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CHAPTER 1

SHE HAD ALWAYS BEEN INTRIGUED by the church she was entering now, as she had driven by it countless times before. She shuffled her way through the massive crowd of people, tilting her umbrella just enough to look up at a tall bronze sculpture of Jesus. He was standing at the edge of a boat, His arms stretched out as if to welcome everyone in. She had never been a religious person, but she had to admit, she felt an odd sense of comfort as her eyes were on that sculpture, passing it slowly, each step taking her to the place where the funeral would soon begin.

Sitting in the pew now, she sought that comfort again, but all she could feel was a heavy blanket of grief, so heavy it was difficult to sit up straight.

Her eyes wandered to the wood-paneled walls of the church as she sat uncomfortably, trying desperately to avoid looking to the front of the church, where the casket was. It was surreal, imagining his lifeless body in that big oak box. It wasn’t how she wanted to think of him: a dead man forever gone from this Earth. She only wanted to imagine him alive. She wanted him to be alive. She closed her eyes and could see his smile. She slowly opened them again and couldn’t avoid it—the American flag draped over his coffin demanded her attention as it was the brightest part of that church that was otherwise saturated with mourning people in dark clothing. She focused in on the flag for only a moment, and then looked around at the people surrounding her. There was a lot of crying going on in that church. Too much. She witnessed people wiping tears from their eyes and cheeks, many with tissues in hand, a few just using their bare hands and then wiping them on their shirt or pants. Some just looked down at their laps, faces expressionless.

She didn’t want to see sad people. She didn’t want to see the casket again either. Searching for something else—anything else—to distract her thoughts, she looked down at the red carpet that covered the aisles of the church. Some of the carpet was frayed where it met the wooden pew. She stared at the frayed part of the carpet for a couple of minutes, just focusing on her breathing. Her chest was rising and falling too quickly. She tried to sit up straight again. She adjusted her posture, pushed her shoulders back a bit. She tried to be present then, because she owed him that, right? But she wanted to be anywhere else in the world. She thought of the sculpture of Jesus outside. He was on a boat, arms out, welcoming her and anyone else around in. That was the point, right? To welcome people out onto the rough seas? Wasn’t He supposed to be a source of peace amid troubled waters? Why couldn’t she feel that peace now?

Her sadness turned into anger, suddenly. She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. She was angry at all of them, really. For choosing this job. Why on Earth would you choose a job like this one? For what? 

Her eyes drifted to a man a few rows over to her left. She knew he wasn’t a cop like the rest. One, because he wasn’t in uniform, and every cop there at First United Methodist that day was in their dress uniform. She’d never seen so many cops in one place, actually. And cops from different areas. She looked around and saw NYPD on some uniform patches. Chicago PD. Dallas PD. Lots of cities she wasn’t even aware of, some small-town cops. Sheriffs with their big hats. There were even some from out of the country—she’d never seen members of the Canadian Guard in person, and now here they were, in their tall boots and bright red uniform tops, and their funny hats. She couldn’t believe how far they had traveled. The other reason she assumed the man to her left wasn’t a cop—his beard. Beards were against uniform regulations for most police departments. And it wasn’t a manly beard. It was a hipster, skinny-jeans-wearing kind of guy beard. And you know something? She used to judge guys like him, before that day. But looking at him in that moment, she just thought of him as smarter than the rest. He probably had a nice office job or something. Probably no bulletproof vest for him every day. No gun and Taser on his waist. Nope. Probably just wore a nice suit to work and carried a briefcase or something. Smart guy. Not like the people in here. 

Her eyes drifted back toward the front of the church. The mayor was speaking now. She only heard bits and pieces of his speech. “There is nothing in the world like the law enforcement world,” he said. “No other job will give you as much, or sometimes, take as much. Sometimes it demands the ultimate sacrifice, and today we honor this hero who gave his all . . .”

Her eyes wandered toward the casket again though she tried to avoid it. She didn’t want to imagine his body in there. She just couldn’t. She looked down at her black ballerina flats. Her chest began to rise again as her breaths became heavier. A lump formed in her throat and her eyes began to sting with tears. Oh, no. No. Not now. You’re not going to break down now, she thought. She wanted desperately to distract her thoughts. She looked down again at the place where the red carpet was frayed. She looked up again, and then looked back over at hipster guy a few rows over. Even he was crying.

