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    One


    Mist drips off her plastic rain cap as she pushes her walker past boarded up stores, vacant lots and empty houses where people used to sit out on their front porches, having a smoke and a drink. But whoever’s still here spends all their time indoors, living under siege. She can’t make any sense of it; how can there be so much crime in the East Village when there’s nothing left to steal?


    It’s pension day and she’d lined up at the bank with the other seniors, then bought enough groceries to fill the small basket under her walker. She also bought a new vegetable peeler and kitchen knife, but she couldn’t manage to fit the knife into the basket and has to carry it balanced on the handle of her walker, wrapped in a plastic bag.


    She speeds up as she passes the bus shelter. Dealers use it to conduct business and drunks use it as a urinal so she always gives it a wide berth. Then grabs her shoulders from behind, pushes her inside the shelter and shoves her against the dirty glass. It’s a young man with long wet hair hanging over his eyes. He’s so close she can see the oily pores across his nose and smell the cigarettes on his breath.


    “Give me your money.” Her heart races and she shakes her head in terror, clinging to her walker.


    “There’s no money. Only my groceries,” she says, pointing inside the walker’s basket. He bends over and starts rummaging around, tossing the groceries out onto the dirty ground, smashing the jam and eggs in rage.


    “Where’s the money?” He shoves her in the shoulder and she almost loses her balance. “I saw you go into the bank. I know what day of the month it is.”


    She feels the acid rise in her throat. It’s been years since she’s seen that kind of anger, years since she felt this fear and it feels for a moment as if time is frozen, as if she’s back there. Then she pushes the knife into his chest as far as she can, surprised at how easily the blade slides into his flesh. He looks confused. He’s staring into her eyes and still shouting then he staggers back and looks down and sees the handle sticking out of his body. For a moment he looks stunned, as if he doesn’t understand what happened before his face goes slack and he crumples to the ground. Cars drive past in the rain, spraying water up onto the sidewalk, their wipers going. Nobody sees a thing.


    She waits a moment until she’s sure he’s dead then she pulls the knife back out of his chest, wipes it on his hoodie and wipes it again with the plastic bag. She picks up the groceries she can save then pushes her walker out of the bus shelter and makes her way along the sidewalk, pausing to throw the knife down the sewer grate.


    The memory of how simple it is to kill someone, and the sure knowledge of good it is to take things into her own hands carries her home.

  


  
    Two


    It’s six-thirty in the morning, half an hour before my shift ends when I get a call reporting a body in a field, which means I won’t be clocking out on time this morning. As my car climbs the escarpment I rise out of the mist that lingers by the lake. The predawn light becomes brighter; colours and outlines are now distinct and vibrant. I drive past fields of yellow goldenrod and purple asters and above them I can see the trees have already started to turn, their branches a mix of rich gold and scarlet. A flock of Canada geese flies above my car in a V-formation, so low I can hear their wings flapping.


    I have the window down as I’m peering into the grass and bulrushes that line the gravel road, looking for the turnoff when I just catch a flash of high-visibility orange in my peripheral and slow down. It’s a kid on a BMX bike, sitting well back from the road. What’s he doing out here? It’s too early for a kid to be out, or too late, depending on how you look at it.


    A few hundred feet along I find the driveway and pull up next to another police cruiser, parked in front of a ten-foot tall chain link fence runs across the drive. I’m relieved the other officer is Decker. I know he isn’t going to take the lead on this; Decker just isn’t interested in the responsibility.


    From the grim look on his face I can tell he’s already taken a preliminary look around.


    “Hi Gauthier. He’s just though here.” He pulls open the chain link fence so I can slip through and he follows, but from the way Decker hangs back it’s clear he doesn’t want to come any closer. I brace myself.


    A dead man is sitting on a folding web lawn chair. He’s wearing a red and black check lumberjack shirt under a black down vest; dressed warmly, as if prepared to spend some time outside on a cool autumn day. His sleeves are rolled up to above his elbows and his arms hang limp at his sides. I can see deep slashes on both forearms and wrists, running vertically almost up to his elbows. Pools of blood, now mostly dried, have formed on the grass under each hand, and there’s a trail of blood trickling down across his palms and fingers. An empty vodka bottle lies a few feet away and about a dozen butts are scattered around his feet. I lean over for a closer look, careful not to touch anything, and see there are both cigarette ends and cannabis roaches.


    “Suicide,” Decker says.


    “Looks like he spent some time. Before.” Maybe to relax and get into the mood to die, whatever that mood is.


    I straighten and look around. The clearing is surrounded by overgrown bushes and a few narrow trails, possibly made by wildlife, break off into the undergrowth. The abandoned driveway continues on the other side of the fence into a few hundred acres of scrub field, and in the distance I can see huge greenhouses and some kind of warehouse facility.


