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  Chapter 1

  
  




I now understand what it feels like inside one of those ovens that you get as a little kid. You know, the kind that cooks with a lightbulb. Running a finger around the edge of my collar, I looked at the blazing sun, burning brightly in the cloudless Colorado sky. I stood next to my family on the stage, trying hard not to squirm. On one side was my mother, and on the other side were my cousins, Teddy and Emily, and their parents, Uncle John and Aunt Kelly Wessex. Even in heels, I was the shortest one there, except for my cousins. But they don’t count since they are both under ten. We all stood behind the podium, where the mayor stood in his perfectly cut, dark blue suit, giving his dedication speech.

Sweat was running down my back under my dark blue sun dress. The demure rounded collar made my neck itch. Why did I let my mother talk me into wearing this? My glasses kept sliding down my nose. I really wanted to pay attention. After all, it’s not every day that an entire building is named after your great-granddad. It’s just that when the mayor of Greeley likes the sound of his own voice, and your shoes are cutting into your feet and the sun is burning a hole in the top of your head…… You get the picture.

I fingered the locket I was wearing. It was my most prized possession. Inside were pictures of my Grandpa David and Grandma Lily. A lump caught in my throat. I wish Grandpa David could have lived to see this moment. He would have been so proud. He loved his family and the contributions they had made to this great community. I can’t tell you the number of stories he had told me about our family and what they had accomplished. He’d been gone for two years, but I still missed him deeply. I don’t remember my Grandma Lily, I had been very small when she died.

As I listened to Mayor McLaughlin’s deep voice drone on, I let my eyes wander over the large, well-dressed crowd gathered on the lawn. It seemed like a Who’s Who of Weld County gathering. I spotted the chief of police and the district attorney standing together, talking quietly. There were many local business owners and other judges that worked with my mom. Some were shading their eyes while others were fanning themselves with whatever they had on hand. Everyone looked like they were melting in the sun, and it wasn’t anywhere even close to noon.

When you grow up as the daughter of a judge, you get used to being dragged to social events. Shaking hands and having people drop names to impress you becomes the norm. I hate it. But don’t tell my mother that. I don’t need another speech about how “it’s your civic duty” and “our family has been part of the fabric of this community since it started in 1870”. I get it. I really do. I just wish that upholding the family name didn’t have to be so…. public. That’s the mom I know, but I guess she wasn’t always like that. From what my uncle and my grandpa told me, when my dad died, she kind of went into high gear with her career. That’s one way to protect your heart, I guess.

The mayor’s voice rose to a crescendo, dragging my attention back. He had pulled out a handkerchief and was wiping his brow. “…and in conclusion, my greatest wish is that this building, dedicated to one of Weld County’s greatest judges, be a reminder – a beacon, if you will – to always strive to be a better citizen, a better human. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Alfred Pine Justice Center.” The mayor made a grand sweeping gesture with his hand and the giant cloth covering the front of the building dropped. It was a beautiful building, all metal and darkly tinted glass, rising five stories into the bright blue sky. There were hints of historical detail in the arched windows and wide front steps, while being completely modern in materials and sleek shape.

One of the local high school bands was in attendance and struck up a festive toon. The enthusiastic applause from the crowd felt more like relief as everyone surged forward and around the stage to get out of the sun. I blew my dark bangs off my damp forehead and headed for the stairs.

As I climbed down from the stage, I looked around for my best friend, Gia Hernandez.

“Alfie! Over here!” Gia was standing under a tree with a cute guy wearing a polo shirt and shorts, waving her arms and holding up a pair of flat shoes. Yes, you heard that right, my name is Alfie, short for Alfreda, namesake to my great grandad. See what I mean about upholding the family name?

“Hi,” I said, slipping out of the killer heels while holding onto Gia’s arm. “I’m Alfie.”

