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ONE




I don’t often reveal that I’m a private investigator—at least not to people I meet casually. When I do share my profession, curiosity floods in like a relentless storm. Questions pour in: Do I wield a gun? Have I ever been shot at, or touched a lifeless corpse? And then, there's that perennial favorite: would I become a seductive decoy in a honey trap? 

Yet, amidst this whirlwind of speculation, one chilling question remains unasked. Have I ever encountered a case so perplexing, so twisted, and painful that it not only tested everything I thought I knew about detection but also made me question my decision to become a private investigator?

That afternoon, as I set out, I had no idea the answer to that unasked question was looming on the horizon, wrapped in the cryptic details of my next case.

“Come on, car, don’t fail me now.” I patted the dash of my ancient Honda Civic as the service engine light continued to flash. My eyes darted to the paper on the seat next to me. Riverstone Manor. Tuesday, two o’clock. The time was underlined twice.

I wasn’t usually this nervous before meeting a potential client, but I had a lot riding on this one. My mortgage payment was overdue, and this client was an important acquaintance of my best friend’s grandmother, Lady Fiona Lillian Worsley-Bell. No one really knows how she got the title since the story changes each time it's told, but we all accepted it as truth. Yesterday, Fiona summoned me to tea. Since I don’t normally socialize with Gab’s grandmother, I knew 'tea' was code for some yet unnamed command. I wasn’t disappointed. Luckily, two o’clock didn’t interfere with my plans for the day. I didn’t have any.

Checking my watch for the umpteenth time, I turned left and proceeded down a quiet tree-lined street until I came upon Riverstone Manor. Stately elms and manicured lawns surrounded the condo complex in front of me. Floor-to-ceiling windows provided each unit the best possible view of Calgary’s towering high-rises or the Elbow River. I should’ve known Fiona’s friend would be loaded.

Leaving the car in visitor parking, I hurried along the curved pathway to the entrance. A wet earthy smell oozed from the newly thawed ground and filled my nostrils. I breathed in deeply to quell a gnawing unease and made my presence known through the intercom.

Once inside, I rushed across the polished marble tiles hardly noticing the glass lobby walls rising two floors above me. The elevator whisked me up to the second floor and I stepped out onto carpet as thick as custard. A symphony of serene melodies wafted from concealed speakers, enveloping the air with an aura of tranquility. Despite exchanging my sturdy walking shoes for tan ballet flats and layering a navy jacket over my customary jeans and button-up shirt a disquieting sensation of being out of place settled over me.

A woman with a flowing mane of platinum gray hair opened the door at the end of the corridor. She wore a chunky gold necklace, and gold bracelets encircled her wrists. Her turquoise tunic fluttered gently over silver, satin palazzo trousers, although I detected no breeze. I wiped my hands against the sides of my jeans and told myself I’d buy edgier pieces when I could afford to.

“Mrs. Gorwitz?” I held out my hand. “I’m Jorja Knight.”

High cheekbones, lively grey-blue eyes and a lifetime of living etched her face. Her mouth stretched into a welcoming smile as she took my hand in both of hers.

“Thank you for coming. It is Ms. Gorwitz, but please, call me Zosia.”

Her voice was rich and smooth like a single-malt whisky. The tension in my neck eased a notch. She was tall, graceful, and despite her advanced years, carried herself with an underlying strength.

I followed her down a short hall and into an open living area with floor-to-ceiling windows. A faint scent of apple blossoms perfumed the air.

“Please.” She waved at one of two burgundy tufted sofas, facing each other across a glass and brushed nickel coffee table. A white baby grand piano stood tucked into the far corner. A carpet, the colour of whipped butter, over walnut floors anchored the room. Even without the warmth of the sun, the room was light and airy.

I perched on the edge of the sofa and fought an overwhelming urge to take out my phone and snap a picture for my vision board. “This room is stunning.”

“It is one of my obsessions,” she said, laughing. Her eyes caressed the room. “Home is very important to me.”

My admiration for her ratcheted up a notch. If there’s one thing I understood, it’s obsession.

Her eyes turned back to me. “Did Fiona tell you that I am interested in locating my nephew?”

“No, she didn’t give me any details, only that you might need help to locate someone.” And not to screw it up. I pulled a notebook from my purse. “So, it’s your nephew you’re looking for? Perhaps you could start with his name, where and when you last saw him.”

Zosia twisted several gold bangles on her wrist. Her eyes scanned the room, then met mine.

“His name is Stanislav Gorwitz. The last time I saw him was in Lodz, Poland—in nineteen thirty-nine.”

I looked up, alarmed. Fiona made no mention of this little detail when she told me her friend might need the services of a private investigator. A detail not likely to have slipped the wily old bird’s mind.

“Ah—that’s a rather long time. You might be better off hiring a genealogist rather than a private investigator.”

“Mama and I searched what records we could find in Europe, but we never searched for him here.”

