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Each of us decides which lessons we choose to learn and which we allow to sink deep enough to become part of our own wisdom. I’ve walked alongside this path with Dave as he has shared his stories, tracing with words the roads he took and the wisdom learned and earned. Some lessons are calloused with good use, a few still shiny and new, and some are buried under a scar or two. We hope this book resonates and that there is wisdom within its pages to help you navigate your own path.

Not everyone has a warm fuzzy when they think of law enforcement. I knew that before I started writing with Dave. What I didn’t realize was just how much of a gap there can be between police and the public. As I worked on this project, friends shared previously undisclosed reservations and comments (some rather explicit) about police officers but also expressed their interest in reading it. They trusted me and knew that if this was a project I would undertake, they would want to listen to what the book had to say. That support still humbles me, but really, it speaks to its relevance and timeliness.

If I knew people who, even given their cautious opinion of police officers, genuinely wanted to read his story to understand a perspective different from their own, there likely would be others.

Dave’s résumé reads like a wish list for any author wanting to collaborate with someone in law enforcement. His drive is complemented by compassion, his bite tempered by wisdom. His experience is painfully real. I can’t tell you how often I stumbled against troubling realities while writing this book, but that was the point.

He wanted to write this book for his children, explain where he’d been when he’d missed special days as they were growing up, and explain the job. I wanted to write it for everyone else. We’re all someone’s kid, and most of us have picked up baggage of some sort along the way. By unpacking Dave, I hope readers can unpack what they needed to within themselves, find the space to understand another’s perspective, and maybe unpack the world around them a bit more. Sometimes, we simply need a place to start the conversation.

Since day one of this project, Dave has been a complete and total pain in the ass—and an incredibly caring individual I am honored to call a friend and co-author. Five years after our first edition was published, I still believe in this project and our friendship. What surprised me was my own vault. I hadn’t realized I had created one as we wrote the first edition—and that I had shut damn tight—until Dave wanted to add several thousand words to this edition. Reading and writing projects are like that. We learn as much about ourselves as we do about the content.

Thank you for coming on this ride-along with us.

Sarah Kades (Sarah Graham)

October 2023
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Thank you to Sarah—I couldn’t have picked a better partner in crime. You have weathered my storms gracefully and always stayed true to yourself. Your commitment to this project has meant so much, and I truly appreciate you. I would be remiss if I did not also acknowledge your family, who have no doubt shown so much patience and understanding as you poured your time into this book—now as a second edition.

I would also like to acknowledge my children, family, and friends. Your support and backing for this project has been immense from the start and truly appreciated.
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[image: image]Have you learned the lessons only of
those who admired you, and were tender 
with you, and stood aside for you? Have
you not learned great lessons from those
who braced themselves against you, and
disputed passage with you?
- Walt Whitman

––––––––
[image: image]


More than a decade ago, I was sitting around a pool in Palm Springs, California, watching my kids play while I stretched out on my lounger, cold drink in hand. I had just finished an investigation where a young mother had been murdered, her half-naked body dumped in a drainage ditch, not to be found for months. Her little boy was left to be raised by strangers; the father had been sentenced to life and now sat in a jail cell for the senseless crime.

This case was no more horrific than others. It was the culmination of them that had me reflecting on my own mortality, my family, and my career. We get good at handling the darker sides of human behavior. Sometimes, cases float (or catapult) into our awareness long after the reports are filed and verdicts are in. This career has allowed me to reflect on my success and family and realize how lucky I am. So many go through tragedy, strife, and unfortunate circumstances. 

My kids live in a world where they are provided the things they need and many of the things they want. As I watched them play with such carefree happiness, I wished to share with them an understanding of what others go through and the lessons many of these situations have taught me. I wanted to write a book that talked about these things, lessons from Dad that they could turn to as they grew older. My father, from whom I learned so much, passed away during the writing of the original manuscript. Everything hit home even harder.

I began outlining ideas:

Staying out of dark places 
keeps you safe,

Just because you can do something
doesn't mean you should,

Not everyone lives behind white picket fences,

Always leave people in a better place
than you found them.

