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The red and blue rotating lights on the police vehicle cast circling shadows in the inky, early-morning darkness of the Los Angeles residential street. In front of the patrol car a battered sedan pulled to the curb.
Probationary officer Jade Donovan dimmed the light bar to a stationary red. Adjusting the spotlight to reflect into the rear view mirror of the violator’s vehicle, she blinded him to the movements inside the police car.
Jade’s partner stirred in his seat, one bleary eye squinting open.
“Whatta ya doin’?”
“He’s got a headlight out.”
“You’re waking me up for a burned out headlight? Christ!”
Mac Stryker pulled himself from his slouched position, glanced at the street signs, gave the dispatcher their location and opened the car door.
Jade approached the left side of the stopped vehicle. Looking in the side mirror, she observed the driver: a young male with a shaved head and block letters tattooed on his neck.
He twisted toward her bringing his right arm to window level. A chrome semi-automatic handgun bucked in his hand as he fired several shots in Jade’s direction.
“Gun! Gun!” Jade yelled, drawing her firearm and returning two shots in quick succession.
The kid’s head snapped back and he slumped across the center console.
Jade pressed the transmit key on her radio. “Officer needs help! Shots fired, Erwin and Whitsett!”
Holding her gun on target, she slowly moved closer to the suspect’s vehicle. The shooter’s super-sized white T-shirt displayed a spreading stain of crimson. A dark divot dimpled the left side of his forehead. His heavily tattooed arms were flung above his head as though anticipating Jade’s next command.
“Let me see your hands!”
The gangster didn’t move. His face presented the slack-muscled tone of a corpse.
Remembering her partner, she glanced to the sidewalk, where academy training had taught her partner should be standing. She saw nothing but empty space. A moment of uncertainty overcame her. Where the hell was Stryker? Had he been shot?
Sirens blared in the distance. Jade held her position, the muzzle of her gun pointed at the suspect. Tires screeched and the odor of burning rubber filled the air. Help had arrived.
The first officers on the scene called to Jade to confirm she was all right. Then they yanked the shooter’s lifeless body from his car and, per Department policy, handcuffed him. Additional arriving officers called for an ambulance.
A baby-faced sergeant placed his hand on Jade’s shoulder. “Officer Donovan, you need to holster your gun.”
Mechanically, Jade obeyed. “I don’t know where my partner is,” she blurted. “I couldn’t see him after the shooting. He may be injured.”
A look of disgust crossed the supervisor’s face.
“He’s fine – for now. We found him sitting on the curb behind your black and white. He smells like a brewery.” The sergeant motioned toward another police vehicle where Jade glimpsed a slumped silhouette – presumably her partner.
“Your first shooting, right?” asked the sergeant.
Jade nodded.
“The way it works is I take you back to the station where you meet with the shooting team from Force Investigation Division. They’ll take your statement.”
“What about my partner?”
The sergeant shook his head. “Your Training Officer, Mac Stryker, is royally screwed.”
Five years later…
Dear God, not again!
Jade Donovan clenched her fists at the sight of the gold florist’s box leaning against the front door of her apartment. The delivery taunted her, flaunting the fact her skills as a police officer couldn’t help her catch whoever was leaving the boxes.
“Mama got another present. Can I open it?” Jade’s four-year-old son Donnie eagerly stomped up the stairs to the landing outside their apartment.
“No, honey, I’m sorry. This present is for Mommy only.” She hurried to get to the box before her son, struggling to keep fear and dismay from her voice.
Donnie thrust out his lower lip. “I never get to open any presents.”
“Sweetie, don’t pout,” Jade said, grabbing the foil container. She tucked the package under her arm. The thin cardboard lid gapped, and the musty smell of dead roses invaded her nose. Reaching under her sweater, she pulled a nine-millimeter semi-auto handgun from the holster at her waist. She unlocked the door and entered with her son trailing behind. She set the menacing box on the kitchen table. “Stay in the kitchen, Donnie.”
“Why, Mama? Are bad guys here?” The slight tremble in Donnie’s voice tore at her heart.
“Just do as I say.” She glanced at her son and gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “Everything’s okay, but I need you to stay here,” she said softly.
Holding the gun at a low ready, she purposefully advanced through her two-bedroom apartment. She made quick work of the living room, then inched down the hall.
Whipping open the door to the hall closet, Jade jumped a little as garments moved in the resulting draft. No one hid in the depths of jackets and the vacuum. The bathroom was clear and after checking the bedrooms, including under the beds, she was satisfied no one lurked in her home. She exhaled in relief.
But that relief was short-lived. The fact that each delivery contained one less dead rose was terrorizing. What would happen when there were no flowers left? Whoever was leaving the flowers was serious about intimidating her – and it was working. She returned to the front room.
Donnie had shrugged out of his fire engine red jacket and stood at the forbidden carton. Chubby fingers pushed the cardboard sides of the box in an attempt to see inside.
Jade quickly re-holstered the gun and pulled her sweater back over the weapon.
“Donald Tyler Donovan, get away from that box!”
Donnie jumped and his brown eyes filled with tears. “I wanna see inside.”
“I’ve already told you the package is for Mommy. You wouldn’t like it if I opened your birthday or Christmas presents, would you?”
Donnie shook his head solemnly. “But...I always let you see my presents. You never show me what’s in the pretty gold boxes.”
Jade’s heart crumbled at the hurt in his voice. “I’m sorry, Sweetie. I’d show you what’s inside if I could, but it’s a big girl present.”
“Well, I’m a big boy. I’m almost five.”
“I know, Donnie,” she said, bending down and wrapping her arms around him. “You’re growing up, faster than I can believe.”
Her son hugged her back. “Who’s sending you presents, Mama? Is it your birthday?”
“No, honey, it’s not my birthday. I don’t know who’s leaving the boxes at our door.”
She placed the deceiving carton, wrapped with a blood-red bow, on top of the refrigerator. Wondering if the boxes she received were related to what she’d witnessed a week ago, she shuddered. If her boss, a captain of police, were involved with sending the flowers, the implications were intimidating.
Brushing her hands together as if wiping the cardboard container’s ominous presence away, she turned to her son with a sigh and forced a smile. “Now young man, let’s see what we’ve got for dinner.”
Jade knew one thing for sure. No psycho bastard was going to ruin time with her son.
