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Your Pick: Selected Stories

2019 Eric Hoffer Award, Short Story/Anthology Category

2019 Montaigne Medal Finalist

“Uniquely powerful and thought provoking... An exceptional collection of literary triumphs that showcase the variety and vibrancy of the modern short story, Your Pick is recommended without reservation.” — Book Viral

“Rich in metaphors and intensely provocative descriptive passages, these stories are to be tasted, savored, enjoyed and read over and over again. Your Pick: Selected Stories is a powerful tribute to this author’s mastery of the art of creating not just a good story, but a story that needs to be read many times to appreciate the full power of its presentation.” — Readers’ Favorite (Five-Star Rating)

“Kemanis is a writer of substance. She exposes expressions of despair hidden behind masks of joviality. She hears and conveys what people think regardless of what they say. She creates moments of tension, drama, and pathos in the midst of seemingly benign situations... A wise person once said there are no boring stories, only boring writers. Kemanis authors the former and is the polar opposite of the latter. RECOMMENDED.” — The U.S. Review of Books

Love and Crime: Stories

Top Shelf Book Awards 2018 Finalist

“Eleven compulsively readable short stories... Anyone who appreciates supple writing and fine storytelling will enjoy every minute spent reading these stories... A good deal of the pleasure in the collection comes from the writing itself. Kemanis knows how to build a story and keep it going.” — Foreword Reviews (Clarion Five-Star Rating)

Dust of the Universe, tales of family

Commended—SPR Book Awards 2014

“[Kemanis is] unarguably gifted...a great talent... There are stories here that I think I will remember forever. They’ve stayed with me in the weeks since I read them and make me smile even now as I call to mind their wonderfully flawed characters, their gentle humor, their twists and surprises and, without exception, the compassionate insight at their core.” — SP Reviews

Everyone But Us, tales of women

The Kindle Book Review Awards 2013 Nominee

“V. S. Kemanis is certainly one of the most intelligent writers I have read, writers of classics included. Her insight into human behavior is truly unusual... These are believable stories and believable characters... Unwaveringly fascinating.” — The Kindle Book Review

Malocclusion, tales of misdemeanor

B&P Readers’ Choice Awards 2014 Nominee

“Quietly effective... Perfectly paced and brimming with mood and insight into our darker moments... Kemanis pulls off the difficult trick of imbuing the humdrum with a subliminal disquiet.” — David Antrobus, author of Dissolute Kinship

YOUR PICK

Selected Stories
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V. S. Kemanis

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events, places, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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The dozen stories in Your Pick are reader favorites, carefully selected and handpicked from my four collections of short fiction. I wrote these stories at various times over the past twenty-five years, and readers have responded to me with their personal insights, enthusiasm, and praise. These twelve stories have inspired deep emotional reactions, bringing tears and smiles, wonder and discovery.

Dear Readers, I’ve listened to you and learned from you. These are your picks. New Readers, take these stories and escape into worlds unknown yet familiar, imbued with universal situations, conflicts, and emotions. My characters are everyday people navigating the breadth of human experience: love, loss, attraction, repulsion, rejection, acceptance, despair, joy, temptation, loneliness, creativity, self-discovery, failure, success. Enter the lives of these characters and let them stir feelings deep within you.

Imagination is my refuge, conception and creation my delights. I wish the same for you.

V.S. Kemanis

Autumn 2018

*     *     *
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My Latvian Aunt
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AUNT MIRDZA DIED in 2004 at the age of seventy-seven. I’d known her only ten years. My father’s sixty-fifth birthday party was the occasion of our belated meeting, owing to one of those epiphanies that strike at the threshold to the sunset years—in Papa’s case, a sudden regret at having shunned his sister ever since her scandalous marriage to an older man at the DP camp in Würzburg, 1947.

Mirdza and I were coaxed into attending the distant celebration with invitations we knew better not to decline, sent along with plane tickets to L.A., hers from Toronto, mine from New York. There were follow-up phone calls. “Your sister is coming—and your Aunt Mirdza.” Papa was confident. “I also booked the Stanley Pendleton Trio.” A big to-do, March 15, 1994. I went alone, leaving Marcus behind for a few days to get the kids off to preschool and kindergarten.

