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      My book covers for this series offers a view of Kansas City locations. This time it is a bench in the Laura Conyers Smith Municipal Rose Garden in Loose Park. Many weddings and engagements have taken place in this lovely setting. When the roses begin blooming in May it is one of the best sites in the city to just sit and think, or to think about nothing at all! Here’s to all of the wonderful, hard-working volunteers who perpetually make this a magical garden.
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      “I’m not fond of the news,” I commented as I shoveled my hand into my bowl of popcorn.

      “Well, I am, and I want to see the coverage on Max’s case.”

      I really didn’t want to see anything about Max Shaw, but my dad did. He loved the man. Why? Dad had three perfectly good sons still living. He didn’t need another one. Yet, he wanted to see Max. And soon there he was the devil, in all his glory, on the television screen.

      “My office believes the indictments are indicative of our aggressive prosecution. The arraignment of Cynthia Martin is just the beginning for our office.”

      “Mr. Shaw, will the federal government indict any other suspects?” the reporter asked as she thrust the microphone into the prosecutor’s face.

      Maxwell Shaw smiled slightly. “We will follow the evidence. I began my investigation when I was in Atlanta, and it has led me to this day. We will not limit our investigation or be satisfied until all involved are behind bars.” He took a step forward but the reporter stood her ground. Slowly, the well dressed man raised his hand in front of the microphone. “That’s all for today. You can contact my office for any further information, and of course, we’ll keep you all updated.”

      As Max passed by, he heard the question. “Isn’t this a personal vendetta because your old family home was involved?”

      “It doesn’t matter whose house. These people hurt so many, including a family who lost their father. The man’s finances were stolen. He took his own life. If it’s personal on my part, it is because I want justice for all of their victims.” Max’s dark eyes flashed in anger, but he checked his tone. “Thank you, everyone.”

      I threw a handful of popcorn at the television screen. Mickey, Dad’s dog, scrambled to reach the treat before it hit the floor.

      “Charlotte Rose,” my dad scolded. “What are you, five years old?”

      “Dad, you know how old I am. But just look at Max. He’s such a pompous a–”

      “He’s a good prosecutor. That reporter was attempting to goad him.” My father, the illustrious retired federal judge, perched his glasses on his nose. When he did that, I knew I was in for it. I had disrespected the great Maxwell Shaw.

      “Charlotte, you two could’ve been killed in that arson attempt at the house that night. That woman wanted both of you dead.”

      I nodded and stuffed three kernels into my mouth at once, chased down with a slurp of root beer. Mickey waited patiently at my feet hoping for another outburst of anger toward the television. “She’s being tried for that. All of these federal indictments are just a cherry on top of Max’s banana split. It’s all about him.”

      My father sighed. “Charlotte, you don’t have to answer, but I just have to ask. Your mother would ask. What the heck happened on that date?”

      “Nothing. It was fine.”

      “Fine doesn’t usually mean good.”

      “No, it doesn’t, does it? He was a perfect gentleman. We laughed a little and ate a wonderful dinner, and then he took me home and gave me this weak peck on my forehead like he was the big brother taking out his forlorn little sister. It was like something happened somewhere along the way, but I don’t know what it was.”

      My father was examining my face, but I remained stoic. I wasn’t about to share my devastation. I had been examining what had happened for days. I thought…I didn’t know what I thought now. “Saturday night at the charity auction, he was with that lovely girl. She works for one of the news stations.”

      “I saw, and you were with me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, you and I went together. Max kissed her. Her hands were all over him.”

      Dad’s smile was infuriating. His happiness taunted me. “I saw the performance. He made sure you saw him, and what I saw was a man desperate to make you jealous.”

      I continued to chew the popcorn in my mouth. “I saw someone moving on and very quickly. He had no intention of a serious relationship with me. Max kissed her ferociously like he was devouring her.” I shielded my face with my hand. Just the thought of Max kissing me in that way made me warm. I would only have my dreams of what that would feel like, how my body would feel when his hands roamed over my lower back…

      “Charlotte, look at me.”

      I had been caught. I was flushed not out of anger but from lust. Why did Max Shaw make me feel? Couldn’t another man do the job? I just needed a good…cold shower.

      “Call him. Just be an adult and ask him. You like him, and he likes you. Something is going on with the man. Rip the bandaid off and call him.”

