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      My tidy reinvented life fractured on a simmering June evening. It started off much the same as every other sweet-smelling night I’d spent lounging on the deck by the placid lake fronting my property. I had no premonition that the two women I loved most—my mother Bernice and my best friend Maggie—would wield the weapons.
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      My name is Kenora Tedesco. Since my mother’s sudden death, my philandering husband’s betrayal, and being booted from my supposedly safe management job over four years ago, I’ve worked as a licensed private investigator in the province of Ontario. It took a long time and lots of angst, but I was getting the hang of being a competent PI.

      It had been one hell of a week, stinking hot and humid as only Toronto summer weather could be. My mentor and work partner Bosco had been nagging me to improve my undercover surveillance techniques, so I’d been skulking in the hallways of Old City Hall courthouse on the lookout for a scofflaw called Fibber Kovalev.

      It’s not easy being unobtrusive when you’re five foot nine with a perma-tan and an athletic build. No matter the weather, if the case demanded grungy undercover, I’d be clad in funky socks, shined Doc Martens, jeans, and a dark plaid work shirt over a pressed tee, trying to look unassuming and a few inches shorter. Most of the police officers, defence lawyers, and duty counsel knew I was a private investigator. Their version of professional courtesy was not acknowledging me unless I made eye contact. The security guards had given up hitting on me after I’d appeared in full professional attire to testify at the trial of my held-without-bail embezzling stalker, accompanied by my designer suited, impressively-sized ex-cop boss Jake Barclay.

      Fibber was a small-time grifter clinging to the justice system’s revolving doors like chewed gum. He had information I wanted about one of his less savoury compatriots, but he’d been dodging me. I’d relegated him to the bottom of my priority list because he had a personal hygiene problem I didn’t want to deal with in the heat. By three thirty on the third day, I gave up and hopped public transit north to the office. The rumble of metal wheels reminded me of the day two years ago when I was almost shoved off the Lawrence station subway platform into the path of an oncoming train. Luckily for me, my lovesick known-to-police assailant had mis-timed his push. While my bruises and cuts had healed quickly, the terror of impending death or dismemberment remained.

      I tapped through the security systems at the office back entrance and stood for a minute, letting the cool air wash over me. The building gave off that humming quiet that large empty places had.

      My office door was ajar. Had I forgotten to lock up? I stepped inside and almost tripped over a large rolling toolbox. The monitors, laptop, files and personal stuff from my desk sat neatly on the coffee table beside the couch.

      “What the⁠—”

      One of the company techno-elves poked her head into view. She wore a flowered ball cap, a black jumpsuit and sparkly lace up boots with her pant legs tucked inside.

      “Hey, Kenora. Thought you were gone for the day.”

      “My stakeout was a bust.” I dropped my messenger bag on the floor, shucked off my long-sleeved shirt and tossed it onto a chair. “What’s going on, Julie?”

      She hitched up her webbed tool belt and held out a black box sprouting coloured wires.

      “Updating the network configuration. I try to get it done when everyone’s out. Sorry, but you’ll have to move somewhere else.”

      “For how long?” I knew I sounded whiney, but I didn’t care.

      She shrugged and said with a rueful smile, “I’m clocking out in a bit. Maybe tomorrow afternoon? These security upgrades take a while.”

      Right. Four years ago, I’d been the newest employee of Barclay, Bedford & Friday Risk Management. I’ll admit, I was partly the cause of BB&F’s need for enhanced security. My first big investigation had involved an audacious fraud perpetrated by Mitch Mehran, a former co-worker and IT consultant turned stalker whose advances I’d spurned. After I uncovered his lucrative ghost employee scam, he’d stolen my identity then tried to abduct my best friend, Maggie when he couldn’t scare me away from pursuing my investigation. But I’d caught him, literally, by luring him into a half-covered excavation in the alley behind the office. My testimony helped get him convicted of criminal harassment and assault. He’d only served six months. Not long enough for justice, but long enough for him to fertilize his grudge against me.

      My motivation to finish the overdue background checks lurking in my to-do folder vanished. Jake was away for a fishing holiday. Bosco was out and about. My colleagues had left for the weekend. I packed up my gear and headed home. I was halfway there when my cell rang with an ‘unknown number’, then stopped and began again. By the fifth cycle, I had a feeling I should pick up.

      Before I could say hello, the caller said, “It’s me. Maggie.” I hadn’t heard from my bestie in ten days. I’d figured the long silence was due to her being busy, caught up with returning to Europe and reuniting with her husband after a long absence.

      “Hey, Mags.” I angled my head towards the side window. “How was Switzerland? How’s Italy?”

      “Something came up.” Her words were clipped. “My flight’s just landed at Pearson airport.”

      “You’re back in Toronto? I thought⁠—”

      “Listen, I sent you a couple of parcels from Lucca. FedEx messaged me that they were delivered this morning.”

      I gripped the steering wheel. “From Tuscany? Why?”

      “Wait until I get there to open them, okay? I’ll be at your house by seven.”

      Her briskness was giving me a chill. I pressed the phone tight against my ear. “Is it bad?”

      “Will you be long?” Maggie’s voice was high and tight.

      “Maybe half an hour. Traffic is brutal. Maggie, what’s up?”

      Dead air. I hit redial twice but got a generic voicemail message. What the hell? Maggie could be a drama queen, but whatever was happening, she’d sounded serious.
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      The courier had stashed the boxes out of sight behind a large planter on the porch. I unloaded my work stuff then piled the cartons beside the kitchen sideboard. I showered, made up the bed in the guest room and assembled a pitcher of vodka martinis. Maggie texted that she was stuck in traffic, so I wandered out to admire my front yard.