“You think he might be in Canada?”

“I…I don’t know.” She reached up and pushed her hair back with several short strokes. “I recently received some information that makes me hope he might have survived.” She pursed her lips and glanced around the room. Her eyes slowly returned to mine. “I’m not doing a very good job of it, am I?”

I ran through my repertoire of responses, but nothing appropriate came to mind. 

“My family lived in Poland before the war,” she said. “My mother was twenty-five when she married my father. He was older, a widower, with a fifteen-year-old son, Bogdan. I was born two years later.

“As you well know, things were not stable in Europe at that time. The Axis alliance was growing in power as was the resentment of Jews. I remember hearing Hitler shouting his speeches on the radio and lying in bed listening to my parents’ hushed voices, arguing well into the night.” Zosia smiled sadly. “I don’t know quite how, but my father and dear grandfather orchestrated my mother’s and my departure from Poland in 1939. The rest of the family stayed behind. Bogdan was already in the army at the time, you see, and married, with a little boy of his own. Stanislav.”

Her face changed as she told her story. The glint in her eyes faded.

“Mama and I fled, first to the Netherlands, then to England. Later, Mama told me the local priest had arranged false documents for us, documents that passed scrutiny at the borders. It helped that Mama and I both had blond hair and blue eyes and didn’t particularly look Semitic. If one could hide, or pass as Aryan at a casual glance, that is how one survived. It had nothing to do with who you were as a person.”

Her hands lay deadly still, sinuous blue ridges visible beneath pale, paper-thin skin.

A shudder ran through me. “And your family?”

Her voice wavered. “I never saw any of them again. Not my father or grandfather, not Bogdan, his wife Natalia, or their little boy, Stanislav.

“After the war, Mama and I tried to find Papa and Bogdan, but everything was in turmoil. The places we lived in before the war were destroyed, the people gone. Most towns did not have telephones back then. We could not risk going back. We were refugees and did not know how our undocumented departure would be viewed if we returned to a country under communist rule.

“Mama eventually located a childhood friend. It was through her that we found out my father, and Dziadek, my dear grandfather, were sent to Auschwitz, like most of our neighbours. Dziadek was sent to the gas chambers immediately, Papa selected for forced labour.”

My mouth went dry. “And your brother?”

“Bogdan’s military records show that he died in 1944, in the Battle of Monte Cassino. We were unable to find news of his wife Natalia, or little Stanislav. Mama and I looked for quite some time, but after a while…” She shrugged. 

“You never found out what happened to them?”

“No. Mama went to her grave not knowing and I thought I would too. But this year a new neighbour moved in. He is gathering information on his own family, for his memoir. He is the one who told me about the new Canadian Holocaust Memorial.” Zosia’s voice quickened—the glint in her eyes slowly returned.

“A registry lists the names of Holocaust survivors who came to Canada after the war. The registry is voluntary, open to anyone, Jewish or non-Jewish, who was persecuted by the Nazis. Family members can register survivors posthumously if they so desire. It was there that he saw the name Gorwitz. Stanislav Gorwitz. He asked me if the Gorwitz listed was a relative.”

“You think it could be your nephew?”

She looked at me thoughtfully. “My father was an only child. Gorwitz is not a common name.”

“Does the registry list current addresses?”

“The Stanislav Gorwitz listed only gives Vancouver as point of entry, and the date, nineteen-seventy-four. Mama and I often wondered if Natalia and Staś might have somehow survived. As time went on, we grew convinced they had not. But what if it is him?”

“That would be something.”

Zosia fidgeted with the bangles on her arm. Her eyes scanned the room’s opulent surroundings then returned to mine. As eager as Zosia was to reconnect with a loved one, I could understand the reason for cautiousness. A couple of million reasons.

“You want me to locate this Stanislav Gorwitz, the one listed in the Canadian Holocaust Memorial registry?”

“Yes. I cannot go to my grave thinking Staś might be alive, and I did nothing to find him. What if it is him? What if he or his family is living in hardship, while I have so much? If I do not do this, it will be my dying regret. You do understand?”

“Yes, of course.” 

“And if you locate him?” She asked hesitantly.

“I’ll bring back a report on my findings. If I’ve tracked him down, you can decide when or if you want to contact him.”

“Perfect.” Zosia clasped her hands to her chest and smiled. “Fiona said you would know what to do. I want to know everything. Is he married? Does he have a family?” She laughed. “I am getting ahead of myself.”

Zosia had already searched her mother’s papers to pull what information she could. It wasn’t much. I spent another fifteen minutes probing to see if I could add to the meagre list.

By the time I left Zosia’s condo, the apprehension poking me earlier had swirled into a cloak of impending doom that left me anxious yet itching to go. At the time, I thought it might be fear of disappointing Zosia or annoying Gab’s grandmother if I failed at the task. Never did I imagine that the case would force me to revisit the shameful secrets of my own past.








