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        To Jimmie,

        The adventure continues!
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        Lucas

      

      

      

      Remember that song by Queen with the banging bass riff? Dindin-din-din-din, another one bites the dust . . .

      This is my life right now.

      I’m at the Library, a tasty little spot in the basement of the Gilt Bar, giving one of the crew a righteous send-off. James Henderson is a friend, and the brother of Max, a partner in our family law firm, Wright, Lincoln, and Henderson. He’s getting married in a couple of weeks, and to say it’s been a whirlwind is an understatement. I suspect his fiancée’s knocked up, but Jimbo’s keeping mum.

      Max has set up a whiskey tasting for the stag party. I’m more of an ale drinker, but I like to know all there is to know about everything, so I’m up for learning how to tell the difference between this glass of yellow shit and that glass of yellow shit.

      “So, what time do the strippers get here, mate?” I ask with my cheekiest grin.

      Max flashes his perfect American teeth. “Get a couple of drinks in you and the stage is yours, Wright.”

      Up on my feet, I shake my most excellent arse. “I’ll fucking do it, too!”

      This makes the rest of them laugh, but turning to sit, I find a woman staring at me like I’m an idiot. More important, this woman is wearing a bloody catsuit.

      It clings to every curve—and she’s got a lot of ’em—and covers up all the body parts I’d usually be assessing. This cover-up is sexier than if she were naked.

      The only parts I can see are:

      
        	Feet in strappy sandals that show a tease of skin and purple painted toes. This bodes well because purple denotes royalty (think the late, great Prince) as well as wisdom, dignity, independence, creativity, mystery, and magic.

        	Arms that look toned and strong, one with a tattoo of Asian symbols.

        	Her face. Duh. Did you think she was wearing a mask like Catwoman?

      

      The suit is zipped up to her chin, but above her jawline is the best part: a face that launched a thousand ships.

      Or hard-ons.

      Okay, my hard-on.

      It’s more striking than pretty, this face. Regal, even. Big eyes with melted chocolate drops for irises. Cheekbones that almost rival mine. Warm, brown skin with golden undertones. A sparkling stud in her nose that tells me she likes to go against the grain. And her hair . . . there’s tons of it, a mahogany wave ribboned with copper and red. I could go on, but she’s quickly recovered from the sight of my booty shake and is now passing out sheets of paper.

      “Hi, guys, I’m Trinity. Welcome to the Library and to your whiskey tasting.”

      Everyone returns her greeting and I hate them all for daring to talk to her. Her voice has a natural rasp, sexy as fuck. I try to catch her attention with one of my dazzling smiles, but she’s already slinked off, gliding on ball bearings, to get the first round of drinks in.

      I track her moves, jealous of every interaction she has with other members of the rotten human race. I consider myself an excellent judge of character and I’m especially conscious of the vibes we put out into the world. People respond well to Trinity’s energy. A quick smile and pat on the arm for a customer in her path, a wave at someone who has just walked in, a familiar shoulder nudge to one of her (male) coworkers behind the bar.

      “Other people first”—that’s the vibe I’m getting from Trinity. What impression did I make on her, I wonder? According to Chicago magazine, I’m a “Chi-Town Hottie on the Rise”—it wasn’t called that, but it may as well have been—aka, one of the city’s best and brightest divorce attorneys. (And still single, ladies!) I tend to get pegged on sight as the cheeky upstart. The good-time Brit. I find it useful to let people make a call and then, boom! I crush those assumptions with a quote from Rilke or the like. No flies on me.

      Back in our orbit, Trinity places a tray of glasses with a finger of whiskey in each on the table.

      “The first thing you want to do is check the color,” she says. “Turn your tasting chart over to the blank side and hold the whiskey against it. You could be looking at pale gold, straw, amber—”

      “Piss,” I interject, because apparently I have verbal diarrhea. Everyone glares at me, so I class it up with its scientific term, “Sorry, your-ine.”

      Trinity’s lovely dark eyes narrow ever so slightly, and she announces, “That’s not a standardized color.”

      “Sorry, we can’t take him anywhere.” So says James, the groom-to-be, though he’s barely containing his laughter.