      A neighbour with a halo of tightly-permed mauve curls helloed me from the end of the driveway. She jumped when I yelled, “hey” and pointed to the mutt straining to drop a deuce under my hydrangea bush. Iris Shoreditch and her house mate were the neighbourhood nosy-Parkers. They were almost as good at surveillance as I was. It bugged them not to know what the divorcee with the hush-hush job and occasional hunky male visitor was up to.

      I was relieved when a silver Lincoln Navigator began easing into the driveway. Iris tried to peer into the darkened windows then gave up, tugged the dog’s leash and sidled away.

      Maggie swung her long legs out of the shiny behemoth. The woman knew how to make an entrance. Despite the mid-summer heat, she was outfitted in a calf-length black pencil skirt and a crisp white shirt under a lambskin motorcycle jacket with crystal zipper teeth. The heels of her black pumps were so fashionably high, just looking at them made my feet hurt.

      “Don’t you look butch.” I hugged her hard. “That’s quite the travel outfit.”

      Her laugh was half-hearted. “Yeah, first class, baby. People tend not to mess with me.”

      She lay her head on my shoulder and wrapped her arms so tightly around my ribs the breath squeezed from my chest. I felt the tremor in her grasp.

      “How is the delectable Mr. Barclay?” she murmured.

      I gripped her biceps and took a step back. “He’s fine. And you?”

      Her face was drawn and pale instead of the relaxed tan I’d expected. There was no happy chatter about Italy or her family. She wouldn’t look at me.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said flatly. “What’s up?”

      Maggie snatched a leather travel satchel off the passenger seat and said, “Let’s go inside. I need a shower and a drink.”

      She flung open the front door and tap-tapped down the hall to the guest room without a backwards glance. I was tempted to say something about stilettos and hardwood flooring but I bit my lip, locked the door and trudged into the cool expanse of the dim kitchen. Something was off, but she’d shut down so tightly I couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking.

      Drawing open the patio door drapes, I pressed my forehead to the glass. Sunlight slanting through the neighbouring woods cast restless shadows across the back yard and shoreline of the lake. No matter how crappy or out-of-control my days were, no matter how cash-poor I once was, I was content. Almost every vestige of the mud-green fixer-upper I’d gambled on with my divorce settlement was gone—demolished, redesigned, and repainted. Three months ago, I’d paid off the mortgage. Home. My home.

      I called out, “Alexa, play my oldies compilation.”

      The mellow sound of Al Green’s “Don’t Hurt Me No More” filled the room. When the song ended, I turned around to find Maggie  standing by the kitchen island. She was barefoot, dressed in white chinos and a black silk shirt.

      I said, “Do you want dinner now?”

      She shook her head. Frowning, she stood head down with her arms outstretched stiffly against the edge of the counter, staring hard as if waiting for inspiration. I half-filled two highball glasses with martinis. She drained hers and gestured for a refill.

      “You’d better have another, too,” she said, snapping a scrunchy from her wrist and wrangling her dark mane into a high ponytail. I hadn’t seen her this solemn since my mother died.  Finally, she said the four words no one likes to hear. “We need to talk.”

      “Is it about what’s in those boxes? The wrapping looks like your handiwork. You sure you don’t want anything to eat?” My words tripped over each other.

      Instead of answering, she tapped the rim of her glass against her teeth. “You ever think about how being grown-up and responsible sucks the big one?”

      “Frequently. Why?” I rolled my shoulders to loosen the knots cramping my muscles. “Look at us, standing on opposite sides of the island like a pair of quick-draw cowboys. In the old days—” I let my words tail off. My attempt to lighten the mood had no effect.

      Maggie was rubbing her nose with the back of her hand like a child. A shiver ran down my spine. I’d known the woman since we were sixteen years old and got caught by Sister Mary James smoking under the bleachers by the football field. The hair twirling, throat clearing, and lip pursing meant something was seriously amiss.  I rounded the island and caught her in a tight squeeze.

      “Please tell me it’s not your marriage,” I murmured against her neck. “Your dad?”

      “No, he’s still in remission, grazie al signore. My marriage is fine.” She dragged in a ragged breath, shook her head then stepped away. “You know how life can be strange? Stuff happens you can’t explain or understand?” She grasped my fingers like she was sinking under water for the third time. “Do you trust me?”

      “With my life.” I replied without hesitation, but a hard pulse began to pound in my throat.

      “Me too. I have a feeling,” her voice trailed off. “I want you to remember that you trust me. That we’ve always forgiven each other for stuff.”

      “This is scary. Just tell me, Mags.”

      She pulled two chairs away from the kitchen table and tugged my wrist so that we sat face to face with our knees touching. Her trembling radiated against my skin.  She was squeezing her fingers so hard the knuckles shone.

      “It has to do with both our mothers.”

      That surprised me. Maggie’s mother Rachele and mine had been acquaintances for decades. They’d corresponded and chatted periodically, but they hadn’t been bosom buddies.

      “Bernice visited my in-laws in Tuscany the winter before she died.” Maggie gestured with a tilt of her head. “Those boxes were left in the guest room at the palazzo.  With a note to deliver them to you if she didn’t return to collect them.”

      “What?” I twisted around to look, then turned back to Maggie. “Why?”

      “I have no idea. But no one’s been there since my dad fell ill.”

      “Since two years ago?”

      She nodded grimly. “When they opened up the house this March, Mom found them in the guest room closet.”

      “But—” Fighting to keep my voice calm, I pressed my cheeks between my palms. “You mean Rachele held on to the boxes for three months after she found them? Even though she saw the note?”

