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        I do it for them…for you

        because I can make a difference

        keep the peace

        make it safe

        dig out the truth

        put troublemakers away

        I do it for me, too

        because it could lead anywhere

        uniform, plain clothes, the brass

        on the beat, a squad, covert ops, training, leading

        I put myself out there

        first response

        facing danger

        might not make it home

        because it’s more than just a job
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      4.00am was Nessa Reid’s favourite time to exercise. But since detecting a pattern in people’s response to her sharing this—cringing before they inched away from her, their expressions saying she must be insane because nobody in their right mind chooses exercise over bed, especially when it was dark—she decided to keep it to herself.

      Admittedly, she had to force the habit for the first few months. After that, it grew on her to the point that now if anything prevented her donning the sneakers and hitting the pavement at that time, she morphed into Nessa-Crankypants-Reid. She got over it if she fitted in an alternative workout, although it never quite measured up. Pre-dawn was the only time she was guaranteed not to have to mediate, pacify, restrain, or sympathise with anyone. For a fleeting while, all she had to listen to were her breaths, foot strikes, and, if she felt inclined, music.

      There was a bite to the air today and her breath spiralled in soft clouds as she jogged onto the oval and dropped into push-ups.

      She chuckled, thinking gone was the girl who never asked Does my bum look big? in her navy work pants because the honest answer used to be No, it looks huge. These days, she knew her bum drew its share of admiration in her male-dominated workplace or when out with friends. Not that she was in the market for a man. She’d quit them prior to launching her fitness kick.

      ‘Whiff of winter this morning, isn’t there?’

      Nessa nodded to the speaker, moving into an isometric lunge.

      ‘Bit harder to work out in winter, isn’t it?’

      She hadn’t faced it yet but figured it’d be doable in a beanie and gloves. Nessa swapped legs, sank into a lunge and held it, saying, ‘A bit.’

      She smiled reflexively, then cursed herself. If she encouraged the guy, he’d break her solitude every time. As it was, she suspected she’d need to change her routine to avoid him. By coincidence or not, he’d jogged up on three out of her last five sessions.

      ‘Great time of day though, isn’t it?’

      The single floodlight washing over the oval shone on his face as it split into a beam. He scratched his chin. Maybe sweat made his beard itch.

      ‘Yeah, it’s great.’

      Nessa did a set of squat kicks. The best part of this routine was next on the agenda. She needed to lose the guy.

      ‘Look, er–?’

      ‘Jake.’ He grinned and fluttered a wave.

      ‘Nessa.’

      ‘Short for Vanessa?’

      Her nose scrunched. She wasn’t here for conversation and had always wondered what her otherwise-sane parents had thought naming her Lanessa. ‘Nope. Anyway, I’m up to my sprint starts. You don’t mind?’ She gave an apologetic shrug.

      ‘Course not. Happy to join you!’

      And bugger it, he did, while Nessa feigned a happy face.

      A few hours later, she clocked on for her shift, still bothered by the interrupted workout. She pictured the guy—Jake—and wished she could run a check on him. She’d met plenty of dubious characters hiding behind beards and she wondered if Jake belonged to that club.

      ‘Nessa!’

      She swivelled from her computer to face the senior sarge. ‘Yes, boss?’

      ‘Burg.’ Sally McCain handed her a note. ‘Take Dilly and check it out.’

      Nessa’s skin tingled. There were burgs and burgs, but coming from Sarge Sally this might be a good one. She’d noticed that the senior sergeant intermittently jumped in over Mac, the desk sergeant, to toss her juicy jobs. She’d never complain about reverse-discrimination, and anyway, Mac himself had given her a wink after she’d closed a tricky case last week and said, ‘I can’t see you driving the van for too much longer, Reid.’

      Was it time to put up her hand for detective training?

      Nessa daydreamed about trading the uniform for plain clothes, as she weaved the divvy van through traffic on the highway and turned into a side street. A minute later, she nosed the blue-and-white into a cul-de-sac—if this outer ’burb could claim to have anything that posh—and parked in front of a rendered single-storey home. The property wasn’t far from where Nessa lived in a similar-styled house. There was nothing glamorous about the neighbourhood or her place, but it was home and affordable, even after she’d kicked out Mr Wrong. And what wasn’t to love about a seven-minute commute to work?

