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Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but in rising every time we fall. —Confucius 










  
  















For my husband and kids. Without you, there would be no stories.





This book is also written for first responders like my husband who run towards danger, no matter the personal costs, and their families who also carry it. You are all heroes. 
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FILE# 34-2120

My loves,

I never thought it was possible to love anyone this much until I had you. Loving a child is both beautiful and terrifying. The responsibility of protecting you and your lives is too great, and I have already committed the ultimate failure.

I am so sorry it has come to this. I have no other choice. I can no longer survive this way. Your father has hurt us and is leaving us for that trollop he has been running around with.

I have no money or means to provide a life for us outside of these walls, so my story ends here. I can’t go on with you, and I can’t go on without you. I was so blessed with you both. Your existence in my meagre life has meant everything to me, and I will take that into eternity. Please forgive me, and maybe I will get to hold you on the other side.

Be brave; you won’t feel pain for too long.

Always, Mother 

PS - And to my dreadful husband, I hope she is worth it.
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Bree


May 12, 2012





I didn’t mean to start a family while living in this cesspool, but that was what happened. The neighbourhood jogging track was the safest place in all East Bernheim, affectionately known to locals as Burner. Despite the seedy deals happening down the road and the sex workers waiting on the adjacent corners, this little park was almost as clean and safe as any middle-class neighbourhood, thanks to its security patrol. 

It was sunny and unseasonably warm outside, so this was our second walk of the day. As I waited in line at a café, Riley dozed in his stroller, and my pug, Lottie, waited patiently by my side. The barista at the Bad Habits Café did a double take when he placed my order for my second latte of the day. When I was pregnant with Riley, I didn’t miss deli meats or sushi. I didn’t even miss my old friend, vodka—but boy, did I miss coffee.

I glanced outside and spotted Crystal standing on a nearby corner. “Can I get a large black coffee, too?” I asked. I cared about Crystal. She was in her early thirties like me, though she looked much older. We’d become friendly over the last few years. She was always excited to see Lottie and me. 

I left the café with both coffees, and she smiled when she saw me coming.

She bent toward Lottie. “Can I pet her?” 

I wasn’t sure if she’d forgotten who I was or was just polite enough to ask every time. “Of course.” I handed her the black coffee. “How are you doing?”

“Great.” She rolled her eyes and let out a hoarse cackle. “How’s my lipstick?” 

“It’s perfect.” 

She used to approach me with pink wax from lip to chin, and I never knew what to say, so I bought her a compact mirror. Her lipstick was perfect today. 

Riley had started to wake from his nap. I pointed to him and said, “Better go.” 

“No worries, doll. Thanks for the coffee.” She waved as we strode off.

I used to love living here when I was single—and before I married a cop. It was better to be oblivious to the crime around me than know every little thing that went on. Jake didn’t like me walking around here, but I couldn’t stay trapped in our six-hundred-square-foot condo all day.

After four laps of the park, black clouds started to roll in. I downed my latte and headed toward the supermarket. Lottie had given up two laps ago and was panting in the bottom compartment of the stroller.

“A quick stop, guys. Just one.” I wanted to surprise Jake with a home-cooked dinner—no frozen Hungry Man meals tonight.

I hadn’t cooked a proper meal since before I had Riley, nine months ago. This would be a treat for him after a long day at work. 

I was a few feet away from the store’s entrance when the energy was sucked from the air around me. Some people walked faster or even ran; others moved more slowly. I didn’t know what was happening until I followed the terrified gaze of a teenage boy, standing petrified beside me. 

A sweaty middle-aged man ran out of the store with a bottle of pills in his hand and no shirt on, a clerk hot on his heels.

“Stop him! He just stole from us!” the clerk shouted, pointing after him. A man in his mid-thirties obliged, stepping up beside me, right in front of the thief, attempting to block his escape. 

The distraught man panicked, raising an X-ACTO knife and driving it straight into his own neck, which sent the other man and the teenager running. He pulled it down inside his flesh without flinching. Blood spurted from his neck like water from a timed sprinkler. The ground, my stroller, and my shoes were covered in splatter. It was only seconds before the thief took off—with the box cutter still in his neck. 

I stood there frozen, my mouth open, until Riley’s screaming brought me back to the moment. I peeked under the soiled stroller hood to ensure he wasn’t soaked. Aside from a few drops on the leg of his favourite sleeper, he was clean. My shock and horror quickly turned into disgust and rage, and I stepped a few feet away from the store entrance. 

“Has anyone phoned 911 yet?” I pulled Riley out of the stroller, perched him on my hip, and dug around in the diaper bag for my phone. Lottie peeked out from the bottom compartment, unscathed.

“Yes,” said a forty-something woman in a business suit who was pacing nearby. “The police are on their way.”

I could already hear the sirens. It was one benefit of living in a bad neighbourhood: the police were never far away.

I finally located my phone and texted Jake, knowing he wouldn’t answer a phone call while working. My hand shook so hard I could barely type one out.

Some lunatic stabbed himself at the grocery store right in front of me! Are you coming to this one?
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Jake





As a beat cop in the worst city in our province, I had already attended several priority-one files that day. I’d just pulled an unconscious five-year-old out of a backyard kiddie pool. His parents were so strung out on crack they hadn’t even noticed the kid was missing, until the neighbour called it in. I’d responded to another call where a professional young woman around my wife’s age was raped in broad daylight by a cab driver high on amphetamines. This was all before lunch.  

I was in my car when the radio crackled with a request to attend a non-priority file. A few other members were already on scene, but there were a lot of witnesses who needed processing. I let dispatch know I’d be there, then turned on my personal phone, which I had turned off at the last scene. I tried to keep my personal life separate from work for my sanity. That last file had been so gutting I couldn’t bear to hear about my baby boy while I was telling someone else theirs had just drowned. 

