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  Chapter 1

The ax flew through the air. Its blade hit the wooden target sideways, clattering to the ground in front of the willow tree. 
“Too much force,” Police Constable Geoffrey Fillingham said. “Try a lighter touch,” 
Policewoman Christine Lane gave her partner a baleful look before retrieving the ax from the ground. “I can’t help it if I’m strong.” She brushed mud off the ax and handed it to Fillingham.
The officers were ax throwing on their break, warmed by the firepit in the Centre Island police station’s backyard.
“Hercules,” he said, “throw another log on the fire while I demonstrate that ax-throwing, like life, is about finesse.”
Her partner lined up his shot. He was in uniform but coatless and hatless on this April afternoon. His short blond hair was long on top—he’d have to get it cut soon. With a year-round tan from sailing and skiing, he had the pearly smile of a toothpaste ad. 
Christine tromped over to the logs stacked against the building’s brick wall. The backyard was in that muddy state of early spring, the snow receding to the lawn edges, baring twigs, dead leaves and detritus. In the next month, the grass would green, crocus and snow drops would push through the soil and snow shovels and long johns would be stored away.
She placed a log on the pyramid of burning wood in the stone firepit and turned to see Fillingham throw the ax with a flick of his wrist. The blade stuck in the blue ring circling the red bullseye. Three points.
“Ha!” he said. “That’s fifteen points to your eleven, Lane.” He pulled the ax out of the target and handed it to her. “You got one throw left before victory is mine.” 
His maniacal laugh made her smile. Her partner was a combination of silly, fun-loving and energetic, which made their patrol entertaining. Even during the winter months when few visitors ventured to Toronto Island and the officers’ duties were minimal, he found them a challenge: snowball toss, sit-ups or a floor mopping contest.  
Christine stared at the red bull’s eye ringed with a circle of blue and an outer circle of black, reminding herself to point at her target when she released the handle. She pictured the ax moving through the air and embedding in the red circle so she could smugly watch her partner wash and dry all the dishes. After a few practice swings of her arm, she threw the ax with a grunt. The ax rotated, handle over head, until it bit deeply into the center of the red bull’s eye. There was a loud crack, and the target split in two. One half of the wooden circle fell to the ground.
Christine’s hands raised in victory.
“You wrecked it!” he exclaimed. 
“I won,” she said. “Five points for a bull’s eye.”
“The bull’s eye is gone, Lane. Not sure if we can count this last end.”
“I won fair and square!” she protested. “It doesn’t matter that the target broke.”
“The Olympic track runner gets the gold, even if he sets the stadium on fire?” he asked.
“Not the same thing,” she said.
They approached the tree and regarded the broken circle. 
He tugged the ax out of the trunk. “We’re going to have to find another log slice for the target.” 
A telephone rang from inside the station. It was the local line that Islanders used to call police directly. Fillingham motioned for her to get the call. “I’ll manage the fire,” he said.
They always smothered the fire before returning inside, even if there was a blizzard which would quash the flames. She was vigilant about this rule, maybe because her mom and her stepdad had been smokers, and she spent her childhood worrying that a forgotten cigarette might burn down their apartment. Even now, with her stepdad long gone, she did a final tour before bed, checking that her mom had placed her ashtrays in the sink. 
Christine hustled up the porch steps of the station and ran across the waiting room, leaving muddy boot prints she would have to mop later. Grabbing the receiver off the wall, she answered, “Centre Island Police station. Toronto Police. PW Lane speaking.” 
“PW Lane, it’s Samuel Fairmont from Clergy House.”
“Mr. Fairmont. What can I do for you?” Fairmont was the owner of Clergy House, an upscale restaurant by the boardwalk that edged the south side of the Island. He didn’t often call the station. She recalled a request to help with a belligerent customer who refused to pay his hefty alcohol bill. And theft of a cast-iron patio table. But that was it. And in the winter, the restaurant’s hours were limited, with locals dining midweek and mainlanders boating in for a weekend dinner. The summer tourist season kept the business alive. 
“PW Lane, can you come to the restaurant? Someone wants to speak with you.”
“Okay,” she said. “What is the concern?”
“I think it’s private.” 
For some crime victims, the need for privacy was paramount. “No problem,” she said. “PC Fillingham and I will be there in a few minutes.” 
“Can you come alone? The person asked for you.”
“Certainly.” When a caller requested a policewoman, it often meant the complainant was a woman in distress. Possibly an assault case. “I’m on my way.” 
