
[image: Images]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    
[image: Images]


[image: Images]



[image: Images]



To my coconspirators in the Minnesota Crime Wave, Ellen Hart and Carl Brookins; we’ve never traveled a road together that we didn’t like.
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PART I

MANITOU ISLAND


ONE

The promise, as I remember it, happened this way.

A warm August morning, early. Wally Schanno’s already waiting at the landing. His truck’s parked in the lot, his boat’s in the water. He’s drinking coffee from a red thermos big as a fireplug.

Iron Lake is glass. East, it mirrors the peach-colored dawn. West, it still reflects the hard bruise of night. Tall pines, dark in the early morning light, make a black ragged frame around the water.

The dock’s old, weathered, the wood gone fuzzy, flaking gray. The boards sag under my weight, groan a little.

“Coffee?” Schanno offers.

I shake my head, toss my gear into his boat. “Let’s fish.”

We’re far north of Aurora, Minnesota. Among the trees on the shoreline, an occasional light glimmers from one of the cabins hidden there. Schanno motors slowly toward a spot off a rocky point where the bottom falls away quickly. Cuts the engine. Sorts through his tackle box. Pulls out a pearl white minnow flash, a decent clear-water lure for walleye. Clips it on his line. Casts.

Me, I choose a smoky Twister Tail and add a little fish scent. Half a minute after Schanno’s, my lure hits the water.

August isn’t the best time to fish. For one thing, the bugs are awful. Also, the water near the surface is often too warm. The big fish—walleye and bass—dive deep, seeking cooler currents. Unless you use sonar, they can be impossible to locate. There are shallows near a half-submerged log off to the north where something smaller—perch or crappies—might be feeding. But I’ve already guessed that fishing isn’t what’s on Schanno’s mind.

The afternoon before, he’d come to Sam’s Place, the burger joint I own on Iron Lake. He’d leaned in the window and asked for a chocolate shake. I couldn’t remember the last time Schanno had actually ordered something from me. He stood with the big Sweetheart cup in his hand, not sipping from the straw, not saying anything, but not leaving either. His wife, Arletta, had died a few months before. A victim of Alzheimer’s, she’d succumbed to a massive stroke. She’d been a fine woman, a teacher. Both my daughters, Jenny and Anne, had passed through her third-grade classroom years before. Loved her. Everybody did. Schanno’s children had moved far away, to Bethesda, Maryland, and Seattle, Washington. Arletta’s death left Wally alone in the house he’d shared with her for over forty years. He’d begun to hang around Johnny’s Pinewood Broiler for hours, drinking coffee, talking with the regulars, other men who’d lost wives, jobs, direction. He walked the streets of town and stood staring a long time at window displays. He was well into his sixties, a big man—shoes specially made from the Red Wing factory—with a strong build, hands like an orangutan. A couple of years earlier, because of Arletta’s illness, he’d retired as sheriff of Tamarack County, which was a job I’d held twice myself. Some men, idle time suits them. Others, it’s a death sentence. Wally Schanno looked like a man condemned.

When he suggested we go fishing in the morning, I’d said sure.

Now we’re alone on the lake—me, Schanno, and a couple of loons fifty yards to our right diving for breakfast. The sun creeps above the trees. Suddenly everything has color. We breathe in the scent of evergreen and clean water and the faint fish odor coming from the bottom of Schanno’s boat. Half an hour and we haven’t said a word. The only sounds are the sizzle of line as we cast, the plop of the lures hitting water, and the occasional cry of the loons.

I’m happy to be there on that August morning. Happy to be fishing, although I hold no hope of catching anything. Happy to be sharing the boat and the moment with a man like Schanno.

“Heard you got yourself a PI license,” Schanno says.

I wind my reel smoothly, jerking the rod back occasionally to make the lure dart in the water like a little fish. There aren’t any walleyes to fool, but it’s what you do when you’re fishing.

“Yep,” I reply.

“Gonna hang out a shingle or something?”

The line as I draw it in leaves the smallest of wakes on the glassy surface, dark wrinkles crawling across the reflected sky. “I haven’t decided.”

“Figure there’s enough business to support a PI here?”

He asks this without looking at me, pretending to watch his line.

“Guess I’ll find out,” I tell him.

“Not happy running Sam’s Place?”

“I like it fine. But I’m closed all winter. Need something to keep me occupied and out of mischief.”

“What’s Jo think?” Talking about my wife.

“So long as I don’t put on a badge again, she’s happy.”

Schanno says, “I feel like I’m dying, Cork.”

“Are you sick?”

“No, no.” He’s quick to wave off my concern. “I’m bored. Bored to death. I’m too old for law enforcement, too young for a rocking chair.”

“They’re always hiring security at the casino.”

Shakes his head. “Sit-on-your-ass kind of job. Not for me.”

“What exactly are you asking, Wally?”

“Just that if something, you know, comes your way that you need help with, something you can’t handle on your own, well, maybe you’ll think about giving me a call.”

“You don’t have a license.”

“I could get one. Or just make me a consultant. Hell, I’ll do it for free.”

The sun’s shooting fire at us across the water. Another boat has appeared half a mile south. The loons take off, flapping north.

“Tell you what, Wally. Anything comes my way I think you could help me with, I promise I’ll let you know.”

He looks satisfied. In fact, he looks damn happy.

We both change lures and make a dozen more casts without a bite. Another boat appears.

“The lake’s getting crowded,” I say. “How ’bout we call it and have some breakfast at the Broiler.”

“On me,” Schanno offers, beaming.

We reel in our lines. Head back toward the landing. Feeling pretty good.

Nights when I cannot sleep and the demons of my past come to torment me, the promise I made to Wally Schanno that fine August morning is always among them.


TWO

Sam’s Place is an old Quonset hut on the shore of Iron Lake just north of Aurora. It’s divided by an interior wall. The back has a small living area—kitchen, bathroom, table, bunk. The front is set up for preparing food and serving it through a couple of windows to customers outside. I’ve got a griddle for burgers and hot dogs and such, a hot-oil well for deep fry, a shake machine, a carbonated-drink dispenser, a large freezer. Pretty simple fare. In season, I do a fine business.

It’s called Sam’s Place after the man who made it what it is—Sam Winter Moon. When my father died, Sam gave me a hand in a lot of unselfish ways. I grew up working summers at Sam’s Place, advised and gently guided by Sam as I stumbled my way into manhood. When Sam died, he passed the place to me.

The Quonset hut houses my livelihood, but it also holds part of my heart. So many good memories from my adolescence involve the smell of a hot griddle coupled with the drumroll of Sam’s easy laugh. Several years into my marriage, when my wife and I were having serious trouble and my life was at its darkest point, I lived at Sam’s Place. It was a haven. In recent years, my children have worked beside me there, earning their spending money, learning lessons about business and people that I believe will serve them well.

I’ve been sheriff of Tamarack County twice. The first time was for seven years, at the end of which the constituency removed me in a recall election that resulted both from my own inadequacies and from things beyond my control. The second time it was for thirteen weeks, and I stepped down of my own accord. People who don’t know me well wonder that I’d give up my badge for an apron, thinking that flipping burgers is a big step down. If they asked me, which they don’t, I would tell them that when a man stumbles onto happiness, he’d be a fool to pass it by. It’s as simple as that. Sam’s Place makes me happy.

North of the Quonset hut is the Bearpaw Brewery. South there’s nothing for a quarter mile except a copse of poplars that hides the ruins of an old ironworks. The road to Sam’s Place is a couple hundred yards of gravel that starts just outside town, crosses a big vacant field, then humps over the Burlington Northern tracks. It isn’t particularly easy to get to, but people seem to find it without any problem.

In season, from early May, when tourists begin to flock north, until the end of October, when the fall color is gone, I arrive for work at ten A.M. I spend an hour getting ready for business. Turn on the griddle, heat the fry oil, get the ice-milk machine churning, restock the rack of chips, double-check the serving supplies, put cash in the register drawer. A few minutes before eleven, help arrives. In the summer months, it’s one of my daughters, either Jenny or Anne.

That morning after I fished with Schanno, as I was getting ready to slide open the serving windows, I saw Anne jogging up the road to Sam’s Place. She was sixteen, very Irish with her wild red hair. She was an athlete hoping for a scholarship to Notre Dame.

“Where’s Jenny?” I asked when she came in. “She’s on the schedule this morning.”

“She had kind of a hard night.” She reached into the closet for a serving apron. “She wasn’t feeling well. We traded shifts. She’s coming in this afternoon.”

The night before, Jenny had been out on a date with her boyfriend, Sean. I’d heard her come in. Sean had finished his first year at Macalester, a small, elite college in St. Paul, and was home for the summer, working in his father’s drugstore. Jenny had graduated from high school in June. Most of the past year, their relationship had been long distance. Sean was a bright kid. Like Jenny, he wanted to be a writer. One of the places, Jenny often said, where their spirits connected. They’d been out a lot together that summer.

“A hard night?” I pressed her. “Something happen between her and Sean?”

She concentrated on tying her apron. “What do I know?”

“You’re answering a question with a question. What’s going on, Annie?”

She gave me the look of a runner caught in a squeeze between third base and home.

“Is it bad?” I asked.

“Define bad.” She caught my scowl. “Not really bad. Worrisome, I’d say.”

“Just tell me, Annie.”

“Dad, I promised.”

“I’m going to find out anyway. The minute Jenny walks in here I’m going to grill her.”

“Talk to Mom first.”

“Does she know?”

“You know Mom and Jenny. They talk about everything.”

“So everybody knows what’s going on except me?”

Behind Annie, the window opened onto the parking lot, the long gravel road to Sam’s Place, and the distant town bright in the morning sun. She turned away and watched a car raising dust on the road to the Quonset hut. “We have customers,” she said, sounding greatly relieved.

Just before the lunch rush, Kate Buker, one of Annie’s friends who worked for me part-time, arrived. When the rush was over and the girls were handling things up front, I slipped away to call my wife, Jo. It was Saturday, so she was home. When she answered, I could tell by the shuffle of papers on her end that she was working in her office. She’s an attorney.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Quiet. Getting lots done.”

I could see her, black reading glasses perched on her nose, ice blond hair probably roughed from running a hand through it, her blue eyes sharp and focused. On weekends, she usually works at home, overseeing the rights of her clients. She often represents the Iron Lake Ojibwe. Long before they had their own staff of attorneys, she was legal counsel for the reservation, and they still rely on her expertise in a number of areas.

“What’s Stevie up to?” I said, asking about our young son.

“Playing with Dumbarton in the backyard.”

Dumbarton was a big sheepdog that belonged to a couple on our block. Sometimes he’d wander down to our yard, much to Stevie’s delight. At our house, the only pet was a turtle named Clyde.

“Jo, is Jenny there?”

“Upstairs getting ready for work,” she said.

“Is there something I should know? Something about Sean and her?”

“What makes you think that?”

There it was again. I was being answered with a question.

“Just tell me, Jo.”

“Look, Cork, it’s not a good time to talk right now. Let’s sit down tonight, okay?”

“How about I just talk to her this afternoon when she comes to work?”

“Don’t do that. Let me talk to you first.”

I hesitated before asking about the concern that came most readily to mind. “She’s not pregnant, is she?”

Jo laughed. “Heavens no.”

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“Look, we’ll talk this evening. But promise me you won’t say anything to Jenny.”

“Annie says it’s worrisome.”

“Promise me, Cork.”

“All right. I’ll talk to you first.”

I put the phone down just as Anne stepped into the back of Sam’s Place.

“Dad,” she said. “George LeDuc is outside. He says it’s important.”

George was waiting for me in the parking lot. A big gray bear of a man seventy years old, he was the Iron Lake Ojibwe tribal chairman. He was wearing a short-sleeved white shirt with a bolo tie, jeans, boots. He’d been staring intently at the lake, but when I came out he swung his gaze toward me.

“Boozhoo, George,” I greeted him. “What’s up?”

In the Ojibwe fashion, his face betrayed nothing, though the news he brought was deeply troubling. “It’s Henry Meloux, Cork. He’s dying.”


THREE

Henry Meloux was the oldest man I knew. He’d had white hair ever since I could remember, which was well over four decades. His face was heavily lined. There were age spots like patches of rust on his skin. His eyes were brown and soft and deep, and you couldn’t look into them without feeling Henry saw all the way down to some dark room in your soul where you kept your worst secrets locked away. And you understood that it was all right that he knew. He was a Mide, one of the Midewiwin, a member of the Grand Medicine Society. He’d spent his life following the path of Ojibwe healing.

When Sam Winter Moon died, Meloux filled the void in my life left by Sam’s passing. I’m part Anishinaabe—what most people know as Ojibwe—on my mother’s side. Not only had Meloux’s good advice guided me during a lot of confusing times, but also, on several occasions, his intervention had actually saved my life.

Now he was dying.

And the Iron Lake Reservation had gathered to keep vigil.

LeDuc and I made our way through the crowd in the lobby of the Aurora Community Hospital, greeting everyone we knew as we went. On the way there, George had explained to me what happened.

LeDuc owned a general store in Allouette, the larger of the two communities on the rez. That morning Henry had walked into the store to buy a few groceries. Meloux lived on Crow Point, an isolated finger of land on Iron Lake far north on the reservation. There was no road to his cabin, and no matter the season, he hiked to town, a good five miles, mostly over forest trails. LeDuc and Meloux passed some time talking, then the old man paid, put his things in a knapsack he carried on his back, and went outside. A few minutes later, LeDuc heard a commotion in the street. He rushed out to find Meloux collapsed on the pavement and people crowding around. LeDuc called 911. The paramedics took Meloux to the hospital. The old man had been conscious when he arrived. He was weak, barely able to speak, but he’d asked for me.

Meloux was in intensive care. They weren’t going to let me see him. Relatives only. But Ernie Champoux, Meloux’s great-nephew, put up a stink, and the doctor in charge, a young resident named Wrigley, finally relented.

“Do you know what’s wrong?” I asked.

“His heart,” Wrigley said. “I suspect an occlusion, but we need to run tests to be sure. Only a few minutes, all right? He needs his strength.”

Meloux lay on the bed, tubes and wires running from him every which way. It made me think of a butterfly in a spider’s web. I’d never seen him looking so frail, so vulnerable. In his day, he’d been a great hunter. Because he’d saved my life, I also knew him as a warrior. It was hard seeing him this way.

His brown eyes tracked me as I came to the bedside.

“Corcoran O’Connor,” he whispered. “I knew you would come.”

I pulled up a chair and sat beside him. “I’m sorry, Henry.”

“My heart.”

“The doctor told me.”

He shook his head faintly. “My heart is in pain.”

“The doctor suspects an occlusion. A blockage, I think that means.”

Again he shook his head. “It is sadness, Corcoran O’Connor. Too heavy for my heart.”

“What sadness, Henry?”

“I will tell you, but you must promise to help me.”

“I’ll do what I can, Henry. What’s the sadness?”

Meloux hesitated a moment, gathering strength. “My son.”

Son? In the forty-some years I’d known him, I’d never heard Meloux speak of a son. As far as I knew, no one had.

“You have a son? Where?”

“I do not know. Help me find him, Corcoran O’Connor.”

“What’s his name, Henry?”

Meloux stared up at me. For the first time I could ever recall, he looked lost.

“You don’t know his name?” I didn’t hide my surprise. “Do you know anything about him?”

“His mother’s name. Maria.”

“Just Maria?”

“Lima.”

“Maria Lima. How long ago, Henry?”

He closed his eyes and thought a moment. “A lifetime.”

“Thirty years? Forty? Fifty?”

“Seventy-three winters.”

Seventy-three years. My God.

“It’s a big world, Henry. Can you tell me where to begin?”

“Canada,” he whispered. “Ontario.”

I could tell our conversation, spare though it was, was draining him. I had three pieces of information. A mother’s name. An approximate year. And a place to start looking.

“Have you ever seen your son, Henry?”

“In visions,” Meloux replied.

“What does he look like?”

“I have only seen his spirit, not his face.” A faint smile touched his lips. “He will look like his father.”

“He’ll look like his mother, too, Henry. It would be nice to know what she looked like.”

He motioned me nearer. “In my cabin. A box under my bed. A gold watch.”

“All right.”

“And Walleye. He will be alone and hungry.”

“I’ll take care of Walleye, Henry.”

Meloux seemed comforted. “Migwech,” he said. Thank you.

Outside the room, LeDuc was waiting.

“What did he want, Cork?”

“He’s worried about Walleye,” I said. “He wanted me to take care of the dog.”

The rest had been told in confidence, and I couldn’t repeat it. Nor could I say what I really thought. That what Meloux was asking was nothing short of a miracle.


