
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Greta McDonald is convinced she doesn’t have time for love, but her dearly departed parents feel differently.

	 

	 

	Attorney Greta McDonald runs a free legal clinic funded by the estate of her late parents for Milwaukee’s financially disadvantaged population. Greta’s dedication to those who can’t afford legal services leaves no time for romance. While on Earth, Melissa and Steven McDonald had enjoyed a true love match and they want the same for their daughter. Unfortunately, angels can only observe family members left behind, and in times of extreme danger, request assistance, but are not allowed to interfere in matters of the heart. The couple has already tested God’s indulgence several times and now they’re facing the possibility of being cast out of Heaven into Purgatory.

	Enter Aaron Buckley, a ruthless litigator, and Greta’s primary nemesis in court. Despite their differences, he is determined to win Greta’s heart. Unfortunately, Greta’s commitment to her clinic, her resistance to a relationship, and her propensity to place herself in peril threaten to prevent a love match. Without a little heavenly intervention, this couple may never have the opportunity to embrace the miracle of true love.

	Aaron is all in when his grandfather offers a family-tested three-part plan to win Greta’s heart. Unfortunately, Greta isn’t making things easy, but as everyone knows, the show’s not over until the heavenly choir sings!
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	To my parents, who are still offering their “two cents” from heaven!

	 


Chapter One: That Man

	 

	 

	Greta McDonald glared at the cop who shackled her.

	“There’s no need to slap on the cuffs, Officer Short,” she sniped. “I am more than willing to accompany you to your smelly squad car.”

	Officer Kendall Short snickered. “It’s standard procedure, Greta.” He pulled her hands forward and fastened the tarnished silver cuffs around her wrists. “What did you do this time to piss off the Judge?”

	Greta sighed. “I supposedly refused to produce a witness. Someone I didn’t know should be a witness. How can I produce someone I didn’t even know existed? Cripes! There were plenty of others to testify to the same set of facts. This person wasn’t on my witness list, but the defense claims I was hiding them. That they could provide valuable evidence.”

	Kendall chuckled. “And are you? Hiding him or her, that is?”

	Greta groaned. “Of course not. I think Blodgett Corporation is trying to find the whistleblower, the employee who exposed their corrupt practices.” She frowned. “My case began with an anonymous tip. I started poking around and found my own witnesses. People willing to sign affidavits and others who would testify. If I was the whistleblower, hell, I’d probably hide, too. Blodgett is dirty, and they will do anything to discredit us, me. They have even been harassing the witnesses. But does Judge Shady Pants cite their lawyers for contempt? Ohhh, noooo. He golfs with them. Bastard should have recused himself.” Greta emitted a frustrated sigh. “Maybe it’s time I made a motion to that effect.” She shook her head. “But then I’ll wind up with someone worse.”

	Kendall poked her arm. “Instead of working for that legal services charity, you could have been at some high-brow law firm, handling multi-million-dollar cases. You certainly had the grades for it. Maybe it’s time for a change.” He laughed. “The boys at the station are thinking about naming a cell after you. I’ll bet you spend more time at our pleasure palace than at your own apartment.”

	“At least you guys feed me. I haven’t been to the grocery store in weeks. I am down to a bag of whole grain cheese crunchies and a jar of sugar-free raspberry jam.”

	Kendall screwed up his face. “That’s just disgusting. Sounds like you need something substantial for dinner. How about a number twelve from Grover’s Subs? All that protein might put some meat on your delicate bones.”

	Greta giggled. “Thanks for implying that I’m too thin, Ken.” She tossed her head. “I’ll have you know, I still fit into my prom dress, one I believe you greatly admired ten years ago. Your tongue was hanging out the whole evening.”

	Kendall’s face flushed as he guided her out of the courthouse. Several members of the press had gathered at the top of the steps. The minute she walked through the door, the reporters shoved microphones in front of her face.

	“Hey, Greta, what did you do this time?”

	“Ms. McDonald, you sure spend a lot of time as a guest of the local jail. How does your employer feel about that?”

	“Geesh, Greta, when are you going to learn to behave?”

	“Any comments for the Legal News, Ms. McDonald?”

	Greta stopped and gazed at the reporters. “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, this is nothing more than an example of how poorly the courts and the City of Milwaukee treat hardworking people. People barely making ends meet must work under deplorable conditions to feed, clothe, and shelter their children. Instead of addressing the wrongs inflicted upon the employees of Blodgett Corp., Judge Stevenston entertains the frivolous motions of the attorneys from Redstone and Mitchell and harasses their opponents’ lawyer. I will gladly spend the night in jail to protect my clients’ rights. Unlike some of my colleagues, I did not go to law school to stuff my pockets with cash. I went to law school to fight for justice and the rule of law.” She grinned at the press. “And mostly, I succeed.”

