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FOREWORD
We choose which direction we will take. Each of us has
our own motivations, what keeps us on course, how we
choose to adapt, or leave. We decide how we will
navigate our way to happiness, but also what we turn to
when life gets uncomfortably dark.

DEAR READER

Sarah and I are happy to bring you the first
book in our Unconventional Classroom: Life
Lessons from a Homicide Detective series. It is
our vision to highlight positive, universal
lessons my career in law enforcement has
taught me, often through the lens of tragedy.
Through our books and my presentations, we'll
tell these stories and share our wisdom to a
larger audience. Completing Skeletons in My
Closet was the first step along this journey. I
think it is safe to say we are both pleased with
how the book and series have come together.
We have framed the stories and lessons
mindfully, and with the same sense of social
responsibility that a career in policing
demands. I believe Sir Robert Peel was right
when he said,
“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.”

( S i r R o b e r t P e e l ’s P r i n c i p l e s o f L a w
Enforcement, 1829)
We all have a responsibility to each other,
including ourselves, to pay attention, to care, to
avoid apathy or expect that someone else will
notice something that needs noticing. It is
important we do our part to keep our
communities, and each other, strong, safe,
vibrant and healthy. I wish we didn’t have
tragedy as our teacher. Sometimes we do, and
when that happens we must quiet our minds
enough to find the lessons in its message.
I hope we have written a book that our
peers, our families and my Service, can be
proud of. The opinions, views and philosophies
reflected in this book are mine and may not
represent those of the organization I work for.
Every effort has been made to respect the
privacy of citizens and the delicacy of the
situations described in the book. Identifying
descriptors, such as names, dates, and
specific details, have in many cases been
changed.

***
“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

WELCOME

A couple of years ago Detective Dave Sweet
approached me to write a book of universal
lessons from a homicide investigator ’s
perspective. It was not a typical angle, but
Dave’s like that. Skeletons in My Closet is an
unconventional police memoir that takes
readers on a ride-along to the darkest corners
of society, but also reveals poignant truths
about life, death, and how we can all coexist
together.
We hope it is as gripping a read as it is
inspiring, and that you will find the danger and
grit tempered with compassion and humour.
That was our aim, anyway. Dave is a pretty
good mix of sharp corners, raw honesty, and
empathy.
This is a prelude to Skeletons in My Closet,
where we’ll give you sneak peaks and take you
behind the scenes. What’s it like working with a
homicide detective? I’ll tell you. What’s this
particular one really like? Read on. How did we
roll with each other’s very different writing
processes? Good question.

Dave could tell you what he’s like to work
with, but he’d probably omit stuff like his
complete disregard for punctuation. It was
beyond frustrating until I realized it was the
perfect chance to practice my Zen mindreading skills. And that, dear reader, is just one
example of putting these lessons into practice,
in this case, reframing and perspective. There
is so much more.
It doesn’t have to be difficult finding common
ground with someone holding a different world
view or point of reference. Dave and I had our
own challenges and successes working
together. We butted heads and both feel the
book is stronger for it.
Skeletons in My Closet is Dave’s distilled
wisdom from a distinguished career in a large
western Canadian police service, a career that
has taken him from the Drug Unit to the
Organized Crime Section to Homicide. Now
he’s sharing his hard-earned life lessons with
those on the other side of the crime scene
tape. He shares the traumas, triumphs and
tragedies of his twenty-year career in law
enforcement, from going undercover to
infiltrate drug rings, to piecing together criminal
hierarchies, to investigating gruesome murder

scenes. He also reveals the human side of
policing: meeting people on the worst day of
their lives, helping them pick up the pieces,
bringing resolution to victims and their families,
and the toll all of it takes on an officer.
Skeletons in My Closet is a frank look at how
one homicide detective faces the unimaginable
every day.
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More than a year 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 murder.
This case was no more horrific than so many
others. It was the culmination of them that had me
reflecting on my own mortality, my family, my career.
We get good at handling the darker sides of human
behaviour. Sometimes cases float (or catapult) into
our awareness long after the reports are filed and
verdicts in. This career has provided opportunities for
me to reflect both on my own success and family, and

to 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 a lot 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, as well as 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,
who I learned so much from, passed away during this
project. 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, writing about real life
would require a tempered soul if I wanted the lessons
and philosophies to come out in a meaningful way.
Quite 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.
I pitched the concept to Sarah Graham, an author
I knew from the local writing scene who I trusted
could help deliver my stories authentically and
responsibly—and my polar opposite. I’m more
conservative and have logged two decades of dealing
with the darker aspects of humanity. Sarah’s a freespirit with over fifteen years in environmental fields.
Her Yin balanced my sometimes overbearing Yang. In
my view, the collaboration works, perhaps because of
how different we are and what we each bring to the
table.
From the beginning, Sarah shared the same vision
I had for the book. We both saw universal lessons so
many of us, regardless of our careers, backgrounds,
or specific challenges could resonate with. It is our
intention to share some of the wisdom from my
career in law enforcement, from street cop to
undercover police officer to homicide investigator.
Readers can take away these stories, lessons,
philosophies and strategies to enhance their own lives.
It is with a strong sense of social responsibility and
inspiring positive change that these lessons are framed
and shared.
This book is not about blood, guts or gore. It is
not a book full of war stories, nor musings on the
scrutiny and judgments 21st 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 represents the many facets and
life lessons a career in policing can teach. I hope we
have written a book that captures a different side to
what people may think of cops.
My career has been an unconventional classroom
with unexpected teachers, surprising lessons, and
challenging homework—like writing this book.

