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Journal staff writer Rick McConnell spent weeks pulling
together the pieces of the story of Katherine Whitbread and
stalker Simon Gagnon. He read hundreds of pages of court
transcripts and interviewed more than a dozen people in
order to recreate events over the past 19 years- - -

They metin the hallway at Harry Ainlay high school, sometime
in the fall of 1983. Both had lockers near the cafeteria, and it
was just a fluke, really, that they knew each other at all. She
was 16 and in Grade 11, a pretty blue-eyed girl, pink-skinned
and brimming with vitality, her shoulderlength blond hair
cut in layers. She remembers he was sitting on the floor. “I
think he was writing,” she says. “And | probably said, ‘What
are you writing? Can | read it?” Which is what | would say to
anybody. I've always tried to pay attention to what people
like about themselves.”

“It was love at first sight,” he says. He was 18 and in Grade
12, rail-thin, gaunt and pasty, his hair long and scraggly. He
wasn’t used to smiles and attention from girls. He remembers
carrying a painting that day, one his friend had done in art
class. “She called out to me ... something about the painting,
‘That’s a cool painting,” something like that. | talked to her a
little bit. We just passed the time of day. A week or two later,
you know, | started waving to her when | passed. “More than
half of Katherine Whitbread’s life has passed since then. She
lives in another country now, in a place she doesn’t dare
name, far from the city where she was born and from the
two-storey Westmount house where her parents still live.

Katherine has spent 19 years running from the lonely
teenager she spoke to that day, a casual acquaintance who
heard things she never said, imagined things she never
thought possible, an unstable, delusional man who became
a relentless stalker, convinced she was everything in a world
that offered him nothing. She has no idea how long she’ll
have to stay in this place she can’t disclose, how long she’ll
have to hide. “His behaviour didn’t just make me afraid of
him.” She chooses words carefully, measures them against
feelings, then finally rushes headlong as if she can’t speak
quickly enough. “What it really did was make me afraid of
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everything. It made me afraid of the police, it made me afraid
of my parents, it made me afraid of myself ... it made me
believe that the world was a crappy, shitty place where no
one would help you no matter how good a person you are.
If some loser wanted to kill you, steal your child, ruin your
life, he could go right ahead, that was fine with everybody.
“At last the tears come and she says: “It made me believe
that all my dreams were impossible.”

Time has changed Simon Gagnon from a lonely teenager
into a lonely middle-aged man. For the past 15 months he
has been living in a psychiatric ward at an Alberta Hospital.
He has no idea how long he’ll stay. Simon has spent almost
half his life in a make-believe world hunting for the pretty girl
who smiled at him in the hallway that day, the casual friend
who became the centre of his universe, the unwilling co-star
in a happy-ending movie that plays out over and over, but
only in his mind. He passes his time adding page after page
to an endless book he began writing more than a decade
ago, waiting for a hearing where a judge will decide whether
he is responsible for his crimes. Waiting to get out. He
knows Katherine is hiding in a place far away.

In his lucid moments he seems to understand why he was
convicted last month of criminal harassment. But there are
times when clarity gives way to confusion, and then it’s still
hard for him to believe she never loved him, they were never
married, they did not have a child. “They’ve told me that
she is out of the country,” he says. “I'm not exactly certain
where. But it’s something | could find out, easily enough.”

She learned early on he was not like other people. She’d
been raised to look for the good in everybody, to be
interested in anybody, to make some small effort, even for
a guy who seemed to be nobody. After their first meeting,
Katherine and Simon saw each other occasionally at school,
at house parties. He wanted her to notice him; she tried to
be nice but it was like trying to relate to a robot, to someone
wearing a mask. “It wasn't like a deeply hurt or traumatized
person,” she says. “There was something over top of that.
There was no way to get through to what might be the real
Simon. His shields were that good.”

Katherine and a few friends got together one evening that
fall, to play Dungeons and Dragons at her parents’ house.
Simon was invited almost as an afterthought, she says.
They gathered around the dining room table, laughing and
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joking, but Simon stayed in the living room. He sat stiffly
on the edge of the sofa, his back straight, hands in his lap.
He seemed to pay no attention to the game. He never said
a word. “He was a strange looking boy,” says Katherine’s
mother Derwyn, who worked for years as a social worker
specializing in the area of domestic violence. “I look at him
and I say, ‘He’s got problems.” “Simon has his own memories
of that party. He keeps them locked up, safe.

“We had a big dinner party one time,” he says. “Katherine
prepared for weeks. | had a friend who was an artist
and he drew up a beautiful invitation. Katherine worked
all night on making potato skins and hors d’oeuvres.
And we had wonderful night playing Dungeons and
Dragons.” Lyndon Kinley was close friends with both
of them in high school. He remembers Simon was
trying to grow a beard that year, little wisps of hair
on his chin. He had bad acne and wore horn-rimmed glasses
and strange clothes, an old army jacket. “I always thought
that Simon was sort of a John Lennon wannabe,” Kinley
says. The oddball loner was a patsy for school bullies. They
called him “weirdo, freak, psycho, greaser,” sometimes
punctuating insults with flying fists. “There were thousands
of kids in the school and for a time he was the target,” Kinley
says. “He got hurt all the time. It was humiliating. He was
scared a lot of the time. It was hard to watch.”

