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   Thanks to all of you for listening, laughing, and encouraging me as I talk about the disasters and dilemmas my other family faces.  And thanks for telling all of your friends where to find the books.  
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Author’s Note
 
   I love hearing from my readers you can contact me by clicking this link.
 
    
 
   Just a note about the use of Italian dialog between characters.  When the Bellini and Luciano families talk to each other, they almost always speak Italian.  When they speak Italian in front of non-Italian speaking characters, the dialog appears in Italian.  I do this to help my readers feel the frustration and exclusion that the characters in the book feel during exchanges they don’t understand.  As an avid reader myself, I hate it when an author uses words, phrases, or complete sentences in a language that’s foreign to me and leaves me wondering and often searching the internet to figure out what the character is saying.  So, for my readers, I provide a hyperlink from the Italian dialog to the translation for it.  The translation has a hyperlink that returns the reader back to the spot in the book where you were before.  I hope you find this helpful.  
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Chapter 1
 
   Reconnecting
 
   It was Monday of the second week of October.  Lane Parker hadn’t heard from her fiancé, Ben Bellini, in weeks, though she had seen him on the news once or twice.  Ben was a criminal defense attorney, and his current trial, which started just before he told her he needed a break, was going into its sixth week and was making headlines on both the local and national levels.  Rumor was that Kathleen Greene, a former judge who now has her own show on the Justice Channel providing commentary on high profile legal matters, was coming to Kansas City; a sure sign that Ben was about to become famous.
 
   Maybe that was why he’d told her that he needed a break.  This was such a high profile case and Lane worried that perhaps he was afraid that his winning streak, zero losses and who knew how many wins, was coming to an end.  She wished she could comfort and encourage him, but he’d been clear.  Nearly six weeks ago he’d suggested they needed some space and she was giving it to him.  
 
   She still wore the engagement ring he’d given her.  He hadn’t said he wanted to break things off, only that he needed space.  She ran her finger over the diamond and platinum filigree heart necklace he’d given her as an engagement gift.  It had a key dangling from it, and when he’d given it to her, he’d said it was to remind her that she held the key to his heart.  If he didn’t get over this need for space soon, her heart would break.
 
   Her assistant Meg, who was dating Lane’s oldest son, came into Lane’s office.  “You have a call from Detective McGuire.”  
 
   A few months earlier, Lane had been involved in a murder investigation.  Well, more like she’d been the prime suspect and Mick McGuire had been the investigator.  Mick was a friend of Ben’s; they played basketball together once a week in a league consisting mostly of cops.  In the end, when Lane had been held hostage by the real murderer, both Ben and Mick had come in to rescue her, with guns drawn.  Then, last month, when a delusional woman had broken into Ben’s house, Lane had called Mick.  
 
   She looked warily at Meg. “I’ll take the call.”  
 
   Meg looked at the carafe of hot tea on Lane’s desk.  “Do you need some more tea?”
 
   Lane had been feeling tired and a little sickly.  She’d been treating the flu symptoms with tea and crackers and it seemed to be working. She nodded to Meg as she picked up the phone.
 
   “Mick, hi.  What can I do for you?”
 
   Mick took a breath.  He hadn’t spoken to Lane in over a month, since the night Ben had taken him to her house for dinner.  He’d forgotten how much he loved the sound of her voice.  When is she going to come to her senses and realize that Bellini just isn’t the right man for her?
 
   “There’s a hearing scheduled for Rochelle Jones next week, and I wondered if you had heard anything from the prosecutor about testifying?” 
 
   Rochelle Jones was the lunatic who had broken into Ben’s house last month.  Lane had been on the phone with Ben when Rochelle had broken in and waived a gun around at Ben as she declared her love and devotion.  Lane had called Mick via three-way calling and he’d heard the whole thing.  Rochelle was also suspected of killing a woman who was an ex-girlfriend of Ben’s, and had been put in a treatment facility but apparently now there was going to be a hearing.  
 
   “No, I haven’t heard from the prosecutor.  Is it a competency hearing or something,” Lane asked as she scrolled through her e-mail in-box.
 
   “Yeah, something like that.  I can’t believe Ben hasn’t mentioned it.”  Please, Lord, let her tell me they’ve broken up. Mick thought.
 
   “Ben hasn’t said a thing about it.  He’s been pretty busy with that trial, you know.” 
 
   That sounded like an opening to him, “How about I pick you up and we talk about it over lunch?  Can you get away?”
 
   Lane looked at her calendar.  She was the Chief Privacy Officer for Telco Unlimited; most days it felt like she spent 10 hours a day in meetings, but today her afternoon was free, and maybe some fresh air would make her feel better.
 
   “I could do lunch.  I’m free for the rest of the day.” 
 
   “Great.  I’ll be there in ten,”  Mick said, and not waiting for a response, he ended the call.
 
   Lane laughed.  When they first met, Mick had shown up for lunch three days in a row.  That was when she had been sure she was his prime suspect.  She remembered thinking that you knew you were in trouble when Columbo started showing up all of the time.  The other thing she remembered was that Mick McGuire had trouble estimating time.  If he said he’d be at her office in ten minutes, chances were good that he was calling from in front of the building.  
 
   She hoped she’d have time to stop in the ladies’ room.  All of that tea was just running right through her.  She told Meg that she was heading out for lunch.  
 
   “Meeting Detective McGuire,” Meg, who had a tendency to be all up in Lane’s business, asked.
 
   Usually it didn’t bother Lane, but since Ben had begun their hiatus it seemed like everything bothered her.  “Yes, I’ll be on my cell if you need me,” Lane replied as she picked up her purse and headed out of her office.
 
   When Meg had first met Mick, who was six feet four inches tall with dark hair just turning silver around the temples, she had thought he looked a bit like Pierce Brosnan.  Meg had called him tall dark and handsome and then she’d met Ben.  She had called him tall dark and oh my god gorgeous.  Ben was also six feet four inches tall, with dark hair minus the silver.  He could be George Clooney’s taller, younger, much, much better looking brother.  
 
   Lane stopped in the restroom before taking the elevator to the lobby.  As she suspected, she found Mick sitting in front of the building.  He quickly got out of his Explorer and opened the passenger door.
 
   Lane had her strawberry blonde hair in a French twist, diamond hoop earrings sparkling as she walked.  Mick recalled that she always wore her hair up when she was at work.  She wore a red wool suit with a cream colored silk shell and three inch red heels.  She was gorgeous. 
 
   Mick walked around and got into the SUV as Lane buckled her seatbelt.  “How does the Cheesecake Factory sound,” he asked.  He noticed she was still wearing the boulder of an engagement ring Bellini had given her.
 
   Lane smiled. “I could stand a little cheesecake.”  
 
   They talked a bit about the weather and politics during the fifteen minute drive.  Mick could barely keep his eyes off Lane and focus on the traffic as he drove. 
 
   They were seated quickly, and the looks the other patrons gave them as they walked to their table wasn’t lost on him.  It reminded him of the first lunch they’d shared.  He smiled.  She’d been wearing red that day too.  They’d met at J. Alexander’s.  Mick hadn’t recognized Lane that day as she had approached him, but he remembered how the crowd in the waiting area had separated for her like Moses parting the Red Sea.  People noticed her and she was oblivious to it, and it was sexy as hell.
 
   The waitress quickly came and took their drink orders.  Lane had ordered iced tea when they had lunched together in the summer, but today she ordered hot tea and Mick looked quizzically at her.  
 
   She smiled.  “I’ve been feeling a little under the weather.”  
 
   If this is how she looked when she wasn’t feeling well, he’d like to see her when she was feeling great.  He thought about last summer, she’d been suffering from migraine headaches when he’d first met her.  He shook his head.  It didn’t matter; she was gorgeous even when she wasn’t feeling well.  Lane was five feet ten inches tall and his cop eyes would put her at about 175 pounds.  She had big blue eyes and didn’t appear to have a single wrinkle on her face.
 
   The waitress brought their drinks and took their order.  Lane ordered the Shepard’s pie.  How can she eat like that and keep her shape?  Mick wondered as he ordered a Caesar Salad.  Lane waited for Mick to say something about the Rochelle Jones case, so far he hadn’t mentioned it.
 
   She filled the silence.  “Tell me about your kids.  When is Michael’s baby due?”  Mick’s oldest son, Michael was a pharmacist, married and expecting his first child, but Lane couldn’t remember when.
 
   “Close to Christmas.  They’re pretty excited.”  Mick was in his early fifties and talking about being a grandfather made him feel old.
 
   “What about Shane?  I think I’ve seen him on the news a couple of times.”  His middle child, Shane was a sports reporter for the local Fox affiliate.  Lane was pretty sure she’d seen him reporting during one or two of her son Jamie’s football games.
 
   “You probably have, he’s been getting a lot of on-air time lately. He’s fine.”
 
   “What about your daughter, Kiley?  She’s a nurse, right?  How is she?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s doing well, still living at home.  She’s working at Shawnee Mission Medical Center.  She works in the NICU, the neonatal intensive care unit.  You know, for premature babies.  She loves it.”
 
   He had met Lane’s daughter last summer at Lane’s birthday party.  What was her name?  “How about your daughter, how is she?”
 
   Lane smiled.  Her daughter, Jess, was fine.  She’d been a student at UCLA when she’d been cast in movies being made from a book trilogy.  Harts in Time, which was the first book and movie, would start filming soon in Europe.  “Jess is doing well.”  She smiled, thinking, “Where has Mick been that he doesn’t know about Jess’s movie role?” 
 
   “She was cast in a movie and she’ll start filming next month in Europe.”  Maybe Mick didn’t pay any attention to entertainment news.  She wasn’t sure that she would, if Jess weren’t in the business.
 
   Their lunches were delivered and they continued to talk as they ate.  She knew Mick was a widower.  She wondered if he dated and thought about some of her book club friends.  Maybe she could introduce him to one of them.  
 
   When the check came, Mick grabbed it thinking this went far better than their last lunch together.  He drove her back to the office, and as she walked into her building, she shook her head.  Mick hadn’t said a single word about Rochelle Jones.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2
 
   Trial of the century
 
   Ben was exhausted.  He was defending a state senator, who had gone out before dawn for his daily run, and had come home to find his pregnant wife dead in their bed.  The baby had been cut from her abdomen, and to his amazement was lying on the bed; and she, the baby, was alive.  Senator Harold had called 9-1-1 as any good citizen would have done; and in doing so, had become the prime suspect.  Partially because of the heinousness of the crime and partially because he was a state senator who was rumored to be exploring a move into national politics, the major networks had picked up the story.  Every day was like running a gauntlet to get past the cameras and the news crews as Ben made his way into or out of the courthouse.  Thank God there were no cameras in the courtroom.
 
   It didn’t help that he was having trouble sleeping.  He’d finished jury selection on the Friday after Labor Day, with opening arguments starting the following Monday.  Because he had a crazy woman break into his house and threaten him, and because Lila Crane, an obsessed ex-girlfriend, had threatened Lane; Jess had convinced Ben the only way to keep Lane safe was to step away from her.  So before the trial began, he’d told Lane he needed some space.  That was six weeks ago and only four days after he’d proposed.  It was the worst decision he’d ever made in his life.  He was drowning in space.
 
   His family was barely speaking to him, which made things especially difficult since his Uncle Salvatore Luciano was co-counsel and in the courtroom every day.  Everyone in his family was tremendously fond of Lane, and they were all furious that she was conspicuously missing and Ben wasn’t talking about why.  Ben was notorious for going through women faster than some people changed underwear, and they were sure he’d screwed up.  They were right.  He had.  Just not the way they thought.  It was true that Ben had been quite a player before he started dating Lane, and the whole family was certain that he’d cheated on the lovely Angel of the Valley (Lane had been born Angelique Valle).  He’d rather cut off his left nut than cheat on Lane.  He planned to be faithful to her for the rest of eternity.  But he’d still made up some stupid excuse about needing space because Lane had mentioned a prenup.
 
   The truth was the day after Lane mentioned the prenup, he’d had his cousin, Daniella Luciano, a partner in the law firm, draw one up.  It gave Lane everything she had before the marriage, everything she earned during the marriage and half of everything he earned during the marriage.  Daniella had told him it was the worst prenup she’d ever seen, and she was ashamed to have her name associated with it.  It didn’t matter.  He knew that a prenup would never be needed.  Still, if Lane wanted a prenup to assure her, then she’d have one.
 
   Lane had been married twice before, both times to idiots of different varieties.  Her first husband, Gus, had been a musician who couldn’t or wouldn’t keep away from the groupies.  He’d come home after having spent months on the road and given her a case of the clap, courtesy of one of his little friends.  Her second husband, Phillip, had come home after a business trip, and made love to her before coming out of the closet and walking out the door, leaving her for his boyfriend Ralphie.
 
   Her son Jake was five years old and Jess was 18 months. To make the situation even more complicated; shortly after Phillip left, Lane had found out she was pregnant.  Lane had raised her three children alone and Ben didn’t blame her for wanting some kind of assurances.  He also suspected her real motivation for asking was to ensure that if anything happened between them, her children were taken care of.  What she didn’t know was that he’d already set up a trust fund for each of her three children.  In fact, he’d done it nearly a year before he’d proposed. He just hadn’t had the opportunity to broach the subject with her yet.
 
   He’d met Lane three years earlier, when she had first moved to Kansas from Omaha.  They had become friends, hanging out together, seeing movies, going to dinner and even going to church together every Saturday night, but he’d kept Friday night open for his date night. He’d spent most of the last three years dating (and screwing) every wrong woman he could find, while the love of his life stood right in front of him.  He’d finally figured it out four months ago.  It took him another three months after that to get Lane to the place where she could tell him she loved him.  He had proposed the next day, giving her a ring from a little blue box from Tiffany’s that he’d been holding onto for weeks.
 
   *****
 
   Uncle Sal had agreed to do an interview with some Kathleen Greene wanna be and he was dragging Ben along.  Uncle Sal was perfectly capable of skirting questions and charming the interviewer, so Ben knew it was punishment.  Ben and his uncle were Italian; Italians are all about retribution.  Sal hadn’t asked about Lane.  That’s the thing about lawyers, in the courtroom and often outside it, they don’t ask a question they don’t already know the answer to. That’s why a criminal defense attorney almost never asks his client if he’s guilty.  Sal wasn’t going to ask and Ben wasn’t going to tell, but Ben suspected that Sal had their investigator, Roy Tanner, looking into the Lane situation in his spare time.  Thankfully, Tanner, who was a retired Kansas City, Missouri homicide detective, was pretty busy investigating for them on the Harold case.
 
   


 
  



Chapter 3
 
   Feeling sick
 
   Lane had been feeling sick for days now.  She didn’t want to think that it had anything to do with the separation from Ben.  For heaven’s sake, she was forty-nine not fifteen.  They were dating, not married.  She’d decided that if she didn’t feel better by the end of the week, she’d go to the doctor.  Lane had also been having trouble sleeping.  She fell asleep just fine, but she was having weird dreams and she’d wake up with a start, and some nights this pattern repeated more than once.  She could never remember what she’d dreamed, but it was strange.  Normally, she was a fairly sound sleeper.  
 
   She got up, showered and dressed.  Years ago, she’d started a rotation method for organizing her closet.  She put on the suit that was furthest to the left.  When she took it off at night, she’d hang it on the far right.  After the second wearing, she would send it to the dry cleaner.  It ensured that she didn’t wear her favorite three or four outfits every day, and it took the decision making effort out of getting ready in the morning.  She found it shaved off at least fifteen minutes from her morning routine and since she wasn’t a morning person, she needed all the help she could get.
 
   Lane usually got into the office around nine o’clock.  She’d started going into the office late when her kids were young so she could put them on the school bus herself.  Besides, you couldn’t always control what time you left the office at night, but you could control when you got in.  
 
   She was so happy that she’d hired Meg Kelly.  Meg always had Lane’s office and appointments organized, and today was no different.
 
   “Any calls,” Lane asked, as she walked in and docked her laptop.
 
   “Just one.  Mick McGuire called.”  Meg handed Lane the message.
 
   Meg could see the disappointment on Lane’s face.  She knew that Ben had been conspicuously absent for the last few weeks.  Jake either didn’t know what was going on or just wasn’t talking about it.  Lane hadn’t said anything either.  God, thought Meg, who was nearly a foot shorter than Ben, I could just get up on a chair and slap him.
 
   Two dozen deep red roses continued to be delivered to Lane each Tuesday.  The 24 roses were symbolic, to say Ben thought about her every hour of every day, but he hadn’t called since he’d told her that he needed a break.  The roses were in Lane’s office.  The fragrance hit her as she talked with Meg.
 
   Lane looked at the printed calendar Meg had laid on her desk.  Only a couple of meetings today, both were this morning, a 9:30 and a 10:30.
 
   She picked up the phone and dialed Mick’s cell phone.
 
   “McGuire.”
 
   “Hi, Mick.  It’s Lane.  Meg said you called.”
 
   “You know, I completely forgot to talk about Rochelle Jones yesterday.  I was wondering if you were free for lunch or maybe dinner tonight and we could talk.”
 
   Lane smiled.  A dinner could be misinterpreted as a date.  She ran a finger over the engagement ring she wore.  
 
   “I could make lunch if you could do eleven-thirty or even noon.  Where shall I meet you?”
 
   “I can do noon.  I’ll pick you up.”
 
   Lane hung up and had Meg put Mick on her calendar.  She and Meg had agreed years ago that only one of them would be in charge of her calendar and Meg had won the battle.
 
   She got through her meetings and at noon on the dot, she took the elevator to the lobby.  Mick’s SUV was parked in front of the building.
 
   He looked up as Lane walked out.  Today, she had her hair in a French braid and wore a black and cream suit.  As he opened the door for her, he thought, “She looks like she could have walked out of a fashion show.”  
 
   “Where to?  Lady’s choice.”  He noticed that she still had on that damn boulder.  
 
   “How about Aunt Em’s Diner,” Lane replied.
 
   Mick laughed.  “Craving desert, are you?”  
 
   During the murder investigation a few months ago, he had taken her to lunch at the diner because she was craving pie.  Of course, that was the day he’d found the murder weapon that had been planted under her bed.  The day he’d had to take her in for questioning.  The day Bellini had come to the station like a knight in shining armor to rescue her from the big bad detective.  No, their last trip to Aunt Em’s hadn’t worked out so well.  He hoped today would go better.
 
   He parked, walked around the SUV and opened her door.  As they walked into the diner, he thought she looked a little pale. But when they entered she turned deathly white and he barely reacted quickly enough to catch her so she didn’t fall on the floor.  He grabbed his phone, dialed 9-1-1, gave them his cop code and asked for an ambulance.
 
   *****
 
   Lane woke up in the ER with an IV in her arm and Mick hovering over her.
 
   “How do you feel,” he asked.
 
   She shook her head.  “Good, I’m good.  Where am I?”
 
   “You fainted at Aunt Em’s.  You’re at Shawnee Mission.”  
 
   He could barely keep his tone civil.  He was torn between concern for her and contempt for Bellini.  The doctor who had examined her had seen the engagement ring on her finger and assumed he was the lucky fiancé as she congratulated him, not on the upcoming marriage, but for the baby they had on the way.
 
   “I did what?”  
 
   She’d fainted only once in her life.  It was when she was pregnant and the smell of greasy food had over powered her.  Oh, the smell of the greasy diner was the last thing she remembered.  She was looking at Mick and tried to turn away, but it was too late.  She vomited all over him.  Oh, God.  Her mind was spinning out of control.  Yes, she’d missed her period, but she was fourty-nine and she’d thought she was going through the change.
 
   She squinted her eyes at him.  Her voice was barely audible.  “Am I … pregnant?”  
 
   Mick had grabbed a towel and was cleaning himself off the best he could.  She’d vomited all over him the first time they met.  She’d had a migraine then and the smells of death and stale popcorn in the theater had caused her to projectile vomit all over his suit.
 
   “You’re asking me?” His voice was a low growl.  What the hell?  Bellini had knocked her up and was nowhere to be found.  She’d said she hadn’t talked to him in a while.
 
   She looked at him, her blue eyes wide, her voice was barely above a whisper.  “Well, since you brought me to the ER and you’re the only one here at the moment who might have spoken to the doctor.  Yes, Mick, I’m asking you.”  
 
   God, he’d been in love with her since the first moment he’d met her.  He continued to hope she would realize that she needed a full grown man, not some pup who had a really bad habit of screwing any woman who stood still for long enough.  Maybe that wasn’t fair to Bellini, but right now he didn’t care.  Ben Bellini might be his basketball buddy, but he wasn’t feeling very friendly toward him just now.  Lane was here, in the hospital, and was pregnant and dehydrated and God knew what.  She was fourty-nine, that meant a high risk pregnancy, the doctor had told him before Mick explained that he wasn’t the fiancé.  No, he wasn’t the fiancé; he was just the schmuck who was in love with her.
 
   Mick was fifty-two, and about to become a grandfather.  The last thing he needed was a baby, but if that baby belonged to Lane Parker, then sign him up.  He was back where he’d been two months ago.  He’d walk into hell and sell his soul to the devil, if Lane Parker would love him.  This might be the break he needed.
 
   Mick reached out and took her hand.  “Yes, you’re pregnant.”  
 
   “Mick, do you think you could find the doctor for me?”  She reached for her phone and called her office.  Meg picked up on the first ring.  “Meg, I’m going to be out for the rest of the day.  Yes, everything’s fine.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   The doctor came into the cubicle.  “Mrs. Parker, I’m Doctor Bohnam.  Congratulations, you’re pregnant.  I guess you didn’t know.”
 
   “No, I had no idea.  Is everything else okay?  Is there any reason I can’t go home now?”
 
   “No, you were a little dehydrated.  Morning sickness I’m guessing.  You need to see your own doctor as soon as possible.  There are increased risks with a pregnancy at your age.”  The young female doctor leaned toward Lane.  “Although I hope I look as good as you do when I’m your age.”
 
   “Thank you?  Are there discharge papers or something I need to do?”  Lane couldn’t believe how stupid, insensitive, and crass some people could be, but it wasn’t her job to educate either the world on etiquette or the doctor on her bedside manner.
 
   “I’ll send the nurse in.”
 
   Pregnant.  Well, wasn’t that something?  Pregnant.  She knew she needed to talk to Ben, but he’d said he needed a break and he was in the middle of that huge trial. She needed to get home.  She needed to call her doctor and get a recommendation for an obstetrician.  Pregnant.
 
   Mick came back in as the nurse was finishing the discharge paper work.  Lane looked at him.  “Can you take me back to the office so I can pick up my car?”
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?”
 
   “Mick, I’m pregnant, I’m not helpless.”  Why did some men think that being pregnant meant a woman was suddenly helpless?  She hoped the exasperation she felt hadn’t come through in her tone.
 
   “Sure, let me go bring the Explorer up to the door.”
 
   She shook her head.  Apparently he didn’t agree that she wasn’t helpless, well she wasn’t going to waste her breath arguing.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4
 
   God how tiring
 
   Mick drove Lane back to her office.  He knew he should strike while the iron was hot.  Bellini seemed to be out of the picture, Lane was pregnant.  She needed a man and he wanted to be that man.
 
   “Look, I understand that you’re pregnant and not helpless, but let me follow you home.  You fainted.”  He smiled.  “It’s my duty to protect and serve.  Let me make sure you get home all right.”
 
   She smiled back at him.  Hadn’t he said something like that months before?  She’d had a migraine and he’d insisted on not only driving her home, but staying with her until Ben arrived.  The headache business made sense.  His wife, Gloria had died of a brain tumor, and Lane’s headaches had brought the memory of Gloria’s death front and center for him.  The pregnancy though, she didn’t know what was making him act all grouchy and protective over her pregnancy. But, what could it hurt if he followed her home.
 
   She smiled at him.  “That’s thoughtful of you, Mick.”
 
   He’d followed her home and walked her into the house to be sure she was safely inside and looked around.  Just as he thought, there was no sign that Bellini had been near the place.
 
   Lane turned toward him.  “Thanks, Mick.  I appreciate your help today.  I think I’m just going to change and have a nap.”  
 
   She was giving him the bum’s rush toward the door.  Fine, she needed a nap.  He’d come back this evening.  His window of opportunity was open and he wasn’t going to give up easily.
 
   Lane called her doctor’s office as soon as she’d gotten rid of Mick.  She’d left a voice mail message on the nurse’s line saying she was pregnant and asking for names of obstetricians who specialized with pregnancies in women over 40.  She’d changed into her jeans and was sitting in the family room in a recliner with her feet up waiting for the call back.  She had her laptop and was searching the internet for anything and everything she could find about pregnancy after the age of 45.  There were mixed reviews.  Her favorite was the item that said it was virtually impossible to get pregnant with your own eggs after the age of 45.  Well, virtually wasn’t literally and she was living proof.  There were several websites that discussed issues around pregnancy for “older” women, and she surfed from site to site.
 
   The phone rang. The nurse from her doctor’s office had some names.  She said she could e-mail them to Lane if it was easier.  Lane agreed that e-mailing was probably best.  She gave her personal e-mail address and was soon going through the names.  She selected one and called the office taking the first appointment they had, which luckily was for late the next morning.  They asked if she’d taken a home pregnancy test and she explained that she’d fainted, was taken to the ER in an ambulance and the ER doctor had told her she was pregnant.  
 
   She was still sitting in the recliner with her laptop when Jamie came home from football practice.
 
   “You look tired, Mom.  Are you okay?”  What is she doing home already? Jamie thought.
 
   “I’m fine.  I don’t feel like cooking tonight though, let’s order pizza.  Okay?”
 
   She needed to tell the kids, but it would have to wait.  She knew she couldn’t tell the boys without telling Jess, and she knew Jess was very busy right now.  Jess had won the coveted starring role playing identical twin sisters Kate and Kit Hart, in the movie adaptation of the Harts in Time trilogy.  Since then, she had been making the rounds of talk shows and doing other appearances since the announcement was made.  
 
   The first book told the story of sisters who were identical in appearance, but as different as night and day in disposition.  Kate Hart was old fashioned, kind and introspective while Kit Hart was modern, edgy and an extrovert.  It began when the sisters were in Europe vacationing.  They’d both kissed a stone that superstition said when kissed would grant your wish.  They had stood on opposite sides of the stone and making a wish, each pressed her lips to it.  Kate wished for true love and happiness.  Kit wished for power and wealth.  Kate backed away from the stone formation and found herself in a parallel world 100 years in the past.  Kit found herself in that same parallel world, but 100 years in the future.  The first book followed the sisters through figuring out how to survive and thrive in their new reality and it ended when they were just as inexplicably brought back to the time and place where they had started.
 
   The second book, Broken Harts told the story of them exchanging tales of their time apart and of them kissing the stone again in the hope of getting back to the lives they had landed in; Kate the past and Kit in the future, but as they kissed the stone a second time, they had exchanged time periods.
 
   The last book well, we don’t want to give it all away.  Who’d read the books or go see the movies?
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5
 
   A proposition
 
   At five o’clock, when his shift was over, Mick drove to Lane’s house.  He called her from the driveway, making sure she was awake.  Her son answered the phone.  What was his name?
 
   “Hello, this is Detective McGuire, is your mother home?”  
 
   “Yes, sir.  Let me get her,” Jamie responded.
 
   Jamie had just hung up after ordering the pizza.  He looked out the window in his room and could see the Ford Explorer in the driveway.  What was that guy doing at the house?
 
   Jamie walked into the family room and extended the phone toward Lane.  “It’s Detective McGuire.”
 
   Lane took the phone.  “Hi, Mick.”  She sighed.
 
   “I’m in the neighborhood, and I thought I’d drop by.”  
 
   Jamie answered the door when Mick rang the bell.  He showed the Detective into the family room and looked questioningly at his mother.  She didn’t seem to notice as she motioned Mick toward the sofa.
 
   Mick said, “Thanks, Kid.”  
 
   It was like he was dismissing Jamie.  But this was Jamie’s house and he wasn’t going anywhere.  At least until he had to leave to pick up the pizza anyway.  Jamie sat in the chair next to his mother.  He hadn’t liked this guy when Ben had brought him home for dinner a while back, and he didn’t like him now.  He especially didn’t like that he’d shown up while Ben and his mother were taking a break.  He might be only 17, but he knew trouble when he saw it.
 
   Lane looked at Mick.  “You remember my son, Jamie.”
 
   “Sure. Jamie, good to see you again.”  How was he going to discuss his proposal with Lane while the kid was in the room?  Didn’t he have something to do?
 
   “Jamie just ordered pizza for us.  He’ll be going to get it in a few minutes.  You’re welcome to stay for dinner.” 
 
   Great the kid was going to go pick up pizza.  That would give him a perfect opportunity to talk.  “Sure, I’d like that,” Mick replied.
 
   Jamie wanted to tell his mother they didn’t have enough for the detective to stay, but it wasn’t true and besides, he knew she’d disapprove of any rude behavior.  So, he’d sit here and do everything he could think of to discourage the guy in the meantime.  Where was Jess when you needed her?  She’d know what to do about this guy.  
 
   Lane was always a good hostess and asked, “Mick, what can we offer you to drink?” 
 
   Mick nodded toward Lane’s tea.  “As I recall, you make a great iced tea.”
 
   “Jamie, would you refill my iced tea and bring one for Mick?” 
 
   Great now he was waiting on the guy.  He should call Ben.  He had no idea what was going on between his Mom and Ben.  Ben hadn’t been around for weeks now.  He and Jake had said that if Ben hurt their Mom, they’d make him pay.  Jess had told them that everything was fine and the boys should hang tight, but Jess didn’t know about Dickhead McGuire.
 
   Jamie got up, took Lane’s glass, and went to the kitchen.
 
   Lane leaned toward Mick.  “I haven’t told my family yet, so I’d rather not talk about anything in front of Jamie.”  
 