      “That’s why we fought. I told her she should have called me or emailed you right away. She said she didn’t think there was any urgency and besides, she had other things on her mind. God, I was so furious.” Maggie’s cheeks were flushed. She began scratching her forearms like she had hives. “My mother has always been thoughtless but I’m still pissed. I mean, Bernice was gone, and she’d meant for you to have whatever was inside. To me, that made handing them over, or at least letting you know, urgent. It will take me a while to forgive her. I’m really sorry, Kenny.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “No need for you to be sorry. Do you know what’s in them?”

      She jumped out of her chair, picked up the larger of the two cartons and plunked it on my lap. She grimaced. “I took a quick look.”

      I tore off the neat outer wrapping. Inside, the bent flaps of an old cardboard box had been inexpertly secured with layers of criss-crossed transparent tape—not Maggie’s handiwork. She shot me a quick look then fixed her gaze over my shoulder.

      “Talk to me,” I said, reaching for her hand. She pulled away.

      “There’s a lot of… mementos.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

      How wrong I was.
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      I dug through the detritus of school days I'd deliberately forgotten. Maggie helped me arrange yellowed artwork, crudely shaped camp crafts and stacks of red and blue sports ribbons on the kitchen table. With a groan, I tossed my grade seven class photo onto the pile. Lanky and gap-toothed, I was resplendent in grapefruit-sized afro puffs, sparkly hair clips and an orange tie-dyed blouse.

      "I can forgive you, Mags, but this head shot is unforgivable."

      “I agree. Your style has improved since then,” she said with a tight smile. "There's some other stuff that I didn't expect," Maggie said in a low voice, her eyes downcast.

      I wrenched myself from memories of my awkward pre-teen self and retrieved the other carton. I lifted out a rectangular cardboard container the size of two shoe boxes. The word 'Birks' was printed in indigo ink on the faded turquoise-blue lid.

      Maggie peeled off a white envelope affixed to the top with a faded heart-shaped sticker. In my mother's neat convent-school penmanship were the words: 'For my dear daughter Kenora, in the event of my death'.

      Behind my eyelids, a hot, damp pressure pulsed. I trembled at the thought of that sweet, ever-practical woman writing to me, of her knowing I wouldn’t see her message until after she was gone. Knowing how her loss would gut me. I couldn’t fathom that my mother hadn't just saved two cartons of decades-old stuff; she'd packed them into her luggage, flown to Italy then stashed them in my friend's in-laws' villa in Tuscany. Why?

      I forced my fingers to open the rectangle of thick vellum. I fumbled my bifocals out of my shirt pocket. Maggie pressed close to see over my shoulder.

      Dearest Kenora:

      Please forgive me for any distress I cause. I pray that you will, in time, understand my reasons. The precious contents you'll find here are my final gifts to you. You'll have many questions. I regret I won't be there to answer them.

      Good friends and family form the unshakable foundation of our lives. Trust me when I say that what you know about your beginnings is not yet complete.

      Your choices have defined your path so far. Consider what you will learn from my gift as another fork in the road of your life. I understand how your faith may be shaken. I beg you, never veer from what your heart desires. Stay strong, my sweet girl.

      Know that your mama and papa loved each other and you unconditionally. We would have given you the world if it had been in our power to do so. Now it's time for you to do what I wasn't able to—find out what happened to your daddy.

      Your adoring mother, B.

      The constriction in my chest made me wince. I pressed the sheet flat then reread mom's letter, this time aloud.

      Maggie sighed. "That sounds so much like her."

      "The tone, for sure. But saying her gift is 'another fork in the road' and to 'find out what happened' has me baffled. ‘Daddy’?”

      Maggie tore off the scrunchy and began braiding her hair. In the light from the overhead fixture, there were more silver strands among the long curls than I remembered.

      She murmured, "It strikes me there are things she wanted you to know. Someone to find. What she said about choices and your heart's desire obviously mean something." She lifted her gaze. "Did anyone ever call Leo daddy?"

      "Never. He was always dad or maybe pops." I refolded the paper, shoved it away and took a rambling turn around the kitchen. "How is that significant? How many times did she hint there was family history I should know? I told her the past was the past and we couldn't go back." I scrubbed at my nose. "Instead of making me listen, she leaves a cryptic message from beyond the grave? What the hell? That stuff about mama and papa loving me forever? We never called Leo 'papa', either. I don't understand."

      "Strange. You called her mama sometimes."

      "That always made me feel closer to her." I couldn't stop the tears. "I never knew why, but sometimes she'd get this faraway look on her face."

      Maggie jammed a wad of tissues into my hand then squeezed my forearm. "Your phone's been vibrating," she said.

      I'd been so caught up with puzzling out my mother's last message, I hadn't noticed. I swiped my face dry then stepped away from the table. The device had buzzed itself almost to the edge of the counter. Maggie hovered by my side, watching. Turning away, I leaned my hip against the fridge.

      Five voicemails. Four texts. All from Jake during the last four hours. The voice messages were cheery—updates on his buddies, news about his oldest daughter's engagement, could we chat about a new assignment? The last texts were more inquisitive—what was I up to, how come I wasn't answering, was anything wrong?

      I was touched by his concern. Wrong? I didn't know yet, but I had a growing sense of dread. As much as I cared for Jake Barclay, he was the last person I wanted to speak with. A masterful interrogator, he was adept at extracting information whether or not the interviewee was willing. And I wasn't ready to be willing.

      Why was on autoplay in my head. Why that unexpected twilight zone note? Why the subterfuge?

      I texted Jake part of the truth—that Maggie had made a surprise visit and we were spending the weekend catching up. I shut the phone off and turned to face her. She was right. I was supposed to discover what my mother had hinted at. I wrapped my fingers around her wrists and pulled, so she had to step closer.

