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The Phoenix

HE’S ALWAYS BEEN LUCKY. Some people might not agree. He didn’t think so himself when he was growing up and the old man used his fists on him. That stopped once he was big enough to put the bastard on his ass and things were okay after that. It would have been worse if he’d gone to live with his father because then it wouldn’t have been the little girl who was thrown in the river with a caved-in head, it would have been him.

He stands on the berm surveying the construction site around him. Everything’s nearing completion; the trucks filling the enlarged parking area are for electricians, gasfitters, HVAC and security system techs. The tile setters are packing up their tools. The big truck just rolling in is delivering the overhead garage doors.

The explosion and fire destroyed the old building, but like a phoenix, the new improved version is rising from the ashes. Aside from the prow-front two-storey great room and the log construction, it’s vastly different than the original. Bigger and better. No more staircase jutting awkwardly into the great room; instead, the service staircase is at the far end of the hallway and there’s an elevator in the lobby. The lobby is also new. 

No second, redundant doorway into the great room. No more cubby hole bathrooms. Spacious commercial kitchen complete with glass-front refrigerators and a walk-in freezer. New twenty-five meter pool and the hot tub, enlarged and irregular in shape, is in its own separate tropical rainforest-themed grotto with plants everywhere and water trickling down the rock wall. A tropical rainforest in the middle of a temperate rainforest!

The location is remote; it’s rainy, cold and snowy half the year but in summer, a cool respite from the heat, and fresh, clean air year round. Right in the middle of the world’s largest remaining grizzly bear population. Book a wildlife tour and you’re pretty much guaranteed to see at least one, or dozens in fall when the chum salmon are running. Hiking trails will become ski-doo runs in winter. Separate tracks for skiing and snowshoeing. There’ll be a covered skating rink, and in due course, a string of horses for trail rides. Something for everyone, for every season. Who wouldn’t want to vacation here?

Upgrades like these don’t come without cost, though, so cutbacks had to be made. He chose not to replace the original art. Who would recognize an original Picasso or Dali or a Beauchamp if they fell over it anyway, and they were insured for appraised value, straight cash with no requirement to replace them. They’re irreplaceable, after all. His father had told him these ridiculously overpriced works of so-called art were priceless but he had no clue how valuable they were until his lawyer had met with the insurance people. Saying it was a nice surprise would be an understatement.

The project manager appears at the side door to greet the driver of the newly-arrived truck, looks up at him and waves. He raises a hand in acknowledgement.

Yes, he’s always been lucky. His luck began when he was born a boy and his father’s wife wanted a girl.
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Best pie

THE COWBELL OVER THE door jangles and a small, dark-haired girl in cowboy boots, purple tulle princess dress, and a shiny red cape printed with Supergirls sails into the diner. “HI AUNTIE FRANNY!” she calls out.

“Hey, Lisey,” Franny, behind the cash register, responds. “You drive here all by yourself today?”

“NO SILLY! THEY’RE COMING.” She points out the window to a man in a cowboy hat with a smaller girl on his hip, just passing the sign on the boulevard that declares Dot’s Diner has the “Best Pies North of Kamloops!”

“Okay, let’s get a table for you, then.” Franny picks up a menu, and leads the girl through to a booth by the window. Lisey climbs up on the bench and Franny slides a colouring placemat and a bin of crayons in front of her.

In a moment the man comes through the door, sees Franny and Lisey, and comes to deposit the child he’s carrying on the empty bench before sliding in beside her. “She got away on me again, Franny. Don’t tell Astrid.”

“You’ll have to be a lot quicker to keep ahead of that one, Denver,” Franny says with a chuckle.

“Well, it’s dangerous.” He turns to Lisey with a frown and says, “Elise, you know you’re not supposed to run through the parking lot like that. You’re supposed to hold my hand...”

“I KNOW. I SORRY.” But she doesn’t look up; she’s got the black crayon in her small fist and is obliterating the kitten’s face.

Denver sighs and says, “What can you do?”

“Short of a leash, not much,” Franny agrees. “Just the three of you today, or will Astrid be joining you?”

“Nope,” Denver says, “just us. Wilson’s getting his cataracts done today, obviously can’t drive, so Astrid took him. She wanted to do some shopping in Prince George anyway. I had some things to deal with at the mill, so the girls had to spend a few hours in the office. I promised to treat them if they were good, and the ladies said they were. I thought Dairy Queen, but Elise wanted to come here.”

“I WANT PIE!” Lisey declares, the booming voice incongruous coming from her slim little body.

“Well,” Franny says, “Pie it is! If Daddy says it’s okay.”

“Gettin’ close to supper time and Astrid and Wilson won’t be home until late, so I think a grilled cheese sandwich or something first,” Denver says.

“I WANT PIE!”

“Okay, Lisey, you can have pie after you eat some supper.”

The small blonde girl pops her head out from behind her dad and says, “pie!”

“Tell you what, Lisey,” Franny says, “I’ll make you your special grilled cheese sandwich, okay? You know, with the smiley face on it. How about that?”

Lisey looks up at Franny through narrowed eyes and asks, “WIFF KITTY EARS?”

“Sure, with kitty ears.”

“KA-CHUP WISTERS?”

“Ketchup whiskers.”

“PICKLE EYES?”

“Pickle eyes.”

“NOT BIG PICKLE EYES!”

“Nope, just the right size pickle eyes.”

“OKAY.”

“What do you say, Lisey?” Denver prompts.

“OKAY PLEASE!”

“That’s very polite, Lisey. I guess everyone in the place heard you,” Denver says with a shake of his head.

Franny grins, then turns to the other little girl and asks, “What about you, Kylie? You want a grilled cheese sandwich like Lisey’s?” But Kylie has already burrowed back behind her father’s arm.

“NO! KYLIE WANTS CHIKAND FIGGERS.”

Denver sees the amused looks from the grand-parent-types at the next table. He smiles and says to them, “four years old with a drill sergeant’s voice.”

“FOUR AND A HALF!”

“Maybe she’ll be a stage actor,” the white-haired woman chuckles. “No trouble hearing her at the back of the theatre!”

“Or a contract negotiator. A little bit’s cute, but lately we negotiate everything, right down to the clothes she’s going to wear, all day, every day. Which explains what she has on, if you’re wondering.” He sighs and turns his attention back to Franny. “Wilson’s no better at it than I am. We both feel like we came out on top if we can get her to wear panties.”

Lisey gives him a dark look before refocusing her attention on colouring, now adding heavy red streaks.

“Well, panties are over-rated anyway,” Franny says.