   Lane thought Jamie had been out of ear shot, but he’d heard what she’d said.  What hadn’t she told her family and why was she talking about it with Dickhead McGuire?  
 
   He brought the tea back into the room.  He put one glass on the coaster by his mother’s chair and handed the other to the Dickhead.
 
   “I need to go pick up the pizza.  Shall I get anything else while I’m out?”
 
   Lane shook her head.  
 
   “Okay, I’ll be back in ten to fifteen minutes,” he said as he walked toward the garage.
 
   They’d ordered Minsky’s to go and Jamie knew it would take all of the time he’d told his mother he’d be gone to drive there and back.  When he got to Minsky’s, he called his brother.  
 
   “Jandy.  What’s up?”  Jake answered, using the nickname he’d given his younger brother when they were kids.
 
   “Hey, I’m just picking up Minsky’s.  You want to come over?  Maybe you could bring Meg and Abbey.”  The more people that are in the house, the better to keep Dickhead McGuire in his place.
 
   *****
 
   When Lane heard the garage door close, she looked at Mick.  “Did you want to talk to me about the Rochelle Jones hearing?”  
 
   Mick shook his head.  No, it really had been just an excuse to see her.  If the DA wanted her at the hearing, he’d contact her.
 
   “Lane, tell me truth.  Has Bellini abandoned you?”  
 
   She blinked.  She still wore her engagement ring.  What on earth gave Mick the idea that he had any right to ask that question?  Even if it were true, he had no right to ask her about something so personal.
 
   “Mick, why would you even ask such a question,” she asked, incredulously.
 
   She picked up her glass to take a drink, and Mick could see her hand shake.  His experience as an observer of body language had been honed by 25 years on the police force.  Something wasn’t right.  He reached out to take her hand.  “I want to help. Lane I care for you.  If he’s left you, let me take care of you and the baby.”  
 
   She pulled her hand back. “Mick, you’ve no right to talk to me this way.  I told you, Ben’s very busy with the trial.”  
 
   She lowered her voice.  When Lane was really angry, she always lowered her voice and carefully enunciated every syllable.  “Maybe things would have been different if we’d met a year ago, even six months ago.  But we didn’t.  You see this?”  She pointed to her engagement ring.  “It should tell you everything you need to know.  As long as this ring is on my finger, Ben Bellini is the only man who…”
 
   Before Lane could finish her speech the garage door opened and Meg Kelly’s two year old daughter, Abbey, came running into the family room followed closely by Jake and Meg.  Abbey ran to Lane and crawled into her lap.  
 
   Lane looked up.  “Jake, Meg, have you met Detective McGuire?  I’m afraid he was just leaving. Jake would you please walk him out?  Good-bye, Detective,” Lane said, as she turned away from Mick and busied herself talking with Abbey. 
 
   Jake, who was six feet four inches tall and weighed a well-muscled 200 pounds, stood by the sofa, waiting for Mick to stand and then walked him to the front door.
 
   As Mick walked to his car, Jamie pulled into his garage stall.  Neither one acknowledged the other.
 
   Jamie carried the pizzas into the house and put them on the breakfast bar.  Jake followed him into the kitchen.  He was wondering what was going on.  First, Jandy had called and invited him for pizza.  Then, Mom had him escort a guest to the door.  He couldn’t remember his mother ever using that icy tone to a guest in their home. “So who’s Detective McGuire and what was he doing here,” Jake asked his brother.  
 
   “He’s supposed to be a friend of Ben’s, but if you saw the way he looks at Mom, you’d know what he was really doing was putting moves on her.  What happened?”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “That’s why you called isn’t it?  Whatever happened, it was over before we got here.  Mom introduced him and had me walk him out.  I don’t think he’ll be back.  Mom was talking in that quiet mad tone when we came in.”
 
   “Good, I didn’t trust him the first time I met him, when he came with Ben, and I sure didn’t like that he was here without Ben tonight.  Something’s going on.  I’ll call Jess later.”
 
   Lane had lifted Abbey and carried her as she walked into the kitchen.  “Do we have enough pizza for everyone?”  She and Abbey sat on a counter chair and watched as Meg and the boys gathered plates and silverware.
 
   The boys looked at each other and laughed.  There were two large pizzas and wings.  As usual, there was enough to feed a small army.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  



Chapter 6
 
   Off the merry go round
 
   Jess was 20 years old and had been thrust into the white hot spotlight.  It was what every actor dreamed of, the opportunity of a lifetime.  The announcement that she’d won the roles of Kate and Kit Hart had been made in the trades three weeks ago and she’d had a personal appearance every day, sometimes appearing as a guest on a morning talk show and a night time show (which by the way were filmed in the afternoon) on the same day.
 
   Jess was five feet four inches tall, had blonde hair and big blue eyes with unnaturally long eyelashes.  She’d been in Kansas visiting when she’d gotten the call about the audition.  It was a starring role and an opportunity she couldn’t pass up, so she’d cut short her visit and returned to L.A.  It was the right thing to do, especially since she’d gotten the role.  But what is it they say?  Be careful what you wish for because you just might get it.
 
   She’d gotten it all right, and she really wasn’t complaining.  Except now there was some weirdo leaving presents for her outside her condo.  For the last week, every time she’d come home from an appearance there was something left by her door with either the name Kit or Kate Hart on it.  So apparently there were fans who were already seeing her as the twins.  Her agent thought it was a good thing, but her agent was a 45 year old man and he wasn’t the one coming home alone at one o’clock in the morning to find little love letters or hate letters addressed to him.  
 
   The producers had given a dinner party as a way for the cast and crew to get to know each other.  They’d sent a car service to take her to and from the party.  It had been a long day and she was tired as she climbed into the back of the limo to find a note addressed to Kit.  Why did fans sign things “your greatest fan” or “your most devoted fan.”  For crying out loud, she thought as she opened it.  Maybe opening it was her first mistake.  “You’re the mean selfish sister.  You don’t deserve Prince Augustus.”  Oh for God’s sake, it’s a book, I’m not Kate or Kit and whoever this is needs to get a life.
 
   She laid her head back and tried to relax as the Limo made its way to her condo near the UCLA campus.   She knew it was going to be a two hour ride and it would be 3:00 a.m. before she got home.  She had an early morning tomorrow doing an appearance on a local L.A. morning talk show.
 
   To her surprise, she’d fallen asleep in the limo and the driver woke her when they’d arrived at her condo.  She walked in barefoot, carrying her Loubouton Carlota shoes.  Ben had bribed her with them last summer.  The bribe was to be nice to some idiot who thought she should be falling all over him.  Well not be nice exactly, it was more a bribe not to kill the guy.  She smiled.  She’d gotten some of her most favorite shoes from her mother’s boyfriend.  She’d told him several years ago that anyone wanting to get next to her mother had to deliver three pairs of very specific shoes.   He’d sent them to her as an announcement when he started dating her mother.  They were shoes that weren’t even made any more.  How Ben had gotten them, she didn’t know, but they were lovely.  Each with platforms and a five inch heel; one pair in Black, one pair in Red, and one pair in Electric Blue, all handmade in Italy.
 
   She dropped her shoes in the living room and went straight to bed.  The next morning, she rushed around getting ready, making it to the interview with only seconds to spare.  It was another round of questions about her eyelashes.  
 
   “No, they really are mine,” she said as she tugged at them.  “My brother has eyelashes just like them, but we don’t put mascara on his,” she said and laughed.  It was true, her older brother Jake and she both had eyelashes to die for.
 
   She finished the interview and went home.  It was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon, but finally, she’d be able to rest for a while.  There was nothing more going on for the rest of the week.
 
   When she got home, the door to her condo was slightly ajar.  She cautiously made her way in, looking around as she made her way toward the bedroom.  Something was wrong.  Her closet door was open and she knew she’d closed it.  There was a note on her bed addressed to Kit Hart.  She left it where it lay against her pillows, grabbed a Louisville Slugger from under her bed and her gun from her nightstand.  She went into the master bathroom and locked the door.  She climbed into the bathtub and dialed the phone.
 
   “Jams.  Hi.  How are things,” she said far more calmly that she felt. 
 
   “Hey, Sis.  How are things in L.A. now that you’re a big star,” Jamie responded.
 
   “I have a stalker.  And someone’s been in my condo.  Other than that, everything’s great.”
 
   “Let me make the call,” he said.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7 
 
   Truce?
 
   There was a recess and Ben had found a corner where he could stand without the press or anyone else bothering him.  His cell phone buzzed.  He looked at the caller id.  
 
   “Bambino.  What’s up?”  He had called Lane’s youngest son, Jamie, Bambino since their first meeting.  Back then, Jamie had been 14 and was tall, gangly, and awkward and seemed to be feeling lost after the move to Kansas.  It was Ben’s way of helping him through the transition and the nickname had just stuck.
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you.  I know you and Mom are having a time out.  Jess called me from L.A.  She’s in trouble.  There’s some nutcase fan stalking her.”
 
   Ben looked at his watch.  He needed to be back in the courtroom in about five minutes.  “Don’t worry, Bambino, I’ll handle it.”
 
   The Parker kids had been calling Ben with their problems since just weeks after their move from Nebraska.  His response was always the same.  “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it.” And he always did.  Jake had been the first to need Ben’s help.  Jake was a student at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, Kansas.  He’d been out with friends.  He was driving and they’d been pulled over. One of the idiots in the truck had an open container of beer.  They’d all been hauled in.  Jake had used his phone call and called Ben.  The Lawrence police were surprised when one the best criminal defense attorneys in Kansas City had walked in.  Ben talked to everyone and got the charges against Jake dropped.
 
   The second call had come from Jess, just days after the incident with Jake.  She’d called because a guy she’d gone out with a couple of times wouldn’t take “get lost” for an answer.  He was hanging around, following her to and from school.  Sitting in his car at all hours of the day and night, just down the block, watching the house.  She’d called Ben and he’d taken the little twerp out for lunch.  Ben was Italian, the whole city thought his family was mobbed up, and he wasn’t above using that paranoia to his advantage.  He’d intimidated the kid by taking him to Bellini’s.  Making sure the kid knew he was one of “those” Bellinis.  He’d told the kid that Jess was a friend of his and he’d be very unhappy if anything or anyone upset her.  The kid had almost wet himself, but he’d never bothered Jess again.
 
   Ben hadn’t spoken to Jess in nearly six weeks, not since he’d told Lane he needed a break.  He knew she’d gotten the role.  You’d have to live under a rock not to know that Jess had gotten the roles of Kit and Kate Hart.  He had exchanged angry words with Jess just before he had proposed to Lane.  Jess was still pissed and she wouldn’t call him directly for help the way she’d done in the past.  No, she had called Jamie knowing that he would call Ben.  Ben scrolled though his contacts and hit the call button.
 
   “Jess, where are you?  Are you all right?”  
 
   “I’m in the bathtub. I have my Louisville Slugger and my gun.”
 
   “Have you called the police?”  Why had he even asked, he knew the answer.  They never called the police, they just called Ben.
 
   “No.”  And much to his amazement, he heard her sniffle.  There were several things Jess Parker just didn’t do; unless it was written in a script and crying was one of them.
 
   “Stay put.  I can have someone there in a couple of hours.  Can you hold tight for two hours, Jess?”
 
   He was sure that he heard her sniff again, but she said, “Yes.”  
 
   He pushed the end call button and dialed again.  “I need a favor.”  He gave the address for Jess’s condo. “Lane’s daughter’s in trouble.  She’s barricaded herself in the master bath.” He paused. “She’s family.  Call me when you have her.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8
 
   That stain’s never coming out
 
   Jess held her gun in both hands as she heard the bathroom door rattling.
 
   “I’ve got a gun and I know how to use it,” she yelled, just as the door burst open and a tall, dark and handsome man burst through it.
 
   She pulled the trigger splattering his $5000 black pinstripe Brioni suit with neon green paint right where his heart would be.  He looked exactly like Ben’s youngest brother Dr. Paolo Raffaele Bellini.  But it wasn’t Pauli.
 
   “Damn, that’s gonna leave a mark,” he said as he looked at the paint running down his chest.  He wasn’t talking about the paint; he was referring to the bruise that had already begun to form.
 
   “You aren’t Pauli, so who the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m the cavalry, Toots.  I have a car and a jet waiting to whisk you to Kansas.”  He reached out his right hand to help her stand.  “Throw some things in a suitcase.”
 
   He was dialing his phone with his left hand.  “Yeah, I got her.  She looks fine.  I’m not sure she needed the help.  Ha fatto un colpo per uccidere il mio abito.”  He said and then held the phone out to Jess.
 
   The Bellinis often had what they assumed were private conversations, in Italian, when others were around.  What they didn’t know was that Jess had bought Rosetta Stone and learned Italian.  She understood every word they said to each other and had for the last two years.  Well, every non-curse word.  Rosetta Stone wasn’t big on curse words.
 
   “Hi,” Jess said quietly.
 
   Ben laughed.  “You’re good?  He says you shot him.”  
 
   “I’m fine.  Paint ball.  I don’t know what he’s complaining about, he was missing the fedora anyway.  He said he was the cavalry? Who is he? ”
 
   “That would be Pauli’s twin brother Giuseppe Gabrielli Bellini.  He’s going to bring you home.”
 
   She handed the phone back to the stranger and squinted her eyes.  “How’d you get in here anyway?  I know the place was all locked up.”
 
   “Toots, I’m a Bellini.”
 
   “Jess.  My name is Jess.  And, Bellini or not, I still don’t know how you got in here.”
 
   He shook his head.  “And I’m not going to give away all of my secrets on a first date.”  He nudged her toward the bedroom.  “Get your things.  I promised the old man I’d get you home fast.  So click those ruby red stilettos together three times and let’s get moving.”
 
   He looked like Pauli, but Pauli had been calling and texting her at least three times a day since their first meeting, mooning over her like some lovesick puppy.  This one acted like she was a boil on his ass.
 
   She grabbed a duffle and tossed some things into it.  She zipped it shut and he grabbed it from her hand.  He put his hand in the small of her back and maneuvered her through the condo.  When they got into the living room she stopped in her tracks.  She looked around the room.  “They’re gone,” she whispered.
 
   “Whatever they are I’ll buy you two.  Come on,” he said as he gave her a nudge.  He pulled the door closed behind them and guided her to a waiting limo.  
 
   “Go,” he told the driver once they were inside.
 
   He looked at her.  She was just a little bit of a thing.  But damn she was a dead shot.  He was glad it was only a paint ball gun.  He wanted to rub his chest where the bruise was no doubt forming.  But he didn’t want her to know how much it hurt.
 
   She wasn’t at all what he’d expected.  Pauli gossiped like an old woman and had talked about her incessantly since meeting her.  To be honest, he was sick of hearing about her.   But after finding her in her little red dress and her five inch heels, all barricaded up in the bath tub.  With a Louisville Slugger on her left side, paint ball gun in both hands, her big blue eyes wide as silver dollars as she took dead aim at him.  And those eyelashes, maybe he could see the attraction.  Lord, where could you even get false eyelashes like that?
 
   They were at the Long Beach airport in record time.  The driver went straight to a waiting plane.  The driver opened Joey’s door and Joey reached in to help Jess out of the car.
 
   Joey spoke to the driver as he handed him a wad of bills.  “Thanks, Tito.  I’ll call next time I’m in town.” 
 
   He’d put his hand in the small of her back and was guiding her toward the private jet.  He nudged her up the stairs.  He nodded to the pilot.  “Did you file the flight plan to Johnson County?”  
 
   The pilot nodded.  “We’re good to go.  Is this the package?”
 
   “Yeah, this is it.  Let’s get the wheels up.”
 
   He had maneuvered her into the plane and pointed her toward a chair.  After she sat, he took the seat facing her.
 
   She’d never flown in a private jet, but she could tell this wasn’t just any jet.  It had sofas, tables and the seats reclined, like all the way.  She wasn’t positive, but she’d bet there was a bed just past the half wall behind him.  
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him.  Ben had sent him, he was family and he was taking her home, but what the heck? “The package?”  There was something slightly shady about him.  Sure, she’d heard all of the rumors about the Bellinis being mobbed up, but she’d never seen anything that looked so much like a scene from The Sopranos as Giuseppe Bellini in that black pinstripe suit.  
 
   She thought she’d try a new tack.  She reached out her hand.  “Maybe we should start over.  I’m Jess Parker.”
 
   He reached across the table and shook her hand.  “Joey Bellini, but I’m guessing the old man already told you that.”
 
   “If you mean Ben, he said your name was Giuseppe Gabrielli Bellini.  I’m sorry about your suit, but I did warn you that I had a gun.”
 
   He smiled at her.  The gold flecks in his whiskey brown eyes flashing along with his million watt smile.  “It’s fine Toots, like you said, I was missing the fedora anyway.”
 
   “Why do you call him the old man?”
 
   Joey laughed.  “He’s been bossing me around for as long as I can remember, like he thinks he’s my old man.  Lean back and relax.  I’m going to change.”  He smiled.  “The neon green does nothing for my eyes.”
 
   Joey got up and headed behind the half wall.  Apparently there was a closet.  He pulled out what appeared to be an identical black pinstripe suit.  He opened a drawer and pulled out a shirt and tie.  She really had done a number on that suit.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9
 
   A reunion
 
   It was after 10:00 p.m. when they landed at the Johnson County Executive Airport.  Joey had called Ben as they were landing, and he was waiting for them when they walked out of the plane and down the stairs.  He stood, wearing his casual uniform of khaki slacks with a light weight sweater, leaning against his black Lincoln Navigator.
 
   Joey had his left hand in the small of Jess’s back as he guided her toward Ben.  “The package is delivered,” he said, as he handed Jess’s duffle to Ben.
 
   Ben shook hands with Joey.  “Thanks.  I owe you.”
 
   “We’re probably even.  It worked out.  I have a whale in St. Louis.” 
 
   Joey looked at Jess and winked.  “Next time, Toots, I’ll wear my fedora for ya.” And he turned and headed back toward the plane.
 
   Jess shook her head and mumbled, “Next time I’ll shoot you in the face.”
 
   Ben opened the passenger door for Jess. He walked around and got in. “Better call your mother and tell her you’re making an unscheduled visit.  I’ve got someone in L.A. looking into the incident.”
 
   Jess dialed her mother’s house.  “Hi Mom.  Did I wake you?”  She paused, “You just sound really tired.” Another pause as Lane spoke.  “I’m in town.  A friend is going to drop me at the house.  I should be there in about 15 minutes.  I’ll explain when I get home.”
 
   Ben only heard Jess’s side of the conversation and it was enough to worry him.  “Is she all right?”  
 
   Jess looked at him; she could tell that being away from her mom was killing him.  “She said she’s okay, just a little tired.  It’s late, you know.  I think I woke her.”  
 
   They both knew better than that.  Lane was almost always up at this time of night.  She’d be sitting in bed reading.  She’d go to the bedroom at ten o’clock and brush her teeth and wash her face while the news was on.  After the weather report was over, she’d turn off the TV and read.  First she’d do her devotional Bible reading and then she’d move on to whatever mystery novel she was reading.  She read between three and five books a week and under normal circumstances, there was no way Lane would be asleep at 10:45 p.m.
 
   “I want to know if she’s sick.  If there’s anything wrong, call me.  Jess, promise me.”  Yes, he was supposed to be taking a break, needing a little space, but both he and Jess knew the truth.
 
   “If she’s sick, I promise, I’ll call you.  But she said she was just tired.  Maybe she’s not sleeping well.”
 
   “Yeah, I know that feeling,” he said almost to himself.
 
   He pulled into the driveway.  “It’s good that you called the Bambino.  I’m in court tomorrow.  The prosecution is wrapping up.  We could be doing final arguments next week.  If you need anything, call my cell or the office.  They’ll get word to me even if I’m in court.”  He looked at her.  “Jess, give her a kiss for me, will you?”  He waited in the driveway until Jess was in the garage and had closed the garage door.
 
   Lane met Jess in the mud room.  “Was that Ben?”
 
   What could she say?  Her mother knew Ben’s SUV when she saw it.  “Yeah, he picked me up.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call me, I’d have come to get you.”
 
   “It was a last minute thing; I caught a ride with a friend in a private plane.  We landed at Johnson County Executive Airport and I called Ben to come get me.  I just wanted to talk to him, you know?”  
 
   She’d have to tell her mother about the stalker, but it could wait until tomorrow.  Right now, she just wanted a good night’s sleep in her own bed.
 
   Lane put her arm around Jess’s waist and they walked together toward the bedrooms.  She knew that all three of her kids had relationships with Ben.  In fact, the day after he’d told her he needed some space, he’d taken Jake and Jamie to Neiman Marcus in St. Louis to be fitted for suits.  Suits he was getting them for the wedding that he and Lane were supposed to be having.  Now he’d picked Jess up at the airport and brought her home.   Apparently, he only needed space from her.
 
   Jess looked at her mother.  She really did look tired, and pale.  “Are you sure you’re okay?  You really look pale.”  
 
   Lane pulled Jess into her room and closed the door.  She needed to tell someone.  Maybe it was fate that had brought Jess home at just this moment.  She sat down on her bed and motioned for Jess to sit too.
 
   “I’m fine.”  She paused.  “I’m pregnant, but I’m fine.”
 
   Jess looked at her.  Oh. My. God.  Pregnant.  She’d promised Ben she’d call if her mother was sick.  Pregnant.  Pregnant is pregnant, she thought, not sick.  “Mom, how do you feel about this?”  
 
   Lane laughed.  “Well, I admit it was a bit of a shock.  Mick McGuire came to get me for lunch today.  We went to Aunt Em’s Diner and when we walked in the door, I guess the smell of greasy food overwhelmed me and I fainted.  I woke up in the ER where I found out I’m pregnant.  I have an appointment late tomorrow morning with an OB who specializes in high risk pregnancies for women over 45.”
 
   Mick McGuire was with her when she found out.  Jess had met him at her mother’s forty-ninth birthday party a couple of months ago.  She remembered the way he had looked at Lane.  He was so obviously enamored with her mother that Jess had felt sorry for him at the time.  But moving in on the fiancée, no check that, the pregnant fiancée, of another man wasn’t cool, no matter how much he thought he loved her mother.
 
   “But you’re happy?  What about your break from Ben?”
 
   Lane smiled.  “Yes, I’m happy.  Ben has to be told.  Break or no break he has a right to know.  But for right now, you and Mick are the only two people who know.”
 
   “You told Mick before you told Ben or us kids?”  Oh, the Italian in Ben isn’t going to like that one bit. Jess wasn’t too happy about it herself.
 
   “It was a mix-up at the hospital.  I was unconscious and Mick was there. The doctor saw my engagement ring and thought Mick was my fiancé.  She told him.  He knew before I did.”
 
   Okay, that was an explanation, but Jess knew Ben was still not going to like it.  She hugged her mother.  “If you’re happy, I’m happy.  Get some sleep, Mom.  You really do look tired.”
 
   “Don’t tell the boys, I want to do it.  I’d have told them tonight, but I didn’t want to tell them without telling you.”
 
   Jess got up and went to her room.  There were two things the Parkers said about themselves.  Blood may be thicker than water but Parker blood was thicker than molasses and that the fastest forms of communication were telephone, telegraph and tell-a-Parker.  Still, she’d keep this to herself, for now.
 
   Jess hadn’t told the boys about the conversation she’d had with Ben to get him to back away from their mom.  The Parker boys both stood six feet four inches tall and weighed between 200 and 220 pounds.  They’d both been ready to knock the crap out of Ben, but she’d convinced them that everything was fine.  Holy hell, who knows what they’ll do when they find out Mom is pregnant.  It was good that she was home to do damage control. In more ways than one.  Directing the lives of her family would leave her very little time to worry about her crazed fan.
 
   Speaking of crazy, she wondered what the situation was with the nut jobs in Ben’s life.  Not long ago, Jess and Lane had gone out for lunch and Lane had stumbled on a body in the Ladies’ room.  The body was one of Ben’s ex-girlfriends.  The Homicide Detective was one of Ben’s ex-girlfriends and she really wanted to pin the murder on Mom.  Then the day that Jess had gone back to L.A., the receptionist at their dentist’s office had seen Mom’s engagement ring and when Ben had said he was the lucky man Lane was engaged to, Rochelle had gone to Ben’s house and broken in to convince him that she was his one true love.  
 
   That’s when Jess had known that Ben couldn’t keep her mother safe.  She’d called him and told him he knew what the right thing to do was, and that if he didn’t take care of it, she would.  Days before, he’d told her that this was real life and she couldn’t direct them like actors on her stage.  He was right about one thing, this was real life.  And it seemed to be getting more real by the minute.  Was it possible that she had been wrong?
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10
 
   Paparazzi
 
   Jess’s phone began ringing at 7:00 a.m.  God, what was it?  “Hello?”
 
   “Jess.  It’s Jer.  Look I know I woke you, but I’ve been fielding calls half the night.”  It was her agent and what the hell was he talking about?
 
   “Some paparazzi got you at Long Beach getting on the Lucky Bets jet with some tall dark and handsome George Clooney type.  They checked the flight plan and found out you went to Kansas.  I’d guess they’re all going to be descending as soon as commercial flights can get them there today.  I just wanted to prepare you.  What the hell’s going on anyway?”
 
   “Look Jer, thanks for the heads up.  It was just a family friend.   I had a few days and wanted to come home.  You know, I cut my visit short last month because of the audition.”  
 
   She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t want to tell him about the stalker breaking into her condo.  It was why she hadn’t called the police.  She didn’t want the publicity.  Actors were changed at this stage of a movie all of the time, even principals.  She didn’t want any reason for the producer to decide she was too much trouble.
 
   She ended the call with her agent and called Ben.  “I need Joey’s number.  Paparazzi got shots of us at Long Beach.  What’s Lucky Bets?”
 
   “It’s the casino Joey manages in Vegas.  I suppose they’ll be tracking him down and that’s why you want his number.”
 
   “Yeah, I just want to warn him.  You know, I think the call should come from me.”  
 
   He gave her Joey’s number.  “You do know it’s like the middle of the night there, right?”
 
   She groaned. “Hey, I’m still on L.A. time.  Believe me, I know. And here I thought Vegas was a 24x7 town.”
 
   She dialed the number Ben had given her and to her surprise Joey picked up on the first ring.  
 
   “Bellini.”
 
   “Joey?  It’s Jess Parker.”
 
   “Toots.  What, you ready to go back to lala land already?”
 
   “No, I’m calling you to let you know some paparazzi took pictures of us at Long Beach airport.  My agent called me this morning.  He knew it was the Lucky Bets jet.  The press didn’t know who you were, but I imagine it’s only a matter of time.”
 
   “Toots, are you that famous?”  What the hell?  He knew she was an actress and that she’d just gotten some big role, but paparazzi chasing him down, come on.  He wished he hadn’t been dragged into this.  And he would have argued with Ben when he’d called yesterday except he’d played the trump card.  “She’s family,” Ben had said, and a Bellini would do anything for family.
 
   Jess shook her head, this was just exasperating.  “Well, since the announcement of the Harts in Time role, the stalker isn’t the only person who’s been following me around.”  
 
   “Fine. I’m calling for the jet.  I’ll be there in about three hours.  Meet me at the airport.”  
 
   And she was listening to dead air.  What was he coming for?  And what was she supposed to do with him? She hit redial.
 
   “Toots.  I appreciate that you miss me, but I’ve got things to do here.”  
 
   Lord, this man was infuriating.  Miss him, hell.  All she wanted to do was warn him that the paparazzi could be looking for him
 
   “Joey, why are you coming?  What are you going to do here?  My agent says the paparazzi are on their way to Kansas.”
 
   He laughed.  “Subterfuge, Toots.  I’m going to be Pauli.” 
 
   And once again she was listening to dead air.
 
   Jess was shaking her head.  It still made no sense, Joey was going to be Pauli?  Who would believe he was Pauli?
 
   She got up and went to the kitchen.  Jamie was sitting at the breakfast bar.
 
   “Hey, Jams.”  Jess had called him Jams since he was a baby.  Depending on how she felt, over the years she’d added any fruit that jam or jelly could be made from and occasionally because his name was Jamison, she called him whiskey. 
 
   “Sis.  How and when did you get home,” Jamie responded as he continued eating.
 
   “Got in last night.  Ben sent his brother, a limo and a jet for me.”
 
   Jamie shook his head.  “Where did his brother get a jet?”
 
   “Well, it seems his brother Joey, who is Pauli’s twin, manages a casino in Vegas.  Joey seems to have a jet at his constant disposal.  He’s flying back here from Vegas this morning.  Should be here around 10:30.”
 
   Jamie stopped eating and looked at his sister.  “You okay?” 
 
   “Yeah.  Ben’s got someone in L.A. looking into it.  I don’t have any appearances for a while, so I’m staying here.  But, my agent just called and said the paparazzi got shots of me and Joey at the airport.  He says the paparazzi are coming to Kansas as soon as commercial flights can get them here.  Joey plans to beat them here.”  She ran her fingers through her hair.  “It’s too early for me to think about it.”
 
   She opened the fridge and got a Dr. Pepper.  She dropped two slices of bread into the toaster.  Peanut butter toast and Dr. Pepper.  Just what she needed.  
 
   “Jams, don’t talk to strangers today, okay?”
 
   “Jess, you know I’m old enough to know that.  Oh, you mean reporters and paparazzi.  Yeah, okay,” he said as he put his breakfast dishes into the dishwasher.
 
   “Stay out of trouble,” he said, as he picked up his book bag.  
 
   She looked at the peanut butter toast she’d just made, there was no way her churning stomach could keep that down.  She handed it to Jamie.
 
