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      TRIGGER WARNING

      

      This isn't a typical trigger warning because there isn't much behavior in this book that would make most uncomfortable. That is unless you work in the field of law.

      I take some liberties with legal ethics in this book. And you might get annoyed if you work in this arena. So I'm warning you upfront. Laws are not broken by the hero and heroine, but ethical lines are walked right up to and maybe even smudged, depending on your viewpoint.

      I was warned by my legalese friends.

      I chose to ignore some of their warnings in favor of a fun story.

      Again, you have been warned.

      Just remember that this is fiction, and I have no license to practice anything except for operating a motor vehicle. And in that I have been ticketed before.
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      I’ve been told I have a resting cross-examination face.

      It’s not intentional. Years of motherhood and litigation will do that to a woman. You spend enough time arguing with judges, juries, and three daughters who think their excuses are airtight, and suddenly your face settles into a permanent expression of “Objection!”

      The boy across the table shifted under my stare. He called himself Micky. His profile said forty-two. His face said twenty-eight. Twenty-nine if he moisturized.

      “You said you graduated high school in ’89?” I stirred my drink like it was a gavel waiting for the opportunity to smash the glass tumbler. “Big year. Tell me, who was your favorite New Kid on the Block?”

      Micky's smile flickered, making him look like a confused little mouse. “Oh, I wasn't into boy bands.”

      "More of a Skid Row kinda guy?"

      His brows creased as though he was trying to place the metal band. Or maybe piece together those two words.

      "Twisted Sister?"

      "Oh, I did like girl bands."

      I was so down with sustaining this guy and his obvious perjury. But I didn’t correct him. No point. Cross-examinations work better when you let the witness dig their own grave.

      “I see.” I leaned in, tilting my head. “Where were you when the Berlin Wall fell?”

      Micky's eyes darted left. “Remind me again… was that the, uh, political scandal thing?”

      “That would be Watergate. Which, for the record, happened before you were even a twinkle in anyone’s eye.”

      He laughed nervously, glancing at his beer mug like it might rescue him. “Look, I mean, history’s not really my thing.”

      “Neither is honesty, apparently.”

      There it was. The flinch. They always flinched when you called it out plain.

      This wasn’t my first rodeo. Or my first cub.

      Cougaring. That’s what the kids called it these days. Some cute, predatory nickname they slapped on women my age so they could feel special about aiming low. Twenty-something boys looking for a “hot older woman” who’d stroke their egos, foot their dinner bill, and—if they played their cards right—teach them how to separate colors in the laundry.

      I didn’t come here to play teacher. I didn’t come here to raise another man’s sense of self. I came because I wanted my bean diddled after a hard day's work. A quick Tinder hookup was my kinda happy hour.

      Micky wasn’t even the worst of them. He was just the latest. Another kid who thought a few crow’s feet made me a charity case. Charity in the bedroom but not in the bank.

      The waiter slid two leather-bound menus onto the table and gave a polite nod. Micky picked his up like it was a quiz he hadn’t studied for. I didn’t bother. I already knew what I was getting. And that would be rid of my date.

      He flipped through the pages, his brow furrowing. Then his lips pressed together. There were no prices printed on the paper. Micky placed the menu down on the table. Good boy. If you have to ask, you can't afford…

      He looked up, blinking. “Sorry, what?”

      “I said you’re covering the check tonight, right? I mean, we're not doing that thing the kids do today and go Dutch or take turns paying for the meal. You're a real man of my generation. A gentleman like you doesn't believe in any of that crap.”

      Micky’s throat worked like he was trying to swallow a boulder. He glanced back at the menu, as if prices might magically appear if he stared hard enough. They wouldn’t. That's one of the reasons why I chose this particular bar.

      “I… thought you were a feminist,” Micky said, voice thin.

      "Oh, I am. I'm also a grown-ass woman."

      He looked around then, a quick, jittery scan of the restaurant, like he was mapping out exits. Front door, back door, maybe a window if things got desperate.

      “You said you’re a contractor.” I kept my tone pleasant. Casual. Like I wasn’t mentally pulling up the receipts.

