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October

Chapter One

He woke at ten to five with his breath frozen on the inside of the windscreen.

For a moment he did not know where he was. Then he did. A truck stop on the east side of Flagstaff, seven thousand feet up, in early October. Ray Okafor’s van. Ray had been his partner in homicide for eleven years, and it was Ray’s funeral that had brought him back to Los Angeles. Ray Okafor’s foam mattress, with a slit down one side where somebody in the LAPD had looked for something and not found it. A blanket that had been enough in Los Angeles and was not enough here.

He lay still and looked at the ceiling. There was frost on the steel above his face, a fine grey fur of it, from his own breath. When he moved his head it came down on him like a light snow.

The van had no heat. That was the thing he had not thought about. It had heat when the engine was running, and Ray had seen to it that the engine always ran, but a twenty-year-old Ford Econoline with the engine off was a metal box, and a metal box at seven thousand feet in October was the temperature of whatever was outside it, give or take a large man breathing.

He got up, which in the back of the van meant rolling onto his knees, and found his boots by feel, and climbed through to the front and started the engine. It caught first time. He sat in the driver’s seat with his hands in his armpits and watched two clear half-moons grow slowly upward on the windscreen while the rest of it stayed white.

Ten minutes. Ten minutes of burning Ray’s gas to warm a man who had slept in worse places and would sleep in worse again. He knew it was foolish while he did it. He did it anyway.



There was a diner attached to the truck stop. It had been there six years ago, the last time he passed through, and it would be there when the sun went out. He sat at the counter between a long-haul driver eating pancakes with the steady attention of a man refuelling, and a pair of elk hunters in orange who were arguing about a rifle.

He ordered eggs and coffee and took out his phone.

It was the one Imani Brooks had pushed into his hand in Rosa Reyes’s kitchen with the Metro cars pulling up outside. Brooks was the Northeast homicide detective who had caught Ray’s death, and hunted Thorsen for it, and ended up on his side. Rosa was the mother of Marisol Reyes, the nineteen-year-old whose killing six years ago had ended Thorsen’s career, and of Mateo, Marisol’s angry younger brother, who had carried the proof around on a cracked phone with a frog on the back. The phone Brooks gave him was small, cheap, from a 7-Eleven on Riverside Drive, with the shop sticker still on the back. Her personal number had been the only one in it. It had not stayed that way. She had given the number to the DA, because the DA needed a witness he could reach, and to Denise Okafor, Ray’s widow, and to Rosa, and somewhere between the DA’s office and the second day of the news it had got out into the world the way water gets into a boat.

Sixty-one voicemails and more text messages than he wanted to count. He had not looked at any of them since he left Los Angeles. There were no names on any of them, because there were no names in the phone, only numbers, and he did not know a single one. Los Angeles area codes, mostly, and New York. He went through them with his thumb. A woman who said she was a producer. A man who said he was a literary agent and that Thorsen’s story had real legs. A podcast. Three more producers. A television station in Phoenix. Somebody from the Times who sounded young and decent and frightened of her editor. A text that said only ARE YOU THE GUY, in capitals, from a number in Ohio. He deleted them one at a time, not listening past the first sentence.

There was one with a 626 code. Pasadena. He nearly deleted it with the rest. Then the first word came out of the little speaker, and his thumb stopped.

He would have known the voice anywhere. He had woken up next to it for eleven years. Denise must have given her the number. Joanna had sat at Denise’s table for eleven Thanksgivings, and Denise did not stop counting people as family just because they had stopped counting themselves.

The waitress put the eggs in front of him and topped up his cup and went away. He started the message again from the beginning and held the phone to his ear.

“Dan. It’s me.” A pause, with a kitchen in it. A radio playing somewhere behind her. “I saw you on the news. I just — I’m glad you’re all right. That’s all.” Another pause. “Bye.”

Eleven seconds.

He played it again. Then he put the phone face down on the counter beside his plate and ate the eggs.

Joanna taught music at a middle school in Pasadena. She had been married to him for eleven years, and then she had not, and she had been married to a pharmacist called Glenn for six. He had met Glenn once, at a gas station in Altadena, by accident. Glenn had shaken his hand and called him Daniel and been perfectly pleasant, and Thorsen had driven away thinking that Glenn was probably exactly what she should have had all along: a man who came home at the same time every evening and said what he was thinking while he was thinking it.

He did not call her back. He did not delete it either.



The phone buzzed against the counter while he was paying. Brooks.

“You’re alive,” she said.

“I’m in Flagstaff.”

“Same thing, I hear.” There was traffic behind her and the tick of an indicator. She was in a car. She was always in a car. “I’ve got four things. Do you want them in order of importance or the order I wrote them down?”

“Your order.”

“One. The violets. I lost one.” She said it the way she would have reported a casualty. “The small one, on the end. I think I drowned it. The other five are fine. One of them has a flower on it.”

“Five out of six.”

“I’m told that’s a good clearance rate.” The indicator stopped. “Two. Dwyer was arraigned yesterday. He pleaded not guilty with a straight face. Lusk too. Vane’s lawyer and the DA are in a room every day and nobody will tell me what’s on the table. The preliminary hearing isn’t set. It won’t be before December, the way they’re going. When it is, I need you here.”

“I said I’d come.”

“I know what you said. I’m writing it down so I can show it to you later.” She took a breath. “Three. Mateo’s been in my office twice asking how old you have to be to apply to the academy. I told him twenty and a half and a high school diploma and no felonies. He said what about guns he used to have, hypothetically. I told him to stop talking.”

“Good advice.”

“Four.” A different note in her voice. More careful. “An old man called the front desk at Northeast. Twice. Yesterday morning, and again last night. The first time he asked for you by name and wouldn’t leave his own. The desk officer told him you weren’t a police officer and hadn’t been for six years and hung up on him. The second time he got the night sergeant, who’s a human being. He said he was your uncle.”

Thorsen did not say anything.

“Thorsen?”

“I’m here.”

“He left a number. Two one eight. I looked it up. It’s northern Minnesota.” She read it out. He wrote it on the back of the diner receipt with the waitress’s pen. “The sergeant said he sounded like a man who doesn’t use the phone much. Like he had to work up to it. He said to tell you it was about Nils.” A pause. “Does that mean anything to you?”

“Yes,” Thorsen said.

She waited. When nothing else came she said, “Okay,” in the tone of a detective writing down that a witness had declined to elaborate. “Keep your phone on. I mean it. If the DA needs you I’m not chasing you round the Grand Canyon.”

“Brooks.”

“What?”

“Water them less.”

“I don’t know what that means,” she said, and hung up.



He sat in the van in the truck stop car park with the engine off and the receipt on his knee.

Nils.

He had not said the name aloud in forty years. He had not thought it in nearly as long. It came back to him now whole and unbidden, the way smells come back: a round-faced, white-haired boy two years younger than him, with a gap in his teeth and a sunburnt nose, who followed him everywhere for three months of every year and cried when it was time to go.

And the man who had called Northeast twice, and had to work up to it.

Uncle Arne.

Arne had a red beard in those days, and a laugh you could hear across the water. He smelled of diesel and woodsmoke and fish and the snuff he kept in a round tin in his shirt pocket, and he had hands so big that when he took hold of your head to turn it towards something you should look at, a heron or a boat or a storm coming, you felt like a cup. He had taught Thorsen to tie a clove hitch and a bowline, and to gut a herring in three strokes, and to steer the skiff in a following sea by watching the wave behind you and not the one in front. He had let a ten-year-old boy take the tiller of a boat on Lake Superior, which Thorsen understood now to be a thing you should not do, and had sat in the bow with his arms folded and his eyes closed as if he were asleep, and had not been asleep.

Every summer, from the year Thorsen was five. His parents were doctors, both of them, his father a family physician and his mother a paediatrician, in a clinic on Gaffey Street in San Pedro that half the harbour owed money to. Every June they closed it for eight weeks, which their patients forgave them for because it was Dr. Thorsen and Dr. Ana, and his father drove them up from California in whatever car he owned that year, three days across the desert and the plains, Thorsen and his mother and a cooler of sandwiches. Two months at the Point. Then three days home again in August, sunburnt and quiet.

Until the summer he was eleven.

He remembered the end of it badly, the way you remember fevers. Being woken in the dark. His mother’s hands on his shoulders, steering him. The car already running in the lane with its lights off, and his father loading bags into the boot with his jaw set and his face a colour Thorsen had not seen on it before or since. Nils’s voice somewhere, calling. Nobody answering. The trees going past black on black. Sleeping, and waking up in Duluth with the sun coming up over the lake and his father filling the tank at a gas station and not looking at anybody.

He had asked. Once, in the car, somewhere in Nebraska.

Why did we go, Dad?

His father had driven for a long time without saying anything. Then he had reached across and put his hand on the back of Thorsen’s neck, the way he did when Thorsen had a fever, and left it there, and said, without taking his eyes off the road: We’re not going back, Danny. Please don’t ask me.

And he hadn’t. That was the strange thing, looking at it now from forty years off, the way he would look at a witness statement. He was a boy who asked about everything, who took apart radios and asked the mailman where the letters went. He had grown up in a house where you could ask anything, where his mother answered questions about where babies came from with diagrams, and his father would sit on the end of his bed and explain how the heart worked until one of them fell asleep. And about this one thing he had not asked again. Not at eleven, not at twenty, not at thirty. Some part of him had understood, in that car, that there was a door in his family that was not to be opened, and that it hurt his father to stand in front of it, and he had walked round it ever since the way you walk round a hole in the floor.

He had not been back. He had not written. Nobody had written to him.

He looked at the number on the back of the receipt.



It rang seven times. He was about to give up when it was picked up, and there was a long moment of nothing but breathing and a radio, and then a voice said, cautiously, as though it was not certain what instrument it was speaking into:

“Thorsen.”

Older. Thinner. Gravel in it now where there had been none. But the same voice. A voice that stretched its vowels out and laid them down flat, like a man coiling rope.

“Arne,” Thorsen said. “It’s Daniel.”

Silence. A long one. He could hear the radio clearly. A man reading lake forecasts. Northeast winds ten to twenty knots. Waves three to five feet.

“Danny,” Arne said.

Nobody had called him Danny in that voice since he was eleven years old. Ray had called him Danny. Denise. Art Delgado, God rest him, who had not deserved to. But not in that voice. Something moved in Thorsen’s chest that he had not expected, and he sat very still in the driver’s seat of a dead man’s van and waited for it to stop.

“I saw you on the television,” Arne said. “On the news. Your face. I said to Marit — ” He stopped. “Well. I said to myself. That’s Karl’s boy. I’d know him anywhere. Those are the Thorsen shoulders. Then they said your name.”

“How are you, Arne?”

“I’m seventy-six.” As if that answered it. Then, with an effort that Thorsen could hear, “I’m not good, Danny. I’m sorry to call you like this. Out of nowhere. Forty years. I know what it looks like.”

“Tell me about Nils.”

Arne told him. He told it badly, in the wrong order, the way people do who have been told it themselves by policemen and have not slept. Thorsen let him. Then he took him back through it with the questions, gently, one at a time, writing on the back of the receipt in small capitals.

A man called Paul Strand. Forty-one. From Duluth. Some kind of title man, papers and land records, working on the sale of the Point. He had come up twice in September asking about old family papers. Nils did not like him. Nils thought he was trying to wreck it, Arne said, without explaining what it was. On the last night of September, Nils and Strand had had words in the Legion in Nordby, in front of half the town, and Nils had said a thing he should not have said. The next morning, at twenty to seven, Nils went down to check the nets and found Strand on the rocks under the Point. Half in the water. Dead. Head broken.

“He called it in himself,” Arne said. “Nils did. Called the sheriff, then came up the house and sat in the kitchen in his boots and shook. Three days later they came back and put the cuffs on him in the yard. In front of me. In the yard.”

“What did he say to Strand? At the Legion?”

A pause. “He said, come near the Point again and you’ll go off it.”

Thorsen wrote it down.

“He didn’t do it, Danny.” Arne’s voice cracked on it, quietly, like ice. “He’s a big soft fool and he drinks more than he should, like his granddad, and he’s got a mouth on him. But he never hurt anything in his life. He used to cry when we killed the fish. You remember. You’d laugh at him.”

Thorsen remembered. He had laughed. He had been ten and a half and a boy from the city, and he had laughed at a smaller boy for crying over a herring. He had not thought of it in forty years either.

“The sheriff says it’s done,” Arne said. “He says it’s open and shut. The public defender’s got sixty cases. I’ve put the boat up against a lawyer from Duluth and the lawyer says plead. I don’t know who else to ask. I don’t know anybody who does what you do.” He breathed. “I’m not asking you to do anything wrong. I’m asking you to come and look. That’s all. Just come and look at it.”

“Have you told my father you were calling me?”

The silence that came down the line then was of a different kind. Thorsen had sat across interview tables from a great many silences, and he knew the different makes of them. This was not the silence of a man thinking. It was the silence of a man standing very still in front of something.

“Your father and I haven’t spoken in forty years,” Arne said at last. “You know that.”

“I know it. I don’t know why.”

“No,” Arne said. “No, I don’t suppose he’d have told you.” And then, quickly, before Thorsen could follow it: “Will you come, Danny? I’ve got a bed. I’ll pay the gas. Whatever it costs.”

Thorsen looked out through the windscreen at the car park, at the long-haul trucks idling in their rows with their running lights on in the grey dawn, at the pine forest going up black behind them to a sky that had gone the colour of tin.

“I’ll call you back,” he said.



His father picked up on the second ring. He always did. Karl Thorsen had been retired for eight years and still woke at a quarter to five, a fisherman’s son’s hours, and sat in the kitchen of the house on the hill above the harbour with the radio on and the coffee going, and read the Lancet and the Daily Breeze with equal attention, waiting for a telephone that no longer needed him. Every so often it still rang. A dockworker’s widow with chest pains who would not go to the emergency room because it was full of strangers. A grandson of a patient with a rash. He went, with his bag, at eighty. Thorsen’s mother said he would go to his own funeral if somebody there was short of breath.

“Danny.” His father’s voice warmed, the way it always did, as if somebody had opened a stove door. “Where are you? Your mother’s asleep. Do you want me to wake her?”

“Let her sleep. I’m in Flagstaff.”

“Flagstaff.” Thorsen could hear him smiling. “Are you eating?”

“I’m eating.”

While he was on every television in Los Angeles they had had no way to reach him, and that, his mother told him later, had been the worst of it. They had called the LAPD, and been told nothing, and called Denise, whom they had never met, and sat on the telephone with her for an hour, two doctors and a scrub nurse, comparing what they knew. The morning it was over Denise had given them this number, and they had left messages that he could not listen to then and had listened to since, in the van, more than once. His mother crying and furious and saying call me, Daniel Karl Thorsen, you call your mother. His father saying only, very quietly, We never thought you did it. We know you. Come home when you can. He had called them back from a gas station in Barstow and his mother had cried again and his father had said, at the end, in a voice Thorsen had not heard from him since he graduated from the academy, We’re very proud of you, son.

“Dad,” Thorsen said. “Arne called me.”

Nothing at all. Not breathing. Not the radio. The line might have been dead.

“Nils has been arrested. For a killing. Up at the Point. Arne wants me to come and look at it.”

“No,” his father said. Very softly.

“No?”

“Don’t go up there, Danny.”

“Why?”

A long breath. “Because I’m asking you to.”

“You’ve never asked me for anything in my life.”

“I know.” His father’s voice did not rise. It never rose. In forty years of medicine it had told people they were dying, and that their children were, and it had never once risen. It went lower instead, and gentler, and Thorsen could hear what it cost. “I know I haven’t. I’m asking you now. Please. Whatever Arne needs, he can find a lawyer. He can find somebody. Let it be somebody else.”

“He’s your brother, Dad.”

“Yes.” A silence that went on and on. Thorsen could hear the kitchen clock his mother had brought from her parents’ house, the one with the painted saint on the face. “Yes, he is. That’s why.” And then, as though it had been pulled out of him: “Some things are better left in the lake, Danny. Please. For me.”

“Will you tell me why?”

He waited. He could hear his father breathing. He could picture him exactly: the kitchen, the radio, the reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, the big hand flat on the table, the way he sat when a patient’s family asked him a question he could not answer.

“I love you, son,” his father said. “Drive carefully.” And the line went quiet, not slammed down, but set down, gently, like a man putting a cup back on a saucer so as not to wake somebody.

Thorsen sat with the phone against his ear for a while. Then he put it in his shirt pocket, in front of the paper napkin that was already there, and sat with his hands on the wheel.

Leave it in the lake.

Nineteen years, he thought. Eleven of them in homicide. And the first thing he had learned, the very first, before the academy, before the badge, before Ray, was that when somebody tells you very firmly that a thing is none of your business, you have just been told where to look.

He had learned it from the kindest man he knew, in a car, in Nebraska.



There was a sporting goods store on the old Route 66 on the way out of town, in a low building with a fibreglass elk on the roof. He bought a sleeping bag rated to minus twenty, a wool watch cap, two pairs of wool socks, and a pair of insulated gloves that were the largest they had and still too small. The boy at the till was perhaps nineteen and had a wispy moustache he was proud of.

“Minus twenty,” the boy said, ringing up the bag. “That’s Fahrenheit, you know. Not Celsius. Where you headed, you need that?”

Thorsen thought about it.

“Home,” he said.

He said it to see how it sounded. It did not sound like anything. It sounded like a word in somebody else’s language.

He called Arne back from the car park and told him he would be there in three days. Then he got on the interstate and drove east, towards Albuquerque, and at Albuquerque he turned north.




Chapter Two

It took him three days, the way it always had. Colorado, Nebraska, the Cities. Then north, with the farms thinning and the birch and aspen thickening, gone yellow all at once as if somebody had thrown a switch, and signs for bait and gas and taxidermy and Jesus.

The interstate comes into Duluth over the top of a hill.

He had forgotten that. He had forgotten it so completely that when the road crested and the land fell away in front of him he took his foot off the gas without meaning to, and a logging truck behind him leaned on its horn.

The lake.

It filled the whole windscreen. It went out to the edge of the world and over it. There was a city below, a harbour, bridges, ore boats at the docks the length of city blocks, and none of it mattered, because beyond it there was the lake, the colour of slate, with the morning sun lying on it in a single broken line, and no far shore. You could not see the other side. There was no other side. It was a sea that somebody had decided to call a lake.

He was five years old, the first time. His father had pulled over at this same place, on the old road before the interstate, and lifted him up onto the bonnet of the car so he could see. Thorsen remembered the warmth of the metal through his shorts, and his father’s hand on his shoulder, heavy, and his father’s voice.

That’s the lake, Danny. That’s Superior.

Can you swim in it?

You can. Once. His father had not smiled. It’s cold all the way down. It never warms. If you go in, you don’t come up. It doesn’t give anything back.

He had had nightmares about it for a week, and his father had been made to apologise, and had not quite.

He drove down through Duluth and out onto Highway 61, north-east, with the lake on his right hand.

And there were the signs. It was an election year, but the signs at the ends of the driveways were not about the election: blue ones, YES TO THE ARROWHEAD PROJECT — 600 JOBS, and hand-painted ones on plywood and bedsheets, WATER IS LIFE. At one mailbox there was one of each, as though the people inside had decided to let the road settle it.

Nordby came round a headland, the way it always had. A breakwater. A white Lutheran church. A main street three blocks long, with a Legion and a hardware store and a Sons of Norway hall. On the hill above the town, a low brick building with razor wire round the yard at the back. Baptism County Law Enforcement Center.

He drove through without stopping. Two miles on he passed the last house, where a big grey-haired man splitting wood in the yard straightened up with the maul on his shoulder and watched the van go by. Beyond it a gravel lane went off to the right into the trees, and there was a mailbox at the end of it on a post, black, with reflective letters on the side.

THORSEN.



The lane was half a mile long and he remembered every turn of it. There was a steel gate halfway down that had not been there in 1986, standing open, with a chain hanging from the post. Then the trees fell back and there was the Point.

It was smaller. Everything from childhood is smaller; knowing it did not help. A white frame house with a porch on the lake side, on a shelf of black rock that ran out into the water like the prow of a ship. Below it, the fish house, long and low and grey, with a rusted tin roof and a stone chimney at one end. A dock on cribs of piled rock, with a fibreglass boat tied up at the end. Beyond the dock, deep water. Beyond that, the lake, grey and moving, all the way out to where it turned into the sky. Against the trees on the far side of the clearing, a trailer with a blue tarp on the roof. Nils’s, he supposed.

He stopped the van in the yard and turned off the engine. The silence came in through the glass. Wind in the spruce. Water on rock. A gull.

The front door of the house opened and an old man came out onto the porch and stood at the top of the steps.



He was tall still, though not as tall as he had been. He stooped a little at the shoulders, the way big men do when they have spent their lives ducking through low doors and bending over nets. The red beard was white now, and cut short. He wore a checked wool shirt and canvas trousers held up by braces, and rubber boots. His hair was white too, and thick, and stood up in front where he had run his hand through it. His face was brown and creased like an old glove.

But the hands. The hands were the same. They hung at his sides, enormous, the fingers half curled as though they were still holding something.

Thorsen got out of the van.

They stood and looked at each other across the yard. Thorsen found that he did not know what to do with himself. He had known what to do in rooms with men who had killed their children. He did not know what to do with an old man on a porch.

Arne came down the steps.

He came slowly, one hand on the rail, and crossed the yard, and stopped in front of Thorsen, and looked up at him. He had to look up. That was new too.

“Well,” Arne said. “Look at you.”

Then he put out one of the enormous hands, and Thorsen took it. It was dry and hard as wood, and it held on. The knuckles were scabbed, two of them, healing cuts across the backs, the skin around them yellow and blue.

Arne saw him look.

“Net reel,” he said. “Caught it a couple weeks back. Stupid. Seventy-six and I still put my hand where I shouldn’t.” He did not let go. He looked up into Thorsen’s face for a long time, the way you look at a photograph of someone dead. “You’ve got his face,” he said. “Karl’s. Older than I ever saw it. It’s the eyes.”

“He said to say hello,” Thorsen said.

Arne’s grip tightened very slightly, and then let go.

“No, he didn’t,” he said, without any anger at all. “But it’s good of you to say it. Come in. I’ve got coffee.”



The kitchen was the same.

Not the same: there was a new refrigerator, and a calendar from a bait shop with the wrong month showing. But the long scrubbed table was the same, and the black woodstove, and his grandfather’s shotgun on its pegs over the door, and the smell of coffee and woodsmoke and wet wool and, underneath it all, fish. It went in through his nose and took him by the back of the neck and held him.

Arne made the coffee the old way, in a blue enamel pot, with an egg cracked into the grounds, shell and all, and boiled it on the stove and settled it with a cup of cold water. Thorsen had not seen anyone do that since he was a boy.

He watched Arne’s hands do it. They did it without looking.

“Marit died,” Arne said, with his back to him. “Eleven years ago. Cancer. You wouldn’t have known.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She’d have liked to see you. She always asked after you.” He brought the pot to the table and poured, and sat down on the bench opposite with a grunt, and looked at his cup. “Karl sent a card when she died. Him and Ana both. A long one. Ana wrote most of it.” He turned the cup a quarter turn. “I never answered it. That’s the only word from him since he went, and I never answered it.”

Thorsen let that lie. He drank the coffee. It was very strong and very clear and tasted exactly as he remembered.

“Tell me about Paul Strand,” he said.



Arne told it better this time. He had had three days to put it in order.

Paul Strand had come to the Point the first time in the second week of September. He had driven up in a little grey Subaru with a Duluth dealer’s frame round the plate, and he had parked at the gate and walked down, which Arne had liked; most people drove in as if they owned it. He was a slight man with glasses and a fleece jacket and a laptop bag over his shoulder, polite, a little nervous. He said he worked for Superior Title & Abstract in Duluth, and that his firm was doing the title work for Laurentian Copper on the purchase of the Point.

“Laurentian’s buying it?”

“Signed in August.” Arne turned his cup round on the table. “Four point one million. For the Point and the shore lots. They want the water. There’s to be an intake out there, off the deep side, and a pipeline up through the woods to the plant. Nothing else. They’ll leave the house. They said I could stay in it till I die.” He shrugged. “It’s a lot of money, Danny. For a fisherman. For Nils, after. There’s no herring left worth catching. I’ve been selling smoked fish to tourists out of a cooler at the end of the lane. Till Labor Day, anyway. I haven’t lit the smoker since.”

Strand had wanted to know about old papers. Family papers. Anything from Arne’s grandfather’s time, Anders, who had come over from Norway and built the place, or from Arne’s father, Halvor. Deeds. Letters. A family Bible. He was very interested in 1924.

“Why 1924?”

“That’s when the deed was. When Anders got the Point.” Arne lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “I told him there wasn’t anything. There isn’t. My mother burned most of Dad’s papers when he died. She was a great one for burning things. There’s a box of photographs in the attic. That’s all.”

Strand had come back the next Saturday and found Nils on the dock instead, and Nils had not liked the questions.

“Nils thought he was looking for something wrong with the title,” Arne said. “To stop the sale. He’d heard there were people in town who’d pay to stop it. The water people. Or some lawyer. He thought this fellow was working for them. He’d got it into his head.” Arne rubbed his face with one hand. “Nils has been — it’s been hard for Nils. He’s forty-nine years old and he lives in a trailer and works on the boats when they’ll have him. That money was going to be the first time in his life anything went right for him. And here comes a man from Duluth in a fleece jacket to take it away.”

“That night, after the Legion, Nils came home,” Arne said. “About half past ten. I heard his truck. I was in bed. I didn’t hear anything else.” He was looking at the table. “I’m a heavy sleeper, Danny. I’ve always been. You could drive a train through this house.”

“Did you know Strand had come back up that night?”

“No.” He looked up. “No. Not till the morning. His car was at the gate. The little Subaru. Nils saw it when he went down to the nets and thought, that bastard’s back snooping, and went to look for him. And found him.”

Thorsen nodded. He did not write anything down.

“The sheriff,” Arne said. “Hollister. He’s a — ” He stopped and chose something else. “He’s sure. He’s very sure. He says Nils went looking for Strand on the Point and they fought and Strand went off the rocks. He says it’s manslaughter if Nils pleads, and murder if he doesn’t. The lawyer says plead.” His voice dropped. “Nils won’t plead. He says he never touched him. Not out there.”

“Do you believe him?”

Arne looked at him for a long moment with his pale eyes.

“He’s my son,” he said simply.

That was not an answer, and they both knew it, and Thorsen let it be.

“There’s something else,” Arne said, after a while. He said it slowly, the way a man sets down a heavy thing he has been carrying and is not sure he is allowed to put down. “There was another truck on the lane that week. More than once. A big black Ford, with a plough mount on the front. I know whose it is. Everybody does. It’s Jarrett Pruitt’s. He works for Hale. Hale Land and Timber. They own the land up behind us, all the way back to the Kettle. They’re the ones selling Laurentian the mine.” He looked at Thorsen. “He was up here, Danny. That week. I saw him turn round at the gate. I told the sheriff. The sheriff said Pruitt had business with me about the sale. I never had any business with him.”

“What night?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know for sure. That week.” Arne turned his cup round. “It might’ve been the Wednesday.”



He went down to the rocks alone. Arne offered to come and Thorsen said no, and Arne nodded as if he had expected it and stood in the kitchen window and watched.

The path went out along the spine of the Point, over bare black rock with lichen on it in orange coins, beside an old iron rail rusted to the colour of dried blood. At the very end the rock rose a little and then dropped away on the lake side, sheer, twelve or fifteen feet down to a shelf of tumbled boulders at the water’s edge, and then deep water.

There was no tape. There was a scrap of yellow plastic caught on the rail where tape had been, snapping in the wind. Nothing else. The lake had been washing the rocks below for ten days.

He stood at the top and looked down.

The boulders at the bottom were the size of cars, black and wet, with the lake sucking in and out between them. A man who went over the edge here, pushed, or falling, or knocked down in a fight, would come down on those rocks from fifteen feet and break whatever hit first. If he went out a little further, with momentum, he would go into the deep water past them, and the deep water here went down a hundred feet in the length of a bus. And then he would not have been found at twenty to seven by a man checking his nets. He might not have been found at all.

Strand had been found on the rocks. Half in the water. With his head broken.

A man who goes fifteen feet off a rock onto boulders, in a fight or out of one, breaks more than one thing. He throws his arms out without thinking. His wrists go, or a shoulder, or his face. Arne had said the head. Only the head, high up at the back; the sheriff had told him so, to explain it. In nineteen years Thorsen had learned that falls hurt people low and all over, and that blows hurt them high and in one place. It proved nothing. A man can fall a hundred ways. But it was not ordinary.

When he turned round Arne was no longer in the kitchen window.



The fish house was not locked. It never had been.

He stood in the doorway and let his eyes come round to the dark. Then he went in.

It was exactly the same.

The net reels along one wall, with the old gill nets still wound on them, stiff with tar. The benches where the fish were dressed, with the knives in a row above them, bright with use, and over the knives, on a nail, a short club of dark wood. Floats hanging from the rafters. At the landward end, through a low door, the smokehouse, with its racks and its stone firebox, black and cold. And the smell: tar and smoke and fish, and the lake under everything.

And on a cradle of timbers in the middle of the floor, the boat.

She was a herring skiff, twenty feet long, clinker-built of cedar, painted white with a green sheer strake, and she was the most beautiful thing Thorsen had ever seen when he was ten years old. She had been his great-grandfather’s. Her name was painted on her transom in old-fashioned gold letters with black shadows.

SOLVEIG.

He put his hand flat on her side. The paint was smooth and cool. Somebody had kept her up. Somebody had painted her within the last year or two, and varnished her thwarts, and greased her oarlocks. She was not a working boat any more. She was a boat that somebody loved.

He stood there for a long time with his hand on her.

Then he went to the ladder.

It was at the far end, by the lake wall, a plain wooden ladder going up through a square hole into the loft. Beside it, on a nail of its own, hung a long steel torch with a cracked lens. He and Nils had slept up there every summer, on two old army cots, under the roof, with the rain loud on the tin, and lain awake telling each other things in the dark. He went up it now. It took his weight with a groan. He put his head and shoulders through the hole.

Two cots. Still there. No bedding on them now, just the bare canvas, grey with dust. Boxes. A broken outboard motor. A child’s life jacket, faded orange, hanging from a nail.

And at the lake end, in the gable, the window.

It was a small square window with four panes, salt-crusted, and it looked straight down onto the dock and out across the cove to the lake. He had forgotten it. He had forgotten it completely, the way he had forgotten the hill above Duluth. And now he could not stop looking at it.

He climbed the rest of the way up and crossed the loft, stooping under the rafters, and stood at the window.

The dock below. The fibreglass boat rocking at the end of it. The grey water of the cove, and the rocks on the far side, and beyond them the lake going out to the edge of the world.

He had stood here before.

Not in the day. At night. He knew it the way you know a smell. He had stood at this window at night, barefoot, on these boards, with his hands on this sill, and looked down at that dock, and something had been happening down there. There had been a light. There had been —

He did not know what there had been. He reached for it and it was not there. There was only the feeling: cold boards under his feet, his breath on the glass, his heart going very fast. And a sense, absolutely certain and absolutely without content, that he had been somewhere he should not have been and seen something he was not supposed to see.

He stood with his hands on the sill.

“Danny?”

Thorsen turned his head.

Arne was standing at the foot of the ladder, in the dim light of the fish house below, looking up at him through the square hole. He was very still. Thorsen had not heard him come in. He did not know how long he had been there.

They looked at each other.

Then Arne smiled, and the creases of his face rearranged themselves into the face of a big red-bearded man on a dock, forty years ago, with his arms folded and his eyes half closed, letting a boy steer.

“Supper’s on, Danny,” he said.




Chapter Three

Supper was venison stew and brown bread from the bakery in Nordby, and a jar of lingonberries that Arne set on the table with a kind of shy ceremony, as if he had been saving it. He talked about the herring, and a moose that had stood in the cove in August eating weed. He did not talk about Nils, or Paul Strand, or 1986, or Karl. Thorsen let him, and watched the big hands break bread.

On the door of the new refrigerator, under a magnet shaped like a walleye, there was a business card. SUPERIOR TITLE & ABSTRACT, and under it, smaller, Paul D. Strand, Examiner. Thorsen read it while Arne was at the stove, and said nothing.

At nine o’clock Arne showed him the spare room at the top of the stairs. It had been Karl’s room, and there was still a University of Minnesota pennant on the wall, faded to pink.

“I’ll sleep in the van,” Thorsen said.

Arne looked at him.

“It’s going to freeze tonight, Danny.”

“I’ve got a good bag.”

Arne went on looking at him a moment longer. Then he nodded, as though Thorsen had said something that made sense, and turned off the light in Karl’s room and closed the door on it.

The kerosene lantern still hung on its hook by the kitchen door, and Thorsen’s hand went past it to the latch as if it had never been away. He told himself the van was habit; the bunk knew the shape of him now. It was also true that he had sat in that kitchen for three hours feeling the way he had felt at the top of the ladder in the fish house: like a man standing on a floor that he could hear, somewhere underneath him, giving.



It was minus four by the thermometer on Arne’s porch when he went out to the van at six, and the grass crunched white under his boots. The bag had done what the boy in Flagstaff said it would. Across the yard the tarp on Nils’s trailer had frozen into ridges, and the pickup beside it had a skin of frost on the windscreen, untouched. Nobody had driven it since they took Nils away.



The Baptism County Law Enforcement Center had been built in the nineteen-seventies by somebody who had been told to make it look like a fortress and had been given a budget for a post office. Low brown brick, a flagpole, three tan cruisers with green stripes and a big black Tahoe with SHERIFF in gold letters on the door.

Thorsen went in at eight. Plastic chairs, a bulletproof window, a bulletin board with notices about firearms permits and a church supper and a missing dog called Duke. A young woman in a deputy’s tan uniform sat behind the glass. Her name tag said NOVAK. She looked up and her eyes widened very slightly, and then she put it away and was polite.

“I’d like to see the sheriff,” Thorsen said. “And I’d like to visit Nils Thorsen.”

“Visiting’s at ten.” She glanced past him at nothing. “The sheriff — I’ll see if he’s in.”

He was in. He came out himself.

Curt Hollister was sixty-five or close to it, as tall as Thorsen and heavier, with a big soft-looking body that Thorsen did not trust for a moment to be soft, and a broad pink face. He came through the security door with his hand already out and the smile of a man who has been elected six times by people who know where he goes to church.

“Mr. Thorsen. Curt Hollister. Well, isn’t this something. Come on back. Kayla, get the man a coffee.”

In his office, among the plaques on the wall behind the desk, one framed photograph was larger than the rest: a row of people in new white hard hats in front of a banner, LAURENTIAN COPPER — ARROWHEAD PROJECT. In the middle, the governor. On her left, a lean, tanned man in his late fifties in a fleece vest. On her right, Hollister, beaming.

Hollister sat down behind the desk and laced his fingers on his stomach.

“I’d like to know what you’ve got on my cousin,” Thorsen said.

Hollister’s smile did not go anywhere. It settled in, the way a heavy man settles into a chair.

“I know what you did down there in LA, and I admire it. But this isn’t LA. This is a bar fight that went too far. It’s the saddest thing in the world. But it’s not complicated.”

“Strand had his head broken at the back.”

“That’s right.” A tiny pause, which Hollister filled by unlacing his fingers. “Arne told you that, I guess.”

“He said you told him.”

“I did. I’ve known Arne Thorsen all my life and he’s a good man, and he was entitled to know. Here’s what we’ve got, Mr. Thorsen. We’ve got your cousin telling Paul Strand in front of twenty witnesses that if he came near the Point again he’d go off it. We’ve got Strand’s car at the Point gate that night. We’ve got your cousin home alone, drunk, no alibi, with his boot prints all over that path. We’ve got Strand dead at the bottom of the rocks. That’s a story with a beginning and a middle and an end. There’s nobody else in it.”

“There’s whoever Strand went up there to see.”

Hollister spread his hands. “He went up there to snoop. Nils caught him at it. That’s who he saw.”

“Have you had BCA look at it?”

The friendly eyes stayed friendly.

“The state offered,” Hollister said. “I said we could handle a bar fight. I don’t need a team from St. Paul to tell me a drunk man pushed another man off a rock.” He leaned forward. “I know Nils. I’ve arrested Nils four times since he was nineteen. Drunk and disorderly. Drunk and disorderly. A fight at the Legion. Another fight at the Legion. I’m not saying he’s a bad man. I’m saying I know what he does when he drinks.”

“Can I see the scene photographs?”

“No,” Hollister said pleasantly. “You’re not a police officer, and you’re not his lawyer, and you’re a family member of the accused.” He stood up. “But I’ll tell you what you can do. You can go see your cousin at ten and tell him to listen to his lawyer. And you can enjoy the fall colours, because they’re beautiful this year.” He came round the desk and put his hand out again. “Your dad delivered my sister’s first baby, you know that? In the back of a car on Highway 61 in a snowstorm, the winter of ’70. He was home from medical school. She named the baby Karl. Small world.”

“Small world,” Thorsen said.



The visiting room was a row of four booths, each with a stool and a pane of scratched plexiglass and a telephone handset on a steel cord. Thorsen sat in the end booth and waited.

They brought Nils in through a door on the other side.

He was very large. Thorsen had kept him nine years old in his head, and the man who came through the door in an orange jumpsuit was as tall as Thorsen and wider, gone soft round the middle, with a beard the colour of straw, red-rimmed eyes, and the round face of the boy who had cried over the herring, grown up and been hit by things.

He sat down on the stool and looked at Thorsen through the glass, and it was a long while before he picked up the phone.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. His voice was hoarse. “Look at you. Dad said. I didn’t believe him.”

“Hello, Nils.”

“Danny.” Nils shook his head slowly. “Danny Thorsen. You know I’ve got a picture of us? On the dock with a lake trout, you holding it and me holding the tail. My mom kept it on the fridge till she died.” He rubbed his face with his free hand. It was shaking. “That’s the kid I’ve got in my head. Not the guy on the TV.”

“It’s the same guy.”

“Yeah.” Something that might have been a laugh. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

“Tell me about the Legion.”

Nils did not dress it up. He had been drinking since six with two of the men from the Hjalmar Lindgren, the ore boat he crewed on when they had a berth for him. Strand came in at nine and sat at the bar on his own with a notebook, and by then the notebook looked like an insult.

“I went over and I asked him what he was writing. He said it was work. I said what work, and he said he couldn’t talk about it. I said he’d been talking about it all over my dad’s place. He said he was sorry if he’d upset anybody.” Nils’s mouth twisted. “Polite little guy. Glasses. That made it worse. I put my hand on his shoulder, and he took it off, and then I said it.” He looked down. “Come near the Point again and you’ll go off it. And everybody heard. And I went back to my table, and he finished his beer and left, and I felt like an asshole. That’s the truth. I felt like an asshole the minute I said it. I nearly went after him to say sorry.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I’m an asshole.” He said it without any self-pity at all, as a plain fact, like his height. “I had two more and went home.”

“What time?”

“Ten thirty. Maybe quarter to eleven. I drove. Don’t tell Hollister.” A ghost of a grin, which went out at once. “I had three more beers in the trailer and watched the Wild lose a preseason game and went to sleep in my chair.”

“Did you hear anything? In the night?”

Nils was quiet for a moment.

“A car,” he said. “On the lane. Late. I don’t know what time. I woke up in the chair and the TV was on the menu and I heard a car come down the lane and stop. Up by the gate. I thought, kids. They come down sometimes to drink on the Point. Or that Strand, come back to snoop. I thought, I’ll deal with it in the morning.” He swallowed. “If I’d got up. If I’d just got up out of the chair.”

“Did you tell the sheriff that?”

“I told him. He wrote it down. He said, so you knew he was there.” Nils’s face crumpled for a second and then straightened. “That’s what he said. Like I’d told him something.”

Thorsen let a moment go by.

“You talked to Strand on the dock. The second time he came. What did he ask you?”

“Old stuff. Granddad’s stuff. Did Granddad ever keep a diary. Did he ever talk about how we got the land. I said, how the hell would I know, I was seventeen when Granddad died, he didn’t talk to anybody about anything.” Nils frowned. “And he asked me if I’d ever heard of a man called Lacourse.”

“Lacourse.”

“I said, there’s Lacourses all over Stone Bay, there’s one runs the welding shop out on the Stone Bay road. He said no, an older one. A long time ago. I said I don’t know any old Lacourses, and he wrote something down and said thank you and left.” Nils shrugged, a big slow shrug that moved the orange jumpsuit like a tent. “Why? Does it mean something?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Nils looked at him through the scratched glass. Then he leaned closer to it, and lowered his voice, though there was nobody in the room but a deputy at the door looking at his phone.

“Dad says you’ll fix it,” he said.

“I don’t fix things, Nils. I find out what happened.”

“Same thing, isn’t it?”

Thorsen thought about Ray, in a garage, with a pen on the wrong side of the bench. He thought about Denise, holding a folded sheet of paper against her chest.

“No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

Nils looked down at the steel shelf under the glass. Then he nodded, slowly, as if he had been told something he had known for a long time and been hoping not to hear.

“Well,” he said. “Find out, then.” He put his big hand flat against the plexiglass. “I didn’t do it, Danny. I’m a lot of things. I didn’t do that.”



The Legion was next door to the hardware store, a flat-roofed building with glass bricks for windows and a field gun out front, painted green and pointing at the lake. Inside it was low and brown and smelled of fryer oil and old beer. At noon on a Monday there were four old men eating soup by the window and one big man at the far end of the bar with his back half turned.

The woman behind the bar was in her sixties, with a grey perm and reading glasses pushed up into it and the forearms of somebody who had been lifting cases of beer for thirty years. DONNA, said a badge on her cardigan. She poured him a coffee before he asked for one.

“You’re Arne’s nephew,” she said. “I’ve told the sheriff. I’ll tell you. It won’t take long. Nils came over to the bar and stood over that poor man and said, Come near the Point again and you’ll go off it. Those words. I was standing where I’m standing now. Then he went back to his table.” She set the pot down. “Nils is a sweetheart sober. Drunk, he says things. I’ve never seen him hit anybody in here who didn’t hit him first.”

“When did Strand leave?”

“Twenty to ten. I’d just done the meat raffle.” She wiped the bar in front of him, which did not need it. “He was a nice man. Before any of that started he asked me how to find old Walt Erickson’s place. I said the last house before the Thorsen lane, you can’t miss it, there’s a woodpile the size of a church.” Her eyes went down the bar and came back. “Gary was sitting right there.”

The man at the end of the bar turned round on his stool.

Thorsen knew him from yesterday: a big grey-haired man in the yard of the last house, straightening up with a maul on his shoulder to watch the van go by. He was in his sixties, broad and heavy, with a face that had been out in a lot of weather and a quilted brown jacket with ERICKSON’S LAKESIDE CABINS stitched over the pocket.

“You’re Karl’s boy,” the man said. “I remember you. You were scared of my motorbike.”

And then Thorsen did remember: a red motorbike coming down the lane too fast, a young man with long hair on it, and his aunt Marit on the porch shouting at her little brother to slow down before he killed somebody. Uncle Gary, Nils had called him. Which made Walt Erickson, in the last house before the lane, Marit’s father. Nils’s grandfather.

“Gary,” Thorsen said.

“That fella,” Gary Erickson said, as if Thorsen had not spoken, “was going round the courthouse putting a cloud on every title from the Kettle to the Point. Mine included.”

“Yours?”

“I’ve got eight cabins on twelve acres of shore my granddad bought off old Anders in 1938. You go and ask the bank what that’s worth with a cloud on it.”

One of the old men by the window put his spoon down.

“I’m sorry he’s dead,” Gary said. “But he didn’t come up here to do anybody on this shore any good.”

“You went out right behind him, Gary,” Donna said. She said it mildly, the way she might have mentioned that he had left his hat.

Gary looked at her for a moment.

“I went home,” he said. “It’s two miles.” He put a five on the bar, and stood, and zipped the cabins jacket to his chin. On his way to the door he stopped beside Thorsen’s stool, close, and looked at him with pale eyes that were very like Marit’s.

“Nils is my sister’s boy,” he said. “Don’t you make this worse for him.”

The door let in a slab of cold air and closed on it. Through the glass bricks a tan shape that was probably a pickup pulled away from the kerb.

“Why did Strand want Walt?” Thorsen said.

“He didn’t say. People who want old things go to Walt. He’s ninety-one and he remembers what everybody’s grandmother paid for her stove.” Donna picked up a glass to polish. “Gary looks after him. It’s not an easy thing. You’d think it’d make a person softer.”

Thorsen drank his coffee. The last house before the Thorsen lane. Strand had asked the way to it, and the man who lived there had followed him out of the door.



Nordby Hardware & Bait had a stuffed lake trout over the door and a sign in the window that said LIVE MINNOWS — LEECHES — CRAWLERS — KEYS CUT, and it smelled of rubber and cold water from the minnow tanks. An old man in a cardigan sat behind the counter doing a crossword in pen.

Thorsen told him what he needed. A heater for a van. Something that would run all night with the engine off.

The old man put his pen down and looked past him through the window at the Econoline at the kerb.

“You going to winter in that?”

“I might.”

The old man looked at him the way another man might have said God help you.

“You want a diesel,” he said. “And you want Claire Lacourse. Out on the Stone Bay road, four miles past the turn. Lacourse Marine and Welding.” He picked up his pen again. “She’s good,” he said, to the crossword. “She’s real good.”

“Lacourse,” Thorsen said.

“That’s right.” The old man did not look up. “Steel building. You can’t miss it, there’s a boat on a pole.”



There was a boat on a pole. It was an old wooden fishing tug, painted red and white, mounted twenty feet up on a steel column at the side of the road like a weathervane, pointing out at the lake. Under it a sign: LACOURSE MARINE & WELDING — EST. 1979.

Behind it stood a big steel building with three roll-up doors and boats on stands all round it, shrink-wrapped in white for the winter. A shepherd-cross dog lay in the open middle door, and lifted his head when the van pulled in, and did not get up.

Inside it was warmer, loud with a country station, and it smelled of hot metal and cutting oil. A woman was standing on a step-ladder at the back of it in a canvas welding jacket with the sleeves pushed up, looking down into the hull with a torch.

“Be with you,” she said, without turning round.

He waited. She did something inside the hull with her other hand. It made a clank. She said something under her breath, short and heartfelt, and climbed down.

She was small. She came up to the middle of his chest. Fifty, perhaps, with black hair going grey in two long streaks from the temples, worn in a thick braid down her back, and a broad brown face with lines at the corners of her eyes made by squinting at things and laughing at them in about equal measure. Reading glasses on a cord round her neck. Forearms scarred with small white burns.

She looked up at him. A long way up. Her mouth twitched, as if he were funny and she had decided not to say so.

“You lost?”

“The man at the hardware store sent me. I need a heater put in a van.”

“Bert.” She wiped her hands on a rag. “Bert’s been trying to get me married off since 2009. What van?”

He showed her. She walked round it once, slowly, with her hands in the pockets of the welding jacket, the way he walked round a scene. She opened the bonnet and pulled the dipstick and wiped it and put it back.

“Huh,” she said.

“What?”

“Whoever’s been looking after this knew what they were doing.” She shut the bonnet. “Twenty years old and I wouldn’t be ashamed of that engine.” She looked at him. “Not you, I’m guessing.”

“No. A friend.”

“Good friend.”

“He was.”

She heard the was. She did not say anything about it. She went round the back and opened the rear doors and looked in at the bunk and the bins and the slit foam mattress, and then at him.

“Somebody cut your bed,” she said.

“Somebody was looking for something.”

“Did they find it?”

“No.”

“Huh,” she said again. It seemed to be a word that did a lot of work for her. She shut the doors. “Okay. You need a diesel heater on its own tank. A second battery. Walls, floor and roof insulated, or you’re just heating the parking lot. A roof vent. A block heater. And a CO alarm, and you need to not be stupid about it.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Ten days for parts. It’s not cheap.”

“That’s fine.”

She went inside to the bench by the door and came back with a work order pad and a pencil, and put the reading glasses on the end of her nose, and looked at him over them.

“Name?”

“Thorsen.”

The pencil stopped.

She did not look up straight away. She looked at the place on the pad where she had been about to write. The radio played. Out on the road a truck went by with its exhaust brake hammering.

Then she took the reading glasses off and let them fall on their cord, and looked up at him.

“From the Point,” she said.

It was not a question. He answered it anyway.

“It’s my uncle’s place.”

“Arne’s.” Her voice had not changed. That was what told him. It had been dry and quick and amused, and it was still dry and quick, and all the amusement had gone out of it as if a valve had closed. “You’re the one from Los Angeles. On the TV. Karl’s son.”

“Yes.”

She put the pad down on the bonnet of the van. Very carefully, square to the edge.

“My father went out to your family’s dock,” she said, “on the fourteenth of August, nineteen eighty-six. In his own boat. To see your grandfather. It was a flat calm night, I remember it, I was ten years old and I was sitting on our porch waiting for him to come back and there wasn’t a breath of wind on the water. And in the morning they found his boat upside down off Gull Rock, and they never found him. The sheriff said a squall. There wasn’t any squall. They closed it in four days.” She looked at him steadily. Her eyes were very dark and very still. “So you’ll understand if I don’t feel like putting a heater in a Thorsen’s van.”

He stood there.

And it came to him, not the way the window in the loft had come, all feeling and no content, but clear and small and bright, like a photograph found in a drawer. A dock in the sun. A girl about his age, in cut-off jeans, brown as a nut, with a black braid down her back, skipping flat stones out across the cove. Seven skips. Eight. Him trying to match it and getting four, and her laughing at him, not unkindly. And his uncle Arne coming down the path from the house, big and red-bearded, with a smoked fish in a sheet of newspaper, and Thorsen giving it to the girl because his mother had told him to share, and the girl taking it in both hands and saying thank you very seriously, as if it were treasure.

A man behind her on the dock. Tall and quiet, with black hair under a cap, talking to Arne. Her father.

That summer. That last summer.

“I remember you,” he said.

Something moved in her face, quickly, and was gone, like a fish turning under ice.

“You can freeze, Thorsen,” Claire Lacourse said. “Go to Duluth.”

She picked up her pad and walked back into the building, and the dog got up and followed her, and the roll-up door came down behind them both with a long steel rattle and met the concrete with a bang.




Chapter Four

He did not go to Duluth because she told him to. He went because Paul Strand had lived there.

He left the Point at seven, before Arne came out of the house. There had been a light in the kitchen since five. At the mailbox he turned south onto 61 with the sun coming up out of the lake on his left, red and flattened, like something that had been under pressure, and he did the hour and a half with the radio off.



Superior Title & Abstract occupied the second floor of an old brick building on West Superior Street, up steep stairs that smelled of radiator dust, behind a glass door with the firm’s name on it in gold letters that somebody had been proud of in about 1985.

The receptionist was a young man with a lip ring who took one look at Thorsen filling the doorway and went to get somebody without being asked.

The somebody was a man of sixty in a sweater vest, with half-glasses and a soft grey moustache and the look of a man who has spent his life finding errors in other people’s paperwork. His name was Dennis Albrecht, and he was the managing examiner. He did not ask Thorsen to sit down, and then, after a moment of looking at him, he did.

“You’re the cousin,” he said. “The one from the news.”

“Yes.”

“I wondered if somebody would come.” Albrecht took off the half-glasses and folded them and held them in both hands. “Nobody has, you know. From the sheriff. A deputy phoned on the Friday to ask what Paul’s job was, and said thank you, and that was it.” He looked at the glasses. “Fourteen years Paul worked here. He was the best examiner I ever had. He could read a hundred-year-old plat like you or I read a menu.”

“What was he doing for Laurentian?”

“Title work. Every parcel examined back to the original patent, then insurance on top. We had four examiners on it. Paul had the shore parcels, including your uncle’s.”

“And he found something.”

Albrecht turned the glasses over.

“He found what he thought was something. In the chain on the Point. And on the land behind it, the Hale land. He came to me in August very excited about a deed from 1924. He said there was a problem with it. Something about the grantor.” He shook his head. “I looked at it. It’s an old deed with an X on it for a signature, witnessed and notarised. You see a hundred of those up here. It’s been relied on for a century.”

“But Paul thought it was wrong.”

“Paul thought,” Albrecht said carefully, “that the man who made the mark was an Indian allottee, and that an allotment couldn’t be sold without approval from the Department of the Interior, and that there was no approval in the chain. And then he thought there was a problem with the date. He wouldn’t tell me what. He said he needed to check something first.” He set the glasses down on the desk. “Mr. Thorsen, I have a client who’s paying us a great deal of money and is in a hurry. If one of my examiners puts possible defect, Indian trust allotment, 1924 in a title report, that is not a note. That’s a bomb. I asked him what evidence he had. He said he’d have it soon. I said that until he had it, it wasn’t our job to dig up a hundred years of history for free. And I took him off the file.”

On the corner of the desk lay a fat black binder with a printed tab: LAURENTIAN COPPER — COMMITMENT ISSUED 8/19/26. Thorsen had bought one house in his life and signed one of those without reading it. It was the title company’s promise to insure, once the conditions were met.

“You insured it in August,” he said. “He came to you about the deed in August.”

Albrecht’s eyes went to the binder and came back.

“Commitments carry exceptions.”

“Is there one for 1924?”

Albrecht did not answer. The radiator ticked. Out in the front office the young man with the lip ring was on the phone, laughing at something.

“No,” Albrecht said.

“When did you take him off?”

“The second week of September.” He looked at the window. “He was very angry with me. He’d never been angry with me. He said, Dennis, if I’m right, there’s a man in this chain who was dead before he signed.” He said it flatly, as if reporting a figure. “I said, then prove it on your own time. And he did. He took vacation days. He went down to the Historical Society in St. Paul, and somewhere else, I don’t know where. He came in on the twenty-eighth, the Monday, and said he’d found it, and he’d show me the end of the week.” The moustache moved. “He was dead by the Thursday morning.”

“Did he leave anything here? Notes. Copies.”

“His desk is as he left it. There’s nothing on the Laurentian file that isn’t in the report. He did everything else at home, on his own laptop. He said it wasn’t the firm’s business.” Albrecht looked down at his hands. “I think he was protecting me. Which I didn’t deserve.”

He glanced at the clock over the door.

“I’m sorry. I’m not much use to anybody this month. I have to be at the hospital at four. My wife.” He put the half-glasses back on, as if to hide behind them. “His place is on Fifth Street. Up the hill. Somebody broke into it the weekend after he died. Did you know that?”

On his way out Thorsen wrote the number of the 7-Eleven phone on the back of one of the firm’s cards and left it on top of the binder.



Paul Strand had lived in the top half of a narrow green house on the Central Hillside, on a street so steep that the houses stood on each other’s shoulders to see the lake. There were wooden steps up from the pavement, and a porch, and two doors, one for upstairs and one for down. On the upstairs door somebody had nailed a square of plywood over the glass panel.

There was a car parked at the kerb in front. A grey Ford sedan, plain, very clean, with state government plates and a whip antenna on the boot. Thorsen parked behind it and climbed the steps.

The plywood door was open. Inside it, a staircase went up steeply to a landing, and at the top of the stairs a man was standing in a doorway, looking down at him.

He was sixty or more, and built like a fire hydrant, with a big square head, grey hair cut very short and small blue eyes that gave away nothing at all. He wore a brown corduroy sports coat, a badge on his belt, and rubber overshoes, though it was not raining. He was holding a paper cup of coffee.

“You’re the fellow from the television,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I don’t have a television.” He drank some coffee. “Wally Heikkinen. BCA. The Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. That’s the state police, more or less, for people from California.” His voice was flat and level and had the rise and fall of the Iron Range in it, a Finnish lilt that turned every statement into something that sounded faintly like a question and was not. “You’d be Thorsen.”

“I would.”

Heikkinen considered him. “Well, come up, then. You’re letting the heat out. Don’t touch anything. Not that there’s much left to touch.”



The apartment was four rooms under a sloping roof. It had been tossed, properly, by somebody who knew how. Every drawer was out, every book off the shelves, the couch cushions unzipped. In the small room at the front, which had been a study, the desk had been emptied onto the floor, and there was a clean rectangle in the dust on top of it where a laptop had stood, and a cable still plugged into the wall with nothing at the other end.

The window looked down over the roofs to the harbour and the lift bridge and the lake. Paul Strand had sat at this desk and looked at that.

“Landlady lives downstairs,” Heikkinen said. “Mrs. Sobczak. Eighty-three. She was at her daughter’s in Cloquet for the weekend, came home the Sunday night, the fourth, and found the door like that. Somebody at Duluth Police with more sense than most phoned the Baptism County Sheriff’s Office to tell them.” He drank coffee. “They said thank you. It’s not in their file. I’ve read their file. It’s eleven pages. Four of them are your cousin’s arrest record.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because the county attorney asked me to.” Heikkinen took a pen out of his breast pocket and used it to turn over a sheet of paper on the floor without touching it. “Megan Ostrowski. Thirty-four. Appointed last year when old Pelletier had his stroke. She’s on the ballot in three weeks. She has to stand up in front of a judge and say she believes this case, and she read the eleven pages and she didn’t. The sheriff wouldn’t call us in, so she called us herself. That’s allowed. It’s not popular.” He looked up. “So here I am, very quietly, on my own. And here you are.”

“Here I am.”

“Why?”

“My uncle asked me to come and look.”

“And what do you see?”

Thorsen looked round the room.

“I see a man who kept everything on paper,” he said. “Box files, labelled by year. He’d have had a binder, on the desk, next to the laptop. And the floor’s full of paper, but none of it’s work. Whoever did this took the work, and turned everything else over so it looked like a burglary, and didn’t take the television or the camera,” he nodded at a good camera lying on the bed, “because they weren’t burglars, and they didn’t have time to pretend to be.”

