie.”

“Your dinner’s getting cold,” she warned him gently.

“I’ll be right there,” Nelson called back. “What are you doing here, Cork?” he asked impatiently.

“I just wondered why you decided not to autopsy.”

“Because I’d have difficulty explaining it to the taxpayers of this county is why. Christ, the man had cancer everywhere. He blew his brains out because he was going to die anyway. What’s to autopsy? Open-and-shut case.”

“But you looked at the body carefully yourself?”

“Sure I did. And I found just what I expected. He died because he blew his brains out. Period.”

“No other marks on his body?”

“Why would there be other marks?”

“Mind if I have a look?”

“Of course I mind. Why are you here, Cork? You’re not even the sheriff anymore.”

“Come on, Sigurd. Open-and-shut case. You said it yourself. What harm can it do letting me see the body? Just for a minute.”

“He’s a mess.”

“I’ve seen him before.”

Nelson didn’t look happy, but he finally turned and led the way.

The basement was divided into several rooms, all with shut doors. Sigurd opened one of the doors, turned on the light, and stepped in. In some ways, the prep room reminded Cork of a scientific laboratory. Red tile floor, off-white walls, cabinets, embalming pump, and flush tank. On a row of pegs along the wall hung Sigurd’s blue prep clothing and the plastic face shield he wore when preparing a body. The judge’s naked corpse lay on an old white porcelain prep table near the embalming pump.

“He’s all yours,” Nelson said with a wave toward the table.

The corpse lay on its back. The face was pallid and the features relaxed. Above the eyebrows, the cavity that had at one time held a very bright, but in Cork’s opinion very devious, brain was nearly empty. With the top of the skull blown away, the head was crowned by a blood-crusted rim of jagged bone. Cork looked carefully at the neck, the wrists, the ankles, the ribs.

“If you’re looking for bruises, you won’t find any,” the coroner told him. “He wasn’t tied up, beat up, or strangled. He just blew his brains out, okay?”

Cork looked closely again at the judge’s arms, then at his thighs, and finally his abdomen. “Help me turn him over, Sigurd.”

“Why?”

“Just help me, will you?”

Nelson gave a reluctant hand. Cork studied the judge’s shoulders, the back of his arms, the small of his back, the cheeks of his buttocks.

“What the hell are you looking for anyway?” Sigurd demanded.

“Nothing. Just looking.”

“Just looking?” Nelson grunted as they turned the body onto its back again.

“Chalk it up to idle curiosity, Sigurd,” Cork said.

“Idle curiosity? I swear to God—” the coroner said growing red with indignation. “I’ve got a perfectly good dinner getting cold.”

Nelson draped the body with the sheet and flipped off the light switch. He followed Cork upstairs. At the door he warned, “Cork, I got half a mind—” But he didn’t finish.

“Thanks,” Cork said, and started away.

At his back, Nelson slammed the door.

The coroner had a right to be upset. Cork had no business looking at the body, no business thinking about the case at all. But an Ojibwe boy was missing and Henry Meloux was sure that a Windigo was about, and although Wally Schanno was a good cop, he was one hundred percent white, and neither the boy nor the Windigo would matter as much to him as they did to Cork. Cork sat in the Bronco thinking about the body of the judge. He’d come because he was always suspicious of an easy explanation. Few things were so sure and simple that they could be taken at face value. If he’d believed Sigurd had done a decent job as coroner, he might not have asked to see the body. He was glad he had.

He was running late, but he wanted to stop by Darla LeBeau’s house. The place was dark, the sidewalks unshoveled. He rang the front bell anyway. No one answered. He started back to the Bronco, but didn’t get in. He studied the woods from which had come the voice Meloux said was the call of the Windigo. The evening was dark and still. Stars dusted the black sky. Cork could see the glimmer of other houses in a small subdivision a hundred yards away, but on the deserted part of the road where he stood, there was no light, no sign of life, no sound but the whisper of his own quiet breathing.

He walked toward the woods, stepped in among the trees. He stood still, listening, watching. The woods felt empty and Cork felt alone.

“Why do you want me?” Cork spoke softly to the stillness. His eyes darted all around. “What have you come for?”

