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        Her divorce was never finalized because she became a widow instead.

      

        

      
        Every time Juniper hoped she had finally escaped her nightmare marriage, Nathan’s selfish decisions came back to haunt her. Her late husband’s twenty-year-old mistress was contesting his will. Juniper might have dealt with that, but they also hid a baby who looked surprisingly like her own son. The child was not even two years old. How cruel could she be to someone who could barely walk?

      

        

      
        Juniper knew her sad marital story was far from unique. Her lawyer husband left her for his very young intern. What was unusual was that Nathan bluntly told Juniper he’d never loved her and hadn’t wanted their children. That tiny bit of marital hope she’d clung to died long before Nathan did.

      

        

      
        Her new membership at The Perfect Date was not helping her. The new life Juniper imagined for herself—the one filled with handsome, fun men to warm her bed—now seemed nothing more than foolish dreams.

      

        

      
        Never Lose Hope is a contemporary romantic comedy by USA Today Bestselling Author Donna McDonald.
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      Juniper saw her best friend checking the time, but said nothing. Rebbie was there for her, and she wouldn’t tease her about her impatience. Nobody wanted this to be over more than she did.

      “How much longer?” Rebbie asked, fighting not to sigh.

      Juniper didn’t even bother looking at the clock in the room. “Not much longer,” she said.

      Her gaze shifted to the ornate urn holding her late husband’s ashes, and Juniper sighed with regret. The container Nathan had chosen for himself was two and a half feet tall. Why did people take such things home with them? She couldn’t picture anything so morbid being displayed in her house.

      Thankfully, Nathan had a family mausoleum where his urn would rest in a large niche among the urns of his ancestors. He’d made arrangements for Juniper’s ashes to be added to his if she wanted, but hell would freeze over before she allowed anyone to do that to her. They might never have legally divorced, but they hadn’t been truly married either.

      Of all the decisions she still needed to make, what to do with the urn wasn’t one of them. No, she faced a bigger problem. Next to the urn, a giant business portrait of Nathan overshadowed the container by at least a foot in every direction. They had propped it on a funeral wreath holder that sat directly on the floor.

      Nathan’s former law firm initially kept the portrait when they purchased the business, but they insisted on providing it for his memorial service. A new partner—someone Nathan hadn’t chosen—delivered it here with a note insisting they didn’t want it back.

      Juniper heard they planned to rebrand the firm without Nathan’s name. They had obviously been waiting for him to pass on before doing it. She was sure they considered waiting to be a professional courtesy. Or at least, that was a good story for them to tell.

      Ironically, Nathan’s professional portrait was one of the rare ones where he was smiling, but Juniper still didn’t want that oversized portrait hanging in her home. She discreetly displayed a couple of photos of her and Nathan from college. There were also a few of the four of them when the kids were young. Those were rare happy times in her marriage, and the only memories she cared to focus on. She arranged the photos of the past in the family room so that when her kids visited, they would see them and know she never once regretted having them.

      Defacing Nathan’s oversized business portrait with a black mustache and chin beard would have delighted Juniper’s darker side, but that kind of pettiness wouldn’t accomplish anything. She was now an official widow. Still young at forty-five, Juniper planned on doing everything she could to forget the loveless years of her marriage.

      Accustomed to walking the high road, no matter how many rocks she stepped on, Juniper decided the best thing would be to wrap Nathan’s portrait and store it in her attic. Maybe their two children would soften enough toward him to want it someday. How many decades would pass before that happened? Juniper couldn’t say, but she had to hope their hearts would eventually mend.

      Nathan Jones hadn’t been a great husband, or even a good one, but he had done nothing serious enough to deserve her total disrespect until he announced he was leaving her for Clarissa. A little over a year and a half ago, her neglectful husband openly engaged in a midlife fling with his very young law intern. The woman was nearly the same age as their children.

      During the fling, Nathan flung Juniper and their two college-age children out of his life. He did it physically, financially, and emotionally. That last one surprised her most because warm and affectionate wasn’t how anyone would have described Nathan.

      But the new version—the one who slept with his young intern—was flat-out cold. Citing that he’d never loved Juniper and felt nothing for their children, Nathan left their marital house and moved in with his barely legal-age mistress.

