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Dedicated to all the courageous souls whose stories have been told to inspire, empower and educate us all.
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Prologue
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On a bright Friday in January, near Fort St. John, B.C., my brother Ken was home nursing a cold with lemon tea. His high school biology classes were in the hands of a substitute teacher. Ken curled up with his binoculars in the bay window of the log cabin he’d built ten years previously. Two elk were pawing in the snow at the far edge of his lawn. 

The elks’ heads snapped up. 

As one, they were gone, and a frantic rapping sounded on the door. Ken disentangled himself from his blanket and answered.

Disheveled and wearing only a T-shirt and jeans, his nearest neighbor, Sara, panted, her cheeks red with cold, eyes wild. “My house is on fire! The baby—”

Ken’s breath caught. He threw his shoes on.

“—he’s still in the house—”

Ken pointed to the phone. “Call 911.” 

He ran, laces flying, across the frozen, sugary snow of his front lawn and up the driveway where tire treads had flattened a narrow path. The icy air slapped his skin, and cold burned his lungs as he reached the top of the hill. He dashed through Sara’s gate and up her drive to the old, rented bungalow. Smoke leaked from the closed windows, chimney, and eaves, forming a wisp of gray in the crystal blue air. The crackle of flame was audible behind the walls.

Ken dashed up the steps and rattled the front doorknob. Locked.

He plunged into the mounds of snow at the side of the house. The windows were all shut and too high to reach with any hope of entry. He plowed through the heavy snow to the back, up the three steps to the door. 

It opened.

Ken stepped into a wall of heat. He slammed the door, the better to strangle the fire.

“Braden!” he called. The child was only two. 

The dim interior seethed with thick, choking smoke. He dropped to his knees, eyes watering, and crawled across the linoleum. 

“Braden!”

The crackle of flames and the hoarse breath of the fire were his only response.

Fumes from the basement streamed from the vents below the cupboards to join the clouds just above his head. Chair legs. A few scattered toys. His eyes and throat burned.

There. A small, stockinged foot extended from behind the refrigerator.

Ken slid across the floor and pulled on the foot. A wail erupted from the crevice.

He reached in, found the small, wriggling body, and scooped the child into his arms. 

“Mummy!” the boy screeched.

Coughing and cradling the child in one arm, Ken lowered his head and crawled to the door. He shoved it open with a shoulder and scrambled down the steps and away from the building. The oxygen from the opened door gave new life to the flames as Ken ran with the crying child. Sara, waiting in the snow, half-frozen and half-roasted by the conflagration, grabbed the terrified boy.

Courage.

A number of months later, Ken was given the Medal of Bravery by Canada’s Governor General, but when asked about the events of that day, he never said much about bravery or courage. He wasn’t the kind to talk about emotions, though he did admit that some distant part of him was aware—very aware—of the danger of the situation. Perhaps, like many, he had a release of disquiet after the fact when he truly realized what he had done. 

Some might say anyone would have done the same, though Sara (not her real name) didn’t. For Ken, there was no choice.

Stories like this—like the stories of bomb experts, helicopter rescue pilots, or captains of sinking vessels—are often the examples that come to mind when we think of courage. But on reflection, it’s clear there’s a multitude of different kinds of courage, from the heroic to tiny acts of personal determination.

This is a book about courage. About what it means, about its role in our lives, and about how each of us, in our own daily situations, can lead courageous lives. Mostly, though, this is a book of stories, which we hope will inspire readers to consider more deeply the personal choices they make every day to make the world a better place—for themselves and for others.

—Susan Forest
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Introduction
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If you don’t want to get criticized, hide from the world.

Be nobody, stand for nothing. Never express yourself.

Keep your creativity hidden.

But realize that a life lived in fear and anonymity is no life at all. Progress and growth demand bravery. Have the courage to be disliked while staying kind.

Meet cruelty with grace and stand tall in who you are, no matter the noise.

—Vex King

––––––––
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Within the policing organization where I worked, we recognized those who overcame adversity, faced paralyzing fear, or did something extraordinary for the people and community they served. These individuals saved lives, filled needs in places where needs needed filling, or demonstrated investigative excellence in the pursuit of truth and justice. 

In my world, we refer to it as earning your bricks, an award reserved for those who exemplify exceptional acts. Normal people called upon to do extraordinary things demonstrate that strength, resilience, and valor do exist within all of us. 

Undaunted is a book of “bricks,” a tip of the hat to some of the most amazing people I have had the pleasure to know or learn about in my two-decade-long journey in law enforcement. 

For centuries, courage has been celebrated, awarded, and admired. It has been revered as one of the greatest attributes of character. 

