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    One


    The first thing that happens when people learn that I’m a private investigator is they launch into their own peculiar version of twenty questions. Do I a carry a gun? Have I ever been shot at or touched a dead body? And my personal favourite, have I ever set myself up as a honey trap? Fiona asked me none of those. She asked me if I’d ever felt remorse over something I didn’t do. The question threw me, so I hadn’t replied. But the answer is yes.


    “Come on, car, don’t fail me now.” I patted the dash as the service engine light continued to flash and checked my watch for the umpteenth time. My eyes darted to the paper on the seat next to me. Riverstone Manor. Tuesday, one o’clock. The time was underlined twice.


    I slowed, 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.


    The lobby was palatial, glass walls rising two floors above me. A giant Fiscus arched its branches over leather club chairs, a gleaming glass coffee table and polished slate tiles. The elevator whisked me up to the second floor. My feet sank into carpet as thick as custard, as I made my way soundlessly down the hall.


    A woman with a mane of silver hair and chunky jewellery opened the door at the end of the corridor. Her turquoise, asymmetrical tunic fluttered gently over her white jeans, although I could feel 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.


    “Did Fiona tell you that I am interested in locating my nephew?”


    I breathed easier. Fiona’s my best friend’s grandmother. This wasn’t the first time she put me in touch with a potential client. Last month, an acquaintance of hers hired me to find out who was stealing things from her. Turned out she had dementia and was selling her own things on eBay.


    “No, she didn’t share any details.” I pulled my tablet from my purse. “Okay. Well, let’s start with your nephew’s name, where and when you last saw him.”


    Zosia twisted several silver 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 a 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 think he might be.” 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. Nothing to do if you were good or bad.”


    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.”


    “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…” 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 must try to find him. I cannot go to my grave thinking Staś might be alive, and I did nothing to find 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?”


    “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. I thought it might be fear of disappointing Gab’s grandmother, or Zosia if I failed to find her long-lost nephew. Little did I imagine the case would force me to revisit the shameful secrets of my own past.

  


  
    Two


    Normally a twenty-minute trip from downtown, my arrival home was delayed by an impromptu stop for pizza. I parked in my underground parking stall, retrieved mail from the lobby, and took the elevator up to the eighth floor. I liked the 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, purse and pizza box I let myself into my little sanctuary. Dropping my mail and purse 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. It sat empty for the first three months. My decision to leave Global Analytix hadn’t been easy. My job as a lab analyst in the Forensic Service Division had suited me well. Perhaps too well. But being held hostage at knifepoint has a way of changing you. 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. I booted up my laptop and entered Zosia’s name into the search engine. Although retired, several articles highlighting Zosia’s success as a clothing designer and her contribution to various charities were still floating around. A recent interview focused on her one-million-dollar donation to Studio Bell, the National Music Centre. Zosia made the donation in honour of her mother, whose promising career as a cellist was cut short by the war. I couldn’t help but think Stanislav Gorwitz might someday be a wealthy man.


    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, which listed landline numbers, names and addresses. 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.


    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. Finding Stan’s son John might not be as easy. No such name came 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. White Pages failed to bring up Nancy Rhymes but listed three M. Gushleck’s, two in Edmonton and one with no address given. I phoned the number with no address and got an answering machine. My next call to one of the Edmonton numbers ended with a woman telling me I had a wrong number. The second Edmonton number also went to an answering machine but this one told me I had reached a Mark and Wendy, so I didn’t leave a message.


    I called the first number again. This time, I left my name, number and a short message saying I was looking for the Myron Gushleck who was acquainted with Stan Gorwitz, regarding a family matter. I updated my telephone log and added the information to my file on Stan. I was contemplating packing it in for the night when my phone rang. The caller identified himself as Myron Gushleck.


    “Thank you for calling me back. I’m trying to find some information on a Mr. Stan Gorwitz.”


    “Yes. What is this about please?” His voice was strong but pleasant. I detected a hint of accent.


    I elaborated on the message I had left him earlier. I told Myron that my client only recently found information that led her to believe that her nephew might be alive and living in Canada. I explained how I had come across Stan’s obituary and that I had gotten his name from that notice. I asked him if he’d be willing to fill in some of Stan’s history for me. Myron agreed to meet with me and gave me directions to his place.


    “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. Which was a stone’s throw from Myron’s place on Chip Lake. He didn’t know John’s whereabouts.


    “His obituary said he passed away suddenly. Do you mind my asking how Stan died?”


    “Someone shot him.”


    “What? Shot him? Who shot him?”


    “Well my dear, nobody knows.”

  


  
    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?”


    “He 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 had been shot.”


    Myron blew air out noisily through his lips. “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.”


    “Do you believe that?”


    “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. “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 its way back to the highway, a scene replayed in my head, 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. 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. I cried for hours. I once asked him why he needed to hunt. I remembered his reply, “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 flat-faced Pekinese 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 Pekinese 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. 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 past? His time in Poland?”


    “Not often, but yes,” she replied. “Being so young when the war broke out, he didn’t fully comprehend 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 a bit 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.”

  


  
    Five


    “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 his father 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 month 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 one of 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 his 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 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.

  


  
    Six


    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 surprised 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? The promise of cash would be a strong drawing card for an addict. Then why turn down other mementos of his father’s?

  


  
    Seven


    I parked a few doors down from Gab’s apartment and sent her a text telling her I’d arrived. Gabriella Rizzo—known to her friends as Gab—and I met at university over twenty years ago. She knew the name of every man I’d ever dated. I knew her shoe size and the real colour of her hair. We‘re like sisters, except we never fight.


    A black 2010 Ford Mustang pulled up next to my beater. I grabbed my purse, got out and slid into the passenger seat.


    “Nice.” I nodded at her black turtleneck sweater, black sleeveless vest and black leggings tucked into black knee-high boots.


    “Too much?” Gab asked.


    Large jade earrings made her eyes appear greener than normal and her auburn hair stood out spectacularly against all the black. Gab never did anything halfway. I loved this girl.


    “Naw. You’ll fit right in with the badass bikers and the upscale urbanites.”


    Gab had been pestering me to take her along on one of my surveillance jobs for months. My current assignment from Heritage Insurance was as benign at they got. According to the report I was sent, a certain Dylan Williams had been injured directing cars at a city-owned parking lot. The medical report indicated minor scrapes, bruising but no broken bones. A month later, Dylan filed a lawsuit against the Calgary Parking Authority. As the City of Calgary’s insurer, Heritage wanted assurance he did indeed have soft tissue damage. That way they could feel good about paying out on the million-dollar lawsuit he had filed.


    Although I appreciated the money, the forty or so hours I had already spent watching Dylan were mind-numbing. Gab’s presence would go a long way to relieve the excruciating boredom.


    “This is so much fun. As much as I love Mad Men, the thought of binge-watching another season makes me feel the way I felt when Tommy Valsecchi invited us for dinner and served that tater tot casserole. Remember?”


    I laughed. “Come on. How bad can frozen tater tots and ground beef floating in a condensed milk and mushroom soup sauce be?”


    “I still hate you for immediately declaring you had an allergy to dairy.”


    “What can I say? I have strong survival instincts. Besides, you’re too kind-hearted for your own good.”


    “Ain’t that the truth. Anything new on your front?”


    “Didn’t I tell you? I have a new client, a friend of your grandmother’s. Fiona got me the gig.”


    “Ex-squeeze me? She’s never done that for me. I’m afraid to ask, what’s the job?”


    I filled her in on Zosia’s story and Gab’s jaw dropped.


    “Holocaust survivors. Wow. I mean, I’ve never thought about Holocaust survivors walking around right here in Calgary, getting a Starbucks, like the rest of us. You know what I mean?” Gab was just warming up. “You read Night by Elie Wiesel, didn’t you? I read it even before Oprah added it to her book club. I’m sure everybody’s read it by now.”


    “I remember it.”


    “I’ll never forget that scene where Eliezer arrives at Birkenau and he and his father are separated from his mother and sisters. And oh my god. Remember when he stumbles onto the pit where the Nazis are burning babies?”


    “Yeah, pretty heavy stuff. I mean, the cruelty with which people were treated. And sometimes are still treated. It’s unimaginable—but let’s not talk about it anymore. What have you been up to?”


    Gab had set up her personal chef catering business shortly before I hung out my PI shingle. Resting my head against the headrest I listened as Gab filled me in on a dinner she’d catered, including what she made and who wore what.


    Gab and I were soul sisters, yet different in virtually every way. Yin to Yang. Gab’s five-foot three-inch frame was well proportioned and curvaceous, unlike my taller, more athletic one. Our physical variations weren’t the only differences. You could tell she’s a glass-half-full kind of gal just by looking at her. Some days I found her annoyingly cheerful. Today I was grateful. I leaned back, closed my eyes and listened to Gab’s happy chatter as we made our way to Dylan’s stomping grounds.


    Gab found street parking, I plugged the meter, and we joined the throng on the sidewalk. The storefronts in Inglewood still retained some of the seedy, gritty charm reminiscent of a small prairie town in the forties. The sidewalks were jammed with people weaving their way in and out of clothing boutiques, antique stores and diners.


    Gab kept up a running commentary as we window shopped, and I kept an eye open for Dylan.


    A loud rumbling reverberated on the sidewalk behind us. “Whoa, what’s that?” Gab grabbed my arm and we ducked as something flew by.


    Wings poked out from beneath tendrils of long blond hair and a pink tutu fell in soft shaggy layers against dark muscular thighs. It wove fluidly on rollerblades, between and around pedestrians.


    Gab’s grip tightened on my arm. “Jorja, it’s a fairy.” Her voice rose excitedly. “The law of synchronicity says everything appears in your life for a reason. This is a sign. I just know it.”


    “It’s a sign, all right.”


    “No, I’m serious. Didn’t you read fairy tales when you were little? Fairies always bring good luck.”


    God, I loved her, but some days I wondered.


    We watched as something caught the fairy’s attention. It picked up pace and at the first break in traffic, bolted across the street. The fairy raced over to a blue Audi, plugged the meter, then placed a piece of paper under the windshield wiper.


    A small group of spectators gathered near us. Several people cheered.


    “Who or what is that?” I asked of no one in particular.


    “That’s Troy, the Inglewood parking meter fairy,” said a woman on my right. “The Inglewood Neighbourhood Association hired him to plug meters about to run out, so people don’t get a ticket. See? He leaves a note on the windshield, with a discount coupon from the participating stores.”


    I turned and looked at Gab.


    “Aww, a parking meter fairy,” she breathed in a voice usually reserved for babies and kittens. “It’s still a sign, you wait and see.”


    “Speaking of signs—I swear I heard my mother calling me last night.” I couldn’t look at Gab. It sounded crazier voiced out loud than it sounded in my head. But Gab was big on vibrational energy, crystals and clearing her chakras. If I couldn’t tell her, then who?


    “You mean like in a dream?”


    “Hmm, I’m pretty sure I was awake.”


    Gab turned to me. Her voice dropped. “What did she say?”


    I swallowed hard. “Just my name. But she sounded—alarmed—and so real.”


    Gab’s face grew thoughtful. “Our loved ones never leave us. Their spirits are always around, looking out for us.” We walked in silence for a few minutes. “You know, ever since my mom died, I see butterflies everywhere. Real ones, toy ones, pictures of butterflies, T-shirts with butterflies. She loved butterflies. I know it’s her way of letting me know she’s still around.”


    Gab’s mother died of breast cancer. She beat it once before, but it came back two years later with a vengeance. I leaned over and gave her shoulders a squeeze. Gab didn’t say anything, but I could feel her struggling to remain composed. I shouldn’t have brought this up. My mother had been dead for years—Gab’s grief was still fresh.


    Gab dabbed at a tear, stopped and turned to me, her face serious. “I know our mothers are keeping an eye out for us. We just can’t see them.”


    “Thanks, Gab. It’s nice to imagine they might be.” I wasn’t all that sure my mother was, but I didn’t like to negate anything that couldn’t be proved or disproved.


    A block later, Gab turned to me, a grin back on her face. “Hey, maybe you’re tapping into some sort of inner psychic energy. You could have a TV show, like that woman, Theresa Caputo. She travels around, does readings for famous people, makes videos. She’s even written a bunch of books.” Gab waved an arm across the sky. “Jorja Knight, psychic PI. I could be your event planner.”


    I deserved this. “Yeah thanks, but I’m still a few days away from revealing my new-found gift to the world.”


    Gab and I were back in her car, sharing a bag of chocolate-covered pretzels, when Dylan made his appearance. I nudged Gab. “There he is.”


    “Oh, how sweet—he’s environmentally conscious.”


    Today, Dylan carried a recyclable grocery bag slung over his scrawny wrist. “Okay, I’ll give him a half point for the bag.”


    As usual he wore a neck brace and another brace strapped overtop jeans on his right leg. Leaning his weight on a cane, his face set in a grimace he shuffled down to the parking lot. An animated discussion with two long-haired scruffy dudes ensued. I had seen them before and dubbed them the parking lot mafia. If street parking was full, the only other choice was to buy a four-hour spot in one of the parking lots. The parking mafia approached returning patrons and demanded their tickets, reselling the remaining time left to a new patron. Some people didn’t seem to mind, maybe even thought they were doing other customers a favour. Others were nervous when approached, due largely to their in-your-face marketing style.


    After an impressive use of universal hand signage indicating his displeasure, Dylan stomped across the street and entered a small liquor store. I got my camera ready, in case he came out lugging four or five cases of beer. A few minutes later he and his grocery bag stepped out directly into the path of the parking fairy.


    “Good balance.” Gab popped a chocolate-covered mini-pretzel in her mouth as the fairy swerved to avoid him.


    The close call worsened Dylan’s obviously dark mood and he let loose a string of expletives. The parking mafia laughed their asses off.


    We watched until Dylan teetered toward home. The fairy disappeared, and the parking mafia boys sparked a doobie and counted their day’s take. We called it a day and headed to Big Dick’s for a drink. Whoever named the bar wasn’t going to get sued for misrepresentation.


    Later that night, my previous sense of foreboding returned. I was close to using up the hours of surveillance Heritage had allotted and didn’t have any evidence of fraud. Not that the outcome mattered to me. It wasn’t that. Something about the Gorwitz case was resurrecting feelings about my own losses in life. Feelings long ago relegated to deep storage in my brain. Had I really heard my mother calling me? Perhaps I had been dreaming or misconstrued some noise outside.


    I rolled over and tapped the screen on my cell. Three a.m.


    Gab found comfort from her conviction that our loved one’s spirit or soul never left us after death and remained nearby, keeping an eye on us. A phrase from Elie Wiesel’s book Night popped into my mind. “Everyone lives and dies for himself, alone.” Were John’s mother’s and father’s spirits looking out for him? Or was John Gorwitz out there, making his way in the world, truly alone? Was I?

  


  
    Eight


    Pulling the drawstring on my hoodie tighter, I blew out quick little puffs of white breath. Even though it was mid-May, morning temperatures still hovered near freezing. My winter fat jiggled as I ran. I hated the cold and tended to hibernate over winter. Of course, unlike real hibernation I emerged each spring heavier than the previous fall. In all honesty, I needed to stop blaming the weather, especially as I had free and unlimited access to a gym in my condo building. I might have to cut back on the burgers and pizza. Or heaven forbid, the wine.


    I slowed to a fast walk and blew out several quick breaths willing my heart rate to return to normal. I swung into the small outdoor mall at the east end of the reservoir, picked up a coffee. A fine drizzle fell as I hustled the remaining blocks home.


    I took the elevator up to the eighth floor, while firmly telling the voice in my head suggesting I take the stairs, to eff off. I let myself in and stood gulping water at the kitchen sink. The rattle and hum of the refrigerator broke the silence, and I startled. Maybe time for that kitten.


    My cell phone buzzed. Nancy apologized for disturbing me. She remembered Lori’s last name, Berg or Burg—she wasn’t sure of the spelling. A minute later I had the receptionist at the Drumheller hospital on the line. Two transferred calls later I learned Lori was married to a Henry McDonald and living in McKenzie Towne, a neighbourhood in southeast Calgary.


    I looked up Lori and Henry McDonald in the White Pages. There were dozens of McDonalds but only one H. McDonald with a McKenzie Towne address. Soon I had Lori on the phone.


    I explained who I was, my interest in John Gorwitz and that Nancy Rhymes remembered her name from one of her and John’s visits.


    “If Johnnie has a relative out there who wants to find him—I guess I can try and help.” Her voice was soft and melodious.


    “You and John dated?”


    “We did. Almost six years.”


    I took in a quick breath. I wasted two with my ex—six years lost seemed unfathomable.


    “When did you break up?”


    “In the spring, uhm, three years ago now.”


    “Have you seen him since or know what happened to him?”


    “I saw him panhandling downtown, a couple of times, but never talked to him.”


    “When’s the last time you saw him?”


    “December, the same year we broke up.”


    “Here, in Calgary?”


    “Yes. I was going home on the bus. I don’t know what made me look up from the book I was reading. He was walking on the side of the road.” Her voice trembled. “It was brutally cold. All he had on was jeans and a shirt…no coat. Our eyes met for a split second. I—I still can’t shake what I saw there.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said softly.


    “It’s okay,” she whispered.


    “Any idea where he might be? How about friends? Is there anyone he stays in touch with?”


    “He didn’t really have any friends. Most of the people we hung around with were my friends.”


    “Right. What can you tell me about him? What’s he like?”


    “Johnnie pretty much kept to himself. He doesn’t connect well with others. I guess you’d call him a loner.”


    “Was he always like that? Or did something happen to him?”


    “I think he’s been like that a very long time. His mom killed herself when he was little.”


    “Nancy told me. She said he was the one who found her.”


    “I don’t think he ever got over that. Finding her that way.”


    “I can’t even imagine what that must have done to him. What about his father? What was their relationship like?”


    “Johnnie didn’t want much to do with his dad.”


    “Do you know why?”


    “He blamed him, for his mom’s death.”


    “It’s common for friends and family of suicide victims to want to blame someone, or themselves.” My words felt thick in my mouth.


    “Johnnie didn’t think his mother committed suicide. He believed someone killed her.”


    The hairs on my neck stood up. “Did he say who or why?”


    “No.”


    “But he blamed his father.”


    “Yes, but I think it was more like he should have been able to prevent it somehow. His dad was away a lot. For work. I know by the time Johnnie was thirteen or so, he was left alone for weeks at a time to fend for himself.”


    “His mother’s family didn’t help out?”


    “Johnnie’s mother was adopted. Her parents were older and already retired somewhere. Arizona, I think.”


    I could see how things might have spiralled out of control.


    “Nancy told me she tried to get a hold of John when his father died but didn’t know how.”


    “We moved around quite a lot. Johnnie didn’t like to stay in any one place for very long. Even when he managed to find a job it never worked out.”


    “Why is that?”


    “Johnnie drank. He’d sober up for a while, get a job but then start drinking again and get fired. Then he’d get depressed and drink even more.”


    I noticed she called him Johnnie, like Nancy had. “Did he ever talk to someone about it? Get help?”


    “I kept telling him to get help, but I always got the same empty promises, that he’d quit.” She paused. “The day I caught him shooting up, I lost it. I gave him an ultimatum, the drugs or me. He did quit for a while, or so I believed.” She laughed, a trace of bitterness in her voice. “He begged me not to leave. Said he’d kill himself if I ever left.”


    My jaw dropped. “That’s sick.”


    “I know. That time I made him see a doctor. She thought he might have a social attachment disorder, but as soon as she tried to find out more, Johnnie wouldn’t have any of it.”


    “Was he violent?”


    “No, it wasn’t in his nature.”


    “You suspect there’s something else going on?”


    “I didn’t at the time. As a nurse, I should have known better, but I let my feelings for him get in the way. I told myself I could help him. That I knew what I was up against. That all he needed was someone to love him.


    “The drugs upset me, so he’d do them elsewhere. He wouldn’t come home for days. But he always came back,” she said ruefully, “and I don’t know why I let him, but I did. Even though I had a full-time job, I couldn’t support us and his drug habit. It got to the point where I couldn’t pay the rent or buy food. We couldn’t go anywhere. My friends didn’t want him around. He’d steal jewellery, tools, anything that wasn’t nailed down, and hock it.”


    “Did you or anyone ever call the police?”


    “No. I lost a lot of friends because of him. I should have called the police. It might have gotten him off the street.”


    The regret in her voice was clear. I found it hard to know what to say, but I recognized the sick cycle of interdependence.


    “But you did end it.”


    “Yes, not long after we moved to Calgary. It was supposed to be a new place, a new beginning. I got a job at the Lougheed Hospital, but Johnnie was stuck in his old pattern. He disappeared for over a month. I was sure he was dead. A person can only take so much. I knew I’d never have kids, a house, the kind of life I wanted with him. I had to let him go.”


    I could hear the pain in her voice even now.


    “You haven’t seen him around lately?”


    “No, not since that time on the bus.”


    A quick calculation told me it was over two years since she saw him last. “But you’re doing well now?” I said, hoping to end the conversation on a positive note.


    “Yes.” Her voice brightened, quickened. “I met Henry and we got married last December. Now we’re expecting a baby.”


    “How exciting. Congratulations.”


    We disconnected and I sat for several minutes, resting my forehead on the heel of my hands, my energy drained. Well that was fucking depressing.

  


  
    Nine


    The wind bit through my jacket as I scurried through the parking lot and pulled open the door to the Salty Dog. A blast of warm air and dozens of animated voices greeted me. I spotted Mike by the window. The hostess approached. I smiled, pointed at Mike, and made my way over to him.


    “Hey, gorgeous, how’s it going?”


    “All’s good.” I gave Mike a quick hug and sat down.


    At fifty-seven, Mike’s solid six-foot-two body and unrefined good looks still attracted attention. A bit old-fashioned, he held firm beliefs as to what it meant to be a man and dismissed the current generation’s angst and ambivalence. But he had a heart of gold and not many could rival his integrity.


    “I like the look,” I said after the waitress took my order.


    Today his grey hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Despite a slight thinning at his temples, it remained full and thick at the back.


    “Yeah? I’m showing all the young punks that cool’s already been done.”


    “That time of year again, is it?”


    “I’ve got twelve newbies this year.” Mike took a swig of beer and raised an eyebrow. “One guy showed up with his mother.”


    “Okay, weird, but Global Analytix is a pretty intimidating place. Lots of egos running around who haven’t taken the time to learn social skills.”


    “Didn’t scare his mother any.”


    I laughed as the waitress came back with my Pinot Noir and a plate of calamari.


    Like me, Mike was self-employed. Unlike me, Mike had two major long-term clients. My former employer, Global Analytix, and Calgary Police Services. Both made use of his former experience with Toronto’s Specialized Criminal Investigation unit to help train new recruits and improve case management procedures.


    “How’s biz? Your message said you got a new client.”


    “That’s right. She hired me to find her nephew, last seen in Poland over seventy years ago. Took me less than five hours to find him.”


    “Impressive.”


    “Not really. He’s dead.”


    Mike choked on his beer.


    “Yeah, I’m the luckiest PI on earth. Also, the poorest. The guy I mentioned in my message, John Gorwitz? He’s the dead guy’s son.”


    Mike knew people who knew people. If he or one of his buddies could narrow down a location for me, it would be a good start.


    “I put the word out, but nothing yet. Heck, if you want some filler, Willie’s looking for a few days’ help, week after next.”


    Willie was William Carlton Smith, an ex-British paratrooper, who was the head of the security and threat management division at Global Analytix. I needed a couple of days of filler. A couple of months would be even better. “What’s the job?”


    “One of the energy companies wants added security during the oil and gas convention. Maybe you heard of them. Kulluk Energy?”


    “Isn’t Kulluk the company whose CEO was cheating on his wife with one of his managers? The CEO’s wife caught him cheating and shot him? She went to prison for attempted murder.”


    “That’s the one,” Mike confirmed. “Guy doesn’t have much luck.”


    “He’s lucky his wife’s a lousy shot. So, what do they need?”


    “Kulluk recently got approval for their oil sands expansion project.” Mike glanced up at the TV screen and punched his fist into the air. “All right!”


    A collective cheer went up from those seated at the bar.


    “Did you see that? What a shot. Where was I? Oh yeah. Kulluk’s execs are nervous they’ll get unwanted attention from protesters because of their recent approval. If you’re interested, let Willie know I suggested you send him your resume. I mean, if you’re up for that sort of thing.” His eyes searched my face.


    The knife wound had long since healed, but the scar of being held hostage hadn’t quite faded. Gab always urged me to look for the silver lining when things went wrong, and I found it. At the precise moment I knew I was going to die, I realized I needed to live my life differently. The hours spent alone in a lab, staring down a microscope or running a centrifuge fuelled my inherent introversion. As time went on, the walls of the lab closed in around me and kept the world out. I was at risk of becoming that woman. The one who worked late, went home to her cat and spent the evening eating junk food and watching reruns of The Office. Let’s face it, I had been that woman, minus the cat.


    As my approved medical leave of absence ended, the sense I was watching life rather than living it grew so big it became intolerable. So, two months after returning to work, I handed in my resignation and established Knight Investigations.


    “I’m fine, Mike. Scar only aches when the weather changes.”


    “So, like four times a day.”


    “Ha ha, good one.”


    It was after nine by the time Mike and I headed our separate ways. I smiled as I thought back to some of Mike’s stories. My favourite was the time he’d been called out on New Year’s Eve to investigate a shooting. Mike arrived to find a man bleeding on a third-floor balcony, screaming that a dog had shot him. The man had accidently locked himself out of his condo. Hearing noises next door, he climbed onto his neighbour’s balcony, figuring they were home. Unfortunately, the noises were coming from a TV, left on to keep their Jack Russell Terrier company while they were out. The dog took exception to his unexpected visitor and in his frenzy, jumped on a nightstand and accidently discharged a loaded pistol which shot the neighbour in the thigh. But not all of Mike’s stories were easy for him to talk about. One in particular dogged him. An eight-year-old girl had been kidnapped, sexually molested, then killed. A hiker found her body two months later in a remote area north of Toronto.


    They eventually caught the guy, seven years and two victims later. Mike had talked to the guy on day two of the search, a neighbour living four doors down from the girl’s family. His gut told him the bastard had her, but he couldn’t pin anything on him warranting a fuller search. When Mike told me the story, it was clear he hadn’t put it behind him. It reminded me we all had a sad story lurking in our past. I pushed back the urge to contemplate mine.

  


  
    Ten


    I rushed to the elevator where a tiny woman with a walker fought with the doors. “Let me get that.” She turned her head slightly, likely the full extent of her neck motion, and glared at me as the door hit her walker a third time. She continued to glare as the elevator whizzed up to the second floor.


    I stepped out, checked my watch and took a few deep breaths. Wasn’t there an old saying that difficult news was as hard to give as to receive? I pondered that for a few seconds and called bullshit.


    Today, Zosia was resplendent in a pleated peach skirt and a mint silk blouse.


    “Jorja,” she called out warmly. “Please come in. I’ve put out sandwiches and tea.” She led me to a small table by the window overlooking the garden pathway. A glass vase filled with lilacs stood in the centre of the table, their faint lingering fragrance brought up memories of my mother. The knot in my throat grew bigger.


    “I’m anxious to hear what you found.”


    I looked at Zosia’s face. What’s worse—delivering news her nephew was dead by phone or springing it on her in person? I should have given her a heads up. I swallowed hard and kept my voice even. “I only wish I was bringing good news.”


    “He’s dead, isn’t he?”


    “I’m afraid so.” I breathed out. “First of all, let me say how sorry I am.”


    We sat at the table and I opened my portfolio. I pulled out my report and the prayer card and the photos from Nancy.


    “I started with 1974, the arrival date listed for Stanislav Gorwitz in the Canadian Holocaust Registry. Several hours of internet search turned up his obituary.” I handed Zosia a copy. “It lists your brother and sister-in-law, Bogdan and Natalia, as his parents. There’s also a reference to a son.”


    She took the obituary from me and read.


    “I contacted the funeral home listed. The director confirmed they provided interment services for your nephew.”


    “My goodness. He was here all this time,” Zosia said. “I can’t believe it.” She looked up. “It says his death was sudden. Do you know how Staś died?”


    “Stan was—ah—killed. Someone shot him.”


    Zosia’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes registered shock and confusion.


    “Shot? Staś? How is it that he was shot?”


    “I know. It’s not what one would expect.”


    Zosia shook her head. “I cannot believe this. Who shot him?”


    “I don’t know. No one knows. I spoke with those who knew him, and no one had reason to harm him. The RCMP investigated but never found the responsible party. Likely, someone out hunting who probably didn’t even realize he harmed anyone.”


    I relayed what Myron told me, and handed her the information I had gathered from Nancy about Stan and his mother’s time in the labour camp, his involvement with a married woman, his son Johnnie’s birth and his mother’s suicide, the difficult relationship between father and son.


    Zosia’s long hair fell gracefully along her face. She patted her chest from time to time, as she read. “Oh Natalia,” she moaned as she read of her sister-in-law’s death.


    I knew it was a lot to take in, so I waited for her to finish.


    “My goodness, Staś was right here. I can’t believe he’s gone.” She shook her head in disbelief. “He had a son. I have a great-nephew—John.”


    “Yes.” An uneasiness formed in the pit of my stomach.


    I handed her the photos I had taken in the cemetery where Stan was laid to rest, along with the prayer card and the photos Nancy asked me to give to Zosia. Her eyes filled with tears as she gazed at the pictures.


    “I have but one old picture of my brother Bogdan, but I see the resemblance. They have the same forehead and smile. I’m so disappointed we didn’t get a chance to reconnect. I should have tried harder to find him.”


    “I’m glad I could at least find this information for you,” I said.


    “Thank you Jorja.” She reached over and picked up the photo of Stan and Johnnie standing by the creek. Her fingers gently brushed the image of Stan’s face.


    The significance of what this meant to her hit me hard and I swallowed to fight back tears. Over seventy years of uncertainly, sorrow and hope at end. I let her sit quietly.


    When she looked up, tears welled up in her eyes. “I’m still shocked to hear someone shot Staś. I can’t believe it.”


    “It’s a lot to take in.”


    “Have you found John?”


    “Not yet. I was told he moved to Calgary a few years ago, but I have no other information.” Except that he’s a hopeless addict.


    “I need you to find John.” Her voice quivered.


    “Give me a few more days and I’ll see what I can do.”


    A small dark cloud moved in front of the sun and the air cooled as I made my way back to the car. Zosia seemed pleased to have learned something of Stan’s life even though it was too late to reconnect. I had a feeling she wasn’t going to be quite as pleased when I finished my search for John. The sun returned by the time I reached the car, but its warmth eluded me. I shivered and slid into the driver’s seat.


    “Jorjie!”


    Startled, I turned. There was no one there, but I heard my mother’s voice warning me as clear as day.

  


  
    Eleven


    I dusted off my resume, updated it, and fired it off to Willie, at Global Analytix, letting him know Mike had told me about the potential short-term security gig. The idea of living life on my own terms still captivated me, but I might have over-romanticized the whole being-my-own-boss thing. I had come close to missing my mortgage payment several times, but that didn’t bother me as much as the now almost daily bouts of paralyzing uncertainly.


    What would Willie think when he got my application? Would he even remember me? Of course, he would. My name had been peppered throughout the news for days after the incident at Global Analytix. Along with Jason Marr’s. Jason worked in Global’s Digital Tracking department. One morning, he followed his supervisor into the building and shot him dead. He then burst into my lab and held me hostage for over seven hours.


    Marr became violent when detectives tried to intervene. He managed to stab me in the abdomen before being shot by police. The whole time he held me hostage, he kept demanding that I tell the truth, although what truth he wanted me to reveal remained unexplained. Later, his colleagues said he was under a lot of pressure and feared being dismissed. I knew his problems went a lot deeper.


    I closed my laptop and walked into the bedroom to change. It hadn’t been easy watching Zosia read news of her sister-in-law’s death, or that her nephew was dead from a gunshot, and a cold case to boot. Another door to her dream of finding family firmly closed. From what little I knew of John Gorwitz, he wasn’t likely to provide the warm family experience she craved.


    I pulled on jeans and a sweater. Something drew me to the top drawer of my dresser. I pulled it open and rummaged around until my hand closed around the small box. My mother’s watch lay inside. I didn’t have to open it to see the delicate strap, the grooved bezel around the golden oblong face. The details were etched in my mind. I cradled the box to my chest for a minute, then put it back and closed the drawer. Sometimes family wasn’t who you expected them to be.


    I drove to Inglewood knowing full well I had missed Dylan’s noon foray to the Deli Llama. I pulled up in front of the Harley Davidson shop, settled with the parking meter, and ran across the street.


    The wooden door squeaked pleasantly as it opened. Inside, a glass cabinet displayed containers of food nestled in a bed of crushed ice. A guy with tat sleeves stood behind the counter and nodded in my direction. A tattoo curled along the side of his neck from beneath his black Deli Llama T-shirt and continued up the side of his shaved head. A black disk stretched the lobe of his left ear and a small silver barbell pierced his right eyebrow.


    My heart leapt into my throat but a second later I reassured myself the lone customer sitting hunched over his food at the narrow counter along the far wall wasn’t Dylan. The head was different, more bowling-ball shape than sweet potato.


    I studied the items behind the glass. The savoury aroma of curries and the sight of delectable meats and vegetables smothered in thick sauces made my mouth water. I asked tat-man what he recommended and emerged a few minutes later with a takeout container of spicy Chili Chicken and Aloo Gobi.


    I drove the few blocks to Dylan’s place and ate lunch in my car. Dylan’s affinity for the Deli Llama wasn’t misplaced. I scraped up the last bit out of the container, locked up, and headed into the apartment building across from Dylan’s.


    The second-floor stairwell landing allowed me a direct view into Dylan’s living room. I watched him lie on the couch, scratching various body parts. He took several calls, played with his phone and smoked three joints.


    Other than noon visits to the Deli Llama café, Dylan rarely ventured out. He had frequent visitors though, pants slung low on their hips, the crotch halfway to their knees. Saggers. Most didn’t stay long. There had been some sort of haze-filled gathering at his place two weekends in a row.


    A guy in a hoodie, crossed the street, hustled up Dylan’s sidewalk and ran up the stairs. I refocused my binoculars. Dylan struggled to sit up as the man entered Dylan’s apartment. The guy in the hoodie shoved him back down, making it clear he wanted no such courtesy. Dylan looked scared.


    After several minutes the man turned and stormed out of view. A minute later he came out of the front door, ran down the stairs and turned in the direction he’d come from. It was tat-man, the guy behind the counter at the deli.

  


  
    Twelve


    I hung up my coat, kicked off my shoes and stepped into the kitchen. Today wasn’t the first time I regretted not having audio surveillance of Dylan’s apartment. Maybe Dylan had simply forgotten to pay his tab at the Deli Llama, but the way Dylan cowered when confronted by tat-man told me there was something larger at stake.


    A few strands of brown vegetative refuse caught my eye. I followed their sprawled trail across the counter toward the sink. So much for that ivy. I pulled open the fridge door and stared at a chunk of cheese, blue-green mold visible through the cellophane wrap. My cell phone buzzed as my eyes dropped down to the withered apple in the crisper. I closed the door and reached for my purse.


    “Mike. Tell me you’re calling with good news.” Or that you want to meet for dinner.


    “Hey, Jojo,” said Mike, using his pet name for me. “It’s your lucky day. My guy found a set of ID for John Gorwitz. He tells me there’s a valid Alberta driver’s licence in that name, but as you know, he can’t give me the address. He did find something he can share. Shipping receipts from one of the freight companies. Some recent ones were signed by a John Gorwitz on behalf of South China Imports, here in Calgary.”


    “Wow.” I don’t know what surprised me more, finding John alive or discovering he had a job.


    “Sorry, Jorja, gotta go, but I didn’t want to sit on the information until tonight. Hope it helps.”


    I thanked Mike and minutes later had South China Imports’ website up on my screen. South China Imports sourced jewellery, furniture, pottery and unique Asian antiquities. The website listed a Mr. Gui Chu as owner. In addition to a shop in Kensington, they had an online store and a warehouse in an industrial park off Barlow Trail. I called the shop.


    A woman’s voice sang out, “South China Imports.”


    “May I speak to John Gorwitz please?”


    “John not here. I give you warehouse number.”


    I repeated the number she rattled off to make sure I heard correctly and rang off. I called the warehouse and got a pre-recorded message asking callers to leave their name and number. I checked my watch. The warehouse would be closing soon. Most of the industrial parks closed around six p.m.


    Forty minutes later found me parked across from the South China Imports warehouse. My call went directly to voice mail when I called the warehouse number. Not surprising considering it was already ten to six. Hours on the glass entrance door stated pickup times as 2:00 - 4:00 p.m. Tuesday to Saturday, by appointment only. No other hours were given.


    Maybe John Gorwitz had finally turned his life around. Or perhaps he was in one of his three-week, sober, drug-free periods.


    I reached for the key, still dangling from the ignition, as a white cargo van with a red South China Imports logo drove past and pulled into the reserved spot in front of the entrance doors. Grabbing my camera, I brought the driver into focus as he got out, walked back and opened the cargo van doors.


    There was nothing distinguishable about the dark-brown hair, flat forehead, evenly spaced eyes and well-proportioned nose, set into an angled face. His body was another matter. The grey T-shirt he wore highlighted broad shoulders, muscled pecs and strong arms. I got several good shots of him as he unloaded a small black drum table and carried it inside. The slight bounce in his walk reminded me of my brother, who learned to walk on his tippy toes. He looked nothing like the wasted, strung-out druggie I expected to see. If only this was John and not some other South China Imports employee.


    The industrial park grew quieter, the earlier trickle of traffic dwindled then dried up entirely. What was he doing in there? The car interior grew cold, the possibility he’d left the warehouse by a back door stronger. I turned the car on, checked the gas gauge, and cranked up the heat. An hour later I had irrefutable proof—I have no social life.


    The light by the front door flickered then lit up. The driver emerged, pulling on gloves and a leather jacket. He locked up, fiddled with something by the door and got into the van.


    I dove below the dashboard as the van pulled out into the street and rolled toward me. I held my breath, each heartbeat loud in my ears. After the van passed, I inched my head upward. The van idled at the corner. The brake lights flashed. The van turned a one-eighty. Heart racing, I dove back down. How stupid of me. No doubt my car, engine running with no one visible inside, had caught his attention. I held my breath as the van drove by, slower this time.


    I waited several agonizing minutes and peered over the seat. The van was gone.

  


  
    Thirteen


    Traffic was sparse and I pushed the speed limit. Ten minutes later I saw a white van exit off Barlow Trail onto Memorial Drive. I changed lanes and followed. The next time I caught sight of the van, it was on the elevated ramp into the downtown core.


    I lost him around Centre Street. I drove ever-widening circuits through the downtown area to see if I could spot the van. Besides, TV was lousy tonight. I was ready to give up when I sighted the van parked on a side street in East Village. I parked next to a bevy of pickups in a parking lot across the street.


    The downturn in the economy had stalled redevelopment plans for the area. Little remained of the original neighbourhood, other than a few gravelled parking lots, an abandoned warehouse, and a dive bar called Smiley’s.


    A wave of noise and warm air hit me air as I pulled open the beaten and gashed wooden door to Smiley’s. The penetrating stink of stale cigarette smoke oozed from the beer-stained carpet, despite the smoking ban having gone into effect years ago. It was the kind of joint where waitresses put up with sexual harassment for the possibility of a bigger tip.


    The place was packed. Most of the interior stretched out to the right and ended at a small raised stage. A sign next to the stage advertised live entertainment six nights of the week. Better than dead entertainment. Directly across from the entry, a dozen wooden stools ringed a U-shaped bar; to the bar’s left, six pool tables.


    A hefty guy wearing a denim shirt and red baseball cap inscribed with ‘drillers do it deeper’ called out. “Hey, babe. Where you been all my life?”


    I moved in a few feet and leaned into the wall as a waitress slid by with a tray of beer.


    “What will it be, hon?” she asked. Bleach-blond tendrils escaped the elastic band holding hair back beneath a battered cowboy hat. Thin bare legs, below a strip of fringed red cloth encircling non-existent hips, ended in a pair of broken-down cowboy boots. No one over fifty should be made to wear a uniform like that. I ordered a beer and glanced at the stage.


    A comedian, called the King, stood in the spotlight. His head seemed freakishly large or maybe just seemed so in proportion to his four-foot body. He insisted women found him irresistible. He flicked his tongue and thrust his hips forward after each assertion. I felt queasy.


    The waitress returned with my beer and I dropped a ten on her tray, waving her away as she stopped to dig out change. She needed the money more than I did. I sipped my beer and scanned the room. It took me several minutes to spot him at one of the pool tables.


    He paused, resting the tip of the cue on long straight fingers. If this was John Gorwitz, I could see why Lori had fallen for him. Clean and sober, he was a good-looking guy. Or maybe he seemed doubly so next to his pool partner, who pressed his beer belly into the table and missed his shot. They engaged in friendly banter. Even though the place was crowded I didn’t risk more than a glance or two his way every so often.


    A bald guy with badly worn-down front teeth and a shirt that was stained with what looked to be blood, tried to strike up a conversation with me. I finished my beer, put the bottle on a tray of empties sailing by and escaped to the ladies’ room. Half an hour later I made my exit behind two women who staggered out the door doubled over with laughter.


    The van driver came out around midnight carrying a long leather case. Rifle? No, pool cues. He secured the case in the back, climbed into the van, and headed toward Macleod Trail. I glanced at my watch. Six hours of my life gone. This better be John Gorwitz.


    The van turned left at Forty-Second. I hung back for a minute, shut off my headlights and turned after it. The streets were eerily empty. Taillights up ahead turned right. I crept forward.


    The van stood in front of one of three dilapidated houses nestled between a used-car dealership and an abandoned service station. Plywood boarded up most of the windows on the first floor. I didn’t dare park for fear of being seen. Or robbed.


    I could barely keep my eyes open by the time I got home. After a quick shower, I climbed into bed and pulled out my journal. Gab had given it to me on my birthday. She insisted that writing down one positive thought or affirmation before turning in would attract positive things into my life. I stared at the blank page.


    My mind slipped back to the man I had followed tonight. Nancy saw John a year and half ago, strung out and hurting. Pretty remarkable if the guy in the van turned out to be John Gorwitz. In just over a year, he’d gotten his act together. Turned his life around.


    The page in front of me remained blank. Finally, I wrote: “Life’s not forever. Am I living big enough?” Then added, “Carry on as if everything is going to turn out all right.” I underlined the last phrase twice, put the journal away and turned off the light.


    As my head hit the pillow, the little voice in my head taunted. How long is it going to take you to get your act together?

  


  
    Fourteen


    After checking in on Dylan—and finding him home, playing video games—I retraced my steps from last night and found the dilapidated house. Raspy music emanated from outdoor speakers at the used-car dealership. The house stood silent, the South China Imports van no longer in front.


    Daylight didn’t improve the appearance of the place. Broken bottles, chunks of concrete and piles of dirt littered the front yard. The screen door stood gaping in the breeze, the missing screen making it doubly pointless. A sagging sheet covered the front room window. Old ratty towels blocked out the light or tried to keep in the warmth in the few un-boarded windows upstairs. Stretches of black tar paper curled along the side of the patched exterior. Exactly the kind of place I envisioned a drug addict living in.


    A brown Rottweiler stood drooling in the yard next door, his bloodshot eyes staring through the run-down chain-link fence. He looked sleepy, but I suspected his demeanour might change if I approached. The biggest risk I faced doing surveillance was that some observant citizen would notice me sitting in front of their house hour after hour and call the cops. I’d be surprised if it became an issue here. I jotted down the house number and those of his neighbours, took some photos, then headed to the South China Imports warehouse.


    Today, a steady stream of people circulated through the industrial park picking up material from various depots. With no sign of the van at South China Imports, I parked down the street, made myself comfortable and checked email. Willie had responded with the date and time of the briefing I needed to attend, if I was still available and interested in the security gig I applied for. I sent a quick affirmative.


    My mind turned back to the decrepit house. I was ninety-eight percent sure I had found Stan’s son. He appeared to have his life on track, although it’s possible he still used. It was just that house. Would Zosia welcome him, adding family to her list of blessings? Or like me, would she have a hard time letting anyone in she couldn’t risk losing?


    I called the South China Imports store under the pretense of a bank loan officer needing to confirm information on John Gorwitz’s loan application. A few minutes later I had confirmation that John Gorwitz lived at the address of the decrepit house, that he worked in the warehouse and had been employed there for eight months. I still wanted confirmation that the person I saw entering the house was indeed John Gorwitz and not another employee or that more than one person lived in that depressing little house.


    I was googling to see if anyone had ever actually died of boredom, when the van returned. Half an hour later, the van rolled back out, driven by the same man as last night. I followed the van into a residential area and watched it turn in to a church parking lot. A sign publicized a book sale and clothing drive.


    The driver climbed out of the van and approached a short stocky man with light-brown skin and dark hair, wearing a clerical collar. After some chit chat and laughter, the driver loaded boxes into the van. I hunkered under the dash as he drove back out.


    The minister stood talking to a couple with a baby, so I wandered over to the tables. One of the women told me the community donated books, baking and crafts each month, all of which were sold to raise money for humanitarian causes. This month they were raising money for earthquake victims in the Philippines.


    The couple talking to the minister moved on.


    “Excuse me,” I called out.


    “Yes?” The minister turned, smiling. “How may I help you?”


    “I had an appointment with John Gorwitz to pick something up at the South China Imports warehouse. I got tied up in traffic and got there late. I phoned the store hoping I could catch up with John somewhere and they said he might be here.” Sounding apologetic wasn’t a problem, after all, lying to a minister ranked right up there with stealing from the alms box.


    “Oh yes. You just missed him.” He said his Y’s like J’s. “John was here five minutes ago.”


    “Oh no, I can’t believe I’ve missed him again,” I cried. “Does he always make pickups from your fundraisers?”


    “Oh yes. John’s boss, Mr. Chu is a generous man. He lends his van to pick up donations.”


    In addition to donating items for sale, the members of Saint Vincent’s purchased blankets, medicines, baby formula and other hard-to-get items which were shipped to impoverished areas. Mr. Chu took care of shipping arrangements and costs.


    “How generous,” I replied. “He does this each month?”


    “Yes, every month. Four years now.”


    “And John? He’s also worked there four years?”


    “John, no.” He shook his head. “Maybe seven, eight months. Mr. Chu gave John a job when he left Inner Light.”


    “Inner Light?”


    “They work to help the homeless.”


    I plastered a surprised expression on my face. “So, John was homeless at one time?”


    “Yes. Yes.” He nodded, smiling.


    “And Mr. Chu gave him a job. How kind.”


    “Yes. Mr. Chu is a good man. Always helping. John is a good example for others too.”


    I glanced at my watch. “I guess I’ll try the warehouse again. If he’s not there, I’ll have to reschedule. Thank you so much for your time.”


    “Always a pleasure, always a pleasure. Come visit us sometime.”


    A wave of relief rolled through me. When I had first seen John, I had a tough time reconciling the hard-bodied, hot-looking guy with Johnnie the drug addict. But my conversation with the woman at South China Imports and now the minister cinched it. I’d finish up my report and get back to Zosia as promised. It would be up to her to contact him or not.


    I sent Gab an email asking her if she wanted to go out, a celebration of sorts. As the day wore on, the glow of the day’s success faded, along with the evening light. I’d found John Gorwitz, but something didn’t sit right. A jumble of images intruded my mind, all negative.

  


  
    Fifteen


    This evening, Smiley’s was lit up like a cheap brothel. I waded through the group of smokers clustered by the entrance and pushed my way in. The walls were ringed with people, two-deep. I wondered what the fire code allowed. I pulled out my cell phone and typed, Where r u. A second later I had a response, Table near stage.


    I shouldered my way in and glanced at the pool tables. A jolt of alarm shot through me. John didn’t drop his gaze when his eyes caught mine, the recognition instantaneous. I turned my head, did a fake wave and moved toward the front of the room.


    “Wow, what a crowd!” I sat at the small table Gab had snagged near one end of the stage and mentally rehashed the look in John’s eyes. WTF! I pushed the image away. “What’s going on? I had to park three blocks away.”


    “Isn’t this fun,” said Gab. “I hear the entertainment is going to be fabulous.”


    When Gab heard I had been to Smiley’s a few nights ago she insisted we come tonight. I ordered tomato juice and a beer when the waitress came by, a concoction I drank in college.


    “I haven’t been here in years. I love this crowd. They almost don’t need entertainment.”


    Gab was right. You never knew who or what you might encounter at Smiley’s. The guy at the next table might be the president of a company, a college kid or a serial killer.


    “So, who are we watching?” Gab asked.


    “No one. Tonight, we’re here purely as patrons of this unholy establishment.”


    “You seriously want me to believe that?”


    “Yes. You wanted to come here tonight, not me.”


    “He’s here, isn’t he.” Gab half stood and peered around.


    “Okay, okay. Remember the guy I told you about. Fiona’s friend’s nephew.”


    “The Holocaust survivor.”


    “Right. Well he’s dead but he had a son. I followed him here the other night. He was playing pool.”


    “Is he here?”


    “Yes, he’s here, but—Gab, sit down,” I hissed, pulling at the corner of her sleeve.


    “Where is he? I want to see him.”


    “Okay. But please don’t make it obvious you’re watching him. He’s playing pool at the second pool table from the front. Dark hair, six feet tall or so, black crew-neck sweater, jeans. See him?”


    Gab strained her neck in his direction, her eyes widened. “Oh. What a hunk. You didn’t tell me he was gorgeous.”


    “Now why would I? We’re not here to flirt with him.”


    “Once he’s reunited with Grand Mama’s friend maybe we can all get together and celebrate.”


    “I wouldn’t plan on it.” I didn’t care how well he appeared to have turned out, I had no desire to get involved with a drug addict, recovering or not.


    “I’ve got a better view of him than you. I’ll give you an update if something sweet happens. You know, like another hot guy joins him or something,” Gab said happily.


    “Please don’t stare. I really don’t need a running description of what he’s doing.”


    “This is so much fun.” Gab’s eyes glistened as she sipped her Caesar through a small green straw. “It’s not like there are a lot of hunky guys in here. I’m afraid to make eye contact with most of them.”


    I inspected the crowd. Most of the guys looked like bikers, or accountants. Guys whose jobs cultivated burly paunches.


    Now the crowd chanted, “Millie! Millie! Millie!”


