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  Disclaimer



This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or events is purely coincidental. 
If you can dream it, make it happen!

 This work follows Canadian spelling conventions, which may differ from other English variants in the use of additional u's and doubled consonants.
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  Dedication



Shawn,

Thank you for your support and encouragement, which have made my dreams come true.

Love,
Lisa






  
  Chapter 1
Tuesday, July 7, 1987


Glenmere, Saskatchewan

He pushed aside the thin curtain in his second-floor apartment window, watching a few vehicles pass by Frankie’s Diner on the street below. They splashed through the puddles in the broken pavement of the nearly empty road on small-town Glenmere’s Main Street. That morning, a deep sadness weighed on his heart. He saw himself as inadequate—he was a gambler, a womanizer, an uneducated man, and an out-of-work bum. He was an unimportant man, driven by desperation to agree to nearly anything, especially a foolproof plan devised by someone who understood the intricacies of business. 
The tiny one-bedroom apartment was hot and claustrophobic. He wanted to open the window, but the exhaust from the diner’s grill below wafted in, seeping into his skin. Although he once enjoyed the food at the local restaurant, he could no longer stomach the constant grease smell day in and day out. His small furnished apartment above Frankie’s Diner was all he could afford, a far cry from the life he once lived.
Regret churned in his stomach as he sat alone in the dingy apartment. He realized with a harsh clarity that he didn’t fully appreciate how good his life had been. His house, new cars, his family, and a steady paycheque with benefits from the sawmill where he had worked for almost fifteen years … all gone. Memories of the family gatherings, the sense of security, and the small joys of daily routines he had once taken for granted added to his self-loathing; it was his cockiness that ultimately led to his infidelity and paved the road to his desperation.
Ignoring the dark rumble in the sky overhead, he headed out, slamming the door behind him. He descended the creaky wooden stairs on the outside of the building and advanced through the back alleys, thinking about what he would do with his take from his latest scheme, born out of desperation. He wondered how many local businesses the team would need to rob before everyone had enough, and whether it was worth the risk.
Crawling into the side door of the van and shaking off the water droplets that had formed in his hair, the man excitedly greeted his companions. “Does everyone remember the instructions? If something happens and we get separated, we meet up at the sawmill to blend in with our fellow strikers,” the man instructed, tucking his dark hair into his hood and pulling the cheap plastic Jack-o’-lantern mask over his face. “If you need to get my attention, call me ‘Jack’.”
The divorce settlement left Jack with alimony and child support payments that took up nearly forty percent of his paycheque. He didn’t mind paying; he was the one who had been unfaithful. He didn’t want his family to suffer for his indiscretions. Still, Jack hadn’t anticipated the current union strike, causing him further financial stress. Would he have tried to renegotiate a better agreement with smaller payments if he could do it all over again?
No.
Jack was barely scraping by since his income dried up, and unemployment insurance wasn’t covering his expenses. He and his co-workers were locked out after the recent union negotiations failed to secure the raise everyone wanted. Initially, they all had strike pay, but now Jack was realizing that it wasn’t covering his expenses. Sure, Jack knew that he could look for more work, but logging for the sawmill was all he had ever known. He missed the feeling of the warm sun on his back and the scent of chainsaw oil mingling with freshly cut trees; it was almost enough to turn his back on his co-workers and cross the picket line.
“Whatever you do, don’t call me ‘Bunny’. I’m not a Playboy Bunny, and I don’t look like one,” demanded the one with the white rabbit mask. “Instead, call me Rabbit.”
“Whatever!” Jack said, frustration evident in his voice as he recalled the instructions they had painstakingly discussed. “Listen to the plan. You weren’t there when we worked it all out last week. How are you supposed to know what to do if you didn’t hear the details?” He looked Rabbit in the eyes, hoping to relay the importance of following the plan.
“I think I got the gist of it,” Rabbit said with a hint of annoyance.