“I like how you think. Astrid doesn’t agree, though.”

Franny chuckles and gives his shoulder a fist bump. “You know what you want, Den, or should I bring you a coffee or a beer while you decide?”

“Yeah, a glass of beer would be good, milk for the girls, and I’ll have a look at the menu.”

“I WANT A CHOCKLIT MILKSHAKE WIFF WIFF CREAM ON TOP. KYLIE WANTS A STRAWBERRY ONE WIFF WIFF CREAM ON TOP.”

“Okay, milkshakes, then,” Denver agrees. “How come you’re working the floor today, Franny?”

“Just getting ready for the dinner rush. We’re short-staffed anyway and one of the girls called in sick. You wouldn’t think it would be so hard to get servers. Course all the ones that quit for the summer will be wanting jobs again once their kids are back in school, right about when we slow down and don’t need them.”

“The joys of being the owner, eh?”

“Yup. Never a day off, just like your business. I wouldn’t have it otherwise. Besides, it’s a good thing we’re busy now; once winter sets in and the tourists are back at home, we’ll be tight again. Still workin’ that loan off. Good thing Bill’s on steady, even though it’s the short early shift for fire season.”

“Yeah. Looks like we’ll have to shut down logging completely pretty quick, though. Just waitin’ to get word.”

“You can’t help that.”

“No. Makes it hard for the guys, though. But they’ll all be back at work before too long, if we get some rain soon. You might be busy all winter, too, what with that lodge opening up. They got trails for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing, snowmobiling and so on, apparently they think they’ll have as many customers in the winter as in summer.”

“Well, if that’s true, maybe some of them will stop here for lunch on their way through.”

“I imagine they’ll want to come to town, too, and come in here for some of that pie, if nothing else.”

“I hope you’re right.” Franny puts her pad and pencil into her apron pocket and scurries off.

Three men wearing ball caps with Dark River Sawmill embroidered on the crowns come through the door. Franny calls out, “You guys sit wherever you want and I’ll be right with you!”

They head for a booth at the back, but hold up beside Denver. “Hey, Boss,” one says, “no Missus Boss today?’

“She had to go to Prince George,” Denver tells them, “but don’t worry. She’ll be back Monday to make sure no one’s slacking off.”
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The Biscuit Tin

FRIEDA FLAMAN STUMPS her way along the narrow walkway through her corn patch to the shed at the lane, a small bag of garbage on the seat of her walker. She doesn’t need the walker, really, but the concrete is so broken and frost-heaved after five decades of Saskatchewan winters it’s treacherous going anytime, and especially if she’s carrying something. 

The whole sidewalk needs to be torn out and replaced, but on her pension there’s not much money left by the end of the month. Certainly none to put aside for a new path to the back lane she only uses to take the garbage to the bin. Her grandson Trevor has no problem with the broken sidewalk and he usually takes it out for her when he stops by on his way to the new high school two blocks over, but she forgot to get him to do it this morning, and the garbage truck should be coming by in a few minutes.

When she rounds the corner of the shed, she sees garbage strewn across the lane. The garbage can is on its side, and laying there with the rumpled Kleenexes, Oh Henry! wrappers and Styrofoam meat trays is the lid, flattened. 

She heaves a sigh, pulls the bag off the seat of her walker, and sits. Why would someone drive over the lid? Hardly any cars use the lane and it’s not like the lid is invisible. Now because of other people’s carelessness she has a mess to deal with and she’ll need a new garbage can besides. Damn that mutt of Clarkson’s, she thinks.

Of course she’d never say damn out loud, but it feels kind of good using foul language in what her daughter calls her inside voice. It’s nothing compared to the F-word everyone uses now. That young man with the green hair and tattoos and earrings sprouting from his lips and eyebrows used it when he yelled at her for parking in the handicap zone outside the Co-op last week, just because she’d forgotten to put her tag up on the dash. Kids have no respect these days.

I’ll have to go speak to Clarksons about keeping their damn dog in their own damn yard again, too, for all the good it did last time. Isn’t it just like those people in the new part of town! They seem to think just because they’ve moved out of the big city they can let their dogs roam. Well, they’ll find out! Next time I see him on the loose, I’m going to call the Town Office! And look at that, he’s been digging a hole!

She gets garden gloves and a rake from inside the shed, scrapes the garbage into the can, then sets the can upright again. That done, she decides to organize the odds and ends of wood that have accumulated around the bin over the years and deal with the hole the dog dug under the roots of the forsythia that winter killed. Maybe the dirt is loose enough now she can pull it out. Maybe the damn dog did something good after all.

The rake is useless at pulling the dirt away from the roots, so she bends over and uses her hands. The scent of the soil is primal and enjoyable and she hums as she works. When she’s cleared much of the dirt away from the roots, she grabs the dead shrub and pulls. It’s stubborn. She leans her weight against it. Finally, it gives; off balance, she stumbles back a couple of steps, only to be grabbed from behind. She lets out a shrill “AAKK!” and her heart thumps alarmingly.

“Mom! What are you doing back here?”

“Chrissy! Can’t you give a body some warning? You scared the daylights out of me! One of these days you’re going to give me a heart attack and I’ll fall over dead right before your eyes.”

“If that happens can I have that pearl pin you always wear on your coat?” Chrissy chuckles. “Don’t be silly, Mom, you’re strong like bull.”

“And schmart like tractor, isn’t that how it goes?” Frieda clucks her tongue and tosses the dead shrub toward the woodpile. “You should’ve shown up sooner so you could clean up the mess that darn dog of Clarkson’s made.”

“That’s the thanks I get for saving you from landing on your ass? I would’ve pulled that out for you, if you told me about it.”

“I told Doug about it.”

“You don’t really expect him to do stuff like that, do you? I can’t get him to do any work in the yard at home; he sure isn’t going to come over here—”

“And look at the lid for my garbage can! Someone ran over it. It’ll never stay on the can now. Don’t suppose you can buy just a lid?”

“I don’t think so. Have the garbage guys take the can along with the garbage today and I’ll pick up a new one for you next time I’m at the Co-op. Maybe a plastic one with wheels so you can leave it by the stoop and just have Trev wheel it out on garbage day. Then you won’t have this problem. You can pay me back in corn, which is what I’ve come to get.”

“If I do that, what’s to stop that darn mutt coming right into the yard and dumping the garbage all over my patio? And don’t those plastic things break in the winter?”

“We can put a bungy on it if we need to, and then the worst he could do would be to roll it around. And they’re pretty durable. I’ve had mine for years. Anyway, looks like the garbage is cleaned up, so what are you doing still poking away here?”

