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Captain’s Choice

Newly promoted police captain Bennett Carlyle
considers being project manager for the new district substation the
way to prove her worth in the male-dominated upper ranks of the
department. But when the first girl she loved returns as the
architect with little understanding of the operational needs of a
police station, Bennett’s career and her heart could face permanent
damage.

Architect Kerstin Anthony believes the new police
substation will be the springboard to her own firm and the
necessary resources to care for her mother. When she confronts the
girl she kissed in high school, now a tantalizing police officer
with unrealistic expectations about the new facility, Kerstin’s
path to success becomes littered with unexpected hurdles. Along
with tight deadlines, budget restraints, and architectural
challenges, she has to battle both past and present feelings for
the woman she was torn away from years ago.
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Chapter One

Kerstin Anthony paused beside the bronze sculpture of
police officer and boy outside the Melvin Municipal Office Building
in downtown Greensboro and pulled her suit jacket tighter against
the brisk fall breeze. She’d been here often—over seventeen years
ago—with a friend in high school, whose father was a cop. She
shivered from a pang of unexpected sadness, a reminder that period
of her life hadn’t been entirely pleasant. She pushed the unwanted
memories aside and focused on her purpose.

She’d taken over the architectural project for the
first Greensboro Police substation from a coworker who’d been
removed under embarrassing circumstances. Her boss was counting on
her to redeem the firm’s reputation, but more importantly, she
needed this project to secure her own future and her mother’s. If
she was honest, her ego was also wrapped up in showing Leonard
Parrish she could handle any messed-up assignment he shuffled her
way. She climbed the stairs of the entrance and followed the
hallway to the chief’s complex.

The chief had obviously not asked his admin to come
in for the emergency Sunday meeting, so she waited in the small
conference room adjacent to his office. She rolled her
architectural plans out on the large conference table and smoothed
the front of her favorite red power suit. The butterflies in her
stomach accompanied every meeting in which she had to sell herself,
actually any situation in which she was not totally in charge.
Taking on someone else’s project, fraught with pitfalls and
problems not of her making, could become a nightmare. But she’d
reviewed the drawings and was prepared. She’d simply offer a brief
overview to a police officer who knew nothing about architecture,
get his signature on the contract, and carry on with the work she
loved. The meeting was only a formality. Raised voices from the
chief’s office, one male and one female, returned her attention to
the present.

“Are you kidding, Chief? I’m a street cop. The
manager’s office should oversee a project this size.”

Kerstin considered stepping out of the room, or at
least making her presence known, but instead eased closer to the
door, curiosity winning out. The disagreement was probably about
her project, and she hated being left in the dark about
anything.

“This is your first assignment. Comes with the
promotion. Take it or leave it, Captain.” The voices quieted, and a
few seconds later the door connecting the chief’s office and the
conference room swung open.

Kerstin inhaled sharply as a tall, lean woman with
observant whiskey-brown eyes and plump lips that evoked memories
walked toward her. Kerstin backed away as if distance would change
the situation.

“Kerstin Anthony?” the woman asked.

She pressed her fingertips on the tabletop to steady
herself. “Ben…Bennett Carlyle?”

“Hi, Kerst.” Bennett openly stared her up and down
with no hint of subtlety before settling on her lips. “What are you
doing here?”

The last time she’d seen Bennett, her eyes and
intentions were full of mischief and teenage rebellion, and Kerstin
had been terrified. “It’s Kerstin.” Formality and structure kept
her grounded and in control, and right now she needed those traits
desperately.

“Okay, Kerstin.” Bennett offered a slight smile, and
the dimples on either side of her mouth blossomed. “How have you
been? Where have you been? What are you doing in Greensboro? At the
police station? That didn’t sound right. You’re
just…unexpected.”

