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Can’t Be Tamed

Lilith Varsela is the closest to the Amazonians of ancient myth than anyone in the small town of Eden will ever meet. A fierce advocate for the most vulnerable, she is armed with her stiletto heels and sharp tongue. Her passion for her cause leaves little to spend on a man and her mantra’s become single today, single tomorrow.

Niall Graeme used to be one her best friends but that was before his betrayal, the one she is still nursing. After spending years trying to worm his way back into her good graces, he shifts tactics and finally grabs her attention.

When Lil seems willing to let bygones be bygones, Niall pushes for more, but he knows domesticating a feral cat will take patience and time. He’s got a well-spring of patience, but the clock stops when he’s hit with a surprising revelation. Will he be able to get it ticking again before Lil gets away?


Praise for Faith O’Shea

Faith O’Shea is a contemporary women’s literature writer who loves writing about romance, magic, conviction, and loyalty, with strong women and the friendships they build. She has created many series of stories to make us laugh, cry and feel empowered and writes in a voice that speaks to women of all ages. Faith believed there were subjects and life that needed to be written about. ~ Loyce M.

I truly love the Everyday Goddess series. The strong, leading women characters, in this day and age, are inspiring to me and keep me coming back for more! The books are light, fun, extremely relatable and I can't put them down! ~ Kathryn B.

I just finished the Fire and Ice series. It had romance, strong friendships between the women characters and complex stories that were clearly very well researched. Loved all of them and looking forward to the goddess series next! ~ Gail N.


Everyday Goddesses

An extraordinary café and a circle of magical friends

Magic Bean Café

Rhea Cronun is feeling like Cinderella these days, but still isn’t looking for a prince. When Aisin Leehy strolls into town, he tempts her with more than flowers and candy, but even the fairy in her back yard, hasn’t cast the right spell. What will it take to convince her, he’s exactly the right fit?

Once There Was a Tree

Gwenhwyfar Cronun has lost everything that matters to her, her job, her arm, and her purpose. The ex-army vet is convinced she has no fight left in her, but when her former Captain, Ioan Sayer, moves into town, she quickly reverts back to fighting form. No way is she letting him back in, no matter what he promises. He’s out to soothe her dragon’s fire, but will she let him?

Tipping the Scales

Minerva Holt is picky when it comes to finding a man, although she’d rather call it discerning. She is a judge after all. Although she’s intrigued when Simon Iraklidis parks his food truck outside the courthouse, she’s not willing to lower her standards, not even for his baklava, which is heaven inspired. Will Simon be able to prove he can satisfy more than her sweet tooth?

Can’t Be Tamed

Lilith Varsela has been protecting her heart as fiercely as the women she advocates for and her mantra has become single today, single tomorrow. She doesn’t expect that to ever change but when she lets Niall Graeme back into her life, it’s a whole new day.


Can’t Be Tamed

Everyday Goddesses Book 4

Faith O’Shea


 

Copyright 2020 Susan Faith Campbell/Faith O’Shea

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in all form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known of hereinafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in an information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the author, Susan Faith Campbell writing as Faith O’Shea at faithworksnovels@gmail.com.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover Design by Jaycee DeLorenzo at Sweet ‘N Spicy Designs
Formatted by Woven Red Author Services, www.wovenRed.ca

Can’t Be Tamed/Susan Faith Campbell writing as Faith O’Shea- 1st edition
ISBN eBook: 978-1-7347336-6-2
ISBN Print: 978-1-7347336-7-9


To My Readers

As I begin the last four books in the series, I find myself not wanting it to end. It’s been a journey into the realm of the divine feminine, where women have strong voices and deep and abiding principles. They nurture, heal, protect, and defend, and these women of Eden, have formed a circle where their strengths are appreciated and their talents and skills are encouraged.

Each has grown in their own way, choosing to step beyond their own limitations and flaws, and through a gateway, where they find their greatest happiness.

Lil is ruled by her head and embodies the independent feminine spirit. She represents our ability as women, to pursue our own goals and take care of ourselves. She feels strongly about her causes and comes to the defense of those most vulnerable. She might be the type of woman who’d point out to any man interrupting her, that she was speaking.

What she didn’t understand was that with the right man, she could be all that, and more. Like Atalanta, a mythical heroine who could outrun and out hunt any man, Lil began to realize that time was passing, and began to reflect on what it would be like to age alone. Yearning for physical and emotional closeness, she was stirred by the kind of love her friends had found, which opened her receptivity to intimacy. She was caught by surprise when her feelings for Niall led her away from one-sidedness and toward wholeness. With him she found her need for independence and for intimacy not only met but enhanced.

But then again, that’s the power of love.

Faith


CHAPTER ONE

Lilith Varsela was steaming as she withdrew from Judge Holt’s chambers, as requested. She wasn’t the only one. The opposition’s counsel was none too pleased that they’d been asked to vacate the inner sanctum, leaving behind the fifteen-year-old whose life was in the hands of strangers. Each side had presented their case, but before issuing the final verdict, the judge wanted to speak to the girl personally.

What the hell?

Couldn’t Minnie see that human services was trying to circumnavigate the proposed living arrangement? The government agency wanted to put the girl in a facility an hour away from all that was familiar, just because it would house her for free. A Christian based home for troubled teens, the non-profit organization was able to remain open for business due to charitable donations and her parents were adamant, that they weren’t giving dime one, toward the girl’s upkeep. Lil had tried to keep an open mind, had driven up and toured the place, and although the director appeared well-intentioned, it was not the right choice for the teen. As Minerva’s best friend, you’d think the judge would give her the benefit of the doubt, trust her on this, but Min had told her on accepting the judgeship, there could be no sign of favoritism. And she’d kept to that edict. Lil respected her for it, but she wished like hell she’d work around it, just this once.

