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To my father, the high school English teacher, who taught me a love of words and of the stories we create with them.






PROLOGUE

The best of autumn was past, color fallen from the trees, branches gone bare and black against a sky that had been overcast for days. This was always an unsettled time, after the flow of leaf peepers had dried up and before the snowmobilers arrived. Halloween was only a few days away. In the week following that celebration of ghouls and goblins, Cork O’Connor would close Sam’s Place for the winter.

Nine p.m. and it had already been hard dark for more than an hour. Cork prepared to bag the day’s take for the drop at the First National Bank on Center Street. He was alone. The high school kids who’d been his crew that evening had finished up the cleaning and gone home. Cork sat in the back of the old Quonset hut where he conducted both the business of Sam’s Place and his occasional work as a private investigator. He’d pulled a Leinenkugel’s from the fridge and sat sipping the beer and looking at the numbers he’d entered on his laptop. It had been a slow day. In a slow week. In a slow fall.

He felt old.

He had a birthday coming up in November, one he didn’t feel at all like celebrating. He’d recently added cholesterol and blood pressure medications to his daily dose of multivitamins. He’d begun wearing glasses for reading. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gotten out of bed in the morning without feeling pain somewhere. He played basketball regularly at the Y with the Old Martyrs, a bunch of guys who had gray hair or no hair at all anymore. When each spring came in full, he biked a good deal, on road and off. He could still paddle for a week in the Boundary Waters and portage a fifty-pound pack and canoe across several hundred rods. But the prospect of an upcoming birthday, of yet another step toward the inevitable decline of everything, weighed on him heavily and caused him, as he sat alone in Sam’s Place, to consider the future darkly and ruminate, with many regrets, on the past.

He thought of himself as a man of few words, well chosen and unrevealing. He didn’t want people worrying about him. So he hadn’t shared with anyone—not his wife, Rainy, or his children or his friends—the depth of his dark considerations. It was his struggle alone, and he would get through it.

He sat in a circle of harsh light from the overhead bulb. A stiff autumn wind blew outside, and occasionally a branch from one of the pines that grew next to the old Quonset hut scraped against the metal siding, a sound like the scratch of some wild creature trying to claw its way in. Otherwise, the place was deathly quiet. So when Cork’s cell phone rang, that shattering of the stillness startled him. He fumbled the phone from his pocket and saw on the display that it was his son.

Stephen currently lived in Saint Paul with his wife, Belle, and was in his second year of law school. He’d secured an internship working for the Great North Innocence Project, an organization whose aim was to analyze old cases to determine if new evidence might overturn a wrongful conviction. Stephen was passionate about this work, and Cork was proud of him. But he missed his son. And maybe that was a part of the darkness he felt.

“Hey, kiddo, what’s up?” Cork said.

“Still at Sam’s Place?” Stephen asked.

“Just closed up. In the counting house now, counting out my money.”

“And the queen is in her parlor?”

“Rainy’s at home. Only me here.”

“Drinking a Leinie’s, I’ll bet.”

“Good call, Counselor.”

“Not a counselor yet, Dad.”

“All in good time.”

“So,” Stephen said, then paused.

Cork sensed in that momentary silence at the other end of the line the seriousness of what Stephen was about to say. He set the bottle of Leinenkugel beer on the table.

“Do you remember a case you handled a long time ago? Axel Boshey?” Stephen finally asked.

“Of course,” Cork said. “Impossible to forget. The first major crime I investigated after being elected sheriff. A particularly brutal murder. Why do you ask?”

There was another pause, another plunge into an unsettling silence.

Then Stephen drove home the painful point of his call, the nightmare of every man or woman who’d ever worn the badge of a sheriff and had taken to heart the solemn pledge to protect and to serve.

“Dad, I’m pretty sure you sent an innocent man to prison.”






- PART I - 25 YEARS AGO







CHAPTER 1

In those days, the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department was located on the first floor of the courthouse. The hands of the clock in the clocktower on that grandiose county structure hadn’t moved in more than twenty years, having been significantly damaged during an exchange of gunfire in which Sheriff Liam O’Connor, Cork’s father, had been killed. Cork was thirteen years old at the time. The clock had never been repaired. Some folks said it was because the cost was too great, others that it was a fitting memorial to a good and brave lawman. Only a few months had passed since Cork O’Connor had been sworn in as sheriff of Tamarack County and had pinned to his own uniform the same badge his father had worn. Every day, when Cork showed up for work, the paralyzed clock face looked down on him, a stern reminder of the shoes he had to fill.

That morning, Cork walked into the sheriff’s department and said hello to Bos Swain, who was dispatcher, clerk, public greeter, and sometimes mother hen to the small cadre of Tamarack County law enforcement officers. Her real name was Henrietta, but in her youth, she’d had a fascination with the American Revolution and her greatest desire had been to live in Boston, the center of all that history. She’d married instead and stayed in Aurora, but she’d seen to it that one of her daughters fulfilled the passionate dream. That daughter had graduated from Boston College and was on the school’s faculty now. Bos, who’d worked for the sheriff’s department for years, had been saddled with her nickname as far back as Cork could remember.