      “Dad, I’m not sure.”

      “Not sure about what? Sometimes you have to take a chance. You don’t do that very well. You have never been the risk taker. I’m not sure why. Your oldest brother once dove off of a cliff, your sister rode motorcycles like a daredevil, Sean stayed five seconds on a mechanical bull, Tom risked his savings on the real estate agency, but you--”

      “I play it safe. Always.” I sighed as I looked at the screen. They still had Max’s  photo on the screen. The man was too handsome for his own good. “Even though he’s the devil, Max looked good in that live interview, didn’t he?”

      “I suppose.”

      There was an awkward silence. It was a good time to share my career idea. I had been thinking about taking a chance. “Dad, I’ve done well with the real estate job, but I think I want to head in a different direction.” I concentrated on one popcorn kernel before flinging it into the air for Mickey to enjoy.

      Dad removed his glasses and sat on the edge of his chair. “Yes? What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking.” I hadn’t said it out loud yet to anyone. I was scared to turn my life upside down. “I have savings.”

      “Charlotte, out with it. What do you want to do?”

      “I want to practice family law. I’ve always wanted to, but I was so afraid. I want to help people with adoptions, wills, and everyday things that matter.”

      Surprisingly, my father clapped his hands. “That’s wonderful. You’ll be great. Now, what do you need to do?”

      “I want to begin my own practice. It won’t be easy, and I’ve figured I have enough savings for a year if things don’t work out. I’ve been looking for a small office in the area.”

      “Excellent. Let’s go tomorrow and look around. You know, Tom might know of a few available spaces. This is exciting, honey.”

      Dad’s wide smile offered the positivity I needed to go forward. “Do you really think I can do this?”

      “You can do this, Charlotte, and I’m so proud of you.”

      My father could say just a few words and turn me into jello. His eyes seemed to have tears housed in them as he swiped his hand across to prevent them from trailing down his face. “It’s because I’m going into law again, isn’t it?”

      “No,” he answered rather adamantly. “It’s because you are doing something you are passionate about. Life has gotten in your way before, and finally you’re going to do what you want to do. I’m not the only one in this family who knows how much you sacrificed when your mother became ill. You took the safe job with Tom, and ultimately your relationship fell apart with the man who will never be named.”

      I managed a weak grin. Since the night I very publicly had an altercation with my ex-boyfriend and future father of my imaginary children, I requested one thing from my family. We should never utter that man’s name again. Surprisingly, everyone followed the rule, even my diabolical brothers who could’ve used the entire display and subsequent photograph in the newspaper to prod and poke me for the remainder of the time I had on earth. Now, Max’s name would have to be erased from my lips, never to be spoken again.

      “Dad, I may need your help. I’m thinking about selling my house if I can move back in here. I’ll be out within a year if all goes well.”

      “I will always help you, and I’d love the company. But I need you to do one thing for me.”

      Ah, now the judge wanted to negotiate. “Fine, what’s the deal?”

      My father stood up, looming over me. There was no intimidation, just a sense of respectable power. “I need you to talk to Max and work out whatever is going on. I want to have him over to my house now and then, and I don’t want any uncomfortable situations between the two of you.”

      I quickly placed my popcorn on the coffee table and paid attention. “You want me to do what?”

      “Fix this with Max, whatever this is.”

      My father began to walk out of the room, and I stood up to follow. “Just like that? You want me to talk to Max and find out what the heck is going on, or not going on between us? Dad, that’s death.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Dad continued toward the kitchen. “Do you want a cup of coffee? Or maybe some lemonade? I made fresh-squeezed yesterday. It was my first attempt, but it was good.”

      I almost walked into his back as he stopped in front of the refrigerator and turned to face me. “Dad, I can’t talk to Max. He is the devil. You saw him in that interview. He was cool, calculated, and dressed to kill.”

      My father turned back to the refrigerator and pulled out the pitcher of his touted homemade beverage. “So he’s the devil again? I thought we’d gotten past that?”

      “No, we did not.” I placed my hands on my hips to emphatically show him I meant business, but he went to the cabinet and pulled out two glasses. “Dad!”

