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PROLOGUE

He’s an old man, with more than a century of living behind him. When he rises each morning, there is no part of his body that doesn’t feel the weight, the ache, the wear of all those years. Although he moves more slowly now, he still unceasingly walks the forests with which he has been in intimate communion since he was a boy, spends full days alone in the great North Woods. His disappearances have become a cause for concern among those who care about him, and there are many, not only on the Iron Lake Reservation but also in the town of Aurora and across much of Tamarack County, Minnesota. When he returns from a long absence and sees the worry on their faces, he smiles and asks, “What are you afraid of?” Their answers are vague fears for his safety. “If I lie down somewhere on a soft bed of pine needles and begin my journey into the next world without a chance for you to say goodbye, you can always burn tobacco and send me your prayers. I will hear,” he promises.

His body is a thin wall between this world and that which awaits him beyond, but sometimes his spirit travels between these two worlds. He has occasionally flown like an eagle and seen from a high place his own body lying as if lifeless under a canopy of pine boughs. He understands his death is an experience neither to fear nor to welcome. It is simply a place toward which he has been walking since the moment of his birth.

The world around him is one that has both showered him in delight and presented him with enormous challenge. The delight has always been in nature, in the beauty it has offered, the solace, the lessons, the wisdom, the healing, the communion of spirits. The challenge has been of the human kind. At the hands of human beings, he has experienced cruelty, pain, deceit, avarice, jealousy, hate. Most of his life he has been a healer, working in the ways of the natural world to help guide others to a place of harmony, what his people, the Anishinaabeg, call mino-bimaadiziwin, the way of the good life. It is the purpose to which he was born.

But he feels the pull of another calling now, one that despite his age and knowledge and wisdom he doesn’t understand. It is a dark calling, melancholy and unsettling. As he walks the woods in the communion of spirits, he asks for answers, which have not come. Patience has always been his grounding, but he feels himself growing restless and uncertain. He feels he is being followed, but not by anything human. Death is his shadow. The prospect of his own death isn’t what troubles him. It is the sense that death will come to others, come far too early in their journey through this world. What the old man, this ancient soul, is trying to understand is this: Am I the one who stands between death and the others, or am I the one who leads death to them?






- PART ONE - CORK







CHAPTER 1

It’s after the lunch rush, and the man at the window orders a Sam’s Special, large fries, and a chocolate shake, a pretty standard request. But while he waits, alone now that the line has dwindled to nothing, he jabbers on about this and that, then finally asks the question as if he hasn’t been working up to it all along: “You’re a private investigator, right?”

The man is a stranger, a face Cork O’Connor can’t recall ever having seen in Tamarack County before, and Cork is good at remembering faces.

“I have a license. But mostly, I flip burgers. On the whole, I find it safer.” Cork slides the bag containing the burger and fries across the window counter, then hands the man the shake. “That’ll be nine seventy-five.”

The man takes a ten from his shiny wallet, gives it to Cork, and says, “Keep the change.” He stands looking at the bag and the shake, shifting a little on his feet, and finally comes out with it. “I need your help.”

“The kind that requires a PI license?”

“Yeah. That kind.”

“I’ll meet you at the door.”

Cork turns to his son, Stephen, who is scraping the charred grease from the lunch rush off the grill. Cork’s son is twenty-one, average height and build, but his Ojibwe heritage is evident in the dark brown of his eyes, the near black of his hair, and the prominence of his cheekbones. More than any of Cork’s children, he displays his Anishinaabe ancestry.

“Watch the window,” Cork says.

Stephen nods, and Cork leaves the prep area and walks to the rear of Sam’s Place.

It’s an old Quonset hut, circa World War Two, which an Ojibwe man named Sam Winter Moon, long deceased, converted into a burger joint at the edge of Iron Lake, on the outskirts of Aurora, a small town deep in the great Northwoods of Minnesota, a stone’s throw from the Canadian border. The front of the Quonset hut is the food operation. The rear is a sometime living area with a kitchen and a sometime office with filing cabinets. In the center is a table with four chairs for meeting the occasional client or, more often, simply eating a meal.

Cork opens the door, letting in the early May sunshine and the stranger. “Have a seat.”

The man sits and puts his food on the table. That morning, when he arrived to open Sam’s Place, Cork had taken off his jean jacket and draped it over a chairback. Now he sits in that chair, crosses his legs, and waits. Through the door to the prep area comes the rhythmic scrape, scrape, scrape as Stephen cleans the grill. The man stares at Cork as if waiting for him to begin. Cork stares back.

The man finally fumbles it out. “I heard you’re… part Indian.”

“My grandmother was true-blood Iron Lake Anishinaabe. Is that important?”

“Yeah.” The man frowns a moment. “Or maybe. I’m not sure.”

“That burger’s getting cold, and the shake is getting warm.”

The man stares at his packaged meal. “I’m not really hungry. But I could use a cup of coffee.”

“Black?”

“Whatever,” the man says.

Cork gets up and returns to the food prep area.

“What’s it all about?” Tiny beads of sweat stand out on Stephen’s forehead, the result of the heat from the grill and his work cleaning its surface.

