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Synopsis

 In the City of Angels, K9
police officer Chris Bergstrom keeps herself safe by following her
instincts. Across town, Sarah Pullman also lives by her instincts
since that horrible day when her life was almost snuffed out. When
they meet, their attraction is stronger than anything they've ever
experienced. But Chris's black-and-white world view clashes with
Sarah's all gray world of identity confusion and distrust. They'll
need more than their gut feelings to navigate the fragile
relationship they so intensely desire. Set against the turbulent
backdrop of Los Angeles during fire season, Chris and Sarah
struggle with the realities of their pasts and the necessity of
defying their long-standing beliefs. In order to overcome their
conflicts, they will have to step out of their self-imposed
cocoons, take a real look at themselves, and find the strength to
walk through the fire.
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Prologue

I’m not safe.

Noises came from somewhere close by, but they were
muffled. Four of her senses had seemed to die away, leaving only
the one most suitable for her survival. She registered sounds as a
deer would scrutinize the approaching footsteps of a predator.

The smack of something against wood. Two people
talking. Maybe three. Someone slamming a cabinet door.

The strain of listening added to the fear that
already robbed her airways, allowing only short staccato breaths to
keep her conscious.

Was that someone opening a door? It was hard to say
because a television was turned up pretty loud. It had to be after
seven in the evening because of the shows she could hear. First,
the laughs from some comedy show shook the air, but she couldn’t
tell which one it was. After that, she could make out the game show
Family Feud, followed by Wheel of Fortune. Then the news came on and had been
on for a while.

She didn’t have enough light to ascertain her
environment beyond unfamiliar furniture and windows facing maybe a
forest. Her nose picked something up. What? Smells of fresh
cigarettes mingled with the stench of old trash.

She’d been sitting there for hours and had no idea
what to do.

“Please come get me.”

Her eyes were puffy from crying, and a headache
knifed the back of her right eye. She stretched, but her muscles
felt like they were on fire.

I don’t understand, she thought. What happened?

She rubbed her eye, trying to push the pain farther
back so it wasn’t right at the front of her skull.

The television went silent.

She leaned forward, listening and trying to picture
the room outside her door.

She was in a lot of trouble. She’d give anything for
it to be about five hours ago, when she was back at school with her
friends, hanging out in the hall and contemplating a smoke in the
girls’ room.

Subdued conversation came from just outside her
door.

Now I’m really fucked, she thought.

I’m not safe.


Chapter One

The skies over Los Angeles had persisted to be a
haze of angry amber for days. Like a brown bear, livid from an
interrupted slumber, fire season had awoken swiftly. The first week
of June had just passed, and every sign indicated that the
residents of the City of Angels would see more blackened hills than
usual. Significant fires were already raging in four “urban
interface areas,” the coveted heights above the city where the
homes of the affluent sat upon brush-covered canyons and hillsides.
Never mind that these natural areas had historically burned long
before homes were built; the views were just too tempting.

Chris Bergstrom shifted in the seat of her squad car
in an attempt to dry the dampness of her sweaty thighs. The
thermometer on her dash registered ninety-one degrees, and though
it was exactly one o’clock in the afternoon, the smoke-filled air
shrouded the city streets in a murky veil of uneasy
apprehension.

Her job as a K9 police officer wasn’t to fight the
fires, but keep the streets of L.A. as calm as possible. But the
outbreaks kicking up in the hills around the city made everyone
nervous. Sure, people went about their day, but the constant
reminder that the hot, dry Santa Ana winds were showing no signs of
simmering down kept everyone’s eyes on the smoke. And just as the
citizens she protected worked that Friday afternoon, so did the
criminals.

A whine came from her backseat. Abel, her K9
partner, was more agitated than usual. The seventy-five-pound
Belgian Malinois snorted and then barked.

Chris told him to stop and he replied with another
whine.

“I know the smoke is bad, buddy,” she said as she
punched a few buttons on her dash computer. “We’ve got three more
hours, so settle down, okay?”