The sociable Bennett, who’d been so popular in
school, babbled nervously, and Kerstin just wanted to escape. She
couldn’t pretend they were old friends picking up where they’d left
off. Too much had happened. Her face heated, and the strong coffee
she’d had for breakfast churned in her stomach. She gathered her
drawings, willing her hands to steady. Sliding the plans to the
edge of the table, she reached for her bag, but the pages fell and
scattered across the floor.

“I’ll get them.” Bennett stooped beside her, and
Kerstin inhaled the vivid musk scent she’d always associated with
Bennett.

Kerstin stood quickly, pulling for a breath not
filled with Bennett’s scent and the past. “I won’t waste your time
or mine. This isn’t going to work.” Her carefully constructed
façade quivered. Her life was already complicated enough.

Bennett rolled the drawings and offered them to her.
“What’s not going to work?”

“The project. Us. Together.” She was a professional
and worked with a variety of difficult and challenging people on
assignments. She could handle the situation, if she wanted. The
question tumbled over and over in her mind. Did she want to? Any
person or thing from years ago controlling any aspect of her life
rankled.

Bennett’s lips tightened slightly at the comment, and
she glanced from Kerstin to the rolled pages she held. “You’re from
the architectural firm?”

“Of course. Why else would I be here? And why is that
so surprising?”

“I’m not surprised you’re an architect. You always
had the smarts to be anything you wanted. I’m shocked you’re
here.”

“Parrish Designs, the firm I work for, had the
original contract. It makes sense, economically and design wise.”
Kerstin reached for the plans Bennett held, careful to avoid
touching her, but changed her mind. “Keep those.” She refused to
explain anything about her life, past or present. “And you’re a
cop. Didn’t see that one coming.”

A flicker of sadness crossed Bennett’s face, followed
by a weighty silence. “It’s the family business, but you’re right.”
She waved her hand down the front of the black uniform that hugged
her body and added height to her already lanky figure. “Military
dress, shiny synthetic shoes, and a twenty-pound utility belt. Not
really me. Is it?”

“Certainly not the Bennett Carlyle I remember, but
that was a long time ago.” And not a time she cared to remember.
She schooled her expression and carefully delivered her next
statement. “One of us should withdraw from the project. The job is
massive, and a personality conflict will only complicate matters
further.”

“I don’t have a personality conflict. As a matter of
fact, I’ve been told I have a pretty decent personality.” Her full
lips curved into a stunning smile, and dimples again flanked her
mouth.

Of course, cool, confident Bennett Carlyle got along
with everyone, so she was implying Kerstin obviously had the
problem.

Bennett appraised her silently for several seconds.
“And, in the interest of full disclosure, I’ll be overseeing the
project. Can you say awkward?”

She was supposed to work with a woman she could
barely make eye contact with and accept her daily scrutiny? This
was so not happening. Her boss might fire her if she didn’t at
least make an attempt, but right now she wanted out of this
uncomfortable situation. She had other projects waiting for her
expertise. “I’ll find a suitable replacement from the firm, someone
I think you’ll get along with better.” She turned to leave.

“Wait. What? This job is a big deal, as you said, and
I’d hate for you to miss out.” Bennett took two long strides and
stopped, towering over her.

Kerstin had forgotten how tall Bennett was, and the
difference, once comforting, made her uneasy. And Bennett stood so
close, Kerstin smelled her distinctive fragrance again.

“Why don’t we go for a walk and catch up before you
make a definite decision? We could cut through the parking lot to
Green Bean.”

“No, thanks. I’m here for a business meeting, not a
reunion. And trust me, Parrish Designs has other qualified
architects who can handle the job.” She almost added that a walk
and a cup of coffee wouldn’t come close to catching them up. If she
were any other woman, Kerstin would jump at the offer because
Bennett was charming and totally hot. As it was, she couldn’t
imagine spending more time with Bennett on purpose. Her energy was
vibrant and compelling, which terrified and intrigued Kerstin, and
she did not want to be intrigued by Bennett Carlyle.