      “How’d you get to be a whiskey expert, Trinity?” I ask her, needing to establish a connection.

      “Years of training. Next, you’ll want to assess its clarity and viscosity . . .”

      Summarily dismissed, I follow the instructions. Of course, I have an opinion on everything. My so-called friends should tell me to shut up, but it’s like a fire hydrant of inanity has been wrenched open and I’m incapable of closing it.

      Here’s how I fill out the sheet, accompanying commentary for free.

      Appearance: Still going with urine, because I started off so well.

      Nose: Engine oil with hints of vanilla and cabbage. Sure, why not?

      Palate: Umami. I don’t know if this is correct, but I like saying the word. Say it with me, kids. Umami.

      I suspect this is all rubbish, because one of the flavor profiles is “Band-Aids.” I mean, that can’t be right.

      “What the hell are we doing drinking booze that tastes like Band-Aids?” Not that this particular whiskey does—I think—but now that I try again, I’m getting a medicinal flavor I didn’t notice before. “How is that supposed to be appealing? No one says wine tastes like sticking plasters—”

      “Sticking plasters?” Max interjects with a raised eyebrow.

      “Sticking plasters, Elastoplast . . .” I wave my glass, sloshing the remaining spoonful. “What we call Band-Aids in the old country, Maxie. Try to keep up. If someone said, ‘Sip on this twenty-seven-year-old aged malt, it’s got a lovely Band-Aid flavor,’ any normal bloke would be backing out the door tout de suite. And don’t get me started on ‘forest fucking floor.’”

      My tirade against the tyranny of whiskey-tasting profiles has silenced the entire group. I peek up to find Trinity glaring at me in a way that makes my dick go schwing!

      “Tell the truth, love, it’s all a load of cobblers, innit?”

      She weighs me for a moment and clearly finds me wanting in every way. “Actually, no, it’s science. Scotch, you know, from Scotland, is made with malted barley, which is barley soaked in water and dried with peat fires. Peat has a chemical compound called cresols, which are a subcategory of phenols, or carbolic acid, which is found in products like Lysol and Sharpies and—”

      “Band-Aids,” I say, because I actually know this.

      “Band-Aids,” she affirms, clearly not pleased with how I needed to get the last word in there. I’m being an arsehole, but I can’t help it. I’m a sucker for competence porn, and this, along with her self-assured beauty, makes me nervous. Rather ridiculous, because nothing makes me nervous.

      “I’ll get the next round in, gentlemen,” she says, with emphasis on gentlemen to indicate I’m most definitely excluded. “Drink plenty of water.”

      With Trinity out of earshot, Max turns to me with palms up.

      “If you’re trying to impress her, you are fucking up royally.”

      “You think?” My gaze follows her to the bar. She’s doing a fine impression of ignoring me, the little minx. “Thought I was winning her over.”

      “Tell her the color of your last dump,” Grant mutters. “I’m sure she’d love it.”

      That cracks the crowd up, especially coming from the usually taciturn Grant Lincoln. He’s my other partner in the firm, though he and Max are closer because they went to law school together. Grant’s from Georgia, looks like a Bratva enforcer, and is of a slow and methodical bent, the perfect foil to my hyper personality.

      I glance over at Trinity, who’s still not paying me any heed, and consider my options. I’ve never met a woman I can’t crack with my inordinate charm, razor-sharp wit, and all-around smarty-smarts.

      Trinity, love, prepare to be conquered.
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        Trinity

      

      

      

      Rich, overgrown frat boys in slick, overpriced suits. Come the zombie apocalypse, these guys will be the first to get bitten.

      “Come the zombie apocalypse, we’ll have no one to charge exorbitant prices for fancy whiskey tastings.” So sayeth Gideon, my coworker and closest pal. Apparently I had muttered that observation out loud.

      “You don’t think zombies can appreciate the finer things?”

      Chuckling, he strokes his hipster beard. I’m not a fan, but I love the guy anyway.

      “I think our awesome palates will be worth jack in the new world order. It’ll kill or be killed, Trin. But you already look like Lara Croft in your”—he waves a hand over me in my cat-suited glory—“whatever this is. I’ll just cower behind you seeking your badass protection.”