“Well, that darn mutt dug a hole but I guess it’s not all bad. I wouldn’t have been able to pull out that dead shrub otherwise.”

“Was he trying to burrow under the shed? Maybe he was after a rat. What’s this?” Christine brushes past her mother, pokes in the loose dirt for a moment, and comes up with flat tin box. “Why’d you throw this away, Mom?”

She takes it from Chrissy to examine all sides before handing it back, declaring, “That’s not mine. I’ve never seen it before.”

“Oh? Maybe it’s Dad’s stash.”

“It’s too small for a bottle.”

“I meant weed. You know, marijuana.”

“Oh. Ha ha! He didn’t smoke marijuana.”

“You sure about that?”

“Course I’m sure! He was dead five years before they legalized it.”

“You think that stopped him? Why do you think he came all the way out to the shed to smoke?” Chrissy shakes the tin and rubs some of the dirt off with her sleeve. “It looks old. Quite pretty, eh? And there’s something inside.” She works at the lid but it’s rusted and refuses to budge.

“Be careful,” Frieda says. A shiver courses through her despite the heat of the south Saskatchewan summer. “Maybe you shouldn’t open it.”

“Why not?”

“It could be anything. Maybe something awful. I got a bad feeling, a terrible feeling all of a sudden. Like a goose walked over my grave.”

“What’s with you and dying and graves today? Don’t be so maudlin! It could be something good, too, like jewelry or money! Or maybe even weed.” The lid gives and Chrissy pulls it off to reveal a package of letters tied in a ribbon. “Rats! Nothing but a bunch of letters.”

Frieda takes the little bundle, slides the ribbon off, and sorts through them. “Looks like they’re all from the same person, although who? There’s no return address.” She passes the bundle back to Christine. “They’re addressed to Louise Klein. She lived in the big house kitty corner. Remember?”

“Yeah, who could forget! She died a few years ago, right?”

“Yes, just before the place blew up. That was some explosion! Remember I had to get new windows? Good thing the insurance paid for it. There were bits and pieces of that old house strewn all over town.”

“That must be how this tin got here! I wonder why Dad didn’t find it back then.”

“The forsythia was alive then. He must not have seen it.”

“That Klein woman! The kids all thought she was a witch and were afraid of her. One Halloween I caught Trev and his friends with a carton of eggs, on their way out to egg her house.” She puts the letters back in the tin, closes it up, and they start back to the house.

“Trevor? Really? Not Trevor!”

“Even kids like Trevor get up to nonsense once in a while, Mom. And as pranks go, that one’s pretty harmless. I doubt she’d notice, and it sure wouldn’t’ve made that place look any worse.”

“No. And I can see why they’d do it. Pretty exciting, sneaking up to that scary-looking old place in the dark on Halloween! I think she almost deserved it. I don’t imagine she gave out treats.”

“Never did when I was a kid.”

“I know you’ll think it’s silly,” Frieda says, “But her eyes! They were sort of penetrating, so dark you couldn’t see any pupils, and she seemed to look right through you. All the years she lived so near, I don’t think she ever spoke more than a few dozen words to me, and one dozen was when I went over to see if she needed anything after her husband disappeared. That’s got to be forty years ago, but I still remember those eyes! All that time living so close, and I never got to know her. She was really involved with that church group, the Children of Noah, you know?”

“Yeah. It’s still around, but you can’t join without going through some sort of interview.”

“How do you know that? Did you try to join?”

“You’re kidding, right? It’s just what I heard. To get in, you gotta know the secret handshake or something. Seems ridiculous because most churches are happy to have new members.”

“Well Louise Klein was right in tight with them, the big wigs always coming and going, all hours of the day and night.”

They reach the comparative cool of the shaded patio. Frieda pushes the walker aside and sinks into the cushioned chair next to the table.

Christine puts the tin box on the table and takes a chair across from her mother. She says, “Just as well you weren’t friends, Mom, being as she ‘disappeared’ her husband and kept his body!”

“Well, no one knew about that, of course, might never have been found out if her daughter hadn’t been kidnapped and they were searching everywhere for her. That was after Louise died, though. I saw that girl working out in the yard when she came back for the funeral. She remembered me and said hello. We had a nice little chat. I always felt sorry for her. Sure don’t blame her for running away. Just lucky she wasn’t in the house when it exploded.”

“That’s right, she had a daughter. Kathy?”

“Yes.”

“She was ahead of me in school so I never really knew her. Still don’t, other than I think she works at the insurance office.”

“She does, and she married Rick Schoenfeld. Hermina’s son.”

“Poor girl!”

“Why poor girl?”

“You must know what he’s like! Wonder how he got so good looking. He must take after his father.”

“You don’t remember his father?”

“Hmmm. Not really.”

“Well, in his youth, he was really handsome. Knew it, too. Fooled around, ‘playing the field’ they called it, until finally one of them got pregnant. And didn’t she put him through! He was always having to buy her things. She had a mink coat, full length, not just a muskrat jacket like the rest of us. And jewelry! So she would let him back in the house, is what everyone said. His house, the Schoenfeld family farm! And her in her expensive coat, flashing all that jewelry, dressed up like that for the ladies aid meetings. But maybe she had good reason to be mad. The talk was that he never quit his tomcatting. Don’t look at me like that! And if you ever tell anyone I said that—”

“I won’t. I guess Rick takes after his father in more ways than just his looks, then,” Christine says, “and if you ever tell anyone I said that!”

“At least his wife is good looking. Was a hairdresser. Now she works at that investment office. First wife, that is. Kathy is pretty, too.”

“Yeah. I hope for her sake he’s smartened up. She deserves better, growing up with a mother like that. And it looks like her mother had more secrets than just a body stashed in the house. Wonder why she kept these. Definitely not a woman’s handwriting. A boyfriend? Wonder if it was before or after she killed her husband. Maybe it’s the reason she killed him! This is too juicy! Let’s have a glass of wine, and read them!”

“Well, it’s kind of early but I guess I’m ready for a glass of wine,” Frieda says.

“I know I am.”

“You always are.”

“Says the woman who buys her wine in boxes.”

Christine goes into the house and comes out with the gala keg and two glasses. She sets them on the table next to the biscuit tin, fills the glasses, then gets the letters out of the tin. She brings the bundle up to her nose and sniffs. “Musty! Hope they’re not ruined.” She shuffles through, sorting them by the dates on the postmarks. “Which one should we read first? I think I’ll start with the oldest and read them in order. Postmarks aren’t the greatest—ever heard of Dark River, B.C.? Looks like they’re decades old.”

