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      I, Charlotte O’Donohue, firmly resolve that the man I love should never be allowed to handle glitter on our family’s St. Patrick’s Day float. “Just make sure the glitter goes on the pot of gold and not on me this time.”

      Max seemed to be calculating the distance between his container of gold flecks and my face. There was determination etched in each crease of his forehead.

      “Max Shaw, don’t you even think about it,” I commanded. Last year, the man I loved “accidentally” dumped the entire bucket of stuff all over me. I was picking out glitter until the Fourth of July. That was when we were only friends. Now that we are much more, I had ways to alter his behavior.

      “Honey, I wasn’t thinking about anything.”

      “Max, don’t lie. You’re always thinking about something. I’ve known that since high school,” my brother Tom said casually. He was busy painting his side of the float Irish green. “Why do we do all of this again? We still have almost a month before St. Patrick’s Day.”

      “Because we’re Irish, and we want to produce the best float,” my father answered. “We participate as a family every year in the biggest parade in Kansas City.”

      “You know, Dad, we do have more than Irish in our pedigree.” My oldest brother Paddy liked to stir the pot.

      Dad went back to work on his outline of a shamrock. “It doesn’t count, and we do not speak of it.”

      “But Mom was only a little Irish, she was mostly–” Paddy was interrupted by a piece of crepe paper thrown from Dad’s side of the float.

      “I said we will not speak of it. I’m thankful you house the float here at your house, but if you keep this up, Paddy–”

      “Yes, Dad. Sorry, Dad.” My big bear of a brother lowered his head and continued his painting.

      Max shook his head and grabbed a beer from the cooler. “I’m over half Italian-Sicilian, whatever Gio is. Why am I here?”

      I snuggled up against his arm. “Because you love me, and you’re half Irish?”

      “Don’t remind me of my DNA donor, and do I love you? I could be home watching basketball right now rather than working in Paddy’s cold garage.”

      I quickly hit his shoulder and retreated to the safety of my sister-in-law Linda’s kitchen. My only sister Jane and she were sitting at the table, deep in conversation.

      “I need a little peace and quiet, as well as a sanity check,” I said as I sat down. They both stared at me. “Don’t tell me Max hit my hair with glitter!”

      “No, we were just wondering if and when we’ll have a wedding?” Jane’s question nudged at my heart.

      “Are one of the grandkids getting married?”

      Linda sighed. “You and Max, Charlie. What is going on?”

      I shook my head. “We just got back together. We’re taking our time.”

      Jane wiggled in her chair. “And they’re enjoying every minute of it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You two. Max is working through his baggage, and my practice is busy. I’m very happy where we are.”

      “And why buy the cow, when you can drink the milk for free?” Paddy’s wife Linda asked aloud.

      I ignored my oldest sister-in-law and stood up, nonchalantly grabbing a bottle of water.

      “Charlotte?”

      “What do you want me to say? It’s not all about that.”

      Jane giggled. “But there must be some nights all about that or Max wouldn’t be so happy.”

      “You really need to nail him down,” Linda murmured.

      “What is up with you?” I directed my question at Jane. “It’s our relationship. You all aren’t pure as the driven snow. I know some little secrets about each and every one of you. Just back off.”

      I told them I was heading back out to work. They said nothing more. I knew what everyone was thinking. In the last few weeks, I lived more over at Max’s house than I did at Dad’s. I knew when I sold my own house and moved back into our family’s home that everyone would know my business. That’s what our family did. They’d know my comings and goings, and the nights I didn’t sleep in my childhood bedroom. But Dad was ignoring it. He understood we were two grown adults. We needed this time to plan what might be a complicated future.

      I was quiet when I returned to work on the float, but I felt Max watching me. He knew I was upset, but he didn’t pester me.

      Paddy wiped the sweat from his brow. “We should shut it down for tonight. All we have to do is this one area here, and we’ll be ready to go. The boys will come in and add the automation, and the leprechaun will slide down the pole.

      Tom cocked his head reviewing the impish Irish elf at the front of the float. “Have we just created a leprechaun pole dancer?”

      We all began to tilt our heads. The laughter placed the exclamation point on the realization.

      “Oh well,” Dad said. “Everyone has a job to do in this life. Pole dancing can be an honorable profession.”

      The eruption in the garage brought out Jane and Linda. “What is going on?”

