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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.”


—S. J. Rozan, Edgar Award—winning author


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


—Minnesota Monthly


CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR BLOOD HOLLOW


Winner of the Anthony Award for Best Novel of 2004


“Better than merely good, Blood Hollow is a brilliant, layered, and moving mystery. . . . The prose is so good and the plotting so deft that readers will be hard put to stop reading once they begin.”


—Chicago Sun-Times


“Krueger skillfully crafts enough plot twists to keep everybody guessing through the bloody climax to the thrilling end.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Krueger delivers his superb sense of atmosphere in a solidly plotted tale of betrayal, bigotry, and mysticism.”


—Sun-Sentinel (Fort Lauderdale, FL)


“Cork O’Connor . . . is one of crime fiction’s more interesting series leads, and Krueger’s dead-on depiction of a rural American town is as vivid and realistic as any in the genre.”


—Booklist


“Solid, well-plotted . . . Krueger handles Native American religion, fanatic Christians, and conflicted Catholic priests with the same deft level of sensitivity.”


—The Kansas City Star


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 viewpoints.”


—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


“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)


“Thunder Bay is William Kent Krueger’s finest work. A strong story with a fast-beating heart, this is the kind of novel that will bring many new readers knocking on Cork O’Connor’s door. Count me as one of them.”


—Michael Connelly, New York Times bestselling author
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For Diane, of course; and for my children, Seneca and Adam, who cracked my heart wide open and crept inside.
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JANUARY, AS USUAL, was meat locker cold, and the girl had already been missing for nearly two days. Corcoran O’Connor couldn’t ignore the first circumstance. The second he tried not to think about.


He stood in snow up to his ass, more than two feet of drifted powder blinding white in the afternoon sun. He lifted his tinted goggles and glanced at the sky, a blue ceiling held up by green walls of pine. He stood on a ridge that overlooked a small oval of ice called Needle Lake, five miles from the nearest maintained road. Aside from the track his snowmobile had pressed into the powder, there was no sign of human life. A rugged vista lay before him—an uplifted ridge, a jagged shoreline, a bare granite pinnacle that jutted from the ice and gave the lake its name—but the recent snowfall had softened the look of the land. In his time, Cork had seen nearly fifty winters come and go. Sometimes the snow fell softly, sometimes it came in a rage. Always it changed the face of whatever it touched. Cork couldn’t help thinking that in this respect, snow was a little like death. Except that death, when it changed a thing, changed it forever.


He took off his mittens, deerskin lined with fleece. He turned back to the Polaris snowmobile that Search and Rescue had provided for him, and he pulled a radio transmitter from the compartment behind the seat. When he spoke through the mouth hole of his ski mask, his words ghosted against the radio in a cloud of white vapor.


“Unit Three to base. Over.”


“This is base. Go ahead, Cork.”


“I’m at Needle Lake. No sign of her. I’m going to head up to Hat Lake. That’ll finish this section.”


“I copy that. Have you seen Bledsoe?”


“That’s a negative.”


“He completed the North Arm trail and was going to swing over to give you a hand. Also, be advised that the National Weather Service has issued a severe weather warning. A blizzard’s coming our way. Sheriff’s thinking of pulling everybody in.”


Cork O’Connor had lived in the Northwoods of Minnesota most of his life. Although at the moment there was only a dark cloud bank building in the western sky, he knew that in no time at all the weather could turn.


“Ten-four, Patsy. I’ll stay in touch. Unit Three out.”


He’d been out since first light, and despite the deerskin mittens, the Sorel boots and thick socks, the quilted snowmobile suit, the down parka, and the ski mask, he was cold to the bone. He put the radio back, lifted a Thermos from the compartment under the seat of the Polaris, and poured a cup of coffee. It was only lukewarm, but it felt great going down his throat. As he sipped, he heard the sound of another machine cutting through the pines to his right. In a minute, a snowmobile broke through a gap in the trees, and shot onto the trail where Cork’s own machine sat idle. Oliver Bledsoe buzzed up beside Cork and killed the engine. He dismounted and pulled off his ski mask.


“Heard you on the radio with Patsy,” Bledsoe said. “Knew I’d catch you here.” He cast a longing look at Cork’s coffee. “Got any left?”


“Couple swallows,” Cork said. He poured the last of the coffee into the cup and offered it to Bledsoe. “All yours.”


“Thanks.”


Bledsoe was true-blood Iron Lake Ojibwe. He was large, muscular, a hair past fifty, with a wide, honest face and warm almond eyes. Although he was now an attorney and headed the legal affairs office for the tribal council, in his early years he’d worked as a logger and he knew this area well. Cork was glad to have him there.


Bledsoe stripped off his gloves and wrapped his hands around the warm cup. He closed his eyes to savor the coffee as it coursed down his throat. “Anything?” he asked.


“Nothing,” Cork said.


“Lot of ground to cover.” Bledsoe handed the cup back and glanced north where the wilderness stretched all the way to Canada. “It’s a shame, nice girl like her, something like this.” He dug beneath his parka and brought out a pack of Chesterfields and Zippo lighter. He offered a cigarette to Cork, who declined. He lit up, took a deep breath, and exhaled a great white cloud of smoke and wet breath. He put his gloves back on and let the cigarette dangle from the corner of his mouth. Nodding toward the sky in the west, he said, “You hear what’s coming in? If that girl didn’t have bad luck, she’d have no luck at all.”


Cork heard the squawk of his radio and picked it up.


“Base to all units. It’s official. We’ve got us a blizzard on the doorstep. A real ass kicker, looks like. Come on in. Sheriff says he doesn’t want anyone else lost out there.”


Cork listened as one by one the other units acknowledged.


“Unit Three. Unit Four. Did you copy? Over.”


“This is Unit Three. Bledsoe’s with me. We copy, Patsy. But listen. I still haven’t checked Hat Lake. I’d like to have a quick look before I head back.”


“Negative, Cork. Sheriff says turn around now. He’s pulling in the dogs and air search, too. Weather service says it’s not a storm to mess with.”


“Is Wally there?”


“He won’t tell you anything different.”


“Put him on.”


Cork waited.


“Schanno, here. This better be good.”


Cork could see him, Sheriff Wally Schanno. Grim, harried. With a missing girl, a whale of a blizzard, and a recalcitrant ex-sheriff on his hands.


“I’m just shy of Hat Lake, Wally. I’m going to check it out before I turn back.”


“The hell you are. Have you taken a good look behind you?”


Glancing back to the west, toward the cloud bank that was now looming high above the tree line, Cork knew time was short.


“It would be a shame to come this far and not make it that last mile.”


“Bring yourself in. That’s an order.”


“What are you going to do if I don’t? Fire me? I’m a volunteer.”


“You want to stay on Search and Rescue, you’ll come back now. You read me, Unit Three?”


“Loud and clear, Sheriff.”


“Good. I expect to see you shortly. Base out.”


Schanno sounded weary deep down in his soul. Cork knew that the sheriff would turn away from the radio to face the family of the missing girl, having just reduced significantly the chances of finding her alive. For Cork, being out there in the cold and the snow with a blizzard at his back was infinitely preferable to what Sheriff Wally Schanno had to deal with. Once again, he was exceedingly glad that the badge he himself had once worn was now pinned to the chest of another man.


“Guess that about does it,” Oliver Bledsoe said.


“I’m going to check Hat Lake.”


“You heard the sheriff.”


“I’ve got to know, Ollie.”


Bledsoe nodded. “You want a hand?”


“No. You go on back. I won’t be more than half an hour behind you.”


“Schanno’ll skin you alive.”


“I’ll take my chances with Wally.”


Cork climbed onto the seat, kicked the engine over, and shot east in a roar of sparkling powder.


He hated snowmobiles. Hated the noise, a desecration of the silence of the deep woods that was to him a beauty so profound it felt sacred. Hated the kind of people snowmobiling brought, people who looked at the woods as they would an amusement park, just another diversion in the never-ending battle against boredom. Hated the ease with which the machines allowed access to a wilderness that could swallow the ignorant and unwary without a trace. The only value he could see in a snowmobile was that it allowed him, in a situation like this, to cover a large area quickly.


By the time he reached Hat Lake, the dark wall of cloud behind him stretched north and south from horizon to horizon, completely blotting out the late afternoon sun. The sight gave Cork chills that had nothing to do with the temperature. He found no sign of a snowmobile on the trail that circled the lake. Exactly what he’d suspected, but he wanted to be certain. The wind rose at his back. He watched ghosts of snow swirl up and pirouette across the lake ice. Except for the dancing snow and the trees as they bent to the rising wind, nothing moved. Not one flicker of life across the whole, frigid face of that land.
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HE DIDN’T BEAT the blizzard.


The trail climbed gradually over a ridge that roughly paralleled the Laurentian Divide, the spine of upper Minnesota, determining whether creeks and rivers ran north toward Hudson Bay or south toward the watershed of the Mississippi River. When Cork finally topped the ridge, he met the storm in a blast of wind. The machine he straddled shuddered under him like a frightened pony, and he plunged into blinding white, unable to see more than a few feet ahead.


Using the trees that lined the corridor as guides, he kept to the trail. Most of the time he rode due west, battling the wind head-on. Whenever his way turned to the north or to the south, the trees provided a little shelter and gave him some relief. Dressed for bitter cold, he could, if he had to, simply hunker down and wait out the storm. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but it would be possible. He knew the area, knew that if he felt in grave danger, he could easily radio his position and a Sno-Cat would probably be dispatched. In all this, he understood he was more fortunate than the missing girl.


At last, he drew alongside a huge open area where the blowing snow was a maelstrom, a blinding swirl across the frozen expanse of Fisheye Lake. The trail circled the lake, but snow-mobilers often cut a straight path across rather than follow the parabola of the shoreline. Cork knew if he did the same, he’d save himself a good twenty minutes, which at the moment seemed like a long time. He checked his compass, took a bearing, revved his snowmobile, and charged onto the ice.


On the flat, frozen lake, a bleached wall blotted out the rest of the world. There was no up or down, no left or right, no ahead or behind; there was only a hellish, acid brilliance blasting at him from every direction. He gripped the compass in his hand and kept the nose of the snowmobile lined up with the bearing point he’d chosen. In a few minutes, he would reach the far shoreline and the relative shelter of the trees.


He hadn’t counted on seeing the missing girl.


He jerked the machine hard to the left. The snowmobile tipped. He let go his hold, flew off the Polaris. The ice was like concrete and sent a bone-rattling jolt down his body when he hit. He rolled several times before he came to rest on his back staring up (was it up?) into blinding white. For a moment, he lay perfectly still, putting together what his perception had taken in but his mind hadn’t fully processed, then he staggered to his feet.


Had he actually seen the girl materialize in front of him? Something had been there, little more than a gray wraith barely visible behind the curtain of snow.


“Charlotte!” He shouted into a wind that ate the word. “Charlotte!”


He turned, then turned again. He moved a few steps forward. Or was he going back? The compass had flown from his hand when he spilled off the snowmobile, and he had no idea of direction.


“Charlotte Kane!” he tried again.


No matter which way he turned, the wind screamed at him. He lifted his goggles. The driving snow attacked his eyeballs, a thousand sharp needles, and bitter fingers seemed to pry at his sockets. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried again to recall exactly what he’d seen in the instant before he’d lost control.


There had been something directly ahead of him, a vague gray shape, no more. Why had he thought it was the girl? He realized that if it were Charlotte Kane, he hadn’t had enough time to turn aside before he hit her, yet he’d felt no impact. Had the blizzard simply played a cruel trick on him?


He had no idea where the Polaris was, and nearly blind in the white, he began to grope around him.


This was exactly what Schanno had been afraid of, losing one of the search team. Cork, in his arrogance, believing that he might yet find the missing girl, had only made matters worse. Unless he was able to locate the snowmobile or the radio, Search and Rescue would have no idea where he was, no knowledge that he’d screwed himself, tumbled onto the ice of Fisheye Lake and got lost in a whiteout there. He was about to become another weight on the shoulders of the other searchers.


He tried not to panic, telling himself he could wait out the storm. But that was a supposition, not a known. For all he knew, the blizzard could last a week. Where would he be then?


He’d just resettled the goggles when he saw it again out of the corner of his eye, the flicker of gray behind the white.


“Charlotte!” He stumbled in that direction.


Blindly, he groped ahead a dozen steps, then another glimpse of the phantom, left this time, and he turned and hit his shinbone against the snowmobile, which was sitting upright, half-buried in a drift that was growing deeper even as Cork stood there, amazed and grateful.


The compass was hanging from the handgrip. Cork did a three-sixty, one last scan of the small circle his eyes could penetrate. He took his bearing, kicked the machine into action, and headed toward safety.


*   *   *

It took him another hour to reach the graded road that led him to Valhalla on Black Bear Lake.


Valhalla was the Northwoods retreat of Dr. Fletcher Kane, a widower, and his sister, Glory. The main structure was a lodge-like affair, two stories, five bedrooms, three baths, a couple of stone fireplaces, and fifty-five windows. All the numbers added up to a piece of property worth a million plus dollars situated at the end of a graded road twenty miles from Aurora, Minnesota, the nearest town, and about as far from any neighbors as a person could get in that stretch of woods. In addition to the house, a small guest lodge had been constructed a hundred yards south on the shoreline of Black Bear Lake. It was in the guesthouse that Wally Schanno had set up the base for the search and rescue operation. Since leaving that morning, Cork had been back once, near noon, to gas up and to grab a quick sandwich. The guesthouse had been a hub of activity then. This time when he pulled up on his Polaris, the place was dead. A dozen other snowmobiles were parked among the trees. The trailers that had brought the machines stood empty and unconnected, the hitches buried in snow, the trucks and SUVs that had hauled them gone. The only vehicles remaining were Cork’s old red Bronco and a Land Cruiser from the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department.


The driving snow made it difficult to see much of anything. Still, Cork could make out the big house and a tall, lone figure standing in a lighted window, staring toward the frozen lake.


A wonderful warmth hit Cork the moment he stepped into the guesthouse. He threw back the hood of his parka and pulled off his ski mask. All day he’d been cold, but not until the heat of the room hit him and made his icy skin tingle did he let himself acknowledge fully just how cold. And hungry. For along with the heat came the good smell of hot stew.


Rose McKenzie, Cork’s sister-in-law, was the only other person in the room. She was a heavy, plain-looking woman, as good-hearted as anyone Cork had ever known. She’d lived with the O’Connors for more than fifteen years, had come to help raise their children, and in the process had become a beloved and integral part of their lives. When she’d learned of the search that was to be undertaken, she’d offered to do what she could to help. Because she had a reputation as a marvelous cook, it had been obvious from the start how she could best contribute.


She turned from the stove. “Thank God. I was worried. You’re the last one in.”


Cork hung the parka on a peg beside the door. The polished floorboards of the guesthouse were marred by dozens of wet boot prints. “The others?”


“They all left a few minutes ago, following Freddie Baker’s plow. You need to leave pretty soon, too, before the road drifts over.”


“Not until I’ve had some of that stew.”


“That’s why I kept it hot.”


Coming in from the cold affected Cork in the usual way. He headed to the bathroom, where he stood at the toilet for a full minute relieving himself. When he came back, Rose had a filled bowl, a napkin, and a spoon on the table.


“Can I get you something to drink?”


“I’m fine with just the stew, Rose.”


He leaned to his bowl. Steam, full of the smell of beef and carrots and onions and parsley and pepper, rose up against his face. Cork thought heaven couldn’t smell any better.


“Where’s Wally? Up at the house?” he asked.


Rose moved to the sink and began to wash the last of the dishes, except for what Cork was using. “Yes,” she said.


“How are Fletcher and Glory doing?”


She turned, wiping her fleshy hands on her apron, one Cork recognized from home. She crossed to a window and looked toward the big house. “They’re scared,” she said.


There was a history of bad blood between Fletcher Kane and Cork. Glory was a chilly enigma that no one, not even Rose who was her friend, quite seemed to understand. Yet Cork had put aside his personal feelings because he was a parent himself, and the idea of a child, anyone’s child, lost in that kind of hell left a metallic taste of fear in his own mouth that even Rose’s wonderful stew couldn’t wash away.


“I hated coming in,” he said.


“Everybody did.”


The guesthouse had a small kitchen and dining area that opened onto a larger living room with a fireplace. The living room had been set up for the search. The radio sat on a big table near a window. Beside it lay the search log and other documents, including a blown-up photograph of the missing girl, a pretty teenager with black hair and a reserved smile. A topographical map of the area had been taped to the wall. Cork could see the pins in the map, each search team denoted by a pin with a particular color. They’d covered what ground they could, but that was the problem. Charlotte Kane had vanished in the night on a snowmobile without telling anyone where she was going. She left a New Year’s Eve party that she’d thrown at Valhalla without her father’s consent. She was seventeen and intoxicated. Twenty-one inches of snow had fallen after her departure. Trackers—volunteers from the U.S. border patrol—had blown away the powder, what they called blue smoke, and had been able to say only that she’d headed to the graded road where she’d connected with a heavily used snowmobile trail that eventually branched in a dozen directions, and each branch in a dozen more. There was no guarantee that she’d even kept to the trails. With a full tank of gas, she could have made it halfway to North Dakota or all the way to Canada. It was an enormous area, an impossible area, to cover thoroughly.


“The air-scent dogs?” Cork asked.


Rose shook her head. “Nothing.” She headed back to the sink.


“Thanks,” Cork said.


“For what?”


“Coming out. Helping.”


“A lot of folks have helped.”


“You’re still here.”


“Somebody has to feed you. Jo would never forgive me if I let you starve or freeze to death.” As soon as she said it, she looked sorry. She put a hand to her forehead. “That wasn’t funny.”


“It’s okay, Rose.”


The door opened and a cold wind blasted Deputy Randy Gooding into the room and a lot of snow with him. He took a moment and breathed deeply the warm air inside.


“And I thought winters in Milwaukee were tough,” he finally said.


Gooding was tall and wiry, late twenties, good-looking in a square-jawed way, and possessed of a friendly disposition. Although he’d been in Aurora less than two years, he seemed to have fit nicely into the pace of life there. Like Cork, he was a man who’d fled the city for the north country, looking for a simpler way of life.


Gooding acknowledged Cork with a nod. “Sheriff wanted me to check, make sure you made it in okay.”


“Is he up at the house?”


Gooding tugged off his gloves and his dark blue stocking cap. “Him and Father Mal. Dr. Kane’s not happy that the plug’s been pulled on the search.”