# # #
The cops in the Roll Call Room sat silently while Lieutenant Callie Lasko scanned the typed line-up of officers working the day watch. "Stryker, your partner’s gonna be late.” Shaking her head with obvious disgust, she looked at Probationary Police Officer Mac Stryker for a response.
“Yes, Ma’am!”
“Set up your car and stand by after Roll Call until she shows up.”
“Roger that, Ma’am!” Mac rolled his eyes. Perfect. Not only was his partner a woman, she apparently couldn’t get to work on time. He’d heard the Los Angeles Police Department had changed since he’d been away - obviously not for the better.
As the lieutenant read aloud off crime bulletins and extra patrol requests, Mac noted problem locations into his Field Officer’s notebook. He heard the scrape of a chair indicating a latecomer had arrived. He hoped it was his partner.
The lieutenant glanced toward the back of the room. “Nice of you to join us today, Donovan.”
“Sorry, Ma’am,” responded a female voice.
Donovan. He couldn’t be that unlucky. Mac hoped like hell his partner wasn’t Jade Donovan. He didn’t dare turn around and look. If partnered with Jade Donovan, he’d have to get out of it somehow.
After Roll Call Training on “search and seizure,” the lieutenant sent the watch on their way with a quick, “Be safe out there.”
Mac stood and tried to sneak a look at the back of the room, but other officers blocked his view. He followed his fellow probationary officers down the stairs and stood in line at the kit room. There they would pick up their patrol car keys, shotguns, Tasers, and radios.
Mac checked out equipment for himself and his partner. Slinging his war bag over his shoulder, he maneuvered his way to the parking lot.
The black and white patrol cars all looked alike. He checked the metal tag on the key ring for the car number and went directly to his assigned vehicle to load the equipment. Conducting the safety check on the shotgun, he grunted in satisfaction at the solid blend of wood and steel. The smell of gun oil and the spotless barrel indicated the gun had been recently cleaned. After loading the weapon, he placed it in the shotgun rack. A quick check of the light bar and siren assured everything was operational.
With his partner still unknown, he got out a Daily Field Activity Report and filled out as much of it as he could. Sighing, he tossed his clipboard onto the passenger seat and locked the vehicle doors, then headed toward the station in search of his training officer.
# # #
“Come in,” Watch Commander, Lieutenant Callie Lasko said. The scent of the lieutenant’s perfume hung heavy in the air, irritating Jade’s nose almost to the point of sneezing.
“You were late to roll call. How do you think that looks to your probationary officer?”
“Lieutenant, I’m sorry for being late, but with all due respect, I can’t work with Mac Stryker. I won’t work with him. Five years ago, he almost got us both killed.” Standing before her supervisor, Jade bit at the inside of her lip, uncomfortable with her rebellion.
Remembering the grilling she’d gotten from the Force Investigation Detectives back then, she was determined not to work again with the drunk who’d made her look like an idiot. They’d sneered at her apparent inability to discern the fact her partner had been drunk the night she’d shot and killed Vinnie Souza. Jade had wanted to shout at them that he was drunk every night, and everybody knew it – that’s why only proficient rookie officers were assigned to him. But, in order to provide for Donnie, her need to complete her probation was greater than her desire to expose her training officer as an alcoholic.
She’d feared the day Stryker might barge back into her life and today he’d done it.
Although the door to the Watch Commander’s office was closed, the walls were mostly glass. The static sound of employees being paged over the P.A. system seeped beneath the door. She wanted to keep this short. She didn’t want anyone to see her speaking in private to the Watch Commander.
Cops were the worst gossips in the world, and Jade didn’t want her co-workers to see her griping about working with Stryker. She didn’t want to be this week’s hot topic, although she was sure tongues were already wagging about her and Stryker being paired. The circumstances of Stryker’s separation from the department would still be fresh in many officers’ minds…even five years later.
Lasko sat behind a wide desk covered with various stacks of papers and folders.
“Donovan, I know it might be awkward, but work with me here. I’m in a bind. You and Luke Cates were the only training officers on day watch without a probationary officer assigned to them. Last night Cates broke his leg in a motorcycle accident, so it’s all on you.”
“Well, stick Stryker with someone else,” Jade snapped, crossing her arms.
Lasko shook her head. “I can’t take a probationer on his first day and put him with a less experienced cop.” The lieutenant swiveled in her chair and interlaced her fingers behind her head. “Besides, people seem to think you’re one of the best training officers in the division. Does a little hard work scare you?”
“Lieutenant, Mac Stryker worked the field for fifteen years. He doesn’t need a training officer. For crying out loud, he used to be a training officer. Put him on the desk or in the kit room.”
A frown appeared between the brows of Callie Lasko’s overly made-up face. “Donovan, don't make things difficult. Work with him today and I’ll see what I can do for the rest of the deployment period.”
“Thank you, and I’m not trying to be difficult,” said Jade. “Actually, I’ve got a bigger problem than Stryker.”
“And what problem would that be?” the lieutenant asked. She unclasped her hands and grabbed a crime report from a tray on her desk and began to read.
Jade wasn’t surprised by Callie’s disrespect and, in fact, welcomed her lack of interest. Jade’s personal life was none of the department’s business, but she was following procedure by notifying a supervisor.
“For about the past week, every day, someone has been sending me a florist box of dead roses.” Jade’s cheeks warmed, and she hated the flush she knew was spreading over her face. For Jade, disclosure of her private life at work was humiliating - especially to Lasko.
The lieutenant frowned and looked up from the report. “Who would do such a thing, and why?”
Jade shrugged. “I have no idea. But it’s hard enough for me to concentrate on my job without being partnered with a drunk.”
A muscle jumped in the Watch Commander’s jaw. “Mac Stryker has gone through physical and psychological evaluation. He’s been deemed fit for duty. I hope you’re not cooking up some story about dead roses to try to get out of working with him.”
“I am not ‘cooking up’ a story. Furthermore, I’m following proper procedure by notifying you of the problem.”
Lasko’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but she didn’t seem upset at Jade’s sharp tone. “And what exactly would you like me to do? Has anything else happened besides getting the roses? I’m assuming you’ve already checked with the florist.”
Jade shook her head. “They’re hand delivered to my apartment.”