“You know, Chrissy,” Frieda says after a sip of wine, “I don’t feel right about this. I don’t think we should read them. They’re personal. They rightfully belong to her daughter.”

Christine sits back and with a sigh, returns the letters to the tin. “I guess you’re right. I’ll take them to work with me and give them to Rick the next time he comes in.”

The garbage truck comes rumbling down the lane. Christine trots out to ask the driver to take the can and its flattened lid, too.
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The Letters

LETTERS. STILL IN ENVELOPES, addressed to her mother, ripped open along the flap. Actual letters such as people wrote before there was e-mail, almost as old as she is. The handwriting is messy; more printing than writing, definitely masculine.

“I’m afraid to read these,” Kathy says; she tucks them back inside the rusting Lebkuchen Schmidt box, closes the lid, and looks up at Rick.

“Oh?” he says, eyebrows lifting. “Why? I thought you’d be glad to get them. There must be a reason your mother kept them all these years.”

“She kept everything, remember?”

“Yeah, but jumbled up in cardboard boxes, not in a tidy bundle like this. And tied in a ribbon? These must be special. I bet they’ll tell you a lot about her.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” She sets the box down on the kitchen table between them, takes a sip of her coffee, shrugs her shoulders and sighs. “I think I know enough about her. Looks like these are from before she murdered my father.”

“Maybe it’ll explain why she did it. Or maybe, they’re from your father and will tell you more about him.”

“I don’t care why she did it, if you’re thinking she might’ve had a good reason and I’ll forgive her!”

“No, Runty, I don’t think—”

“And I doubt these are from my father. I don’t remember ever seeing anything he wrote and although I don’t know much about him, I do know he was educated. His handwriting would be more, well, tidy and ordered, actual writing, not printing like he never got past grade four.”

“Maybe he, and we’re just assuming it’s a he, only printed the address and the letters are in writing.”

“Well, my father wouldn’t have spelled Pillerton with only one L, either. And no return address on the envelopes? Besides, he was living here, with my mother. Why would he write to her?”

Rick shrugs. “You’re right, I guess. Who else—” His phone sounds a text alert. He picks it up off the table, reads the message, sends a quick response, and slides it into his shirt pocket as he gets to his feet. “Thought I’d putz around here for the rest of the day but now I have to go out again.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Ryan’s at the lentil field. Same old problem with the cutter bar on the swather. I’m gonna hafta run into Regina and pick up that part after all. Hope we don’t have to bring the damn thing back to the shop to switch it out.” He bends to kiss her, then rubs her shoulder. “See you tonight, Runty.”

“Never a Saturday off.”

“Not at this time of year. A farmer’s life.”

“Don’t forget, we’re going to Sarah’s for supper.”

“Her first family supper in her own home, how could I forget?”

“You want to drop in on your mother when you come back, and see if she wants to come here for a bit before we leave? You could give her a lift.”

“Why can’t she just walk over? And why would you want her to come here? Is there something you haven’t cleaned well enough she could take care of for you?”

“I just thought it might be nice for her. She hasn’t been spending much time in the yard. And you know she hasn’t walked over here since she broke her hip. Maybe I can think of something for her to do. You know, so she feels useful.”

“I didn’t know you liked her that much. She hasn’t exactly welcomed you into the family with open arms.”

“She’s mellowing. I feel sorry for her.”

“Don’t let her poor old woman act suck you in. She’s as healthy as a horse.”

“I think she’s lonely, over there all by herself.”

“If she hadn’t made such a stink about Ryan and Sarah sleeping together they’d probably still be living there, so she’s only got herself to blame.” 

“Doesn’t make it any easier for her.”

“You’re sweet, Runty.” He plants a kiss on her head, checks to be sure his wallet is in his hip pocket, and gets a drink of water from the fridge. When he turns back, he asks, “what did you say you were going to town for, anyway? I could pick something up while I’m out.”

“I need to shop. I told Sarah I’d bring a salad.”

“Seriously? With a garden the size of ours you have to buy lettuce?”

“No, not lettuce silly! I need avocadoes. She asked me for a Southwestern salad.”

“Oh my gawd, don’t tell me we’re out of avocadoes!” He barks a laugh.

“I have to swing by the office to sign some cheques, anyway.”

“Talk about farmers never having Saturdays off! Why can’t Godzilla do it, she lives right in town. And when is she going to start paying you for all the extra hours?”

“Management doesn’t get paid overtime, you know that. I imagine it’ll be even worse when we own the agency! Doesn’t matter. We need a few other things, too. I might as well shop for the week.”

“Okay then, pick up a six pack while you’re at it.” He grimaces and continues with a groan, “I sure hope there’s going to be something besides rabbit food.”

“Maybe I should get a dozen beer and some chips so you can fill up on that. And rabbit food? You know it’s not like that!” She clicks her tongue and frowns at him. He wiggles his eyebrows and grins.

“I don’t know what Jeanie’s bringing,” Kathy continues, “likely dessert, since that’s her speciality. Your mother can usually be counted on for potato salad. I could get her to make it while she’s here. Sarah’s making vegan molé chimichangas, not too spicy, she said. You can eat those, it won’t kill you.”

“Never would’ve believed a daughter of mine would come back from university a brainwashed vegan, and us raising cattle!”

“You mean enlightened, an enlightened vegan. And I wouldn’t call those two old cows in the pasture with the horses, raising cattle.”

“I should’ve shipped them with the rest before you got so attached. You see the looks Mutti gives me every time she brings the subject up?”

“She doesn’t like the horses, either, even after Jeanie and I started riding, and you’d never ship them. Better not tell Mutti we’re looking for younger replacements! Anyway, I’m sure Sarah will make a few chicken molé chimichangas since Ryan is a carnivore too, but if not, she’s making hot dogs for the kids. You can have a couple of those, while the grownups eat the good food.”

“Only if I can sit at the kids’ table.”

“I’m sure that would be fine. You’d fit right in.” Despite herself, Kathy chuckles at the mental picture of this broad-shouldered six-foot-three man on a tiny chair with his knees up around his ears, hulking over a low table surrounded by Jeanie’s kids. “But don’t worry. I’ll put some chicken on your salad. Even though it means I have to handle your meat.”

“I love it when you talk dirty! And people wonder what I see in such a bossy little runt.” He heads toward the door, picks his ballcap off the row of hooks and settles it on his head.