Cork put his spoon down and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “If it were my daughter, I wouldn’t be happy either.”


“How’s Glory?” Rose said.


Gooding breathed into his hands. “She’s sedated herself pretty well,” he said. “Blue Sapphire gin.”


“It’s hard to blame her,” Rose said.


Gooding shook his head. “Tough on the doc, dealing with it all himself. He just stands at the window staring out as if that’ll make her materialize somehow.”


Rose turned to the stew pot and stirred with a wooden spoon. “I took some food up earlier. I’m not sure they ate anything. They’ll be hungry eventually.”


“The sheriff wants everybody ready to move,” Gooding said. “He’s afraid the snow’s going to close in right behind Baker’s plow.”


Rose glanced at Cork, and he knew before she spoke what she was going to say. “Somebody should stay. Those folks should not be left alone out here.”


“Father Mal’s planning on staying,” Gooding said.


“Father Mal can’t cook. He can’t even boil water right.”


Cork said, “I think he figures to offer a different kind of sustenance, Rose.”


She gave him a sharp look. “I understand that. But they’ll all need to eat. It’s hard to hold on to hope when you’re hungry.”


The door banged open, and once again the storm muscled its way in with the men who entered. Sheriff Wally Schanno carried on with the conversation he’d been having with Father Mal Thorne.


“With this storm blowing like it is, I can’t guarantee we’ll be back tomorrow.”


“All the more reason I should stay,” the priest said. “These people shouldn’t be alone at a time like this.”


Side by side, the two men were distinct contrasts. Schanno was tall and gaunt, his face gouged by worry. He was in his midsixties, but at that moment, he looked far older. Father Mal Thorne was younger by twenty years. Although he was a much smaller man, his compact body seemed to hold double its share of energy. Broad-chested and in good condition, he always reminded Cork of a tough pugilist.


Schanno noticed Cork. “Thought I told you to skip Hat Lake and come straight in.”


“I made it back in one piece, Wally.”


The sheriff looked too tired to argue. “See anything?”


Cork thought about the gray visage behind the snow, the sense that he’d been guided back to his snowmobile, that somehow Charlotte had tried to reach out to him.


“No,” he finally said.


“Well, we’re all accounted for now. Let’s get this show on the road before we get stuck out here.”


“I’m staying,” Rose said.


Schanno began to object. “Goll darn it—”


“Thank you, Rose,” Father Mal broke in. He smiled at her, and there were boyish dimples in his cheeks. “But you don’t have to do that.”


“They’ve got enough on their minds without worrying about fixing food or cleaning up. You, too. Your hands will be full, Father.”


Mal Thorne considered it and decided in the blink of an eye. “All right.”


Schanno opened his mouth, but the priest cut him off.


“The longer you stand here arguing, Wally, the worse that road gets.”


“He’s right, Sheriff,” Gooding said.


Schanno gave in and nodded unhappily.


Cork stood up. He began to gather his dirty dishes to take them to the sink.


“I’ll take care of those,” Rose said. She hugged him. “Give my love to Jo and the kids.”


“I’ll do that. And I’ll see you tomorrow. You, too, Mal.” He put on his parka and his deerskin mittens. “I’m ready.”


Schanno dug keys out of his pocket and handed them to his deputy. “You take the Land Cruiser. I’m riding with O’Connor.”


Gooding shrugged. “Whatever you say.” He opened the door and pushed his way into the storm.


Cork stood in the open doorway a moment, looking back at Rose and Father Mal. They were only two people, but he had a sense of something huge about them and between them, a vast reservoir of strength that neither the blizzard nor the long vigil they were about to keep could empty.


“Shut the damn door,” Father Mal said.


The Bronco was buried in a drift that reached to the grill.


“You get in and get ’er started,” Schanno shouted over the wind. “I’ll clear the snow.”


Cork grabbed the brush from beneath the front seat and tossed it to Schanno, then got in and turned the key. The starter ground sluggishly.


“Come on,” Cork whispered.


The engine caught and roared to life. Cork kicked the defrost up to full blast. Schanno cleared the snow from the windows and the tailpipe and climbed into the Bronco.


“Damn,” the sheriff said, hunching himself against the cold.


Cork couldn’t agree more.


In a couple of minutes, Gooding eased the Land Cruiser forward, and Cork followed slowly.


Dark had come early, descending with the storm. Cork could barely see the taillights ahead of him. The glare of his own headlights splashed back off a wall of blowing snow that appeared solid as whitewashed concrete.


He knew Schanno was right to have been concerned about the road, knew that in a blizzard, snow became fluid in the way it moved. It ran like water around tree trunks, eddied against buildings, filled in depressions. It had already flowed into the trench that Freddie Baker had plowed not more than half an hour before, and as he followed in Baker’s wake, Cork felt a little like Pharaoh of the Exodus with the Red Sea closing in.


“What is it, Wally?”


“What’s what?”


“You rode with me, not with Gooding. I’m guessing you wanted to talk.”


Schanno took his time answering. “I’m tired, Cork. Worn to the nub. I figured you’d understand, that’s all.” He let out a deep breath. “Hell of a way to start a year.”


It was the second day of January.


The interior of the Bronco was lit from the reflection of the headlights off the snow. Schanno leaned forward, peering hard ahead. His face was gray and deeply hollowed. Skeletal.


“Hell of a way to end a career,” he said.


He was talking about the fact that in a few days a man named Arne Soderberg would be sworn in as Tamarack County sheriff, assuming the responsibilities for that office for the next four years.


“You’ve done a good job, Wally.”


“I did my share of stumbling. We both know that.” Schanno pulled off his gloves and put his big hands on the dash, as if preparing himself for an impact. “Soderberg. He’s no cop. Should be you taking the badge.”


“I didn’t want the badge,” Cork reminded him. “Even if I’d run, there’s no guarantee I’d have won.”


“You’d have won,” Schanno said. “You betcha, you’d have won.”


“You’re not sorry to be leaving, are you, Wally?”


“Today, not at all.” Schanno took his right hand off the dash and rubbed his forehead for a moment. The winter air had dried and cracked the skin of his fingers. “I told Garritsen when he comes tomorrow he should bring along his cadaver dog.”


They hit an open area, and the wind slammed against the side of the Bronco with the force of a charging moose. Cork yanked the steering wheel to keep from plowing into a snowbank.


He didn’t want to talk about cadaver dogs.


“You and Arletta got plans?” he asked.


“Going to spend the rest of the winter in Bethesda, enjoying our grandkids.”


“Looking forward to retirement?”


Schanno thought about it for a minute. “I’m looking forward to not being the guy who calls in the cadaver dog.”
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AFTER HE DROPPED Schanno off at the sheriff’s office, Cork headed for home. The people of Aurora had seen this kind of storm many times before, seen worse. They’d sealed themselves behind heavily insulated walls and double-paned windows and settled down to wait. Cork’s Bronco was the only thing that moved against the wind, and it moved slowly.


An enormous snowdrift blocked the door to Cork’s garage. He left the Bronco parked in the drive and waded to the side door of the house. As he stepped into the kitchen, he could feel how knotted his whole body had become from fighting the blizzard. He breathed out deeply, trying to relax.


“Dad!”


The soft gallop of little feet across the living room floor. A moment later, his seven-year-old son burst into the kitchen. Stevie raced toward his father and threw his small arms around Cork’s waist. The force of Stevie’s greeting nearly knocked Cork off balance.


“You’re cold,” Stevie said. He smiled up at his father.


Cork laughed. “And you’re not.” There were crumbs at the corner of his son’s mouth, and the scent of food ghosted off his breath. “You smell good enough to eat.”


“Mom fixed soup and grilled cheese sandwiches.”


“You mean she burned soup and cheese sandwiches,” Jenny said, as she came into the kitchen. At seventeen, Cork’s daughter was slender and bookish, trying fiercely to be independent. She’d recently emerged from a Goth phase during which she’d dyed her hair the color of night and her entire wardrobe was black. She’d returned to wearing clothes with color, and her hair was very near its natural shade of blonde.


Cork’s wife was right behind her. “I admit everything was a little overdone,” Jo said.


“Overdone? Mom, you cremated dinner,” Jenny said, but with a smile.


Cork eased from his son’s grasp, hung up his parka, and laid his mittens on the counter. Then he gave Jo a long hug.


“Hungry?” she asked.


“For burned food?” He laughed softly. “That’s okay. Rose fed me.”


“Where is Aunt Rose?” Stevie looked with concern toward the window beyond which raged the storm. “Didn’t she come home with you?”


“She stayed out at Valhalla to help Dr. Kane and his sister. Father Mal stayed, too. They’re fine, Stevie.”


“You didn’t find Charlotte?” Jo said.


He shook his head.


“Know what we’re going to do tonight?” Stevie danced with excitement. “Fix popcorn and watch The Lion King.” It was his favorite video.


“Sounds great, buddy.”


Jo put her hand on his cold cheek. Her hair was like winter sun, a shining white-blonde. Her eyes were pale blue. When she was angry, they could become cold and hard and pierce Cork like shards of ice, but right now they were warm and liquid with concern. “Why don’t you go up and take a good, hot shower?”


“Thanks. Think I will.” He took one step, then stopped abruptly and asked, “Where’s Annie?” For he’d suddenly noticed the absence of his middle child.


“Relax,” Jo said. “She’s at the Pilons. Mark and Sue insisted she stay the night with them rather than try to make it home in the storm. Go on now. That shower will do you good.”


Upstairs in the bathroom, he turned on the water, then stood at the sink, looking into the mirror. As the glass steamed over, his own image was obscured, and he saw again the lone figure of Fletcher Kane at the window of the big cabin, staring at the frozen lake, with nothing to hold to but the thinnest of hopes.


“You okay in there?” Jo called from beyond the door.


Cork realized he’d been standing a long time gripping the solid porcelain of the sink. “I’ll be out in a minute.”


After his shower, he came downstairs to the smell of fresh popcorn and found his family already gathered in front of the television. Stevie was in his pajamas.


Cork sat on the sofa with his son snuggled against him, spilling pieces of popcorn into his lap. He paid little attention to the video. He was seeing instead the empty white trails that had been in front of him all day, and he was thinking, was there somewhere he should have looked but hadn’t? He was surprised when the movie seemed to have ended so quickly.


“Time for bed,” Jo said to her son.


“I’ll take him up,” Cork offered.


“You’re sure?”


“I’m sure. Come on, buddy. How about a piggyback ride?”


Stevie wrapped his arms and his legs tightly about his father and rode Cork’s back upstairs to bed. Cork tucked him in, sat down, and began to read from The Tales of King Arthur. Stevie lay staring up at the ceiling, his hands behind his head.


“Does it hurt to die?” he asked suddenly.


Cork lowered the book. At seven, Stevie had already withstood blows that some people lived their whole lives never having to face. Cork believed his son was strong deep down and he answered honestly.


“It does sometimes.”


“Annie says it’s like sleep. And then you wake up with the angels.”


“It might be like that. I don’t really know.”


“Angels are white, like snow.”


Stevie said it as if he knew it was the truth, and Cork, who knew the absolute truth of nothing, didn’t argue.


He read until Stevie’s eyes closed and his breathing was deep and regular, then he closed the book and listened to the wind push against the house as if seeking a way to enter. He pressed the covers tightly around his son, gave him a gentle kiss, and turned out the light.


Jo was already in bed. She had an open folder on her lap, a legal file. She wore a long, yellow sleep shirt that Jenny had given her for Christmas. Across the front in black letters was printed LAWYERS DO IT IN COURT. In Cork’s eyes, she was a beautiful woman, his wife, and he looked at her with appreciation, as if he’d almost lost her but now here she was, a gift.


Jo looked up from her reading. “Is Stevie asleep?”


Cork nodded.


“Rose called. She’s fine.”


“At least the lines are still up,” Cork said. “That’s something.”


“You look exhausted. Why don’t you call it a night?”


“Not sure I can sleep.”


“Do you want to talk?”


“I don’t know what there is to say.” He stood at the end of their bed. “Schanno’s calling in a cadaver dog. Not that it will do any good. Way too cold. He just wants to be certain in his own mind, and the Kanes’, that he’s tried everything. If Charlotte Kane’s out there, she’ll be frozen under that snow until the spring melt.” Cork hesitated, then said what was on his mind. “I wanted to ask Mal Thorne something today. I wanted to ask him why his God lets things like this happen.”


“His God?”


“His idea of God. Doesn’t he preach a loving God every Sunday?” Cork didn’t know for sure, because church was a place where he’d refused to set foot for the last three years.


Jo gave him a look that seemed full of compassion, not censure. “Do you really want to argue theology right now?”


She was right. It wasn’t God he was angry with.


“I’m going to walk a little,” he said.


“I’ll be here.”


He headed downstairs and found Jenny standing at the living room window. He glanced where she looked and he was startled by her dark reflection in the glass. For the briefest instant, he saw again the shape of the wraith that had appeared to him on the ice of Fisheye Lake, a form that was both real and not real, that he’d sensed was Charlotte and yet was not Charlotte. Had they connected, two souls lost in a frigid hell?


“ ‘Rage against the dying of the light,’ ” Jenny said.


“What’s that?”


“It’s from a poem by Dylan Thomas.”


Jenny was an honors English student and an avid reader. She dreamed of being a great writer someday. She had a knack for remembering passages and seemed to have an appropriate literary reference for any occasion. Cork studied her reflected face, pale and serious in the window.


“Will you find her?” she asked.


He didn’t like the way she’d phrased her question, as if the responsibility for saving Charlotte Kane were his personally. He wanted to tell her that he’d done his best. That they all had. That it was no one’s fault.


“I don’t know,” he said.


Across the street, John O’Loughlin came out of his house and trudged to where his Caravan sat buried against the curb. He cleared the door on the driver’s side, stepped in, and started the engine. Then he got out and scraped his windows. Finally, he tried to ease the vehicle forward. The tires just spun. O’Loughlin got out again, pulled a shovel from the back of the van, and dug at the snow in front of the wheels. Cork couldn’t imagine what would take a man out into a storm like that. He considered bundling up and going over to give a hand, but he knew that even if O’Loughlin made it out of the drift in front of his house, he’d just get stuck somewhere else. In a couple of minutes, Cork’s neighbor gave up and went back inside.


“Do you know her well?” he asked.


Jenny shook her head. “I used to talk to her a little at church, but she hasn’t come for a long time.”


“How about school?”


“She’s a senior. We hang out in different crowds. She’s rich. Pretty. You know.”


“She’s always seemed very nice. Quiet. Smart, I hear. Very smart.” Though how smart was it to ride a snowmobile alone into the wilderness in the dead of night?


“Smart, yeah, but she’s been kind of out of control for a while,” Jenny said. “Partying a lot, running with Solemn Winter Moon.”


“Solemn,” Cork said. He knew the kid well. Ojibwe, good-looking, troubled. An enticing guide for a young woman who wanted a quick walk on the wild side.


“There’s something else,” Jenny began, then hesitated.


“What is it?” he said.


“It’s just that . . .” She bit her lip and weighed the wisdom of proceeding.


Cork waited.


“I had a class with her last term. Creative writing, one of my English electives. Mostly we wrote poetry. We read some of it aloud in class, but a lot of it we didn’t. We kept these poetry journals that we only shared with the teacher and a poetry partner. Charlotte was my poetry partner. I saw what she didn’t share with the class. What she read out loud was fine and all, but what she wrote in her journal was really different. Way better than anything else any of us wrote. But very dark.”


“Dark how?”


“You know that artist Hieronymus Bosch?”


“The guy who paints those weird nightmare things, right?”


“Yeah. That was Charlotte’s poetry. Really beautiful, you know, but scary.” She looked at her father, her blue eyes troubled. “She went out in the middle of the night, right? Alone?”


“That’s the way it looks.”


“Dad, a lot of her poetry was about death and suicide.”


“I don’t think that’s such an unusual fascination for a teenager, Jen.”


“There was one I remember all about resurrection and death.”


“She’s Catholic. Death and resurrection, that’s pretty much what it’s all about.”


“No, she looked at it the other way around. Resurrection, then death. It was this poem about Lazarus, about how Jesus, when he raised Lazarus from the dead, didn’t do the guy any favors. Lazarus had gone through death once, and now he was just going to have to go through it again. In the poem, he’s really pissed off. It ended something like,


‘Death take my hand and lead me to that dark bed


From which I neither rise,


Nor remember,


Nor dream, Nor dread.’ ”


The wind let loose a fist that slammed against the house, and the whole structure quivered.


“Dad, you don’t think she might be, like, trying to kill herself?”


He put his arm around her. “I’d hate to think so.”


They watched the storm a while together, then Jenny said, “I’m going to bed.”


Cork kissed the crown of her hair. “ ’Night, sweetheart.”


He called John O’Loughlin to find out if there were some emergency, and if so, some way he could help. O’Loughlin said it wasn’t an emergency, really. He was completely out of coffee, and the idea of facing a morning of shoveling without a cup of java was frightening. Cork said he always had a pot ready by six, and told his neighbor to come on over.


He started toward the front door to secure it for the night. But he imagined Charlotte Kane struggling to get in out of the cold only to find every door locked against her. He couldn’t bring himself to throw the bolt.


Jo was waiting for him in the bedroom, her book closed on the nightstand. Cork put on his flannel pajamas and slipped under the covers beside her. She put a hand softly on his chest. “Are you all right?”


Cork stared up at the ceiling, as Stevie had done earlier. “I saw something out there today.” He told her about his experience in the whiteout.


“If it was so vague, why do you think it was Charlotte?”


“Crazy, huh?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“I felt it was Charlotte, that’s all. At the same time, it wasn’t. She was different somehow.”


“One of the manidoog taking her shape?” She was speaking of the spirits the Ojibwe, whose blood ran through Cork’s veins, believed resided in the forests, and she was not speaking lightly.


“I just can’t help feeling she was trying . . .” He thought about it. “It’s hard to explain, but I think she reached out somehow, you know?”


“You believe she’s dead?”


“Yes.”


Jo studied his profile. Cork could feel her eyes on him.


“There’s something else, isn’t there?” she said.


“Yeah.” Cork took a deep breath. “Children do stupid things, Jo. Dangerous things. Even the best of them. Sometimes I wonder if we really know our children.”


“We know them, Cork.”


“It could be Jenny out there. Or Annie. God knows we’ve had our share of close calls. I think about Fletcher and Glory, what they’ve got to face, and the truth is, I’m so damned relieved it’s not us. Isn’t that awful?”