    “Why here?” I ask. “What is this place?”


    “The property belongs to Taiga,” Decker says. Taiga is one of the largest producers of medical cannabis in the country, and one of the regions best corporate citizens. All the loud opposition to the facility from local residents disappeared after they brought hundreds of jobs to the local economy. Every so often we have to deal with a report of vandalism, but this is new.


    “So, what’s the message? Fuck you Taiga?”


    Decker shrugs. “Maybe. Or maybe he just wanted some privacy.” That makes more sense. “Nobody comes out here,” Decker continues. “Except for the local kids who hang around, drinking and making out.” Like the kid I saw on the bike.


    I hear a noise and look up. Three large turkey vultures are perched on the top of the fence, watching Decker and me. They’ve gathered anticipating a feast.


    “Sorry guys,” I tell them. “Not today.” One of them takes flight, flapping his enormous wings as he soars into the granite sky. If we hadn’t had the anonymous tip we might not have found the body until the leaves fell, if even then. The vultures, foxes and coyotes would have done away with the carcass in just a few months, dragging his bones and body parts across the fields and leaving just a few scraps of torn clothing behind.


    “It’s definitely private,” I say. I’m thinking aloud, not expecting Decker to engage. “Wonder if the Taiga security team even bothers to patrol back here.”


    I catch the scent of wood smoke in the air. “Did he make a fire?”


    “Not that I can see.” Not that he even looked. Decker would never do more than the minimum, without being told, but I need to bite my tongue. I don’t need any more trouble with the old guard at the station.


    “Maybe you could take a look around,” I say, pointing to the trails leading off into the brush. “Check down one of those. See if you can find any sign of these kids you mentioned.”


    Decker nods and disappears down one of the trails as I call in the report. There isn’t much to be done to secure the scene, and no likelihood of anyone walking past and contaminating any evidence. Decker and I will need to stay and wait for the Coroner and the crime scene investigators, but it looks like a suicide, so I doubt it will take long. Any evidence and impressions still need to be recorded so I get out my notebook and camera and began documenting the scene while we wait.


    I finish my call and wait, breathing in the rich scent of autumn in Niagara: ripe straw cut and drying in the fields, plump late wine grapes hanging in clusters from the vines and rotting apples that have fallen from the wilding trees along the windbreaks that line the field.


    “There’s the remains of a bonfire down that way,” Decker reports when he returns. “Some empty beer cans. Used condoms.”


    “Nice. Any bike tracks?” I take a guess.


    “Yeah. Lots.” Decker shrugs. It isn’t important to him. He’s just the first responder who’s going to pass it off on whoever comes along next: Coroner, FSU, or Major Crime Unit. I make a note to get some casts of the bike tracks, in case they are relevant.


    “What did he come out here for?” I say. “Why here, in the middle of nowhere? Couldn’t he decide to die at home?”


    “I’d say he came for the view.”


    Decker’s response brings me up short and I stare at him for a moment before following his gaze.


    We’re standing high up on the escarpment and there’s a clear view of the silvery lake, with just a slight shimmer of waves lapping the shore. In the distance the black line of the horizon is slashed open revealing deep orange and red. It’s dawn. As I watch the band of orange spreads and the sun is just rising over the lake. From the position of his chair the dead man could have seen the golden sunrise, the ball of fire as it rose up from the black water.


    “He came for the view,” I echo. Maybe Decker is more intuitive than I give him credit for. “What was the weather like yesterday?”


    “Not a cloud in the sky,” Decker says.


    “Good for him.” I nod in approval at the dead man. “Makes sense. Looks like he’s been dead about a day.”


    “So, you think he’s been here since night before last? Drinking, smoking, possibly thinking it over, then he does the deed,” Decker says. “He watches the sun come up on his last day on earth.”


    I nod, looking at the long vertical slashes in the dead man’s arms. “Where’s the blade?” I ask, looking through the grass. Decker blinks. “Did you see one?” He shakes his head.


    “But I found this, on the ground next to him.” He holds up a note, already placed into a clear plastic evidence bag.


    I glare at him. “Don’t suppose you took a picture before you bagged it?” I ask, already knowing the answer. Decker shrugs. He doesn’t care about procedure. He just wants to get home to bed after his night shift. I lean in to read it in the poor light.


    I didn’t want to leave a mess. Sorry for everything.


    It’s pitiful. I blink back the tears and don’t dare meet Decker’s eye, in case it betrays my feelings. Didn’t want to leave a mess. Did he have any experience with suicide? With the mess of blood and brains that the dead leave behind in their final howl as they leave the world? Someone has to clean it up, once they’re gone. Looks like our guy did his best to make sure his blood will just be washed away by the rain. Once the lawn chair and his body are removed, it’ll be as if he’d never even been here. It’s like he’d wanted to wipe himself right off the face of the earth.