      He spun around with one finger raised in the air. “Talk to him, Charlotte. Do it for me. I like Max. I won’t have animosity in this house. Now, what do you want? Lemonade or…”

      What did I want? “For now, lemonade. After I talk with Max I’ll need an exorcism and at least two Irish beers, none of that light stuff.”

      “Fine, I’ll pour you a glass, and later our family priest can take care of the other. We’ll need about a gallon of holy water, candles, and a sturdy cross.”

      “Amen.” So the deal was done, and now I had my marching orders. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was going to say, or what I was supposed to say, but I would do it for my father, and only for him. Dad was right about one thing. Something was up with Max, and I was the one to uncover it.
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      Downtown Kansas City, Missouri

      

      “Max, Charlotte O'Donohue called again this morning. There’s five messages from her since yesterday. She seems pretty insistent to speak with you.”

      Max grabbed up the pieces of paper that his assistant Carolyn Westen waved in the air. After three hours of depositions, he was in a foul mood. Charlotte made him feel, well, made him feel. “I know. She’s left a couple of messages on my cell too.”

      His comment was met with a raised eyebrow. “She’s the daughter of an old friend. She must want some legal advice.” He didn’t answer any questions but strode straight into his office and closed the door. He immediately removed his neck tie and threw it in a chair with his jacket and briefcase.

      “Charlotte, what the hell do you want?” Max asked out loud as he stared out the wall of windows. His avoidance wasn’t working. He thought Saturday’s little act might have worked to dissuade her. Prior to his doubts about his parentage, Max would’ve taken Charlotte to the event. Instead, he called upon an old friend who just moved from Atlanta to take a job at one of Kansas City’s news stations. The lady was recently divorced and amiable to participate in Max’s charade if necessary. When Charlotte first saw him that night she smiled nicely, but as soon as she saw his partner, Max felt like he was a voodoo doll, and Charlotte was a high priestess vengefully sticking pins in his faux body. His newly found grandfather Gio had warned him about playing with fire. And here he thought Charlotte was just a little ember.

      Maybe she was calling to yell at him? After the tortured look, Charlotte turned away at his act of betrayal. He wanted to hold her and tell her everything would be fine, but Max needed to stay away until he knew for sure if they were half siblings. Gio contended he was being ridiculous and scared of a commitment to Charlotte. When had it gotten that far? They were childhood nemeses and became friends, at least until he’d received the news that his dad wasn’t his biological father. He rushed to the judgment that Judge William P. O’Donohue must be his father. Why had he concluded that? According to Gio, there were two obvious answers…he wanted it to be so, and he was avoiding a relationship with Charlotte. If the former mobster was right, there would be no living with him.

      Running his hand through his hair, he realized he had no answers. He’d returned to this city to obtain so many answers. As of today, all he had were more questions. He was adding more and more onto his list. How had Charlotte weaseled her way onto that list and into his every thought? Why?

      Charlotte O'Donohue was a pest. He saw her as the little sister who tagged along on summer adventures, didn’t he? She was a woman now, and she wasn’t his type. Right? She had curves that haunted his dreams. Her nervous habit of biting her lip made him concentrate on her mouth way too many times. He wanted those lips trailing down his chest. He wanted to lavish his own with deep kisses on those lips, those breasts that she always covered. Those eyes of hers bore holes into his very soul. Could she actually read his mind? It seemed as though she had some sort of psychic ability. He disliked her freckles. It made him remember when they were kids. Even in heels she barely came up to his shoulder, and he had to lower his head to whisper in her ear. When she pulled her hair up, all he could think about was nuzzling her lovely neck. Besides, she was the sister of one of his best friends. She was the daughter of a man he respected professionally and personally. She could be his sister. Yes, avoidance was best for now as was the increasing number of cold showers.

      A soft knock broke his internal reflection. “Come in.”

      “Hi boss.” Nathaniel “Nate” Beauvoir’s smile broke Max’s dark thoughts. “I’m here, and I have information.” He quickly shut the door and took a seat in the uncluttered chair as his boss sat at his desk with his head in his hands.

      “If you recall, you are an investigator. You’re paid to obtain information.”

      Nate nodded. “That is true.” He noticed Max’s muted, clipped tone. “You’re in a foul mood, again. Do we need to hire an escort for you?”

      Max’s eyes shot fire as he addressed his old friend. “I don’t need to hire a woman.”

