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      To all those strong women who come from strong families, and to those voices that lead us to our destiny.
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      Atlanta, Georgia, Thanksgiving morning

      

      As Max Shaw crept out of the bed, he searched for his trousers in the darkness. He’d stayed longer than he planned. Truth be told, he never stayed the entire night or ever had a woman sleep over at his place. Waking up next to a woman created a commitment that he didn't want in the life he had created for himself. Besides, he needed to make his flight to New York City. This mandatory trip was the only remnant of the family he once had. When he was seated on the plane, he’d be just one step closer to finishing this holiday season’s obligation. He hated this time of year.

      Max heard a sigh. “Honey, come back to bed.”

      While tugging on his pants, he quickly threw on his shirt and turned to smile at the naked woman stretched out on the bed. The few hours they’d spent together had been beyond good, but there was no way he’d change his plans for her. “You know I can’t.” He didn’t need any complications, especially from that luscious body. He was drawn to the tall, willowy type with legs that could wrap forcefully around his hips. She was the full package with ample breasts and long hair down to the middle of her back. She was perfect and always looked as though she had her own makeup team and wind machine following behind her. But she was needy. He knew the type. First, she’d want him to stay, then she’d want him to whisper words of love, and eventually she’d want a ring. That wasn’t a life for him right now. Entanglements only caught you up in a web of promises to be kept and responsibilities that needed to be met.

      The thin blonde hit the empty side of the bed. “You never stay, Max. You wait until I’m asleep, and you leave like you have a train to catch.”

      Max buttoned his white shirt and grabbed his jacket and tie from a nearby chair. “It’s a plane I have to catch. You know I’m very busy.”

      “Just once I’d like to wake up in your arms.”

      Max flashed a quick smile and blew a kiss. There’s several women who want that, honey. “Maybe someday. I really have to go.” He leaned down and kissed his girlfriend of three months. At his age, she wasn’t really a girlfriend. She was the woman he saw or was draped on his arm at a mandatory cocktail party. This one was a former pageant winner, and she’d graduated from a well known business school. Her arms wrapped around his neck and began to pull him down to linger. “No. I have to go. This is the one time of the year my mother insists I’m sitting at that blasted dinner table.”

      “Then take me with you, darling. I’d love to meet your mother.”

      Max stood up quickly and looked over her body as though he’d never seen it before. He examined all of her attributes, committed them to memory, and shook his head dismissively. “Honey, you wouldn’t want to meet her or know her. I’m saving you from a terrible fate. I’ll call you this weekend.”

      “When you get back, maybe we can go somewhere warm, just the two of us. Wouldn’t that be great, baby?”

      He found his keys and phone on the dresser and turned to face her one more time. “Um, about that.” He found the doorknob and opened the door for his escape. “I won’t be back. I’m going from New York to my next assignment in Missouri. I have just a few weeks to move. We had some great times, and you’re a great woman. I’m sure you’ll find someone to go on that trip with you. Take care of yourself.”

      As he shut the door behind him he heard the thud. He didn’t know what object had just landed on the wood, but he winced at the sound of the impact. He’d dodged a bullet with that one, literally. But he did hear the words uttered before.

      “Maxwell Shaw, you are a sonofa–”

      Max’s limo waited downstairs. His usual driver held the car door open. “Airport, Max?”

      “Yes. Do you have my luggage?”

      “Yes, sir. I also have your boarding pass, laptop, everything.”

      Max entered the vehicle and slumped back. He could sleep on the plane. “Thanks for doing this. I appreciate it on Thanksgiving morning.”

      The driver laughed. “With what you’re paying me, this is no problem at all. My wife loves you, but I bet you’ve heard that from a few other women.”

      Max only offered a smile as his response. In a matter of minutes they were on their way to Hartsfield and to a direct flight that would have him arriving in New York City in time to be caught in the parade traffic. But all he had to do was eat a lavish Thanksgiving meal and listen to his mother and sister prattle on about this social event or that debutante. He could also meet his mother’s newest boyfriend. She’d met him in Greece. He was an artist. Last year’s man of the moment was an actor from Barcelona.