“More likely they wonder why a sensible woman like me ever hooked up with the likes of you.”

“They just credit your good taste,” he says as he turns to face her, favouring her with the wide grin that crinkles his eyes and still gives her a pleasant rush. “See you later, Runty.” The door closes behind him.

Kathy gets to her feet and goes to the window in the living room with her coffee and the tin box. As she watches Rick’s truck disappear through the gap in the grove, she feels the familiar tug of hollowness at his leaving even for a short time, and marvels again at how she was lucky enough to have a second chance at happiness with her high school sweetheart. And how “Runty” has become an endearment, as pleasant as a kiss.

She sinks into her favourite chair. With the box beside her on the lamp table, she finishes her coffee. I should water the garden before it gets any hotter, she thinks. I’ll do that before I go to town. Then she picks up the box and examines it as gingerly as if it might be booby-trapped. Before the fire and the years of rain, snow and mud, it must have been pretty; despite the rust, the embossed figures still show red and blue and metallic gold paint.

How could a simple tin box survive the fire and explosion that destroyed her family home and wind up in the Flaman’s yard, intact? Is it a blessing or a curse that Mrs. Flaman found it half a decade later and realized where it came from? Then gave it to her daughter who works at the Gas-N-Go, who gave it to Rick when he was there this morning?

She goes to the kitchen and makes another cup of coffee, then comes back to her chair and polishes the top of the tin with her shirt tail. It’s something she would have been drawn to as a little girl. Odd she can’t remember ever seeing it, not when she was little, and not even when she moved back after her mother’s death.

Remember, she thinks, you didn’t make much progress sorting through all the stuff accumulated by three generations of your predecessors in that house before it all went BOOM! It could’ve been anywhere, and you might never have found it. Rick or her friend Penny might have found the box, saw it contained only letters, and passed it over like so many of the other boxes full of old papers. They were looking for a will, not letters, after all.

She heaves a sigh and wonders again what their lives might be like if the fire and explosion hadn’t happened. If she’d left the beautiful but faulty 1920’s Art Deco lamp in the attic instead of letting Penny move it into the spare bedroom where she was staying. Hundreds of gold American Double Eagles, all gone. All but one. She strokes the coin on the chain around her neck, her only connection to her family, a reminder a decision that seems insignificant at the time can change the course of a person’s life. Like opening the door to let in the man who nearly killed her.

She touches the scar where her earlobe used to be, not realizing she’s doing so. She is always conscious, though, of her mutilated index finger. The sight of it still gives her a jolt of rage and she feels no guilt at being glad the monster who did it was murdered.

At last, she mutters, “Might as well get it over with.” She finishes her coffee, takes a deep breath, opens the lid and pulls out the letters. Arranging them in chronological order according to the postmarks, she selects the oldest one and begins reading.

​

Hunny bun,

Yore pregnant? I thought you were on the pill. Why do you think its mine? I aint saying it aint just dont know how you can be sure. You no are plans we aint ready for this and so I think the best thing would be to get rid of it. I no this is a tough time for you. Its awful for me to being so far away from you. I want you to come live with me you no that but camp is no place for kids. You say you will leave are little girl with him. Thats a good plan. She thinks he’s her Daddy and he’s got a good job, steady job and so on. Married you even tho you was preggers and he’s got a House too but not for much longer ha ha!. You wait til you have the house then you sell the it leave the kid with him and come live with me. Thats are plan remember? Get rid of this one to and be more careful until its a good time for us to start are own family. I gotta go you no I love you and I am always yore Teddy Bear xoxox

Hunny Bun

Why did you wait so long now its to late to get rid of it? dont worry I will do right by you I told you that but You should stay there until the babies born. Its safer for you to have it there so yore close to a Hospital. Dont tell him you want a divorce until after when you and the baby are safe. Its good in a way as its more ammuni amunishin better for getting the house you have 2 kids who need it get the car too.Any way think about it its just a few months. Mean time Im getting a place for us like I told you and I will get one with a room for the baby to if you want to bring this one with you and when Im done this job and I have a place I will come get you. Its only a few more months until we are together forever. You know I always loved you remember all those days out in the hills? are speshul place? You were only thirteen but the hottest little p some hot number I think about it all the time of coarse now I got lots more resent memories. Ha ha!

Xoxox lots of hugs and kisses! yore big teddy bear. Xoxox

Hunny bun,

You no I can’t phone you except when I aint in camp. Theres only one phone and its in the Office they don’t let us grunts to use it. Why aint you slept with him all this time you just need to do it now RIte AWAY so when the babies born he will think it is his just early. I wont be mad you slept with him. I never thought you wernt sleeping with him  its just some thing you have to do.   If you think I dont hate the idea of him being with you like that you can forget it but I   wont be mad. Sorry this is so short had to hurry to get it on the truck to be mailed. I will phone you when Im out of camp in a couple weeks.

You no I love you and will always be yore big Teddy Bear

xoxox

Hunny bun,

You never slept with him? Not never? How the hell does he put up with that? I no FIRST HAND how good you are at other things but JESUS! Really? You call that saving yer self for me but really? What kind of man puts up with that? But anyway, Just cuz I said I wouldnt be mad about you sleeping with him dont mean I been cheating on you. How do you get that?How could I cheat on you anyway Im living with a bunch of men and I aint no fudge packer as you well no ha ha! Yore right, we could live in yore house easy but how many times did we talk about it unless you get rid of him it aint yore house and I got nuthin there and a good paying job here. Thats why Im out here in the bush in the first place and why Im getting a place for us here. Im only out of camp one week in six so I dont have that much time to look thats the only reason I havent found a place yet plus there aint a lot of places to rent in Dark River. Hey you remember Barney Jeffries from school? I run into him out here. Hes got a girl in Pilerton to (like me! I bet she aint as pretty as you tho) If you cant get rid of it thats OK, we will have are own place and a place for the baby to like I said. I cant wait til we get are own place and I can love you any time I want. Its been offel windy here all week. We got blown out 2 days. Lots of time to work on that coarse I told you I was taking but other than that nuthing to do but sit around. Played poker last nite and lost all my money. Even had to bum smokes. Got an advance on my pay so I can win it back tonite.