If he expected an answer—and he wasn’t certain that he didn’t—he was disappointed. He told himself he had imagined the voice in the wind. The Windigo was a myth.

But there was a part of him that knew different. Sam Winter Moon had cautioned him long ago that it was best to believe in all possibilities, that there were more mysteries in the world than a man could ever hope to understand.
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THE RECTORY DOOR WAS OPENED to him by Ellie Gruber, a stout woman in her late fifties who’d been housekeeper for the ancient Father Kelsey more than a decade. She told him Father Griffin wasn’t there yet, but she showed him to the priest’s office and brought him coffee. Cork could hear a television in another room. Ellie said the Timberwolves were playing the Bulls. Cork could also hear Father Kelsey mumble and groan and occasionally toss in an unpriestly expletive.

“The Timberwolves must be losing.” Cork smiled.

Father Tom Griffin’s office was a mess of papers and books covering every flat surface of the room. The furniture consisted of a desk with a telephone and a small brass lamp, three scarred wooden chairs, an ancient green filing cabinet, and, in front of the window, a typing table with an old Olivetti electric. A crucifix hung on one wall; on another were several framed photographs; against the third stood a bookcase with every shelf crammed full. Cork gravitated to the photos. He believed a lot could be inferred from the photographs a person chose to display. In Father Tom Griffin’s case, Cork saw much of the road the man had traveled to reach that cluttered office. One photo showed a young Tom Griffin, a long and lanky college kid in a Notre Dame baseball uniform with a self-confident and likable grin. Another, taken much later, showed him in his collar standing with the pope. The pope looked small and severe next to the tall priest, who was relaxed and smiling. Several of the other photos seemed to have been taken in Central America. They were village shots, dusty streets or cobblestone, and shy, emaciated mestizo kids smiling for the camera. The last picture was quite recent, taken on the Iron Lake Reservation, and showed Tom Griffin standing beside the mission building he was restoring. With him stood Wanda Manydeeds. It was fitting. The priest and the Midewiwin. Wanda looked serious as ever. The priest, although he had a black eye patch now and he’d let his hair go shaggy, was still smiling just as broadly as the kid in the photo who’d played ball for Notre Dame.

Tom Griffin’s eye wasn’t the only wounded part of his body. The priest bore other scars, some visible on his hands and arms. Although he had never asked the priest directly, Cork had heard about the long political internment that had ended the cleric’s involvement in the church in Central America. This information was always offered in a hushed tone, as if to the conservative parishioners of St. Agnes it was some kind of questionable skeleton in the priest’s closet.

Tom Griffin caught Cork by surprise, sweeping into the room suddenly, bringing with him the hard cold that had stiffened his old leather jacket. He wore a stocking cap with the red face mask still pulled down, so that, with only the eye holes and nose hole and mouth, he looked like some kind of demon conjured out of a North Woods black night.

“Sorry I’m late, Cork.” He pulled off the stocking cap and mask.

“Didn’t hear your snowmobile, Tom,” Cork said.

“It died on me out at the mission this afternoon. That’s why I’m late. Had to hitch a ride in the back of a pickup.” He shrugged off his coat and threw everything on a chair already occupied by a stack of papers. He wore a red plaid flannel shirt, faded jeans, and hiking boots. Rubbing his cold legs vigorously, he smiled at Cork, and said, “I’ve taken to calling it Lazarus because starting it’s like trying to raise the dead.

“I see Mrs. Gruber got you some coffee. Good. I think I might have something a little stronger. Care for a beer? I’ve also got some Chivas Regal that would spice up that coffee nicely.”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Cork replied.

“Suit yourself.”

The priest stepped over to the file cabinet, opened the top drawer, and took out a bottle. Lifting a plastic cup from the top of the cabinet, he cleaned out something with his little finger and poured in the whiskey. He cleared off a chair and pulled it up next to his desk, motioning for Cork to go ahead and sit. He sipped from his cup, closed his eye, and sighed.

“First chance I’ve had to sit down all day.” The sounds of Father Kelsey’s reactions to the game carried into the room. “Timberwolves must be losing tonight.” St. Kawasaki smiled and got up to close the door.

“I hear Joe John finally called Darla,” Cork said. “Were you there?”

“I was at Darla’s most of the night.”