Gia said, “Oh, this is Nate. We just met. His dad is an investigator for the District Attorney.” Gia has been my best friend since she showed up at Scott Elementary School in the third grade and challenged me to jump off a moving swing. I still have a scar on the bridge of my nose to commemorate the occasion. Her family had moved to Greeley from Mexico in search of a better life. Even though we were complete opposites, we were like sisters. As her mother would say, “Somos familia.” Now we were both finishing our junior year at the University of Northern Colorado. “You looked downright miserable up there. I can’t believe your mother made you wear those shoes.” She twirled one of them around her finger by its strap.

“What was I supposed to do? You know how she is. I had to change clothes three times this morning before she was satisfied that I was presentable.” Judge Regina Pine didn’t get where she is by being soft and tender. I tugged at my collar. “Ugh – I don’t know where she bought this dress, but I swear it was made for torture. Why can’t I just wear shorts and a t-shirt?”

Gia gave me one of her signature smiles. I envied her full lips and dimples. And her perfect, brown skin. Darn, I forgot to put on sunscreen. Commence the lobsterization. Gia’s t-shirt dress hugged her athletic body perfectly, while mine only emphasized the fact that I was short and a little bit square. Gia said, “Are you done now? Can you leave? I’ve got the getaway car parked down the block. Nate and I are going to go grab a burger.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the shiny new building. The crowd had disappeared inside. Wiping the sweat out of my eyes, I said, “I wish. I need to go make an appearance inside. Come with me and at least grab some cake.” I turned pleading eyes on her, grabbed her arm, and squeezed.

“I think we’ll pass. Besides, I’ve got some studying to do. If I want to keep my scholarships, I need to ace finals in a couple of weeks.” Gia tossed her gorgeous black hair over her shoulder. “You should be studying, too. Your mother won’t be happy with a B in Empirical Political Inquiry.” She shuddered. “How can you stand learning that stuff. Even the name sounds boring.”

I smacked her arm. “Don’t knock it till you try it. Oh wait, you did. Deserter. I wish I could switch my major, too.” Hating political science after our freshman year, Gia had switched to a business degree. Which made sense. Gia would probably inherit the family construction business one day.

Hearing my name, I groaned. “Duty calls. Thanks for bringing me shoes I can actually walk in. I’ll call you later. Nate, it was nice meeting you.”

Gia hugged me and patted my back. “Hang in there, you’re almost done.” And then they were gone. I straightened my shoulders and walked towards my mother, who was holding the door open looking at me expectantly.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




With a smile plastered to my face and my ponytail swinging, I made my way to my mother’s side. She is hard to miss. She is tall, even without heels, and wears her hair in a bob that curls in under her chin. Today she was wearing a bright red sleeveless dress that showed off her curves. When she reached for my hand, I felt like I was ten years old again, not a twenty-year-old college student. Still, I didn’t want to make a scene, so I let her pull me up the stairs and inside. “You know better than to go wandering off during these events,” she said softly, squeezing my fingers.

The last time I’d “wandered off” was during the mayor’s inauguration party when I’d been avoiding the mayor’s creepy son. He wanted to show me his new chest tattoo. Ew. She’d found me sitting under a tree outside and drug me back into the party.

I sighed. “Gia was helping me change my shoes. Those heels were killing me.” I pretended not to see the tight line of her lips and her lowered eyebrows.

She dropped my hand as the mayor approached us holding a glass of lemonade. He was a stout man, not terribly tall, with a thick waist and neck. He reminded me of a fire hydrant. His blue suit and red tie screamed politician. “Mayor McLaughlin, that was a wonderful speech you made. Thank you so much for your kind words about our family.” My mother’s voice sounded like silk.

“My pleasure, Judge Pine.” His deep voice resonated in the hall. I wondered how many voice lessons he’d had to perfect it. “It’s high time that your grandfather got the honor he deserves. There is no one more deserving, in my humble opinion.”

I smirked. I couldn’t help it. I’d known the mayor for years and there was nothing humble about him. Last year, Greeley had been recognized by the governor for its decline in teen suicides. His speech made it sound like he had done it single handedly. Like he was the one on the hot-line talking kids off bridges or something. He never even acknowledged the hard work done by the team at the health department. I quickly changed my expression, though, as he turned his beady eyes on me.

