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CHAPTER ONE

 

“The key is not to leave them on the grill too long,” Jim Moreau explained to his brother while carefully flipping over a marinated breast of chicken. “Otherwise they’ll dry out. Then I get to watch all of you eat them with fake smiles on your faces because you’re too polite to tell me they’re overdone.”

It was a flawless Saturday afternoon in early June for a cookout. The sky was a deep blue without a hint of clouds, and a subtle breeze underscored the temperate climate. Jim and Sara Moreau lived on a quiet suburban road, and like many in their small town, took pride in their home and yard. Jim had spent the previous evening mowing the lush green lawn accented by small flowerbeds bordering the property lines. A pair of properly spaced oak trees he had planted years ago now provided ample shade. Both were ringed with freshly spread bark mulch, and the scent of it could be detected above the herb marinade smoking out of his new gas grill.

“Since when have I ever been polite to you?” Tom Moreau asked in a sharp sarcastic tone.

“Usually when Andrea's around,” Jim retorted as he subtly mimicked cracking a whip. “Your wife handles you pretty well.”

“Says you.”

“No, I'm pretty sure she brought the whip with her today,” Jim replied with a sly grin. “The big bull whip with the wooden handle.”

“I'd make some clever comeback, but I'd rather play it smart and be polite to the cook. Don’t need any trips to the ER with Salmonella.”

“Please,” Jim sneered. “The last time I sent you to the ER was when you were seven and I broke your arm.”

“In two places,” Tom added with a wince.

“Hey, it was my job to straighten out a whiny brat of a little brother.”

“Funny how that crap stopped after I got a badge.”

Jim grimaced as he continued to flip the chicken. He was actually happy that after several years as a police detective, his younger brother could still keep his language in check around the family. The moment that the word crap turned into its obscene cousin, he would know that the daily grind as a city detective had worn on him too much.

Jim and Tom paused to watch their children play in the yard. Jim’s older boys were chasing their younger cousins around the flowerbeds.

“I still can't understand how you keep the grass from wearing out,” Tom finally said after watching the kids complete a couple of laps. “My yard's a disaster, no matter how much water and fertilizer I throw on it.”

“The boys really don’t spend that much time playing here anymore,” Jim replied. “Between little league baseball and soccer, our grass gets far less abuse these days. I first noticed it right after I took the swing set down. It was amazing how much easier it got to keep the lawn alive.”

“I’ve got a while to go before my swing set comes down.”

“Yeah, but you have a couple of girls. That’s got to be different. I figure my two boys did the damage of ten girls when they were younger.”

“You'd be surprised. But I think I’ll be paying a different price when they get older.”

Jim grinned and mockingly sighed. “Glad I didn’t have girls.”

“So you always say,” Tom said and then looked over to Jim’s wife, Sara. She had his youngest daughter on her lap as she talked with Andrea. “So, how’s Sara been doing with it all?”

“You could ask her yourself you know.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Coward,” Jim jokingly said with a grin.

“So, I feel a little weird about bringing this kind of stuff up.”

“Stuff? It’s pronounced hys-ter-ec-to-my.”

“Yeah, well it's the sort of stuff people don't casually bring up in the course of a normal conversation.”

Jim stopped poking at the chicken and gave Tom an incredulous look. “So, this is you not casually bringing it up in a normal conversation?”

“We're brothers. Our conversations aren’t normal because we're family.”

“Oh, so your sister-in-law is--”

“It's not something I feel comfortable talking to any woman about, okay?” Tom interrupted.

“Not comfortable? With what you deal with everyday?”

“It's not the same.”

“So, you'd rather deal with a brutal crime scene?”

Tom emphatically nodded. “Oh, yes.”

“Well, that woman is the same sister-in-law you’ve shared your gruesome crime stories with for years. I think she can handle a little hysterectomy talk.”

“Will you stop this?”

“Will you grow up?”

“Hey, I figured out a long time ago that you’re never going to let me.”

Jim chuckled. “Got that right.”

“So,” Tom continued undaunted. “From a brother who can’t bring himself to talk to his sister-in-law about--”

“She’s fine,” Jim mercifully interrupted. “So far, the hormone treatment has gone well for her. She’s been back to her normal self for a while now. The scar is the only thing that really bothers her, especially since bathing suit season is upon us.”

“I thought you said the incision wasn’t really that big?”

Jim rolled his eyes. “I learned pretty quick that any incision that leaves a scar is always too big.”

Tom smiled and hesitated, carefully considering his next words. “So, she’s not, um--”

“No, Tom,” Jim again interrupted. “Two boys are plenty enough for us. Besides, we’re at an age when we'd probably call it quits anyway. We're both okay with that. I’m just happy they took care of the situation before it really got dangerous for her.”

“Yeah,” Tom replied with a nod. They stood and looked at the smoke rising from the grill for a while. Their thoughts were interrupted by the door opening behind them.

“Hey!” a voice called out from the sliding door behind them. “Done burning up our dinner yet?” 