“Banana nut muffins,” Bos said, nodding toward a plate on one of the three desks in the open area behind the contact counter. She stood at a filing cabinet, top drawer open.

“Ed Larson in yet?” Cork asked.

Bos’s thin eyebrows arched a bit and she gestured an empty hand across the department, every inch of which, except for Cork’s office, was visible. “See him anywhere?”

“Could’ve checked in and gone out,” Cork said.

“Well, he didn’t. Just you and me here, pumpkin.”

Before being elected sheriff, Cork had been a deputy for several years. He’d served under Bill Gunderson, who’d been less a lawman and more a politician. Gunderson had no law enforcement experience before he was elected, but he’d been a popular civil attorney, a regular figure in the county courthouse, and had curried the favor of the local party machine. He knew the law, more or less. Often, in Cork’s experience, a bit less than more. He was a sympathetic figure, a widower who’d raised his daughter alone after his wife died in a boating accident. He was big and flamboyant. As soon as he was sworn in, he took to wearing a sidearm everywhere and encouraged the nickname “Wild Bill” Gunderson. For the most part, he’d let his officers perform their duties without a lot of interference. The previous summer, a county commissioner who’d been away on business had returned early and discovered Gunderson in bed with his wife. Although it had been a huge scandal, Wild Bill refused to resign his public office and chose to run for another term. Cork, who was a solid family man, an Aurora native with lots of law enforcement experience, and son of a legendary father, had been encouraged on all sides to run against Gunderson. Cork had won the badge handily.

“The specifics of the next budget request are on your desk,” Bos said. “Good luck convincing our county commissioners.”

“How about you bake them some snickerdoodles before I argue my case?”

“Happy to do whatever I can to help.”

Cork stepped into his office. When his father was sheriff, Cork had been in that room many times. Although small, it had seemed to him almost a sacred place and his father’s duty there to be a kind of high priest of the law. Cork had a more human and informed understanding of the job now, much of which was simply mundane and far too political in nature for his taste. Before coming back to the place of his birth, he’d been a Chicago cop for several years. On the whole, law enforcement in Tamarack County tended to be on the quiet side.

He’d only just seated himself and prepared to bend to the budget document in front of him when the 911 call came in.

“Slow down,” he heard Bos caution. “I can’t understand what you’re saying.” He stepped from his office and saw her with a pencil poised above the log sheet beside the phone. She glanced up at Cork and shook her head. “Try to stay calm. Where are you?” She wrote something down. “Are you in danger?” She listened. “All right. We’ll have officers there in a few minutes. I’m going to stay on the line until they arrive. What’s your name? No, wait, don’t hang up.” She set the phone in the cradle and read from the note she’d written. “Timber Lodge and Resort. One victim, multiple stab wounds. The caller was female, hysterical, didn’t give her name. And, Cork, I heard a baby crying in the background.”

“Who’s out on patrol?”

“Cy Borkman west county, Rocky Martinelli east county.”

“Radio them both. Have them meet me there. Get hold of Ed Larson. And get the paramedics on it.”

In a heartbeat, he was in his cruiser, siren blaring, light bar flashing, racing down Center Street toward the outskirts of Aurora. He listened to the chatter on his radio, Borkman and Martinelli reporting their locations and ETAs, Bos confirming that paramedics were about to roll. As he drove, he was trying to wrap his thinking around a homicide with a baby somewhere on the scene.

The Timber Lodge and Resort had been officially closed for the season. Although the main lodge and most of the cabins had been winterized and locked, the caretaker’s cabin was occupied year-round. When he pulled up, Cork spotted a familiar pink VW Beetle parked there and saw that the cabin door was wide open. He leaped from his cruiser and hit the open doorway at a run. The moment he entered, he stopped. Before him was a pool of blood. At its center lay the naked body of Chastity Boshey. Beside her sat Aphrodite McGill, her mother, a butcher knife in her hand. From a room out of sight came the constant crying of a toddler.

“Aphrodite,” Cork said as calmly as he could.

She didn’t respond. Her silky black hair hung long over her shoulders, her eyes were fixed on a point beyond the small lake of blood in which she sat.

“Aphrodite,” Cork said again. “Put the knife down.”

Now her gaze lifted. She focused on Cork, but he could see the emptiness in her eyes.

“The knife, Aphrodite,” he said. “Put it down.”

Her eyes shifted to the bloody blade. She stared at it as if she couldn’t comprehend what it was doing there in her hand. She looked up at Cork in a questioning way.

“Just set it down and we’ll talk, Aphrodite. We’ll sort this out.”

At last, she lowered her arm and set the knife down beside her.

Cork took a handkerchief from the back pocket of his uniform khakis and, careful not to step into the pool of blood, reached forward, took the big knife gingerly by the handle, and removed it. Next, he pressed the fingers of his free hand against Chastity Boshey’s carotid artery. No pulse and her skin was ice cold.

“Wait there, Aphrodite,” he said, although it was clear to him she wasn’t going anywhere.

He didn’t want to leave the knife where she might once again put her hand on it, so he carried it with him as he sought out the room with the crying toddler.