“I’d say it’s only human.” She kissed his forehead lightly. “You’re a good man. You’ve done your best. We all have. So much is out of our hands, out of anyone’s hands.” She reached to the lamp on the nightstand and turned out the light. Then she put her arms around her husband. “Sleep,” she told him. “Just sleep now. You’ve earned it.”


He believed he’d no more earned his sleep than Fletcher and his sister had earned their worry. But his own children were safe in bed. And his wife’s warm arms cradled him. And although these were things that every day he took for granted, that night they felt like the rarest of treasures.


“Sleep,” Jo whispered. “Sleep.”


And Cork decided he could.




APRIL
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WHEN HE WAS TWENTY-ONE YEARS old and wild, before he settled down to study law, Oliver Bledsoe cut off half his right foot. He did it with a McCullough chain saw. He was employed at the time on one of Hutch Gunnar’s logging crews operating out of Babbitt, hired to limb and buck, which meant that he carefully walked the felled trees, trimming off their branches and cutting the trunks into sections to be hauled to the mill. In those days, he often showed up for work nursing a hangover. That morning, he showed up drunk. It was late autumn, and a light snow had fallen the night before. A hunter’s snow. Bledsoe, as he mounted the first downed tree, was amazed at the dreamy beauty of the woods around him. He was amazed, too, at his own agility as he scampered down the trunk, cutting to the right and to the left, swinging his McCullough nimbly as if he were some kind of dancer in some kind of dream. So deeply enraptured was he, and numbed from the alcohol, that he didn’t feel at all the cut of the chain saw as it sliced through the steel toe of his Wolverine boots. He didn’t even realize he’d carved off a good chunk of his own flesh and bone until he saw his blood staining the sheet of snow on the ground below him.


The accident turned out to be a wake-up call for Bledsoe, who exchanged his chain saw for a stack of law books and became a damn fine lawyer.


Although he liked to claim he’d cut off half his foot, in truth, it was maybe a tenth—his two smallest toes and a couple of inches north of that. And while he always made it known to his opponents on the basketball court that they were playing against a cripple, he still had the best outside jump shot Cork O’Connor had ever seen.


Cork and Bledsoe sat in the men’s steam room of the Aurora YMCA. Father Mal Thorne was with them, and Randy Gooding, too. They were part of the team officially known as the St. Agnes Saints, but usually they referred to themselves as the Old Martyrs, because on Saturday mornings during basketball season, week after week in the name of the church, they sacrificed themselves on the court. Although Cork’s faith had lapsed, playing with the Old Martyrs was one of the few ties he maintained with St. Agnes. It was something he did for his body; his soul was not an issue. He enjoyed the company of the men, liked how the games brought them together in an easy fellowship. Afterward, the team generally gathered in the steam room to let the wet heat melt the ache out of their weary muscles.


“More steam?” Mal Thorne asked. He got up from his bench and poured a bit of cool water from a bucket over the thermal mechanism mounted on the wall.


Father Mal Thorne’s nose followed a crooked line. It had been broken more times than he could remember during his Golden Gloves boxing days, and later when he was the middleweight intramural champ at Notre Dame. A thin braid of scar tissue crowned his left eyebrow, but there were also two long scars across his chest clearly unrelated to boxing. How they’d happened, no one knew. The priest refused to talk about it. As a cop, Cork had seen a lot of men in holding cells or on their way to prison with similar scars, usually the result of a knife slash. He knew that Mal had run a homeless shelter on South Michigan Avenue in Chicago, a tough territory. He’d heard rumors that the scars had been delivered by hoodlums trying to rob the shelter and that Mal had used his pugilist’s skills to dis-abuse them of the notion. Cork had never pushed the priest for an explanation. A man’s past was his own affair, and he dealt with his scars in his own way. Mal Thorne wasn’t tall, but he was fast and aggressive, and a natural leader on the court, so usually he played point guard.


The wall vents began to hiss hot vapor, and Mal sat down.


“Heard you on the radio yesterday, Cork, tearing into Randy’s boss,” Bledsoe said.


He was talking about Sheriff Arne Soderberg who’d taken over the office from Wally Schanno in January.


“Tearing into Arne Soderberg?” Mal laughed. “I’d have loved to hear that. What did you do, Cork?”


It had been during Olaf Gregerson’s weekly call-in radio program All Around Aurora. Sheriff Soderberg was the guest. He’d spent most of the initial interview crowing about his accomplishments in just the few weeks he’d been in office. Once the phone line opened up for calls, Cork seized the opportunity to call and point out some of the cold realities that underlay the sheriff’s glowing assertions.


“I’ll tell you what he did,” Bledsoe said. “Old Arne claims that in the couple months he’s been sheriff, crime in Tamarack County has declined thirty percent over the preceding seven-month period.”


“Not true?” Mal said.


“Probably true,” Cork put in. “What I pointed out was simply that every winter, after the summer tourists and the fall color gawkers have gone, crime in Tamarack County drops, and after the fishing opener in the spring and all the tourists come back, the crime rate climbs back up. Arne’s taking credit for a pattern we’ve seen for years.”


“That was only the beginning,” Bledsoe said. “Cork took him to task for laying off officers and cutting programs in order to look good financially to the electorate when he runs for the state legislature, which everybody knows is his next move.”


Gooding said, “He came back from the radio station ready to draw blood, and he took a bite out of anyone in the department who looked cross-eyed at him. Thanks a lot, Cork.”


“Sorry.”


“No, I mean it. Thanks a lot. Somebody needed to say those things.”


Gooding, who sat next to Cork, stood up and began to stretch. His body was lithe and unmarred. That didn’t mean he had no scars. Cork knew that the wounds people carried didn’t always show on the skin. He was younger than the others, not quite thirty. Before coming to Aurora, he’d been with the FBI, assigned to the Milwaukee field office. He’d told Cork he left because the job turned out to be all paperwork, that he was a small-town boy at heart, and that he liked the idea of serving folks who would know him as a person, not just a badge. He was religious, very Catholic, a little pious maybe, but these days Cork tended to think that of almost anyone who attended church regularly. He sang in the St. Agnes choir and headed the youth program, where the kids adored him. He’d struck up a particularly good friendship with Annie, Cork’s middle child, because at one time he’d been in the seminary, and Annie, for as long as anyone could remember, had dreamed of being a nun. Annie insisted that she connected with him on a spiritual level, but it probably didn’t hurt that he was drop-dead gorgeous. An affable man, still a bachelor, he was considered a catch in Aurora, but so far as Cork knew he was seeing no one. He was the tallest of the Old Martyrs, and he played center.


Cork felt his own scars were insignificant, two bullet holes, an entrance wound the size of a dime on his right shoulder and a slightly larger exit wound on his back just below his right scapula. The bullet had shattered bone and loosed a flood of blood and had almost killed him, but unless someone pointed them out, he usually forgot about them.


Mal Thorne said, “You don’t think much of our new sheriff, Cork?”


Sweat dripped from the end of Cork’s nose. He sat naked on a towel, his back against the tiles of the steam room wall. The other men were all hazy figures through the hot fog. “For him the job’s about politics, not law enforcement.”


“Ever regret your decision not to run?”


“Not for a minute,” Cork said.


The door of the steam room opened. Cool air sifted in.


“Gooding? Deputy Gooding? You in there?”


“Yo, Pender. What’s up?” Gooding said.


“Sheriff wants you,” Pender called back.


“Hey, man. It’s my day off.”


“He says get your ass to the office now.”


“Is there overtime in it?”


“Close the damn door, Pender,” Bledsoe said. “You’re letting the North Pole in.”


“Not until I see Deputy Gooding stepping out.”


“Talk to him, Randy. It’s getting cold in here. I just saw a penguin waddle by.”


“I’m coming, Pender. Close the door.”


Gooding stood up, and the steam swirled as he moved.


“Think I’m done, too,” Cork said. He got up from the cedar bench. “Who do we play next week?”


“Team from the casino,” Bledsoe said. “The Five Card Studs.”


In the locker room, Randy Gooding and Deputy Duane Pender stood huddled in a corner near the showers. Gooding nodded a couple of times and finally said, “I’ll be out of here in ten.” Pender strode quickly out. Gooding went straight to his locker without bothering to shower.


When Soderberg became sheriff, he reorganized the department, cutting out the specialized units that Cork and Wally Schanno had created to focus on particular areas of crime prevention and investigation. That had pissed off a number of veteran officers, including Captain Ed Larson, who’d headed major crimes investigation for years and who, along with several others, had resigned. Now Gooding, because of his FBI training, generally handled the responsibility of investigating serious crimes, but he had no special rank or title and got no extra pay for it. He did it, he said, because he loved the work, something Cork understood.


“What’s up, Randy?” Cork asked. “Pender looked pretty serious.”


Gooding glanced around to confirm that they were alone. “Couple of hikers found a body buried in snow up on Moccasin Creek. Young. Female.”


“Charlotte Kane?”


“Won’t know for certain until we get there. But that’s sure what I’m thinking.”


“Where on Moccasin Creek?”


Gooding started to answer but caught himself. “Unh-uh. No way. I can tell what you’re thinking. Cork, this kind of thing isn’t your business anymore.” He opened his locker and began to dress. “Don’t take this wrong, but when I worked the field office in Milwaukee, we had a couple old agents who’d retired and couldn’t stand it. Those guys were always dropping by the office, adding their two cents to everything. Became a real pain in the ass.”


“I froze for nearly a week trying to find her.”


“Sixty other people did, too. You don’t see them clamoring for a glimpse of the body.”


“Where on Moccasin Creek?”


“Look, you show up and the sheriff’s going to know who clued you in. He’ll ream me.”


“I’ll swear it wasn’t you.”


“He’s not stupid.”


“Jury’s still out on that one. Come on, Randy. Where?”


Gooding stroked his beard, a trim strip of reddish hair that formed a triangle around his mouth. He often said that tolerance of facial hair was one of the things he liked about working on a rural police force. He shook his head and gave in. “Footbridge about a quarter mile north of the trailhead off County Five.”


“I know it.”


The deputy slipped a T-shirt over his head, then bent to put on his boots. When he’d tied them, he straightened and shot Cork a guilty look. “Give us a head start at least.”


As Gooding exited, Mal Thorne came around the corner from the steam room, a towel wrapped around his waist. He glanced at Gooding’s back, then at Cork, who was just beginning to dress. “Neither of you showering? What’s so important?”


“A body’s been found in the snow up on Moccasin Creek.”


“Where’s that?”


“Just east of Valhalla.”


“A woman’s body?”


“Yes.”


“Charlotte Kane?”


“Can’t say for sure. But I don’t know of any other women who’ve disappeared here in the last few months.”


“I’d like to go with you.”


Cork didn’t answer.


“You’re going,” the priest said. “That’s why you’re not showering.”


“It’s a closure thing for me,” Cork said.


“I’ve got plenty of reason, too.”


Cork started to object but realized Mal Thorne had given every bit as much of himself as Cork had in the bitter, cold days during the search for Charlotte Kane. He nodded toward the priest’s locker.


“Better get dressed then. I’m not taking you naked.”
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“YOU’RE QUIET,” Cork said after they’d ridden a long time in silence. “Sure you want to do this?”


Because he never went to church anymore, Cork didn’t relate to Mal Thorne as a priest. They just played basketball together. Mal had come to Aurora a couple of years earlier to assist the aging pastor of St. Agnes. He was an energetic man, well liked, and had done an excellent job managing the parish. Whether he was capable of handling what he might see on Moccasin Creek was something Cork didn’t know.


Mal said, “I’ve just been thinking. If it is Charlotte Kane’s body out there, in a way it may be a blessing.”


“How do you figure that?”


“Fletcher and Glory are desperately in need of resolution, one way or another.”


“Kane’s in need of resolution in a lot of ways, you ask me.”


The priest studied him. “I gather from some of the things Rose has said to me that you and Fletcher aren’t on the best of terms.”


Cork turned onto County 5, a narrow strip of asphalt heavily potholed during the freeze and thaw at the end of winter. They were driving through the Superior National Forest, far north of Aurora. The April sun was bright and promising through the windshield of Cork’s old Bronco.


“I’m pretty sure Fletcher blames my father for the death of his own father.”


Surprise showed on the priest’s face. “How so?”


“You know my father was sheriff here a long time ago.”


“I’d heard that, yes.”


“Fletcher’s father was a dentist. When Fletcher and I were kids, his old man killed himself. Turned out my father was investigating a complaint of sexual assault lodged by one of Harold Kane’s female patients.”


“And Fletcher holds your father responsible?”


“He’s never said as much, but his actions have spoken pretty eloquently.”


They thundered over an old wooden bridge and Cork began to slow down, watching for the turnoff. He knew it would come up suddenly around a sharp bend.


“Rose tells me things are rough for them,” Cork said.


Mal nodded. “Fletcher’s totally withdrawn. And Glory loved that girl as if she were her own daughter. I think if she didn’t have Rose to lean on, she’d have fallen apart completely by now.”


“The death of a child.” Cork shook his head. “I can’t think of anything more devastating.”


“They have a lot of people praying for them.”


“Might as well be throwing pennies down a wishing well.”


The priest gave him a long look. “Someday I’d like to know the whole story.”


“What story?”


“The one that ends with you angry at God.”


“And someday I’d like to know the other story,” Cork said.


“Which one is that?”


“The one that ends with a guy as obviously capable as you are exiled to a small parish buried in the Northwoods. You must’ve really pissed off God or somebody.”


“Maybe the choice was my own.”


“Yeah,” Cork said. “Right.”


A brown road sign marked the trailhead at Moccasin Creek. Cork pulled into the graveled parking lot. Snow still lay banked along the edges in small dirty humps, the last of the great piles that had been plowed during winter and that had been melting slowly for weeks. The lot was filled with vehicles, mostly from the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department. Cy Borkmann, a heavy man and a longtime deputy, stood near his cruiser, smoking a cigarette. Not far away, another man, a stranger, sat in a red Dodge Neon. The door of the Neon stood wide open. The man sat hunched over, legs out of the car, feet on the wet gravel of the lot, staring at the ground.


Cork parked next to Borkmann’s cruiser and got out. “Morning, Cy.”


The deputy smiled, and his already big cheeks mounded some more. “Hey, Cork. Father Mal. What’re you guys doing here?”


“We heard the news. Dropped by to see if we could help.”


Borkmann’s smile faded. He shook his head, and the sack of skin below his chin wobbled. “Sheriff said to keep everybody but authorized personnel out. You’re not exactly authorized these days.”


Borkmann had been a deputy long before Cork was sheriff. They’d always got on well. But things had changed, and Borkmann had his orders.


Cork nodded toward the man in the Neon. “Who’s that?”


“Found the body.”


“Looks a little shook up. Mind if I talk to him?”


Borkmann thought it over. “Sheriff didn’t say anything about that. Go ahead.”


Cork walked to the man, who looked up without interest. He appeared to be in his late twenties with dark, heavily oiled hair and the kind of deep tan that told Cork he was not from anywhere near Minnesota.


“Cork O’Connor.” He offered the man his hand.


“Jarrod Langley.”


“I understand you found the body.”


“My wife did.”


Cork looked around.


“She’s back at the lodge,” Langley said. “I left her there when I called the sheriff’s office.”


“You’re not from around here,” Cork said, noting the accent.


“Mobile,” Langley said. “Alabama. On our honeymoon.” He picked up a piece of gravel and tossed it a couple of times in his hand. “I wanted to go to Aruba. Suzanne wanted to go north. She never saw snow before.”


They’d missed the pretty snow by a few weeks. What was left on the ground now were isolated patches littered with dead pine needles and branches and other debris shaken from the trees by the spring winds. Uneven melt left the snow pock-marked and cancerous looking. In those places where the sun shone steadily all day long, the wet earth was laid bare and the black mud looked like pools of crude oil.


“How’d you find the body?” Cork said.


“We were going for a hike. Figured if we couldn’t ski or snowmobile at least we could walk. Got down there to the bridge and Suzanne saw something sticking out of the snow along the creek. She climbed down to see what it was. Hollered back up to me that she’d found a big machine. She thought it was a snowmobile. Next thing I know, she’s screaming her head off.” He threw the piece of gravel he’d been holding, heaved it across the lot, where it embedded itself in a gritty snowbank. “Hell of a honeymoon.”


“I can imagine,” Cork said.


Langley looked at him, squeezing his eyes a little against the bright sunlight. “You one of the sheriff’s people?”


“Retired,” Cork said. “In a manner of speaking. Mr. Langley, anybody offer you coffee?”


“No.”


“Would you like some?”


“Sure.”


Cork went back to where Borkmann and the priest stood together. “Cy, you used to carry a Thermos of coffee in your cruiser.”


“Still do,” Borkmann said.


“How about giving that man a little. Might not settle his nerves, but it can’t hurt.”


Borkmann looked at Jarrod Langley and nodded. “Good idea.”


When the deputy headed toward the Neon with the Thermos in his hand, Cork said to Mal Thorne in a low voice, “Let’s go.” He started quickly for the trail along Moccasin Creek. Without a word, the priest followed.


The trail access was through a break in the pine trees that enclosed the parking lot and began with a fairly steep incline ending at the creek. Cork led the way. The ground was thawed and muddy and full of boot prints. In a few minutes, the two men reached the footbridge where melting snow and ice had turned the little stream beneath into a milky torrent.


Nine people worked the scene, nearly a third of the whole department. Deputies Jackson, Dwyer, and Minot were using a hand winch hooked to the trunk of a big red pine to pull the snowmobile out of the creek and up the bank. Deputy Marsha Dross was documenting the scene with video while Pender did the same with a still camera. Johannsen and Kirk were working with a tape measure. Randy Gooding hunkered at the water’s edge, half hidden by a boulder that sat on a thick plate of melting snow. Also on that plate, jutting from behind the boulder like a couple of bread sticks, was a pair of jean-clad human legs.


Sheriff Arne Soderberg stood looking over Gooding’s shoulder. Soderberg never wore a uniform. He preferred, in the normal course of his duties, to dress in trim three-piece suits, crisp white shirts, silk ties. On the street, he could easily have been mistaken for a successful banker or stockbroker from the Twin Cities. He was a few years younger than Cork, but his hair was already a magnificent silver, which he had razor cut once a week. He was a good-looking man—strong jaw, piercing blue eyes, a charming, practiced smile—and he photographed well. He had no experience with law enforcement. It was widely known that he was simply being groomed by the Independent Republicans for higher office and that the job as sheriff was an opportunity for Soderberg to prove himself as a public servant before moving on to grander things. For years, he’d been on the family payroll, a vice president in his father’s company, Soderberg Transport, a huge enterprise that dominated trucking on the Iron Range and much of the rest of northern Minnesota. His enthusiasm for politics coincided with the age at which most men experienced a midlife crisis. Cork suspected public office might have been the answer for a man who could buy an expensive sports car anytime he wanted.


