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Prologue
 
   Things always look darkest when the sun goes down.
 
   Jeff couldn't believe his luck, if luck was what you'd call it. It was dusk when he'd missed the turn that would have taken him to I80 and he was forced to continue down the gravel road near Gretna, Nebraska; then his truck had died. He checked the gas gage, half full. He tried the ignition again. Nothing, no clicking, no noise, nothing. He opened the door. No beep to tell him the key was in the ignition and the dome light was dark. Damn, it must be the battery. He checked his cell phone. It was dead too. Luckily, the truck had come to a stop within a short walk of a farmhouse. Unfortunately, no one answered as he pounded first on the front door and then on the back door. He walked back to his truck and opened the hood to check the connection for the battery. Everything looked good and he'd exhausted his knowledge of the inner workings of a car engine. 
 
   "Okay, what next?" He mumbled as he closed the hood. He looked up and couldn't believe how lucky he was to find an SUV had pulled up and parked behind his truck. He walked toward the SUV and as the window lowered, he saw a really hot blonde. 
 
   Jeff smiled as he approached the SUV.  "Hey, thanks for stopping. Don't suppose you've got jumper cables." 
 
   Her long blonde hair moved in waves as she shook her head and gave him a mega-watt smile. "I wouldn't even know what they looked like." 
 
   He wasn't surprised that she had no idea what jumper cables were. He smiled again. "Maybe I could just use your cell phone?" 
 
   She shook her head again.  "No bars, but I can offer you a ride."'
 
   She looked harmless enough, and darkness had folded in around him since his truck had first died.  He shrugged his shoulders. What the heck. "A ride to a gas station would be great." Maybe he could call Triple A from a gas station.
 
   Jeff opened the passenger door and climbed into the SUV.  He reached his hand toward her.  “My name’s Jeff.  I really appreciate the ride.”
 
   She shook his hand.  “Star.  So, what brings you our here, Jeff?”
 
   “I’m a project manager for a house builder.  We’re going to break ground on an acreage near here in a couple of weeks.  I was checking it out and missed my turn to get on the interstate.  Then my truck died.”  
 
   She nodded.  “Weird, huh?”
 
   “So, what brings you out here?  Not that I’m complaining.  It’s really lucky that you happened by.” 
 
   “I have friends out here. I was going to visit them, but they weren't home.”
 
   Jeff tried to be sociable by making small talk.  But, he was distracted; his mind kept going back to what was wrong with his truck. Since he was in the construction business, his truck was a work vehicle, and he always kept it in good repair. In fact, it was only six months old.  He was so lost in thought that he didn’t notice that the SUV stopped until he heard Star saying his name. 
 
   He opened the door and thanked her for the ride as he got out. He walked into the gas station, thankful that it was still open. He greeted the clerk, and asked about a pay phone.  His luck had run out.  That was the thing about the proliferation of cell phones; pay phones were going the way of the dinosaur. 
 
   He asked about using the landline, but the teenaged kid behind the counter said he wasn't allowed to let customers use the phone. Jeff let out an exasperated sigh.  What was he going to do?  As he glanced around the store, he noticed that there was a display of cell phone accessories. He turned the display case stopping when he saw an a/c charger for his i-Phone. 
 
   "So, if I buy this charger for my iPhone, have you got an outlet I can plug it into? Or is that against the rules too?" 
 
   The kid looked at him and shrugged. "You can use the outlet the men's room for anything you want." 
 
   Great, so now he had to sit in the men's room while his phone charged. Could this day get any worse? He paid for the overpriced charger and headed for the men's room. Hopefully, he'd have enough juice to make a call right away. Of course, that would require that he had service.
 
   Jeff used his Swiss Army knife to open the theft preventative packaging that held the charger. He got the charger out, the phone connected to it and the whole thing plugged into the electrical outlet. Out of habit, he'd locked the door and he was leaning against it as he waited. He both heard and felt the knock. "Yeah, give me a minute." He said as he checked the phone. Woo hoo! Bars and it had enough power to make at least one quick call. He pulled the cord from the wall outlet and opened the door as he hit the send button. He got through to Triple "A" and gave the information about his whereabouts. The tow truck could meet him at the gas station and then they'd drive to his truck. The tow truck was coming from Lincoln, Nebraska and there was an estimated 45-minute wait. He'd noticed a bench in front of the building when he'd gone in. He grabbed a Diet Coke, paid the clerk, and stepped outside. He sat on the bench and noticed an electrical outlet next to it. He plugged the charger in and sent an e-mail to his mother telling her about the truck issue and explaining that he might not be able to pick up her new patio furniture the next day as he'd agreed earlier - it all depended on what was wrong with his truck.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1
 
   A Friend in Need
 
   Lane sat in her office glancing out the window overlooking the expansive trimmed lawn, her hand still resting on the phone. She'd just hung up after talking to her best friend from childhood. Maggie Donaldson and Lane Parker had lived next door to each other and had been best friends from diapers through junior high school. After that, their lives had taken different paths and some thirty-five years later, they'd somehow lost touch. 
 
   The summer Lane turned thirteen, her Aunt Marta had sold the house Lane had grown up in, and moved her to Omaha. Through tear filled eyes, and cracking voices, she and Maggie had vowed to stay in touch.  It was before email and cell phones though and the girls had tried to stay touch through cards, letters, and phone calls. For a while, they even managed to spend a weekend with one another every month or so; but Maggie was playing sports and had basketball practices, softball practices, and track meets while Lane was busy with piano lessons and recitals.  Before long, they'd each made other friends, and the phone calls, cards, letters, and weekends became fewer and farther between.
 
   A tap on Lane’s office door brought her back to the present.  She looked up to find her administrative assistant, Meg Kelly standing in the doorway. 
 
   "You need to pack up if you're going to make it to the airport in time to meet Jess's flight." 
 
   Lane nodded. "Thanks, Meg." She said as she powered down her laptop.
 
   "You seem a little preoccupied. Are you worrying about Jess driving back to California alone?"
 
   Lane’s daughter, Jess, was a student at UCLA majoring in Theater. She'd been going on more auditions and getting more parts and Lane had flown to L.A. over spring break and helped Jess find a condo.  After a great deal of consideration on Lane's part and fussing and feuding on Jess's part, Lane had agreed to let Jess take her car back to school at the end of the semester.  As much as Lane wished time would move a little more slowly in respect to her children, the end of the semester had arrived.
 
   Lane laughed. "Well, as it happens, my sons have convinced me that they should accompany their sister back to California, so she won't be going alone after all. I guess I'm just getting a preview of what my empty nest will be like when my youngest goes off to college. Maybe I'm not ready for it."
 
   Now Meg laughed. "Well, it hasn't happened yet. Maybe he’ll live at home and attend Rockhurst University."
 
   Lane shook her head as she loaded her laptop into her wheeled briefcase, added some reports she wanted to review over the weekend, and zipped it up. It was Memorial Day weekend, and she had decided to take both Friday and Tuesday off to extend the weekend, even before she'd gotten that call from Maggie. Now, she was going to be driving to Omaha and she hoped she'd be able to get everything done. 
 
   The Parker Kids had planned to take off first thing Saturday morning. It was a three-day drive if they didn't make any tourist stops or sightseeing detours. The boys, Jake and Jamie, were going to stay with Jess for a few days and then fly back to Kansas City the following Thursday.
 
   As she drove to the airport, Lane's mind went back to the phone call from Maggie. Maggie’s son Jeff was missing. She hadn't heard from him for almost a week and neither his boss nor his friends knew where he was. Maggie was at her wits end when she'd called Lane for moral support. But, Lane offered more than that. When Lane first moved to Overland Park, she'd become friends with Ben Bellini. Benito Giovanni Bellini second generation Italian American was the best criminal defense attorney in the Kansas City Metropolitan area. He had connections in law enforcement in every community in the greater metropolitan area as well as state law enforcement in Missouri and Kansas. She hoped his reach extended to Omaha, Nebraska.
 
   Her cell phone rang bringing her out of her reverie. She checked the readout on the screen for the number before connecting via blue tooth.
 
   "I was just thinking about you." She told Ben. It often seemed that he had ESP or at least knew when he was on her mind because this wasn't the first time he'd called when she'd been thinking of him.
 
   His smile came clearly through the airwaves. "So, Red what's up?" 
 
   "I'm on my way to the airport to get Jess. I have a question for you and depending on the answer, I might need a favor."
 
   "Ask away, as for the favor, you know you only need ask." 
 
   She smiled.  Ben was her best friend here in Kansas. He'd recently been hinting that they could be more than that, but he was 36 and she was closing in on 50. He was quick to remind her that she didn't look even 40. It was true, she had good genes and men and women alike guessed her age 15 years younger than her almost 49 years.
 
   "I got a call from a friend in Omaha this afternoon. Her son Jeff is about the same age as Jake. She hasn't heard from him in a while and she's worried. Any chance your circle of friends and associates reaches Omaha? I'd like to help her if I can."
 
   "You're in luck, Red. Didn't I ever tell you that I went to law school in Omaha? I keep in touch with a classmate who practices there. I can give her a call and see if she can point me in the right direction. I need a little more information before I make the call though. How about I drop by the house tonight? I can bring pizzas for you and the kids."
 
   Ben went to law school in Omaha. How had that never come up? She looked at the clock. "Sure, that works. It's 5:45. I'm just pulling into the parking garage and if the flight is on time, and if Jess has carried on her luggage as she usually does, then I can be home in an hour. Let's say 7:00?"
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2
 
   You've got a Friend in me
 
   Jess walked out of the terminal carrying her backpack and quickly made her way toward her mother. After they exchanged a brief hug, Jess confirmed that the backpack was her only luggage. On the drive home, Jess regaled Lane with stories of her most recent acting job. Lane shook her head. Lately, Jess had practically made a career out of playing the dead body on one TV crime series after another. She'd met Dirk Jacobsen, a current heartthrob, who was a Grammy award-winning singer and was making his TV debut, on the set of Lawlessness when she'd played the body found in his hotel room.
 
   Jess, who was 5 feet 4 inches tall, always wore shoes with at least a four-inch heel.  She was used to being around men who were well over six feet tall, like her brothers both of whom were a full foot taller than Jess.  She laughed as she told the story of meeting Dirk.  “We had no scenes with me standing, which was good because he might be maybe an inch taller than I am.  Sorry, Mom.  I was a high-end call girl in this episode; and my wardrobe included a pair of five-inch heels.  I would have towered over him.”
 
   As Lane turned onto her street, she could see Ben’s black Lincoln Navigator parked in front of the house.  She pulled into the garage, and she and Jess got out of the SUV.  Lane got her briefcase and Jess got her backpack.  The scent of pizza filled the air as Jess and lane walked into the house. They found Jake, Jamie, and Ben in the kitchen. Lane put her briefcase in her office while Jess hurried to stow her backpack in her room.  The guys had set the table and had everyone's favorite sodas on the table. While Lane would have loved to change clothes, she knew that the Parker boys were starving.  Had they been just a couple of years younger, Lane knew they'd be sitting at the table knife in one hand, fork in the other tapping the utensils on the table chanting something like "We want grub." or whining about being near death for lack of food. She smiled. The more things change the more they remain the same.
 
   During dinner, the conversation bounced from Jess's recent auditions, to Jake's job offer, to Jamie's summer plans and the excitement the three Parker Kids had about the drive to California. The Parker Kids quizzed their mother about her plans while they would all be gone. Lane talked about getting a call from Maggie but didn't share with the kids that Jeff was missing. There was no reason to upset them or distract them before their trip.
 
   Lane smiled. She loved her family and loved to have them all together around the kitchen table. Her smile faded as she remembered her conversation with her old friend. What if it was Jake? She looked at Ben and tilted her head toward the door. She picked up her soda and headed toward the den.
 
   "I called Liz. Just to give her a heads up." Ben said as they sat on the sofa in Lane’s home office. "I'd like to talk to your friend to see if we can get some more info."
 
   Lane nodded.  "Let's call her. I imagine she's going to be sitting by the phone until she hears from Jeff." Lane stood and walked to her desk where the speakerphone sat. She hit the speaker button and dialed Maggie's number by heart. 
 
   Without even saying hello, Maggie answered on the first ring and began talking.  "Lane, I haven't heard anything more since we talked earlier." 
 
   "Maggie, you're on speaker. I have my friend Ben Bellini with me. I know you only called me for moral support, but I'd like to do more. Ben's a lawyer and he has a friend in Omaha to whom he can reach out. Tell us exactly when you last heard from Jeff and what he said."
 
   Maggie took a breath and in a worried tone, she said, "He sent an e-mail at 9:47 p.m. last Friday night. He was supposed to pick me up Saturday morning and drive me to Nebraska Furniture so we could pick up a new patio set I'd bought. You know how I hate to pay the delivery charges on things. He sent the e-mail saying that he'd had truck trouble near Gretna and was waiting for a tow truck. I expected him to call me Saturday to let me know what happened, but he didn't call. By Sunday night, I still hadn't heard anything, so I called his house. No answer, so I called his cell. It went straight to voice mail. On Monday, I called the office for the construction company where he's a project manager. I left a message asking him to call me. I've called both his house and his cell several times every day. His voice mail boxes are full at both numbers now."
 