Moonbeam—Cork knew the child’s name, knew the whole family well—was standing in her crib, fat little hands gripping the railing, her eyes squeezed shut and her face contorted as she wailed. As far as Cork could tell, she wasn’t hurt. His natural instinct was to comfort her, but not with a bloody knife in his hand and a traumatized woman in the other room, where the brutalized body of the child’s mother lay. For the moment, he left Moonbeam screaming in her crib.

Off the cabin’s main front room and separated from it by a simple counter was a small kitchen. Several doors led to other rooms. One to the baby’s room. Another to a bedroom where Cork could see the rumpled sheets of an unmade bed. Another to the bathroom. Cork heard the howl of sirens on fast-approaching vehicles. He set the knife and handkerchief on the kitchen counter, walked carefully around the crime scene. A set of bloody shoe prints lay between the big pool of blood and the telephone on the wall. Cork stepped over the prints and stood at the outside door. Aphrodite McGill still sat in the middle of the room, staring at nothing, her clothing deeply stained with her daughter’s blood.

The paramedics were the first to arrive, a team of three men. Cork knew them all. He’d worked with them on the scenes of car wrecks and house fires and sudden deaths. They stepped past him into the cabin, then pulled up short when they saw the body.

“Uh…” Brisco, who was the team leader, said. “What do you want us to do, Sheriff? Should we check for vitals?”

Cork said, “I checked for a pulse already. She’s gone.”

“What about her?” LaForge, another of the paramedics asked, nodding toward Aphrodite McGill.

“Wait until my team arrives. I want photos. Then we’ll get her up and you’ll probably need to treat her for shock.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t wait for your team,” Dannon, the third paramedic said. “She looks pretty pale.”

“She’s always looked pale,” Cork said. “And see those footprints in the blood? I don’t want to lose them in a confusion of other prints. Just a few more minutes.”

He heard another siren scream to the cabin, and a half a minute later, Cy Borkman rushed in, almost knocking into the paramedics. Borkman had been a deputy when Liam, Cork’s father, was sheriff. He’d also been Liam’s good friend. He was a heavy man, in his late fifties, nearing retirement now, but still a good officer.

“Jesus,” he said when he saw the scene.

“Get the camera from your cruiser, Cy,” Cork said. “I need photos of this, and I need them now.”

Borkman spun and took his huge bulk out the door.

“Aphrodite,” Cork said, using the calm voice with which he’d spoken to her all along. “In a minute, we’re going to help you up, okay?”

She showed no sign that she’d heard him.

“And then I need to know what happened here.”

Now she lifted her head. Her face contorted and her eyes became dark slits. In a rasp of a voice that bespoke pure hatred, she said, “He killed her. That son of a bitch Axel butchered my little girl.”






CHAPTER 2

Aphrodite McGill sat in an ER room at the Aurora Community Hospital. She’d been examined by a doctor, who’d given Cork an okay to question her. The doctor had wanted to administer a sedative, but Cork asked him to hold off until he’d had a chance to question the woman. She wore clean clothing. All her bloodstained things had been taken away as evidence. Her tan slacks were particularly soaked from sitting in the pool of her daughter’s blood. She’d asked for a cigarette, which was against hospital policy, but Cork had arranged for it anyway. Now she smoked, her hand quivering each time the cigarette rose to her lips.

She was an astonishingly attractive woman, raven-haired and emerald-eyed, sensual lips, perfect symmetry in every feature of her face. She was only a year or two older than Cork, not even forty yet, but she was already a grandmother. She’d had her daughter when she was little more than a child. And her daughter had done the same.

“What made you think something was wrong?” Cork asked.

She took a moment, stared out the window through the smoke she’d just exhaled, then said, “I talked to her on the phone yesterday evening. She was upset. Then last night I had a dream that scared me. A nightmare.”

“Nightmare?”

“Of Chastity dead. I tried calling her this morning, but she didn’t answer.”

Deputy Marsha Dross was in the room, taking notes on the interview. Dross had been the officer Cork sent to Aphrodite’s home to bring a change of clean clothing. She was the first female deputy ever hired by the Tamarack County Sheriff’s Department, and it had been Cork’s doing. She came from a family of cops, had majored in criminal justice, and had been at the top of her class when she graduated from the law enforcement program at Hibbing Community College. She’d interviewed first with Wild Bill Gunderson, who’d joked after she left that it would be nice to have a woman under him in the department—and on top of him sometimes, too. When Cork was sworn in as sheriff, he’d invited her to come in for another interview and had hired her on the spot.

“When you talked yesterday evening, what was the problem?” Cork asked.

“Axel,” Aphrodite said. “It’s always Axel. Drinking again.”

“What time did she call?”

“Around seven, I think.”

“Did you go over there?”

“I told her I was coming. She said she could handle it. I told her it was time to kick that son of a bitch out.”

“Did she seem afraid?”

“No. Just pissed.”

“When she called, was Axel there with her?”

Aphrodite took another draw from the cigarette, then sent a stream of smoke from between her lips and across the room. In that moment, she reminded Cork of a dragon spreading its cloudy breath. “He left. Took Sundown with him.”

“But left Moonbeam. Why would Axel take his stepson but leave his daughter?”

“God only knows what goes on in that Indian’s head.”

“Did Chastity say where Axel was going?”

“Where does he always go? The rez.”