To combat the loneliness, Simon painted and drew and
played clarinet in music class, but says he “wasn’t really
good enough for the band.” He had taught himself to play
guitar when he was 15, later bought a Paul McCartney-
style bass guitar and tried to play that. “I played with him
a couple of times,” Kinley says, “and he really wanted to
do Beatles songs.” They all remember that sometime that fall
or winter Katherine asked Simon to paint her portrait. She
went with him to his parents’” downtown apartment, into his
room so he could take a photograph. She was glad she didn’t
have to sit for the portrait; that would have meant spending
hours with him. Trying to look sexy, she wore a dress with an
elastic neck that day. While Simon watched she pulled it off
her shoulder and covered herself with a sheet.

“I wanted to think that | was beautiful,” she says. He spent
weeks on the painting. It was the first time he’d been
so close to a girl, even if she was only on paper. When
it was done Simon took the portrait to the Whitbread
home and placed it on a chair in the livingroom. Everyone
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who saw it agreed the results were less than spectacular.
“It made me look dead,” Katherine says. “It was ugly,”
Derwyn says. “It didn’t look like her at all.” Simon, too, was
disappointed. “It wasn’t a very good painting,” he says.
“I've become a lot better artist over the years.”

By spring, love-struck, Simon began to drop by the
Whitbread house. Derwyn recalls that he would knock on
the door and ask to see Katherine. Told she wasn’t there,
he’d say: “Can | come in and wait for her? She’s expecting
me.” There were times, early on, when Derwyn let him in
and Katherine would come home and find the nervous
teenager sitting, stiff and silent, on the sofa. She told her
parents: “l don’t want to see him. He has no reason to be
here.” The visits continued. Sometimes, Simon walked right
in, uninvited. When Derwyn asked him to leave he made
no response, showed no understanding that his behaviour
was unusual. She remembers his dark, defiant eyes looking
past her as if she wasn’t there, his apathetic little grin. “That
smile,” she says, “if you ever see it, is terrifying. That’s the
kind of thing movies are made of.”

Katherine quickly decided she wanted nothing more to do
with him. Summer came, she was home alone one day and
it was stifling on the second-storey of the old house. In her
bedroom at the top of the stairs, Katherine slept naked on
top of the sheets. She does not recall whether a sound woke
her. But when she opened her eyes Simon was standing in
the doorway, face like a mannequin. “It was almost like he
expected to be invisible,” she says. Furious and frightened,
she ordered him downstairs, quickly dressed and went down
to the living room. He was sitting on the sofa. She stood over
him, yelling, said he was trespassing, spying, that he was way
over the line. He showed no emotion, no remorse, made
no apology. When she finished, he left the house without a
word.

“She was right to be scared,” says Heather Gray, a former
police officer who runs her own threat assessment consulting
firm in Edmonton. “That was probably the wake-up call for
her to realize, ‘I'm playing with fire here.” “Katherine says
she didn’t see Simon again for more than two years. But he
remembers the fun they had, the long talks on the phone,
how he met her once at the Scotia Place food court, took
her out for dinner at Earl’s on Jasper Avenue, at Maxwell
Taylor’s on Calgary Trail.

“The second year the Qilers won the cup (in the spring of
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1985), she came downtown and stopped in my apartment
to see if | wanted to come out and join the celebration with
her. She had a friend with her, so | decided not to go. “None
of that happened, Katherine says. But even today hearing
Simon’s recollections scares her, because she did bank at
Scotia Place, did go downtown with a friend to celebrate
that Stanley Cup, did frequent Earl’s and Maxwell Taylor’s in
those years. She’s now certain he followed her and watched
her more closely than she ever imagined.

Lyndon Kinley says Katherine and Simon never dated in any
sense of the word. “I don't think it was ever a possibility,”
he says. That didn’t stop Simon from spreading stories about
their love affair. Katherine heard the rumours during her senior
year, when a friend let it slip. “Did Simon Gagnon tell you that
we were having sex?” she asked him. “Yes,” he nodded. She
was devastated to think people might believe it.

In spring of 1985, Katherine wrote her Grade 12 exams, and
a man came to school to talk about an exchange program in
Sweden. She jumped at the chance. With graduation behind
her and the whole world ahead, she flew to Lund in southern
Sweden and spent the next year studying the language and
taking classes. When her parents flew over to visit, Katherine
announced that she wasn’t coming home. Instead in the
summer of 1986 she went to Thessaloniki, a city of one
million in northern Greece.

She hadn’t seen Simon Gagnon in more than two years,
hoped she would never see him again. “She was out of
his life,” Katherine’s mother Derwyn remembers. Simon
Gagnon was in Oakville, Ont. in the fall of 1986, studying
film animation at Sheridan College. One November day
he sat down and wrote to the girl he’d fallen in love with
three years earlier. “Dear Katherine,” he scrawled at the
top of the page, “I'm living to see you... “ The letter,
written in pencil and printed with a heavy hand, recorded
the minutia of his day, the words rambling all over the
unlined paper, filling both sides and the margins. “Have bits
of three songs floating in my head,” he told her. “Have to
do something to occupy myself while you're gone.” As if to
prove the point, he included one lyric, complete with guitar
chords.