      As she and her younger offsider, Nick Dill, started for the front door, a short and stout woman in her sixties ran down the front yard, which was a dense vegie patch split by the driveway and concrete paths.

      ‘At last, you come.’

      ‘Mrs Luisa Occhipinti?’

      ‘Sì, of course.’

      While Nessa introduced herself and Dilly, she picked up the aromas of garlic and onion, subtle but mouth-watering, that she guessed seeped into the woman’s fingers during early lunch preparations. Her stomach growled.

      ‘You hungry.’ Mrs Occhipinti smiled and beckoned. ‘Come. I have fresh biscotti.’

      Nessa knew better than to blunder in and disturb the evidence but couldn’t stop another embarrassing growl from her gut. She ignored it. ‘Could you please give us a little background first, Mrs Occhipinti?’

      The woman said, ‘No Mrs Occhipinti…Luisa. Sì, of course, yes.’

      Nessa started with, ‘Can you tell me about the break-in last night?’

      Luisa nodded.

      After thirty seconds, Nessa realised she’d have to narrow her questions to get the conversation going. ‘How did the offender get in?’

      ‘The back door.’

      ‘Did they force the lock?’

      The little Italian woman’s face turned into a tomato. ‘No, it wasn’t locked. I leave it open for my Renatie, cos he’s on night shift and that way I don’t have to worry about him waking up the whole-a-neighbourhood if he can’t find his keys.’

      ‘You were home when the break-in happened?’

      Luisa bobbed her head.

      Nessa hid her surprise. Home intrusions were rare this side of the city and usually motivated by drugs or personal vendettas, rather than opportunistic theft. She was also stunned by Luisa’s calmness – was that because she had nothing or everything to hide?

      The older woman cupped her hands together against her cheek. ‘Asleep.’

      She looked so darned cute that Nessa believed her. ‘You’ll keep your doors and windows locked from now on, right?’

      ‘Sì, of course.’

      That, she didn’t believe. Luisa sounded just like Nessa’s mum when she agreed to do something, then immediately did the opposite. She smiled wryly and asked, ‘What time did you discover the theft?’

      ‘Renatie come home about-a-five, like usual. He saw the mess the people make but maybe he’s too tired, cos he don’t think anything really wrong, just come to bed. I saw it when I got up this morning and called the polizia and that was a-long-a-time ago.’

      Nessa tried to apologise, but Luisa flapped her hand. ‘S’okay. You people very busy.’

      Grateful for a nicer-than-average customer, Nessa continued. ‘Any damage? Or vandalism?’

      ‘No.’

      The lack of violence or damage pointed to simple theft after all. Nessa asked a few more questions, then she and Dilly followed Luisa to the kitchen.

      Pots bubbled on the stove, and diced tomatoes and parsley filled a chopping board. Ordered domesticity, except for cupboards and drawers sitting ajar, their contents strewn.

      Luisa drew Nessa’s eye and shrugged. ‘I leave it until you come and see.’

      ‘What was taken?’

      ‘The money from my purse – about-a-hundred dollar. Renatie’s old phone but it’s no good because it doesn’t have a whatsitsname–?’

      ‘SIM card?’ Dilly suggested.

      ‘Sì, yes. The people do this,’ Luisa waved her hands, ‘but don’t take-a-much.’

      Little monetary value involved, along with no violence or damage, meant it was too minor to call in the Ds or a crime scene unit. Most other uniforms would’ve processed and forgotten the case, but Nessa was intrigued. She ignored Dilly’s impatient watch checks while Luisa plied them with coffee and almond biscuits, and didn’t rush, knowing Sarge Sally had selected her for good reason.

      Unfortunately, after leaving the address, other callouts and patrols took priority, right up until Nessa clocked off. She flipped into civilian mode, happy to be on day shift again tomorrow and able to do her 4.00am workout.

      A movie and late dinner with girlfriends filled her evening. Despite going to bed not long before midnight, Nessa was already awake when her alarm bleeped, reflecting on the past eight months behind her closed eyelids. She’d chosen to ditch her useless boyfriend but had still been heartbroken, her self-esteem shattered, along with all hope of decent sleep. Eventually, she’d traded frustrated sighs in bed for a chain-smoking walk. The walk became a wheezy jog. Once that turned into a circuit program with running, she’d already shed five kilograms and almost succeeded in quitting the ciggies. She reckoned she had the habit beat after surviving New Year without a smoke and had chipped away at the next five kilos, relieved that her preferred regime coincided with the coolest part of the day over a relentless summer.