“His car was at the Point,” Thorsen said. “Unlocked, Arne said. Was there a laptop in it?”

“No.”

“A bag? Papers?”

“No.”

“His phone?”

“Not on the body. Not in the car.” Heikkinen turned another sheet with the pen. “Sheriff Hollister thinks it’s in the lake. I’ve asked the carrier for his records. They tell me six weeks.”

“And the post-mortem?”

“Single blow, high on the back of the head. Something rounded, with an edge. The ME wrote consistent with a fall onto a rounded rock.” Heikkinen’s face did not move. “Hollister likes that sentence.”

“So he drives to the Point in the middle of the night, a man who was going to show his boss what he’d found, and nothing comes back with him.” Thorsen looked out at the lake. “Either he left it all here, and it was taken from here. Or he took it with him, and it was taken from his car, and then somebody came down here to make sure there wasn’t a copy.”

“Or both,” said Heikkinen.

“Or both.”

Heikkinen took a small spiral notebook out of his inside pocket and wrote something in it.

“Sheriff Hollister,” he said, “phoned my supervisor this morning to say that if I wanted to make myself useful I could keep an eye on a certain ex-LAPD fellow who’s come up here to interfere with a homicide prosecution.” He put the pen back in his breast pocket. “So I’m keeping an eye on you. Consider yourself watched.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I’m Finnish. We don’t do anything for anybody.” He turned towards the door, and stopped, and said, without looking round: “His ex-wife teaches third grade at Cooper Elementary in Superior, across the bridge. Jenny Strand. She gets out at three-fifteen. You’d get more out of her than I did. She liked him.”

“Why are you telling me that?”

Heikkinen thought about it.

“Because I’ve got two years till I retire,” he said, “and a sauna I built myself on a lake outside Virginia, and I’d like to sit in it in peace without wondering whether we put the wrong man in prison for the rest of his life because a sheriff wanted a copper mine.” He went down two stairs, and stopped again. “I’m going to the impound in Nordby this afternoon to look at the car. Their inventory’s got a few things in it nobody’s asked about. You might want to stop by the lot about six. It’s a nice view of the lake from there.”

He went down the rest of the stairs, and Thorsen heard the Ford start and pull away.



Jenny Strand was a tall, thin woman of forty in a cardigan with pockets full of things that rattled, and she came out of the side door of Cooper Elementary at twenty past three behind a stream of small children, saying goodbye to each one by name. When the last one had gone she saw Thorsen by the fence.

“You’re him,” she said. “There’s a bench.”

She sat down.

“We were married nine years,” she said. “Divorced four. We still had lunch every month. We were better friends than we were married.”

“When did you last see him?”

“The Saturday before.” She looked at the empty playground. “The twenty-sixth. We had lunch at the Pickwick. He was so happy, Mr. Thorsen. He’d been to Kansas City. He’d been to some college down south. Northfield. He was all lit up. He said, Jen, for once in my life, I’ve found something that will actually matter to somebody. He said there was a family up the shore that had been robbed a hundred years ago and nobody had ever known. Not robbed. He used another word.” She stopped. Her mouth worked. “He said wronged.”

“Did he say which family?”

“No. He said he had to talk to somebody first. Somebody who’d know. An old man.” She turned and looked at Thorsen. “Was it your uncle? Is that who he went to see?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“They’re saying your cousin pushed him off a rock because they had a fight in a bar,” she said. “Paul didn’t fight. He’d have apologised to your cousin. He’d have bought him a beer.” She took a child’s green rubber dinosaur out of her pocket and turned it over in her fingers. “He went up there because somebody told him they’d tell him the truth. That’s the only thing that would have got Paul out in the car at night.”



He drove back up the shore in the last of the light.

Past Two Harbors the road climbs onto the cliffs, and for six or seven miles it runs along the top of them, a two-lane highway cut into red rock, with a steel guardrail on the right, and on the other side of the guardrail, nothing. Air, and then the lake, a hundred feet down, gone the colour of pewter in the dusk. Every half-mile or so somebody had hit the rail hard enough to bend it, and the county had bolted on a new section, bright among the rust.

There was nobody on the road. He had the radio off and Jenny Strand’s voice in his head. Somebody told him they’d tell him the truth.

The lights came up behind him on the long straight above the Gooseberry.

He saw them first as a glow in the mirror, far back, and then as two lights, and then, quickly, as four: headlights and a bar of driving lamps above them on the roof of a cab, all on full, so that the inside of the van filled with white light and his own shadow lay across the dashboard in front of him like a stain. He put his hand up to the mirror and flipped it. The light came in through the side mirrors instead, and through the back windows, and lit the slit foam mattress and the bins and the suit on its hanger as though somebody had opened the doors on a stage.

The lights did not pass. They came up to within a car’s length of his back bumper and stayed there.

He did not speed up. He did not slow down. He held the van at fifty-five on the white line with both hands on the wheel and watched the road in front of him, the curve coming, the guardrail swinging round on the right, and said to himself, quite calmly, in Ray’s voice: Don’t look at the lights. Look where you want to go.

On the curve the lights moved left. Into the other lane. The engine note behind him rose, a big diesel winding up, and the lights came up alongside, and for a moment there was nothing in his side window but the black flank of a pickup, high and long, close enough to touch, and no face in it, only a dark shape behind tinted glass.

Then it came across.

It did not ram him. It leaned on him. The steel of its front wing met the steel of the van’s front door with a long grinding bang that he felt in his teeth, and kept pressing, steadily, the way a man leans a shoulder on a door, and the van went sideways across its lane towards the guardrail with all four wheels still turning. He felt the right-hand wheels hit the rumble strip. He felt the steering go light. Through the windscreen the guardrail came at him out of the dusk, grey and bright and very close, and beyond it the dark.

He did the one thing the truck did not expect. He stood on the brake.

The van was old and heavy and Ray had changed its brake pads in August; Thorsen had seen the receipt in the glove box. It dug in. The nose went down and the seatbelt caught him across the chest like a bar, and the pickup, still leaning on air where the van had been, shot past him, and its back end swung, and for a long instant it was sideways in front of him with its tail out over the white line. Then the driver caught it, and it straightened, and the big diesel roared, and it went away up the road into the dark, fast, without lights now. All of them off at once. He saw it go: the shape of it against the last grey of the sky, the high cab, and on the front, black against the road, the square jaw of a plough mount.

Then it was round the next bend, and gone, and there was only the sound of it, going away, and then not even that.

The van had stopped on the shoulder, its right front corner perhaps a foot from the guardrail. He sat there with the hazard lights ticking and his hands on the wheel, and found that they would not come off it, and waited until they would.

He walked round the van with the torch from the glovebox. The driver’s door was pushed in along its whole length, a long shallow dent like a thumb pressed into clay, with a black smear across it at the height of a pickup’s wing. The wing mirror hung by its wires. The right front tyre had a gouge in the sidewall, but it was holding air.

He put his hand flat on the dent in Ray’s door, the way he had put it on the side of the Solveig in the fish house.

Below the guardrail the lake moved in the dark, a long way down. It made no sound at all from up here.



The Baptism County impound lot was a fenced square of gravel behind the county highway garage on the hill above Nordby, next to the salt dome. The little grey Subaru was in the far corner, alone, with an orange evidence sticker on the windscreen, parked facing the lake. From the fence you could see over the roofs of the town to the breakwater and the water going silver under the evening sky.

Heikkinen was leaning on the fence with his overshoes in the gravel, eating a doughnut out of a paper bag, looking at the view.

“Nice view,” he said, without turning round. Then he did turn round, because he had heard the van, and he looked at it for a long moment with the doughnut halfway to his mouth: at the long dent down the driver’s side, and the black smear, and the mirror hanging by its wires.

He put the doughnut back in the bag.

“Where?” he said.

Thorsen told him. Above the Gooseberry, on the cliffs. A big pickup with a light bar and a plough mount, no lights after, no plate he could see.

Heikkinen walked round the van once, slowly, and crouched at the driver’s door and looked at the smear without touching it. Then he fetched a camera and a scalpel from the grey Ford, photographed the door with a ruler against it, and scraped a few flakes of the black paint into an envelope and put it in his coat.

“You’re going to tell me you don’t want to report this to the Baptism County Sheriff’s Office,” he said, standing up with a grunt.

“I’m reporting it to you.”

He looked at the dent again. “There are a lot of black pickups with plough mounts on this shore. About one in three. In the morning you’d have been a man from California who didn’t know the road, in an old van, in the dark.” He looked at Thorsen. “Your hands are shaking.”

“I know.”

“Good,” Heikkinen said. “Means you’ve got sense.” He turned back to the fence and the view. “Come and look at the lake. And then come and read something.”

Thorsen came and stood beside him.

“The deputy who did the inventory was a young woman called Novak. I think she’s the only thorough person in that building. She wrote down everything. Then nobody read it.” Heikkinen took a folded sheet out of his coat and did not give it to Thorsen. He held it open on the top rail of the fence, as though he were reading it to himself, and Thorsen read it too.

Vehicle inventory. Subaru Impreza, grey, Minn. reg. A list. A scraper. A first-aid kit. A rain shell. A paperback with a library sticker, a history of the iron mines. Coins in the cup holder, one dollar forty. Three empty coffee cups, Kwik Trip. A pair of reading glasses, case. Floor mats.

And then, in the glove box:

Parking receipt, paper, St. Olaf College, Northfield MN, Visitor Lot C, dated 9/24.

Researcher identification card, laminated, National Archives at Kansas City, in name of STRAND, PAUL D., issued 9/18.

Call slip, paper, Minnesota Historical Society, Gale Family Library, St. Paul. Item requested: Baptism County, Register of Deeds, Deed Book 14 (microfilm). Dated 8/21.

Thorsen read it twice.

“Kansas City,” he said.

“That’s where the National Archives keep the old Indian Affairs records for this part of the country. Allotment files.” Heikkinen folded the sheet up again and put it back inside his coat. “A title examiner with doubts about an allotment deed goes to Kansas City. That makes sense.” He looked at the lake. “Northfield’s a college town south of the Cities. Two colleges. Cows. A bank Jesse James tried to rob. What’s a title man want in Northfield?”

“I don’t know.”

“No. Neither do I.” He crumpled the doughnut bag and put it in his pocket. “Here’s another thing I don’t understand. The sheriff’s file says Paul Strand’s car was found unlocked at the gate on the morning of the first, with the keys in the ignition. A man who parks his car and walks half a mile down a dark lane to the end of a point, in the middle of the night, in October, leaves his keys in the ignition and the door unlocked. That’s a man who’s expecting to come straight back. Or a man who isn’t thinking about his car at all.”

“Or the keys were put back.”

Heikkinen turned his head and looked at him.

“Somebody went through that car,” Thorsen said. “There’s nothing in it but coffee cups. Where’s his notebook? He had a notebook at the Legion. Twenty people saw it.”

Heikkinen was quiet.

“I’m going to say something,” he said, “and then I’m going to pretend I didn’t. You’re the family of the accused. Anything you touch, I can’t use. So don’t touch anything.” He pushed himself off the fence. “But if you happened to find out what a title examiner from Duluth was doing in Northfield on the twenty-fourth of September, I’d be interested to hear it. Over coffee. As a matter of local history.”

He walked back to the grey Ford. At the car he stopped and looked back across the roofs at the lake.

“Your uncle,” he said. “He knew Strand was coming back that night?”

“He says not.”

“Huh,” said Wally Heikkinen, and got in the car, and drove away.




Chapter Five

He went back to the Stone Bay road the next morning with one word in his head. Paul Strand had asked Nils whether he had ever heard of a man called Lacourse, and a woman called Lacourse had told him to freeze.

The roll-up doors were open. The dog was lying in the middle one again. This time it got up when the van pulled in, and came out across the frozen gravel stiff-legged, with its head low, and stood ten feet from the driver’s door and looked at him.

He got out slowly and let it look. In the end it came and smelled his hand, and the van’s front tyre, and then lifted its leg on the tyre, holding his eye while it did it, and went back to the doorway and lay down.

“He doesn’t like you,” Claire Lacourse said from inside.

“He’s made that clear.”

She came out into the light. She was in the welding jacket again, and a wool cap, and she was holding a mug of coffee in both hands. She did not offer him one. She stood in the doorway beside the dog and looked at him with no expression whatever.

“I said go to Duluth.”

“I went to Duluth.”

“And you came back.”

“I came back.”

She looked past him then, at the van, and stopped. She came out of the doorway and across the frozen gravel with the mug still in her hand and walked down the driver’s side, slowly, looking at the long dent in the door and the black smear across it and the mirror he had taped back on with duct tape, and then she crouched at the front tyre and put her thumb on the gouge in the sidewall.

“That’s not a deer,” she said.

“No.”

“Where?”

“On the cliffs above the Gooseberry. Last night. A pickup with a plough mount leaned on me on the curve.” He said it flatly. “He wanted me over the rail.”

She stood up. She looked at the door, and at him, for longer than she needed to.

“Huh,” she said. Then, to the dog: “Gus. If he does anything stupid, bite him.” And she turned and went back inside, and left the door open, which Thorsen decided to take as an invitation, since it was the only one he was going to get.



The shop was warm. There was a woodstove going in the corner, made out of an old boiler, with a kettle on it. Along the back wall there was a long workbench with every tool hung on a board above it, and Thorsen saw that each tool had its outline drawn round it in black marker, and for a moment he could not breathe.

She saw him looking.

“What?”

“Nothing. A friend of mine kept his tools like that.”

“Then your friend had sense.” She went to the stove and poured coffee from the kettle into a second mug, black, and held it out to him without looking at him. He took it. “You’ve got ten minutes. I’ve got a plough truck coming in at ten with a cracked frame, and a man who wants to argue with me about it.”

He told her about Duluth, some of it: the title work, the 1924 deed Paul Strand had thought was wrong, a man in the chain who was dead before he signed. She listened with her eyes on the stove and her mug held against her chest, and she did not move at all until he said allotment, and then her mouth tightened, very slightly, as if something had touched a tooth.

“He called me,” she said, when he had finished.

“Strand?”

“In September. The middle of the month. He left a message on the shop phone.” She nodded at an old answering machine on the bench by the door, the kind with a little cassette, buried under invoices. “A polite man. Nervous. A title examiner from Duluth, researching some land on the shore that he believed might concern my great-grandfather, and would I be willing to talk to him at my convenience.” She drank some coffee. “I wiped it.”

“Why?”

She looked at him then.

“Because I’ve spent my whole life not talking about my great-grandfather’s land,” she said. “That’s why.”



She told him. She did not sit down to do it. She stood with her back to the stove and her mug in both hands, and the dog came and lay across her boots, and she told it in a flat, even voice, as if it were a job sheet she was reading out to a customer: what was broken, what it would cost.

“Joseph Lacourse. Stone Bay Band. When they cut up the reservation he got a hundred and sixty acres at the mouth of the Kettle. Shore, and white pine behind it, the best left on the shore. Held in trust. You couldn’t sell it without Washington’s say-so.” She drank. “He drowned. That’s the story. November 1923. Went out to pull nets and never came back. The lake doesn’t give them back, they said. They always say that, like it’s a law of nature. And the next spring it turned out he’d sold the land. The pine went to the Hales, and the shore went to — ”

She stopped.

“To my great-grandfather,” Thorsen said.

“To Anders Thorsen. Yes.” She did not look away. “My great-grandmother took her kids to her sister’s in Stone Bay, and they were poor, and then they were poorer, and my grandfather went to the boarding school at Pipestone and came home not speaking the language. Every family on this shore’s got a story like it. You get on with your life.”

November, and then the spring. He had given her Paul Strand’s words ten minutes ago, a man in this chain who was dead before he signed, and only now heard them himself. From the way she held her mug, she had heard them the first time.

“But your father didn’t.”

She looked down at the dog.

“My father,” she said, “was an ironworker. He built bridges. He walked on beams four hundred feet up in Chicago and Minneapolis and came home every spring with money and stories. He was the strongest man I ever knew, and the funniest, and he could whistle like any bird you named. And in the spring of 1986, when I was ten, somebody up at the Band office was clearing out an old filing cabinet and found a copy of that deed. And my father read it. And he said, That’s not his mark.”

“Not his mark?”

“My great-grandfather could write. He went to the mission school. He wrote his name in the front of his Bible. My grandmother had it. He wrote it in the church register when he got married. Joseph Lacourse, in a good round hand. And here’s this deed, with an X on it. His mark.” She said the words with great contempt. “Why would a man who could write his name put an X?”

“So my father started,” she said. “He wrote to the Bureau, and the congressman, and the paper in Duluth. He filed a claim on the government’s forms. People laughed at him, some of our own people too. Somebody put a dead dog on our porch. He didn’t care. He was like a man with a fever. He said, They stole it, Claire. They stole it and they wrote it down in a book and they called it law.”

She bent and pulled the dog’s ear, and he groaned and let her.

“And then in August he said he was going to the Point,” she said. “To see old Halvor Thorsen. Your grandfather. He said the old man had sent word. He had something to tell him. He wouldn’t say what.” She looked at the stove. “He was so happy that evening. He shaved. He put on a clean shirt. He went down to our dock in his own boat, an old Lund with a ten-horse Evinrude, and he waved to me, and he went off up the shore late, after dark, and the lake was like glass. I sat on our porch and watched for his running light coming back. My mother tried to make me come in. I wouldn’t. She sat out there with me in the end. And in the morning a man from the Coast Guard came to the door with his hat in his hand.”

“They found the boat.”

“Upside down. Off Gull Rock, a mile out from your uncle’s dock, off the mouth of the Kettle. No motor running, no gas left in the tank, the plug in. No sign of him. The sheriff said a squall must have come through. There was no squall. I watched the lake all night. It was flat calm till dawn. I told the deputy that, a young one, he wrote it down, he was kind to me. The sheriff said I was ten years old and I’d fallen asleep.” Her voice did not change at all. “Four days later they closed it. Accidental drowning.”

Thorsen stood very still with the coffee going cold in his hand.

The fourteenth of August, nineteen eighty-six. She had said it on the first day, by the van, with her order pad in her hand. He had not let himself put it next to the other thing. Now it sat beside it whether he liked it or not: a car running in the lane with its lights off, his mother’s hands steering him through the dark, his father’s face. We’re not going back, Danny.

The same summer. He did not know if it was the same night. He did not want to know, and he knew that he was going to have to.

“My mother and I let the claim go,” Claire said. “It had eaten him. We weren’t going to let it eat us too. She married again, a fisheries biologist, a good man, and I came back at twenty-five and took over this shop from the man who’d taught my father to weld. I’ve never been in the Band office about that land. I’ve never read that deed. I’ve never said Joseph Lacourse’s name to my son.” She put the mug down on the bench, square. “And now a man from Duluth leaves me a message saying he thinks it might concern my family, and I wipe it. And two weeks later he’s dead at the bottom of your uncle’s point.”

She looked at him.

“So you tell me, Thorsen,” she said. “What exactly did you come here for?”



He told her the truth. She was not a woman you told anything else to.

“I came because my uncle asked me to,” he said. “My cousin’s in jail for a killing I don’t think he did. I think Paul Strand found something in that deed, and somebody didn’t want him to say it out loud. I don’t know if any of that has anything to do with your father.” He put his mug down beside hers. “I didn’t know any of this until this week. I was eleven. My family drove away from the Point one night that summer and never went back, and nobody ever told me why.”

She looked at him.

“I remember you,” she said.

“You said.”

“No. I didn’t say. You said.” She folded her arms. “You were a skinny blond kid with sunburnt ears and a California voice, and you couldn’t skip a stone to save your life. You followed your uncle around like a dog. And one day he came down to the dock with a smoked cisco, and you gave it to me. You held it out in both hands like it was a present. And your face went red to your ears.” Something happened at the corner of her mouth, and was put away again. “I ate it on the way home. I didn’t give my father any. It was the best thing I ever ate.”

He found, unexpectedly, that he did not know what to say.

“Your uncle smoked that fish,” she said. “He was kind to me. Everybody on this shore says Arne Thorsen’s a good man. He brought soup to my mother when she was sick, years after. And my father went out from that dock one night and never came back, and your family drove away the same summer and never came back either. And I’ve lived eight miles down the road from that most of my life, and said good morning to Arne Thorsen in the post office, and not thought about it, because if I thought about it I would have to do something, and there’s nothing to do.”

Out in the yard the plough truck was coming down the gravel, orange, with a man in the cab already pointing at something.

Claire looked at the truck. Then she looked at the van, with frost still on its roof.

“How cold was it at the Point last night?”

“I don’t know. Cold.”

“It got down to fifteen at my place. It’s colder out on the Point, the wind comes straight off the water.” She picked up her gloves from the rail by the stove. “That’s an empty steel box with the heat going straight out through the walls. You’ll be dead by Christmas, and they’ll find you in the spring when somebody notices the smell. Bring it round the side. Bay three. I can start on the walls while I wait on the heater. You’ll have to help. I’m not lifting panels for a man your size.”

He looked at her.

“Why?”

“Because somebody already tried to put you in the lake once this week,” Claire Lacourse said, “and I’d rather you didn’t die in my county.” She pulled on her gloves. “And I’ll pull that dent out while I’m at it. It offends me.” And she went out to the plough truck to argue with the man in the cab.



He helped.

It took most of two days. They stripped the back of the van to the steel, and he laid Ray’s bins out on a tarpaulin in rows, because that was what Ray would have done. Claire looked at the rows, and at him, and went back to cutting foam board and wool batting. In between she took the driver’s door off and beat the dent out of it from the inside. They did not talk much, and when they did it was about the work.

On the second evening she sat on an upturned bucket in the open rear doors with a mug of coffee and looked at the slit foam mattress leaning against the shop wall.

“Whose van is it really? It’s not yours. There’s a tyre gauge in those bins that’s older than me, and it’s been calibrated. Nobody calibrates a tyre gauge.”

He sat down on the new plywood with his legs out of the open doors and told her about Ray Okafor. Not all of it. Eleven years at two desks pushed together, a pegboard with every tool outlined in black marker, a widow who put a key in his hand. She had seen the news; she did not need the rest.

“He kept it well,” she said finally. “You can tell a lot about a man by his engine.” She drank the last of her coffee. “Mine never would’ve let a battery terminal go green like the one on my truck.” She meant her father. He could hear it.

The dog came out of the shop and lay down across the open doorway of the van with its back against Thorsen’s boots, and sighed, and went to sleep.

Claire looked at it.

“Traitor,” she said.



He drove back to the Point on the Thursday night with the van smelling of glue and new wool.

At the last house before the lane there was fire in the yard. A burn barrel, flaring orange behind the woodpile, throwing sparks up into the spruce, and Gary Erickson standing over it in the cabins jacket with a sheaf of envelopes in one hand, feeding them in one at a time and watching each one go before he gave it the next. He turned his head as the headlights came along the road, and stood with an envelope in his fingers and watched the van go by, as he had watched it on the Sunday with the maul on his shoulder.

Half the shore burned its rubbish in a barrel. Thorsen knew that. He thought anyway about a notebook that twenty people had seen in the Legion and nobody had found since, and he watched the fire in his mirror until the trees took it.

The house at the Point was dark. There was no light in the kitchen and none upstairs. But across the clearing there was a light in Nils’s trailer, a low yellow one, behind a curtain that did not quite meet in the middle.

He turned off the engine and got out, and did not shut the door, and walked across the frozen grass until he could see through the gap.

Arne was sitting in his son’s armchair, a big brown recliner patched with tape, facing a television that was off. He had his boots on and his coat on, and he was holding a can of Nils’s beer in one of the enormous hands, unopened, resting it on his knee. He was not drinking it. He was not looking at the television, or at anything in the trailer. He was looking at nothing, at a place in the air a little way in front of him, the way Thorsen had seen men look at the wall of a hospital corridor.

Thorsen stood in the dark and watched him. Arne did not move. Once his thumb went over the ring-pull of the can and stopped there and did not pull it.

Thorsen went back to the van and closed the door very quietly and climbed into the back. It was still cold. The heater was still on a truck somewhere. But lying on the mattress in the new dark, with the wool round him on three sides and the foam over his head, it was a different kind of cold. A held cold. The cold of a room, not of the night.

He lay awake and thought about a man in a clean shirt going out across flat water in a boat with a ten-horse Evinrude, waving to his daughter on a porch. And about an old man in his son’s chair, holding a can he did not open.

The light in the trailer was still on when he slept.




Chapter Six

The Arrowhead Project Open House was on the Friday evening in the gym of the Nordby School, and by a quarter to seven there was nowhere left to park.

Arne drove them in his truck, an old green Chevrolet with a plough mount on the front and a rifle rack in the back window with an umbrella in it. He had put on a clean wool shirt and a tie, a thin brown knitted thing that might have been bought for Marit’s funeral and not worn since, and he had wet his hair and combed it flat, and it had dried standing up in front anyway. When they pulled into the school car park and saw the cars, and the people walking in from the road with their hands in their pockets, and the sheriff’s black Tahoe parked across the end of the bus lane, he sat for a moment without turning off the engine.

“I didn’t want to come,” he said. “I’ve signed. There’s nothing for me to say. But they’ll look for me. If I’m not here, they’ll say I’m ashamed of it.” He turned off the engine. “I’m not ashamed of it, Danny. It’s a lot of money for an old fisherman. It’s Nils’s whole life.”

“I know.”

“They’ll look at you too.” He glanced across. “You know that.”

“I know that too.”



Two hundred folding chairs had been set out in rows on the basketball floor, under a mural of a Viking longship and the words NORDBY NORSEMEN a foot high, and they were full, and people were standing three deep along the side walls under the climbing ropes. On the stage there was a long table with a blue cloth and a row of microphones, and behind it the same banner as in the photograph on Hollister’s wall. Three women from the Lutheran church stood behind trays of lemon bars at the side, defending them.

It was loud when they came in. It got quieter. Heads turned in the back rows and turned away again.

Arne walked through it like a man walking into a wind. People said Arne as he went past. An old woman in a red coat held his sleeve and said something to him in a low voice, and he bent his head to her and nodded. A big man in a Steelworkers jacket clapped him on the back, hard, and said Good for you, Arne, good for you. A younger woman with a toddler on her hip turned her back as he passed, deliberately, so that he had to step round her.

They found two places standing along the wall at the back, under the basketball hoop, and Arne leaned against the brick with his arms folded and looked at the floor.

Thorsen looked at the room. Union jackets and Laurentian fleeces at the front. At the back, farmers, families, two rows of people from the Band sitting together, older women with grey braids and younger ones with their phones out, filming. A television camera from Duluth.

Deputy Novak stood by the fire door at the side of the stage, with her thumbs in her belt. She saw him and looked away.

Claire Lacourse was against the opposite wall, at the very back, on her own, in a dark wool coat with her braid over one shoulder. She was not looking at the stage. She had seen him come in. He knew that from the way she was not looking at him.

And at the end of the second row on the aisle, a big man in a black canvas jacket was sitting sideways on his chair with one arm over the back of it, not looking at the stage either. He was looking at Thorsen.

He was forty-five or so, and heavy, with the kind of heaviness that is mostly muscle with a layer of beer over it, and a thick neck, and a red face, and fair hair cut so short it was barely there. He had a goatee, trimmed. He had the stillness of a man who has been told that he is intimidating and has worked on it. When Thorsen met his eyes he did not look away. He smiled a little, without any warmth in it at all, and lifted two fingers off the back of the chair in a kind of salute.

“Who’s that?” Thorsen said.

Arne looked, and his mouth set.

“Pruitt,” he said. “That’s him.”



At seven o’clock exactly Sheriff Hollister went to the microphone in the middle of the table and tapped it, and the room went quiet.

“Well, good evening, everybody. Isn’t this something. I don’t think I’ve seen this many people in this gym since the Norsemen went to state in ’94.” A warm laugh from the front rows. “I’m just here to remind everybody that we’re all neighbours, whatever we think about all this, and we’re going to be neighbours tomorrow. So let’s keep it Minnesota, okay? Let’s keep it nice. And with that, a man who doesn’t need any introduction on this shore. Bryce Hale.”

Hale came up the steps two at a time. He was the man in the photograph on Hollister’s wall, and he moved like a man who has played a lot of tennis and won most of it. He did not stay behind the table. He took the microphone off its stand and came to the edge of the stage, close to the front row, the way a preacher does who has been to a seminar about it.

He talked for twelve minutes. A great-grandfather with an axe and the first sawmill on the Baptism River; the mill closing, and the school that had once had four hundred students and now had a hundred and nine; copper and nickel under the forest, which the world needed for batteries, and which Minnesota could dig up carefully or leave for China.

“Six hundred jobs,” he said. “Good jobs. Union jobs. With pensions. For thirty years.” He let it sit. “I want my grandchildren to grow up on this shore. I want yours to. That’s all this is.”

Half the room stood up and clapped. The other half sat very still.

While the clapping went on Hale let his eyes go along the back wall to where Arne was standing, and rest on him, and then move on to Thorsen, and rest on him for slightly longer. There was nothing in the look. It was the look of a man counting the house.



After Hale a woman from Laurentian in a navy suit spoke for twenty minutes about liner systems and zero discharge, in the careful voice of someone who has been shouted at in gyms like this one before. Then they opened it to questions, and a line formed at the microphone in the aisle, and the back of the room cheered and the front booed, and then the other way round.

The Chairwoman of the Stone Bay Band, a small, formidable woman of seventy with a beaded medallion on her chest, spoke very quietly, so that the room had to go silent to hear her. She spoke about the treaty of 1854, and the wild rice beds downstream on the Kettle, and the sulphate that would kill the rice. The Band would see the company in court. They had been in court before, she said, and they were patient. The Band rows stood up for her, all of them, without a sound.

And then a man at the back of the line, an old man in a Korean War veteran’s cap and a parka, who had been waiting a long time, was helped up to the microphone by his son. It was Gary Erickson, in the cabins jacket, and he looked as though he would rather be anywhere else. He tried to take the microphone away from his father before the old man had said a word. The old man held on to it with both hands and said, in a high quavering voice that carried right to the back wall:

“There’s a man dead out on that Point. And nobody up there’s said one word about it.”

The room went still.

“Fella from Duluth,” the old man said. “Worked for the title people. Looking into the land. And he winds up at the bottom of the rocks, and they’ve got my grandson in the jail, Arne Thorsen’s boy, and the sale’s still going right on through like nothing happened.” Gary reached for the microphone again, and the old man turned his shoulder on him. “And I want to know, Bryce, I want to know from you, what was that fella looking at? What did he find?”

There was a sound in the room that Thorsen had heard before, in courtrooms. Not a murmur. An intake.

Everybody looked at the back wall. At Arne. Arne stood with his arms folded and his chin on his chest and did not move.

Hollister was already at the microphone.

“Now, Walt,” he said, gently, warmly, the voice of a man soothing a horse. “Walt, I know you mean well, and I know it’s your grandson. But that’s a criminal case, and it’s before the court, and it wouldn’t be fair to anybody to talk about it here.” He looked round the room. “That’s a sad, sad thing that happened out there. It’s got nothing to do with what we’re talking about tonight. Next question.”

Gary had his father by the elbow and was steering him back up the aisle, saying something into his ear that the old man did not seem to hear.

Hale was standing at the side of the stage with the microphone held loosely at his side, looking at the old man in the veteran’s cap with an expression of grave, courteous sympathy. He did not look at the back wall. He was the only person in the room who did not.

At the end of the second row Jarrett Pruitt had not looked at the old man either, or at Arne. He was looking at Thorsen. He had been looking at Thorsen for most of an hour.

Across the room Claire Lacourse had lifted her head and was looking at Hale, with a face like a closed fist.



At a quarter to nine Hollister thanked everybody for keeping it nice, and the room broke up into loud knots round the coffee tables and the door. Arne said, “I’m going,” and went, pushing through the crowd with his big shoulders down.

Thorsen stayed under the basketball hoop with his back to the brick and watched Pruitt get up from his chair and stretch, slowly, like a man who has sat through a film, and walk up the side of the gym. He came along the back wall. He stopped in front of Thorsen, a little closer than people stand, and looked up at him, because he was four inches shorter and that was the only direction to look.

“Big fella,” Pruitt said pleasantly.

Thorsen said nothing.

“You’re going to like it up here,” Pruitt said. “Friendly people. Lake’s real pretty this time of year.” He nodded slowly. “Gets real cold, though. Quick. People from California, they’re not used to it. They go out on the ice, they don’t know how thick it’s got to be. They drive the back roads at night, they don’t know where the ditches are. They go walking out on the rocks.” He let a beat go by. “Things happen.”

“Do they,” Thorsen said.

“All the time.” Pruitt smiled. It was a good smile. It had been practised in a mirror. “You have a good night now.”

He went out through the double doors into the dark.

Thorsen looked across the gym for Claire. She was gone.

He went out after Pruitt. The car park was a field of frost under three sodium lights, with engines starting all over it and people calling to each other across the roofs of their cars. Near the doors Gary Erickson was getting his father into the passenger seat of a tan GMC, one hand on the old man’s head the way a deputy puts a man into the back of a cruiser. Pruitt went past them without slowing and clapped Gary on the shoulder.

“Your check’s coming, Gary,” he said. “Soon as it closes.”

Gary shrugged the hand off as if it were something that had landed on him. He shut his father’s door, and went round the truck, and got in, and the GMC pulled out of the lot too fast.

Pruitt watched it go. Then he walked on to a black pickup parked by itself at the end of the row, and a big diesel started, and a pair of headlights swung round, high, with a bar of driving lamps on the roof of the cab and a plough mount on the front. As it turned under the car park light Thorsen saw its right front wing. It was not black. It was the dull flat grey of fresh primer, a new panel, not yet painted.



Arne was sitting in the truck in the dark with the engine running and the heater on and the lights off, looking out through the windscreen at nothing.

Thorsen got in. Arne drove out of the car park and turned north on 61 towards the Point.

“Walt,” Arne said, a mile on. “Marit’s dad. He was my father’s friend before he was anything else to me. He used to fish with us. He taught me to set a gill net.” His hands tightened on the wheel. “He’s ninety-one. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

“He knew what he was saying.”

Arne drove.

“Pruitt told Gary his check was coming,” Thorsen said. “Soon as it closes.”

“Gary’s got his troubles.” Arne did not take his eyes off the road. “We don’t talk, Gary and me. Not since Marit.” A mile went by. “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “About what I told you. About Pruitt’s truck.” He did not look across. “I said I wasn’t sure what night. I’ve been lying awake. I’m sure now. It was the Wednesday. The last night of September. The night the fellow died.”

Thorsen turned his head and looked at him.

“I got up for water,” Arne said. “I’m seventy-six, I get up two, three times a night. About eleven o’clock. I was standing at the kitchen sink with a glass, and I looked out the window, and there were lights up at the gate. High ones. A big truck, turning round. I could see the plough mount in the yard light, the shape of it. Black. It was his, Danny. It was Pruitt’s.” He swallowed. “Then it went away. And I went back to bed. And in the morning Nils came up the house white as a sheet, and with all that, I forgot. I didn’t put it together. Not till tonight, when I saw him sitting there looking at you.”

“Eleven o’clock.”

“About eleven. Maybe a bit after.”

“Strand came later than that. Nils heard his car.”

“Maybe Pruitt was waiting for him. Maybe he turned round and parked somewhere up the road, and walked back. I don’t know.” Arne’s voice was low and rough. “I don’t know, Danny. I’m just telling you what I saw.”

“Did you tell Hollister?”

“I told him a black truck. That week. Like I told you.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’ll tell him now. I’ll ring him tonight.”

Thorsen looked out at the road.

Five days ago, in the kitchen, with the egg coffee: I’m a heavy sleeper, Danny. You could drive a train through this house. And: It might’ve been the Wednesday. And now an old man who could sleep through a train had got up for a glass of water at eleven o’clock and seen a plough mount up at the gate, four hundred yards off through the spruce, from a window that looked at the lake.

Witnesses got better as time went on, most often the ones who had been lying awake thinking about what would help. It did not mean the old man was lying. It meant that Arne wanted very badly for the black truck to be at the gate at eleven o’clock on that Wednesday, and had found, lying awake, that it had been.

“Okay,” Thorsen said.

Arne glanced across at him, quickly, and then back at the road, and Thorsen saw his big hands ease a little on the wheel.

They turned in at the mailbox. The truck lurched down the lane between the spruce, and the headlights caught the steel gate standing open, and the chain hanging from its post, and the place at the side of the gravel where, a little over two weeks ago, a little grey Subaru had been parked with its keys in the ignition and its door unlocked.

Neither of them looked at it.




Chapter Seven

The black Ford picked him up at the mailbox on Saturday morning and stayed with him for eleven miles.

He had been going to Two Harbors for screws and a roll of aluminium tape that Claire wanted for the vent. He saw the truck in his mirror before he had gone a quarter of a mile. It came out of a forestry road on the far side of 61, where it must have been waiting, and settled in four hundred yards behind him and stayed there, through Nordby and down the long grade to the Baptism River bridge.

It did not try to hide. That was the point. It stayed exactly where he could see it.

There was a scenic overlook three miles past the river: a half-moon of tarmac on the lake side of the road, with a stone wall along its edge and a brown sign with a picture of a camera on it. In summer it would be full of people from the Cities photographing the lighthouse. On a Saturday in October at half past nine in the morning, it was empty.

Thorsen indicated, slowed, and pulled in, and parked the van at the far end, nose to the wall. He turned off the engine and got out and went and stood at the wall with his hands in his pockets, looking at the lake.

It was a hundred feet straight down to the water. The rock was red here, and the lake below it so clear that he could see boulders on the bottom twenty feet down with the sun lying on them in shifting nets.

The black truck came in off the road behind him, and stopped, crossways, so that it blocked the van in against the wall. He heard the engine idle and then die. He heard the door.

He did not turn round.

“Nice view,” Pruitt said.

“It is.”

“Told you. Real pretty up here.” Boots on the tarmac, unhurried. They stopped about eight feet behind him and a little to his left. “Hale wants to see you.”

“Does he.”

“He wants you to come up to the lodge. Have a coffee. Talk like reasonable people. He said to ask you nice.” A pause. “I’m asking you nice.”

“You followed me for eleven miles to ask me nice.”

“I wanted to see where you’d go.” Pruitt’s voice had a smile in it. “You came here. Big empty pull-off, nobody around, hundred-foot drop. I’ve got to say, for a cop, that’s not real smart.” The smile widened a fraction. “Specially for a man who can’t keep his van on the road.”

Thorsen turned round.

Pruitt was standing with his weight on his back foot and his canvas jacket unzipped. Under it, on his right hip, there was a holster, and in the holster there was a pistol, a big square-backed polymer thing, and Pruitt’s right hand was resting on his belt about three inches from it, with the thumb hooked in, the way men stand when they want you to see the gun and want to be able to say afterwards that they never touched it.

“You’ve got a permit for that,” Thorsen said.

“Course I do. Ex-law enforcement. I can carry anywhere in the state.” Pruitt smiled. “You don’t, I’m guessing. Not here. Not anymore.”

“No,” Thorsen said, and walked towards him.

He did not hurry. That was what Ray had always said was the trick of it. A man who rushes you, you react to. A man who walks towards you at the pace of somebody crossing a car park to ask the time, you wait for. Pruitt waited. He had a fraction of a second to understand that Thorsen was not going to say anything, and he used it to start to move his hand, and by then it was too late, because Thorsen was there.

He put his left hand flat over Pruitt’s right, on the gun, and pressed it into the holster, and held it there. Pruitt was strong. It did not matter. Thorsen was stronger, and he had the leverage, and he had done this before. With his right hand he took Pruitt by the front of the jacket and turned him, not hard, and put his back against the side of the black truck, and leaned on him.

They stood like that. Close. Pruitt’s breath smelled of coffee and chewing tobacco. His face had gone a dark, mottled red, and his eyes were very wide.

“Let go of it,” Thorsen said quietly.

Pruitt’s hand stayed where it was for a second. Then it opened.

Thorsen drew the pistol out of the holster with his left hand, stepped back two paces, and looked at it. It was a Glock, a big one, a 21, loaded and chambered. He thumbed the magazine release and caught the magazine as it dropped, and racked the slide and caught the round that came out of the chamber in the same hand, and looked at it, and put it in his pocket. Then he turned and threw the magazine, overarm, out over the stone wall.

It went a long way. He watched it turn over in the sun, small and black, and drop, and go into the lake a hundred feet below with a splash he could not hear.

He held out the pistol to Pruitt, butt first, empty, with the slide locked back.

Pruitt did not take it at once. He was breathing hard through his nose. He looked at the gun, and at Thorsen, and at the wall where the magazine had gone, and something went across his face that was not quite fear and not quite rage, and under them, at the bottom, something Thorsen recognised from a great many interview rooms: the look of a man who has just been made smaller in front of himself, and will not forget it.

He took the gun.

“Things happen,” Thorsen said. “You said.”



Hale’s lodge was twenty miles inland, at the end of a private road that left the county highway at a gate with a stone pillar on each side and a cast-iron sign that said HALE — KETTLE LAKE — 1924.

He followed the black truck to it. That had been the arrangement, made without many words in the overlook car park: Pruitt in front, not stopping, and Thorsen behind, no closer than he had to be.

The road went through old pine, red and white, standing in long straight colonnades with their trunks bare for forty feet and their crowns closed overhead, so that it was like driving through the nave of a church. Nobody had cut here for a long time. Then the trees opened onto a small black lake with a fringe of reeds gone gold, and on a rise at the near end of it stood the lodge: whole trunks a yard through, gone silver with age, a long porch, a stone chimney at each end, and the additions of a century built carefully round it, like a family round a grandfather in a photograph.

Bryce Hale was standing on the porch in a fleece vest and jeans, holding two mugs of coffee. He came down the steps as Thorsen got out of the van, and held one of them out.

“Mr. Thorsen. Thank you for coming.” His handshake was dry and brief. He looked past Thorsen at Pruitt, who had got out of his truck and was standing beside it, and gave a small nod towards the trees, and Pruitt got back into the truck and drove round the side of the house and out of sight. Hale watched it go. “I’m sorry about Jarrett,” he said. “He’s very loyal. He was a deputy for eleven years, and he still thinks like one, which is to say badly. I asked him to invite you.”

“He invited me.”

“So I gather.” Hale looked at him with mild amusement. “He’ll have to get another magazine for that thing, I suppose. They’re not cheap.” He turned towards the porch. “Come and sit down. It’s warm enough in the sun.”



They sat on the porch in two old wooden chairs with the sun on their faces. Hale talked, and he was good at it: the lake, the lodge Josiah Hale had built in the winter of 1924 from the best of that year’s timber, the shore and its people, as though he were fond of them, and perhaps he was.

Thorsen drank the coffee, which was very good, and said nothing, and waited.

“Your cousin needs a lawyer,” Hale said at last. He said it in the same tone as everything else, conversationally, looking at the lake. “A real one. Not a public defender with sixty files. There’s a firm in Minneapolis, Brennan Haugh, they do the serious criminal work in this state. I’ve spoken to Tom Brennan. He’ll take Nils’s case. I’ll pay for it. All of it. No conditions.” He turned his head. “I want you to tell your uncle that. He won’t take it from me. He might take it from you.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve known Arne Thorsen all my life, and Nils since he was born, and whatever happened out on those rocks, he deserves a proper defence.” Hale smiled slightly. “And because I’m not a fool, Mr. Thorsen. I know how it looks. A man dies who was looking into the title on land I’m selling. People talk. Walt Erickson stands up in a school gym and asks me what that fellow found. I’d like it known, when people talk, that I did right by the Thorsens.”

“What did he find?”

Hale was quiet for a moment. He set his mug down on the arm of the chair.

“Paul Strand,” he said, “wrote to my office in August asking for access to the company’s historical records. The old ledgers, the land files, my great-grandfather’s correspondence. We have it all. Josiah never threw away a piece of paper in his life. Strand said he was doing due diligence for Laurentian’s title insurer. I said no.” He looked at Thorsen. “I’d say no again. Those are private papers. A hundred and forty years of a family business. I’m not opening them to a title clerk on a fishing expedition.”

“What was he fishing for?”

“He thought there was something wrong with a deed. From 1924. The one that brought the Kettle River tract into the company, and the Point to your family. He thought one of the signatures wasn’t valid.” Hale’s voice was patient, a man explaining something tedious. “There’s a certain kind of person who hears the word allotment and thinks they’ve found the key to the whole history of the country. Every few years one of them turns up. A lawyer. A graduate student. A man from the Band office. Nothing ever comes of it, because there’s nothing there. The deed was recorded. It’s been relied on for a hundred years. Courts don’t unpick a century of title because somebody doesn’t like the look of an X.”

“Somebody went into his apartment after he died and took his laptop and his files.”

Hale did not move. But the stillness in him had a quality that it had not had before.

“I didn’t know that,” he said.

“The Baptism County sheriff did. It’s not in his file.”

“Then you should talk to Curt about it. Not me.” Hale picked up his mug again. “And if you want someone who had something to lose, ask Dennis Albrecht why he insured a title his own examiner was still digging under.”

Thorsen thought of a binder on a desk in Duluth with a printed tab, and a man looking at a clock. He kept it off his face.

“Where were you that night, Mr. Hale?”

Hale smiled, as if he had been waiting to be asked and was a little disappointed it had taken so long.

“I was on a dais at the St. Paul Hotel with the governor until eleven that night, Mr. Thorsen. There’s video. I gather that’s what people call an alibi. I’ll tell you something else, since we’re being frank. You’ve been told that Jarrett was on your uncle’s lane the night that man died. I know you’ve been told, because Arne rang Curt Hollister at home last night, and Curt told me, because Curt tells me everything. It’s a small county.” He drank. “Jarrett was there that day. That’s true. I sent him. Laurentian’s closing schedule had to be served on your uncle by hand, by the end of September, and I sent Jarrett with it, because I didn’t want it in the mail. He was there at about seven in the evening. Arne signed for it. Then Jarrett drove to Duluth, to his girlfriend’s, and spent the night there, and you can ask her, and you can ask the gas station on London Road where he filled up at ten past nine, because they’ll have him on camera.” He set the mug down. “I’d ask your uncle, if I were you, why he’s remembered him there at eleven.”

Hale watched him for a while. Then he got up, and said, “Come inside. I want to show you something,” and went in through the big door without waiting to see if Thorsen followed.



The main room went up two storeys to the roof beams. There was a fire in a stone fireplace big enough to stand in, and on the walls the heads of a moose, an elk, a wolf with its lip lifted. One whole wall was photographs, hundreds of them, in frames of every age: the camps, the mill, the men, the rafts of logs on the rivers in spring.

Hale went to one near the middle of the wall and stood in front of it, and waited for Thorsen to come and stand beside him.

It was a big print, sepia, a little foxed at the corners, in a heavy dark frame. It showed a dock. Thorsen knew the dock. He knew the shape of the rock behind it, and the line of the shore beyond, and the roof of a fish house, newer then, with a stone chimney at one end.

Two men stood on the dock in front of a catch of fish laid out in rows, hundreds of them, shining. One was a slim, tidy man in a three-piece suit and a homburg hat, with a watch chain across his waistcoat and a neat dark moustache, standing very straight, with one hand resting on a walking stick. The other was enormous. He was half a head taller than the man in the suit and twice as wide, in a fisherman’s wool sweater and rubber boots, with a cap pushed back on his head and a great blond beard, and he was holding a lake trout up by the gills in one hand as though it weighed nothing, and laughing.

Underneath, on the mount, somebody had written in white ink in a careful copperplate hand:

J. Hale & A. Thorsen. Thorsen Point. July 1925.

“Your great-grandfather and mine,” Hale said. “They were partners. Did you know that?”

Thorsen looked at the man with the fish. He looked at the shoulders, and the hands, and the way he stood with his weight back on his heels and his head up, the way Thorsen himself stood, the way Arne stood, the way his father stood at the end of a long day. He had never seen a picture.

“No,” he said.

“Partners,” Hale said again. “Anders fished, and Josiah bought his fish, and when Anders lost his boat and his nets in the big November storm in ’22, Josiah carried him through the winter. And in 1924 they made a deal, the two of them, together, over the land at the Kettle. The pine went to Josiah, and the shore went to Anders, and that deal made both our families. Everything I have and everything your uncle has came out of that dock and that handshake.” He turned and looked at Thorsen. His face was perfectly serious now. “Somebody would like to undo that. With a story about an X on a piece of paper. If they do, your uncle loses the Point. Not the four million dollars, the Point. The house, the fish house, the dock, everything. The Band gets it, or the federal government gets it, and they sort it out between them over twenty years in court. Laurentian walks away. Six hundred jobs walk away with it. And your cousin goes to prison anyway, because none of that has anything to do with what happened between him and Paul Strand on those rocks.”

The fire cracked. Up on the wall the wolf looked down at them with its glass eyes.

“I’m not threatening you,” Hale said. “I want to be very clear. I’m telling you where the road goes. You’re a man who follows things to the end, I gather. That’s admirable. I’m asking you to look at where this one ends before you start down it. For your family’s sake.” He held out his hand. “Brennan Haugh. Tell Arne. The offer stands.”

Thorsen looked at the hand for a moment. Then he took it, because it cost nothing and told him something, and it told him that Bryce Hale’s palm was perfectly dry.



He drove back down the private road under the pines with the photograph in front of his eyes.

J. Hale & A. Thorsen. July 1925. A man laughing on a dock with a fish in his fist, sixteen months after somebody had signed a deed with an X.

At the gate with the stone pillars he stopped, and sat with the engine running, and took out the 7-Eleven phone. There was one bar. He found the number Heikkinen had keyed into it himself at the impound lot, with no name against it, in case you need to talk about local history.

It rang four times.

“Heikkinen.”

“It’s Thorsen.”

A pause, with a radio in it, and what sounded like a chainsaw a long way off. “It’s Saturday. I’m stacking wood.”

“Hale says Pruitt was on the lane at seven that evening, serving a closing schedule on my uncle, and that he was in Duluth by nine. He says there’s a camera at a gas station on London Road.”

The chainsaw stopped.

“Does he,” Heikkinen said.

“Can you check it?”

“I can check a gas station camera. It’s not hard. It’s not even interesting.” Another pause. “Why are you telling me? It hurts your uncle’s story. It helps the sheriff’s.”

“Because I want to know what happened,” Thorsen said. “Not what helps.”

The radio played. He could picture the old Finn in his woodlot, maul in one hand, thinking about it.

“I’ll call you Monday,” Heikkinen said. “And Thorsen.”

“What?”

“Wednesday I’m driving down to the Cities for a training day. Very dull. Use of force. I’ll be done at three.” The voice did not change at all. “Northfield’s forty minutes south of there. I’ve never been. I hear there’s a nice college.”




Chapter Eight

He asked Arne about the letter that evening, over fried lake trout and potatoes in the kitchen at the Point, and Arne answered at once, without putting down his fork.

“Oh, he brought it. Pruitt. Sure. About suppertime. A big envelope from the lawyers with a list of dates on it, closing this and survey that. I signed his little form on the hood of his truck.” He chewed. “That’s how I knew it was his truck at eleven, Danny. I’d seen it that same evening, close to. That plough mount. You don’t mistake a thing like that once you’ve stood next to it.”

“You didn’t mention it.”

“Didn’t I?” Arne looked at him with mild surprise. “Well. I’m seventy-six. I forget what I’ve said and what I’ve only thought about saying.” He reached for the salt. “Did Hale tell you that? About the letter?”

“Yes.”

Arne salted his potatoes with great care. “He’d have his reasons.”

He ate his trout. Arne had caught it that morning off the end of the dock and cleaned it before supper in three strokes at the bench in the fish house, the way he had taught Thorsen to, forty-two years ago, with his big hands over Thorsen’s small ones on the knife. Then he had rinsed the knife in the bucket and dried it on his trousers and hung it back on its nail above the bench, and touched the handle once to stop it swinging. Everything back on its nail, Danny. Dad’s rule.



The heater came early, on the Saturday truck from a supplier in Duluth, and went in on Sunday.

Claire had the parts laid out on the bench in bay three when he arrived at eight, in rows, and she did not say anything about the rows, and he did not either.

It was a small grey unit the size of a loaf of bread. She mounted it under the passenger seat, and ran the exhaust out under the van and away to the side, a foot clear of the sill, with a stainless clamp and a dab of yellow paint across clamp and pipe so she would know if it ever moved. She sealed the roof vent with a bead of grey sealant as neat as icing. On the wall above the head of the bunk she screwed a small white box with a green light.

“Carbon monoxide,” she said. “It runs on its own battery. It’ll go off before you can smell anything, because you can’t smell anything. You hear it, you don’t think. You open the doors and you get out. Out. Not to see what it is. Out.”

“Understood.”

“Say it.”

“I hear it, I get out.”

“Good.” She pressed the test button and the box screamed, an ear-splitting electronic whoop that set Gus barking in the doorway, and she let it go on for three full seconds before she let go. In the silence afterwards she looked at him. “I’m not putting a man in a box with a fire in it and not making sure he knows how to get out.”

At four o’clock she started it.

It whirred. The pump ticked. There was a smell of diesel, and then a smell of hot metal, and then a soft roar like a hairdryer, and out of the louvre at the foot of the passenger seat came heat. Real heat, dry and steady. Thorsen put his hand in front of it and held it there.

Claire watched him do it. She was sitting on the bucket in the open side door, with her arms on her knees and a smear of black grease across her forehead.

“Huh,” she said. There was something in it that sounded almost like pleasure.

He told her then that he was going to Kansas City.

He told her about the researcher’s card in Paul Strand’s glove box, and what he thought Paul had gone there to read: among other things, a claim filed with the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 1986 by her father.

She sat on the bucket and looked at the floor of the van, at the new plywood they had laid together, and Gus came and put his chin on her knee and she put her hand on his head without seeming to notice.

“My mother burned his copies,” she said at last. “After. Everything. All his letters and his notes and the forms. In the stove, one evening, all of it, while I watched. She said it had killed him and it wasn’t going to sit in her house.” She stroked the dog’s head. “I never read any of it. I was ten. I just remember him at the kitchen table at night with his reading glasses on and his pen, writing and writing. My father had beautiful handwriting.”

“Do you want me not to go?”

She looked up at him then, and her face was very tired.

“I want you to bring me back what he wrote,” she said. “That’s what I want. I want to read it. I’m fifty years old and I’ve never read one word my father wrote about it.” She stood up, and brushed off her knees, and was herself again. “The dial’s in Celsius. It’s set to nineteen. Don’t turn it up past twenty-two or you’ll cook yourself and the battery won’t last the night. And plug in the block heater if it’s going to be ten below. And Thorsen.”

“What?”

“Don’t fall asleep driving. Kansas City’s a long way.”



The sign was where the road bent at the last house before the lane, on two cedar posts, with a painted loon on it that somebody had repainted more than once: ERICKSON’S LAKESIDE CABINS — HOUSEKEEPING — WEEKLY RATES. He had driven past it every day for a week. He had never seen a car turn in.

At dusk on Sunday, coming back from Stone Bay with the heater ticking under the seat, he turned in.

The drive went past the house, where a television flickered blue behind the front curtains, and down a slope of rough grass to the shore. Eight cabins stood along the top of the rocks in a row, small and brown, with their plywood shutters up. At the end of the row was a larger cabin with OFFICE over the door, and a light on inside.

He got out. The grass had not been cut since August. Across it, in a straight line from the road towards the trees on the Point side, ran a row of wooden survey stakes, each with a strip of pink plastic flagging tied to the top, stirring a little in the air off the lake. They went over the rough grass and between two of the cabins and on into the spruce in the direction of his uncle’s lane, as straight as a ruler laid across a map.

There was a sheet of paper stapled to the office door in a plastic sleeve. NOTICE OF MORTGAGE FORECLOSURE SALE. North Shore Federal Savings, mortgagee. Gary W. Erickson, mortgagor. To be sold by the Sheriff of Baptism County at public auction on the eighteenth of November, 2026. One corner of the sleeve had been torn, as if somebody had started to pull it down and thought better of it.

The door opened.

Gary Erickson stood in it in his cabins jacket with a mug in his hand. He looked at Thorsen, and past him at the van, and at the stakes, and back.

“We’re closed,” he said. “Since Labor Day. Not that you’d notice the difference.”

“I saw the notice.”

“Everybody’s seen the notice. The bank sent a man to staple it up so everybody would.” He did not move out of the doorway. “What do you want?”

“Pruitt said your check was coming. At the gym.”

Gary looked at the stakes.

“Laurentian’s pipeline,” he said. “From your uncle’s water intake up to the plant. They looked at the road, and then they looked at the map, and the straight line goes across my front yard. Four hundred and ten thousand dollars for an easement. Thirty yards wide and they put the grass back after.” He drank from the mug. “That’s what keeps North Shore Federal off me. They’ll wait for that. They told me they’ll wait for that. It’s in a letter.” He nodded at the door behind him. “Contingent on clear title.”

“Your title.”

“My dad’s dad bought these twelve acres off old Anders in 1938. Off the shore Anders got in 1924.” He said it flatly, a man who had had it explained to him by a lawyer at two hundred dollars an hour. “So if Anders never owned it, my granddad never bought it, and the bank’s got a lien on nothing, and they take the cabins anyway because that’s what banks do. And I’m sixty-six and living with my dad in a house that isn’t mine either.” He looked at Thorsen. “And Strand stands in the Legion saying nobody from the Kettle to the Point owns what they own. In front of everybody. Like it was good news.”

“Where did you go after the Legion?”

“Home. Bed. Ask my dad.”

“Did Strand come to your father’s house?”

“No.”

He said it at once, and held Thorsen’s eyes while he said it, which was more than most people managed. Donna had given Strand the way to this door, and Strand had not been a man to ask the way somewhere and then not go.

“You know they’ve got Nils in there,” Gary said. “My sister’s boy. I held him when he was a day old.” His voice did not rise. “You think I’d let my sister’s boy sit in there if I knew anything?”