      Within a month, he’d rapidly gone through the process of legally enforcing his drastic decisions. Rebbie had verbally slapped her around until she got over her shock enough to act in her own interests. Some might have called her friend cruel, but the therapist Juniper briefly saw suggested Rebbie’s harshness probably prevented her from sinking into denial.

      Nathan had drafted their divorce before Juniper remembered to breathe. She’d been too astonished by his cruelty to look for someone to represent her. Rebbie had made her an appointment with Lane Everett, figuring the man would at least recommend a vicious attorney friend to be her knight in shining armor.

      Without Rebbie, Juniper felt sure she would have been one more sad divorce statistic.

      Without Lane, she would have lost everything. Nathan was a highly feared attorney. Other attorneys settled rather than going up against him in court.

      Coming out of her thoughts, Juniper turned when her friend sighed and rechecked the time. Rebbie might be a steamroller kind of person, but she was as loyal as Juniper was. She would never take her friendship with the woman for granted. “Let’s sit for a few minutes, Rebbie. I’m tired of standing.”

      Rebbie nodded, and they moved to sit in two cold metal chairs in the already overly air-conditioned room. There were no warm bodies to heat it up. Her butt instantly went numb because her leggings weren’t very thick. She almost shared that fact, but Juniper was trying not to be any more inappropriate than she could help being.

      Her frustrated, but faithful friend, pulled out her phone and started scrolling.

      Juniper quietly returned to her thoughts, really hoping today would be the last time she had to think about how much Nathan and Clarissa had changed her life for the worse. Nathan’s work always occupied most of his attention, so she had barely felt any loss when her husband of decades announced his affair. She probably could have weathered the affair had it been Nathan’s only betrayal.

      Of course, it hadn’t been.

      What broke her was Nathan cutting off his own children, which drove her into therapy. He’d disowned his original family in every possible way.

      Juniper had gone to therapy to find ways to help her children survive their father’s midlife crisis without resorting to patricide. Sure, killing Nathan herself was tempting, but she wasn’t willing to trade the prison of her married life for a life in jail for murdering her spouse.

      Nathan’s firm refusal to pay for the rest of their college educations prompted her to seek legal help. Lane Everett was known as a legal prodigy because he was highly successful before turning forty, an age he was about to reach soon. Juniper had no illusions about him. Lane was a shark like Nathan, but a younger, more charming one, which suited her perfectly.

      Instead of continuing to pay a sympathetic therapist to help her survive, she hired an expensive, talented lawyer. Lane had seen her every few weeks over the past year. First, it was because of the divorce. Then, it was to ensure Nathan was adhering to the contract she had him draw up. He had provided her with emotional support and legal advice. Paying him turned out to be a kind of two-for-one deal.

      However, she might have to talk to a therapist after today because she had evolved into a woman she wasn’t yet sure she wanted to be.

      “I think this past year has turned me into a despicable person, Rebbie. It’s impossible for me to feel grief when all I can feel is relief that my marriage to Nathan is legitimately over.” Seconds after her announcement, Juniper yelped as the woman she trusted most in the world pinched her arm. “Ow... what was that for?”

      Her friend narrowed her gaze. “Stop rationalizing his meanness just because he’s dead. Nathan cheated on you, and then he blackmailed you into staying to take care of him when he got diagnosed with cancer. He’s the bad person in this scenario, Juniper—not you. I truly hope that selfish man kept his word about leaving you financially well off.”

      Juniper rubbed her tingling arm. “You know Lane drew up a contract to cover my staying and what I would receive upon Nathan’s death. I hired him specifically to ensure both the contract and Nathan’s will were legally airtight in my favor. Having terrible taste in men does not automatically make me stupid about the rest of my life.”

      Rebbie grunted. “Knowing a good lawyer is like knowing a good plumber. Their expertise matters most when you have a crisis.”

      “Nathan’s death is not a crisis. My crisis happened over a year ago. But I will say hiring Lane was the best thing I did about it.”

