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Chapter 1 
 
   Saturday Night at the Movies
 
   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 of Jason’s very impressive previous box office records and to 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 the 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 climbed up the steps to the landing below the top tier of seats.  
 
   “Second row from the top.  Right in the middle,” she said as she pointed to the seat the man had occupied.  
 
   “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, 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 five feet ten 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 tugged it loose hoping it would help alleviate the pain in her head.
 
   “Oh my God, I am so sorry,” she said as she fumbled in her purse for a tissue, as if that would even begin to help.  
 
   There was a stifled chuckle from one of the uniformed officers 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 asked, rather calmly, if she was all right.  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 sinus pain relief 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, he had broad shoulders and a trim waist.  He had dark wavy hair, cut short and 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 fourth 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 at him again. 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.”  Hoping even as she said it, that 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 up 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 maybe, but a jerk nonetheless.  “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.”
 
   Lane closed her pale blue eyes.  Suddenly it was the year she turned thirteen, 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 building in Lincoln, Nebraska and had broken both of her legs.  The year Aunt Marta married the man who had been Lane’s orthopedic surgeon and then moved them to Omaha, Nebraska.  Her Aunt Marta started both habits; sitting in the last row of the theater and staying to watch the credits.  Since both of Lane’s legs had been broken in the accident, it was a long recovery and when she was finally out of the wheel chair, she was on crutches.  After the crutches came the walker and then the cane.  She and Aunt Marta would get to the theater early so that Lane could maneuver through the seats before any one 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 easier for me just to sit still until everyone else left the theater then.  It became a habit.”  While it was a habit that she’d never broken; she’d have stayed for the credits for 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, and opened a cellophane sleeve.  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,” he asked.
 
   She handed him the red, white, and blue envelope. Inscribed on the front were the words, “BC Fast Pain Relief.”  He turned it over and read the active ingredients.  Aspirin, caffeine, and what on earth is salicylamide?     
 
   “Give me your keys.  I’ll drive your car home and have one of the uniformed officers follow us.”   
 
   She reached into her purse and handed him the keys to her SUV.   Just what I need, she thought, a dead guy, Stomp, and Detective McGuire.
 
   Lane was a fairly religious person.  Meaning she attend church on Sundays (well usually Saturday nights), and did nightly devotional Bible reading.  She also carried on completely one-sided conversations with God frequently.  Not the “Oh, woe is me, Why me God” kind of conversation.  More in the vein of “I know you have a reason for all of this and I know you’re in charge of this situation and I trust that you have a plan. And I’d like to do your will if you’d just give me a sign even I can recognize.”  Which was pretty much the conversation she had with God as Detective McGuire drove her home, but this time she added the question “… but why does this guy have to be part of it?”  Luckily, she lived less than 10 minutes from the theater complex.  
 
   Detective McGuire made no effort to talk during the drive.  He pulled her SUV into the driveway and asked if she parked in the garage.  Lane told him yes and reached up to push the button on the automatic opener at the same time he did.  Their hands touched and for just an instant, they hovered in that awkward position.  Lane pulled her hand back.  Detective McGuire pushed the button and pulled her Cadillac Escalade into the garage.  
 
   “Would you like me to go in with you,” he asked as he handed her the keys.  
 
   She shook her head slightly and thanked him.  He told her they’d be in touch if they needed anything else.  He went out the open garage and got into the waiting car. Lane pushed the button to close the garage door and made it all the way to the powder room before she threw up again.  
 
   She washed her face and brushed her teeth slowly and in the dark.  She took two more Sudafed, two acetaminophen tablets, and two Flexeril.  Then she went to bed.  Lane could still hear the voice of her ex-husband telling her if she took all these pills that some day she wouldn’t wake up.  She mumbled aloud the same thing she’d told him nearly 20 years ago.  “At least my head won’t hurt.”  She went to bed and prayed that she was right as she thanked God for the forethought of going to Mass on Saturday evening because it would enable her to sleep in on Sunday morning.
 
   It was a short night.  A fitful sleep filled with dreams about dead people and Detective McGuire.  The detective was an attractive, man with blue eyes and dark wavy hair, just beginning to go white at the temples.  In the dreams he wore the same dark slacks, black silk T-shirt and sport coat that he’d worn the night before with one small change – no one had thrown up on him.  In the dreams, the detective drove her SUV through streets she’d never seen before, questioning her about skipping school when she was a high school Senior, headaches, her real hair color, why she couldn’t get a date, and dead guys.  Lane wondered what Freud or Meninger would have to say about the dreams.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2 
 
   Sunday morning
 
   Lane had a routine on Sundays.  She got up around 8:00 a.m., brushed her teeth, washed her face, showered, and got dressed.  She did a few things around the house and then she usually met friends on the Country Club Plaza for brunch.  They’d do a little eating, a little shopping, a bit of gossiping, and around five o’clock in the evening, they’d stop for desert.  She had some time to kill before she needed to leave.  She thought about her friends, mostly coffee drinkers, who would have put their feet up, read the paper, and sipped coffee for a couple of hours.  Since coffee was a habit that she’d never acquired, and because she was stressed, she cleaned.  Lane thought about her sister-in-law who believed that the world is made up of two kinds of people, Felix and Oscar from the Odd Couple.  Her family had taken a vote and decided that she fell into the Felix category.  Maybe they were right.  When she felt stressed, or worried, or just had a little time on her hands, she cleaned.
 
   “I’m not obsessive compulsive.  I really am not.”    She had a tendency to talk to herself but not in the crazy kind of way.   “And I’m not a clean freak either,” she said as she lifted the dust ruffle on her bed and swiffered furiously.  “Ben makes me look messy.”  Ben was the friend with whom she usually saw movies.  And, when she was doing stress cleaning, she always thought of him as if trying to prove that she wasn’t obsessive compulsive.  Her daughter lovingly called her Felix unless she was feeling cranky about something and then it was Monk.
 
   She’d just finished cleaning out the refrigerator when the phone rang.  She put the lid on the trash barrel she’d brought in from the garage, and reached for the phone.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Angelique Parker,” the voice on the other end asked, always an indication that the caller was a stranger.  Her given name was Angelique Lane Parker. She knew something about the name Angelique conjured up thoughts of an angelic face with a disposition to match.  Even as a child, she’d lacked the disposition.  She’d been Lane to friends and family for decades.  Only official documents, like her passport, tax returns, and driver’s license bore the name Angelique.
 
   She asked who was calling, knowing that Sunday mornings weren’t prime telephone solicitation times.
 
   “Detective McGuire,” the velvety voice replied.  
 
   That made sense; the uniformed officer had copied her name and address from her driver’s license.  “Yes, this is Mrs. Parker.” 
 
   “I was hoping you were feeling up to answering some more questions today.”
 
   “I’m much better today, detective.  When do you want to talk?”
 
   “Are you available now?”  
 
   Lane looked at the clock.  It was 9:00 a.m.  Her friends wouldn’t be at the Plaza until eleven o’clock.  She had some time.  “Yes.  Do you want me to come to the station?”  
 
   The metropolitan Kansas City area is no different from other sprawling cities.  One township butted against another.  Lane lived in Leawood, but within a two-mile radius, one would find Prairie Village and Overland Park, Kansas and Kansas City, Missouri.  Add another mile and you’d run into Fairway, Lenexa, Mission, and Mission Hills, Kansas.
 
   “That’s not necessary; I’m out of the office and could be at your house within 15 minutes.”  
 
   She agreed and looked around the house.  Police detective or not, he was still company and she only had 15 minutes to put away her cleaning supplies and tidy up.  Her Aunt Marta had always said one needed to have the house, what she called presentable, at anytime.  In the rural community where she’d lived until the age of thirteen, they were used to friends, family, and neighbors just dropping by.  It didn’t happen much in the city, but keeping the house presentable was a habit she’d never lost.
 
   She pulled the trash barrel to the garage, glad that Monday was trash pick-up day and the left overs she’d tossed wouldn’t have time to become noxious. It had been unusually cool, but this was Kansas and it was late July.  She knew that the cool temperatures wouldn’t last.  She heard a car door close, looked at her watch and mumbled, “Fifteen minutes my ass. The guy must have been calling from the driveway.”  She opened the garage door and walked out to meet him.
 
   He was dressed in black slacks and had on a lightweight long sleeved black polo shirt. Lane smiled, wondering if he was on his way to a funeral or if someone had told him black was a power color.  As they shook hands and exchanged the normal pleasantries, she could see a few defiant chest hairs peeking out at the open neck of his shirt.  She ushered him through the garage and into the French country kitchen.  As she motioned toward the table, Lane explained that because she wasn’t a coffee drinker she didn’t have any brewed, but offered to make some for him.  He said it wasn’t necessary.  Ever the good hostess, she offered orange juice or diet soda.  He declined both.  He was still standing.  Apparently, Detective McGuire’s mother had taught him it was impolite to sit if there was a lady standing.   Lane retrieved a glass of Diet Dr. Pepper from the kitchen counter and sat down at the table.  The detective followed suit.
 
   “As I said on the phone, I have some questions,” he said as he sat.  “Did you notice anything odd last night?”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean.  Certainly no one stood up and yelled I’m going to kill someone now,” Lane responded.
 
   “Okay, what can you tell me about the people who sat next to the victim?”
 
   She thought for a moment.  “There were men on either side of him, but I don’t remember anything in particular about them.  One of them might have been wearing a baseball cap.”
 
   “You told me last night that you’re in the habit of going to the theater early.  Can you tell me if the victim was alone?”  He watched her closely as she put her right elbow on the table, leaned her head into her hand, and rubbed her forehead with her fingers.  He’d had many and varied reactions to questioning, but this was a first.  
 
   She stopped rubbing and looked at him.  “You don’t arrive early for many movies, do you, Detective?  A lot of people come in alone to get a seat while their husband, wife, boyfriend, girlfriend, family member, friend stops at the concession stand.  As the theater fills up, it’s difficult to say who’s with whom.  As I said, there were men seated on either side of him.  I couldn’t say whether or not either of them was with him.”
 
   “How crowded was the theater,” he asked, knowing that the manger had told him it was a sold out show.
 
   “It was the second night of the opening weekend.  By my estimates, it’s going to be the top box office hit of the weekend.  The predictions are that it’s going to be this summer’s biggest blockbuster.  In other words, there wasn’t an empty seat,” Lane said, as she once again began rubbing her forehead.
 
   “We’ve already established that you were alone. Was the deceased with anyone?”
 
   What was this, like a Psych evaluation test where they ask the same question three different ways, spaced throughout the test, to see if you give the same answer every time?   “As I said, there were men on either side of him.  But, he must have been alone.  After all, a companion would have noticed when he didn’t get up, don’t you think?”
 
   He let the sarcasm go without comment.  “What can you tell me about the people seated next to you?”  
 
   There he goes again with that “you were alone at the theater” line of questioning.  She closed her eyes.  God, if only she’d known that she was supposed to be in charge of keeping track of the seating assignments for the entire theater.  She’d have paid more attention.  She reached to the top of her head with both hands and began massaging with her fingers.  Hadn’t this guy ever been to the movies at all?  Even people who go early just don’t engage in conversation with the other people who are there.
 
   “There were women on both sides of me.  They were there with men.  Husbands I’d say.”
 
   He cocked his head and looked at her.  “Why husbands?  Why not friends or boyfriends?”  
 
   Lane smiled.  “Couples who are just friends don’t usually share soda.  Both of these couples were sharing large sodas and popcorns.  The couple on my right even used the same straw.  Couples who are dating usually do a little hand holding maybe even some kissing before, during or after the movie.  These people weren’t.”
 
   “I see.  Is there anything else you can tell me?  Anything odd or out of place?”
 
   She thought for a moment.  “Well, there was something that distracted me during the movie.  There was a guy who was seated the other side of the couple to my left.  He got up midway through and left.  You know like he was going to the bathroom.”
 
   “Uh-huh and why did that seem strange?”
 
   Have you ever been to the movies Detective?  She thought, but what she said was, “Have you ever noticed that men rarely have to leave in the middle of a movie to use the facilities?  Women get up and go out a lot.  So, it was odd that he got up to begin with.  He also stepped on my foot, nearly fell over, and had to grab the seats in front of him to keep his balance.”
 
   “How long was he gone?”
 
   “I don’t know.  He didn’t come back by me. I just assumed he was embarrassed about stepping on my foot and that he’d returned to his seat from the other direction.”  Lane said as she reached for her Diet Dr. Pepper.
 
   “One more thing, we’ve identified the deceased.   His name was Paul Gardner.”  
 
   Lane almost dropped her glass as she choked and spewed soda from her nose and mouth.  They reached toward the napkin holder at the same time.  
 
   “Apparently you recognize the name.” He said as he wiped soda from his hand and face.  
 
   Lane wiped her face and blew her nose.  She walked to the sink, picked up a sponge, and turned on the tap.  Recognize the name? She’d never forget it.  She turned off the tap, walked back to the table, and began wiping away the sticky soda.  She felt a hand on hers.  
 
   “Ms. Parker, are you all right?”  
 
   Lane looked up and wondered how long she’d been wiping the table.  She sat down and took a deep breath.  
 
   “My father was killed in a car accident nearly 45 years ago.  It was summer and we were driving from Springfield, Missouri back to our home in Iowa.  It was in the early evening.  We were on highway 71 just south of Kansas City when a car crossed the centerline and hit us.  Not exactly, a head on collision, the point of impact was on the driver’s side. It was before mandatory seat belt laws; the car had no shoulder restraints, no air bags.  Just a four-year-old girl and her father.  My father had seen it coming and reached his right arm out to shield me.  He hit his head on the driver’s window and was pushed over on top of me.   We were lucky that there was other traffic, but they still had to drive to find a phone so they could call for help.  I don’t know how long we sat there waiting for help to come.  My Father was unconscious, blood oozing on my hands as I cradled his head.”  She looked down at her hands but saw only a little girl’s hands covered in blood.  
 
   “God knows how I escaped without injury, but I was covered in my father’s blood. When the ambulance finally came, they loaded us in and took us to the hospital.  My father never regained consciousness and died five months later.  The driver of the other car was young, drunk, and got out with only bumps and bruises.  His name was Paul Gardner.”  Lane didn’t know when she started crying, but she could taste tears and reached for another napkin.
 
   Detective McGuire had his hand over his mouth.  He slowly moved it down to his chin.  “But you told me last night that you didn’t know the guy in the theater,” he said watching her closely.  
 
   “I don’t, didn’t know the man in the theater.  And, if you tell me his name was Paul Gardner, then that’s who he was.  He might even be the Paul Gardner who caused the accident, but I never saw Paul Gardner. For God’s sake, I was four years old at the time.  He pled guilty to drunk driving and vehicular manslaughter.  There was no trial.  He was sentenced to five years. Five years for killing my father and changing everything I had ever known.”  
 
   He had no idea of how the court system had worked that long ago.  Maybe she really had never seen Paul Gardner and she was only four, so would she have even remembered.  The detective looked at his watch.
 
   “I’ll be going now.”   He stood.  “I’ll be in touch.”   
 
   She stood and walked him to the front door.  As she closed the door behind him, her cell phone rang.
 
   “Hey, Red, miss me?”
 
   “Benito Giovanni Bellini, you must have ESP.  I was just thinking about you.  Meet me at Papa’s?”   Papa’s was actually a restaurant called Bellini’s, owned by Ben’s father.
 
   “Half an hour?”  Came the reply.
 
   She hung up the phone, grabbed her car keys, and headed for the garage.  Her friends on the Plaza would just have to gossip and lunch without her today.  From the look on Detective McGuire’s face she was going to need a lawyer, and soon. Lane silently thanked God.  Ben wasn’t just the only criminal defense lawyer she knew. He was the best in the Kansas City metro.  
 
   As she drove, she replayed the events of last night and this morning over in her head and wondered why it was so important for her to see that movie last night anyway.  Didn’t she know that her favorite man and movie partner was getting back from Italy today?  Just goes to prove that old habits, and Saturday night at the movies was a habit, were just hard to break.  Well, that and the fact that she’d promised Jess she’d see it opening weekend.  A sense of relief came over her as she pulled into the parking lot and saw Ben’s black Jaguar XKR convertible.
 
   Ben stood at the door, wearing a blue blazer over a tan polo shirt and khaki slacks, not even noticing the side ways glances, and out right stares, he was getting from every woman in the place.  
 
   He was 36 years old, stood six feet four inches tall, had dark 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.  In other words, he attracted attention wherever he went.
 
   “Hey, Red. There’s only one explanation for meeting me and abandoning the Sunday Brunch Crowd.  You really did miss me.”  He smiled as he bent down and kissed her.  
 
   God, she was glad to see him.  They were walking toward the Board Room, a private dining room for the Bellini family and their friends when she looked up and saw Detective McGuire standing in the bar area.  He was heading toward them.  The situation was worse than she thought, she wasn’t just a suspect; the police had tapped her phone and were following her.  The Detective extended his hand to Ben.  
 
   “Heard you were out of the country,” the detective said as he and Ben shook hands.  
 
   “Mickey, how’s it going?  Yeah, I was in Italy visiting the family.  I got back late last night.”  He motioned toward Lane.  “Lane, this is Mickey McGuire.  Mickey, Lane Parker.”  
 
   Detective McGuire nodded.  Lane opened her mouth to speak, but the Detective spoke first.  “Ben, Ms. Parker. If you’ll excuse me, my party just came in.  Ben, good to see you.”
 
   After they sat down and ordered a bottle of wine, Lane smiled at him.  “So, how was the homeland?  Are your Grandparents okay?  Bet they were glad to see you. You’re a good son to go so Mama didn’t have to make the trip alone.” 
 
   He reached across the table and poked at her hand.  “You should have come with me. It was a fast trip and you know Nonno adores you.”  
 
   Ben had introduced her to his maternal grandparents six months ago when they were visiting from the old country as his Mother called it.  His grandfather just kept hugging her and talking in Italian.  When she asked Ben what Nonno had said, Ben just told her his grandfather adored her.  At the time he didn’t know how to tell his best friend that his grandfather actually said, “Just friends, ha! You’d be a fool to let that beautiful red haired woman get away.”  Of course, Ben and Lane had finally started dating a couple of months ago and now he had to admit that Nonno was a very wise man.
 
   “They’re fine.  They did ask about you, and of course, they were glad to see me, I’m their favorite.  You know, it really is a beautiful place, maybe someday I’ll convince you to come along.”
 
   The waiter delivered a bottle of merlot and poured a little for Ben. It was from Ben’s private reserve, so there was no question about whether or not it would be good.  Ben nodded and the waiter poured a glass for Lane. 
 
   “So, that was your basketball buddy Mickey.  You never mentioned that he was a homicide detective.” 
 
   “How did you know that?”  
 
   “The short version is I found a body last night when I was at the movies.  Detective McGuire’s investigating and I think I’m a murder suspect.”  
 
   Ben shook his head slowly.  He’d only been gone four days, what was she saying?  “Let’s not jump to conclusions here.”  
 
   Between ordering and eating, she told him the whole story beginning with finding the body and ending with Detective McGuire’s morning visit when he’d told her the name of the victim.  She told Ben about the car accident when she was four and that because of who the victim was she was sure Detective McGuire thought she’d killed the man.
 
   “I know it’s easy for me to say, but I don’t want you to worry.”  He reached across the table and held her left hand in both of his.  “Let me talk to Mickey.  I’ll find out what’s going on.”  He gave her hand a little squeeze.  
 
   She hadn’t pled her innocence to him.  It wasn’t necessary. She knew he believed her to be innocent.  What she didn’t know was that it didn’t matter to him whether she was innocent or not.
 
   “No matter what, remember I’m on your side and I’ll do everything in my power to protect you.”  He paid the check and walked her outside.  He ran his hand down her left cheek and cupped her chin in his hand.  “It’s a beautiful Sunday afternoon.  Follow me home. I think a little swim, a little sun, and maybe a drink will do you good.  Besides, I brought you something from Italy.”  
 
   Ben knew how much she loved to swim.  She’d often told him that the pool was the only thing she missed about her house in Omaha.  Besides, he thought, he enjoyed seeing her in a swimming suit.
 
   She agreed and soon was floating in the lovely warm water, listening to Frank Sinatra singing in the background.  Ben stood at the shallow end of the pool, a 1-gallon Coleman thermos in one hand, martini glasses in the other.  He held them up.  
 
   “They’re here when you’re ready.”  He turned and put them on the table between the lounge chairs.  
 
   He walked to the deep end, dived in, and started doing laps.  Luckily for her, his pool was a 20-foot by 40-foot lazy L, and his swimming didn’t disturb the raft on which floated.  She paddled toward the shallow end, got out of the pool, and headed toward a chaise and the daiquiris.
 
   Ben continued doing laps and planned his call to Mickey in the morning.  He and Mickey had been playing basketball every Wednesday night at the gym for just over five years.  He knew Mickey as well as men ever know one another.  It struck him now that although Mickey was a detective and he was a criminal attorney, they’d never encountered each other professionally before.  He hoped this professional encounter was going to be brief.  He was as sure that Lane hadn’t murdered anyone, as he had ever been sure of anything.
 
   Lane felt rain, and opened one eye.  Ben was bristling his wet hair over her.  She moved her sunglasses down her nose and glared at him.
 
   “Hey Sleeping Beauty, don’t you think it’s time to turn over?”  
 
   Tony Bennett was singing in the background.  Lane pushed her sunglasses back in place.   “How long have I been out,” she asked as Ben slathered sun block on her chest.  
 
   “Maybe half an hour.”  He handed her a new drink.  
 
   “Mmmm, maybe I’ll take another dip.”  As she dived in, Ben’s landline rang.  When she had her own pool, she’d do at least 50 laps a day, but after her second lap, she decided it might be something she needed to work back up to.  Ben waved her in and held the phone up.  
 
   “For you.”  He held his hand over the mouthpiece.  “It’s Jess.”  He draped a towel over her shoulders and handed her the phone as she stepped out of the pool.  
 
   “Jess, honey how’d you track me down here?”  
 
   “So, Felix, whatcha doin at Ben’s?”  Jess was Lane’s 20 year-old daughter.  They were close, each listing the other in the top ten list of friends.  A relationship like that was also a two edged sword.  It was a better relationship than most mothers, and daughters had; but sometimes, Jess seemed to forget that Lane was the mother and didn’t answer to her.  While Jess knew that Lane’s relationship with Ben had changed a few weeks ago, she didn’t need to know all of the details. 
 
   “I was just having a swim.  What’s so important that you called me here?”   
 
   “Well, I called the house, your cell, and your office.  When I didn’t get anything but voice mail all of those places, I decided to try Ben and see if he knew where you were, who you were with, what you were doing. Sunday is your day on the Plaza; I was worried when you didn’t answer.”
 
   “My, aren’t you the little detective.  You still haven’t told me why you called.”  
 
   They both laughed.  
 
   “Well, two things.   I wanted to see what you thought about my debut on the big screen.  And, I called to give you flight info.  You do have a birthday coming up, don’t you?  Wouldn’t want to miss that now.  I know the boys will be planning something big.”
 
   The Boys, as Jess called them, were Lane’s sons Jake 24, and Jamie 17.  Jake, who had just graduated with a Master’s degree in Engineering, would start working soon; Jamie was just about to start his senior year of high school.  Jess’s comment was suspicious.  Jess knew the boys.  They’d wait until the day before Lane’s birthday even to think about it.  Then they’d call Jess expecting her to have made all of the plans.  They’d ask what time they were supposed to be wherever Jess told them to be.  It had been like that since they were children.  Jess was the caretaker in the group.  It wasn’t that the boys were irresponsible.  It wasn’t even that they were inconsiderate.  They just knew that their mother and their sister would make sure they were where they were supposed to be when they were supposed to be there.  
 
   On the other hand, Jess made plans in advance.  Partially because she was a planner and partially because she was the one who had to make flight arrangements to get to Kansas City.  Jess was at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) studying film making and preparing to be the next Kirsten Dunst, Julia Stiles, Jennifer Lawrence, or whoever the next hot young actress is.
 
   “Okay, here’s the flight info.”  She gave Lane the arrival time.  “So, what did you think about the movie?”
 
   Lane, who had walked into the house during the conversation, took the flight information and put it in her iPhone.  
 
   “Well, the truth is, I’ve seen better movies.  But, you were the best convenience store clerk ever. Bar None!” 
 
   “Spoken like a true mother.  Okay, gotta go now.  Meeting some people for lunch.  Love you. B-bye.”  
 
   “Love you too, B-bye,” Lane replied in the little family tradition of hanging up.
 
   Ben had followed Lane into the house and now was coming out of the master bedroom carrying a bottle of Panama Jack sunburn aloe gel.  
 
   “You’re going to need this.”  He said as he gently rubbed the green gel onto her suddenly burning shoulders.  He steered her toward the master bathroom as she moaned and whined about her sore shoulders and chest.  
 
   “Lucky for me, I wear one piece swim suit,” Lane said as she pulled the left strap of her suit down slightly to assess the damage.  
 
   Ben knelt down, squirted more green gel into his hand, and began smoothing it on her legs.  “You know what you really need is a cool soda bath; and then we can reapply this stuff.”  He stood up, walked to the tub, and turned on the water.  “No arguments; just do it,” he said as he walked out of the bathroom and closed the door.  
 
   Lane stood in front of the mirror shaking her head.  Her upper chest was a lovely shade of pink.  As she turned the water off and stepped into the cool water, there was a knock at the door.  
 
   “Hey, I have the baking soda.  If you want it, I’ll close my eyes and bring it in.” 
 
   Lane smiled.  While they’d been dating for several weeks, they weren’t intimate.  “That’s okay.  A cool bath and the Panama Jack and it’ll be tan by this time tomorrow.  Just don’t let me fall asleep in here.  If I’m not out in twenty minutes, call the paramedics.”  
 
   Several minutes later, Ben carefully put Lane’s clothes on his bed.  Next to them, he put an oblong package wrapped in white with a red bow around it.  Then he knocked on the door to the master bathroom.  “Hey, are you all right in there or should I call the paramedics?”  
 
   “I’m okay.  Give me a couple of minutes.”  She got out of the tub, applied a liberal amount of Panama Jack on the sun-burned areas, wrapped a towel around herself, and cautiously opened the door.  She found the bedroom empty.  Next to her neatly laid out clothes, she found a small package with her name on it.   She opened the package and found a beautiful diamond tennis bracelet.  She held it in her right hand.  It must have been at least 15 cwt. in diamonds, set in what she suspected was platinum.  Aunt Marta’s voice echoed in her head.  “You can’t accept that.  It’s just too expensive.”  She could also hear Ben’s rebuttal.  “Expensive is relative to the giver’s ability to pay.”  It was something she’d heard frequently since they’d started dating.
 
   She dressed and went to find Ben.  He was on the patio grilling salmon steaks.  
 
   “What’s this all about,” she asked as she held the bracelet in the air.  
 
   “It’s the present I brought you.  And, don’t even try to tell me you can’t accept it.  First of all, it’s for your birthday and secondly, I bought it in Italy and thirdly, it can’t be returned.”  
 
   He took it from her hand and put it on her left wrist.  It was exquisite.  He took her hand and led her to the table that he’d already set with china and crystal.  Yes, china and crystal on the patio. 
 
   “Red, you know how I feel about you.  It’s about time you decided what you’re going to do about it.”  
 
   They’d met three years earlier not long after she’d first moved to Kansas from Omaha.  The church she attended was having a garage sale and since she was gutting and remodeling her kitchen, she had donated the appliances that had come with the house.  Ben had come with a mini van and a helper to make the pick-up.  Since Lane was donating an entire set of kitchen appliances - stove, refrigerator, microwave, dishwasher, along with a washer and dryer as well, it had taken more than one trip.  Ben had seen all of the moving boxes around the house and had come back alone, after the last trip, just to see if she needed help with moving anything. 
 
   She leaned her head back and closed her eyes.  No one believed that she was pushing 50.  In fact, she would be 49 a week from today. And, except in the winter when she sometimes woke up a little achy and stiff, she didn’t feel her age.  However, she still struggled with the thought of dating someone to whom she could almost have given birth.   Ben was handsome, smart, witty, and self-sufficient.  They’d been doing what she called “hanging out” nearly every weekend for almost three years.  Eight weeks ago, over a long Memorial Day weekend, Ben had helped her find the kidnapped son of one of her oldest friends.  Before the weekend was over, he’d kissed her and she had kissed him back and that was all it took, their relationship had turned romantic.
 
   Ben served the salmon.  Lane sat staring at the bracelet on her wrist formulating something to say.  She didn’t think of herself as beautiful, and had difficulty reconciling the fact that this gorgeous thirty-six year old man wanted her.  
 
   Then there was her history with men to consider.  She’d been married and divorced twice.  A friend once told her that she was a slow learner.  She preferred to think that she just didn’t choose wisely in love.
 
   Her first husband, Gus was a longhaired rock musician.  They met during her first year of college and married after knowing each other about three months.  He was in a band that cut an album and even got some airtime on the local radio stations.  The band spent a lot of time on the road trying to make it big.   Lane divorced him 18 months into the marriage after he’d come home with a little communicable disease he’d caught on the road.
 
   Three years later, she married her second husband, Phillip Parker.  They met through friends and married after dating for four months.  They’d been married for eight years when Phillip came home from a business trip to Chicago; made love to her and then told her he didn’t love her any more.  He’d said that in fact he wasn’t sure he had ever loved her.  He said he didn’t have a girlfriend on the side.  He wasn’t lying.  Then he told her that he was gay.  Phillip left her with two kids, Jake who was nearly six, and Jess who was almost two, and because of the parting gift of pity sex, a third little surprise, Jamie, was on the way.  
 
   Then several years ago, she had met David Dixon at a charity auction.  He was in pharmaceutical sales and seemed to be well established.  After her earlier mistakes, she’d decided that short romances weren’t the best foundation for a happy marriage.  They dated for over six months, and thankfully, before things had progressed too far, she discovered he’d forgotten to get divorced from his first wife.
 
   She was still trying to figure out what to say when Ben bent down and kissed her.  Not just a little peck on the cheek or a gentle mouth kiss.  This was a kiss to curl her toes.  
 
   “There, think about that while I get the wine.”  He said as he went into the house.
 
   She sat there alone in the twilight, Frank Sinatra crooning I Could Write a Book in the background, and thought about it all right.  She felt flushed.  Maybe it was a hot flash.  Ben came back out and poured the wine.  They talked about the salmon, about her birthday plans, about her kids, about his trip to the homeland, about the case he’d be going to trial with next week.  What they didn’t talk about was the bracelet, the kiss, or the murder investigation she’d become a part of. 
 
   Before Lane knew it, it was 9:30.  Time to go.  Her house was only a short drive away.  She liked to be home before the 10:00 news.  It was part of her routine.  She’d turn on the TV in the bedroom, brush her teeth, and wash her face while she listened to the 10:00 news.  Then she’d get in bed and do her devotional reading before moving on to whatever mystery novel she was currently reading.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3 
 
   I really hate Mondays
 
   Lane wasn’t much of a morning person.  Her theory was that if Flex Hours meant you could come in between 7:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m. she’d aim for the latter and hope she didn’t have a nine o’clock meeting because she liked to have ten to fifteen minutes to get organized in the mornings.  That was especially true for Mondays.  The problem was that she suffered from what she called Anticipatory Anxiety.  Translation: she didn’t sleep well on Sunday nights.  So, when the alarm went off Monday at 6:30 a.m., she hit the snooze for an hour.  Luckily, her office was only 15 minutes from home.   She walked into her office at 8:45 a.m. and checked the messages her administrative assistant had left on her desk while she docked her laptop and turned it on.  She used an iPhone and usually checked her calendar Sunday night so she’d know what to expect on Monday.  She’d forgotten to do it last night and now she had only a few minutes before her first meeting.  Her administrative assistant, Meg Kelly, had everything ready.  All Lane had to do was grab her teacup, and open the door to the adjoining conference room.  One of the benefits of being the CPO (Chief Privacy Officer) for a wireless telephony company is that her administrative assistant took very good care of her.  A pot of hot water and a tray of bagels and fruit were waiting on the credenza in the conference room.
 
   She sipped tea and listened, as the dog and pony show droned on.  People selling new software they touted would help get a handle on the customer base and at the same time ensure the privacy of the personal information of and about customers.  Privacy issues were near and dear to Lane’s heart, but she just didn’t believe everything that sales people promised.  
 
   Meg rapped on the door, opened it, and handed Lane a note.  It read “Urgent call from Mick McGuire – holding.”  She nodded and excused herself from the meeting leaving Bob Carlson, Director of Privacy Issues to listen to the droning.  She had to be honest, she left not so much because the note read urgent as because she needed a break.  She walked into her office, and grabbed a Diet Dr. Pepper from the mini fridge as she went to her desk.  She made the connection between Mick McGuire and Detective McGuire as she picked up the phone.  Family, friends, associates, and corporate foes will tell you that Lane didn’t scare easily.  In fact, in a prior job life she’d helped negotiate Union contracts with the Communications Workers of America.  
 
   Still, a sense of dread crept up as she spoke.  “This is Mrs. Parker.”
 
   “Ms. Parker, Detective McGuire.  I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”  
 
   “Catch,” why the use of that word,” she wondered.   She couldn’t tell anything from his tone.  “Actually, Detective, I owe you a debt of gratitude.  You rescued me from a very boring meeting.  What can I do for you?”  
 
   She hoped her voice didn’t reflect the roller coaster ride between concern and panic she was on.  She really wouldn’t look good in an orange jump suit. It would not be good with her skin tone and it would clash with her strawberry blonde hair.
 
   “There are a couple of things I’d like to discuss with you.  I wondered if we could meet for lunch.”  
 
   Again, his voice, deep and thick like velvet, gave no indication of whether he was planning an interrogation, was merely on a fact-finding mission, or was just inviting her to lunch.  She looked at her watch, 10:45 a.m. and checked her calendar.  She was free until two o’clock.  She asked where he’d like to meet.  He suggested the Cheesecake Factory.  She countered with The Bristol.  They agreed on J. Alexander’s at eleven-thirty.
 
   She was having an internal debate about calling Ben, still unsure if she needed a lawyer, when Bob Carlson stuck his head into her office.  She held up a finger as she dialed Meg’s number.  Meg and she had learned that it was best for only one of them to be in complete control of her calendar.  Meg had won.  Lane motioned Bob to a chair as she left Meg a message that she’d be out of the office between 11:15 a.m. and 2:00 p.m.
 
   Bob shook his head from side to side, as he gave his evaluation of PROtect, the software package that they’d just seen.  Lane was glad to hear she and Bob were on the same page.  A lot of promises but not much experience or background.  They didn’t even know what Gramm, Leach, Bliley was.  She had to be suspicious of a company selling privacy software that didn’t know about the legislation passed at the federal level that had kicked off the whole privacy industry.  Bob had told them, that Telco was talking with other companies and he’d reach out if they made the final cut.  Lane grabbed her purse and keys, as she told Bob that she’d see him in the two o’clock status meeting.  
 