      By late evening, Max would wander down into midtown to find his favorite tavern. He’d talk sports with the locals, and he’d call his dad. He missed him, in fact he was one of the very few people in his life he did miss.

      That wasn’t true though. His new assignment was taking him to a city that held fond memories for him, and people he did miss when he thought about them. His life had taken such turns lately that thinking about anyone but himself was a challenge. But the times had been good there, and the friends had been even better. Max said he would never return to the city of his childhood, but he’d asked for this assignment and was offered it because of his connections and past work on sensitive cases. Once and for all, he needed the truth of so many things.
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      The real estate agency wanted an independent assessment of the property. Two inspectors arrived on a cold November day expecting less than a couple of hours of work.

      “So how was your Thanksgiving?”

      “Turkey coma, and I tolerated my mother-in-law,” Jerry Palmer said as he shut his car door. “Have I told you that my wife thinks we should add onto the house so her mom can live with us?”

      His associate, John Davies shook his head. “I thought your wife’s mom was a former Olympian?”

      “Yes, but I was fed this bull about mom aging, and suddenly my wife wants to be prepared for the inevitable. Hell, she’ll probably outlive us.” He took a few quick photos of the parking lot and sidewalk. “Didn’t this place used to be a country club of some kind?”

      John followed slowly behind. “Yeah, a few years back. They shut it down, and since then it’s been vacant. As soon as we get the photos and make a few notes, we need to get back to the office and get this report together for Tom.”

      John looked up at the chimneys before they headed inside, but Jerry stopped him. “Did you see those curtains wave up there on the third floor? Look at that second window. See.”

      John shook his head. “Rats have probably set up a condo in that attic, and the wind is blowing through the opening they’ve made. It’s just a draft. Come on.”

      Jerry followed behind John as he placed the key in the lock and opened the door.  “I don’t feel good about this. I’ve heard this place is haunted.”

      “Jerry, that turkey coma did a number on you. Get a grip. It’s broad daylight. Besides, I didn’t take you for someone who believed in ghosts.”

      “It’s not that I believe in them, but I don’t want to meet them either. Exactly why does the realtor need this done?”

      John took a photo of the front door and began making his notes. There was a little warping on the solid wood door. What a work of art it was. “The wealthy family selling it wants to know what kind of shape it is in; kind of a last look around, I guess. They haven’t lived here for years. Tom mentioned there might be an interested buyer.”

      Jerry placed his clipboard and phone on the small desk in the hallway. He blew on his hands. “Damn it’s cold in here.” He looked above the hand carved wainscoting to the art deco style chandelier. “The craftsmanship in the woodwork can’t be done these days, and this fixture is made from hand cut crystal. Wow, the things this old girl has seen.”

      A cold wind blew through the house. “Did you feel that? That’s not normal.” Jerry really had a bad feeling about this now.

      John headed deeper into the building. “Jerry, you’re starting to freak me out, and I don’t believe in that stuff. Let’s just get our job done.”

      “What the heck?” Jerry saw a fresh red rose laying on the marble mantle.

      John walked quickly back into the entry room. “Now what?” He stopped and followed Jerry’s view. “What the hell?”

      “Exactly. What is that doing here? I thought you said no one lives here and hasn’t for years.”

      John shook his head. “I’ll tell Tom about this, but that shouldn’t be here. Maybe a couple meets up here to fool around. I’d pick a hotel, but you never know about people, do you? Let’s get this done and get the hell out of here.”

      Less than thirty minutes later the two men nearly ran from the house. They heard tapping on the third floor. Two doors shut quickly behind them on the second floor, but that had been from the draft, hadn’t it? They smelled a perfume that seemed to follow them from room to room. On the second floor, there was the aroma of a pungent cigar. As they locked up, they thought they heard a shriek.

      Once in the truck, Jerry started up the vehicle quickly and sped out of the driveway. “What are you going to tell Tom?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. But I’m not going back into that house ever again.”

