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      Sometimes there has to be a corner of your heart that is reserved for those who gave love the only way they knew how. That is where forgiveness lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by C.L. Bauer

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      My personal storm was just beginning. When I was a child, thunder and lightning made my skin crawl, but for some bizarre reason, rain was my personal nemesis. When it didn’t stop in just a few hours, I began to panic. I walked around in circles, and I talked to myself. “It will stop. It will stop.” When it didn’t, I would begin to shake and find the nearest corner to hide my eyes and cup my ears. I’d face the wall and pretend I was invisible.

      As the youngest of six children, I was almost invisible. When everyone else went to school in the fall, there were at least three years when I was home alone with my mother. I became an only child.

      Dad, as a federal judge then, usually didn’t arrive home until dinner. There were those nights when I was already in bed. I would surprise him by reaching up and holding onto his neck. He’d reprimand me gently telling me I should be asleep.

      But most of the time I was with Mom. There was one afternoon when the rain came. It was silent in the house except for the pelting noise. I balled myself up into a knot on the couch. Mom stared at me. “Charlotte Rose, you and I are going outside.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, baby. You need to get over this.”

      She didn’t pull me, but I wasn’t a willing participant. I planted my feet firmly on the porch and watched her stand in the yard. She extended her arms out and leaned her face back. She smiled. “Charlotte, you need to sing and dance in the rain. Come out.”

      I watched her for the longest time until she was drenched. Her hair hung straight and her light dress hung to all of her curves. “I want Dad. You’re crazy.”

      “Your father won’t be home until late. Charlotte, if you don’t tip your chin up and look rain in the face, you’ll never be able to survive the storm. Your brothers and sister will tease you endlessly if they know you’re afraid of just water from a cloud.”

      “They won’t,” I yelled over the noise. “I won’t go out.”

      “What if you have to go out, sweetie? What if you have to go to school or work?”

      “I won’t. I’m staying with you the rest of my life.”

      “Charlotte, I won’t always be here. I’ll always be at your side, but some day, when I’m older and you are too, you’ll walk into that house, and I’ll be home with God, just like Aunt Celia.”

      Aunt Celia had died the previous week, and we all cleaned up, wore our best, and had attended her funeral. It was very sad. Aunt Celia was very young, they said. Her heart had stopped for no reason. Did someone break it?

      “Mommy, I don’t want you to go see God.”

      “Honey, we all go to God eventually, but don’t worry. Right now, I’m just standing here in the rain being happy. Join me, Charlotte.”

      Her hand beckoned me, and slowly I took a step and then another until her hand grasped mine. The rain was cool on my face, but instead of flattening my hair, it curled. “Look at my hair.”

      “It’s beautiful. Charlotte, when you get older, you’ll face every storm, and you’ll survive. Who knows? You may even hold hands with a wonderful man who likes to run in the rain with you.”

      “Boys, yuk.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Mom laughed. We danced, and we sang much longer than we should. Even Mrs. Baxter across the street shouted over to see if we were okay.

      It rained into the darkness, and surprisingly I slept all night long. I didn’t even notice my father coming into my room and kissing me goodnight. Mom fixed my fear. She could always do amazing feats like that. If needed, I bet she could’ve fixed everything that was wrong now. She could fix her critically injured son Sean. She would know who shot at him. She would know who killed our other brother Conor. Mom would tell me what to do about the man I loved, and she would help me discover his secrets before I lost my heart and soul to him.

      I had placed my hand in his. We had danced in the rain together.
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      “Dad? You’re here?” I yelled as I entered the house. I was surprised to see his car sitting in the driveway. It was understandable that he spent as much time as he could at Sean’s bedside, but I was worrying about Dad’s health.

      “I’m in the kitchen. Have you eaten?”

      Well, he’d understand as soon as he saw me. I dropped my bag and laptop onto the couch, kicking off my shoes as I continued to walk through our family’s home.

      He looked up from the casserole on the counter and smiled. “Ah, you’ve been at Max’s.” His statement was void of any judgment, but he reviewed my current state. He took his fingers and picked something off of my shoulder. He placed it in his mouth. “Tastes good. He made chili. Are you just wearing it or did you eat?”