OUR EVOLUTION TO SUCCESS

The book’s evolution surprised me. It was
never a question of if we would finish it. Both
Sarah and I were committed to the project from
the get-go. How we would take decades of
memories and experiences in my head and
translate them in a meaningful and engaging
way was another matter entirely. We started
building with those first ideas. As the book
came into focus, we developed and included
additional themes and content. The
relationships of the experiences and lessons
were not linear, and we wanted the reader to
have effective take-aways. We grouped the
lessons into ten themes, each a chapter. The
first nine build on concepts that culminate in
the tenth chapter, Selling Life Sentences.
Our writing process also evolved. In the
beginning, Sarah and I decided to work to our
strengths and previous experience. I give
approximately thirty presentations each year
and am comfortable communicating
information in that format. For years, Sarah
interviewed Elders for Traditional Knowledge

studies. It made sense to start our project in
our respective wheelhouses. I’d give a
presentation and Sarah would write the chapter
from the presentation.
We quickly realized that didn’t work for us
for a few reasons. I wanted to be more handson in the actual writing. It’s hard to co-author a
book without actually writing. We also realized
that when Sarah wrote from a presentation
instead of an interview, the context was
different and my voice that works so well in a
presentation format didn’t translate the same
for the book. Without the dialogue of an
interview, too many of the nuances that we
wanted were being lost.
We switched it up. I wrote raw content,
Sarah crafted and made me make sense and
not sound like an asshole. That might seem
harsh, but I know this job has adjusted my
normal. I don’t know how many times I told
Sarah it is impossible to offend me anymore.
I’ve simply seen too much.
It was a balancing act to find time to
complete the project, my work schedule can
get hectic. I had my expectations and Sarah
had hers. We see the world incredibly
differently, and that’s before any dead bodies

or crime scenes come into play. There were
moments of frustration. Don’t ask me about
water sound therapy or Sarah about scotch.
I am grateful for her help, her hand was
required to temper the realities of writing real
life. Through this process I have found myself
cathartically reflecting on my career and have
come to realize that damn, I have learned a lot.
When we are in the thick of our lives we don’t
often step back to get that perspective, to take
that inventory of where we are, where we’ve
been, and which direction we’re heading.
Writing the book gave me that opportunity. The
more I wrote, the more I remembered. It wasn’t
a floodgate opening, but a few vaults longclosed were pried open during this process.
As our original outline continued to expand,
there was minimal chapter shuffling. Rather, it
was more the question of where to weave in
the additional content within the chapter
framework. We went back and forth, discussing
where the stories made the most sense.
Sometimes a single memory held numerous
lessons. Where would the best impact for the
reader be?
I felt bad, but just a little, when I
remembered more to include. We thought we

had a section done and then, wouldn’t you
know it, more memories or lessons came up. It
happened just recently, working on Behind the
Scenes. There was a story and lesson so new
and raw it had yet to be added to the Skeletons
in My Closet manuscript.
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Only a few months ago my phone rang in the early
morning hours, my boss starting the conversation like
he always does, “We have a Homicide, see you at the
office.”—Click.
It took me a few moments to un-blur from the
abrupt wake-up. As you can imagine, I have
developed strategies to overcome the desire to
immediately fall back to sleep. My phone is never in
reach of my bedside table which means that I must
actually get out from under the warm covers to
answer it, giving my foggy mind a chance to start
clearing. I keep a clean suit and pressed shirt hanging
ready in the bathroom, so I don’t disturb the house
while I scramble around to get ready in the dead of
night.
Out of the shower and on my way to the office, I
slurped back a caffeinated beverage and wondered
what it would be this time: a domestic homicide, a
deadly confrontation at a bar, a gang or drug hit, a
shaken-to-death baby or something even more

complex and gruesome?
In this case, it was a barely twenty year-old girl,
gunned down on a gravel car park behind a residence.
It would later be identified as our suspect’s home. A
barely twenty-something boy himself, jealous after his
breakup with the victim, had killed her. If he couldn’t
have her nobody else would either.
This case gave me pause and I tried to see the
lesson in this horrific crime. When the intricacies of
love, jealousy and hate intertwine, they can produce
appalling brutality. How did this young man come to
see love as something demanded and subject to lethal
reprimand? How would his and his victim’s lives be
different if he had seen love beyond possession and
control? It got me thinking, love requires freedom to
trust a person will stay and if they don’t, freedom to
trust a relationship has run its course. It seems like
such a simple thing, but so often this concept gets
distorted. This may sound over-simplified, but
trusting the ebb and flow of life and relationships
could save so many of us from a lot of avoidable
hurt.
In this case, if the young man who had proclaimed
his love for the innocent victim mere days earlier
could have mustered up the courage to hit the release
button, it would have been the most loving gift he
could have given her. I can’t help but imagine that had
he chosen unconditional release, it is likely that a part
of him would have remained in her heart forever.

