

			
    
            Chapter One





			“Court’s adjourned.” Judge Theresa Fairchild was the legal maestro in this tribunal setting, the gavel her baton, the black robe her formal conducting attire, and while the members of the audience before her weren’t exactly season ticket holders, there were several who had appeared in front of her on repeat occasions.

			Once back in the judges’ suite, Tess entered her private chambers and removed her robe. She gave her personal phone a quick glance. Her mood elevated as she touched the screen and listened to the voicemail.

			“Fred took the kids to Friday afternoon bowling. They’re home on break and I need a break from their break. I’m here sipping wine, so call me if you get this before I finish the bottle. You’ll be their shero, Wonder Woman, saving dinner. Without the rest of the wine for the marinade, dinner won’t be the chicken marsala I’m supposed to be making.”

			Flo had proven herself almost three decades ago as the college roommate Tess had so desperately needed at the time, and they remained best friends.

			Tess smiled and pressed Flo’s number. “Hi. I just shed my robe. I take it you didn’t finish the bottle.”

			“It was so tempting, much as I love my family,” Flo replied. “Was it the Grim Reaper robe you were shedding? Please tell me it’s some sexy little morning-after number, and you were so preoccupied with a gorgeous woman that you didn’t crawl out of bed until just a bit ago.”

			Tess shook her head. Flo never let up. “It’s almost five o’clock, and I’ve been pounding my wooden hammer all day long. My robe is long, black, and formidable, so behave yourself and stay on the right side of the law. Or don’t get caught.” They both chuckled.

			Her robe was more than simply stitched cloth. Judge Theresa Fairchild had become damn successful wearing it. She was respected, knowledgeable, and competent when she was on the bench. Unfortunately, the confidence she felt in her professional life didn’t extend to her personal one. And as much as she’d responded as if Flo’s morning-after comment hadn’t bothered her, the reminder of what she was missing in her life stung.

			“Well, I know you practically sleep in that robe, but where’s the fun in that?” Then Flo gently added, “I’m one of the few people who know the person wearing that robe. The woman you keep concealed beneath that veneer. The real Tess. She’s pretty badass.”

			“The rest of the world might tell you that I have a stick up that part of my anatomy,” Tess replied. “And heaven help me, but you’ve also turned me into a cat lady.”

			“The mature feline rescuer who’s almost single-handedly holding the justice system together when she’s not trying to figure out her own life. And not even close to the stoic stalwart she portrays on the bench.”

			Who would have thought that flirting with death could make someone a cat lady? Tess skimmed her fingertips across the rough patch of scar tissue below her left clavicle. While she could remind herself that the bullet that had pierced her chest a little over a year ago hadn’t actually physically damaged her heart, it unsettled her that a confrontation with mortality finally had her seriously considering the metaphorical hole that was there. She had started to question what she was missing in her life.

			Adopting a couple of middle-aged rescue cats was a step toward stopping Flo’s relentless prodding to start filling that hole. Tess had adopted the feline duo, Thelma and Louise, six months ago. Not that she’d named them—they’d come with those names.

			“Don’t push it. Now you’re trying to ruin my reputation.” This was the amusement-injected version of the more serious authoritative tone Tess used on the bench when she wanted to convey that she was in charge and wouldn’t be toyed with. A voice laced with gravity. “I might be a sucker for taking your advice, but that doesn’t give you free rein to slander that hard-won hard-ass reputation.”

			Flo chuckled. “Yes, Your Honor. So, what are your plans for the next two weeks? Skydiving in Fiji, African safari, descending into a volcano in Iceland?”

			Tess glanced around her office as the reality of the looming vacation break that she now faced became unavoidable.

			“None of your business.” Tess didn’t know how to do unplanned time, and she had no specific plans for the downtime she was facing. It was rather intimidating. The Corazon County Superior Courthouse was the world where she was labeled a success, as evidenced by her recent reelection. Well, that was 12,476 voters who didn’t know how badly she ran the rest of her life. She just hoped that this scheduled hiatus would reenergize her and help her regain her equilibrium.

			“Now if you were one of my kids, I’d translate none of your business to mean wild and naughty plans, but something tells me you don’t have any.” Flo didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s good.”

			Even though Flo couldn’t see her, Tess rolled her eyes. Flo knew that she’d never been someone who would give herself permission to pursue uninhibited passion. Oh, she’d come out as a lesbian decades ago, dated on occasion without achieving a lasting romance, but Tess was pretty sure her reserved demeanor had kept her off most people’s radar. Only Flo and Tess’s aunt, Alice, had always fully accepted who she was.

			“Glad to have your approval.” Tess had actually expected a good-natured lecture to her lack of plans.

			“Good because Uncle Joe’s cabin at Lake Tahoe is available, and not only is it cat friendly, but it’ll get you out of town.” Joe was Flo’s uncle by marriage, and he shared his cabin with his extended family.