   As she walked to the elevator, she thought about her position at Telco Unlimited.  Lane often said that in the new “Information Age” there were no more secrets.  She didn’t like the total lack of privacy, and was pleased that corporations were becoming aware of their responsibility to protect personally identifiable information for and about their customers.  It was especially important for Telco who could boast high profile people from entertainment, sports, and politics among their customers.  Lane knew that it was probably fear of litigation and not altruism, which resulted in the creation of her position.  
 
   She took the elevator to the underground parking garage and got into her car.  It was a gorgeous day for late July.  The temperature wasn’t too high, mid 90’s and the humidity was low.  She put the top down.  There was more traffic than she’d expected, making her arrival later than she’d have preferred.  Lane had an almost obsessive compulsion to be everywhere early.  Her comfort zone was ten minutes for meetings and at least two hours if an airport was involved.
 
   All heads turned as the woman dressed in a silk suit the color of ripe strawberries walked into J. Alexander’s.  It wasn’t just that she was striking with her red hair neatly twisted up at the back of her head; nor that she had great legs, nor that she stood at least six feet tall.  It was the presence with which she entered the room that drew everyone’s attention.  She moved slowly through the waiting area clearly not noticing the way the crowd parted as she made her way.  
 
   Mick McGuire stood in the waiting area taking in the scene.  The way the crowd parted reminded him of Moses parting the Red Sea.  The woman approached him and extended her hand.  He took it, and hoped that Lane hadn’t noticed that he hadn’t recognized her until she stood right in front of him.  During their other meetings, she’d been wearing jeans and sandals and had worn her long strawberry blonde hair in a ponytail.  The transformation was a bit unnerving.  She could have walked off a runway.
 
   “Ms. Parker, I’m glad you could arrange your busy schedule so we could meet,” Mick said as he shook her hand.  He nodded to the hostess who approached menus in hand and led them to a quiet corner booth.  
 
   Lane looked around the room cautiously.  Her family often joked that she was always the most paranoid person in the room.  She usually countered telling critics that just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you.  Lane had never been involved in a murder investigation.  But she did read between three and five murder mysteries a week, and she’d seen murder investigations on TV, and the one thing she remembered about Colombo is that when he starts showing up to chat, anyone with half a brain should know enough to worry. Lane had more than half a brain and she was more than a little worried.  Detective McGuire who had abandoned his uniform of black, for a charcoal gray suit may not be a short, rumpled, seemingly absent-minded detective, but three chats in three days sure didn’t give Lane a warm feeling. And, the Detective was trying so hard to make chitchat. 
 
   The waiter came and told them about the specials.  They both ordered iced tea and somewhere between “What do you do at Telco Unlimited?” and “What exactly does a Chief Privacy Officer do?”  The waiter delivered two iced teas and took their order, Salmon Caesar salad for each of them.  The chitchat continued.
 
   “How long have you been with Telco Unlimited?”
 
   “Three years.”
 
   “What did you do before that?”
 
   “I moved to Kansas City from Omaha where I was Vice President of Information Systems for one of the baby bells.”
 
   The waiter delivered their salads.  Lane hoped the inquisition would be over now so she could enjoy her salad in peace.
 
   Lane wondered if Mick was a brave man, or a crazy man.  Perhaps he just believed that the third time was a charm.  She’d managed to send him to the dry cleaner on both of their prior meetings and now here they sat with two full glasses of iced tea and food to boot.  She had begun to feel a slight throbbing behind her right eye.  She looked at her watch and decided to see if she could move things along.
 
   “Detective, I have a question for you.  What’s the real reason for this meeting?” 
 
   He looked up from his salad.  “Two things actually.  Ben called me this morning. He said if you’re a suspect that he’s representing you.  I told him you weren’t a suspect at this time, more like a person of interest.”  
 
   Lane felt a small sense of relief before she started to dwell on his last three words. “Person of interest” was cop code for suspect and anyone who had watched a crime show or read a mystery novel knew it.  She took a drink of tea and waited for him to continue.  Patience isn’t a virtue anyone would ever attribute to Lane, yet she waited patiently, well as patiently as she could as he ate half his salad.
 
   “And the other reason,” she finally asked as she began rubbing her right temple.
 
   Mick may not have recognized Lane as she approached him in the waiting area, but he did recognize the signs of the headache he was sure had begun to bother her again.  “We have a preliminary cause of death,” he responded.
 
   Lane looked at him quizzically, waiting as they say, for the rest of the story.   Her cell phone rang.  While the cell phone industry was the current source of her livelihood, and she wouldn’t go back to a time before cell phones, she sometimes wished she could be just a little less available.  
 
   Both the ring tone and the caller ID told her it was Ben.  She excused herself and stepped away from the table to take the call.  
 
   “So, Red, how’s your day going?  Got anything you want to tell me?”
 
   “My day’s going fine.  I’m having lunch with your friend Mick.  He was just about to tell me the cause of death.”  
 
   “Really? I spoke with him earlier and he didn’t say anything about the cause of death, but he did assure me you’re not a suspect.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  That’s right,” she said, as she smiled at Mick who had looked up.
 
   “Okay, I get it. You can’t really talk.  I’ll call you later.  Remember you can call me if you need anything.”  
 
   “Uh-Huh.  Love you, B-bye,” she responded as she hung up.
 
   The waiter came, cleared away the empty dishes, and offered them dessert. They declined and asked for the check.  Lane looked back at the detective, still waiting to hear the cause of death.  The waiter dropped off the check.  They both reached for it.    
 
   “Detective, what if I pay the check and you tell me the cause of death.”  
 
   Mick smiled, flashing big white teeth and a smile that said he had been on a first name basis with an orthodontist at some point in his life.  “As long as it’s not a bribe or anything.”  
 
   Lane took the cash from her wallet and put it with the check.  The waiter came by.  She nodded to him and told him she didn’t need change.  
 
   “Mr. Gardner was stabbed.  One wound at the base of his skull.”   
 
   Lane looked at him in disbelief.  “Wouldn’t a stab wound cause bleeding?  A lot of bleeding?  Remember, I shook the guy. I didn’t see much blood.” 
 
   She closed her eyes.  Her mind was reeling and it was almost as if she could smell the acrid smells of the movie theater.  Lane felt Mick take her arm as he helped her stand and then he guided her toward the exit.  Mick couldn’t believe it.  Three meetings with this woman, and she’d sent him to the dry cleaner twice.  Clearly, she needed fresh air before she made it three for three.   
 
   “Breathe,” he said as he pushed her through the door.  
 
   He’d misread the signs she thought.  She was not light headed, or nauseous.  She was confused and her brain was processing the information she’d just gotten as quickly as it could.  She closed her eyes against the bright July sun and took several deep breaths.  She began rummaging through her purse.  He led her to a bench in front of the restaurant and gently pushed her into a sitting position.  
 
   “Your headache’s back. Give me your keys.  It’s my duty as a man sworn to protect and serve to keep you off the road.”  
 
   He was right. Stomp was back.  She handed him her keys and continued her blind search through her purse.  
 
   “Don’t move.  I’ll be right back.”   
 
   Moving, she thought, was totally out of the question right now.  Moments later, he pushed a bottle of water into her left hand and then dropped three tablets into her right hand.  Ah, the god of headache remedies was smiling on her.  
 
   “Tylenol.  Take them.” 
 
   She heard the deep velvety voice swimming through the noise and pain.  She gratefully obeyed and then with eyes closed resumed rummaging through her purse.  
 
   “What are you searching for in there?”  Swam the voice again.  
 
   “Sunglasses.  I can’t open my eyes until I find them.  The sun’s a killer when I have a headache.”  
 
   He reached over, pulled her sunglasses from the top of her head, and put them in her hand.  “How often do you get headaches and just how debilitating are they?”  
 
   Lane donned her sunglasses and turned her head toward the direction of the velvet voice as she slowly opened her eyes to a squint. “Sometimes, I go a whole week without a headache.  Some are worse than others,” Lane said slowly.  “What time is it?  I have a staff meeting at two o’clock.”  
 
   “It’s one-thirty.  I’m not sure you have any business going back to work.  I know you have no business driving.  We’ll take my car.”   
 
   Mick took her arm and guided her to a huge black SUV.  Lane’s head hurt too much for her to care what the make and model were.  Mick unlocked the door, sort of pushed her up into the passenger seat, reached around her, and fastened the seat belt.  She braced herself as he gently closed the door. Lane put her right elbow on the door ledge, closed her eyes, and held her head.  
 
   The swimming voice said, “Try to save the upholstery,” as he pressed a plastic bag into her left hand. 
 
   If she hadn’t felt so miserable, she’d have seen some humor in this, but as it was, she needed to concentrate on not losing her lunch.  It had been a delicious lunch and she was sure it would be horrid coming up, not to mention that it would be extremely embarrassing.  She heard the engine start and then felt the vehicle start to move.  She squinted her left eye open and could see Detective McGuire eyeing her cautiously.   Who could blame him for pushing the plastic bag into her hand?
 
   The smoothness of the 15-minute ride to her office surprised Lane.  Detective McGuire stopped in front of the building and walked around the car to open Lane’s door.  
 
   “Should I walk you in,” he asked as he released her seat belt and helped her get out.  
 
   Lane assured him she’d be all right, as she handed the empty plastic bag back to him.  She hated these headaches, which were triggered by several things, among them, stress, tension, or allergies.  
 
   To Mick’s amazement, she walked unwavering toward the building.  
 
   She walked to the building nodding slightly to the guard as she entered.  She waited until she was in the elevator to remove her sunglasses. Meg, God bless her, took one look at Lane, asked if she wanted to cancel the staff meeting and followed Lane into her office.
 
   “What have you taken for it,” Meg asked.  She knew that there was no way Lane dared to bend over right now; so Meg leaned down, took a Diet Dr. Pepper from the fridge, opened it, and handed it to her boss.   
 
   “Three Tylenol about twenty minutes ago.  It’s almost tolerable now.  The caffeine will help.”  Lane took a drink and then held the cold can to her right temple.  “Any calls while I was out?”  She asked as she began to gather notes for the staff meeting.  
 
   “Ben called earlier.  He said he’d try your cell.”  Meg opened the door to the conference room.  “And Craig Turner called to say he couldn’t make your staff meeting,” Meg said as she handed Lane the messages.  “And that guy, Mick McGuire, called just before you walked in.  He said he’d pick you up at five o’clock in front of the building.  You’re supposed to call his cell if that’s not a good time.  The number’s on your desk.”  
 
   Lane knew Meg was curious.  She also knew that Meg would never come right out and ask.  Meg knew how important Lane’s privacy was.  Besides that, Meg was a patient woman.  
 
   Lane had five people who reported to her.  Meg, Bob Carlson, and three other directors who reported to her directly, and Craig Turner, Senior Legal Counsel who worked with her office to analyze and interpret new legislation pertaining to privacy.  Lane wanted to talk about the software companies they’d evaluated so far.  She also needed to know if Craig had anything new to discuss.  The states of California and Massachusetts, it seemed, were constantly enacting some new privacy legislation.  The meeting, which was scheduled to last for an hour and a half, lasted less than an hour without Craig Turner.  
 
   Lane verified that she had no other pressing issues that afternoon, and took a BC as she used her desk phone to dial the number Meg had given her for Detective McGuire.  After several rings, she heard the velvety voice.
 
   “McGuire.”
 
   “Detective, this is Lane Parker.  My assistant gave me your message.  I appreciate your offer, but my meeting is over and I don’t have anything for the rest of the day.  I thought I’d just grab a cab and head home now.”  Lane had already begun powering down her laptop.  
 
   “I’ll be there in ten.” Mick replied, and Lane was listening to dial tone.  
 
   He’d hung up before Lane could tell him she still shouldn’t drive.  Meg came in and helped Lane pack her briefcase.  Lane knew that a BC powder could kick a headache to the curb in minutes and she was sure she’d that feel better soon.  She still had a lot of reading to do, and added the reports into her brief case.  
 
   Lane’s line rang and Meg picked it up.  “Lane Parker’s office.”  After a pause, Meg said, “Send him up.”  She hung up and smiled at Lane.  “Mick McGuire’s on his way up.”  
 
   Lane leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and rubbed her temples.  Someone really needed to help that guy learn to tell time.  
 
   “I’ll go wait by the elevator for him,” Meg said as Lane heard the office door close.  There was no need to wonder how Meg would recognize Mick.  Lane knew she just would.  Meg’s patience was going to pay off sooner than anyone expected.
 
   “Thanks, Meg.” Lane heard the velvet voice before she heard the door to her office open.  “Come on, you’re out of here.”  
 
   Lane opened her eyes to see the Detective picking up the rolling briefcase that held her laptop.  She grabbed her purse and sunglasses and followed Mick McGuire.  
 
   “Meg, I’m on my cell.  Call me if anything comes up.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”   Lane ignored Meg’s Cheshire cat smile as she walked out.    
 
   As the elevator doors closed, Detective McGuire turned to Lane.  “I’m driving you home.  We can get your car in the morning.”  
 
   She opened her mouth to protest but since she knew she had no business behind the wheel, she didn’t speak.  It was strange, her head may be pounding, but for some reason, her mind never stopped processing.  Lane couldn’t remember what the weather forecast was for over night.  She was glad she was in the habit of putting the top up on her BMW convertible every time she had to leave her car outside.  The elevator doors opened and they walked through the lobby into the afternoon sunshine.  Lane quickly put on her sunglasses.  With her headache subdued, Lane could see that Detective McGuire was driving a black Ford Excursion.  No wonder she’d needed a push earlier.  She was tall, but the pencil skirt of her suit restricted movement a bit.  He opened the door. She stepped up on the running board, reached in for the handgrip, and climbed in.  Detective McGuire put her briefcase and laptop in the back seat and got behind the wheel.  They rode in silence.  Once parked in the driveway, he reached down to the console and picked up Lane’s keys.  
 
   “Which one is for the front door,” he asked as he separated the house keys from the car keys.  
 
   “Use the key pad.  The code’s 6-8-1-5-4,” she told him and motioned to the pad near the garage door.  Lane sat motionless while he opened the garage door, then got out and rushed inside to the powder room and closed the door.
 
   The house was a 2500 square foot ranch and the detective easily found the den.  He put the briefcase on her desk, then, walked down the hall to what was obviously the master suite.  It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to survey the room, see on which side of the bed the phone and alarm clock were located, and deduce where Lane slept.  He walked over to the bed and pulled the covers back, and discovered a Nebraska Cornhuskers football jersey neatly folded and tucked under the pillows.
 
   Two migraines in three days, this was a new record for her.  Lane exited the powder room.  Eyes closed, she felt her way down the hall to her bedroom.  
 
   “Go, change.  You’re going to bed.”  The velvety voice swam toward her.
 
   She squinted one eye open to find Detective McGuire had made his way into her bedroom where he now stood, as he held out the nightshirt he’d obviously found under the pillow.  
 
   Lane went into the master bath and stripped out of her clothes.  When she returned to the darkened bedroom, she found the Detective sitting on her bed.  He stood when she entered the room.  He held the covers up as she slipped into bed.  The detective pulled the coverlet over her, walked around to the other side of the bed, and sat down.  
 
   “We’ll talk when you wake up.”  
 
   Lane didn’t have the strength to argue.  Figuring that neither the BC nor the Tylenol was going to do her any good now that they’d been flushed, she’d taken two muscle relaxers, a BC and two Sudafed tablets when she was in the bathroom changing.  She wondered how Mick knew which side of the bed she slept on and fell asleep thinking, well, after all, he is a detective.
 
   Lane rolled over on her left side, pulled her knees up, and pushed her feet toward the cool sheets on the unoccupied side of the bed.  She woke with a start when her feet ran into mass of resistance. The mass was a six foot four inch 210-pound detective who sat on top of the covers as he read her backlit e-reader in the nearly dark room.    
 
   “How are you feeling,” the velvet voice said.
 
   Lane closed her eyes as she recalled the events of the afternoon.
 
   “Better.  I’m feeling much better.  No headache right now, no nausea.  Just don’t bounce on the bed.  I can tell it’s in the wings just waiting for a chance to make a comeback.” Lane rolled onto her back and propped pillows behind her. Mick sat nearly motionless as he watched Lane maneuver into a sitting position
 
   “Ah, a good sign.  A change in altitude and no throbbing.”
 
   “Feel good enough to talk?”  What was with this guy, hadn’t they chatted enough over lunch?
 
   She closed her eyes.  “Talk?  Sure, what about?”
 
   “How long have you been having these headaches?”
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at him.  “Since I was a teenager.”
 
   “Have they gotten more frequent or more intense lately?  Have you seen someone for them?”
 
   She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose as she thought, what is it with this guy?  Who had elected him her Father, Husband, caretaker, or whatever he thought he was? It occurred to Lane that she’d had more headaches in the three days since she’d met the Detective than she had in the three months before.  Coincidence?  She thought not.  
 
   “Yes, Maybe and No in that order,” she said firmly.  She hoped he would understand that while she appreciated the fact that he’d gotten her home, she was a big girl and she really didn’t need a keeper.
 
   “Look, Mick.  Now that I’ve slept with you so to speak, I hope that I may use your first name.  I’ve had severe headaches since I was a teenager.  They’re brought on by various stimuli.  Usually the onset can be attributed to allergies and sinus problems, but they can be brought on by stress or tension.  There’s no arguing that since I met you, I’ve had more headaches than even I would normally have in three days.  However, there’s also no disputing that I’ve had a little more stress and tension in my life since I met you.  I think the headaches are understandable.”   She finished her rant and began massaging the back of her neck with both hands.  
 
   Mick turned toward her.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry I’ve contributed to your tension. Here, let me do that.”  He reached over and began massaging her neck and shoulders.   
 
   “Lane, the headaches you’ve been having just remind me of my wife.  Her name was Gloria.  She died four years ago from a brain tumor.  It started with severe headaches that she ignored for too long.  By the time she went to the doctor and was diagnosed, the cancer had spread and was inoperable.”  When he’d finished speaking, he’d moved from rubbing her neck and shoulders to massaging her back.  The tension had gone and so, for the first time in days, had her headache.   
 
   “Oh, you are amazing.” Lane moaned just as Ben walked in.
 
   “Hey, Mick, how’s our girl doing?”  
 
   Lane had never thought jealousy was an attractive trait, still, she’d have expected a different reaction from the man who was her significant other and who had just caught her in bed in the arms of another man.
 
   “Ben, I think she’s much better than she was when you called.  She says her headache’s gone now.”  
 
   Ben walked around the bed, bent down, and kissed Lane on the cheek. 
 
   Mick stood.  “I can see you’re in good hands now, I’ll be going,” Mick said as he walked toward the bedroom door.
 
   “Wait,” Ben said and then looked at Lane.  “Mick and I could go pick up your car, grab something for dinner, and bring it back.  Is that all right with you?”  
 
   Lane nodded.  Although she was rarely speechless, this scene had her dumbfounded and she had no idea why. 
 
   “Anything in particular you’re hungry for,” Ben asked as he and Mick headed for the bedroom door.
 
   “Whatever you get will be fine with me,” Lane replied as they left.  
 
   Lane showered and replayed the bedroom scene in her head.  She was flooded with emotions, ranging from anger – she hated it when people talked about her as though she wasn’t in the room, to confusion over Ben’s reaction.  No, make that his non-reaction to the whole scene; back to anger because the two of them were having phone conversations about her as though she were some helpless sniffling female. She dried off, took two Tylenol as a preventative measure, dressed, and headed to the kitchen to prepare for what ever they brought back.  She was just getting plates from the cupboard when Ben came through from the garage.  
 
   “I brought Godfather’s Pizza.  I know it’s your favorite.”  
 
   Lane smiled. Godfather’s had started in Omaha, and when the kids were young, it was a weekly ritual.  Funny, what memories conversation tidbits brought.  Thursday was left over night.  Friday was Godfather’s pizza night.  Saturday was movie night.  
 
   “Beer for you,” she asked with her hand on the refrigerator door.
 
   “Sure,” Ben replied as he put the pizza on the table.
 
   Lane opened the fridge and pulled out a Diet Dr. Pepper and a Bud Light.  “Where’s the detective?”
 
   “Mickey said he had some work to do. He sent his apologies.  Said he’d take a rain check.”  
 
   Ben got a glass, filled it with ice, and handed it to her.  She handed him napkins.  To anyone looking on, Lane and Ben appeared to be doing a dance they’d done a million times before.
 
   Ben opened the pizza box.  Supreme, her favorite.  
 
   So, she wondered what her problem was.  She was comfortable with Ben.  He was great looking, he cared about her, and as she was frequently reminded, he was a great kisser.  She could say it was the age difference, but she wasn’t sure that was completely true.  She could say it was just that after nearly marrying husband number three, she’d just sworn off men, but that wasn’t it either.  She could say it was because of the kids, but they knew Ben and liked him.  She couldn’t think of a single good reason preventing her from moving their relationship forward.  Lane decided to practice avoidance by being contrary.
 
   “What did Mick mean ‘she’s much better than she was when you called’?”  
 
   Ben didn’t take the bait.  He just spoke calmly and slowly. “No mystery, I called your office this afternoon around 4:30.  Meg said you had a headache and Mick had driven you home.  Since I know how your headaches can be, I called him on his cell to see how you were.  He told me he made you go to bed after you lost your lunch, and that you were asleep.  I guess since you’re being contrary, you really are feeling better.”  
 
   Busted.  Lane couldn’t decide whether she should feign indignation, pretend she hadn’t heard his last comment, fight dirty and cry or just talk about what was bothering her. 
 
   “What did you mean last night when you said ‘It’s about time I decided what I’m going to do about it?’”  
 
   Ben smiled as he reached across the table and patted her hand. “Don’t be afraid, Red.  I’m not rushing you to the altar,” he said with a chuckle.    
 
   Lane laughed.  Roared may have been more accurate.  She caught her breath.  “You’re so funny.  Finish your pizza.”  
 
   Ben had nailed it.  Lane was scared out of her wits.  He was everything she had ever told friends she wanted in a man.  He was smart, witty, tall, handsome, rich, heterosexual, and available.  He was sexy and a great kisser.  In addition, they already knew they had a lot in common.  They liked the same movies and music. They enjoyed each other’s company. They could talk for hours about everything from religion to politics and current events.  He was her best friend.  But, he was 36 years old.  He had the body of man who worked out at least five times a week.  Lane, on the other hand had never seen the inside of a gym.  She’d been blessed with a great metabolism, and didn’t need to work out to keep her weight constant.  Fully clothed, she frequently passed for a woman in her mid-thirties.  Even in a swimming suit, she could pass for 40.  Maybe she was analyzing too much, but she wasn’t sure this could work.
 
   Ben still held her hand.  “Come over here,” he said as he pulled her up and over to his lap.  “I’ve known you for three years.  I know the way you think.” He tapped his finger on her temple.  “We’ve been dating for eight weeks now and nothing else has changed.”   
 
   Lane poked him in the shoulder. “That’s where you’re wrong.  Things will change. They always change.   Until now, when one of us had to cancel lunch or dinner at the last minute, it was no big deal.  Now that we’re a couple, everything becomes personal.”  She put her head on his shoulder and whispered into his neck. “I’m afraid of losing my best friend.”
 
   Ben put his hand on her head and stroked her hair. “I promise you won’t,” Ben said as he cupped her chin in his hand, raised her head, and met her lips with his.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4 
 
   Tuesday Morning
 
   Lane awoke to ringing and reached for the snooze button.  The ringing persisted and she realized it was the phone.  She opened her eyes a slit as she picked up the receiver. “Hello,” she said groggily as she looked at the clock.  It was 6:00 a.m. everyone knew better than to call her this early, someone must be dead.  
 
   “Good morning, Red.  How’d you sleep?”
 
   She laid back and closed her eyes.  After some heavy duty kissing, she’d sent Ben home at ten o’clock last night so she could perform a nightly routine that consisted of the normal toilette (face washing, teeth brushing) and devotional Bible reading.  This morning, she was torn between the euphoric feelings he’d elicited last night and biting his head off for waking her when she remembered last night’s devotional readings all about kindness and decided to at least try to be cordial.
 
   “Ben, is there something wrong?”  In the time they’d known each other, the differences in their sleeping habits had come up before.  Ben was an early riser, and worse yet, a morning person.  You may ask what the difference is between being an early riser and being a morning person.  An early riser is someone who arises in the early morning hours.  A morning person is someone who’s happy to be awake in the early morning hours.  Lane needed a minimum of eight hours of sleep daily; ten hours would be better.
 
   “No, I just wanted to check on you.  I’ve had my run, my swim, my work out;  I’ve taken my shower, and am ready to take off for the office.  I’ll be in court by the time you get up and leave for work.  How’s your head this morning?”  
 
   “My head’s fine.  What am I going to do with you,” she asked.  Ben had always been considerate and thoughtful.  Maybe this dating thing was going to be okay after all.
 
   “Well, I have some ideas.  Dinner tonight would be a good start.  I’ll pick you up at seven.  If anything comes up, leave a message on my cell.  Go back to sleep.”  And, Lane was listening to dial tone.  
 
   She replaced the receiver and turned over.  With luck, she could get another two hours of sleep.
 
   It was 8:50 when she walked into her office.  Meg had been there for nearly an hour.  Steven Covey had nothing on Meg.  She’d printed Lane’s calendar for Tuesday and put it on her desk.  And, she’d listened to Lane’s voice mail and had sorted the messages into three categories: “Urgent,” “No Rush,” and “I’d Toss.”  
 
   Lane glanced over the calendar as she docked her laptop and turned it on.  She was relieved to see that she had no meetings until after one o’clock.  That gave her ample time to return calls and read the report Craig Turner had sent her on some new California privacy legislation.  She went to the break room and filled her thermal pitcher with hot water, dropping two tea bags into it before tightly securing the lid.  She could usually squeeze four cups of tea out of a single tea bag, not because she was frugal mind you, just because she liked her tea weak.  She walked back to her office, told Meg she was on guard duty, and closed the door.  Meg knew that meant unless there was a fire, no one got through – physically or virtually.
 
   Lane looked through the “Urgent” messages.  There were two.  One from Ben Bellini at 7:05 reminding her about dinner; the other from Mick McGuire at 7:50 that said, “Please call.”  She picked up the phone and dialed Mick’s cell.
 
   “McGuire.”   
 
   Lane was unsure how to address him.  Somehow, Detective didn’t seem right any more, and yet Mick seemed wrong too. “Lane Parker,” she said in the hope that he’d give her a cue to follow.
 
   “How’s your head this morning?” 
 
   Lane still didn’t know if they were really on a first name basis.  “Much better, thank-you.  I had a very nice neck and shoulder massage last night and then I got a really good night’s sleep,” she replied as she rolled her head from one shoulder to the other in a circular motion.  It really was the most relaxed she’d felt in days.
 
   “Glad I could help,” he replied as he wondered if she’d spent the night sleeping in Ben’s arms.
 
   “Lane, I called because I seem to have misplaced my sunglasses.  I had them when I drove you home yesterday afternoon.  Since it was dark when I left, I didn’t miss them until this morning.  I’m hoping you’ve found them.”  
 
   Lane did a quick mental check.  She didn’t recall seeing any extra sunglasses.  “No, I haven’t seen them.  Any idea where you might have set them down?  I wasn’t in very good shape yesterday afternoon, you know.”  She said remembering he’d left her briefcase in the den.  “But if they’d been near my laptop, I’d have seen them this morning.”  
 
   “I probably put them on the night stand when I was reading.”  
 
   “Since my sons are out of town this week, there’s no one home right now.  Listen, you know the code to the garage door.  Why don’t you just drop by and check? ” She figured after all, not only was he a friend of Ben’s he was a cop.  If it wasn’t safe to have him in the house when no one was home, then it wasn’t safe to have anyone there.
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but the truth is I don’t remember the code.  Even if I did, I don’t think I’d be comfortable going in without you.  I thought maybe if you didn’t have lunch plans, I could pick you up, buy you lunch, and maybe we could swing by your house to check for them then.”  
 
   Lane picked up the list of appointments Meg had left for her.  “Will 11:30 work for you?  I have a 1:30 meeting.”
 
   “That’s good for me.  Eleven-thirty in front of your building then.”
 
   Lane poured a cup of tea and picked up the “No Rush” stack of messages, only one was of any importance.  Craig Turner wanted to talk after she’d read his report.  She pulled out a green high lighter and a green felt tip pen.  Her second husband, Phillip Parker, who apparently had latent teacher tendencies, always used a red pen to make notes, even on the grocery list as though he were correcting every written word in the house.  She had come to hate red ink.  
 
   When she got through the first page, Lane accessed the California state web site so she could read the actual wording of the law herself.  Craig Turner might have a law degree, but she wanted to see it herself.  It was the same way she approached her devotional Bible reading.  Sometimes she had as many as four Bible translations, a Bible dictionary, and a concordance open on the bed in an attempt to decipher the meaning of a single word within the context of a phrase.  Lane printed pages from the web site and made notes on them as well as making references back to Craig’s report.  In no time, her desk could have appeared as the cover photo on Organized Chaos – if there were such a magazine.  Her teapot was empty and it was time to move on to Diet Dr. Pepper.  It was also a good time for a stretch and a walk down the hall.  
 
   Meg was on her phone and as Lane passed, Meg put the call on hold.  “Did you possibly forget to tell me something,” Meg asked.
 
   “I may have.”  Lane looked at her guiltily.  “What is it,” she said sheepishly.  
 
   Meg pointed to a huge bouquet of red tipped yellow roses and handed Lane a card.
 
   “Yellow for friendship, red for passion all for you and our new relationship. Happy two-month anniversary.  See you at seven.  Ben.”  She handed the card and envelope back to Meg not bothering to replace the card in the envelope.  Lane knew Meg would read it anyway.
 
   “I’m on my way down the hall.  Will you put them in my office?” Lane chuckled as she walked away.  She loved Meg who was often “in her business,” but Lane never found it annoying.  In fact, she usually found it humorous.  Meg was in her mid-twenties, had never been married, and had a two year old daughter from a relationship that had ended badly just before she found out she was pregnant.  Lane had to applaud her decision to have and keep the baby.  Many women, of any age, in those circumstances would have made a different decision.  Lane also admired Meg’s parents who had taken a nonjudgmental stand and helped her by allowing her to move back home and providing very low cost day care. 
 
   This was Meg’s first Corporate America job.  She’d gotten a degree in Marketing and had been working at Dillard’s.  When she found out she was pregnant, she wanted a job that gave her nights, weekends and holidays off.  Besides that, she needed to earn enough money to support herself, and a child, and Telco Unlimited provided a good salary and great health insurance.  As luck would have it for both of them, this was the first job Meg had applied for, and she was the first person Lane had interviewed.  They just hit it off.
 
   Lane returned to her office and found Meg moving the roses from one location to another searching for the perfect spot.  She pointed to the credenza on the wall near the door to the conference room, “What about over there where I can see them as I sit at my desk?”  
 
   Meg picked up the vase.  It was almost as big as she was.  Lane hadn’t noticed earlier, but there must have been two dozen roses in the vase.
 
   “Judging from the size of this bouquet, Ben’s decided to step things up.  He must be worried now that Mick McGuire’s on the scene.”  
 
   Lane looked at her watch, and gasped.  It was 11:35 and she was late again.  “I’ve got to run.”  She grabbed her purse and headed for the door.  “I’m on my cell.  I’ll be back in time for my 1:30 meeting.”
 
   Mick was sitting at the curb.  When he saw Lane come out of the building, he got out and opened the passenger door for her.  As he wondered if she was ever on time for anything, he said, Lady’s choice.  Where are we headed for lunch?”
 
   “I’m craving pie.  Is Aunt Em’s Diner okay?  It’s sort of on the way to my house and they have the best pie around.” 
 
   Mick laughed. She had a great body, not an ounce of fat as far as he could see anyway, and since he’d seen her in her nightshirt yesterday, he’d seen a lot.  “Somehow, I didn’t figure you for a dessert person.”
 
   “Hmm, shows what kind of detective you are.  I love dessert.  Have you heard the saying, ‘Life’s short, order dessert first’?  I’ve been known to order two desserts and skip the entree.”
 
   “Well, you see, there’s a reason for that.  I’m a homicide detective.  I may not have detected your sweet tooth yet, but I can promise you that if you ever use it to commit a murder, I’d figure it out.”  
 
   They both laughed.  
 
   “You have a great laugh,” Mick said as he turned out of the parking lot.  
 
   Lane had always had a full-bodied audacious laugh.  During lunch, Lane discovered what a witty guy Mick was.  He joked, she laughed.  They talked about kids, hers, and his.  They had a lot in common they each had three kids.  They each had two boys and a girl.  He was impressed that Jamie was heading to West Point next year.  He hadn’t raised his kids alone as she had and he knew how much trouble kids could get in.  His boys had been a bit of a handful.  Michael, who was 27, married and expecting his first child around Christmas was a pharmacist.  His middle child, Shane was 25 and a sports reporter for the local FOX affiliate now.  But, in his high school and college days, he was a football jock.  He’d been a good kid who had a harem of girls following him around.  Where a harem of girls were, problems followed.  Mick told Lane about the day when he Gloria had awoken to find every tree in the yard draped with toilet paper.  Shane’s car sat in the drive way covered in whipped cream, and a huge sign in the yard declared Shane was the biggest lying two faced jerk, (although not in those exact words) at Rockhurst High School.  It seemed he’d been dating two girls at the same time.  The girls were both students at St. Teresa’s Academy and unbeknownst to Shane, were friends who eventually compared notes. Mick’s daughter, Kiley, 23 had recently graduated from nursing school at Kansas University and still lived at home.  
 
   Lane laughed as she told Mick about Jess, who growing up thought she was the boss of and protector for the family.  It made for one difficult yet hilarious situation after another.  She related a story about the rainy day when Jake, who was six, was riding a tricycle through the house with Jess, who was two standing on the rear axle behind him.  It was great fun.  They rode from one end of the house to the other.  Round and round in circles from the living room through the dining room and into the kitchen.  After about the twentieth lap, she’d had enough and told them to stop.  Kids being kids, they didn’t.  Lane had stepped in front of the tricycle, grabbed the handlebars, and firmly said, “I told you to stop.”  Jess had gotten off the tricycle, put her little fists on her little hips, stood toe to toe with Lane, looked up, and said, “You can’t talk to my brother like that.”  Lane had kept her composure long enough to reply, “I’m the Mom and yes, I can.” Then she had quickly gone to her bedroom, closed the door, buried her face in a pillow, and laughed.   The waitress delivered their pie, lemon meringue for Lane, strawberry for Mick, just as Lane finished the story.   
 
   Mick couldn’t remember when he’d laughed so much.  The waitress brought the check, and Lane let Mick pay it.  It wasn’t until they were in Mick’s SUV and heading toward Lane’s house when Lane noticed the time.  It was nearing one o’clock.   They continued chatting on the short ride to Lane’s house.  Mick parked in the driveway.  Lane entered the code and the garage door opened.  They walked through the house stopping first in the den, and then headed toward the bedroom.
 
    “So, do you wear contacts most of the time,” Lane said, as she remembered that Mick had worn glasses the first time they met.  
 