But Chris knew those three hours would turn out like
the last seven. Fires brought out all the crazies. These shifts
were no different than the ones that fell on the full moon, any
professional-championship game night, and all holidays except, for
some reason, Kwanzaa. Flames attracted people just as flash floods
did. Rapidly rising waters and swiftly approaching brush fires
seemed to lure knuckleheads, piper-like, to flirt with their luck.
And those particular nights were always busy with idiots who didn’t
know when to stay away.

Her screen blipped and she scanned the text. Turning
north on the next street, she pulled her bulletproof vest away from
her shirt to encourage the heat to escape.

“We’re heading up to Runyon Canyon, Abel. An
upstanding citizen is waiting for our assistance.”

 


*

 


Sarah Pullman finished washing down the concrete
pathway in front of the cougar enclosures. They watched her with
little more attention than they would an aimless metallic fig
beetle buzzing around their habitat.

She curled the hose back up at one of the many
faucets smartly laid out about a hundred feet from each other and
made her way to the next one to wash down the pathway near Samuel,
the lion. When she turned the hose on, he sleepily raised his head
and she called out to him.

“Good afternoon, Samuel. How’s the king of the wild
today?”

He slowly rose and shook his tawny-colored fur and
long tufted tail as if he’d just been hosed down.

“I haven’t even gotten near you, big guy,” Sarah
said.

As if in dispute, he roared loudly and she started.
The sound reverberated off the hills, and suddenly, other lions
housed at the refuge joined in. The noise was a spectacular chorus
that could only be described as a feral concert in stereo. She
grinned excitedly, absolutely thrilled to witness such a powerful
broadcast by so many huge cats.

Samuel, the largest of all the lions, ended his
declaration, and Sarah waited until the rest of the roaring died
down before continuing to spray the path. In the four years she’d
volunteered at the Angeles Crest Wildlife Refuge, the rare and
extraordinary symphony of felines had performed only three times.
It always made her appreciate the fact that, while Samuel was
safely enclosed in their fenced-off and locked areas, he was still
the boss. And if anyone questioned that fact, all they had to do
was take a gander at the ten-foot-long, muscular powerhouse of a
predator whose sharp, retractable claws and powerful jaws would
quickly remind them of their inferiority.

Maybe that’s why she liked working at the refuge.
There, she knew her purpose. She was a caretaker of animals that
normally could well take care of themselves, but each one, due to
its human-contact experiences, now needed help. Man was responsible
for their plight and she could assist. The more powerful the
creature, the better she felt, being one who’d grown up thinking
she wasn’t much, but now caring for these truly magnificent
beasts.

“Sarah?”

It was Madeleine Dumont, the owner of the refuge.
Since the fires had started around Los Angeles, Sarah hadn’t seen
much of her. Madeleine was on high alert, keeping in touch with
officials in the event one of the fires began to creep, or roar,
toward them. Luckily, none were close enough for them to begin
evacuation measures. Sarah turned off the hose nozzle. “Yes?”

“Would you help me on fence patrol? I’ll pull the
Jeep around.”

“Of course,” she said as she turned toward Samuel,
who was now sitting in a patch of sun, eyes closed and head raised
to the warmth.

“I’ll be back, Sam.” And she would. As often as they
wanted her to.


Chapter Two

Chris drove up Fuller Street and parked at the end,
behind two fire trucks blocking the entrance to Runyon Canyon Park.
She’d been to the 160-acre site many times to run and hike. It was
conveniently smack-dab in the heart of Hollywood, just north of the
strip, and offered not only great trails up to the top of the
Hollywood Hills, but breathtaking views of the city. This trip,
however, was far from enjoyable. Firefighters were busy running
hoses up the trails to catch an errant patch of flames whose
originating embers must have been carried by the brown, scorching
winds. Several trees were crackling in their death throes, looking
like old men with arms flailing in desperation.

“Stay here, Abel,” Chris said, and exited the squad
car. Burnt and smoldering wood filled her nose, and she swiped at
it to ease the sting.

Amid the organized maneuvers of the fire crew, she
spotted a few men waving her over.

“Bergstrom,” one firefighter said as she approached,
“glad it’s you.”

“Hello, Halloran. Who’s your friend?”