“We will have three minutes before someone calls the cops,” Jack continued, adjusting to a kneeling position on the van’s metal floor and peering between the front bucket seats to catch a glimpse out the wet windshield. “I don’t think it will take more than a minute or two after that for the first police officer to arrive on the scene. Glenmere is not very big. Our timing will confirm the police response we will need for the next scheme. Think of this one as a practice run.”
“We all know the plan! Get this job done quickly. I don’t like the idea of hanging around in the back alley like a sitting duck waiting for you to come out with the money,” the driver snarled, looking over his shoulder. “I’d feel better if we had someone else driving. I might know a guy.”
“It’s muggy. Can you unroll a window or something?” Rabbit complained, ignoring the driver’s suggestion and adjusting the thin elastic that held the mask in place.
The driver pulled on a grotesque, fanged monster mask over his face to conceal his identity. He looked like a scary vampire, unlike the romanticized ones portrayed in movies. “I did roll down the window, but it’s raining. My arm was getting wet,” Fang growled. “You need to stop whining and get ready to jump out the door. If you move fast enough, you might stay dry! Put your damn gloves on–we don’t want to leave any fingerprints! I should have never agreed to bringing either of you in on this.”
“I’ve got a whole list of things that I want to blow my share on. What are you going to do? Spend it on booze and women?” Rabbit asked, shifting to a more comfortable position on the cold metal floor.
“Maybe, after this job, I can move to a nicer apartment and see my kids more often!” Jack exclaimed, pulling on his gardening gloves. “Hell, I should even have enough to cover the child support payments I’ve been missing since we went on strike at the mill. I’ve been working odd jobs and doing maintenance, but I’m struggling to keep up with the bills. The government is driving inflation and the cost of living higher and higher every damn day.”
The occupants of the van slid to the left as the driver, Fang, made a fast turn onto Glenmere’s Main Street. Jack pulled a handgun from a plastic grocery bag and handed it to Rabbit. He’d oiled up the rusty pawn shop find the previous day; he expected Rabbit wouldn’t use the gun, but preloaded it just in case.
Clicking the slide, Rabbit checked the action on the handgun, demonstrating gun handling skills Jack didn’t know his companion had. Satisfied with the gun’s feel, Rabbit remarked, “You should restore old pieces for a living. Why are you doing this when you’ve got other employable skills?”
“I need the money to live, just like everyone else,” Jack explained. His savings were enough to cover all his expenses for a while, but they had dwindled quickly, leaving him with little hope of paying this month’s rent, let alone next month’s. He pushed aside the feelings of unease about the scheme he had agreed to with his buddies during a late night of drinking and playing poker. Jack knew this was his last hope before being forced to declare bankruptcy and live on the streets.
Suppose he could only turn back time and learn a trade. He loved the smell of wood and thought a career as a framing carpenter might have fulfilled his desire to be outdoors. He would have needed to finish grade twelve. Instead, he rushed to take the opportunity for a full-time paycheck with benefits at the sawmill.
“Your divorce was expensive. You should have kept your pecker in your pants. Why would you go chasing sluts in tight dresses when you had a pretty little wife at home? When are you going to learn to stop fucking around, Jack?”
Roaring with laughter and punching Rabbit playfully in the shoulder, Jack replied, “I can’t help it if I’m so good-looking! Women love me, but, damn, girlfriends are expensive. I forgot how much the romance part of a relationship costs. How much longer before I can stop buying her pretty things?”
“You could have saved yourself time and money by romancing your wife,” Fang said, turning up the radio so he could hear the music over the sound of the wipers beating away the water. “Is she seeing anyone? I’d sleep with her.” Fang started singing along to the old country hit, Kiss An Angel Good Mornin’, playing on the local radio station.
“I like Charlie Pride’s voice better,” Rabbit whispered, fidgeting with the plastic mask. “I’ve been thinking about the plan, and I’m concerned that this won’t generate enough funds for either of us to receive a fair share. Why does he get more than we do?”
“Who, him?” Jack asked, pointing to the driver. He narrowed his eyes, smiling behind his mask, and lowered his voice. “He’s the driver! The driver always gets paid more, but I’m going to make sure we get a little extra, too. He won’t know about it, either. Just between us, I plan on filling my pockets with anything I can. I will even rob the customers if I have the time.”