      “Yeah, I do a lot of freelance gigs.”

      “That’s an interesting word for Uber driver.”

      His smile wobbled. Not enough to confess but enough to amuse me. “I hustle, you know? Gotta keep up with the cost of living these days.”

      “You know, when I was younger, we didn’t have dating apps. We had bars, mutual friends, and the occasional Xeroxed flyer for a singles’ mixer at the community center.”

      “Yeah, old-school dating, right? I love vintage vibes.”

      “Vintage?”

      “I mean… classic?”

      “You know what else is classic? Honesty. Integrity. A basic grasp of history that doesn’t come from TikTack.”

      "It's TikTok."

      “You’re forty-two. That’s what you said. Birth year of—let’s see—1983?”

      Micky licked his lips. “Yeah. Around there.”

      “Around there,” I repeated. “How flexible is your math, Micky? Because unless you’re a Doogie Howser prodigy who hit puberty at five, I’m going to need you to explain how you were the starting quarterback of a high school football team in 2013.”

      He had the decency to look sheepish. Or maybe that was just indigestion from the craft beer getting stuck in his throat.

      “Look,” Micky said, leaning forward like we were sharing a secret, “age is just a number. You’re a beautiful, powerful woman. I thought you’d be flattered.”

      Flattered. That word. Like a match to dry kindling.

      I leaned back, folding my arms. “You thought I’d be flattered that you lied to me?”

      He flinched again. Probably not used to women calling the play before the snap. He wasn’t a bad kid. And that was the problem. He was a kid.

      “I don’t do younger men. I don’t need another project. I’ve got three grown daughters, a childish ex-husband, and a mom of my own to deal with. My quota for fixer-uppers is full.”

      I stood, smoothing my jacket, and gave him a smile that had closed more cases than I cared to count. “Good luck, Micky. You’ll need it.”

      I gathered my purse, ready to chalk this up as another wasted night, but then realized that I wanted a drink. A real one. Not the polite cocktail I usually had during a date. I wanted something expensive. Something that didn’t come with a side of disappointment. So instead of leaving, I sat back down.

      “Micky.”

      He lifted his head, hopeful.

      “You can go now.”

      He did as he was told: stood and left. He probably would've been good in bed. After I taught him what to do. That was the thing about these young whippersnappers. What they lacked in skill they made up for in enthusiasm. Or so my claw-happy cougar girlfriends told me.

      I made my way to the bar, slid onto a stool, and ordered the top-shelf whiskey. Neat. No ice. No frills. I swallowed it in one gulp and delighted in the burn.

      “That was the cleanest cross-examination I’ve seen since Brady v. Maryland.”

      I glanced over. Two stools down, a man sat nursing a drink, his smile edged with something dangerously close to admiration.

      “Open and shut,” he added, lifting his glass. “Though I’d say you gave that kid more due process than he deserved.”

      He was dressed like a man who knew the value of subtlety. Crisp shirt, dark blazer, no tie. The kind of man who didn’t need to announce his authority because it walked into the room ahead of him.

      Not a twenty-something. That much was clear. He had a wizened sort of face, full of lines that came from life. The laugh lines around his mouth had been earned, not injected. But he wasn’t in his fifties, either. No gray at the temples. No softening jawline.

      Could be plastic surgery, but he didn’t strike me as the type to grab for the needle. He wore his skin like a man who wasn’t trying to outrun time.

      Still.

      “Brady v. Maryland?” I repeated, tilting my head. “That case isn’t even five years old.”

      He smiled. Lazy. Confident. “I like to stay current. And as a gentleman, I'd like to pay for your drink.”

      My Spidey senses were tingling. Early thirties, maybe mid. Definitely post quarter-life crisis. But also definitely not mid-life yet. Sharp enough to know his cases but not enough life behind the eyes.

      He was probably a hotshot associate. Or a junior partner who thought his bar number made him a grown-up. I hadn’t spent the last decade cleaning up after man-boys just to sign up for another tour of duty.

      Not a candidate. But God, his smile was irritatingly watchable.

      “You don’t have to pay for my drink,” I said, though I didn’t stop him from signaling the bartender. “I can afford my own bad decisions.”