	Kendall scowled and gently pushed Greta through the throng. “All right, folks. Party’s over. Counselor McDonald has a date with the city jail.”

	Greta smirked at him. She muttered, “At least there I won’t be manhandled by some testosterone-laden cop with clammy hands.”

	Kendall rolled his eyes. “It’s not my hands you need to worry about.” He nodded at his tool belt. “It’s my Billy Club.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Oh, my.” Melissa McDonald leaned over the cloud she was perching on and shook her head. “Your daughter is at it again.” She glared at her husband, who floated on an adjacent cloud.

	Steven McDonald laughed, an expression of amusement crossing his face. “Oh, don’t get your wings in a bunch, Mel. That girl knows exactly what she’s doing, and I am darn proud of her. She dedicates her life to doing good, and she has fun with it.”

	Melissa sighed. “I just wish she was more... ladylike. More polite. Sometimes she is just so blunt. Aggressive. I fear when the time comes, she won’t know how to yield. Up here, I have no way to guide her, except for putting an occasional suggestion in her head. I worry she’ll never settle down, have children, or build a productive life.”

	Steven slapped his knee, not noticing that his hand passed right through his leg, and chortled. “Times have changed, dear. Women no longer spend their days at tea parties. They have long abandoned their hats and gloves. No, women are coming into their own. They are seizing their fate, asserting their voice. Greta’s destiny is for great things. Sure, I would have loved to be there personally to share advice and impart some wisdom, but God had other plans.” He smiled. “Our daughter survived the accident in which we perished for a reason. Folks down there have an angel in their midst and they don’t even know it.”

	Melissa frowned. “But that Blodgett Corp. They’re dirty. They’re evil. They might harm her.”

	Steven’s wings fluttered, and he rose above his cloud. “And I have no doubt when the time comes, the Prince of Darkness will gladly welcome the men and women in charge of Blodgett Corp into his toasty realm. We can only do what we can do—watch, listen, and ask God to intervene if necessary. When we arrived, St. Peter told us God had a plan for Greta and it didn’t involve a premature ascendance into Heaven. We need to let her life play out.” Steven smiled at his wife. “Now, let’s get over to the nurturary so we can nurture a few more souls. Many angels are returning to Earth today, and we need to make sure we assign them to worthy parents.” He rolled his eyes. “There have been too many slip-ups lately. God wants stricter quality control measures in place.”

	Melissa groaned. “I just wish more people realized that conception is a miracle. That God chose and gave them a genuine gift. As a former teacher, it’s so hard to watch parents who cross over to the dark side, putting themselves before their children. When you become a parent, your child must become the center of your universe.” She shook her head. “Why don’t humans get that?”

	Steven gazed at his wife and offered his hand. “It’s not our place to reason why. Certainly, every child deserves love. That’s why it is so important that we choose worthy parents. Sometimes... things just get screwed up. Free will can lead to all kinds of harmful results. Unfortunately, humans make bad choices and a child is the one who suffers. God deals with that in his own way. Our job is to give each child the best chance at a worthy life.” He beckoned to his wife. “Come on, I’ll race you. I love watching those itty-bitty wings trying to keep up.”

	Melissa glared at him. “Steven Joseph McDonald, one of these days I’m going to...”

	A large rumble shot through the sky, and a deep melodious voice reached their ears. “Now, Melissa, no need to get wound up over a bit of teasing.” The voice chuckled. “One, two, three, fly!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Greta walked into her cell and bounced on the metal bed. She frowned. “I thought you guys were going to replace the mattress in here.”

	The matron laughed. “We did. It disappeared the next day. I haven’t had the time to check the guard’s locker room, but my guess is it wound up over there. Those guys see, they take. I told the custodian to bolt it to the bed next time. But, hey, this ain’t the Ritz. You’re not supposed to get comfy here. That kind of misses the point. We don’t want you coming back, again and again. You’re supposed to be incarcerated as a penalty, learn your lesson, and never return. Didn’t they teach you that in law school?”

	“Not exactly.” Greta laid back on the thin mattress and sighed. “Maybe next time, I’ll bring a sleeping bag.” She yawned. “Wake me up for dinner, ‘kay Ella?”

	Ella waved her off and disappeared.