    “I hear she’s good,” Gab said over the din. “It’s going to be totally awesome.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I’m ordering another drink.”


    “Ooooh, there’s a seriously fine-looking man.”


    “Where?”


    “At the far end of the bar.”


    A guy sat hunched over his drink. Brown shaggy hair to just below his chin, muscled shoulders stretched his black shirt. A day or two of stubble edged his face. Testosterone dripped off him. I realized he’d been sitting in the same spot the last time I was here.


    I turned as Smiley came out on stage. Tall and gaunt, Smiley was as much an institution here as the building itself. His wide mouth emphasized the narrowness of his long face. An old grey button-up cardigan hung from his frame.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” his voice boomed out. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he repeated, his hands moving up and down to quiet the crowd. When the noise died down Smiley went over the house rules. Each entertainer got five minutes unless they were relentlessly booed off before then. No objects or drinks were to be thrown at the performer.


    I left half an ear open to the geeky-looking guy on stage and turned my attention back to the hottie at the bar. He slowly rotated the glass in front of him, occasionally looking up from the amber liquid inside. I’d swear he was using the bar mirror to keep tabs on someone.


    Gab leaned over. “Your guy won his pool game. He’s playing for money.”


    “He takes his eight ball seriously. The other night he brought his own pool cues.”


    “Now a trucker dude wants to play him,” Gab reported.


    I risked a quick look. John tossed a coin, checked it, then stepped back as the guy with the ball cap broke.


    The guy on stage finished. I hoped he had a dental practice or ran a marketing agency by day. A group near the back chanted, “Millie! Millie!”


    The hottie at the bar seemed more interested in John or the guy playing pool with him than the entertainment. He turned and caught me staring and I quickly dropped my eyes.


    Amid cheers, whistles and cat calls a woman appeared on stage. Big blond hair wildly askew, bright-pink lips and sparkly blue eye shadow played up baby doll features. Her full-skirted dress ended an inch below the official cheek line.


    “She’s going to be awesome,” Gab gushed.


    Millie waited for the audience to quiet. “Anyone out there have a friend who’s one of these cheerful, happy, glass-half-full kind of people? Know what I mean?”


    A few people clapped or yelled out. I glanced at Gab but didn’t raise my hand.


    Millie went on. “She’s a big fan of the Law of Attraction. Anybody hear of that?”


    The crowd clapped and cheered.


    “My friend tells me we’re all walking round with this vibrational energy and the way we vibrate attracts things with similar vibrations to us. If we vibrate with happiness, then we manifest things into our lives that make us happy. I tried it. Plastered a grin on my face and ignored all the crap that normally sets me off. I focused on attracting joy and Mr. Right. All I attracted was a facial spasm from grinning like an idiot and the King rubbed up against me as I came up on stage last week.”


    A collective groan went up from the audience. I got up and made my way to the women’s washroom, ignoring the urge to glance in John’s direction. A man with a gut the size of a small sheep lurched out in front of me.


    “Hey, baby. I can make you vibrate like never before.”


    I shook my head. “Not happening, buddy.”


    The washroom provided three minutes of reprieve from the insanity outside. On my way back, a quick glance confirmed John was still playing pool. I sank back in my chair, relieved he hadn’t noticed my interest. A parade of raunchy comics, wannabe singers and magicians followed Millie. I tried to block out the worst of them.


    “Your guy won his second pool game too,” Gab said. “Some money just changed hands. Oh, he’s getting a call. Talking on cell. Keeping it short and sweet,” Gab continued her commentary. “He’s getting ready to go…packing up the cues. Okay, he’s putting on a black leather jacket. Oooh, I love his forearms. I’ve always been a sucker for strong arms.”


    “Down girl.” I chuckled.


    “Aaaaannnd—he’s out the door.” Gab laughed, punching her arm into the air.


    Twenty minutes later we gathered up our purses and made our way to the entrance. A timely exit as Smiley hyped a male stripper from Australia who called himself The Wonder From Down Under. The women were going ballistic; a lot of the guys were heading out for a smoke.


    “That was fun,” Gab said when we got outside. “Where’d you park?”


    “Three blocks up this way.” I pointed.


    “Oh good, we can walk together. My car is on the way.”


    As soon as we crossed the street some doofus streaked by and grabbed my purse. Unfortunately for him, I had the purse strap strung across my chest. He yanked on the strap to wrestle it away from me. I yanked back.


    “Get away, you fuckin’ creep,” yelled Gab, kicking at his shins.


    The scruffy hottie from the bar materialized. “Hey, asshole—let go,” he said menacingly.


    The guy tugging on my purse strap looked up, gave the strap one last tug and took off.


    “You ladies okay?”


    I turned. “Yes. Thanks for running him off.”


    Gab piped up, “I’m sure my kicking his shins did it.”


    “I’m positive it helped,” I said.


    “Sure you’re okay?” he asked again.


    Up close he came off cold and a little threatening.


    “Yes, thanks. Not everyone would have stepped in to help.”


    As we walked away Gab turned and called out, “Next time we see you at the bar we’ll buy you a drink.”


    He tilted his head back ever so slightly.


    “Was that an acknowledgement or the Italian version of go eff yourself?”


    Gab wasn’t deterred. “Did you see him? Didn’t he remind you of Josh Holloway?”


    “Sure, a meaner, creepier Josh Holloway.” A chill ran through me. He might have just happened to come out when we did, but I sensed he had followed us outside. Was it as obvious to him as it had been to me that we had both been watching John?


    Gab gushed. “Wasn’t he gorgeous? I’m so coming back here. There are some real hot guys here.”


    “Yeah, they’re real hot until you find out they’re dealing drugs or stealing cars.”


    We reached Gab’s car and she insisted on driving me the remaining two blocks to my car. I didn’t argue. As Gab let me out, something caught my eye.


    “That better not be a ticket.” I retrieved the paper from under the windshield wiper and unfolded it. Someone had scrawled “Back Off” in pencil.


    “Is it a ticket?” Gab called out through the window.


    I shook my head and yelled back. “No. Thanks, Gab, talk to you soon.”


    I slid into my car and locked the door. Could John have left the note? How would he know the car was mine? And how would he have found it? It was parked blocks from Smiley’s. Maybe the note was a random event, like the purse snatching attempt. Maybe someone left it on the wrong car. And if it was John, he could relax. With his identity confirmed, I had all I needed.


    Once a thought entered my head, I’d always had a tough time letting it go. By the time I got home I had created a whole story in my head about John, none of it based on anything resembling fact. I pulled out my journal and wrote:


    Everything is connected to and part of something bigger. I lay back and felt the cool of the pillow on my face. Was my mother warning me? About what? I sat up, grabbed my pen. What was she, or more likely my subconscious, trying to tell me? After a while, I looked down at the journal. I had mindlessly drawn dozens of little crosses.

  


  
    Sixteen


    Traffic crawled on Glenmore Trail. I mulled over the weekend as I crept along. Yesterday, I had been invited to Gab’s cousin’s house to celebrate their son’s eighth birthday. In true Italian fashion, the party was full of children running around and adults with plates of food balanced on their laps. Although grateful that Gab’s loud, loving family readily welcomed me into theirs, the afternoon highlighted the glaring absence of my own family and left me feeling hollow.


    My father had been a hard-drinking, abusive and angry man whose addiction eventually ostracized him from the rest of his family. My brother and mother learned early how to tiptoe around him. I never did. I was seventeen the last time he hit me. I packed up and left home that night. I was so angry at my father I cut off all contact with everyone. I thought it necessary at the time, to get away from the bullshit, but I regretted having lumped my mother in with my father for failing to intervene.


    I wished my mother and I had been closer. Growing up I never understood why she stayed with my father. I knew now. She let fear take over. Fear she wouldn’t be able to provide for us, fear of what other people would say, fear of being alone. It’s why any of us stay in our ruts—why Lori stayed with Johnnie, why I stayed in a job all those years, a job that fed my strengths until they grew to be a huge liability. How could I have been so blind.


    “Come on, Jorja, you’re a warrior, remember?” I muttered as I turned into visitor parking. I parked and reached for my portfolio. A cold sweat broke out over my forehead; my face burned hot. Something was wrong. What?


    I got out of the car and stared at the envelope in my hand. Mike said his buddy found only one John Gorwitz in any of his databases. An ex-girlfriend said she last saw John in Calgary and a minister confirmed John Gorwitz and the guy in the van were one and the same. The urge to get back in the car and drive off grew.


    I stumbled up the sidewalk and entered the lobby. A quick glance at my watch confirmed I was late. I took several deep breaths and fought to slow the questions my brain spewed out, questions I couldn’t answer. Get a grip, Jorja.


    I entered the elevator in a fog. A sickening realization dawned on me. In my enthusiastic and whole-hearted acceptance of Johnnie’s post-addicted life, I hadn’t sought confirmation from those who knew him before his transformation. And if I were to be completely honest with myself, I’d been glossing over the worrisome notion that John was somehow involved in Stan’s death.


    I stepped off the elevator. Zosia stood in the doorway, waiting for me. She greeted me warmly and ushered me inside. The jitteriness in my gut blossomed into full-blown nausea. Zig-zaggy lines flashed across my vision.


    “What fun.” Zosia leaned closer to admire my blouse. “I love these patterns and prints that test the mind. What appears obvious at first is not.”


    The soft silk blouse was one of my favourites. It looked like a graphic print but on closer inspection you could see the tiny grey and navy elephants. I should have known she’d notice the pattern right off the bat.


    Part of me wanted to run; the rest of me needed to sit.


    “Jorja, are you okay?”


    I could see concern in her eyes, but now a gaping grey blob obscured a swath of vision. When I tried to blink it away, it moved to the other side. I pressed my fingers to my lips. They tingled like I’d been administered a shot of Novocain. My panic grew. Stroke? Then I remembered Gab’s cousin Connie describing something similar.


    “I’ll be fine in a minute. A friend of mine gets these. Ocular migraine. First time I’ve had one though.”


    “Sit here, dear, I’ll fetch you a glass of water.”


    I sat on the nearest chair and closed my eyes. The zig-zags continued to flash. A barrage of images and snippets of conversation battered my brain.


    I had to tell the poor man his father was dead…Johnnie never connected well with others…probably dead by now or in prison…dark brooding eyes standing stiffly by his father’s side…he asked about Stan’s rifles…you didn’t tell me he was good looking…quite the transformation in eight months…back off.


    “Here you go, my dear.”


    My eyes snapped open.


    Zosia handed me a glass and I took several long sips. The visual gyrations continued but my jitters subsided. I had exactly ten seconds to figure out what to do or say. Instead of jumping and leaping, my usual monkey mind lay dead. How could this be?


    “You found him, didn’t you? I’ve been praying you would. Is he married? Does he have children?” She waved a hand across herself dismissively. “Oh dear, I’m prattling.”


    “I’m sorry. We probably should reschedule. I really am feeling odd—I don’t know why. It just hit me.”


    “Of course.” She glanced at the envelope still in my hand. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit a bit longer? Will you be okay to drive?”


    Why wasn’t I being truthful with her? Was it my own embarrassment if it turned out I was wrong? And even if the photo I brought wasn’t of John, it didn’t change the fact that Stan’s son was a drug addict. I took another sip of water.


    “I’m feeling a bit better. I’ll tell you what I know so far, but this is only a preliminary report.” I sat up and pulled out two pages from the envelope and handed them to her. “There are a few things that need confirmation.”


    I handed Zosia the pages I had compiled on John Gorwitz. I listed some of what Lori had given me, the high school he attended, his work on a seismic crew, but precious little else of his work history. No reason to describe dozens of jobs he never held on to. South China Imports was listed as his current employer.


    “I’m afraid this might be hard to read. John has had his share of difficulties,” I said.


    I had made note of his six-year relationship with Lori but didn’t include her name or personal information. I simply stated he had been in a relationship which hadn’t produced any children. His relationship with his father had been strained. I made it clear the information regarding John’s drug use had been told to me anecdotally. The last page listed his current contact information and one of the photos I had taken of him.


    “I’m sorry it’s not better news. I have reservations in giving you this information. Although this is what I’ve learned about John, I still haven’t confirmed that this man”—I pointed to the photo of I had taken of the man at South China Imports—“is Stan’s son. It could be someone else with the same name.” As soon as I said it, I realized how ridiculous the statement was.


    Zosia looked up, her eyes moist. A tear slid along the side of her nose. “No, it’s him. I know it’s him. Why didn’t I try harder to find him? I’ve been so selfish.”


    “Zosia, I know all the pieces seem to line up, but let me get the confirmation you asked for. Wishing it’s him isn’t the same as proving it.”


    “How will you prove it?”


    “By getting people from his past to confirm this is him. People like Stan’s partner, Nancy, or his ex-girlfriend.”


    Zosia crossed the room to a small credenza tucked into a little nook on the far wall. She pulled open the drawer and retrieved the file I had given her on Stan. She pulled out the picture of Stan and John fishing and brought it back with her. Zosia quietly contemplated the photo, her head tilted to one side. She looked up; her eyes connected with mine. “This is Stan’s son,” she said firmly. “Look.” She laid the picture of young Johnnie alongside the one of John I had taken.


    I leaned over to study the pictures side by side. The grey spot in my vision had faded, although zig-zags still jumped across my right eye. My head throbbed.


    “See the nose and mouth? And the head. He’s the spitting image of his father.”


    All I could see were two dark-haired males, one a child, the other a grown man. For the life of me I could see neither resemblance nor lack of resemblance. I recalled how Gab’s whole family had ranted and raved how her cousin Connie’s youngest son looked just like his dad, when he was born. All I saw was an amorphous baby blob.


    “You asked me to find Stan’s son. I’ve only just recently found someone named John Gorwitz. It won’t take me long to confirm that this man is actually Stan’s son. You’ve waited all these years, what’s a few more days? And uh—considering his history of addiction, I strongly, strongly advise you let me complete what you asked me to do.”


    Zosia buried her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook and for one brief second, I thought she was laughing. But then all the emotion she had kept inside came pouring out.


    “I could have helped them. It was my responsibility. Staś watched his mother die. He was all alone. At least I had my mother.” Tears continued to slide down her cheeks as she clutched a fist over her heart. “And when he tried to build a little family of his own, that was taken from him as well.”


    “But you were only a child. No one expects that you could have saved them.”


    “Oh, but I could have,” she cried, rocking gently back and forth.


    I waited. There was more to this story and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it.


    “Mama and I left Poland with all of our family’s money. Over one hundred thousand Polish zlotys, in rare coins and jewels. Mama sewed them into our clothing. That would be like one million today.” She looked up at me, the anguish clear on her tear-streaked face. “It left them with nothing. Nothing to bargain with—nothing to trade for their life. Don’t you see. That money, this”— she waved her arm around the room— “it belongs to them.”


    I suddenly understood how much was at stake, and not just in terms of dollars and cents.


    “I understand you want to set things straight, but so do I. I’ve—I’ve made a mistake. I should never have brought you this information before I was a hundred percent certain. Please. I don’t want to keep you from executing your family’s intention. Five days, Zosia, that’s all I need. I won’t even charge you for my time.”


    She picked up John’s photo, smoothed her hand over it. “I know in my heart this is Staś’ son.” She sat upright, turned tear-filled eyes in my direction. “I know what to do. I will contact him and get that confirmation firsthand.”


    I really was going to be sick. I got up and looked at her as steadily as I could. “Please, Zosia, promise me you won’t.”

  


  
    Seventeen


    I crawled into my car and closed my eyes. The zig-zaggy lines were faint now, but my head felt like something had germinated in my brain and was ready to burst through my skull. I rolled down my window and breathed in deeply.


    The nausea subsided; my peripheral vision returned. A light rain had fallen while I was with Zosia and the pavement shimmered in the sunlight. A fresh, slightly sweet scent filled the air. It was so at odds with the chaos raging in my head.


    Dontleaveher, dontleaveher, dontleaveher. I sat up. What was she saying? I listened harder. It wasn’t my mother’s voice. It was the repeating sound of a pile driver, working somewhere nearby. I had to get out of here.


    I put the car into gear and roared out of the parking lot, gravel spitting from beneath the tires. The cool air ruffled my hair and I gulped in huge mouthfuls. I had panicked for no reason. I needed to stay positive. I had a photo of someone named John Gorwitz. I would send it to Nancy and Lori for confirmation. What if it’s not him?


    Something exploded into the windshield. My foot punched the brake. The car swerved to the right and slammed to a stop. Lights exploded in my brain. Something wet poured down my face and neck. My fingers explored my head and came away covered in a wet pulpy mash.


    “Oh shit, shit, shit.” My heart pounded. My brain was on fire. What happened? Had I been shot?


    A man materialized, helped me out of the car and led me to the curb. He kept saying, “You’re okay, you’re okay.”


    Something wasn’t right. I viewed the scene around me. Red pulpy stuff all over. I wasn’t okay. Why hadn’t my airbag deployed? Did my car even have an airbag? The man wove in and out of focus.


    “Here, sit down. You’re going to be fine. There’s no bleeding but you hit your head hard. Can you hear me?” His voice sounded like it was underwater.


    Did he say I was bleeding? Oh god, I’m bleeding! My hand shook as I held it out, all covered in red. Red thick blood. I stared down at my shirt. A sharp pain stabbed my side.


    “It’s just watermelon,” he said.


    Did he say brain matter? I couldn’t breathe. Slowly my head stopped spinning and the scene in front of me came into focus. A truck lay overturned, and mashed watermelons littered the road. Water poured down the street from a fire hydrant. A car that looked an awful lot like mine rested-against it. Four or five other cars stood at odd angles on the street, car bits strewn everywhere. Someone lay on the pavement.


    Fire, police and EMS turned up in minutes. Still shaking, I tried to process the scene in front of me. A produce truck lost its load, creating a chain reaction behind it. I had managed to avoid hitting the cars in front of me; the fire hydrant stopped me cold.


    A paramedic checked my vitals and proclaimed I had quite the bump. I declined his suggestion to get checked out at the hospital. My headache grew nastier, and my shoulder hurt like hell.


    I watched the ambulance leave. The man who stopped to help me said someone had been taken to the hospital with serious injuries. He wasn’t as lucky as I was. A watermelon broke through his windshield and hit him full on.


    I vaguely remember calling Gab. As soon as I finished with the police and thanked my white knight, an earlier sensation returned. Nausea. A tow truck arrived. I watched the driver hook up my car and drive away. I’m the lucky one.


    My fingers gently explored the bump on the side of my head. I should have let the paramedics take me to the hospital. As soon as Gab arrived, I crawled into her car and let her take over.


    Back home, Gab helped me into the bathroom and turned on the shower for me. I stole a glance in the mirror above the sink. Chunks of mashed watermelon clung to my hair. My face and hands were covered in pink sticky juice. No blood. I stepped into the shower and let the hot spray cascade over me. The red mush and stickiness disappeared down the drain; the heat made me woozy.


    By the time I emerged, clean and wearing an old T-shirt and pyjama pants, Gab had homemade mac and cheese bubbling in the oven and tea steeping in a teapot. I own a teapot?


    “How are you, Jorja, any better?”


    My eyes welled up. “Yes thanks, but I’m still having an out-of-body experience.”


    “That’s the adrenaline. You’ll feel better once you’ve had a bite to eat.”


    I ate some mac and cheese and the jitteriness subsided. Gab stayed well into the evening. Finally reassured that I didn’t have a concussion, she gave me a hug and departed. I locked up and limped back to the couch to ice my head.


    I woke up disoriented. Bright light filled the living room, though my watch said it wasn’t quite six o’clock. I got up from the couch and sucked in my breath. I staggered into the darkened bedroom and crawled into bed.


    The next time I woke it was after ten. I crawled out of bed and shuffled into the living room. Funny, I don’t remember being hit by an asteroid. I sent Gab a text, telling her I survived the night. She texted back reminding me to stay positive and block any negative thoughts. Could life get any freaking better?


    I shuffled to the bathroom and studied my reflection in the mirror. An eerie green bruise had formed overnight and ran down my left cheek. No black eye—yet. My head hurt like hell and my hair looked like I tussled all night with a troll. My hands shook as I wet my hair and finger-fluffed it, hoping it would dry into casual messy layers. I pulled on jeans and my old university sweatshirt and limped out to the kitchen. I needed coffee.


    My meeting with Zosia flooded back. How could I have been so foolish? As certain as I once was that I had found John Gorwitz, I was now just as certain the man working at South China Imports wasn’t. Anxious to get on with it, I grabbed my purse and jacket and locked up.

  


  
    Eighteen


    I ordered coffee and the breakfast scramble and when it was ready took it upstairs. The lively chatter of customers faded as I climbed. I selected a table at the far end, where it was quieter, darker.


    I popped a couple of Tylenols, pulled out my phone and scrolled for car rental agencies while I ate. An ad jumped out at me. JumpIn Jalopies. Seven dollars a day. Perfect!


    I called my insurance company. It would take a week for them to assess the damage to my car. My insurance policy didn’t provide for a replacement while mine was out of commission. Why wasn’t I surprised.


    Once the Tylenol kicked in, I went downstairs, got a coffee refill and made my way to the bus stop. The sunlight seemed overly bright, the traffic louder than usual. I breathed in deeply, desperate to clear the haze in my head. I noticed a man staring at me, and I moved away several feet.


    An hour and a half and two bus transfers later, I dragged myself across the parking lot of the rental place, pulled open the glass door and stepped inside. The air felt cool after the warmth of the afternoon sun. A chipper young man looked up through a swatch of dirty-blond hair as I approached the counter. His name tag read Neil. Whenever he spoke, he tilted his head to one side.


    Neil assured me their cars were mechanically sound, but all had something expensive to fix that didn’t warrant fixing because of their age. It’s why they were able to offer them for such a jumpin’ great price.


    Neil informed me the weekend had left them with little inventory. My choices were a black 2001 Ford Focus with a sunroof that wouldn’t close or a bright-blue 2003 Chevy Malibu whose front doors didn’t open. Since May and June tend to be rainy, I picked the Malibu.


    With the paperwork done, Neil led me outside. He opened the back door of the Malibu, which had been brought around to the front. “Enjoy!”


    Awkward. I slid into the back seat and then crawled over the front bucket seats. Note to self, don’t wear a short skirt while driving this baby. At least I had wheels again. Hey, something positive.


    I got home exhausted from the self-flagellation and antsy to get the confirmation I should have gotten before meeting with Zosia. I phoned Nancy, hoping it wasn’t one of her volunteer days. A woman answered, out of breath.


    “Nancy? It’s Jorja Knight. I hope I didn’t get you at a bad time?”


    “Not at all, I was out on the patio. The days are getting so warm, I decided to set out my seedlings. What can I do for you, dear? Were you able to find Johnnie?”


    “I found someone named John Gorwitz here in Calgary, but I’m not sure it’s Stan’s son.” “Oh dear. How can I help?”


    “If I send you a photo of the man I found, will you let me know if it’s John?”


    “Of course.”


    “Nancy, you gave me a photo of Stan with Johnnie fishing to pass along to my client. Would you have a more recent picture of John?”


    “There are a few photos of Johnnie from high school. He belonged to the wrestling club and Stan took pictures at one of the matches. But the camera was one of those old ones, it’s hard to tell who’s who in those pictures. I know there’s one from his first trip out here to visit us—he would have been nineteen or twenty.”


    “Anything more recent?”


    “I’m not sure. He didn’t like having his photo taken and we didn’t see much of him. I’ll have a look.”


    Next, I called Lori and left a message, asking if she could look at a photo of a man I believed to be John Gorwitz. Then I called Mike. If his friend could provide other information about John Gorwitz, information that didn’t contravene the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, it might help to resolve the situation.


    Mike called back an hour later. Not only had his buddy traced John Gorwitz’s shipping receipts to South China Imports, he had checked for driver’s licence, social insurance number and other personal information. Although he couldn’t share the details of those documents, he was able to confirm that John’s original birth certificate had been used as ID to obtain them. The driver’s licence was issued in Alberta and listed a Calgary address. There was no passport issued in John’s name, but he recently applied for and received a credit card. He seemed to have full identity information and Mike’s buddy had only found one set of documents issued with John Gorwitz’s name. If the person I had located wasn’t John Gorwitz, it meant the real John Gorwitz either hadn’t discovered his ID missing or had no need to replace it. I took a deep breath.


    The level of idiocy I felt since meeting with Zosia faded slightly. The woman I spoke to at South China Imports told me John had worked there since last November. I had a minister who confirmed the guy from the warehouse was John Gorwitz. His history of drug addiction, employment history, recent acquisition of a credit card—it all made perfect sense. Maybe I wasn’t the worst.


    By late afternoon there still wasn’t anything back from Nancy or Lori. I should have checked with each of them before meeting with Zosia. Shoulda, woulda, coulda. I’d soon have an answer. I tried to push John Gorwitz out of my mind, but my growing unease became unbearable.


    I swallowed two more Tylenol, locked up and headed to the car. I yanked on the door handle several times before I remembered the car’s unique feature. I crawled in through the back and slid over the front seat, ignoring stares from a neighbouring parker. If it turned out I was wrong, I’d have to back pedal to find Stan’s son. I sat and contemplated my next move. How could I have not confirmed John Gorwitz was who he said he was before running off to tell Zosia?


    “Stop it,” I whispered, hoping to silence the little voice in my head telling me I’d screwed up. I fought off the exhaustion waiting to level me, turned on the engine and headed north.

  


  
    Nineteen


    A small metal sign over the wooden door in an old-red brick building told me I had the right place. A dozen people were lined up out front. An occasional car stopped to unload a box or some bags. I traipsed over to the man organizing the activity out front.


    “Excuse me. Do you know where I can find Adan Wolfe?”


    He turned. His eyes connected with mine. Something in their grey-blue depths caught at my throat and made me take note.


    He flashed a smile and held out his hand. “That’s me,” he said. “How can I help?”


    He was a couple of inches taller than me. Little crinkles formed underneath his eyes when he smiled and made him appear shy, although the way he moved and spoke said otherwise. I fought back an urge to brush back a few curls of blond hair which fell from behind his ears.


    Taking his outstretched hand in mine, I worried my knees would give out. The weird fluttering in my stomach floated up to my chest. I could hardly breathe, and my voice came out sounding like I had just finished a five-mile run or was channelling Marilyn Monroe.


    “Hi, I’m Jorja, Jorja Knight. I’m looking for someone. The minister at St. Vincent’s mentioned Inner Light helps people who might be seeking to turn their life around.”


    His eyes looked concerned and his hand brushed my shoulder as he ushered me to the door and pointed to the left.


    “If you can wait for me in there, I need ten or fifteen minutes to get this crowd in and seated.”


    I nodded mutely and plodded through the door. My legs felt like they were slugging through mud. What the hell just happened? I lifted my hand and it trembled. Maybe it’s low blood sugar.


    The short hall led to a combined office and storage area. A wooden desk stood on one side of the room and wire shelves above it sagged under the weight of books and paper. The far side of the room held metal shelves packed with food and clothing. The bags and boxes being dropped off outside were taken in here and stacked wherever possible, now mostly the floor. A young woman with dreadlocks pulled back into a low ponytail attempted to sort the incoming deluge. Not wanting to stand there awkwardly, I asked if she needed help. She immediately had me sorting and shelving cans while she ran fresh goods to the kitchen. I was still sorting when Adan arrived.


    “I see Nia has put you to work,” he said, laughing. He peeled off fingerless gloves, slipped off his green twill jacket, and pushed up the sleeves of a grey sweater.


    My eyes wandered up his strong forearms to his broad shoulders. I fought the current pulling at me. I sensed he came by his good looks naturally and not through hours at the gym. He seemed unaware of how seriously hot he was which made him doubly attractive. I refocused my attention from his broad shoulders to the large crucifix fixed to the wall and muttered something about being happy to help.


    “Sorry, this place is a mess. Here, please sit.” He removed a precariously piled stack of papers and books from the chair by the desk. “You said you’re trying to find someone?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    I sat and faced him across a foot and half of desk. Beads of sweat rolled down the middle of my back and my forehead grew damp. I had already removed my jacket and I wasn’t wearing anything else I wanted to take off. At least not here.


    “I’m a private investigator and I’m trying to locate someone for a client—her great-nephew. A few days ago, I spoke to a minister at Saint Vincent’s. He told me about Inner Light. That your organization lends support to those who want to get straight and turn their lives around.”


    Inner Light’s website described them as a street ministry, a nonprofit, dedicated to the spiritual and emotional needs of their clientele. Adan Wolfe was listed as their director.


    I glanced at Adan. His eyes reflected both patience and confusion. I hurried to explain.


    “The guy I’m looking for has been living on the street and battling addiction. So, it got me thinking. Maybe he received or is still getting help from the homeless shelters or other support groups. If so, would there be a record of him? I’m looking for advice on how to proceed.”


    “Ah, I see.” His face lit up.


    Adan explained there were several types of shelters in Calgary. The emergency shelters meant to provide a few days of shelter at a time. The next level of assistance helped those who may have temporarily lost their homes. They needed help to get themselves back into a situation where they could once again manage a place to rent. This group, Adan told me, recognized they needed help and were willing to take it. There were several agencies set up to help these people get back into a stable living environment. At this point they may or may not be able to pay rent. Some lived rent-free until they could manage rent, others transitioned into low-rent housing with the help of several social services set up for that purpose.


    I learned the various social service groups worked together, assessing each person’s needs to get them the specific help they needed. This required a coordination of housing needs with medical and physical needs, work needs, schooling and so forth. Once people had their immediate needs met, they were often referred to one of several ministries in town such as Inner Light. Many of the chronically homeless battled underlying conditions such as mental illness or addiction and required ongoing support. Inner Light worked to help them heal spiritually and emotionally and provided support as long as needed.


    “Is there any way to tell if the man I’m looking for received support?”


    “There’s no official list or roster if that’s what you’re hoping for.”


    “Oh. Well, how many homeless people are out there?”


    “At last count, a little over thirty-two hundred.”


    “Wow. How do you come up with that number?”


    “We do regular counts; the number in shelters and assisted housing on any given night plus a street count.”


    “Is there any way to tell who they are?”


    “We don’t even know first names for some of them. The difficulty is the high turnover in the people making up that number.”


    I pulled out the photo I had taken of John at the warehouse. “Do you know or recognize this man?”


    Adan’s fingers brushed mine as he took the photo and we both jumped back at the electrical shock. He laughed. “Sorry about that.” He stared at the photo for a minute. “I do recognize him. John something. Don’t remember his last name. He came to a few of our workshops, about a year ago. Is he the guy you’re looking for?”


    “He might be. I don’t know enough about him at this point to say whether he’s my client’s great-nephew or not. All I have of the person I’m looking for is a picture from when he was a little boy.” I pulled out the photo of young Johnnie standing next to his father, laid it on the table and watched Adan’s face.


    Adan’s forehead furrowed as he studied the photo, shook his head and slid both photos back over to me. “Sorry. Hard to say if they’re the same person or not. I don’t get to personally work with everyone who comes through our door. Wish I could. Talk to Walt at the Victoria emergency shelter. He might know the guy you’re looking for. A lot of our clients are referred to us by him. Tell him I sent you.”


    “Thanks, I will.”


    “Have you tried talking to some of the guys and gals living on the street? They know more about who’s out there than you’d imagine.”


    “Really? Don’t most of the homeless move around?”


    “Some do but more than a few have made Calgary home. The homeless are a community like any other. Most keep an eye out for each other. Now, if the guy you’re looking for is a transient, he’ll be more difficult to locate.”


    “I can’t thank you enough,” I said, standing up, blatantly aware of my reluctance to go. “You’ve been most helpful. Is there anything I can do to return this favour?” I immediately blushed as several imagined requests ran through my head, none of them appropriate.


    He laughed, “You know, I never turn down a favor.”


    My cheeks grew hotter. Shit, I’m lusting after a man of the cloth.


    “We can always use all the help and support Calgarians have to offer. You’re welcome to drop by here any Sunday morning at ten. My ministry hosts an informal non-sectarian worship for anyone who wants to attend. Afterwards, we serve brunch. It’s a chance to get out and meet and chat with others. If someone brings up a specific need in the community, before you know it there’s a book or food drive, or a workshop to deal with it. It’s fun to see what evolves.”


    I wanted to wrap my arms around his neck and press my body against his, to see what evolved. Instead I pulled my mind out of the gutter and held out my hand. I walked away and reminded myself true happiness came from the simple moments in life. That and it might be time I invested some energy in getting laid.

  


  
    Twenty


    A buzzing sound jarred me from the screen. How the hell did I end up watching a documentary on the gut microbiome when I meant to work on an article for my website? Lori’s number appeared on my cell phone.


    “Hi, Lori. Did you get a chance to look at the photo I sent? What do you think?”


    “Yes, I did. It sure looks like him, but I don’t believe it is.”


    My heart sank. “You don’t think it’s him?”


    “They do look very similar,” she added quickly. “The guy in the photo you sent could be Johnnie’s twin. He’s heavier, in a good way, that’s what threw me at first. Johnnie looked awful because of the drugs. But the eyes aren’t quite right, if you know what I mean.”


    “You’re sure then, that is not him?”


    “Yes, I’m sure.”


    “Okay. Thanks for getting back to me. I guess I can scratch this guy off my list.”


    “What are you going to do now?” she asked.


    “I’ll check with some of the street ministries and homeless shelters to see if anyone there remembers Johnnie. Then I’ll check the police files in case he’s shown up as a John Doe. This one might end with my client knowing she has a great-nephew, whereabouts unknown.”


    “Well, good luck.”


    “Thanks. Oh, Lori, one more thing.”


    “Yes?”


    “Did Johnnie own a gun?”


    “He did.” She sounded surprised at my question. “I hated having it in the house. I don’t like guns.”


    “Do you know what kind it was, or what happened to it?”


    “A rifle. His dad gave it to him when he was a kid. He took it with him when he left. Why do you ask?”


    “I’m not sure, just curious.”


    I sat back and rubbed the pain in the middle of my forehead. Lori seemed certain the guy in the photo I had sent wasn’t the person she knew as Johnnie Gorwitz. She, of all people, would know. She was with him for six whole years. If only I, the so-called investigator, hadn’t ignored niggling doubts of my own and rushed forward with what now looked to be false information.


    I understood why Zosia clung to the idea that the person I had found was Stan’s son. How wonderful if Johnnie managed to overcome his addiction, find a job, turn his life around. I should have known better. The John Gorwitz I found was outgoing. He chatted and laughed with customers, the minister, the guys he played pool with. Everyone described Johnnie as quiet, sullen, withdrawn. Lori told me he kept to himself, didn’t relate well. Of course, drugs will change a person. And I myself believed I could learn to balance my inherent introversion with some extroverted behaviour. But Nancy saw him eighteen months ago, and less than a year later he’s happy, fit and working at South China Imports. Change is hard, especially for someone with an addiction. The foolish feeling returned.


    An hour later I got confirmation that I was an idiot. Several emails arrived from a friend of Nancy’s, sending scanned photos on Nancy’s behalf. The first photo I opened was of a thin boy in his teens. A lock of thick dark hair fell over a pale forehead. His eyes stared defiantly at the camera. I couldn’t imagine this boy wrestling.


    The next photo showed a young man perched on a porch rail. Still lean, but with muscle. His thick brown hair looked black and was cut in a mullet, a style still embraced by some. He wore his denim shirt untucked, sleeves rolled up midway to the elbows, jeans and work boots. A cigarette dangled from his right hand. Although older in this photo, the eyes were unmistakable, half-lidded, dark and brooding. The rest of his face remained expressionless, but the lines, already entrenched there, spoke volumes.


    I peered at the eyes. I still had trouble seeing the similarities between this picture and the one of him as a young boy. But I could see the subtle difference between this photo and the one I had taken of the man who called himself John Gorwitz. I put both photos side by side. Stan’s son’s eyes were flatter, narrower. Nancy’s photo showed the faintest hint of a cleft but there was no sign of one in the photo I had taken. Both had thick dark hair, although the man I found had hair cropped close to his head. Their other features were similar, full mouths, flat foreheads and straight noses with no unique bumps, twists or bends. The differences were subtle, but they were there. Under scrutiny I could now see John’s face was slightly wider than Stan’s son and neither age nor weight could account for the difference.


    “Well that settles it,” I said out loud. I should have sought Nancy and Lori’s confirmation earlier. Stupid rookie mistake. I felt sick.


    The third email I opened held copies of Johnnie’s birth certificate and a few vaccination records Stan had kept. Nancy hoped they’d help me track Johnnie down. The birth certificate listed Johnnie’s mother as Emile Martin. The vaccinations were given in Fernie, a small town in southern British Columbia.


    Who was this guy at South China Imports calling himself John Gorwitz? Where was Stan’s son? Mike’s friend had only found one set of ID for John Gorwitz. Had this guy stolen Johnnie’s ID? If so, why hadn’t Johnnie replaced his ID? What about the rifle? I had a bad feeling about all of this.

  


  
    Twenty-one


    The last slivers of orange faded from the sky as I turned onto the street. The house stood dark—the van gone. No sign of life other than the neighbour’s Rottweiler, which huffed and drooled by the front gate. I drove past the used-car dealership, circled the block and pulled into the deserted service station. I rolled the car up to the low, crumbling stucco building and parked. The gas pumps had been pulled out a long time ago.


    Grabbing a flashlight and binoculars, I crawled over the back seat and got out. Most people expected a private investigator to have an arsenal of weapons—my meagre stockpile would disappoint. I considered getting a gun but hadn’t yet come up with a need or the money for one. After what happened to me, I’d never carry a knife. I hated knives. Okay, it wasn’t knives that I hated. I hated the sight of blood, especially my own. I did have pepper spray and sometimes remembered to take it with me. I usually had a ten-inch metal bar tucked under the car seat, but it, along with some other personal items, remained in my mangled Civic.


    The wind had died down, but the evening had already lost most of the day’s warmth. I zipped up my hoodie and made my way around the right side of the building. I continued past a small window and around to the back. An old rusted washer, couch, some tires and a stack of boards lay scattered in the back of John’s house. Tall grass and waist-high thistles grew through the debris and a badly leaning chain-link fence. A quick check with city hall had confirmed that all three houses were owned by Mr. Gui Chu. Business owner, philanthropist, slum landlord.


    A light came on in John’s neighbor’s house. The Rottweiler barked. Someone yelled and the dog quieted. John’s house remained dark. I walked back to the side of the building. Spotting an old red plastic coca cola crate, I hauled it over to the window, climbed up and gave the metal grill a good pull. It came out easily. I shoved the window upwards and peered in…ugghhh. My flashlight picked out an old sink to the right of the window, two urinals to the left and a toilet in an open stall.


    Tucking my flashlight into the back of my pants, I hauled myself up onto the windowsill and lowered myself in, dropping the last few feet. An odour, reminiscent of an outhouse in summer, filled my nostrils. I pulled out my flashlight, manoeuvring around broken bricks, until I came to an opening. I turned left and headed for the faint light coming from the front door and continued past it to the service bays.


    It was darker here. I inched forward until I found the service door I had seen at the back of the building. I opened the door a crack, and breathed in fresh, cool air. The sky seemed light compared to the blackness inside. I turned off my flashlight, leaned against the frame of the half-opened door, and waited.


    An hour later I spotted a light coming from one of the front rooms in John’s house. A few minutes later the back window lit up. I raised my binoculars and focused. John unbuttoned his shirt and pulled the ends out of his jeans as he made his way to the fridge. I admired the view as he bent to survey the contents of his fridge. It took a few seconds to register the handgun tucked into a waistband holster. Why the hell would he need a gun? I confirmed it when he turned around, beer in hand, and walked out of the kitchen. Maybe John wasn’t living the clean, drug-free life the minister at St. Vincent’s thought. Out of sight, a TV projected changing light patterns on the wall. Did he have a licence to carry concealed? Why would he need to?


    I froze at the sound of a scurrying movement. My eyes and ears strained toward the darkness behind me. I didn’t dare turn on my flashlight and the light from outside barely afforded me a view of stacked tires and a long bench piled high with old tarps. After a minute, I turned back to John’s house.


    I hadn’t expected to find him carrying a gun. Although god knows, the neighbourhood warranted it. Other than a second trip to the kitchen for beer, nothing more happened. A scratching noise made me turn. I stood stock still.


    I’d convinced myself the noises were rats, although there weren’t supposed to be any rats in Alberta. A muffled cough came from somewhere inside. Rats don’t cough. I peered into the darkness. A large black shape rose from the bench.


    “Holy mother of Hannah,” I yelled.


    I tore out the back door, letting it slam shut behind me. What the hell was that? My heart thundered against my chest as I rounded the corner of the building and vaulted over the overturned crate. I reached the front of the building as two guys ran out the front door. We skidded to a stop.


    I eyed the distance from where I stood to the back door of my car. They eyed me. Both wore dirty oversized canvas coats and several more layers of dark clothing beneath. Greasy unkempt hair hung to their shoulders. Neither had come across a razor in weeks. The one closest to me wore socks, no shoes. Maybe it would slow his progress across the gravelled yard if I made a run for it.


    The shoeless one spoke. “You the police?”


    I considered saying yes but couldn’t figure out how that would help me.


    “No,” I said, deciding not to offer up any more information.


    “Whatcha lookin’ fer?”


    “A guy who used to work here.”


    “This place bin closed for more ’an two years. No one here but us.”


    “You live here?” My voice sounded weak even to my ears.


    “What’s it to ya?”


    “Nothing. Sorry. I didn’t know anyone was in there. Sorry I broke into your place.” Why was I apologizing, seconds from having my throat slashed?


    “Hey Rocko, come on, it’s just a girl.”


    The shorter one replied, “She don’t belong here.” He eyed me. “You better git.”


    “Okay.” I inched toward the car. The smaller, meaner one moved forward too. I scanned the deserted street for signs of life.


    “You got money?”


    I could smell him now, and see he was missing his front teeth. He sported several scrapes over his left eye. A sinking sensation filled my stomach. My heart pounded. Holy fuck, I’m going to die.


    “Sorry, no.” I patted my pockets as if that would prove anything. I looked down at the flashlight in my hand. “But you can have my flashlight if you want. It’s pretty dark in there.”


    He snatched the flashlight out of my hand. Great, I just armed him with a weapon. As soon as he grabbed the flashlight I bolted. I sprinted the remaining fifteen feet, jumped into the back seat, and hit the lock. I hurled myself over the front seat and fumbled getting the key into the ignition. To my relief, the engine turned over.


    One of them yanked the front passenger door but it didn’t budge. The other one walked around the car to my side. He bent down and grinned at me through the window. Three of his front top teeth were gone and most of the bottom ones were decayed. Thankful for the quarter inch of glass between us, I put the car into gear and inched forward. Startled, he stepped back and bashed the top of the car with the flashlight as I accelerated and drove by. A quick glance in my rear-view mirror revealed they were already at the service station door. The guy with the flashlight held it under his chin, so it lit up his face. The other one shook his hands in air, feigning fright. Fucking juveniles.


    Still shaking, I pulled onto Macleod Trail a minute later. I should carry my pepper spray on me instead of leaving it in my purse. The hell with pepper spray, I should get a gun. But then I would have probably offered it to him. And apologized for it not being fully loaded. A couple of teenagers in a red Taurus roared past me giving me a one-finger salute. I laughed out loud, at the sheer normalcy of it all.

  


  
    Twenty-two


    This morning my head and shoulder only hurt when I breathed. I pulled on grey cords and a blue V-neck sweater. The last few days left me feeling a bit beat up, so I chose a power move Gab and I first tried at a women’s wellness conference. I had nothing to lose.


    I assumed the Wonder Woman pose. Shoulders back, hands on hips, feet shoulder width apart and pointed outward slightly. I checked out my form in the bathroom mirror. Nice. This felt good. I could make a habit of standing like this, although I’m pretty sure it would lead to my total and complete social alienation. I held the pose for the recommended two minutes, gathered up my purse, went downstairs and slid into the back seat of my car.


    The car undid some of my feeling of power when I had to crawl through the back seat again a few minutes later holding a Starbucks coffee in one hand and a breakfast sandwich in the other.


    I left the car in a residential area off Fourth Street to avoid paying the hefty price of downtown parking and hustled the rest of the way to the Victoria emergency shelter on foot. The building looked like it might have once been an apartment or a hotel. I pulled open the door and stepped inside. A woman sat in a glassed-in booth, her lips moving silently as she sorted through a stack of file cards.


    “Eighty-six, eighty-seven,” she said as she lay the last card on top of a stack, looked up, and smiled. “Thanks for waiting.”


    I handed my card through the little opening in the window. “I’m looking for someone who might be using the shelter and Adan Wolfe at Inner Light suggested I talk to Walt Parson. Do you know if he is in?”


    “He should be. First door in the corridor to the right.”


    “Thanks.”


    The door buzzed its release and I stepped inside. The smell of damp plaster, disinfectant and stale cigarettes accosted me. An older man worked on an electrical outlet on the wall to the right, his rolling maintenance cart near-at-hand. I turned toward the corridor. A young man sat on a wooden bench to the left of it and stared at the floor. He didn’t look up as I went by.


    Walt Parson’s office door stood open. I peeked inside. The old wooden desk held a blotter, a letter tray and a coffee mug filled with pen and pencils. A credenza along the back wall held an older computer monitor, the processor tucked underneath. There was no one inside. I hung out by the door and a few minutes later a tall, lanky man rounded the corner and made his way toward me, staring intensely at papers in his hand. He strode past me, stopped at the corner of his desk and glanced back.


    “Are you waiting to see me?”


    Green eyes in a narrow, well-lined face studied me. No smile. Short blond hair touched with grey lay flat against his head, his bearing stiff. I guessed him to be in his early sixties. I had googled him and knew he’d spent most of his previous life working with Corrections Canada.


    “I am, if you’re Walt Parson.” I reached out my hand. “Jorja Knight.”


    A dry, firm hand gripped mine.


    He waved me to the chairs in front of his desk. “What can I do for you?”


    “I’m looking for someone who was last seen living on the streets. Adan Wolfe suggested I talk to you.” I pulled out the more recent photo of Johnnie that Nancy had sent me. “If this man used your emergency shelter, would there be a record of him staying here?”


    Walt took the photo and glanced at it. His brows furrowed. He handed it back.


    “We ask people to sign in. We don’t ask for ID though. A lot of times they don’t have ID.”


    “You don’t recognize him? His name is John Gorwitz.”


    He didn’t take a second glance at the photo. “No. Sorry.”


    I asked him how his emergency shelter worked.


    He told me the shelter opened its doors every evening at five o’clock. On cold days people were lined up by noon, hoping to secure a space for the night. Their clientele registered at the door, on a first-come, first-served basis. They were given a token in exchange for their backpack, bag or other belongings they may have. Walt told me they weren’t equipped to store cartfuls of belongings, so some took their chances out in the cold rather than risk losing the stuff they had collected.


    “We search the small packs or bags they’re taking in with them and ask them to empty their pockets. We don’t want any weapons or drugs in here.”


    “And they don’t need ID to get in?”


    “No. We get to know most of them over time. At least first names.”


    “So, anyone can use the shelter, assuming there is room?”


    “Yes. Once they’ve checked in, they get clean under garments, a towel and blanket. They can pick a bunk, have a shower and change underclothes.


    “Dinner is served in two shifts, six p.m. and seven. Unless they’re showering or eating, guests are expected to stay in their bunks where they can read or watch one of several TVs in the room. Lights out at ten o’clock. Breakfast is served at six a.m. and again at seven. They hand in their tokens and pick up any checked-in belongings on their way out. We watch to make sure they have a coat and shoes when they leave, especially in winter. If they don’t, we provide them. Everyone is out of the building by eight.”


    “Impressive. So, if they come back the following day it’s the same procedure?”


    “Yes.”


    “Can they come back every night?” I asked.


    “They can. But if someone’s checking in regularly, one of the social workers will approach them to see if they’re ready for regular housing. Since we don’t let in people who are visibly high or drunk, using the shelter regularly usually means they’re trying to turn their life around. Managing to stay sober in the evenings is a good sign.”


    “What happens at this stage if you don’t know who the person is, or they don’t have ID?”


    “Once we start transitioning them to more permanent housing, we need a full name and proof of identity. If they don’t have substantiated ID, our social workers can guide them in obtaining the proper documents.”


    “Would they need to provide fingerprints?”


    “If they don’t have government-issued ID, yes, along with background information, date and place of birth, father’s name, mother’s maiden name. A search is done to see if we can find their birth certificate and from there, they’re issued an ID card with photo. They need that photo ID to apply for a social insurance number, driver’s licence or any social services.”


    “I presume a criminal check is conducted?”


    “Absolutely. They crosscheck government databases for information, including criminal checks and missing persons.”


    “So, if a person starts to use the emergency shelter regularly, which signals a readiness for permanent housing, he or she is put through a fairly rigorous process to establish identity.”


    “That’s correct.”


    “What if they have ID?”


    “If they have ID, it’s easier. If they can provide a birth certificate or other government-issued picture ID, like a driver’s licence or passport, then we can proceed.”


    I nodded. It made total sense.


    He glanced at his watch. “Do you want a quick tour? I have twenty minutes before my morning meeting with our social workers.”


    “Thank you, that’s generous of you.”


    Walt told me some people cycled through the shelter for years. Some relapsed after moving into transitional housing. They had people moving in and out of the city or province, then returning. We talked as we toured.


    The main floor contained offices for the social workers, meeting rooms and a first aid room. We peeked into a small windowless room used to detain people who caused trouble or were high until police or paramedics came to determine next best steps.


    The second floor held the kitchen and dining room. An entire row of washers and dryers hummed, churned and beeped in an adjoining room. Each bed had to be stripped down and sanitized daily to keep the area free from bed bugs and lice. The third floor consisted of row after depressing row of bunk beds. Each bed had two coat hooks, where outer clothes could be hung, and had a small light attached to the frame. A few TVs were mounted on the walls of the room. A large washroom with shower stalls anchored the area. The air hung thick with dead hope and lost chances.


    “How many people can you put up here?” I asked.


    “We have a hundred and twenty beds.”


    “What if there are more people than beds?”


    “That’s common, especially during winter. We phone around to see if any of the other shelters have capacity. If they do, we bus them over.”


    “Where do they go during the day?”


    “Those who can work sometimes go to the temp manpower office and pick up a few hours of labour. A few attend AA meetings or take classes. Some panhandle.”


    As we headed back downstairs, I thanked Walt for his time.


    “Finding a person is hard enough, finding a homeless person is going to be a challenge.”