      Shyly, I grinned. “I was taking a taste from the pot and then this happened. Why do the accidents always end up with me covered in glitter, water, and now beans?”

      “I’m really not sure. You two are ... well, a unique couple. Why don’t you change and share this meal with me? It’s a barbecue casserole with brisket, potatoes–”

      “I’ll be right back. The aroma alone is making my stomach growl.” I nearly sprinted upstairs to pull on yoga pants and a huge sweatshirt.

      “Charlotte.”

      I froze in my childhood bedroom, and now my adult one as well, and listened. When I was younger, I was afraid of so many things. Rain terrified me. Too much snow made me search for the closest blanket to burrow under. And, I was always afraid that when loved ones died, I would forget the sound of their voices.

      Luckily, or not, I could still hear them, even ones I wasn’t related to or ever knew in their lives. Visiting a funeral home or cemetery could be action packed with voices sending me in many directions among the tombstones. Here, in my childhood home, my deceased brother and mother usually spoke to me in the privacy of my room. But I never knew when the strange voice or apparition would approach me at any time or place. “Yes, Mom?”

      “Max has problems.”

      I nodded. We all had problems, didn’t we? Max’s seemed so much more extreme by normal human standards. He was in his late thirties and discovered he had another father out there, one who was a powerful senator. He was investigating criminals who had indirectly caused the death of one of his friends, and he and I seemed to be targets. “Yes, I know that by now.”

      “Charlotte, you have to be strong.”

      “Mom, I had to be strong to survive in this family. You made me that way.”

      “More. So much more.”

      “Okay. I’ll try.”

      “For Max’s love. Save him.”

      Whoa, that was a new one. “Save him? How can I do that when I don’t know what I’m saving him from, Mom?”

      “You’ll know, dear. You will know.”

      “Okay. Don’t worry. I’ll try my best.”

      “You always have. Your father is calling. Dinner is ready.”

      “Good. I’m starving.” By the time I reached the kitchen, Dad had two servings of his new recipe on the table, along with a side salad and two ears of corn.

      After we said thanks, I waited through a few bites before I began my questions. “Dad, how are you really doing?”

      My father dropped his fork and stared at me from across the table. “I’m tired, Charlotte. I’m torn every time I leave your brother’s side. I’m in shock, challenged, and disgusted. How’s that for an honest answer?”

      I blinked a couple of times. “Well, that was very good. Have you been rehearsing that one?”

      “I suppose.” He took a bite from his salad. “I don’t know if I’m up for this.”

      “Dad, we will just take it one day at a time.”

      He nodded quickly. “Has your mother said anything about Sean? Does she know ...” His voice trailed off. He seemed afraid to ask the hard question.

      “I don’t think they are included in the decision making when it comes to life and death. I wouldn’t want to know anyway.”

      “But you knew before other deaths.”

      I looked down at my food, avoiding my Dad’s piercing eyes. “I did, but this is so different.”

      “Ah, I see. So, how is Max?”

      The change in topics nearly gave me whiplash. “He’s fine. He’s busy. I went over to ask his opinion on a will I am working on.”

      “You could’ve asked me.”

      “Dad, you have a lot on your plate.” Since Sean had been shot, Dad worried about him every waking minute.

      I finally looked up to see my father smiling at me. “Besides, it gave you an opportunity to see him. You two seem different. Anything you want to tell me?”

      He would know if I was telling a fib. He always did, darn him. “Not yet. We’re talking quite a bit. Learning about each other.” Yes, we talked ... before we made love, during, and after. I was being honest with my father, but I wasn’t. “I’m using more intuition than spiritual guidance when it comes to Max and any relationship that may grow.” Well, that sounded very adult.

      “I see.” Dad took a drink of water and placed the glass down in slow motion. “Charlotte, we’ve all been throwing the two of you together. Maybe that wasn’t the best thing to do.”

      I laughed out loud. “You think? Gio and you have been the worst matchmakers ever. My sister and both of my sisters-in-law have been pushing me into his arms since he arrived in town. He was Tom’s best friend and probably still is. Paddy and Sean seem to be the only ones immune to his charm.”

      “And you? How do you really feel at this very moment?”