      “You’re in a nasty mood for some reason, and usually with you it means you haven’t–”

      “That’s enough. We aren’t discussing my sex life or lack thereof.”

      “Is it that Charlotte, Judge O’Donohue’s daughter? Maybe she’d be open for a good roll in the hay?”

      Max’s eyes rolled back into his head. “Who are you? Who says stuff like that these days?”

      Nate snickered. “I do. Since I already know you’re pissed off at me, I’m suggesting that Charlotte O’Donohue might welcome a good snog. You might be the man to do it, and then you’d be a happy little boss.”

      Max threw his hands up. “That’s enough. No more about Ms. O’Donohue. What do you have for me?”

      Nate grimaced. “Fine.” He cleared his throat and looked over the notes on his phone. “I’ll have a detailed report by tomorrow morning, but to sum it up Judge William O'Donohue is one squeaky clean dude. Do you know that he was considered for the Supreme Court?”

      Max tapped on his desk. “No, I didn’t.” He continued tapping.

      Nate knew the familiar cadence. “In Morse Code you’re telling me that the woman is making you crazy?”

      Max flattened his hand on the desk. “I wasn’t telling you that. I was telling myself that. She’s not my type. She has short legs and freckles. She looks like a little sister rather than a debutante. By the way, after all of the years we’ve known each other, why do you still call me the boss?”

      Max’s friend smiled, leaned back, and stretched his legs comfortably out in front of him. “I’ve always called you the boss since the first time you flew off of an aircraft carrier. You always called me Chief.”

      “Because you were. So, Judge O'Donohue is clean. Did you discover anything that would lead you to believe that he had any sort of relationship on the side with any woman?”

      Nate lifted his hands behind his head. “Nope. There’s not even a rumor. He was a hard ass, but he was fair. His kids are all adults, and there’s hardly any scandal concerning them, except for the youngest two. You already have me looking into Conor’s death. So far, I found nothing.”

      “Okay,” Max muttered. He suspected that Conor’s death and Charlotte’s disciplining of a man who had betrayed her would be the only stories his prying friend could unearth.

      “Boss, there’s this great photo from the newspaper you should see. Charlotte decked this guy in a bar after she’d thrown a beer on him. Even though you don’t want anything to do with her, we should see if she’d like a couple rounds of drinks with us. Maybe that would change your sour disposition?”

      “We aren’t in the Navy anymore, Chief. Besides, she’s a nice girl. You don’t mess around with women like that.”

      “Yuk, nice. I hate nice girls, and here I thought she might help with your affliction. I like the naughty ones, and you used to too before we all moved here.”

      Max shook his head. Nice girls were trouble. They invade your thoughts and worm their way into a closed heart. They were also very needy, wanting you to be faithful, reliable, and husbandly. Your thoughts turned to possibilities like a home with two children and a dog, and Christmas with her family. They wanted you to be marriage material. Where did those thoughts come from? “I’ll read the report tomorrow. I’m heading home.”

      Nate straightened up. “Do you want to hit a happy hour somewhere?”

      “No, I need to go home. I need to work on the house.”

      “You’re becoming a stick in the mud, Boss.”

      “I do my best thinking when I’m working on tile or cutting pipe.”

      Former Navy Chief Nate Beauvoir stood and opened the office door. Something was going on with his friend. He knew there was a threat hanging over Max’s head, and he knew that this assignment was so much more than just this office. “You sound like you’re becoming domesticated. That’s a nasty habit to begin, Boss. Think about how you want to live your life while you’re cutting that pipe. Enjoy.”

      “I will.” Max reached for his cell phone and gathered his items from the chair. As he walked past his assistant’s desk, he waved. “I’m heading home to think. Why don’t you do the same?” Max’s question was directed to his closest confidant in the office.

      The woman blinked twice. “Are you kidding?” Carolyn Westen had been personally asked by Max Shaw to transfer to Kansas City. After discussing it over with her recently retired husband, she was surprised when he announced he was ready for a change. “Max, are you feeling well? You’ve been acting a little unusual.”