    “Sorry I couldn’t help.”


    “I guess I’ll hit the streets, ask around, like Adan suggested. Someone must know him.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Street people aren’t generally known for providing reliable information. Keep in mind some of them come from the same segment of hardcore, habitual criminals making up our general population. They fight, steal, stab and kill, like criminals anywhere.”


    “Good to know. Any other suggestions?”


    “Be careful.”

  


  
    Twenty-three


    I stepped out of the shelter and paused. A bottle picker moved along the sidewalk from bin to bin, checking through the garbage. Bottle picker, bag lady, drunk, crackhead, homeless—all were terms I used to describe people who lived on the street. Once I had them labelled, they faded from view. I’d never stopped to consider their stories. Maybe because I knew they were full of heartache.


    Adan had encouraged me to ask around, look for Johnnie on the streets. Walt thought it a bad idea. Different experiences, different expectations. Adan saw the good in everyone, Walt’s former position with Corrections Canada showed him a different side. I blew out a big breath, turned right.


    How had the guy calling himself John Gorwitz gotten Johnnie’s ID? He probably stole it, but I didn’t want to jump to any more erroneous conclusions. Could they have swapped identities for some reason? Maybe Johnnie sold him his ID. If John had Johnnie’s birth certificate, getting other ID would be relatively easy. All I knew was the man I found was not Johnnie Gorwitz and no one had seen Johnnie in over a year. At least no one I’d talked to.


    Two hours later I regretted not tucking a pair of flats into my bag. Ready to call it a day, I turned right, my car still several blocks away. An older fellow sat on a low retaining wall at the cathedral entrance. Apart from the empty pant leg pinned behind his right knee, his thick grey hair and long white beard caught my attention. A cowboy hat lay at his feet, a set of crutches propped against the wall next to him. I walked over to him.


    “Howdy, ma’am,” he said.


    Bushy unkempt eyebrows framed small blue eyes. His shoulders were broad and the fingers on his large hands were gnarled. He wore a grey knitted sweater and the jeans on his good leg were tucked into a mid-calf, thick, puffy boot.


    “Good afternoon. I’m looking for someone. He’s in his mid to late thirties, name’s John.” I pulled out a copy of the picture Nancy had given me. “This photo is from about seven, eight years ago, so he’d look older now.”


    His hand shook slightly as he took the photo from me. He laid it on his lap and bent over to study it.


    He cleared his throat. “Young fella.”


    “Do you recognize him?”


    “Eyesight’s not like it used to be.” He held out the photo at arm’s length. “Why you lookin’ for him?”


    “His great-aunt wants to find him.”


    “What’s she want with ’im?”


    “She immigrated here after WWII. She didn’t know she had any relatives in Canada and only recently found out a nephew also immigrated here years later. Unfortunately, he passed away. This man is his son, her great-nephew.”


    He stared at the photo, his lips working silently. Blue eyes squinted up at me as he handed back the picture.


    “Don’t know.” He shook his head. “Drugs these days. Poison. My poison’s alcohol.” He laughed, which turned into a rumbling cough.


    “What about this man?”


    I pulled out the photo I had taken of John Gorwitz in front of South China Imports.


    He took the photo, pulled back, and flung the photo back at me. It hit the ground and I stooped to retrieve it.


    “Do you recognize him?”


    He shook his head. He rubbed the fingers on his left hand with his right and pulled his lower lip in repeatedly with his upper teeth.


    I stayed quiet, hoping he’d fill the void. Most people did if you gave them long enough.


    “There’s good and bad people everywhere.” He shook his head.


    “Are you saying this guy is a bad dude?”


    “I’m not sayin’ nothin’.”


    “What can you tell me about him?”


    The photo had agitated him. His voice rose.


    “People think ’cause we’re homeless we don’t matter. We’re like family. Better than some. I have a sister but she don’t like me comin’ round. She used to invite me at Christmas and Easter, but I can see it in their eyes. Her kids are scared of me. Who wants an old drunk hangin’ around?” His hand trembled as he smoothed his beard.


    I had no idea where he was going with this, so I kept quiet.


    “I hear it all the time. Another homeless person disappeared. No one just disappears.”


    I let the silence lie there for a few minutes.


    “What happens to them then?”


    He peered up at me, his blue eyes watery. He made a cutting sign across his throat. Reaching over he picked up his hat. Gnarled fingers plucked out the coins inside.


    “Ain’t nothin’ anyone goin’ to do about it,” he mumbled, shaking his head.


    He hung the hat from a string on a small backpack he had set behind him and gathered up his crutches. I could hear him muttering something indistinguishable as he swung away.


    Still not clear on what he meant, I called out after him. “What if I want to do something about it?”


    He turned. “You best not go there, girly. You’ll more ‘an likely get hurt.”


    Rush hour was well underway by the time I limped back to my car. My feet were killing me. Odd, him bringing up drugs. On the other hand, Johnnie and most of the people living rough battled some sort of demon. The old guy’s eyesight had been good enough to recognize the guy from South China Imports. I hadn’t been able to follow the thread of his conversation, but he made one thing clear; he was done talking about him.


    What did the hand across the throat mean? Was he just done talking to me? Or had someone been killed?

  


  
    Twenty-four


    The next morning, I donned my comfiest shoes and took the train to Victoria Station. I needed to go back and tell Fiona I was wrong. The guy at South China Imports was not Stan’s son. So where was Johnnie Gorwitz? If only I could find someone who saw Johnnie recently. Someone who didn’t mutter in riddles, like the old fellow with the cowboy hat.


    Not a cloud marred the sunny blue sky. A strong hint of manure hung in the air. Ahh spring. I trudged the entire length of the Stampede grounds then exited onto a path running along the river. I wouldn’t be caught dead here alone at night but the steady traffic and the sight of city workers doing maintenance in the adjacent park bolstered my bravado.


    I stopped dozens of people and showed them my photos of John and Johnnie. No one remembered seeing either one. Several people mentioned a guy, named Nick, and said if anyone knew the guys I was looking for, it would be him. The descriptions I got of Nick were consistent—a tall dude, all of a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. He was in his mid-thirties and usually wore a navy bomber jacket with “Schlumberger” stitched on the back. I kept my eye out for someone like that but scored a big fat zero.


    I reached the south end of the park and contemplated my next move. Three people sat by what might be a vault or tiny chapel in the cemetery across the street. I had avoided groups of more than two purely from a safety perspective, but this was my last shot of the day.


    Two of them were playing cards. The one with his back to me was tall and thin and the other his exact opposite. A third guy was propped up against a little wall next to them. I glanced back. A city truck watered trees along the boulevard. I crossed the road and plowed ahead before my mojo disappeared.


    “Can you help me, please,” I called out. The shorter of the two stood up and swaggered over.


    “What do you need, sweetheart.” He winked.


    Good grief, a letch. “I’m a private investigator and I’m trying to locate a relative of my client’s. Have you ever seen either of these two men?”


    Sausage-like fingers stuffed into fingerless gloves snatched the photos out of my hands. He was shorter than I originally estimated, well under five feet and on the chunky side. Thin brown hair fringed a bald crown and disappeared below the collar of his jacket. His jacket had a logo of a bulldog on the left arm with the name Bulldogs lettered underneath. I’d bet he never played for the Bulldogs or anyone else for that matter. He hitched up his sweatpants.


    “Whadda-you know, a lady PI. Hey, Stretch,” he called back to his tall friend. “You gotta come see this.” He chortled. The sickly-sweet smell of alcohol wafted from him.


    The guy called Stretch unfolded himself and stood up. Well over six and a half feet tall, he stared at me with droopy eyes and full droopy lips. His earlobes were freakishly long. What little grey hair he had left was fashioned into a comb-over. The arms of his tweed jacket exposed thin boney wrists and four inches of hairy arm above them. His loose, grey-pleated flannel trousers flapped in the breeze as he moved toward us. Duct tape encircled the toes of his shoes.


    “Yah,” he rumbled in the deepest voice I’d ever heard.


    The short one pranced as he waved the photos around. “Look, the Johnzees.”


    “You know them?”


    “What’s it worth to ya?”


    “Ten,” I replied.


    The one called Stretch glanced at the photos being waved near his chin. His expression didn’t change. “Let’s go, Shorty,” he said, turning to leave.


    “Twenty,” I said, upping my bid.


    “Let’s see the twenty,” said the short one.


    Crafty little bugger. I reached into my purse, rummaged around, and extracted a twenty. I glanced up as the city truck moved down the boulevard. I half-expected to hear, Now hand over the bag.


    “Oh man,” he said, grabbing the twenty out of my hand. “These-them are the Johnzee boys.”


    “Johnzee boys?” I repeated.


    “Yeah. Johnnie number one and Johnnie number two.”


    “Oh, the Johnnies,” I repeated. “Two guys both named John?”


    “You got it. Like Cat in the Hat. Thing One and Thing Two.”


    “They know each other?”


    “Sure. Best buds, like me an’ Stretch. Right, buddy?” he called out to his buddy’s retreating back.


    “Where can I find them?”


    “Awww. That’ll cost you way more than twenty, sis.”


    “Wait a minute. Twenty didn’t get me much. Two guys named John who used to hang out together. That’s all you got for a twenty?”


    “Well, I told you they was tight.”


    “Let’s say I’m not interested in this guy,” I said, snatching the picture of Warehouse John from his hands. “How much to tell me what you know about this one?” I tapped the photo of Stan’s son.


    “A hundred bucks.”


    “I don’t have that kind of money on me.”


    “That’s what it’s going to take to jog the ol’ memory. It’s not like it used to be.” He tapped the side of his head with a pudgy finger. “Needs some greasin’ if you get what I mean.” He erupted into a full-fledged cackle.


    “You wouldn’t take an IOU, would you?” I said, half-seriously.


    “Bring me the money, honey.” He chortled, rubbing his pudgy hands together. He turned and followed his buddy back the to the comatose guy. Two or three minutes later they had their pal half-sitting up. He didn’t look so hot.


    Shorty turned and yelled, “A hundred clams, sister.”


    I could hear him sing out, “We gonna have us some clam chowder.”


    I crossed the street, thankful I hadn’t been robbed or assaulted. At least not physically.


    “Don’t forget the money, honey,” he yelled one last time.


    I hobbled back to the train station. Although comfier than yesterday’s shoes, they had still given me a blister. Okay so there were two guys living on the street, both named John. Not unusual. Both John’s looked like each other. Entirely possible. They became best buddies. Feasible. And now one of them was using the other’s last name. Highly problematic.

  


  
    Twenty-five


    I climbed the steps to the C-Train platform. I had two missed calls from Gab’s grandmother, Fiona, and a voice mail from my insurance company. Shit. Fiona wasn’t prone to wasting time on small talk or trivial matters. Zosia probably told her about my blithering report on John Gorwitz and my plea for time to iron out what I now knew to be a mistake. My fingers paused over the keypad, then hit voice mail.


    My insurance company informed me my car was a write-off and that I should pick up any personal items left in the Civic. I called JumpIn Jalopies to extend my rental and was told I’d have to turn in the Malibu I was driving for one from their lease fleet. A bolt of lightning and a crack of thunder ripped through the sky. How fucking prophetic.


    I slid the phone into my pocket and looked up in time to see a guy jump down from the platform and run across the tracks. I leaned forward for a better look. The man could be Nick, the guy several people said might know Johnnie. I turned and rushed to the stairs taking two at a time at breakneck speed. The guy I was interested in hesitated, then turned left. I turned in the same direction. I made out “Schlumberger” on the back of his jacket.


    “Nick?” I called out. A large raindrop hit me in the eye.


    Head down, hands in pockets, he continued to move away from me. I hurried after him. He took long strides and reached the corner well before me. I sped to catch up.


    “Hey, Nick. Nick!” I yelled from across the street.


    It took a minute for him to register someone might be calling him. His head searched from side to side.


    The light turned red and I surged forward with the other pedestrians. The raindrops came quicker now. Nick turned toward the river, head down, his stride long and rushed.


    “Nick, wait. I want to talk to you.” I broke into a jog.


    He glanced back, spotted me and broke into a run. I ran after him. He reached the corner and without pausing, barrelled across the street. The light turned and cars crisscrossed the intersection behind him. Damn.


    The guy in the Schlumberger jacket didn’t look back. I watched him race down the sidewalk and into an alley. Double damn.


    I missed my train, so it was already close to six o’clock by the time I got home and picked up the Malibu. I stopped by the autobody shop as they were locking up, but a kindly man let me retrieve the last few personal items from my car before they turned it into a sardine can. I tucked the ten-inch metal bar I usually had stashed under the car seat into my purse, then drove to JumpIn Jalopies. I selected a black, two-door, 2005 Impala, one of three cars available for lease.


    I smiled as I slid smoothly into the front seat. I turned the key and the engine rumbled to life. A bit of a clunker but it would do. I put it into gear and joined the last of the rush hour crush. A tie-down meant to hold the trunk lid down, as the latch was broken, but it bounced with every bump in the road.


    By the time I rolled into the Salty Dog, the storm had passed and sunlight already creased the sky. The place was packed. I spotted Gab in the far corner.


    “Jorja, you made it. How’s your day been?”


    “Awesome.” I didn’t dare say anything else, for fear it would turn into a full-blown rant. “How about you?”


    “I spent the day pickling. Finished one hundred jars of pickled carrots and forty jars of vegetable chutney. I have a table reserved at the Farmers’ Market tomorrow.”


    “Hope you get them all sold.” I settled into my chair and ordered wine when the waitress came by.


    “Me too. I swear I don’t want to see vegetables for a month. By the way, Grand Mama wants you to give her a call.”


    “Oh god. You know I love your family, Gab, but your grandmother scares me.”


    Gab laughed. “She scares me too.”


    “She’s probably calling me to ream me out.”


    “Why would she do that?”


    “You know I’ve been trying to find her friend’s long-lost relative.”


    “Sure. The Holocaust survivor. How’s it going?”


    “Long story short, you know the guy at Smiley’s the other night, the one I thought was her great-nephew. Turns out I was wrong. I’ve had to backtrack. It’s not good news. Last time anyone saw him he was living on the street—addicted to drugs.”


    “Oh no. That’s so sad. Here his family all but died at the hands of the Nazis and he’s got his life and freedom but is somehow unhappy.”


    “Well, his life hasn’t exactly been a cake walk. My client seems convinced the guy I found is her great-nephew, but now I’m positive he’s not. She must have told your grandmother. I can’t believe I made such a stupid mistake. I shouldn’t have shared any information about this guy until I confirmed he really was her great-nephew.” Just talking about it made me feel shaky inside.


    “Well, you know what Grand Mama’s like.”


    “I do. She’ll badger me until she gets whatever she wants.”


    “You don’t have to tell her what’s going on, it’s not like you’re working for her.” Gab laughed. “Although she does treat everybody like they do. The other day she called and told me to pick her up at two o’clock, then just hung up. No ‘How are you. Are you free at two?’ Nothing.”


    “So, did you go?”


    “Are you kidding? Of course.” Gab and I both laughed. “She had me drive her out to Airdrie to look at some miniature horses. She said she’s always wanted to own one. She lives in a bloody condo for Pete’s sake.”


    Soon the conversation turned to guys.


    “So, when are you and Mike going to seal the deal?” said Gab.


    “Never. I told you. He’s a good friend and I’m going to keep it that way.”


    There had never been anything romantic between Mike and me. He had tried marriage. Twice. But as he liked to say, it didn’t take either time. He had two grown daughters, one from each marriage, his oldest only a few years younger than me. Besides, I was tired of ruining good friendships for short-lived pleasure.


    “But I did meet someone who might be interesting. He runs a street ministry.”


    “Yeah?”


    “He’s actually a minister himself.”


    “How are you going to make that work?”


    “Not sure. But I’m going to find out. How about you?”


    Gab took a sip of wine and rolled her eyes. “Swiping nothing but left these days. This dating shit’s hard work.”


    “Tell me about it. And what’s with all the bare-chested selfies in the bathroom?”


    Gab snorted. “How about those face-to-one-side, hooded-eyes and stone-cold homicidal stares. I’m looking for a date, not someone to help me bury a body.”


    Gab went into every relationship expecting the best; I went into relationships expecting the worst. Ironically, the net effect was identical.


    “You know,” Gab said, “I think I might freeze some eggs.”


    “Seriously?” I knew what she was talking about. Gab had always wanted a family, lots of kids, like her cousin Connie.


    “Yeah, why not. I mean, I figure I only have a hundred and forty-six left.”


    “You could always have a kid on your own, you know.”


    “I want the package deal. You know, husband, in-laws, house in the burbs, a golden retriever, four or five kids. Okay, maybe two kids. What about you? Not changing your mind?”


    I was pretty sure I didn’t want kids, but I knew well enough to never say never. “Naw. I like kids, I just don’t like the idea of screwing up a person’s life.”


    “Oh Jorja, you couldn’t screw up anyone’s life, if you tried.”


    I was pretty sure I could but appreciated her vote of confidence.


    Gab and I spent the rest of the evening chatting about everything and nothing. I got home around ten o’clock. Stepping into the silence of my condo, I choked back the panic exploding in my chest. Perhaps it was the wine. Or the hole in my heart.


    I brushed a tear off my face, closed my eyes and breathed deeply. How was it possible I so terribly missed what I never had?

  


  
    Twenty-six


    Daylight was just breaking when I got to the mall and extracted two hundred dollars from the ATM. My account balance sat at seven hundred and sixty-three dollars. A mortgage payment was scheduled to come out at the end of the month and if the cheque from my last client didn’t arrive soon, I’d have to transfer the last bit out of my savings account. Then go live in a yurt.


    I took transit and got off at the Erlton-Stampede Station, hoping to spot Shorty and Stretch. I wasn’t keen on paying for information that I suspected would be of little use, but time was running out. I had asked Zosia for five days to confirm that the man working at South China Imports was John Gorwitz. Now that I knew he wasn’t Stan’s son, I wanted something to tell Zosia. Something other than the man I found is an imposter and your great-nephew is probably a homeless addict.


    The sidewalks were already congested with people heading to work, the air crisp and cool. I bought a coffee and turned in the direction of Inner Light. I pulled up the hood of my hoodie and planted myself on a bus bench across from Inner Light. Cupping my hands around the coffee cup, now cold, I plotted options in my head.


    The girl with dreadlocks, whose name I remembered was Nia, came out of the building. A few people called out to her and she returned the banter. A sudden rush of heat shot through me at the prospect of seeing Adan. I refocused my attention on the few people trickling out of the building.


    A tall, thin guy materialized in the doorway. He paused, shoulders hunched forward, hands jammed into the front pockets of his jeans. I stood up. He turned on his heel and walked away. Same guy, same jacket. I stayed on my side of the street and loped occasionally to keep up.


    Three blocks on, we were at the temporary manpower office. A group of men and women were gathered, most dressed in work boots and overalls. A few had hardhats. I looked at the guy who might be Nick, at his ratty runners and ripped jeans. I wouldn’t put money on him getting work. It wasn’t just the clothes. Most of the guys gathered weren’t anemically thin and hunched over like Gumby.


    He walked over to a guy with a clipboard who wrote something down, then went and sat on the sidewalk, his back against the wall. I waited a few minutes, then crossed the street.


    I sauntered over to where he sat and squatted down next to him. “Hi. You’re Nick, aren’t you?”


    Two black expressionless holes in a putty mask, pocked with sores, stared back at me. His nose seemed too big for his face, made even more so by sunken cheeks.


    “My name’s Jorja. I’m a private investigator. I’m looking for a guy named John Gorwitz. I was told you might know him.”


    “Who told you?” he said after a minute. His voice was flat, devoid of emotion, like his eyes.


    “Some people on the street.”


    He tucked his chin back down against his chest.


    “John Gorwitz is my client’s great-nephew. Finding him would mean a lot to her.”


    He continued to stare at a spot near his shoes.


    “I know you’re here to get work. Look, I’ll pay you for your time if you’ll talk to me.” Why had I offered him money? At this rate I’d be joining him myself.


    I waited as several guys got picked up. Two guys and a woman joined the line. Nick remained by the wall, head on his knees. His chances of getting work were slim. Heck, if I needed some day labour, I’d pick a guy who could stand.


    “Hey, Nick, come on. Let my buy you a coffee and an hour or so of your time.” After a few minutes of silence, I repeated my offer in case he’d dozed off. Cursing under my breath, I got up, and headed for the revolving doors. Nick pulled himself off the pavement and followed me inside.


    We walked past two rows of computer terminals, where one could search open job postings, and over to a coffee kiosk. I ordered coffees and bear claws, and we took them to a small table against the far wall. Nick didn’t seem ready to talk so we sat and ate. I found the lack of light in his eyes disturbing.


    “How long have you been living rough?”


    “On an off ‘bout ten years.”


    “Ten years. You must have just been a kid.” I tried not to gawk at him. “Do you want to tell me how you ended up on the street?”


    His dad wasn’t in the picture, his mom did her best to raise him and his sister but struggled; she drank. He and his sister ended up in foster care when he was eleven, his sister fourteen. They tried to keep them together for a while, but no one wanted two kids, especially ones who were acting up. He bounced around from place to place until he was fifteen, then split.


    “I hitched all over. Fort St. John. Kelowna. Vancouver. Then a guy I know got me a job here, as a courier.”


    “Nice,” I replied.


    “I made good money ‘cause I was fast. I had my own apartment, and no one bossed me around.”


    I could relate. “What happened?”


    “I crashed. Crashed and burnt.” He threw his hands in the air and trickled his fingers back down to the table. “Got hit by a car.”


    “Sorry to hear. It was bad?”


    “Yeah…it was bad. I was in the hospital six months. I had to learn how to walk again. I’ve got steel pins in my right leg, and they replaced my knee. My foot was totally smashed.” He counted off on his fingers. “I had a punctured lung, six broken ribs, a concussion and a few other things.” He chuckled ruefully. “Man, what a mess.”


    I registered a twinge of guilt; maybe Dylan, my potential insurance-fraudster, deserved more sympathy than I gave him.


    “Did you get compensation from the company you worked for?”


    “Hah.” He snorted. “That’s funny.”


    Nick said it had snowed heavily. A friend of his hated manoeuvring his bike in the snow. Nick agreed to deliver his orders for him. Since he hadn’t been officially at work the day he got injured, the courier company refused to do anything for him.


    “And the driver who hit you?”


    “Didn’t even see who it was. No witnesses. Not many people out ‘cause of the snow.”


    “You got hooked on painkillers?”


    “Yup. Oxycodone. Then cocaine, heroin, anything to deal with the pain. Now there’s no lettin’ go. Hey, I’m not looking for pity. That’s life. You gotta play the cards dealt you, ya know.”


    “Have you tried to quit?”


    “More times than I can count. Don’t get me wrong. I ain’t no saint. I always drank, did a little weed…popped the odd upper. I know I’m doin’ this to myself. But when the pain kicks in…after a while I just say screw it.”


    “How do you get by?”


    He shrugged. “I have a place I stay nights. No one there but me. Suits me just fine.”


    Part of me could relate. After all, I had my own predisposition to alone time. But when I met his eyes, I could see the depth of his loneliness and looked away.


    “Do you use the emergency shelters?”


    “I’d rather die on the street than go to one of them places.”


    “Why is that?”


    “All them people. Packed in like cattle. Some guys are okay but there’s some would rather stab than look at you. There’s always fights.”


    “Don’t the people at the shelter help?”


    “Thieves,” he spat out. “Bunch of crooks and assholes.”


    “The people who work at the shelter?” I couldn’t suppress my surprise.


    His lips twisted in a grimace. “They steal. Throw out your clothes, your ID, whatever you got. Commandant Klink knows about it too.”


    “Commandant Klink?”


    “Yeah, the ass-wipe at the Victoria shelter.”


    Walt had left me with the impression that he ran a tight ship, and in certain circumstances, rules were your friend. Obviously, Nick saw it differently.


    “They take your ID?”


    “Lots of guys have their ID tossed or stolen. You gotta go through a big rig-a-ma-role to get new ID or do without. Can’t work without ID though.”


    “Why would they take someone’s ID?” This made no sense.


    “If they don’t like you, they hassle you. Throw out your stuff. Or worse.”


    “Worse? Like what?”


    Nick stared at his coffee cup. I was afraid to probe, worried he might change his mind as to whatever he was weighing on saying.


    “You can disappear.”


    There it was again. A second reference to people disappearing. “But people come and go all the time. Don’t some get jobs or housing or move somewhere else?”


    “Hah!” He spat out the word as if he’d tasted something vile. “That’s what people tell themselves. But that’s not how it is. Just ‘cause someone’s homeless doesn’t mean they don’t have friends. Nobody just up and leaves in the middle of the night.”


    “So, you’re saying they’d tell their friends they were going,” I repeated empathetically, hoping he’d calm down.


    “I’d tell someone if I was goin’ down to Van for a couple of months, or to visit my cousin in Fort Mac. I might even ask them to tag along.”


    I waited until he calmed down. “You’ve had friends who disappeared?”


    “Yup.”


    “What do you think happened to them?”


    Nick twirled his empty Styrofoam coffee cup around in his hands. He bent his head over the cup and tore off small pieces with his teeth. I waited breathless, not sure he’d answer.


    “I think them assholes at the shelter are killing people.” He looked away as he said it.


    Okay, his brain’s fried. I waited several minutes but Nick remained silent.


    “Why on earth would they want to kill anyone?”


    Nick laughed and ripped off a few more chucks of Styrofoam with his fingers. “You think I’m nuts. Whose gonna believe a crazy doper?”


    “Sorry if I sounded like I don’t believe you. It’s so bizarre to hear someone just come out and say it. It caught me off guard. Come on, you’ve got to admit it sounds weird.”


    Nick contemplated for a minute. “I suppose.”


    I pulled out the picture of Stan’s son and passed it to him.


    “This is the guy I’m looking for. Do you know him?”


    He gazed down at the picture for a minute. “Yeah. That’s Johnnie.” He leaned back in his chair and scratched the back of his neck.


    I noticed he called him Johnnie, like Lori had. “Is that what happened to him? He disappeared?”


    Nick nodded. “Yup.”

  


  
    Twenty-seven


    I bought Nick a sandwich and gave him twenty dollars as promised, certain it would go straight into his arm. Nick told me he met Johnnie two winters ago. They hit it off right away, even though Johnnie was a few years older. They shared the same dark sense of humour and liked to keep to themselves. He and Johnnie took up residency in a house that had flooded and was boarded up, waiting for demolition.


    “We lived there five months,” he said. I saw a flicker of life in his eyes. “When it got real cold, we ripped up some of the floorboards to burn. One day the fire got away from us. Whole damn place burnt to the ground.” He shook his head, amused. “We sure saved someone a whole pile of money.”


    “Where did you go after that?”


    “We tried the emergency shelter a few times. Johnnie’d never been. He hated it worse than me. We’d only go when it got brutal outside.”


    I pulled out the photo of Warehouse John and put it on the table. “Ever meet this guy?”


    Nick eyed it for a second. “Yup. That’s John.”


    “You don’t like him?” I ventured.


    His lips tightened. “We hung for a bit. Johnnie liked him, me not so much.”


    “Why not?”


    He shrugged. “He struck me all wrong. A real bullshitter.”


    “About what?”


    “He’d act drunk, but hardly drank at all. He’d go away for days and come back clean and shaved. When we asked him where he’d been, he’d say something stupid like, ‘I went to see a man about a horse.’ Johnnie thought it funny, but after a while it got to me.”


    “What’s his story?”


    “Said he was raised by his mom. Never mentioned a dad.”


    “Do you know where he grew up?”


    “Nope. Like I said, he’d never say anything you could pin him down on.”


    Nick told me a freakishly cold blizzard in March forced them into the shelter. Guys stood in line hours to get in. The second night there, Johnnie got sick.


    “He was up all night. He didn’t sound so good.”


    “Did he get help?”


    “Help?” Nick’s hands balled into fists. “Walt kicked him out.”


    “What? Why would he do that?”


    “Johnnie was real mad. Called Walt some names he probably shouldn’t have. Walt told him to calm down or he’d get his ass thrown out. Johnnie kept at him, said he knew what Walt had done, that he seen him.”


    “Whoa. What are we talking about here? Why was Johnnie mad at Walt?”


    “’Cause Walt had it in for him. Walt knew who stole his wallet. Didn’t do nothin’ about it.”


    “Stole his wallet? When?”


    “Right before Christmas.”


    Nick explained they’d put their wallets into a jacket pocket and use the jacket like a pillow whenever they slept at the shelter. Somehow, this precaution hadn’t prevented Johnnie’s wallet from being stolen the one night they stayed at the shelter in December.


    “Walt said Johnnie probably dropped his wallet and it got kicked under a table or bunk. He said they’d keep an eye out for it. Yeah, right.”


    “So, what happened?”


    “Nothin’. Johnnie was real ticked. He said he bet old Walt scoffed it himself.”


    “Did it have money in it?”


    “About thirty bucks,” Nick replied. “But I seen a man killed for less.”


    “Was John with you guys? Did he say anything?”


    “He said he didn’t expect Walt would risk losing his job for a wallet.”


    I was having a hard time believing it myself.


    “Okay, so back to March. Johnnie accused Walt of taking his wallet. The wallet that went missing back in December?”


    “Yeah, that and some other things.”


    “Tell me what you remember.”


    “Johnnie kept saying he knew what Walt done and he was going to make him pay. Old Walt never liked Johnnie from the time he laid eyes on him. Johnnie had no use for Walt either.”


    “Why?”


    “I suppose ‘cause Walt took his gun.”


    “What gun?” I held my breath.


    “When we went to the shelter that first time, Johnnie had an old hunting rifle with him. He and his dad used to go hunting and fishing.”


    My brain whirled through the timeline Nick was laying down. “The rifle got stolen?”


    “No. Walt said it’s illegal to carry a rifle around, so he took it. Said he had to turn it over to the police.”


    “I see. When was this?”


    “The first time Johnnie went there. End of October.”


    “October. Not last October. October the year before?”


    Nick looked up at the ceiling. “Yup, that’s right.”


    “And the second time Johnnie’s at the shelter his wallet goes missing. Then last March, things came to a head.”


    “Far as I’m concerned, Walt had it comin’. But Walt doesn’t like being told off. He threw Johnnie out and said no matter how cold it got he wasn’t to come back. He was blacklisted.”


    “I remember that year. Winter was brutal.”


    “Shit. Your eyeballs would freeze if you didn’t have ‘em covered.”


    “So, where did you go?”


    “We stayed under the railway bridge down by the cathedral.”


    “You and Johnnie?”


    “Yeah, us and John. A couple of guys were camped out there. Shorty, and the tall dude he hangs with, Jeff.”


    So, Stretch had a real name, Jeff.


    “We were drinkin’ to stay warm. Johnnie got real sick.”


    “Like the flu?”


    “Naw, I reckon what Johnnie was drinkin’ made him sick.”


    “What was he drinking?”


    “Don’t know—he swiped some shit. John told him to stop, it’d kill him. But Johnnie wouldn’t. John left and brought back a bottle for Johnnie to drink.”


    “What was it?”


    “Don’t know, didn’t ask. By morning Johnnie was real bad. Couldn’t breathe. John said he’d take him to the clinic. We helped put him in a shopping cart. That’s the last I seen Johnnie. He’s disappeared.”


    “Could he have gone off somewhere, on his own?”


    “No way he’d leave without telling me.”


    “What did John say?”


    “He took him to the clinic on Eighth, but it wasn’t open. He left Johnnie sitting by the door and ran to the hotel to get help.” A trace of sarcasm crept into Nick’s voice. “He says he told a guy in the lobby Johnnie was in bad shape and asked him to call an ambulance. When he got back to the clinic, Johnnie was gone.”


    “Gone?”


    “Yup,” Nick said bitterly. “Johnnie could barely stand but in the five minutes he’s gone, Johnnie just walks off.”


    “What about the ambulance?”


    “John said the bastard mustn’t have called, ‘cause one never showed up.”


    “And that was it?” I asked incredulously.


    “Yup.”


    “You tell anyone?”


    “You mean the po-leece?” He glared at me, shaking his head. “Hell no. You could show up bleeding with a knife in your back and they’d say you did it yourself.”


    I should have known there wouldn’t be a whole lot of trust between drug users and the law.


    We both sat quietly mulling over Johnnie Gorwitz’s disappearance.


    Nick swiped a hand under his nose. “There’s something else.”


    I held my breath. “What?”


    “One night, before the house burnt down…Johnnie told me his last name. Gorwitz. His dad’s a Polak. His whole family was slaughtered by the Nazis. When we met John, he never said his last name.”


    Every fibre of my being focused on Nick, the hairs on my arms stood on end.


    “A few months after Johnnie disappears, he starts calling himself Gorwitz. He finds a place to live, gets a job. Damn bullshitter.” Nick wiped a sleeve across his face. His leg jittered under the table and his hand trembled as he crushed down the last of his Styrofoam cup. I couldn’t tell if he was hurting over Johnnie or his body signalling his next fix was overdue.


    “Are you saying you think John had something to do with Johnnie’s disappearance and stole his ID?”


    “Yup,” he nodded. “And Walt was in on it.”


    “Walt? Whoa. What did he do?”


    “Look, I gotta go.” He stood up, almost knocking his chair over in the process. “Tell his aunt sorry, but Johnnie’s gone.”


    “Wait. Nick.” A ton of questions filled my brain.


    “Thanks for the dubs.” He flicked the twenty I gave him at me, stuffed it back in his jeans.


    “Nick. I have more questions.”


    He turned, lifted a hand and walked away.

  


  
    Twenty-eight


    What the hell did I just hear? According to Nick, Johnnie had disappeared, along with others of the homeless population. I was left with the distinct impression that disappeared was a euphemism for dead. And that people were being murdered by John or Walt, or both together. Other than this fantastical theory, Nick provided no proof, no actual witnesses, and no body. Could I really trust anything he told me? Neuroscientists were telling us that memory could be faulty at the best of times, let alone after decades of drug use. My mind ricocheted from one thought to another.


    My phone buzzed as I climbed the steps to the C-Train platform. I looked at the screen. Fiona. Damn. What would I say to her? Sorry I gave your friend a bum steer? The phone dinged. I waited a few seconds and called voice mail.


    Fiona’s voice rang out clear as a church bell and just as urgently through the tiny speaker: “Jorja. We need to talk. Call me at once.” My fingers paused over the keypad. The sign overhead announced the imminent arrival of the next C-Train. I tucked the phone away.


    As if one body, everyone on the platform edged forward. I glanced down the tracks then over my shoulder at a movement to my right. I pulled my purse closer. Reassured it was nothing, I turned and watched the train gliding toward our stop.


    I lurched forward as someone slammed into me.


    A hand grabbed my arm and yanked me back. Several people gasped.


    The flash of terror was over before I registered what happened, my legs wobbly at the thought of how badly it could’ve gone. The train slid to a stop in front of me. I thanked the guy who grabbed my arm and tried to quell the queasiness in my stomach. My eyes darted along the platform but nothing unusual caught my eye. I scanned the surrounding faces but didn’t recognize anyone.


    I boarded the train and kept my eyes on the platform as the train rolled forward. I told myself it was an unfortunate incident, one that a vigilant stranger helped avoid becoming a deadly one. My eyes tracked the path of the few people exiting the platform. No one in my line of sight looked my way. I had sensed someone moving toward me a second before they made contact. This was no accident.


    I don’t recall getting off the train or the connecting bus ride home.


    Back at home I typed like a mad woman, trying to recall each turn of conversation with Nick as accurately as I could. Rubbing my aching wrists, I scrolled through the notes hoping to find anything I’d be willing to call a fact.


    Besides his date of birth, as well as his mother’s and father’s names, as noted on his birth certificate, I had shockingly little of use on Johnnie Gorwitz. He had no fixed address, and by several accounts, used drugs and lived on the streets. His friend Nick hadn’t seen Johnnie since last March and at that time Johnnie had been very ill.


    So, who was this guy working at South China Imports using Johnnie’s name? I had virtually nothing on him other than the name of his employer, his current address, and that he played pool for money and carried a gun. Nick hadn’t known much of his background but confirmed that he had been living on the street and he and Johnnie knew each other. According to Nick, John was the last person to have seen Johnnie before he disappeared.


    Murder required opportunity, means and motive. I suppose John had all three. He had been alone with Johnnie and presumably the last person to see him alive. By the sound of how sick Johnnie had been, it wouldn’t have taken much to finish him off. That took care of opportunity and means. Motive threw me. Could stealing Johnnie’s ID be motive enough to kill him? Then why risk hanging around in the same city claiming to be the dead person? Besides, Johnnie’s wallet had gone missing in December. Would John steal his wallet, then wait three months for an opportunity to kill him so he could start using his ID?


    I needed to think differently about all this. Maybe John paid Johnnie to disappear. Nick didn’t think Johnnie would leave without telling him, but knowing what I knew about addicts, getting their next fix was all they really cared about.


    I reread my notes and the timeline I had constructed. Walt had confiscated Johnnie’s rifle in October. This couldn’t be the rifle Nancy had given him after Stan died. The timing didn’t work.


    I scrolled through my notes of the conversation I had with Nancy. Here it was. Johnnie showed up several weeks after Stan died and asked for his father’s gun. If I had the timeline right, that would make it mid-November. Nick said Walt confiscated Johnnie’s rifle in late October. It must be the rifle Lori mentioned, the one he took with him when they broke up. The one his father had given him. So, Johnnie had been carrying around a rifle at the time his father was shot.


    I couldn’t follow the thread of comments about Walt, other than Johnnie blamed him for something, saw him doing something and eventually Walt banned him from the shelter. Had Johnnie seen Walt kill someone, one of the other people Nick claimed had disappeared? What possible motive would Walt or anyone tied to the emergency shelter have in stealing IDs or in killing the homeless?


    I rubbed my forehead. What had Johnnie been planning to do with the rifle Nancy gave him? Had he been plotting his revenge against Walt? But according to Nick, Johnnie and Walt had argued the following March. So, what would he be seeking revenge for? Maybe Nick was delusional. Maybe the timeline was all wrong. Maybe Johnnie’s disappearance had nothing to do with the shelter.


    I closed the file and made plans for the next day. It had been a few days since I checked in on Dylan and my report to Heritage Insurance was due next week. I needed to talk to Mike and I needed to find Shorty and his tall friend, Jeff.


    I was already in bed when I remembered Fiona’s voice message. I glanced at the clock. Too late to call. I watched the blue numbers on my alarm clock click over, one by one. Finally, my brain slowed, my muscles relaxed.


    I bolted upright, wide awake. Walt said he didn’t recognize Johnnie when I showed him his photo, the more recent one Nancy had sent me. Would he really not remember someone he argued with and banned from the shelter?

  


  
    Twenty-nine


    My inability to find Johnnie Gorwitz and redeem myself drove me crazy. I needed to get back to Zosia and tell her I was wrong about the man from South China Imports. Johnnie might be dead. Or contrary to what Nick believed, he may have simply moved on. Adults could choose to disappear, leave their lives behind and make a new life for themselves elsewhere. And Lori did tell me Johnnie didn’t like staying in any one place for very long.


    The police would only investigate Johnnie’s disappearance if there was reason to believe he had fallen victim to foul play. Up until now, the only one who thought so was a drug addict, possibly suffering drug-induced paranoia, and he wasn’t likely going to go to the police. Otherwise he would have done so a year ago when Johnnie disappeared.


    I phoned the emergency shelter. Walt was out of the office. I’d have to call back tomorrow. My finger hovered over Fiona’s number. I checked the time and told myself it was too early to call. I grabbed my purse, trooped downstairs and caught the C-Train to City Hall.


    Heading south I trekked to where I’d last seen Shorty and Jeff. I crossed Spiller Road and entered the park. Shorty and I spied each other at the same time. He immediately schlepped my way, Jeff drifting reluctantly behind him. Both wore carnations, Shorty’s duct-taped to his bomber jacket and Jeff’s rammed through a buttonhole on his trench coat.


    “Hey, sweetheart. Can’t resist my charms, can ya?” he yelled out, rubbing his hands together.


    “Actually, I’m heading to the train station.”


    “Ah, sugar, don’t be like that,” he said as I walked past him. Jeff eyed me dolefully.


    “I wanna talk to your friend, here.” I pointed at Jeff.


    Jeff froze, like those sad squirrels caught crossing the road during rush hour.


    “You talk to both of us or none of us,” Shorty snarled, no longer the jovial imp he’d been seconds earlier.


    “Okay”—I shrugged—“you win.”


    “Entrée vous,” Shorty said with a sweep of his hand as we reached the cemetery gate. Shorty led the way to a statue of three angels, arms wrapped around one another, gazing toward the heavens.


    “Sit, sit,” urged Shorty. He pulled a handkerchief from his jacket and swatted the plaque inlaid into the grass at the angels’ feet.


    I looked down and read. Our Angel Rosalie 1952 – 1967. Shit, fifteen years old.


    “Don’t worry,” said Shorty. “Little Rosalie enjoys our company, don’t she, Stretch?”


    Jeff stood mute, next to the angels. I sat on the grass. Shorty planted himself on the plaque, facing me.


    “So, where’s the scratch?” Shorty rubbed his chubby hands.


    I shuddered and reached into my bag. “Here’s half.” I handed him two twenties and a ten. “I’ll give you the rest if what I hear is worth it.”


    His faced scrunched into a huge grin as he plucked the bills from my hand.


    “What do you want to know?”


    I pulled out my two photos and laid them on the ground. “The two guys named John, the Johnzee boys. I want to know everything you know. This guy first.” I pointed at Stan’s son.


    “Ahh, Johnnie number one. Kept to himself, mostly. Came from up north somewhere, Grand Prairie if I got my facts straight. He showed up in the spring—what, two, three years ago?”


    He glanced at Jeff, who remained mute.


    “Yeah, ’bout two or three. Seeing he was new in town, we showed him the ropes. You know, the best places to hang out where the cops don’t hassle you too much. And”— he held up a finger—“where the Neanderthals won’t find ya.”


    “The Neanderthals?”


    “Yeah, Neanderthals. Goons. Freaks. They’re out to kill, beat or maim anything in their way. That’s a whole pile a fun for them boys.”


    “Unbelievable,” I said, meaning, of course, I believe you, and shook my head. “So, Johnnie…what else? He was on drugs?”


    “Sure. The kid was pretty much half-dead when we met him. Something real bad must have happened. He hung out with the scarecrow. Talk about the walking dead.”


    “Nick.”


    I glanced over at Jeff, who had blurted out the name.


    “Yeah, Nick,” repeated Shorty. “They palled around like me and Stretch. Where you’d see Nick, you’d see Johnnie. Loners. Crackheads don’t care to be around people.” He shook his head. “Give me a jug of hooch and I’m good for the day. You never know what kind of shit’s in those pills. Fast way to join Rosalie here.” He slapped the limestone slab beneath him and broke into a cackle, ending in a wheeze.


    I waited for him to go on.


    “Next winter we met this one.” He pointed at the picture I had taken of the guy at the warehouse. “The second John…Johnnie number two.”


    “Any of these guys have a last name?”


    “Sure. But not as I’d recall, if you get my drift.” He winked, rubbing his thumb and forefinger together.


    “Go on.”


    “Come Christmas, we were workin’ the crowds, spreadin’ the Christmas cheer, if you know what I mean. Man, that John’s a pro. He could sell birth control to the Pope, right Stretch?”


    They made a great pair. Jeff didn’t like to talk, and Shorty never shut up.


    “Johnzee number two took a liking to Johnnie number one. Nick weren’t happy with him cuttin’ in on his pal.”


    “Did you ever see them arguing?”


    “Naw, nothin’ like that. Except one time in spring.”


    A big blizzard caught them off guard. John and Nick wanted to go to the shelter. Johnnie hadn’t wanted to go but gave in. Shorty and Jeff chose to stick it out outside.


    “We holed up under the old trestle bridge down by the church,” said Shorty. “The boys came callin’ the day after the storm.”


    “This was after they’d been at the shelter?”


    “Yeah. Something weren’t right between John and Nick. Nick was all testy, probably needed a hit. Johnnie was in a bad way.”


    “How so?”


    “Shivering and shakin’ one minute, sweating and puking the next. He went crazy.” Shorty made circle motions with his finger, near his head. “He attacked John, wanted his name back. Kinda funny, ‘cause more than one person can be named John.


    “John number two, figured he had the DTs. Went and got him a mickey.” Shorty ran the back of his hand across his mouth. “By morning, Johnnie was wheezing, real bad. Kid looked like one of those Smurfs. All blue.”


    “Did you guys share the mickey?”


    “Naw. John got it for Johnnie.”


    “Then what?”


    “John said he’d take him to the clinic. We loaded Johnnie into one of them shopping carts.”


    “Nick go with them?”


    “He wanted to, but John told him to butt out.”


    “And…?”


    “We didn’t see John till supper time.”


    “Alone?”


    “Yeah. Nick laid right into him. Wanted to know what he’d done with Johnnie.”


    “What did he say?”


    “He said he took him to the clinic but the clinic weren’t open. So, he went to get help. When he got back, Johnnie was gone. Nick called ‘im a liar. Took two of us to pry that string bean off him.” Shorty broke into an appreciative chortle.


    Jeff stared at his feet.


    “John said the cops probably picked Johnnie up, and he’d show in a few days.”


    “But he didn’t.”


    “Nope.”


    “Interesting story,” I responded.


    “Fifty more and it gets real interesting,” Shorty said.


    Jeff’s hands twitched in his pant pockets, the pleats ballooned in and out like an air bellow.


    “Leave it alone, Shorty,” he said.


    I reached in and brought out the remaining bills. Shorty snatched the bills, kissed them, then jammed them into his pocket.


    “Johnnie number one never did come back.”


    I prayed my fifty bucks hadn’t paid for that brilliant piece of information.


    Shorty wriggled with delight. “When Stretch and I left later that morning, we could see the cart tracks going down the street in the snow. But”—he held up his finger and paused for effect—“at the corner….” He leaned forward, his face now inches from mine. “The tracks didn’t go west to the clinic. They went east. There ain’t no clinic down there,” he growled in a loud whisper. “Just some old warehouses by the gravel pit and the river.” He sat back, pleased with his delivery.


    I mulled it over. John had lied.


    “Did you tell Nick?”


    “You kidding? Nick would’ve killed him.”


    “Do you know where he took Johnnie?”


    “Oh, I know where he took Johnnie.” He nodded, grinning like a stray cat coming upon a wounded bird. “But that’s worth way more than you can afford to pay, sis.”


    Jeff turned and walked away.


    “Hey, Stretch, don’t be like that. Where’re you going?” Shorty jumped up and cackled. “Ooooh, the boogeyman’s going to get him.”


    I watched him trot off after Jeff. Did he just tell me he knew where Johnnie’s body was? This didn’t make sense. If Johnnie had been that sick and died enroute to the clinic, why not leave him by the clinic for the staff or cops to find. If John assumed Johnnie’s ID, why risk being found out by hanging around in the same city?


    I got up, dusted myself off and trekked back to the C-Train station. Maybe Nick wasn’t delusional, and John had killed Johnnie. Hard to prove without a body. Could Johnnie have climbed into a dumpster, died there and been carted off to the dump? It had been over a year since anyone last saw him. If he wasn’t dead, he could be on the other side of the country by now. If Zosia wanted to find Johnnie, it would take time and money—and even then, he might never be found. Without a body, Johnnie’s disappearance wouldn’t merit a spot in the news. He wasn’t the kind of missing anyone cared about.

  


  
    Thirty


    The vibration in my coat pocket brought me back to the present. I pulled out my phone, took a deep breath and swiped accept.


    “Fiona. Sorry. I meant to call you earlier.”


    “We need to talk.”


    “Yes, Gab mentioned…” Fiona cut me off.


    “My dear friend Zosia hired you to find her nephew. On my recommendation, I might add.”


    “Yes. Thank you for passing on my name to her.” My face grew hot. “I…”


    “You remember where I live? Patterson Towers. 406. I’ll expect you at four o’clock. Don’t be late.”


    My shoulders rose involuntarily; the tension built in my neck. I didn’t think Fiona was mean-spirited. She just had a long history of getting her own way and found no good reason to stop now. I should be more understanding; after all, she was eighty-five. Since both my parents were dead and my only brother had cut me out of his life, I should remain grateful that Gab and her family had adopted me into theirs, demanding grandmother and all. I tilted my head, and my neck cracked.


    I had only ever been to Fiona’s condo once, to pick Gab up after her niece’s christening. At precisely four o’clock I knocked on Fiona’s door. It swung open immediately.


    “Jorja. Do come in,” boomed Fiona.


    Her condo remained exactly as I remembered. Dark curved wooden furniture sat on ornately patterned Persian rugs. Brass tiffany lamps, heavy, lined floral drapes and at least a dozen oil paintings, all depicting ships in stormy seas, outlined the room’s perimeter.


    I followed her to a table by the window, overlooking a small courtyard. She folded up the newspaper she’d been reading and took off her glasses.


    “Sit, girl. I don’t bite.” She lifted a cozy off a small Belleek teapot and felt the exterior with the back of her hand. “Oh bugger. The tea’s gone cold. Shall I make another?”


    “Please don’t on my behalf.” All the saliva in my mouth and throat disappeared. It took me three tries to swallow. “I take it there’s a reason you wanted to see me?”


    “Right to the point. I like that. You’re a good friend to my granddaughter Gabriella. I wouldn’t be saying anything to you if I didn’t care about you, Jorja. I felt I must speak to you. You’re running a business. Even a business of one requires professionalism. It shouldn’t be difficult for a woman with your background and education.”


    “No, ma’am. I mean, yes, Fiona.” The tension in my shoulders balled itself into a knot at the base of my skull. Fiona’s clear bright-blue eyes met mine with unblinking focus. One could always count on Fiona to offer up an opinion, freely and with pointed clarity—even when not asked. I steeled myself for what was coming.


    “I have no intention of letting anyone take advantage of Zosia or smear her good name. Are we clear?”


    “Yes. Of course. Do you mind telling me what this is about?”


    “It’s about that man. John Gorwitz.”


    Every inch of my body stiffened. “What about him?”


    “Zosia’s contacted him.”


    WTF! I squeezed my eyes shut. A wave of fear, incomprehension, and anger grabbed hold and spun me several times. When I opened my eyes, the vertigo remained. I tried to formulate a response, but the words wouldn’t come. I’m having a stroke.


    “Why? When?” I choked out. “I asked her not to. I asked her to give me some time to confirm my findings.”