      I needed to be honest, at least as much as I could. “I’m not immune to his charm. He’s wonderful, and yet–”

      My father reached over and grabbed my hand. “You have your doubts? It’s a lot to take in when you’re falling in love.”

      I pulled my hand back quickly, stood up and began to clear the table. “I don’t know. I was falling in love with him, but now I’m a little confused.” I wasn’t telling my father I was in lust with Max. Now was not the time.

      “My biggest fear is that you’ll lose yourself.” Dad shook his head. “I want you to achieve your own dreams, not become part of Max’s plans. You’d be an integral piece of whatever he wants to accomplish, but you need to be you. Be strong.”

      I turned away from the sink and looked at my father. “Be strong?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mom told me the same thing just a bit ago.”

      My father gave me a side glance. “You don’t always tell me everything they say, do you?”

      I suddenly felt embarrassed. “Dad, it’s not because I want to keep secrets from you. Sometimes, it just isn’t the right time.”

      Dad’s eyes narrowed. “Are we talking about your conversations with those beyond or about Max again?”

      I turned away in silence. I began to fill the dishwasher. Now wasn’t the time to share the biggest secret I had ever hidden from my father. The truth was I’d never held anything from the family I loved.
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      I’d been frozen on the same word for over an hour. The computer screen wasn’t my friend today. I needed to read this document before my clients arrived in the office at three. But all I was thinking about was the secret I was keeping from my father and my entire family.

      “Charlotte, is it Sean?”

      Phoebe, my assistant, stood in front of my desk. The woman, who used to work for my father and retired when he did, happily returned to work to help me start up my family law practice.

      “Sean is holding his own and has a long road ahead of him. No, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I just can’t concentrate.” I wasn’t about to tell Phoebe about the messages I received from dead relatives, haunted spirits, ghosts who wanted to be noticed ... they were more vocal than usual in the last few days. My mother kept telling me to be strong, to be careful.

      And Max had his own agenda. He pulled me into his arms and wanted me to stay with him, to be held by him, to be loved by him.

      Phoebe sat down and sighed loudly. “I know exactly what’s wrong with you. You’ve gone and fallen in love with Max Shaw, haven’t you? Ever since the storm and terrible flood Labor Day, you’ve been smitten. Something has changed between the two of you.”

      “No, nothing has changed,” I said quickly.

      “Then you’ve been in love with him all of your life?”

      Finally, my eyes left the screen and looked up shyly. “Not all my life. I was a little girl, and he was Tom’s friend.”

      “And now? You and he–”

      “Phoebe, we are working here.”

      Phoebe laughed. “Are we? You haven’t scribbled a note on that paper or hit a key on that computer for a couple of hours. Were you thinking about his eyes? His lips?”

      “Shoulders and other areas.” As soon as I blurted the words out, my hands flew to my mouth. I just couldn’t help myself.

      “Ah hah. I knew it. Has anyone else suspected that the two of you have been fooling around?”

      I knew my face was reddening. “First, it’s not fooling around. He’s very serious about it. Second, they’ve all been so busy with Sean they haven’t noticed. I think Gio knows. We were holding hands when we came into the hospital the morning Sean woke. Gio gave me this knowing look, but he was very happy about it. I don’t think Max realizes that the old mobster has caught on. And then there’s that.”

      “What, Charlotte?”

      “I feel so awful about all of it. Here is my brother fighting to stay alive, and I’m in Max’s shower with him–”

      Phoebe’s eyes flashed. “Tell me more.”

      I shook my head. What was I doing spilling my guts? “Phoebe, you can’t tell anyone. No one, or I swear I’ll tell Dad about the time you and Mom used his credit card to go shopping.”

      “You little snot. He never realized what we did. That was a great day with your mother. I miss her.”

      I slumped back in my chair. “I miss her so much right now. Max needs time, and you know me, I go head long wanting every question answered, and every action understood.” And my ghost of a brother had contended Max would know about him. Know what? If Max did know something about Conor, then it made complete sense that Sean wanted to tell him who the murderer was, but so many scenarios were racing in my head I didn’t know what to think. I just had to trust Max for now. But as a federal prosecutor, he couldn’t tell me anything even if he knew something.

      “You are not a patient person, Charlotte, but you get things done that way.”