      “We’re just discussing one of the world’s oldest professions,” I answered.

      Jane was confused. “Prostitution?”

      “No,” Max said. “We’re speaking of the legendary pole dancing leprechaun.”

      With that, the night’s work was finished. I told Dad I was headed home with Max, and my father was the only one I checked in with. In less than a few weeks, they all wanted us married. We weren’t even engaged. The word had been mentioned once or twice, but Max and I hadn’t made any decisions. We still had unresolved issues, namely the target that seemed to be on our backs. As the youngest child of a retired federal judge, I wanted and needed justice. When Max Shaw returned to Kansas City as the U.S. attorney, he thought I was a murderer. Instead, I became a victim. We had suffered through fire, bullets, attacks, and other threats since then. So much remained unresolved.

      There was barely any traffic as Max drove us home. We still had a few inches of snow on the ground from the previous storm, and now we were expecting more overnight. “You were quiet after you came back from the kitchen. What’s up?”

      “Jane and Linda had some crazy ideas.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s just sister stuff.”

      “Ah.”

      I turned my face toward the window. I wasn’t about to say anything to him.

      “Your brothers want to know when we’re getting married.”

      I gave myself whiplash. “What? Are you kidding me? Jane and Linda were asking the same thing. I felt like a kid again when Linda suggested you wouldn’t  marry me because we’re sleeping with each other already.”

      “So that’s what they said?”

      I hit his shoulder for the second time tonight. “You are awful. I dislike when you treat me like a hostile witness, and I reveal information. Did my brothers even ask about us?”

      Max’s chuckle irritated me even more because he was confident in how he could trick me. “Honey, you seemed upset. Apparently, you are upset.” He reached over for my hand.

      I pulled away. “It’s beginning to snow. You need to have both hands on the wheel.”

      “What’s really bothering you?”

      “I have known you almost all of my life, but I am still learning so much. Everyone has such expectations.”

      Max glanced over. “Everyone as in you? What are your expectations now that we’ve come to a supposed understanding?”

      “I know deep in my heart, but I won’t say.”

      “Charlotte!” Max’s voice filled the car. “No secrets, remember?”

      “Why do I have to tell you? Why don’t you tell me?”

      Max pulled over and parked the car. He turned in his seat to face me. “I want us to be happy. I want us to enjoy ourselves. Do we need to hurry?”

      “No.” My heart was absolutely screaming at me. “Max, could you take me home? If it’s going to snow all night, I’ll be closer to my office if I stay at Dad’s.”

      Max hung his head. “We’re in trouble again, aren’t we?”

      “No, I want to be careful with the weather. I have a big day tomorrow. I need to get into work.”

      “Okay.” His one word answer was calm and quiet. He turned the car at the next light and headed to my childhood home. Max pulled into the drive, and I immediately opened my car door. “Hey, wait.”

      I was already stomping up to the front door when he caught up to me. He pulled me into his arms. “Charlotte, what do you want?”

      “I know what I want, but I’m not sure you can give it to me. It’s not my fault, and it’s not yours. We’re just different people.”

      He lifted my chin up, and his hand lingered on my cheek. “Just tell me.”

      “No, you tell me.”

      He stood back from me. “Fine. I want us to be together for a long time. I’ve seen some lousy marriages over the years so I’m worried. We’ve talked about taking our time especially with all the chaos I currently have in my life. Now, what do you expect?”

      “I want a man who carries me to bed. You have. I want a man who leaves me breathless when he kisses me. You have so many times I’m probably oxygen deprived. I want a man who sings and dances in the rain with me, and when the storm comes he holds me tight and tells me everything will be better in the morning. I want a man who loves me, that I am his world, and I want him as my husband and the father of my children. Yes, I want more than one little person.” I reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “Goodnight, Max. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      I walked into the house and leaned against the door after I closed it. This time I had shut him out. Had I finally irrevocably sealed my fate? I knew for certain as his headlights proved he was driving away, Max and I apparently still wanted different lives.

      “Charlotte Rose.”

      I sat down in Mom’s chair as I listened to her say my name. “Yes, Mom. I have told the truth.”

      “No secrets, Charlotte.”