   Mick turned and looked at Lane.  “Yeah, most of the time.  Why do you ask?”
 
   “I just remembered you had on glasses the first time we met.”
 
   ”Saturday had been a long week,” He said crawling on the floor lifting the bed skirt. There was no wall-to-wall carpeting in Lane’s house.  She was a hard wood floor and Oriental rug gal.
 
   “Do you have a flashlight?” 
 
   Lane walked to the nightstand on the side of the bed she still referred to as her side even though she slept alone, opened the top drawer, and retrieved a flashlight.  Moments like this one made her glad she’d earned the nickname Felix.  She had no doubt the only thing Mick might find under the bed was his sunglasses.  She knew there were no dust bunnies under there because in her stress induced cleaning frenzy Sunday, she’d cleaned thoroughly under the bed.  Mick took the flashlight, shone it under the bed, and flattened himself to the floor as he reached under the bed as far as he could.
 
   “I can’t reach.  Do you have a broom or something?”  
 
   Lane thought, how does that old wives’ tale go, your arm span is equal to your height?  The guy was six feet four inches tall, which meant his reach had to be nearly three feet. The width of a Queen Size bed was about 82 inches.  Lane was doing the math in her head as she walked to the kitchen broom closet and tried to figure out how his sunglasses could have worked their way to a spot under the bed that was unreachable for him.  She brought the broom back to the bedroom and handed it to Mick.  He bent down and swept under the bed.  Out came a pair of sunglasses and a screwdriver.  
 
   “What’s that?”  Lane said as she reached to pick it up.  
 
   Mick grabbed her hand.  “Don’t touch it.”  He pulled a pair of rubber gloves from his pocket.  Who besides a homicide detective or a pervert carried rubber gloves in their pockets?
 
   “Have you got a plastic zip lock bag?”  Lane didn’t move.  Mick gave her a nudge.  “Go, get me a bag, and call Ben.  Tell him to meet us at the station.”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5 
 
   A free tour of the police department
 
   Lane handed Mick the bag as she dialed the phone.  
 
   “Red, I just got out of court.”
 
   “Ben, thank God I reached you.”  
 
   “What’s up?  We’re still on for dinner, aren’t we?”  
 
   She started sobbing.  “That depends on whether I’m free to have dinner.  How soon can you meet me at the Leawood police station?”
 
   Mick came up behind Lane and took the phone from her hand.  “I’ve got to take her in now,” he said, “Just get there fast.”  He hung up and took Lane by the arm.  
 
   She glanced at the clock.  One-fifteen.  “I’ve got to call Meg and have her cancel my 1:30.  I can do it from my cell in the car.  Okay?”  
 
   Mick nodded as they walked through the house.  “Lane, make it quick, and don’t tell her anything else.”  
 
   Lane dialed the phone. Meg answered on the first ring.  “Lane, glad you called.  Craig just called to move your 1:30 to tomorrow.”
 
   “Meg, that’s great.  Listen I’m going to be out for the rest of the afternoon.  I’m in a hurry and can’t talk right now, I’ll check in later.”  
 
   Lane broke the connection and turned to Mick.  “Quick enough for you,” she said sharply.
 
   “Lane, I know you’re upset.  I don’t blame you. You’re not under arrest.  I’m just taking you in for questioning.  Please, do us both a favor and don’t say anything else until Ben gets here.”  
 
   He knew he was bending the rules for her, and he’d been a cop long enough to know it wasn’t smart.  Yet, for some reason he couldn’t help himself.
 
   Mick led Lane into the station.  He sat her at his desk, leaned down and whispered in her ear.  “Remember, not a word to anyone about anything until Ben gets here.”
 
   He stood up.  “I’ll be right back,” he said as he went into an office.  
 
   Lane put her elbows on Mick’s desk, leaned forward, put her forehead into her hands, closed her eyes, and began to pray silently.
 
   “…For I know the plans I have for you says the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future…” (Jeremiah 29:11) “For He will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways.”(Psalm 91:11) “God’s voice thunders in marvelous ways; He does great things beyond our understanding” (Job 37:5) “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to His purpose.”  (Romans 8:28)
 
   “Lord, I know you’re in charge, not just of this, but of all situations.  I know you have a purpose in everything.  Help me to put my faith and trust in you.  And, Lord, please help me to keep my mouth shut until my lawyer gets here.  In Jesus Name, I pray.  Amen.”
 
   Lane felt a hand on her shoulder and opened her eyes.
 
   “Ben just checked in. Let’s go into an interview room.  I’ll let you talk to Ben alone and then I’ll be in,” Mick said as he led Lane down a hall and into a small room.  
 
   Lane looked around.  She’d expected something like the interview room on Law and Order.  This room was slightly nicer.  It was a creamy tone she’d come to think of as Johnson County beige.  It had a wooden table and chairs instead of steel.  Not unlike an ordinary conference room albeit smaller.  Mick motioned to a chair and Lane sat down.  
 
   The door opened and Ben walked in.  He put his briefcase on the table and put his arms around Lane who had stood up and practically run to him.  “Are you all right, Red,” he whispered into her ear.
 
   “I’m okay.  Glad you’re here,” she whispered back.  
 
   Mick coughed into his hand and said, “I’ll give you a few minutes to talk to your client, counselor,” as he closed the door.
 
   Mick hated that he had to bring Lane into the station.  But, he couldn’t ignore that the screwdriver not only looked like it had blood on it, but it was the size and shape of the murder weapon.  Mick hadn’t known Lane very long, but he prided himself on his ability to size people up quickly.  He’d bet his badge and retirement that Lane hadn’t killed anyone.  Not that she was incapable of inflicting pain he mused.  He was sure that anyone who posed a threat to one of her three children would indeed have to answer to her and that the perpetrator would no doubt wish for death from the tongue-lashing alone.  But, a severe tongue-lashing was a far cry from murder. And, Mick suspected that a tongue-lashing was the most vicious thing Lane would hand out.
 
   Ben helped Lane to a chair.  He leaned against the table, his back to the two-way mirror shielding Lane from the prying eyes of the police and his friend Mickey.  He took her chin in his left hand. “All right, tell me what’s going on.  Try to keep it calm and slow.  Okay,” he said as he stroked her hair with his right hand.  
 
   Lane nodded and related the events of the day as she remembered them; beginning with the phone call from Mick and ending with the screwdriver that Mick found under her bed.
 
   “So, you let Mick into the house to look for his sunglasses.  He didn’t have a warrant, right?”
 
   “No, he didn’t have a warrant.  Why would he need a warrant to look for his sunglasses,” Lane asked as she began rubbing her right temple.
 
   Ben smiled. She was the smartest woman he’d ever known and as he’d said to himself many times, she was the most naïve.
 
   “You mean did he have a warrant to look for the screwdriver,” she said, still rubbing her temple.  “Ben, I don’t know how that screwdriver got under the bed or why it was there.  What I do know is that I was in full stress cleaning mode on Sunday.  I cleaned thoroughly under the bed.  And there was nothing at all under it when I was finished.”
 
   “Okay, Red.  That’s all I need to know.  Let’s get the detective back in here.  Don’t answer anything unless I give my approval.  And, don’t volunteer anything.  Answer only what they ask.  If you’re not sure about anything, whisper your question to me. Do you think you can do that?”  
 
   Lane nodded.  She knew Ben didn’t think she was stupid.  She knew he was just trying to protect her from herself.  She hoped she could let him.
 
   Ben rapped on the door.  Mick and another man, who introduced himself as Lieutenant Franklin, entered the room.  Ben sat down to Lane’s right and held her hand.  Mick sat across the table and Lt. Franklin stood by the door.  This may be Lane’s first police station interview, but it sure wasn’t her first experience with intimidation.  She’d guess the Lieutenant was a novice compared to her.  She’d done union negotiations with the CWA of the AFL/CIO, which was one of the most powerful labor unions in America.   
 
   Mick placed a small tape recorder on the table.  He stated the date and time for the record.
 
   “Ms. Parker, we’ve brought you in to answer some questions.  Counselor, Ben Bellini, represents you.  You’re not under arrest.  Is that clear?”  
 
   Ben squeezed Lane’s hand.
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “This afternoon at approximately 1:00 p.m., I accompanied you to your home to look for a pair of sunglasses that I thought I may have left there yesterday.  Is that correct?”  
 
   Again, Ben squeezed her hand, silently communicating that she should answer the question.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I entered the house and began my search with your permission.  Is that correct?”  
 
   Lane waited for the cue from Ben.  There wasn’t one.
 
   “Ms. Parker?” Lt. Franklin nearly barked.  
 
   She turned to Ben and whispered to him, “What do I say?  He did enter the house to look for his sunglasses with my permission.  I’m not sure about the phrase ‘began my search’”  
 
   Ben whispered back. “Yes, he did enter to look for his sunglasses with your permission.  He didn’t have permission to look for anything else.”  Ben looked at the detectives.
 
   “Define search, Detective McGuire.  My client has already agreed that you entered the house with her permission to get your sunglasses.”
 
   “All right, Counselor.  Ms. Parker, were you present when I pulled my sunglasses and another object from under your bed?”  
 
   Ben squeezed Lane’s hand and watched Lt. Franklin as Lane answered.  He knew the relationship between Lane and Mickey was innocent.  He also knew that it could look suspicious to the Assistant District Attorney who was, Ben had no doubt, standing outside looking on.  Not to mention how a jury would see it, if things ever got that far.
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   “Did I remove that object with your permission?”  
 
   Lane looked to Ben and whispered to him, “I gave him the bag he put it in, but the truth is, he didn’t ask if he could take it.  He just told me to get a bag and to call you.”
 
   “Detective, my client tells me you didn’t ask for permission to remove the object.”
 
   “McGuire!” Lt. Franklin barked and jerked his head toward the door.
 
   “Detectives. The recording,”  Ben said.  
 
   Mickey reached over and turned it off.
 
   The two detectives walked into the hall and Ben resumed his place leaning against the table.  He put his hands on Lane’s shoulders and began rubbing.
 
   “You’re doing fine.  How’s your head?  Since you’re only here for questioning, I can stop it if your headache’s back.”
 
   “I’m okay.”  Lane said as she rolled her head from side to side.  The shoulder rub felt good and would help to stave off the tension headache.  “I want to get this over with.”   
 
   “What the hell was that about, McGuire?  You did an illegal search and seizure?”  The veins on Lt. Franklin’s temple bulged.
 
   “Come on, Lieutenant.  I was invited there. I had permission to look under the bed.  I found the weapon.  No need for a warrant.”
 
   “Lieutenant, I have to agree with McGuire on this.  He didn’t need a warrant.  The suspect obviously invited him in and gave him permission to look under the bed.  This was no illegal search.”  
 
   The ADA turned to Mick.  “But, I do have to ask if you have a personal relationship with this woman.”  
 
   Mick ran his hand through his hair.  They knew he played round ball with the counselor.  Since most of Ben’s clients lived on the Missouri side of State Line, this was the first time they’d ever had a professional encounter.  She was just a friend of Ben’s.  Yeah, like Angelina Jolie is just a friend of Brad Pitt’s, he thought.
 
   “No.  I drove her home Tuesday because she had a debilitating headache.  Hell, she’s had a headache since the minute I met her.  It’s all semantics.  I found the weapon.  She gave me the bag.”
 
   Franklin smiled.  “She’s the one who lost her lunch all over you Saturday.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s the one.”  
 
   “I think I’d let her do just about anything she wanted to me,” Franklin said as he put on his game face and opened the door.
 
   The detectives re-entered the room.  Everyone assumed his or her positions.
 
   McGuire looked at Ben and nodded toward the tape recorder.  Ben nodded and Mickey turned it back on once again stating the date and time.  
 
   “Did you provide for me the plastic bag into which I put the item?”  Ben squeezed her hand.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Mickey held up a plastic bag.  “Is this the object?” 
 
   Ben squeezed, Lane answered, “It looks like the object you found.”
 
   “Had you ever seen this item before today?” 
 
   Ben squeezed Lane’s hand.  “I don’t think so.”  
 
   Mick threw the bag on to the table.  “Would you like to take a closer look, Ms. Parker?”  
 
   Lane leaned toward Ben. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it, but I’ve read about this kind of thing.  I say no, and the next thing I know, he produces a receipt that shows I purchased it five years ago.”  
 
   Ben smiled.  Lane was a smart woman who knew how important it was to protect herself.  Ben paused for a moment and wondered what Mickey’s tactic was.  They might have wanted her to pick up the bag and provide them with fingerprints.  It didn’t make sense, he knew that as Chief Privacy Officer, she was bonded and had fingerprints on file and readily available to the authorities.  
 
   “Pick up the bag, look at it, and just say you don’t recognize it.” Ben said giving her hand a squeeze.  
 
   Lane picked up the bag, turned it over in her hand.  It was a Philips head screwdriver.  It was thin, about six inches long, and had a red plastic handle
 
   “I don’t recognize it.”  She said as she placed the bag back on the table.  
 
   She rolled her head and started rubbing both temples with tense fingers.  Mick looked at Ben.  He recognized the signs of Lane’s headache.  He’d seen first hand the toll her headaches had taken on her over the last several days, and he didn’t want to be the cause of her pain.
 
   “Ms. Parker, Mr. Bellini, that’s all for now.  We’re going to send this to the lab.  We’ll be in touch if we have other questions.”  Mick reached over and turned off the recorder.  
 
   Ben watched the veins in Lt. Franklin’s neck bulge.  He knew Mickey had ended the interview because of Lane’s obvious headache symptoms.  Lt. Franklin didn’t appear to be too happy, but Ben knew he wouldn’t berate Mickey in front of them.  Ben placed his hand in the small of Lane’s back and ushered her out of the room.  
 
   He leaned down and whispered to her.  “We’ll talk when we get to the car, nothing until then. Okay?”  
 
   Lane nodded as they walked.  
 
   Then Ben said aloud, “Where are your things?”  
 
   “I left my purse at Mick’s desk,” Lane replied
 
   “It’s over here,” Mick said as he walked up behind them.  Mick led them to his desk, got Lane’s purse from the bottom drawer and handed it to her.  “I assume you can find your way out.”  
 
   Ben nodded, and again placed his hand firmly in the small of Lane’s back, and guided her out the front door.  Neither of them said a word until they were in the car.  
 
   Lane was the first to break the silence.  “Okay, what was that about?  Don’t tell me Mick thinks that screwdriver is the murder weapon?”  She fastened her seat belt and began massaging her temples in earnest.
 
   “I’d say that’s exactly what Mickey is afraid of,” Ben said as he started the car.  “Look, Lane, Mickey doesn’t believe you killed that guy any more than I do.  But, we’ve got to assume it is the murder weapon and figure out how that thing got into your bedroom.”
 
   He pulled out of the parking lot.  “I’ll drive you to the office so you can get your car and I’ll follow you home so we can go to dinner.”  
 
   Lane looked at her watch.  Seven o’clock.  “I don’t think I’m up to a drive to the Plaza, but I am starving.  The Hereford House is close by, do you mind?”  
 
   Ben always held Lane’s hand in the car, and gave her hand a squeeze.  “Of course not, we can go where ever you want.”   
 
   Lane smiled and teased. “Are you on the clock?  Am I paying you by the hour here?”
 
   “By the hour?  Red, by the hour you can’t afford me.”
 
   “Yeah, right, Counselor.  I know you’re good, but so good that I can’t afford you?  Just how much does a lawyer for ‘the family’ get an hour anyway?”
 
   Kansas City was a mob town and Ben was a first or second generation Italian American depending on whether you were looking at his mother’s side of the family or his father’s.  Both sides of his family came 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 or The Sopranos.  Sure, his father owned an Italian restaurant frequented by other Italian families, but he had no reason to believe his father was “mobbed up.”  
 
   Lane’s reference made Ben laugh. “A lawyer for ‘the family’ probably wouldn’t even talk to you, Red.  But don’t worry; I’ll take good care of you.”   He reached over and stroked her hair.  
 
   “Okay, counselor, whatever you say.  Just park the car,” Lane said playfully pushing Ben’s hand away.  “Use the underground lot,” she said as she reached in her purse, pulled out her ID, and handed it to Ben. 
 
   Ben pulled into the underground Telco Unlimited lot and parked next to Lane’s BMW.
 
   “I need go to my office so I can get my briefcase and laptop.  Come up with me?”  
 
   Ben turned off the engine and patted her hand.
 
   “You know, sometimes, you can be so patronizing,” Lane said laughingly.
 
   “I know you’ve had a rough couple of days, Red.  I just want you to know I’m here for you,” Ben said as he ran his hand down her cheek, cupped her chin, and turned her head to face him.
 
   “No matter what you need, no matter what time of day or night. I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe.” He kissed her.
 
   “I am glad you’re around.” Lane almost purred into his ear.  Then she kissed him again as she thought this man does know how to kiss.  
 
   “We’d better go,” Lane said when she finally came up for air.  
 
   This time, Ben laughed.  “Whatever you want, Red.”
 
   The banter was a good sign, yet he knew she had a headache brewing and he hated feeling helpless over the stress she was going through. Ben was an excellent criminal defense attorney yet, he hoped that he wouldn’t have to prove to her just how good he really was.  
 
   Ben had never lost a case.  Perhaps it was because he screened his clients carefully, and despite his family’s alleged mob connections, he’d never defended a client he knew to be guilty.  He knew Lane was innocent and he knew she was aware of his record in the courtroom.  He was also sure that knowledge of his legal prowess was doing little to ease her mind.  Ben followed Lane into the building and into the elevator.  They rode to the fifth floor in silence.   He watched as Lane closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the elevator wall.  It was a sure sign that her headache, although not yet in full force, was back.    
 
   “Oh, Kyle, excuse us. It’s late and I didn’t expect to see anyone,” Lane said as the elevator doors opened and they nearly walked right into the night guard.  
 
   “Sorry, Mrs. Parker, just making my rounds,” Kyle responded as he stepped aside so Ben and Lane could exit the elevator.
 
   The guard said, “Have a good night,” as the elevator doors closed.
 
   “The guards carry guns here,” Ben asked as they walked toward Lane’s office.
 
   “The night guards do,” Lane replied, almost absent mindedly, as she unlocked and opened the door to her office.
 
   Meg, the epitome of efficiency had packed Lane’s briefcase and laptop before she closed and locked the door to Lane’s office and conference room.  She had left a note on top of the briefcase.  Ben picked up the laptop as Lane read the note.
 
   “You have a 9:00 a.m. with Mr. Edwards.  Craig’s moved his meeting again. Check your iPhone for the update to your calendar.  Hope you had a good afternoon.”
 
   “I’ve got a nine o’clock with the CEO.”  Lane said as she rubbed her temples.
 
   Ben followed Lane home and waited while she dropped her car off.  Lane hopped into the Jag.
 
   “Let’s go.  I‘m starving.  Besides, I can hear Duke calling me.”
 
   “You’re in rare form tonight, Red.  Are you worried about your meeting with Al in the morning?”  
 
   Lane reached over, rubbed her hand gently on the back of Ben’s head, and stroked his neck.   “It’s not that.  You know that Al and I have regularly scheduled meetings. He has these meetings with all of his people once a month.  It’s his way of keeping in the loop. You know.” 
 
   Ben parked the car and they walked into the bar at The Hereford House.  The bartender nodded to them.  “Hey, long time no see.  The usual?”  
 
   Lane leaned across the bar and hugged the bartender. “Duke, it’s always good to see you.”  She nodded.  “Yes and a menu,” she said as she sat in one of the booths.  
 
   Ben waited at the bar while Duke mixed the drinks.  He shook his head as he placed a drink in front of Lane.  “Royal Captain Jack, neat, diet back.  I don’t know how you can drink it though,” Ben said as he sat the concoction – equal parts Crown Royal, Captain Morgan, and Jack Daniels neat, meaning no ice, no garnish, and a Diet Coke in front of her.  
 
   Lane smiled.  It was something Duke had invented one night as the result of discussions about Lane’s usual Jack Daniels and Diet Coke.   Someone else was having a Captain and Diet Coke.  Lane had tasted it and nearly choked.  Duke had combined the Captain Morgan and Jack Daniels and added the Crown Royal.  He’d given it to Lane to taste, and to her amazement, it was incredibly smooth.  It had become her drink of choice here at Hereford House.
 
   Lane arched her left eyebrow slightly as she raised her glass in a salute and said, “It separates the kids from the grown-ups.  Maybe you should give it a try.”  Then she took a healthy sip. 
 
   A crack about his age, she was feeling feisty. “I think I’ll stick with my Dewar’s,” Ben said mirroring Lane’s salute.
 
   “Suit yourself, counselor, but there’s nothing quite like a little sour mash whiskey to clear the cob webs after a tense afternoon.”  Lane downed the rest of the smooth brown liquid and raised the empty glass and waived it in Duke’s direction.
 
   So much for relieving her tension, it appeared that the Royal Captain Jack would do that for tonight.
 
   They ordered steak, baked potatoes, and salads.
 
   Lane had another drink.
 
   “You know counselor, couldn’t it be considered a conflict of interest fraternizing this way with a client.”  Lane leaned across the table moving into as close to a prone position as she could get while being held upright by the table and she started stroking Ben’s hand.
 
   “I suppose it could be my loop hole though.  If we go to court and your winning streak ends.  Couldn’t a new attorney claim that you and I were sleeping together and get a mistrial declared or something?”  Lane laid her head on her right arm, which was stretched out across the table.  
 
   “That’s it.  Consider yourself officially cut off for the night.”  Ben reached over and moved her drink away.  Sleeping together, he thought, I wish.
 
   “Duke, see if it’s too late to cancel our order.  If it is too late to cancel, tell the kitchen to put it in a box.”
 
   Duke sent word to the kitchen and a waiter returned with a bag.  Duke brought the check. Ben signed it.
 
   “Thanks, Duke.”
 
   “No problem, Ben.  Looks like you’d better get her home.”  
 
   Ben sat in the booth next to Lane.  “Can you walk?”
 
   “What do you mean, can I walk.  I’m fine.  Perfectly fine,” Lane slurred indignantly as she poked Ben’s chest with her index finger.  Ben slid out of the booth and helped Lane stand up.  She stood for about three seconds before she started to sway.  Ben caught her as she started to swoon.
 
   “You know, I don’t feel so good,” She said as she closed her eyes.  
 
   Ben put his arm around her, picked the bag up with the other hand and slowly maneuvered her out through the door.  
 
   She leaned her head against his chest.  “You’re so good to me, Ben.  Why are you so good to me?” 
 
   He unlocked the car and poured her into the front seat fastening her seatbelt securely before he closed the door.  “Because I love you, Red.  Because I love you,” he said as he walked around the car.  He got in and started the engine. 
 
   “It’s a good thing that you live close,” Ben mumbled to himself.  Lane had fallen asleep.  
 
   He parked in the drive, got out, and tapped in the code to open the garage before walking back to the car.  He bent down, picked her up, and carried her to her bed.  He began undressing her.  She stirred and pulled him close to her.  She kissed him, purred his name, and was fast asleep again.  Ben got her down to her underwear and pulled the covers over her.  Again, she stirred, pulled him close, and kissed him. He freed her hair from the braid she’d put it in that morning.
 
   “Don’t go.”  She said as she patted the bed next to her.
 
    “You’re not going to remember any of this in the morning.”
 
   “Remember what,” she moaned as she moved toward the middle of the bed.  “Don’t leave me,” she said as she tugged on his hand.
 
   “All right, let me get my clothes off,” he sighed as he reached for the light switch next to the bed.  He undressed down to his boxers and slid into bed next to her.  She curled next to him and put her head on his shoulder.  She was moaning and running her fingers through his chest hair.  That moaning alone was going to be the death of him.
 
   “God help me,” he mumbled.  Ben couldn’t count the number of times he’d thought about being in bed with Lane.  Kissing her, making love to her as she screamed his name completely overcome with orgasmic pleasure. He stroked her cheek, leaned over, and kissed the top of her head.  They’d been together as a couple for two months, and while no one before would have ever called Ben a slow mover, he didn’t want to rush things and was letting Lane set the pace for their sexual relationship.  Besides, there were rules, and having sex with a woman who was too drunk to remember it was a definite violation.  But, God, that moaning.  It was her moaning while she slept that had sent him over the edge two months ago.
 
   “Red, you need to go to sleep now.”  
 
   She continued moaning, and had begun kissing his chest, slowly working her way to his shoulder and neck as she rhythmically rubbed her pelvis against his leg.  When the day finally came for Ben to make love to her, he sure as hell wanted her to be sober, in full and complete control of her faculties and not only able to enjoy it but to remember it.  
 
   He ran his fingers through her hair.  “Lane, honey, you really need to stop and go to sleep now.  Okay?”  
 
   “Mmmm, okay, if that’s what you want,” she moaned as she passed out.
 
   “Thank-you, Lord,” he said as he threw the covers off.  He got up and walked to the bathroom, opened the shower doors, and turned on the water.  He needed a cold shower.  
 
   She had told him once that she had a tendency to get what she called friendly when she was drunk.  This was the first time he’d seen it.  He couldn’t remember ever seeing her drunk in the three years he’d known her.  He’d only seen her imbibe too much once.  That was last summer at his house.  She’d had a little too much sun, a margarita that was a little too heavy on the tequila and not enough to eat.  She had told him she really didn’t drink tequila, but he’d gotten her to have a margarita with the chips and salsa anyway. The tequila had snuck up on her.  He’d made her sleep in one of his guest rooms.
 
   He stood under the cold spray and debated whether he should stay or go home.  On the one hand, he was reasonably certain she wasn’t going to remember any of this in the morning.  On the other hand, she might remember that he’d been there and he really didn’t want her to wake up in the morning and wonder what had happened to him.  Besides that, he would really like to get a BC into her.  He was sure she’d thank him in the morning.
 
   He finished his shower and went back into the bedroom.  Lane was curled up on the left side of the bed.  He decided not to wake her, and positioned his six foot four inch frame on the chaise lounge near the fireplace.  Lord help him.  The last time he looked at the clock it was 3:00 a.m.  
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6 
 
   Why do they call it hump day
 
   The sound of his phone alarm woke Ben at 5:30 a.m. He dressed and quietly walked to the bed.  He reached out with his right hand and stroked Lane’s cheek as he bent to kiss the top of her head.  She opened one eye and squinted at him.
 
   “Red, I’m leaving now.  I have to go home, workout and shower.  I have an appointment at 9:00 a.m.” 
 
   He handed her a bottle of water and the BC Powder he’d put on the nightstand the night before.  “Here, take this and go back to sleep.  I’ll call you around 8:00 a.m. to make sure you’re awake.”  
 
   Lane was silent as she obediently poured the white powder on her tongue and chased it with water.  She lay back down and closed her eyes.  Ben kissed her forehead and left; he drove the few blocks to his house.  He changed and went out for his run.  It was his usual morning routine.  In the summer, he got up at 5:30 a.m., ran five miles, swam 50 laps, did his strength training workout, showered, dressed, had a protein shake, and drove to his office in downtown Kansas City.  He was always in the office no later than seven-thirty, often earlier if he was preparing for a trial.  He was running a little late this morning, so he skipped the swim.  
 
   He hadn’t been in the office since yesterday morning because he’d gone straight from court to the Leawood police station.  He glanced at the clock as he pulled into the parking lot.  It was 7:45. He’d promised to call Lane around 8:00 a.m. and he wanted to talk to Mickey before his appointment.  He parked the car and instead of taking the stairs to his office on the ninth floor, he took the elevator to save time.
 
   As he unlocked his office door, his cell phone rang.  He didn’t recognize the number.
 
   “Bellini.” 
 
   “Ben, Mick.  How’s she doing?”  
 
   “I don’t really know.  She staved off her headache with alcohol last night.  She really isn’t much of a drinker.  I’m afraid she’s going to have a hangover this morning, and she’s got a 9:00 a.m. with Telco’s CEO today.”
 
   “Oh boy.  Well, I hope to have something back from the lab this afternoon.  And, there’s something that I think you might find interesting.  Have you got some time today?”
 
   Ben looked at his calendar.  
 
   “I’m scheduled for a preliminary hearing today, but I should have some time this afternoon.”
 
   “Great.  Give me a call on my cell when you break free.”
 
   Ben hung up and dialed Lane’s home number.  She answered on the fourth ring.
 
   “Hey, Red, you up?”
 
   “Yes and dripping all over the place.  You caught me just stepping out of the shower.”
 
   He wished.  “How’s your head”
 
   “Surprisingly clear and headache free.”
 
   “Glad to hear it.  Go get dry and have a peach of a day.”
 
   “Thanks. Hey, good luck in court.  I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   Lane smiled as she walked back to the bathroom, retrieved, and donned her red chenille robe.  She shook her head slightly.   Wet droplets fell from her hair.
 
   “Benito Giovanni Bellini, ‘have a peach of a day,’” she said aloud.  “Where on earth did you come up with that,” she said as she sat down at her dressing table and combed her hair.  
 
   With the local Fox affiliate morning show in the background, she began drying her hair.  She rarely had the time to dry her hair completely.  It was so thick and heavy that to completely dry and style it would take at least forty-five minutes.  She always wore her long strawberry blonde hair up for work.  She would dry it to slightly damp then put it up, either in a French braid, French twist, or a bun.  She looked at the time displayed at the bottom of the TV.  Eight-ten. Time to quit putzing around and get dressed.  She put the finishing touches on her make-up and went to the closet.  She was glad that she was in the habit of working her way from left to right through the suits in her closet.  She spent no time worrying about what to wear.  She pulled a sage green silk suit from the left side of the bottom rod in her closet, and a creamy white silk, sleeveless shell from the top rod.  She pulled a plastic grocery bag from the top drawer of the nightstand, put it over her head to protect both her clothes from her make-up, and her hair and make-up from her clothes, and pulled the shell on over her head.  She removed the bag and walked to the dresser where she pulled out a new pair of ivory panty hose.  She went to her shoe closet and selected a pair of sage and cream Susan Lucci pumps. She bent down and pulled a matching hobo style purse from the bottom shelf.  She checked the time display on the TV again and quickly transferred the necessities from her Coach bag.  She paused at her jewelry armoire and pulled out a peridot cross pendant, earrings, her father’s Elgin watch, and the diamond tennis bracelet from Ben.  She took a quick assessment in the full-length mirror, glanced one last time at the clock, turned off the TV, grabbed her purse, and headed toward the garage.  She thanked God that she lived only fifteen minutes from the office, and that she had reserved parking.
 
   It was fifteen minutes before nine o’clock when she walked by Meg’s empty desk and into her office.  She pulled out her laptop and pushed it into the docking station.  She pushed the start button, and unlocked her desk.  She pulled out a file folder, stuck it into her portfolio, and headed for the door.  Meg had returned and handed Lane a cup of tea with one hand a small stack of messages and a print out of her Wednesday schedule with the other.  
 
   “There’s nothing urgent; mostly vendors trying to get appointments to do dog and pony shows.  You’re with Mr. Edwards until eleven o’clock.  You have a lunch meeting with Mick McGuire at eleven-thirty at Kennedy’s. You have a one-thirty this afternoon with Craig Turner and Murder Mayhem and Merlot meets at seven tonight at Ronda Gilmore’s.”  
 
   To Lane’s amazement, Meg had done the whole spiel without taking a single breath.  She took the tea, messages, and calendar and headed down the hall to the big corner office occupied by Telco Unlimited CEO Albert Edwards.
 
   Lane wasn’t worried about the meeting.  She had them every month.  But, she was a little concerned because she hadn’t been able to reach him to let him know about the murder investigation she’d gotten herself involved in.  He’d been out of the office for two weeks on a sort of working vacation.  She’d called his cell and gotten voice mail.  She didn’t think it was the kind of message one should leave on voice mail, especially to a new bridegroom, so she just left a message for him to call her as soon as he got a chance. He hadn’t called back, but given the circumstances, she wasn’t surprised.  Al had been in Las Vegas for a trade show where he’d surprised friends, family, and colleagues by getting married.  
 
   Al’s first wife, Michelle, had died in a skiing accident in Vail, Colorado the first year Lane was in Kansas City.  Friends had introduced him to Barbara about a year ago.  Barbara, Babs to her friends, herself a widow was an attorney who specialized in estate planning.  Al had sent an e-mail message to his Executive team after the nuptials saying he was taking a few extra days for a honeymoon.  
 
   Al’s door was closed.  His administrative assistant, Gayle, told Lane to go on in.  She opened the door and found Al sitting behind his desk; his chair was turned to face the window.  He was just ending a phone conversation with whom Lane assumed to be his new bride.  Lane hung close to the door to allow Al his privacy.  No matter how old they get, she mused, newlyweds are lovebirds. 
 
   Al hung up and turned to face Lane.
 
   “Al, I think congratulations are in order,” Lane said as she approached him and extended her hand.  “Good to have you back in the office.”
 
   “It’s good to be back,” he replied as he gestured toward the visitor chairs.
 
   “Well, I hope you still feel that way after we’ve talked.”  Lane smiled and told Al about the nightmare she’d been living for the past four days.
 
   “Lane, how awful for you.”  Al had moved from behind his desk and sat in the chair next to her.   He put his hand on her shoulder.  “I think you should take a few days off.”  
 
   Lane was a bit surprised.  “Al, surely you don’t think I murdered that man.”  
 
   Al smiled as he shook his head.  “Lane, no one who knows you could think you would kill anyone.”  He patted her shoulder.  “And, you see, I do know you.  I know the way your mind works and, I know you won’t rest until this is resolved.  You need the time so you can give this matter your full attention.”  
 
   Lane nodded.  She knew he was right.  She needed time to figure out for herself who killed Paul Gardner.  She smiled and reached up to touch Al’s hand. “Al, you’re right.  I’ll let Meg know that I’ll be out for a few days.  Now, tell me about the trade show.”  
 
   When their business discussion ended, they stood and Al hugged her.  “Lane, call me any time.  You know Babs and I are here for you, whatever you need.”
 
   As she walked toward her office, Lane dialed Ben’s cell phone number.  As she expected, she got his voice mail.  She smiled. Ben always turned his phone off when he was in court.  “Hey, it’s me.  I just finished my meeting with Al, and I’m going to take a few days off.  You know me. I just need some time to think about what’s been happening.  I have some things I need to wrap-up today.  It’s Wednesday so you have hoops.  And, it’s the last Wednesday of the month, so I have book club.  Call me on my cell later.”
 
   As she passed Meg’s desk, Lane asked Meg to come into her office.  “Close the door,” Lane said as she sat at the small conference table.  
 
   “I’m going to be taking a few days off.” She began.  “I know you’ve been wondering what’s been going on this week.  So, here goes.  While I was at the movies Saturday night, I discovered a dead man.”  Despite the look of confusion and alarm on her administrative assistant’s face, Lane continued.  “The man was murdered.  Mick McGuire is the homicide detective investigating the case.”
 
   Meg nodded.  “I see, you were a witness and you’re just helping tall dark and handsome with a murder investigation.”
 
   Lane smiled.  “Well, not exactly.  It turns out that I have a connection albeit tenuous with the deceased.  So, I’m not helping Mick so much as I’m his prime suspect.”
 