      Rebbie grunted. “Choosing Lane was smart. What you learned from marrying a devious attorney finally paid off for you. Your husband was amazing in court before he started banging his intern, but let’s be honest, no one would ever have called Nathan Jones a nice man. I don’t know how someone as nice as you stayed married to a hateful man like him for all those years.”

      “Nathan was nicer before he turned forty, or at least nicer to me and the kids. Back then, he pretended to like us. The slideshow running on the television proves things weren’t always bad.”

      “Most of those photos are over a decade old, Juniper. Your hair is streaked with gray and sassy now. It matches your personality.”

      Even though Rebbie’s comments were more blunt than usual, the statement was still valid. Sassy might not describe her, but that was because Rebbie was trying to be kind. Juniper had grayed in her mid-thirties, and no stylist could color it well. She had accepted her hair’s fate, but Nathan had not. He’d called her refusal to keep it dyed as “letting herself go” and cited it as one of the main reasons he believed they should divorce.

      “Come on, Rebbie. We both know I could have left Nathan at any time. No one twisted my arm to make me stay married. I stayed for my own reasons.”

      Rebbie shook her head. “You stayed with your despicable husband because any divorce settlement Nathan drew up would have meant you losing as much wealth as he could hide from the courts. You gave him another year of your life when we both know the man didn’t deserve even five more minutes. If you were Catholic, letting Nathan Jones move back in would have qualified you for sainthood.”

      Juniper rolled her eyes. Rebbie was right, but then, Rebekah Carolyn Longsworth usually was. “You’re acting even worse than me today. We shouldn’t be staring at Nathan’s urn and speaking ill of the dead.”

      Rebbie looked behind her. “His own children didn’t stay here for more than ten minutes. His former law firm sent a small bouquet of flowers instead of coming. His golf buddies never came to his house, so why would they come to this? I’m his only real visitor today, and I detested him. There is literally no one here to see Nathan off, which tells you everything important. He was not a good person by the end of his life.”

      If Juniper counted all the years they had shared a bed when Nathan hadn’t touched her and added them to the ones after he’d moved to the guest room, it had been over a decade since she’d had a whole marital relationship.

      Then Clarissa came along and disrupted their marital rut.

      Youthful Clarissa, barely twenty-one with her revealing tops and short skirts, was so stereotypically seductive that Juniper initially refused to believe Nathan’s affair with her was real. Her late husband had shown no interest in other women before Clarissa. Juniper thought his lack of attention meant Nathan was too clever to fall for someone clearly trying to leech off a wealthy older man.

      It pained Juniper now that it took her a month or two to accept that Nathan’s decision to get involved with Clarissa had nothing to do with Nathan being smart. He bluntly told her that Clarissa had given him something Juniper never could. He couldn’t actually explain what that was, except to say that Clarissa made him realize his original family was not something he had ever truly wanted.

      Apparently, Juniper and the kids were still things Nathan didn’t want in his life.

      When Juniper protested his startling epiphany, Nathan stopped giving her money and advised her to sell their house. But she hadn’t done that, and Lane had seen to it that she would never have to. His counter to Nathan’s suggested divorce settlement had gotten her alimony for two years and the house free and clear. It was not that she and Nathan actually followed through with the divorce, but Lane’s protection was genuine and just what she needed.

      Nathan’s announcement that he wouldn’t pay for the remainder of his children’s college educations had devastated his children. Juniper told them not to worry, but that was something Lane couldn’t arrange for Nathan to pay since they were both grown. So Juniper borrowed money against her family’s inherited beach house in Cape Cod to cover the costs. It was the only property she owned in her name. She’d tucked enough away to make the payments until the divorce could get done.

      Yet as much as her husband’s infidelity had shattered her soul, Juniper could still understand Nathan’s need to feel vibrant and alive. Despite his physical disinterest in sharing her bed, she still maintained her body, though most would describe her as curvy rather than fit these days.

      After Clarissa discovered Nathan’s illness, the younger woman tossed Nathan aside as coldly as Nathan had done to her and his children. Worse, she brought a sexual harassment lawsuit against Nathan’s firm. Since he’d been living with her, fighting it wasn’t possible. Settling it had earned Clarissa some of the money she had no doubt hoped to gain from being ensconced as the primary woman in Nathan’s life.