“Don’t know yet,” Cork replies.

He fills two disposable cups from the coffee urn and heads back. He places one cup on the table in front of his guest, then sits down, sips from his own cup, and waits.

“My wife’s gone missing,” the man finally says without touching his coffee.

“You’re not from around here, Mr. —?”

“Morriseau. Louis Morriseau. I go by Lou.”

He offers his hand as an afterthought. When Cork takes it, he feels the damp and the fleshiness of the palm, which together remind him of a kitchen sponge.

“From Edina, down in the Twin Cities. I’m in real estate.” Morriseau is in his late forties or early fifties, dressed in a long-sleeve blue shirt with some kind of logo stitched into the fabric over the area of his left pec. Cork doesn’t recognize the logo but guesses that it’s a brand you wouldn’t find at Target. A place like Saks Fifth Avenue, maybe. Cork’s never been there, but he can imagine. The loafers on the man’s feet are shiny and as out of place in the North Country as his cologne. Earlier, during the rush, Cork had watched as Morriseau parked his shiny Escalade in the gravel lot in front of Sam’s Place, well away from the dusty pickups and mud-spattered Jeeps, as if afraid the dirt and grit might migrate. “I do pretty damn well,” Morriseau adds. Which lowers him yet another notch in Cork’s estimation.

“Why is it important that I have Native heritage?” Cork asks.

“Dolores—that’s my wife—has become fascinated with Indian stuff lately.”

“Indian stuff?”

“You know, dreamcatchers, sage bundles, beadwork, sweat lodges, visions.”

“And you have a problem with that?”

“She claims to be part Indian, but she’s got no proof. It’s just another one of her fancies. Last year she was into Transcendental Meditation. The year before it was Scientology. Every year something different. This year it’s Indians.”

“You say she’s missing. How long?”

“Nearly a week.”

“Have you reported this to the police?”

Morriseau shakes his head. “It’s not like I don’t know where she’s gone.”

“You believe she’s in Aurora?”

“Around here somewhere, yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because the man she’s in love with lives up here and he’s Indian.”

“So that’s what this is about. Another man.”

“It’s a passing fancy. Dolores is always wrapped up in one fad or another.”

“You think she’s what? Just into her Indian period?”

“Something like that, yeah.”

“Why not simply wait it out?”

“Because this isn’t like when she was into yoga or marching for PETA. This is another guy.”

“An Indian from around here.”

“Yeah.”

“And you know this how?”

“She left me a note, told me she was leaving me. And she keeps a journal, writes in it every day. I read it. She talks about this guy a lot in the last few months. It’s clear she’s bonkers over him.”

“Bonkers? Are they lovers?”

“God, I hate that word. It’s so… delicate. But yeah, from what I read they must be screwing like a couple of rabbits. Me and Dolores, we don’t share a bedroom anymore. She claims my snoring keeps her awake.”

“What is it you want from me?”

“Find her. Take me to her.”

“So you can do what?”

“Talk her into coming home.”

Cork thinks about the Escalade and the distance the man put between his precious set of wheels and any taint from the local vehicles in the lot.

“You’re sure that’s all? Just to talk to her?”

“I swear.”

“What if she doesn’t want to listen?”

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

“Do you have a photo of Dolores?”

Lou Morriseau takes a snapshot from the wallet where he pulled out the ten, lays it on the table, and slides it across to Cork. She’s a stunning woman, a redhead. Her eyes are green, her smile like one you’d see on a billboard for a successful dental plan. It’s a static photograph and Cork doesn’t want to read too much into it, but he thinks the woman looks a good deal smarter, or maybe just deeper, than her husband.

“This Native paramour who’s stolen your wife’s heart, do you have a name?”

“Yeah. It was in her journal. Now it’s burned into my brain.” The man’s face goes taut, as if, in fact, a red-hot brand has just seared his soul. His lips curl into a snarl, and he spits out, “Henry Meloux.”






CHAPTER 2

Stephen stands at the serving window, watching as Louis Morriseau drives away. “Henry?” he says. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Cork stands beside him, watching the Escalade disappear. “I don’t know what was in her journal. Can you imagine Henry and Dolores Morriseau doing it like a couple of rabbits?”

“Fifty years ago, maybe,” Stephen says. “Did you agree to take him on as a client?”

“Only as a favor to Henry, just to keep that guy off his back.”

Cork had used his cell phone to snap a photograph of Morriseau as the man crossed the gravel lot to his Escalade, and he studies the shot now, with Stephen looking over his shoulder.

“The guy’s soft,” Stephen notes. “Henry could take him in a heartbeat.”

“Henry is a hundred and five years old. At least.”

“I’d still lay odds on him.”

“As soon as your sister gets here, I’m heading out to Crow Point to clear this up.” Cork shakes his head. “Henry the home-wrecker. Imagine that.”