  
  
TWO




My arrival home was delayed by an impromptu stop for a celebratory pizza. Winter was almost over, the retainer I’d received from Zosia Gorwitz would cover this month’s mortgage payment, and I was starting to think I just might be able to end my first year as sole proprietor of Knight Investigations on a high note. 

I parked in my underground parking stall, retrieved mail from the lobby, and took the elevator up to the eighth floor. I liked the condo building’s location. Its proximity to Glenmore Park and an outdoor mall, with a bank, a Starbucks, a liquor store and several shops and eateries made it ideal. With any luck, I’d be able to keep up with my mortgage payments.

Juggling my laptop, mail, and pizza box I let myself into my little sanctuary. Dropping my mail by the door, I paused at my vision board, hung on the entry wall. All the self-help gurus recommended them. It required letting go of limiting beliefs and dreaming big. Whenever you came across a picture of what you wanted in life, you pinned it to the vision board to serve as a daily reminder.

I created my vision board right after I left Global Analytix. For the first three months, it sat empty. Leaving Global Analytix hadn’t been an easy decision. My job as a lab analyst in the Forensic Service Division paid well, and I was good at it. It had allowed me to hone my analytical and critical thinking skills—essential for drawing logical conclusions from complex, puzzling, and incomplete evidence.

The job had suited me well. Perhaps too well. But everything changed after the workplace shooting. Three colleagues didn’t survive, and dozens were injured, including me. After two months in the hospital and countless hours of physical therapy, I found myself staring at an empty vision board, wondering if I could ever piece my life back together. What I did know was that I no longer wanted to take a back seat in my own life.

I stared at the picture of a fluffy grey kitten, red Ferrari 488 GTB and a million-dollar cheque pinned to the board. My eyes flitted back to the kitten. The building allowed small pets, so I could get a kitten anytime. I loved cats, but my narcissistic ex was allergic. Or so he said. He probably hadn’t wanted to share my attention with something cuter than him. On the other hand, a cat is a long-term commitment, not like a boyfriend.

I changed into yoga pants, curled up on the couch, and slid a piece of pizza out of the box. As the aroma of melted cheese and pepperoni filled the air, I booted up my laptop and entered Zosia’s name into the search engine. Despite her long retirement, several articles highlighting her success as a clothing designer, and her contributions to various charities, were still circulating. A recent interview detailed her one-million-dollar donation to Studio Bell, the National Music Centre, in honor of her mother, whose promising career as a cellist was cut short by the war. As I read, a thought lingered in my mind—Stanislav Gorwitz might someday be a wealthy man. The stakes in this case seemed higher than ever.

I pulled up an application that searches Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and all other online presence. LinkedIn, a popular business networking site, showed five people in Canada named Gorwitz, none with a first name of Stanislav, Staś or Stan, its English derivative. I turned to White Pages. Nothing. A headache formed.

I logged into the FindMyPast website and typed in Stanislav, Staś, and Stan in the database, as well as several misspellings of Gorwitz. Zippo. I tried several other ancestry sites, sites that contained ship passenger lists, church records, census records. Nothing came up for Stanislav Gorwitz.

Fortified by another slice of pizza, I turned to marriage, birth, and death notices. An hour later, an obituary popped up in the archives of a small-town newspaper, the Drayton Valley News. I took another bite of pizza and began to read.

“Stan Gorwitz of Wildwood, Alberta, passed away suddenly on October 12, 2016, at age seventy-nine. He was predeceased by his parents Bogdan and Natalia Gorwitz of Poland. Remembered by his many friends and missed especially by Nancy Rhymes, his loving companion, and good friends Myron and Elsie Gushleck. Survived by son, John Gorwitz. No funeral services will be held, as per Stan’s wishes. Care and arrangement entrusted to Wood Creek Funeral Home, Drayton Valley.”

I sat back and rubbed the back of my neck. Life’s funny like that. The little boy Zosia dreamt of finding had lived a short drive north of here. After a lifetime, she was a couple of years and three hundred miles too late.

Too bad Zosia and her mother had stopped looking for Stan before internet usage became mainstream. The obituary mentioned Stan had a son, which meant Zosia had a great-nephew. Finding him might not be easy. No such mention of John Gorwitz had come up on any of the social media sites or online directories I had searched earlier.

I reached for the last piece of pizza and started my search for Nancy Rhymes and Myron Gushleck. The White Pages failed to bring up Nancy Rhymes but listed three M. Gushleck’s, two in Edmonton and one with no address given.

My first call to an Edmonton number ended with a woman curtly informing me I had the wrong number. The second went straight to an answering machine: “You’ve reached Mark and Wendy.” I didn’t bother leaving a message. Tapping my fingers on the desk, I dialed the third number. A man answered, his voice strong yet pleasant. I introduced myself and explained that I was looking for Myron Gushleck, an acquaintance of Stan Gorwitz, regarding a family matter.