“Okay. How about the canteen down the hall? Coffee’s
not bad and a little socializing couldn’t hurt.”

“Again, thank you, but no.” Kerstin released the door
handle and turned her head to breathe deeply and avoid those brown
eyes. The pinnacle of her portfolio, the project to virtually
guarantee the first contract in her own firm, was on the line, but
she’d survive. “I need to go.”

“At least think about the job. Your coworker started
the renovation, and we need everything to continue seamlessly. The
department is in a time crunch.” Bennett’s tone was soft and
obliging, the timbre of a woman negotiating for something
important. Was she only concerned about her promotion? “I’m sure we
can work together.”

“I’m not.” Bennett was probably right. They were
professionals, so why did Kerstin want to run? She reached for the
door handle again, but Bennett beat her to it.

“Let me.” She opened the door and waited for Kerstin
to walk through. “Nice to see you again, Kerst—Kerstin. I wish
you’d reconsider. This project could help both of us.”

Was Bennett waving a white flag about their past or
speaking professionally? Either way, it didn’t matter. She’d simply
ask her boss to assign another architect. After all, she’d taken
over from Gilbert Early, who’d been pulled from the job without
much explanation. Collaborating with Bennett Carlyle was not an
option, even if it set back her future plans.

* * *

Bennett watched Kerstin until she disappeared down
the hallway and then collapsed in the nearest chair. She’d seen
Kerstin standing in the chief’s conference room and locked her
knees. She didn’t shock easily, but her heart rate trebled, and a
heavy sensation settled in her stomach. She’d read the chief’s
notes about the meeting, but nowhere did he mention the name of the
architect. How had her greatest professional accomplishment and her
worst heartbreak collided?

Kerstin looked good. Damn it, better than good. Her
sun-kissed blond hair had darkened a shade and lightly brushed the
tops of her shoulders instead of cascading down her back. The
steel-blue eyes still deepened when she was upset, and she’d
definitely been upset at the sight of Bennett. The most dramatic
change—a skinny schoolgirl had morphed into a fully developed
woman. She transformed a red, tailored business suit from only
clothing into a statement that said powerful, sexy woman, don’t
mess with me. Excitement curled through Bennett, followed closely
by a sense of regret and dread. The optimistic, adventurous girl
from high school had vanished, or was at least buried beneath a
veneer of caution.

Had it really been seventeen years since they’d seen
each other? She still ached to know why. She’d rehearsed exactly
what she’d say at their reunion, but after her disagreement with
the chief and Kerstin’s unexpected appearance, Bennett reverted to
humor and charm to offset the tension. Face-to-face with her
childhood dream, she completely lost her nerve. Surreal to be
thrown together again, but Kerstin was clear the reunion wouldn’t
last. Maybe for the best. Important things had been left unsaid far
too long.

No time to reminisce about old emotions. If Kerstin
stayed on board, she’d appeal to the chief one final time about
withdrawing from the project. Bennett didn’t really want to manage
the substation renovation anyway. Her new position required focus
and dedication far beyond just showing up every day like her
predecessor. Pete Ashton was a reasonable man, and she’d convince
him she could better serve the department in the field. She’d save
face and make Kerstin happy at the same time, unsure why the latter
was even a consideration.

She had scribbled her talking points on a Post-it,
preparing to leave, when her cell rang.

“Sis, are you at the house yet?” Her brother’s deep
James Earl Jones voice, so much like their father’s, boomed over
the phone, always making her smile.

“Hey, Paul Simon.” She loved to kid him about his
namesake because he couldn’t sing a note, and it annoyed him. “You
mean you’re not there either?”

“Mama and G-ma are going to be pissed, but I got
called to the firehouse on a personnel matter. Guess we’re both in
the doghouse.”

“Are Stephanie and the kids there?”

“Yeah. I dropped them off on my way in but didn’t
have the nerve to face Mama.”