After checking in with her partner, she headed to the garage attached to the bungalow station. Grabbing her bike, a comical thing covered in plastic flowers given to her by her favorite Islander, Mrs. Polotov, she rolled it down the driveway. She glanced at the garden in front of the station, covered in dead leaves and the skeleton of old plants. Last fall, Mrs. Polotov had arrived with a burlap bag of daffodil, tulip and crocus bulbs and they had planted them on either side of the front door. Gardening was foreign to Christine, as she had lived in apartments all her life, but she had gamely tilled the soil and buried the bulbs deep in the earth. She’d have to ask Mrs. Polotov when the buds would push through, if the squirrels hadn’t gotten them first. 
Christine’s bike bumped onto the concrete path that wound eastward toward Ward’s Island. The three main islands that made up Toronto Island—Ward’s, Centre, and Hanlan’s Point—were connected by concrete, stone or dirt pathways for pedestrians and bikers. Thank goodness she didn’t have to look out for cars. Only emergency services and parks and recreation staff were permitted vehicles on the Island.
Not too cold, Christine thought, as she pressed hard on the bike pedals. She’d switch back to her skirt uniform when the spring warmth was more consistent. The wool of her pants already felt scratchy, now that the sun was peeking out behind a cloud. 
She passed the white Tudor church that welcomed Islanders for Sunday worship and glanced at her watch as she passed the fire station. 5:20. In the winter months, it was dark by dinner and the afternoon shift seemed to last forever. It was refreshing to be back on bike patrol when the daylight extended later into the evening.
Turning off Lakeshore Avenue, she pumped her legs twice and coasted into the gravel parking lot in front of Clergy House. She hadn’t been to the restaurant since Christmas time, when the Island Residents Association invited the police to a community gathering. Fillingham sometimes ordered takeout dinners from Clergy House, but there was a reason he was nicknamed Richie Rich. The food was delicious, but out of her price range. Her dinner of a sandwich, apple and milk was stored in the station’s fridge in a cotton calico bag her mother had sewn.
Pushing the restaurant door open, she spotted Samuel Fairmont behind the bar. He was a tall, friendly bear of a man with a mustache and goatee. He had bought the Clergy House several years ago, bringing quality food to the Island when the only options were the hamburgers and hot dogs from the amusement park. 
Fairmont smiled. “PW Lane. Nice to see you. Your table is over here.”
Before she had a chance to ask about the complainant, Fairmont headed into the dining room.  
Christine followed, then stopped dead when she caught sight of the man in an elegant suit sitting at a back table.  
Deputy Darlow. There was no mistaking the dark hair streaked heavily with gray, the ram- rod posture, the cool brown stare. 
She made herself continue walking, her breath quickening as she scrambled to figure out why one of the force’s top brass wanted to meet with her. On Toronto Island. On her patrol. 
Deputy Darlow stood up when Christine arrived at the table. Christine stopped and stood at attention, saluting. 
“At ease, Constable,” Darlow said.
Fairmont pulled out a chair for her. Mutely, she sat down, eyes wide with alarm. 
Fairmont said, “Our dinner sitting isn’t until 6:30, so you’ll have privacy until then.”
Forcing herself not to tuck in a loose strand of hair or adjust her uniform jacket, she sat silently across from the deputy. Why would he call her over to Clergy House? He was five rungs above her sergeant’s rank. And when she had met with Darlow in the past, he had upbraided her, warning her to stop her investigations and follow protocol. And querying why she got injured on the job so frequently.
But she had done nothing wayward lately—there had been no cases to investigate. A few domestic calls, illegal fires on the beach, a person falling through the ice, but that was the extent of station calls during the winter. The six hundred residents weren’t up to much except hustling home from the ferry after their day jobs on the mainland. 
“PW Lane,” the Deputy said. “Thank you for coming.”
Should she say your welcome, when she hadn’t known he was the complainant. She wished Fairmont had warned her. And she was curious why Darlow hadn’t met her at the Centre Island station or called her into headquarters. 
Had something happened to her family? Alarm stabbed through her. “Is it my mother, sir?” she asked. “Or my siblings?” Donna and Wayne were in elementary school.
“They’re fine. This is not about them,” he answered quickly.
Christine exhaled. If her family was safe, this couldn’t be that bad.
“I’m sure this meeting is a surprise,” Darlow continued. “The subterfuge was necessary.” He gave a small smile. 
Christine regarded him. His dark gray business suit, the typical attire for a deputy chief working out of headquarters, looked custom made. He was distinguished looking with his side hair part, square jawline and penetrating brown eyes. Back straight, feet planted on the ground, he looked taller than his six-foot two height. 
“I want to discuss an opportunity,” he said.
Her brows raised in surprise. 