   "Hi, Maggie, this is Ben. Have you called the police to report him missing?"
 
   "No. I'm worried, but I'm afraid I'm over reacting. What if he's been with a girlfriend and I've called the police? He'll be upset, say I'm smothering him." 
 
   Lane felt her friend's angst. As a mother, she'd often walked the same tightrope.  "Oh, Maggie. It's been six days. Even a kid would understand if you called the police now." Lane told her friend.
 
   Ben looked at Lane "Maggie, how about if I call my friend? Her name is Liz Collier. We can give her the information. She has an investigator she uses who can start digging into things without involving the police. Would that make you feel better?"
 
   "I can't afford to hire a private investigator." 
 
   Lane wanted to help her friend, but was worried that the conversation was making panic set in.  "Maggie, don't worry about the money..." Lane began.
 
   "No, Maggie, don't worry about it. Liz has owed me a favor for quite a while. She'll be glad to have the obligation lifted. No money will exchange hands on this. Can you send Lane an e-mail with Jeff's full name, his birthdate, his social security number, his cell phone number and the carrier's name, his home address and work address? A recent photo if you have one would be good too. I'll get the info to Liz and let her get started on it. If you don't mind, I'd like to stay in the loop on this. Meaning I'd like for you to agree that Liz and her investigator can share information with me and Lane."
 
   Lane could hear Maggie exhale almost as though she'd been holding her breath since the conversation began.  "Ben, thank-you. You don't know how much I appreciate this. Lane, I've sent the e-mail to both your personal and work e-mail addresses."
 
   "Maggie, the kids are leaving first thing Saturday. If we haven't found Jeff by then, I'll drive up. I don't know that I can do anything except offer moral support, but you shouldn't be alone right now." Lane was opening her laptop and booting it up as she talked. She looked to Ben. "Ben, Is there anything else we need to know right now?"
 
   "No, that's it for now.”  Ben smiled at Lane and continued, directing his comments to Maggie.  “As soon as Lane gets into her e-mail, I'll call Liz and relay the information.  I’ll give Liz your phone number too, in case she or her investigator has questions that I haven't thought of."
 
   "Maggie, I've got the e-mail. We're going to let you go now so Ben can call Liz. You know how to reach me and, it goes without saying, you know you can call me day or night."
 
   After hanging up, Ben made a call to his friend Liz and Lane forwarded Maggie's email to both Ben and Liz. Ben could see the surprise on Lane's face as he told Liz that he'd see her in Omaha on Saturday. He flashed what Lane called his mega-watt smile. "You didn't think I was going to let you handle this mess alone, did you?"
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3
 
   No one packs like a Parker
 
   Friday morning dawned early for the Parker kids who spent the debating how best to pack Jess's things into her Toyota Rav4 making sure to use every cubic inch of space still leaving room for three people. Lane had planned to sleep in, but with the racket going on inside and out, those plans didn’t last long. She listened to the banter as they loaded the Rav4.  Lane had never been good at cramming things into small spaces. It was all about eye hand coordination and spatial concepts. At least that's what the kids had told her for years.
 
   Lane showered, dressed, and made her way to the kitchen.  When the kids were young, she’d gotten in the habit of making a hot breakfast on the weekends.  She stood in front of the open pantry as she internally debated her options; French toast, pancakes, or just eggs, bacon and home fried potatoes. Home fried potatoes swung her decision.  She reached into the potato bin and grabbed four large potatoes.  She was standing at the sink scrubbing them as the kids bantered their way back into the house for another load of Jess’s “stuff.”
 
   “How hungry is everyone?”  She asked as she moved to the chopping block and began slicing the potatoes.
 
   Jake was the first to answer, “I could eat.”
 
   Jamie chimed in, “If you’re making home fries, I’m in.”
 
   The boys, as Lane called her sons, were six feet four inches tall and each weighed between 195 and 200 pounds. They seemed to have hallow legs the way that they ate.  Jess on the other hand was five feet four inches tall, and weighed maybe 105 pounds soaking wet.  All three kids seemed to burn calories as fast as they consumed them.
 
   “Okay, take this load out, and breakfast will be ready when you come back in.  I plan on scrambling the eggs unless anyone wants a special order.”  Lane called as the kids walked back through the house and out to the driveway.
 
   The family rule was that the person who cooked, usually Lane, didn’t have to do kitchen clean up, but Lane gave the kids a pass this morning, so they finish packing.  After loading the dishwasher, Lane got her e-reader and settled in her favorite recliner in the hearth room.  She was in the middle of a book by a newly discovered mystery writer.  The author was new to Lane, but had written several books; which was fine with Lane.  She was a voracious reader and was always thrilled when she found a multi-published author she’d never read before.  It meant she didn’t have to wait months and sometimes more than a year to find out what the characters go into next.
 
   Ben came by late in the afternoon and was amazed that the Parker Kids seemed to have packed everything but Jess's furniture in the SUV still leaving room for the three passengers and the luggage they needed for their three-day excursion.
 
   For as long as Lane had known him, Ben reserved Friday night for date night, yet here he was and he was staying for dinner.  She thought about asking him why he didn’t have a date, but decided it didn’t matter.  She was happy to have him there to help her.  While the Parker kids took Lane’s Cadillac Escalade and drove to Jess’s favorite barbecue restaurant to pick-up dinner, Lane and Ben phoned Maggie again. 
 
   Maggie answered the phone on the first ring.  “Lane.  I still haven’t heard anything from Jeff, and it’s been a week now.  I’m at my wit’s end.”
 
   Lane couldn’t even begin to imagine the stress level that her friend must be experiencing.  “Ben’s here with me.  I’m sure you’re totally stressing, all I can say is that I’ll see you tomorrow and I promise we’ll get this figured out.”
 
   Ben watched Lane as he spoke into the speakerphone “Hi, Maggie.  Have you heard anything from Liz yet?”  
 
   “Yes, I’ve spoken with her and with her investigator.  I can’t thank you both enough for everything you’re doing for me.”
 
   “Hold the gratitude until we have Jeff back home.  I look forward to meeting you in person tomorrow.”  Ben nodded to Lane, pulled out his cell phone and said, “I need to handle this, so I’ll leave you two alone to chat.”  He pointed toward the garage.  He walked through the house and made his way through the garage toward the driveway as he clicked away on his phone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   North by Northwest or how to get to Omaha
 
   The Parker kids left for L.A. bright and early on Saturday morning.  As Lane stood in the driveway waving her farewell, Ben's Lincoln Navigator pulled to the curb. Her trip to Omaha was either going to alleviate her worry about her family alone on a road trip across the country, or it was going to magnify it beyond all tolerable measures. Lane understood why Maggie was clinging to the hope that Jeff and some woman were somewhere ignoring everyone and everything else. But, she also knew that Jeff loved his mother and that neither love nor lust would allow him to ignore Maggie's phone calls for a week. He might not tell Maggie where he was, what he was doing, or with whom he was doing it, but he would at least send an e-mail or a text saying he'd be out of pocket for a while. Something had happened to Jeff, Maggie knew it, and so did Lane.
 
   She waved at Ben as he walked toward her. She couldn't help but smile. A woman would have to be blind, dead, or both not to see how classically handsome Ben was. He was 36 years old, stood 6 feet 4 inches tall had dark wavy hair and hazel eyes. The best way to describe him was that he could be George Clooney's much younger, much taller, much, much better looking brother. He was intelligent and witty. He was the first and best friend Lane made after moving to Kansas.
 
   "Hey, Red. Are you packed and ready to leave or do you need some time to mourn the empty nest?"
 
   Lane laughed.  "I don't have an empty nest. An empty nest would be much cleaner. Just poke your head into Jake's room to see what I mean. That boy left his room looking like he was just running to the corner store."
 
   Ben laughed as he followed her into the house.
 
   "Let me grab a soda and then I'm good to go. Do you want one?" She asked as she headed toward the fridge.
 
   "I'm good." Ben said as he picked up the small suitcase she’d left in the hall.
 
   When she opened the door to the Ben's black Lincoln Navigator, Lane wasn't surprised to find that Ben had gotten her a 32 ounce Diet Dr. Pepper when he'd stopped for gas. She smiled. This would be their first road trip together and she wondered what kind of traveler he'd be. Lane knew from experience that it was a three to three and a half hour drive between her house and Omaha depending on traffic and the number of stops. Some men were better than others were at understanding the bathroom stops needed by women and children. That 32-ounce soda and the can of Diet Dr. Pepper in her hand meant that Lane would need to stop at least once.
 
   They talked amiably as they made their way north on I635. Ben told her that he'd gotten an e-mail from Liz that morning and he handed her his i-phone so that she could read it. Liz related that she'd put her investigator, Blake, to work, poking around to see what he could find out about where Jeff had been last Friday and in the week since. Lane pondered whether Blake was the investigator's first or last name as Frank Sinatra sang softly in the background.
 
   She looked at Ben as she placed his phone on the console between them. Lord, the man was gorgeous. She shook her head, thinking, what is wrong with me. He turned his head toward her and flashed a perfect smile with just the right amount of concern.
 
   "Do you want to talk about your friend and her son?"
 
   Lane nodded and told him about Maggie; how they'd grown up together. Maggie with her olive complexion and curly black hair and Lane with her fair skin and golden hair, were like two ends of a spectrum. They'd spent their time in that little town riding bicycles roller skating, jumping rope and swimming together. She couldn't tell him when they met; Maggie had just always been there in the house next door.
 
   She told him about moving to Omaha when her aunt Marta got married and about how she and Maggie had eventually lost touch.  But, it was only a few years until Lane had enrolled in college at the University of Nebraska Omaha campus and Maggie had gotten a job in Omaha and the two had become roommates. She told him about Maggie's marriage and divorce and that her friend had cancer and a hysterectomy when Jeff was just three. About how after over the years, they had drifted together and apart still knowing all of the time that if either needed anything at all, she only had to make a call to the other.  Ben was a good listener, making encouraging sounds at all of the right times. 
 
   Ben met Lane shortly after she'd moved to Kansas. The church they both attended was collecting items for a garage sale fundraiser, and Fr. Palmert had roped Ben into doing pick-up duty with him.  Lane’s newly purchased house had come with kitchen appliances; there was even a washer and dryer in the laundry room. Because she planned a complete remodel of both the kitchen and the laundry room, by taking both rooms down to the studs, she neither wanted nor needed the appliances; and so she had called to arrange the donation. Ben and Fr. Palmert had come to make the pickup, and after assessing the situation, Ben told her he’d come back and help her move some things later. 
 
   During the three years since they'd met, they had talked about family. But, they'd never exchanged life stories. Ben knew bits and pieces about her life before they met, just as Lane knew bits and pieces about his.  He knew she had no siblings and had been raised by her aunt.  Lane knew that Ben was the oldest of five children.
 
   She didn't know when he'd reached across the console and taken her hand and while there was some comfort in having his strong hand gently caress her hand, the 12-year age difference between them was never far from her mind. She was pushing ever closer to 50 while Ben was still in his 30's. Sure, thanks to the miracle of good genetics Lane didn't look even close to her age. She smiled as she remembered the day she had introduced her kids to Ben.
 
   When she and Ben met, she had told him she'd taken the job, found the house, and moved while her three kids were staying in Omaha for the summer with their paternal grandmother. The plan was to have the remodel finished at least two weeks before school started and she'd drive to Omaha and bring the kids back. Lane recounted her own move to Omaha when she was 13. Aunt Marta had moved her in the middle of summer and she had suffered through the remainder of the summer with no friends. Her idea was to give her kids a couple of weeks to get used to their new home and surroundings, then have them start school soon so they could make friends. She hadn't told Ben the ages of her kids and because he thought she was about his age, he had assumed her kids were young. To say he was surprised when he found out how old they were would be an understatement. The look on his face, when he found out Jake was in college, Jess was seventeen and going to be a high school senior, and Jamie at fourteen was going to be a high school freshman, still made her smile.
 
   They'd been on the road for about an hour and were on Interstate 29 just north of St. Joseph, MO. As Lane flexed her hand, Ben gave her a gentle squeeze, released his hold, and glanced at her. "There's an exit for a rest stop ahead, do we need to make a pit stop?"
 
   "I could stand to stretch my legs." Lane answered as she took another drink of her soda. 
 
   Ben pulled into the rest area and parked the SUV.  It was a beautiful day, not yet too hot and humid the way it would be later in the summer. Lane wore her favorite non-work attire Levi 501 button fly jeans with sandals and a sleeveless pink cotton blouse with tuxedo pleating. She had her strawberry blonde hair pulled into a casual ponytail. She grabbed a white baseball cap from the back seat and quickly pulled her ponytail though the hole in the back as she put it on and got out of the SUV.
 