The lieutenant waved her hand dismissively. “It’s probably a prank by some cop, or maybe a former boyfriend is getting back at you. Either way, you have a job to do and I expect you to do it. That includes working with Stryker.” Fluffing her peroxide-bleached hair with her hand, she said, “Besides, the guy’s hot. I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal out of being partnered with him.”
“Lieutenant, I’m telling you someone is trying to intimidate me. Don’t you think the situation merits investigation?” Jade knew the lieutenant would discount anything she said.
“Donovan, I’ll tell you what I’d tell any citizen. Leaving dead roses at your door isn’t a crime. In fact, you’re better off than most people because you carry a gun. Let me know if anything serious happens.”
Lasko picked up the report again. “Now get to work. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes Ma’am,” Jade said evenly.
“Good. Now, go find your partner and hit the street.”
“Roger that,” said Jade, doing an about face, pleased that her plan had worked. Lasko disliked her so much, Jade was certain the lieutenant wouldn’t make any further notifications up the chain of command on the weird flower deliveries. Jade would handle the situation herself. Wanting to live up to the world’s image of an LAPD officer, she was more afraid of appearing weak to her fellow officers than being stalked by some psycho.
Opening the door to leave Lasko’s office, she nearly collided with Mac Stryker. His fist, raised to knock, whipped toward her face. Automatically, she grabbed his wrist before his hand connected with her cheek.
“Nice reflexes,” he said with a wry smile.
“Academy training,” she said matter-of-factly, releasing her grip. The heat of his skin still sent her heart racing. He was so damn good-looking and self-assured. The fact he could turn her life upside-down terrified her.
“It’s good to see you again,” he said. “Are you my training officer?” He gave her a smile worthy of a “B-list” actor on the red carpet, but his tone conveyed he wasn’t happy with the arrangement.
“Yes, she is,” Lasko interjected, “And I want you to tell me if she gives you any problems. Report to me at your end of watch.”
Jade saw a flicker of surprise invade Mac’s eyes. “Yes, Ma’am!”
She needed to get out of this office. There was only so much she was willing to take from Lasko. “Don’t just stand there,” Jade snapped as she strode past Mac. “Let’s get a move on.”
# # #
Her obvious anger pushed Jade’s strides fast and hard. Although a few steps behind, with his long legs, Mac had no trouble keeping up with her. He noticed that since he’d been gone, Jade’s rear end hadn’t gotten a “patrol car spread.” Her sable hair was tightly braided down the back of her head and fastened above the top of her collar. Medium in height, she looked taller in her uniform. She was definitely a fine-looking woman. He wondered if she’d married. If so, she hadn’t changed her last name.
He’d gone to the Watch Commander’s Office to confirm who his Training Officer was, although he had a pretty good idea already. In his gut he knew he was working with Jade Donovan. He couldn’t believe the department would intentionally put them working together. Sure, he’d been to the LAPD shrink and been deemed fit for duty and cleared to be a cop again. But were they right? Or was partnering him with Jade some kind of a test? They’d work together today, but maybe if he pushed some of her buttons, tomorrow their working arrangements would change. He’d have to be subtle, though.
It wasn’t that he had anything against Jade specifically. He just didn’t want a daily reminder of his previous inability to function as a police officer – the day he’d been put to the test and failed.
Lasko’s order to tattle on Jade if she gave him any trouble spoke volumes about how the two women got along. The lieutenant’s request was unprofessional and rude. Besides, Mac had never been a snitch in his life and if he couldn’t handle working with Jade, he didn’t deserve to be back on the job.
Jade turned toward the kit room.
Might as well get her worked up now. “I’ve already checked out the equipment and loaded the car,” Mac said with an innocent tone. “Because you were late to Roll Call, I didn’t have your serial number, or I could have logged onto the MDT.”
She spun around, her gaze blazing into his. “Listen, Stryker. You were a cop for a long time. I know you were a training officer because you trained me. I respect your previous time on the job. But things in this department have changed. It’s my job to see you’re trained the way we do things today. Got it?”
“Oh, loud and clear, Officer Donovan,” said Mac. “Just tell me what’s changed about loading the equipment and doing a vehicle check, and I’ll be sure to do it your way tomorrow.”
And little lady, you’d better lighten up, or I’m not going to be subtle about making your life miserable. He wasn’t any happier than she was about their working arrangement, but he wasn’t going to be her whipping boy for the next ten hours.
Jade took one look at his clenched jaw and narrowed eyes, and knew she’d better de-escalate the situation. Besides, she was taking her anger at Lasko out on Mac, and he didn’t deserve it. He was right. She’d been late to work.
She forced softness into her voice. “Well, nothing’s changed in checking out the car, but they’re calling the in-car computer an MDC: Mobile Digital Computer. You know the Department and their acronyms. The laptop shouldn’t give you any trouble – it’s not that different from the old terminal; just a lot smaller.”
They walked out to the car where she checked his preparations, loaded her equipment into the trunk, and then hit the street.
There had been no question she would drive and he would keep the books. Most probationers didn’t drive for the first two weeks on patrol so they could get a good handle on the computer and broadcasting on the radio. Jade knew Mac wouldn’t need much time at all to get back into the swing of being a patrol officer again. Heck, five years ago he’d been able to handle working in a black and white, even though he was hammered most of the time.
He sure looked better now. He’d lost about twenty pounds. Obviously he worked out with weights, and it showed on his tall frame. His badge gleamed on his uniform shirt where sharp creases enveloped his broad chest. Not an ounce of fat hung over his duty-belt holding his gun, radio, and other equipment.
His dark eyes, which always reminded Jade of caramelized root beer, were now clear and free of the watery redness caused by too much alcohol. His chiseled features were more pronounced, probably due to the weight loss. Robust coloring replaced his former sallow complexion. The fine lines etched around his eyes were payment for his years of hard living. Gray sprinkled the temples of his chestnut hair. Like most men, Mac had become distinguished with age.
She snuck another glance at him. His gaze surveyed his surroundings, just as he’d taught her to do five years ago. This is too weird. Now I’m his training officer. I wonder if he feels awkward, too? She decided to clear the air.
“I think we should discuss the shooting,” she said.
“What’s there to discuss? You were a hero, and I lost my job.”
“And you blame me for that?”
“No. But I don’t want to talk about it either.”