Love BIG TEDDY Xoxox

My sweet little Hunny Bun

Please honey PLEASE dont be mad I didnt tell you Im married. Yore married to after all. I didnt tell you cuz she dont mean nuthing to me. She aint like you, nuthing like you. Yore so beautiful and shes years older than me the guy’s call her my mother, face like a mud wall besides. Ask Barneys girlfriend who went running to you to blab. I told Barney he better strayten her out about that and make sure she goes and tell’s you the hole story. Why would I hook up with you if I was happy with her? I was so glad you saw me again when I was back home I could not believe I could be so lucky you would love me like you did when we were kids and after, you no, the first baby, after I been away for so long I was sure not going to tell you about her then! I would of if I could of found a good job there so I could stay there. You no I tried but I aint cut out to be no plow boy or to grunt bags at the feed store for minumum wage no future in that so I had to come back here so I thought it was just better not to say nuthing. I will get a divorce for sure as soon as the REALLY BIG DEAL that is going to make me rich is done. Yore the best thing that ever happened to me. I never went looking for a girl why would I when I have you? She was the cook here in camp but dont worry shes gone now and I never see her. Her father own’s the company. I only married her to get cozy with her old man. Hes already gave me a nice piece of land as a bribe to marry her thats how old and ugly she is. Ha ha So if you think Im having a good time with her you can forget it. I only done it to make that REALLY BIG deal I told you Im cooking up with the old man fly. I only love you. Right now the land I got out of him is nuthing but trees but its rite across the road from the mill wich Im gonna get outta him next and you won’t believe the house I’m going to build on it! For me and you and are baby if you bring it. We’ll be together for sure just give me a little more time. When you get rid of him we can sell that old house and all those lots in Pilerton like we talked about. They got to be worth a bundle it will give us a real good start. With that and with what Im getting in this deal Im talking about I will be RICH! I will buy you anything you want just snap yore fingers. Start thinking about what kind of fancy new car you want! And I will buy you the BIGEST DIMUND ring you ever saw. 

I want to tell the world yore mine Hunny Bun and I will soon but right now if my wifes father found out about us he would make a lot of trouble for me FOR US and Id end up with nothing and I want the best for you. So we just need to keep are secret a little while longer and think about us all three of us being together in are little love nest. Yore beautiful how could I love anyone else with you in my life? Every nite I go to sleep and dream about you. Please say yore not mad and you no I love only you.

You no Im always going to be yore own Teddy Bear and wont never love no one else.

Xoxox

Dear Louise,

Im sorry I was short with you on the phone. The other guys were hanging around the phone booth making faces and smart ass comments waiting to make calls to. Ya of corse Im glad hes gone didn’t I say that? But I told you not to tell him you wanted a divorce until after the baby was born. I have a question. You never ansered me. Did he sine off the property before he left? If he didnt you wont be able to sell it without him sineing. So if you didnt get it sined over make sure you get yore lawyer and get in touch with him and get that donePDQ !!!.

I cant come live with you, you no that, it would Rock the Boat for yore divorce and that really Big Deal I told you I’m working on and besides we still need moolah or how are we going to live?


I just got yore letter and had to rite back in such a hurry   to catch the mail truck because you no it just turns around and goes rite back.



Love Hank.

Louise

No you wont be able to sell the property if he hasnt sined it over I told you that. I looked into it but you go ahead and ask yore lawyer if you dont believe me. I dont no why yore lawyer never done it in the first place maybe you need to get a better lawyer but it aint to late GET IN TOUCH WITH HIM AND GET HIM TO SINE IT OVER TO YOU NOW  get your lawyer to do it if you don’t want to. If you dont get that done you can forget it.

Hank

Louise

Ya yore right my last letter sounded mad cuz I was mad, real mad, and now its worse. You always was as dum as a post but I never new you could be this dam STUPID. Now you cant sell that place not for years maybe not never. I wont tell no one what you done but if you think Im going to wait around you can forget it. Dont blame me you done this yore self you STUPID BICH. I dont believe you that you never slept with him or that baby is mine anyway but dont worry I will fix every thing. Some one will come see you when the baby is born you just give it to them. Make sure NO ONE finds out yore pregnant or there will be questions like what happened to that baby and I cant help you then.  If you tell any one that kid is mine or if you make trouble with my wife I will have no choice but to tell them what you got in that old furnace.

At the family dinner later, they talk about how amazing it is that the tin biscuit box was found intact, the letters inside only slightly water-damaged.

“Oh, letters to your mom?” Jeanie asks. “Are they all from the same person? Who?”

“Well,” Kathy begins, “it looks like they’re all written by the same person, but there’s no name or return address. I haven’t had a chance to read them yet. I’ll find out who they’re from when I do.” Heat rises up to her face. She feels the weight of Rick’s stare and looks his way. He’s frowning. Grateful he doesn’t call her on the lie, she gives him a tremulous smile before asking Jeannie, “How is Faith feeling about starting kindergarten?”

“She’s super excited! Mostly because I won’t let her wear her new sparkly shoes until then.”

––––––––
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IN BED LATER, RICK draws her into his arms, strokes her hair and says, “Okay, Runty, why don’t you tell me why you lied to my family about the letters.”

Kathy takes a deep breath, snuggles up against his big, comforting male body, and explains why she has to go away for a while.

––––––––
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“I WISH YOU’D WAIT UNTIL I can go with you,” Rick says as he navigates through traffic into the Regina airport, watching for the sign for the hourly parking. “I know you think you only have a slim chance of finding him, but I’m worried about what might happen if you do.”

“Nothing bad will happen, dear. I have my lucky charm!” She lifts the gold chain with its heavy gold coin pendant to prove it before tucking it back out of sight under her T-shirt.

“How is that thing lucky?”

“Oh, it’s not, really. I just like to look at it once in a while, thinking about how close I came to being a millionaire.”

“Are you really sorry? Would you have married me if you were a millionaire?”

“Of course I would have! I feel like I am a millionaire, with you for a husband.”

“Aww, what a perfectly sucky thing to say.” He takes her hand and brings it to his mouth to kiss her knuckles before releasing it again. “But thanks.”

“Anyway, I look at it and remember how we fell in love in that old house.”

“Yeah.”

“But we never found those letters. Sometimes I wish they were never found. But they have been, and I know my father wasn’t who I thought he was, and I have to go and find my real, or at least my biological father.”

“I know. But will you really be able to approach strangers? Men especially? Will you really be able to go to his house, all on your own? You never know what kind of person he is.”

“The worst thing, assuming I even find the guy, might be he hasn’t got a clue what I’m talking about.” Kathy pats Rick’s thigh. “You don’t have to park; you can just drop me off.”

“Not a chance. I’m still hoping to talk you out of going.” He follows the arrows into the parking area and slows to look for an empty spot. “You can’t predict what he’s like now. What reason do you have to think he’s any better than he was back then? He sounds like a bad bastard! Sex with a thirteen year old?”