The harder files were easier to stomach before I got married and had Riley. Now, I saw my family in these situations; I had so much more to lose. I tried to check in with Bree as often as possible on shift. I knew it was hard for her to hear sirens all day and wonder if I was okay. 

I glanced at my phone and saw her text. I sent a quick reply—On my way—and sped over.

I didn’t want to live in Burner, nor did Bree, but we were stuck here and doing what we could to make the best of it. She had bought her condo before we’d met at the height of the market. Great investment, blah blah. After years of being single, she had no idea that less than a year later, she’d be married with a child.

As I pulled up to the grocery store, I spotted several colleagues interviewing witnesses. 

“Bree!” I shouted across the parking lot. 

My wife was beautiful, with her huge blue eyes and light-brown hair that had been prematurely streaked with grey since she was twenty. She always smiled, even during a difficult pregnancy and a bad case of the baby blues.

But she wasn’t smiling today. Deep, dark circles of exhaustion and mascara surrounded her eyes. She had aged a decade since I’d left the house that morning.

She moved my way, with Riley in her arms. 

“Are you okay?” I gave her a quick side hug while checking to make sure no one was watching. We weren’t really supposed to hug anyone in public, wife or not, while wearing the uniform and carrying a gun.

“I’m okay,” she said, and then teared up. 

I wanted more than anything not to be wearing this stupid uniform today. We walked back toward the stroller, which I could now see was speckled with blood. It was drizzling, and the blood ran off her shoes and the stroller, swirling into the puddle we stood in. Riley had calmed down, and Lottie lay still in the bottom of the stroller.

“I gave my statement already, so I can go,” Bree said. “But I don’t really know what to do about the stroller. And this.” Her lip trembled again when she pointed to the bloodstain on my son’s favourite fuzzy sleeper.

“I’ll take care of it. I hate that this happened to you.”

“Me too.” She sniffed. 

As I wrapped my arms around her, my eyes wandered the scene. A Caucasian male, age unclear from this distance, stood on the nearest street corner looking my way. He wore a ball cap, a red T-shirt, and the kind of jeans that were so dark you could see the bright-white stitching for miles. He looked familiar—maybe I’d arrested him before? Who haven’t I hooked up on this block? 

He smirked, then walked away.

I wanted to stay and comfort Bree, but I wasn’t sure how. Seeing her eyes well up at the sight of blood on our baby boy was almost enough to crack my shell. I always worked hard to tamp down my emotions so I could function while on duty, but ever since Riley had arrived, I’d gotten softer. Victim services was already on-site, so I called one of them over. They mostly supported domestic disturbance cases, but in this situation, several of the witnesses were rattled. 

“Bree, I want you to talk to”—I glanced at her name tag—“Sarah from victim services. She’ll take care of you,” I said in my work tone.

Bree looked at me like I was a robot. “Where are you going?”

“I’ll be right back!” I shouted on my way to the cruiser. 

On my two-minute drive to the detachment, my radio went off again. “White male, fifty to sixty years old, approximately six feet tall, 280 pounds, found in bushes off Route 109. Doesn’t appear to be breathing. There’s a weapon lodged in his jugular. An ambulance is on the way. Need a car.”

Oh good, they found him. Someone else can handle it. 

I was often the first on scene, but I wasn’t responding to this one. Bree needed me. When I arrived at the detachment, I went straight to the control room to find the commanding officer. He wasn’t my direct supervisor, but he was the only one in. I barged through the open door to his office, and he looked up from his paperwork, flinching when he noticed me. 

“Hey Sarge, I have to go. My wife was hit with waste at the grocery store stabbing, and she’s pretty shook up. I need to drive her and the baby home and dispose of the soiled material.” Normally it would have been an “ask,” but my shift was almost over, and the night crew was already there suiting up.  

He grimaced and looked from the clock to my determined face before waving his hand. “Fine.” He wasn’t happy about it but couldn’t really complain about a one-hour leave after all the breaks I’d missed and voluntary overtime I had worked.

I got changed and cleaned up as quickly as I could, hopped into our family car, and ripped back to the scene. Bree and Riley were sitting under the supermarket awning to get out of the rain. 

She looked surprised to see me. “They let you leave work?” 

“I didn’t give them much choice.” 

Riley wasn’t crying anymore, and he smiled when he saw me. 

“Hey little guy.” I nearly crumbled. Some stranger’s blood had ruined my baby’s pajamas. That just wasn’t right. This was no place to raise a family.

Bree changed Riley into a clean sleeper in the back seat of the car. Then I strapped him into his car seat as she coaxed Lottie out of the stroller and into the back. That was when I realized Bree had taken off her shoes and was standing in the rain in bare feet. She had goosebumps but wasn’t shivering. I tilted her chin up so I could look into her eyes. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I pulled her in for a proper hug and she let it all out, snot-crying into my civilian duds. 

“I’m so sorry you had to see that.” I tended to forget what it was like to be shocked by anything anymore; I saw so much violence on a daily basis I was numb to it. “Let’s get out of here.” 

“What about the stroller?” She smeared her tears down her face in one motion.

Right. It was garbage now. “Leave it here for them to dispose of. I’ll figure out the rest.” 

She looked like she wanted to protest but said nothing as we got into the vehicle and drove away.

“Jake?” she asked quietly. “Do you think we’ll ever move out of Burner?”

“Absolutely. One day.” Not soon enough. 

I was bothered by the blood and the drowned kid and whatever new disaster I would walk into tomorrow or the next day. But underneath it all, I couldn’t shake the image of that punk on the corner smirking at me as I stood beside my wife. 
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Jake


May 17, 2012





When I arrived at the detachment a week later, someone called my name as I crossed the parking lot. It was early morning and getting close to shift change, so some members were already safety-checking their vehicles, while others were bolting out of there to go home and get some sleep. 