Jade bit her lip in frustration. “That’s just great. I remember how well it worked for you to hold in your feelings a few years ago.”
Her partner didn’t say anything, but instead focused his attention out his window.
Mac’s appearance may have improved over the years but he still solves his problems the same way, Jade thought. He ignores them. The last time he was so shortsighted, it turned him into a drunk. I wonder how long it will be before he crawls back in the bottle.
Then a horrible thought struck her. Now that he was apparently sober, what if he’d remembered the other thing that happened five years ago? What if he’d returned to the LAPD to tear her life apart?
She inhaled sharply as her hands tightened on the steering wheel.
Don’t panic, if he knew anything he’d have pounded on your door a long time ago.
“Okay,” she said, with irritation filling her voice, “if you won’t discuss the shooting, the first thing you need to know is citizens make complaints against cops for absolutely nothing. You wouldn’t believe some of the crazy accusations that are made. Worse yet, Internal Affairs is required to open an investigation. I know some desk officers who got a personnel complaint because a woman alleged the officers had removed one of her kidneys while she talked to them on the phone.”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Mac said.
Jade shook her head. “I’m not. But with obvious bogus complaints they write the paper, then close it out. Oh, and I.A. is now called PSB, Professional Standards Bureau, but everyone still calls it I.A., except the brass.”
Mac let out a slow whistle. “No wonder morale stinks.”
Jade shrugged. “The police union is working on the disciplinary system, but it takes time.”
Mac pressed buttons on the car computer checking out what each screen was for.
“What a joke,” Mac complained.
Three tones from their radio indicated an emergency call was about to be broadcast. Mac’s heart rate increased, wondering if they’d be assigned the call.
“15A21, 15A21, handle the traffic collision at Whitsett and Vanowen. Vehicle overturned with a person trapped inside.”
Mac keyed the mic. “15A21 roger.”
“Handle the call Code Three,” the dispatcher ordered.
“15A21, roger on the Code Three response.”
Not taking her eyes from the road, Jade reached down and flipped a lever on the center console activating the black and white’s emergency lights and siren.
Sunday traffic, lighter than on a weekday, pulled out of their way. Minutes later they arrived on the scene.
A single car had jumped the curb, flipped and slammed into a telephone pole. Contents from the car were strewn on the ground. The stench of gasoline filled the air.
A woman, bleeding profusely from the head, sobbed while sitting at the side of the road next to the wrecked vehicle. Mac jumped from the black and white and, as he ran toward the overturned luxury sedan, yelled to a male bystander to grab one of the clean disposable diapers that had spilled from the vehicle and place it on the woman’s wound.
“Dexter,” the bloodied woman screamed pointing at the wreckage. “You’ve got to get Dexter! He’s just a baby!”
Jade rushed toward the injured lady and the other citizens milling around. As Mac sprinted to the torn and twisted metal, he heard his partner use her radio to request an ambulance and the fire department for a wash-down of the street.
“I need everyone to move away from the vehicle. It’s leaking fuel,” she ordered.
Blood pounded in Mac’s ears as he dropped to hands and knees to find the child. The car was eerily silent. Looking in the rear of the vehicle he expected to see a child’s car seat. Instead, the compartment appeared empty.
Mac turned back and shouted to the injured woman. “Was he in a car seat? Where was he sitting?” As Mac turned his head to look in the vehicle again, his adrenaline leapt and his heart jumped into over-drive. Smoke coiled from the engine area of the car.
“Jade! Get those people out of here! The car is on fire!”
Jade dropped any pretense of being nice. “I need all of you people to move down to the parking lot at the corner. Do it now!” she barked. The group of on-lookers began to shuffle down the street. She offered her hand to the injured woman. “Ma’am, if you can walk, you need to move away from the car too.”
“I’ll help her, officer,” said the man holding the makeshift bandage to the driver’s head.
“You’ve got to get Dexter,” the woman screamed as Jade turned and ran to help Mac.
Mac, flat on his belly, low crawled into the vehicle. “I don’t see the kid or the car seat anywhere,” he yelled. “Do you think he got thrown clear?”
“Keep looking inside. I’ll check around the car!”
The smoke from smoldering car parts mushroomed. The front of the vehicle was bent around the phone pole like a horseshoe. Mac put out of his mind the thought that his daughter, Ashley, had died in a similar car accident.
“Come on Stryker, focus! You don’t have a lot of time,” he whispered to himself. “Dexter, where are ya, bud?”
There! A small sound. Mac held his breath. Dragging himself on his elbows he crept deeper into the core of the car. The noise came from the front floorboard of the vehicle. Reaching to his equipment belt Mac grabbed his mini flashlight and clicked it on. The bright beam cut into the smoke-filled interior of the car. In anger, Mac punched the dashboard and swore.
It was a dog. A scared to death, black, Labrador puppy. The pup growled.
“I don’t believe it,” Mac muttered. “Come on, Dexter. We gotta get you out of here. This car may blow any second.” Mac heard the sound of firefighters setting up to douse the smoldering car.
The canine cringed further into the wreckage. Mac reached for the puppy and Dexter bared his teeth. “Listen, pooch, you’re coming out with me whether you like it or not.” With a grunt, Mac grabbed the hound by the scruff of the neck and pulled the dog to his chest. Close to Mac’s body, the puppy relaxed and licked Mac’s face. “Jade, I’ve got him,” he yelled.
Keeping a tight hold of the puppy’s leather collar, Mac backed out of the vehicle. Once on his feet, Mac raced away from the wrecked sedan. A muted explosion blasted heat across Mac’s back as the fuel ignited. Oily black smoke billowed into the air. Firefighters moved in, dousing the flames with a dry powder.
Jade gave Mac a visual inspection when she saw him. “Are you all right? At least she could have told us to look for a dog. Good job, partner.” Jade brushed dirt and small shards of glass from Mac’s back. “You almost became a crispy critter,” she said eyeing the puppy squirming in his arms, “you and your little dog too.”
“Very funny. Dexter, I’d like you to meet my partner, Jade. Jade, Dexter.”
Jade shook the puppy’s paw.
Dexter’s owner staggered toward them, arms outstretched. “Dexter, darling! You’re safe. Mommy doesn’t know what she would have done if you’d gotten hurt.” The woman, swaying on spike heels, covered the dog’s shiny coat with kisses. She then turned to Mac. “Thank you, officer. Thank you so much! I can’t tell you what this means to me.” The stale smell of alcohol wafted in the air.