“What if Fang finds out you are hiding extra goods?” Rabbit whispered, trying not to be overheard over the front speakers belting out country hits. “Are you prepared for his retaliation?”
“Yes, I’ve got it all figured out. I know Fang isn’t someone I should be messing with, but he won’t be inside with us. How will he find out? Are you going to rat on me?”
“No, I won’t talk if you don’t,” Rabbit replied, pulling on the elastic of the mask. “I’ll take it to my grave if I have to.”
“Good. I want to give my girlfriend something nice to keep her happy, then use my hiding place to squirrel away the extra until things settle down. I’m the only one who knows about the cache box I’ve hidden.”
“What, like a register drawer?”
“No, it’s a waterproof metal box that someone once used to keep ammo dry. I picked it up at the pawn shop,” replied Jack, shaking his head. “After a bit of time has passed and everyone has forgotten the robbery, I will pawn some of the stolen stuff for more cash or secure a loan with it.”
Rabbit shoved Jack, knocking him onto the metal floor. “Don’t be so stupid! Fang will find out you are skimming. He is just as desperate as we are to build a nest egg, pay off debts and live a good life. Even if he doesn’t get suspicious about where you got your items to pawn, if you start spending the extra money on your whores, you are going to get us all in trouble!”
Jack shoved Rabbit against the metal wall of the van, flashing with anger, and growled, “Watch it! You are lucky I’m even letting you in on this deal. How are you going to crawl out of your hellhole if you have no job, no money? I’m doing you a favour, letting you in on this. You’re too old to crawl back home, begging for money to feed your little brats. I think your goose is cooked!”
“Settle down back there! Stay sharp! We are almost at the place. When I slow down, you guys jump out. Watch for the signal! I will meet you at the back door in the alley,” Fang instructed, slowing the van.
Jack slowly released his grip on the heavy fleece of Rabbit’s bunnyhug pullover, wondering if the handgun would stay nestled inside its large front pocket. He moved to press the safety on his 12-gauge shotgun, usually used for goose hunting, to the off position. He had one shell in the chamber and three in his pocket, hoping he didn’t need to use them. “Pull up your hood. I don’t want anyone to recognize you,” Jack scowled, waiting for Rabbit to do as he asked.
Feeling the van jerk to a stop, Jack nodded to Rabbit. He released the door latch, sliding open the side door, and jumped out. He ran between two parked cars, leaped over the flowing water near the curb, and dashed across the wet sidewalk. Rabbit followed closely behind him, bursting into the Cash and Loans, a short-term loans business that also offered pawn services for luxury items.
“Nobody moves! You three–on the floor!” Jack shouted, instructing the customers in the store. He hoisted his gun up to his shoulder, ignoring the screams as he aimed at each person. “Put your hands on your heads! If everyone does as I say, we will be out of here without anyone getting hurt!” Keeping his eyes focused forward, he kicked his foot to nudge his frozen partner to help him control the chaos. He knew if Rabbit didn’t move quickly, someone might have time to call the police, and they wouldn’t be able to cash in on a big enough payday.
Rabbit stepped forward, getting into character, handing a plastic grocery bag to the cashier and slamming a fist on the register. The cashier hurriedly opened the till drawer, extracted the cash, shoved it into the plastic bag and returned it.
Jack quickly glanced at the inventory in the display cases he had studied a few days before. He side-stepped over to the nearest glass box, keeping his eyes on the store’s occupants. Tapping on the glass of the display cabinet, the Jack-o’-lantern demanded, “Come over here and open the display cases!”
Quickly shaking her head, the cashier replied, “I don’t have the key. My boss has gone for lunch, but he should be back soon. He has the key! I swear I don’t have it.”