FOUR

George LeDuc dropped me back at Sam’s Place. Jenny was there, looking pale, but she seemed to be doing fine. Several customers stood lined up at the serving window. I pulled her aside for a moment and asked how she was feeling.

“Okay now.” She offered me a brief smile. “Customers,” she said and turned back to her window.

As they went about their work, I filled the girls in on Meloux, what I could tell them anyway, and asked if they’d hold down the fort while I took care of what the old man needed. Jenny said she’d call in Jodi Bollendorf, who wasn’t on the schedule that day but would be glad to help.

I hopped in the Bronco and headed home.

My house is on Gooseberry Lane, a quiet street of old homes, mostly two-story wood frame. We don’t have fences, though often lilac hedges or shrubbery serve that purpose. I grew up on Gooseberry Lane, a child in the house where I’ve raised my own children. Until his death—the result of a gun battle in the line of duty—my father was sheriff of Tamarack County. He’d come from Chicago, married my mother who was half Ojibwe, half Irish. Her mother, Grandma Dilsey to me, was a true-blood Iron Lake Ojibwe, though she preferred to call herself Anishinaabe—or Shinnob—as do many on the rez. That makes me one-quarter Ojibwe. Though the other three-quarters is Irish, Grandma Dilsey always swore it was the blood of The People that counted most.

Until I was elected sheriff, my heritage was never much of an issue. After I put on the badge, whenever conflicts arose between the two cultures, red and white, I found that I was never Ojibwe enough for the Ojibwe or white enough for the whites. That wasn’t the reason I resigned my office. I turned in my badge when it became clear to me that my responsibility as a lawman was often at odds with my duty as a husband and father. I was lucky. I had Sam’s Place to fall back on. At least during the warm months, between May and November. The long winters were always a concern. The PI license I’d recently acquired would, I hoped, give me something to do in all those dark months.

Stevie was playing by himself in the front yard. My son was eight, then, small for his age. With his straight black hair and hard almond eyes, he was, of all my children, the one who showed most clearly his Anishinaabe heritage. He’d recently discovered golf, and that afternoon he stood in the shade of our big elm, a driver in his hand, swinging at a big Wiffle ball that sailed twenty yards when he hit it. I spotted a number of divots in the grass. When he saw me pull into the driveway, he dropped the club and came running.

“What are you doing home, Dad?” He looked hopeful. He was the youngest kid on the block, and with Jenny and Anne often working at Sam’s Place, I knew he was sometimes lonely.

I ruffled his hair. “Work to do, buddy.”

“Mom’s working, too,” he said, disappointed.

“Where’s Dumbarton?” I asked, speaking of the neighbor’s dog.

“They called him in.”

I nodded toward the driver lying in the grass. “How’s that back-swing coming?”

He shrugged.

“Maybe later we’ll play a few holes together,” I said.

“Really?”

“We’ll see what we can do. Mom’s inside?”

“In her office.”

“Remember, head down and keep your eye on the ball.”

I went in the house. He turned back to his game.

It was cool inside and quiet. I walked to the kitchen, ran some tap water into a glass, and took a long drink.

“Stevie?” Jo called from her office.

“No. Me.”

A moment later she came in wearing her reading glasses, blue eyes big behind the lenses. She’s a beautiful woman, Jo. A few years younger than me, but looks even more. One of the smartest women I’ve ever known. Also one of the most courageous. For years, she’s represented the Ojibwe of the Iron Lake Reservation in litigation that has often put her on the unpopular side of a legal issue. She’s never flinched. We’ve had our problems. Show me a couple married twenty years who hasn’t. But we were in a good period that summer.

“What are you doing home?” she asked.

“Meloux’s in the hospital.”

“Henry? Why?”

“He collapsed this morning in Allouette. The doctor thinks it’s his heart. Meloux thinks so, too, but in a different way.”

“What way?”

“He has a son, Jo.”

Surprise showed in her eyes. “He’s never said a word.”

“He has now. But only to me, so you can’t say anything to anyone else.” I’d told her because she’s my wife and a lawyer and understands about client privilege. “He asked me to find this son of his.”

“Did he tell you where to look?”

“Ontario, Canada.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Did he give you a name?”

“The mother’s name.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah. He fathered the child over seventy years ago. And he’s only seen him in visions.”

“Then how can he be sure?”

“He’s Meloux.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First, head to his cabin. There’s something I’m supposed to find.”

“What?”

“A watch. Also, he asked me to take care of Walleye while he’s in the hospital.”

“Do you have any idea how you’re going to do this?”

“I’m waiting for inspiration to strike. Okay if I take Stevie with me? He’s looking a little bored.”

“Thanks. I’m kind of overwhelmed with paperwork.”

I filled my water glass again and took another drink. Jo pulled a cup from the cupboard and poured herself what was left in the coffeemaker on the counter.

“I saw Jenny at Sam’s Place,” I told her. “Whatever had her sick this morning, she seems better now. Sick from drinking, maybe? Is that what we need to talk about?”

“Tonight, Cork. We’ll talk. You need to get out to Meloux’s.” She practically pushed me out the front door.

Outside, Stevie was using the driver as a rifle, kneeling behind the railing of the front porch, firing off imaginary rounds.

“Okay, Davy Crockett,” I said. “Time to desert the Alamo. I’m going up to Henry Meloux’s cabin. Want to come?”

He jumped at the prospect. “Is Henry there?”

Meloux and my son had a special bond. Stevie had gone through a traumatic experience a couple of years earlier, a kidnapping. The old Mide had spent a good deal of time with him afterward, helping him deal with his fears and return to wholeness.

“Henry’s in the hospital, Stevie.”

“Is he sick?”

“Yes. And we’re going to help.”

“Can we visit him?”

“We’ll see. But Walleye’s alone at the cabin. We need to take care of him.”

Walleye and Stevie. Another special bond.

He dropped the golf club on the porch and ran to my Bronco.


FIVE

I pulled to the side of a dusty county road a few miles north of Aurora. Far behind me were the last of the resorts on Iron Lake, hidden in the deep cover of red pines and black spruce. All around me was national forest land. A few miles farther north lay the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. I parked near a double-trunk birch that marked the beginning of the trail to Meloux’s cabin on Crow Point.

Stevie leaped from the Bronco. He was already on the trail before I locked up, skipping far ahead. I followed more slowly. Age, yeah, but also because the trail to Meloux’s cabin always had a sacred feel to me. It was a hot afternoon, typical of early August. We were in the middle of a grasshopper infestation, and the woods were full of their buzz, a sound like tiny saws cutting the air. Sunlight broke through the canopy of pine boughs overhead and lay in shattered pieces on the ground. Thirty yards in front of me, Stevie danced through caverns of shadow and into moments of radiant light. I loved him deeply, my son. Every day, I counted him—and my daughters—a blessing.

Meloux had never seen his own son. Never carried him on his shoulders or held him when he cried. Never felt the small boy’s breath, warm and sweet smelling, break against his face. Never knew the pleasure of being for his son the slayer of monsters imagined in the night.

God, I thought, the emptiness.

Yet I’d never felt that from Meloux until, lying on that hospital bed in a web of modern medicine, he’d looked up at me, lost, and asked a favor, father to father.

I didn’t doubt Meloux, didn’t doubt that he had a son he’d seen only in visions. Over time, I’d experienced too many unexplainable moments with the old Mide to be skeptical about something like this. It did make me wonder deeply, though, about the circumstances.

The trail cut through national forest land for a while, then entered the rez. We crossed Wine Creek and a few minutes later broke from the trees. Fifty yards ahead stood Meloux’s cabin, an ancient structure but sturdy, made of cedar logs with a shake roof covered by birch bark. Meloux had built the cabin himself, and as long as I’d known him, had lived there year-round. He had no running water, no indoor plumbing. He used an outhouse.

The door was open. As we approached, something in the dark inside the cabin moved. A long, yellow face appeared, big brown eyes patiently watching us come.

“Walleye,” Stevie called and raced toward the dog.

The mutt padded out, tail wagging.

Many rural people in Tamarack County keep dogs. They have them for a variety of reasons. Companionship, of course. But also security. A dog will bark a warning. Not Walleye. Or at least, not when it was Stevie coming. The two had become good friends over the past couple of years. Stevie threw his arms around the big mutt and buried his face in Walleye’s fur.

“Hey, boy, how you been?” he said. “Missed me?”

I gave the dog’s head a good patting and stepped through the doorway into the cabin.

The structure was a single room. Meloux’s bunk was against one wall. In the center near the potbelly stove stood a table with a few chairs around it. The four windows had curtains that had been a gift from one of the old man’s nieces. On the walls hung a number of items that harked back to a different time: a deer-prong pipe, a birch-bark basket, a small toboggan, a Skelly gas station calendar nearly sixty years out of date.

Stevie came up beside me. “He didn’t close his door.”

“I’m sure he thought he’d be back soon and left it open so Walleye could come and go as he pleased.”

“He never locks his door. Isn’t he afraid someone’s going to steal from him?”

“I think Henry believes that what’s in here wouldn’t interest anyone but him.”

“I think it’s cool stuff.”

“So do I, Stevie.”

Meloux had told me to look under the bunk for the watch. I crossed the floorboards, knelt, and peered into the dark beneath the bed frame. Shoved into a far corner against the wall was a wooden box. I lay down on my belly, stretched out my arm, snagged the box, and pulled it into the light. It was cedar, ten inches long, six inches wide and deep. Carved into the top was an image of animikii, the Thunderbird. Under the bed, undisturbed, it should have had some dust on it, a few cobwebs attached, but the box was clean. Meloux had handled it recently. I opened the lid. Inside, on top of a stack of folded papers, lay a gold pocket watch.

I picked up the watch and snapped it open. Opposite the watch face was a tiny photograph of a handsome young woman with long black hair.

Stevie looked over my shoulder. “What’s that?”

“Not what, Stevie. Who. Her name is Maria Lima.”

“That picture looks old.”

“It is. More than seventy years old.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“Keep it, for now. I might need it.”

“Why?”

“Henry asked me to do something for him. Two things actually. And one of them was to take care of Walleye.”

I put the watch in my shirt pocket, closed the box, and slid it back into the corner where I’d found it.

“If Henry is in the hospital, maybe we should stay out here,” Stevie suggested. “So Walleye won’t get lonely.”

“I have a better idea,” I said. “Why don’t we take him home?”

“Really?” A huge, eager smile bloomed on his face.

“Just until Henry’s better.” Though I didn’t know if that was going to happen.

Walleye had padded into the cabin behind us and sat on his haunches, watching. Stevie turned to him and scratched the fur at the dog’s neck.

“You want to come home with us, boy? I’ll take good care of you.”

Walleye’s tail swept back and forth across the floor.

“Come on, boy. Come on, Walleye.” Stevie slapped the side of his leg and headed out with the dog at his heels.

I closed the door behind us. There was no lock.

Walleye paused beside me, looked back at the closed door, then followed my son, who danced ahead of us down the trail as if he were the Pied Piper.


SIX

That night when I walked in from closing up Sam’s Place, Jo was sitting on the living room sofa, reading a book. She looked up and smiled. “Good night at Sam’s?”

“We made a buck or two.” I kissed the top of her head and sat down beside her. “Where’s Walleye?”

“Sleeping with Stevie.”

I was surprised. That afternoon when she saw the dog follow Stevie through the front door, she hadn’t been happy. I’d explained my dilemma, and she reluctantly relented. She wouldn’t allow the dog in the house, however. Not only because Walleye had come from the woods and might have ticks or fleas but, more important, because Jenny was allergic to dogs. And cats, too. Our pets had always been turtles and fish, and once we had a canary that wouldn’t shut up. Jenny named it The Artist Formerly Known As Tweety. We called it Art.

“We put up a tent in the backyard,” Jo said. “They’re both out there. Is Jenny with Sean?”

“Yeah. She promised to be home by midnight. So now do I finally get to hear what the big secret is?”

Jo closed her book and set it on the end table. She composed herself. I’d seen her do this sometimes before difficult summations in court. It didn’t do a lot to reassure me.

“Sean’s not going back to Macalester this fall,” she began calmly. “He’s taking the money in his bank account and using it to go to Paris to live for a year.”

“Do his folks know that?”

“As I understand it, not yet.”

“Can’t imagine that’s going to please Lane. He’s been counting on Sean to finish his degree and take over the pharmacy. What’s this got to do with Jenny?”

“Sean wants her to go with him.”

“That’s it?” I laughed with relief. “Hell, Jenny’s too sensible for that.”

Jo didn’t laugh.

“Isn’t she?”

“She’s thinking about it, Cork.”

“Running off to Europe instead of college? And what? She and Sean’ll live together?”

“She thinks Sean’s going to ask her to marry him first.”

“Oh, Christ.”

I couldn’t sit still. I got up and began pacing.

Jenny’s the academic in the family, takes after her mother. That June, she’d graduated from high school, valedictorian. For a long time, she’d had her sights set on Northwestern University, in Evanston, Illinois. It was her mother’s alma mater and had an excellent writing program. When she’d gone with Jo to look at the school, horrible things had happened—not to her but to Jo—and the result was that the idea of attending Northwestern had turned bitter. She’d chosen the University of Iowa instead, hoping eventually to be accepted into the writing workshop, which she said had a terrific reputation. Robert Frost had taught there, and Robert Penn Warren. We did the financial calculations, Jo and I, and told Jenny that we could foot the bill for out-of-state tuition for the first couple of years without help. Or she could do her best to get a scholarship and we might be able to give her a hand all four years. Like her mother, whenever she puts her mind to something, she makes it happen. She got a good scholarship. And a couple of grants, and a hefty student loan, and the promise of a job on campus. Jo and I still needed to kick in a lot. I was hoping the PI license might help toward that. All the pieces of the crazy jigsaw puzzle of her educational financing had fallen into place, and she was prepared to go.

Or was she?

She’s gone through phases. Hasn’t every kid? Her hair’s been every color of the rainbow. For several months at the beginning of her junior year, she was into Goth. Thank God the only things she’d pierced were her earlobes. A week after she turned eighteen and no longer needed our consent, she got a tattoo. A small yellow butterfly on her shoulder. When I found out, I nearly went ballistic, but Jo pointed out that there were worse things than a small butterfly.

She was back to the color of hair God had given her—ice blond, like her mother’s. Like Jo, too, she was willowy and had smart blue eyes. The truth is that it never mattered to me what she chose to look like on the outside. I saw her with a father’s eyes, and she was lovely. And intelligent. I always knew she would leave Aurora, go out into the world to make her mark. I’d steeled myself for that separation long ago.

It had never occurred to me that she might decide to marry at eighteen.

“How long have you known?” I asked.

“A couple of weeks.”

“Great. I just love being on the outside of things.”

“She asked me not to say anything because she was afraid you’d get upset and overreact.”

“Me? Why would I overreact? Just because they’re kids and Jenny’s got her whole future ahead of her and Sean can’t see beyond some crazy dream of being Hemingway.”

“He’s a poet.”

“What?”

“Sean writes poetry.”

“Whatever.”

“You see?”

“I have a right to be concerned. Hell, we have a right to be concerned. Why are you taking all this so calmly?”

“Because Sean hasn’t proposed, and if he does, she’ll talk to us before she decides anything. We need to give her room, Cork, and trust her. Jenny’s nothing if not levelheaded.”

I stopped pacing for a moment. “What if he doesn’t propose, just asks her to go off and live with him in Paris?” That brought another thought to mind. “Jo, are they already sleeping together?”

“She’s eighteen.”

I stared at her. “What does that mean?”

“What she chooses to do with her body is her own right.”

“Meaning she’s sleeping with Sean.”

“I don’t know, Cork.”

“So she could be pregnant.”

“We’ve had multiple discussions about safe sex. Jenny isn’t stupid or impulsive.” She stood up and kissed my cheek. “We just have to be patient, Cork, and trust her, okay? She’ll talk to us before she decides anything.”

I rubbed my temples. “God, I don’t know if I’m ready for this. It was so much easier when the question was whether or not she should have braces.”

“Any word on Meloux?” Jo said, obviously changing the subject.

“No. I called George LeDuc from Sam’s Place, but he couldn’t tell me anything.”

“What are you going to do about your promise to find his son?”

“What every self-respecting detective does these days. Get on the Internet. Mind if I use your computer?”

“Be my guest.”

I left her to her reading and went into her office, which was down the hallway beyond the stairs.

It took me an hour of Googling before I had what I believed was a decent lead.