“Stone, wait up.” 

I turned to spot my best friend and partner Corporal Arlen Matthews coming off the night shift. We worked solo in our patrol cars in this jurisdiction but often rode to files with a partner depending on the staffing situation. The joys of being stretched for resources.

Matthews was a cool, laid-back guy, which helped him on the job big time. The world could be literally blowing up around us and he was the one who stayed calm and present. I would have lost my mind ages ago if I hadn’t had a partner like him. He kept me grounded. He was around six feet tall but smart and fast, always thinking ten steps ahead of the perps. He was the best guy to have as backup. We teased him because he used to be an actor, so yeah, he was good looking and blond, and the badge bunnies loved him. I always chuckled while they threw themselves at him; they had no idea he was beyond disinterested and happily married to his husband, Brody. 

“Hey, what’s up?” Matthews said as he approached.

“You think I could get a transfer out of Burner? What are the odds?”

“Get in line, buddy.” He laughed. “A lot of us have tried. They’ll tell you to move and commute and then suggest another rathole neighbourhood not far from this one.”

Right. We had to live nearby for when we were on call.

“You’d just be trading one shitty hood for another,” he said. “Anywhere that’s actually better is too far in the force’s eyes.”

“Fuck.” 

“Yep.” 

“You ever think of transferring to a rural post, one of those small towns in butt-fuck nowhere?” I asked.

“Nope. Brody won’t go for it. He was raised here, has friends and family here. There’s also no way he’d put up with the bigoted crap that comes along with those isolated posts. And have you seen what force housing looks like out there?” He made a face, and I laughed. “You can try, though—it might be your only option.”

I wasn’t sure if Bree would agree to that. She definitely hadn’t seemed keen on the idea when she was pregnant. The nearest hospitals tended to be hours away. “How was the shift?”

“Same shit, different night—10 p.m. stabbing in the drive-thru, gangs having their usual bloody battles, and some high-as-fuck, naked, drunk guy trying to make friends with cars in the middle of the highway.” He shrugged and trudged toward his civilian car. 

I’d promised Bree I would look into a transfer, but Matthews hadn’t given me the positive response I’d hoped for. I went inside to speak to the sergeant anyway, to take my chances, but he was too busy. I sighed but was also a bit relieved to avoid that conversation. I already knew how long I had to stay at this posting before I could leave, so any suggestion of a transfer would meet with a hard no. It was something I’d never mentioned to Bree. 

I focused on the vehicle and equipment checklist, making sure my beat-up Crown Victoria was good to go. Most of these cars should have been retired ages ago. 

“You ready to rumble, Stone?” Constable Amber Doyle said, pulling up beside me. She winked as she pulsed her lights at me and hung her head out the window. “I’ll see you at the morning briefing. We’re sharing a car next week, and I will do the driving. I’ve heard stories about you.” 

She drove away before I had a chance to respond. 

I’d met Doyle before in passing, though I’d never worked with her directly—but I’d heard stories about her too. Negative things about her policing skills. Cops gossiped just as much as their spouses, which was why I kept my personal and work lives as separate as possible. I couldn’t have Bree hanging out with the harpy spouses and hearing about all the crap that went around about me—my colourful dating history, for one. 

The rumor about Constable Doyle was that she’d failed her training more than once, and her law enforcement career was dangling by a thread. She’d just been moved to this detachment. I had noticed on the schedule that I had a shift coming up for scene security where two officers would be in a vehicle together, but I hadn’t realized it was her I’d be working with. I just hoped I wouldn’t get stuck as her new babysitter.

I still had a few minutes before the shift started. The lights and siren were good, the equipment worked, and the car was running, so check, check, check: time to drive straight into the pits of hell. But first, coffee.

#

I spotted Sydney sitting on the sidewalk next to the coffee shop parking lot. She was a harmless drunk who’d been living in her car—and now, on the street. We’d had to hook her up before for prostitution and more than once put her in a cell just to keep her warm. 

“Hey, Sydney,” I called from the car.

She looked up as though trying to figure out where the voice was coming from. “Am I in trouble, Mr. Officer?” She walked toward the car and leaned in.

“You hungry?” 

“Whaddaya got?” Her tone was undeniably flirty.

This was going sideways. I popped open my glove box. “Vanilla or chocolate?” I always had protein bars with me. Food breaks were rare, and the bars helped keep some informants friendly. Cigarettes worked too, but this was different. I had a soft spot for Sydney, and her face was so gaunt it was clear she didn’t eat much. She was a good person who didn’t belong where her habits kept her.

“Take one of each.” I handed her the bars. “You okay? Anyone roughing you up lately?”

“S’all good, Stone. No trouble.” She bit a big chunk off the top of the protein bar. 

I’d forgotten about her limited teeth and instantly felt bad. Next time I’d buy her a hot meal. “You call us if anyone bothers you, okay?” I held my card out the window to her.

“You know I won’t. But thanks, honey.” She winked and made her way back to her place on the sidewalk, ignoring my outstretched arm. They never called us. Street rules.

As I drove up to the order screen at the drive-thru, my radio went off. “Two-Charlie-seven?”

“Go for two-Charlie-seven,” I answered, hoping I could get my coffee before I had to take off.

“Can I take your order?” a tinny voice rattled through the speaker.

“We have an assault in progress at 1405 Broadway,” my radio blared. “Your car is closest. File sent to your mobile workstation. Two white male suspects, one may be armed.” 

“Two-Charlie-seven, on my way in two,” I said before yelling into the drive-thru speaker, “No thanks!” 

I tried to get out of there but was blocked by the car ahead of me. I checked my computer to find out if any guns were known to be in the house, and if anyone had priors. 

Someone hollered from across the parking lot. “Hey pig! I thought distracted driving was illegal.” 

Just another day in paradise. 

“Two-Charlie-five here. I’m closer and en route.”