These became the building blocks for Skeletons in My Closet. I recognized early on that writing about real life would require a tempered soul if I wanted the lessons and philosophies to come out in a meaningful way. Frankly, the work I do conditions a person to the job. Writing a book to be read by an audience wider than those in law enforcement meant there was a significant chance some of those messages might be lost in either police-speak or with a modified social filter, neither serving the reader. 

In 2016, I pitched the concept to Sarah Graham (Kades), an author I knew from the local writing scene, who I trusted could help deliver my stories authentically and responsibly—and my polar opposite. Back then, I was more conservative after twenty years of service dealing with the darker aspects of humanity. Sarah’s a free spirit and had over fifteen years in environmental fields and was more liberal and nimble in her thinking. Her Yin balanced my sometimes-overbearing Yang. In my view, the collaboration worked, perhaps because of how different we were and what we each brought to the table.

From the beginning, Sarah shared my vision for the book. We both saw that one of the things that comes from a career in policing is a myriad of life lessons which so many of us, regardless of our careers, backgrounds, or specific challenges, could resonate with. We intended to share some of the wisdom from my career in law enforcement, from street cop to undercover police officer to homicide investigator. We hoped readers could take some of these stories, lessons, philosophies, and strategies to enhance their own lives. The lessons in this book are framed and shared with a strong sense of social responsibility and a desire to inspire positive change.

I am humbled and awed by the extraordinary community support for this book. It is not a book about blood, guts, or gore. It is not a book full of war stories nor musings on the scrutiny and judgments twenty-first-century policing has attracted from its critics. It is not a “rah-rah” book for cops everywhere, either. This book is introspective, the stories sincere, and the lessons practical. They are good reminders to all of us about what really matters.

I believe our work encompasses the many facets and lessons a career in policing can teach. I hope we have written a book that captures a different side of what people may think of cops, and one that our peers, our families, and my service can be proud of.

[image: image]
My career has been an unconventional classroom with unexpected teachers, surprising lessons, and challenging homework—like writing this book.

Why the butterflies? For Sarah and me, the butterfly represents the transformation of complex or horrific truths—witnessed in chaos—and flipped on their heads to find the positive commentary. It represents the lessons that come through this process and my fifty years of collected wisdom. The intention of the butterfly is to highlight our key messages throughout this book.


Dave Sweet

October 2023
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A Life of Service
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[image: image]“Police, at all times, should maintain a relationship with the  public that gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and the public are the police; the police being only members of the public who are paid to give full-time attention to duties which are incumbent on  every citizen in the interests of community welfare and existence.”

- Sir Robert Peel's Principles 
of Law Enforcement, 1829

––––––––
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Rekindled

I never met my grandfather, but he profoundly impacted my life’s path. He was a New York City police officer. Thirty years my grandmother’s senior, I only knew him from family stories, a small collection of memorabilia, and a handful of newspaper clippings. Those articles, chronicling his distinguished New York Police Department career between 1905–1912, included rooftop chases, dramatic arrests, and [image: image]saving the life of a drowning man. Heady stuff for a kid. How my grandfather came to be a justice of the peace in Alberta, Canada, only added to his mystery and intrigue.

For my mom and her younger sister, he was simply their dad, a strict disciplinarian of a different generation. For me, he was a larger-than-life figure and part of our family’s history. I grew up captivated and inspired by his choices to serve others.

Our history does not define who we are, but it can influence who we become in unpredictable ways.

This was the case with me. My grandfather’s life intrigued me. I also wanted a career that made a positive difference for people. As cool as chasing bad guys on rooftops sounded when I was twelve, at nineteen, teaching high school physical education seemed a more compelling choice. In my experience, coaches and gym teachers were healthy, happy, and carefree. It helped that I had great teachers who made a significant, positive impact on me. Their dedication and service inspired me, and I started college focused on a degree in education.

I was taking core education classes, doing my thing my way, but in the back of my mind was the echo of my mom’s voice, “You’re a lot like your grandfather.” Her sentiments influenced my choice of electives, and I sat in one criminology course, then another. Those courses rekindled the spark that had been smoldering since I was a kid. It wouldn’t be the only time I thought I had life figured out, only to find myself firmly on a very different path.