      This yields a laugh from me, which is in short supply these days. Thirty-four years old and I can’t seem to get anything firing on all cylinders: my career, my love life, even my family relationships. I think of my sister, Emily, and feel a twinge of too-familiar guilt. She’s going through a contentious divorce from her asswipe of a husband. I’m trying to be supportive, but the urge to scream I told you so! is the devil on my shoulder.

      I measure one-ounce pours into lowball glasses for the second round with the bachelor party. Whiskey tastings are very fashionable with the overgrown frat boy set these days and I should be glad, because I’m a niche girl in a niche industry. A Black woman in a very white, very male field. The looks I get when I enter a tasting room usually range from huh? to disgust.

      My sister doesn’t understand my career choice. I may as well be “peeing standing up,” she tells me. Sure, this job means that I’m more likely to buddy around with guys—definitely less drama—and I have to say I enjoy not having the drama that seems to follow my sister around.

      However, I wouldn’t say no to a little excitement . . .

      I glance over at the bachelor party to find him looking at me: Hottie Brit. I immediately avert my gaze, but not before I catch a smug lift at the corner of his mouth. He thinks he’s got me.

      They’re all annoyingly good-looking, even the guy who looks like a WWF wrestler. Grant, I think someone called him. The brothers Max and James Henderson I’ve met before when I used to bartend in the Gilt Bar upstairs. Max is a divorce lawyer, so I’m guessing some of the others are in the biz. When they walked in, I noticed the chatty Brit first because who wouldn’t? The cheekbones are young Jonathan Rhys Meyers. The hair is late Harry Styles. The suit is . . . I don’t know anything about suits, but this one is clearly expensive. Shiny, too, like shark hide. I imagine if I touched his arm, I’d come away with some slimy protective coating.

      Then he opened his mouth, the first word out of it piss.

      I didn’t hear the accent until he amended to urine, pronounced your-ine. Kudos for making piss sound exotic.

      He appears younger than the rest of them, whether it’s attitude or the way they dote on him indulgently. Like he’s the crazy loon in their care, the little brother that needs to be watched like a hawk because you never know what he’ll do or say next. I’ve lived most of my life playing caregiver. I certainly don’t need that dynamic with a man.

      Pity, because I could come from listening to him talk . . .

      The night proceeds per its billing. Whenever I stop off at the bachelor party’s table, I’m treated to another Shakespearean soliloquy from Hottie Brit.

      The latest: “Leather and tar? Love when my drink tastes like the bottom of a biker messenger bag.”

      Max mouths I’m sorry every time, but I don’t mind—you quickly develop a thick skin working in bars—and I especially don’t mind when Max drops a couple of C-notes on me just before he leaves with the group.

      “We had a really nice time, Trinity,” he says. “And sorry about Lucas.”

      I assume Lucas is the British guy. “Not a problem. Glad you had fun.”

      He squints, looking a little pained. “We’re now headed to meet up with the bachelorettes for Abba night. The fun is only beginning.”

      My laugh is real instead of the fake one I manufacture for most customers. Max Henderson would make someone a nice husband, and being in the divorce business he’d probably know how to make her a nice ex-husband as well. Hottie Brit—Lucas—looks over his shoulder as the party troops out, but I’m already turning away.

      Not falling for your cheekbone glimmer.

      “Taking a break,” I tell Gideon, who waves me away. It’s early July, and in evenings past, I would’ve headed out to the alley, not to smoke, but to inhale some fresh garbage-tinged air while checking my Insta and centering myself for the rest of my shift.

      Not tonight, though. Not for weeks since it happened.

      Standing safely inside near the back office, I shoot a message off to my nephew Chase.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wassup?

      

      

      

      

      

      I get an eye roll emoji back because he loves my nineties throwback references. Five minutes of dueling emojis later, I return and my jaw drops at the sight of who’s sitting at the bar.

      Hottie Brit has returned. Or never went away.

      Before he sees me, I take a moment to watch him unobserved. Long fingers are wrapped around a pint glass, which we don’t see a lot of down here. The Library is a fancy cocktail kind of place. That too-long-on-top dark hair is mussed, as if he had to abuse it to temper his energy. A small scar bisecting his eyebrow makes him a little less pretty and a lot more interesting.