      “And then, we have a murderer out there. Conor is dead, and Sean is hurt perhaps because of the same man. Max is a target and may be involved in all of this.”

      Phoebe tapped the edge of my desk with her pen. “Are we sure it is a man, and that Max could be next?”

      “Pretty sure. Sean told Paddy he had seen him. I just know deep in my heart that Max is at the center of this, and for some reason I think it’s because of me and secrets.” I didn’t want to share with my paralegal that my dead people had warned me of the danger to the man I loved.

      “Have you told your father and the family?”

      I nodded my head. “No. They don’t need to know that Max could be the next one.”

      Phoebe made a noise between disapproval and angst. “Charlotte, not that. Have you told everyone that you and Max are together?”

      My eyes shot up from what I was doodling in the margin of the legal document on my desk. “Heavens no. Besides, Max and I are hot and cold when I’d prefer room temperature all of the time. Dad knows we talk, and we visit each other, but–”

      Phoebe made a disapproving clucking sound. “You need to tell them. This isn’t some soap opera where you keep everyone in the dark. This is real life. It’ll probably go better than you think.”

      “Better than Paddy killing Max before the murderer can? Max will become dessert on Sunday.” I thought about our family dinner. Dad was insisting that we all meet this week. He was at the hospital almost night and day, and he wanted us to sit down to a good meal as a family. He said it would make him feel better, but I feared he also wanted to discuss the future, and Sean’s recovery.

      “Max is a big boy. He can handle himself,” Phoebe answered calmly. “You can’t continue like this. Look at you. You’re worried about everything.”

      “Because I can’t do a damn thing about anything,” I yelled. I threw my pen down on the desk. “I can’t help Sean get better. I can’t take away my father’s helplessness. I can’t solve Conor’s murder. I can’t save Max when I don’t know who the killer is, and why he, or she, is doing this. And I can’t take–”

      “What?” Phoebe reached across the desk and took my hand. “What is it really, Charlotte?”

      “For the first time in my life, I don’t know for sure how this will end with Max.”

      Phoebe fingered the area where my engagement ring from a prior relationship used to sit. He had been the wrong man, and I had dodged a lifetime of unhappiness. “He hasn’t committed to anything, has he?”

      “No, and I just can’t go with the flow.​ That’s just not me.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time to try. Have some fun. Enjoy each other without the ties of an engagement or marriage. Where’s the harm in that?”

      I smiled. “My soul could go to hell, and Max could meet his demise after we pass the potatoes if Paddy figures it out.”

      Phoebe patted my hand assuringly. “Don’t you worry about your brother. I remember one summer when he came to your father’s office and was worried he’d gotten a girl pregnant. He didn’t even know her last name.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, yes. Don’t you think for one minute your father isn’t a man of the world. He can handle it. Paddy had that worry. Jane was living with nice little Brad before they married, and your mother and father knew it. It was cheaper for the two of them back then, and your parents just ignored the situation. Tom and Meg had a fling and broke up while she went on a trip with another guy from college. Charlotte, you’re an adult. Frankly, if I had a chance with Max Shaw and was much younger, I’d be waiting in bed with nothing but a smile on.”

      “Shower.” I don’t know how or why details of my private life kept popping out of my mouth. Phoebe smiled and laughed uncontrollably.

      “Oh my goodness! There must be something really special about–”

      “Kitchen too.” Now, I was just showing off.

      Phoebe fanned herself. “My, my girl. You have got yourself a good one.”

      “I know, and I really don’t want to lose him.”

      “Lose who?” Max filled the doorway of my office. I wasn’t sure what he had heard as I stood at attention for no reason. How did the man just suddenly appear? Phoebe avoided eye contact with the very nicely dressed, looking every bit the U.S. attorney.

      “A client. He called to hire me for some fantastic work involving wills and trusts.” I noticed Max’s one brow arch. He knew when I lied so why did I keep trying to pass one over on him? I needed to hone my skills.

      “Uh huh. Phoebe, how are you?”

      “Great, Max. I need to get back to work.” She lowered her head and almost pushed him to the side as she passed.

      Max sat down in the chair across from me, and I finally returned to my seat. “Phoebe knows, doesn’t she?”

      “She guessed.” There wasn’t any point in fibbing.

      “How much has she guessed?”