Cork and Mal crossed the bridge and worked their way down the creek bank toward Gooding and Soderberg. The deputies who knew Cork well gave him a nod, but no one said a word about his presence. Until Soderberg raised his head.


“O’Connor. What the hell are you doing here?”


The sheriff wore something a bit more appropriate to the work at hand than his usual three-piece suit. He sported a new Pendleton shirt and jeans that carried a sharp crease. Despite the April mud, he’d somehow managed to keep his Gore-Tex boots spotless.


Cork had been certain that after their heated exchange on Olaf Gregerson’s radio program Soderberg would not be happy to see him. Anger, however, wasn’t what Cork saw in that first moment his eyes locked on the sheriff. Instead there was a look of horror, the expression of someone whose senses brought to him a reality his sensibility couldn’t deal with. Cork figured the dead girl must be a gruesome sight.


“I heard about Charlotte Kane,” Cork said.


He’d reached the boulder and could now see what Gooding and the sheriff saw. The body lay on a bed of snow crystals like a fish in a meat market display. She was fully clothed, still wearing her down parka. The skin of her face and hands seemed well preserved, and Cork figured the body had been frozen all winter.


From Soderberg’s reaction, Cork had assumed the worst, but he’d been wrong. Even in death, Charlotte Kane was lovely to look at. Her hair was long and black, sleek from the snow around her melting under the April sun. Cork remembered how, whenever she’d stopped at Sam’s Place for a burger or a shake, she’d always been extremely polite. She’d been a quiet, lovely young woman. Now her face was pale, relaxed, her arms crossed over her chest, as if she were only in a long, deep sleep. Seeing her this way, Cork felt an overwhelming sadness for her and her family.


And something more, something he hadn’t felt in months. The tug of a dark shape from behind a curtain of solid white, an unseen hand that reached out to him.


“Pender,” Soderberg hollered. “Pender, get these men out of here.”


Cork looked back at the footbridge, then at the snowmobile being hauled up the bank, and finally at the place where the body lay. “Looks like her Arctic Cat flew right off the bridge,” he said. “Must’ve come hell-bent down that hill.”


Gooding nodded. “And she couldn’t negotiate the bridge. She’d been drinking, we know that.”


The bridge was well marked and wide enough for an easy crossing. Cork recalled what Jenny had told him about Charlotte the night she’d disappeared, about the girl’s dark poetry and fascination with suicide.


Soderberg stepped in front of Cork, eclipsing the body. “I want you out of here, O’Connor. This isn’t your concern.” He looked around. “Where the hell is Pender?”


“What’s that?” Cork pointed toward a scrap of brightly colored paper just visible in the snow a few feet away.


“I was just going to check it.” Gooding wore surgical gloves and he reached over and pulled out a red, white, and green wrapper. “Pearson’s Nut Goodie,” he said. He brushed away a bit of snow and brought up some torn cellophane. “Beef jerky.” He widened the cleared area and uncovered the remnant of a Doritos bag, pieces of frozen orange rind, and a Corona beer bottle with a couple of inches of pale liquid still in the bottom.


Gooding looked up at Cork. “What do you make of that?”


Soderberg, who still appeared shaken, said, “Maybe she was trapped by the storm and ate to keep her strength up, hoping to get found.”


Cork studied the body, its peaceful repose. There was a detail that bothered him. “Take a good look at her, Arne. Notice anything?”


Soderberg swung his attention back to Cork and to the priest, who stood observing at a slight distance. “Out of here, O’Connor. And look, Father, I’m sorry, but you need to leave, too. Pender,” he cried. “Pender, where the hell are you?”


“Here, Sheriff.” Duane Pender emerged from the shadow under the footbridge, zipping his fly as he came. He stepped carefully among the rocks and pockets of snow along the creek bank. “Nature called,” he said with a look of chagrin.


“Escort these men back to the parking lot,” Soderberg ordered. “O’Connor, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t give my deputy any trouble.”


Cork said, “Where are her gloves, Arne?”


“What?”


“Her gloves.”


Soderberg looked down at her hands, which were white and bare.


“If she’d driven that snowmobile out here without gloves on, her hands would have been frozen long before she got to Moccasin Creek,” Cork said.


Soderberg nodded to Gooding. “Check her coat.”


Gooding went through the pockets of her parka and came up empty-handed. He sifted the snow around her body and shook his head.


“Why would she have the presence of mind to bring food with her but not gloves? And one more thing,” Cork said. “That bottle of Corona. Hard to believe it would have survived the crash in one piece.”


“But not out of the question,” Soderberg countered.


“Maybe not. How’d she open it?”


“How do you usually get a beer open? You twist off the damn top.”


“That’s a Corona, Arne. They don’t make a twist top. Unless you find an opener around here, you gotta wonder.”


Soderberg said, “I thought I told you to get these men out of here, Pender.”


Deputy Pender was new to the sheriff’s department. He hadn’t served under Cork. To him, Corcoran O’Connor was just a guy who ran a burger joint on Iron Lake. Because Pender was a Baptist, the priest had no special authority as far as he was concerned. He jerked his head in the direction of the trail up to the parking lot. “You heard the sheriff.”


“Are you going to bag that stuff?” Cork asked, indicating the things Gooding had uncovered near the body.


“O’Connor.” Soderberg put out a hand, as if to move Cork bodily from the scene. Cork glared at the hand, and Soderberg drew up short of actually touching him.


“I’ll bag it,” Gooding said.


Cork turned and started up the bank. The priest held back.


Mal Thorne asked, “Sheriff, when are you going to tell her parents?”


“I don’t know yet.”


“I’d like to be there when you do.”


Soderberg shook his head. “I don’t think—”


“Arne,” Cork said, “have you ever had to tell a mother or father that their child is dead?”


In reply, the sheriff simply glared. It may have been meant to demonstrate Soderberg’s perturbation, but more probably it was meant to disguise the fact that he’d never had to shoulder that particular burden.


Cork said, “When you do, I think you’ll be glad to have someone like Mal there with you.”


“When I want your advice, I’ll ask for it.” To his credit, Soderberg spoke civilly to the priest. “I’ll think about it, and I’ll let you know.”


“I’ll be at the rectory.”


Soderberg turned an angry eye on Pender. “When you get to the parking lot, relieve Borkmann and send him down here. I want a word with him.”


They walked up the trail, slowly because of the slippery terrain and because there was something heavy on them now. Cork thought about Soderberg, about the anguish on his face as he’d stared down at the body of Charlotte Kane. It occurred to him that the sheriff had probably never dealt with death in this way before. He wondered how Soderberg liked the responsibility of the job now.


The priest let out a deep sigh that had nothing to do with the effort of the climb. “Is Rose home?”


“I think so,” Cork said. “Why?”


The priest kept his eyes on the mud. “Glory’s going to need her.”
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CORK SPENT THE AFTERNOON working on Sam’s Place, getting ready for the tourist season. Sam’s Place was an old Quonset hut that had long ago been converted to a burger stand on the shore of Iron Lake, just beyond the northern limits of Aurora. Beginning in early May until late October, Cork, with the help of his daughters, catered to the hungry fishermen and tourists and locals. For an ex-lawman, it was a quiet existence, but one Cork had come to appreciate.


He was thinking about Charlotte Kane as he worked, about how peaceful she’d looked in death. He’d heard that freezing wasn’t a bad way to go, that people who froze to death experienced a false warmth at the end, a final euphoria. Maybe that’s how it had been for Charlotte. He hoped so. However, that didn’t explain why she had no gloves with her, or who’d opened the curiously unbroken Corona bottle. Cork had considered from several angles the food wrappers found in the snow near the body. He would love to have a look at the autopsy, to know if any of that junk food was in her stomach when she died. Because more and more, the circumstances caused him to consider the possibility that she had not been alone at the end.


He’d already pulled away the plywood that had covered the serving windows all winter, and was just preparing to clean a squirrel’s nest from the lakeside eave, when his cell phone chirped.


“Cork O’Connor,” he answered.


There was nothing but static on the phone, which didn’t surprise him at all. Technologically speaking, Aurora was at the edge of a frontier. The demand for cell phones wasn’t great enough yet to warrant the building of relay towers that would easily service the area. North of Aurora, cell phones didn’t work at all. In town, reception was often sketchy at best. Usually, Cork didn’t even bother to carry his cell phone with him.


“Hello,” he said. “You’re not coming in well.”


Within the scratchy static, he made out Rose’s voice and two phrases. “Glory Kane . . .” and “. . . needs your help.”


*   *   *

Glory Kane opened the door before he knocked. Cork was surprised to see that she seemed perfectly sober.


Glory was in her midthirties, a good thirteen years younger than her brother. Aside from the surname they shared, there was little about the two Kanes that was alike. Fletcher was tall, awkward looking, already gone bald. Glory was a small woman, with long black hair, and lovely features. When she did the full nine yards of makeup, she was absolutely stunning. For a while after she’d arrived in Aurora with Fletcher, she’d often taken the time to look that way. Little by little, however, she had abandoned the enormous effort it must have taken to paint over and powder smooth her pain, and now her face was different. It bore the beaten expression of a war veteran, the sometimes vacant stare of someone who’d survived a long and bitter campaign. Very often, this was simply the effect of the booze, for it was no secret that Glory Kane drank. She wasn’t obnoxious in her drunkenness. Usually, she holed up in her brother’s big house, and no one saw her for days. In the Kane household, she seemed to cover much the same territory that Rose did with the O’Connors, and to care about Charlotte as deeply as Rose did her own nieces and nephew. This might have been the reason she had allowed Rose closer than anyone else in Aurora. That and the fact that Rose didn’t have a judgmental bone in her body.


“Thank you for coming,” she said, and stood back to let him enter.


Like Cork and a lot of others who now lived in Aurora, the Kanes had returned after a long absence. Fletcher and Glory had been gone longer than most, thirty-five years. Fletcher, when he left, had been Cork’s age, thirteen. Glory had been conceived, but not yet born, visible only as an obvious rounding of her mother’s belly. So far as Cork knew, no one had heard a word from them after they’d gone. Any relatives they’d had in Tamarack County had died or departed long ago. They had no old friends and no apparent reason that compelled their return. The middle-aged Fletcher, now a widower, had simply showed up unannounced one day a couple of years earlier, bringing with him his daughter, his sister, and enough money to be one of the richest men on the Iron Range. He’d settled into life in Aurora without any word about what had happened to him in the nearly four decades of his absence. The facts known about him were few. He was a physician, a plastic surgeon, but he no longer practiced. He speculated in real estate and land development instead. He supported the Independent Republican party with heavy donations. And he guarded his privacy fiercely, something guaranteed to raise an eyebrow in any small town.


In addition to building Valhalla, his isolated retreat, he’d bought one of the grandest houses in Aurora, the old Parrant estate, which occupied the entire tip of the finger of land called North Point. The house was huge, gray stone, surrounded by cedars and an enormous expanse of lawn that ran down to the shore of Iron Lake. Cork knew the Parrant estate well. One snowy night a few years before, he’d been the one who found Judge Parrant in his study with most of his head blown away.


Glory led him into the living room. Rose was already seated on the couch. She made room for Cork beside her.


“You know about Charlotte,” he said.


Glory nodded.


“I’m sorry,” Cork said.


“Thank you.” It was obvious she’d been crying, but she seemed to have composed herself. Cork figured Rose had been a big help.


Glory generally kept to herself. Except for her regular attendance at St. Anges, she was seldom seen in public. This spawned all kinds of gossip. Rose listened to none of it, and from the beginning had made an effort to befriend her. Once or twice a week, she came visiting, and the two women talked over coffee. After Charlotte disappeared, Glory stopped going to church and Rose became very nearly her only contact with the world outside the stone walls of her brother’s home. Glory was an intelligent woman and talked about books, religion, politics, but not, Rose said, about her life before she came to Aurora.


“You used to be sheriff,” Glory said.


“That’s right.”


“Rose thinks you might know something about finding people.”


“I suppose I do.”


“When Sheriff Soderberg told us there was going to be an autopsy on Charlotte, Fletcher was furious. He’s a doctor. He knows what they do to a body during an autopsy. He argued. If Father Mal hadn’t been here to intervene, I think he might have become violent. He went into his office, locked the door, stayed there until the sheriff and Father Mal had gone. He wouldn’t open it when I knocked. A little while later, he stormed out of the house. I haven’t heard from him since. That was several hours ago.”


“You’re worried about his safety?”


“In his state of mind, I’m afraid he could do something drastic.”


“And you want me to find him before he does?”


“Yes.”


“Why not the sheriff’s people?”


“I know he wouldn’t talk to them, and they might only upset him more.”


In the days of Judge Parrant, the house had been a dark place, full of hunting trophies and a suffocating silence. The trophies were gone but Cork still felt the silence there, thick in all the rooms he could not see.


“He might not want me looking for him,” Cork said.


“But I do.”


“I mean, he might not want me looking for him.”


Glory’s hands worked over each other, as if she were washing them, desperate to be clean. “I know he doesn’t like you. I don’t know why, but that doesn’t matter now. I just want to be certain he’s okay.”


Cork said, “All right.”


Glory took a white Bible from the coffee table and held it in her hands. “Rose and I have been talking. There are those who believe it takes three days for the spirit to adjust to the reality of death, three days to let go completely of the body. For Charlotte, three days was a long time ago. I understand that’s not Charlotte they’re working on in the morgue, but Fletcher doesn’t see it that way.”


Cork said, “Any idea where he might have gone?”


In the face of this simple question, Glory seemed completely lost.


“We’ve been over that, Cork,” Rose said. “Glory has no idea.”


“Does he have an office somewhere?” Cork prompted.


“Only here,” Glory said.


“How about a bar he likes?”


“Fletcher doesn’t drink.”


“Friends?”


“Fletcher has associates. He has acquaintances. But he has no friends.”


“Is there someplace that’s special to him? Valhalla maybe?”


“He hates Valhalla. After Charlotte disappeared, he couldn’t stand going back there.”


“Could he be out driving somewhere, thinking?”


“He gets car sick.”


“May I use your phone?” Cork said.


“There.” Glory indicated a cordless on a table near the kitchen doorway.


Cork took the phone and stepped into the kitchen where he could speak in private. On the wall next to the refrigerator hung a large frame with several photographs, each with its own opening in the matte. They were all of Kane and his daughter in a happier time, smiling. On snowmobiles, on mountain bikes, on a tennis court, on a beach, and one in formal attire beside a wall hung with red bougainvillea. They appeared to have done a lot of things together, and seemed to have genuinely enjoyed each other’s company. Physically, they were an unusual pairing—Charlotte, dark-haired and lovely, with a smile that showed braces; her father bald, long-limbed, and homely. Cork thought the girl had been lucky to have inherited what must have been her mother’s beauty, because her father was so extraordinarily odd-looking. The photos appeared to have been taken before the Kanes moved to Minnesota, because there were mountains behind the snowmobiles, and the beach was on the ocean. Cork wondered why he’d never seen Kane and his daughter doing things together in Aurora. Had something happened to come between them, to ruin the joy they’d shared? The death of Kane’s wife, perhaps? Cork didn’t know the details, but maybe it had been a particularly difficult ordeal and the memory was painful. Perhaps that was why there were no pictures of Charlotte’s mother.


He dialed the sheriff’s office and spoke with Deputy Marsha Dross, who was on desk duty. Fletcher Kane hadn’t been there. Cork called the morgue at Aurora Community Hospital where the autopsy would be performed, but he got no answer. He called and spoke with Arne Soderberg at home, who said that since he’d left the Kanes’ house several hours earlier, he hadn’t seen or heard from the man. Cork went back to the living room.


“Glory, is there a working telephone at Valhalla?”


“I think so. We never had the service canceled. But you’re wasting your time, Cork.”


“It’s one more place we can eliminate.”


Glory gave him the number.


Cork let the phone ring ten times. He was just about to hang up when the receiver at the other end was lifted. No one spoke.


“Fletcher?” Cork said.


He heard only the sound of breathing, heavy but not labored.


“Fletcher, it’s Cork O’Connor.”


There was a long moment of silence, followed by a single word uttered like a curse.


“Butchers.”


*   *   *

Glory didn’t accompany Cork. Fletcher, she said, wouldn’t listen to her. Cork suspected Fletcher wouldn’t listen to him either, but he agreed to try.


He wasn’t surprised that Glory didn’t know the roots of her brother’s enmity toward the O’Connor name. It had occurred in a time when Glory was still contentedly inside her mother’s womb.


Cork remembered Harold Kane as a spidery man, long-limbed, with bulging eyes, and soft hands that smelled of antiseptic. On a Saturday morning when Cork and Fletcher were both thirteen years old, Harold Kane had locked himself in his dental office on Oak Street, sat in the chair where his patients usually reclined, and put a bullet in his head.


In a small town like Aurora, suicide was the kind of event that lingered a long time in the collective memory. When it came to light that Sheriff Liam O’Connor had been investigating Dr. Kane because one of his patients had alleged that the dentist molested her while she was anesthetized in his office, there was a good deal more to remember than the desperate act itself. Because the man died before all the evidence could be considered and formal charges brought, his guilt or innocence was never established. That didn’t matter. In the mind of the town, his response was proof enough. He was, in public opinion, tried and convicted.


A few weeks later, Fletcher Kane’s pregnant mother left town, taking her son away from the vicious tongues.


Cork all but forgot the Kanes, but Fletcher had not forgotten the O’Connors. An incident occurred soon after the Kanes’ return that signaled to Cork the deep resentment the man must have felt all those years as a result of his father’s death.


Access to Sam’s Place was via a narrow, gravel road that branched off a street on the outskirts of Aurora. Before it crossed the Burlington Northern tracks, the road passed through land privately owned by Shorty Geiger. Sam Winter Moon, the old Ojibwe after whom the establishment was named, had obtained easement rights through Geiger’s land and across the Burlington Northern tracks. On Sam’s death, when the Quonset hut and surrounding property passed to Cork O’Connor, there was a clause that required renegotiation of the easement agreement. In Aurora, not much happened in a hurry, and no one rushed to litigation. But shortly after Fletcher Kane returned, Cork received notice that access to Sam’s Place could no longer occur as it had in the past. A development company had purchased Shorty’s land and intended to put a fast-food franchise there, a move that would pretty much insure the end of Sam’s Place. Jo mounted a marvelous legal battle and won back the easement rights. The franchise was never built. In the litigation process, Jo discovered that the major investor in the development company was none other than Fletcher Kane.