“Yes. This is Myron Gushleck. What is this about please?”

I told Myron that my client recently found information suggesting her nephew might be alive and in Canada. I explained that I came across Stan’s obituary and got his name from that notice, and now I was looking to fill in details on Stan for my client. Myron agreed to meet with me, and I scribbled down the directions he gave me.

“Do you know where I can find Nancy Rhymes or Stan’s son, John?” I asked.

“Oh, Nancy. She’s like a sister to me. She lives in Wildwood,” he said. Wildwood was just a stone’s throw from Myron’s place on Chip Lake. Unfortunately, he didn’t know John’s whereabouts.

I hesitated before asking, “Stan’s obituary said he passed away suddenly. Do you mind my asking how he died?”

Myron sighed deeply. “Well, my dear, someone shot him.”

The phone crackled in my ear. The weight of his words hung heavy in the air and sent a chill down my spine.








  
  
THREE




The skies cleared somewhat overnight. Chinook winds had raced down the east side of the Rockies, shot across the Morley Flats and announced their arrival in the city in the middle of the night by rattling everything in sight. Now the arch of clouds overhead and open skies to the west promised a dry, windy day. 

I eased my Honda Civic into the middle lane, turned on the radio, and settled in for the drive north. With nothing but five hours of blacktop ahead of me I found myself obsessing over the fact that I hadn’t been able to locate Stan’s son. I had finally tracked down Nancy, but neither she nor Myron knew how he could be reached.

Three hours later, I took the Whitemud freeway exit, bypassed Edmonton, and headed west on the Yellowhead Highway. The communities grew smaller, the countryside greener. Rolling hills, trees and small lakes dominated the landscape. I turned off the highway onto a secondary road. The directions Myron Gushleck gave to his small acreage were easy to follow.

I turned onto a small, gravelled lane and slowed as my car jostled through the washboard ruts. A well-maintained cream-coloured bungalow with green shutters came into view. A grey-and-white dog, possibly a German Shepherd cross, stood up from where it had been sleeping on the wide veranda. A man materialized on the steps before I killed the motor.

“You must be Jorja,” he called out.

Myron suited the voice on the phone. Tall and robust, he sported a full head of white hair, and lively brown eyes danced beneath bushy white eyebrows. Deep lines framed a welcoming smile. We shook hands and he ushered me into the front living room. His dog, Rex, settled back down outside.

Myron offered me coffee, which I gratefully accepted. I sank into the green-and-brown plaid couch opposite a well-worn leather recliner. We chatted for a bit. His wife, Elsie, passed away eight months earlier from cancer. They didn’t have any children. The pictures on the side tables and the wall above the couch were of their nieces and nephews.

I asked how he met Stan.

“I met Stan on a job putting in equipment for a coal mine near Hinton.”

“Is that where he lived?”

“No, no. He lived in Wildwood. Before that he lived in Fernie, BC. He was an electrical engineer in Poland but found it hard to get certified in Canada. So, he took what work he could, went to school in the evening and eventually got his pipefitter’s ticket. He followed the work out here.”

“I see. What was Stan like?”

“Stan was one smart cookie. He could pretty much fix anything. But you know? He liked helping people, even more than he liked tinkering with things. I sure miss that guy. You don’t find many like him anymore.”

I nodded. “It’s too bad his aunt won’t have the chance to meet him.”

“She would have liked him. Everyone liked him.”

“I couldn’t believe it when you told me he’d been shot.”

Myron ran a hand over his head and blew air out noisily through his mouth. “I can tell you, it shook up a lot of people around here.”

“I imagine it would. It certainly isn’t what I expected to hear. Do you know what happened?”

Myron’s hand trembled as he pushed his hair back from his forehead. “I was with him that day. We were duck hunting west of here, like most years. We walked in ’bout half a mile from the road and rigged up. Spent the whole morning in our blind, but the ducks didn’t even circle our spread.” Myron guffawed. “To top it off, we forgot our lunches in the truck. Come noon, Stan went back to get them.” Myron shook his head, as memories flooded back. “Ten, twelve minutes later I hear two gunshots. At first, I didn’t worry. Not unusual for that time of year. But after a while, I thought to myself, even if he stopped to eat in the truck, he should be back.”

Myron fixed his gaze out the window and sighed heavily. “I found Stan maybe a hundred yards from the road.” He wiped fingers across moist eyes. “He was already dead.”

“How awful. What did you do?”

“I ran to the truck. You know, to get help. I didn’t know if I should leave Stan there or take him with me.” Myron’s face twisted with the memory. “I covered his face with my coat. I…what else could I do? The nearest RCMP station is in Entwistle. The whole way there, I worried the wolves would get to him.” He shook his head. “Crazy, what stupid thoughts you have. I remember when Elsie died, I was upset that I couldn’t find her blue dress. I wanted her cremated in that blue dress. What does it matter?” Myron wiped his eyes.