She thought briefly of escaping. Of going outside, just for a little while. Of walking out to the bronze Jesus sculpture and just standing in the light rain that was falling. The mayor finished his speech, and she watched as the Chief of Police made his way to the podium. It was his turn to speak.

The Chief began by addressing the lifeless man’s family first, of course. As he spoke, his eyes were directly on the new widow. His voice cracked as he said, “We are feeling your loss. Your hurt is our hurt.” Those words made her shake her head. She was sure he meant well, but . . . no. Not exactly the same hurt. The Chief wasn’t missing his spouse all of a sudden. But she couldn’t help but feel a little sympathy for the Chief too. His face was different then. Every other time she had watched him speak—on the news at press conferences and such—he looked proud. He always came across as strong, well-spoken, and intelligent. He had a chiseled jaw line, patches of gray in his hair—he looked like he could be a man who ran a multimillion-dollar company or something. Not a police department. But then in that church—his face—it seemed to have aged suddenly. It was sorrow that she saw in his face that day at that funeral. Authentic sorrow. It had to be difficult, losing an officer under your authority. She hadn’t thought of how this had to affect him yet, not until this moment, as he was up there speaking at that podium. Her eyes drifted back to that dead officer’s wife, who was her friend. And to the kids. She couldn’t see any of their faces, and was glad for that. But she could hear in her mind their laughter, the last time they were all together. The last time she saw him, too—the man in the casket. He was playing with his kids, chasing them, tickling them. In her memory their laughs were a loud shrieking sound, their faces red. She hurt for them now. Her heart ached. She wondered when they would get to laugh like that again. If they would ever laugh like that again. How were they supposed to move forward now? Did anyone have the answer to that? 

The Chief continued on and addressed the officers in the room. She was still in disbelief over the number of cops from all over the country there. It was unlike anything she had ever seen. The Chief was taking long pauses in between his words. “Here we are, wearing this uniform,” he said. “One family . . . though different, we share a common ground unlike any other. We all chose this job, this life . . . It’s hard. It can be really hard . . . We know we have a tremendous responsibility to this community and to each other. We know the risks we take. And why do we do this?”

Yes, please answer that one, Chief. Wondering that one myself. She stopped daydreaming about going outside and standing by the sculpture. She studied his face, waiting for what he would say next.

He seemed to adjust his posture then, and stand straighter. He raised his eyebrows. “Because we are willing and able,” he said, sternly. “We know this is a calling. And we answer it. Every one of us does. And there is a satisfaction that comes with that.”

She nodded. Yes, a calling. Her husband had called it such. What he was saying, it made sense. But despite that, this all still felt senseless. How was that so?

She wished for everything to be different. She wanted so badly for this moment to be a nightmare that she would wake from at any minute. She wanted him out of that damn oak box, alive. She wanted her husband’s shift to be happy again, and she wanted her friend to have her husband back. Now her friend was a widow. She was sad for that. When she thought of the word widow, she always imagined older women. Not women this age, with young children. It wasn’t right.

And the children . . . now they would go through life without their dad. She took a deep breath. She swallowed hard, feeling that lump in her throat again. She shed a tear for those kids, now fatherless.

Her husband looked back at her then. He was sitting with the rest of his shift, the Bravo 400s, not with her. That was the way it was; she didn’t take offense to it. Normally spouses didn’t even attend funerals. Unwritten rule. They weren’t supposed to see this, to think of this as a real possibility even though of course it always was. But she had insisted on being there. So she came and sat a few rows behind her husband and his shift. She noticed the tears in his eyes as he looked back at her. It felt like another prick to the heart, seeing the sadness on her husband’s face. He had lost more than a coworker. He had lost a man he called brother. It could have been him. I could be up there like her. I could be a widow too. But I’m not. Why is that? Why her? It could be us next. Any of us. This job . . . it’s too much.

She looked back up to the front of the church. The Chief was still speaking. “We mourn our brother today, but we also celebrate a man who answered his call and died a true hero,” he said. His face was almost brighter then. He spoke matter-of-factly as he looked toward the flag-draped coffin and finished with “We will forever remember you. Blessed are the peacemakers . . . for they shall be called children of God.”