Years have passed. There’s a Baltic look that sets in particularly hard from middle age on, when the eyes sink into the skull, the hair becomes thin and brittle, the face lengthens and yellows, and the jowls dip below chin level. You’d think that I, being of mixed breed, would have been spared, but certainly, it isn’t so. The other day in a health club locker room a young woman, a complete stranger, looked me dead in the eye and started to lilt happily in Swedish. It took a moment to register before I muttered something about, “just across the water,” neither in Latvian nor Swedish.

I’d never learned my father’s mother tongue. Upon landing in the States in 1950, Papa was so grateful to his new country that, when he married a coed from Bakersfield Junior College and started a family, he found no utility in passing along a language and culture that lay buried in the rubble he’d left behind. This hole in my upbringing dawned on me during college in the mid-1970s, spawning a righteous period of visceral indignation inspired by the newly emerging roots fad. The phase slowly dissipated, replaced with a misty-eyed swell at any mention of Papa’s Atlantic passage by steamer. He is now gone, since 2001, my mother long before him, 1992.

The moment I first saw her is untouched in memory. Aunt Mirdza sat on a corner of the couch in Papa’s living room, surrounded by aging Americans, most of them several generations removed from their European ancestors. Her identity jumped out in that quiet Latvian way just as Stanley Pendleton was finishing his Bill Evans-style piano solo in “What is There to Say?” My mystery aunt was stamped from the same press as her brother Karlis, the man who’d raised me, her countenance offering a preview of my own, thirty years hence.

Half of that thirty is now gone, time a witness to my face, gently sagging, revealing her in me.
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June 13-14, 1941, Night of Terror: Soviet Central Government Deports Anti-Soviet Element, 15,500 Latvians

“I WAS AT the farm that day.”

“How old were you?”

“Fifteen. Our neighbor to the south came over and said all sorts of people were being arrested. My parents and Karlis were in Riga. I wanted to call and warn them not to come, but the phone was cut off, which kind of scared me. Of course, I didn’t know the same thing was happening in the city. Later we heard all kinds of horror stories. There were people we knew—the parents were taken and their new baby left behind, alone in the crib. Just shut the door on it. Things like that.

“The other neighbor, the one to the north, was somewhat on the pink side, a Socialist. I figured there’s a safe place and his phone will be working, so I jumped on my bike and went over there, but a big truck was standing in the middle of his yard, the military police. I sort of blustered something about coming over for potato seeds or whatnot and rode out of there as fast as possible.”

“Russians were deporting a Socialist?”

“Nothing made any sense. They owned their farm, so naturally they couldn’t be Communist because they must be rich. If somebody didn’t like you they informed against you. I still don’t know why we weren’t taken. My father was in the Latvian border guard and we owned a 300-acre farm. They took most of our land in 1940 and left only thirty acres, but they didn’t take us.

“They were disorganized, and that could be the only reason we didn’t end up in Siberia.”
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VILNIS WAS HER love, a man seventeen years her senior. Mirdza was a few months shy of twenty-one when she told her parents that they might as well approve the marriage because soon enough there would be nothing they could do to prevent it.

This was the story she told, anyway, during the first of my yearly visits to her Toronto apartment. Having met, finally, at sixty-seven and forty, we latched onto all those wasted years as an excuse for silent anger at my father, a subterfuge for the disappointment we might have directed at ourselves. Easily, long ago, we could have arranged a meeting on our own. The grumbling, estranged siblings, Mirdza and Karlis, had never, really, lost touch. They habitually gossiped about one another with mutual acquaintances from DP camp days and occasionally exchanged preprinted Christmas cards, just to confirm the still-beating heart and unchanged address at the other end.

Not very difficult, then, for Mirdza or I to have asked Papa for a phone number or address, but we outwardly denied our choice of scapegoat, dropping hints with nasty little digs over coffee. “Here we sit together. Let’s just call him up now, shall we?” Mirdza mused. “Let’s not,” I answered. Mean. We locked eyes and smiled because, although she’d surrendered to curiosity and swallowed her pride to attend the sixty-fifth, she certainly hadn’t forgiven her brother for the original injury, his arrogant rejection of her lifeblood.