“Joe John give any particular reason for taking Paul that way?”

“He missed his son,” the priest said with a note of sympathy. “And he was ashamed. He couldn’t face Darla. Pretty simple really.”

“You talk with him?”

“No.”

“Know where he is?”

The priest sipped his Chivas Regal and shook his head. “I was just out at the reservation talking to Wanda. Darla asked me to intercede.”

“Did she tell you anything?”

“She says she doesn’t know where Joe John is.”

“What do you think?”

The priest shrugged. “You know The People, Cork. When they want to, they can say nothing very well.”

“And Wanda’s saying nothing. That should tell you something.”

The priest studied his whiskey a moment. “I have a good feeling about this. Somehow, it’s all going to turn out for the best.”

“I wish I did,” Cork said.

“Maybe that’s the difference between the law and religion. I hope for the best, you’re prepared for the worst.”

“There’s another difference,” Cork said.

“What’s that?”

“Your parishioners can’t kick you out.”

The priest laughed. Cork took a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket. “Mind?” he asked.

“No, go ahead. Can I bum one?”

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Cork said.

“I gave it up when I was in Central America. Rather involuntarily,” he added with a smile.

Cork held out the pack, the priest took a cigarette, and Cork offered his lighter.

“You wanted to talk,” the priest said, lighting his cigarette.

“I need some—” Cork thought a moment. “I was going to say advice, but the truth is, I need some guidance, Tom.”

“We all do sometimes. It’s not always easy to admit.”

“I haven’t been to church in a long time. Can’t remember my last confession.”

“Is that what this is?”

“Maybe. At least partly.” Cork lit his own cigarette and slipped the lighter in his pocket. “I’ve been out of the house a long time now. You knew that.”

He paused, expecting the priest to say something. But St. Kawasaki appeared content to smoke his cigarette and listen.

“I’ve started seeing another woman.”

The priest didn’t seem surprised in the least.

“I didn’t think about it at first, where it was going, what ultimately would be invloved. I wasn’t thinking clearly about a lot of things. But now—” Cork hesitated.

“Now?” the priest encouraged.

“Now every time I see my children, I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“Hurting them badly. Hurting them forever.”

The priest held his cigarette delicately between his thumb and index finger, smoking in a way Cork had always considered continental. He studied the tip of his cigarette a moment, then said, “Children are resilient. But I agree it’s a reasonable fear.”

“I don’t know what to do, Tom. I don’t want to lose my family. I don’t want my children hurt.”

“What I hear you saying is that more than anything you want your family.”

The understanding in the priest’s voice touched Cork deeply. “Yes,” he confessed.

“And this other woman, does she know?”

“She suspects. She hasn’t pressed me.” Cork felt himself shouldering again a weight that seemed unbearable. “She’s a wonderful woman, Tom.” He stood up, walked across the cluttered office to the window. He blew smoke against the glass and stared at the empty steps of the church across the yard. “Funny. I remember every detail of the morning Sam Winter Moon and Arnold Stanley died. But the whole next year is a blur. I wasn’t much of a husband or a father. I didn’t even fight it when Jo asked me to leave. I think about that now and it’s like I was someone else. Someone in a bad dream. Or like I was sleepwalking. This woman woke me up, Tom.”

“Maybe time did that, Cork.”

“Maybe.”

“Do you love her?”

“I haven’t said that to her, no.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Cork watched cigarette smoke crawl the windowpane as if it were looking for a way out.

“Yes,” he finally admitted. “I do.”

“And you love your family.”

“Of course.”

“Does that include Jo?”

Cork turned back. The priest was watching him with a placid expression.

“Not at the moment. But maybe it could again if we tried. If we had some help.”

“From me?”

“Isn’t that what priests do?”

“Some.”

“Would you?”

“What about Jo? Is this something she wants?”

“She wants a divorce. And one thing about Jo, once she’s made up her mind about something, she won’t back down.”

“Sounds like you’re asking me for a miracle.”

“It does seem pretty hopeless,” Cork said.