Most of us view courage as an exceptional brand of bravery, heroically overcoming something others would view as physically, politically, or personally dangerous. Throughout history, many courageous people have committed inspirational acts. People like the students who marched on Tiananmen Square, defying laws they thought unjust and standing up to communist tanks in support of something they considered “better;” like Viola Desmond who, as a black woman in 1946—eleven years before Rosa Parks—chose to sit in a whites-only section of a segregated movie theater in New Glasgow, Nova Scotia, despite demands to leave—an action that went on to help start the civil rights movement in Canada; and like Jane Goodall, who lived in solitude in the jungles of Africa, championing her passion for chimpanzee conservation.

From my early days as a patrol officer to my time as an undercover narcotics officer, to my last fourteen years in Homicide, and now as an author and public speaker, I have had a unique opportunity to witness inspiring acts of resiliency, perseverance, and courage from an eclectic group of uncommon people, some whom I have served and some whom I have served alongside. I believe these people exemplify that greatness is in all of us.

Those called to the professions of emergency medicine, search and rescue, and policing are often drawn by the desire to help. They enter such vocations with an understanding that lives may depend on their decisions and actions. They train their skills, reactions, and teamwork to be prepared for not only the expected but the exceptional circumstances that may require their help. One such case stands out in my mind: 

One March a few years ago, multiple police units were dispatched to reports of an armed suspect raising havoc in one community after he had committed a series of robberies and several attempted carjackings. The suspect, fleeing to a suburban neighborhood, first pounded on the glass door of a house where a nine-year-old girl was home alone. Then, spooked by the police response, he disappeared, possibly into one of the many unlocked sheds and detached garages in the area.

After an hour of scouring the vicinity with police dogs and a helicopter, officers reluctantly called off the search, scratching their heads in frustration. This left only one team behind—two officers—to finish up the paperwork and write reports from inside their police car parked on the street. 

Then, in the distance, the silence of their weekday afternoon was disturbed by the sound of breaking glass.

Alerted now, the two looked at each other, then slipped from the patrol car. 

They walked cautiously up the alley in the direction of the sound, listening and watching. It was a beautiful spring day, but after the dragnet, the area was deserted. Anyone who wasn’t at work was staying indoors.

“I thought it came from over here,” one officer said. They popped the gate to a bungalow’s yard and took a few steps onto the path between the lawn and a detached garage, guns out, pointing down. A window in the garage was broken. 

A bit of black smoke wafted out. “He’s in there.” 

Then—a flash, like a camera—the crack of a gun blast— 

The bullet hit the lead officer’s armpit, bypassing the vest, like the wallop of a baseball bat, but needlepoint. “I’m shot.”

Training and survival responses kicked in. The second officer thrust himself between his partner and the gunman, calling for reinforcements over his radio. They backed out of the yard, shooting at the window to keep the gunman down. The injured officer held the house with one hand, trying not to vomit.

Out of the yard and struggling to breathe, a feeling like the worst flu ever came over the critically injured officer. He collapsed onto the street in front of the house, falling into what he later described as the deepest, most peaceful sleep of a lifetime. 

Pop-pops of gunfire pierced his consciousness. Oh, yeah, I’m at work. But there was no pain. No worries. I’m going to stay awake this time. Images of his wife and infant child washed him with overwhelming bliss and love.

“Stay awake.”

Officers starting to arrive. A dodge truck in front of the residence. Cops running past. 

“Come on. Stay awake.”

“Stay awake, now!”

Then the paramedic was there, his competent hands cutting the uniform off, cleaning the wound, putting on chest seals. With relief, the officer found he could breathe again. 

He was loaded into the back of the ambulance, and the vehicle screamed to the hospital, lights and siren flashing, the officer in critical, life-threatening condition. 

But he knew at that moment he would survive; that the peaceful sleep he’d been woken from would not return; that the bandaging used to temporarily fix the wound was doing its job. In the hands of his colleagues, the officer relaxed with a firmly planted resolve to survive—and he did.

But the perpetrator was still inside the garage. Arriving officers took up containment points around the structure, which was now a dangerous and chaotic situation. Undeterred gunfire continued to ring out from the garage.

The smoke, which the first officers observed escaping the garage window, had transformed into a raging inferno sweeping through the garage. Still, gunfire thundered from inside. The officers prepared to face a person who, at any moment, would be driven from the heat of the flames. 

He never left.

I am sure the irony of this situation was not lost on any of them. One incident, two desires. One, a desire to live; the other, a desire to die. For the man in the garage, the smoke choked out his last breath, and fire consumed his body. The building burned to the ground.

This event captures many of the characteristics and virtues that make up uncommon people: 

Initiative. Well before a single shot was fired—though they no doubt felt slogged down by paperwork—the officers did not ignore the sound of glass breaking. While I’m sure some of us would have chosen to brush it off (after all, it was just a faint sound, and it could really have been anything), for the officers in this story, it was worth investigating. Disregarding it would go against their values and purpose—service. So, they took the initiative to do just that. They put away the distraction of their heavy workload to investigate something that could have easily turned out to be nothing.