The RCMP followed him back. The medical examiner from Drayton Valley came out later. I could see the details were still fresh in Myron’s mind.

“Did they ever find who shot him?”

“The RCMP asked questions, interviewed everyone, even the hunting guides who take the tourists out. Don’t believe they ever had a suspect. Never heard who, if they did.”

“What do they think happened?”

“Probably some reckless idiot who didn’t realize someone was in the area.”

“Is that what you believe?”

“Well—what I can’t get from my mind is from where I found Stan, it’s pretty much a straight shot to the road.” Myron paused, lost in thought. “The RCMP said he was shot with a .308.”

I winced. My father hunted, and I knew more about guns than I cared to. “A bit overkill for duck hunting, isn’t it?”

“Got that right. Licences for big game weren’t even issued. They usually aren’t till late October, early November, round here. That’s not to say they couldn’t have been hunting illegally. But how could someone not have seen him, orange vest ’n’ all?”

I nodded. “Did he have any enemies? Someone he didn’t get along with?”

“Not from around here.” He shook his head and shrugged. “He was a good man—man of his word. What else could it be, but some careless knucklehead?”

“What can you tell me about Stan’s son?”

Myron crossed his arms over his chest. “I can’t help you there. Stan didn’t talk about him much and it wasn’t my business to pry. Best ask Nancy.”

When it was time to leave, Myron walked me out to the car and pointed out the quickest way to Nancy’s place. He seemed reluctant to see me go. I suspect he found it lonely after his wife passed away.

As the car rattled back to the highway, a scene replayed in my mind like an old 16mm movie. My six-year-old self, empty ice cream bucket in hand, running excitedly out the front door to go berry picking with my best friend. Then my father pulling into our driveway, a lifeless, glassy-eyed buck tied to the roof of his Charger. I could still hear his laughter as I ran back inside, crying for hours. I once asked him why he needed to hunt. His reply echoed in my mind: “If you need an explanation, you’ll never understand.”

What I did understand was the damage someone with a .308 could inflict—knowingly or otherwise.








  
  
FOUR




Weathered grey cedar shakes clad the exterior of the rambling two-storey in front of me. I lifted my face to the sun as I made my way up the porch steps. The air was warm, its stillness comforting, the faint cluck of chickens pleasant to my ears.  

The front door stood open, and a peke-face Persian sat on the interior staircase eyeing me. I knocked on the edge of the screen door.

“Hellooo…I’m coming.” A tall woman with short white hair hurried down the stairs and opened the door. 

“Come in, come in. You must be Jorja.”

I shook the hand she held out to me. “I hope I’m not rushing you.”

“No, no. I just ran upstairs to change into something more comfortable. I volunteer twice a week at the senior centre.” She laughed as her blue eyes met mine. A smallish mouth with a slight overbite stretched easily into a smile. She was my height but at least thirty pounds lighter. Her eyes were set into a long, narrow face devoid of makeup. She wore a turtleneck sweater tucked into a denim skirt which ended mid-calf, her feet encased in slipper socks.

“What’s his name?” I nodded at the Persian who remained firmly planted in front of me. “He’s gorgeous.”

“Oh, that’s Opal. I’m sure you’ll be covered in cat hair by the time you leave. I’m the proverbial cat lady. I have five of them.”

She led me past a room filled with well-worn leather furniture and smelling comfortingly like Lemon Pledge. I followed her down a short hall and into the kitchen, clearly mid-century, definitely not modern. Sunshine streamed through a large window into a small sitting room off the kitchen. Beyond the window, a long, narrow yard led to a small shed. Several chickens strutted and pecked the ground.

“I thought we could sit back here, it’s so much nicer in the sunshine.” She manoeuvred past a cream-coloured loveseat sprinkled with tiny pink flowers, moved knitting off one of the two rose velvet armchairs, and motioned me to sit. 

“I met with Myron Gushleck, earlier,” I said. “He sends greetings.”

“Oh, you did. He’s such a nice man. It’s a terrible shame. First Stan died, and he lost his Elsie not even a year later.” She brought two glasses of lemonade and set them down beside a plate of cookies on the small table between the armchairs. “You said your client is an aunt of Stan’s? She must be quite an age. I don’t believe he ever mentioned any relatives, not in Canada.”

“He probably didn’t know his aunt emigrated here from England after the war, just as she had no idea he was here. The last time they saw each other, they were both just children.” I filled her in on what little I knew of Zosia and her mother’s time after they left Poland.

Nancy slowly shook her head. “It’s strange, isn’t it? They both fled Poland, moved halfway around the world and ended up living a few hours apart. What a shame they didn’t meet. Stan would have loved to meet his aunt.”

“Please accept my condolences on your loss. His aunt will be sad to hear he’s gone.”