      "You know what else is in there, don’t you?"

      She was blinking fast, like she did when she was about to fib. "A bit."

      "Is it bad?" When she wouldn't answer, I flung her arms away. "I thought you were my friend."

      "Kenny, I am." She rubbed where my fingers had dug into her flesh. "Some things I can't do for you, though."

      "I'll be right back," I muttered.

      I swung aside too quickly and wobbled. The room spun for a moment.  Maggie reached out then pulled her hand back. I stumbled to the bathroom, closed the door and stared at my ashen face and red-rimmed eyes in the mirror. I stripped off my work clothes and stepped into the shower. Ah, mom. It had been four years but the wound of her loss was as raw as if she'd died yesterday. While I was getting dressed, I could hear Maggie rummaging around in the kitchen. The sounds of normalcy were at odds with how I felt. I slipped on a pair of flowered wool socks I'd won from Bosco in a bet. Cold feet. I've got cold feet.

      Maggie called, "I made us something to eat, sweetie." Food was her fallback in a crisis. I had a sneaking suspicion those two old boxes of papers contained the makings of a doozy.

      Remembering that I hated being backlit in front of bare windows, she'd drawn the drapes against the falling dusk. She uncorked a bottle of Barbaresco, half-filled two stemless glasses then scraped her chair beside mine, pressing us together from thigh to knee. In the middle of the table was a red placemat holding a salumi misti platter, two side plates and forks.

      "Salute," she said with a grim smile. I downed the red wine like it was cold tea. Maggie forked up a ricotta and spinach stuffed fazzoletti and held it against my lips. "Mangia. Eat," she urged. I obeyed. The pasta was comforting, al dente, garlicky and warm.

      "My mouth's watering," I said, pressing two fingers over my lips. "I'm hungry, but I feel sick."

      "When last did you eat?"

      It took me a few minutes to remember. "Lunch. A falafel wrap with hot sauce and extra pickled turnips."

      "Acidic. And probably too much coffee." She handed me the fork and a tablespoon. "Keep swallowing little bites. Sip mineral water in between. I'll get you some probiotics for after. Have some bread. It's real Italian, like the pasta, so the gluten won't give you a bellyache." Normally I'd balk at her mom-ing, but I did as she instructed.

      "I wish we still smoked," I said, pushing away my empty plate. That got a laugh out of her. "Hey, I've got some weed I harvested last summer."

      She smiled. "Maybe later. We're going to need clear heads."

      While Maggie tidied up, I upended the Birks box onto the table. Packets of papers tied with faded ribbon tumbled out. I lifted a rectangular black case with my mother's first name embroidered in red on the lid and almost dropped it, the damned thing was so heavy. I thumbed open a brass hook shaped like a bird’s beak. Inside was a jumble of ornate gold bangles and brooches shaped like bees. Multicoloured jewels on the wings and eyes sparked rainbows. My frugal mother had been a humble, quiet woman, yet the cache of gems spoke of something richly flamboyant.

      Voice shaking, I called out, "Come look."

      Maggie wiped her hands on a cloth then selected one heavily filigreed brooch the circumference of an espresso cup. She examined it under the overhead light.

      "Twenty carat gold. European. Looks like a family heirloom."

      The pain in my head ratcheted up the irritation scale from minor to insistent. "But whose family?"

      "There's an engraving on the back. Love, ML.”

      She handed me a scuffed red leather pouch. I tipped out a yellowed gift card and an ornate gold cross suspended from a unique link chain. Written on one side of the card in dark ink were the words, 'To my beloved Busy B'.

      "That’s a man’s writing," I said. "Strong and confident. 'Busy B'?"

      Instinctively, I knew her unsentimental Italian husband hadn't given my mother such expensive jewelry. Did she have a secret lover? I tore open a thick, stained Manila envelope. Three tarnished silver photo frames slid to the table.

      "Oh, my god," we both said.

      In a 5 x 7 studio portrait, a willowy young woman stood tall, her head turned partly away from the camera. A lace chapel veil framed her dark fine-boned features. Her ivory satin gown was gathered into a waistline dipping to a V in the front. I recognized the hairstyle from when I was a little girl–the mahogany hair caught in a thick bun at the nape of the woman's neck, a few untamed strands curling over her ears. She was clasping a nosegay of yellow roses. The gold crucifix hung around her elegant throat. I shoved back my chair, snatched up the picture and tilted it under the pendant light. It took a moment to accept what I was seeing.

      “That cross?" I gasped, "She's—it’s my mother."

      Her gaze was fixed on a tall man standing at ease by her right side. Her hazel eyes glowed with a radiance brighter than any studio lights. I wiped a smudge from the glass. A small flag–a yellow cross on a blue background–was pinned to the left lapel of his double-breasted suit beneath a rosebud boutonniere. He stared directly into the lens, his clear eyes wide under arched brows that looked familiar. One of his long-fingered hands rested on my mother's waist. The other lightly clasped her left wrist.

      "Maggie. Who is he?"

      When she didn't respond, I glanced up. The colour had drained from her face. "It's a wedding picture." Her words tumbled out like pebbles into a pail. "Look how he's holding her. There's a ring on her finger and one on his. You see?"

      Hands shaking, I turned the frame over. In fading ink on the backing paper was printed: 'Bernadette Eunice Fletcher and Markus Anders Linden, March 19'." Underneath, someone had drawn two intertwined hearts with their initials in the middle.

      "Jesus. Markus Linden. ML."

      "Your mother said, 'find out how your daddy is doing'." Maggie’s voice shook.