She grunted to herself. Hadn’t she said that a time or two before over the last year? Had it done any good? No. Minnie was good at keeping those judicial boundaries in place, just as a good judge should.

She thought back to the day she’d been assigned the case, over four months ago now. As soon as she opened the file, Lisabeth had become a living breathing being, not just stats on a report. There was an affidavit accusing the teen of threatening to kill her sister and the girl had been sent to juvie while human services investigated the charge. The parents wanted nothing to do with her, had refused to take her back home, so the court had appointed Lil to defend and protect. When she went to the facility to meet Lisabeth, she was expecting a tough kid but what she found made her heart ache. The girl was alone, sitting at a table, looking small and abandoned. She was petite, fine-boned, fragile. And scared. She’d formed her opinion of the case before the girl even opened her mouth. No way the kid could have hurt anyone. If she needed more proof than her intuition supplied, it came when she met the family. Her stepfather was a dick, her mother was a wuss and the younger sister had ten pounds and several inches on her with a mouth that could curl a sailor’s hair.

Soon after, with some wrangling, Lil was able to get her temporarily placed with an approved foster care family and it had done wonders for the girl’s spirits. The Holmes were good people and Lisabeth had begun to feel accepted and cared for. The chances of her running away again were finally nil. She was doing well at school, attending church, and had formed a bond with another child around the same age, who lived in the home, another of Lil’s causes. The problem that saw them here, before a judge, was Lisabeth’s standing. She wasn’t enrolled in the system and the state didn’t want to pay for her upkeep. Of course, neither did her parents. It was a Catch-22, but she was bound and determined to get the kid a fair shake. Lisabeth had potential, was smart, polite, and likeable and Gloria Holmes had nothing but good things to say about her behavior. Her parent’s might not want her, might even want her as far away from them as possible, but there was a family who did, and Lil was not going to allow anyone to prevent it from happening.

She glanced over to see the stepfather gesticulating at the social worker, his neck red, his expression livid, and she felt the steam rise toward boiling. What audacity. The kid might not be his, but when he married the mother, Lisabeth was part of the package. Unfortunately, Lil had seen dozens of similar situations before. Children who’d run away to escape the physical or emotional abuse dished out by a stepparent, left to their own defenses, sometimes out on the streets. She couldn’t stomach men like Daniel Casey. What disgusted her even more were the women who stood passively by and let her child be thrown to the wolves without lifting a hand or a voice to stop it. Children were the most vulnerable citizens in this society and they should always come first. If you had them, you took care of them. End of story.

Lil knew she needed to get as far away from her adversaries as possible, for fear of saying something she’d regret. As she made her way down the empty corridor, the only sound she could hear were her heels clicking on the marble floors. With the fourth of July holiday about to commence, it seemed most of the attorneys and judges had taken the day off. Even most of her associates at the Children’s Advocacy Center had opted out of working today. Ainslie Connors, her paralegal, along with their receptionist, were the only ones manning the fort. Ainslie knew going in, Lil didn’t take much time for herself and had yet to complain about having no life. That was one of the reasons, she’d told her to leave at noon. She didn’t want to get to that juncture. She valued Ainslie and didn’t want her looking for greener pastures.

She stopped at one of the large windows at a mid-way point between Minnie’s office and the exit and took out her phone to check messages. There were a half a dozen she’d have to respond to before her day would end. Not that it mattered. She had nowhere to go now that Minnie had starting living with her significant other, Simon Iraklidis. Gone were the nights they’d get together for drinks or dinner and she missed them. One by one, her friends were falling by the wayside. Eight women, part of a sacred circle, as tight as any tribe. At least they had been up until a few months ago. In April, Rhea had met Aisin, the investor of her coffee shop, Magic Bean Café, and the sparks flew right from day one. With Rhea’s four-year-old Willow’s full approval, they were already planning a wedding. Lil couldn’t help but smile, believing it was the fairy garden he’d built in the back yard that had won over both their hearts. Then there was Gwen, an ex-army vet, who’d lost part of her arm in an explosion in the Middle East and then her identity when she was sent stateside. Ioan, her captain, and the man who’d gotten her medevacked out, had also been her lover. He’d retired from his command when he thought Gwen had cut him out of her life and had shown up a couple of months ago. It didn’t take long for those rabbits to get cozy. Today, they were partnering up and renovating a building which would be designated as an army training center and Lil was sure their nuptials were on the horizon.

As she gazed out into the hazy sunshine, she wondered who’d be next to fall. Out of the original eight women, there were now three who’d found their very significant other. The men were infiltrating the group one by one, although none of them were allowed to enter the hallowed ground of their once a month gathering. That night was theirs. She was surprised that the men understood and adhered to that rule. No bullshit given. But what about the rest of them? Would they be able to choose as wisely?

Ina had sworn off dating. At least for now. She doubted it would last long. Ina was an earthy woman who loved all things physical and that included men. Hina was a sagacious being who loved her horses, and disavowed men in general. Brigid was overly careful with her heart. It had been trampled on most of her life and she wasn’t willing to risk it happening again, so she didn’t date at all. All her time was spent either weaving stories or telling them. Maybe it would be Cerri. She was the most well-adjusted of her tribe, the only black cloud still hovering was becoming a mere speck in the distance. The one thing she knew for a certainty? It wouldn’t be her. Staying single was the only way for her to lead the kind of life she wanted. Free and unfettered. No mate, no kids. Not the biological kind anyway. Children were a huge part of her life. She’d spent her career defending and protecting them with all the passion she had in her. She didn’t have any to spare on a man.