   Meg audibly gasped and quickly put her hand over her mouth as she began shaking her head back and forth.  After a few moments, during which she’d processed the information, Meg placed her hands on the table and began laughing.  “You’re joking, right?  This is some cock-a-mammy story you’ve concocted for the counselor, to explain why you’ve been spending so much time with Mick, right?”  
 
   Lane reached over and patted Meg’s hand.  “If only, but the sad fact of the matter is that it’s the truth.  I just spoke with Al, and I’m going to be taking a few days away from the office.”  
 
   Before Lane could continue, Meg jumped in.  “Al can’t possibly think you killed some stranger.”  
 
   “No, Al doesn’t think I did it.  But, he does know me, and I need some time so I can figure out for myself what’s going on.” 
 
   Lane stood up and got two Diet Dr. Peppers from her mini fridge.  She handed one to Meg.  “I’ll be here today long enough to wrap up my meeting with Craig and to talk to Bob.  I know you’re the perfect picture of discretion, so I’m not going to say anything silly like ‘don’t breathe a word of this’.  It’s just that I haven’t spoken to my kids about this, so if they call, just tell them I’m taking a few days off.”
 
   Meg knew that Jess was at UCLA and that Jake and Jamie had gone to visit their dad in Omaha.  She nodded.  “I guess this explains the headaches this week.  I’m not sure it really explains lunch with tall, dark, and handsome three days in a row though.”
 
   Lane looked at her watch and made an exasperated groan.  “McGuire.  I’m late again.”  She grabbed her purse.  
 
   As Lane headed toward the door, Meg said, “So, do you want me to schedule the meeting with Bob?”  
 
   Lane turned and winked.  “You really are a God send.  Make it for three o’clock.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7 
 
   Irish Stew
 
   Lane rushed into the parking garage and clicked the remote to unlock her car.  She shook her head a bit.  She had no idea why she’d left the top down and locked the doors.  She started the car and looked at the clock.  She had ten minutes to make it from Corporate Woods through the lunchtime traffic zoo.  There was no way on God’s green earth.
 
   She pulled into Kennedy’s parking lot at eleven-thirty-five.  Mick stood just inside the door and watched as she approached. He shook his head slightly.  Once again, he wondered if she was ever on time for anything.  He held the door open for her.  She pulled off her green Foster Grant sunglasses, flashed a million dollar smile, lowered her head a bit, and looked up at him through her eyelashes.  
 
   “Late again.  I apologize. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”  She said as she touched his arm.  
 
   Minutes, hours, weeks, months, years.  Maybe in fact he’d been waiting his whole life for her.  He shook his head wondering where that had come from.  “Not long.”  
 
   The hostess seated them and gave them menus.  The waitress came by and took drink orders.
 
   “So, to what do I owe the honor of three lunches in a row?”
 
   The waitress brought the iced teas, told them the special, and said she’d give them some time to look over the menus.
 
   Mick smiled and touched her hand.  He hadn’t noticed before how soft her hands were.  “Today is completely unofficial.  I just wanted to make sure you were okay.  And, I wanted to warn you that we’re probably going to talk officially again.  I cut it short yesterday because I thought I recognized signs that your headache was coming back.”  
 
   Why did he have this nearly overwhelming urge to take care of her?  She was, after all, an adult.  And, she was apparently dating Bellini who was one of the best criminal defense lawyers in the city.  She didn’t need Michael Patrick McGuire to take care of her.  
 
   “I’m fine.  It’s so nice of you to be concerned,” she said and flashed that smile again.  “I am going to take some time away from work though.  I think it’ll help with the stress level.”  
 
   She noticed he was wearing his glasses again.  What was it he’d said yesterday?  He usually wore contacts, but Saturday had been a long week.  Lane was a news junkie and she hadn’t seen, heard, or read anything big going on in suburban KC.  She wondered why he was wearing his glasses.
 
   “I have a couple of meetings this afternoon, some things I need to wrap up.  Don’t worry, officer.  I have no intention of leaving town.”  
 
    “I told you this is unofficial.” God, was she flirting with him?  He shook his head; he had to be imagining it.
 
   The waitress came back.  They both ordered the Irish stew.
 
   The conversation he’d had yesterday with Lt. Franklin flashed through Mick’s mind. He shook his head and told himself that his protective feelings for Lane were because of his longtime friendship with Ben.  Yet, his hand still rested on hers.
 
   He hadn’t dated much in the four years that had passed since Gloria died.  When friends had tried to fix him up, he’d say he was too busy with work.  The truth was that he didn’t think he was up to dating in the 21st century.  
 
   ~~~~~
 
   Mick and Gloria had grown up together.  Gloria was two years younger than Mick was and for a long time she was nothing but his kid sister’s best friend.  When he left for college, she was a knock-kneed kid with glasses, braces, and pigtails.  But, the summer he finished his freshman year, something happened.  He answered the door and there she stood, with a knock out figure stuffed into a red bikini top and daisy duke shorts, wearing contacts behind her sunglasses, her blond hair hanging loosely just below her shoulders, dangling a set of car keys and asking if his kid sister was home.  Luckily, for him, his sister breezed by him and went out the door.  Gloria turned around, pulled her sunglasses down her nose, and winked at him.  “Welcome home, Mickey.” She’d said as she turned and walked toward her car.  He didn’t know how long he stood there holding onto the doorknob, but he was hooked.  They got married just two weeks after she graduated from high school. They were both good Catholic kids who believed that sex was something that should wait until after the wedding.  Although he’d been propositioned his fair share during the years that he and Gloria had been married, he’d never been unfaithful.  
 
   ~~~~~
 
   The waitress placed their salads in front of them.
 
   “I don’t know why, but I’m absolutely starving,” Lane said as she gently pulled her hand away from Mick and picked up her fork.  
 
   Mick knew why she was starving.  Based on his conversation with Ben, she probably hadn’t eaten since the pie she had for lunch the day before.  Lane was uncharacteristically quiet as they ate.  Maybe it was because she was very hungry.  Mick suspected it was because she was worried.    
 
   Mick’s phone rang.  “McGuire.”  
 
   Lane looked up as Mick held up a finger and then pointed toward the door mouthing that he was going to take the call outside.  It must be official business, she thought.  
 
   As he walked toward the door, Mick turned around and watched as Lane sat quietly sipping her tea.
 
   “Ben.  I got some preliminary tests on the screwdriver I found yesterday at Lane’s.  They say there were no fingerprints on it, although I can’t really say that’s good news.  At least not until the lab guys are totally finished with it.  The blood analysis isn’t finished yet.”
 
   “Mickey, I appreciate the heads up.  Look, I know Lane and I know she’s not involved in this thing. No matter how it might appear.  No matter what the rest of the evidence might turn up.”
 
   “I haven’t known her long, but I tend to believe that too.  Besides, it makes no sense that she’d wipe the prints from the murder weapon and leave it under her own bed where it could be so easily discovered.  Trust me; I’ll get the guy who did it.  Listen I have to run.  See you at the gym later.”
 
   Mick closed his phone and headed back toward the table and thought about the fact that he’d forgotten to mention to Ben that he was having lunch with Lane.  There was no question about why he’d taken the call out of Lane’s earshot.  He didn’t want her to worry.  He’d been the cause of too many headaches this week already.
 
   Lane closed her eyes as she placed her tea glass on the table.  She could feel that nagging headache humming in her head.   She blindly began searching in her purse for a BC powder.  
 
   Mick quietly sat in the round booth opposite Lane.  After Lane had chased the powder with a drink of iced tea, she opened her eyes and gave a half smile to Mick.  
 
   “It’s just stress.  Believe me.”  Their waitress came by with their Irish stew.  
 
   Lane flashed that smile again.  “Did I tell you I’m taking a few days away from the office?  Maybe as long as a couple of weeks.”
 
   “Yes, you did mention taking some time off, but I had the impression it was only a couple of days.  Why so long?”  
 
   “My daughter’s going to be home for a few days starting this weekend. So, I’m going to take some time with her and the boys.”   
 
   Mick watched Lane carefully as she spoke.  The detective in him said there was something she wasn’t telling him.  Both the man and the detective wondered what it was.
 
   “All three kids?  Jess is coming in from L.A., what’s the occasion?”
 
   Lane rubbed her temple.  Why on earth had she broached the subject of her birthday?
 
   “It’s for a birthday.  Mine actually.  Ben’s throwing the party.  Although, I think it’s supposed to be a surprise, I’m inviting you.”
 
   Mick had been a cop for a long time.  He knew better than to get personally involved with a murder suspect and yet he heard himself saying, “Sure, I’d like that.  When and where?”
 
   Lane smiled again.  “Officially, you have to check with Ben, but I’m pretty sure it’s this Saturday, at eight o’clock, at Ben’s house,” she said as she reached into her purse for her cell phone.  She knew by the ring, that it was Ben.  
 
   “Hey, how was your morning,” she said as she clicked the talk button.
 
   “My morning brightened when I got your message.  How was your meeting with Al? Is he forcing you to take time off?”
 
   Lane smiled.  “Well, he did suggest it.  He said he knows I’m innocent.”  At that, she looked up and smiled at Mick.  “And that he knows how my mind works, and that I’ll be obsessed by this thing until it’s over.  I’m going back this afternoon to wrap up some things.  But I’ll be out of there by five.”
 
   “So, maybe we could grab a quick bite to eat.  You have book club and I have hoops but that’s at seven.  How about I pick you up at five-thirty?”
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “Bye, Red.  You be careful out there today.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   Lane looked across the table at Mick and smiled.  “Ben.”
 
   Mick couldn’t help but notice that her whole face lit up when she said his name.  He thought he might sell his soul to have her light up like that because of him.
 
   While Lane was on the phone, the waitress had retrieved their empty stew bowls and left the little tray that held the check.  Mick put some cash on the tray.  Moments later, the waitress stopped and picked it up.  Mick told her he didn’t need change.
 
   Lane reached for her purse.  “Thanks for lunch, Mick.  I know it’s not polite to eat and run, yet, duty calls.  I really do need to get back to the office.”  
 
   Mick stood and helped her out of the booth.  “Lunch was my pleasure.  Maybe when this is all over, we could do it again.”  She might be dating Bellini, but he didn’t see a ring on her finger.  And, he knew Bellini to be a player of the first degree.  It was just a matter of time until she was available.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 8 
 
   Where did the day go?
 
   It was almost four-thirty and the truth was she hadn’t meant to stay this long.  But, Craig Turner had cancelled again and she had spent time trying to work with his admin to set up a meeting.  Lane had just glanced at the clock on her office wall when Meg rushed in, closely followed by Kyle Paulson, the evening security guard for the executive building.  
 
   “Mrs. Parker, I’m afraid I have some bad news.  Seems there’s been a fire in the parking garage.”
 
   Lane looked from one to the other of them not understanding what a fire in the parking garage had to do with the Chief Privacy Officer.  
 
   “Is everyone all right?”   Lane asked as she looked at each of their faces.
 
   Meg nodded. Kyle stood there erect, hands behind his back in a stance that might pass for the military “at ease” stance.
 
   “I see, and what does a fire have to do with privacy?  Isn’t this a matter for property management?”
 
   “The head of Property Management has been notified, Mrs. Parker.  I thought you should be made aware too.”  
 
   Kyle paused and Meg continued.
 
   “Lane, the only thing on fire was your car.”  
 
   It took a few seconds for this new information to sink in.  “My car?  On fire?  In the parking garage?  And, no one and nothing else was hurt or damaged?  Is that right?”
 
   “Yes Ma’am, that’s pretty much it.  Property Management will no doubt notify the authorities,” Kyle said somberly.
 
   Lane was a bit flabbergasted, but ever the executive, she thanked Kyle for his diligence and thoughtfulness in telling her of the discovery himself.  She added that he should no doubt return to his post and await the authorities.  
 
   Kyle gave a slight nod and left the office.
 
   Meg sat down across from Lane.  “Well, if you want my opinion, I think this is a little too coincidental.  I think someone should be on the phone to tall dark and handsome.”
 
   God bless her, Lane thought as she smiled at Meg.  “You’re right of course.  I imagine Ben should be notified as well.”  
 
   Now Meg was smiling – or was it more of a grin?  “Ben and Mick in the same place at the same time?  I’ll make those phone calls for you,” Meg said as she walked out of Lane’s office.  
 
   It was only seconds later when Meg buzzed to say she had Detective McGuire on the line and he was insisting on talking to Lane.   Lane told Meg she’d take the call.  She had just picked up the receiver and pushed line one when Meg stuck her head through the doorway.  
 
   “Ben on line two.”  
 
   Lane covered the mouthpiece.  “Ask if he wants to hold or if I should call him back.”  She put the receiver to her ear to the sounds of Mick McGuire practically yelling.
 
   “Lane, are you okay?  Answer me. What’s going on over there?”
 
   Lane took a calming breath.  “Well, Mick I’m as well as you might expect having just learned there was a fire in the parking garage and that the only thing damaged was my car,” she said as she began massaging her right temple.
 
   “I’m almost there.  Just sit tight.”  
 
   Lane pushed the blinking light for line two and went through nearly the same conversation with Ben only without the yelling.  Meg had caught Ben on his cell and he was on his way.
 
   Lane got a Diet Dr. Pepper from the mini fridge and sat rolling it over her forehead.  Stomp was back and warming up for the concert of a lifetime with the Blue Man Group doing back-up percussion.  Meg appeared with a glass of ice and quietly placed it on Lane’s desk.  
 
   Lane opened one eye and smiled.  “So, now you’ve got ESP?”
 
   “Not really.” Meg took the soda can from Lane and opened it.  “I just planned to force a Diet Dr. Pepper on you.  I just got off the phone with Kyle, twice.  He called first to ask if Mick could come up and five seconds later to ask about Ben.  They’re both on their way up.”  
 
   Lane put her hands on her face and rubbed her forehead with her fingertips.  
 
   “You’d better take something for that,” Meg said as she walked out of the room and closed the door.  
 
   Lane reached in the top right drawer of her desk and pulled out a BC Powder.  She poured the powder on her tongue and took a healthy drink of Diet Dr. Pepper.  It was an all too familiar routine and she knew she’d repeat with Tylenol in a couple of hours.  
 
   The door opened and Meg showed Mick into the office.  Lane motioned him toward a chair opposite her desk.  As Mick opened his mouth, Lane held up her hand in the international halt sign.  
 
   “Ben’s about five seconds behind you.  I’d like to tell the story only once.”  As she continued saying “You don’t mind, do you?”  
 
   Ben entered the room.  He went to Lane and embraced her. He looked past her to Mick.  “She’s okay, isn’t she?”  
 
   She wanted to stay in his comforting embrace forever and she wanted to pick him up and slap him while saying “hello, I’m right here, I can talk you know.”  
 
   “I just got here and she didn’t want to tell the story twice, so I don’t know any more than you do.”  What Mick wanted to say was “If you’ll stop hovering over her, we can find out.”  
 
   Lane let go and gave Ben a gentle nudge toward the visitor’s chair next to Mick.  “Okay,” she said, “How about if I tell you what I know and then you can ask questions?”  
 
   Both men nodded and Lane continued, “I got back from lunch around one o’clock, parked the car, and came into the office.  At about four-thirty, Meg and Kyle Paulson, he’s the evening head security guard for this building, came into my office.  Kyle told me there’d been a fire in the parking garage and the only thing damaged was my car. Kyle said he’d called property management and that they would call the authorities.” She paused and took a drink.  “I haven’t gone to see the damage yet.  Meg called the two of you and I’ve just been waiting.”  
 
   Mick and Ben exchanged a glance and she thought she saw Ben give a slight nod in Mick’s direction.
 
   “Of course, you know Telco Unlimited’s offices are in Overland Park and not in my jurisdiction.  However, in light of the murder investigation, you were right to call me.  I’d like to talk to Paulson, see how he came upon the fire.”  Mick tried to give Lane a reassuring smile.  He had no doubt, based on her demeanor, that she had a throbbing headache.  He also had no doubt that she was over medicating in an attempt to keep the pain at bay.  Mick knew all about tension, and wasn’t sure that was really the cause of her headaches.  He wished he could persuade her to see a doctor.
 
   “I’ll have Meg call Kyle and the Property Management person in charge.  You’ll probably want to talk to them too.”  Lane buzzed Meg and asked her to make the calls and to let them know when everyone got there.
 
   “Lane, was your car locked?”  Ben was familiar with Lane’s theory that anyone who wants to get into a convertible will get in and her habit of leaving it unlocked.  
 
   “Yes, but, Ben, the top was down.  It’s in a secured underground garage that is equipped with state of the art video surveillance.  Besides, we don’t know what caused the fire or where in the car it occurred.  It may have just been an electrical malfunction.”
 
   Ben almost smirked.  “Red, you’re a fanatic about that car.  It’s never missed a scheduled maintenance visit not to mention that every couple of weeks you treat the mechanics and detailing crew to Krispy Kreme and they give it a good once over in exchange.  There’s no way this just happened.”  
 
   Before Lane could respond, Meg opened the office door, came in with coffee, and iced tea.  “I thought y’all might like something to drink.  I’ll take suggestions for ordering take out if you’re going to be here late.”  She walked through the office and placed the tray holding the carafe of coffee, pitcher of iced tea, bucket of ice, cups, and glasses on the credenza in Lane’s conference room.
 
   “Kyle Paulson and Sam Holt from Property Management are on their way.  Do you want to see them together or separately?”  Meg had posed the question to Lane, but was not surprised when Detective McGuire responded.  
 
   “Separately.  Sam Holt first.  Paulson last. If you can keep them apart, that would be good too.”   
 
   Meg nodded and closed the office door.
 
   Lane, Mick, and Ben went into the conference room.  Lane was glad that she’d opted for a round conference table.  In a situation like this one, she didn’t want either Sam or Kyle to feel like they were being ganged up on.  She hoped that the seating arrangement at a round table wouldn’t make them feel surrounded.
 
   “Before either of them arrive, I think we’d better discuss a strategy for interviewing them,” Lane said as she glanced from Ben to Mick.  “My suggestion is that I introduce you both as friends.  That should put the men at ease.  I can ask the easy questions like what time the fire was discovered, what time Sam got the call, to whom he reported the incident.  Then either one of you can jump in and expand if you’d like.”  
 
   Ben smiled.  He’d told her more than once that she was as good a strategist and cross-examiner as he’d ever seen in or out of a courtroom.  “Works for me, Red.  Is this chair okay for me?”  
 
   Lane smiled.  “You’re fine.  I’ll take the seat closest to the door.  Mick, that leaves you across from the interviewee.  Okay?”  
 
   Mick nodded.  Lane had set the room up just the way he would have.  He wondered where Lane had gotten the ability to size up a room. He closed the window blinds and took the seat facing the window, thus making sure the interviewee was blocked in the room with no easy escape, just as Meg rapped on the door.
 
   “This is Sam Holt.  He’s a Senior Manager in Property Management.”  
 
   Lane stood and extended her hand.  “Lane Parker,” she said as she shook his hand and motioned him to the empty seat.  “Sam, these are my friends, Ben Bellini and Mick McGuire.  We’d like to ask some questions about the fire.”  
 
   Lane gestured toward the tray on the credenza.  “May I offer you something to drink?  Coffee or iced tea?”  Sam opted for the tea.  Lane filled a glass with ice and poured the tea.  
 
   “I was just wondering what time it was when you were made aware of the fire,” she said with a smile as she placed the glass in front of Sam and took her seat.  Corporate America is all about politics.  She knew the senior manager was probably intimidated sitting with, and being questioned by, someone who reported only to the Chief Executive Officer.  Basically, in corporate terms, that made her next to God.  She sipped from her glass of Diet Dr. Pepper, and did her best to put the poor man at ease.  
 
   “I received the phone call from Paulson just after four o’clock this afternoon.  He said he’d seen it just as he was making his first round in the parking garage.  He also told me the fire was contained to just one vehicle.  I understand it was your car, Mrs. Parker.  I’m really sorry.”  
 
   Lane smiled.  “It wasn’t your fault, Sam.  Tell me, did you phone 9-1-1, or did you call the fire department directly?”
 
   “Well, Paulson had already notified the fire department.  I understand the fire was out when the fire truck arrived.
 
   Hmm, that was odd; Kyle had specifically told Lane that Property Management had notified the authorities.  Perhaps Kyle was just confused by the question, or maybe to Kyle the fire department wasn’t the authorities.  
 
   “Sam, did you examine the scene yourself?”
 
   “Yes Ma’am.  The damage was contained to a red BMW convertible.  It appeared that the driver’s seat somehow caught fire.  The interior was shot, but that’s the only damage I saw. I’m sure the fire inspector will have more information.”
 
   Lane glanced toward Mick and Ben to see if they had questions for Sam.  Both men made gestures telling her they didn’t.  She thanked Sam for his time and his concern and then praised him for the good job he’d done before she dismissed him and walked him to the door.  She told Paulson that she’d need just a minute as she closed the conference room door.
 
   Mick was the first to speak.  “Interesting, you told us that Paulson said Property Management called the authorities.  Yet Holt said Paulson called.  If the notification was made via 9-1-1, it will be easy enough to check the tapes.”  
 
   Ben added, “True enough, although I have to wonder why someone would lie about reporting a fire.”
 
   Lane opened the door and invited Kyle Paulson into the room.  Again, she introduced Mick and Ben as friends.  She asked Kyle to sit, and offered him a drink.  He asked for iced tea, which he accepted from her as he sat down.
 
   “Kyle, first I want to thank you for your time.  Tell me how did you come on the fire?”
 
   Kyle removed a small note book from his pocket, opened it, and began reading.  “At 4:00 p.m. I began my normal rounds of the parking garage.  At 4:10 p.m. I noticed smoke coming from a red BMW convertible.  I grabbed the fire extinguisher I keep in my truck and went to the car.  There were flames shooting from under the driver’s seat and the seat itself appeared just to be smoldering.  I dialed 9-1-1 and then doused the seat with the fire extinguisher.”
 
   When he finished talking, Kyle took a lengthy swallow of iced tea.
 
   Meg tapped on the door and opened it.  “Captain Burke from the Overland Park Fire Department is here and would like a word with you.”
 
   “Thanks, Meg.  Well, Kyle I guess that’s all then.  Thank-you so much for saving my car from further damage.”  She stood and motioned Kyle toward the door.  At the door, she shook his hand and thanked him again.  
 
   Seated in her waiting area she could see the fire captain.  She smiled at him and asked him to give her just a minute.  Once again, she closed the door and looked toward the table.
 
   “There’s just something about that guy I don’t like,” Ben said as he looked at Mick.
 
   Lane smiled. “Could it be his military hair cut or the fact that he acts like he thinks he’s a cop when he isn’t?  Could it be the way he looks through you when he talks to you?”
 
   “Well, I’d say it’s that and perhaps more.  I, for one, am glad he left us a little sample of DNA and his fingerprints when he left,” Ben said carefully sliding the iced tea glass Paulson had left behind toward Mick.
 
   Lane opened the door and invited the fire captain into the conference room.  She extended her hand, and she and the fireman did introductions.
 
   “Captain Burke, my friends Ben Bellini and Mick McGuire.”
 
   Mick smiled as he extended his hand. “Colin, I wondered if we’d be seeing you.”
 
   “Lane, meet another member of our basketball team,” Ben said as he shook hands with Colin.
 
   Lane watched as Colin Burke took a seat.  He was over six feet tall and had raven black hair.  He looked vaguely familiar, but Lane couldn’t quite place him.
 
   Either it really is a very small world or there’s some sort of basketball conspiracy afoot here. Lane thought.  She’d known Ben had been playing basketball with the same group of guys for a long time and she’d known Ben for three years.  In all the time she’d known Ben, she’d never met even one of the guys and suddenly it was raining tall handsome basketball players.  
 
   “I sure hadn’t expected to see the two of you here.  Here’s the scoop; my preliminary assessment is arson.  We’ll need to take the car in; to do some additional investigation and testing but it appears that someone purposely set the driver’s seat on fire. The interior has a lot of damage from the fire and the fire extinguisher.  Whoever put it out wasn’t very careful.”  
 
   As Mick and Ben began explaining the events of the past several days to Colin, Lane excused herself and stepped into her office.  She opened her desk and pulled out the box of BC powders, the green box, of arthritis strength powders with extra everything.  She carefully opened the small envelope and poured the white powder onto her tongue chasing it with a healthy drink of her Diet Dr. Pepper.  She knew it was really too soon, and she just didn’t care.
 
   She smiled as she remembered Mick’s worry about her headaches.  They were stress induced, nothing else.  What she knew was that she had to get this whole mess resolved before Jake, Jess, and Jamie descended on her in another three days.
 
   “So, what you’re telling me is that someone has it out for Mrs. Parker.”  Colin grinned.  He’d known both of these guys for years and clearly both of these guys had it bad for the red head.  He was sure they were over reacting to the whole thing.  He scanned the room and spotted the huge bouquet of roses; yep, at least one of these guys had fallen really hard.  
 
   “You guys going to make round ball tonight?  Maybe you can lay things out for someone from Overland Park.  In the meantime, I’ll have her car towed to the police lot.”  
 
   Lane turned back toward the conference room as Captain Burke stood.  She really wished that she could figure out why he seemed so familiar.  She placed him at early to mid-thirties.  He was slightly shorter than Ben; she’d say six feet two inches tall.  He had sleek black hair and blue eyes.  She shook her head; figuring out this mystery was the least of her worries right now.  She shook his hand, and thanked him for coming to investigate the fire.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9 
 
   Stay with me
 
   Meg escorted the Fire Captain to the elevators and returned to help Lane pack up her laptop. While she hated what was happening to Lane this week, it was certainly doing a lot to improve the scenery.  Tall, dark, and handsome men were almost coming out of the woodwork.
 
   Ben and Mick were still in Lane’s conference room talking in hushed tones.  Meg leaned close to Lane and said, “All this time I’ve been calling Detective McGuire tall dark and handsome, and you didn’t bother to tell me that Ben was tall, dark, and oh my God so damn gorgeous.”
 
   “He is, isn’t he?”  Lane laughed which prompted the men to come into her office and ask what she could possibly find funny in all of this.
 
   Lane smiled.  “You two are such mother hens.  Meg and I were just having a little girl talk.”  
 
   Mick watched as Lane reached up and touched Ben’s cheek.  “Stop worrying.  I’m okay.  Really,” she told him.  
 
   Earlier in the day, Mick had thought he might sell his soul to have her smile when she said his name, but when he saw the glow on her face as she touched Ben, he knew he’d walk into hell itself to make the deal if she’d glow like that for him.
 
   Ben took Lane’s hand and said, “Let’s get you home.”   
 
   Meg looked on as Ben picked up Lane’s rolling briefcase.  Meg knew the thing usually weighed twenty pounds because Lane had a tendency to carry papers and books along with her laptop.  Yet, Ben picked it up as if it was nothing. She saw the look on Detective McGuire’s face as he watched the interaction between Lane and Ben.  She felt a pang of sadness for the detective who was clearly – at least it was clear to Meg – in love with Lane too. Meg felt a quick stab of envy.  She didn’t have even one man in her life and Lane had two big strong gorgeous men in love with her. Sometimes life just wasn’t fair.
 
   Although Meg and Mick were extraneous, the four of them walked to the elevators together.  They rode to the ground floor in silence.  
 
   The elevator doors opened and Lane turned to Meg.  “Where are you parked?”  
 
   It was common practice to have the guards escort female employees who had worked late to their cars after dark.  While it was late July, and still broad daylight out, there was something very odd going on.  It was after six o’clock and the parking lot would be empty at this time of day.  Lane didn’t want Meg walking alone to her car.  As they walked through the lobby, Lane was about to ask Kyle to escort Meg to her car when Mick suggested that he could walk with her. Meg thought it completely unnecessary, whatever was going on was about Lane, but she accepted the detective’s offer.  
 
   Ben’s Jag was parked in front of the building and Meg watched as Ben opened the passenger door and carefully helped Lane into the passenger’s seat.  He then popped the trunk and placed Lane’s briefcase next to his before opening the driver’s door.  Meg was sure the detective flinched as they watched Ben get in the car and reach to stroke Lane’s face.
 
   Lane looked at her watch.  Both she and Ben had commitments at seven o’clock, so there was no time for dinner out tonight.  “How do you feel about meeting for dinner after basketball and book club?  If you’re hungry now, we could grab a quick bite at home.”  
 
   Ben, who since Memorial Day weekend made it a habit to hold her hand as he drove, gave her hand a squeeze. “I’ve been trying to take you out for dinner all week, and we don’t seem to make it. So yes, let’s have dinner.  Meet me at Papa’s after book club.”
 
   Captain Burke had retrieved Lane’s garage door opener and Ben used it to open the garage.  He opened her door, went to the trunk to grab her briefcase, and then followed her into the house.  Ben asked Lane to get him a Diet Coke for the road.  Lane had gone into the kitchen, completely oblivious to the carefully choreographed search Ben made of the rest of the house.  With the murder weapon being found in her bedroom, and her car being set on fire, there was no way he was leaving her alone without securing the house.  She might be the most intelligent woman he’d ever known, but she was also the most trusting and naïve.  How he was going to convince her to spend the night at his house was another problem completely.   
 
   He came back to the kitchen to find she’d made a couple of ham and cheese sandwiches.
 
   “Here, take these with you.  Ronda will have snacks, so I’ll be fine, but you might need a bite to tide you over.”  
 
   He laughed and took her in his arms and held her tight against his chest.  The need he felt to keep her safe was as primal to him as his need for air. He kissed her and as their tongues mingled, she moaned.  It nearly brought him to his knees every time she made that throaty little moan, and she made that sound every time his tongue met hers.
 
   Lane walked him to the garage and gave him another serious kiss.  “I’ll see you at Papa’s.” 
 
   Lane quickly changed from her suit and heels into jeans and sandals.  She tossed the suit in the dry cleaning bag.  She paused at the nightstand, grabbed her e-reader, and put it into her purse. They’d be discussing the latest Janet Evanovich during book club.  She’d met these women at the bookstore in the mystery section and over the course of six months; they had formed the book club that they called Murder Mayhem and Merlot.  There were 12 members now and each month, they took turns hosting the book club.  The member who was hosting the following month made the book selection that would be discussed at her house.  So while the rule was that the books all had to be mysteries, there was a wide variety of genres from the light comedic style of Janet Evanovich to the darker style of Carol O’Connell as well as classics by Agatha Christie and Arthur Conan Doyle.  Ronda had chosen Evanovich, and Lane knew the main topic of discussion wouldn’t be writing styles as much as which man Stephanie Plum was ultimately going to choose.  
 
   She grabbed the keys to her Cadillac Escalade from the hook by the garage door and pushed the button to open the door.  Ronda lived near the stadiums and she had less than half an hour to get across town.  Despite her good intentions, it seemed being late was quickly becoming a way of life.  She hated being late. 
 
   As was always the case with the MMM club, Lane was relaxed and entertained for a couple of hours. She had a glass of white zinfandel, some hors d'oeuvres and laughed about Stephanie Plums latest antics.  Lane was the host for book club next month, and since she read between three and five books a week, it was sometimes difficult to choose a book.  She’d done a quick search in her e-reader and selected an old Kate Bacus book about a twenty something year old woman in Iowa stumbling on dead bodies. Something Lane could relate to just now.
 
   Ben and Mick had arrived at the Y within minutes of each other.  They quickly got Colin Burke and the three approached Adam Hunter who was a detective with the Overland Park Police Department.  That was one of the problems with the Kansas City metropolitan area; there were so many different jurisdictions within a small area.  Lane had discovered the body in Leawood, but she worked in Overland Park, which is where the fire had occurred.  Mick was investigating the murder, but he had no jurisdiction concerning the car fire and neither he nor Ben had any doubt that finding the murder weapon in her house closely followed by her car being set on fire were more than a mere coincidence.
 
   After Mick laid out the facts around the murder, he explained that he’d found the murder weapon at Lane’s house and that while on the surface she would seem to be the prime suspect, that he was sure she hadn’t done it, and that they were pursuing other leads. Colin Burke explained the unusual circumstances of the car fire and Adam Hunter agreed to investigate.  They arranged to meet at the Overland Park Police station the following day.
 
   It was a good thing that they talked before the game.  Ben, Colin, and Mick were on the same team, and they’d trounced Adam’s team. He might not have been so agreeable afterward.
 
   The guys often went out for drinks after the game, but since Ben had plans with Lane, he had showered, dressed and was on his way out the door when Mick caught up with him.
 
   “I’ve just gotten confirmation that the blood on the screwdriver was Paul Gardener’s.  I’ll probably have to bring Lane back in for questioning.  I can wait until after we meet with Hunter tomorrow.  Maybe we can dig something else up that would point the finger someplace else.”
 
   Ben thanked him, and as he went to his car, he called Roy Tanner.  Tanner was a retired Kansas City Missouri homicide detective who now worked for Ben’s law firm.  Ben had known Mick for years, and knew him to be a thorough investigator, but this was about Lane, and he wanted Tanner on the case.  He ended the call with Tanner and started his car. 
 
   Ben walked into Bellini’s and found Lane at the bar enjoying a Bellini cocktail.  The Bellini cocktail had nothing to do with either the restaurant or his family.  It had been invented between 1934 and 1948 in Venice, Italy.  The original was made with white peach puree and sparkling Italian wine.  The restaurant’s version was made with Italian sparkling wine and peach Schnapps.  Enzo was working on something he called the Bellini-tini.  Peaches marinated in vodka, the vodka extracted and shaken with ice then served in a martini glass.
 
   Ben kissed Lane’s cheek and took her hand as she stood.  Ben cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at the bartender.  
 
   “She insisted on waiting for you here,” Enzo replied.   
 
   In Bellini’s, the family ate in a private room called the Board Room. And, they never, never waited in the bar.
 
   “It’s fine Enzo, I understand,”  Ben said as he placed his hand in the small of Lane’s back and guided her toward the Board Room.  
 
   There was no need to order.  The bartender had sent word to the kitchen the minute Ben arrived.  When Ben opened the door to the Board Room, a table for two was already set.  The waiter was already at the table and had opened a bottle of wine to let it breathe.  He brought fresh bread, poured olive oil onto a plate, and added herbs.  They were the only people in the room.  Ben held Lane’s chair as she sat.  The waiter held Ben’s chair and then showed him the bottle of wine, and poured a bit into his glass to taste.
 
   As always, the wine was from Ben’s private reserve.  There was no question that the wine would be excellent.  Ben tasted it and nodded.  The waiter picked up Lane’s glass and poured, then poured for Ben.  He put the bottle on the table and left.
 
   Frank Sinatra was softly crooning You’d Be So Easy to Love in the background. Ben reached across the table and took her hand. “Dance with me.” He led her to the small dance floor.  The main restaurant didn’t have a dance floor, but there was one in the private dining room.
 