      The air around him thrums even as he sits still, like a Broadway musical might break out any moment.

      Gideon squints to tell me Hottie Brit is out of here the minute I say the word. I smile to let him know I’ve got this. Maybe HB didn’t stay for me, though deep down I know that’s not true. My pulse picks up at the thought. It’s been awhile—a long, lonely while—since anyone this attractive has hit on me.

      I’ll let it buoy me and fuel a few British-accented fantasies later.

      As soon as HB sees me he switches off his phone and places it facedown on the bar. I’m oddly touched.

      “Hello, again. Lucas Wright at your service.” He offers his hand, curiously formal.

      I’m stunned enough into grasping that hand, its warmth life affirming and not a little zingy. “Trinity Jones. Literally at your service.”

      He smiles. Charmingly crooked, it lights up his eyes, his cheekbones, and my very neglected lady parts. His irises are the blue of a curaçao cocktail, one with a sting in its tail.

      He still hasn’t released my hand. “I’m not really a whiskey drinker, hence my—”

      “Resistance to the tasting?” I finish for him.

      “People usually make fun of things they don’t understand, right? Give me a nice pint any day.” His self-deprecation throws me for a second, and while I try to measure how calculated it is, he leans in slightly. “Does this mean we can’t be friends?”

      My attitude toward him is far from friendly. Not exactly hostile, but something more discomfiting: a wriggle in my stomach and a lurch in my chest. The first I attribute to attraction, the second . . . I’m not sure yet.

      I release his hand. “I’ve no doubt a guy like you has plenty of friends.”

      “You can never have enough friends, Trinity.”

      “Or friendly bartenders to unload your troubles on.”

      He flicks a glance to Gideon, who’s watching us from a semisafe distance, ready to lunge into action at the first sign of trouble. “Now Treebeard over there doesn’t look so friendly.”

      Treebeard? That’s perfect. I can’t wait to tell Gideon. “Just protective. We look out for one another here.”

      HB holds up his hands, palms facing me. “I’ve been warned!” Then he waves at Gideon, who hipster-scowls back. The exchange makes me smile, but I turn away to grab a bar towel before Lucas can see it. Can’t make it too easy for him.

      “So, Trinity, I have a proposition for you.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Uh-huh. Now, I imagine you get this a lot, working here.” He waves around, somewhat effusively. This guy has an entertainer gene. Probably can sing and dance as well.

      “I’ve had a few . . . propositions.”

      “I bet. Slimy, handsy old geezers incapable of making eye contact and drooling all over the bar.” He makes a point of looking at a spot two feet south of my face.

      I point at my chest. “Uh, my tits are up here, asshole.”

      He grins. “Just taking the lechery to its logical conclusion. The lecher so drunk he can’t even lech right.”

      “Don’t think lech is a verb.”

      “Is when I do it.”

      This makes no sense, but I laugh, the sound unrestrained and genuine, and catch Gideon out of the corner of my eye. He disapproves. Whatever. I can laugh at funny, hottie, nonsensical Brits if I want to. It’s not as if I’m going to let him banter his way into my bed. It’s just nice to be the target of an attractive guy for once.

      “So, Trinity, about this proposition.”

      “Hmm.” I’m not quite ready for us to go there when I’m rather enjoying the chase.

      “Do you do private tastings?”

      Disappointment chills my gut. HB had been doing so well.

      Maybe he needs inspiration. “I’m always up for spreading the love of hard liquors.”

      He nods. “That’s brilliant. Because I know a woman who would really, really dig you.”

      My brain screeches to a halt, stutter-steps forward, and knocks against my skull. Ouch.

      “A woman?”

      “Right. Now, she’s a bit stroppy, and it’s sort of weird, as she’s the ex-wife of one of my friends, but we’re still friendly even though I hate picking sides, especially when mates are involved. Anyway, you’re exactly her type and I told her I’d set something up and—”

      He stops speaking because I’ve poured three quarters of a pint of ale over his head.

      “Hey!” He stands dramatically, shaking his head like a dog coming out of water—also dramatically—which results in sizable beer droplets landing on a glaring guy two stools to his right.