      “Absolutely everything.”

      Max shook his head and smiled impishly. “Everything?”

      I threw one of my pens at him. “Stop it.”

      Max caught it and laughed. “You know, I think your suspicions are rubbing off on me. I could’ve swore Paddy was following my car this morning.”

      “Now who is acting paranoid?” There was a pause as we both looked at each other. “Max, Phoebe thinks we should tell the family Sunday.”

      “Charlotte, what else is going on in that brain of yours? I thought we were good when we left the park the other day, but your thoughts have been in another zip code even when you’re over at the house. I told you I would find out information on Conor’s murder. You won’t even talk about Sean. Gio has kept me in the loop more than you have. Now, you’re talking about telling the family?”

      “Then there was the chili explosion, remember? Wait, what are you doing here? Are you done for the day? I have one more client coming in later.” I was rambling and avoiding the subject.

      Max leaned forward. He smelled so good, and those eyes of his were burning a hole in me. “Charlotte. What is it? I already said I’d pay for your dry cleaning. Hell, I’ll start running a tab at the place.”

      “It’s not the chili or the dry cleaning. I think, well, I do think we are cursed, and it’s because of me for some reason.”

      Max dropped back in the chair and stretched his legs out until they were well under my desk. “For the love of God, you and your family are not cursed. Do you think it’s because you talk to dead people? Is it because I’m the devil incarnate on earth?”

      “You’re not the devil, maybe one of his perfect minions who is a retired guardian angel,” I mumbled slowly.

      “Tell me now, and please look at me.”

      I slowly looked up into those lovely eyes. It was always dangerous to stare directly into those caramel orbs. “There has to be a close connection between Conor and Sean’s shooter, even though it’s been years apart. Now, you are here–” I paused. “Look, I’ll just say it.”

      “I really wish you would.”

      “My mother, Rose, and when Sean woke up all said Danger, Max. I used to think you were dangerous because of how you made me feel, but now I understand. You’re in danger, and I believe that all of this centers around me.”

      “Why? Who on earth would take their revenge on you by hurting your brothers? What could you have possibly done, and why am I a target too?”

      “I don’t know, but that’s what they’re all telling me. It freaked me out when Sean said the same thing like he’d been on the other side of life and returned with a message only I would understand.”

      Max sat silently, occasionally blinking as though his mind was working like a computer. “Charlotte, we will deal with what we have to, but as I said before, this is war. I won’t allow anyone to hurt you. Now, as for Sunday, Phoebe may have a point. We should tell them about–”

      “Us? You can’t even say it.”

      “What do we say? We’re grown adults. Do I walk in and say, Judge, your daughter and I are having sex anytime we have a chance, except she’s feeling so guilty she won’t even look at me now?”

      “I told you, the guilt passes.”

      “It hasn’t lately. In just two days you became a fixture in my house. I miss you at night. I miss waking up next to you.” Max leaned closer over my desk. “Charlotte, I miss your luscious lips when you kiss my chest. I miss those hips beneath me, and I miss your beautiful breasts that fit perfectly in my hands. I miss you.”

      I missed him too, not as poetically. If I began to think about his body, I’d need a cold shower. In my last relationship, I thought I was in love, but Max brought me a higher feeling, one that didn’t wear off. His touch was branded on my body, and whatever his feelings were, they had been assigned onto my heart. “I miss you too. I’m sorry. It is just overwhelming right now.”

      “I think I understand. There’s so much going on. Gio is trying to keep your father hopeful, but he says it seems bad. Do they have a prognosis?”

      “Dad doesn’t go into details. I guess we will talk about it on Sunday as a family.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t be there,” Max suggested.

      “No, he wants you and Gio at the table. He really appreciates the old mobster’s company.”

      “And my dad has been calling the judge every afternoon. He told me last night he’s never heard your father so down. Judge O even admitted that Sean’s tragedy brings back all of the memories of when your mom and Conor died.”

      “I agree. It seems as though the oxygen has just been sucked out of him. When Conor was killed, Mom was there, always buoying Dad’s spirits. We have no captain of the ship.”

      “Well, you do, and she’s sitting in front of me, but I’ve been distracting her.”

      “Well, there is that, but you’ve been wonderful. You are probably more than I deserve.”