      "But…but that name? Everyone called her Bernice."

      “Maybe she had a life no one knew about?"

      "Never. No." I kept turning the photo from front to back, repeating, "How can this be my mother?"

      The air conditioning cycled on with a chill whoosh.  Dropping back into my chair, I pawed open the packet of letters I’d ignored during my first perusal. The creases of the first one I opened were translucent from frequent refolding. Dark script with the distinctive shapes of European handwriting crisscrossed the pages in a language I didn't understand. What I did recognize was my name and variations of Bernadette.  I flashed back to the argument I'd had with my dad last year about photos I'd found in one of my mother's forgotten albums. Now I understood his rage when I'd pressed him about the identity of the people caught on film. Markus Linden was the mystery man. The man who’d written scores of letters to my mother. My mouth and throat were so dry and tight, I felt like I'd been blowing up cheap balloons.

      "I need a drink," I said. "A very strong drink."

      Maggie hustled to the kitchen, filled a tall glass with ice, measured three shots of booze, then topped up the remaining two inches with mix. She slid the tumbler in front of me and stood with her arms crossed until I picked it up with shaking hands. The gin scorched a trail from my throat to my stomach, but the astringent bite of the tonic cut into my stupor.

      "Unbelievable," I said, wiping a dribble from my chin. "That picture of the two of them says ten thousand words.  Her cryptic letter⁠—”

      "Kenny, it is real. Why Bernice never told you, I don't know." Maggie began stroking the back of my neck as if to keep me from levitating. "Let's take it slowly. Think it through."

      Shoving her hand away, I lurched to my feet. "Stop talking to me as if I'm having a psychotic break." I shook my fist in her face. "How would you feel if you found out a secret like this about your husband or one of your parents? Full of easy sympathy?"

      She flinched as if I'd slapped her face. I rummaged in the box again, snatching up another photo of the bride, this one full-face. All my life, I'd never seen that joyful expression. It hit me then, even through my blurry vision, why my mother's smile was so extraordinary. Love for Markus.

      "Dear god," I ground out, tossing the picture onto the table. “More than forty years of silence."  I tucked my hands under my armpits but couldn't quiet their quivering. This was more mystery than I could ever have imagined, the kind of thing you read about in lurid blog posts or on conspiracy theory websites. It was hard to make sense of what I was seeing, hard for me to imagine my mother married to someone other than Leo Tedesco, that dour, self-contained Italian.

      What slashed deeply was that she'd withheld telling me about her life before Leo. We'd been close—more like friends than mother and daughter—or so I'd thought. I lurched to my feet, stumbled to the kitchen sink and spat up the drink. After I rinsed out my mouth, I ran cold water over my wrists until they grew numb. I was bone weary and confused as hell. Pressing her hip against mine, Maggie handed me a towel.

      "Everyone has something to hide. We don't necessarily know their reasons, either." Her voice sounded wistful. "If you want to, you can find out," she murmured, pushing a lock of hair from my wet cheek. "You’re a kick-ass private eye, remember?" She slipped her hand into mine and led me back to the table.

      My head swam. "If Markus truly was married to mom, then⁠—"

      Maggie enveloped me in a hug and whispered, "— then he's ‘daddy'."
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      My mother’s deception ate at me like acid. I sank back, pressing my fingers against my eyes as if I could shove the chaos out the back of my head.

      “And I’m supposed to look for him.”

      “This is a lot to take in.” Maggie patted my shoulder.

      “How come he left my mother? Did they get divorced?”

      She shrugged. “Well, something happened, since the Bernice we knew was married to Leo Tedesco.”

      My private investigator mind was starting to churn. “Why isn’t my surname ‘Linden’ if Markus was my father? Where are my original birth records? Their marriage certificate?”

      She said quietly, “There’s got to be a paper trail, Kenora.”

      “Of course.” What else about my life wasn’t true? I began stalking the perimeter of the kitchen. “I can figure this out. I will figure it out.” I jerked to a stop. “Wait—what about my dad?”

      “You mean Leo?” She puffed out a breath. “Maybe he raised you, but he’s apparently not your biological father,” she said gently. “He’s your mother’s second husband.”

      “Do you think he knows? I mean, about Markus and my mother?” I hated that my voice sounded so plaintive.

      “He must. You have his name.”

      “Damn. Then he’s in on it.”

      “Whatever ‘it’ is,” Maggie said.

      “Fucking secrets. One more thing in my life that’s messed up. Maybe I’ve got bad karma?”

      “Come on, Kenny. You know better.” She began repacking the carton, pressing the frayed tape over the crumpled flaps.

      “So much for starting a new life,” I yelled to the ceiling as she ambled out of the kitchen.

      Maggie returned, empty-handed. She said, “Chocolate brownies are good for what ails ya. Full of zinc. Throwing stuff works for me. Or smashing things.”

      “I don’t have brownies or anything old I want to break. Besides, I’d have to clean it up, so no.” How could I be joking at a time like this?

      “It’s late.” Maggie nudged my shoulder. “Let’s talk about it in the morning.”

      “Or never again,” I sniffed.

      “Fine. Your call, my friend.”

      She followed as I prowled from room to room, checking every window and door lock. I may have been emotionally whip-sawed, but memories of what mischief my out-on-parole stalker could do if he’d discovered where I lived kept me moving quick-smart through my evening security routine. We turned to our separate rooms without hugging.

      

      Just after one o’clock, I struggled from my tangled sheets. What I thought I’d known about myself and my family was, according to my mother’s message from beyond the grave, a lie. I pulled on the cherry blossom patterned kimono that had been hers, wondering if it had been a gift from Markus. No, that would have been too long ago. Wouldn’t it?