    Fiona gave a forced laugh. “You don’t know Zosia. Once she makes her mind up to do something there’s no stopping her. She didn’t get to this point in her life by sitting on her laurels.” Fiona tapped the eyeglasses she held in one gnarled hand lightly on the table. “What proof do you have this John Gorwitz you found is Zosia’s great-nephew.”


    Her pointed features, the intensity of her blue eyes below thick unruly eyebrows, and wiry waves of grey hair framing her face, morphed into an image of the big bad wolf lying in Red Riding Hood’s gramma’s bed. I dug my nails into the palm of my hand and took a deep breath.


    “I don’t have to remind you, Fiona, of all people, that I shouldn’t be discussing any of this. The information I gathered for Zosia is confidential and should remain so. However, it appears she’s shared certain information with you, so I’m only telling you this in deference to your relationship to my client and to Gab.” I sounded solid, confident, but couldn’t bring myself to make eye contact, and delivered the whole damn statement to a speck of something on the table.


    “Zosia’s nephew Stanislav did survive the war. He has since passed away, but he had a son, John. I located a man named John Gorwitz. Certain aspects of his background fit with what I learned of Stanislav’s son, as relayed to me by an ex-girlfriend and Stanislav’s wife. I told Zosia I hadn’t yet confirmed that the man I found was indeed Stanislav’s son. I told her I needed several more days to seek that confirmation.”


    “Are you now in possession of that confirmation?”


    “No.”


    “Will you have that confirmation soon?”


    “No.” I licked my upper lip, now drier than beef jerky. “I don’t believe the man I found is Zosia’s great-nephew.”


    “Seems we have a bit of a cock-up then.” Fiona folded her arms on the table. “What I am about to tell you must be kept between us. No one else. I have a reputation to uphold and so does Zosia.”


    I nodded, hoping whatever she was going to tell me wasn’t something I’d later regret promising to keep silent on.


    “Zosia thinks she’s slowly losing her mind.”


    A jumble of emotions ran through me. “She’s ill?” I asked.


    “Zosia worries about her memory. Her mother developed dementia in her later years. Now that Zosia’s older and prone to occasional lapses, as we all are, she’s convinced she’s following her mother’s footsteps. I think she’s overreacting, but these last few months she’s taken steps to put her affairs in order. After she talked to this bloke you found, she called me. She’s having him to dinner next week. She’s considering giving him power of attorney.”


    My apprehension mushroomed to nuclear-cloud level. Zosia Gorwitz was a wealthy woman. The guy using Johnnie’s name had Johnnie’s ID. He knew Johnnie and maybe enough of Johnnie’s history to bluff his way past some of Zosia’s questions. My head reeled. Fiona was still talking.


    “I’m afraid her situation may not allow her to exhibit the degree of shrewdness required to reject this young man’s story. You put her in this situation. You need to get her out.”


    My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. Fiona was right. Zosia was now on John’s radar. He hadn’t made any attempt to contact Zosia in the last year. I was the one who gave Zosia his contact information and she reached out to him. I was the reason he now knew about Johnnie’s wealthy aunt. A dear sweet woman harbouring a lot of survivor guilt. The thought made me sick. I sat back dumfounded. Why am I fucking everything up?

  


  
    Thirty-one


    The next morning, Nick didn’t show at Inner Light. I walked down to the manpower office, but he wasn’t there either. I worried about the twenty I gave him. What if they found him dead with a needle stuck in his arm?


    Nick more than implied Walt had somehow helped John get rid of Johnnie or knew something about it. It was a lot of trouble to go through for a few pieces of ID and a wallet with little money. Could Zosia have been their target all along? I shook my head to clear the thought. No. John had made no move to contact Zosia until I came along.


    A few minutes later I had Sergeant Ryker Cain on the phone. I met Ryker through Mike, who knew him from their Toronto police force days. Mike had introduced us last year, right after I broke up with my ex. I had fumed at Mike, accusing him of trying to set us up, but Mike copped the fifth and I had acted sufficiently standoffish to make sure Ryker knew I was in no mood for another relationship.


    “Jorja. Nice surprise.”


    “Hi, Ryker, or I guess I should call you Sergeant Cain. I hear congratulations are in order.” Mike had told me that he had recently become engaged.


    “Thanks. How’s the PI business?”


    “The first few months were slow. Lately a steady stream of small cases is keeping me fed. I’m actually working on a case I hope you can help me with.”


    “Shoot.”


    “I’m trying to locate a relative for one of my clients. His name is John Gorwitz, born February 1975 to a Stan Gorwitz and Emile Martin. Word on the street is he’s a user, and in all probability, homeless.”


    “Great combo.”


    “I know. I’m ready to yell uncle with this one. No one has seen him in over a year. I was hoping I could go through your John Doe library.”


    “Sure. When will you be here?”


    “Umm—in about ten minutes?”


    “Just a sec.” A muffled conversation ensued. “I’m just heading off to a meeting. When you get here, ask for Marie Corbett. She’ll take you up to look at our unidentified persons file. I’ll check in with you when I get back.”


    Fifteen minutes later I was following a solidly built, dark-haired woman down a hallway in the police station.


    “You a police officer?” she asked as we headed off to central files.


    “No, a private investigator,” I replied. “How long you been on the force?”


    “Ten years.”


    “I contemplated it at one point, but I’m not good with authority.”


    She glanced at me to see if I was messing with her. “Here we are.”


    I signed in a second time. Marie ushered me to a cubicle containing a desk, chair and computer. She logged me in, asked who I was looking for, then filtered the search for a white male and picked a ten-year buffer around the age I had given her.


    “Leave it on when you’re done. One of the clerks will clear it when you sign out. If you find who you’re looking for, let one of the clerks know. They’ll get a hold of me or Sergeant Cain.”


    I sat down, took a breath and inspected the first face. The corpse was puffy, with half-closed eyes and a lopsided mouth. The number at the top right of the screen identified him as number one out of two hundred and twenty-six. Lousy for him, but fewer than I had expected to find in the catalogue of death.


    While looking at the photos I revisited the idea that Johnnie and the guy I had found traded IDs. After all, according to Shorty, they were best buds. But why the switch?


    Ryker came by an hour later. “How’s it going?”


    “Almost done. I’m on John Doe number two hundred and four.”


    “Anything?”


    “Nope. Nada.”


    “That’s good. Unless he’s dead but no one’s found his body yet.”


    “Yeah, the same thought occurred to me.”


    “While you were down here, I got Marie to run a check on your guy.”


    “You did?” I turned around eagerly.


    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get your hopes up. John Gorwitz doesn’t have a record. Either he’s living clean or he’s good at avoiding the law,” Ryker said.


    “I guess this means you don’t have fingerprints on him in case he comes up dead?”


    “Nope. Of course, if he’s been dead a while, fingerprints might not be available. Is there a missing person filed on him?”


    “No, not yet. Weird question. Has anyone ever willingly sold their ID?”


    “Sure. If there’s a way to make a buck, you can bet someone’s done it. It’s rare though. I do know of a case where a guy sold his ID to a drug trafficking organization.”


    “Really?”


    “The guy turned up dead. Shot three times in the head, hands chopped off, teeth all gone. It’s so easy for criminals to steal or set up false IDs these days, there’s no need to pay someone. Risky as hell for the seller too.”


    “Right. What if someone steals someone’s identity?”


    “According to Section 402 of the Criminal Code of Canada, anyone who obtains another person’s identity information, for the purpose of committing fraud, avoiding arrest or obtaining property not rightly theirs, is committing an indictable offence.”


    “What if none of the above apply.”


    “Lots of people have aliases, pennames, pseudonyms for their email or other social media accounts. You can use any name you want, unless you’re doing something illegal or trying to avoid prosecution.”


    Ryker left me to examine the remaining unidentified. I left a half-hour later, surprised Johnnie Gorwitz didn’t have a police record. Then again, several people in his life worked hard to help him avoid that. And the man now calling himself John Gorwitz? He was hiding something big.

  


  
    Thirty-two


    All the questions I had for Nick were still rattling around my brain by the time I parked my car in the east parking lot in Inglewood. The option to simply declare Johnnie missing and move on with life was no longer on the table. If John was as dangerous as Nick made him out to be, I needed to extract Zosia from the situation I had created. Without putting her in further danger.


    The sidewalks were clogged with people taking in the day’s warmth and sunshine. I headed to a small green space across from the parking lot where several couples sat eating at concrete tables. The smell of French fries wafted my way, making my mouth water for salt.


    Seconds later the parking fairy exploded past me, rollerblade wheels clacking across each sidewalk crack. He raced across the street and hopped onto the curb. A thin, reddish-haired man in a grey uniform ran down the sidewalk behind him, holding his hat on with one hand and a clipboard in the other. The parking fairy reached a white van, stopped and plugged the meter. Several people stood next to me watching.


    “Oh boy, looks like the parking authority,” someone said.


    The guy in uniform caught up to the fairy. He scowled and shook his head at whatever the fairy was saying. Looked like the parking enforcement officer didn’t appreciate the parking fairy cutting into his quota and was taking things personally.


    The parking fairy rolled away backward, gracefully. Several people cheered and called out. A man in a Hawaiian shirt whistled to catch the parking fairy’s attention and pointed at a green Hyundai. The parking fairy turned and raced off, the guy in uniform in hot pursuit. I cringed as Dylan stepped out from the deli. The enforcement officer slammed into him. Dylan hit the ground. His cane flew into the street.


    The parking fairy plugged the meter next to the Hyundai while the enforcement officer and several passersby helped Dylan get back on his feet. Dylan stood unsteadily while the parking enforcement officer swatted at dirt on Dylan’s coat. The parking mafia swaggered out of the parking lot.


    Dylan grabbed his cane from a woman who had retrieved it and brushed off further help. The group of people around him dispersed. The guy in uniform turned back in the direction he had come from and picked up his pace. The fairy bolted from his spot, racing to catch up, head down like a hockey player with a break away.


    I winced as Dylan staggered to the left. He and the fairy went down in a tangle of legs, arms and wings. Dylan’s cane went flying a second time, the grocery bag slung from his wrist went with it. Brakes squealed followed by the unmistakable sound of crunching metal. I switched my camera to video.


    Dylan’s bag flew off the hood of the car and hit the pavement. Several white packets scattered on the ground. The parking mafia laughed until they spotted the packets. Saggy pants hindered their gait as they turned and quickly waddled away. The tattooed deli manager came out, took off his apron and rushed off in the opposite direction.


    Dylan ripped his leg brace off and hauled himself upright. He ran into the street, picked up his cane and threw it after the parking mafia, screaming obscenities after them. My camera caught it all. With the parking mafia gone, Dylan turned his attention to the parking meter fairy, now standing shakily. The fairy had his hand out and appeared to be apologizing as he skated away backward. Dylan lowered his head and charged. The fairy picked up speed, spun around. Dylan broke into a run. I videotaped until they disappeared from view.


    The video wasn’t adequate evidence to dispel a claim of sustained injury. But with no sign of a limp and enough drugs to likely bring a charge of possession, it might arm Heritage Insurance with some bargaining power. I smiled. If Heritage couldn’t use the video, I could always post it on YouTube.


    Two short siren bursts cut the air as the boys in blue arrived. One of the two constables took statements from the car driver and several onlookers. I recognized the one squatting by the packets on the ground. Constable Chris Jaworski and I had met a couple of years back when he was investigating a single-car fatality caused by brake failure. Hazarding a guess Dylan wouldn’t be returning for his packages, I made sure Chris got Dylan Williams’ name and address right, so his property could be returned to him. I left my name and contact information as witness but didn’t mention I had caught the whole thing on video. No point risking having my phone seized as evidence.


    As I walked back to my car, a mannequin in the window of the lingerie shop caught my eye. Butterfly wings were painted across the eyes and gauzy wings sprung from the shoulders. A cold shiver ran down my spine.

  


  
    Thirty-three


    Braver under the anonymity of my new old car, I parked on the street, steps from Smiley’s back door. Still early by dive bar standards, I had no trouble snagging a table. Two of the pool tables were occupied but John wasn’t at either of them. A waitress stopped by and I ordered a beer. Mike arrived as she returned. He pointed at my beer and she nodded and went off to get a second one.


    “Business must be good if you can afford this place,” Mike said.


    “Yeah, thanks. A definite step up from my usual cheap wine in a brown paper bag,” I replied, laughing.


    After Mike’s beer arrived, I filled him in on my missing Johnnie Gorwitz.


    “Johnnie disappeared over a year ago. Johnnie’s buddy, Nick, thinks he’s dead. Why would the guy working at the warehouse have taken his identity, if not to hide something?”


    Mike took a swig of his beer. “Does it matter?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Your client hired you to find her nephew. You tell me he’s already six feet under and his son, Johnnie, is a homeless drug addict. People who knew him are telling you they haven’t seen him in over a year. So, tell your client what you know and move on.”


    “But what about the guy using Johnnie’s name. What if he killed Johnnie?”


    “Do any of your street pals have proof that Gorwitz is dead. That this guy killed him?”


    “No. Just that he was around and now isn’t. A couple of guys I ran into claim they know what happened to him but won’t tell me anything else unless I pay them more money.”


    Mike raised an eyebrow. “Yeah right.”


    “What if I go to the police? Oh wait. My warehouse guy just arrived. He’s heading over to the pool tables.” I waited while Mike got John into view.


    Mike took a mouthful of beer and turned back to me. “Okay, let’s say this guy has perpetrated identity theft. He’s hiding something or from someone. You want to prove it, even though no one is paying you to do so. Walk me through how you’re going to do that.”


    “Are you saying that just because someone isn’t paying me to figure out what this guy is up to, I should just walk away? Aren’t you supposed to be on the side of the law?”


    “Humour me. This guy is using your client’s great-nephew’s ID. The great-nephew hasn’t applied for new ID, in what, a year now?”


    “Yeah, a year and a bit.”


    Mike said, “Doesn’t mean he’s dead. Just means he doesn’t need new ID. He might be strung out on the streets of Toronto or lying in a coma somewhere. How do you know this guy”— he nodded toward the pool tables—“didn’t just pay Johnnie to take a hike, go somewhere else? Think what ten grand looks like to an addict. If he’s not dead, it could keep him in la-la land for so long that the next time someone sees him he won’t even remember his real name.”


    “It’s driving me nuts. This guy didn’t just take Johnnie’s ID and run off or hide. He carries a gun. I’ve seen it.”


    “He also has a regular job and friends he plays pool with. But let’s say he did kill Johnnie. Have you got actual information you can bring the police?”


    “I could get fingerprints. Ryker told me Johnnie Gorwitz doesn’t have a record but maybe this guy does.”


    “Great. You get a set of prints. Then what? You go to the police and tell them you want this guy’s prints run because he might be committing identity theft? Will you be lodging a complaint on behalf of Johnnie Gorwitz? Without his permission?” Mike raised an eyebrow.


    “I know, I know. It’s total shit. I get it. As far as the police are concerned, there is no Johnnie Gorwitz. No one’s reported him missing. Hell, even if they went looking for him, they’d find the same guy I did. If he has all of Johnnie’s ID, they won’t bother running fingerprints or digging any further unless he gives them reason to.”


    We both sat lost in thought. The place slowly filled up.


    I didn’t want to tell Mike that I might have led my client to him. Like a lamb to slaughter. I thought of the millions of innocent men, women and children led to their deaths at Auschwitz and shuddered.


    “Oh.” I sat up. “There’s the creepy guy I mentioned, coming in the back door. Blue plaid shirt and jean jacket.”


    “You mean the guy who came to your rescue, during the attempted purse snatching?”


    “It wasn’t a rescue. I could have worked it out,” I said petulantly. “He creeps me out. I’m sure he’s watching John and I suspect he knows I know we’re both watching him.”


    “Want me to talk to him?” Mike tilted his head toward the bar.


    “God no, don’t do that!” I grabbed Mike’s arm, alarmed at the suggestion.


    “Why not?” Mike laughed.


    I watched in horror as Mike got up, ambled to the bar and sat in the empty seat next to Creepy Guy. Part of me wanted to slither under the table or run out the back door. The other part was dying to see how this unfolded. I pushed back my hair and turned my attention to the front stage, to maintain composure. A few minutes later, Smiley appeared. Once the crowd quieted, he introduced one of his regular stand-up comics: The King.


    I groaned. Geez, not him again. He reminded me of Shorty, but thinner. I guess sleaze came in all shapes and sizes, rich and poor alike.


    King opened his set confessing he was an undercover cop, the whole comedy gig, his cover. Each insistence he was an undercover cop brought gales of laughter. Not a bad idea. Maybe the police department should hire a smattering of vertically challenged or morbidly obese guys for undercover. Unless they already did.


    The waitress came by and I ordered a second beer for myself and Mike. I stole a glance past her at Mike and Creepy Guy deep in conversation. I’d have given up pizza and burgers for a month to hear what they were saying. After a while, Mike left the bar and made his way to the washroom. I waited five more agonizing minutes for his return.


    “Well?” I asked when he got back. “Make a new friend?”


    “Actually, the guy’s not all bad.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, so what did you find out?”


    “I’d swear he’s a UC.”


    “A UC,” I repeated.


    Mike leaned over and said out the side of his mouth, “Yeah, you know, Uncle Charlie, undercover cop.”


    I knew what it meant but my surprise made me repeat it. “Really. And you think so—because…?”


    “I asked him.” Mike laughed at the expression on my face.


    “Really. And just like that”—I snapped my fingers—“he admits he is.”


    “Not specifically but he might as well have.”


    “What makes you so sure?”


    “I noticed when he came in, he headed straight to the bar. He’s here to do a job. Most people look around when they come in. Don’t know why, but they do. Our guy picked a spot where he can use the mirror behind the bar to observe or he can talk to the bartender or the guy next to him or watch TV. Smart. The loose shirt and jean jacket combo are perfect for concealing a gun. I noticed his phone is a cheap burner. The cops use them all the time.”


    Mike chuckled more to himself than for my benefit. “My old department bought them by the kilo. Rule number one, if you’re undercover and anything goes wrong, is ditch the phone. You really don’t need to get caught with a cell phone loaded with messages from your cop buddies telling you to be careful.”


    “Seriously? You’re saying he’s an undercover cop because he couldn’t wait to get to the bar to order a drink, he wears loose shirts and carries a cheap phone? That describes most of the people in here.” I shook my head and gulped back some of my beer. “So, what did you two talk about?”


    “I introduced myself, used a fake name of course. I told him you had pointed him out as the guy who ran off a purse snatcher, and I wanted to buy him a drink by way of thanks.”


    I considered this for a minute. Sounded reasonable.


    “So, I bought him a drink. He probably feels exposed sitting alone night after night and appreciates the break in pattern I provided. Like Gab did the other night for you. And me joining you tonight.” Mike grinned. “He said he works construction, but his hands say otherwise. I told him I’m ex Special Forces, retired and now own a security company and you’re a good friend who helps me out from time to time.”


    “Really,” I said again, completely at a loss as to what else to say. The hammering in my chest slowed.


    “I noticed your pal John keeps himself positioned to the door, but he seemed very interested in the conversation I was having with our buddy at the bar. The way everyone’s nervously eyeing each other, my guess is something’s going down soon.”


    “I knew it. I’m not the only one who’s interested in John. What do think is going on?”


    “Possibly a drug deal or illegal import of something—could be anything.”


    Mike launched into a description of the time he tried to infiltrate a gang in Barrie, Ontario, and almost had his throat slit by a wacked-out drug dealer.


    “I’m so glad I don’t live your life. What do I do now?”


    “You might want to back off a bit and give these guys some space. Let the cops do their thing.”


    I felt lighter than I had in days, even though Mike’s theory was no more substantiated than mine. If the cops were on to John Gorwitz, Zosia might be safe. Maybe I was making too much of the back-off note, the purse-snatching attempt and the incident on the C-Train platform, linking events with no connection.


    John was still playing pool when we left the bar. Mike told me one of the guys in the men’s washroom told him John played for a hundred bucks a game. John was probably making four or five hundred bucks a night. I was secretly annoyed at how easily Mike had extracted information from a stranger in the men’s room.


    Could John be using Mr. Chu’s import business for his own purposes? Would a former addict end up being a drug dealer? Why clean up your act and then put yourself in a position where you’re back at risk. Then again maybe he wasn’t an addict. Nick said he was a bullshitter. Maybe he was dealing in stolen goods, diamonds or rare artifacts.


    Mike walked me to my car, even though it was parked fewer than fifty feet from the door. I was glad to not have to crawl through the back seat. Mike would have tormented me with the story for years. I rolled down my window and called out a goodnight.


    As I pulled away, I noticed Smiley and the King on the loading dock behind the club. Smiley hovered over King, waving one arm while air-poking King with the other. King flipped him the bird as I drove by. My brain whirled with Mike’s comments.


    I’d let the cops deal with John Gorwitz. Maybe I could get Zosia to postpone her meeting with John. I’d let her know the cops had him in their sights. Did they? Perhaps Ryker could confirm that for me. I’d have to find some way for him to do that without breaking confidentiality. I wasn’t sure how this was going to help me find Johnnie. I needed to talk to Nick again. And maybe I could weasel a bit more information from Shorty with another hundred bucks.


    I found myself driving past the Victoria emergency shelter. I pulled into the darkened parking lot across from the shelter and killed the motor. A man and a woman sat with their backs against the emergency shelter wall. A dark shape lay on the grass nearby. I mulled over my various theories and possible ways to find out what happened to Johnnie. His street pals knew more than they were saying.


    I bolted upright as the South China Imports van drove by, then hunkered down. The van drove into the pull-in lane in front of the shelter and stopped. John sat waiting behind the wheel. A man came out of the shelter and got into the passenger seat. I couldn’t make out much as the back of the van obscured my view. Ten minutes later, the interior light came on and the man got out. He watched the van depart, then turned and walked to a parking lot at the side of the building. I watched him unlock a red Mustang and moments later drive out onto Macleod Trail in the opposite direction. It was Walt behind the wheel.

  


  
    Thirty-four


    Walt glanced up scowling as I knocked.


    “Ms. Knight. Please come in.”


    “Thanks for squeezing me in. I promise I won’t take up much of your time.”


    “What can I do you for?”


    I pulled out my two photos and placed them on the table.


    “I want to know if you recognize either of these men?”


    He picked up and contemplated each photo while rubbing his chin. A frown formed between his eyes as he studied each one. A tiny muscle in his check jumped twice, then was gone.


    “This guy looks familiar,” he said pointing to Warehouse John’s picture, then sat back. His eyes cold, challenging. Something between us shifted.


    Really? It was a pretty good shot of John and since he sat in his van two nights ago, I expected a more affirmative identification.


    “Do you know his name?”


    “If it’s the same guy I’m thinking of, it’s John.”


    “Does he have a last name?”


    “Gorski…or Kowalski, something Polish-sounding. He came through here a few years ago.”


    “Do you know what happened to him?”


    “Give me a sec.” He leaned back and rubbed both sides of his temples. “He only came to the shelter a few times. I heard he got cleaned up, has a regular job somewhere.”


    “And this man?” I pointed to the photo of Stan’s son. “The photo was taken about seven, eight years ago.”


    Walt picked up the photo again. “No. Well, I might have seen him…I don’t really recall.”


    Walt’s eyes scrutinized me. I didn’t dare blink.


    “Also named John,” I prompted. “Used the shelter around the same time as this guy.” I tapped the picture of the John he half-heartedly admitted remembering.


    Walt shook his head slowly from side to side. “No. Not ringing any bells.”


    “Oh, okay. Some of the guys on the street told me they used to hang out together. You sure you don’t remember him?”


    He glanced at the photo still lying on the table. “Maybe. I’m not sure. This isn’t how they show up here, you know. Clean, well-fed, clear skin.”


    “I get it. Maybe you recall the name? John Gorwitz?”


    “Right—Gorwitz. But wait…” He looked at the other picture. “No, never mind. I think I got it wrong.”


    “It doesn’t matter if you’ve got their names mixed up. I just want to know if you remember seeing this man?” I tapped Johnnie’s photo.


    “I guess I might have seen him.”


    “When did you see him last?”


    I saw a flicker of something in his eyes, and a dark tingle of fear ran up my spine.


    He furrowed his brow, shook his head and looked away. “Don’t know. Couple of months ago.”


    “Couple of months ago. February, March?”


    “Yeah around then.”


    “Of this year?”


    “Yes.”


    “Here at the shelter?”


    “No, no. Just on the street. Or maybe someone who looks like him. What’s this about?”


    His eyes bored into mine.


    “Some of the street people I talked to said they won’t come here because their stuff gets stolen. Clothes, IDs. What’s your cut on it?”


    His gaze narrowed and he twirled the pencil he held between his fingers.


    “I’m sure stuff gets stolen. This whole place is run by me and four employees. The rest are volunteers. Some nights we run short staffed. If a volunteer doesn’t show up, what am I going to do, fire them?”


    Walt paused and recomposed himself with an air of moral indignation. “Thankfully, most of our volunteers are extremely dedicated and won’t leave us in a lurch unless under dire circumstances. Unfortunately, we can’t watch each nook and cranny. Most nights we have over a hundred people here. We call paramedics when someone ODs and keep guys from beating each other up and assaulting the women. In the meantime, if someone is picking pockets, it’s kind of on the bottom of the list.”


    “I suppose it would be,” I conceded. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not accusing your organization of anything, I’m trying to confirm the possibility of someone stealing John Gorwitz’s ID while he was at the shelter.”


    “It’s possible.”


    “I was told your staff sometimes throws out checked-in items.”


    “Unfortunately, we sometimes have to. One time the staff complained of a horrific odour coming from the storage area. When we opened one of the bags, the smell made both of my staff sick. And they can put up with a fair bit.” Walt nodded knowingly. “We caught a glimpse of maggots and something—organic. We heaved it into the dumpster. To this day I don’t know what it was. Don’t want to know,” he added quickly.


    Walt explained there were several such incidents a month, fortunately most weren’t as grody. “It’s best to dispose of something like that, rather than risk health and safety. Imagine if there were papers in that bag. What shape are they going to be in? We can help them get new clothes and ID.”


    “What about weapons? Guns or knives you come across?”


    “We confiscate those and turn them over to the police. They check to see if any of the items are linked to crimes under investigation.”


    “Ever turn in a rifle?”


    “Rifles, handguns, switchblades—you wouldn’t believe what’s out there.”


    I reminded myself every side had a story. And then I remembered Walt lied to my face.


    “Several individuals mentioned people have disappeared off the streets. Do you know anything about that?”


    “Sure. People do disappear.”


    “They do?”


    “We’re dealing with the most transient and marginalized group in society. Some people move on. Some stick around. Less than thirty percent of those sleeping on our streets this year will be here a year from now.”


    My face must have registered shock because Walt quickly added, “I mean in Calgary. Some will get themselves off the street, some leave the city, and some will die.”


    “Die of exposure?”


    “Exposure to life,” Walt said with resignation. “The homeless get hepatitis and HIV and cancer same as any other segment of the population. What’s different is they don’t necessarily get the help they need to extend their life to the extent we can make happen for others.”


    “Oh, of course.”


    “Sometimes I ask myself why I’m doing this.” Walt sighed and threw down his pencil. He shifted and stared out the window. “Are we helping or just prolonging their misery? I’ve seen some go through unimaginable suffering. God doesn’t want his people to suffer so. Even his son was blessedly relieved after hours on the cross.”


    The air conditioning fan humming quietly in the background cut out. The room lay heavy with silence. I let it grow heavier.


    Walt broke the silence. “Sorry, that’s my own self-pity talking, and I have no reason to be ungrateful. I said it the other day, it’s their choice. We offer a helping hand. Some take it, some aren’t ready, some will never take it. But we’re here in case they do.”


    “Your organization does awesome work. I don’t know how you do it. I appreciate the time you’ve given me.” I really didn’t know how anyone could do this day in and day out. The few days I spent talking to some of the street people were heart-wrenching.


    “Good luck. Hope you find who you’re looking for.”


    I let myself out and stood on the sidewalk letting the cool fresh air wash over me. The fight to end homelessness was endless. Finding a place for people to stay was the easy part, preventing them from becoming homeless in the first place was the real challenge.


    It wasn’t much, but Walt confirmed that Nick and Shorty and some of the guys I had spoken to weren’t completely delusional. The shelter could save your life, but that didn’t mean it was a great place to stay. Perhaps their stories were embellished, but somewhere in there was an element of truth.


    So, what did I know? I knew Johnnie Gorwitz had disappeared. I knew the guy calling himself John Gorwitz has assumed his identity and had possibly attracted attention from “Uncle Charlie.” And now I knew Walt Parson had seen Johnnie, knew someone else was using his name, and was doing his best to cover it up.

  


  
    Thirty-five


    After leaving the shelter, I made my way to the office, suddenly aware of the number of homeless, although they had always been there. A woman lay passed out on the grass by the Performing Arts Centre, a man slept dangerously close to passing traffic in the Centre Street underpass. No one seemed to notice or care. Should I call someone? Who?


    I arrived at Gab’s and my office building with little recall of getting here. A new condo building across the street advertised they were seventy percent sold. Our landlord had no interest in fixing up the short, squat, cinder block structure that housed our office. Rumour had it, he was waiting for an offer on the land, worth a lot more than the rental income the space generated. At the rate new gleaming office towers or condos were popping up in the area, he wouldn’t have long to wait.


    I sidestepped a man lying huddled against the concrete wall, pulled open the front door and entered the lobby. What the…eewww? Wet dog? Urine? Holding my breath, I rushed past the small café on the right and the lone elevator on the left and took the stairs to the second floor. I paused at the top, letting my eyes adjust. All but one of the hallway lights had burned out weeks ago.


    I made my way down the gloomy corridor until I reached the last door on the left. A sign taped to the door proclaimed our presence:


    Thyme to Dine — Personal Chef G. Rizzo


    Knight Investigations — Private Investigator J. Knight


    Not the usual combination, but it worked for us. Besides, most of our work didn’t happen in an office.


    Gab held the lease, compliments of a former boyfriend. After spending all his money and some of hers, he departed for Toronto with his latest get-rich scheme. His parting gift to Gab was a ton of credit card debt and an iron-clad lease on this decrepit office.


    While Gab sparred with her now ex-boyfriend, I did a three-year stint with a narcissistic jerk which ended eight months ago. Therapy helped me realize his parting gift to me was a fear of intimacy. And that something in me called out to men who would hurt me.


    I unlocked the door and squeezed past the desk in the tiny reception area and into the slightly larger interior office. It was dark, gloomy, cramped, and furnished with stuff no one would buy. A weird odour lingered. Not mildew, more like stale cigarettes and Chinese takeout. Phillip Marlowe would have loved the place.


    I peeled off my jacket and called Zosia. Fiona said Zosia planned to meet the guy calling himself John Gorwitz and I couldn’t let it happen. I had to convince her she was making a huge mistake. I would show her the more recent photo of Johnnie that Nancy had sent and let her know that both Nancy and Lori confirmed that the man in the photo was Johnnie Gorwitz, Stan’s son, not the man working at South China Imports. I left a voice mail and turned on my computer.


    I would have to tell Zosia that no one had seen Johnnie in over a year. But that wasn’t true. Walt had just told me he saw Johnnie a few months ago or thought he did. Had he? The vagueness of his reply, and only after I asked several times, made me think he’d fabricated the whole thing to throw me off. If Johnnie was alive and still in Calgary, why hadn’t he let Nick know. Why had no one else seen him?


    I turned to my laptop and submitted search letter requests to Alberta Vital Statistics as well as to British Columbia for death, birth and marriage certificates for Johnnie and Stan Gorwitz. I filed on behalf of Zosia listing her as last-known remaining kin. While I was at it, I submitted a similar search letter for Emile Martin, Johnnie’s birth mother. With any luck, I’d have an answer in a few days. As far as my meeting with Zosia was concerned, I’d best stick with information I could back up.


    I dug into Walt Parson’s life. The usual stuff came up first. I dug a little deeper. Walt had a degree in psychology and launched his career as a social worker. Four years later he obtained a degree in criminology. Next, he worked for Corrections Canada and made his way up to Head Monitoring Officer for the Prairies Division, retiring twenty-five years later. By then he was on the board of several charities. Four years ago, he signed up for his current job, a paid position with the emergency shelter. I even found salary information, since disclosure was a requirement for most charities. He pulled in sixty-four thousand dollars annually. I assumed he had a pension from his time with Corrections Canada, so he wasn’t starving. His social profile seemed normal enough, but none of it dispelled my growing distrust of the man.


    There were various photos of Walt and his wife at charity events, his wife in a wheelchair. Both were big supporters of MS Walk, an annual charity event for multiple sclerosis. With a wife possibly suffering from MS herself, Walt may have returned to work after retirement because he needed the money. Or maybe he wanted to make a difference. Like ending needless suffering.


    I googled Adan Wolfe. The internet offered up all sorts of interesting tidbits. I told myself it was research for the case, but who was I kidding. Adan had an undergraduate degree in science and a master’s in theology. He’d been associated with several church ministries before starting his own street ministry. Less formal than church ministries, Inner Light offered up workshops with names like Aspire and Heal From Within. Their website referred to their Sunday morning service as “messy church.”


    I found pictures of Adan climbing Mount Kilimanjaro, leading wilderness retreats and canoeing on the Stikine River. His brief bio was more than enough to tell me he was my polar opposite. I was all for analyzing and solving, he thrived on caring and including. His bio made no mention of wife or children. I wasn’t interested in marriage. I was interested in hot, unbridled, mind-blowing sex, preferably with an unmarried man.


    None of this helped me with my current dilemma. I had set up a meeting with Zosia for tomorrow and had nothing definitive to tell her about her great-nephew. And what if the niggling idea circling my mind turned out to be true? That Johnnie’s unexplained appearance at Nancy’s house shortly after Stan’s death wasn’t merely coincidence? Had he been in the vicinity when Stan was killed? According to Nick, Johnnie had a rifle with him when they went to the emergency shelter at the end of October and it was confiscated. Wouldn’t the police have crosschecked Johnnie’s rifle against data from known crimes? Stan had been killed three weeks earlier. Would an undetermined death warrant such scrutiny?


    If I were in Zosia’s shoes, I’m not sure I’d be willing to invite more grief into my life. Some things are best unknown. Could I walk away and do nothing about Johnnie? Would I be doing anyone any good if I raised the question as to whether Johnnie killed his own father?

  


  
    Thirty-six


    Zosia greeted me like an old friend. She told me she’d gone to Fiona’s yesterday, and someone broke into her car while they were having lunch. They cleaned out the papers in her glove box—there wasn’t much else to take. She chuckled over her grim luck, but her story only added to my concern.


    “Zosia, I’m sorry, but the man I found working at South China Imports isn’t your great-nephew.”


    Her head jerked. “Why do you say that?”


    “I apologize if I didn’t make my doubts clear when I was here last. I had such a headache I barely remember what I said.” I pulled out the most recent photo of Johnnie that Nancy sent me and handed it to Zosia. “After our meeting I contacted a few people who knew Johnnie, had some history with him. Everyone I talked to agrees the two men look shockingly similar. The guy in the warehouse could probably pass as Johnnie’s twin.”


    “Goodness.” Zosia shook her head and peered at the photos more closely.


    This time I was the one pointing out the differences, Johnnie’s flatter eyes, the slight cleft in his chin.


    Zosia shifted in her chair her forehead furrowed. “You said Johnnie was addicted to drugs at one time. What if he no longer is? Couldn’t this be him?”


    “I’m convinced these photos are of two different men. I located some of Johnnie’s friends and they tell me Johnnie met another guy, who looked a lot like him. The two of them hung around together, knew each other. Johnnie told a friend his last name was Gorwitz before they met this guy.” I tapped the picture of the man working at South China Imports. “They all hung around together until Johnnie disappeared. Then this guy”—I pointed at John’s picture—“starts telling everyone his name is Gorwitz. He was the last one to see Johnnie before he disappeared. With seven billion people on the planet, I can believe Johnnie might have a doppelgänger. But a doppelgänger with the same name?”


    “What does this mean? Are you sure you weren’t right before and not mistaken this time? And who are these friends? Drug addicts? Perhaps these so-called friends of Johnnie’s are mistaken.”


    It was a cheap shot but well deserved. “There are other things about this guy at South China Imports that make me nervous. All I can tell you is there’s something going on and it’s not good. People are afraid to talk about him. He carries a gun. The police may be watching him. I’m sure they have good reason. These two photos, they’re of two different men.”


    Her hand touched the base of her neck and rested there. “But there is no proof.” She glanced around the room. She tapped her lips with her fingers and raised her eyes to mine.


    My palms were sweating. “Zosia, I know you want confirmation. And the reality is I don’t have hard, concrete proof. I’m just telling you what I know. I’m telling you what people who knew Johnnie told me. There were two men who looked alike, they knew each other, one of them is missing and the other one is using his name.”


    “No.” She shook her head. “This must be Johnnie. I know this is Johnnie.”


    “What do you mean? How do you know?”


    She rubbed one hand over the other. After a minute she squared her shoulders and brought her eyes up to mine. “I talked to him.”


    At least she was being honest with me. Or maybe Fiona already warned her that she had ratted her out. “Why? When?”


    “A few days ago. I know you asked me not to contact him, but I needed to know. He is either my great-nephew or not…so, I called him. What is the harm in that?”


    “The harm is he lied to you. He’s not Johnnie. What proof did he give you to say he was?”


    “He told me his father, Staś, died a few years ago. He knew his grandparents’ names, and that most of the family died during the war. He said he never quite got over his own mother’s death. That she killed herself. He turned to drugs.”


    “If he knew Johnnie, he could have learned all of that from him.”


    “He admits he doesn’t know a lot about the Gorwitz family history, that Staś never liked talking about the war or of his time growing up in Poland. But I don’t know a whole lot of the family history either. I don’t know my grandmother’s maiden name, or the name of Bogdan’s birth mother.”


    “Please don’t tell me you’re going to meet him.”


    Zosia looked away.


    “Zosia, I was told Johnnie had his wallet stolen at one of the emergency shelters. Whoever took it would have his driver’s licence, birth certificate. These details, his place of birth, parents’ names, could all have been in there. If whoever stole Johnnie’s wallet looked a lot like Johnnie, he’d be able to pass off that ID as his own.”


    Zosia shook her head. “A homeless man pretending to be another homeless man. And a drug addict? Why would he want people to think he was Johnnie?”


    “That’s the burning question. I don’t know what this guy is hiding but it must be big. He carries a gun. I saw it with my own eyes. I don’t believe this man is Johnnie. Will you even consider the possibility?”


    “If this young man is not Johnnie, then where is Johnnie?”


    “The last time anyone saw him, he was very ill. He may still be out there trying to kick his addiction, or he may have run out of time.”


    She looked up at me, her mouth set in determination. “I should have kept looking for them. Why didn’t I? I could have changed their lives. Maybe Staś would still be alive. I could have helped him get help for Johnnie, steer him away from drugs.”


    Her shoulders drooped; all the energy she had mustered to deliver her statement gone. She looked frail and vulnerable.


    I took a deep breath. “The minister and the people at the homeless shelter all say the same thing. Whether overcoming an addiction, or some tragedy in life, only one thing makes it possible. Themselves.”


    She considered for a moment. “That is always true, isn’t it?”


    We sat in silence.


    “I never had children, but it must be heart-wrenching to watch your children suffer.” She looked up at me, the sadness in her eyes clear. “Johnnie, you think he is gone too, Jorja?”


    “I haven’t any proof, but it’s more likely than not.”


    “And this man? He says he’s Staś’ son. There’s no chance he’s Johnnie?”


    The word chance sent my brain into a mad scramble to calculate the probability of there being two men, both homeless, both similar in appearance, both with the same name. No matter how small the probability, it wouldn’t necessarily be zero. Why was I asking her to consider that this wasn’t Johnnie when I couldn’t consider that tiny probability that it was? I shook my head and refocused on the mess in front of me. “No. The man I found working at South China Imports is not Stan’s son.”


    Zosia’s lips tightened. “If I can’t help Staś and his son, maybe I can help this man. His life has not been easy. You know, Jorja, that is what freedom is all about. Just another chance to do better.”


    I got it. Guilt has a long shelf life. I swallowed hard. “I totally get that, Zosia. Please. There are other ways to help those in need. This man is up to no good. He may have done a lot more than take Johnnie’s ID. Why would he want you to think he’s your great-nephew when he isn’t? Think about it.”


    “But I contacted him, not the other way around.”


    I sat quietly, letting her mull things over.


    “I’ve invited him out to dinner,” she said slowly. “What do I do now?”


    She couldn’t call him up and accuse him of lying. Even a sudden change of mind about meeting him might raise red flags in his mind.


    “Make up some excuse to delay seeing him. Tell him a friend invited you to Italy, that her daughter planned to make the trip with her but now can’t. The longer you can feign being away the better.”


    “I cannot hide forever.”


    “No of course not. A friend of mine, a former police detective, believes the police have him in their sights. That he’s involved in illegal activity. I’m going down to the police station myself, to talk to someone there about him. With any luck, he’ll be off the streets in a week or so.”


    “I can manage a week or two.” She patted my arm. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.”


    I had printed off the request form to have Stan’s and Johnnie’s personal information released to Zosia. I had already sent it in electronically but needed Zosia’s signature in case they requested proof I had filed with her permission. Zosia signed her name. I told her I’d contact her with whatever information I received. Maybe there would be something there that would help confirm the situation, once and for all.


    “I feel terrible about this. Promise me you’ll be careful. Promise me you won’t meet with him.” If anything happened to her, the guilt would do me in.


    Zosia gave me a hug. “You are too hard on yourself. You found Staś for me. Even though he is gone, it gives me comfort to know he had many good years here, with people who loved him.”


    I nodded. “I’ll let you know if I learn anything else. Call me if you need anything.”


    Returning to my car I was unexpectedly overwhelmed with emotion. Stupid really. I didn’t even know Zosia all that well and if she wanted to help some stranger, why should I care. But this wasn’t an ordinary stranger and I knew damn well why I cared. I sobbed until self-loathing overtook. Maybe it was time to look up my old therapist. I laughed aloud at the idea. I hadn’t seen Dr. Thirst in years. A brittle birdlike woman who tried her darndest to get me to believe that the DNA I shared with my father was in no way a reflection of who I was or would become. That my reluctance to share my thoughts and feelings was an overreaction to his blatant and out of control self-contempt and rage. As a therapist, she’d been a good fit for me, totally detached herself, and as un-maternal as one could imagine. I stopped seeing her years ago. How old would she be now? She seemed ancient to me at the time. She was probably dead now, or, I smiled ruefully, in her sixties.


    By the time I got home, the tension in my body itched to explode. Like I couldn’t stand to be in my own skin. I took the stairs from the parking garage up to the eighth floor. The exertion helped to take down my frustration a notch. I was angry. Angry at myself and afraid that Zosia wouldn’t heed my advice. I quickly changed into running gear and headed back down.


    I walked, ran and jogged for over an hour. The wind whipped the water on the reservoir into a grey choppy mass. I ran north on the pathway ringing Glenmore reservoir and continued to the overpass and then over the dam itself. Tree branches and debris brought down from the mountains by the spring runoff swirled in the water below. I ran hard. The wind took away any warmth from the sun and made my eyes water.


    The mental churn quieted, and I turned back. Sometimes it’s best to cut your losses, admit defeat and move on. This wasn’t one of them.

  


  
    Thirty-seven


    Dozens of people scurried along Eighth Avenue. Some talked on cell phones, others jockeyed the crowd with coffee in hand. The air remained pleasantly warm with a hint of breeze. I hadn’t figured out much of anything about how I was going to extract Zosia from John’s interest. I tried to clear my head as I walked. It was a good hike to Global’s offices, longer now that I wore heels. The blister didn’t help.


    I entered the lobby, and shoved John to the back of my mind. After signing in, I was issued a visitor’s badge and instructed to go to the seventeenth floor. A young man in a purple V-neck sweater and dark grey slacks waited for me.


    “Ms. Knight?”


    “Yes, that’s me.” I flashed him a smile, but it was wasted on his back. I followed him through the seventeenth-floor lobby doors, down a corridor and to a conference room. I slid into a chair next to a guy about my age. There were twelve of us here. I was one of two women.


    Willie checked the last details of his presentation, his close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair bent over the projector. When I worked at Global Analytix, security was divided into two departments, run by two different section heads. After my incident with Jason Marr, the two departments merged. The newly combined physical and data security department, now called security management, had come under Willie’s direction.


    Willie straightened, his steel-blue eyes swept the room and briefly stopped at mine. “Good morning, everyone, and welcome. We’ll start with introductions,” he said without preamble, a faint trace of an accent still present. We dutifully introduced ourselves, our names and department or company we worked for.


    Willie added little more to what Mike already told me. Kulluk Energy wanted their employees to come and go freely during the convention, without harassment from protesters. He explained these were precautionary measures and no one had reason to believe Kulluk would be specifically targeted. Global’s team would supplement the usual police presence found at any rally and we were to work in full cooperation with the city police on any issue that arose.


    I was assigned perimeter security, along with one of the men. Our presence was meant to be a deterrent; our primary job to ensure no one barred the entrance or prevented employees from coming and going. A guy named Rick went over communication protocols. We were issued black Global Analytix T-shirts and jackets and instructed to wear our own black pants and shoes. We’d meet in the morning for last-minute instructions.


    Stepping out on the sidewalk, I paused. After this assignment I would be free to turn my entire focus to Johnnie Gorwitz, free being the operative word. I couldn’t just sit back and let Zosia walk into danger. Johnnie deserved to be found. Nick deserved to know what happened to Johnnie, and so did his friends. I deserved a chance to redeem myself.


    A car drove by. Music blared from the open window. A few words of an all-too-familiar song reached my ears. Pink Floyd. Wish you were here. Today would have been my mother’s birthday had she lived. She had been the exact same age as I was today, when she died. I’m so, so sorry, mom.

  


  
    Thirty-eight


    That night I was irrevocably drawn to Smiley’s, even though logic told me it wasn’t a great idea. Still early, I managed to park in one of the stalls reserved for patrons directly behind the bar. In daylight, the area appeared normal, safe. Perhaps it had something to do with the pepper spray and ten-inch metal bar tucked away in my purse. Shifting my bag to my other shoulder, I made my way to an old abandoned warehouse across the alley.


    The warehouse stood boarded up, but the city planned to incorporate it into the redevelopment plans for the area. I stared up at the red-brick monstrosity through the six-foot-high chain-link fence. A sign suggested I ‘Please’ not enter. Glancing around, I planted my feet into the chain link, scaled it and dropped to the ground on the other side. I rarely encountered razor wire as it was expected people would adhere to the sign. It’s Canada, after all.


    I picked my way around broken glass, bricks, and broken shingles scattered along the windowless wall of the building. Reaching the fire escape at the far end, I crept past it and peered around the back. A cardboard and wood lean-to rested precariously against a crumbling loading dock. Two guys sat on a ratty couch—bigger, meaner versions of my service station pals. Guys I didn’t want to meet. An aluminum foil packet sat over a small fire burning in front of them. I stepped back and transferred my pepper spray from my purse to my jacket pocket.


    I worked as quietly as possible. With any luck the guys out back would soon be too far gone to explore noises. Standing on the cinder blocks I positioned below the fire escape, I wrapped my fingers over the bottom rung and pulled several times. It remained firmly attached. A final check on the guys revealed them busily ingesting dinner with a needle.


    Grabbing the bottom rung, I placed my feet against the adjacent wall to take the weight off my arms and managed to get up a few rungs. Once my feet were on the bottom rung, I stopped to rest. My arms and shoulders ached, and my hands were etched with crisscross patterns from the metal rung. Enough with the slow jogs around the reservoir. I seriously needed to hit the weights.


    I climbed to the top and manoeuvred myself onto the black asphalt roof. Broken tree twigs, leaves, bottles and cans lay strewn everywhere. I made a mental note to update my tetanus shot.


    A small square structure stood directly in front of me. I tested the door and found it locked. I figured it housed a staircase leading from the roof down to the second floor. An ancient cooling or heating system stood nearby. A two-foot-high ledge edged the roof on three sides and a brick façade formed a small five-foot peak over the roof line at the front.


    I crept cautiously to the front of the building, which faced the back of Smiley’s. Scraping away debris near the base of the brick façade, I pulled out my notebook and sat on it. From here I had a decent view of the back of Smiley’s as well as the sidewalk leading up to the entrance.


    John’s brazen violation of Section 402 of the Criminal Code ticked me off but, I wasn’t keen to be seen watching him, either by John himself, or anyone interested in him.


    John arrived shortly after nine o’clock. He locked up the van and went in. An older model Oldsmobile Intrigue pulled into the parking lot across from Smiley’s. Neither of the two guys inside the Intrigue got out. A guy in a grubby chef’s apron stepped out through the back door of Smiley’s and onto the loading dock for a cigarette.


    The last of the lingering light faded. The air cooled. Several staff came out to smoke on the loading dock, the noise of the ruckus inside spilling out the open door. The King came out at one point and talked to someone below. After a few minutes, he hopped down from the loading platform. I didn’t see him return.


    The night chill wormed its way under my jacket. I pulled the fabric tighter around me. John came out just before midnight and was putting away pool cues when a guy came out of the bar and crossed over to him. I picked up my binoculars and focused. This guy was shorter than John by two or three inches and huskier. A dark ball cap, pulled low on his forehead, outlined a roundish head. I couldn’t see his face, but his profile looked familiar. I was certain I had seen him before, but where?


    The shorter guy shifted from side to side while they talked. John shook his head a few times. He looked cool, in control. John closed the back doors of the van and got in. The other guy watched John drive away. Hands jammed into his jean pockets, he kicked at an empty can, crossed the street and disappeared back inside.


    The Oldsmobile didn’t leave when John did. If they were undercover cops, they might be interested in someone else, more likely they were just a couple of guys out killing time. I crept back a few feet before standing upright. I didn’t need anyone to spot a dark figure rising ominously at the building’s edge and call 911. Using my cell phone to light the way, I made it back to the ladder. A quick look over the wall assured me the guys I’d seen earlier were either gone or passed out in their cardboard abode. I peered down the ladder, my eyes and ears straining in the darkness. Faint music floated across the air, punctuated occasionally by a laugh or car door slamming.


    Putting away the phone, I slung my purse strap across my chest, turned around and placed my feet on the top rung. Each time the ladder rattled I stopped and held my breath. I inched down until my hands were on the third-last rung then dropped. I hung there for a few seconds savouring the fact my arms were still connected to my body, which was good because I hadn’t been sure a second earlier. I tried not to flail and relaxed when my right toe touched my makeshift brick platform.