***
That’s what it was like when new stories
came in. Sarah, being Sarah, always said that
was part of the process, but a few times I
wondered when we would just have to cut
ourselves off so we could finish.
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Success has an evolution has certainly been true for us.
I believe that in people driven to be successful, failure
is part of that evolution toward success. For people
who are not driven, failure too often becomes the
reason to quit, but with each failure we ultimately get
closer to the solution, if we let ourselves fall forward.
People live colourful lives. I have become keenly
aware of this through years of investigating murders.
What people kept hidden or not well-known while
they were alive, the skeletons in their closet, often
come to light during the investigations into their
deaths. Not all of these skeletons are ominous, but we
pay attention to them during murder investigations, as
we work toward identifying the persons responsible
for their deaths. Moving through a murder
investigation inevitably leads to the identification, and
subsequent elimination, of persons of interest. This
cycle of try/fail can be frustrating in the pursuit of
those responsible, but eliminating persons of interest

is simply the evolution of an investigation moving
forward, from failure as people are cleared, to success
when the perpetrator is identified and found.
A half-dozen years ago, I was called out on a
Wednesday morning after a young man had been
found dead in the parking lot of a strip mall. In the
investigation that followed, we learned a lot about this
victim and his life. First, he was a low risk victim, a
simple man who had lived with his parents, had
several adult siblings, no girlfriend and no criminal
history with the police. However, he’d had an
entrepreneurial spirit and although not a lawyer, he’d
provided legal advice to people who were navigating
the legal system to sue others. In some of the cases
he took on, his associates had shady backgrounds.
When we examined the scene, several details
suggested that robbery could have been a motive. The
victim’s clothing was in disarray and some of his
property was strewn away from where his body was
found. While canvassing the neighbourhood,
information suggested other dark possibilities. A
residence directly behind the crime scene was a
suspected drug house with unsavoury characters
coming and going at all hours, and a second nearby
residence housed two known criminals. After timelining the victim’s last known movements, we learned
he had been at a bar earlier in the evening where he
had met with several different women.
We had a lot of information, a lot of leads to
follow, and eighteen persons of interest to be either
eliminated or focused on more closely. We began the

process of systematically investigating each,
interviewing persons of interest, checking alibis,
establishing timelines, and reviewing forensic
evidence to assess possible links. The list eventually
dwindled to the two known criminals.
This may seem like a lot of work, and it is, but
almost every case requires it. The case against the two
individuals became stronger every time one of the
other eighteen persons of interest were eliminated
through alibis and forensics. It was through this
process of failure, eliminating sixteen of the original
eighteen persons of interest, that the evolution of
success could happen. We can look at failure as simply
a stepping stone or a prelude on our path to success.

LEAVE PEOPLE BETTER THAN YOU
FOUND THEM

Some of my favourite early feedback on the
project has been how unorthodox our approach
was. As you can imagine, this project has had
some heavy material and I needed to find ways
to process. Several months ago I mentioned to
Dave I was researching Buddhism to help with
my sense of peace and overall tranquility. The
look he gave me was priceless, in his world I
am the poster child of relaxed. In mine, I knew I
needed to re-discover my centre. Perspective
is a fascinating beast.
Lessons from a homicide detective is a
unique approach, as is Dave calling himself
out, sharing stories of when he was wrong or
realizing he had not made the best decisions.
Not everyone would open up like that.
One of my favourite examples is below:

E XCERPT F ROM S KELETONS

IN MY

C LOSET

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 relatively 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 all 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, 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 toward 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 began to
drive 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, we
allow them to reflect on the things in their life 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 exactly that, 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.

PERSPECTIVE IS AN ANTIDOTE TO
WORRY

While writing Skeletons in my Closet, I realized
just how much of a lifestyle policing has been.
It has given me the opportunity to work with
great people, and to meet inspiring families
and victims. It has also given me opportunities
for my own personal growth and the ability to
change my thinking, to alter perspectives and
face challenging circumstances with a glass
half-full approach.
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Ralph Waldo Emerson once said,
“For every minute you remain angry, you give up sixty
seconds of peace of mind.”
I think Emerson was onto something. People have
a tendency to catastrophize what they anticipate will
be a negative experience, instead of taking on the
challenge and owning the problem, or even flipping

the negative into an accomplishment. Are things ever
as bad as we dreamed they were going to be?
Catastrophizing is the irrational thought that the
worst possible outcome will befall us. It robs us of
perspective and peace of mind. It can prevent us
from moving forward, and hinder our ability to
reframe or remove emotion from an emotional event.
It is true, the things we don’t prepare for, the stuff
that blindsides us, are most apt to really change us in
the moment. It’s not the things we see coming, it’s the
ones we don’t. This isn’t a lack of planning, either.
Sometimes life derails us and no amount of planning
changes that, like what happened to a mother of
three small children I met one morning. I went to
inform her of her husband’s murder on their oldest
son’s fifth birthday. For her, the night before was like
any other as she wished her hubby off for a good
time on the town with his buddies. He was a normal,
hard-working father who attended a house party with
a couple of friends. Unbeknownst to the others in the
group, one of them was not welcome. In the skirmish
that followed, a knife was stuck into the father’s chest,
without cause, and he died minutes later outside,
cradled in his friend’s arms, while the party raged on.
For me, these types of scenarios help bring
perspective to my own life. Are the things that plague
me worth the worry? Will it matter in five years, or
even five days? We all have bad days, but my bad days
at work remind me how fortunate I am. When you
experience the extremes of life and death you realize
that getting worked up over daily grind crap is not

only pointless, but detrimental. It needlessly
pressurizes our body and mind. Remembering that
things can always be worse helps us when we try to
overcome our own challenges, and frees us from
catastrophizing. So does cultivating a habit of
appreciation.
I work in a career that many would find interesting.
There are more professional hockey players living in
this town than homicide investigators, and the stats
say only one in every 85,000 kids playing hockey will
ever get an opportunity to play a game in the pros. In
this city of more than a million people, I work in an
organization of more than two thousand. There are
only fifteen of us city-wide who have the luxury to
work homicide, the gig we dreamed of as kids reading
Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew. The odds that I would
even get this chance seems near impossible, yet here I
am, and I’m grateful. Experience has taught me that
fretting over every detail of every day that has
troubled me takes away from what I consider to be
the very enviable situation that I find myself in.
Perspective is a powerful antidote to worry.