Cork let a few moments pass, then said, “Aphrodite, you were holding a knife when I got there.”

“It was lying beside her. I… I don’t know… I just…” She leaned forward and bowed her head. Cork thought she might puke. Instead she sobbed uncontrollably.

The cigarette was singeing a strand of her loose-hanging hair. Cork eased it from between her fingers. She didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m sorry, Aphrodite,” he said. “Take a few minutes. It’s okay.”

Cork spotted Cy Borkman at the door. The deputy crooked a finger, beckoning.

Cork handed the cigarette to Dross and silently indicated for the deputy to keep an eye on Aphrodite, then joined Borkman in the hallway.

“Ed and the team have finished up at the cabin,” Borkman said, speaking quietly. “Wasn’t the knife killed her, Cork. She was stabbed with the fireplace poker. Stabbed a bunch of times. Her body’s been taken to the mortuary. Sigurd Nelson says he’ll do the autopsy this afternoon.”

“Thanks, Cy.”

“What now?”

“We need to locate Axel. Aphrodite believes he went to the rez, took his stepson with him.”

“His mother’s place, you think?”

“My best guess. It’s where we’ll begin.”

“You want to be there when we search?”

Cork glanced back at Aphrodite McGill, who was still bent over and sobbing. “Yeah. But give me a few more minutes here.”

When Cork reentered the exam room, Aphrodite sat up. “Where’s Moonbeam? Where’s my granddaughter?” she said, as if it had only just occurred to her.

“At the moment, she’s with some folks from Child Protection Services,” Cork said. “They’re good people, Aphrodite. She’s fine.”

“I want to see her.”

“You will. In due time. But I need to ask you a few more questions first. Can you tell me exactly what happened when you got to the cabin? Can you take me through it step by step?”

“I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to have to remember.”

“I understand. But it’s important if we want to find out who did this to Chastity.”

“I already told you who did it. Axel, goddamn him.”

“When you got to the cabin, was the door closed?”

She squeezed her eyes shut and thought. “Yes.”

“Locked?”

“No, otherwise I couldn’t have gone in.”

“When you stepped inside, that’s when you saw Chastity?”

“Yes.”

“No one else?”

“No.”

“What did you do then?”

“I ran to her… tried to talk to her… called you… then I just… sat with her. What else could I do? Christ, I need a cigarette.”

Cork saw that Dross had used the sole of her boot to stub out what little had been left of the earlier smoke. He nodded to her, and from the pocket of her uniform blouse she pulled another of the cigarettes she’d bummed earlier from an orderly. She handed it to Aphrodite McGill, then used the lighter the orderly had given her as well. Between sobs, the woman took a couple of draws on the cigarette.

“Okay, that’s all for now, Aphrodite. Deputy Dross will see you home when you’re ready to go. I’ll need to talk to you again. All right?”

Aphrodite gave a nod. Cork signaled for Dross to follow him from the room. In the hallway, he said, “I’ll let the doctor know she can have the sedative now, if he still wants to give it to her. When she’s ready, take her to her house. I’ll have Azevedo drive her car there.”

“We’ll need her fingerprints, Sheriff.”

“I know. We’ll do that later.”

Dross eyed the woman, who was alone in the room now, smoke rising above her head in a funereal gray haze. “She shouldn’t be alone.”

“I’ll get in touch with Father Monroe at St. Agnes. Aphrodite’s not a parishioner, but Chastity was. Maybe he’d be willing to sit with her, help calm her. Until he gets there, I want you to stay with her. Be sure you make notes of anything else she tells you.”

“Will do,” Dross said and turned back to the exam room.






CHAPTER 3

Cork drove. He’d opted for his Bronco rather than his department vehicle. Captain Ed Larson sat in the passenger seat.

One of Cork’s first actions as the newly elected sheriff of Tamarack County had been to elevate Deputy Ed Larson to the position of captain and place him in charge of all major crime investigations. Larson was a decade older than Cork and looked more like a college professor than a cop, eschewing the khaki uniform in favor of a sport coat, white shirt, and tie. Wild Bill Gunderson would never have stood for this, but Cork was fine with it. Larson was good at his job, thorough and organized, and he’d earned the respect of his fellow officers early on by talking a distraught father out of a house where he’d barricaded himself, his wife, and his young daughter. The man, Daryl Carville, had lost his job when one of the iron mines closed and he’d been out of work forever and way over his head in debt. For a long time, he’d been spiraling downward into a black pit of despair. Wild Bill Gunderson had been the sheriff when this occurred and had wanted to have a sniper shoot Carville through the living room window. Larson, who knew the man and knew about his circumstances, had advocated for trying a different approach first. He’d talked his way onto the front porch, where, using both reason and empathy, he’d convinced Carville to put down the shotgun he held. In the process, Larson had put himself at great risk. But the affair had ended without bloodshed.

Cork had been in the Twin Cities at a law enforcement conference when all this went down. Wild Bill Gunderson had, of course, taken the credit for suggesting reason over a sniper’s bullet, and Larson had never contradicted the sheriff’s version of the incident. But the other officers who’d been there made sure that Cork knew the truth.

“Axel Boshey,” Larson said. “Trouble and that man are brothers.”