“We’ve had a few interactions over your career,” he said. “I know your skills and deficits.”
Interactions? Is that what he called the reprimands and threats to can her?  
“There is a growing movement by local politicians and prominent businesses to clean up Toronto,” he said, “starting with Yorkville Village.” 
Yorkville, also called the Village, was a downtown Toronto neighborhood known for its folk music, cafes and swarms of youth that inundated the area. Two years ago, hippie activists had organized a sit-in to shut down Yorkville Street to car traffic. Police hauled away hundreds of protesters. It was all over the news. 
“There’s been complaints about the Villagers,” Deputy Darlow said. “Landlords can’t get them to pay rent, businesses want them off their doorstep as they deter paying clients. Drugs are more potent. There are overdoses. Cases of hepatitis. City Hall has had enough. They want the flotsam and jetsam cleared out to allow room for legitimate businesses and customers.
“Okay,” Christine said. What did this have to do with her? 
“Police have a regular presence in Yorkville, but the relationship with the residents and visiting youth is strained. Young people don’t trust police, government or any institution. So there’s conflict. More protests.”
She nodded.
“We are starting an undercover police operation in Yorkville called Operation Niagara.” His hands opened. “It’s referencing Niagara Falls. They want to flush out the drug dealers, criminals, addicts and loiterers.”
She nodded. Why was he telling her this?
“I’ve requested you for the operation.”
She sat back in her chair in surprise. Why would he pick her? She wasn’t in the Morality Squad whose mandate focussed on alcohol, drugs, prostitution and gambling. And she’d only completed a few short-term undercover assignments. Usually for one day. Maybe two. 
Samuel Fairmont came over with a carafe. “Coffee?” he asked them.
Christine nodded, happy to have a few moments to digest the deputy’s request. They waited in silence as the restaurant owner filled their ceramic cups and placed the cream and sugar on the table.
Christine looked out the window at the treed landscape outside. She was going undercover as a groupie to a Village band? A hippie? At six-foot tall, Christine didn’t fade into the background. And, according to her Women’s Bureau friends, she wasn’t groovy. Julie accused her of being a stick-in-the mud. Prim and proper. Christine didn’t fit with the anti-establishment, free-spirited flock that hung around the Village.
Deputy Darlow sipped his coffee, his eyes on her.
Christine placed her cup down on the saucer with a rattle. “Sir, I’m not sure I’ve had enough experience in this area.”
He dismissed her comment with a wave of his hand. “Sergeant Buckman from Morality is leading Operation Niagara. He’ll find roles for you and PC Fillingham.”
“PC Fillingham has the assignment, too?” she asked, alarmed. He wouldn’t like that. Her partner picked Toronto Island patrol, despite its reputation as a place where officers were sent to pasture, to be near his Island sailing club. She was pretty sure he didn’t want a mainland gig.
The deputy nodded. “Sergeant Buckman wants a specific crew for Operation Niagara, as it’s a volatile and politically sensitive situation. He also believes that policewomen undercover are more believable and less identifiable as officers. He’ll be requesting PW Julie Spark, PW Gail Hilton and PW Sarah Keefe.”
Christine’s mouth opened, then closed. She tried again. “Sir, but sir. These are my friends. I’ve worked with them at the Women’s Bureau. And known them since police college.”
A waitress set the table next to them with cutlery and dinner ware. They waited in silence until she moved to the far corner of the dining room.
He nodded. “Yes. That’s on purpose. It’s a complex and possibly dangerous operation. Yorkville Village is overrun by bikers, gangs and thugs. There are assaults and thefts. Missing persons. Operation Niagara requires a tight crew. There’s no time to develop that. The mayor calls the chief regularly regarding his concerns about Yorkville. We must move now—with people we can trust and who can trust each other.”
Christine blinked several times, trying to absorb the new information. She was going undercover with her partner and friends. That’s not how operations were staffed. The Morality Squad used their own officers. As did the Youth Bureau and Hold-up. 
She couldn’t imagine being out of uniform for months, working on a sting. Her stomach gave an upset roll. When she put on her navy wool uniform, pinned her hat to her hair, strapped her police-issue purse over her shoulder, she felt competent, able to talk with people, manage situations, be directive and problem solve. But in her civilian clothes—her miniskirt and gingham shirt—how would she be effective? Charm them? That was more like Julie and Fillingham.
The deputy regarded her. “PW Lane, you’ve demonstrated solid investigative skills and a singular drive for justice.” He took another sip of coffee and placed the cup down. “You don’t always follow the rules.”
She had gotten in a lot of trouble for not following protocol, from the deputy, her sergeant and the investigators.