Mac passed the puppy off to Jade and took the woman’s hand.
“I’m glad it turned out okay, and neither of you were seriously hurt. Unfortunately,” he said, spinning the woman around, “I’m detaining you for driving under the influence of alcohol.” He ratcheted the handcuffs in place before the woman could react.
Immediately the drunk began to wail and protest her innocence. Jade handed the dog to a traffic officer who had arrived to investigate the accident. Jade did a quick pat-down search of the sobbing woman, and then walked her to their police car. The closer they got to the black and white, the louder and more profane the woman became.
Mac shook his head. I wonder if people were as disgusted with me when I was drinking? His body still craved booze. It was a daily battle. Some days he fared better than others, but it was a thin line.
Mac and Jade gave the traffic officer their names and unit number and told him they would take care of booking the drunk driver if he would handle the dog and the traffic accident report. Seeing the woman banging her head on the windows of the police car, the traffic cop happily agreed.
Once the intoxicated female failed the Field Sobriety Test, and she’d been seen by a jail doctor and booked, the rest of the shift passed comparatively quietly. They handled a domestic violence call resulting in an arrest, and later, a barking dog complaint.
During the course of their day, Mac realized that Jade had turned out to be a competent police officer no thanks to the training he’d provided her. But today he’d been able to handle his side of the car as well. Oh, he’d needed help with some of the new paperwork, but overall, his cop skills were still intact – a fact that surprised him. Working with Jade hadn’t been nearly as bad as he’d imagined.
After unloading the patrol car, they hauled their gear back to the kit room, and then waited in line to return their equipment.
“Hey, Donovan,” an officer called out. “You’ve got a package up at the front desk.” As he passed by, he poked her in the arm. “Don’t worry, it’s not ticking.”
The officer joked, but Mac immediately noticed Jade’s expression froze in place. In fact, her usually creamy complexion turned as pasty as a cadaver’s.
“Thanks, Bill. I’ll get it as soon as we get this equipment checked in.”
Mac turned to her, taking the shotgun from her hands. “I’ve got this covered. Go get your package.”
Jade bit her lip. “Okay, thanks,” she murmured.
Like a walking zombie, she headed toward the front desk. Mac frowned. Something was definitely wrong. His partner appeared dazed.
After turning in their equipment, Mac settled into the officers’ report writing room to finish his paperwork. He glanced up as Jade came from the front desk. She held a gold foil box, typical of ones used by florists. A scarlet ribbon and bow secured the container. She hadn’t opened the package yet.
“Hey, partner, need a knife?”
“Oh, no. Thank you. I’ll open it at home,” she replied in a monotone.
Again, Mac frowned. With her blank stare and droned response, she walked and sounded like someone high on PCP.
“Is everything okay?”
Her eyes finally focused on him. She gave him a sickly smile. “Yes, everything is fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Okay. Drive carefully.” He felt his stomach tighten. His years of experience told him the sensation in his belly meant something was wrong. Maybe she’d had a fight with her boyfriend, and he’d sent the flowers as a way to make amends. If so, she didn’t look happy to get them.
# # #
After changing out of her uniform, Jade drove to her father’s home and pulled her ice-blue SUV onto the cracked driveway. No matter how long she lived on her own, this one-story ranch style house in the San Fernando Valley would always be home.
Stepping onto the concrete front porch, she rapped lightly on the wooden screen door. Creaks in the floorboards announced someone's approach. She plastered a smile on her face. She didn’t want her Dad to see any evidence she was upset. The door opened.
“Hi Dad. How’s it going?” Although he hadn’t touched a drop in three years, she couldn’t keep herself from looking for the telltale signs he’d been drinking.
Angus Donovan opened the screen door, allowing her entry.
“Oh, fair to middlin’. That young ‘un of yours is a handful. He’s kept me and Mona hopping all day.”
Jade followed her father to the family room. Well-worn furniture lined the walls. A blanket covered the floor in the center of the room. Donnie and her father’s friend from Alcoholics Anonymous, Mona, lay on the blanket and colored in large books while cartoons blared from the television in the corner.
“Mama!” Donnie jumped up and ran to her, throwing his plump arms around her knees.
Jade bent down and squeezed her son tight. Tears filled her eyes seeing how much he resembled his father. It broke her heart that Donnie’s daddy wasn’t around, but having no male parent was better than having an unfit father.
“Hey, Sweetie. Did you have a good day with Grandpa and Mona?”
The child nodded his head, his dark hair framing his chestnut eyes. “Mama, you’re holding me too tight,” Donnie complained, wiggling from her arms. “We played war, and Grandpa and Mona were terrorists. I was a fireman, and I saved the world,” the four-year-old said, proudly.
“I think it’s disgraceful children his age even know about terrorists,” said Mona, rising from the floor and moving to the tan faux-suede sofa. “Whatever happened to Bert and Ernie, or Captain Kangaroo?” she asked, sitting next to Angus on the tan faux-suede sofa.
Jade shook her head. “Times have changed. You never know where danger lurks. That’s why it’s important to be aware of your surroundings and be prepared.” Her thoughts flashed to the foil box hidden in the back of her truck. Pretty sanctimonious speech, considering you’ve got some nut sending you dead flowers every day, and now he’s even bringing them to the police station.
Angus shifted on the couch. “Ah, lassie, you’ve always been head-strong and self-reliant; it’s your Irish pride. I suspect that’s why you haven’t found a husband to take care of you and be a daddy for the wee one.”
“I don’t need a man to take care of me, and I’m perfectly capable of taking care of Donnie.” Jade’s heart lurched thinking of Donnie’s father and how he was anything but daddy material.
“Don’t get your feathers all ruffled,” said Angus. “I’m just sayin’ sometimes it’s nice to have a safe place to fall.” He focused his gaze to Mona, who returned his look of adoration.
“Well, I like things the way they are,” Jade said, turning her attention to her son. “Donnie, let’s get your backpack and head on home. I’m hungry.”
“Okay, Mama.” He gathered his crayons and coloring books and stuffed them into a worn canvas backpack.