“It’s the booze,” Cork said. “When he’s not drinking, he causes no trouble.”

“Must’ve had been drunk out of his mind this time,” Larson said. Then he said, “He’s a cousin of yours, yes?”

“Second cousin technically. His mother was my mother’s cousin. There’s a big web of family relationships on any reservation.”

“You know that puts you on the outside of this investigation,” Larson said. “Family connection.”

“Let’s wait to see what Axel has to say. And you’re going to need my help with any part of your investigation that takes you to the rez.”

Larson gave a grunt of what sounded like begrudging acknowledgment of this truth.

“Still, I’m only part Anishinaabe,” Cork said. “And I wear a badge. So I may not be much help either, but I’m probably your best bet for getting some answers out there.”

“We’ll see,” Larson said. “If Axel’s still drunk, we might need backup.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I don’t want to stir things up on the rez any more than I have to. A lot of cop cars and everything could get way more complicated. That’s why I’m driving my Bronco. Less conspicuous.”

Patsy Boshey’s house was on a dirt road at the edge of Allouette, the larger of the two communities on the Iron Lake Ojibwe Reservation. It was BIA housing, a simple prefab with gray siding. To one side was a vegetable garden, the plants empty after harvest, except for the kale, which still grew in deep green profusion.

The woman who answered Cork’s knock was stocky, with long graying hair, and deep brown eyes. She wore a knitted red sweater, gray sweatpants, and fluffy white slippers.

“Boozhoo, Auntie,” Cork said, using a traditional Anishinaabe greeting.

“Good morning, Corkie,” Patsy said brightly. Then she looked at Larson. “I know you. You investigated my son when Clyde Greensky was killed.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Larson said. “And cleared him.”

“No,” she said. “The truth cleared him. What do you want?” she said, looking at Cork, her demeanor not so friendly now.

“We need to talk to Axel.”

“He’s not here.”

“Do you know where he is?”

She shook her head. “He came yesterday. Asked me to watch Sunny, then left. He said he would be back, but he hasn’t come yet.”

“Sundown’s here now?”

She nodded. “Sunny’s inside watching television.”

“Any idea why he’d bring his stepson but not his daughter?”

“He didn’t say.”

“When Axel came last night, had he been drinking?” Larson asked.

Patsy crossed her arms over her chest, her dark eyes bored into Larson and she didn’t reply.

“Auntie, there’s been trouble,” Cork said.

“What kind?”

“Chastity is dead.”

Her face, which had been like stone when addressing Ed Larson, showed her great surprise. “Dead? How?”

“I can’t go into that,” Cork said. “But it was last night.”

“Oh, dear God.” Patsy put her hand to her mouth. She glanced back over her shoulder into her house, where Cork could hear that the television was on, and he imagined little Sundown sitting in front of it. “Oh God, no.”

“I’m afraid so,” Cork said. “We’ve been told that she and Axel had a fight last night.”

She nodded. “He told me. But… that’s nothing new. They fight all the time.”

“We were told he’d been drinking.”

She let out a sigh. “Also nothing new.” Then she seemed to get the drift of Cork’s questioning. “You think Axel killed her.”

“We need to talk to him.”

“No,” she said. “No way.”

“No way he killed Chastity, or no way we can talk to him?” Cork asked.

“Both.” Then she said, “It was her.”

“Her what?”

“That woman could drive any man to murder.”

“Be careful what you say,” Cork cautioned. Then he said, “May we talk to Sunny?”

“No.”

“We’ll have to talk to him eventually.”

“I… I need to tell him about his mother.”

“All right. Then I’ll come back and talk to him. And you and me, we can talk more. In the meantime, if you hear from Axel, tell him it would be best for him to get in touch with me. All right?”

She said nothing but did give a nod.

“Miigwech, Auntie,” he said, thanking her in her Native tongue.

He walked with Ed Larson back to the Bronco, where they stood for a moment before getting in.

Larson said, “This is my investigation, Cork. You made it sound like I was going to be no part of it.”

“Do you think you’d have got anything from her?”

“Did you get anything useful?”

“Not this time maybe. But in Indian Country, patience is the rule of thumb.”

“You called her Auntie. I thought she was a cousin.”

“A respectful term. On the rez, everyone my mother’s age is “Auntie” to me. Everyone my grandmother’s age is “Grandmother.” My contemporaries are “Cousins.” In its way, it’s an acknowledgment that we’re all family regardless of bloodlines. So what now, Captain?”

“Drop me back at the department,” Larson said. “I’ll take a look at whatever evidence we got from the cabin this morning. And I’ve got a couple of deputies canvassing the neighbors in case someone saw something.”

“Nearest neighbors are a quarter mile away.”

“Due diligence,” Larson said. “And the press’ll be coming, Cork. Hell Hanover will be breathing down our necks for sure. City papers, too, soon enough.”

Helmuth (Hell) Hanover was the editor of the local newspaper, and a man Cork was never happy to have to deal with.

“If Hell’s at the department, I’m sure you can handle him,” Cork said. “Me, I’m going to have some lunch. Then I’ll see if I can find Axel.”

“Where?”

Cork swung his hand in an arc that included the reservation land all around them. “It’s like Aphrodite told me this morning, Ed. He’s got nowhere else to go but here.”