    “That was thoughtful of him,” I say, careful to cover my emotion. “We’ll need to confirm the handwriting. And where’s the blade? It didn’t walk away by itself.”


    Decker raises his eyebrows and looks up at the vultures but I ignore him. The birds did not fly off with it.


    “Forecast calls for rain in the next hour,” Decker says, looking at some grey clouds moving in from the west. “Hope the investigation team will be here soon. Need to get it tented off.” What he really means is so he can go home.


    I pull on my nitrile gloves and start to go through his pockets. No ID. No wallet. No keys. I straighten and take another look at the body.


    “So, how did you get out here?” I ask him. “Who are you?” The sun comes up over the horizon, its light reflecting in the dead man’s eyes.

  


  
    Three


    Decker and I wait while the investigation team takes photos and finally removes the body. Waiting is something I’ve become very good at: waiting at the scene of a crime; waiting in my patrol car for a call; waiting in silence while a suspect thinks of a plausible lie to tell. I have an anxious moment as the Coroner pulls up, but when Lewis Yun steps out I breathe a sigh of relief. It isn’t Maja; I’m not ready to see her yet. I’ve been dreading our inevitable meeting and the idea of seeing her, of talking to her again, is just too painful. Luckily there are three Coroners in the region and we don’t get that many unexplained deaths, so with any luck I can continue to dodge her indefinitely.


    It isn’t my first suicide; I’ve had to deal with dozens since I first joined the Niagara Regional Police force, five years ago. And my first dead body was many years before that, when I’d come downstairs one morning hoping to find something for breakfast before I went to school and found my uncle lying on the couch, dead of an overdose. I’d just gone straight out the door to school with an empty stomach, not for the first time. Then later there was my stepfather, but that’s something I try not to think about.


    “Damn, I’m beat,” Decker says. He’s been moaning steadily for the past hour as we wait for first the CSI team to finish up and I’ve stopped faking sympathy. “I’m only going to get…” he checks his watch, “six hours of sleep, if I’m lucky.”


    “What’s the job tonight?” I pretend to be interested. “Concert? Some big party?” Decker is always first in line for any overtime and paid duty shifts are on offer. I never do any. Not that I can’t use the money; it just seems like a lot of the other constables need it more. Some cops, regardless of their skill or talent, go into private security when they retire and some even launch their own businesses. DS Cooper, one of the worst cops on the force, started a company called Limestone Security last year as his retirement plan. Decker works for him too.


    Decker nods. “Warehouse Concert Hall. Escorting talent.” I do my best to look suitably impressed. “Then I’m back at the station for another night shift tonight.”


    That’s two shifts back to back, on just a few hours’ sleep. “How do you do it? Why do you do it?”


    “Sometimes I wonder myself.” He looks miserable. Then he gets an idea. “You know, there’s tons of work. Plenty to go around, if you want to take some on.”


    I give him a big smile. “Thanks,” I don’t say what I really feel—that I’d rather be dead than go anywhere near Cooper. Decker is a great guy, well, a good guy at least. Why the hell is he hanging around with Cooper? They couldn’t be less alike.


    I don’t want to judge Decker. He clearly needs the money or he wouldn’t be doing it. It’s not my business. But working for Cooper… no way. There’s not enough money in the world for that.


    I realize I can’t take any more of Decker’s whining or helpful suggestions. “Why don’t you head back to the station? Clock out,” I say. “I can stay here until they finish up.”


    I leave the scene as soon as the CSI team finishes up and I’m ready to head home for a hot shower and a long sleep. But after I’ve filed my report at the station, changed out of my uniform and clocked out, I have an idea and suddenly I’m not so tired anymore. Instead of turning left and driving straight home to my cosy townhouse and going to bed, I turn right and drive back toward the canal. I can’t shake the image of the kid on the BMX bike, hiding in the bushes near the scene. It’s a distinctive bike and I’d recognize it if I see it again so I head toward the park with the skateboard ramp and BMX track. Maybe the kid is there, or someone might know who he is.


    I get a coffee from the drive through and stop my car so it’s facing the jump park. A few kids are already out, freestyling on the pipes and in the large concrete bowl. None of them have the same bike I’d seen that morning. But it’s still early and I have lots of time, so I enjoy my coffee and try not to notice the fatigue settling in.


    An hour later, two boys ride up wearing helmets and kneepads. One of them is riding a bike with high-visibility orange trim and detail. I climb out of the car and stroll over to sit on a bench nearby. I’m not in uniform and if they even notice me they’ll probably just assume I’m a parent keeping an eye on my kid.