      “He didn’t want secrets.” As I continued to speak with my mother’s spirit, Mickey the dog looked around the room. He could sense her. “Mom, I probably goofed up, but he needed to know. Max and I have had this connection since we were young, but it’s not enough. Just the other night, he admitted again he didn’t really want to have children. I want to try to have them. I want what you and Dad had, but I’m not sure Max will ever commit to a life with me.”

      “He loves you.”

      “In his way. He has a lot of bad examples of how a relationship should be.”

      “Rose will help.”

      “Mom, I can’t have spirits helping me all the time.”

      “Charlotte, you always have.”

      I looked up quickly to see Dad standing in the hallway. “Hi.”

      “I thought you were heading to Max’s.”

      “Our paths are much different.”

      Dad fell back into his chair and heaved a sigh. “And you’re sitting here talking to your mother.” He looked up. “I love you, darling.”

      It always warmed my heart when he still said that to his departed wife.

      “Honey, sometimes different paths still get you home. I’ve told you before. There are at least six different ways just from fiftieth and Main Street that I can use to get to this front door. I still get here. Maybe that’s how you and Max travel?”

      “I was completely honest with him. I told him what I needed, what I wanted, and what I expected.”

      “Good.” Dad folded his hands and smiled. “You’ve played your hand, now you wait to see if Max will fold or call you out.”

      I began to laugh at Dad’s reference to a card game. “I may end up an old maid.”

      “They don’t exist anymore, dear. Besides, if you do play your cards right, you may end up owning the house. At the very least, you could be the dealer.”

      “Oh boy! That will give me a lot of comfort on a cold winter’s night.” I stood up, stepped over Mickey’s outstretched body, and kissed my Dad’s cheek. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Remember Charlotte, the house always wins.”

      I waved goodnight. My father was losing his marbles.
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      I was confident I made the correct decision last night, not about Max and me, but about the weather. I woke early to see a full coating, our cars covered, and a street that had just been plowed leaving a huge embankment of ice and snow. Before I even took my shower and dressed, I threw on sweats, socks, and boots to head outside with Dad’s shovel. Our father was still in great shape for his age, but I caught him taking more breaks throughout the day. Instead of working on one of his several hobbies, the dog and he took a nap nearly every afternoon. My father, the retired federal judge, was settling into his senior citizen lifestyle.

      I cleaned off the walkway and the cars first, then began to shovel the sidewalk. I dug around the trash containers so they could be picked up. To clear the area completely, I had to stand on the edge of the street. Precariously perched between the curb and the street, I struck at the ice. I heard the car coming down the street, but continued my work.

      When the vehicle sped by, the ice and snow piled high from the city plows  pelted me. Immediately, I was covered in wet, heavy, dirty crud.

      “What a jerk!” I yelled. The car backed up. I stepped up on the sidewalk and began to head to the safety of the house.

      “You shouldn’t play in the street.”

      I looked back to see Max hanging out of his open window. “I was shoveling.”

      “You were in the street and not paying attention.”

      “I was busy, and I was thinking.”

      “You do a lot of that, don’t you? How is that working for you?”

      I threw the shovel down in the snow and stalked toward him. He pulled the car closer to the curb and shot out of his running car.

      “It’s working just fine for me. You think too, right? Maybe not as much as me?”

      Max was perfectly dressed in his heavy black cashmere long coat and black leather gloves. By contrast, I looked like a troll protecting my ice cave.

      “Do you know I didn’t get much sleep last night because of you?”

      I actually enjoyed seeing him miserable. His eyes were bloodshot, and he hadn’t shaved leaving his face with a five o’clock shadow. I always liked when he looked less than perfect.

      “I slept like a baby,” I answered smugly. “That’s what happens when you speak the truth, and you trust that someone will receive it in the spirit in which it was given.”

      “Charlotte, I’m tired. I swear I heard one of your spirits last night.”

      “I’m sorry. Did they laugh at you? Perhaps something is bothering you?”

      I wasn’t sure if I saw fury, anger, or disgust first, but his face hardened. His eyes were an unusual mix of red and dark caramel.

      Max didn’t grab at me, but he took me into his arms until we were only inches apart, mostly because of our heavy coats. “Have you been working on having faith in yourself?”

      “Excuse me? You want to make it about me?”

      Max shut his eyes. “Have you? Charlotte, do you still doubt yourself when it comes to us?”