“Dad, I got a subpoena for court on the twenty-fifth. I know I told you I wouldn’t need you to watch Donnie that day, but would you be able to baby-sit? I probably won’t be long.”
The elder Donovan shook his head. “I thought you were off that day. You know I don’t mind watching the boy, but when do you get a day to rest?”
I never get to rest, thought Jade. First, I’m bombarded with dead flowers, and then Mac Stryker turns up at work.
Jade forced a smile for her father as she helped Donnie zip his jacket. “Going to court comes with the job, even if it is my day off.”
“Well, Mona and I will be here.” Angus peered over his bifocals at the refined woman sitting next to him. “You will be here, won’t you?” he asked.
“Angus, my love, where else would I be?” she said, patting his hand. She turned to Jade. “Who would have thought the terrible disease of alcoholism would bring two people together?”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Angus grumbled. “She just likes to come over and boss me around.”
Jade laughed. “I can see that you suffer. Donnie tells me all about the “nummy” lunches Mona makes for you guys.” Jade scooped the little boy into her arms and grabbed his backpack. “See you tomorrow, Dad. And thanks again. Both of you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“Bye, Grandpa. Bye, Mona.” Donnie waved his plump hand as Jade carried him out to her truck. “Did you have a good day or a bad day, Mommy?” Donnie asked while Jade strapped him in his car seat.
Jade’s mind returned to the stressful day working with Mac, the screaming drunk, and then the shiny box covered by a blanket in the cargo area of her truck.
“Well, hon, I’d have to say this was kind of a bad day. But it’s much better since I came to get you.”
The little boy favored her with a wide grin. “Can we have macaroni and cheese for dinner? Please?”
“Someday you’re going to turn into macaroni and cheese,” she replied, maneuvering her SUV towards their apartment.
Once they got home, Donnie helped Jade make the requested pasta. While he stirred the powdered cheese into the macaroni, Jade noticed the red flashing light on her telephone answering machine. Pressing the button, she was surprised to hear a male’s voice.
“Hey, Jade, it’s Malcolm Toombs. I know we haven’t talked in a while, but I was hoping we might get together for dinner or something. Give me a call when you get a chance.” After reciting his number the message was over.
“Who was that, Mommy?” Donnie asked, licking grains of powdered cheese from his wrist.
“Oh, just someone Mommy knows,” she said casually. But inside, Jade was surprised and a little unsettled. She and Malcolm had dated a couple of times. He didn’t take it well when she told him she didn’t think there was any point in continuing to see each other. Remembering how annoyed she was by his pitiable attempts to appear worldly, she jabbed the “erase message” button. She wouldn’t be calling him back.
After a dinner of salad, baked chicken breasts and macaroni and cheese, it was bath time, and then she read Donnie a story while he snuggled in his bedding adorned with bright red fire trucks.
“Go right to sleep. Firemen need lots of sleep,” she said, turning out the light and closing his door.
Moving around the apartment, she closed all the blinds. Checking the knobs on the three dead bolt locks she’d recently installed on the front door, she took comfort in the heavy pins aligned in place. The new locks on the windows were all secured. She made her way to the hall closet where she’d hidden the rectangular box with its brash ribbon. She argued with herself while carrying the shiny box to the table.
He’s getting more brazen. He brought a box of dead flowers to the station! You really should tell someone.
Don’t be an idiot, you told Lasko, and she did everything but laugh at you. Do you want the whole station whispering behind your back?
They won’t laugh. You’ve already proven yourself. You shot and killed an armed suspect.
That was five years ago. What have you done to validate yourself lately? You’re only as good as your last good arrest. Now, if you could catch this psycho…
Blood pounded in her ears while scissors sliced through the crimson trim. She’d hated bringing the box home, but dumping it at work would have caught someone’s attention. Here at home, she’d take quick peek and get rid of it. She knew what was in the box. She didn’t want to open it, but she had to. It was like looking at a dead body. Most officers didn't like scrutinizing a corpse but, in order to rule out foul play, were required to witness there were no obvious signs of trauma.
She lifted the lid of the container. There they were. Five days ago there’d been a dozen. Yesterday there were eight. Today, seven. Seven roses - wilted, withered, and dead lay in the green tissue paper. She knew there would be no note, but she looked for one anyway.
Tears slid down her face. “Who’s doing this? Why?” she whispered to herself. Then she remembered a sign hanging at the police academy. It read, ‘The more you sweat up here, the less you bleed on the street.’
Suck it up, Jade. It doesn’t matter who is after you or why. What matters is that you’re ready. Smoothly conducting a chamber check to reassure herself the gun was loaded, she took a deep breath and returned the weapon to the leather pouch on her hip.
Come on asshole, I’ve killed before, and I won’t hesitate to do it again. I’m ready for you. Bring it on.
# # #
The next morning, bloated gray clouds filled the sky. Heavy rain soaked the thirsty soil of Los Angeles. Although the precipitation was much needed, water runoff surged down the streets to be sucked into storm drains.
“Mama, I need my rain boots and my umbella,” Donnie cried, looking out the window at the downpour.
“Okay, okay,” Jade replied. “Do you have your backpack? We’ve got to get going to Grandpa’s. Mommy can’t be late for work again.”
Jade was grateful to have a car with a high undercarriage. It had been pouring all night, and some of the intersections were flooded and littered with cars half submerged.
After leaving Donnie at her father’s house with a quick goodbye, she carefully navigated her way to the station. She hated to burden her father with caring for Donnie, but Jade had seen too many sexual abuse reports where a caregiver had violated the trust of the child and parents. No pervert would get their hands on her son if Jade could help it.
Afraid to be late for Roll Call again, like a shot, she changed into her uniform and was seated just before Lieutenant Lasko and the sergeants arrived to start Roll Call.
Mac was sitting in his spot in the front row when she came in. He nodded to her, but said nothing. Her stomach rolled in response. Yesterday she’d felt as though she was on probation all over again. Mac had watched her every move. She knew he was just waiting to criticize. She kept reminding herself he was the one on probation.
Were the butterflies in her stomach something more? There was no doubt Mac Stryker looked fantastic on the outside. His healthy appearance emphasized the fact he was no longer a vulnerable widower grieving over the deaths of his wife and daughter. A muscular body and take-charge attitude replaced the haggard raw pain that touched her heart years ago.
Her thoughts were interrupted as Lasko began reading off the car assignments.