Jack didn’t want to leave without the expensive, luxurious items for the group and a few particular pieces for himself. He stalked the store, knowing the success of this heist depended on his next move. He would not leave the store without everything he had come for. Now was not the time to deviate from the plan; he needed to act quickly. Using the butt of his shotgun, Jack smashed the display glass and rummaged around, picking up the jewelry secured in the case. He shoved what he could into the pocket of his plaid wool jacket for himself, ignoring the sharp bits of glass still clinging to his prize.
Before he smashed the second case, Jack looked briefly over at Rabbit, who was peering out the front windows. Satisfied he still had enough time, Jack enjoyed smashing the second case, reaching into the case and dragging his fingers through the glittery mess.
Rabbit continued to watch out the window until suddenly, stepping away from the front window and moving next to Jack to avoid yelling out. “Time’s up. Let’s get out!” Rabbit whispered, shoving the handgun into a trouser pocket and grabbing a few items from the case to push into the large bunnyhug pocket.
Rabbit and Jack raced around the front counter, then down the hallway past the offices to the rear exit. Jack slammed the exit door’s lever down, opening the heavy industrial door into the alley. Fang was waiting in the getaway van with the side door open. Jack looked up and down the rain-soaked alley as Rabbit jumped through the side door, then followed, closing the metal door against the pouring rain with a resounding slam. The driver floored the gas pedal, jostling the occupants behind him as he veered around the potholes in the mud alley. The wipers sloshed water and mud across the windshield, smearing brown grit.
Feeling the van’s back tires hit smooth pavement, Jack yelled, “Try not to draw too much attention to us, asshole! Get us to the drop-off place so we can switch vehicles and meet at the rendezvous point. If one of us doesn’t show, we will look for them in the picket lines tomorrow.”






  
  Chapter 2

Amy Young frowned at the dark, stormy skies as she turned the wipers of her 1984 Oldsmobile Ninety-Eight to maximum speed, barely keeping the windshield clear. The wipers swept rapidly across the glass, pushing water to the sides. After John Denver’s Thank God, I’m a Country Boy ended on the radio, the announcer began reading the latest news story about the continuing lockout and angry picket lines turning into violent protests.
“I hope it isn’t raining for Auntie Samantha’s backyard barbecue. Are you still coming?” Amy asked her companion, slowing the car as she approached the intersection to cross Main Street. She watched the traffic light change from yellow to red. Pressing harder on the brakes, she braced her body, feeling her tires skid slightly on the wet pavement before the vehicle came to a stop. At eighteen, Amy was still an inexperienced driver, but she drove confidently through Saskatchewan’s unpredictable weather.
Using the rearview mirror, she reapplied her pink lip gloss. “I think my grandparents invited everybody in town! If you aren’t there, I will be bored. I’ve never been to a baby shower before. My granny says there will be a few fun games, although I’m not sure what that would involve. Last Christmas, she made us tie pantyhose around our waists to hold an orange while we bumped another orange across the floor. What do you think we’ll do at a baby shower?”
“My aunt played The Purse Game at hers. We had to find items in our purses to get enough points to win the game. I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” Sarah replied, fluffing her blonde hair with her fingers and checking her makeup in the visor’s mirror. “I should be there. My mom is making my favourite squares, Nanaimo bars, to help your granny with the food. Did you find out if Gabe is still coming to town?” 
Amy sighed as she reflected on one of the rare occasions when her estranged father, Gabe, visited Glenmere. Her stomach churned with disappointment when she thought about Gabe’s unwillingness to embrace a fatherly role or to welcome her as a new family member two years ago, when she learned the Petersens were the paternal family she never knew she had. In fact, it seemed as though Gabe deliberately avoided her. If she didn’t know any better, she might think he had been intentionally steering clear of coming home and discussing his past. She admitted she was placing unrealistic expectations on him.
She wanted to ask about Gabe’s secret relationship with her late mother, Sandy. She wanted to know whether or not he knew a baby had been born to his teenage girlfriend and, more importantly, where he had been all of her life. He never seemed to want to stick around long enough to answer any of these burning questions.
George and Beatrice Petersen, Amy’s paternal grandparents, welcomed the orphaned Amy into their home and their hearts without hesitation, giving Amy the family she had always wanted. When she moved in with them, she embraced a peaceful life filled with homemade cookies and white picket fences.