      “No,” I answered confidently. “You’re the one with all of the doubts. We seem to  hit an impasse about every six weeks. I want kids. You don’t. You have money. I like looking for a discount, and I’m happier when I pay less. My family is wonderful; yours is a mess. You live in a social stratosphere that cuts off my oxygen. I run into commitment, and you would be content living together for the remainder of our lives. Counselor, I don’t doubt myself, and I don’t doubt that you can be so much more. How’s that?”

      Max seemed to tighten his hold. “Are you finished?”

      “The defense rests. Yes, I’m finished.”

      Max lifted one hand and held up his finger. “I need you to not say one word. Can you possibly do that just this one time?”

      “Yes, I’m listening. Tell me when you’re finished.”

      His hand lowered and took its position around my back. “You make me smile and laugh more than anyone in my life. I didn’t know I needed that. You make me spend time with your idiot brothers. I didn’t know I’d enjoy that, and I actually miss them when I can’t come to a Sunday dinner. You make me think, but you make me turn off. I need that desperately. I value every night we just watch television, and you fall asleep in my arms. I can’t sleep unless you’re beside me in that big bed. You love me, and I sincerely didn’t see that coming, but to be loved by you is the greatest honor. You want me to be more, well I want the same for you.” He kissed me and swept my entire body against his, boots and all.

      I began to open my mouth, but his finger touched my lips. “I’m not done yet. Don’t ever think I don’t love you. I love you. I want to marry you, and God help me, we’ll have as many kids as you want. You do have those great birthing hips and a body that inspires me to want only you for the rest of my life. I will see you tonight at six. I’ll pick you up here. Wear a nice dress. I hope you’re happy. Now, I have to get my grandmother’s ring out of the damn safety deposit box. Six, Charlotte.”

      Before I could respond, or he gave me permission that I could, Max ran back to his car and drove off. “What the heck just happened?”

      I was numb when I began to remove my boots in the front hallway. Dad watched me. Mickey yawned. “Um, Charlotte, what was all the yelling about?”

      “Max threw ice and snow on me again.”

      “All that screaming for that? You’d think you’d be used to Max throwing something on you by now. Is that two or three times?”

      I nodded. “I’m not sure. Frankly, I’m losing count of all the times we’ve thrown stuff on each other. Oh, and I think he just proposed to me, but in true Max fashion, I think he told me. He gave a summation. I’m confused, Dad. I’m going to take my shower, get dressed, and go to work. Could you make me coffee?”

      “You think he proposed?”

      “Dad, coffee, please.” I headed up the stairs still in a fog, dripping all the way from the muck.

      By the time I made it to the office, the streets were clearing, and I remained confused. Phoebe was at her desk, answering questions from a caller. I waved and began working.

      It was almost noon when the delivery man brought in a huge bouquet of flowers. Phoebe set them on my office credenza. “You have so many things on this desk there’s no room for these beauties.”

      “Is there a card?” I relaxed in my chair, my head back, and my eyes closed. Phoebe placed the note on my desk.

      “It’s almost Valentine’s Day. They’re beautiful, don’t you think?”

      I opened my eyes and reached for the card. “Yes, very pretty. The last flowers I received were from Max’s dad.” I saw the simple card but knew the handwriting. My name was written on the front and inside there was only one character. The number six was large in black sharpie. “Poop Head.”

      “What did Max do now?” Phoebe collapsed in the chair on the other side of my desk.

      Without any emotion, I answered. “Phoebe, I think he proposed. He gave it in the form of a final summation, sort of like someone arguing against the death penalty.”

      My dear Phoebe almost fell off of the chair. “Forget the summation. He proposed?” I nodded. She collected herself and began jumping up and down. She rounded my desk and hugged me. She began babbling about how happy my father probably was, and what I was going to wear, and when the wedding was, and … This is what I was afraid of. This needed to be our time, just for Max and me. I watched her joy. I realized I was in shock. I never thought in my wildest dreams, even though I had dreamed of marrying Max, that it would actually happen. I supposed there was still time for one of us to ruin it before we got to the altar. Or his evil mother or biological father could stick a wrench in the operation.

      I returned to my computer screen and began editing my next document. Phoebe seemed bewildered. “What? I have work to do?”

      “Are you sick?”

      “No, I’m just being reserved for once in my life. I may have misunderstood. He didn’t give me an opportunity to cross-examine.”

      Phoebe clicked her tongue. “Misunderstood? What?”

      I shook my head. “I need to finish my work.”