   Jess was sitting at the breakfast bar drinking her soda when Lane came out of her room.  Lane didn’t usually eat breakfast, which was good because she was experiencing what she now knew was morning sickness.  She wasn’t actually doing much vomiting, just experiencing constant nausea.  She also knew, from past experience, that the doctor was going to cut her back to one caffeinated item a day, so she was going to start now.  She also suspected that diet drinks were no longer allowed.  It looked like herbal tea was in her future.  
 
   “Mom, I know you need to get to work, but there are a couple of things I need to tell you.  Ben sent his brother Joey to get me in L.A. because I have a crazed fan who broke into the condo.  The paparazzi got pictures of me and Joey at the Long Beach airport, and they’re descending on Kansas.  Everything’s okay.  I’m safe here at home.  Did you know Pauli had a twin?  Anyway, Joey manages a casino in Vegas and he’s flying back here and I need the Escalade to pick him up at the airport.”
 
   Lane looked at Jess.  She shook her head hoping to clear some of the confusion.  Her daughter had called Ben because she had a crazed fan?  He’d sent his brother and a private jet to get her?  Of all the days to go cold turkey off of caffeine.  She needed to get to work.  She still had to figure out how she was going to avoid telling Meg what her doctor appointment was about.  Since Meg was dating her son Jake, there was no way she could tell Meg the truth.  Meg would tell Jake, Jake would tell Jamie and no doubt one of them would tell Ben.
 
   Lane closed her eyes.  “Okay.  I’m going to work.  You know where the keys are.  Keep me posted.”
 
   Maybe Lane should have gotten all worked up over the news, but she needed to concentrate on one thing at a time, and right now she was concentrating on not throwing up.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11
 
   The prosecution rests
 
   The prosecution had spent six weeks presenting their case.  Ben and Sal planned to wrap up the defense in just a few days.  The prosecution had put forth that Senator Eric Harold had discovered that the child his wife carried belonged to another man.  That he killed her and intended to kill the child, because divorcing her would ruin the family values platform, upon which he hoped to move to the national political level.
 
   But Ben knew the child was indeed not Eric Harold’s but not because of an affair.  Because of an accident Eric Harold had as a teenager, he was sterile.  But Eric and Amelia Harold wanted kids and had gone to a fertility clinic not just out of state, but out of the country; and after several tries and several thousand dollars of Eric’s father’s money, they had finally conceived.  Eric was thrilled at the thought of being a father.  They’d carefully chosen a sperm donor whose physical characteristics were much like Eric’s own.  If Amelia hadn’t been killed, no one would have ever suspected the child wasn’t Eric’s.  They’d gone to all of this trouble because of Eric Harold’s political career.  Tanner had been investigating, and Ben was sure that he could present enough evidence to shed reasonable doubt.  In fact he thought he could point to another viable suspect, whom the police had completely over looked.
 
   The prosecution rested at eleven o’clock; and rather than have the defense start and then break for lunch, the judge called for a recess until one o’clock.  Ben called Jess.
 
   “Hey, Ben.  I just picked Joey up at Johnson County Executive.  Can we meet you for lunch?”
 
   “Sure, meet me at Papa’s.  It’s the one place the reporters can’t get to me and I know I can get in and out.  Papa will be overjoyed to see Joey.  Once we tell him it’s Joey anyway.  Mama’s about the only one who can tell them apart.”  
 
   Jess shook her head and looked at Joey.  How on earth could anyone not tell them apart?  
 
   Joey parked and Jess started to get out of the Escalade.  “Toots, sit, I’ll get the door,” Joey said as he opened his door.  As he opened her door, he said, “A lady should never open her own door, Toots.  It’s a rule.”
 
   Fine, it was a rule.  She’d try to remember.  “Joey, where’d you get the scrubs?”  
 
   He put his hand in the small of her back.  “It doesn’t matter.  It’s something Pauli and I used to do when we were kids.  We’d change clothes and see how many people we could fool.  Mama was never fooled, and usually Ben caught on, but to the rest of the world, we are interchangeable.  If I’m going to be Pauli, I need to look the part.”
 
   Joey opened the carved wooden door, and they walked into the family restaurant.  Enzo, the bartender, waved to them.  Calling him Pauli as they walked toward the Board Room, the private dining room where the Bellini family and their guests dined.  Joey waved back to Enzo and leaned down to whisper to Jess, “See?  I’m Pauli.”
 
   Ben was already at a table in the corner when they walked in.  Jess looked at Joey.  “Can I have a couple of minutes alone with Ben?”
 
   “Sure, Toots.  I’ll go back to the kitchen and say hello to Papa and Tony.”
 
   Ben stood as Jess came to the table.  He held a chair for her as she sat.  
 
   She’d spent half the night trying to decide what to do.  “Look, Ben, I might have been wrong.  I can see being apart isn’t good for either you or mom.”
 
   “Is she all right?”
 
   “She misses you, I think.  But yes, she’s fine.”
 
   He looked at her.  There was something she wasn’t saying.  “Jess, what is it I can see there’s something else.”  
 
   She shook her head.  He was in trial mode and with her stalker, she wasn’t playing her “A” game.  Mom had said not to tell the boys, she hadn’t said a word about not telling Ben. 
 
   “Okay, here’s the thing, she’s fine, she’s not sick.  She’s tired.”  She looked at her watch.  “I think she’s at the doctor right now.”
 
   “At the doctor?  What for?  You said she’s not sick.”
 
   Jess took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “She’s not sick.  She’s pregnant.”
 
   He looked at her.  He shook his head.  “She’s pregnant?  How long has she known this?  And why am I hearing it from you?”
 
   “She went to lunch with Mick McGuire yesterday and fainted.  He had an ambulance take her to Shawnee Mission.  That’s how she found out.  She’s going to tell you.  She told me last night, break or no break you have a right to know.”
 
   He threw his napkin on the table. “What doctor?  Where is she?”
 
   “Ben, I don’t know.”  
 
   He glared at her.  
 
   She shook her head and held up her hands.  “Really, I don’t know.”
 
   He pulled out his phone and she reached toward his hand.  “If you call her now, she’ll know I told you.  She really wants to do it herself. Can you just wait until tonight?  I know she’ll call you tonight.  She wants to tell Jake and Jamie tonight.”
 
   “You want me to wait while Mickey McGuire tries to hustle in on my fiancée?  My pregnant fiancée.  I won’t tell her I know.” 
 
   Jess shook her head.  “Are you kidding?  She’s going to hear it in your voice if you call her now.  Maybe you should send her a text.”
 
   She was directing him again, but it didn’t make her wrong.  It was just that Bellini men didn’t take direction well.  Except for Pauli.  He was jumping through hoops for Jess.
 
   He quickly tapped out a text message. “Missing you call you tonite?”  
 
   God, he was going to be a father.  What if Lane was angry with him?  What if she responded that he didn’t need to call?  Oh Hell.  What had he done?
 
   Ben went back to court, praying that his phone would buzz with a text from Lane. 
 
   He called his first witness, a doctor from the fertility clinic in Canada.  They presented the evidence of the dates that Amelia Harold had gone to the clinic.  They had chosen that clinic because Amelia had family in the area, and from the outside her trips appeared to be made to visit an elderly grandparent.
 
   The prosecution cross examined.  Ben’s jury consultant kept a close eye on the jury.  By the body language, the consultant was sure that at least two of the female jurors had sympathy for Eric even before the prosecution had rested.  
 
   Ben called his second witness.  His phone was in his brief case.  After the prosecution had completed cross examination of the second witness, the judge had recessed until tomorrow morning. Thank God.
 
   He packed his briefcase and pulled out his phone. Lane had texted back. “Me too.  Dinner?”
 
   It was four o’clock and he told Sal he had to leave.  How many roses meant I love you and I’m glad we’re having a baby?  He used his phone to go to the website.  Fifteen meant I’m really sorry, well that was a start.  Forgetting all about the news crews, he called her office as he walked out of the courtroom.  Meg picked up.  
 
   “Is she in a meeting?”  
 
   “No, she just stepped out for a minute.”  Code for she’d gone to the bathroom. 
 
   “Will you tell her I called?  Tell her I love her and ask her to call me.  Court’s in recess for the day.  I’m on my cell.”  He walked out of the courthouse ignoring the reporters who were calling his name.
 
   He had just gotten to his car when his phone rang.  He knew by the ring tone it was Lane.  He pushed the button to talk.  “Red.  I love you.” 
 
   She smiled.  He’d done it again.  His text had come while she was at the obstetrician thinking about him and about the life she had growing inside her.  Over the last three years, he frequently called her at the exact moment she was thinking about him.  He’d told her he had ESP where she was concerned.  She ran her finger over the necklace she wore.  
 
   “I never doubted it for a minute.”  She closed the door to her office to keep prying ears out.  “Ben, where are you?”  She couldn’t wait to tell him the news but she wanted to see his face when she told him.
 
   “I just left the courthouse.  I’m about to get into my Navigator.  Do you need me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said quietly.  “How soon can you be home?”
 
   “I can be home in 30 minutes.  Your house or mine?” 
 
   That was a good question.  Their houses were only a few blocks apart. Jess was probably at her house, but Jess had said Ben’s brother Joey was flying in and Joey might be at Ben’s.
 
   “My house.  I’ll meet you at my house in 30 minutes.”  She started packing up her laptop and opened her office door.  She was amazed that Meg didn’t fall through.
 
   “I’m taking the rest of the day off.  I’m on my cell.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Sure, she was confused about why Ben had picked that fight.  But she’d told him to let her know when he was finished with his break.  She loved him.  She knew he loved her.  She didn’t know what the break was about, and honestly, right now it didn’t matter.  She was pregnant.  He was her best friend, he was her fiancé and he was the father of her baby.  She trusted him. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter 12
 
   Confessions
 
   Lane arrived at home to find the house empty.  There were a couple of suspicious cars lurking near the house, but she suspected they were the paparazzi Jess had warned her about.
 
   She changed into her Levi’s 501 button fly jeans, rubbing her tummy before she buttoned them.  She pulled on a light weight, long sleeved sweater and went into the kitchen to make some herbal tea.
 
   She heard the garage door open, and turned to see Ben.  He crossed the distance in three long strides, set the roses he carried on the counter and swept her into his arms.  He kissed her, she kissed him and as always when their tongues mingled, she moaned. Which was always enough to give him a huge erection, and today was no different.  He picked her up and carried her to her bedroom, kissing her every step of the way.  Lane made no objection, running her hands along his hair line at the back of his neck.  Murmuring that she loved him.  
 
   He put her on the bed and lay down next to her.  Between kisses, he confessed.  “My God, I love you so much.  I’ve missed you.  I’m so sorry.  The roses were to tell you how sorry I am. I’ve been so stupid.  I was worried when Rochelle and Lila had come out of the woodwork, I was afraid that you’d get hurt, and I just wanted to keep you safe.  Staying away was the only way I could think of.  I’ve been miserable without you.”
 
   She put her fingers on his lips to quiet him.  “Before you say anything else, there’s something I have to tell you.”  She removed her fingers from his lips and kissed him.  She took his hand and laid it on her abdomen.  “I love you.  Ben, have you ever thought about having kids?”  
 
   God this was torture. He knew. Jess had told him, but he couldn’t let Lane know he knew.  But until this morning, he’d never thought about having kids of his own.  “We have three kids.”  He kissed her.  “Do you want more kids?  What I think is if you want a dozen, we’ll have a dozen.” 
 
   She laughed.  “Well, probably not a dozen, but I think at least one more.”  She kissed him and leaned to whisper in his ear.  “I’m pregnant.”  
 
   He smothered her with kisses.  “So, now we do have to get married.  Jess is here, let’s call Father Palmert.  We already have the license.  We can do this tonight.”  
 
   They had gotten their marriage license weeks before and it was good for six months.  He wasn’t planning on giving her any time to think about it, no time for anyone to change their plans. No time for crazy ex-girlfriends or crazy women who wanted to be girlfriends to interfere or for basketball buddies to get in the way.   No kid of his was going to be born outside the bonds of matrimony.  
 
   “How long have you known,” he asked tracing his fingers along her abdomen.
 
   She told him the story of how she’d fainted the day before, how the doctor had thought Mick was her fiancé and had told him she was pregnant before she even knew.
 
   He leaned up on one elbow and looked into her eyes.  “Mickey knew you were pregnant before I did?”  
 
   “Ben, I didn’t tell him.  It was a misunderstanding.  He knew before I did. Believe me, my preference would have been for you to be the second to know.”
 
   “The second?” 
 
   She laughed.  “Well, I thought I would be first.” And she kissed him.  He was so cute.
 
   “God, I want to make love to you.”  He rubbed her abdomen.  “Is it safe?”  He wasn’t going to do anything to risk hurting either her or the baby. 
 
   She laughed.  “Safe except for the possibility of Jess or Jamie coming home and catching us.”  She kissed him.  “But I’m willing to take the risk if you are.”
 
   At Jess’s insistence, Ben had asked permission from her kids before he proposed.  Jamie, the youngest, had told him it was okay as long as he didn’t think he was going to spend the night.  He’d had a similar conversation with Jake a month or so earlier.  Of course, once they told the boys that Lane was pregnant, it would be clear that ship had sailed.
 
   He kissed her.  “I’m a little worried about him finding out that you’re pregnant before we’re married.”  Just after he’d proposed, he had told Lane that Jamie had put him on notice that he wasn’t allowed to spend the night.  So on the three occasions they’d had sex, they’d either gone to his house or waited until Jamie, who was the only one still living at home, was gone.  
 
   He’d had the sex talk with both Jake and Jamie years ago.  He’d told them there are three basic rules. Rule 1:  No means no and stop means stop no matter how much you think stopping is going to kill you.  Rule 2:  Never have sex with a woman who is too incapacitated to say either no or stop.  Rule 3:  always, always, always use protection.  
 
   A pregnant Lane would tell the boys immediately that he’d broken one of his own rules.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 13
 
   a merry chase
 
   Jess and Joey had lunch in the Board Room at Bellini’s.  Ben was right, it was the one place where the press couldn’t get to them.  Joey hadn’t told Tony or Papa that he wasn’t Pauli.  That was clear to Jess, and no one seemed to be surprised to find Pauli and Jess sitting in the Board Room having lunch in the middle of the week.  
 
   Joey knew that at this moment, the Bellinis had a singular goal and it was to keep Jess safe.  If the paparazzi were descending on Kansas, then it was just a matter of time before the lunatic fan knew where she was too.
 
   He’d used his lock picks to get into her condo, pulled his gun and gone through every room.  He’d found a note on the guestroom bed and had seen the note on her bed.  He’d put them both in his pocket before he’d used his picks to open the bathroom door.  
 
   He’d called Ben on the short flight to St. Louis last night and read both notes to him.  It was obvious from the missives that these weren’t the first fan letters this nut job had sent. In fact, between venting in one note that Kit Hart was just evil and selfish; and then spewing flowery prose to Kate Hart in the other, Jess’s fan had made reference to his previous letters.  What confused Joey was that the nut case seemed to hate Kit Hart but love Kate Hart.  And wasn’t Jess going to be playing both of the sisters in this film?
 
   For Joey, that spelled extreme crazy.  Not only was the guy writing love/hate letters to fictional characters, he’d fixated on Jess and seemed unable to tell fact from fiction.  The idiot seemed to think that Jess was the two fictional women.  Both of them, as if she herself were two different people.  It was scary enough that she was the object of a fan’s affection, but she was also the object of his hate and that was terrifying.
 
   Joey had a unique perspective.  After all, he’d spent his whole life as an identical twin. He knew first hand that some people had trouble thinking of twins as individuals.  But he and Pauli were two completely different people. Sure, he and Pauli had traded places on more than one occasion; especially when they were still in high school.  Sophomore year, Pauli was struggling in Advanced Algebra and Joey had not only done all of his homework, they’d traded places for all of the tests.  Joey had tutored his brother and by the end of the year, Pauli was at least doing his own homework.  Joey wasn’t going to give up their “A” though and he continued to take the tests through finals week.  Pauli wanted to be a doctor and Joey was going to make sure it happened.  In fact, both Joey and Pauli had taken the MSAT weeks apart.  Both used Pauli’s ID.  Joey’s score got Pauli into med school.
 
   Before he’d left Vegas this morning, Joey had called his brother, Pauli, who was doing his residency in St. Louis.  “Bro.  Stay in St. Louis.  I’m you in Kansas City.”
 
   Jess still didn’t understand why no one else seemed able to see the difference between Joey and Pauli, but she was glad he’d stopped calling her Toots and was behaving more like Pauli than like an extra from The Godfather.  What was she thinking?  Pauli fawning over her was annoying all on its own.
 
   She wasn’t sure how long he planned to walk around in scrubs and what was he wearing on his feet?  The shoes were all wrong.  Pauli wore athletic shoes, that was true, but Jess could swear the Nike’s Joey was wearing had diamonds in the logo.  Who would do that?
 
   He’d taken the keys to her mother’s Escalade and driven by her mother’s house.  He was hunting for paparazzi.  He wanted to lure them out into the open, where he could pose and let them know he was Dr. Paolo Raffaele Bellini and that he was dating Jess.  The more photos the paparazzi got of him in his Pauli clothes the better.  Then he could get out of these stupid scrubs, back into his suit, fly back to Vegas and get on with his life. And no one in Vegas would know he was mixed up in this mess.
 
   Of course, he wasn’t sure who was going to protect Jess when he went home, and clearly someone needed to keep an eye on things.  She was a little spitfire and who knew what kind of trouble she’d get into on her own.
 
   She was a good actress though. They didn’t even like each other and she’d let him hold doors for her and hold her hand as they’d wandered into and out of some stores on the Plaza.  
 
   They’d gotten back in the SUV, and he’d driven them to Ben’s.  Once inside she’d looked at him.  “I’m not sure what you think you know, but your brother and I are not a couple.  Do you hear me?” She said, as she followed him through the house.  He was carrying a garment bag, so he could change out of the scrubs and into his own clothes.  She was so mad she followed him right into the guest room.  He’d put the garment bag on the bed and stood listening.  He was six feet four inches tall, she was five feet four inches tall in her bare feet and he wasn’t sure whether that was the truth or publicity propaganda.  She seemed shorter to him.  He’d looked her up online earlier today and read the whole publicity spread.
 
   Jessica Anne Parker, whose Screen Actors Guild card said Jessica Anne Lane. She was 20 years old, born February 14, and was America’s sweetheart as she prepared to take on the dual roles of Kate and Kit Hart.  She was five feet four inches tall, so she always wore shoes with at least five inch heels.  She’d been a student at UCLA and had some bit parts in TV shows and movies before getting the call for the audition.  Interviewers seemed obsessed with her eyelashes.  They were real, she’d told all of them.  He’d seen a clip of her tugging on them to prove the point. Having seen them up close and personal, he had to admit, they were the longest thickest eyelashes he’d ever seen.  The interview must have been done yesterday, before she’d gone to her condo and had the melt down, because she was wearing the same little red dress and shoes she had on when he’d found her holed up in the bathroom.
 
   He’d watched a couple of her other interviews on the internet.  She seemed to be poised and intelligent, with a sharp wit, as she answered questions.  She bantered with the interviewers when they asked about her personal life and whether or not she had a boyfriend.
 
   She had always denied having a boyfriend, but that wasn’t the story Pauli had been telling Joey ad-nauseam.  For the last month, it had been Jess Parker this, Jess Parker that, Jess Parker has the biggest bluest eyes. Joey had never seen his brother so enamored with a woman.  He wondered if the attraction might be that Jess wasn’t falling all over Pauli the way women usually did.  
 
   All of the Bellini brothers were tall, with dark hair and whiskey colored eyes.  They all worked out.  They had rock hard biceps and six pack abs. Hell, their muscles had muscles. They had million watt smiles that could stop traffic.  Women normally fell all over them, but Jess Parker didn’t seem to notice.  Maybe it was because she’d been in Hollywood, where drop dead gorgeous men were a dime a dozen; or maybe it was because she’d spent the last three years around the eldest Bellini, who had set the standard for the rest of them.  Maybe she was just immune to the Bellini charm.  Whatever the reason, she didn’t cut him any slack.  Pauli, he meant, she didn’t cut Pauli any slack.
 
   She still stood in the bedroom, haranguing him about telling the paparazzi that she and Pauli were a couple.  For inferring that her SAG card would soon say Bellini because their relationship was so serious that she’d soon be using Pauli’s last name.  The truth was her Screen Actors Guild card bore the name Jessica Lane.  There were already Sarah Jessica Parker and Jessica Parker Kennedy and she had felt another Jessica anything Parker was too confusing.  
 
   She wasn’t yelling.  It seemed to Joey that the angrier she got, the quieter her voice became.  He had to lean in to hear what she was saying, but there was no mistaking the body language.  She stood toe to toe with him, fists on her hips, except when she was poking him in the chest.  God it hurt every time she poked that huge bruise she’d given him, but she was so cute when she was mad.  Suddenly, he practically doubled over when the heel of her right hand landed in his solar plexus knocking the wind out of him. 
 
   “You big dumb Pisano.  You aren’t even listening to me,” she said as she turned and left the room closing the door behind her.
 
   As he stood, bent at the waist, his hands on his knees, struggling to catch his breath, he wondered why he’d had to go to L.A. yesterday to save her.  Seemed to him between the paint ball gun yesterday and the punch she’d just delivered that she could take care of herself in a pinch.
 
   She walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge.  No soda.  Oh right, Ben had the fridge in the in the garage for sodas.  She went into the garage and got a Diet Dr. Pepper. She was back in the kitchen getting a glass of ice when Joey came in.  He was wearing what must be the Bellini casual uniform.  He had on a black long sleeved silk T-shirt tucked into a pair of khaki slacks.  He was wearing Berluti loafers.  Geeze there were only two places in the United States to get Berluti’s; Miami or New York.  He’d pushed his sleeves up, apparently so he could showcase the muscles in his forearms.  
 
   He smiled at her.  “You sure know how to throw a punch, Toots.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow and glared at him.  “Jess.  My name is Jess.”  She inclined her head toward the lake behind Ben’s house.  “There are three of them out there with telephoto lenses.”  She walked over to him and ran her hand down his arm. She smiled.  “Whatever your plan was, I guess it’s working.”  She stood on her tip toes and kissed him, before leaning in and whispering, “Now what, wise guy?”
 
   She’d spent the day with this infuriating and controlling man.  Ben had accused her of trying to direct her family like actors on a stage.  Had he even met his brother Joey?  She’d followed his direction all day.  “Smile like you’re glad to be here with me.” “Hold my hand.”  “Now laugh because I just said something funny.”  She’d been doing improv all day and she needed a break, but with the paparazzi camped outside Ben’s house with telephoto lenses she wasn’t going to get one any time soon.  She still had to act like the happy girlfriend.  And she had no idea why.
 
   He picked her up, sat her on the island and moved her legs apart so he could stand closer.  He looked into her eyes. Before leaning down and kissing her.  He told himself it was so the paparazzi could get their candid shots and move on. She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him closer.  She leaned into him and whispered into his ear.  “Take it easy big guy.  It’s called acting.”  She leaned back and looked onto his eyes.  Where had she seen those eyes before? 
 
   Her cell phone buzzed.
 
   “Jams.  What’s up?”
 
   “You coming home for dinner?  Mom and Ben have made up and Mom wants everyone home.”
 
   Still looking in Joey’s eyes, she responded, “Okay.  On our way.”
 
   
 
  


Chapter 14
 
   the eyes have it
 
   “Okay, wise guy, we have a family dinner to attend.”
 
   Great, now he was going to meet the rest of the Parkers.  He’d told Ben last night that they were even, but before this gig was over, the old man was going to owe him big time.
 
   “Now, get me down.”
 
   He lifted her from the island and took a step back as he stood her in front of him. He leaned in, putting his hands on the island on either side of her, pinning her against the island and kissed her again.  We have to make it look good for the cameras, don’t we?  He told himself again.
 
   She smiled at him.  “Let me go,” she whispered.
 
   He kissed her again and stepped back. She walked around and poured her drink down the sink, put the glass in the dishwasher and nodded her head toward the garage.  “Let’s go.”
 
   In the privacy of the garage, where she was sure no prying paparazzi could see her, she punched his arm.  “Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you, wise guy?”
 
   “Hey, just playing my role, Toots-er-Jess.  Just playing the role of the love sick boyfriend.”
 
   He opened her door and helped her in.  She was wearing jeans and a pair of those five inch heels she was famous for, but it was still an Escalade, and she was still just a little bit of a thing.
 
   “Do we want them to follow us or not,” he asked.  
 
   “Good question,” she thought.  The paparazzi already knew where her mother lived.  But she knew what this family dinner was about and the family didn’t need any tabloid company.
 
   “Hell if I know.  They already know where Mom lives.”  She narrowed her eyes as she looked at him.  “No stunt driving in my mother’s SUV.”  
 
   He backed out of the drive, and carefully drove the few blocks to the Parker residence.   Ben’s Navigator was in the driveway.  As instructed earlier in the day, Jess sat and waited for Joey to come around and open her door.  He helped her out and held her hand as they walked into house.
 
   Lane looked up.  “Paul, it’s good to see you.”
 
   Together, Ben and Jess said, “Not Pauli, Joey.”
 
   “Lane, may I present my brother Giuseppe Gabrielli Bellini?  Joey, my fiancée, Lane Parker.  Her sons, Jackson and Jamison.”
 
   The Parker brothers each stepped forward and shook Joey’s hand.
 
   “Jake.”
 
   “Jamie.”
 
   “Nice meeting you,” Joey said, as he stepped forward to shake Lane’s hand.  He looked back at Jess, as if to say now what?
 
   She looked at her mother.  Pauli had a huge crush on her mother.  It was the way she’d gotten her first pair of shoes out of him.  Pauli had bought her silence and she’d promised not to tell Ben that he was crushing on Lane.  But Joey had barely looked at her mother.
 
   Someone had brought Jack Stack.  “Y’all go into the family room,” Jess said.  “The boys and I can get things ready.  Are we eating in the kitchen?”
 
   Lane walked into the family room, followed by Ben, who protectively and proprietarily had his hand in the small of her back, and Joey brought up the rear.
 
   “Joey, you went to L.A. and got Jess and brought her home last night.  Thank-you.”
 
   “No worries,” he said, as he looked anxiously toward the kitchen.
 
   “Dinner’s on,” Jess said.
 
   Joey stood back as the family took their assigned seats.  Lane at one end, Ben at the other, the Parker brothers on one side and Jess on the other leaving an open spot next to Jess.  The family joined hands.  Lane looked at Jess.  Wednesday night, Jess’s night to say grace.  
 
   “Father, we thank you for the food you have placed before us and ask that you bless all of the hands who brought it to us.  We thank you for our family and ask that you bless and protect us.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen” 
 
   “Thanks, Jess.  Before we start eating, your mother and I have an announcement to make.”  Ben looked at each of the Parker kids.
 
   “Father Palmert is meeting us at the Church at 8:00.  Your mother and I are getting married tonight.”
 
   Lane smiled.  “Our plans were put on hold last month when Jess had to rush back to L.A., and now we’re in a little hurry.”  She looked at Ben as she said, “We’re expecting a baby.”
 
   The Parker boys looked at Ben, and they didn’t look thrilled.  For a minute Joey thought there might be bloodshed and no one said anything for a couple of beats.  Then Jess spoke up.
 
   “Congratulations, Mom.”  She pointedly looked across the table at each of her brothers. “That’s great news, isn’t it boys?”  
 
   “It’s all good,” Jake said, but he was thinking that someone ought to have a talk with Ben.
 
   Jamie looked across the table at his sister.  She didn’t know the rules that Ben had taught him.  Rule three: always wear protection.  Besides, he’d told Ben he wasn’t allowed to spend the night and he was sure that Ben knew what he meant when he’d said it.  Guess the rules didn’t apply to everyone.  Jamie’s eyes flashed.  
 
   Jess looked from Jamie to Joey to Ben.  That’s where she’d seen those eyes, they belonged to the Bellini men… and to her baby brother.  How was that even possible?
 
   “So, Mom, tell us the story of when you met Ben,” she said.
 
   Lane laughed.  “You kids know how Ben and I met.  He came to pick up the things for the church’s garage sale.”
 
   Joey was sitting next to Lane.  He looked at her.  She was glowing as she looked across the table at his brother.  The brother he thought was a confirmed bachelor was glowing as he looked back at Lane.  WOW.  Married with a baby on the way.
 
   “I’m not sure whether I should extend you best wishes on your upcoming marriage or congratulate you on the blessed event,” Joey said looking at Lane.  
 
   “I think both are in order, Joey.  Thank-you.”  Lane smiled as she patted his hand.  
 
   Ben looked at Joey.  “You bring a suit?
 
   “I’m a Bellini, of course I brought a suit.”
 
   The food had finally started making its way, in a clockwise rotation, around the table.  Jamie handed the bowl of mashed potatoes to Ben.  “Dad, you want some potatoes?”  He’d said as he handed the bowl to Ben, but what he wanted to do was dump them over Ben’s head.
 
   Dad, when had Jamie started calling Ben “Dad”?  Oh, that’s right last month he’d said he was going to call Ben “Dad” after the wedding.  Phillip had gotten mom pregnant the night he walked out on them.  At least, that was what they’d always believed, but if Jess’s eyes weren’t deceiving her, Ben and her mother had met long before the Parker family moved to Kansas and the now infamous church garage sale.  
 
   How had she not seen this before, and how was she going to get DNA from Jamie and Ben without them knowing it?
 
   They finished dinner, and Jake and Jamie had clean-up duty.  Ben said he was taking Joey home with him so they could change.  He looked at Jamie and at Jake.  “Jamie, you have your suit?  Jake do you need to go home and change?”  Then looked at Jess.  “You’re in charge of getting everyone to the church.”  Then he kissed Lane.  “I’ll see you soon, I love you.”
 
   In the SUV, Joey looked at Ben.  “Do Mama and Papa know?”
 