As children, the siblings had never gotten along, well before Vilnis so shockingly robbed the cradle. When asked to explain, Mirdza always gave the same answer, reducing their intractable conflict to a comfortable platitude: “Your father was a city boy and I was a country girl.” Their family had an apartment in Riga and a farm thirty miles outside the city where Mirdza spent every possible moment, weekends, holidays, and summers, tending the pigs.
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June 22, 1941: Nazi Invasion Interrupts Soviet Deportation of Latvians

“IT WAS ONLY a week or so later. The Germans came in the middle of the night. In the morning there were fifty or more of them settled in the yard.”

“Were you terrified?”

“Actually, we were happy. In a few weeks they occupied the whole country. There was no fighting, the Russians just ran, and we didn’t have to worry anymore about being arrested. Life went on. The only people who had to worry were the Jews and the Gypsies and anyone reckless enough to resist.”
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USUALLY WE SAT alone at her small kitchen table, but not during that first visit when she began to offer her stories of Vilnis. I had brought my family along—as it turned out, the only time they would accompany me to Toronto. The folly of bringing the children slammed into us the moment we stepped into Mirdza’s sparse, ’60s-style apartment, decorated with oil paintings and handmade furniture wrought by the hands of her long-deceased, beloved husband. A cord of angst shot up my spine every time a child escaped parental grasp. “Don’t touch!” can be said only so many times. No and no again and please come here to be clamped between the knees or tethered to the table leg. Please. My aunt is telling us a story.

This, in between her breaks from us, the trips to the four-by-six cement balcony for a cigarette. She was considerate in this way, in her own home, five floors up.

A black and white, miniscule snapshot of a young couple in ’40s-style clothing was pushed toward me across the kitchen table with yellowed index and middle fingers, thready nails. “I said to them, either you can okay it now, or I’ll just wait a few months and then there will be nothing you can do about it!” Said with a Canadian “ou” and two, hard little Latvian “t’s” at the end. A glimmer of self-congratulation shone from her translucent blue eyes, so pale they verged on milky underneath the folds of slack lids.

That fog about her made me desperate to burn through it, to gather a complete picture of the love match, a chestnut-haired girl of nearly twenty-one and the inky-helmeted man of thirty-eight on their wedding day, standing vertical-legged in their best suits, the girl clutching a small bouquet of handpicked flowers, no money for anything more. Just beyond the lens perhaps my father, a mere nineteen, looked on with a smirk of disdain. Get over it, Papa. Your parents eventually did.

I was confused about the twenty-one business, wondering if it was just part of her anecdote, a made-up fact for family legend. “Was that German or Latvian law, there in the DP camp?” What a stupid question out of all the great questions that could have been asked and answered when there was still time. This one never was answered, interrupted by six-year-old Trina. “Mommy! I’m going to throw up!” I grabbed Trina for a frantic dash to the tidy little john, where we hovered, luckily, over a false alarm as I silently thanked my little one for sparing the grout between all those inch-square floor tiles in colors of salmon, pearl, and caramel.

When we returned, Marcus was down on a patch of open floor wrestling with little Ryan while I, very embarrassed, apologized with the flushed girl in my lap, her head pushed up into the cozy cave under my chin. Mirdza gave a straight-backed smile and said with a sniff, “We never could have children.” Of course, I knew she was childless, but there was a certain awkwardness in that confession, delivered without a scrap of sorrow or regret.

It appeared then that she looked upon my children with a scientific, distant curiosity, those specimens of cell and gene descended from her brother. Not once did she touch them or attempt to engage them in conversation during that first visit or the single trip she made to my home, when the children were older and capable of human discourse. Against all reason it bothered me, her lack of grandmotherly ways, though I scolded myself for being so selfish.

On another visit, when we were alone, she explained, “I always thought it was because of the war. We were constantly hungry. Maybe it would surprise you what we thought about?”