“Any time you're thinking of me, that's the time I'll be
thinking of you. So any time you say you want me back,
that’s the time I'll come back home to you.” He sealed the
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envelope and wrote an Edmonton address on front. When
he slipped it into the mailbox on Nov. 7, he apparently had
no idea where Katherine was. Derwyn and Stan Whitbread
don’t recall forwarding that letter to Greece but say they
must have at some point. They do recall Simon was calling
from Ontario that fall. “He was trying to find her, trying to
find her, trying to find her,” Derwyn says. “He’d call and
I'd hear from people (that he was asking for her address)
and I'd say, ‘Don't tell him.” “Simon has his own memories.
“We were very close in high school,” he says. “She went to
Sweden and she sent me a letter from there. Which is how |
knew where she was, because she sent me a letter. | sent her
a letter by return post. Just a friendly letter. In late 1986.”

Katherine was surprised to see Simon’s letter, astonished
when she read it. “It's not unheard of to have someone think
you're in a relationship when you’re not,” she says. “What
is unheard of is for someone to persist this way. He wasn’t
asking me, ‘let’s be in a relationship.” He was telling me we
are.” She wasn’t worried, much, because she was in Greece
and he was in Ontario. What she didn’t know was, not long
after he sent the letter Simon Gagnon had an epiphany,
an experience - real or surreal - that changed the lives of
everyone involved.

He was headed back to school that fall and got off the
train one Sunday night at Union Station in Toronto. With
a few hours to kill, he walked along the harbour front
until he found a bar that was open. The place was packed
and he walked in, saw Bob Dylan sitting at the bar, went
over and introduced himself. He said he was a fan. Dylan
said, thank you. That was it. “That was my brush with
greatness,” Simon says. “It got me to thinking. It was, like,
one of the seminal events in my life. Because | thought to
myself: ‘I really like cartooning school. But | don’t really
want to be drawing Mickey Mouse for the rest of my life.” |
thought to myself: ‘Here’s Bob Dylan. What | should do is’
- well, at that time | think it was the first time | consciously
realized that | wanted to marry Katherine. So | said to myself:
‘I'll go to Greece and pledge my love.” “Simon says he never
returned to college after that, instead used his student loan
money to buy a one-way ticket to Athens. On Jan. 10, 1987,
he flew to the Greek capital, hired a taxi, paid the driver the
equivalent of $300 Canadian to drive him 500 kilometres
north to Thessaloniki.
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Katherine was working at a leather factory, living with
a roommate in an apartment on St. Sophia Street,
a neighbourhood of two- and three-storey walkups.
She was not home when Simon telephoned. Her
roommate passed on the message. “You mean he's
here?” Katherine asked. “He’s here in Greece? He
wasn’'t calling from Canada?” At the time it seemed
impossible that a man she’d spent a few hours with and
hadn’t seen in more than two years had travelled halfway
round the world to find her. Simon telephoned again and
Katherine took the call. “What are you doing here?” she
asked him. “Why are you here? Did you come here to see
me?”

Simon said yes. Exasperated, she asked if he knew the
address. He did. She decided to confront him, face to
face. “It was my way of taking charge,” she says. “When
you're dealing with a dangerous person, ordering them to
do something they want to do anyway gets them to co-
operate. Plus it establishes that you have power. “He tried
to embrace her at the door but she pushed him away. His
hair was shaggy, hanging in his face, his beard was fuller than
she remembered. “I love you,” he pleaded. “With you, I'm
Rembrandt. Without you, I'm nothing.” “You don’t know
me,” she told him angrily. “You don’t know anything about
me.” The next thing that came into her mind was something
silly: “You don’t even know my favourite colour.” “Yes | do,”
he said, and told her it was blue. He was right. “Stay away
from me,” she said. “Leave me alone. Go back to Canada.
| want nothing more to do with you.” To make it final, she
added: “I'm engaged.” “Yes, | know,” he said, then turned
and walked away. Simon has different memories of Greece.
“I just phoned her up at her apartment,” he says. “And she
said come on over. She seemed kind of disturbed at first.
| didn’t understand why. Eventually, she loosened up and
agreed to hang out with me. We walked through the city.
Katherine introduced me to some friends she had made. “It
never happened, says Katherine. After his visit, she called
home and took her parents up on their offer of a return
ticket to Canada. Three nights later, around midnight, Simon
was back at her apartment. He told her he’d had a psychic
experience, heard her calling him. She sent him away. With
her boyfriend she went the next day to the Olympic Airways
office to buy tickets to Athens. As they left, Simon came in
another door. “He must have been following me,” she says.
“I'm thinking, ‘That creep is gonna try and get on the same
plane as me to Athens.”
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A day or two later, Katherine and her boyfriend boarded
the plane to Athens. Simon was right behind them, took a
seat a few rows back. Part way through the flight he came
forward and stood in the aisle. “Go away!” Katherine told
him. “Go back and sit down. Leave me alone.” He did. The
plane landed in Athens and Katherine and her boyfriend
spent three days in the city. She never saw Simon, isn’t sure
whether he saw her.