I changed my major to criminology and was now steering myself toward a career in law enforcement. I believed this choice could lead to the best of both worlds; policing has different career streams, including working in schools or with youth in the community. The road would be tough, the process arduous. Besides the explicit hurdles, it was also the mid-1990s, and police services across Canada focused on applicants from diverse cultural backgrounds. As a result, there had been an extraordinary number of applicants, many of whom would not normally have applied. Well-meaning individuals who felt it was too competitive, my chances too slim, cautioned me against pursuing this path—but my parents taught me:

––––––––
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It is up to each of us to choose to believe in ourselves.

Maybe there could be a place for me.

In the spring of 1996, I walked into the large lecture hall full of 2,400 recruit hopefuls to take the aptitude exam, the first step toward vying for one of twenty-four spots in the upcoming class. I still remember how nervous I felt that day. With several deep breaths, I settled my mind enough to pass the exam requirements. I proceeded through the remaining phases of the process: fitness testing, three separate interviews, a polygraph examination, psychological testing, and finally, health and background checks.

I was hired a year and a half later.

On a brisk November morning, I stepped into the front lobby of the downtown police headquarters and started the 125th recruit class. Finally, I knew where I was going and what direction I was headed. That switch in college majors had positioned me for a career that could merge law enforcement and teaching.

Years of undercover drug work, let alone the Homicide Unit, were not anywhere in the plan.

The Job

The American radio broadcaster Paul Harvey spoke the now-famous What is a Policeman in 1970. He said,

“A policeman is a composite of what all men are,  mingling of a saint and sinner, dust and deity. What that really means is that they are exceptional, they are unusual, they are not commonplace.”

My first years as a rookie police officer were difficult, but not how many would imagine. I was trying to find my way, carve out my twenty-something identity (whoever that was), but also deciding what career path in the service I wanted to pursue. Those recruit classes provided the opportunity to hear from different senior officers who shared what career directions they had taken and what they looked like. I leaned forward and listened more intently to the guys that were more weathered from the field, the ones who were a little more broken, exposing sharp edges, than to those uniformed officers whose buttons were more polished and boots spit-shined.

There are so many choices in law enforcement: K9, tactical units, surveillance teams, traffic section, community liaison, and investigator, to name a few. As I sat in recruit classes listening, the career paths that appealed to me were dynamic and diverse. I knew that, generally, uniformed members would spend their first five to ten years working out of a patrol car before being given opportunities in the service’s specialized areas. Where did I fit? That question kept pace as I went out, day after day, call after call.

As a uniformed patrol person, you are the first responder to everything, and I mean everything: injury accidents, domestic disputes, noise complaints, parties, prowlers, assaults, mental health events, and all things bizarre.

Some calls were tame ...

Like the time my partner and I attended an elderly woman’s home to check on her well-being after her family’s growing concerns that she was losing her mental faculties. The woman loved her birds and had misplaced a beloved parakeet, causing her considerable anguish. As we sat on her couch discussing the possibility the bird had flown out the patio door, my partner couldn’t sit still. Finally, he leaned forward, and the parakeet’s head emerged from under the couch cushion, unbelievably no worse for wear.

Some calls were more feral ...

Like when a Rottweiler chased me onto the hood of my police cruiser. My quick-thinking partner sacrificed his brown bag lunch to the angry animal, giving me time to slide over the hood and into the car, leaving the snapping animal with his sandwich instead of my lead.

Some calls still bring back strong feelings of fear and exhilaration ...

On a cold winter night, my partner and I were responding to a domestic assault when he lost control of our police cruiser on the ice. Time slowed as we spun in multiple circles before nearly wrapping around a lamppost and parking in a snowdrift.

Or the time I was one of the first responding officers to a man who had barricaded himself in his home with a rifle. From an outside corner of the house, I crouched in the early morning light and watched through the window while this highly agitated older man, with a little potbelly that hung over the waistband of his checkered pajamas, paced in his front room, gun cradled in his arms. The only thing separating us was an exterior wall, enough to slow but not necessarily stop a bullet. Exacerbating my stress was the reality that on that morning, my breath hitting the cold air could have betrayed me and revealed my position.