The file opened. Turned out the house was a treasure trove for criminals. It had everything—drugs, guns, convicts, disease, and children—and was registered to a woman with the legal first name Cherry. The car ahead of me finally got his order and left, and I sped past the window.

“Ten-seventeen, I’m on my way.” I flicked on the sirens and lights and pushed the internal button that killed all feeling, preparing to do the job. 


      [image: image-placeholder]As I rounded the corner onto Broadway, I spotted an officer with his gun drawn, yelling at a male suspect lying prone on the front lawn of the house I was heading towards. Constable Abbott was running after a second suspect. I floored it and raced after them until they darted down an alley. My door was already open as I slammed the Crown into park and rolled out of the car, drawing my gun.

“Stop! Police!” I shouted, even though it was useless. Abbott would have already done the same.

They were far ahead of me, so I holstered my gun and picked up the pace. Working out for two hours a day and training in Krav Maga for the last few years had paid off. Plus, we knew these alleys intimately. I’d never understood why criminals thought the alleys were a good getaway plan. We spent more time chasing shit rats down these passages than anywhere else in Burner. 

“Stone here,” I said into my radio. “Foot pursuit, following Abbott and one fast suspect. Not sure about weapons yet.”

My gun and radio secured, I sprinted toward a fence, hoping to intercept both the perp and Abbott. I grabbed the top of the fence with both hands and launched my stocky body over the top like a gorilla. They didn’t call me Silverback for nothing. I landed well but split my pants. I arrived just in time to take him down. I lunged at him, my arms encircling his legs, knocking the rat on the cement and watching his ugly face bounce off the curb. I pinned him down a couple of feet away from what looked like a puddle of human piss. No alley in Burner was complete without some rancid mystery liquid. 

Abbott was a millisecond behind me, out of breath but looking relieved. “Jesus, Stone, you came outta nowhere.” He bent over, coughing. He was in great shape, but it would have been a long run from the house.

My knee was deep into the perp’s back as we cuffed him and sat him up. 

“Your name is Stone, eh?” The scumbag spit out a tooth as he spoke. I’d have to include that in the report to cover my ass. 

Abbott radioed into dispatch, “One in custody.” 

“Yeah, Vince,” I said. “I know your name too. Seems like your little brother on the lawn over there already squealed on you. He told us everything.” I had no idea if that was true, but the Scaggs brothers were known to us. I recognized this one from prior interactions. There weren’t many sets of wannabe gangbangers who dressed like twins with Ed Hardy jeans and matching cases of meth mouth. Willy was hatless, but Vince wore a ball cap that read Eat a Dick. He was a class act.

“Bullshit!” he yelled.

“You sure are cocky for a guy in cuffs. Got any rigs? What’s in your pocket? We found a ton of crack on Willy.” Again, spitballing. 

“I ain’t got nothin’, pig.” 

“That isn’t true, and it’s just not nice.” 

These dime-bag pukes were all the same. I had relived this scenario hundreds of times in my career. Arrest, seize, lock up, court, release, repeat. Some dealers were less intelligent than others. These guys in particular were so stupid they’d called us once, wanting us to arrest someone for stealing their crack. 

“I do know you.” He nodded his chin at me. “I know where you live, Stone.”

Right. If I had a dollar for every time a perp pretended to know me and where I lived, I’d leave the force a rich man. We searched him and seized a dirty pipe to add to the bag of rock we still had to collect from the trail where we’d seen him ditch it while running. We were hoisting him up to walk back to Abbott’s car, since Abbott was the lead on this file, when Vince said, “I seen you.”

“It’s ‘I’ve seen.’” I fucking hated it when people said that.

“Whatever. I’ve seen you with your pretty little wife and kid.”

I was great at poker and didn’t let on that his comment had affected me. He was probably full of crap anyway. It was an easy assumption that someone my age would have a wife and at least one kid by now.

We turfed him into the backseat of the car, forgetting to help him bend on the way in.

“By the way, you had a lot of rock on you,” I said. “You’re going away for a long time this time.”

“No, I ain’t. You lyin’.”

“Oh, I am telling the truth. Your brother told the other officers you’re in charge of this operation. It’s all you. They sent cars to your place with a warrant and found everything. Your house, your name, your crack, your fate. He also said you were the one assaulting the lady back on Broadway.” I turned to my colleague. “Hey, Abbott, how long you reckon this guy is going away for?”

“If he doesn’t rot in pretrial?” Abbot cocked his head as if thinking about it. “I’d say a few years. If he gets a good lawyer.” 

“I ain’t no crack dealer, and this ain’t my crack. He lyin’.” He was sweating and fidgeting, growing more desperate by the minute.

“Well, Mr. Scaggs, I have a crack meter here,” I said, pretending I had a device in my hand. “And beep boop beep, it says you’re high and full of shit.” 

I closed the car door so that I didn’t have to listen to him anymore. Abbott opened the window a few inches as per policy on a warm day. We stepped away from the car to discuss the report.

Scaggs put his sick mouth closer to the window, and a smile spread across his face. “You guys live on Huxley.” 

Every hair on the back of my neck rose. How does he know that? I recognized that smirk now. He had seen me with Riley and Bree outside the grocery store. Fuck.

“Hey, Shit Teeth, why the hell would I live in this neighbourhood?”

“You do. And I’m gonna get you. When I get out of here, I’m gonna go see that pretty wife of yours and make her forget all about her pig husband. You won’t want her back when I’m done.” 

Before I could do anything stupid, Abbott hit the window with his baton. “That’s enough. You want to add uttering threats to your rap sheet as well?” He looked at me. “He’s full of it, don’t worry. I might need to swerve to miss a black dog on the drive back to the station.”