Katherine Whitbread, born August 31, 1967, grew up
surrounded by books and ideas and four grandparents who
doted on her. As a little girl she watched her grandfather,
Charles Mclaughlin, stand like a statue in the backyard,
waiting for sparrows to eat out of his hand. “He had this aura
of inner peace,” she says. He passed it on to his favourite
granddaughter. In Grade 2 she organized classmates for
animal rights; at age 11 she clipped articles about gay rights
from the newspaper and took them to class for show and
tell. In junior high she discovered a love for jazz and chose
Harry Ainlay for high school because it offered a jazz band.
She talked her way into the international baccalaureate
program and made many friends.

Simon Carlan Gagnon was born May 19, 1965, in
Bracebridge, Ontario, a town about 150 kilometres north
of Toronto. His father Carl grew up in rural Quebec, the son
of a minister, and fancied himself a writer. He taught school
and was twice divorced when he met and married Margot,
who was much younger than him. Carl was 55 when Simon
was born. “It was a very happy childhood,” says Simon. “I
guess it’s a cliche, but we were poor but honest.” He was
raised to have old-fashioned manners and a high-brow
vocabulary. “He taught himself to read when he was about
3 years old,” Margot Gagnon says, though she’s reluctant to
say much more about her family’s life. As a small boy, Simon
used big words other children didn’t understand. It made
him unpopular. “He didn’t know how to relate to children,”
says his aunt, Helen Hitchcock. “People would look at him
strangely because ... he was always sitting, smiling, talking to
himself and laughing. It wasn’t a happy childhood. They did
everything for him, but it just wasn’t a normal childhood.”

After he retired, Carl Gagnon moved his family back and
forth between Ontario and Edmonton. In 1981, living with
his parents in a duplex on 39" Avenue, Simon enrolled at
Harry Ainlay high school. The family’s home life in those
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years was chaotic, says friend Kinley, who visited often. “He
got a lot of money from his mom. He would swear at her
and yell at her and she’d give him money. I've seen him be
violent with his mom, push her, grab her, that kind of stuff,
grab her wrist and pull a wallet out of her hands. Even before
he had psychotic breaks, or whatever you want to call it, his
personality was kind of odd. Remorseless at times and very
sensitive at others, | couldn’t really get a read on whether he
was a dangerous guy.”

After Greece, Katherine had no doubts. When she arrived
home on Jan. 18, 1987 she’d been out of Canada for 19
months. Her parents and friends were at the airport to
greet her and they all drove to Westmount for a party to
celebrate. They weren’t in the house 10 minutes when the
phone rang. Derwyn Whitbread answered. “Is Katherine
here?” She handed over the phone and watched the colour
drain from her daughter’s face. “It’s Simon!” Katherine said.
He was calling from Ontario. “Go away,” she told him. “Get
a life and get out of mine.” She hung up. “He phoned and
phoned and phoned,” Derwyn says. “Then | went in there
and said, ‘Please don’t phone!” Finally we just let it ring.”
Katherine soon got calls from Simon’s relatives in Ontario,
congratulating her on their engagement. Stunned, she told
them there was nothing between her and Simon, never had
been.

Two months later, Katherine moved to an apartment
on Saddleback Road in south Edmonton. That March, a
telegram arrived at her parents’ house. Simon was coming
to Edmonton to see his girl. “My parents and | discussed it,”
she says. “Do we call him? Or not call him? If we call him and
say, ‘Don’t come,” will that be effective? If we don’t call him,
does that sound like we want him to come?” She called and
once again told Simon she wanted nothing to do with him.
She called his relatives and said, “Don’t let him come, we
don’t want him.”

He was back in Edmonton by April and went immediately
to the Whitbread house, suitcase in hand. He demanded to
see Katherine. Derwyn was home alone and ordered him to
leave. When he refused she called police and two constables
came, asked if she had a restraining order. When she said no
the officers said there was little they could do. They spoke to
Simon and when he refused to budge they lifted him off the
front steps, carried him to the cruiser.
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Lyndon Kinley had gone overseas to work after high school
before attending university, but was back home by early
1987. He'd heard Simon was back in Edmonton. “He was
very delusional, thought they were married, thought she was
hiding and wanted to see him, that they weren’t letting him.
He ended up spending the night hiding out in the cemetery
close to where they (the Whitbreads) live.” The Whitbreads
went the next day to see Charalee Graydon, a family friend
who then worked for the law firm Bishop and McKenzie.
To get a restraining order under laws at the time, Katherine
had to launch a civil lawsuit. “We had to file a statement
of claim,” Graydon recalls, “setting out that we had a claim
for damages we would be seeking against (Simon) for the
harassment that he was persisting in.”

Kinley told the Whitbreads about Simon’s night in the
graveyard. Derwyn went to the cemetery and discovered
the suitcase under a tree. Inside, she found clothes, a
plastic bag of white powder, a drawing of Katherine and
some writing about her.The police were called again but
when officers arrived they asked the usual questions. Was
Simon a love-torn boyfriend? Ex-boyfriend? Had he done
anything violent? Was there a restraining order against
him? Katherine wept with frustration. On April 27, Simon
called the Whitbreads and demanded: “Have Katherine
call her husband; Simon, her husband.” Two days later, just
before midnight, he phoned Katherine at her apartment.