Whatever else he was lying about, Gary Erickson meant that.

Up by the house, in the dusk, there was a rusted oil drum with holes punched round the bottom, and a scorch on the grass round it.

“I saw you burning something on Thursday.”

Gary looked at the barrel and away.

“Bank letters,” he said. “I don’t open them any more.” He stepped back into the office. “Go home, Danny. Whatever home is.”

He shut the door. Through the window Thorsen watched him sit down at a desk with a ledger on it and not open it.



It was a long way. He left on Monday at five in the morning and drove until dark, through the Cities and south across the whole of Iowa, and slept in a truck stop at the Missouri border with the engine off and the heater on.

He lay on the bunk with the sleeping bag open over him like a quilt and listened to the heater whir under the passenger seat, and the pump tick, steady as a clock, and the wind going over the roof vent with a low note like somebody blowing across the neck of a bottle. The little green light of the alarm glowed above his head.

He could not remember the last time he had lain down at night somewhere that was warm because somebody had decided it should be.

His phone buzzed on the shelf by his head. A text from a number he did not have saved. It was a photograph of a glossy flyer on a cork board: LAPD — A CAREER THAT MATTERS — INFORMATION SESSION. Underneath it, a single green frog.

He looked at it for a while. Then he typed Finish school first and sent it, and after a minute the frog came back, alone, which he took to mean yes.



The National Archives at Kansas City occupied part of a huge old limestone building across the road from Union Station. He was given a laminated researcher’s card with a photograph on it in which he looked like a man who had been arrested, and shown into a reading room with green-shaded lamps and tall windows full of grey sky.

The archivist was a quiet, grey-haired man called Feld, in a cardigan, who had been told by somebody in Minnesota that Mr. Thorsen would be coming and that it would be a kindness to help him. He did not say who. He had the boxes ready on a trolley.

“These are the ones Mr. Strand asked for,” he said. “In September. I remember him. A very careful man. He came twice. He read everything three times, and he copied things out by hand, though he was allowed to photograph. He said he could see it better when he wrote it down.” He lifted the first grey box onto the table. “I was very sorry to hear what happened to him.”

There were four boxes. Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Consolidated Chippewa Agency. Allotment files, Stone Bay. And a fifth, thinner, newer, labelled in a different hand: Land claims and correspondence, 1984–1987.

He started with the oldest.

The allotment file for Joseph Lacourse was a brown folder gone soft as cloth at the edges. Inside were forms, dozens of them, printed in the brisk black type of a government that had decided to divide up a continent and was doing it one quarter-section at a time. Schedule of Allotments. Stone Bay Reservation. No. 214. Name: Joseph Lacourse. Age: 28. Sex: M. Description: Lots 3, 4, and 5, and the S½ of the NE¼, Sec. 11, T. 58 N., R. 7 W. A plat, hand-drawn in ink, with the shore of the lake along one side and the mouth of a river marked Kettle R. and a block of forest behind it shaded with tiny careful trees. A trust patent, with an eagle at the top, dated 1908. Twenty-five years, it said. The land to be held in trust by the United States for the sole use and benefit of the allottee, and not to be sold or encumbered without the approval of the Secretary of the Interior.

And a form from 1912, renewing something, and at the bottom of it, a signature.

Joseph Lacourse.

It was in ink, in a good, round, upright hand, the hand of a boy who had been taught at a mission school by somebody who cared how letters looked. The J had a loop at the top. The L leaned a little forward, eagerly.

Thorsen sat and looked at it.

There was nothing after 1912 except a letter from 1924, on Agency paper, from the superintendent to somebody in Washington, two short paragraphs, reporting that the allottee Joseph Lacourse, No. 214, had been reported drowned in Lake Superior in November 1923, his body not recovered, and that a deed of conveyance of his allotment to the Hale Land & Timber Company and to one Anders Thorsen, dated 12 March 1924, had been presented for recording in Baptism County, and requesting instructions. There was no reply in the file. There was no approval. There was nothing at all, for sixty-two years.

Then 1986.



The newer box had a folder in it with a typed label: LACOURSE, Leonard J. — Claim re: Allotment No. 214.

It was thick. Thorsen opened it and turned the pages slowly, one at a time, the way you would turn the pages of somebody’s diary.

Letters. Leonard Lacourse wrote a great many letters, to the Area Director in Minneapolis and the Commissioner in Washington, to a congressman and two senators, on lined paper torn from a pad, in blue ballpoint, in a hand that Thorsen recognised before he had read a word of it, because he had been looking at it all morning in a form from 1912.

Dear Sir, I am writing for the third time regarding the allotment of my grandfather Joseph Lacourse, No. 214, Stone Bay, which was conveyed by a deed in 1924 which I believe to be a forgery.

He set out his reasons as if for a jury. His grandfather could write: here was his signature, from 1912 and from the church register, in photocopy. The deed bore an X, and was dated four months after his grandfather drowned. No approval of the Secretary of the Interior was ever given, as the law required; he had searched, and asked. My grandfather did not sell his land. It was taken from him, and then it was written down in a book, and the book was called the law.

The replies were in the folder too. Carbon copies, thin as onion skin. Thank you for your letter. The matter has been referred. The Bureau regrets that the records available do not permit. In view of the passage of time and the intervening rights of bona fide purchasers. The Area Director has asked me to inform you.

Leonard had kept writing.

The last letter in the file was dated the eleventh of August, 1986. It was shorter than the others. The hand was faster, and pressed harder into the paper, so that some of the letters had cut through.

Dear Mr. Kowalczyk,

I write to tell you that I believe I will soon have the evidence the Bureau has asked me for. Mr. Walter Erickson of Nordby has brought me word from Mr. Halvor Thorsen of Thorsen Point. Mr. Thorsen is the son of Anders Thorsen, who witnessed the deed of 1924 and received part of my grandfather’s land by it. Mr. Thorsen is old and has been ill. He has told Mr. Erickson that he wishes to tell me the truth about what happened to my grandfather before he dies, and that he will put it in writing.

I am to meet him at Thorsen Point on the night of the 14th of August. I will write to you again after with what he tells me.

Yours sincerely,

Leonard J. Lacourse

Behind it there was one more sheet. A typed memorandum, on Agency letterhead, a single line under the heading.

15 Aug 1986. Claimant reported deceased (drowning, Lake Superior). No further action. File closed.



Thorsen sat in the cold reading room under the green lamp with the two pieces of paper side by side in front of him.

Mr. Halvor Thorsen. Wishes to tell me the truth about what happened to my grandfather before he dies.

His grandfather. A tall, stooped old man with a bad heart, who had sat on the porch at the Point with a blanket over his knees through the last summer, and called Thorsen gutten, the boy, and given him a peppermint from a paper bag every morning. Who had died in 1994 without anybody telling Thorsen until it was over. Who had decided at seventy-one, with his heart failing, to tell.

And on the night he was going to tell, the man he was going to tell it to went out on a flat calm lake and did not come back.

He sat there until Feld came over, quietly, and stood beside the table and said that the reading room would be closing in fifteen minutes, and was there anything he would like copied.

Thorsen looked up at him.

“All of it,” he said. “Everything in this folder. And the form from 1912, with the signature.” He put his hand flat on Leonard Lacourse’s last letter, very gently, the way you put your hand on a sleeping animal. “I promised somebody I’d bring her back what her father wrote.”




Chapter Nine

On Wednesday afternoon he came into Northfield, a river town forty miles south of the Cities with two colleges on two hills facing each other across the valley like rival churches. St. Olaf was the one to the west: buildings of yellow-grey stone with steep slate roofs and pointed windows, very Norwegian and very serious, as though somebody had tried to build a fjord out of limestone.

Heikkinen’s grey Ford was parked outside the library with the engine running and the window down. He was eating a sandwich.

“Use of force training,” he said, through the window. “Four hours of PowerPoint. A man from Mankato showed us a slide with a picture of a fist on it.” He finished the sandwich and folded the paper very small and put it in the ashtray. “How was Kansas City?”

Thorsen told him, standing beside the car in the cold with his hands in his pockets, in order, the way he would have told it to a lieutenant.

When he had finished Heikkinen sat in the car for a while, looking at the steering wheel.

“Walt Erickson,” he said at last. “The old man in the gym.”

“Yes.”

He turned off the engine. “Well, he’s ninety-one and he’s not going anywhere. He’ll keep.” He got out of the car, slowly, as though his knees had opinions about it, and stood and looked up at the library. “Let’s go and see what a title examiner wanted in Northfield.”



The archives of the Norwegian-American Historical Association were in the basement, behind a door with a brass plate on it and a bell that you rang. A young woman with a nose ring and a St. Olaf sweatshirt opened it, and looked at Thorsen, and at Heikkinen, and at Heikkinen’s badge, and said, “Oh. You’re here for Professor Brekke,” in a voice that suggested Professor Brekke had told her something about it, and that she did not altogether approve.

Professor Brekke was sitting at a long oak table in a room lined with grey archive boxes. She was eighty-four years old and very small and very upright, with white hair cut short as a boy’s and a pair of enormous black-framed glasses, and she did not get up. She looked at the two of them over the top of the glasses as they came in, the way she might have looked at two students who were late.

“You are Thorsen,” she said to Thorsen. Her accent was faint, and Norwegian, and sixty years in Minnesota had not quite flattened it. “Sit down. You are too tall to stand in my archive. And you are the policeman.” To Heikkinen. “Sit down also.”

They sat.

She looked at Thorsen without any embarrassment at all.

“Yes,” she said. “You have his hands.”

“Whose?”

“Anders Thorsen’s. There is a photograph in the collection. Only one. I will show you.” She rested one small hand on a grey box on the table in front of her. “Mr. Strand came to me in September. He found this collection in our catalogue, under the name. Thorsen, Anders, 1870–1941. Letters to his sister, 1890–1940. Gift of Ingrid Thorsen Eiksund, Ulstein, Sunnmøre, 1978. He could not read them, of course. They are in Norwegian, and in old handwriting, which is worse. He came to the Norwegian department and asked if anybody could help him, and the young people sent him to me, because I am retired and have nothing to do but be helpful. I said I would translate the ones he was interested in. He was a nice man. Very polite. He wrote everything down in a notebook. He said it was important, and I believed him, because he did not look like a man who used that word very often.” She paused. “Then he did not come back. I read in the newspaper why.”

“Did you finish?”

“I went on.” She took off the big glasses and polished them on the end of the scarf. “I am eighty-four. I do not know how many more things I will finish. I thought I would finish this one.” She put the glasses back on. “There are a hundred and twelve letters. Fifty years of a life. Most of it is very ordinary. Weather. Fish. Money. Children. A man telling his sister at home about his life, because she is the only person who knew him before.” She opened the box. “And one of them is not ordinary.”



She took them through it the way she would have taught it, in order, and Thorsen found that he did not want her to hurry.


	A young man of twenty, writing from a boarding house in Duluth on the night he arrived, to his sister Solveig, who was sixteen and had walked down to the steamer with him at Ulsteinvik, on the island of Hareidlandet south of Ålesund, and cried. The lake is like the sea at home, but it is sweet. There is no salt in it at all. I put my hand in and tasted it to be sure. They say it is so cold that a drowned man never comes up again, because the cold keeps him down.



	A wife by then, Kari, from Hareid across the island, and a herring cove of his own, and the skiff built in Duluth by a man called Olsen from Herøy, clinker cedar on oak frames, the way their father had built them in the boatshed at Ulsteinvik. He named her after his sister. So now there are two Solveigs who scold me, one at home and one under my feet.



	The storm. Professor Brekke read that one aloud in English, slowly, in her small dry voice. A November gale, three days of it, the worst anybody on the shore remembered. Anders had been out with the tug, the bigger boat, named Kari for his wife, when it came, and had got her into the lee of an island and anchored and ridden it out for two nights, and on the third night the anchor dragged and she went onto the rocks. He got ashore. Two of his crew did not. The tug was gone, and all the nets, three thousand dollars of nets, more money than he would see in five years. Only little Solveig was saved, because she was ashore on the rollers. So I have one boat, and a debt to Mr. Hale that I cannot pay, and two widows on my conscience, and a wife who does not sleep.





“Hale,” Heikkinen said.

“Josiah Hale bought his fish. He lent him the money for the tug, in 1919. When the tug was lost, the debt was not.” Professor Brekke turned a page. “There are three letters in 1923 about the debt. He is very frightened. Hale is patient, he says, and polite, and that frightens him more. And then, in the autumn of 1923, a letter about an Indian.”

She read it. Hale had a proposal. There was a man on the Kettle River, an Indian, Joseph, who had the finest stand of pine left on the shore on his allotment, and the shore beside it, and he would not sell. Hale says that the law does not let the Indians sell their land without permission from Washington, and that Joseph is a stubborn man who would not sell even if the law allowed it. Hale says that a time will come when that land changes hands, one way or another, and that when it does, a man who had helped him might find himself owning the shore at the mouth of the Kettle, and his debt forgotten. I asked him what kind of help he meant. He only smiled and said that the lake is very dangerous in November.

Professor Brekke turned to the next letter. It was a single sheet, folded twice, the paper gone the colour of weak tea. The handwriting was different. Still Anders’s, but smaller, cramped, the lines running downhill.

“April 1924,” she said. “This is the one.”

She did not read it in English first. She read it in Norwegian, aloud, in her small clear voice, and Thorsen found that he understood more of it than he could have explained: the shape of the words, the rhythm of them, the sound of his grandfather saying gutten on the porch at the Point, of his father talking in his sleep. Then she read it again, in English.

Dear Solveig,

I must write this to somebody or I will go mad, and you are the only one who is far enough away.

On the nineteenth of November I took the Indian Joseph out with me to the nets off the Kettle, in the little boat that has your name. I told him I would share the catch with him. He was a quiet man. He talked about his children. When we were far out I did what Hale wanted. I will not write how. I came home alone and told them the lake had taken him, and they believed me, because the lake takes many men in November and nobody asks the lake anything.

In March Hale’s clerk brought me a paper to sign, with an X on it for Joseph’s name, and my name under it as a witness. I signed. Now Hale has the pine and I have the shore at the Kettle, and my debt is paid, and Kari has a house, and Halvor will have a place in this country that nobody can take from him.

Kari does not know. Nobody will ever know. Do not write to me about this. Burn this letter.

The land is paid for with blood, Solveig. With another man’s blood. I will live on it for the rest of my life, and so will my son.

Your brother, Anders



Professor Brekke laid the letter down on the grey box, very gently, and took off her glasses, and pressed the bridge of her nose between her finger and thumb.

“She did not burn it,” she said. “His sister. She kept every letter he ever sent her, and this one also, in the same bundle, in order, with a blue ribbon round them. And when she died her daughter kept them. And when her daughter died, her granddaughter, Ingrid, found them in a chest in the attic in Ulstein, and thought, how wonderful, letters from America, and gave them to us. In 1978.” She put her glasses back on. “I do not think anybody read them. They went into a box with a catalogue number, and there they sat. Forty-eight years, in my basement. Until a polite man from Duluth came looking.”

Thorsen was looking at the letter.

Landet er betalt med blod, Solveig. Med en annen manns blod.

His own name was on the folder in the catalogue. His own build was on the dock in the photograph in Bryce Hale’s lodge. He had been proud of it, a little: the shore, the bowline, the loft. A man from nowhere, who came from somewhere.

He had come from a boat going out on a cold lake with two men in it, and coming back with one.

In the little boat that has your name.

The Solveig. Up on her cradle in the fish house at the Point, white with a green sheer strake, her name in gold on her transom. Painted within the last year or two. Varnished. Her oarlocks greased. A boat that somebody loved.

“Mr. Thorsen,” Professor Brekke said.

He looked up.

She had taken something else out of the box. A small photograph, mounted on card, brown and faded. A man in a fisherman’s sweater, standing on a dock, alone, looking at the camera without smiling. Enormous. Fair-bearded. His hands hanging at his sides, half curled, as though they were still holding something.

“There,” she said quietly. “You see. The hands.”



Heikkinen asked for copies of everything, and was given them, after a short negotiation in Norwegian-accented English that he lost. Outside it was nearly dark.

The two of them stood beside the cars.

“I can’t do anything with that,” Heikkinen said. “You know that. It’s a hundred and two years old. Everybody in it is dead. There’s no crime there anybody can try.” He looked at the folder under his arm. “But it’s a motive. It’s a hell of a motive. If that letter gets out, and somebody puts it next to an Indian Affairs file and a deed with an X on it, then the Kettle River tract was never legally sold, and neither was your uncle’s point. And there’s a copper mine sitting on top of it. That’s not a hundred-year-old crime. That’s a billion dollars, today.”

“Hale knew Strand was looking for something.”

“Hale knew. Hale’s lawyers knew.” Heikkinen shifted the folder. “And your grandfather knew. In 1986. And told a man he’d tell him the truth. And the man drowned on a calm night, and the sheriff closed it in four days.”

“Yes.”

“And your family left. That summer.”

Heikkinen looked at him in the lamplight for a long moment.

“Is your father alive?” he said.

“Yes.”

“Then at some point,” Heikkinen said, quite gently, for him, “somebody’s going to have to ask him what he saw.” He opened his car door. “I’d rather it was you than me. I’ve met fathers.”



He did not drive north that night. He drove ten miles out of Northfield into the farmland and pulled off onto a gravel turnout beside a field of corn stubble, and turned off the engine and turned on the heater, and sat in the dark with the pump ticking under the passenger seat and the photograph of Anders Thorsen’s hands in front of his eyes.

At nine o’clock, which was seven in San Pedro, he took out the phone and called his father.

It rang once.

“Danny.” The warmth in the voice, like a stove door opening. “Your mother’s at choir. Are you all right? You sound tired.”

“I’m all right.”

“Where are you?”

“Minnesota.”

A silence. Not the silence of the first call, in Flagstaff. A different one. Softer. Sadder. The silence of a man who had known what the answer would be before he asked.

“You went, then,” his father said.

“I went.”

He had meant to ask. He had driven ten miles into the dark to sit in a field and ask. What happened, Dad. What did you see. Why did we go. He had the words ready. He had asked harder questions of harder men in smaller rooms, and he sat in the van with the phone against his ear and found that he could not make his mouth do it, any more than he could have at eleven, in a car, in Nebraska.

“How is it?” his father said at last. “The shore.”

“Cold. Beautiful.”

“Yes.” A breath. “It always was.” Another silence, and then, as if it had been pulled up out of him from a long way down: “Is the boat still there, Danny? The skiff. The Solveig.”

Thorsen sat very still.

“Yes,” he said. “Arne keeps her up. He’s painted her. She’s on her cradle in the fish house.”

His father did not say anything at all. Thorsen could hear the kitchen clock with the painted saint on its face, ticking, two thousand miles away. He could hear the radio, very low. He could hear his father breathing.

“Good night, son,” Karl Thorsen said. “Drive carefully.”




Chapter Ten

The phone rang at twenty past seven, while he was standing on the stones at Flood Bay watching the sun come up out of the lake.

He had left the turnout in the corn at three, because he was not sleeping, and stopped here because he wanted to stand next to the lake for a while before he went back and ate Arne’s fish.

“You’re up,” Heikkinen said.

“I’m on the shore. Heikkinen —”

“Call me Wally. Everybody does except Hollister, and he says Agent like it’s something you catch.” Paper rustled. “I’ve got your gas station. Holiday on London Road. They keep thirty days, so I got there with eight to spare. Nine-ten p.m. and forty seconds, Wednesday the thirtieth. Black F-250, plough mount. Man in a black canvas jacket and a goatee buys a twelve of Grain Belt, pays cash, and looks up at the camera on his way out like he’s daring it.” A pause. “It’s him.”

“Nine-ten. He could still be back up the shore by eleven.”

“If he drove like a fool he could just about do it. So I went and saw the girlfriend. Shawna Kuznia. She does nails at the Miller Hill Mall and she doesn’t like me. She says he was asleep on her couch with the hockey on by eleven and still there at six when she got up for work.” The water drew back off the stones with a long rattle, and came in again. “I wouldn’t hang a dog on a girlfriend.”

“So it’s Hale’s story or Arne’s.”

“It’s an hour and fifty minutes of nobody knowing where Jarrett Pruitt was. That’s all it is. And Hale’s on a hotel video in St. Paul till eleven with the governor’s hand on his shoulder. So it isn’t Bryce Hale with a rock.” An engine started. “Your uncle saw a truck at suppertime, and then he lay awake a few nights with his boy in jail, and maybe the truck moved. I’ve seen a nun do it. Where are you going?”

“The courthouse. Book fourteen.”

“You’ll want the book itself, so you can say you held it.” A pause. “Hollister has a cousin in the treasurer’s office across the hall. Everybody in that building has a cousin.”



The Baptism County Courthouse stood at the top of Main Street, red sandstone with a copper dome gone green. The Register of Deeds was in the basement, down terrazzo stairs worn into shallow dishes by a century of people coming to find out what they owned.

The clerk was a round, cheerful woman of sixty-five with a loon on her sweatshirt. Her name plate said BEV KOWALSKI. She knew who he was before he opened his mouth, and it seemed to please her.

“Book fourteen. You’re the second one this fall.” She came back from the steel shelves hugging it to her chest, red leather gone brown at the corners. “The other one was that poor Mr. Strand. Two whole afternoons in September. He brought me a coffee the second day without being asked.” She touched the cover. “I cried when I read it in the paper.”

She turned the heavy pages with the flat of her hand and found the place without looking it up. “Three forty-one. He had a sticky note on it. I took it off after. It didn’t seem right to leave it.”

In 1924 the county had not kept deeds; it had copied them. A clerk with a steel nib had written every deed out word for word into the ledger, so the page in front of him was a copy, in a careful sloping hand. It said what it said. Lots 3, 4 and 5, and the South Half of the Northeast Quarter, Section 11, the same words he had read in Kansas City. To the Hale Land & Timber Company, the forest. To Anders Thorsen, the shore. For one dollar and other good and valuable consideration.

And at the foot, small and careful in the middle of the line, where the clerk had drawn it as faithfully as he had copied everything else:

Joseph his X mark Lacourse

In presence of: A. Thorsen. E. W. Pike.

Then the acknowledgement. On this 12th day of March, 1924, before me, a Notary Public within and for said County, personally appeared Joseph Lacourse, to me known to be the person described in and who executed the foregoing instrument. E. W. Pike, Notary Public.

Personally appeared. Four months after the lake took him.

“Elmer Pike,” Bev said happily at his elbow. “The office man at the Hale mill. His grandson’s the district judge now. Small county.”

He photographed it with the 7-Eleven phone, slowly, the way Wally would have, with the spine and the page number in the frame.

He was on the acknowledgement for the second time when the light from the stairwell changed.

“Well, now,” Hollister said. “Doing some genealogy?”

He was standing at the foot of the stairs out of uniform, holding a paper cup of coffee: a man who had been passing and dropped in. It was his courthouse. He was always passing.

“Morning, Bev.” He looked at the page over Thorsen’s shoulder without any appearance of interest. “I heard you’ve been away a few days. That’s a lot of miles in an old van.”

Thorsen did not ask who somebody was.

“You want to be careful on these roads, a man from LA,” Hollister said kindly. “Specially at night, on the cliffs. We’ve had two go over the rail above the Gooseberry in five years. The lake kept one of them.” He shook his head. “It’s a beautiful drive. It’s not a forgiving one.”

“Somebody already tried,” Thorsen said.

Hollister’s face did nothing. That was what Thorsen turned over afterwards: not a flicker, not a frown, not the small automatic question that comes into the face of a man who does not know what you are talking about. A pink, pleasant, attentive face, like a plate.

“Deer, probably,” Hollister said. “We’ve had a lot of deer this year.” He raised the cup an inch to Bev, the way a man touches his hat, and went up the terrazzo stairs, unhurried.

Bev looked at the book, and at Thorsen, and reached across and closed it.



Claire was under a pontoon boat in bay one with a welding torch, and she did not stop for him until she had finished the bead she was on.

He held up the folder. A hundred and four pages. He had read them twice, in a rest area in Iowa, and not again, because they were not his.

She looked at it. She did not come and take it.

“There’s something else,” he said. “You told me your great-grandfather signed the church register when he married. If they kept a marriage book at Stone Bay, they kept the other one.”

“What other one?”

“Burials.”

She pulled her gloves off one finger at a time. “There’s no grave. There was nothing to bury.”

“They’d still have written it down.”

She looked at him a moment longer. Then she went to the phone on the bench and dialled from memory, with her back to him.

“Father. It’s Claire. No, nobody’s dead. I want to look at the old books.” A pause. “Now, if it’s all right.” Something in her shoulders loosened very slightly. “No, I haven’t. I know it has. Twenty minutes.” She hung up. “He says I haven’t been inside since my confirmation and he’s going to make me light a candle.” She took her truck keys off a nail. “We’ll take mine. Gus.”



St. Francis Xavier stood on a rise above the little harbour at Stone Bay, a white frame church with a square tower. Behind it a graveyard ran down through bare birches towards the water, wooden markers gone silver and here and there a little grave house over a mound, the old way.

Father Michael Benoit was waiting on the step in a cardigan over his clerical shirt: seventies, small and wide, brown-faced, with hands that had plainly put the new shingles on the tower themselves. He kissed Claire on both cheeks, which she endured, and looked up at Thorsen with frank curiosity.

“Thorsen,” he said. “From the Point.” He said it like a man making a note.

The registers lived in a steel cabinet in the sacristy. He brought one out and laid it on the table under the window, tall and narrow in black cloth, the spine mended with tape. Liber Defunctorum, 1889–1931. It opened by itself at a strip of paper.

“A man from Duluth sat where you’re sitting, in September,” Father Benoit said. “He copied this page in pencil and thanked me twice.”

Latin, in a priest’s crabbed hand. Most of the entries on the page were burials, a name and an age and in coemeterio huius missionis. One was shorter, and had no place in it.

Die 25 Novembris 1923. Missa celebrata pro anima Josephi Lacourse, die 19 Novembris in lacu deperditi. Corpus non inventum.

“On the twenty-fifth of November, 1923,” Father Benoit read quietly, “Mass was said for the soul of Joseph Lacourse, lost in the lake on the nineteenth of November. The body was not found.” He touched the initials in the margin. “Father Rousseau. Thirty years here.”

Claire put out one finger and did not quite touch it. Thorsen photographed the entry, and the priest watched him without asking why.

The nineteenth of November. In the little boat that has your name. And on the twelfth of March, before E. W. Pike, Notary Public, Joseph Lacourse had personally appeared.

“There’s nothing for my father,” Claire said, to the book. “Is there.”

“No. Father Dufresne had the parish then. I came five years after.” He closed the register and left his hand on it. “Your mother wouldn’t have a Mass said over an empty lake.” He looked at her. “I’d say one tomorrow, Claire. You only have to ask.”

She did not answer. After a moment he nodded as if she had, and took the book away, and they were alone in the cold church.



He gave her the folder in the front pew.

She put her reading glasses on the end of her nose and read the letters one by one, laying each face down beside her. He sat at the other end of the pew and looked at the painted Christ above the altar, whom somebody local had given a broad brown face. Their breath showed.

The last letter she read twice. I will write to you again after with what he tells me.

“He was going to write again after,” she said. She laid it on top of the others, square. “Grandpa’s teacher at Pipestone used to hit his hand with a ruler if the loops weren’t right. He taught Dad his loops the same way. Dad told me that like it was funny.” Then, without looking at him: “What else.”

He had thought, in the van, of not telling her today. He had thought it for about a mile.

He took Professor Brekke’s translation out of his coat, typed on a manual typewriter, with Wally’s copy stamp in the corner, and read the April letter aloud in the cold, all of it, in an even voice, the way he would have read a statement to a family.

When he had finished she did not move. The only thing that changed in her face was that she took her reading glasses off, slowly, and let them fall on their cord, and they swung against her coat and were still.

Then she stood, and put the folder under her arm, and walked out of the church, and he followed her.



She drove him back without a word.

In her yard she stopped beside the van and turned the engine off and sat. The boat on the pole stood up black against a white sky. Down at her dock lay a square grey welded workboat with two big outboards tilted up.

“It was a hundred years ago,” Claire said. “It’s not yours.”

“I’ve been living on it.”

She turned her head.

“Every summer till I was eleven,” he said. “I learned to swim off that dock. My name’s on the mailbox. Everything I ever thought about myself that came from somewhere came from there.” He looked at the pole. “And I didn’t know.”

“So have I,” she said, after a while. “Different side.”

She got out and took the folder off the dashboard and held it against her chest with both arms, the way a child carries a book to school, and walked across the yard to the house behind the shop. Gus went after her, and the door closed.



Wally was in the car park of the gas station in Nordby, eating a ham sandwich out of waxed paper.

“I called a woman at the university in Minneapolis who teaches Indian law,” he said, by way of good afternoon. “A conveyance in the trust period without the Secretary’s say-so, she read me this part twice, shall be absolutely null and void. Not voidable. Absolutely. And in 1934 Congress extended the trust, and nobody’s ended it since.” He looked at the lake. “Hale’s lawyers might win in court. Doesn’t matter. Nobody will insure a title like that, and nobody lends a billion dollars on a title nobody will insure. Laurentian walks.”

“And everybody whose land came off that deed.”

“Everybody.” He put the waxed paper in his pocket. “Somebody went through Paul Strand’s apartment that first weekend and took his work and left his television. In Duluth. Where Pruitt spends his nights. I’m not saying it. I’m saying I’ve written it down.”

“Walt Erickson carried the message in 1986,” Thorsen said. “He’s ninety-one. You said he’d keep.”

Wally looked at him.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “Nine. I’ll pick you up at the mailbox, so your uncle doesn’t have to give me breakfast.” He put the car in gear, which was how Wally told people to get out. “Megan says if you get yourself killed on her shore she’ll never forgive you. She said it nicer than that.”



Arne had made fish soup, and lit the lamp over the table though it was not yet dark, and when Thorsen came in he looked up from the pot and his whole face opened.

“There he is. I thought the lake had you.”

His boots were on the mat by the door, and he was in the sheepskin slippers Marit had sewn him, the wool gone grey at the heels. They ate. Lake trout and potato and dill and cream, and the brown bread from Nordby, and Arne talked about Nils, whom he had seen that morning through the glass. Nils had asked for a book. Arne could not remember the last time Nils had asked for a book.

Thorsen let him talk. Then he put his spoon down.

“Arne. The summer we left. There was a man from Stone Bay called Leonard Lacourse who drowned off Gull Rock in August.” He kept his voice easy. “Did he come to the Point? The night he drowned?”

Arne put down his spoon. He did it carefully, and laid it straight beside his bowl, and looked at it.

“The ironworker,” he said. “Him with the claim. That was a terrible thing. His girl was ten. She sat on the porch all night.” He shook his head slowly. “Not that I ever heard. Not to me.” He looked up, and his eyes were sad and kind. “Dad might have known. Everybody came to Dad. But he never said anything about it to me.” He picked the spoon up again and did not use it. “Why do you ask that, Danny?”

“Paul Strand was asking about him.”

“Was he.” Arne nodded slowly, working it through. “Well. That’ll be the claim. I told you that fellow was looking for something wrong.”

They ate. The lamp hissed.

“Where’ve you been, Danny?” Arne said gently, not looking up. “Three days. Your van gone in the morning and not back at night. I didn’t know whether to call somebody.”

“Kansas City. The archives.”

Arne nodded, slowly, three or four times. He did not ask what was in the archives. He tore a piece of bread in half and wiped his bowl with it.

“That’s a long way to go,” he said, “to read about dead people.”



At a quarter past nine on Friday morning Walt Erickson received them in a brown recliner in a front room that smelled of coffee and liniment, with the television on and the sound off and the Korean War cap on his head, indoors, as if he might be called out at any moment. The window behind him looked up the road to where, four hundred yards on, the Thorsen lane went off into the trees.

“Karl’s boy,” he said, before Wally had finished saying who they were. “Look at the size of you. Sit. Sit, the both of you. Gary! Coffee.” Nobody answered from the back of the house. “He’ll bring it. He’s sulking.”

They sat on a sofa with an afghan over the back. Wally took out his notebook and did not open it.

“Mr. Erickson,” Thorsen said, “in 1986 Leonard Lacourse wrote to the Bureau of Indian Affairs that you’d brought him word from my grandfather.”

Walt’s eyes, which were wet and very sharp, went to him and stayed.

“Who showed you that?”

“It’s in the archives in Kansas City.”

“Kansas City.” The old man thought about it. “Well. Leonard wrote everything down.” He looked at the silent television, where a man was selling knives. “Halvor wanted to tell it. I took the word. That’s all. I was the one could go between, because I’d fished with Halvor since I was a boy and Leonard’s dad and me were in Korea together. So I took the word. And then Leonard drowned, and Halvor came and stood on my porch, right out there, and couldn’t say anything, and went home. And I never asked him. I’ve never asked anybody since.” His hands moved on the arms of the chair. “There’s a lot of men on this shore never asked anybody anything.”

“Mr. Erickson —”

“And that Duluth fella sat right there.” He lifted one finger off the arm of the recliner and pointed it at Wally, or at the kitchen chair just inside the doorway behind Wally, a vinyl one with chrome legs. “Right in that chair. One night. Asking. Same as you. About Halvor and Leonard and the old business. He had a little notebook. Polite as anything. I told him what I’m telling you. And I said, you want the rest of it, ask Arne. He was there.”

The man on the television cut a tomato in half.

“When was that, Mr. Erickson?” Wally said.

“That was the middle of the month, Dad.”

Gary was in the doorway from the kitchen with two mugs, one in each fist. He came in and put the mugs down on the table in front of the sofa, hard enough that the coffee jumped.

“You don’t know what night,” he said. “He came by in September asking for you, the middle of the month, and you talked his ear off and I put him out at nine. You get them mixed up.” He looked at Wally. “He gets them mixed up.”

Walt looked up at his son with his wet sharp eyes, the way a man might look at a boat he had built himself and found, in a bad sea, to be leaking. Gary looked back at him and then at the television.

“He’s tired,” Gary said. “He’s ninety-one. He gets tired about now.”

Walt took off the Korean War cap and put it in his lap and turned it round by the brim, once, and put it back on.

“I’m tired,” he agreed.

Gary showed them out. He walked them all the way to Wally’s car and stood in the drive with his hands in his pockets while they got in. The burn barrel stood by the corner of the house, cold. Gary did not look at it, and went in.

Wally pulled out onto 61 towards the lane and stopped at the mailbox.

“The barmaid at the Legion,” he said. “She says he asked the way to this house on the thirtieth.”

“Yes.”

“And Gary went out two minutes behind him.”

“Yes.”

Wally sat with the engine running and looked down the lane into the spruce.

“Huh,” he said.



At ten past eleven on Friday night the 7-Eleven phone rang on the shelf beside the bunk.

He had not been asleep. He had been lying under the green light thinking about an old man turning his cap round by the brim. The number was not one he knew. Hardly any of them were.

“Thorsen.”

“It’s Dennis Albrecht.”

The voice was careful and too slow, the voice of a man who has had two drinks and is holding himself very straight in a chair so as not to sound like it. Thorsen had left the number on Albrecht’s desk in Duluth ten days ago. He had not expected it to be used.

“Mr. Albrecht.”

“I wasn’t straight with you.” A breath. Somewhere behind him a refrigerator hummed in an empty kitchen. “Paul’s memo was in my drawer when I signed that commitment. The deed. The X. Everything he’d found by then. It was in my drawer, and I signed it anyway, in August, because Laurentian’s our biggest client in thirty years and I told myself commitments carry exceptions and somebody downstream would catch it. Nobody downstream was going to catch it. I was downstream.” The refrigerator stopped. “And in September I rang Laurentian’s lawyers, off the record, to say there might be a problem with the old deed. To cover myself. That’s how they knew. That’s how Hale knew.”

Thorsen sat up on the bunk.

“If Paul had gone public,” Albrecht said, “I’d have lost everything my father built. Forty-one years. The firm, the house, the insurance. Linda’s —” He stopped. “I want you to know that I know what that sounds like.”

“Mr. Albrecht, where —”

The line went dead.

He rang the number back. It rang eight times and went to a recorded voice that said the person he was calling was not available. He did not leave a message.

He lay back down. The wind had gone round into the north and was working at the roof vent with its low note. He lay awake a long time after that, listening to the lake on the rocks, with the names going round, and did not try to put them in order.




November

Chapter Eleven

The rest of October went the way the leaves went, all at once and then gone.

He helped Arne haul the fibreglass boat out and lash a tarp over it. Nils’s lawyer asked for bail, and Pike, the notary’s grandson, set it at a million dollars, which came to the same thing. Gary Erickson’s cabins went into the paper as a sheriff’s sale. Thorsen did not tell Arne what Walt had said: that Paul Strand had sat in the Ericksons’ kitchen that night, and that Walt had sent him on to the Point. Arne had told him over fish soup that nobody came. Asked again, he would only tell it better. Thorsen wanted proof in his hand first, something his uncle could not talk his way round.

Claire did the last of the work on the van. She talked to him about the work and nothing else. Once, in the shop doorway, he said her name, meaning to say more, and she said, “Not yet, Thorsen,” without turning round.

The wind went into the north-east and stayed there. He moved the van down beside the fish house, tucked in against the grey wall on the landward side where the wind could not get at it. From there the house could not see him. He found he liked that.

On the first night of November the snow came.

It came without wind, heavy and wet and straight down, so that when he went out at eleven the Point had gone silent under it and the snow was falling past the yard light like something being poured. Then he went back to the bunk and set the heater to nineteen and slept.



He was underwater, and something was screaming.

He knew it was a dream. He knew it the way you know you are dreaming of falling, and he could not get out of it, and the screaming went on, high and electronic and rhythmic, whoop whoop whoop, and his head was split down the middle from the crown to the bridge of his nose as though somebody had put a hatchet in it and left it there.

He opened his eyes. It was dark. The screaming was real.

He lay and looked at it. A small white box above his face, with a red light now where the green one should have been, flashing in time with the noise. He understood that it meant something. He could not think what. His thoughts were coming slowly, each one by itself, from a long way off, like men walking across a field.

I hear it, I —

He rolled over and was sick on the plywood floor.

That helped. It cleared something. He was on his hands and knees in the dark with the stink of it and the scream going through his skull like a drill, and the van was tilting, though the van was not moving, and he thought quite clearly, in Claire’s voice: Out. Not to see what it is. Out.

He could not find the door.

He knew where it was. The sliding door, on the right side, by the passenger seat. He crawled to it and put his hands on the cold wool and could not find the handle. His hands went over the wall like a blind man’s over a face. They were not working right, they were big and stupid and far away at the ends of his arms, and he thought, with a calm that frightened him more than anything, This is how it happens. You can’t find the handle. They find you in the morning with your hands on the wall.

His fingers closed on something. A lever. He pulled it, and nothing happened, and he pulled it the other way and threw his shoulder at the door, and it rolled back on its track with a bang, and the cold came in.

He fell out of the van into the snow.

He lay on his face in it. It was eight inches deep and wet and it went into his mouth and down his collar, and it was the best thing he had ever felt. He rolled onto his back and breathed, great ragged gulps of air so cold it hurt his teeth, with the alarm still screaming behind him, and looked up at the falling snow and thought, absurdly, of Ray.

A light came bobbing down the path from the house.

“Danny!” A great hoarse voice. “Danny!”

Arne came round the end of the fish house at a lumbering run, in rubber boots and long johns and an open coat, with a torch swinging in his fist. He saw Thorsen in the snow and stopped dead, and the torch beam shook. Then he was on his knees beside him.

“Jesus. Danny. Danny, look at me.”

“Heater,” Thorsen said. His tongue was thick. “Gas.”

Arne did not ask anything else. He got his arms under Thorsen’s and hauled him up, and Thorsen was two hundred and twenty pounds of dead weight and Arne was seventy-six, and he did it anyway, with a sound in his chest like a man lifting an engine block, and got Thorsen’s arm over his shoulders and walked him up the path through the snow towards the house, half carrying him, talking to him the whole way in a low steady voice, the way you talk to a frightened animal. That’s it. That’s it, Danny. One more. I’ve got you. I heard it from the house, I thought it was a fox screaming. That’s it.



In the kitchen Arne propped the door wide open to the snow, and sat him in the chair beside it with a blanket round him, and put coffee on, and then, while Thorsen was still telling him not to, picked up the telephone on the wall and called 911.

“I’m fine,” Thorsen said.

“You’re green,” Arne said, and gave the dispatcher the address, slowly and clearly, the way people do who have had to do it before.

The ambulance came from Nordby in twenty-five minutes. The older EMT was a calm, heavy Ojibwe man in his forties with a name tape that said BELLANGER, who came in stamping the snow off his boots and looked at Thorsen and said, “You’re the big one,” and clipped a probe to his finger, fatter than the hospital kind. “This one reads the carbon monoxide,” he said. “The ordinary kind would tell you you’re fine.”

“What’s it say?” Arne said.

“Twenty-six.” Bellanger fitted a plastic mask over Thorsen’s face and turned a valve on a green cylinder, and the mask filled with a cold hiss. “Carbon monoxide in his blood. Twenty-six percent. A smoker’s about five. You start dying somewhere past forty, depending.” He looked at Thorsen over the mask, without any drama at all. “What time did it go off?”

Thorsen moved the mask. “Ten past three.”

“Then you’d have been dead by five. Probably sooner. Keep that on.” He put the mask back. “Lacey, go and shut his heater off, and leave the doors open, and don’t you sit in it.”

They wanted to take him to Duluth. He said no. Bellanger had him sign a form that said he had been told and was refusing, and made him sit with the mask on for an hour anyway, while the coffee went cold and Arne sat across the table with his big hands folded together so tightly that the knuckles were white.

At the end of the hour the box on his finger said fourteen.

“Better,” Bellanger said. He packed up. At the door he stopped. “Those little diesel heaters. I’ve been to three of these. Every one of them, somebody did something stupid with the exhaust.” He looked at Thorsen. “You didn’t strike me as stupid.”



Hollister came himself at a quarter past seven, in the black Tahoe, with the light just coming grey over the lake and the snow stopped. Deputy Novak came behind him in a cruiser.

He stood in the yard in a sheepskin-collared coat and looked round at the white Point, and at the van with its side door still open, and shook his head slowly.

“Well, now,” he said. “Arne. Mr. Thorsen. That was a close one, I hear.”

He walked round the van once, slowly, and then got down on one knee in the snow by the right-hand sill with the long black four-cell torch every deputy on the shore carried, and shone it underneath.

“Well, there you go,” he said. “Look at that.”

Thorsen crouched beside him with a blanket round his shoulders and the hatchet still in his head, and looked along the beam.

The exhaust ran out sideways in a short steel pipe with Claire’s stainless clamp on it and ended a foot clear of the sill. The end of it was gone. There was a fist of grey, packed snow and ice where the opening should have been, pushed up into the mouth of the pipe and frozen there, glazed by the heat that had been trying to get out through it, like a cork in a bottle.

“Snow drift,” Hollister said. “Wet snow like last night, it gets in anywhere. Packs right up. Then your heater’s breathing its own exhaust.” He sat back on his heel. “Who put this in for you?”

“Claire Lacourse.”

“Claire Lacourse.” He let it sit a moment. “Well. She’s a fine welder, I’ll give her that. But that’s a bad installation. That’s how people die up here, Mr. Thorsen. Every winter. Ice-fishing houses, deer stands, cabins. Somebody does a job a little bit quick.” He shook his head sorrowfully. “I’ll have to write it up. There’s a state licence involved, I believe. I’d hate to see her get in any trouble.”

Behind them Novak had come down from the cruiser. She knelt in the snow on the other side of the sheriff with her phone out and took a photograph under the van, with the flash. Then another, closer.

“What are you doing, Kayla?”

“Pictures for the report, Sheriff.”

“Well, get on with it. I’m going to clear that before somebody starts the thing.” She took a third, and Thorsen saw her stop with the phone held out, and look at the screen, and at the pipe, for a second longer than she needed to. Then she stood up and put the phone away and looked at nothing.

Hollister reached under the van and knocked the plug out of the pipe with the heavy end of the torch. It came away in two pieces, and fell, and broke in the slush.

“There,” he said, getting up with a grunt and brushing the snow off his knee. “Good as new. You want to get Claire to come and look at that, Mr. Thorsen, before you run it again. Or somebody.” He smiled. “Glad you’re with us.”

Novak was already walking back to her cruiser. As she opened the door she looked across the roof of it at Thorsen, once, for no longer than it took to blink. Then she got in.



When they had gone, and Arne had gone back up to the house to fry eggs that Thorsen did not think he could eat, he lay down on his back in the snow by the van and pulled himself underneath it with his heels.

There was no point looking for footprints. Arne’s run, the EMTs, Hollister and Novak had trodden the yard to porridge.

Under the van the ground was almost bare. There was an inch of snow at most where the sill had sheltered it, and outside the line of the sill the snow stood eight inches deep, clean-edged, like a cake cut with a knife. The flakes had come straight down all night. There had been no wind. And the van was tucked against the fish-house wall, where no wind could have reached it even if there had been one.

Snow does not drift up into a pipe a foot under a van in still air. It does not climb.

Somebody had packed it in. By hand. A fistful of wet snow, pushed up into the pipe while it was hot enough to melt the outside of it, so that it glazed and froze and sealed.

He turned his head and looked at the slush under the end of the pipe where Hollister’s plug had fallen and broken.

There was something in it. A short dark curl, an inch and a half long, half sunk in the grey. He slid out and fetched a freezer bag from Ray’s bins, because Ray had believed in freezer bags, and photographed the thing where it lay, and then turned the bag inside out over his hand and picked it up.

A twist of twine. Brown, hard, sticky with tar, frayed at both ends where it had been cut. Somebody had knotted it once round itself in an overhand, to make a plug of it, a bung, something to push up into the mouth of the pipe first so that the snow behind it would hold.

Tarred net twine. The kind that was wound on every net reel on the shore.

He lay in the snow with it in the bag on his chest, and thought of a man in a black canvas jacket in a school gym, leaning close. They go walking out on the rocks. Things happen. And of a pair of lights coming up in his mirror on the cliffs above the Gooseberry.



Wally came at half past ten and lay down under the van in his corduroy coat without being asked, which took some doing. When he came out he had snow in his eyebrows and did not brush it off. He held the freezer bag up to the light and turned it.

“Snow doesn’t tie itself in knots,” he said. He put it in an evidence envelope and wrote on it. “There’s tarred twine in every fish house on this shore. Bert sells it by the spool next to the minnows. Who knew you parked here?”

“Arne. Claire. Anybody who drove down the lane and looked.”

Wally looked at the fish-house wall, and up the slope towards the house, which you could not see from here for the spruce. “Hollister knocked the plug out.”

“Before I could say anything.”

Wally did not say anything else about it. He went and sat in his car with the door open, writing, and then drove away.



Claire’s truck came down the lane at eleven going too fast for the snow. She got out before it had quite stopped rocking.

Her face was white, with two hard spots of red high on her cheekbones. She walked straight past him to the van and got down in the snow on her back and went under it.

“Hollister phoned me at eight,” she said from underneath. Her voice was perfectly flat. “To tell me my bad installation nearly killed a man. To tell me he’s writing it up. To tell me he hopes I’ve got good insurance.” Something clinked against steel. “He was enjoying it.”

Thorsen crouched by the sill.

“Clamp’s where I put it. Paint dot’s still lined up.” He heard her fingers on the pipe. “Nothing’s bent. Nothing came loose. Nothing drifted.” A silence. “Somebody got down here in the dark and stuffed it.”

She came out. She stood up and looked at him, and he told her about the twine, and the bare ground, and Wally, and he watched the red spots on her cheekbones go darker.

“Somebody stuffed my pipe,” she said, “to kill you in your sleep, and make it look like I did it.”

“Yes.”

“Hollister knocked the plug out.”

“Yes.”

She looked up the lane, the way the Tahoe had gone. Then she went to her truck and came back with a toolbox and a length of stainless pipe and a roll of mesh, and lay down under the van again.

She worked for an hour and a half. She ran the exhaust out past the sill where anybody could see it from ten feet away, and riveted a cap of stainless mesh over the end, and screwed a second alarm to the wall above the bunk. At the end of it she was lying under the sill tightening the last clamp, and he saw that her hands were shaking. Not much. The spanner kept slipping off the nut, and she put it back on, and it slipped again.

She stopped. She lay there with the spanner in her hand and her eyes on the underside of the van.

“I heard it on the scanner,” she said, not looking at him. “Three-thirty. Ambulance to Thorsen Point, CO exposure, adult male. I sat in my kitchen in the dark with my coat on and the keys in my hand until they said you were talking.” The spanner went back on the nut, and held. “I thought —”

She did not finish it. She turned the spanner a quarter turn, and another, and gave it a last small hard tug, and lay there.

“There,” she said. “Now let them try.”



Arne made him eat at one. Soup again, at the long table, with the woodstove going. He had been quiet all morning, standing at the window while Claire worked, with his hands in his pockets. He had not gone down. He had watched.

“It was them,” he said, when Thorsen had told him about the twine. He said it to the window, low. “Hale’s people. That fellow with the truck. They came down my lane in the dark and into my yard and did that to you a stone’s throw from my bed.” His hand on the table closed. “They did it to the boy from Duluth, and now they’ve come for you.” He turned from the window. “Come sleep in the house, Danny. Please. Karl’s room. It’s made up. It’s been made up since you came.”

“I’m all right in the van.”

“You’re not all right. You were nearly dead in it.” Arne’s voice broke, very slightly, and he looked down at his bowl. “I’ve lost enough people off this Point. I don’t want to lose you in my yard.”

“I’ll be all right. Claire’s fixed it.”

Arne looked at him across the table, the way he had looked at him the first night, when Thorsen had said he would sleep in the van. Then he nodded slowly, giving way.

“Then park it up by the house,” he said. “Up in the yard, by the porch. Where I can see it from the window.” He reached across and put one enormous hand on Thorsen’s wrist and held it. “Where I can keep an eye on you.”

Thorsen looked at the hand on his wrist, and then at his uncle’s face.

A heavy sleeper. You could drive a train through this house. He had heard a little white box through foam and wool and a fish-house wall, and been beside him with a torch before he’d stopped being sick.

Thorsen filed it, and finished his soup.



Wally called at nine that night. Thorsen was in the van in the yard, by the porch, with the heater ticking and both green lights on.

“Two things,” Wally said. “The paint off your door is Ford factory black, F-series, 2017 on. A third of the trucks in this county. So that’s nothing.” Paper. “Here’s the other thing. A friend in Cloquet who used to work insurance fraud knows every body shop between here and the Cities. There’s a man runs a place out on Highway 33 who replaced the right front wing on a black F-250 on October the fourteenth. The Wednesday. The morning after somebody leaned on you above the Gooseberry. He did it in a day and sprayed it in primer because the customer couldn’t wait for paint. The customer paid cash and didn’t want a receipt.” A pause. “He says the customer had a goatee.”

Thorsen sat in the dark and looked at the alarm’s green light.

“Pruitt,” he said.

“Maybe. I’ve got a man in Cloquet who’ll pick him out of a photo line-up if I ask him nice.” The flat voice did not change. “And I’m not going to ask him. Not yet. I pick Pruitt up for the cliff road, he does eighteen months and never says Hale’s name. I want him scared first.”

“While he’s walking about.”

“While he’s walking about. That’s the cliff road, anyway. That’s not your heater. I’ve got no twine on Jarrett Pruitt.” Wally was quiet a moment. “Lock your doors, Thorsen. Both of them. I mean it.”

He hung up.

Thorsen locked both doors. He lay back under the two green lights and thought about a fistful of snow pushed into a hot pipe by somebody who knew what a diesel heater was, and where he slept, and that he would be asleep.

Pruitt, he thought.




Chapter Twelve

Wally rang on the Tuesday night. He had found the deputy who worked Leonard Lacourse’s drowning in August 1986: Gene Mahoney, retired from the Baptism County Sheriff’s Office more than thirty years ago, living now in a care home in Two Harbors. “Eighty-two,” Wally said. “Bad lungs, good memory. He kept notebooks. I’ll pick you up at eleven.”

“He’ll either talk your ear off or throw you out,” Wally said. “Some days both. Don’t call him sir.” He turned the grey Ford in off the highway at the top of Two Harbors, past a sign that said LAKEVIEW — A CARING COMMUNITY, and into a car park that had been ploughed that morning into neat white walls. “This is unofficial. I’m on my lunch hour. It’s a long lunch hour.” He switched off the radio, which had been giving yesterday’s county results all the way up the shore: Curt Hollister returned without opposition, and Megan Ostrowski by four hundred votes over a lawyer from Two Harbors. Wally had listened to both without comment.

The Lakeview was a low brick building that smelled of disinfectant and gravy. A nurse in purple scrubs knew Wally, and rolled her eyes at him with affection, and walked them to the last door on the east arm.

“Gene,” she said, knocking and opening at once. “Your policeman’s back. He’s brought a big one.”



Gene Mahoney sat in a vinyl armchair by the window with a Twins blanket over his knees and an oxygen line under his nose, which he took off as they came in and hung on the arm of the chair, as if it were a pair of reading glasses he did not need for this. He was eighty-two and very thin, with big knuckled hands and a face like a hatchet and very bright blue eyes. He looked at Thorsen and kept looking.

“So,” he said. “You’re the boy.”

Thorsen did not understand.

“In the back of the station wagon,” Mahoney said. “Asleep. I never saw you. A man told me about you.” He pointed at the bed with his chin. “Sit. You’ll break the other chair. Wally, you know where the coffee is.”

The room was small and very neat. Along the wall under the window, on three plain pine shelves, stood a row of notebooks, the kind that fit in a uniform shirt pocket, with a strip of white tape on each spine with two years written on it in marker. Thirty-one years of them. Thorsen looked at them, and Mahoney watched him look.

“The county kept the reports,” Mahoney said. “I kept what happened.”

Wally brought three paper cups of coffee from somewhere and gave them out, and sat down on the end of the bed with his overshoes on the linoleum.

“I told him what you’re asking,” he said. “I told him who you are.”

“I knew who he was.” Mahoney leaned forward, slowly, and ran one big knuckled finger along the shelf and stopped and pulled out a notebook. 1985–86. He did not open it. He held it on his knee under his hand. “Leonard Lacourse,” he said. “I’ve been waiting forty years for somebody to come in here and say that name. I thought it’d be his girl. She was ten. She told me it was calm. She was right.” He looked at Thorsen. “I was forty-two. I was the youngest man in the department. That tells you about the department.”



He did not need the notebook. He told it from memory, in a dry voice that stopped every so often to breathe, and Thorsen understood quite soon that he was hearing it the way it had been written down on the day.

“Fifteenth of August. Call at six fifty-five. Coast Guard out of Grand Marais, sixteen-foot Lund, upside down, off Gull Rock, a mile out from the Point. Only deputy on the shore, so I went. Righted her, towed her into Nordby, went over her on the ramp.” He touched the notebook without opening it. “Drain plug in. Tight. Ten-horse Evinrude, tilted down, clamps tight. Gear in neutral. Throttle turned right back to the stop. Not idle. Stop.” He looked at Thorsen. “You know boats?”

“A little.”

“Man thrown out at speed, his motor’s in gear. That motor had been shut off and put in neutral. The way you do when you’ve tied up to something. Or been tied up to.” He drank some coffee. “Life jacket still under the middle seat, his name on the collar. Oars gone. Anchor gone. Called the Weather Service in Duluth, had a man read me the log. Wind calm, or southwest at two knots, eight in the evening till six. Waves under a foot. Wrote it down.” He breathed. “A boat doesn’t capsize on glass, Mr. Thorsen. Somebody turns it over.”

“And the sheriff.”

“Dale Corcoran.” Mahoney said the name the way a man spits out a fish bone. “He’s dead now, God rest him and keep him there. He was Hale’s man. Old Bryce’s father’s man. Everybody knew that, it wasn’t even a scandal, it was just weather. He read my notes and said there must have been a squall I didn’t know about, and Lacourse must have been drinking, which he wasn’t, and the girl had fallen asleep, which she hadn’t. He closed it in four days. Accidental drowning. Then he put me on nights for a year.” He smiled very slightly. “I liked nights. Nobody bothered you.”



“You went to the Point,” Thorsen said.

“On the fifteenth. In the afternoon. Because the Lacourse woman told me her husband had gone up the shore the night before to see old Halvor Thorsen, and that was the last anybody saw of him.” Mahoney turned the notebook over on his knee. “So I drove up there.”

He had found old Halvor on the porch. In a wooden chair, with a blanket, in August, in the sun. Grey. Not grey-haired; grey in the face, the colour of a man with a bad heart who has not slept. He had a little brown bottle of pills on the arm of the chair, nitroglycerine, and every so often he put one under his tongue.

“I asked him did Leonard Lacourse come to see him the night before,” Mahoney said. “He looked at me a long time. Very pale eyes. Like yours. And he said, He never came. I waited. I asked him what for. That’s between me and him, and he never came. Then he looked at the lake and that was all. I wrote down I waited. Underlined it.”

His grandfather on the porch, with a blanket over his knees and a paper bag of peppermints. Gutten.

“Then the son came up from the fish house,” Mahoney said. “Arne. Your uncle. Thirty-six. Red beard, big as a door. Pleasant. Very pleasant. He shook my hand. He had a black eye coming up purple, and a cut through his left eyebrow, here,” he drew a line with his fingertip through his own white eyebrow, slantwise, “about an inch long. And it was stitched. Five stitches, black thread, little square knots, all in a row, the ends trimmed short, the edges lined up so neat you’d have to look twice to see the cut.” He held up one big hand with the finger and thumb a hair apart. “Stitches like a hospital’s.”

Wally, on the end of the bed, did not move at all.