About twenty feet away, a tall man, dressed in dirty
pants and an equally dirty long-sleeve shirt, crouched with his
back against a tree. Strangely, he was sopping wet.

“This guy showed up and started screaming at
us.”

“You’re killing the canyon!” The man flapped his
arms wildly. “I’ll murder you all!”

“And?” Chris ignored the man.

“He tried to stop us from getting to the fire. He’s
been grabbing at hoses and pushing my guys, so we called.”

“Why’s he wet?”

“Turned the hose on him. It was the only way I could
keep him away from my guys.”

“Good thinking.” Chris nodded and stepped closer to
the man, who smacked the palms of his hands against his thighs and
then stood. “Sir, I don’t know what’s going on, but we can talk
about it.”

The man cocked his head as if he’d just heard a dog
whistle.

She stepped closer to him, watching for any slight
movements that would indicate he was either going to attack or run.
“We’ll talk about the trees, okay?”

She reached him in two more side steps and put her
hand on his shoulder. She continued talking to him because the
physical contact seemed to keep him docile.

She ran her hand down his arm. “We all just want to
be safe here,” she said as she stealthily turned him around and
cuffed him.

Patting him down and finding nothing that concerned
her, she took him by one arm. “What’s your name, sir?”

He mumbled something and began looking around as if
he’d just noticed where he was.

Chris nodded to Halloran. “My friend here and I are
going to walk over to my car so we can talk.”

The man didn’t say much that made sense and didn’t
seem to understand her questions, so she finally propped him
against her car. Abel barked ferociously from the backseat, and the
man seemed content to stare at him.

She could charge him with assault on an emergency
worker or just call it a 5150 and have him sent to the Cuckoo Plaza
Suites for a seventy-two-hour vacation. But he’d disrupted the
firemen by getting in their way and making threats. The pungent
aroma of beerspiration indicated he was probably drunk as well, so
she called dispatch and asked for a transport. Slam dunk. You break
the law, you go to jail.

Chris loved the finality and conclusiveness of the
law. While the words of the penal codes could be interpreted,
following the letter of the law made all the behaviors in life toe
a neat and respectable line. Living by this code was as black and
white as the colors on her squad car.

After one of her patrol buddies drove the confused
man away in his squad car, Chris looked at Abel, who wagged his
tail, looking hopeful, and she smiled. Since his built-in kennel
took up the entire backseat, he was her guarantee that she’d never
have to transport anyone. No puking, peeing, pounding, or just
plain stupid talk from bad guys.

Okay, she’d sometimes have to clean up Abel’s pee,
but it somehow seemed more tolerable than that of the lawbreakers
she encountered. And the added bonus? She loved her partner.

 


*

 


Sarah had forgotten to get something for dinner, so
she turned into the market parking lot and, surprisingly, found a
spot by the front door. Meals with the family were just a little
more bearable than an appendectomy without anesthesia, but she had
to go. Her sister was getting engaged, so the stage was set for
another play in which dear old dad toasted the grand occasion and
everyone smiled in feigned unison.

Again, she’d watch the time and hope that no one
would say anything that would send her into orbit. Her family was
never going to change, and she expected their banter to not only
reveal their ignorance about the way people really lived but to
piss her the hell off. And every time, she’d coach herself to
ignore the remarks, rise above all the ignorance, and just get
through the evening. But damned if she wouldn’t always feel the
sharp slits when her veneer began to crack. As much as she tried to
stave off the inevitable, a cascade of frustration would erupt from
her gut. And if she was lucky, she’d escape before her anger
bubbled up to her mouth.

It would be so easy to dilute her brain with alcohol
and deaden the receptacles that took in their diatribe, but that
was the easy and obtuse way out. She should know; she’d learned
that trick from watching everyone else in her family.

No, in order to pass the night she’d clench and
release her fists, do deep breathing, or think of a warm, sunny
beach far from everyone.

Her food contribution that night was a salad. The
required dish, according to her mother, would be the correct
combination of oak-leaf lettuce, a little arugula, a small bit of
peppery watercress, chips of pecans, perfectly ripened grape
tomatoes, not cherry, in a perfect presentation of a light
sprinkling of balsamic vinegar, a splash of soy, salt, pepper, and
a little olive oil.