      “I have no doubt,” he said, sliding a card onto the bar. “But as a gentleman—and a man of our profession—I feel compelled to compensate you for the floor show. That cross was textbook.”

      “Textbook’s a stretch.” I signaled to the bartender for a refill. “I skipped the impeachment step. He wasn’t worth the time.”

      “Impeachment’s only necessary when the jury’s still on the fence. Your guy perjured himself with every breath. The verdict was inevitable.”

      This bar was my usual haunt for dates I ordered off line. It was a couple of towns over. I didn’t date where I lived. Didn’t drink where my neighbors could see me, either. Stillwater Springs was small-town politics wrapped in a gossip column. We had a handful of lawyers, a courthouse the size of a postage stamp, and a grapevine that worked faster than social media.

      This bar was near a college. Not connected to a nightclub. Just a place where grown-ups went when they wanted to avoid craft cocktail menus and dance floors filled with twenty-somethings filming their lives for TikTok.

      The types who came here were lawyers, businessmen, people who appreciated top-shelf whiskey and could afford to order it without wincing. Safe territory. Grown-up territory. No risk of running into my daughters' friends, my ex-husband’s pity parties, or the client who’d think grabbing my ass after hours was "networking."

      I’d never met this man. Not in court. Not at bar association mixers. Not even at the high-priced charity galas Stillwater's socialites loved to pull out a couple times a year that attracted the elites from nearby towns.

      He wasn’t from my business network or social network. Either way, he was still too young for my taste. You had to be at least forty years tall to ride this ride.

      “Are you with one of the local firms?”

      He smiled into his glass. “Something like that.”

      Evasive. But not defensive. Like a man who knew the value of a well-timed objection.

      “I don’t date where I work,” I said flatly, just so we were clear.

      “Good thing this isn’t a date, then. This is just two professionals debriefing after a spectacular cross. You don't have to tell me your name, Counselor.” He took a sip of his drink, that damn smile still playing at the edges. “Though I think you might want to.”

      Cocky. But not in the slimy way Micky had been. No, this one was dangerous. He knew exactly how far to push without overstepping.

      I should’ve gotten up. Finished my second drink and left with my boundaries intact. But my legs had other ideas.

      “You must be a defense attorney. Explains the misplaced optimism.”

      His grin widened. “You assume I’m still practicing.”

      “You assume I care.”

      He laughed at that—deep, warm, and far too attractive for my peace of mind.

      I watched him over the rim of my glass. He had the calm of a man who’d been through enough battles to stop keeping score. He wasn’t posturing. He wasn’t preening. He wasn’t trying to sell me on anything.

      It was unnerving.

      “You know,” he said, tilting his head, “you’re very quick to put me in a box.”

      “It’s efficient.”

      “It’s lazy.”

      That pulled a genuine laugh out of me. Damn him.

      “I’ve earned the right to be lazy. I’m nearing fifty."

      He didn't flinch.

      "I run my own firm."

      That got a quirk of the mouth. It said impressed, not meal ticket. Which meant he had his own money.

      "And I’m tired.”

      He nodded as if he understood that in a way most men didn’t. “Tired’s fair. But lazy isn’t worthy of a woman who just prosecuted a date like it was a high-profile trial. You could do better.”

      I downed the last of my whiskey. The burn brought me back to my senses. Though it didn't quell the ache between my legs. That was fine; I had a BOB for that. I'd stop at the convenience store on the way home to get a new pack of batteries.

      “Well,” I said, setting the glass down with a soft clink, “the prosecution rests.”

      “Case closed?”

      “Closed. Filed. Motion to adjourn granted.” I stood, smoothing my jacket. “The prosecution is going home to get some sleep. Alone.”

      He didn’t move to stop me. Just tipped his glass in a mock salute, eyes sharp with something that felt a little too much like patience. “Good night, Counselor.”

      He didn't chase after me. He did watch as I walked to the door. I felt his gaze on my ass and was glad my beast of a best friend had made me hold Chair Pose for an extra thirty seconds the other day. My ass did look amazing in this dress.
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      It’s a special kind of irony when your daughter turns into a mirror you’d rather not look into.