I found Maria Lima referenced on a site named Ontario Past. When I clicked on the site, I discovered there was a school in the town of Flame Lake called the Wellington School, which had been built in 1932 with funds donated by Maria Lima Wellington. The town had been constructed by Northern Mining and Manufacturing, a large company founded by Leonard Wellington, in order to house workers from the nearby gold mine he owned. Using Google again, I found that Maria Lima Wellington was the daughter of Carlos Lima and the first wife of Leonard Wellington. She’d died young, leaving a son. The son’s name was Henry.

According to the Internet information, Henry Wellington was the man responsible for making Northern Mining and Manufacturing (NMM) a major corporation. He had an interesting history. After receiving his engineering degree from McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario, he joined the Canadian Air Force. Although no Canadian fighter squadrons were involved in the Korean War, as part of an exchange program, Wellington served with a U.S. squadron of Sabre-equipped fighter interceptors. He was the only Canadian to achieve the coveted rating of Ace. After the war, he became a test pilot. When his father died, he took over NMM. As a result of what one of his contemporaries characterized as his “brilliant, restless, and iconoclastic” mind, he developed innovative techniques for refining minerals, and held a number of lucrative patents. Under his direction, NMM had expanded its mining operations across Canada, and into other parts of the world. He invested in diverse enterprises, among them the fledgling Canadian film industry. He became a popular escort (some reports said consort) of several stunningly beautiful starlets, one of whom he finally married. He was often referred to as the Howard Hughes of Canada. I searched until I found a date of birth, and after a calculation, realized Henry Wellington was seventy-two years old. Seventy-three winters, Meloux had said, dating his relationship with Maria Lima. Given the normal gestation period of nine months, Henry Wellington would be right on the money.

He was still alive, according to the Internet, and living in Thunder Bay, Canada, where NMM was headquartered. He was a widower with two grown children. And that, according to the Web information, was part of the problem. His wife had died six years earlier, and in the time since, Wellington had become a notorious recluse. Again, the comparisons with Howard Hughes. Speculation was that the industrialist had gone into a deep depression following his wife’s death. Although he was still on the board of NMM, he no longer ran the company, nor did he appear in public. I couldn’t find any recent photographs of him, but I did find several taken earlier in his life. His hair was black, his face angular and high cheeked, his eyes dark and penetrating. Did he look like Meloux? Or like the photograph in Meloux’s gold watch? I honestly couldn’t say.

Near the end, I found one odd, but compelling, piece of information that, as much as anything else, pointed toward a connection between Wellington and Meloux. As a child, one of Henry Wellington’s favorite possessions had been a stuffed cormorant given to him by his mother. The cormorant is one of the clans of the Ojibwe. Henry Meloux was cormorant clan.

By the time I clicked off the computer, Annie had come home and both she and Jo had gone to bed. It was after midnight. Jenny was still out with Sean.

I went to the kitchen and fished a couple of chocolate chip cookies out of the cookie jar on the counter. The jar was shaped like Ernie from Sesame Street. We’d had it since the kids were small. I poured some milk and sat down at the table.

Moths crawled the screen on the window over the kitchen sink, seeking the light. Occasionally, I heard small thumps. The grasshoppers, who seemed never to sleep. Jenny hadn’t left for Iowa City yet, but the house felt different already, emptier.

I could have gone to bed but didn’t feel like sleeping. I was thinking about Meloux, who had a son out there—an old man himself now—who’d been even less than a stranger to his father. And I was thinking about my own children, Jenny especially. I thought I knew them pretty well, but Jenny’s hesitation, if that’s what it was, to step forward into the future she’d worked so hard to open for herself worried me. It wasn’t like her. Sean was pressuring her, I figured. He was basically a good kid. I’d never been unhappy that he and Jenny had decided to date only each other. In my day, we’d called it going steady. Now it was “exclusive.” Whatever. Sean came from a good family. His mother was a math teacher, his father a pharmacist. They were Methodist, not Catholic; no big deal. Good kid and good family notwithstanding, I wasn’t going to stand by and let them make a mistake they’d both regret somewhere down the line. When you live in a town your whole life, you see the arc of those marriages that began with a high school romance. More often than not, when the teenage passion fades, and it always does, they’re left with the realization of all they wouldn’t know about themselves and others—lovers especially—and sooner or later one of them wonders and wanders and the marriage becomes history. Pathetically predictable.

The front door opened. A half minute later Jenny stood in the kitchen doorway.

“Still up, Dad?”

“Couldn’t sleep. Have a good time with Sean?”

“Okay.”

“You’re still on target for Iowa, right?”

She looked at me warily. “Mom said something, didn’t she?”

“We talked.”

I hadn’t touched one of the cookies. I offered it to her. She accepted and took a bite.

“Did he pop the question?” I asked.

“No.”

“Would you go with him to Paris anyway?”

“Dad, I don’t know.” A strong note of irritation.

“And if he does pop the question?”

Her blue eyes bounced around the room, as if looking for a way to escape. “See, this is why I didn’t want you to know. I knew you’d interrogate me.”

“Interrogate? I just asked a question.”

“It’s the way you asked. And it’s only the beginning.”

“Jenny, I’m your father. I ought to be allowed to question your thinking and your actions. It’s what I’ve done for eighteen years. And if you don’t mind me saying so, it’s served us both pretty well.”

“It has.” Her face was intense. Beautiful and serious. “It’s helped make me who I am, a woman capable of making her own decisions.” Each word had the feel of cold steel.

“I never suggested you weren’t.”

“I love him, Dad. He loves me.”

Love? I wanted to say. What do you know about love, Jenny? Do you know what it’s like to hold on by your fingernails through doubt and deception and betrayal and despair? To go on hoping when you’re so exhausted by the struggle of love that giving up would be easy? To believe in the face of all contradiction? To walk alone in the dark—because in all love there are times of heartbreaking darkness—until you find that small flame still burning somewhere? Oh, Jenny, I wanted to say, there’s so much you don’t know.

What I said was, “Will you talk to us before you make a decision?”

“Yes, all right?” she snapped.

She turned away without saying good night and started upstairs, but she stopped. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“I’d like to go with Sean for a drive along the North Shore tomorrow. I asked Jodi to fill in for me. She said she would. Is it okay?”

“Go,” I said.

I listened to her feet hammer up the stairs.

I turned out the kitchen light and trudged up to bed.


SEVEN

Early the next morning I went to the hospital to see Meloux. He was still in the ICU, still looking like he had a toehold in the next world. His eyes were closed. I thought he was sleeping and I turned to go.

“You have news?”

His eyelids lifted wearily. Behind them, his almond eyes were dull.

“Maybe,” I said.

One of the monitors bleeped incessantly. A cart with a squeaky wheel warbled past his door. In another room someone moaned. This had to be hard on Henry. He was used to the song of birds in the morning all around his cabin. If he were to pass from this life, it shouldn’t have been there in that sterile place but in the woods that had been his home for God knows how long.

“Tell me,” he said.

I walked to his bedside.

“I found a woman, Henry. Maria Lima. Her father was a man named Carlos Lima.”

Meloux’s eyes were no longer dull.

“Carlos Lima,” he said. The name meant something to him, and not in a good way.

“She passed away many years ago.”

He didn’t seem surprised. A man as old as Henry probably expected everyone from his youth to be dead by now.

“She was married, Henry. To a man named Wellington.”

From the way his face went rigid, I might as well have hit him with my fist.

“Wellington,” he repeated.

“Maria Lima Wellington had a son,” I went on. “She named him Henry.”

His eyes changed again, a spark there.

“And he was born seventy-two years ago.”

“What month?”

“June.”

He seemed to do the calculation in his head and was satisfied with the result.

“Is he . . .?”

“Alive? Yeah, Henry, he is. He lives in Thunder Bay, Canada. Just across the border.”

Meloux nodded, thinking it over.

“I want to see him,” he said.

“Henry, you’re not getting out of here until you’re better.”

“Bring him to me.”

“It was a miracle just finding him. Bringing him here? I don’t know, Henry.”

“You did not believe you would find him.”

This was true, though I hadn’t said anything like that to Meloux. Somehow he’d known my thoughts. Typical of the old Mide.

“You will find a way,” he said.

“Look, I might be able to talk to him, but I can’t promise anything. Honestly, I’m not sure how I can make any of this sound believable.”

“The watch, you found it?”

“Yes.”

“Show him the watch.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Meloux seemed comforted. He smiled, satisfied.

“I will see my son,” he said. His eyes drifted closed.

I started out.

“Walleye?” the old man said.

I turned back. “We’re taking good care of him, Henry.”

He nodded and once again closed his eyes.

• • •

I spoke with Ernie Champoux, Meloux’s great-nephew, who was in the waiting room. He told me the doctors were puzzled by the symptoms the old man was presenting and were still running tests. Things didn’t look good, though.

I’d dressed for church, suit and tie, and when I was finished at the hospital I met Jo and the kids at St. Agnes for Mass. I didn’t pay much attention to the service. I was thinking about Thunder Bay and how to go about keeping my second promise to Meloux. I thought about some guy approaching me with the kind of story I was going to toss at Wellington. It would sound exactly like a con. On the other hand, maybe the man was already aware of some of this. Who knew? The watch might have some effect on Henry Wellington. But how to get an audience with the notorious recluse in order to show him the item?

It would have been better to know the whole story: how a Shinnob had come to father—apparently illegitimately—the man who’d headed a major Canadian corporation. That had to be some tale. If the old Mide had been stronger, I might have pressed him.

“You seemed distracted,” Jo said at home. “How did it go with Meloux?”

“The news did him good, I think. He asked me to bring his son to him.”

We were in our bedroom, changing. Jo stepped out of her slip and threw me a questioning look.

“You promised?”

I pulled off my tie. “It felt that way.”

“Good luck, cowboy. If I were Meloux’s son and you told me this story, I’d have you locked up.” She unbuttoned her cream-colored blouse and went to the closet to hang it up.

“Maybe the guy knows the story.” I took off my shirt.

“What exactly is the whole story? How did Meloux come to father a son he’s never seen?”

“He’s not saying.”

Jo stood at the closet door in her white bra and in panties that had little yellow flowers all over them. She’d been through hell in the year since the brutal events in Evanston. But the human spirit—with the help of counseling—is amazingly resilient, and looking at her as she stood ankle deep in a puddle of sunshine, I thought she’d never been more lovely.

I dropped my shirt on the chair next to our dresser and walked to her. I put my hand gently on her cheek.

“Part of your question I can answer,” I said.

“Oh? And which part would that be?”

“How he fathered a son.”

I kissed her.

“You have to open Sam’s Place in half an hour,” she reminded me.

“Old pros like us can accomplish a lot in half an hour.”

She smiled seductively, took my hand, and together we went to the bed.


EIGHT

During the day, whenever I had a break from customers, I slipped into the back of Sam’s Place and made telephone calls. I tried the headquarters of Northern Mining and Manufacturing in Thunder Bay. Because it was Sunday, all I got was a recording, pretty much what I’d expected. I’d been unable to find a listing on the Internet for Henry Wellington and had no better luck with directory assistance. Among the information I’d gathered the night before, however, was the name of Wellington’s younger half brother, Rupert Wellington, president and CEO of NMM, and also a resident of Thunder Bay. I tried the number for Rupert I’d pulled off the Internet. The man who answered told me rather crossly that he was not that Rupert Wellington and he was sick and tired of getting the other guy’s calls, thank you very much.

I’d also learned that Wellington had two children, a son and a daughter. The son worked for a conservation organization in Vancouver, British Columbia. His name was Alan. The daughter, Maria, was a physician in Montreal. I didn’t have a phone number for either of them, but I did have one for the conservation organization, a group called Nature’s Child. I dialed, thinking there was no way on a Sunday. Someone answered on the fourth ring.

“Nature’s Child. This is Heidi.”

“Heidi, my name is Corcoran O’Connor. I’m trying to reach Alan Wellington.”

“He’s not here.”

“Would it be possible to reach him at home?”

“I suppose you could try.”

“I would but I don’t have his number.”

“And I can’t give it out.”

“It’s a bit of an emergency. It’s about his family.”

“His father?”

I wondered why it would occur to her automatically that it would be about Henry Wellington.

“His grandfather, actually. He’s very sick.”

“And you would be?”

“As I said, my name’s Corcoran O’Connor. I’m acting on his grandfather’s behalf.”

“An attorney?”

“A friend. Look, I hate to be pressing, but the old man is dying.”

There was a brief hesitation on the other end as she considered. Then: “Just a moment.”

Within a minute, I had the number and was dialing Alan Wellington’s home phone.

“Hello?” A woman’s voice.

“I’d like to speak with Alan Wellington, please.”

“May I say who’s calling?”

I gave her my name.

A few seconds later, a man came on the line. Firm, deep voice, but not hard. “This is Alan.”

“Mr. Wellington, my name is Cork O’Connor. I’m calling from Minnesota. I’ve come into possession of a watch that I believe belonged to your grandmother. There’s a rather interesting story attached to it. I’d like to give the watch to your father and tell him the story, but he’s a difficult man to contact.”

“Not difficult, Mr. O’Connor. Impossible.”

“That’s why I’m contacting you. I was hoping you might help.”

“You can certainly send me the watch and the story along with it. I’ll make sure my father gets them.”

“I’d rather deliver them to him in person.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”

“Just a telephone number?”

“Mr. O’Connor, I don’t know the truth of what you’re telling me, though it sounds a little suspect. You have no idea the number of people who’ve tried to get to my father through me. And my sister. My father wants simply to be left alone. As much as I’m able, I intend to help him with that. If you’d like to send me the watch, I’ll see that he gets it. Otherwise, we have nothing further to discuss.”

“Time is of the essence here, Mr. Wellington. A man who wants very much to contact your father is dying.”

“A man. Not you?”

“Someone I represent.”

“You’re an attorney?”

“No.”

“And who is this man?”

I didn’t know how to explain it. I stumbled on. “He was a very good friend of your grandmother. He has important information about her that your father ought to know.”

“If you tell me, I’ll see that he gets it.”

“I can’t really do that.”

“Then, as I said before—Mr. O’Connor, was it? We have nothing further to discuss.”

The call ended on that abrupt and chilly note.

• • •

Jo stopped by in the late afternoon. She brought Stevie and Walleye and dropped them off.

“Mind if they hang out here for a while?” she asked. “I have shopping to do. The dog can’t come into the store, and Stevie won’t go anywhere without him.”

“No problem,” I said.

After she left, I watched them chase around outside. Stevie ran; Walleye bounded after him, barking joyously. It was hot and a little humid and Walleye was no spring chicken, so after a while, the dog crept into the shade under the picnic table out front and lay down, panting. Stevie crawled under and sat with him, talking to him quietly and gently stroking his fur.

I thought about my son. He had friends, kids in the neighborhood he played with, but he didn’t have a best friend. He possessed a fine imagination and often played alone, games he invented or adventures he concocted in his mind’s eye. I didn’t worry about him. He seemed pretty comfortable with who he was. I knew he was lonely sometimes. Who wasn’t? But watching him with Meloux’s old dog, I wondered if maybe there wasn’t an essential connection missing in his life, the kind of affection offered by a best friend. Or a lovable old hound.

After a while, they came out from under the picnic table. Walleye followed Stevie to the Quonset hut. A few moments later, my son poked his head into the serving area.

“Can I go fishing?”

“Don’t think much’ll be biting in this heat, buddy, but be my guest.”

I kept fishing gear in the back room. Stevie knew where. In a bit, he walked through afternoon sunlight toward the lake with Walleye padding along patiently at his side. They sat at the end of the dock. Stevie took off his shoes, put his feet in the water, and tossed his line. Walleye lay down, his head on his paws, and they hung out together in the comfortable quiet of two good friends.

• • •

At home that night I told Jo, “I’m driving to Thunder Bay in the morning.”

She was sitting up in bed, propped against the headboard, reading a file in a manila folder, something from work, I was sure. She often read in bed at night, her glasses perched on her nose, making small noises in response to the text.

“What about Sam’s Place?” She took off her glasses and laid them at her side.

I slipped into a pair of gym shorts and a clean T-shirt, my usual sleep attire. I turned from the dresser. “Jenny and Annie can handle it. Is Jenny here?”

“She came in a while ago.”

“Did she have a good time driving the North Shore with Sean?”

“She didn’t talk much.”

I sat down on the bed. “Is that good or bad?”

“It’s neither, I’d say. She’s just thinking, I imagine. Weighing everything.”

“Weighing an offer of marriage?”

“I don’t know that there’s been one.”

“If I were Sean and wanted to pop the question, I’d take her to someplace like the North Shore, sit her down with a gorgeous view of Lake Superior.”

“I suppose you would. That’s basically how you proposed to me. On Lake Michigan, a beautiful evening, a dinner cruise. That glorious question. Then you threw up.”