An hour later, Jenny, Cork’s oldest child, arrives in her Forester. She’s brought Waaboo, Cork’s grandson, with her. Cork steps from the Quonset hut and watches the two of them as they stand together for a moment, eyes to the sky. Cork sees it, too, a bald eagle circling above a grove of birch trees down the shoreline of Iron Lake. The great wingspan seems to press against the spring sky as if the bird is gliding along an azure wall, searching for an opening. The eagle finally settles on a limb of the tallest tree, where it perches awhile, eyeing the glittering afternoon blue of the lake. Jenny and Waaboo turn, and when he sees his grandfather, the little boy cries, “Baa-baa,” and runs across the gravel. Cork lifts him, swings him around in the air, and Waaboo squeals with delight. His real name is Aaron Smalldog O’Connor. He is five years old and of mixed heritage. He’s become the small jewel of the O’Connor household, the delight at the center of so much of their lives. Stephen long ago gave him the nickname Waaboo, which means “little rabbit” in the language of the Ojibwe, and it has stuck.

“I’m gonna help make Waaboo burgers,” the little boy declares after Cork has set him back on his feet. There’s a menu item at Sam’s Place named after him, a bison burger that has become quite popular.

“No,” his mother says. She has a satchel over her shoulder, from which she pulls a couple of books—Horton Hatches the Egg and a Sesame Street coloring book. “He’s going to do some reading and some coloring until his father picks him up.”

“He could help for a while,” Cork tells her.

“Child labor laws,” Jenny says with a stern look.

“Not if he’s just working for the fun of it.”

“Don’t go, Baa-baa,” Waaboo pleads.

“I have to, little guy. I need to talk to Henry Meloux.”

Cork explains to Jenny what’s going on, and when she hears the story, she laughs until tears roll down her cheeks.

“Cuckold?” young Waaboo asks. “Is that what comes out of a cuckoo clock?”

“Not quite,” Cork says. “And in Henry’s case, completely ridiculous. I’m hoping to be back in time to close tonight. But if not—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jenny says. “We’ll make sure it’s covered.”

It’s midafternoon in early May, a day aromatic with spring. The scent of pine seems especially strong to Cork as he drives his Expedition north along the edge of Iron Lake. Partially hidden among the trees, cabins that have been closed up much of the winter are being reopened, and soon Aurora will be alive once again with summer residents and tourists. Which is good for Tamarack County, whose economy has never quite recovered from the closing of the iron mines that once meant great wealth for the region. On the other hand, it will bring an end to the blessed quiet that always descends with winter. Except for a brief few years when he was a cop on the South Side of Chicago, this far-north outpost has been Cork’s home his entire life and, despite the mosquitoes and blackflies of summer and the Arctic blasts of winter, he loves this place with his whole heart.

He pulls the Expedition to a stop behind a dusty pickup truck parked at the side of the graveled county road near the double-trunk birch that marks the trail through the Superior National Forest to Crow Point. The truck belongs to Rainy, Cork’s wife. He hasn’t seen her in a couple of days. She’s been helping Meloux on Crow Point, while Leah Duling, who usually sees to the old man’s needs, is gone to the Lac Courte Oreilles Reservation in Wisconsin to visit family. He locks his vehicle and begins the two-mile hike to the isolated cabin of Henry Meloux.

The great Northwoods has awakened from a long winter slumber. Pink lady’s slippers, red columbines, and pale nodding chickweed dot the trail’s edge like strewn jewels. Flycatchers, chickadees, mourning warblers, and blue jays flit among the pines and groves of aspens and birches, their calls like the voice of the forest itself. The smell of the still-wet, newly thawed earth gives the air a fecund, musky scent that is perfume to Cork’s nose.

He crosses Wine Creek and, not far beyond that, enters land on the reservation of the Iron Lake Ojibwe. Soon after, he breaks from the trees and stands at the edge of a meadow. On the far side is Meloux’s cabin, a single-room structure built nine decades earlier. Near it is another cabin, only a few years old, which Cork helped to build. It’s where Leah Duling sleeps. There’s no electricity on Crow Point, no running water, and between the two cabins stands an outhouse. Cut wood lies stacked against the sides of both cabins, and woodsmoke rises from the stovepipe that juts from each roof. Meloux is sitting on a long bench made from a split log, which is set against his front wall. His hair is white, and he wears a white shirt. His overalls are so faded they’re nearly the same color as the shirt. Against the dark logs of the cabin and with the bright afternoon sunlight full upon him, Meloux seems to glow.

Cork crosses the meadow and greets the old man. “Boozhoo, Henry.”

“Boozhoo, Corcoran O’Connor.”

Meloux isn’t just old, he is ancient. His face is like the shell of a map turtle, etched with so many lines there could be one for every year of his existence. Despite his great age, something young and vital remains in the glint of his dark eyes. He is a Mide, a member of the Grand Medicine Society, a healer. At the moment, he is holding a hatchet, which he is slowly sharpening with a whetstone.

The old man pauses in his work. “You came for my niece?”

“That’s one reason. Where is she?”

“Guiding a sweat.”

The old man nods toward the west, where a thread of white smoke rises near the small sweat lodge on the shoreline of Iron Lake. He sets the hatchet and whetstone on the bench and the two men enter his little cabin. Inside, Cork catches the aromatic scent of burned sage.