“15A21, Donovan and Stryker.”
The smirk on Lasko’s face paired with an intense stare were a challenge to Jade to complain about being partnered with Mac again today.
Screw you, Jade thought, I’ll work with him all month – whether he’s sober or drunk; but you’re not going to get a rise out of me again.
After roll call she met her partner outside the kit room. Mac handed her a set of car keys and a camera. He held the shotgun and Taser. They both wore bright yellow, waterproof jackets over their uniforms. His was long, almost like a cowboy’s duster. Hers was shorter and was equipped with a hood. Each plastic garment had a cutout that left their pistols exposed and available.
“You look tired. Did the storm keep you awake?” Mac asked. “Those dark circles under your eyes make you look like you got popped in the face.”
“Thanks a lot,” she replied. “Yeah, it must have been the storm that kept me up.”
There was no way she’d reveal she’d tossed and turned all night in a cycle of nightmares where an intruder broke down the door to her apartment. Sometimes the invader was Mac, and sometimes the attacker was a faceless beast. In each vision, Jade was unprepared to defend herself and Donnie. She’d force herself awake just as the assailant reached for her son. Shaking off the memory of the frightening thoughts, she got back to the business at hand.
“We probably won’t have many radio calls because of the rain. But I hope you have lots of traffic collision report forms. People in L.A. just don’t know how to drive in the rain. They looked like bumper cars on my way to work.”
He smiled at her and nodded. “I know. I almost got creamed by some moron in a Mercedes.”
As they dashed through the raindrops to their patrol car, Mac was glad she seemed more at ease with him today. The tension between them yesterday had been rough. He’d thought about it last night and realized she probably felt somewhat threatened. After all, he had more experience in the field than she had time on the job. He made the decision to let her do the leading.
Jade wasn’t the only one who’d had trouble sleeping last night. Recurring images had haunted him on and off for the past five years. The dream always started the same way.
He’d been at a party and had too much to drink. Jade was there and offered to drive him home. He was in no shape to drive, so he let her. When they got to his house, she helped him inside. Then he started crying over the deaths of Susan and Ashley.
In the dream, Jade wrapped her arms around him and comforted him. Before he knew it, he was kissing her. Unrestrained hunger surged as he deepened the kiss, his hands filtered through her hair. He picked her up and moved down the hall, being careful she didn’t hit her head. As he walked, he lowered his face to hers and found her lips. He was like a drowning man searching for air. He couldn’t get enough.
He maneuvered into a bedroom where he laid her gently on the bed. She opened her arms to him. In a heartbeat he was beside her, nibbling her face, her neck…and more. It wasn’t long before he had her out of her clothes.
With one quick movement he entered her. Their excitement built, causing a rasping moan to escape her lips as spasms shot through their bodies. A cry of victory spilled from Mac’s mouth. Then he collapsed upon her.
The dream, as always, scared him. Did it mean he wanted to drink again? Did it mean, after all the years of therapy, he still wasn’t over the death of his wife and child? Or did it reflect the most basic instinct of a male/female partnership - he simply wanted to nail his partner?
Forcing his thoughts back to prepping the black and white for the day, they made quick work of the vehicle inspection and, before long, were on their way. The police radio crackled with numerous reports of traffic collisions, but they weren’t assigned any of the calls.
They each wrote traffic citations to drivers who, despite the rain, drove well above the posted speed limit. They’d just released a driver that Mac had cited when they got their first radio call of the morning.
“15 Adam 21, see the security officer holding a 484 suspect at Billingsley’s Stop ‘N Shop, 7629 Lankershim Blvd. Handle the call Code-2.”
Mac keyed the microphone. “15 Adam 21, roger. En route.”
“Good,” said Jade. “This shoplifter will keep us out of the weather for awhile.”
A few minutes later they arrived at their call. After taking the thief into custody from the security officer and getting all the information needed, they returned to the station.
“I’ll book him and write the reports,” Mac said, knowing probationary officers were expected to do everything themselves.
“Nice offer,” Jade replied, ignoring an inner voice whispering that Mac thought her incompetent, “but you’re not a typical boot. You already know how to do that stuff. You write the reports and I’ll book him. Maybe after we’re done, we can grab something to eat.”
After an hour of joint effort, they were back in their patrol car en route to lunch. The coffee shop Jade picked was famous for their chicken tortilla soup and corn bread.
“Mmmmm. Doesn’t it smell wonderful in here?” she asked, inhaling.
Mac shrugged. The place was warm, dry, and they had fresh coffee. That’s all he cared about right now.
Their server came to take their requests. While Jade ordered the popular soup, he studied her. He remembered her as being attractive, but the truth was she was beautiful. There were a few laugh lines around her striking green eyes, but the faint creases didn’t detract from her delicate features. Guilt washed over him as the memory of his wife filled his mind. Yes, Jade was pretty, but he loved Susan.
Mac ordered a burger along with some fruit instead of French fries.
“So,” Jade said, eyeing the watermelon and cantaloupe on his plate, “now I know how you lost the weight.” She blew on her soup. “How is it you’re back with the LAPD?”
She already knew about his weaknesses. He might as well start repairing his reputation - beginning with his partner.
“The city needs good cops. I’m a cop.” His explanation was the simple truth. He wanted to be a cop again. He was sure his former therapist would have all kinds of “touchy feely” theories about his return to the LAPD, but beyond all that, he was a cop.
“Don’t you read the papers? The city is broke. There’s talk they’re going to cut our pensions, and you can forget about a raise.” She jabbed a straw into the soda the server had set down. Mac frowned. “But other departments aren’t the Los Angeles Police Department,” he said. “They don’t have the pride or tradition of being the best police department in the country. And with the way things are going today, I’m thankful to have a job.”
“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” she said. “I’m proud to be an L.A. cop, but other agencies don’t get beat up by the press every other day like we do. I just want you to know it’s not the same department you left.”
They held their conversation as their food arrived.
Mac reached for the ketchup. “The Rampart Scandal and the May Day incident were certainly a black eye for the department, but we’re still the best police department in the country. And I don’t care if my views are popular, or not. One of the things I learned while I was gone was I had to be true to myself and my beliefs.” He took a bite of his burger. “So tell me about our Captain. What’s his name? Kincaid?”