      Max turned and flashed a smile that showed off the endearing dimples he’d used to get away with so many things when he was a child. “I am not kidding, and I’m great. I’ve been acting like…it’s not important. It’s a beautiful day, and we’ve been working hard. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He didn’t wait to be thanked, but headed to the elevator quickly. It was then he remembered his car was parked at a nearby hotel. He ate an early breakfast there with the mayor and left his car behind when he walked to a nearby attorney’s office.

      Carolyn shook her head. She wondered if his up and down moods had anything to do with the constant calling by that Charlotte person.

      As Max exited through the building’s glass doors, he thought the walk to the hotel might clear his head, especially on a beautiful early summer day like this one. He was stepping onto the sidewalk when she appeared at his side.

      “I’ve been trying to speak with you, Mr. Shaw.”

      Damn, it was Charlotte. Max continued to walk, but she met him stride for stride. “Charlotte, what is it? I’ve had a long day.”

      “I’ve been calling you.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “Max, look at me.” Charlotte grabbed his arm and stopped him in his tracks. They both looked at her petite hand on his sleeve. Each had their own thoughts from the physical connection. “I have to talk to you.”

      “Take your hand off of me,” Max commanded in a quiet, halting voice. Her touch made him very uncomfortable, warmer if possible. It was as though there was an electrical connection between the two of them. Charlotte’s hand was removed immediately. “What is it?”

      “Dad is making me do this. I need to do this for him. He wants, well, he wants–”

      “Charlotte, just spit it out.” Max almost smiled at another of her endearing traits…her babbling when she was nervous.

      “He wants us to be friends so you can still come over to his house. Geez, this sounds like something we would have said when we were kids.”

      “On that we can agree.” Max began to take another step, but Charlotte blocked his movement.

      “What did I do? Well, I know what I did. I kissed you, and I’m sorry, but then you asked me out, but you acted like you didn’t want to be with me–”

      Max placed his hand over Charlotte’s lips. Just touching her was a mistake, but he needed to silence her. There weren’t many other ways to do that to the woman in front of him. “Stop. Just stop. What will make you stop with this ridiculous conversation? You’re an intelligent woman. Tell me what you want.”

      Charlotte stomped her foot. Max removed his hand before she bit him.“If you think I’m a child, I’ll act like one. Just tell me what is going on with you? Dad is worried, and I don’t like seeing him upset. I won’t be a part of it or the reason. If I’ve done something to anger your highness, just tell me. You make me do stupid things.”

      If Max could’ve sat down on the warm concrete to throw a fit, he would’ve at that very moment. Charlotte was unrelenting, and he knew deep down she wouldn’t stop until he told her something, anything. He would tell her and hope for the best. His shoulders dropped in surrender.

      “For what it matters, you make me do stupid things too. I just need to take a step back. I have a lot of work to do, besides, when I met you again after all of these years, I thought you were involved in that real estate scheme the Martins had going on.”

      Charlotte threw up her hands. “I knew it! You’re going to hold my innocent involvement against me. That’s ridiculous!”

      Max stood firm. His back straightened as if he were at attention. “I hadn’t seen you since you were a child. You could’ve been a Russian spy for all I knew. You were found with a dead body.”

      Charlotte felt her face flushing. “Oh my dear Lord! You are an idiot and perhaps, a coward. Tell me the truth. I know you’re lying. You wouldn’t have asked me out if you thought all that was true.”

      How could she possibly know? Max eyed her with suspicion. Charlotte did have some sixth sense that could run a secret mission into his thoughts. “If I tell you the real reason, will you go away?”

      Charlotte nodded then curtsied. “I will happily depart your highness’ presence, never to return. I’m the one who doesn’t want to be here anyway. Despite what you might think, I am a big girl, and I can take the truth. Just say it.” She was expecting to hear all about the beautiful woman and his new relationship with said woman, and how he’d enjoyed his examination of her tonsils at the event the other night.

      “Charlotte, I received some disturbing news the day of our date. It affected how I looked at you, how I thought of you. That’s why the night out was an epic fail.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. What happened?”

      “I discovered Edward Shaw isn’t my biological father.”

      Charlotte placed her hands over her mouth in shock. Max was a grown man. He’d lived a life without knowing he wasn’t one man’s son? “That’s unbelievable. You even look like your dad. Don’t they call that imprinting?”

      He did look like Edward Shaw, in fact he had more facial similarities with his father than with his mother. Hell, he looked more like his recently discovered grandfather Gio.“That’s why things didn’t go well with you and me.”