“All I can say is you better hurry. I’d hate to see
my older brother whipped in front of his wife and kids.”

“Very funny. Stall them if you can. I’ll be
quick.”

* * *

Bennett rolled down her car window and breathed in
the crisp fall air as she drove home for the family’s customary
Sunday brunch. Like the mature oak trees in Fisher Park, her family
had endured the storms of decades, and she and her siblings had
climbed many of them growing up. She parked in front of their
sprawling two-story home, grinning when Simon’s twins, Ryan and
Riley, called out, “She’s here,” in unison. She raced up the steps
of the wraparound porch to grab them, but the eleven-year-olds were
quicker than they’d been a few years ago and got away.

She followed them through the screen door and stopped
in the foyer, always humbled by the massive traditional family home
and the memories filling every room. She and Jazz had walked down
the wide, creaky staircase on graduation day into the arms of their
parents. What she’d give to feel her father’s arms around her
again. She’d kissed her first girlfriend at the age of fifteen on
the old Mission-style sofa in the lounge, while her little sister
Dylan spied on them through the stair rails. During her grandfather
and father’s wakes, the house overflowed with cops, friends, and
distant family. The walls made eerie sounds for months after,
mourning the loss of each patriarch, so many good memories
interwoven with bad. The shock of seeing Kerstin and the stress of
possibly working with her drained away in the familiar surroundings
of home and family.

The layout was perfect for the large family, with two
lounges, a half bath, huge kitchen, and combination dining and
sunroom occupying the first floor. Five bedrooms and three baths
located upstairs provided for the immediate family who still lived
here—G-ma, Mama, Jazz, and Dylan. She’d occupied the fourth single
bedroom until two years ago. She and her partner had moved to the
carriage house behind the garden, but their relationship ended when
her partner left her and the country for a job opportunity. Bennett
also suspected she found being so close to the family intrusive.
Jazz, her adopted sister, would occupy the smaller residence next,
if Bennett ever found the right woman. And she wanted that more
than almost anything—a partner to build and share a home with, and
maybe even start a family.

Soft piano music drifted from the sitting room on her
right, and Bennett peeped in. Surrounded by traditional furnishings
and rich colors, her younger sister, Dylan, long hair pulled back
in a ponytail and dressed in a white blouse and jeans, undulated
with each delicate keystroke, and Bennett marveled at her ability
to urge such beautiful sounds from an instrument she’d always found
arduous. Dylan’s musical interest would serve as a great stress
reliever during her challenging medical career.

“Look at you getting all Bob Dylan.” Bennett knelt
behind Dylan and wrapped her in a bear hug. Bennett loved her
little sister, and not just because she was a mirror image of her,
but for her intelligence and compassion. She’d stepped out of the
family mold and surpassed all their expectations.

“Hey, sis.” Dylan rested her head back against
Bennett’s shoulder for a few seconds, and Bennett traced the patch
of freckles across her upturned nose. “You realize Bob Dylan played
predominantly guitar and harmonica, right? But somebody has to
represent our family of musically-named-but-talentless
siblings.”

“Paul Simon Carlyle and Toni Bennett Carlyle bow to
your superiority. Speaking of our big brother, he’s going to be
late, so we have to stall G-ma and Mama. You know how he hates to
miss a meal.”

“That won’t be easy. They’re already fired up about
having to wait for you and Jazz.”

Bennett started to ask where Jazz was, but Stephanie,
Simon’s petite and perfectly turned-out wife, interrupted. “Have
either of you heard from Simon?” Her expression relayed that she
was thinking the same thing they were—if Simon didn’t hurry, they’d
start brunch without him.

“Mom, I’m hungry.” Riley and Ryan, smaller versions
of their strawberry-blond mother with hazel eyes, flanked
Stephanie. The children also vibrated with Stephanie’s seemingly
endless energy, always on the move, always doing something. The
only features marking them as laid-back Simon’s offspring were
cleft chins and their above-average height.