    I watch as the two new boys join up with another kid. They ride off to one side of the bowl and get into a huddle, talking intensely about something. The kid I’m interested in is telling a story, a very interesting one from the way his buddies are hanging on his every word. I’m sure he’s describing his morning: the body, the cops and whatever else he’s been involved in. When I see him pull something out of his pocket and show it to the other boys, I stand up and walk over to them.


    “Hi,” I say. They break off and look at me warily. I reach into my pocket for my ID. “I’m Detective Constable Gauthier, and I’d like to ask you a few questions.” Before I’ve finished my sentence, they climb onto their bikes and take off, pumping as hard as they can to get away. “Seriously?” I shout after them. “I’ve got a car!”


    I watch them ride off then get into the car and follow in a slow speed chase, staying far enough behind that they don’t see me. I watch as first one kid pulls into a driveway, then a few blocks over another one does. I keep well back from the kid on the orange bike and he manages to lose me in the warren of one-way streets in the East Village. Figures he’d live here.


    I drive back to the house where the first kid pulled in and knock on the door. After a brief chat with the shocked mother who answers the door, I have the address and name of the kid I’m after: Dennis Sharp, Colbourne Street, the house next to the Speedy Laundromat.


    The house is typical of the East Village: a ramshackle two-story dump with a sunken concrete porch, metal awnings over the windows and vinyl siding sloppily hung over the original wood. I’ve been in lots of houses exactly like it, including the one I almost grew up in, just two streets over.


    I knock firmly on the Sharp’s front door. A tall heavy woman in a stained t-shirt and yoga pants answers, waving away the smoke from her cigarette. I show her my ID and she looks frightened.


    “I’m here looking for Dennis Sharp,” I say. “May I come in?” The woman’s expression changes from fear to anger and she spins on her heel, leaving the front door open. I take that as an invitation and step inside as I hear her screaming into the backyard.


    “Dennis! Get in here right now!” I would not have been surprised to learn that Dennis has wet his pants; I’m a little frightened myself. The woman, who I assume to be Dennis’ mother, indicates I should sit down at the kitchen table. She first clears off the remains of the breakfast dishes—coffee cups, cereal bowls, and her ashtray, dumping them straight into the sink as she makes a place for me.


    Dennis runs in, out of breath. He takes one look at me and almost runs back out, but his mother grabs his arm and shakes him hard.


    “What the hell are you up to now?” she demands. “What did you do?” I watch in silence as he pleads his innocence. His mother is having none of it. “Why are the police here then?” She flings him down into a chair across the table from me and he stays put.


    “Remember me?” I smile. He keeps his eyes on the kitchen floor and won’t look at me. “I need to ask you a few questions about where you were early this morning.”


    “I was asleep, in bed,” he lies.


    I nod. “So you don’t know anything about a body, out by the Taiga facility?” He shakes his head. I glance at the mother who looks as if she might rip her son’s head off. “Or about any 911 call that was made at around six o’clock this morning?” He shakes his head again.


    I try another tack. “You know Dennis,” I begin. “We’re able to trace 911 calls, right back to the phone that made them.” He looks nervous. “Even if the caller only stays on the phone for just a few seconds.” That’s half true, assuming we’ve been able to triangulate the position of the call relative to the nearest tower. Out here in the country with our spotty cell service, it seldom works. But Dennis doesn’t know that I’m bluffing. He starts to panic.


    “I didn’t do anything,” he says, daring a glance up at his mother. “I just found him and called.”


    “So, you were out there last night?” He nods miserably.


    “He was staying at his friend’s house,” his mother interrupts. “That no-good Kyle…” I hold up my hand to silence her.


    “So, you and Kyle went out late last night?” I begin again. “You snuck out when everyone was asleep?” Dennis nods. I can easily imagine it: Kids sneaking through the fence at Taiga, maybe on a dare, breaking into the cannabis facility. It’s dark, they’re nervous. They aren’t real criminals, yet. They find the dead guy. They run away. Maybe Dennis can’t sleep, either from excitement or he feels remorse for leaving him, so he calls 911 and watches to see what happens next.


    “What did you see?”


    “Nothing. The guy was dead. Just sitting in a chair. It was freaky.”


    “Did you take anything?”


    “No.” I know he’s lying. What did the kid take? Money? Drugs? The dead guy definitely had some cannabis; there’d been roaches by the body.


    I begin again. “So, you and Kyle were out last night.” Dennis nods. “You saw the dead body in the chair.” Dennis nods, not paying attention. “And you thought you’d check his pockets?” Dennis nods then realizes what he’s admitted to.


    He decides to bluff. “Kyle did,” he says. “The guy was dead. It’s not like he needed any of it.”


    “Any of what, Dennis? What did you find?”