“And of course,” he added, “there will be overtime.”
He must have looked at her pay stubs, which showed the shifts she picked up at community dances and public events to earn extra money, since finances were tight at home. What else did he know about her? 
“After Operation Niagara is completed, you will have your pick of stations in the next round of transfers. If that’s what you want.”
He knew about her career aspirations—her need to get more experience and more leadership roles so she could sit for the sergeant’s exam.
He checked his watch, as if ready to finish up. 
So this was it. She had a new assignment. She reached for her purse from the chair beside her.
“There’s one more thing,” he said.
She placed her purse down. 
His hands steepled together on the table, his eyes cast down. A full ten seconds went by. “I believe my daughter is in Yorkville.”
He looked up at Christine, his expression pained. “Kelly is sixteen. Two years ago, she started going down to the Village. At first it was on the weekends, to hear a fiddler, to meet up with girlfriends for a coffee. Then she went more often, a couple of times a week, staying out late, sleeping in, missing school. She was dozy, not herself, dressing differently. Talking back. One night when she came home, I could tell she was on something. Drugs. We grounded her, took away her allowance. She laughed. Said we couldn’t stop her. That she had friends to stay with. If we didn’t give her money, she’d find a way to make cash.” 
Many runaways got into drug dealing or theft to fund themselves. Some ended up as prostitutes. Christine guessed the deputy knew this.
He exhaled a long breath. “She contacts my wife occasionally if she needs money. But we haven’t heard from her all winter. I’m worried she is in a desperate situation. I need you to find her and bring her home.”
Christine remembered how fearful she was when her brother’s life was in jeopardy. “I’m sure that the Operation Niagara team will make your daughter’s search a priority.”
He shook his head. “We’d like to keep the situation with our daughter private. My wife is uncomfortable with publicity. Also, if locals find out she’s a cop’s kid or that people are looking for her, I worry about the consequences, given the company she keeps. Kelly doesn’t use her real name. She goes by Alice Dodgson.”
“The probability of finding her is much higher if the team searches for her, not just me. They would be careful about their queries.”
He shook his head. “She’s skittish. And quick. If she discovers people are asking about her, she’ll leave Yorkville. I’m afraid she’ll disappear forever.”
“Are you sure I am the right officer for the assignment? I appreciate your confidence in me, but I lack experience undercover. You should have the best searching for her.”
“In some ways, you are the best, PW Lane. Young, female, attractive. You can chat with the locals without arousing suspicion. You won’t give up on her. You will search and dig until you find out where she is. And then I can bring my daughter home.”
“Everything okay, here?” 
Darlow and Christine turned to Fairmont standing beside them. 
“Can I get you some starters?” Fairmont asked. “Soup or a shrimp appetizer? On the house.”
Deputy Darlow shook his head as he stood up. “No, thank you, Mr. Fairmont. I’ve taken enough of PW Lane’s time. I’m grateful for the loan of the table. And thank you for the coffee.” He extracted a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet and placed it on the table.
Ten dollars. For two coffees.
Darlow shook Fairmont’s hand and walked toward the exit.
Christine stood up. What just happened? 
Fairmont accompanied Darlow to the door and Christine heard the owner offering to drive him to the ferry terminal. 
In the parking lot, Christine watched the deputy step into the golf cart local businesses used to get around. The pair drove away.  
Christine wheeled her bike onto the pathway, her head shaking, trying to clear her thoughts. She was no longer on Toronto Island patrol. She’d spend the next couple of months with Fillingham and her friends undercover in Yorkville—the musical, psychedelic, drug-using centre of Canada. And she was on a separate mission for her deputy. Double subterfuge.  
Christine headed west toward the police station, her mind churning. Aside from the shock, a small part of her felt flattered. Darlow chose her for the mission because she persevered on a case until justice was served. But having to report to the deputy chief made her stomach flip. What if she couldn’t find the girl or was terrible at undercover? Failure might mean the end of her policing career. Certainly, she would never make sergeant.  
The fire captain waved at her as she biked by his station, and she absentmindedly waved back. She breathed in and out slowly as she rode, trying to tamp down her rising alarm. Undercover work required lying, deceit and bluffing. Fillingham and Julie would be naturals—able to charm and persuade. But without her uniform, Christine didn’t have any power, like Samson without his hair. Sure, she was comfortable with her friends, but with other young men and women she was inept. She’d been that same awkward girl since high school. 
A bicyclist emerged around the corner and rang her bell three times.  
“Mrs. Polotov!” Christine waved. The septuagenarian was one of Christine’s favorite Islanders, regularly offering Christine tea, cookies and conversation about the locals and Island events.  