Ears open, I awaited further nuance to her confession. The Childlessness of Mirdza and Vilnis.

“Not big juicy pork chops or cakes and cookies and whatnot. It was always bread. I thought and dreamt about bread, the smell and taste of it in my mouth.” Her brow knit around the blight of hunger still engraved there. Finally, she came to the point. “I lost my period for several years, you see, but I never did ask a doctor about it.”

I didn’t respond, not knowing quite how. “What a shame,” should I have said? The enigma of her, everything about her, was neatly packaged within that rational, matter-of-fact delivery, at once suggesting and denying a cover-up or the possibility of deeper meaning.

“How wonderful!” should I have exclaimed? To be blessed with barrenness, given free rein in sexuality and art and nature in a dizzy time of political exile and personal liberation. To be a young girl defying her family to marry the man she loved, an artist, handyman, and craftsman. To be solitary lovers building a quiet, secluded life on that little farm in a clearing surrounded by woods and bordered by a crystal lake for summer swims in a rugged bit of Ontario. 1948 to 1967.
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October 13, 1944: The Soviets Recapture Riga

“THE RUSSIANS WERE advancing all summer from the east, pushing the German front toward the Baltic Sea. By October they were practically on our doorstep. We were all staying on the farm, thinking it was safer there. But then the Germans started to dig in.”

“Dig in?”

“Making trenches in the garden, ready to fight. Then the shooting started. They were shooting left and right.”

“There, on your land?”

“Yeah, in our garden. Nothing to it, I mean, you’re so busy doing things you don’t have time to be scared. You don’t think about the future because you have to pack. We packed all kinds of stupid things. There were no trains naturally, so we drove the horses with two wagon loads.

“There was just one thing that really, really impressed me from the war, not the shooting, not any bombings. The Germans were withdrawing, their tanks and army vehicles taking up the whole highway and the refugees on horseback and in wagons, one after another, on the gravel shoulder. I was driving one of our wagons. There was a boy, maybe seven or eight years old on a huge horse, riding bareback. I don’t know whether the horse shied or what happened, but the boy fell off and the horse stepped on his leg. I could hear the bones crunch. And of course he screamed and nobody stopped. You couldn’t stop. You couldn’t do anything, because the traffic was one by one. I can still see that boy on the horse.

“When we got to Riga we reorganized, made some backpacks from potato sacks and packed whatever we could carry. We gave everything else away, our horses and wagons, our apartment. I don’t know who got them. And then we pushed onto a little boat headed for Germany.

“That night a Russian plane went over quite low, sort of limping back home. I was on deck sitting right beside the soldier manning the machine gun, shooting at the plane. And you know, if you have a weapon right there you’re not the least bit scared! All that shining ammunition—you can see where it goes and it was fascinating.”
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ONE OF MY inherited treasures is an index-card sized plastic box containing Ektachrome 35mm slides and a teal and black colored plastic viewer that fits snugly in the palm of my hand. Unfold it, insert a slide against the translucent backdrop, press an eye to the crude magnifying glass, and magically they emerge in 3-D, Mirdza and Vilnis, their moments on this earth forever mine.

1952, 1956, 1961, in the woods, the clearing, Mirdza with the pig, Vilnis chopping firewood, slabs of bacon in the smokehouse, their new Ford, summer together on the shore of the lake. Cigarettes between their fingers in almost every picture, relishing the taste of tobacco in the brisk outdoors and in the yellow light of a close, wood-paneled bedroom. Mirdza, propped up against the headboard, is fully clothed in a dull, rust-colored sweater and plaid skirt, hands fisted together in her lap, knuckled around a jutting, burning cigarette as her soft, young, still round face, thirty-one years old, pushes up a shy, contented smile for her lover Vilnis, camera in hand. Just the two of them in that dim room with the single light, and there it is, on the nightstand! The little teak lamp that now graces my living room! “Vilnis G.” is etched in cursive on the underside of the base, an imprint he left on all his woodwork and paintings with its assumption that anyone interested enough should already know the last name, Galdiņš.