      So it wasn’t the woman? “We could’ve rescheduled, or you could’ve told me, Max. I understand that must have been a shock. Who is your father?”

      Max drew in a breath. “That’s the real problem.”

      “Oh no.” The concern on Max’s face shook Charlotte to her core. “Did you put him in prison? Is that why you look like you lost your best friend?”

      Max grinned uncomfortably at Charlotte’s perception. Their conversation was calming down, but his next truth might escalate it once more. “Possibly. I think my father could be your father.”

      Instead of screams, Charlotte’s laughter filled the air. “Are you high or drunk?”

      “I’m not mentally impaired in any way.”

      Charlotte’s laughs brought tears to her eyes until she realized the man in front of her was completely serious. “We can debate about the impairment, but you aren’t kidding! You really think my father is your biological father? How?”

      Max raised his eyes to the sky. “The usual way, Charlotte. When two people fall in love–”

      Charlotte’s smile vanished. “Don’t be obtuse, you sanctimonious devil. My father would never–”

      “But I have my suspicions. I’m fifty percent Irish, and your father has always welcomed me into your home. He even got along with my mother, and no one does that. Judge O treats me like a son, and we have become more than just friends.”

      “He likes you. He respects you. He said he treats you like a son, not that you are his son.”

      “I just have this feeling–”

      “Maxwell,” Charlotte said, but stopped. “What is your middle name so I can yell at you properly?”

      “Edward.”

      “Maxwell Edward Shaw, you sir, are an idiot.”

      Max made a move around Charlotte and began to walk away. He wasn’t going to allow his life and secrets to play out on a city sidewalk. “I was a sanctimonious devil just a second ago.”

      Charlotte continued doggedly at his side. “You can be two things at the same time. What does Gio say?”

      “He says I’m being ridiculous.” There was no way he’d tell her about Gio’s suspicions that he was afraid of Charlotte, of commitment. Yes, he was using this as an obstacle to keep them separated.

      “There you go. The former mobster, your own grandfather, has more sense than a federal prosecutor. That’s America for you.”

      “You’re taking this very well,” Max said sarcastically.

      “Because I know there’s no way my father is your father.”

      “How can you be so certain? Maybe he’s not your father.”

      Charlotte tugged at his sleeve to stop his motion. “Again, you’re an idiot. Max, look at me.” With her other hand she held off the sunglasses he was about to raise to his eyes. “Don’t you dare put those on.”

      Finally stopping, he looked into her eyes. It was dangerous to look at Charlotte’s face. Those full pouty lips were sensual, but were in direct contrast to her barely covered freckles below her eyes. Then there were those large, wide eyes that seemed to know his soul…what he had left of it.  He took a deep breath to steel himself from the intimacy. “I’m looking.”

      “Good. Listen to me. Judge William P. O'Donohue has been in love with one woman, my mother. My father’s first love and only lover has been and still remains Rosemarie Theresa. I know for sure because I heard the stories from each one of them. They used their love story to discourage all of their children from sleeping with someone on the first date. In my case, I was encouraged to never sleep with any man unless there was a ring on my finger and a wedding license located on the table beside the bed. Neither one of them ever made love with anyone else. One and done. And it wasn’t just a story to dissuade us from having sloppy sex in the backseat of a car.”

      “Seriously? That’s crazy.”

      Charlotte hit him hard on his arm. “That’s romantic. That’s the way it should be. They were perfect for each other.”

      “Did you have sex in the backseat in spite of them?”

      Charlotte lowered her head at Max’s pointed question. “It wasn’t sloppy sex in a car. I was recently engaged, and I thought we were in love. I thought we were going to get married. I thought I’d waited long enough, but I guess I hadn’t. I should’ve waited a little longer.”

      Max wanted to throttle Charlotte’s ex. She deserved so much more, so much better. “I’m sorry for what your ex did. Back to your dad, Gio did say he didn’t think the judge would ever have cheated on your mother.”

      “Don’t you remember what it was like in our house when we were all children?”

      Max fondly recalled every hour he spent there. When the judge hit the door in the evening, he couldn’t walk three feet into the house without having at least three kids hanging on him. He was undaunted by the appendages until he found his wife and kissed her soundly on the mouth. Max remembered Judge O’Donohue always asked her how her day was and how he could help her that night. He was a man in love…with his wife.