“I hadn’t planned on getting seasick. And you accepted anyway.”

“Jenny’s in a different place than I was, Cork. I think we should trust her.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t nudge her in the direction we’d like her to go.”

“You think she doesn’t know what we’d prefer?”

“I’d like her to think of it as what’s best rather than just what we prefer.”

“I’m sure you would. What do you hope to accomplish in Thunder Bay?”

“A face-to-face meeting with Henry Wellington.”

“And how do you intend to go about that?”

“As nearly as I can tell, his brother—half brother—Rupert runs the company now, so he’s probably accessible. I’m hoping to use him to get to Wellington.”

“And you’ll get an audience with the brother how?”

“The watch. I’m banking on it opening the door.”

“Four-hour drive up, four-hour drive back. Could be all for nothing.”

“Not for nothing. It’s for Henry. And you have a better idea?”

She put the manila folder on the nightstand, leaned over, and kissed me. “You’ll be leaving early. Get some sleep.”


NINE

I stopped by the hospital on my way out of town. I spoke with Dr. Wrigley, who was pretty familiar by then with my association with Meloux, though he didn’t know anything of what the old man had requested of me. There’d been little change in Meloux’s condition. When I asked what exactly that condition was, Wrigley couldn’t give me an answer.

“There doesn’t seem to be any occlusion. We’ve run all the tests we can run here. I’m thinking of transferring him down to Saint Luke’s, in Duluth. Their heart people might be able to figure this one out.”

Meloux was awake. He smiled weakly when I entered his room.

“How you doing, Henry?”

“I don’t sleep so good. I don’t crap so good. Mostly my heart is heavy. Like a bear on my chest.”

“I’m going up to Thunder Bay today, try to talk to the man who may be your son.”

“The watch?”

“I have it.”

I’d put it in a small white jewelry box Jo had given me. I opened the box, took out the watch, and handed it to Meloux. His fingers were brittle-looking things, thin sticks, but they handled that watch gently. He opened it and studied the photograph inside.

“She was beautiful,” I said.

The old Mide looked up. “Her beauty was a knife, Corcoran O’Connor.”

He handed the watch back.

“You will bring me my son,” he said.

• • •

I followed Highway 1 southeast and reached the North Shore in an hour. I turned left at Ilgen City and took Highway 61 north along Lake Superior.

It was a beautiful August day. The lake looked hard as blue concrete. Sunlight shattered on its surface into glittering shards. Far to the east, where the pale wall of the sky hit the water, the horizon was a solid line, the meeting of two perfect geometric planes. To the west rose the Sawbill Mountains, covered with second- and third-growth timber. The road often cut along steep cliffs or ran beside a shoreline littered with great slabs of rock broken by the chisel of ice and time and the relentless hammering of waves. I drove through Schroeder, Tofte, Grand Marais, and finally Grand Portage, small towns full of tourists come north for the scenery and to escape the sweltering Midwest heat farther south.

I crossed the border at the Pigeon River, and less than an hour later, I entered the unimpressive outskirts of Thunder Bay.

Thunder Bay is really the modern merging of two rival municipalities, Fort William and Port Arthur. As I understand it, the French fur traders started things rolling with a settlement protected by a rustic fort near the mouth of the Kaministiquia River, which emptied into a bay on Lake Superior the French called Baie de Tonnaire. The British, when they took over the fur-trading business, built a more impressive outpost they named Fort William. A few years later, when the new Canadian government wanted to build a road through the wilderness, a site a few miles north of Fort William was chosen. It was christened Port Arthur, and the two towns began trading verbal potshots, something that went on for the next hundred years or so, until they shook hands, erased the borders, and took to calling the new union Thunder Bay. The truth is, it didn’t end the rivalry. Ask anyone who lives in the city where they’re from and no one says Thunder Bay. Either they’re from Port Arthur or Fort William.

The city’s an old port. Like a lot of towns on the western side of Lake Superior, it’s long past its heyday. But it’s trying.

The bay is created by a long, southerly sweeping peninsula dominated by an impressive geological formation called Sleeping Giant, so named because that’s what the formation resembles. The Ojibwe story is that it’s Nanabozho, the trickster spirit, turned to stone when white men learned the secret of the peninsula, which was that a rich silver mine was hidden there.

From what I’d gathered on the Internet, Henry Wellington lived on a remote island called Manitou, which was just off Thunder Cape, the tip of Sleeping Giant. Manitou is an Ojibwe word that means spirit. That’s exactly what Wellington seemed to be. More spirit than flesh, more spoken about than seen.

I made my way to the Thunder Bay Marina, which was at the eastern edge of the downtown area, just off Water Street. The city’s old railroad station had been remodeled into shops and a little restaurant/bar. There were three main docks. Most of the slips were filled with modest sailboats and large motor launches. I walked to the end of the first dock and stared out across the bay toward Sleeping Giant, dark gray in the distance.

“Interested in a tour?”

I glanced back. A woman stood on the deck of a sailboat docked not far away, a can of Labatt Blue in her hand. She wore white shorts, a yellow tank top, a red visor. She looked maybe sixty—a healthy, tanned, fit sixty. The kind of sixty I hoped to be when I got there.

“Nope. Just one island. Manitou.”

“Hunting Henry Wellington,” she said and took a drink from her beer. “Where’s your camera?”

“I don’t want a picture.”

“Good. Because the chances of getting one are next to nothing.”

“I just want to talk to the man.”

She laughed. “Hell, that’s harder than an audience with the pope. Everybody knows that.”

“Where’s Manitou Island?”

She pointed toward the enormous landform on the far side of the bay, miles away. “At the base of Sleeping Giant. Too far to see from here.”

“I understand the only way to get there is by boat.”

“There’s a helipad.”

“The man likes his privacy.”

“The man’s obsessed with it. You’re not a reporter, eh?”

“Private investigator.” I walked to her boat, reached across the gunwale, and gave her my card. It was the first one I’d given out since I had them printed. I got a thrill from it. “Hired by a family member to deliver a piece of information. You seem to know a lot about Wellington.”

“Mostly what everyone in Thunder Bay knows. But with my slip right here, I pretty much see who comes and goes to the island.”

“Could you get me out there?”

“Wouldn’t do you any good. Wellington’s got dogs, men with guns.”

“Ever seen him?”

“Every once in a while if I’m passing near the island at sundown, I see a wisp of white moving among the trees. More like a ghost than a man, eh. I figure that’s got to be Wellington.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. You decide you want a tour, you know where to find me.”

“What do you charge?”

“A six-pack and conversation, sweetheart.” She winked and went back to her beer.

• • •

Northern Mining and Manufacturing headquarters were on a campus just north of the city. There was a tall central structure of modern design—a slanted box of polished girder and smoked glass—surrounded by several smaller buildings of similar but less striking construction. I parked in the visitors’ lot, put on a tie and sport coat, and went inside the grand, central structure. At the reception desk in the lobby, I was directed to the fifteenth floor, the top.

The waiting area was large enough that if the floor had been ice, I could have played hockey. There was a plush sofa of nice chocolate brown leather and an easy chair of the same color and material. There was a large aquarium with darting fish in psychedelic colors and patterns. And there was a desk with a secretary who turned from her computer and watched me cross the room.

“I’d like to see Mr. Wellington,” I told her.

She was young—twenty-seven, maybe thirty—nicely made up and wearing a dark blue suit over a cream-colored blouse. A thin gold chain looped her neck. The nameplate on the desk read MS. HELPRIN. She looked up at me, pleasant but professional.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“I don’t. Could I make one?”

“What’s the nature of your business?”

“It’s personal and rather urgent.”

“Mr. Wellington is extremely busy.”

“Of course,” I said, very understanding. “It concerns a family heirloom that’s recently come into my possession. I believe he’d be interested.”

“What is the heirloom?”

I took out the watch, opened it, and handed it to her. “That’s a photograph of his father’s first wife, Maria. My guess would be that there’s significant sentimental value in it.”

“And you simply want to give this to him?” She seemed to think it was a sweet idea.

“Not exactly.”

“Do you wish to offer it for sale?” This seemed to strike her as not such a sweet idea.

“No. I’d like to tell him a story that goes along with it, and to ask him something.”

“Ask him what?”

“That’s between him and me, Ms. Helprin.”

She looked at the watch, then at me, her face young and uncertain.

“If you could just show him the watch,” I said, “I’m betting he’ll see me.”

Betting? That was a long shot.

“Mr. Wellington is currently in a meeting. If you’d care to wait, I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.”

It was a waiting room without reading material. I sat in the easy chair and stared at the exotic fish shooting through the water in the aquarium. For a long time, the only sound was the click of Ms. Helprin’s keyboard as she typed and the burble of the aerator in the fish tank. I thought about what I might say to Wellington: Your brother’s history isn’t what it seems.

Or maybe it was. Maybe it was a well-known and well-kept family secret that Henry Wellington had been sired by a Shinnob. On the other hand, maybe it was all a horrible coincidence, and Henry Wellington had no connection whatsoever with Meloux.

Fifteen minutes passed slowly. Without any apparent indication that her boss was free, Ms. Helprin stood up and said, “I’ll be right back.” She disappeared through another door. A couple of minutes later, she returned. “Mr. Wellington will see you now.”

The man at the big glass desk in the inner office stood up to shake my hand. From what I’d learned on the Internet, I knew he was sixty-two years old, though he looked a decade younger. He was small and fit, with a crown of silver hair around a balding center. He wore an expensive gray suit, white shirt, red tie. His eyes were earth brown and sharp in their appraisal. In our conversation, he was succinct without being rude.

“I appreciate your time, Mr. Wellington,” I said.

“I can only spare a minute, Mr. O’Connor. Have a seat.”

I sat in a chair with a curved, gray-metal back and a soft leather cushion that molded perfectly to my butt and spine. The office had a rich, spare feel to it. Not much furniture, all of it modern and well made. The wall behind Wellington was all glass, with a beautiful view of the bay and Sleeping Giant in the distance.

“The watch, of course, intrigued me. You have a story that goes with it, I understand.” He folded his hands on his desk and leaned forward.

“The photograph is of Maria Wellington, yes?”

He nodded. “My father’s first wife.”

“She wasn’t your mother, correct?”

“That’s right. After her death, my father remarried. Do I get to hear the story?”

“Only if your brother chooses to tell it to you. The man who gave me that watch and its story asked me to share it only with Henry Wellington.”

“Ah.” He sat back and looked disappointed. “So it’s really my brother you’re trying to see.” His eyes narrowed. “Mr. O’Connor, my brother wants to be left in peace. A simple request. Yet he’s hounded mercilessly by people like you. I’m tired of all the schemes concocted to try to get to him. Exactly what tabloid do you work for?”

“I’m not a journalist. I’m a private investigator.” I hauled out my wallet and handed him a business card. “I’ve been retained by the man who gave me that watch to deliver it and its history personally to Henry Wellington. This is important. My client is dying.”

“The man’s name?”

“That’s for the ears of Henry Wellington.” It was my turn to lean forward, not an easy thing in the curved chair. “Look, for a lot of years I was the sheriff of Tamarack County, down in Minnesota. If you need a character reference, I’d urge you to call the sheriff’s office. I’m not trying to scam you. It’s simply an unusual and pressing situation. Keep the watch for the time being. All I’m asking is fifteen minutes of your brother’s time. I guarantee that what I have to tell him, he’ll want to hear. It’s important to him. And urgent as well.”

A man in his position, I figured, had to be able to size up circumstances—and people—quickly. Wellington considered for all of ten seconds, staring at the watch in his hand.

“I can’t guarantee anything, Mr. O’Connor. Henry has the final say as to whether he sees you or not. And I can tell you right now, he sees almost no one these days.”

“I can’t ask any more than that. Thank you.”

“How can you be reached?”

“My cell phone. The number’s on my card.”

He stood up and offered his hand in parting. A gracious gesture, I thought. “Again,” he cautioned, “I make no promises.”

“I understand. And the watch?”

“It will be returned to you before you see my brother.”

I was hoping he’d add something like “Scout’s honor,” but all he gave me was a steady stare as I walked to the door and left.


TEN

It was two thirty in the afternoon. I needed lunch. I went back to the marina, to the little restaurant/bar in the remodeled depot. I got a table on the deck overlooking the docks, ordered a Reuben and a beer, and stared out at the sailboats cutting across the bay. The wind off the lake was cool and pleasant.

I got the Moosehead first, and while I drank it, I thought about what I’d accomplished so far. In two days, I’d identified the man I suspected was Meloux’s son, tracked him down, and had, I believed, a good shot at an interview. It seemed impressive. While I was more than willing to give myself credit for brilliant detecting, it felt too easy. Something was wrong with the picture, but I couldn’t exactly say what.

The one solid fact was that the woman Meloux had called Maria Lima—not a common name in Canada, I was pretty sure—had become the first wife of Leonard Wellington. About her I felt certain. That she had a son named Henry who was born in the year and month when, according to Meloux, his own son would have been born had the distant possibility of coincidence. That I would be allowed to see this man who’d become Canada’s most notorious recluse seemed the biggest stretch.

Yet that was exactly what Meloux had predicted. The watch would be my passport.

I ate the Reuben, a pretty good one, and was working on my second beer when my cell phone rang. No information on caller ID.

“O’Connor here.”

“This is Henry Wellington.”

“Mr. Wellington—” I began.

“Be at the Thunder Bay Marina at three thirty, the end of dock number one. You’ll be met by a man named Edward Morrissey, my personal assistant. He’ll bring you to Manitou Island.”

“Thank you.”

“Mr. O’Connor, should you be tempted to speak to the media before or after your visit, rest assured I’ll see that you wish you hadn’t.”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

“What about the watch?”

“It will be in Mr. Morrissey’s possession.”

Without so much as a good-bye, he was gone.

• • •

I strolled down to the dock a few minutes early. Edward Morrissey was already there.

He wasn’t an imposing man at first glance. Not tall—just under six feet. Dark curly hair. I put him in his midthirties. When I got closer, I saw that he was hard all over, well muscled, with a broad chest, narrow waist, thick arms, and a neck like a section of concrete pillar. He wore sunglasses and didn’t remove them. I saw myself, small, approaching in their reflection.

“You O’Connor?”

He’d been leaning against the railing of the dock, but came off when I neared him. He wore jeans, tight over buffed-up thighs, white sneakers, a black windbreaker.

“That’s me.”

“Morrissey,” he said. He didn’t offer his hand. “Supposed to take you to the island.”

“I’m ready.”

He stepped close to me. “Lift your arms.”

“What?”

“I need to pat you down.”

“I’m not carrying.”

“I need to be sure. Also, I’ll be checking for any camera you might have hidden.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“You want to see Mr. Wellington?”

I lifted my arms. While Morrissey went over me with his big hands, I noticed the woman on her sailboat a few slips down who’d talked with me that morning. She was sitting on a canvas deck chair, drinking from a beer bottle, watching the proceedings with amusement. She lifted her beer in a toast to me.

“All right,” Morrissey said when he was satisfied I was clean. “Let’s go.”

“You’re supposed to give me something.”

Morrissey reached into the pocket of his windbreaker and brought out the little box that contained the watch. “This?”

“Yes.”

I held out my hand, but Morrissey slipped the box back into his pocket.

“Mr. Wellington instructed me to deliver it directly to him,” Morrissey said.

“The other Mr. Wellington promised me—”

“I don’t work for the other Mr. Wellington.” He turned and walked toward the end of the pier, where a launch was waiting with a pilot at the wheel.

Morrissey was dead silent most of the way out. He sat directly opposite me on the small launch, his arms crossed, the wind batting his curly hair and pulling at the collar of his windbreaker. His eyes behind the impenetrable dark of his shades might have been closed and he might have been sleeping, but I guessed not. I figured he was taking my measure. My assessment of Edward Morrissey was that he was less a personal assistant than a bodyguard, and the bulge under his black windbreaker wasn’t a whisk broom to dust lint from his employer’s black suit.

We crossed the bay at a good clip. As we drew nearer Sleeping Giant, an island emerged, taking shape against the rugged backdrop of the peninsula. It lay, I guessed, a quarter mile off the mainland. It was relatively level and heavily covered with boreal forest, tall pines mostly. Finally I made out the white outline of a dock jutting into the lake. A few minutes later, the pilot at the wheel cut the engine and began to maneuver us in. We moved at a crawl, and when I looked over the gunwale of the launch, I understood why. Beneath the clear water of Lake Superior, I could see a series of wicked shoals through which the pilot was carefully navigating.