“I asked him what happened. He said he caught it on a net reel the day before, working in the fish house. A handle came round on him. Happens. I asked him where he’d got it stitched, because the nearest emergency room was Two Harbors and I’d have heard. He said he did it himself. In the mirror. With a needle and thread from the kitchen drawer.” Mahoney picked up his coffee and looked into it. “I’ve stitched myself, Mr. Thorsen. In the army, and once in a deer camp. It looks like a boot lace. Nobody stitches his own eyebrow that neat in a mirror. Nobody on God’s earth.”

The radiator ticked.

“And your father’s car was gone,” Mahoney said.

Thorsen looked at him.

“There’d been a station wagon in the yard all summer. Big brown Ford with California plates. Everybody on the shore knew it, Dr. Karl’s car, home for the summer from San Pedro with the wife and the boy. It was gone. I asked Arne. He said Karl had to get back to his practice. Something urgent. They’d left early.” He set the cup down. “I wrote that down too. Left early. I didn’t know what I was writing down.”

“How did you know about Duluth?”

“I didn’t. Not then. A month later I was in Duluth on a transport, and I stopped for gas at a little station on London Road, and the owner was a fellow called Stan Wojcik who I knew from the Legion, and he was talking, the way Stan did, about the summer people. And he said a funny thing happened in August. The middle of August. He’d just come in to open up, five o’clock in the morning, just getting light over the lake, and there was a station wagon at the pump already, waiting. California plates. A big man with a woman beside him asleep against the window and a boy asleep in the back with his head on a pillow. And the man got out and went to fill up himself, and his hands were shaking so bad he dropped the nozzle on the ground and gas went everywhere. And Stan went out to help him and the man said thank you and I’m sorry, very polite, and Stan said, You all right, mister? and the man said, I’m a doctor, as if that was an answer.” Mahoney looked at Thorsen. “Stan thought it was funny. He said he’d never heard a man say I’m a doctor like he was saying I’m sorry again.”

Thorsen sat on the edge of the bed with the paper cup in his hands.

He could see it. He had been able to see it all his life without ever looking straight at it: the light coming grey over the lake in Duluth, and his father at the pump outside the window. He had not seen the nozzle fall. He had been eleven, and asleep, and then not asleep, and he had kept his eyes shut, he understood now, sitting on a stranger’s bed in Two Harbors. He had kept them shut on purpose.

“Thank you,” he said.

Mahoney looked at him with his bright eyes.

“I never wrote to Corcoran about Stan,” he said. “There wasn’t any point by then. But I wrote it in here.” He held up the notebook. “I wrote down five a.m. Duluth, doctor, hands shaking. And I wrote down stitches like a hospital’s. And I put them on the same page.” He put the notebook back on the shelf, in its place, in line with the others. “I’ve waited for somebody to read them on the same page. I’m glad it’s you. I’m sorry it’s you.”



Wally drove back up the shore and for eight miles said nothing at all. It was snowing a little, fine and dry.

Thorsen looked at the road.

Five stitches. Black thread. Little square knots, all in a row.

He had watched his father do it. Not that night, other nights: a dockworker’s boy with his chin split on a bollard at the kitchen table in San Pedro. His father’s big fingers, very slow and very sure, the square knots one after another, the ends trimmed short. There. You’ll hardly see it. His father’s bag, which had gone every summer to the Point in the back of the brown station wagon, under the cooler of sandwiches, because a doctor did not go anywhere without it.

“Your dad was a doctor,” Wally said, at last, to the windscreen.

“Is.”

Wally drove for a mile before he nodded.

They drove on into Nordby with the snow coming down, and what Gene Mahoney had written on the same page rode with them the whole way, like a third man in the back seat.



Wally dropped him at the Legion, where Thorsen had left the van that morning, and drove off without stopping, and that was why Thorsen was alone in the car park when he saw them.

There were four of them round an old blue Honda with a ski rack at the far end, by the dumpsters. The woman was Novak, out of uniform, with a takeaway carrier bag in each hand, standing very still beside the driver’s door. Two of the men were young and thick-necked and wore their off-duty clothes like uniforms. The third was Pruitt.

The Honda was down on its rims. All four tyres. Somebody had let them down and taken the valve caps, and the car sat on the grey slush like a dog that had been told to lie down. And spread across the windscreen, head to tail, its tail flopped over the wiper, there was a dead lake trout, three feet long, gutted, the cavity gaping, with snow on its eye.

They were laughing. Not loud. The way men laugh at a joke they have told before.

”— talk to the state, Kayla, you want to talk, you talk to the fish —”

“Rats belong at the dump. Isn’t that right, Jarrett?”

“That’s what I heard,” Pruitt said. “Fish stinks, though. Real bad. You’ll want to get that off before it freezes on.”

Novak’s face was very white and set, her jaw locked, and she was looking at a point in the air somewhere past Pruitt’s ear, and holding the carrier bags so tight that one of them had begun to tear.

Thorsen walked over.

He walked at the pace of a man crossing a car park to ask the time, and did not look at anybody. He walked round the end of the Honda, between the two young deputies, who moved without meaning to, and stopped at the windscreen, and picked up the trout.

It was heavy and cold and slick, and it had begun to freeze to the glass, and it came away with a sound like tape. He held it in both hands. Then he turned round and held it out to Pruitt.

Pruitt looked at it.

He did not take it. Then he saw that Thorsen was not going to put it down, and that the two young deputies were looking at him to see what he would do; and Thorsen watched him understand that whatever he did now, they would remember it. The fish hung between them, dripping on the slush.

Pruitt took it.

He stood with three feet of gutted trout in his arms in the Legion car park, and his face went the dark mottled red that Thorsen had seen once before, at the overlook above the lake, and his eyes went very wide.

“Big fella,” he said. “Heard you had a bad night Sunday.”

Thorsen did not answer. He stood. He did not move and he did not speak and he did not look away, and after a while the silence was the only thing in the car park, and the snow coming down in it, and the fish.

One of the young deputies said, “Come on, Jarrett,” in a voice that had gone uncertain. The other one was already walking away.

Pruitt looked at Thorsen a moment longer. Then he turned and walked across the car park to his black truck with the fish in his arms, and threw it into the bed, where it hit with a thump, and got in, and the big diesel started, and the truck went out onto Main Street and away. The two deputies got into a pickup without looking at each other and followed it.



“I didn’t need help,” Novak said.

She had not moved. She was still holding the carrier bags. She said it to the windscreen, to the smear of slime and scales the trout had left on it.

“I know,” Thorsen said.

She looked at him then. She was so angry her lip was shaking, and furious with him for seeing it, and he stood there and let her be.

“It’s my grandmother’s fish fry,” she said, holding up the bags, as if that explained something. “Wednesdays. I pick it up for her.” She put the bags on the roof of the car. Her hands were shaking too. “They think I gave the state Strand’s inventory. Bauer and Kline. They think I went behind the sheriff to the BCA. Half the department does. Somebody put a rat in my locker last week. A real one. Dead.” She laughed, once, without any humour. “This is a better class of fish, at least.”

“Did you?”

“Give it to him?” She looked at him straight. “Wally asked. I answered. That’s the job.”

Thorsen nodded. He found he had nothing to add to it.

He got out the little compressor Claire had put in the back of the van and crouched by the Honda’s front wheel. Novak watched him with her arms folded. After the second tyre she found the gauge in Ray’s bins without being told where, and crouched beside him at the third, and said, “Thirty-two,” and he moved on.

When the fourth tyre was up she stood and looked at him.

“Monday,” she said. “At the Point. Under your van.” She stopped, and looked at the Honda’s roof, a decision being taken and then put off. “Never mind.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll call Wally,” she said. “Not you. Wally.”

“Okay.”

She got in the car with her grandmother’s fish fry on the seat beside her and ran the wipers once over the slime on the glass, which made it worse, and drove away.



At nine o’clock he sat in the van at the top of Arne’s yard, where Arne could see it from the window, and called his father. It was seven in San Pedro, and his father always picked up on the second ring. It rang four times, and then there was a click and a hiss of old tape, and his mother’s voice, brisk and twenty years younger, from the machine by the bread bin: You’ve reached Karl and Ana Thorsen. We’re out, or we’re with a patient, or we’re asleep. He listened to the tape turning on the counter in San Pedro, the faint wash of it, like the lake on the rocks, and did not leave a message.

Stitches like a hospital’s.




Chapter Thirteen

By three o’clock on Monday afternoon the lake had gone white.

Not the white of snow. The white of water torn to pieces: every wave out to the edge of sight breaking along its whole length, and the wind ripping the tops off them in long smoking streaks. The weather radio above Claire’s bench had been saying the same thing since noon in its flat synthetic voice. Storm warning. Northeast winds forty-five knots, gusts to sixty. Waves eighteen to twenty-two feet. Heavy freezing spray. The man on the Duluth station said the ore boats were anchored in the lee of the Apostles, and then, because it was the ninth, reminded everybody what day tomorrow was.

They brought the last of the boats inside, Claire on the yard tractor and Thorsen walking beside each hull calling the gap. They were talking again, carefully, the way you walk on new ice. She did not mention the church and he did not mention the stitches. Once, holding a trailer tongue, she looked up at him with snow in her eyelashes and said, “You look better,” and he said, “Than what?” and she said, “Than a man lying in the snow in his underwear,” and went back to the jack. That was the nearest either of them came.

At six she pulled the last door down, and the wind boomed on the steel walls like somebody hitting a drum in another room.

“Stay for supper,” she said, not looking at him. “The road’s going to be bad.”



At four minutes to nine, while they were washing up, the marine radio on the wall spoke.

It was a man’s voice, hoarse, with a Canadian flatness in it and something underneath that Thorsen had heard a few times on police radios and never forgotten. Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. This is sailing vessel Marguerite.

Claire turned off the tap.

Two men aboard. A thirty-eight-foot sloop, on a late delivery from Thunder Bay to Duluth. They had lost the mast an hour ago off the mouth of a river, and the rig had gone over the side and wrapped the propeller and stopped the engine, and they were drifting south-west before the wind. I can see breakers inshore of us. We’re going onto the rocks.

The Coast Guard came back at once, Sector in the Soo, three hundred miles away: a young steady woman’s voice. Then a pause, long enough to hear. Be advised, rescue helicopter is unable to launch due to icing. Station Duluth is under way to your position. Estimated time of arrival two hours. Remain with your vessel.

Claire was already at the chart by the door. Her finger went down the shore from the mouth of the Kettle, past the Point, to the knuckle of rock that closed the east side of Stone Bay, and the row of dots off the end of it that the chart called a reef and everybody on the shore called the Brothers.

“There. That’s where they’ll go on. Nothing to stop them between the Kettle and the Brothers.” She looked at the clock. “They haven’t got two hours. They’ve got thirty minutes.”

She took two orange float coats off the hooks and threw one to him. “Zip it to your chin. Boots. Gloves. Gus, stay.” She lifted the handset. “Coast Guard Sector, workboat Nokomis, Stone Bay. I’m two miles from that position. I’m going out.”

The young woman in the Soo said something about risk. Claire said, “Understood,” and hung up, and looked at Thorsen.

“I need somebody on the bow who does what I tell them, when I tell them. Not after he’s thought about it.”

“I grew up in San Pedro. My father had a boat.”

“Your father’s boat wasn’t in this.” She zipped her coat. “Do what I tell you, and I’ll bring you back. Don’t, and I won’t be able to.”



The Nokomis lay at the end of her dock in the inner bay. Twenty-six feet of welded aluminium, grey and square and ugly as a shoe, with a flat bow that was really a ramp, an open well behind it, a little cuddy with the wheel, and two big outboards on the transom. Claire had built her. She did not say so.

She threw on the searchlight on the cuddy roof and clipped a short line from the front of his float coat to a rail inside the ramp.

“You stay clipped. You stay low. When I say hold on, you hold on with both hands and you don’t let go for anything. Not for me, not for them.”

“I hold on.”

He cast off, and the Nokomis turned and went out across the bay into the dark.

They came round the end of the point and the lake hit them.

It came out of the dark as a wall. The searchlight found it fifty feet ahead, a slope of black water going up and up, its top torn off and smoking, and the Nokomis put her flat nose into it and climbed until Thorsen, on his knees behind the ramp, was lying back against the deck looking at the sky. Then the top of it came over the ramp solid, green-black in the light, and hit him in the chest and filled the well to his waist, and they were falling down the back of it into a trough so deep the next one was over their heads before they were out.

The water was so cold it did not feel like water. It felt like a blow.

He held on. Claire drove the boat into each sea with the throttles, easing at the crest, gunning in the trough, and after the fourth or fifth he understood that she was not letting the lake do anything to the boat that she had not agreed to. The spray froze where it landed. Within ten minutes the rail under his gloves was furred with ice, and every time he moved his head ice cracked off his hood.

“There,” Claire shouted. “One o’clock.”



The Marguerite was on the Brothers.

The searchlight held her: a white hull lying over on her side across the black rock sixty feet away, deck towards them, the broken mast over the near side in a tangle of wire and sail. Every few seconds a sea came out of the dark beyond her and burst over her in a white explosion as high as a house, and poured off the reef into the deep water where the Nokomis was. Then the rock stood black and streaming until the next.

There was a figure in the cockpit, small, in a yellow jacket, crouched with its arms round the steering pedestal. And a second one in the water on the near side, in the tangle of the fallen rig, clinging to a wire, going under with every sea and coming up.

Claire watched the seas. Thorsen counted his own heartbeats and lost count.

“Three big, then smaller,” she shouted. “I’m going in on the back of the third one. You’ll have thirty seconds before the next set. Get the one on deck.”

“And the other?”

“One at a time.”

The third big one burst over the Marguerite and poured off the reef, and Claire put the throttles forward and drove in behind it through the foam, and the ramp in front of him whined and went down. Not all the way: halfway, a steel slope towards the rock with white water sluicing up it. The bow hit the reef with a grinding bang he felt in his teeth, and the engines roared and held her there, pinned, nose to the rock in the lee of the wreck.

He went down the ramp on his hands and knees. It was like crawling down a frozen roof with a river running over it. At the end of it the Marguerite‘s deck was four feet away, tilted like a wall, and the boy in the yellow jacket was looking down at him from the cockpit: very young, white-faced, his mouth open. There was a tether running from his chest to a steel line on the deck.

“Let go and come down to me.”

The boy shook his head. Not refusing. Showing him. His hands were in the tether clip at his chest, pulling at it, and nothing was happening. They were too cold to open it. They were not hands any more.

Thorsen’s own tether ran back up the ramp behind him, four feet too short. There was a sailor’s knife in a sheath on the front of the boy’s jacket.

He unclipped himself and stood on the end of the ramp and grabbed the Marguerite‘s rail and hauled himself up the tilted deck, and got an arm round the boy, and pulled the knife and sawed through the tether. It parted. They went down the deck together in a slide and hit the ramp, and Thorsen got a hand in the boy’s collar and shoved him up it, and the boy went on his hands and knees and fell over the top into the well.

“Thorsen,” Claire was shouting, “clip on, set’s coming —”

The man in the water was gone from the wire. The first sea of the set had come over while Thorsen was on the deck, and he had not seen it, only felt it go past, and it had stripped the man off the rig and carried him across the reef in the foam. He was ten feet from the end of the ramp, on his knees in the shallows on the reef top, trying to stand, and the backwash was dragging him towards the edge.

Thorsen went off the ramp.

The water on the reef came to his waist. It was not cold. It was an electric shock that did not stop, a clamp round his whole body below the ribs, and the breath went out of him in a great involuntary whoop and would not come back. The rock was slick with weed and he could not feel his feet on it. He got two fists in the back of the man’s float coat and turned and dragged him, half walking, half falling, to the ramp, and put his shoulder under him and heaved, and somebody above was pulling: the boy, lying on the top of the ramp pulling at the man’s collar with his dead hands. The man went up and over.

Then the second sea of the set came over the Marguerite and took Thorsen off the reef.



There was a noise like a train, and the light went white, and then there was no rock and no air and no up.

The cold took him by the chest. The deep water off the edge of the Brothers closed over his head and it was like being struck all over at once, and his mouth opened by itself and he breathed in, he could not stop it, and it was water. Black. Roaring. He was turning over. His arms were moving and he could not feel them move.

The float coat brought him up into snow and a searchlight blazing into his eyes, choking, and he tried to breathe and his chest would not do it; it went in and out in tiny useless sobs, like a dog panting. The Nokomis was there. Fifteen feet. Twenty. Going away from him, or he from it. He could hear the next sea coming.

Something hit him on the head.

It hit him again, on the shoulder, and hooked, and held, and he felt the collar of the float coat bite into the back of his neck. He was going towards the boat, dragged through the water by the neck like a sack, and over the roar he could hear Claire, not shouting, making a long grinding sound through her teeth like somebody lifting a weight too heavy for them.

She had left the wheel. She had left the engines in gear to hold the bow on the rock and come forward onto the ice of the ramp on her knees with the long boat hook, and hooked him by the collar, and she was hauling him in along the pole with her whole body thrown back against it. His hand hit the edge of the ramp and would not close. She dropped the hook and got both fists in the front of his coat and leaned back, and the boy came down beside her and got a hand in it too, and they got his chest onto the steel, and his waist, and then the third sea of the set broke over all three of them and washed them up the ramp together into the well in a tangle, like fish tipped out of a net.

Claire was up first. She went aft at a scrambling run, and the engines roared in reverse, and the Nokomis came off the reef with a long scream of aluminium on rock and the ramp came up and they were going backwards into the dark, away from the white explosions on the Brothers and the Marguerite lying on her side in the light, empty.

Thorsen lay on his back in a foot of freezing water between the boy and the skipper, and looked up at the snow going over, and breathed.



He remembered the run home in pieces. Claire’s voice on the radio, steady as a bus driver’s. Sector, Nokomis. Three persons recovered. Returning Stone Bay. The young woman in the Soo saying something back that was not in any procedure.

He could not walk up the dock. Claire put his arm over her shoulders, the way Arne had a week ago, and the boy took the skipper, and they went across the yard through the snow with Gus running round them, barking.

Claire fed the boiler stove till the iron ticked. She cut the skipper’s clothes off with shears on the concrete and wrapped him in two sleeping bags and laid him flat, and did not rub his arms or legs, and told Thorsen not to either. His name was Rafe, a grey-bearded delivery skipper out of Thunder Bay, and he had stopped shivering, which Claire did not like. He lay with his eyes open and looked at the roof.

The boy was his nephew, Eli, nineteen. He kept saying sorry, sorry, and Claire held a mug of tea with four sugars in it to his mouth and said, “Drink it. Don’t be sorry. Drink it,” until he did.

Then she came to Thorsen, sitting against the workbench with his teeth going so hard he could not speak. She got him out of everything and wrapped him in a blanket that smelled of dog, and held the mug to his mouth.

“I told you to stay clipped,” she said.

He could not answer. She did not seem to need him to.



Bellanger came at midnight with the Nordby crew, two hours on roads the ploughs had given up on. He looked at the three men round the stove and then at Thorsen. “You again.”

He knelt by Rafe and his face went still. “Eighty-nine, and he’s quit shivering,” he said to his partner, and they had Rafe on a stretcher in a cocoon of foil within five minutes, lifting him level, as if he were glass. Claire had lit the sauna on the shore an hour before and asked if it would help. “Not him,” Bellanger said. “You’d stop his heart.” She nodded. “I thought so. I lit it anyway.”

They took the boy too. Eli turned in the doorway with a blanket round him and his hand on his uncle’s stretcher.

“I couldn’t make my hands work,” he said to Thorsen. “On the clip.”

“I know. I borrowed your knife. Sorry.”

Bellanger came back for Thorsen last, and Thorsen shook his head before he could ask. Bellanger held out a refusal form and a pen, and did not seem surprised.

“Second time in eight days,” he said. “I’m starting a file.”



At two in the morning they were alone in the shop.

Gus was asleep against Thorsen’s legs. Claire sat on the floor a yard away with her back to the bench, in a sweater and the wet jeans she had not stopped long enough to change, her hair coming out of its braid, a cold mug in her lap. She was shaking. He had not noticed until now.

She saw him looking. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to.” Her teeth chattered on it and she clenched them, and it came out through them, and sounded ridiculous, and she heard it.

And she began to laugh.

Neither of them knew at what. It came up out of her like the shaking, and then it had him too, sitting on the floor of a welding shop at two in the morning wrapped in a dog blanket, laughing until his ribs hurt. Gus lifted his head and looked at them both and put it back down.

When it ran out they sat in the quiet.

“The sauna’s lit,” Claire said at last. “Nobody’s in it. It seems a shame.”



It was a low log hut at the edge of the bay, and inside it was eighty degrees and smelled of cedar and birch smoke. They sat on the top bench in the dark with the stove ticking and the heat coming into them like a slow tide, and last of all into the middle of him, where the lake had been. The shaking came back once, hard, so that his whole body jerked, and then eased, and did not come back.

“The lake doesn’t give them back,” Claire said in the dark. “That’s what they always say.”

“Yes.”

“It does if somebody goes in after them.” She was quiet. “I do.”

He turned his head. He could see her only by the red line of light round the stove door: the side of her face, the wet hair, her eyes.

He did not know which of them moved. It did not matter. It was not much of a kiss: slow and careful, and then less careful, and then her forehead against his and her hand on his chest over his heart, as if checking that it was still going.

It was.

Out on the porch, where he had lain down against the door, Gus thumped his tail twice on the boards and went back to sleep.



The wind went down on Tuesday afternoon in long steps, as if going down a staircase, and by four the sky to the west had come apart into bars of copper and grey.

Claire drove them down to Split Rock in her truck.

There were two hundred people on the headland in the last of the light, round the foot of the yellow brick tower on its red cliff, with the lake still booming on the rocks below. Nobody talked much.

At half past four a man from the historical society stood at a microphone beside a ship’s bell on a frame and began to read names. After each one somebody struck the bell, once, and the note went out over the lake and faded before the next. Ernest M. McSorley, Captain. The bell. John H. McCarthy, First Mate. The bell. Twenty-nine men who had gone down in a November gale fifty-one years ago tonight, so fast that nobody had time to call Mayday, and had never been brought up. Thorsen stood in the snow and listened to their names.

After the twenty-ninth the bell was struck once more.

“For all the others,” the man said. “For everyone this lake has kept.”

Then the lamp came on. The great lens at the top of the tower turned, and the beam came round out over the dark water and swept on, and came round again: a bar of light going out across Superior to nobody.

He thought about Joseph Lacourse, who had gone out in a cedar skiff in November 1923 with a man who had promised him a share of the catch. He thought about Leonard Lacourse, who had shaved and put on a clean shirt and gone up the shore on glass. Nobody had read their names out. Nobody rang a bell. A priest had written one of them in a book in Latin, and somebody had written a lie underneath, and that was all.

Claire stood beside him with her hands in her pockets, watching the beam go round.

“My dad brought me,” she said. “The first year they did this. I was nine.” The light swept over them, and on. “He put me up on his shoulders so I could see the lamp.”

She took one hand out of her pocket and put it in his, without looking at him, and they stood there in the cold until the last of the copper had gone out of the sky, and the beam went round, and round, over the water.




Chapter Fourteen

The gale had taken the end off Arne’s dock.

The waves had lifted the decking off the last crib in a single piece, like the lid off a tin, and set it down thirty feet away on the boulders at the foot of the Point, upside down, with its spikes in the air. On Thursday morning it was still there, glazed in an inch of ice, and Arne wanted it back.

“Dad put that down in ’62,” he said. “You don’t throw away good wood because the lake moved it.”

So they went out on the rocks with a chain and a come-along. Thorsen moved like a man who had been beaten, because he more or less had. There was a bruise across his ribs where the edge of Claire’s bow ramp had caught him, the colour of a plum going bad.

“In that tin box of hers,” Arne had said, on Wednesday night, when he read about it in the News Tribune. “In that sea.” And he had put his hand on the back of Thorsen’s neck, briefly, and gone to put the coffee on.

Arne worked the come-along, and the frame came up off the boulders a foot at a time. Halfway up, the hook slipped with a crack like a breaking oar, and the frame dropped and swung, and Arne lunged for it and his boots went from under him on the glazed rock.

Thorsen got him by the coat. He had not thought about it. He took a fistful of wool at the shoulder and held on, braced against the boulder with the lake sucking at the rocks a yard below, and for a moment the whole weight of the old man came onto his arm.

It was not an old man’s weight. It was the weight of a big man who had hauled nets every day of his life, and it went through Thorsen’s shoulder and into the bruise on his ribs like a nail.

Then Arne had a hand on the ring bolt, and his feet under him, and he was up, and laughing.

“Christ, Danny. That’s twice in ten days somebody in this family’s been fished out. You went white.”

“Ribs.”

Arne bent and took up the slack on the come-along again, and his hands were perfectly steady. “Come on. Let’s get her up before the lake changes its mind.”



He spent the afternoon in the van.

Since the night of the snow there were two alarms above the bunk instead of one, two small green lights, like the eyes of something patient. He sat with the heater ticking and the folder open on his knees and took two sheets out of it: Leonard’s letter, and a photocopy of a page from Gene Mahoney’s notebook.

He knew how to do it. You put the paper down. You said nothing. You watched what their hands did, and the silence did the work. He had been good at it, and had not much liked himself afterwards.

He had never done it to anybody who had taught him to tie a bowline.

At five o’clock the kitchen light came on in the house, and he smelled woodsmoke and then onions. He put the sheets back in the folder and went in.



They ate first. Thorsen would not do it to a man over his supper.

It was fish chowder, and Arne talked about the dock. He was going to bolt it down this time instead of spiking it. He would need Nils for the heavy end. He said the name and stopped and looked at his bowl, and then went on talking about bolts.

When the bowls were empty Thorsen washed them and put them on the shelf, and Arne watched him. Then Thorsen sat down again across the long table and took the two sheets out of the folder and laid them side by side on the scrubbed wood under the lamp, facing his uncle.

He did not say anything.

Arne looked at him. Then he looked down at the paper.

He took his reading glasses out of his shirt pocket, from behind the round tin of snuff, and put them on. Thorsen watched his hands.

They lay on the table on either side of the paper. The scabs on the knuckles had healed into thin pink lines. For the time it took to read the letter they did not move at all. Then the right hand came up and touched the edge of the second sheet, the photocopy of Mahoney’s notebook, and drew it a little closer, and Arne read that too.

His face had gone a colour Thorsen had seen before, on men in hospital corridors, waiting.

The kitchen clock ticked. Down on the rocks the lake went in and out between the boulders, still not over the storm.

Arne took his glasses off and folded them and put them down on top of the letter, along the edge of the paper, and put both his hands flat on the table, and looked at them.

“Where did you get Gene Mahoney’s notebook?” he said at last. His voice was quite steady.

“He’s in a home in Two Harbors. He kept it.”

“Gene was always a great one for writing things down.” Arne was still looking at his hands. “And this. Leonard Lacourse’s letter. That’s what you went to Kansas City for.”

“Yes.”

“And you asked me. Three weeks ago, at this table. You asked me if Leonard Lacourse came to the Point that night. And I said, not that I ever heard.”

“Yes.”

“I know what I said, Danny.” Arne lifted his head and looked at him across the table, and his pale eyes were wet. “I’ve been saying it for forty years. I said it so long I nearly got to believing it.”

He put his hand up to his face and touched the left eyebrow with two fingers. There was a scar there, a white seam through the grey hair of the brow, the kind of scar every fisherman on the shore had somewhere. Thorsen had seen it every day for a month. He had not looked at it.

“Five stitches,” Arne said. “Gene counted them. I remember him counting them. Standing on the porch, looking at my face, and his lips moving.” His mouth twisted. “I said I’d done it myself. In the mirror. With a needle and thread out of the kitchen drawer. He didn’t believe me. I could see him not believing me.” He took his fingers away from the scar. “It wasn’t me sewed it. You’ve worked that out. That’s why you’ve got that face on.”

Thorsen kept his hands where they were.

“It was Karl sewed it,” Arne said. “And it wasn’t a net reel. And it was me, Danny. Not Dad. Me.”



“Dad was going to give it back,” Arne said. “That’s what you need to know first. Grandfather told him what he’d done when he was dying, in ’41, and Dad carried it forty-five years, and that spring, with his heart going and Leonard at the courthouse with the deed, he made up his mind. He sent word to Stone Bay with Walt Erickson. He was going to tell Leonard all of it, and Leonard could take it to the Bureau, and the Point with it. He never told me. I heard.”

“How?”

“Marit and me had the room over the kitchen then. The stovepipe comes up through the floor. You can hear a spoon on a saucer.” He looked up at the black pipe. “Karl and Dad were at the cribbage board, there, the way they did when Karl was a boy. I’d gone up at ten. I put my hand on Dad’s shoulder going past. About eleven Dad said to Karl, Leonard’s coming. At midnight. That was all he said. Karl never said much.”

“And you lay there.”

“I lay there. Marit asleep beside me. And I thought about the Point. Not money. There wasn’t any money then. The dock and the boat and the nets. Nils, nine years old, asleep out in that loft with you. I thought, he’s going to give my boy’s place away to say sorry for a thing he never did.” He stopped. “That’s how I put it to myself. I want you to know I put it like that. So it would sound like a reason.”

The lamp hissed.

“Dad fell asleep in his chair after his pill. I could hear him through the pipe, the way he breathed with his heart. Karl sat on with him down there. I heard him put a log in the stove, and then nothing. And at half past twelve I heard a little outboard out on the cove, and then it stopped, and then a boat touching the dock.” Arne’s voice had gone very quiet. “I went down the back stairs in my socks, so Karl wouldn’t hear me, and out the back door, and put my boots on in the yard. I went through the fish house. I took Grandfather’s priest off its nail over the knives.” He looked at Thorsen. “I’d like to tell you I don’t know why I took it.

“He was on the dock under Dad’s lantern. Dad had hung it on the post for him at dark. A tall man in a clean shirt. He’d shaved. He put his hand out to me.” The big hands on the table closed slowly. “He was glad, Danny. He was glad to see me. And I said, Dad’s gone out ahead to the rock, to show you where. He doesn’t want the house to hear. I’ll row you.”

“Show him where.”

“Where Grandfather put Joseph over. Dad had told me once, when I was grown, and never again. Off Gull Rock.” He breathed. “And Leonard said, that’s good of you. He said that.”



He told the rest of it to the table, the way a man walks a road he has walked every night since in his sleep. Where his voice went he waited for it to come back.

They took the Solveig. She had the old Johnson on her that summer, but he said the house was asleep and sound carried on the water, and Leonard understood that, and Arne rowed. They towed the Lund behind on a line. It was flat calm, with the moon going down behind the hills and the stars coming out in the water, and you could hear the drips coming off the oar blades between strokes. It took the best part of half an hour to make the mile.

“Out there he turned round in the stern and looked back at the house,” Arne said. “All dark. Just Dad’s lantern on the post. And he said, Your father’s going to give me my land back. He told me like I’d be glad. Like it was good news he’d come all that way to bring me.”

“And you hit him.”

“I’d shipped the oars. I had the priest under my coat on the thwart.” He said it without any change in his voice at all. “I hit him once. He came up off the seat and got hold of an oar, the loom of it, and caught me across the eye with it. Here. To the bone. I couldn’t see out of that side for the blood.” Two fingers on the scar again. “Then he went over the side. And I sat in the boat and didn’t put out my hand.

“I took his oars out of his Lund, and his anchor, because a man would’ve used them, and I put them over. Then I stood on her gunwale and turned her over. It took me a long time.” He shook his head slowly. “I left the plug in. I never thought about the motor. Gene Mahoney thought about the motor.”

He had rowed home with one eye, harder than he had ever rowed in his life. He put the Solveig in the slip and got down into the water to his waist and sluiced her out with the fish bucket, because there was blood in her, his and the other.

“And Karl came down. In his shirtsleeves, the way he’d sat at the board, with his hair flat on one side from sleeping in the chair. He stood on the ways and looked at me in the water.” Arne’s voice cracked, straight across, and he waited, and it came back. “And I said, It’s done, Karl. It was for the Point. For all of us. For Dad.”

“What did he say?”

“Nothing. He went up to the house for his bag.” Arne looked at the table. “He sat me on the bench under that bulb and put five stitches in me, and his hands were steady as a rock, and he never asked me one thing. Not one question. He’s never asked me anything in his life.” There were tears in the white beard, and he did not wipe them. “At half past three the car went up the lane. I stood in the fish-house door with my face sewn up and watched the lights go up through the trees. That’s the last I saw of my brother.”

“And your father.”

“Dad came out in the yard at three, barefoot, and looked at me, and never said a word to me about it. Not that night, not in eight years. Gene came the next afternoon and Dad sat on the porch and told him, He never came. I waited. He said that for me. The only lie I ever heard him tell.”

He got up then, slowly, like a man much older, and felt about in the top drawer of the dresser among the string and the candles, and came back and put something down on the table between them.

It was a small brown glass bottle with a white screw cap and a typed label gone brown. HALVOR THORSEN. NITROGLYCERIN 0.4 MG. ONE UNDER TONGUE AS NEEDED FOR CHEST PAIN. Two Harbors Drug. 6/3/86. There were three tiny white pills left in the bottom of it.

“That was in his coat when he died,” Arne said. “In ’94, in his chair on the porch. He’d carried that one bottle eight years. There were new ones in the cupboard. I don’t know why he carried that one.” He sat down again. “I kept it because he died with it in his mouth, and I’d stopped him saying it.”



Thorsen looked at the bottle. Then he looked at the black pipe going up through the ceiling.

“Where’s the priest?” he said.

“On its nail. Over the knives. Where it’s always been.” Arne did not look away. “I see it every morning.”

On a nail since Reagan, over a bench where a hundred thousand fish had been killed with it. Whatever had been on it in 1986 was in the lake.

“Paul Strand,” he said.

“No.” Arne said it at once, and then again, slower, both hands on the table. “No. Before God, no. He came twice in September and I told him nothing. I never saw him that night. I swear it on Marit.”

Thorsen had heard men swear on their wives before. Some of them had meant it.

“But he’s dead for me, Danny.” Arne leaned across the table, and his voice went low and hard. “Don’t you see it? He went digging in what Grandfather did, and what I did, and that’s a billion dollars to Bryce Hale. That fellow Pruitt on my lane. They killed that boy for what’s under this house. And it was me put it there.”

He sat back. “I’d made up my mind to tell it. All of it. I had, Danny. And then that fellow was dead on my rocks and they had Nils in a cell, and there was no telling it.” He breathed. “I’ll tell your Finn all of it. Every word. When Nils is home. Not before. You know what Curt Hollister’ll say if I go in there now? He’ll say the boy killed that man to keep his father out of Stillwater. That’s what he’ll say, Danny, and twelve people in Two Harbors will believe him, because it’s a Thorsen story.”

“I’m not going to keep this for you.”

“I know. Give me till he’s home.”

Thorsen said nothing.



The worst of it was that Arne was right.

He could hear a county attorney say it. The father killed for this land in 1986, and the man from Duluth had found it out. Ladies and gentlemen, that’s not a motive. That’s two. It would hang Nils higher than anything Hollister had now, and Thorsen would have carried the rope up the hill himself.

And he knew what he had been given, because he had taken a hundred of them. A statement to a nephew at a kitchen table: no caution, no lawyer, no tape. A drowning closed as an accident before the Berlin Wall came down. No body, no boat, a weapon that had killed a hundred thousand fish since, and one other witness, eighty years old in San Pedro, who had never said a word and was Thorsen’s father. On Wally’s desk tonight it would be worth nothing against Arne, who could say in the morning that his nephew had misheard an old man’s grief, and a great deal against Nils. A confession you could use was one a man walked in with and signed. This one was only something Thorsen knew.

So if he gave the old man anything, it was a bet: that a man who had just put a thing like that down on the table would rather walk it in himself than have it carried for him. He had won that bet in interview rooms by leaving the door open. He had lost it, too.

There was nothing left on the Point for the old man to get rid of, and he would not run. He had never lived anywhere but here, and his son was in a cell on the hill in Nordby. The only thing that could go missing in a week was Arne himself, in his chair, the way his father had gone, with the truth still in his mouth. Thorsen did not like that, and could not make it come out any other way.

On the other side of the table was a man who had been at the bottom of the lake off Gull Rock since the summer Thorsen was eleven, and a girl of ten on a porch watching for a running light. And his father, under a bulb in the fish house, cutting a thread and driving to California, and saying nothing for the rest of his life.

That was what the men in this family did. They sat in this kitchen and knew, and waited. He was sitting in it.

“Don’t tell Nils,” Arne said.

He said it quietly, looking at the bottle.

“He loved his granddad. He loves me.” He turned the bottle with one finger, a quarter turn, the way he turned his coffee cup. “Let him have one of us.”

“I won’t tell him.”

“Thank you.” Arne pushed himself up from the table with both hands and went to the stairs door and opened it, and had his hand on the rail, and one foot on the bottom step.

“A week,” Thorsen said.

Arne stopped.

“Not till he’s home. He may not come home, Arne. Hollister’s seen to that. A week from tonight. Then I tell Wally Heikkinen everything you’ve told me, with you or without you. Come in with me. It’ll go better for you, and better for Nils.”

Arne did not turn round. He nodded, slowly, twice, the way a man agrees a price for fish he would rather not have sold.

“A week.”

“And the priest stays on its nail.”

“It’s been on that nail since before you were born, Danny,” Arne said. “Where would I take it?”

He went up. Thorsen heard him on the stairs, and the boards overhead, and the creak of the bed, and the black pipe carried every sound of it down to the table: a man lying down in the dark.



He went down to the fish house without a torch. He knew the way now.

Inside the door he found the switch by feel, and the bulb over the bench came on, on its twisted flex, and lit the bench and the knives and nothing much else. His father had sat here with the bag open beside him.

Over the knives, on its nail, the priest. A short club of dark wood, the handle worn pale by three generations of hands. He did not touch it.

Then he went along the wall where the net reels stood, running his hand over the old tarred nets the way he had as a boy. They were stiff and cold, the twine gone grey and furred with age.

On the third reel his hand stopped.

At the height of his hand, on the outermost turn, one strand of the net was cut clean through. Not frayed, like the rest. Cut, with a knife, and the tar at the end of it bright and black and new, the way the inside of a thing looks when it has only lately been opened to the air.

He stood with his fingers on it.

He thought of a twist of tarred twine in Wally’s evidence envelope. He thought of Arne at the kitchen window all that morning with his hands in his pockets, watching Claire under the van, not coming down. Park it up by the house. Where I can see it from the window.

He had told himself at the table that there was nothing on the Point for the old man to get rid of. He had not thought to count himself.

He took out the phone and photographed the reel, twice, the cut end bright against the grey. Then he went back to the bench and put the bulb out.

The dark came down, and he found the cradle by walking into it, and climbed in over the Solveig‘s gunwale and sat down on her middle thwart, and let himself do the thing he had not let himself do in a month, or since he was eleven.

He went up the ladder.

Not in his body. In the other way. He went up through the square hole into the loft, and across the boards under the rafters, barefoot, the boards cold, and Nils breathing in a heap on the other cot, and he put his hands on the sill of the gable window and his face to the salt-crusted glass.

The dock below. A light on it. A lantern, hung on the post at the end, swinging a little, making the shadows go back and forth.

A boat. Going out. The shape of a man in it, rowing, his back to the lake and his face to the dock, the oars going in and coming out without a splash, the way you row when you have done it all your life. A big man. Big in the shoulders. Filling the boat.

He could not see the face. There was a cap, pulled down, and under the peak of it nothing but shadow.

That was all. He reached for more and there was only glass and cold and his own heart going very fast.

He opened his eyes in the dark of the fish house.

He knew what a child’s memory was worth after somebody had told the child the story. An hour ago it had been a shape. Now it had a name, and he could not tell any more which had come first.

But he remembered the porch. He remembered a stooped thin old man with a blanket on his knees and a paper bag of peppermints, who held the rail with a shaking hand when he went down the steps to the dock, and could not have rowed a boat across the cove.

His grandfather had not been big that summer. His uncle had.




Chapter Fifteen

Claire was welding when he came in, and she did not stop.

She was at the back of the shop with her helmet down, laying a bead along the edge of a plough blade, and the arc lit the back wall blue-white in hard flickering pulses, so that the tools on their outlined board jumped in and out of the dark. Gus got up from beside the stove and came and leaned on Thorsen’s legs.

He waited by the stove.

At the back of the shop the arc went out. Claire pushed up her helmet and looked at the bead, and ran a gloved thumb along it, and then she looked across the shop at him, and he saw her see his face.

She took the helmet off and put it on the bench.

“What,” she said.



He told her standing up, by the stove, with the dog against his legs: all of it, in order, the way Arne had told it. She did not move until he said the priest, and then once. She stood by the plough blade with her gloves still on and closed her eyes and opened them again.

“And your father,” she said, when he stopped.

“My father came down to the fish house with his bag and stitched my uncle’s face. Under the bulb over the bench. And heard him say it was done, and it was for the Point. And packed us into the car an hour later and drove to California, and never said a word to anybody.”

“He knew.”

“Yes.”

“He knew my father was in the lake. That night. While my mother and I were sitting up on the porch watching for his running light.” She said it slowly, as if setting each word down on the bench in front of her. “He sewed up a cut and put his scissors back in his bag and drove to California.”

“Yes.”

“And didn’t call anybody. Not the sheriff. Not the Coast Guard. Not my mother. Not one call from a gas station on the way, to say, look off Gull Rock.”

He had no answer. He had been looking for one since one o’clock that morning, in the van under Arne’s window.

Claire pulled off her gloves, one finger at a time, and put them down on the bench beside the helmet, side by side.

“And the man from Duluth,” she said.

“He swears not. He swore it on Marit.”

“He swore to you in October nobody came to the Point in ’86.” She looked at the gloves. “Old Halvor,” she said. “I met him. That summer. Did you know that? When my dad and I came up to your dock. He was sitting on the porch in a chair with a blanket, and he came down the steps to see us, and he gave me a peppermint.” Her voice did not change. “Out of a paper bag. He held it out to me, and his hand shook, and he said I had my great-grandfather’s eyes. I didn’t know what he meant. I thought it was something old people said.” She looked at her own hands. “He wanted to tell it. He sent for my father to tell it. And his own son rowed my father out instead.”

“Yes.”

“He gave me a peppermint, Thorsen.”

“He gave me one every morning.”

She looked up at him then, and for the first time since he had come in, her face moved, and he wished it had not.

“Get out,” she said.

“Claire.”

“Get out of my shop.” It was quite quiet. “I’m not angry at you. I want you to understand that. You didn’t do anything. You came in here and told me the truth, which is more than anybody in your family’s done in a hundred years, and I’m grateful, and I’m going to be grateful tomorrow. Right now I don’t want to look at you. You’ve got his face. You’ve all got the same face.” She picked up the helmet again. “Go on. Go.”

He went out to the van at the side of the yard by the stack of steel pipe, and climbed into the back and shut the side door and sat on the bunk in the dark, with his hands between his knees and the heater ticking. After a while the arc started again in the shop, blue-white in the small high windows, on and off. Then it stopped, and the shop lights went out, and a light came on in the little house behind it.

It was snowing. Big soft flakes coming down out of a black sky and settling on the boats in their white wrap, and on the old tug up on her pole, so that she sat in the yard light with a white stripe along her gunwale.

He thought about a man of forty with steady hands, on a bench under a bare bulb, putting five neat sutures through his brother’s eyebrow. Cutting the thread. Putting the scissors back, every one in its place. We’re not going back, Danny. Please don’t ask me. A man whose voice never rose. He had been proud of his father his whole life. He found that he still was, and that it did not help at all.

Then he thought about Wally Heikkinen, who had lain on his back in the snow under this van eleven days ago without being asked, and come out with snow in his eyebrows. Wally did not know that a man at the Point had told Karl Thorsen’s son, at his own kitchen table, how he had killed Leonard Lacourse. Thorsen knew. He had known for a day and a night.

A week from tonight, he had said to the old man. Then I tell Wally Heikkinen. With you or without you. It had sounded like a limit when he said it. In the dark in the van it sounded like what it was, which was six more days.

The light in the house went out at ten. He did not lie down.

It was nearly midnight when somebody knocked on the side of the van.



He slid the door back. Claire was standing in the snow in her wool coat and a pair of unlaced boots, with snow in her hair, holding two bowls with steam coming off them, and a spoon standing up in each, and a dish towel over her shoulder. Gus was beside her, looking at the van as though it had been his idea.

“Wild rice,” she said. “It’s my mother’s.” She held his eyes. “This isn’t forgiving anybody. It’s soup.”

“All right.”

“Move over, Thorsen.”

He moved over. She climbed up into the van and sat down on the bunk beside him, and they ate with their legs out of the open side door and the snow coming down in the yard light. It was thick and smoky, so hot it hurt, and he had not known until he tasted it that he had not eaten since the chowder at Arne’s table.

Gus lay down in the snow below the door with his chin on Thorsen’s boot.

“I’m still not looking at you,” Claire said, with her mouth full.

They ate. The snow came down. Somewhere out on the bay, very faint, the ice that had begun to form in the shallows that week ticked and groaned.

“Are you going to tell Wally?” she said.

“I gave him a week.”

“A week.”

“From last night. To tell it to Wally himself. After that I tell him, with Arne or without him.”

“A week,” Claire said. “My father’s been waiting since 1986. What’s another week.” She scraped her spoon round the bowl. “You were a policeman nineteen years. What would you have called it, in Los Angeles? A man who sits on a confession to a killing because the killer asked him nicely.”

He thought about it properly. She was owed that.

“Obstruction,” he said. “On a good day, judgement.”

“Is this a good day?”

She let him leave that one where it was, which was its own kind of answer.

“I was married,” she said after a while. She was looking at the yard. “Did I tell you that?”

“No.”

“I was twenty-two. He was a game warden, out of Grand Marais. He was funny and he was kind and he had a truck that started. He put up with this place for eleven years. Then he wanted a house with a yard, and a wife who didn’t smell of cutting oil, somewhere else.” She put the spoon in the empty bowl. “And I couldn’t go. He said, it’s because of your dad. I said it wasn’t. It was. He’s in Bemidji with a wife and two girls and a pontoon boat, and he sends Tyler fifty dollars every birthday, even now. There’s just a man in Bemidji I could’ve had a life with, if I’d been a different person.”

“And Tyler?”

“Tyler lives in Fargo. Tyler’s a linesman. He climbs poles in ice storms for the power company and calls me from the top of them to tell me he’s not dead.” Something happened at the corner of her mouth. “He’s a lot like my dad. He’s a lot like me, too, which is worse.” She turned her head and looked at him, for the first time. “Were you married?”

“Eleven years.”

“Kids?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.”

She looked at him in the yard light, with the snow coming down behind her.

“Yes you do,” she said.

He looked out at the yard. At the snow on the boats. At the tug on her pole with the white stripe along her gunwale.

He had been asked it before. By Joanna, gently and then not gently. By a counsellor in Pasadena with a box of tissues on the table, which Joanna had used and he had not. He had always said Next year. He had only known that every time he got close to yes, there was something in the way, the way you know there is furniture in a dark room.

“There was a door,” he said. “In me. Since I was a kid. I don’t know what’s behind it.”

Claire put her empty bowl down on the floor of the van, and reached up, and put her hand on the back of his neck. Not on his shoulder. On the back of his neck, under his collar, the whole of her small hard palm, warm from the bowl, and left it there.

His father had done that. When he had a fever, when he was small. Sat on the edge of the bed and put his big hand on the back of his neck and said nothing, until Thorsen slept. In a car in Nebraska, without taking his eyes off the road.

He sat very still, and let her.

The snow came down in the yard light. Gus sighed against his boot. When Claire finally took her hand away and picked up the bowls and climbed down into the snow, she stood for a moment with them stacked against her coat.

“You’re not parking in that man’s yard again,” she said. “You park here.”

“Claire —”

“I’m not asking. It’s my yard, and it’s my heater, and I’m not having it under his window.” She turned to go, and turned back. “Breakfast’s at six. Don’t be late. I’ve got a plough truck.”

She went back across the yard to the house without looking round, and left the porch light on.



On Saturday he rode in the plough truck with her and shovelled out the ends of driveways she could not get the blade into, while she sat in the cab with the heater going and watched him dig.

“You shovel like a cop,” she said, at the fourth house, through the open window. “Like you’re looking for something under it.”

Claire drove with one wrist over the wheel. They did not talk about Arne, or about San Pedro. It was the best day he had had in Minnesota.

That evening she got the folder out of the drawer of the kitchen table, from under the place mats, and sat with it closed in front of her while he washed the supper dishes at her sink. The kitchen was small and warm and smelled of woodsmoke. On the fridge a big young man in a hard hat and harness grinned from the top of a pole against a grey sky.

“What would it cost,” she said, almost to herself. “To finish it.”

“Your shop, maybe,” he said. “Your peace.”

“I haven’t had peace. I’ve had quiet. It’s not the same thing.” She squared the folder on the table with both hands, the way she squared everything. “My father wrote forty letters and nobody answered one of them. I’ve been not answering them too. I just didn’t know I was doing it.”

She put the folder back in the drawer, under the place mats, and turned off the lamp, and stood a moment in the light of the stove with her hand on the back of the chair.

“Goodnight, Thorsen,” she said.

He went out across the yard to the van. The porch light stayed on behind him until he had shut the side door.



At half past five she knocked on the van.

She was standing in the snow in a parka over a man’s flannel shirt, with two mugs, and the steam off them went straight up in the still air. Gus pushed past her knees and got into the van and lay down on the bunk, where he was not allowed, and looked at them both.

“I’m always up,” she said, before he could ask.

She sat in the open door beside him with her boots in the snow, and they drank the coffee. Out past the shop the Stone Bay road ran through the birches, white and empty.

Her phone rang in the pocket of her parka. She looked at the screen and her shoulders came down an inch.

“No. I’m fine. I said I’m fine.” A pause. “Because it’s Sunday, and I’m up, and I’m always up. Where are you?” A longer pause. “In the bucket? Tyler, it’s five in the morning, you’re forty feet up in an ice storm, get off the phone.” Something that was nearly a laugh. “Yes. Yes. I love you too. Go and fix the lights for North Dakota.” She put the phone back in her pocket.

“He’ll be home for Thanksgiving,” she said. “He’ll hate you.”

“Most people do, at first.”

“Not most people. Him.” She looked at him over the mug. “He’s protective. He’s been the man of this house since he was nine. He’ll take one look at you and think, here’s some big Californian with a dead man’s van who’s going to break my mother’s heart and go home.”

“Is that what you think?”

Claire drank her coffee.

“I think,” she said, “it’s eleven days to Thanksgiving and I’m not going to think about it till then.”

Gus growled.

It was a low sound, from deep in his chest. He had got up off the bunk and was standing with his front feet on the sill of the side door and his head down and his hackles up along his spine, looking out at the road.

They both turned.

There was a car on the Stone Bay road. It had come along from the direction of 61, slowly, and it stopped opposite the end of the drive.

Its lights were off. All of them. It sat there in the snow with its engine running, the exhaust going up white behind it, long and square against the snow, with a bar across the roof.

Nobody got out.

It sat there for a minute. Claire did not move. Thorsen did not move. Gus growled steadily, on and on, like an engine idling.

Then the car moved off again, slowly, without its lights, down the Stone Bay road towards the bay, and as it passed under the single yard light at the corner of the shop they saw it clearly for the length of a breath: tan paint, a green stripe down the side, and gold letters on the door.

BAPTISM COUNTY SHERIFF.

Claire put her mug down on the sill of the van, very carefully, square to the edge.

“Well,” she said. “Good morning, Curt.”




Chapter Sixteen

The bearing tree was where the surveyor said it would be, a hundred and eighteen years ago.

Thorsen stood in the snow with the plat in its plastic sleeve in one hand and Claire’s old compass in the other. A white pine, three feet through, and on its south-west face, at the height of his knee, a long healed scar in the bark. Somebody had cut a blaze into the trunk with an axe in the summer of 1908, and the tree had spent the rest of the century closing over the wound from the edges in, so that now there was only a lipped seam of new bark like a mouth pressed shut.

On the plat, in the corner where the line between section eleven and section twelve met the line across the middle of the sections, there was a tiny circle and a note in faded copperplate ink. ¼ Cor. Iron post w/ brass cap. B.T. W. Pine 36 in. N 22° E 41 lks.

Forty-one links was twenty-seven feet; he had looked it up on Claire’s computer the night before, while she read over his shoulder as though the nineteenth century were showing off.

He set the compass, and turned, and paced it out through the knee-deep snow between the trunks, counting. At nine paces he stopped and knelt and began to dig with his gloved hands.

He had come in on foot from the north, a mile and a half down an old snowmobile trail through the state forest. The pines had been here when Joseph Lacourse walked through them. They had been the reason.

Eighteen inches down his fingers struck metal.

He cleared it. An iron pipe, rusted brown, two inches across, coming up out of the frozen earth, and on top of it, fitted over the end like a cap on a bottle, a disc of brass gone brown and green with age. He wiped the snow off it with his thumb and bent close.

U.S. GENERAL LAND OFFICE SURVEY. Round the edge. And in the middle, stamped into the soft metal in rows, T 58 N — R 7 W, and a line, and on either side of the line S 11 and S 12, and under it ¼, and 1908. And round the bottom, in smaller letters: $250 FINE FOR DISTURBING THIS MARK.

He photographed it with the 7-Eleven phone, close, and then with the plat laid in the snow beside it. Then he walked fifty yards west, inside Joseph Lacourse’s allotment, to a cleared square he had passed on his way in: a pad of crushed gravel with a capped steel pipe in the middle and a stake at each corner tied with pink ribbon. One of the stakes had a metal tag on it. LCC — ARROWHEAD — DH-24-117. A drill hole. Laurentian had been here, coring for copper, inside a quarter-section that a man had been given by the United States in 1908, to be held in trust for his sole use and benefit and not to be sold.

He photographed that too. One bar. He sent all of it to Wally, one picture at a time, and watched the little line crawl across the bottom of the screen.

On the last one he heard the engine.



It came through the trees from the south, a high angry whine, and then it was in sight between the trunks: a side-by-side, a squat green utility vehicle with a roll cage and fat tyres throwing snow, with three men in it. It stopped twenty feet away in a spray of white.

Two of them were young, in orange hats and jackets with HALE LAND & TIMBER on the chest, and one had a rifle in a scabbard on the cage beside him.

The third got out from behind the wheel.

“Well,” Jarrett Pruitt said. “Look who’s lost.”

He was in the black canvas jacket. It was unzipped. The Glock was on his hip, back in its holster, and Pruitt saw him look at it, and smiled, and patted it.

“Got a new one,” he said. “Magazine. Twenty-nine bucks at the Fleet Farm in Hermantown. You owe me twenty-nine bucks.”

Thorsen put the phone in his pocket.

“You’re on posted land, buddy,” Pruitt said. “Hale Land and Timber. Private property. There’s signs.”

“Not on the north side.”

“There’s signs.”

“There are signs on the south line, along the county road,” Thorsen said. “There’s nothing on the north line. I came in off state land and I haven’t passed a sign.”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re on Hale land.”

“That’s the question, isn’t it,” Thorsen said.

Pruitt’s mouth went thin. He looked past Thorsen at the hole in the snow, and the brown brass cap at the bottom of it, and back.

“I’m asking you to leave,” he said. “Right now. As agent for the landowner. These two are witnesses. I’m asking you to leave.”

“I’m leaving.”

Thorsen turned and started walking. North, back the way he had come, along his own track through the snow between the pines. He had gone perhaps fifteen paces when he heard Pruitt behind him talking into a radio, loud, so that he would hear it.

“Baptism, this is Hale One. I’ve got a trespasser on the Kettle tract. Refused to leave when asked. Ex-cop from California. I’d say he’s hostile.”

The radio said something. Pruitt laughed.

“Sure,” he said. “We’ll keep him company.”

The side-by-side came along behind him through the trees at a walking pace, twenty feet back, all the way to the edge of the old growth where the pines gave way to birch and balsam; and it was there, at the line, that he saw the black Tahoe coming down the snowmobile trail towards him from the north, bucking and sliding in the ruts, with its light bar going.

It stopped in front of him. Hollister got out.

He came across the snow in a fur hat and a big tan parka, with a long black four-cell torch in a ring on his belt knocking against his thigh, and his hand already out, not to shake, but palm up, the way you hold it out to a dog you are not sure of.

“Well, now,” he said. “Mr. Thorsen.”

“Sheriff.”

“Out for a walk?”

“I was looking at a survey corner.”

“A survey corner.” Hollister nodded slowly, as though it were a perfectly reasonable thing for a man to do in a foot of snow on the sixteenth of November. He looked past Thorsen at Pruitt, who had stopped the side-by-side at a respectful distance and was sitting with his arm along the roll cage. “Jarrett tells me he asked you to leave.”

“I left.”

“Jarrett tells me you refused.”

“I left, Sheriff. You’re looking at me leaving.”

Hollister smiled. It was the smile from the lobby, from the gym, the smile of a man who has been elected six times.

“Well,” he said. “I’ve got to take Jarrett’s word on that. He’s the landowner’s agent, and he’s got two witnesses.” He took a pair of handcuffs off his belt. “Criminal trespass, Mr. Thorsen. I’m going to ask you to turn round and put your hands behind your back. And I’d take it as a kindness if you didn’t make this harder than it is. I’ve got a bad shoulder.”

Thorsen looked at the cuffs, and at Pruitt grinning openly in the side-by-side, and at the two young men in the orange hats, one of whom had taken out his own phone and was filming.

He turned round and put his hands behind his back.

Hollister did the cuffs up firmly, but not cruelly, and patted Thorsen down, and found the phone, and held it up in his gloved hand.

“I’ll be taking this,” he said. “Evidence.”

“Of what?”

“Of where you’ve been.” Hollister put it in his parka pocket. He did not look at the screen. Thorsen thought about Wally’s phone in a grey Ford somewhere on the shore, buzzing, and buzzing again.