That was code for slamming on your brakes with a cuffed suspect in the back. I was staring at Shit Teeth, ready to break some protocols, when the radio went off. “Two-Charlie-seven? We have a B&E at the Burner Transit Station. They’re stealing copper again. What’s your twenty?” 

“Seventeen, on my way.” I hustled back to my car, which was still running on someone’s lawn a few blocks away. 

“I mean it, po-po!” Scaggs shouted. “I’m coming for you, your wife, and yer kid. Better watch your back.”

I pretended not to hear him and got into my car, gripping the steering wheel to stop my hands from trembling. Huxley was a long road. He couldn’t know the exact building or unit number, could he? 
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Bree


May 25, 2012





After the incident at the grocery store, Riley and I spent a lot more time at home. Being a mom was equal parts boring and hard. I loved him to pieces, but I missed my friends, my nights out, and the corporate marketing job I used to complain about. It was a demanding job that required a lot of overtime, but at least I’d been good at it. Motherhood was a different story. No matter how hard I tried, I felt like I was failing every day. 

We were playing with blocks on the living room carpet for the eightieth time that day when my phone rang. I jumped, knocking down our epic tower, and braced myself for Riley to start crying. Instead, he burst into a deep belly laugh. Laughing with him, I looked at my phone and debated whether to answer or let it go. 

I knew I had to pick up. She would just keep phoning if I didn’t.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Breanna, how are you? How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine, really. I gave my statement to the RCMP, case closed. Jake’s inspector even bought us a new stroller. Isn’t that nice?” My voice sounded chirpy and fake even to me.

“Aren’t they supposed to do that when things get ruined at a crime scene?”

“No, Mom, that’s not how it works.”  

“I think Jake should ask for a transfer. Don’t they relocate Mounties all the time?” Her voice was already getting louder.

“It’s not that simple. We’re looking into future transfers. I have no idea how long that will take, but we’re on a list.”

“How about you just move somewhere safer?”

I clenched my teeth. “We’ve gone over this before. We can only move within the city. We’d just be trading one set of problems for another.”

“Well, why don’t you come here? Jake can join you later.” 

I sighed—again. “We’re a family. We need to be together.” 

My mom softened her tone. “I’m just worried about you and afraid of what you might be exposing Riley to. What sorts of things you’ll both become desensitized to.”

Me too. “The incident was random. Isolated. It could have happened anywhere.” Not necessarily true, but whatever. As I switched the hot phone from one ear to the other, I glanced at the time. Riley had a block in each hand. If I didn’t get off the phone soon, he’d start chucking them across the room.

“Jake isn’t doing enough to protect the two of you from all that filth. Anyway, you could just come for a visit and forget your problems for a little while.”

I pictured the view out her front-room window overlooking the yacht club, waves crashing at the shore anytime the sky got angry. I’d grown up with that sound; the louder and wilder it had gotten, the calmer and more grounded I’d felt. I closed my eyes and tasted salt.

“Breanna. Are you still there?”

The ocean disappeared, and I was snapped back to the present by the sound of my annoying neighbours walking around upstairs in heels and my mom judging my life over the phone. “We can’t come to visit right now. Riley has a check-up next week. I’ll look at the schedule and see when we can.”

“Please do. And where is Jake right now anyway? At the gym again? He sure spends a lot of time there.” She snorted. 

“He’s at work making money to support his family,” I said. “And he goes to the gym to stay fit so he can fight off that filth you referred to and stay alive.”  

Silence. “I’m sorry. Just seems a little vain. For the hands-on dad he said he wanted to be, he doesn’t spend much time at home.” She had to throw in one more dig.

“I have to go now, Mom. I’m waiting for the realtor to call, and Riley needs a nap.”

“Your realtor? Let me know how that goes. And Bree, please think about what I said. You need to be in a safe place to raise a family. I have the spare room ready for you whenever you need it.”

“I know.” I hung up the phone before she could say anything else. I believed her when she said she had a spare room open for me anytime I wanted. Just me and Riley though—not Jake.  

Riley didn’t need a nap, but I couldn’t be on the phone with her anymore. I was feeling nauseous waiting for the realtor to call me back. I was pretty sure I knew what she would say.

Our next block tower was very tall. This time I knocked it over on purpose so Riley would deliver one of his contagious laughs. Lottie perked up and started barking. It made us laugh even harder. Then I noticed her staring at the door.  

I heard a creak, and then the closed door hit the jamb and rattled in place. My heart rate sped up, and I held my breath as I watched. A minute or so passed, and nothing else happened. Maybe I had imagined it. I exhaled and turned back to Riley to build another tower. But out of the corner of my eye, I could see the doorknob slowly turning. I had forgotten to lock the knob, but the deadbolt was in place. This time, there was no doubt: someone was on the other side of the door. They abruptly twisted the handle back and forth, shaking the door. I scooped up Riley and tiptoed toward the door with Lottie barking wildly.  

“Who’s there?” 

Silence. No more knob turning or door shaking. I glided in my sock feet until I reached the peephole. Riley must have sensed something was off. He was completely quiet. 

Two grimy, youngish men stood on the other side of the door, smiling.  

“Can I help you with something?” I asked, steadying my voice as best as I could while I twisted the doorknob into a locked position.  

“Is this Cherry’s place?” 

“No, it’s not.” This totally stank. I’d never seen these guys in the building before, and I knew many of the residents. I doubted there was anyone here named Cherry.  

“Sorry, ma’am. Wrong apartment.”

I watched out the peephole as they laughed and turned away. From the elevator, I heard another voice prompting them to go. 

I texted Jake: Call me ASAP.
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Jake





For the first time in ages, I took a short break. It was a week after I’d arrested Vince Scaggs and it was raining hard, which in Burner meant some of the rats would head in off the street temporarily. I’d have a small window of time before motor vehicle incidents stacked up. I set my status to “file writing,” thinking I’d actually be able to chew my lunch today.    