“You’ve smudged,” he says.

“There has been much cleansing of spirits today. Smoke with me and I will explain.”

From a shelf, the old man pulls a canister and a long-stemmed pipe wrapped in beaded cloth, then leads the way back into the sunshine. Meloux settles himself next to the hatchet and whetstone on the split-log bench. Cork sits beside him. Meloux removes the canister lid, takes a pinch of tobacco from inside, offers it to the spirits of the four directions, then fills the pipe.

The sun is blazing, and though the day began with a chill, the air has warmed significantly. Cork removes the jean jacket he’s been wearing and lays it on the ground. Meloux strikes a kitchen match on the surface of the bench, lights the tobacco in his pipe, and the two men spend several minutes smoking in silence. When the tobacco is burned to ash, Meloux speaks.

“She came to me yesterday.”

“Who?” Cork asks.

Meloux looks at him as if it’s a ridiculous question.

“Dolores Morriseau? She’s here?”

“You are like a blind fox, Corcoran O’Connor. You have a swift mind, but you cannot see what is right in front of you.”

Meloux nods toward a pair of women’s shoes placed on the ground next to the cabin door. The shoes are expensive looking, with spiky high heels, nothing like the footwear Cork’s wife, Rainy, would have chosen for a hike to Crow Point.

“She came yesterday, with blisters on her feet from those torture devices. My niece gave her a pair of moccasins.”

“How did she find you?”

“I received word that she was in Allouette, asking about me. I sent Rainy to bring her. When she stood before me, it was clear that not just her feet were in misery. Her spirit was being tortured, too.”

“Her husband is looking for her.”

In the mysterious way the old Mide knows so much, he seems to know this, too. “The woman he is looking for he will not find here.”

Cork isn’t sure what that means, but at the moment it doesn’t matter. He spots two women approaching across the meadow. One he knows well. The other he’s seen in a photograph. When Rainy Bisonette is near enough to be heard she calls, “Henry told me you’d be coming.”

Rainy has been Cork’s wife for nearly two years but still, whenever he sees her like this, her face radiant in the sun, his heart does a small leap of gladness and gratitude. Like her great-uncle Henry Meloux, Rainy is Mide, a healer. And like Meloux, she understands the world in a more generous way than Cork believes he ever will.

Dolores Morriseau doesn’t look like the attractive woman in the photograph Cork was given. She wears no makeup, and her hair, soaked from the sweat and probably from her brief dip in the cold water of Iron Lake, which often follows a sweat, hangs down in wet-mop strings. She looks drained and tired, and Cork thinks Meloux probably insisted that she fast before the sweat. Cork stands and offers his place on the bench, which she accepts with a grateful sigh.

“I feel empty,” she says.

“That is a good beginning,” Meloux tells her.

She looks up and seems to take Cork in fully at last. “Who are you?”

“Cork O’Connor,” Rainy says. “My husband.”

“And a private investigator,” Cork adds. “Your husband came to me today, Mrs. Morriseau. He’s looking for you.”

“He followed me?” She says this with hope, and some life seems to come back into her eyes.

“He says he wants to talk to you.”

“I can’t imagine what he has to say that he hasn’t said before.”

Rainy says, “Maybe you’ll hear him differently now. He came for you. That’s a start.”

“Maybe.” Again there’s hope on the face of Dolores Morriseau. “When did you see him?”

“This afternoon.” Cork takes out his cell phone and finds the photograph he took of Louis Morriseau. He hands the phone to Dolores, who holds it close to her face and squints.

“Who is this?” she says.

“Your husband.”

She lifts her eyes to Cork, and they’re filled with bewilderment. “I’ve never seen this man before in my life.”






CHAPTER 3

Cork says, “That’s not Louis Morriseau?”

“Don’t you think I’d know my own husband?”

“Just take a moment. It’s not the best photo I’ve ever shot.”

“This guy is blond and as white as cottage cheese. My husband is three-quarters Ojibwe. And look at that gut. Soft as bread dough. My husband works out every day.” She hands the phone back. “What kind of private investigator are you?”

Cork hears a little rumble of laughter escape from Henry Meloux. “Blind fox,” the old man says, then lifts the hatchet and whetstone and begins again to sharpen the blade.

“All right. From the beginning,” Cork says. “What brought you to Henry and how did you get here?”

The woman looks tired again, but not just from the drain of the sweat. “Things have been rough for a long time. Things between me and Lou. Everything in general. I thought I needed to pull myself together if there was going to be any hope for us. I met Henry several months ago when he did a burial ceremony for my husband’s uncle.”

Cork glances at Meloux, who says, “The mother’s family is Makwa Clan. Leech Lake Anishinaabe. I have done two burial ceremonies for them and helped in other ways.”

“Henry and I talked after the ceremony,” Dolores continues. “Really talked. Connected.” She looks to Henry for validation, and the old man offers her a smile and a nod. “He told me if I ever needed him, he would be here for me. I didn’t know how to find him, so Lou’s brother brought me here yesterday.”