Hollister put a hand on his elbow and turned him towards the Tahoe.

“Mind your head, now,” he said.



The Baptism County Law Enforcement Center smelled the way all of them smelled, of floor wax and burnt coffee. They took his belt and his bootlaces and Ray’s napkin out of his shirt pocket, and his fingerprints on a glass plate that glowed green under his hands.

Hollister did it himself, with great courtesy, talking the whole time. His sister’s grandson was thinking of applying to the LAPD; would Thorsen have any advice for a young fellow like that.

“Don’t,” Thorsen said.

Hollister laughed. It sounded real.

“You’ll be our guest tonight,” he said, when it was done. “I’m sorry about that. Judge isn’t in till Tuesday. Judge Pike sits in Nordby Tuesdays and Thursdays.” He shook his head. “I’d let you go on a citation if it was up to me. But with the refusing to leave, and you being from out of state, and no fixed address — well. I’d hate for you to miss your court date.”

“I’ve got an address. I’m parked at it.”

“A van,” Hollister said gently. “In a field.” He nodded to the deputy at the desk. “Kayla, would you take Mr. Thorsen back. Put him in seven.”

Deputy Novak got up from behind the desk.

She did not look at him. She took him by the elbow, the way they were taught, and walked him down the corridor with her face red to the ears and her eyes on the floor.

At the cell she unlocked the door and stood aside to let him in. Then, before she swung it shut, she reached behind her to the trolley in the corridor and took a second blanket off the pile, grey, folded, and put it into his arms on top of the first.

“It gets cold in seven,” she said, to the blanket. “The heating’s on the other side.”

“Thank you, Deputy.”

She shut the door. He heard the lock go over, and her boots going away down the corridor, quickly.



There were eight cells in the Baptism County jail, four on each side of a short corridor. Cell seven had a steel bench, a steel toilet, and a high window of glass blocks that let in a light that was not quite daylight. Novak had not been lying about the heating. He sat on the bench in orange clothes too short in the arms and legs, with both blankets round his shoulders, and looked at the wall.

After a while somebody on the other side of it knocked. Three knocks, slow, and then two quick.

He knew that knock. He had not heard it since he was eleven. It was the knock that meant are you awake, on the boards between their cots in the loft, the summer they were nine and seven.

He knocked back. Two quick, three slow. Yes.

“Jesus Christ,” Nils said through the wall. His voice came clearly through the cinderblock. “Danny? Is that you? What the hell are you doing in here?”

“Trespass.”

“Trespass?” A long pause. Then a sound that Thorsen did not recognise at first, because he had not heard it since he was a boy either. Nils was laughing. “Trespass. The big cop from LA. On the TV.” He laughed until he coughed. “Where?”

“Hale’s land. The Kettle tract.”

“What were you doing on Hale’s land?”

“Looking at a brass cap on an iron pipe.”

There was a silence on the other side of the wall.

“You’re a weird guy, Danny,” Nils said at last, with great affection. “You always were a weird kid.”



They talked.

At first it was awkward. Nils said Kayla Novak sometimes brought him a doughnut when she was on nights, and that she was the only one who called him Mr. Thorsen. Then the glass blocks went to black, and it got easier.

“You remember the loft,” Nils said.

“I remember the loft.”

“The rain on the tin. You used to tell me ghost stories. The drowned men coming up the dock at night with weed in their hair, looking for their boats.”

Thorsen lay on his back and looked at the ceiling. There was a water stain on it, the shape of a fish.

“He loved you,” Nils said. “Dad. You know that? Those summers. You were the one he took out in the boat. You were the one he let steer. I used to be so jealous. I used to think, he likes Danny better, because Danny’s not scared of the lake and I am.” A pause. “When you went, he didn’t talk for about a month. Mom said he’d sit out on the end of the dock at night. Just sit there.” The cot creaked. “He’s been like that again since Mom. Sitting. Talking to Granddad, nearly. He came over that night, you know. About eleven. Sat on my step in his shirt, in the cold. Talked about Granddad. Said it was never ours, the Point.” A short laugh with nothing in it. “He gets like that since Mom. I was drunk. I don’t remember the half of it.”

Thorsen looked at the stain on the ceiling. An old man on a trailer step at eleven at night, in his shirtsleeves, with all of 1986 in him and a buyer’s cheque coming. It was never ours. He filed it where it went.

“Do you remember that night?” Nils said. “When you went?”

“Not much. My mother waking me. The car in the lane.”

“I woke up,” Nils said slowly, “because somebody was crying. In the yard. And your cot was empty, and I went to the window, and it was Aunt Ana, standing in the yard in her coat, crying, and your dad putting bags in the car with the lights off. And I banged on the glass and called you. Danny. Danny. Nobody looked up. And I watched the lights go up through the trees till they were gone.” He stopped. “In the morning I asked Dad where you were. He was at the stove. He had a bandage on his face, here. He said, Gone home. Just that. And I said, when are they coming back. And he didn’t say anything. And nobody ever said your dad’s name in that house again. Not once. Not Granddad, not Mom, not Dad. Like he’d died. Like you all had.”

The corridor lights hummed.

“I heard you,” Thorsen said. “Calling. I think I heard you.”

“Yeah?”

“I think so.”

“What happened, Danny?” he said. “Do you know? Is that what you’ve been finding out? Dad talks to you. He never talked to me about anything. Not about your dad, not about Granddad, not about any of it. What happened?”

Thorsen lay on the bench and looked at the stain shaped like a fish, and thought about an old man at a kitchen table with tears in his white beard. Don’t tell Nils. He loved his granddad. He loves me. Let him have one of us.

“Is it bad?” Nils said. “Is it Dad?”

Thorsen said nothing. He had promised, and he said nothing, and the nothing went on through the cinderblock for longer than any answer would have taken.

“…I know,” Nils said.

The heating pipes ticked.

“I’ve always known something,” Nils said, very quietly. “Since I was a kid. Not what. Just something. In that house you could feel where the furniture was even with the lights off.”

Of course he has, Thorsen thought. A boy of nine in that kitchen, with his uncle’s name never said and a bandage on his father’s face. Of course he had.



It was much later, after the corridor lights had gone down to the night setting and the jail had gone quiet except for somebody snoring at the far end, that Nils said, out of nowhere:

“I keep thinking about it. That night. Strand.”

Thorsen opened his eyes.

“I told you about the car,” Nils said. “Round midnight, I think. At the gate. I told Hollister. So you knew he was there.” The bitterness in it was very old and very tired. “I didn’t tell him the other thing. It didn’t seem like anything. It isn’t anything.”

“Tell me.”

“After the car. I dozed off again in the chair. And then about one, maybe a bit after, I woke up and went out on the step to piss off the side like I always do. And it was cold, and quiet, with cloud come in low over the lake. And there was a light in the fish house.”

Thorsen lay very still.

“Down the smokehouse end,” Nils said. “In the little window by the chimney. Flickering. Yellow. Like a fire. And I could smell it. Smoke. Woodsmoke and something else, something nasty, like when you burn a tyre.” He shifted on his cot. “And I thought, that’s Dad at the smoker. He used to do that, after Mom died. Sit by the firebox nights. He hadn’t in years. I thought, he’s started again.” A pause. “So I didn’t think anything. I went back in and went back to sleep in the chair. And in the morning I went down to check the nets, and I saw the Subaru at the gate, and I went out on the Point, and there he was.” His voice went thin. “I never thought about the light again till I was in here. It’s not anything, is it? It’s just Dad not sleeping.”

“Your mouth,” Thorsen said. “The booking photo the paper ran when they arrested you. Your lip was split.”

“Fell off the trailer step that night, going out to piss.” Nils sounded almost amused. “Half asleep and all drunk. Split it on the rail of the step. Bled like a pig in my beard. Hollister wrote it down like it was a confession.”

Thorsen was thinking about a kitchen at the Point, on the first afternoon, with the egg coffee boiling in the blue enamel pot, and an old man with scabbed knuckles turning his cup a quarter turn on the table. I’ve been selling smoked fish to tourists out of a cooler at the end of the lane. Till Labor Day, anyway. I haven’t lit the smoker since.

“Danny? You still there?”

“I’m here.”

“It’s nothing. Right?”

At the far end of the corridor somebody turned over and the snoring stopped and started again.

“Go to sleep, Nils,” Thorsen said.



At ten past three the steel door at the end of the corridor buzzed and banged open, and boots came down the corridor, unhurried, and stopped outside cell seven.

Something hit the door. Hard. The butt of a torch, the long black four-cell, three times, a long hollow clang that went through the steel and the bench and Thorsen’s teeth. The light came in through the square of wired glass, white, full in his face.

“Rise and shine, LA.” It was Kline, the deputy from the Legion car park. “Bed check. Just making sure you’re comfortable.”

Thorsen did not move. He lay on the bench with his eyes open in the light and looked at the window.

The light stayed on him for a while. Then the torch hit the door again, three times. Then it moved to the next door, and hit that.

“Hey, Nils. You awake, buddy? Your cousin’s here. Family reunion. Isn’t that nice. You guys can share a cell at Stillwater.”

There was a pause. Then Nils’s voice came from the other side of the wall, quite calm, quite clear, without any of the slur or the bluster or the self-pity Thorsen had heard in it through the plexiglass. It was the voice of a big man lying on a bench who has had enough.

“Travis,” Nils said. “I’ve known you since you were six. I taught you to swim off our dock. Your mother used to send you up to us for smoked fish because your dad drank the grocery money. Now turn off your flashlight and fuck off.”

The silence in the corridor went on.

Then the torch went out, and the boots went away down the corridor, rather faster than they had come, and the steel door banged.

Thorsen lay on his back in the dark and found that he was laughing, silently, into the grey blanket, and could not stop, and on the other side of the wall he could hear Nils doing the same.



He did not sleep after that. He lay on the steel bench under Kayla Novak’s blanket and watched the glass blocks go from black to grey, while on the other side of the wall his cousin breathed, slow and deep, a man asleep. Somewhere outside, over the town, a plough went by on the hill with its blade scraping, and its orange light went round and round on the ceiling of cell seven, once, twice, and was gone.




Chapter Seventeen

Thorsen heard Megan Ostrowski before he saw her, coming down the corridor at twenty to nine, her voice quite level and quite clear.

“No, Sheriff. I’ve read it. I read it at six o’clock this morning, in my kitchen. I’d like to see him now, please.”

The lock went over and the door opened. She was small, dark-haired, pale, thirty-four, in a navy parka over a grey suit, with a leather case under her arm that had been somebody’s father’s.

“Mr. Thorsen. I’m Megan Ostrowski, the county attorney. I’m declining to charge you.” She said it to him, but loudly enough for the corridor. “You walked in off state forest land across an unposted boundary, and when the landowner’s agent asked you to leave you left, which is what the statute asks of you, and there’s a film on a young man’s phone that shows you doing it, which Mr. Pruitt kindly sent the sheriff’s office as evidence.” She turned her head. “The posting signs are on the wrong section line, Sheriff.”

Hollister was in the corridor behind her, smiling. The muscle in his jaw stood out under the smile like a knot in a rope.

“Well, now, Megan,” he said. “I’d call that a technicality.”

“So would I,” said Megan Ostrowski. “It’s the kind they make the law out of.”



They gave him back his things at the desk in a plastic bag. His belt, his laces, his wallet. Ray’s napkin, folded, a little damp. The 7-Eleven phone.

He turned it on at the counter while Hollister watched from the doorway of his office with his thumbs in his belt, and went to the photographs. The last one was of frost on the van’s windscreen in Claire’s yard. No brass cap. No pink ribbon on a stake.

He looked up. Hollister looked back at him pleasantly.

“Phone working all right?”

“Fine.”

“Good. Those cheap ones, you never know.”

Outside, in a wind straight off the lake, Wally was already in the grey Ford with the engine running.

“I’ve got eleven photographs of a brass cap on an iron pipe,” he said through the window, to nobody in particular. “I printed them twice. One set’s in my desk and one’s in my freezer. It’s the only place in my house nobody looks but me.”

Ostrowski stopped on the steps beside Thorsen and turned up her collar.

“Judge Pike would have heard your trespass this morning,” she said quietly. “He goes fishing every June with Bryce Hale on Kettle Lake. His grandfather was Elmer Pike. You’ll have seen the name on a deed.”

“Small county.”

“Everybody’s somebody’s grandson. From now on, anything I need signed in this case goes to a judge in Duluth who has never been fishing with anybody.” She went down the steps, and at the bottom she turned. “Don’t get arrested again, Mr. Thorsen.”

She got into a small red Mazda with a parking permit for the courthouse on the dash and drove away up the hill.



Wally bought two coffees at the Kwik Trip at the bottom of the hill and parked facing the LEC across the road. He took two things out of his corduroy coat. The first was a still photograph printed on office paper: a street of frame houses at night under a single streetlight, and a black pickup at the kerb with a plough mount and a light bar.

“Shawna Kuznia’s downstairs neighbour,” Wally said. “Doorbell camera. In October he told me it recorded over itself. Then his son-in-law showed him the cloud.” He tapped the corner of the print. 09/30 21:26. “Truck parks at nine twenty-six. It doesn’t move till six-ten in the morning. Nobody gets in it. Nobody gets out. I watched the whole night.” His finger moved to the little car tucked against the truck’s front bumper. “Her Corolla’s parked in front of it. That doesn’t move either.”

“So Pruitt didn’t kill Paul Strand.”

“Not unless he walked to the Point and back in the dark.” Wally drank his coffee. “Doesn’t clear him for your van.”

“No.”

“And then there’s this.” The second thing was an envelope, and on the back of it, in Wally’s careful pencil hand, six lines. “Paul Strand’s cell records. Court order, from a judge in Duluth who’s never been fishing with anybody. Came Friday.” He laid the envelope on the steering wheel. “I’ve copied out what matters. The rest is his mother and his dentist.”

09/29 14:06 out → Lacourse Marine & Welding, 2 min

09/30 22:14 out → D. Albrecht (home), 9 min

09/30 22:39 out → Thorsen Pt landline, 6 min 12 sec

09/30 23:31 in ← C. Hollister (cell), unanswered

10/01 00:31 in ← Thorsen Pt landline, unanswered, to voicemail

Last network registration 00:13. Sector: Nordby north (22:14–23:58), then the Point.

Thorsen read it twice.

“Nordby north,” Wally said. “The mast on the water tower. Covers the shore road from the edge of town to about your uncle’s lane. He sat somewhere north of Nordby for an hour and three-quarters, making phone calls.”

“Walt Erickson’s kitchen,” Thorsen said.

“That’s what I thought. That chair.” Wally did not look at him. “Gary Erickson says it was the middle of the month.”

“Gary Erickson says a lot of things.”

Wally put his finger on the third line.

“The landline in your uncle’s kitchen. Only phone out there. Ten thirty-nine on the night Paul Strand died, he calls your uncle and talks for six minutes.” The finger moved past the next line, and down. “And the phone stops talking to anybody at twelve-thirteen. That’s when it went in the lake, or he did. And at twelve thirty-one your uncle rings it. From his kitchen. Eighteen minutes after.” Wally took his finger away. “A man ringing a dead man’s phone so there’s a record he was waiting for a guest. I’ve seen it done. Once. A dentist in Eveleth.”

“That’s clever for a fisherman.”

“He’s had a long time to get clever.” Wally drank some coffee. “Your uncle told the sheriff he never heard from Strand after his second visit. He told you he didn’t know Strand was coming back that night. At his own table.”

He had given an old man a week, for the truth, and the old man had never mentioned a six-minute phone call. You could not keep your side of a bargain the other man had never been in.

“He told me something,” Thorsen said. “Last Thursday. At his table.”

He told it the way he had told it to Claire, in order, with nothing added. Wally did not write anything down or interrupt, and when it was done he sat with both hands on the wheel at ten to two, like a man taking his test.

“A statement against interest,” he said at last. “To the cousin of the accused. No caution, no lawyer, no tape. At a kitchen table.” He breathed out through his nose. “I can use you. His lawyer will eat you. An ex-cop with an LAPD file and a family grudge, who sat on it a week before he told anybody.” He did not say it unkindly. “I need somebody who was there.”

They both knew who. A man of eighty on a hill above San Pedro, with a bag.

“I gave him a week,” Thorsen said. “From last Thursday. To tell it to you himself. I told him after that I’d tell you, with him or without him.”

“That’s Thursday coming.”

“Yes.”

“And then he lied to you about a telephone.” Wally nodded slowly. “So you’re two days early.”

“I’m two days early.”

“Good.” Wally reached into the coat again. “One more. Full post-mortem came. She’s careful, the ME.” He had it by heart. “Laceration four and a half centimetres, curved, one margin straight as a ruler. Depressed fracture under it with a crescent edge. Particulate in it: grit off the boulders, most of it, and some she won’t put a name to. She’s sent it all to St. Paul, and they’ve got a queue like the DMV.” He turned a page in his head. “And the fall. Cheekbone broken, two ribs, the face torn up on the rock, and hardly a bruise round any of it. Not much blood pressure left by then. Nothing on his hands. He didn’t put them out. The head came first. She wrote that down too, in a footnote nobody read.”

“The priest’s got lead in the head,” Thorsen said. “Let into the wood, flush. That’s your edge. It’s hanging on its nail over the knives. He told me so himself.”

“Lead’s round too.” Wally turned the coffee cup in his hand. “The wound’s wrong for a fish club. Something with a rim. The end of a pipe. A bottle. A cop’s flashlight.”

He looked up the slope at the LEC, at the black Tahoe parked by the door in the space marked SHERIFF.

“Curt carries a four-cell,” he said. “They all do. You watched him knock your plug out with his.”

Thorsen had. And the same man had wanted this closed by breakfast on the first of October, and would not have the BCA, and had taken the kindest sentence the ME could write and walked off with it.

Wally put his finger back on the envelope, on the line he had skipped.

“And at eleven thirty-one the county sheriff rings him. On his own cell, not the office. Strand doesn’t pick up.” Wally took the finger away. “Curt’s never said a word about that. Not to me, not in his file.”

“Why would the sheriff ring a title examiner at half past eleven at night?”

“I’m not saying anything,” Wally said. “I’m saying I’d like to know. And I’d like to know where Curt Hollister was at twelve-thirteen on the first of October. That’s all.”

“He fell fifteen feet onto rocks, Wally. Rocks have edges.”

“Huh,” said Wally.

He folded the envelope and put it away. Then he took it out again, and unfolded it, and put his finger on the top line, the one from the twenty-ninth.

“And that’s your welder.”

Thorsen let it lie. After a while Wally put the envelope back in his coat, and put the car in gear.

Thorsen did not tell him about the light in the smokehouse. He told himself he did not know why.



Arne was splitting wood behind the house, in his shirtsleeves in the cold, without hurrying, as if his hands had been doing it for seventy years and he was only going along with them.

He saw the van and put the maul down and came across the yard with his face grey with worry.

“Danny. They had you in the jail all night? For walking in the woods?” He took Thorsen by both arms. “Nils was there, they said. Next to you. How did he look?”

“He’s all right. He told a deputy to fuck off at three in the morning.”

Arne stared at him. Then his face cracked, and he laughed, a great surprised bark that went off the side of the fish house and came back.

“Nils did? Who to?”

“Travis Kline.”

“Oh, that boy. He learned to swim off our dock.” Arne let go of him, wiping his eyes.

“Paul Strand phoned you,” Thorsen said. “Ten thirty-nine, the night he died. And you phoned him back at twelve thirty-one.”

The smile did not go anywhere at once. It stayed on Arne’s face for a second or two after there was nothing behind it, the way a light stays on in a window after the person has left the room.

“He did, God help me,” Arne said. He rubbed his face with one hand. “He called late. I thought it was Nils in a ditch. And it was that fellow, all wound up like a kid. Asked about Dad. About ’86. Had the Lacourse fellow ever come to the Point.” He shook his head. “I said, it’s eleven o’clock at night, son, I’m seventy-six. Come in the morning.”

Nils in a ditch. He had heard Nils’s truck come home at half past ten. He had said so over the egg coffee, on the first afternoon.

“And twelve thirty-one?”

Arne looked away, out past the fish house at the cove, where there was a skin of new ice along the stones. A gull came down on the dock and walked the length of it and flew off again before he spoke.

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “I lay there. And I got up and rang him to say don’t come at all. Not in the morning, not ever. I’d thought better of it.” He looked at his hands. “He never picked up.”

“You told Hollister you never heard from him.”

“I told Hollister a lot of things that morning. My son was sitting in my kitchen with his hands shaking and a dead man on my rocks.”

“You sat at that table last Thursday,” Thorsen said, “and told me you’d decided to tell it. All of it.”

“I’d decided a lot of things,” Arne said. “At half past twelve I undecided them.”

It was a good answer. It had the shape of a true one. But honest memory gets worse with handling and a lie gets better, and come in the morning had been a fair first story. This one was better made. He thought of the card under the walleye magnet on the fridge, with a Duluth number on it, which he had read on his first night and said nothing about.

“Where are you sleeping, Danny?” Arne said.

“Stone Bay.”

Arne nodded slowly, looking at the ice.

“She’s a good woman. Her dad was a good man. Everybody liked Leonard.” He set another round on the block. “People will talk.”

“They’re talking.”

“I know it.” He smiled, rueful and kind. “I’d rather have you where I can see you, Danny. That’s all. Wait there.”

He came back from the house with a quart jar of pickled herring, onion and allspice in the brine, the lid tied down with a square of cloth.

“Marit’s recipe. Tell her it’s from Arne. Nils and me took her mother soup one winter, when she was poorly. She’ll remember.” He clapped Thorsen on the shoulder, hard. “Go on. Go and be a fool somewhere warm.”

Thorsen stood with the jar in his hands and watched him pick up the maul.

He nearly left it on her mailbox. In the end he put it on her bench and told her whose it was, because anything else would have been the Thorsen way of doing it.

Claire read the label, HERRING NOV in Arne’s block capitals. “He doesn’t know you told me.”

“No.”

“Soup for my mother. Herring for me.” She put it on the shelf in the office, next to a coffee can of welding rod. “I’m not opening it. I’m not throwing it out either. I want to see how long it can sit there.”



The phone woke him at two-oh-seven.

The screen showed a 323 number he knew by now, the only one in the phone that ever rang after midnight, and nobody calls at two in the morning to say that everything is fine.

“I need you awake,” Brooks said. Her voice was tight and fast, with a car engine idling behind it. “Mateo’s got a gun.”

He sat up.

She told it in fragments. Lonnie Dwyer, Royce Dwyer’s cousin, drove a tow truck out of Sun Valley. For four nights he had parked it across the street from Rosa’s building in Frogtown with the amber lights going round, doing nothing. On Monday he had followed Mateo home from school at walking pace. On Tuesday he had pulled up beside him at a bus stop and rolled the window down and said, pleasantly, that it was a hard thing, being a witness. Witnesses forget things. Or they get forgotten.

“Rosa found a box of nine-millimetre under his bed tonight and he wasn’t in it. She’s got his phone on Find My. He’s under the Fletcher Drive bridge, down in the riverbed.” A breath. “I’m on the bridge with my lights off. I’ve called him nine times. He won’t pick up for me.”

“Have you called it in?”

“No.” Flat and hard. “If I call it in I get six cars and a helicopter and some kid eight months on the job looking down a riverbank at midnight at a Latino kid with a gun in his hand. You know how that ends. He’ll pick up for you, Thorsen. He sends you frogs.”

“Stay in the car. Don’t go down.”

“I know how to do my job.”

“I know you do. Stay in the car.”

He found the number with the frog beside it and listened to it ring under a bridge in Los Angeles.

Six rings. Then it was picked up, and there was nothing. Breathing, and a trickle of water over concrete, and high above it the hum of a freeway.

“Mateo,” Thorsen said. “It’s Thorsen.”

A voice he hardly knew, thick and young and very far down. “She called you.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not going to do anything.”

“Then you won’t mind talking to me for a while. It’s two in the morning here and I’m in a van in the snow and I can’t sleep.”

Thorsen kept his voice low and level and slow, the way his father kept his. “Where’s the gun?”

A long pause. “In my hand.”

“Is your finger on the trigger?”

Another pause.

“Take it off. Lay it flat along the side, above the trigger guard. You know where.”

He heard the boy breathing.

“Okay,” Mateo said.

“Thank you.” Thorsen let a moment go by. “Who’s it for?”

“Him.” It came at once. Then, so quietly the freeway nearly covered it: “I don’t know.”

Thorsen sat very still in the dark.

He had heard that answer before, in rooms, on rooftops, once at the end of a pier in San Pedro from a man who had been his training officer. He knew that if he said the next thing wrong there was no taking it back.

“Okay,” he said. “Then we’ll talk about both.”



He talked for forty minutes. He did not hurry. Twice the boy cried, and Thorsen let him, and said nothing, and waited, the way his father had waited at the ends of beds.

He told him what Lonnie Dwyer wanted, because he had understood it the moment Brooks said tow truck.

“He doesn’t need you dead. He needs you with a gun. A seventeen-year-old with a gun he bought on the street, under a bridge at midnight. That’s a felony. That’s what the amber lights were for, and the nice voice. And then on the eighth of December, when you stand up in Department Thirty, his cousin’s lawyer says the witness is an armed juvenile with a felony arrest and a grudge. And Royce Dwyer goes home.”

The water trickled over the concrete.

“I didn’t think of that,” Mateo said.

“No. He did.”

He told him about Ray, who had carried a gun his whole working life and never fired it, and used to say a gun in your hand makes every problem in the world the same shape, and the shape is a hole. He told him that Marisol had carried nothing on that river path but a phone, and that a phone had brought them down, in a boy’s pocket.

“That was you,” he said. “Not a gun. You. That’s the bravest thing anybody in your family ever did, and your sister did it first, and neither of you needed a gun to do it.”

The boy was crying again. Thorsen waited.

“You asked Brooks about the academy,” he said, when it had passed. “No felonies. You know what the job is, most of it? Somebody at two in the morning with a gun in their hand, and getting them to put it down. If you want it, this is the first night of it. You can do it right now. On yourself.”

“I’m so tired, man,” Mateo said. “He knows my mom’s shifts. He said it like he was telling me the time.”

“I know. Brooks is going to deal with Lonnie Dwyer. That’s her job. Your job’s tonight.”

He heard the boy breathe in, and out.

“What do I do.”

“Put it down on the concrete. Gently, pointing at the water. Stand up and walk away from it. Ten steps. Count them. Then up the ramp to the bike path and up to the bridge, with your hands out of your pockets. Brooks is up there on her own. She’s been there two hours. She says she’s freezing. It’s fifty-five degrees.” He paused. “Will you do that?”

Nothing. The water. The freeway.

Then a small scrape. Metal on concrete.

Then footsteps. He counted them with the boy without either of them saying a word. Ten. Then faster, on a slope, and the freeway getting louder. A car door, somewhere above. A woman’s voice, close and quiet, not a police voice at all.

“Hey, kid.”

The phone went muffled against cloth. Thorsen sat in the dark in Minnesota with his elbows on his knees and listened to Imani Brooks say Okay. Okay. I got you. Get in the car, it’s warm, over and over, the way you say it to a child, and a door closing, and then nothing but an engine idling.

Then Brooks was on the line, not quite steady. “He’s in the car with my coat on him. I’m going down for it.” He heard her go, and come back, slower. A click and a rattle, a magazine coming out, a slide going back. “Cheap nine. Serial’s ground off.” A pause. “There was one in the chamber.”

“I’m keeping it,” Brooks said, louder, to the passenger seat. “You hear me? Till you’re twenty-one and you’ve got a permit.” To Thorsen, quietly: “It’s found property. I found it under a bridge. No name. And at seven o’clock I’m going to be at Lonnie Dwyer’s tow yard with two uniforms and a very bad attitude. I’m taking him home. His mother’s been at the window since eleven.”

“Brooks.”

“What?”

“I’ll be there on the eighth.”

“I know,” Imani Brooks said. “I wrote it down.” And hung up.



It was ten past three. He slid the side door back and the cold came in like water, and he sat on the edge of the bunk in it with his boots unlaced and the phone in his hand and looked out.

Claire’s house was dark. The Point was eight miles up the shore, behind two headlands and the dark, and he could not see it from here.

He saw it anyway. The chimney against low cloud, and the little window beside it, and in the window a yellow flicker, at one in the morning, in a firebox that had not been lit since Labor Day.

A telephone ringing in that kitchen at ten thirty-nine. Come in the morning. The same telephone, at twelve thirty-one, ringing a man who had stopped answering anything eighteen minutes before.

He had spent his life not believing people. He believed rooms. And he had lived in that place for five weeks and believed an old man with enormous hands, because the old man had taught him a bowline, and called him Danny in a voice he had not heard since he was eleven. He had gone on believing him about Paul Strand after Gull Rock, because he had wanted to; because one killing at the Point was a history and two were a family.

He sat in the open door of the van in the snow with the cold going into him, and for the first time he let the thought come all the way up, and gave it its name.

Arne.




Chapter Eighteen

At a quarter past six on Thursday evening there was one window still lit on the second floor of the old brick building on West Superior Street. Thorsen had rung from the van in the car park behind. Dennis Albrecht came down himself and let him in at the side door, past a cleaner’s cart with a radio on it playing polka.

He had lost weight since October. The fat Laurentian binder was no longer on the desk. In its place there was a hospital car-park ticket, and a cold cup of coffee with a skin on it.

Albrecht sat down behind the desk as if somebody had pushed him.

“Paul rang you at ten-fourteen the night he died,” Thorsen said. “For nine minutes.”

Albrecht did not ask how he knew. He looked at the dark window, where the harbour lights lay in the glass over his own reflection.

“Yes.”

“You rang me in October, at eleven at night, and told me about a memo in your drawer. You didn’t mention a phone call.”

“I told you what I could stand to hear myself say.” Albrecht took his glasses off and held them. “He was outside. I could hear a storm door, and a television through it. He was happy, Mr. Thorsen. That’s what I can’t get past. He said, Dennis, I’ve got it. The claim file, the burial register, the Thorsen letters. I’m going to the Band in the morning, and the Bureau. I’m not waiting till Friday.” He turned the glasses over. “I’d asked him to wait till Friday. Our counsel was coming up from the Cities on Friday. I begged him. A man of sixty, in his bedroom, begging a man he’d hired at twenty-seven. I told him he’d finish the firm. My father’s firm. Forty-one years. I told him that.”

“What did he say?”

“He said he was sorry.” Albrecht put the glasses down on the blotter, very precisely. “Those were the last words he said to me. I’m sorry, Dennis.”

The polka went past in the corridor and away.

“When he hung up I rang Laurentian’s counsel at home,” Albrecht said. “I told them he was going to the Band in the morning.” He looked at the glasses on the blotter. “I’ve asked myself every day since whether I killed him with that call.”

“Who did they ring?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask. That’s the other thing I ask myself.”

“Where were you at midnight?”

“Linda was admitted at half past nine. Neutropenic fever; she’s on chemotherapy. I drove her in and came home for her things, and I was standing in our bedroom with the nightgown in my hand when Paul rang.” He looked at Thorsen for the first time. “Then I drove back. And I sat in a car park at the hospital, trying to make myself go in. From a quarter to twelve till nearly two. I couldn’t go up to her and hold her hand and say it was all right, with that on my face. There’s a camera on the gate. I’ve looked at it myself, to see what I looked like.”

“What did you look like?”

“A man in a car,” Albrecht said.

Thorsen drove home up the shore in the dark. Wally rang at nine, while he was still on the road.

“Hospital camera,” he said. “His Buick through the gate at eleven forty-seven. Out at one fifty-two. In between it sits in the third row with the engine running and nobody gets out. Night nurse on the oncology ward remembers him coming up at two with a plastic bag and a face like a sheet.” A pause. “He’s out of it.”

“He’s out of everything,” Thorsen said.

“He’ll be out of a job by Christmas, if there’s any justice. There might be, for once.”



The lawyer came at a quarter past nine on the Friday morning, while Thorsen was holding up one end of a plough blade.

It was a county blade off a highway truck that had met a bridge abutment, and Claire was running a bead down the crack with her whole body folded over the work like somebody reading small print.

It was a black Audi with a dealer’s frame from Edina round the plate. The man who got out of it was sixty or so, tall and spare, with silver hair and a good tan for November, a camel overcoat that had cost what Claire charged for a heater and an install, and black shoes that were finished after three steps across the yard.

“Ms. Lacourse? Gregory Ashworth. Pell, Carrow and Ashworth, in Minneapolis. I represent Hale Land and Timber.”

She let him in, in the end, because it was minus twelve and she was not going to heat the yard for a man from Edina. She did not offer him coffee. Ashworth laid a slim leather case on the end of the workbench, under the board of outlined tools, and took out a document fourteen pages long with a blue backing sheet.

“I’ll be brief. I know you’re a working woman,” he said, in a voice for boardrooms and funerals. “This is a quitclaim deed and release. For two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, you would convey to Hale Land and Timber any interest you may hold, as an heir of Joseph Lacourse, in what the old federal records call allotment two hundred and fourteen. The funds are in escrow in Duluth. My client doesn’t believe you hold any such interest. But litigation is slow and very unpleasant, and certainty has a value.” He smiled a little. “The offer is open until five o’clock this afternoon. My client’s board meets on Monday.”

Claire put her reading glasses on the end of her nose and read it, all of it, slowly, while Gus smelled Ashworth’s shoes at length.

“Paragraph eleven,” she said, without looking up. “I don’t talk about it. Ever. The deed. My father’s claim. And if I do, I pay it all back, with interest, and your fees. And this one, where I promise never to bring a claim, or help anybody else bring one. Not the Band. Not my son.”

“Standard provisions.”

“If it’s still trust land,” Thorsen said, “she can’t sell you anything. Not without the Secretary of the Interior.”

Ashworth looked at him with mild pleasure, as though a dog had done something unexpected.

“Which is why it’s drafted as a release and a covenant as well. Belt and suspenders, Mr. Thorsen.” He turned back to Claire. “You do a good deal of work for the county, I understand.” He did not look at the blade on the trestles. “A matter like this, left open, has a way of costing people things they never expected it to cost.”

Claire took the glasses off and let them fall on their cord, and squared the pages, and held them out to him.

“My father wrote better than this,” she said. “He wrote letters. Forty of them. I’ve read them now. He said what he meant, and he didn’t need fourteen pages, and he didn’t put in a paragraph to make me keep my mouth shut. No.”

He put the deed back in his case. He laid his card on the bench under the outline of a ball-peen hammer, where she would see it every time she reached for one.

“Five o’clock,” he said pleasantly, and went out across the yard picking his way like a heron.



They worked all day and did not talk about it. At five o’clock Claire was under a boat trailer on a creeper, with only her boots showing, and the red second hand of the beer clock above the door went past the twelve, and nothing happened, and it went on round.

Claire rolled out and lay looking up at the roof with the grinder on her chest.

“Quarter of a million dollars,” Thorsen said.

“I made thirty-one thousand last year. After the truck payment.” She lay there a moment longer. “My dad would have laughed at him. You could hear him laugh across the bay.”

“Paul Strand rang this shop on the twenty-ninth of September,” Thorsen said. “The day before he died. Two minutes.”

She did not move. The grinder lay on her chest and rose and fell with her breathing.

Then she got up off the creeper, and put the grinder on the bench, and went into the shop office and stood in front of the answering machine on the filing cabinet: an old grey one with a cassette behind a smoked window, and a red button.

“There was a second message,” she said, with her back to him. “I didn’t tell you. He said he’d found my father’s letters. In Kansas City. All of them. And he said he was going to see a man on Wednesday night who might know what happened to my father. He said, I’ll call you after.” She put one finger on the red button, not pressing it. “And I wiped it. I stood right here and pressed the button.”

“Did he say who?”

“No. A man.” She took her finger away. “He never called after.”

“Where were you that night? The Wednesday.”

“Here,” Claire said. “With Tyler.”

She came out of the office past him without looking at him and pushed herself back under the trailer, and the grinder screamed.

He let it sit. Tyler was a linesman in Fargo, two hundred and fifty miles off. But a half-truth left alone will sometimes finish itself, and a woman who has just told you she wiped a dead man’s voice off a machine has told you the hard half.



Bryce Hale rang him at eight that evening, in the van, with a piano somewhere behind him and the crack of a fire. Ms. Lacourse had declined; he was sorry; feelings were running very high on this shore. “I can’t control everybody who works for me.”

“Pruitt tried to put me over the rail above the Gooseberry,” Thorsen said. “With his truck.”

A second’s quiet on the line: a man learning something, and finding nowhere to put it. “I don’t know anything about that,” Hale said, and rang off. A warning or an apology; with Hale, probably both.



On Saturday night he parked the van at the top of her drive, between the road and the house, nose out, where anybody coming in would have to come past it.

“You’re going to sleep out there,” Claire said. “Like a dog.”

“Like Gus.”

“Gus sleeps on the bed.” She stood in the doorway of the house in her socks with the light behind her. “Suit yourself. The heater’s mine. If you freeze in it, it’s my reputation.”

He lay on the bunk with a paperback he was not reading. Nothing had come along the Stone Bay road since ten.

At twenty to midnight something did.

An engine, not a truck, something lighter, coming from the highway end. It slowed short of the drive, on the road under the boat on the pole, and sat there idling.

He was sitting up with his boots in his hand when the first shot came.

It was a flat, enormous crack, and at the same instant, from the shop, the high bright sound of a big pane of glass going all at once. Gus began to bark inside the house. Thorsen was out of the side door into the snow with one boot on before the second shot, and he heard that one hit: a hollow wooden knock somewhere above him. Then the engine roared and tyres spun whining on packed snow and caught, and the car went away towards the inland bend.

He ran to the end of the drive in his long johns and one boot. Red taillights, low, swinging away into the trees; no plate he could read; then nothing. The air smelled of burnt powder and exhaust. It was minus twenty. He could not feel his bare foot.

When he turned round Claire was standing in the lit doorway of the house in a parka over her nightdress and unlaced boots, with a rifle at her shoulder.

It was an old lever-action, and she held it the way people do who learned young, the muzzle on the empty road behind him, her finger outside the guard. When she had seen that there was nothing on the road she brought it down and worked the lever once, and caught the cartridge as it came out, and put it in her pocket.

“You hit?”

“No.”

“Gus. Quiet.” The dog stopped. The big front window of the shop office was a black square with a few teeth of glass hanging in the frame. “Put your other boot on, Thorsen. You’ll lose toes. I’ll call it in.”



The dispatcher in Nordby said the on-duty unit was at the north end of the county on a domestic and would be there when it could. Thorsen called Wally, who said, “Don’t touch anything,” and was already moving.

The first car was not the sheriff’s. It was Novak’s old blue Honda with the ski rack, at half past twelve, and she got out of it in jeans and a blaze-orange hat, with a torch.

“I heard it on the scanner,” she said, not looking at Thorsen. “I was driving by.”

“At half past twelve,” Claire said. “On the Stone Bay road.”

“I like the drive.”

Wally came at five past one, in a time he said was a personal best and against several laws. He crouched over the marks where the car had spun away. “Car tyres,” he said. “Not a truck.” Then he dug the first round out of a stud behind the office panelling with a pocket knife, standing on a chair while Novak held the light.

“Three-oh-eight,” he said. “There’s one in every deer camp in this county. I’ve got one myself.”

The second had gone through the old tug on her pole, just under her sheer strake: a small neat hole going in, and a bigger one coming out with splinters standing round it like a burst seed head. Claire stood under it with her arms folded and her chin up.

“That’s been on that pole since I was three,” she said.

“Sheriff?” Wally said to Novak quietly.

“Dispatch called him at home. He said the on-duty unit would handle it. The on-duty unit is Travis Kline.” Novak’s jaw moved. “His domestic is a man and his brother-in-law arguing about a snowmobile.”

She stood a moment longer with her hands in the pockets of her jacket. Then she took one of them out with a thick brown envelope in it, and held it out, not to Wally, but to Thorsen.

“I wasn’t here,” she said. “I didn’t give the BCA anything. I gave a man I booked for trespass a blanket, and this.”

They went into the shop under the hanging lights, the four of them, and Thorsen laid it out on the bench under the board of outlined tools.

There were photographs, printed at home on ordinary paper. A close-up of the mouth of a stainless pipe, washed white by the flash, and frozen into the grey plug of ice a short dark curl of something, knotted round itself. 11/02 07:24.

“Before he knocked it out,” Novak said. “He put his flashlight on it and said snow drift. I’d already taken those. I don’t know why. I just did.”

Under them were photocopied campaign finance reports, three election cycles, gone through with a yellow highlighter. Hale, Bryce. Hale, Catherine. And in the employer column, over and over, Hale Land & Timber Co., beside foremen and secretaries and one man listed as security: Pruitt, Jarrett.

“Thirty-eight thousand dollars,” Novak said. “For a sheriff’s race in a county of nine thousand people. They’re public. Nobody ever goes and asks.”

Under that, a page from a pocket notebook, in a neat round hand that pressed hard.

10/04. 0112. Hwy 61 SB MP 41. Blk Ford F-250 plow mount lt bar. Radar 84/55. Driver J. Pruitt (recog.). Lit up. He waved. Called in — Sheriff: “Let it go, Kayla, he’s on Hale business.” Let it go.

“The weekend somebody went through Mr. Strand’s apartment,” Novak said. “One in the morning, southbound, towards Duluth. He went past me like I was a mailbox.”

And last, by itself, a single line photocopied off a computer printout and cut out with scissors, so that it lay on the bench like a strip of tape.

09/30 2341 Sheriff 10-8 … 10/01 0106 Sheriff 10-7. No incident.

“That’s the dispatch log,” Novak said. “Nobody ever pulled it for that night. Not him, not anybody. So I did.” She did not touch it. “Ten-eight is in service. He put himself on the air at eleven forty-one and took himself off at one-oh-six. There’s no call against it. No traffic stop, no backup, nothing on the radio. He never goes out at night. He doesn’t even go out to the Legion.”

The boiler stove ticked. Gus, who had come in with them, lay down on Thorsen’s feet.

Thorsen looked at the strip of paper. Eleven forty-one to one-oh-six. Ten minutes after Curt Hollister had rung Paul Strand’s cell from his own and got no answer, he had put himself on the air. In the middle of it, at twelve-thirteen, a phone had stopped answering at the end of the Point, three miles from the LEC. He thought of a laceration with one margin straight as a ruler, and a long black torch knocking against a man’s thigh as he crossed the snow with the cuffs.

Wally had picked up the strip by its edges and was reading it as if it might say something else the second time.

“Where’d he go, Kayla?”

“I don’t know. Nobody knows. That’s the point.”

“Has anybody asked him?”

“I’m asking you not to.” For the first time she sounded young. “Not yet. Not while I’m the one who pulled it.”

“Nobody’s asking him anything,” Wally said. “Not till I can afford the answer.” He laid the strip back down on the bench beside the photograph of a curl of twine in a plug of ice, and looked at it, and then across the bench at Thorsen.

“Why now?” Thorsen said to Novak.

She looked at the black square of the office window.

“Because I took an oath,” she said. “Not to him.” She zipped her jacket. “I’ll testify to every word. And if you need me you can text me and say it’s about a dog. Duke. On the bulletin board in the lobby. Everybody at the LEC texts each other about Duke. Nobody ever looks twice.”

By three, Thorsen and Claire had nailed plywood over the office window, and Wally stood by his car with the envelope inside his coat.

“I could pick Pruitt up tomorrow for the cliff road,” he said, before Thorsen asked. “I told you why I’m not.” He looked at the plywood. “I’m starting to wonder if that was clever or just old.” He looked past Thorsen at Novak by her Honda. “Go home, Deputy. And thank you,” he said, and drove away.



When the Honda’s lights had gone, Claire stood in the doorway of the house with the light behind her, and the rifle back on its pegs inside, and looked at the van at the top of the drive.

“You’re not sleeping in that van tonight,” she said.

“It’s got a good heater.”

“I know. I put it in.” She did not look at him. “You’re not sleeping in it tonight, Thorsen.”

He did not sleep in it. He did not sleep much at all. Towards five, with Gus a dead weight across both their feet and the stove gone down to a red line round the door, she said into his shoulder, “That tug’s been on that pole since I was three,” as if it were the only thing that had happened, and he said, “I know,” and she slept.



On Sunday morning Claire was in the shop office with a push broom, sweeping up the glass they had missed in the dark.

The calendar on the far wall had a hole through November. On the shelf beside the welding rod, Arne’s jar sat where she had put it, with its square of cloth tied over the lid.

“My dad got a dead dog on the porch,” Claire said, without looking up. “I get a bullet.” She knocked the broom against the edge of the box. “That’s progress.”

She swept. The glass hissed on the concrete.

“They’re scared, Thorsen. A quarter of a million dollars on Friday and a rifle on Saturday. That’s not a man who thinks he’s got nothing to worry about.” She chased a piece out from under the desk with the bristles. “Of what? Of me?”

“Of what you could do,” he said.

The broom went on for a stroke, and another, slower. Then she leaned it against the desk, and went to find the number for Rose Defoe at the Band office.




Chapter Nineteen

Arne carved the way he cleaned fish: without looking, in long strokes, the knife doing exactly what it was told.

He stood over the turkey in a clean wool shirt and his thin brown knitted tie and laid slices onto the platter, each the same thickness as the last. The kitchen was hot and the windows had steamed. Outside, snow was coming in off the lake in small hard handfuls.

Thorsen sat halfway down the bench and watched the hands.

“White or dark, Walt?”

“Dark. I’m ninety-one. I don’t have to eat what’s good for me.”

There were seven of them, counting Arne and Thorsen. Walt Erickson in his Korean War cap, which he did not take off indoors, at Arne’s right hand. At the far end of the bench, as far from Arne as the table allowed, his son. Gary’s daughter Becky, who usually drove Walt, was at her in-laws’ in Two Harbors, and Walt had said that if nobody drove him he would walk, so Gary Erickson had driven him, and now sat with his big grey head down and his elbows on the cloth and ate as though the food had been put there to test him. Irene Pavlich, a small brisk widow who had brought a green bean hotdish and an opinion about it. And two men from the Hjalmar Lindgren who had come because Nils could not: Dewey Martineau, long and quiet, from Grand Portage, and Kenny Zupan, a round red Iron Range man with a laugh that went off like a dropped tray.

There was wild rice, and cranberries from a can, still showing the ridges, and lefse under a damp tea towel, which Arne had made at five that morning with his mother’s turned stick.

He sat, and bowed his head.

“Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest, and let these gifts to us be blessed.” The others said it with him, the grace every Lutheran child on the shore learned before they could read, and Thorsen found that his mouth knew it too. “Amen. And Lord, keep Nils —”

He stopped.

The stove ticked. Snow hissed against the window. Arne sat with his head bowed and his enormous hands folded on the cloth, and his shoulders moved once, and his mouth worked, and nothing came out of it.

“Amen,” said Walt Erickson loudly, as if it had been finished. “Pass the lefse, Irene, before Kenny gets it all.”



Gary and Arne exchanged eleven words all afternoon. Thorsen counted them, because it gave the part of his mind that would not sit still something to do. Two at the door, Arne and Gary, like men signing for a delivery. Three over the turkey, when Gary said “Pass the salt” down the length of the table and Arne passed it without looking at him. The two men had stood on either side of Marit’s grave eleven years ago, and it had not brought them any nearer.

Arne told stories, pointing with his fork. He told them about Karl at eight, the summer of 1954, when Walt’s dog Tippy had come home off the shore with her side laid open on a broken net float, and Halvor was out on the lake and their mother was in Two Harbors, and Karl had boiled her darning needle and a spool of white thread in a saucepan because he had read that you should, and sat on the porch with the dog’s head in Walt’s lap and sewn her up.

“Eleven stitches,” Arne said. “I was four. I held the flashlight. I kept moving it, and Karl said, Arne, hold the light where I’m looking.” He laughed. His eyes were wet. “Hold the light where I’m looking. I’ve said that to men on boats my whole life and not one of them knew where I got it.”

“He knew he’d be a doctor from that day. A fisherman’s boy. Everybody laughed.” Arne looked down the table at Thorsen. “And he was.”

He told them about Halvor in his last years, with his heart, on the porch with the pills in his shirt pocket and a blanket over his knees, watching the lake as if he were waiting for somebody.

“He’d give Danny a peppermint,” Arne said. “Every morning. Out of a paper bag. You remember, Danny?”

“I remember.”

Thorsen ate, and said it was good, and it was. He watched Arne’s hands, and Arne’s face, and could not make them agree with each other.

It was Kenny who brought up the shooting, the way young men do, as news. “You hear somebody put a round through Claire Lacourse’s window Saturday?”

“I heard.” Arne put his fork down and looked at Thorsen. “You were there, Danny.”

“I was there.”

“Hale,” Arne said quietly. “That’s Hale. Or that animal of his. Shooting at a woman’s house in the night.” His big hand closed on the tablecloth. “Leonard used to fish off this dock with me when we were boys.” It was not what he had said in October. “If I knew who it was I’d —” He stopped. “Well. I’m an old man. I’d do nothing. But I’d want to.”

Irene patted his wrist. Dewey Martineau looked at his plate. At the end of the bench Gary Erickson had stopped eating and was looking at Arne.

“Sheriff never even came out, I heard,” Kenny said.

“Curt Hollister,” said Walt, “couldn’t find his own backside with a map and a dog.”

Kenny’s laugh went off again, and the table moved on. Gary got up without a word and went out through the back porch, and a minute later Thorsen heard a hatchet start up behind the house, steady as a clock.



Walt wanted his coffee on the porch. He said he was ninety-one and could sit where he liked. Thorsen took him out a cup and a kitchen chair, and put a blanket over the old man’s knees without asking, and Walt let him.

The snow had stopped. The lake lay grey and flat under a low sky. Out past the end of the Point, a mile off, Gull Rock was a dark lump on the water with a ruff of white round it.

“You’ve been asking about Halvor,” Walt said. “And the Lacourse boy.”

Thorsen sat down on the top step. “Who told you?”

“Nobody. I got eyes.” Walt looked at the lake. “You stood at the back of that gym, and I thought, that’s Karl’s boy. He’s come to find out.” He drank. “Halvor come to see me. July. Drove himself, which he shouldn’t, with the heart. Sat in my kitchen grey as ash, didn’t touch his coffee. Walt, I want you to go see the Lacourse boy for me. I said what for. He said, Tell him I’ll put it all on paper. My father’s sin. All of it. Tell him come the fourteenth, late, by water, when the house is asleep.”

Walt turned the cup in his hands. “So I told Leonard, and he shook my hand, and two weeks after he was drowned and Karl was gone in the night, and Halvor never said one word to me about it after. Eight years. We fished together, eight years. Not a word, and I never asked him.” He looked down into the coffee. “Nobody asked me either. Man drowned on the lake. What’s to tell.”

The hatchet went on behind the house. Walt listened to it for a while.

“And that Duluth fella sat in my kitchen the night he died,” he said. “Not the middle of the month. That night. Gary knows. He went out on the step twice to use his telephone, and he came in and said Arne told him come at twelve. He had another cup of coffee. I told Curt Hollister. Curt wrote down I was confused.”

Thorsen looked at the lake, because it was easier than looking at the old man.

It’s eleven o’clock at night, son. Come in the morning, Arne had said, at the woodpile, nine days ago. And then, when that would not hold: I rang him to say don’t come at all.

“Why didn’t you tell me in October?” he said. “In your kitchen.”

“I did tell you. You heard my boy tell you different.” Walt’s voice was quite steady. “He’s my boy. He’s in trouble with the bank and he’s frightened. I been frightened for him since the first of October. I’m ninety-one. I’m done being frightened.” He jerked his chin at the sound of the hatchet. “Go and talk to him. He’s been wanting to tell somebody since that morning, and he’s too proud, and I’m too old to wait on him.”



The woodshed stood behind the house at the edge of the spruce, an open-fronted lean-to stacked to the rafters. Gary Erickson was at the block under the eave in his shirtsleeves, splitting kindling, and the pile at his feet would have lit the stove till March.

He did not look up.

“Your dad sent me.”

“My dad’s ninety-one.” The hatchet came down. “He sends people all over.”

“He says Paul Strand sat in your kitchen the night he died. He says you know.”

The hatchet stopped in the wood. Gary left it there and straightened up, slowly. His face had the grey, pouched look of a man who has not slept properly since the bank started writing to him.

“You’re going to give me to Hollister.”

“To Wally Heikkinen. He’s BCA. He’s not Hollister.”

Gary looked past him at the house, at the steamed windows with the shapes moving in them. Then he took his phone out of his shirt pocket, a big cheap one in a cracked case, and thumbed at it with a thick forefinger, and held it out.

“Camera on the porch post. Motion. Becky put it up after somebody had the gas out of my truck. It saves to the phone.” His mouth moved. “I kept them. They’re the only thing in the world that says I was home by a quarter to one.”

The clips were short and grey and grainy, with the time in white in the corner. At nine fifty-two, headlights swung into the Erickson drive behind the tan GMC, and a slight man in a fleece got out with a bag over his shoulder and went up the step. At ten-fourteen the same man was on the step in the porch light with a phone to his ear, walking two paces and back. At ten thirty-nine he was there again, standing quite still this time, with his free hand on top of his head. At eleven fifty-eight the Subaru reversed out, and its lights swung away towards the lane. At twelve-twelve Gary himself, in a coat and a cap, came down off the step and walked out of the frame towards the road. At twelve forty-four he walked back into it with his head down.

“He came in the Legion asking for Dad’s house,” Gary said. “I was sat right there. I went home behind him because I wanted to see what he’d do. Dad let him in. Dad lets everybody in.” He looked at the hatchet in the block. “I went in my room. I was mad. I could hear them through the wall. Dad telling him about Halvor, and Leonard, and the message, all of it. Then the fella went out and came back and said Arne’d told him come at midnight. I heard him say midnight through the wall. I thought, Arne’s going to give it all away, the Point, my twelve acres, the lot, to a man in a fleece jacket. I went down to tell him he had no right.”

“On foot.”

“I’d had a few at the Legion. I’m not Nils.” He said it without any satisfaction. “The car was at the gate. Door not shut, the little light on inside. A bag and a black binder on the seat. Keys in it. Nobody. So I walked on down.” He was quiet for a moment. “The kitchen light was on. Arne was at the table under the lamp. Hands flat on it. Not moving. Like a man who’s finished something. A cup by his hand and another across from him. Nils’s TV going blue in the trailer. And I stood there and I couldn’t. I went home.”

“Strand?”

“I never saw him. I could see Arne. You can’t see the whole room through that door.” Gary rubbed his face with one big hand. “I didn’t think about him. I was thinking about me. Me and Arne haven’t said a straight word to each other since we buried my sister, and I’d walked half a mile in the dark with a lot of them saved up, and I got to the edge of his yard and I couldn’t say one.”

“Why did you lie to me?”

“Because I was there. Because I’d been at the Legion. Because I’ve got a bank that wants me dead, and you think Hollister wouldn’t have liked me better than Nils?” He looked at Thorsen then, straight, for the first time. “You’d have liked me better. Go on. Say you wouldn’t.”

“You let your sister’s boy sit in there.”

“I didn’t know anything. I saw an old man at a table.” His voice cracked on it and he waited until it had stopped. “I’ve thought about that table every night since. I thought, he’s waiting. And then I thought, no. He’s done.”

Thorsen did the arithmetic standing there. Eight hundred and forty yards from the Erickson step to the gate, and four hundred and forty more, which put Gary at the edge of the yard by twenty-five or so past twelve. And the same back: a mile and a half, near enough, for a heavy man of sixty-six in the dark on a gravel lane, in thirty-two minutes. It left him two or three minutes to stand at the edge of a yard and lose his nerve. It did not leave him the seven hundred yards out to the end of the Point and back, and a man to put over the edge, and a climb. And Paul Strand’s phone had stopped talking to anybody at twelve-thirteen, when Gary Erickson was a minute out of his own front door. If the clock in the corner of a cheap camera was telling the truth.

He gave Gary the number of the 7-Eleven phone and told him to send every clip to it, and the same to a number he wrote on a bit of kindling with a carpenter’s pencil from the shelf.

“That’s Heikkinen?”

“Yes.”

“And then what?”

“Then you take your dad home. He’s cold.”

Gary sent them, one by one, with his thick finger. Then he took the hatchet out of the block and hung it on its nail on the post, and went round the house to the porch.

Arne was at the door with Walt’s coat already over his arm. He had seen them come round the corner of the house together. Thorsen saw him see it.

“Walt’s tired,” Gary said.

“I’ll get his coat,” said Arne, who had it, and held it out, and Gary took it.

That made eleven.



Thorsen told Arne he was going down to the fish house for some air. Arne, with his arms in the sink, said, “Take a pie with you,” and Irene laughed, and nobody looked up.

The fish house was cold and dim and smelled of tar and the lake. The Solveig on her cradle, her name in gold. The net reels, the ladder to the loft. The long bench under the window, and above it the knives in their rack, and above the knives, on its nail, the priest.

He stopped.

A short dark club of ironwood, no longer than his forearm, polished by a century of hands, with a disc of lead let into the end of its head. Anders’s. It had hung there all his childhood and he had never once thought about it. On its nail, Arne had said, at his kitchen table, with the tears in his beard. Over the knives. Where it’s always been. I see it every morning.

He did not touch it.

Something rounded, with an edge. The lead let into the head of it, flush as a coin, a rim of grey round the wood. A man who had used it once on this shore, and seen it on its nail every morning since, could take it down in the dark and put it back before light, and go on seeing it.

He went on to the landward end, to the low door of the smokehouse.

He had to stoop to go through. Inside it was close and dark and smelled of a hundred years of fish and alder. The racks stood empty. At the far end, built into the stone of the gable, was the firebox: a squat black mouth of fieldstone with an iron door hanging open on one hinge, an iron grate on bars, and under the grate, the ash.

I haven’t lit the smoker since Labor Day.