Or the time my partner and I responded to a suicide complaint where the victim had barricaded his door with a couch. As I shouldered my way in, the suicidal man took advantage of the still partially blocked door to swing his knife at me. The knife glanced past my cheek, and the blade caught the fabric of the couch, slicing the material enough for a corner to slump to the floor. That was before he changed tactics and brought the knife to his own neck. His gaze locked on mine, he pushed the blade deep into his throat and drew it across.

Or my closest call that happened while conducting a “routine” traffic stop. I had stopped a driver I suspected was impaired. After positioning my police car behind the suspect’s, I approached his door, and he sprang from the driver’s seat, catching me off guard and knocking me to the road. Taking a beating and fighting for my life, I struggled to keep the attacker from releasing my sidearm, which he had gotten a good handle on. I remember the sensation of him yanking on the gun, tugging my belt up with each violent pull. I tucked one arm in, like a chicken wing, and over his hand to keep the gun holstered. Each time I went to reach for my radio with my free hand, another barrage of blows rained on my head. As they did, my thoughts harkened back to my newborn son at home. A Good Samaritan stopped and pulled the crazed person off me seconds before he would have defeated the last mechanism, keeping my gun in its holster.

Then there were the calls you can trace back and know that was when you began to harden, the ones that stay with you, the ones that still sting, years later ...

Like the many times we were called to a home in the middle of the night to wake the occupants inside and notify them of their loved one’s passing. In one instance, a grief-stricken mom, after being told of her husband’s death, asked if we could tell her child. We sat on the living room couch with her nine-year-old son. He was wearing thick glasses and leg braces he needed to walk. We were trying to comfort him as he repeated over and over through his sobs, “Sir, who will get groceries for my mom and take me to the hospital again?” Then he added, “Officer, you have to catch the person who did this to my dad.” There was no one to catch, yet how could I tell this little guy, “Your dad did this to himself. He took his own life earlier today. No one took it from him.”

About twenty years ago, I responded to a property damage complaint called in by a single mom of a young son. Her ex-lover had left her with a broken front window following a final farewell fight and a bill she could not pay. While I was at the house taking the information for my report, the four-year-old boy caught in the middle of this mess clung to my leg and, over the next forty-five minutes, hung on as I moved between the kitchen and living room. As I gathered my things to leave, he cried out for me to stay and be his “dad.” I can still hear his sniffles and feel his fingertips grip the inside of my pant leg.

Or one Christmas Eve when a five-year-old was turned into social services after shocking claims of abuse at the hands of his stepfather. The seagull-patterned welts and bruises all over the boy’s body matched the abuser’s belt. I remembered the jumble of emotions that ran through me every time the little guy stopped mid-sentence in his interview to remind us he needed to get home and into bed so Santa Claus wouldn’t miss him.

Some calls were embarrassing ...

Like when my partner and I were called to a known drug house in the district (an assigned geographical and administrative zone). When we arrived, I recognized a young gal with outstanding warrants in the corner of the living room. As we approached her to make the arrest, we noticed an older fellow on the couch not doing so well. His skin had a gray pallor and felt cool to the touch. I called for an ambulance, and my partner used my handcuffs to restrain the female and asked her to take a seat. When the ambulance arrived, the paramedics immediately recognized the older guy was overdosing and administered a drug to combat the effects of the morphine he had taken. Once stabilized, he became combative with the medics, drawing both my partner’s and my attention. That gave the female an opportunity to quietly escape. According to the neighbors, her last known direction of travel was west toward the transit station. She wore blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and was accessorized with my handcuffs.

There were also the cases that solved themselves ...

On a hot summer day, a bank was robbed. My partner and I happened to be in the area and saw a shirtless male walking down an alley a short distance away. Looping around, we caught up to him, and I said, “Excuse me, sir, city police. We are investigating a robbery that occurred at the bank down the way.” He replied, “Well, sir, I am the one you are looking for. The money is in my left boot.” Sure enough, inside his left boot was a rolled-up bundle of cash stained from the dye pack that had exploded as he left the bank.

Then there were the truly bizarre incidents ...