      Jerry was smug in the knowledge that he had been correct. “We won’t even talk about that rose, right?” That place was haunted, and if it wasn’t, someone was in that house. He didn’t really care either way. He wouldn’t be going back in there ever again either.

      “We did our job. We didn’t even see a rose.”
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      Kansas City, Missouri, January 4th

      

      “Charlotte! Wake up.”

      “Charlie, get up!”

      My eyes opened when I heard their voices, but I shut them again. Was it really Monday? I just want a few more minutes of sleep. No, I can’t because it’s Monday. I opened my eyes slowly. “I’m awake,” I said out loud. “You don’t have to keep yelling at me. You two are better alarms than my phone. And we’ve discussed how inappropriate this is. Isn’t there something else you two should be doing? Maybe you could join an angelic choir?”

      I should be grateful for the extra help in the morning, well on some mornings. This wasn’t one of them. The sun wasn’t shining. I looked out my bedroom window and saw the snow swirling. It was January in Kansas City, Missouri. Yuk! Why did my family not settle in Florida or maybe even Hawaii? Why hadn’t I moved?

      “Charlotte!”

      “Charlie!”

      “I’m up. See? I hope you two are happy.” My brother and mother were the punctuality police even now from beyond the grave.

      When had I heard my first ghost or spirit? I wasn’t quite sure, but I wasn’t in grade school yet when a dead person contacted me. I was innocent of any fear, and it seemed like a very normal occurrence. I realized that something was very wrong when I told my mother, and she hugged me tightly in my arms and said not to tell anyone what I had just heard. As an adult, I kept myself busy enough to shut out most communications from the other side of life, the dead side. But my mother and brother were daily voices in my head.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and felt the cold floor. I detested winter. Why did you like the cool floor on your feet in the summer, but the same temperature of a wood floor in January would absolutely begin your day off on the wrong foot? I smirked. That was a good joke, and there was no one to share it with in my home.

      I headed into the bathroom. I needed to meet up with a client at the old Taylor Club by nine. The remainder of the day I’d be busy cleaning up the work that wallpapered my desk. I showered, dressed, and ate a toasted english muffin with a tablespoon of peanut butter. Right about now, I was missing yesterday’s breakfast at Dad’s. The man knew how to cook, and I could use his scrambled eggs and ham  instead of a limp muffin with a childhood favorite spread. I wasn’t missing all the time spent with my family over the holidays. I loved them, but it was time to go back to work. My two sisters-in-law, my three brothers, my older only sister Jane, her husband, two nieces and four nephews were my everything, but too much of a good thing made me a very snarky little sister and aunt. I cooked and shopped more than I ever did during the year, went to church four times, saw my youngest niece’s Christmas concert, and had a bout of flu.

      Grabbing the bag with my laptop and small purse in it, I headed into the garage with a new attitude for the year to come. As I pulled out of the driveway, the snow was no longer swirling, it was falling and beginning to stick on the streets. I called into the office as I headed to the Taylor Club.

      “O’Donohue Real Estate.”

      “Good morning, Meg. I wanted to check in.”

      “Charlie, how are you this morning?”

      “I’m cold, and I really don’t think I’ll warm up until July. Is your husband in?”

      Meg laughed. “Your brother is in, but he hasn’t had his coffee yet. Do you still want to talk to him? Do you have a death wish this early in the week?”

      My brother Tom needed a caffeine drip line throughout the day just so he didn’t turn into a mutant grizzly. I’d already warned him he’d end up with kidney stones if he kept up the routine. If he hadn’t had any coffee yet this morning, I would have to be careful with every little word I said. “Sure, I’ll be the sacrificial lamb, but why hasn’t he had his caffeine yet? Did you two get into the office late on a Monday?”

      There was a pause in the conversation as Meg cleared her throat. “Charlie, it’s our anniversary, and well, we lost track of the time this morning.”

      What on earth? What were they doing? Oh! My face suddenly warmed. I should say yuk as any self respecting little sister would do. Instead of responding in a disgusting manner at the very thought that her brother ever had sex, I chose to be the adult I was, at least claimed to be. I even chuckled at that thought.