    Back on solid ground, I fought an overwhelming desire to break into a run. Picking my way around the bric-a-brac, I rubber-necked all the way back to the fence. Relieved, I climbed over and dropped onto the sidewalk. Several people standing behind Smiley’s glanced over as I landed. I no longer cared. I crossed the alley to my car. As soon as I reached the other side a hefty guy swaggered out of the shadows, blocking my path.


    “Hey, babe. Remember me?”


    I didn’t want to, but I did. Sheep Gut Man, the guy who accosted me on the way to the woman’s washroom the other night at Smiley’s. I tried to move past.


    “Aw baby, we got off on the wrong foot the other night.” His meaty arm clamped around my shoulder and he pulled me into him. “Let me buy you a drink.”


    My head reeled back from his noxious breath. He crushed my shoulder into his chest and marched me toward Smiley’s. Where’s Creepy Guy when you need him?


    The little knot of people on the sidewalk were saying their goodbyes and moving on. No one paid attention. My hand shook as I reached into my pocket, my fingers curled around the pepper spray.


    “Listen, buddy, I have no desire to have a drink with you. Now let go!”


    His hand clamped down on my arm harder.


    The flashback was instantaneous. The arm circling my neck, cutting off my air, the sweat glistening on his face, the stench of fear on him. His body pressed hard against mine. I tried to run. My knees sagged and lightning streaks of sharp pain exploded in my side. No dammit. I pulled out the pepper spray.


    He screamed as he fell to his knees. I squeezed my eyes and mouth shut but caught some back spray. I staggered away a few steps, my eyes tightly shut. Squinting one eye open, I found my car, climbed in and hit the lock. I let my eyes water freely for several minutes. My tongue stung, like I had licked a rose bush. Still shaking, my fingers fumbled the key into the ignition.


    I backed out as the paramedics arrived. A small crowd had formed around the guy I pepper sprayed. Sheep Gut Man lay on the pavement, thrashing about, screaming obscenities. Freakin’ wuss.


    It was closing in on one o’clock by the time I got home. My eyes still watered and hurt like hell but at least it took my mind off my battered hands. Might be time for a gun. Shooting myself in the knee couldn’t possibly hurt as much as the damn pepper spray.


    I jumped into the shower and let the water course down my face for a full twenty minutes. I hadn’t had a flashback for months and thought I was home free. Tonight, told me that wasn’t the case. I towelled off, double-checked to make sure I had locked the door, and crawled into bed.


    I hadn’t found anything to help me figure out what happened to Johnnie or anything more about the guy using his name. I was left with nothing. I caught sight of my journal, lying on the nightstand. I hadn’t written anything in it tonight. Epic fail.

  


  
    Thirty-nine


    I woke up every hour on the hour, paranoid I’d oversleep. The rest of the time I dozed fitfully. I dreamt my parents’ house was burning, my mother still inside. I tried to run, to save her, but a chain-link fence stood between me and the house. I could see her face in the upstairs window, briefly, until the flames vaporized her from view. At six minutes to five I got up, sparing myself the alarm’s annoying buzz. My arms and shoulders ached.


    I made my way into the bathroom and stared at my reflection. Red, swollen bloodshot eyes stared back. The bruise from the car accident now a brownish-yellow. If I didn’t know better, I’d have guessed I pulled an all-nighter. I slathered on concealer and pulled on black jeans and a tank top with my Global-issued shirt overtop. It was going to be a long day.


    Traffic flowed smoothly this time of morning, lifting my spirits a notch. The DJ on the radio predicted temperatures near seventy degrees by midday. My fleeting good mood left me as I pulled into an all-day underground parking lot and forked over twenty-four dollars.


    Out on the sidewalk, the cool air helped to clear the fuzziness in my head left by virtually no sleep. I entered Kulluk’s building and spotted Mike as well as several guys from the meeting. We exchanged polite greetings and groaned about the time.


    Willie arrived, and we followed him to a conference room on the third floor, Global’s onsite command centre. Willie went over instructions one last time. Most of the team would cover the four floors Kulluk occupied. Mike and one other guy were escorting Kulluk executives to the Convention Center. That left three of us to watch the lobby and the outside, including the front door and two side emergency exit doors. Willie pointed out one potential area of concern, a small green space immediately east of the building, the kind of space conducive to gatherings.


    We were issued radios and access badges and reminded to turn them in at the end of the day. After a quick question-and-answer session we were instructed to take up our positions.


    Outside, I inspected the layout of the little park and then took up a position inside the park entrance. Three small brick pathways led into the park, one from the emergency exit door of the building and the other two from the streets bordering the south and east side of the park. Raised planters contained the vegetation, mostly small trees and shrubs. A small grass ridge ran the length of the north side of the park and separated it from the alley behind it.


    Bathed in sunlight and protected from cooling winds by the surrounding towers, the park heated up quickly. By eight-thirty the sidewalk traffic diminished and the first of the morning smokers appeared. A few sat on the edge of the planters, others chose the benches placed throughout the space. I people watched.


    Rick, in the communication centre, informed us the CEO and the VP of Exploration had left to hear the keynote speaker. A group of sixty or so protesters were peacefully gathered at the Convention centre. A local TV station broadcast news from there.


    By noon I was beat. The immense boredom confirmed that physical security services had no place in my future. Sidewalk traffic ballooned as thousands poured out of the towers, eager to get out in the sunshine. My turn for a half-hour break materialized, and I went upstairs for a bite to eat and much-needed coffee.


    Nothing happened until midafternoon, when a small group of protesters arrived. I informed Rick. More people showed up, including a woman with a loudspeaker. She turned to those gathered and broadcast her message, a garbled squawk about foul water or maybe waterfowl. Fifty or sixty people were gathered, half of them curious bystanders. A CTV news crew came and started setting up. The protesters chanted and waved their signs with increased vigour.


    I intercepted a woman and two men heading to the emergency exit and reminded them the emergency exit was for emergencies. One of the men who arrived with the woman carrying the loudspeaker stood talking to the CTV crew. Faces stared down at us from office windows in the surrounding buildings. The woman with the loudspeaker clamoured on.


    A loud murmur rose from the crowd. A voice yelled, “Hey, look…up there.” I turned. A huge cheer went up. People pumped their arms and signs into the air. I moved around a tall man blocking my view. A banner hung unfurled down the side of the building with the words Protect Our Future and hand-painted drawings of dead ducks or small planes. How’d they get on the roof? I stepped around a few people and moved forward. Global Analytix had been hired to provide Kulluk with added security, not the whole building. Nevertheless, not our finest moment. The clapping and cheering stopped and gave way to a different sound. Someone screamed. Bodies surged toward me. “Get an ambulance.” Calls for 911 followed.


    Had someone fallen off the building? Two women ran past saying someone had been shot. I pushed my way forward and stepped in front of a man. Our eyes met for a split second, long enough for me to see his face register surprise and recognition. I turned and stared after him as he rushed by but couldn’t for the life of me place him. I sidestepped several more fleeing bodies. A cluster of people crouched around someone lying on the ground. The wail of sirens grew louder.


    Two officers made their way to the small group at the front. Half the crowd had dispersed, the rest stood around in small, quiet, solemn clusters. Traffic came to a standstill. Willie arrived and spoke to one of the police officers. Minutes later more sirens sounded as an ambulance made its way up the street.


    The CTV newswoman continued to report from the scene. An occasional bystander stopped to speak into the microphone she held. A second police car arrived, and the officers made their way to a group of people huddled around the body on the ground. Two paramedics arrived with a stretcher. One of the police officers cordoned off the area. I got a message telling me to return to the communication centre. An old familiar feeling crept up from my gut and filled my throat. Why did I have to be the one assigned to the outside?

  


  
    Forty


    The team was already gathered by the time I got upstairs. Other than a few quiet whispers, no one spoke. Willie strode in, his face grim. He flashed a look in my direction. I fought back questions flooding my mind and squared my shoulders. He asked us to hang tough until our names were called. We were all to be debriefed. Once Willie left, the room erupted in noise. Several guys said someone had been shot. A few speculated it might be the guy who had unfurled the banner from the roof. I had nothing to say.


    A young constable arrived to escort me down the hall to a smaller meeting room. Willie and Mike sat on opposite sides of the table along with two police officers. Willie introduced Inspector Luis Azagora and Detective Myria Johnson. Azagora acknowledged my presence by nodding in my direction. Detective Johnson shook my hand.


    I was already acquainted with Inspector Luis Azagora. He wasn’t my biggest fan. Azagora was a no-nonsense kind of guy. Six-foot two, lean and muscular, he exuded Latino machismo. Light-brown skin, dark eyes, thick, dark hair clipped close to his head and smoking hot. Well, he’d be smoking hot if he could get over himself. Detective Myria Johnson was a small, solidly built woman, around my age.


    “Please take a seat.” Azagora motioned toward the unoccupied chair. He clearly wasn’t going to acknowledge we’d already met, so I didn’t either.


    Azagora threw a file folder down on the table and I jumped. His hands were strong and the nails even, half-moons near the base. He stood up and undid a button on his brown sport jacket, revealing a pale mint-green shirt tucked into dark-brown dress slacks. I glanced down at shoes buffed to a high gloss. My annoyance grew. I knew seven sweaty hours in the sun had taken its toll on my hair and compelled my makeup to slide off my face. Not to mention the red eyes. I looked over at Myria, poised over her opened laptop. Why wasn’t a woman inspector asking the questions and a male detective taking notes? I took a deep breath, parted my lips slightly and unclenched my fists.


    Inspector Azagora asked me to describe the events I witnessed outside. I told him I hadn’t seen anything unusual until the moment the banner had been unfurled. I described the crowd’s behaviour afterwards and what I observed as people fled by. Azagora paced while I answered his questions.


    Some debriefing. They could have called it an interrogation except they shared a tiny bit of information. A man had been shot twice. I hadn’t heard gunshots, but the crowd had gone crazy when the banner came down so perhaps it was justifiable. I didn’t mention recognizing someone leaving, nor him me. After all, I couldn’t figure out where I knew him from.


    As the questions continued, I fought to keep my voice neutral. Azagora’s questions had an annoying intonation at the end. “So, you didn’t hear or see anything?”


    “No.”


    “And you were there to provide security?”


    Fuck you.


    Myria had the decency to appear apologetic when I glanced at her. Calmness returned. I no longer had to work with guys like this day in and day out. Myria must have a shit load of bad karma she was trying to clear. I smiled back.


    Myria double checked my contact information and I was free to go. Mike accompanied me back to the conference room.


    “You okay?” he asked.


    “Just peachy.”


    “Don’t take it personally. The guy who shot the victim probably used a silencer.”


    I appreciated Mike’s attempt to reverse the insinuations of incompetence in Azagora’s voice. Or conceivably, I was just exhausted and overly sensitive.


    Back at the conference room Mike informed us we could leave for the day once we had been interviewed. He’d send out an email later to confirm current plans to have us back on day two. Kulluk had already instructed their employees to go home. Some of Global’s security people would stay with the executives until they got home safely tonight. I checked in my badge, eager to get out of there. I knew I had fucked up. Fucked up badly. I needed a drink.

  


  
    Forty-one


    I stepped out onto the sidewalk and gulped a few mouthfuls of air. What a total cluster fuck. Small knots of people stood talking in hushed tones. The ambulance had left and there wasn’t much to see. Police tape cordoned off the park and one of the officers stood talking to a reporter. The news crew was packing up. I joined those on the sidewalk trying to make their way out of the downtown core.


    Rush hour exhaust permeated the air and I weaved through throngs of commuters clogging the sidewalks waiting for public transport. I made it back to the car, closed the door on the outside world, laid my head against the headrest and closed my eyes. Crap, crap, crap.


    I called Gab and left a message on her voice mail saying I was heading to the Salty Dog. Tossing the phone on the passenger seat, I joined the long line of vehicles attempting to exit. I tried not to turn into Bitchy Woman, especially after noticing the woman in the SUV behind me. She flipped the bird at anyone who dared glance her way, her mouth working furiously. Was everyone insane? I emerged onto the street and inched my way forward.


    The week had gone from bad to worse. First, I find a guy whom I tell my client is her great-nephew, but it turns out he’s not. Three people who knew Johnnie tell me the guy calling himself John Gorwitz might be a dead ringer in looks, but he’s not Johnnie. Even I knew his transformation from addict to clean-cut, hardworking, social guy would, if true, be a miracle. A spaced-out addict tells me the imposter probably killed my client’s great-nephew, perhaps with the help of the head of the emergency shelter. Because we all know how evil people who work in social services are. My client in turn contacts the imposter and invites him for dinner. Then someone is shot ten feet in front of me and I don’t see or hear a thing! I’m a professional, for heaven’s sake. I’ve solved complex cases in my time. It hardly matters if some were accidents and not murder; the rules of good investigation still apply.


    I pulled into the Salty Dog parking lot, picked up my phone and opened a message from Gab. She’d head to the bar as soon as she finished up for the day. I pulled off my boots and reached into the back for a pair of real shoes. Turning the rear-view mirror toward me, I stared at my red and shiny face, my eyes bloodshot from the night before, my hair plastered to my head. I reapplied makeup and backcombed my hair. Freaking hell, what stinks? I sniffed at my armpit. It didn’t come close to accounting for the stench. My boots might be the culprit, but I refused to check. I pulled the ends of my black Global shirt out of my jeans, rolled up the sleeves and opened the top three buttons to expose the tank top underneath. Much better.


    Gab showed up half an hour later, her hair in a loose French braid. She had on bright-green Capris and a cream short-sleeved, silk blouse. I had already ordered wine and calmed down a notch.


    “Tough day?” Gab asked as she sat down.


    “Don’t even get me started,” I said. “Hey, what happened to your hands?” I asked, noticing their orangey-red colour.


    “I don’t care if I ever see a pickled beet or carrot again. What happened to your eyes?”


    “I had to pepper spray a guy.”


    “At work?”


    “No, last night at Smiley’s.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, I’m fine now that I’ve had a moment to myself. Better than the guy who got shot this afternoon at the protest.”


    “Someone got shot. Where? Were you there?”


    “Of course, I was there. He was shot at the building I was providing security at. But I didn’t hear or see a thing.”


    “Wow.”


    “You can say that again. Unfortunate for all concerned. Unfortunate for me because Inspector Luis Ass-a-Gora, expects I should have seen everything, just because I was outside.”


    “Azagora? Why does that name sound familiar?”


    “Good-looking inspector…head of Special Crimes?”


    Gab stared blankly.


    “A total dick.”


    “Oh him.”


    We verbally dissected arrogant guys and dickheads for a while.


    “How’s your week been?” I ventured.


    “No catering jobs in sight but the pickled carrots went over well last week. Two of the vendors at the Farmers’ Market want more. I finished the order today. I’m so sick of pickling. This week I’m introducing homemade kale chips seasoned with sea salt. I’m attaching a recipe for how to make your own with the packaging.”


    “Aren’t you worried customers will make their own?”


    “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen. I suppose a few will, but most will come back to buy more. So much quicker, even if you know how to make them yourself.”


    She had a point. No one had time anymore. People would rather pay more for chopped-up broccoli than chop their own.


    “How’s the online dating going?”


    Gab laughed embarrassedly. “This guy in Grande Prairie messaged me. We exchanged email addresses. He referred to me as honey. Hi, honey. What’s up, honey?” Gab rolled her eyes. “A few days later he sent me a text saying, he knew in his heart—spelled h-a-r-t that we were s-o-l mates.”


    “Okay, that’s funny.”


    “I’m done with these dating sites.”


    “Maybe you should offer up cooking classes for single men. I find it sexy when a man cooks for me. That way you could at least confirm they’re not unemployed, in prison, or ex-Sochi security guards looking for a sugar mama.”


    “Jorja, that’s brilliant. Why didn’t I think of it?”


    We had another glass of wine and some pub food and packed it in early. Gab reminded me I had let in a bunch of negative energy today and urged me to restate the day’s results positively when I got home. I reminded myself I had a half-bottle of scotch waiting.


    As we made our way to our cars Gab wrinkled her nose.


    “What’s that smell?”


    “Yuck, right? It’s my car. I’m going to leave the windows open tonight. Smells like something crawled in there and died.”


    I drove home with the window opened, which barely helped. By the time I got home I didn’t have energy to tackle much of anything. I threw my Global Analytix shirt in the washer and headed for the shower.


    Once I scrubbed the day’s dirt off, I put on a pair of PJ bottoms and a T-shirt, then turned on the TV and my computer. I opened my email, including one from Mike stating that unless we had been contacted personally, we were not to show up for work tomorrow. Kulluk urged their employees to work from home or attend the conference but not come down to the office until further notice. A skeleton Global crew would continue to provide the executive with security.


    How could I state this as positive? Oh, I know. My PI practice will fold soon, which will allow the universe to open another door for me…which will not be in security. I won’t have to put in a second long and tedious day watching derelicts sleep it off on a park bench. Should I become homeless? I know how the system works, and I’ve made friends with a couple of potential street buddies. I’ve even managed to get on the bad side of an asshole cop. I got up and poured myself a scotch.


    At eleven o’clock, I turned to the news channel. The anchor announced that a man had been shot at a protest in front of Kulluk Energy offices and later died in hospital. The police wanted to talk to anyone present at the rally. She read off a phone number, which also appeared at the bottom of the screen, and asked anyone who attended the rally to call police, whether they saw anything or not.


    “Yeah, sure.” I snickered.


    A few minutes later my phone rang.


    “Hey, Mike.”


    “Jorja. How are you doing?”


    “I’m fine now that I’ve eaten and had a couple of glasses of wine. How about you? You’re not still at work, are you?”


    “Just got home. Did you hear the guy who got shot this afternoon died?”


    “Yeah, it was just on the news. That’s too bad. So much for freedom of speech.”


    “There’s a pile of crazy out there.”


    “So, what’s happening? I got an email saying we’re not working tomorrow.”


    “The police figure the protesters will be back at Kulluk’s offices with a vengeance. They’ll likely insinuate someone tied to Kulluk’s operations tried to shut them up. So Kulluk is urging their employees to work from home.”


    “I assume the guy who was shot was a protester, not one of the bystanders?”


    “Looks like it,” Mike replied.


    “The police are requesting anyone who was at the rally to contact them. I hope they don’t have to talk to Azagora.”


    “Some of Azagora’s comments weren’t called for.”


    I guffawed. “He’s still a dickhead.”


    “You won’t get an argument from me.” Mike laughed. “The police are going through the CTV film as well as video from several street cameras. They want to match names to faces. They’re interested in the singletons at the protest; murderers aren’t prone to travelling in pairs. They figure this guy used a silencer at close range.”


    “That’ll keep them busy.”


    “I’ll keep you posted. Just phoned to see how you were doing.”


    “Thanks, Mike. Appreciate the call.”


    I was glad he called. Since I had clocked fewer than two hours of sleep last night, I was ready to turn in. I pulled out my journal and stared at the blank page. After mulling over today’s events for a few minutes I wrote:


    Why am I trying to impress people I don’t like?


    Don’t let self-doubt creep in!!!


    I shut off the light and slid down on the pillow. Too late. Not only had I let self-doubt creep in, now others were doubting me too.

  


  
    Forty-two


    I forgot to reset my alarm and woke at five a.m. to its maddening buzz. No need to get up or go anywhere. I killed the alarm and snuggled back into the warmth. Fingers of light slowly filtered into the room. After cocooning for an hour, I got up and peered outside. A beautiful orangey-pink hue filled the eastern sky.


    I wasn’t sure what to do now. I couldn’t just stand by hoping the cops had something on John Gorwitz and would pick him up soon. I had to help Zosia extract herself from the danger she was in. The good news was, with my three-day security job for Global Analytix ending early, I had all the time in the world to figure it out. The bad news was, I wasn’t getting paid. Worse yet, I had no excuse not to exercise.


    Breaking with my usual route, I ran down to the Weaselhead, a natural marshy area at the west end of the reservoir where multiple streams dumped spring runoff from the mountains. The air was crisp and clear and soon my mind emptied of everything. Invigorated by my run, I stopped for a coffee and bagel at my favourite café, then cruised back home to get ready for whatever crap the universe planned to send me today.


    As soon as the elevator doors to the underground parking lot opened, it hit me. Twenty feet further in, the vile odour made me gag. A rodent must have crawled into the car and died. Or a buffalo. I couldn’t drive the car in its current state. No one could. Leaving the windows wide open, I drove to JumpIn Jalopies, parked in customer parking and went inside. The same guy who rented me the first car stood at the counter. Neil.


    “Time to trade in?” he chirped, tilting his head to one side. “Is there a problem? Perhaps you need something with a functioning trunk?”


    “I need one that doesn’t stink to high heaven. I don’t know what the hell is in there but the whole car smells like something died in it.”


    He tilted his head to one side. “That’s odd. Let’s go have a looksee.”


    I could tell by the way his smile stiffened as we stepped outside, that he already smelled it.


    “Let’s just have a lookie, shall we?”


    He worked at the bungee cord securing the trunk to the rear fender. After a few minutes, it loosened, and the trunk lid sprung free.


    “Now what do we have here,” Neil sang out cheerfully, lifting the trunk lid. He immediately doubled over and upchucked.


    It was all too much for me, the vile, putrid odour then the sight of vomit. I ran to a forty-five-gallon drum by the door serving as a garbage can. I regretted my breakfast.


    I turned and gaped at the car. Neil was bent over retching but held the trunk lid down firmly with one hand. A man came out of the shop and stopped at the sight of us.


    “You guys okay?”


    Neil waved him on and croaked out, “No!”


    “There’s something in the trunk,” I offered.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    I let Neil answer, no longer sure of what I had seen.


    “A body,” he choked out before succumbing to another set of heaves.


    A body? I had to confirm. “A dead person?”


    He nodded sorrowfully. His shoulders hunched forward in another heave, but he didn’t let go of the trunk lid. I didn’t want him to either. I pulled out my phone and dialled 911. I identified myself, our location, and told the operator we’d found a dead body in a car trunk.


    Neil and I eyed each other miserably. Even though I stood a good ten feet from the car, I had a hard time holding it together. Neil stoically held down the trunk lid. I guess he didn’t want any of the other customers to see whatever he had, since the car was parked steps from the front door. I figured he was a shoo-in for the employee of the month award.


    I smirked until I remembered I’d been driving around with a body in my trunk. Some PI. How about you investigate your own trunk? My thoughts spiralled to darker, more shameful places.


    As soon as the police car turned into the parking lot, Neil let go of the trunk, loped over and stood next to me. Little waves of nausea came and went. Two uniforms got out of the patrol car. The older one glanced into the trunk and came over to us. The younger one stood by the car, his throat working to keep breakfast down.


    “You find the body?”


    We nodded.


    “Whose car is this?”


    “Mine,” I squeaked. I tried again. “Well, it’s a rental. From him.” I pointed at Neil.


    “You work here?” he asked. His eyes looked past Neil’s shirt and shoes, which had a considerable amount of vomit on them, and focused somewhere behind him. I glanced down smugly. I was vomit free.


    “Why don’t you go inside and clean up, I’ll get caught up with you later,” he said, looking at Neil, and nodded toward the door.


    A few minutes later an unmarked police car pulled up. Two guys got out, homicide detectives. I turned to the younger cop, while the older one went off to talk to the detectives. These were Azagora’s men. All of homicide reported to him.


    “Can I get my laptop out of the car?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


    “Sorry, but the car and contents are part of a crime scene. You’ll have to wait until they finish forensics on it.”


    “When will that be?”


    He shrugged. “Hard to say, couple of days, a week tops.”


    The two homicide detectives strode toward me. “You the one who found the body?”


    “Yes, sort of. Neil and I both found the body, he’s inside.” I pointed over my shoulder.


    One of them went inside, the other one, a Detective Williams, brought me back to his car to ask his questions. The other detective was probably grilling Neil to see if our stories matched.


    I repeated the events of last night when I first noticed the odour and the events this morning leading up to Neil opening the trunk. I didn’t have to touch my face to know it was burning red.


    “Did you recognize the guy?” he asked.


    I shook my head.


    “You don’t know him?” he asked again.


    “I didn’t get a good look at him. Neil was in front of me, so he probably got an eyeful.” Was it my imagination or had it been green?


    “I’m going to need you to come down to the station with us.”


    “Okay.” I didn’t like where this was heading.


    Detective Williams opened the back door of the police car and ushered me in. I noticed the lack of interior door handles in the back seat. They better not think I had anything to do with this. I really didn’t need to be part of a police investigation. How the hell did a dead guy end up in my trunk? Was I being framed? I watched a car from the Chief Medical Examiner’s office arrive.


    At the police station, Detective Williams escorted me into a small room and left me cooling my jets, while he and his partner went off to confer with each other on the best way to break me down. Or to have a donut.


    Neil walked by twenty minutes later and nodded at me through the glass window. He had managed to change shirts. Detective Williams and a uniformed cop came in shortly. This time they asked permission to record my statement. I agreed nonchalantly but sweated bullets inside.

  


  
    Forty-three


    The interview room was painted a calm blue. Framed prints of Calgary’s bygone days graced the walls. I relaxed my shoulders and reminded myself I was a witness, not a suspect. Detective Williams introduced the constable with him, but I promptly forgot her name. She asked me the basics: name, address, occupation. The experience was not unlike going through intake by the triage nurse at an emergency clinic. Necessary and impersonal. As soon as she finished, Detective Williams took over.


    They wanted to know where my car had been the last three days. Had he been in there all this time? I repeated the whole scenario, doing my best to recall the times I hadn’t been in the car. After all, it’s not like anyone put a dead body in my car while I sat in it. They couldn’t, right?


    After a few more questions, the officer who’d come out to JumpIn Jalopies with Detective Williams appeared with a folder. Detective Williams studied the contents. The clock on the wall ticked off the seconds.


    “Tell me how you know Kingston Delaney.”


    “Kingston Delaney. I don’t know any Kingston Delaney.”


    “You sure?” Detective Williams sat stone faced. His eyes drilled into mine.


    I wracked my brain but didn’t recall the name. Did I know him? Some people admit to crimes they didn’t commit. I fought back the urge to become one of them.


    “No. At least no one with that name comes to mind,” I replied cautiously.


    “Do you recognize this guy?” He placed a photo on the table in front of me.


    I picked it up gingerly, praying it wasn’t a recent photo of the guy in the trunk. My eyes widened.


    “Oh, him. He’s the sleazy little comic from Smiley’s. He calls himself the King.”


    “And how do you know this King?”


    “I don’t actually know him. I’ve seen him at the club twice. No, I mean, three times.”


    “What club? When?”


    I told him the nights I had seen King on stage and that I had seen him a third time on the back stoop of Smiley’s, in discussion with Smiley.


    “A discussion?”


    I described Smiley air-poking the King on the loading platform, the night Mike and I were there.


    “Was that the last time you saw him?”


    “Yes. No. Shit. Sorry. I saw him talking to someone below the loading dock at the back of Smiley’s. Two days ago.”


    “Did you see who he was talking to?”


    “No.”


    The guy in my trunk had to be King. Why else would they be showing me his photo? “Is he the guy in the trunk?” I nodded at the photo.


    “We’re going to have to wait on forensics for identification.”


    Of course, they always had questions, never answers. At least none they were willing to share.


    “Do you mind telling us why you were at this club?”


    “Ahh…I was doing surveillance on someone.”


    “Surveillance huh? You surveilling this King guy?”


    “God, no.”


    “The person you’re surveilling—they know this guy?” He tapped the photo on the table.


    “Not to my knowledge.”


    “Never saw them together. Speak to one another?”


    “No.”


    “Did you record anything while you were doing surveillance? Video? Audio?”


    “No.”


    They asked more questions, same as previous questions asked in different ways.


    “You’re sure if we checked your phone, we wouldn’t find pictures or video of this guy?”


    Did they figure that the second time around my answers of ‘no’ would suddenly become ‘oh silly me, I mean yes’? They asked if my laptop was password protected and if so, the password. I gave it to them, figuring I couldn’t afford to be a jerk about it. At least they weren’t pressing me to hand over my phone. I asked when I’d have my laptop back and was told they’d let me know when they were done with it. Eventually satisfied, they told me I could leave but not to go anywhere. Great advice, where would I go without a car, laptop or any money?


    Stepping out onto the sidewalk, I filled my lungs with cool fresh air. My wellbeing partially restored, I turned in the direction of my office. A few blocks later, I panicked. Had I referred to Azagora as a dickhead in an email? No, that had been on the phone with Mike and in person with Gab. Although I’m sure it wouldn’t come as a surprise. At least all my files were backed up to an external hard drive. If I didn’t get my laptop back soon, I’d try resurrecting an old one I had stored away.


    Back at the office, I stopped at the café for coffee and exited quickly. My throat still clenched at the smell of food. Maybe it would help me shed those last few pounds refusing to budge. Silver lining, Jorja, silver lining. I spent the next ten minutes in the women’s washroom, washing my hands, telling myself I was okay and trying to shake the feeling that I had dead-man cooties crawling all over me.


    I found a pad of flip chart paper and peeled off sheets, sticking them up on the wall to create a large mind map. I wrote and drew out all the bits and pieces of information I had. Laying everything out visually helped me see connections I might not see otherwise.


    The phone interrupted my mind mapping. The manager from JumpIn Jalopies informed me they had a replacement ready for me. I hung up, amazed. What great service. I worked another hour, then locked up and took the C-Train down to the car rental.


    The Impala had been hauled away and the parking lot looked normal. The JumpIn Jalopies manager came to the counter to take care of me. I asked about Neil and was told he was gone for the day. The manager’s fingers clicked on the keyboard in front of him. His manner was frosty to say the least. I didn’t deserve this, it’s not like I murdered anyone. This time I was given an orange Volkswagen beetle. Not the best car in which to drive around unnoticed. I asked about other choices but was told there weren’t any. Since I didn’t have a choice, I didn’t bother asking what was wrong with it.


    Locating the car in the rental yard was no problem. I reached for the driver’s door, and grinned when it opened. I slid inside. The driver’s window rolled up and down and a quick check identified the requisite parts, steering wheel, gear shift, signal light and windshield wipers. The heater/air conditioner came on when I tried it and the radio worked. I would check out the passenger side and trunk lid later. I sniffed. So far so good.


    I was halfway home when it happened. Loud, repetitive honks blared from the car. I grasped the key fob and depressed the horn button repeatedly. Nothing. The light turned red and I tried the key fob again. The tiny icon of a red horn proved pointless. I stabbed at the horn symbol on the steering wheel praying it wasn’t the little quirk that came with this car but in my heart, I knew it was.


    Aware of glares from drivers around me, I put on my calm face. The light turned green and I rolled forward, my eyes frantically searching for a parking lot. Seconds later a blessed silence descended.


    I got home without incident and parked the car in my underground stall. Several people waited at the elevator. I joined them. The car horn blared behind me.


    “Is that your car?” one of them asked.


    I darted a glance over my shoulder. “No, not mine.”


    I got on the elevator and commiserated with them on how annoying it was when car alarms went off for no reason. I could not wait for the day to be over.

  


  
    Forty-four


    The car horn went off as I turned into the JumpIn Jalopies parking lot. Stepping inside, I spotted the manager, and once at the counter stood silently in front of him. The car horn wailed outside, like a mating bull seal. He shuffled papers and fiddled with his computer, ignoring me for several more minutes.


    “Yes,” he said, head cocked to one side. Was Neil emulating his boss or was this guy mocking Neil?


    “I can’t use that car. I’m a private investigator. I need to blend in. It’s important I not announce my presence to those under surveillance. If you don’t have a suitable alternative, I’d like to return this one.”


    “Your name, please?”


    He damn well knew my name, but I didn’t want to stir up any more negative energy. I smiled. “Jorja Knight, that’s Jorja with a J and Knight with a K.”


    He pulled up my file on the computer. “Oh dear.” He put a hand up to his cheek. “I’m afraid you signed a three-day rental agreement. You have the car until Monday.”


    “Well, I’d like to terminate the agreement.”


    “Oh, I’m afraid you can’t do that.” He shook his head and spoke slowly, as if I was incapable of comprehending.


    “Even if you cancel, there’s a forty-eight-hour penalty. Since you’re already into day two of your contract, there’s no refund. You might as well keep it.” He blinked rapidly. A twisted smile tugged nervously at his lips.


    I turned and put one foot steadily in front of the other as I made my way to the door. Negative energy spewed from my body into the universe. I slid into the Volkswagen and drew in long deep breaths through my nose and blew out through pursed lips. Would his body fit into the trunk of this car? I immediately banished the visual flooding my mind. I couldn’t let life’s petty matters get to me. This was probably a test, sent from a greater power. I was failing miserably.


    I had a serious pep talk with myself on the way downtown. I needed to stop letting crappy stuff I couldn’t control get to me. After circling the office block five times looking for parking, I abandoned the car in front of a fire hydrant. Let’s see JumpIn Jalopies try to get me to retrieve it from an impound lot. I glanced at my phone and noticed a message from Gab.


    I listened to Gab’s message as I rode up the elevator. She miscalculated a food order and had eighty pounds of carrots delivered to her house instead of thirty. The store couldn’t risk taking them back, in case she was a nut job who tampered with produce. Gab didn’t want the carrots going to waste. I called her back and offered her storage in my gloriously empty fridge. Whatever she couldn’t use or give away, I’d take down to Inner Light.


    I unlocked the office and picked up the small pile of mail. Tossing it on the desk, I ripped open an envelope from Coombs and Whitikar. I had done the leg work for them on a wrongful dismissal case back in April. I pulled out a cheque for twenty-two hundred dollars, tucked it away in my pocketbook, repeating silently, “Money is flowing to me. I have more money than I need.”


    I pulled out an old laptop from my carry-all and stared at the mind map while it booted up. There were several glaring unknowns. Why had a dead guy, probably the King, ended up in my trunk? Was the note telling me to back off and almost getting pushed off the train platform random events? Or did they describe an escalation of violence? Were Stan’s death and Johnnie’s disappearance related? How about the King? I had multiple theories to prove or disprove. I listed them out, starting with Johnnie.


    Option one: Johnnie Gorwitz had wandered off the last day he was seen, survived his near-death condition but had no desire, or perhaps means, with which to reconnect with his buddies.


    Option two: Johnnie had suffered a memory loss or some form of mental impairment and was out there with no idea of who he was.


    Option three: Johnnie wandered off sick and died, his body inadvertently buried or undetected.


    Option four: Johnnie died of natural causes and was buried or disposed of by someone to keep his death a secret.


    Option five: Johnnie was deliberately murdered and secretly disposed of.


    I didn’t have a motive for Johnnie’s disappearance, but I knew at least one person who had benefited: John, with his new ID. Was new ID worth the cost of murder?


    As far as opportunity went, John was the best candidate too. He was the last person to see Johnnie alive. He also had the means. By the sound of it, Johnnie wouldn’t have had the strength to defend himself against John. I needed to find out why John needed a new identity badly enough to kill someone, or at the very least, dispose of his body in order to get it free and clear.


    If Johnnie was murdered, but not by John, then for what reason? Could Walt have done it, or conspired with someone to kill him? According to Nick, Walt had taken a personal dislike to Johnnie. Had Johnnie found some dirt on Walt; observed something going on at the shelter? Walt had lied to me about knowing John, so was it so hard to believe Walt and John conspired to cover up Johnnie’s disappearance?


    Why did Walt downplay his knowledge and ongoing relationship with the guy now calling himself John Gorwitz? I had seen the two of them in a parked van in front of the emergency shelter less than a week ago. I had a hard time believing Walt hadn’t recognized or remembered Johnnie from the picture I had shown him. So why hadn’t he owned up?


    What if Walt was a crazed zealot, determined to help Johnnie reach merciful and eternal peace? Opportunity was more problematic where Walt was concerned. Would Walt have known John would take Johnnie to a clinic, or had he given Johnnie something to make him sick? The idea of Walt and John planning this together boggled my mind. What reason would both of them have to rid themselves of Johnnie?


    My previous work as a forensic analyst taught me to start analysis with a premise and then systematically eliminate one question at a time. But this was different. I had too many questions and no way to eliminate any of them. What was my premise?

  


  
    Forty-five


    Chris had called this morning to give me an update on Dylan. He told me that Dylan had denied the spilled packets found lying in the street were his, especially once he was informed that they contained cocaine. He was charged with possession with intent to sell anyway. On the way downtown Dylan changed his story. He said the drugs were his but prescribed for his injuries.


    Chris had laughed as he relayed the conversation. “We told him pharmacists don’t usually hand out cocaine, prescription or not. So, we asked him again if he was sure the drugs were his. He threw a tantrum and kicked the shit out of the back seat of the car. Now he’s also facing charges of property damage.”


    “What about his injured leg?” I asked.


    “His leg was fine,” replied Chris. “Guess those meds he’s been taking really work.”


    After regaining composure, Chris told me Dylan filed a not guilty plea to the charge of possession with intent to sell. Chris wasn’t worried. The police had my and other witness statements saying he dropped the drugs. Even better, his fingerprints were on the packets.


    I made the last few changes to my report and hit save. With only twenty minutes to make my way over to Heritage Insurance, I used my walk time to mentally rehash the report I’d be going over with Tom Rannelli, Heritage’s lawyer.


    I arrived at Heritage Insurance with five minutes to spare and headed straight up to Tom’s office. Tom’s office had a window and faced west, a subtle but typical recognition of his seniority. He waved me to one of his two comfy ergonomic desk chairs, the kind I couldn’t afford.


    We went over my report. The photos and videos I provided strongly suggested Dylan might be exchanging some of his prescribed meds for cash. I had a few good shots of him and the parking mafia doing the deal. The steady stream of visitors in and out of Dylan’s place might mean he had numerous caring friends, but the short duration of the visits fuelled speculation as to their real purpose. I drew no conclusions.


    The video of Dylan’s dust up with the parking fairy was interesting. Perhaps the adrenaline coursing through his body after the fall caused him to momentarily forget his leg, neck and back pain. I included a copy of the witness statement I had provided to the police and a summary of the recent conversation I had with Constable Chris Jaworski.


    Tom’s face broke into a smile as he finished reviewing the report. We both knew the report, photos and video were not enough to disprove Dylan’s soft tissue damage claim, but they armed Heritage with some bargaining power. Tom intended to present Dylan with a brief version of the information I had gathered and ask if he wanted to add perjury or fraud to the current charges in front of him. Tom suspected Dylan might settle for a payout much lower than the million he asked for.


    Walking back out of the building after my meeting, I caught sight of my reflection in the lobby window. Was that tired, stooped woman really me? I straightened my shoulders, pulled in my gut.


    I knew what was happening. It happened to me several times before. I was losing my secret superpower. The fabulous power of I don’t care.

  


  
    Forty-six


    This evening the police released the name of the man found in the trunk of my rental. Kingston Delaney was being described as “A local man and popular stand-up comedian”, which might be stretching it. The TV screen switched from the newswoman to a head shot of King, the same one Detective Williams had shown me. Viewers who may have seen anything suspicious were being urged to contact the police. The newswoman then switched to breaking news about the man shot at the downtown protest. He had been identified as Bill Campbell, an activist from British Columbia. The newswoman repeated the earlier request for anyone at the rally to come forward and check in with police.


    I ran a load of laundry and removed a family of dust bunnies nesting under the couch. I binge-watched Netflix for four hours. The giant bowl of popcorn, slathered in butter, followed by an entire bag of Oreo cookies, did nothing to fill the hollowness inside.


    Shortly after ten o’clock, I collected my jacket, flashlight, and fingerprint kit and headed downstairs. Half an hour later I pulled into the back of the South China Imports warehouse. A faint light shone from a lone pole lamp near the centre of the lot. The two windows on the second level of the warehouse were dark and the South China Imports van was nowhere in sight.


    It was midnight by the time I finished. I knew finding fingerprints on the South China Imports warehouse doors wouldn’t do me much good, unless I also caught him doing something illegal. Most public doors would have a fingerprint or two, left by people entering or leaving, but the door only held a few smudges. Was John wiping down the door edge and handle?


    I was on Glenmore Trail, deep in thought, when I noticed a black crew cab on my tail. His headlights were off, otherwise I’d have noticed him earlier. Traffic was light, so I sped up and put some distance between us. I came up to a semi, swung into the left lane, accelerated past, and moved back to the right lane. The crew cab did the same and pulled right up on my bumper. No way, buddy. The lane next to me was empty and I was already going well over the speed limit. If he wanted to go faster, he’d have to pass. I slowed and moved right in anticipation of the off ramp that I needed to take. My car jerked forward, swerving from the impact.


    I took my foot off the gas pedal and fought to keep the car on the road. My eyes flew to the rear-view mirror. The driver, ball cap pulled low on his forehead, a dark blob. Still swerving, I entered the ramp as the semi continued straight past with a long honk. I would have preferred the semi remain behind us, a witness to my death.


    I sped up again, yet everything moved in slow motion. In my mind’s eye, I saw the beetle tumbling ass over tea kettle, metal and glass exploding from the frame. A car appeared behind the crew cab and brought me hope. The crew cab rode my tail all the way to Ninetieth Avenue but didn’t hit me a second time.


    At the last minute, I turned right, and the crew cab roared off down Fourteenth Street. Shaking, I pulled over but didn’t get out, suspecting my legs wouldn’t hold me up anyway. Thoroughly spooked, I moved on after a few minutes, afraid he’d exit somewhere ahead and circle back. I had no idea who I had pissed off, but at least I knew the answer to one of my questions. Someone was definitely out to get me.

  


  
    Forty-seven


    Unlocking the door to the lobby, I cursed whoever used it as a urinal. Why couldn’t people learn to use the back alley? I secured the door and took the stairs to the second floor. Everyone else was gone for the weekend, the silence creepy. Last night’s incident with the crew cab left me spooked, hyper-vigilant.


    I let myself in and set up my computer in the back room, my mind map still pinned to the wall. After several attempts, I managed to reach Ryker. It was technically his day off, but he was in the office catching up on paperwork and could see me later today.


    Zosia had hired me to find Johnnie, not to find out who or why someone was running around using his name. Mike was convinced the cops had the guy in their sights and suggested I leave it to them. But Zosia had contacted him, and now he was aware Johnnie had a nice rich old auntie. Not only had I fucked things up royally, someone was gunning for me and I didn’t know why. Was John Gorwitz aware I had been looking for Johnnie and was on to him? Unfortunately, everything I did from this point on was on my time, my dime.


    It took me a second to register the scraping noise in the hall. The outer-office door handle rattled. The door squeaked open. The hair on my arms stood on end and I stopped breathing. I reached for my purse and pulled out my metal bar. Someone was out there. Should I call out or try for an element of surprise?


    I picked up my phone, keyed in 911 but didn’t hit send. My ears strained for sound. A floorboard creaked; someone shuffled in the reception area.


    I slid the phone into my jacket pocket and crept to the door.


    Nick stood there. I could smell crazy on him, or maybe it was a case of too many layers of clothing on a warm day. He glanced nervously at the hall door.


    I tightened my grip on the metal bar I held against the side of my leg.


    “Hey, Nick,” I said as calmly as I could manage. “What brings you to my part of town?” I was positive I had locked the main doors behind me.


    Nick stepped toward me. His eyes darted from side to side.


    I clutched the metal bar tighter.


    “Shorty’s disappeared,” he blurted.


    “What?”


    “Shorty and Jeff are gone. Disappeared.” He stood, twitching, his eyes fearful, watching my face.


    My finger slid over the slight depression of the home button on my phone. My reluctance to potentially embarrass myself was going to give him the few seconds’ edge he needed to kill me.


    “How long have they been gone?” I heard the tremble in my voice.


    “I haven’t seen Shorty in days. I seen Jeff. He’s hiding. Someone got Shorty. Jeff’s real scared, man. I never seen him so scared.”


    Nick shifted his weight from foot to foot. He cleared his throat and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.


    “Listen, Nick, I have a meeting downtown. Why don’t you come with me and tell me more on the way?” I’d be a whole lot happier having this conversation somewhere public. Nick didn’t say a word, so I took it as a yes. “Wait here.”


    I backed into the interior office and, keeping one eye on the doorway, tucked the metal bar into my purse and stuffed my laptop into my briefcase. My brain urged me to scrawl a note to Gab in case I disappeared, but I didn’t. I’d have to trust it wasn’t going to be the last mistake I ever made.


    Nick stood where I left him, shifting nervously. I locked up and Nick followed me down the hall. I fought the urge to keep checking over my shoulder, checking to see if he now held a knife in his hand. Reluctant to get into the elevator with him, I headed for the stairs. As soon as we got to the lobby, I could see the entry doors were unlocked.


    “Were these doors unlocked when you got here?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I guess someone forgot to lock up.” Someone less careful must have come in after me. I turned my key in the lock and gave the handle a good pull to make sure it was secure.


    We hustled the half block to my car. A young couple walking by sent curious glances our way. I returned their gaze, willing them to memorize what Nick looked like in case they later saw my face plastered on the evening news.


    I slid in behind the steering wheel while Nick climbed into the passenger seat. The engine roared to life and I pulled away from the curb. Nick’s leg jiggled eighty miles a minute and I could smell his nervousness. He was either going to hold it together long enough to tell me what happened or rob and kill me and run off to score his next hit.


    “I don’t understand. You said Shorty and Jeff disappeared. But you talked to Jeff?”


    “Yeah, yesterday. He said Shorty’s gone. They got him. He’s scared they’re going to get him too. Jeff’s hiding somewhere. He’s real scared.”


    “Who got Shorty?”


    Nick shrugged.


    This wasn’t working. I drove to a coffee shop not far from the police station, pulled into the parking lot and paid for parking. Weekend rates, thankfully.


    “Let’s get a bite to eat and you can tell me what’s going on.”


    Nick followed me into the coffee shop. The place held a dozen battered wooden-topped tables. Deepak Chopra posters served as wall art. I was relieved to find the place half full.


    The waitress waved at us to sit anywhere, so I headed to a table against the wall. With coffee and sandwiches ordered I turned my attention back to Nick. His hand shook as he picked up his coffee. I realized he might be trying to keep it together on my account.


    “Why don’t you start from the beginning,” I said. “How and when did you find out Shorty was missing?”


    “Five or six nights ago, I went back to where a few of us are stayin’.”


    “Shorty and Jeff staying there too?”


    “Yeah, them two, me, and Royal.”


    “This was in the evening? Sunday evening?”


    “Yeah. I had supper at the cathedral, then wandered around a bit.”


    “What time did you get back?”


    “Not too late, it wasn’t dark.”


    Right. I forgot. He didn’t have a shiny watch or a cell phone.


    “Okay. Go on,” I said.


    “Shorty and Jeff got back a little later. Shorty was mad. He said he didn’t care if Jeff came or not, he was going anyways. He said Jeff would be sorry when he was rolling in dough.”


    “Interesting. Did he say how he planned to get this dough?”


    Nick shook his head. “He kept sayin’ when Jeff came cryin’ with those big dopey eyes it’d be too late. That if Jeff wasn’t gonna help, he could kiss his keister. Shorty can be mean.” He shook his head, like he just now figured it out.


    “Then what happened?”


    “Shorty puts on his jacket and says, ‘Adios, suckers, I’m going to see a man about a horse.’”


    “Who was there when Shorty left?”


    “Me and Jeff. Royal was still out. After a bit, Jeff left too.”


    I waited for Nick to continue.


    “I don’t know when Royal got in. I was asleep.”


    He didn’t see Jeff or Shorty the following day but had woken up Tuesday night to find Jeff packing up.


    “Jeff said he and Shorty had to go away for a few days, that I could go too, if I wanted.”


    “Did he say where they were planning to go?”


    “Maybe the Drum or Lethbridge.”


    Not much of a plan, Drumheller and Lethbridge lay in opposite directions.


    “Then what?”


    “We waited till morning, but Shorty never showed. Jeff got real scared.” Nick shook his head. “I went down to the soup kitchen. I figured Shorty might be there.”


    “He wasn’t?”


    “Nope.”


    I waited for Nick to continue.


    “We don’t go to our place during the day,” he stated.


    “Okay. So, what did you do?”


    “Moseyed around. Later I saw Jeff at the cemetery. He asked if I’d seen Shorty at breakfast. I told him no. He kept saying, ‘They got him, Nick, they got him.’”


    “Did you ask who?”


    “No.”


    I guess as far as Nick and Jeff were concerned if someone got you, it hardly mattered who. “Did Jeff come back to where you were all staying at night?”


    “No. I told Royal that Shorty was in trouble, and Jeff was looking for him.” Nick hunched over the table, his arms resting on his legs.


    “What about the next day?”


    Nick stared at his coffee for a long while. “It wasn’t a good day.” He kept his head lowered. “I…umm…did some glass and…ah…don’t remember much till later.”


    I mentally checked to see if the expression on my face remained neutral. It was hard not to judge.


    “I looked for Jeff and Shorty all night, but no one seen them. I even checked the shelter.”


    “Maybe Jeff found Shorty and they left town for a few days, like Jeff said.”


    “That’s what I figured. But yesterday I found Jeff hiding by the barns.”


    “The barns at the back of the Stampede grounds?”


    “Yeah. He was some tore up. I never seen him that upset. Threw a rock at me. Shorty wasn’t with him. I looked for Shorty all day. Then I remembered you gave me your card.”


    “Right.” I nodded and slowly unfurled my hand from the cell phone I still held in my pocket.


    “Can you help me find Shorty?”


    “And you have no idea what Shorty was talking about or what he was planning to do?”


    Nick shook his head.


    I told Nick I needed an hour to take care of something. I promised I’d spend the rest of the day and the following one if need be, to help him find Jeff and Shorty. I left Nick sitting with a refill while I half-ran the four blocks to the police station where I was meeting Ryker. On the way there, I couldn’t get Nick out of my head. Why the hell had I just promised?

  


  
    Forty-eight


    Ryker came hurrying down the hall. “Jorja, come on in. Sorry, I’m going to have to cut us short. Tana’s plane is early, and I need to head out to the airport.”


    “Good of you to meet me on your day off. I’ll make this quick,” I said, sliding into the chair crammed next to his desk. “Remember the guy I’ve been looking for, John Gorwitz?”


    He nodded.


    “I’ve located someone by that name, but I’m convinced he’s not John Gorwitz. The real John Gorwitz disappeared a year ago and someone is out there using his name. This guy.” I handed Ryker a picture of John from South China Imports. “Maybe he’s someone you guys are interested in. Is there any way you can run him through your files based on appearance?”