CHAPTER 4

During World War II, German prisoners of war were trucked to Aurora, Minnesota, and housed in several Quonset huts on the shore of Iron Lake. There’d been no barbed wire to hold them in the compound. If they escaped, where would they have gone? Because American men were off fighting overseas, the German POWs supplied important labor for harvesting lumber from the great Northwoods. They were treated humanely, even earning a wage for the work. At war’s end, they were returned to their homeland, and the compound was abandoned. All but one of the Quonset huts was disassembled, the last one kept standing for reasons unknown. It sat idle for several years, just beyond the town limits. In the early fifties, an enterprising member of the Iron Lake Band of Ojibwe purchased the structure and spent a year repurposing it. He divided the Quonset hut into two sections. In one, he installed a big griddle, large freezer, deep-fry well, ice-milk machine, and a prep area with a stainless-steel sink. He hung a sign outside that proclaimed the new food enterprise was called Sam’s Place. The back section of the hut housed a little bathroom, into which were crammed a shower, stool, and sink. There was a living area with a bunk, dining table, two chairs, and a file cabinet. It was where Sam Winter Moon kept his business records, ate his meals, and sometimes slept in the months his burger joint was open.

Sam had been a good friend of Liam O’Connor. They were both veterans of World War II, both men of deep conscience and few words, and both believed profoundly in the idea of justice for all, White and Ojibwe alike.

After Liam O’Connor was killed, Sam Winter Moon, in many ways, took on the role of surrogate father for Liam’s son, Cork. He tried to pass on to the adolescent the lessons he believed Liam would have taught his son and also his own take on the world through the eyes of the Anishinaabe people. Every summer when he was in his teens, Cork earned money working at Sam’s Place, learning how to run the business and manage others, opening and closing, and banking the day’s take. Some of what Cork earned was spending money. Some went into a bank account for college. Some went to his mother to help with the bills. Sam Winter Moon and Sam’s Place were responsible in many ways for Cork’s understanding of what it meant to be a responsible human being.

When he reached Sam’s Place that day, it was half past noon. There were several folks in line at the serving window. Cork parked his Bronco and waited until the last of the customers had been seen to, then he got out and went to the serving window. The face of the young woman who peered out at him was familiar—Roxanne Bloom, who went by Roxie. Her mother, Mary Bloom, had been Cork’s fourth-grade teacher. Her father, an Iron Lake Shinnob, had worked for the lumber mill in Brandywine, the other small community on the reservation, and had been on the Tribal Council. Roxanne was attending Aurora Community College, hoping to become a physical therapist.

“Boozhoo, Roxie. Busy lunch hour.”

“Fridays are always busy. Just wait until this evening when the leaf peepers arrive.”

Another young face appeared beside her, a face also familiar to Cork. Tamara Larson, daughter of Captain Ed Larson. “We heard about Chastity Boshey. My God,” Tamara said.

“Is that Cork?” Sam Winter Moon spoke from somewhere out of sight.

“Yep,” Cork called through the serving window. “Need to talk to you, Sam, if you’ve got a moment.”

“Come on in,” Sam said. “You two kids see to our customers. And let’s try to stay away from any talk about killing, okay?”

“But Mr. Winter Moon,” Tamara said. “It’s what everybody’s talking about.”

Already? Cork thought.

“Stick to the weather,” Sam said.

Cork walked to the door on the side of Sam’s Place, which opened onto the back section of the Quonset hut.

“Boozhoo, Cork,” Sam greeted him. “Coffee? And would you like a burger? I’ll have one of the kids whip up a Sam’s Special.”

“Thanks, I could use a bite. Been a rough morning.”

“I can only imagine. Sit. I’ll be right back.” Sam stepped into the prep area and spoke to his workers, then came out with a disposable cup filled with coffee. He set the coffee in front of Cork and took a chair at the table where Cork sat.

Sam Winter Moon was nearing seventy. He was medium height and stocky, in the way of many Ojibwe men. His hair was white and he wore it in a crew cut. The irises of his eyes were the warm brown of creamed coffee.

“So, a friendly visit?” he said. “Or is this about Chastity Boshey?”

“It’s about Axel. I need to find him.”

“You think he killed his wife?”

“I don’t think anything at this point, Sam. I’m trying to gather all the pieces. Axel’s a big one. And I don’t know where he is.”

“You’ve already talked to Patsy, I imagine.”

“Just came from there.”

“Told you nothing, I’ll bet.”

“That’s right.”

Sam nodded to himself. “I’d be worried sick, I was her.”

“Because you think he might have done it?”

“Because he’s the first one everybody’ll think of,” Sam said, then added, “And not just white folks. Heard it was brutal.”

“Pretty vicious.”

“Axel’s got a lot of anger in him, especially when he’s been drinking. True of a lot of our vets.”

“So, you think he could have done it?”

“I’ve seen enough in this life to think anybody’s capable of anything. I guess what I’m saying is that I understand why you have to talk to Axel. You just need to clear your head before you do.”

“Clear my head?”

“Despite what you told me a minute ago, I’m guessing that the white voice inside you is already saying Axel did it. Quiet that voice, if you can, and listen to the Shinnob inside you.”