He turned on the light of the 7-Eleven phone and crouched and looked.

The ash lay in a grey bed four or five inches deep, fine as flour, with a crust on top where the damp had got at it. He put his fingers into it, gently, at the back, the way you feel in water for something you have dropped.

Under the crust it was soft and cold. Near the bottom, against the bars of the grate, his fingers met something that was not ash and not wood.

He brushed the ash back from it with two fingers, a little at a time.

It was a lump of metal the size of his fist, dull grey, with the puddled look of something that had melted and set again, fused to the bars of the grate. Sticking out of one end of it was a short steel pin, perfectly straight, the kind of pin a hinge turns on. Beside it, half buried, was a curl of something green and stiff, with a pattern of fine copper lines on it like the streets of a town seen from very high up.

He brushed a little further. A strip of black plastic, scorched and bent into a U, with a row of hollows where the rings of a binder had been, and at one end a steel spring clip. Under the clip, held flat by the steel, a scrap of paper no bigger than a stamp, browned to the colour of toast, with printing on it.

SUPERIOR TITLE & AB—

He took his fingers out of the ash.

A bag and a black binder on the seat, Gary had said, twenty minutes ago, by the woodpile. Keys in it. Nobody. At twenty past twelve they had been on the passenger seat of a car at the gate. Now they were here, under the grate, fifty yards from his uncle’s kitchen.

He knelt there with the cold of the stone coming up through his knees. Very faintly, up the slope, Kenny Zupan was laughing in the kitchen.

He did not touch it again. Anything he touched, a lawyer would say he had brought. He took Ray’s key out of his pocket, with its strip of masking tape, and laid it on the ash beside the lump for scale, and photographed the lump and the board and the binder spine and the scrap of paper, from above and from the side and close, until his hands were not steady enough to hold the phone. Then he picked up the key, and with the side of his hand drew the ash back over all of it, slowly, until it looked as it had looked.

On the way out he stopped at the bench and photographed the priest where it hung, with the key held flat against the head of it for scale, twice, so that it would be there on the phone beside the ash. He left it on its nail.

He went out behind the fish house, where nobody could see him from the house, and scrubbed the grey off his hands with snow until they were red and aching and clean. He was breathing as if he had been running.

That’s Dad at the smoker, Nils had said, through the wall of a cell. So I didn’t think anything.

He stood there until he could feel his hands again. Then he walked back up the path to the house.

Arne was cutting the pie. He looked up as Thorsen came in, with the knife in his hand, and the steam off the coffee pot between them.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Danny.”

“Too much turkey.”

Arne laughed, and put a second piece of pie on a plate, and gave it to him.

Thorsen ate it.



He left at half past three, with a foil-covered plate of turkey on the passenger seat for Claire, because Arne would not hear of him going to a woman’s house empty-handed on Thanksgiving. Arne stood on the porch in his tie and waved him up the lane.

At the top, by the gate, he stopped.

It was where Paul Strand had left his car, on the last night of September, with the keys in it and the little light on inside. Thorsen turned the engine off and sat with the phone in his hand.

Wally answered on the second ring. He did not sound as if he had been asleep. Behind him a television was showing football, a crowd very far away.

“It’s Thorsen.”

“Happy Thanksgiving. My wife’s made a ham. I’m not supposed to be on the phone.”

“I found Paul Strand’s laptop,” Thorsen said.

The crowd on the television roared at something and went quiet.

“Where?”

Thorsen looked in the mirror, back down the lane into the spruce, where the smoke from the kitchen chimney went up above the trees into the dusk, straight, because there was no wind.

“In my uncle’s smoker,” he said.




Chapter Twenty

The crowd on Wally’s television roared and settled, and roared again, and Wally said nothing through any of it.

“Did you touch it?” he said at last.

“With two fingers. I photographed it and put the ash back over it.”

“Put the ash back.” He breathed out through his nose. “Then listen to me. You send me those pictures tonight, every one. You don’t go back in that smokehouse, not even to see if it’s still there. You don’t tell anybody.”

“Gary Erickson’s sending you some film. From his porch. You’ll want to look at the times.”

“Gary Erickson. All right. Leave it. Saturday. Two Harbors. The café on Seventh Avenue, eight o’clock. I’ll bring Ostrowski. Until then you’re a man who had his Thanksgiving dinner and went to see his girl.” A pause. “In your uncle’s smoker,” he said, more quietly, as though he were reading it back. “I’m going back to my ham now. I’m going to sit there and not taste it.”

He rang off. Thorsen sent the photographs, one by one, and drove down the shore to Stone Bay with the turkey on the seat beside him under its foil.



Tyler Lacourse was six foot three, with his mother’s broad face and none of her expression. He shook Thorsen’s hand in the doorway, briefly, hard, and looked past him at the plywood over the shop window, and said, “So you’re the cop.”

“Ex.”

“Huh,” said Tyler, in his mother’s voice exactly, and went to help her with the turkey.

They ate at seven. Tyler talked to his mother about Fargo and a foreman called Rudy who was an idiot, and when Thorsen said something, Tyler looked at his plate.

“The window,” Tyler said finally, to his mother. “And the boat. Mom. Somebody shot at the house. With you in it.”

“Tyler,” Claire said.

“That’s true,” Thorsen said.

Tyler looked at him then, surprised, and opened his mouth to say something else, and the lights went out.

They went all at once, the kitchen and the yard light and the hum of the refrigerator, and in the black window over the sink a flash lit the trees up the road towards the highway: blue-white, then green, stuttering, like a welding arc seen through a slot.

Tyler was on his feet before it had finished. “That’s not the storm. That’s a line on the ground.”



A quarter of a mile up the road, at the bend, Claire’s headlights came round through the snow onto an old brown Buick with its back end down in the ditch and its engine running. Beyond it a power pole leaned out over the road, snapped at the base, and one wire lay across the road in a long slack curve, its end in the drift a few feet behind the Buick’s bumper.

“Stop,” Tyler said. “Mom. Right here.”

She stopped forty feet short. “Lorraine Gauthier,” she said. “She’s eighty-four. She was coming to us for pie.”

Thorsen was looking at the Buick. It was minus fifteen, and an old woman was keeping warm. “Her tailpipe’s in the snow,” he said. “It’s coming up into the car.”

Through the side window, in the glow of the dash, a small white head was leaning against the glass, not moving.

“Co-op says that line’s dead. Assume it isn’t.” Tyler was unzipping his jacket. “If it’s live, the ground round it’s live, worse the closer you get. You come in from the road side. Shuffle. Feet together, don’t lift them, like you’re on ice. I’ll go.”

“No,” Thorsen said. “It’s your job to know what to do if it goes wrong. I can’t do that. You can. And I can carry her.”

Tyler looked at him for one second, with his mother’s eyes.

“Shuffle,” he said. “Go.”



It was thirty feet. He went round in a wide arc on the road side, sliding his boots along the packed snow an inch at a time, with Tyler’s voice behind him saying small, small, and the back of his neck waited the whole way for something that did not come.

The passenger door opened on the stink of exhaust, and under it the thing that had no smell at all. Lorraine Gauthier was in a good wool coat and a church hat, with a pie beside her in a cardboard box. She looked at him without surprise.

“I’ve got such a headache,” she said.

He leaned across her and turned the key, and the engine died. Then he got his arms under her and lifted her out, coat and hat and all, and she weighed nothing, and he shuffled back the way he had come with her hand holding onto his collar.

At the truck Claire took her from him and put her in the cab with the doors open to the cold, and talked to her steadily, the way Thorsen had heard her talk to Gus. Tyler stood in the road with his hands in his armpits.

“She left the pie,” Thorsen said.

Tyler laughed, once, a short surprised sound like something knocked loose, and turned away and wiped his face.



The ambulance took Lorraine Gauthier to Two Harbors with a meter clipped to her finger. They drove back with the pie on Tyler’s knees. Tyler had gone loose and talkative, the way men do afterwards.

“That’s nothing,” he said. “Worst week of my year, the end of September. Four days up poles in Moorhead after that storm. Slept in the truck.”

Thorsen looked at the wipers going across and back. Here, Claire had said, in the shop, a week ago. With Tyler.

Claire said, to the windscreen, “Your great-great-grandfather’s name was Joseph.”

Tyler looked at her.

“I know, Mom,” he said. “Grandma told me when I was twelve.”

Claire drove for a while. The wipers went across and back.

“Your grandma,” she said. “Of course she did.”



Tyler went to bed on the couch at eleven with his boots by the stove. Claire washed the plates and Thorsen dried them, and the power came back on with a thump of the refrigerator.

“You told me you were with Tyler,” he said.

She went on washing a plate that was already clean.

“I was. For forty minutes. On the phone. From the shop.” She put the plate in the rack. “After I wiped that man’s voice off the machine I needed to hear somebody who had my father’s name.” She pulled the plug and watched the water go. “That’s what I didn’t want to tell you. That I rang my son up a pole because a man’s voice on a tape frightened me.”

He hung the towel on the rail of the stove.

“He wasn’t dead yet,” he said.

“No,” Claire said. “That’s the other thing.”



“A lump in an ash pit,” Megan Ostrowski said, “photographed with a seven-dollar phone by the defendant’s cousin.”

She said it without any malice, looking at the screen of Wally’s laptop. They were in a booth at the back of the café in Two Harbors, because it was not in Baptism County.

She went through the photographs again, one by one, down to the priest on its nail with Ray’s key laid against it.

“Jenny Strand says he had a silver laptop,” Wally said. “A MacBook. A laptop’s hinge has a steel pin.”

“So do a lot of things. And the day I write an affidavit on photographs taken by the defendant’s family, every judge in this district asks himself whether the family put it there.” She closed the laptop gently. “I’m not saying they did. I’m saying I’d ask.”

“I’d ask too,” Thorsen said.

She looked at him then, for the first time, a long, level look.

“Then let me tell you who it isn’t,” Wally said. He tore a caramel roll in half. “Claire Lacourse’s shop line, the thirtieth: outgoing, eleven-fifty at night to a Fargo cell, forty minutes. The cell’s her boy’s. It was pinging a tower in Moorhead, which is where his time sheet says he was, up a pole.” He ate half the roll. “Gary Erickson’s porch camera I can’t give you yet. I’ve sent the files to St. Paul to see if anybody’s touched them. A phone’s clock is a phone’s clock.” He wiped his fingers. “And Curt Hollister went ten-eight at eleven forty-one that night and ten-seven at one-oh-six, and wrote no incident. I pulled the dispatch log through the front door, so nobody asks where I got the idea. Then I asked Curt where he went. He said, I don’t answer to you, Heikkinen. He’s right, as it happens. He answers to the voters of Baptism County, and on the third they told him he was doing fine.” He looked at what was left on his plate. “Which leaves me a family on a point, and a sheriff who went for a drive.”

Ostrowski turned her coffee cup round.

“And that club,” she said. “If it’s what killed Paul Strand, it’s the best thing in that fish house, and the first thing anybody touches tips him. Paper first. And here’s the thing you won’t like. The laptop was burned at the Point. Two men live at the Point, and one of them is my defendant. That lump convicts Nils as easily as Arne. I need to know who before I move on anybody.”

“Nils saw a light in the smokehouse at one that night,” Thorsen said. “He told me in the cell.”

Wally put the half of his caramel roll down and looked at him.

“So Arne says come in the morning, and then rang back at twelve thirty-one to say don’t come at all,” Ostrowski said. “Walt Erickson says come at twelve. And Nils, who was drunk and half asleep, saw a light.” She looked at Thorsen. “The judge in Duluth will hear me. She’ll want more than this, and she’ll be right to. I need somebody who can tell me who. Somebody who was there.”

“Your father,” Wally said.

Thorsen looked at the table.

“You haven’t called him,” Wally said. It was not a question.

“No.”

“What if Arne rakes it out?” Thorsen said. “Before we’ve got anything.”

“Then we’ve got your pictures, with the dates in them, and a raked firebox in a smoker nobody’s lit since Labor Day.” Wally folded his napkin. “But I’d rather he didn’t. So you keep going up there for your supper, like you have been, and you eat what he gives you, and you say it’s good.”

“And meanwhile,” Ostrowski said, “your cousin sits in Hollister’s jail on my charge.”

She said it to herself, not to them. Then she put a ten-dollar bill on the table and went out into the cold, walking fast.

“She’ll lose her job,” Wally said, watching her go. “Or she’ll be governor.” He looked at Thorsen. “Call him.”



Claire went to the Band office on the Tuesday with her father’s letters in a box file on her knees: the copies from Kansas City, the photographs of the burial register, and Professor Brekke’s translation of the April 1924 letter. She took Thorsen. “You’re a Thorsen,” she had said. “I want her to see one sitting there.”

Rose Defoe was in her sixties, broad and short, with iron-grey hair cut close. “You’re the Thorsen,” she said. “Sit there. By the door.”

She read everything, and at the April 1924 letter she sat for a full minute with her eyes closed. Then she pulled a form towards her: a petition to the Bureau, in Claire’s name, as an heir of Joseph Lacourse, to find the conveyance void and the land still held in trust. “Copies to Washington, and to Laurentian and Hale. Then they’ll fight us. For years.”

“They shot my boat,” Claire said.

Rose looked at her for a moment. Then she laughed, a big short bark of a laugh that filled the office. “Well, then. They’ve started.”

Claire wrote her name on it slowly, in a square, upright hand. In the car park she did not start the truck. She sat with her hands on the wheel, looking at the bay, where the ice was coming in from the edges in grey plates.

“I signed my name,” she said. “His was better.” Then she put her hand on the back of his neck for a moment, without looking at him, and took it away again, and drove home.

On the Wednesday the radio in the shop said that shares in Laurentian Copper had fallen eleven per cent in Toronto on reports of a federal challenge to title. Claire stopped grinding to listen, and then started again.



He kept going to the Point for his supper, as Wally had said. On the Thursday Arne made pork chops. At nine Arne yawned until his jaw cracked and said he was an old man and was going up.

“I’ll sit in the fish house a while,” Thorsen said. “Like when I was a kid.”

“It’s twenty below in there, Danny.”

“I’ve got a coat.”

Arne smiled. “Nils’s old flashlight’s on the nail by the ladder. If it works.” And he went up, slowly, one hand on the rail, and Thorsen heard his door close.



The torch worked. It was a long black steel one, heavy, with a yellow light, and his hand had gone to the nail in the dark before he thought about it.

He had his boot on the bottom rung when the door opened behind him.

A beam of light came in across the floor and found the Solveig on her cradle, and swung, and found him.

“Danny?”

Arne was in the doorway in his trousers and an undershirt, with his braces hanging and his boots unlaced. No coat, in a fish house colder than the lake. He had the big square torch from the kitchen in his left hand, pointed at the floor now. His right hand was in his trouser pocket.

“Saw the light from the house,” he said. His voice was slow and warm and a little hoarse with sleep. “Thought I’d see you’d found it.”

He came in two steps and stopped. He did not come to the ladder. He stood a yard back from it, where a man stands when he wants both hands free, and over his shoulder, on its nail above the knives, hung the priest.

Thorsen took his boot off the rung. They stood there under the floats, two big men in the yellow light of two torches, three feet apart. He could hear Arne breathing.

Arne took his right hand out of his pocket.

It came out holding his snuff tin. He looked at the tin as though he did not know how it had got there, and put it back, and the hand came up empty and lay on Thorsen’s shoulder, heavy, and stayed.

“What are you going up there for?”

“The lake.”

“Nothing to see at night.” Arne looked up at the square of dark above them, and then at Thorsen’s face. His own face was creased and kind and tired. He took his hand away. “Mind the third rung. And don’t fall asleep up there and freeze. I’m too old to carry you.”

He went out. Thorsen stood at the foot of the ladder and listened to the unlaced boots go up the path, and the kitchen door, and then nothing but the lake moving under the floor.



He climbed the ladder and turned the torch off and waited for his eyes, and went to the gable window and scraped a square of frost off the glass with his thumbnail. Below him the dock ran out pale under a skin of snow, and beyond it the cove was black.

He did not try to remember. You took a witness to before the thing, and let them come to it on their own feet.

August. The heat under the tin, even at night, and the smell of tar coming up through the boards. Nils on the other cot, asleep on his back with his mouth open. Arne walking the boys down with a torch and saying good night at the foot of the ladder.

Something had woken him.

A motor, small, far out, coming in slow across the flat water, and then cutting off. A bump on the dock. And then, for a long time, a bird. He had lain there and listened to it, half asleep, a bird whistling down on the dock in the dark, clear and sweet, which birds did not do at night. Then it stopped, and there was a voice.

He had gone to the window barefoot and put his hands on the sill. A lantern on the post at the end of the dock, and in its light a small aluminium boat with an outboard on its stern. Two men on the dock, talking. One voice low and slow, the other quicker, eager. The quick one laughed once.

And then the Solveig going out: the white skiff sliding out from the end of the dock into the dark beyond the lantern, with a man at the oars, his back bending and straightening, and another man sitting in the stern facing him. And behind her, on a line, the little aluminium boat. Empty. Towing along behind like a dog. He had wondered why they were rowing, when she had an engine.

And then, a long while after, the Solveig coming back. One man in her, rowing hard now, not quietly. Nobody in the stern, and nothing on the line behind.

A big man. The boat sat down at the stern under him. He came into the lantern light and shipped the oars and stood up in the boat, and stood there with his back to the fish house, breathing, his head down and his hands hanging at his sides, half curled, as though they were still holding something.

There was no face. He did not need one. He knew the shoulders. He had watched them bend over a chopping block all autumn, and ten minutes ago they had stood at the foot of this ladder in an undershirt.

His heart was going very fast, the way it had gone at eleven, at this window, on these boards. He made himself breathe.

When he came down, the fish house was empty. He went out with Nils’s torch and walked up the dark path with the beam on the snow in front of his boots, past the kitchen, where the light was still on, and at the van he dropped the torch into the pocket of the driver’s door and started the engine.



He did not drive to Stone Bay. He pulled off onto the shoulder of 61 half a mile on, under the black spruce, and sat in the dark until his hands stopped shaking.

A bird whistling on the dock.

He could whistle like any bird you named, Claire had said in October, with her back to the stove, about her father.

And in the kitchen, Arne had said, his grandfather had been at the cribbage board with his father. Halvor had sent for that man. If Halvor had been awake he would have gone down that path on his hands and knees. Somebody in that kitchen had been awake and heard a man whistling for him, and had not gone.

It was a quarter to ten. A quarter to eight in San Pedro. He rang the house.

It rang twice.

“Danny.” The stove door opening. “Your mother’s at the church doing the flowers. She’ll be sorry she missed you. Are you all right?”

“I’m all right.” He looked out at the dark. “Dad. I’m coming to LA. For the hearing, on the eighth. I’m flying out on Sunday. I’ll come to you after.”

“That’s good. That’s very good. Your mother will —”

“Dad,” Thorsen said. “Was Granddad asleep at midnight?”

The line was quiet.

He could hear the kitchen clock with the painted saint on its face, and his father breathing, a long slow breath in and out, the breath of a man who has sat up at bedsides all his life and knows how to wait for the thing that is coming.

“Yes,” Karl Thorsen said.

Thorsen shut his eyes.

“I know, Danny,” his father said. “I’ve known since Flagstaff. Come home.”




December

Chapter Twenty-One

He rang Wally from the shoulder of 61 before he started the engine.

“My father says Granddad was asleep.”

A long pause. Somewhere behind Wally a television was talking to itself.

“Then go to your hearing,” Wally said, “and bring me your father. I’ll keep an eye on the Stone Bay road.”



Claire drove him to the airport in Duluth on the Sunday in the dark before dawn, at minus twenty-five.

The van stayed in her yard, backed in beside the shop with its block heater plugged into the wall. He had one bag, the same one he had got off a bus with in Los Angeles. Gus slept on the back seat. The heater roared.

At the terminal she pulled in to the kerb and did not turn off the engine. A plough was working the far end of the car park with its lights going round. There was nobody else.

He took the key out of his pocket. Ray’s key, worn smooth, with the strip of masking tape round the head and the capital R in black marker. He held it out.

“Start it every day,” he said. “Let it run. Ray would want it run.”

She looked at the key in his hand. Then she took it, and closed her fingers on it, and put it in the breast pocket of her coat and zipped the pocket shut.

He got out, and got his bag from the back seat, and stood on the kerb in the cold with the bag in his hand, and she leaned across and wound the passenger window down.

“Come back,” she said.

He stood there. The cold went in through his coat. Behind him the doors of the terminal slid open and shut on nobody.

He did not answer.

She looked at him through the open window with her face perfectly still.

“I know,” she said. “You’re a Thorsen. You don’t say things.”

The plough went round at the far end of the car park, its light sweeping across the snow and across her face and away.

“I’ll come back,” he said.

She looked at him.

“Huh,” Claire said. And she wound up the window, and put the truck in gear, and drove away down the curve of the terminal road towards the highway, and he stood on the kerb with his bag and watched her taillights until they were gone.



The wind came down Temple Street at a quarter past eight on Tuesday morning like something let out of an oven.

It was the Santa Ana, hot and dry and smelling of eucalyptus, and it had blown the smog out to sea. It was twenty-two degrees, and the eighth of December.

Thorsen stood on the pavement outside the Clara Shortridge Foltz Criminal Justice Center in his one suit, and sweated. His hands kept going to his pockets for gloves that were in a motel room on Sunset Boulevard.

Brooks came up beside him with two coffees, in a dark suit with her badge on her belt, looking as though she had slept four hours, which was two more than usual.

“You okay?”

“It’s hot.”

“It’s December.” She drank. “This is what December is. You’ve been gone too long.”

He had spent Monday with a deputy district attorney called Ruth Asante, who wore flat shoes and gave him one piece of advice. “Answer the question he asks. Not the one he means.”

At nine that night, in the motel on Sunset, the 7-Eleven phone had buzzed on the nightstand.

Asked Curt again where he went on the 30th. Says he doesn’t answer to me. St. Paul still sitting on Gary’s files and the particulate. Queue like the DMV. W.

He had read it twice and turned the light out.



The witnesses waited in the corridor outside Department Thirty.

Rosa Reyes was on a bench against the wall in a black dress, with her chin up. Beside her, Mateo, an inch taller than in September, in a white shirt and a borrowed tie, dark red, two sizes too big for him. He saw Thorsen and swallowed, and went still. He lifted his chin a quarter of an inch. Thorsen lifted his back.

Standing a little way off, in uniform, with her cap under her arm, was Sergeant Dana Whitfield of the Glendale Police Department, keeping an eye on the boy without seeming to.

Then the clerk put her head out and called his name.

Department Thirty was wood panelling and a seal on the wall and an empty jury box, because there is no jury at a preliminary hearing. There is only a judge, deciding whether there is enough. In the front row of the gallery sat a small, straight-backed old woman in a grey coat, with a framed photograph in her lap, face up: a young man in dress uniform and white gloves, in front of a flag, trying not to smile and not managing it. Mrs. Ibarra, Brooks had told him. From Downey. She’s come to every hearing. She brings him.

At the defence table, two men.

Royce Dwyer was bigger than Thorsen remembered, or the orange made him so, with a face that was not quite symmetrical any more, where the surgeons had put the plate. He looked at Thorsen without expression, and turned back. Beside him, older, grey, sat Frank Lusk, reading the seal on the wall. Between them sat Martin Kessel, fifty and very tanned, with his chin on his steepled fingers like a man about to forgive somebody.

The judge was a heavy, patient man called Salas, with half-glasses and a voice like a cello. Ruth Asante took Thorsen through it in forty minutes, the way she wore her shoes: flat, unhurried, without ornament. The garage in Highland Park. The ledger. The yard by the river and the pit and the night.

Then Kessel stood up, and buttoned his jacket, and smiled at him.

“Mr. Thorsen. You were a police officer for nineteen years.”

“Yes.”

“And in that time you received a sustained complaint for excessive force. In Van Nuys.”

“Yes.”

“A suspect was hospitalised.”

“Yes.”

“You put him there.”

“Yes.”

Kessel waited for more. None came. He moved on.

“And you’ve blamed my client’s employer, Castellan Risk Group, for the end of your career ever since. Isn’t that right?”

“No.”

“No?”

“I didn’t know their names six years ago,” Thorsen said. “I learned them in September.”

“In September,” Kessel said pleasantly, “you were living in a van registered to a dead man, Raymond Okafor. A van that wasn’t yours.”

“It is now.”

“Because his widow gave it to you.”

“She gave me the key. Three times.”

Asante, at the prosecution table, did not look up from her binder. But Thorsen saw her pen stop.

“And in that van you drove to the Castellan site by the river on the night in question, and broke in.”

Thorsen thought about Ruth Asante saying answer the question he asks.

“I went in,” he said. “I didn’t break anything. The fence had a gap in it.”

“You entered private property, at night, without permission.”

“Yes.”

“And you put my client” — Kessel half turned, an open hand towards Royce Dwyer, as though introducing him at a party — “in the hospital. He has a titanium plate in his face today.”

“He came to my motel room at night with a stun gun,” Thorsen said. “I didn’t invite him.”

“Move to strike,” said Kessel mildly. “Non-responsive.”

“Denied. It was responsive,” said Judge Salas, without looking up from his notes. “Move on, Counsel.”

Kessel did the vendetta and the dead partner for another half hour, well, and Thorsen answered in as few words as it would take and came off the stand sweating through his shirt. He sat behind Mrs. Ibarra, and Rosa came in and sat beside him.

Curtis Vane gave his evidence in county blues like a man reading a manifest. When he named Royce Dwyer as the driver of a white Silverado on a dark street in Frogtown six years ago, Rosa made a very small sound, and Thorsen put his hand over hers on the handbag, and she held on to it.

“Lunch,” said Judge Salas, at five past twelve. “One-thirty.”



They went out onto Temple Street in the wind.

Brooks went ahead, talking into her phone. Rosa was steering Mateo towards the bus shelter on the corner where the food trucks came at noon, the big red tie blowing over his shoulder.

Thorsen saw the tow truck first.

It was a white flatbed with VALLEY PRO TOWING — SUN VALLEY on the door, parked in the red zone beyond the bus shelter. A man was leaning against the front of it with his arms folded, in his thirties, big, with Royce Dwyer’s thick neck and Royce Dwyer’s jaw, before the plate. He was looking at Mateo.

Thorsen did not hurry. He walked. He went past Rosa and Mateo without looking at them, and out across the pavement towards the tow truck in the hot wind, with the palm fronds skittering round his shoes.

Lonnie Dwyer unfolded his arms and pushed himself off the truck. He was smiling. He had seen Mateo see him.

“Hey, Frog,” he said, past Thorsen, quite loud. “You remember me? I remember you.”

Then Thorsen was there.

He took the man’s right wrist in his left hand, quite gently, the way you take somebody’s wrist to look at a watch, and turned it, and in the same movement put his right hand flat between Lonnie Dwyer’s shoulder blades and walked him forward one step, and laid him face down across the hot white bonnet of his own tow truck, and brought the wrist up behind his back until it reached the place where a wrist stops wanting to go any further and the rest of the body agrees with it.

Lonnie Dwyer made a sound into the paintwork. His cap had come off. One of his boots kicked once, against the bumper, and stopped, because the kick had cost him something in the shoulder.

“Don’t,” Thorsen said, very quietly, close to his ear. “There are deputies at that door. There are cameras on that building. And the boy is watching. Just lie there.”

Lonnie lay there.

It had taken perhaps eight seconds.

Brooks arrived at a walk, putting her phone away, with a pair of handcuffs already in her other hand, as though she had expected to need them since the week before Thanksgiving.

“Well, look at this,” she said. “Lonnie Dwyer. We’ve been worried about you. Your mother hasn’t seen you since Labor Day.” She snapped one cuff on the wrist Thorsen was holding, and took the other wrist from where it was spread on the bonnet, and brought it round, and closed the second cuff. “Lonnie Dwyer, you’re under arrest for attempting to dissuade a witness, section one thirty-six point one of the Penal Code. You have the right to remain silent. I’d use it.”

Two deputies were coming across the pavement from the courthouse doors at a jog. Brooks held up her badge without looking at them, and they slowed.

She went through Lonnie’s pockets. From the inside pocket of the work jacket, folded in four, she took a sheet of printer paper, unfolded it, and held it out so that Thorsen could see it.

It was a picture from a map website, a street view: a small stucco house in Pico Rivera, pale green, with a chain-link fence and a bougainvillea over the gate and a child’s bicycle on the path. Somebody had written the address across the top in blue ballpoint, and underneath it, Rosa’s sister.

Brooks folded it again along its creases and put it in an evidence bag.

“That’s going to make my afternoon,” she said. “Thank you, Lonnie.” And to the deputies: “He’s mine. Northeast Homicide. I’ll walk him in.”



Mateo was standing by the bus shelter where Thorsen had left him, with Rosa’s hands on his arm. He had watched all of it, like a boy who has seen something done properly for the first time and is trying to work out how.

Brooks came back from the deputies’ car five minutes later, without Lonnie. When she got close Mateo said, low, so his mother would not hear, though his mother heard everything:

“You still got my — thing?”

“Property room,” Brooks said. She did not lower her voice at all. “It’s got a number now instead of your name. Twenty-one, with a permit, we’ll talk.”

Mateo looked at the tow truck, which a deputy was now photographing, and at Thorsen. Then he nearly smiled, and put it away, and turned round and let his mother take him to the food truck, with the red tie blowing over his shoulder in the hot wind.



Mateo testified at half past two. He identified the photographs he had taken on a cracked phone with a frog on the back, and said when, and where, and how, and Kessel had six minutes at him and got nothing, because there was nothing to get. Mateo walked back to his seat with his shoulders very straight and his tie askew, and Rosa put her hand on his back. Whitfield testified at three, and looked at Frank Lusk the whole time. He looked at the seal on the wall.

At twenty to five Judge Salas took off his half-glasses and folded them and said, in his cello voice, that he found there was sufficient cause to believe that the offences charged had been committed and that the defendants had committed them, and that Royce Dwyer and Frank Lusk would be held to answer, and that arraignment in the Superior Court was set for the twenty-second of December. Dwyer did not move. Lusk closed his eyes.

In the front row, Mrs. Ibarra took the photograph out of her lap and held it up, facing the bench, for perhaps three seconds, and put it down again.



Denise was waiting on the steps outside.

She was in a navy dress and a proper church hat, which the wind was doing its best to take, and she was looking at him with the expression that said she had known exactly what he was going to do before he did it.

“Danny,” she said.

He bent down, and she put her free arm round his neck and held on, hard, and then stood back and looked at him and straightened his tie, which did not need it.

She held on to her hat. “Christmas Eve. Six o’clock. You’re coming.”

“I said I would.”

“Ray told me what your promises were worth.” She looked at him from under the brim. “Eventually, a lot. And you’re bringing your parents.”

He stared at her.

“Your mother and I talk,” Denise said. “Every Sunday. Since October. She calls me after church, I call her after mine, depending on whose turn it is.” She saw his face. “Two doctors and a scrub nurse, Danny. What did you think we talk about? You. Your mother says you never call her.”

“I call her.”

“Not enough.” She let go of the hat for a moment to pat his cheek, and caught it again as the wind lifted it. “Six o’clock. I’m making the jollof and she’s bringing something with cabbage. I’ve heard about it. Bring your father. I want to meet him.” She turned to go down the steps, and turned back. “And bring a coat. You’ll have forgotten what cold is, when you go back.”

He watched her go down the steps in the hot wind, holding her hat, to where Rosa and Mateo were waiting, and the three of them went off together towards Broadway as though they had been arranging it for weeks.



Brooks drove him to San Pedro after six.

She pulled out onto the 110 going south, twenty miles of red taillights going away into the dusk, and did not talk.

Coming down the long last grade towards the harbour, he saw the cranes.

They stood along the water on Terminal Island in a long row, lit white and red, with their booms raised against the night like the necks of animals at a water hole. Giraffes, he had called them, when he was five.

The freeway ended, the way it always had, and became Gaffey Street.

“Left here,” he said. “Then the second right. It’s the one at the top.”

It was a small white house with a red tile roof and a lemon tree in the front yard, on a steep street above the harbour. There was a light on in the porch, and in the kitchen. Brooks pulled in to the kerb and did not turn off the engine.

“You want me to wait?”

“No.”

“Okay.” She looked at the house. “Thorsen.”

“What?”

“Whatever it is,” she said. “You’ll ask it right.”

He got out, and got his bag from the back. She pulled away, and the Subaru’s taillights went down the hill and round the corner and were gone, and he stood on the pavement in the warm dark with the smell of the lemon tree and the sea.

The front door opened before he reached it.

His mother stood in the doorway in an apron with flour on it, small and fierce and grey, with her reading glasses on a chain and a wooden spoon still in her hand. She looked at him without saying anything at all, and her face crumpled and straightened again, and she said, “Daniel Karl Thorsen,” in a voice that shook, and pulled his head down to her with the hand that was not holding the spoon, and kissed him on both cheeks, hard, the way she had when he was six.

Over her shoulder, at the end of the hall, in the yellow light from the kitchen, his father was standing in the doorway.

He was thinner than Thorsen remembered. Greyer. He had his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and one hand on the door frame, as though he needed it, and he did not come forward. He only stood there, and looked at his son, and his face was very tired, and very gentle, and afraid.




Chapter Twenty-Two

His mother fed him sarma for breakfast.

He had eaten eleven of the cabbage rolls the night before. She had counted. She put four more in front of him at six o’clock with a look that dared him.

“You’re thin,” Ana Thorsen said.

“I’m two hundred and twenty pounds, Ma.”

“On you that’s thin. Karl, tell him he’s thin.”

“He’s thin,” said his father, from behind the Lancet.

The kitchen had not changed. A blue oilcloth on the table, and medical journals in drifts at one end held down by a fruit bowl. On the wall by the door, the clock from her parents’ house down by the fish harbour, with Saint Nicholas painted on its face, holding a little boat and looking at it with mild concern, as if it were leaking. By the door, on the floor, where it had always been, his father’s bag.

His mother did not ask him about Minnesota. She had been a fisherman’s daughter before she was a doctor, and she knew when to leave a net alone.

His father turned a page. He was thinner. Karl Thorsen had been broad all his life, and the hands were still the hands, but the rest of him had drawn in round them. His neck stood clear of his collar. He was reading with his face close to the page, the way he had once told Thorsen never to.

He lowered the journal and looked over it. The eyes had not changed. Grey and steady and kind.

“Walk with me,” he said. “Before it gets warm.”



They went down the hill at his father’s pace. Twice in four blocks somebody leaned out of a car to say Dr. Thorsen, and his father asked after a knee, a daughter, by name. Down to the water at Cabrillo Beach, and out along the breakwater.

It was a wall of granite blocks running two miles out into the sea, and at the end of it, small in the haze, the lighthouse at Angels Gate. His father had walked him the whole way out on Sunday mornings when he was a boy. They went a quarter of a mile now, with the stick ringing on the stone and his father’s hand on his arm at the gaps, and stopped where the wall bent.

It was twenty-one degrees. A sea lion lay on a block below them, enormous and indifferent, and pelicans went past in a line just above the water.

He told his father all of it, like a report, from the deed book to the ash in his uncle’s smoker, because if he told it any other way he would not get to the end. At the April 1924 letter his father closed his eyes for a moment. At the gas station in Duluth, and the man who dropped the nozzle, he nodded.

“I did drop it,” his father said. “The owner came out and picked it up for me. A big man with a Legion pin. He asked if I was all right, and I told him I was a doctor. I’ve never known why.”

Then he told him what Arne had said at the kitchen table in November.

His father had stopped walking. He stood quite still on the granite, and the sea lion lifted its head and looked at them and put it down again.

“Did he tell you I sewed him?”

“Yes.”

“Did he tell you I heard the man whistling, and sat there?”

“No.”

His father looked out at the sea for a long moment.

“Then he was kinder to me than I’ve been to him,” he said. It came out flat and quiet, like something laid on a table. “When you rang and asked if Dad was asleep, I knew you’d worked out where I was sitting.” He put his hand back on Thorsen’s arm. It was trembling, very slightly. “Not here. Your mother should hear this. She should have heard it the night it happened. Take me home, Danny. Slowly. I’m old.”



His mother was at the sink peeling potatoes when they came in. She looked at her husband’s face and put down the peeler.

“Sit down, Ana,” his father said. “Please.”

She dried her hands and sat at the end of the table with her back very straight, the way she sat at the bedside of a child whose parents were about to be told something.

“Forty years,” she said. “Is it that?”

“It’s that.”

“Good,” Ana Thorsen said. “Then tell it. I’m not getting any younger, and neither are you.”



His father put his hands flat on the oilcloth and told it to them.

“Dad wrote to me that spring,” he said. “He’d never written to me in his life. When you come this summer, Karl, bring the stethoscope. I want you to listen to my heart and tell me how long. So I listened. Congestive failure, angina, nitroglycerin in his shirt pocket that he took like peppermints. I told him a year. He nodded. He said, That’s enough.

“On the fourteenth he asked me to play cribbage after supper. Mother went up at nine. She took her hearing aid out at night and put it in a saucer, you could have fired a cannon. Arne went up at ten. You were asleep, Ana. The boys were in the loft.”

“You came up at ten and kissed me and said you’d be late,” his mother said. “You smelled of his pipe.”

“At eleven he told me. His hands were shaking so much he couldn’t peg. He said a man was coming at midnight, by boat. Leonard Lacourse. I’m going to tell him what my father did, Karl. I’ve written it down. He touched his shirt pocket. There was an envelope in it, with the nitro. I’ve carried it since I was eight years old, and I’m going to put it down before I die, and you’re going to sit here and see me do it.” His father’s voice did not change. “He told me some of it then. Enough. And we went on pegging. Fifteen-two, fifteen-four. I was forty, with a boy of my own asleep in the loft, and I’d never known anything about my family at all.”

Saint Nicholas ticked on the wall.

“He went to sleep about half past eleven, after his pill. In Mother’s rocking chair by the stove, waiting for midnight. He’d been so frightened all day, and his heart was so bad, that he just went. I took his pulse. A hundred and ten and all over the place. I thought, if I wake him and he goes down that path in the dark and does this thing, he’ll die on the dock. So I let him sleep. I thought Lacourse would come up to the house, and I’d wake him then, and they could do it at the kitchen table with me there and the nitro.”

He breathed in.

“At half past twelve I heard an outboard. Small, coming in slow. Then it stopped. And somebody down there started whistling. Like a boy waiting for a bus. There was a light on the dock, I saw it on the glass. I sat with my back to it and his wrist in my hand and listened, and I didn’t go to the window, and I didn’t go down. I thought, he’ll come up the path in a minute, and I’ll wake Dad then.” He looked at his hands. “I didn’t go down. I’ve told myself ever since it was because I had a patient. That’s true. It’s also true that I didn’t want to go down. I wanted it to be morning, and to drive home.”

“Karl,” his mother said.

“Let me finish. If I stop I won’t.” He did not look at her. “I must have slept too. When I woke it was a little before two and the stove had gone down and there was a light in the fish house. The bulb over the bench. And I went down.”

His hands had closed. He opened them again a finger at a time, the way he would have told a patient to.

“Arne was in the slip, where the ways go down, in the lake up to his waist. He’d got the Solveig half up on the rollers and he was standing beside her with a bucket, sluicing her out. There was blood all down the left side of his face from a cut through his eyebrow, to the bone, and he kept wiping it out of his eye with his wrist and going on with the bucket. And the water he was throwing out of her was dark. I could see it in the light from the bench. It ran down the ways into the lake.

“I said his name. He wasn’t surprised. He said, It’s done, Karl. Very calm. Like a man telling you he’d finished the nets. It’s done. It was for the Point. For all of us. For Dad.”

The clock ticked.

“And I didn’t ask him what,” his father said. “That’s the whole of it. I knew a man was meant to be on that dock at midnight. I’d heard his outboard. I’d heard him whistling. I could see what was coming out of the bilge. I’d been a doctor fifteen years, I knew how much an eyebrow bleeds, and it isn’t that much. And I said, Come out of the water before you get hypothermia. Let me look at that.”

His mother’s hand went across the oilcloth and took his. He did not seem to notice.

“I had the bag. I sat him on the bench under the bulb and put in lidocaine and closed it. Five-oh nylon, five interrupted sutures. You line the edges up by the hairs. I lined them up by the hairs.” His voice did not rise. It went lower. “I closed the wound of the man who had just — and I made a good job of it, Danny. Mahoney was right. I was proud of those stitches while I tied them off.”

Thorsen found that his own hands were flat on the table too. He did not remember putting them there.

“And when I was cutting the last suture,” his father said, “I looked up. And you were there.”



The hatch.

His mind offered him the window first, the way it always had: the dock, the lantern, the boats going out. He put it aside. Not the window. The window looked out at the lake. The hatch looked down, into the fish house.

It came up through him whole then, the way a net comes up when the first float breaks the surface and the rest follows in one long pull. The cold boards under his knees. Nils breathing in his cot behind him. The square hole in the floor of the loft, and below it, in the yellow circle of the bulb, his uncle sitting with his head tipped back and one side of his face black, and the lake running off him onto the floor, and his father bending over him with something small and bright in his fingers, drawing a thread through his uncle’s face, again and again, like a man mending a net.

And his father looking up.

Their eyes had met, across fifteen feet of fish house, under the floats hanging from the rafters. He had seen his father’s face change, and go still, and become a face he did not know. He had pulled his head back and crept on his hands and knees to his cot and pulled the blanket over his head and lain there with his heart going so hard he thought it would wake Nils.

“You came up the ladder,” Thorsen said. His voice sounded to him as if it were coming from the next room. “An hour later. You put your hand on my shoulder and said, Wake up, Danny, we’re going home. And I pretended to wake up.”

“Yes.”

“You knew I was pretending.”

“Yes,” his father said. “And you knew I knew. And neither of us said anything. And we never have.” He looked up at last, and his eyes were wet and quite steady. “I didn’t know how long you’d been there. I didn’t know what you’d seen from that window before I came down. I never asked you. Not in the car, not in Nebraska, not once since. I couldn’t bear to. If I asked, I’d have to know. And if I knew, I’d have to do something about my brother.”

His mother was crying without any sound, holding his hand in both of hers.

“So I packed the car. I woke you, Ana, and said we’re going, now, and don’t ask me. You cried in the yard.”

“I thought you’d had a fight with your father,” his mother said. “About the land. Half my life I’ve been telling people my husband fell out with his family over a will.” She wiped her face with the back of her free hand, furiously. “Bože moj, Karl. A will.”

“I let you think it.”

“Yes. You did.” She held his hand harder. “Finish.”



“Dad came out onto the porch while I was loading the car,” his father said. “In his nightshirt, barefoot. Lacourse had never come up to the house, and I was carrying suitcases. He didn’t ask me anything. He looked at my shirt, which had Arne’s blood on it. And he looked at the fish house, where the light was still on. I watched him find out what his son was. It took about as long as it takes to say it.”

“Did he say anything?”

“He took the envelope out of his shirt pocket and put it in my hand and closed my fingers on it. He said, Take it away from here, Karl. Don’t let it stay in this house.” His father stood up, with one hand on the table. “I’ll get it.”

They heard him in the bedroom, the drawer of the bedside table, the old bed creaking. His mother reached across the table and took Thorsen’s face in her hand the way she had on the doorstep, and held it.

His father came back with a Bible.

Thorsen had seen it all his life on the bedside table on his father’s side, and had never once wondered about it. His father opened it somewhere in the minor prophets, and there it was, pressed so long that the pages round it had taken its shape.

A long cheap envelope, gone the colour of old ivory. Sealed. On the front, in pencil, in a cramped upright hand like a schoolboy’s:

Leonard Lacourse.

“I never opened it,” his father said. “It wasn’t mine. It was his, and he was dead, and I couldn’t give it to anybody else without saying where I’d got it, and why I’d run. Every night since, I’ve put my glasses down on top of it and turned out the light.”

“Dad.”

“If I’d taken it to Mrs. Lacourse that autumn. If I’d driven back up and given it to that deputy who was kind to the little girl.” His voice was very quiet. “Paul Strand would never have had to go and look. He’d be alive. Wouldn’t he, Danny.”

Thorsen did not answer. There was no answer that was both true and kind, and his father had never in his life wanted the second without the first.



He did it properly, because it was all he could do for any of them.

His mother had a box of examination gloves in the drawer by the stove. He photographed the envelope on the open Bible with the 7-Eleven phone, front and back. Brooks would have his hide for opening it at all. He slit it along the top with the thin knife his mother used for the cabbage, and photographed that, and drew out two sheets of lined paper folded in three. Pencil, pressed hard.

They read it together, his mother with her glasses on and her hand over her mouth.

Thorsen Point, August 14 1986

To Leonard Lacourse, and to whoever else reads this.

My name is Halvor Thorsen. I am seventy one years old and my son Karl who is a doctor says my heart has a year in it. I want to put this down while I can.

On the 19th of November 1923 I was eight years old. I was on our dock when my father Anders Thorsen went out in the skiff Solveig with Joseph Lacourse to lift the nets that were set off Gull Rock. Joseph gave me a piece of maple sugar from his pocket before they went. I was on the dock when my father came back in the dark. He came back alone. He told my mother the lake had taken Joseph. He did not look at me.

In 1941 when my father was dying he told me the rest. He said he hit Joseph from behind with the fish priest, the little ironwood one that hangs over the knives, and put him over the side by Gull Rock, because Josiah Hale said that if Joseph’s land changed hands the shore at the Kettle would be his and the debt for the tug forgot. In March Mr. Pike who was Hale’s clerk brought him a paper with an X on it for Joseph’s name and my father signed under it as the witness. He told me Joseph could write his name better than he could.

I have lived on this land all my life and raised my sons on it. It was never ours. I want it given back to Joseph’s people, the shore and the pine both, and I want it known that I said so. I have told my son Arne where it was done and never why. He loves this place more than I ever did and I am afraid of what it will do to him. I will tell him the rest after.

I am sorry, Leonard. I should have said this when your father was alive. I have been a coward for sixty three years.

Halvor Thorsen

Under the name he had ruled a line and written beneath it, very small, Witness. There was nothing on the line. Nobody had signed it.

Down the hill a ship’s horn sounded in the harbour, two long notes, and a gull answered it.



He went to his old room in the afternoon, because there was nowhere else in the house to go.

It had been tidied every week for thirty-odd years and never changed. Fernando Valenzuela mid-windup on the wall, eyes on heaven. He lay on the bed with his boots on, which he would have been shouted at for at fourteen, and looked at the ceiling.

There had been nothing behind the door that he had not seen. A boy at a hatch. A man at a bench. A face looking up. And then the two of them agreeing in one look, without a word, never to open it, and keeping that agreement every day of their lives with great tenderness. He had taken it into the academy, and into eleven years of interview rooms, and into his marriage. Joanna had asked him why not, Dan, just tell me why not, and he had said I don’t know, and it had not been a lie.

He lay there until the light in the window went gold, and then grey.



When he came out his mother had gone to choir, because it was Wednesday, and she had said at the door, with her eyes red, that God could listen to her murder the Rutter whatever had happened in her kitchen. His father was standing at the front window with the lamp off, looking down at the harbour.

A tug was going out past the end of the breakwater with its running lights on, red and green, towards the black of the open sea.

Thorsen went and stood beside him.

“You said on the phone you’d known since Flagstaff.”

“Since you said Nils, and a man under the Point with his head broken.” His father did not turn round. “I’d known since I was forty what my brother could do. I told you not to go. That was all the courage I had.”

“You let me sleep in his yard.”

“Yes.” Below them the tug drew level with the end of the breakwater. “Every night since, I’ve thought about it.” He took his glasses off and folded them. “That’s what frightened me on the phone in October, Danny. That he’d asked you. Arne never asked anybody for anything in his life.” He put the glasses in his pocket. “I’m eighty. I’m tired of carrying my brother. I’ll tell your policeman. Tomorrow.”

“Brooks.”

“Brooks. Good.” He looked down at the harbour. “Will they arrest him?”

“Yes.”

His father nodded slowly. The tug went on out past the light at Angels Gate until it was only its two lights, and then only one.

“I was four when he was born,” Karl Thorsen said. “Dad was on the lake from April to November, and Mother had the fish to sell and the house to keep. I carried him round on my hip. I sat up with him when he had croup.” He put his hand on the cold glass. “I taught him to row, Danny.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Brooks came at nine, in the green Subaru with the child seat in the back, carrying a camera the size of a paperback, a folding tripod, a box of evidence envelopes and a face that said she had not slept either.

His mother met her at the door and said, “You’re the detective,” and Brooks said, “You’re the doctor,” and his mother said, “Have you eaten?” and Brooks, who had spent eleven years refusing food from the families of the dead, said, “No, ma’am,” and was sat down in front of a plate of sarma before she had put the tripod down.



They did it at the kitchen table, because his father said that was where it belonged.

Brooks set the camera up at the end of the table, put her phone on the oilcloth with the speaker on, and dialled.

“Heikkinen.”

“Detective Imani Brooks, Los Angeles Police Department, Northeast Division. I’m at the home of Dr. Karl Thorsen in San Pedro. Present are Dr. Thorsen, Dr. Ana Thorsen, and Daniel Thorsen. You’re on speaker, Agent Heikkinen, and you’re being recorded.”

“Good morning, everybody. It’s snowing here. I’m told it’s seventy where you are. I’m trying not to think about it.”

Brooks did it by the book, because she did everything by the book. The date and the time. That Dr. Thorsen was not under arrest, and was free to stop whenever he liked, and was entitled to have a lawyer present.

“I don’t want a lawyer,” his father said. “I’ve waited long enough. I’m not waiting for a lawyer.”

“Dr. Thorsen.” Wally’s voice, flat and level through the speaker. “I want to say one thing before you start, so you’re not sitting there worrying about it. Whatever you did that night, stitching a man’s face and driving away, the clock ran out on it a very long time ago. I looked it up last night. Twice. I’m not interested in you. I’m interested in your brother.”

His father looked at the phone for a moment.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’d tell you anyway.”

He told it again, in the same order and nearly the same words as the day before, so that Thorsen understood he had told it to himself every night since, and it had worn smooth, like a step.

Brooks asked her questions in the gaps, quietly. What time exactly. What colour was the water. Which eye. Wally asked three, at the end, and they were the right three: had Arne ever, by letter or telephone or through anybody else, said anything to him about that night; had Halvor; and where was the fish priest kept.

“No. No. On a nail by the bench,” his father said. “Above the knives. It always was. It was my grandfather’s. It’s ironwood. You could drive nails with it.”

His mother sat through all of it with her hands folded in front of her. She did not take his hand this time. She looked at him, steadily, as if she were memorising a man she had been married to for fifty-four years.

Then Brooks put on gloves and photographed the Bible and the envelope and the two pencilled sheets, and sealed them, and had his father sign across the seals. She scanned the letter with her phone and sent it to Duluth while they waited. Thirty seconds later they heard, through the speaker, a printer start up in the BCA regional office and grind out two pages, and stop.

They waited.

“That’ll do it,” Wally said.

Megan Ostrowski came on ten minutes later, from her office in Nordby. She had read it three times. She would be in front of the district judge in Duluth tomorrow afternoon for two warrants. One was to search the Point: the house, the fish house, the smokehouse firebox and the boat. The other was for the arrest of Arne Thorsen for the murder of Leonard Lacourse. There was no limitation period on murder in Minnesota. There never had been. Not Pike, she said. Not anybody who would tell Curt Hollister before the ink was dry.

Afterwards, on the step, with the camera folded back into its case, Brooks looked at Thorsen.

“You opened it,” she said.

“With gloves. I photographed every stage.”

“I saw.” She put her sunglasses on. “I’d have done exactly the same. If you ever tell anybody I said that, I’ll deny it under oath.” She went down the steps to the car and did not look back.



His mother was angry with his father, and she would be for a long time. At one o’clock she made him a cheese sandwich and cut it into triangles, the way he liked it, and put it in front of him without a word, and went out into the garden and pulled up weeds that had not done anything to her.

Thorsen went out after a while and helped.

“Who’s Claire?” his mother said, to a dandelion.

He stopped with his hand on a weed.

“You said her name twice yesterday. Once when you were talking about the van, and once in your sleep on that bed with your boots on, which I saw.” She yanked the dandelion out, root and all, and looked at it. “Is she a nice woman?”

He thought about it.

“No,” he said. “Not nice. She’s good.”

His mother looked at him sideways with her black eyes. Then she threw the dandelion on the pile.

“Good,” she said. “Nice I can’t stand.”



He was packing in the evening, in his old room, with the striped spread covered in shirts. The flight was at a quarter past six in the morning. His mother was in the kitchen on the telephone to Denise, and he could hear her voice going up and down through the wall like weather.

His father had gone into the bedroom at seven and shut the door. Thorsen had thought nothing of it. He was eighty, and he had told the worst thing in his life twice in two days.

Then, through the wall, very low, he heard his father’s voice say, “Arne.”

Thorsen stood up.

“Arne. It’s Karl.”

He went out into the hall and stood outside the bedroom door with a shirt in his hand, and for the first time in his life he did not want to hear what was on the other side.

There was a long silence. Thorsen could hear the clock in the kitchen, and his mother’s voice on the phone, laughing at something Denise had said.

“Yes,” his father said. “Yes, it’s me.”

Silence.

“I’ve told them. … Yesterday. And this morning. … No. … No, Arne. Because it’s time. Because a man’s dead who didn’t need to be, and your boy’s in a cell.” His father’s voice did not rise. It went very low, so that Thorsen had to hold his breath to hear it. “I know. … I know you did. I know that. I stitched it, Arne. I was there.”

A long silence. Longer.

“Arne. Arne, listen to me —”

And that was the nearest Thorsen had ever heard his father’s voice come to rising, in fifty-one years. It came up, on the second Arne, like a man reaching for something going over the side.

Then nothing.

Thorsen opened the door.

His father was sitting on the edge of the bed, on his side of it, under the reading lamp, with the cordless phone in his lap in both hands. The bedside table was bare where the Bible had been. He did not look up.

“He hung up,” he said.

Thorsen sat down beside him. The old bed creaked.

“He asked about my heart,” his father said. “First thing. Before anything. Whether I’d got Dad’s heart. He asked after your mother.” He looked down at the phone. “He said he didn’t blame me. He said he’d always known I’d tell it one day, and he was glad I’d waited till Dad was dead.”

He turned the phone over in his hands, and over again.

“I asked him, Danny,” he said. “If it was him. The man from Duluth.” He said it as if he were reporting a symptom he was ashamed of having missed. “I’ve never asked my brother anything in my life. Not that night. Not since. I asked him that.”

“What did he say?”

“He said, You never asked me anything in your life, Karl. Don’t start now.” His father’s mouth moved. “And then he said to tell you he’ll make it right for Nils. Tell Danny I’ll make it right for Nils. That was the last thing. Then he put it down.”

Thorsen sat on the bed and looked at the carpet.

In November, at the kitchen table, Arne had said Before God, no, and sworn it on Marit. Tonight his brother had asked him the same question. He had not said no.

His mother was in the doorway. Thorsen did not know how long she had been there. She had the kitchen phone still in her hand, and Denise’s voice was coming out of it, small, saying Ana? Ana, honey?

“Make it right,” his mother said. “What does that mean, make it right?”

Nobody answered her.

She put the phone to her ear and said, “Denise, I’ll call you back,” and hung up, and came across the room and sat down on the other side of her husband, and put her arms round him, and held on, and looked at her son over his bent white head.

Thorsen took out the 7-Eleven phone and went out into the hall and called Wally.



Wally listened without a word until he had finished. Then he said, “So he knows we’re coming.”

“Yes.”

“Make it right.” There was a television somewhere behind him, turned low. “I’ve heard that twice in my life. Once a man meant he’d hire a lawyer. The other one had a deer rifle in his closet in Hibbing.”

“Can you go in?”

“Not on a phone call from California, with the paper coming tomorrow. The crime-scene people are coming up from St. Paul, and they won’t be on the shore before nine at night. Minnesota doesn’t let me knock on a man’s door with a warrant after eight at night or before seven in the morning unless the judge says so, and this one won’t say so. Ostrowski asked. So it’s seven o’clock Saturday.”

“That’s a day and a half.”

“I know what it is.” A drawer opened, at the other end, and shut. “I’ll have both papers Friday at four. I’m not going through an old man’s door at midnight at twenty below with his father’s shotgun on the wall and three of us. Seven o’clock, daylight, twelve people. That’s my call, and if it’s wrong it’s mine.” A pause. “I texted Novak while you were talking. She’s on nights this week. I asked her was there any news on Duke.” He read it out in the same flat voice. “Shift cancelled. Hollister. Sorry. He called her at home an hour ago and told her he was short on overtime.”

“Curt doesn’t cancel deputies,” Wally said. “Curt hasn’t the imagination to save money. I’d like to know who told him to.” A car door shut, and an engine started. “So I’m driving up myself. I’ll sit in the lane below the gate, where I can see his kitchen. I’ll be there by two. If he comes up it in his truck, I follow him. That’s all.”

“He won’t come up the lane. He’s seventy-six. Where would he go?”

“People surprise you. That’s the job. It’s going to be twenty below.”

“Will you be all right?”

“I’m from Virginia, Minnesota,” Wally said. “This is spring. Go to bed, Thorsen. You’ve got a plane.”

He did not go to bed. He sat on the striped spread among his shirts and listened to the house. His parents’ voices, low, through the wall. His mother crying, and then not. His father saying something, and his mother saying I know, dušo, I know. Then the light going out under their door.



His parents were both at the door at five in the morning, in their dressing gowns, in the dark, with the porch light on and Brooks’s Subaru idling at the kerb.

His mother held his face and kissed it, both cheeks, hard, and told him to wear a hat, and to call her when he landed, and on Christmas Eve he was to pick them up at four o’clock because Denise had told her what to bring and it was going to take two of them to carry it.