Cork pulled into the muddy drive of Valhalla, deep in the woods north of Aurora. It was hard dark by then, and his headlights flashed on the back end of Fletcher Kane’s silver Cadillac El Dorado. He parked, killed his lights, and got out.


The night was still, but the lake was thawing. Beyond the pine trees, it moaned and cracked and made Cork think of a great animal awakening.


A bright three-quarter moon lit the scene. There were no lights on in the big cabin, nor in the guesthouse. Cork took a flashlight from the glove compartment of his Bronco, but he didn’t turn it on. He approached the big cabin, carefully mounting the wooden steps built into the hillside. With its grand deck that overlooked the water, the cabin seemed like a ghost ship anchored among the black trunks of the pines. He crossed the deck to the screen door and saw that the heavy inside door was open. The room beyond it was completely dark.


As he stood at the threshold, Cork became aware of a strong odor all around him that was out of place among the fresh scent of spring pines.


Kerosene.


“Fletcher,” he called toward the black inside.


He heard movement, then a metallic squeak. In the dark of the room, a small circle of glowing red rotated into sight. Cork interpreted the squeak to come from the mechanism of a swivel rocker. He was pretty sure the red glow came from the end of a lit cigar.


“Fletcher?”


“What are you doing here?”


“Glory asked me to come. She’s worried.”


“Tell her I’m touched. Now go away.”


“I’m not leaving until we talk.”


“I don’t want to talk to you, O’Connor.”


Kane’s speech was slurred, and despite what Glory said about her brother not drinking, it was clear to Cork that’s exactly what Fletcher had been doing. The whole situation struck Cork as odd. Glory, who drank, was sober. Fletcher, who didn’t, was drunk.


“I know how hard this must be for you, Fletcher,” he said.


“You have no idea.”


“I have daughters. I know it would just about kill me to lose one.”


“But you haven’t lost one.”


“I know you loved Charlotte. And that’s why I know you’re going to do the right thing for her.”


“The right thing?” The tip of his cigar bloomed red as he took a deep draw amid the strong odor of kerosene that was everywhere.


“Do you know why Arne requested an autopsy?”


“All I heard was that he wanted to butcher my girl.”


“In situations like this, an autopsy is almost automatic.”


“Situations like what?”


“A death in which drinking might have played a part. In Charlotte’s case, there’s probably something even more compelling.”


Although he could not see Kane clearly, he could see the dark shape and how still it was.


“They found some food wrappers and a beer bottle next to Charlotte’s body. An autopsy could probably tell the sheriff if it was Charlotte who did the eating and drinking.”


“What do you mean if it was Charlotte?” He thought about it. “Somebody was with her?”


“Maybe.”


“Then why didn’t the son of a bitch do anything to help?”


“I suppose there are several possibilities.”


A long silence, then Kane struck on the darkest of the implications. “Somebody wanted her dead?”


“That’s one of the possibilities.”


“Who?”


“A question the autopsy could help answer.”


Cork watched the glowing ember descend, and he heard the tiny squeal of the tobacco as Fletcher Kane ground out the cigar in an ashtray. A moment later, a small lamp came on.


Kane sat in a rocker. Over the years, he’d grown to resemble his father, a man of elongated proportions and bug eyes. He put Cork in mind of a giant grasshopper.


“I want to be alone, O’Connor.” When Cork didn’t move, Kane said, “You can tell Glory I’m fine.”


Cork walked to his Bronco, but he didn’t get in. He stood watching Valhalla, worried that it might yet go up in flames. In a few minutes, however, he saw Kane at a window, a tall, bent figure, staring down at the lake. Kane’s mouth moved, speaking words Cork couldn’t hear. Below him, as if in reply, the lake ice moaned.
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CORCORAN O’CONNOR was three-quarters Irish and one-quarter Ojibwe. Except for a few years in college, and as a cop in Chicago after that, he’d lived his whole life in the town of his birth. He’d been raised Catholic, baptized at St. Agnes, received his first communion and was confirmed there. He’d served as an altar boy, sung in the choir, spent his share of time in the confessional. Being Catholic had been important to him once. For several years, however, he’d refused to set foot in church, and didn’t give a hoot about the commandment of keeping the Sabbath holy.


On that April Sunday afternoon, Cork stood at the frozen edge of Iron Lake with Sam’s Place at his back. The sun was high, its warmth soaking into the earth, melting the ice that still held the deeper soil prisoner. The air was laced with a fragrance that augured spring. He’d come with his tools and with half a mind to work on the old Quonset hut, but he knew he wouldn’t disturb the peace of that afternoon. Even though he was at odds with God, he couldn’t ignore the fact that on such a day there was a sacred feeling to everything.


Part of it was the place itself, that small parcel of land Sam Winter Moon had deeded to Cork. It was bounded on the north by the Bear Paw Brewery and on the south by a copse of poplars that held the ruins of an old foundry. West lay the tracks of Burlington Northern and beyond that the streets on the outskirts of Aurora. East, below the sun and beneath a thinning layer of ice, lay the deep, clear water of Iron Lake. There may have been places more beautiful, but none in Cork’s thinking that were more special. Whenever he stood on that little stretch of shoreline, he could feel Sam Winter Moon’s spirit there.


Sam had been his father’s good friend. When Liam O’Connor died, shot dead in the line of duty as Tamarack County sheriff, Sam Winter Moon had stepped in and guided fourteen-year-old Corcoran O’Connor into manhood. Sam had done it without fanfare, as if the fatherless were the natural concern of every man. Summers in high school, Cork had worked at Sam’s Place, learning his way around the grill, the state laws governing cleanliness, the rules of simple bookkeeping. Suffusing all their time together was the spirit of Sam Winter Moon’s own manhood, a quiet strength couched within a gentle humor that was decidedly Ojibwe in its sensibility. In those days, despite the death of his father, Cork still practiced his Catholicism. The murder of Sam Winter Moon, a brutal killing for which Cork blamed both himself and God, had been the first of a series of tragedies that had hardened Cork’s heart against the spirit of his baptism and the church of his confirmation.


Still, on such a day as this, standing at the edge of Iron Lake with the sweet, distant breath of spring breaking over his face, Cork couldn’t help but feel gratitude. He remembered the words his Grandmother Dilsey, a full-blood Ojibwe, had once taught him. Great Spirit! We honor you this day, and we thank you for life and for all things. Mother Earth! We honor you this day, and we thank you for life and for all things. You are our mother. You feed us, you clothe us, you shelter us, and you comfort us. For this we thank you and honor you.


It seemed to Cork to cover things as well as any prayer of thanksgiving he’d ever heard.


The sound of an approaching car brought him around. Jo’s Toyota mounted the grade over the railroad tracks and pulled into the gravel parking lot. Jo wasn’t alone. Dorothy Winter Moon was with her.


In appearance, Dot Winter Moon reminded Cork a good deal of her uncle Sam Winter Moon. She was tall, solid, her hair black, but with a bit of red in it that came out in the proper light, like a second personality. She wore a Grateful Dead T-shirt with the sleeves cut away, and her arms were muscular.


When she was sixteen, Dot had left the Iron Lake Reservation and headed south to the Twin Cities. She came back four years later with a boy child, her maiden name, and no inclination to explain herself. She’d done her best raising her son, Solemn, but the early years had been tough going. She wasn’t very successful at holding on to a job, mainly because she was hardheaded, not particularly customer oriented, and didn’t believe in apologies. She didn’t ask for them, didn’t give them. She was scrupulously honest and forthright, however, and she expected the same of others. She finally found her niche working on a road crew for the county. The men on the crew gave her a hard time at first, a woman on male turf, but Dot gave as good as she got, and then some, and it wasn’t long before she was one of the boys. Eventually, she ended up driving an International dump truck spring through fall with a plow on the front in winter. She wasn’t a striking woman, but there were probably men who found her attractive, in a hard sort of way. She had a wide, sun-darkened face, a strong slender body, eyes that over the years had taken on a perpetual squint from working outside.


Cork put down his saw and smiled at the women. “Hey there, Dot. Been a while.”


“Cork.” Dot reached out and shook his hand so hard the bones grated.


“What’s up?”


“Cops been at my place,” Dot answered. “Looking for Solemn. Sons of bitches wouldn’t say why.”


“Was Solemn there?”


“Haven’t seen him for a couple of days. I told them that.”


“Has he been in any trouble lately?”


“Not that I know of.”


“They have a warrant?”


“No.”


“How many of them?”


“Three.”


Jo said, “My first thought was that since they’ve found Charlotte’s body, they’re just interviewing everyone who was at the party the night she disappeared.”


“Maybe,” Cork said. But he thought, not three of them.


“It would be good to know for sure,” Jo said.


“Did you call Arne?”


She nodded. “I tried. He wasn’t available. No one at the Department was able to offer me an explanation.”


“You’re sure you don’t have any idea what this might be about, Dot?”


For all her strength, Dorothy Winter Moon looked suddenly vulnerable.


*   *   *

If it hadn’t been for Sam Winter Moon, young Solemn would often have been left to fend for himself while his mother worked to make a living. Summers, Solemn hung out at Sam’s Place helping with the things that were within a small boy’s capability. He cleaned the grounds, swept the Quonset hut, Windexed the windows. When he wasn’t helping, he was fishing from the dock on Sam’s property or swimming in the lake. Whenever Cork stopped by to pass the time with his old friend Sam, Solemn was there, a thin boy, good-looking, who didn’t smile much but who loved to tell knock-knock jokes that Sam never failed to appreciate.


Still, there was a dark side to Solemn, even then. Sam knew it. There was something that came into the boy and filled him with anger, a hot, bubbling churn that put fire in his eyes and gave his movements a fast, jerky quality like bursts of flame. Eventually, Sam could tell when his great-nephew was ready to erupt. On those days, he sent young Solemn onto the lake in a rowboat to fish alone, and told him not to come back until he had a full stringer of sunnies. The solitude, the warm sun, maybe just the passage of time itself usually opened young Solemn up and let loose whatever it was that had entered him. By the time he came back and tied up at the dock, the dark look was gone, and the boy who loved Sam and loved knock-knock jokes was fully returned.


Unfortunately, Sam wasn’t always around when Solemn went into one of his moods, and his great-nephew often got into trouble. Fights, mostly. Public disturbances. Cork, who was sheriff then, often had young Solemn in his office awaiting the arrival of Dot or Sam. In those days, the transgressions were usually minor. Solemn wasn’t a liar; he never denied his guilt. He wasn’t a thief; he never stole anything. He was, in his dark moments, simply ruled by an impulse to strike out, and when the moment had passed, he was full of contrition. Generally, an apology would do the trick, or sometimes if property had been involved, a bit of time and labor served in repairing the damage. Solemn never tried to duck his sentence.


The spring Solemn turned sixteen, Sam Winter Moon died, died in Cork’s arms with his chest opened up from a shotgun blast. It happened at a place called Burke’s Landing during a tense conflict between whites and Anishinaabeg over fishing rights on Iron Lake. Without Sam’s firm, loving hand to hold him in place, Solemn spun off into space. The trouble he got into became more serious. He became a kid with an unhealthy reputation.


Cork knew the boy needed help. He remembered only too well how Sam Winter Moon had come into his own life after his father died and had guided him through the long journey of his grief. Solemn needed someone to step forward in the same way. That someone should have been Cork. But Sam’s death had nearly destroyed Corcoran O’Connor. Both the whites and the Anishinaabeg blamed him for the bloodshed at Burke’s Landing. Cork blamed himself, too, so it was pretty much unanimous. After that, for a while, his life fell apart. He lost his job as sheriff and his self-respect. He nearly lost his wife and family as well. He viewed Solemn’s plight from the distance of his own isolation and suffering. Although he knew he should help, he’d been unable to scrape himself off the bottom of his own dark hole, and Solemn was left to find his way alone.


Cork studied Dorothy Winter Moon, and she flinched under his stare.


“Why do they want to talk to Solemn, Dot?”


“Used to be I’d know. Used to be he’d tell me when shit was going to hit the fan. Not anymore. He’s been gone for the last two days, vanished, then the sheriff’s people show. I thought it might be serious this time, so I took the day off and looked for him. Then I went to Jo.”


Dot had often turned to Jo when Solemn’s impulses put him on the wrong side of the sheriff’s people. For many years, Jo had represented both the Iron Lake Reservation and the Ojibwe people in court actions. This hadn’t endeared her to the citizens of Aurora, but the Ojibwe trusted her as they would one of their own. So far, Jo had always been able to negotiate Solemn’s freedom in court.


Jo said, “I was hoping you might use your influence to get a few answers, Cork.”


“My influence is limited these days.”


“Would you see what you can do?”


“Sure.” As Cork gathered his tools, he said, “I’ve got to warn you, Dot, this may be all about Charlotte Kane, and it could be serious. Wasn’t Solemn her boyfriend for a while last fall?”


“They broke up.”


“And then she disappeared. And her body was found a few days ago, and now Solemn’s taken off. The police may see a connection.”


“But it was a snowmobile accident. Everybody says.”


“He’s just thinking like a cop, Dot,” Jo said. “Look, I’ll drop you back at your car, then why don’t you go on home. When I hear from Cork, I’ll give you a call. If Solemn shows up in the meantime, or if he contacts you, let me know.”


Dot nodded. It was obvious that the possibility Cork raised had shaken her. She walked toward Jo’s Toyota with her head down, staring at the gravel under her feet.


Jo asked Cork quietly, “Do you really think that might be it?”


He shrugged. “Like you said, just trying to think like a cop.”


*   *   *

When Charlotte Kane moved to Aurora with her father, everyone remarked on her beauty, which she must have inherited from her mother. They remarked on her manners, her reserve (very Kane-like), her intelligence. And when, in her senior year of high school, she began to run with Solemn Winter Moon, they remarked on her disastrous choice in a young man.


For several weeks, beginning with the homecoming dance in early November when they were first seen together as a couple, until around Christmas, when word filtered through town that it was all over, they were a hot gossip item. She, the shy beauty; he, the bad boy off the rez. She, the kindling; he, the fire. At nineteen, Solemn had a reputation not just for his impulsive behavior but also for his conquests. His hair was panther black, and he wore it long, so that it hung down his back like a moon-lit river. He was lean, good-looking, with a brooding Brandoesque quality to his face. As far as Cork knew, Dot had never said a word about Solemn’s father, but it was clear that something more than Indian blood ran through his veins. Solemn used all of this, the good looks, the mystery, the lure of being part of a culture that to whites was mythic and forbidden, to hook and reel in the attractive bored tourist women deserted by their husbands who spent whole days away fishing Iron Lake. No complaints had ever been lodged against Solemn, but the town knew him as a kind of Ojibwe Romeo, and a lot of folks were disappointed when a girl as polite and sensible as Charlotte fell for the Indian’s line. If there were any evidence concerning her death that pointed at Solemn Winter Moon, Cork feared many in the town would render a verdict of guilty long before a trial ever took place.


When he arrived at the sheriff’s department, he found Deputy Duane Pender on desk duty. Pender told him that Arne Soderberg had been in earlier but wasn’t anymore. That was all Pender would tell him.


“Do you expect him back?”


“Can’t tell you that.”


“You don’t know?”


Pender didn’t reply, just gazed at Cork with a face stolid as a guard at Buckingham Palace.


“All right. Then how about telling me why Arne had people out at Dorothy Winter Moon’s place at sunup looking for Solemn.”


“You’d have to talk to the sheriff about that.”


“And he’s not in.”


“Now you’re getting the picture.”


Behind Pender, Randy Gooding came into view. He was carrying a stack of papers, and when he saw Cork he stopped and listened to the exchange. Cork figured it probably wouldn’t have made a big difference if Gooding had been on duty at the desk. Probably, they were all under instructions to keep quiet. The difference would have been that Gooding wouldn’t have played it like a game.


“Any way I might be able to get word to the sheriff that I’d like to talk to him?”


“Can’t think of one.”


Cork glanced at his watch. “Any possibility he’d be at home?”


“I can’t help you there.”


Cork saw Randy Gooding offer the ghost of a nod.


“Thanks, Duane,” Cork said. “You’ve been more of a help than you know.”


Pender’s face took on a slightly troubled look as he considered how this could possibly be.


*   *   *

The Soderbergs lived behind a red brick wall. The wall stood only waist high, but it made a statement. Every year, once the earth warmed enough to welcome new roots, the yard behind the wall became a showcase of annuals that were ordered by Arne’s wife, Lyla, and delivered by the truckload. Lyla always did something different—new flowers, new arrangements, complex and beautiful patterns. The grounds around the Soderbergs’ big, brick Tudor were so perfect by summer that even the birds knew better than to crap on Lyla’s lawn.


Cork paused at the iron gate and looked toward the end of North Point Road where Fletcher Kane’s house was barely visible behind the cedars of the old estate. He hadn’t seen Kane since they’d spoken at Valhalla, and he wondered how the man was holding up.


As he walked the flagstone path to the front door, Cork heard voices raised inside the house. It was a warm April afternoon, a few windows were open, and the harsh tones of the exchange carried easily out to the yard. The words weren’t clear, but the two sides involved in the argument were. Arne and Lyla. Everyone in town knew that the Soderbergs’ marriage was hanging by a thread, held together for the sake of Arne’s political ambitions and Lyla’s concern over what people would think.


Cork stepped onto the porch. As he reached toward the doorbell, the front door whipped open, and Tiffany Soderberg flew outside. She ran headlong into Cork, who stood with his arm outstretched. She uttered a little cry of surprise and stumbled back a step.


He barely knew Tiffany, although he’d often seen her around Aurora over the years. She was Jenny’s age, but Jenny seldom mentioned her. She was a honey-haired young woman, pretty. She dressed well, dressed like money, as did her mother. When she got over looking startled, she looked irritated.


“Yes?”


“Sorry, Tiffany. Didn’t mean to scare you. I came to talk to your father.”


She glanced back into the house. “He’s . . . um . . . busy.”


“This won’t take long.”


“Who is it?” Lyla spoke from somewhere near the front door but out of sight.


Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Mr. O’Connor. He wants to talk to Dad.”


The door opened wider, and Lyla loomed behind her daughter.