      Nessa pulled on a tracksuit, covered her sandy-blonde corkscrews with a cap, grabbed keys and a water bottle, then jogged towards the park.

      She’d only been there a few minutes when the bearded guy galloped up. Unsurprised, she sighed softly.

      ‘Morning, Nessa!’

      She returned the greeting and began her routine, kind of annoyed and yet impressed with Jake’s confidence when he shadowed her.

      Nessa grinned when she noticed he puffed more than she did during the star jump and push-up suicides. Then again, he was talking all the way through, not seeming to mind that she was less chatty.

      ‘So, what do you do?’

      The inevitable tricky question. People reacted one of three ways when she told them she was a cop. They did a runner, mounted their high-horse, or tried to crack onto her – suggesting things involving her handcuffs and pistol. Early on, she decided to massage the truth until she knew the person better.

      ‘Childcare.’ It wasn’t much of a stretch.

      His pupils grew, turning his eyes almost black. ‘You like kids, then?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Nessa grinned. She adored kids, particularly her niece and two nephews. Their innocence diluted the crap she saw daily and gave meaning to it: to keep them safe. ‘And what do you do?’

      ‘Sparky. Mainly commercial electrical.’

      Nessa smiled. She liked to spend her time after hours with friends who did normal jobs. Like electricians. She grimaced. Since when did she consider this Jake guy anything other than an interruption?

      Later in the morning, with a stab of guilt, Nessa drifted back to that moment in the park. She shouldn’t have lied. She loved her job and real friends had to accept it as part of her. And honestly, this Jake could end up being a good mate if she gave him a fair go. He enjoyed pre-dawn workouts, liked kids, barracked for her footy team, and his favourite food was Italian – four big ticks in her book, even if he talked too much during exercise.

      Mac, the desk sarge, cut across her thoughts. ‘Nessa, can you do us a favour and switch to nights tomorrow? Patto’s done his knee and I don’t have anyone else.’

      They were permanently under-resourced. ‘Sure.’ She lifted her palms with a shrug and a smile, pretending she wasn’t bummed. Days and afternoons were okay for her 4.00am workouts but the graveyard shift stuffed it up completely.

      The remainder of her shift went routinely, and Nessa went home to force her transition to nightshift.

      She ate eggs on toast at what should’ve been dinner time, vacuumed instead of winding down in front of the TV, delayed going to bed by reading what would’ve been a good book if she weren’t so tired, and ignored her body clock at 3.50am promising herself to train that evening before work. She sighed, thinking it was one way to avoid Jake, and turned the page of her novel.

      Almost exactly twenty-four hours later she was actually glad that work had stuffed up her routine when a fresh job came in. Break-and-enter while the homeowner slept in bed. Odds-on Luisa’s robber had struck again. And with luck, he’d have made a mistake that’d help them nab him.

      She mentally corrected herself to he or she, chased it with a yawn, then realised that was too hard for her shift-change-lagged mind and thought, bugger it, just call it ‘he’ for now.

      She was partnered two-up with Big Phil and he drove, non-negotiable. So, while he zipped through the neighbourhood illuminated by streetlamps and the very occasional house light, Nessa mentally mapped the area.

      If she drew compass points from the park where she trained, her own home sat to the east, Luisa’s to the west and the latest job to the south. The crook had yet to hit north or east. She decided to remind her elderly neighbours to double-check they’d locked up until they caught him. And they would catch him. Small-scale crooks always made mistakes.

      ‘Next house, Phil.’

      Her partner nodded and pulled up the driveway.

      Nessa compared the property to Luisa’s. Both were detached from their neighbours. Both had side gates left ajar, presumably by the crook. However, this house had been modernised and extended, its garden landscaped.

      Minutes later, she discovered that Luisa Occhipinti and Heather Smythe were as different as their homes. Ms Smythe towered over Nessa’s 174 cm, almost matching Big Phil’s height, and was slim, of Anglo-Saxon descent, and condescending. She gave their boots a pointed glare, sighing loudly when they left them on. Coffee, bickies, and the use of first names weren’t offered at this address.

      But a victim was a victim, no matter whether the cops liked them or not. So, Nessa and Phil followed protocol.