      “Max, my parents loved each other so much. It was so pure. I don’t like to think about them doing it, but there were six of us! If you want to know who your father is, why not ask your mother? She was the one there.”

      Max winced. Fear coursed through his body. “You’re right.”

      Charlotte noticed his surrender. She pulled out her phone and hit a number. “But first, we are going to settle one part of your puzzle.”

      “Who are you calling?”

      Charlotte patted his sleeve and held up one finger to silence him. “Dad, I have a very weird question, but I need an answer. I’m here with Max, and if you want peace in your house, you just need to answer me.”

      Max hung his head down in embarrassment. How could she just call her father and ask him such a delicate question? But that’s what that large obnoxious Irish family did. They talked, argued, and above all they loved.

      “Dad, is there any way you could be Max’s biological father?”

      Max heard the tremendous timbre of Judge O’s laughter. Charlotte hit the speaker button so he could listen. When the laughter subsided, the judge finally answered.

      “Max, I wish you were my son. I wanted an entire team of children, but I was vetoed by my wife. Edward isn’t your father?”

      “No,” Max answered quickly.

      “Dad, he took some DNA test, and he discovered he was half Irish. Now he assumes that any dad of a large Irish family is his father.” Charlotte winked at the very uncomfortable Shaw. “Max is having a life crisis. First he discovers a retired mobster is his real grandfather, and now this.”

      “Max, I’ll be happy to take a DNA test if that will make you feel better, but I  think it’s time you speak to your mother,” the judge suggested.

      “I know,” he answered. He did know, but discussing even simple matters like the weather usually blew up into an argument of some kind. Looking back, his mother and he could never agree on anything. He refused to go to the preppy boarding school she selected for him. His father sided with him. She forbade him to join the Navy after high school. He went to the Naval Academy and flew jets. She wanted him to join a very well established law firm making six figures. He was a JAG attorney and eventually chose another path in public service.

      “Max, I didn’t know your mother until your family moved to Kansas City, remember? I think you were in grade school.”

      Max shut his eyes. Of course, the judge was correct. Why hadn’t he remembered that? Maybe he was blinded by his fear of commitment? “I was, but I thought you knew my father before we moved here.”

      “I did. He was one of the FBI agents on a case I was pulled into, but your mother, sister, and you were in New York at the time. In fact, I think my wife knew your mother before I did. I’ll have to think about that one. Maybe Jane will remember.”

      Charlotte knew another way to know the truth about the women’s meeting, but she’d have to wait until later. Max didn’t need to know she could speak to her deceased mother or with his dead grandmother who haunted the mansion he was remodeling. The man in front of her seemed to be on his last thread. “Dad, I’ll let you go. I’ll drop by in a while.” Charlotte ended the call and stared at Max. “Well?”

      “Do you want to go back to my house and have a drink?”

      Charlotte smiled. She’d missed just talking to Max, but she needed to protect her heart. “Um, we can just go to a bar.” Neutral ground would be best with this man.

      “With the news coverage, I really don’t want to be out in public right now.”

      “As we stand on a sidewalk arguing?” Charlotte’s wider smile was met with his. “Sure,” she conceded. “I’ll meet you at your place. By the way, where are you heading?”

      “My car is at the hotel on Grand. Where are you parked?”

      Charlotte pointed in the opposite direction. “I’ll meet you at the house.” As she turned, she patted her friend on his back. “Everything will work out, Max. Don’t dwell on this.”

      Max shook his head affirmatively. Charlotte was right. He should just go on with his life and career, but not knowing the truth left a bad taste in his mouth. At every turn in the last few months, he was met with unearthed secrets since his arrival in Kansas City. The life he thought he knew was in shambles, and he was realizing he’d been lying to himself about the woman in front of him.

      Yes, he needed to ask his mother, but he wasn’t ready just yet. As soon as she heard of his investigation, she would call his father. Then there would be a call from him. Max wasn’t ready for that now or maybe ever.
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      “Dad, I won’t be over. Max wants me to drop by the house for a drink. He’s in a real state over this.”