Like the time I was dispatched to a call at a laundromat. It read as a lost-and-found complaint, though the item lost was an organ (not the musical type) and was apparently found in the bathroom. My brain had tripped over that. Not sure what we would find. We entered the bathroom, and on the floor was a large, pink, vascular object about the size of a fist. There was nothing else unusual in the washroom, just the misplaced organ lying on the floor. It kind of looked like a kidney, but neither my partner nor I knew what it was. As the junior guy, I was the lucky one who got to pick it up and put it into a clear plastic evidence bag. I vividly remember its squishy feel and foul odor. Our plan was to ask an expert what it was, so we took it to a nearby grocery store to see if the butcher could at least recognize what it was.

The butcher wasn’t in.

Okay, how about we try a hospital? Someone there must know what it is. Once there, we caught the attention of the nurse with the unfortunate timing of being at the triage desk at that moment. She called for a doctor to have a look. When the doctor arrived, he explained he wasn’t sure what it could be but speculated that perhaps it was a “product of conception.”

Vomit rolled up into the back of my throat.

While calling for the medical examiner, another doctor walked by and asked to have a look. Know what prairie oysters are? I did, but I had never seen them before. Turns out I had been walking around with bull’s testicles.

These calls and thousands of others helped shape me. 

It is not the years of service but the volume of decisions, experiences, and mistakes made that build a person’s expertise.

Early in the job, I made the conscious decision to develop a well-rounded career. I wanted a universal experience that allowed me to understand the many facets of policing. I didn’t realize it at the time, but making that decision led me to a fortunate place. I have learned so many things about not only my career but also life. Valuable takeaways, even more so now as I enter the twilight of my career and launch myself into my next chapter. The release of this anniversary edition is in tandem with my retirement from law enforcement. As I navigate what’s next, I know I will draw heavily on these experiences. Gaining that experience took time, mentors, and patience. 

Service

When I was still a young officer, full of way too much piss and vinegar, I got saddled with an old-school veteran cop. I figured a younger officer would be more run and gun, more action, more fun. The old guy with his white hair and bifocals was cramping my inexperienced, thrill-seeking style.

We attended a break-and-enter complaint together. I hate to say it, but these can be routine. I wanted to get a real call, something with action or a chase. Instead, I was going through the house with the traumatized homeowner, my notebook in hand. I did everything by the book. I noted what was taken, looked for evidence that could be collected, identified the points of entry and exit, called for the Crime Scene Unit to come and dust for prints, knocked on the standard two doors to the east and west and checked off the boxes required for my report. Clearly, we must be ready to head out now, right?

Not even close.

My partner spent the next ten minutes talking to the victim about the people in the pictures hanging on her walls and grouped nicely on her fireplace. They talked about her children, her grandchildren, and her family. As I stood there tapping my foot to go, a new call came in. Other police were following a stolen car as my partner continued to politely ask the woman more questions about the people in her photos. There was a bad guy to catch, maybe a foot chase to be had.

I silently lamented how much more fun I could be having in this new, exciting scene. At first, I subtly nudged my partner to go, thinking he must have missed the initial transmissions over the radio. Why else would he stall? He ignored me and continued his conversation with the homeowner, who was now smiling, caught up in her own happy memories. As they continued to talk, I packed up my gear and headed for the door.

Maybe now is a good time to mention I don’t do subtle particularly well. I quickly said goodbye and made my way out the front door, thinking he would follow. At the car, I waited for my partner and listened as things on the other call ratcheted higher. Units involved in the stolen car were just drawing up their tactics over the radio on how best to safely stop the vehicle and bring the offender into custody. I had unkind thoughts about my partner while listening intently. Units behind the stolen car activated their lights, but the vehicle did not stop. Units backed off while the police helicopter pursued. I was a million miles away from the action, and my partner was still inside the house. The radio squawked again. The helicopter spotter called the driver out of the vehicle; he ran for it, and units swooped into the area.

Minutes later, I heard, “One in custody.”

Ugh. I had missed the best call of the shift. As I sat feeling sorry for myself, my partner finally emerged from the house. He got into the car and drove away. It was the first of many times as an officer I was firmly put in my place. Without taking his eyes off the road, he delivered one of the greatest lessons of my career.

With a snap in his tone, he said, “When we go to calls, we leave people in a better place than we found them. Got it? We take the time, we talk to people, and we allow them to reflect on the things in their lives to be thankful for, like family or friends. We do what we can to remove them from the trauma of whatever experience brought us to them in the first place.”

He might have also added, “dumb ass.”