Lyndon Kinley was visiting and while he tried to keep Simon
on the phone, Katherine went next door to call the police.
Hours later, an officer arrived at the apartment. Simon called
again. Katherine talked to him while the officer listened on
another phone. “l want my wife,” she recalls Simon saying.
“I want my nurse; | want my happiness.” The constable left,
promising to pick Simon up. Katherine felt relieved, elated,
wondered if the restraining order might not be necessary.
She thought she’d finally found someone who believed
Simon was unstable and needed help. She says the officer
talked to Simon, then let him go and later called her. He
told her, she says, that Simon was “obviously not a danger
to anyone.”

With the statement of claim filed, Graydon and Katherine
appeared before a Court of Queen’s Bench judge. A
temporary restraining order was granted on April 30. Two
weeks later, while Katherine was visiting relatives in Kansas,
Simon buzzed her apartment, breaching the restraining
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order. Her roommates called police and he was arrested
and taken downtown to the Remand Centre. In their report
police noted Simon Gagnon was five-foot-11 and weighed
130 Ibs. Simon recalls it this way: “That was the first time |
used detective skills. | went to see her on Saddleback Road.
And she called the cops. So one of the cops brought me to
see her, to face my accuser. And then they released me. As |
was walking away, one of the cops stopped me and he said:
‘I'm from Bracebridge and | know what you're doing. | want
you to know that | support you and I think you’re doing a
good thing.” So that put in my mind that | was doing right by
Katherine.”

Simon appeared in court and was released on condition he
make no attempt to see or call Katherine. He was thin, dirty,
his colour was bad, he smelled as if he hadn’t washed in
days, Kinley says. “He was just out of it. It was like something
had happened to him, had transformed him. He was acting,
| thought right away, schizophrenic. | mean, he was seeing
things and talking to people that weren’t there.” Kinley and
his father took Simon to the University Hospital emergency
ward, where a social worker talked to him, gave him a
prescription and sent him away.

Katherine moved again in July, to an apartment on
Saskatchewan Drive. Unable to find her, Simon returned
again and again to her parents’ house. They came home one
day and found him sitting on the back porch with a case of
beer. Stan went outside. “What are you doing here, Simon?”
Simon looked up, blank faced. “Come and have a beer with
me, Stan,” he said. “No. You get out of here.” Simon lingered
until he finished his beer, slowly got up, picked up the case
and walked away.

In November he wrote a five-page letter to Katherine
professing his love. “The things you say to me in my head
are wonderful and give me happiness | never dreamed
possible,” he wrote. “But in real life nothing ever changes
and | feel impotent without any power to make decisions
that affect my own life ... | need your address. Something,
anything, just something from you | can hold on to or even
just look at and say, ‘This actually, really exists. It's not
something my mind made up, not a fantasy ... *

“That Christmas, Simon’s brought gifts to the Whitbread
house. No one saw him drop them off, they just appeared
at the front door. “We were very frightened,” Derwyn says.
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“We wondered if there wasn’t something explosive in it.
We didn’t know what his emotional state was.” They finally
opened the gift bag. Inside were two black candles, a copy
of Othello, Shakespeare’s tragic tale of love, betrayal and
revenge, and a story Simon had written about a wicked
witch who tried to keep two young lovers apart. “There was
fury and anger in that story,” Derwyn says. “It was about the
murder of this person who was in the way.” She believes
Simon was writing about her. “I wasn’t trying to send a
message or anything like that,” Simon says.

Months passed. In early 1988, Simon moved back to
Ontario. In May he turned 23 and sent another letter. By
June he was back in Edmonton, living in an apartment
downtown on 107th Street. Katherine was going through
a breakup with a boyfriend, preparing to move from her
high-rise on Saskatchewan Drive. There was a knock on the
door and her soon-to-be ex-boyfriend answered. Katherine
was on a chair cleaning a light fixture when she saw Simon
in the doorway.

He’d brought a kimono as a gift. The boyfriend ushered
Simon into the hall, talked to him, took him down in the
elevator and sent him away. Katherine found the kimono in
the lobby. She moved and filed for another restraining order.
It was never served because doing so would alert Simon to
her new address on 124th Street and to where she worked.
Simon maintained his surveillance of her parents’ home. In
August he dropped off a small card, a pink cutout rose.
“Dear Katherine. Happy 6th wedding anniversary. August
14, 1988. Love Simon.”

By the time the card became an exhibit at his trial more than
decade later, the ink had run, leaving an eerie mirror image
on the facing side. That Christmas he again showed up at
the Whitbread house, gifts in hand. There was even one for
a baby. The police were called and again asked, was this
Katherine’s husband? Boyfriend? An ex-boyfriend? Simon
was taken away but since the restraining order hadn’t been
served, there was nothing the police could do.

Carl Gagnon was living in a nursing home by then. Simon
remembers the blond lady with the baby who came to the
home for Christmas dinner. “She beckoned us over and was
specific that it was us that she wanted to see,” he says. “I
thought it was Katherine presenting me with a baby. Which
is why | got the idea that we’d had a baby.”
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Katherine says that Christmas was the first time she was truly
scared. “I had this terrible feeling inside me. | was thinking,
‘I haven’t seen this guy but maybe 12 hours in my entire life,
and he’s ruining my life. I'm moving, I'm hiding, I'm getting
unlisted phone numbers, I'm not talking to my high school
friends, because | don’t know who the hell is telling Simon
where | am. He might as well be right next to me, because
I’'m worried about him all day long.”