“It’s still so hard to believe. I should be grateful, I guess, for the time we had.” She waved a hand across herself. “What am I saying? Of course, I’m grateful. But he was supposed to stick around for a lot longer, you know?” Her eyes looked questioningly into mine and I recognized something there, like we both belonged to the same secret club.

I nodded. “It’s hard to lose someone. Nothing really prepares you for it.” Hopes and dreams for the future lost forever, the finality of death dealt a blow like no other. We sat lost in our own thoughts until I broke the silence. “Myron told me how he met Stan, some of his work history, that sort of thing. Did Stan talk about his childhood? His time in Poland?”

“Not often, but yes,” she replied. “Being so young when the war broke out, he didn’t fully understand what was happening at the time, but he and his mother spent the war in a German labour camp. His mother, like the other women, worked in the fields growing food for the German army. As he and the other children got older, they were put to work too.” She paused. “It was better than the alternative.”

I didn’t know what to do but nod. “Did his mother survive?”

Nancy shook her head and edged forward in her chair. “Stan told me he remembered seeing American and British bombers flying overhead. His mother said it meant the Germans were losing the war. But it didn’t end fast enough. The Nazis emptied their concentration camps. They were forced to walk for days without food, water, or rest. Many died. Stan’s mother died too. The survivors were packed on trains and sent south. Of the few thousand that boarded, fewer than six hundred survived.”

“How awful.” It seemed worse somehow; to think she survived all those years only to die when liberation was literally in sight. “And Stan, he would have been, what? Nine? Ten? And all alone.”

Nancy nodded. “Nine years old. Orphan. Concentration camp survivor. I can’t even imagine.”

“How did he survive?”

“After they were liberated, Stan ended up in a resettlement camp of some sort. He spent seven or eight months there, then went to live with a second cousin on his mother’s side.”

“So, he found family.” I could finally breathe again.

“Yes, but they didn’t get along. Stan left when he was sixteen.” Nancy shook her head. “He never gave up. He never complained. He took what jobs he could, studied at night and eventually went to university.”

“Myron told me he got a degree in electrical engineering and worked in Poland for a while.”

“Over ten years. There was plenty of work available, what with Poland rebuilding, but Stan didn’t like the lack of freedom, the lack of choices in a country under communist rule. He had choice words for Winston Churchill, I can tell you. He never forgave Churchill for just handing Poland over to the Soviets like that. One year, Stan got permission to go to Italy on holiday. He never went back.”

“When did you meet Stan?”

“Twenty years ago, this spring.” Her eyes sparkled as memories flooded back. “He was a gentle man with a big heart. And now he’s gone.”

Nancy pulled a tissue tucked away in her sleeve and blew her nose. 

“His aunt will be happy to learn he spent many wonderful years here, with you. Did you live here all that time?”

“Yes. My parents left me this house when they passed. I was thinking I’d sell it, but it was run down—not exactly what most buyers want. Then I met Stan. He got the fireplace working and built the mantle, and all the shelving too. Come look.” She jumped up and I followed her to the fireplace. 

The mantle was hand-hewn from one long solid block of wood, giving it the kind of character, no machine could replicate. “And look at this.” She lifted one of a dozen or so small boxes off the adjacent shelf and held it out to me.

I felt the heaviness of the smooth wood in my hands. A carved rose, inlaid with mother of pearl, decorated the top. “A music box?”

Nancy beamed. “Go ahead, open it. Stan loved going to rummage sales. For Stan, finding an old wooden music box was like finding treasure. He didn’t care what condition it was in. He’d restore the wood and work on it until the music played again. He gave me one every year we were together.”

I lifted the lid and delicate notes of a song I couldn’t identify drifted out. “It’s beautiful.” I closed the lid gently and returned it to her waiting hands. I knew how much the music box meant to her. I still had my mother’s watch, even though it didn’t work anymore; an old square-faced Elgin on a gold-filled bracelet she had worn on special occasions. Whenever I took it out, from its special place in my top dresser drawer, it filled me with melancholy. I hadn’t taken it out in a while.

A flicker of sadness crossed Nancy’s face as she took the music box from me and placed it back on the shelf with a lingering touch. “Stan’s father gave his wife a wooden music box on their wedding day.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and told myself not to slip down that hole. I took a deep breath, reluctant to delve into his death. “Nancy, Myron told me he was with Stan the morning he was killed. I know the RCMP investigated and think it was an accident. Do you believe it was an accident?”

“It had to be,” she said firmly. “Whoever shot him was probably, you know, scaring coyotes or doing some target practice. I hear guns going off all the time. The RCMP talked to everybody—everyone liked Stan. Why would anyone want to hurt him?”

I nodded. “The obituary mentions a son, John.”

Nancy’s lips tightened.

“I asked Myron to tell me about him, but he suggested I ask you.”