They stopped beside each other on the pathway. 
Mrs. Polotov’s short, round body was clothed in a red winter coat, woolen leggings and heavy boots. “Where’s young Fillingham?” she asked.
“He’s back at the station,” Christine replied.
“You doing all the work?” 
“As usual,” Christine said, laughing. Christine knew Mrs. Polotov was charmed by her partner, as were most Islanders. “Hopefully, he’s making coffee.”
Mrs. Polotov chuckled. “Let’s hope so. I’m just heading back from a Women’s League meeting.”
Christine nodded. The Islanders were a close-knit group, often meeting for choir or crafts at the community centre or a tennis match on the nearby courts. 
“We could hear banging from Centreville,” Mrs. Polotov said. “They must be getting it ready for the season.”
The Centreville Amusement Park was the major tourist draw to Toronto Island, attracting thousands of summer visitors to its Ferris wheel, antique cars and roller coasters. 
“I got a call from Hawk the other day,” Mrs. Polotov said. 
Christine could feel the smile leave her face. Hawk Johnson. Her old love. The man she had a secret affair with last summer, hidden because he was Native and she was a white woman, and there’s no way people would leave that alone. Christine couldn’t bear the persecution of her work peers, family or friends if they found out. Tired of the furtiveness, Hawk had ended it.   
Hawk. She thought of his muscular arms around her, how big and solid he felt. And the way he had made her feel beautiful. And smart. And funny. And how Christine had been replaced a couple of months later by a new woman, an old friend he had met again at his reserve.  
Mrs. Polotov was one of the few people who knew about Christine and Hawk’s relationship. Hawk and Mrs. Polotov had been neighbors and friends. Since the breakup, Mrs. Polotov had mentioned him a few times, updated Christine on his life.  
“Hawk signed on again at Centreville,” Mrs. Polotov said.
Christine nodded. Last year Hawk had worked as a ride mechanic and rented a house on Ward’s Island from May until October. Otherwise, he lived on the Whitefish reservation near Sudbury.
“He’s not here yet,” Mrs. Polotov said. “He’s delayed because his girlfriend is having difficulties."
Christine gritted her teeth. Did she really need to hear this?  
“She has a problem with alcohol, dear,” Mrs. Polotov said. “Hawk is trying to help her. Help the woman’s daughter.”
It would be like Hawk to do that, stick by someone in need. He often helped Mrs. Polotov and other seniors on the Island with tasks like changing lightbulbs and trimming tree branches. In return, he was given cups of tea and thick slices of banana bread.  
“Children’s Aid is involved,” the older woman added. “He’s staying in Whitefish to help Remi sort things out.”
Remi. Christine had seen her once—a petite, dark-haired woman with a heart-shaped face and eyes only for Hawk. 
After a few ticks of silence, Christine said, “I better head back. See if my partner is up to mischief.”
The women said their goodbyes and continued on the trail in opposite directions. Christine passed the St. Andrew by the Sea church which had hosted the Women’s League meeting, it’s Tudor walls glowing a soft white in the low sun.
Being undercover in Yorkville Village meant she wouldn’t have to see Hawk this summer. She wouldn’t spy him tinkering with an engine in Centreville or riding his bike along the boardwalk. When she patrolled Ward’s Island, she wouldn’t have to avoid his rental house on Second Street. And she’d have a break from the tourists, illegal beach fires and lost wallet calls that inundated the Centre Island station.
As she turned down the pathway, the blue neon police sign came into view. She had found the silver lining to the Yorkville assignment. Now all she had to do was brace herself for the thunder of Fillingham’s response. 






  
  Chapter 2

“You won’t believe this!” Fillingham called out to Christine as she entered the police station. 
She lifted the hinged counter and walked into the office. “What’s up?”
“The Morality Squad called!”
“Really?” She entered the small kitchenette that doubled as a locker room. Crossing the linoleum, she paused at the stovetop to pour herself a coffee from the metal pot.    
“Lane!” He strode over to stand beside her. “They want us to go undercover! In Yorkville!”
“What!” she exclaimed, forcing herself to sound shocked, which wasn’t hard, as she was still grappling with the new assignment.  
“Sit down!” he urged. “Listen to this!”
He sounded more consternated than excited. What if Fillingham didn’t want to go? Officers were given their work assignments from headquarters, from their first placement out of police college. Sure, there were some specific jobs that candidates applied for, but most jobs were allocated. But Fillingham was the one officer who might refuse an untenable assignment because he didn’t need employment. Richie Rich came from old Toronto money. Would he quit the Toronto Police Force to avoid going undercover? 