With that, the Chief looked away from the coffin and back to the crowd in front of him, and walked away from the podium.

The funeral would be over soon. She panicked a bit . . . she wasn’t prepared. She thought at first that she wanted to hurry and have it all be over with. But she knew that it meant he was going into the ground soon. She’d have to accept that he really was in that casket, and he really was dead. She closed her eyes, and for the first time since she could remember, she prayed.

 


CHAPTER 2

6 MONTHS EARLIER

THE BRAVO 400’S SHIFT was having a Christmas party in a couple of weeks. The Morgan family was hosting by default; originally Chris and Kristin Janacek were hosting. But Kristin’s dad had passed unexpectedly after a heart attack, so Chris called Brandon and asked if they could take over the hosting duties.

“We’ll be back in town from the funeral,” he said. “But Kristin has had even more on her plate with her dad’s passing. She helped plan the funeral and all. I want to try and give her somewhat of a break. Can we just move the shift party to your house, Morgan? I’d really appreciate it.”

Brandon said yes, of course they would take over, and Leah was glad to oblige. She was close to her dad and couldn’t imagine losing him all of a sudden like that. She felt terrible for Kristin.

“Will they still be attending the party?” Leah asked her husband after he ended the phone call with Chris.

“Yeah, I think so,” Brandon answered. “Janacek just said that she just didn’t want the added work of planning a party in their home right now. And you know, she’s already busy with the kids, and now she’s grieving on top of that.”

“Of course,” Leah said. Kristin was already busy, she knew that was true. The Janaceks had five children. Leah and Brandon were newly pregnant with their third, and that felt busy enough. 

“Janacek said he already has a lot of decorations, and he is dropping them off at the substation later,” Brandon said. “So we just need to buy the food. But people are pitching in money for that, so no big deal.”

“Of course,” Leah said. 

Brandon leaned in to kiss her. She embraced him and felt the Kevlar under his uniform.

“Grace, Ruby, come down and tell Daddy goodbye,” Leah yelled up the stairs.

Five-year-old Grace walked down first, wearing a purple princess dress from Halloween and rain boots. Three-year-old Ruby followed shortly after. She was in nothing but undies and was carrying two naked Barbies in her hands. The sight of the attire choices made Brandon smile. “Goodbye, my goofy girls,” he said. “I’m off to work.”

“Bye, Daddy!” Grace yelled, running up to hug him. 

“Yeah, bye, Dad!” Ruby said next. They took their turns hugging and kissing their dad.

“Be good for Mommy,” he told them.

“Be safe,” Leah said to her husband as he was grabbing his car keys with one hand and slinging his gun belt over his shoulder with the other.

“Always,” he said back with a smile. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

And with that, Brandon went off to work. He would begin his evening patrol shift and Leah would begin her shift of solo-parenting her two small children at night.

The phone rang shortly after he walked out the door.

Leah answered. “Hello?”

“Leah, hey, it’s Cassie,” she heard on the other end of the line.

“Hi, Cassie, how are you?” she asked.

“I’m well, thanks,” Cassie said. “I heard about Kristin’s dad. Awful. I feel just terrible.”

“Oh yes, I know,” Leah said. “It’s very sad. We should send her some sympathy flowers, at the least.”

“For sure, absolutely,” Cassie said. “And I also wanted to know if you needed any help. I heard the shift Christmas party moved to your house. Do you need me to do anything?”

Leah shook her head as if Cassie could see her. “No, thank you, Cassie, for offering, but we don’t have too much to take on,” she said. “It’s very sweet of you to offer, though.”

“Of course,” Cassie said. “Well, I should get going. But please call me if you need anything. And hey, I’ll send a group email out about getting all of the shift wives to pitch in for a nice flower arrangement for Kristin.”

“That sounds good,” Leah said. “Bye, Cassie. Talk to you soon.”

“Yes, soon,” Cassie said. “Good-bye.”

Leah hung up the phone and pulled thawed chicken out of a package to bake for her and the girls. She wished Brandon would be home tonight, eating with them. He’d been on this evening shift for forever, it seemed . . . but she still had never adjusted to having dinner across from his empty chair at the table. 

“Temporary,” she said aloud to herself, sprinkling seasoning on the chicken breasts. “One day he will be with us every night.”