“Maybe he was thirteen too? Mom was sixteen when I was born.”

“Yeah, and then he abandoned you both? Running off is one thing, lots of assholes do that. But stringing her along just to get the property? And he knew your mother killed your, er, the man you thought was your father and didn’t report her! You know someone murdered someone, you even know where the body is, and you don’t report it? A bad bastard in anyone’s books. If he’d turned her in, think how different your life would’ve been.”

“Yeah, it may have been worse. I might have had to go and live with him! And what happens to kids with no other relatives when their only parent goes to jail for life? You hear horror stories about foster homes.”

Rick shrugs. “I guess that’s true.”

She reaches for his hand; he takes it off the steering wheel and tucks her hand in his on his thigh. “I agree he was a bastard,” she continues, “but think about it. How much of a threat can he be? He must be seventy, for Pete’s sake.”

“Maybe not that old, maybe in his sixties, and unless he’s sick he’ll still be stronger than you, Runty. Besides, that pendant won’t stop a bullet.”

“Oh, now you’re getting carried away. Gun? This is Canada!” She pulls her hand out of his, gathers up her purse, digging through it to check that she has everything, and scrolls through her phone for her boarding pass.

“Well, he’s a redneck. He likely has a gun. I have one, after all. Even that old single-shot Cooey of mine can kill a person.”

“Well, I bet that if he’s even still alive, he’s probably drinking beer, tinkering on his rusted-out pickup behind a one-bedroom bungalow with old chesterfields for patio furniture, thinking he’s doing great if he has steak on Welfare Wednesday and can still walk to the Seven 11 on the corner to buy cigarettes without getting an angina.” 

She reaches across the seat and strokes his thigh. “Anyway, it’s not much to go on, a guy named Hank, last name unknown, not even a previous address, who worked in some kind of camp somewhere around Dark River four decades ago? He’s likely not even still there. But if he is, I want to meet him at least once. And if I have a brother or sister, I have to try and find them. Who knows? I might have a bunch of half-sisters or half-brothers too! A family! You can’t understand, since you’ve always had your sister and aunts and all those cousins. Your whole big family. I’ve never had anyone.”

“My family is your family now, Runty.”

“I know. But it’s not the same, at least not now that I know I might have blood relatives.”

“Yeah, I know. We’ve been over this a dozen times.”

“I’ve done all the on-line searching I can. Looked for adoption records. Posted it on Facebook, got lots of shares, came up with nothing. I have nowhere else to start looking. Assuming I find him, and assuming he’s willing to talk to me, he might not know where the baby ended up or what his or her name is now. It’s probably a fool’s errand.”

“Well, I think so, but it looks like you’re determined. How long do you think you’ll be away?”

“I have no idea. Depends on what I find or if I find out anything at all. Could be a few days maybe? I’ve booked a week off work. Godzilla nearly had a coronary but it’s my vacation time; she shouldn’t begrudge me that, even though it’s short notice. I wish you were going with me, but I know you can’t get away at this time of year.”

Rick aims the SUV into an empty slot, puts it in park and turns the engine off. “I’ll go pay for parking,” he says, face grim. He slides out of his seat and heads off to the ticket spitter.

Kathy gets out, pulls her duffle bag out of the back seat, sets the strap of her purse across her body and adjusts her sunglasses. When Rick returns with the ticket, he comes around to her side and puts it on the dash. He takes the duffle bag and holding hands, they walk to the vaulted glass canopy that looms over the building’s entrance. From the sidewalk there’s a view through to the tarmac thanks to banks of windows on both sides of the building. A DeHavilland Dash 8 with WestJet logo is there, door open, staircase in place.

“Looks like that’s your plane,” Rick says, putting the duffle bag down and drawing her into a hug. “Can I at least tell everyone you’ve gone to visit relatives?”

Kathy heaves a sigh and shrugs, “Well, I suppose so. I just worry about the questions, you know, about my family. Or should I say, lack of family? When I come back and haven’t found anyone.”

“And I worry people will think we’ve had a fight and you’ve left me.”

“Why would anyone think that?”

“You know people like to believe the worst. There has to be another reason for you being away other than you’ve gone on vacation without me.”

“It’s not a vacation, but you’re right. We wouldn’t want that. It was scandalous enough when the most popular boy in school married the least popular girl, even if it took you twenty years to get around to it.”

“I was an idiot, you should’ve been my first wife, I admit it.” He kisses her before releasing her. “We better get you checked in.”

“I’ll just go right through. You don’t have to come with me.”

“I want to.”

“No, let’s not prolong it.” She stops just outside the doors. Her eyes fill. She sniffs. “Please?”

“You don’t have to go, Runty,” he says softly. He pulls her back into his arms. “If you want to spend money on a holiday, let’s make it Mexico, in February. We can still cancel your ticket and go back home.”

“No. No, I do have to go. I’m being a baby. It’s just that it’s the first time we’ve been apart.”

“I know.” After a bit, they stand apart; Rick picks up the duffle bag and hands it to her. “One week, Runty. No longer, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Promise?”

“Promise. I’m only taking this one carry-on. When I run out of clean underwear, I’ll come home. Cross my heart and hope to die.”

As he stands arms akimbo, watching her walk purposefully through the automatic doors, down the concourse and away, not turning to look back, he mutters, “Stubborn!” Still, he wonders why her parting words make him uneasy.
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Five
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The Recruiter

HE ENTERS THE ROOM, stands for a moment looking around while his eyes adjust to the low light, then goes to the bar and slides onto a stool. The bartender brings a J & B on the rocks; he picks it up and swivels his stool to look past the couples gyrating on the small dance floor to the noise blasting from the jukebox. In a booth on the other side there’s group of three heavily made-up young girls. They appear awkward. Nervous. Maybe worried about being carded. But they have tall drinks in front of them. They’re giggling; two get up to go to the ladies’ room, tugging the hems of their short skirts, a little unsteady on three-inch heels. The drinks on the table are apparently not their first.

He drains his drink and summons the bartender. “Hit me again,” he says. 

The bartender nods, and when he returns with the fresh drink, says, “I see you spotted the talent I called you about.”

“Hard to miss.”

“What do you think? Too young to be lookin’ for what they’re lookin’ for don’t you think? They look nineteen to you?”

“Sixteen. Maybe not even.”

“That’s what I thought, too. Good for that finder’s fee we discussed?”

“For sure. Give ‘em another round. And a couple shooters each. Let ‘em know they’re from me. Clear out the corner booth. After I move there, give them my card and ask them if they’d care to join me.”