      “Of course he is, honey. When you grow up knowing one truth and discover that it was a lie, that’s hard to swallow for anyone, but Max’s family isn’t just any family. If this gets out, there could be more ramifications for him than he’s aware.”

      Charlotte chuckled. “Well, if his secret father doesn’t create a scandal, when the press hears about his mobster grandfather all hell could break loose.”

      “There is that. I’m not sure if Max has any political ambitions, but if he does, he needs to know about every skeleton in his family’s closets. Go be a friend and give me a call when you get home.”

      “Yes, Father. You really need to stop worrying about me.”

      “Charlotte, I’ll never stop worrying about any of my kids.”

      It was always comforting hearing my father say that. He meant it too. When Paddy caught a bad cold a few years ago, Dad was there every day with homemade chicken soup and his password for the western movie channel. “Dad, I’ll try to find out about Mom’s meeting with Mrs. Shaw when I get home, but you know sometimes my spirits just won’t answer me.”

      “I figured you would at least try. Take care of Max, and call me when you get home.”

      “I will. Dad, I saw fear in his eyes. I suspect there’s more to this than Max jumping in with both feet and determining that you are his father.”

      “What would he be afraid of, Charlotte?”

      I really couldn’t fathom what or who would make Max Shaw quake in his high priced shoes. As soon as he relaxed, that kiss me smile of his was pasted on his lips.

      “Dad, it has to be something very big. I’ll call you later. I’m here.” I pulled into the parking lot of the Taylor Home. I stood outside of my car and looked around at the property. When the house had been a private club, the parking lot had been considered too small, but for a residence it was immense. With a dumpster on the north side of the building and stacks of wood on the lawn, it looked more like a construction zone than a home.

      I shook my head and chuckled as I thought about Max’s accusation. It was laughable that my father would have an affair with Max’s mother because he wouldn’t do that with any woman. I was the one pushing him into the arms of the neighbors. And as for Max and me, I was beginning to think that we really didn’t have chemistry. Our relationship was more like a huge math problem that was actually as simple as one plus one equal two, but we couldn’t see past the elaborate warning on the quiz. Simply, maybe it was just lust? I’d been jealous of the intimate kiss he gave his date. I wanted to be her. I wanted his kiss, his lips on mine creating a frenzy I had never felt even with the one who would always remain nameless.

      As I began my walk up to the front door, I caught movement on the second story. Maybe there was a curtain blowing? I saw a shadow float by the window. My eyes weren’t deceiving me. I knew for certain there was more life in that house than just Max’s human body and even his grandmother’s spirit. Once during a tour of the house, I felt a different energy on the second floor, but I couldn’t explain it. Whatever or whomever it was wasn’t ready to come out of the darkness and into the light of discovery. That would be for another day, or maybe never.

      Before I could knock on the door, Max opened it wide. We stared at each other briefly, followed by uncomfortable smiles. His white shirt was open three buttons down showing off a tanned chest and just a touch of hair peeking out. Obviously, he didn’t just run for exercise with those pecs. The tailor fit shirt was melted onto him like skin on a snake. His broad shoulders and chest narrowed to a slender waist. I could do push up after push up and never get rid of my midsection. Mom always called it the German-Irish potato waist.

      I needed to look away, but my eyes followed down below his waist band. The same tailor must’ve fit his suit pants. I looked up quickly. “I forgot to ask if you had air conditioning in this place.”

      “Just last week I had new units installed. Come on in. I pulled a couple of steaks out for dinner.”

      “I thought we were just having drinks.”

      Max shrugged as I passed by him and entered into the foyer. “I figure I owe you a more pleasant dinner than the last one we had.”

      “Ah, yes. You do owe me.” I surveyed some of the work he had accomplished. I knew Dad and Gio had been helping out on certain projects including the staircase. “You have really been doing a great job.”

      “You won’t say that when you see the kitchen. Come on. I have the grill out back.”

      As I made my way back to what looked like a bomb site rather than a kitchen, I felt a cool breeze pass by my face. It wasn’t the air conditioning. I knew what and who it was. I saw one large hole in a side wall.

      “Did you have a temper tantrum?” I pointed at the gaping wound in the drywall.

      Max smiled uncomfortably. “I threw a hammer through it.”

      “Do I dare ask why?”

      “No. Suffice it to say I was frustrated.”

      And we
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