“It won’t be long before you carry on the family legacy, I hear.” My skin crawled as he looked me up and down. “You are almost done with your Political Science degree, aren’t you? What law school are you aiming for?” He pursed his lips and took a sip of his lemonade.

“She still has one more year to complete, and then she’s off to the east coast. I think we’ve narrowed it down to either Princeton or Yale, haven’t we, Alfie?” My mother turned on her 100-watt smile and looked at me.

With both of them staring at me, I began to feel the room closing in. Who turned off the air-conditioning? I spotted my cousins having a game of tag across the room and envied them. I managed to mumble, “Something like that.”

Mayor McLaughlin put a hand on my mother’s elbow and steered her away, and just like that, I was dismissed. I had inherited my family’s name, but not the commanding presence that my mother had. I’m more like my Grandpa David – quiet and reserved – a wallflower, really. Relief, mixed with disappointment, washed through me as I watched them walk away.

The crowd around the cake table had thinned. I could see the three large sheet cakes sitting there, inviting me over. Maybe some sugar would bolster my flagging spirits. One of the cakes, the chocolate one, was almost completely gone, but there were plenty of pieces of the others left. One of the cakes featured a photo of Great-Grandpa Alfred and was made of white cake with a raspberry filling. The other one showed the new justice building and looked to be a spice cake. Large dispensers of lemonade, iced tea, and water stood at either end of the long table.

Standing at the table was Maisie Mullins, the mayor’s secretary. She had one piece of cake in her hand and was reaching for another. Her large, padded girth did not need one piece of cake, much less two. I debated about waiting for her to leave before grabbing my piece. My experiences with this woman hadn’t been the most positive. My latest encounter with her had been last Christmas, when we had been invited to the mayor’s house for a party. Maisie had talked me into helping the wait staff and I’d spent the majority of the evening in the kitchen washing dishes.

My hesitation was my downfall. Maisie turned and her green eyes widened. She waddled over to me in her almost-flat pumps. She thrust both pieces of cake into my hands and motioned with her head. “Here. Take these over to Councilman Olsson and his wife.”

No ‘Hi Alfie. So good to see you.’ No ‘My don’t you look nice.’ Just orders. I so bad wanted to chuck the cake at her back. Who did she think she was? But being good little Alfie, I bit my tongue and did as I was told. After I shot daggers at her back, of course. I think I taste blood.

Not looking where I was going, I ran smack into a photographer from the Greeley Tribune. He was backing up, snapping photos of the crowd. The cake in my hands slid dangerously close to the edge of the plate, but I performed a perfect pirouette and managed to save both pieces. My childhood dance lessons paid off. Wouldn’t that have made a lovely front-page picture?

After that, I focused on my feet and made it over to where the older couple was standing. “Hi, Ms. Mullins told me to bring you some cake,” I said, smiling my brightest smile at the silver-haired councilman and his bejeweled wife.

Mrs. Olsson took her piece and looked at me in a motherly way. Great, here we go again. “You must be so proud of your great-grandfather, Alfie. He was such an inspiration to all of us. It’s wonderful that you are following in his footsteps.” Her eyes went all misty and she stared over my left shoulder. “I remember Alfred before he became a judge – he was a lawyer at the time – he helped set up a scholarship fund for the underprivileged here in Greeley. He was always such a thoughtful man.” Her double chin bounced as she spoke. I wondered how many strands of her pearl necklace were hiding under there.

I bit the inside of my cheeks and kept smiling. Councilman Olsson chimed in, waving his fork like a conductor’s baton, “That’s right. And then there was the time when he rallied all the farmers in the county together during a drought to pool their resources.” He bounced on the balls of his feet and balanced his plate on his large stomach. “That man was a genius. He saved the whole county. What a man.” It was hard not to focus on the line where his fake tan ended behind his ears.