She shook her head. “I have a hard time believing they were father and son. That boy brought Stan nothing but grief.”
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“I’m not even sure I know the whole story.” Nancy sat down, picked up a cookie and nibbled one corner, deep in thought. “Stan met a woman a few years after he came to Canada. They started dating and she got pregnant. Stan wanted to get married, but she was still married to someone else. Separated, you understand, but not divorced. Stan said the husband was a bully. He refused to sign the divorce papers.” Nancy shrugged. “I gather there wasn’t much in the way of property to split and not much money to pursue it further legally. They never married but stayed together after Johnnie was born.” 

“What happened to them?”

“Stan came home from work one day and found Johnnie crying.” Nancy inched to the edge of her chair. Her voice bristled. “What was she thinking? She must have known Johnnie would be the one to find her when he got home from school.”

“She killed herself?”

Nancy nodded. “Hung herself. There was no note, nothing. And she let her child find her body. He was only seven.” She let that sink into my brain for a minute.

An emptiness filled my chest. “Were Stan and his son close?”

“No. They were all each other had and yet they were like strangers.”

“Do you know why?”

She shifted in her chair. “I suppose he blamed Stan somehow for his mother’s death.”

“What did Stan say?”

She shrugged. “Stan knew what it’s like to lose a mother. But not everyone grieves the same. Johnnie became angry, lashed out at everything and everyone. Stan didn’t know what to do.”

“And later?”

“Johnnie never finished high school. It didn’t concern Stan at first. Sometimes it takes a while to find your place. But Johnnie didn’t settle down. He drifts from place to place. Most of the time Stan had no idea where he was or when he’d see him.”

“You met him?”

“He came for a visit shortly after Stan and I met.”

“Did he stay long?”

“Long enough to ask Stan for money. Stan gave him five thousand dollars, pretty much all he had. Told him to get a job, make something of his life. It was the one time I heard Stan angry.”

“Did he visit often?”

“No. He came twice after that. Once for Christmas, oh, four or five years ago now. He brought a girl with him, a nice little thing, a nurse. Now what was her name…Lorna, or Laura…no, it was Lori. He looked awful, all thin and pale, sunken eyes. I suspect he was doing drugs.”

“Do you know where he was living at the time?”

“Drumheller—or near there.”

“And the last time you saw him?” I asked.

“A few weeks or so after Stan was killed. He hadn’t visited his dad in years. I don’t know what made him come.”

“He didn’t say?”

“No. One day he’s just there, on my doorstep. Gave me quite a start.”

“Did he know his father had been killed?”

“When Stan died, I had no way to reach him. I asked him if he’d heard about Stan. He said no. So, I told him.” Nancy shook her head.

“And he didn’t say why he chose this particular time to drop in for a visit?”

“I know what you’re thinking, but Stan left no will. We never married, and Stan didn’t own anything of real value. Most of what he earned went to after-school care for Johnnie and living expenses. The small pension Stan got when he retired ended when he died.”

“He didn’t ask for anything?”

“No. Oh. Well, he did ask me if he could have Stan’s hunting rifles.”

I sat up. “What did you say?”

“The RCMP kept the rifle Stan had with him that day as well as another one he had in the gun rack in his truck. The only other gun Stan had was an old one. He didn’t use it anymore. Kept it locked up in the shed out back. I told Johnnie he could have it if he wanted it. I had no use for it. Maybe I should have turned it over to the RCMP. I don’t know.” She shrugged.

“He took it, then?”

“Yes. I asked him if he’d like something more personal…photos, or one of Stan’s wood carvings, but he said no. I gave him a small box with a few things Stan had kept that belonged to his mother. In the end I convinced him to take Stan’s watch. It’s not worth much, but I thought he should have it.”

“Then what? He just left?”

“He told me he and his girl broke up. I felt bad for him. I asked him for dinner, but he didn’t want to stay. I gave him a hundred dollars, pretty much all I had on me. He didn’t ask for the money, but he looked like he could use it. I told him Stan had always loved him, no matter what. It’s the truth,” she added firmly.

“Was he still living in Drumheller?” I asked.

“I don’t believe so. He and his girl moved to Calgary but broke up shortly afterwards. I suspect she got tired of supporting him. There’s no telling what attracts people to one another, is there?” 

“No there isn’t.” I was a living testament to the truth of that statement. “So, he’s living in Calgary?”

“I’m not sure. Knowing Johnnie, he could be anywhere by now.”

“You haven’t heard from him since?”

She shook her head. “Not a word.” She grew silent.

“Do you remember Lori’s last name, or where she worked?”

“I believe she worked at the hospital in Drumheller. Darn, what was her last name? I’m sure it’ll come to me, but who knows when.”

I chuckled. “It happens to me all the time.”

I thanked Nancy for her time and again expressed my sympathies. Before I left, Nancy ran upstairs and returned with two photos and a memorial card, Stan’s picture on the front. She wanted Zosia to have them. I flipped open the memorial card. A short poem urged those left behind to not waste time grieving but to celebrate life. A fitting tribute from what I’d been told.