      “Happy anniversary,” I added quickly. “Put him on the line. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Meg giggled. “Yes, you will. If this snow piles up like they say it will, I’ll keep you updated. Here’s your brother.”

      “Are you headed over to the old club?” Tom was abrupt in his question. There was never a salutation or wondering about how his sibling was. I could be stuck in a ditch, and he’d tell me the address for our next showing.

      “Yes. I’m about five minutes away.” I always answered in turn. If he wanted to be businesslike then I was too, even if it was his wedding anniversary. Why did they get married in January? I remember. He had those six weeks in-between deployments.

      “Remember, he needs to know that the zoning is reverting to residential unless he applies to the city. He will have a heck of a time with the residents if he plans on anything but updating it into a single family house.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I remember. I talked to Councilman Johnson last week, and he met with Mr. and Mrs. Martin. The three of them went over everything, and the Martins assured him they were going to turn the club into their home, all ten bedrooms of it.”

      “Good. We don’t want to get jammed up with this sale. Check in with me after you meet with Mr. Martin.”

      I felt like saluting, but he wouldn’t see it. Geez, sometimes he treated me like the little sister I was or the soldier I wasn’t. “Yes, sir. Talk to you later. Bye.”

      The large flakes of snow fell harder as I drove past the art museum and entered onto the long driveway. No one would be shoveling this baby. There was a light tire track or two guiding me. Apparently, Mr. Martin was waiting for me. I was five minutes early.

      The windows and roof of his car were completely full of the white stuff. I hurried up the concrete trail. There were no previous footprints to shield my steps. What the heck? When had he arrived? My client’s car was parked near the sidewalk, but it looked as though it had been there forever.

      I expected to meet him at the front door, but he wasn’t there. I turned the knob. The door was locked. I used my key and entered the structure.

      “Mr. Martin? It’s Charlotte O'Donohue. Where are you?”

      Silence was my only answer. I yelled again. Nothing. Oh come on. This was weird.

      I entered the room on the right and felt a cold wind through a partially open window. Heading to close it, I noticed a red rose laying on the marble mantle of the massive fireplace. “That’s strange.” I shut the window tightly and placed my bag over on a corner desk.

      “Mr. Martin?” I shouted as I walked through the mammoth dining room with its built-in cabinets. I checked the kitchen and the butler’s pantry. I walked back into what had been serving as a small ballroom.

      “He’s in here.” I heard the words. I shook my head. It was the wind.

      “I said he’s in here.”

      I stood still. My body was completely frozen from fingers to toes. My head  throbbed. The damn headache always came on when something awful was happening or when I heard someone from beyond. “What did you say? Where?” I shouted out.

      “He’s where I used to read to my pup. Take care, dear girl.”

      I breathed out and a stream of frosted air left my body. Slowly, I walked further into the dark. I knew it well. It was my favorite place in the mansion. It featured a floor of black and white tiny tiles imported from Europe in the early 1900’s. The room had one wall of windows that overlooked the terraced gardens. I visited this house when it was a tennis club. Mom had taken Janie and me to a mother-daughter tea. It was a special day, but it had been the day before a very awful day. I shook those thoughts away as I peered around the corner. On the floor of those tiny tiles, I saw the soles of two shoes. The body was between the sitting room and what I thought used to be a sunroom.

      “Oh no.” As I rushed in, I saw Mr. Martin’s body stretched out on the cold floor. He was face down and too big to turn him over. I crouched down to touch him, but he was cold to the touch. I only knew how to do what I saw on television. Grabbing his arm, I felt nothing. I touched his neck. There was no beating or pulsing of any kind.

      “I said he was here. He’s departed.”

      I looked around, but saw no one. Of course. I was listening to someone who was part of this house.

      “I can see that.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and hit 9-1-1. “Do you know what happened to him?” I yelled out the question but received only silence once more.

      “Hello, I’m at the old Taylor Club, and I’ve found a dead man, my client. I’m a realtor. Yes, the old Taylor Club. I’ll be waiting.”