Discipline and Preparedness. Diligent, studious, and well-trained, they put their schooling to use as they entered the backyard of the residence where the noise had come from. With a keen awareness of their surroundings, they were drawn to the broken window of the garage and had already and subconsciously mapped out an egress route in case that broken window masked a threat. When gunfire erupted and one of the officers was struck, their reactions were disciplined and exactly as trained. They did not run. They held their ground while calling for help; they put distance between themselves and the threat, providing timely information others would need as they responded. 

Trust. Each officer put trust in the other to survive this encounter. 

Selflessness. For the officer who was not struck, his willingness to lead his injured partner to safety demonstrated, on a grand scale, the willingness to put himself into jeopardy in the face of extreme threat and risk, something I will assert takes unimaginable courage to do. 

This same level of valor was, ultimately, required of those other officers who returned to the area of the shooting. They responded, knowing there was an active shooter on scene, knowing he had already shot one of their colleagues and was demonstrating intent to shoot more. Yet they did. Multiple cars went to the scene, and despite the risks, officers were able to contain the threat to this one area of the neighborhood, warn neighbors, and evacuate them into their basements. Each again relied on their teammates to do this, and from these actions, no one else was hurt or killed, with the exception of the perpetrator.

Resiliency. The injured officer’s decision to fight and live made right there on the roadway despite suffering such a catastrophic injury, was another form of courage. He faced his suffering, and struggled to follow paramedics’ orders to stay awake. In fact, it was only weeks after this incident that this officer returned to work. His resiliency has never let this event hold him back or prevent him from continuing in his work. His gratitude to his partner and all who helped him has been unwavering and heartfelt.

Courage. One example in many forms.

But, as inspiring as this illustration is, there are other kinds of courage, too.

At a book signing several years ago (for my first book, Skeletons in My Closet) my then co-author Sarah Graham and I were collecting donations of jewelry and cash for a charitable organization supporting survivors of domestic abuse. We had been signing for about an hour when I caught a glimpse of a woman who appeared to have had better days. She seemed disheveled and a bit out of sorts. 

“What is this charity all about?” she asked. 

I explained the organization’s goals and their commitment to supporting women in shelters who had survived domestic abuse through a Christmas jewelry drive.

She told us she was living on the street as a bottle picker and dumpster diver (her words) and found it difficult that people no longer talked to her or wanted anything to do with her, something she attributed to being in the place she was. She told how, only hours earlier, she had been turned away from a large retail store in the mall after inquiring about getting a few free samples of makeup to cover some bruises along her jawline.

“You see,” she said, “a man broke my jaw a month ago.”

As she spoke, she reached into her backpack and pulled out a small, worn change purse. A shimmer of gold-plated jewelry peeked out from inside the pouch, a stark contrast to the grime on her fingers and nails.

“Here,” she said as she dropped her donation into the jewelry chest. “I found this in the garbage a few days ago, but I’ve earned enough money picking bottles that I have a home for the week and won’t be needing it anymore. It can go to someone else who does.” 

Her gesture could not be refused. To do so would be to deny her dignity, even though its value probably equated to a small meal, which she in turn also refused when offered. This was something she wished to do, with no expectation of return to herself.

[image: Rectangle 2]
How is it that someone who had just been passed over by another still had the strength of spirit to give to someone else she felt was in need? 
This, too, is courage.

Many stories, many examples, all describing the word we call “courage.” 

So, how do we define this concept?

I don’t know.

Philosophers and linguists have discussed courage as a broad category that can be broken into component parts. Physical courage has been called the choice—and willingness—to confront agony, pain, danger, uncertainty, hardship, intimidation, even death or threat of death. Moral courage might be thought of as the ability to act rightly in the face of popular opposition, shame, scandal, discouragement, or personal loss. Fortitude is the mental or emotional strength that enables resilience in the face of adversity: courage for action and fortitude for suffering. Other thinkers have broken courage down into still smaller sub-components. Bravery, perseverance, honesty, and even zest might play into this concept. Social, intellectual, emotional, and spiritual courage could be considered. All of these are worthy concepts.

Ultimately, however, this book comes from our own personal reflections on courage—it should not serve as an academic study on the topic. Undaunted will instead focus on stories of courage and the virtues of uncommon people through our own personal lens of experience witnessing it. 

All forms of courage, whether it’s facing a physical confrontation, a social one, or even wrestling with one’s inner moral, spiritual, and intellectual core beliefs, is a confrontation with one’s own fear. Undaunted will finish with a look at how each of us can transform these concepts into our own everyday life. How each of us might, in some ways, join the ranks of the uncommon people featured throughout.