“Hopeless.” The priest sipped his whiskey and smoked his cigarette and seemed to consider the word. “Let me tell you something, Cork. In all my life I’ve learned two things.” He pointed to the black patch over his eye. “One is never call a small man in a uniform ‘Shorty.’ The other is that nothing is ever hopeless.” He dropped the last of his cigarette into the plastic cup. “I’ll talk with Jo. I’ll do my best to convince her to join you in some counseling.”

“Thanks.”

“But, Cork, I need to be sure you’re going to end this other relationship. There’s nothing that I or anyone else can do if you’re not willing to sacrifice everything for your family.”

“I know. I’ll end it.”

St. Kawasaki smiled a little wearily. “The things that ask the most of us are the things most worth having.”

Cork left the window and walked to the desk. He tossed his cigarette into St. Kawasaki’s cup. “Mind if I use your phone?”

“Go ahead.”

He dialed Harlan Lytton’s number, waited while the phone at the other end rang eight times. He put the receiver back in the cradle. “Thanks.”

“No one home?”

“It’s Harlan Lytton. Sometimes he doesn’t answer out of sheer orneriness.

“Lytton? The one with the dog they call Jack the Ripper?”

“That’s him. I have to go out to see him tonight.”

“Mind me asking why you’d want to pay a visit to a man like that?”

“If he answered his phone, I wouldn’t have to. But he didn’t answer.”

“Why go out there at all?”

“Long story. Kind of hard to explain.”

The priest grabbed his leather jacket. “I’ve heard things about this Lytton. I’m not going to let you go there alone. Not at night.”

“I used to go out there alone all the time when I was sheriff.”

St. Kawasaki put his hand on Cork’s shoulder and looked at him seriously with his good eye. “I hate to remind you of this, but you’re not the sheriff anymore.”
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LYTTON’S CABIN LAY FIVE MILES OUTSIDE TOWN at the end of a long, narrow cut into two hundred acres of thick brush, bog, balsam pine and tamarack. The lane leading to the cabin was marked by on old hand-painted sign on a cracked gray board nailed to a post: “Taxidermy.” A chain strung between two aspen saplings blocked the entry.

Cork eyed the deep snow drifted into the narrow lane. “Long walk in, Tom. I’ve got skis and snowshoes,” he offered.

“The only thing I can handle in the snow is my Kawasaki. I’ll walk, thanks.”

“Then I’ll walk, too.”

Cork reached into the glove compartment for a flashlight, then opened the rear door and took his Winchester from its sheath. He pulled several cartridges from his coat pocket and fed them into the rifle.

“What’s that for?’ the priest asked.

“How much do you know about Jack the Ripper?”

The snow seemed to multiply the light of the moon that was nearly full and the mass of stars that frosted the sky, and even without the flashlight Cork had no trouble seeing the way along the cut through the trees and brush.

“I was out here once just after I first came to Aurora. I brought a big muskie Father Kelsey had caught and wanted mounted. Never made it off my motorcycle. That dog was on me as soon as I pulled up. I gave it full throttle coming back down this lane and the Ripper still nearly caught me. Biggest, fastest, meanest dog I ever saw.”

“Lytton lets it run loose,” Cork said. “Especially when he’s gone, and he’s gone a lot. Burglar protection, he claims. I used to warn him about the dog getting off his land, but the Ripper never does. Seems to know his territory. And we’re in it right now. I don’t want to be caught out here on foot without something to discourage that dog.”

The priest shook his head at the rifle. “That thing could discourage a critter to death.”

“Lytton’s put out word that he’s trained the Ripper to attack on command and to go for the kill. Now, that could be just Harlan blowing smoke out his ass, but I’d rather not take that chance.”

They passed a tangle of vine thick as a stone wall and covered with snow. The vines blocked Cork’s view of much of the woods to his left, and he kept a watchful eye in that direction.

“Why would anyone train a dog to kill?” the priest asked.

“What do you know about Lytton?”

“Only what I’ve been told. He sounds like a man who could use a good long visit in a confessional.”

Cork stopped. The priest stopped, too.

“What is it?” Tom Griffin asked.

“Thought I heard something.” Cork looked carefully at the thick vine wall.

“What?”

“Could’ve been only a clump of snow falling off some branches.”

“Or it could be Jack the Ripper circling for a kill.” The priest looked carefully around. “I feel like a sitting duck on this road,” he whispered.
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