No, he couldn’t do that, Christine thought. He had to go to Yorkville with her. She wouldn’t let him refuse. After working with him for a year, solving two fatality cases, risking their lives for each other, she couldn’t envision policing without him. 
She sat across from her partner at the square kitchen table, hands clasped around her mug, staring at him apprehensively.
Fillingham gestured to Christine. “Everything okay at Clergy House?”
Christine nodded. “No problem. A minor issue with a customer.”
“Anything I need to know about?” During the off-season, Clergy House customers were almost exclusively Island residents. It was helpful to know if there was local discontent.
She shook her head. 
“As soon as you left for the restaurant,” he said, eyes wide, “I got a call from Sergeant Buckman from Morality. Our names were put forward for an undercover assignment.”
“Really?” 
“We were hand-picked by the brass for a sting called Operation Niagara.” 
“Operation Niagara?” she repeated.
“In Yorkville.” 
“Julie and I went there two years ago to have dinner and listen to live music. It was crowded, but fun,” she said.
He nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been to the Purple Onion and the Penny Farthing. The Toucan too. Fantastic headliners. I was there when Neil Young blew the roof off.”
“So, what are we doing there?” she asked.
“Cleaning it up. Getting rid of the criminals so they can usher in high-end restaurants, couture shops and upscale apartments.”
“Is the focus drugs?” she asked. 
He nodded. “We arrest the pushers and clear out the users. Find out if the supply is coming from Montreal, Windsor or Niagara Falls. Morality wants us to look high up the food chain. The Holy Grail is to nab the source.”
No mention of looking for the missing teen, Kelly Darlow.
“Sounds exciting,” she said, “which is up your alley.” Please, take the bait.
He leaned back, shaking his head, his light blue eyes looking translucent, like the sky above Lake Ontario on a summer day. She often forgot her partner was good looking, unless someone else commented. His fair looks, friendliness and banter attracted women. To Christine, he felt like a brother—someone to joke around with, but who had your back when the chips were down.  
“I’m happy here, in our Centre Island station.” His arm swept around the room, from the yellow curtained window to the row of metal lockers, bathroom, office and waiting room beyond. 
“Why not try something new?” she urged. “It’s just for a couple of months over the spring and summer.”
He shook his head. “And miss the sailing season?” 
Her partner was a member of the Royal Canadian Yacht Club on Toronto Island. His family had belonged to the RCYC for three generations. Fillingham sailed competitively and often took his racing scull out before or after work, training for the next race. 
“You can still sail,” she said. “The ferry dock is a five-minute drive from Yorkville.”
“It’s not the same.”
She raised her eyebrows at him. “It might be fun. As I recall, you like fun.”
“I’ve already planned my training schedule.” He looked around. “This,” he gestured to the office, “fits my agenda perfectly.”
“I can’t believe I’m trying to convince you to be adventurous,” Christine said. 
The phone shrilled. Fillingham hopped out of his chair, as if eager to end their conversation. He picked up the receiver on the office wall.  
“Julie, hi,” he said, his tone surprised.  
Julie Spark: Christine’s policewoman friend and Fillingham’s girlfriend for the last eight months. Christine had introduced the two last summer and wasn’t pleased when they became an item, in case it went south. Both were fickle in the romance department. But to everyone’s surprise, the bubbly blonde pair had endured over the winter and genuinely seemed fond of each other.
Did Julie know about Operation Niagara?
Christine got up and turned the kitchen faucet on full, clattering dishes in the sink as she filled it with soapy water, trying to give her partner privacy with his girlfriend. 
“You did too!” Fillingham’s voice was loud. 
Her hands paused in the sink water. 
“Lane!”
She looked toward the office where her partner had stretched the phone cord until he was standing on the kitchen linoleum. “Julie, Gail and Sarah have been assigned to Operation Niagara! Can you believe it? It’s like they hand-picked your friends!”
Operation Niagara was really happening. 
Fillingham listened for a few seconds on the phone, then addressed Christine. “We meet next week at 51 Division to get the details. Constable Malo will brief us alongside Sergeant Buckman.”
He walked back into the office, receiver in hand. Christine heard him say to Julie, “I don’t like it. I’m happy on Island patrol.” 
Christine rinsed the dishes and placed them on the drying rack. Her stomach gurgled uneasily. What was going on? This was not a normal assignment. Sure, officers could be re-assigned at a moment’s notice, but this felt like a machination and the puppeteer moving their strings was Deputy Darlow.  