“This morning, I received word from the reservation that a stranger was asking about me,” Meloux says. “He claimed to be one of The People, but something about him was not right. I had him sent to you, Corcoran O’Connor.”

Although this explains the mysterious way Meloux seemed to have known he was coming, Cork still understands that the old Mide has a gift for such forewarnings. Meloux once explained it as a communication with nature that Cork himself could nurture if he was so inclined. “It is not a secret language,” the Mide had said. “You need to quiet all the other voices in your head and listen.”

Which is a discipline Cork has never quite been able to master. So, nature sings to him the beautiful music that many others also hear, but it has never spoken to him as it does to Meloux.

“Like Mrs. Morriseau says, the man who wanted to hire me clearly wasn’t Native,” Cork says.

Meloux shrugs. “Then it would seem there are at least a pair of weasels.”

“Your husband’s brother?” Cork asks. “Where is he?”

“Anton has a good friend in Yellow Lake. He’s staying there. He said he’d check on me tomorrow and take me back if I was ready.”

“Okay. You mentioned that you and your husband have been going through a rough patch, Mrs. Morriseau,” Cork says.

“Call me Dolores.”

“Can you tell me about that, Dolores?”

The woman sits back against the smooth logs of the cabin. “Doesn’t every marriage take work?”

Rainy glances at Cork and smiles. “Even good marriages.”

“And we have a good marriage, Lou and me. Or we did. I’m not sure anymore.”

“What happened?” Cork asked.

“About six months ago, after Lou’s uncle died, he began acting different. Distant. Afraid. Uncertain. Which isn’t like him. One of the reasons I fell in love with him was that he was always so sure of himself. Not in an obnoxious way. He just knew who he was and what he wanted. He told me that the first time he saw me he knew I was what he wanted. And he went after me with a vengeance. I couldn’t say no to him. But in a good way.” She smiles, a little dreamily. “It’s always been like that.”

“The man I spoke with today claiming to be your husband said he was in real estate.”

“He’s a real estate attorney. Lou handles property transfers and disputes, easements, that kind of thing, mostly in the Twin Cities, but also some in outstate Minnesota, and even in Canada. He’s very successful, not because he’s pushy. Like I said, just sure of himself. It’s a very attractive quality.”

“Do you know what caused the change in him?” Cork says.

She shakes her head. “Whenever I try to talk to him about it, he just pushes me away. Not literally. He closes up. Something’s broken in him. In us. In me. That’s why I came. I needed to find a way to feel whole again.”

“There are still wounds that need healing, Dolores,” Rainy says. “If you stay awhile, I know we can help.”

“What about Lou?”

“I can’t help him if he’s not here,” Rainy says.

“And apparently, he’s not,” Cork says. “What I’m going to do is this. I’ll go back to Aurora and talk to our impostor, see what his story is. I’ll check back with you, Dolores, and we can decide what you want me to do. If that’s to go fetch your real husband and bring him here, I’ll do what I can.”

“Why would someone pretend to be my husband?”

“That’s one of the things I need to find out.”

“Thank you, Mr. O’Connor.”

“It’s Cork.”

“What do you charge for your services?”

Cork and Rainy exchange a look, and Cork reads her face. “Consider this one a favor.” He gives Rainy a kiss and turns to go.

“I’ll drop by the house later to get a few things, then come back to Crow Point,” Rainy tells him and gives him a quick kiss goodbye.

Cork starts away, but before he’s taken two steps, Meloux says, “You’re forgetting this.” The old man sets the hatchet down and lifts the jean jacket from the ground where Cork laid it on his arrival. “Blind fox,” Meloux says with a grin that wrinkles his face even more.

Cork offers the Mide a grudging Ojibwe thank-you: “Migwech.”



Cell phone service on the rez is often spotty, and on Crow Point particularly it can be an issue. Cork isn’t able to try the number the phony Mr. Morriseau gave him until he’s back in his Expedition. In response, he gets only a message saying the user is unavailable, which is the same message he receives every time he tries the number thereafter.

He drives straight to Sam’s Place. Jenny’s still there, along with two kids who work shifts around their classes at the local junior college. Waaboo and Stephen have gone home.

“What did Henry have to say?” Jenny asks after Cork reports that he found Dolores Morriseau on Crow Point. She stands in the doorway to the food prep area, wiping her hands on a clean towel.

“Mostly insults,” Cork says. “He called me a blind fox.”

She smiles broadly. “I’m not sure what that means, but it sounds pretty funny.”

“Has Mr. Morriseau been back?” Cork asks. He shows Jenny the photo on his cell phone.

“We haven’t seen him.”

“He’s not answering my calls.”

“Which means what?”

“He could be somewhere out of cell service. He could have turned off his phone. He could simply be ignoring me.”

“Why would he ignore you?”

“For starters, he’s not the real Mr. Morriseau.”

“Who is he?”

“Remains to be seen.”

“Why is he pretending to be Morriseau?”

“Another part of the mystery. Are you doing okay here? I’d like to talk to Marsha Dross.”

Jenny glances over her shoulder at the two customers standing before the serving windows. “We’re fine until the dinner rush.”