      I searched in the hall closets for the boxes. Nothing. I eased open the door to the guest room. Maggie was a gently snoring swaddled lump in the big bed. Only the ends of her wild hair were visible on the pillow. I dropped to my knees and swept my arm underneath the box spring. Nothing but bare floor. As I opened the closet door, the hinge I’d forgotten to lubricate screeched.

      Maggie jolted upright, rubbing her eyes and muttering in Italian. “Non è ancora mattina, vero?”

      “No, dear, it’s not morning yet. Go back to sleep,” I whispered, reminding myself it wasn’t her fault my life was taking a turn I didn’t need or want.

      She grunted, rolled out of bed, padded to the bathroom and had a loud pee. When she returned, she snapped on the bedside lamp and burrowed under the covers. In the yellowish light, her makeup-free face was haggard.

      “God, I feel like shit but your eyeballs look like someone spilled merlot in them.” Her voice was husky with sleep. “You okay?”

      I sank onto the bed. “No, Maggie. I am not okay. I’m numb. Shattered by decades of lies and secrets. By both my best friend’s mother and mine.”

      “Why not go back to bed? Give it some time. You know you’re not good when you’re overtired. Things will look better in the morning.”

      “Stop mothering me. My mother is dead. And I want that box. Now.”

      She bit her lip. “God, you sound so pissy.”

      “How the hell do you expect me to sound? As if everything’s hunky-dory?”

      “I came as soon as I found out. You’re not yourself, sweetie.”

      “I’m not sure who I am anymore.” I jumped to my feet. “Can I forget that you already sort of knew and didn’t tell me? That maybe your mother knew my mother’s secrets, too? Basta, ne ho avuto abbastanza di te!”

      “You’ve had enough?” she snapped. “That’s rich. You’ve been so tied up with your new career and waffling over having Jake Barclay in your life, you’ve neglected everyone else. And leave my mother to me.”

      “That’s not fair. I’m the one who’s been abandoned.” I grabbed her arm hard, hating that she had a point. “Where’s the fucking box?”

      Wide-eyed, she pointed to the antique armoire in the corner by the window. I wrestled the container out and kicked the bottom drawer shut. Trying to ignore the pain shooting across my foot, I snapped, “You need your beauty sleep.”

      “Kenny, you said⁠—”

      “Shut up, Maggie.” Balancing the box between my forearms, I snarled, “I take it back. I don’t forgive you.”

      She shrank away.

      “This is my disaster. You have no right to be sad. Just shut up.” I stomped to the door.

      “It’s not my fault!”

      I shouted from the hallway. “It never is, is it? Leave me alone.”

      “I was only trying to help,” she shrieked, leaping out of bed then slamming the door in my face. “Screw you, Kenora whoever-you-are.”

      Oh, but that hurt. The chords of Maggie’s muffled sobbing and mutterings pulled at my bones. I faltered. In the icy LED glow of the hallway night light the box had an almost phosphorescent sheen. Dark puckers appeared where my tears spattered the old cardboard. They reminded me of bullet holes. Go back and comfort her? No. I couldn’t. I was limping on emotional empty. All that had anchored me had turned to rubble—my mother, my so-called father. I wanted to call Jake, to pour everything out and have him be logical and warm and comforting. I didn’t have a straight story to tell, though, just more questions. This Gordian knot was mine to untangle. Besides, I knew what his counsel would be: assemble the evidence, weigh the facts, identify the players, find the gaps, build your case.

      I flicked on my office overhead light, the desktop computer, and printer. I set out my investigator tools in a row on the blotter—notebook, legal pad, coloured pens, and highlighters. Despite the eeriness of preparing to stare into my past, the familiar routine was calming. I sorted the box contents into separate piles, jotting dates and names into a digital notebook. That was one of my skills—organizing random facts. Still, typing the words and numbers into a spreadsheet gave me goosebumps.

      The marriage certificate was signed with flair: Bernadette Eunice Fletcher (spinster), birthplace Montreal, Quebec; and Markus Alrik Linden (bachelor), birthplace Gothenburg, Sweden. Both Roman Catholic. The witnesses’ names were indecipherable. I searched online for Notre Dame du Portage Catholic Church in Kenora, Ontario and pulled up an image of a burnt brick building with oval windows, a steep roof, and wedding cake steeple atop a stone bell tower.

      I examined the wedding photo under a magnifying glass. Markus’ wide gold wedding band was incised with what looked like runic symbols. My mother’s ring—a thick gold band inlaid with a trio of shirt-button-sized stones—hadn’t been in the box of mementos my dad—I had to learn to call him Leo—handed me after the funeral mass. It hadn’t been cremated with her, of that I was certain. She’d worn Markus’ ring on the third finger of her right hand for forty years. If she hadn’t given up on him, what happened to their marriage?

      The urge to categorize my biological parents’ lives into neat data cells died when I began reading some of the letters penned on crumpled airmail envelopes. My birth father had been a prolific correspondent. Many of the earlier letters chronicled his days as a mining engineer in South America. A dozen were in Spanish, others in what I discovered were Swedish. Why had he switched from writing in English? And when did my francophone mother learn to read Spanish, or a complicated Scandinavian language? I rubbed my gritty eyes and plowed on.

      On September 1, he wrote from Copper Cliff, Ontario, calling her ‘Darling’ a lot, apologizing for not being able to take her to a mining conference because she too pregnant for safe travel. Pregnant. With me. He regretted his failure to make peace with his father and uncle. In the margins of a short note written in a brutish, slashing cursive and signed by someone named Alrik, she’d penciled translations: överlöpare/defector, rättmätiga/successor and rightful heir, otacksam/ungrateful.