A life of service is:

Leaving people in a better place than you found them.

It has been my mantra ever since, and something I make sure I share with those who will listen.

Two men, my grandfather, and that veteran partner, both better known for being surly than poetic, influenced my life and career—for the better. 

Mentors can be as unexpected as their lessons are wise.

It won’t always be a full lecture or reprimand; sometimes, it’s a single offhand remark tossed out, almost like verbal gunfire, that keeps ringing, making circles in your head. I still hear their words.

––––––––
[image: image]


“Why jump over fences when you can look for gates?”

“Books never resolved a barroom brawl unless they were used as a weapon or shield.”

“Under the provisions of the Ways and Means Act, there is always a way and always a means to solve problems and dilemmas.”

Not all of a cop’s lessons are learned in life-and-death situations. Most arise out of innocuous events, routine follow-ups, and meticulous record-keeping. Once, while out on a neighborhood canvass, my partner and I saw a leashed white and orange cat walking around a parking lot. Miss Marmalade was clearly somebody’s pet. I turned to my partner.

“We can’t leave that cat to just wander.”

He agreed, so we hatched a plan to retrieve the animal, which had positioned itself under another parked car in the lot, no doubt wary of our interest in it. On our hands and knees, we both reached under the car. I got a hold of the leash and pulled the cat into the safety of my arms. Now tucked against me, I returned to our car and slid inside. Perhaps it was the confined space—or something offensive about me in particular—but as soon as I shut the driver’s side door, the claws came out, and fur began to fly. It clambered off my lap and up my chest, shredding my suit before scrambling to the back seat, where it immediately calmed, giving me time to snap a picture of the little monster. 

Now bleeding through my shirt and picking fur from my suit, I waited with my partner for animal services to arrive when an elderly man slowly walked through the parking lot. He looked like he was searching for something. I rolled down the window and asked him what he was looking for.

“A cat,” he replied anxiously.

[image: image]

In the tearful reunion that followed, the man said, “Thank you. My wife died last week. This was her cat and one of my last connections to her.”

A common refrain among officers and people in general is that they do not see the difference they are making in their community. I wonder if they mean that society and civility are in decline. It’s understandable, the news is full of disheartening stories, but surely it’s easy to see the difference a kind word or act of generosity can make. When you think the world is getting worse, that is the time to realize:

Opportunities to make a positive difference are all around.

It is as simple and as profound as leaving someone better than you found them.

Every day, by our actions and words, we affect the quality of life for others and for ourselves.

How we treat people matters, regardless of what we do for a living. Whether you’re a cop or an accountant, treating people with kindness creates happiness. Doing something for others fills our karma bank, and it nourishes us as much as those we help. This is where the passion for my career comes from. 

By helping others, we create a life of meaning for ourselves.

I agree with the wisdom of the Dalai Lama. No one is too small to make a difference. Have you ever been trapped in a tent with a mosquito while you are trying to fall asleep? Mosquitos are tiny and spectacularly fragile, but their hunger and tenacity provide a good reminder for all of us.

––––––––
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You are never too small to make a difference.

One Christmas Eve about five years ago, a heart-breaking discovery was made by a bottle picker who was searching for cans in a dumpster. As he reached for the next bag in the bin, he felt something different, and as he opened the bag to look inside, he found the frozen body of an infant that had been discarded like trash. The tragedy of this incident became the precipice behind a joint venture between a local organization and a fire hall to build a baby cradle program where mothers who, for any number of their own personal reasons, do not wish to keep their newborns and are concerned with revealing their identity if they were to deliver their baby in a hospital or surrender the infant into child and family services.

Now in existence, Hopes Cradle gives new mothers another option of anonymous surrender where none was before. As the cradle program continues to build momentum in communities across the country, one hopes the women who make the complex and difficult decision to surrender their babies can now do so at a safe surrender site in communities that have embraced the program. This is the legacy Baby Eve left us. She was small, and her life on Earth was tragically brief, but the ripples from her hours-long journey may well last a lifetime for another infant born into a similar situation.