Matthew McConaughey once said, “We all have two wolves in us, a good one and a bad one, and they both want to eat. We just have to feed the good one more than the bad one.” 

I believe courage is exactly this: our response to the valiant fight between the good and bad thoughts that exist in all of us. Without our own resiliency—without our small, daily acts of courage—we might find that self-doubt, negativity, and the not-so-helpful opinions of others would triumph, affecting both individuals and society. 

Why the butterflies? The butterflies are an important symbol used throughout this book to represent the insights and reflections we hope our readers will take away at the end of each section. They highlight the key messages we have tried to convey through the people whose stories we’ve been privileged to tell.  

For me, stories of courage signal hope. The best way to inspire courage is through stories about courage. It is for this reason we have written this book.

Happy reading.

—Dave Sweet
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Chapter 1—Boogeymen: Understanding Fear
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“Can a man still be brave if he’s afraid?”

“That is the only time a man can be brave,” his father told him.

― George R.R. Martin, A Song of Ice and Fire

––––––––
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More than once in my career, I have stood over the work of a coward—someone who has allowed fear to undermine their morality—as I watched his victim’s body cool and stiffen. At such times I have wondered how someone could so purposefully harm their wife or child, peacefully asleep in their beds. This act, to take the life of someone close, demonstrates what most of us could never understand—selfishness and cowardliness.

Cowardice—courage’s shadow—born of fear. 

So this is where our book starts: fear.  

Without understanding fear and its underpinnings, it is difficult to truly appreciate courage when it is displayed in all its forms.

Over my career, I have come to discover that some of the most notorious people I had a hand in convicting of murder were people I would have paid no attention to if I had brushed shoulders with them in a grocery store instead of a police station.

Take one man who came to Canada from the Philippines to work as a nanny. His unassuming look comforted the family. Dark-rimmed glasses framed his baby face, and his body type would suggest he spent more time in front of the television or computer than in a gym. Then, one day, in an episode of rage, he stabbed the woman and one of the children he had cared for, killing both while the rest of the family was away at work and school. 

Movies and television reinforce what we are told about what bad people look like. Images like the night stalker Richard Ramirez or the infamous cult killer Charles Manson are two examples; so is the heavily tattooed gang member who denotes his affiliations through markings that go over the face and neck, masking any innocence that person may still have. Some people think bad people act like the fictional MTV characters Beavis and Butt-Head, heavy metal punks who act and talk like they are always stoned. 

We all learned as kids that “bad guys” or dangerous people drove white panel vans advertising “free candy” on the side. Hopefully as we got older, we became wiser and more aware: the real wolves in sheep’s clothing come in other shapes and sizes. They do not only live in the darkest of alleys; they are found online and in any community, rich or poor. 

The real-life couple, Karla Homolka and Paul Bernardo looked—if pictures told the complete story—more like Barbie and Ken than infamously sadistic serial killers who terrorized Scarborough and St. Catherine’s Ontario in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s. Schmoozy John Wayne Gacy ran in elite circles during the week and played clown on the weekends. The charismatic and intelligent serial killer Ted Bundy was complimented by the judge during his trial (in which he represented himself) as being a “bright legal mind.”

Can we really know what dangerous people look like?

Of course not. Yet, we expect victims should be able to do so. 

We expect police should, and probation and parole officers should, and even judges. 

Certainly, once we learn what a person is capable of, they begin to look creepy to most of us, but that vibe only bubbles to the surface after their dastardly deeds are discovered. 

This is why it’s important to take the time to check facts. Gut and intuition—a “funny feeling”—are important guideposts. But when these are based only on the way a person carries him or herself or how they look, they aren’t foolproof. 
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​Fear

The American Psychological Association defines fear as a rational reaction to a potentially dangerous event or object. Its function is to keep us safe: keep us from touching a hot stove or walking into traffic. Or, in the case of undercover police officers, keep them hypervigilant regarding their surroundings and the people in them. When we are startled, fear gives us the adrenaline-fueled energy to fight or run. Fear has been a part of the evolved brain since fish appeared in Earth’s early oceans, and it is still with us because it has helped us survive.

But fear can also prevent us from trying new things. Take fire. Fear of fire is rational because of a fire’s destructive potential when it is unconstrained. This is where common sense and respect for dangerous things come in. But when we have skill and respect for fire’s dangers, fire brings us warm homes, cooked foods, candlelight dinners, and backyard sing-alongs around a fire pit. When one is restricted by fear, there are a lot of life-enriching experiences, as well as survival and convenience measures, that are off the table. This is what fear does: it restrains us; it tricks us into playing it safe when, in fact, risk and exploration are necessary to life. 
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Fear is profoundly interconnected with courage. Sometimes, it is seen as courage’s antithesis; fearlessness is equated to bravery. Yet it is also true that a person who acts to help or save another in the absence of fear might not consider their act brave at all: as Ned Stark, in the quote opening this chapter, points out, it takes immense courage to face fear and overcome it. So, the relationship is not a simple one of opposites. 