She walked down the aisle of canned goods feeling
the tightness that always gripped her stomach. Somehow, God had
jettisoned her into the wrong family. Why had she been brought up
with them? She hated not liking them and dreaded the searing slices
of guilt that constantly raked her heart, but she couldn’t make
herself feel otherwise.

From childhood, their words and actions, so
unenlightened and callous, had seeped into her soul, and not only
was she a product of the kind of despicable philosophy that they
personified, but it was also one of the ingredients of the shitty
stew of education that her parents had raised her to consume.

She usually had two choices, to cave or to fight.
She wandered down another aisle, loathing the evening to come
because invariably she’d be pushed into one of those choices.
Anticipation always made her stomach turn, but tonight, if only in
a small way, she’d choose how she wanted to respond before her
family forced her into an either / or situation.

 


*

 


One of the conveniences of having Abel was that
Chris could take her squad car home every afternoon. After long
ten-hour shifts, she didn’t have to waste time driving back to the
station to change vehicles. Of course, citizens would occasionally
flag her down, but one call to dispatch to turn the incident over
to another patrol officer and she was on her way again.

But today, she’d helped one of her partners wrestle
with a suspect who’d sliced his arms, and by the time they had him
under control, her pants and shirt were stained with blood. Luckily
she had no cuts and had washed down with soap and water, as well as
an alcohol-based hand sanitizer, in case the man had a contagious
disease.

She changed out of her vest and button-down shirt
after she got home. She left her patrol pants on and threw on a Los
Angeles Police Department T-shirt, the kind they used when they
worked out at their gym or wore to casual functions. She noticed a
small stain below the words Bergstrom-LAPD K-9 Team embroidered on
her left chest. Her academy training caused her arm muscles to jerk
upward with the intent of ripping off the shirt and finding a
perfectly clean one. The Pavlovian urge was strong, but she
resisted. Hell, all she had to do was run out to the store. Then no
one would bark at her and make her do forty pushups for looking
like a shit hole.

She fed Abel and grabbed the keys to her SUV. She
would have rather cracked open an ice-cold soda and flopped on the
couch, but for the last couple of weeks, her cupboards had been
winning a contest against Mother Hubbard.

She parked in the Whole Foods Market lot, the
inescapable smoke from the local fires assailing her as she opened
the car door. As she entered the store, she rubbed the ashy feeling
from her eyes. Mid swipe, she glimpsed a woman dressed in a
light-brown, sleeveless ribbed sweater and brown print skirt. From
her angle, the woman seemed to be in her early or mid-thirties,
with hair a hint lighter than her sweater, resting on her shoulders
as regally as a velvet robe on royalty. Chris blinked and she was
gone.

Just as well, she thought. Her last girlfriend had
cheated on her for so long that when it finally exploded in her
face, Chris had been the one who’d felt like the outsider. She’d
been the interloper in her own life—the hopeful partygoer without
her name on the guest list, the idiot without the password. It was
better to just stay out of the romantic ring of fire.

Chris grabbed a hand basket and headed in the
opposite direction of the lovely brown sweater, less because she
wanted to follow her and more because she had a shopping
mission.

“Face it, Bergstrom,” she told herself. “You were
born divorced. You’re better off without the insanity of someone
else’s life.”

In the produce section, she loaded up on greens for
the week. She’d cook a whole chicken, wrap the pieces in spinach or
lettuce, and then parcel it out over the next few days. It kept
well in the small cooler that sat in the passenger’s seat and
provided quick nourishment between calls.

Now, she needed a tasty snack for her lunches,
something that would end the boring reign of bananas she’d been
eating the past two weeks and the Pink Lady apples in the weeks
prior to that. Rounding the corner, between the cara cara oranges
and muscat grapes, she found her nirvana. In a large bin the
plumpest, most delectable Oregon blackberries were displayed like
juicy, obsidian gems waiting for someone to quarry and consume
them.

“Oh, you chubby little delights.” Chris swallowed
back a sudden hankering.