			Tess thought about it for a moment. Flo was offering her a last-minute option for these two weeks off. One that meant she didn’t have to figure out Thelma and Louise. One that would offer her a temporary change in environment. She’d spent time at the cabin with Flo, an RN, when she was recuperating from the shooting, so she knew her way around.

			With her recent reelection, she had six more years on her judicial calendar, the overworked court was short a judge and waiting for the arrival of a new one appointed until the next election, and Presiding Judge Simon Huffington was Judge Jackass if you didn’t kiss his derriere, an artistry she hadn’t mastered. This break would do her good if she could just capture the right mindset—rejuvenation. Tahoe might help with that.

			She closed her eyes and muttered, “Okay, I’ll do it.”

			There was silence on the phone, and Tess thought maybe the call had been dropped. She pulled the phone from her ear and looked at the screen. The connection was still good.

			Flo finally spoke. “Excellent. There’s hope for you yet. I’ll have Fred drop off the cabin key tomorrow morning on his way to his golf game. When will you leave?”

			Tess instructed herself to be decisive, like she was in her professional life. “Tomorrow, so I don’t talk myself out of it.” There was no point in procrastinating. “I’ll try to get out of here between nine and ten o’clock—depending on what I get done tonight and how fast I’m moving in the morning.”

			“I’ll email you the protocol for opening up and closing down, so that shouldn’t be an issue. The bedroom you stayed in last time is in the middle of recarpeting and repainting, so it’s not usable, but the primary bedroom has had a complete makeover including a new king-size bed, so it should be good to go for you and the feline sidekicks.”

			Tess replied, “Got it. Thelma and Louise won’t complain about that big bed. Perfect for the three of us.”

			“You’re committed now. This will be good for you.” Flo’s enthusiasm gushed through the phone. “There’s beach reading, hiking, biking, boat rides, shopping, movies, gambling, miniature golf…You shouldn’t be bored. And maybe those felines will scare off any mouse population in the cabin, so you’re doing me a big favor.”

			“Sure I am. Now you’re going to owe me.”

			“Go pack. We’ll talk on the phone early next week, and you can call me sooner if you need to.”

			“Thanks. I don’t know what I did to deserve you.” Tess never would have admitted that before her injury. Some things changed a person—like imagining your own funeral and who might be in attendance because they’d really miss you.

			“You either did something magnificent in a prior existence to be blessed with me in your life, or something so bad it warrants all these decades of my torturing you.”

			“Don’t give me too much credit, but I’ll take the magnificent,” Tess replied.

			They both laughed as they ended the call. Tess thought how good it felt as she stood there alone in her office. She wanted to laugh more.
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        * * *

      

			Bree O’Brian managed to open one eye in her effort to glance in the direction of all that persistent banging this morning. Falling asleep last night hadn’t been easy. Her mind wouldn’t shut down. She was on the cusp of leaving her old life behind as she started a new one. She was facing a new job in this new city, and as the start date approached, her anxiety about all the change was increasing.

			It could only be her brother, Hank, because Rachelle didn’t approach any door in that impatient battering ram style, and sixteen-year-old Gabby was at a sleepover. Bree allowed a chuckle to escape. Style—not usually used in reference to her older brother. Okay, Hank knew how to finesse a situation if he deemed it necessary, but with her, he preferred falling back into their sibling dynamic—teasing, pushing, poking, unrestrained. And the bottom line, deep caring.

			“Go away.”

			“Is TP in there with you?” Hank couldn’t hide the bullshit in his voice to save his life. And sharing forty years of his life with her had made Bree an expert at reading him. Looking for TP was just an excuse to check on her.

			“If The Purrfessor was in here with me, he’d be under the bed if he has an ounce of feline survival instinct. No respectable fight-or-flight creature would pass up flight with you out there offering maximum acoustic annoyance.”

			“Are you decent? Can I come in?”

			“Would a double No stop you?”

			The door swung open, followed by Hank’s entrance with TP. It might currently be her space, but it was Hank and Rachelle’s guest room.

			She gave Hank her severest admonishing look, then also offered The Purrfessor one for his role as an accomplice. Hank shrugged, and the cat couldn’t have cared less.

			Bree knew she’d have her own place soon. It had been almost a week since she’d vacated the house in LA that she’d rented after her marriage had ended. She’d spent months contemplating her future and decided that one priority was to be closer to Hank and Rachelle and Gabby. Now she was waiting on a small rental house a few blocks away.

			Eighteen long months had followed the challenging end of her marriage. At least challenging for her heart and her ego, and the instigating reason she’d sought and welcomed this relocation. Cora had happily moved on to her next relationship. That she’d been Cora’s third wife should have been a clue, but she’d been so busy ascending to partner in her LA law practice, defending the accused, that it hadn’t dawned on her that Cora wasn’t the committed wife Bree had assumed.