––––––––
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Susan would point out that one of the few times in her years as an elementary school principal that she has had to deal with a student bringing a weapon to school, the cause was fear. A student who had been teased and bullied thought his only recourse was to defend himself by coming to school with a knife. The child may have lacked the social courage to stand up to the bullies, but his experience told him he had good reason to fear the unforgiving group. Unfortunately, he’d also lost faith in the adults in his life to help him negotiate his problems.

Fear can be one of our most dangerous emotions: fear of losing a spouse who has fallen out of love with us, fear of empty store shelves in a pandemic or war zone, fear of losing privilege when traditionally under-represented classes gain status. Some politicians have used fear to gain votes or to dehumanize others to justify war, slavery, or economic subjugation. It is much easier to shoot or enslave someone if our fear of them causes us to not recognize them as human.

Fear and courage are deeply intertwined. Identifying an act as either “fearful” or “courageous” relies on three factors:

· The danger of the situation

· The worthiness of the cause

· The perception of one’s ability






There is a close connection between fear and confidence. Knowing one’s skills and abilities and being able to determine when to fight fear or when to flee it gives us confidence. And, a part of this decision-making depends on how important the cause may be that one is called upon to fight for or defend. Neither rigid control of fear nor a denial of fear is helpful: the ideal is to judge a situation and allow reason to guide us toward a goal we deem worthwhile. 
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Without an appropriate balance between fear and confidence when facing a threat, one cannot have the courage to overcome it. 

A Three-Headed Monster

I believe fear is a three-headed monster. Each head represents a facet of fear that needs to be overcome if we are to understand ourselves and live fuller lives – beginning with the first of the three heads – Most of our fears are learned.

​

The Origin of Fear

Where does fear originate? Some fear is inborn, but most is learned, either through trauma or through our socialization as we grow up. Fear can also be reinforced through the story we tell ourselves about our identity: “I am afraid of ___.”

Newborn babies have two innate fears: loud noises and a fear of falling. This means our other fears are learned through the experiences that have shaped us on our journey through life.

Thinking back to my days raising my own babies, I certainly remember seeing these startle responses in both of my children. Their arms would fly up if they were lowered too quickly, or their fists clench up and shake before a cry formed on their face if something was dropped noisily on a floor. 

Some inborn fears (such as fear of heights), may be common to all mammals and may have developed early in our evolutionary history. Others, such as the fear of snakes, may be common to all primates, and still others, such as fear of mice and insects, may be unique to humans and developed when mice and insects became important carriers of infectious diseases in early settlements.

In my career, I have never lived with more daily fear and anxiety than during my time working undercover in the Drug Unit.

[image: Text Box 21]
No doubt somewhere in my childhood—perhaps through “just say no to drugs” campaigns and parental lectures on the subject—I learned that drugs were bad, drug dealers were evil, and illicit substances went hand in hand with violence. Such sentiments were further reinforced as I grew older and turned on the evening news to hear “police believe this crime was drug motivated” or after marveling at the before-and-after photographs of people who had physically declined through addiction—the faces of methamphetamine users, for example. These entrenching beliefs raised my anxiety, particularly in my first year of undercover work, each time I went out to meet a new, unsuspecting drug trafficker. 
Looking back on those days now, I chuckle when I think about how many times I went to meet someone new, assuming by the sound of their gruff voice on the phone that they were going to be 6’5” and 300 pounds—only to learn they were some 120-pound kid from the suburbs driving Mom and Dad’s Range Rover.

Because of my early learning, the fears I had about the drug subculture before working in it colored my initial understanding of the overall drug world. It turns out not all drug dealers are scary. Not all “druggies” are dangerous. Not all violent crimes are drug-related. In fact, in my city, the number one motivation for murder (five-year average) is not drugs but a heat-of-the-moment confrontation: unplanned, unscripted homicides that happen literally in the blink of an eye. The second motivation for murder is a poor indictment of our community: domestic homicides. Over a five-year average, these out-paced both drug and gang-motivated murders.

Reminiscing, I believe my fear was likely not innate or born of trauma but more likely nurtured in response to social expectations about the drug subculture and reinforced through self-perception. Of course, in the case of an individual who fears something different, it is impossible to say what has precipitated their fear: all four could be contributing factors. 
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Regardless of cause, though, people who wish to move forward can consider the words of Will Smith: “Fear is not real. It is the product of thoughts you create. Danger is real. But fear is a choice.” 
​Unshackling 

Moving past and unshackling ourselves from our learned fears may start with a small feat, as was the case for a very dear friend of mine. Born into a home where mental illness and substance abuse afflicted both of her parents, at the age of five, she vividly remembered the last time she heard the words “I love you” from the lips of her mother. At the age of eight, she recalled a moment in time when she thought, “I must only endure this life for ten more years.”