LISTENING TO THE SILENCES

Throughout this project, I have listened to what
Dave hasn’t said as much as what he has.
When we all listen to each other, when we
notice the voice of the pauses, as much as we
do the words, we hear that much more. As
Dave recounted his time with an undercover
street team, I couldn’t help but wonder about
those moments of pause, as he replayed past
experiences in his head, making sense of
memories before sharing. We all have stories,
and Dave racked up quite a few during his
three year tenure with the Drug Unit. He gained
unique perspectives, one of which was just
how different the public’s perception and
attitudes toward various people within a
community can be. It was a lesson he learned
first-hand.
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It took about a year to really develop a look that
masked the real me. My beard had grown long and

straggly, hanging well down my chest. My ears
contained numerous piercings and heavy metal icons
adorned many of my shirts and hoodies. I learned
what it felt like to be marginalized by my community.
My children, by association, learned it too.
My family and I were fortunate to live in a nice
middle-class neighbourhood where appearance and
status mattered. One day, my three year-old son and I
were sent to run errands and pick up groceries for the
week. Like any other day, we entered the store and
went about our business selecting our eggs, milk,
meat and cereals. Happy, my son sat in the cart as we
made our way through the store.
As we turned down our next aisle I heard a young
boy say, “Look at that guy, mom.” My son and I both
turned to see a young boy with his well-groomed
mother pointing at me. “Look at that guy, mom,” he
repeated, this time catching his mom’s attention. As
her eyes met mine I saw them widen before an
expression of fear or disgust flashed across her face.
“Quiet,” she answered and they promptly fled the
aisle.
Without missing a beat, my boy put his hands on
mine and rubbed them, proclaiming, “You’re the best
dad ever, I love you.”
That day stayed with me, my son’s innate social
wisdom and compassion, and the knee-jerk reaction
of the well-heeled mom and her son. That response
became our new normal. Whenever I was with my
spouse and kids at the zoo, the mall, or an amusement
park, people stared. The judgement and disapproval

were clear, those poor kids. When they saw the pretty
brunette with me I can only assume those confused
stares meant they were trying to figure out if she was
my sister, or maybe my parole officer. I’m certain they
never suspected she was my wife.
These experiences damaged me, my children and
my spouse. I understood when I was asked not to
pick up the kids from school, or when my family
would whisper quietly to neighbours about my real
persona. They were embarrassed by me. This world
took a toll on all of us and only compounded with
time. My family unit, after being pushed and strained
too far, sadly, began to unravel.
Living that experience taught me important
lessons. The truth is, we should resist comparing our
lives to others’. We really have no idea what their path
has been.
This experience also made me much more
e m p a t h e t i c t o wa r d t h e m a r g i n a l i z e d a n d
disadvantaged. In the past, I often thought, “Why
can’t these folks get jobs? Why aren’t they working?
Why is he wearing his underwear on the outside of
his pants?” Now I know that’s easy to say if you are a
person who knows the proper undergarment layer
order, or you have an appearance that is inviting
instead of off-putting, or you just naturally know how
to walk tall and speak eloquently. I also now know
first-hand that if you are not those things, some in
society may devalue and judge you harshly. From what
I experienced, you must also care for yourself if you
wish to have others care for you. First impressions

count. If we are to control how we wish others to
view us, then we must match our actions to our
intentions.

JUST BECAUSE YOU CAN DOESN’T
MEAN YOU SHOULD

This project has provided the opportunity to
articulate concepts I lived with, but didn’t
consciously focus on. One of my guiding
principles was, how would I want to be handled
in any given situation if roles were reversed?
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Policing has taught me that there are few
certainties in life and just because we can do
something doesn’t mean we should. Our actions, even
if by the book, can have unintentional yet still
incredibly damaging consequences on others.
Discretion allows us to make wise, thoughtful
decisions, with or without a manual that says it’s okay.
It allows us to mindfully go about our business and
problem-solve at our best, not just when it is easiest.
Discretion is intangible, and perhaps that is why it is
so often underestimated. Its very nature introduces
grey, few things in life are simply black and white.
When a crisis occurs, people living within it often
don’t have the ability to see outside. Decision-making

processes are muted, or corrupted because of the
crisis. Finding lawful, creative, appropriate solutions
can mean the difference between someone surviving a
crisis, or being debilitated by it. When discretion is
used for sound, compassionate reasons, how could its
application ever be critically judged?
Policing 101 teaches us that when it comes to the
management of witnesses, it is a best practice to keep
them separated until investigators have had an
opportunity to speak with them. This is sound logic,
as it avoids the potential for statement and evidence
contamination. In many cases police witnesses do not
have to be eyewitnesses. In homicide cases, most
people who provide information are actually
providing evidence of the backstory. Witnesses may
have information about the last time they saw the
victim alive, problems the victim may have had with
other people, or criminal behaviour. What happens
when witnesses are also victims to a crime? Should
the rules learned in Policing 101 still hold true?
Several years ago, I investigated an extremely sad
and brutal case of murder. It was an early spring
morning when a father of three returned from work
to discover his wife and youngest child had been slain
inside the family home. The husband first found his
wife, still in her nightgown, lying motionless on the
kitchen floor, while cartoons played on the main floor
television. It was clear she had been the victim of a
vicious stabbing. On the edge of the kitchen counter
was his child’s lunch still packed for his day at preschool.