Simon soon took an apartment on Bellamy Hill and began
writing a book, his own bizarre account of events. He wrote
in longhand at first, thoughts racing, hand skittering across
the page. Later, he retyped the work. He checked out a
library book called “Be Your Own Detective” and read
chapters titled “How to Find Just About Anybody” and “The
Gentle Art of Tailing.” The latter advised him: “You can
dress up like Sam Spade if you want, and lean against any
number of lamp poles, and enjoy your image of yourself.”
Simon took the advice to heart. He began to skulk around
the streets wearing a long, khaki-coloured trench coat and
a dark fedora hat. “This last time that | came to Edmonton
was when | started the detective business,” he says. “I had
located Katherine before, but | hadn’t thought of it in terms
of, “‘Oh, this is a job you can do.” | would locate her at one
address. | was very discreet. | tried not to disturb anyone.”

His constant surveillance was almost unbearable for the
Whitbreads. In 1991, Stan moved out of their home, setting
himself up in his parents’ vacant house in the Garneau
area. The couple lived separately for three years. Simon
moved again in 1992, into a two-room suite in Jasper
Block, a three-storey brick warren with shared bathrooms
on each floor, tiny rooms rank with the smell of old sweat
and unremitting poverty. For a short time he worked at a
one-hour photo mart, but mostly he lived on welfare. It had
been four years since he’d seen Katherine face to face, but
more and more he was convinced she’d been abducted and
he was the detective assigned to the case.

“He slept during the day and came out at night,” say Sammy
Seetram, landlord of Jasper Block, who recalls an eerie,
high-pitched laugh coming from Simon’s suite some nights.
Neighbours in the next apartments sometimes woke before
dawn to the clatter of Simon’s frantic fingers on the keys of
his Remington manual typewriter. Friends in the building say
Simon was friendly and gentle and well-spoken. They say he
never talked about his childhood, got upset whenever the
conversation turned to the girl of his dreams.
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“He told me a few times he was married,” Seetram says. “He
came one day and said, ‘My kid is 11 years old now.” | said,
‘I didn’t know you had a kid. Is it a boy or a girl?’ He said:
‘I don’t even know.” “When he wasn’t prowling the streets
or writing his massive book, Simon read the classics and
detective fiction, including The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell
Hammett, the 1929 novel that set the high watermark for
hardboiled private eyes. “He read them as if they were
textbooks, man, as if they would help him in his work,” says
Marv Yakoweshen, a neighbour who lived downstairs.

Simon has a memory: he was playing guitar one day on
Whyte Avenue near 104% Street when Katherine walked
by wearing a bridal gown. With her was a friend, dressed as
a maid of honour. He says the woman spoke to him.” She
said, ‘Can you play Here Comes the Bride?” And | said yes.
So anyway, to my mind, you know, | thought, ‘Oh, here’s
Katherine. She’s wearing a bridal gown. I've got a ring for
her.” “It helped convince Simon he was married. He now
knows it wasn’t Katherine he saw that day. “That’s the
strange part,” he says. “I thought it was at the time.” Simon’s
father died in 1993, the same year Katherine moved out of
Edmonton to study dance and anthropology at university in
another city.

Simon continued to stump the streets near her parents’
house, often dressed in his familiar “detective” outfit. He
spent two years solving a case of a missing $20 bill, writing
5,000 pages about it before his attention was diverted by
another mystery that led, inevitably, back to Katherine.

“One night, my friend’s bicycle got stolen,” he says. “He
had left it unattended. | was the last person to see it. So,
immediately | thought, ‘Gee, I'm working as a detective just
at this time, so it’s up to me to find the bike. | thought there
was a sort of correlation between the bike being missing
(and Katherine being missing) just at that time. It was too
much of a coincidence.” The story of the missing bicycle
and the search for Katherine became the next part of his
book, titled “Marie” the “Or the Klondike Kidnapping Case.”
Simon says he tracked the bicycle thief to a house behind
the Garneau Theatre, on the street where Stan Whitbread
was living at the time. “So that reinforced the idea that there
was a correlation between Katherine’s missing status and
the bike being stolen,” he says.
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8 Surviving a Stalker

Stan Whitbread was repairing the Garneau house one day
when Simon appeared at the door. “I've come to see the
baby,” he said. “What baby?” Simon peered through the
screen door. “Katherine and | had a baby,” he said. Stan
explained that there was no baby, never had been. Simon
went away.

Katherine had wanted a family for years. By 1994, attending
university out-of-province and taking two degrees, she still
hadn’t found a man she wanted to marry. She began to
research the benefits and drawbacks of becoming a mother
outside marriage. That summer, though she was using birth
control, a short romance ended in a pregnancy. It was a
surprise, she says, “though not an unwelcome one.” She
offered the man the chance to be involved with the child.
He declined.