“If it looks like I’m going to be held up, I’ll send Stephen to give you a hand.”

He drives over the rise where the Burlington Northern tracks run and enters Aurora’s small downtown. In the latter part of the previous century, when the mines in the area began to close, Aurora, like many of the towns on Minnesota’s Iron Range, took a downward slide. In the wake of massive job losses, families abandoned the Range and many of the businesses that had served them were forced to close. For a long time, those who stayed in that part of the North Country survived, but few prospered. Tourism has become one of the saving graces and a major economic foundation for much of Minnesota’s Arrowhead. In summer, the resorts on Iron Lake, old and new, flourish, and the streets bustle with unfamiliar faces. Fall brings the leaf peepers. Miles of snowmobile trails and groomed cross-country ski trails attract the hearty in winter. The town has slowly made a comeback. New shops fill once-empty storefronts. New homes are being built at the edges of town. Property values are climbing. And the permanent population is on the rise. Aurora, Minnesota, the seat of Tamarack County, Gateway to the Boundary Waters, has blossomed anew in the wilderness.

The Sheriff’s Office sits a block off the main street. It’s a no-nonsense structure of tan brick that includes a wing for the county jail. Cork leaves his Expedition in the parking lot, checks in at the contact window. George Azevedo, the deputy on duty, tells him the sheriff is ten-seven, having an early dinner at Johnny’s Pinewood Broiler.

“Go easy on her,” Azevedo says. “She’s had a rough day.”

The Broiler is only a couple of blocks away and Cork walks there. The mouthwatering aroma of fried fish reaches his nostrils long before his feet reach the Broiler. The place is an institution in Tamarack County, an eatery whose Friday Fish Fry, Saturday Night BBQ, and Sunday Prime Rib Fest are legendary. Inside, he finds the sheriff alone in a booth next to a front window. Although the fried fish is what most patrons come for on Fridays, Marsha Dross has a plate of half-eaten wild rice meat loaf—another renowned staple on the Broiler’s menu—in front of her while she stares at a stenographer’s notepad on which she’s written a list of some kind, a sharpened pencil in her hand.

She looks up. “Want the badge back?”

In her late forties, she’s sturdy-looking, never married, her hair just beginning to fringe with gray. Fifteen years earlier, Cork wore the sheriff’s badge that she wears now. From the look on her face, it’s clear that the little metal shield weighs on her every bit as heavily as it weighed on him.

“Heard you’ve had a bad day.” Without being invited, he takes the empty seat on the other side of the booth. “What’s going on?”

“Budget cuts.”

Cork holds up his hands. “Say no more. Maybe you should think about coming to work for me. Flipping burgers is a lot less worrisome.”

“Why are you here, Cork?”

“A man came to see me today. Tried to hire me to find his wife.”

She’s clearly irritated at his interruption. “What about it? That’s what you do. Besides flipping burgers.”

“This man isn’t who he claimed to be.”

“Who is he?”

“My question exactly.”

“And why is he claiming to be someone he isn’t?” Her voice and demeanor have changed. Cork sees the spark of intrigue in her eyes. She sets her pencil down.

He plucks his cell phone from the pocket of his jean jacket and pulls up the photo he snapped in the lot of Sam’s Place. “That’s him.”

“How do you know he’s not who he says he is?”

“His wife told me, after I showed her that photo.”

“So, you’ve tracked her down?”

“Wasn’t hard. Whoever that guy is, he knew that the woman he was looking for had come here to see Henry Meloux.”

“And she found him?”

“She’s with Henry right now, out on Crow Point. I tried to call the man claiming to be her husband, but he’s not answering his phone. I thought I might check in with you, see if you’d be willing to have your guys keep an eye out for him.”

Dross picks up her pencil and flips to a clean page of the notepad. “What’s her name? And his—or the one he’s using?”

Cork tells her.

“What’s he driving?”

“An Escalade. Black.”

“Have the plate number?”

Cork shakes his head. “But how many black Escalades are there in Tamarack County?”

“Send me that photo you took. I’ll get copies printed and out to my guys. This Dolores Morriseau, what’s your take on her?”

“Hard to read. Clearly in distress. But there’s a man hunting her who’s not who he says he is, and she’s asked for my help. For the moment, that’s all I need to know.”






CHAPTER 4

The house on Gooseberry Lane has been home to Cork since his birth. Within its walls, he’s grown from infancy to adulthood, as have his children, and now his grandson is being raised there. The house is two stories, painted white, with a covered porch that runs the full length of the front, and a stately elm in the front yard, planted when Cork was an infant. Some things in a person’s life are often taken for granted, but for Cork, the comfort this house has provided him and his family is a blessing for which he never fails to feel a deep sense of gratitude.