“Shall I leave you all alone?”

Chris jumped, jerking her hand toward her holster
that wasn’t there.

In an instant, the brown-sweatered woman stepped
back. “I’m sorry I startled you.”

“Crap,” Chris blurted out as she put her hands up in
some sort of embarrassed armistice. “I’m so sorry.”

The woman seemed to study her in the same composed
manner a pageantry judge would consider a New Year’s Day float.
Chris was still a little sweaty from the bulletproof vest she’d
worn all day, and now she suddenly grew even clammier. The woman
was extremely beautiful and perfectly built. Her shoulders were
strong but feminine, as were her hips, legs, and arms. While
normally Chris would have politely and deferentially ignored her
flawlessly shaped breasts, they would’ve demanded consideration
from even a blind person.

The woman read the words on Chris’s LAPD T-shirt,
taking more time than an art connoisseur would regard a Picasso,
and finally said, “I hope I haven’t broken any laws, Officer…?”

“Bergstrom. Chris.”

“I take it you adore blackberries?”

Chris laughed. “It’s June. And it’s a short
season.”

This time the woman laughed and Chris relaxed.

“Well, the way you were looking at them, I wasn’t
sure I should reach between you and the fruit.”

“That intense, huh?”

“Like you hadn’t eaten in days.”

Chris tore a plastic bag from the roll nearby.
“Please, help yourself.”

“I’m Sarah, by the way.”

They stood side by side as they filled their bags.
“Nice to meet you.” Unexpectedly, Chris’s entire body experienced a
confusing mix of calmness and excitement.

“Do you usually come here to accost the
produce?”

“Yes. I mean, no. Well, if I must admit, the fruit
here is worth stalking, at the very least.”

“And what’s the charge for that, Officer
Bergstrom?”

“Well, it’s a violation of penal code 646.9, I
believe.”

“Doesn’t sound too serious.”

Chris picked up the fattest berry she could find.
“The charge is stalking, and it is to this little guy.”

“Are you indicting yourself?”

“Only if this berry decides to press charges.”

Sarah plucked the piece of fruit from Chris and
popped it in her mouth. Between chews, she said, “I’ve destroyed
the evidence.”

“You’ve killed the witness.”

The way Sarah’s eyes widened as she raised her hand
to her mouth was so adorable Chris swore the manager of the grocery
store had just turned up the heat.

“Well, do you suppose you’ll have to detain me now,
Officer?”

Was this really happening? Was Sarah flirting with
her? Did she want something more than just a produce-section chat?
Stranger things have happened, she thought. Whether or not Sarah
meant anything by her question, Chris could play along. She pulled
her pen and small notebook from her front pocket.

“A phone number will suffice for now. That is, until
I investigate this case and determine if the charges will
stick.”

Sarah smiled as if she were about to reveal a
secret. She placed both hands over Chris’s, paused, and then
slipped the pen and notebook from her fingers.

“This,” she said as she wrote, “is my cell number. I
don’t suggest you ask for my license, as you’ll find, when you run
me, that I have a fondness for speed.” She handed the pad and pen
back. “I hope that fact doesn’t impede your investigation.”

A chuckle bubbled up from Chris’s throat and she
shook her head. Women like Sarah didn’t just walk up to her and
flirt. Well, not gorgeous women with a wicked wit and amazing eyes,
at least.

Pocketing the pen and notepad, she stepped backward.
“I’ll be in touch.”

As she turned to walk away, Sarah said, “Oh, and I
also steal those paint stirrers from the hardware store.”

Chris laughed and waved at Sarah. She might have
needed some other groceries, but the mental list she’d entered the
store with was now a blank sheet of paper. At the register, she
tried to catch one more glimpse of Sarah, but the cashier scanned
her items and took her money too quickly. Chris stopped at the exit
to the store. She wanted to call Paige and say, “You’re never going
to believe what just happened.” And it was true, because she almost
couldn’t have imagined it herself. It was as if she’d just had a
lone sighting of a UFO. She wanted someone else to know. She wanted
to gush all over Paige about Sarah and retell the details of an
event that seemed impossible.