One day in early 1995 she received a phone call from
someone from her doctor’s office. She was told her health
coverage had been cancelled. Eight-months pregnant, alone
and exhausted and away from home, broke and worried,
Katherine made a panicked call to the Alberta Health office
and explained to the woman on the phone there had been
a mistake. They talked for a minute. Then the nice woman
said: “Is this Mrs. Gagnon?” Katherine froze. For a split-
second, she hoped she was wrong. She wasn’t. Simon had
switched her health care coverage, put her under his name
as his wife. Furious, Katherine grilled the woman, asked
whether they’d revealed she was pregnant. The woman
promised they hadn’t. Katherine believed her.

Shortly after her daughter was born, Katherine wrote
to Alberta’s health minister. Seven weeks later Shirley
McClellan wrote back to apologize. She advised her to seek
legal help for her problem. “I would also like to reassure
you that Mr. Gagnon or anyone else will not be given any
information about you or your family,” she wrote.

Simon was busy with his own writing that spring, still keeping
a detailed record of his disjointed thoughts. “Friday, May 5,
1995-Themarchinglady, itisher. My wife, Katherine Gagnon,
got up justin time, no sooner do | light my last cig than Eileen
arrives. noon. lunchtme. take two photographs of her, mm,
ah, Victoria park for our picnic. IT IS KATHERINE. note the
27 deuces. lunch, late, not a red cent, just Katherine. this
won’t do at all, lady. I must kill the bike ... “ As he filled one
three-ring binder, he bought another and wrote on and on.
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By the time the police arrested him in July 2001, he’d written
10,000 pages and filled 20 binders. They were stacked neatly
on a makeshift shelf in his room. Gifts continued to arrive
each Christmas at the Whitbread house. They never saw
Simon deliver them. Many of the gifts remained unopened
until they were handed over to police. Over the years, a few
neighbours in Westmount were told the bizarre story. They
often saw Simon Gagnon walking by in his trench coat and
fedora, riding through the area on a bicycle. Kirk Heitauer,
who lives across the street, was cleaning second-storey
windows for the Whitbreads one afternoon when Simon
snuck up and stood at the bottom of the ladder. “Stay away
from my family,” he said. “If you have any questions, talk
to my lawyer.” As Heitauer started down the ladder, Simon
repeated his warning and walked away.

Katherine finished university in 1999. With Simon keeping
daily watch on her parents’ house, she knew she couldn’t
come home. She and her daughter moved out of the
country instead. After 17 years of running and hiding,
the breaks began to go Katherine’s way. In January 2001,
the beat officer in the Westmount area, Const. Trevor
Hermanutz, heard about the family’s problems from another
officer. Hermanutz spoke to Stan and Derwyn. It had been
years since the Whitbreads had talked to police; in the
intervening time Canada’s laws had changed and the public
had become increasing aware that stalking was a dangerous
and serious crime.

A new charge called criminal harassment had been
added to the Criminal Code in 1993. Hermanutz
made background checks on Simon Gagnon and
discovered there was an outstanding warrant for
what he later called “unrelated matters.” In March,
Hermanutz arrested Simon in the alley behind the Grinder
Restaurant on 124" Street, a block from the Whitbread
house. “He said that Katherine Whitbread was his wife and
that she was his family,” the officer testified later in court.
Simon was booked and released, arrested again a few weeks
later, also for outstanding warrants, booked and released
again.

In June, Katherine drove home to Edmonton to celebrate
her father’s 75" birthday. She parked the car in the alley so
she could unload it and hide it in a neighbour’s garage. She
was home half an hour when Simon rode by on a bicycle.
The Whitbreads talked to Const. Hermanutz and soon
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Katherine handed him a detailed written account of her
history with Simon, along with a cardboard box filled with
gifts and cards. On July 20, 2001, Hermanutz went to the
Jasper Block apartments and arrested Simon Gagnon. In his
wallet, police found a health card with the name “Katherine
E. Gagnon” oniit.

Simon was charged with two counts of criminal harassment
and remanded to Alberta Hospital, where he has been ever
since. In November, a hearing was held to determine if he
was fit to stand trail. Psychiatrists testified Simon showed
signs of delusional behaviour, continued to believe Katherine
was his wife, was uncooperative and refused treatment. “He
has invested all of his talents, energy, on the victim, and his
pursuit remains relentless,” Dr. Vijay Singh told the judge.
Simon was found fit. During a two-day trial last March,
Katherine finally got the chance to tell her story.

There was one part she didn’t want to tell, even in court.
Under questioning, Katherine said she was living in another
city in 1995 when her health insurance was cancelled.
She spoke about how scared she was, back then. “Simon
Gagnon had been imagining a baby for a very long time,”
she testified, “and my worst nightmare in my entire life is
that he would come and take my child. They assured me
many times that they hadn’t given him this information, nor
my location.” The prosecutor didn’t ask where she went to
university. Neither did the defence lawyer. The plan was that
Simon Gagnon, sitting in the prisoner’s box, would never
know where Katherine had been during those years.