      Brittany—my eldest, my responsible one—was in my kitchen at 7 a.m., balancing a toddler on her hip, stirring oatmeal with her free hand, and defending her husband’s late-night absence.

      “He said he stayed over at a friend’s house because they went out drinking.”

      I arched an eyebrow and took a sip of my coffee, the one small pleasure in my life that didn’t expect me to pay its phone bill. "Well, yes, that is pretty responsible of Jack since he already has two DUIs."

      "That was so long ago, Mom. He was still in college. We all do stupid stuff during college."

      I hadn't. Neither had she. Brittany did everything right, as far as I was concerned. She got good grades and kept out of trouble. But trouble still came and found her, knocked her up, and put a ring on it. In that order.

      She could’ve been my twin. Same tall frame, same curly blond hair hastily twisted into a bun that wouldn’t survive the next hour. Same sharp cheekbones that looked good in every driver’s license photo.

      But where I’d softened, Brittany was still lithe. Still snatched back from childbirth like her body hadn’t gotten the memo that life was supposed to slow it down. Breastfeeding and toddler-chasing had trimmed her into the version of me that existed somewhere in a dusty photograph—before courtrooms and late-night case reviews replaced playdates and stroller runs.

      These days, the most running I did was pacing a courtroom floor, building a case brick by brick, question by question. Even that felt more like a controlled glide than a sprint. The only time I got my heart rate up was the occasional yoga class Tessa dragged me to, where I spent half the time wondering if my thighs would ever stop touching.

      Brittany hadn’t hit that phase yet. She still moved with the urgency of someone who thought running faster would fix the problem. I didn’t have the heart to tell her it wouldn’t.

      I reached for Maddie. My granddaughter didn’t come running. No squeals, no gummy grin, no outstretched arms. Just a long, assessing look and blue eyes that skipped right past my face and went searching for someone better.

      I swear my granddaughter huffed with resignation when Brittany passed her into my arms. A soft little sigh like she was settling. Like I was the only option left on the board, and she was too polite to complain.

      She always giggled when Jack’s mom picked her up on the weekends. Practically vibrated with joy. But with me? I was the layover between her and someone she’d rather be with.

      Just like her mother.

      Just like all of my daughters.

      Brittany, Chloe, Emily. They all looked at me the same way—like they were still waiting for me to be the woman they wanted. A softer version. A version who didn’t argue. Didn’t press. Didn’t expect them to stand on their own, just a bit taller, legs more akimbo to take up more space.

      I wasn’t that woman who shrank. Never had been. Not as a wife. Not as a mother. And apparently not as a grandmother either.

      But in the courtroom? In the courtroom, I knew exactly who I was. I was the woman who could dismantle a hostile witness in five questions flat. The woman who could command a jury’s attention, who knew how to build a case so airtight there was no escape. In court, I didn’t have to be softer, quieter, easier to love. In court, I won.

      I adjusted Maddie on my hip. The baby girl let me, though her eyes kept flicking to the basement door like she was counting the minutes until Grandpa made his appearance.

      The basement. That was his domain in my queendom. Might as well be a dungeon. But far too much fun was being had down there. Where I had gotten my release in my bed under my own devices, my ex-husband had been in my basement having a two-person party of pleasure. I'd seen that Little Red Riding Hood sneaking out of Grandma's house early this morning.

      Myles could still be the fun one. The safe one.

      I was the structure. The backbone. The necessary evil.

      But the thing about being the backbone is no one notices you until you break.

      That was dramatic. I have never broken. And I have no intention of breaking.

      I didn't break when Myles lost his job while I was pregnant with our second daughter. I didn't break while I was trying the case that made me partner in my old firm while nine months pregnant with our third baby. I didn't break when I caught Myles cheating with the nanny when he said he needed to help raise three kids as a stay at home dad.

      I'd moved us back to Stillwater when I decided to open my own firm. The girls had screamed and hollered about how I was ruining their adolescent lives fifteen years ago. But I hadn't heard a peep of complaint after the designer clothes, summer cruises and holidays out of the country, or the student loan-free college and grad school.