      Faced with limited options due to the sexual harassment lawsuit, Nathan angrily sold his firm to his partners and only gave Clarissa a small part of what she had asked for. After signing the last legal documents, Nathan returned to the guest room of their marital home to die. His illness and Clarissa’s complete abandonment left him bitter, casting a shadow over everything. Juniper could not lure him out or persuade him to ease up. Nathan insisted he wanted to be left alone. She had no choice but to let him have his way.

      Sighing, Juniper took one last look at the slideshow playing on the big television monitor in the room. It hit her like a political ad trying to convince people that Nathan had lived a perfect life. But her life with Nathan had been far from perfect. Most people could tell that without even being told.

      The kids had always had her to shield them, and she’d raised them with all the love she could. But she’d had no one to lean on, outside of a few friends. It boggled her mind that so many years had passed with her being in denial about how toxic her marriage had been.

      Rebbie sighed loudly. “With fifteen minutes to go, I’m pretty sure no one else is coming, Juniper. Are you done pretending that you’ll miss him?”

      Juniper shrugged at her friend’s meanness. She was too tired of questioning her sad life with Nathan to be angry that Rebbie spoke so frankly about it. Permanent relief dangled in front of her like a carrot in front of a donkey. She would walk through nearly anything for the chance to finally move on.

      Juniper’s head moved up and down before she said the words. “Yes, Rebbie. I’m done. Nathan’s urn and ashes will be interred at his family’s mausoleum. I don’t have to be involved. The funeral home is dealing with all that. I don’t even have to clean up here. They will deliver the memorial things to me by the end of today. I left the garage open for them. See? I’m on top of everything. Does knowing that make you happy?”

      “Yes, it does,” Rebbie said with a small, tight smile. “Let’s get out of this sad place and go find someone better for you. First, though, we need dinner and a drink. I’m buying and driving. You will get tipsy enough to go home and pass out. That’s all that’s left.”

      “No, I still need to take a copy of the death certificate to Lane. I made an appointment the day Nathan died. Lane is going to handle settling Nathan’s estate for me.”

      Rebbie grunted. “Lane does business contracts. I thought he’d give you a reference. It never dawned on me he’d actually handle your estate case himself.”

      “Lane doesn’t handle Family Law cases often, but said he would do it for me. Everyone knows he handled Vance Ward’s estate for Grace because they were friends. I guess Lane considers me a friend too. Maybe it’s because I can’t stop myself from flirting with the man every time I see him.”

      “I find it hopeful that your taste in men is improving. Lane is certainly rich enough to show you a good time.”

      “His money doesn’t interest me. I have enough money. I like that he’s handsome and has wicked eyes. What woman wouldn’t like looking at him? It’s obvious why that man has his reputation.”

      “Comments like those are music to my ears because it means the real Juniper is still alive.”

      “And she’s so glad you love making fun of her,” Juniper replied, rolling her eyes as she talked about herself in third person.

      Grinning, Rebbie waited as Juniper thanked the people who would pack up the memorial service materials and donate the flowers. She waited until they were in the parking lot to resume their conversation.

      “Despite Lane’s reputation with women, I think he must be mostly a good man. He made sure Grace Ward got absolutely everything. Grace never said, but I bet the rest of Vance’s wives hated her for that. Do you think Clarissa will hate you for inheriting everything she slept with Nathan to get?”

      Juniper snorted at Rebbie’s wicked rant. She’d heard it a lot this last year but hadn’t worried about Clarissa in months. “Clarissa was just a midlife fling for Nathan. I’m sure she forgot all about him when her harassment settlement check cleared. She’s probably off somewhere spending her quarter of a million dollars.”

      “You are too nice, Juniper. You always have been.”

      Juniper smirked at her friend. “Lane mentioned nothing to me about helping Grace Ward, and I didn’t ask because that’s her business. I simply told him that you recommended I speak with him. I prefer to believe that Lane is the kind of lawyer who keeps a person’s secrets to himself.”