      Max’s soft face hardened. He stood up and came around to my side of the desk, turning my chair to face him as he loomed over me like a tiger ready to pounce. “Don’t you ever say that again.” He reached down, pulled me up from the chair, and enveloped me in his strong embrace. His lips found mine. His kiss stole the air from my body. Mom was right. Love the man that leaves you breathless. When he released me, I was still held firmly. “Do you understand, Ms. O'Donohue?”

      “Yes, Mr. Shaw.”

      “I knew it!” The clapping gentleman who just entered my office wore a huge smile. I needed to lock my door.

      “Gio.” I looked out at Phoebe. Did she ever stop any intruder before they reached my desk?

      “I knew it when you two were holding hands at the hospital. So now what? Do we have a party? When’s the wedding? I can’t wait until the two of you have little ones. I’ll spoil–”

      “Stop. We’re taking our time,” Max answered quickly. He kissed me once more and sat down on the edge of my desk while Gio took the chair.

      There was no point in working. I looked down at my watch. My client would arrive in an hour. Maybe I’d have the federal prosecutor stay around and dazzle the poor man with his legal knowledge. That should mask the fact that I was unprepared because everyone wanted to discuss my love life!

      “Time is fleeting. Don’t wait too long. I’d like to dance at your wedding. Does Rose know? Of course she does.” A concerned look crossed his face. “Charlotte, how does that work? When you two are fooling around–”

      I held my hand up. “Stop, please. I don’t know, and I really don’t want to think about it.”

      Max grabbed his head. “You two can’t talk like this while I’m around. Does my ghost of a grandmother watch me? Do I need to wear a towel while taking a shower or get dressed somewhere else?”

      “No, I don’t think it works like that. You don’t think of God seeing everything you do, but He does. Oh, Lord, he does see everything I’m doing.”

      Gio looked between us. “Charlotte, the closer I get to God, I know now He doesn’t have time to be watching every indiscretion. I’m sure Rose is busy too, Max. She’s probably having dinner with Charlotte’s mom or maybe she is taking a care package down to her old coot of a husband.”

      Max threw his hands up. “You two ... I can’t. This is very weird for me.” He bent down and kissed me again. “You, I respect you, and you deserve everything good. I will see you soon. Call me when you are finished with work tonight.” He pointed to his grandfather. “You, do you need a ride?”

      “I do indeed. I took the bus here to visit Charlotte.”

      “Well, come on. I’m taking you out for a late lunch, and then back to the house to look at the ceiling in one of the upstairs bedrooms.”

      “I could eat. I’ll visit with Charlotte another time. So what’s up with the ceiling?”

      Max sighed.  “The cornices are unique, and I’m not sure we can save them.”

      Gio stood up slowly and blew me a kiss. “Mr. Fancy Pants has no solution for a mere cornice. He needs me. I bet that is the room finished by this unusual Hungarian by the name of Rudy. Charlotte, he could hear dead people too.”

      Max grabbed Gio by the arm. “That’s enough. You two can talk about your ghosties when I’m not around.” He turned back as he escorted Gio to the door. “I’ll expect a call from you.”

      I saluted. “Yes, sir, Mr. Fancy Pants.” The man who was usually so serious stuck his tongue out at me. Max had the uncanny ability to lighten my heart. I’d never noticed it before, but he knew how to do it. “Ghosties.” And he made me laugh.

      Later, my clients stayed longer than I liked, and I headed directly to the hospital. There had been no change, and Sean was sleeping more than the doctor liked. Scans were scheduled for the next morning. I did persuade Dad to follow me home. It was nearly ten before I called Max.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m at Dad’s. Jane brought over meatloaf so he and I sat at the kitchen table and ate dinner. He was so tired after the meal, he could barely make it up the stairs.”

      “So you’re spending the night there?”

      I shut my eyes. “Yes. I have court early tomorrow morning. It’s a civil protection order so I need to be up on my game. It was good to see you today.”

      I could almost hear Max thinking. The silence seemed to last forever, but he cleared his throat in a minute. “Charlotte, let me take you out Saturday night. Let’s just go to a neighborhood restaurant, eat, and talk. We don’t even have to dress up. What about it? May I take you out?”