Glancing down at her phone, she realized that Judge Holt had taken far longer, than she’d thought she would. The docket hadn’t decreased in number, even with the impending holiday, and Minnie would have a full day of decision making after this case was adjudicated. Breaking into her schedule to hold the case in her private chambers, a ritual she adhered to for children, meant cutting into her time for other judicial matters. Knowing the verdict had to come soon, she wandered slowly back toward the courtroom, trying to avoid the scowl that had deepened on Lisbeth’s stepfather’s face.

Thank God Sloane, Minnie’s law clerk, had appeared at the doorway by the time she reached them, giving her no time to react. They filtered in and took up their previous positions and once they were settled, Minerva addressed the group, her hands folded and sitting on top of her desk. Lil knew that look. It was imperious. She wasn’t a happy judge.

In a clear voice, Minerva said, “Unfortunately, there are still cracks in our system that children like Lisabeth can fall through. Usually, through no liability of their own. We have one of those fault lines in front of us but I refuse to let it swallow her up. The adults in this case have failed her, and in doing so have relinquished their rights to determine her fate. I am requiring the state to enter the child into the foster care system and I am placing her with the Holmes family. This is what Lisabeth has requested and what I deem to be in her best interests. I am also ordering that there be no contact made by the Casey family. When Lisabeth gains her adulthood, she can make that decision for herself, but I am convinced that any communication with them will do more harm than good. She is finally feeling loved and safe. I will not allow anyone to counteract that. This order is effective as of today and she will remain at the Holmes while the paperwork is being filed.”

The gavel came down with a firm hand, ending Lisabeth’s limbo.

Mr. Casey, being who he was, needed confirmation on one final matter.

“This means we will not be liable for her financial livelihood, is that correct?’

Minnie glared at the man. Her hands were still folded together, but her knuckles were turning white. They were clenched, as if in an effort to keep from slapping him

After licking her lips, Minnie said in a soft tone that made the hairs on Lil’s neck stand up,

“All contact is forbidden. All financial ties are severed. She is no longer your daughter. And in my opinion, she’s better off for it.”

After looking over at Griggs, her bailiff, she said, “Could you please escort the Casey’s out.”

Lil noticed Lisabeth’s tears. They were slipping down her cheeks and while Judith Holmes embraced her, trying to offer comfort, neither her mother nor stepfather seemed to notice. Minnie had made the right call. As usual. And she had to agree the girl was better off without her parents in her life. Mrs. Casey glanced back once before exiting but did nothing more than follow her husband out.

When all parties had vacated the premises, Lil plopped down in the chair opposite Min’s desk.

“Thank you.”

“What for? You were defending the right position, as always.”

“Can I ask what you talked about when you were alone with her?”

Minnie licked her lips. “All I’ll say is that I needed to let her know I was forbidding contact and didn’t want an audience.”

“I think she was coming to that all on her own. The last time she saw Casey, she all but begged him to take her back. He didn’t even give her the courtesy of a rely, just turned his back on her.” The pit in her stomach burned at the memory. “I know you don’t have a minute to spare in here, but can I just sit and try to temper my temper. Otherwise I’ll go out and beat the man senseless.”

“He is a piece of work.”

Minnie pulled her drawer open and extracted a hinged dome container that held a piece of baklava, opened it up and took a bite. Her eyes fluttered closed, as if she’d reached nirvana.

“Nothing like a bit of honey and nuts to make the day a little brighter. You may want to go grab a slice from the truck before it’s all gone. It might take your mind off the asshole.”

It was close to noon and Lil needed sustenance. She could take the time to scrounge up another kind of food, but why bother. The truck was Simon’s emporium of all things deliciously Greek. That Minnie had turned her nose up at it at the beginning of his curbside service had been a bone of contention between the couple but that had quickly turned itself around, and now they were making plans. Big plans that included a restaurant, with the distinct possibility of marriage and kids.

She rose from the chair, slung her purse over her shoulder. “An excellent idea, Queen Min. You want anything? I can drop it off before my next hearing.”

It was set for two, and she’d have to find something to do to occupy herself. Nothing worse than finding an empty courthouse and time on your hands.

“No. Simon packed me a lunch before he left. A falafel sandwich and some zucchini bites. I’m good.”

That was an understatement. She was better than good. Min had never seemed happier, and she’d known her friend a long time. They’d both gone to Harvard and they’d met while she was a senior undergrad and Minnie was in her first year of law school. There’d been an instant connection and they’d been best friends since.

“Mm. Sounds good but I’m in the mood for something a little more filling. I hope he has one of his lamb garnish left. I can eat while I make some phone calls.”

Minnie rose from her chair. She was still adorned in her judges robes and so looked the part of judicial wizard. Until her expression softened and she asked, “Tell him I said hi, will you?”

“I will. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Skip the office, will you and come right over.” She moved around the desk and stepped toward the door to her courtroom. “Take the day off. We’ve never done anything like this before. It should be fun.”

Lil smiled at how young Minnie looked when she said it. Gone was the proper judge with the dull suits and comfortable shoes. In its place was a hot southern mama who was rocking her zing.