    The look he shot me clearly said he didn’t know why he’d let me suck him into this.


    “I know, I know,” I pleaded. “Think of all the good karma you’ll be building up. Someday it will all come back to you.”


    “Karma shmarma.” He wrote something on a piece of paper. “Here, call me on Monday. I’ll have our facial recognition expert take a look at it in the meantime and see if his computer program can come up with anything.”


    “Thanks, Ryker.” I got up to leave. “I owe you. If I could, I’d nominate you for the detective of the year award.”


    “You mean sucker of the year award, don’t you,” he called out after me.


    I raised my hand and waved the paper with his cell number on it in acknowledgement as I walked away.


    I headed back to the coffee shop half-hoping Nick had wandered off. He hadn’t.


    “Okay, let’s go find Jeff,” I said. “He should be able to tell us where he and Shorty went Tuesday night even if he can’t tell us what happened to him.”


    Nick followed me obediently out of the restaurant. We turned east in the direction of the Stampede grounds and cemetery, since Jeff liked hanging out there. We kept our heads down to the wind, which had picked up since morning. Nick stopped from time to time to ask someone if they’d seen Jeff. He knew a lot of people. I stood quietly at a respectful distance while he asked his questions. The answer came back the same; no one had seen Jeff or Shorty for days.


    “Nick, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. It’s about Johnnie going missing. Maybe I got it wrong, but did you say Walt was somehow involved in Johnnie’s disappearance. That he was in cahoots with John?”


    “Walt knows what happened to Johnnie.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    “After Johnnie disappeared, I got to thinkin’. I’d woken up early the day Johnnie’s wallet went missing.”


    “Back in December, one before last?”


    “Yeah. Johnnie was still in bed. I had the bunk above him. John was already up. I saw Walt gave him something. At the time, it didn’t mean nothin’. I didn’t know Johnnie’s wallet was gone.”


    “You think it was Johnnie’s wallet?”


    “I’m sure it was,” Nick replied. “Later I got talkin’ to my friend Manny. He seen Walt give John a bottle of something the day Walt kicked Johnnie out.”


    “What kind of bottle?”


    Nick shrugged. “Like the bottle John gave Johnnie.”


    “You think he slipped him a Mickey Finn?”


    “Why else would Johnnie have gotten sicker. He was pretty much dead by morning, all but for the wheezing.”


    “Who’s this Manny?”


    “A guy I used to know.”


    “Is he still around?”


    “He disappeared six or seven months after Johnnie.”


    “Did he have some sort of beef with Walt too?”


    “Don’t know about that. I just know nobody sees him around anymore, and he didn’t say he was going anywhere.”


    “As strange as it seems, Nick, I believe you. Johnnie’s disappeared, and some other guy has assumed his identity. That isn’t right. I’m going to get to the bottom this.” I was surprised at how deeply I meant it. I still wasn’t sure about Walt’s involvement, but I was sure he knew more than he was telling me.


    Nick studied me for a minute and cleared his throat. “No one’s ever believed me before. I swear…I ain’t lyin’.”


    “I know you’re not.” A nagging worry entered my mind. “Did Johnnie go away for a week or two in the fall, around the time his rifle was taken?”


    “Yeah…he did.” He sounded surprised at his recall. “I can’t exactly remember when.”


    “Did he say why?”


    “He wanted to ask his dad something.”


    “Do you know what?”


    “Something about Walt.”


    “About Walt? Are you sure?”


    “I…I think so.”


    “Did he talk to him?”


    “No. His dad was dead. He survived the Nazis and got shot prittnear in his own backyard. Go figure.”


    “Was Johnnie upset?”


    “I guess. I mean, it was his dad.”


    “Did he bring back anything?”


    “His dad’s old lady gave him his watch.”


    “What about another rifle? One that belonged to his dad?”


    Nick shrugged.


    “You don’t know what he meant to ask his dad about Walt? This is important, Nick.”


    “I figured, you know, maybe his dad knew Walt from somewhere. But Johnnie never said.”


    I stole a glance at Nick. He stood examining his shoes. I told him I believed him, and in part I did. Walt had worked for Corrections Canada. Had Johnnie or his father somehow bumped up against the legal system at some point in their lives? Why had Walt lied to me? What else was he lying about?


    “And other people have disappeared too, like this guy Manny?”


    “Yeah. We called him Manny—his last name was Mendoza.”


    “Anyone else?”


    “A lady friend of Jeff’s, and some other people I didn’t know. It’s why we stay out of them shelters. There’s nothing but trouble when you go there.”


    “Come on Nick, let’s keep going.”


    We covered miles, checking all of Jeff’s and Shorty’s favourite spots with no luck. The idea there might be a connection between Walt and Johnnie’s father, Stan, floored me. Nick didn’t talk much as we walked, but I got an eyeful.


    “I couldn’t survive out here for more than a day or two,” I offered.


    Nick shrugged. “You could if you had to.”


    I considered it for a minute. Of course, he was right. I found myself admiring his moxie. It took guts to survive as he did. I learned his mother died three years ago, from cancer. She hadn’t come to see him after his accident as she had been in a pretty godawful state herself. His sister was doing time for armed robbery. I wanted to know what drove him, what he most wanted in life, but he clammed up, didn’t want to talk about the future. I didn’t blame him. Who wants to share their dreams and pain with someone they barely know?


    As dusk settled, I told Nick we should call it a day.


    “What now?” Nick kicked the pavement with the toe of his shoe.


    “Well,” I said with forced brightness, “tomorrow is Sunday. I’m planning to go down to Inner Light. They have an informal service of sorts and serve breakfast afterwards.”


    Nick continued to look at the pavement.


    “Wanna meet me there?”


    Nick didn’t respond.


    “Someone there might know where Shorty and Jeff are.” After a minute of silence, I added more optimistically, “It’s worth a shot. I’m going to be there at ten.”


    Nick still didn’t reply.


    “I’ll keep looking for them, Nick. If no one at Inner Light has any information, then we’ll come up with plan B.”


    His dark eyes flashed up at me, his head still bent. “Okay.”


    “All right,” I said. “See you tomorrow.”


    I turned and walked away. Why the hell did I offer up my time? For free. I shook my head and glanced back. Nick walked away, head down, his hands rammed in his jean pockets, his shoulders hunched around his ears. He only had on a T-shirt under a thin jacket. Where would he stay tonight? Nighttime temperatures still dropped to near freezing this time of year. I opened my mouth, to call his name. Don’t make this personal, Jorja. Blaming the wind for my watery eyes, I made my way back to the car.

  


  
    Forty-nine


    I was glad when morning arrived. Bizarre dreams had plagued me all night and left me afraid to drift back to sleep. Each time I nodded off, I’d awake, terrified. The details of the nightmare eluded me, but they involved my mother again, a fire. Nick appeared in the dream, with my brother, whom I hadn’t spoken to in eight years. This case was dredging up feelings long buried. Feelings that something bad was about to happen, and I wasn’t going to be able to stop it. Just like that day twenty years ago.


    I had no work, I was failing miserably, and life was starting to wear me down. How could it not? Someone tried to kill me, or at least run me off. Everywhere I turned, another dispiriting story; first Zosia, then Stan and Johnnie and now Nick. My blue funk continued as I got up and got ready to head downtown.


    This morning the car only made intermittent squawks, like a bull sea lion with laryngitis. It bordered on acceptable, but I had zero trust the car would behave. I parked two blocks from Inner Light and hoofed it over, bags of carrots in hand. I thought about Nick on my way over. Had Johnnie really meant to talk to his father about Walt or was it merely Nick speculating? I shook my head. No. There must be a connection.


    The door to Inner Light stood propped open. “Hello,” I called out.


    A young man, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, came out from the kitchen area. He wore a white bib apron over a plaid shirt and jeans.


    “Gorgeous day, huh?”


    How the hell did all these people manage to stay so cheerful? I’d spiral into a complete funk working here.


    “A donation from a friend of mine.”


    He relieved me of one of the bags. “Thank you,” he said, “and your friend.”


    I followed him into the kitchen where one of his cohorts took the second bag. “I’m looking for the Sunday service,” I said hesitantly.


    He pointed me down the hall to the right and down the stairs. I thanked him and made my way past Adan’s office. His door stood open, but he wasn’t in. I clumped down a wooden staircase at the end of the hall to the lower level. An open area at the bottom led to two corridors. I turned in the direction of voices and laughter.


    I came to a set of wooden doors propped open with a concrete block. Roughly twenty people, mostly women, chatted inside. The women sat in groups of twos and threes along two rows of chairs. The few men stood clustered near the doors. Half a dozen children ran around the room shrieking. A faint breeze came from an open door on the opposite wall.


    A hand touched my shoulder and warmth spread down my arm. I peered over my shoulder into Adan’s eyes. His full lips were parted slightly, merely inches from mine. A jolt of heat flooded my face.


    “Oh, hi.” Brilliant, oh hi? I did a mental eye roll.


    “Jorja, right?”


    I nodded mutely, like I was channelling Nick.


    “I’m so glad you came. Please go in, we’re starting in a few minutes.”


    “Oh, okay,” I replied. “I have to run upstairs for a second. I’m meeting someone,” I blurted, sounding completely juvenile.


    “The more, the merrier.”


    Adan slid his hand from my shoulder and squeezed past me. He called out greetings as several children ran over to him. Could I really sit in front of him for forty whole minutes? I trudged up the stairs and out on the sidewalk. Nick leaned against the corner of the building, staring at his shoes.


    “Nick,” I called out, relieved.


    “Yo.” He looked up and moseyed over.


    “Glad you came. They’re starting in a few minutes.”


    I led the way back down the stairs. “Have you ever been to service here?” I asked over my shoulder.


    “Nope.”


    “That makes two of us.”


    By the time we got downstairs, the children had been corralled and most people were seated. Nick and I sat in the second row, near the door. Adan welcomed everyone, pulled out a guitar and led the group in a few songs. A woman joined in on flute. Afterward, Adan asked if anyone had a reading, a poem or anything else to share. A woman stood and asked if anyone would be interested in setting up an informal childcare arrangement, as school would soon be out for summer.


    Adan then stood to deliver his message. He said our clothes, our cars or where we lived weren’t us. We were the person inside those clothes, cars, and homes. If our clothes were gone or we no longer had a car or house to live in, we were still the same person. At one point his eyes met mine. I fought the urge to slide down in my chair, fearing he’d see lust in my eyes. After several more songs, Adan invited everyone up to the courtyard for brunch.


    We filed out the side door and up the stairs to an old paved storage yard. A red-brick wall delineated the space and tubs of flowers and trees transformed it into a pleasant courtyard. A long table covered with plain brown craft paper held metal warming trays. The guy I had handed carrots to lifted lids off the trays and a line formed. The kids ran chasing one another, their squeals and laughter filled the air. Nick and I joined the end of the line. A few people asked how we liked the service, making it obvious they knew we were newbies.


    Brunch consisted of eggs, sausages, pancakes and syrup, and fruit. Nick and I were still eating when Adan came over and sat down at our table.


    “Adan, I’m not sure if you’ve met my friend, Nick.”


    “Hi Nick, glad you came today. I hope we’ll get to see you here more often.”


    Nick lifted his head, shot him a glance and nodded.


    Adan’s eyes met mine; a wide grin exposed even white teeth against his tanned face. I glanced at Nick. In my mind’s eye, I saw the TV commercial where a guy borrows a cute puppy and takes it for a walk in the park as a ploy to meet women.


    “Nick and I are looking for a couple of friends of his.”


    “Oh? Would I know them?” Adan asked.


    “A short guy and his extremely tall friend. Both around fifty. Shorty and Jeff?”


    “I do know who you mean. I’ve seen them around from time to time.”


    Nick perked up.


    “Have you seen either of them in the last couple of days?” I asked.


    “No, sorry. Have you tried the soup kitchen over at St. Mary’s or the Victoria shelter?”


    “Yeah, we’ve tried both, but no luck,” I said.


    “Well, they’re bound to show up at some point,” he replied tactfully.


    “Would you let me know if they show up here?” I pulled out and handed him my card. “I’m not sure if I left you one of my cards?”


    He took the card and examined it. “I don’t believe you did.” He looked up—his eyes crinkled with his smile. I melted a tiny bit more.


    “Did you find the guy you were looking for or is it one of these guys?” He looked from me to Nick and raised his eyebrow in silent question.


    “No. Actually, I found a guy named John Gorwitz. The one the minister at Saint Vincent’s said received some help from Inner Light when he suggested I come talk to you. But he is not related to my client. Just somebody with the same name.”


    Nick tensed next to me.


    “Well, good luck,” Adan said as he stood up. He turned to Nick. “Come by anytime,” he said and smiled at me.


    He likes my puppy.


    After breakfast, we asked around, but no one had seen Shorty or Jeff, at least not recently. Nick and I went back inside and out the front door.


    “At least we have a few more people keeping their eyes out for them.”


    Nick stood with his hands in his jean pockets.


    “Want to walk down to the cemetery?” I asked.


    Nick perked up at the idea, so we turned south. We passed a row of boarded-up pre-war houses waiting for demolition. Several mattresses, rusted bed springs and assorted junk lay against the side of a dilapidated two-storey standing on the corner. Something caught my eye, apart from the enormity of the eye sore. I stopped and pointed. Nick stared for a couple of seconds and nodded.


    I climbed over the remnants of a picket fence, now half-lying on its side. Nick followed. An enormous pair of shoes, duct-taped around the toes, extended from behind a mattress propped up against the side of the house.


    “Jeff?” I called out. “Is that you?”


    I lifted my chin in what I hoped Nick would understand to mean your turn.


    “Jeff, it’s Nick. Where you bin, man?” He crouched down near the end of the mattress. “Jeff, it’s me. Did ya find Shorty?”


    The mattress buckled and swayed. Nick stood back. Jeff scooted out on his rear. Using the wall for support, he slowly pulled himself upright. His pants and overcoat were wrinkled and covered in dirt. He turned and pointed at me.


    “What’s she doing here?” he sputtered.


    “Hey, man, she’s cool. She’s been helping me try and find you and Shorty,” replied Nick.


    The bags under Jeff’s droopy, bloodshot eyes hung midway down his flaccid face. His jowls shook when he moved, and little flecks of white spit formed at the corner of his thick lips.


    “It’s her fault,” he yelled. His hand shook as he pointed at me. He stooped down, picked up a handful of gravel and threw it at me.


    I turned and hid my face in my shoulder. Most of the rocks missed me; those that didn’t were merely pebbles. A guy this big could inflict real damage if he were so inclined. Clearly, Jeff was a lover not a fighter. I suspected his anger was driven by fear. I stood upright and faced him squarely.


    “What are you talking about,” I demanded. “What’s my fault?”


    Jeff breathed heavily. If I read the signs correctly, it had been a week of heavy drinking. Nick looked from me to Jeff and back again.


    “Your poking around. Askin’ questions. Stirring up trouble,” he spat out. His arm fell back to his side.


    “I don’t get it,” I said.


    We exchanged stares. Jeff swayed, and I prepared myself in case his legs failed him.


    “Is Shorty in trouble?” I asked.


    “He’s gone. Disappeared.” Jeff ran his hand over the three strands of hair on his head. I had never seen anyone angry and miserable at the same time. Completely out of energy he sank back to the ground.


    “You think someone’s killed Shorty?”


    Jeff nodded miserably.


    “Why would anyone want him dead?”


    “You did it.” He pointed a shaking finger at me.


    I stepped back. “That’s crazy. I haven’t seen Shorty since we talked at the cemetery. I had nothing to do with him disappearing,” I said. Being linked to a third death in as many days didn’t sit well with me.


    “You did,” he retorted.


    I took a deep breath and counted to four as I breathed out, then continued in a more normal tone. “If you’re going to accuse me of something, you might as well tell me what I’m supposed to have done. I didn’t kill him. How do you figure I fit into this?”


    Jeff’s head rolled to one side. Getting anything out of him was going to be a challenge.

  


  
    Fifty


    Lugging a ten-cup takeout container of coffee and coffee cups, I picked my way across the rubble in the front yard and around to the side of the building.


    “Jeff? Nick?” A minute later they crawled out from behind the mattress.


    Balancing the container on an old car battery, I crouched down and poured out three cups. After his second cup, Jeff acted less feral. His hands still shook but he stopped hurling gravel and accusations at me. I pulled up a broken concrete block and sat. Nick stood to one side.


    “Nick told me about the night you and Shorty left. Shorty cooked up a scheme to get some dough—some money. Right?”


    Jeff nodded, leaning back against the mattress, legs splayed out in front of him.


    “You thought it was a lousy idea?”


    Another nod.


    “When you left the place you’ve all been staying at, where did you go?”


    Jeff held his coffee in both hands and stared at the ground for several minutes. “To see Shorty’s brother.”


    I was taken slightly aback. I kept forgetting the homeless had family although they weren’t always welcoming. “Where was that?”


    “Where he works—near Chinatown.”


    The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, goosebumps erupted on my arms.


    “Do you know the name of the place?”


    “Smiley’s.”


    Everything inside me went still. I had a bad feeling about this. Getting information out of Jeff was a slow and painful process. Turned out King was Shorty’s half-brother, same mother, different father. Shorty wanted King’s help to blackmail John.


    “Blackmail him? About what?” I asked.


    “Shorty knows where he hid the body.”


    I fought back the churn in my gut.


    “This body? Is it the guy I’m looking for? Johnnie Gorwitz?”


    Jeff nodded.


    “Shit!” Nick bent down, grabbed a rock, and flung it against the side of the house. I leapt to my feet, certain I had a dog fight on my hands.


    “And the other one,” said Jeff.


    Nick swung around and glared at Jeff—his fists clenched.


    “What other one?” I breathed.


    “The one Johnnie killed.”


    I sat down, shocked. Nick looked equally stunned. I gazed around me. The faint sound of cars whizzing by on Macleod Trail, now clearly audible. A magpie screeched at us from the road. I pushed down images bubbling up of the ghostly young Johnnie standing rigidly alongside his father. Young Johnnie, with eyes like coal, staring blankly into his future.


    “Johnnie killed someone?” I asked.


    Jeff unspooled the story, one loop at a time. One night he, Shorty, the two Johns and their friend Royal were sleeping rough under a bridge near the Stampede grounds. A spot they regularly frequented. Although it was brutally cold, they had reams of newspaper and cardboard to keep them warm. It was early morning, but not yet dawn when they heard them on the bridge deck. Two big guys grabbed Johnnie, who was sleeping nearest the edge, and dragged him out by his feet. They beat and kicked him.


    “Why?” I asked.


    Jeff shrugged.


    Nick piped up. “’Cause they’re assholes.”


    Right, why else. Shorty had mentioned them. The Neanderthals. According to Jeff, Johnnie pulled the guy off and managed to get him on the ground. While the guy lay there, Johnnie picked up a rock, jumped up and hit the guy tangling with John, who had jumped into the fray. The guy fell. The two of them turned back to the other guy and wrestled with him, but in the end, he ran off. The one who fell didn’t fare as well. His brains had leaked out on the ground.


    “John said we needed to get rid of him. Shorty knew a place and went with John.”


    “It was self-defence, wasn’t it? Why didn’t you go to the police?” I asked.


    Jeff stared at me with big droopy eyes.


    “Okay, okay, I get it.” I didn’t for a second condone it, but I could see the position they’d been in. “So, Shorty knew where they dumped the body. Buried him?”


    Jeff nodded. “Took a long time.”


    Nick’s foot scuffed at a small hole in the ground. He hadn’t been there the night in question. It might explain why John and Johnnie became so tight.


    “And you all kept quiet.” Jeff didn’t look me or Nick and kept his eyes on the ground.


    “Tell me about the night Johnnie died. The night you were all toughing it out under the railway bridge near the cathedral, after the big snow fall. The night Johnnie got sick.”


    “Johnnie was sick. John took him to the clinic.”


    “But?” I asked, hardly able to breathe.


    Jeff looked up—eyes so pale they seemed to have no colour at all. His eyes darted from Nick to me, like some caught wild thing.


    “Shorty and me saw the tracks,” he mumbled, and dropped his gaze, “goin’ the wrong way.”


    Nick squatted, his face inches from Jeff’s. “What did you say?” He held Jeff’s eyes in a strangely steady gaze.


    “The cart tracks. They went to the river.”


    I held my breath, waiting for information I desperately needed. I looked at Nick, his eyes black against the pallor of his skin as they bored into Jeff’s face.


    “What did he do to Johnnie?”


    Jeff looked away. “I dunno.”


    “What do you mean,” snarled Nick. “You do know.”


    “No.” Jeff shook his head. “We followed a way, then came back.”


    “John dumped Johnnie’s body in the river?” I asked.


    Jeff shook his head. “Buried him. Shorty knows where. Said best I didn’t know.”


    Nick stood up and kicked at Jeff, who flinched away.


    “I wasn’t to tell,” Jeff protested.


    The moment of clarity came to me in a flash. When I came around asking questions and gave Shorty a hundred bucks for information on Johnnie, he figured John would pay him more to not say anything. I winced.


    As best as I could piece the story together, Jeff and Shorty had gone down to Smiley’s and talked to King. Shorty crafted a note demanding five thousand dollars be left in the dumpster behind a nearby pawn shop and gave it to King to deliver. They spent the night at a construction site near Smiley’s. The following day they hung around Chinatown and went back to Smiley’s in the evening. King hadn’t shown up for work. There was no money in the dumpster. They hung around until King’s boss ran them off. Shorty grew more and more worried about his brother, so they split up.


    Shorty was to go to his brother’s place to make sure he was okay, and Jeff would go back to where they were staying and pack up. If something happened to King, they’d have to run. Shorty was afraid John figured out he had put King up to the blackmail scheme and would come after him.


    The rest fit with what Nick had told me, Jeff coming back scared and alone during the night. And I was pretty sure I knew where King had been at the time.


    “Do you know what happened to Shorty’s brother?” I asked.


    Jeff fumbled under his overcoat and pulled out a section of the Herald, folded over to the photo of Kingston Delaney and a brief account of his death. After finding the discarded paper, Jeff grew certain Shorty was dead. Then he convinced himself that John would find and kill him too.


    “Why? You said you don’t know where John put the bodies.”


    “John don’t know that,” Jeff replied.


    It explained why Jeff hadn’t been at any of his favourite haunts. If Shorty was alive, and I now had serious doubts, he wouldn’t be at any of their usual places either. Still, something didn’t make sense.


    “Why would John go to such extremes to keep Johnnie’s body hidden? Didn’t you say Johnnie got sick? That he’d been drinking? If he died and John buried him, why be mad at him for that? None of the rest of you did anything.”


    An uncomfortable silence grew. Something wasn’t being said. The sole eyewitness to the disposal of the guy who had been killed, possibly in self-defence, had now disappeared himself.


    The two people who suspected John hid Johnnie Gorwitz’s body down by the river had never challenged him on it. Instead they waited for an opportunity to blackmail him.


    The one person who knew John had taken on Johnnie Gorwitz’s identity hadn’t shared the information with anyone until I came along. And he believed the director of the emergency shelter, Walt, stole Johnnie’s wallet and later helped cover up his death.


    Had John and Walt known about Zosia all along? Discovered that Johnnie was related to a very wealthy woman? Could they have killed Stan? Had I helped Zosia play into their hands?


    With the eyewitnesses missing, all we had was hearsay and no proof. As bizarre as all of this sounded, I didn’t want anyone else to die due to my skepticism. Or my incompetence.


    If Jeff was telling the truth, the police would be interested. He’d be more believable completely sober.


    “We have to find you a safe place to stay,” I said, “until we get to the bottom of this.”

  


  
    Fifty-one


    I moved the seat up as far as it would go. Nick crawled into the jump space, and Jeff folded himself into the seat next to me, his knees sticking up over the dashboard. Fearing a chance run-in with John, I drove to the opposite side of the city.


    We were on Crowchild Trail when the car horn went off for the second time. Kids in the car in front of us made faces out the back window. Jeff quietly reached under the dash and ripped out a handful of wires. I thanked him. We were attracting enough attention without the sound effects. A minute later I discovered my signal lights didn’t work but didn’t complain.


    A green vacancy sign flickered intermittently below the Motel Haven sign, a dilapidated motel once part of a whole budget hotel village at the edge of the city. Now miles from the city’s edge, the few remaining original motels looked out of place next to their newer neighbours. They rented rooms out by the hour as well as the day, which attracted a specific clientele. It dawned on me this might not be the best place to bring addicts.


    A hand-printed Office sign hung in the window of the middle unit. I pulled in beside the only vehicle there, an old battered Toyota, got out and gazed at the surroundings. The air smelled of dust, car exhaust and a hint of sewer. Opening the rusted screen door to the office, I stepped inside and up to the counter. The air in here wasn’t much better. A three-hundred-pound woman shuffled out to the desk from a small back room. The sound of clapping and game show laughter came from a TV behind her.


    “Hi there. Do you have an end unit I could have for a few days?”


    “Honey, you can have any room you want.”


    I paid for three nights with a credit card and told myself it would serve in place of one of the charitable donations I typically made each year. The office manager pushed a key tied to a chunk of red plastic across the counter. By the time I came out Nick had extracted himself and stood by the car working the knots out of his arms and legs.


    “End unit,” I said, pointing.


    Nick walked to the unit while I drove over with Jeff still jack-knifed into the passenger seat. Jeff unwound himself while I got out and stepped up to the battered wooden door. The handle hung loosely by one screw, which should have prepared me for the inside. I slipped the key in and shouldered the door open.


    Two double beds stood separated by a wooden nightstand, which held a phone and radio alarm clock. The green, yellow and red plaid bedspreads failed to hide massive troughs in the middle of each mattress. Brass gooseneck lights dangled from the cinder block wall above each bed. Across the room, an old box-style TV sat on a desk that had seen better days. I peeked into the bathroom but the chipped and grotty 1940s tile convinced me I need not enter. A shower curtain covered the tub and two thin greying terrycloth towels with prominent brown stains hung on the towel bar. I chose to believe someone had spilled their coffee and used the towels to mop up.


    I regretted not choosing a nicer place until I turned and saw Nick and Jeff happily exploring the place. Nick found the microwave and a two-burner hot plate and Jeff checked out a small empty fridge. I opened the small cupboard over a sink; three chipped glasses, two plates and a bowl, no pots. The small drawer held an assortment of cutlery and a large spatula and ladle, evidence the room may have at one time contained cooking vessels.


    I outlined the plan. I’d go get groceries; Jeff and Nick would stay put. They were not to open the door to anyone but me, the cops, or someone who had a good possibility of being a room maid. Personally, I suspected they’d see none of the latter two. They were contently fiddling with the TV antenna when I left.


    I found a small grocery store not far from the motel and bought a small pot and paper cups and plates, coffee, fruit, cereal, milk, soup, bread and an assortment of ready-to-microwave meals. I drove back to the motel and parked four doors down. I crept to the end unit, grocery bags dangling from each arm. Crouching below the peep hole I reached up and knocked.


    Jeff opened the door. I sighed, shook my head and stepped inside.


    Half an hour later, Jeff and Nick lay in their respective troughs, nibbling on grapes and watching fuzzy TV. I reminded them to stay inside but doubted they’d comply. If they did venture out, I trusted they’d at least do so together. They had my cell number in case of an emergency, and I promised I’d check in on them the following day.


    On the way home, I kept to the speed limit and stayed in the right lane. Nick and Jeff were safe for now, but I wasn’t. The attempts on my life were not random events. Zosia’s phone call to John may have accelerated a plan already underway. Had he noticed my car at the warehouse and later spotted it parked near Smiley’s? If he figured out who I was, he might be anxious to get me to back off. Or worse. My skin prickled at the thought.


    Something about Walt had bugged me since the first time I met him, but it was nothing I could articulate. What was his connection with the Gorwitz family? Why was Walt protecting John, claiming he didn’t know him, when he clearly did? The idea he and John orchestrated Johnnie’s death nagged me but when I tried exploring it deeper, all reasoning slipped beyond my grasp. Perhaps events of the last few weeks were simply fuelling my over-imaginative mind, making connections where there were none.


    Safely parked in my underground parking stall, I collected my mail and rode the elevator upstairs. A long shower put me in a better mood. After a quick bowl of Cheerios, I pulled out my ancient laptop, connected my external hard drive and made notes.


    Although my investigation into the whereabouts of Johnnie Gorwitz had stirred up some crap, I refused to take responsibility for Kingston Delaney’s death or Shorty’s disappearance. They cooked up their little blackmail scheme all on their own. Whatever was going on between Walt and John and Nick and the whole lot of them was going on before I arrived on the scene. A small inkling of guilt gnawed at me anyway.


    Why had King’s body ended up in the trunk of my rental? Coincidence? Or John’s sick way of sending me a message? Why did I feel the need to protect Nick? Why were thoughts about my mother resurfacing after all these years? Was it because everyone coming into my life had lost their mothers? Stan, Johnnie, Nick. Could something coincidental have meaning or be a clue to this investigation or to my direction in life? There you go again, Jorja. I shook myself back to the present. Ridiculous. But why was I making mistake after mistake? And now I had really crossed the line and let my emotions get involved. I had painted myself into Nick and Jeff’s story and I needed out.

  


  
    Fifty-two


    I slept like the dead until the alarm went off at six a.m. Jeff and Nick hadn’t called, so I assumed they made out all right. After a quick run, I ate breakfast, collected what I’d need for the day and retrieved my car. Lane switches in rush hour were dicey with no signal lights but the silence was worth it. I pulled the beetle into an empty space in front of a fire hydrant.


    I was in over my head and needed to talk to Ryker or Detective Williams. Once upstairs, I set up my laptop and called the number Ryker had given me. It went to voice mail, but it wasn’t long before he called back.


    “Morning, Ryker. Hope the photo I dropped off turned out to be useful to you.”


    “I had our facial recognition expert look at it. You’re right, it’s not the guy you’re looking for. The computer program indicates a ninety-two percent match with a guy named Eddie Stonebridge.”


    “Is ninety-two percent good?”


    “Extremely good. We usually pay attention to anything over eighty percent.”


    “You figure they’re the same guy?”


    “The photo you gave me shows someone slimmer and a little older than the guy in our database. But the program measures features not easily changed. You know, the distance between the eyes, width of mouth, length of face. Someone can always have their teeth straightened, wear coloured contact lenses, even get a nose job, but the basic structure of the head remains the same. My guy’s fine tuning his program now but says the numbers on the screen are closely matched.”


    “Awesome. Does the fact he’s in your database mean you guys are interested in him?”


    “Eddie’s in the system because of an incarceration for armed robbery. But that’s old news. His file says he has known ties to a drug gang in Vancouver and is a person of interest, current whereabouts unknown. Looks like one of his buddies fingered him in a big drug bust in Vancouver a few years ago. They seized over a hundred pounds of cocaine with a street value of ten million dollars. We want to talk to him.”


    That explained why Eddie preferred to use Johnnie Gorwitz’s name instead of his own and didn’t leave fingerprints lying around.


    “Lucky for you, I know where he lives.”


    “Sorry, can I get back to you?” Ryker asked, his voice suddenly detached, all business. The phone went dead before I could concur.


    While waiting to hear back from Ryker, I searched Vancouver newspaper archives until I found the story. The headline screamed “Vancouver Drug Squad Scores Big.” With over one hundred pounds of cocaine seized, it was touted as the largest drug bust in Canadian history. Twenty-six people had been arrested. Police had a list of additional persons they were eager to talk to.


    Most of this was starting to make sense. If the guy I found was Eddie Stonebridge, he might have been involved in this big drug ring in Vancouver. Mike had been certain I’d stumbled into a police undercover operation, involving John or one of his pool-playing buddies at Smiley’s. If Creepy Guy in the bar was an undercover cop like Mike believed, they’d already know John was Eddie Stonebridge, and where he lived.


    Shorty knew Eddie had buried one body, possibly two. He and his half-brother, King, intended to shake him down. Unfortunately, it didn’t occur to them Eddie might have a different reason for staying hidden. Eddie must have discovered who sent the blackmail note. I suspected he killed King and stashed his body in the trunk of my car, which had been parked near Smiley’s loading dock and conveniently came with a trunk that didn’t lock. It troubled me to think Eddie had known the Impala belonged to me.


    I still had no clue how Walt fit in or even if he did. I was tempted to chalk up the stuff about a bottle of poison, and other weird shit Jeff and Nick told me, to an over-active, drug-altered mind. Johnnie Gorwitz’s body hadn’t shown up anywhere and I had no idea what happened to Shorty. And Zosia? Was she just an opportunity that inadvertently fell into Eddie’s path? A golden opportunity? My phone buzzed. Ryker’s number appeared on the screen.


    “Listen, Jorja, you have to come down to the station. Now.”


    “What’s up?”


    “Azagora wants to see us. This isn’t a request. If you don’t get here pronto, he’ll send someone down to get you. He said if it comes to that it won’t be pretty.”


    “Tell him to hold his horses, I’m on my way.” Crap.

  


  
    Fifty-three


    As soon as I arrived at the station, a young constable whisked me upstairs and into a windowless room. I sat down at the small table and tried to compose myself. Ryker strode in and I caught a quick shake of his head. Azagora entered right on his heels and banged the door shut. Perhaps to muffle my screams. Azagora laid right into me.


    “Ms. Knight.” His emphasis on the Ms. came out caustically. “I’m seeing way too much of you these days. I must ask you to stop poking around and messing with police business. Mr. Gorwitz is off limits to you, as is his place of work, residence, the bar or any other establishment he chooses to visit. I don’t want you within two miles of him. Do you understand?”


    The vein in his temple stood out. His face showed no emotion, although the volume of his voice did more than enough to relay his displeasure. He continued to pace.


    I didn’t like taking crap from anyone, especially a man. I silently counted backward from twenty.


    “I don’t want you down here soliciting my detectives, facial recognition experts or anyone else. I’ve told my staff you are persona non grata. Do you understand?” He stopped pacing the room and stared down at me.


    Soliciting? Seriously! “Well…I’m not sure I do.”


    I jumped when his fist hit the table. He leaned his hands on the table, his face inches from mine. He spat out each word slowly.


    “What…exactly…don’t…you…understand?”


    “Okay, so you have a little undercover operation going on. I believe the real John Gorwitz is dead. I’m guessing your interest in this guy Eddie Stonebridge, who calls himself John Gorwitz, is related to drugs. He’s of interest to me for other reasons.”


    I didn’t dare look at Ryker. My request had gotten him into shit, and I didn’t want Azagora to assume we were in cahoots.


    “I don’t care what your reasons are.” Fury radiated off him in waves.


    I pulled in a shallow breath. “Okay, but my reasons are murder.”


    Azagora sucked air in between his teeth. “And exactly who has he murdered?”


    I answered slowly. “The real Johnnie Gorwitz. At the very least, he illegally disposed of his body. And he killed King, Kingston Delaney.”


    “And exactly what evidence do you have?” He jabbed the table with his index finger.


    I had just joined the ranks of Nick, Jeff and Shorty and sounded like a complete lunatic.


    “Listen, Ms. Knight. If you don’t back off, I’m going to charge you with interference of a police investigation. I don’t give a rat’s ass about your client. Police procedure trumps private investigation. Got it?”


    I nodded. God, I hated this prick.


    “Eddie—John Gorwitz, did not kill Kingston Delaney. I have no idea why I’m telling you this, but we had him in our sights twenty-four seven, all last week. Every damn second of the day. Do you understand?”


    I nodded again.


    “Do you want to be charged with Delaney’s murder? After all, we found him in your car.”


    Technically, Neil and I had found him in my rental, but this wasn’t the time to argue semantics or answer rhetorical questions. Azagora clenched and unclenched his right hand. For one brief second, I wanted him to hit me, so I could press charges. I fought the urge to continue to push his buttons.


    “If you want to continue running around town with a bunch of homeless addicts, knock yourself out. But don’t come down here with some cockamamie story about someone having been murdered. Or if you do, you’d better be bringing me a body.”


    He glared at Ryker and stormed out of the room.


    “God, I’m sorry, Ryker,” I blurted as soon as Azagora left the room. “The last thing I wanted is for you or anyone else to get into trouble. Crap. I know I don’t have evidence, that’s what I’m trying to put together. I should have kept my mouth shut.”


    Ryker’s lips were pressed in a straight line. He knew when to keep his mouth shut, a skill I needed desperately to work on. Ryker walked me to the elevator, and it dawned on me: I had been escorted out.

  


  
    Fifty-four


    My jaw clenched; tears filled my eyes. Don’t cry. And to think I once imagined what it would be like to hook up with Azagora. I’d rather have a root canal. A root canal without Novocain.


    I had no one to blame but myself. I let a bunch of street people feed me tall tales and urban myths and, without reason, sought vindication. I’d bring a murderer to justice. Yeah right. They kept telling me no one believed them, so why did I? They wouldn’t make reliable witnesses. A good defence lawyer would discredit their statements in no time. And to top it all off, when someone actually got shot ten feet in front of me, I had nothing to offer. Zilch, nada.


    What the hell was I doing? I had wrapped up all my cases and had no paying clients. If I was going to make this private investigator gig work, I had to find more productive ways to use my down time. Not only had I committed to look for a homeless guy on my own nickel, I now had two of them squirrelled away in a motel room. What the hell did I plan on doing with them?


    Back at the office, I plunked myself down at my desk, and continued the self-flagellation. Doubt crawled up my spine and whispered failure in my ear. No matter how hard I worked or what I did, I couldn’t seem to gain traction—in business, in life.


    I had let emotions dictate some of my recent decisions and the realization mortified me. I sat quietly and quizzed myself as to the cause of my growing rage. Five why’s deep I came to the crux of the matter. I was scared. Scared my dream to grow and run a private investigation company would come to an end before it even got off the ground. Scared I had ruined my friendship with Ryker. Scared my reputation with the city police had just dropped into a holding cell toilet. I needed to work cooperatively with them, not have them as adversaries. And then there was the issue of competence—or maybe I should call it what it was: ego. I defined my work-self as analytical, accurate, and trustworthy and yet now I was blubbering accusations and theories without a shred of evidence. I hated being wrong. I refuse to be wrong. That sounded equally stupid. Unfortunately, I had lots of crazy stories and few or no facts.


    An hour later I packed myself into the beetle and drove to Motel Haven. A woman with short white hair smoked by an old station wagon a few units down from ours. Jeff let me in when I knocked.


    “Hey, Jeff, how’s it going?”


    “Good.”


    “Do you guys need anything?”


    “Naw. We’ve got lots to eat. TV works fine.”


    I squinted at the fuzzy TV screen. Two guys raced through an obstacle course while someone pelted them with water balloons and sprayed them with foam. Nick lay curled up on his bed, hands between his knees. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead.


    “Are you okay, Nick?”


    “Yeah.”


    I’d take him at his word. “Okay, I’m off then. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


    They nodded. They knew they’d have to invoke plan C at some point, which probably meant giving up on Shorty and leaving town.


    As soon as I left the motel, I sank into a blue funk. I pulled the beetle out onto Sixteenth, completely drained and somewhat at a loss as to what to do with myself. I usually didn’t feel this way. I usually didn’t feel, period.


    A steady drizzle forced me to turn on the wipers. I pulled into a small strip mall with a Starbucks and went inside. Studying the half-empty coffee shop, I selected a table by the window. I stared mindlessly at the ebb of cars and trucks passing and sipped my coffee. I slowly came out of my trance, my eyes focused on a homeless man picking through trash across the street at the self-serve gas station.


    He finished poking through one bin and turned to the other. He retrieved something, brushed it off and tucked it in his pocket. He reached back in and came up with a discarded fast food wrapper. I watched him unfold it and eat whatever was inside. His long hair lay plastered to his head, water dripped from the ends. His water-drenched sweater drooped to his knees. Fuck.


    I took the rest of my coffee with me and crawled back into my car. By the time I turned south on Crowchild Trail, the rain changed to drizzle. I switched lanes as I approached the ramp to Glenmore. Pthunk, pthunk. A rumbling sound filled the car. The steering wheel shook in my hands and I fought to keep the car in control. I took my foot off the accelerator and steered toward the shoulder. As soon as I brought the car to a stop my eyes darted to the rear-view mirror. Pieces of tire lay strewn behind me. I got out of the car and the adrenaline hit me, turning my legs to jelly. I leaned against the car and fought back nausea.


    Most of the rubber had come off my rear right tire. A large chunk lay twenty feet back. I waited for a break in traffic and retrieved it. Most of the other pieces were small and wouldn’t pose a problem. Forgetting the back housed the engine, I hauled the tire remnant to the back of the car. What the hell? Two small holes, the size of my fingertip, punctured the back fender.


    I dragged the tire piece to the front, popped the trunk and threw it in. No spare. I climbed into the car, turned on my hazard lights and called JumpIn Jalopies. They would send out a tow truck.


    My adrenaline dropped back down from extreme to high. I pounded the steering wheel with my fist. I’d stop poking around, except someone wants me dead. That makes it my case, Azagora.


    I phoned the police non-emergency number and an unmarked car arrived two minutes later. The two officers who arrived inspected the car and the tire remnant and agreed the holes were bullet holes. A second police vehicle arrived and blocked off the lane I had been driving in before the tire blew. Two police officers walked along the stretch of road. They found one spent bullet casing and bagged it. I had virtually no useful information to give them. I’d been so engrossed in my own misery I had no recollection of anyone around me when my tire blew. I didn’t admit it, though.


    They asked if anyone might be specifically targeting me.


    Azagora’s screaming face floated into view. I replied no, I couldn’t think of anyone.


    After turning down an offer of a ride, I walked to a bus station, a few blocks south. I imagined each passing vehicle harboured a gunman. The investigating officers said they’d have the tow truck driver take the car down to their shop for a closer look, before letting it go for repairs. They warned me, it would be virtually impossible to find the culprit without a witness.


    I got home shortly after two, changed out of my damp clothes and half an hour later found myself on the Glenmore pathway. I walked, ran and jogged for nearly an hour, my house keys clutched between my fingers, ready to slash at anyone who moved into my space. This wasn’t supposed to be how it all went down. I was in trouble, and I knew it.

  


  
    Fifty-five


    I called Mike, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice, and asked if he could meet me after work. Since I didn’t have wheels, we agreed to meet at the pub down the street. I sat on the couch and stared at my meagre furnishings. The refrigerator hummed. A door thumped shut out in the hallway. I checked my phone. The message indicator remained dark.


    The tension in my neck and shoulders became painful. I pulled off my shirt on the way to the bathroom and turned the shower on full blast. I let the water course over me until some of the tension and angst washed down the drain, and the water ran cold.


    As I dried off, the words from an old Frank Sinatra song my grandmother used to sing ran through my head. I hummed the words to “My Way,” as I pulled on black faux-leather leggings and a short-sleeved bright-blue silk blouse draped across the front. The blue looked good on me. My freshly washed dark hair shone as the light bounced off it.


    Standing in my Wonder Woman pose I stared into the mirror, unflinching eyes stared steadily back. I got myself into this situation, I’d get myself out. With my mojo somewhat restored, I locked up and strode to the elevator, hardly recognizing the put-together woman in the mirrored elevator doors. I reminded myself success didn’t come in a straight line. Ask any successful person and they’d tell you they suffered many setbacks along the way. The trick is to not let one of those setbacks stop you. Say…like getting killed.


    It didn’t take long to get to the small pub where I was meeting Mike. I pushed open the door. Booming music and snippets from a dozen conversations assaulted me. After a quick glance around the room I zig-zagged my way to a table near the windows. The TV over the bar as well as the ones mounted at the four corners were tuned to sports. Hundreds of bottles stood on glass shelves behind the bar, ready to be whipped into delicious mind-numbing concoctions. I wanted one of each.


    The waitress arrived, and I ordered a Glenrothes single malt. Mike arrived twenty minutes later. As soon as I spotted him, tears welled up and a lump formed in my throat. I fought back the tears and smiled as he sat down.


    “You look great. Are you okay?” Mike took in my outfit and my moist eyes at the same time.


    “I’ve had better weeks. I’m glad you made it.”


    “It wouldn’t have taken much to twist my arm.”


    “Why is that?”


    His youngest daughter and his grandson stopped in for a quick visit on their way back to Hamilton. The seven-year-old grandson had not yet mastered the concept of “no”.


    “Don’t get me wrong, I love the kid. I just don’t want him living with me.”


    “You know intolerance and grumpiness are the first signs of old age, don’t you?”


    “I’m sure Julie would let you take the kid for the weekend, if you like.”


    “Ha, ha. I wouldn’t dream of cutting in on Grandpa Mike’s bonding time.”


    “Funny. What happened to your car?”


    I let it all tumble out. The dead body in the trunk, the scene with Azagora, my premature blithering about a homeless killing spree with no evidence and my unreliable witnesses squirrelled away in a flea-bit motel. My growing certainty that someone was trying to kill me. And that wittingly or not, I had put my client in danger.


    “Bit of a shit show, isn’t it?” I said.


    “Jo, this is serious.”


    “No kidding. Why don’t they arrest John, or this Eddie-whatever? I mean they seem to be aware of who he really is.”


    “I bet they’re going after Mr. Big.”


    “Ah, the big Kahuna.”


    “They probably suspect Eddie’s getting in with a new drug operation,” said Mike.


    Mike suspected the guy he talked to at Smiley’s was an undercover cop. After this morning’s scream fest, Azagora had pretty much confirmed it.


    “So how does UC infiltrate their gang?” I asked.


    “Tough to do, because the guys running these operations don’t even trust their own mothers. They usually find someone low down in the organization to buy drugs from. These guys are easy to find. They’re selling drugs at every bar, restaurant and club in town. At first, they buy small amounts. After they earn their trust, they tell their contact they can move larger amounts.”


    “I see. They make it look like they’re not just buying but know someone who buys and sells.”


    “You got it.”


    “So how do they find Mr. Big?”


    “The guy they’ve been buying from usually doesn’t have access to the kind of volume they’re asking for, so he introduces the UC to his source. This is typically someone higher up in the organization, a bigger distributor.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Since they’re introduced by someone already in the organization, the top dogs are more likely to trust this guy. You know…I know a guy who knows a guy. Besides, if the guy ends up being a crook or cop, whoever vouched for him is going to get offed by one of his own.”


    “And if he is the real deal and the guy can move a lot of drugs for them, the weasel that brought him in gains favour with the boys upstairs.”


    Mike laughed. “Exactly.”


    I nodded; this made sense. “So, they’re hoping Eddie will lead them to Mr. Big,” I said.


    “That’s my guess. Based on Azagora’s reaction this morning, I’m betting something’s gone off the rails.”


    “He was totally pissed. And that’s an understatement.” I thought for a moment. “I don’t exactly know why, but I think King’s death somehow put a fly in the ointment.”


    “If Eddie’s managed to insert himself into a new gang, you can bet the guys above him are watching him like a hawk, as well as anyone new hanging around him. That means you, this King guy, and anyone who wasn’t part of Eddie’s world the last six months or so. Eddie might be getting nervous, what with all the cops suddenly swarming all over the place.”


    “Wait. Are you saying King’s death had nothing to do with Eddie?”


    “Not necessarily. Not if we can believe anything your little weasels told you.”


    “If King tried to blackmail Eddie, but Eddie didn’t kill King, who did? Azagora swears they had Eddie under surveillance at all times.”


    Mike shrugged. “Maybe he’s working with someone. You never know. Killing King might have helped Eddie prove he’ll take out anyone who gets in the way.”


    “A way to earn his stripes.”


    “Yeah. These aren’t nice people.”


    “Okay, but if Azagora doesn’t get Mr. Big, he can still get Eddie on a number of charges. Using someone else’s identity to misrepresent yourself to the law is an indictable offence.”


    “Sure, but Eddie’s small potatoes. Identity theft doesn’t even compare to Mr. Big’s crimes. He’s likely responsible for dozens of deaths. Directly I mean, not just through the shit he’s peddling.”


    I could see why Azagora might want to hold out for the bigger prize rather than go after someone for ID theft and improper disposal of a body or two.


    “So, these attempts on my life,” I said slowly as it all sank in. “You think Eddie might be trying to kill me, simply because I showed up on the scene, looking for the guy whose ID he’s using.”


    “Possibly,” Mike replied. “Even if he convinced his new friends you’re not a cop, how does he explain why a private eye is interested in him? He probably spent the last year setting up his new identity.”


    “Oh. So, this gang might not know he’s actually Eddie Stonebridge.”


    “Right.”


    I mulled over the new angles. “What if this operation doesn’t work out?”


    “You can bet they’re working hard to make sure it does. If Azagora has an undercover cop in there, it probably took months to get him into the organization.”


    “Yikes.”


    “There’s probably a dozen guys involved, doing surveillance, providing back-up, planning. Not to mention spending thousands of dollars buying drugs. Money they can’t get back. Remember, this is taxpayer money and taxpayers want to know where their hard-earned dollars are going. The cops need to justify spending that money by shutting down a drug ring or taking a significant volume of drugs off the street.”


    “Right. Law, politics and popular opinion all rolled up in one big ball. Do they ever fail?”


    “Sure. Shit happens.”


    “Then what?”


    “Nobody’s happy. Heads roll. Taxpayer money is not recoverable. Not just the money to purchase drugs, but the thousands of hours of police time, overtime, safe houses, so on. Careers are made or broken.”


    “Of course.” Now I understood the depth of Azagora’s wrath. “Any suggestions for me?”


    “Got money for a vacation?”


    “Very funny.”


    “Seriously, Jorja. Who knows how long this operation might take. There might be a contract out on you.”


    “What?” I found this more disturbing than Eddie trying to kill me personally.


    “I can’t leave now. What about my client?”


    Mike shrugged. “Maybe he’s going after her money, maybe he’s just using her to build a stronger cover. Who knows? Might be a good time to get a gun.”


    I had visions of myself sharing a motel room with Nick and Jeff and when my money ran out, huddling with them under a discarded mattress behind an abandoned building.


    Mike insisted he drive me home, and although I had no desire to act like anyone’s damsel in distress, I didn’t argue.


    “Another thing, Mike. I can’t seem to shake the sense a guy I saw leaving the rally after that protester got shot is linked to one of my cases. I know I’ve seen him somewhere recently. I just don’t know where.”


    Mike shook his head ruefully as I got out of his car. “Jorja, stay low, keep the gunpowder dry. And don’t do anything rash,” he called out after me.