The bartender spends a moment reading the card just handed to him and says, “if the boss comes in and sees them—finds out I didn’t card them—I’m out of a job.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll get you something. You won’t be unemployed for long.” 

The bartender shrugs and nods, then moves off, busying himself behind the bar. When all three girls are back at the table, he heads out with the drinks, dropping them off in front of them.

The man at the bar watches as the bartender says something to them, turns and points at him. When the girls look his way, he smiles and acknowledges them with a nod and a lift of his glass.

He turns his back to them, checks his look in the mirror behind the bar and wonders if it’s time to start wearing his hair shorter. Military style, maybe. But then he reminds himself hair the length it is, just slightly over his shirt collar, makes him appear non-threatening. And with the glasses? Downright nerdy even. And definitely younger than his years. Thankfully his hair is still thick and receding only slightly, with just enough grey at the temples to make him look old enough to be the self-made millionaire and uber-successful talent agent he claims to be. He congratulates himself on still appealing to teenage girls. He clink-clink-clinks his diamond pinky ring on his glass, checks his Rolex Oyster, and sorts through email and his Facebook feed on his phone while he waits.

Soon, the girls have consumed their shooters and are well into their newest drinks. He puts his phone in his pocket, slides off his stool and strolls to his usual booth in the corner.
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Six
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A Promise

ASTRID IS AT THE TABLE in the lunchroom eating a sandwich and chatting with Mary Ann and Janine from the accounting department, when Denver comes in. He greets them with, “Hey!” but doesn’t slow as he hurries into the back hallway leading to the washrooms.

“Jeez, Den,” Astrid says when he returns and goes to the coffee machine, “the biffy at the field office out of commission again?”

“Dunno, haven’t made it there yet. Had a lot of coffee at lunch. Should’ve hit the can before I left Dot’s but it didn’t seem important until about ten minutes ago.” He puts a fresh pod in the Keurig, fills his cup, then takes a chair at the table.

“And the first thing he does is get more coffee.” Astrid says.

“Oh ja, of course, comes with being of Norwegian extraction.” He takes the empty chair next to Astrid, has a sip from his mug, and asks, “What’s up with you ladies today?”

“We were just talking about the traffic,” Mary Ann says, “how there’s a lot more truck traffic than there used to be. It’s beating the crap outta the highway. You must’ve noticed the grooves in the pavement. Rattles your teeth bouncing over them to make the turn into the yard here!” Mary Ann shakes her head, then gets up and takes her mug to the sink.

“The grooves are bad enough, but what about the potholes!” Janine contributes. “I see more roadworks in our future. We’ll really have something to complain about then.”

“Never saw so many trucks,” Mary Ann continues. “Weird, too. The laundry trucks I can understand, probably because of that resort up on Bear Mountain opening again, but so many from that shredding company? Who needs so much shredding done now that everything’s paperless?”

“I hadn’t noticed we’re paperless, Mary Ann,” Astrid says, “and we’ve still got decades of old files taking up space. Why don’t you call them and get a price on doing our shredding, since they’re going right past our door anyway? We need that back room cleared out and we’d burn out our little shredders if we tackled all those years of records.”

“I’ll see if I can catch the company’s name next time I see one of the trucks,” Mary Ann agrees. “Out of curiosity, I Googled shredding services but didn’t come up with anything close.”

“Huh. Maybe a new start-up? Still, in this day and age, you’d think they’d get a website up first thing.”

“You’d think so,” Denver agrees, “but why pay someone to shred documents? Just get one of the guys to haul that crap all out to the yard and burn it. Not until the rainy season, of course.”

Astrid shrugs and says, “I guess that’s a better idea.”

Janine drains her coffee and says, “Well, back to work.” She gets up, goes to the sink and rinses her mug, then follows Mary Ann out the door.

When the door closes behind them, Astrid turns to Denver and says, “you had lunch at Dot’s?”

“Yeah. I ran into Evan Briggs at the bank and he insisted, so we went to Dot’s. You know they have a sandwich named after me?”

“Yeah, I know. And as I tell you every time you mention it, Denver sandwiches were a thing long before you were born. But maybe there’s other people you haven’t told yet that will believe you. You’re such a hero in Dark River they probably think more than a miserable egg sandwich ought to be named after you. A park maybe. Street, at least.”

Denver grins at that, but there’s no humor on Astrid’s face. She feels the clenching of her insides, the jolt of angst that still prompts an adrenalin rush when she thinks about what Denver did that made him a hero. “But you went for lunch with Evan Briggs? Of all the people in Dark River, you had lunch with him?”

“I don’t expect you to be friendly to him,” Denver says, his grin evaporating. He leans forward in his chair, takes off his hat and gives his head an all-over scratching before continuing: “He’s a likeable guy and lucky for us, he likes us too. He’s a great connection. Don’t forget—because of him we got that great order. Remember? We were the only locals that got anything out of that project, except of course for the motels and restaurants and so on, the spin-off—"

“I know!” Astrid snaps, then sighs. “Sorry. Just, it was great for us, but why us? And why didn’t he hire locals for any of the work there? Something seems off.”

“That general contractor they used must’ve been the low bidder.”

“I guess. But a contractor from Saskatchewan? For a huge log building? When we’ve got Timber Kings right in Dark River? It still doesn’t make sense.”

Denver’s brow creases as he studies his wife. “Yeah. But it’s a legit company.”

“As far as we know!”

“Yeah, as far as we know. You checked them out, didn’t you?”

“I did. But I still don’t get it. Hauling equipment all that way? Setting up bunkhouses for the labourers instead of just hiring local subs? How can they possibly be the low bidder with costs like that?”

“Babe, we don’t know the ins and outs. Not our place to question who the shareholders hire.”

“But what if it’s because they’re connected somehow? What if it starts up again?”

“Oh, that’s what you’re worried about. The way Briggs explained it, the old lodge was owned by, like, money managers, bonds and stuff. I don’t understand it all, but it’d be like our RRSP fund. We have no say in how the companies in the fund are run. How could the shareholders know—”

“Don’t say it like it’s a crazy idea! You said Hank Junior had some deal he wanted you in on, something about selling your ranch. I know he and Hank Senior went to Edmonton and met someone to talk about selling this property. They said it was some billionaire, through an agent or something, in Saskatchewan—”

“There’s a few companies in Saskatchewan, babe.”

“But what if there’s something I couldn’t find out online? Company ownerships can be convoluted. There could be a connection to the old lodge—”
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