Lyla had once represented Minnesota in the Miss America pageant. She had long, blonde hair, long legs that were tanned even in winter, and long, beautifully manicured nails. She had a notoriously short temper, however. She was wearing a sunflower yellow sweater and Guess jeans, both of which hugged nicely the body that had been a substantial part of her ticket to Atlantic City.


“What can I do for you?” she asked. It was clear that what she really wanted to do for Cork was shove him back out the front gate.


“I’d just like a few minutes of Arne’s time.”


“Friendly or official?”


“I’d say it leans more toward official.”


“My husband’s done for the day.”


Cork wanted to advise her that for the sheriff there was never an end to a day.


Arne stepped into view behind Lyla. “I’m here.”


Soderberg wore khaki slacks and a dark blue polo shirt. He was dressed for relaxing, although his face looked as if he’d been doing anything but.


“I’m gone,” Tiffany said. She slipped past Cork and hurried to the driveway where Lyla’s custom gold PT Cruiser was parked. The vehicle was a beauty, the only one like it in the county, and Lyla drove it everywhere.


“Dinner at six-thirty,” Lyla called. “And don’t you dare put a ding in my car, young lady.”


“Whatever,” Tiffany said with a flutter of her hand. She started the Cruiser, backed onto the street, and was gone.


Lyla gave Cork a cold look. Before it melted, she saved a little of the chill for her husband. Then she vanished back inside the house.


Arne came onto the porch and closed the door. “What is it, O’Connor?”


“I talked with Dorothy Winter Moon a little while ago. She said your people showed up at her place first thing this morning looking for Solemn. I’m wondering what you want him for.”


“We’d like to talk with him, that’s all.”


“What about?”


“I’d rather not say.”


“I was just down at your office. Lid’s tight on everything there. Feels like something big. I’m wondering if you’ve got evidence you believe ties Solemn to Charlotte Kane’s death. Something from the autopsy?”


Soderberg crossed his arms and leaned back against his door. He looked like he’d just dropped a million dollars into the bank. “You’ll find out when everyone else does. You have no special status here, O’Connor.”


“It was just a friendly inquiry, Arne.”


Soderberg straightened and reached for the door. “I’ve got a lot to do. I’ve given you all the time I’m going to.”


“Do you think it was murder, Arne? And do you think it was Solemn Winter Moon?”


Soderberg let go of the knob and swung back toward Cork. “I’ll tell you what I think. I think I’m going to be able to close the book on Charlotte Kane’s death very soon. And I don’t need your help, and I don’t want your interference.”
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DOT AND SOLEMN WINTER MOON lived on the Iron Lake Reservation, on a newly paved road a few miles south and east of the little town of Alouette. For years, she and Solemn had lived in an old but well-maintained trailer with a ceramic deer poised on the narrow apron of lawn in front. The stiff, painted deer always baffled Cork, because Dot Winter Moon didn’t seem like a ceramic deer kind of woman. After the profits from the Chippewa Grand Casino began to be distributed among the Iron Lake Band of Ojibwe, Dot replaced the trailer with a nice, two-bedroom rambler with cedar siding. She kept the deer.


No one answered Cork’s knock. The bright blue Blazer that Dorothy Winter Moon drove was parked next to the house. Cork knocked again, harder, then he circled to the backyard, where a trail ran through a narrow stand of red pines toward the glimmer of a little lake that was called, by mapmakers dry of inspiration, Lake 27. From somewhere in that direction came the bark of a dog. Cork headed down the trail.


He was upwind of the lake, and upwind also of Dot’s big dog Custer. Custer was a golden retriever, as dumb a mutt as Cork had ever seen. And far too friendly to be of any use to Dot for protection. The dog came bounding up the trail from the lake and pranced around Cork playfully with his tongue hanging out of his mouth like a pink salmon fillet.


“Hey there, Custer.” Cork put out a hand and roughed the dog’s long fur. “Where’s Dot?”


“Down here,” he heard her call from beyond the end of the trees.


He found her on a flat gray rock at the water’s edge. She sat cross-legged, smoking a cigarette and sipping a can of Molson. It was nearing evening. The day had cooled and she wore a jean jacket with DOT in letters made of brass studs across the back. Her side of the lake lay in shadow. Sunlight carved an arc across the water midway out, and everything beyond that was gold.


“Come ’ere, Custer,” she called. “Come to mama.”


The dog responded, bounded onto the rock, and lay down at her side.


“Jo tried calling,” Cork explained. “Didn’t get an answer.”


“Sorry.” Dot tapped her ash into a small tin can on the rock next to her. It didn’t have a label, but it looked to Cork to be an empty tuna can. It was full of butts. “Came out here to think.”


She puffed out smoke through a little part in her lips. “I’ve sure made a mess of things.”


“You think so?” Cork said.


She was looking across the lake where the gold and the shadow met. “Always wanting to do things my way. The hell with everybody else. Folks told me a long time ago Solemn needed professional help. I don’t know, maybe he could have used a father at least, but I didn’t want to bring in some shiftless son of a bitch just to play ball with him, you know?”


“He had the next best thing to a father. He had Sam.”


“He sure could’ve used Sam these last few years. Me, too.” She snuffed out her cigarette on the rock and added the butt to the others in the can. “You find out anything?”


“I’m pretty sure they want to talk to him about Charlotte. I’d guess there’s enough evidence to suggest her death wasn’t an accident.”


She finished her beer with a long swallow, set the can upright carefully on the rock, balled her hand into a fist, and crushed the can with a single blow.


“I don’t exactly know what they have,” Cork went on, “but they’re interested in Solemn. It doesn’t look good that he’s disappeared.”


Dot picked up a pack of Salem Lights that lay beside her on the rock. She pulled one out and lit it with a green, disposable Bic. She shook her head, scattering the smoke. “That’s not unusual for him. He gets into one of his moods, he leaves for a while. He comes back when he’s ready.”


“Any idea where he goes?”


She shrugged. “His business. I’ve never pushed him on it.”


“Arne Soderberg’s smug, so whatever it is they have, it must be pretty solid.”


She was quiet. At first, Cork thought she was looking at the lake again, but then he saw that her eyes were closed. Custer resettled himself, laid his head on his paws, and blinked at Cork.


“I’ve always been afraid that someday whatever it is that gets into him would get him into serious trouble. But this.” She hugged her legs, laid her forehead against them. “Christ.”


“If you hear from him, try to make him understand that it’s important to come in and talk to the sheriff. Jo will be happy to go with him.”


Dot lifted her head, nodded. “Thanks.”


He got up, and Custer jumped to his feet.


“No, you stay here,” Dot said to the dog. She put her arm around his neck and pulled him next to her.


Cork left her beside the lake, left her staring out at the water. As he walked away, he couldn’t help thinking of Fletcher Kane who, when Cork last left him, had been staring across his own lake of sorrow.


*   *   *

Cork headed through Alouette, along back roads, until he was well into the woods that edged the north boundary of the reservation. He slowed down and finally saw what he was looking for, a cut through the trees on the left side of the road, an old access. He pulled in and made his way carefully between the trunks of pines so close to the edge of the track that they threatened to scrape the paint off his Bronco. It was a quarter mile to the cabin.


Summers, Sam Winter Moon had lived in the back of the Quonset hut on Iron Lake so that he could run his burger stand. But early fall through late spring, he lived in his old cabin near the headwaters of Widow’s Creek. It was a small, rustic affair, a single room heated by an old, potbellied stove, no electricity or running water, and an outhouse. In the years after his father died, Cork had spent a lot of time there with Sam, learning much about himself from a man who was a patient teacher.


As Cork drew near, he saw a black Ford Ranger parked in front of the cabin.


Sunlight, low in the sky, broke through the pine trees and hit the cabin in bright splashes. Except for the incessant cawing of a crow somewhere in the high branches of the trees, and the gurgle from Widow’s Creek a dozen yards north, the woods were quiet. No one answered his knock, and Cork opened the door. He’d been inside only once since Sam died, and that was to retrieve an important item that Sam had bequeathed to him. A bear skin. Entering now, smelling the place—the old logs and the sooted stove, leather bindings and wool blankets—Cork traveled back instantly across more than three decades to his adolescence. He felt a great happiness inside him, thinking about Sam. The room was neatly kept, and Cork had a pretty good idea of why.


He stepped outside and found himself staring into the black maw of a shotgun barrel.


“What are you doing here?” Solemn Winter Moon said.


He was a little taller than Cork, wore jeans, a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled back, a green down vest. His long, black hair was pulled into a ponytail. Cork couldn’t help seeing behind his dark good looks and his distrusting eyes the face of the boy who’d fished for sunnies from the dock at Sam’s Place.


“Looking for you,” Cork said.


Solemn lowered the barrel of the shotgun. A grouse lay in the dirt at his feet, the feathers messed and bloodied by buckshot.


“Yeah? Why?”


“I was hoping to get to you before the police did.” Cork waited. “You don’t seem surprised, Solemn.”


“What do they want?” His question seemed more an afterthought.


“To talk about Charlotte Kane, I’d guess.”


“Ancient history.”


“It’s a current affair now. I think the sheriff believes someone killed her, and you may be the number one suspect on his list. Look, I’m here to help, not to take you in.”


Cork watched his eyes, looking for a sign of the fire that might signal some impulsive action. The kid seemed pissed, but not out of control.


“Why’d you take off?” Cork asked.


“It’s what I do sometimes.”


“Bad timing. Looks pretty suspicious.” The crow stopped cawing. The still of the evening wrapped around them, and Cork felt the goodness of the place. “Come here to think?”


Solemn didn’t answer.


“You can feel him out here, can’t you? I sure can.”


Cork looked for a crack in the front the kid put up, but Solemn remained hard.


“He saved my life once. Did you know that?”


No sign whether Solemn knew or not, whether he even cared.


“It was in the fall, a year after my father died. Sam asked me to help him build a bear trap, something he’d never tried before. We set it a mile or so down Widow’s Creek, near that meadow full of blueberries. You know the one?” Solemn gave no reply, but his face altered a bit, a splinter of acknowledgment. “The bear sprung the trap, but it was such a goddamned huge animal it got away. Sam went after it and took me with him. I’d never hunted a bear before. We tracked it for a day and a half. Finally we got into a rocky area where even Sam couldn’t track and we turned back. I remember that Sam was happy he wasn’t going to have to kill a creature as magnificent as we knew that bear was.


“Toward evening, coming back, we hit a thick patch of sumac, bloodred stuff. We’d passed it earlier. This time Sam sensed something. He told me to wait, and he headed into the sumac. I waited, like he said. Then I heard a rustling in all those red leaves. I thought Sam was coming back. But it wasn’t him. The biggest black bear I’ve ever seen charged out, coming right at me. It had circled. Bears sometimes do that. I was paralyzed. Couldn’t move. That huge bear reared up on its hind legs, claws longer than my fingers. I was sure it was going to rip me apart.


“Then Sam shot it. At first, nothing happened. Finally the bear wavered, stumbled back, fell. It tried to get up, defend itself, but it couldn’t. Sam came out of the sumac, spoke to the bear, something in Ojibwe I didn’t understand. And he finished the kill. I could tell it made him sad to do it.”


Solemn cradled the shotgun in a hunter’s safe stance, barrel toward the earth. He looked at the place where the barrel pointed.


“I loved him, too, Solemn. Almost like he was my father. And he’d tell you what I’m telling you. Talk to the sheriff. Jo says she’ll go with you if you’d like. The choice is yours.”


Cork turned and started away.


“You going to tell anyone?” Solemn called after him.


“No.”


“Not even my mother?”


“Not if you don’t want me to. Okay if I tell her you’re fine?”


Solemn thought about it. “Yeah.”


Cork paused before he got into his Bronco. “In everything we remember, Sam’s still alive. In every decision we make, he’s still with us. But you know that. It’s why you come here.”


The light was fading as Cork pulled away. Solemn was still standing in front of the cabin, his figure darkening along with the day, his shotgun pointed at nothing. The truth was Cork hated leaving him alone that way. But there was nothing more he could do. Solemn Winter Moon was no longer a boy.
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CORK CAME HOME TO DISASTER. Rose was leaving. She had a suitcase packed and sitting beside the front door. The children were gathered around her, looking at her with sad eyes.


“You’re going somewhere?” Cork said.


Rose opened her purse to double-check the contents. “Ellie Gruber called. Her sister broke a hip. Ellie’s going to stay with her for a while to help out. She asked me if I’d be willing to take care of things at the rectory until she’s back.”


“A broken hip,” Cork said. “That could be quite a while.”


“It could be.”


Rose didn’t seem concerned, but to Cork—and to the children, judging by their faces—it felt as if the O’Connors were being orphaned.


“Where’s Jo?”


Rose snapped her purse shut. “Working late. Don’t worry. Meat loaf and potatoes are in the oven. Green beans are on the stove. A list of meals for the week is posted on the fridge. You girls know your way around the kitchen, and I expect you to help take care of things while I’m gone. And, Stephen, there’s plenty you can do, too.”


Rose wore a green print dress, a plain thing that gave little definition to her plump body. Her dust-colored hair was brushed but, as always, still looking a little ruffled. She wore no makeup. She wasn’t a woman particularly beautiful to the eye, but to anyone who knew her, her beauty was obvious in many ways.


She looked at the children, at the funereal expressions they wore, and she laughed. “For goodness’ sake, I’m not dead. I’m just going over to the rectory at St. Agnes. You’ll do fine.”


In the gloom of the gathering dark outside, Father Mal Thorne pulled up to the curb in his yellow Nova, parked, and walked to the house. Rose opened the door to him.


“Evening, Cork. Kids,” Mal said. “Thanks for doing this, Rose.”


“No problem, Father.”


“Honestly, I don’t think it’s necessary, but Mrs. Gruber, you know how she is.”


“Ellie’s absolutely right. You can’t take care of everything, especially with Father Kelsey to consider.”


Mal was only one of the priests who lived at the rectory. Father Kelsey was the other, a man long past the age when he should have retired. In serving the parish in Aurora and the mission on the Iron Lake Reservation, most responsibilities fell to Mal.


“I appreciate this.” He glanced at the faces of the children. “And I appreciate what you’re all giving up, too.”


Jo’s Toyota swung into the driveway and stopped quickly. Jo got out and hurried to the house.


“Oh, good. I didn’t miss you.” She hugged her sister. “You take good care of the Fathers.”


“And you take care of things here.”


“We’ll be fine,” Jo said.


Rose hugged and kissed each of the children and Cork, then said to the priest, “We’d best be off. Have you eaten?”


He picked up her suitcase. “I figured we could scrounge something from the refrigerator.”


“Nonsense. I’m sure Ellie has the shelves well stocked. I’ll put together a decent meal.” She turned back at the opened door. “Bye, dears.”


The children lifted limp hands in farewell.


Jo closed the door and laughed when she saw the look on their faces. “My God, you’d think she was going to the other side of the world. Come on, let’s get dinner on the table.”


As the children headed toward the kitchen, Jo turned to Cork. “Did you talk with Dot?”


“Yes. And Solemn.”


“Solemn? You found him? Where?”


“He asked me not to say and I gave my word.”


“Is he willing to talk to the sheriff?”


“I don’t know. I told him I thought it was the best thing, but Solemn makes up his own mind. I also told him you’d go with him if he decides to see Soderberg.”


“Good. What about Dot?”


“I called from Alouette, told her Solemn was fine.”


“Thanks.” She put a hand on his cheek. “You’re terrific, you know that?”


“Never hurts to hear.”


When the table was set, they gathered and said grace. It was quiet during the meal.


“How was school?” Jo asked of everyone in general.


Jenny shrugged.


Annie said, “Okay.”


Stevie moved his meat loaf around with his fork. “I miss Aunt Rose.”


“It will only be for a little while,” Cork said. “She’s only a few blocks away. She’ll come to see us, and you can visit her at the rectory anytime you want.”


There was a knock at the side door. Cork got up to answer it. In the kitchen, he flipped the switch to the light outside and opened the door. Solemn stood there blinking, darkness hard against his back.


Solemn looked at Cork, then past him. “Is Mrs. O’Connor here? I’m ready to talk to the sheriff.”


*   *   *

Jo practiced law out of an office in the Aurora Professional Building, but she also maintained an office in her home, on the first floor of the O’Connor house. She led the way, and Solemn followed. Cork brought up the rear. When they were all inside, he closed the door behind them.


“Have a seat, Solemn,” Jo said. She switched her desk lamp on, pulled a legal pad and a pencil from her desk drawer, and sat down. “Does your mother know you’re here?”


“No. I don’t want her to know. This doesn’t involve her.”


“She has a different view. But we’ll worry about that later. What we need to try to figure out now is why the sheriff wants to see you. Any idea?”


“He does.” Solemn poked a finger at Cork, who stood near the bookshelves.


“I know what Cork thinks, but I also want to cover any other possibilities. Is there anything that, as your legal counsel, I should know?”


“Nothing.”


“You’re sure?”


“I told you. Nothing.”


“All right. Then let’s think about you and Charlotte Kane. Cork believes the sheriff has come up with something that connects you in some way with Charlotte’s death. Any idea what that might be?”


“No.”


Jo glanced at Cork.


Cork spoke to Solemn. “If Arne’s thinking clearly, he knows there are three essentials in making a case. Motive, opportunity, and a physical connection with the crime.”


Jo said, “Let’s begin with motive. It’s no secret, Solemn, that you and Charlotte were seeing each other for a while last fall.”


“We broke up.”


“When?”


“Couple of weeks before Christmas.”


“Why?”


“You know.” He shrugged.


“I don’t know. Tell me about it.”


“We just broke up, that’s all.”


“Was it a mutual decision?”


“It was Charlotte’s idea.”


“Was she seeing somebody else?”


Solemn shot a dark look at her but said nothing.


“Who was she seeing?”


It was a few moments before he answered.


“I don’t know. Some married guy, I think.”


Jo and Cork exchanged a glance.


“Why do you think he was married?” Jo asked.


“She wouldn’t talk about him. Acted like it was some big secret thing nobody could know about. Married, I figured.”


“Okay. How did you feel about it when she broke up with you?”


“What’s that got to do with anything?”


“Motive, Solemn,” Cork said. “Jo’s trying to think like the sheriff so she can stay ahead of him. If he’s pegged you for Charlotte’s death, he has to have a motive. Scorned love is pretty classic.”


“I got over her. Long time ago.”


“Back then though,” Jo said. “How was it?”


“Hard. Okay? It was hard.”


“You loved her?” Jo asked.


“I was into her pretty heavy.”