  
  Chapter 3

Christine sat across the table from her two uniformed friends and leaned back into the blue leather booth. They were at Fran’s Diner on College Street, the restaurant bustling with families, tourists and shoppers eager for a good meal on a budget. Christine wore casual clothes as it was her day off; Sarah and Gail had come from work and were still in uniform. 
Fillingham and Julie hadn’t yet arrived, but the latter was notoriously late, sometimes even for work, which didn’t go over well with the sergeant.
“How’s Ken?” Christine asked Sarah. 
Sarah was the only married policewoman in their group. She met her husband when he was a police cadet, and she was a community social worker. Soon after, she joined the force. 
“He’s good.” Sarah smiled, her hazel eyes and freckles making her seem approachable and younger than her twenty-nine years. “We are on opposite shifts: I’m on days, he’s on nights, so I haven’t seen him much.”
“How’s work?” Christine addressed Gail. 
Gail grimaced. “Some guy tried to stop me ticketing his car.”
“I bet that didn’t go well,” Christine said, raising her eyebrows at Sarah. Gail used to be in the military and was adept at apprehending suspects. Christine had only seen her use her skills a few times, but she was highly effective.  
“Hello, everyone!”
The three women turned at the familiar voice. Julie waved as she made her way down the aisle toward them, Fillingham in tow. Julie’s berry lipstick matched the dress under her cream wool jacket.
“Ladies,” Fillingham said, acknowledging the seated women. He wore dark dress pants, a white dress shirt but no tie. Odds were they were heading out somewhere after the dinner get-together—a bar or music club. 
Julie sat beside Christine and pressed against her to get her to scooch over so Fillingham could sit on her other side. 
“So,” Fillingham rubbed his hands together, “We’re the new members of the Morality Squad. An undercover team. Hand-picked for who-knows-what reason. Is it me, or is this whole arrangement peculiar?”  
Julie shrugged. “I think it sounds fun. Hanging out in Yorkville, sipping coffee on a patio while Joni Mitchell plays guitar. It beats the Cattle Crossing.”
Policewomen were assigned crossing guard duty at busy downtown intersections, including the Queen Street “Cattle Crossing” where officers dodged elbows from open street car windows while keeping the jaywalkers in line. 
“What do you think, Sarah?” he asked. 
“Yorkville needs to turn around,” Sarah said. “A regular police presence hasn’t decreased crime rates. Maybe Operation Niagara is a different approach.” She sighed. “Ken is not keen. He thinks the Village is too violent now. And there was that hepatitis scare.” 
“That was a hoax,” Gail said. 
“It got citizens and police officers lining up for vaccinations,” Sarah responded. 
Gail said, “Yorkville is not a great place if you’re female. Women come for the music and end up aimless groupies or addicts pimped by their boyfriends.” 
Julie raised both her hands in the air. “Let’s save these young women, kick out the gangs, clear out the drugs and have some fun!” She smiled. “C’mon guys! When are we ever going to have another opportunity to work together? The five of us. As a team. Undercover.” She looked at each of them. “I’ll tell you. Never!”
Sarah smiled. “It would be like police college all over again. We studied hard, but we had fun. And became friends.”
Julie wrapped an arm around Fillingham. “And we have the bonus of Geoffrey!”
“I’m not keen,” he said. 
“Why not?” Julie scolded, shaking him by the shoulders. “How could you resist being with the Fabulous Four?”
His hands gestured open in front of him. “I like Island patrol. Friendly community. Easy-going shift. It’s close to RCYC.”
“Sail, sail, sail,” Julie said in a mocking tone, her head bobbing left and right for each word. “That’s all you think about.”
He leaned his shoulder into hers. “I think about you, morning and night.”
“Great!” Julie clapped. “Then you’ll want to join me on this job!”
Christine wondered if Fillingham wanted to see his girlfriend daily and if undercover work with her was a good idea. But if having Julie nearby enticed him to accept the assignment, then Christine applauded the strategy.
The waiter came over and they ordered their meals of meatloaf and chicken pies. 
After he left Fillingham said, “Lane, you on board?” 
“You’re acting like we have a choice.” She added, “I heard there was overtime, which would be good.” 
Her partner shrugged. He didn’t need overtime money and his leisure time was devoted to sailing. 
“Truth be told, partner,” Christine said, “I’m not sure we can handle Operation Niagara without you.”
His eyebrows raised.
Christine continued. “Who’s going to keep Julie out of trouble?” 
“Yes!” Julie said. “You know how flighty I can be.” She winked at Christine. “Musicians, free-loving hippies and muscular bikers. So tempting.”