They would have liked to live entirely from the land but needed to supplement their income. They both contributed. Vilnis was the relentless creator, most of it for Mirdza and himself, but reluctantly for money, designing wood furniture with distinctive hand-cut dovetail joints in woods of different hues, planed so perfectly smooth that the hand still wants to linger, caress, and stroke the living warmth that resides in these children of the soil.

His paintings, singular and disturbing, are composed of veneer shapes under oils in startling colors textured with a putty knife, deliberate, nothing haphazard or impulsive. The viewer, inexorably drawn, is the intended target of his images. Barren trees grope for the sun, a naked sliver of chartreuse moon floats in a dark-night spray of stars, an abandoned city of blue-gray skyscrapers thrusts heavenward. Empty and searching.

Mirdza’s apartment was furnished with the smaller pieces of furniture and decorated with half a dozen paintings, each ingeniously hung with a jury-rig of string, paper clips, rug tacks, and double-sided tape. These methods were exposed after her death.

During their Ontario farm years, her monetary contribution was a part-time job she held for more than a decade as records keeper for their rural township. “It was the 1950s, and of course there were no computers, and everything was on paper and done by hand. The real big deal was when we got a microfiche in ’58 or ’59 and began to store all the documents and certificates this way.

“Still, all the papers had to go through me. Every birth and death in our township.”

In the first minutes of the visit when we discussed birth and death records, she asked me, as she usually did, “How are the children?” I responded, as I usually did, with the current list of their strengths and weaknesses in school, extracurricular interests, and recent illnesses. Follow-up questions were few to none. I didn’t volunteer extended psychological insights or obsessive motherly gushing. They were my children. It was understood that I loved them boundlessly and achingly, spent my days and nights with them, had given up my career for them. Temporarily. She kept one ear open, would smile distantly and nod at each bit of imparted information.

“Will you be going back to the office one day?”

“Sure, I think so. My brain could use the exercise, and Marcus says,” I laughed, “he says I’m really dying to get back. Anyway, the kids won’t need me forever.”

“Less than you think, perhaps.”

I found this odd, almost offensive. “Yes, well...”

“At least, not when they get older,” she put in, and my heart, a biased judge, took this as a calculated attempt to soften a blow which had been every bit as calculated.
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May 7, 1945: German Unconditional Surrender Leaves 150,000 Displaced Latvians

“IT WAS ONLY about seven months until the war ended, most of that winter. Luckily, my godmother took us in, somewhere in the middle of Germany. I had a job in a glass blowing factory and Karlis was in school. It snowed so much there were mornings I had to leave the house through the window on skis.”

“Through the window!”

“No, really! The snow got that high! It was a tiny village, I can’t remember the name. When the Germans surrendered, the Russians took over the town and we had the darndest time convincing the Americans we didn’t want to stay. We had just run from the Russians! We had no country.

“That summer the Americans dumped us somewhere in Bavaria on a big farm, about twenty Latvians, mostly well-educated engineers and lawyers and mathematicians and whatnot. They all had to work in the potato fields in the summer heat, and I was the house Negro, the only one who could milk a cow, so there you are! I had it easy.

“And then we heard of the DP camps, so we went to Würzburg. That’s where I met Vilnis. That’s where we stayed, until 1948.”

––––––––
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EACH VISIT WITH Mirdza, after getting through the domestic small talk, I would leap time to emerge reincarnated as a fly on the cow’s flank in 1942, or the tabby mouser on her lap in 1955. As yet unborn were Ry and Trina, my daily joy or leg iron, depending. Marcus was generous about my yearly solo treks, not wanting to repeat that disastrous family visit in 1995, happy to take three or four days off from work to be with the kids, using the excuse that we had no relatives or babysitters at the ready. Our relationship was built on this kind of cooperation, none of it a problem or a source of stress, although the limits were tested when it came to all my trips after Mirdza’s death.

By then, the children were thirteen and fifteen, not really in need of a babysitter. But my return to Toronto, again and again, long after my aunt’s body had been reduced to ash, might have been seen as a bit off. Marcus pretended not to notice. I see that now. To me, there was no question of the necessity.