Stephanie patted their heads. “We’re waiting for your
father.”

“Where the blue blazes is everybody?” G-ma called
from the kitchen.

“Uh-oh, play something, Dylan.” Bennett motioned
Stephanie and the kids to her side, and they sang as Dylan played
“Itsy Bitsy Spider.” G-ma and Mama couldn’t resist a good
sing-along, and soon everyone was belting out the words in
discordant joy.

During the third round, Simon slipped in and added
his bass voice to the party, giving Bennett an appreciative wink.
When G-ma saw him, she clapped her hands and ushered everybody into
the dining area.

Bennett gave Dylan a quick conspiratorial squeeze and
sprinted around back to the cottage to change out of her uniform.
When she entered the sunroom, her family stood around the long
refectory table her grandparents had rescued from a doomed
monastery during one of their first trips as a married couple. She
and her siblings had carved their names and dates of birth on the
underside when her dad determined they were old enough to wield a
sharp knife. Chafing dishes rested in hollows worn into the dark
walnut wood and kept the food warm.

“You didn’t have to wait,” Jazz said as she rushed in
the back door and washed her hands in the kitchen sink.

“Yeah, we’ve been waiting hours. I’m starving.” Simon
waved an impatient greeting.

“The day my big brother isn’t hungry, we’ll know for
sure you’re sick,” Bennett said.

Simon shrugged. “You know Mama won’t let anything
interfere with Sunday brunch, not even a call from the chief of
police.”

“Bennett and Jazz, cell phones in the basket along
with the others. I don’t want any more interruptions.” Her mother
kissed them on the cheek and motioned for the family to sit.

“Hurry up,” G-ma said as she settled at one end of
the table with Simon at the other. “We got us some celebrating to
do, times two.”

“What?” Her mind was still on the untimely reunion
with Kerstin that overshadowed her promotion to captain. “Two?” She
noticed the bottle of champagne chilling in the center of the
table. “Is Stephanie pregnant again?”

Simon shook his head. “Second guess?”

Bennett scanned the faces around the table until she
landed on Jazz. She was normally quiet but wouldn’t even look up,
her fingers stroking the streak of white hair near her left ear.
She was hiding something. “Jazz?”

Dylan sighed heavily to Bennett’s left. “I told you
Jazz couldn’t keep anything from Ben. They’re like twins separated
at birth.”

Jasmine Perry grinned, and her pearly teeth glistened
against olive skin as she stretched her arm across the table and
opened her hand. A pair of lieutenant’s bars rested in her
palm.

“No shit?”

“Language,” Stephanie said, covering an ear of the
twin on either side of her.

“Sorry.” Bennett rushed around the table to Jazz. She
almost picked her up, but stopped at the last minute. Jazz shied
away from unexpected or long embraces, so Bennett settled for a
quick squeeze. “Congrats, sis.”

“Thanks, you too.”

“Did you know about this before I got the call?”

Jazz shook her head. “Got mine after you.”

“Where are you assigned?”

“Still in District One. Just moving up a notch.”

“No shi—kidding? Working together, sweet, but my job
won’t be as much fun.” Jazz gave her a questioning look. “We’ll
talk later.”

They fist-bumped and sat back down.

“Now that’s settled, Riley, say grace, please,” G-ma
said.

Riley put her hands together and looked toward the
ceiling. “If anybody’s really up there, thank you for this food,
for Mommy and Daddy, G-ma, Mama, Aunties Bennett, Jazz, and Dylan.
Oh yeah, and my irritating brother, Ryan. Amen.”

G-ma patted her on the arm. “Well done. Somebody pass
the damn eggs before they get colder than Garrett’s tomb.”

“G-ma!” Dylan sounded genuinely shocked, but when
G-ma and Mama laughed, the rest of the table joined in. Hearing
Grandma Carlyle curse wasn’t new, but hearing it at a sacred Sunday
brunch was different.