    Dennis reaches into his pocket and withdraws a plastic baggie full of pills and cannabis buds. He slides the baggie across to me. Dennis’ mother moans and starts to cry. This is typical East Village crap. Things never change.


    “Kyle thought we could sell them,” he says. “But he needed me to hold them because his dad…” He stops talking and stares at the floor.


    What would Kyle’s dad do, I wonder. Beat him up? Smoke the weed? Sell the pills on the street? Turn the drugs in to the police was the least likely.


    I take another shot. “And you went through his car?”


    “There wasn’t one,” Dennis says.


    I don’t believe him, but it doesn’t matter much. Whatever vehicle the dead guy had been driving was long gone by now; sold, chopped or shipped overseas within a few hours. But it would be nice if there were some way to trace the identity of its owner, the dead guy in the lawn chair.


    “What about his wallet?” I ask. “Did you find that?” He shakes his head. I know kids like Dennis. I’d been one myself.


    “Dennis,” I ask. “Have you got an older brother or sister?” His eyelids flicker.


    “Where is he now?”


    “She,” the mother says. “She’s upstairs. Asleep.”


    “Can you please bring her down to speak with me?” I ask. Dennis looks terrified and I know I’m on the right track.


    She goes upstairs and I can hear voices, rising louder and louder in volume, escalating into a shouting match. That’s followed by a thump that shakes the ceiling above our heads, as if someone has fallen on the floor, then another loud scream. I sit back in my chair, watching Dennis as he listens to the drama unfold above his head. I guess the mother has tried to waken the sister, shaken her, shouted at her, got sworn at for her trouble before she shoved the girl out of bed onto the floor. I smile. Just another day in paradise.


    Dennis looks nervous, nibbling at his hangnails and staring at the front door. He’s probably thinking about making a run for it. His body tenses and I put my foot up on the chair blocking the way out. I shake my head then he settles back down, defeated.


    I glance around the kitchen as I wait. The paint on the cupboards is chipped and the laminate countertop has started to peel up at the edges. There are scorch marks all over it. I’d seen a lot of those scorches, usually caused by my stepfather laying his lit cigarette down while he went into the fridge for another beer.


    It’s all too familiar and I realize the house is exactly the same layout as the one I lived in as a child. Suddenly the back of my neck starts to prickle with anxiety and my heart is racing. I’m staring blindly at the linoleum tiles on the floor that are the identical pattern to those I remember and I freeze, afraid to turn my head and look at the foot of the stairs, in case I see the body lying there in a pool of blood.


    Dennis is staring at me and I realize I’m breathing loudly, gulping air, counting to ten and exhaling through my mouth. Rescue breathing. Get a hold of yourself, Lucy.


    I look around the room, trying to focus on something tangible. The fridge is covered with dozens of novelty magnets shaped like fruit, flags and sports team logos—all holding work schedules, school timetables, coupons and prescription renewals. I lean across the table to get a closer look; I recognize the medication—it’s the mother’s anti-depressants. It takes all the self-control I can muster to stop myself from arranging the chaos of magnets and giving it some order. Tidying, organizing and straightening always help soothe my anxiety and seeing this mess on the fridge is triggering me, hard. I need to look away so I focus on counting the cracks in the ceiling, aware of Dennis watching me, wide-eyed.


    A few minutes later a furious young girl stomps down the stairs and into the kitchen. She’s wearing an oversized t-shirt and plaid pyjama bottoms and has last night’s makeup smeared under her eyes. Her mother stands behind her, arms folded, glaring at the back of her daughter’s head.


    “Good morning…” I begin. I pause, raising my eyebrow and waiting for someone to fill in the blank.


    “Julia,” the mother says.


    “Good morning Julia. I’m Detective Constable Gauthier, and I’m investigating an incident at the Taiga facility. What can you tell me about it?” Julia’s eyes dart around, flicking between me and her mother and her brother, finally coming to rest on the baggie of pills in the middle of the table.


    “Nothing,” she whispers.


    “You know nothing about it,” I repeat, starting to get irritated. It’s been a long night. “Nothing about a dead man, who he might have been, or his missing vehicle, or his wallet… or these pills?”


    Julia shakes her head. “There’s no truck here,” she says, her voice smug. I knew girls just like Julia; if I’d stayed in the East Village long enough I’d probably have turned out just like her.


    “I hear you,” I say, noting she’d said it was a truck. “No truck here. I see that. So, if I were to get a warrant to search this house,” I continue. “I wouldn’t find anything. No ID, no wallet, nothing…” Julia’s face goes pale and I know I’m right again. “Where’s his wallet, Julia? Don’t make me get a warrant and have to tear your mother’s house apart. Never know what else we might find.”