      I looked around the body. Nothing was out of place. Nothing seemed to be disrupted in the room. No window was broken, no table overturned. I stood up and moved away from his body. The tremors began to take over, shaking me to my core. I leaned up against the brick wall of the room beneath a framed painting.

      Needing a distraction, I turned to look up at the piece of art. It featured a lovely woman seated in a Queen Anne chair as she held a small dog and a book in her lap. The woman was sitting in this very room. Her dress was white with a small red and coral bloom print. At her neck, the dress tied with a red bow to the left. Her eyes were a piercing color of green. Her hair was sunshine blond. The painting was unfinished at the bottom, her lower figure was only outlined.

      “Is this you?” I asked out loud.

      “Once.” I heard the voice fainter than before, or perhaps it was another voice. If walls could talk! Perhaps they could in this old house.

      “Thank you for being here with me. I haven’t been with a dead body before, well not since...” I stopped muttering.  I was shaking from the cold, my fear, and my memories.

      I heard a soft laugh. “Dead. Only another time, another place.”

      I walked back to the hallway to wait for the police. “Maybe for you, but for me this is not a normal day in Kansas City.” I glanced back at the red rose on the mantle. “And who left that?”

      “Be careful.” Those two words shook me to my core. I heard the sirens. I rushed to open the door.

      “Charlie?” My brother, the police sergeant, stood in front of me. His face was distorted in a mixture of shock and fear.  “They said some real estate person was here, but I didn’t realize it was you. Tom is going to have a heart attack. Where’s the body?”

      “Nice to see you too, Sean. He’s in the sitting room. I’ll show you.” I led him to Mr. Martin’s body. I stood back watching the oncoming swarm of officers and emergency workers do their jobs. But my client was still dead.

      Sean headed toward me with his own version of “this is so awful that you had to see this” face. He opened his arms and wrapped me up in them. “Let’s hope the detective doesn’t get this case.”

      That hadn’t even occurred to me as a possibility until Sean mentioned it. “He won’t. He can’t.” As if on cue in a very bad mystery movie, our oldest brother, William Padric O'Donohue, Jr. stood next to us, looming over me with his bear-like frame.

      “Charlie, what the hell?”

      “Good Morning to you too, Paddy,” I greeted him as I turned out of Sean’s arms. On a good day, this brother was particularly intimidating with a perpetual scowl and large build that could intimidate a grizzly bear. On a bad day he could replicate the second coming of the devil.

      My formidable brother, the oldest of us all, the most serious, the most intelligent if only in his own mind, the biggest, the fastest, stood stoic, and scowled. “Charlotte, where did you find the body? What time did you arrive? When did the victim arrive?”

      The questions, his inquisition, seemed to be endless, but I just kept answering. I even mentioned the fresh red rose which was now half-frozen in the cold house. Paddy insisted I show him. Finally, he slid his arm over my shoulders as we stood in front of the mantle. The detective morphed into my strong brother.

      “Are you okay, babe? You can tell me if you and that guy were, well, close.” My brother leaned his head on top of mine. I pulled away quickly. My face showed my indignation. Paddy cowered just a bit.

      “How dare you! He was our client. How can you even think that? And I’m not okay, especially now that my brother has accused me of having an affair with a married man.” I walked a few steps away from him. Brothers! “I need to call Tom and tell him what happened here. Excuse me, Detective O'Donohue, but I need to inform my employer that I’ll be a little late.” I stopped shaking somewhere in between exasperation and frustration with my DNA sharers.

      I stepped closer to the window for a little privacy to call Tom. “Tommy, I’ll be late. There’s been a problem at the house.”

      “Great, Charlotte. I have the Sloanes coming to discuss the house search, and with all of this snow predicted, we will shut it down. What happened? This was supposed to be an easy thing today.”

      I bit my bottom lip, a habit I had from the time I learned to bite my lip. I swiped away a drop of moisture on the edge of my nose with my glove. “Tommy, I found Mr. Martin. He’s dead. He was dead in the house when I got here.”

      There was a brief silence before his voice roared. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! What the hell? Are you okay, honey? Are you there alone? Have you called Sean or Paddy?”