“You all right, G-ma?” Mama touched her
mother-in-law’s forearm.

“Of course I’m all right, Gayle, but hungry as hell.
Now pass the eggs. Only one thing on earth worse than cold
eggs.”

“Don’t leave us hanging.” Stephanie passed the egg
platter. “I’m sure it’ll be a doozy.”

“The empty side of anyone’s bed who has lost or
doesn’t have a loving partner.”

The clatter of utensils and dishes abruptly ended.
Bennett’s Grandpa Garrett and her father, Bryce, had been police
officers and were both killed in the line of duty. The family
didn’t speak of the incidents often because no one wanted to jinx
her or Jazz, the only children who’d followed in their footsteps.
Though Simon had chosen an equally proud but dangerous profession,
nobody ever brought up how many firefighters were killed in
fires.

“Amen, G-ma.” Simon smiled at Stephanie with the kind
of love Bennett hoped she’d share with a partner one day.

“Can I eat now?” Ryan waved a piece of bacon in the
air with the impatience of youth.

“Of course you can, darling,” G-ma spooned grits onto
her plate. “Everybody eat up.”

Mama handed the champagne bottle to Simon. “Do the
honors, son?” While he peeled the top and set about popping the
cork, she asked, “So, why did Pete Ashton need to promote my two
girls on Sunday morning? What’s the urgency?”

Bennett plucked a couple of pieces of bacon from the
platter before moving it to the right. “My predecessor, Arthur
Warren, and his architect got drunk and injured some folks in an
accident on the way home last night. Warren flunked the
Breathalyzer and resigned on the spot.”

“Lucky break,” Simon said. “You deserved that
promotion a long time ago.”

Simon lived the Carlyle edicts to support and uphold
the family name, and serve the community. Bennett probably hadn’t
contributed enough. “Thanks, bro.” She’d screwed off for nineteen
years, and her father hadn’t lived to see her change. She glanced
across the table.

Jazz gave a faint headshake as if to say, don’t go
there. She’d come to the family from foster care when they were
both eight, after being passed around a few different homes, and
knew all about not feeling good enough. She and Bennett were best
friends and confidantes. Bennett was the fire to Jazz’s ice, the
storm to her calm. Now they’d be running a district, and Bennett
couldn’t wait.

“Is Ma Rolls ready for business again tomorrow,
G-ma?” Simon asked.

“Ready and rearing to go. The police officers on
Fairview Street and the other places we serve would starve without
our food truck. And I’d seize up and wither away without my weekly
doses of town gossip.”

Mama glanced over at G-ma and chuckled. “That’s for
sure, and we’d be bored senseless.”

The rest of the meal passed quickly, with each family
member talking about whatever he or she wanted, as long as they
phrased their comments in a positive manner. G-ma always said there
was enough negativity in the world without them contributing. The
practice kept the family strong and involved in each other’s lives.
Bennett wanted the same for her own family one day. Conversation
finally lulled, and G-ma pushed away from the table, ending the
meal.

Simon poured a cup of coffee and headed toward the
lounge. “I think Ben and Jazz should do the dishes since they made
us wait so long to eat. Do I hear a second?”

The rest of the family voiced their agreement and ran
from the kitchen.

“Democracy’s alive and well in the Carlyle home,”
Bennett said as she transferred dishes from the table to the
dishwasher. “Are you okay moving up from sergeant to lieutenant in
the same command?”

Jazz nodded. “Everybody knows me.”

“And they respect you, but they’ll still test you.
Comes with any promotion, especially for a woman. I’ll be there, if
you need me.” She wasn’t worried about Jazz’s professional
abilities because she’d moved up quickly in the department despite
being five years behind Bennett in seniority, but her introversion
was sometimes interpreted as aloofness or lack of concern. Jazz
didn’t have an arrogant or apathetic cell in her body. If anything,
she cared too deeply at times.