      Consistent with Luisa’s break-in, the crook had avoided violence and left most of the place unmolested. He’d broken a lock on the back door and entered while the vic slept. Her alarm hadn’t been armed. None of the expensive, bulky electrical equipment had been touched. A smartphone, iPod, stash of cash from a tin in the kitchen, and digital radio were nicked. Smythe’s two teenage kids weren’t home and there wasn’t mention of a significant other, which corresponded with Nessa’s guess that Smythe was a divorcee forced to downgrade from a classier district in order to keep her kids in private school – and she’d remind them of that great sacrifice until they were old and wrinkled.

      Nessa thought they’d wrapped things up, but Smythe had saved the best for last.

      ‘When I entered the room,’ she gestured towards the kitchen, ‘he was standing there holding my handbag. I said, “Put it down.” And he said, “You shouldn’t leave it lying around, lady.” Then he emptied out everything.’ She pointed to the paraphernalia on the granite top and sniffed. ‘He stole my mobile and purse.’

      Nessa asked, ‘Was he wearing gloves?’

      Smythe’s lips puckered as she concentrated. ‘It was dark except for the beam of his torch and difficult to see. But no, I don’t believe so.’

      ‘We’ll take your handbag for fingerprints, then.’ Nessa bagged the item, adding, ‘As you saw and spoke to the offender, we’ll need a description.’

      Smythe lifted her chin, peering down her nose. ‘I drafted a statement for you and sketched him; I’m quite talented.’

      It turned out to be a passable statement, which would do for the interim, and a terrible image, but at least they had a starter on their guy. They finished their questions and promised to keep in touch.

      ‘When will the CSI department arrive?’

      Phil’s mouth quivered, possibly suppressing a rare smile. ‘Ma’am, fortunately for you, the scale of this matter doesn’t necessitate a visit from our crime scene crew, but rest assured we’ll fully investigate your case.’

      Smythe did a cockatoo screech. ‘What?’

      ‘You’re fortunate there’s no damage and the loss is of small monetary value.’

      Smythe’s cheeks mottled. ‘But–’

      ‘You’re also lucky that the offender didn’t take more – or attack you when you interrupted him.’

      Smythe huffed but gave up when Big Phil stared her down.

      Back in the van, he hesitated with his hand over the ignition. ‘So, what’ve we got, Reid?’

      She summarised: ‘Broad, dark-haired, possibly a teenager but could be as old as twenty-eight and a little above my height. He wore a baseball cap with a fluorescent Metabo logo, so Smythe couldn’t see much of his face but “he seemed hairy”. Blue jeans, black hoodie, sneakers, backpack. That description could fit hundreds of males in the area and plenty on our books.’

      ‘Yeah, not that helpful.’

      With that, the big guy turned over the engine and they headed for the station.

      Throughout the rest of that shift and the next two nights, they spent any available time working through possible candidates for the home invasions. They interviewed several possibilities, but Nessa’s instincts told her they were non-runners.

      At the thought of running, she craved her morning workouts and wondered if Jake would still be at it when she finally went back on days.

      A few hours before her next night shift, Nessa double-checked security as she left her house and jogged to the park. She debated which of her usual circuits to do. Undecided, she found herself revolving in a circle in the middle of the oval.

      She stopped. To her right was home, on the left Luisa’s, and behind her lived Snooty Smythe, all approximately a kilometre from here.

      Was there a pattern to their crook’s work? Would he target one of the other two directions soon? Would he follow the same timeframe?

      He’d turned over Smythe’s place three mornings after he’d robbed Luisa. They’d had busy shifts the last couple of nights, but there had been no jobs with the same MO. Did that mean their crook would strike again tonight?

      Nessa’s stomach flipped. She’d lay money on it, but Mac or Sarge Sally would say she didn’t have enough, whereas Big Phil would drop one of his dark stares, making it obvious what he thought of young upstarts, particularly those without a dick.

      What to do? Take out a patrol car one-up and check the area? What time? Luisa was robbed after midnight—when she’d scoffed a block of chocolate in the kitchen—and before her husband’s return at 5.00am. Smythe called in her burg at 4.00am.

      How could she convince Phil to let her out alone for those five critical hours?

      Matters were taken out of Nessa’s hands when her shift started with a nasty car accident, followed by a domestic dispute. While they continued to negotiate with the blueing parties, she heard a call to a nearby hot burg picked up by another car.