Mirdza’s friends arranged her funeral. She used to speak of them now and then. There were a few from her childhood in Riga, others she’d known in the DP camp, and newer acquaintances who were members of the Latvian Lutheran Church in Toronto. The most prominent names were Ruta and Osvalds, but there were others, Ilze and Janis and Darta and Imants. I’d never met any of them, an amorphous subset of graying displaced persons labeled “Mirdza’s Friends.”

Ruta was the one who called me. Her voice, with its pitch and accent so similar to Mirdza’s, startled me almost as much as the news. “Mirdza’s niece?” she confirmed after she’d asked my name twice. “Your aunt died yesterday, in the hospital.” I hadn’t known she was in the hospital. “They said it was pneumonia.” The endgame to undiagnosed emphysema, I thought, or more likely, a diagnosis known to Mirdza and never mentioned. Her breathing had become progressively labored over the years, and there’d been a previous bout of pneumonia only the year before.

Ruta told me more than enough without the need to ask questions. I listened quietly, allowing my chest slowly to clog. Mirdza and a neighbor in her building were in the habit of checking on one another—something I hadn’t known, additional evidence of my dereliction. The neighbor discovered her in bed, limp and feverish, and called an ambulance. She died two days later.

“I stayed with her the whole night through until the end,” said Ruta.

The belated, once-yearly niece exhaled a “God bless you” with real gratitude.

“In the last few hours she couldn’t talk at all. She was drenched in sweat, her breathing was nearly impossible, a big rattling sound, and she was curled up in a fetal position. I wiped the sweat from her forehead and told her that everything would be all right. Her eyes flew back and forth, searching my face and the room. I don’t know what she could see.”

“Vilnis, I hope,” emerged without thinking.

Ruta paused and I dreaded her response, even worse, her silence for what it would tell me about her thoughts. “Yes,” she said finally. “I think you may be right.” Ruta would know—she’d been Mirdza’s friend since Germany—but her voice was unreadable.

“How did you know where to reach me?” I asked.

“How? But she gave me your number some years ago, after Karlis died. She said to call you if anything happened.”

I was dumbstruck.

“Perhaps you didn’t know.” She’d analyzed my silence. “Mirdza spoke of you often. And your little ones, Ryan and Trina, her great nephew and great niece. She showed me pictures. The school pictures you sent every year.”

Yes, I had sent them, hadn’t I? Weeks later I would see all the snapshots again, organized by year in a disintegrating, multi-sleeved plastic photo holder in her wallet, some sleeves fat with more than one, the most recent on top. It was then that I cried for the first time.
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May 10, 2004: Treasure Hunters Discover WWII Artifacts in the Baltics

“WE BURIED ANYTHING valuable we couldn’t carry. Most people did this. We weren’t going to give the Russians any more than we had to, and of course we thought we were coming back. Anyway, we were hoping to come back.”
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I BECAME THE harvester of the personal effects, a responsibility willingly relinquished by my sister, who lived a world away in Hawaii. We were the only living relatives, and Mirdza died intestate, a surprise to us. The last time I’d seen her, shortly after her recovery from the previous bout of pneumonia, she’d made one of her dry little jokes that it was time to rewrite her will. She was so organized that this seemed likely.

But there was no will to be found in the apartment, no correspondence from a lawyer or evidence of a safe deposit box. I combed every inch, the desk, the bureau, even the kitchen drawers, warding off the sentry from the Public Guardian’s Office, a square block of a man in a plaid sport coat with distrust smeared on his face, dutifully protecting an old lady’s meager possessions from theft.

My first shock was to see him instead of Mirdza, opening her apartment door under my knock, his dangling hand clutching my affidavit and birth certificate, faxed to him the day before. These documents should have been legally enough to convince him of my entitlement, but he clung to doubt with a benign, official sternness, standing briefly in front of each drawer I wished to open before stepping away.

When I reached up to grasp the frame of the chartreuse moon, he stopped me with a suggestion that the paintings and furniture could go to public auction. This was just too much, and I’m afraid I lost it. “These are family treasures!” I choked, teary eyed. He melted then and became a believer in me and perhaps the nicest man ever born, helping to load as much as we could fit into the rented van I had driven up from New York.