Through her young, chaotic childhood, her family never stayed settled for any length of time, and she was shuttled around from place to place, town to town, knowing any friends she had would be difficult to see again, and new ones would be only in her life for a short period of time. Her situation was the result of choices by her parents, who, through their own illnesses, could not see the anxiety and chaos that filled their daughter’s heart. 

At sixteen, she did what she had dreamed of at eight. She left her family two years earlier than she had planned. Moving from her rural roots, she came to the city and, armed with a dream, settled into a one-bedroom apartment and enrolled in college. Self-conscious around other people, she struggled with the feeling that everyone was looking at her, judging her, and sizing her up. 

One day, coming home from school, she walked in to find her apartment had been broken into. And then a week later, broken into again. Shattered, she moved, left school, and fell into a state of reclusion, fearful of leaving the sanctity of her new space, fearful of venturing into the world. 

Then, one day, she took that first small step to break her fear—she unlatched the door, headed to a nearby coffee shop, and ordered herself a coffee—one cream, two sugars. With the aromas of roasting coffee beans surrounding her, she sat quietly, reading a paper and soaking in the comforting ambiance. Feeling proud of what she had just accomplished, a smile came over her face. 

She had done it. She had begun her path of healing from the sadness of her past: a past that had socialized her to feel vulnerable, afraid, and unsure of the world and people around her and from the trauma of having her sanctum violated. Facing the fear that had developed through both mechanisms, she went on from that day to beat her paralyzing fear, one small step at a time. 

Now an outgoing, vibrant, and successful jewelry designer, she delivered this story to a room full of people whose hearts swelled upon hearing her message: regardless of the origins of your fears, choose to be brave enough to take one small step, unlatch the door, and face the greatness of the world around you.

Notice, however, one key point to this story: she began with a small step. The girl in this story did what I think we all know we must do to move past our personal demons, and that is: face them head on while maintaining an emotionally safe environment. But—as many of us can relate—this isn’t always easy to do. A decision to engage in personal change requires us to become uncomfortable. 

Of course, there is much more to developing courage than a simple “buck up and move on” determination. It is counterproductive to merely step into a fearful situation and re-traumatize oneself. In many cases, particularly those involving phobias, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, or those frightening situations where a stalker continues to be a true threat, simply willing yourself not to be afraid is not an option, and one should seek the support of a trained professional. 

Yet, for appropriate situations and for those who are able, this is one step. 
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Fear can influence us through power and control

This is the second head of the monster.

In some circles, the adage, “snitches get stitches,” is a pervasive belief, and the bolded exclamation point tattooed onto the monster’s second head. This credo hampers too many homicide investigations today.

One example from my work dates back to nearly a decade ago. One night, a young marijuana trafficker was abducted by a group of men, likely seeking to profit by extorting him. When the young man refused to pay, the aggressors bound him and lit him on fire in the back of his car. They left him to burn to death, but he didn’t—not immediately, anyway. 

After the fire had incinerated his clothing and the bindings that kept him restrained, the victim was able to escape the burning car and run a short distance for help while still engulfed in flames. Neighbors who heard his screams came to his rescue and extinguished the fire, but not before he had been burned over ninety percent of his body. When the first responding officers and medics arrived, the victim was still conscious and able to provide his name and date of birth. However, when asked what had happened and who had done this to him, the victim said nothing more. Twenty-four hours later, the victim died from his injuries, and we were starting at square one to try to identify the culprits. His case remains unsolved to this day.

Fear has a persuasive ability to influence us.

A witness’s or victim’s fear of reprisal is likely due to a belief they will become the next victim if they speak up, something we have all learned through watching television and movies. However, is this fear realistic? Not from my experience. 

After being involved in the investigation of almost three hundred murders, I can truthfully say I am unaware of a single case in my city where a witness to a murder has ever been killed after giving statements to the police or court. With that said, there have been a few cases where a criminal has preemptively struck out at a person who has information before they ever had a chance to go to the police.

In one instance, a young man who’d been exploited for almost a year as cannon fodder and muscle for a band of thugs discovered his criminal associates had just committed a heinous murder. Investigating officers believed the gang decided this young man’s drug addiction was too serious a liability, and as a result, he could not be trusted to keep the group’s secret intact. To protect themselves, he was executed. A quote I once read on the back of an old biker’s shirt—belonging to a fellow I had been chummy with in my undercover days—encapsulates the act: “Three can keep a secret if two are dead.” 