“Charlotte’s death occurred following a New Year’s Eve party at Valhalla. Were you there?”


“Yeah.”


“Invited?”


“No. I heard about it. I showed up, had a few beers.”


“Did you see Charlotte?”


“Sure.”


“Did you talk to her?”


“Yeah.”


“About what?”


“This. That. You know.”


“About the breakup?”


“Yeah. A little.”


“Was it a civil conversation?”


“What’s civil?”


“Like we’re having right now.”


“She didn’t ask me so many questions.”


“Did you raise your voice?”


“It was a loud party.”


“Did you threaten her?”


“I might have called her a bitch. Something like that.”


“Did you touch her?”


“I may have bumped into her. It was crowded.”


“You didn’t touch her in any other way?”


“I took hold of her arm. She pulled away. But that was it, swear to God. Why are you asking all this?”


“When Charlotte disappeared, did the sheriff’s people talk to you?”


“Yeah. They talked to everyone who was at the party.”


“Did you tell them what you told me?”


“Maybe I didn’t say anything about touching her.”


“My guess is that they’re talking with everyone again, this time a little more thoroughly, and I’ll bet if they didn’t know before about your interaction with Charlotte, they know now. I’m just making sure I know what they know. What happened after you argued?”


“I left.”


“What time was that?”


“Around eleven.”


“Where’d you go?”


“Benoit’s Bar. I had a couple more beers there, then took off.”


“They served you?” Cork said. “You’re underage.”


“Like they care.”


“Did anybody see you at the bar?” Jo said.


“Yeah, I could rustle up a few.”


“What time did you leave Benoit’s?”


“Few minutes before midnight. That stupid ball in Times Square hadn’t dropped yet.”


“Where’d you go?”


“Home.”


“Straight home?”


“Straight home.”


“You got there what time?”


“Twelve-fifteen maybe.”


“And then what?”


“Nothing. I crashed. Woke up around noon the next day.”


“Was Dot home with you?”


“No. It was New Year’s Eve. She was out partying with some guys on her crew. Then it snowed and she had a plow to drive. She poked her head in my room when she got home. Six, maybe seven A.M.”


Jo glanced at Cork.


“What?” Solemn asked.


“Six hours when you were alone,” Cork said. “And nobody to vouch for your actions during that time.”


Solemn took a moment to put it together, then said, “Oh, shit.”


“Motive and opportunity,” Cork said. “But Arne’s got to have something more, something that connects you directly with Charlotte’s death.”


Jo said, “Let’s go find out what.”
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RANDY GOODING was working late. He seated Jo, Cork, and Solemn at one of the desks in the common area that the deputies used for interviews and for doing paperwork, then asked them to wait while he called the sheriff.


It was going on nine o’clock, and there wasn’t much action in the department. Marsha Dross was on the front desk. She’d smiled cordially and said hello, but she studiously avoided looking at them after that. Pender came in from patrol, saw them, smiled in a knowing way and whispered something to Gooding. Gooding scowled in return. Pender sauntered on by, whistling off-key, and headed toward the locker room.


Despite what Lyla Soderberg had said about her husband being done for the day, Arne showed up fifteen minutes later dressed in a charcoal three-piece, looking like a real estate broker prepared to close a million-dollar deal.


“Let’s do this in my office,” he said. Then to Gooding, “Go get the stuff.”


Gooding left and walked toward the back of the department, toward what Cork knew was the evidence room.


Cork got up and started into the sheriff’s office with Jo and Solemn. Soderberg put a hand on his chest and stopped him. “Not you. The kid’s got counsel. You have no business in there. You wait out here.”


Jo nodded to Cork, and gave him a don’t start anything look. She went into Soderberg’s office with Solemn, and the sheriff followed. Cork watched the door close. He caught Marsha Dross eyeing him. She turned quickly away.


“What’s up, Marsha?” He’d hired the deputy, the first woman to work as a law officer in Tamarack County. He crossed the room and stood near her.


“Not much, Cork. Quiet night, all things considered.” She tapped the front of a manila folder with the sharp tip of her pencil, making a constellation of dots.


“I mean in there.” He nodded toward the sheriff’s closed door.


“That’s department business, Cork. You know I can’t talk about it. Why don’t you get yourself a cup of coffee and relax.”


Cork wandered to the coffeemaker, a big Hamilton Beach. There was barely a cup left in the pot. He poured himself the last of it, strong-smelling stuff that had probably been on the burner for hours. Because he knew where all the supplies were, he set about making a fresh pot.


He was spooning Folgers into the filter when Randy Gooding returned carrying a brown cardboard box marked CHARLOTTE KANE #2731. Gooding glanced his way, then went into Soderberg’s office and closed the door behind him. Cork turned on the coffeemaker, picked up his disposable cup, and sipped from the bitter swill he’d poured earlier.


A few minutes later, a loud thump came from the wall of the sheriff’s office, knocking a framed photograph of Iron Lake off the wall. When the frame hit, glass shattered across the floor. The door to Soderberg’s office flew open, and Solemn burst out, his eyes gone wild. He slammed into the side of the nearest desk and sent papers flying. He turned in a frantic circle, looking like a scared young buffalo surrounded by hunters. Then he shot toward the security door.


“Stop him,” Soderberg shouted.


By then it was too late. Solemn was already beyond the waiting room and headed toward the sanctuary of the night outside.


Marsha Dross gave pursuit immediately. Randy Gooding stumbled out of Soderberg’s office, a trickle of blood running from the corner of his mouth. He followed Dross. Duane Pender rushed from the rear of the department, clearing his weapon from its holster as he ran.


Jo was out now, too, and when she saw the gun in Pender’s hand, she yelled, “Jesus, don’t shoot him.”


It was impossible to tell if Pender heard. He was out the door and hot on Winter Moon’s trail.


Cork doubted they would catch him. Solemn had a decent head start and was in good shape. He was also a man who knew the dark, and Cork counted on the dark to welcome him and keep him safe.


The office was suddenly very quiet. Cork walked to Jo, who stood looking a little dazed.


“So,” he said. “How’d it go?”


*   *   *

They sat together in Soderberg’s office, waiting to see if the sheriff’s people would be able to take Solemn into custody immediately. Arne Soderberg was hovering over Dispatch, personally coordinating the movements of his deputies as they searched. Cork and Jo had the office to themselves.


On the wall behind the sheriff’s desk hung an enlarged, framed photograph of Arne Soderberg with his father, Big Mike. As his moniker implied, the elder Soderberg was a continent of muscle and bone with a huge, self-satisfied smile. Big Mike was a legend on the Iron Range, having taken over his own father’s small trucking operation and turned it into the biggest transport company north of the Twin Cities. Big Mike wanted a son who would storm the north country in the way he had, but his wife delivered to him a boy who, everyone agreed, never quite made the grade. Although Arne talked like a winner, his performance never equaled his promise. He had played second string quarterback for Hibbing High School, graduated in the middle of his class from Concordia College in Moorhead, dropped out of the MBA program at St. Thomas University in St. Paul, and had gone instead to a second-rate law school. It had taken him three attempts to pass the bar. Big Mike’s connections got him a job with a prestigious Twin Cities law firm, but Arne was never partner material. After five unremarkable years, he left the firm and returned to Tamarack County to work in his father’s company.


There was one small family photo on his desk, a posed thing with a background that suggested spring. Arne with a grin like he had a couple of fishhooks stretching the corners of his lips, Lyla looking ingenue perfect, and Tiffany vaguely bored.


Cork sat in a chair positioned where he could look out the window at the bell tower of Zion Lutheran a block away. During his own tenure as sheriff, he’d often sat that way, staring out the window as he wrestled with a problem. The view was one thing that never changed, and it made him feel comfortable. The tower was a spectral presence against the empty night.


“It was my fault,” Jo said. “Arne was waiting to ambush Solemn and I walked the kid right into it.”


“What’s Arne got?”


“First of all, the autopsy. X rays showed an elongated skull fracture, more consistent with a blow from something like a club or a bar than from hitting her head on a rock in the accident. Also, there were signs of sexual activity, from the bruises it looks like some pretty rough play, so rape isn’t out of the question. After that, Randy Gooding began taking a good look at the evidence he gathered at Widow’s Creek. Some food wrappers—”


“Junk food. And the autopsy showed that none of it was in her stomach, right?”


“That’s right. There was a beer bottle, too.”


“A Corona.”


“I don’t know. But Solemn’s fingerprints were all over it.”


“Damn.”


“Once they had that, they went out to Valhalla and did a thorough search. In the wood box of the guesthouse, they found a big, open-end wrench with dried blood on it. S.W.M. was etched on the shaft. Guess whose fingerprints were all over that.”


“And the blood was Charlotte’s?”


“Bingo. So they already had motive and a physical connection. All they needed to establish was opportunity. After we’d given them that in spades, they brought out the evidence box and sprung the trap.”


“A lot of drama, but what the hell was Arne thinking?” Cork said. “He gave you information he should never have let you have at this point.”


Jo shook her head. “I think he really believed he could get a spontaneous confession out of Solemn, à la Perry Mason.”


“No wonder Solemn took off.” Cork stood up and walked to the window. There was a playground in the park between the sheriff’s department and the Lutheran church. A wind had risen, and in the light from streetlamps, Cork could just make out the swings moving slowly back and forth, as if the ghosts of children were at play. “How did Solemn react?”


“You saw for yourself.”


“I mean before he split.”


Jo thought a moment. “Surprised.”


“Surprised by the evidence or surprised that they had it?”


“I wish I could say.”


Soderberg came in, looking grim and determined. “We just impounded his truck from in front of your place. Wherever he’s going, he’s going on foot.”


“You need us for anything, Sheriff?”


“Go on home.” He turned and left.


Jo got up from her chair. “I guess it’s time I called Dot.”


*   *   *

They didn’t say much as they drove home. It was late, and many of the houses on the streets were already dark. Aurora was usually a quiet place, something Cork valued, and at night especially, the silence could be deep as death itself. Jo stared out her window. As they passed under streetlights, her white-blonde hair flashed with a startling, neon brilliance. Her face, in profile, appeared troubled. Finally she said, “Pretty damning.”


“Also pretty convenient,” Cork said. “Everything laid out for Arne. A-B-C.”


“How many times have you told me that people who commit crimes, especially crimes of passion, don’t think very clearly. It’s entirely possible that Solemn left all that evidence behind.”


“You sound like the prosecutor. You think he did it?”


“He ran.”


“He’s scared.”


“He has reason to be. They’ve already got a lot against him.” She repositioned herself so that she faced Cork more directly. She put a hand lightly on his leg. “I know that Solemn is important to you because of Sam Winter Moon. But we both know he’s impulsive, sometimes violently so.”


“He’s been in his share of fights, but he’s never come close to killing anyone.”


“Cork, he never told us he didn’t kill her.”


“We never asked.” Cork laid his hand over hers. “Will you defend him?”


She laughed with surprise and drew away. “You’ve got to be kidding. This is going to be a murder charge. I’ve never defended someone accused of murder.”


Cork slowed a moment and looked steadily at her. Even in the dark, he could see how ice blue her eyes were, and how intense. “He trusts you.”


“There’s a lot more to winning in a courtroom than trust.” She looked away. “The best person in Tamarack County for something like this is Oliver Bledsoe.”


They turned onto Gooseberry Lane and Cork saw immediately that Solemn’s truck was gone. When they got inside the house, Jenny and Annie both greeted them with anxious faces.


Before either of his daughters could say a word, Cork asked, “Stevie?”


“We put him to bed hours ago,” Annie said. “He’s sound asleep. Randy Gooding was here. He was looking for Solemn Winter Moon. He said there’s a warrant for his arrest.”


“Because they think he killed Charlotte Kane,” Jenny jumped in.


“And then a tow truck came and took his truck away,” Annie added, a bit breathlessly.


“Did he kill Charlotte?” Jenny asked. There was disbelief, and maybe a little fear, in her voice.


Jo took off her jacket, opened the entryway closet, and reached for a hanger. “The sheriff has evidence that points in that direction.”


Jenny leaned back against the wall and stared down at the rug. “When they first started going out, it seemed like it was Solemn just playing her. By the end, I remember wondering who was playing who.” She shook her head. “But, Jesus, killing her?”


“He’s innocent until proven guilty, Jen,” Cork said.


She looked at him with those crystal blue eyes that were her mother’s. “Not Solemn Winter Moon, Dad. Not in this town.”
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SAM WINTER MOON used to say white people were just like puppies. If one peed on a tree, all the others had to pee on it, too. The morning after Solemn vanished into the night, Cork found out just how true Sam’s words were.


Jo had a court case first thing, and she left in the gray light before sunrise to prepare. Cork made sure the kids got up, had breakfast, and were off to school on time. They drank Minute Maid orange juice, ate Cocoa Puffs and Kix, and complained because Rose always had a hot breakfast for them. When they were finally out the door and on their way, Cork thought a hot breakfast did sound like a good idea, and he hopped in his Bronco and headed for the Broiler.


Johnny Papp’s Pinewood Broiler was an institution in Aurora, a gathering place for locals as far back as Cork could remember. His father, during his tenure as sheriff, often started his day there, rubbing elbows with the loggers and construction crews and merchants and resort owners of Tamarack County. Most of them were descended from the early Voyageurs and the immigrants—Finns, Germans, Slavs, Irish, and a dozen other nationalities who’d come in the old days, lured by the promise of a good life built on the wealth of the great white pines and the rich iron ore deposits of the Mesabi and Vermilion Ranges. Only a very few ended up rich, but most immigrants were able to build good lives, create homes, and establish history. The problem was that as they moved in, they shoved aside an entire group of people who had occupied that land for generations. The white men called them the Chippewa, which was a bastardization of one of the names by which they were known, Ojibwe. They were part of the Anishinaabe Nation whose territory, by the time the white settlers arrived, stretched from the eastern shores of the Great Lakes to the middle of the Great Plains. The Anishinaabeg saw themselves as stewards of the land with no more right or need to possess the earth than the hawks did the air currents that held them aloft. Land ownership was a white man’s concept, and it was accomplished through a series of treaties and underhanded business dealings that robbed the Anishinaabeg blind.


But all this was a long time ago, long before the Broiler regulars were born, and to them it was ancient history and of no relevance to their lives. Unless the uppity members of one of the tribal bands decided to push the issue. Which happened on occasion. Usually with an outcome that pleased no one.


When Cork stepped into the Broiler that morning, the talk was of Solemn Winter Moon. Everyone seemed to know about the accusations and about Solemn’s flight. Cork bellied up to the counter, called to Sara, a young waitress with tanning-booth brown skin and dyed blonde hair, for a cup of coffee and a stack of buckwheat cakes, then he turned to listen to what was being said at the nearest table.


Jeeter Hayes was holding forth. Jeeter was head of a crew that did tree work for the Tamarack County Department of Parks and Recreation. He was a big man with an enormous number of tattoos that made his arms look, from a distance, like the green hide of an alligator. He had a small head for such a large frame, and Cork had always suspected that the size was an indication of how little that skull had to hold. Everyone at Jeeter’s table seemed to have a story of a social or criminal trespass by Solemn, and every story seemed to be worse than the last.


Jeeter finally looked in Cork’s direction. “I heard he did things to her before he killed her. That true, Cork?”


“You want details, ask Arne Soderberg.” Cork sipped his coffee and wondered where the hell his pancakes were.


“I heard your wife’s defending him.”


“You want to know, ask her.”


“I always kind of liked Jo,” Jeeter said. The way he said it made it sound vaguely dirty. “We all do, don’t we, boys?” He nodded, but the other men only looked at him, as if wondering where this was going. “We don’t like it when she pushes something for them out there on the rez, but she’s almost one of us by now, you know?” Jeeter stood up, walked to the counter, and sat on the stool next to Cork. “Defending a guy like Winter Moon, after what he did to Charlotte Kane, that’ll set a mean hook in a lot of folks’ thinking. Am I right?”


Cork said, “The kid hasn’t been formally charged yet, and you’ve already got him convicted and hung, Jeeter.”


Jeeter narrowed his eyes on Cork. “A man who’d piss on a cross, hell, I imagine nothing’s beyond him.”


Solemn had never pissed on a cross. He had, however, admitted to vandalizing St. Agnes Church, which included urinating in the baptismal font and spray-painting graffiti across one of the church walls. He’d written Mendax. The vandalism had taken place late at night, a few weeks before Christmas. In a door-to-door canvass of the neighborhood following the incident, the sheriff’s deputies found someone who’d seen Solemn’s truck parked on the street in front of the church. When they went out to Dot’s place to talk to Solemn, the deputies found a can of black spray paint in his truck. Solemn didn’t even try to deny his guilt.


Jo had defended him. Solemn claimed to have been drunk and to have acted alone, but Jo had a question for him he couldn’t answer and it made her believe he was not telling the whole truth. She asked him what Mendax meant. He told her he didn’t know. “Liar,” she said. He swore he was telling the truth. “No,” Jo told him. “Loosely translated, the word means liar.” When she asked him why he’d put that particular word on the wall of St. Agnes, he refused to reply. It was Jo’s belief that Solemn hadn’t done the deed on his own. She thought he’d been talked into it and was covering for his accomplice. She believed the most likely candidate was his girlfriend Charlotte Kane, who was bright, Catholic, and at that time, displaying a wildness that surprised everyone. Solemn insisted on taking the fall alone. He apologized in person and in writing, and he spent a day taking the spray paint off the wall. He also agreed to shovel the walks of St. Agnes free of charge during the rest of the winter.


At the counter of the Broiler, seated next to Cork, Jeeter opened his hands and said with great innocence, “I’m just going on history here, O’Connor. Just looking at the road that kid’s already traveled and torn up behind him.”


Cork said, “I took you in a few times for drunk and disorderly back when I wore a badge, Jeeter. Does that mean you’re ripe for killing somebody?”


Jeeter leaned close. Cork could smell the char of crisp bacon on his breath. “You want to know the truth, I don’t have to wait until a jury says he’s guilty. I know it already. Indian bucks, see, they love the idea of doing a white woman. Get ’em drunk and, hell, anything’s game.” His words were not spoken loud, but they were spoken into a hush that had settled over the Broiler.


Cork looked across the room at the faces of people he knew, but who sometimes seemed like strangers. No one contradicted Jeeter Hayes.


“This conversation’s over, Jeeter,” Cork said.