      A yellowed clipping from the Northern Miner & News announced that Berbeice and Mark Londen were thrilled to announce the birth of their daughter on October 19th. I blinked at the mis-spelled names then did the math; Mom had been pregnant when they married. Interesting. I’d been pregnant when Ravi, my ex-husband, bullied me to the altar. Like mother, like daughter. Markus had travelled home from South America for my birth and stayed for twenty-eight months. After that, his letters were postmarked from cities in Bolivia, Chile, and Peru. He’d filled pages and pages with diagrams and details of preparations and anecdotes about the motley group of adventurers he worked with. His longing and worry about his little family radiated from the thin blue rectangles of paper.

      A postscript and a Stockholm address on the back of a scrap torn from a lined notepad caught my eye: “I know it will be difficult while I am gone. I have asked my cousin Gustav to help if you ask.” A lead. I scribbled the name down. I pressed the wrinkles from a letter dated a month later. The cheery tone had been replaced by more somber words and ended with, "Maybe the Tedescos can keep you company".

      I jolted to my feet. Leo had lied to me. He’d damn well known that Markus was the man holding me in that trio of photos I’d discovered between the pages of an old notebook of my mother’s. And that Markus Linden had been married to her. All my life, Leo had been distant with me but warm and loving to my brothers. Now I understood why. They were his children with my mother. They were his blood. I'd been the unwitting cuckoo in the Tedesco nest. Still, why had he never said anything, especially after Mom died? I dropped back into my chair. Could I out my mother’s second husband without destroying my relationships with the rest of the family?

      Absolutely. I had to be ruthless about this. I was a grown woman, not some angsty teenager. Jake often said he admired me for being meticulous. By the goddess, I’d better be. I scrubbed my face with my palms and got back to sorting and making notes. Jammed inside an envelope posted from an unpronounceable town in Bolivia were photos of jaunty-looking young men surrounded by boxes of what looked like mountaineering gear. Markus, his piercing eyes fixed on the camera lens, stood head and shoulders above the others. In a letter dated August 27, he spoke of kidnappings, stolen supplies, and squabbling among the work crews. He’d signed off, “Hugs and kisses for my beautiful wife, Bernadette and my sweet daughter, Kenora.”

      An unopened envelope addressed in my mother’s hand to Gustav Linden, BFB Explorations in Sweden, was marked by an official-looking green sticker in Swedish and English stating: No longer at this address. A green troll in a Santa hat had been stamped under the December 2 postmark. I sliced open the envelope. Her handwriting was looping and untidy, like she’d scrawled the words in a rush.

      She’d pleaded: “Help me. Please tell me what happened to my husband.”

      Two similar letters to Markus’ employer had been opened then untidily refolded into a stiff envelope with a Stockholm postmark and her typed address in Thunder Bay, but with no return address. I wiped my eyes. My poor mother. A wrinkled envelope cancelled by Canada Post on January 13, sent by Mom to Markus Anders Linden at the BFB Exploration company address in Espinar, Peru, had been returned to sender. Across the address was a stamp stating: O recipiente morreu. Reluctantly, I typed the phrase into Google translate.

      It spat back…

      Recipient is deceased.
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      “Rise and shine, Sweetie,” Maggie whispered in her gravelly night voice. With a groan, I lifted my head from the keyboard, scrubbed at my eyes then my numbed cheek.

      “What time is it?”

      “Almost four o’clock.” She perched on the corner of the desk and slipped a steaming mug of chai in front of me.

      I drank half of it, grateful for the liquid burn and the warm memories roused by the heavy dose of sweetened condensed milk. My stomach would rebel later, but I didn’t care.

      “Did you find more answers?”

      I opened my left palm to show her a golden heart locket with K.A.S.L. engraved on the back.

      “My middle names are Anne-Sophie. I’m Kenora Anne-Sophie Linden.”

      I pried the halves apart with my thumbnail to show her the tiny portraits of my mother and the same blonde man in the wedding photos. “Obviously, Markus is… was… my father. He’s probably dead.” I choked back a sob. “Listen, I’m sorry for⁠—”

      Maggie waved off my apology. She tapped her finger on a five-by-seven inch photo I’d set to one side. “Pickaxes, food, and firearms? Those young men look like the real deal. They wrote their names across the bottom. Clues, eh?”

      “Yes.” I turned it over. “The photographer signed his name and dated it. Markus wrote that they were searching for gold and copper deposits near the Atacama Desert. Dangerous work.” I drew in a shaky breath. “The same as my son is doing right now. Ironically, also in the mountains of Peru.”

      “Markus stands out ’cause he’s the tallest. And the only one who looks like he’s having fun. These two dudes,” she said, pointing to a pair of swarthy scowling men whose heads came up to my father’s shoulder, “look like they could do demolition with their bare hands.”

      “Brothers,” I said. “There’s something familiar about the guy on the far right but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      I shook a heavy, square-topped gold thimble out of a brown paper packet. Chips of green-blue stones accented a heavily incised broad-nosed face and earlobes.

      “Wow. It looks like an Indigenous artifact. A valuable one, if those gems are real. From Markus?”

      “I don’t think so. The handwriting on the envelope looks the same as on the back of the photograph. Carlos Ellsworth.” I arranged the two papers side by side.

      Maggie let out a low whistle. “Another clue I suppose.”

      I slumped in my chair. “Then there’s this.”

      She pressed against my shoulder as I read from a much-creased letter from my mother's collection.