Amy shook her head, wondering if she just needed a little more adventure to break free from the boredom that made her overthink everything. “Gabe was supposed to show up for my high school graduation,” Amy said, biting her lip and wearing away her fresh gloss. “We haven’t heard from him. Granny says he’s going through a rough patch and needs a little breathing room. You know I’ve only met him a few times over the past couple of years, and I’m not going to smother him! I want to know a little about the guy.”
As Amy stared through the rain pelting against her side window, she watched pedestrians scramble through the crosswalk, dodging puddles. She wondered why Gabe wasn’t as welcoming as his sister, Samatha. Was it possible he didn’t want to get to know me? Still, Amy wanted Gabe to play a bigger role in her life; she longed for a father figure who could offer stability, encouragement, and guidance. Anything would be better than what she was getting.
“I’m sure you will have a chance to talk to him at the baby shower,” Sarah said, trying to reassure her best friend. She ejected the cassette in the tape deck, tossing it on the back seat and inserting Def Leppard’s new album, Hysteria. “When you drop me off, come inside for a quick look at the little outfits my mom and I picked out for the party. I wanted to buy everything I saw! I wish the baby shower were happening after Samantha and Officer Doyle have the baby. I wanted to buy little cute dresses for a baby girl, but they would have to return them if they had a boy.”
Amy smiled at her friend’s use of her uncle’s title rather than the use of his name. She had to admit it was a little strange at first to call them Uncle Randy and Auntie Samantha, but they were her family, and she wanted the connection. Amy blamed her estranged father for keeping his involvement with her mother a secret all these years and preventing her from knowing his side of the family that she had grown to love.
As the light turned green, Amy released the brake, stepping on the gas and propelling her metallic blue Oldsmobile Ninety-Eight into the intersection. Without warning, seemingly out of nowhere, a nondescript van sped through the intersection, crossing in front of her. Time seemed to move in slow motion as a horn blared and she hammered both feet on the brake pedal, cranking the wheel to the right and skidding the tires to a stop in the middle of the intersection.
Amy closed her mouth, realizing that the sound of screaming stopped as soon as she did. As she became aware of her heavy breathing and quickened heartbeat, a man stepped off the curb, banging his fists angrily on the hood of her light metallic blue car. He yelled something at her, but the rain and swish of the wipers muffled his voice.
“Oh, my God! What’s happening?” Sarah yelled, unclipping her seatbelt and opening her door, letting the rain soak dark splotches into the upholstery. “I think that van ran over someone!”
“What?” Amy blinked, slowly moving the gear shift into park, unclipping her seatbelt and flinging her door open. The cold wind and rain pelted against her face and arms. Did she unknowingly strike the pedestrian? Leaving the door open, Amy ran around the hood of her car, pushing her way through the throng of people starting to gather, and made her way over to the scene. Her stomach carried a heavy weight as she searched the chaotic scene for an injured person. As cold chills covered her body, Amy’s eyes finally landed on a woman with an umbrella crouched near a wounded woman, checking for vitals on the lifeless body. 
“Someone, go call for an ambulance!” Amy yelled, looking around at the crowd of gawkers. The van that ran the red light, almost hitting the front of her car and knocking into the woman, was nowhere to be seen.
“What are you gawking at? Go get some help!” Amy yelled, feeling compelled to do something. She grabbed Sarah’s arm, spinning her around and shaking her to get her attention. The motion made the beaded tassels of her jacket quietly bang against her, flinging rainwater off the leather. “Run into the post office and tell them to call for an ambulance. Hurry!” Amy shook Sarah again until she blinked out of her shock and nodded, then disappeared from view.
Amy knelt next to the injured woman, noting that the woman’s eyes were closed. Dark red blood pooled near her head, swirling across the wet pavement with the pelting rain. Her smartly dressed burgundy power suit, with a wide lapel jacket and square shoulder pads, was open, revealing a wet, muddy, ruffled pink blouse beneath. Her body was broken and contorted in an unnatural position, her tight skirt riding up her thighs and exposing a tear in her white nylons. One of the woman’s bright pink four-inch-high-heeled shoes lay a few feet away. Amy didn’t recognize the woman, but she felt compelled by honour to help in some way.