Jade’s heart lurched. Why would Mac be asking about the Captain? Did he know something? “What do you mean?” she asked.
He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “With all my time in the department, I’ve never heard of him,” Mac said easily. “Is he a hard-ass or what?”
Jade sighed and tried to force herself to keep her face neutral. If Mac only knew.
“What? Is he tough?”
Jade thought about how she should answer. Certainly not with the truth. “I haven’t had much contact with him. I’ve heard from some of the other guys he did most of his early career in the south end of town. Then he made sergeant and went to Metro Division. Couple of years later he was in charge of SWAT.”
“So why the look?”
“What look,” she asked.
“You got a funny look on your face when I asked about the captain.”
She shrugged. “I didn’t know I did. Maybe I hiccupped or something.” His eyes told her he knew she was lying, but that was her story and she was sticking to it. Purposely looking at her watch, she said, “We’d better get back out there.”
The radio traffic was fairly slow, with traffic collisions being the majority of calls assigned.
The windshield wipers slapped a steady rhythm while sluicing water off the glass. Jade drove the car slowly down a major boulevard.
“How do you like being a training officer?” Mac asked.
Jade smiled. “I like it a lot. It’s best when I get a good probationer and I don’t have to tell them what to do every second. Like you, you’re easy.”
Mac snapped his fingers and gave her a big grin. “Darn. I was hoping that particular secret wouldn’t get out so soon. You aren’t going to write my name on the wall in the ladies locker room, are you?”
A warmth rose in Jade’s cheeks as her mind immediately returned to her memories of the night Donnie was conceived. Thank goodness he couldn’t read her thoughts.
“Since you’re blushing, does it mean you’ve already written my name in the ladies room?” he asked, his eyes wide and teasing.
“Of course not,” she replied, “and you know that isn’t what I meant.”
Mac twisted in his seat to take a second look at something outside a convenience store. Jade looked too. Seeing a teenage group just hanging out, he turned his attention back to her.
“So how did you manage to keep from getting hitched in the last five years?” he asked.
Jade snorted. “Who’s got time? Between work and D-,” she cut herself off. Donnie was none of his business. “I don’t have the time or desire to date.”
A light on the computer indicated they had a message. Mac pushed a button and information appeared on the screen.
“We’re being called to the Watch Commander’s office. They have a rape victim requesting to speak to a female officer, and you’re the only female in the division available.”
Jade turned the car toward the station while Mac typed back to the station that they were on their way.
With rain coming down as though someone held a garden hose over their car, Jade drove with caution. The windshield wipers were having a hard time keeping up with the onslaught.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement. She slowed the cruiser to get a better look. At the same time, Mac rolled down his window to get a sharper view of a commotion along the flood-control channel, which paralleled the street.
A golden retriever, soaked to the skin, barked frantically while running back and forth along the gravel utility road above the churning river of water cascading down the concrete canal.
“Something’s not right. Stop the car,” Mac ordered, opening his door.
Jade keyed the mic clipped to her uniform shirt and told the dispatcher their location and that they were out for investigation, of unknown trouble.
Mac ran to the dog, who continued to bark, pace and look toward the raging water.
Jade got there seconds behind Mac. Through the torrential rain they saw the problem. A small boy had fallen or climbed down the steep cement walls of the channel. He dangled in the water, clinging onto one of the metal footholds used by workers to enter and exit the channel for clean-up duties.
“15 Adam 21,” Jade yelled into her radio above the noise of the fast-moving water, “Officer needs assistance. We have a male, approximately nine years old, in the flood control channel at Sherman Way and Tujunga. I need the fire department swift water rescue here code three!”
The dispatcher’s voice remained calm, but an intense undercurrent could be heard as she repeated Jade’s frantic call for help. “15 Adam 21, is the child floating down the channel?” the dispatcher asked. “If so, at approximately what speed, and do you still have the child in sight?”
“15 Adam 21, the boy is hanging onto a metal bar used as a step. Get an air unit. Do you have an ETA for the fire department? Tell them to hurry. He can’t hang on much longer.”
As she answered, Jade heard Mac yelling at the boy to hang on.
Jade looked up and saw Mac strip off his raincoat, Sam Browne duty belt, shirt, and body armor. He moved in front of her and started down the metal bars that were used as a ladder for ingress and egress from the channel.
“Stryker, you can’t go down there. I’ve got water rescue on the way,” she yelled.
Mac didn’t acknowledge her. He continued shouting something to the child, who cried and begged for help while being buffeted in the agitating water. Mac got within three feet of the boy when the child lost his grip on the foothold. The juvenile was sucked immediately into the raging current.
Just as fast, Mac leapt from his position on the ladder into the murky turbulence.
“Oh my God, Mac!” Jade yelled. Another surge of adrenaline ripped through her body.
“15 Adam 21,” she shouted into the radio, “the boy and my partner are in the water. They’re southbound. I’m going to follow in my black and white. Is the air ship en route?”
Jade scooped up Mac’s clothes and equipment and ran to her car, whistling for the dog to follow. The dispatcher broadcast her last transmission and requested responding officers to switch to a tactical radio frequency so the other channel would be clear for radio calls not related to the water rescue.
Tossing Mac’s belongings on the passenger seat, she opened the rear door for the dog. He hopped in. Running to the driver's side, Jade jumped in and switched on her lights and siren. Tires slid on wet pavement as she stomped the accelerator, made a u-turn, and tried to catch up to Mac and the child.
She remembered her academy training where she’d learned not to separate from her partner. “You’ve sure mucked that up,” she said aloud.
In her rear-view mirror she could see the flashing lights of fellow officers and fire department personnel as they approached. Her heart pounded so hard it hurt.
The dispatcher came on the radio. “15A21, all air units are down due to weather.”
The radio crackled to life. “Air 11 responding from Piper Tech.”
Jade said a quick prayer, knowing the pilot and observer were risking their lives for the boy and Mac.
It was impossible to drive and see down into the churning waters. She tried to pick out her partner or the child in the fast-moving torrent. Even with her emergency lights and siren activated she had to veer several times to avoid a collision with other vehicles.
Within minutes, the air unit was over the scene.
“This is Air 11 to units at the flood control channel. I haven’t spotted the officer or the child in the water. 15 Adam 21, where did you last see the officer and child, and how long ago?”
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