      “Pervert!” I manage to splutter.

      “How am I a pervert?”

      “Your proposition to a woman you’ve just met is a . . . threesome?” I think that’s what he offered, but the minute it leaves my mouth the doubts set in.

      Lucas leans over the bar and grabs a towel, a fluid move indicating that this is not the first time someone has unloaded a glass of alcohol over his head. “My proposition to a woman I’ve just met is a business one. A lawyer colleague is looking to set up an after-work event for women in the legal profession and I thought this might be a good suggestion.”

      I freeze, horrified by every word and my actions of twenty seconds ago. “But you said she was my type.”

      “Right. Badass professional who knows her stuff.”

      Rolling right over the compliment, I struggle to defend myself. “I thought—”

      “That I was coming on to you? And using another woman as a tactic? To set up some sordid encounter?” Each question raises the stakes, shooting the situation to a pyramid of idiocy with me sitting as queen in a throne on the top.

      Oh God oh God oh God. How could I have gotten the signals so wrong? But the banter and the smiles and the eyes. I could also ascribe it to my frame of mind these last couple of months since The Incident. I’m easily spooked and ripe for disappointment.

      Gideon appears about thirty seconds too late and pinches HB’s shoulder. “Okay, out.”

      Lucas is wiping the beer off his suit with the towel. “I’m going to clean up and wait for you to calm down, Ms. Jones.” Slipping Gideon’s grip and shooting me a much-deserved glare, he stalks off to the restroom.

      Gideon looks confused. “What happened there?”

      “You were kind of late defending my honor, dude.”

      “I was on the other side of the bar. As soon as I heard the word pervert, my Spidey sense went into overdrive.”

      “Figures.” I shrug. “I might have misunderstood. I’ve been out of the game for a while.”

      After a few minutes, Lucas hasn’t returned, so I head toward the restroom to make sure he’s not crying, passed out, or bumping a line of coke. (We see it all here.) I run into him in the corridor outside the restrooms. The beer-slick hair and eau de IPA should really detract from his hotness. It does not.

      I lead with, “Sorry?”

      “Sounds a little too like a question.”

      Still with the drama. “Uh, you set me up. If I had a nickel for every time I heard ‘Do you do private tastings?’ I wouldn’t be working here.”

      There’s that lift at the corner of his mouth. I swat him with the bar towel I’m carrying. “That’s what you wanted me to think!”

      “No. Okay, maybe. I was having a little fun. Should have realized a woman like you would use the weapons at your disposal.”

      “Somehow I don’t think I could ever match you for weaponry.” I narrow my eyes when really all I want to do is keep them wide and soak in his beauty. Life is so unfair sometimes. “You a lawyer like Max?”

      “Not like Max. Better than Max.”

      It’s not bragging. We muse on this for a moment until I break the silence.

      “So you really wanted to throw some business my way?”

      “I do, or rather I did before you sprang for the beer-drop option. Aubrey is a lawyer friend of mine who sometimes organizes after-work networking events for my ovary-sporting colleagues. They’re always doing wine tastings, so I thought this might be a fun change for them.”

      It wouldn’t hurt and might get some new blood for the Whiskey, Women, and Song events I’m trying to get off the ground.

      “That’s kind of you. If you still want to pass on my card . . .” I lower the zip of my catsuit, extract a card from my bra, and hand it to him.

      “Smooth.” His thumb rubs across the card, appearing to absorb the warmth of the skin it was recently next to. He places it in the breast pocket of his suit jacket and pats it once, twice. I shiver at the thought of this sensual connection between us.

      “Here, let me give you mine.” His hand brushes the waistband of his pants, then a flick of his finger and thumb unhooks the fastener.

      Unhooks. The. Fastener.

      Wait, what? He’s not . . . No, no, no. This cannot be happening.

      He inches his zipper down slowly, slowly.

      Here? No, no, no, not here.

      Finally, I squeal, “That’s where you keep your business cards?”

      He laughs, big and bold. “Nah, just a little payback.”

      My mouth drops open. He wouldn’t have stopped unless . . . Would he have? I have no idea. The unpredictability of it—of him—sparks through me, lighting me up. While my life has seen its fair share of events from out of left field, as a rule I crave stability in my day-to-day. I have people relying on me to be their rock, so I can’t afford to . . . indulge.