Emergency teams work incredibly hard to keep our communities safe and healthy. I remember a case where we were called to a double shooting. When we arrived on the scene, one victim was already dead on the road in front of the bar he had just exited. The second victim was on the sidewalk and looked as good as dead when they put him in the ambulance. The medical examiner who attended had identified brain material on the pavement where the second victim had fallen. Today, this same person walks, talks, and lives a reasonably uncompromised life despite the events of that day. First responders save countless lives and significantly reduce annual homicide rates. I heard someone say once that murder is a game of inches: an inch to the left, you may live, and an inch to the right, you may die. From my experience, if you can make it to a hospital, you will probably survive, which speaks to the talent of our emergency physicians, nurses, and those who got them to the hospital in the first place, our paramedics.

The communities we police rarely see this commitment and passion to be of service. Maybe that’s why it matters when they do. On a Thanksgiving weekend over a decade ago, an unhappy man shot up a community with an excess of twenty rounds. For over ten minutes, he fired aimless rounds at police and homeowners in the posh neighborhood. The disturbed man eventually shot and killed himself in the middle of a playground.

In the investigation that followed, which focused on the police response, I was tasked with knocking on doors and making inquiries with witnesses. I heard the same thing over and over; neighbors applauded the bravery of the officers who had kept them safe. When they heard gunshots, they knew where the gunman was because they had seen the police running toward the gunfire, toward the gunman. One young constable, pinned down behind a bear-proof, green garbage bin, was taking fire when a woman came out of her house. He told her to go back inside and into her basement for safety. That officer, probably in the most dangerous situation of his life, thought of the safety of someone else before his own.

Another neighbor shared that he had been making Thanksgiving dinner, and when he put down the pepper shaker, it exploded. A bullet went through his kitchen window and hit the shaker he had just been holding.

The danger that day was very real and highlighted a valuable lesson.

Courage is placing ourselves in vulnerable situations, including opening ourselves to being hurt or judged, but trusting the outcome is worth it.

The community response to this incident was phenomenal and made me proud to be a member of our service that day. The courage of those officers responding to the call and the sacrifice each of them was willing to make, stopped this incident from becoming more tragic.

Sacrifice

By December 2020, I had been in homicide for almost thirteen years and had seen almost every example of murder—cases of intimate partner violence, files involving children, drug-motivated and gang-related murders, mass homicides, and the most common “flash in the pan” type murders which we label deadly confrontations. At this point, I knew I had seen it all—mostly. There was one type of case I had never been involved in or, thankfully, had to investigate: the murder of a police officer, a colleague, or a friend. I remained blessedly distanced from this reality until New Year’s Eve, 2020.

In our city, New Year’s Eve or New Year’s Day has traditionally been a busy time for the homicide unit. For those of us on call, New Year’s Eve meant keeping a quiet night in because we all knew it wouldn’t stay that way.

New Year’s 2020 kept with this statistic.

It was just before midnight when I received a dreaded message over the call-out team “group chat.”

“An officer is in life-threatening condition after being dragged by a vehicle and is being transported to hospital, be prepared to come into the office if he succumbs.” For the next few minutes, I held out hope that all would be well. Surely, if he was being transported to the hospital, all would be okay. My naivety was shattered about five minutes later when the boss sent a second message. “The member taken to hospital has died. Please make your way to the office.”

Scrambling to get ready for what I knew would be a difficult investigation and new territory for our team, my mind raced. Who was the member? What about their family and friends—it would be excruciating. His colleagues would go through their own hell. Finally, who were the members present at the scene?

In record time, I arrived at the office and was assigned as file coordinator—a position supporting the lead investigator, who was an experienced and methodical detective with about ten years of homicide experience. As his file coordinator, it was my responsibility to ensure that all the information coming into the investigation was recorded, reviewed, and disclosed—if and when charges were laid.

In this case, those charges were imminent. The evidence left behind at the scene, coupled with the efforts made by our fallen officer prior to his death, ensured that we would have little difficulty identifying the persons responsible for his death.

On the night he was killed, Sergeant Andrew Harnett was working alone and had just pulled over the suspects in a gas station parking lot for a traffic violation. Broadcasting his location, the plate number, and the description of the suspect car to the dispatcher was the first procedural task that would help us as investigators later. The second, turning on his body-worn camera so all his interactions with the occupants were recorded. Knowing the officer was working alone, a backup
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