	Grinning at the open cell door, Greta shrugged. She wasn’t dumb enough to try to escape. That was for prisoners who had committed actual crimes. Greta closed her eyes, her mind on that submarine sandwich Kendall had promised. Lawyering worked up an appetite.

	“No naps for hot jailbirds, Ms. McDonald.” A well-dressed man appeared in her cell. His thick brown hair framed a pleasant face—deep green eyes amplified by horn-rimmed glasses, a straight nose, and full lips, which were presently curled up into a mocking smile. He was classically tall and handsome but carried an off-putting air of arrogance.

	“Aaron Buckley,” Greta muttered. “What on Earth are you doing here?”

	“I’m feeling kind of guilty for getting you into this mess. I didn’t expect you to be cited for contempt. I was merely seeking an Order to Produce. Then you had to go all batshit crazy over my ass.” He shook his head. “For crying out loud, Greta. When are you going to learn? How many more times will a judge sanction you for your courtroom dramatics before the State Bar takes notice? Your lack of civility could tank your entire career.”

	Greta lazily extended a stockinged leg and permitted a shoe to drop to the floor. She hid her grin when the man’s eyes widened. Aaron Buckley was her nemesis. He had been since law school at the University of Wisconsin. Arguing a case against him was like a finely choreographed game of chess. She had to measure and weigh every move. Analyze and counter. She had gotten very good at opposing him. And winning. Let’s not forget the winning.

	Greta knew he harbored feelings for her, and her refusal to submit to his charms—which, admittedly, were many—triggered much of his boorish behavior. But Greta had no time for romance and certainly no time for a big bucks attorney whose hourly rate exceeded her monthly rent. Nope. Too rich. Too arrogant. Too handsome. Too sexy. Besides, he was merely trifling with her. He enjoyed the chase. Ugh. If she entertained his entreaties, she was sure old Aaron would hustle off into the next county.

	Although Greta fought it, a grin popped up on her face, and an idea sauntered into her head. Two could play this game. Her mother’s voice popped into her head. Greta dear, it’s not nice to play with a man’s feelings. Be nice. Behave like a lady. That was followed by her father’s voice. Go for it, Greta. The best defense is a good offense. Take him down at his own game. Besides, he’s not good enough for you. You need a real man. Greta mentally shook her head and softly replied, all right, you two, back off. I can handle this on my own. I’m twenty-eight. Old enough to handle an ass like Aaron.

	Greta stood, walked to Aaron, and tugged on his expensive silk tie. “Aaron, darling, with the right incentive, I can be civil, very civil.” She peered up at him and fluttered her eyelashes. “So civil that you would fall to your knees and worship my body, inch by delicious inch.” She licked her lips and purred.

	Aaron flushed. He cleared his throat and his Adam’s apple bobbed. His eyes filled with lust.

	Greta ran a finger down the front of his fine shirt. “Yes, with the right incentive, you could convince me to do most anything.”

	In a hoarse voice, Aaron sputtered. “What will it take, Greta?”

	Greta danced away from him. She stopped and gazed at him over her shoulder. “You tell me, Aaron. What will it take for you to treat me like an equal in the courtroom rather than a silly girl who got a law degree and wastes it on the poor?”

	Aaron gulped. “I’ve never... um, treated you like a silly girl. I respect what you do... I do. It’s just that...”

	Greta stopped and turned. “What, Aaron? What motivates you to treat me so poorly in court?”

	“Dammit, Greta. I can’t focus when you’re around. The only way I can fight off the need to throw you over my shoulder and drag you off to bed is to unleash my temper and stomp you into the ground.”

	Greta tapped her fingers against her mouth. “So, if I let you into my bed, you’d be nicer to me in the courtroom?” Greta all but pranced back to Aaron. She tugged on his tie again, this time pulling his lips toward hers. “Throw in dinner at Angelique’s, volunteer ten hours of pro bono a month at my clinic, and I might consider it.” She kissed him lightly. “And your chances of getting lucky would vastly improve if you would get the judge to drop the contempt charges.”

	Her father’s laughter overrode her mother’s gasp. Score one for Greta.

	 


Chapter Two: The Plan

	 

	 

	Aaron Buckley leaned back in his grandfather’s old Lazy Boy and gazed at the ceiling.

	He had moved into his Pops’ home to ensure that his eighty-three-year-old grandfather remained hearty and healthy. It also saved Aaron a ton of money on rent, money he could put toward student loans.