      I could tell Phoebe was not only confused, but disappointed. I put my head down and finished editing the document. I completed the writing of two wills. I looked at the clock. I’d worked through lunch, and it was nearly two in the afternoon.

      I took a deep breath and wondered if the spirit contained in my office wanted any conversation today. “Ginger? Are you here?”

      “Where else would I be?”

      I chuckled. “That was a good one. Today may be a big day for me, and yet, maybe it won’t be. I just can’t get my hopes up.”

      “Hope is a good thing.”

      “Is it? Max and I have talked about marriage, but we haven’t made that commitment yet. I’m not sure he can.”

      “Trust him.”

      “I know. Well, we will see tonight, won’t we?” I turned off my computer and straightened up the files on my desk. “Phoebe, I’ve just finished everything for today. Did I miss anything?”

      “Let me check.” Fifteen minutes later she stood before my desk. “Your day is done. Your first client will be here at eleven tomorrow morning. I’ll make the copies in the morning and have every client’s file on your desk.”

      “Thank you. I’m going dress shopping. I need to eat too.”

      Phoebe watched me put on my coat and collect my purse and bag. “Charlotte, are you going to be okay?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m going shopping. It always made my mom feel better, remember?”

      “Yes, I do. She and I always had a fine time. It was a real treat.”

      “Phoebe, would you like to join me?”

      “I thought you’d never ask. What kind of dress are we looking for?”

      “We are looking for one that will knock his expensive socks off and make him forget about law for a couple of hours.”

      In minutes, we were out the door. We grabbed a quick sandwich and headed to some of my favorite shops. I hadn’t shopped in so long I wasn’t sure I still knew how to do it. Contrary, Phoebe could definitely teach a master class in consumerism.

      When she fell off of the bench as I walked out in a black velvet dress with strands of fake pearls across the open back, I knew I had hit the mark. “You don’t think it’s too tight?” I pulled along the hip area. I felt exposed.

      “No.”

      “What about up here? My boobs look huge”

      Phoebe’s eyes widened. “No, and he’ll love that part of the dress.”

      “So it’s okay?”

      “Turn around again.” I did as I was told.

      “Oh my. If you didn’t have those pearls there, that back would be completely open. Convenient.”

      I stuck my tongue out at my companion and ignored her comment. “It’s on sale. I love it even more. I need some hose and a new pair of shoes.”

      Hardly anyone wore hosiery anymore, but for a formal occasion, I wanted something sexy. Even when I attempted to be sultry with a revealing nightgown, all Max had to do was run his finger down the side of my body, and I began to laugh, truly ruining the moment. I was never sexy, and if I was ever going to be, it should be tonight. I selected sheer black hosiery, and I found an almost comfortable pair of heels with a sling back. There was a pearl on the back of each shoe.

      I rushed home to put myself together. Dad wanted to ask me more questions, but I only had an hour to get this body in gear. I decided I’d pull on a pair of what Jane and I called “suckers”. They sucked you in. Of course, breathing was a little bit of a difficulty. I looked at myself in the mirror. With the sucker on, I had a little bit more room for my meal. I turned to the side. My backside looked like a chocolate brownie. I added a small pearl ring Mom and Dad had given me when I turned eighteen.

      The doorbell rang, and I heard Dad and Max’s murmured voices. Dad finally yelled at me. “Charlotte, Max is here for you.”

      I had flashbacks to other dates coming to the house. At least if Dad interrogated Max, the boy wonder federal attorney could hold his own. I slowly made my way down the stairs. I had to take my time. If I fell with these heels on, I’d never hear the end of it. As I entered the living room, both men stood.

      My father smiled, and Max seemed speechless. That was indeed a first. As he looked me over, I saw the man I did love. He was imperfect, but he was perfect. He wore his heavy coat and held his gloves in his hands. I could see he had on a black suit with a gray shirt, and a pinstriped tie of light blue, gray, and black. Every hair was in place, and his caramel eyes were smoldering. I guess he liked the dress. Buddy, you haven’t even seen the back!

      “Are you ready to go to dinner?”

      “I just need my coat, and you’ll have to help me on the sidewalk. I’m not used to these heels.”

      “Of course. Well, Judge, we will see you later.”

      I took my coat off of the hook and caught Max and Dad sharing one of their secret glances. Something was up. Even the ghosts in the house weren’t dropping any hints to me.