“Who is she?” Amy asked the woman with the umbrella. The umbrella tilted to the side, revealing the sad face of the town’s librarian. Amy recognized her as Lena Merasty, a good friend of her late grandmother, Dorothy Young.
Lena sadly shook her head and looked at the woman sprawled against the pavement. “I don’t think there is anything we can do, my girl, but shield Mrs. James’ body from the rain until the police arrive to take over the scene.” Lena bowed her head in prayer, her long, dark braid sliding off her wet shoulder. “You don’t have to wait with me. If you would rather leave, I’ll understand. I don’t even have to tell them you were here.”
“Did you know her?” Amy whispered, resting her knees on the wet asphalt, soaking up the cold rain into her acid-wash jeans. Amy wanted to stay near Lena, in solidarity with the librarian who had always welcomed her with open arms whenever she attended the library, giving her the sense of family she constantly craved.
“Yes, we met once. Her name is Violet James,” Lena softly replied, nodding her head. “She works at the bank where I once applied for a loan, but Mrs. James told me that the financial department would deny my application. A woman in my position doesn’t qualify for a home loan without a husband with a good income beside her.” Time seemed to stand still as Amy strained to hear the sirens drawing near.
Sarah returned and crouched awkwardly beside Amy. She said, “The ambulance is coming, but they are having trouble getting through the traffic jam. Give me your keys so I can move your car into a parking space. You’re blocking cars trying to turn away from this intersection.”
Amy patted her pockets, trying to locate her keys. “The keys must be in the ignition; I don’t have them. I think the engine is still running.” Sarah left Amy and Lena in silence, waiting for help to arrive. Amy listened to the pelting rain slow and trickle to a stop as the sun began to shine. She shivered, welcoming the sun’s warmth. As emergency crews took over control of the scene, Amy backed away, noticing that the rain had soaked through the knees and lower legs of her light blue jeans, creating a dark, red-tinged area. She shivered, pulling her matching jean jacket, drenched with rain, around her and flipping up her collar to ward off the chill running down her neck.






  
  Chapter 3

The cruiser’s red and blue flashing lights bounced off the wet sidewalk as Officer Jeffrey Hanson unclipped his sidearm, his hand at the ready as he crouched up to the window of the Cash and Loans. As adrenaline pumped through his veins, he inhaled deeply to slow his quickening pulse. These situations in small-town Glenmere were rare, giving him little chance to prove himself as an experienced officer deserving of a promotion. 
When Sergeant Jeffrey Hanson first arrived in Glenmere, he anticipated leading a special task force with the local detachment, bringing with him his few years of experience from the Major Crimes Unit in Saskatoon. Those hopes faded after an internal investigation that caused upheaval among incoming and outgoing officers, disrupting the balance of experience at the detachment. Lately, Hanson has viewed himself as more of a drill sergeant, training fellow officers to transition from mere cat-in-a-tree rescuers to effective crime-fighting law enforcement officers. He was skeptical about some officers’ readiness for the challenge, but remained optimistic about transforming Constables Doyle and Gilbertson into capable leaders for a new major crimes unit.
With his back to the wall, Officer Hanson glanced over his left shoulder through the store window. “I see a cashier behind the counter, a man awkwardly comforting an older gentleman seated in an office chair, and two women standing nearby.” Jeffrey strained to look through the window from his protective position. He noticed that the floor sparkled with broken glass, and the woman behind the counter was talking on the telephone, but he couldn’t locate any masked men with guns. “No apparent assailants or weapons in view.”
Officer Jeffrey nodded to Officer Randy Doyle, signalling him to enter the building. He watched as Doyle paused for a moment, taking a deep breath to steady himself. With determination etched on his face, Doyle swiftly pushed the glass door, which swung inward, banging against the stop.