From a kiosk at the far end of the dock, a man emerged and walked out to meet us. He wore white shorts, a white shirt, boat shoes. As we came nearer, I saw that he also wore a gun belt with a filled holster.

The launch nosed up to the dock. Morrissey stood up and tossed a line to the man.

When we were tied off, Morrissey said, “After you, O’Connor.”

I disembarked. Morrissey was right behind me.

The man on the dock returned to the kiosk. We met him there. He wrote something on a sheet attached to a clipboard, then said to me, “Lift your arms, please.”

“Another pat down? I’ve already been through that routine with Morrissey here. Hey, I like a good tickle as well as the next guy, but come on.”

The man had cold gray eyes. “Arms, please,” he said in a voice that told me he wasn’t amused.

I suffered another body check.

“You the one who gives out the hall passes?” I said when he’d finished.

He went back to his clipboard, made another brief notation. “Stick with him,” he advised me, pointing toward Morrissey, “and there won’t be any trouble.”

“This way, O’Connor,” Morrissey said.

He stepped off the dock onto a path of crushed limestone that disappeared into the trees cloaking the island.


ELEVEN

This is the forest primeval. The towering pines and the hemlocks bearded like druids of eld . . . something, something.

Longfellow, I think. Jenny would have been able to quote the whole damn thing. Me, I could barely remember the first couple of lines. Primeval was right, though. The trees grew close together, tall and, in this place, forbidding. They formed a dark roof over us and a wall around us. Green-black moss crept over everything—the pines, the rocks, the rotting, fallen tree trunks. It was cool but not so quiet. I heard dogs barking somewhere in the trees. The only other sounds were the crunch of limestone under our feet and the sizzle of Morrissey’s windbreaker as he swung his heavy arms.

He kept me in front of him.

“Just stick with the path,” he said.

Which didn’t follow a straight line, but wound through the trees so that periodically what was behind was as lost to me as what was ahead. After a few minutes, we walked into a large clearing. At the center stood a mansion built of stone. It was two stories with a couple of wings off the large center section. There was a portico with Greek-looking pillars, and on the second story each of the rooms had a balcony. Half a dozen chimneys pushed through the roof. I could see that gardens had brightened the grounds at one time, but now the plots were a tangle of wild undergrowth.

I’d learned from my Internet research that Manitou Island had been the family retreat. After his wife’s death, Wellington had sold his luxurious home in Thunder Bay and retired to the island permanently. In the past five years, he’d been seen publicly on only a handful of occasions, the last nearly two years before.

People were entitled to their privacy, but it also seemed that, like the banning of a book, the obsession with privacy increased the attraction of what could not be had.

The few relatively recent photos that I’d found on the Internet were of a robed figure, druidlike, among the trees of Manitou Island. The white wisp the woman at the marina had spoken of.

Morrissey’s hand on my back urged me forward.

“I don’t know what’s in that box,” he said as we mounted the steps to the lodge, “but it must be something. Mr. W. sees nobody, I mean nobody, from the outside anymore.”

He stepped ahead and opened the door, beckoning me to enter.

The moment I was inside I caught the smell of disinfectant or bleach. It pervaded the place. Not overwhelming, but everywhere. It was also uncomfortably warm and stuffy.

The common area we entered was a maze of stacked newspapers hip high, with a couple of narrow corridors running through it. Sheets covered the furniture, which had been pushed to the walls. Morrissey had pulled off his shades. He pointed toward the stairs beyond the clutter, and we maneuvered our way there. Upstairs, he directed me down a dark hallway to a door near the end of one of the wings. We entered a kind of anteroom. Morrissey went to another door and knocked.

“Who is it?”

“Morrissey, Mr. Wellington. I’ve got your visitor.”

“Show him in.”

Before we entered, Morrissey reached to a table beside the door and pulled a surgical mask from a small box there. He handed it to me. “Put this on.”

“You’re kidding.”

“You want to see Mr. W., you put on the mask.”

I took it, and as I tied it around my face, Morrissey did the same with another. In addition, he took a pair of latex examination gloves from another box on the table.

“Should I put on gloves?” I asked.

“You planning on touching anything?”

“Not intentionally.”

“See that you don’t.”

He opened the door and stepped in ahead of me.

The gloom of the hallway, of the whole place, hadn’t prepared me for what lay beyond that door. The room was claustrophobic, tiny for such a great house. Jammed into it were a bed neatly made and covered with a snow white comforter, an easy chair of smooth white leather, an enormous television with a fifty-two-inch screen, a rolling garment hanger hung with nothing but white robes, and, lining the walls, stack upon stack of unopened Kleenex tissue boxes. The room was dark except for a tall standing lamp of highly polished steel that cast a small circle of cold light down around the easy chair. The chair faced the television, so all I could see was its smooth white back.

The television was on, tuned to a station broadcasting the intimate, unpleasant details of a heart operation. I watched the heart pump away inside the open chest cavity, while several hands in bloody surgical gloves worked around it with scissors and clamps. Everything in the gaping wound glistened, wet and raw.

“Did you close the door?”

The voice came from the chair, the same voice I’d heard from the hallway. It was thin and a little peevish, like a bad clarinet.

“It’s closed,” Morrissey said.

The bloody hands on the television gripped the heart, and I was afraid maybe they were going to pull it out of the body.

The screen went black. I didn’t mind.

The chair swiveled slowly, bringing me face-to-face with Henry Wellington.

His hair was long and white, very much like Meloux’s. Although he wore a white robe, it was clear the fabric hung on a slender frame. His face, like mine and Morrissey’s, was half covered by a surgical mask. I tried to look into his eyes, to see if there was something of Meloux there, but his turning had put the lamp at his back and his face was deep in shadow.

“Bring me the box,” he said to Morrissey.

Like a good lackey, Morrissey stepped forward, took the little jewelry box from the pocket of his windbreaker, and, with his latex-covered hands, delivered it to Wellington. Then he retreated to the place where he’d stood before, just at my back.

Wellington fumbled with the watch. For an engineer, he seemed oddly stumped by how to open such a simple mechanism. Finally he succeeded in freeing the catch. For a minute, he studied the photograph inside.

“You have some story about the item and my mother?”

“It’s for your ears only,” I said.

“Leave us, Mr. Morrissey.”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, Mr. Wellington,” Morrissey cautiously offered. “I think I should be here if you need me.”

A reasonable argument from a bodyguard, I thought. Whatever else I felt about Morrissey, he was a man who took his job seriously.

“I believe, Mr. Wellington, that what I have to say you won’t want anyone else to hear,” I countered.

“I’ll say it only once more, Mr. Morrissey. Leave us.” The reedy voice suddenly had volume and power, and I could tell that somewhere in all that withered white was a man with the ability to command, the kind of man I’d talked to on my cell phone earlier.

“Yes, sir,” Morrissey said.

I didn’t turn, but I heard the door open and close at my back.

The air was close and warm. I was sweating.

“The story,” Wellington said, holding up the watch so that it dangled at the end of its gold fob.

“That watch was given to me by an old man. He was given it by your mother. His name is Henry Meloux. He’s dying.”

I tried to pierce the shadow over his face, to see in that frail wizened face something of Meloux. The eyes were dark, but not Henry’s, I finally decided. More like the woman in the photograph, perhaps.

“A rather short story,” he said.

“He gave me that watch and asked me to give it to the man who may be his son.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled. Was he amused?

“He believes I’m his son?”

“He didn’t reveal the whole story to me, but it’s clear he was involved with your mother in a way that could have produced a son. Apparently the timing of your birth is right. And you’re named Henry, like him.”

He considered this, but it was hard to say what he might have been thinking.

“What does he want?’

“To see you, that’s all.”

“You said he’s dying. Where is he?”

“In a hospital in Minnesota.”

“He wants me to go there?”

“Yes.”

He picked up an atomizer that had been tucked beside him in the chair, and he sprayed the air between us.

“Tell me more about this Meloux,” he said.

“He’s Ojibwe. He’s what we call a Mide, a member of the Grand Medicine Society. He heals.”

He leaned forward, and his upper face became clear to me, something carved out of marble, white, hard, and cold.

“An Indian?”

“Yes.”

He stood up, tall and brittle-looking, hollow featured. A ghost of a man.

“Do you realize what you’re saying about my mother? What kind of woman would take up with an Indian buck?” He pointed a curling nail at me. “If I were ten years younger, I’d knock you down.”

I tried again to speak reasonably. “Think about it, Mr. Wellington. You were born two months after your parents married. You were conceived out of wedlock. And I also know that as a child your favorite toy was a stuffed cormorant given to you by your mother. In the Ojibwe totemic system, Henry Meloux is cormorant clan.”

I’d hoped, I suppose, that in the same mysterious way Meloux knew he had a son, the son would recognize Meloux as his father. Not exactly a brilliant strategy.

“Edward!” Wellington called angrily. “Edward!”

The door burst open. “Yes, Mr. Wellington?”

“Show this man out. I don’t wish any further conversation with him.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Wellington.”

I could hear the pleasure in Morrissey’s voice.

“The watch,” I said.

“What?” Wellington squinted at me.

“I’d like the watch back.”

“I’d say it belongs to my family.”

“I’d say not.”

“Edward,” Wellington commanded.

“Come on, O’Connor.”

I shook off his hand. “I’m not leaving without that watch.”

Morrissey gripped my shoulder hard. I turned and swung, catching him full on his jaw. He went down, looking stunned. I spun back and sprang toward Wellington.

“Stay back,” he cried. He cringed a moment, then threw the watch at me like a spoiled child and spat, “All right then, here.”

I heard Morrissey struggling up at my back. I turned to meet him.

“Enough, Edward,” Wellington ordered. “Just get him out of here.”

Morrissey was breathing hard, and I could see he wanted a piece of me. Hell, he wanted the whole enchilada. But Wellington once more said, “Enough.”

Though Morrissey relaxed his body, his eyes were still tight. “Yes, sir.” He nodded toward the door. “After you, O’Connor.”


TWELVE

He jumped me on the limestone path.

We were out of sight of the mansion, winding our way through the pines toward the dock. Morrissey was behind me. He hadn’t said a word since we left the room where Henry Wellington sat trapped in his antiseptic craziness, and I wondered where the bodyguard’s head was at. He couldn’t be happy with himself. He hadn’t done his job particularly well. I was in possession of the watch, and if Wellington hadn’t thrown it at me, I’d have actually laid my germ-infested hands on him. Plus, I’d clipped Morrissey’s jaw pretty well.

So as he brooded behind me, I wondered.

Then he hit me.

In my left kidney.

A blow like a cannonball.

I arched against the impact and the pain. My knees buckled and I went down, kneeling in the crushed limestone.

Morrissey danced to the side and kicked me below the ribs. I toppled and went fetal, my knees to my chest, my arms wrapped around my head to protect myself.

But Morrissey had done all the damage he intended. Except to bend down and deliver this: “Shithead. You ever swing on me again, I’ll kill your sorry ass.”

I heard the crunch of limestone as he stepped back.

To be on the safe side, I waited several seconds then carefully uncurled. Morrissey stood a dozen feet away, arms crossed, shades in place, watching me get to my feet. No emotion on his face now. A volcano that had finished erupting. His right hand rested on his windbreaker, near the bulge that was not a whisk broom.

Some days you eat the bear, some days the bear eats you.

I turned and headed to the dock with Morrissey behind me at a safe distance.

He handed me over to the guy in the kiosk with the clipboard, who signed me out. Morrissey spoke quietly to the pilot of the launch, who eyed me and nodded. Morrissey cast us off and stayed on the island, while the pilot maneuvered through the shoals to open water, then hit the throttle, and we sped toward Thunder Bay.

My back ached, but I didn’t think Morrissey had done any permanent damage. Maybe a bruise that would bug me for a while, and the knowledge that if I ever encountered him again, he was a man I would keep in front of me.

At the marina, I disembarked. The pilot immediately swung around to return to Manitou Island.

“Beer?”

I turned in the direction of the voice and saw the woman standing on the deck of her sailboat, a bottle lifted in offering.

“Thanks.”

I walked to her sailboat and climbed aboard.

She handed me a Labatt Blue. “You actually got on the island?”

“Yeah.” I unscrewed the cap and took a long drink. It was ice cold. Perfect.

“What was it like?”

“Not a place I’d choose for a vacation,” I said.

“You actually talked with Wellington?”

“We conversed a bit.”

“What’s he like?”

“A man who wants his privacy. I think he’s entitled to it.”

“I saw them frisk you before you left. Careful people.”

“I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

“Trinky Pollard. Royal Canadian Mounted Police. Retired.”

“Cork O’Connor. Former sheriff of Tamarack County, Minnesota.”

“You told me earlier that you’re a PI now.”

“Part-time. Mostly I’m up here as a guy trying to do a friend a favor.”

We shook hands. Hers was impressively strong.

“You look too young to be a retired cop,” she said.

“Not retired. I quit.”

“What do you do when you’re not investigating privately?”

“Mostly I make hamburgers.”

She smiled at that, then glanced toward the island. “So you delivered a cheeseburger and fries to Wellington, eh.” She laughed. “Accomplish whatever it was you were after?”

“I guess you could say I got my man.”

I lifted my bottle, and we toasted.

I looked at my watch. “Thanks for the beer, Trinky. If I’m going to make it home tonight, I’d best be on my way.”

She saw me off her boat, still sipping her beer. When I looked back, she was staring toward Sleeping Giant.

Before I left the marina, I used my cell to call Jo.

“Hello, sweetheart,” she said. “Where are you?”

“Still in Thunder Bay. How are things there?”

She hesitated a moment, which worried me.

“How’s Meloux?” I asked, expecting the worst.

“Ernie Champoux called. Meloux’s left the hospital,” she said.

“Left?”

“Walked out. Against all advice. According to Ernie, he just sat up, told the doctor he was well and ready to leave. Ernie convinced him to let them run a few tests. It was amazing, Cork. They couldn’t find anything wrong. All the signs, everything, perfectly normal. The doctor can’t explain it.”

“Did Meloux say anything?”

“He told them the weight was off his heart, that he was at peace.”

“He believes he’s going to see his son. Damn.”

“Damn? What does that mean?”

I told her about Meloux’s son, a man I wasn’t certain any father would want to claim as the fruit of his loins.

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

“What can I do? I’ve got to tell him the truth.”

“When will you be home?”

“Well after dark. How’re the kids?”

Once again, she was quiet. And I realized that what I’d picked up in her voice earlier had nothing to do with Meloux.

“What is it, Jo? Is it Jenny? Did Sean finally pop the question?”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“Oh. How so?”

I heard her take a deep breath. “Cork, you were right to be worried. She’s pregnant.”


THIRTEEN

Long before I turned inland on the drive home to Aurora, the moon rose out of Lake Superior, full and yellow as a lemon. A long finger of light pushed across the surface of the dark water, pointing at me in what seemed an accusing way.

Jenny was pregnant. God, my little girl. If you’d tried to tell me at that moment that she was, in fact, a grown woman, I’d have grabbed you by the neck and wrung you like a mop. To me she wasn’t much more than a child. And now she had a child of her own on the way. How screwed was that? There went the University of Iowa and that writer’s workshop she was hot to get into. There went her future, everything she’d worked hard for over so many years down the drain, lost in a thoughtless moment, wiped away in a stupid spill of passion.

Though probably it wasn’t a moment. Probably they’d been having sex for a while. They’d gone together since Jenny was a sophomore. That was a long time to remain celibate against an onslaught of hormones. I understood that. But Jo had been so certain of Jenny’s sense of responsibility about sex. Why hadn’t my daughter been responsible enough to be safe?

And Sean. He sure as hell wasn’t innocent in all this. Him I wanted to use as a soccer ball.

With that finger of moonlight pointing at me, I wondered what I’d done or hadn’t done that had helped bring this situation about. What kind of father was I? What kind had I been?

Then there was Meloux. His health had apparently taken a remarkable turn after I told him I would go to Thunder Bay. The old Mide believed he would finally see his son. As nearly as I could tell, that belief alone had been enough to work a miracle.

Now what was I going to tell him? What kind of son was I offering him? I was afraid of what the truth might do to the old man. But if I hedged in any way, Meloux would know.

It was nearly midnight when I pulled onto Gooseberry Lane and turned into my driveway. Jo was waiting up. The kids had gone to bed. She kissed me and settled on the sofa beside me.

“You look tired,” she said.

“And sore.” I told her about Morrissey, the kidney punch and the kick.

“Let me see.”

I lifted my shirt, and she checked my back.

“Oh, Cork, there’s an ugly bruise forming. Do you think you should have it checked?”

“A handful of ibuprofen before I go to bed and I’ll be fine.”

“These men, they sound perfectly awful.”