      Max assisted me with my coat, whispered that the back of the dress was gorgeous, and we headed out. We discussed how our days were, how fast the snow melted on the streets, and Sean’s current status. My brother would be coming home by the end of March after his shooting in September of last year. Sean’s near death had put into motion realizations that Max had been a target. Nothing was really settled, and there was a possibility that his career was on the line. We’d stalled on all of our investigations in the last few weeks. We were just too busy with our work.

      We pulled up outside one of the most expensive restaurants in the city. Max gave the keys to the valet, and we entered for our reservation. Before Max, I could enter a room, and no one would notice me, but tonight all eyes were on us. Max always was the center of attention, but I preferred to think that I looked good in my dazzling dress. My confidence was buoyed by his meltdown this morning.

      Max was the consummate gentleman, checking our coats, and holding my hand as we were led through the restaurant to our table in a very private corner. As we became comfortable, I began to search the room for my family. If he really was proposing, I half expected to see Paddy and Tom pop up to take photos. Then, I rationally thought about the idea. I knew Paddy worked until seven tonight and neither one of them could afford to even have the appetizers at this establishment.

      “Have you been here before?” A little inconsequential conversation wouldn’t hurt.

      “I have.”

      Okay, now what? It should be his turn, but I couldn’t stand the silence. I was saved by the sommelier. He informed us about the evening’s beautiful wine they had selected for us. It was a red.

      “The lady doesn’t drink reds. Do you have a moscato?”

      The sommelier pretended to not be offended. You just didn’t drink a dessert wine with your dinner. I did. “Max, a riesling would be wonderful.”

      I made the wine expert smile. Max nodded. He knew a riesling from Napa Valley I might enjoy. The sommelier knew the one, heading off to bring us a bottle.

      “I thought you might say you wanted a beer,” Max joked.

      “A beer does sound very good, but this is a grown up night. We’re both dressed up, and I think we can pull this adult thing off.”

      Max winked. “Do you? Are you sure?”

      I was looking at the menu. “Maybe not. This menu–”

      “Doesn’t have your father’s pot roast on it.”

      “No. What have you enjoyed here?”

      “I was here with a judge and his wife, and we ate the steaks with special mushrooms. They combine four different varieties and blend them with a wine and au jus. There’s probably lots of butter too, but they are amazing.”

      “I’d like that unless your mother is going to pop up and tell me the calorie count.”

      Max flinched. “That was an awful trip to New York last year. I owe you for that one, but you held your own.”

      I reviewed the menu one more time and placed it on the edge of the table. “Max, will you order for me? I would never order any of this, and especially, well, I wouldn’t.”

      “At these prices?” He placed his menu on top of mine. “But you wouldn’t say that because it's a rude thing to do.”

      “Exactly.” I looked around. A couple of women were staring at us. I smiled and unnerved them. I was across the table from the most handsome man in this place. They knew that. Were they wondering why?  What they didn’t know was he was also one of the most wonderful men I knew. On my list of men I loved, my dad was still at the top, but Max had subsequently leapfrogged over Tom, Sean, and Paddy. Sorry, Paddy, but you’re a handful. Max’s biological grandfather Gio was in the mix too.

      Our wine was poured and our server, a lovely man named Dennis, was ready for our selections. He looked at me first, but I directed him to Max.

      “We are both having the eight ounce tenderloin with the mushroom au jus, and the butter poached lobster tail. Do you still have the shrimp and crab cakes as an appetizer?”

      “Yes, sir, and will you both want the wedge salad with our signature blue cheese drizzle?”

      “Yes, and just one order of those amazing baked potatoes.”

      “Very good, sir.” He reviewed our bottle to make sure we still had wine and scurried off.

      “Max, potatoes too?”

      He folded his hands in front of him and leaned over. “The potatoes are those little red ones, and they’re baked in a sauce of parmesan and asiago. They melt in your mouth.”

      “I may be waddling out of here.” We looked at each other, and we said nothing. “May I have a little more wine?”

      “Of course.” We both watched the liquid fill the glass. “You had a good day then?”

      “Yes, and thank you for the gorgeous flowers. I managed to get everything on my list done. I had time to go out and buy this dress.”