    Julia’s face flushes but she stands her ground. She’s a tough girl. Her mother’s eyes narrow and she reaches over and snatches a faux leather handbag with huge gold initials all over it from a hook by the back door. Julia grabs for it, but she’s too late. Her mother dumps it onto the table and all the contents spill out: lipstick, hairbrush, change purse, wallet, makeup kit, and another wallet. A man’s wallet.


    I pick it up and flip it open. It belongs to a Maurice Cobb. The photo on the driver’s license identifies him as the dead man in the lawn chair. The wallet contains several credit cards, some bankcards, just over a hundred dollars in cash, and a security ID card from Taiga.


    “Who took the truck Julia?” I ask. “Your boyfriend?” Julia shakes her head, her jaw set. She isn’t going to give him up. “What’s his name?”


    I look at Dennis. He stares at his sister, chewing his nails to the quick. It’s obvious Julia won’t crack and after a minute their mother sighs heavily. “Andre,” she says. “His name is Andre Dumont. He lives on Elm Street.”


    I pick up the wallet and the baggie of pills and stand, considering for a moment. “I’m going to forget I was here. But I don’t ever want to see either of you two again,” I finally say to Dennis and Julia. “I don’t want to hear your names, or ever see a piece of paper with your name on it come across my desk. If I do, I’ll suddenly recall this morning.” I shake the baggie and wallet in front of them. “Do you get my meaning?”


    They both nod but I don’t believe them. Their mother grabs my arm as I go out the door.


    “Thank you,” she whispers, her eyes full of tears. “Thank you.”


    I walk back to my car. I know I haven’t rescued anyone. This is the East Village. Not many get out and nobody gets saved. Maybe her kids will end up okay, but the odds are against them. I’m not sure I’ve even done them a favour by letting them off but I can’t face the extra paperwork. I just want to get home to bed.

  


  
    Four


    Doreen sits at the table near the front window of the Green Bean coffee shop, waiting for Phil to bring her coffee. He’d seen her come in pushing her walker and told her to take a seat. She likes to sit in the front window with the view across the street to the canal and watch the people come and go. This afternoon, the coffee shop is full of students from the high school down the street and Doreen also notices the regular group of working girls from the East Village. Doreen doesn’t mind them; they’re just women who work hard for their money—a lot harder than she’d ever had to, that’s for sure. But she doesn’t have any patience for the men who sometimes join them. Pimps and hustlers. Bad men with hungry eyes.


    One of them comes in the front door leading a young girl with long brown hair, wearing tight jeans, a short denim jacket and too much makeup. He makes a big show of sitting her at a table and asking her what she’d like. Something sweet, he says with a wink, Like you.


    She recognizes the girl; Doreen never forgets a face. She lives down the street from her, across from the parkette with its rusty swing set and the broken teeter-totter shaped like a duck. Her name is Tiffany, which Doreen knows dooms her to a certain kind of life, especially if she grows up in the East Village. So many Tiffanys and Britneys, Brandis and Candis-with-an-i, destined to be strippers, or worse.


    Tiffany now sits at the wooden table and primps her hair as she waits for the man to return to the table. Doreen watches as he sits next to the girl, closer than is appropriate, his thigh brushing hers. He keeps touching her hand and leaning in close to whisper compliments in her ear, making her giggle and blush in embarrassment.


    Doreen doesn’t like where this is going and she resolves to keep an eye on the situation.

  


  
    Five


    “Six, Seven, Eight… Nine,” I inhale and dig deep for one last rep. “Ten,” I grunt on the exhale then I let the weight slip from my sweaty palm. Several heads in the gym turn to look at me. Dropping weights is strongly discouraged, but I just don’t have anything left and have to let it go. I sit on the bench, my muscles trembling with exhaustion, unable to move. It’s lucky the gym is quiet and no one’s breathing down my neck trying to get onto the chest press machine. I can sit for a moment and catch my breath.


    I haven’t slept well. I never do when I’m on night shift, and thanks to the last hours of my shift this morning I was wired and I barely managed to doze off. My anxiety has been off the charts lately anyway and I had to take something extra just to try and get some rest. The adrenaline rush of finding Maurice Cobb’s body was one trigger, but I know it was the interview I’d had with Dennis Sharp’s family that had gotten under my skin and into my brain.


    My racing pulse and the lump in my throat tells me that it’s back: The anxiety that’s terrorized me for years, that medication and years of therapy have managed to get locked into its cage. It’s just anxiety, everyone says. A crippling, terrifying, destructive monster that sets my pulse racing and makes me want to run in a blind panic to escape. Just anxiety.


    I know what triggered my feelings of foreboding and impending doom: returning to the East Village. Every time I have to go there on a call I’ll feel my heart race and my breathing get shallow, but I’ve learned how to manage it. Slow, deep breathing, regular sleep, vigorous exercise and my daily dose of SSRIs have kept me functioning on a day-to-day basis for years. But something about that family, that all too familiar house, so close to the one I keep trying to forget, forced me to crack open my emergency medication and the Lorazepam had helped take the edge off.