“If I was a hundred percent Anishinaabe, what would my voice be saying?”

“It might say, ‘Listen to the owl.’ ”

“What does that mean?”

“The owl only asks one question. Who? Don’t stop asking yourself that.”

“Right now, the question I need an answer to is where. I think Axel’s got only one place to hide. He’s somewhere on the rez.”

“If you already know that, what are you doing here?”

“Like I said, I talked with his mother this morning.”

“And got nowhere. So?”

“I’m going back out to the rez. I was wondering if you might consider going with me.”

“Going back to the rez?” Sam said. “Is that why you’re not wearing your uniform?”

“I changed at the department. I’d rather not go out in my regalia.”

Sam swung a hand toward the prep area. “I’ve got a business to run.”

“The kids can handle it for a couple of hours.”

“A couple of hours? You really think that’s all it’ll take?”

“That’s all I’m asking. Because, as you say, you have a business to run.”

“And you have a job to do. I don’t ask you to flip burgers. At least, not anymore.”

“Sam, I need your help. A white woman’s dead. Murdered. And a Shinnob is the most obvious suspect. This is a fire just waiting for a match to get it started.”

They were interrupted by Roxie Bloom, who came from the prep area carrying a basket that held a Sam’s Special and fries. “Here you go, Sheriff.”

“Miigwech, Roxie.”

After she’d returned to her work, Sam was quiet for a long moment, his warm coffee eyes considering Cork. Finally he said, “Eat your burger. Then we’ll go.”






CHAPTER 5

Cork O’Connor was one-quarter Ojibwe. He’d grown up in Aurora, the son of a white man of deep Irish heritage and a woman who was half Ojibwe. As a kid, he’d spent a good deal of time on the reservation, where his grandmother, a true-blood Iron Lake Ojibwe, had lived. He’d played with other kids there, gone to school with them in town, even attended church at St. Agnes with some of their families. He had friends and relatives on the rez. But he’d always been different from them, both because he was of mixed blood and because his father wore a badge.

He still had relatives on the rez and people he counted as friends. But since he’d put on the same badge his father had worn and now represented in such a visible way an arm of white society that had often handled Native people unfairly, brutally even, his visits had become less frequent.

“Doesn’t matter you’re not wearing your uniform,” Sam said as they headed up the east side of Iron Lake toward Allouette. “Everybody’ll already’ve heard about Chastity. Rez telegraph. You think anybody’s going to tell you anything, even with me along, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“I need to hear Axel’s side of the story, Sam. I can’t do that if I don’t talk to him. And I can’t talk to him until I find him. Simple equation. I’m hoping you might help folks understand that.”

“Am I going to help them understand that you’re not taking Axel straight to jail?”

Cork didn’t respond.

“So you are going to take him to jail,” Sam said.

“I’ll probably take him in for questioning.”

“You have any idea how often one of our people has been taken in for questioning and come out beat to hell?”

“Not on my watch, Sam.”

“Or your dad’s either. But there’ve been some pretty bad hombres in charge between his tenure and yours. Our people, we’ve got long memories. And, Cork, on the rez, the jury’s still out about you.”

Which was something he’d felt, but it had never been said to him out loud.

“I’m just trying to get to the truth,” Cork said.

“Truth is a tricky critter. Not always what it seems.”

“I don’t agree. A woman’s been killed. I’m trying to get to the truth of who killed her. And that truth is going to be solid as a rock. You’ll see.”

“Oh, Cork,” Sam said, in the same way he used to say it when Cork was a kid and still had so much to learn.

They pulled up in front of Patsy Boshey’s house. Cork killed the engine and started to get out.

Sam put a restraining hand on his arm and said, “Let me.”

“I don’t think…”

“You already tried once and got nowhere. You come in with me, it’ll be the same result.”

Cork studied Sam, then the small house, and finally gave a nod. “All right.”

Sam got out and walked to the front door. Patsy Boshey answered his knock. He spoke to her for a moment and then was let inside.

Cork sat back to wait.

Allouette was a quiet town, a grid of a dozen streets, most with BIA houses or old cabins or trailers up on cinder blocks. The main drag had a few businesses, among them a Mobil gas station and garage, the Nanaboozahoo Cafe, a small thrift store called the Beaver’s Tail, and LeDuc’s General Store, which doubled as the post office. A bit farther down was the old community center. Around the corner from the café was the largest structure on the rez, a building that housed most of the tribal offices. To the casual eye, it appeared to be an economically depressed town, which was true. But the casual eye didn’t see the true spirit of the Ojibwe who lived there, a people who, though they’d been lied to by politicians and cheated by developers and beset by demons that came with multigenerational cultural trauma, still held tenaciously to their traditions, their language, and their sense of hope. Cork’s grandmother Dilsey, a fierce and eloquent defender of her people, had given her grandson an abiding respect for that part of his heritage. And although folks on the rez didn’t always welcome him with open arms, Cork still held them firmly in his own heart.

An old pickup passed him, stopped, and backed up. Cork saw that it was Leroy Beauchamp, a mechanic at the Mobil station. He was another distant relative, a cousin a couple of times removed.