She looked around the parking lot. Where the hell
was her car? Her brain couldn’t process anything but the thrill of
Sarah still reverberating inside her. She actually felt giddy,
which wasn’t an emotion she often had anything to do with.

How could something as benign as a trip to the store
change into an encounter that made her forget where she’d parked
not twenty minutes earlier? She fished her keys out of her pocket
and clicked the door-unlock button. The chirp answered her
question, and she sure as heck hoped no one in the parking lot
would think she’d suddenly gone feebleminded.

 


*

 


As the cashier rang up her total, Sarah bagged the
ingredients for the family salad. The red apples, white and red
grapes, navel oranges, blackberries, and bananas would make her
mother’s eyeballs spin. The “horribly ordinary” produce was a
declaration, though. Fruit was fruit, and to turn a nose up at
anything that wasn’t exotic and therefore acceptable was
bullshit.

Her mother expected the best and then allowed the
society of the rich to decide what those things were. Obviously
plain old red apples and conventional bananas were unacceptable
because they were just too average.

The cashier announced her grocery total, and Sarah
sifted through her cash.

And what was so bad about average? She longed to
live a regular life where people were just…normal.

Like the woman she’d met at the blackberry bin. She
was a normal person, a working cop, who probably didn’t care if her
oranges came from Florida instead of Venezuela.

However, Sarah thought as the cashier handed her
some change, the cop was refreshingly far from average. Her
short-cropped, thick head of brown hair, lightly dusted with gray,
the no-nonsense olive-green eyes, and her strong, chiseled jawline
added up to a striking combination of beauty and strength. And she
was able to match jocularities with her. It was silly to say they
clicked, but they had. A box of popcorn and a dose of butter didn’t
complement each other more naturally than she and Chris did.

Her day was definitely turning around. She’d driven
to the store dreading the upcoming dinner, but now she marveled at
the fortunate turn of events. Of the thousands of people that
walked in and out of Whole Foods, Sarah had been lucky enough to
pick the perfect day and time to chance upon a woman who could
awaken every cell in her body and infuse lightness and joy in
places that had been starved of those pleasures for too damn
long.

A marvelous feeling of weightlessness overcame her,
and she would never have dreamed its impetus would come in the form
of a uniformed police officer.

Whole Foods had just become Sarah’s favorite
store.

She took the grocery bag containing the ingredients
of her “fuck you” salad and headed toward the store’s automatic
doors, happy to be minutes away from pissing her mom off, but much
happier to have met one Officer Bergstrom.

 


*

 


All day Saturday, the winds blew through the hills
and the firemen chased the flames as they would a killdeer, the
spry little bird that fakes her injuries to drive predators away
from her nest but stays just out of reach.

Chris had lost count of how many acres had been
reported burned and how many houses had been lost. The strangeness
of the ochre-tinged day and the charred smells of wood and brush
created an eerie ambiance throughout a city that was usually a
little too bright and quite full of the spicy smells of ethnic
foods and the metallic, oily tang of smog.

At noon, Chris pulled her squad car into the station
and let Abel out. It was just under one hundred degrees, and the
thick, burnt-smelling air assaulted her like a cheap
blow-dryer.

“Take a break,” she said, and he dutifully trotted
to a patch of grass and peed. She put him back in the car, engine
and air conditioner running, and went inside.

“Hey, Bergy, how’s your partner?”

“Bored, actually,” she said to one of her buddies, a
tall young man named Cates.

“No bites?”

“Not for a while.”

“Maybe it’s pilot error.”

Chris turned to see Sergeant Shaffer standing in the
doorway. He’d never recovered from being kicked off the K-9 team
for some questionable bites. When Chris got his spot, he looked for
opportunities to undermine her to the rest of the force.

“I’d have to disagree, Sergeant. She found two
pounds of meth the other night.”

As Shaffer walked away he said, “Not sure a woman
can handle the job.”

Chris shook her head. “What a dick.”

“Hey, nice bust anyway.”

She sat down at a bank of computers and punched in
her password. Four other officers were sitting around her typing up
their reports. Cates, Miles, Forester, and Warshaw had been on the
force almost as long
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