   When Lane emerged from the ladies' room, she smiled as she watched several women of varying ages gawk (there was no other word for it) at Ben as he stood there waiting for her. She’d seen the phenomenon many times. They were leaving the Capitol Grill on the Country Club Plaza after having dinner one evening not long ago when someone had mistaken him for George Clooney and asked for an autograph. It didn't happen often, but there had been rumors that Clooney was going to be filming a movie in Kansas City and while Lane didn't resemble George's current paramour, she did apparently resemble his rumored co-star Laura Linney. Ben always told people they were mistaken, that he wasn't George Clooney. Sometimes they believed him and sometimes they thought he was Clooney and was just being a jerk. These tourists were determined and finally, Ben had agreed to have a photo taken with them and Lane. No doubt, they were regaling their friends in South Dakota with tales about the night they met George and Laura. Who knew what the ladies in the rest stop were thinking. He looked relieved as Lane approached and he took her arm and walked with her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   A Friend of yours is a friend of mine
 
   Lane called Maggie as they took the Interstate 80 exit over the Missouri river. They agreed to meet at Garden Café on 132nd and Maple in half an hour. Ben called Liz and told her the plan to meet Maggie at the restaurant. She suggested that she and Blake meet them there.
 
   Surprisingly, Lane and Ben arrived first and told the hostess they needed a table for five. It was almost 11:30. The breakfast crowd had cleared out and the lunch crown was just starting to trickle in so there wasn't much of a wait, but it was long enough that Maggie, Liz, and Blake all arrived before the table was ready.
 
   Liz was nearly as tall as Lane with blonde hair and blue eyes that lit up when she saw Ben. She walked up and gave him a hug. Ben lifted her off her feet and gave her a brief kiss on the cheek. "Hey pipsqueak. Good to see you." Ben introduced Lane, who introduced Maggie. Liz introduced Blake. Once the introductions were over, they followed the hostess toward a table in the back.
 
   It turned out Blake was the investigator's name was Gary Blake. He was about 6 feet tall, had an athletic build, salt and pepper hair, gray eyes, and appeared to be about 50. Maggie was five feet seven inches tall, her once curly black hair had come in the color of chestnuts after chemotherapy, and the curls were no more than waves now. Her deep amber eyes showed signs that she hadn't been sleeping well.
 
   Once everyone sat at the round table, Maggie again told about the last time she'd heard from Jeff. Between ordering and having coffee, iced tea and soda delivered to the table, Blake told the group what he’d found out.
 
   “I spoke with the tow truck driver who picked Jeff up at the gas station that night. He'd said he took Jeff to a farmhouse where his truck had died.  The driver gave it a jump-start and followed Jeff to the on ramp for Interstate 80; Jeff headed toward Omaha, the driver headed back toward Lincoln.”  Blake paused when the food came, but continued when they were alone again.  “I stopped and talked to the kid at the gas station.  I showed him Jeff’s picture and learned that Jeff’s phone was dead when he came in.  He bought a charger and once he got it charged, he made the call for the tow.”  He looked at Maggie.  “That must be how and when he sent you the email too.” 
 
   That seemed to be the last anyone had seen Jeff, but Blake didn’t speak those words aloud.
 
   Liz asked about the last time Maggie had called Jeff's cell phone and suggested it was time to get a warrant so they could have a look at the cell activity. Maybe see if they could get a location on his whereabouts. 
 
   Maggie nodded.  It had been over a week since Maggie had heard from Jeff, and she knew it was time to file a missing persons report. 
 
   Lane knew that Jeff’s phone was through Telco Unlimited, the cellular phone carrier where she was Chief Privacy Officer.  It was a holiday weekend, but Lane knew if they could get a warrant for the phone records, she could get the information for them today. 
 
   They finished lunch, settled the bill and Blake asked Maggie if he could follow her to Jeff's house. She had keys and could let him in to look around. He'd take her to get the paperwork started on the missing person report afterward. They all agreed to meet in four hours at Liz's office.
 
   The College World Series takes place in Omaha every June and hotel rooms are rare and can be expensive. While the start of the College World Series was still a week away, the teams, and fans were already beginning to descend on the city. But, Ben was a Platinum level Marriott rewards member, so even without a reservation, he had no trouble getting a room. It was just one room, but luckily, it was a two-bedroom suite and after a short conversation with Lane, they had agreed that they could share the bathroom.
 
   With four hours to kill, they each pulled out laptops and cell phones and began checking e-mails and returning phone calls. Ben was a criminal defense attorney and a partner in a law firm with his uncles Sal and Vinnie Luciano and Vinnie's daughters Bianca and Daniela. He was preparing for a trial and was supposed to begin jury selection in a couple of weeks.  
 
   Four hours later, Lane and Ben made the short drive to Liz's office. Liz met them at the door holding the warrant allowing access to Jeff’s cell phone records.  Lane took it and read it.  As Chief Privacy Officer, the warrant fell under Lane's purview. She made a quick call to a director on her staff to get the right number for the fax and to put a rush on the request. She gave her number along with Ben and Liz's numbers as contacts. 
 
   Blake and Maggie reported on the search of Jeff's house where they found no clues as to his whereabouts, and confirmed Maggie had filed the missing person report.
 
   There was nothing to do until they got the information about Jeff’s phone, so they agreed to meet at Maggie’s house at 7:30.   Lane and Ben left the office and decided to take a stroll through the Old Market for a little sightseeing and shopping expedition. 
 
   The Old Market area started out in the 1970's as a hangout for hippies and was full of head shops, but over the years, it had turned into expensive one of a kind shops and restaurants. Lane had always enjoyed strolling through the area and tonight was no exception. They had just ordered wine at M's Pub when Lane's cell phone rang. She answered and since she hated it when people in restaurants talked on their phones, she stepped outside to take the call. It was a report on the information about Jeff's phone records. She told them to e-mail the details to her, and thanked them for their quick work. She walked back into the restaurant. 
 
   "They got a ping on Jeff's phone from a cell tower in Saint Louis just a few hours ago. They're emailing all of the information to me.  I think we need to get to Maggie's now."  She told Ben as she took a sip of the wine, there was no time to stay and enjoy.
 
   It was about half an hour later when they arrived at Maggie's house. Maggie was in the kitchen putting the final touches on potato salad, and it didn’t make much sense, but Blake was manning the grill, carefully watching the coals. Maggie stopped what she was doing and joined Liz and Ben as they huddled around Lane and her open laptop and retrieved her e-mail.
 
   “There was a ping from a tower in Saint Louis just three hours ago,” Lane explained for the benefit of both Maggie and Liz, “but there’s been nothing since.”  She pointed to the screen as she spoke.  “If I scroll through the tower hits, it shows the phone was in Omaha until earlier today.  I can see the path it took as it made its way down Interstate 29, through the Kansas City metro where it went east along Interstate 70, finally stopping where it was a few hours ago.”  She looked at the faces around her, finally stopping to look intently at her friend.  “Maggie, the fact that there’s been nothing for the last four hours probably means the phone’s turned off, or the battery’s dead.”  Lane turned to look at Ben, her face asking him for a solution she knew didn’t exist.
 
   Ben reached for Lane’s hand, “I’ll call Tanner.  He’s four hours closer to Saint Louis than we are.  Can you give me a real street address?  And a radius that he should work out from?” He looked at Maggie.  “Tanner’s my investigator, like Blake is for Liz.  He’s a former cop and he has contacts in other local, and state, law enforcement jurisdictions.  I’m sure he knows people in Saint Louis.  He can be there tonight and we can meet him tomorrow.”
 
   Maggie managed a smile.  This really might be over soon.
 
   As they ate, Liz and Ben brought Blake up to speed.  Blake nodded as they talked.  He wanted to do a little more digging around the house where Jeff's car had died. Interstate 80 was a pipeline for drug trafficking and it wasn't unusual for old houses in rural areas to be used as meth labs. He'd get Liz and Ben alone and talk about it in private. He liked Maggie and didn't want to say anything that might put a gray cloud over the good news they'd just gotten.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Meet me in St. Louis
 
   Lane was awake, showered, packed, and ready to go by seven o’clock. Ben's door was still closed, so she turned on the local news and checked e-mail. Finally, at 7:30 she knocked gently on Ben's door. She heard a mumbling from inside. "Ben, are you up?" She said quietly. "It's 7:30."
 
   Ben was a little groggy. Maybe sharing a suite with Lane wasn't the best idea he'd ever had. He'd gotten little sleep between the conversation with Tanner at midnight and listening to Lane as she slept. Lord, the woman didn't snore, she moaned. He'd closed his bedroom door, he'd put a pillow over his head and then he'd gotten up and paced. It wasn't loud moaning, just a quiet gentle "mmmm" sound every now and then, but it was enough to rouse him in more way than one. They had never been lovers, never dated; they were friends, just friends. But, Lord, she was gorgeous and that moaning had him lying awake imagining having her doing it in his arms as he showered her with kisses. Around 3:00, after he'd taken a cold shower he was finally able to fall asleep. Now apparently, it was 7:30 and she was well rested, wide-awake, just outside his door, and ready to go. Well, he was ready to go too but it had nothing to do with driving eight hours in a car.
 
   "Shouldn't we get going soon?" She said through the door.
 
   Sure, they should get going soon, just as soon as he figured out how he and his massive erection were going to walk past her to get into the bathroom. He groaned.
 
   "Do you need coffee? I could go get you some if it would help."
 
   "Yeah, a coffee, large, black, would be great. I'll hop in the shower and be ready by the time you get back."
 
   How weird was that? She thought. She'd known Ben for three years and as she recalled he was usually in the gym at 6:00 am dressed and in the office well before 8:00. She was the one who was usually a late riser skipping the gym completely and going into the office closer to 9:00. Oh well, if coffee would get him up and moving, then she'd go to the continental breakfast in the lobby and get coffee.
 
   She returned to the room with a large coffee in hand just as Ben walked out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a towel around his waist as he used another to dry his face and hair. His washboard abs were glistening with dampness, the hair on his chest was wet and curly. She'd seen him in a swimming suit and had no idea why the sight of him in that towel should take her breath away. 
 
   She put the coffee cup down. "Coffee's on the table." She said as she rushed into her room before he had a chance to look at her. She gathered up her suitcase, briefcase, and purse but didn't move from her room until she heard Ben's door close.
 
   Ben dressed and carefully repacked his suitcase before joining her in the sitting area. A night of listening to her moan and now he was going to spend the next eight hours in a car with her less than a foot away with only the console separating them. He knew before he opened his door what she'd look like. She'd be wearing those form fitting Levi 501 button fly jeans a sleeveless blouse similar to the pink one she wore yesterday, maybe a light blue, maybe a bright red she'd have her hair in a ponytail again or maybe she'd French braided it today. She'd be wearing sandals and she'd be looking at him with those big blue eyes. He groaned as he zipped his suitcase.
 
   "You okay in there?" He heard her say as he grabbed his suitcase and the backpack holding his laptop.
 
   He opened the door. "Yeah, fine. Thanks for getting the coffee. Do you want to sit and have breakfast here or just hit Mickey D's on our way out of town?" He looked up to find her sitting on the sofa and, he sure wasn't prepared for the vision before him. Her red hair was lying around the lacey collar of a white linen blouse, her white bra barely visible underneath. He closed his eyes and shook his head. Lord have mercy.
 
   "You know how I love my Diet Dr. Pepper, so Mickey D's is fine with me." She thought they were getting started a little late and a drive though breakfast would be faster.  Besides, Ben didn't seem quite himself this morning, and she didn't want to mention the late start.
 
   He reached out to take her suitcase and after putting his duffle on top of her rolling suitcase bent to pick up the now lukewarm coffee she'd gotten for him. "Mickey D's it is then, let's hit the road."
 
   Ben started the Navigator and Lane gave him directions to the nearest McDonald's. He ordered another coffee for himself, a DDP for Lane and breakfast sandwiches for each of them. He passed the food and drinks to her as they were handed to him and was surprised to see that she was mixing his fresh coffee with his lukewarm coffee into a large travel mug he kept in the SUV. He wondered how any man could walk away from her.  She was beautiful, intelligent, witty, kind, thoughtful, and sexy. He shook his head, thinking, Man you have got to snap out of this.
 
   "What do you want first? Hash brown or sandwich?" She looked at him, and noticed that the collar of his pale blue polo shirt was bunched up from carrying his backpack over just one shoulder. She reached over and smoothed it. He really was an amazingly handsome man with his chiseled jaw, his dark hair, hazel eyes, firm muscles and that perfect smile. He only had one flaw, well maybe two. He was a babe magnet and he was twelve years younger than she was. Her first husband had been a babe magnet and she knew how that ended;  even if she could get past that, nothing was going to change the fact that he was twelve years her junior.
 
   "I'll have the sandwich. I know you really want my hash brown anyway." 
 