      “Of course, as long as nothing has changed with Sean.”

      “I understand completely. Alright, I won’t bother you until then. Goodnight, and good luck tomorrow.”
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      As I shook hands with my client and began to pack up my notes, I glanced to see the back of a nicely dressed attorney speaking with one of the officers of the court. I knew those shoulders very well. He turned and smiled.

      “Hello counselor.”

      “Hello the Honorable Mr. Shaw. What is the U.S. attorney doing here?”

      “Checking out a certain family attorney. Your summation was very good. We might have a position for you at the federal level.”

      My laughter was a mix between no way in hell and uneasiness. Did Max always have an angle? Why was he dangling a hook in my direction? “No way. Feds don’t play fair. Besides, I’ve heard what you’re like as a boss.”

      Max waved at the judge’s assistant who was leaving the court. “I’m bossy?”

      “Very. I’ve also heard you are demanding.”

      “I’m demanding in other areas of my private life as well.”

      As my face reddened, Max laughed. “Someone might hear you.”

      “Are you free for coffee? Or maybe a walk over to my office with me?”

      I took a quick look at my watch. “Just for a bit?”

      “I’ll take that, Ms. O'Donohue.”

      It felt so natural to walk side by side with Max, but when we entered the security checkpoint of the federal courthouse, the differences in our lives were evident. Max was treated like a king, and I was, well, treated much like the peasant I was. As we walked through his office, everyone watched me, wondering who I was, and why I was walking in with the boss.

      “Ms. O'Donohue, it is so nice to finally meet you.” Max’s personal assistant Carolyn smiled genuinely at me.

      I shook her hand as she stood. Max checked his messages. “It’s wonderful to place a face with a voice.”

      Max grimaced as he held up one of the notes. “Tell me he’s not waiting in my office.”

      “I could tell you that, but I’d be lying.”

      Max uttered profanity under his breath. “Charlotte, stay out here with Carolyn while I get rid of this guy.”

      I saluted in comic fashion as I was shown a comfortable chair on the other side of his assistant’s domain. “I won’t be staying long. I’ve got to get back to my own office.”

      “How is your brother?” The woman’s concern was real.

      “Thank you for asking. He is holding his own. He has several tests this morning.” As my new acquaintance answered a call, I reviewed the emails on my own phone. I heard a familiar friendly voice coming from Max’s office.

      “Brody?”

      “Charlie, Charlie O'Donohue? What are you doing here?”

      As I embraced my father’s former clerk, I saw Max cross his arms in front of his chest. He watched from his doorway. It seemed Max was always watching with those deep caramel eyes.

      “I was just visiting the offices. Mr. Shaw is an old friend of Tom’s, remember?”

      Brody stood back and seemed to review me from head to toe. “Oh, I remember the entire group. I saw your father the other day. It’s such a shame what happened to Sean.”

      I nodded, but gave up no additional information. I kept noticing Max watching me out of the corner of my eye. His fists were clenched.  “He’s in bad shape. Where did you see the judge?”

      “I dropped by the house with a fruit basket. I didn’t know how I could help. I caught him taking the dog out.”

      “That was very kind. I know you were there for him when Conor and Mom passed. He really relied on you.”

      Brody smiled. “Truth be told, I miss being around him. I was lost when he retired, but I’m doing well now.” He pointed back at Max. “I’ve been trying to secure a position here with our star prosecutor. It’s wild that we are all the same age, yet here he is.”

      Max finally had an opening and stepped forward to sit on the edge of Carolyn’s desk. “If we have an opening, we will have you in for an interview. Your credentials are very good, but I have to admit I brought in a few people from my Atlanta staff. The attorney general and the president preferred I hit the ground running, and a new staff would’ve been a hindrance.”

      Brody nodded. “I understand. I should be going. Thank you, Max. Charlie, it was so good to see you.” He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. After he left I shrugged. Max’s eyes had impossibly darkened, and I was beginning to understand that wasn’t a good sign. I didn’t dare tell him that Brody had been interested in purchasing my house but had been outbid by a couple with a baby on the way.

      “I’ve known him almost all of my life.”

      “How well?” Max’s tone had an underlining of suspicion.

      “Could we talk in your office?”