			Bree had learned her lesson. There was no woman worth derailing her future. Cora had almost done that with what she’d put Bree through, and Bree certainly wasn’t interested in repeating that mistake. She wasn’t sure if her badly bruised heart would ever allow her to reconsider another deep relationship. Besides, she had more than enough on her plate with the move and the new judgeship. This was her new life and she had to make it work.

			“Hear ye, hear ye. All rise.” Hank’s booming pronouncement was followed by a grin. Bree had no doubt this Saturday morning wake-up call was designed to precede some brilliant utterance that was intended to make her day. Well, the rest of her day—it was almost noon.

			“I was thinking…” Hank hesitated, so Bree knew he was figuring out his approach so that he could better present his case. What was he going to promote now?

			“That’s a good start,” Bree said. “And…?”

			“You’ve still got a few weeks before you start that big new job that will make us all proud—dispensing justice to the world.” Hank placed his hands on his hips and puffed out his chest in a comical manner, obviously orchestrated to entertain her, but then he grew serious. “Rachelle and I’ve noticed that it’s causing you some stress, so maybe you’d like to use the Tahoe cabin to get away for a bit, decompress. The one that belongs to Rachelle’s dad. You know, rather than hang around here and sleep until noon because you’re bored silly with TP, Rachelle, Gabby, and me.”

			“You should give TP, Rachelle, and Gabby more credit.” Bree tried to stifle a yawn while she considered his offer. Then she softened her tone. “Thanks. You’re a great big brother.”

			“Here’s the key. Go spend a week or so up there before the job starts. When you get back, I’ll help you haul all your crap from my garage to your new place.” Hank smiled as he set the key on the table next to the bed.

			Bree lay there and considered. She couldn’t take up residence in the house she’d rented here in Corazon Cove for another week and a half, and then she’d have another four or five days to settle in before her job started. Sitting here reviewing her past mistakes and future challenges wouldn’t make that time pass any faster.

			The key was on a ring with a metal charm that hung from a short chain. Bree picked it up and noticed the charm was in the shape of the lake. TP jumped onto the mattress and headbutted her before he started to knead the comforter. He continued to work the fabric and purr as she climbed out of bed and gathered up her dirty clothes to wash.

			She could see no reason not to head north as soon as she was organized. She wouldn’t arrive at Tahoe until late tonight, but she could be sitting lakeside this weekend. A little time to herself to relax before all the new adjustments would be good. This was a chance to leave behind the stagnant life that she’d been living since the divorce. A chance to start making new memories.

			





			
    
            Chapter Ten





			Bree couldn’t believe her engine light came on as she pulled into her driveway, and in addition to that crisis, Hank called with one of his own. He had an emergency request for Bree to pick Gabby up at school at seven fifteen after a theater club rehearsal. Rachelle was sitting in urgent care with her mother, and he was out of town for work. He’d tried the parents of Gabby’s friends who were also at the rehearsal, but he hadn’t been able to reach any of them.

			“Hank, my engine light is on, but I can call a rideshare so that I can go get Gabby.”

			He agreed. She quickly hung up and moaned. One thing at a time. She rubbed her temple, then called Tess.

			“Now, don’t tell me you’re standing me up already?” Tess said instead of offering Bree a greeting.

			Bree’s pleasure at the return of teasing Tess was undercut by having to tell her the reason for her call. She explained the situation. There was a long silence.

			“I just fed my two famished felines. I wouldn’t object to adding chivalrous chauffeur to my résumé.” Tess’s delivery was that matter-of-fact one that revealed little, but Bree took encouragement at the humor in her reply. She knew Tess well enough to recognize the woman underneath that facade.

			“Yeah. And in case you ever decide to apply for a second job, I’d vouch for the chivalrous since you’re saving the day,” Bree replied. “But you don’t have to do this. I can call a rideshare and go get my niece.”

			Tess cleared her throat. “There’s no reason to derail the entire evening. I’ve got your address, so I’ll see you at seven to go collect your niece.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Are you suggesting I’m someone who doesn’t mean what she says? We can have that discussion, or I can head to your house so we can collect her on time. What’s her name?”

			“It’s Gabby.”

			Promptly at seven o’clock, Tess pulled into Bree’s driveway. They headed to the school with an agreement that they’d figure out the rest of their evening after they’d collected Gabby.

			“Whoa, Aunt Bree. A red Mercedes—nice wheels.” Gabby cocked her head as she climbed into the back seat and surveyed Tess. “Where’s Mom, not that I’m complaining?”

			“She’s at the doctor with your grandma, and your dad’s in Santa Barbara. This is Tess. She’s a judge too.”

			Bree looked across the console as Tess concentrated on the road. She had no clue how Tess would respond to Gabby, or to her declaration that she approved of Tess’s car. As she took in Tess’s profile, the tiny lines that chronicled the upward twitch of the corner of Tess’s mouth made Bree’s heart do an extra thump or two.

			“Hi, Gabby. I work with your aunt and we had a meeting tonight.”