“Thanks.” Jazz’s deep-brown eyes glistened with
gratitude she didn’t need to verbalize. She dried her hands and
looped the cloth through the oven handle. “I’ll walk you out.”

Jazz wasn’t the social type, more comfortable with
her own company, so she obviously had something on her mind. As
they cut through the garden to the cottage, Bennett’s quicker steps
caused Jazz to fall behind.

“What’s the hurry, Ben?”

“Keep up, slowpoke.” She gave the conversation a
nudge. “What’s on your mind, sis?”

Jazz stopped and faced her. “I was going to ask you
the same thing.”

They never made each other work too hard for the
truth, sensing when the other needed to talk. “The chief wants me
to oversee the renovation of the Cone Building for our new District
One substation.”

“Captain Warren’s assignment before he quit. That’s a
good thing, right?”

“It would be if…” Bennett scuffed her sneaker in the
grass, feeling self-conscious.

“If what?”

At five-eleven, Bennett towered over Jazz by three
inches, but Jazz wasn’t intimidated by the difference. Bennett
couldn’t bullshit her either, her dark eyes a better lie detector
than any mechanical device.

“Kerstin Anthony is the architect.” She finally
looked at Jazz.

Her eyes opened wide and she said, “The
Kerstin Anthony from high school?”

Bennett nodded. “And she doesn’t want to work with
me. If she refuses, the project is delayed again while a new
architect gets up to speed and possibly redraws the whole plan.
What if the chief thinks it’s my fault? What if it is?”

“Did you do something to upset her?”

“I said I was glad to see her and tried to convince
her we could work together. Even offered to buy her coffee.”

“That sounds harmless enough,” Jazz said.

“She’s probably still upset about what happened in
high school.”

“You’re both adults now. That’s so in the past.”

“I didn’t quite measure up to her standards then, so
she likely expects the same now.”

“Don’t go there, Ben. You’ve always been enough. The
problem was, and still is sometimes, you don’t really believe it.”
Jazz dropped onto a bench by the koi pond and motioned for Bennett
to sit. “You’ve both moved on. You’re professionals with a job to
do. What happened is in the past. Leave it there.”

Bennett rubbed her hands over her face and through
her hair. Seeing Kerstin again had unearthed old feelings like
unfinished sentences with no purpose.

“Can you do that, Ben?”

“If you’d asked me this morning, I’d have said
definitely. Now I’m not so sure. I really want to understand what
happened between us.”

Jazz shook her head.

“Say it, sis.”

“You’re a new captain with a great assignment. You
can’t let Kerstin Anthony or anyone else interfere with your
future. I saw the look on your face when Simon said you deserved
the promotion. You’re already afraid of screwing up. Don’t let this
woman be your excuse.”

Jazz had hit the nail squarely on the head. Bennett
feared being an embarrassment or disappointment to her family and
especially to the memory of her father. She’d struggled for years
to cement her place in the department. This was her chance to
silence all doubters on her way up the promotional ladder.

Jazz rose and placed her hand on Bennett’s shoulder.
“Do what you need to do. I’ve always got your back, no matter
what.”

“Thanks, and congratulations again. I’m very proud of
you, Lieutenant Perry.” She gave Jazz a playful shove. “But don’t
think I’ll take it easy on you because you’re my sister.”

Jazz mock saluted before walking back toward the
house.

Bennett loved her sister as much as her own life, but
Jazz had been hurt too badly in childhood to completely trust
anyone with her heart. She’d understand Bennett’s unresolved
feelings for Kerstin when she faced her own feelings about her
mother’s death.

Bennett watched the koi jump for insects on the
surface of the pond and willed the unsettled feelings for Kerstin
back to their hiding place, but they no longer fit. How could she
reconcile the need to prove herself professionally with the
emotional call to heal her heart? Both tasks deserved her full
attention.