Racing through the house and calling out his
child’s name, the father ran up the stairs and into the
master bedroom where he found his child massacred
on the floor. Armed with only a back scratcher, his
five year-old’s frame had been no match for the knifewielding intruder.
When we arrived on scene, we brought the
husband in for questioning to hear his backstory
(typical protocol). The surviving children, who were
all in school when the murders occurred, were also
brought to our headquarters for the same purpose.
Once at the station, each was to receive the news
about their mother and youngest sibling’s passing. It
became the discretion of our investigative team on
how best to do this. Should investigators have all the
family members brought together for the delivery of
the news (discretionary choice), or should each be
told separately to avoid the risk of contaminating
their statements (by-the-books protocol)?
For all of us in the unit this was a no-brainer. In
this instance, the need for compassion for the
surviving children far outweighed following the
protocol of witness management. The horrible news
was delivered to everyone together.
Does the use of discretion in this way affect the
investigation in the short term? It does. Regardless, in
this case and cases like these, putting others before
ourselves trumps everything. I am blessed to work
with a group of people who also see it that way. How
do we know we made the right decision here?
Because the alternative wasn’t conscionable. Imagine

the outcome if, after each child had been told the
awful news, they were left to deal with it on his or her
own, sobbing in a room while a stranger looked on?
Something I learned long ago from one of my olddog mentors is that you should never mind being in
the news, but never have your actions make the
headlines for the news. If discretion had not been
applied in the cases above, what could the headlines
have been? Asking myself this question is a simple
exercise that has always helped me identify if I am
doing the right thing.

B.B.D.S (BIG BOY DEBRIEFS)

Much of the tension we experience in life can
be traced back to a breakdown in
communication. Our relationships are strained
every time we muzzle our own voice or don’t
listen when someone really needs us to hear.
Miscommunication further muddies the waters
when we think we understand what’s going on,
but actually don’t. Sometimes we can find this
out in painfully humbling ways.
Bottom line, effective communication is one
of those key building blocks of solid, healthy
relationships. This includes more than just
individuals; families, workplaces, and
communities can all benefit from honest,
respectful dialogue. When our ears are open,
we’re also better able to articulate our
thoughts, points and ideas. As fabulous a tool
as tension is in a novel (says the writer), in real
life it blows. We can make a positive difference
in our relationships when we say what we
mean and listen like we actually care.
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It can be infinitely embarrassing when things you
should have been told get missed. I have moved
among several different areas within the Service
throughout my career. Each time I have been trained
by a more senior member of the new unit and
verbally provided the best practices established for
that given area. Each unit has its own set of nuances
to workflow processes and procedural controls. That
makes sense.
Sometimes, being taught the tricks-of-the-trade by
the old-dog resulted in things getting missed. When I
was a young member of the Drug Unit, one of my
responsibilities was to sort through the vast array of
tips the public had called in regarding suspected drug
activity. A tip would read something like this:
John Smith is a cocaine trafficker. His cell number
is 111-1111 and he lives at 123 Fake Street.
Based on the information provided, I would assess
the viability of the tip to determine if there was
enough information to begin a drug operation.
Moving through tips like these became part of our
daily routine when starting our shift and it wasn’t long
before I began to notice a pattern regarding one
particularly notorious family called the LNUs.
Frequently I would read tips referring to Bob LNU,
Jimmy LNU, Rick LNU, Erin and Stacy LNU, and
recognized that disrupting this particular drug
operation was clearly part of the solution to solving
the growing drug epidemic in the city.

Proud of this epiphany, and after receiving another
tip about the LNU clan, I stood up from my desk and
proclaimed to the team that it was time to start a
major investigation into the LNU family. Dead silence
followed. Then a volley of laughter broke out. “Dave,
you’re an idiot. LNU means last name unknown.”
Ugh, I was a fool, and maybe a bit miffed my olddog mentor hadn’t included that helpful little tidbit
months earlier in my orientation. To avoid these types
of little mistakes, the unit could have written this
information down for new members to standardize
the process. Legacy knowledge is lost when it is not
recorded and old dogs retire. Establishing business
rules or standard operating procedures, which are
different from policies, ensures everyone on a project
team is on the same page and mistakes like the
infamous LNU drug clan will be less likely to occur.

Our project has unwittingly given plenty of
opportunity for our own misunderstandings. I
once texted Dave regarding edits and word
choices with no idea that what I had perceived
as a simple two-sentence reply he took as
implied grump. I got an immediate call for
clarity. We could laugh about it then and I’m
still laughing now because I know how

sideways life can get when misunderstandings
occur.
Another time, we were in a cafe working,
Dave was sitting across from me and I was
having a rare moment of nearly losing my shit,
albeit silently. I tend to be pretty chill and I can’t
even remember what I was frustrated about,
but I remember internally I was red-lining.
(Fear not, dear reader, I know I’ve inspired the
same in Dave.) He responded by reading a
section of our own manuscript.
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Support systems are our parachute, our sanity
check, the warm blanket when we’ve gotten too cold.
Undercover work requires them, especially when our
full-time job demands mastering the dark arts of lies
and deception. Anxiety and fear are normal working
parts of the job, and isolation from the community is
not only a side effect, it is a performance indicator.
The new normal is a world of sex (not that we could
partake), drugs (couldn’t do that either) and rock ‘n
roll and rap (which we totally blasted all the time in
our cars).
The team I worked with consisted of a supervisor
and six constables. We were a band of brothers and
one sister. The importance we placed on each other