They had talked of him promoting, of getting a detective job and working regular 9–5 hours. He would be eligible to test and possibly promote soon and this made Leah hopeful, especially because their family was growing.

As she started to peel the potatoes, she heard little footsteps come down the stairs. Grace. She had changed into a swimsuit. “Little cold for the pool, don’t you think?” she asked her oldest child, smiling. 

“Me and Ruby are just pretending, Mommy,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Hey, are you cooking?”

Before Leah could answer, Grace’s shadow, Ruby, came flying downstairs. She was also in a swimsuit. 

“Mommy, Mommy, guess what!” Ruby yelled.

“What is it, Ruby?” Leah asked.

“We are swimming away from sharks that live in our room!”

“Wow, Rube,” Leah said. “That is really interesting. Okay, you two. You can help me. We are going to get some chicken ready for dinner.”

“Yay!” Grace said. She ran and pulled two aprons out. She handed one to Ruby and then pushed a kitchen chair to the island. The two girls stood on the same chair, swimsuits and aprons on, eager to receive instructions from their mother. Leah set a bowl between the two of them and gave them both crackers. “You both crush these with your hands. Put them in the bowl. Got it?”

“Got it!” they said in unison. She snapped a picture of her girls with her phone. She texted it to Brandon and smiled as she hit send. The girls were busy smashing crackers as she mixed parmesan cheese, oregano, paprika, and pepper in another bowl. She set it aside. After she mixed milk and an egg in a third bowl Ruby hopped down from the chair and ran over to her. “Mommy, Mommy, I want to help with this part now! I love using a WIS!” 

“It’s whisk, Ruby, whisk,” she said, over-enunciating the k. “And sure. Carefully we can use the whisk together.”

She held her three-year-old daughter’s hand in hers as they whisked the mixture of egg and milk together. Ruby lost interest quickly, however, and went back over to Grace and the crackers.

“Okay, girls,” Leah said. “Help me coat this chicken and we can get it in the oven.”

After it was in and the timer was set Leah started to clean up the mess. “Clean up, clean up, everybody, everywhere,” she sang as she started to wash mixing bowls.

“Mom, is Daddy going to be home for dinner tonight?” Grace asked.

“No, sweetie, he’s working,” Leah answered.

“Being a peace man?” Ruby asked in her little voice.

“Policeman, Rube. Yes. He is being a policeman.”

“I want to be a peace man too!” she said.

Grace chimed in. “Ruby, you are a girl. So you could be a police girl. Not a police man. But I think we should be chefs. Come on, let’s go back to the sharks!”

They ran back upstairs and Leah was glad to get another couple of minutes of quiet in her kitchen. Her phone beeped. Brandon had texted back. “Adorable. Love them and love you,” the text read.

She sent him a text back. “We love you too.” 

***

CASSIE HUNG UP THE PHONE after speaking with Leah, and her oldest two walked in the door from school the next minute. They ran into the kitchen and threw their backpacks on the table. She was writing a note to herself on the dry erase board attached to her fridge: “Flowers for Kristin Janacek.”

“I’m starved, Mom,” Jacob said. 

“Dinner isn’t until six, kid,” Cassie said. She put the dry erase marker away and kissed his forehead. “You can grab a banana or an apple for a snack. Then I need you to get your homework started.”

She walked over to her only daughter and kissed her forehead as well. “How was school?”

“Fine,” Mackenzie answered. “Except for the bus.”

Before Cassie could ask why the bus wasn’t fine, the newly turned five-year-old, Noah, came out from in front of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles to see that his siblings were home. “I thought I heard you, Jacob,” he said. “And I’m starving too, Mom!”

“Fine. Grab a quick snack. One. Only one. Get a piece of fruit and that’s it. I don’t want you spoiling your dinner. Mack, what happened on the bus?”

Mackenzie then leaned forward and vomited, right there on the kitchen floor that Cassie had mopped the previous day.

“Mack, you have to do that in the toilet,” Jacob said. “Gross!”

Cassie rushed to get towels to clean the mess, and then washed Mackenzie’s face. She handed her a mixing bowl. “Go lie down. If you feel this way again and can’t make it into the bathroom, throw up in this bowl. Is this the first time you’ve thrown up today?”