			“My car developed a problem, so Tess agreed to help me pick you up,” Bree quickly added. “You owe her a big thank you.”

			“Mega thanks, Tess. And where’s your meeting?”

			Neither of them answered for a long moment. Then they simultaneously replied, “Maria’s Café.”

			“I’m starving, and I love Maria’s Café. Can I crash your meeting?”

			Bree pulled down her visor and looked back at Gabby from its mirror, catching Gabby’s grin. Bree considered how to respond, not sure how Tess would feel about this request. This had certainly morphed from simply professional to something significantly different with Gabby along.

			Tess spoke first. “You’re welcome to join us for dinner, Gabby. Do you have homework?”

			“Just some math. But I can’t possibly do that without brain fuel, and you wouldn’t want to shoot down my future career chances because I flunked Algebra 2 at sixteen.”

			Bree knew her niece and snorted, but Tess laughed. A rich melodious laugh that caused Bree to join in.

			“Hey, math homework and a starving teenager aren’t that funny,” Gabby replied, but her tone let them know she was enjoying herself.

			“Alright, it’s off to Maria’s Café to save Gabby’s future,” Tess said, and Bree considered that having Gabby along just might loosen Tess up.

			Bree called her brother and updated him on the plan before they pulled into the café parking lot and climbed out of the car.

			“Shall we order food and eat first?” Tess asked. “Then while your aunt and I conduct our business meeting in the parking lot, you can stay at our table, Gabby, and figure out your quadratic equations, polynomials, and linear functions if I remember correctly.”

			“A meeting in the parking lot?” Gabby asked.

			“We’re judges. Confidential court issues,” Bree replied.

			“Oh, are you checking out the scene of a crime?” Gabby looked back over her shoulder at the lot as they headed into the restaurant.

			“We’d tell you, but we’d have to kill you,” Tess replied.

			“Ha ha. So while I’m doing my homework, you two will be doing yours.” Gabby grinned as she dropped her backpack down onto the floor next to her chair at the table where the server had led them. The place was fairly empty tonight.

			“Exactly, kiddo,” Bree said.

			They all ordered burgers at Gabby’s insistence that there was no reason to go to Maria’s Café if you weren’t going to go for the best thing on the menu. Bree had to agree as she finished her last bite. So much better than a salad.

			When they were done eating, Bree and Tess left Gabby at the table to do her assignment with the waitress’s blessing and assurance she’d keep an eye on Gabby while they headed back out to the parking lot.

			“I parked over here in this spot.” Bree walked to the now-empty spot where she’d parked the night before, not far from where Tess had parked tonight. She pulled out her phone and took a few photos. She might want to stop in the future and take a few daylight ones too.

			“If he was waiting when you came out, maybe he followed you from the courthouse,” Tess said.

			“That seems likely. He disappeared on foot in that direction.” Bree pointed.

			“Like I mentioned earlier today in my chambers, I followed up and called the police chief, so she’s aware. The office and the other judges have been alerted as well. And any pertinent info from tonight will be added to the written report.”

			“I’m sorry to pile onto your presiding judge duties,” Bree replied.

			“This way it’s at least been officially noted, a record. I know Chief Myers,” Tess said. “Since my shooting, we’ve talked a few times. I think I relayed everything you told me, and she’ll likely pass that on to the county sheriff’s office for their records. We left it that she might call you if she has any further questions. I hope that’s okay.”

			“That’s fine. I’m happy to do whatever you desire,” Bree replied.

			Tess gave her a look as the whatever you desire registered with both of them. Desire wasn’t something they were discussing. Then Tess looked away and cleared her throat. “I doubt Gabby’s finished her math yet.”

			Bree was happy to refocus on Gabby’s homework. “I probably ended up in law school because I’d prefer a test on case law or even statutes any day versus one with graphs and numbers. I have to confess, though, my efforts at Gabby’s age were on making the cheerleading squad. How about you?”

			Tess’s brow furrowed. “I was headed toward law school while I was still in diapers.”

			Bree thought that could explain a lot about Tess. “Helicopter parents?”

			“I don’t think that term had been invented back then, but that’s an understatement. My younger years were mapped out for me, aimed right at my adulthood,” Tess replied. “And I never measured up,” she quietly added.

			Bree could see the vestiges of anguish in her eyes. Bree had never failed at anything important until her marriage, and then she’d seen a similar look in the mirror after Cora moved on. “And are your parents proud now, because you look so good sitting up there on the bench in that robe? And now the title of presiding judge too.”

			“They’re deceased,” Tess said without elaboration, then added, “But my Aunt Alice is pleased.” Tess changed the subject. “Did you make cheerleader?”

			“I did. Pom-poms and all.” Bree set her legs into her old cheerleading stance and lowered her arms before flinging one out, followed by the other, as if she still held those pom-poms. She raised and lowered her arms as she wiggled her ass and chanted, “My name is Bree for those who don’t know. Stand back and watch while I give you a show.”