   She handed him the Egg McMuffin and smiled as she took a bite of the hash brown.
 
   Except for the low mournful crooning of Frank Sinatra singing about the gal that got way they rode in silence. It was funny their taste in music was the same and it was from before either of their times. Frank Sinatra, Mel Torme, Tony Bennett, Dean Martin with a little Michael Buble and Harry Connick Jr. mixed in. She smiled remembering the day that Jess had asked each of them if they could only listen to the music of three artists for the rest of their lives what would it be. Lane had quickly said Frank Sinatra, the Beatles, and she floundered trying to think of a woman when Ben said Peggy Lee. The selections had confused Jess. "I thought your favorite song was Heartbreak Hotel by Elvis." She'd said and Lane laughed, it was true that she loved Heartbreak Hotel, just not enough to pull Elvis into the top 3.
 
   It was a long drive. Lane sent a broadcast text to the Parker kids. Jess had called her the evening before to say they were safe and sound and had stopped in Amarillo for the night. But, they'd talked before she and Ben had made the decision to for to Saint Louis, so she wanted to be sure the kids knew where she was and had a vague outline of what was happening. Since she didn't know who might be driving, she sent the text to all three knowing that the software on the phones would allow them to read, but prevent them from texting if the car was in motion she didn't expect a response until later. 
 
   Lane hated when people travelled in the car with someone and made "private" calls. It seemed rude. If a call came that, a person could take over the blue tooth or over the speaker in the car that was another thing. But, her phone wasn't paired to Ben's Navigator.
 
   She didn't need to be entertained, but she was curious about Ben's pensive mood. Since he didn't seem like he wanted to talk, she asked if he'd mind if she read. He'd told her to go ahead.
 
   He was still vacillating between thinking about Lane moaning in her sleep, wondering why they’d never dated, and trying to shake himself out of the fantasy before he'd have to stay in the car when they got to the next rest stop or embarrass himself with the erection that he couldn't seem to lose for very long. Now that she wasn't trying to make conversation, matters only seemed worse. Too much time to think and now Peggy Lee had started singing Fever. He turned off the stereo. They were nearing Saint Louis and the Wright City rest stop was just a few miles ahead. He needed some space and fresh air.
 
   "There's a rest stop ahead. I need a pit stop, how about you?" he watched as she stretched, ran her hands through her long red hair, and smiled. God she was killing him.
 
   "I could stand to stretch my legs. If there's a soda machine I could use a new drink too."
 
   As he pulled into a parking space, he told her to go ahead that he wanted to make a call. Sure, he wanted to check in with Tanner, but he needed a minute to get himself under control. Watching her ass as she walked away wasn't helping. Lane was five feet ten inches tall and weighed about 175lbs. She had curves in all of the right places. He took a gulp of the now very cold coffee and got out of the SUV before calling Tanner to get a location for meeting him. He walked into the men's room, ran water over his hands, and splashed a bit on his face before he used the facilities.
 
   He came out to find Lane at the vending machine engaged in a discussion with some strange guy wearing boots and a cowboy hat of all things. He scanned the parking lot, must be a trucker he thought as he approached. Lane was giggling. WTF giggling. She'd taken off her sunglasses and was looking at this guy in a way that he couldn't put words around, but he knew he didn't like it. No, he didn't like this guy at all. He put his left hand proprietarily in the small of her back as he joined them. She looked up at him and smiled.
 
   "Fish, this is my friend Ben Bellini. Ben, this is Fish Tucker." The men shook hands. "Fish is an old friend that I haven't seen since college." 
 
   Since college, that was the easiest way to explain. Fish had been the key board player in the band with her first husband. Fish was still in the music business playing keyboards for a country singer's backup band. He was on his way to a gig in Saint Louis. They'd just traded cards with e-mail addresses and cell phones as Ben had approached.
 
   "Nice meeting you, man. Take care of Red." Fish said as he walked toward the waiting tour bus.
 
   Lane held two bottles of Diet Coke and smiled as she looked up into Ben’s face. "I got one for you too." She said as she offered one of the sodas to him. She was still smiling and he was pretty sure it had nothing to do with him.
 
   Ben unlocked the SUV and opened her door. He walked around to the driver's door shaking his head. He was going to have to sort this out soon. He was feeling like a jealous teenager.  He got in and as he started the engine, he looked at her. "So you know Fish from college?"
 
   "Well, sort of." She hesitated. "You know I'm divorced from the Kids' dad. But, I was married before I married Phillip. I got married the first time when I was still in college." She took a drink of her soda. It wasn't something she meant to keep a secret; it was just something she didn't like to think about. Ben hadn't put the car in gear. He just sat there looking at her. Those hazel eyes looking dark, like melted Hershey's Kisses. 
 
   "Are you telling me you were married to Fish Tucker?" 
 
   She looked out the window. "No. Fish played keyboards for the band. I married the lead singer & guitarist." She looked back at Ben. "His name was Gus. He was gorgeous, bigger than life, you know. The band cut an album even got some air play on the local radio stations in Omaha." She took another drink. Why was Ben just staring at her? "They went out on a three month tour and when they came back," she sighed, "God, this is so hard." She looked out the window again. 
 
   Ben reached over and took her hand. "Whatever it is, it's okay, just tell me." 
 
   She turned toward him and put her other hand over his. "Gus couldn't or didn't want to resist the groupies. When Gus came back, he had an STD, which he gave to me. A couple of penicillin shots took care of it. It could have been worse. Could have been something that would stay with me for life." She was crying as she finished. "I didn't mean for it to be a secret, I just don't like remembering it."
 
   Ben reached over and pulled her into the best hug he could manage across the console. He wiped the tears from her cheeks with his fingertips. "It's okay. It's in the past. It's not your fault. God that man was stupid. How could any man who had you waiting at home for him even think about another woman?" 
 
   And, before either of them knew what was happening, he kissed her. She'd welcomed the kiss parting her lips and he had quickly deepened it moving his tongue into her mouth. Then she did it, she moaned as she moved her tongue into his mouth. He moved one hand into her hair holding her head with one hand the other behind her back pulling her as close as he could. She had her hands at his neck twirling the fingers of one hand around his hair while the other stroked the back of his neck. Who knows how long they may have kept it up, but they heard someone passing by yell "Hey get a room why don't you?" Ben wasn't ready to let her go. She was his best friend, and this wasn't a kiss you could pretend didn't happen. He reluctantly pulled out of the deep kiss, brushing his lips gently over hers again. "God, I have wanted to do that all day." He said as he brought his hand out of her hair to her cheek and then touched her lips with his thumb.
 
   Lane moved her hands from around his neck and took his hand. She badly wanted to say the hell with whomever it was and just kiss him again and so she leaned across the console and gently brushed her lips against his. Then she moaned again before she moved her lips next to his ear. She licked his ear lobe and purred, "So that explains your mood all morning." She leaned back and twisted in her seat so she could fasten her seat belt. 
 
   Ben sat staring at her. Waiting to wake up. Good God, had she just purred in his ear? He swore he had the biggest erection he'd ever had in his life and did she just purr in his ear? She reached over, straightened the collar of his shirt, and then tapped him on the shoulder. "Come on, fasten your seatbelt. We've got to get on the road." Sure, they needed to get on the road, the sooner they got on the road, the sooner they could stop again, the sooner they stopped again, the sooner he could kiss her again. He could work with this. 
 
   "There's just one thing I need before we can move. I think I might need just one more, small kiss before I can make the SUV move." 
 
   Lane laughed. "Umm hum, I wasn't born yesterday. One small kiss leads to one bigger kiss which leads to another and the next thing I know we've spent half an hour at the rest stop." 
 
   Ben groaned. 
 
   She turned toward him. "You promise just one small kiss and then we'll be on our way?" 
 
    He nodded as he leaned toward her and brushed his lips lightly over hers. He fastened his seat belt and put the SUV in reverse. "Okay, on the road."
 
   Lane hit play on the stereo; they were streaming Ben's Frank Sinatra station on Pandora. She was greeted with Frank Sinatra singing, "I Could Write a Book.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Seek and you shall find
 
   Tanner had given Ben an address in an older industrial area near Twelfth and Grand, which Ben had programmed into his GPS so he had no trouble finding Tanner. He parked the Navigator and Tanner quickly opened the back door. 
 
   “So I talked to a contact on the Saint Louis force.”  He said as he took a seat behind Lane.  “They suspect that drug traffickers are using abandoned warehouses in the area to store meth and other drugs as they make their way to the streets.”  
 
   Ben and Lane were both silent as Tanner continued.  “I’ve been here all night, staking out the three block radius you gave Ben.”  He said looking toward Lane, then turning toward Ben, he continued, “It’s been a quiet night.  I found the kid’s truck.”  He said, and then directed Ben to drive a few blocks away where a Chevy Silverado with Nebraska plates sat in an alley.
 
   “It’s locked up tight.”  Tanner said, “You want me to slim-jim it?”
 
   Lane looked from Ben to Tanner.  “Slim-jim?  Like those sausage things?”
 
   The men both laughed.  “No, a slim-jim is a device that car thieves, law enforcement, and tow truck drivers use to open a locked car door.” Ben explained.
 
   “Before you do that, I have an app on my phone that allows remote access to a locked vehicle.  If Maggie has Jeff’s keys, she can download it, and we can get into the car by less – mmm – shall we say shady means?”
 
   Lane called Maggie to see if she had Jeff's keyless entry fob. And, after getting an affirmative answer, she explained that if Maggie clicked the unlock button into her cell phone that Lane could point her cell phone at Jeff's truck and voila, magically the doors would open. It took a couple of tries, but soon Tanner and Ben were heading toward the truck while Lane stayed in the Navigator and talked on the phone to Maggie.
 
   "There's some good news." Tanner said as he and Ben searched the vehicle. "First, there's no blood anyplace in sight, and secondly, Jeff's cell phone isn't in the vehicle. Hopefully that means it's with him." 
 
   Ben looked back to his SUV where Lane sat. "Yeah, let's hope that's what it means. Before we go back, tell me, you've been here all night, if we have to do a building by building search, where should we start?" 
 
   Tanner ran his hand over the back of his neck. "I think he’s inside this building and it’s got a for sale sign on the front. Maybe you could get the real estate broker to meet you and your investor. You and Lane could grab lunch meet the real estate broker back here in an hour or two.  In the meantime, I’ll keep tabs on the place."
 
   Ben nodded and walked back to talk to Lane. She put her phone on speaker so Maggie could hear as Ben related the plan. Then Ben called the broker and arranged to meet him at the building in two hours. They dropped Tanner back at his vehicle which was parked across the street and down the block from the warehouse.  
 
   When Ben and Lane returned to the warehouse, Ben unlocked the console and removed a 9mm handgun. Lane just looked at him as he inserted a clip and put the gun in a holster he had clipped on his belt at the small of his back, and then reached in the back seat for his sport coat. 
 
   Who is this guy and when did he start carrying a gun? Lane wondered.
 
   "We don't know what to expect in there, Red. Better be safe." 
 
   Unable to speak, as though she was suddenly mute, Lane just looked at him. Yeah, Ben with a loaded gun, safe.
 
   Ben opened his door, walked around, and opened Lane’s door. They walked to the building and met a muscular man who was about five feet seven inches tall, and had dark hair combed back from his face. 
 
   Ben reached out his hand. "Joe Parillo? Ben Bellini with Luciano and Bellini." The men shook hands and Ben motioned to Lane. "This is my client Mrs. Parker." Lane shook the man's hand. He had a firm grip and something about him gave her the creeps. 
 
   Mr. Parillo unlocked the door and motioned them in. "Mrs. Parker, what are you planning to use the building for?" He asked as they entered the warehouse. Before Lane could say anything, Ben said, "Mrs. Parker's not prepared to discuss her plans at this time. What are the zoning restrictions?" Ben continued to carry on a conversation, asking about Interstate access, and square footage, as he maneuvered them into one of the offices near the entrance; he worked his way deeper into the building. It was a two-story building and he knew as soon as they were away from the entrance door, Tanner would be in the building so he could work his way to the second floor. Ben kept his left hand on Lane's back as they walked; knowing that at the first sign of trouble, he'd be able to draw his gun and push her behind him where she'd be safe.
 
   They'd been in the building about twenty minutes when his cell phone buzzed, signaling he had a text. He checked it. "Got Jeff - smack se corner 2 flr cld cops go now" 
 
   Ben handed his phone to Lane and looked at Joe Parillo. "Thanks, Joe. I think that's all we need today. We're looking at a couple of other places. I'll give you a call sometime next week."
 
   They walked back toward the front of the building. Still keeping his hand on Lane's back, Ben hung back letting Joe walk in front of them. Joe is either ignorant about the drugs & kidnapping or he’s a good actor. Ben thought and he’d bet that it was ignorance not good acting; he'd been too willing to let them move around the building. 
 