   She’d never seen Ben dance and had no idea what to expect.  She was pleasantly surprised.  He held her closely in a classic waltz pose and expertly moved her around the dance floor.  It was as though someone had put on a CD of Frank Sinatra’s greatest love songs as one faded into another.  Lane nestled her head into his shoulder and he folded their entwined hands into his chest, his right arm firmly around her waist, she had moved her right hand up to twirl her fingers around the hair at the base of his neck.
 
   He heard more than saw the waiter deliver their food.  He gently kissed her temple and led her back to the table.  She was beautiful and oh, so very naïve and vulnerable.
 
   They had eaten in silence, touching each other’s hands, offering one another bites of food.  The waiter moved quietly in and out of the room and Frank Sinatra continued singing love songs.  When they had finished eating Ben smiled at the waiter. “My compliments to the Chef.”  
 
   Moments later, the Chef entered the room. Lane took one look at him and knew instantly he was a Bellini.  The Bellini men she’d met all had the same tall dark and handsome thing going on, from Papa Bellini, whose hair was salt and pepper now, to Ben’s youngest brother Paolo, absolutely it was in the genes.
 
   “Lane Parker, may I present my brother Antonio Gianni Bellini.  Tony, this is Lane Parker.”
 
    “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Lane said as she shook Tony’s hand.
 
   Tony smiled the million watt Bellini smile.  “The pleasure is all mine, Ms. Parker.  I’m so happy you finally came in on a night when I could step away from the kitchen.” 
 
   Although Lane and Ben had eaten at the family restaurant many times over the years, this was the first time since they’d been dating that they’d been in the restaurant on a weekday when Tony had time enough to step away from the kitchen.
 
   Tony spoke to Ben in Italian.  It was a familiar scene, Lane mused.  Instead of stepping away, if there was something they didn’t want anyone else to know, they slipped into Italian.  Most families had things they spoke to one another about in hushed tones.  The Bellinis said it aloud.  Lane was a woman who insisted her children didn’t talk or text in the car because it was rude.  Sometimes she felt like she was intruding during the Italian conversations.
 
   Lane smiled.  “Guys, I need to use the ladies room, so let me give you some privacy.”
 
   Ben stood and kissed Lane on the cheek before she left.
 
   “Ben, Pauli was right, the lady is beautiful.  You’re a lucky man.”
 
   Ben laughed.  “I have always known Pauli gossiped like an old woman.”
 
   Lane returned to the table.  “Well, did I give you guys enough time to talk?”  
 
   Both Ben and Tony laughed. Ben put his arm around Lane and kissed the top of her head.  “I missed you every second you were gone.”
 
   Tony took her hand.  “Now that we’ve finally met, I hope to see more of you.”
 
   Lane gave Tony a brief hug before he had to go back to the kitchen.
 
   Ben pulled Lane into an embrace.  “I’m not ready to say goodnight.  Come to my house.  We still have some things to talk about.”
 
   Lane agreed to go to Ben’s and he insisted that he follow her.  
 
   Ben’s house was a sprawling ranch with a tennis court, basketball court, and a swimming pool and was nestled near a lake.  In the years since meeting Ben, Lane had spent a lot of time at this house.  She and the kids swam there frequently, and she had spent time there with Ben eating, watching TV, playing cards, and just talking.  She’d even spent the night in a guest room once.
 
   They sat on the couch in his great room, and between kisses, Ben made his case for her staying at his house until the murder was solved.  Every time she opened her mouth to object to his suggestion, he kissed her.  
 
   “Earlier this week, someone got into your house and planted the murder weapon.” A kiss. “Under your bed.” Another kiss.
 
    “I should have suggested then that you move in here until this is solved.” Another kiss.
 
   “Then today someone set fire to your car.” Another kiss
 
   “Jake and Jamie are out of town until Saturday.”  Another kiss. “You’d be alone at your house.” Another kiss.
 
   It was a good tactic while it lasted.  But, every time their tongues mingled together, she moaned.  When she moaned Ben’s brain fogged and soon all he could think about was kissing her, touching her, making love to her. He’d let her set the pace, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to move things along a little. He murmured her name as he moved his lips to nibble on her ear.  She murmured his name as he moved to the sensitive spot behind her ear and worked down the side of her neck. He turned her so that she was facing him and draped across his chest.
 
   There was a war going on inside Lane’s head.  God, this man could kiss.  There was absolutely nothing wrong with her libido.  But, she’d known Ben for three years and during that time; she could have almost marked the calendar to predict when he’d stop seeing his latest girlfriend.  The six-week mark seemed to be his limit.  Only one woman had made it past the six-week mark before.  Lane had just passed the eight-week mark.  She’d told him Sunday that she was afraid of losing her best friend, and he had assured her it wouldn’t happen.  She wasn’t sure what that meant.  Losing him as her best friend would be awful, losing him after sleeping with him would be unbearable, and she was sure she couldn’t go back to being just friends after sleeping with him.
 
   Sure, she’d been married and divorced twice.  Sure, some women her age would have to remove their shoes to count all of their lovers.  Lane could count hers on three fingers.  It might be old fashioned, archaic, prehistoric, but for her, sex was something you shared with the man you loved not something you did because your hormones were out of control.  And, make no mistake, her hormones were raging.
 
   She pushed back on his chest and gasped for air.  “Ben.”
 
   He entwined the fingers of his left hand in her hair and stroked her cheek with his right hand. God she was beautiful.  “Lane.  Stay with me tonight.  Let me make love to you.”
 
   “No.”  She twisted away from him and stood up.  
 
   His mind was reeling.  He knew she wanted him.  He could feel it in her kisses, in her touch and he could hear it every time she moaned when he kissed her, and each time she murmured his name.  She was beautiful, she was smart, she was sexy, and she was infuriating as hell.  Damn, how many times in his life had he wished that some woman would stop being so damn clingy, so whiny, so needy?  Maybe karma really was a bitch.  He stood and took a step toward her.  
 
   She held up her hand in the international stop sign and shook her head.  “No.  I need to think, I can’t think when you’re that close.” She turned her back to him and looked out over the lake.
 
   “I see the wisdom in staying away from my house.  But, I’m not ready to sleep with you.  It’s too soon for me.”  She turned back to look at him.  She saw the passion, the disappointment, the confusion, in his hazel eyes.
 
   “I’ll stay.  Tonight.”  
 
   Ben took a step toward her.
 
   “In the guest room.”
 
   He reached her and took her in his arms.  “I want to keep you safe.  I need to keep you safe. The closer you are the better I can protect you.  Stay in my room, in my bed.”  He kissed the top of her head.  “I promise not to take advantage of you.”
 
   When had the need to protect her become the most fundamental need he had?
 
   “You know, I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.  I admit this mess rattles me a little.  It’s hard to give up control, but it’s nice to have someone to rely on.”  She stretched until her lips met his.  “It’s late, counselor.  Let’s go to bed.”
 
   Ben gave her one of his T-shirts to sleep in. She changed in the bathroom and she slept nestled next to him with her head on his shoulder. Ben kept his promise not to take advantage of the situation, but that didn’t mean he would be able to sleep.  
 
   From that first night, back in May, when they’d had to share a hotel suite, the moaning sounds she occasionally made as she slept had been his undoing.  For centuries men had been telling women that an unsatisfied erection could be life threatening.  Ben knew it wasn’t true and thanked God for it because if it were, he’d have been dead a hundred times over in the last few weeks.  
 
   Ben had lost his virginity when he was 16.  He remembered the guilt he felt after doing the deed when Fr. O’Connor told his religion class that every man wanted to marry a virgin and asked what his class of hormone enraged teenaged boys was contributing toward it.  He also remembered that his twinge of guilt was quickly forgotten when Friday night had come around and he was once again in the back seat with Mary Elizabeth Dinovo.  Mary Elizabeth was the first in a string of girls and women in the last 20 years.  During that time there had been only one he regretting losing.
 
   Right now though, he only wanted one woman.  For three years, Lane had watched him work his way through a stable of women.  And as he lay awake next to her listening to her breathe, he began to lay out his case for making sure she knew he wanted her to be the last woman he’d ever make love to, just as he wanted to be the last man who would ever make love to her. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10 
 
   Another day another secret
 
   It was nearly midnight when they had finally gone to bed and Ben had spent much of the night lying awake.  Yet, he still woke before the five o’clock alarm.  He got up carefully so as not to wake Lane and dressed for his run.   He ran every morning choosing from one of two different routes, a five-mile run, or a ten-mile run.  Today he needed the ten-mile route and finished in close to an hour.  He returned home and stripped out of his running shorts, took a quick shower to wash off some of the sweat, put on his swim trunks, and headed to the pool.   
 
   The sun had risen and Ben was swimming laps when Lane opened the patio door and stepped outside.  Last night, he had told her that he and Mick were meeting a detective at the Overland Park Police headquarters at one o’clock.  She knew he had a trial starting next week, and she felt guilty about taking his time away from the trial preparation that she knew he would be doing if only she hadn’t found a body.  She had found his robe and wrapped it tightly around herself as she sat watching his beautiful muscled body move through the water.
 
   She hadn’t understood the importance of what Ben had said last night about the murder weapon.  He had distracted her with his kisses, but now she remembered that he had said the ‘murder weapon’ was planted in her bedroom.  Surely that meant that Mick had confirmed that not only was it blood on the screwdriver, but also that it was Paul Gardner’s blood.  It was time for her to get her head out of the sand, and do some research on her own.  Ben didn’t want her alone and she had told him she would stay, but she’d be alone when he was at work.  Once he left for work, she would go home to get clothes and her laptop.  
 
   Once you cut through all of the extraneous crap, the internet could be a marvelous source of information.  Lane knew from all of the crime and mystery books she read, the answer to who committed the murder could always be determined if you uncovered enough information about the victim.  She intended to find out everything she could about Paul Gardner.
 
   Ben emerged from the pool like Neptune rising from the sea and smiled when he saw her.  He rubbed his head.  “I could get used to this.” He said as he used his towel as a lasso to pull her close to him and brushed his lips against hers.  “I’m glad you’re up.  Let me get showered and dressed, and then I’ll drive you home so you can grab some things.”  
 
   And, that was it.  Ben was taking care of her and she was allowing it.  It was 7:30 a.m. when he dropped her back at his house.  She kissed him before she got out of his Jag and walked into the open garage.
 
   Lane wandered through the empty house to the master bedroom.  She smoothed her hand across the duvet and wondered how many women had slept next to him in that bed.  She’d never been the jealous type. When she found out Gus had been unfaithful every chance he’d gotten, she had just walked away.  In her opinion, a man with fidelity issues wasn’t worth fighting to keep.  As far as she knew, Ben was at least serially monogamous. That in itself would be a vast improvement over her two ex-husbands. It was true that Phillip hadn’t slept with other women while they were married, but he had slept with that man from Chicago.  That was the reason that Lane had gotten a full battery of STD and aids testing done before Jamie was born.  While Phillip assured her he’d only had sex with the new love of his life, she didn’t know anything about his friend, Ralphie.
 
   Lane had only had sex with three different men in her life.  Two she’d been married to; and to her shame, the third was a one-night stand just days after Phillip had confessed he was gay and left her.  At the time, she was feeling undesirable, and vulnerable, and lonely, and ugly and she had gone out with friends to the new casino in Council Bluffs.  They’d had drinks and danced with a bunch of younger guys who were there to celebrate someone’s birthday.  She was 32, the mother of two and had welcomed the attention of the younger guys.  She’d had her first experience with tequila shots and the next morning, she had woken up hung over, naked, and alone in a hotel room.  While the night before had made her feel sexy and desirable, the morning after had just left her feeling sick and confused.  She had been so drunk that she didn’t even know whether she had anything to be ashamed of.   She shook her head.  She hadn’t thought of that in years.
 
   She was stripping out of her clothes and making her way to the shower when her cell phone rang.  It was her assistant Meg, just checking to see how she was doing.  She smiled as she ended the call.  In some ways, Meg was far more than an assistant, she was mother, friend, and jailer all rolled into one.  If Meg and her daughter, Jess, ever became friends, Lane would be in serious trouble.
 
   She finished her shower then dressed in jeans and a sleeveless pink cotton blouse with tuxedo pleating.  She wandered barefoot into the spotless gourmet kitchen.  She opened her laptop and powered it on.  When she clicked the icon for internet explorer, she got a message that she had no internet connection.  Her computer found only one connection and it was password protected.   Of course, Ben’s Wi-Fi would be a secure connection.  She checked the time as she texted Ben “Wi-Fi pswd?”  She got a glass and filled it with ice then poured a Diet Dr. Pepper.  She found peanut butter and smiled because it was her favorite, Skippy.  As she put two slices of bread into the toaster, she heard the text message come in. “mieravuota” 
 
   Lane laughed.  Of course, his password would be some Italian jumble.  She entered it and wondered what it meant.  When she was connected, she found a translation website and pasted the password into it only to find that the same jumble of letters was spat back out to her.  Maybe it wasn’t Italian.
 
   She went to her favorite search engine and entered Paul Gardener + Kansas. Soon the screen filled with possible matches including a partial obituary notice.  The obituary notice stated that he had owned a car dealership specializing in high-end vehicles.  Well, heck, she needed a new car, didn’t she?
 
   She worked her way through several of the search results including a hit for a genealogy site that she had used herself.  She entered his name and got a hit.  It took hours, but eventually she built a family tree for the man she found dead nearly a week ago.  Wading through the genealogy hints seemed to take forever.  Getting a hit on Paul Gardner was easy.   She found that he’d been married twice, but couldn’t find anything about children.  It took some expert web research through other sites to discover that Paul Gardner was born Paolo Gardino.  
 
   It didn’t take an expert researcher to find that his father, Vito Gardino had been accused of involvement in the bombings in Kansas City’s River Quay area in the 1970’s.  A little more research threw a shadow over the Gardino family as possibly having mob connections.  Vito Gardino had not actually been charged though which left some uncertainty about his possible mob connections.  Vito got out of the nightclub business, and opened a car dealership.  The same dealership that Paul Gardner owned at the time of his death.
 
   Possible mob connections perhaps explained how a drunk teenager was able to serve so little jail time for killing her father and changing her life.
 
   Her mother had been diagnosed with ovarian cancer before the accident, and it had taken her a year to wither away to nothing.  Her mother was still alive when the accident had happened.  The State Trooper had gotten their home address from the car registration and called the police in her hometown. It was a small town, and the local police knew her mother was home dying a slow and painful death.  Her father lived for five months in that coma and two weeks after he died, Mama died too. Marta was her mother’s younger sister, and was just 20 when she inherited Lane and the house.  That’s the way Lane always thought of it; Aunt Marta inherited her.  
 
   She and Aunt Marta had lived in her parents’ house until after Lane’s fall.  That’s when Aunt Marta had met the young orthopedic surgeon, married him, and uprooted Lane from the only home she’d ever known.  But, Marta had been a young woman when she had been saddled with a four year old.  Marta had loved her, of that Lane never had a doubt, but she sometimes thought Marta resented her for stealing her youth.    Then Marta met Dr. Johnson and married him.  They’d had two children and Lane had sometimes felt like a built in baby sitter for the young family so when she started college, she’d gotten her own apartment and moved out.  
 
   Lane had been 15 when her cousin Stephen junior was born and 17 when his sister Hannah had come along.  They’d never been close.  Marta had been diagnosed with ovarian cancer a few years after Lane moved out and after Aunt Marta died, Lane hadn’t really kept in touch with the Johnsons.
 
   Lane continued to search until she found the Kansas City Star web archives and the articles about the car accident that killed her father.  She knew the story of the accident; her Aunt Marta had repeated it to Lane as a child.  But, she wasn’t prepared for the photos.  Even in black and white, she could see her father’s blood on the car seat, and the outline of her small bloody hand prints on the passenger window.  “Eighteen year old Paul Gardner represented by Salvatore Luciano…” the image on the screen blurred. Salvatore Luciano, Ben’s uncle and one of the partners in Ben’s law firm.  
 
   Suddenly, Lane’s head was throbbing.  She’d been doing research all morning, and it was just before noon when her cell phone buzzed.  Again, as if he had ESP, Ben was on the phone.  With a smile on her lips that went clearly through the ether, she answered the call putting Ben on speaker as she massaged her temples.  She didn’t have time for a headache right now.  She pulled a cosmetic bag from her purse and took a Sudafed and a BC powder.
 
   “Ben, how do you always know when I need you?”
 
   “I guess I just have a sixth sense when it comes to you, Red.  What’s up?”
 
   “Did you know that your uncle Sal represented Paul Gardner in the plea agreement for the car accident?”  
 
   “No.  Uncle Sal would have been fresh out of law school.  It must have been one of his first cases.  I’m on my way to OPPD headquarters.  Meet me at Papa’s.  We can grab a quick bite and talk about this.”
 
   Most people couldn’t get in and out of Bellini’s at noon and still make a one o’clock appointment, but most people didn’t eat in the Board Room.  Besides, Ben suspected uncle Sal was having lunch in the Board Room today.
 
   The big carved wooden doors that were the entrance to Bellini’s looked like they belonged in an Italian castle and Ben was waiting just inside when Lane opened them. He kissed her cheek, placed his hand in the small of her back, and escorted her to the Board Room.  Ben pushed open the smaller version of the entrance doors that kept the riff-raff out of the Board Room.  Ben led Lane to a table in a back corner where two men who sat adjacent to one another were deep in conversation.  Ben approached the table and spoke to two men.  The men were identical from their wavy white hair, to their very expensive Italian shoes.
 
   “Ciao, Zio Sal, Zio Vinnie.   LA presente Lane Parker.” 
 
   “Lane, my uncles Salvatore and Vincenzo Luciano.”
 
   The men who appeared to be in their late 60’s each stood and extended his hand toward Lane. She reached out with her right hand expecting Sal or was it Vinnie to shake her hand; instead, in turn, each man took her hand and kissed her knuckles. With Italian accented English each said “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Parker.” 
 
   The one Lane thought was Sal looked at Ben “Nipote, Ella è la visione di un angelo.” The other, Vinnie (?) nodded. “Tu ci sarai?”
 
   “Sì. Grazie.” Ben said as he pulled out a chair and guided Lane into it. Ben took the other chair.  Immediately, glasses of water appeared in front of them quickly followed by the house salad. Lane bent her head quickly and silently saying grace before digging into her salad.  
 
   “Uncle Sal, Lane is a person of interest in a murder investigation.  The victim was someone we think you represented a long time ago in a case of drunk driving that resulted in vehicular homicide.  His name was Paul Gardner.”
 
   “Sì, yes, I remember.  One does not forget his first case.  The boy was drunk and hit a car carrying a man and his little girl.  As I recall, they were returning home from a family reunion in southern Missouri.  The girl was uninjured, but the father died some months later from the injuries he sustained. The little girl, so young, so small.  I remember her. I remember her name.  It was so ethereal, Angelique Valle - Angel of the Valley, and even at four, she was the vision of an angel.”
 
   Lane looked up to see Salvatore Luciano staring across the table at her. 
 
   “You remind me of the little girl, Miss Parker.”
 
   She smiled.  He knew.  She could see it in his eyes; he knew she was that child.  “Yes, Mr. Luciano, I was that little girl.  It’s one of the reasons I’m a person of interest in the murder.  The other is that I discovered the body.”
 
   Ben reached out and took her hand.  “Uncle Sal, she had nothing to do with it.  A case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  But, someone also managed to plant the murder weapon in her home.  Yesterday someone set her car on fire.  I’m meeting the Leawood homicide detective and an Overland Park detective as well as the fire captain when I leave here.  Lei è sotto la mia protezione. She’ll be staying at my house until this is resolved.”
 
   Vinnie Luciano looked at Lane.  “Please pardon me, Miss Parker.  I must speak to my nephew privately.” And, he began speaking in rapid Italian.  Even if Lane understood Italian, which she didn’t, he was speaking so quickly that she wouldn’t have caught a single word.
 
   “Prima di andare, dovete sapere che il padre di omicidio vittima mettere 1,5 milioni di dollari, per la bambina dopo l'incidente. Ora è possibile aggiungere un denaro per qualsiasi motivo la polizia.”
 
   Ben nodded and looked at his watch. “Lane, I need to go now.”
 
   Vinnie Luciano spoke.  “Benito, leave the girl with us.  We will see that she gets home.”
 
   “Grazie, Zio.  Mantenere la sua sicurezza, lei è il mio cuore.” He bent and kissed Lane’s cheek.  “I’ll call you after my meeting.  Please don’t run away with one of my uncles while I’m away.”
 
   Ben walked out of the restaurant and pulled his cell phone from his pocket.
 
   “Tanner, have you got anything yet?  I just spoke to my uncle Vinnie.  It seems that Gardner’s father put 1.5 million in trust for Lane when she was four years old.  That was a lot of money 45 years ago.  God knows how much it is now.  See what you can find out.  I’m on my way to meet McGuire and Hunter.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11 
 
   Interagency Cooperation
 
   Adam Hunter came to the lobby to meet Ben and escorted him to a conference room where Colin and Mick were waiting. When they were all seated, Adam began. “The crime scene guys have processed the car.  We got a lot of fingerprints.  Yours, hers, some we didn’t have on file that I assume belong to her kids.  We found several for Kyle Paulson.” 
 
   Ben nodded.  “He’s the guard at Telco.  He found the car and put out the fire.  You’d expect his prints.”
 
   “Not where we found them.  The fire was in the car’s interior.  It’s a convertible and the top was down. All he had to do was use the fire extinguisher.  I sure wouldn’t expect his prints on the engine or in the trunk.  In fact, his prints were all over the car, more like he was looking for something than like he was just putting out a fire.”  Adam held up a red canvas roll.  “We did find this.”  He unfurled the canvas. “It’s an emergency tool kit.  And it’s missing something.”  He pointed to a missing slot.
 
   “Judging from the other tools, that slot could have held the murder weapon.”  Mick added.
 
   Ben shook his head.  “Lane has that car detailed every two weeks like clockwork.  She drops by the dealership with donuts and the guys take her to work, detail the car for her, and pick her up at the end of the day.  I now the schedule and she would have dropped it off the Friday before the murder.”  
 
   Adam nodded.  “I know you guys did a preliminary interview with Paulson yesterday, but as you described it to me, you, and Mick were introduced as friends.  So, he didn’t know Mick was police and he thought it was just Lane doing the interview for Telco and her own insurance purposes.  I think with his fingerprints all over the vehicle, that I have enough to bring him in for questioning, about the fire anyway.  I’m with you; I don’t know a cop alive who believes in coincidence, and it’s too big a coincidence that her car catches fire in a secured underground parking lot four days after she finds a body, and just one day after the murder weapon is found – where did you say, Mick?  Under her bed?  Who takes the time to wipe off prints but leaves the blood and then puts the weapon under her bed?  Then doesn’t bother to throw away the tool kit that it came from?”
 
   Mick shook his head.   “No, she didn’t do this, but she sure pissed someone off enough so they’re setting her up for it.  As much as I hate it, I’m still going to have to bring her in again.  I might get Franklin to hold off until tomorrow if you can get Paulson in this afternoon.”
 
   Ben looked at Adam “I can assure you those aren’t Lane’s tools.  She wouldn’t have the vaguest idea what to do with a tool kit.  She said the parking lot has state of the art video surveillance.  The property manager’s name was Sam Holt.  Maybe you can get him to pull the video.”
 
   Ben cleared his throat.  Normally, he wouldn’t hand the cops anything that could provide a motive pointing toward his client, but he knew they’d find out eventually and he wanted to be sure he put his spin on it.
 
   “There’s something else that you should know.  My uncle Sal represented Gardner in the vehicular homicide case 45 years ago.  I just found out that Gardner’s old man put 1.5 million dollars in trust for Lane back then.  Apparently her Aunt refused to take the money, but it’s still there, still held for her and it’s worth over 10 million today.  I haven’t had a chance to talk to her about it yet, but I know it’ll come as complete a surprise to her. One more thing, she’s staying at my place until this is over.”
 
   Mick whistled and shook his head.  Lane was beautiful, smart, and now a millionaire and she belonged to Bellini.  Some guys had all the luck. But, he was confident that it was just a matter of time until Bellini moved on.
 
   Adam looked at Mick.  “If you want to observe the interview, I can notify you when we have Paulson.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks.  There’s just something off about this whole thing.”
 
   Mick and Ben stood in the parking lot.  “I’ll call you after I talk to Franklin. We can arrange a time for you to bring Lane in.”
 
   Ben sat in his Jag and called his office.  It was three o’clock now and his uncles were still out of the office.  In fact, they’d left word they’d be out for the rest of the afternoon.  He called Lane.
 
   “Hello, Ben.”
 
   “Red, I thought I asked you not to run away with those two old men.”
 
   Lane laughed.  “What makes you think we ran away?”
 
   “Well, I just called my office and neither of them is there.  I heard they’d called to say they wouldn’t be in for the rest of the day.  And I did entrust you to them when I left.”
 
   “I see, using your superior powers of deduction again.  We haven’t run away.  We’re car shopping.”
 
   “The BMW dealer?”
 
   “No, Gardner Automotive off State Line.”
 
   “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”  Ben shook his head, what the heck were they up to and whose idea had it been to go to Gardner Automotive?  
 
   His uncles had taken him in as a partner when he graduated from law school and he’d learned a lot about criminal law from his uncle Sal.  Vinnie didn’t practice criminal law; he specialized in estate planning, family law, and wills.  They’d taken him under their wing when he was still in high school when he had expressed an interest in practicing law instead of going into the restaurant business with his father.  Vinnie’s daughters Bianca and Daniela were also partners at the firm now.
 
   Sal’s wife had died young leaving him a widower at the age of 43.  Uncle Sal turned into a real ladies man after that, dating a lot of women and moving on before things could get serious.  Uncle Sal once told Ben that his Guilia was the love of his life and he’d never marry again, but men had needs.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12 
 
   Car shopping
 
   Ben pulled into the lot of Gardner Automotive.  Gardner sold high-end vehicles.  It was where he’d gotten his Jag.  The salesmen here didn’t swarm you, they schmoozed you.  He walked into the showroom to find Lane and his uncles inspecting a Mercedes E-class convertible.  The one on the floor was black.  Not Lane’s color at all.  
 
   The salesman looked up.  “Mr. Bellini, it’s a pleasure to see you again.  Is there something I can show you?” 
 
   Ben inclined his head toward the E-class.  “I’m with them.” He kissed Lane’s cheek, put his hand proprietarily in the small of her back, and nodded toward his uncles. “Uncles.”  
 
   They smiled at him.  
 
   Ben waved his hand around the showroom.  “Questa non è casa mia.”
 
   “You said the lady’s car had burned.  She said she was going to shop for a new one.  We offered to come with her. E la signora è sicura come hai chiesto.”
 
   He pulled Lane closer and looked at his uncles.  “Did you form a parade from Papa’s or did you leave her car there?”
 
   Lane looked up at him.  “Your uncles let me drive.  I have to take them back to Papa’s when we finish.”  She leaned close to his ear and whispered, “Has anyone ever told you that you worry too much?”
 
   He laughed.  “What can I say?  You do bring out the mother hen in me.”
 
   “So, we’ve narrowed it down to these two cars.”  She pointed between the E-Class convertible and an SLK-class.  “I love the SL, but it’s twice the price.  Uncle Vinnie says I should drive it anyway.  I didn’t pay $125,000.00 for my first house; I can’t imagine paying that for a car.”
 
   Again, Ben smiled at his uncles.  “We need to talk,” he whispered as he guided her away from both his uncles and the salesman.  “I had hoped to have this conversation at home and in private, but I guess we need to do it now.” 
 
   She looked up at him, a look of curiosity on her face, as they stood looking out the window.  In her experience, the phrase we need to talk was never good, especially when it was followed closely by the words private and at home.  God, she thought, I’m about to be arrested quickly followed by or maybe now my house has burned down. On the other hand, maybe he was going to dump her.  
 
   “Oh, God, what’s happened now?  What’s wrong?  Is it the house, is it the kids?”
 
   He turned her to face him.  “Shhh.  Take a breath.  It’s not bad news. It might even be considered good news.  It seems that Paul Gardner’s father put 1.5 million dollars in trust for you after the accident.”  Not sure how the news might affect her, he tightened his grip around her waist.
 
   She squinted up at him. She studied him before laughing.  “That’s a really good one Ben.  You had me going there for a minute.”  
 
   “It’s no joke, Red.   Your aunt refused to take the money at the time, but it’s still in trust for you.  Uncle Vinnie’s been administering it and it’s grown to over 10 million dollars.”
 
   She turned her head to look at the Misters Luciano standing 50 feet away.  The two older men looked innocent enough in their three-thousand dollar Italian suits.  She was sure they were wearing Brioni; it was a label that Ben favored.  It was deceiving.  All afternoon they’d known this and hadn’t said a word to her even as Uncle Vinnie was steering her toward a car she was sure was totally out of her price range.  She opened her mouth and closed it.  Opened it and closed it again.  She shook her head. 
 
   “I need to give this some thought.  I’d like to go home now.   Give my keys to those devious old men over there and just take me home.”
 
   Ben took the keys from her hand and approached his uncles.  “Can I trust you two to get her car to my house?”  They looked at him as if to say “what did we do?” but they agreed to drive Lane’s Escalade to Ben’s house.
 
   He turned and walked back to Lane.  He took her hand and they walked to his car.  He could almost hear the wheels turning as he opened the passenger door for her. He bent and kissed her.  He walked around and opened his door.  “I can hear you thinking.”  
 
   “I’m shocked.  I’m flabbergasted.  I’m curious.  I’m angry.”  She took a breath.  “And apparently, I’m a millionaire?  What the hell, Bellini,” she said quietly.
 
   Even if she hadn’t told him, he knew she was angry. Lane very rarely cursed and he couldn’t remember her ever referring to him by only his last name.
 
   She turned to face him.  “How the hell long have you known this? What impact does it have on the case?  God, do I owe a fortune in back taxes?  What the hell, Bellini?”
 
   Bellini twice in 60 seconds, this wasn’t good.  He was about to tell her to calm down, but he knew that telling her to calm down at this point might be like signing his own death warrant.  Telling her to breathe should be all right because she’d often said that when she was upset sometimes it was as if she forgot to breathe.
 
   They’d never had a fight.  Not during the three years they’d been friends, and not during the eight weeks they’d been a couple.  They were less than 15 minutes from his house; if there was going to be yelling, he’d like to be safely off the streets, but he wasn’t sure he could stall for 15 minutes without responding to her questions.
 
   He took a deep breath and exhaled.  “It was what uncle Vinnie told me before I left Papa’s.  I called Tanner from the parking lot and he’s been checking into it.”  He paused, “Some people might be happy to find out they had 10 million dollars.”  He had said it lightly, but as soon as the words were out of his mouth, even before he saw the look on her face and long before she turned away from him to look out the window, he knew saying it was a mistake.
 
   He always held her hand when they were in the car.  She hadn’t pulled her hand away.  Surely, that was a good sign.
 
   Lane wasn’t the type to give anyone the silent treatment, but she needed a minute to collect her thoughts.  This wasn’t Ben’s fault.  He hadn’t exactly kept anything from her.  He’d told her as soon as he could, and she understood that he wanted to talk about it in private.  Still his sweet uncles were devious, conniving, deceitful old men.  They could have told her. She smiled and shook her head slightly.  Oh, of course, Italian macho crap.  They told the man.  It was his job to tell the little woman. Little woman like hell.  She’d show them little woman.  She took a breath and exhaled. Then took another, counted to ten and exhaled.  It isn’t Ben’s fault, she reminded herself.
 
   They were stopped at a red light.  She turned toward him and removed her hand from his grasp.  Uh-oh, he was in for it.  Home was just a few blocks away now.  He didn’t want to have a screaming match in the car.  It crossed his mind that she might be going to get out of the car.  Instead, to his utter amazement, she reached over, took his face in her hands, leaned over, and kissed him.
 
   Kissing was good.  He wasn’t sure how she’d gone from “What the hell, Bellini” to kissing him, but then again he wasn’t going to ask.  He’d pulled into his driveway.  As a lawyer, he’d learned that sometimes it’s better to remain silent.  He wasn’t going to say anything until they got inside.
 
   He turned off the ignition, got out, and walked around the car to open her door. She got out, grabbed him, and kissed him again.  He was really confused.  Minutes ago, he was sure she was about to hand him his head.  It felt like they were making up before they’d even had a fight.  I could live with this he thought and then he wondered if he should be waiting for the other shoe to drop.  She took his hand and led him to the sofa in the great room.  She gave his chest a little push so that he sat down and then she sat straddling him.  
 
   “I was mad.” She leaned in and kissed him moaning as their tongues danced.
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  You didn’t do anything.  I’m not mad at you.”  She kissed him again.
 
   “I just needed to remind myself.  Now, I’m calm.” She loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar before kissing him again.
 
   Yeah, she was calm but he was confused.  The doorbell rang.  She kissed him again and shifted so he could stand.  He tried to adjust the erection that had literally popped up in the last couple of minutes.  As she followed him, toward the door, she whispered “But I may kill your uncles.”
 
   He opened the door to see his uncles.  Sal held the keys toward Lane.  
 
   “May we come in?” Sal asked as he stepped into the foyer.
 
   “I suspect the lady may have some questions for us.”  Vinnie said as he followed his brother.
 
   God he didn’t want any bloodshed.
 
   “È arrabbiata,” Ben warned.
 
   Lane smiled and gestured toward the great room.   “The first rule, gentlemen, is English shall be spoken in my presence.” They followed her to the great room and waited for her to sit.
 
   “Uncle Sal, we’ve met before?  When I was four?  Perhaps in the hospital while I waited for the authorities to find my Aunt and for her to come to Kansas City?”
 
   Salvatore Luciano smiled, but it was his brother, Vinnie who spoke.  “No, my dear that was me.  My brother was at the jail with young Gardner.  I was at the hospital with Mr. Gardino.  That is young Gardner’s father.  I had spoken to the doctors and knew that the prognosis for your father was less than favorable.  That was when Mr. Gardino instructed me to set up the trust.”
 
   Sal continued where Vinnie had left off.  “I stayed with young Gardner through the arraignment, got him released on bail, and met my brother at the hospital.  You were so young, so small, and so alone.  Vinnie had convinced the doctor and the police that since your Aunt would arrive soon there was no need to involve children’s services.  We would take care of you, watch over you, and keep you safe until your Aunt could come get you.  We didn’t take you from the hospital.  We took turns staying with you through the night until your Aunt came.”
 
   Vinnie picked up the story.  “I spoke with her to tell her about the trust that Mr. Gardino had asked me to establish.  She refused it.  Called it a bribe and said she didn’t want his blood money.  She took you from the hospital and went back to Iowa.  Mr. Gardino still insisted that I set up the trust.  He said the decision should be yours when you were old enough to decide.  When you were 21, I tried to find you, but your mother had died and your Aunt had married years before and she had moved.  We didn’t know where you were.  You didn’t have a social security number when you were four.  It’s not like today when parents get social security numbers for babies as soon as they’re born. I searched for Angelique Valle everywhere.”
 