His father did not say anything. He looked at Thorsen in the porch light, with his white hair standing up at the back where he had slept on it, and then he put out his hand and laid it on the back of Thorsen’s neck, the way he had when Thorsen had a fever, and in the back of a station wagon in Nebraska, when he was eleven. And left it there.

“Bring Nils home,” he said.



At Terminal Five Brooks put the car in park and looked at him.

“Christmas Eve. Six o’clock. Denise’s. I wrote it down.” She leaned across him and opened his door, and was pulling away from the kerb before he had the bag on his shoulder.



At Minneapolis the plane to Duluth sat on the apron for an hour while two men in a cherry-picker sprayed it with something orange and steaming. It was six o’clock and dark when they came down into Duluth. His phone woke in his pocket on the jet bridge: Signed. 7 a.m. tmrw. Still here. W.

Then the automatic doors opened onto the kerb, and the air came in.

It was like walking into broken glass. Minus twenty-eight. He breathed in once, through his nose, and felt the hairs inside it freeze with a small crackle he could hear inside his own head. The sodium lights over the car park stood up into the still air in pillars, as if they were holding up the sky.

Her truck was at the kerb with the engine running and Gus in the back seat, thumping his tail against the door.

Claire got out. She was in a parka with the hood up and a scarf over her mouth, and all he could see of her face was her eyes, with frost on the lashes. She came round the front of the truck and stood in front of him on the kerb and looked up at him.

“You came back,” she said, through the scarf.

“I said I would.”

“People say things.” She looked at him a moment longer. Then she took his bag out of his hand and threw it in the back, beside Gus, and got in. “Get in. You’ll lose your ears.”



She drove up the hill out of Duluth and onto 61 with the lake black on their right, invisible. The heater roared and did nothing.

He told her that his father had seen Arne at two in the morning, the night of the fourteenth of August, 1986, washing her father’s blood out of the Solveig, and had stitched his face. And that there was a letter from his grandfather, written that day, addressed to her father, which nobody had read since.

She drove. Her hands on the wheel were very still.

“He wrote to my dad,” she said at last.

“Yes.”

“What did he say? At the end?”

“He said he was sorry. He said he should have said it when your grandfather was alive. He said the land should go back.”

She nodded, slowly, at the road. Her eyes above the scarf were wet, and she did not wipe them.

“Huh,” she said.

At the Stone Bay turn she slowed, and did not look at him.

“Will they charge him for Strand too?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said, and made the turn.



The van was standing in the yard beside the shop, furred thick with frost, with a heavy orange cord running from its grille across the snow to an outlet on the shop wall. The front window of the shop was still boarded with plywood where the rifle round had come through. Behind it was her office, and in a box file on the desk, her father’s letters.

Claire took a key out of her parka pocket and held it out to him. Worn smooth. A strip of masking tape round the head, gone grey, and the capital R.

“Every day,” she said. “Like you said. Twenty minutes every morning. I put a pad under the battery as well, on the same cord. Your friend never wintered it at twenty below. Nobody tells you the battery goes before the engine.”

He took the key. It was so cold it burnt his fingers.

He got in. The seat was like sitting on a stone. He put the key in the ignition and turned it.

The old engine turned over once, slowly, like a man getting out of a deep chair. And caught. And ran.

Ray had seen to it for twenty years in Los Angeles. He had not seen to this. Claire had.



They went to bed at half past ten in the small house behind the shop, with the woodstove banked and the van ticking and cooling in the yard, plugged in, and Gus on his blanket by the bedroom door.

She lay with her back to him for an hour, awake; he could tell by her breathing. Then she turned over without a word and put her head on his shoulder, the way a person puts down something heavy she means to pick up again in the morning, and slept.

Thorsen lay in the dark and listened to the cold. The house creaked as its timbers shrank. Out in the woods a tree split, once, loud in the still air.

He was nearly asleep when Gus growled.

It was very low, from the bottom of the dog’s chest, and it did not stop. Thorsen opened his eyes. In the faint light from the yard he could see Gus on his feet by the door, stiff-legged, with his head down and his hackles up along the whole length of his back, staring at the wall, at the yard beyond it, at the shop.




Chapter Twenty-Four

At half past one Gus barked.

It was not the growl that had got Thorsen to the window before midnight, to an empty road. It was high and hoarse and frantic, and the dog was hurling himself at the bedroom door, and the ceiling over the bed was moving. Orange. Flickering.

And the smell. Smoke, and under the smoke, sweet and flat and chemical, gasoline.

He was out of bed with his feet in his boots before he was awake. He did not lace them. He went through the house in long johns and a T-shirt and out of the kitchen door, and behind him he heard Claire say one short word and then her voice on the phone, very fast and level: Fire. Lacourse Marine, Stone Bay road. The shop. Get them out here.

The cold hit him in the face.



It was minus twenty-nine. There was no wind. The air was so still that the smoke from the shop went straight up into the black in a column, lit orange underneath, and stood there, as if it had been built.

The office end was burning. The road end, by the boat on the pole. The square of plywood that had covered the front window since the rifle shot was lying face down in the snow ten feet from the wall, and through the hole where it had been the fire was roaring inside the office, filling it, pressing at the window frame, licking up and out under the eaves. There was a dark stain on the snow under the window, spreading, and the smell of gasoline was so thick he could taste it.

And at the end of the drive, where it met the road, an engine.

A big diesel, revving high, then dropping. In the firelight he saw it: a black pickup with a plough mount and a light bar, nose-down in the bank of ploughed snow at the side of the drive, where it had swung too wide trying to turn round. Its back wheels spun and threw up snow and spun.

The driver’s door opened and Pruitt got out.

He came round the front of the truck in the glow, in his black canvas jacket and a watch cap, with a shovel in one hand. He saw Thorsen. He stopped.

He dropped the shovel. His hand went inside the jacket.

Thorsen was forty feet away across open snow in his long johns, and there was nothing between them but the van. He went for the van. He heard the shot behind him, flat and huge in the frozen air, and saw the muzzle flash light up the side of the van as he got round the back of it, and heard the glass in the back doors go, all of it at once, with a sound like gravel thrown at a wall.

Ray’s van.

He crouched behind the rear doors with his back against the frosted steel. Pruitt did not fire again. Thorsen heard him swear, and the engine of the pickup roar, and the tyres scream and spin. He was trying to get out, not to win. He had come to burn a woman’s office and drive away, and he had put his truck in a snowbank.

Thorsen went round the far side of the van and out into the dark beyond the yard light, along the line of the birches, low.

The snow squeaked at every step, and there was no going quietly. He went fast instead, and Pruitt, who was back at the open door of the truck with one foot on the running board and the pistol still in his hand, reaching in for the gearstick, heard the squeak at the last moment and turned, and Thorsen hit him.

They went into the plough bank together.

The snow was dry as sand at that temperature and it went down Thorsen’s neck and up his sleeves, and burnt. He had Pruitt’s gun wrist in his left hand and forced it down into the snow, and Pruitt drove a knee into his ribs and twisted, and was strong, much stronger than at the overlook, because this time he was frightened. Thorsen’s hands were going. The fingers were white and stupid and did not close properly, and Pruitt felt it too, and wrenched the wrist free, and brought the pistol round and down in a short hard arc, butt first, onto the side of Thorsen’s head above the ear.

There was a white light. There was a sound like a door slamming in an empty house.

He was on his back in the snow looking up at the column of smoke going up orange into the stars. He could not work out what had happened to the sky. There was something warm running down the side of his face and into his ear, and then not warm.

Pruitt was getting up. On one knee, in the snow, with the gun coming round.

Claire came out of the dark behind him in her welding jacket over a thermal shirt and long johns, with her braid loose and her face perfectly calm, and swung.

It was the chipping hammer that lived in the right pocket of the jacket. She did not swing it at his head. She swung it low, two-handed, the way she would have swung it at a stuck pin, into the back of Pruitt’s right knee.

Pruitt screamed. The leg went out from under him as if it had been cut, and he went forward onto his face in the snow, and the gun went out of his hand.

Thorsen rolled onto it. He got it in his fist, his stupid white fist, and held it pointing at the snow, away from everybody, with his finger outside the guard, because a Glock has no manual safety and he could not feel his finger. He got his other hand on the slide. He dropped the magazine into the snow, and racked the round out of the chamber, and heard it go somewhere, and lay on his side with the empty gun against his chest, breathing.

“Is there anybody else?” Claire said. Her voice was shaking now. “Is he on his own, Thorsen?”

“I think so.”

Pruitt was rolling in the snow holding his knee, making a high thin sound through his teeth, like a kettle.

“Get up,” Claire said. “Get up, get a coat on, or you’ll be dead before the shop is.” She was already turning back towards the fire. “The bottles. Thorsen, the bottles are on the office wall.”



There were cable ties in the van, in a bin Ray had labelled TIES — HEAVY. Thorsen put Pruitt’s wrists together behind his back and pulled two of the ties tight with his teeth, and did his ankles, and dragged him by the collar across the snow and up into the back of the van onto the plywood floor, and shut the doors on him. The van was still plugged in. It was warmer in there than out. He took the Glock and the magazine with him and ran for the house.

He was in the house for thirty seconds, and came out with blood freezing in his eyebrow and running stiff down his neck into the collar.

Claire had the first roll-up door open, at the office end, hauling on the manual chain hand over hand, and smoke was coming out under it in a black roll and pouring upward into the night.

Inside, against the wall that was the back of the office, stood the oxy-acetylene cart, two tall cylinders chained to a trolley. The plywood behind them was blistering and beginning to smoke.

“Acetylene,” Claire said. “If that one gets hot it can go any time it likes, even after you’ve cooled it. It’ll take the roof off and us with it.” She was coughing. “Low. Stay low.”

They went in under the smoke on their knees. He found the cart by putting his hand on it, and the cylinders were warm through his gloves, and that was bad enough. They tipped it back on its wheels and ran it, bent double, out across the yard to the edge of the birches, and ran back.



The hose was in bay three, coiled on its reel, warm. Claire screwed it onto the frost-free hydrant at the corner of the building and threw the lever up.

The hose jumped and went hard and the water came out of the nozzle in a white rope.

“Don’t let it stop,” she said. “If it stops for a minute, the hose freezes solid and we’ve got nothing.”

She took it to the window and put it into the office. The fire spat steam out at her, and the steam froze in the air and fell glittering. Within two minutes her jacket was glazed white down the front and the end of her braid was a stick of ice, and she stood there in it, braced, and kept the water going in.

Thorsen took the extinguishers from their brackets by the doors, four of them, and emptied them one after another into the burning top edge of the door between bay one and the office, short hard bursts at the base of the flame. Nobody could stop the office. He could only stop it coming through.

He did not know how long. He could not feel his feet. His head was ringing in one ear and silent in the other.

Then, across the bay, very far off, a siren. Rising out of Nordby. Going round the shore.



The Nordby Volunteer Fire Department came down the Stone Bay road eighteen minutes after Claire called them, with an engine and a tanker and a pickup full of men who had been asleep a quarter of an hour before, and the yard went red and white.

They were farmers and plumbers and a woman who ran the café, in turnout gear over their pyjamas, and they drove the fire back into the office and put it out, and the water froze on their coats until they moved like men in armour, creaking.

Joe Bellanger was with the ambulance, as he seemed always to be. He sat Thorsen on the back step and looked at his hands and swore mildly, and then at his head, and put in six staples. Thorsen felt every one.

“What day is it?”

“Friday.”

“Close enough,” Bellanger said. “Put your hands in your armpits and keep them there.”



Novak came at ten past two in her old blue Honda with the ski rack, one headlight out, in a parka over tracksuit bottoms with her badge on a chain round her neck. She had heard it on the scanner at home.

“Where is he?”

Thorsen told her, and gave her the Glock in one of Ray’s freezer bags.

She went and opened the back doors of the van, and looked in, and climbed in. When she came out she had Pruitt by the arm, in her own handcuffs, with the cut cable ties in her other hand. He could not put weight on his right leg. He hopped, and swore, and she let him swear.

She stood him against the side of her Honda in the firelight and read him his rights from memory, every word, in a clear flat voice.

“Jarrett Pruitt, I’m arresting you for arson and for assault in the second degree. You have the right to remain silent.” He looked at her the whole time with his eyes wide and his mouth working, and she did not look away once. “Do you understand these rights as I’ve read them to you?”

“Kayla,” he said. “Come on. Kayla.”

“Deputy Novak,” she said, and put him in the back seat.



Hollister came at twenty to three.

The black Tahoe stopped at the end of the drive behind the F-250, and Hollister got out in a sheepskin coat and a fur hat with the flaps down, and came across the yard, nodding to men he knew.

“Well, now,” he said. “Kayla. Good work. Good work. I’ll take him from here.”

Novak was standing by the Honda with her hands in her parka pockets. She did not move.

“No, sir,” she said.

Hollister smiled. It was a kind, puzzled smile.

“I’m sorry?”

“BCA’s on their way, Sheriff. Agents Marchetti and Okonkwo. They’re at the motel in Two Harbors for the morning. I called them. They’ll be here in forty minutes.” Her voice did not shake. Thorsen, on the back of the ambulance, saw her hands in her pockets, and saw that they were fists. “He’s theirs.”

Hollister went on smiling at her. Behind him the firemen had gone quiet, the way a room goes quiet, and were coiling hose very slowly.

“Kayla,” Hollister said gently. “You’re off duty. This is my county.”

“I’m a licensed peace officer in the state of Minnesota, sir, off duty or not. I made the arrest. I’ll hand him to the state.” She took a breath. “You can write me up tomorrow. I’ll sign it.”

Hollister looked past her, through the window of the Honda, at the man in the back seat.

Pruitt was looking back at him.

Hollister looked at him for three seconds, the way you look at a car that is going to be written off, and turned away, and walked back to the Tahoe, and sat there with the dome light on, talking on his phone.



Novak opened the back door of the Honda and leaned on the roof and looked in at him. Thorsen stood beside her with his hands in his armpits and the bandage stiff on his head.

“Agent Heikkinen’s got a body shop in Cloquet,” Novak said, “that put a new wing on your truck on the fourteenth of October. Cash. Goatee.”

Pruitt looked at her. Then he looked past her, at the Tahoe with its dome light on, and back. Thorsen watched him add it up, and get the same answer twice.

Novak took her phone out and started it recording.

“He’s going to put it all on me,” Pruitt said. “You saw him. You saw his face. Him and Hale.” His voice was high and fast and his breath came out of the car in clouds. “I want it on the record I’m cooperating. I want that written down.”

“It’s written down,” Novak said. “Go on.”

It came out of him in pieces. After Claire Lacourse filed, Hale had called him up to the lodge. Make her understand what it costs, Jarrett. Hale never said how. The how was Pruitt’s. He had known which end of the shop the office was, because he had put a rifle round through its window in November, from Shawna’s car, so nobody would hear the diesel.

The apartment in Duluth, in October: that was Hale. Hale had called him the day after Strand died and said the man had copies of something at his place and he wanted them gone. Pruitt had gone in in the small hours of the Sunday with a pry bar and taken every folder with work in it and turned the rest over so it looked like kids. Hale had burnt the folders in the fireplace at the lodge. There had been no laptop. A cable plugged into the wall and nothing on the end of it.

Hollister got an envelope from Hale every Christmas, cash, on top of the campaign money. Pruitt had carried it. Three Christmases running. Merry Christmas, Curt. And in November Curt had put Kline in one of the old tan cruisers on the Stone Bay road at first light, to see where Thorsen slept.

“And the cliff road,” Pruitt said. He looked at Thorsen through the open door, and his face twisted. “Above the Gooseberry. That was me. That was just me. Hale didn’t know. I wanted you off this shore before you wrecked everything.”

He stopped. He looked past them at the Tahoe again, at the sheriff’s face lit by the dome light, and his shoulders came down: a man deciding to turn out all his pockets at once.

“And your heater,” he said. “That was me too. Hale said you’d been to Kansas City. Curt got that off somebody at the courthouse. And Curt said you’d tucked that van down behind the fish house where nobody could see it from the house. Kline drove the lane. I took a bit of twine off a reel in the old man’s fish house. Door’s never locked out there. I wanted it on her.” He jerked his head at the shop. “A bad install. Everybody’d say the Indian welder killed the cop.” He swallowed. “Curt asked me after did I do something to your van. I said no. He knocked that plug out anyway.”

Thorsen stood very still.

“Thirtieth of September,” he said. “Hollister went on the air at eleven forty-one and off it at one-oh-six. Where did he go?”

“Curt?” Pruitt stared at him. “Curt doesn’t go out at night. Curt doesn’t tell me where he goes. Ask him. He won’t tell you either.” He shook his head, hard, and the snow came off his cap. “And that guy. The title guy. Strand. I never touched that guy. I never even saw him. I served that letter on your uncle at seven and I drove to Duluth and I was at Shawna’s by half past nine. Ask Shawna. Ask the gas station. I was in Duluth.”

Thorsen looked at him, and believed him. There had been no laptop in the apartment on Fifth Street because Paul Strand had taken it with him to the Point, and Thorsen had seen what was left of it, fused to an iron grate.

He stood by the car in the glare of the yard light with the blood frozen in his hair.

Arne had not put the twine in the pipe. Thorsen let that much go. A man could run across a yard for his nephew and still have walked another man out to the end of the Point.

Across the yard the dome light was still on in the Tahoe.

He closed the car door, gently, and walked away across the yard.



The BCA came at ten past three, Marchetti and Okonkwo, with a State Patrol trooper behind them to drive Pruitt to the jail in Duluth, which was not Hollister’s. They photographed the F-250 in the bank, and the gas can in the snow beside it, and the van’s broken window, and Thorsen’s head.

Claire was standing in the snow in front of her office.

The roof over that end had held. The shop would stink of smoke for a year, but it was standing, and the tools on the board above the bench were all in their outlines.

The office was gone. Desk, filing cabinet, the old answering machine with the cassette. The box file with her father’s letters, the copies Thorsen had made in Kansas City. Ash, frozen into a black crust on a floor of ice. On what was left of the shelf, Arne’s jar had burst in the heat, and the herring lay black on the ice among the welding rod.

She stood looking at it with her arms folded and her braid frozen to her jacket. Thorsen came and stood beside her.

“Rose has the set I filed,” Claire said. Her voice was hoarse with smoke. “They’re in a safe in the Band office.” She was quiet for a moment. “And Kansas City’s got the real ones. In a box. With a man in a cardigan to look after them.”

She started to laugh.

It shook her, and she put her hands over her face and laughed until she was bent over, with the ice on her clothes cracking as she moved, and Thorsen could not tell whether it was laughing or the other thing, and he did not think she could either. He put his hand on her back.

“They burnt photocopies,” she said, through her hands. “They burnt my shop down for photocopies, Thorsen.”



By four the fire was out and the engine had gone. The yard was a sheet of grey ice under the floodlights, with the frozen hoses lying across it where they had been dropped.

Claire’s phone rang in her parka pocket. She looked at it and handed it to him.

“Wally,” she said.

He put it to his ear.

“Thorsen.” Wally’s voice was very low, and it sounded odd. Not tired. Something else. “Arne’s lights just went off.

“They’ve been on all night. Kitchen. And the bulb in the fish house, the one you can see from the lane. Okonkwo sat it for me this afternoon while I slept in his car, and I’ve watched them since. Ten minutes ago they went off, one, then the other.” A pause, and Thorsen could hear him breathing, and the enormous silence of the lane around him. “And I heard an outboard. Down at the water.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

“Where?” Thorsen said. “Which way?”

“East, I think. Out.” Wally’s voice was moving now. Thorsen could hear his overshoes on the snow, and a car door. “It went for about a minute, and then I couldn’t hear it any more. Not because it stopped. Because something swallowed it.” He breathed. “I’m going down to the dock. Not the house. The house has a piece of paper with seven o’clock on it, and it can wait for seven o’clock. A man in an open boat at twenty-five below can’t. I’ve called the Coast Guard.”

“I’m coming.”

“Is she all right? Claire?”

“Her office is gone.”

There was a silence on the line, with the cold in it.

“I could have had Pruitt in a cell in November,” Wally said. “I wanted him scared first.” And he rang off.



He drove the van. Claire stayed, because the fire marshal was coming at six and somebody had to stand in the ice and tell him what had happened to her shop, and because she said she would come when she could, in a voice that meant it. She taped a sheet of clear plastic over the broken window in the back door, fast, in the floodlights, her fingers stiff and white, and put her palm against it when she had finished, the way he had once put his hand on the dent in the door.

“Go,” she said.

The heater roared under the passenger seat and the plastic snapped and boomed in the slipstream all the way up the Stone Bay road and along 61. The thermometer on the dash, which Claire had fitted along with the heater, said minus thirty-one.

Wally’s grey Ford stood in the lane below the gate with its engine off. Thorsen left the van behind it and went on down on foot with the small torch from Ray’s glovebox, in Wally’s tracks. The snow under his boots shrieked. The staples in his head had found the cold and settled into it.

The yard light was on. Arne’s old green Chevrolet stood in the yard with its plough mount and its rifle rack, furred white, frost thick on the windscreen. Nils’s trailer beyond it, dark, its blue tarp a sheet of ice. Arne’s fibreglass boat lay under its tarp beside the fish house, and the little outboard was gone off its transom. The house, dark. The fish house below it, long and low, and the dock.

And beyond the dock, where the lake began, the smoke.

Thorsen had heard of it. He had never seen it. The lake was perhaps two degrees above freezing, and the air above it was minus thirty-one, and the water was giving up its warmth into air that could not hold it. It came up off the black water in sheets and columns, white, twisting, in a wall that began at the end of the dock and went up two hundred feet into the dark and out across the whole of the lake. It never stopped moving. Columns of it turned slowly on themselves and leaned and broke apart and rose. In the yard light the face of it was grey, like a cliff of fog, and it made no sound at all.

Wally was standing at the end of the dock with his torch pointed at it, like a man trying to read a wall.



There had been snow in the night, the fine dry snow the lake made, an inch of it on the boards, and in it there were tracks. Rubber boots. A big man. They went down the dock and back, and down again, three times, four, carrying things. At the bottom of the slip, where the old ways went into the water, the skin of ice that had formed in the cove had been broken, and there was a channel through it, a dozen feet wide, black, going out into the smoke. It had already begun to freeze over again. The new ice was clear as glass and so thin that the water moved under it.

At the head of the slip the big lake doors of the fish house stood open, folded back against the wall. Wally put his torch through them from where he stood, and did not go in.

The cradle in the middle of the floor was empty, the shape of her still worn into the timbers. Two long dark marks went across the boards from the cradle to the doors, where the greased ways ran down through the slip into the water. The winch at the head of them had its cable paid out to the end, and its hook was empty.

Arne had winched a twenty-foot cedar skiff off her cradle and down the ways and into the lake, alone, in the dark, at minus thirty.

“Air Station’s grounded,” Wally said. He did not take his eyes off the smoke. “Traverse City. Zero visibility and icing. They won’t put a helicopter into this and I wouldn’t ask them to. Station Duluth’s got a boat that’ll break ice, and they’re getting her ready, and she’s three hours away if she’s an hour, and they won’t run her blind. The Sheriff’s Office hasn’t got a boat in the water. Nobody has. It’s December.”

Thorsen took out the phone. “Claire’s got a boat.”

“In the dark? In that?” Wally did not look round. “Her radar won’t see a wooden skiff, and I’d be fishing for three of you. I’ve asked her. She says first light.”

They stood there anyway, until Thorsen could not feel his feet and Wally’s eyebrows had gone white.



At five to seven, headlights came down the lane.

Marchetti and Okonkwo, who had seen Pruitt off down the shore with the trooper and come straight up it the other way. Novak behind them in her Honda, in her own parka with her badge on its chain, who had not been asked.

At seven o’clock by Wally’s watch they went up to the house.

“You’re a witness,” Wally told Thorsen at the porch steps. “Witnesses stand where I tell them and don’t touch anything. You’re here because you know the house. If you go in front of me, I’ll have Novak arrest you.”

“Understood.”

Wally looked at him. “I’ve heard that before.”

The house was not locked. It never had been. Wally knocked, and called out, Arne Thorsen, it’s the BCA, we have a search warrant, in a flat carrying voice, twice, and waited, and opened the door.

The kitchen was warm. Not hot; the warmth of a room where a stove has burned all night and been let go down in the last few hours. The black woodstove ticked as it cooled. On the back of it, the blue enamel coffee pot.

On the long scrubbed table, under the lamp, two cups.

One was Arne’s: the big white mug with a faded ore boat on it and a chip out of the rim, with a skin on the last of the coffee in the bottom. It stood at his place, at the end of the bench nearest the stove.

The other stood across from it, at the place where Thorsen had sat for every meal since the day he came. It was one of the good cups, the blue ones with the white rim that were kept on the top shelf, clean and empty, set out on its saucer with a spoon beside it. As though somebody had been expected for coffee, and had not come.

“Don’t touch it,” Wally said quietly, behind him.

“I’m not.”

Over the door the rack of wooden pegs where Halvor’s shotgun had always hung was empty. Under it, on the boards, a little scatter of rust flakes, where something had been taken down that had not been taken down in years.



The van from St. Paul came down the lane at a quarter past, and its two technicians followed them down the path in white suits over their parkas.

The smokehouse was through the low door at the landward end of the fish house. Okonkwo went in first, with Marchetti’s camera, and Thorsen stood in the doorway because Wally told him to. The racks were empty. The stone firebox at the end was black, and as cold as the lake.

And nobody had touched it.

The bed of old ash lay as Thorsen had left it on Thanksgiving afternoon, with a skin of frost over it and, under the frost, the furrows where his own fingers had gone in. At the back, against Halvor’s iron grate, was the lump of grey metal fused to the bars, and the curl of green board, and the scorched corner of a binder spine. Nobody had raked it. Nobody had so much as put a lid on the firebox.

Okonkwo photographed it from the doorway, and closer, with a scale, and then held Thorsen’s Thanksgiving pictures up beside the camera and took them again, one for one.

“It’s the same,” he said. He sounded almost disappointed. “It’s exactly the same.”

Wally stood looking at the firebox with his hands in his coat pockets.

“He left it for us,” he said.



They came back through the low door into the fish house, and Thorsen turned the torch along the wall to the bench.

The knives were in their row above the bench where the fish were dressed, bright with use, in order. And above the knives, a nail.

Nothing was on it.

He kept the light on it. After a moment Wally came and stood beside him and looked at it too, at the bare nail, and at the faint pale shape on the wall behind it where something had hung for a hundred years and kept the light off the wood.

“Your father said that’s where it lived,” Wally said.

“He took the priest.”

Wally did not answer at once. He took out his notebook, slowly, with his gloves on, and wrote something in it, and put it away.

“He left us the ash,” he said. “And he took the one thing we could test.”

Thorsen did not ask him what he meant. He thought he knew.



They went back out onto the dock.

The light was coming. Inside the wall there was a faint grey now, and you could see a few yards into it, and then nothing.

“He’s been out there three hours,” Wally said. “In an open boat. In this.”

“Thirty-five degrees in the water,” Okonkwo said. “Every bit of spray that comes aboard freezes where it lands. He’ll be making ice the whole time.” He stopped, because he had seen Thorsen’s face.

Thorsen was looking out into the white, to the east and a little north.

He knew where his uncle was. He had known since the empty nail.

“Gull Rock,” he said.

Wally turned his head.

“A mile out. Off the mouth of the Kettle. Where the nets were set, in 1923. Where Anders took Joseph Lacourse, in that boat, and hit him with that priest, and put him over the side.” His voice was very steady. He listened to it being steady. “Where Leonard Lacourse’s boat was found upside down on the fifteenth of August, 1986.”

“Why would he go there?”

Thorsen looked at the smoke going up into the morning, and the empty slip, and the tracks in the snow.

“Because that’s where this family takes people,” he said.



Claire came at twenty past seven.

They heard her truck before they saw it, coming too fast down the lane, and its lights swung into the yard and stopped beside Arne’s Chevrolet. She got out in her parka, still glazed down the front with ice from the hose, with her eyes red from the smoke, and came down the path to the dock and looked at the empty slip, and the wall.

She did not ask what had happened. He told her in four sentences, and she nodded at each one.

“Gull Rock,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Coast Guard?”

“Three hours. Blind.”

Her breath went up in a plume and froze on the rim of her hood.

“The Nokomis is in the water,” she said. “At my dock. I keep a bubbler going under her all winter, it keeps a hole open round the hull. She’s got radar. She’s got a searchlight.” She looked out at the smoke, and back at Thorsen, and her face did not change. “I’m going. You can come or not.”

Marchetti looked at Wally. Okonkwo looked at the boards. Novak was very still, with her hands in her pockets.

Wally looked at Claire, and then at the white wall, and then at his overshoes.

“I didn’t hear that,” he said.

Claire turned to go.

“Claire.” She stopped. Wally did not look up from his overshoes. “Take a radio.”

Novak already had hers off her belt. She held it out to Thorsen. It was warm from her body.

“Channel two,” she said. “That’s the county car-to-car. I’ll be on it. Wally’ll be on it.” She held onto it for a moment after he had taken it. “Bring yourself back.”



Stone Bay was frozen.

The inner bay had gone over in the night, grey ice from shore to shore, smooth as a floor, smoking faintly at the edges where it met the open water beyond the point. But at the end of Claire’s dock there was a black pool thirty feet across where the bubbler had been churning the warmer water up from the bottom all night, and in the middle of it, white with frost from bow to stern, the Nokomis.

He had last been aboard her in the gale. He did not think about that. He thought about it all the time.

The mooring lines were frozen to the cleats. He broke them free with the back of a hatchet she handed him, and chipped the ice off the ramp hinges while she went aft.

“The legs have been in the water all night,” she said, crouched at the engines. “That’s the only reason they’ll start.” The starboard engine caught, rough, blowing blue smoke that lay on the ice. The port took four tries, and Claire swearing at it under her breath.

She switched on the radar, and the screen lit green, and the sweep went round, and the shore came up on it in a bright line, and beyond it a scatter of returns that was the smoke, and then, far out, a single hard spot.

“That’s the rock,” she said.

She took two float coats out of the cuddy and held one out for him. It was meant for a man six inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter. She got the zip halfway up his chest for him, and no further, and left it.

“Searchlight’s on the bow rail,” she said. “You’re on the bow. You watch. If you see ice on the water you tell me before we hit it.” Her eyes in the slit of the balaclava were very steady and very dark. “And Thorsen. You don’t go in. Whatever happens. You hear me? You don’t go in.”

He did not answer. She looked at him a moment longer, and then went to the wheel.

Gus stood on the dock at the edge of the black water and whined, high and thin, and Claire said Stay, and he stayed.



She took them out through the ice.

The Nokomis nosed out of the black pool into the grey ice of the bay, and the ice broke under her bow with a sound like a building full of windows coming down, and the aluminium boomed and rang. Thorsen stood at the bow with the searchlight and called the ice, and she steered. Behind them the channel they had made lay black and steaming across the bay, and Gus, very small at the end of it, did not move.

Then the ice thinned, and went to slush, and to nothing, and they were in open water at the mouth of the bay, and in front of them was the smoke.

The sun was coming up somewhere behind it, and the tops of the columns far out were lit from underneath, pink and gold. Below the light the wall was grey, and at its foot, where it came off the water, it was dark.

Claire did not slow down. She did not speed up. She put the bow at the place on the screen where the hard spot was, and held it there.

The first of the smoke came over the bow like a breath. Then they were in it.

The light went white. The end of the ramp, twelve feet in front of him, was a shape, and the water beyond it was nothing at all. He tried the searchlight, and the beam went out ten feet and stopped, a solid bar, as if it had hit a wall, and he switched it off again. Frost grew on the rail under his glove, and on his sleeve, and on his lashes, and the spray off the bow froze on the ramp in a clear skin that thickened while he watched.

Behind him he could hear the engines, and then, as they went further in, less. The smoke took the sound and folded it away, the way it had taken his uncle’s outboard four hours before, until the two big motors were only a kind of trembling in the deck under his boots.




Chapter Twenty-Six

The world was fifty feet across.

Fifty feet of black water, flat and slow and shining like oil, sliding past the bow, and on every side a white wall that rose and turned and came apart and rose again. Once the sun showed through it, low in the south-east, a flat disc the colour of a copper penny. Then the smoke closed and it did not show again.

He stood at the bow with the searchlight held against his chest, because Claire had put it in his hands at the dock and it was something to hold, and watched the fifty feet.

On the water the cold did not have a number. It came in through the half-zipped float coat and the wool under it and settled in the long bones of his legs and stayed there. When he blinked, his eyelashes stuck together and came apart with a small tearing feeling. Everything on the Nokomis that was not moving had grown a white fur, even the hood of Claire’s parka where her breath went over it.

Behind him, in the open back of the cuddy, the radar turned its slow green arm round and round. Claire stood at the wheel with one glove off and her bare hand on the throttles, and the twin outboards burbled at idle.

“Half a mile,” she said. She did not raise her voice. Out here there was no need.

The radio on his chest clicked. The cold had got into it, so that the voice that came out was thin and far off.

“Thorsen. Where are you?”

“Half a mile south-west of Gull Rock,” Claire said, without turning round, and he pressed the key with a thumb he could not feel and said it into the radio.

A pause. “He’s got that shotgun,” Wally said.

“I know.”

“I’m just saying it so it’s said.”

They went on. Time went slack out there, like a line with nothing on the end of it. They had been out forty minutes by the clock on the radar. It might have been ten. He thought, with great clarity, that he could not feel his face, and that this was information, and he could not think what to do with it.

Claire pulled both throttles back to nothing and the motors died.

The silence came down on them like a lid.

Water touching the hull. A tick, somewhere aft, of ice forming. Claire stood at the wheel with her head turned a little to one side, the way Gus turned his when he heard a car on the road that nobody else had heard.

Then he heard it too.

A small outboard, ticking over at the lowest it would go, like a sewing machine in another room. It came from the left. It came from the right. It came out of the water itself, because that was what the smoke did with sound: it took it and gave it back from everywhere at once.

Claire listened. Then she put out her bare hand and pointed, very precisely, a little to starboard of the bow, and put her glove back on, and touched the throttles, and the Nokomis went forward into the white at a walking pace.



Gull Rock came first.

A darkness in the smoke, low down, that thickened and took a shape: a long hump of bare rock, white with a century of gulls and new frost on top of that. On the far side, in the lee, the water lay flat and black and the smoke stood up off it thicker than anywhere.

And in the lee, the Solveig.

She was drifting, turning very slowly on the flat water with her bow to the rock. White hull, green sheer strake, all of it furred with frost so that she looked like a boat carved out of salt. A small outboard was clamped to a bracket on her transom, ticking over, holding her more or less where she was.

Arne was sitting in the stern.

He sat with one hand on the tiller and the other on his knee, in his long wool coat and his cap with the flaps down, the way Thorsen had seen him sit in that boat a hundred times, the summers Thorsen was a boy, with his eyes half closed in the sun. There was ice in his beard, and on his eyebrows, and through the left one the old seam of the scar showed white against the grey skin.

Across his knees lay a double-barrelled shotgun.

He looked up as they came out of the smoke. He looked at the Nokomis for a moment as though he could not think whose boat it was. Then he took his hand off his knee and raised it, slowly, palm out, the way a man raises a hand from a porch to a neighbour going by on the road.

Claire brought them round, gently, and held them. The motors went to neutral and then to a touch astern and then to neutral again.

“Thirty feet,” she said, very low, behind him. “That’s what he gets.”



“Danny,” Arne said.

His voice came across the water slowly, one word at a time, as though each one had to be lifted.

“Arne.”

Arne nodded. He turned his head, carefully, and looked past Thorsen into the cuddy.

“Claire Lacourse,” he said. “That’s a good boat. I heard you went out in it in the blow. In November. For the Canadian fellow and the boy.” He nodded again. “Everybody on the shore heard about that.”

Claire said nothing at all.

“Put the gun down in the boat, Arne,” Thorsen said.

Arne looked down at the shotgun across his knees as though he had forgotten it was there.

“It’s not for you,” he said. “It’s Dad’s. I brought it for me.” He looked at his hand on the wood. “I’ve sat out here since the middle of the night with it. Couldn’t feel the triggers. Couldn’t have done it anyhow.” He said it without any shame, as a plain fact, like his age. “So that’s that.”

The Solveig turned a little on the black water. The outboard ticked.

“Karl called me,” Arne said. “Did you know?”

“I was in the next room.”

Something moved in the ice of his beard that might have been a smile. “Arne, it’s Karl. Like he’d been down to the store.” He breathed, and the breath smoked. “He asked me was it me. The Duluth fellow. It’s not a thing you say to your brother on a telephone.” He looked at Thorsen. “I put a cup out for you, at your place. I thought you’d come down the lane before the rest of them, the way you did the first day, and I’d tell you at the table. You didn’t come. And I thought, they’ll all stand round the kitchen in their boots, and I’ll have to tell it to the stove.” He looked out at the white. “I wanted to tell you. Out here. This is where it is.”

Thorsen waited. He was holding the bow rail with both hands.

“I’ve told you the rest at the table,” Arne said. He looked at the water beside the boat. “I looked up at the loft, coming in. At the window. There was nothing there. I’ve always thought there was nothing there.”

“I was there,” Thorsen said.

Arne closed his eyes.

He sat like that, and the Solveig turned slowly on the black water.

“Karl came down at two,” he said, with his eyes still closed. “He sewed me up at the bench. He didn’t say one word the whole time, Danny. Not one. His hands didn’t shake. Mine did.” He opened his eyes. “And at half past three he put you all in the car and he went. He took you away from me. Karl did. You were my boy, those summers. You were my boy.”

Thorsen could not say anything. His jaw was shaking. He did not know if it was the cold.



“Paul Strand,” he said, when he could.

“He’d have taken the Point,” Arne said. “All of it. Everything Grandfather paid for.”

“Grandfather paid for it with somebody else.”

“Yes.” Arne nodded slowly. “Yes. He did. And so did I.” He let a breath go, and watched it smoke. “And so did you, Danny. Every summer you ate my fish. Every night you slept in that loft. That’s what the Point is. That’s all it ever was.”

The outboard ticked. Behind Thorsen, in the cuddy, he heard Claire’s glove creak on the wheel.

“Walt Erickson sent him,” Arne said. “Walt told him to ask me, so he asked me. Did Leonard Lacourse come to the Point that night in ’86. Polite. Like a man asking the way.” He looked at the rock. “All those years, and a man asks you that at your own kitchen wall. He telephoned. Late. And I said, come up now, and I’ll show you where. And he came. Right then. He left his keys in his car at the gate. He thought he’d be ten minutes.”

His voice did not change. It had not changed for Leonard and it did not change now.

“I met him in the lane with the lantern and walked him out to the end and showed him the rock.” He put his hand inside his coat, slowly, and brought it out, and held it up so that Thorsen could see what was in it: the short dark club with the lead let into its head, black and smooth with a hundred years of hands. “And I hit him with this.”

Thorsen looked at it. The lead was a dull grey coin in the end of the wood, flush, with its little rim. Something rounded, with an edge.

“It was on its nail over the knives all this time, Danny,” Arne said. “You walked past it every day. I took it down the night Karl rang.” He laid it on the thwart beside him, carefully, as though it might wake. “I meant the lake to have him. It didn’t want him. It put him on the rocks. I went down after him. Took the skin off my hands on the boulders.” He turned his right hand over on his knee in its frozen glove, as if the marks were still there to be shown. “And he wouldn’t go.”

Thorsen thought of that hand in his in the yard on the first day, dry and hard as wood, and the two scabbed knuckles, yellow and blue. Net reel. Stupid. Seventy-six and I still put my hand where I shouldn’t.

“I sat out there with him a long time,” Arne said. “Near one, it was, before I went up to his car.”

“And his laptop. His papers.”

“In the smoker.” Arne nodded. “You found it. I thought you would, the day you went down for air with a pie.”

“Yes.”

“If Nils saw a light that night, that was me. He’s a good boy. He doesn’t know what he sees.” He looked down at his own hands, the enormous hands, lying in his lap in their frozen wool gloves. “The computer wouldn’t burn. It went soft on Dad’s grate and stuck there. I’ve left it the way it is, for the Finn. So he’ll know I’m telling it right.” He was quiet. “His telephone went off the end of the dock, after. His little book went in the fire with the rest.”

The cold had got in behind his eyes, and everything Arne said went into it and lay down flat, one thing on top of another, like fish in a box.

“Why did you call me?” Thorsen said. “In October. Why did you call me at all?”

Arne took his time.

“I didn’t know about the Legion, Danny,” he said. “Nils never told me. That he’d said that, about the man, in front of all of them. Hollister told me, the morning he put the cuffs on him in the yard.” He looked at the shotgun. “I’d done it to my own boy, and I didn’t know it. So I called you. I thought you’d find it was Hale. Hale’s men. That Pruitt, with his truck. I thought you’d find that, because it’s what there was to find, and they’d let Nils come home.” He looked at Thorsen for a long moment, across thirty feet of black water. “I wanted it to be them. I wanted it so much I saw his truck at the gate. I thought you were a Thorsen.”

“I am,” Thorsen said. “That’s the trouble.”



Arne put his hand inside his coat again and brought out an envelope.

It was inside a plastic bread bag from the bakery in Nordby, with the end twisted shut and knotted.

“This is for Nils,” he said. “It’s all in it. Lacourse. The Strand fellow. All of it. I wrote it down the night Karl called, and I signed it.” He looked at it in his hand. “I don’t write good. But it’s all in it. So they’ll let him out.” He looked past Thorsen again, into the cuddy. “Will you bring your boat in, Claire? Close enough for Danny to take it?”

For a long moment nothing happened.

Then the motors changed their note behind Thorsen, very slightly, and the Nokomis moved forward across the black water, slowly, and slower, until the ice-furred lip of the bow ramp was a yard from the Solveig‘s side. Claire held her there. Thorsen did not look round at her. He went down on his knees on the ramp and reached out across the gap.

Arne leaned forward and put the bread bag in his hand.

And then he did not let go. His other hand came up, slowly, and closed round Thorsen’s, round the glove and the bag and all, the whole of it, enormous, and held it. Thorsen could not feel it through the glove. He could feel the weight of it. He was six years old, and he was standing on the dock in the early morning with this hand on the top of his head, and the hand was turning his head, gently, the way you would turn a cup, towards the shallows by the rocks, where a heron was standing on one leg in the mist, looking at the water. Look, Danny. Look there. Don’t move.

Arne let go.

He sat back on the thwart. He picked up the shotgun with both hands, and looked at it once, and leaned out over the far side of the boat and let it go. It went into the black water without a sound. There was a ring where it had been, and then there was not.

Then he picked up the priest.

He held it up, the way he had before, so that Thorsen could see it. Then he opened his hand over the side, and it dropped, and it did not float, because it had been made not to. It went straight down, end first, as though somebody below had been waiting for it.



Claire spoke.

It was the only time she spoke to him. Her voice came from the cuddy behind Thorsen, quiet and level, the voice she used for reading out a job sheet to a customer: what was broken, and what it would cost.

“My father whistled,” she said. “Did you know that? He could do any bird.”

Arne turned his head and looked at her.

He looked at her for so long that Thorsen thought he was not going to answer. The Solveig had drifted a few feet off the ramp, and the smoke went up between the two boats in a long slow twist and came apart.

“I know,” Arne said. “He whistled on the dock. While he waited.”

Thorsen heard a sound behind him in the cuddy. It was not a word. It was the sound a person makes when they have been hit in the body and have not yet fallen down. He did not turn round. He could not.

Arne looked out at the lake. At the white wall, and the black water going into it.

“It doesn’t give anything back,” he said. “Karl used to tell you that.”

And he put his hand on the gunwale and stood up in the boat.

The Solveig rocked under him. He stood quite steadily, with his knees bent a little, the way a man stands who has stood in small boats all his life, and he did not look at them again. He stepped over the far side. He did it the way you would step from a dock down into a boat that you knew. There was hardly a splash.



Thorsen was moving before he knew it.

He heard Claire scream his name, Thorsen, high and raw, a sound he had not known her voice could make, and he was off the ramp and across the gap and into the Solveig, and she lurched and went down on her side under his weight and threw him across her thwarts, and he went over her far gunwale head first, after Arne, into the lake.

It was not like the cold. It was not like anything that had a name.

It hit him the way a car hits a man. All of him at once, and his chest locked and then heaved, a huge gasp that he had not chosen, and he took the lake in through his mouth and his nose, black and burning, and came up choking into the smoke with his heart going like a fist on a door. The float coat held him up like a hand under the chest. That was the only thing that did.

Arne was there.

A dark shape, a yard away, just under the surface, going down slowly with his arms out a little from his sides. The wool coat had held some air for a moment and was letting it go in a silver stream. Thorsen lunged and got a hand into the collar of it, into the thick wet wool at the back of the neck, and closed his fist, and held.

Arne was as heavy as a stone. He hung under the water on the end of Thorsen’s arm, with his boots full and his coat full, and pulled Thorsen’s arm straight down after him, and Thorsen’s face went into the water and he did not let go. He could not feel his hand. He could see it, in the black, white and far away, knotted in the wool. He told it to hold. It held.

Then Arne’s hand came up through the water and closed round his wrist.

It was not a struggle. There was no struggle in it at all. The big fingers closed round his wrist, quite gently, the way they had closed round it on the knife at the bench in the fish house when he was nine, to show him the angle, and they held it, and then they worked it, deliberately, patiently, one finger at a time, out of the collar. Thorsen felt his own hand open. He could not have stopped it if he had wanted to. It had already stopped being his.

Arne let go of his wrist.

The shape went down into the black, slowly, without hurry, and was gone.



He was on his back. He did not know how he had got there.

The float coat held him with his face to the smoke. He had stopped gasping. His breath came slow now, and shallow, and it did not seem to matter much. The cold was not cold any more. It was a weight, a great soft weight on his chest and his belly, pressing him down into a place that was quiet, and comfortable, and he thought, very clearly, this is the easy way, and did not mind.

Somewhere a motor was roaring, and then not roaring: dropping to a mutter, close by. Somewhere a woman was shouting, the same word over and over.

Something hard came up under him.

It came under his shoulders and his back and his legs all at once, flat and ribbed and grinding, and the water slid off his chest. He was lying on it. Steel, with ice on the steel. He could feel the engines through it, very slow, pushing. She had not left the wheel. She had put the ramp down into the lake and brought the Nokomis in under him at a crawl, the way you slide a shovel under something you are afraid of breaking, and she was holding the boat there on the throttles, saying his name and swearing in a steady breathless stream, the way she swore at an engine.

Then the winch whined, and the ramp came up out of the lake with him on it, and the water poured off him in sheets, and he was rising, out of it, into the air, and the steel tilted and he slid down it towards her.

He turned his head. It was the last thing he did.

Out on the flat black water, in the lee of Gull Rock, the Solveig lay empty, turning slowly, slowly round, with her little motor ticking over and nobody at her tiller. As she came round her transom came into the light, and he saw her name, gold under the frost, the old-fashioned letters with their black shadows, the way they had looked to him when he was ten years old and she was the most beautiful thing in the world.

Then the smoke came down between them, and closed.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

He woke because something was breathing on him.

It took him a while to understand that it was a blanket: thin white plastic puffed up like a cloud, with a hose from a machine that blew warm air into it. There was a needle in the back of his left hand. His hands were wrapped in loose white gauze, like a boxer’s before the gloves go on, and something pulled at the skin above his right ear where the staples were.

Claire was asleep in a green vinyl chair by the window, still in her parka and boots, with a long scrape down one cheek. Wound twice round her right hand, the way you wind a rope round a cleat, was a dog’s lead. There was no dog on it.

He must have made a sound, because she opened her eyes. She sat up slowly, and the lead slid off her hand and she caught it.

“Gus isn’t allowed in,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. “I asked. They said no. I brought it anyway.”



The nurse was called Pat, a broad, quick woman of sixty from Silver Bay who made everything sound like a weather report. She put a thing in his ear and seemed pleased.

“Ninety-seven and a half. You came in at eighty-five and a half, mister. I don’t get many back from under eighty-six.”

Twenty-nine point eight, then. He did the sum without wanting to.

“What time is it?”

“Twenty past nine at night. Saturday. You’ve had a long sleep.” She tucked the hose in. “They’re saying on the radio the Coast Guard found the boat when the smoke went off. Just the boat. They won’t find him. The lake doesn’t give them back.”

She went out.

Claire was standing at the window with her back to him.

“Sometimes it does,” she said.



She told him the rest without turning round. She had run the Nokomis back into the cove on the radar, with Wally’s voice on the radio telling her where the dock was, and hit the dock. Not hard. She said that twice. Joe Bellanger’s ambulance had been waiting in the yard since a quarter to eight, because Wally had called it when they left and not told anybody.

“Arne’s bread bag,” Thorsen said.

“You’d zipped it down the front of your coat. Wally’s got it. It’s dry. He said to tell you he’s sixty-three years old and he stood on that dock for an hour and a half, and he’d prefer not to do it again.”

She sat on the edge of the chair with her elbows on her knees, and the red lead coiled on the lino.

“He heard him whistling,” she said.

“Yes. From the loft. I thought it was a bird.”

“All my life I’ve thought about him out there on his own in the dark. Frightened.” She did not look up. “He wasn’t. He was sitting on a dock whistling, waiting for an old man to come down and tell him the truth.”

After a while she said, “Which bird?” and he said, “I don’t know birds,” and she said, “No. You wouldn’t,” and that was nearly a laugh.

Then: “I told you not to go in.”

“I know.”

“After him.” She wound the lead round her fingers. “I stood at that wheel and watched you go in after the man who rowed my father out. And I put the boat under you. I didn’t think. I didn’t even think about him.” She looked at the lead. “Don’t ask me what that means. Not yet.”

On the windowsill, beside a bag of rice with his phone buried in it, stood a card with a moose on the front, from Thunder Bay. I can work the clip now. Uncle Rafe is home and says he owes you a boat. — Eli.



He called his father at ten, on Claire’s phone. His father picked up on the first ring.

“Danny. Brooks came this afternoon. She drove down to tell us herself.” A pause. “What was your core temperature?”

“Eighty-five and a half. My heart went out of rhythm and came back on its own.”

“Good,” his father said. “Good.” He breathed in through his nose. “Don’t let them send you home sooner than Monday.”

He could hear the clock with the painted saint.

“I knew what I was doing when I rang him,” his father said. “Brooks told me not to. I gave him the night, Danny. I’d give it to him again.” The line hissed. “Did he say anything? At the end.”

Thorsen thought of the old man in the stern of the Solveig with the ice in his beard. He chose.

“He said you didn’t say one word when you sewed him up. He said your hands didn’t shake. His did.”

A man of eighty sat at his own table with the telephone held against his face, not making any noise at all.

“They shook afterwards,” his father said. “In the car. All the way to Duluth.”

Then his mother, close and loud, crying and furious at once: “Daniel Karl Thorsen. You are coming home for Christmas. You are driving us. In that van.” And away from the phone, quite differently: “Karl. Sit down, dragi. I’ve got him.”



Wally came on Sunday morning with a paper bag of egg salad sandwiches and a cardboard folder, and took three photocopied sheets out of the folder and held them a moment before he handed them across.

“Original’s at the lab. Megan read it last night at eleven in her kitchen.”

Lined paper torn from a pad. Blue ballpoint, in a big, slow hand that went downhill towards the edge of every line, pressed so hard that in places the pen had gone through.

I Arne Halvor Thorsen of Thorsen Point am writing this myself on the 10 December 2026 so there is no mistake.

Leonard took a page, and it was what Arne had told him at the table in November, shorter. Paul Strand took less.

He telephoned late about Leonard and I said come up now and I will show you where and he came right then. I met him in the lane with the lantern and walked him out to the end and hit him with my grandfathers club the same one. I went down after him on the rocks and took the skin off my hands. I sat with him a long time it was near one before I went up to his car. I burned his papers and his computer in the smoker. His telephone I threw off the end of the dock after. Nobody helped me not Hale not anybody.

Nils was in his chair all night and had nothing to do with any of it. He cut his mouth on the dock steps that morning going down to the nets.

I left the smoker as it is so you will know I am telling the truth.

And at the bottom of the third page, below a space, smaller, as if he had sat a while before he wrote it:

Nils. You were always the better man. Sell nothing.

Dad

Thorsen read it twice and put it face down on the blanket.

“The club went over with him?” Wally said, to the window.

“Before him.”

Wally nodded slowly. “Megan says she can’t hold a man in a cell when somebody’s signed for what he’s charged with, and she’s right. She’s filing to dismiss in the morning. Without prejudice. The file stays open.” He looked at the folder. “Because it doesn’t fit Gary’s film. Strand sat in Walt’s drive till midnight, and this says he came right then. Megan’s seen the film too.” He put the folder on his knee. “But a dead man doesn’t get cross-examined. He knew that. He wrote three pages nobody can ask a question of, and then he made sure of it.”

At the door he stopped. “Next Sunday I’m going to sit in my sauna. You can come. Don’t talk.”



They let him go on Monday at nine, and at five to twelve he was standing in the car park of the Law Enforcement Center at minus twenty in a hard, empty sun, with Claire beside him and Gus breathing on the inside of her truck’s windows.

At twelve the security door opened, and Kayla Novak held it, and Nils came out.

He was wearing the clothes he had been arrested in, a Minnesota Wild sweatshirt and a brown duck jacket, which had been enough for the fourth of October and was not enough for this. He had a paper sack in one hand. He stood on the step and blinked like a man come up out of a mine.

He came across the car park through the snow, not fast. He stopped, close. Then he dropped the sack and hit him.

It was more open hand than fist, a big slow swing that caught Thorsen on the side of the jaw and turned his head, and Thorsen let it. Behind him Claire’s boots moved on the snow, and stopped.

Then Nils took hold of him by the front of his coat with both hands and put his face down against Thorsen’s shoulder and held on, and shook, all through, in long hard waves, without any sound. Thorsen put his wrapped hands on his cousin’s back and held him up.

“You should’ve let me stay in there,” Nils said into his coat. “Then he’d be alive.”

“He wouldn’t, Nils.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know it.”

The shaking slowed and stopped. “Did he say anything. About me.”

He’s a good boy. He doesn’t know what he sees.

“He wrote to you. Wally’s got a copy. He said you were always the better man.”

Nils let go and stepped back and wiped his face with the back of his wrist, and picked the sack up out of the snow.

“He always said that. When I’d done something stupid.” He looked at the sack. “I thought it was a thing you said.”

He would not sleep at the Point, he said. Not in the house and not in the trailer. Kenny Zupan had a couch in his place behind the Cenex in Nordby. Wally drove him there himself.



It went quickly after that, the way things do when what has been holding them is gone.

On the Tuesday morning Curt Hollister resigned, two hours before the Attorney General’s office was due to ask the governor to remove him. The BCA’s investigation went on without him: the Hale money, the plug knocked out of a van’s exhaust, and a statement from a ninety-one-year-old man marked confused. A retired Lake County sheriff was named to hold the office, and he made Kayla Novak his interim chief deputy. Jarrett Pruitt was charged with arson, firing into an occupied building, and three counts of attempted murder: the shot through the van, the cliff road, and a heater’s exhaust packed with tarred twine. Bryce Hale was arrested on his porch at Kettle Lake and charged with conspiracy to commit burglary, destroying evidence, bribery and intimidation of a witness. Laurentian Copper paused. The Band filed in federal court. The state dropped its inquiry into Lacourse Marine’s heater installation. Dennis Albrecht resigned from the firm his father had built, and took his wife Linda home from her last round of chemotherapy.

And Wally drove across the bridge to Superior and waited outside Cooper Elementary until a quarter past three, and told Jenny Strand himself.



That same Tuesday morning Thorsen sat at Claire’s kitchen table with the photocopy and a cup of coffee going cold, because there was a line in it that would not lie down.

He cut his mouth on the dock steps that morning going down to the nets.

Nobody had asked Arne about Nils’s mouth. Arne had sat at his table writing the hardest three pages of his life and stopped in the middle of them to explain a split lip, the way he had stopped over the coffee on the first afternoon to explain that he was a heavy sleeper. Nobody had asked about trains either.

And Nils had explained the lip already, in the jail. Fell off the trailer step that night, going out to piss. That night, not that morning. The trailer, not the dock. Two stories, and the man who had not been there had the tidier one.

Nils had said something else in the jail. In the morning I went down to check the nets, and I saw the Subaru at the gate. Thorsen had driven that lane on his first day. The gate was halfway up it, round two bends in the spruce. You could not see it from the nets. You could not see it from anywhere but the lane.

He read on.

He came right then. Gary’s camera had the Subaru in Walt Erickson’s drive until eleven fifty-eight. Whatever Arne had said on the telephone, it had not been now, and in the confession the hour between was gone, folded up and put away. Thorsen knew where Arne had spent some of it. He came over that night. About eleven. Sat on my step.

It was near one. A little before half past twelve, by his own camera, Gary had stood at the edge of the yard and watched Arne at his kitchen table under the lamp. At twelve thirty-one the kitchen wall phone had rung Paul Strand’s cell. Gary might be wrong about what he saw. The phone company was not wrong about the call.

His telephone I threw off the end of the dock after. Strand’s phone had stopped talking to anybody at twelve-thirteen and never started again. A phone in a dead man’s pocket goes on looking for a tower until the battery dies. This one had gone into the water at twelve-thirteen, and Arne did not know that. He had guessed.

Everything Arne had got right had happened after half past twelve: the boulders, the car at the gate, the smoker. Everything he had got wrong had happened before. A man confessing to something he had done told it from the beginning. A man confessing to something he had found told the part he had found, and made up the rest out of whatever he could bear.

“What,” Claire said, from the stove.

He told her. She listened the way she listened to an engine, with her head a little on one side. When he finished she said, “So he didn’t.”

“He didn’t do it the way he wrote it.”