      As soon as Max closed the door, I turned on him, fluttering my eyelashes. “Why, Mr. Shaw, are you jealous?”

      “No.”

      I looked around the room. “Wow, you are super organized. I haven’t seen my desk since I moved into the office space.” I went to the wall and saw various dignitaries with Max. Again, one of the best photos was of Max and his father at the FBI headquarters in Washington. “Will your dad be coming to Kansas City soon?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll have to go to New York for Thanksgiving. That’s the one date of the year my mother insists I be present.” Max headed for his desk and removed his jacket. “Do you want a coffee or something else?”

      “No, I really will need to go in just a few minutes. Max, what is it about Brody that bothers you?” As formidable and confident as Max was, I really couldn’t believe he could be jealous of Brody’s attention toward me.

      “Nothing really, but he assumes his connections to your father can get his foot in the door. His resume is good, but I have no room for him. He’s pushy too, and I don’t like how he calls you Charlie.”

      I placed my briefcase and purse on the coffee table near the seating area by the windows. “Brody has always called me Charlie. He treated me like a little sister. He was sweet, and it seems like he still is.”

      Max shot me a side glance. “Sweet? I wouldn’t want a woman to consider me sweet.”

      “Sweet is nice.”

      Max feigned real pain. “Nice is worse.”

      I walked behind his desk and leaned down. “Well, I think you are sweet and nice.”

      “I thought I was the devil. Weirdly, I prefer that.”

      “Well, yes, that’s the dangerous part about you, but I’m beginning to be comfortable with your hard exterior.”

      Max grasped my hands and pulled me onto his lap. “I’ll give you a hard exterior.”

      His kiss reminded me that he was indeed dangerous, but deep down I knew he was the most considerate man, except for my father, whom I had ever known. His hands began their way down my back, and I quickly surrendered to more kisses. When he began to unbutton my suit jacket, I pushed back.

      “You start this, and I’ll never get out of here.” I stood up quickly as he released me. “You seem very good at this seduction thing. Have you done this before with a woman in your office?”

      “No, I haven’t. Truthfully, never in my office. It seems you are again a first for me. I break a lot of my own rules with you.”

      I smoothed down my skirt and grabbed my things, ignoring his low voice and statement about my influence on him. “I have to go. I will see you Saturday night. You’ll pick me up at Dad’s?”

      A knock interrupted his answer as Carolyn walked in. “I’m so sorry, Max, but the governor is on the line.”

      Max looked at the flashing button. “I’ll be at your Dad’s at six. I’ve got to–”

      “I understand. Go to work.”

      I walked out behind his girl Friday. “Do you need an escort to your car?”

      “Oh no. It’s a beautiful morning for a walk, but thank you. By the way, please call me Charlotte.”

      “I will. I’m sure I’ll be speaking with you soon.”

      “If he keeps working this hard, we may be only conversing through you. Have a good day.”

      Carolyn smiled. “It’ll depend on my boss.”

      “Good luck with that. I’ll pray for you.” I walked past the desks of men and women who eyed me as though I was a fish just pulled from the water, on the hook, and waiting to die. Was my hair sticking up? “You all have a good day.” I received a smile from one female attorney.

      As I walked the downtown streets to my car, I noticed Paddy lumbering toward police headquarters. I yelled, and he stopped to wait for me.

      “What are you doing down here, honey?”

      “I was in court, and then I took a visit to Max’s office. The walk was longer, but I had a quick look around.” I might as well tell the truth. My oldest brother still eyed me suspiciously.

      “Really? So how is the fair haired boy wonder?”

      “Good. He’s in a precarious position with some old staff and bringing a few from Atlanta to integrate. They don’t look like happy campers.”

      Paddy snickered. “I’ve heard rumblings that the leftover staff doesn’t like how Max moved those people into premier positions. It’s his office, and I guess he should have the right to fill the desks with staff he trusts.”

      “Just like you, brother dear. Have we heard anything about Sean?”

      Paddy took a sip from his coffee. “I was just there. His vitals are improving, but not as fast as the doctors want. He has his tests this morning.”

      “I know. I’m heading back to my office, but I’ll leave early to visit this afternoon. Dad is exhausted. I did get him to go home for dinner and to sleep in his
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