      “I feel very special. By the way, you are stunning.” His eyes tore a hole in me. “Charlotte, your hair–”

      “I tried. I wanted it all up so my neck would be completely–” I stopped quickly as I felt my face flush. I’d done it for him so he’d have easy access.

      “It looks great. I like it up and down like that.”

      “It just won’t stay. Jane can get it to do it, but there’s enough hair spray on it that it takes three washings before it has all disappeared. Sorry, for some reason, I’m a little nervous.” There, I’d said it.

      “Why? We’ve been alone plenty of times.”

      We’d made love plenty of times too, but tonight seemed even more intimate in a weird way. It was just the two of us, surrounded by perfect strangers. We only knew each other, and we were having a very difficult time conversing.

      “I didn’t mean to confuse you this morning. I was tired. I swear those voices you hear were bothering me.”

      “What did they say?”

      “I think one of them called me an ass.”

      I covered my mouth to smile. “I’m so sorry. Surely, Rose didn’t do that? She’s always such a lady.”

      “No, I think it was her jerk of a husband. I probably imagined it.”

      “The language sounds like him.” Why would Rose’s husband do that? Did he actually like me and just wanted to push me down the stairs so I’d join him in the everlasting haunting of Max? Old man Taylor’s spirit seemed to agree to helping with the investigation into Max’s real biological father so maybe your soul  could change after death?

      Thankfully, the appetizer arrived, and it was as wonderful as Max’s description. I really didn’t need my entree, but I did want to try the potatoes. The salads were next, followed by the potatoes, and the main attraction of steak and lobster.

      Max managed to clean his plate, but I was struggling. “Were you hungry?”

      “I didn’t eat all day. I wasn’t feeling very well.”

      “We didn’t need to go out.”

      He smiled, thought a bit, and shook his head. “Oh no. I said we were going out. We needed this.”

      “Time alone is good.” I took another bite of steak. I’d done away with the crustacean, my share of potatoes, and half of the tenderloin. I pushed my plate away. “Does this place allow you to take leftovers home?”

      “They do, and I’ve done it before. What about dessert?”

      “Now, I’m going to sound like your mother.” I tilted my head up, my nose properly sticking up. “Absolutely not, Max. I must watch my figure.”

      Max laughed. “You do that very well.”

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “You should. You always can make me laugh.”

      “I’m the funny snot nose little sister, remember?”

      “No you’re not. Not ever again.” Dennis stood beside the table as Max and I looked at each other in silence. Dennis cleared his throat, and Max directed his attention to him. “We will need a box.” Max briefly looked at his watch. “Dennis, I’d like dessert. Just bring something amazing.”

      Dessert? Was the man going to fill his pockets with it? He was stalling. Was the violinist late? Did he have a courier bringing the ring? No, I had misunderstood. But he’d said he was going to get his grandmother’s ring? Had I imagined that? I couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “Max, what you said this morning was lovely. I think I misunderstood. You just wanted us to have a nice night out, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “It has been lovely. The food, the ambience, seeing you without everyone else …” I could hear myself begin to ramble nervously. He wasn’t correcting me. I sighed heavily. This was better. There was no ring tonight. I assured myself I was perfectly fine. Damn it! I dressed in hose, makeup, and suckers just for him!

      The dessert arrived. It was a lovely flan with a caramel sauce. Fresh assorted berries delicately lined the plate. Thankfully, Dennis brought one plate and two forks.

      “This is unbelievable,” Max commented. “Try this berry here.” He held his fork up for me to sample. “Charlotte, I needed to make up for throwing snow on you. Do you remember that first time?”

      “I do. You were speeding just like you were today. So, this dinner is to make up for that?”

      “Sure.” Max avoided any eye contact with me. He settled the bill with Dennis, and came over to assist me. As we left the restaurant, we gathered our coats and waited for the car.

      “Charlotte, you’re not saying anything.” Max had finally addressed the elephant in the restaurant, and now on the sidewalk.

      “No. I’m overwhelmed by your generosity, that’s all.” I held up my to-go box.

      Max tipped the valet as we entered the car. “It’s not generous when I’m enjoying it too. I wanted to treat you; to make you feel special. As I recall, we’re very good at making each other feel very special.”

      I thought I heard a cymbal go off. Of course, this was all about sex. We hadn’t stayed the night together in how long?

      “And we hurt each other too.”

      Max drove slowly to the house. “I think that goes hand in hand. We’re both very strong willed, opinionated people. We both had to be to survive.”