      “‘Your enquiries about a Swedish national, Markus Anders Linden, did come to our attention. We regret to advise that he was listed on the manifest of an aircraft leased by BFB Explorations of Stockholm, Sweden. The aircraft was lost on November 9. Mountain recovery was called off due to weather conditions. All aboard are declared missing and presumed lost.’ It’s signed by the Consul-General at the Swedish embassy in Lima, Peru," I said.”

      “No. Come on! The trail can’t end on some godforsaken mountain.”

      I’d been saying the same thing as I re-read Markus’ letters to my mother and my mother’s desperate pleas for help locating him. “Maybe not, but what it does explain is why Mom stopped looking.” I squeezed Maggie’s fingers then handed her a yellowed report card. “This was stuck inside a pack of letters. Look at the typed line at the bottom of the back page. Mom must have missed throwing it out. Here’s a later one, from another school.”

      Frowning, she stared at one, then the other. “In kindergarten, your name was ‘Kenora A. Linden.’ In grade three, you became Kenora Tedesco,” Maggie said, “Where’s your original Linden birth certificate?”

      “That’s the thing. I do have an original, except it reads Kenora Tedesco.”

      She took my hand in hers and started massaging the knuckles, something she hadn’t done in years. “That means Leo adopted you. And they ordered a new original. I always wondered why you looked so much like Bernice but not southern compaesano like the rest of the Tedescos.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      My three younger brothers were bulky and of medium height, with olive complexions, cocoa-coloured eyes, and cheeks that darkened with five o’clock shadow by noon. My dusky skin had a tendency to redden first, then darken during the summer before fading to a paler tan in winter. I’d always been lean and tall, with long narrow feet, auburn overtones in my curly hair, and eyes that, depending on my mood and the light, resembled weak tea, coffee beans, or swamp moss. I’d always wondered why I was the only child in the family with a sooty limbal ring around my iris. No one had ever been able to explain it. Now I knew—that trait must have come from my biological father, Markus.

      Maggie nudged my arm. “Do you remember anything of Markus?”

      “Nothing.” I tucked my hands in my lap, too tired to bother wiping my tears. “I mean, if you look at the chronology, he left and never came back before I was three years old. He was in that plane crash.”

      “Then Bernice married another man. Why, I wonder? Are you going to talk to Leo?”

      My head felt like it was filled with lead shot. What I wanted to do was scarf down two bowls of cream of tomato soup and a bowl of movie theatre popcorn. Or run away and hide. I sighed. “Yes, but I have to do it face to face.”

      “Why not leave all this stuff for a while?” she said gently. “It’ll keep.”

      I stiffened. “Sure, like your mother kept it from me for years?”

      She slammed her mug on the desk, splashing milky liquid over the keyboard. “That is so bloody unfair. Your mother hid those bombshell boxes of papers in our vacation villa in Tuscany. How strange is that? It was no one’s fault my dad got sick and the place was closed up.”

      Maggie was right but I was past caring. Wasn’t being a divorced half-orphan bad enough? “Unfair? My mother is dead. I can’t ask her what happened to my father. He may be dead, too. Is that fair? My life is destroyed and you natter about fair?”

      “Destroyed? Oh, come on. Kenora. Shit happened.” Her eyes narrowed but her lips trembled. “Quit being so melodramatic. You have no right to talk to me like I’m the enemy.”

      I turned my back. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      The guest room door slammed once. After a few seconds, it slammed again. Through tears, I stared at a photo tacked to my cork board. It had been taken ten years before at Canada Blooms. On our heads, Mom and I sported elaborate purple fascinators we’d made to match our volunteer aprons.

      “Thanks for nothing, Mom.”

      There must have been slips of the tongue. I’d been oblivious or hadn’t known what those grown-up whispers meant. Their secrecy cut like a stab wound. Even my ex-husband’s womanizing hadn’t hurt as deeply. What did it mean that I was half Swedish and not half Italian, as I’d always believed? Would I have to reinvent myself again? Aside from Ikea and that chef character on the Muppet Show, I had no frame of reference for Swedishness. That damned box. My mother’s legacy—a land mine of information I wished she’d burned—had detonated.

      Jesus Christ. What next? I was midway through my forties and starting over. Again. Dammit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Cursing the birds interrupting my fugue state with their raucous twittering, I struggled from the edge of wakefulness and turned my throbbing head to stare at the bloody display on the clock radio.  Five twenty-two. My muscles were sore and heavy from the hours I’d spent crying then trying not to cry and being randomly furious. Meditation and box breathing hadn’t helped slow the wheel of questions spinning through my brain. Why couldn’t I remember being called Kenora Linden as a child? Five thirty-seven. My body felt like I’d gone three rounds with a very large, very angry sparring partner. Five fifty. Poor Maggie, delivering those time bomb boxes then having me treat her like she was the villain. Maybe she was right that my job was making me unfeeling.

      The cool, silent house had a vacant quality. Maggie?  I snapped fully awake, threw aside the covers and raced to the guest room. The bed was made up. I shoved aside the window curtains and stared into the pale gloom of early morning. The driveway was empty. Shit.

      I pressed my forehead to the cool glass. My fault. Maggie put on a credible front as the tough-as-nails Scorpio-in-control but I

      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/my-books---wips-logo.jpg
Waite i Plate Sighf

PRESS






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        The Fifth Man
      


      		
        Dedications
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Acknowledgements
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Chapter 52
      


      		
        Chapter 53
      


      		
        Chapter 54
      


      		
        Chapter 55
      


      		
        Chapter 56
      


      		
        Chapter 57
      


      		
        Chapter 58
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Hyacinthe M. Miller
      


    


  
  
    
      		The Fifth Man


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Hyacinthe M. Miller


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