The closed toy store parking lot I chose was isolated and empty. Ever since four officers had been ambushed in a restaurant, I ate alone whenever I got the chance. It was safer. 

As I took a big bite of my toasted sandwich, my phone buzzed with an urgent text from Bree, so I called her right away.

“Everything okay, hon?”

“No. I mean, yes. I don’t know.” 

When she told me about the door being tested, I sat up and dropped my lunch into my lap. 

“There were two men—” she said.

“What did they look like? Are they still there?”

“Early to mid-thirties or a hard late twenties. They were both wearing those bedazzled-looking jeans. One had a gross mustache and the other was wearing a ball cap with Eat a Dick written on it. They just left a minute ago.”

I grew cold. The blood left my face and congealed in my stomach. “I’m on my way.” The sandwich fell into the footwell as I slammed the cruiser door shut and sped off, calling the detachment and then Matthews on the radio.

“The Scaggs just tried to get into my condo.” I gripped the steering wheel and pulled at it.

“Fuck. I’m right next door. On my way.”

“Don’t say anything to Bree.”  

“You didn’t tell her?”

“No, I didn’t want to worry her.” 

By the time I arrived, Matthews was already sitting in the living room with Lottie hovering at his feet. Toys were scattered across the floor, and laundry was piled beside him on the couch. Yesterday’s dishes still sat on the kitchen counter. Bree looked as frazzled as her surroundings. I knew being a mom was hard, but I couldn’t help being a little embarrassed at the mess.

“Did the men say anything to you?” Matthews used his professional voice even though he and his husband were friends of ours.

“They asked if someone named Cherry lived here,” she said.

Matthews shot me a questioning glance as he took notes. The name was familiar, but I couldn’t remember why.

“Did anything else unusual happen?”

“Someone with a weird voice called to them from the elevator,” she said. “I couldn’t see him, but he spoke with what sounded like an Eastern European accent mixed with a speech impediment.”

I grew cold as Matthews and I exchanged a look. That was an accurate description of Ivan Bychkov, a convict with a violent history who was a well-known, new associate of the Scaggs. I had to sit down. 

I knew the courts would turn those shits loose. I’d been threatened by shit rats before, with zero follow-through, but these guys had already found my wife, and they’d brought along a very dangerous friend. 

“Thanks Bree, we’ll take care of this,” Matthews said. “See you next week at the potluck. Stone, I need to write this up in my car. I’ll see you outside?” He gave Bree a pat on the shoulder as he left.

I ruffled Riley’s hair.

“You okay, Bree?” I asked. She’d been on edge lately. “I’m worried about you.”

Shortly after Riley was born, Bree had become depressed. She’d stopped cleaning up, stopped leaving the house, and for a while, she’d even stopped bathing. Today may have just been a rough day, but this was how it had started last time. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a couple of grubby guys, right?” She smiled weakly. 

I gave her a hug and remembered to be gentle. The last time I’d given her a bear hug in uniform, I had bruised her. Kevlar hurt when you were on the receiving end.  

“Yes, of course, it was a mistake,” I said, “but an aggressive one. No one should rattle our door like that. Try not to worry. Matthews and I will handle it. Lock everything and call me or 911 if anything else happens.”

“911? That seems dramatic?” She side-eyed me. “This was random, right?”

“Yes. I just mean if you can’t reach me, okay?”

I stood outside our door and waited until I heard all the locks engage before heading to the car. 

The rain had slowed down. Matthews was still parked out front, sitting in the driver’s seat of his cruiser with the door open and looking at his laptop. “I pulled up the file report from the Scaggs arrest you were involved in.”  

“Find anything?”  

“The victim of the assault and registered owner of the house is named Cherry Lee.” He made a cringe face. 

“Right.” That was why I’d recognized the name. We’d put her into protection until the trial. “Anything else?”

“Her boyfriend is Bychkov.”

“God dammit!” I punched my car. “Those punks wanted me to know it was them at the door and that they’re looking for Cherry. Bychkov must have been in the elevator.”

“Yep, and we don’t have enough to go after them.” 

“I know.” The drizzle cooled my face.

“It’s also too dangerous.”

“I know. We’d better get back to the detachment and figure out what we can do.” 

More importantly, I knew what I had to do: Get my family out of here, and fast.
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Jake


May 26, 2012





After the doorknob incident, we put a couple of cars on Scaggs and Bychkov, but that was about all we could do. We didn’t have enough information yet to go after them or put sections on any of them, but we would watch them until we had something. I knew I had to talk to the inspector about a transfer now, before something really bad happened.   

That morning I made sure I was meticulous with my uniform compliance. I pulled out a crisp new shirt and confirmed that my name badge was perfectly straight and my tie was clipped in just the right place. I’d shaved my stubble so that I’d pass the “card” test if needed and sewed the rip in the seat of my pants tighter. They were my last ones until payday. I made a mental note to order a few new pairs to be safe, hopefully with some overtime pay.

As I approached the inspector’s office, my hands felt clammy, so I wiped them on my pants. I didn’t normally ask to speak to him about anything, and the two times I’d been summoned to his office had not been pleasant. But this was important, and if I pleaded my case well enough, he should do the right thing. 

In truth, I was relieved Bree had brought up moving. I was exhausted from taking file after file in the busiest, highest-volume-of-calls city in our province and possibly all of Canada. I’d wanted a change for a while. 

The door was open, so I did a firm knuckle wrap and pasted on a smile. “Inspector, you have a minute?”

“Erm, yeah. Constable … Stone, right?” He had to search for my name longer than I would have liked.

“Yes, sir.” I stood in the doorway awkwardly.

He put down the report he’d been frowning at and removed his glasses. He was a big man in his late fifties—probably a beast back in the day. His muscular frame now housed some hard fat from years of adrenaline and alcohol abuse. 