“How do I tell Henry?”

“Be straight with him. Anything else and he’ll know you’re not being truthful.”

“It might kill him.”

“I don’t think so. I think it was the not knowing that hurt him. But how a good man like Henry could have fathered a son like this Wellington, I don’t know.”

I looked around the living room. “Where’s Walleye?”

“In the backyard, sleeping in the tent with Stevie.”

“Stevie knows Walleye will be going home tomorrow?”

She nodded. “He took it pretty hard, poor little guy.”

Everywhere I looked, nothing but disappointment.

“So,” I said. “Jenny.”

“She’s confused, Cork.”

“How long has she known?”

“A few days. Her period is usually regular as clockwork. When it was overdue, she did one of those home pregnancy tests.”

“No chance the test was wrong?”

“She repeated it. Different brand, same result.”

“Does Sean know?”

“Yes.”

“What does Jenny want to do?”

“Go back in time and make different decisions would be my first guess.”

“Don’t we all. Really, what’s she thinking?”

Jo hesitated. I knew I wasn’t going to like what I heard.

“When she and Sean went for that drive to Lake Superior yesterday, it wasn’t a pleasure trip. They went to a Planned Parenthood clinic in Duluth.”

“An abortion?”

“She didn’t do anything, Cork. She just wanted information.”

“Oh, Jesus, Jo. This has got to be so hard for her.”

“I’m glad you understand that.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” I looked at her, didn’t hide that I was hurt. “She poured all this out to you because she’s afraid of me, is that it?”

“She’s not afraid of you, Cork. But she is afraid of what you’ll think of her. You have no idea how much your respect means to her.”

I felt exhausted and empty. I laid my head against Jo’s shoulder. “I have to talk to her.”

“She knows that.”

“And we have to talk to Sean. His folks, too. Do they know?”

“He was going to tell them tonight. We’ll probably be calling them tomorrow about the same time they call us.”

“Guess this is the end of Paris.”

“It doesn’t mean their dreams will end, Cork.”

“No, but it’s one hell of a detour off the yellow brick road. What do we do?”

“What can we do? We tell her how we feel, we listen, we pray, we hope, and whatever she decides, we’re there for her.”

“Couldn’t I just spank her and send her to her room?”

“You never spanked her.”

“Maybe it’s not too late.”

She kissed the top of my head. “Ready for bed?”

“Let me check on Stevie and Walleye, then I’ll be up.”

I wandered out to the tent in the backyard. My son was in his sleeping bag, snoring softly. Walleye lay beside him. The old dog lifted his head when I peeked through the flap, and his tail brushed the tent floor.

A boy and his dog. Only, the dog belonged to someone else and would be going back when the sun came up.

I wasn’t looking forward to morning. To wresting from my son his very good friend. To telling Meloux the truth about his own son. To listening while my daughter and the father of her baby tried to sort out what the hell their future might be.

I stood there in the dark of my backyard thinking that sometimes life sucks and that’s all there is to it.


FOURTEEN

I was up early. Stevie walked into the kitchen from the backyard while I was making coffee. He rubbed his sleepy eyes.

“Hungry, guy?” I asked.

He nodded. “But I should feed Walleye first.”

From the pantry, he took the bag of dried dog food we’d bought and went back outside. Through the kitchen window, I watched him fill the bowl—he’d insisted we buy a special dish for Walleye—then he sat in the grass and petted the dog while it ate. I saw his lips move, talking to his friend. When Walleye was finished, Stevie returned to the kitchen and put the dog food back in the pantry.

“After breakfast, you want to go with me when I take him to Henry?” I asked.

He looked dismal. “Okay.”

We had raisin bran and orange juice I’d made in a pitcher from a can of frozen Minute Maid. I drank coffee. We were rinsing our dishes in the sink when Jo came in, wearing her white robe.

“We’re off to see Meloux,” I told her.

“We have to take Walleye back,” Stevie explained, sounding brave.

Jo sat down and motioned Stevie to her. She hugged him. “I’m sure Henry misses him. He’s all alone out there.”

“Yeah.”

You could tell he understood, but it didn’t make him want to do cartwheels.

“How about you get Walleye into the Bronco,” I said to him. “I’ll be right there.”

When he was gone, Jo looked up at me and said, “I didn’t realize this would be so hard on him.”

I poured her a cup of coffee. “He’ll be fine.”

“You know, a turtle’s not much of a pet.”

“Don’t start, Jo.” I handed her the coffee. “I thought I heard Jenny upstairs.”

She took a sip. “She’s throwing up in the bathroom. I think she’ll go back to bed for a while after that. As soon as you get home, we should all talk.”

I leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I’ll come back in a gentle mood, promise.”

• • •

Stevie was quiet in the Bronco. He kept his arm around Walleye, who sat between us, tongue hanging out, watching through the windshield. Walleye had always seemed to possess much of the same reasonable sensibility and patience as Meloux, but I’d never had much experience with dogs and didn’t know whether it was common for pets to resemble the personalities of the people who kept them.

We drove north along Iron Lake past cabins and small resorts nestled among pines and spruce and stands of paper birch. At the north end of the lake, we turned off the paved highway onto the gravel county road that serviced the last of the resorts before the reservation began. It had been a dry summer, and the Bronco kicked up a thick tail of dust that hung a long time in the still morning air. A quarter mile along, I glanced into my rearview mirror and saw an SUV swing off the highway and plow into the cloud I’d raised. I felt a little bad throwing up all that dust, but there was nothing I could do about it.

Another mile and I pulled to the side of the road and parked near the double-trunk birch that marked the trail to Meloux’s cabin. Stevie opened his door and Walleye leaped across him eagerly. The dog’s tail was going crazy, and it was clear he was happy to be in his own territory again. Stevie saw it, too, and he sighed.

I opened my door just as the SUV behind us shot past. It was silver-gray, but coated everywhere with the red-brown dust of the county road, except for a couple of streaky arcs on the windshield where the wipers had tried to clean. I yanked the door shut, glad I’d pulled far off to the side. Whoever was driving the SUV couldn’t have seen the Bronco in time to avoid hitting it. As it was, I almost lost the driver’s door. The SUV sped past and kept heading northeast.

Stevie and Walleye trotted ahead. I trailed behind, noting my son’s slumped little shoulders. I found myself agreeing with Jo. A turtle was no kind of pet for a boy.

We broke from the trees amid the buzz of the grasshoppers still infesting the woods. On Crow Point, smoke drifted up from the stovepipe on Meloux’s cabin. Walleye loped ahead, barking. Meloux opened the door and stepped into view. He smiled at the sight of his old friend, bent down, and his ancient hands caressed the dog.

Looking up at us as we approached, he said in formal greeting, “Anin, Corcoran O’Connor. Anin, Stephen.” He stood up. “Migwech,” he finished, thanking us.

He had on a pair of worn khakis held up with new blue suspenders. The sleeves of his denim shirt were rolled above his elbows. He wore hiking boots, much scuffed about the toes. His long white hair fell over his shoulders. His eyes were clear and sharp. He looked healthy. He looked very much like the Meloux I’d known all my life.

“I have made coffee,” he said, inviting us in.

We stepped out of the sunshine into the cool shade of his cabin. He closed the door, but not before a couple of grasshoppers slipped into the cabin with us.

There were three chairs around his table. Stevie and I sat down. Meloux went to his black potbelly stove where coffee sat perking in a dented aluminum pot. He poured dark brew into three cups already placed around the table, as if we’d been expected. Stevie looked at the coffee then at me. I nodded okay.

Walleye had padded quietly back and forth with Meloux. When the old man finally sat down, Walleye settled at his feet. Stevie watched the dog dolefully.

I sipped the coffee, which was hot and strong. “Henry, I was more than a little surprised to hear that you’d left the hospital.”

The old man shook his head. “The surprise for me was finding myself there. I did not realize the weight I carried on my heart, it had been there so long. Tell me about my son.”

Wisps of steam rose from our speckled blue cups. Stevie blew across the surface of his coffee and lifted his cup. He jerked back from the touch of the hot brew against his lips.

“He’s a sick man, Henry.”

I explained as simply as I could what I had observed. The old man listened without showing any emotion. As I talked, the two grasshoppers explored the cabin. When they took to the air, their wings made a sound like the rattle of tiny dry bones. They hit the wall a couple of times, small, dull thuds. Meloux didn’t seem to notice.

When I finished, the old man said, “He would not come?”

“No, Henry.”

Meloux nodded and stared for a little while out the small window at the sunlit meadow beside his cabin.

“It may be that the weight I felt on my heart was not mine alone. It may be that I felt his, too.” He touched his chest. “Miziweyaa”—which meant wholeness—“is here. The way is always here. But sometimes a man needs help in understanding the way.”

The coffee had cooled. Stevie took a polite sip and squeezed his eyes against the bitter taste.

“We will return to the island called Manitou,” Meloux declared. “We will see my son together, and I will show him the way toward miziweyaa.”

I started to object, but Meloux cut me off.

“If my son is ill in the way you say, we need to leave today, this afternoon.”

Twice over I owed Meloux my life. And what was he asking for, really? In the decades I’d known him, I’d experienced things that had no rational explanation, and I felt the rightness of what he was pressing for now. Still, I was a man with obligations of my own.

“Tomorrow, Henry,” I offered. “We’ll go tomorrow. I have things to do first.”

“What things?”

“I have a business to put in order. I have a wife to explain this to.” I didn’t mention Jenny. “Give me a day, Henry. One day. Please.”

He seemed to realize what he’d asked. “I’m sorry, Corcoran O’Connor. I was being selfish.”

But I was the one feeling selfish, knowing that if it were Stevie in trouble, sick in the way Meloux’s son was sick, I’d want to leave immediately.

“First thing in the morning,” I promised.

I reached into my shirt pocket and drew out the watch. I handed it to Henry. He opened it and spent a moment staring at the photograph inside.

“Come on, Stevie,” I said, standing.

Stevie leaned over and patted Walleye. “Good-bye, boy.”

Meloux got up, and the dog with him, and they saw us to the door. The meadow was full of grasshoppers. They jumped around in front of the cabin, climbed the log walls. A big grasshopper lit on Meloux’s arm. He eyed the bug, and the bug eyed him.

“What do you make of all these insects?” I asked the old Mide.

He thought a moment. “The lakes and rivers are full of grasshoppers. The fish who eat them are fat. The bears who eat the fish are fat. If our people still ate the bear, we would all be fat.” He grinned, plucked the bug off his arm, and put it on the ground, rather gently I thought. “Tomorrow, Corcoran O’Connor. When the sun comes up, I will be ready.”

We crossed the meadow and entered the woods. Stevie kept in step beside me without a word. In that heavy silence, the walk back to the road felt long.

We found the Bronco covered with grasshoppers. They flew off the doors as we reached for the handles. The grill was full of the insects we’d plowed through on our way there.

When we were inside Stevie asked, “Are there grasshoppers everywhere?”

“I think so,” I said. I put the key in the ignition.

“This many everywhere?” he said.

I was glad to see he was curious and had moved on to a subject other than Walleye.

“I don’t think so, buddy,” I said. “This is pretty unusual.”

I turned the engine over.

“There were grasshoppers smashed all over the Canada car,” Stevie said.

“What Canada car?”

I checked the road behind me, preparing to turn around and head toward town.

“The one that went by when we stopped.”

“It was from Canada?” I looked over at my son. “How do you know?”

“The license plate in back. I saw it.”

Even deep in his concern over giving Walleye back to Meloux, my son had caught details that escaped me. But then, I’d been more worried about the SUV taking off my door. It wasn’t necessarily a significant thing. Canadians came across the border into Minnesota all the time. But it struck me as chillingly coincidental, especially in light of the fact that up the gravel road where the SUV had gone there was no real destination.

Instead of turning around, I drove straight ahead. Not far from the double-trunk birch, I came to one of the old logging trails, unused for so long it was mostly overgrown with weeds. Parked just far enough among the trees off the road so that it couldn’t be too easily seen was the SUV.

I reached across to the glove box where I kept my cell phone, intending to call the sheriff’s department, but I was too far north of town to get a signal. I swung the Bronco around so quickly Stevie fell against his door.

“What are you doing, Dad?”

“Henry’s in trouble.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, son. I just know he is.”

I drove past the trail to Henry’s cabin. A quarter mile farther I came to a lane that headed toward Iron Lake. A big wood-burned sign was posted at the entrance to the lane. NORTHERN LIGHTS RESORT. The resort cabins stood on the shoreline a couple of hundred yards through the trees. They were owned by Melissa and Joe Krick, both Aurora natives. I’d known them all my life.

I said to Stevie, “I want you to run as fast as you can down to the Kricks’. Tell them that Henry’s in trouble, that someone’s trying to hurt him. Tell them to call the sheriff’s office and get deputies out to Henry’s cabin right away.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Try to help Henry.”

“I want to be with you.”

“Just do what I ask,” I snapped at him. He looked surprised and hurt. “This is important, Stevie. For me and for Henry and for Walleye.” I reached across him and popped his door open. “Go. As fast as you can. Go!”

He hesitated a moment more, then leaped out and his little legs pumped like crazy as he ran down the dirt lane.


FIFTEEN

I’d used precious minutes taking Stevie to the Kricks’. I didn’t really think the sheriff’s people would arrive in time to be of use, but I wanted to be certain Stevie was out of harm’s way.

I pulled to the side of the road at the double-trunk birch. I jumped out, ran to the rear of the Bronco, and popped the tailgate. There was a locked toolbox welded to the frame in back, which I opened with one of the keys on my ring. Inside was a smaller lockbox. I opened that with another key. The lockbox held a basket-weave holster, a .38 police special wrapped in oilcloth, and six cartridges. As a result of incidences that had occurred when I was sheriff of Tamarack County, I’d taken to keeping the firearm in the Bronco, close at hand. I pulled it out once in a while to clean it, but since I’d given up my badge, I hadn’t fired it except to practice.

I slipped the holster on my belt, filled the cylinder of the .38, and slapped it closed. I dropped the weapon into the holster and secured the snap. Then I hit the trail at a sprint, heading for Meloux’s place.

I’d completed two marathons in my life, but during all the unpleasantness on Chicago’s North Shore the year before, I’d taken a bullet in my leg and I still wasn’t a hundred percent. I figured I could make it the half mile to the clearing in three or four minutes. I was breathing hard by the time I reached Wine Creek, halfway to the cabin. As I danced over the stones that formed a loose bridge across the stream, I heard Walleye begin barking fiercely in the distance ahead. A few moments later came a rifle shot and a pained yelp and Walleye stopped barking. A second shot followed immediately.

I reached the edge of the trees. Much as I wanted to bolt for the cabin to check on Meloux, I forced myself to stop. From the shadows I surveyed the clearing, the cabin, the outhouse. Except for the grasshoppers springing up everywhere among the wildflowers and the long grass, nothing moved.

The door to Meloux’s cabin stood open, but I couldn’t see anything in the dark inside.

Two shots. Heavy weapon. A rifle.

I scanned the meadow, the lakeshore, and finally eyed the outcrop of rocks just beyond Meloux’s cabin. A path led from the cabin through the rocks to a fire ring where Meloux often sat and burned cedar and sage to clear his spirit. It would provide good cover if someone wanted to take out the old man.

The meadow grass stood more than knee high. I lay on my belly and crawled from the trees into the grass, making my way slowly across the clearing. Every few yards I lifted my head to check the situation.

As I neared the cabin, I heard a low wail. It came from the rocks where the trail snaked through to the fire ring. I paused, listened, and finally understood. I got to my feet and cautiously took the trail from the cabin. Beyond the rocks, I found Meloux.

The old Mide sat cross-legged near the circle of stones, which was full of ash from many fires. At his back, the blue water of Iron Lake stretched away, a perfect mirror of a cloudless sky. Next to him lay Walleye, a graze of blood along his flank. The dog licked at the wound. In front of Meloux, facedown, was sprawled the body of a man. The back of his head had exploded in a gaping wound full of white skull fragments, raw pink brain matter, and blood.

Meloux’s eyes were closed as he sang. I recognized the chant. He was singing the dead man along the Path of Souls.

I sat down and waited. When he finished, the old man looked at me.

“Are you all right, Henry?” I asked.

“I am confused.” His dark eyes dropped to the dead man, where a grasshopper crawled across the thick, white neck. “He hunted me. What kind of game is an old man like me?”

“What happened?”