      But damn and hell, I wouldn’t mind indulging in Lucas Wright.

      “Not going to make this easy for you, Trinity.”

      “You’re not?” Visions of Lucas not making it easy—in fact, making it very hard—dance through my sex-starved brain.

      “Did you really think I’d ask you out?” He waves around. “In a bar? Just like that?” The cliché appears to offend him.

      I swallow, once again blindsided. He’s not interested. At all.

      I really am losing my touch.

      I laugh it off. “Believe me, I’ve heard everything.”

      “I figured as much, which is why I’m not going to beg for a date. At least, not yet. You’re not sure about me, Trinity. You think I’m too young or flighty or ridiculous. You think I’m as smooth as slime and a bit of a lad. Well, whatever you think, I have undoubtedly heard, a million times over. Want to know what I think?”

      “I suspect you’re going to tell me.”

      “I think . . . that it would be good for us to wait.”

      I barely restrain from screaming at him to just do me. I’m pretty confused at the pinging signals not hitting their targets.

      He inclines his head, his gaze magnetized to mine. My heart is knocking around my chest like a pinball. Another pat on his breast pocket, like my card is a talisman, and my pulse spikes thinking of it next to his heart. Silly, really.

      But his next move isn’t silly. It’s dangerous. One of those long fingers traces its tip along my jaw. His eyes widen, his nostrils flare.

      “Wh-what are you doing?”

      “Not sure yet.”

      Kiss me.

      Do I say it? I have a habit of talking to myself, speaking my innermost thoughts aloud. His lips have not latched on to mine so I’m guessing I didn’t. But something’s happening here. He’s kissing me with his eyes, seducing me with his intensity, with every sharp inhale of breath I see him almost struggling to take.

      His hand anchors to my jaw and sneaks around to my nape. My blood runs hot, and I’m hyperaware of everything: his full lips. The eyebrow scar. The wicked cobalt blues. The supermodel cheekbones. A dash of russet in his eleven o’clock shadow.

      The fact that we have yet to kiss. Gah!

      Yet I am being ravaged. My breasts feel heavy, the spot between my thighs hot and slick. There’s power in the anticipation, though I’m not sure who holds it.

      “Trinity?”

      “Yes?” I’m basking in the glow of gimme-the-good-stuff.

      “Still think we should wait.” The glow dims and flash-freezes. Before I can protest he adds, “Because once we start this, I’ll be going all in.”

      “Once we start what?” I can hardly speak the words. I am furious.

      “The ride of our lives, Trinity.”

      He gives me another smile that leaves me in a daze. I’ve no idea what’s happening here but I feel itchy and very, very dissatisfied with my Lucas-free life.

      “See you around, Whiskey Woman.”

      And then he’s gone.
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        Trinity

      

      

      
      “I have wine!”

      At the front door, I brandish the bottle of Pinot Noir in my sister’s face and wait for her to crack a smile. Rays of lip-curving sunshine are few and far between these days for Emily, so I cheer a mental touchdown when she lights up.

      She holds the door back to let me in. “I just put Ari to bed and I’m ready for wine and whining.”

      Oh, I’m so here for that. I’m also not opposed to the idea that her five-year-old is sleeping. Arianna is a demon disguised as a cherub-faced innocent, and I’m the only one who sees the evil lurking beneath.

      “Where’s my favorite nephew?”

      “In his room. Brooding.”

      Uh-oh. Unlike his sister, Chase is usually a pretty good-natured kid. The separation has been tough on everyone.

      I hand off the wine. “Open this, Ems. I’ll pop up to say hi.”

      First I take a look inside Arianna’s room. She’s expelling fluttery breaths, and as adorable (looking) as that sounds, I know better.

      I knock on Chase’s door. “Hey, put your pecker away. I’m coming in!”

      A huff that’s half laugh, half acknowledgment comes back. Popping my head around the door, I find him lying on the bed reading a comic book. My sensitive sommelier nose adjusts to the boy funk. Chase’s room is probably typical for any fourteen-year-old kid who likes both the Marvel and DC universes (I know, weird) and has an artistic-sporty vibe. Hunky Spanish soccer players battle for wall space with half-naked lady rappers.