This case and others like it have led me to believe that a witness may be safer talking to the cops than not. 

The other option, of course, is to get out of a criminal life before the gang decides you are the group’s weak link or the target in the next police investigation. That is exactly what this next person decided to do. Bucking the trend and speaking out against his criminal associates, he became a key witness for police grappling with a major gang war between two rival factions back in the mid-2000s.

First, a bit of context:

During that time, shootings had become too frequent in our city and could occur anywhere: noodle houses, malls, or out front of residences in the suburbs. I remember this time vividly, as at that point in my career, I was working in our drug unit as an undercover operative, and we were often asked to infiltrate the inner circles of gangs. It’s no surprise that the root of all this violence centered on the lucrative drug scene. 

I also remember how nonchalant gun violence was becoming. In one case, a gang member had gone into a restaurant with his prospective love interest. As the pair sat at a table eating noodles, rivals moved in to assassinate him. The gunman entered the restaurant. In a blink, he shot and killed both in front of a restaurant of shocked patrons. 

This open display of gun violence demonstrated almost weekly that not one area of the city was safer than another. 

Another situation that put the unsuspecting public at risk, including a number of Christmas shoppers, occurred when automatic weapons fired round after round from a moving vehicle circling an intended target in a mall parking lot. The victim was hit but survived after his associates loaded him into a vehicle and dropped him at the front doors of a nearby emergency department. 

At the height of the violence, a well-known case involved three shooters who entered a noodle house hunting for rivals inside. Likely tipped off that members of the opposing group were at the restaurant, the soon-to-be assassins drove into the restaurant’s parking lot. Three gangsters exited the vehicle and entered the premises. Gunfire erupted, and one patron, unconnected with the gangs, attempted to flee. He was shot and killed, his life taken wantonly along with the two gang associates inside.

This violence—the randomness of it in open public places—was obviously a major concern for the police and, likely, for the gangsters involved, as well. Killing had become easy for both groups, and because of this, the ties binding members of each group grew even stronger. 

Given this context, here is the story:

A lay-it-on-the-line investigator who “could sell ice to a penguin” understood the only way we were going to get a hold on the problem was if we could find someone inside one or both of the groups to become cooperative with the police. He took it upon himself to find that person. The informant he found turned out to be a central figure in all the violence. In part for his own self-preservation and in part for a desire to make changes in his life, he did the unthinkable and turned on his gang to become a police witness. Multiple homicides were cleared with charges, and a half dozen people went to jail, ultimately dismantling one of the two major groups behind much of the bloodshed.

After the trials were completed, the now-cooperative gangster, serving time for the five murders he committed, went on—from a jail cell—to participate in the creation of a video detailing his descent into gangs. His message, now played for youth across our city who attend the police interpretive center, is one of warning. In his delivery, he talks about how, in the beginning, he and his friends were only interested in making money through drug trafficking. But when the violence started between the two gangs competing for the same markets, he and his friends progressed from being “just” drug traffickers to kids who were now hunting rival gang members every day. He spoke about the recruitment process to bring new kids to the gang and the importance of those recruitment efforts. For him, the recruitment of new kids into the gang was a way to distance himself from the drug trafficking. He understood if the gang treated the new recruits well, better than their own families—buying them expensive clothes and so forth—their loyalty would know no bounds. They would eventually do whatever was asked of them, and they did it all. 

Fortunately for the police, this man’s loyalty did have boundaries. It was those boundaries that led him ultimately down a different path and demonstrated that even a person full of hate and evil might still possess a sliver of good waiting to be unshackled. 

Fear. Fear is likely front and center in the minds of any person experiencing intimate partner violence. Facing that fear and acting—when it is possible and by whom it is possible—is what is courageous.

When I was just a young officer, I attended several murder scenes as a first responder. While there, I would be tasked with holding a security point, or continuity, around the perimeter of the scene. It was at one of these early scenes I heard a chilling story that emphasized the importance of never leaving threats unchecked. It was a demonstration of how instantaneously dangerous an abuser can become. 

It was spring. A young gal had just separated from her boyfriend, with whom she shared a child. From the outset, the breakup was tumultuous. Through the rollercoaster of this drama, the girl met a new fellow, a nice guy with whom she fell in love. But the ex did not take this new love interest well. Additionally, he felt threatened by the new man’s relationship with their young daughter. Days before the woman was murdered, an ominous message appeared, scrawled onto the doorway of her home. Stay Away! On the eve of her death, the ex recorded a threat on her answering machine: “I’m going all the way, all the way. You can laugh about it now ... but I promise you won’t be laughing soon. I am the best there was, the best there is, the best there ever will be.”

The following morning, she was dead. The ex slit her throat and left her to die on the back patio of her home. 