	“I don’t know what to do, Pops. Everything that comes out of my mouth is wrong. I feel like a twelve-year-old boy who recently discovered girls. That woman twists me up in knots and unleashes my dumb. And worse, she makes me feel like a greedy bastard for going to work for Redstone and Mitchell. Dammit, I need the money. My law school loans are through the roof. Not all of us have some big ‘ole trust fund that allows us to do what we really want. Some of us must work to survive.”

	Pops harumphed. “Does she know about all the hours you donate at the Senior Center? About how you saved Riva from eviction or Don from losing his home to that sleazy real estate guy? And what about Margie? Damn. When somebody stole her identity, she was in a world of hurt and you made sure she was whole. You are nothing like your buddies at Redstone. You haven’t spent your paycheck on fancy cars or an outrageous home. Hell, you live like a pauper in a fancy suit.” He shook his head, his sharp blue eyes narrowing. “If you want her to see the real you, you show her your heart, son. Don’t allow her to make assumptions.” He cackled. “Put on your big boy shorts and fight back. From what I see, you’ve allowed that girl to walk all over you for way too long.”

	Aaron groaned. “I already asked her out, but she made demands, conditions for accepting a date. Who does that?”

	“Someone who knows her worth, or maybe she’s just hard to please. Let me ask you this. Is she a looker? Is she worth all your frustration?”

	“Pops, she looks like an angel. Long wavy blond hair with glints of red, big hazel eyes, and built like a nymph. Slender with legs that were molded by Venus. And she’s bright and snarky and just a breath of fresh air. So different from other women I’ve met.”

	Pops whistled. “Molded by Venus? Son, you’ve got it bad.” He ran a hand through his sparse gray hair and shook his head. At age eighty-three, he was still in fine shape. “She just wants you to work for it. Hell, all women want their men to work for it. Why, your grandmother made me plow her father’s fields. For free. She said she wanted his approval before she would grant me the pleasure of her company.” He grinned. “So, there I was, sweating my ass off in this humongous field, plowing away with some rickety old tractor, while she and her daddy were grinning from ear to ear, so proud that they had conned me into free labor.”

	Aaron chuckled. “What did you do?”

	“I plowed the rest of the damn field into a crazy-eight pattern, one that would require a do-over, and told her—and her daddy—that I wasn’t going to fix it until she went on three dates with me.”

	“You did not...”

	“Yup. And she caved, too. It horrified her daddy that I would leave his fields in such disarray. Said he’d be the laughingstock of the Farmer’s Coop. He ordered her to date me. Of course, he had no way of knowing that I intended to charm her socks off. By the third date, she was all but begging me to marry her. And believe me, I made her beg. After the third date, I fixed her daddy’s field and started dating Gladys Culpepper. Your grandmother was fit to be tied. Came storming up to me after church and tried to slap me. I grabbed her hand and nuzzled her neck—much to the consternation of all the old church ladies—and whispered, “You want me? The only way to get me is to agree to marry me at this very moment. I won’t be offering again.” Pops ran a hand through his thin gray hair. “She grabbed me by the ears, laid one on me, turned to poor Gladys, and declared, Charles Buckley won’t be calling you anymore, Gladys. He’s marrying me.”

	Aaron stared at his grandfather. “What the heck did you do to charm her?”

	“First date, instead of flowers, I brought her a Big Boy tomato from my momma’s garden. Told her it was the love fruit, at its best when shared by people in love. I offered her a bite. She was too polite to refuse. But that tomato was so sweet and juicy that after one bite, she couldn’t stop eating. Before she finished the whole thing, I grabbed it from her and took a bite. I smacked my lips and declared that it was the best first kiss ever. She giggled the entire night.

	“On the second date, I took her for a ride in the countryside and set up a picnic alongside a creek.”

	“No tomatoes this time?”

	Pops laughed. “Nope, and no kisses either. Instead, I treated her to the perfect picnic meal—my fried chicken, my homemade honey wheat bread, my pickled vegetables, and some of my momma’s raspberry lemonade.”

	“You made the food?”

	“Sure did, with my momma’s help, though I never admitted to that. Instead of bragging about my culinary prowess, I spent the entire meal asking her about her hopes and dreams, what she saw in her future, and what made her happy. And I listened, son. I really listened. Women don’t always make sense, but when they speak, you need to listen.”

	“And date three?”

	“Ah, that was when we got down to the kiss. Went to a picture show and in the middle of it, she took my hand. I’ll tell you, my heart about burst out of my chest. It kept at a gallop until I brought her home. I led her to her front door and planted a kiss on her cheek. Told her I’d be by in the morning to finish her father’s fields. I turned to leave, but she grabbed me and awarded me with one heck of a smacker. I lost myself in that kiss and stole another. Then I said good night and walked away. When I hit the street, I turned, and she was touching her lips, a wonderous smile on her face.” Pops slapped his leg, a big grin on his face. “That’s when I knew I had her.”