I could tell that the Councilman was ramping up for a lecture on how lucky I was to be related to such a saint. Before he could start, I walked away. If I had a dollar for every time someone told a story about my great-granddad, I’d be rich enough to - well – let’s just say I’d be rich. I decided maybe I didn’t need the cake after all and should just make a run for it. I figured having two encounters with county officials was enough of an appearance. I wasn’t sure how much more my sanity could take.

Having attended more of these types of functions than I could remember, I had perfected the getaway stroll. Move just fast enough that people think you have business to attend to on the other side of the room, but slow enough not to raise suspicion of your real motive – getting the heck out of there. I put the stroll into action. It was going to work, until once again, my mother’s voice cut through the hum of the crowd, calling my name.

So close… So close…

“Alfie! There you are, darling! I was just looking for you. The District Attorney has a question for you.” Her silky-smooth voice masked the irritation I knew she felt at having to track me down. Right behind her was Stewart Owens, wearing his signature black suit with the gold and maroon paisley tie. I had to look up, to meet his eyes. He was over six foot tall. His short blonde hair was wavy, no matter how much product he used on it. Unlike Councilman Olsson, I knew the DA’s tan was real. He owned a boat and ran marathons for fun. Neither of which was on my particular bucket list.

He reached out his hand and shook mine with a firm grip. “Your mother tells me that you are a junior at UNC. Have you nailed down an internship for the summer yet?” His voice was deep and commanded attention.

“No, sir, not yet. I’m waiting on a few applications,” I said, shaking my head. I pushed my glasses up my nose and stared at his shoes. Italian leather, if I wasn’t mistaken. Expertly made, probably custom.

He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Well, we’d love to have you at the office this summer, if your plans fall through. I owe one to your mother.” I glanced up and he winked. “You’ll make a fine lawyer one day, Alfie.” He squeezed one more time, flashed a bright smile, and walked off. I’m guessing he must bleach his teeth.

My mother turned her ‘it’s all settled’ smile at me and said, “There, you see what a little persistence can do?”

Except that isn’t what I wanted to do. Not even close.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




I didn’t want to be a lawyer. I’ve been around lawyers my whole life. My mom was a lawyer before she became a judge, my late father had been a lawyer before he became a senator, my grandfather and his father were lawyers.

In our big old historic house on 9th Avenue, we didn’t have dinnertime conversations, we argued cases. Well, they argued, I listened. Ok, fine, I only sort of listened. Half the time, my parents and grandfather forgot I was even there. My kindergarten vocabulary had consisted of words like torte, brief, defendant, mistrial. I knew the words, but didn’t have the passion. I was being groomed, but not willingly. My own interests lay in a different direction. But my mother didn’t want to hear it.

The only person who really listened to me was my Grandpa David. He was a kind and gentle man. He and I spent a lot of time together. My mom and I lived with him up until he passed away a few years ago. His passion for family history filled his conversations and he loved to tell stories about my family. I would sit on his knee for hours listening to him talk about Great-Grandad Alfred and the things that he did to help the community. Real stories, not the puffed up, self-important stories that others told just to make themselves look good. Our home was filled with family heirlooms, antiques and artifacts. His stories made it all come alive for me.

That’s why I’d been secretly taking history classes at the university. That’s why I’d applied for a summer internship at the National Archives in Denver. That’s why I was hiding in my bedroom on Saturday afternoon holding a white envelope.

“Gia!” I whispered into the phone. “It came!” I glanced at the closed door, expecting my mother to burst in at any moment.

“Well, what does it say?” she asked excitedly. She understood what this meant to me. In fact, she’d helped me write the cover letter for my application.

Staring at the return label with its official seal, my hand shook. What if it said I’d been rejected? What if it said I’d been accepted? “I can’t open it! I’m scared.”

Gia sighed. “Give me five and I’ll be right there.”

I stuffed the envelope into my backpack and grabbed my shoes. I walked down the wide staircase into the front hall, avoiding the third step from the bottom that always squeaked. Gotta love old houses. I turned to my left and looked through the arched doorway into the living room. I could see the deep brown leather couches framing the white stone fireplace, but not my mother. I turned to the right and saw that the door to my mother’s home office was closed. She was probably working on a case. Tiptoeing carefully across the polished wood floor, I opened the front door slowly so the hinges wouldn’t creak and slipped outside. I forced myself to take deep breaths as I sat on the steps of our front porch. When Gia’s black Ford Focus came to a stop at the curb, I ran down the sidewalk, pulled open the door, and hopped in.