was high, it had to be. We relied on each other to
ensure the safety of all involved and our bond was
tight. Through the years we were there to support
each other, through the passing of loved ones, the
births of new ones, all the while knowing it was in
each of us to make sure the others went home no
worse for wear. We all understood what the others
were going through and when a member of the team
expressed concerns, we all listened.
In this high stakes game where reality was
troubling, dangerous, and often sad, I learned that
having a support mechanism was critical to our
overall health and well-being. Unlike the Hollywood
concept of having a handler tame the too-deep
undercover operator, our support mechanism came
by way of regular debriefings within the team. Each
of us had strong, confident personalities and our
debriefs were rarely about butterflies and hugs. We
often disagreed about how things should be done and
openly shared our critiques of how each did. These
were always honest and mostly healthy discussions. At
the end of the day (or night), our practice was to not
only debrief each other, but also air out any dirty
laundry, in what I affectionately came to know as big
boy debriefs.
Leaving pride and ego at the door, we all met in a
safe location to discuss the day’s events. Feelings
sometimes got bruised and guys would fall on the
sword if they needed to. Being able to say it as it was,
diplomacy and political correctness aside, was our way
to ensure that we all performed at our highest levels

and learned from our mistakes. We never minced
words, and those honest debriefs kept us on our toes,
even if our pride got battered in the process.
The debriefs taught me that the value of learning
from our mistakes and honestly sharing how we were
feeling outweighed the risk of offending someone. It
is a valuable lesson I still take with me to this day.
Grudges never grew from these events. They grew
when the team felt that they were not free to speak
honestly. Big boy debriefs taught me a lot of things.
Support systems matter, not everyone needs to get a
trophy for participating, and honest communication
can actually create harmony within a work
environment, a sports team dressing room or even
the family unit.

WRITING REAL LIFE

From the beginning Sarah embraced an
important concept. When you’re collaborating
with someone writing a memoir, you need to let
him tell his story. She crafted and wove the
stories in the book with a deft and
conscientious hand. She understood what I
was trying to accomplish, and that
understanding informed her writing. In my view,
this was critical.
Throughout this project, Sarah received an
indoctrination of sorts into some very shadowy
places, she would have to, if she were to tell
my story. That increased when, after receiving
feedback suggesting more grit, we began to
layer in more edge where originally we had
chosen not to. This had a Pandora’s box effect
for both of us. Sarah had to burrow deeper into
writing about homicide and pain, and I had to
venture further into my memory to flush out
some of the visceral details. I did my best to
explain what I had witnessed through my five
senses.
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I responded to a property-damage complaint
called in by a single mom of a young son. Her exlover had left her with a broken front window and a
bill she could not pay following a final farewell fight.
While I was at the house taking the information for
my report, a four-year-old boy caught in the middle
of this mess clung tightly to my leg. Over the next
forty-five minutes, he hung on as I moved between
the kitchen and living room. Clearly not wanting to let
go, he cried out for me to stay and be his dad, as I
gathered up my things to leave. As I write this passage
today, I can still hear the sniffles from that pleading
child and feel the grip of his fingertips on the inside
of my pant leg.

***
Once, I was the first responding officer to a fatal
motor vehicle accident involving a semi in a parking
lot. I am sure you can picture the scene. So could I,
until I arrived and found something very different. A
petite, twenty-something, female truck driver had
been thrown from the cab of her truck after it began
to roll away at the same time she was stepping into it.
No other vehicles in the parking lot were involved.
The truck had been idling in neutral and the parking

brake had failed on the slight incline. Tragically, she
fell from the cab’s steps in such a way that her head
landed in the path of one of the front tires. Her skull
was flattened beyond recognition, crushed glasses the
only thing left to landmark where her nose and eyes
had been.

***
Early in my homicide career, I worked a case
where three dead infants were found in suitcases
inside the closet of a tidy home occupied by a woman
with a very messed-up mind. In the room where the
three little bodies were located, pine tree airfresheners postered the walls. Their fragrance left us
with the lasting impression that we had walked into
the middle of an evergreen forest out of a horror
movie, artificially rich and earthy, but with an
underlying stench of death.

Sarah was not used to processing that level
of dark emotion in the same way I was not
used to working with someone who would ask,
“Yes, but how did that make you feel?” In the

end, Sarah allowed me to write my story, and
shared the same vision. We made it through
this process smiling, still speaking to each
other, and with no knives in the back. I truly
can’t thank her enough.

WORKING WITH A HOMICIDE
DETECTIVE

Before this book, I knew Dave in a peripheral
sort of way. He was that homicide detective
who gave presentations to writing groups,
pleasant enough, with a sense of humour, and
surprisingly patient. Dave’s schedule is no less
crammed than everyone else’s, arguably more
so with the time sensitivity of murder
investigations, yet he always answered writer
questions long after the allotted presentation
time was up. He also used his own brand of
humour to offset the topic’s heaviness. For
years he was just that guy who graciously
answered law enforcement questions from
writers wanting to more accurately depict
characters or hammer out plot points.
The past couple of years that random
peripheral shifted into first person narrative.
He’s still pleasant enough if there is an energy
drink at hand. His sense of humour is dark but
entertaining the few times I’ve seen it off-leash.
His patience extended to my bottle-necked
edits and I knew to bring in humour when