    I let myself in and threw my purse down on the couch. I walked to the window and peered down at the street. Two men stood at the corner, pinpricks of light visible from cigarettes dangling from their fingers. I had been approaching matters rather rationally. Unfortunately, I had rammed a few puzzle pieces together that didn’t fit. I pulled the drapes closed and poured myself a scotch. Screw rational, maybe I’d try rash. Failing that, I might have to resort to crazy.

  


  
    Fifty-six


    I spent the night fighting loneliness and wrestling memories back into the crevices of my mind. Like getting wisps of smoke back into a bottle. At the first sign of daylight I declared defeat and, leaving the warmth of my bed, staggered into the bathroom.


    I stood in front of the mirror in my Wonder Woman pose for five whole minutes. Still too early to go anywhere, I pulled out my yoga mat from behind the couch and ran through my routine, then sat cross-legged and meditated.


    After stashing away the yoga mat, I poured a bowl of cereal and carried it to the living room window. I stared at the street below, checking for signs of god knows what and watched a faint glimmer of light bloom in the eastern sky. I put my bowl in the dishwasher and schlepped back to the bedroom to get dressed.


    JumpIn Jalopies wasn’t open when I got there. Another woman already waited, and we nodded hello. As soon as the doors were unlocked, I rushed to the rental counter, happy to see Neil back at work.


    “Hi, Neil.”


    “Good morning, miss. How can I help you?” he chirped, head tilting to one side.


    “I need a car.”


    “Your name, please?”


    I rolled my eyes. “Jorja Knight.”


    Neil turned and typed my name into the computer. Out of the corner of his mouth he sang quietly, “Heeee’s waaaatching.”


    I turned slightly. Neil’s boss stood silently at the end of the counter giving us the fisheye.


    “It says here you have a 2005 Impala and a 2008 Volkswagen beetle out with us.”


    “Yes, sort of. The police still have the Impala and your tow truck hauled the beetle to the cop shop yesterday,” I said.


    “Why is that?” He turned, one eyebrow lifted slowly.


    “Someone shot out the back tire and put a few bullet holes in the fender.”


    “Oh my,” he said and made the same hand-to-cheek move his boss made the other day.


    “What?” I groaned.


    “I see you waved our insurance. For pennies a day, our insurance would have protected you from the cost of any damage caused to the vehicle while in your possession.” He delivered his line cheerfully.


    “I need another car,” I said flatly. At least I knew who was going to pay for the damage the crew cab had done to the back bumper.


    “This is highly unusual. We’ve never had a customer lease three cars at the same time. I hope my system can accommodate this.” His fingers clicked on the keyboard.


    “Well, cancel my lease on the beetle and Impala, since technically I can’t use them.”


    He peered through the swatch of hair covering his eye. “When will you be returning the cars?” he asked pleasantly.


    “Soon,” I replied with total resignation. “Just give me another one.”


    “Okie dokie.” He typed something and then looked over at me.


    “Now for a mere four ninety-nine…”


    I cut him off short. “Yes.”


    “Yes?”


    “I’ll take the damn insurance.” From the corner of my eye I saw his boss’ lip curl in a smirk as he turned away. Please let there be karma.


    Fifteen minutes later I was on my way to Motel Haven, in a 2003 convertible Mazda Miata, with a faulty top. I searched each approaching face and car for anything out of the ordinary. Despite having the hot air on full blast, I arrived chilled.


    I parked in front of Unit 101 and knocked on the door. Jeff opened it immediately. Nick lay curled in a fetal position, moaning. I glanced at Jeff. The puffy eyes and slack jowls made it clear he had as good a sleep as I had. I moved to the bed and sat down beside Nick.


    “Hey, buddy,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder. “How are you doing?” Stupid question. He looked like a ten-dollar horse that had been ridden hard and put away wet.


    I got up and strode to the door and motioned at Jeff to follow me outside.


    “Do you think he’s serious about kicking the drugs?”


    “Says he is.”


    Yeah, why doubt him this time. I pulled out my phone and found the number for Inner Light. I told the woman who answered I needed help for a guy going through withdrawal and asked her to point me in the right direction. She put me on hold. After several long minutes, a voice came on the line.


    “This is Adan Wolfe. My associate tells me you need drug rehabilitation support for a friend?”


    I cursed silently. Should I pretend to be an anonymous caller? I breathed out.


    “Adan. It’s Jorja Knight,” I said as casually as I could manage.


    “Jorja?”


    Don’t effing tell me you don’t remember me.


    “Oh yes, Jorja Knight. Right. How can I help you, Jorja?”


    “I’m not sure you can,” I replied coolly. “Do you remember the guy I introduced to you at brunch on Sunday?” Let’s see if he remembered my puppy’s name.


    “Nick? Is he the one in withdrawal?”


    “Yes.” I let out a sigh. “What am I supposed to do?”


    He gave me the address of a clinic off Tenth Street. If Nick wanted help, they’d try to make him comfortable as he got through the worst of it. Otherwise I could make sure he had plenty to drink, preferably something high in sugar content and of course no alcohol. Adan told me the worst of his withdrawal symptoms would last no more than four or five days, but he’d need support afterwards or would likely go back to his old ways. He offered to contact the necessary agencies. I told him I’d let him know how it went.


    When I got off the phone, we went back inside to talk to Nick, or rather I talked, Jeff paced like an expectant father. Nick tried quitting before and knew what he was up against. It didn’t take much to convince him to give the clinic a try. We packed up and I checked us out, glad Nick agreed to go as the room was only paid up until noon.


    We piled into the convertible. Nick curled up on the jump seat, Jeff in front, his head sticking up over the windshield. I exited the parking lot and picked up speed. The strands of hair on Jeff’s head blew straight back. The city hadn’t finished cleaning up the winter road gravel and I kept my fingers crossed Jeff wouldn’t take a rock to the eye, pretty sure the damn insurance I bought didn’t have personal injury coverage.


    We dropped Nick off at the clinic and waited while they admitted him. I told Nick I was proud of him for taking this step and that I was confident he could do this. The encouragement cost me nothing and it might help. Once Nick checked in, I left a message updating Adan. Jeff stared over the windshield as we pulled away from the clinic, looking sadder than usual. He had just left another friend behind. For some strange reason, I felt like I had too.

  


  
    Fifty-seven


    I filled Jeff in as we drove. “I guess my poking around, like Shorty going after money, has stirred up a hornets’ nest. Someone’s trying to kill me.”


    A moment of fear registered on Jeff’s face, but he remained silent.


    “Look, if we blow this whole thing up by finding a body, the police will definitely pay attention.”


    Jeff stared straight ahead, eyes squinting against the wind.


    “If we keep skulking around and one of us dies, the cops might not pay much attention.” Especially, if it involved him, Shorty or Nick, but I didn’t voice the thought. Even if the cops deemed our deaths suspicious, I doubted they’d bother to reconstruct events as we had. I wanted to flush out and take down the bad guys before they killed us, while the cops ran their own operation.


    I glanced at Jeff as I described my half-baked idea. He grew more despondent. I didn’t dare go near Eddie. Azagora would probably shoot me himself, claiming it an accident. I had to find some hard evidence. I could see Jeff didn’t buy into the plan, which smacked of stupidity and desperation. It was all I had.


    “Come on, Jeff, I want to talk to this friend of yours, Royal.” Royal had been there when Johnnie had killed the Neanderthal in self-defence. I needed to know what else Jeff wasn’t telling me.


    We drove past the cemetery and then doubled back. Half an hour later, Jeff spotted Royal in a small park across from the cathedral. I recognized him as the guy I chatted with, the one who had given me the hand-across-the-throat sign and refused to acknowledge that he recognized Warehouse John. Maybe Jeff’s presence would loosen his lips.


    Jeff remained stoically in the front seat, knees wedged between his chest and the dashboard, while I parked and got out. Could I leave him jack-knifed in the front seat of my car overnight, and if not, what the hell would I do with him? I shrugged and walked over to where Royal lay stretched out on a bench, his crutches nearby. He struggled into a sitting position as I neared.


    “If it ain’t the little lady detective.”


    “Royal? How’re you doing?”


    His eyes were red rimmed and watery, his face grey above his beard. He looked juiced.


    “Still alive.”


    “Yeah, that’s good.”


    I glanced over my shoulder at Jeff who remained motionless in the car.


    “That’s what Jeff and I are trying to do too. Stay alive.” I pulled out the photo of Eddie and held it in front of him.


    “We need your help. I have a hunch this guy is up to his old tricks—killing people.”


    “You woke a sleepin’ rattler.”


    “Well, time to bite back. What can you tell me? You were there the night this guy and Johnnie got into a fight with some guys. One of them was killed.”


    “I ain’t sayin’ nothin’.”


    I pulled a twenty out of my pocket and held it in front of him. He scrunched up his eyes and squinted at the sky. One hand stroked his long white beard.


    “Looks like it’s gettin’ ready to rain.”


    I looked up at the few wispy clouds overhead. It didn’t look like rain to me. I sighed and pulled out another twenty.


    “I don’t respect a man who don’t do his own dirty work.”


    I waited.


    “He paid them freakazoids to rough him up. And the greenhorn.”


    “What freakazoids? What greenhorn?”


    “The two devils who beat him and the young fella up. The young one you lookin’ fer.”


    I tapped Eddie’s picture. “This guy paid two guys to come down to where you were sleeping and start a fight? The fight where one of them got killed?”


    “Yes siree. The scrawny young fella’s real quick. Like I say, never corner something meaner or faster ’n you.”


    Perhaps a few years of high school wrestling had come in handy for Johnnie after all.


    “How do you know he paid them?”


    “I seen him the next day by the river. Talkin’ to the freakazoid that got away. I seen him give him money.”


    I handed over the twenties.


    “And the night Johnnie, the young one, died. I know you weren’t there, but you hear anything about what happened?”


    “Naw. Talk to his buddy.” He nodded toward Jeff.


    “I would but he’s missing.”


    Royal worked his lower lip over the upper one and nodded but didn’t say anything. After a few minutes he looked up, his eyes widened, surprised to see I was still there. He tucked the twenties inside his sweater, stood up, gathered his crutches and swung away, shaking his head.


    I walked back to the car, turned it around and drove to the office. Jeff didn’t say anything the entire way and I remained lost in my own thoughts. If I could trust what Royal told me, Eddie hired two goons to attack him and Johnnie. Had they been hired to kill Johnnie? Instead Johnnie had fought back and killed one of the attackers. Nick believed Johnnie’s demise had been orchestrated. It no longer seemed farfetched.


    Once we parked, Jeff unfolded himself from the front seat and loped behind me to the office. I bought coffee and sandwiches at the café and we took them upstairs. I left Jeff eating in the reception area and went into the inner office to make some calls. My calls to both Ryker and Detective Williams went unanswered. I had no desire to talk to Azagora.


    I checked the few emails waiting for me and deleted the ones offering me discounts on electronics, and a third night free at a resort in Hawaii. The third one sent chills down my spine. My request for a copy of Emile Martin’s marriage licence had been approved and sent to me on behalf of Zosia.


    I opened the attachment and cursed. Johnnie’s mother Emile Martin had been married to Walter Parson before she ran off with Stan Gorwitz.

  


  
    Fifty-eight


    I ran into the front office. “Jeff. You’re not going to believe this. Walt at the emergency shelter and Johnnie’s mother were married.”


    Jeff stopped chewing. “I know,” he mumbled through a mouthful of sandwich.


    I saw red, shocked to discover it wasn’t just a saying. I waited until my vision cleared. Is this why Walt never liked Johnnie. Could he have blamed Johnnie’s dad for his wife’s death? Or, Johnnie himself? He had taken Johnnie’s rifle from him. A vision of Walt shooting down a deserted dirt road flashed through my brain. I shook off the image.


    No divorce papers were filed so they had remained married until Johnnie’s mother killed herself. Then Walt didn’t need divorce papers, since he officially became a widower. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t come across this tidbit earlier. Then again, it’s easy to miss something you’re not looking for.


    “How’d you know?”


    Jeff shifted in his chair and stared at the remnants of his sandwich. I tried again.


    “Did Shorty find out somehow?”


    Jeff nodded.


    “Did Johnnie tell him?”


    Jeff shook his head and shifted the bulge in his mouth from the left side to the right.


    “He found Johnnie’s box.”


    “A box? With papers?”


    Jeff nodded.


    Oh universe, please grant me patience. “Do you know where it is?”


    Jeff swallowed. “Shorty hid it.”


    I went back into the inner office and placed a call to Nancy. I remembered Nancy mentioning she’d turned over some items to Johnnie that belonged to his mother, the day Johnnie showed up at her place after Stan died. Half an hour later, my long shot paid off. Nancy had given him a small box, belonging to his mother. Items Stan kept after Emile’s death. Nancy said there hadn’t been much. Just a copy of her adoption papers, her graduation certificate, her marriage licence, death certificate, a picture of her as a baby and a locket believed to have been left with her by her birth mother. Nancy turned these over to Johnnie as they were rightfully his.


    I sat back stunned. So, Johnnie would have known about Walt and his mother. Nick said he thought Johnnie had gone to ask his father about Walt, but his father was already dead. Nancy gave him the papers. Nick said Johnnie had accused Walt of something. What had he said? Something about knowing what Walt had done, that he’d make him pay. Was he talking about Walt taking his rifle or something more sinister?


    Could Walt have involved himself in Johnnie’s disappearance? Walt knew Johnnie’s mother. Surely, he didn’t harbour a grudge and seek revenge on Johnnie for his failed marriage? Nick said Johnnie never believed his mother killed herself. What if he was somehow responsible for Johnnie’s mother’s death?

  


  
    Fifty-nine


    By late afternoon we were back in the car. A few clouds had moved in, but it still didn’t look like rain. I drove to a rental place off Macleod Trail and picked up a shovel and a metal detector. I came out and popped the trunk. Jeff sat where I left him. In some inexplicable way, I appreciated his presence although I had no idea what I would do with him come nightfall. I couldn’t release him to the wilds, could I? I stashed the equipment in the trunk and continued north. Once we were past the cemetery, I turned toward the river. Based on what Shorty and Jeff said, I figured this must be the street Eddie had turned down, the day he carted Johnnie off in a shopping cart.


    Stampede Park stretched to the north of us, the cemetery to the south. The eastern edge of the Stampede grounds merged with a pathway system which flanked the Elbow River. East and south of the cemetery the area was largely industrial. Jeff shifted nervously.


    “Jeff, where did Eddie take Johnnie’s body?”


    “I dunno.”


    “Think. Did Shorty say anything? Even if it didn’t make sense?” What was I asking? Half the stuff Shorty said didn’t make sense.


    “Anything?”


    Jeff shook his head.


    I parked the car on a side street and went around to the trunk and retrieved the shovel and metal detector.


    “Come on, Jeff.”


    Jeff didn’t budge.


    “Okay, you can be my look out.”


    He turned doleful eyes toward me but otherwise didn’t acknowledge my suggestion.


    “Roger that.” I silently cursed Jeff as I slung my bag over my shoulder and picked up the metal detector and shovel. I shouldn’t be mad at Jeff. I had concocted this stupid plan.


    Two hours later I dragged my ass back to the car, empty-handed. To my amazement, Jeff remained vigilant, although he now sprawled across the front seat. I’d have to figure out where to stash him overnight after all. Jeff rearranged himself while I put the equipment back in the trunk.


    I got into the car, closed my eyes, and tried to imagine what I would have done with a body. The ground would have still been frozen at that time of year. Surely someone would have come across Johnnie’s body if John left him in a bin or stack of crates. Jeff had to know more than he let on.


    “Did John—I mean, Eddie—take anything else with him other than the shopping cart the last time you saw John?”


    “Johnnie’s backpack.”


    Oh, what a fountain of information Jeff was now. What else was he holding back? Too bad Shorty wasn’t around; he seemed to be the one with all the answers. He was probably wearing cement shoes by now. That struck a chord. There was a huge gravel and sand pit operation not far from here. In April, it would be easier to bury someone there rather than in frozen ground.


    I put the car in gear and drove the few blocks to the gravel pit. The main entry allowed access for the large gravel trucks and a secondary side entry led to the site office. A few pickup trucks were parked by the office and a lone excavator worked at the north end of the pit. I parked across the street from the side entry and got out.


    “Shorty must have said something. Do you remember anything he said?” That was the problem. Shorty prattled constantly. Jeff had probably perfected the fine art of tuning him out.


    “Something about—time.”


    I looked around thoughtfully. Jeff mentioned something about time before.


    “What about the gravel and sand pit? Could John have buried him there?”


    This seemed to tweak Jeff’s interest slightly, but he remained mute. I retrieved my equipment from the trunk and crossed the street.


    An eight-foot chain-link fence ran around the perimeter of the operation and the entrances would have probably been locked up tight, early in the morning. Several piles of debris at the southwest corner caught my eye. As I got closer, I could see four separate piles outside of the fenced area but clearly part of the operation. One contained larger rocks, fist to small boulder size. The other piles were a combination of sand and dirt, probably topsoil scraped off the sand deposit. Ignoring the rock pile, I selected the nearest pile of dirt which stood ten feet high and twice that in diameter.


    I circled back to the side of the pile not visible from the road and turned on the metal detector. The metal detector went nuts. The last three times it had done this I came up with a metal button, a large screw, and a ball point pen. I examined the dirt pile for signs of disturbance. A small patch of thyme had taken root near the middle of the pile. I looked around to see where it had blown in from. A few seconds later it occurred to me Jeff might have said thyme.


    Swallowing my growing excitement, I picked up the shovel. It was tough going but once I dug through the first foot or so, it got easier. My shovel hit something on my fifth exploratory hole, and I dug faster, exposing a piece of blue fabric. I heard a noise behind me.


    “Hey, Jeff, there’s something here.” I turned.


    A man with a gun stood there.


    “Drop shovel and come off pile, slowly.” He waved the gun at me. He was about my height, but he had at least sixty more pounds of muscle than me under his windbreaker. He wore a ball cap pulled low on his forehead, but I could see his hair was dark in colour, like his eyes.


    I let the shovel drop to the ground and scrambled the few feet down to flat ground.


    He waved his gun at my purse, which lay on the ground. “Put strap across chest. Go,” he ordered in a thick accent.


    I slung the strap over my head and moved forward. With my purse in this position, it was useless as a weapon. I glanced over my shoulder and the gun pressed into my back “Never mind,” he growled. “Keep going.” He pushed me toward the street.


    My scalp prickled in alarm, my old scar itched, then a familiar smell. The acrid smell of cigarettes, the rankness of male sweat. A quiet rage woke inside of me. I glanced up the street. My car sat there. There was no sign of Jeff.


    “He’s not going to be much help.” He snorted.


    He shoved me toward a blue sedan. The barrel of the gun pressed against the small of my back as he reached over and popped open the trunk.


    “Get in.”


    A cold fear gripped me. All of Mike’s abduction stories filled my head. Don’t let them take you to the second location. I’m not getting into the trunk. I felt the first few drops of rain on my face and in that moment, I decided I’d rather die out here in the open. Something erupted inside me. I turned, hit him hard with my shoulder, and ran.

  


  
    Sixty


    I opened my eyes and blinked in the darkness. Where the hell was I? A wave of panic washed over me. Why couldn’t I see? My eyes searched frantically from side to side. A scream rose in my throat but came out as a muffled sound. Something was taped over my mouth. The blackness faded.


    Breathe. Breathe. Where am I? I’m in a space. I’m not in the ground. What is this? My heart pounded in my chest. I tried to swallow and panicked when I couldn’t. My hands instinctively reached for my throat, but my wrists were tied behind my back. Something pressed up against my back, something hard. I tried to calm my mind. I used my feet and shoulder to squirm around. My foot hit something metal. I lifted my knee into the black space above me. My feet aren’t tied. I squirmed and shifted. A memory flooded back; me slinging my purse across my chest. It was probably still on my back.


    My eyes slowly grew accustomed to the dark. Now turned, I could see a faint dull light. Breathe. I smelled exhaust. And rubber. I strained my ears, but the noise of the car tires obliterated all else. The vibrations and swaying motion told me we were moving. I was in the trunk of the blue sedan.


    My fingers explored the narrow band around my wrists. A plastic tie. I wriggled my wrists until the square lock slip lay in the space between my wrists. The lock was the weakest spot on plastic ties. I moved myself into a crouching position and lifted my arms up as high as I could behind me. I brought my arms down rapidly against my butt and pushed my elbows out to the side. I heard a snap and my hands fell free. Perhaps all those years at Global Analytix would pay off. I pulled the tape from my mouth and gulped in mouthfuls of warm stale air.


    My fingers tore at the trunk lining. I reached for the floor mat on the driver’s side of the trunk and peeled it back. All vehicles after 2002 were equipped with a trunk release. My fingers frantically searched along the side of the trunk. Fear shot through me. Either the car was an older model, or someone had removed the trunk-release cables. I fought back the urge to curl up and cry.


    The taillight was all I had left. My fingers scraped against the rough felt material until they found a small panel. I dug my fingers underneath and pulled. After a few desperate tugs, I managed to pry open the panel. I grabbed the taillight wires and pulled. The plastic coating bit into my fingers.


    I squirmed around until my feet were near the small dull light and kicked. I kicked until the pain in my leg made me stop. How long had I been in the trunk? The sound of the tires reassured me we were still on pavement. Nothing but the trunk separated me from help. Mike told me the longer a kidnapped person went undiscovered the lower their chance of survival. I fought back the hopelessness threatening to overtake me. I kicked again until the pain in my right leg became unbearable. I lay still for a few minutes then switched to my left leg, praying we were still miles from the city’s edge. I gave a few more frenzied kicks and the taillight separated from the frame.


    Daylight filtered into the trunk through the gap. Fresh, moist air briefly cleared the smell of exhaust and gasoline. I peered out of the opening and spotted a car a couple of hundred feet behind us. I stuck my hand out the hole and waved frantically, afraid we were nearing the city outskirts.


    My purse was still slung across my back. With my other hand, I pulled the strap over my head. I unzipped it and dumped the contents in front of me. My cell phone. I brought the phone up to my face. One bar of battery life left. I gulped in air, but it wasn’t getting to my lungs.


    The phone vibrated in my hand. Mike’s number appeared on the screen. I hugged the phone to my chest and waited for it to stop. If he heard me, he’d pull over, redo his previous handiwork, take my phone away. As soon as the phone stopped vibrating, I sent Mike a text.


    Help. Abducted. In trunk—older blue sedan, no right taillight.”


    Can u see anything? came back the reply.


    A sob of relief escaped before I could catch myself. I peered out the gap between the frame and the taillight. An SUV pulled up in the adjacent lane. I stuck my hand out as far as I could and waved. Pulling it back in I peered out as the SUV passed. A kid sat in the back. I prayed he’d seen my hand and would say something to the driver.


    A few cars passed in the opposite direction. Tree tops flashed by to the right, a cement guard rail obscuring my view. My brain churned, processing a weird clunking noise, followed by several more, evenly spaced. My hands shook as I typed, on bridge deck—2 lanes each way—spruce trees—concrete guard rail.


    Hang in there, came back a minute later.


    I stuck my hand back out the taillight willing someone to see it. I needed a way to quietly attract more attention. The car rolled to a stop then turned right. I withdrew my hand and peered out. We were still on pavement, a divided highway, two lanes each way, but all I could see were trees and grass fields to the side. A sign for Spruce Meadows, a world-class equestrian facility, flashed by. I pulled my hand in and rapidly typed, West on 22X–Spruce Meadows.


    Relief at recognizing something familiar passed quickly. We were approaching the edge of the city. I clutched my phone to my chest. Please don’t die on me.


    Twenty minutes later we turned left. I sent Mike a text. I prayed he’d be able to figure out which exit we had taken based on the time since we passed Spruce Meadows. We were now on a smaller bumpy two-lane road.


    My cell phone screen went black. My last message to Mike must have gone through. I tried to visualize Mike reading my message, but it kept fading from my mind’s eye. I peered out the taillight as the evening grew darker. My fingers scrambled over the trunk floor and closed in on my ten-inch metal bar. I pulled it to my chest.


    Hope faded, and despair rushed in. I’m going to die. At the hands of a murderer. Like my mother. For one long second, the gut-wrenching fear and loneliness she must have felt bound me to her. Silent heaves shook my body as I begged her forgiveness. Forgiveness for not being there for her. For not understanding. For not holding her in my arms and telling her how much I loved her.


    The car rocked and swayed along a secondary road, one lane each way but still paved. Each minute agonizingly slow. I peered out the taillight. Nothing but grey pavement behind us. After an eternity the car slowed and turned right. We were on gravel now. It was nearly dark.


    My heart raced, pounding against my chest. What’s that? A whimpering noise. Then again. It was coming from me. The notion of being buried alive paralyzed me. I needed him to kill me first. Get a grip, Jorja.


    An image, the day the protester was shot, flashed in my mind. My abductor! Why the hell would a guy at an environmental rally abduct me? Had he shot the protester? Did he think I saw something? I hadn’t.


    The car slowed. My hands shook as I replaced the tape over my mouth. I put my hands behind my back and grabbed the metal bar in one hand and grabbed my wrist with the other. I pinched the denim from the back of my jeans between my fingers. I needed some tension in my arms when he pulled me out of the car. I had to catch him off guard.


    The car stopped. I held my breath. Oh god, Mom and the universe, please help me. The car door opened and clicked shut. The trunk lid lifted. I sat up.


    “Aww you broke my light,” he said and backhanded me across face. “Lotta good it did.”


    My head snapped back. I tasted blood in my mouth. The blow had a familiar deliberateness about it. It didn’t come from a loss of self-control. It was calculated, swift, judicious.


    I dug my fingers into the back of my jeans as he yanked me out of the trunk by my arms. Something exploded in me. My feet hit solid ground and I swung with all my might. I heard a dull crunch as the metal bar met the side of his head solidly. He dropped to his knees. My momentum flung me past him.


    I barrelled back down the gravel road. Holy mother, there’s nothing but trees out here. Oh my god, what if I killed him?


    “You fucking bitch!” he screamed.


    Oh shit—he’s alive.

  


  
    Sixty-one


    I ran full tilt. I pulled the tape away from my mouth. My other hand still clutched the iron bar. I gulped in air. My lungs burned. Little voices in my head screamed in stereo. Breathe. You should have hit him harder. Faster. You should have hit him again. I could feel his steely grip, imagined a bullet in my back. I ran headlong into the blackness. Where the hell am I?


    I rounded a small curve. No lights, nothing but road ahead. I glanced over my shoulder and ducked into the trees. Now the tangle of underbrush slowed my progress. Hide.


    I drew in ragged breaths. I breathed deep to slow it down. Car tires rolled by slowly, crunching gravel on the road. It’s him. Jumbled images flashed through my mind; ghostly faces of Auschwitz inmates, Stan’s lifeless body on a lonely stretch of road, Nick’s vacant eyes. The pain in my mother’s face as I told her I didn’t want to see or talk to her until she left my abusive father.


    I pushed further into the woods. Without light from the city, the blackness filled the space around me. Car lights rounded the curve in the road and stopped. I tripped. The ground rose toward me in slow motion. I hit the ground and yelped. I looked back, the faint silhouette of the car still visible through the trees. He must have left the car door open.


    Was that dark figure walking toward me? Certain he’d hear my pounding heart, I got up and slowly made my way uphill, back to where we’d stopped when I hit him. He crashed through the trees, cursing. I prayed it would muffle any sound I made.


    I doubled back a couple of hundred feet as he continued toward the paved road. I crept forward, stopping at every crack and snap to listen. The occasional curses he yelled grew fainter. I no longer saw him. My heart hammered against my ribs. Why hadn’t it exploded? I willed it to slow down. The limb of a half-fallen tree leaned against the tree in front of me. I grabbed it and climbed.


    I looked down from my perch at the ground below, amazed how high I was. How did I get all the way up here? I was safe for now. If he wanted me, he’d have to shoot me out of the tree. Why didn’t I use my bar to break the taillight instead of my heel? I looked up at the sky. At least it wasn’t raining.


    It took me a minute to register the thumping sound. It grew louder. A wide beam of light swept the ground. Over here, my mind screamed to the helicopter.


    More cursing from below as something crashed through the underbrush. A few minutes later the faint light from the car went out. I held my breath. The helicopter sound faded, the light from its powerful search beam swept an area farther away from us. It was completely black now.


    A long time later, I heard the car engine start up and fade in the direction of the paved road. Was he gone or parked waiting for me a couple hundred yards down the road? I clung to the tree and told myself to stay put. Mom! Where are you? What should I do?


    The silence was deafening. I was on my own. Where were all the damn birds? I lifted a hand and pressed my side. No blood. Something cracked and rustled in the brush below me. I tensed. I lost track of time; my arms grew numb. Intrusive images of him waiting, mere feet away, filled my brain. Cold and exhausted, I planned.


    His car had gone in the direction of the paved road. I would go in the opposite direction until I found the secondary road—the gravel one. I had no idea if we had passed any farms or houses. What if in the light of day, I found him parked a couple of hundred feet away, waiting? I needed to get further away.


    I slid and scraped my way down the tree. My eyes peered uselessly into the dark. Slowly the feeling came back in my legs and arms. I pulled the fabric of my thin jacket tighter around me. Was the sky lighter to my right? I turned toward it, stumbling every few steps. My teeth chattered uncontrollably; my body shook. My mind fashioned every dark shape or tree into him. I spun around. My mother was crying.


    “Mom?” I whispered.


    Nothing. I stifled a cry and pushed forward.


    What’s that? A bear? Him? I froze. This is how it would end. Alone. Would they even find my body after the wolves and ravens picked at me until there was nothing left? The pain in my side returned. I stopped, doubled over, resting my hands on my knees. My breathing was weak, shallow. I straightened, exhausted from the effort.


    Jorjie, run.


    I staggered forward. Someone grabbed me from behind.

  


  
    Sixty-two


    “You’re okay.” A woman’s face swam into view then faded.


    I struggled to sit up. A dark-haired woman was talking to someone over her shoulder. She turned.


    “There you are,” she said brightly. “Are you Jorja?”


    I swallowed the bile at the back of my throat and nodded. Dozens of small lights bobbed through the trees. I wanted to say something, but found myself shaking again, unable to find the words.


    The woman wrapped a blanket around me. Its roughness against my hand, the weight of it around my shoulders, comforted me more than the warmth. Tears slid down my face.


    I watched the movement around me. I never imagined the sight of uniforms would make me this happy. Usually it didn’t. I looked over my shoulder. Mike walked toward me, looking grim.


    I hiccupped and a sob escaped. I fought to keep subsequent ones from bubbling over. Mike kneeled and wrapped me in his arms. I buried my face in his shoulder and let the tears stream freely. His arms were warm, strong yet gentle.


    Five minutes later I came up for air. I looked over his shoulder and stiffened.


    “Freaking hell. What’s he doing here?” I demanded. I wiped my nose with the back of my hand. Hadn’t I suffered enough?


    Azagora stepped out of a car. He strode over to two men in flak jackets, a guy in handcuffs wedged between them. A sense of relief briefly interrupted my annoyance.


    The woman who spoke to me earlier checked my vitals, asked me a bunch of questions. She recommended I go to the hospital to get checked out. I wanted to go home, curl up in a ball and sleep for a few days. Mike said he’d take me home. I signed a release form stating I had voluntarily refused further medical care. I thanked the woman and watched her and her partner return to their ambulance.


    Mike helped me stand and we made our way toward the police cars. Azagora met us halfway. I really didn’t need this.


    “You okay?” he asked, staring past my left shoulder.


    Tempted to look behind me, I nodded. “Never better.”


    “We’re going to need a statement from you.”


    I nodded.


    “I’m assuming you’ll want to lay charges.” It came out as a statement rather than a question.


    I nodded again. “You bet.”


    “Look.” He ran his hand over his closely cropped hair. “This can wait until later. Why don’t you go home, get cleaned up, catch some sleep?”


    “Sounds like a plan I can buy into,” I said.


    Mike spoke to Azagora while I made my way to Mike’s truck, which I spotted not far behind two police cars parked crosswise on the road. Every muscle in my body groaned as I got in. I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders. Will they bill me for it?


    Mike and I didn’t say much on the way home. Oddly, not a lot ran through my head. My mind played back snippets of my ordeal. I hit my abductor and ran, scaled a tree but had no memory of climbing it. I thought I heard a bear. My mother crying. I sat up abruptly.


    “Oh god, where’s Jeff?”


    “Who’s Jeff?”


    “Really tall homeless guy? He was with me at the gravel pit.”


    “I don’t know. I’m sure he’s okay.”


    That made no sense. How did he know he was okay? Annoyed at being pacified, I snapped back, “I’m serious. I need to find Jeff.”


    “Jo, it’s four in the morning. You can look for him tomorrow. You need sleep and so do I. It’s going to be a long day as is.”


    “No, Mike. I have to find him.”


    “Jojo,” he sighed. “Let me take you home, then I’ll call Azagora. I’ll let him know there’s a potential victim missing. Tell me what this Jeff looks like, where you last saw him. Azagora can send his men out to have a look for him, grill the guy they just arrested.”


    I did my best to describe Jeff, starting at the top with his thin hair right down to the duct tape on his shoes. I told myself it was unlikely my assailant had time to dispose of Jeff, and a big guy like Jeff wouldn’t have laid slumped in a car as small as mine without leaving a body part visible.


    Mike parked in my underground stall and helped me upstairs. He called Azagora while I went into the bathroom to clean up. I turned on the shower and turned tentatively toward the mirror over the sink. My imagination had concocted a much worse image than the one looking back at me. My hair stuck out at all angles. I pulled at a small twig snarled up in my hair and examined my dirt-streaked face. I gently touched my swollen bottom lip and picked at the dried blood on my chin. A nasty scrape ran down my neck.


    My hands quivered as I held them out. They were crisscrossed with scrapes, my nails broken and packed with dirt. It was hard to see the damage—what with the dirt and dried blood. I stripped off my clothes and stepped into the shower. My right leg sported several good-sized bruises.


    The hot water and steam enveloped me. I shampooed my hair and stood under the pulsating spray, exhausted, until the water cooled. Wrapping the towel around me I made the short trek to my bedroom, the air suddenly cold after the steamy warmth of the shower. I emerged a few minutes later in pyjama bottoms and one of my old comfy sweatshirts.


    Mike had made chamomile tea and offered me a cup as I limped into the living room. The bottom of my foot hurt like hell.


    “Hey, not bad,” Mike said. “You know, people pay good money to have their bottom lip stick out like that.”


    “Very funny. I’d rather pay the six hundred bucks and have it done professionally. Did you get a hold of Azagora?”


    “He said they’d look into it.”


    I nodded and took a sip of tea. My eyes drifted shut, my arms and legs grew heavy.


    “Sorry, Mike, I’m done in.” I barely managed to mumble.


    Mike put his arm around me and helped me into the bedroom. I crawled into bed and sank into its soft, warm darkness.

  


  
    Sixty-three


    Startled, my eyes flew open. I burrowed deeper under the covers, ears straining to identify the sound. My eyes scanned the familiar surroundings. Ahhh, my coffee maker. The smell of bacon slowly permeated the room.


    I got up and moved cautiously into the hallway. Mike stirred something on the stove. I noticed he wore jeans and a sweater, not the khakis he wore yesterday. He must have made it home at some point. I stepped across the hall and surveyed my face in the bathroom mirror. Better than hideous. A good dollop of makeup would hide most of the damage. My bottom lip was still swollen but not as badly as last night. My hair looked terrible. I wet it down, tucked it behind my ears, and headed for the kitchen.


    “Morning, Mike. Wow, breakfast. You’re a real sweetheart.”


    “Yeah. Why couldn’t I convince either of my wives of that?”


    I laughed. “People see what they want to see,” I replied. “What time is it?”


    “Just after eleven. How’re you doing?”


    “Wow. That’s the first solid seven hours of sleep I’ve had in days. I don’t feel half bad.” I brought my arms and shoulders forward. “Everything seems to be working.”


    “You’ll probably feel even better after eating. Dig in. You have an appointment downtown at one thirty.”


    “Thanks for coming to my rescue last night,” I said, as we heaped our plates with scrambled eggs, bacon and toast. “How’d you know where to find me?” We carried our plates over to the table.


    “Let’s see,” Mike said. “All day at work I couldn’t shake the idea we’d missed something in the videos from the protest. I called Azagora, and at three o’clock went down to the station, to meet with him and his guys.”


    Mike told me the police were tracking down the people in the CTV news film as well as people seen from street cams in the area. Over eighty people had come forward voluntarily to give the police their names and identify themselves in the films. They, in turn, identified sixteen other individuals who’d been present. Only three women and eight men were not yet identified.


    “We were discussing where the shooter had to have been standing, when it hit me. If you hadn’t moved left to see around the people in front of you, you could have been shot. I told Azagora you recognized someone but couldn’t put a name or place to whom or from where. We checked the video again, focusing on the four unidentified guys you had likely seen leaving, by their position relative to you on the tape. Azagora had one of his guys run their pictures through their database. While we waited for the results, I called you to see if you remembered anything else.”


    “I’ve never been happier to hear from anyone in my whole life.”


    “Then I got your text. Everything moved quickly after that. Azagora’s guy walked in the door with a match. One of the unidentified men was Grigory Dorosh, a hitman for the Russian mob.”


    My mind raced. “Russian mob? What’s the Russian mob got to do with any of this?” Before Mike could respond I stood up and yelled, “He’s the guy from the truck.”


    “The truck? What guy?”


    “Didn’t I tell you a guy in a black crew cab tried to run me off Glenmore a week ago?”


    “Uh, no. You told me someone pushed you on the train platform and stashed a dead guy in your trunk. I don’t recall you saying anything about being run off the road.”


    “Well, a truck rammed me from behind on Glenmore Trail. When it roared by, I caught a glimpse of the guy. His profile struck me. He had a thick neck and his chin jutted out just slightly. I’m sure it’s the same guy.”


    “I’m sure you’ll have a chance to ID him later today.”


    “When he pulled me from the trunk of the car, I knew I’d seen him before. But the mob?”


    “Actually, ex-mob,” corrected Mike. “Dorosh got caught breaking knees and did some serious time. By the time he got out of prison the old guard had retired. No one in the new organization knew him or wanted him on the team. So, he took on small jobs himself.”


    “You mean a hit for hire?”


    “Exactly.”


    “Shit. Someone hired him to kill me. I bet it was John.”


    “That remains to be seen. It does seem likely he was at the protest rally to kill his target. It didn’t take me long to get Azagora to consider that the target may have been you, rather than someone voicing concern for the environment.”


    “Wonders never cease.”


    “Then we got lucky. A 911 operator contacted police to report a call from someone who had seen a hand dangling from the trunk of a blue sedan. The caller reported seeing the car heading south on Thirty-Seventh Street, a mile or so north of Highway 22X. The police put out an APB on the blue sedan.”


    Azagora and his men had headed out that way, Mike, right behind them. Mike fell behind but when a stream of blue and whites passed him on Highway 22X he figured they were all going to the same place.


    “Based on your last text and some simple math, we figured where you and Dorosh probably turned.” Mike caught up with Azagora’s men at Junction 762, a secondary highway off Highway 22X. Two police cars remained at the junction blocking off traffic. A police helicopter was brought in.


    “I heard the chopper, but then it turned away in a different direction.”


    “The chopper spotted the blue sedan parked on a secondary road nearly five kilometres in from where they found you. The ground crew went in to check it out. They found the car deserted. They also found your phone, purse and its contents in the trunk along with some blood. It got real tense for a couple of hours. With both of you gone, everyone feared the worst. Even Azagora was worried.”


    “I’m touched.”


    “How’d you get away?”


    I poured more coffee and told Mike how I had hit my assailant, then ran, climbed a tree, and was grabbed shortly after coming down. Next thing I remembered was waking up with paramedics hovering over me.


    “They found Dorosh creeping through the bush not far from the secondary road. When they found him all alone, they feared the worst.”


    Although no one knew it at the time, Dorosh and I had been walking in parallel less than half a mile apart. The guy who grabbed me was a Special Forces officer. He hadn’t wanted me to scream as they were moving in on Dorosh but hadn’t yet apprehended him.


    “They got to both of you literally within minutes of each other. The rest is history,” Mike said.


    Now it all came together. The police cars, the lights in the trees, the sight of a guy in handcuffs being led away to a waiting police car. Azagora asking me if I would press charges and Mike with his arms around me, offering to take me home. I got up, gave Mike a big hug, turned and went into the bedroom to change.


    “What time is our meeting again?” I called out.


    “One thirty.”


    I put on my darkest and most comfy skinny jeans and an emerald-green silk shirt which brought out the gold and green flecks in my eyes. I rubbed a gob of styling mousse into my hair and blow-dried it into casually messy layers. My hairdresser would be proud. I applied makeup, eye shadow, pale lipstick and dabbed powder on the scrape on my chin, surprised to see it already healing over. I stood back. Passible.


    I needed to get my session with Azagora over with, file a statement, and find Jeff. I desperately needed to find him before I checked in on Nick. I still had a lot of unanswered questions and a sinking feeling this wasn’t over.

  


  
    Sixty-four


    At the station, I was ushered into an interrogation room, one with windows this time, and offered coffee, which I politely declined. Inspector Azagora arrived a minute later, and trailing him a short, dark-haired woman he introduced as Detective Spiess. He dropped a file on the table and glanced over at me. My stomach did a flip.


    “I hope you’re feeling better, Ms. Knight.”


    “Yes, thank you,” I replied evenly. I hope you’re not going to be a complete ass.


    He opened his file and Detective Spiess turned on her computer. They had arrested my assailant and charged him with kidnapping. My statement today would determine if they needed to add further charges.


    I spent a couple of hours going over my story with Inspector Azagora and Detective Spiess. I told them I had been hired to find Stan and Johnnie Gorwitz. The information I gathered led me to believe Johnnie Gorwitz had died and that his body had been disposed of near the gravel pit. I had driven there with an individual named Jeff, who had provided me with information that led to my conclusions.


    Azagora wasn’t pleased with my inability to provide Jeff’s last name.


    I was pleased at his annoyance.


    Detective Spiess captured the details as we went. Questions were asked and answered. I described how my shovel had hit something the moment my assailant intervened. I told them my side of what had happened, including that, during the ordeal, I remembered seeing my assailant at the rally. I was now certain he was also the same guy who tried running me off the road several days earlier.


    When I finished, Azagora excused himself and left the room. Detective Spiess walked me down to the coffee station and we helped ourselves to bottled water. When Azagora returned, we resumed. He asked me if there had been any other threats on my life.


    I described the day my tire was shot out on Crowchild Trail.


    Azagora’s eyes, which had been on the file in front of him, now stared intently into mine. I quickly added I had called police and filed a report. The car, the tire remnants and the casing shell found at the scene were in police possession somewhere. No one had yet contacted me regarding the car’s return.


    Azagora stepped out of the room again. I assumed he’d have someone run this bit of information down for him. Detective Spiess and I chatted about how beautiful the city was now that the trees turned green. Azagora returned, cutting off our chitchat.


    “Anything else you want to tell me?” he asked.


    I paused and stared at my hands. What the hell, might as well go for it.


    “I’m not sure if or how it fits in, but I believe the dead body in the trunk of my rental car was meant to send me a message.”


    Azagora let out a long breath and ran his hand over his head as I had seen him do last night. A small furrow formed between his eyes. He really was attractive when he wasn’t screaming. I barely suppressed a smile.


    “I believe Kingston Delaney’s death is related to the death of my client’s great-nephew, Johnnie Gorwitz.”


    I repeated what I had learned. That Kingston Delaney’s brother Shorty wanted to extract money from the guy calling himself John Gorwitz, or Eddie as we now knew him to be, in return for keeping the location of Johnnie Gorwitz’s body quiet. Something went wrong, and Kingston Delaney ended up dead in my trunk. Shorty was missing.


    Azagora rubbed his temples. After several minutes of silence, he turned to Detective Spiess. “Please cross reference file…”— he paused and flipped a few pages—“file 18-0884.”


    We spent another hour rehashing the same stuff. Satisfied at last, Azagora stood up and turned to me. “Detective Spiess will print you a copy of your statement. Take your time and read it over. Let us know if we missed anything, otherwise please sign it when you’re done.”


    “Did my assailant say who hired him?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Have you had any word on Jeff, the man who was with me when I was abducted.”


    “No. We don’t have a last name for him, and I understand he’s homeless. That makes it more challenging.”


    “But you’ll keep looking for him, right?”


    “We’ll do our best.” He turned at the doorway. “Ms. Knight?”


    “Yes?”


    “I don’t need to mention, do I, that until we bring this to a final resolution, your life may still be in danger? We can’t assume your assailant was working alone.”


    “You mean there may be another contract out on me?”


    “Unlikely, but possible.” He leaned over and handed me his card. “Don’t hesitate to call if you remember anything else. Of course, 911 is always the best option if you are in trouble. You might want to stay with a friend for a few days, but I’d appreciate it if you keep us informed of your whereabouts, if you do.”


    I thanked him for his concern, read over and signed my statement and returned it to Detective Spiess.


    My eyes scanned the street as I stepped out of the police station onto the sidewalk. Nothing but day crusaders trying to make it home after a long day. My day wasn’t over.

  


  
    Sixty-five


    The C-Train platform was jammed with people anxious to get out of downtown and onto a deck somewhere for a beer. Mike was long gone, and I needed to retrieve my car and find Jeff.


    The first train arrived crammed to the hilt and didn’t even open its doors. The second train popped out a few souls in a manner which convinced those of us waiting to take the next train. I managed to push my way onto the third train and extricated myself at Victoria Station.


    I made my way east toward the gravel pit. My right heel burned with each step, the left one wasn’t great either. Traffic backed up hellishly on Spiller Road, more heavily than one might expect from normal volume delay. Police barricades blocked the road. An officer waved traffic toward a circuitous detour to the south. I reached the barrier and peered past the officer directing traffic.


    “What’s happening?”


    The uniformed officer, a policewoman, turned. “Sorry, ma’am, this area is closed to all traffic.”


    “But I’m meeting someone down there.”


    “Sorry, ma’am, I can’t let you go down there.”


    “My mother is supposed to pick me up down there,” I blurted, waving my hand in the general direction of the gravel pit. “I’m worried. She wasn’t feeling well. Has she been in an accident? She drives a black Jeep Cherokee.”


    “No, ma’am, there’s no accident.” She turned and motioned sharply at several cars that slowed to gawk their way through the mandatory detour.


    I traipsed back to the cemetery and sat in the rock garden to rest my foot and contemplate my options. I had a sinking feeling the police presence was for Jeff. If it wasn’t, I needed to either find him, or report him missing. God knows no one else would. The hill at the west end of the cemetery might provide me the view I needed.


    I trudged up the grassy slope, glancing occasionally at the headstones, some adorned with fresh flowers. An older woman cleared weeds sprouting up near one of the markers. A young couple stood, heads bowed, at a statue in the Chinese section of the cemetery. Not a single cloud marred the pristine, endless blue canopy above.


    I stopped and looked at the markers spilling down the hill toward three sides. The small, old crosses were for the babies. Victims of the flu or some other deadly disease, now eradicated. The memories I had beaten down these last few weeks bubbled up again. All these people gone. How many had lived their lives like they wanted? Where were they now? The air suddenly cooled as a cloud drifted across the sun’s path and I shivered. I looked around. The young couple standing in the Chinese section of the cemetery were gone. I pulled myself together and continued until I reached the top of the hill.


    Traffic noise on Macleod Trail shattered the stillness. I peered down the hill, toward the river. Trees obscured my view of the street and any possibility of spotting my car. Several emergency vehicles stood at the southwest end of the sand and gravel yard, lights flashing. My worry over Jeff deepened.


    I limped toward Macleod Trail, hoping to find a shortcut to the bus stop. That hope was dashed a few minutes later. Here the cemetery was fenced and the razor wire at the top killed any ideas I had about going over the top. I sighed and turned back, my feet slipping on the steep hill’s grass. With my luck, I’d twist an ankle, or someone would take me for a vandal and call the police. Azagora would get word I was crawling around the graveyard like a deranged person.


    Why should I care what Azagora thought? I couldn’t possibly be crushing on him, could I? He was arrogant and cold. Sure, he was good looking, but in a calculated, chiselled way. My taste ran more to the friendly, warm, naturally good looks of Adan. Then why did I assign so much importance to what Azagora said, did or believed?


    Totally absorbed in my comparison of Adan’s and Azagora’s suitability as potential lovers, I tripped and fell. I scowled at the scuffed denim on my right knee. At least the material wasn’t torn. I glanced around to see if anyone had seen my smooth move, then stood up.


    What the hell was that?


    I took a step closer. Shit!

  


  
    Sixty-six


    I broke into a dead run. Last night’s images flashed through my mind. Headstones blurred; tree branches grabbed at me. At the entrance gate, I risked a backward glance. No Russian mobsters. No zombies. I stopped, leaned my hands on my knees. My chest heaved. I’ve never run so fast in my whole fucking life. Well, except for last night. Had my mind played a trick on me? The clarity of the image, the vividness of the bone half-covered in dark fabric, told me no.


    I limped over to the police barricade on Spiller. The officer turned and glared.


    “You again? This area is still closed. No pedestrian or vehicular traffic allowed.”


    “I know,” I panted. “There’s a body up there.” I pointed toward the cemetery.


    “Really. A body? In the cemetery?” she deadpanned.


    “Yeah. Well, an arm. At least I’m pretty sure it’s an arm.”


    “Listen, ma’am, I don’t have time for this,” she said as cars honked behind her. She blew her whistle, stopping the west-bound traffic, then waved the east-bound cars through.


    Fine. I limped back to the sidewalk, pulled out Azagora’s card and called his number. He answered on the fourth ring.


    “Hi. It’s Jorja Knight.”


    “Are you okay? Where are you?”


    “I’m at Union Cemetery on the north side along Spiller Road. I’m fine. I just found a body. Well, an arm.”


    “Are you safe?”


    “Yes, I’m thirty feet from a police officer directing traffic at Spiller and Twenty-Third.”


    “Wait there,” he ordered and hung up.


    Three minutes later a police car crawled down Spiller, blue lights flashing, sirens wailing. The frustrated drivers jockeyed to manoeuvre out of its way. At the road barricade, one of the uniformed officers got out and walked over to me.


    “You the one who called in a body?” he asked.


    “Yes. It’s in the cemetery over there.” I pointed.