“Sit down.” He seemed irritated that he had to give that instruction. “What is it?”

I considered running out but then remembered my son’s bloody clothing. I dropped into the chair across from him and cleared my throat. “Sir, I need to ask for a favour.”

“No favours, Stone. Don’t do favours. What’s the problem?”

“Sorry, I don’t mean a favour.” What did I mean? “I need help with something. You know about the incident at my house yesterday.”

He nodded.

“A couple weeks ago, my wife was walking with my son to the grocery store and they were involved in a bloody altercation.”

“Oh. Was she at the knife-in-neck incident?” He made a throat-slitting gesture.

“Yes, sir. That’s right.”

“Good, thanks. We have one more question for her. Can you have her phone in?” He wrote a file number on his business card and handed it to me. “Close the door on your way out.”

I wasn’t impressed by his quick brush-off, but I also wasn’t surprised. “That isn’t it. She was pretty messed up about everything and wants me to inquire about a transfer. Would that be a possibility?”

He sighed and shook his head. “You can move to West Bernheim, or north or south of Bernheim, as long as you don’t go more than twenty kilometres away from the detachment. You don’t need approval for that.”

I knew that already. “Those neighbourhoods are bad too, sir. Any chance I could get transferred out of Bernheim altogether? Maybe a rural post?”

“How long have you been here, Stone?” 

“Five years. I know, I was told it has to be seven minimum, but I just thought under these circumstances that you could make an exception. Maybe I could take a transfer that no one wants?”

The inspector laughed. “There are lots of postings no one wants, Constable Stone. You’re in one of them. And you were misinformed about the seven-year minimum.”

“Oh?” 

“It’s actually ten. This is nonnegotiable.” 

Ten years was a sentence, not a term. I’m fucked. I wonder which gang Riley will join. 

“Stone, some advice? On your next days off, take a mini-vacation. Leave the city. Spend some time with your wife and kid and come back refreshed.”

I couldn’t wait to get out of his office and away from his fruity-smelling breath, but I couldn’t leave without having something positive to tell Bree. “With all due respect, sir, that won’t solve anything. We can’t live here for another five years. My wife and kid can’t get covered in blood while walking down the street. Those rats knocked on our door—”

“Stone, we have men watching the Scaggs. You could always move to another building or another part of town. You aren’t the only family who’s made sacrifices in this job. If you don’t like it, there’s the door. Close it on your way out. And put some more polish on your boots. That is all.” He dismissed me with a shooing motion.

I walked out with a flushed face and a lump in my throat. When I flipped open my phone, there was Bree’s text: Hey baby, did you talk to him? with a semicolon and closing parenthesis to make a winky face emoji. 

I texted back: 

He was too busy, I didn't get a chance. Will try tomorrow. Gotta go, luv u. 

What were the buttons to make a liar emoji?

If Bree found out how long we had to stay in Burner, she’d leave, I knew it. But worse, what would happen if the Scaggs came back? 
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Bree


June 2, 2012





I had to get out of the house. I’d been a nervous shut-in for the past few weeks, and I was looking forward to my visit with Daphne. Even the twenty-minute drive was refreshing. Riley slept the whole way, as I’d timed the drive to coincide with his nap time. I brought coffee from home and got to sip it while it was hot—a rare occurrence for a mom of a ten-month-old.  

For a brief moment, I felt like myself again. The air, the music, the change of scenery—it reminded me of a time when I’d been freer. Not that I regretted having Riley, but if I had to do it again, I wouldn’t have moved to become a parent so quickly. I used to have so much confidence; now I was a shaky wreck, afraid of everything. What I would have given for a night out dancing with friends.  

Daphne had been part of my core friend group that I used to party with. Before meeting Jake, I’d had a busy social life. We were always out: good restaurants, fancy parties, hanging out at nightclubs until closing time. We spent money like it was nothing, travelled all the time, and drank way too much. I didn’t miss the hangovers, but I longed for the carefree bits. Anyway, Daphne had gotten pregnant shortly after I did, so we still got together while the rest of our friends kept partying and forgot about us. The highlight of our lives was gossiping over coffee while juggling Cheerios and soothers.

As I pulled into the driveway, Daphne was already waiting at her front door, barefoot in joggers and holding her baby. She was adorable with her round baby face and giant brown eyes, and youthful looking with her hair in a high ponytail. The only sign that she was close to my age was those dark circles under her eyes.  

I put a finger to my lips to indicate Riley was still asleep. 

“Leave him in the car, Breanna. There’s no need to wake him. It’s safer here than at your place.” She laughed, but it wasn’t funny.  

I looked around at the manicured gardens and freshly painted homes in the neighbourhood. It was still Burner, but not the concrete condo jungle of the east side of the city. The only noise out here was a lawnmower in the distance and birds chirping in Daphne’s yard. No one was yelling. There was no crazy traffic, no need to be on high alert.  

Still, I couldn’t leave Riley in the car. I reached over him and grabbed the diaper bag, willing him to wake up, and I saw his little eyes peel open.

“Never mind, he’s awake. Aren’t you, sweet pea?” He did the same thing every time he woke up: His lower lip pushed way out, and his eyes moved slowly, fighting the urge to shut, and then he stretched his entire tiny body, thrusting his hands in the air like he was at a rock concert. I loved these moments. When his eyes opened fully, he looked around, trying to get his bearings until he saw me. That mostly toothless, million-dollar smile made me forget everything else.

I stepped inside Daphne’s massive, Cape-Cod-style house. It was the kind I fantasized about having one day. Matching couches. Matching lamps. Built-in bookshelves. 

“What did the realtor say?” Daphne knew we were exploring our options.

“Nothing good.” I pointed at her fussing baby in an attempt to change the subject. “Is she sleeping through the night?” She probably was.

“No, of course not. So, are you listing your place or what?”  