      “Our paths are very different. They always have been.”

      “But, that’s the beauty of it. Don’t you see? We both bring something different to the table. You surprise me all the time. I hope I do the same for you.”

      “Oh you do.” My voice dripped with sarcasm. I watched the familiar streets pass by.

      “I am beginning to understand you, which is no easy task, Ms. O’Donohue. I know there are some things you won’t ask me about. You will ruminate the scenarios in your head, but you won’t say anything for fear that you’ll be rude or misunderstood. Like tonight for instance. And then you haven’t become proficient in having faith, or having confidence in yourself. You need that to be beside me. You need to be that strong Charlotte.”

      Luckily, we were only a block from the house. I wanted to throttle him. He thought he knew me. “It was so kind of you to tell me what I needed to be next to you. My faults are mine, and it may take some time for me to combat them. By the way, do you know what I’m thinking right now?”

      “Yes, I think I do.”

      He parked the car in front of the house. I didn’t wait for him to come around, but as I stepped out onto the sidewalk, I began to slide. Max grabbed me as one leg went left and the other went right. “Damn stupid shoes. This is why I shouldn’t dress up. I could never be comfortable at your society events. I always end up looking stupid.”

      “It’s fine, you just slid on some ice with those heels.”

      I was forced to hold onto him just so I could stay upright as we made our way to the front door. “That’s another thing. I bought these stupid heels. I bought hosiery for heaven’s sake. Who does that? I thought they’d look sexy, and you’d like them. Underneath this fantastic dress, which is very cold in the back by the way, is an item I’m not sure you could get off in the fury of passion.”

      “Fury of passion?”

      “Yes, damn it. This dress has no back. You liked it earlier. Where in the blue blazes will I ever wear this again? I did all of this for you.”

      “I know, and your sacrifice is much appreciated.” His voice was calm despite my insane conversation, mostly with myself.

      Max opened the unlocked door. Mickey greeted us.

      “Did you two have a good time?” Dad yelled out from the living room.

      “Lovely, just lovely.” I pulled off my coat and threw it on the hall bench. Max removed his and hung it carefully over Dad’s. I stomped off to the kitchen to place my leftovers in the refrigerator. Max was still standing in the foyer. I took off my shoes carefully but threw both of them at Max’s feet. He stopped me before we joined my father.

      “Hey! Stop. Tonight was lovely, just lovely. All of it … the dinner, the dress, the shoes, the black hosiery, and yes, they are sexy. Your hair was amazing, and you put on makeup.” He touched my lips. “Lipstick.” He kissed me softly. “Now, it’s my turn to surprise you. I told you to have faith. Come with me.” Max took my hand, elevating it to his lips. He led me into the living room where Dad had a fire blazing. Gio sat in my mother’s chair, reading a book. On the table in between them was Mom’s champagne bucket that had only been used on their wedding anniversary. A magnum sat in ice.

      “Well, you two haven’t killed each other yet.” Dad’s comment hit very close to the truth. “Max?”

      “Everyone, come out.” Max’s command was confusing, but soon my siblings and their significant others appeared. When Tom pushed Sean into the room, the tears fell too fast for me to catch them.

      “What is going on?”

      “We’re going to have a party,” Paddy announced. “Get on with it, rich boy.”

      Max shook his head. “This was a bad idea. I think I’m going to throw up.”

      Dad stood. “You won’t, and this was the best idea.”

      “I agree, but the big guy is right. Get on with it,” Gio insisted.

      Max took my hand again and positioned me near the fireplace. “Charlotte Rose O’Donohue, I am constantly saving you from falling, but during this past year, you have saved me. You saved my life. You are someone who shares my goals and my sorrows.”

      “And who can be a real pain in the–”

      “Zip it, Paddy,” Jane reprimanded.

      “And then Charlotte, there’s your family. I came back here to solve a mystery, but I was also looking for all of you. I needed a family, and you all have provided one that’s crazy and so very loyal, even when I don’t deserve it.”

      I looked around the room. My family seemed to be happy, but I still wasn’t sure where this was going. Max wouldn’t get down on one knee, or plead and beg.

      “Charlotte, I surrender.”

      “Max, what is going on?” I wasn’t sure what was happening next. Maybe everyone but me knew I had an incurable disease?

      “Charlotte, you have suspicions
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