			She knew that she looked ridiculous out here in the parking lot, a grown woman carrying on the way she had decades ago, but it was worth it to see Tess’s mood shift from the sad one of a few moments ago to this lighter, laughing version of Tess that Bree had come to know at the cabin.

			“Give me a T. Give me an E. Give me an S. Give me an S. Now what does that spell? Queen bee and not princess.” Bree did a final bit of butt twerking just because she was enjoying Tess’s delight so much.

			When Tess finally regained control of her mirth, she looked around the lot and said, “As entertaining as that was, I should probably drag you back inside for dessert before someone recognizes the booty-shaking cheerleader in the Maria’s Café parking lot as the Honorable Judge O’Brian. And for the record, you’re the princess.” Tess took Bree’s hand and led her back into the restaurant where Gabby waited.

			“There you two are. Is your meeting done?” Gabby asked.

			“It is. And your math?” Bree looked at the schoolwork spread out in front of Gabby. “I have my heart set on pie à la mode before we get you home.”

			“Okay, just one more problem that I need to finish while we wait for our dessert to arrive.”

			It seemed so natural when Bree suggested she and Tess share a piece of blackberry pie with ice cream, and Tess agreed. The waitress collected their order, and Gabby quickly finished her homework and slapped her textbook closed as the plates arrived. They chatted and ate, then collected their belongings and headed to Tess’s car to deliver Gabby home first.

			Before Gabby hopped out when they reached her house, she said, “Hey, Tess. It was nice meeting you. Thanks so much for driving me—and such a cool car. I owe you. Will you come to my school play with Aunt Bree? I’ve got a big role and I’d love for you to come.”

			“It was my pleasure, Gabby. Let me talk to your aunt.” Tess pressed her lips together and looked over at Bree.

			“We’ll figure it out, Gabs. You do owe her.” Bree waved at Rachelle in the open doorway as Gabby slammed her car door and headed toward her mom.

			Tess pulled away from the curb and drove for a while before asking, “Do you need a ride in the morning?”

			“Hank said he’s free tomorrow, so he can drop me off at the courthouse. He can also deal with my car problem. We saved him this evening with Gabby, so he owes me—and I owe you.”

			“It was my pleasure to drive tonight. And the evening had its highlights, even if it started as a meeting about something we still need to try to figure out. I’m not sure what’s going on. That guy’s approach and the bag offering is concerning.” Tess glanced over at Bree, and then her expression shifted as she raised an eyebrow. “The cheerleading was…exceptional.”

			“Hey, I didn’t end up head cheerleader for nothing.” Bree smiled. “Will you come to Gabby’s play?” The request was out of her mouth before she’d thought about it.

			Bree could list the reasons she needed to keep her distance, but the reality was that spending time with Tess made her happy. Yeah, she was offering Tess mixed signals, but she was hoping that maybe they could manage to reach some middle ground they could navigate over the coming weeks, not just allow the door to completely slam on the two of them right now. While it surprised her, she had to admit that her feelings for Tess were chipping away at her adamant stance regarding her personal life.

			“Is it a meeting or a date?” Tess’s tone gave nothing away. She had honed that neutral delivery down to perfection.

			Bree didn’t want neutral, but she knew she probably deserved it. “There’s no just going to watch Gabby? Do we have to label it?”

			Tess groaned as she pulled into Bree’s driveway. “I’m not good at this.”

			“At what?”

			Tess closed her eyes for a moment. “At leaving what happened in Tahoe in Tahoe. At being cordial…amiable…friendly. At a reset.”

			Bree reached over and brushed her knuckles gently across Tess’s cheek. “I know it’s not easy.” Bree couldn’t say she understood all her own feelings either. She climbed out, not sure what else to say, then leaned back in. “Thank you, Tess.”

			Tess nodded but didn’t look at her. “Tell Gabby I’ll come to her play. She’s a sweet kid.”

			“She is.”

			“So, for her. We’ll schedule a meeting.”

			Bree watched Tess back out into the street and drive away.
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        * * *

      

			By the time Tess arrived home, it was after ten. She hadn’t processed the entire day yet and decided to sit with a glass of wine on the couch to unwind and give the felines a chance for some attention. Or maybe they were offering her a sounding board.

			“So, last night we sat here, and I told you that I’d kissed Bree. That she’d kissed me back, then pushed me away. I told you that was the end of setting myself up.”

			Louise rumbled a persistent purr, and Thelma rubbed against her arm. Tess almost spilled her wine. She set the glass down and rubbed an ear of each cat. They didn’t deserve a rebuff. They’d probably had a long day too. Besides, she found their attention a balm to her turmoil.

			These were fur baby perks that she was learning to appreciate, the simple acceptance that was based on her skill with a can opener and how dedicated she was to petting them. They couldn’t care less how diligent she’d been in creating a life that had proven her professional worth, a life designed to allow no place for her youthful heartache or the admission of loneliness she’d worked to ignore until the shooting.