Sigh. Hint not taken. “Not right now. We’re going to ride it out where we are for a while. We’d lose forty to fifty K if we sold right now.”

“If Jake can’t transfer, why doesn’t he just quit?” She hung onto the t in “quit.”

If it was that simple, didn’t she think he would have already done it? My sweet but naive friend had money and options and didn’t understand how trapped we were.  

“If he quits, he could lose his pension. We’re on a list to transfer, but we don’t know how long that could take.” Half-truth. It could be months, maybe years. “I’m just going with the flow. Nothing too weird has happened in the neighbourhood lately.” Outright lie. “Jake has been working a ton of overtime to try to save for a future move. We have a plan.” Biggest load of crap of all. Our original plan of having a couple of kids and a family home with a large yard and white picket fence seemed like a sick joke. With our dire financial situation and shitty living circumstances, there was no point making plans or expanding our family anytime soon. 

“You do seem happier. What else is new with you?” Daphne took a gulp of her coffee and spat it back into the mug. “Ugh. Cold. Refill time.”

As much as I loved her, I couldn’t take the questions anymore. No, I wasn’t happy, and no, things weren’t good, and yes, I felt powerless and sad. I also felt nauseous. 

“How about we refill our coffees and take the babies for a walk?” I suggested. “Get some fresh air?” And not be trapped into more Q&A.

“Yes, perfect.” Daphne popped off the couch with the enthusiasm I lacked.


      [image: image-placeholder]Daphne didn’t think I noticed her slip some whiskey into her mug, but I did. Her coffee was divine, fancy beans that were straight from Kona. I considered stashing some in my purse while she was in the bathroom, but I didn’t know where she kept her plastic bags.

I pulled my new stroller out of the trunk. It was a darker colour, though I often thought I saw the blood-soaked yellow vinyl if I looked down at it too quickly. The stroller wasn’t as fancy as the last one we’d had, but it had been free, and I was grateful.

We walked briskly, as it was windy outside. The breeze and sweat from the mild exertion chased my queasiness away.

“Did you hear Becky and Noah hooked up?”  

I leaned in. “Oooh no, I didn’t. Are they together now?” Our old gang. It was nice to hear about them again.

“Hell no. Noah doesn’t even like her. I always thought he had a thing for you. The two of you and your inside jokes all the time.”

Now I was laughing. Daphne didn’t know I’d actually slept with both of them. Becky happened one drunken night and we swore to never tell anyone, and with Noah it hadn’t meant anything. I was so lonely at the time, and it was long before Jake came into my life. Noah was hilarious, and we’d had a blast together, but we were incompatible in every way. Still, we’d been friends for much longer than the hookups, and I missed him.

“Well, he dodged a bullet, didn’t he?” I asked.

“Who dodged which bullet?” We both laughed.

We talked about our friends and the empty fun they were having and how glad we were that we’d chosen to settle down. It was just lip service for me, though, and the booze in Daphne’s coffee suggested things weren’t perfect for her either. Those old days had been so much easier.

“Is Jake still the prince charming you thought he was when you met?”  

I laughed uneasily. “Yes, of course.” 

There were cars in some of the driveways we passed: BMWs, a few Mercedes. No lawns with overgrown grass. No graffiti.

“How did you manage to lose all that baby weight, by the way? I mean, you were huge. Jake must have been scared.” 

I was tempted to trip her. “Wow, I don’t know. Walking? Breastfeeding? A healthy dose of stress in a new marriage, in a rough town, with no money, and hope running out?”  

She looked hurt.

“Sorry. I’m not feeling great, and I really have to pee. Is there a washroom at this park?”

“No.” 

We turned our strollers around in unison. I decided I’d use her washroom and then make some excuse to go home. Today was not as fun as I’d expected. Maybe I’d drive around for a while with Riley and dream myself into some of the fancy houses on this side of town.

As we turned onto her street, someone ran out of her driveway and up the road.

“Who the hell was that?” she asked. We looked at each other and picked up the pace. 

By the time we reached the driveway, the guy was long gone. The driver-side window of my car had been smashed, and the car was covered in dents. Daphne gasped, and my heart and mind were racing.

“I thought your neighbourhood was safer than mine.” God, what if I had left Riley in there? Then I noticed that Daphne’s car hadn’t been touched.

Daphne pointed to the spray paint that read Mrs. Piggy. “I don’t think the person who did this is from my neighbourhood.” 

I was fishing around in my bag for my phone when a powerful wave of nausea hit me. I tried to contain it, but then another wave hit, and I threw up on Daphne’s driveway.


      [image: image-placeholder]Jake didn’t answer, so I called 911 as he’d instructed. This was not random.  

The police arrived at Daphne’s house within minutes. I gave them a detailed timeline of our movements during the last hour, and Daphne provided a rough description of the man we’d seen running out of her driveway. She kept saying, “There’s no way that vandal was from around here” while looking at me. I wasn’t sure if she was upset that I’d brought this into her life, or if she was sad that this was my life. 

The police were taking pictures of the car when my phone rang.

“Bree. Are you okay? I heard the call over dispatch. I’m on my way.” Jake’s voice went up an octave, uncharacteristically.  

“Don’t bother. Daphne will take us home. You can meet me there.” It all came out in a rush. “We need to talk. And no, I am not okay. Whoever smashed my car knows I’m your wife and must have followed me here. I almost left Riley asleep in the car. Who did this? I want them locked up!” By the end of it, I was shouting. 

“You almost did what? I’ll handle it, Bree. Don’t worry. Why do you think someone followed you? It sounds like a ran—”

“Before you say the word ‘random’ one more time, I’m sending you a picture to answer your question.” 

I’m not going to let him minimize this incident too. No bloody way. I sent him the photograph of Mrs. Piggy, trying to ignore Daphne’s Bambi eyes and wishing I’d stayed home.
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