“Then who did?”

He did not answer. In the café in November Megan Ostrowski had said it aloud: Two men live at the Point.

The 7-Eleven phone rang at a quarter to eleven.

“Lab finally got to Paul Strand’s particulate,” Wally said. “Grit off the boulders, most of it, like she said. And the rest isn’t rock. Soda-lime glass. Window, bottle, lens.” Paper moved. “Not his spectacles. Those were still hooked over one ear when they lifted him. Plastic lenses, both whole.”

Then Wally said it. “A rim, and glass in it. I said a cop’s flashlight in November and you told me rocks have edges.” A pause. “Curt cleared his desk at nine. I watched him carry the box out to the Tahoe. Eleven forty-one to one-oh-six, out in his car with no incident on the log, and when I asked him where, he told me he didn’t answer to me. Since nine o’clock this morning he doesn’t answer to anybody. I’m going to ask the neighbours.”

Thorsen sat with the phone.

Hollister kneeling in the snow behind the fish house with the long black four-cell. A corrupt sheriff with thirty-eight thousand dollars of Hale’s money. It would be clean. It would be a man nobody would grieve for. He wanted it so much he could feel the weight of the thing in his hands.

Wally rang back at ten to four.

“Two Harbors PD. Their dispatch, not ours. Eleven fifty-two that night, a call from a C. Hollister, asking had they any party complaints, his sister’s grandson not home. Twelve-eighteen, two officers to a house on Seventh Avenue, juveniles, alcohol. One of them had his body camera running. Curt’s on the lawn at twelve-nineteen in a parka over his pyjamas and a pair of carpet slippers, holding a boy up by the back of his coat. Brody Wick, seventeen, released to his great-uncle at twelve fifty-two. Then Curt took himself off the air from the car somewhere past Silver Creek.” Paper. “And the rest of his night’s in Hale’s phone records, which came in with Hale. Laurentian’s counsel left Hale a message at ten to eleven, after Albrecht rang them, and Hale came off his dais and rang Curt at eleven-twenty: tell the man from Duluth the Kettle tract’s posted and he’ll be arrested if he sets foot on it. That’s the eleven thirty-one call on Strand’s phone. Curt rang him once, and nobody answered, and then his sister rang about the boy.” A breath. “He drove thirty-five miles in his slippers to fetch a drunk kid and kept it off his own log for shame. It’s the most human thing I know about him. And St. Paul says nobody touched Gary’s files.”

“So it’s not Curt.”

“No.”

Wally waited. Thorsen did not give him anything, and Wally rang off.

Window, bottle, lens.

He sat at the table, and what came to him was not a thought but a picture, from the first afternoon, before he knew anything. A plain wooden ladder going up through a square hole into the loft, and beside it, on a nail of its own, a long steel torch with a cracked lens. He had seen it and thought nothing, because it was a light, and a light was all it had been. On the third of December he had taken it off its nail in the dark without thinking and used it in the loft and to walk back up the path. He had never put it back.

He got up and put on his coat and went out across the yard.

The van stood by the end of the shop that still had a roof, where Claire had brought it back from the Point on the Saturday night, with the shot-out glass in the back door taped over. He opened the driver’s door. In the pocket, under a road atlas of Nebraska and a scraper, lay the torch.

He looked at it in the flat grey light without touching it. Long and black and knurled, heavy as a bar. The lens starred from one edge, with a small chip gone out of the rim of the glass. And in the seam where the head screwed onto the barrel, a darker line, as though somebody had wiped the outside and not thought about the threads.

He fetched a freezer bag from Ray’s bins, turned it inside out over his hand the way he had in November, and picked the torch up through it, and sealed it.

Claire was standing in the door of the shop. She looked at the bag, and at him, and did not ask.



Wally looked at the bag on his desk in the BCA office in Duluth with his hands in his lap.

“Whose?”

“Nils’s. It hangs on its own nail by the ladder in the fish house. I took it on the third. It’s been in my door pocket since. Twelve days.”

Wally did not touch it. He took a property form out of a drawer and wrote on it for a while, and turned it round. Received from: Daniel K. Thorsen. Then the dates, and the van, and Claire’s yard, and door pocket, driver’s side, in his small square hand. “Read it. Sign it. Every word of that is going to be read out loud by somebody who doesn’t like you.”

Thorsen signed it.

“If I send this,” Wally said, “and it’s what you think, you know what happens.”

“I find out what happened.”

Wally rang St. Paul.



The Special Agent in Charge was a woman called Gail Brannigan, and at nine on Wednesday morning she was on the speakerphone on Megan Ostrowski’s desk in the courthouse in Nordby, two hundred miles away and perfectly clear.

“Let me say it back,” she said, “so we all know what we’re talking about. I’ve got a homicide closed by a signed, detailed, voluntary confession from a man who then drowned himself in front of two witnesses, one of them my agent. I’ve got a county attorney who dismissed on Monday. I’ve got a sheriff who resigned yesterday, a businessman under indictment, and the Attorney General’s office ringing me twice a day to say how glad they are this is finished. And now I’ve got a flashlight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Wally said.

“Which spent twelve days in a van belonging to the cousin of the man we just let go. Who handled it. Whose prints are going to be on top of everybody’s.” The line hissed. “Mr. Thorsen, you’re there?”

“Yes.”

“You got a confession to the 1986 killing out of Arne Thorsen in November and sat on it for a week, while your cousin was in jail. I’ve read the file. I understand why. A defence lawyer won’t. A defence lawyer will stand up and say you wanted your uncle’s name back and your cousin home, and when your uncle took the blame you couldn’t stand it either, so you went and found a weapon. And then he’ll say you’re an ex-cop who knows exactly what a jury wants to see in a bezel thread.” She let it sit. “I’m not saying that’s what happened. I’m saying I can’t put my name on anything that only works if you’re telling the truth.”

Ostrowski had not said anything. She sat behind her desk with her coat still on and her hands round a mug.

“Log it,” Brannigan said. “Lock it. Hold it. After the New Year, when the AG’s stopped ringing, we’ll look at it with fresh eyes and a fresh agent. Wally, I mean hold it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The line went dead. Ostrowski put the mug down.

“She’s right,” she said. “You know she’s right. If I file a fresh complaint on that flashlight the way it is, I lose at the omnibus hearing and he walks for good, and his father wrote three pages for nothing.” She looked at Thorsen. “I’m not saying no. I’m saying bring me something you didn’t touch.”



The Legion was dark inside at two in the afternoon, the way bars are, with the Christmas lights round the mirror and a hockey game on with the sound off. Kenny Zupan and Dewey Martineau were at the end of the bar where they had sat on the thirtieth of September, and they watched him come in.

He did not sit down. “I want to know what he said. After. Any of it. When he got drunk, when he got quiet. Anything he said about that night.”

Kenny looked at his beer. Dewey looked at the mirror.

“We don’t talk about Nils to cops,” Kenny said. “Even ex ones.”

“I’m his cousin.”

“You’re a cop who’s his cousin. I’ll tell you what I’ll say. I’ll say it to anybody.” His round red face had gone darker. “You think Nils’d hurt anybody? Nils? He shouts. He’s never hit nobody in his life that didn’t hit him first. He’s careful. He’s careful with his gear like an old woman. You seen his knots? He drove all the way to Duluth in September for a glass lens for that light of his, because the plastic ones go yellow. Lakehead Marine on Garfield, the only place that’d have it. Who does that?” He picked up his beer. “He’s up at the Point scraping his dad’s boat. You leave him be.”

Dewey had not said one word. He said one now. “Go on home, Thorsen.”

He went out into the cold and sat in the van with his hands on the wheel.

A glass lens. In September.

The glass in Paul Strand’s head had come out of the wound in a regional medical examiner’s office in Duluth on the first of October, and gone into a sealed envelope, and from there to a laboratory in St. Paul, where it had sat in a queue for ten weeks. Thorsen had not touched it. Nobody in his family had touched it. It had been sealed two months before he ever took a torch off a nail. If that glass was the glass of a lens Nils Thorsen had bought in Duluth in September, nobody could have put it there. Not a cousin, not an ex-cop, not anybody.

He rang Wally.



Lakehead Marine kept everything on a till that had been new in 2009, and the woman who ran it did not need a warrant to look in her own drawer. Wally rang back at five.

“Fourteenth of September. One replacement lens, tempered glass, for a four-cell. Eleven dollars and forty cents, debit card, N. Thorsen. She remembers him. He told her the plastic ones go yellow.” A pause. “And I rang Gary. Asked him the one thing nobody asked him. Was the old man wet, out of breath, boots on. Slippers, he says. The ones his sister made. Boots on the mat, dry. And the lantern on its hook by the door. Not lit.”

“I met him in the lane with the lantern.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Wally drove up to Nordby, and they stood in Ostrowski’s office again at half past six with the till slip on her desk, and Gary’s statement, and the bag.

She read the slip twice.

“It’s better,” she said. “It’s a great deal better. It’s still a flashlight out of your cousin’s van.” She looked at Wally. “Your boss told you to hold it.”

“She did.”

“I can’t tell you to send it. I’m not going to tell you not to.” She picked up her mug, found it empty, and put it down. “If it comes back the way you think, I’ll file. If it doesn’t, I never saw this.”

In the corridor Wally put on his hat.

“I’ll drive it down myself,” he said. “Tonight. Hand to hand, no courier, so there’s one name on that form after yours. I’ll ask for the glass against the sealed fragments, refractive index and the elements, and the threads for blood.” He looked at the bag in his hand. “Gail will put a letter in my file in the morning. That’s all right. I’ve got thirty-one years in that file. My pension’s in this bag too, Danny. So it had better be right.”

“It’s right.”

“Huh,” said Wally, and went out to his car.



Brannigan’s letter went into his file at eight on Thursday morning, for acting contrary to the direction of a supervisor. Wally read it to Thorsen over the phone, all of it, in a flat voice, as if it were a weather forecast.

The lab rang him at twenty past three, and he rang Thorsen at half past.

“The glass,” he said. “Refractive index the same, to the fourth decimal. The elements the same, every one they ran. On its own that’s only a kind of glass, and a lawyer will say so; there’s a lot of lens glass in the world. But one of the pieces out of his head fits the chip out of the rim. Broken edge to broken edge, under the microscope. They’ll put that on paper.” A breath. “Human blood in the bezel threads and under the ring that holds the lens. Somebody wiped the outside. They didn’t take the head off. DNA consistent with Paul Strand. Nils’s prints on the barrel, which you’d expect. Yours on top of his, which you’d expect.” He paused. “Megan says, now I’ll charge it. She’s drafting the complaint. She wants him tonight.”

“Let me bring him in,” Thorsen said. “Tomorrow. Let me.”

The line was quiet for long enough that he thought it had gone.

“Where is he?”

“Kenny says he’s at the Point. Scraping the boat.”

“Eight o’clock,” Wally said. “Not one minute after.”



He sat in the van in Claire’s yard with the heater ticking under the seat, and did not turn on the lamp.

At nine the 7-Eleven phone buzzed once on the dash. A text, from a number he did not have.

Kline was in the Legion tonight. Sore about Curt. Telling everybody BCA’s got Nils’s flashlight. I’ll go by the Point on my shift. K.

He read it twice. He thought about driving to the Point, and knew what a man did when somebody came down his lane in the dark with news like that, and stayed where he was.

After a while the kitchen door opened and Claire came across the snow without a hat, and slid the side door back, and stood in it with the cold coming in round her.

“It’s Nils,” she said.

He nodded.

She stepped up into the van and put her hand on the back of his neck, and left it there.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

The phone went at twenty to seven, on the floor beside Claire’s bed, and he had it before the second ring.

“His truck’s not at the Point.” Novak’s voice, low and quick, with a car heater roaring behind it. “I came down the lane at six. Trailer’s cold, fish house is cold. There’s a boat up on the ways with half the paint off her and a scraper on the bench. No truck.” A breath. “Wally wanted a car on the lane all night. There was one car for the whole county after midnight and a jackknifed rig across 61 at Silver Bay, and that was where it went. So I went and banged on Kenny Zupan’s door. He didn’t want to tell me. Then he did. The mate off the Hjalmar Lindgren rang Kenny at midnight to ask was Nils fit to sign on, and was he out on bail or what, because Nils had rung him at eleven asking for a berth. She’s at the ore dock in Two Harbors taking the last cargo of the season. Pellets for Indiana Harbor. Kenny says she finishes loading at seven and lets go at first light.”

Thorsen was sitting up. Claire was sitting up beside him, already reaching for her jeans.

“Megan signed a complaint at eleven last night,” Novak said. “The judge in Duluth signed the warrant at a quarter to twelve. I’ve got it in my coat.” She was quiet a moment. “If that boat clears the breakwater, he’s in Indiana on Tuesday and we’re asking a judge in Lake County, Indiana for him. And he’s had four days on a deck with a rail round it to think about his dad.”

“Don’t go up there with lights, Kayla.”

“I’m not going up anywhere. I’m going to be behind you.” The heater roared. “No siren. I’m leaving now.”



Claire drove.

She drove the way she did everything that mattered, without talking and a little too fast, the plough-scarred truck sitting down hard on its springs on the frozen ruts of 61 with Gus left whining in the porch behind them. It was minus twenty-four by the gauge on the mirror. In the headlights the road was white and empty and the snowbanks went by like walls. Behind them, a quarter of a mile back, a set of red and blue lights turned and turned without a sound.

On the left, where the lake should have been, there was nothing at all. Then the road came down close to the shore at Silver Creek and he saw it: the whole lake smoking in the dark, a grey wall standing up off the open water and leaning in towards the land, the way breath goes up off a horse.

He rang Wally.

“I’m on the expressway,” Wally said. “Forty minutes, on this. Kayla rang me.” The wipers went. “Eight o’clock, I said. I didn’t say where.”

Claire had both hands on the wheel. She did not look at him.

“If he goes over,” she said, “you don’t go in after him. Not this time. Not off a boat that size.”

“No.”

“Say it like you mean it.”

He looked at the smoke. “I don’t know if I mean it,” he said.

She drove.



The ore docks at Two Harbors stood out into Agate Bay like something left behind by a bigger race of men: long black trestles of steel and concrete, higher than the houses of the town, with a row of chutes hanging off each side like the teeth of a comb. There was a string of work lights along the top, and under them, where the smoke had not reached, the dark length of a ship.

She lay along the face of the dock from one end almost to the other, so long that the far end of her was only a guess. A red hull with the ice frozen in grey sheets along her waterline, and the deck a long flat plain with the hatch covers down, and at the after end, a long way off, the white block of her stern house with lights in its windows. HJALMAR LINDGREN, in white letters as tall as a man, on her bow. The chutes had been raised. Somewhere down in her a diesel was running, a deep slow sound that came up through the soles of his boots.

There was a gate in a chain-link fence and a man in a booth. Novak’s lights came up behind Claire’s truck and stopped, and the man looked at them, and came out, and Novak got out of the cruiser and talked to him with her hands in her pockets. Then he raised the bar.

They walked out along the dock apron at the foot of the trestle, Thorsen and Novak, on concrete glazed with ice and gritted with spilled pellets that rolled under the boots like shot. Claire stayed by the truck. The ship’s side went up beside them, a red steel wall, and between the wall and the dock was a black strip of water two yards wide with the smoke boiling up out of it.

Up on the deck men in orange float coats were working the mooring lines. A deck winch whined. One of the heavy lines came slack off a bollard on the apron and a deckhand hauled it in, and the wire went up the ship’s side dripping and smoking, and was gone.

“Singling up,” Novak said. “They’re taking in everything but one line at each end.”

“How long?”

“Don’t ask me.” She looked along the hull. “Not long.”

Halfway down the apron, an aluminium ladder went up the ship’s side from the dock to a gap in the rail, steep and narrow, with a safety net slung under it over the black water. At the top of it a short, thick man in a parka with a radio on his chest stood with his hand on the rail and watched them come.

“You’re a cop,” he said, before Thorsen had his foot on the bottom rung.

“I was. I’m his cousin. I need five minutes.”

“He told me nobody’d come.” The mate looked at Novak, at the patch on her shoulder, and back. “He’s signed on. He’s crew. I’ve known him since he was nineteen. He’s the best deckhand I’ve had on this boat and he never once came aboard drunk.” He looked at his watch. “We let go at half past seven, light or not. Five minutes.”

Thorsen went up.

The rungs were rimed with frost. He had left his gloves on the seat of the truck without thinking, and the skin was still coming off his fingers in long white peels the way Pat had promised, and the aluminium took hold of the raw places and burned them like a stove. He went up anyway, one rung and then the next, with the black water smoking under the net and the steel wall going past his face, and at the top the mate put out a hand and took him by the forearm and pulled him over onto the deck.

“Aft,” the mate said. “On the fantail. He’s been there since four.”



It was a long way aft. The deck was two hundred yards of steel with the hatches down, white with frost, and the smoke came up over the side and blew across in rags. He walked down the middle of it, past the hatches one after another, with his raw hands in his armpits and the cold in his chest like a fist, and the stern house came up slowly out of the grey with its lights on.

He went round the side of it, along a narrow alley between the house and the rail, and came out onto the after deck.

There was not much to it: a space of steel deck behind the stern house, with the mooring winches either side, and a low rail all round it, and beyond the rail the smoke. A single line went out from a winch drum on the starboard side, up over a fairlead and away down through the grey to a bollard on the dock. Somewhere below, the screw was turning very slowly, and the water under the stern was moving, and the smoke over it moved too.

Nils was standing at the rail on the port side with a duffel bag at his feet.

He had his hands on the rail and he was looking down at the water. He did not have a hat on. His hair was white with frost, and his beard, and the shoulders of the duck jacket, as if he had been standing there long enough to be snowed on, and there was no snow.

Thorsen did not go to him. He stopped by the starboard winch, ten feet off, where Nils could see him without turning round, and put his own hands on the rail. It was so cold it did not feel like anything.

“It doesn’t give anything back,” Nils said, to the water. “Dad used to say that. When I was little. When I wanted to go in.”

“He said it to me too.”

Nils nodded slowly.

“I knew you’d come,” he said. “Kenny rang me at ten. At the Point. Said Travis Kline was in the Legion telling everybody the BCA had my flashlight.” He looked at the water. “So I knew. I sat on the cot a while. Then I got in the truck. I meant to drive to Nordby. I got to the bottom of the hill by the LEC and kept going.” His hands moved on the rail. “My legs’ll take me to a boat. They wouldn’t take me to that building.”

“The lab found glass in Paul Strand’s head, Nils. Out of your light. And blood in the threads, where the head screws on. It’s his.”

For a while there was only the diesel, and the water moving under the stern.

“I thought it was a dream,” Nils said.



He told it the way men tell things in the cold, without looking, to the smoke.

“Dad came over about eleven. I told you that. I had the Wild on, the replay. He sat on my step in his shirt, with his arms on his knees. He said it was never ours, son. He said Granddad wanted to give it back in ’86 and he stopped him. He said Leonard Lacourse didn’t drown. I did that, he said. Like he was telling me the furnace was out.”

He breathed out, and the breath went away white.

“He said the man from Duluth was coming at midnight, and he was going to tell him. And show him where. And then it’s done. He said the sale was done too, he was sorry, it was my money he was giving away. He’d told the fella to give him an hour, so he could tell me first. Because it was mine too.” His mouth moved. “He said sorry. Like it was a boat payment.”

“What did you say?”

“Dad, no. A few times. He put his hand on my head like I was ten and went back to the house, and I saw the lamp go on in the kitchen.” He looked down. “I’d had the beer at the Legion and three more at home and then I had the bottle. I’d always thought that fella worked for somebody. The people in town who’d pay to stop it. And here’s Dad going to hand it all to him, the Point and the money and himself. Stillwater. He’s seventy-six. He’d have died in there.”

The single line creaked on its drum.

“Then a car came down the lane and stopped at the gate. I heard it. I went in the fish house and took the light off its nail. I don’t remember thinking about it. It’s what you do there, going out at night. You take the light.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what I was going to do. Tell him to go home.

“He was coming down the lane with his phone out in front of him, the little light on it. He saw mine and stopped and said, Mr. Thorsen? And I said, Nils. And he said, Your father asked me to come. Polite. Like he was sorry to bother anybody, that time of night.” Nils’s hands closed on the rail. “And I said, He’s out at the end. He’ll show you. I don’t know where I got that. I think Dad said it on the step. Something like it. It just came.”

Dad’s gone out ahead to the rock, to show you where.

Thorsen held the rail and did not move.

“We went down past the house. Along the shore. I kept the light low so he could see his feet. The kitchen was lit up on the shelf over us, the whole room, like a television. I didn’t look. I knew what was in there. I thought, he’s in there waiting with the cups out, and he’s going to say it, and they’ll take him to Stillwater, and it’ll all be gone. Him and the Point and everything. In one night.” He was quiet. “I thought if he never got to the house, Dad wouldn’t say it. Not tonight. And in the morning he’d be Dad again. That’s as far as I got.

“Out along the rail. He went ahead of me. He stopped at the end where it drops off and stood there and looked out. There was cloud down on the water and the moon somewhere behind it. You couldn’t see a thing out there. But he stood and looked, like there was something to see. Where the rock is. Like Dad was going to be standing on the water.”

He looked at his hands.

“I don’t remember deciding. I had it in both hands. That’s all I’ve got. I had it in both hands, and then I didn’t have anything in front of me.” His voice did not change at all. “He didn’t make a sound, Danny. He just went.”

The smoke went past between them.

“I didn’t shine it down. I didn’t want to see. I turned it off and walked back in the dark, and by the root, where the rail bends, I went into it. That’s my mouth. I told you the step. Some nights it was the step.” He touched his lip with the back of one finger. “I hung the light on its nail. Because that’s where it goes. Then the chair. I woke up once and the smoker was going, the little window, and I thought, Dad, he does that since Mom.

“In the morning my beard was stuck. I thought I’d been in a fight at the Legion. I took the light to go up the lane, and there was something on the end of it, and I wiped it on my jeans like you’d wipe a knife, and hung it back. I went up the lane to see was the car there. If it wasn’t there it was a dream.” He shut his eyes. “It was there. So I went out to the end, and he was there too. I called them myself. I thought if I called them it’d be a man who fell.”

“And then the house.”

“Dad said what happened to your mouth, and I said I fell. And I said, I didn’t touch him, Dad. Not out there. I don’t know why I said out there. And Dad looked at me and said, You were in your chair all night. And I said, I was in my chair.” He opened his eyes. “Then he made me eggs. I couldn’t eat them. He sat and ate them himself, slow, every bit, like it was a job. We never talked about it after. Not one time.”

“The jeans,” Thorsen said.

“Under the bed in the trailer. I never washed them. I couldn’t touch them.”



The deck winch on the starboard side clanked and took a turn. Far up the ship a voice called something, and another answered.

“Dad knew,” Nils said. “Didn’t he.”

“He was afraid of it. He never let himself know. He sat at that table in November with your chair empty and believed it was Hale.” Thorsen looked at the rail under his hands. “When he couldn’t any more, he wrote it all down.”

“So they’d let me out.”

“Yes.”

“And you came and found it anyway.”

“Yes.”

Nils nodded slowly, as though Thorsen had told him what a part would cost.

“I knew where he was at midnight,” he said. “Wally read me the letter in the car on Monday. I met him in the lane with the lantern. I knew he was in the kitchen. I knew he never met anybody in any lane.” His hands were white on the rail. “I let them open the door anyway. I let you hold me up in the car park. Four days. I went out to the Point and took the paint off her. I thought, when I’ve got her clean I’ll go in. When I’ve got all of him off her.” He looked down at the water. “She’s half done. Tell Claire. Give her to the Band, clean, and let them say what she is.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Dad always said you’d fix it.”

“I don’t fix things, Nils.”

“I know.” He looked round at Thorsen for the first time. “You find out what happened.”

Then he took his hands off the rail.

He did it slowly, the way you put down a tool you mean to leave, and he stood there with nothing in his hands, a big man with frost in his hair, and looked at the water a while longer. Thorsen did not move. He could feel the whole length of the ship under his boots and the screw turning somewhere under that, and the two yards of black water along the dock that nobody came up out of, and he kept his hands on the rail and his feet where they were and did not say anything at all.

Nils put his hand inside the duck jacket and brought out a photograph.

An old colour print, gone orange and soft, with a crease across one corner. Two boys on a dock in the sun, in cut-off jeans, squinting. The bigger one, blond, skinny, eleven or nearly, was holding a lake trout up by the gills in both hands, and the fish was nearly as long as his body, and he was not smiling; he was looking at it with a kind of serious astonishment, as though it had told him something. The smaller one, white-haired, with a gap in his teeth, was holding the tail and grinning at the camera as if the whole thing had been his idea. At the edge of the picture, out of focus, a man’s big hand rested on the dock post. Just the hand.

“It was on the fridge,” Nils said. “Mom’s. Uncle Karl took it. Summer of ’86. That’s Dad’s hand.” He held it out across the ten feet, and Thorsen came and took it. “I can’t have it where I’m going. Keep it dry.”

Thorsen put it inside his coat, against his shirt.

“I’ll keep it dry.”



The horn went.

It came out of the funnel over their heads, one long blast, so loud and so low it was less a sound than a blow, and it went out across Agate Bay into the smoke and came back off the town. When it stopped the mate was at the corner of the stern house with his radio in his hand.

“We’re going, Nils,” he said. “Or you’re not.”

Nils looked at him. Then he bent and picked up the duffel by its strap and put it on his shoulder.

“Sorry, Mike,” he said. “I’m not.”

They went forward together along the two hundred yards of frosted deck, not talking, with the hatch crane going by overhead and the smoke blowing across. At the ladder a deckhand was standing by to haul it in. Nils went down first, the duffel on his back, the way he would have gone down a ship’s side in any weather, and Thorsen went after him with his raw hands burning on the rungs, and the black strip of water smoking under the net.

Novak was at the foot of it on the ice, alone, with her hands out of her pockets.

“Mr. Thorsen,” she said.

She was the only one of them who had ever called him that.

“Kayla,” Nils said. “I’ve come in.”

Behind them the ladder went up the side of the ship and was swung in over the rail. On the dock a man threw the last stern line off its bollard and it went up the hull dripping, and the red wall beside them began, very slowly, to move. They stood on the apron and watched it go: the hull, and the white letters, and the stern house with its lights, and the water churning white under the counter and smoking as it churned. The Hjalmar Lindgren went out past the end of the ore dock into Agate Bay, and the smoke took her a piece at a time, until there was only the sound of her, and then not that.

Wally’s grey Ford had come down the apron with its lights off and stopped behind Novak’s cruiser. Wally got out and stood by the open door in his corduroy coat and overshoes, and looked at the three of them, and then at his watch.

“Seven fifty-six,” he said.



At the Law Enforcement Center Megan Ostrowski was standing in the corridor beyond the inner door in her coat, with a file under her arm, as if she had been there some time. She looked at Nils, and at Thorsen behind him.

“Mr. Thorsen,” she said, “you’ll want your lawyer.”

That was all she said to him. Nils nodded. He looked round once at Thorsen. Then Novak put her hand on his elbow, not hard, and they went down the corridor together, and the steel door at the end of it opened, and shut.

Ostrowski came out into the lobby and let the inner door close behind her.

“I’m charging murder in the second degree,” she said quietly, “because the facts carry it. Manslaughter in the first in the alternative. I’ll tell his lawyer this afternoon I’m open to a plea to the manslaughter.”

“Because he was drunk.”

“Because he was drunk out of his mind. And because he got off a boat and walked down a ladder to my deputy.” She shifted the file. “I can’t tell you what a judge does. I’ve never seen one not take that. We’ll want those jeans.”

“Under the bed in the trailer. He never washed them.”

She looked at the steel door. “Your uncle wrote three pages to keep him out of here.”

“Yes.”

“And you brought him in.”

“He brought himself in,” Thorsen said.

She nodded, and went back through the door.

He stood in the lobby under the bulletin board with the photograph against his shirt.

At twenty to one that night, with his guest forty minutes late, the old man had taken the lantern off its hook and put his boots on and gone up the lane to see. He had found the car at the gate with its keys in it, and then the end of the Point. He had not seen a light, or a son. He had seen a dead man on the boulders with a notebook in his coat that would say come at midnight, and a car full of paper that ran straight back to a dock in 1986. He had burned it to bury Leonard Lacourse, and in burning it he had burned the only thing that said who Paul Strand had walked down that lane to meet. Then he had sat in his kitchen till morning and let his son go out to the nets, and not let himself think why. I’m a heavy sleeper. I never saw him that night. He had seen him dead. Don’t tell Nils, he had said at his table in November. Let him have one of us. He had told Nils himself, on a trailer step, six weeks before, and sat across from Danny hoping the bottle had taken it back.

And in October he had stood at a kitchen wall phone and rung Los Angeles, twice, working up to it. He had not called a detective to bury a killing. He had called one because he could not bear to find out who had done it himself. He had bet that Danny would find somebody else, and that a boy who was eleven in 1986 would not remember the dock. Both bets were against the same man, and he had lost them both.

Bring Nils home, his father had said on the porch in San Pedro, with his hand on the back of Thorsen’s neck.

The notice about the dog was still on the board, curling at one corner. Nobody had found Duke.



Claire’s truck was at the kerb outside with the engine running.

He got in. She drove down the hill through Nordby and out along the shore, and did not say anything for a mile.

“My father,” she said. “And now him.”

“Yes.”

The lake went by on the left, grey, the smoke lifting off it now in the first of the sun.

“There’s no one left up there.”

“No.”

He took the photograph out of his coat and looked at it, and put it back.

“I have to ring my father,” he said.

“Tonight. From my kitchen.” She did not look round. “Not from that van.”

She drove him to Stone Bay.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

On the Friday afternoon, while Nils sat in an interview room at the LEC with a lawyer from Duluth, Wally drove across the bridge to Superior a second time and waited by the fence at Cooper Elementary, because the first thing he had told Jenny Strand had not been true. He rang Thorsen at Claire’s that night and told him about it in a few lines. She had sat on the bench with her hands in her cardigan pockets and heard him out, and asked one thing: whether Paul had known what was happening. Wally had told her no. Paul had been looking at the lake. “She said Paul would have bought him a beer,” Wally said. “Then she went back in for her coat.”



The drum started before the priest came in.

It was a big hand drum, the size of a cartwheel, laid flat on a stand at the front of the church below the altar rail, with four men sitting round it on folding chairs in their coats. They struck it together, slow, a heartbeat, and the sound went down through the floorboards and up through the soles of Thorsen’s boots, and the church, which had been full of the small noises of people in winter coats settling into pews, went quiet.

St. Francis Xavier had been built by people who did not have much money and had spent all of it on the windows. The snow was coming down past them, slow and thick, so that the light in the church was white and soft. An oil stove ticked by the door. The pews were full. People stood along the walls.

Thorsen stood at the back, by the stove.

Claire was in the front pew. He could see the back of her head, the braid, grey-streaked, lying straight down her dark wool coat. Tyler sat beside her, very straight, and did not look round. On her other side sat a small, thin woman of seventy-five or so with white hair cut short and a face that was Claire’s face with twenty-five more winters on it, and beside her a tall stooped man with a white beard, holding her hand.

Rose Defoe was in the second pew with her arms folded. In the aisle, in a wheelchair, with an oxygen line he kept pushing away from his face, sat Gene Mahoney, and Wally stood behind him in a corduroy coat. Kayla Novak stood against the side wall in uniform with the new patch on her shoulder.

On the other side of the door from Thorsen, at the back, Gary Erickson stood with his father. Walt was in his Korean War cap. Gary had his hand under the old man’s elbow and was looking at the floor.

Nils was in cell seven.

Thorsen thought of him there now, on the steel bench under the glass blocks, with nothing to do with his hands.



Father Benoit came in from the side in a white chasuble, slowly, because of his knees.

He said the Mass in English, with here and there a few words in Ojibwe that the old women in the front pews answered him in.

There were no coffins. There was the drum, and two tall candles either side of the rail, and between them, on a small table covered with a white cloth, two books lying open: a tall narrow one in black cloth with its spine mended with tape, and a newer one beside it in red.

When it came to the homily Father Benoit did not go up into the pulpit. He came down the two steps and stood beside the table and put his hand on the old book.

“In November 1923,” he said, in his quiet, dry voice with the French somewhere far back in it, “Father Rousseau, who had this parish then, wrote that a Mass was said for the soul of Joseph Lacourse, who was lost on the lake. He wrote what he was told. In August 1986 nobody wrote anything at all. Leonard Lacourse’s wife would not have a Mass said over an empty lake, and Father Dufresne let her be. I came five years later. I have turned past that empty page every November since and never asked her again. I am sorry for that.”

He took his hand off the book.

“Today we are going to write down what is true.”

He nodded to the front pew, and Claire stood up.



She walked to the table and stood beside the priest, small and straight in her dark coat, and looked out over the church.

“Joseph Lacourse,” she said. “My great-grandfather. Who could write his name. He was not lost on the lake. He was killed on it, on the nineteenth of November, 1923, by a man who took him out in a boat to pull nets.”

The snow came down past the windows.

“Leonard Joseph Lacourse. My father. Who built bridges, and whistled. He was not lost on the lake either. He was killed on it, on the fourteenth of August, 1986, by a man who took him out in a boat to talk.”

She looked down at the books.

“And Paul Strand. Who found it out, and rang me twice to say so, and I wiped him off a tape both times.” She did not look up. “He said he’d call me after. Write him down too, Father. He hasn’t got anywhere else.”

She stood a moment looking at the back wall, at the stove; and Thorsen, who was standing beside the stove, did not move.

“That’s all,” she said. “That’s what’s true.”

Father Benoit bent over the table and wrote, slowly, in a careful old-fashioned hand, in three places: once in the margin of the old book beside a line in faded brown ink, once at the foot of the last written page of the new one, and once more on the line below it, a name that had never been in either. Then he blotted them, and the four men round the drum lifted their sticks.

It was an honour song; Claire told him afterwards. He knew only that the men round the drum began to sing, high and hard, a long falling line of sound, and that everybody stood, and that he could feel the drum in his chest where the lake had been.

At the end of it Father Benoit went to the back of the church himself, past Thorsen, on his bad knees, to where a rope came down through a hole in the ceiling by the door. He rang the bell twice. The sound went out over the bay through the snow and came back off the far shore.

Then he stood holding the rope and looked down the church at Claire. She had turned round in the pew. She nodded.

He rang it once more.

Thorsen knew what it was. He had stood at Split Rock in November beside her and heard a bell rung for twenty-nine men, and then once more, for all the others. Across the door, old Walt Erickson had taken his cap off and was holding it against his chest.

Gary stopped beside him on the way out with his father on his arm, and settled the old man’s cap back on his head. “I went in to see Nils this morning. My sister’s boy.” He looked at the snow coming down past the door. “Bank’s had the cabins since November. Becky’s got a room for Dad in Two Harbors.” Then: “I stood at the edge of that yard and didn’t go in. This whole shore’s been not going in for a hundred years.”

He took his father down the steps.



Outside it was snowing harder. The drummers carried the drum out between them, wrapped in a quilt, like a sleeping child.

Mahoney came down the ramp at the side of the church with Wally braking the wheelchair, and stopped beside Thorsen and looked up at him with his bright old eyes.

“Drain plug in,” Mahoney said. “I wrote that down. First time anybody read it.”

“You were the young one,” Claire said.

She had come up behind them.

“Flat calm,” he said. “You were right.”

She bent and kissed him on the forehead, and he let her.



The small white-haired woman came to him herself, across the churchyard, alone, in a long grey coat, and stopped and looked up a long way. She did not seem to mind.

“You’re Karl Thorsen’s son.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Marie Kerrigan. I was Marie Lacourse.” She kept her hands in her pockets. “I don’t suppose Claire’s mentioned me.”

“She has.”

“Then you know I burned his papers.” She said it plainly. “Old Halvor came to my house in September of ’86. He stood on my porch with his hat going round in his hands, and he could not get one word of it out. And I had a ten-year-old girl in the kitchen and I’d decided we were going to live. So I shut the door on him.”

“He wrote it down,” Thorsen said. “The night Leonard came. He gave it to my father to take away. It’s in the court now. He just couldn’t say it.”

“No.” She turned her head and looked across the churchyard at nothing in particular, at the corner of the church where the snow was drifting against the white clapboard.

“That boy carried soup up my steps,” she said. “With his father. Every week, the winter I had pneumonia. He was fourteen. He’d stand behind Arne holding the pot with a dish towel round it, red to the ears, and say Hello, Mrs. Lacourse, like it hurt.” Her voice did not change at all. “I’ve been sick about that soup for a week, and now I’m sick about him. Tell him the soup was a kindness, whatever his father was. Tell him I knew that.”

“I’ll tell him.”

She took one hand out of her pocket, and for a moment he thought she was going to touch his arm. She put it back.

“And you tell your father he can stop now. Whatever it is he’s been doing for forty years. He can stop.”

She went back across the snow to the tall man by the car, and he opened the door for her, and she got in.



Claire found him on the shore.

He had gone down the path below the church and stood on the rocks at the edge of the ice. Stone Bay had frozen in the week since Gull Rock, a white sheet running out under the new snow to where the water was still black and steaming faintly. Across the bay the old tug stood on its pole outside her shop, pointing out at the lake.

She came and stood beside him.

“Rose says the Point’ll come to the Band in the end,” she said. “Some part of it to Joseph’s heirs. Me and Tyler and forty cousins I’ve never met. I don’t want it. I couldn’t stand on that dock.”

“What do you want?”

She thought about it, honestly, the way she thought about a weld.

“A stone. In there, in the churchyard, with his name on it. There’s nothing to put under it. I don’t care.” She looked at the ice. “I’ll cut it myself.”

“You’d do a good job.”

“I’d do a perfect job. That’s what I’m afraid of. I’d never finish it.”

“Nils asked me to say something about the boat,” Thorsen said. “He wants her to go to the Band. Clean, he said.”

“Rose has it on her list. And the skiff, if the Band wants her.” She looked out at the black water past the edge of the ice. “I brought his boat back in. Somebody had to. I didn’t look at her.”

“Every time I look at you I’m going to see that dock,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m going to look anyway.” She did not turn her head. “I wanted you to know I’d thought about it.”

She leaned, very slightly, so that her shoulder was against his arm.

“You’re going. Monday.”

“I promised. Christmas Eve. And I’m driving my parents.”

“In the van. Your mother’ll love that.”

“She’s going to inspect your heater installation with a stethoscope.”

Something happened at the corner of her mouth, and this time she did not put it away.

“Ice goes out in April,” she said. “Most years. Middle of April there’s a morning you come down and the bay’s open and the whole lake’s moving again, and you can hear it.” She did not look at him. “That’s all. I’m just telling you. It’s a thing that happens up here.”

She took her right hand out of her pocket. There was a key in it.

It was the Ford key, Ray’s key, worn smooth. She had held out her hand for it in the truck outside the LEC yesterday, without explaining, and he had given it to her.

“The tape was mush,” she said. “Since the lake. I took it off and put new on.”

He took it. There was a new strip of masking tape round the head, wound on flat and tight, the way she did everything, and on it in black marker a capital R. It was not Ray’s R. Ray’s had leaned backwards, always. This one stood up straight. She had tried to copy it; he could see where she had tried. And then she had written it her own way instead, because it was her tape now as well.

“It’ll start,” she said. “Ray would want it run.”

He put the key in his shirt pocket, in front of the napkin, and buttoned it. They stood on the rocks a while longer, not saying anything, and then Gus barked once from the truck up by the church, and they went back up the path together.



On the Sunday Wally drove him inland to a lake outside Virginia, Minnesota, and they sat for an hour on a cedar bench in Wally’s sauna on the shore, in the dark heat, with the stove hissing and the sweat running off them and the frozen lake white in the one small window. Wally had said in the car that Thorsen was not allowed in the hole in the ice this year, on medical grounds, and after that neither of them said one word. It was the best hour he spent in the state.



It was minus thirty in Claire’s yard at a quarter to six on Monday morning, and the van started first time.

He sat in it with the engine running and watched the windscreen clear in two half-moons from the bottom. The new window in the back door, which Claire had set into a steel frame she had welded up herself, was clear on the inside without a feather of frost. Beside the two green lights above the bunk, wedged into the edge of the shelf where he would see it from the pillow, was a faded photograph of two boys on a dock.

The kitchen door opened and she came out onto the step in her parka with a mug in her hand, and Gus pushed past her legs and stood in the snow.

She did not come over. They had said what there was to say on the shore. She looked at him through the windscreen, and he looked at her, and then she lifted the mug about an inch.

He put the van in gear.

In the mirror he saw Gus run a little way down the drive after him, and stop, and sit down in the snow.



The interstate goes out of Duluth over the top of a hill.

The road climbed away from the water through the dark, and at the crest, with the sky going grey in the east behind him, he looked in the mirror.

The lake filled it. Slate-coloured, flat, going out to the edge of the world, and all along it the smoke standing up off the water in long white columns, lit pink at the tops where the first of the sun had found them.

Then the road went over the hill and it was gone.



Professor Brekke telephoned at ten, somewhere south of the Cities, with the land gone flat and white on either side and the wind lifting the snow off the fields in long pale snakes across the road.

“You are driving. I can hear it. Do not crash. I will be brief, which is not my nature.” Something rustled. “There is one more letter. It was not in the catalogue, because it was not from Anders. It was to him. Solveig wrote to her brother in the summer of 1925, after his letter about Joseph, and he sent it back to her without opening it. He wrote one word on the front, in pencil, across her writing. Retur. And she kept it, sealed, for the rest of her life.” She cleared her throat. “I opened it on Thursday. I am eighty-four. I have stopped asking permission of the dead.”

“What did she say?”

Her voice changed and became careful, a reader’s voice. “Anders. I have your letter, and I have not burned it, and I will not. You must go to the Indian’s wife. You must go to the sheriff of that place and tell him. If they hang you, they hang you, and God will see what you did at the end, and not only what you did in November. I could not carry it alone. I have told our priest. I am sorry, brother. Now there are two of us, and that is a little lighter.”

The snakes of snow ran across the road in front of him and under the wheels and away.

“He never read it,” Thorsen said.

“No. He lived sixteen more years on that shore and never read it. She was braver than him.” A pause. “Ingrid Thorsen Eiksund, who gave us the letters, is alive. She is eighty, in the house above the harbour at Ulsteinvik, and she asks for news of the American slekt, the kin.”

“I don’t know if she’d want me. After she knows.”

“She knows. I told her. She asked anyway. That is what asking is, Mr. Thorsen.” The dry voice softened, very slightly. “Ulstein in May. The light that never quite goes, and the mountains across the water white down to the sea. There. I have been sentimental. Drive carefully.”

She rang off.



On the Tuesday morning, at half past eight, he stopped for fuel at Ogallala and sat in the van with a coffee and the phone in his hand. It had come back on in the hospital with a small chime, as if nothing had happened. He found the voicemail with the 626 code and listened to it again, all eleven seconds of it.

Then he called the number.

It rang four times. He nearly hung up.

“Hello?”

“Jo. It’s me.”

A silence, with a kitchen in it. A radio, playing something with strings.

“Dan.” Her voice had not changed. “Oh. Hi. Where are you?”

“Nebraska. I’m driving home for Christmas.”

“Good. That’s good.” He heard her sit down. “I’ve been reading the paper. About Minnesota. It said you went into the lake.”

“I’m all right.”

“You always say that.”

“This time it’s true.”

“Jo,” he said. “When you wanted kids. And I kept saying next year.” He stopped. It was harder than the lake. “It wasn’t you. I know what it was now.”

For a while there was nothing on the line but the radio.

“I know it wasn’t me, Dan,” she said at last, quietly. “It took me a long time, and a lot of money on a woman in Pasadena with a box of tissues. But I got there.” She breathed. “Thank you for calling to say it.”

“Do you have them? Kids?”

“A girl. She’s four. Lucy.” He heard her smile. “She plays the piano like a person hitting a wasp.”

“Good.”

“Yes,” Joanna said. “It is. I’m glad you’re all right, Dan. I really am.”

He sat with the phone in his lap a while, and then he started the engine and went out onto the interstate, west, with the sun behind him.



At the top of the Cajon Pass, on the Wednesday night at half past eight, he rolled the window down. It came in soft. Fourteen degrees, smelling of sage and diesel and oranges and, very far off, the sea.

It was ten past ten when he turned up the hill above the harbour in San Pedro. The porch light was on at his parents’ house. It was the only light on in the street.

He parked at the kerb and turned off the engine. The heater ran on for a minute, cooling itself down, the way Claire had shown him, and stopped.

The front door opened before he was out of the van.

His father stood in the doorway in a cardigan over his pyjamas, with his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and the light behind him. He did not come down the steps. He stood there, eighty years old, in his slippers, the way he must have stood at the window for an hour, watching the road.

“I left it on,” Karl Thorsen said. “The light. In case.”

“I saw it.”

His father looked at the van at the kerb, at the driver’s door that a woman in Minnesota had beaten straight with a rubber mallet, at the new window in its steel frame. Then he looked at his son.

“Come in, Danny. Your mother fell asleep on the couch. She said to wake her. I’m not going to.”

Thorsen came up the steps and stopped on the one below him.

“Dad. Leonard Lacourse’s wife said to tell you something.” He had thought about how to say it for two thousand miles, and there was only the one way. “She said you can stop now.”

His father stood in the doorway with the light behind him and his hand on the frame.

“You told me about Nils on the phone,” he said. “Friday night. I’ve had five days with it.” He did not move from the door. “I rang my brother to give him a night. I thought I knew what he’d do with it.” His hand tightened on the frame. “He sat up writing a lie for his boy. I’d have written the same one for you.” He was quiet for a while. “She’s wrong, Danny. I don’t think I can stop. But I’ll try, if she asked.”

Then he stood aside.

“I’ll make you some eggs,” he said.




Chapter Thirty

Deacon was on his crate under the Glendale Freeway at seven in the morning on Christmas Eve, reading.

He did not look up when Thorsen came down the bank. He had a blanket round his shoulders and a fire going in a cut-down oil drum, small and smokeless, and a paperback held up to the light of it. Behind him a heron stood in the shallows of the river on one leg and looked at the water. It was eleven degrees, and the people going past on the bike path above were in gloves and hats and telling each other it was freezing.

Thorsen put the parcel down beside the crate.

It was not much of a parcel. A wool watch cap from Flagstaff. A sleeping bag rated to minus twenty, which he had slept in zipped from Arizona to Lake Superior and had not needed zipped since, because somebody had decided the van should be warm. And a paperback from Split Rock, about the ships that had gone down on Lake Superior.

Deacon turned a page.

“It’s rated to minus twenty,” Thorsen said.

“It’s fifty-two degrees.”

Deacon looked at him then, over the top of the paperback, for a long moment, with the expression of a man who had been a corpsman for twenty-two years and had glued Thorsen’s side together under this freeway, and had views. He looked at the pink seam above Thorsen’s ear where the staples had been, and at the new skin on Thorsen’s fingers where the old skin had come off like a glove, and at the van parked up on the road above the bank.

He went back to his book. Then, as Thorsen turned to go, without looking up: “Keep it dry.”



His mother came out of the house at four o’clock carrying a pot the size of a bucket wrapped in three bath towels, and stopped on the front path, and looked at the van.

“No,” she said.

“Ma.”

“No. Daniel. Your father is eighty years old.”

“There’s a bunk in the back. It’s very comfortable. It’s warm.”

“It’s Los Angeles. Everything is warm.” She came down the path anyway, with the pot held out in front of her like a sacrament, and stood at the open side door and looked in, at the wool packed into the ribs and the plywood floor and the bins in their rows, and the little grey heater under the passenger seat, and the two white boxes above the bunk with their green lights.

“Who did this?” she said.

“A welder. In Minnesota.”

“Hm.” She looked at the clamp on the fuel line, and the bead of sealant round the roof vent. “She knows what she’s doing.”

“I didn’t say who did it.”

His mother turned round and looked up at him with her black eyes, which had seen through every child who had ever told her it did not hurt.

“Your face, Daniel,” she said, and climbed into the front seat with the sarma on her knees.

His father came out last, in his good grey suit and an overcoat he did not need, with his doctor’s bag in one hand and a biscuit tin in the other. He went round to the back and got in through the rear doors, slowly, one knee and then the other, and sat down on the end of the bunk with the bag beside him and the tin on his lap.

“Why have you brought the bag?” Ana said, without turning round.

“You never know,” said Karl Thorsen, “who’ll be short of breath.”

“It’s Christmas Eve.”

“People are short of breath on Christmas Eve. More than other nights. It’s the stairs, and the food, and the relatives.” He opened the tin and looked into it and closed it again. “Paprenjaci,” he said to Thorsen, in the mirror. “Your mother was up at five. Don’t let her give them all to the policewoman.”

Thorsen started the engine. It caught first time.

He drove them up the Harbor Freeway in the low gold light, with his mother in front holding the pot steady through every lane change as though it were full of nitroglycerine, and his father in the back on the bunk, looking out of the rear windows at Los Angeles going away behind him, quite peacefully, the way a boy looks out of the back of a car.



There was a wreath on Denise’s door, on the green door at the top of the steep street in Highland Park, where the parked cars all had their wheels turned in to the kerb.

The door opened before they were up the steps. Denise stood in it in a dark red dress with her hair pinned and her reading glasses on a chain, and she looked past Thorsen at his mother, coming up the steps behind him with the pot, and his mother looked at her, and both of them stopped.

They had talked on the telephone for an hour the morning it ended in Los Angeles, and every Sunday since October. They had never once been in the same room.

“Ana,” Denise said.

“Denise,” said his mother, and gave the pot to Thorsen without looking at him, and went up the last two steps, and the two of them took hold of each other on the doorstep, and held on, and rocked a little, and said things into each other’s shoulders that Thorsen did not hear and was not meant to. He stood on the step below with the sarma and waited. His father came up beside him with the bag and the tin, and the two men looked at the street.

“Six o’clock,” said a voice from the hallway behind Denise. “Six-oh-one. I’m going to let it go.”

Brooks.



The house was hot and loud and smelled of jollof rice.

It was the smell he remembered from eleven Thanksgivings, when Ray had stood at the stove with a wooden spoon pretending to help. It took him by the back of the neck and held him, the way the kitchen at the Point had on the first day.

Denise’s sisters ran the kitchen. Rosa Reyes was laying the table, talking in Spanish to Mrs. Ibarra, from Downey, small and upright in black, with a face that had been carrying something for six years and had only lately been allowed to put it down. Sergeant Dana Whitfield was in jeans and a sweater, without the stripes, standing in the kitchen doorway with a beer, being instructed by one of the sisters on the subject of plantains.

And Mateo, in the corner by the bookcase, in a white shirt and a tie.

It was the tie from the courthouse, two sizes too big, the knot the size of a fist. Mateo saw him looking and lifted his chin.

“It’s lucky,” he said. “I wore it to court. Everybody got held to answer. I wore it to the cadet thing, Saturday, too. At the academy. They took me.” He said it fast, as though it might be taken back if he said it slowly. “You have to keep a C average or they kick you out. And no —” he glanced across the room at Brooks, ”— no hypothetical stuff. Detective Brooks wrote me a letter. She said if I mess it up she’ll arrest me personally.”

“She will.”

“I know.” He grinned, and for a moment he was fourteen. “I’m not going to mess it up.”

Brooks found him in the hallway. She had a small clay pot in her hands, and in the pot was an African violet, with fuzzy dark leaves and one purple flower open on a short stem, and two more coming.

“Five,” she said. “Still five.” She put the pot in his hands. “A new window with a steel frame, I’m told. Your mother tells Denise everything, and Denise tells me.”



They sat down at seven, eighteen of them, at Denise’s table and two card tables pushed onto the end of it with a sheet over the join.

Denise said grace. She said it short, the way Ray had liked it, and at the end she said Ray’s name, and Marcus’s, and Marisol’s, and Tommy Ibarra’s, and Mrs. Ibarra put her hand on the tablecloth and closed her eyes. And then Denise looked down the table at Thorsen’s father, and paused, and said, “And Arne,” quite simply, “and Leonard, and Paul,” and went on, and Thorsen saw his father’s hand go still on the tablecloth, and then go on.

There was jollof, and chicken, and plantains, and his mother’s sarma in the middle of the table where everybody could see it. There was a great deal of noise. Rosa and his mother discovered that they held the same low opinion of the Archdiocese, and were delighted with each other. Whitfield and Brooks argued about the Dodgers. Mateo ate four helpings of rice and did not loosen his tie.

At the end of the table nearest the kitchen, the two doctors and the scrub nurse found each other.

Denise said that she had scrubbed for thirty-one years at Good Samaritan, and his father put down his fork.

“Obstetrics?”

“General. Then trauma. Then obstetrics, at the end, because I wanted to see something come in the door alive.”

“I delivered a baby in the back of a Chevrolet,” his father said, “on Highway 61 in Minnesota, in a snowstorm, in the winter of 1970. I was a second-year medical student. I had a flashlight in my teeth.” He thought about it. “Her brother became the sheriff. He told my son.”

Denise stared at him, and then began to laugh, the deep, helpless laugh that Thorsen had not heard from her since before Ray died; and his mother, who had heard the story about two hundred times, capped it with twins in a lift at Harbor General. They went on like that for half an hour, the three of them, with their heads together, laughing until Denise had to take off her glasses and wipe her eyes, and the rest of the table, which was full of police, listened with the respectful silence of people hearing about a much worse job.

And then his father told the story about the fish.

Somebody asked about Minnesota. Somebody asked, carefully, whether he had been back. And his father, who had been laughing, stopped laughing, and turned his glass slowly round on the tablecloth, a quarter turn, and said:

“Danny caught his first lake trout off the end of our dock when he was six. It was nearly as big as he was. He couldn’t hold the rod. My brother stood behind him and put his hands over Danny’s hands, both of them, on the rod. His hands were so big you couldn’t see Danny’s at all. Just these two big red hands, and the rod bending, and a little boy’s face looking up over the top of them as if —” He stopped.

The end of the table had gone quiet.

His father sat with his hand on the glass. He did not cry. He sat there, eighty years old, in his good grey suit, at a table full of strangers in Highland Park, and looked at the glass, and could not go on.

Denise put her hand on his.

She put her hand over his on the tablecloth and left it there; and after a while his father turned his hand over under hers and held on to it, and his mother, on his other side, put her hand on his back, between his shoulder blades, and the noise of the rest of the table came back up round them, gently, like water closing over a stone.

Thorsen’s phone buzzed in his pocket.

He took it into the hallway. It was a 218 number he did not know, and when he answered it was not a person but a recording, a woman’s voice, unhurried, the same for everybody.

This is a call from an inmate at the Baptism County Law Enforcement Center. To accept the call, press one.

He pressed one.

“Danny.” Nils’s voice, a long way off, with a hard room round it and a door somewhere banging. “It’s me. Kayla let me have the phone. It’s Christmas. I wanted to say it to somebody.”

“Merry Christmas, Nils.”

“Yeah.” A silence. “Yeah. You too.”

“Marie Lacourse said to tell you something. The soup was a kindness. She knew that.”

A long breath on the line. “Okay,” Nils said.

His father had come out of the dining room behind him. He stood in the hallway in his good grey suit and held out his hand for the phone, and Thorsen looked at him, and gave it to him.

“Nils,” his father said. “It’s your Uncle Karl.”

There was a long silence on the line. Thorsen could hear it from where he stood: the hard room, a voice down a corridor, and under them nothing at all. His father stood very still and listened to the nothing. Then he said, low, “I know. I know. I was there too,” and took the phone into the kitchen.



He went out to the garage at nine. It was as cold as Los Angeles got, and he did not turn on the light. The streetlight came in through the little window in the side door and lay across the bench, and it was the same: the pegboard with its outlines in black marker, every tool on it home, the pry bar low on the right on its two hooks, the chair pushed in, the mug and the glasses and the pen at the left-hand end, where a left-handed man had kept them. He took the napkin out of his shirt pocket. It had been in that pocket in two degrees of water at Gull Rock, and Claire had dried it on the stove between two sheets of paper towel and given it back to him in the hospital without a word; the ink had run a little, and it was still legible. He folded it along its old creases and put it back, beside the key with the R that stood up straight. He had told Nils he knew. He didn’t. He knew only that he had come when he was asked, and found out what happened, and that a man had gone into the lake because of what he had found. He thought about Ray at this bench, and about Arne at the bench in the fish house with his big hands over a small boy’s hands on the knife, and, for no reason he could have given, about a heron standing on one leg in the shallows, and a big hand turning his head towards it. Look, Danny. Look there. Don’t move.

He closed the garage door quietly behind him, so as not to wake anybody.



It was a little after ten when his phone buzzed again.

He was sitting on Denise’s front step, on his own, in his coat, with the door shut behind him on the noise and the warmth and his mother’s voice telling somebody something at full volume. Down the hill the city lay spread out under a clear sky in a great flat sheet of lights, all the way to the dark line of the hills, and above it all, very high and very white, there was a full moon.

It was a photograph. No message with it.

Stone Bay, at night, frozen. The ice ran out white and smooth from the shore under the moon, all the way to where the open water began, black, far out, with a thin silver line on it. The birches stood along the shore road like strokes of a pencil. And in the middle of it, on its steel pole, black against the white of the ice, the old red-and-white tug, pointing out at the lake, the way it always had, as if it were waiting for something.

Under it, after a moment, a single word came through.

April.

He looked at it.

He typed April.

He looked at it. Then he sent it.

Down at the bottom of the hill a bus went along Figueroa, lit up inside and nearly empty, with its sign saying a number he could not read. He watched it go along under the streetlights, and round the corner, and away.

Behind him the door opened, and the noise came out, and the warm air, and the smell of jollof rice.

“Danny,” Denise said. “Your mother wants you. Come in, it’s cold.”

It was eleven degrees. He got up and went in.

He had made it.

The End
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