	Aaron frowned. “That’s a sweet story, Pops, but these days, dating is different. If I gave Greta a tomato, she’d laugh at me, probably toss me away.”

	“You’re missing the point, son. First, you show her some romance. Thus, the tomato. It’s a bit of whimsy but also reveals your heart. She needs to see your heart. Then you show her you have something to contribute to the relationship. Cooking the food for the picnic wasn’t just to show off. It was to let her know I would help carry the load. That she wouldn’t be chained to the stove doing all the cooking. And the listening? Hell, there is nothing a woman likes better than being heard. As for the kiss—I didn’t presume she wanted to be kissed, so I let her set the pace. That is something every man needs to learn about women. Don’t push. Don’t make her uncomfortable. She’ll let you know when she’s ready for the next step. In the meantime, be affectionate, and be a gentleman, but respect her boundaries. I suspect even young folk have them.”

	Aaron nodded. “Good advice, Pops. Great, even. But I suspect your methods work for normal women, and Greta McDonald is no normal woman.”

	Pops chortled. “Worked for your father and his brothers. It’ll work for you.” He pointed at Aaron. “Start with the tomato.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Greta’s office supervisor and paralegal, Trina Wyatt, dropped a file on her desk. “New volunteer. Said you can start scheduling him next week. He’s good for ten hours a month, so use him wisely.” She screwed up her nose. “One of those Redstone guys. Probably won’t want to get his hands dirty. I’d give him the landlord-tenant stuff. Can’t see him handling the custody cases. I figure after a month, he’ll disappear. Those guys never stick.” She chuckled and walked away.

	Greta nodded and opened the file. She smiled. “Well, well, well. Aaron Buckley. Taking up my challenge, eh?” She snickered. “Have at me, Aaron, my boy. It ain’t happening in this lifetime.” She began scrolling through her client roster. “You are going to get the toughest cases I have. I want to see you sweat.” Greta looked heavenward. “Sorry, Mom. This guy doesn’t deserve a lady.” A brief gust of wind swept by her cheek. “Sometimes, they just gotta earn it.” There was a polite knock on her office door, no doubt her next appointment. “Come in, Mrs. Dorsey.”

	Trina stuck her head in the doorway. “Not Mrs. Dorsey, my dear.” She thrust a potted plant in front of Greta.

	“Are those tomatoes?”

	Trina nodded and set the plant on Greta’s desk. “From an unknown admirer.” Trina plucked a tomato from the plant and popped it into her mouth. “Mmmmm. Sweet. Like candy. What’s the card say?”

	Greta pulled the card from the stand, inserted it into the pot, and tore open the envelope. She studied the card. “The thought of you embracing this sweet fruit with your luscious lips stirs the loins and unleashes the heart.” Greta blushed. “What?”

	Trina giggled. “The French call tomatoes love apples. They believe tomatoes are aphrodisiacs. You lucky girl. A romantic man has set his sights on you. No man has ever gifted me with a tomato, much less an entire bush.”

	Greta scrunched up her nose. “This is just weird. Nothing romantic about it.” She sighed. “Why do I always attract the weirdos?”

	Trina shook her head. “Oh, girl. You are totally missing the point. You’re being wooed by someone who understands the art of pursuit, the need for romance, and seduction. To those lacking a romantic soul, that may be just a tomato plant. But to those who adore romance, that is a declaration of intent.” She giggled again. “I can’t wait to see what this guy does next.” With that, she turned and left Greta alone.

	Greta stared at the plant, somewhat flummoxed. Her mother’s voice floated through her mind.

	Yes, dear. It’s sweet. And any man willing to woo you is worth your consideration. You want a man to court you, to take the time to win your heart. Enjoy it.

	Greta’s father harrumphed. Men in your generation don’t understand how to court a woman. Heck, they don’t even know how to treat a woman, but any man worth his salt will take the time to know you before... Her father cleared his throat... he kicks things up a notch.

	Her mother gasped, and Greta couldn’t help but snicker. The parental invasion of her mind had begun about six months after her parents died in a car accident. At first, she thought she was losing it, but they continued to pop up in her head and add their two cents. She was used to it. Some might think hearing voices made her mentally unbalanced, but since it was her parents, she appreciated it. It made her feel less alone. At least they didn’t pop up when she and a date got...

	Greta
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