   “About the wedding tonight, yes.  They’ll meet us at the church, as will Tony and the Lucianos.  We’ll send out announcements and have a big reception at Papa’s later.”
 
   He looked at Joey.  “About the baby, I thought I’d wait and tell Mama in a week or two.  I know she’ll do the math eventually, but I really don’t want to hear it tonight.” Ben looked at his brother.  “I love Lane.  By not realizing it sooner, I’ve wasted the last three years. I had talked her into a quick wedding a few weeks ago, and then Jess was called back for the audition.”
 
   Joey looked skeptically at Ben. “Your new sons didn’t look too happy.”
 
   Ben laughed.  “Each of them had made it clear that I was to keep it in my pants until after the wedding.  They’re pissed that I didn’t listen.  They’re good kids.  They know I love their Mother.  They’ll adjust.”
 
   “How’d you get Fr. Palmert to go along with this?”
 
   Ben grinned.  “A big donation, a promise to coach little league until hell freezes over, and we already had all of the paperwork done from before.”
 
   Joey laughed.  
 
   “Okay, now about your daughter.  You know the paparazzi being here means that the crazed fan is going to know where she is.  How are we going to keep her safe?  Although I’ll tell you, I’m not convinced she needs to be protected.  I have a bruise the size of a grapefruit where she shot me yesterday.”
 
   Ben pulled into his garage. And turned to look at Joey.  “Watch yourself.  That one is five feet four inches of intense, like a triple shot of nitrous oxide.  She called me after I started dating her mother and told me if I did anything to hurt her mother, she’d castrate me.  Not hurt me.  Not make me pay.  Castrate me.”  Ben shook his head and laughed.  “I have no doubt that she could do it too.  I had Lane enroll her in self-defense classes a few years ago.  And I’ve been taking the three of them to the range and we’ve been playing paint ball and laser tag.  She can handle herself.  It’s not that.”  Ben shook his head.  “She sniffled when I talked to her yesterday.  You have to understand, there are certain things that Jess Parker doesn’t do unless they’re written in a script.  Crying is one of them.  It ripped my heart out.”
 
   They walked into the house, each into his bedroom and came out in their Brioni suits and Berluti shoes.
 
   “A couple of months ago, I kept Lane here with me to keep her safe.”  Ben looked at his brother.  “Jess may not be a Bellini by birth, but she’s my daughter just the same.  Sometimes I think she’s more Italian than we are.  She understands the concept of protecting the family by whatever means necessary.  She called in a favor from Uncle Vinnie last month to protect Jake’s girlfriend.”
 
   “She called in a favor from Uncle Vinnie?  What did she do that Uncle Vinnie owed her?”
 
   “No one has told me, but I gather Uncle Sal still owes her.”
 
   Joey shook his head and laughed.  “And I’m here to protect her?”
 
   
 
  


Chapter 15
 
   the bells are ringing
 
   The Bellinis and Lucianos were in the church.  All except Pauli, who was still in St. Louis; and Ben’s sister Marie Terese, who was in Italy managing the family’s vineyard.  Lane’s only family were her children.  Ben and Joey stood at the front of the church with Fr. Palmert, as Jess walked down the aisle carrying a small bouquet of ivory rosebuds.  Joey couldn’t take his eyes off her.  She wore a long sleeved, floor length, cream colored, jersey dress.  She could have been the bride herself. She stood at the front of the church.  When the Wedding March began to play, she looked toward the back of the church, as both of her bothers escorted their mother down the aisle.
 
   Ben couldn’t take his eyes off of Lane.  He’d never seen anything or anyone so beautiful.  She wore a long sleeved, blush colored, floor length dress.  It had a sweetheart neckline, emphasizing her beautiful figure.  She too, carried a bouquet of ivory rosebuds.  He needed to send a healthy tip to his florist.  Once again, she’d come through on short notice.  
 
   Fr. Palmert asked, “Who gives this woman?”
 
   The three Parker kids in unison said, “We do.” 
 
   The wedding ceremony, from procession to “you may kiss the bride”, lasted only about 20 minutes.  
 
   Papa Bellini kissed his new daughter on each cheek.  “Bella, benvenuti in famiglia.  Welcome to the family.”
 
   Mama Bellini kissed Lane on both cheeks.  “Bella sposa, non ho mai visto Benito così felice.  I’ve never seen my Benito so happy.”
 
   Ben, Lane, Jess and Joey signed the marriage license, and Joey put it in his pocket.  Joey’s dilemma had been whether to sign his own name or Pauli’s.  The press thought he was Pauli, but Mama knew he was Joey.  The document was public record and if the press got hold of it, they’d be all over that he wasn’t Pauli.  In the end, he’d signed his own name, knowing that it was a legal document and he didn’t want anything to invalidate his brother’s marriage.  He also knew they had a few days before it needed to be filed.
 
   Joey took Uncle Sal aside.  He’d really like to know what Jess had done that the uncles owed her a favor.  “Zio Sal, la bambina è in difficoltà.”
 
   They stepped away from the rest of the family.  “Lei è sotto la mia protezione. UN pazzo si sta insinuando la sua.” Joey told his uncle.  
 
   He explained about the notes that had been left in her condo.  He told Sal that Ben had someone in L.A. looking into it. He explained that his biggest concern was the paparazzi following them right now; because the crazed fan would most likely be in Kansas soon, if he wasn’t there already.  They might need to stay at Uncle Sal’s acreage near Parkville, Missouri.
 
   Uncle Sal nodded, “Si, Io mi occuperò di esso.”
 
   Joey looked at his uncle, “È questo per me, non per lei.”  He wanted to make it clear that Jess wasn’t calling in her favor.  He would owe Uncle Sal for this.  Italians were all about keeping score, at least his family was, and they took their obligations very seriously.
 
   The Parkers had just eaten, but when Papa Bellini announced that there was wedding cake in the Board Room, everyone went to their cars and drove to Bellini’s.
 
   As they walked out of the church, the paparazzi began taking pictures of everyone. Immediately, Joey put his hand protectively at Jess’s back and guided her into Lane’s Escalade, which he commandeered again.  He opened the driver’s door, got in and looked at Jess.  She was trying hard to hide it, but this was taking a toll.  When was this going to be over?
 
   “Mom was a pretty bride, don’t you think?”  
 
   “I’ll take your word for it.  I don’t make a habit of ogling other men’s girlfriends and wives.”  Hell, as far as he was concerned, there was only one woman in the church; and according to her, she wasn’t anyone’s girlfriend.
 
   In the Board Room, toasts were made to the happy couple.  Some of them were even in English.  Lane pretended to take a small sip of champagne after each toast.  Ben carefully traded glasses with her occasionally, so it looked like she was drinking.  
 
   When Uncle Sal toasted them in English, wishing the newlyweds many sons, Jess once again began wondering how she was going to pull off the DNA testing.  The one thing she knew was that the Bellinis and Lucianos wouldn’t know anything about it until the results were in.  Last month, she’d listened as Uncle Vinnie had told Pauli to fix the DNA results for Meg’s two year old daughter; to show that Jake, who had only known Meg for a month, was Abbey’s father.  No, this DNA test was going to be done by a reputable lab out of state.
 
   Ben had to be in court at nine o’clock in the morning, and he knew Lane was tired.  He talked to Jess and Joey, telling them that he and Lane were going to spend the night at a downtown hotel.  He suggested that Joey spend the night at the Parker house.  The room formerly occupied by Jake was open.  He spoke with Jake and Jamie, explaining that he’d asked Joey to stay at the house, before he made excuses to the rest of the family and left with Lane.
 
   The party didn’t continue long after the guests of honor had gone.  The Luciano Uncles had congratulated Jess on her new movie as they walked with her toward the door.  The paparazzi was waiting in the parking lot as Jess walked out.  She stopped, smiled, and let them get some shots.  Everyone was calling “This way, Jessica.”  “One more, Jessica” then she heard someone yell, “Show us the ring, Jessica.”  What ring?  Then it hit her, the paparazzi had waited outside the church, she was the one wearing “white” oh God, they thought she’d married Joey only they thought it was Pauli.  
 
   Joey must have come to the realization at the same time. “She was just the maid of honor, guys.” He flashed that million watt Bellini smile and maneuvered her toward the SUV.  Hell, now they’d be camped out outside the Parker house all night waiting for him to come out. He imagined the headlines.  He couldn’t stay the night there. Oh, hell. 
 
   “Call Jake and tell him to wait for us at the house,” he said as he started the SUV.
 
   She made the call then looked at him.  “What are you thinking?”
 
   “I don’t know.  No matter what we just told them, the paparazzi think you and I just got married.  I promised the old man I’d stay at the house tonight, but if I do, it’ll add fuel to the fire.”
 
   She looked at him.  “Go to Ben’s.”  
 
   She called Jamie. “Change in plans, meet us at Ben’s.”
 
   She ended her call and looked at Joey. “We’ll park in the garage.  We’ll all go in.  We’ll close the blinds and curtains.  The Parkers will leave, Jake in his truck, Jamie and me in the SUV.  The paparazzi will see me and Jamie, and we’ll go home.”
 
   Joey shook his head. “That doesn’t work for me.  How am I keeping my promise to the old man if you go home without me?”
 
   She smiled conspiratorially at him.  “Subterfuge.  The bedroom light will be on a timer.  They’ll think you’ve gone to bed, but you’ll be in the cargo area.  They’ll probably follow me and Jamie, but we’ll park in the garage and no one will know you were with us.”
 
   He winked and flashed that million watt Bellini smile at her.  “I like the way you think.”
 
   They stopped in Ben’s driveway.  Jamie hopped out of Jake’s truck and entered the code for the garage door.  Joey pulled the Escalade into the garage.  They all went into the house and closed the blinds and curtains.  They went through the house turning lights on and off as they went.  Joey grabbed his bag and threw it in the back of the SUV.  Jake set the timer on the bedside lamp in the guest room.  It would come on it 10 minutes and go out 20 minutes after that.  Jamie set the timer on a lamp in the family room.  It was on now and would go out in 10 minutes.  
 
   Joey watched the Parkers as they worked.  He wondered if they’d done this before.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 16
 
   tabloid lies
 
   Joey climbed out of the Escalade’s cargo area.  He pulled a gun from a shoulder holster and motioned for Jess and Jamie to stand back while he went into the house.  Jamie looked at Jess and she rolled her eyes as she motioned for Joey to go ahead.  
 
   Jamie leaned toward his sister.  “The guy’s a little intense, don’t you think?”  The whole family thought Jess was intense. Jamie thought these two had a lot in common.
 
   Jess nodded her head.  “Yeah, I think.  Let’s go.”  She went into the house and followed Joey as he walked from room to room.  She opened the basement door.  “Don’t forget to check downstairs.”  Joey went through the door and she seriously thought about closing and locking it, except there was no lock and it wouldn’t have mattered if there were.  She knew locks didn’t stop him.
 
   Joey came back up the stairs.  “We’re good, the house is cleared.  Show me where I’m sleeping.”  He picked up his bag and followed Jamie.  Joey would be staying in Jake’s old room which shared a Hollywood bathroom with Jamie’s room.
 
   Joey stood in the hall watching Jess, as she stood in the open doorway for her bedroom.  “All right, I’ll see you in the morning.  Yell if you need anything.”  He told her.
 
   She looked at him like he was nuts.  “Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” she mumbled as she closed her door.  She had a Louisville Slugger under her bed and a pistol in the night stand.  She had everything she needed.
 
   It was the downside to living in a ranch style house, everything was on the ground floor, making the windows easily accessible for intruders.  But that’s why every window at the Parker’s house had a big thorn bush planted under it. No one was getting into the house that way.
 
   She stripped out of her dress, threw on a camisole and pajama pants, turned off the light and tried to sleep.  Whoever this nut job was, he had successfully turned her life upside down.  She just wanted to sleep.
 
   *****
 
   Pauli had finished his shift in the ER, and was walking through the waiting room, when an image on the TV screen caught his eye.
 
   There he stood with Jess on the Plaza posing for the cameras.  He found the remote and adjusted the sound, but the program had moved to the next story.  He went home, logged onto the internet and did a search for Jess.  Suddenly, the reason Joey had called and told him to stay in St. Louis was clear. His brother had been impersonating him, posing for the paparazzi and giving impromptu interviews, saying Pauli and Jess were definitely a couple.
 
   Pauli looked at his phone.  Midnight.  He was off for the next few days.  He threw some things into a bag, got into his BMW and headed toward Interstate 70.  It would be four o’clock in the morning by the time he got there, but who cared?  Apparently he and Jess Parker were as good as engaged.  He didn’t know why Joey was impersonating him and he didn’t care, as long as it meant Jess Parker was his girlfriend.
 
   *****
 
   Ben lay in bed holding Lane, who slept, naked, in his arms.  He had been too worried about the baby to make love to her on their wedding night.  She had tried to convince him that the baby would not be harmed by their love making, but until he heard it from the doctor there would be no convincing him.  He understood this was a high risk pregnancy, and he was taking no chances.  The sex between them had been great, and while he prayed the doctor would give them the go-a-head, he was willing to wait if he had to.  He just wished she wouldn’t moan in her sleep.  Her moaning had always done him in.
 
   *****
 
   Jess’s cell phone was buzzing in the middle of the night again. She needed a new agent, or maybe she needed to hire a publicist.  That was it, as soon as she got back to L.A. she was hiring a publicist.  “Jer.  It’s the middle of the night.  The paparazzi are already here, now what?”
 
   “Where did you find that hunky doctor?”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  Surely her agent wasn’t calling her at three in the morning to talk about how she met Pauli or was it Joey.  “I told you yesterday, he’s a friend of the family.”
 
   “Well, if you say so.  Did you marry him?  You know you really should let me know before you do those kinds of things.”
 
   “Jer, I promise.  If and when I get married, I’ll let you know.  My Mother got married.  I was just the maid of honor.  And Pauli Bellini is not my boyfriend, he’s just delusional.”  And the guy in the tabloid pictures wasn’t even Pauli Bellini but that was a whole other story.  One she didn’t want to tell Jer, or anyone else, at three in the morning, or maybe ever.
 
   Jess ended the call.  Was she ever going to get a decent night’s sleep again?  Last night she’d tossed and turned replaying the scenes of finding the envelope addressed to Kit on her bed, calling Jamie, talking to Ben, then shooting Joey and being whisked back to Kansas.  When she’d gotten that movie out of her head, she’d started thinking about her mother being pregnant and her role in the near break-up with Ben.  When she’d finally gotten that out of her head and fallen asleep, it was a short night because Jer had called at the crack of dawn.
 
   But tonight, with Mom and Ben finally married, and with the lunatic fan in L.A., she could relax.  She had the paparazzi, the Parkers, the Bellinis and the Lucianos tracking her every move.  It was safe to sleep here in her old bed.
 
   Jess always locked her bedroom door when she slept.  She wasn’t sure when the habit had started, but with the current events, it was a good habit to have.  She heard the door knob rattle.  She reached into her night stand and pulled out the pistol.  “I’ve got a gun and I know how to use it.”  She said as the door opened.  
 
   “It’s me, don’t shoot,” Joey said.  He leaned cautiously into the room.  “I heard the phone.  Is everything all right?”
 
   “He heard the phone? What the hell, did he have hearing like a bat?”  She thought, knowing she’d put the phone on vibrate before the wedding and had forgotten to turn the ringer back on.
 
   “Everything’s great.  My agent thinks I married you.  I mean my agent thinks I married Pauli. Oh hell, I don’t know who my agent thinks I married.  And if I don’t get some sleep soon, I may never be able to figure it out.”  She laid back down and pulled the pillow over her head.
 
   Joey sat on the bed.  “I was the only one here, obviously you married me.”
 
   She lifted the pillow and peered out at him. “We didn’t get married.”  She pulled the pillow back over her face. She lifted a corner of the pillow again.  He was sitting at the foot of her bed, the muscles of his chest rippling.  Was he smiling?  God, maybe she should just shoot him again but he had a welt the size of an egg on his chest where she’d shot him before.  She pulled the pillow back over her face.  She was so tired.  Why didn’t he take his muscles and go sleep in Jake’s room?  She pushed at him with her feet.  
 
   “Go away.”  
 
   Why was he in her room with his bare chest?  She sat up.  
 
   “How the hell did you get in here?  I know the door was locked.  I always lock the door.”  The strap of her camisole fell off her shoulder.
 
   He was smiling, that million watt Bellini smile.  He got up and walked toward the door.  “It might be our second date, but I’m still not giving away any of my secrets.”    
 
   Luckily for him he’d pulled the door closed before she pulled the trigger.  Neon pink paint splattered and then dribbled down the door.  Thank God it was water soluble.  Felix, Jess’s pet name for her Mother, would kill her if it left a stain.
 
   She rolled over and, much to her surprise, went right to sleep.
 
   Joey stood in the hall shaking his head.  Damn, he was glad the girl didn’t have a real gun.  He’d thought she may be pretty good at shooting a target that was standing still right in front of her, but obviously she had very little trouble with moving targets.  He wouldn’t underestimate her again.
 
   *****
 
   Joey was making himself at home in the kitchen when Jamie got up.  Bacon was frying and pancakes were on the griddle.
 
   “Wow, man.  No one’s usually up at this time.”  Jamie, who had always been an early riser, usually worked out before he went to school.  “Let alone cooking breakfast.”
 
   Joey nodded toward the breakfast bar.  “You know what they say, breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”  He started putting pancakes on a plate.  “How many you want?”
 
   Jamie grinned, “How many you got?”
 
   
 
  


Chapter 17
 
   that’s not funny
 
   Jamie finished off half a dozen pancakes and put his plate and glass in the dishwasher.
 
   “Keep an eye on her, will you Joey?  She acts tough, but she’s so little, you know?  I know she can be prickly and she never lets anyone in, but I know she was crying when she called me the other day and Jess never cries.  Never.  Just keep an eye on her.”
 
   Joey nodded.  “Yeah, kid.  I got this, you go to school.”  He sat at the breakfast bar drinking coffee.  He didn’t know how much longer he could stay in K.C.  He had a casino to run.
 
   Jamie ran back into the kitchen.  “You better come out here.  Someone left something for Jess.  Or should I say Kit and Kate?”
 
   Joey followed Jamie outside.  Sure enough there were two packages outside the garage door where the Escalade sat.  Joey walked around them.  They were each about the size of a shoe box.  
 
   He looked at Jamie.  “I told you, Jamie.  I got this.”  
 
   Jamie nodded and walked toward his truck.  “You gonna call Dad?”  If Joey wasn’t calling Ben, he was. 
 
   “Already dialing, kid.  Already dialing.” 
 
   “Joey?”
 
   “I know you have court this morning.  Someone left packages at the Parkers’ for Jess.”
 
   “For Jess or for the characters?”
 
   “The characters.  A package for each of them.”
 
   “Do they look safe?  Lane’s already driving the Navigator home.  Do I need to call and divert her?”
 
   “They aren’t ticking, and they look safe enough.  The paparazzi know where you live too, so that’s not safe.  I think we’d all better stay at Uncle Sal’s for a few days.  No one’s getting close out there.  You know?”
 
   “Yeah, I know.  Wake Jess.  Wait for Lane.  Help them pack up some things.  Have Lane call me when she gets there, but don’t tell them about the packages.  Hide the things.  Push them behind those thorn bushes, put them in your bag, whatever.  Neither Jess nor Lane sees them.”
 
   “I get that you want to protect them, but the kid, Jamie.  He found the packages and got me.  Won’t he say something?”
 
   Ben laughed.  “You have a lot to learn about the Parkers.  He won’t tell either his sister or Lane.  And it goes without saying, we don’t call the police on this.  Jess doesn’t need, nor would she welcome, this kind of publicity.”
 
   Ben ended the call.  He’d worked out at the hotel gym this morning, showered and woke Lane.  She’d dropped him at the courthouse before taking the SUV to go home so she could get ready for work.  He wasn’t sure how much to tell her so that she’d understand that they had to stay at Sal’s and yet not frighten her.  Being frightened couldn’t be good for either her or the baby.
 
   Uncle Sal had an estate near Parkville, Missouri.  It sat on 10 acres and had advantages.  It was well away from the city, was defensible and the paparazzi didn’t know where it was.  The question was, how was Joey going to get Jess there without alerting the paparazzi?  Because what the paparazzi knew, the stalker would soon know too.
 
   Joey walked around the house, securing the perimeter, before he picked up the packages and went in.  He would hide them in his duffle bag.  He knew Lane would be home soon and he went back outside to wait.  She pulled into the drive and he met her and opened the driver’s door.
 
   “Welcome home.  Ben wants you to call him,” Joey said as he helped her out of the Navigator.
 
   “Thanks, Joey. I’ll call him while I change.  Is everything okay?”
 
   Joey smiled.  “I think he just misses you.” 
 
   Lane went into her bedroom, closed the door and dialed Ben’s cell.
 
   “Red.”
 
   “Hey, Joey said you wanted me to call.”
 
   He hadn’t decided what to tell her yet
 
   “I just wanted to say I love you, Mrs. Bellini.”
 
   Ben had called her Mrs. Bellini last night as he held her, but she still wasn’t used to hearing it.  She looked at her left hand.  Her ring finger now held not just the enormous engagement ring, but an eternity band encrusted with diamonds.  She smiled, wondering how long he’d had her wedding ring and his.  They were the kind of rings that had to be custom made.
 
   “I love you.  Now, I need to get ready for work.”
 
   He couldn’t avoid it forever.  He had to prepare her for Joey packing them up.  “There is something else.  You know the paparazzi caught Jess and Joey outside the church last night and think they got married.  He’s going to take her to Uncle Sal’s acreage near Parkville.  I think maybe we should all go.”
 
   “Ben, is there something you aren’t telling me?”
 
   Sure there is. He thought.  “It’s just that if the paparazzi know where she is, then the crazed fan might show up.  I’d rather err on the side of caution, you know?  Uncle Sal’s house sits on 10 acres.  It’s out of the way, he doesn’t stay there a lot, and there are two master suites.  There’s a lot of room.”
 
   “Okay.  Do I need to pack some things now or can I do it later?”
 
   “It’s probably best if you do it now and give the suitcase to Joey.  You and I can go tonight after I get out of court and you leave work.”
 
   Lane shook her head.  If there was a stalker after Jess, the first priority was to keep her safe.  Lane just wondered why he thought the stalker would come to Kansas.  Unless he was already there.  Hmmm.
 
   “Okay, I love you.  Now, I really need to change for work.  Call me later if you get the chance.”
 
   Joey knocked on Jess’s door.
 
   “Jess?”
 
   Ugh. Was she ever going to get more than six hours of sleep at a time?
 
   “What?”  She groaned.  
 
   “Can I come in?” 
 
   Well, at least he had knocked this time. “Sure.”  Like she could stop him anyway.
 
   “Look, here’s the thing.  Since the paparazzi have found Ben’s house and this house, we need to find another place to stay.  Uncle Sal has an acreage.  We’re going to stay there for a while.”
 
   Jess narrowed her eyes and looked at him.  “Who is we?”
 
   “All of us.  You, your mother, your brother Jamie, your brother Jake if he wants, Ben, me.  It’s a big house.”
 
   There were many reasons for her to argue, and just as many to go along with the suggestion.  She was tired, there was a crazed lunatic stalking her.  The paparazzi had followed her and they had broadcast her trip to Kansas City on the web and the small screen.  Her powers of deduction told her it wouldn’t be long before the stalker was in Kansas.  Staying here could put her pregnant mother and the rest of her family in danger.
 
   Since acquiring her own crazed fan, she’d done some research.  Most weren’t dangerous, just annoying.  But then there were the ones who killed the celebrity, someone else or even themselves.  You could never be too careful.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll go. As long as staying at Uncle Sal’s doesn’t call in my favor.”  She said as she got up and headed toward her bathroom.
 
   Joey shook his head.  He couldn’t believe his ears.  He had expected an argument.  He stood outside her bathroom door.  “No, I’ll owe Uncle Sal for this, or Ben will.  We’ll work it out.  Your mother’s packing a few things.  You should too,” he said as he left her room and closed the door.
 
   She hadn’t brought much with her, and all she had in Kansas was winter clothes, things she didn’t need in L.A.  She was going to have to go shopping for real, as opposed to the pretend shopping they’d done yesterday for the paparazzi’s benefit.
 
   Lane had finished changing.  She walked into the hall, meeting Joey as he exited Jess’s room.  She motioned to the suitcase in her bedroom, telling Joey that he could take it with him.
 
   “I have to get to work.  Ben’s going to call me later.  I imagine we’ll see you tonight.”  She looked at Joey.  No one had actually told her, but she was certain Joey’s only purpose in Kansas was to guard her daughter. “You’ll keep her safe, won’t you Joey?”
 
   Joey looked at Lane.  She looked tired and worried.  “As if she were a part of me.”  In other words, with his life, but he didn’t want to phrase it that way to Lane.  No sense in making her worry more than she probably was already.
 
   It was 10:00 a.m., and Jess had showered and dressed before she left her room.  She found Joey in the kitchen.  “Okay, wise guy, let’s go.  I’m ready, but first I have to go shopping.”
 
   Joey looked at her in disbelief.  Only a woman would want to shop while a crazed fan was stalking her.  He carried her duffle bag to the Escalade and threw it in the cargo area with his and Lane’s bags.  He opened Jess’s door and helped her in before going to the driver’s door.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 18
 
   retail therapy
 
   Joey drove to the mall.  It was no surprise to find they’d picked up a tail.  At least one of the paparazzi was following, as Joey pulled into the parking garage on the east side of the mall.
 
   They made their way into the mall.  She’d dragged him through Macy’s, and Nordstrom’s before she finally picked up several pairs of jeans, underwear and some tops at H&M.  The sales associate was looking at them with eyes as big as saucers.  First, there was a Bellini man in the store, then there was a movie star and last there was the entourage of paparazzi that followed Jess.  Jess apologized for the circus atmosphere as the sales associate totaled the purchases.  
 
   Jess looked at Joey and smiled.  “You’re buying.”
 
   He reached into his jacket for his wallet.  “And why am I buying,” he said as he handed the sales associate a Black American Express card.
 
   “It’s your fault I barely packed anything.”
 
   He leaned close and whispered in her ear, “Next time a crazed stalker is after you, I’ll remember to give you more time to pack.”
 
   She just smiled as he signed the receipt and picked up the bags.  “We finished now,” he asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s everything,” she replied.
 
   He held the bags in his left hand and put his right hand at the small of her back as he guided her through the store, out of the mall and into the parking garage.
 
   There was a man standing near the Escalade.  He didn’t move as Joey and Jess approached.  The man was short, maybe five feet five inches tall.  He was skinny and had longish, stringy, dishwater blonde hair.  He was wearing shades in the darkened parking garage. Joey had the keys in his pocket.  He took his hand away from Jess’s back, pulled the keys from his pocket and handed them to her.  They were still 20 feet or so from the SUV. 
 
   Joey tugged at the back of the shirt Jess wore.  “Slow down.  I don’t like the look of that guy.”
 
   The man turned toward them.  “Kit you are such a slut.  You dragged Kate here so you could be with your boyfriend there.”  He pointed toward Joey.  
 
   Joey stepped in front of Jess.  “Hey, bud, we’ll have no name calling here.”
 
   He was a wiry little guy and he’d pulled the knife before Joey could drop the packages. It was a lucky shot, but he’d stabbed Joey in the groin area and pulled back the blade as he continued to yell at Jess.
 
   As Joey bent forward, Jess stepped around him.  “Hey, slime ball.  Who are you calling a slut?”  She pushed the blade from his hand cutting the palm of her left hand as she kneed the guy in the balls, grabbed his head and slammed it on her knee.  He went down and she turned to Joey.  He was lying on the ground bleeding.  She pulled out her phone and dialed 9-1-1 as she put her bloody hand on Joey’s bleeding groin.
 
   “It’s gonna be okay, wise guy,” she whispered as she pulled something from the bag of new clothes and used it to stanch the blood.  “Come on, it’s little more than a flesh wound.  Stay with me,” she said as she patted his face with her right hand.
 
   “Everyone out of the way, I’m a doctor.” Rang the familiar voice of Dr. Paolo Raffaele Bellini.
 
   Jess looked at him as he walked toward them.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “You’re all over Twitter.”  He looked at her hand and pulled off his polo shirt to wrap around it, leaving him in his khaki’s and a wife beater t-shirt.  “You watch that little ass hole. Keep him down until the police get here.”
 
   She smiled.  “It’ll be my pleasure.”  She walked to where the slime ball was doubled over holding his family jewels and put the five inch stiletto heel of her shoe against his throat.  “In case you’re wondering, that’s your carotid artery.  Move and I’ll show you what a real stiletto can do.”  
 
   “Freeze, Police.”  
 
   Jess turned her head to see Detective Lila Crane standing a few feet away, gun drawn and pointing in her direction.
 
   “Detective Crane.  I never thought I’d be glad to see you.”
 
   Jess moved her foot from the stalker’s throat.  He rolled over to look at her.  “You married him.  You don’t get to be happy, Kit.”
 
   She’d had about all she could take.  She wasn’t Kit Hart and she wasn’t Kate Hart and she wasn’t married.   Jess looked at the little slime ball lying on the ground.  She stomped her foot.  “For the last time, I did NOT get married.  My mother married Ben.”  She said in a low voice that was barely controlled.
 
   Lila looked at Jess.  
 
   “Your mother married Ben?”
 
   “Yeah, last night.  We told the paparazzi last night, but they still broadcast that I got married.”
 
   The paparazzi were still taking pictures at a frantic pace, and now an audience who had gathered had cell phones out and were all taking video.
 
   “No, that can’t happen.  I broke them up.”  Lila shook her head.  She still had her gun out but had pointed it at the stalker.
 
   “A little hard to do.  First of all, he loves her and secondly, they’re having a baby.”
 