    Being in that house brought back things I don’t like to let into the light. Things from my past, things about myself, that I’ve spent years keeping in the dark. I’ve learned the hard way there’s no point in bringing them out and turning them over; I’ve spent years doing that with my shrink and in the end they still just have to go back into the box with the lid shut tight. Sometimes the pressure builds up in there and I’m afraid the lid will blow right off.


    And sometimes I let it.


    If I don’t let off steam, I don’t know what I’ll do. It’s like a valve and if I don’t release the pressure, ideally in approved ways like at the gym, I’ll have a panic attack, or worse. I feel the intense impulse building before it erupts. I’m irritable, my thoughts race and I have palpitations and pressure in my head. The anxiety becomes too much and I have to do something. Adrenalin and cortisol flood my body and I can feel it coming on. I’m not always able to assess when to confront and when to walk away and when it comes to fight or flight, I choose fight.


    Lately I’ve been walking along the canal at night. I don’t go out into the streets looking to make them safe for the public. I need it to keep people safe from me. I do it because I want to find trouble; I’m looking for it.


    I’ve seen the gangs meeting up, dealing, fighting. They are minding their business, like I’m minding mine. But if someone tries it on with me, I’ll fight. And I will win.


    I stretch my back, do some neck rotations to loosen the kinks in my spine and check my posture in the mirrored gym wall. Not great, so I make a mental note to do more to work on my posterior chain. I can use some development on my glutes, hamstrings and deltoids. I can also use a haircut, I realize. My shoulder length red hair has no style. And, maybe I also need to do something about the dark circles under my eyes, plainly visible against my pale skin covered with freckles. I stare at my reflection for a moment feeling the familiar disassociation, as if I don’t recognize myself. Who am I? There are many days I don’t even know.


    A polite cough startles me and I quickly get up off the bench, wipe it down and move toward the leg press. I ignore my inner voice as it begs me to head for the showers and adjust the position of the seat to allow for my short legs. At only five feet five inches, I know I’m not the ideal height for a police officer, but human rights legislation didn’t allow them to discriminate when I’d applied. Anyway, my daily workouts make sure I’m strong enough to take down any suspect if it ever comes to it.


    But the real reason I work out hard all the time is to manage my anxiety, to divert and channel the torrent of panic that constantly threatens to overwhelm and drown me. Along with my SSRIs and weekly visits to my therapist, I’ve found hard physical exercise is what works best to keep my demons at bay. I go to the gym most days, to lift weights and do some cardio. I hate cardio.


    I know I’m not the only one on the force with mental health issues; far from it, from what I’ve seen and heard. Other officers self-medicate with alcohol, drugs and sex, or with whatever else floats their boat. I’m not going to judge them. Many of them share their problems, but I will never give them a chance to judge me. Nobody needs to know my business.


    “One, two, three,” I count out loud. Then I’ll do some squats and lunges before rewarding myself with a sauna. I know how it would play out if I ever shared my issues with anyone. There might be forgiveness and pretended understanding for anxiety and depression in one of the older guys who’d seen some things in their day. But I hold no illusions that generosity would extend to me: a young female who’d quickly risen to Detective Constable. Not a chance. The old guys would be all over it: criticizing my weakness, how it proved I wasn’t capable of oversight of the team and couldn’t handle the pressure. How I wasn’t as strong as a man.


    I’ve overheard them for the five years I’ve been on the force; their speculation about my personal life, their jibes and jokes whenever Pride month came around: “Are you going to the Parade?” I keep a tight lid on my personal life; I’m not about to give them a stick to hit me with.


    Cooper led the campaign; he’s one of the old guard. He’s a creep who once asked me in the station if I was a vagitarian, thinking he was a real funny guy. But nobody laughed, at least not when I was in the room.


    Cooper’s reputation is notorious throughout the entire Niagara Regional police force and I’ve heard rumours about him for years, everything from laziness and incompetence to conspiracy and corruption. I have it on good authority that Cooper is crooked, but like everyone else I don’t want to know. We all turn a blind eye. I’ve learned how to keep my mouth shut and my nose out.


    He’s had five disciplinary hearings involving aggressive behaviour, discreditable conduct and unreasonable use of force. He’d been sent to retraining, charged with insubordination, forced to attend anger management counselling, and he’d even been demoted at one point from First-Class to Second-Class Constable. They’d docked at least four hundred hours of his pay in the past ten years, but since he’d never been found guilty of a criminal offense the tribunal couldn’t dismiss him and he was still on the force. When I’m feeling cynical I put it down to the old white guys, protecting their own, and maybe that’s true. Those old white guys have never done anything for me.