			“Then this evening it was Maria’s Café, all in the scope of duty as the presiding judge—checking out the scene of a suspicious incident impacting a judge and maybe the courthouse,” Tess told an attentive Thelma.

			Louise headbutted Tess’s hand and worked her entire back along its length. Tess gave the cat the attention she craved. At least somebody was getting attention tonight.

			“And somehow, scope of duty became a delicious dinner burger, the most captivating cheerleader routine by a middle-aged woman I could have ever imagined, and a planned meeting at a high school play with that sexy twerking cheerleader.”

			Not to be outmaneuvered, Thelma crawled into her lap, and Louise climbed over Thelma and plopped down too. Her hands were free, so Tess reached for another swallow of her wine.

			“Well, girls, that’s the story of the end of my workday. And then there’s the story of my life. I want what I can’t have, I don’t seem to be in control of much, and I’ve taken on more duties in my professional life at a time I was realizing that I need to get some balance in a life with a personal side limited mostly to you two tabbies.”

			Thelma crawled out from under Louise and jumped off the couch. Louise meowed and followed, both furballs indicating it was bedtime.

			Tess finished the glass of wine and returned it to the kitchen. She wondered if Bree was thinking about their next scheduled meeting. She had two weeks to convince herself that a meeting should have nothing to do with her heart. She wondered if Bree had crawled into bed yet, and she wondered if Bree was going to have as much difficulty sleeping as she was. She hoped so.

			





			
    
            Chapter Eleven





			A few days after she and Tess had gone to Maria’s Café, Bree was home relaxing after work when her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number, but it was a San Francisco area code and she decided to pick up.

			“This is Bree O’Brian speaking.”

			“Hi, Bree. This is Ned Donahue. I don’t know if you remember me from law school.”

			“Sure, I remember you. How are you doing?”

			“I’m great. First, let me congratulate you. I hear you’ve gone from partner in an LA law firm to an appointment by the governor to a judgeship in the Corazon County Superior Court. I’m now an investigator for the Commission on Judicial Performance—the CJP.”

			Bree’s stomach clenched. She had no idea what he could want with her. She remained silent, anxious to hear why Ned had contacted her.

			“Shall I explain why I called, and then you can feel free to ask questions?”

			“Sure.” Bree was relieved that Ned hadn’t hesitated in getting right to the point of his call.

			She’d heard of this commission. It was the state oversight body for judges that was responsible for investigating complaints of judicial misconduct and judicial incapacity—likely bad news if they were interested in you. Her stomach roiled again, and her chest tightened. God, she’d just started this job—she couldn’t be in the CJP’s crosshairs, could she? Then she calmed down because this wasn’t the way a complaint against her would be handled.

			Ned continued. “We only act on complaints, and there have been complaints of misconduct pertaining to the Corazon County Superior Court. I’m not going to prejudice you with the specifics. We’re in a confidential phase right now, a preliminary investigation. We have limited resources, and I’m the lead of a small investigative team. I’ve decided it might be helpful to reach out to you because I know you.”

			The information disturbed Bree, but she waited without comment. She didn’t want to say anything until he told her more about the point of this call. How she fit in.

			“The Commission has authorized this preliminary investigation to determine if there’s any merit to the complaints we’ve received,” Ned said. “And you’ve just been appointed to fill the seventh seat on the Corazon County Superior Court. What we want from you is for you to simply keep your eyes and ears open. You can contact me if you see something you think I should be aware of. Anything that seems unusual, strikes you as an indication something might not be quite right. Pass it along. That’s all I’m asking.”

			Her internal alarm bells sounded. What the hell had she walked into?

			“At least tell me that I didn’t receive this judicial appointment so that I could get settled in and then fill this role for you.”

			Ned chuckled. “Absolutely not. The investigation was opened after you were appointed. You earned the appointment on your own merits.” Ned allowed his words to register with Bree in the face of all he’d disclosed. “I know you’re not involved because you weren’t even in the position when the complaints started coming in—that’s why I decided to talk with you. I’m short-staffed, and that aside, you’ll be in a unique position.”

			Bree felt a wave of relief that with all this troubling news, at least she’d earned her new position. Then it hit her that maybe Tess was involved in some way—the shooting. And what about the other night’s incident at the café?

			“So, you aren’t going to tell me about the nature of the complaints?” she asked.

			“No, I think it’s better if you don’t try to focus on anyone specifically, or even any specific activity. Any involved judge will only be notified if the complaint moves forward to formal proceedings, and that depends on what our preliminary investigation finds. I want your unbiased observations, so I’m giving you no names—my team will follow up if justified.” Ned stopped and cleared his throat. Bree sensed he was going to tell her something he considered crucial. “I can’t stress enough that our work is confidential, so you have to promise me that you’ll adhere to that.”