needed, as there are indeed heavy parts to the
book. I had to adapt to working with someone
in the I-work-with-death club. My brain tripped
on his texts.
Me: Want me to take a crack at that next
chapter lead-in?
Dave: Would you? I’m on a fresh one and
going to autopsy this afternoon.
Me: (long pause while I shift brain gears) No
prob. Stay safe.
A simple “yes” would have sufficed. Still, it
helped me get into Dave’s head so I could
better craft the book. When he went radio silent
I plugged more into his world and knew a case
had come in. Dave’s resting state is intense.
He was tenacious to the point of pestering
when we worked on this project. I say that with
a bit of awe. He hammered out raw content
and then did his best to give me space while I
crafted it. I got used to the constant
background hum of Dave’s energy, except
when a case came in. Then he went silent, the
hum gone.
After a few days I actually checked in to
make sure he was okay. He was fine. He just
had that intensity focused on the new case. It

was unsettling when I stopped to think about
how different each of our days was. When I
was finessing a particularly tricky paragraph,
Dave could be exercising a warrant, attending
an autopsy or in court on the witness stand. I
remember once when I was making a French
press of coffee he was on a stake-out. Different
worlds.
I’ve been asked, “What is Dave really like?”
When I was trying to figure out our myriad
differences, I realized that he’s a child of the
80s, whereas I’m a product of the 90s. What
difference does that make? Let’s turn to music
to explain. The sound track to his
impressionable years included Bon Jovi, Duran
Duran, The Cult and Metallica. Mine was the
likes of Ani Difranco, Indigo Girls, Sarah
McLachlan, and Melissa Etheridge. Okay, I
totally listened to Bon Jovi, too. Who didn’t?
He’s all inclusive resort, I’m road trip camping.
He’s action movies, I like books.
He’s fancy suits, I dig yoga pants.
He’s Birkenstocks . . . wait, so am I.
Okay, that last one is an anomaly, but you
get my point. All joking aside, I didn’t know
what it would be like working with a homicide

investigator. Turns out, pretty interesting—and
distressing too. Dave has had such a
distinguished career because people hurt each
other. That reality snags, repeatedly. However,
everyday people throughout our communities
make a positive difference, from a smile or a
stranger’s kind word, to something more
dramatic. Working with a police officer has
reminded me there is overwhelming darkness
but also incredible light in this world.

LIVING THE LESSONS

There is an alchemy to translating real-life
experience to real words on a page. Perhaps
the greatest transformation, though, was within
ourselves. I know I am different. I had open
exposure to others’ scars. That brought a
context I had never been privy to before, but
also healing lessons.
I had the chance to test those lessons on a
cold Friday after a long snowy winter. I drove
through an alley with a maze of compacted
snow, built-up ice, and pools of frozen slush.
The nearly impassable route had prompted me
to detour my access that particular day.
Besides being the lesser of two evils for
navigating, that detour kept me from crossing
gunfire.
It was around noon and I was driving slowly,
nearly at my destination. I heard weird popping
noises, like firecrackers, but different. Could
that be ice? I rolled to a stop. The noises
stopped, too. I remember thinking the ice must
be in a crazy condition to mimic firecrackers

when you drive over them. How quaint the first
things I thought of were innocuous. Writing a
nonfiction book with a homicide investigator
hasn’t completely scrubbed my naiveté and it
never crossed my mind that it could be gunfire,
or that a police officer had been shot.
Earlier, my husband had called to tell me
about an attempted carjacking in the area, but
as I neared, I saw a police truck driving away. I
figured if they were leaving, all must be okay. I
now see how over-simplified that assumption
was.
Once there, I attempted to continue my day,
but heard sirens and saw a line of police
vehicles streaming into a back street. Then I
noticed I had missed four calls and a frantic
text from my husband. Police were alerting
people to hide in basements, lest a stray bullet
fly too close.
It hadn’t been firecrackers or ice I’d heard. A
police officer had been gunned down. That
messed with my head, knowing I had heard the
gunshots that went into a person’s body.
For nearly two hours I stayed huddled in that
basement, listening to what sounded
suspiciously like occasional gunfire. I had my
phone, I could text and call my husband,

assuring him I was okay. Dave was busy doing
police things but checked in to make sure I was
hunkered down. A writer friend reached out too,
and kept me company when I needed to give
voice to what I was hearing without alarming
my already-worried husband. I felt reasonably
safe underground. I just had to stay put,
however long that would be.
New sounds, like someone outside the door,
did a painfully exquisite job of terrifying me.
Stories from the book flooded my mind. How
different it is to live through, versus simply write
about, fear. Before that moment, I was
theoretically scared. I knew there was danger
but I knew how to mitigate my access to it. That
moment I knew fear.
I looked around the basement trying to form
a plan. Where was the best place to hide that
still had escape options? What could I use as a
weapon if necessary? I don’t know how much
time lapsed before I realized whoever was
outside had gone, but I remember realizing my
terror had eased. From what I’ve heard since, it
was likely emergency services. At that time, the
bad guy was holed up in a garage burning to
the ground.
For several days, I processed the event in

d i ff e r e n t s t a g e s : l o o k i n g f o r g u n m e n
everywhere, nausea, restless pacing, shaking
hands, way too much adrenaline, lack of
appetite, no sleep, too much sleep, bursting
into tears in front of random police officers, and
an epic migraine. I didn’t want to be dramatic
or useless. Part of me wanted to shake it off,
but a louder part of me knew it wiser to process
so I could let it go. Suppressing lingering
emotions would surely backfire.
My body’s physical symptoms confused me.
I had not been hurt, but was responding to the
stimuli. That threw me. I even asked Dave if I
was overreacting. Now I see how silly that
question was. Fear is a normal response to
what happened that day. It also gave a healthy
dose of perspective and was a potent reset
button to slow down—I had been letting things
beyond my control bother me way too much.