   Lila pointed her gun toward Jess again.  “No, if anyone’s going to have his baby it’s going to be me.”
 
   God, this chick was a nut case.  And the murder investigation from last month was suddenly crystal clear to Jess.  Carol Anne Woods was an ex-girlfriend of Ben’s and she’d been killed.  Jess and her brothers had found out that Carol Anne was in town to get someone to be a sperm donor.
 
   “So, I’m guessing you killed Carol Anne so she couldn’t have his baby.”  Jess shook her head and laughed.  “Carol Anne wanted Ben’s brother Tony to be the sperm donor, so you killed her for nothing.  You’re not a very good detective, Sherlock.”
 
   Jess knew she should shut up.  She knew you should never antagonize crazy, but she’d been running and hiding from crazy for days now and she wasn’t going to run or hide any more.  
 
   “In fact, Sherlock, I’d make a better detective and all I’ve ever played on TV cop shows is the dead person.”  She laughed again.
 
   “Then life really does imitate art, because now you can play a dead person in real life,” Lila said as she took aim at Jess.  “Your mother gets to have my baby so I’m taking hers away.”
 
   Yes, Jess knew that she shouldn’t antagonize crazy and antagonizing a crazy person who held a gun on her was crazy itself, but she couldn’t stop herself.
 
   “Yeah, right.  You had to use a golf club to kill Carol Anne.  You probably don’t even know how to use that gun.”
 
   Someone yelled for Lila to drop her gun, but she pulled back the slide to chamber a round.  It was the last thing she did.  Her partner, Adam Hunter, fired twice and Lila fell to the ground just as the ambulance skidded to a stop.
 
   “Over here,” Pauli said.  “Start an IV and get him loaded.”  
 
   Joey looked at Pauli.  “And the old man brought me here to protect her.”
 
   Lila Crane lay on the ground blood pooling around her.  Jess looked around.  The stalker was gone.  She looked to Detective Hunter.  “Where’d he go?”
 
   “Who?”  His concentration was completely on his fellow officer.
 
   Pauli looked at Detective Hunter, as he grabbed Jess by the elbow.  “She needs stitches.  You can meet her at Shawnee Mission to get her statement.”  He pushed her into the ambulance behind Joey and followed her in.
 
   “Don’t worry, Bro.  You’re going to be fine.  I’m pretty sure the asshole missed everything important, but I need to get you to the hospital to be sure.”
 
   Jess pulled out her phone and called Lane.  If Pauli was right about the incident being all over Twitter, then she’d better call her mother before Lane heard it from someone else.
 
   “Mom?  Can you meet me at Shawnee Mission?  I’m all right.  Joey was stabbed.  Pauli’s with him.  And Lila Crane is dead.”
 
   “Jess, you aren’t making any sense.  What are you talking about?”
 
   Jess took a deep breath.  “Just meet me at the ER, Mom.  I’ll explain everything there.  I’m okay, though, don’t worry.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19
 
   wasn’t I just here
 
   Lane walked through the maze of paparazzi, who weren’t allowed inside the hospital, and into the ER.  Wasn’t it just two days ago that she was here?  
 
   Detective Adam Hunter approached her.  “Mrs. Parker?”
 
   She nodded, “Mrs. Bellini now.  I’m here to see my daughter Jessica Parker.”
 
   “I’ll take you.”  He motioned for her to follow him down the hall.
 
   “She said something about Joey being stabbed.  Can you tell me what happened?”  She was calm.  No matter what emergency the kids had over the years, she was always calm – at least until it was over.
 
   “I understand your daughter had been bothered by a stalker in L.A. and that the stalker followed her here.  Apparently he was waiting for her and Mr. Bellini in the mall parking lot.  He attacked them, stabbing Mr. Bellini.”
 
   He stopped outside a curtained area.  “Your daughter’s hand was cut, but she’s fine.  When my partner and I arrived at the scene, the assailant was on the ground and your daughter was standing over him.  Mr. Bellini was on the ground with his brother, the doctor attending to him.  I’m still going to need statements from everyone, but go in.”
 
   Lane thanked him and pulled the curtain back.  Jess was sitting on the gurney holding her hand out, while the same doctor Lane had seen earlier in the week finished wrapping it. 
 
   “Hi, Mom.”
 
   Lane smiled.  “Hi yourself.  Dr. Bohnam, I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”
 
   “I imagine not.  I’ll leave you alone to talk,” the doctor replied.
 
   Lane hugged her daughter and nodded toward Jess’s hand.  “That doesn’t look fine to me.”
 
   “No big deal.  Just a couple of stitches.  Joey’s in surgery.”
 
   “Adam Hunter told me some of it, but why don’t you start at the beginning.”
 
   “Joey and I were at the mall.  I only grabbed a couple of things when I left L.A., and I needed clothes.  When we came out, Joey was carrying the bags; and as we approached the car, the stalker was standing there.  He called me Kit and started in by calling Kit, me, a slut.  Joey stepped in front of me and told him not to call me names.  That was when he stabbed Joey.  Well, that really pissed me off, so I pushed the blade out of his hand, kneed him in the balls and slammed his head into my knee.  I think I broke his nose.”
 
   Lane laughed and shook her head.  That was her daughter, always jumping into the fray.  Thank God Ben had convinced her to enroll Jess in those self-defense classes years ago.  
 
   “Then Pauli showed up, and was taking care of Joey while I stood over the nut case.  That’s when Detectives Hunter and Crane showed up.”  Jess looked at her mother and gave a half smile.  “The slime ball said I married Joey and I lost it.  I said I didn’t get married, that you married Ben.”
 
   Lane shook her head.  “Let me guess, Lila didn’t like that.”
 
   “Not at all.  And I know it wasn’t my place, especially in front of the cameras, but I told her you’re having Ben’s baby.  Mom, she killed Carol Anne, and she was going to kill me.  Detective Hunter had to shoot her. The paparazzi were there.  It’s all on film, so I imagine the cat’s pretty much out of the bag.  It’ll be all over the news tonight.”
 
   Lane looked at her watch.  “I need to try to reach Ben.”  As she pulled out her phone, it rang.  “Ben?”  He’d done it again, called her just as she was going to call him.
 
   “Is Jess all right?  It’s all over the internet.”
 
   “She’s fine, but Joey’s in surgery.  Apparently Paul showed up right after the stabbing.”  She looked at Jess.  “Where’s Paul?  Is he in surgery with Joey?”  Jess nodded.  “She says Paul’s in surgery with Joey.  We’ll go there and wait.  Is your mother on her way here?  You need to know that Jess announced my pregnancy to the media.”
 
   Ben laughed.  “Yeah, I saw that.  Like I said it’s all over the internet.  I’m on my way to see the judge to ask for a recess until morning.  If I can’t get a recess, then Uncle Sal will take over here.  I’ll be there as soon as I can. I love you.”
 
   Ben knew he would have some fast talking to do when his mother got her hands on him.  He’d allowed everyone to be in danger and his wife of less than 24 hours was pregnant.  Mama wouldn’t have to wait to do the math.
 
   The prosecution, Uncle Sal and Ben met the judge in chambers.  Ben explained that he planned to finish presenting his case tomorrow and to his relief, the judge agreed to recess until 9:00 in the morning.
 
   It was less than an hour later when Ben walked into the surgery waiting area.  Both of his parents were there.  They were talking Italian in low tones.  Lane knew that Italians yelled when they were mad, maybe this was a good sign.  She still had no idea what they were talking about and once again made a vow to order Rosetta Stone as soon as she got home.
 
   Pauli came into the waiting area and they all sat down.  “Joey’s fine.  The stab wound was to his groin.  It missed his femoral artery.  Jess stopped the bleeding right away.  He’ll have a scar, but it’s pretty small.  He’ll be awake pretty soon.”
 
   Mama was patting Pauli’s cheek and smiling at Ben.  “Bella, come here.”  Papa motioned to Lane and Jess.  “We’ve seen the news.  The little one was so brave.”  Both Mama and Papa Bellini were hugging Jess.  Mama patted Lane’s abdomen as she looked at Ben.  “Un Nipote.  I am so happy.” She pulled Lane into an embrace and kissed both her cheeks.
 
   Jess smiled, yeah seventeen years ago you became a grandmother.  She still needed to get DNA from Ben and Jamie.  
 
   Adam Hunter came into the waiting room and nodded to Ben.  “I need to talk to Jess.”  
 
   Ben stepped next to him.  “Questions or statement?”
 
   “A little of both, I guess.  A statement about the stabbing.  Some questions about Lila.  About the stalker, in the confusion with Lila, it seems he got away.”
 
   Ben couldn’t believe his ears.  “You let him get away?  He stabbed my brother, he’s been following Jess around.  He was caught and you let him get away?”
 
   “He was the least of my worries at the time.  I was busy shooting my partner and saving Jess’s life.”
 
   Ben nodded.  He’d seen that online too.  “We can meet you at the station later if you want.” 
 
   Adam nodded.  Both he and Ben knew that he’d be on desk duty or administrative leave as soon as IAD got their hands on things. 
 
   “Yeah.  Meet me at the station.  Call me when you know what time you’ll be there.”  He handed Ben a card with his cell number.  “I’ll need a statement from your brother too.”  
 
   Ben took the card and nodded.  “Adam?  Thanks for saving Jess.”
 
   
 
  


Chapter 20
 
   dead is dead
 
   It was close to 9:00 p.m. when Jess followed Ben into the Overland Park police headquarters.  She’d been there a month ago, but she’d only been as far as the lobby, while her mother was questioned by Detectives Crane and Hunter in the murder investigation of Carol Anne Woods.  Carol Anne was an ex-girlfriend of Ben’s; and Lane had found her, dead, in the bathroom at The Club.  Jess and her mother had gone to The Club, expecting to have a quiet lunch; but Lane went into the Ladies’ room and found Carol Anne lying on the floor.
 
   The Parker kids had dug into everything they could find about Carol Anne.  They’d discovered that she had returned to Kansas City to ask Ben’s brother, Tony, to be a sperm donor for her.  That day in the parking garage at the mall, everything had fallen into place, and Jess had deduced that Lila killed Carol Anne thinking she wanted Ben to father the child.  Lila had been the last woman Ben dated before he and Lane got together.  They’d only dated very briefly, but Lila had been having trouble letting go.  
 
   As fate would have it, Lila had been the detective assigned to the case; and the minute Lane had said Ben’s name, Lila had decided to pin the murder on Lane.  Lila had seen a set of golf clubs she had recognized as her own in Lane’s garage and had gotten a warrant to search for them.  The search had been unsuccessful for two reasons.  First, the Parker kids, who were planning to play golf that day, had moved them into Jake’s truck the night before the search warrant was executed.  Since Jake didn’t live at home, his vehicle was excluded from the search.  Secondly, during the search, Lane had produced a receipt for the golf clubs showing not only when she bought them, but from whom.  Lila caught a break when Rochelle Jones had broken into Ben’s home and professed her undying love for him.  The break-in allowed Lila to question Rochelle and to drop the murder investigation.  
 
   Jess sat in the interview room with Ben.  She’d had bit parts on several cop shows, and so far, she’d always played the body.  This was her first time in an interview room; unfortunately, it was for real, not for a role. 
 
    Ben looked at her.  “Don’t worry, I’ll be right here.”
 
   Detective Hunter walked in and placed a recorder on the table.  He stated the date, his name, Jess’s name, and Ben’s.
 
   “Ms. Parker, tell me the circumstances this morning that led to the shooting of Lila Crane.”
 
   Jess glanced at Ben.  “Joey Bellini and I had just left the mall, and a man was standing by our SUV.  The man began verbally assaulting me.  Joey told him to stop and he stabbed Joey.  I kneed the guy in the groin, smashed his head into my knee, and called 9-1-1.”  She glanced at Ben again.
 
   “Pauli Bellini, that is Dr. Bellini, arrived and attended to Joey; then you and Detective Crane arrived.  The stalker thought I’d gotten married.  I told him I hadn’t married anyone, but that my mother had married Ben.  That’s when Lila got upset.  She thought she’d broken them up.  I told her that would be hard to do because Ben loves my mother and besides, they’re having a baby.”  She looked at Adam Hunter.  “Detective you were there.  You know what I said, what she said, what she did.  Do I need to go on?”
 
   “Yes, I need a formal statement from you.  Someone from the review board will probably want to talk to you too.”  He held up his hand when she started to protest.  “I know it’s all on video, and the video has gone viral, but please, just continue.”
 
   “Detective Crane was upset.  She said if anyone were going to have Ben’s baby it would be her.  And that’s when I knew she’d killed Carol Anne Woods.”
 
   Detective Hunter looked at her.  “How did you know?”  
 
   “How could you not?  Carol Anne had told her former producer, Beth Morgan, that she had come back to Kansas City, from Denver, to ask someone to be a sperm donor.  She hadn’t told Beth who it was, but Carol Anne’s friend, Liza Conrad, knew it was Tony Bellini.  My brothers and I found out about all of this.  You and Detective Crane are cops for crying out loud.  How did you not know all of this?”  Jess paused and looked at Detective Hunter.  Poor guy, it wasn’t totally his fault.  He was probably being misguided by Lila.
 
   “So I told Lila she’d killed Carol Anne for nothing because she, Carol Anne, wasn’t going to ask Ben to be the father.  She was going to ask his brother.  Okay, I know I taunted her, but I’ve been running and hiding from a crazed stalker for days now and I had just had it with the whole lunatic thing.  That’s when Lila threatened to kill me, and you shot her to save me.  Like you said, it’s an internet sensation.”
 
   “How well do you know Clyde Benson?”
 
   Jess shook her head.  “Who is Clyde Benson?”
 
   “Based on the fingerprints we found on the knife at the scene, we believe he is your stalker.”
 
   Jess nodded.  “Well, as far as I know, I had never even seen him before today.  But, I’ve been running all over L.A. doing interviews and public appearances, so it’s possible, even probable, that he’s been at some of them.  Someone and I assume it’s him, has been leaving me notes, gifts, and flowers for the last couple of weeks.”
 
   “And where have you been since I saw you at the hospital and say 7:00 p.m. this evening?”
 
   Ben held his hand up before Jess could answer.  “What does that have to do with the events from this morning, Detective?”
 
   “We found Clyde Benson this evening.  He was dead with a stiletto heel protruding from his carotid artery.”  
 
   Adam opened the folder he had placed on the table earlier.  He pushed two photos toward Jess.  
 
   “I believe you threatened to, let me see, how did you say it, ‘show him what a real stiletto could do’ earlier today.”  
 
   Jess looked at the photos and turned to Ben.  Both had realized the shoes looked like a pair he’d gotten for her two months ago.  Only Jess suspected they didn’t just look like the ones he’d gotten her, they were the ones that had disappeared from her living room.  God, was it just two days ago?  The fucker had stolen her shoes, and then had gotten killed with one of them.  Damn it!  Those were her favorite shoes, and she knew there wasn’t a shoe repair shop on earth that would be able to get that bloodstain out.
 
   “I’ve been with my family the whole time.  And, you know the paparazzi have been following me, so I’m sure someone has me on video at whatever time he was killed.”
 
   The detective nodded.  “Yeah, that’s what I figured, but I had to ask.  Do you recognize the shoes, Ms. Parker?”
 
   “I had a pair just like them, but they disappeared from my condo two days ago.  I thought the stalker took them.”
 
   “Did you report the stalker and/or the theft to the police in Los Angeles?”
 
   Jess closed her eyes.  How was she going to get this Overland Park, Kansas cop to understand her reasoning?  “No.  At first, he was just leaving notes for me at the places where I had personal appearances or interviews.  So, there was nothing to report really.  It’s not unusual for fans to do things like that.  Some of the notes were almost sweet, but some were pretty vicious.  Then two days ago, I returned from doing an interview and found a note on my bed.  That’s why I came home.  It should have been safe here.  But completely by accident, there were paparazzi at the airport and they got photos of me and Joey getting on the plane.  Then the paparazzi showed up here, I suppose that’s how the stalker found out where I was.”
 
   “But that still doesn’t tell me why you didn’t report anything to the police in Los Angeles, especially after the break-in.”
 
   “Detective Hunter, I’m not a well-known or established actress.  These roles in Harts in Time are the opportunity of a lifetime for a young actress like me.  It can make my career.  It’s not uncommon for even a big star to be replaced in a movie at this stage.  We don’t start principal filming until late next month.  I didn’t want the producers to think I’m too much trouble.  I guess that ship’s sailed after the incident today though.  In fact I’m surprised my agent isn’t already blowing up my phone.”
 
   As if talking about Jeremy Comstead had conjured him, Jess’s cell phone rang.  She looked at Detective Hunter.  “I really should answer this.  You know and just get it over with.”  She knew she was going to be fired, and it was like taking bad tasting medicine.  You should do it fast and all at once, then chase it with something good like pudding or ice cream.  But don’t ever crush it up and put it in pudding, because all you’ve done then is ruin perfectly good pudding.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 21
 
   that makes no sense at all
 
   She stood and walked away from the table where Detective Hunter and Ben still sat.  “Jer?”
 
   “Jess, holy crap.  Why didn’t you tell me you had your very own stalker?  My God, that puts you in the same class as Orlando, Alec, and Uma.  And why didn’t you ever tell me you could kick someone’s ass?  That puts you with Angelina, Scarlett, and Jennifer.”
 
   “I didn’t want the producers to fire me because of the stalker.  I guess kicking ass just never came up.  So, am I fired?”
 
   “Fired?  No.  Not just no.  Hell No!  My God, you’re the hottest thing in L.A. right now.  Offers and scripts have been rolling in all day.  The producers are talking about sweetening the Harts deal to keep you exclusive until all three of the movies are in the can.  They’re even talking about filming all three of them at once, the way Lord of the Rings was done, so you can be free to pursue all of the other offers that are rolling in.  We seriously need to talk, when are you going to be back in L.A.?”
 
   Offers and scripts were rolling in because of the scene in the parking garage?  Huh, life was strange, and Hollywood life was even stranger.  
 
   “There are some things here I need to do.  By the way, the stalker’s name is Clyde Benson and he was killed today.”  She glanced at Detective Hunter.  “I’ll come back Sunday night if the police will let me leave.  I’ll call you tomorrow with more details.”  She ended the call and walked back to the table.
 
   She looked from Ben to the Detective.  “Is there anything else, Detective or am I free to leave?”
 
   “I need a formal statement.  I’ll get you a pad and pen.  Then just write it down and sign it.”  Adam left the room and Jess looked at Ben.
 
   “Is this all normal?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much.  This is the way it goes.  What did your agent say?”
 
   She laughed.  “It seems I’m the hottest thing in Hollywood right now.  He said scripts and offers are rolling in and the producers are talking about filming the whole three movie series at the same time.  That will probably mean more time in Europe than I’d originally planned, but I won’t know what’s going on until I get back there.”
 
   Ben shook his head thinking, California is a totally different world.  
 
   “So, that’s a good thing, right?  And the other good news is that we don’t need to stay at Uncle Sal’s.  I’m going to call your mother and let her know we can all go home.”  
 
   He stepped away from the table and pulled out his phone.  He had left Lane with Jamie, knowing they were going to Jake’s house to wait for Jess and himself.  
 
   “Red?  We’re almost finished here.”  He realized they hadn’t talked about whether they’d live at his house or hers after the wedding.  His house was larger.  It made sense to him that they’d move in with him.  At least until the new house he was having built was finished.  He’d gotten plans drawn up before he’d proposed; and as soon as she’d said yes, he’d had the builder break ground.  He hadn’t told her about it; but to his way of thinking, they needed a lot more bedrooms than he had now.  That was especially true with the baby on the way.
 
   “Let’s stay at my house for now.  Are you okay with that?”  
 
   Lane laughed.  “Ben, the boys and I were just talking about where we’d live.  Your house has twice the square footage.  It seems like a no brainer.  Jamie and I will meet you there.  I love you, we’ll see you soon.”
 
   As promised, Detective Hunter returned with the legal pad and pen.  He smiled as he handed them to Jess.  “If you could leave out the editorializing about me being stupid, I’d appreciate it.”
 
   Jess smiled back.  “I never thought it was your fault.  I figure you were just being misled by Lila,” she said as she began writing her statement.
 
   Ben called Pauli to find out how Joey was and to let him know that his family would be staying there.  He smiled.  His family.  The Parkers were his family.  He wondered if that made him an honorary Parker, or if they were all Bellinis now.  Not that it mattered.  Either way, they were his.
 
   “Pauli, you at the house or the hospital?”
 
   “I’m just leaving the hospital.  Joey’s with me.  He was doing fine and they were going to release him tomorrow anyway.  He didn’t want to spend the night there.”
 
   “Lane and Jamie are on their way to the house.  Jess and I will be there shortly.”  
 
   Ben was glad his house had five bedrooms.  They were going to need every one of them tonight.  He had spent a portion of the early evening arranging to have cars retrieved and delivered.  Joey and Jess had been driving Lane’s Escalade, which had been left at the mall, as had Pauli’s BMW.  He’d had Lane’s SUV towed to his house and Pauli’s BMW was delivered to the hospital.  The Escalade had Lane’s suitcase in it.  Crap, it also had Joey’s duffle and the packages from the stalker.  Joey hadn’t opened them.  Ben knew he was going to have to hand them over to Detective Hunter, but there was nothing to say that he couldn’t look them over first.
 
   Jess finished writing her statement and handed the pad back to the Detective.
 
   Adam took it and said, “We’ll have it printed up and ready for you to sign in the morning.”
 
   Jess knew Ben was going to be in court tomorrow, she couldn’t imagine she needed a lawyer with her just to sign the statement.
 
   Adam walked them to the lobby.  They left the building and got into Ben’s Lincoln Navigator.
 
   “I can have Daniella go with you tomorrow.  Uncle Sal and I will be in court.  You shouldn’t need a lawyer, but I’d feel better if she is with you.  She doesn’t practice criminal law, but she’ll still keep them from doing anything stupid.”
 
   Jess was tired.  She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep for days and now that the stalker was dead, maybe she could finally get some sleep.  She leaned her head against the window.  “Whatever you think is best.”
 
   “Joey’s out of the hospital.  Pauli’s bringing him home,” Ben said as he pulled into his driveway.  He had a three car attached garage and a two car detached garage, yet his driveway still resembled a used car lot.  Jamie’s truck and Pauli’s BMW were in the drive.  He’d had Lane’s SUV put in the third bay of the attached garage, and he pulled the Navigator into the middle bay.  
 
   They went into the house and found everyone in the hearth room.  For tonight, Ben hoped everyone could just grab a room, and they’d sort out which room Jamie wanted to claim for his own tomorrow.  Jess could choose one too, but since she wasn’t in Kansas much, he thought Jamie should probably get first choice.  He gave his head a slight shake; he shouldn’t worry about it.  The Parker kids would work things out without him.  Joey had snagged a room two days ago, Pauli had grabbed one last night, and Jamie had already claimed his room.  Leaving Jess with no real choice.
 
   There were crutches leaning against the sofa arm next to where Joey sat.  Jess looked from him to the crutches and back.  “Why the hell aren’t you in bed?”
 
   “Just waiting to be sure you’re all right,” Joey said.  He looked tired.
 
   “I didn’t get stabbed.”
 
   Joey looked at her hand.  “No, I guess you didn’t.” 
 
   No, she hadn’t been stabbed, but she’d cut her hand and Pauli had said she’d gotten stitches.  God, Ben was right.  She really was five feet four inches of intense.  
 
   Joey got up.  “I’ll just go to my room then.”  
 
   He grabbed the crutches and started toward his bedroom, with Jess hot on his trail.  He turned to close the door and found her standing in the doorway.  God, he’d underestimated that little twerp today, had gotten himself stabbed and had endangered her in the process.  He felt bad enough.  What did she want?
 
   She walked to the bed and pulled back the covers.  “The slime ball’s dead.  Someone stabbed him in the carotid with one of my shoes.  You know anything about it, wise guy?”
 
   Joey sat down on the bed.  “No.  Remember, I was in the hospital, but I can’t say I’m gonna lose any sleep over it.  How did someone get one of your shoes?”
 
   “Remember when I said something was gone?  It was my favorite pair of shoes.  Ben gave them to me last August.  Apparently, Clyde stole them and whoever killed him used my shoe to do it.”
 
   Joey shook his head.  God, he needed a pain pill.  “Your shoes?  I’m not buying you any shoes.”
 
   Jess glared at him.  “What are you talking about?  No one asked you to buy me any shoes.”
 
   “When you said something was gone I told you whatever it was I’d buy you two, but I’m not buying you shoes.  That seems to be Pauli’s and Ben’s area.  I’m not part of the Jess Parker shoe club.”
 
   She looked at him and slapped the fingers of her stitched left hand into the palm of her right hand the way she’d seen Ben do last month to get Pauli’s attention.  “You big dumb Pisano, I don’t want you to buy me shoes.”  She leaned in and kissed him.  “You scared me half to death.  Don’t do it again.”  Then she turned and walked out of the room.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 22
 
   the defense rests
 
   Ben got up at 5:30 in the morning.  His normal exercise routine included a morning run of five or ten miles, depending more on his mood than anything else.  He needed a 10 mile run this morning.  He’d spent two nights in bed with his wife, listening to her moan in her sleep.  He hadn’t made love to Lane in weeks now, and while he loved the sound of her moans, he preferred to be the reason for them.  He needed to finish this trial and get to see her doctor.  She’d tried to convince him making love wouldn’t hurt the baby, but until he heard it from her doctor, he wasn’t taking any chances.  He loved her more than life itself, and now she was carrying his baby.  There was no sacrifice too great to make in exchange for the lives of his wife and his child.
 
   As he ran, he thought about the trial.  He had three, maybe four more witnesses to call.  With any luck, they’d be making closing statements this afternoon.  One of his expert witnesses was an OB, but he wouldn’t dream of asking anyone but Lane’s doctor about her condition and their sex life.
 
   It took him less than an hour to run 10 miles.  He got back to the house and found Jamie in the kitchen.  Jamie was a senior in high school, he played football, and it seemed like he was constantly eating.  “Hey, Bambino.  You’re up early.”  Ben grabbed a bottle of water and took a long drink.
 
   Jamie smiled.  “Not really.  I’m an early riser.  I hope it’s okay, I used the weight room.”
 
   Ben put the empty water bottle into the recycling bin.  “As of two days ago, this is your home.  My weight room is your weight room.  You don’t have to worry about or ask about using anything.  I’m heading there now.  What time do you leave for school?”
 
   “I’ll leave around 7:30.  If I don’t see you before I leave, good luck in court.”
 
   “Thanks, Bambino.  I’ll be wrapping up today.  And, no matter what we’ll all be at the game tonight.  Call me if you need anything.  You can call the office, even if I’m in court, they’ll get word to me.”
 
   Ben went to the basement and into the weight room.  Rain, snow, or shine, he ran every morning and then he used the weight room for strength training.  He went through his reps and went to the master suite to shower.  He paused and watched Lane as she slept.  She was so beautiful, and if it was possible, she seemed even more beautiful now.  He wasn’t sure if it was an illusion, or if pregnant women really did have a glow about them.  He closed the bathroom door so he wouldn’t disturb her as he showered and dressed.  When he was dressed and ready to go, he bent and kissed her cheek as she slept.
 
   She opened her eyes.  “I love you,” she murmured.
 
   “I love you,” Ben replied.  “Go back to sleep.  I’ll call when I have a break.”
 
   Jamie had been gone when Ben came back from the weight room.  He seemed to be the only one of the Parkers who was a morning person.  Ben went into the den and grabbed his brief case.  He went into the garage and checked Lane’s SUV.  All of the bags were gone from the cargo area.  He’d have to call Joey later and find out what he could about the packages.
 
   He and Uncle Sal were in the courtroom when it was called to order at nine o’clock.  Ben called his next witness.  An expert in fetal abductions who testified that since 1987, there had been 13 other fetal abduction cases in the United States.  In every case, the abductor was a woman who wanted a child.  In many cases, the abductor befriended the pregnant woman, and in the final weeks of her pregnancy, she killed the mother and abducted the baby.  In all but three cases, the child lived and in one case the mother had also survived.
 
   Ben called the Paramedic, who had been the first responder, to the stand.  He confirmed that Senator Harold was holding the baby when he arrived, and that the only blood on the senator was from the baby.
 
   Next, he called the coroner who explained that based on the angle, the cut to Amelia Harold’s abdomen had been made by someone using their left hand.
 
   Then, he called Senator Harold’s assistant, Tiffany Algers, to the stand.  Tiffany was 32 years old, and Ben’s investigator had discovered that she’d been having an affair with the good Senator.  She was left handed.
 
   “State your name, age and profession for the record.”
 
   “Tiffany Elise Algers, 32.  I am Senator Eric Harold’s executive assistant.”
 
   “How long have you held that position, Miss Algers?”
 
   “I’ve been with Eric for almost two years.”
 
   “How would you characterize your relationship with Senator Harold?”
 
   “I’m his assistant.”
 
   “And does that position require you to travel with the Senator?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you travel alone with the Senator?”
 
   “Yes, on occasion.”
 
   “How would you characterize your relationship with Amelia Harold?”
 
   “We were close.”
 
   “In fact, you were helping her decorate the nursery, isn’t that true?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How long had you and Eric been lovers?
 
   “For the last six months … I mean no we aren’t lovers.”
 
   “Which is it, Miss Algers?  Remember you’re under oath.  Lying on the stand is a felony.”
 
   The Senator put his head in his hands.
 
   “Yes, we became lovers over the course of the past year.  Amelia was so moody from the pregnancy hormones.”
 
   Ben handed her a photo.
 
   “Is this a photo of you, Miss Algers?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It shows you signing something with your left hand.  Are you left handed?”
 
   “Yes.”  Her eyes were darting back and forth, looking around the court room, looking for someone to save her.
 
   “Remember you’re under oath.  Did you kill Amelia Harold and attempt to steal her baby?”
 