   As they exited the building two men in suits, who flashed badges and addressed Ben and Lane by name met them. "Mr. Bellini, Mrs. Parker, we got a call from Roy Tanner." 
 
   Ben nodded and held up his hands. "Hello, detectives. I have a glock in a holster in the small of my back." He turned so the detective could get his gun. "I have a permit to carry concealed. It's in my wallet, left breast pocket." 
 
   Lane hadn't said ten words in the last twenty minutes and she just stood by dumbfounded as the detectives patted down both Ben and Mr. Parillo. She was surprised to find that Mr. Parillo also had a gun, however apparently he didn't have a concealed carry permit. At least he hadn't said a word. 
 
   The detectives looked at Lane "Mrs. Parker, I'm going to assume there's no need to pat you down." 
 
   Lane smiled as one of the detectives continued. "Your friend is alive, but unconscious. We have a bus on the way. We need for you to stay out of the building." 
 
   She saw the other detective return Ben's gun as she heard the click of handcuffs and one of the detectives recited the Miranda warning to Mr. Parillo, who indeed had no permit to carry the gun he had in his waistband.
 
   While it seemed longer, it was only minutes later when the EMT's had Jeff, on a gurney with I.V. fluids started, out of the building and were loading him into an ambulance. They asked if Lane wanted to ride with them. 
 
   Ben brushed her hair away from her face and lightly kissed her cheek. "Go ahead, Red. Tanner and I have to stay her and chat a bit and I'll see you at the hospital in an hour or so."
 
   Lane got into the ambulance with Jeff, leaving Ben and Tanner to work out the drug mess. After getting the okay from the EMT who rode in the back with her, she called Maggie to let her know they’d found Jeff, that he was dehydrated and unconscious, but his vital signs were strong and they were on their way to the hospital. She promised to call as soon as she knew more. Maggie was anxious to catch the first flight to Saint Louis. Through tears of joy, she said she'd call after she’d made travel arrangements.
 
   The ER doctor checked Jeff over and ordered a CT scan just in case, but said he couldn't find any signs of a head injury. He'd ordered blood tests to be sure Jeff didn’t have drugs in his system and then sent Jeff to a room. Lane stood at the foot of his bed thinking how small and helpless the man, who when standing was six feet tall and athletic, appeared. He had a week's growth of beard on a face that Lane knew he usually kept clean-shaven. He had an IV and oxygen, either of which would make anyone seem helpless. He stirred a bit before opening his eyes. He blinked a couple of times and looked around the room before focusing on Lane.
 
   "Aunt Lane? Where am I?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Never trust a stranger
 
   "Hey, Jeff." She said as she patted his foot. "You're in a hospital in Saint Louis. Do you remember anything?" She stepped around to push his buzzer. Both his nurse and the police had said they wanted to know when he regained consciousness.
 
   The nurse came in and asked Lane to step out of the room. It was 9:00 pm now and even though Ben had said he'd see her in a couple of hours, it had been more than four hours since she'd left him at the warehouse. She stepped into the hall and dialed his cell. He answered on the first ring. "Red." She heard an echo and turned to see him walking toward her. She hung up the phone as he swept her into his arms.
 
   "Are you okay?" He asked.
 
   She nodded. "You?"
 
   She told him that Jeff had just regained consciousness and the nurse had kicked her out of the room.
 
   "It's just as well. The police will want to talk to him before anyone else does. Poke your head in and tell them we're going to find the cafeteria."
 
   As they walked to the elevator, he told her what they’d found at the warehouse.  “There was actually a couple hundred pounds of meth in the warehouse, and the Saint Louis Police have the building staked out waiting to see who comes to claim it.”  
 
   They got into the elevator.  “Luckily, Tanner had a contact that he'd called as soon as he'd found Jeff but we had still spent the last several hours giving statements. The police are still questioning Parillo.  I’m still not sure if the guy knew about the drugs or not.”
 
   The elevator doors opened and they made their way to the closed cafeteria.  “Maggie said she’d call when she finalizes her travel arrangements, but it’s sounding like she can’t get a flight out until 6:00 am tomorrow.”   
 
   It was after 9:00 pm on Sunday night, so naturally, they found the cafeteria closed, but they had some vending machines. Ben walked to the Coke machine and inserted a couple of dollars. He looked to Lane and nodded toward the Diet Coke. "No Diet Dr. Pepper. Will a Diet Coke do?" Lane nodded. "Can or bottle?"
 
   Lane looked around and located both a glass and an ice machine. "A can, please. I'm going to grab a glass and some ice. Do you want one?" Ben said he was caffeinated out and was going to grab a bottle of water.
 
   As she sat down at a table, her cell phone rang.  She looked a Ben as he approached and mouthed “Maggie.”  When she’d hung up, she told him Maggie had confirmed her flight and that she’d arrive tomorrow.
 
   Lane looked across the table at Ben, they'd had a very busy day, and neither of them had spoken a word about what had happened at the rest stop. This was Ben, and she thought of him as her best friend, but others from her daughter Jess to her assistant Meg often asked if she'd ever seen When Harry met Sally inferring that men and women can never be "just friends.” Lane just had trouble getting past the age thing. She was blessed with good genes and no one from the grocery clerk to her hairdresser ever guessed her to be over 35, but she knew the truth. She touched her fingers to her lips. She sure hadn't been thinking about the 12-year age difference when he'd kissed her.
 
   Besides the age difference, Ben's babe magnet status danced in the back of her mind. She often said that every woman in the greater metropolitan area between the ages of 25 and 50 had either gone out with or tried to go out with Ben. He'd dated Kansas City Chiefs cheerleaders, politicians, and TV and radio personalities. She'd met a couple of them. He was 36 and had never been married; although there was a woman, he was seeing when she'd first moved to Kansas with whom she thought he'd been serious.
 
   He watched as she ran her fingers across her lips. What is that statistic people quote? The average man thinks about sex every seven seconds. He didn't know about average but that statistic certainly fit him today.
 
   "So, counselor, mind telling me what was up with that gun this afternoon?" She'd been thinking about it off and on since she'd watched him clip that gun on. It was a side of him she'd never seen and while she had felt safe with him in the warehouse, she wasn't about to let the incident go without notice.
 
   "I defend the criminal element, you know that. Sometimes I have to go places where it would be foolish to go unprotected. Maybe I could have mentioned it to you, but I guess I just thought you'd always suspected."
 
   "Maybe I should have, I wondered why the console was locked. Heaven knows I read enough crime fiction that I should have deduced it. It just was a side of you I didn't know existed. It made you seem dangerous in a way, and I've never thought of you as dangerous."
 
   There were many things they'd never discussed. Kansas City was a mob town and he was a first or second generation Italian American, depending on whether you looked at his mother’s or father’s side of the family.  Both sides had come from a little island called Sicily. He'd heard rumors about his family being connected his whole life, but it wasn't as if he grew up living scenes from the Godfather. Sure, his father owned an Italian restaurant frequented by other Italian families, but he had no reason to believe his father was "mobbed up."
 
   He ran his fingers over the back of her hand as he spoke.  “So, have you spoken to the kids today?”
 
   I talked with Jake earlier; he told me how far west they’d gotten today.”  She laughed.  “He said they’re still getting along - God knows that being cooped up in a car together can bring out the best or worst in people.”
 
   Bringing out the best or worst.  Was that what was happening between the two of them? Lane's cell phone buzzed before she could muse about it any further.
 
   She hung up, explaining that her call was from one of the detectives that they'd met at the warehouse.  “They talked with Jeff.  They say I can see him now.”
 
   She’d just hung up when Ben's phone rang.  He glanced at the caller ID as he answered, "Bellini." 
 
   Lane stood and picked up her soda can and Ben's water bottle and tilted her head toward the recycling bin. She left Ben alone to have his conversation, tossed the bottle, and can into the appropriate bins. When she returned to the table, Ben was ending his conversation. "That was Tanner. There's some been activity at the warehouse. Someone came to claim the stuff and there was an arrest. I need to go back to the station." He reached into his wallet and offered Lane some cash. "You left your purse in the SUV. It's been hours since we had lunch, and you might want something before I get back." 
 
   She took the bills he offered. "Thanks. I'd forgotten all about my purse. Any idea how long you'll be gone? Depending on how Jeff is feeling, I might want to take a cab to the hotel. Maybe I should just go with you to the SUV and get my purse." 
 
   Luckily, Ben had made reservations online before they'd left Omaha and they'd checked into the Ritz Carlton before meeting Parillo at the warehouse. He handed her his keys. "Just take the SUV. I'll go upstairs with you. Maybe I can catch a ride with the detective. If not, I'll call Tanner. If he can't pick me up, I'll take a cab to the station." He put his hand in the small of her back and guided her toward the elevators.
 
   When they got to Jeff’s room, Detective Boyer told Lane that even though they'd made an arrest at the warehouse they were stationing a guard outside Jeff's room. “We’ve told the guard that you and Ben are the only people allowed in the room.”
 
   Ben spoke with the detective who agreed to give him a ride to the station. 
 
   “What can you tell me about what happened to him?”  She asked as they stood just outside Jeff’s room.
 
   The detective smiled.  “I’ll let him tell you about it, Mrs. Parker.” 
 
    “I’ll see you later at the hotel.”  Ben said as he brushed a kiss on Lane's cheek then turned and followed the detective toward the elevators.
 
   Lane nodded a greeting to the uniformed police guard and opened the door to Jeff's room.
 
   "Hi, Jeff."
 
   "Aunt Lane. I suppose you have questions too."
 
   Lane smiled at him. "I sure do, you've been missing for over a week. But, if you're not up to talking, I'll understand. I'll leave it up to you."
 
   "Have you talked to Mom?" He looked younger than his 25 years. She imagined her own son, Jake, lying helpless in a hospital bed.
 
   "Yes. The first flight she could get leaves at 6:00 in the morning. She'll be here before noon tomorrow. Do you want to talk about it, or would you rather wait until Maggie gets here tomorrow?"
 
   Jeff sighed. "Maybe it'll start to make sense the more I talk about it, because it doesn't make a lick of sense to me right now."
 
   Lane sat down in the chair next to his bed and patted his hand. "Let me tell you what I know and you can fill in the blanks. Would that help?" 
 
   She told him what Maggie had related about the breakdown of his truck and about Blake talking to the Triple A driver who had jump started his truck, about pinging his phone and finally about Tanner finding him in the warehouse.
 
   "I was in Gretna checking out a building site. I missed my turn to get on the interstate and ended up on a gravel road. My truck died. The battery on my cell was dead too, so I felt pretty lucky that the truck died close to a farmhouse. I walked to it and knocked on the front door. There was no answer, so I went around back and knocked. No answer there either." He paused and took a drink water. “I tried the doors and windows to see if anything was unlocked. You know, so I could go in and use the phone. When I was sure there was no way in, I walked back to my truck and opened the hood." 
 
   He gave a little laugh. "I really don't know why, I don't know much about car engines. I had just closed the hood and was wondering how far and in what direction I needed to walk to find a phone. I looked up and saw an SUV had stopped a few feet behind my truck. I walked back to it and a really hot blonde was behind the wheel. She offered to give me a ride.”  He smiled. “I remember thinking that I really shouldn't get in a vehicle with a stranger no matter how pretty she was, so I asked if I could just use her cell phone. But, she said she didn't have any bars. And so I got in the SUV with her." He took another drink of water. "She drove me back to Gretna. The gas station didn't have a pay phone, but I was able to buy a charger for my phone. I went into the bathroom to use the electric outlet there to charge it." 
 
   Lane had decided just to let Jeff tell his story and she didn't ask any questions.
 
   "After a while, someone banged on the door, so I had to leave the men's room. Luckily, the phone had charged enough for me to call Triple A. I'd gone outside to wait where I found another outlet. That's when I sent Mom the e-mail. I guess I waited about half an hour before the tow truck showed up and gave me a ride back to my truck. He checked everything out and jumped the battery. My truck started, so the guy followed me back to Interstate 80." Jeff took another drink.
 
   "After the jump start, the first thing I did was charge my phone. Since the cops said that's how you found me, I guess I'm glad I did. I headed toward Omaha on Interstate 80. I was only about ten miles away from my house when I saw what I thought looked like the SUV that had stopped and given me a ride. It was totally dark out by then, so I wasn't sure, but I slowed down as I passed it.”  He shook his head, and continued.  “Sure enough, it was the same girl who'd given me a ride and now her SUV was stopped on the side of the road. I stopped and walked back to talk to her. We had a laugh about karma. I offered her my phone to make a call, but she asked if I'd just give her a ride to her friend's place." Jeff laughed again. "You know what they say about kids and stranger danger? If the kid has seen the person before, the kid doesn't think of them as a stranger. That goes double for guys where a good-looking girl is concerned. I didn't think twice about saying yes. So, I followed her directions to a neighborhood in southwest Omaha. It had been about 15 minutes since I'd picked her up when I'd stopped in front of the house she'd indicated." Jeff smiled sheepishly. "We'd been chatting sorta casually and so I asked for her number, you know? She reached into her purse to get a pen. Only what she came out with was a gun and a syringe. She jabbed me in the thigh. As everything went black, I remember thinking all she had to do was say no." He closed his eyes and shook his head.
 