INVESTIGATOR'S COMMENTS

In police work, Investigator’s Comments often
accompany written affidavits. They give added
context or information to provide clarity, and
highlight certain concepts and linkages in our
applications to the court.
Early on in our process it dawned on me that
we could include a parallel to an investigator
comment in our book. I thought Sarah could
provide her own commentary on how the
lessons and stories resonated with her. I asked
her if she would write her version of an
Investigator’s Comments, a Sarah’s Comments
for additional perspective.
She wrote several, and although we liked
what they contributed, we thought they
interrupted the flow of the narrative and
ultimately decided not to include them in the
final manuscript. I want to include some of
them here, as they really highlight what I hope
readers experience, their take-aways and
reflections on the lessons.

E XCERPT F ROM C HAPTER 1, A L IFE
S ERVICE

OF

Sarah’s Comments: I can’t help but reflect on
the word sacrifice. In the past, it has always
implied a one-way street, but now feels like
more. Sacrifice is not synonymous with
martyrdom, rather it is plugging into a greater
good and working to achieve a higher
collective positive. There is a trade-off. In my
experience it is the currency of time and
attention more than anything else, but it is for
something that matters. There is a reciprocity
in sacrifice. When we make sacrifices for
something that matters deeply to us, even at a
cost, the sacrifice is allowing us to be true to
ourselves.

E XCERPT F ROM C HAPTER 2, O WNING Y OUR
P ATH

Sarah’s Comments: We get out of life what we
put into it. Work, relationships, heck even
dinner, all have the same equation. The quality
of our experience is directly proportional to our
effort and energy. Want epic experiences? Put
in epic effort. Sometimes it is our attitude that is
the effort made. I let my previous career slip
away because it stopped satisfying me. It
couldn’t and wouldn’t again because I had
changed. I was channeling my attention and
energy elsewhere. We thrive under care and
attention and our life is a reflection of where we
are directing our energy.

E XCERPT F ROM C HAPTER 4, W HITE P ICKET
F ENCES

Sarah’s Comments: As I was writing, I was
thinking about lessons. This project has a way
of doing that. It feels like there are always
opportunities to learn, improve, realize or
understand something. Then I wondered, when
does learning stop and a lesson actually sink
in? I think when we let a lesson sink deep

enough within that it becomes part of our
wisdom, we have learned it. Maybe that’s the
link between lesson and wisdom. If we’re just
repeating lessons, it’s like simply practicing
math equations with no real-world applications.
When we utilize what we have learned, it goes
from theoretical to relative applicability. 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.

E XCERPT F ROM C HAPTER 5, T HINKING F ROM
D IFFERENT B OX

A

Sarah’s Comments: When we were working on
this chapter I couldn’t help thinking about the
inherent burden of particular jobs. Back in
Chapter One, we discussed the reciprocity of
sacrifice as doing what matters, even when the
cost is high. I wondered if those who shoulder
these burdens realize they carry what would be
difficult, or impossible for others, and if this was
another component of a life of service.
Dave didn’t bite when I asked him about it,

but a personal experience makes me at least
consider the possibility. A couple of years ago I
was walking my dog off-leash in a well-used
urban green space when he stopped and
refused to go further. This was highly
uncharacteristic and no amount of coaxing got
him moving, except in retreat. I cut the walk
short, curious and a bit concerned about his
odd behaviour. The next day, neighbours said
that, where I was headed, a body had been
reported found by a former military man. I was
grateful for this stranger who was better
equipped to handle finding a dead body, and
for my dog who refused to allow me to walk
into an unfamiliar situation. Even if those in
emergency service fields don’t consider that
part of the role, I do. Thank you.

INVITATION
We are delighted that Skeletons in My Closet,
Life Lessons from a Homicide Detective is now
available for pre-order. Soon we will be able to
hold it in our hands, printed, pretty, and sitting
on a bookshelf near you. This has been a long,
winding journey. Knowing readers were as
excited for its release as we have been means
a lot. Thank you for that amazing support.
Happy reading!
–Dave and Sarah

***
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– the Foreword from Skeletons in My Closet –
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 part of the path as Dave has shared
these 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,
some were buried under a scar or two. It is our hope
that this book resonates, that there is wisdom within
its pages that in some small way can help as you

navigate your own path. That’s why we wrote it.
Not everyone has a warm fuzzy when they think
of law enforcement. I knew that before I started
writing this book with Dave. What I didn’t realize was
just how much of a gap there can be between police
and the general 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
this book. They trusted me and knew if this was a
project I would undertake, they wanted to listen to
what the book had to say. I am still humbled by that
support, but really, it spoke to the book’s relevance
and timeliness.
If I knew people who, even given their cautious
opinion of police officers, genuinely wanted to read
this book to understand a perspective different than
their own, then there likely would be others.
Dave’s curriculum vitae 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 many
times I stumbled against troubling realities while
writing this book, but that was the point. This has
been an amazing project to work on. Thank you for
coming on this ride-along.
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Get your copy of Skeletons in My Closet, Life
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Mischievous Books:
http://mischievousbooks.com/UClassroom#SIMC
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