			She wanted to know just what she might be getting herself into. She knew that keeping something like this from Tess could become an issue between them later. Her feelings for Tess were growing, so this was a dual-edged sword.

			“I have some comments and questions before I agree to anything,” Bree said.

			“Fair enough. Go ahead.”

			“First, there’s one judge I need to mention. Theresa Fairchild. I need to disclose to you that I met her up at Lake Tahoe before I took the bench. I didn’t know who she was when we were in Tahoe.” There was no way that Bree was going to disclose the intimate details of her time with Tess. She didn’t owe Ned those. But she had to tell him that their relationship wasn’t strictly professional, no matter their intentions. “We’ve become fairly close. I need to know how she might be involved in your investigation.” She let that hang between them, waiting to see what Ned would say.

			Ned sighed. “Is this a deal-breaker?”

			Bree didn’t hesitate. Tess came before any CJP investigation. “Yes.”

			“You know she was shot in the courthouse parking lot one night, over a year ago, and that the shooter was never identified?” Ned asked before he added, “I don’t think you’re in any danger, but you need to stay alert for your own safety too.”

			“I know about her shooting,” Bree replied.

			“Well, I can’t elaborate because I don’t know how it might fit into this investigation, but I can tell you that I’m confident that she’s not involved in any nefarious way.” Bree let out a sigh of relief at Ned’s words before he continued. She wouldn’t have believed that Tess was guilty of anything in a complaint, but she was glad to hear that Ned didn’t believe so either. “I don’t see an issue with you interacting with her as long as you keep our ongoing work confidential. Is that good enough?”

			“Okay. But in addition, speaking of nighttime parking lot events, I was alone and approached a few nights ago in a café parking lot by a guy who tried to hand me a bag, to welcome me to town,” Bree replied. “He was careful to be vague, but I strongly suspect it was cash. He clearly knew I’m new to town. I reported it to Tess—that’s Judge Fairchild—and as presiding judge, she reported it and wrote up a report.”

			“Whoa. No slacking on your part.”

			“I’m not happy about it,” Bree replied.

			“I need to tell you that we’re not cops or the criminal justice system. Criminal acts not covered by judicial misconduct wouldn’t fall to the Commission.” Ned paused and Bree waited for him to bring the conversation back to her incident and Tess’s. “A shooting is a criminal act. So is bribery to influence a case. But we might uncover the details of the crime during the course of an investigation of judicial misconduct.”

			Bree chuckled. “Are you trying to convince me that both Tess and I might get some answers if I sign on?”

			“I can’t make promises, but you know that everyone is better off if there aren’t…issues at your courthouse. Have you ever heard of the case, decades ago now, where well over a dozen judges were bribed for specific judicial outcomes? That probe expanded to include law enforcement when there was evidence of criminal activity.”

			“We only have seven judges total, so smaller than that scope.” Not that Bree felt better with that declaration.

			“Look, Bree. I know this isn’t easy. There are more people here than me working the complaints, so I’m hoping for some headway.” Ned chuckled before he added, “In that case I just mentioned, there was a prosecutor who was recruited as part of a law enforcement team who posed as a corrupt attorney and helped their investigation by taping conversations on a recorder concealed in his cowboy boots.”

			“It’s my lucky day—I don’t own a pair of cowboy boots.”

			“We could get you a pair.”

			Bree had to shake her head. She’d already admitted she needed an award for the mess her personal life was in with Tess. And now this, her professional life. She hated to think she’d need to keep her role a secret from Tess, and that really bothered her, but if there was a chance that she could keep Tess from being hurt again, that mattered to her.

			“Okay, Ned. I’m in.” She knew her tone probably didn’t convey the enthusiasm he might have preferred, but she was still processing all she’d just been told.

			“I’m going to email you some phone numbers where you should be able to reach me almost any time, or you can leave a message. Thanks, Bree. We’ll talk soon.”

			They hung up and Bree considered that Ned had just thrown dirt onto her hard-won new position that was supposed to be a bright spot in her life.

			





			
    
            Chapter Twelve





			Bree was sitting in the Grand Tavern with four of her fellow judges. There were several courthouse faces she recognized in the room, all unwinding at the end of the week. Vera Etson had invited her and made the arrangements. Alan, Eric, and Callie were in attendance at her table for the after-work gathering. Vera had explained to Bree that it was just a friendly Friday night get-together at the end of a long workweek in order for them to get to know her a bit better. Tess and Simon Huffington were absent, and she wasn’t sure if they’d declined or hadn’t been invited since this was all Vera’s doing. Appetizers and drinks had been delivered, so chatting, imbibing, and nibbling were well underway.

			“I hear that Simon Huffington is going to retire next year. I wish I could too, but I’ve probably got another twenty years on my career sentence with an eight-year-old and a five-year-old translating to almost a decade of college tuition in another ten years, unless I win the lottery or rob a bank,” Eric said. “Simon’s an advertisement for bachelorhood. Sadly, I’ll never be driving an Aston Martin, not even at the top of my game.”