   "I was out of it a lot. I'd come to, they'd feed me give me something to drink, but mostly I was out of it. Once when they thought I was still out, I thought I heard a couple of guys taking about a meth house. I have no idea how or when I ended up in Saint Louis. I guess they drove me here in my own truck. I have one of those wireless charger pads, you know. Whoever brought me here must have thought my phone was dead still. The police suspect that my truck broke down near a meth house and that they kidnapped me because they thought I'd seen something or could identify someone. Joke's on them. I didn't see a thing."
 
   The poor kid, Lane thought. She knew Interstate 80 was a drug corridor, but that sure didn't explain how or why Jeff had ended up far from Interstate 80 in a warehouse in Saint Louis. She looked at her watch. It was nearing 11:00 and she was sure that Jeff needed to get some rest. She smiled at him.
 
   "Well, Bud, you had some week. Look on the bright side; you have a story to tell your grandkids someday. Did the police tell you they had a guard outside your door?" Jeff nodded. "Bud, you look like you're worn out. You get some sleep. I can stay here if you don't want to be alone." She knew that no matter how harrowing the ordeal had been that Jeff would man up and tell her to leave.
 
   "You probably need to get some rest too, Aunt Lane. You go to the hotel. Like you said, there's a police guard outside my room. I'll be fine."
 
   Lane bent and kissed his forehead. "Your Mom's flight should get in around 11:00. I'll pick her up and we'll see you tomorrow." She wrote her cell phone number down. "The nurses and the police have my number, but I want to be sure you've got it too. Call me if you need anything before I get here."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Confession is good for the soul
 
   Ben hadn't told Lane the reason he needed to go to the station was that the man they'd arrested was his brother. His youngest brother, Paolo Raffaelle Bellini was in med school at Saint Louis University and Ben stood outside the interrogation room wondering how the hell Pauli was mixed up in all of this.
 
   Ben didn't know what was going on, but he was sure that Pauli wasn't involved in a drug ring. Pauli had better not be involved; their mother would kill both of them. First Pauli for being involved then Ben both for letting Pauli get involved and for getting Pauli caught. If he didn't handle this right, they'd both need a lawyer before morning.
 
   He opened the door and avoiding Pauli's eyes he nodded to Detective Boyer. "I'd like a word with my client, alone." He waited for the detective to leave the room, then turned his chair so that his back was to the camera in the corner of the room and told Pauli to do the same. Then, calmly in Italian, he began talking to his brother.
 
   "So, tell me what you were doing at the warehouse Pauli. They're going to charge you with possession and intent to distribute. There was enough meth in that building to put you away for a very long time."
 
   Pauli rubbed his hands over his face and began in English "Ben, it's not what you think."
 
   "Parla Italiano!" Ben snapped as he slapped his right hand hard into his left. He knew that conversations between lawyer and client weren't supposed to be recorded or eavesdropped upon, but he knew the chances of whoever might be listening understanding a conversation in Italian would be small.
 
   "Me lo dica che cosa è successo." Ben said.
 
   Pauli started again this time in Italian. "It's not what you think. There was a girl." 
 
   Ben nodded. Of course, there was always a girl.
 
   "She came into the clinic earlier today with her uncle. We talked. She didn't want to give me her number, but she took mine. She called me tonight and asked me to meet her. She said she was in trouble and needed my help. When she gave me that address in the warehouse district, I knew it wasn't a safe place for her to be, and I had to go." He sighed loudly. "She was a really pretty blonde, Benito." 
 
   Ben shook his head. Nonna had told all of her grandsons "Pretty is as pretty does." Pauli hadn't figured out what that meant yet. To him, pretty was just pretty, and if she'd given him a lady in distress story, Pauli would have done anything she asked.
 
   Pauli was as tall as Ben and there was a strong family resemblance. Since Pauli was five and carried their four-year-old neighbor Hannah Stevens home after she fell off her tricycle, Pauli had been attracted to beautiful women in distress like a compass pointed true north, unwaveringly.
 
   "I had her text the address to me. When I got there, the door was open and I went inside. The next thing I knew I was on the ground, my hands in a zip tie and my rights were being read to me." He shook his head. "That's the truth, Benito. I've told the police, but I don't think they believe me. But you believe me, don't you?"
 
   In English, Ben said, "Yes, I believe you." But, he knew his brother and Detective Boyer didn't. 
 
   Then in Italian, he asked where Pauli's cell phone was. Pauli replied he'd left it in his car. Ben needed to find out if the police had impounded the car or if it was still parked on the street by the warehouse. He rapped on the door. 
 
   Detective Boyer came into the room. Ben asked, "Are you charging my client?"
 
   "Not yet, but we are holding him while we check his story. We need that cell phone, Bellini."
 
   "Yeah, I know. Have you impounded his car or did you leave it on the street to be stolen or stripped?"
 
   "It's where he left it. I can give you his keys. But, if you recover that phone, we need to see it. You know I can get a warrant for his phone records, but having the phone would be faster." They walked back to the desk and retrieved Pauli's personal effects. Boyer handed over the keys and Ben called Tanner who was still staking out the warehouse.
 
   "I've got the kid's keys. You got eyes on his Beemer?"
 
   "Yeah, the idiot parked it in front of the warehouse. The kid's not involved in this is he?"
 
   Ben walked toward the door. "No, he got suckered in by some chick. Do you have that app on your phone that Lane used to open the Donaldson kid's truck? Pauli's cell phone is in it and the phone will corroborate his story. The sooner we get it to the cops the better." Tanner had the app and they used it to open the car. Tanner got the cell phone and scrolled through the calls and text messages.
 
   "Yep, there's a text message with the warehouse address and a call just before that. Want me to bring the phone to you?"
 
   "I'll get a cab and come to you. The police abandoned the surveillance after they grabbed Pauli. I don't want to take a chance that the real drug lord comes while no one's watching."
 
   Ben called for a cab. He checked the time, eleven o’clock. He wondered if Lane had left the hospital yet. He decided to take a chance and call her while he waited.
 
   "Ben. You must have ESP." It was weird, but he often called when she was thinking about him. "I'm just leaving the hospital and realized I don't know where the Navigator is parked."
 
   "Hey, Red. You know I'm always at your disposal." He gave her the information on where he’d parked the SUV. "Did you get a chance to talk to Jeff? Did he tell you how he happened to end up in Saint Louis?"
 
   "Yes, it seems he was kidnapped by and I quote here, a really hot blonde." 
 
   Those were almost Pauli's exact words. While the world was full of hot blondes. Ben would bet it was the same girl.  "Listen, I know it's late but I really need to talk with you tonight. I can meet you at the hotel in an hour. Will you wait up for me?"
 
   "Sure, since we're in adjoining rooms, you know where to find me." Lane clicked the remote access to unlock the SUV. "I'm at the SUV now, I'll see you later."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   A tale of two guys and a girl
 
   It was almost three hours before Ben was able to get to the hotel. He opened the door between his room and Lane's and wasn't surprised to find that the door on her side was already open. She was sitting in bed and had was reading her e-reader, but looked up when she heard the lock on his side click.
 
   "You're a little later than you expected. Did you run into trouble along the way?" She patted the bed indicating a spot for him to sit.
 
   "Not trouble exactly." He sat next to her, leaned over, and gently brushed his lips against hers.
 
   "I have a little story to tell you. It's a tale of a couple of twenty something hormone charged guys being duped by a really hot blonde." He reached over and took her hand in his.
 
   "The police staked out the warehouse and arrested a guy when he entered the door. The guy was my youngest brother Pauli." He paused giving Lane time to let that tidbit soak in.
 
   "Pauli's in med school at Saint Louis University. He was in a clinic earlier today, well yesterday now, when, and I quote here, a really hot blonde came in with her uncle. Apparently, through some flirting, he gave her his number. She called him tonight, said she was in trouble, and needed his help. Then she texted him the address for the warehouse. When he showed up, there was no blonde in sight and the police grabbed him. When you told me Jeff said a really hot blonde had kidnapped him, it seemed unlikely that there was another girl. I retrieved Pauli's phone and gave it to the police. That's where I've been."
 
   "So, they used the phone to what, track the girl? Did they find her?" 
 
   He gave her hand a squeeze and turned to look at her.  "They sure did. Turns out her uncle was more a sugar daddy drug lord than he was a relative. I don't mean to be a sexist, but apparently, she really is a dumb blonde. Good thing she wasn't smart enough to use a burner phone to call Pauli. They tracked her location and found her and her sugar daddy "In flagrante delicto." Legally speaking, in the act of doing something illegal, not colloquially in the sexual act. They were loading up an SUV with what appeared to be all clothes and drugs they could carry."
 
   "Was it the drugs from the warehouse?"
 
   "No, those haven't been picked up yet. Apparently, meth from the same batch and cook has a unique signature and once the forensics team is finished, they'll prove the drugs they were loading came from the same cook as the ones in the warehouse. Not only that, but the drug lord should have chosen his girlfriend better. I understand she's singing like a canary. She has already admitted to kidnapping Jeff because her boyfriend thought Jeff might have seen something at the meth house. She lured Pauli in so they could see if the police had the warehouse staked out. She's hoping to make a deal, but she'd already confessed to kidnapping Jeff before she lawyered up. At least Pauli changed from being a suspect to being a material witness, so the police released him. Mama would have killed me if he'd been arrested."
 
   "So, where's Pauli now? Did he go home?"
 
   "No, he's in my shower washing off the police station smell. I'm not letting that kid out of my sight yet. He already picked the girl out of a line-up. I'm sure they'll want Jeff to confirm too. They'll either do a photo line-up for him or have him go to the station tomorrow if he's out of the hospital. Of course, if she is able to cut a deal, maybe neither Pauli nor Jeff will have to do anything else."
 
   "Yo, Ben have you got something I can put on?" Lane looked up to see the back of a naked Pauli Bellini standing in the middle of Ben's room with a towel over his head. Lane reached up and covered her eyes with her right hand.
 
   "Pauli. Cover yourself, we aren't alone."
 
   Pauli moved the towel from his head, wrapped it around his waist, and turned around. "What do you mean we aren't alone?" He looked up to see his brother in the adjoining room sitting on a bed next to a really hot red head. He needed to take lessons from his brother. How had Ben found a woman, so hot, so fast? How long had he been in the shower anyway?
 
   Ben looked at Lane. "Lane, may I present my brother Paolo Raffaelle Bellini. Pauli, this is my friend Lane Parker. 
 
   Lane held out her hand thinking washboard abs and dark curly chest hair must run in the Bellini family. Pauli approached the bed.
 
   "That's Dr. Bellini." He said as he flashed a smile not unlike the one she called Ben's perfect smile. He shook her hand. "I apologize for my appearance. Ms. Parker."
 
   Lane smiled. "Think nothing of it Dr. Bellini; I've often met doctors not wearing much more myself. I must say it's nice to finally have the tables turned."
 
   Ben laughed. "Let me get some clothes for you." He said as he got up and urged his brother to follow him.
 
   "Ben, I've got two queen sized beds in here, and you've just got that king do you want to trade rooms?" 
 
   The truth was what he really wanted was to share her bed and leave Pauli alone. But, he was sure that even if they had been sleeping together that she wouldn't have shared his bed under the circumstances. He pulled some clothes from his suitcase, shoved them toward his brother, and motioned him toward the bathroom. He turned back to Lane's room. She'd gotten out of bed and stood there in a nightshirt that barely covered her ass. He covered the distance in three strides, pulled her to him, and kissed her. She had her arms around him in a nano-second and her hands in his hair a heartbeat later.
 
   Which is how Pauli found them when he emerged from the bathroom wearing a pair of Ben's sweats as he pulled a t-shirt over his head. He heard Lane moan. He'd never had a woman moan just from kissing him. He really did need to take lessons from his older brother. Ben was the oldest of five children, four boys and a girl in the middle. The brothers had grown up knowing that Ben drew beautiful women like flowers drew honeybees. Pauli had never witnessed his brother in action though. While he felt like he was intruding, he couldn't look away, nor did he want to make any noise to disturb them but he turned away and cleared his throat.
 
   He heard Ben whisper hoarsely "Don't you have a robe or something? You can't parade around in front of Pauli like that."
 
   Lane laughed. "The hell I can't, he paraded around in less." She said as she walked past Pauli into the room with the bigger bed, pulled the covers back and climbed into the bed.
 
   "We can trade rooms back in the morning so I can shower and get dressed." As he turned around, he heard her say, "Turn off the lights, and close the door on your way out, will you Dr. Bellini?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   All's well that ends well
 
   Lane woke the next morning to sounds of someone quietly rummaging through luggage. There was no light coming through the curtains as she turned to see Ben bent over his suitcase no doubt grabbing workout clothes.
 