   “Yes, by the time I started school my Aunt Marta had begun calling me by my middle name.  By the time you began to look for me I had been married and Angelique Valle was no more.”  She looked out the window at the lake.  “I do have questions.  Many of them.  You’ve been administering the trust all of this time.  What does that mean?  Are there tax implications?  Must I claim the money or may I give it away.  If I give it away, what are the tax implications?”
 
   “The trust has been paying the taxes and as long as the trust exists that will be the case.  The money, all of it, is yours to do with as you please. I suggest you talk to your own financial planner and legal counsel before you decide.  Most importantly, I suggest that you do nothing immediately, but give it time to sink in a bit.”
 
   Vinnie stood and reached into his wallet and pulled out a business card, which he offered to Lane.  “I know you probably already have Benito’s card, but whomever you retain to handle the matter will want to contact me directly.  All of my information is on this.”
 
   Sal stood and the two men faced Lane, but it was Vinnie who spoke.  “Please forgive us, for though we are old men, we knew immediately when we met you today that you were our little Angel of the Valley.  We are so happy we have found you.”
 
   They each hugged her before they turned to leave.  She stayed in the great room while Ben walked them to the door.  They’d spoken only English for the last hour.  Surely, they needed to tell secrets to each other in Italian again.  She made a mental note to order Rosetta Stone for Italian in the morning.
 
   Ben returned and took her in his arms.  “I think we were making up before we were interrupted.”
 
   She kissed him.  “We weren’t making up; I was forgiving you for being a macho Italian man after I decided to hold you blameless for your uncles conspiring to keep secrets.  When we have a fight, counselor, believe me you’ll know it.”
 
   He took half a step back.  “They say redheads have fiery tempers.  I consider myself warned.”
 
   She playfully hit his chest.  “You can joke if you want. But believe me; you don’t want to see me really mad.”
 
   He pulled her close and kissed her.  “Are you hungry?  How about if I change out of this suit and make dinner?”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13 
 
   Dinner & Dancing at home
 
   Lane had eaten chicken Spedini for lunch, but that had been hours ago.  She realized she was starving.  While Ben was changing, she put together a salad.  It was the one thing she knew she was safe in “cooking” in Ben’s kitchen.  Having grown up in the restaurant business had made Ben a great cook.   Growing up Italian meant that everything was done from scratch.  No frozen ingredients. No boxed pasta.  No Ragu or Prego spaghetti sauce.  His sauce had to simmer all day.
 
   Lane smiled as she remembered the first and only time she had made pasta and tried to serve it to Ben.  It was the first weekend after she’d brought the kids to Kansas.  She had gotten Italian sausages and meatballs from Walmart Market and she had cooked boxed spaghetti and had two jars of Prego spaghetti sauce simmering in separate pots.  Ben had come in through the garage and was assaulted by the smell.  He casually lifted the lids and looked into each pot and pan.  He shook his head.  
 
   “Lane, we don’t use boxed spaghetti, we don’t use sauce from a jar, and we don’t buy our meat from Walmart.”  He had turned each burner off as he said, “I’m taking you and the kids out tonight.”
 
   It was the first time he’d taken them to Bellini’s; and it was the last time Lane had cooked anything Italian except pizza and even then, she only made it when she was sure Ben wouldn’t be eating it. 
 
   He came from the bedroom dressed in his normal casual attire, khaki slacks, and a polo shirt.  He was barefoot, and he wrapped his arms around her as she stood in front of the open refrigerator. She had just put the salad she’d thrown together in the fridge so it wouldn’t wilt.
 
   Ben had turned on the stereo.  Frank Sinatra was singing and Ben began waltzing her around his large kitchen.  Who knew Ben not only was a great dancer, but that he loved to dance.  She rested her head on his shoulder.  
 
   “So, counselor, where did you learn to dance?”
 
   “It was something that Mama insisted we all learn.  I think I started lessons before I could walk.  She and Papa would move the furniture out of the way and dance together. When we were very small, they would hold us as they danced.  When we were older, she taught all of us boys, Papa taught Marie Terese.  The restaurant was closed on Mondays then, and it became our dance lesson night.  We learned the waltz, fox trot, tango, to rock and roll and of course the tarantella.  My brothers and I were a hit at all of the school dances.  Even in junior high when most boys stood on one side of the gym and the girls stood on the other, we Bellinis crossed the demarcation line and broke the ice.”
 
   Lane smiled as she imagined a 13-year-old Ben Bellini breaking hearts as he made a valiant attempt to waltz some prepubescent girl around a gym floor.
 
   As the song ended, he bent her backward and kissed her.  “What are you hungry for tonight, Red?”  She knew he wasn’t really talking about food.  It was clear from his kisses, and from the conversation they’d had last night.
 
   Lane had no idea how desirable she was.  He could tell by the way that Mickey looked at her that had he not come to his senses eight weeks ago, he’d be at risk of losing her now.  He knew she’d been hurt in the past, that she’d been abandoned, and hurt by men from her father who died when she was four to the idiot she considered marrying several years ago.  He was going to do everything humanly possible to ensure that no one ever hurt her again.
 
   Much to her surprise, he opened the freezer.  “I have some of Mama’s lasagna in here. Shall we heat that up?”  The Bellini family had dinner together every Sunday.  Even Italian families who weren’t in the restaurant business revolved around food.  She knew the Bellinis got together every other month or so and made Italian sausages.  The rule was if you didn’t help make the sausages, you didn’t get any sausages.  Mama Bellini didn’t take pity on any of her children in this respect.
 
   “I can put it in the oven, and we could change for a swim.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.”  Lane gave him a quick kiss and headed to the bedroom to change.
 
   Ben put the lasagna in the oven and set the timer for 45 minutes before changing and meeting her in the pool.
 
   It was a lovely evening with lasagna, salad, and wine. Following dinner, they sat on patio and talked as they listened to music.
 
   Lane mentioned that she thought she was going to give Al Edwards’ wife Babs a call and make an appointment to talk about the trust.  Babs had done Lane’s will and she was someone Lane knew and trusted.
 
   That night, there was no discussion about where Lane would sleep.  She knew she’d be in Ben’s bed just as Ben knew it would be another restless night for him.  Still he wouldn’t have her anywhere else.  He worried about what he was going to do if this stretched beyond Friday night.  Saturday, the boys would be back from visiting their father and Jess was flying in.  While Lane wouldn’t be alone, the kids would also be in danger.  He was mentally rearranging his house to accommodate the Parkers when his landline rang. 
 
   He answered and asked the caller to hold.  He looked at Lane.  “I’ll take this in the den.” 
 
   “Okay, Mickey, go ahead.”  He said as he closed the door.
 
   “I just wanted to check in.  Hunter hasn’t rounded Paulson up yet.  How’s Lane holding up?”
 
   “No headache all day as far as I know.  We were just getting ready to turn in.”  Ben couldn’t help himself; he needed to be sure Mickey knew whose bed Lane was sleeping in.  “Have you talked with Franklin?”
 
   That Rick Springfield song played through Mick’s mind… Jessie’s Girl … “And she's watching him with those eyes … And she's lovin' him with that body, I just know it … you know I wish I had Jessie’s girl.”  Yeah, he wished he had Bellini’s girl. He gave his head a shake.  God what was wrong with him?  He was 52 not some hormone enraged teenager.
 
   “Yeah, he’s okay with holding off on doing her interview until after we talk to Paulson.”
 
    “Great, give me a call as soon as you guys are able to talk with him.  I need this finished before her kids get back Saturday.”
 
   Mick cringed as he hung up.  He was breaking all of the rules for a woman who barely knew he was alive probably because she was in love with another man.  He shook his head.  He was too old for this shit.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14 
 
   Trust me
 
   Friday morning began much as Thursday had.  Ben was up before dawn feeling less than rested.  On the one hand, he could get used to waking up with this woman in his arms and on the other hand, it would be better if she were naked and he wasn’t frustrated.  He dressed for his run, kissed Lane on the cheek, and headed out the door.
 
   As he ran, he thought about how he was going to convince Lane and the Parker Kids to stay with him until the killer was safely behind bars.  Moreover, he wondered how, once he had them all under his roof, he would convince Lane to stay in his bed.  He laughed.  They weren’t even having sex and he was trying to figure out how to break things to her kids.  
 
   He’d had “the sex talk” with both Jake and Jamie years ago.  Jake had approached him three years ago shortly after he’d moved to Kansas.  It was Jake, who had told Ben the truth about Phillip Parker.  Lane had wanted all three kids to have a relationship with their father, but the three of them each had handled their father’s sexual orientation and his departure from the family differently.  Jake hadn’t felt he could have a talk about girls and sexual urges with a gay man and he had talked with Ben.  How Jake had made it through high school and his first three years of college still a virgin was beyond Ben.  Jake was a good-looking guy, he’d been an athlete in high school.  In Ben’s experience, girls were attracted to jocks.  From the discussion, Ben gathered that Jake had dated but actually had been too afraid to seal the deal.  Ben had talked about urges, how easy it was to confuse lust with love.  He’d told Jake that,  ‘stop means stop’, ‘no means no, not maybe’, ‘sometimes maybe means no’ and most importantly, never have sex with a woman who was too impaired to say no or stop, and above all, never, never, never have unprotected sex because there are rules. Much to his own surprise, he’d repeated Fr. O’Connor’s speech about men wanting to marry virgins.  It was a year or so later when he sat Jamie down and a similar conversation had taken place. 
 
   However, there was a difference between talking to the Parker boys about their sex lives and talking to them about him and their mother.  Then there was Jess.  Jess was 5’ 4” of intense.  She’d called him after Memorial Day and told him in clear concise terms what she would do to him if he ever hurt her mother.  She knew where he worked and where he lived.  She’d reminded him that she knew the codes to his garage and alarm systems.  There would be no place where he could be safe. Then she said that when he least expected it, she would castrate him.  That’s exactly what she’d said; castrate him.  The only down side for her she had said was that she’d have to find someone else to act as her defense attorney.  
 
   Ben remembered the first time Jess had called him for help.  It was about six months after she’d come to Kansas. There was a guy that she’d gone out with who didn’t want to let her go.  She’d gone out with the guy only a couple of times and quickly decided he wasn’t anyone she wanted in her life.  He would wait near their house and follow her to school.  He’d wait outside school and follow her home.  He’d sit down the block and just stare at the house.  Either he wasn’t good at hiding or he wasn’t trying to hide.  The first day she let it go, but the second day when she saw his car waiting in the neighborhood, she’d called Ben.  He’d told her he’d take care of it.  
 
   He’d called the scrawny kid whose name was Nate.  He had invited the kid to have lunch at Bellini’s.  The whole city believes Bellini’s is a mob hang out and Ben wasn’t above using that to his advantage.  He met the kid in the parking lot and was greeted at the door by Enzo who addressed Ben as Mr. Bellini before escorting them to the Board Room.  Nate was about five feet seven inches tall, and might have weighed in at 130 lbs.  Ben was six feet four inches tall and weighed 210.  His size alone was intimidating to the kid.  After they sat, Ben explained that Jess was a close friend and he’d take it personally if anything happened to make Jess upset.  Just to be sure that Nate got the full idea, Ben made sure his father had come by the table.  Ben had stood and kissed his father on both cheeks being sure the kid knew that this was owner of Bellini’s and that Ben called him Papa.  There were no threats.  It was all accomplished by intimidation, but Nate never bothered Jess again.  Shortly afterward, Ben had talked with Lane about enrolling Jess in self-defense classes.  
 
   He laughed, if Jess castrated him, he’d have only himself to blame, first because he’d done something stupid enough to hurt her mother and second because it had been his idea to be sure she had the ability to do it.
 
   He returned home, swam, showered, and dressed.  Lane still slept.  He stood watching her for a few minutes.  She looked so safe, so peaceful, so, well, right sleeping in his bed.  Ben bent and kissed her forehead and left for the office.  
 
   Lane slept in a little late even for her.  It was 9:15 a.m. when she awoke to the buzzing of her iPhone.  
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Lane? It’s Meg.  How are you?”
 
   Lane sat up in bed and smiled.  “I’m fine, Meg.  How are you?”
 
   “Good, I’m good.  I called your house first and didn’t get an answer.  I was a little worried that tall, dark and handsome had arrested you.  But then I remembered tall, dark and oh my God and knew that he would never let that happen.”
 
   Lane laughed.  “No, Mick hasn’t arrested me.  And, you’re right, even if he does, Ben will never let anything happen to me.  So, what’s going on?”
 
   “A package was delivered here from Evelyn.”
 
   Evelyn Parker was Lane’s friend and ex-mother-in-law who was still living in Omaha.
 
   “It’s probably for your birthday.  You know that she likes to send packages to the office so she can be sure there’s someone to receive them.  I could bring it by your house after work if you want.”
 
   “No, that’s okay.  I’ll drop by the office later today and pick it up.  Meg, I have some things to do today, so I might not be there until after five o’clock.  Would you lock it in my office?”
 
   Lane called Babs Edwards’ office and was pleasantly surprised to find that she could see Babs at eleven o’clock.
 
   Lane got up, showered, and dressed in jeans, a sleeveless cotton blouse, and sandals.  She called Ben to let him know that she was able to get in to see Babs.   
 
   Babs’ office was less than ten minutes from Ben’s house and Lane was there in plenty of time.  She was prepared to sit and wait.  After she’d given the receptionist her name, she took out her iPhone and opened her e-reader app.  She hadn’t even read three pages when Babs approached her.  Babs who was in her mid-fifties was five feet nothing in her bare feet, so she had a tendency to wear very high heels.  Today she was wearing a vivid red suit and platform pumps that had 5” heels.  She was still almost half a foot shorter than Lane.
 
   When they were in Babs’ office, Lane hugged her and offered best wishes on her marriage.  
 
   “Al told me about the trouble you’re having.  What can I do to help?”  Babs couldn’t imagine what advice she could possibly offer, but she liked Lane and would do whatever she could.
 
   Lane smiled.  It was such an unbelievable situation.  She reached into her Brahmin bag and got Uncle Vinnie’s card.  As she handed it to Babs, she explained.
 
   “When I was four years old, my father and I were in a car accident.  The accident was caused when a drunk teenager crossed the centerline and hit us.  I was uninjured, but my father died a few months later as a result of his injuries.”
 
   “Lane, I am so sorry.  That must have been difficult.”
 
   “Thank-you.  It was made more difficult because my mother who had ovarian cancer died just weeks after my father died.  I was raised by my mother’s younger sister.”
 
   Babs looked at the card Lane had handed to her.  She still didn’t know why Lane was in her office or why Lane had given her Vincenzo Luciano’s card.  She reached out and took Lane’s hand.
 
   Lane gave a half smile.  “I learned yesterday that the young driver came from a very wealthy family.  His father put 1.5 million dollars in trust for me.  Vincenzo Luciano has been administering that trust all this time.  Apparently, it’s grown substantially.  I’m here because I want to discuss the trust.  I’m not sure what to do with it.  Mr. Luciano suggested that I talk with my own advisor before I make any decisions.”
 
   “I see.  Let me call Mr. Luciano’s office and have the details sent to me.”
 
   Babs stood and walked to her desk.  She dialed the number on the card, gave her name, and her client’s name to the person on the other end of the line.  Seconds later Mr. Luciano was on the line.
 
   “Mr. Luciano, My name is Barbara Burns.  I represent Lane Parker.”
 
   “Yes, I’d appreciate that,” she said before she gave her fax number.
 
   “Yes, what can you tell me about the specifics of the trust?”
 
   “Yes, as a matter of fact Mrs. Parker is in my office.”  She put the call on hold and looked at Lane.
 
   “Mr. Luciano has suggested we meet him at Bellini’s for a late lunch meeting.  Are you free at one o’clock?”
 
   Lane nodded.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Luciano, we’ll be happy to meet you there at one.” Babs disconnected the call.
 
   Lane looked across the desk.
 
   “Babs, Vinnie is my boyfriend’s uncle.”  She paused.  That was the first time she’d called Ben her boyfriend.  It was odd, was she too old to have a boyfriend?  Maybe, but she wasn’t old enough to use the term gentleman friend and it was too soon to call him her significant other even though that was really what he was.
 
   “The entire situation is … complicated, I guess.  The man I found dead was the teenaged driver who killed my father.  Ben and I had lunch yesterday with his uncle who told us about the trust.  I understand that my aunt knew about the trust, but refused it.  Apparently, Mr. Gardino had them hold the money in trust anyway and Mr. Luciano was supposed to find me when I became of age.  He knew me as Angelique Valle – but my Aunt had begun calling me Lane.  Even though he said he did try, it was impossible.  So it was quite by accident that it all came out at lunch yesterday.”
 
   There was a rap at the door and Bab’s assistant brought in the fax from Mr. Luciano’s office.
 
   “Let me look all of this over.  Perhaps we can meet in an hour at Bellini’s.  That would give us half an hour to talk before we meet with Mr. Luciano.”
 
   Lane smiled.  She’d felt a little under dressed during her meeting yesterday with the Luciano brothers.  The uncles were wearing Gucci shoes and Brioni suits which retail in the thousands. She thought she’d like to go home and put on a suit of her own before the meeting even if it would take at least ten of her suits to equal the price of the one Uncle Vinnie had worn yesterday.  Still, she’d feel better.
 
   Ben had been extremely anxious to get her out of her house, and she had to admit that he had a point.  She called him from the parking lot of Babs’ office.
 
   “Red, how did the meeting with Babs go?”
 
   “Uncle Vinnie faxed some paperwork to her and asked if we’d meet him at Papa’s at one o’clock for a late lunch.  I’m going home – my home – to change.  I felt a little under dressed with those two old men yesterday.”
 
   “Lane, I don’t want to sound like an old woman, but I really would feel better if you aren’t alone at your house until this is resolved.  I can’t get away right now.  I’ll send Tanner to meet you.  Please don’t go in until he gets there.”
 
   She couldn’t decide whether to be angry, but then again, she had called Ben and she’d done it because she knew he had a point about it being dangerous to be alone at her house.  She agreed to wait for Tanner knowing that it meant Tanner would go in first, gun drawn to clear the house before he let her in and that he’d wait while she changed.  On the one hand, it seemed like overkill, on the other it was a small price to pay for her safety.
 
   Safety.  Suddenly it dawned on her that the kids would be back tomorrow.  If it wasn’t safe for her to live in her house right now, how was she going to keep the kids safe?  She’d talk to Ben.  Maybe they could get the police to add an extra patrol or something.
 
   She drove to her house and was surprised to find Tanner’s SUV already parked in her driveway.  Tanner was outside the vehicle walking around the house.  Securing the perimeter is the way it would read in a novel.  She sat in her Escalade until Tanner motioned for her to get out.  He had her enter the garage code and he preceded her into the house just the way she’d imagined it.  He cleared the house, room by room even checking the basement, before he let her go further than the garage.
 
   “Go ahead and change.  I’ll wait in the hall.”  
 
   Lane went into her bedroom and quickly selected not a suit, but a dress.  It was a tailored, linen, sleeveless sheath in black and cream.  She dressed quickly with nude hose, and black and cream shoes.  She quickly transferred some things into a black and cream striped Brahmin bag and then grabbed up her discarded jeans, blouse, and sandals and put them into a duffle bag as she walked into the hall.
 
   “Hope I didn’t keep you too long.  Are you supposed to follow me to Bellini’s or am I on my own now?”
 
   Tanner laughed.  “You’re on your own, but you might want to give the man a call.  He worries.”
 
   Sometimes it was easy to forget Ben was 12 years younger because he had always acted as if he was the older brother, father, uncle.  She laughed a bit.  It made her think about her little cousin Hannah.  When Hannah was about three, she was trying to process how Lane really fit into the family and one day she told Marta “I have a sister.” When Marta asked who she said, “Lane and I have an aunt.” When Marta again asked who, again little Hannah replied, “Lane and I have a cousin.” Again, the answer was “Lane.” But, when she followed with “and I have two Mamas.” Taken aback Marta asked who, “You, and Lane.” Little Hannah had replied.  Apparently, Lane was whichever female relative that little Hannah needed.  Maybe Ben was whatever man Lane needed.  She shook her head.    Ben was her friend, her boyfriend.  He wasn’t her brother, father, uncle, or even her husband, yet.  Where the heck had that come from?
 
   She sat in her SUV and called Ben.  Her cell was connected to the stereo system via blue tooth, so she felt safe to drive.  
 
   The phone had barely rung when he picked up.  “Red, Tanner says everything’s fine at the house.”  
 
   Lane smiled.  Of course Tanner would have called Ben while she was changing.  “I’m on my way to Papa’s.  I have a couple of errands to run this afternoon, and then I need to stop by my office.  Evie sent a package for me and I need to pick it up.  Any idea what time you’ll finish up today?  I was thinking we could meet for dinner some place.”
 
   Lane knew Ben had a trial starting Monday and since she’d taken up so much time this week, she suspected he might be working late doing prep for it. 
 
   “I should break free by six-thirty.  I could meet you at seven o’clock.  How does the Bristol sound?”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got yourself a date, Counselor.”
 
   Ben laughed.  “Of course I do, it is date night after all.”  Since they’d met, he’d spent Saturday night with her and with the kids, after they’d moved.  But, Friday had been Ben’s date night.  He’d just wasted three years spending it with the wrong women.  Now, he spent the night with Lane.  The unspoken rule was that it was their night alone.  Saturday was family night, but on Friday, he got her to himself.
 
   Lane parked and opened the door.  She stepped out of the SUV completely oblivious to the stares she received.  She was over six feet tall in her heels and there was the impression that she was completely color coordinated from the tips of her cream and black shoes to her purse, her dress, and her SUV, which was cream, colored with black pin stripes.  She’d left her hair down and it hung loosely around her shoulders.  She approached the double carved wooden doors and thought nothing of the man who stepped forward to open one of them for her.  It was twelve-fifteen so she hadn’t expected to see Babs waiting near the bar.    
 
   She leaned close to the bartender.  “Enzo, we’re meeting Uncle Vinnie.  Has he come in yet?” The bartender shook his head.  A tall, distinguished looking, man with salt and pepper hair approached her.  He placed his hands on her upper arms and pulled her into an embrace and kissed each of her cheeks.  “Bambina.  It is good to see you.”
 
   Lane motioned to Babs.  “Papa, this is my friend Mrs. Edwards.  Babs, this is Dante Bellini.”  
 
   Mr. Bellini took Babs’ hand and kissed her knuckles. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Edwards.”  He took Lane’s hand and tucked it in the crook of his arm as he escorted the women toward the Board Room.  
 
   Lane whispered to him, “We’re meeting Uncle Vinnie, and we were hoping to have some time to talk before he arrives.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Bambina.  The Board Room isn’t crowded today and I’ll seat you in the corner.”
 
   Much to Lane’s surprise, there was no one in the Board Room.  She and Babs were seated in the corner and glasses of water were quickly placed before them.  A waiter took drink orders.   Both ordered iced tea.  When the waiter returned with warm bread, he poured olive oil on a plate, and added herbs.
 
   Babs explained the finer details of trusts so that Lane could now decide what to do.  She could take distributions from the trust, dissolve it completely, keep it as is, or convert all or a portion into a charitable trust.  
 
   It was still a lot to take in.  Lane remembered Ben said that some people would be happy to find they had ten million dollars.  Yes, she supposed some people would be, but this was going to take a lot of thought.  A man, now deceased, set up the trust, to do what, ease his conscience about the damage his son had done to her family. Uncle Vinnie had said Aunt Marta called it blood money.  Lane didn’t need the money.  Her parents had provided well for her.  Her father was in life insurance sales and her parents had set up their own trust for her; when she turned twenty-five, control of the trust had passed to her.  She hadn’t needed the money for her support.  There was a sizable life insurance policy that supported her and Aunt Marta and dependent social security benefits that paid for college.  And, the money in the trust established by her parents had just sat there.  
 
   Lane made the introductions between Vinnie and Babs.  They ordered lunch and chatted.  Lane explained that she still hadn’t made any decisions and that she planned to discuss it with her children over the weekend.
 
   The three of them chatted as they enjoyed linguine.  Why had Uncle Vinnie asked for this lunch meeting?  It was true that he’d brought a folder with him containing additional documents to those he’d faxed.  But, he could have messengered those to Babs’ office.  Lane tried to discern why Uncle Vinnie had asked for a lunch meeting judging from the conversation there was absolutely no reason for it.  Lane rubbed her temples.  A throbbing had just begun behind her right eye.  She would be so glad when the weather changed both figuratively and literally, because she was sure it would signal the end of her headaches.
 
   Just before two o’clock, Babs said she had a meeting and needed to leave.  For the second day in a row, Lane found herself sitting at a table in Bellini’s alone with one of the secretive Luciano twins.
 
   Vinnie told Lane how lovely she looked.  He asked about her plans for the rest of the afternoon.  He suggested they return to Gardner automotive.  Perhaps that explained his reason for wanting to meet her for lunch.  What the heck was this old man up to?  Luckily, Lane’s phone rang.  She excused herself and stepped away from the table. She knew from the ring tone who it was.
 
   “Ben?”
 
   “Hey Red, how was lunch?”
 
   “I’m still sort of at lunch.  Babs left half an hour or so ago, but I’m still here with Uncle Vinnie.”
 
   “I tried to warn you about my uncles yesterday.  They’ll charm the sox off you if you aren’t careful. At least Vinnie won’t try to steal you away from me.  He’s married.”
 
   Lane laughed.  “There’s no need to be jealous.  You’re the only tall good looking Italian lawyer I’m interested in.”
 
   “You have no idea how happy that makes me.  Listen, it looks like I’m going to finish up here much earlier than I thought.  There’s something I want to talk about and I was hoping I could pick you up at your office around five-thirty.”
 
   “Okay, that fits with my package pickup plan.”  She wanted to talk with him too.  She needed to figure out a way to keep the kids safe.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15 
 
   All families have secrets
 
   Lane managed to get out of another round of car shopping with Uncle Vinnie; but she still didn’t leave Bellini’s until nearly three o’clock.  That left only a couple of hours for her to drive to the Royals stadium to pick up tickets for a baseball game next Sunday and then swing by the Power and Light District to pick up a special order at the Garment District and make it back to her office to meet Ben at five-thirty.
 
   Like every place in the USA, summer is prime road construction time in Kansas City.  Lane shook her head, sometimes no matter where she wanted to go; it felt like she couldn’t get there from where ever she started.  It was just after five o’clock and traffic was at a standstill as she approached the College exit and headed toward the office.
 
   Telco had a policy in the summer, which allowed employees to work 30 minutes extra Monday through Thursday and then leave the office at 3:00 on Fridays.  Most employees took advantage so they could get on the road toward their lake house destinations early Friday afternoon, so she wasn’t surprised to find the parking lot almost empty.  Still she parked at the curb.  After all, she was just going to take the elevator to the fifth floor, unlock her office, and grab the package.  She’d park when Ben got there so they could use her ID to get them both into the underground lot.
 
   She was surprised that there was no one at the guard station as she entered, but she scanned her ID and walked through the turn style.  She was feeling anxious as she waited for the slower than usual elevator.  
 
   She unlocked the door to her office and was greeted with the fragrance of roses.  She smiled.  The roses Ben had sent on Tuesday were still beautiful.  She’d better take them home.  They wouldn’t last through the weekend.
 
   The package from Evie was sitting on her desk along with a note from Meg.  She read the note.  “I’d have taken your roses home myself except I knew you were coming in today and thought you’d want to have them with you.” Once again, she and Meg were on the same page.  There was no way she was going to be able to carry the roses and the package.  
 
   What the heck had Evie sent? The package wasn’t heavy, just large enough that she needed both hands to carry it.  She looked at her watch, okay; she’d make two trips then.  She still had a few minutes before Ben would be there.  She picked up the package and carried it out.  No need to lock the office, she’d be right back. Again, the elevator was slower than usual, and still no guard at the station as she walked out.  He must be making his rounds checking the offices and parking garage. 
 
   She was lost in thought as she approached her office.  It was probably why she didn’t hear the voices until she’d gone through the door.
 
   “Hurry up, Craig.  How long does it take to hide the damn papers?  The office might be closed, but you never know about that Kelly bitch.  She might still be here, after all, the door was unlocked, and she guards the Parker bitch and her office like a pit bull.”
 
   “Shut up, bro.  I’ve got to make it look good.”
 
   Kyle Paulson had his back to her as he talked to Craig Turner.  Lane gasped and started to back out of the room, but it was too late.  Craig Turner had looked up at his companion to see her standing there.
 
   “Speaking of the Parker bitch, grab her before she gets away.”
 
   Lane struggled as the guard grabbed her upper arm.  “What are you two doing in my office?”
 
   Kyle pushed her into one of the visitor chairs by her desk.  “Shut up.  What are we going to do now, Craig?”
 
   Kyle had pulled out his gun and was pointing it at Lane as he spoke to the other man.  “When I came to you for money for Gracie’s treatments, you told me that you knew how to get the money and get something for yourself too.  Well, it’s been almost a week, and I still ain’t got any money.   The shrinks say she needs to be in a facility.  My insurance ain’t going to cover it.  I need that money.”
 
   Kyle had started to pace as he waved the gun at Lane.  
 
   Lane steadied herself in the chair, and calmly asked, “Who’s Gracie, Kyle?”
 
   “She’s my wife.  She had started having hallucinations or something.  She’s had CT scan after scan, but she says the doctors were wrong.  She says she doesn’t understand why the scans don’t show the little man who lives in her head and talks to her.”
 
   “Shut up Kyle.”
 
   Lane held her breath as Kyle swung around and now pointed the gun at Craig Turner.
 
   “No, brother.  You shut up.  Gracie says I shouldn’t have come to you.  She says the little man says you’re not trying to help us.  She says the little man says you’re just trying to help yourself to Ms. Parker’s job.  Maybe Gracie ain’t so crazy after all.”
 
   Lane looked from one man to the other.  Kyle Paulson had just called Craig Turner brother, but they looked nothing alike.  Again, with a calm that she didn’t really feel, she said, “I have some money, Kyle.  Maybe I could help you with Gracie’s treatments.”
 
   Craig Turner approached her.  “Just shut up, Lane,” He hissed.  “This was supposed to be easy.  Kyle was just supposed to dispose of dear old dad, they’d read the will, and the money would all be split between his two bastard sons.  That’s what he told me when I went to him after my mother died and I found out who my father really was.  He told me I had a half-brother.  Imagine my shock when I found out my brother was the guy who was guarding the offices where I worked.”  
 
   Craig ran his hands through his hair.  Then he laughed.  “Imagine my surprise when I saw you sitting behind us.  I was so worried that you’d recognize me, but I guess the Royals baseball hat I had on was enough of a disguise.  Either that or I’ve always been invisible to you.    Then I started thinking.  Why not pin the murder on you.  The Chief Privacy Officer title should have been mine anyway.  Would have been if you hadn’t screwed your way into it. You’re so hot but so cold.  You’ve never given me a second look, too busy screwing the boss.”
 
   Although it was something she’d heard before, the comment still made her stomach churn. Lane was tall, thin, and pretty.  When she had been promoted to director level at the baby bell, she had actually overheard a conversation between two men who were speculating that she was too pretty to be very bright and obviously, she must have slept her way into the title.  The truth was she had an I.Q. of 187; and she had double master’s degrees - Business Administration and Information Systems.  But, like the two idiots in Omaha, Craig obviously could see better than he could think.  Just another man who let his little head do the thinking for him.  She’d have brought this to Craig Turner’s attention if not for Kyle Paulson who was pacing and swinging the gun somewhat wildly in her direction.  It seemed in her best interest to keep her mouth shut and allow Craig to think what he would at least for now.
 
   She wanted to know what they were going to do with her, but that was something else she thought best not discussed.  So, Kyle had committed the murder and Craig had decided to frame her for it.  Now that she’d stumbled into whatever they were doing in her office, it seemed like the only thing left for them was to add another body to the count.  At least that was what her powers of deduction told her, but then again she was only the one who read crime novels and had the big I.Q.  What did she know?
 
   The phone on her desk rang.  She looked at her watch and then she looked at Craig.
 
   “The office is closed; no one is supposed to be here.  Just let it ring,” Craig growled.
 
   Inside her purse, which sat in front of her on her desk, her cell phone began ringing.  Ben’s ring tone.  He must be downstairs wondering what was taking so long.
 
   “I should probably answer that.  I was supposed to meet someone at five-thirty.  He’ll be wondering where I am.”
 
   She could see the indecision on Craig’s face.
 
   “It’s probably one of those guys who was here after the fire.  Better let her get it.  She can just tell him she’s running late or something.”  Kyle was pointing the gun toward her purse.  
 
   God, please don’t let him shoot her purse.  It was new and she really liked it.
 
   “Okay tell him you’re sick or something and cancel. Put it on speaker.”
 
   Lane opened her purse and pulled her iPhone out, she pushed the speaker icon.  “Hello?”
 
   “Lane, just checking to see how much longer you’ll be.”
 
   “Oh, Mick.  I have a killer headache.  I should have called earlier but I’ve been completely out of it.  I need to cancel.”
 
   “Hey, no problem.  Maybe I can catch you the next time I’m in the neighborhood.”
 
   “Sure, Mick, that’s a great idea.  Talk to you soon.”
 
   She hung up.  She knew Ben was downstairs.  She hoped that he’d picked up on her emphasis on the word killer and that by using Mick’s name he’d know there was something wrong and that he’d call Mick or their friend Hunter.  She just hoped she could keep these two criminal masterminds occupied until the cavalry got there.  Kyle was waving the gun around in her direction again.
 
   “So, Craig, all of this was your idea anyway.  Now what are we going to do?  I still ain’t got any money and in fact, I don’t believe there ever was any.  I’m thinking that maybe you made the whole thing up.  Maybe we ain’t even brothers.  Maybe you were just looking to get someone to off the old guy for you.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16 
 
   Riding to the rescue
 
   Ben had arrived at Telco just before five-thirty.   Lane’s Escalade was parked at the curb.  That didn’t surprise him, but the cargo area door was wide open and that did surprise him.  He couldn’t think of a single reason Lane would have left it open.  He went to the SUV and looked inside.  There was a package in the cargo area.  Obviously she’d been in the office and gotten the package.    He dialed her office number.  No answer.  He dialed her cell.  There was something wrong.
 
   When she said Hello, he could tell he was on speaker and instead of calling her by her nickname, he called her by her name.  And then she’d called him Mick.  There was definitely something wrong.  
 
   He unlocked his glove compartment and took out his gun, but left the holster where it was.  He got the clip from the locked storage compartment under his seat.  He put in his blue tooth earpiece and dialed McGuire’s cell.
 
   “Mickey.  I’m at Lane’s office.  There’s something wrong.”  He related the odd phone conversation.  
 
   “I’m going in,” he said as he snapped the clip in place and pulled back the slide to chamber a round.
 
   “That had better not be a gun I hear, Bellini.”
 
   “I have a permit, Mickey and like I said, I’m going in. And if you’re thinking about sending in the uni’s send them silent.”  Ben was out of his car before Mick had a chance to say that he was five minutes out.  “I can’t wait.  If you’re here before the elevator comes, fine.  Otherwise, like I said, I’m going in.”
 
   Ben had cleared the empty guard station and jumped over the turn style when he heard the door open behind him.
 