      “Hey, Aunt Trin.”

      “Hey, Whiskey Chaser, what’s up?”

      “Just doing homework.” There’s an open laptop with what looks like a Word document on it. He should be enjoying his break, but he had a less-than-stellar last few months in the school year and has to make up for it this summer.

      “Comic book report?”

      That yields a grin. He really has the best smile that flashes at you so suddenly that when it’s gone you wonder if you imagined it. His dad’s, Brian’s, smile. A light dusting of freckles over pale skin dots his cheeks. His copper-brown hair is standing on end as if his homework has been making him tear it out.

      “Just taking a break before I get back to it. I have to analyze FDR’s relationship with Winston Churchill.”

      “Ooh, I got this one. Fuddy-duddy white dudes talking a lot about, uh, cigars.”

      He makes a play of typing something on the laptop. “The extra piece I needed!”

      “Shut it, ya cheeky boy.” I take a seat on the bed. “Seen your dad lately?”

      The air chills. “He came to soccer practice last week. Took me out for a chocolate malt after. Like I’m six.”

      “Hey, I’m thirty-four and you won’t see me saying no to chocolate malts.”

      He shrugs. “It’s just weird. I mean, he doesn’t even . . .” The words peter out.

      “He doesn’t even what?”

      “Nothing.” His fingers trace the cover of the magazine. It’s Wonder Woman, looking like she’s ready to kick villainous ass.

      “Anything else going on?”

      Another shrug. We used to talk more, but he’s at that awkward age where he doesn’t want to be too friendly. His parents’ situation isn’t helping and I’m trying to be supportive, yet not interfere. Interference—or running it—is generally my jam.

      “Want to catch a movie on Saturday? New Ant-Man’s out.” I hold my breath, worried he’ll push me away.

      “Most underrated superhero.”

      “He is quite small,” I confirm, and that makes us both laugh.

      “It’d have to be the afternoon. I have a soccer match on Saturday morning, not that I’ll get much time on. Been playing like crap lately.”

      Chase used to be a whiz on the field, but I suspect he’s going through a phase of bored resistance.

      “Maybe I’ll come see. Any hot single dads there?”

      He rolls his eyes. “More like desperate married moms who have it bad for Coach.”

      “Then I’m definitely there.” I pinch his cheek because I know he hates it and head back down to see my sister. She’s in the living room with a serrated steak knife, a torn-open package of Dubliner cheese, and a box of Ritz.

      “Classy,” I say, and we both giggle.

      Emily—or Ems as I like to call her when she’s not pissing me off—is a blond, petite porcelain doll who, now that she’s hit thirty-two and is going through hell with Brian, is starting to show her age. (For the record, I found my first gray hair at sixteen and it’s been the greatest cover-up in hair science ever since.) We couldn’t be more different: me with my big-boned sturdiness, brown skin, and rebellious hair, her looking like a cross between Baby Spice and Disney Princess.

      That’s right: different dads.

      Mine died when Mom was six months pregnant, a boating accident at twenty-five. She married Evan, one of my dad’s friends, right after I was born, and Emily was dropped off by the stork eighteen months later. Evan and my mom packed it in when I was eleven years old. He was a good stepdad, but his first love was always Emily. I get that. It hurt a little, but I’ve gotten over it.

      Once it was just us three girls, we would have the odd “uncle” stop by to try us on for size, but nobody who stuck around. Mom was pretty encouraging of us to “be our own person,” which was code for I’m going out on a date and you need to babysit your sister, Trinity. To say I feel protective over Emily is a massive understatement. There might be less than two years between us, but I practically raised her. All my efforts as a teen went to ensuring she was safe, that homework was checked, bullies were crushed, boys were vetted. Sure, Mom was there on the periphery, but I was running the Jones household with an iron fist.

      Then my mom and stepdad died in a car accident during a rare interlude when they’d decided to give it another shot. I was nineteen, Emily was seventeen, and it left us raw and a little bit wrecked.

      Emily hands off a glass of wine. “How’s His Highness?”

      “Grouchy. Having to do schoolwork when it’s summer is the worst.”