   She threw a pillow at his backside and whispered, "What are you doing? It's o-dark-thirty." She ducked and laughed as the pillow came back at her. She had thrown another pillow before she heard a voice booming not so happily from the other room.
 
   "What's going on? Lane are you okay?" 
 
   Uh-oh, the boxer clad behind that she'd been having a pillow fight with was Pauli. She turned on the bedside lamp and looked up to find Ben standing in the doorway looking very unhappily at his brother who held a pillow in his hand. 
 
   He pointed to Pauli.  "You, get the sweats and get out." He pointed to Lane as he approached the bed.  "And, you, stop flirting with my brother."
 
   She smiled. "In my defense, counselor all I saw was a tall dark handsome muscular man wearing nothing but boxers bending over your suitcase. Naturally, I thought it was you."
 
   He was at the bed in a flash. "And if I'd been two minutes later, would you have invited him into bed with you?" He said as he sat on the edge of the bed and turned off the bedside lamp.
 
   "You know better than that, counselor." She laughed.
 
   Pauli grabbed the sweats and turned to leave "I'm going to need someone's room key to get into the gym and back into the rooms. Lane leaned around Ben who was holding her in his arms. "Use mine; it's on the dresser in there."
 
   As Pauli walked toward the room where he'd spent the night he heard his brother call out to him, "Close the door on your way out, will you Dr. Bellini?"
 
   Pauli closed the door. Definitely, he needed to get his brother to give him lessons. He heard the family talk about Ben's friend Lane Parker. As he recalled, his grandparents had met her when they were in Kansas City during the Christmas holidays a few months earlier. He remembered Nonno saying something about a "bella donna dai capelli rossi", a beautiful red haired woman. Guess he knew now what or whom his grandfather was talking about and Pauli had to agree, she was certainly a beautiful red haired woman. Ben had introduced her as his friend but it sure didn't look to him like they were just friends. Friends with benefits maybe. Yep, lessons, he needed lessons.
 
   Ben kissed Lane and nudged her over so he could join her in the bed. He lay next to her holding her in his arms kissing her, being kissed, when a ringing coming from the other room disrupted them. Lane groaned, "That's my phone. I need to get it." She reluctantly pulled away and got up. She looked at the clock next to the bed; it was 7:45. She hoped Pauli wasn't naked in the next room as she opened the door. She grabbed her phone from the bedside table it wasn't a number she recognized. "Hello?"
 
   "Lane, it's Maggie. I hope I didn't wake you. I'm in Chicago and have some time between planes. I just wanted to check on Jeff. Any update?" Lane looked at Ben and mouthed Maggie.
 
   Ben rolled onto his back and plumped the pillows behind him as he watched Lane. She had answered the phone and was walking back toward him as she talked. She was gorgeous even with no make-up and with bed hair and she had the most amazing legs. Five months ago, he'd introduced Lane to his grandparents who were visiting from Italy. When Ben had told them that he and Lane were just friends, his grandfather had said "Just friends, ha! You'd be a fool to let that beautiful red haired woman get away." Nonno was a smart man. Ben didn’t intend to let her get away.
 
   "No, you didn't wake me. He's doing fine. I imagine he'll be released today, maybe tomorrow. I'm going to let Jeff tell you the whole story. He's looking forward to having you here. You know how boys are, all macho, but when they're hurt or sick, they like to have their mommies there." She laughed. “I'll be waiting for you when you get in. Did you check luggage? Call me when you land and I'll be sure I'm at the curb when you get out. I don't know if Ben will be with me or not. He's had some business come up here in Saint Louis." She laughed again, "Sure, I'll tell him."
 
   She clicked off, and looked at Ben. "Maggie says she can't thank you enough for your help." She climbed back into bed. "She thinks that Jeff would have died if you, Liz, Blake, and Tanner hadn't gotten involved." She snuggled into him and put her head on his shoulder. "It's a pretty scary thought. Do you think they'd have killed Jeff after they moved their drugs?" He ran his fingers through her hair and bent to kiss the top of her head.
 
   "I hate to speculate what they'd have done.”  He kissed her and whispered, “As much as I wish we could stay in bed, Pauli is going to be back soon. You need to get up and be showered before he gets back. He's seen as much of your nearly naked body as I have and I don't want him see any more.”
 
   Lane laughed as she got up. "Okay, I'll grab my things and get into the shower. You guard the door, won't you? I promise I won't come out until I'm decent."
 
   Ben sat on the bed he'd slept in and turned on the TV. He surfed though the channels looking for local news wondering if there would be anything about the drug bust. He suspected that they might be withholding the information to allow the sheriff in Nebraska to bust the meth house.
 
   He heard the door open and heard Pauli pause before he entered the room "I'm back. Is everyone decent?"
 
   "You idiot, come in. Lane's in the shower in here. Go into the other room, get your shower, and get dressed. I've laid out my clothes on the bed; you're welcome to anything else in the suitcase. What time do you need to be at the hospital today?"
 
   "I'm not on duty until tonight. Are you and Lane heading back to KC today or are you going to wait until her friend's son is released?" 
 
   Ben followed Pauli into the other room and closed first Lane's door and then his adjoining door.  "I imagine it will depend on what the doctors have to say about Jeff's condition today. You could come to the hospital with us have a look and tell us what you think. You might like to meet Jeff anyway. Since you seem to have the same taste in women."
 
   Lane always did some of her best thinking in the shower. She was washing her hair, thinking about how things had changed in the last 24 hours. Yesterday morning, she certainly didn't think that she'd be lying in bed kissing Ben this morning. They'd run into one of his ex-girl-friends at his father's restaurant, Bellini's, about six months ago. Her name was Liza. Lane guessed her to be in her early 30's. She was a beautiful woman who was about five feet six inches tall, had long brown hair and big brown eyes. She was a former KC Chiefs cheerleader who was now a Psychologist. Ben had smiled, introduced Lane as his "friend" and told Liza it was nice to see her again as he put his hand in the small of Lane's back and guided her into the private dining are called The Board Room where the family ate. Lane thought at the time, that Liza would have fallen back into Ben's arms in a heartbeat if only he'd given her the slightest sign that he was interested. After they sat, she'd asked Ben about Liza. He said they'd dated for a while a couple of years ago. She asked him that night why he'd never been married. He said he couldn't imagine spending the rest of his life with any of the women he'd dated.
 
   She dressed as she mused. She knew Ben had dated a number of women, and she knew him to be monogamous. Serially monogamous is how she'd say it. She on the other hand, hadn't dated much. When the kids were younger, she hadn't dated because she didn't want to take a chance of messing up their lives any more than the divorce had done already. Of course, that hadn't been her idea. And, even though it took years of therapy to convince her, it hadn't been her fault either. Her husband, Phillip had discovered, or come to grips with the fact that he was gay. Either way, it really had nothing to do with her. It was all about Phillip. Just as Gus’s infidelity was all about Gus, not about her. But, the two experiences still made her, perhaps less than trusting where men were concerned.
 
   Still, she'd moved three years ago and she'd met Ben they had become friends. And, even though neither of them called the time they spent together dating, they did spend every Saturday night together. They talked together on the phone several times a week. When either of them was out of town during their Saturday night, they'd get together as soon as everyone was back. That was, unless it was on Ben's Friday night date night. As far as Lane knew, in all of the time she'd known him he had never had a free Friday night until three nights ago. So now what, she wondered.
 
   She wondered if Pauli had returned and if the guys were dressed and ready to go. She wondered if she should pack or if they'd be staying another night. She was supposed to be back at work on Wednesday, so no matter what she'd have to head back to KC Tuesday. Lane knocked on the door between their rooms.
 
   Pauli opened the door. "Ben's in the shower. You can come in if you're not worried about being accused of flirting with me."
 
   She laughed. "I'll just sit over there in that chair and read. That should be safe."
 
   She walked toward the chair as Pauli sat on the sofa. Who knows what possessed her, she picked up the throw pillow from the chair and threw it at him. They both laughed, but he left the pillow next to him where it had fallen. Ben came out of the bathroom completely dressed.
 
   "I was thinking we could grab some breakfast before you need to meet Maggie at the airport.” He walked to Lane and bent to kiss her but paused to whisper in her ear "I could get used to waking up this way, you know." Then he brushed his lips across hers.
 
   He looked at Pauli. "Wasn't that pillow in the chair earlier?" 
 
   Both Lane and Pauli looked at him with all the innocence they could muster. "I think it might have been." Pauli said.
 
   Lane looked at the Bellini men. "Maggie gets in at 9:45. So, we only have about an hour. Shall we try the hotel restaurant? It's only a few minutes from here to the airport and we could wait until she calls to leave."
 
   Ben handed her his keys. "Why don't you pick her up? I'll ride with Pauli and we'll meet you at the hospital.
 
   They were seated quickly, ordered breakfast and were able to talk while they enjoyed coffee and Diet Coke.
 
   "So, Dr. Bellini, what's your specialty?"
 
   "I'm doing my ER rotation right now, but I hope to go into orthopedic surgery. I'd like to do sports medicine. What do you do, Ms. Parker?"
 
   She smiled at him "Please, call me Lane. I'm the Chief Privacy Officer at Telco Unlimited." 
 
   Before Pauli could ask what a Chief Privacy Officer did, Ben asked. "With all of the other excitement, I forgot to ask, did you talk to the kids last night?"
 
   Pauli looked at his brother. He was dating a woman who had kids, interesting. As he recalled, kids had always been a showstopper for his brother. He must really have it bad for Lane if he was willing to overlook kids.
 
   "Jess called to say they'd made it to L.A. They had everything unloaded and all was well. I'd been able to let them know we'd found Jeff. Jake especially was happy to hear it. Jamie told me Jess had let him have a turn driving through the desert. "
 
   Pauli looked from Lane to Ben. Her kids drove to L.A. How old were her kids he wondered. Was it impolite to ask the ages of a woman's kids, the same way it was impolite to ask a woman's age? Maybe they were visiting their father in L.A. That had to be it; he had to have misunderstood something.
 
   "Are your kids visiting their father in L.A.?" Pauli asked as their meals arrived.
 
   "No, my daughter, Jess is a student at UCLA. My sons drove out with her to help move into the condo I bought for her." She could have been evasive, could have said that their father lived in Chicago. But, this would be the test Lane guessed. Ben had gotten used to their 12-year age difference, but how would he take it when he realized that she had children about the same age as his youngest brother. What the heck, just as well get all of it out in the open.
 
   "My son, Jake is a grad student at KU, Jess is a sophomore at UCLA, and my youngest Jamie will be a senior at Rockhurst this fall. They're quite old enough to drive across the country or so they convinced me, not without a great deal of help from your brother, might I add."
 
   Pauli was doing some quick math in his head. Ben was 36 and Lane couldn't be much more than that so she'd had her first kid when she was what 12? He shook his head. He didn't know what a Chief Privacy Officer did, but he did know that "C" level positions were very high in a corporation. Not that it couldn't be done, but most teenaged mothers didn't grow up to have "C" level positions he was sure about that.
 
   Ben's phone rang and he excused himself to take the call. Lane smiled at Pauli. She could tell he was, either trying to figure out how old she was or how she got kids who were almost his age. She was trying to decide if she should just tell him her age, or if she should let Ben deal with it. If nothing came of her relationship with Ben, then it didn't matter.
 
   Ben rejoined them. "That was Tanner. Blondie made a deal. She rolled over on Daddy and neither you nor Jeff will have to testify. In fact Jeff won't even need to pick her out of a line-up."
 
   Before she had a chance to comment, Lane's phone rang. "Looks like this is Maggie, excuse me." Lane said as she stood and stepped away from the table.
 
   Ben looked at Pauli. "Here's the deal, I know she doesn't look it, but Lane is 12 years older than I am. Yes, she has grown children and I don't care. It's no one's business other than ours, and I've convinced Lane it doesn't matter, so don't you dare make a big deal out of it. Got it? If you have anything and I mean anything to say about it, you hold it until Lane's gone to get Maggie."
 
   Pauli was speechless. He was a doctor. While he hadn't examined Lane, based on his observations, he would swear - that is testify in court - that she wasn't even 40 yet. In the short time he'd spent with her, his observation was she was beautiful, sexy, smart, and funny.
 
   Lane returned to the table. "Maggie's flight has just landed, and I need to take off. I'll see you at the hospital. Dr. Bellini." 
 
   Both men stood. Ben gave her a quick kiss. "Drive carefully."
 
   Pauli smiled. "My friends call me Paul, as you know my family call me Pauli. Please feel free to call me by whichever name makes you most comfortable." 
 
   Lane leaned forward and hugged him. "I think Pauli doesn't sound right from someone who hasn't known you your whole life. See you soon Paul." She grabbed her purse and left the restaurant.
 
   Ben looked at his baby brother. "Okay, let me have it." 
 
   Pauli shook his head.  "She's amazing, bro and that's all I've got to say. Oh, and I can't wait to meet her kids."
 