Lil promised she would as she walked out to the corridor, her heels click clacking down the corridor toward the exit, thinking about the fourth of July party Minnie and Simon were throwing at their house. It was the first year there’d be significant others, kids, friends and relatives in attendance. Cerri was bringing her brother and his family. Miloje, who worked for Simon, was bringing his girlfriend and his brother, Tihomir, who worked for Ina. Rhea’s sisters would be there, both Abby, the one who lived with her, and Keira, the dancer, who was driving in from New York with her boyfriend Robert. Aisin was bringing his right-hand-man Eric Sale and wife Miko, who’d just joined the ranks of goddesses. She’d been inducted last month after the couple’s move from California and she was now working for Elder Services. Ioan’s friend, Karzan Amedi was joining them as well. In a couple of months their ranks had swelled to way past the eight of them. And she kept telling herself it was a good thing because it was.

The temperature had climbed past ninety and as soon as she got outside, she shed her jacket. It was cropped, accented the different patterned dress underneath and appropriate for a courtroom but far too hot for this kind of weather. The plaid skirt and floral top hit just above her knee something she couldn’t help even if she wanted to. She steered clear of sensible, learning long ago that in order to be seen, she had to dress differently than the rest of the female lawyers. Her three-inch heels put her over six feet tall, and she loved being heads above the crowd. Judges took notice and men tended to shy away from her when they were sitting on opposite sides of the bench, which was fine with her.

She hurried her pace, wanting to hit the truck while it looked deserted. Simon had built up quite a clientele and there was usually a line forming by eleven.

He had a smile waiting for her when she got there.

“And how are you this fine morning?”

“Feeling good. Our favorite judge saw fit to do the right thing, as she usually does. I won my case but the ripples of dealing with an asshole took a toll. Keeping my cool used up a lot of calories. I’m starved.”

“What can I get you?”

“Do you have a lamb garnish left?”

Roasted lamb, potatoes, celery, lima beans and rice cooked to perfection.

“Actually, I do. It’s been a bit slow today. Minerva told me to expect people would be taking the day off. Of course, that doesn’t include either one of you.”

“What can I say? Seems like you’re made of the same kind of cloth.”

“I love my job as much as you love yours. Let me get that started for you.” She noticed that he was alone in the truck. “Where’s Miloje?”

“He took my car to pick up the wine and beer for tomorrow, along with the other incidentals Minnie said we’d need.”

“She’s excited.”

“She is.”

“She grew up on this kind of thing. Her father was always throwing house parties for his constituents.”

“She’s told me, described some of them but swore she’d only invite friends into our home.”

“I guess in her own way she’s telling you not to run for office anytime soon.”

“I think she was telling me in her own subtle way, she’ll never run for office.”

Lil laughed. “She would make one fine governor.”

“Who would?”

The voice grated even though she could hear a tentative smile folded into it. She didn’t have to turn her head, to know Niall Graeme has shown up for lunch.

“And here I was thoroughly enjoying my day. Guess all good things must come to an end.”

As if to annoy her even further, he quipped, “True love might be the exception.”


CHAPTER TWO

Niall knew he should have waited until Lil had vacated the premises to appear, but he was no longer playing nice, in the hopes she’d begin to talk to him again. It hadn’t worked over the last four years and it wasn’t from lack of trying. He was done with that strategy. He’d come up with another one. She wasn’t going to like it but that was the idea. If he pissed her off, her natural tendency would be to react. He knew her well enough to know that for fact.

The look she was giving him now was sour, as if she’d swallowed a lemon, giving away that she knew who he was talking about. He didn’t have to mention names. They were hidden under layers of regret, guilt, and anger. It was time to peel those layers away, otherwise, she’d be mired in the aftermath for the rest of her life. It was only when he put aside the animosity that he was able to view his brother’s relationship with his wife with new eyes. They might not have played fair, might have tipped the apple cart with their behavior, but wasn’t Lil partly to blame? She’d put her career before Hugh every second of every day, and for as much as his brother tried to accommodate it, he was too needy a man to allow it to go on forever. Veronica catered. To her husband, anyway. She seemed to believe that people were rewarded for what they did, not who they were, so to put it mildly, she was an overachiever. Her house was immaculate, her cooking skills unrivaled, and when hosting Hugh’s associates, she was in her element. Hugh appreciated everything about her, and Vero loved the recognition. It made sense that they’d fallen for each other and Niall had finally come to realize that the love between them was real and deep. It wasn’t as obvious at the start, when so much drama and shit accumulated under the bridge. Lil’s reaction was reasonable, but her rush to anger resulted in participants choosing sides. It left Lil alone, on the outside looking in. It was why she hadn’t attend the wedding, not that he could blame her. He hadn’t wanted to, knowing that it looked like he’d picked Team Veronica. He hadn’t. He might have agreed to stand up for Hugh, but he’d distanced himself from the couple, wanting Lil to know that someone was on her side. She’d cut him out, along with the rest of the families, so he’d never been able to convince her of that. He was done trying. The woman in front of him was tenacious if nothing else, and she refused to let the anger go. He wasn’t even sure the anger was real. He thought maybe it was her ego that got smudged and she was unwilling to wipe the detritus off.

He gave her a snide smile to nudge her further and asked, “You don’t think true love is forever?”

She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze and said, “Can’t answer that seeing I haven’t experienced it for myself.”

In a mocking tone, he agreed. “You’re right. You haven’t. I think you conveniently forget that from time to time.”

She paled if that was possible. She had ivory skin, emphasizing the mass of ginger curls that formed a halo around her head. But it was the eyes that made you attempt to look into her soul. They were the lightest shade of forget-me-nots. And he wished with all his heart, she’d let him back into her life.

When Simon handed her a bag with what he assumed was her lunch in it, she put those pale blue eyes on him and said through gritted teeth, “I’m an elephant. I don’t forget.”