      I nodded, but Tom couldn’t see that. “They are already here,” I whimpered. “The entire bloody police department is here. Oh Lord.”

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      I rubbed the frosted window to see clearly. “The news stations are coming down the backstreet. This will be all over Kansas City by tonight, and our names will be connected.”

      Tom swore again. “Tell Sean and Paddy to keep your name out of it. Tell the stations we were just representing the owners in the sale or better yet, just avoid them. Then, get out of there as soon as you can.”

      “Okay. I will as soon as they release me.” My voice quivered, but I just couldn’t make it stop. My body shook uncontrollably again either from the cold or the shock. I hung up and walked slowly behind Paddy, touching him on the shoulder.

      As he turned around, his face softened. He was seeing a scared little sister, not the woman who just found a dead body in an empty house. “Charlie, what do you need?”

      “Tom says Sean and you can keep my name out of this? The television stations have their vans arriving. This could kill our business.”

      Paddy cocked his head at my use of an interesting verb. “Ms. O'Donohue, we can question you later. I just need you to write down your contact address and phone number.” Always the professional, he handed me a pen and paper. “You can sit over there.” He pointed at the window seat.

      I sat down and slowly wrote out information that my brother already knew, but he always did everything by the book. Sometimes he could be such an arse! Why did all the men in my family have to be so serious? Our dad wasn’t like that. Mom hadn’t been like that. What happened to all of them?

      It was terribly uncomfortable on this seat. Something was sticking up through my heavy winter coat. With no cushion, it might be a splinter of wood. I stood up quickly after hastily writing down all of my information and looked down. I ran my gloved hand across the area. It wasn’t a piece warped by years of neglect; it was a key wedged into wood. I looked around at the crowd of investigators.

      “Um, anyone?” My voice wasn’t very loud. I should’ve known no one would hear me. It wasn’t the first time people didn’t listen to me. Did I want them to? Really? I looked down at the key. “What do I do with you? You might have nothing to do with all of this. Then again, you might.”

      Slowly, I reached down with my gloved hand and began to manipulate the item, pulling it to the left and then to the right. I plucked it out of the window seat after a few seconds.

      “Please don’t tell.”

      I looked around, but no one was watching me. “Why?” I whispered.

      “Help me.”

      When I was small, most voices assured or informed me, but this was the first time a spirit asked for my help. I knew I should hand the key over to one of my brothers standing just feet away from me, but I stuck it into my pocket. Even I surprised myself with that move. I was from a family who revered the law and everything legal. I was an attorney even if I wasn’t currently practicing law. But what if this key had nothing to do with all of this around me? But what if it did? This spirit needed my help. Help for what?

      As I turned around, I bumped into Sean. “Charlie, why don’t you go home? This must have been a shock for you. Just go rest.”

      “Thanks, Sean. I have to drop by the office first. But I think I’ll go see Dad. I really don’t want to be alone right now.” I shoved my gloved hand into my pocket to keep my hold on the key. What the hell was I doing?

      Sean looked out the window behind me. “You know, that’s probably a very good idea. With all of this snow piling up, it might be better if Dad had you, and you had Dad.”

      “Lucky for me, I have a packed bag in the back of my car.” I punched him in the shoulder. “My brothers make me do that.”

      Sean smiled. “They sound like brilliant men.”

      “Right. Keep telling yourself that. They were boy scouts. They make me prepare for anything.” Although none of them had ever prepared me to discover a dead body in a house I was selling!

      Sean gave me a brief hug, and Paddy waved to me as he watched me exit the house. I noticed that the rose was still on the mantle. I quickly pulled out my phone and shot a photo. No one would even notice if I took the flower, but my brothers would kill me if I moved evidence. As it was, I was already leaving with an item that might be related to the murder. Maybe it was an additional house key? Or maybe someone had dropped it years ago in that old window seat, and it didn’t mean anything to anyone? But the voice didn’t want me to tell. My thoughts raced as I battled with the secret. I shut my eyes and made my final decision. I was leaving the house with it. I pulled my coat closer to me as I walked down the sidewalk. I slowed my steps after my first slip. The snow was slick to walk on. I carefully passed more and more police, news reporters, camera crews, and others before I arrived at my car.