      Thirty minutes later, they returned to the station, processed the husband, and dumped him in a cell to sober up. Nessa immediately dialled a number.

      ‘Smiley,’ she greeted Chele Smilik, her counterpart at the adjacent station. Chele’s nickname was both a twist on her surname and a nod to her perpetual good mood, which came in handy for Nessa now.

      ‘How’s things?’ her friend returned.

      They chatted for a few minutes, then Nessa switched to business. ‘I heard you handled a burg in our area a couple of hours ago?’

      ‘Yep. Small-scale theft, the only thrill being that the owners were home at the time.’

      Nessa contained her excitement. ‘What was nicked?’

      ‘Couple of hundred bucks and a few gizmos belonging to the teenage daughter. That’s about it.’

      Faking laid back, Nessa said, ‘I’m guessing side-gate entry, then through the back door, probably forcing the lock?’

      ‘Spot on.’

      ‘No other damage and no violence.’

      ‘How do you do it?’ Smiley joked.

      ‘We’re seeing a pattern on our patch. But you mentioned the owners plural were home?’

      ‘Yep. The hubby and wife were in. Their kid was at a sleepover.’

      Nessa mused aloud, ‘Our burgs involved women on their own.’

      It still seemed more than coincidence.

      Smiley chuckled. ‘Hubs and wife were having nookie when the break-in happened. Wife was red-faced about only hearing the burg when he broke a vase.’

      Nessa laughed.

      ‘By the time they put on some clothes and went downstairs, he was already on the run.’

      Nessa’s breath caught. ‘They saw him though?’

      ‘Yep. Our bloke—if we have a match—is tallish, well-built, and wore jeans, dark windcheater and a cap.’

      Nessa hazarded, ‘A Metabo cap?’

      Smiley rustled in the background. ‘Correct. So, we have a match.’

      ‘Seems so. They only saw him from behind?’

      Smiley made a buzzer sound. ‘No. The bloke’s cap got caught on a shrub and he turned around when he lost it. Both witnesses said he had short, thick, black hair. Hubs said he had a beard and wife reckoned stubble. Gotta love the powers of observation in the general public, don’t ya?’

      Nessa chewed her pen. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘That’s the gist of it.’

      About to end the call, she belatedly asked the key question: ‘The address?’

      When her friend named a court around the corner from Nessa’s house, she felt a wave of adrenaline.

      They disconnected and Nessa mulled over the cases. She deduced that the crook would strike again in three nights and to the north of the park; the only direction he had yet to hit.

      All she had to do now was catch him in the act. She grinned.

      At shift changeover, Nessa was finishing a report when Mac approached her desk and rapped his knuckles on the top.

      ‘Shop.’

      Nessa smiled wearily, wondering if he had good or bad news. ‘Hit me with it, Mac.’

      ‘You’re back on days from tomorrow, kiddo. We’ll sort out your rest days later. Unless you want to stay on nights, that is?’ His laugh rumbled through the quiet muster room. He shook his head. ‘I didn’t think you were that mad.’

      And when her alarm bleeped at 3.50am the following morning, she sprang out of her warm, comfy bed, letting out a laugh that sounded like Mac’s. Maybe she was mad.

      Nessa sprinted to her park, then jogged on the spot, checking her watch. She was a little early.

      A couple of laps of the oval later, her stomach knotted with disappointment.

      Then a voice from behind said, ‘Nessa.’

      She spun around, almost colliding with the travel mug Jake thrust towards her. ‘Coffee?’

      Nessa took a mouthful and savoured the soothing, strong hit. ‘Ah, nice.’ She smiled. ‘You always have a spare with you?’

      ‘No, I saw you arrive and ran home to get one for you.’

      Embarrassed when warmth flooded her cheeks, Nessa lifted the mug to take another mouthful.

      ‘Oh shit, I forgot.’ Jake dug through his right tracksuit pocket, then the left. He held out a couple of sugar sticks. ‘I didn’t know if you take sugar and took a guess you’d like it white.’

      ‘This is perfect, thanks.’

      Now he blushed through his beard, which she noticed he’d trimmed.

      Nessa frowned as she processed a thought. ‘You live close, then?’

      ‘Yeah, about a K in that direction.’

      North. In the vicinity of where she believed her crook would next hit. She debated whether to retract her lie, admit she was a cop, and warn him to take care with security.
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