   He smiled.  Mickey really did have a problem telling time, but this was one time he was glad of it.  He pushed the elevator button.
 
   “You realize that this is out of my jurisdiction and you have no business being here with that gun at all,” Mick whispered as he joined Ben, gun drawn.
 
   “Yeah, but I’m guessing you called Hunter.  Besides, she’s my girlfriend and she called me by your name. Either of those is enough reason for both of us, I’m guessing.” 
 
   Lane had called Ben by his name and that probably galled him as much as anything.  The elevator doors opened and they walked in each standing at the rear, both with guns drawn.  
 
   “You notice that the guard was missing,” Mick said.
 
   “Yeah, I saw that too.  You know Paulson carries a gun, right?”
 
   As the elevator approached the fifth floor, they moved to either side of the doors just in case an armed Kyle Paulson met them. Mick looked left, Ben looked right each nodding that it was clear.
 
   They made their way toward Lane’s office and could hear voices as they approached.
 
   “Kyle, just shut up.  Let me think.  There’s got to be a way we can still pin this on her and get out of this clean.”
 
   Ben leaned to Mick.  “That’s not Paulson.”
 
   “Yeah, means there are two of them.”
 
   “I’m not gonna take the wrap for this all by myself, brother.  It was your idea for me to kill the old man.  Maybe I should shoot you and let Ms. Parker give me the money for Gracie’s treatment.  I could claim I found you holding her here.  Ms. Parker could say that she heard you confess to the murder.”
 
   “Come on, why should she do that?  What’s to stop her from telling the truth?  Right now, it would be two against one.  But, if you shoot me, then it would just be her word against yours and who do you think the cops would believe, huh brother?  Who?”
 
   “But she offered the money for Gracie’s treatments.  I think she’d keep quiet to keep her kids safe.  She knows I can get into her house any time I want.  Just like I did to plant that screwdriver under her bed.  Hell, she could have been sleeping when I did it for all she knows.”
 
   Ben and Mick stood just outside the office door.  It was obvious from the argument that only Paulson had a gun. And, it was obvious that Paulson and the other man were having a falling out. They had to go in before it spiraled out of control.
 
   Mick held up his hand signaling that he’d go in first low followed by Ben in the higher position.  He held up three fingers and counted down.  
 
   Lane was sitting in the chair facing the door and had tried not to show any expression when she’d seen the movement outside the door to ensure that neither Turner nor Paulson knew the cavalry had finally arrived.  The criminals who were both standing with their backs to the door were taken completely by surprise when Mick shouted.   “Police, freeze.”
 
   Mick bent Kyle Paulson over the desk, took his gun, and hand cuffed him.  Ben had Craig Turner one arm behind his back with Ben’s gun pointed at his head.
 
   Her rescuers looked at her.  She was still sitting in the chair.  One leg neatly crossed over the other appearing to be calmer than anyone in that situation should be.
 
   “Red, are you okay?  Did these guys hurt you? And why do you look so calm.”
 
   “I’m fine.  Compared to union negotiations, this was nothing.  Although, there is something I’d like to clear up with him.”  She pointed at Craig Turner.
 
   “Craig.  I did not as you stated, screw my way into this job or any other job, ever!  I have worked very hard for every promotion I’ve ever gotten.”  She didn’t know why it was so important to tell him, it just was, and now that no one was waving a gun in her direction, she felt safe in doing so.
 
   As she finished, a man she assumed was Adam Hunter came into the room.  As Ben handed Craig Turner over to him, he introduced Adam to Lane.
 
   Adam Mirandized both men. The official charges would come from the DA, but Ben suspected it would be murder, criminal conspiracy to commit murder and false imprisonment for starters and maybe extortion if they needed it.  After all, Paulson had made a threat about hurting her and her kids if she told the truth.
 
   Ben took Lane into his arms.  “Red, you scared the hell out of me, please don’t ever do it again.” 
 
   She laughed.  “Believe me counselor, I don’t intend to.”
 
   Ben looked from Mick to Adam.  “You guys need her to make a statement tonight?”
 
   “I heard Paulson admit to the murder with my own ears, but I am going to need statements, from both of you.  We can do it in the morning.  Say around ten o’clock,” Mick said as he and Adam walked Turner and Paulson out of Lane’s office.
 
   With Lane still in his arms, he said, “What happened?  I saw the package in the SUV.”
 
   “I came back to get your roses. And the guys were in my office.”
 
   Ben kissed her.  “Babe, leave the roses.  There are dozens more where those came from.  Come on, let’s get out of here.”  
 
   As he released Lane, Ben pulled the clip from his gun and ejected the bullet that was in the chamber.  He put the clip in his pocket.  Still holding the gun in his right hand, he put his left arm around her waist and held her as closely as he could.  
 
   “Let me lock up,” she said as she closed and locked her office door.  “Apparently they were in my office to hide some paperwork that would add to my guilt.  Unless they give up the details, I imagine Adam and Mick will need to search my office tomorrow.”
 
   She locked the door and turned to face him.  She pressed against him, put her arm around his neck, and kissed him.  “Thanks for coming to my rescue.”
 
   “Always, Red.  I’ll always rescue you.”
 
   “By the way, apparently being held captive at gun point makes me hungry.  I’m starving.  Do we have reservations or have we missed our chance?”
 
   Ben laughed.  Only Lane could think of her stomach after being held hostage.  He looked at his watch.  
 
   “I can make it happen.”  
 
   Lane smiled, certain he was right.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17 
 
   Making statements
 
   Try as he might, Ben couldn’t convince Lane to spend another night at his house.
 
   “I’ve been away from home for two days.  The kids will all be back tomorrow.  I’ve got things to do,” she told him during dinner.
 
   In the end, he relented, without even trying to use his best lawyer skills, he knew that the murderer was in custody, and that she’d be safe.  He felt both disappointed and relieved that he didn’t need to rearrange his house to keep the whole Parker clan safe.  Disappointed because he was going to miss having her there, relieved because he wasn’t going to have a conversation with the Parker kids about him sleeping in the same bed with their mother, especially Jess.  
 
   In truth, Lane was getting used to being at Ben’s.  She was used to waking in the night and hearing his calm steady breathing next to her.  Even though it was just a few blocks, she called him when she’d gotten home; she’d started the habit as a teenager, with her friends.  Lane and her friends would call each other to say they’d gotten home safely.  She had continued it throughout her twenties, thirties, and into her forties, so it just felt natural the first time she’d left Ben’s and called him when she was home.  He’d come to expect it and the few times she’d forgotten, he had called her.  Once when she stopped at the grocery store on her way, she’d gotten home to find him in her driveway.  He had called her house. Jamie had answered and said she wasn’t home yet and he had gotten in his car and drove over.
 
   Lane spent a peaceful night in her own bed.  Saturday morning she was up, showered, and dressed and waiting for Ben by nine-thirty.  She had called her boss, Al Edwards earlier to explain what had happened the evening before at the office.  When the press got ahold of things, who knew what would end up in the paper or on the airwaves and as CEO, Al needed to have a heads up.  
 
   Jess’s flight was getting in at eleven o’clock and the boys would pick her up on their way back from Omaha, so Lane was free until the afternoon.  She was glad that there was a happy conclusion to the story she was going to have to tell the kids.  Happy for her at least in that she was neither dead nor under arrest.  Not so happy for Paul Gardner who died, apparently at the hands of his own son, and not for Gracie Paulson whose husband was in jail because he had tried to find a way to pay for medical bills. Not even for Craig Turner who was just greedy and stupid.
 
   She heard the garage door open and looked up to see the biggest bouquet of roses she’d ever seen in her life coming through the door.  Ben’s face came into view as he put the vase on the counter.  “I told you there were dozens more where the others came from.” 
 
   The bouquet was even bigger than the one he’d sent to her office.  While there still were some yellow roses tipped in red there were by far many more red roses.  Ben bent and kissed her.  A kiss to curl her toes.
 
   “Are you ready to go?”
 
   That was the enigma of Ben.  One hugely romantic gesture after another followed by some simple every day statement.  
 
   “I just need to leave a note in case the kids get home before we get back.”  It was a routine that she and the kids had gotten into when they were younger; if no one was home, you had to leave a note on the refrigerator when you left.  When the kids were younger, she had a form they filled out.  
 
   “I’m at …blank… with …blank… the phone number is …blank … I’ll be back at …blank …love … blank”
 
   Of course, that was before they all had cell phones, but it was still a habit.  She wrote, “I’m running errands with Ben.  I should be back by noon.  Love, Mom”
 
   They walked into Leawood Police headquarters and didn’t wait long before Mick joined them.  The murder had taken place in Leawood, putting it within Mick’s jurisdiction.  The false imprisonment of Lane had taken place in Overland Park.  Regardless of where the crimes had taken place, the Johnson County District Attorney would prosecute.
 
   Lane and Ben each sat alone in separate interview rooms.  Since they were both witnesses, they were separated.   
 
   Mick came in and looked at Lane. “Tell me what happened.”  
 
   “I went to my office to pick up a package from my mother-in-law.  I got there about five-fifteen.  I left my car at the curb and went into the building.  There was no one at the guard station.  I took the elevator to my floor and went to my office.  When I was in my office, I saw the roses Ben had sent Tuesday, and didn’t want to leave them over the weekend to die, so I picked up the package and took it to the SUV.  Then I went back to get the flowers.  I was distracted, lost in thought.  I was thinking about my kids coming home and the house not being safe.  Thinking about talking to Ben about all of us staying with him until this was over.”  Lane paused and closed her eyes recalling the scene.
 
   “As I entered the door to my office, I saw Craig Turner going through my desk.  He was talking about hiding something.  I imagine you’ll want to search it, my office.  Anyway, they saw me, and Kyle grabbed me before I could back out of the office.  He grabbed my arm and pushed me into one of the visitor chairs in front of my desk.  Kyle Paulson and Craig began arguing.  They told me that they were both illegitimate sons of Paul Gardner.  Craig planned the murder and he got Kyle to commit the murder believing that Gardner was going to leave everything he had to them.   Kyle’s wife has medical problems and he needed money to pay for her treatment.  He’d first gone to Craig to ask for a loan and then Craig hatched the plan.  Kyle didn’t even know that he was Gardner’s son.  Craig said his mother died recently and before passing, she told him that Paul Gardner was his father.  When he approached his father, Gardner told him about Kyle and that he was going to leave everything he had to his sons. It was then that Ben called and a few minutes later you and Ben came bursting in.”
 
   “Okay, Lane write it up.  I’m going next door to talk to Ben.  By the way, the two guys are falling all over themselves, each of them blaming the other and Paulson’s trying to cut a deal. Turner’s claiming he didn’t know anything until after the fact.”
 
   Before leaving the room, Mick passed a yellow legal pad and a pen to Lane.  
 
   “I’ll be back to review it with you when I finish with Ben.”
 
   Mick entered the interview room where Ben sat.  “You have my verbal statement from yesterday.  Just give me the legal pad and I’ll write it up.”  Ben took the legal pad and pen and began writing his statement.
 
   “Hey, Mickey.  Lane’s birthday is tomorrow and the kids and I are throwing a surprise party at my house tonight.  If you don’t already have plans, you should come.”
 
   Mick laughed.  “Yeah, not so much of a surprise.  She invited me earlier this week.”
 
   Ben stopped writing.  “God almighty, her daughter is going to have someone’s head when she finds out who let the cat of the bag.”
 
   Both Ben and Lane finished writing and signing their statements.  In the parking lot, after Mick walked them out, Lane leaned over and hugged him.  “Mick, in all of the excitement yesterday, I forgot to thank you for your part in my rescue. “
 
   “Believe me, it was my pleasure,” he said as he bent to kiss her cheek.  He could get used to having her hug him, used to kissing her.  Bellini would screw up and move on, and he’d be there to hold her hand and make her forget all about Bellini.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18 
 
   Confession
 
   When they returned to Lane’s house, the Parker kids were all in the kitchen gathering things for lunch.  Jamie looked at the clock; it was just before noon.  
 
   “Good thing you made it home on time, Mom.  We wouldn’t want to have to ground you before your birthday.”  
 
   “Oh, believe me, I was worried about that,” Lane replied and they all laughed.  “I’m going to put my purse in the bedroom, and then we all need to sit down and talk.”
 
   Lane walked toward the bedroom.  When he was sure she was out of earshot, Ben looked at the kids.  Better to get it out now, and let Jess blow up before the party.
 
   “I heard from someone today that your Mom invited him to her surprise birthday party.”  
 
   Jess looked at Jamie.  She lifted her left eyebrow.  “Good work boysenberry,” she said, without a trace of sarcasm.  Ben was worried.  
 
   For as long as Jamie could remember, Jess had called him either Jam, short for Jamison unless she felt like calling him jelly, preserves,  boysenberry, strawberry or any other fruit from which jam could be made … the list goes on and on.   For the most part, it didn’t bother him.  Although there was one time she’d gone too far in front of the football team, but that’s a story for another time.
 
   “I told you she’d find the email if I left my laptop some place it didn’t belong.”
 
   Ben looked at each of the Parker kids.  “All right, clue me in here, I expected you to blow.”  
 
   Jess laughed.  “It’s a long con, Ben.  The surprise is next year when she turns 50.  Since we did a surprise party this year she won’t be expecting it next year.”
 
   Ben shook his head.  These kids were devious long-term planners who knew how to keep a secret.  He’d had no idea.
 
   Lane came into the kitchen as lunch was being “served.” It was a veritable smorgasbord.  The Kids had stopped at Popeye’s and brought home chicken and Ben and Lane had stopped by the grocery store and brought home sandwich meats, coleslaw and potato salad.
 
   They held hands and Lane said grace. “Lord, we thank-you for the food you have placed before us, and for the safety of our family and friends.  In Jesus’ name we pray.”
 
   “So, how was the flight, Jess,” Lane asked.
 
   “Good, you know the worst part is getting up so early to get here at a decent time.”  
 
   “Boys, how was your father?”
 
   “He’s fine.”  Jake responded.  
 
   Jess made a face.  
 
   “Nanna Evie sends her love.”  Jamie added.
 
   “Okay, with that out of the way, there are some things I need to talk with you about.  First let me say everything’s over now and I’m fine.”  Lane made eye contact with each of them before continuing.
 
   Jess narrowed her eyes.  If everything’s over now that means something had been wrong. And, no one had bothered to contact her and let her know there was any kind of trouble.
 
   “Last Saturday night, when I was at the movie, I discovered a dead body in the theater.”  
 
   Jess looked from Lane to Ben.  “I talked to you Sunday.  Both of you and neither one of you said a word!”
 
   “Yes, well, there was nothing you could have done about any of it anyway.  The dead man was the man who caused the accident that resulted in my father dying, and so, the police considered me a suspect.”
 
   Jess looked at Ben.  “Where were you when all of this was going on?”  She demanded.  Jake and Jamie were nodding.
 
   “Ben went to Italy with his mother, remember?  And that doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I took an earlier flight.  I wasn’t supposed to be back until late Sunday, but I came home a day early.”
 
   “Then, on Tuesday, Detective McGuire found the murder weapon under my bed when he was looking for his sunglasses.”
 
   “Under your bed?  Mom What the heck?  How did the murder weapon get there?” Jake’s voice seemed to get louder with each word.
 
   “I want to know why the detective was looking for his sunglasses under your bed.  How could his sunglasses get there?  Aren’t you dating Ben?” Jamie glared at his mother as if two-timing Ben was a greater sin than murder.
 
   Jess was silently shaking her head and glaring at Ben.  She’d left him in charge and clearly, he’d fallen down on the job.
 
   Ben held up his hands.  “Chill, guys.  Your mother got one of her headaches on Monday and Mickey, who’s a friend of mine by the way, brought her home and stayed with her until I got here.” 
 
   “Yes, well when Mick was looking for his sunglasses which were under the bed, he also pulled out the murder weapon and then he told me to call Ben and he took me to the Leawood police station for questioning.”
 
   “Where I went immediately went and got your mother.”
 
   The boys were both smiling at Ben, Jess still glared.
 
   “Then on Wednesday, Al suggested I take a few days off.  And that afternoon, someone set my car on fire in the parking lot at work.” 
 
   “A fire, in the BMW?”  Jess growled.  Now all three Parker kids were glaring at Ben as though the fire was somehow his fault.
 
   “After the fire, I got her to come stay at my house until it was all over.”
 
   “Yes, he did. And, on Thursday, I met his uncles.  Uncle Sal had represented the man I found in the theater, for the car accident.  But, it was Uncle Vinnie who told me that the dead man’s father had put 1.5 million dollars in a trust for me when I was four.”
 
   “1.5 million dollars,” Jess said.
 
   “WOW,” Jake said.
 
   “You’re a millionaire,” Jamie asked.
 
   “Yes, well, actually that’s something else I wanted to talk with you about and I’ll get to it soon.”  Lane took a drink.
 
   “Then yesterday, I went to my office to pick up the package Nanna Evie sent for my birthday.”  She tilted her head.  “I wonder why she didn’t just have you guys bring it back with you.  Anyway, that’s when the murderer and his co-conspirator held me in my office and threatened to kill me.”
 
   Jamie who was the only one of the Parker kids still living at home looked at his mother.  “I can’t leave you alone for a second, can I?  The last time I was gone you got involved in that kidnapping, and now a dead body, a hostage situation, and murder threats.  There’s no way I’m going to be able to go half way across the country to West Point next year.”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “I’ll move back in when you go.  She can’t be left alone.”
 
   Jess agreed. “Seriously, one of us has to be with you at all times from now on.”  She glared at Ben.  “It’s completely obvious that someone isn’t living up to expectations.”
 
   Lane chose to ignore their outbursts.  They were hearing all of this for the first time, and in retrospect, it had been a harrowing week.  But, she was an adult, and their mother, and they weren’t the boss of her.  Telling that to them right now probably wasn’t the wisest choice.  She’d remind them later.
 
   “Ben and Detective McGuire came into the office guns drawn and rescued me.  The two men were arrested, and Ben and I went to make formal statements this morning.  You see, everything’s all right now.”  She took a breath.  “So that brings me back to the money.  It’s grown to over ten million dollars now.  There are a lot of things I could do with it, but the murderer killed his father, at least we think it was his father, because his wife has mental health issues and needs to be in a full time treatment facility.  So I’m thinking that I want to take at least a portion of the money and set up a foundation that can pay her medical bills.”
 
   Ben wasn’t surprised, but then he’d ridden the roller coaster with her all week and understood how she’d arrived at this conclusion.  While her kids knew her to be the most generous soul they knew, they still struggled with what she said.
 
   Jake shook his head.  “Some guy kills someone, then tries to frame you for the murder, then threatens to kill you and you want to pay the medical bills for his wife?”
 
   “Well, you see, the money originally came from the man who would have been the murderer’s grandfather.  I don’t need the money and it should help someone.  I’m going to talk to Uncle Vinnie and Mrs. Edwards about it Monday.”
 
   She looked at her kids.  “Now, all three of you go get unpacked and showered or changed or whatever.”
 
   After the Kids left the room, Ben looked at her.  “Well, I think they took that rather well.”  Then they both laughed.
 
   “I’m not sure what was worse, the look on Jamie’s face when he thought I was two-timing you, the look on Jess’s face the whole time as she glared at you, or the thought of Jake moving back home permanently so he can protect me.”  She kissed Ben.  “Are you going to stay, or do you need to go home before we go to church tonight?”
 
   “I’ve got a couple of things I need to do.  I’ll pick you up at four-thirty, okay?”
 
   Lane walked Ben to his SUV and kissed him good-bye.  She wondered how she should dress for the surprise party.  But, she decided it was something she’d worry about later.  Right now, she really needed a nap.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19 
 
   A favor between friends
 
   Jess knocked on her mother’s door at four o’clock to make sure she was up.  
 
   Lane got up and showered.  She pulled on a salmon colored sundress made of jersey.  It was supposed to be a maxi dress, but it hit Lane about mid-calf.  She put on a matching pair of three-inch heeled sandals, and opened the closet to get a pashmina.  The dress didn’t have little spaghetti straps, but was still sleeveless and the pashmina might come in handy in the air conditioning or just to hide the bruise that was on her left upper arm.  She put her hair in a fishbone braid, put on a little makeup, and walked into the kitchen just as Ben opened the door into the house.  
 
   Jamie, Jess, and Jake were all in dressy shorts.   The boys both wore boat shoes, Jess had on wedge-heeled sandals.  Ben wore his standard khaki slacks with a polo shirt and Gucci loafers without socks.  
 
   While Ben’s Lincoln Navigator was roomy enough for the five of them, Jake suggested he drive separately.  His thought was that he and his siblings might want to leave the party early.  Both Jess and Jamie piled into his extended cab Silverado.
 
   She looked at Ben.  “So much for never leaving me alone again.”
 
   Ben opened her door.  “I could call them back if you want.”  
 
   As she got in she laughed.  “No, please don’t.”
 
   Saturday was family night and after church, as was their habit, they began making plans.  They always went out to eat, and as the talk went to, shall we dine at Bellini’s or not, she wondered how they were going to get her back to Ben’s after dinner. It was Jess who spoke up saying she was only back for a few days, and she wanted, no she needed Jack Stack.  She should have known Jess would want barbeque.  It was early, only six o’clock but Ben had called ahead in the hope of shortening the wait.
 
   By six-thirty, they were up to their elbows in cheesy corn, pork ribs, beef ribs, and onion rings.  It was delicious.  After dinner, Jake suggested they go back to Ben’s for a swim.
 
   Ben watched as the Parkers danced along in the mutual deception.   Lane knew about the party but wouldn’t spoil the surprise the kids had planned.  And, the kids knew she knew all about it because they had carefully and covertly made sure she found out. He shook his head.  So much work, both “sides” waiting for the other to blink first.  
 
   They’d gotten Ben to foot the bill for valet parking so that no cars would be in his drive.  The cars had been parked at a school parking lot a couple of blocks away.  He’d picked up the cake, appetizers, and other refreshments when he’d left Lane earlier in the day.  Jess had recruited Lane’s assistant, Meg to let people into Ben’s house and keep everyone quiet as they walked in.  Ben excused himself at the restaurant and called Meg with an ETA.  Jake, Jess and Jamie drove ahead, parked in the driveway, and waited for Ben and Lane.  Ben opened the garage door, and escorted Lane into the house so she could be surprised when the people all popped out.
 
   Jess might be the professional actress, but if Mick hadn’t told him Lane knew about the party, Ben wouldn’t have had any idea that she was anything but surprised.  Ben got a glass of wine and handed it to Lane.  She handed her purse and wrap to Jess who put them in Ben’s room.
 
   Jess slipped next to Ben while Lane was talking with Meg and whispered, “So, Ben, who’s the blonde?”
 
   “That’s Meg Kelly.  I thought you arranged this.  Haven’t you ever met her?”
 
   “Of course I arranged it.  No, I’ve never met her.  I’ve never been at Mom’s office during the day.  I guess she isn’t what I expected.”
 
   Jess overheard Meg ask Lane about the ordeal that occurred in her office the day before. Meg seemed to know a lot more about what went on with her mother than she did and frankly, it pissed her off.  
 
   “Did Kyle have his gun pointed at you the whole time?”
 
   “Not the whole time.  There was a time when he started waiving it around at Craig.”
 
   “Still, weren’t you scared?”
 
   Lane noticed Jess standing just feet away, and wanted to put a stop to the topic of discussion with Meg.  “Really, it was no worse than some union negotiations I’ve been involved in.  Meg, I’d like you to meet my daughter.”  Lane motioned for Jess to step closer.
 
   “Meg, this is my daughter Jess.  Jess, this is Meg Kelly.  I know you two have spoken on the phone, but I think this is the first time you’ve met.”
 
   Jess and Meg said hello to each other.  Lane excused herself and began to mingle.  As Lane worked her way around the room, Jess and Meg were engaged in a conversation of sorts.  
 
   “You put together a great party.  How is school going?  I can’t imagine living in L.A.”  Meg asked.
 
   “School’s good.”  Jess maneuvered Meg toward her brother Jamie. “Have you met my brother Jamie?”
 
   “Meg, this is Jamie.  Jamie, this is Mom’s assistant Meg Kelly.”  
 
   Jess left Meg in Jamie’s care.  She had spotted Jake across the room and made her way to him.
 
   “Jake, see that girl talking to Jamie?”  Jake nodded.  “She’s Mom’s assistant, Meg, and she’s all up in our business.  Go take care of that.”  
 
   Lane saw Al and Babs Edwards and she made her way toward them.
 
   “Al, Babs, thank-you so much for coming.  Babs, I’ll give your office a call on Monday, I’ve thought of a use for the trust.”  
 
   They wished her a happy birthday and Lane was on to the next group.  All eleven members of her book club were there, and she moved from group to group, accepting birthday wishes and exchanging pleasantries.
 
   Jake thought, “Go take care of that, typical Jess, issuing orders.” What was he supposed to do, threaten her?  He looked at Meg.  She was five feet six inches tall, not as thin as Jess, but not fat. In fact, as he looked at her, he’d say she was just about perfect.  She had blonde hair and blue eyes, a nice figure.  He walked over to where she stood talking to Jamie.
 
   “Hi.  I’m Jake Parker.  You’re Mom’s assistant, Meg, right?”  He looked at her nearly empty glass.   “Can I get you a refill?”  
 
   Meg nodded.  “Sure.”  She walked with him to the kitchen where the bar was set up.  
 
   “What are you drinking?”
 
   “It’s just Diet Coke.  I’m driving.”
 
   “You’re here alone?”
 
   “Here and almost everywhere.”  God, had she really said that aloud?  What was she thinking?  Why had her whole filtering system had taken a vacation?  Meg was 24 years old.  She had a two-year-old daughter.  The guy she’d dated through college had started to show violent tendencies.  She left him and never even told him he was pregnant.  She moved back in with her parents who helped take care of Abigail.  Even so, she didn’t go out much.  She looked up at Jake.  He was six feet four inches tall, with a muscular build, blonde hair, and blue eyes.  He looked great in his shorts, polo shirt, and boat shoes.  And, he did look a little like one of the Hemsworth brothers, tall, blue eyes, muscular and steamy, but that was no reason for her to take leave of her senses.
 
   “Let’s go out to the patio.  Looks like it’s less crowded outside.”  He held the patio door open and ushered her out.  
 
   Lane was talking with Pat Elliott, a friend from book club.  It was the first time the book club members had met Ben.   Pat was a widow with two daughters, and she was teasing Lane about fixing her up with someone.  
 
   The women were laughing when Lane noticed Ben was talking with Mick.  Lane excused herself and slowly made her way to the corner where the two men stood.  
 
   “Hi, Mick.  It’s so nice that you could come.”
 
   Mick smiled at Lane.  He couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she looked in the clingy jersey dress.  He also couldn’t miss the fact that the second she joined them Ben had put his arm around her waist.  He wanted to say, “Okay, already, I get it, she’s yours.  Hands and eyes off.”  Well, hands off that was difficult, but doable.  Eyes off was completely something else.  Lane wasn’t the kind of woman who demanded attention, yet it seemed he couldn’t help giving it to her.
 
   “It was thoughtful of you to invite me.”
 
   Lane laughed.  “When I invited you, I was still a suspect and I thought it would be easier for you to keep an eye on me.  Speaking of suspects, I’d like to talk with Kyle Paulson.  I want to help with the medical expenses for his wife. Do I need to get permission from someone?”
 
   To say that Mick was surprised might have been an understatement.  He’d spent a lot of time with Lane during the past week.  His opinion of her from the first meeting to now hadn’t exactly changed, more like it had grown.  He had a better feeling for the complete woman.  She was beautiful, that was obvious from the start.  She was intelligent, she’d proven yesterday how capable she was, and now she was clearly compassionate and caring.
 
   “Yeah, since you’re a witness against him, you should talk to his lawyer.  Maybe Ben could approach him for you.”
 
   “Who is it?  Has he got a public defender?” 
 
   Mick nodded and gave him a name. 
 
   Ben looked at Lane who was looking up at him.  “Oh, no.  I can tell by the look on your face you want me to defend him.  That’s just not going to happen.  For at least three reasons.  He tried to frame you for murder, he threatened you, and the kids, and he held you at gunpoint. And we can talk about it privately later.”
 
   Mick laughed.  “Counselor, I have a feeling your winning streak may be coming to an end.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Jake and Meg sat down at a table on the patio.
 
    “You just finished your MBA at KU, right?  I think I heard you’d accepted a job, but I don’t remember where.”
 
   “It was an MS in Civil Engineering.  I’m going to work for Burke & Jones. They do engineering, consulting, and construction worldwide.  They made the offer, I accepted and now we’re just waiting for the security clearance to come through.  I’m planning to move out of the house as soon as I start the job.” Why had he told her that?  What did she care where he was living?  Why did he want her to know that he’d have his own place soon?
 
   “Yeah, I get that.  I moved back in with my parents a couple of years ago.  They have a tendency to treat me as if I’m still in high school.  You know, where are you going, when will you be back.”
 
   Jake laughed.  It was hard moving from his apartment in Lawrence back into the house with Jamie and his Mom, but he knew it was temporary.
 
   “Mom’s pretty cool.  She doesn’t nag about curfew or sleeping in, but it is weird going from making all of your own decisions to being treated like a kid again.  You’ve been working for Mom since she got the job, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, three years now.  It’s my first office job.  My degree is in Marketing, and I’d been working at Dillard’s before I went to work for your Mom.”
 
   “You’ve got a kid, right?” 
 
   And there it was.  Meg loved Abbey more than life itself; however, a two year old was a turn off for most guys.  Meg shook her head.  What was she thinking?  First, she’d just met Jake; second, he was her boss’s son, third who said he was interested in her to begin with?
 
   “Yes, I have a daughter.  Her name’s Abigail and she’s two.”
 
   “My brother and I just got back from Omaha.  Our cousin up there has a two year old.  He’s a terror, but he’s kinda cute though.”  Jake smiled.
 
   God, he has dimples. And she was lost in the blue eyes and dimples. Did he say something else?
 
   Jake tapped Meg’s hand.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “Hmm?  Oh. Yeah.  I was just thinking.”
 
   Jamie came outside.  “Hey, you guys need to come in here.  Ben’s uncles are here.  Did you know they were identical twins?”
 
   Ben’s uncles Sal and Vinnie had come into the party and had taken Ben and Lane aside.  Vinnie handed Lane a small box.  
 
   “We wanted to get a little something for you, our little Angel of the Valley.”
 
   “You didn’t have to get me anything,” Lane said as she took the box and opened it.  Then, she just looked from one tall white haired Italian man to the other.  “What is this?”  She dangled the Mercedes key fob she found in the box.
 
   Sal and Vinnie smiled.  “It’s just a little token of our affection.  Come outside and see.”  She and Ben went to the driveway.  In the drive was a Pearl Beige Mercedes SL65 AMG convertible.  She’d seen one in the show room.  It was a quarter million dollar car, it was sitting in the drive way and she held the key.
 
   “I can’t accept this,” she said as she held the key out toward them.
 
   “Tell her, Nipote.  It’s bad luck to refuse a birthday gift.”
 
   Ben took a breath.  “Well, they’re right.  It’s an Italian thing, you can’t refuse it.”  He looked at Lane and back to his uncles.  Lane wouldn’t cause a scene in front of all of the guests who had now come into the driveway and were oooing and ahhing at the car.  He leaned close to her and whispered in her ear, “Kiss the uncles and then let’s take a spin around the block in their gift.” 
 
   Ben helped Lane into the driver’s seat and closed the door.  He walked to the passenger door.  Pausing to whisper in Jess’s ear, “Will you play hostess until we’re back?”
 
   “We’ll be right back, everyone.  We’re just going to take a spin around the block,” Ben said to the crowd as he got into the car with Lane.
 
   Lane started the car and backed out of the drive.
 
   Jess stepped up to the uncles and introduced herself.  “Ciao.  So, you’re Ben’s uncles.  I’m Jess Parker.”
 
   “Allow us to introduce ourselves.  I am Salvatore Luciano.  This is my brother Vincenzo.”
 
   “Let me do you a favor.”  Jess smiled.  “If you want her to keep the gift, I suggest you leave.  She can’t give it back if there’s no one to give it to.”
 
   Sal looked at Vinnie.  “La ragazza ha un punto.”   Yes, uncle Sal, Jess thought, I do have a point.
 
   Vinnie smiled “Così intelligente per una così giovane.”  Jess smiled  at the uncles.  How nice that uncle Vinnie thought she was smart.
 
   Since leaving for college a little over a year ago, Jess had learned Italian using Rosetta Stone and she understood every word the Luciano brothers spoke.
 
   “You’d better hurry, they were only going around the block.”  She ushered them to their car and smiled.  A favor accepted is a favor owed.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 20 
 
   The fix is in
 
   It was nearing ten o’clock when Lane and Ben left the driveway in the new car.  It was an amazing car, but it was so expensive.  She really needed to figure out a way to give it back.
 
   “All right, here’s the thing, you can’t refuse the car.”  He held up his hand in the universal stop sign.  “Lane, look, there are things you don’t understand about Italian families.  It will insult my uncles if you refuse the gift they’ve given you.  We, you and I, can’t insult them this way.  Please, just take the gift.  I know it’s expensive, but what have I told you?  Expensive should be measured relative to the giver’s ability to pay for it and not dependent on the receiver’s perception.  They can afford to give the gift therefore you can afford to be gracious enough to accept it.”
 
   Lane pulled to the curb and stopped.  “You’re right, if this is something about Italian families, I don’t understand it.  But, I don’t want to insult uncles Sal and Vinnie.  They’re sweet old men who obviously can afford this gift; after all, they wear suits that cost thousands of dollars.  Okay, I don’t get it, but I’ll keep the car.  I’ll tell them when we get back.”
 
   Five minutes later when they pulled into the driveway, the found that Sal and Vinnie had gone.  
 
   “Do you have their numbers in your cell?  Dial one of them and give me the phone.” 
 
   Ben pulled out his phone.  “I dialed Vinnie,” He said as he handed the phone to Lane.  Uncle Vinnie answered in Italian and she didn’t understand a word. 
 
   She waited until he paused. “Uncle Vinnie, it’s Lane.  I’d like to invite you for brunch at my home tomorrow to thank you for the lovely gift.  You can get the address from Ben.  Around eleven o’clock would be wonderful.  No, I’ll call Uncle Sal next.  Yes, I look forward to seeing you too.”  She handed the phone back to Ben.  “Okay, now Uncle Sal, please.” She had an almost identical conversation with him before handing the phone back to Ben.
 
   “You know you’re on the hook to be in my kitchen helping prepare whatever appropriate Italian cuisine that would poison or offend them if prepared by my hands.  I can take care of the normal American cuisine.”
 
   Ben laughed.  “That means shopping on the way home tonight and getting some things simmering before bed.  Brunch at eleven o’clock means I need to start sauce tonight.  I guess I’ll be staying at the Parker’s tonight.”
 
   “It’s a deal,” she said as she noticed Colin Burke talking with Mick.  
 