      As I began to slide uncontrollably toward my door, a black gloved hand held me up.

      “Whoops,” I yelled. “Thank you so much.” The gentleman was holding me up in his arms, and I felt as though I was at his mercy for some reason.

      “You’re welcome.” His voice was low. I heard some sort of an accent, but I just wasn’t sure what it was. I looked up slowly to gaze into the prettiest brown eyes. They were the color of my favorite candy bar. They were large, offering a girl enough room to get lost in them on a rainy day. Heck, on any kind of day. His dark hair was wavy, windblown, and had hints of a white hair here and there. Mmm, I never was that fond of salt and pepper hair, but just these little touches looked good, well looked great on him.

      He was still holding me up, when I stiffened and reached out my hand to my car door.

      “Here, let me get you to the door.” He slowly pushed me closer and made sure I had safely made it inside the vehicle. “Have a good day, Ms--”

      “O'Donohue, Charlotte.”

      He smiled. His smile could very well melt every snowflake on my coat. In fact, I was warm all over. “Ah, O'Donohue, as in every O'Donohue in this blessed city?”

      I nodded. I just didn’t have the ability to speak right now as he smiled again.

      “And I suppose you all know everything about everyone just like a large Irish family should?”

      I cleared my throat. Come on, get a hold of yourself. “We wouldn’t be Irish if we didn’t. We all know secrets, but we just tell only one person.”

      He nodded knowingly. “And that person tells another, and before you know it, everyone in the world knows everything?”

      I nodded again and smiled like some goofy teenager. “It seems as though you’ve caught on.”

      “I’ve only been here a short time, but I catch on very quickly.” He looked toward the house and pointed. “I need to go in there.”

      “Then I need to warn you that there are a couple of those O'Donohue men in there.”

      “I bet I can guess which ones. One of them called me. It was nice to save you.”

      Save me? Right, from the fall. He began to shut my door, but I braced my arm against it. “I didn’t get your name.”

      He shook his head shyly, and smiled again. He seemingly thought that could distract me. “No, you didn’t. Sorry, occupational hazard. Be careful out there.” He closed my door very unceremoniously.

      I watched him pull his coat’s lapels up around his neck. He shoved his hands inside his pockets and began to walk toward the house. He turned around once to look back at me. I smiled like an idiot just in case he could see that far. Then he disappeared into the structure. I also saw a curtain move in one of the windows on the third floor. Then I saw another curtain flowing freely on the second floor, but I also saw a shape, a dark form. The curtain was pulled back and then fluttered back into place. It was nothing, probably just a draft, wasn’t it? I was only lying to myself. I knew what I saw. The spirit haunting that house was very concerned with the man who was entering the old Taylor Club, but I was more intrigued by the stranger.

      I bit my lip. “Who was that?”
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      By the time I’d survived the interrogation of Tom the Hun at the office, keeping both the realtor key and my discovered one, and actually walked through the door at our family’s home, I was exhausted.

      “Dad,” I yelled as I entered. “Where are you?”

      “In the kitchen fixing you a hot lunch. I hope you are sleeping over tonight.”

      Something smelled good. Our father always had culinary skills, but now  retired, he had become a master chef. He said cooking always did calm him, but now he didn’t need a stress reliever. He did it just for fun.

      I hung up my coat and dropped my work bag and overnighter in one of the chairs in the living room. I kicked off my boots and thanked my mother for carpeting over the cold wood floors. I retrieved my cell phone from my new designer purse. At Christmas, we all pulled names to focus on just one gift for one person. This year we all had chipped in for an additional gift for Dad. It wasn’t glamorous, but he was in love with his new dishwasher. I was in love with my bright green leather bucket bag from Sean. Jane had told him which one I wanted, and he proudly announced Christmas Eve night that he just purchased it at an area outlet mall just three hours before. I didn’t care. I loved a good purse, that and a peaceful, beautiful bathroom with a deep
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