He finds his son-in-law, Daniel English, and Waaboo in the kitchen, where they’ve set up a complicated Hot Wheels racetrack on the linoleum. There are ramps and tunnels, and Daniel and Waaboo are so deeply involved in their play and making so much engine noise between them that they don’t notice Cork standing in the doorway, watching. Daniel is Rainy’s nephew, and like her, a member of the Lac Courte Oreilles Band of Lake Superior Chippewa out of Wisconsin. He’s employed as a natural resources officer by the Iron Lake Band of Ojibwe. With Jenny, he shares a passion for the written word. Cork’s daughter has published two novels based on true events in the lives of the O’Connors; Daniel is an accomplished poet. Cork knows little about poetry, and although he likes what he’s read by Daniel, he has to admit that sometimes the deeper meanings escape him.

“Hey, Baa-baa!” Waaboo cries when he finally notices his grandfather, but he doesn’t stop his play.

Daniel looks up and grins. “We’ll dismantle everything before we start fixing supper.”

He rises from the floor. “Let me talk to your grandpa awhile, Waaboo.” He and Cork sit at the kitchen table while the little boy continues with his racing and racing noises. “When I picked up Waaboo at Sam’s Place, Jenny told me about the guy who asked you to look for his wife.”

“I found the woman with Henry. Rainy had just guided her in a sweat.”

“And did you convince Mrs. Morriseau that she should talk to her husband?”

“Turns out the man who’s looking for her isn’t who he claims to be.”

“Not her husband? Who is he?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ve been trying to call him but getting nothing. I just came from talking with Marsha Dross. She’s going to have her guys keep an eye out. He shouldn’t be too hard to spot. He’s driving a black Escalade.”

Cork hears fast steps coming down the stairway in the other room. A moment later, Stephen sweeps into the kitchen, carefully dances around the racetrack on the floor, and makes for the cookie jar on the counter, which is shaped like Ernie from Sesame Street. “Hey, Dad.” He pulls out a chocolate chip cookie and reaches into the refrigerator for milk. “Did you talk to Henry?”

Once again, Cork relates the events of the afternoon.

“The guy’s an impostor? No kidding? Why?”

“Good question.”

Waaboo finally notices Stephen and the cookie. “Can I have one?”

Stephen says, “Ask your dad.”

Daniel shakes his head. “You had one when we got home.”

“Please.”

“How about I give him half of mine?” Stephen offers.

“A reasonable compromise,” Cork puts in.

Daniel throws his hands up in surrender. “I’m outnumbered. But nothing more till dinner, Waaboo.”

Stephen breaks the cookie, gives half to the little boy, and says to Cork, “Can I be there when you ask the phony Morriseau what’s going on?”

“I’ve got to find him first. And I need you to do me a favor.”

“Sure.”

“Rainy’s coming by in a while. I’m going back to Crow Point with her to talk some more with Dolores Morriseau. A few more details to nail down. Would you mind closing Sam’s Place for me tonight?”

Stephen pauses with what’s left of his cookie halfway to his mouth. “Maybe I have a date.”

Cork gives his son a skeptical look. “When was the last time you asked a girl out?”

Stephen eyes the half cookie in his hand and sighs. “I’ll cover for you.”



By the time Daniel clears the Hot Wheels track from the kitchen floor and begins putting supper together, Rainy still isn’t home. Cork has tried calling her cell phone but hasn’t been able to connect.

“I’m heading out,” he tells Daniel.

“Maybe she’s on her way,” Daniel says.

“Then I’ll run into her,” Cork says. “And we’ll be back for supper together.”

When he takes off in his Expedition, the sun is low on the horizon. Cork reckons he has just enough daylight left for his purpose. He arrives at the double-trunk birch and finds Rainy’s dusty pickup still parked there. As he sets out for Crow Point, the trail before him is sunk deep in the long shadows of early evening. He’s brought a flashlight for the return journey, just in case he ends up lingering at Henry’s cabin. The air is cooling rapidly, and he wears his jean jacket. He has no concrete reason to be concerned, but a sense of uneasiness has settled on him and he can’t shake it. He thinks about what Meloux has told him, that if he stills all the voices in his head and listens, the woods will speak to him. But that evening all he hears is the quiet after the birds have gone to roost and the swoosh of the wild grass brushing against his boots and pant legs.

When he breaks from the trees, he pauses. The sun has been below the horizon for a while, but the soft blue afterglow lights Crow Point. Although suppertime has passed, Rainy or Meloux would have prepared a meal, and the good aromas that always permeate the air at mealtime should still be lingering. But there’s no such smell in the air, and on the far side of the meadow, no hint of woodsmoke rising from the stovepipe of either cabin. He can see that Meloux’s door stands open. By now, the old Mide should have been aware of his presence in the mysterious way he always seems to know. Cork doesn’t need the woods to tell him that something isn’t right.

He approaches cautiously. When he steps into the open doorway of Meloux’s cabin, he sees that nothing is amiss. The place looks just as he left it. He goes to Leah Duling’s cabin, where Rainy has been staying, and opens the door. Here, too, all seems normal. Parked next to this cabin is a side-by-side ATV that Leah typically uses when she goes into Allouette. Generally, Meloux refuses to ride in the machine; despite his age, he still prefers to walk the several miles to the reservation community.