“You left and Walleye sensed something. He’s old like me, but that nose of his is like a pup’s. The scent he caught was not good, I could tell. I took my rifle from the wall and I put in a cartridge. We were downwind of the rocks, which would be a good place for a bad man to hide. I was not thinking it was a man, though, but a different animal—a wolf, maybe, or a mountain lion. So he surprised me. But a man does not get old like me without luck. Just before he fired, a grasshopper flew into his face. His shot went wide. Mine did not.” Meloux reached out and gently patted Walleye. “His bullet nicked my good friend. My good companion.” He shook his head. “What satisfaction is there in hunting an old man and an old dog?”

I got to my feet and walked to the body. Although I knew I shouldn’t move it, I rolled the corpse just enough to see the face. Meloux’s bullet had entered the right eye, but the features were still quite recognizable.

I’d never again have to worry about turning my back on Henry Wellington’s bodyguard. Edward Morrissey was dead.


SIXTEEN

When I resigned as sheriff of Tamarack County, I gave as my reason the ill effect the position had on my family and personal life. In light of all that had happened in the weeks before my resignation, most people seemed to understand. For a couple of months, Captain Ed Larson, who headed up major crime investigations for the sheriff’s department, performed the duties as acting sheriff. But Ed made it abundantly clear that he didn’t want the job permanently. When the county commissioners finally got around to holding a special election, one of my best deputies ran for the position and won: Marcia Dross. I’d hired her as the first female law enforcement officer in the department. Eight years later, she became the county’s first female sheriff.

She stood just inside the doorway of Meloux’s cabin, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, listening while Ed sat with me at the table, taking me through the questions. She was tall, with hair the color of an acorn and cut short. When I was sheriff, I wore the uniform. The guy before me had preferred three-piece suits and looked like a banker. Dross had her own look. She generally wore jeans, neatly creased, a tasteful sweater or flannel shirt from the likes of Lands’ End, and a pair of chukka boots. The ensemble looked good at a town meeting, but wasn’t at all out of place at a crime scene in the Northwoods.

The motorboat the department used for patrolling Iron Lake had come up from Aurora. Morrissey’s body, zipped in a bag, had been loaded aboard and transported to the marina in town where it would be transferred to a hearse and taken to Nelson’s Funeral Home, there to be kept in cold storage until a decision had been made about whether to perform an autopsy. Cause of death was pretty apparent, and Tamarack County’s budget would be sorely affected by the cost of the autopsy, so my sense was that in this case, the postmortem examination would be relatively perfunctory.

I’d told Ed everything I’d observed that morning. I’d also told him about my trip to Thunder Bay. He was going over it all again to be certain of the details and to try to make sense of the attack on Meloux. He’d already interviewed the old Mide, who’d been taken into town to give a full, written statement. Jo was going to meet him there to make certain he had legal representation. Meloux had told Ed everything, so I didn’t see any reason to hold back.

“Did Morrissey see the watch?” Dross asked. It was the first question she’d offered in the interview.

I nodded. “When Wellington tossed it to me.”

“You’re sure he hadn’t seen it before that?”

“When I met him at the marina in Thunder Bay, he gave me the box and indicated he didn’t know what was in it.”

“Considering what he tried here, he doesn’t strike me as a man whose word ought to be taken at face value,” Dross said. “Where’s the watch?”

“Meloux has it.”

“Worth much, do you think?”

“You’re asking the wrong guy, Marcia. To me, the prize in a box of Cracker Jacks is a big deal.”

“What I’m getting at—”

“I know what you’re getting at, and I don’t know. I suppose Morrissey could have been after the watch, but I can’t imagine it’s worth a man’s life.”

In the cool corner of the cabin where he lay, Walleye moved and whimpered a little. Meloux and I had taken a good look at the wound. The bullet had grazed a path a few inches long across the dog’s left haunch. It had stopped bleeding, but stitches would be a good idea. I told Meloux when he left for the sheriff’s department not to worry, that as soon as we could, Stevie and I would get Walleye to a vet.

“It’s possible the watch was more important to Wellington than you realized,” Larson said. “Maybe he sent Morrissey after it.”

“And killing the old man was the way?”

“That could have been Morrissey’s idea,” Dross said. “Where were you exactly when you handed the watch back to Meloux?”

“Sitting right here at this table.”

Dross walked over and looked through the window toward the rocks where Meloux had been attacked.

“Morrissey had field glasses,” she said. “He could easily have observed the exchange of the watch and known it was in Meloux’s possession.”

“Okay,” Larson said, moving us along, “the watch is a possible motive. What else?”

“Have you got an idea, Ed?” I asked.

“As a matter of fact. How about rage?”

Ed Larson was the brightest officer in the department, always had been. When I was first elected sheriff many years ago, I’d sent Ed to Quantico to learn from the FBI. He’d gone back periodically for training in profiling and other areas related to law enforcement. He didn’t just look at the known facts of a crime. More often than not, he had a pretty good speculation about the psychology behind the crime. This time, however, I wasn’t so sure.

“Rage?” I said.

“Directed at the father who wasn’t there his whole life, then suddenly shows up out of the blue. You said Wellington’s mental state was precarious.”

“I said he wasn’t hitting on all cylinders, but I didn’t say I thought he was capable of murder. Especially the murder of his father.”

“You didn’t say it,” Dross threw in, “but what do you think?”

“I spoke with the man for ten minutes. I honestly couldn’t say.”

Dross nodded, returned to the wall, crossed her arms, and leaned back. “Clearly we need to interview him.”

Larson stood up. “I’ll call the provincial authorities as soon as I get back to the office, start setting things up.”

Dross said, “It’s incredible that an old man like Meloux got the drop on somebody like this Morrissey.”

“Incredible?” I shook my head. “There’s almost nothing about Henry Meloux that would surprise me anymore.”

We were the last to leave the scene. Larson and Dross walked ahead of me on the trail through the meadow and into the trees, which was the only way to get from Meloux’s back to the road. Those who came to see Meloux came on foot. I walked more slowly than the other two, keeping company with Walleye, who was limping. I considered carrying him, but it wouldn’t have been comfortable for either of us. We just took our time.

When we reached my Bronco, the road was empty, though a cloud of yellow dust kicked up by the sheriff’s vehicle still hung over it. Morrissey’s SUV had been impounded, would be gone over for evidence. I helped Walleye up onto the seat, then set out for the Kricks’ resort, where Stevie was waiting for me.

Melissa pointed me to the dock. I found Stevie sitting with his feet dangling in the water. From there, Crow Point, where Meloux’s cabin stood, was a small sliver of dark land far in the distance. He was looking in that direction when I came up beside him.

“It’s all over,” I said quietly.

He jumped up and hugged me.

I bent and kissed the top of his head. “Melissa said she told you Henry was okay.”

He turned his face up toward mine, and I saw the ghost of worry still there. “I was still kind of scared.”

“She say anything else about what happened at Meloux’s?”

“No.”

“Why don’t you come on home with me and I’ll tell you everything. Walleye’s waiting for us. He’s hurting a little. He could use some good attention.”

“Oh boy.” He grabbed his sneakers and socks and ran ahead, toward the cabins.

• • •

First stop was Hakala’s Animal Clinic. We were walk-ins and had to wait a bit. I dialed the number for Jo’s cell phone. She told me that she and Meloux had finished at the sheriff’s department and were at the house. She said the girls were at Sam’s Place and had everything there under control.

Stevie went into the exam room with me when Leslie Hakala, who was in practice with her father, Einer, called us in. She took a look at the wound. Walleye patiently suffered the probing of her fingers around the area.

“Bullet, you say?” She looked up at me. “Careless hunter?”

“A bad guy,” Stevie said. “He tried to kill Henry Meloux, but missed and got Walleye instead.”

The vet’s eyebrows lifted noticeably. “That so?” She glanced at me. “The old Indian who lives up north?”

“Yeah.”

“Why would anyone want to kill him?”

“Long story,” I said. “And the details are still sketchy. What about Walleye here?”

“Well, I think we’ll deaden the area and clean it good, put a few stitches in, and that should be fine. You’ll have to watch him closely for a while though, make sure no infection sets in.”

“We will,” Stevie assured her. He petted the dog earnestly.

She tried to get more information from me as she worked, but I held back on the harsher details. In a town like Aurora, she’d hear them soon enough.

We left the clinic and made a quick stop at Sam’s Place. Just as Jo had said, Jenny and Annie had things well under control. They’d called in their friends and were busy with the lunch rush. They knew, more or less, what had happened and were full of questions, but I didn’t want to talk about it between customers. I told them I’d be back later and we’d discuss it then.

Jenny avoided looking at me directly. That was fine. It wasn’t the right time or place for us to deal with her situation. I thanked them all and returned to the Bronco, where Stevie and Walleye patiently waited.

It was going on two o’clock when I pulled into the drive on Gooseberry Lane. We’d been gone six hours, but it felt like days. A lot had happened since Stevie and I sat at the kitchen table munching our raisin bran. I realized, as we stepped into the cool of the house, that I was hungry. I smelled something cooking and, following my nose, I found Jo and Meloux in the kitchen eating fried bologna sandwiches—the Ojibwe often call bologna “Indian steak”—leftover Jell-O salad, and chips. They both were drinking a diet Pepsi.

“You guys okay?” I asked.

“Good,” Meloux answered. “We are good. And Walleye?”

“He’s with Stevie in the backyard. The vet stitched him up and gave me some antibiotic pills he’ll need to take for a while to fight infection.”

“Hungry?” Jo asked, and began to get up.

I waved her back down. “Relax. I’ll fix it.”

I started a flame under the skillet that still sat on a burner of the stove and took the bologna from the refrigerator.

“Henry and I have been trying to figure out why this Morrissey tried to kill him,” Jo said.

“Marcia, Ed, and I have been doing the same. You guys come up with anything?”

Jo sipped her Pepsi. “I think it was the watch. Henry showed it to me. It’s gold, quite original, and could be valuable.”

“What do you think, Henry?”

“Just an old watch,” Meloux replied with a shrug. “Important to me, but who am I?”

I slapped two slices of bologna in the skillet, one for me, one for Stevie.

“Henry, it may be that Morrissey was sent to get the watch.”

Meloux fixed his dark, unwavering eyes on me. “I do not believe my son would ask that man to kill me.”

“Maybe the killing wasn’t part of his instructions. Morrissey may have come up with that on his own.”

Stevie stepped into the kitchen.

I nodded toward the skillet. “I’ve got a fried bologna sandwich coming up in a minute, buddy. Hungry?”

“Can I eat outside?” he asked.

“Sure. Milk and chips with that?”

“Thanks.”

Jo left the table and hugged Stevie. “That was very important, what you did this morning.”

“What did I do?” Stevie said.

“Getting the Kricks to call the sheriff.”

“That was easy.” Stevie looked down. “I should have been with Dad and Henry and Walleye.”

“Your mom’s right, guy,” I said. “What you did was exactly what you needed to do. We’re very proud of you.”

Stevie didn’t look convinced. He squirmed out of Jo’s arms and said to Meloux, “Walleye’s okay, Henry.”

“I have been told. Stephen, I would like to ask a big favor.”

“Sure.”

“I will be gone for a while. Will you take care of my friend for me?”

“Will I!” he said eagerly.

“Gone?” I turned from the stove.

“Tomorrow we will go to see my son.”

I shook my head. “Things have changed, Henry. A man’s dead. There’s a police investigation in progress. Until they’ve had a chance to interview Henry Wellington, we need to keep out of this. Besides, I’d say it’s doubtful at best that Wellington would agree to see you.”

“I will offer the watch.”

“Henry, I know how important this is to you, but you need to be patient. Let the police do their work first.”

“I know about patience,” the old man said testily. I couldn’t remember Meloux ever getting upset with me, but it was clear he was headed in that direction. “This is something else, and it must be done quickly.”

“Like the vet sewing up Walleye?” Stevie offered.

“Yes, Stephen,” Meloux said. “My son is not well. He needs me to heal him.”

Jo pointed toward the stove. “Cork, your bologna’s burning.”

The doorbell rang. Jo brought back Meloux’s nephew, Ernie Champoux, who’d come for the old man. Until this business was concluded, Ernie intended to have his great-uncle stay with him. He’d taken a couple of days off from work for that reason.

“Sunrise tomorrow, I will be ready,” Meloux said as he went out the front door.

“Henry, I won’t be there,” I called after him. I didn’t like being brusque, but I wasn’t going to back down. Seeing his son at this juncture was a bad idea on so many levels.

Meloux stopped, turned, and his eyes hit me like a couple of rocks.

“Give the authorities a little time, Henry,” I tried, “then we’ll see.”

He didn’t reply. I watched, feeling like a lousy son of a bitch, as he walked to Ernie’s truck, which was parked at the curb. Ernie pulled away with Meloux beside him, sitting stiff as iron and staring straight ahead.

Jo took my arm. “Do you really think it would be so bad for Henry to see his son?”

“A man tried to kill him—we have no idea why—and that man’s dead. Rushing ahead is a terrible idea. Hell, Meloux’s waited seventy years to see his son. Will a couple more days make much difference?”

I went back to the kitchen. My burned fried bologna was cold. I looked out the window. Stevie was feeding his burned bologna to Walleye.


SEVENTEEN

Later that afternoon I returned to Sam’s Place. The rush was over, and the girls were listening to the radio. Jenny wasn’t there.

“Sean picked her up a little while ago,” Anne said. “We’re doing fine without her. So how’s Henry?”

Kate Buker and Jodi Bollendorf, the two girls helping out that day, leaned against the serving counter and listened as eagerly as Anne.

“Confused,” I said.

“We heard the dead guy’s from Canada,” Kate said.

“Yes.”

“He, like, followed you back, right?” Anne said.

“That’s how it looks.”

She scrunched her freckled face in bewilderment. “Dad, why would anyone try to kill a nice old guy like Henry?”

The question of the day. I told them the police on both sides of the border were working on that one.

“What about you, Mr. O’Connor?” Jodi asked. “Anne said you’ve got a license to be a private investigator. Like that old Rockford Files show, right? This is your kind of thing.”

“And Henry’s your friend,” Anne added.

“Customers,” I said, pointing toward the people spilling from a blue van in the parking lot.

The rest of the afternoon turned out to be full of folks who were as interested in what happened out at Meloux’s cabin as in ordering food. I deflected their questions as best I could, but it amazed me how much information was already abroad in Aurora.

Around five thirty, Wally Schanno pulled up in his red Ford pickup. He stepped out, holding a leash. A little black-and-white puppy leaped down from the seat after him and immediately peed on the truck’s front tire. Schanno waited patiently. The little dog finished and began sniffing its way across the lot toward the Quonset hut. It caught the scent of the Dumpster and tried to pull Schanno that way, but Wally held back. Eventually they both made it to the serving window.

Annie leaned out and cooed, “What a cute puppy. Is it yours, Mr. Schanno?”

“Yeah,” Schanno said. He didn’t sound ecstatic. “Her name’s Trixie.”

“What is she?”

“A mutt. Part border collie, part greyhound, part God knows what. I got her from Sally Fellows. She’s a handful, all right. Say, Cork,” he called past Anne. “Talk to you a minute?”

“Meet you round back,” I said.

When I stepped outside, Trixie was all over me. She barely reached my knees, but she kept trying to jump higher.

“She’s got a lot of energy, Wally.” I knelt down to pet her. Her face was a black mask on a white background, with a couple of soft brown eyes staring out. “Did you get her for security or companionship?”

“Security I can take care of on my own. I figured I was spending too much time by myself in the house. I thought maybe a dog’d help. Hey, Cork, I heard about what went down at Henry Meloux’s place. Is he doing okay?”

“He’s fine, Wally.”

We stood in the sun. Trixie nosed at the gravel in the lot. Schanno scratched his neck with his huge hand and squinted. He was getting around to something, taking his time.

“Sounds like trouble followed you down from Thunder Bay. Going back?” he asked.

“Meloux’s pushing me to. He wants to go with me.”

“True he’s got a son up there?”

“Where’d you hear that?”

He shrugged. He was wearing a short-sleeved khaki shirt, pressed jeans, a belt with a big silver buckle, looking almost natty. It was good to see him taking an interest in his appearance again. And in having company around. I watched Trixie tug at the leash, eager to get at the Dumpster.

“So, are you going back?” he asked.

“If Meloux had his way, we’d already be on the road.”

“But?”

I looked up at him and said impatiently, “There’s an international investigation under way. Do you think I want to step into the middle of that?”

“Come on, Cork. Across borders, nothing moves fast.”

“Including me. Look, I’m guessing you’re here thinking that there’s something major in the works and maybe you can help with it. Well, I’m telling you that’s not the case. I’ve done what I promised for Henry Meloux, and I’m finished. The police will take it from here, and that’s fine with me. All right?”

He eyed me, surprised. “You’re not even curious?”