      “Well, he has to catch up.” She takes a slug of wine from a glass that is already half empty. “I know this last year has been hell on him, but it’s been hell on us all.”

      “True.” I take her by the glass-free hand and lead her to the sofa. “What’s the latest?”

      “He just switched lawyers because—oh, I don’t know why. Now he has some shark who’s telling him to push for sole custody!”

      I jerk my head back. “What? But I thought we—you were going for shared custody. Brian works long hours and takes all those business trips. How the hell is he going to be there for them?”

      “I don’t know. My lawyer says it’s just mind games. Tactics to keep us guessing so I’ll be grateful when he hands me a pittance. Brian’s worried I’ll spend all his money on”—she gestures dramatically to the coffee table—“cheese!”

      We both start laughing, because Brian is a notorious penny-pincher. He runs a restaurant investment group that owns twelve high-end establishments in the Chicagoland area. The man is doing very well, but God forbid he spend any of that on his family.

      I look around at the perfect living room in their perfect Lincoln Park town house, which is sparkling clean, not because Emily likes to stay on top of it, but because they have a housekeeper who lives off site and comes in to make meals and generally tend to their every need. It’s a different world.

      “He wants us to move somewhere cheaper, like Uptown or Edgewater.” She whispers the neighborhood names like they’re shantytowns and saying them louder would conjure up hobo clowns. “My Pilates class is right around the corner from here. Where am I going to go in Edgewater?”

      Jesus. “Well, I live there. We recently got running water and electricity. We even have a farmers’ market!”

      She smiles ruefully. “I’m sorry. I’m just so pissed at him. This is my children’s home and he wants to sell it out from under us. As if they haven’t been through enough upheaval.”

      I top off her wine, then take a sip of my own. We sit in silence, thinking on how life can get so fucked up that you don’t even realize it’s happening until you’re waist deep in shit.

      “My lawyer said I should get a job.”

      Emily has—or had—a nanny for Ari until she came home one day and found Brian giving the nineteen-year-old Danish au pair a gold star on her performance review. If you know what I mean. Even with the nanny, she never worked, so getting a job is a scary proposition for her. She met Brian when she was seventeen, was knocked up within three months, and married within six. She’s smart and funny and kind, but she’s not the most prepared to be out on her own.

      I blame myself. I should have insisted she go to college. Brian wasn’t as wealthy then as he is now, but they could have found a way. I would have helped despite the fact I despised—despise—Brian with the heat of a thousand suns.

      But we can’t change the past, only the future. Ems needs to restart her life.

      “Getting a job isn’t such a terrible idea, is it?”

      “Of course not. It’s just—what can I do?” She shoves her wineglass forward. “The bar where you work, maybe?”

      “That’s a night job. You need to be here in the evenings.”

      She blinks. “I do?”

      “For the kids.”

      “Right.” She deflates right in front of me.

      I throw an arm around her. “Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out! Now tell me what your lawyer said about Foreskin going for sole custody.”

      She smiles grimly at my nickname for Brian. “That fathers’ rights are all the rage. It used to be the mom was practically guaranteed to get sole custody, but the courts are completely woke up now.”

      “Woke up?”

      “Yeah, woke up . . .” She squints. “Woken? It’s something Chase said in between grunts and shoving cereal into his mouth this morning.”

      “Woke. You mean woke.”

      “That’s what I said!”

      I chuckle because we’re so, so different. I’ve always loved it, but lately I wish she was more like me. More self-aware. For so long, she’s lived in this Lincoln Park yummy-mummy bubble, everything in her life taken care of.

      Brian’s leaving has made her just a little bit woke.

      “Maybe I should get another lawyer. The one I have always sounds so bored with me when we talk. Like my problems don’t mean anything to her. I don’t think she’s doing all she could. I have to keep this house!”

      “You need a shark.” I think of that murder of divorce lawyers in the bar two nights ago. I haven’t heard from Hottie Brit’s friend yet about setting up the networking event for female lawyers. Neither have I heard from HB himself.

      “Once we start this I’ll be going all in.”

      The kiss that never happened is imprinted like a stencil on my brain. He was right about what I thought of him: too
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