An outcropping of rock stands on the west side of the meadow. Cork follows a well-worn path through the outcrop to a ring of stones where for decades Meloux has built fires, often for sacred purposes. There’s no fire in the circle of stones, and when Cork feels the ash and char, it’s cold. Finally, he checks the sweat lodge. There’s residual warmth from the sweat that afternoon, but nothing else.

He stands looking beyond the birches and aspens that line the shore of Iron Lake, stares at the dark water, concerned by the emptiness on Crow Point. He knows that Meloux often takes to the woods for rambles that can last a day or sometimes more. The old man prefers to go alone, something that worries Leah and Rainy no end. Cork has been less concerned. Meloux knows these woods better than any human being, knows how to survive under any circumstance of weather. He wonders if maybe Meloux has gone for an evening stroll and the women have insisted on accompanying him. That’s the most reasonable speculation. Still, it doesn’t sit well with him.

He returns to Meloux’s cabin and once again inspects the place. This time he notices something he missed before. There has always been an ancient Winchester rifle resting on a rack on Meloux’s cabin wall. The rifle is gone. Cork goes to a shelf where he knows Meloux keeps the cartridges for the Winchester in an old tin can. The can is empty.

He steps into the evening air, where the light in the sky is fading rapidly, and spends several minutes trying to clear his head of all other voices so that he might hear what the woods have to tell him. Then he says, “God damn it all to hell,” and searches the ground for any signs that may indicate which direction Meloux and Rainy and Dolores Morriseau must have gone. In doing so, he discovers a circumstance he can’t quite interpret. Over the years, the ground between the cabins has been worn bare of grass and is usually covered with a layer of soft dirt. There are always footprints left by those who live on the point and those who visit. But the dirt that evening has been swept clean, not a print left to read. Cork stares at the blank slate of the ground, bewildered.

Finally, he stands alone in the shadow of approaching night with the darkening Northwoods before him, the abandoned cabins at his back and, beyond them, the shiny blue-black mercury surface of Iron Lake. In the still, oppressive air of that emptied place, he asks himself the same question Dolores Morriseau put to him earlier that day: “What kind of private investigator are you?”

At that moment, the answer is painfully obvious.






CHAPTER 5

Stephen and Daniel stand with Cork in front of Meloux’s cabin. Back home, Jenny is holding down the fort home with Waaboo, awaiting any word that might come from Rainy. The men carry flashlights, whose beams cut across the scene in long, straight sticks of white, illuminating spots here and there, but are maddeningly inadequate in the vast dark of the night that has descended.

“No sign of struggle,” Daniel points out. “That’s good.”

“But no prints either,” Stephen says, scanning the bare dirt with the beam of his flashlight. “It’s been swept clean. That’s not like Henry or Rainy. Must’ve been whoever came for the woman. But why?”

“To obscure numbers, directions, get rid of as much evidence of their visit as possible,” Cork says.

“Your bogus Mr. Morriseau?” Daniel says.

“Him and maybe more. Without any tracks in the dirt, it’s impossible to say.”

“How would they find Crow Point?” Stephen says.

“Maybe just kept checking around until someone told them. It’s not exactly a secret,” Daniel replies.

“The more you ask, the more you expose yourself,” Cork says. “People remember you. Easy to give a description if the law comes knocking. If you want to skirt the law, you find other ways.”

“Like what?”

“Maybe they put a tracker on my Expedition and followed me.”

“Not many vehicles on the road out here from Aurora,” Daniel says. “You’d probably have known if you were being followed. Any chance they planted something on you? Got the GPS coordinates while you were out here earlier?”

“I don’t know how they would have done that.”

A half minute of quiet follows in which the only sound is the haunting cry of a loon out on Iron Lake.

“At Sam’s Place,” Stephen finally says. “Remember? You came into the prep area and got coffee for you and the bogus Morriseau.”

Cork plays it over in his mind. “And I left my jean jacket on the chair back.”

He takes off his jacket and holds it up in the beam of Stephen’s flashlight, checking all the pockets, then the outside. The little device is pinned under the collar in back.

“Damn, I led them right to Henry.”

“These guys are sophisticated,” Daniel says. “But who the hell are they, besides our fake Morriseau?”

“They must’ve been after Dolores,” Stephen says. “Did they take Rainy and Henry, too?”

“Henry’s Winchester is gone,” Cork says. “Maybe everyone got away before these people came.”

“Got away where?” Daniel asks. “Allouette?”

Allouette is the larger of the two communities on the reservation and only a few miles to the east of Crow Point. There’s a trail along the shoreline that opens onto an old forest service road, which Meloux or Leah takes whenever they head to Allouette.

“Maybe.” Cork looks toward the vast dark of the north, where the meadow is walled by the great Northwoods. “Or maybe there.”

“Why not take the trail to the double-trunk birch?” Stephen asks.

“That’s the way I came, so whoever was tracking me probably came that way, too,” Cork replies. “And whoever they are, if I were them, I’d have someone watching the path toward Allouette.”

“Closing off any escape route,” Daniel says.

“Exactly,” Cork says. “So if I were Henry, I’d take to the woods. Even in the dark, no one knows it better than he does.”
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