He took a moment to place his order before countering, “You only forget the unimportant things. Like you never really loved him.”

She began to sputter. Advantage: him.

“How dare you say that to me. You know nothing about what I felt.”

There was a tremor in her voice that was unfamiliar. He thrust his hand in his pants pocket, rubbed the claddagh coin he carried around everywhere. It was supposed to be for good luck, and he’d bought it for his brother as a wedding gift, the one that had never happened. Niall had taken it for his own when those nuptials went up in smoke.

He replied without inflection, “Okay, then let’s put it this way. You certainly didn’t love him enough to spend time with him, or else Veronica wouldn’t have had an opening.”

Her chin jutted out. “I worked for a living.”

In a steady low-pitch voice, he said, “I believe she did too, at the time.”

“Her job didn’t count high on the food chain.”

This was an aspect of Lil that was irritating. Passion could be a positive trait in a person until it became a negative. She was almost fanatical in her devotion to her cause, believed her work was more important than anything, thus sacrificing all other interests and responsibilities. Even the people who counted on her.

He pointed out her disdain with sarcasm. “Right. She was just a lowly receptionist at a pediatrician’s office.”

She took a step back and clarified, “She had set hours, worked them and went home.”

“She also made time for other important things. A normal life, wouldn’t you say?”

“Wouldn’t know what that’s like, either. Veronica might have welcomed children into the office, but I made sure they were protected from all kinds of abuse, something, I’m sorry to say, is a twenty-four-seven battle.”

He had to give her that. From what he’d heard, she was a lioness, willing to fight to the death for all her cubs. And he could relate. His job didn’t guarantee regular hours, either, and when he was called, he answered. She might be the voice of the living, but he was the voice for the dead.

“So is mine. But when you care about someone, shouldn’t you at least try to carve out some time to be together?”

Unless Hugh had lied to him, Lil had completely abandoned him at some point. Niall thought if he had to pinpoint it, he’d say it was the day Lil had accepted the proposal. She might have said yes to the dress, but she was the stereotypical runaway bride.

“Niall.”

He looked over to see Simon holding a bag and a water. He reached over and took possession, thanking him. Before the chef turned back to fill the next order, he said, “See you tomorrow.”

Niall confirmed it with, “You will.”

When he turned to leave, he couldn’t miss the expression on Lil’s face. It probably had nothing to do with their conversation but everything to do with knowing he’d be at the party tomorrow. Well, tough. Simon was his friend, and he’d invited him. If she didn’t like it, she could stay home. Ignoring her and the look of censure on her face, he started walking toward one of the empty tables that the city put out every summer so citizens could enjoy the sunshine with lunch. To his utter amazement, she took up a position to his left and walked with him. Her nearness affected him as it had since high school. He’d been crushing on her that long, but she’d never given him the time of day. When she’d shown up at his parents’ house for a Sunday dinner, as Hugh’s new woman, he had to bury all those lusty feelings. When the engagement ended, he’d let them spring back to life, but it had been a lost cause. She saw him as a co-conspirator in the betrayal and hadn’t spoken a civil word to him since.

When he reached the table, he slid into the bench and began to unwrap his lunch. She took a seat opposite and said defensively, “It’s not that easy, you know. To find time. If I get a call, I have to take it. A child’s life might depend on it.”

He’d taken a bite of the souvlaki, and when he was finished chewing, had taken a sip of water, he said, “I get that, too. I get calls at inconvenient times, day and night, have to drop whatever I’m doing to go. Death never ends, which means murder doesn’t, either. At least not on some of our streets. But if I’m going with a woman, I at least sleep with her when I have a couple of hours.”

Hugh had complained, drink in hand, that Lil had stopped all physical contact as soon as she’d put on the ring.

Lil had taken out her fried potatoes and was munching on them as they talked. A shadow of annoyance crossed her face. “Hugh must have given you quite an earful.”

“He might have if I’d given him the opportunity. As soon as he started griping, I usually left him alone with it.”

He hadn’t wanted to hear all the gruesome details, didn’t want to feel the guilt. There should have been some sympathy, instead of the perverse sense of pleasure that Lil was no longer tied to him.

“Looks like you’ve changed your mind about that. You were quite chummy with him at the soccer game.”

He’d been surprised as hell to see her there. As far as he knew, she wasn’t a fan of any sport. He might not be a player himself, but he loved being a spectator. He’d been going to the weekly soccer games since they resumed after a winter break, his brother, sister-in-law, and nephew in tow. It had become a weekly routine, with him stopping at Magic Bean and picking up bagels and coffee to bring along. Hugh and he were as different as night and day, but he loved his brother, and it was nice to be back in the family’s good graces.

His eyes swept over Lil’s face, wishing he could get back into hers, as well. They’d gotten close while she’d been dating Hugh, and he thought that they’d become friends. That door slammed in his face after she’d called off the engagement, so she never knew how far he’d been willing to go to support her side of it. He’d stopped talking to Hugh, had skipped family dinners, had held a grudge longer than he should have. It wasn’t until he finally understood she didn’t want to know and didn’t care that he’d hung up his hope, along with his remorse.

Unfortunately for him, the attraction was still as strong as ever.

“Trying to remain neutral, sitting on the damn fence didn’t do me a hell of a lot of good, now did it? You refused to talk to me, threw our friendship away so easily I decided to finally pick a side. And it’s been good. Great, actually. I have my brother back and I really love his son. It’s a kick being with him.” With what he was sure was unwelcome frankness, he said, “And here’s a news flash for you. Hugh and Veronica love each other. It’s a good match.”