Simon remembers going to the provincial health office
in 1995. “At that time | was convinced ... that all of a
sudden | had a family,” he says. “l was rearranging all of
my paperwork ... to allow for the fact of a wife and a child.
So | changed the health care number. | asked the people at
Alberta Health, you know, if they could help me out. And
at that time | put Katherine on my health care number.
| got her address in Burnaby from there. “I took the bus
out ... and | went to look for her, to see if | could locate
her again. | sort of saw a couple of people that might have
been her, but | didn’t really make a positive identification at
that time.” Katherine only learned the truth during interviews
for this story, that in 1995, while she was at Simon Fraser
University, Simon went to Burnaby to search for her. “That’s
really scary,” she now says. “It makes me sick.”

Phone: 780.988.2484 .

Edmonton area

Phone: 1.866.988.2484 o

toll-free North America

Threat Assessment and
Management Associates Inc.
Workplace Violence Specialist

TAMA...

Simon was convicted in September of two counts of criminal
harassment. Each carries a maximum five-year prison
sentence. He'll be back in court on Dec. 30, when a judge
will decide whether he is responsible for his crimes or “not
criminally responsible on account of mental disorder. “If the
latter is the finding, the court will likely have two options,
says Dr. Maggie Tweddle, a forensic psychiatrist at Alberta
Hospital. It could decide Simon should be released under
certain conditions — that he stay away from Katherine and her
family and see a psychiatrist on a regular basis - or it could
send him back to a treatment ward at Alberta Hospital. He
would then be held under an Alberta Review Board warrant,
entitled to annual reviews by that five-member Board.

“Being under the warrant doesn’t make them obliged to
accept treatment,” Tweddle says. “It just restricts where they
can be.” There is much at stake. The Whitbreads are afraid
Simon may be found responsible for his actions, be sentenced
for his crimes and released in the near future when his time is
up. “This is when it becomes very dangerous,” says Derwyn
Whitbread. “Because you're taking his delusion, you're
taking away all that he has. He hasn’t got a job, he hasn’t got
much family life, he hasn’t got any friends. This is all he has
that makes his identity.”

Helen Hitchcock says her nephew is sure he’ll get out soon.
“It's a frightening thing for the Whitbreads,” she says. “I'm
honestly terrified that might happen. Because | don’t know
what his mind is going to be like. Simon is very cunning.
He still believes everyone is telling lies. It is dangerous.
Something very, very tragic could happen.” Watching their
daughter suffer has been hard for the Whitbreads. They
believe they did everything possible to protect her, yet Stan,
a softspoken and gentle man, has one question that haunts
him. “I wonder if | should have physically accosted him,” he
says, sagging into his chair. “It bothers me to think that I just
let him do this thing. | talked to him, and that was all.”

The stakes are highest, of course, for Katherine and Simon.
She’s afraid his convictions will be removed if the court
finds him not criminally responsible, then budget cuts at the
hospital, or a sympathetic review board, will open the door
and let him out. If that happens, she says, “l won’t be waiting
for him to kill my parents. I'll be doing something if he gets
out. I'll be everybody’s worst nightmare, and their best
friend. I'll be there to protect my family.” Katherine spends
her days working, writing, playing music, trying to build a
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new life in a new city. She and her seven-year-old daughter
each attend weekly counselling sessions. The little girl is a
year behind in school. Katherine admits the pressure has
pushed her to the edge at times. “l probably would never
have killed myself. But | was making plans for my daughter
to be OK without me.”

She is still afraid. Not long ago a camera crew walked into a
restaurant near her home and started shooting film for a TV
commercial. Terrified her image might appear on a television
screen, that it might, whatever the odds,be seen by Simon,
Katherine burst into tears. “It was really awful to see how
upset someone can be,” says a waitress who was working
that day. “I'd never thought about how awful it would be to
have to hide like that.” Katherine says both she and Simon
slipped through the cracks. “What needed to happen 15
years ago was, Simon needed to see a doctor,” she says.
“People needed to work together as a team to get him help
with his mental health.” She hopes police departments and
prosecutors, victim’s services and mental health workers,
will band together to help the next victim.

Heather Gray, the threat assessment expert, says Katherine
is still in grave danger. “And she’s not the only one in this
equation who's at very high risk. Because his focus might go
to her parents, who he might view as stonewalling him from
finding her. She’s got a child to be concerned about - lots of
scenarios could be extremely risky.”

Simon doesn’t want to be in a psychiatric ward, to be
labelled mentally ill. “That would be just terrible,” he says.
“It would feel like a permanent end to my detective work
.. I'm not a classic mental illness case. I'm not a raving
lunatic or anything like that. I'm well educated. I'm quiet.
| don’t break the rules. I’'m not a troublemaker.” He hopes
the judge will sentence him, give him time off for time
served. That way, he could be out soon. Despite everything
that has happened, Simon calls the few hours he spent
with Katherine “the happiest time in my life.”

Right now he doesn’t know where she is. But he knows
enough. “I have all the personal data, so it’s easy enough to
track her down,” he says. “If you've got somebody’s social
insurance number, or driver’s licence number, health care
number ... | have all of that. | think most of it is fairly current.
You can generally just send a letter through the mail saying
‘address requested, do not forward’ and they’ll send you
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back a current address. “They sort of have this idea that
they can hide her location from me,” he says. “But actually,
locating missing persons is probably one of the easiest
things for a detective to do.”

Fax: 780.988.7266 -«

www.tamainc.net . info@tamainc.net

© copyright Edmonton Journal, contact the Edmonton Journal for reprint permission