“Yes, Mom—I’m sorry,” Mackenzie said. “I was going to tell you that I felt really sick on the bus and that’s why it wasn’t fine.”

Cassie kissed Mackenzie’s head again. “I know you didn’t mean to do that in the kitchen, kiddo. I’m sorry you’re feeling bad. Go rest, I’ll check on you soon.”

“Okay, Mom,” Mackenzie said, walking to the living room, mixing bowl in her hands. She plopped down on the couch.

Cassie yearned for her husband to be home. He had left for work right before the phone call to Leah. Cassie knew that because the eight-year-old was sick, the other two were sure to follow. She didn’t have the energy for sick kids, not today. She and Corey had been arguing too much lately, all over silly things. She knew the agitation she had been feeling toward Corey was attributed directly to her stress. She had been struggling with all she had volunteered to do for the Christmas program at the kids’ school, as well as the normal Christmas prep that went into having three children. But that was Cassie, always biting off more than she really wanted to chew. 

She threw away a banana peel her five-year-old had conveniently left on the table for her. “Noah, trash can next time,” she said to him as she sat down by Jacob to help him get his homework started. “You’ve got this, son. You can do this math easily. I’ll look at it when you’re done,” she said, leaving the table and gathering the Lysol and Clorox wipes from under the sink. She started spraying Lysol everywhere. The sound of little feet running stopped her. Mackenzie was sprinting to the bathroom. Cassie ran to the bathroom too, and she grimaced as she watched her baby girl violently throwing up in the toilet. She grabbed a ponytail holder and put Mackenzie’s hair back. “Mommy’s here, sweet girl,” she said. She gently put her hand on her daughter’s back. She wished she could take her daughter’s place in that moment, and take the sickness away.

The vomiting finally came to an end. Cassie gently washed Mackenzie’s face and hands and walked her back to the loveseat. “Try and rest, Mack,” she said.

She walked back to her boys, still sitting at the kitchen table. Her phone beeped. Text message from Corey. “Sick at work. Still at the sub. As soon as I can get off the toilet will be coming home. Told Sarge already.”

Cassie sent him a reply. “Sorry babe. Mack is sick too. See you when you get here. Love you.”

She sat in a kitchen chair and put her face in her hands. It would be a long night. She took a deep breath as she mentally prepared for what she imagined her night would consist of. More vomiting, for sure. But as long as she didn’t get the bug, she could take care of her family. I don’t have time for this, she thought to herself.

Corey walked through the door an hour later. Cassie could see right away that he was sick because of how pale his face was. All of the things they had been fighting over the last week, none of it mattered now. She helped him undress from his uniform without saying a word. She had basketball shorts ready for him to change into.

“You take such good care of me, Cassie,” her husband said.

“Glad to do it,” she said. And she meant those words.

She handed him a cold Gatorade. “Go lie down. Rest. It’s a direct order.” She smiled at him and he gave a tired smile back. He joined Mackenzie in the living room. 

“We’re the unlucky ones today, Mack,” he said. She didn’t respond. He looked closer at her and saw that she was fast asleep, curled up on the loveseat. He hoped he could sleep soon too. He tried to get comfortable on the couch and closed his eyes. Cassie brought him a blanket and kissed his sweaty forehead. When Corey was sick, it was as if Cassie had a fourth child to care for, but she didn’t care. She liked catering to her husband.

Cassie heard her phone ring. She left her sick husband and daughter in the living room and returned to the kitchen where her phone was. She saw that it was her mother, Janice. 

“Hello?” she answered.

“Hi, Cassandra,” Janice said. She was the only person on the planet who called her that. 

“Hi, Mama,” Cassie replied. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Calling to ask for my grandbabies this weekend. Can I pick them up on Friday? I’ve been dying to have them come over, and it would give you and Corey a nice little break.”

“Mama, I wish,” Cassie said. “There is a stomach bug in my house. Mackenzie was just throwing up, and now Corey is home from work because he’s sick too.”

“Oh, dear. I’m sorry to hear that. I know it must be bad if Corey is home sick. That man never takes off of work.”

“Yeah. He is pretty miserable. I feel bad for him.”

“Of course,” her mom said. “Well, I am going on a store run anyhow so I’ll pick you up a few things and drop them at your door. Crackers, soup. That sort of thing. What else do you
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