Leroy rolled down his window and eyed Cork. “Sheriff,” he said.

Not Cork. Not Cousin. Which meant that Leroy knew why Cork was on the rez that day and probably wasn’t going to be helpful.

“Looking for my homie Axel, I expect,” Leroy said.

“That’s right. Seen him?”

“Nope. But I’ll tell you one thing. If he killed that wife of his, he had good reason.”

“You hear how she died?” Cork said. Then added, “Cousin.”

“Didn’t hear that.”

“Stabbed with a fireplace poker, a bunch of times.”

That made Leroy sit back. “Shit.”

“No one deserves that,” Cork said.

“Look, I heard she was running around behind Axel’s back. Just like she did with Clyde Greensky.”

“You hear who she might have been running around with?”

“Nope.”

“You mind asking around? Might help Axel. Especially if he’s a homie.”

Leroy thought about it. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Miigwech,” Cork said. “Cousin.”

Leroy rolled up his window and drove on.

Sam Winter Moon was inside Patsy Boshey’s house for fifteen minutes. When he came out, Patsy was with him, but she didn’t accompany Sam to Cork’s Bronco. She just stood in the doorway, scowling at Cork as if he were the enemy. And Cork understood that, in a way, he was.

“Still no idea where Axel might be,” Sam said. “But I can tell you what Axel told Patsy. She says he came by last evening, brought Sundown along with him. Asked if she could keep the child for a while.”

“Because?”

“Him and Chastity had a fight. Big blowup, sounds like. Axel was pretty upset.”

“Did he tell her what the fight was about?”

“He wanted to divorce her. She told him to go to hell. One thing led to another. Pretty soon they’re ready to kill.”

“Is that how Patsy put it?”

“Axel put it that way. Told Patsy that’s why he left. He was afraid of doing his wife harm.”

“Why’d he take Sunny?”

“Chastity insisted.”

“So he drops Sunny here. Then what?”

“Patsy didn’t know. But she was afraid that…”

Sam didn’t finish, so Cork did. “That he went somewhere to drown his sorrows in booze. Did you talk to Sundown?”

“Sunny was taking a nap. Patsy wouldn’t wake him. And she’s worried sick about little Moonbeam. Wants the child to be with her.”

“Moonbeam is with Child Protection Services.”

“That baby needs to be with her grandmother.”

“We’ll see if we can make it happen.”

They sat in silence for a bit.

“A man drunk out of his mind, full of anger, who left his house because he was afraid he’d do his wife harm,” Cork said. “Not looking good for Axel, Sam.”

“We don’t know for a fact that he went drinking.”

“But if he did, where would he go?”

They looked at each other and Cork said what he believed they both were thinking. “North Star.”

“Damn,” Sam said.






CHAPTER 6

The North Star bar stood at a crossroads just outside the reservation boundary. Most folks in Tamarack County referred to the establishment as “that Indian bar.” White faces were a rarity, usually hunters or snowmobilers who stumbled in, unaware that they weren’t particularly welcome. It didn’t take them long to figure that out, and they generally left before they’d even ordered a drink. From Allouette, the road to the bar, all crushed gravel and oil, cut back and forth between woodlands and marshland and had long ago been dubbed Waagikomaan, which meant “crooked knife.” The building itself was two-story, old wood, and peeling paint, with windows that hadn’t been washed in forever and were plastered with signs advertising the booze inside, which completely blocked any light that might come through. As a result, it was perpetual night in the North Star.

Cork pulled into the dirt lot, where a half dozen other vehicles were parked. They all had reservation license plates and were spattered with dried mud and covered in a thick coat of road dust. Which reminded Cork of that old western saying about mistreated horses: “Rode hard, put away wet.”

Sam said, “So what’s your strategy? You know they’ll be as tight-lipped with you as Patsy was. And they’ve been drinking, so anything that does come out of their mouths when you talk to them is likely to be unpleasant.”

“You’re not going in alone, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Your funeral,” Sam said and stepped from the Bronco.

They went in together, Cork in the lead. The place was as dark as a bear’s den with not much conversation going on. What little talk there was ceased as soon as those inside recognized who’d just arrived. Cork’s eyes hadn’t fully adjusted to the dark when he heard someone give a clear “Oink, oink!”

Behind the bar, in the glow of a neon Budweiser sign stood Will Fineday, who owned the joint. He was wiping the inside of a shot glass with a rag and looking at Cork with a face as hard as granite. In truth, that face was a frightening thing to behold, not because of the hard look but because of the enormous scar that ran like a white snake across his left cheek, nose, and right eye before it ended halfway up his forehead. It was the result of a blow from a hockey stick in a fight on an ice rink during his brief career playing for the Toronto Maple Leafs. He was pretty much blind in that right eye. Cork had played hockey with him in high school, when Fineday had been a standout and had taken the team to the state playoffs, where sportscasters were all abuzz about the Indian phenom. Although Cork and Fineday hadn’t been exactly friends, they’d been on good terms. But a lot of water had passed under the bridge since. Fineday had come back to the rez and used the money from the insurance settlement to buy the bar. He’d somehow got hold of the stick that had done the fateful deed, and it hung on the wall behind him, blood red in the neon glow from the Budweiser sign.
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