“Let’s go to JB’s,” I said. “I can’t face this on an empty stomach.”

“You got it, boss,” Gia grinned, wiggling her freshly sculpted eyebrows. The car shot forward and soon we were seated on red vinyl in a booth at one of the oldest restaurants on south 8th Avenue. Gia and I liked to hang out in the old-fashioned diner because of the build-your-own floats and huge greasy burgers. Nothing helps you study like sugar and calories. Gia picked up the phone on the wall that’s connected to the kitchen and ordered our usual – two cherry root beer shakes and two double burgers, hold the pickles. The jukebox was cranking out 50s tunes and the booths around us started filling up with the lunch crowd.

Gia waved at a group of guys at the next table. “Ok, Alfie,” she said, holding out her hand, “give it over.”

I unzipped my backpack and handed her the envelope. She picked up a plastic knife and inserted it under the flap. I cringed at the sound of tearing paper. The lump in my throat was getting larger by the minute. I looked at Gia’s face as she unfolded the single sheet of paper and read the contents. Time seemed to stand still. I really wanted this internship.

“Well,” I asked anxiously, “what does it say?” My fingers tingled and I looked down to see that I had twisted my napkin into a tourniquet.

Gia flipped her hair over her shoulder and put the paper on the table. She smiled and showed off her dimples. “Congratulations! You got in!” She reached over and hugged me as I let out my breath.

The waitress, in her signature white blouse with a red crossover tie, arrived with our food. Lifting her mug from the tray, Gia said, “A toast to your new adventure!” We clinked glasses and took a deep slurp of cold deliciousness.

Gia was the adventurous one, I was the introvert. Her favorite activities were chasing boys and riding BMX bikes. Oh, and don’t get me started on her makeup collection. My two favorite hobbies were reading and hunting for treasures in antique shops. Even though we were complete opposites, we seemed to balance each other out. Like that yin and yang thing. The closest I’d ever come to having an adventure of my own was getting accidently locked inside an antique store. I’d had to call my mother, who called the police, who called the store owner. They all showed up and I never lived it down.

Between bites of burger, we discussed our summer plans. Gia was going to work for her dad, like she did every summer, in the office of his small construction company. “I wish I could do a summer internship, but Dad’s counting on me. He decided to push the company to the next level. He’s developing an entire neighborhood. This could be the summer that puts Hernandez Construction into the big leagues. There are eight crews going at the same time and one of his contractors just quit. He never sleeps as it is. I can’t leave him hanging.”

I shoveled French fries into my mouth and nodded. She wasn’t exaggerating. I had spent a lot of time at Gia’s house growing up and had seen first-hand how hard her dad worked. I swallowed and said, “In a way, you are doing an internship. Running the office for your dad gives you life experience for your business degree. So, it’s definitely an internship. You have a great relationship with your dad, too. I couldn’t imagine doing an internship with my mom.” Shuddering, I picked up my glass and drained the rest of the shake.

“Speaking of your mom, how are you going to break the news to her? Isn’t she going to flip her lid?” Gia raised her perfectly sculpted eyebrows at me. She’d been at my house enough to see first-hand what a micro-manager my mom could be. I had a flashback to playing beauty parlor with Gia. When we had shown my mother the results, she had made us wash off all the makeup and reapplied it for us. We knew it wasn’t perfect, but we’d had fun doing it.

Groaning, I leaned back against the diamond tucked vinyl and covered my face with my napkin. “That’s going to be the hard part. I’m going to wait until she is in a good mood and just be honest.”

Gia pulled the napkin off my face. “Stay strong, Alfie. This is your future, not hers. Make her understand how important this is to you.” Her face had gone all serious.

I love my best friend. She gets me. If only my mother did, too.
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