A few things I had to let go. Her desk. A hi-fi. Handcrafted bits of Vilnis I couldn’t keep. A list was made and a receipt with my signature under the Public Guardian’s disclaimer, sealing my liability to any surprise distant relation who might materialize, looking for a chartreuse moon.

Back home, after Marcus helped me find places for the three small pieces of furniture, I took up residence in the basement with my boxes of Mirdza, surrounded by the mental landscape of Vilnis, propped up against the walls. My family didn’t see me for days, possibly I didn’t eat, much anyway. Nights I spent on the musty couch the kids used for sleepovers, peering into the dark void with tears in my eyes, wondering what I felt about this woman who had spoken so unthinkingly of Jews and Gypsies and house Negroes, who’d inquired politely after my children like a stranger while treasuring the bragging photos in her wallet. This woman who’d been put aside by her own brother yet dearly loved by Vilnis and a nucleus of survivors.

It had hit me hard, the specter of perpetual obscurity, the regret of unasked questions, facts lost forever as I dug through the personal effects, jewelry, scribbles in Latvian, photos and slides, fascinated, angry. Why hadn’t she told me about this person or that place? Why hadn’t I asked her to describe Vilnis at work, paintbrush in hand, the expression he wore when imagining these bleak landscapes and lonely heavens?

Hordes of ghosts, the undiscovered works, were scattered throughout Ontario, I was sure of it, never to be found. For twenty years with Mirdza on that little farm by the lake, Vilnis relentlessly created, the first decade in good health, the second in gradual decline. In 1958, an unnoticed cluster of mutant cells invaded his left lung, multiplied, obstructed, were carved away by the scalpel in 1963, and reemerged to multiply again, slowly eroding the mass into black soup.

Six paintings, a coffee table, a side table, a credenza with sliding doors. Smaller wood crafts, a tea tray, a traditional Latvian three-branched candelabra, an office wastebasket, the teak lamp. These were what I had, the desk and hi-fi left behind.

On the day of the funeral, before going to the church, my sister and I had spent an hour with Ruta and Osvalds in their spacious living room, drinking coffee. Centered on a wall under the two-story, cathedral ceiling was an enormous painting, a rectangle perhaps five feet high and three feet wide, its style and subject immediately recognizable. In this one, the barren arms of the trees reached beseechingly toward a pale, cold sun, the branches hollow and dead, like driftwood. The sight of it spurred my incipient confusion, precursor to an insatiable need. Discreetly, I inquired. Yes, they supposed, many more of his paintings must be out in the world, but they couldn’t say where.

In my basement retreat, cross-legged on the floor, I inserted one slide after another into the little 3-D viewer and angled it up to the light, searching for clues. Melded into the images of their life together were his paintings and pieces of woodcraft, each of them known and recognized until—sharp inhale, beating heart—a sparkling blue image struck me with the thrill of an archeological find.

Vilnis sat on the couch, a burning cigarette clamped between thumb and two fingers in a masculine custom of old, looking cool and masterful as if to say, “This is my work.” The large painting filled much of the wall behind him, caught with a sheen from the light of the flash bulb. A happy scene! He had painted six elongated V-shapes suggesting birds, each one rounded on top like the upper edge of a woman’s evening gown. Individual yet social, they flew at angles in a careful hodgepodge, the most prominent among them painted in pure white, the others in graduated shades through a spectrum of blues—powder, periwinkle, cornflower, azure, iceberg—against a royal sky, indigo sun at center. Simple, this, the only truly happy image.

Letters and e-mails were written, photos enclosed and attached, phone calls made. My actions were automatic, necessary, unassailable. The inquiries concerned an artist by the name of Vilnis Galdiņš and his creations, the intricate wood crafts and oil paintings of naked trees, lonely heavens, abandoned cities, and most important, the happy birds. I’d found a new focus to my search for more of her, my Latvian aunt.