   She and Ben walked over to talk with him.  “Colin, I didn’t see you earlier.  It’s so nice of you to come.”
 
   “I got here late.  I guess I came when you were out test driving your birthday present.”  
 
   Lane smiled.  “Yes, well, Ben’s uncles were quite generous.”  She motioned Jess over.  “Gentlemen, I’d like to present my daughter Jessica Parker.  Jess, this is Detective Mick McGuire and Fire Captain Colin Burke.  They were a big help this week.  Detective McGuire was in charge of the murder investigation and Captain Burke investigated the car fire.  They’re friends of Ben’s.”  
 
   Jess looked up at each of the faces.  Mick was so obviously in love with her mother that she hurt for him.  Colin on the other hand was looking down at Jess as though she might be dessert.  This was going to be fun. She smiled.
 
   “Detective, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said as she shook Mick’s hand.
 
   “Captain,” she said as she shook Colin’s hand.
 
   Jess was five feet four inches tall and usually made up for it by wearing five inch high platform heels but tonight she was wearing shorts so she had on three inch high wedge sandals.  Colin was just over six feet tall making him about six inches taller that she was.  He was a good-looking guy and it was obvious from his demeanor that he was used to women swooning over his title, his muscles, and his looks.  Colin apparently hadn’t taken some things into consideration.  The obvious thing was that with Ben Bellini standing next to him Colin was nearly invisible. Not that Jess ever thought of Ben that way, just that she was stating the obvious.  Then Colin was unaware that Jess was used to Hollywood types, gorgeous men with HUGE egos.  Most importantly was that Jess Parker just didn’t swoon.  Ever. Well, maybe if it was written in a script.  She turned to walk away.  
 
   “Jess, could I buy you a drink?” 
 
   She turned and smiled.  “Captain, it’s an open bar, but I can show you the way.”  As she’d thought earlier, this was going to be fun; after all, she liked a good game of cat and mouse especially since she was always the cat.
 
   “Call me Colin,” he said as he followed her toward the kitchen.  Jess held up a tumbler and raised an eyebrow.  He opted for a Jack and Coke.  She added ice and a generous portion of Jack Daniels before adding a splash of Coke.  Let’s see how the man handles his liquor.  She filled a rocks glass with ice, added Diet Coke, and a splash of Jack for herself.  She handed him his glass and suggested that they go outside.
 
   Meg and Jake had returned to the patio after seeing Lane’s new car and were sitting at the same table they’d occupied earlier.  Jess could have sat down with them, but it’s so much easier to play cat and mouse alone and since she was only home for a couple of days, this had to be a quick game anyway.
 
   Inside, the party was winding down, and it seemed that Lane spent much of her time at the door accepting birthday wishes, shaking hands, hugging people, and kissing cheeks.  She looked around the house.  Ben was such a neat freak, and while the party guests were civilized, there’s always a mess after a party.  Jamie was already making the rounds picking up dirty glasses and plates and carrying them into the kitchen.  Lane wondered where the rest of the Parker clean-up crew was.  She was certain that the kids had promised to do the clean-up if Ben would provide the location.  She was also certain that Ben had hired a professional clean-up crew to come in Sunday and that, the kids would only have to do pick up duty.
 
   “A fire captain.  That sounds like a really important job.”  Jess actually fluttered her eyelashes.  It was like bowling in a way, set ‘em up, knock ‘em down.  “You must have to be really smart and strong for that.”  Yes, she really did touch his bicep.  “Oooh, you must work out all of the time.”
 
   Ben looked through the window overlooking the patio. He pulled out his phone and sent Jess a text.  
 
   Jess’s phone buzzed and she looked down.  “Ease up kitty, shoes if u r nice.” It wasn’t fair, Ben knew her weakness.  Okay, she’d play nice.  Besides, it was getting late.
 
   “It’s too bad you got here so late. We’re having a little brunch tomorrow.  Maybe you could come by our house.”  She took Colin’s phone and put her number in it.  “You can text me if you want the address.”  She tossed her head drawing attention to her thick, carefully highlighted, blonde hair, which fell perfectly around her shoulders.  “I have clean-up duty.” She got up, and smiled.  The poor guy hadn’t said a word.  Dessert my ass, she thought as she sent Ben a text. 
 
   Ben looked at his phone.  “Loubouton Carlota.” He had no idea what they looked like, but he knew the heel would be over five inches, they’d be Italian, and they’d be expensive.  For years, he’d been using her shoe habit to bribe her. In fact as an announcement that he was dating Lane, he’d sent Jess three pairs of custom made Italian shoes because she’d made an off-hand comment that anyone who got next to her mother was going to have to cough up a specific pair of shoes in red, electric blue and black.
 
   Jake saw Jess get up.  “I guess it’s time to start with the clean-up.  We promised Ben.”  He stood up.  “This was nice,” he said.  
 
   Meg stood up too.  “I can help with clean-up.”  She smiled.  They walked around the patio picking up glasses and plates before heading into the kitchen.  
 
   Jamie was loading the dishwasher.  “Just put them on the counter. Mom invited Ben’s uncles to brunch tomorrow at home, so Ben and Mom are going to the store.  I’ll stay here and do dish duty.  I can text when I’m finished so you can come back for me.”
 
   “You could probably drive Ben’s Navigator home.  He’ll be with Mom in her new car but he’ll want the SUV tomorrow.”  
 
   Jake and Meg made a sweep of the house and ran into Jess.  
 
   She looked at Jake and Meg and smiled.  “Meg, why don’t you join us tomorrow for brunch?”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 21 
 
   Sunday Brunch
 
   Ben was glad that there was an all-night grocery nearby.  He only used fresh ingredients.  It wouldn’t be an Italian family Sunday brunch without handmade pasta and Bellini special sauce.
 
   They were at the grocery when Ben’s cell rang.  “Bellini.  Sure, Bambino, you know where the keys are.  I’m going to be up half the night making pasta and sauce anyway.” Ben looked at Lane.  “Jamie is staying to do dish duty.  He’s going to drive the Navigator home when he’s finished.”
 
   When they arrived at Lane’s house, Jake and Jess were already there.  Ben and the kids encouraged Lane to go to bed assuring her that they’d handle the cooking.  Ben said he’d crash for a while on the couch in the family room while the sauce simmered.  He was glad that when Lane remodeled the kitchen she’d put in a six burner gourmet cooking range.
 
   “So, Jess, what’s with that guy you were talking to at the party,” Jake asked.
 
   “He investigated mom’s car fire.  He’s a fire captain or something.”  She smiled at Ben.  “I invited him to brunch.” She raised her eyebrows.  “I might need more incentive tomorrow if he shows.”
 
   Ben was up to his elbows in pasta dough.  “We’ll see.  I haven’t checked the price tag on the last negotiation yet.”
 
   “I could do it as a favor, but then you’d owe me,” she said as she opened the fridge and got a bottle of water. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   Ben shook his head as he laughed. “He might be a fire captain, but maybe he needs to learn not to play with fire since some fires are completely out of his league.”
 
   Ben looked at Jake.  “Hey, will you call the Bambino and tell him to grab some sausages from the freezer.”  
 
   Ben had called Jamie Bambino - kid, since their first meeting.  Jamie was the youngest of the Parker kids; and for some reason, Jamie had attached himself to Ben like a magnet.  Jamie wasn’t sassy like Jess, or confident like Jake.  Jess often called Jamie the good kid.  Not that Jess or Jake ever did anything really wrong.  Jamie was just more quiet and introspective.  
 
   Jake made the call then looked at Ben.
 
   “What do you think about Mom’s assistant?”
 
   “In what respect, Jake?”
 
   “You know, as a person, as a woman.”
 
   “I’ve only met her a couple of times, Jake.  As a person, she seems nice.  Your mom likes her.  I trust that, you know?”  Ben smiled.  “As a woman? I can’t answer that one for you.  I know she has a kid, and I have to respect that she chose to have and keep the baby.  A lot of women have made a much different choice.  That tells me something about her. You think you’re interested in her?”
 
   “I just met her tonight.  We spent a lot of time together.  But, yeah, I liked her.  Jess invited her to brunch tomorrow.  I was wondering if I should, you know, call her and tell her it’s okay to bring Abigail.”
 
   “Don’t know that I can be any help.  Until your Mom came along, I avoided women with kids like the plague.  With your Mom, I just didn’t care that kids were part of the package.”  Ben shook his head and chuckled.  “Even when I thought you were all still rug rats.  Truth is it would have been my loss all the way around if I’d run the other way.  But, it’s something you have to decide for yourself.  Maybe you can text her in the morning and give her the choice.  You know, a text would give her some time to think about it without having to give you an immediate reaction.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s a good idea.  Thanks. I’m going to head to bed.  You okay here? You need anything, a pillow for the sofa maybe?”
 
   “No, I’m good.  Go ahead. And, Jake, just relax.  Whatever happens it’ll be fine.”
 
   Ben had just cut the pasta when Jamie came home.  “Hey, Bambino.  The dishes all done?” 
 
   “Yeah.  I’m sure you have a crew coming tomorrow … today but I didn’t want to leave the mess, especially since I knew you wouldn’t have a chance to do anything with it because you’d be here.”  Jamie held the bag up.  “I brought all of the sausages from the freezer.  Jake didn’t say how many and I’ve heard the brunch guest list keeps growing.”
 
   Ben chuckled.  “That it does.  Although, I think the final count might be in.  Unless you plan on inviting someone at the last minute.”
 
   Jamie smiled.  “I don’t think so.  I don’t know anyone who’s ready to meet the family in a one on one setting let alone the Parkers, Bellinis, and Lucianos all in the same place at the same time.  Mom’s not bad, but Jess is intense, you know?  Besides, you know I don’t plan to get serious with anyone since I’m leaving in a few months for school.  There are rules, you know?”
 
   Ben smiled.  Sure there were rules, hadn’t he taught them to Jamie?  “Yeah, Bambino, I know.  You’d better get a little shut-eye.  I’m going to crash on the couch once the sauce starts to simmer.”
 
   “Okay, I’m going to bed.  You need anything?  A pillow for the couch? A blanket?”  
 
   Ben laughed.  “You must be related to Jake, I had almost the same conversation with him.  I’m good.  I’ll see you in a few hours.”
 
   Jamie got up and started to leave the kitchen but turned around and looked at Ben.  “Ben, you’re really going to sleep on the couch, aren’t you?”
 
   “Bambino, do you mean am I going to sleep in your mother’s bed?  Your Mom would be embarrassed that you even asked.  And, you know even if I were going to sleep in your Mom’s room that it’s none of your business.  But man to man, I really am going to crash on the couch.”
 
   “Ben, you’re the closest thing to a real dad I’ve ever had.  But if you hurt my mother…”
 
   “I know, Bambino.  She’s been hurt by enough men.  I’m just waiting for your Mom to catch up to me, you know?  Believe me my intentions are completely honorable.  Go on to bed.” 
 
   Jamie nodded once and went down the hall.
 
   Jess might be five feet four inches of intense and sassy as hell, and Jamie might be quiet, but he was his own kind of intense.  Family was important to all three Parker kids.  It had been them and their mother against the world for nearly 18 years.  They stuck up for each other and for their Mom. God help anyone who hurt any one of them.
 
   Ben woke with a start.  Someone was banging around in the kitchen.  He grabbed his phone to check the time.  It was nine o’clock.  It had been nearly four o’clock when he finally crashed.  He smelled coffee and followed his nose to the kitchen.
 
   Lane looked at him.  He was standing in the doorway barefoot and bare chested in his wrinkled khaki slacks.  He had washboard abs and a lot of beautiful dark chest hair.  Some men wax their chest hair.  She was glad he didn’t.  
 
   “I didn’t mean to wake you.”  She couldn’t help herself, she walked over and ran her hand up his abs to his chest until her fingers were buried in his chest hair.  She kissed him and as always the moan she gave as their tongues met sent him over the edge. 
 
   He wrapped one hand in her hair the other around her waist and pulled her into a full body caress. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could be patient.  He didn’t think he’d gone this long without sex since he was 16.  But, like he told Jamie just hours before, he was in this for the long haul.
 
   Lane pushed away enough to catch her breath.  Her hand was still on his chest and she could feel his heart pounding out the same frantic rhythm she felt inside her own chest.
 
   He didn’t attempt to move.  “Maybe I should go shower and change before the kids get up.”  
 
   Lane didn’t attempt to move either.  “That’s probably a good idea.  You can use my bathroom.  I’ve finished in there.”
 
   Lane’s house had four bedrooms and four and a half baths.  Both Lane’s and Jess’s rooms had private bathes.  The boys shared a Jack and Jill bath.  There was a powder room on the main floor and a full bath in the basement.  
 
   He needed to get rid of the erection brought on by his reaction to her moaning before he went walking down the hall, risking running into Jake, worse yet, Jamie and worst of all Jess.  He wasn’t going to lose the erection standing with her like this, but he didn’t dare step away for the same reason he couldn’t walk down the hall. He took a half step back, reached over and got the cup of coffee she’d made for him.  He took a drink.  Then another.  Then a third.
 
   He kissed her gently.  “I’ll go shower now.”
 
   She went to the driveway to retrieve the paper.  It had rained overnight.  She smiled.  The weather had finally broken and her sinuses felt great.  Lord, had it only been a week since she found Paul Gardner?
 
   She was sitting at the kitchen table reading the paper and was sipping her Diet Dr. Pepper when Ben came into the kitchen.  He was wearing his weekend “uniform” a polo shirt tucked into khaki slacks. He had shaved and his hair was damp. She watched, as he stood over the stove lifting lids, smelling, stirring, and tasting.  He got a teaspoon, dipped it in the sauce, and carried it over for her to taste. 
 
   “Mmm, good.  You’ve made so much, but I still need to get started on some eggs, bacon, ham, biscuits, and hash browns. Do you think I need French toast or pancakes?”
 
   “God, woman, I know the guest list has grown, but are we cooking for an army?”
 
   She laughed.  “No, just two growing boys, and their sister of course.  What do you mean the guest list has grown?  I thought you, me, the kids, Uncle Sal, Uncle Vinnie.  Is Uncle Vinnie bringing his wife?”
 
   “Zia Elena will probably come, but Jess invited Colin Burke, and Meg Kelly who may or may not bring her daughter. Of course, that was the guest list as of two o’clock this morning.  The kids have had hours to invite more friends.”
 
   “If Meg is bringing Abbey, then yes we need pancakes.  Pancakes are easy for little fingers.  And I need to clean in the dining room.”  She jumped up from the table nearly knocking him over.  
 
   “The dining room’s fine.  You just need to decide tablecloth or no tablecloth.  Remember we’re having red sauce. Tell me what dishes and glasses, and I’ll give them a quick wash while you get the American cuisine started.”
 
   “Okay, that’s ten and possibly a high chair.  I don’t have a high chair.”
 
   “Red, you have these counter height chairs, it’ll be fine.  Sit down.”  He led her back to the kitchen table. “Relax.”  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a little blue Tiffany’s box. “I have a birthday present for you.”
 
   She looked at him through squinted eyes.  Every female in America knew what a Tiffany’s box looked like.  She held up her left hand, and shook the wrist where she wore the tennis bracelet. “You gave me a birthday present last week.”  
 
   “That was more a welcome home gift. This goes with that.”
 
   “I hadn’t been anyplace. Why did I need a welcome home gift?”
 
   “No, it was a welcome home gift for me. This really is a birthday present.  Just open it.”  
 
   Her aunt Marta always said diamonds and dynamite come in small packages.  This was a small package and she was sure it wasn’t dynamite.  And, every female in America knew what came in a Tiffany’s box.  She cautiously opened it. To her surprise, it contained a pair of diamond hoop earrings.  Like the bracelet, they contained sizable diamonds set in platinum.  
 
   Ben laughed.  “Breathe, Red, they’re just earrings.  I told you I’m not rushing you to the altar.”  
 
   Not yet, he thought judging from the reaction, she still needed more time.  The other box would have to wait a little longer.  He had stopped in New York last week on his way home and picked up the ring he had designed for her.  He was easing her into popping the question.  It might take a lot more roses, earrings, bracelets, and maybe a necklace, but he could tell she was starting to warm to the idea.
 
   Jess came into the kitchen.  “Nice earrings.  You should go put them in, Mom.”  
 
   Lane went to her room to exchange the earrings she had on for the ones Ben had just given her.    
 
   “What are you waiting for Bellini, when are you going to pop the question?”  
 
   He shook his head.  “She’s not ready yet.”
 
   “You know, I can help with that, but then you’ll owe me.  Again.”  
 
   He was laughing as Jake walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Ben just gave Mom some diamond earrings for her birthday.  What did you and Jams get her?”
 
   “I found a teapot when we were in Omaha. Jamie got her a Lladro mother and son figurine.  What did you get her?”
 
   “I got her a wallet to match a Brahmin purse she got recently.  When Jams gets out of the shower, let’s give them to her.  That way she can fuss over us before the guests get here.”
 
   Jake looked at Ben.  “I texted Meg.”  
 
   He handed the phone to Ben so he could read what he’d sent. “I’d like to meet Abbey if you want to bring her for brunch - Jake.”  It was a volume in texting lingo.  There wasn’t a response yet.  Ben handed the phone back to him but before Jake could take it, Jess went in for the interception. 
 
   “Smart move, texting so she could think about the answer,” she said as she handed the phone to Jake.
 
   “Yeah, it was Ben’s idea.”
 
   “What was Ben’s idea,” Lane said.
 
   “Texting Meg to ask her to bring Abbey.”
 
   “Who’s Abbey,” Jamie said as he came into the kitchen.
 
   Lane walked to the refrigerator and pulled out the eggs, bacon, and ham.
 
   “Meg’s two year old daughter,” Jake said waiting for everyone’s reaction.
 
    “Oh.  Happy Birthday, Mom,” Jamie said as he held out the package he’d wrapped this morning.
 
   “Wait to open it, I want to get mine.” 
 
   “Me too,” Jess said. Then the two of them hurried to their rooms.
 
   “Happy birthday,” each Parker Kid said as they put their packages on the breakfast bar.  When they were little, they would have all been clamoring to have their gift opened first. 
 
   “I’ll open Jamie’s first since he brought his in first, then in inverse order by age.” She opened Jamie’s gift and tears formed as she found a red haired mother holding a baby boy. “Oh, Jamie, thank-you.  It’s beautiful.” She said as she hugged him.  She wiped at her eyes and opened Jess’s gift. “Oh, my, aren’t you the smart one?”  She held up the wallet she’d told Jess was too expensive.  She didn’t mind paying over $300 for a purse, but paying almost $200 for the matching wallet was too much. “You knew how much I wanted it.  Thank-you.”  She hugged Jess.  Last, she opened the package from Jake.  It held a teapot shaped like the Notre Dame Cathedral with a gold angel as the handle.  She held it up.  “Jake, this is beautiful.  Thank-you.”
 
   The doorbell rang.  “You boys, go put your gifts in the china cabinet.  Jess, put yours in my room.  I’ll get the door.”
 
   Meg Kelly and her daughter stood at the door.  “I thought you might need some help, so I came a little early. This is my daughter, Abbey.  Abbey, this is Mommy’s boss, Miss Lane.”  Abbey burrowed her head into Meg’s shoulder.  “She’s a little shy at first.”
 
   Lane ushered them into the kitchen and smiled as she said, “Believe it or not, Jess was the same way at that age.  I’ll let you all do introductions, but maybe not all at once.  We don’t want to overwhelm Abbey.”
 
   Meg reached into a diaper bag and pulled out a cup, trading a solid lid for a sippy lid; she sat Abbey on a counter chair and handed the cup to her.  “Is there anything I can help with?”
 
   “The Italian cuisine is all taken care of.  I was about to start on the American cuisine.  What will Abbey eat?  I have bacon, eggs, ham, and biscuits.  I was thinking about making pancakes.  Seems like those are good for little fingers.” 
 
   “If the pancakes were mostly for her, you can skip those.  She’ll be fine with eggs, bacon, and biscuits and I brought some Cheerios.  As you can see, she doesn’t miss many meals.”  
 
   Abbey who was a chubby, blonde haired, blue-eyed cherub was busy at the counter making goo-goo eyes at Jake, Jamie, and Ben.  Apparently, a girl’s never too young to appreciate tall gorgeous men.  Of course, the fact that Jake and Jamie were busy making goo-goo eyes and noises at her may have had something to do with it.  Ben was back at the stove lifting lids, smelling, and stirring.
 
   Lane leaned toward Ben.  “Tell Jess I’ll use the Mikasa Italian Countryside. I have a service for 12 of it and besides, it seems appropriate.  Meg, maybe if Jess washes you can dry, if Abbey will be okay?”
 
   Jess had gone in the dining room and was clearing the buffet preparing it for the chaffing dishes that would hold the food.  But, she went to the pantry, got the china, and handed it to Ben who carried it to the kitchen.  Jess also retrieved the silver and the standard glassware.  Since it sat in the pantry until holiday meals, everything needed to have a quick run through some hot sudsy water.
 
   Lane fried bacon and ham, scrambled eggs and baked biscuits.
 
   Jamie and Jake offered to do the dishes since Jess was still getting the dining room ready, which left Meg to sit at the counter and entertain Abbey.  Ben manned the door as first his Uncle Sal, then Uncle Vinnie and Aunt Elena came followed by Colin Burke.
 
   Ben ushered everyone into the formal living room and offered drinks. Lane came in and he introduced her to his Aunt Elena. Brunch was ready and everything was set up buffet style in the dining room.  Lane ushered her guests into the dining room where Jess had carefully set place cards around the table.
 
   After everyone sat, and before anyone went through the buffet line Lane said, “We say grace.  Sunday is my day.  So if you’ll all take the hand of the person next to you.”  She waited, until from youngest to oldest, hands were held.  “Oh most gracious heavenly Father, I come humbly before you today and ask you to bless this food and all of the hands who helped bring it to our table.  For our family and friends gathered at the table to help us celebrate and for those who could not be with us today, may the Lord to bless you and keep you, may he smile upon you and be gracious to you may he turn his face toward you and give you peace.  In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen”
 
   She looked up.  “We’re buffet style, so please help yourselves.  Guests first. Ben will you help your Aunt and Uncles through?  I hope you enjoy everything.  Ben was cooking all night.”  
 
   Jess stood with Colin while Jake helped Meg. So, Jess was standing behind Zia Elena as she whispered to Ben in Italian.  “La donna non cucinare?”  
 
   Ben responded. “Non cuoco italiano, Zia.” 
 
   Jess smiled yes, her mother was a good cook, but Ben was right she didn’t cook Italian. 
 
   “Ah, ha spiegato.” 
 
   Jess almost laughed.  With Ben around, there was no need for her mother to cook Italian and without Ben; there would be no need to cook real Italian at all.
 
   They ate and talked. Lane looked at Colin. “You look so familiar to me and it’s been bothering me since we met.  I knew a Patrick Burke back in Iowa.  Do you have any relatives in Iowa?”  
 
   Colin smiled. “Not anymore, but my grandparents did live there for a while.  My Dad’s name is Patrick.  I think he was there in middle school maybe.”
 
   “Oh my, it is a small world.  That’s why you look so familiar.  He was several years ahead of me in school.  I was six or seven at the time.  We were all out at noon recess and Pat Burke threw an apple core which hit me in the face, causing a bloody nose.  All of the 7th and 8th grade girls, who had huge crushes on him, gathered around me to hide me from the nuns until my nose stopped bleeding because they didn’t want him to be in trouble.  You know, Catholic schools believed in corporal punishment when I was little.  Those nuns would have walloped him.”  She laughed.  “Your dad has probably forgotten all about it, but it was the only time I shed blood in the school yard.  It was traumatic for me.”
 
   As they left, Lane kissed each of the uncles and did her best to recite the one line Ben had taught her earlier.  “Zio Sal, Zio Vinnie, grazie.” She had told Ben she wanted to say it in Italian out of respect.  Of course, she had no idea what they said to Ben.
 
   “Nipote, si sarebbe un pazzo a lasciare questo angelo della valle lontano.” 
 
   While Jess agreed that Ben would be a fool to let her mother get away, she didn’t understand the Angel of the Valley reference.  
 
   After the Lucianos and Colin were gone, Jake let Meg put Abbey down for a nap on his bed and Ben and Lane sat in the living room and relaxed while the Parker kids and Meg did clean-up duty.  
 
   “It really has been a good birthday.”  She leaned over and kissed Ben.  “Thank-you.” 
 
   Then she rested her head on his shoulder and almost immediately fell asleep.  Ben leaned his head back and within minutes he’d fallen asleep too which is where Jamie found them.  He pulled the throw over them and told everyone to avoid the living room.  Jamie, Jake, Meg, and Jess went into Jamie’s room and used his study table to play cards.  They could keep the doors separating his room from Jake’s open so they’d know when Abbey woke up but they would be far enough that they wouldn’t wake her.
 
   When Lane awoke, the house was almost dark and very quiet. She carefully got up so as not to disturb Ben.  She walked into the kitchen and looked at the clock on the microwave.  Nearly seven o’clock.  She found notes from the kids explaining where they’d gone. 
 
   She rummaged around in the fridge for a Diet Dr. Pepper, got a glass and ice, and sat down at the breakfast bar planning her day tomorrow.  She’d told Al last night that she was going to be away from the office until Wednesday afternoon.  Jess would fly out Wednesday morning and Lane would go into the office after dropping her off.  Lane planned to use Monday and Tuesday to talk with Kyle’s lawyer and Uncle Vinnie and Babs to get the foundation set up.  She thought she’d set something up to help not just Gracie Paulson, but other people with medical issues needing a full time treatment facility but no means to pay for it.  Uncle Vinnie and Uncle Sal insisted on calling her Angel of the Valley; maybe she’d name it “The Angel of the Valley Foundation.”
 
   She was lost in thought and jumped when Ben bent down and kissed the back of her neck.
 
   “Hey, how long have you been up?”
 
   “Just a few minutes.  I tried not to disturb you when I got up.  I know you didn’t get much sleep last night and you have a trial starting tomorrow, I know you need your sleep.”
 
   He kissed her.  “We’re doing jury selection tomorrow and it should be a light day, but yeah, I need to get going.  I’m really sorry I fell asleep on you. I’ll call you tomorrow after court.  You’re at least going to try to see Babs and or Vinnie about the foundation, right? Do you need me to check with Kyle’s lawyer to set up a meeting?”
 
   “You’re busy, so let me see if I can call him and set something up.”
 
   “You know why I can’t represent him, right?  He tried to set you up for murder; he threatened you and the kids.  Yes, he deserves a defense, just not by me.  Look at your arm; it has his handprint bruised into it.  For that alone I’d like to see him die a slow painful death.  But, if I need to help you set up a meeting with his lawyer or his wife or whatever, I’ll do it.  For you.”
 
   She walked him to his SUV, kissed him good-bye, and stood in the driveway watching until he was gone.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 22 
 
   Epilogue
 
   On Monday morning, Lane called Babs Edwards to set up a meeting to talk about setting up the foundation. She called Mick to get the name of Kyle Paulson’s lawyer and then called his office to explain what she wanted.  She was able to talk to Kyle so she could explain that she wanted her new foundation to pay for Gracie’s treatment.  Kyle signed a power of attorney to allow Lane to talk to Gracie’s doctors.
 
   Armed with all of that, Lane called the doctor and made an appointment.  She met with the doctor and with Gracie and agreed to contact them when the foundation was complete.  She explained her intention to help with the medical expenses.  She spoke with Babs and funded the foundation with two million dollars from her newly found trust.  
 
   Kyle’s public defender had arranged a plea deal to get the death penalty off the table.  Kyle pled guilty to first-degree murder with the possibility of parole in 25 years.  Craig could afford his own lawyer and was fighting the criminal conspiracy charges.
 
   Lane talked with Jake, Jess, and Jamie about the Gardino trust.  She was going to give $250,000 to each of them.  Jake decided to use his money to buy a house and furniture.  Jess took her money, invested most of it, and bought several pairs of shoes with a small portion.  Jamie invested his in a money market CD.
 
   Jess had gotten a call Monday morning from her agent and had to get back to L.A. early for an audition. It was for a role on a TV cop show playing a uniformed officer, which had the possibility of becoming a small but recurring role.
 
   No one else was home when Lane remembered she still hadn’t opened the package Evie had sent.  In fact, it was still in the cargo area of her Escalade.  She went out to the garage, got the package, and carried it into the kitchen.  She set it on the table and got a box cutter to get through the tape.
 
   She opened the box and found a framed 18” x 36” print of an angel with strawberry blonde hair standing in a field of lilies of the valley. She shook her head as she read the note.  “I saw this and you immediately came to mind. Happy birthday, sweetie.”  The title of the print was Angel of the Valley.
 
   How perfect.  It was as if the picture was little Angelique Valle all grown up.  It was a sign confirming that she should call the foundation.  The Angel of the Valley Foundation.
 
 
   
 
  

 
   Italian Translations
 
   Lamiavitaeravuota:   La mia vita era vuota: My life was empty
 
   Ciao, Zio Sal, Zio Vinnie.   LA presente Lane Parker:  Hello, Uncle Sal, Uncle Vinnie.  May I present Lane Parker?
 
   Nipote, Ella è la visione di un angelo:  Nephew, She is the vision of an angel.
 
   Tu ci sarai:  Will you join us
 
   Unitevi a noi:  Please, join us.
 
   Si. Grazie:  Yes, thank-you
 
   Lei è sotto la mia protezione:  She’s under my protection
 
   Prima di andare, dovete sapere che il padre di omicidio vittima mettere 1,5 milioni di dollari, per la bambina dopo l'incidente. Ora è possibile aggiungere un denaro per qualsiasi motivo la polizia:  Before you go, you need to know that the father of the murder victim put 1.5 million dollars in trust for the little girl after the accident.  Now you can add a money motive to what the police have.
 
   Grazie, Zio.  Mantenere la sua sicurezza, lei è il mio cuore. : Thank-you Uncle.  Keep her safe, she is my heart.
 
   Questa non è casa mia:  this isn’t my house
 
   e la signora è sicura come hai chiesto:  And she is safe as you asked.
 
   È arrabbiata :  She’s angry
 
   Bambina:  Little girl
 
   La ragazza ha un punto:  The girl has a point.
 
   Così intelligente per una così giovane:  So smart for one so young.
 
   La donna non cucinare:  The woman doesn’t cook?
 
   Non cuoco italiano, Zia:  She doesn’t cook Italian, Aunt.
 
   Ah, ha spiegato:  Ah, She’ll learn
 
   Zio Sal, Zio Vinnie, grazie:  Uncle Sal, Uncle Vinnie, thank-you.
 
   Nipote, si sarebbe un pazzo a lasciare questo angelo della valle lontano.:  Nephew, you’d be a fool to let this angel of the valley get away
 
  
 
  


 
   Lane’s next adventure
 
   Lunch at the Club
 
   While watching crime shows or reading mystery novels when a character came across a body, she’d always been the one who said to the character “Call the police.” “Put your hands in your pockets.”  “Don’t touch anything.”  And as the character bent to touch the victim and perhaps the murder weapon, she sometimes literally, shouted.  “YOU IDIOT!  DON’T. TOUCH. THAT. CALL 9-1-1!!” So there Lane Parker sat in the Overland Park police station trying to figure out what had come over her causing her to ignore her own wise advice, and wondering why in fact that advice had never even crossed her mind.  
 
   Thank God, she’d at least had the presence of mind to tell them she wouldn’t answer any questions without her lawyer.  She took pride that she was able to ignore their promise that she wasn’t under arrest which soon turned into taunts about innocent people not needing lawyers.  While it was true they hadn’t done the Miranda warning yet, she wasn’t taking any chances.  She was sure that her daughter Jess had called Ben Bellini.  Ben was a criminal defense attorney and Lane’s significant other and until he arrived, she was determined to keep her mouth shut.  She wasn’t going to take the coffee or soda they kept offering. She just sat in the interview room knowing they were standing on the other side of the mirrored glass watching her.  
 
   Benito Giovanni Bellini second generation Italian American and the best criminal defense attorney in the Kansas City Metropolitan area stood  in the doorway exuding calm confidence.  He resembled George Clooney except he was taller, younger, had a more chiseled body and was much, much better looking.
 
   “I’d like to talk to my client alone.”  Ben said, his back turned to the detective who had escorted him to the interview room.  And as the door was closed, Lane released a released a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Please tell me that Hunter there is still one of your basketball buddies.”  Ben played a friendly game of basketball every Wednesday in a league comprised mostly of guys from police forces and fire departments around the metropolitan area.
 
   “Yes, Hunter still plays in the league.  On the team that we trounced last week.”  Ben looked at the blood on her hands and clothes and shook his head. 
 
   “So, Red what brings us here today? Don’t tell me you stumbled across a body.”  Ben said using the nickname he’d given her shortly after they’d met.   Lane who had strawberry blonde hair – thus the nickname - was an executive at Telco Unlimited, a wireless telecommunications company and sadly this wasn’t the first time she’d been in a police interview room talking about a dead body she’d stumbled over. Lane heaved a sigh.  
 
    “I’d love to not tell you that … but I can’t.  You want the long or the short version here?”
 
   When had she turned into that woman she’d read so much about?  The one who couldn’t even go to the bathroom without stumbling into a murder investigation.
 
   “Start with the short version.” 
 
   “Okay, I took the afternoon off to do a little shopping with Jess.  We stopped at the Club for lunch first.  I went into the restroom and saw a woman lying face down on the floor so I went over to offer assistance.  I felt for a pulse, nothing.  I rolled her onto her back and found a large bloody gash on her left temple.  And as I was leaning over her, my hands covered in blood, another woman came into the rest room and screamed.”  
 
   Lane paused, the woman was - well - screaming bloody murder at least she now knew exactly what that phrase meant.   “The next thing I knew, I’d given my statement to the uniformed officer and was looking into the disbelieving faces of a detective explaining that I’d found her that way.   Ben, I can’t be certain because I haven’t seen in her in years, but I think it was Carol Anne Woods.”
 
   Carol Anne Woods was an ex-girlfriend of Ben’s.  Finally he said “Carol Anne called me to say she’d be in town this week.  She wanted to get together for a drink.  I told her I was with someone now and that we’d have to play it by ear.  So, it could have been her.”  He and Lane were together now and he wouldn’t have jeopardized his relationship with Lane to meet Carol Anne, but he was still curious about what brought her back to KC.   “Who’s Hunter’s partner on this?”
 
   She smiled and winked at him.  “His partner’s a woman. Is the basketball league co-ed?  Is there any chance Detective Crane plays with y’all?”
 
   Ben shook his head. “No.  Volleyball’s Lila’s sport.”  The door opened.  Detective Crane entered the room and lyrics to the Joe Diffey song Third Rock from the Sun began playing in Lane’s head. “She walks into Smokey’s one hip at a time…”  She was about 5’7” tall and athletic.  Her blue-black hair was pulled into a sleek pony tail and she had a gleam in her emerald green eyes as a smile spread across her full red lips.  She could have been a body double for Angelina Jolie in the Tomb Raider movies.   
 
   “Well, Counselor, long time, no see.”  
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