   Ben didn’t wait for her response.  “Did you leave the baby on the bed and run out of the back of the house when you heard Senator Harold come into the house?”
 
   Tiffany Algers was crying.  “I loved you,” she said looking at the Senator.  “You wouldn’t leave her because of the baby.”
 
   Ben looked at the Judge.  “May we approach Your Honor?”
 
   He, Uncle Sal, and the Prosecutor approached the bench.
 
   “In light of Miss Alger’s testimony, I move for a dismissal.”
 
   “Granted.  Bailiff, please take Miss Algers into custody.  The Jury is dismissed with the State’s thanks.  Senator, you’re free to go.”
 
   Ben walked back to the defense table and looked at Eric Harold.  He had been cleared, but his political career probably couldn’t be salvaged.  Then again, who knew these days?  After all, he’d been a victim in this; and with the right spin, maybe he’d come out just fine. 
 
   Ben looked at Uncle Sal as he packed his briefcase.  “You heard the stalker was killed yesterday?”
 
   Salvatore Luciano looked at his nephew.  “Sì, ho sentito il crazy uomo è morto.”  He raised his eyebrows.  “E la bambina è sicuro.  L'angelo e sicuri.”  
 
   “Yes, my family is safe.”  
 
   Kansas City had a reputation for being a mob town.  Ben’s mother and uncles came from Sicily.  He had heard the rumors for years that the Bellinis and the Lucianos were ‘mobbed up’.  God, in some circles the name Luciano was enough proof.  Charles “Lucky” Luciano had been one of the most infamous mob bosses in American history.  This conversation was the closest thing he’d ever had that could indicate there was anything shady going on with his family.  But, lawyers never ask a question they don’t already know the answer to, and they never ask if their client is guilty.  Ben closed his briefcase and turned to leave.  
 
   He stopped and faced Sal.  “We’re going to have a reception tomorrow night at Papa’s.  We’d be honored if you and Uncle Vinnie would come.”
 
   
 
  


Chapter 23
 
   Friday afternoon
 
   Ben carefully avoided the press, taking the back stairs as he left the courthouse.  One famous person in the family was enough.  He pulled out his cell phone and called Lane’s cell phone.
 
   “How do you do that,” she asked as she picked up the phone.
 
   He laughed.  “I keep telling you, I have ESP where you’re concerned.  Why were you thinking about me?”
 
   “I want you to talk to my Obstetrician.  I thought that maybe we could have a conference call or something.  I was trying to think of how we could do this since you’re in court.”
 
   “The trial just finished.  I’m on my way home, or wherever you need me to be.”
 
   “Let me call Dr. Sennette’s office.  I’ll see if we can get an appointment or if I can arrange a call.  I’ll call you right back.”
 
   Lane hung up and called the Obstetrician’s office.  They had an appointment available at 4:00 that afternoon if she wanted it.  She took the slot and called Ben.  “We have an appointment at 4:00.  Why don’t you come buy me lunch,” she said.  They’d been married for less than two days, and it seemed like there had been so much going on that she’d barely seen him.
 
   “I’d love to buy you lunch.  I’ll see you in about half an hour.”  
 
   He hung up and dialed Joey’s cell phone.  He still wanted to know what was in those boxes that were left for Jess yesterday.
 
   *****
 
   Pauli was pouting, there was no other word for it, because Jess had gone to the police station with Daniella.  That left him with Joey who really wasn’t much company.  He’d driven 250 miles from St. Louis and he hadn’t been able to spend any quality time with Jess.  On top of that, Joey was just cranky.  Sure, he’d been stabbed, had surgery, and was on crutches but none of that was Pauli’s fault.  
 
   He’d spent most of yesterday at the hospital, and last night Jess hadn’t even taken time to insult him.  She’d yelled at Joey and then she’d just gone to bed.  He was pretty sure there were things going on that no one had told him yet.  He knew the stalker had followed Jess from L.A. to Kansas and that he’d been found murdered yesterday.  He knew the police had questioned Jess, but that they hadn’t held her because she’d been with the family at the hospital.  On top of that, no one had bothered to call him about Ben and Lane’s wedding.
 
   Joey had gotten tired of Pauli’s pouting and gone to his bedroom.  Which was where he was when Ben called.  He answered it, “Hey, old man.”
 
   Ben ignored the comment, “In all of the excitement yesterday, I forgot to ask about the packages.  You still have them?”
 
   “Yeah, they’re in my duffle.  What do you want me to do with them?”
 
   “Where’s Jess?”
 
   “She went to the police station with Daniella.”
 
   “I want to know what’s in them.  We’re going to have to hand them over to the police now, but I want to know what’s in them before we do.  And I imagine we’re going to have to tell Jess and Lane about it too, but like I said, I want to know what is in them first.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll check it out.  Where will you be?”
 
   “I finished the trial and I’m going to pick Lane up for lunch.  Take a look and call me.”
 
   Joey was trying not to use the crutches so he hobbled to the closet.  Carefully, he bent from the waist and pulled out the duffle bag.  He carried it to the bed and opened it.  Both packages were there.  He opened the one addressed to Kate and found a love note and white roses.  He opened the package addressed to Kit and found a vicious note lying in a bed of black rose petals.  He read the notes.  Same old bilge as the others.  He called Ben.  
 
   “They were flowers.  White roses for Kate, black for Kit.  The notes were more of the same garbage as the others.  I’ll call Detective Hunter.  He needs a statement from me anyway.”
 
   “You know the drill.  You shouldn’t go talk to the police alone.  I can’t be there.  Lane and I have a doctor’s appointment this afternoon.  Call Uncle Sal and see if he can go with you.”
 
   Ben ended the call.  He pulled in front of Lane’s office, parked the Navigator, and went into the building.  There was a new guard; the old one was doing serious jail time for murder and kidnapping.  Ben stopped and gave his name.
 
   The young guard looked him over carefully before saying, “I’ll just call upstairs.”
 
   Ben stood next to the counter as the guard made the call, and was soon rewarded for his patience.
 
   “Miss Kelly says you can go on up.”
 
   Ben went through the turn style and pushed the button for the elevator.  He rode the elevator to the fifth floor and walked toward Lane’s office.  Meg Kelly was waiting for him as he rounded the corner.  
 
   “Well, congratulations,” she said as she extended her hand toward Ben.  “On the marriage and the baby.”  
 
   She seemed to be smirking.  Ben wondered if she’d found out about the wedding from Jake, from Lane, or from the news like the rest of the city.
 
   “Thanks.”  He inclined his head toward Lane’s office door.  “I’m here to take her to lunch.  She should be expecting me.”
 
   “She is, but she had to step out for a minute.  Better get used to it.  Pregnant women have bladders the size of a walnut.”  Which wasn’t really true, it just felt that way.  “Go on in and have a seat.  She shouldn’t be long.”
 
   Ben went into Lane’s office and walked over to stand in front of the window.  He looked to his left at the bookshelves.  Lane had a recently taken portrait of the Parkers on the shelf.  In it, Lane was sitting in a chair; Jake was standing behind her with his hand on her shoulder.  Jamie and Jess were sitting in front of her on the floor.  It was the one thing he regretted about the hurried ceremony, they didn’t have photographs.  He would make a call to be sure they had someone at the reception.
 
   Lane walked up behind him.  “Hey, Counselor.  You ready?”
 
   He turned and took her hand.  “I am.  Where are we going?”
 
   She didn’t care as long as it wasn’t Aunt Em’s.  She loved the food and especially the pies at Aunt Em’s.  But, she’d fainted there earlier in the week, she had no desire for a repeat of that performance, different audience or not.
 
   As the elevator doors closed, he turned to her.  “Has your husband told you today how beautiful you are?” 
 
   She smiled.  “I don’t think he has.  He did kiss me this morning, and he told me he loved me before he left, but no, I don’t think he said anything about being beautiful.”
 
   He squeezed her hand.  “The man’s a fool.  He should be telling you every hour on the hour.”
 
   She patted his arm.  “You shouldn’t be so hard on him.  He’s had a busy week.”  
 
   The elevator doors opened and they walked into the lobby.  As they went through the turn style, the guard spoke to Lane.  “Will you be back today, Ms. Parker?”  
 
   Lane turned around and smiled at him.  “Bob, it’s Mrs. Bellini now.  This is my husband, Ben.  Ben, this is Bob.  We’re just going for lunch,” she said as Ben and Bob shook hands.
 
   Ben opened the door for her and walked her to the Navigator, clicking the remote to unlock the doors, before he opened the passenger door for her.
 
   “How do you feel about Papa’s?  We can get in and out in reasonable time.  Since you told Bob you’d be back, I take it you’re going back to work for a while before our Doctor appointment.”  Ben said as he started the SUV.
 
   “Yes.  I’ll need to take a lot of time off over the next few months; I don’t want to squander any.”
 
   “Speaking of time off, we have a honeymoon to take.  I was thinking we might go to Italy, see some sights, and maybe drop by to see Jess.”
 
   God, she loved him.  “Let’s talk about it tonight.  It is date night, you know.”  
 
   They pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall where Bellini’s was located.  At least one of the news crews that had been in Kansas City for the trial had been reassigned to report on Jess’s stalker.  They were skulking outside Papa’s taking video and calling to Lane and Ben as they went in.
 
   Ben flashed his million watt Bellini smile and, keeping his hand in the small of Lane’s back, he made sure they kept walking into the restaurant and all the way into the Board Room.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 24
 
   keeping secrets
 
   Uncle Sal accompanied Joey to the Overland Park Police station.  Joey gave a formal statement to Detective Hunter, and turned over the packages and notes that had been left for Jess.  Let the police file them away in some evidence locker for the rest of eternity, he thought.
 
   Detective Hunter questioned Joey briefly about Clyde Benson, but since he’d been in the hospital at the time of Benson’s death, Joey had nothing to offer.
 
   *****
 
   Jess had returned home from the Police station after Joey had left the house.  Pauli had gone somewhere and she was finally home alone.  She went into Jamie’s room and took his toothbrush, and then went into the master bath and took Ben’s toothbrush.  She left a brand new toothbrush in the place of each of the ones she’d taken.  She’d labeled each of the toothbrushes and put each of them in individual plastic bags.  She put those in a larger plastic zip bag and put them into her purse.  She had found a website online that could do DNA testing from a toothbrush and she’d mail them in when she got back to California.  
 
   She had a pretty good idea of what the findings would be, she just didn’t know how it was possible.  She knew Ben had done both his undergrad and law school at Creighton University in Omaha.  What she didn’t know was how her mother would have met him.  She also didn’t believe that her mother would have put up this elaborate ruse for the last three years.  Not only that, she didn’t believe that her mother was capable of the lies a ruse like this would require.  At least not to her children.  No, there was some logical explanation and she planned to get to the bottom of it.
 
   *****
 
   After lunch, Ben had dropped Lane back at her office.  She had told him she’d come home around three o’clock, so she could change clothes and they could go together to the Obstetrician.  
 
   Jess heard the garage open.  She smiled.  The Bellinis were in for a lecture.  They’d all gone out and no one had left so much as a yellow sticky note to say where they’d gone.  Lane didn’t have a lot of rules the Parker kids had to remember; but leaving a note when you left, so that anyone who came home knew where you were, was one of them.  Living in the world of cell phones was no excuse.  The Parkers still had to leave a note on the fridge.  It had to state: where you were, whom you were with, and when you’d be back.  Mom followed the rule too.  The exception of course was when Mom was at work, or the kids were at school.  Everyone knew that.
 
   Joey came into the kitchen, followed by both Pauli and Ben.  It was a little like a parade.  Joey was wearing black slacks, loafers and a light weight sweater, followed by Pauli wearing khaki slacks, loafers and a light weight sweater.  Ben was in his suit, but quickly went to his room and changed into his casual uniform khaki slacks, loafers and a light weight sweater.  Jess was wearing black skinny jeans and a black t-shirt with long lace sleeves and a pair of Giuseppe Zanotti peep toe, lace up booties in black, naturally with a five inch heel.  She looked from one Bellini to another.  
 
   “Don’t you guys own any jeans?”
 
   Joey laughed and looked at her feet.  “Do you own any flats?” He was sure the jeans and T-shirt had been purchased at the mall yesterday.  They were worth every penny he’d spent.
 
   She narrowed her eyes.  “Yes, I own some, I just don’t wear them.”
 
   Ben held up his hand hoping to divert an argument.  “Joey, did Uncle Sal go with you to the Overland Park Police station?” 
 
   “Yeah, I talked to Detective Hunter.  Gave him my statement about the stabbing and what little I knew about the scene that happened with Detective Crane.”  He sat at the table and stretched out his left leg.
 
   Jess looked at him, “Where are your crutches?”
 
   “Toots, take a breath. I don’t need the damn crutches.”
 
   Pauli looked at Jess, “He’s getting around fine without them.”
 
   She turned, and pointed her finger at Pauli, “Parrot Boy, when I want your opinion, I’ll tell you what it is and you can parrot it back to me.”
 
   Ben ignored the tension in the room, “Did he ask about Clyde Benson?”
 
   “Yeah.  But since I was in the hospital when he was killed, He didn’t push.”
 
   Ben fell into Italian and his brothers followed.  They needn’t have bothered.  Jess understood every single word.  She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and sat down at the table.
 
   “What did Sal say?”
 
   “Nothing.  The normal stuff.  Not that I need much help knowing when to keep my mouth shut.  What could the cops say?  Where was I when it happened?  I was in the hospital.  Not that I’ll lose any sleep over it. He deserved to die for what he did to her.  And although it was an interesting touch, I sure as hell wouldn’t have used her shoe to kill him.”
 
   Ben looked at Pauli, “Have the police contacted you?  You were a witness for the shooting.”
 
   “No, do you think they will?”
 
    “Probably not.  It’s all on video.  You weren’t directly involved, and the paparazzi know as much as you do.  You’re family though, so I thought they might.  When are you heading back to St. Louis?” 
 
   “I have a shift Sunday afternoon.  I thought I’d stay for the wedding reception.  Thanks for the invite to the wedding by the way.”
 
   “You know what happened last month, with the baby on the way, I wasn’t going to take any chances this time.  No one was getting any time to back out.”  Ben looked at Joey, “What did Hunter say about the packages that were left at the house yesterday morning?”
 
   Pauli looked from Ben to Joey, “What packages?”
 
   “The stalker left two packages, the Bambino found them yesterday morning, white roses for Kate, black roses for Kit in the driveway.  With a love note and a hate note.  That guy was more than a little warped.” 
 
   Jess sipped her water and smiled as they carried on what they assumed was their private conversation.  It was a good thing she was a good actress.  The last question had her ready to get up on a chair and smack every one of these men.  Who the hell did they think they were keeping something like that from her?
 
   Joey looked back toward Ben, “Hunter took them.  You know they’re going to end up in some evidence locker somewhere.  I don’t think they’ll ever arrest anyone for that execution.”
 
   The garage door opened again and Lane walked into the house.  Suddenly all Italian stopped.
 
   “Red.”  Ben said as he walked to Lane.  He leaned down and kissed her.  “Do you want to change before we go?”
 
   He walked with her to the bedroom.
 
   Jess looked at Joey and Pauli, “You boys finished telling secrets?”
 
   The Bellini twins looked at her. Joey with a look of defiance, Pauli was obviously ready to melt.  
 
   “Yeah, Toots.  Finished.”  Joey said as he stood, “I’m going to lay down for a while.  What time do we leave for the football game?”
 
   “The game’s in Liberty at 7:00, so probably around 5:30, give or take.”  Jess replied.
 
   She wasn’t about to let them know she understood what they’d been talking about, but she also wasn’t about to let them get away with keeping things from her.  Let Joey go have a nap.  She knew she could get anything she wanted out of Pauli, but she also knew he didn’t know anything about the packages.  Grrrr.  Jamie found the packages, she’d get it out of him after the game.  She knew he’d be home soon, but there would be no time to get him alone and work on him.
 
   Lane and Ben came out of the bedroom.  Lane was wearing her Levi’s, with cowboy boots with a sweater.  She was carrying a barn coat.  Ben had picked up a leather jacket.  
 
   “Lane and I are going to a doctor appointment.  We’ll stop and grab a bite afterward, so we’ll meet you at the game.”  
 
   Pauli looked at Lane, “Is everything okay?”
 
   She smiled, “Yes, just a normal appointment; and Ben wants to meet the doctor.”
 
   Jess watched Pauli as Ben and her Mother left.  He might be trying to get with to her, but he was still crushing on her mother.  She smiled.  “So, Pauli, you’re still crushing a little bit, aren’t you?”  She could swear he blushed.
 
   “I’m interested in you. I don’t know why you keep saying I’m crushing on your mother.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  Pauli, you should see your face when you look at her.  You might think you’re interested in me, but believe me I’m a poor substitute for Angelique Lane Valle Parker Bellini.”
 
   *****
 
   She was so infuriating.  She either picked on him or accused him of crushing on her mother.  
 
   Pauli remembered the first time he met Lane.  She and Ben were in St, Louis.  He had taken a shower in Ben’s hotel room and had come out wearing nothing but the towel he was drying his hair with.  He hadn’t known that Lane was in the adjoining room, or that Ben had opened the door between the rooms and was sitting on Lane’s bed.  Her room had two queen sized beds and Ben’s room had a king sized bed, so she’d traded rooms with the Bellini brothers.  She’d gotten out of bed and walked from her room into the other room wearing a night shirt that, as Ben put it, barely covered her ass.  
 
   The next morning, he’d been rummaging through Ben’s suitcase looking for workout clothes; and Lane, thinking he was Ben, had thrown a pillow at him.  He’d thrown it back at her and was enjoying the exchange until Ben growled, “What’s going on?” from the other room, and Lane had realized it wasn’t Ben’s backside she’d tossed the pillow at.  Ben had come in from the other room, pointed at Pauli and growled, “You, get the sweats and get out.” Then he’d pointed to Lane and said, “And, you, stop flirting with my brother.” Pauli had gotten the sweats and left the room.  
 
   Later that morning, Ben had told him that Lane was 12 years older than he was, and told Pauli to get whatever he had to say out of his system.  He remembered thinking there was no way that she was older than Ben.  Even now that he’d met her kids; the oldest of whom, was just a couple of years younger than he was, it was still hard to believe Lane was pushing 50.  He’d told Ben that Lane was amazing and he couldn’t wait to meet her kids.  Even at the time, he’d meant he couldn’t wait to meet her daughter.  Lane was beautiful, there was no denying it.  And the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.  Jess might be a lot shorter than her mother, and she might be blonde, but other than that she was every bit as hot as her mother was.
 
   *****
 
   Jess was sitting at the table, just looking at him with those big blue eyes.  She blinked with those unbelievable eyelashes and smiled at him.  God, what was he going to do?  She raised her left eyebrow and cocked her head a bit.
 
   “Fine, I’ll tell you what we were talking about.”  
 
   Jess smiled.  Sometimes it was just too easy.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 25
 
   tossing the ball
 
   Jess walked out of the garage, onto the driveway, and spoke with the paparazzi, “Hi, guys.  We’re going to watch my little brother play some high school football.  You can come and ruin the night for a lot of high school kids or you can give me one night of normal family life and we can pick this up tomorrow.”  She flashed a movie star smile, “I promise if anything noteworthy happens, I’ll tweet my location.”
 
   The Parker and Bellini contingents arrived at the football field at 6:30.  The paparazzi had decided to stay away, but it didn’t matter.  As Jess, Joey and Pauli walked into the football stadium, heads turned and cell phones popped out taking pictures.  They’d made the news yesterday, and that alone made them celebrities. Add to that the fact that Bellini men pretty much stopped traffic wherever they went; and multiply that by Jess’s new found star status, and there was no way to travel incognito.  They made their way to the visitor bleachers, and moved to the top where Jake, Meg and Abbey were seated.  
 
   They watched as Jamie’s team lost a hard fought game.  After the game, they split into groups.  Jake and Meg had a date night planned.  It was something he’d learned watching Ben for the last three years.  No matter what was going on in your life, you had to set aside at least one night a week for date night.  Date night was always just for you and your girlfriend. They were going to drop Abbey with Meg’s parents before going out for a late movie.
 
   Although they wouldn’t say what they were going to do, Lane and Ben had plans too, so that left Jess with Joey and Pauli.  Pauli and Joey were close and with Joey in Las Vegas, they didn’t see much of each other anymore.  Yet, each of them wished the other was somewhere else.  Jess might spend most of her time insulting whichever one of them she was with, but both Joey and Pauli wanted to be alone with her.  She’d be going back to L.A. soon, and in no time she’d be in Europe filming the movie.  There was always the phone, texting, and Skype, but Pauli knew that wasn’t the same. It was the way he’d been keeping in touch with Jess for the last month.  First, there was the two hour time difference and then there were their conflicting schedules.  Most of Europe was seven hours ahead ahead of Central Time; and Joey was on Pacific Time, making it a nine hour difference.
 
   Lane and Ben went to the Parker house.  That afternoon, the obstetrician had explained to Ben that the baby wouldn’t be harmed from them having sex.  She had explained that as the pregnancy progressed, that they may find they needed to experiment with different positions; but as long as it was comfortable for Lane, it was safe for the baby.  
 
   It was what he wanted to hear.  Ben had lost his virginity at the age of 16 and had spent more time being celibate since he had started dating Lane, four and a half months ago, than any other time since he turned 16.  The truth was he’d have spent the next eight months being celibate, if that was what the doctor had told them was needed.
 
   He put his phone on speaker and opened the Pandora app.  He took Lane in his arms and danced with her.  He wanted to make love to her, but there was time for that.  Right now, he wanted to hold her and dance with her.  He’d put together a reception in the ballroom of Papa’s for tomorrow night.  He would put on his tux, she would put on her wedding dress and they’d dance and eat and greet guests who, thanks to Jess and the internet, would all know that they were pregnant when they got married.  The important thing was that they were married.  She had once asked him why he’d never married and he had told her that he couldn’t imagine spending the rest of his life with any of the women he’d dated.  Right now, he couldn’t imagine spending even one minute of his life without Lane.  The weeks that they had spent apart had been miserable for him.
 
   They danced around the house; and as he moved them toward the bedroom, he told her how much he loved her.  He’d made love to her in this room just before he’d given her that stupid line about needing space.  He’d make love to her here tonight and then they’d drive back home and he’d make love to her again in their bed. He planned to spend the rest of his life loving this woman.
 
   He had lifted her onto the bed and was unbuttoning her Levi’s when his phone started ringing.  It was a blocked number.  He kissed Lane and apologized before he clicked the answer button.  
 
   “Bellini.”
 
   He listened, finally replying, “We’ll meet you there.”  He looked at Lane.  “We need to go to the Leawood Police Station.  I’ll explain on the way.”
 
   
 
  


Chapter 26
 
   busted
 
   Lane buttoned her jeans and put her cowboy boots on.  “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know all of the details, but Jess is being held on assault charges.”
 
   “Jess assaulted someone?”  That is someone besides the now dead stalker.
 
   They walked to the SUV and he opened her door.  He backed out of the garage.  
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s going to be okay.  Let’s just get there and let me talk to everyone.”
 
   Lane nodded, “Whom did she assault?  Allegedly assault?”
 
   Ben always held her hand as he drove.  He squeezed her hand.  “Well, that’s a bit unclear right now.”  Unclear was an understatement he thought.  Joey had called him; something about Uncle Sal and the hospital.  
 
   It was less than a 10 minute drive to the Leawood police station.  Ben parked and looked at Lane.  “No matter what it is, I promise everything is going to be fine.  Just let me get in there and talk to everyone.  Joey’s here.  You stay with him while I talk to Jess.  Okay?”
 
   She loved him, she trusted him, but Jess was her baby girl and he was asking her to stand by and do nothing when her job was to protect her children.
 
   He looked at her, “I know what you’re thinking; that it’s your job to protect her, but what she needs right now is a lawyer.  You know I’m the best.  She’s my daughter now and I will do everything in my power to protect her.  I promise it will be all right.”
 
   He held her hand as they walked into the station where Joey was waiting.
 
   “Pronto. Spiegare!”
 
   “Un uomo spinto uncle Sal al suolo.”
 
   Lane looked at them, and in an exasperated tone, she said, “English!  In English tell me what happened.  Now!” 
 
   Joey glanced at Ben who nodded.
 
   “A guy pushed uncle Sal, knocking him to the ground.  Before I had time to react, Jess roundhouse kicked the guy.  How does she do that in those five inch heels anyway?  Pauli went to the hospital with Uncle Sal.  The guy had the wind knocked out of him and was talking about pressing charges when the cops came.”
 
   “Where was this?” Ben asked.
 
   “At your house.  In the driveway.”
 
   Ben looked at Lane, “Stay here with Joey.  I’ll talk to Jess.”  He looked at Joey, “How much cash have you got on you, in case we need to post a bond?”
 
   Joey looked at Ben.  He didn’t even move his hand toward his wallet.  “Unless it’s a murder charge, I’ve got it covered.”
 
   Ben nodded and talked to the woman at the window.  She released the door and he walked through.  He found Jess in an interview room.  She looked up, a smile of relief on her face as Ben walked into the room.
 
   “So, Wonder Woman, what’s up?”
 
   “You know Wonder Woman uses a whip, right?  I don’t know what the big deal is.  The guy knocked Uncle Sal down.  What is he, 90? I was just defending Uncle Sal.”
 
   Ben sat in the chair next to her, “Uh-huh.  And what were those two big Bellini boys doing while you were roundhouse kicking the assailant?”
 
   She smiled, “They’ll probably say they were assessing the situation.  But I say they were standing there like a couple of old women.  The guy had it coming.”
 
   “So did the guy say anything?”
 
   Sure, he’d said plenty in Italian, which she wasn’t supposed to understand. He had threatened to implicate Uncle Sal in the killing of Clyde Benson, unless Uncle Sal paid him.  Uncle Sal had said he didn’t know what the guy was talking about; and that was when the guy had pushed him, saying the order came from the Lucianos.
 
   “They were talking Italian.  You’ll have to ask Joey what they said.”  
 
   He eyed her suspiciously.  He’d suspected this afternoon when he and his brothers were talking that Jess understood at least part of what they were saying.
 
   She held her hands up, “What?  You think I habla Italiano now?”  She asked by way of co-mangled Spanish and Italian, in as weird an accent as she could come up with.
 
   “Sì, bambina.  I think you understand more than you let on.”  There had been something about her reaction when he and his brothers were talking about the packages the stalker had left.  It was almost undetectable, but a look passed across her face.  Yes, he was sure she understood far more than she was letting on.
 
   “But that’s not important now.  I’ll talk to Joey.  Right now I’m going to see if I can get the charges against you dropped or at least get you bonded out.  Don’t talk without me, and don’t eat or drink anything they offer you.”
 
   He stood, walked to the door and tapped on it.
 
   Geeze, why did he think she understood what they’d said?  She needed to be more careful.
 
   Ben walked back to the lobby.  He looked at Joey.  
 
   “Jess says they were talking Italian.  Tell me what the man said to Uncle Sal.”
 
   “Voglio più soldi o devo dire che hai ordinato Benson morto.”
 
   “Where’s the scum bag?  Please tell me they arrested him for assaulting Uncle Sal.”
 
   “Yeah, they took him in.”
 
   Ben went back through the secured door.  He ran his hands through his hair.  If only the video of Jess and Benson hadn’t gone viral, he could convince everyone that she was just a little bit of a defenseless thing, but there was no hope of convincing anyone Jess Parker was defenseless now.
 
   The better thing was to bond her out, and talk to the guy tomorrow. Her bond was set at $10,000.  That meant $1000 in cash tonight.  He walked back out to Joey. If he couldn’t get the charges dropped, he’d go for self-defense.
 
   “I need a grand.  You got it on you or do I need to go home and get it out of the safe?”  
 
   Lane sat listening to the exchange as Joey stood and pulled several one hundred dollar bills from his wallet.  He counted off 10 and handed them to Ben.  She wasn’t sure whether she was more shocked that Joey had that much cash in his wallet; or at hearing that Ben could get that much cash, from a safe she knew nothing about, in what was now her home.
 
   It took half an hour to get the paperwork done and get Jess released.  Ben looked at Joey, “I need to talk to Uncle Sal.  Get them home, Okay?” He kissed Lane, “I love you, I just need to talk to Uncle Sal tonight to get this all straightened out.  I’ll be home as soon as I can.”  
 
   She looked tired, and he knew she needed to get some rest. They walked outside together.  He opened the front passenger door of Lane’s Escalade, helped her get in and kissed her again.  He brushed the back of his hand on her cheek.  
 
   “Go to bed without me. I can wake you when I get home.”
 
   This was nuts, when had they turned into the family who spent more time at the police station than away from it?  Lane reached up and touched Ben’s hand as she looked into his eyes.  “Okay, promise you’ll wake me?”
 
   He nodded and closed the door.  He pulled out this phone and called Uncle Sal. He didn’t bother with hello when Sal answered.  
 
   “Jess was arrested for assault.  What the hell is going on?”
 
   “I didn’t even know the man who pushed me. Where is the girl?”
 
   “She’s home.  There’s more to this, Sal and we both know it. They arrested the guy who pushed you.  I’ll talk to him in the morning and see if I can get the charges dropped.  Are you home now?  Are you all right?  Is Pauli with you?”
 
   “Yes.  Go home to your wife and family.  There’s nothing to be done tonight.” Sal said as he ended the call.
 
   Ben started his SUV and drove home.
 
   
 
  


Chapter 27
 
   comes the dawn
 
   Ben woke before dawn and dressed for his run.  It was another 10 mile morning.  He came home and went right to the weight room. He went through his reps, and as he finished Jamie came in.
 
   “Did you already run, Dad?”  
 
   “Yeah, is anyone else up?”
 