   Since their hotel was at the airport, it was a very short trip to pick up Maggie. Lane parked and got out to help Maggie store her suitcase in the cargo area. Once they were both belted in, Lane put the SUV in gear and then explained that Ben and his brother were going to meet them at the hospital.
 
   "Paul is a doctor here in Saint Louis. He might be able to offer some professional assessment on Jeff's condition if you'd like."
 
   Lane parked the SUV and they were walking into the hospital. Maggie was obviously worried, and would be until she could see Jeff for herself.
 
   "I am so anxious to see him. Tell me, does he have tubes and wires everywhere?"
 
   Lane laughed. "No, but he did have an IV last night because he was dehydrated. Of course, that could be gone today. When I talked with him last night, he was drinking water fine. As I told you this morning I'm going to let Jeff tell you what happened himself, but I should warn you that there might be a police guard outside his door. The guard was put there for Jeff's protection, but the kidnappers have been caught now so he should be safe."
 
   As they exited the elevator on Jeff's floor, Ben and Pauli were waiting for them.  “Maggie, this is Dr. Bellini. Paul, this is Maggie Donaldson." 
 
   Maggie and Pauli shook hands. "Have you seen my son Dr. Bellini?"
 
   "No, I thought you'd like to see your son first. Then if he'd like, I can review his chart, but none of that may be necessary. I understand that it's entirely possible that he'll be released today."
 
   Ben hugged Maggie. "It's good to see you again, Maggie. You two go on back. Pauli and I will be in the waiting area."
 
   Lane showed Maggie the way to Jeff's room. The police guard was still in place and Lane nodded to him and had Maggie precede her into the room. Jeff was sitting up. The IV was gone, he'd shaved, and he looked like a different person from the one Lane had left the night before. She hung back as Maggie practically ran to the bed and embraced her son.
 
   Lane waved to Jeff and said, "I'll leave you two alone to talk."
 
   She joined Ben and Pauli in the waiting area. "The police guard is still at Jeff's door. I thought he'd be gone since they've caught the kidnapper and the drug dealer."
 
   "I imagine they wanted to keep the guard in place until things are taken care of in Nebraska. There are still some arrests to make concerning the meth house. And, the girl had help getting Jeff to Missouri. As I understand it, the negotiations and interrogations went through the night."
 
   "I was thinking that if they release Jeff today, perhaps he and Maggie could follow us home and they could spend the night at my house and leave for Omaha Tuesday morning. While I'm sure both he and Maggie are anxious to get home, seven plus hours in a car might be too much for Jeff all at once."
 
   "That's probably a good idea." Pauli told Lane.
 
   "Since Jeff's in there telling the whole story to Maggie, would you fill in the pieces for us? I know that the blonde kidnapped Jeff, and that it had to do with the house where his truck died but that's about it."
 
   Lane explained the whole thing to Ben and Paul as Jeff had told it to her. Pauli shook his head, thinking how lucky he was that the police had saved him, even though it hadn't felt like they were saving him as they threw him onto the concrete floor in that warehouse and tightened zip ties around his wrists.
 
   Maggie came into the waiting room. Ben, Pauli, and Lane stood.
 
   "I can't believe what he's been through. But he says he's fine and he must be since they're going to release him today." She looked at Ben "I understand you still haven't met Jeff, and you've done so much to get him safely to me. Will you come with me?"
 
   "Sure, there's more to the story. Things Jeff couldn't tell you because he didn't know. Maybe it will help if we fill in those blanks for both of you at the same time."
 
   They followed Maggie to Jeff's room and waited as Maggie did introductions. Maggie sat on the foot of Jeff's bed saying Lane should take the chair. Ben explained about the drug busts in Missouri and Nebraska, and about Pauli's involvement with the blonde girl.
 
   “What the heck is her name anyway, I can’t just keep calling her blondie.” 
 
   At the same time both Jeff and Pauli said, "Star."
 
   They all laughed. What was it Jeff had said about stranger danger where a beautiful woman was involved. Lane hoped that these two guys had learned a valuable lesson about women, but somehow, she doubted it. She looked at Ben and wondered at what age a man started to think more with his big head than with his little one. She suspected it might be 15 minutes after death, but it wasn't something she was going to say aloud.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Italian Translations
 
   Paolo Italiano: Speak Italian, Pauli
 
   Me lo dica che cosa è successo: Just tell me what happened.
 
   bella donna dai capelli rossi: Beautiful red-haired woman
 
   


 
   
  
 

Preview
 
   Family Secrets
 
   Lane Parker loved the movies. She'd grown up in a rural farming community where, in an effort to encourage adults to spend more money in the local stores, the merchants sponsored a free Saturday Matinee for the kids. She'd spent countless hours watching the old movies, versions of action flicks - Tarzan starring Johnny Weissmuller; suspense thrillers - like The Pit and the Pendulum - staring Vincent Price; or romantic comedies - starring Elvis Presley while her faithful dog Ginger waited not so patiently in front of the theater. Perhaps that was what angered her most about the murder. Sure, she was bothered that one human being decided it was their right to take the life of another human being but what really irked her was that they did it in a theater filled with kids, well teenagers at least.
 
   The medical examiner's van had removed the body. The detectives had questioned the theater employees - mostly teenaged kids who acted as if this was the coolest thing that had ever happened to them. The multiplex manager was standing in front of the cop in charge, yelling about lost revenues. On one level, it was easy to sympathize with him. It was, after all, Saturday night - the biggest movie night of the week and it was release weekend for the new Jason Barlow action film, which was expected to break all Jason's very impressive previous box office records and be the summer blockbuster of all times. But, this guy really needed to get his priorities straight. One of the movie patrons was dead. The place was closed for the night whether this guy liked it or not.
 
   She had a sinus headache from hell and sat with her eyes closed, as she pinched the bridge of her nose. She felt a hand on her shoulder.
 
   "Ms. Parker?" She slowly turned to face the man in charge.
 
   "I'm Detective McGuire. I understand you found the body." She nodded ever so slightly, careful not to give her head more reason to throb. He went on.
 
   "I know you spoke with one of other officers earlier, but I'd like to ask you some questions. Would you come with me?" She rose slowly; sometimes the slightest change in altitude would intensify the throbbing.
 
   "Can you show me where the man was sitting?" He asked as he led her into theater 18. The scene of the crime as they say. They hadn't put up all that yellow and black "Police Line Do Not Cross" tape that you see on television yet and she wondered if they would.
 
   The theater had stadium style seating so they had to walk down a long aisle to the front of the theater to get to the seats. They walked up the steps to the landing below the top tier of seats. She pointed to the seat the man had occupied.
 
   "Second row from the top. Right in the middle." She said.
 
   "And where were you sitting?" Her head felt like Stomp was giving a command performance on a little stage just behind her eyes. She knew from experience that if she didn't get this headache under control soon, it would turn into a full-blown migraine. "Behind him." She said just before the headache and the acrid smells of soda and stale popcorn and death caused her to vomit all over his nice suit.
 
   In times like these, Lane wished that she were some little petite southern thing, the kind of helpless woman that men fawned over and would forgive anything. But, there she stood, all 5 feet 10 inches and 175 pounds of her. And, she was embarrassed from throbbing head to neatly polished red toenails. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail and she pulled it loose hoping it would help alleviate her headache.
 
   "Oh my God, I am so sorry." She said as she fumbled in her purse for Kleenex as if that would even begin to help. There was a stifled chuckle from one of the uniforms as Detective McGuire removed his suit coat and yelled for someone to get him a towel. He took Lane gently by the arm and led her out of the theater as he quite calmly asked if she was okay. She explained about the headache. Someone handed her a bottle of water. She sat on a bench in the lobby and rummaged through her purse for Extra Strength Tylenol Sinus tablets.
 
   Lane sat there and looked up, well squinted at the profile of the man she'd just vomited all over. He was a tall man - about six feet four inches tall, had broad shoulders, and a trim waist. He had dark wavy hair cut short. He wore small gold wire rim glasses. She thought he looked a bit like Pierce Brosnan. She swallowed the pills, chased them with water, and looked back up at Detective McGuire.
 
   "I don't think I've been this embarrassed since Ricky Blair unbuttoned the back of my dress in the 4th grade." Lane said as she handed the bottled water back to one of the uniformed cops. Detective McGuire smiled. At least she thought it might have been a smile, the corners of his mouth twitched.
 
   "I only have a few more questions and we don't have to go back into the theater. Think you're up to it?" She squinted as she looked up at him. Her head was still throbbing and the bright lights in the lobby hurt her eyes.
 
   "I'm game if you are." She said smiling sheepishly as she looked woefully at the jacket he had laid on the concession stand counter. Boy was that stain going to be tough to get out.
 
   "Although my head and I would be happier if we could get out of this bright light." She noticed one of the other detectives jerk his head slightly toward the theater next door. Lane swayed almost imperceptibly as she stood. Detective McGuire grabbed her arm.
 
   "This could wait until tomorrow."
 
   Lane put her thumb and fingers back on the bridge on her nose and squeezed. "I'd just as soon get it over with. I promise.  The vomiting is all over." She said hoping it was the truth.
 
   They walked into theater 17 and she sat in the first row. Detective McGuire stood. "You were here alone. Is that right Ms. Parker?" He looked at her. She was beautiful. Surely, she had a husband, significant other, boyfriend in her life. Why was she at the movie let alone anywhere alone on a Saturday night?
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Do you usually see movies alone, Ms. Parker?" She sat just looking at him for a minute. What the hell was that supposed to mean? That she didn't have any friends? That she couldn't get a date even if her life depended on it? Well, she thought, I do have friends and I can get a date ... well ... I do have friends.
 
   "Actually, most of the time, I see movies with a friend who's currently out of town." Her head hurt, and she thought this guy was a bit of a jerk. A jerk doing his job, but still a jerk. "Look, Detective McGuire, I see at least two movies a weekend, sometimes more. I usually sit in the top row. I have a small bag of popcorn and a large Diet Coke. Sometimes, I splurge and have Milk Duds." Her outburst didn't faze him.
 
   "I see. Do you always sit through the credits?" She wondered what on earth her movie going habits had to do with the dead guy.
 
   "Yes, as a matter of fact I do." She was pinching her nose again.
 
   "That's rather unusual, isn't it? Sitting through the credits I mean."
 
   She closed her pale blue eyes. Suddenly it was 1977 again. It was the year Lane turned 13, the year her life changed forever. Funny that it was still the way she thought about it, the year her life changed forever. It was the year Lane had fallen down the steps at the capitol in Lincoln, NE and had broken both her legs. The year Aunt Marta married the man who had been Lane's orthopedic surgeon and then moved them to Omaha. It was Aunt Marta who started her in the habit of both sitting in the last row of the theater and staying to watch the credits. Both of Lane's legs had been broken in the accident, and when she was finally out of the wheel chair, she was on crutches. After the crutches came the walker and then the cane. They'd get to the theater early so that she could maneuver through the seats before anyone else was there and they'd stay until everyone left.
 
   She opened one eye at a time and peered at him.
 
   "I suppose it is. I was on crutches for a prolonged period as a teenager; it was just easier for me to sit still until everyone else left the theater then. It became a habit."
 
   It had become a habit. One she'd never broken, but she'd have stayed for the credits on this movie anyway.
 
   Detective McGuire sat in the seat next to her.
 
   "I see. So you must have thought it was odd that the man was still sitting when you got up to leave."
 
   "I guess you could say that. At first, I thought maybe he'd fallen asleep although I didn't know how anyone could have fallen asleep in there considering the volume level, so I bent over and tapped him on the shoulder. I couldn't get him to stir, so I shook him a bit. He slumped forward, and I saw the blood on the back of his neck. I took out my cell phone, dialed 9-1-1, and told the kid who was cleaning to get the manager."
 
   "I see, well that's all I need for now." Detective McGuire stood up.
 
   "Did you give all of your information to the uniformed officer, your name, address, and phone numbers?"
 
   "Yes." She said thinking that she'd given them everything but her shoe size. She a made a mental note: never find another dead body. She followed the detective into the lobby area and stopped at the concession stand. She squinted to look at her watch. It had been an hour since she'd taken the sinus pills and they hadn't even dulled the pain. She asked for another bottle of water as she reached into her purse, pulled out an envelope, opened a cellophane sleeve before she tilted her head back slightly, and poured white powder on her tongue.
 
   The detective was more than a bit curious. Surely, the woman wasn't taking a hit of a controlled substance right in front of him.
 
   "What is that you're taking?' She handed him the red white and blue envelope. "BC Fast Pain Relief" was written on the front. He turned it over and read the active ingredients. Aspirin, caffeine, what on earth was salicylamide? "Give me your keys. I'll drive your car home and have one of the uniformed officers follow us in my car." She reached into her purse and handed him the keys. Just what I need, she thought, a dead guy, Stomp, and Detective McGuire.
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Kaio Kano