    Last year Cooper was jumped one night as he was coming out of a bar. He was beaten badly and he had to take a few months off to recover, which was a huge relief to the rest of us. They never did find out who did it, but they left him with a limp—a permanent reminder of the beating. I was on patrol that night and remember it clearly—the cool mist coming off the lake, the roads gleaming wet and the streetlights haloed. I’d been driving past and saw him going into a biker bar in a shady part of town. A good cop would never go in there, unless he was meeting someone he shouldn’t. But Cooper wasn’t a good cop.


    I saw where he’d parked his car—around the corner next to an abandoned hardware store. It was out of sight, poorly lit. A bad choice, any police officer would tell you. Of course it would never occur to Cooper he was at risk, or that someone might be waiting for him.


    I finish on the leg press and walk over to the wall, leaning against it and letting it take my weight. I’m tired. Tired from the workout. Tired of my job. Tired of my life. And I know I’m too young to feel this way, but I can’t summon the energy to think of a solution.


    Planting my feet shoulder width apart, I slide down into a wall sit. I check in the mirror to make sure my knees are bent at ninety degrees then turn my mind off. It’s so tempting to look at the clock, to watch the seconds tick past until I reach two minutes. But I’ve learned that just makes the time go slower.


    There is no way I’ll tell anyone about my anxiety disorder. Why give anyone the chance to believe my mental illness is the unique defining factor about me? It isn’t, not even close. Even though sometimes I feel it is.


    My hamstring goes into a severe cramp and I stand up to stretch it out. That doesn’t help, and the pain intensifies so I lift my leg onto a bench and lean into the stretch, massaging the hamstring as best I can. Gradually the muscle spasm releases as I hold the stretch and breathe deeply.


    I have bouts of sleeplessness over the fact that I didn’t disclose my anxiety and depression when I’d first applied for the police force. The medication I’m on didn’t show up in my urine tests and they don’t even have the right to ask about my mental health in the first place, so why should I volunteer that information? I knew they’d have rejected my application, despite their public statements about non-discrimination and inclusiveness. And lying on the application would immediately have disqualified me if they ever found out, so I’d lose either way. And I was surely damned if they ever learned the truth about my past, about what’s in my sealed juvenile file.


    My shrink says my anxiety is caused by childhood trauma, but unfortunately labelling it and identifying it doesn’t make it stop. It’s a constant, grinding tension I control through meds, and meditation, and exercise, and more meds. I’ve been seeing her for years and I never tell her what I really do. I wouldn’t want to disappoint her, not when we’ve made so much progress.


    She’s seen the cuts on my hands when I come in for my sessions. I tell her I’ve been hitting the bag at the gym too hard. If she sees my lie she never lets on. I hit a guy. I hit a wall. I hit two guys. I put someone in hospital. They deserved it.


    For the life of me sometimes I’m not even sure why I’d joined the police force, given my background. Sometimes I like to think it was for the stability of the job; I need security and order in my life. A steady paycheque, qualify for a mortgage, have a good pension. And there are rules to follow, clear ideas about right and wrong, and there are obvious good guys and bad guys. Or at least I’d thought so when I first joined.


    The nature of the job fits my disorder so well. I’m always uneasy but my anxiety helps me keep an eye on things, making sure everything is under control. Order is important to me; it keeps the madness at bay. The chaos of my mind and especially of my past fades into the background when I face mayhem every day in my job. And my constant dread that something bad is going to happen is justified, rationalized and reinforced. Because something bad always happens.


    The muscle spasm finishes my workout for the day. I’ve had enough and head toward the sauna. Today was leg and chest day; I’ll be back tomorrow for back and arms. Maybe tomorrow I’ll do some cardio. Not likely, but maybe.

  


  
    Six


    The Green Bean is packed and I stand to one side as Phil makes my usual Americano. I really need a coffee and he’s moving so slowly I’m already past impatient and moving into irritated. It’s the last shift of my night rotation and I’m going in two hours early because I don’t know what else to do with myself. I’ve done my workout, cleaned my house, done my laundry and after pacing for an hour I gave up and decided to go into work.


    “Excuse me, Lucy?” Phil says. “Could you do me a favour? I’m swamped here.”


    He takes my silence as acceptance and slides a coffee and cinnamon roll across the counter to me. “Please take these over to the lady at the window table.” I take the mug and plate from him and he beckons me closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Be careful. She bites.”


    The woman is dressed in old clothes and I can see her sweater has a stain on the front. An old brown overcoat is tossed across the back of the chair next to her, revealing its torn lining and she wears a crocheted purple and white wooly hat that mostly covers her flyaway white hair.
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