   “I passed Joey in the hall.  He looks awful, like he’s been up all night.  Is there something else going on?”
 
   Ben looked at him, “Someone attacked Uncle Sal last night, and Jess jumped in the middle of it.  She was arrested for assault, but I expect the charges will be dropped today.  I just need to go to the station and talk to the guy.”
 
   Jamie looked at Ben.  He trusted Ben.  He knew Ben had helped Jake, Jess, and his Mom more than once.  And if Ben said everything would be fine, it would be.  But Ben hadn’t said it would be fine.
 
   “You didn’t say everything would be fine.  You always say, ‘I’ll handle it and everything will be fine.’  I’m not a kid; you can tell me if something is going on.”
 
   It had been the Parkers against the world his whole life; and then three years ago, even Jess had let Ben into their family circle.  He had started to call Ben ‘Dad’ because, in many ways, Ben was the only father he’d known.  Sure Phillip Parker was in Chicago and Jamie saw him once a year or so, but Phillip Parker wasn’t there for him or his siblings when they needed something.  He hadn’t had that feeling of security until they’d moved to Kansas and met Ben Bellini.  The Parker kids knew that one phone call to Ben and, no matter what was wrong, he would set it right.
 
   No, Jamie wasn’t exactly a kid any more.   Ben thought as he said, “There’s nothing else, Bambino.  I will handle it and everything will be fine.”  
 
   He patted Jamie on the shoulder as he walked toward the door.  He stopped and turned to look at Jamie.  
 
   “I’m just worried about your Mom.  This is a high risk pregnancy because of her age, you know.  Dangerous for the baby, not for her.  I want to be sure she gets enough rest and, with everything going on, this week has been hard on her.  But I don’t want anyone to worry.  Tonight is a party and we forget everything else.”
 
   Ben walked up the stairs and went into the kitchen.  Joey had made coffee and was sitting at the table.  Ben got a bottle of water and sat with him.
 
   “The Bambino thinks you’ve been up all night.”
 
   “How do you get any sleep around this family?  I’m constantly waiting for the next shoe to drop.”
 
   Ben laughed, “This has been an unusual week.  Things are much quieter usually.”  
 
   Joey ran his hand through his hair, “Probably because Jess is usually in L.A.”
 
   Ben looked toward the hall where the bedrooms were.  “You said it yourself.  She can take care of herself.  Speaking of shoes, I need to order a new pair to replace the ones the police have.”
 
   “Yeah, you and Pauli and the Jess Parker Shoe Club.”
 
   Ben laughed again, “You forgot Tony.  He’s a card carrying member of the club.  I think she may have blackmailed both Pauli and Tony in.  She just manipulated me.  But she can be very hard to say no to.”
 
   Ben got up and headed toward his bedroom leaving Joey alone at the table.  Yeah, Joey thought, she would be hard to say no to if she ever looked up at me with those big blue eyes like she wanted something from me.  He remembered the look on her face the other night just before she’d kissed him and told him never to scare her again.  Well, Toots, that goes both ways, he thought.
 
   Ben paused to watch Lane sleep before going into the bathroom.  He’d closed the door, so the shower wouldn’t wake Lane.  He was standing in the shower, letting the ceiling mounted shower heads rain over him.  He was standing with his eyes closed and his face tipped toward the rain when he felt the hands on his back.  He shook his head and opened his eyes.  
 
   “I was trying not to wake you.” He said, as he turned and bent his head to kiss his wife.
 
   “You promised to wake me last night.”  She said, as she moved her hands up his chest and curled her fingers in his chest hair.  
 
   She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.  As always, when their tongues danced together, Lane moaned and, as always, that was all it took.  Ben picked her up and she wrapped her legs around him as he backed her against the stone wall.  
 
   The shower was six feet by six feet.  It had two stone walls, the other two were clear glass.  The entire ceiling was raining.  He moved his lips from her mouth, down her neck and across her shoulder, before he bent and took one of her nipples in his mouth.  She moaned and wrapped her fingers in the hair at the back of his head.  She knew her moaning always made him hard, and he knew suckling her breasts always made her wet.  
 
   He moved to her other breast and she continued moaning.  He wanted to take his time, but it had been weeks since they’d made love, and her moaning was pushing him with an urgency he was finding difficult to control.  He needed to be inside her.  Needed it like he needed to breathe. 
 
   She grabbed him tightly and threw her head back as she moaned.  “I need you inside me now.”  
 
   God, he loved that she could have an orgasm just from him suckling her.  He slid her lower and she helped guide him inside her.  He put his hands behind her.  The stone walls weren’t smooth, and the last thing he wanted was to scrape up her back.  There was a stone bench in the shower and he turned and lowered himself to sit on the edge of it.  She still had her legs wrapped around him.  She moved her left leg and wrapped it around his right leg as she slid up and down the length of him.  She put one hand against the stone and shifted.  
 
   He had promised her that he’d always make sure she had at least two orgasms before he even thought about having one himself.  He’d confessed even at the time that it wasn’t true, because he started thinking about having an orgasm almost before he was inside her.  This time was no different.  He wasn’t sure how many she’d had when she leaned forward and purred in his ear. “You’ve kept your promise, now come with me.”  
 
   He groaned, as he finally let himself go over.  He stood, still holding her, and walked into the bedroom.  She was so tight and wet, and he really wasn’t quite ready to be finished.  He laid her on the bed and got in next to her.  They were wet and it was a chilly morning.  He pulled the covers over them as he pulled her into his arms and began kissing her.  
 
   “My intention, Mrs. Bellini, is to kiss every square inch of you.”  He managed between kisses and licks.  
 
   “As long as you realize, Mr. Bellini, that turn-a-bout is fair play.”  
 
   He was glad that the master suite was on the opposite side of the house from the other bedrooms.  Lane wasn’t a quiet lover which was great as far as he was concerned.  He just wasn’t sure he wanted the whole house to know it.
 
   She wrapped her hand around his stiffening erection, and began stroking him as he suckled her breasts.  
 
   “You know what that does to me.”  She murmured.  
 
   He lifted his head and looked in her eyes. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” 
 
   He lowered his head again, taking the other nipple into his mouth.  He moved his hand between her thighs.  Yes, she was wet.  What a marvelous thing this was.  He slowly moved first one finger and then another inside; and she moaned, as she moved her hips in rhythm with his fingers.  
 
   He lifted his head, “And you know what that moaning does to me.”  
 
   She stroked his now full erection.  She pushed at his shoulder so he rolled onto his back and she straddled him.  “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.”  
 
   Lane had large full breasts, easily a D cup, and Ben loved the view from this position.  His hands at her waist nearly encircled it.  
 
   She leaned forward, kissed him and whispered in his ear, “I love you.”  She leaned backward, arching her back as she put her hands on his knees.  
 
   “I don’t think I can wait for you this time.”  He said as he moved and rolled her beneath him.  
 
   Lane laughed, “You silly man, I’m at least two ahead of you already.”  She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in deeper.
 
   Afterward, they lay in each other’s arms, entangled in the damp sheets.  “I love you.”  He said, “What did I ever do to deserve you?”
 
   Lane kissed him, “I think I’m the lucky one.”
 
   Ben got out of bed.  “I have something for you.” He said as he went to his closet.  He pushed aside some clothes and opened the safe.  “It’s a wedding present.”  He said, as he came out carrying yet another Tiffany’s blue box.  He handed it to her.
 
   Inside was a beautiful diamond eternity necklace.  It seemed to match the bracelet he’d gotten her for her birthday a couple of months earlier, only he’d told her it had come from Italy.  She wondered if Tiffany’s had a location in Italy.  She kissed him, “Between the jewelry and the roses, you know you’re going to spoil me, don’t you?”
 
   “Only for the rest of our lives.” He said as he bent and kissed her again.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 28
 
   that makes three
 
   Ben had taken a quick shower to get his bed hair under control and Lane joined him again.  
 
   “We are never going to get out of this room if you keep getting in here with me.”  He said as he kissed her.  
 
   The truth was he didn’t care if they ever left the master suite again.  But he knew they had a house full of people who would start knocking on the door soon. 
 
   Although she smiled seductively, she said, “I’m not here to seduce you this time.”  
 
   He turned her around and soaped her back.  “Oh, really?” 
 
   She turned and winked at him before she tipped her head back and began applying shampoo.  “No, this time, I’m just trying to reduce my carbon footprint by conserving water.”  
 
   He put his arms around her and pulled her close.  “Can I expect this conservation effort every morning?”  
 
   Her eyes were closed and she was up to her elbows in hair and shampoo.  “I can only promise conservation on the weekends.  You’re up and showered far too early Monday through Friday.”  
 
   He kissed her as he turned to step out of the shower.  “I have to go see that guy who claims Jess assaulted him.  I’m going to see if I can get him to drop the charges.” He said as he left the bathroom and walked toward his closet.  
 
   He pulled out a suit.  It might be Saturday, but it was still official; and he was going to dress like a lawyer to talk to this guy.
 
   Lane had stepped out of the shower, and was bent over combing her wet hair with her fingers.  The sight of her naked ass stopped him dead in his tracks.  
 
   “Please tell me you don’t stand naked and do that every morning.  Tell me this is something you’re doing just for me.”
 
   She flipped her hair back as she stood.  “I don’t want to start our marriage off by lying to you, dear, but if you need it to be just for you, then of course, from now on, I’ll do it just for you.  You’re going to have to adjust when you go to the office though, because I’ll be doing it after my shower.”
 
   She had a point, he was going to have to get used to the sight of her naked.  He adjusted himself so he could walk out of the bedroom without embarrassing himself.  
 
   She walked over and kissed him.  “Will you take the Jag?  I want to form a convoy of SUV’s and go to the house and bring back my clothes and Jamie’s.  We need to talk about parking spaces too.  The Navigator; the Escalade; the Mercedes; the Jag and Jamie’s truck; we need to figure out who’s parking where, so it doesn’t look like a used car lot out there.”  
 
   He kissed her.  “Sure.  It’s fall, almost time to put the convertibles in storage anyway.  Let’s put the SUVs and Jamie’s truck in the attached and the convertibles in the detached.  We can figure out which bays when I get back.  Don’t get carried away bringing things home.  We’ll get movers.”
 
   “Okay.  Go.  Work.  Save Jess.  We’ll figure it out later.”  
 
   She smiled, thinking it was a good thing that Ben had her pack for a few days at Uncle Sal’s.  Otherwise, she’d have nothing clean to put on.  She went to her closet and got a pair of jeans and a sweater.  Ben had said not to worry about bringing things over, that they’d get movers to do it; but they had two houses full of furniture.  What were they going to do with all of it?  She smiled, too bad the church wasn’t having another garage sale.
 
   Ben walked through the house.  Jamie and Joey were in the kitchen.  It smelled like they were making pancakes.   He’d lived alone since he was in law school.  It was strange having a house full of people.  Not bad, just strange.
 
   It was nine o’clock Saturday morning when Ben checked in at the desk at the Leawood Police station.  No one had even mentioned the guy’s name last night.  Uncle Sal had said he didn’t know the guy.  Ben explained what he was doing there.  The woman at the desk pushed the buzzer to open the secure door and he went through.
 
   A plain clothes officer met him.  “Mr. Bellini, the charges against your client are being dropped.”
 
   Well, that was good news, and he hadn’t even talked to the guy yet.  “That’s good news.  What about the guy, you are charging him with assault against my uncle though, aren’t you?”
 
   “No.  He died in custody last night.”
 
   Ben narrowed his eyes and looked at him.  “Died?”
 
   “Yes, it appears he committed suicide.  Hung himself.”
 
   Ben could choose to ask a lot of questions, or he could walk away.  The guy wasn’t his client and because he was dead, the charges against Jess would be dropped.  No complainant, no charges.  Ben thanked him for his time and left.
 
   Once in the Jag, he called Uncle Sal.  “The guy who pushed you last night apparently committed suicide in custody last night.  The charges against Jess were dropped.  No complainant, no charges.  I’m on my way home.  Will we see you tonight at Papa’s?”
 
   “Sì, Nipote.”
 
   “Is Pauli still with you or has he gone to my house now?”
 
   “He should be at your house, he left earlier.”
 
   *****
 
   Lane, Jess, Joey and Jamie drove to the Parkers’ house.  The first order of business was to get clothes.  They’d figure out what to do about furniture and other personal items later. They used Lane’s Escalade and Ben’s Navigator and Jamie’s Chevy Colorado.  They grabbed Lane’s, Jamie’s and Jess’s clothes, the television from Jamie’s bedroom and Jamie got the gaming systems.  They loaded the vehicles and drove the few blocks back to their new home.  
 
   Pauli and Ben were already at the house when the Parker caravan arrived.  They met Lane, Jamie, Jess and Joey in the driveway, and helped unload and carry everything into the house.  Lane, Jess and Jamie had each cleaned out their closets and dressers, bringing both suitcases and hanging clothes.  
 
   Ben had spent a small fortune furnishing his 6000 square foot house.  A lot of single men would have skipped furnishing the unused rooms, like the three or four extra bedrooms.  But Ben had completely furnished each of the guestrooms.  Each had a queen or king size bed, a dresser, night stands, bedside lamps and a comfortable chair.  He still needed to tell Lane about the new house, and he thanked God it was a seven bedroom house.  He had an idea that one or the other or both of his brothers would be at his house any time Jess was in town. And with the baby on the way now that meant they needed at least six bedrooms.
 
   After everything was unloaded and in the house, Ben had everyone come into the great room.  “The charges against Jess have been dropped.  The man who assaulted Uncle Sal apparently committed suicide while in custody last night.  We have a lot to celebrate tonight.  So, in the meantime, lunch is on me.  Shall we go out or call for take-out?”
 
   Lane looked at her family.  Was she the only one who was thinking that there were now three dead bodies somehow connected to them over the last several days?  Lila Crane was dead, Clyde Benson was dead and now this third guy, whose name she didn’t even know.  Seriously, when had they turned into the family who couldn’t go anyplace without tripping over a body?
 
   While everyone was talking about what they wanted for lunch, Lane leaned toward Ben.  “I’d really like some of Aunt Em’s Lemon Meringue pie.  But I don’t think I can go there.  It’s where I fainted the other day.”  
 
   Pauli was sitting next to Lane and heard what she’d said to Ben.  “So, the cravings have started?”  He paused and then said, “You fainted?  When?”
 
   Lane smiled.  “A few days ago.  That’s how I found out I’m pregnant.  And it might be cravings, but I’m really fond of Aunt Em’s pies anyway.”
 
   Jess shook her head and stood up.  Pauli was obviously worried when Lane talked about fainting and he still claimed he wasn’t crushing.  If she were to comment, he’d no doubt claim he was showing a doctor’s concern.
 
   “I’ll go.  Anyone else want pie?  I can bring back more than one.”
 
   Joey stood up.  “I could go for Aunt Em’s apple pie.”
 
   Jamie stood up.  “How about Jack Stack for lunch?  Jess, one more time before you go back to Cali?”
 
   Cell phones were pulled out and to-go orders were placed.  
 
   “Someone should call Jake.”  Ben said as he took out his phone.  There was no reason for him to miss everything.
 
   Lane walked to the kitchen to look through the cupboards.  Ben had stocked Diet Dr. Pepper for her; but since both caffeine and artificial sweeteners were no longer part of her diet, she needed to check for herbal tea. Ben came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her.  “What are we missing?  Do I need to go to the store?”
 
   She leaned back so that her back was against his chest.  “Caffeine and artificial sweeteners have been taken off of my diet.  I’m on herbal tea, hot or iced for the duration.  I’m just checking.”  
 
   He kissed the top of her head.  “Don’t bother you won’t find any.  I can either go to the store, or go to your house and get your tea kettle, teapot, tea, and whatever you need.  You sit and put your feet up.  I’ll go.”
 
   She patted his hand that he had placed on her abdomen.  “You do know I’m pregnant, not sick or helpless, right?”
 
   “Yes, I know.”  He kissed the back of her neck.  “I also know the doctor said the first few weeks could really sap your energy.  You’re used to doing everything for yourself.  You don’t have to do that anymore.  Let me pamper you a little, I think it’s time someone did.”
 
   This man was amazing.  He was handsome, smart, witty, kind, considerate, romantic and loving.  “Fine, go get my tea things.  But I can’t sit down, I have to put my clothes away.”   She smiled at him.  “No one else can do it. I don’t want anyone else in my underwear.” 
 
   “Neither do I.”  He said as he laughed and kissed her head again.   “I’ll only be a few minutes.  Is there anything else you want while I’m out?”
 
   “No, just the tea things.”  She patted his hand again, “I have everything else I need.”
 
   Jess and Joey left for Aunt Em’s, Jamie and Pauli went to Jack Stack, Ben left for the Parkers’ house and Lane was alone for the first time in days.  She went into the master bedroom and started putting her clothes away.  Her solitude didn’t last long.  She soon heard the little feet of Abbey Kelly running through the house. 
 
   Abbey’s little voice was calling out, “Mizwane, Mizwane” as her little feet pattered through the house.  
 
   Lane stepped out of the bedroom and called, “Here I am.”  
 
   Abbey ran into her arms, and covered her face with wet, slobbery, kisses that were only tolerable because they were from a two year old. It had cooled outside and Abbey wore a light weight jacket.  Lane helped her remove it.  
 
   “We tame fow wunch.”  She told Lane. 
 
   “Yes, I know.”  She said as she looked at Meg and Jake.  “Everyone is out getting our lunch now.  I hope you’re very hungry.  We’re having barbecue with pie for desert.”  Lane sat down in the great room and pulled Abbey onto her lap.
 
   “What can I do?”  Meg asked.  
 
   “I think we’ll have to eat in the dining room, there are nine of us.  Have Jake help you with plates and silverware.”
 
   After lunch, the men had cleanup duty; so Meg and Jess helped Lane finish organizing her closet, leaving time for Lane to have a much needed nap.  Lane had always loved an afternoon nap.  It was the one thing she remembered about her mother.  Her mother died from cancer when Lane was four, but she remembered having a nap with her mother in the afternoons.  She smiled.  She also remembered waking before her mother.  And then she’d sit quietly in the overstuffed arm chair in her parents’ bedroom and “read”, which meant she’d look at picture books and wait for her mother to wake up.
 
   Lane stripped down to her underwear, crawled between the sheets and closed her eyes.  In no time, she was asleep and dreaming that her family was engaged in fighting a war against tiny men whose only weapons were cameras.  
 
   At 4:15, Ben came into the bedroom and gently lay down next to his wife.  He gazed at her as she snuggled into him. He moved her hair away from her face and she stirred.  He brushed his lips across hers.  
 
   “Hey, sleeping beauty.”  He whispered, “It’s time to wake up.”  
 
   She snuggled closer to him.  “You’re warm.  It’s cold out there.  Why are you on top of the covers?”
 
   He laughed.  “Because I’m here to get you out of bed, not to be convinced to get in with you.  We don’t have time for any funny business.  Mass is at 5:00.”
 
   She moaned and whispered, “We have time.” as she reached to unbuckle his belt.
 
   He caught her hand.  “Stop that.”  He kissed her. “Woman, you are insatiable.”  
 
   Hadn’t Dr. Sennette told them that her hormones would be raging and that some women experienced heightened sex drive throughout their pregnancies?  Whatever the reason, it seemed to be the case right now.  
 
   She smiled at him.  “Yes, so it seems.  Are you complaining?” 
 
   “Under ordinary circumstances, it’s the last thing I’d complain about.  But we really don’t have time.  Believe me, 15 minutes is barely a warm up, and that’s all the time we have.”  
 
   He kissed her, and she moaned as she unzipped his khakis.  She had her hand around his solid erection and was stroking him.  He wasn’t arguing any more.  She had freed him from all encumbrances; and was urging him inside as she pushed her white lace panties to one side, clearing the path for him to enter her. She wrapped her left leg around him and pulled him close, moaning and catching her breath as her first orgasm claimed her. 
 
   God, how did she do that?  She was wet, she was tight, and he had no control.  He rolled her onto her back and pushed deep inside her. She moved her hands under his shirt and caressed his back.  Suddenly both of her legs were wrapped around him and she was thrusting her hips upward in frantic need.  He couldn’t wait any longer, and groaned as he went over.  He looked at the clock.  She’d gotten him off in less than 10 minutes and managed to have at least two orgasms of her own.  He leaned down and kissed her.  “I love you.”  He felt her muscles contract around him.  
 
   “And I love you.”  She smiled.  “I told you we had plenty of time.” She whispered near his ear.  “Now, let me get up so I can get dressed.”  She said tapping his shoulder.
 
   He rolled onto his side and looked down at his clothes.  He was a wrinkled mess.  His clothes looked like he’d just had sex in them; probably because he had.  He got up, went to his closet and changed.  
 
   
 
  


Chapter 29
 
   the reception
 
   It had been a tradition since they’d moved to Kansas; the Parkers went to Saturday evening Mass.  Usually, they had dinner and went to a movie after Mass; but tonight they came home and changed, before going to Papa’s for the wedding reception.
 
   Lane and Ben were in the master bedroom.  Ben was changing into his tux, and Lane into her wedding dress.  Jess and Jamie were changing into the clothes they’d worn to the wedding too.  Pauli and Joey were changing into their suits.  Jake had joined them for Mass but had gone home to change before stopping to pick up Meg.  He’d meet the family at Papa’s.
 
   The family entered the ballroom and were stunned.  First, there were the roses; hundreds of them, all ivory.  The head table, for the wedding party and family, was draped with blush and cream tulle and chiffon forming a canopy.  The guest tables had either cream table cloths with blush napkins or blush table cloths with cream napkins. There was a large dance floor, with a string quartet, at one end of the ballroom. There were ivory rose boutonnières for Ben, Jamie, Jake, Joey, Pauli, Tony and Papa.  There were ivory rose hand corsages for Lane, Jess, Mama Bellini and Meg.  Everywhere Lane looked, she saw bouquets of ivory roses.  She leaned toward her husband.  “Tell me how many and what they mean.”  
 
   “A thousand…” He bent and kissed her as he handed her a rose from the table.  “…and one. For a love that will last for all eternity.”
 
   Jess leaned toward Joey.  “I don’t know how she stands it.  I hate the smell of roses.  He sends her two dozen every week.  Flowers just die.  What’s the purpose?”
 
   Joey shrugged.  “He loves her, I guess that’s purpose enough. And she seems to like them.  He wouldn’t send them if she didn’t.”  
 
   Joey filed that bit of information away.  He’d never known a woman who didn’t like getting flowers, but apparently that was just one more thing Jess Parker didn’t do.
 
   “I guess.”  Jess said as she scanned the crowd.  
 
   She was amazed that Ben had pulled this together on such short notice.  All of Lane’s friends were there.  There were even friends from Omaha.  Joey excused himself and got up from the head table.  He’d been weird all afternoon.  He’d disappeared just after lunch and hadn’t come back until just before they left for church.  He left the ballroom through the door to the kitchen.  When Joey got up, Jamie moved from the seat next to Lane and went to the empty seat next to Meg at the end of the table.
 
   Joey shook his head at Jess as she watched him come back in the room with Nana Evie.  Ben had brought Nana Evie to surprise Mom.  God, she thought, that must be love, bringing your wife’s ex-mother-in-law to your wedding reception and seating her at the head table with the rest of the family.  
 
   Ben kept Lane distracted until Joey had seated Evie and walked back to his own seat.  Evie tapped her glass and Lane turned to look at her.  Evie stood and held her glass in the air.  “A toast to the happy couple.  May they always be surrounded by family and friends who share in their love.  La felicità sempre.  Happiness always” 
 
   Lane looked at the woman who had once been her mother-in-law, and who had remained her friend.  Tears formed and spilled from her eyes.  Ben was holding her hand, and gave it a little squeeze before letting go.  
 
   Lane wrapped Evie in a hug, whispering, “When did you get here?” 
 
   Evie returned the hug and then patted her cheek.  “Your husband sent his brother and a private jet to get me this afternoon.  They’ve had me stashed at your house since this afternoon.”
 
   Lane looked at Ben.  He was an amazing man.  “You did this for me?”  
 
   “She’s your friend.  You’ve said she’s been like a mother to you. I think you need her here.”
 
   There were more toasts.  There were knives tapping champagne glasses and people shouting “baciare.”  Which Ben told Lane meant “kiss each other”, and he was happy to oblige each time someone said it.
 
   Joey stood and clicked his glass to get everyone’s attention.  “For those who don’t know me, I’m Joey Bellini.  As the best man, it falls to me to toast the couple.  I met Lane just hours before the wedding.”  He laughed.  “By now you all know they were in a bit of a hurry.  I have never seen my brother so happy, so a toast to the beautiful woman who has brought so much happiness into not just his life, but to all of us.  I believe Evie Parker may have said it best, La felicità sempre.”  
 
   He raised his glass and sipped his champagne.  Yes, she’d brought happiness to all of them.  Without Lane there would be no Jess, and suddenly, he was having trouble imagining a world without Jess Parker.
 
   Jess stood and raised her glass.  “I’m Lane’s daughter, Jess.  My brothers and I met Ben three years ago.  He’s been the father figure we never had.  He’s shown us what it means to love a woman.  He’s made our mother happier than I’ve ever seen her.  So, a toast to my mother and the man who loves her.  May they always be as much in love as they are at this moment.”
 
   She sipped her sparkling grape juice.  Jess wouldn’t be 21 for another four months, and serving alcohol to minors could get Bellini’s liquor license revoked.  
 
   The dishes were being removed; and the simple string quartet, that had been playing softly during the meal, was trading places with a band that would play dance music.  The band warmed up and began an intro to Exactly Like You.  Jess and Joey both stood up.  
 
   Jess looked at Joey. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Ben asked me to sing Exactly Like You for Lane.”
 
   Jess groaned.  “Mom asked me to sing it for Ben.”
 
   Joey smiled and put his hand in the small of her back.  He leaned down.  “Looks like we’re doing a duet, Toots.  You take the lead.  I’ll sing the second time through.”
 
   Jess looked at him.  “You sing?”
 
   “Like Frank Sinatra and Michael Buble, Toots, let’s go.”
 
   They approached the band.  Jess took the microphone.  “Once again, my Mother and Ben are thinking alike.”  She looked at Joey.  “Without knowing it, they asked each of us to sing the same song, so we’re going to be doing a duet.  Mom, Ben for you.”
 
   Jess began, “I know why I’ve waited…” she sang the song through the first four verses.
 
   The band played the orchestral interlude and Joey started with the next verse, “I know why I’ve waited…”  
 
   They finished with Joey singing, “Exactly like you.” Followed by Jess echoing, “Exactly like you.”  Then together, “Exactly like you.”
 
   There was applause.  Joey and Jess held hands and bowed together, each held a hand to the other and bowed separately and then together again.
 
   Joey put his hand in the small of her back and walked Jess back to the table.  He held out her chair.  “If this acting gig doesn’t work out, I have a job in Vegas for you.”  
 
   Who knew she could sing like that and make the whole room believe she was in love with him while she did it.  He hadn’t seen anything in the profiles he’d read online that gave any indication that Jess sang at all let alone like she should quit her day job and do it for a living.
 
   She lowered those incredible eyelashes and looked at him through them, “Thanks, you’re not so bad yourself.”  He could swear her eyelashes fluttered as she said, “Any other hidden talents?”  
 
   He was about to make a reply filled with double entrendres and sexual innuendos, when Pauli stepped in and asked Jess to dance.  
 
   Ben and Lane had danced together to Exactly Like You.  Papa had cut in for the second dance and Ben danced with Mama.  Lane and Ben sat out the third dance.  Uncle Sal had asked for Jess to dance the third dance. 
 
    It was the first time Jess and Uncle Sal had spoken since Friday night.  “I am in your debt, little one.”  He said as they began dancing.
 
   She smiled at him.  “I think Joey owes you.  I’d like to acquire his debt as payment for the debt you owe me.”
 
   “Consider it done.”  He smiled down at her.  “Are you sure you aren’t Benito’s child?”
 
   Jess laughed.  “I’m not.”  She inclined her head toward her grandmother, “I look too much like Nana Evie.”  Jess was short like her grandmother.  Evie Parker was five feet nothing.  Lane and the boys were all tall, there was no place else this short stature could have come from.
 
   Joey came to claim the next dance with Jess.  Salvatore Luciano placed Jess’s hand in Joey’s and said “Giuseppe, Il vostro debito è ora nelle mani della bambina.”
 
   Joey looked at her. “You bought my debt from Uncle Sal?”
 
   She smiled.  “Traded, I traded him his debt for yours.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes and nearly growled, “Why do you want me to owe you, Toots?”
 
   “Uncle Sal already owes me.  There’s no reason to have him owe me two favors.”
 
   He pulled her closer and bent to whisper in her ear.  “That still doesn’t tell me why you want me to owe you.”  
 
   Did she have any idea what that meant within his family?  He was sure she couldn’t and yet what had Ben told him?  She’d called in a favor from Uncle Vinnie to protect Meg last month.
 
   “You never know when I might need protection.  We’ll keep Ben out of the middle of things this way.”
 
   “Huh?”  He grunted, “And I just come running when you call.  Is that it?”
 
   “Only if I call in the favor.  It will be very clear when I call it in.”
 
   “God you are such a little princess.” He mumbled in an exasperated tone.
 
   The music had stopped and they stood on the dance floor amid Ben and Lane and Jake and Meg and Jamie and Nana Evie.
 
   “Of course I’m a princess, my father’s a queen.” She said as she turned and quickly walked away.
 
   Jamie and Jake both moved toward Joey.  Ben stepped closer to the three of them as he said, “Joey, you have to go after her.”
 
   Joey was confused.  “What the hell did she mean?”
 
   Jake stepped closer to Joey and quietly said, “Our father came out of the closet and walked out the door when Jess was a year and a half old.  He may have left Mom, but he abandoned all of us.  Jess has never gotten over it.” Jake looked at Nana Evie.  “Sorry Nana.”
 