Fillingham addressed Julie. “You do get yourself into trouble.”
Gail said, “As a male, you might get access to information that we can’t.”
Sarah added. “Ken would feel better if he knew you were part of the operation.”
“I need you there, Fillingham.” Christine said. This was true. What would her life be without her sunny and quirky sidekick.
“You’re ganging up on me!” Fillingham flung his arms in the air in defeat.






  
  Chapter 4

Christine, Gail, Julie, Sarah and Fillingham filed into a conference room in 52 Division with its mug-stained wooden tables, scratched paint and worn office chairs. Battered metal filing cabinets anchored one end of the windowless room. A skinny man in jeans with thin long hair and a handlebar mustache leaned against the wall beside a tall, big-boned man in a dark suit and tie. The latter motioned for the five of them to sit around the two front tables. Julie and Fillingham sat at one table while the three remaining women sat at the adjacent table. 
The five officers looked expectantly at the standing men, like students waiting for the professor to start the lecture. 
The mustached man gestured toward the front tables. “Who the fuck are these guys?”
Christine met the wide-eyed glances of Sarah and Gail. 
The suited man tilted his head. “The officers we’ve been expecting.”
The mustached man responded, “What am I supposed to do with them?”
The suited man sighed and turned to the seated officers. “Good morning. I’m Sergeant Buckman. This is PC Malo. Morality Squad. Thank you for coming.”
The man spouting profanities was a police officer? Christine was shocked. He looked more like an informant, twitchy with the need for his next hit.
Fillingham scraped his chair back, walked over and extended his hand to Sergeant Buckman. “PC Fillingham, Toronto Island Patrol.” He offered his hand to PC Malo. 
Malo waved him away with a quiet, “Fuck off.”
Fillingham’s eyebrows raised, but he returned silently to his seat. The policewomen introduced themselves to the sergeant, stealing glances at Malo who leaned against the wall, ignoring them.
Sergeant Buckman began, “You’ve been assigned to Operation Niagara. The objective is to plug the funnel of drugs into Yorkville permanently. Get the addicts, vagrants and transients out. Kids back home with their parents.” He turned to the other officer. “Malo, want to take it from here?”
Malo slowly pushed himself off the wall, walked over, and stood in front of Julie, staring at her. A flush darkened her cheeks, but she kept her gaze level, her red lips unsmiling. Julie was used to men looking at her. 
Up close, you could see the pockmarks on Malo’s cheeks; he looked sallow, almost yellow, dark circles under his brown eyes as if he didn’t sleep well. He could be twenty-five or forty-five.
“How the fuck is Miss Toronto supposed to look like an addict who hasn’t eaten in a week and will blow you for the next hit?”
Sergeant Buckhorn regarded Malo, nonplussed.
Julie’s eyes fluttered at the crassness of his comment. Malo stepped back, so he was standing between their tables. He pointed to Christine. “Milkmaid here looks like she could wrestle steer. What’d they feed you on the farm?”
“I grew up in Parkdale,” Christine replied, referencing her urban neighborhood.
“She’s a goddamn giant,” Malo said, addressing the sergeant. “She could bench press me.”
“That wouldn’t be hard,” Fillingham said.
Christine frowned at her partner, warning him not to egg on the constable. 
“Ah, Sailor Boy,” Malo turned to Fillingham. “What the hell do you offer other than your daddy’s bank account and your ability to tack and jibe? And,” he turned to Gail, “are you even a woman?”
“Fuck you,” Gail said. 
Christine never had a work meeting like this, laden with hostility and profanities. 
Malo turned to Sergeant Buckhorn. “Send the next group in.”
Sergeant Buckhorn sighed, crossing his arms. “Malo, you know there’s no other group. This is it. Top-down request.”
“Fuckin’ brass,” Malo spit out. “They don’t know their arse holes from their dicks.” He sighed heavily. “Sailor Boy, you’re a skinny fuck, so you have potential. Don’t shave or cut your hair or wash.”
Julie looked at Fillingham in alarm.
“Hilton,” Malo said, fluttering his fingers at Gail. “The man/woman thing you have going might work. Half the fuckin’ hippies look androgynous unless you find their tits.” 
Julie said, “I think you’re underestimating our talents.” Her voice was quiet, but firm.
He placed his knuckles on the table in front of her, leaning close, his lank dark hair hanging forward. “Yeah, doll, I’d love to hear about your talents.” 
Julie didn’t flinch. “I’m friendly.” She looked at him with her large brown eyes lined with kohl eyeliner. “I talk to everyone. I notice things.”
Malo addressed the sergeant. “We could
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