      Emily shuffled into the kitchen, eyes glued to her phone, thumbs working overtime as if the solution to her quarter-life crisis was hidden between Instagram reels and TikTok trends.

      “I’m never going to amount to anything,” she announced, collapsing onto a barstool like a martyr at the altar of social media. “Everyone’s doing amazing things, and I’m just… static.”

      “You’re in grad school,” I pointed out, though I knew better than to expect that to help.

      “Yeah, studying cultural anthropology,” she groaned. “Which is basically a degree in watching other people live their lives better than me.”

      She scrolled aggressively, as if sheer willpower would produce a job listing for “Professional Overthinker.”

      Maddie perked up in my arms, reaching for Emily with chubby, hopeful fingers. The promise of a new jungle gym.

      Emily didn’t notice. Or pretended not to. She was too busy watching a twenty-three-year-old “digital nomad” give a TED Talk on how she bought a villa in Italy with her Etsy sticker shop money.

      Maddie huffed—yes, huffed—and slumped back against me. But then her favorite person in the world deigned to make an appearance from down below.

      Once upon a time, Myles had been a rising star in software development. Now he was king of the couch cushions, always “working on something big.” Which, translated, meant he was two YouTube rabbit holes away from believing he could make six figures drop-shipping novelty coasters.

      My house was full of people. And not a single damn adult among them. Except me.

      Myles strolled into the kitchen like he owned it, barefoot, bed-headed, and grinning as if nothing in his life had ever been his fault. He scooped Maddie out of my arms and swung her high into the air, earning the kind of delighted squeal I hadn’t been able to wring out of any of my girls their whole lives.

      “There's my girl!” he crooned, pressing an exaggerated kiss to her cheek as she giggled like he’d just pulled a rabbit out of a hat.

      He made the rounds, as he always did, kissing each of his daughters on the cheek like a visiting diplomat. Brittany smiled, soft and weary. Emily barely looked up from her phone.

      Then he leaned in toward me. I put a hand up between us.

      “Don’t. I know where your mouth has been."

      Myles had the audacity to smirk as he covered Maddie’s ears with his hands. “Lana, we don't discuss adult business in front of the children.”

      The children. Like the rest of them didn’t already know exactly how their father operated. Myles had been a philanderer since day one. The nanny had just been the first one I’d caught in my own house.

      “You know the rules,” I said, crossing my arms.

      "It's not like I planned to have a guest over." Myles gave me a grin that had once gotten him out of speeding tickets. It didn’t work on me anymore. “Spontaneity keeps life interesting.”

      “Spontaneity is going to have you sleeping in your car.”

      It was an empty threat. No one in this house took my words seriously. I made my escape to the only place in this house that still belonged to me. My bedroom was on the ground floor. That was by design. When I renovated, I told myself it was for convenience, for aging gracefully without stairs. The truth was, it was the farthest I could get from the circus upstairs and the man-cave in the basement. But even sanctuaries require navigation.

      I stepped over two of Chloe’s suitcases, shoved halfway under the hall table. A yoga mat was draped over the banister like a lazy flag of occupation. Somewhere along the way, my middle daughter had added a vintage typewriter to the collection of “treasures” she left in my house, currently perched on the sideboard like a museum exhibit no one asked for.

      Chloe was my curious wanderer. Serious about nothing, passionate about everything. Until the next shiny thing caught her eye. Brittany took on everyone’s burdens until she buckled. Emily collected anxieties like they were limited editions. I had no idea how I’d birthed three entirely different species.

      I pushed open my bedroom door and exhaled. The bed was made. The surfaces were clean. No half-unpacked boxes. No rogue art projects. No ex-husband.

      It was mine. At least for five minutes.

      I crossed to the window, hoping for a brief moment of quiet, and caught sight of a woman striding up my walkway, suitcase in tow. She was gorgeous. Fit and trim. Just a little too smooth around the eyes and lips, like she had a steady relationship with her esthetician.

      “Shit,” I muttered, scanning the room for an escape route that didn’t exist.

      But there was no out. No exit strategy. Court was starting early today. And my mother was the next witness being called to the stand.
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