“Police! Nobody moves! We’re coming in!” Doyle yelled, advancing slowly into the store. Officer Doyle gripped the handle of his sidearm, drawing it free from its holster in one swift motion. Officer Hanson followed closely behind, rapidly scanning the room and assessing the situation.
Jeffrey quickly moved from his covered position with his weapon readied, following Doyle into the building. His eyes scanned each person, searching for guns and potential culprits. Finding none, he pointed his firearm downward and asked, “Is everyone okay?”
The cashier replaced the phone receiver, pointing to the hallway behind the front desk, she replied, “Yes! We are all a little shook up. The men just ran down the hallway toward the back door!”
“I will clear the building. Everyone, stay here.” Jeffrey raised his gun, rounding the counter and proceeding to clear the building. He stopped at each doorway, leaning against the door casing and pointing his gun into the corners of each room. He looked behind the desks in each empty room, finding no one. His heart hammered in his chest as his icy blue eyes methodically swept each room. He drew in a deep breath and finally called out, “Clear! All clear! Doyle, I’m going out the back door.” Jeffrey waited, listening to Officer Doyle’s boots thudding down the long hallway as he ran to join him. “Ready on my count–one, two, three!”
Jeffrey pushed down the lever, allowing the industrial door to swing open and bang against the outside of the building. He leaned against the doorframe, checking for assailants before proceeding into the alley. The muddy puddles sloshed around his boots as he walked around the rusty dumpster. He didn’t see anything suspicious. “Anything?”
“Hanson, a vehicle stopped here and then sped away,” Officer Doyle stated, pointing at the muddy ruts in the alley.
Jeffrey joined his partner, crouching to study the muddy ruts, thankful that he was working with Doyle, who at least had some intuitive investigative skills when he wasn’t distracted by his personal life. “Close this area off with crime scene tape and call for Dillon to take photos and impressions. Maybe the tire tracks will help us identify the getaway vehicle. I will start interviewing everyone inside and take witness statements. Hopefully, they will have what we need to narrow our search. Let’s get this case wrapped up by tomorrow.”
Officer Hanson returned to the store’s customer area, looking for his first witness. He heard the high-pitched siren of an ambulance and turned to watch it race past the window, red lights flashing. He allowed himself a moment to enjoy the rush of excitement in what was usually a boring day policing the quiet streets of Glenmere.
A fire truck screamed past as Officer Hanson began questioning the witnesses: three customers and two employees. He asked for witness accounts from all three customers at once so he could quickly dismiss them. “Who did you see?” They all agreed that they witnessed two average-sized men, of similar build, armed with guns, wearing Halloween masks, entering the front door and holding up the cashier for money. Jeffrey was disappointed he could not get a better description of the two robbers or the getaway vehicle, which he figured dropped them off on Main Street and picked them up in the alley. Why go through so much trouble? Why bother with Halloween masks when ski masks are so similar and unidentifiable? “Small-town criminals aren’t very smart,” he muttered to himself as he wrote details in his notebook.
Small bits of broken glass scrunched under the weight of Officer Hanson’s standard-issue boots as he approached the male employee, who was sweeping away the mess, his forehead sweating with the slight exertion. The sunlight caught the glass, casting little sparkles of light across the floor. “I will take your statement next, starting with your name and what you were doing at the time of the incident,” Jeffrey stated, flipping to a new page in his notebook and preparing to write.
The man stopped sweeping, leaning on the broom handle, and replied, “I’m Stanley Lewis, the new assistant manager, and I didn’t see anything. I was in the staff lunch room eating a sandwich. I didn’t see anything! You need to talk to Tanya Howards, our cashier. She was working the front counter when the robbery occurred.”
“Did you hear any commotion? The breaking glass? Loud voices?” Hanson questioned.
“Well, no, but I guess I did see people rush past the door.”
“How many people?”
“I don’t know,” Mr. Lewis said, leaning on the broom handle. “I wasn’t really paying attention. I was busy reading the newspaper while I ate.”
“Where is the manager today?”