      Rebbie chuckled. “I’m sure he does, or people would gossip about that instead of all his one-hit-wonder dates. Grace was Vance Ward’s first wife. Don’t you have a little mercenary blood in your veins? It’s poetic justice that Grace got it all.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Juniper said, not meaning it, which had her wondering if she had any mercenary tendencies at all. “Grace’s engagement announcement was recently published in the paper. Nathan always had me read the society column, so I knew what was happening with all the rich people in Cincinnati. I never broke the habit, even though we stopped socializing around the same time we stopped sleeping together.”

      Rebbie nodded. “Yes, I saw the announcement too because I always read that section. But I do it for fun because it’s more interesting than any of those reality shows on TV. The announcement mentioned that she and her new beau met through a dating service. Maybe you should sign up.”

      Juniper chuckled. “I’m not looking to get married again, Rebbie. That’s the last thing I want. I just escaped that trap.”

      “Not all marriages are as bad as yours, but I was only talking about you finding a rich man to sleep with. There’s no reason not to find a man willing to spend some of his money to take you to the opera or out to dinner. When you meet someone randomly, you never know if they can afford to date you or not. I think vetting is a great idea.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, even though I know you’re not really that mercenary about men. The Perfect Date has been written up several times in the paper as the end-all, be-all for its matchmaking. I get that it’s not a sleazy dating service,” Juniper said with a laugh. Then she snapped her fingers. “They must be pretty good. They even matched that eccentric engineer, Dylan Maxwell, with that scientist woman who had her own lab. There was a photo of them at some business event. They looked so beautiful, they seemed more like actors than a genuine couple. I guess people like that don’t know anything about spontaneous hookups over bar drinks.”

      “That scientist woman was Sydney Hawking, otherwise known as writer S. E. Hawk,” Rebbie said, filling in the info Juniper lacked. “My nephew and her son played on the same Lacrosse team together. Sydney’s far more normal than you would imagine someone like her to be. She had your luck with men, though. Her ex-husband hit on me once. Of course, I declined. Men like him are exactly why women pay to have their dates vetted these days. Cheating husbands seem to be everywhere.”

      Juniper sighed. “All I want is someone single and enthusiastic to warm my bed occasionally. Regular companionship is optional. Do they make a dating agency for limited relationships like that?”

      Rebbie chuckled as she pulled out of the parking lot. “No, they make apps for the kind of hookups you’re talking about. They even have them for when you’re older like us. I wouldn’t recommend any, though. I heard the men on those kinds of apps are predatory and mainly want to take the easiest route to the bedroom. No matter how deprived you are in that area, I know you want more than sex from a relationship.”

      Juniper snorted. “Actually, I don’t think I do. I want to feel sexy and wanted. I don’t want to worry about someone’s laundry or whether they’re eating right. There hasn’t been anyone but Nathan during my marriage. Now that I’m single, I refuse to let that keep being true.”

      Rebbie snorted. “Well, don’t sign up for any dating apps yet. Give yourself a week to think it through. And check out that dating service Grace Ward used. I’m sure there are men in their database who only want a friends-with-benefits situation. Even serial dating need not end in marriage. That’s what I do.”

      “Fine, Rebbie. If it will make you feel better, I’ll check them out. I also plan to go flirt with Lane on Friday and make sure he stays inspired enough to help me get through the rest of my legal stuff.”

      Rebbie looked at her and smiled. “I know you’re desperate, honey, but Lane is an emotionally dangerous man. He’s also a predator of a legal sort, very much like the one you just had cremated. Any safety Lane Everett makes you feel is an illusion. I hope you understand that.”

      Juniper giggled at Rebbie’s teasing. “Don’t worry about me. I’m only practicing my womanly wiles on him. He responds, and that makes me hopeful. But he’s too young and too wild. He looks at my legs, but all men do that.”

      Giggling, Rebbie gave her naïve friend a side-eye glance. “Lane Everett is not all that young. Plus, the man’s still single—or he was, last I heard. Lane might be a good person to practice having casual sex with. I actually know someone who had a fling with him. She confirmed that he’s definitely a man who doesn’t want any complications. Doesn’t he sound simply perfect for your plan?”

      Rolling her eyes at her friend’s wicked machinations, Juniper shook her head as she texted her kids to let them know everything was finally over.
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      Juniper walked into Lane’s office, but stopped when no one greeted her.