Lil grimaced before admitting, “Yeah, it probably is.”

His eyebrows arched up in surprise.

What was she saying? That she’d finally accepted the fact that Hugh and Veronica were meant to be together? That the animosity was all in the past?

“You’re willing to move on?”

Her eyes burned into him. “Not in this lifetime.”

His frustration came spilling out. “Why the hell not?”

She pierced him with her glare. “My sister screwed my fiancée behind my back. How is that okay?”

He dipped his head, those penetrating eyes on him making him weak in the knees. When he regained his equilibrium, he took his courage in hand, looked back up, and said, “Get your facts straight. She didn’t, not until you were out of the picture.”

“They were pretty chummy for such a platonic relationship.”

“They were trying…” They were trying hard not to go there, but he was not going to defend them. They’d pretty much been dating behind her back and they shouldn’t have.

“If you’d have broken up with him when you should have, and they got together later, would you have been this vengeful?”

“Not if she had asked if it was okay with me.”

This was the Lil he liked best. Intelligent, logical, and willing to be reasonable.

“You would have given her the green light?”

The icy coldness was back as she regarded him. “Point’s moot. I did accept the proposal and she took him away from me.”

He could hear the hurt she’d wrapped nicely in a show of irritation. It didn’t deter him from his mission.

“They spent a lot of time together. If you’d been around, it probably wouldn’t have happened.”

He wasn’t as convinced of that as he let on. When he said Hugh and Veronica were a good match, he’d meant it. Fate might have stepped in once the chemistry combined the right elements. Better to have it happen before the vows than after.

Her eyes had clouded; her voice had lost its edge.

“I wasn’t living at home, Niall. I had my own place. He didn’t have to drop by my parents’ house every damn night.”

He wondered if Veronica was the draw, even back then. She’d just graduated from college, had recently gotten the job at the pediatrician’s, and was saving for a place of her own by living at home. Vero was a beautiful woman, had all the social graces Hugh admired, and was more a follower than a vanguard like Lil. More people pleaser than catalyst. He often wondered what the Varselas had thought about Hugh’s nightly visits. Had they seen the writing on the wall? Had they encouraged it? Wanting to avoid that stink hole, he’d never asked.

He could only add what he knew for sure. “They liked him, invited their future son-in-law over for dinner. Felt bad because he was always on his own. How could anyone have known that would happen?”

Lil’s eyes had turned dark, and she poked at the table with her finger. “There must have been some point when the relationship shifted. And it would have happened there, in that house. My parents aren’t blind, nor are they stupid. Which means they were conspiring against me.”

“That’s crazy. They love you. Why would they set out to hurt you like that?”

“Please. Veronica always got the best of them.”

“You do know how ridiculous that sounds, right?”

When she didn’t answer, he studied her thoughtfully. It was quite possible she was right. Veronica was honey, where she was all vinegar. Veronica sweet-talked, where Lil passionately asserted. But there was another explanation, and that’s the one he offered. “You postponed the wedding three times. Didn’t you ask yourself once if there was an underlying reason? Everyone else did. I think you might have been the only one holding on, unable or unwilling to make a clean break.”

“In other words, they did conspire against me.”

Completely exasperated with her now, he asked, “Is there anything you’re willing to take some blame for?”

“I was the innocent party in all of this. Why should I?”

He’d finished his sandwich and needed to walk away now. Talking to Lil was like talking to a wall, a brick one. When she thought she was right, she didn’t back down.

He packaged up his trash, climbed out from the bench, and stood. “You were not innocent, Lil. You agreed to marry a man, and as soon as you had, you never gave him a backward glance. That he found someone else isn’t surprising. What is, is your own stubborn mindset. You could have kept him by being there. You’re the one who chose not to.”

She stood, braced her hands on the top of the table, and leaned toward him. “What you’re saying is that I broke it off first with my absence? Then he couldn’t have loved me all that much, now could he?”

He shot her a withering look. “No, he couldn’t. He needed someone to be there for him. That wasn’t you. He knew it, Veronica knew it, your parents knew it. You were the only one who refused to see it. It’s time to get over yourself, Lil. It was never all about you. You hurt him by turning away. You blame Veronica for breaking something that was already broken. And she’s not had an easy time of it. You’ve betrayed the people who love you by cutting them out of your life for something you initiated. You’re not the only victim here. It’s about time you own it.”

And without a backward glance, he walked away.


CHAPTER THREE

Lil plopped back down, her mouth open, still not believing Niall was blaming her for the whole fiasco. She’d always thought he was on her side. He’d spent years trying to make amends for what his brother had done, trying to cajole her into talking to him again. Okay, so it had all been in vain, but damn it, she’d trusted him as a friend, and she became disoriented when she’d discovered he was part of it. He’d given Hugh and Veronica shade, while she was out in the trenches trying to make a difference, totally unaware of what was going on behind her back.

She couldn’t believe he thought they could pick up where they left off, discussing cases over family dinners, laughing at inside jokes. After what he’d done, how could he possibly think she could continue to invest in the friendship? She’d lost trust in him, and when trust fell apart…well, she could no longer rely on his character or his word. That wound cut deep.