Chapter Two

Kerstin texted her aunt Valerie from outside her
mother’s Central Park high-rise as the streetlights around her
flickered on.

 


Can you meet me in the lobby?

 


She was exhausted from ping-ponging between New York
and Greensboro and the emotional challenges at either end, and
today was only the first round. Her phone beeped with Valerie’s
response.

 


Excellent timing. She’s napping.

 


Kerstin scanned the height of the building with its
imposing steel, granite, and glass façade. When she’d moved here as
a teenager, the building served as her prison; the huge panels of
glass were her windows on the world, the steel dividers her bars.
Central Park, just across the street, provided a personal hideaway
with wooded areas, grass, lakes, and playgrounds, basically a giant
oasis in a city too chaotic for her small-town upbringing. She
shook off the conflicting feelings that often accompanied her
return and walked toward the entrance.

The concierge offered to assist with her small
overnight bag, but she waved him off as Valerie emerged from the
elevator. Her petite stature belied her ability to deal with a
physically and emotionally difficult patient. Valerie had been a
godsend, especially when Kerstin was away on business or needed a
break. Their arrangement allowed Valerie to live in the condo free
and receive compensation denied her by the family matriarch because
of Valerie’s unorthodox lifestyle—lesbian out and proud.

“How are you?” Valerie gathered her in a warm hug,
and Kerstin settled into the comfort. Val was often more like
another mother than an aunt, nurturing and supportive, while also
attending to the demanding job of caring for her older sister.

“Good. You?”

“Very well. Let’s sit.” Valerie motioned toward a
grouping of leather chairs surrounded by plants near the
floor-to-ceiling window. “You look tired.”

“I’m okay. How’s Mother?”

“Elizabeth Anthony. What can I say about that woman
you don’t already know?”

Kerstin recoiled at the question before she realized
Valerie was kidding, and then she burst into laughter. “Thank you.
I needed that. Mother definitely defies description.”

“She still has a hard time when you’re out of town.
It’s the short-term memory adjustment we talked about. She’s better
with long-term recall. I suggested she keep a daily journal to help
with day-to-day events.”

If her mother could forget the past and remember
details about the present, their lives would be happier, but that
wasn’t the hand she’d been dealt from her stroke seven months ago.
“Is she using a journal and does it help?”

“Yes. I believe so. She sneaks glances at the
notebook because she doesn’t want to admit she needs one, and
that’s fine as long as it works. She’s made a lot of progress since
the stroke, but she wants to be fully recovered yesterday.”

“Sounds like her. Your experience in geriatrics is a
lifesaver. I’m so grateful, Val.”

“It keeps me close to my sister, whether she likes it
or not. I should be paying her…well, not really.” She stood and
pulled Kerstin with her. “We better go up. She doesn’t sleep long
this late in the day.”

Kerstin released Valerie’s hand and suppressed an
urge to run. Her relationship with her mother had been challenging
before the stroke, with good-intentioned but constant attempts to
direct Kerstin’s life and set her up with eligible bachelors, and
living together complicated things, but running wouldn’t help. Her
father’s gruff counsel and limited attempts at parenting always
revolved around dealing with her mother. “Always have the
courage to fight for what you want, especially where your mother’s
concerned.” Did his advice still apply in light of her stroke
and diminished faculties? Kerstin found it easier to go along to
get along. She’d need more courage than she’d ever shown to take on
her mother for any reason now.

She shuffled behind Valerie across the
gray-marble-floored lobby and onto the private elevator servicing
her mother’s penthouse. She checked her phone, praying her boss
could meet with her this evening instead of tomorrow, and
immediately winced, feeling guilty. She wanted to help her mother
and had tried since the stroke, but it wasn’t easy. Elizabeth
Anthony didn’t make anything easy—not her own privileged life, not
her marriage, and definitely not motherhood. Her parents had
struggled after their divorce, each using her as a pawn in their
settlement


































































cover.jpg