Time and again, Marcus said, “Go.” I drove, I flew, I drove again. Gallery owners, artists, curators, art aficionados, all looked at my photos with interest before lifting their eyes to gaze at me blankly. A million and one cups of tea were sipped with my aunt’s friends as they treated me to stories of war, exile, renewal, admiration for Mirdza’s strength and her husband’s artistry, but offering scant insight into their private lives which had remained locked up and inaccessible even to their closest, longest allies.

Among these people I made but a single discovery, a small painting of the familiar trees hanging in the dining room of a modest home inhabited by a skin-and-bones old woman, her accent stronger than the rest, her voice slurred with stroke. Lidija she was called, perhaps—I thought she said—a cousin of Vilnis. They shared the same last name.

Back home from this trip I asked Marcus, “Why are you letting me do this?” Mirdza had been gone eight months.

Never in his life had he experienced an ethnic urge, the pull of ancestry. An “American mutt” is what he called himself if anyone asked. His eyes bore deeply into mine with tragedy, benevolence, resignation. I hid from them, turning my head to press a cheek into the soft material covering his muscled shoulder like a cloth habit, awaiting the sermon I deserved, a tug of the rein.

My priest said nothing, a strong, silent pillar of support to my madness as thoughts raced in my head, a vision of Lidija’s face, her eyes, the droning playback of her words, the puzzling congeries. A shudder had gone through her, almost a shake of the head, signaling a barely suppressed recognition as I showed her the photograph I had made from the slide so that I could keep the precious original locked up at home. The happy birds.

“Do you know this painting?”

“Yes, maybe,” she said while giving off another kind of look. How did I see it? The deception hidden in her ninety-year-old eyes. There was a secret she wanted to tell but knew she shouldn’t. “Mukenzking house” it sounded like, but then she refused to say anything more about the “Mukenzking” family.

A click of connection. I broke away from Marcus and ran down to the dungeon where, amidst the scraps and scribbles was the one I sought, its significance previously unknown and ignored for its seeming irrelevance to anything Latvian. On an index card in Mirdza’s hand was written “Mackenzie King House,” an address, a phone number and another name, Francesca Veil-Cugina. Immediately I was on the phone with her, this Francesca, the woman who must know.

“My goodness!” she exclaimed. “Mirdza never said she had a niece! And you know, we only just heard! Poor thing. She stopped coming and we wondered what had happened but couldn’t reach her or anyone else for the longest time.”

“She was a friend of yours?”

“No, but yes, certainly we were friendly. A wonderful person she was. Her goddaughter V. lives here, and well, how about that! Here I am, talking to another V.!”

“I didn’t know—”

“She’s been so distraught, you can imagine. First, not knowing, and then, when she learned the news.”

“May I speak with her please?”

“To V.?” Something caught in her throat. “I’m afraid she can’t come to the phone.”

I turned to see Marcus at the bottom of the stairs. Wilting slowly, he had the dejected look of a man left behind, his eyes a mirror for the intrigue that gleamed in mine. Even then, I knew that this story would be written, that the names would be changed to protect the living and the dead alike, that the goddaughter’s name would have to be V., like Kafka.

“It’s all right,” I said to him, my hand trembling over the mouthpiece, but already I was plotting, my suitcase packed, my mind on the next plane, in the air, stepping onto the Canadian soil I had left only a week before, driving my rental car through Toronto, its streets by now so familiar, and into the outskirts on a street that was new to me. The long number in the address took me to the very end toward which I hurled at a dangerous speed, up a slight incline, leaving other houses behind, arriving at the threshold of a driveway identified by a drab brown plaque with its announcement in white lettering, “Mackenzie King House.” Entering the drive, I snaked in among the trees and shrubs to find the sprawling apartment building hidden from the road, something that looked oddly like an elementary school.

There was a front desk where a doorman sat, looking more like a watchman in charge of the inner door, apparently locked.

I stated my name and asked, “Would you please ring the apartment of Francesca Veil-Cugina? If she’s not in, I’ll speak to V.—I’m sorry, I don’t know her last name.”

The servant gave a doubtful look but complied, using a phone at
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