    His eyes scrutinized me. I tried to appear calm and normal and not like one of the troubled ones. He gave a small grunt and marched over to the cop directing traffic. After a few words with the traffic cop he hurried back to the car and talked to the driver. The car did an eight-point turn and cruised back up to Macleod. The officer who had spoken to me a minute earlier hustled back.


    “Okay. Show me this body.”


    I led him back through the gate and into the cemetery.


    “It’s not far.”


    As we tromped across the grass, doubt poured in. I didn’t want it to be a dead body…I needed it to be a dead body. Whose body was it? Some sort of chatter erupted on his police radio and he answered with, “Ten fifty-four.” Then I saw it. The thing I had tripped over. I stopped and pointed.


    “There on the ground.” Stupid. Where else would a dead body be?


    He moved forward and squatted. He pulled his radio forward from its position on his uniform and spoke into it. I whipped around, sensing someone behind me.


    Inspector Azagora marched toward us. He nodded but walked right by.


    “What have we got?” he asked.


    After squatting for a better look, he talked with the other officer for a few minutes then walked back to me.


    Please let it be an arm. Please let it be an arm.


    “Let’s go,” he said.


    I turned and trotted alongside him, back to the gate. I should have kept quiet, but something compelled me to blither.


    “I don’t mean to keep bothering you like this. After I left the station, I came down here to retrieve my car. When I got here, I found the road was closed and I wouldn’t be able to get my car even if it’s still there. Since I was here anyway, I decided to look for Jeff. You know, the tall homeless guy who was down here with me yesterday?” I left out the ‘looking for bodies’ part.


    Azagora said nothing. I continued to babble.


    “I’m worried. Jeff and his buddy usually hang around the cemetery. I wanted to make sure he’s all right.”


    I ran out of things to say. A minute or two went by.


    “And?” said Azagora.


    “I didn’t find him. So, I came back down to the gate. I was planning to go home. Then I tripped. At first, I thought it was a tree root but then I saw—it wasn’t. That’s when I ran down to the gate and called you.”


    “That’s it?”


    “That’s it,” I echoed, spent.


    He opened the back door of the car. I felt the weight of a hundred judgy eyes as vehicles inched by. Taxpayer dollars at work. Another scumbag criminal caught. I slid into the back seat. Azagora walked over to the traffic cop, spoke briefly then climbed into the car. He turned around. “Sorry. Police procedure.” He turned the ignition.


    Did he mean the trip downtown or being forced to sit behind a wire screen? I stared out the window as we drove by the traffic cop clearing the last few cars off Spiller. The barricades were now set up at Macleod Trail to prevent any further traffic from entering. Once we were on Macleod Trail, he turned off the flashing light. I settled back, determined to treat it like a cab ride.


    He drove in silence. Twice I glanced up in time to catch his eyes in the rear-view mirror. A weird sensation ran through me. Did we just have a moment? I busied myself with my cell phone, deleting old messages. I googled “tranquility.”


    Azagora parked in reserved parking beneath the station. The elevator whisked us upstairs. Azagora remained silent. Several officers nodded at me as we walked by. Clearly, I was spending way too much time here.


    This time he took me to Detective Spiess’ cubicle. She glanced up, her face an open question. Azagora asked her to take a statement from me, and said they had a ten fifty-five in progress.


    Detective Spiess waved at the chair in front of her desk. “You’ve certainly had an interesting day.”


    Azagora left without a word. When he was out of earshot, I whispered, “What’s a ten-fifty-five?”


    My statement was straight forward, short and to the point. I was merely an innocent passerby who had come across a grisly discovery.


    Everything ached by the time I got home; complete exhaustion swept over me. Was the body Johnnie? Maybe it was Shorty. I pulled off my jeans and shirt and dropped them into the washing machine and made a beeline for the shower.


    Afterwards I sprawled on the bed and checked messages. Gab left a message asking me if I had plans for tomorrow night. I called Zosia. No answer. I hoped she had taken my advice and made her excuses to not meet with John.


    I called the clinic. The volunteer I spoke to told me Nick had a rough day yesterday but was doing better today. I asked to talk to him but was told they didn’t allow phones in the rooms. He asked if I wanted to leave Nick a message.


    “Tell him, I’m pulling for him.”

  


  
    Sixty-seven


    The next day the police barricades were lifted, and I retrieved the Miata, miraculously parked near the gravel pit, where I had left it. I drove to the gravel pit. The emergency vehicles were long gone. I got out and stood on the sidewalk hoping to spot something, some sign Jeff was okay. Faint noises of heavy equipment drifted up from the gravel yard. A sudden chill ran up my back. I whipped around. No one there.


    I spent the next few hours looking for Jeff, but he was nowhere to be seen. I turned in the Miata and pleaded my case at JumpIn Jalopies. Finally, the manager agreed to cancel all my rentals in return for a longer and pricier lease, clearly in their favour. Too tired to argue I found myself driving a Ford F-150, whose air conditioning was stuck on high. Fine for now, but summers were short around here.


    I did what I told myself I wouldn’t do. I drove down to the emergency shelter. Walt was the one piece of the puzzle I still didn’t understand. Why was he protecting John—Eddie, rather—and denying knowing Johnnie, his ex-wife’s son? He couldn’t really believe Eddie Stonebridge was Johnnie Gorwitz. Nick said Walt had it in for Johnnie the first time he saw him. That was before Eddie showed up on the scene. He banned Johnnie from the shelter. Maybe he disliked him enough to want him gone forever.


    A young man sat at the entrance to the shelter.


    “I’m here to see Walt Parson.”


    “You know where his office is?”


    At my nod, he lifted a thin finger and punched the door release button.


    I scurried through the door, while he turned to answer a phone. I crossed the lobby and turned down the hall to Walt’s office. His door was closed. Leaning in, I couldn’t detect any sound. I knocked tentatively, and when that didn’t yield a response I knocked louder.


    “You looking for Walt?”


    I jumped. A young woman with mousy brown hair and thick-rimmed glasses came down the hall, carrying a pile of army blankets, her chin resting on the top one.


    “Yes.” I rushed toward her. “Here, let me help,” I said, peeling off the top five or six blankets.


    “Thanks. Who knew blankets were this heavy? Walt’s not in.”


    “Do you know when he’ll be back?”


    “Nope.”


    “He’s out of the office then?”


    “I haven’t seen him in days. He might be on vacation. Tess, our social worker, might know when he’s supposed to be back. I bet she’s not missing him either.”


    “Why is that?”


    “You know…when the cat’s away…”


    “Funny isn’t it, how it’s always more relaxed when the boss is away.”


    “Boss? You mean prison warden. He used to be one, you know.”


    “I did know. He’s tough to work for?”


    “I’m here doing my court-appointed community time. L-O-L. I guess he really is my warden. All I know, is if you get on the wrong side of Walt, you’re gonna stay on the wrong side.”


    “Really? I pegged him as a kind, caring man.”


    “You’re kidding.” She continued her rant as we headed upstairs. “He’s just like all those other bible thumpers—using religion to serve his own needs not others. He’s only nice to those it pays to be nice to, and meaner than spit to those who don’t matter to him.”


    After helping deliver the blankets up to the second floor, I went back downstairs and tried Walt’s door. It opened. Glancing around, I slid in and closed the door behind me.


    Walt’s office looked no different than the last time I visited. I rounded his desk and tapped a keyboard key, hoping the monitor was just asleep. It wasn’t. Several piles of paper were stacked on his desk, but the working space was cleared of paper. It didn’t look like Walt left it a hurry, his office looked pretty much as I’d expect it to at the end of the day—neat, computer shut down, files back in whatever pile they belonged in. I flipped through the top two or three files in each of the piles. Something caught my eye. A folder labelled Blacklist. I froze. Voices in the hall. They moved on.


    I flipped through the folder—his name and photo came up halfway through. His hair was long, straggly, down to his shoulders, his face gaunt, the eyes vacant. The nose, mouth, and chin were the same. I felt empty. Johnnie was long gone by the time he disappeared. I read the handwritten notes on the file. Aggressive, violent. Delusional.


    I dug through the desk drawers but didn’t find much else of interest except for Walt’s home address. Taking one last look around the room, I told myself to go home, stop looking for trouble. But I hate being told what to do.

  


  
    Sixty-eight


    The neighbourhood seemed friendly, the kind of place where people looked out for one another. I was dangerously close to entering stalker territory. I sighed, got out of my truck and made my way up Walt’s front walk. Bypassing the wheelchair ramp, I climbed the few stairs to the front door and paused. Walt sitting in the South China Imports van with Eddie Stonebridge flashed through my mind. Then, a new image replaced it: Walt opening the door to find me standing on his doorstep. Then what?


    I turned to leave. A stooped, grey-haired man with a small grey-haired poodle watched me from the sidewalk.


    “I don’t believe they’re home, miss,” he announced as I got closer.


    “Do you know where they’ve gone?”


    “The missus says Peggy’s gone back east to visit family.”


    “Mr. Parson didn’t go with her?”


    “I know he took his wife to the airport, but I’ve seen him since. Not the last few days though.”


    “You live in the neighbourhood?”


    He nodded over his shoulder. “Right next door.”


    “I was hoping to talk to Walt about a client of mine, but he wasn’t at work today.”


    “Wouldn’t know about that. He keeps to himself mostly. Not given much to talking.”


    “Are they decent neighbours?”


    “The missus enjoys her chats with the woman. She doesn’t get out much, difficult that, being in a wheelchair. The woman that is, not my wife. And when he’s home, they keep to themselves. Keeps the place neat and tidy, though. That’s the best of it.”


    “You don’t know where he could have gone?”


    “No. You’re not the only one looking for him though.”


    “Oh?”


    “A man’s been here twice. Tall guy, young.”


    “Did he say why?”


    “No. I was out walking Molly.” He nodded at the poodle who was sniffing something in the flowerbed. “Thought it might be a delivery. He asked if I’d seen Walt. I told him no.”


    “The guy drove a van?”


    “A white van. I saw it again later, turning down at the corner.” He nodded west.


    I dug through my purse, for once glad I wasn’t fastidious about keeping the contents under control.


    I pulled out my photo of John, or Eddie Stonebridge as I now knew him, loading a box into the South China Imports van. “This the guy?” I handed him the photo.


    “Yes, that’s him. Might be the same van too.”


    “You saw him yesterday?”


    “No.” He lifted his cap and scratched the top of his head. “Would have been two days ago now.”


    Eddie had been looking for Walt while Dorosh had me trussed up in the trunk of his car. Was it merely coincidence that Walt was last seen the day I went missing? The little voice in my head told me no. I lurked in Walt’s neighbourhood until darkness set in. His Mustang wasn’t parked in the garage nor visible on the street. The Parsons’ house lights hadn’t come on after dark, no one retrieved the mail in his mailbox.


    I returned home exhausted. I made coffee and called Zosia. I had called her several times since my abduction but hadn’t been able to reach her. I left another message. I called Fiona next. It went to voice mail. My need to reach Zosia grew more urgent.


    Hugging my coffee cup to my chest, I slid open the patio door and stepped onto the balcony. Pinpricks of lights poked through the darkness below. A movement to my right drew my eye. My neighbour closing her blinds.


    The Gorwitz case had left me exhausted, the last few days physically. The physical aches and pains would heal, they weren’t what bothered me. I took a sip. The coffee slid down my throat, warming me inside. Maybe Zosia had taken my advice, and instead of just telling John she was going out of town, actually went. Maybe when this was all over, I’d take a few days off. Do what every self-respecting woman should do after surviving an attack on her life: buy something new, get her hair and nails done. Maybe I’d book a weekend retreat in Cochrane, a charming town just a short drive from Calgary, with great views of the mountains and none of the prices that came with city living.


    “Don’t be an ass, Sheldon. I swear to god, this time I’ll leave for good.”


    The voice below jarred me from my thoughts.


    “You don’t get to be the one who says when you leave. I’ll fuckin’ tell you when you can fuckin leave.”


    “Shush Sheldon, the kids will hear you.” This in a quieter voice.


    Then the male voice, now louder: “I don’t give a damn who hears me. And don’t fuckin’ shush me.”


    “Don’t fight. You promised you’d stop fighting.” My own words, in a different child’s voice, floated up to me.


    “Get back to your room. Now,” the man ordered.


    The patio door below me slid shut, muffling the words coming from the unit below. But the cadence and tone of the words being exchanged were all too familiar to me. Like a well-rehearsed play, language that those in abusive relationships understood. I knew from the tone and tempo when the slap would occur. I rushed back inside and picked up a kitchen stool and pounded the legs against the floor. The voices below lowered to an angry murmur. My hand shook as I placed the chair back up against the table.


    My god, would it never end?

  


  
    Sixty-nine


    I was back in the office, underemployed, and expressly forbidden from conducting any investigation that involved police matters. As far as I knew, that excluded Walt.


    Walt was still out of the office. No one seemed to know when he’d be back. I called his direct line, but his voice mail box was full.


    Maybe there had been a family emergency in his or his wife’s family and he simply forgot to let his co-workers know how long he’d be away. Maybe he had told someone, but I just hadn’t found that person. Or maybe the universe was suddenly going to pelt me with rose petals and drop tonight’s lotto ticket numbers into my lap.


    Who was I kidding? Johnnie and his friends didn’t dislike Walt for no reason. Walt lied to me. Walt knew Johnnie was his wife’s son. He knew it from the first time he met Johnnie and took his rifle. He knew it when I showed him Johnnie’s picture. And when he realized I knew Eddie wasn’t Johnnie Gorwitz, he covered for him anyway.


    Someone hired Dorosh to kill me, maybe kill someone else. It had to be Eddie. Walt’s neighbour saw Eddie in his neighbourhood. Is that why Walt was suddenly nowhere to be found? My gut was telling me Walt Parson was either in trouble or up to no good. Maybe I wasn’t in the clear, just quite yet. Maybe Zosia wasn’t either.


    I pulled up the copy of the papers Nancy had sent me, copies of Johnnie’s vaccination records, his mother’s marriage licence, her adoption papers. Lori, Johnnie’s ex-girlfriend, said Johnnie’s mother had been adopted by an older couple, already retired when she met Johnnie. I searched through my notes until I found the reference. Here it was. She thought they retired to Arizona. My lucky day. Finding data in the US was so much easier than in Canada. Maybe culture played into it.


    I made several calls before I realized I had a new email. It was from Fiona. I opened it and read. “The woodcock is in flight.”


    What the hell did that mean?


    I stiffened. Someone was at the door. A glimpse of grey propelled me out of my chair and around the desk.


    “Jeff! Oh my god, you’re okay.” I threw my arms around him. Jeff froze.


    I let go and stepped back. A hint of smile fought with his droopy lips.


    “You’re okay too,” he rumbled.


    “I am. Where have you been?”


    “Jail.”


    “You’re kidding? You were there all this time?”


    He nodded. “Three hots and a cot,” he said. “Good to be out though.”


    “I’m so glad you’re okay. When I didn’t see you in the car, I thought Dorosh killed you. Let’s get something to eat and you can tell me all about it.”


    We went downstairs to the café and over coffee and sandwiches I managed to needle the whole story out of him.


    Just before I was abducted, Jeff spotted Dorosh heading toward the gravel pit and panicked. With King’s death fresh on his mind, and positive Shorty had bit the bullet, he figured I was next. He hid and watched the whole thing go down. As soon as Dorosh drove off with me in the trunk, he ran all the way back to Macleod Trail to get help. He couldn’t get anyone to stop, so he ran out into the middle of traffic. The police arrived to find a totally crazed Jeff running berserk down the middle of the road, yelling about a fake John and a kidnapping. They probably thought he was yelling about a pimp.


    They dragged him down to the police station, but he refused to calm down. His half-coherent ramblings about kidnappings, disappearances, and the death of King must have convinced them they had a delusional addict on their hands. Jeff lost it. He threw a chair out the third-floor window of the police station and was subsequently charged and locked up.


    “Thanks for having my back, Jeff. I mean it. Not many people would have done what you did for me.”


    I watched his big Adam’s apple bob a few times and changed the subject before we both got emotional.


    “Nick’s still in rehab. I hear he’s doing well.”


    “Ya? That’s good. Shorty’s back.”


    “What? He’s okay? That’s fantastic.” I couldn’t believe how relieved and happy this made me. “You talk to him?”


    Jeff nodded.


    “Where was he?”


    “Kelowna.”


    Shorty panicked when he discovered his brother missing and jumped a train to Kelowna. Filled with regret at leaving Jeff behind, he spent two weeks hitch-hiking back. He made it back into town two nights ago and found Jeff, fresh out of jail.


    “Where is he now?”


    “At the police station.”


    My mouth dropped. “Whoa. Voluntarily?”


    “I made him go. He took Johnnie’s backpack.”


    I leaned forward and slapped the table. “No shit.” Jeff gave me a wobbly grin.


    Jeff had somehow managed to get Shorty’s gears working and come to the realization that spilling the beans, as they say, would help vindicate his brother’s death. Before going to the police station Shorty retrieved Johnnie’s backpack, which he had buried in the cemetery, near Rosalie’s grave. Being such a nice guy, Shorty had taken it upon himself to keep it safe for Johnnie when he fell ill. He took it with him to the police station this morning and was still there. Nothing should have surprised me by now, but I yelped when Jeff told me what was in the backpack. Besides a few articles of clothing and the small box of papers Nancy gave Johnnie after his dad’s death, was the bottle Eddie had given Johnnie the night he died.

  


  
    Seventy


    By afternoon the news was everywhere. Two male bodies had been recovered from the sand and gravel pit, and a passerby had made a grisly discovery: a third body found in the Union Cemetery. The identities of the victims were not being released by police. Three bodies? I knew the bodies didn’t include a short, chubby homeless guy or his tall, lanky, droopy-eyed friend. Jeff and Shorty were safe. A stillness came over me. I knew Johnnie had been found.


    CTV news also reported that a known drug distributor, Eddie Stonebridge, linked to a Vancouver drug ring takedown a few years earlier had been arrested. Details were sketchy, but it looked like Azagora was going to, as they say, pull the fat out of the fire.


    My moment of relief at the news was quickly displaced by fear. Where was Zosia? I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to her. Where was Walt? Could he be one of the bodies? I called Zosia. No answer. A heaviness settled on my shoulders. What little energy I had at the beginning of the day, was gone. Exhausted, I felt myself sliding into the dark abyss that was my past, yet again. This time weighted down with the pain of several other broken families.


    Thunder rumbled in the distance as I made my way up the curved sidewalk. I buzzed Zosia’s condo. No welcoming hello, no buzz of the door to let me in. Another thought entered my brain. What if she was in the condo but unable to answer. She might be lying unconscious on the floor. Or worse.


    I turned and ran back to my truck. Who would Zosia list as her emergency contact? With no known kin to speak of, it had to be a friend. It had to be Fiona.


    Fiona answered her door in a caftan, curlers, and face cream. I staggered back a step. She grabbed my arm to steady me.


    “No need to gawk. I was off to Bedfordshire when you rang. Come in then. Is everything all right?”


    “Sorry, I should have rung first.”


    “Yes. But now you’re here. What’s this about?”


    “I’m worried about Zosia. I heard on the news that the police have arrested Eddie Stonebridge. He’s the man who has been masquerading as John Gorwitz. I’ve tried calling Zosia these last few days but there’s no answer. I’m just sick with worry.”


    “Got it right, did I? I knew that bugger was no good.”


    “Have you heard from Zosia?”


    “I sent you a message. You didn’t get it? All this technology, total rubbish.”


    Now I remembered the peculiar message I had received from her. Something about a woodcock. “I…I did. I’m not sure I know what it means.”


    “Ah. Sorry that. A quaint reference—the bird takes flight. Well then”—she gave her shoulders a shake as if smoothing her own feathers—“Zosia told this Chav to sod off, in a nice way mind you. Got herself sorted and went east for a fortnight. She meant to spend a day or two at the National Holocaust Museum, then on to the Salle Bourgie in Montreal for the Montreal Chamber Music Festival.”


    “Oh, thank god. She’s fine then.”


    “Right then. Well, I suppose…”


    “Sorry, sorry. I’ll get out of your hair.” My eyes flew to her head; my face grew hot. “Again, apologies for disturbing your evening. Have a good night.”


    I rushed downstairs and sprinted through the pounding rain to where I had left the truck. Zosia was safe. Tears of relief mixed with rivets of rain that dripped down my face. I climbed into the truck cab and turned on the engine. Three prongs of light lit up the sky. Doomsday-black clouds roiled and churned above. An explosion like a sonic boom shook the truck. Sheets of rain swept across the windshield, the metal roof pinged and thumped under the assault.


    Wiper blades whipping frantically, I shifted into gear and checked the rear-view mirror. My mother’s face, vaporous as mist, coalesced then drifted away. I whipped around and stared into the cellar-like darkness. She wasn’t finished with me.

  


  
    Seventy-one


    I arrived at the Salty Dog shortly after five, snagged a table on the patio and deleted old emails until Mike arrived. A week had passed since news of Eddie Stonebridge’s arrest was made public. For a mere dinner and beer, Mike agreed to share what he was hearing about the investigation from his police buddies.


    “Now that’s service,” Mike said, as he arrived, nodding at the beer already waiting for him.


    “I’m a little eager to hear what’s been going on. I took the liberty of ordering some food for us as well.”


    “You brought your credit card this time, didn’t you?”


    “Come on. I only forgot that once.”


    Our server bounced over with appetizers, pre-empting Mike’s reply. Mike dipped a meatball in sauce, popped it in his mouth.


    “Man, those are good. Okay, okay. I’ll break it down for you. Late last year, Special Crimes noticed an unexplained increase of cocaine on the street. They set up an operation to find where the new supply was coming from. They found a small-time distributor and started buying from him.”


    “Just like you said. Earn the lower-level distributor’s trust and get him to introduce you to his source.”


    “Their guy eventually did. He brought him to meet John Gorwitz, AKA Eddie Stonebridge.”


    “What do you know,” I exclaimed.


    “Yeah. The guy was tense, skittish. He refused to sell to the UC directly.” Mike paused to inhale another meatball. I ate the second half of my mozza stick.


    Mike wiped his fingers on a napkin. “Meanwhile, the boys upstairs were antsy. They’d already invested a hundred Gs and still didn’t know where Gorwitz got his drugs.”


    “Was he using South China Imports?”


    “No. South China Imports came up clean. It took them a while, but they managed to get his fingerprints and when they ran them through their database, out pops Eddie Stonebridge. A few of his buddies coughed up his name after the drug bust in Vancouver, in hopes of reducing their own sentence, but Eddie was already in the wind. Once they discovered Eddie was back in business as Gorwitz, they figured he’d hooked up with another gang. They wanted the top guys.”


    “I bet.”


    “They watched Eddie’s every move, where he went, who he met with, day and night.”


    “Then I showed up on the scene.”


    “Right.” Mike chuckled. “When they spotted you at the South China Imports warehouse, they thought you might be his contact. They quickly figured out you were also interested in their guy.”


    “Was that the back-off note on my windshield?”


    “Yeah.” Mike grinned. “One of their guys tried to scare you off. Clearly someone who never met you. Anyway, the boys upstairs were tearing their hair out. They spent months setting this up and still had nothing.”


    “Azagora told me they had Eddie under surveillance twenty-four seven. That’s why he scoffed at the idea that Eddie killed Kingston Delaney and stashed him in the trunk of my car. I was sure Azagora was going to blow a gasket.”


    Mike laughed. “Yeah, he wasn’t very happy. You popped up everywhere, in Inglewood—at Smiley’s, interviewing people at the homeless shelter he used after he arrived from Vancouver. By then of course, everyone knew you were trying to find the real John Gorwitz, but your questions were making their boy, Eddie, very nervous.”


    “I can now see they might have. No wonder Azagora was bent out of shape.”


    Our mains arrived. Mike took a few bites of his steak sandwich. I dug into my fish taco.


    “Wait a minute. Why did my presence in Inglewood bother anyone?”


    “Eddie’s distributor, the guy UC first contacted, worked in Inglewood, at a café. A café you were watching.”


    I laughed, and a little piece of fish flew out of my mouth and landed on the table. “Whoops. You’re kidding! Let me guess. Eddie’s distributer was the guy with the tats working at the Deli Llama café?”


    “Bingo. Then the uniforms caught some lowlife dealing drugs in Inglewood. They were leaning on him and our guys figured it would only be a matter of time before he coughed up the guy at the Deli Llama if the beat cops didn’t figure it out for themselves.”


    “No freakin’ way. My buddy Dylan. So, he was picking up more than Aloo Gobi at the deli. Okay, now I can see how this must have annoyed Azagora.”


    “After that, Eddie changed his mind. Didn’t want to do a deal with the undercover cop, didn’t want to introduce him to his bosses. Said he had a temporary interruption in supply. The whole operation was unravelling.


    “Eddie applied for a passport around that time. Everyone figured he was about to skip. Azagora was like a caged lion with a thorn in his paw.”


    I laughed at Mike’s verbal flourish. “This must have been around the time I went down to headquarters and got Ryker’s help to ID Eddie. But don’t all those guys work together?”


    “Sure. To a degree. Ryker knew they had something going down, but he didn’t know the particulars of the case. That information is restricted to the top guys and the few actually working the file.”


    I laughed sheepishly. “I feel awful about getting him in trouble. To make it worse, when Azagora told me to back off, I demanded they arrest Eddie for King’s murder, although I had nothing but half-coherent insinuations from questionable sources.”


    “You did give them some interesting info though. What they didn’t know was that Kingston Delaney, or King as he called himself, stepped in with a blackmail threat.”


    “That one’s on me too,” I said quietly. “When I came around asking Shorty and Jeff all kinds of questions about John and Johnnie Gorwitz, Shorty saw his opportunity to make some dough. They went down to Smiley’s and talked Shorty’s half-brother into helping them with their little blackmail scheme.”


    “Well, no one connected Eddie with King’s death until you told Azagora what you knew,” said Mike.


    “But I thought they had Eddie under surveillance.”


    “They did. They tapped his phone and had a tracking device on the van. But Eddie ran into a guy he knew who worked for the Russian mob. Grigory Dorosh. The guy had just gotten out of prison and was hungry. He happened to be at Smiley’s and recognized Eddie. Over the course of a few pool games Eddie hired him to take out you and the King.”


    “The nerve.”


    “Dorosh planned to kill you the same night he killed King and put him in your trunk. Something went wrong.”


    “That’s the night I got accosted by Sheep Gut Man,” I blurted.


    Two women at the table next to us stopped talking and stared. I clamped my hand over my mouth. “Sorry.”


    “Sheep Gut Man?” Mike asked.


    I told Mike about the guy who accosted me behind Smiley’s, and how I managed to get away by using my pepper spray.


    “That guy probably saved your life,” Mike exclaimed.


    “Damn.” I shuddered. “I’m sure I saw Dorosh with Eddie in front of Smiley’s the night King was killed. Dorosh didn’t look happy.”


    “Eddie agreed to pay Dorosh ten grand, five for you and five for King. Eddie was pissed you were still alive. Dorosh had botched a couple of attempts to end your life by then.”


    “Five grand. That’s not very much.”


    “I knew a guy who hired someone to kill his wife for fifty bucks,” Mike said, dropping a fry in his mouth.


    “I feel so much better now.”


    “The day you were abducted Eddie packed up his stuff. He wasn’t going to pay Dorosh until he completed what he had been hired to do.”


    “Dorosh must have picked up my trail when Jeff and I left my office to go down to the river to try and find evidence to back up my allegations. What about Eddie?”


    “He managed to slip away undetected. They finally picked him up at the airport two days later, travelling under yet another false name.” Mike paused to eat a few more mouthfuls. “This is where it gets good.” He snickered. “It took a few days but once Eddie realized what they had on him, he started singing. He’s turning Queen’s evidence against his old gang.”


    “No kidding.”


    “It gets better. Seems Eddie’s spidey senses were working overtime. Eddie caught wind that something was going on just hours before the big drug bust in Vancouver went down. So he dipped his fingers into the pie.”


    “No way. Eddie stole from his own gang? Wait a minute. He was selling drugs he scoffed. There’s no big new supply network?”


    “You got it,” laughed Mike. “They figure he ran off with over a million dollars’ worth.”


    More afraid of his own gang than the cops, Eddie squirrelled the drugs away, made his way to Calgary, and hid out among the street people. He set up a story for himself as a drifter, and a year later re-emerged as John Gorwitz. After all, Johnnie Gorwitz was the perfect mark. There was a strong resemblance, and Johnnie told him he had no living relatives.


    “That was pretty much true,” I added. “Johnnie’s father was killed a month or so before he met Eddie and as far as we know, he was unaware of Zosia’s existence.”


    “By the time you arrived on the scene, Eddie had converted most of the drugs into cash, using one distributor, the guy working the counter at the Deli Llama.”


    “So, the drugs are gone.”


    “All gone. All they found was a quarter kilo of Superbuff below the kitchen floorboards of his rental.”


    “What’s Superbuff?” I asked.


    “Phenacetin, a drug commonly used in the drug trade to dilute drugs. Eddie cut his cocaine with it to maximize his profits. Works great for the drug dealer but this stuff is so toxic it’s been banned in most countries.”


    “Then Zosia contacted him.” I shuddered. “With his drugs all gone, he might have actually wormed his way into Zosia’s life.”


    “You won’t be surprised when I tell you he was definitely headed that way.”


    “Really? I’m totally mortified. Some PI. If I had just held off until I did my due diligence, I wouldn’t need to feel this stupid.”


    “Well you can cut yourself some slack. When the cops went through Eddie’s computer, they looked at his search history. His search log shows he was googling your client even before she hired you.”


    “How is that possible? Johnnie couldn’t have told him about Zosia, he didn’t even know she existed.”


    “Seems your client made a rather substantial donation to the Studio Bell Music Centre a few months earlier. It was in all the papers.”


    “She did. I remember coming across the write-up myself.”


    “You weren’t the only one who noticed. Maybe Eddie noticed the news article himself, or someone asked him if he was related and he got curious. Gorwitz isn’t a common name, after all. Guys like Eddie stay one step ahead of the law by keeping alert and looking for all sorts of opportunities to cash in on.”


    “Oh my god! And I bet dollars to donuts he’s responsible for Zosia’s car break-in. Zosia and I both dodged a bullet on this one.”


    “You’ve certainly got someone up there looking out for you.” Mike pointed upwards.


    I laughed. “I’ll take my luck any way I can. So, tell me, is Azagora taking any heat on this?”


    “He didn’t take down a big drug network but getting a key drug distributor off the streets for a couple of hundred thousand dollars won’t hurt his career. And solving a bunch of murders helps. It’s going to take months before it all gets wrapped up from the legal perspective. No doubt Eddie and Dorosh will end up in jail.”


    “Couldn’t happen to two nicer guys,” I replied.

  


  
    Seventy-two


    I had asked Mike, when I met him a few days ago, if he had heard anything about the bodies that had been found, the two at the gravel pit and the third one I came across in the cemetery. He hadn’t. Yesterday, I found out Walt Parson was officially declared missing. When I heard, I called


    Detective Spiess.


    I spent several hours with her, going over every little detail I knew, some of which I could verify, some of which was hearsay. She seemed interested in what I had to offer, either way. I told her I had seen Eddie Stonebridge talking to Walt Parson outside the emergency shelter. That his neighbour mentioned seeing Eddie in Walt’s neighbourhood the day after I was abducted. I told her Walt lied to me several times, said he didn’t remember Eddie Stonebridge very well and denied knowing Johnnie Gorwitz despite having banned him from the shelter. Oh, and that he’d been married to Johnnie’s mother at one time, that she left him to be with Johnnie’s father, Stan Gorwitz. I also told her Walt had confiscated a hunting rifle from Johnnie Gorwitz. And by the way, did she know Johnnie’s father had been killed with a hunting rifle? I turned over everything I had on Johnnie, on Stan, on Johnnie’s mother Emile Martin. Her subsequent questions convinced me I had piqued her curiosity enough for her to follow up.


    I glanced at my watch and hurried across the street. I had less than an hour to change out of my running gear and get ready. Zosia was back and had called me yesterday. She had news about Johnnie she wanted to share. Perhaps by some fluke or miracle, he’d been found alive, but I suspected the news wouldn’t be the outcome we once hoped for. Nevertheless, I was looking forward to seeing her again.


    I emerged freshly scrubbed from my shower and slipped on a dark-green sheath. I checked my hair and makeup, grabbed my purse and a soft cream-coloured jacket and made my way down to the parking garage. The afternoon was warm, the jacket needed to counter the truck’s air conditioning.


    I had a déjà vu moment as I pulled into visitor parking. I made my way to the front doors and was buzzed in. Zosia greeted me like an old friend.


    Zosia’s condo was even more stunning than I remembered. The sun had already shifted to the west and filtered light from the east windows filled the room. Dozens of lit candles threw intricate patterns against the walls. Two silver-framed photos stood on a small 19th-century, black-lacquered chinoiserie tea table near the piano. I recognized the pictures I had given Zosia of Stan and Johnnie.


    Zosia ushered me to a table set with silverware, crystal and fine bone china and poured tea.


    “Jorja, I want to properly thank you for all you did to find Staś and for not giving up on finding Johnnie.”


    “I should be the one thanking you. I only wish my investigation could have brought you good news. You said you have news of Johnnie?”


    “Yes. Seems I am the last living Gorwitz after all.”


    “I truly am sorry to hear that.”


    “I got a call from that nice young detective yesterday. One of the bodies you found at the gravel pit is Johnnie.”


    A shiver ran up my arms as an image of the discolored fabric my shovel had exposed came to mind. The bleak grey mound of sand that held Johnnie’s body provoked memories of other lives lost—wasted.


    “I’m so sorry, Zosia. Did they tell you anything else?”


    “His manner of death is listed as undetermined.”


    I couldn’t help thinking, like father like son.


    “At least now he can have a proper send off.” Zosia reached over and squeezed my hand, resting on the table. “The police tracked down his dental records in Grand Prairie. That is how they confirmed his identity. If you hadn’t found out Johnnie’s history, where he grew up, where he had lived, they may have never discovered who he was. They are releasing his name to the public tomorrow. I wanted to tell you this in person.”


    We sat in quiet contemplation. Although not unexpected, the finality of the news felt heavy. I looked around the room, the flickering shadows from the candles danced on the walls. Her eyes met mine, the kindness there, unmistakable. Her voice sounded good, stronger than I expected. I found myself unable to speak.


    “I am going to have Johnnie’s ashes buried in the Wildwood Cemetery, next to his father.” She looked over at the framed pictures of Stan and Johnnie and reached over and patted my hand. “Thank you for looking out for me too. To think I invited a known criminal into my life. I feel so foolish.”


    “Please don’t. Eddie Stonebridge is a clever man, good at evading the law and well-practised in deceiving people. There were moments I truly believed he was Johnnie. That’s why I brought him to your attention. I’m the one who should be feeling foolish.”


    “We can’t change what’s past. Mama would be pleased to know I found Staś, even if it was too late. And as sad as this news is, I feel more alive than ever. These past months opened my eyes, a rebirth you might say,” she said, smiling. “I was given an opportunity to learn more about my family and myself. Despite the many tragedies my family suffered, I’ve been blessed to experience the love and support they gave when they could. And I am blessed to be left to represent them.”


    I swallowed hard. I should be comforting her, not her me. I knew some of the emptiness washing over me wasn’t for her, but feelings resurrected from my own past. The last few months opened my eyes as well. I spent most of my adult life telling myself that I had only myself to rely on, that no one would help me, that I had to go it alone. I was starting to see, how the lies I told myself blurred my view of others and coloured the physical and verbal cues I sent out. How my propensity for introspection had blinded me to those in need. Zosia was right. We couldn’t change the past. Changing jobs wasn’t my end goal. I needed to free the person I knew was inside. I forced my attention back to Zosia.


    “I’ve decided to set up a trust fund to help homeless youth. It will be my family’s legacy. The Gorwitz Stepping Stones Trust. It’s the best way I can honour my family. Their lives may have been cut short, but it is comforting to know we can do some good, even after we are all gone.”


    Now I understood the animation in her voice. She had purpose. I raised my teacup in a toast to Zosia’s news, tears welling up in my eyes. The rest of our visit flew by. We talked and laughed like old friends; the afternoon reminiscent of evenings I had spent at my grandmother’s house. But something heavy sat on my chest and although I did my best to ignore it, I left Zosia’s unable to make it go away.

  


  
    Seventy-three


    I slipped out of my green dress and pulled on pyjama bottoms and an old sweatshirt. The physical exhaustion brought on by the Gorwitz case was gone but the emotional exhaustion lingered. The Gorwitz case had poked at some personal scars. My grandmother, like Zosia, lost her family too—different place and time, same hurt. They both became strong women despite it or maybe because of it. But not everyone emerged strong after suffering a devastating loss or personal calamity. Johnnie hadn’t. My mother hadn’t. Nick was out of rehab, but the verdict was still out on whether it would be permanent.


    I pulled open the top drawer and lifted my mother’s watch out of its box. It lay heavy in my hand. I opened the clasp and slipped it on my wrist. My mother, an only child, was as opposite from my grandmother as one could be; a sickly child, who couldn’t tolerate the heat and disliked the outdoors. The family moved from Australia to Timmins, Ontario, when my mother was fifteen, my granddad given the opportunity to manage a new copper, zinc and nickel operation there. By seventeen, my mother was pregnant with my brother. I came along, four years later. My grandmother made it known she viewed our father, an uneducated womanizer who worked at the mine, entirely unsuitable for her daughter. Turned out he was also unsuitable as a father.


    We tell ourselves and others we couldn’t have changed anything, that we didn’t know it was that bad, there was nothing we could do. But the lie festers and keeps the pain alive. And whenever that day replayed itself in my head, the day I last saw my mother, I couldn’t help but wonder. What if I had stayed instead of gone back—turned right instead of left. Never uttered those words.


    It happened while I was away at university. My brother tried to reach me, but I was off with some friends for the weekend. I made it back to Timmins, my hometown, five days later. A reporter greeted me at the airport, hot for a story about Timmins’ first murder-suicide. My father shot my mother then blew himself up in the garage. The explosion left little of the car or the garage and even less of him. The reporter wanted to know if my father had a history of abusing my mother. I said he did. He asked, did I ever fear that something like this might happen one day. I said fuck you.


    The distance between my brother and I wasn’t merely geographical. He blamed me for the family strife, since I refused not to argue with a drunk. Which always ended badly, for all of us. He accused me of being selfish and uncaring, leaving him to deal with the police, the reporters and our parents deaths, and he had been furious with my comments to the reporter. I didn’t see what harm it would do, after all my mother was dead and so was my father. Most of the town knew he drank. He cheated on my mother, then accused her of doing the same. More than once he told me I wasn’t his daughter.


    My brother had screamed at me that I didn’t understand, never would. He warned me that no good ever came from maligning the dead. That week I not only lost my parents, I lost my brother. I tried in my inept way to stay in touch with him over the years, but each attempt was met with cool response or blatant rejection.


    I blamed myself for failing to see how enormous my father’s anger became, how deep his addiction, until he imploded and left us scarred forever. Worse yet, I had raged at my mother. I accused her of being weak, playing willing victim to my father’s verbal barrage. I fuelled the fire.


    I used to see a woman shrink about it who told me I needed to forgive my father and myself. That my way of dealing with all of it, by shutting out emotion and not dealing with what was inside of me, wasn’t healthy and wouldn’t serve me well. What I had never shared with her, or any other living soul, was the last argument I had with my mother. I had accused her of being equally to blame, demanded that she stand up for herself. I told her I wouldn’t talk to her, that I didn’t ever want to see her again, unless she left him for good. That she needn’t bother trying to contact me until she became someone I could look up to, respect.


    How could I have spoken to her like that? My stupid, narrow-minded, egotistical words burned through me. The shame they invoked repeated in dreams, at first nightly, then less frequently over the years, until just recently. The details changed from time to time. Sometimes the nightmare ended with me watching my mother fall of a cliff, sometimes being consumed by fire. The pain in her eyes always visible. I always woke despondent, paralyzed with remorse.


    The police chief in Timmins told me they found my mother’s body upstairs in the bathroom. My father shot her twice. They found her packed suitcase standing at the foot of the bed. I might as well have pulled the trigger myself.


    They found what was left of my father downstairs, the fire from the explosion still burning. I continued to believe he was my biological father, but I guess I’d never know. I may have forgiven him for the way he treated me, but I hadn’t forgiven myself. It must be why the dreams were back. Why I heard my mother calling me. My therapist’s prediction was coming true. I was finally out of my job rut, where I had hidden away from people, from life. But until I forgave myself, I was still emotionally boxed in, as trapped as my mother had been in her own fear.


    God knows I’ve been over every conversation, every argument, thousands of times. And while I felt like the violence, the shame was only happening to me, my family, a similar scenario had played out in Johnnie’s family almost at the same time, two thousand miles away. And by hundreds of families like ours. The realization made my situation seem less potent. I was the one who had chosen to wrap all my feelings up in this invisible blanket of shame I kept hidden from everyone. A shame I had no business harbouring. A shame I had secretly nurtured until it grew so heavy it dragged me down that black hole as soon as a crack opened.


    My father was right about one thing. There were things I’d never understand. Good people, kind people, people who loved each other. Then we had the transgressors, women and men who had everything, children, jobs, loving families but something drove them to destroy it all. Walt had been one of those men. So had my father.

  


  
    Seventy-four


    I slid open the patio door and stepped onto the balcony. Early morning and the air already lay warm on my face. I breathed in deeply. Life was good. My heel was back to normal and I had a new client, a woman who read my How to Tell He’s Lying article in a private investigator blog and wanted confirmation her boyfriend checked all the boxes.


    During the past few weeks, more pieces had been added to the puzzle. The bottle Shorty turned over to the police contained enough pure DMX—Dextromethorphan—to kill a horse. The only identifiable fingerprints found on the bottle belonged to Eddie Stonebridge. Eddie was having a hard time explaining how DMX made its way into a bottle of rye.


    The police identified the second of the two corpses in the gravel pit as Joe Stern, a vagrant from Ontario with a lengthy record of misdemeanors. It appeared that Joe Stern was the “Neanderthal” Johnnie killed in self-defence. Mike told me the medical examiner had matched up the wounds with the description Shorty and Jeff provided about the fight that took place.


    The body I stumbled across in the cemetery remains a Jane Doe. She wasn’t buried in the true sense. She was left on top of a newly dug grave, which explained why I tripped over her arm.


    Newly dug graves tended to settle, especially in the first year. What with Calgary’s freeze and thaw cycles over winter, freshly dug graves could subside as much as two feet or more. Whoever disposed of her body must have used the depressed area in a recent gravesite as a shallow grave and simply covered her up with dirt from a freshly excavated grave nearby. For a while I wondered if the body could belong to Jeff’s missing lady friend. The police dispelled the notion when they released information indicating the medical examiner had placed the woman’s age between fifteen and nineteen.


    Perhaps the most shocking news to come out was that Walt Parson’s body had been found in a junkyard east of the city. Walt had known all along that Eddie stole Johnnie’s ID. After all, he was well acquainted with the Gorwitz name, having lost his first wife to Johnnie’s father. With a sick second wife and mounting medical bills he’d been willing to keep Eddie’s secret…for a price. Unfortunately, this hadn’t done Shorty and his brother, King, any good when they showed up as the second set of hands asking for silence money. That had been the final straw, and Eddie concluded it was time to tidy up the loose ends. While Dorosh had been trying to get rid of me, Eddie went after Walt. The police tracked video camera footage of both Eddie’s and Walt’s vehicles entering the junkyard, but only Eddie’s leaving.


    A search of Walt Parson’s basement turned up an old rifle with Johnnie Gorwitz’s initials carved into the wooden gunstock. For some odd reason Walt had chosen to keep Johnnie’s rifle rather than turn it in to police the night he confiscated it at the emergency shelter. Maybe in some small way he believed the Gorwitz family owed him something. The police subsequently determined the rifle was not used to kill Stan Gorwitz. Stan’s death was still being chalked up to a careless individual who might not even be aware of the damage he caused.


    Eddie Stonebridge and Grigory Dorosh were charged with a litany of offences, the most serious being the murders of Walt Parsons and Kingston Delaney. They were also charged with the manslaughter of Bill Campbell, the protester killed at the rally, the improper disposal of a body, drug trafficking, identity theft, and the attempted murder of yours truly.


    After news of Walt’s death was made public, long-buried grievances emerged, like they usually do. A friend of Johnnie’s mother came forward. She had visited police after Johnnie’s mother, Emile, was found dead and tried to convince them it wasn’t a suicide. She told police Emile had been afraid of her husband, that he continued to threaten and harass her after she had left him. Things escalated after Emile met Stan and Johnnie was born. She often saw Walt, standing openly on the sidewalk, staring at Emile’s house, whenever Stan was out of town. She claimed Emile would never have killed herself knowing Johnnie would be the one to find her. Just like Nancy said.


    Had young Johnnie known more than he let on? Is that what Nick heard him accusing Walt of at the shelter? Had Johnnie seen Walt at his mother’s house? That he wasn’t talking about seeing Walt take his wallet, but that he remembered seeing Walt leaving his house the day he discovered his mother’s body. Did he blame himself for not being able to do anything to stop his mother’s death? A huge burden for a child to take on, a burden no adult would ever imagine a child taking on, but children did. Is that what left him feeling alone and distanced from his father? Why he turned to drugs?


    The story spread, and several former inmates came forward claiming abuse by Walt during the time he was head warden. We’d probably never know if Walt had a hand in Emile’s death or Johnnie’s and he was no longer around to defend himself against any allegations of assault.


    I hear and see less of my mother these days. Maybe I never did hear or see her all the times I thought I did. Were they merely a figment of my overactive imagination? Or perhaps the hallucinations arose from my own anxiety and stress. The stress of trying to keep Nick and Jeff and myself alive. The anxiety I felt when I had put Zosia in danger. Although rare, there were documented cases of individuals experiencing stress driven auditory and visual hallucinations.


    Or maybe I did hear my mother warning me. Would it be wrong to think that my mother had finally forgiven me? That her spirit had reached out to guide and help me. That she was looking out for me. That I could finally unload the burden of regret I carried around with me.


    “There you are.”


    Mike’s voice jarred me from my thoughts. I turned as Mike stepped out onto the balcony. The warmth of his arms comforting as he placed them on the railing next to mine.


    “Just marvelling at how green and vibrant it is out here,” I said.


    “Yeah? After the last few months, I thought you might be out here contemplating some other line of work.”


    “Not a chance.”


    Mike glanced at me and rubbed his chin, in his worried way. “It’s a pretty rough world out there, Jojo.”


    I grinned. “I know. I’ve got the scars to prove it.”
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    And to you my readers, thank you. Knight Blind is being released during the Covid-19 pandemic. The world changes constantly, but there is a growing sense that a seismic shift is happening. There is talk of a new normal. Things may never be the same. But I hope the new normal never changes our desire to escape the seriousness of our daily lives and experience the dangers and pleasures offered by a fictional world. I hope Knight Blind provided you a few hours of respite from the situation at hand. Stay well.


     

  


  
    YOUR FREE BOOK IS WAITING
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    Jorja Knight is eager to prove her worth as a new PI. But her simple surveillance case takes a dark turn when a man is murdered and threats against her client escalate. Jorja realizes solving the case is more than a job…her life depends on it.


     


    Your free copy of Knight Shift is waiting for you at:

    www.alicebienia.com

  


  
    Thank you for reading Knight Blind! Authors largely rely on word of mouth and reader reviews to gain exposure. Please let other readers know how much you enjoyed Knight Blind by leaving a brief review and the number of stars proportional to your level of satisfaction, at your favourite online bookstore.


     


    Don’t miss the next

    Jorja Knight Mystery


    KNIGHT TRIALS


    Available Winter 2021


    “It’s easy to miss something you’re not looking for. That’s a principle I learned years ago as a young forensic analyst, and one I should have remembered. It’s hard to remember principles while you’re barrelling down a dark alley chasing a guy wearing Chewbacca pyjama pants—or while you have a gun pointed in your face. But that’s not how this case started…that came later.”


    Read on for an Excerpt of Knight Trials

  


  
     


    Knight Trials

  


  
    One


    I grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked my wig back until I could see past the blond, polyester fringe. My scalp itched from the cheap fibres and sweat trickled down my back under my fleece jacket. I pivoted away, feigning interest in this month’s Healthy Meals magazine as Dave approached the exit. A large bag of Doritos wobbled over the top of the bag he carried. I didn’t need Sherlockian deduction skills to know he was headed for another night of junk food and video games.


    This was my fifth day of surveillance on Dave Morgan and it was about as exciting as watching poker on TV. Then again, it was my only active case. Dave Morgan seemed like a decent enough guy. As an independent IT consultant, Dave worked all hours, including evenings and weekends. His girlfriend, Lydia, wanted my assurance it wasn’t on pleasing some other woman. So far, all I had seen was a guy who was working and eating himself to death.


    My cell phone vibrated against my hip. I pulled it out of my jacket pocket and smiled at the name on the screen. Gab Rizzo is my best friend. More than that, she’s like my sister—except we never fight.


    “Hey Gab, what’s up?”


    “Jorja, thank gawd you answered. I’m in so much doo-doo. My sous-chef is stranded in Kelowna. He can’t get a flight out until later tonight.”


    “And that’s a problem…because?”


    “Don’t you remember? Tonight’s the night I’m catering that dinner in Pump Hill. If I don’t get someone in to help, I’m seriously going down in flames.”


    I’d been hearing about this dinner for weeks. Gab had launched her own private catering company, right before I opened shop as a private investigator. A year in, we were both struggling to find solid footing. Tonight, her food would be tasted by some of Calgary’s movers and shakers.


    “Is there any way you can come and give me a hand? Please, Jorja. Please.”


    I stared at Dave’s well-padded frame as he lumbered away. He exhibited none of the usual signs of a man trying to impress a new woman. He wasn’t exercising or dieting. He hadn’t shaved in days. His hair was shaggy and unkempt, and he couldn’t even be bothered to iron his wrinkled polo shirts or khakis. I couldn’t imagine two women wanting him. I’m not saying IT guys can’t be smoking hot, just Dave wasn’t. I had followed him to several residences and three small businesses over the course of the week and reassured myself all was kosher.


    I glanced at my watch and sighed. A night watching Dave play video games suddenly seemed decidedly more appealing than spending an evening with strangers. Then again, Gab wasn’t inviting me to attend, she needed help chopping and slicing.


    “Okay. Where and when do you want me?”


    And just like that, those few simple words turned my boring surveillance case into a perplexing and dodgy tangle.
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