He’d been on the periphery of her life for what seemed like forever. They lived in the same town, had gone to the same schools, and even though he was a year ahead of her, they’d been in some of the same classes in high school. She’d even crushed on him for a time, but he was way out of her league, a part of the popular clique, while she’d been hopelessly awkward—too tall and gangly and too smart to fit in. She’d learned to like her own company, and it wasn’t until she’d graduated from college that she’d expanded her circle, and only came into her own after law school. That’s when he’d become part of her life. They’d shared cases, him as part of the narcotics squad who’d arrested drug dealers, she the one who came in to protect the rights of the children left behind. And while she was dating Hugh, he’d become the brother she’d never had. When she found out he’d been part of the cover-up, she’d been devastated.

She chewed on one of her nails, thinking about what he’d said. Okay, maybe she shouldn’t have accepted Hugh’s proposal. That had been a mistake, but she’d gone into it with the right sentiment. She’d been looking for a connection to someone, and Hugh had been there, right place, right time. It was putting the ring on that had unsettled her. Her feet hadn’t merely gotten cold, they’d frozen. When she’d postponed it for the third time, unwilling to set a date, she might have unwittingly given him permission to look elsewhere.

She groused to herself. “He didn’t have to go far for a replacement.”

He’d taken up with her sister. Another blow, another wound. There had to be consequences, didn’t there? How was she supposed to forgive Veronica for what she’d done?

She couldn’t and had drawn the battle lines the night she found them cozied up, drinking champagne. Her sister’s betrayal had ripped her heart out. Didn’t that count for anything?

Niall had no right to put the blame squarely on her shoulders.

It had been the worst and most humiliating thing that had ever happened to her, but there was an upside. The one good thing that came out of the fiasco was the realization that she didn’t want to be shackled by any man. There were worse things than losing a man and losing herself was one of them. After Veronica stole him away, Lil was given the time to grow into herself. She might be unpartnered, but she was living the life she wanted. Everything she owned, she bought for herself, everything she did, she did because she wanted to.

So why was there a nagging dissatisfaction and emptiness that wouldn’t let her go?

The ping of her cell told her it was time for her next courtroom appearance. She wrapped up the uneaten meal, stuffed it back into the brown bag, and tucked it in her oversized purse. She’d save it for later when she was home. Alone.

Once back inside the courthouse, she shrugged into her jacket, placed her bag and briefcase on the conveyer belt, and walked through the metal detector, giving the security guard a smile and a wave. The next case would be resolved quickly. The social worker was one of the better ones, and they’d put their heads together to come up with a solution that had been staring the court in the face. A child had been taken from her parents and placed in foster care, due to neglect and improper care. The grandparents had stepped forward, wanting to assume guardianship. They’d sought to intervene several times, but the court had declined their right to do so. When Lil had taken the case, she’d looked into the grandparents’ claim and held that they were fit and able to take the child in. The new case worker assigned had agreed. There was no reason the child should be kept in foster care when there was a family member ready and willing to give the child a permanent home. Lil knew Judge Provenza would ultimately agree. She was cut from the same cloth as Minerva, where common sense was part of the equation in dispensing justice.

When she arrived outside the courtroom, she was met by Marianne Pillar, the case worker, and they chatted briefly about what was to come. The grandparents were there, as well as the attorney for the state, and it took only a matter of minutes before they were called in and only a few more for the judge to rule in their favor. When the child was handed over to the grandparents, the smiles on their faces said it all. There was love there and she knew the child would be fine. If only all her cases went so smoothly, she’d be a happy woman.

Or would she?

As she ambled out to her car, she took a close look at what her life had become. She could list all the statistics about how much more satisfied single women were than married ones, but there was certainly something missing in hers. It might not be a man, but it could be her complete withdrawal from family. Had the alienation finally caught up with her? Or was it the fact that the anchors that had moored her after the estrangement were no longer secure. Some of her friends had found a source of fulfillment outside their circle, and she wasn’t sure how it would affect the whole. She’d recently told Minnie that she was ready for a fling, but would a fling satisfy that need she’d once had for connection?

She thought back to last Saturday, when she’d caught a glimpse of Hugh, Veronica and…Oliver at the weekly men’s soccer league game.

She’d stiffened, put her protective armor in place, expected her sister to walk on by. Even as stunned as she was when her sister had stopped at her row and guided her son’s arm up and down in a wave, she’d noticed the sadness in Veronica’s eyes, and a glimmer of hope.

As she’d done for years, she scoffed in response. And then Oliver had smiled at her and her heart melted. He was the spitting image of Niall. Honey-colored eyes and hair that matched, although Oliver’s was straighter and much shorter, but the round face and the impish grin made her want something she couldn’t define. Her anger faltered, and she’d smiled back at the boy. She’d spent her life defending children, and they were the soft spot in a heart that had hardened. Were Hugh and Veronica really to blame for that, or was she? She’d been the one nurturing resentment for years, and it had formed into a kernel of bitterness. That was on her.

She could try to convince herself she was still grieving, but she knew it was bullshit. Hugh was not who she wanted. So why was she still punishing them all?

She almost laughed out loud. She hadn’t been punishing them. They were happy. She was the one who’d grown in discontent. Could she find it in her heart to forgive them? And if she could, would it alleviate the loneliness? She’d have her family back. And maybe she could finally clear out the pain that was closeted in a corner of her heart.

She climbed into her Benz, threw her purse and satchel on the passenger seat, and sat for a moment before starting up the car. Niall had changed strategies on her and was no longer courting her forgiveness. He was now condemning her for the part she played, holding her responsible for hurting others. It was a new wound, one that pierced her to the core. What would she do now that he wasn’t on her side? There was a buzz in her brain and a thought forming that she didn’t want to focus on. It would have more complex ramifications than Hugh’s leaving had.