The worst part? This terrible crime did not need to happen. It was wholly foreseeable. But the man’s words and actions, days before she was slain, went unreported to the police. 

Intimate partner violence crimes are layered with complexity. It is important to recognize that those within an abusive relationship may experience many emotions, from fear to hate, to love for the person they thought they married, to hope, to despair, to life-sucking hopelessness that bleeds away their capacity to act, or even to know they should act. As much as many of us—not only the police, but torn friends and family, and the victim herself—wish the world was black and white, and “just say no” or “just leave” was as simple as the phrases suggest, this simplicity does not describe the real world. Many who suffer need help to take those first few courageous steps—and this requires courage also on the part of the sympathetic onlooker who has been patiently waiting for the day they can help.

And once the abused person has taken those first steps, the journey is not over. There are many kinds of fear that can haunt a person for years.

Not unlike gangsters or people who abuse their partners, sex traffickers also use the constant threat of violent repercussions as one way to control the women enslaved to them. Young girls inexperienced in dealing with the charm of a silver-tongued devil are no match for the predator who lives off the back of a sex trade worker. To create vulnerability, pimps begin by wining, dining, and manipulating their prey into vulnerable positions and often introduce drugs or special gifts like free rent or new clothes to the targeted girl. As the “tab” grows, his talons sink deeper until one day, she is trapped and forced to sell her body for sex so she can pay back what she owes and/or maintain her blooming addiction. 

Here is the story of one remarkable young woman who had the courage to unshackle herself from a life of enslavement.

Though she came from a loving family, when she was six years old, she was sexually abused by a family friend. She kept the incident from her parents because “they were such good people” but instead developed poor coping mechanisms to deal with her trauma.

By eleven, she was drinking and smoking and hanging out with people older than her and learned she could numb things with alcohol. Running with the wrong crowd, making poor decisions, and acting out to feel accepted, when she hit fifteen, she dropped out of high school. 

“I started working full time to support myself—not that I had to leave my house, but my dad said, ‘If you don’t want to go to school, you’ve got to work. You have to pick one or the other.’ I wanted to live my life, so I chose to live on my own. Still, I had their support if I needed it.”

This young woman wasn’t naïve about crime. She dated boyfriends who dealt drugs and had friends involved with the police or who had records or had been in jail. But she’d never been involved in illegal drugs or crime herself. “And I always maintained a full-time job in spite of my drinking.”

However, she fell into debt. A lot of debt. “That’s how the situation started. I didn’t want help. I wasn’t ready to get sober.”

She was twenty-nine when she met the man who would lure her into the sex trade. “The crazy part of it was, because I’d always been around, say, ‘interesting characters,’ I felt I knew how to read people. But when I met him, I had no idea of the manipulation I was about to walk into.”

They met at a nightclub and began to party, spending more and more time together. She knew he sold drugs, though he tried to hide it. “Like, he didn’t think I knew what was happening. And I’d say, ‘I know exactly what you’re doing. I dated drug dealers before. I know your lingo.’“

At the time, she was working a full-time job plus a part-time job, and when he asked why, she told him about her debt. “And he’s like, ‘You’ve never looked at doing other stuff?’ and I was like, ‘Absolutely not. I wouldn’t sell drugs. Why would I want to put myself at risk?’“

But one time at his house, while drinking, she blacked out, something that had never happened to her before. It was only later she realized she’d been drugged. 

“I remember coming to, and it was very hard for me to wake up. But there was some guy on top of me, engaging in sexual activity. I fought him off and went into the other room where the guy I was dating was with some other people. He kept me there, held me there, talked to me, and started to slowly spin that I’d created this situation. That I did this. He said, ‘You know, I want to be with you, and you do this? It’s your fault, but I forgive you.’ And he was so good at manipulating me, I believed I’d done something wrong.” This incident and the manipulation that followed was the beginning of her nightmare, forced into the sex trade.

She didn’t see any of the money. If she had money from a client, she had to bring it to him. “He’d say, ‘You have two options. You can come here with the money, or I’m going to rob you. You decide how you want to do this.’“ When she protested that she needed money to pay her debts, he’d tell her to wait and pay it later with more money. “He’d have me do in-calls in my apartment, and he’d say, ‘I have to hold the money because it’s too dangerous to keep money at your place.’ If I started to push back on it, he’d get abusive, physically, mentally, and emotionally.” It got to the point where she’d think, why would I even fight with him about this?

Over the two years she worked, and later, as the trial went forward, she found out other things that were “mind-blowing. For instance, his family owned a restaurant I’d been to many times. I’d walked by his mom, but I had no idea because he told me his mom was sick in Toronto with cancer. He used lies about his mother dying of cancer to keep me in line. Yeah, there were a lot of lies. Tons.”

It was very well-ingrained in her never to call the police. “I believed
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