“Of course I’m curious. Hell, I feel responsible. That guy followed me out to Meloux’s. Damn, I should have spotted him.”

“Give yourself a break,” Schanno suggested. “You had a lot on your mind.”

“I’m not about to make matters worse by wading in any deeper. I’ve got a business to run. I’ve got a family to think about. We’re not cops anymore, you and me. Let’s let the people who’re wearing the badges do their jobs, okay?”

A grasshopper banged against the side of the Quonset hut and fell into the gravel at our feet. Trixie tried to attack it and yanked Schanno hard. The grasshopper took an enormous hop. Trixie leaped at it, hit the end of the leash, and fell back with a pained yelp.

“All right, then,” Schanno said curtly. He turned away and walked Trixie back to his truck.

I watched him go, feeling not at all good about how I’d treated him, but wondering, too, resentfully, why it was that everyone else seemed to have such a clear idea of what I ought to do.

• • •

Sheriff Marcia Dross drove into the parking lot of Sam’s Place in the brittle blue light well after sunset. In town, the streetlamps and the shop lights had come on. I don’t have a big lighted sign for the Quonset hut, just a tall pole with a halogen lamp on top that brightens the area in front of the serving windows. Dross got out of her cruiser, came up to the windows, and asked to see me outside. That’s never a good sign.

We walked to the picnic table under the big red pine near the shoreline. We were out of the light there. A warm wind blew across Iron Lake and small waves slapped near our feet. The moon wasn’t up yet, and the other side of the lake was sliding into restless black.

Dross got right to the point.

“Cork, you said Morrissey worked for Henry Wellington.”

“That’s right.”

“According to the Canadian authorities Ed Larson spoke with, Morrissey runs a guide service, takes hunters and fishermen up into the wilderness of northern Ontario.”

“The only place he guided me was out to Manitou Island.”

“Where, according to the Ontario police, Henry Wellington is not currently in residence. They say they’re trying to talk to Rupert Wellington, but he’s been unavailable.”

“Unavailable?”

“Whatever that means.”

“He was in Thunder Bay yesterday and quite available. And Henry Wellington was definitely on Manitou Island. Are you getting good information?”

Even in the dark, I could see the consternation on her face. “It’s all being done by fax and phone. They’re sending an investigator down to talk to us, maybe tomorrow or the next day.”

“Why doesn’t Ed pay them a visit?”

“They haven’t exactly invited us. Ed thinks we’re being stonewalled.”

“What do you think?”

“Why would they stonewall us?” she asked.

“Pressure from powerful people, maybe. The Wellingtons are powerful. Or maybe a little territorial posturing. They’re not always happy with their neighbors to the south. Maybe they’re just busy and doing things as they’re able. The shooting didn’t occur in their jurisdiction.” I stood up and stretched my back. The place where Morrissey had sucker-punched me was feeling pretty sore. “Did Morrissey have family?”

“Not that we’ve been able to identify so far. The Ontario police are still checking.”

“So maybe in the end he’s the kind of man nobody cared much about alive or dead.”

“And maybe the kind of guy who’d kill an old man over an antique watch? I don’t know.”

“Neither do I. Care to speculate?”

“I don’t know enough.”

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

She stood up and stared out at the lake that was almost fully black now. “Just be patient, I guess. I’ll see what the Ontario investigator has to say and go from there.” She turned to me. “But, Cork, if Morrissey wasn’t acting on his own, the people who sent him still don’t have what they want, whether it’s the watch or Henry Meloux dead.”

“He’s with his nephew, Ernie Champoux, out on the rez. Strangers come looking for him, word’ll get out fast, and nobody’s going to give them directions.”

“All right,” she said. She headed back to her cruiser.

After the sheriff left, I went inside. “Let’s close up early,” I told the girls. “You guys have had a hard day.”

“Like you haven’t,” Anne said.

I called Jo and told her I was going out to the rez to check on Meloux.

“Cork, Jenny’s here. She wants to talk.”

“Can it wait until after I see Meloux?”

“Will you be long?”

“I don’t think so.”

“We’ll wait up,” Jo said.


EIGHTEEN

It wasn’t hard dark yet as I headed up the eastern shoreline of Iron Lake toward the reservation. In the west, the sky still held a whisper of pale blue daylight. Far across the water, the lights of isolated cabins and resorts had emerged, like the eyes of night animals awakening. The road was empty, but I took it slow anyway. Twilight’s when the deer and moose haunt the edges of highways.

Ernie Champoux had been twice married, both times to smart, pretty women. Neither of the marriages took, but the divorces sure took Ernie. Because he was Iron Lake Ojibwe, he received a nice distribution from the casino profits, but much of that money went right out in alimony. Ernie also liked vehicles. He had snowmobiles, ATVs, a personal watercraft, motorcycles—two dirt bikes and a slick red Suzuki—a couple of pickups, an SUV, a station wagon, and an old yellow VW bug he’d spent a good deal of time restoring. What money didn’t go for supporting the lifestyles of his ex-wives went to maintaining his fleet. As a result, Ernie held down a job. He’d been employed at the Chippewa Grand Casino since it had opened several years earlier. These days he worked swing shift, heading up a maintenance crew.

So I was surprised when I approached his cabin, which was situated in a stand of poplars on the lakeshore just south of Allouette, and the old VW pulled out of his drive and swung wide, directly into the path of my Bronco. I swerved. The VW jerked back toward the proper lane and rolled on down the road. I watched the taillights in my rearview mirror. The brake lights flashed a good deal. Whoever was driving was riding the brake pedal. I was concerned they were drunk, but I wasn’t a cop anymore, and chasing down a DUI wasn’t my responsibility.

Champoux’s vehicles were parked in a neat row next to the garage where he did all his own maintenance and mechanic work. I saw that there were a couple of gaps, like missing teeth, in the row. Gone were one of Ernie’s pickups and the VW. I thought about the Bug I’d narrowly missed and figured a relative of Ernie’s had taken it. On the rez, property was loaned and borrowed freely. Lights were on in the cabin, and I hoped Meloux was still up, though it was late for an old man, especially an old man who lit his own place with a kerosene lamp. I wore my knuckles out on the door. Finally I tried the knob.

“Henry!” I called and poked my head inside. “Ernie! It’s Cork O’Connor.”

Ernie Champoux kept his vehicles in better shape than he did his home. There was clutter everywhere and the sour smell of a dishcloth gone too long without washing. I checked the place briefly. No one was home.

Then I thought about the VW driven by someone who’d been drinking. Not a drunk, I realized, but an old man who never drove.

I caught up with him near the south end of the lake. He’d stopped dead in the road and was standing in front of the VW, staring toward the woods. I pulled up behind the Bug, got out.

“I hit a deer,” he said sadly. “It ran off into the woods, but it is hurt.”

“We can’t follow it in this dark.”

The old man nodded.

“Where were you going, Henry?”

Meloux turned his gaze toward the road ahead, lit for fifty yards by headlights. His own shadow created a long, dark emptiness there. His voice held no trace of apology. “Canada.”

What I’d figured.

“You don’t have a driver’s license, do you, Henry?”

“No.”

“How did you intend to get across the border?”

“I was going to think about that on the way. For a man who knows what he wants, there is always a way.”

“Let’s park the VW and pick it up tomorrow. Then we can go back to your nephew’s place and talk. I’d like to know the whole story, Henry, how you came to have a son you’ve never seen.”

He drew himself up. In the glare of the headlights, his eyes were like fire. “These things I will tell you, but secrets come at a price.”

“What price, Henry?”

“You will take me to Manitou Island. You will take me to my son.”

“I can’t promise.”

“Then, Corcoran O’Connor, we cannot talk.”

“Wait here.”

I slid into the VW, which was still running, and parked it on the gravel shoulder.

“Let’s go back to Ernie’s,” I said, walking to the Bronco. “I’ll think about your offer.”

I drove slowly, watching carefully for deer and rolling around in my mind the deal the old Mide had laid out. It was clear he was determined, one way or another, to see his son. The truth was that I wanted to be there when he did. Based on my own recent experience, I knew he’d need someone to watch his back. Also, the story Meloux had kept to himself for more than seven decades was one I wanted very much to hear.

The old man had me. That was all there was to it.

I parked at the cabin, and we went inside.

“Where’s Ernie?” I asked. “He told me he’d taken a couple of days off.”

“A man is sick. They called. My nephew went.”

Considering the attack on Meloux that morning, the choice Ernie had made didn’t seem a good one. On the other hand, in all this, I’d miscalculated a lot myself, so who was I to criticize?

“All right, Henry. You’ve got a deal,” I said. “Tell me your story, and we’ll go to Thunder Bay together.”

He looked around at the clutter in the cabin. “Not here. We will sit by the lake. We will smoke. Then I will talk, and you will listen.”

I took a pack of Marlboros from a carton Ernie kept on top of his refrigerator, and I found a box of wooden matches in a kitchen drawer. We left the cabin and walked across the backyard, through the poplars to the lake. The moon had just risen, and its reflection cut a path across the black water solid enough to walk on. We sat on a bench Ernie had fashioned from a split log set on a couple of stumps. I handed Meloux the pack of cigarettes. He took one out, tore the paper, crumbled the tobacco into his hand, and made an offering. Then he tapped out a cigarette for each of us. We smoked a few minutes in silence. For Henry, as for many Shinnobs, tobacco is a sacred element, and smoking has nothing to do with habit.

“You have always thought of me as old, Corcoran O’Connor.”

“You are old, Henry. God only knows how old.”

“When you were born, I was in my forty-third year.”

“That’s pretty old to a kid. Besides, as long as I’ve known you, your hair’s been white as a bleached sheet.”

“It was not always that color. In my nineteenth year, it turned white overnight.”

“What happened?”

“It was something I saw, Corcoran O’Connor. And something I did.”

Meloux studied the moon, and I waited.


PART II

MELOUX’S STORY


NINETEEN

He didn’t keep track of years by numbers, but it was the same year President Harding died and Calvin Coolidge took his place in the White House. Sometime in the early ’20s, probably. He remembered Coolidge because in a certain way the man was like the Ojibwe. He didn’t speak much, but when he did he was worth listening to.

That day Henry watched the farmer’s son coming across the field of low corn. Under the brim of a straw hat, the kid’s face was dark with shadow. He was taller than Henry and, at seventeen, older by two years. He looked like the farmer, right down to the mean little eyes.

It was late June, hot in South Dakota, and Henry worked in overalls without a shirt. His shoes, supplied by the government boarding school in Flandreau, were falling apart. Although he’d tried to line the shoes with straw to block the holes, dirt and pebbles still found their way inside. Periodically, he stopped his work to remove the shoes and dump them clean. He was sitting at the edge of a dry irrigation ditch with his left shoe off when he spotted the farmer’s son approaching.

“My old man don’t pay you to sit on your ass,” the kid said when he got to Henry.

“Your old man doesn’t pay me at all,” Henry pointed out. He put on his left shoe and began to remove the other.

“You eat his food, sleep under his roof,” the kid threw back.

Henry could have pointed out that this choice was not his. The Flandreau school had a policy called “outing” that placed the Indian students in jobs during the summer months. The girls typically became domestics, the boys farmhands. The school superintendent spoke of the program proudly, claiming it taught skills that the students would use to better themselves, that would help them assimilate. But Henry Meloux had no use for farmwork. In the Northwoods of Minnesota, where his people lived, there was little farmland. He knew the truth of the outing program; usually a placement simply provided cheap labor for a local family.

Henry took his time with his second shoe while the other kid stood above him, arms crossed over his chest, watching with that disdain common to the whites in the communities around the Flandreau school.

“Ain’t you one ungrateful son of a bitch,” the farmer’s son said.

Henry finished with his shoes and stood up. “You walked a long way out here just to tell me that.”

“How come you never look at me?” the kid said.

“I look.”

“You never look me in the eye.”

“I have work to do,” Henry told him. He picked up the shovel that he’d laid in the dirt, ready to return to the irrigation ditch he’d been cleaning.

“Look me in the eye,” the kid demanded.

Henry paused, half turned away.

“You heard what I said. Look me in the eye.”

The prairie sun pressed on Henry like a hot iron. He felt the crawl of sweat down his chest and back and sides, the sting of it dripping into his eyes. He gripped the handle of the shovel with his strong, calloused hands and gauged the heft, the easy swing.

“You deaf all of a sudden?”

Henry turned slowly. He lifted his dark eyes and stared at the other boy.

The farmer’s son grinned with stupid satisfaction. “You got a letter up to the house. My old man says to come get it.”

Henry pulled his shirt—long sleeved and white, made of thin cotton—from the branch of the bush next to the ditch where he’d hung it when he’d begun his work. He carried it with him as he followed the long rows between the knee-high corn plants, dirt sifting into his shoes at every step. At the farmhouse, he let the kid go inside first while he took a few minutes to dump his shoes clean again and to wash himself off at the water pump in the yard. He put on his shirt, buttoned it carefully all the way up to his throat, and went into the house through the back door.

The kitchen still smelled of dinner, the noon meal, which was two hours gone. It had been generous portions of boiled ham, baked chicken, fried potatoes, corn casserole, waxed beans, heavy brown bread, and rhubarb pie. The farmer’s wife was a fine cook and a decent woman. When Henry had first come to the place, three weeks earlier, she’d stood firm that he should eat as well as any of the family because he worked his share. Mealtime, she put his plate together and brought it to the barn where he ate in his small quarters, which was an old tack room, no longer used for that purpose because the farmer, a prosperous man, had a Ford tractor now.

The farmer sat at the kitchen table drinking from a glass full of cloudy liquid. He was a tense, willowy man with a German name and a head as bald as a rock. Over his glass, his small, mean eyes took in Henry.

“Lemonade, Henry?” said the wife. She stood at the gaping oven door, her face red from the heat. She was small and plump. Her eyes were a sad blue.

“Thank you.” Henry stood politely, just inside the door.

She filled the glass and took it to him, looking as if she were about to speak something comforting, but her husband cut in.

“A letter come for you. From the boarding school. Took the liberty of reading it since I wasn’t sure you could.”

“I can read,” Henry said.

“The upshot of it is that your father’s dead, boy. Logging accident. I understand it’s dangerous work.”

“Karl,” the woman said. “Give the boy the letter and the decency of reading it on his own.”

“You snap at me like that again, Emma, I’ll take the strap to you. Don’t think I won’t.”

“Yah, you lay me up and who’s going to feed you, huh? Give the boy the letter.”

The farmer reached into the shirt beneath his overalls and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. “Come on,” he said holding it out. “Take it, boy.”

“For heaven’s sake.” The woman plucked the letter from her husband’s hand and brought it to Henry. “I’m so sorry. You take that lemonade and letter and you find you some shade. Take all the time you need, Henry.”

He sat under a crab-apple tree near the vegetable garden he helped the woman hoe. The writing was neat, the letters precisely made.

Dear Nephew,

It is sad news I tell you your father my brother die in that logging camp he works a white man drive here to tell me your father killed by log rolling over him he bring the body for me to bury and I have done beside your mother’s grave this news is heavy on me and I know will be for you great sorrow.

Woodrow Meloux

There was no date on the letter, no way of knowing when the death had occurred. It didn’t matter; it was done. His mother had died of tuberculosis three years before. His father worked as a logger and was away most of the time and could not care for his children. Henry had been sent to the Indian boarding school in Flandreau, South Dakota. His two younger sisters had gone to a boarding school in Wisconsin.

Henry read the letter again, folded it, and put it in his pocket.

Even in the shade the air felt thick, hot, heavy. He sat for a long time without drinking from the glass of lemonade the farmer’s wife had given him. He listened to the bawling of cattle in the pen beyond the barn. He stared across the cultivated fields and his dark eyes followed the flat line of the horizon that circled and imprisoned him.


TWENTY

Long after dark, Henry rose from his cot in the old tack room. He put on his white shirt, overalls, and shoddy boarding-school shoes. He left the barn and walked out to the yard. Stars lay across the sky like a dusting of pollen, and the moon, nearly full, made everything around Henry silver. The farm dog, a German shepherd they called Joey, barked a couple of times, then recognized him and settled back onto the grass near the back door of the house. Henry started toward the dirt road that ran in front of the farmhouse, but stopped when he heard the hinges of the screen door creak.

She came toward him, a small, pale figure that seemed to float in her nightgown. Her feet were bare, but her hands were full. She held out a potato sack.

“You’ll be hungry, I expect. It’s not much. Couple of sandwiches, a jar of pickles, some cookies. And here.” She put coins in his hand. “Fifty cents. It’s all I can spare without him knowing. And take a blanket with you, the one on your bunk. You’ll be sleeping out some, I expect.”
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