Needing to exorcise the emotions that were becoming too heavy to bear, she started the car, put the air conditioning on full blast, and raised the volume on her iPod so Prince blared through the speakers. And as she drove home, she sang along at the top of her lungs to “When Doves Cry,” the chorus saying it all.

By the next morning, she was feeling better, less conflicted. She kept her appointment with her guru and Vanice put her through her specialized training routine which helped her work out a lot of angst. She’d joined the fitness boutique last year when it opened, wanting to be energized and motivated, like the ad said, but all she really liked about it was the personal attention. She was too tall for the barre, and her joints didn’t accommodate yoga. Or maybe she just didn’t like bending herself like a pretzel. It never made her feel good, only nauseous. But she persevered with the strength training and Pilates. Through an iron will and discipline, she kept every session. And it took discipline. She abhorred anything physical. There were some members who were there working out every day, some for the lift it gave them, some for the benefits of looking great. For her it was more of a necessity than a pleasure. Maybe if she had something else in her life…

Before taking her shower and getting ready for the day, she glanced into the mirror, then leaned forward and peered at her face. Her eyes looked dull and her complexion was paler than usual. It certainly wasn’t from lack of sleep. She’d gotten up late this morning, taking Minnie up on her suggestion. She was skipping the office for the first time in weeks and planned on getting to her friend’s house even earlier than expected. The only other thing that could explain it was a lack of protein. She didn’t eat as well as she should, didn’t go near her kitchen, and only recently started gravitating toward Simon’s truck at lunch because it was there. It had become her one substantial meal of the day now that the judge was otherwise occupied at dinner. She really did need to hire a chef, or at the least subscribe to a food delivery service that had everything prepackaged. Maybe Simon could give her a tutorial on how to work her stove sometime next week. The thought made her shiver.

Deciding she needed color today, she padded into her bedroom and went through her closet, hard to do with everything so crammed in. Her dream was to eventually refinish her attic and build one the size of a bedroom, with walls of hanging space, and shelves for all her shoes and purses. That might take forever, seeing how long it was taking to finish up her powder room. She’d gutted it weeks ago and had yet to take another peek in. Until she could get to that, her fantasy closet would remain just that, a fantasy and she’d be stuck with a regular walk-in. She continued to push hangers aside until she found something that struck her fancy. It was a floral-off-the-shoulder blouse. She held it up, trying to remember how it had fit the last time she’d worn it. The length was designed to hit the thigh, but on her, it barely hit her hip. Buying clothes was no picnic. Knee-length dresses hit a couple of inches above, elastic waists didn’t sit right, shirts tended to be too short to tuck in. For as much as she’d accepted, she’d never be normal, it was a bitch to find clothes that worked. Especially in the style she wore. Any free time she had would find her shopping in the boutiques that lined the trendy neighborhoods in the city, but she hadn’t been on a spree in weeks. She’d have to get to that soon if only to lift her mood.

She transferred the hanger to the bed, figuring she could wear it with a pair of jean Bermuda shorts. Now that Minnie had loosened up, she wouldn’t have to worry about dressing comfortably and insulting her friend’s sense of propriety. She raised her eyes to the ceiling and whispered a thank you to Simon, wherever he was.

Once she was showered and dressed and had decided on her rubber-soled beige sandals with rope ankle ties, she was ready to go. She’d taken great care with her make-up today more to perk herself up than for appearance’s sake. She’d be with friends who didn’t care what she looked like, and friends like that were hard to find. They were her tribe, and without them, she’d be living trapped in a world of her own making.

As usual, she stopped in at Magic Bean for her morning cup of magic. She didn’t bother with a breakfast sandwich, knowing that Simon would have lots of good things to choose from once she got to the house.

By the time she rang the doorbell, it was just past ten.

When Minnie flung open the door, she had a huge smile on her face, a pair of cut-off jeans, a tee shirt that read Badass judge now presiding, and bare feet. Before she even stepped over the threshold, she was enfolded in a hug.

“This is such a pleasant surprise. I never thought you’d come early.”

Simon had come into the hall, a towel in his hand, an apron around his waist.

“Good morning, Lil. It’s good to see you. Hungry?”

“I am, actually. I haven’t had much since you fed me yesterday.”

His smile drooped. “You’re kidding.”

“If only.”

Minnie had slipped her hand in the crook of Lil’s arm and lead her toward the kitchen. “I told you she doesn’t cook. Did you think I was lying?”

His eyes widened. “Nothing?”

Lil shrugged. “I had a protein bar after the gym.”

His look of disbelief was almost comical, but he swept his arm in an enter here motion and said, “Come in and let me see what I can rustle up for you.”

The scents coming from the stove top teased her senses. She lifted her nose to take more of them in. “It seems like you’re already in the process.”

“That’s lunch. Let me make you breakfast. Eggs, crepes, a bagel? All of the above?”

The man might be a cooking machine, but it looked like he already had his hands full and didn’t need any additional work thrust on him.

“You’re busy.”

“It won’t take but a minute.”

Minnie laughed and said, “He can handle six burners going at the same time, along with several different things in the oven. I’ve seen it for myself, so I can assure you it’s true.”

Lil arched an eyebrow. It was only a couple of months ago the judge wouldn’t have been caught dead in Simon’s company. Now, well, Minnie was, as she might say herself, happier than a pig in slop.

Lil had loved watching the relationship progress, loved that the man bedeviled the judge. He was a good one with an even temper and the patience of a saint. He’d have to be, to handle the barbed wire Minnie had put up.

“Good to know you’ve chosen a man with our kind of superpowers.” As she glanced over to him, his expression told her he was waiting expectantly for her answer.
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