   Lane took a step away from Ben.  “I’ll go to her.”
 
   Joey held up his hand.  “No, I clean up my own messes.”
 
   He turned and left the ballroom.  Where had she gone?  She had left the ballroom.  She hadn’t stopped at the table to get her purse and she had no keys.  So she hadn’t left the building.  All of the family was in the ballroom.  That meant the Board Room would be empty.  He knew she hadn’t left, and knew she’d want to be alone.  Really alone.  She wouldn’t have gone to the Ladies’ room.  Nope she’d be all alone in the Board Room.
 
   He pushed the carved wooden doors open. She turned as he walked into the room.  She picked up a glass center piece, with an unlit candle, from the table next to her and hurled it toward him.  It whizzed past his head.  
 
   “Get out.”  She said firmly as she swiped at her eyes.  
 
   Oh, God, she was crying.  They all told him she didn’t cry unless it was written in a script.  Oh, crap.  What had he done?
 
   “I’m not leaving.”  He said quietly but firmly.
 
   She moved to the next table and picked up the center piece and hurled it at him, hitting him in the middle of the chest.  
 
   What’s wrong with him, he isn’t even trying to deflect. She thought, but said, “You’ll go or you’ll regret it.”
 
   “I’m not leaving.” He repeated.
 
   She stepped to the next table but before she could pick up the center piece, he’d pulled her into his chest.
 
   He ran his hands gently down her back.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.  I’m sorry.”
 
   She pushed away from him.  “That’s because from day one you had a preconceived notion of who I was and that picture was painted by your delusional brother…”  She affected a perfect Pauli tone … “Dr. Paolo Raffaele Bellini.”
 
   She’d stopped crying.  That was good, wasn’t it?
 
   “And he only wants me because I won’t swoon and because he can’t have who he really wants.  My Mother.”
 
   Good God, crying was better.  While she was sort of cute when she was mad, he knew mad wasn’t good.
 
   She started poking him in the chest.  “I am not a princess.”  She waved her hand around, “Do you see Disney anyplace?  Uh-uh. No movie rights here!”
 
   Damn that hurt.  What was it with her and his chest?  
 
   She slapped her left hand into her right. And in Italian she began yelling.  “Giuseppe Gabrielli Bellini!  You stupid Italian man.  Every time I try to explain, you tune me out. Talking to you is like talking to a brick wall. A big muscled brick wall.  You never hear the important things.  And my name isn’t Toots or little girl.  It’s Jess!”
 
   She looked in his eyes and, still in Italian, said quietly, “Got that or do I need to repeat it?”  
 
   So, to answer in English or Italian was Joey’s dilemma.  In English, he quietly responded. “Oh, no need to repeat, I got every word.  Every Italian word, Jess.  So you’ve got my attention.  What else?”
 
   She turned her back to him and shook her head.  And then, barely above a whisper, she said, “I never dated Pauli.  I never wanted to date Pauli. I will never want to date Pauli.” 
 
   She sighed thinking, I just want to date someone who looks like him.  And she turned back around. They stood only inches apart.
 
   “About that favor. It wasn’t about you owing me.  It was about you not owing Uncle Sal.”
 
   Well, that was bewildering, “I have traded favors back and forth with my Uncles since I was old enough to talk.”
 
   She shook her head. She had understood every word the man had spoken to Uncle Sal last night.  She’d heard him ask for more money.  Uncle Sal had said he didn’t even know the man.  And now that man was dead too.
 
   “It’s better to owe some people than others.  But it doesn’t matter anymore because I have to call in my favor now anyway.  You can’t ever tell anyone I speak Italian.”  She paused.  “Oh and one more thing.  What about those packages?  Who decided to keep them from me?”
 
   “The guy’s dead and the police have them, does it really matter?”
 
   “What matters is that no one gets to decide what’s best for me.  If I had known he was here I wouldn’t have gone to the mall.  If we hadn’t gone to the mall, you wouldn’t have been stabbed.”
 
   He shook his head.  “And Lila would still be alive and you wouldn’t be the hottest thing in Hollywood.”
 
   She shook her head as she let out an exasperated groan.  “Priorities Joey.  I didn’t want Lila dead, just in jail for the rest of her life. Someone would have taken care of her there.  And I don’t need to be the hottest thing in Hollywood.  But I do need to know you’re okay.”
 
   “And I need to know you understand, I’m not going anywhere.”  He pulled her into his chest and whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
   She’d been abandoned one too many times already.  No, I’m not going anywhere, he thought, but you are.  She was going to Europe, and who knows how long she was going to be gone or what would, happen while she was there?
 
   
 
  


Chapter 30
 
   Sunday brunch
 
   Before dawn Sunday morning, Ben was up and dressed for his run.  When he walked through the house, he was surprised to find both Pauli and Joey sitting at the table.
 
   “You’re up early.”  
 
   “Yeah.  I’m heading back to St. Louis this morning.” Pauli said.
 
   “The Doctor here has given me permission to work out my lower body.  I’m heading to the weight room.”
 
   “Safe drive, Pauli.”  Ben said as he headed outside.  
 
   He had planned a five mile run this morning and was back home in about 40 minutes.  Joey was still in the weight room.  
 
   “I’m flying Jess back to L.A. this afternoon.  Is the condo secure?”
 
   “Yeah.  The locks have all been changed.  There’s a doorman now and he’ll give you the keys.  Just so you know, I have replacement shoes for her there and an extra pair for good measure too.  They should be in the condo.  I don’t want it to freak her out.  You’ll go in with her, right?  Get her settled and make sure she’s all right.”
 
   “Yeah.  That’s the plan.” Joey said as he continued his work out.
 
   Ben went through his normal workout and went upstairs.  Lane was sleeping as he passed through to the bathroom.  He closed the door, and despite discussions of water conservation the previous morning, Lane was still sleeping soundly when he dressed and went to the kitchen.
 
   Jamie had gotten up and was heading toward the weight room.
 
   “Bambino.  I’ll need to have you go pick up your Nana Evie after you’re dressed.  We’ll all go out for brunch.”
 
   “Mom’s skipping her brunch with friends on the Plaza?”  
 
   Lane usually met friends in the Country Club Plaza area of Kansas City, Missouri on Sundays.  They had brunch, shopped and gossiped.  But Ben knew Lane was skipping it this morning so she could spend time with Evie and Jess before they both left.
 
   “Yep.  She wants to spend time with Nana Evie and Jess before they head out this afternoon.”
 
   “Okay.  I’ll be ready in about 45 minutes.”
 
   Ben made coffee and sat at the kitchen table.  He’d made reservations at the Bristol for 11:00.  He thought that should be plenty of time for everyone to be up, showered and dressed. 
 
   At 9:30, Jamie drove to get his grandmother, and Ben went to the bedroom.  He found Lane in the shower.  He leaned against the door jamb and watched as she washed her hair.  He knew he had to get used to seeing her naked, but he didn’t think he’d ever stop appreciating the sight.  
 
   Lane turned, saw Ben and smiled.  “You were quiet when you showered this morning.”
 
   He nodded.  “You need your sleep.”  
 
   He got a towel and wrapped it around her as she stepped out of the shower.  He kissed her shoulder as he towel dried her hair.  He knelt and dried her legs.  
 
   She laughed.  “Oh that will really come in handy in a few months when I have trouble bending over.”
 
   He patted her abdomen and tried to imagine her belly big with a baby.  She stepped away from him and bent over to run her fingers through her hair. 
 
   “You really do that every day?”  He asked.
 
   She laughed.  “People think I spend a lot of time on my hair.  The truth is that I bend over and run my fingers or a pick through it, throw my head back, and let it fall where it may.  At least on the weekends.  You know I wear it up in the office.  A number of years ago, a mentor told me it was too sexy down; and to be taken seriously, I either needed to cut it or wear it up.”
 
   Ben stepped up and took her in his arms, kissing her shoulder he said, “I’m glad you decided to keep it long.” 
 
   She leaned her head back and fluffed her fingers through her hair.  “Oh, no, I cut it all off after she told me that.  But that was a very long time ago.”
 
   Ben kissed her and turned her toward her closet.  “Evie is on her way over and we have reservations at the Bristol at 11:00.  You need to get dressed.”
 
   Lane pulled underwear, jeans, a sleeveless sweater, a denim jacket and boots out of her closet.  
 
   “I’ve been thinking about Evie and about your house and about our baby.”  
 
   Lane poked her head out of the closet.  “Those are broad, somewhat unrelated topics.  What have you been thinking?”
 
   “I was wondering what you think about asking Evie to move down here.  Your house is vacant now.  What if Evie moved into it?  With the baby coming, I was thinking you’d like to have her nearby.  Give it some thought.”  Or, he thought, this house will be vacant soon.  But he wasn’t quite ready to tell her about the new house.
 
   Lane carried her clothes into the bedroom.  “I don’t have to give it any thought.  I’d love to have Evie close.  The boys would love having her here too, but Evie might take some convincing.  She has an active life in Omaha.” 
 
   Ben sat in the sitting area watching Lane as she dressed.  He smiled.  It wasn’t something that needed to be decided today. “Well, it won’t hurt anything to talk with her about the possibility.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 31
 
   California here I come
 
   Joey handed his and Jess’s bags to a steward, and put his hand in the small of Jess’s back as they ascended the stairs leading to the Lucky Bets Jet.  In the mid afternoon sunlight, Jess could see the logo plainly; an L and a B, each in the center of cubes, forming a pair of rolling dice.  She’d have seen it when they left Long Beach airport five days ago, if she hadn’t been so rattled by the break-in, Joey’s rescue, and the theft of her favorite shoes.  Seeing the logo, she couldn’t help but notice that is was also the first initial of the last names Luciano and Bellini.  
 
   There was obviously a lot about these two families that the Parkers didn’t know, and now they were forever linked.  It warranted some investigation.  Jess remembered the reaction of her friends the first time they learned that she knew “the Bellinis”.  It was the first time someone had told her that the Bellinis were mobbed up.  Joey managed a casino in Vegas.  It wasn’t such a stretch to imagine that the casino was owned by the family.  The question was only whether it was owned by the family or by la famiglia.
 
   Jess settled into a seat and looked out the window to where her Mom and Ben stood.  She waved at her Mother as the plane began to taxi.
 
   *****
 
   Lane and Ben had driven them to the Executive Airport.  Lane watched as Jess boarded the plane.  Jess had turned and waved at Lane using the signal for I love you.  Little finger, index finger and thumb extended.  It was for the letters I, L & Y from American Sign Language.  Lane smiled, she’d taught it to her kids when they were small, anticipating the days when they’d be too big to tell her or to hear from her the words that the sign conveyed.  The hatch was closed, and Lane and Ben got back into the Lincoln Navigator; but Ben didn’t start the engine until the plane was in the air.
 
   He looked at Lane.  He was sure Jess had no idea that Lane’s eyes filled with tears every time she said good-bye to her daughter at an airport.  Lane reached into her purse, retrieved a tissue and dabbed at her eyes.
 
   Ben squeezed her hand.  “She’ll be fine, Red.  You know she can take care of herself.”
 
   “I know, it’s just that I always remember her as that little girl.”
 
   “Oh, you mean the one who went toe to toe with you at, what was she, three when she told you not to yell at Jake?”
 
   Lane dabbed her eyes again and smiled.  “Yes, that little girl.”
 
   *****
 
   Joey had taken the seat across the table from Jess again.  He watched her as she gazed out the window until the Navigator was no longer in view.  “You okay?”
 
   She smiled at him.  “Yes.  I worry about my Mom, that’s all.”
 
   “In case you hadn’t noticed, the old man is all about taking care of her.  I pity any man, woman, or beast who causes her the slightest bit of discomfort.  Her children excluded of course.”
 
   Jess laughed.  “He can be just a bit over protective, can’t he?  I thought he was going to carry her to the SUV last night when she said she was tired.”
 
   “He would have, if she hadn’t looked at him with that raised eye brow.  Stopped him in his tracks.”  Joey worked his face trying to raise his left eyebrow in imitation of Lane’s look the night before.
 
   Jess raised her brow.  “You mean this look?”
 
   Joey held his hands up in surrender.  “Yes, that look.”
 
   She laughed.  “Oh, come on, you aren’t trying to tell me that look frightens you.  Every mother has something that gets her kids.  I’ve seen Mama Bellini get the attention of her grown sons like this.”  She slapped the fingers of her left hand sharply into the palm of her right hand, the same way she had done the night before to get his attention.  
 
   “My mother raised her eyebrow, and we knew that whatever discussion or argument we thought we were having was over. And there’s no need to ask who won.  If it was accompanied with a finger pointing toward the bedrooms, we knew we were in deep trouble.”
 
   Joey gave an exaggerated shudder.  “I think the hand slapping and yelling is better.”  
 
   It was what he’d grown up with.  He was used to it; and if the truth be told, until Jess had done it last night, he had thought he was immune to it.  That quiet tone and the look that the Parker women used was going to take some getting used to.
 
   They hadn’t talked about the events from last night.  They had walked back into the ballroom together.  They’d danced together, and he’d stepped aside when each of his brothers and most of the other men at the wedding reception had asked her to dance.  But after each dance he relinquished, he had come back and claimed his place next to her.  Damn, the last thing he expected five days ago was to become a full-fledged member of the Jess Parker fan club.  
 
   She had been right last night.  Five days ago, what he thought he knew was that she was nothing more than a pretty face and Pauli’s current girlfriend. He’d learned a lot since then.  The most important thing was that she wasn’t Pauli’s girlfriend, had never been Pauli’s girlfriend and never wanted to be Pauli’s girlfriend.  And although she was beautiful, she was much more than just a pretty face. She was smart, witty, and bossy. He rubbed his chest absent-mindedly.  And how could someone so damn small have such a wallop? Whether because of the paint ball gun, the center piece, or her finger, his chest ached.  It had to be from something she’d shot, thrown, or punched.  There was no way it was from anything else.  And yet he had to admit it was a sensation he didn’t think he’d ever felt before.
 
   He shook his head.  What did he feel?  In the beginning, he’d wanted to divert the paparazzi away from him and make them believe he was Pauli.  After all, at the time he thought she really was dating Pauli.  He also didn’t want his people in Vegas to think he was mixed up in some mess with an actress.  Over the last five days, he’d been her savior, her protector.  He smiled.  Yeah right, he’d been her protector.  After he’d been stabbed, she had the little twerp who’d done it incapacitated and on the ground in seconds.  No wonder Hollywood was going nuts.
 
   He looked across the table.  She was looking at him rather quizzically.  He wondered what he’d done.
 
   “What?  What did I do this time?”
 
   She smiled and shook her head as she said, “You weren’t listening again.”
 
   “I was thinking.  God, don’t tell me I’ve missed something important again.”
 
   Jess squinted her eyes and looked at him.  “I was just making small talk.”
 
   “Well, by all means, please continue.”  He said waving his hand in a go-on motion.
 
   “I asked where you went to college.”
 
   “Oh, that kind of small talk.  Undergrad and MBA from St. Louis University.  The Bellinis are big on Jesuit schools for young men. The old man went to Creighton, Tony went to Rockhurst and Pauli and I went to St. Louis.” 
 
   He looked at her.  “How long have you been able to speak Italian?”  
 
   “A couple of years.  Ho imparato da Rosetta Stone.” 
 
   “And no one has any idea?”
 
   “No, and as you know I plan to keep it that way.”
 
   “Why did you learn?”
 
   “I like languages.  I’m also fluent in Spanish and I’m learning French now.  But the real reason for Italian is that I was tired of being left out of conversations.”
 
   He grinned.  “I imagine someone like you could find that really irritating.”
 
   She raised her eyebrow and tilted her head slightly.  “Someone like me?”
 
   He held up his hands as if in surrender.  “Inquisitive.  I’ll bet you were a precocious child.”
 
   She smiled and shrugged.
 
   “What’s with the five inch heels?  The truth, not the publicity hype.”
 
   That got a full throated laugh.  “I’m short like Nana Evie.”  She took off her shoes and stood up.  “You’ve seen my brothers and my mother.  I needed some help.  It really is as simple as that.  I constantly felt like a Lilliputian.   It’s one thing that isn’t hype.”
 
   The three hour trip passed quickly and soon they were on the ground at the Long Beach airport.  Joey had a limo waiting; and Jess recognized Tito, the driver who had taken them to the airport earlier in the week.
 
   They rode silently for a while, then Joey broke the silence.  “The old man had all of your locks changed.  He said the building has a doorman now and we can get the keys from him.”
 
   “I wonder how he managed the doorman.  California is pretty laid back, not like New York.  It’s a small building, 12 units, but still I imagine there were some people who didn’t want a door man.”
 
   “It’s hard to argue with the old man once his mind’s made up.  He’s probably paying the doorman’s salary himself.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him.  Just how much money did the Bellini family have? She wondered. 
 
   Joey held his hands up.  “Hey, he’d do it to keep you safe.”
 
   The limo stopped in front of Jess’s building.  Tito opened the door. Joey got out and reached back in to take Jess’s hand.  He took Jess’s bag from Tito and walked with her into the building. 
 
   “The old man said he sent you some things, so the doorman will have packages along with the key.”  He told her as he opened the door and walked into the lobby.  He stopped in front of the desk that hadn’t been there a few days ago.  “I’m Joey Bellini.  This is Jessica Parker.  I think you have a set of keys and some packages for us.”
 
   “You don’t mind if I check some ID, do you?”  The guard said.
 
   “Not at all.”  Joey turned to smile at Jess as he pulled out his wallet.  
 
   The guard inspected Joey’s ID and nodded.  “And the lady?” 
 
   Jess reached into her purse and pulled out her wallet, dropping the plastic bag of toothbrushes on the floor. She laid her ID out for the guard as Joey bent and picked up the plastic bag she’d dropped.
 
   The guard handed the new keys to Jess and the packages to Joey.  As they walked to the elevator, Joey handed her the bag he’d retrieved.  He could see that the bag contained toothbrushes, each in separate bags.  He also noticed that the bags had labels reading Jamie and Ben.
 
   “Don’t ask, because I’m not going to tell you.” Jess said as she took the bag and stuffed it back into her large purse, wondering how much he’d seen.
 
   They rode the elevator to the top floor.  Jess walked out and Joey followed her to her condo.  She unlocked the door and opened it, stood in the hall and looked around.  Of course, she thought, Ben would have had a cleaning crew come through.
 
   Joey had gone into the condo first and put the packages down in the living room.  “I’m supposed to make sure everything’s secure.”  He said as he took her hand.  “Come on, you need to see that no one’s here, everything is safe, and you’re secure.”  
 
   He left his gun in its holster, but she was sure it was there under his left arm.  She held his hand as they walked through the kitchen, the dining room, the bedrooms and the bathrooms.  They walked back into the living room, where they sat next to each other on the sofa.  Joey pushed the bags toward her.  
 
   There were two bags from the Louboutin store in West Hollywood.  She opened one bag and found a pair of deep red platform pumps with spikes.  She smiled, the Dafodile.  The second bag contained a replacement pair of her favorite Carlotas. She smiled as she ran her hand along the contrasting suede and patent leather.  She placed both pairs on the coffee table and looked at them.
 
   There was a third package which she just pushed aside.  She was sure it was from the DNA lab, and she’d open it when she was alone. Joey pushed the package back toward her.  
 
   She looked at him.  “That one’s personal.”
 
   Fine, so he wouldn’t press.  There had been something going on between them all day and he didn’t want to ruin whatever it was.  
 
   “Are you hungry?”  Joey asked her.  It was 3:00 in L.A., but they’d started the day on Kansas time.  It had been hours since they’d had brunch.
 
   “I could eat.  But we’ll have to go out, I’m sure anything I had in the fridge has been thrown out by Ben’s cleaning crew.”
 
   “It’s not a problem, I have Tito downstairs.  Let’s go out.”
 
   “Okay, let me change and freshen up.  We’re back in L.A. and I can’t go out without a face.”  
 
   “The one you have looks good to me.”
 
   She laughed.  “It’ll look better with some powder and mascara.”  
 
   “Fine.  Go change into a star.” He said laughingly.
 
   Jess picked up the unopened package and her purse, turned and went to her bedroom.  Joey pulled out his phone and dialed Ben.  
 
   “Yeah, she’s home.  Everything’s secure and we’re going to go grab something to eat.”
 
   Jess came out of the bedroom.  She was wearing skinny jeans and a deep red long sleeved t-shirt.  She sat on the sofa and put on her new shoes.
 
   “Those things don’t need some break-in time?” How the hell did she walk in them anyway?
 
   “No, Ben always gets the size right.  No break-in time needed.  Besides, we have a driver, there won’t be much walking involved.”
 
   Joey made sure the condo door was locked before they made their way to the elevators.  They both reached for the button.  Joey turned his head and gave her a look meant to tell her, that like opening the car door, it was his job.  Jess moved her hand and Joey pushed the button.  He’d overheard Ben tell Lane yesterday that she didn’t have to do everything for herself any more.  The Bellini men were old school in a modern world.  They wanted to take care of their women.  Take care of them as if, and because, they were the most cherished person on earth, not treat them as though they were helpless or insignificant.  He did a mental head shake.  Had he just thought of Jess Parker as his woman?  He smiled.  He sure had, and something about it just felt right.
 
   What was it with him Jess wondered.  Did he need to be in control of everything?  She smiled.  It sounded a bit like herself.  This could go one of two ways.  It could be a constant struggle for control or it could be a continuous dance of give and take.  Dancing, that’s what she’d been doing all afternoon. Dancing around the feelings she had for him.  She hadn’t had a relationship, well, ever.  She dated but she didn’t date anyone for long.  It was hard to keep someone at arm’s length for very long and even teenaged boys wanted a relationship to progress.  Although their idea of the next level was about sex and not emotions, it didn’t matter because she wasn’t giving an inch on either count.  When one of her friends thought she had some new insight and pointed out that she had daddy issues, she had responded by saying, “Some of us like our crazy.” Yes, she knew she had daddy issues and those issues were why she didn’t let a man get too close.  If you didn’t let them in, they couldn’t break your heart.  Joey Bellini had the potential of blasting through the wall.  Hell he’d already proven there was no lock that could keep him out if he wanted in.
 
   The elevator car arrived and they got in.  They looked at each other.  He smiled that Bellini smile.  She blinked those eyelashes.  He took a step toward her.  Another step and she’d be cornered.  She reached up and put her right hand on his chest. She lowered her eyelashes and looked up at him through them.  “I’m sorry about hitting you in the chest with the centerpiece last night. How is it?”
 
   He put his left hand over hers and took the last step forward.  “My bruise has a bruise now, but I’ll live.”
 
   She could feel his breath on her face as he spoke.  Thank God the elevator door opened. But Joey didn’t step away.  She tapped his chest with her fingers and inclined her head toward the door.  Still holding her hand, he turned and they walked out of the elevator.
 
   The guard nodded at them as they walked through the lobby.  Tito opened the limo door and Joey helped Jess in before getting in himself.  He gave Tito the name of a restaurant in Culver City and Tito closed the door.  
 
   He looked over at her and smiled. “I hope Chinese is okay.”  Then he reached over and took her hand.
 
   “Actually it’s perfect.  I love Chinese, and that’s one of my favorite restaurants.”
 
   During dinner they engaged in more small talk.
 
   “How soon do you leave for Europe?”
 
   “The end of November.”
 
   “Where are you filming and how long will you be gone?”
 
   “We’ll be filming in both the Ireland and Italy. I’m not sure how long we’ll be gone.  Jer – that’s my agent – said that the producers are thinking about filming all three movies at the same time.  They did it with Lord of the Rings.  It’s a risk in case the first film doesn’t do well at the box office, but if it does, it’s good because it reduces the time between the releases of the next two films.  It also means that I could be gone for over a year.”
 
   They were back in the limo, on the way to Jess’s condo, and he was holding her hand again when he began thinking, “What am I doing?”  He needed to get back to Vegas.  He had a casino to run.  Jess was leaving and she could be gone for a year or more. A lot could happen in a year.  Hell, a lot had happened in the past five days.
 
   They arrived at Jess’s condo and Joey told Tito to wait.  They walked through the lobby and, once again, rode the elevator up to the top floor.  Joey held Jess’s hand as he walked her to her door.  She unlocked the door and he bent and kissed her.  At first he brushed his lips gently against hers, but soon the kiss deepened and they were engaged in a serious lip-lock, still standing in the hallway.  He had intended to kiss her good-bye at the door and leave, but no, leaving was the last thing on his mind.
 
   Jess opened the door and pulled Joey into the condo.  Joey closed the door and pushed her back against it.  She was a planner, a thinker, but she wasn’t thinking right now.  Not about the fact that she’d be leaving in a few weeks; not about their complicated family dynamic; not even about their seven year age difference. When they had kissed Wednesday, she’d been acting and he’d been pretending to be Pauli and they had been performing for the paparazzi.  But now, there were no paparazzi and Jess wasn’t acting. 
 
   Joey had his hands on the door on either side of her and was kissing her neck as he whispered in Italian. “My sweet, Jess.”  He continued kissing her neck down one side to her collar bone and up the other side.  “My beautiful little fighter.”
 
   Jess ran her fingers through his hair.  “Joey?”
 
   “Hmm?”  He answered as he continued kissing her.
 
   She tugged at his hair.  “Joey?”
 
   He straightened and looked at her.  “What?”
 
   “I don’t understand Italian, remember?”
 
   “When we’re alone, you can understand Italian.”  He began kissing her again.  Her lips, her face, her lips, her eye lids, her lips.  “It’s a romance language, let me speak to you in the tongue of my ancestors.”
 
   It was difficult to argue with him when he presented it that way. She caught her breath.  “Quando siamo soli, posso comprendere Italiana.  But only when we’re alone.”  She replied.
 
   Joey’s cell phone buzzed.  He looked at the screen.  “I have to take this.”  He said as he kissed her quickly.  
 
   “Bellini.”  There was a pause.  “Yeah, later tonight.  I can stop in San Diego and pick up the whale.”  
 
   He ended the call and looked into her eyes, “Sorry.  I have to go.”  He said before kissing her again.
 
   The phone call had broken the spell and she was thinking again.  The call was obviously work related.  Joey had taken the last five days off to … to what … baby sit her?  Follow her around and play body guard.  She moved away from the door and opened it.  
 
   “Joey.  Thanks for taking the time off.”
 
   He bent and kissed her again.  “Believe me, it was my pleasure.  Jess?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I’ll call you.”
 
   “I’ll answer.”
 
   “I left something on the coffee table for you.  I have to go.”  He kissed her again and was out the door.
 
   She walked to the coffee table and found a jewelry box.  She opened it and pulled out a 14 karat gold trumpet on an 18” gold chain.
 
   W T F?
 
   
 
  

 
   Italian Translations
 
   Ha fatto un colpo per uccidere il mio abito:  She made a kill shot to my suit
 
   Benvenuti in famiglia:  welcome to the family
 
   Bella sposa, non ho mai visto Benito così felice:  Beautiful Bride, I’ve never seen my Benito so happy.
 
   Zio Sal, la bambina è in difficoltà:  Uncle Sal, the little girl is in trouble
 
   Lei è sotto la mia protezione. UN pazzo si sta insinuando la sua:  She is under my protection a madman is bothering her.
 
   Si, Io mi occuperò di esso:  Yes, I’ll take care of it
 
   È questo per me, non per lei:  It’s for me, not for her.
 
   Un Nipote :  A grandchild
 
   Sì, ho sentito il crazy uomo è morto:  yes I heard the crazy man is dead
 
   E la bambina è sicuro L'angelo e sicuri:  And the girl is safe The angel is safe
 
   Pronto. Spiegare:  Explain immediately.
 
   VOGLIO più soldi o devo dire che hai ordinato Benson morto.  I want more money or I’ll say you ordered the hit on Benson.
 
   La felicità sempre:  Happiness always
 
   Il vostro debito è ora nelle mani della bambina:  Your debt is now in the 
 
   Quando siamo soli, posso comprendere Italiana:  When we’re alone I can understand Italian.
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Kate answers your questions
 
   So, now you know the answer to the question I got so often from people who read the preview for Directing Disaster.  Yes, Lane is pregnant.  So now for the next question:  is Jamie Ben’s son and if so how?  Well, you’ll have to wait for the next book, Just a Few Broken Rules to find out.  In it, you’ll also get to know Jess’s co-star, Gabe Greer.  
 
  
 
  


 
   Preview Lane’s next adventure
 
   A Few Broken Rules
 
   Ben was in his office, thinking about Jury selection which was set to start next week, when his cell phone rang.  It was 1:00 p.m. and once again, he’d worked though lunch.
 
   “Bellini.”
 
   “Dad?  I think I need a lawyer.” 
 
   “Bambino?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “Coach is dead and I’m afraid they’re going to think I killed him.”  Jamie whispered.
 
   “Don’t worry, everything’s going to be fine.  Don’t say anything else to anyone.  Don’t eat or drink anything and don’t touch anything.  I’m on my way.” He ended the call. 
 
   Jamie sat in the principal’s office waiting for Ben.  He was surrounded by authority figures, but he wasn’t behaving in typical teenager fashion.  He wasn’t intimidated as he sat there quietly.  Ben told him not to talk to anyone and so the only thing he’d said since he hung up the phone was, “My Dad’s on his way.”  He hadn’t had anything to eat or drink and had kept his hands to himself just as Ben had instructed.  
 
   Detective Duncan was hovering over him.  “Jamison, we just want you to answer some simple questions about how you happened to find Coach Ferguson.”
 
   There was a knock at the door.  The secretary opened the door.  “Jamison’s father is here.”
 
   Ben walked into the room and was followed by Sal Luciano.  Detective Duncan turned and saw the two lawyers both of whom he recognized.  “Great, we have the lawyers.  Where’s the Dad?” 
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