The first photo was of Nancy and Stan, standing happily on their front porch, the year before Stan died. The other was a black-and-white photo of a younger Stan with his arm around a thin boy of ten or eleven. It was taken by a creek somewhere in the mountains. A fish dangled from a fishing line in Stan’s other hand. The boy stood stiffly, staring at the camera, the inches between them a gaping chasm.

“I can’t thank you enough. I know Zosia will cherish these photos.”

I gave Nancy my card and asked her to call me if she remembered Lori’s last name in the next few days.

It was after six by the time I pulled away. Nancy stood on the porch and waved until I was out of sight. It sounded like Stan had found a way to make the best of what life brought him. The manner of his death bothered me. I suppose it shouldn’t—people died everyday from accidental shootings, but it left more questions than it answered. As for his son? Johnnie blamed his father for his mother’s suicide. Nancy thought he was on drugs. Was that the only reason Stan didn’t talk to Myron about him? Why had Johnnie asked Nancy for Stan’s rifles? It isn’t usually the first thing one inquires about when informed of a parent’s death.

For Zosia’s sake, I hoped Johnnie had gotten his act together. She’d already been through enough. But when it came to addicts, or anything else for that matter, optimism wasn’t the first emotion I felt. 
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A black iron fence ringed the small plot of land holding Wildwood’s dearly departed. I followed a gravelled path until I found Stan. A single daisy stood in a small concrete vase at the base of a simple headstone. I studied the area around me, the sun warm on my face. Headstones and crosses stood forlorn. The air was silent, devoid of bird calls or the buzz of insects. The stillness began to smother me. Sometimes the regret grew so big I was certain it would choke me. I missed her the most. My mother. 

Breathing deeply, I pushed back the heaviness creeping into my chest. I took a few pictures and left before becoming totally morose.

I tried to live in the present. But the past was always right there. Waiting, like a virus, ready to take hold whenever I was tired, or let my guard down. Each outbreak made it stronger, more difficult to supress the next time. It’s why I stayed vigilant.

I reached Red Deer as the last fingers of pinkish-grey sky yielded to the settling darkness. I gassed-up and grabbed a sandwich at Tim Hortons. Wanting to make the most of the daylight, I didn’t linger. The car engine developed a whine at higher speeds, forcing me to keep to the speed limit. My head pounded. My melancholy deepened.

Shortly before midnight, I arrived home. I popped two extra-strength Tylenol, pulled off my shoes and fell onto the bed. I told myself the searing pain behind my right eye and nausea would go away in a few minutes.

I woke at three in the morning, downed a couple of Tylenols and a sleeping pill and crawled under the covers. 

Jorjie.

My eyes flew open. I lay frozen, stiff, waiting. My ears strained in the darkness. I wanted to hear my mother’s voice again, yet I was terrified I would. The next time I awoke it was daylight.

After a quick shower, I pulled on skinny jeans and a black button-down shirt, left untucked. I checked the small gap between my front teeth, in case it had miraculously disappeared overnight. Nope, still there. I slapped on tinted moisturizer and lip gloss. Dangling my head upside down, I gave my hair a good dose of hairspray and fluffed and scrunched it into what I believed to be a casually messy look. I stared at the image in the bathroom mirror. Worried eyes stared back.

It was after eleven by the time I finished my notes. Nancy and Myron had both described Stan fondly, lovingly. He was a decent guy, well liked. His story, as shared by Nancy, meshed with the bits Zosia shared of her past.

A quick call to the RCMP office in Entwistle confirmed Myron’s account of the day Stan was shot. The day had been dry and sunny, no discernible tire tracks could be made out on the gravel road. Bullet casings weren’t recovered, not unusual if the rifle had been discharged from inside a vehicle. The investigating officers interviewed numerous residents and hunters who had been in the area, but no one saw anything.

What did surprize me was that Stan’s death was officially listed as undetermined. Corporal Dyrks, the officer I spoke with, explained it came down to the issue of intent. Since the autopsy couldn’t conclusively reveal that death was an accident, the medical examiner listed it as undetermined. The RCMP, however, were no longer investigating.

My mind jumped from Zosia’s story to Stan’s death, to his relationship with his son and back again. Father and son both lost their mothers as children. Instead of drawing them closer, an unspoken animosity developed. There was something between them, something no one wanted to talk about. Would Zosia even want me to find him?

I made a few phone calls, left a few messages. Including one to my friend, Mike Saunders, a former police detective I met while working at Global Analytix. He’d have some tips for me on where to look.

I sat back and rubbed my eyes.

What were the chances John had just been passing by and dropped in on Nancy, shortly after his father was killed? Why ask for Stan’s hunting rifles? Had he just seized the opportunity to get one so he could sell it to someone? Someone unscrupulous? Or did he have some personal use for it in mind? And why had no one heard from him since?
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