Jeeter sat up. “And if I keep talking, what? You’ll arrest me? You know, I’m thinking it’s a hell of a good thing you’re not sheriff around here anymore. What with you being a half-breed. You know what else? Those times you hauled me in, if it hadn’t been for your badge, you and me, we might’ve gone a few rounds. I would’ve liked that.”


Johnny Papp intervened at that moment, dropping a plate of steaming cakes on the counter between the two men. “Go on back to your table, Jeeter,” Papp said. “Let the man eat in peace.”


“Sure,” Jeeter said after a long moment. “I got work to do anyway.” He stood up and headed toward the register. “Come on, boys. We got a lot of rotten trees to take care of and time’s a wastin’.”


After they’d gone, Johnny Papp said, “Sorry, Cork.”


“Not your fault, Johnny.” He slid off the stool and picked up his check.


“What about your cakes?”


“I’m not hungry anymore.”


Papp reached across the counter and took the check from Cork’s hand. “Then don’t worry about paying.”


“I drank your coffee.”


“It’s on me.” Papp crumbled the check. “And for the record, Jeeter Hayes is a jackass, and everybody knows it.”


*   *   *

The day was overcast. A chill wind came out of the northwest, straight out of Canada. Now and then, a wet snowflake splattered against the windshield of Cork’s Bronco, probably just the lingering echo of winter, but in that far north country, you never knew for sure. He was on his way to Sam’s Place, to work on getting things ready for the May opening. The grayness wedged its way into his mood, and by the time he arrived, he was feeling pretty lousy.


Long ago, after he bought the Quonset hut for a song from the Army National Guard, Sam Winter Moon had divided the building into two sections. In the front, he’d installed a gas grill, a freezer, a sink, storage shelves, and a food prep area. He cut out two serving windows in the south wall, and between them he hung a wood-burned and hand-painted sign that read SAM’S PLACE. During tourist season, the rear of the Quonset hut was his home. It consisted of a kitchen, a bathroom, a living area with an eating table and chairs that Sam had made from birch, a desk for doing business, and a bunk. There were bookshelves, too, for Sam loved to read.


Cork opened the door and stepped inside. The curtains were drawn over the windows, and the room was dark. Cork lifted his hand toward the light switch, but stopped when a voice said, “Don’t.”


“Solemn?” Cork let his hand fall, the switch untouched. It wasn’t so much that he’d recognized the voice immediately as he understood the rightness of the situation, that Solemn should seek shelter in yet another place where Sam Winter Moon had dwelt.


“Close the door.”


Cork did. His eyes were adjusting, and he could make out Solemn lurking in the entryway to the bathroom. He had something in his hand that Cork assumed must be a firearm.


“You can put the gun down.”


“Gun?” Solemn laughed quietly. He came forward into what little light filtered through the curtains, and Cork saw that what he held was a hammer. Solemn aimed the handle at him. “Bang.”


“Been here all night?”


“Most of it.”


“Hungry?”


Solemn seemed surprised by the question.


“I haven’t eaten yet,” Cork said. “I was thinking of fixing some eggs. You want, I’ll fix enough for both of us.”


Solemn looked at him, making some kind of assessment. “I could eat,” he said.


Cork drew open the curtains over the sink to let in some light. He opened the refrigerator, where he kept a small supply of food—eggs, milk, butter, cheese, fruit, bread—in case he got hungry while he was readying the place for the tourist season. During the time when Cork’s life fell apart and he and Jo were separated, he’d lived in Sam’s Place. The pans and utensils he’d used then were still in the drawers and on the shelves. Many of them were left from the time when Sam had lived there.


“You haven’t changed things much,” Solemn said.


Cork lit a burner on the stove and put a frying pan over it. He dropped in a pat of butter, then broke six eggs into a bowl, added a little milk, salt and pepper, and began to beat the mixture with a fork.


“Never saw much that needed changing,” he said over his shoulder. “Sam put things together pretty well.”


“Even smells the same,” Solemn said. “Fry oil.”


Cork poured the beaten eggs into the hot pan. He took a grater from a drawer and began to grate cheese onto a cutting board.


“Coffee?” he said.


“Sure.”


“In the cupboard, in a jar.” He nodded to his right. “Don’t have a drip coffeemaker. You’ll have to let it perk on the stove.”


Solemn took the old aluminum pot from the back burner and set about making the coffee.


“When’s the last time you were here?” Cork asked. With a spatula, he rolled the eggs carefully in the pan, cooking them gradually to keep them from becoming stiff and dry.


“Three years ago. Before Sam died.”


“You’ve never come by since I took over the place.”


“Figured it wouldn’t be the same.”


“Almost nothing ever is.”


Solemn looked around. “You’ve done a good job of keeping it up.”


“I spend a lot of time out here, even in winter. I use it as a getaway.”


“From what?”


“Bills. Phone calls. Life.”


Solemn lit a burner and put the coffeepot on the stove. “There’s a good spot for ice fishing about a hundred yards out.”


“I know,” Cork said.


Solemn walked to the table and sat down. Cork scraped the grated cheese off the cutting board into the eggs and stirred to melt it.


“I watch sometimes,” Solemn said.


“Watch what?”


“You. Here. With your kids. I stand out there in the trees.” He waved toward the copse of poplars to the south.


“What are you looking for?”


Solemn shrugged.


“What you had here once with Sam maybe?”


Solemn didn’t answer.


Cork turned the flame down low and put a lid over the frying pan. “When the coffee’s ready, we’ll eat.” He took a chair and sat near Solemn. “Why’d you run last night?”


“Because they think I killed Charlotte and because that ass-hole looked at me and grinned like I was some kind of rat he had in a cage.”


“The sheriff?”


“Yeah.”


“It was Gooding you slugged.”


“Was it? I don’t remember much. I just knew I had to get out of there.”


“How do you feel about it, knowing that Charlotte was murdered?”


Despite his moments of fire, Solemn, like many Ojibwe, could wipe all emotion from his face in an instant, become absolutely unreadable, and that moment he did. But that in itself was a sign. He had something to hide. Was it guilt? Or had he genuinely cared about Charlotte and didn’t want Cork or anyone else to know?


The coffee began to perk. Cork went to the cupboard and pulled down a couple of plates and cups. He took flatware from the drawer and put the things on the table. He let the coffee perk until the color was deep brown.


“Why don’t you pour us some,” he said to Solemn, “and I’ll get the eggs.”


At first they ate in silence. Solemn’s predicament didn’t affect his appetite. He stuffed the food into his mouth in huge forkfuls, and he followed each bite with a deep gulp of coffee. It was the way a hungry teenager ate, as if every meal were the last. Cork, as he watched Solemn, saw so much about the young man that was still not formed, but forming.


“What are you going to do now?” Cork finally asked.


“I don’t know. Talking to the sheriff sure didn’t do me any good.”


“At least you know where you stand.”


“Yeah. In deep shit.” He spoke around a mouthful of eggs. “I’m thinking of going to Canada.”


“Your truck’s been impounded.”


“Hell, I could walk from here.”


“Then what?”


“I don’t know. I’ll figure something.”


“Not much of a plan.”


Solemn stopped eating and for a moment poked idly at his food. “What do you think I should do?”


Cork looked at him, looked deeply into the eyes that were not quite Indian or quite white, into the face that was not quite that of a grown man. And he asked the question no one had bothered to ask yet. “Did you kill her?”


Solemn put his fork down. “No.”


“Then my advice is to turn yourself in.”


“Are you kidding?” Solemn’s look began to turn dark. “They’ve got enough right now to put me behind bars forever.”


“You run, it seems to me you’ll be putting yourself in a different kind of cage, one that’s not any better.”


“No way.” Solemn scooted his chair back and jumped up. He began to pace the room. “I need money.”


“If that’s what you came to me hoping for, you’ve made a mistake.”


“I wasn’t asking. But I’m in this mess because I listened to you.”


“You were already in this mess. Now, if you want my help, I’ll give it. That means going at this thing head-on, not running away.”


Solemn had a frightened look in his eyes, as if he were watching the door to freedom close on him. “It’s all lies. I didn’t do anything.”


“Then somebody’s gone to a lot of trouble to make it look like you did. I’ll do my best to find out who.”


“Your best?” His voice was tight, climbing in pitch.


“That’s all I can offer. But I’ll make you a promise. I’ll stay with you the whole way. You won’t go through this alone.”


Solemn looked as if he couldn’t decide between laughing or crying. “Is that supposed to mean something? Who the hell do you think you are? You make hamburgers, for Christ sake.”


Cork waited a moment, then said calmly, “So did Sam.”


Solemn spun angrily away.


“Do you see anyone else stepping forward, Solemn? I’m willing to help, but the choice is yours. This is what I’m going to do. I’m going to leave here and go get Jo. We’ll come back. If you’re still here, we’ll all head to the sheriff’s office together. If you’re not . . . well, Solemn, I guess you’re on your own.”


Cork got up from the table and headed to the door. He turned back with his hand on the knob. Solemn was watching him now.


“While I’m gone,” Cork said, “how about you do up those dishes.”
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CORK PARKED IN FRONT of Pflugelmann’s Rexall Drugstore across from the county courthouse. He found Jo in the courtroom of Judge Daniel Hickey. She sat at the plaintiff’s table, jotting notes while Ed Mendez, the defendant’s attorney, argued something about “interpretation of the trust language.” Hickey looked bored. The clients weren’t present, and the courtroom was mostly deserted. Cork sat behind Jo, on a bench in back of the railing that blocked off the spectator area. He waited a few minutes for an opportunity to make his presence known to Jo. It came when the judge asked to have a look at a document Mendez held. As defense counsel approached the bench, Cork leaned across the railing and handed Jo a scrap of paper on which he’d scribbled a note. She read it and nodded.


When Mendez started away from the bench, Jo stood. “Your Honor, I apologize, but I’d like to request a ten-minute recess. A rather pressing personal matter.”


Hickey, a little man with a white billy goat beard, shook back the sleeve of his robe and glanced at his watch. “Any objection, Ed?”


Mendez thought a moment. “No, that’s fine.”


“All right. Ten minutes I think we can handle, Jo. Court is in recess until nine-forty.” He sealed his pronouncement with a tap of his gavel, and he yawned as he left the bench.


Jo turned to Cork.


“Not here.” He motioned her to an empty corner of the courtroom.


“Where is he?” Jo asked.


“At Sam’s Place,” he whispered. “He spent the night there. He’s ready to turn himself in.”


Jo shook her head. “I told you. I can’t represent him.”


“No, you said you won’t. That’s different. He needs our help.”


“I can’t just leave here. I’m in the middle of a hearing.” She waved toward the judge’s bench.


“Solemn’s just a kid, Jo, and he’s scared. He could bolt at any moment. Couldn’t you ask Hickey for a continuance or something?”


Jo pressed the tips of her fingers to her forehead and closed her eyes a moment. “Look, talk to Oliver Bledsoe. He really is Solemn’s best hope. He’s here today. Courtroom B. Cork, I’m sorry, but I can’t help Solemn, not in the situation he’s in right now.”


“Will you at least go with me to talk to Ollie?”


Jo looked at her watch. “If he’s free.”


They were in luck. Bledsoe was standing in the hallway outside Courtroom B, consulting his Palm Pilot.


Cutting off a part of his foot had turned out to be a blessing for Oliver Bledsoe. He’d been a young man without much direction beyond earning a good paycheck and spending it having a good time. While recovering from the logging accident, he’d decided to make some significant changes in his life. The first thing he did was to enroll in college. He completed his B.A. at the University of Minnesota at Duluth in three years and applied immediately to law school. He graduated from William Mitchell School of Law in St. Paul, second in his class. He could have had his choice of law firms. Instead, he opened a storefront legal office on East Franklin Avenue in the Phillips neighborhood of Minneapolis, an area that at the time contained the largest population of urban Indians in the United States. He represented people who often had little hope and even less money. His practice ranged from simple wills to defending clients accused of murder. Eventually, he made a name for himself. His one-person law office grew over time to include half a dozen lawyers, some of whom had left lucrative positions to work in what they considered the front lines of American justice. After twenty years, Oliver Bledsoe had been persuaded to return home to head up the new legal affairs office for the Iron Lake Band of Ojibwe. Because of the casino profits, he was better paid now, but his clients and their problems were little changed.


Bledsoe glanced up when Cork and Jo approached, and he smiled.


“Got a minute?” Cork said.


“Just.”


“You heard about Solemn Winter Moon?”


“You’d have to be deaf not to.”


“He wants to turn himself in. He’ll need representation.”


Bledsoe’s eyes shifted toward Jo.


She held up her hands in objection. “I can’t. I’ve never handled a criminal charge that serious.”


Bledsoe shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t help him either.”


“You’ve got the experience,” Cork said.


“But I’m not in a position to help. Cork, I represent the Iron Lake Band of Ojibwe. I officially represent them. You know better than anyone how tenuous the relationship is between the rez and the rest of Tamarack County. Solemn’s antics feed into some of the worst stereotypes white people have about Indians. I can’t risk the possibility that people will associate him as an individual and the mess he’s got himself into with my official representation of the reservation. If Solemn’s civil rights were being violated, or, shoot, if I really believed he was being wrongly accused—”


“You don’t?” Cork said.


“It’s my understanding there’s plenty of evidence against him.”


“He’s still entitled to the best representation possible.”


“Look, why don’t you try Bob Carruthers? He’s a good, experienced criminal attorney.”


“Experienced,” Jo said. “Good would be a stretch.”


Bledsoe looked at his watch. Cork was becoming irritated that in this house of the law, time seemed more important to everyone than justice. But he kept his mouth shut.


“I’m sorry,” Bledsoe said. “I’m due in court. Good luck.” He headed away.


Cork swung his gaze to Jo. He could see her tense a moment, then give a little sigh. “All right,” she said. “I’ll go with Solemn while he turns himself in so that he’s got someone to advocate for him, but I’m not agreeing to take his case. I’ll help just until we can get a lawyer capable of doing a good job of representing him in this thing.”


“Thanks.”


“Yeah,” Jo said without enthusiasm. “I don’t know what the hell I’m going to tell Judge Hickey.”


*   *   *

The occasional snowflake had turned to a dismal drizzle of cold rain by the time Cork and Jo pulled up to Sam’s Place. Iron Lake had disappeared behind a gloom of mist. As they walked across the lot, they felt the wet gravel like slush under their feet. Cork pushed open the door of the Quonset hut and called, “Solemn?”


There was no answer.


He looked in the front where the rain dripped down the glass of the serving windows, but Solemn was not hiding there. He turned back to Jo.


“You told me he didn’t exactly promise he’d stay,” Jo said. “You tried to help. What more could anyone ask?”


Cork stood in the room where he thought he’d made a connection with Solemn. He felt that he’d somehow failed the young man, although he couldn’t have said exactly how. He glanced at the kitchen sink and saw that it was empty. Before he’d vanished, Solemn had done the last thing Cork had asked of him. He’d washed the dishes.




MAY




13


ON A SUNNY SPRING MORNING a few days after the autopsy, on a hillside in Lakeview Cemetery, Charlotte Kane was buried. If she’d still had sight, her eyes would have beheld a wonderful view from the few feet of earth that were to be hers forever. Spread out below her was Iron Lake. In winter, it would be hard and white as a beaver’s tooth, and in summer so blue it would seem like a fallen piece of the sky. If she’d still had her senses, she’d have felt the touch of the wind off that lake and smelled the cool, deep scent that was the breath of a million pines. Cork had always believed that if you were going to be stuck somewhere forever, that hillside was a pretty good place. Not many people were asked to attend the simple graveside ceremony. Rose and the Soderbergs were among them. Rose had spoken with Glory about a visitation, some way for the folks of Aurora—or of St. Agnes, at least—to pay their respects, but Glory wanted nothing of the kind. Apparently, what Glory wanted most was to be gone, because the morning after the funeral, she left town. Without a word to anyone. Not that there were many who would have cared. Rose told Cork that when she stopped by the old Parrant place to call on Glory, Fletcher had given her the news. “Gone,” was all he would say. And no idea where. Cork could see that Rose was puzzled by her friend’s abrupt departure, and perhaps a little hurt that Glory hadn’t said good-bye.


*   *   *


April warmed gradually into May. The ice on Iron Lake retreated and then was gone. The aspens and poplars budded, and above them geese wedged their way home to the Boundary Waters and to the lakes of Canada beyond.


The Anishinaabeg called May wabigwunigizis, which means month of flowers. It was the season in which Grandmother Earth awakened and the storytellers fell silent, waiting to speak the sacred histories until after the wild rice had been harvested and the snow had returned and Grandmother Earth slept again.


It was tick season. The news was full of reports and warnings of Lyme disease, and doctors’ offices were crowded with patients concerned about every little rash.


It was softball season, and Cork’s favorite team, the Aurora High Voyageurs, for which his daughter Annie pitched, were predicted to take the conference title.


It was the opening of fishing season, the beginning of months when tourists flocked to Aurora lured by walleye and the beauty of the great Northwoods naked of snow.


And it was, as always, the season of love.


“Dad?” Annie said.


“Yeah?”


“What do guys want?”


It was Saturday afternoon. Cork was standing on a stool in Sam’s Place, checking the consistency of the mixture for the shake machine. Business had been slow that day, which was good because Annie had seemed preoccupied.


“Big question,” Cork replied. “With lots of answers, depending.”


“I mean, what do guys look for in a girl?”


She was Cork’s middle child, fifteen years old, and had developed a bit later than her friends the slopes and curves that might catch a young man’s eye. She had never dated, channeling all her energy into sports, especially softball. She was a decent student, although academics were far less important to her than they were to her sister, Jenny. Lately, however, her grades had been slipping and Cork wondered if the current conversation might be a clue as to the reason. It was an unusual topic to be discussing with Annie. Usually they talked sports. But Cork gave it his best shot.


“I can’t speak for all guys. I fell in love with your mother because she was strong, independent, smart. I liked that. She laughed at my jokes, too.”


Annie leaned on the counter of her serving window. She wore jeans and a dark blue sweatshirt with VOYAGEURS printed across the front. She’d begun to let her reddish hair grow out, and it was at an unruly, in-between stage that made it look like licks of flame were bursting out all over her head.


“She was pretty, though. Right?” Annie asked.


Cork put the lid back on the shake maker and climbed down from the stool. “I thought so. But, you know, love has a way of making people beautiful. To each other anyway.” He put the stool in the corner next to a stack of cartons that held potato chips.


Annie was quiet a moment. “Do you think I’m pretty?”


He looked at her. Sunlight cleaved her face, and the freckles of her left cheek were like a field of russet flowers. “Gorgeous,” he said.
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