			“Although he’s a bachelor, I don’t know how the guy can sink that much dough into four wheels,” Vera said. “I’ve got better things to sink my money into.”

			“If you get caught robbing a bank, Eric, don’t end up in my court,” Callie added, “because I’ll throw the book at you. Getting caught translates to more work for the rest of us.”

			“Hey, Vera. Do you have an advisor telling you what to sink your money into? I could sure use some help,” Alan said.

			Vera took a long sip of her margarita as she looked at Alan over her glass. “There are all sorts of financial advisors out there. My sister-in-law is a hedge fund manager and took me under her wing as a special case because of DNA. I’m even doing some of my own investing these days.” Vera laughed. “Probably the smartest move my brother ever made, marrying her. And their kids stand to inherit my little fortune if I don’t spend it all first, but I’m working at enjoying some of the good things in life.”

			“Hey, how does everyone think our new presiding judge is doing?” Alan asked.

			Bree lifted her glass and took a sip of her daiquiri as an excuse to listen and not have to talk. She’d only bumped into Tess, who’d wanted to discuss courthouse business for a moment, in the hallway this week, and it was another week until the play at Gabby’s school.

			“She seems to be settling into her new job,” Callie said. “I haven’t had any issues with her. She certainly isn’t the windbag that Huffington is. She’s as reserved as usual, but she seems to have the ship running smoothly. I’ll take restrained and efficient over hot air and pomp any day. That’s why I nominated her.”

			Bree took a gulp of her drink. She ran the risk of choking, but at least she wouldn’t laugh as she reflected on the unrestrained Tess that she knew was lurking under that robe. These colleagues had no idea how alluring Tess could be when she let herself relax.

			“What do you think, Bree,” Alan asked. “Any opinions on our new leader?”

			Bree took another gulp, then decided it wasn’t such a great idea to consume an amount of alcohol that would loosen her lips. “I didn’t have much experience with Simon Huffington as top judge, but I don’t have any complaints about”—she searched her mind for what Eric had just called Tess because she didn’t want to sound too familiar or too formal either, then remembered—“our new leader.”

			“I wonder how many presiding judges Helene has dealt with in her career as the court’s executive officer. I bet it’s quite a few. She must be pushing retirement age too,” Eric said.

			“She’s a widow, and I’ve heard that her husband left her well fixed. But maybe she isn’t ready for the huge shift that retirement would bring to a solo life,” Callie replied. “I can relate.”

			“So, Bree, I know you were a criminal defense lawyer before your appointment. Did you enjoy it?” Alan asked.

			“I did. It was challenging—in a good way—and I learned a lot through the years,” Bree replied.

			“What brought you up here?” Vera asked. “Instead of staying in LA?”

			Bree thought about what she was willing to reveal. “So many things. A change of scenery. I wanted to live closer to family. And I couldn’t resist the chance for a shift in career focus.”

			“You landed an upgrade in status, but I bet it was a drop in income,” Vera replied.

			“I’m managing, and I’m enjoying the change from the purely defense side of things. Not that a good defense isn’t everybody’s right, but going into court without the agenda I’ve had for so many years is nice.” The others all nodded at Bree. “So how is it having to run for reelection every six years in order to keep your job?”

			“Not a whole lot of competition. Short of a personal scandal that makes the press, people tend to keep reelecting us.” Alan chuckled. “Just keep your nose clean…or don’t get caught.”

			“Any scandals?” Bree would love to have something to give to Ned to close this whole complaint investigation down, or at least move it to something actionable.

			Eric and Vera looked at each other, and Alan looked away. Callie finally replied, “A few years ago we had a colleague who was inappropriate with several of the female staff attorneys. Sexual innuendos, even some issues with inappropriate touching.”

			“What happened to him?” Bree asked.

			“Her,” Callie replied. “She denied it when the accusations came to light, then decided to take early retirement. End of story.”

			“I guess that could happen in any profession.” Bree watched as the others nodded.

			Eric pushed his empty glass away. “Everyone sober enough to drive? It’s time for me to go home. I just got a text and Lil’s on her way. I’m going to go make a pit stop and then head out front. I’ll see you all later.” He left.

			“My brother’s going to collect me,” Bree said, texting Hank as she spoke. “My car’s in the shop until tomorrow.”

			They all made their farewells, and then Bree headed outside to wait for Hank. The parking lot was poorly lit except for the area right in front of the tavern, so she waited for Hank there. A few groups of people exited past Bree, and there were people moving around in the dark. She could only make out the shapes of people in the darkened lot as she listened to the sounds of talking, laughter, car doors, and engine noise.

			She was resting back against the front of the building, reading a text from Gabby about her plans to surf tomorrow, when she suddenly heard a familiar deep raspy voice with a Southern accent floating in from out to the left in the parking lot.

			Bree came to full alert. There
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