      Lane’s firm usually buzzed with activity. Today, it felt empty and solemn, which was odd considering that Lane Everett was rapidly becoming the most sought-after lawyer in Cincinnati. Despite his partners taking over his work, many of Nathan’s clients had moved their business to Lane. Juniper knew this because she had done the same, rather than asking someone Nathan had favored.

      A girl of only twelve or thirteen burst out of the break room with a large bowl of ice cream gripped in her hands. She was moving fast and laughing as she scooped up bites. Her absolute pleasure made Juniper smile.

      “Stop worrying. I’m a starving teenager. You know I’ll still eat dinner. Finish your work so we can leave. You’re supposed to be taking the day off.”

      Juniper watched a casually dressed Lane Everett follow the girl out of the firm’s break room.

      “I promised your mother that I wouldn’t let you binge any sugar...” He stopped and stared at her. “Juniper? Hello.”

      She smiled and shrugged. “I’m not sure which of us messed up. This is Friday—I think. Did we not have an appointment today?”

      Lane blew out a breath. “It’s been a rough few weeks around here. Everyone is out of the office. You were supposed to be rescheduled.”

      Juniper smiled. “Well, I’m glad it didn’t happen. I would have missed catching you wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Casual is a good look for you,” she said, laughing when his sculpted jaws got a red tinge. It made her happy to think she could fluster the most composed man she’d ever met. “Someone may have called me, but I haven’t been answering my phone.”

      Lane lifted an eyebrow.

      Juniper looked to see where the girl was, but she’d disappeared. She cleared her throat and kept her voice low. “Everything is finally done, Lane. I’ve brought you a copy of the death certificate. That should allow you to finish things for me.”

      Lane nodded. “Should I offer my condolences?”

      Juniper grunted and shook her head. “Please don’t. After no one showed up for his memorial service, I feel enough of a hypocrite as it is.” She walked forward and handed him the envelope. “I’ll just leave this with you and be on my way.”

      He nodded as he took what she gave him. Juniper smiled at his action. “I promise to reschedule soon. Enjoy your day, Lane.”

      Turning, Juniper walked briskly back to the door.

      “Wait...” Lane ordered.

      She immediately stopped and turned back to look at him.

      “What’s next for Juniper Jones?” he asked.

      Instead of laughing and leaving, the genuine concern in his eyes had her pausing to answer. “I don’t honestly know. I find that not making too many plans keeps life interesting.”

      “Being hyper-organized and scheduled within an inch of my life is all I know. What does ‘not knowing’ feel like?” Lane asked with a grin.

      Juniper smiled. “It feels like I need to spend some time in my garden and stop rushing around so much. Beyond that, I’m not sure.”

      Lane smiled. “Want to go celebrate your new life in a low-key way? I promised to take my niece to dinner. You’d be doing me a favor if you had dinner with us. I’ll have someone intelligent to talk to while she’s on her phone with her friends. We’re just grabbing pizza.”

      Wondering if her cheeky comment about his jeans had netted her this unexpected invitation, Juniper instinctively backpedaled. She was definitely not ready for anyone to respond to her flirting with any kind of offer. “Your niece doesn’t know me, Lane. You don’t even really know me. I’m just a client.”

      “You’re not just a client,” Lane said softly, smiling as his gaze ran over her. “I’ve been your confidante for over a year. And I like your legs. I can say that today because I’m not actually working as your lawyer. It also helps that you’re legally a widow now.”

      So her attorney found her attractive but hadn’t said anything about his interest until today. Should she feel appalled that she’d been clueless? Or admire Lane’s ethics for never showing his interest until her legal widowhood was a done deal?

      Juniper snorted as she looked him up and down. “How old are you, Counselor?”

      “Old enough to enjoy looking at your legs,” he said with a grin.

      Her confused gaze dropped to her black leggings and sandals. Rebbie had dragged her to get a pedicure after Nathan’s memorial service. It would have been wasteful not to show off her painted toes. “They’re covered completely today.”

      Lane chuckled. “My memory is flawless. I’ve seen you in a dress before.”

      Her eyebrow arched. “It’s not your memory I’m questioning. Is asking out your clients something you do often?”
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