“Mr. Elliott has been visiting us three or four times a week, but not today. He used to spend most of his time at another check-cashing place in the city. That location is quite busy, but with the sawmill strike, our business has really picked up,” Mr. Lewis stated while adjusting his thin leather necktie. “We added jewelry cases to accommodate people who need immediate cash, especially those sawmill workers who don’t have a paycheck available to cover loan payments. As a result, our business transactions have tripled.”
“Thank you; you can let him know to expect a visit from us. I will let you know if I have any further questions for you,” Jeffrey stated, stepping around the man and closing in on his last witness. “Excuse me, Miss Howards, but I need your statement. Can you explain to me what happened today?”
“I prefer you call me Ms. Howards.” Ms. Tanya Howards replied, putting her pad of paper on the counter. “I’m not sure where to start.”
“You can start at the beginning,” Officer Hanson prompted, irritated with her feminist attitude, flipping to a new page in his leather logbook. He didn’t understand why women chose the title Ms. over Miss or Mrs.
“These two guys burst in here wearing Halloween masks, pointing guns at us! The one wearing the bunny mask pointed a handgun at me and shoved a bag at me, which I filled with cash from my register. The other one wore an orange pumpkin mask. He smashed the new display cases and stole most of the valuables.”
“What valuables were in the cases?”
“When customers don’t have enough pay coming on their next cheque, they can leave items as collateral for a bigger loan,” she clarified, gesturing with her hands. “If the customer does not pay the loan before the end of the month, then their item becomes available for sale to cover our expenses. I won’t know what is missing until I do the inventory. I’m sure Mr. Elliott will want that list to file an insurance claim to cover the losses.”
“Did they say anything to you?”
Ms. Howards paused, considering her answer, then replied, “No, never anything directly, other than the usual stuff you see in the movies when they rob a place. They talked in whispers to each other and used hand gestures.”
“Do you think one of the guys was deaf? What kind of hand gestures?”
“Oh, no, I didn’t mean anything like that. I mean, the men were whispering and pointing, so they didn’t have to yell.”
“What did they do next, Ms. Howards?” Officer Hanson asked, readying his ballpoint pen over the page.
“Um, the one with the bunny mask went over to the window and then said something to the pumpkin-masked guy, then they ran out the back. Time moved slowly, but I doubt they were here for more than fifteen minutes.”
“Did you see what vehicle they drove? Or how they got here?” Jeffrey asked, inhaling a deep breath and catching a faint scent of flowery perfume that tickled his nose.
“No, I didn’t notice them outside, because I was busy explaining to a customer that he had to provide us with his work address or his last pay stub so we could advance him money from his next paycheque, less the interest and fees we charge, unless he wanted to sell something for cash. I was working,” Ms. Howards said, rolling her eyes and crossing her arms. “All of a sudden, two masked men barged in, waving their guns and demanding money from my register. I didn’t see what they drove over here.”
Officer Hanson sighed, making an effort to remain calm despite her sharp responses. “I want you to start over and tell me, what did they say? You said they didn’t talk to you much, but now you say they demanded the money. Which is it? Describe everything you heard, no matter how insignificant it may seem.”
Fiddling with a thick red plastic bracelet around her wrist that matched the beaded necklace she wore, Ms. Howards said, “Hmm, I don’t remember anything particular that the thieves said. The one guy with the hunting rifle did all the talking. He told everyone to get down on the floor when they barged in. They were both wearing hoods and cheap plastic masks–a white bunny and an orange pumpkin.”
“Yes, you mentioned the plastic masks.”
“I couldn’t identify them if I knew them. I think they were trying to disguise their voices, too. Maybe I knew them as previous customers or members of the community?” she questioned, second-guessing herself. “I put the money from my register into their bag and handed it over. Then they broke the glass and stole items from the display cases and left.” She clicked her long, red, polished fingernails on her necklace while she waited for the next question.
“Did you call the police as soon as the men headed out the back door?” Hanson asked, trying another approach to gather more information.
“Yes, I was calling about the same time you arrived. The dispatcher said you were already on your way when I called.”
Surprised by Ms. Howard’s
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