“Well, it's about time,” Tom scoffed.

“The smell must have brought him over,” Jim added.

“Sorry guys, got tied up with a 9-1-1 toilet clog,” Alex explained as he stepped out onto the deck with his wife Marie and daughter Janie in tow.

“Hey, Marie,” Jim greeted as he gave her a hug.

“Hey, sorry we’re late,” Marie replied as Jim released his embrace. “He’s on call today.”

“Cousins don’t rate for handshakes anymore?” Alex protested.

Tom looked suspiciously at Alex’s hands. “Um, you said that was a toilet clog?”

“I still wear those things called gloves, the really big industrial kind,” Alex said with a laugh. “I even wash my hands once in a while.”

“I’ll risk it,” Jim joked as he shook his hand.

“Plumbers,” Tom sneered as he took his turn.

“Not for long,” Alex replied with a wide smile as he shook hands.

“But still too long for me,” Marie interjected.

Jim looked to Alex’s seven year-old daughter, Janie, who was quietly watching from the doorway. She was Marie’s daughter from her first marriage and was always fond of Jim. Her face beamed as she met Jim’s smile.

“Hi sweetie,” Jim said as he gave her a big hug. “You keep getting prettier every time I see you.”

Janie drank in the attention as she customarily rubbed noses with Jim. “I scored two goals this morning!”

“Awesome!” Jim bellowed. “Sorry I had to miss it.”

“That’s okay, we lost anyway.”

“I’d still watch even if you lost.”

“But she was the top scorer,” Alex added.

“How many again?” Jim asked.

“Two!” Janie exclaimed with a big grin.

“Great!” Jim replied. “The other kids are running around in the yard, so once you’re done playing you'll have to tell me all about the game.”

“Okay, Uncle Jim.” Janie then bolted to the nearest activity of kids.

“Uncle Jim, you should have one of your own,” Alex commented.

Marie shot off a cold look to Alex who failed to notice it. Despite his best effort to conceal his reaction, Jim’s expression dropped ever so slightly. Alex missed it, but Tom and Marie didn’t.

“I’ll just work my way over to say hello to those other two gorgeous women over there,” Alex continued and started walking away. “Keep an eye on that grill!”

“Extra crispy, right?” Jim retorted. Marie patted him on his shoulder as she passed by to follow Alex.

“Thought it wasn’t a big deal?” Tom finally asked as Jim opened the grill to remove the chicken.

Jim paused and attempted to act confused. “What?”

“Will you stop the BS.”

Jim grimaced. “The what?”

“Oh please, like I haven’t dealt with anything better than that sorry attempt at deflection.”

Jim didn’t reply as he continued to remove the chicken. Tom finally pressed further. “I’d be the detective around here, remember?”

Jim took the last breast of chicken off the grill, shut it off, and reached down to the LP tank to turn off the valve. He finally replied in a lower tone as he stood up. “Look, can we talk about this later? I’ve got to serve this up.”

Tom nodded and replied in a soft tone. “Later then.”

Jim picked up the platter of chicken and walked it over to a table that was already overflowing with food. He managed to clear enough of a space to put the platter down.

“We’re ready here,” Tom announced.

“Kids! Dinner!” Jim yelled out to the yard. The weaving and chasing instantly stopped, and like a herd of animals they turned in unison back to the deck.

“Plates and silverware are over there and drinks are in the cooler,” Sara announced and pointed as everyone came together. “The red cooler is for the adult drinks.”

“I’ll say grace and we can dig in,” Jim announced as everyone got quiet. Jim bowed his head. “Lord, we thank you for this wonderful day and for everyone’s company. Please bless this food and our time together. Amen.”

“Nice quick blessing,” Tom commented to Jim in a quiet snide tone as the kids charged the food table.

“Gets us to the food faster,” Jim retorted and noticed disorder building around the food table. “Hey, boys, let the girls go first!”

“You could at least come up with a blessing that's a little less of a cliche.”

Jim replied with a dismissive smirk.

Alex threaded through the kids to join Jim and Tom. “So, Sara looks like she’s still doing well.”

“Yeah,” Jim agreed. “She's doing fine.”

Alex took a quick look over to Sara before he leaned in with a sly grin. “Yeah, she looks amazing. Comes through it all like a trooper and she can still pass for thirty. Now you can have all the worry free sex you want, you lucky dog.”

“Starting in a little early on me today?” Jim warily asked.

“Well, partner, that’s the way it’s going to be pretty soon,” Alex said with a wink.

“Alex, can you please take care of Janie’s dinner?” Marie called out from the other side of the deck before Jim could fire off his retort.

“Yeah, got it, honey,” Alex replied as he went to retrieve a plate in the throng of kids.

“Our cousin is an idiot,” Tom quietly blurted to Jim.

“You’re just noticing that?” Jim replied with a subdued laugh.

“You’re sure about starting this thing up with him?” Tom asked in a slightly concerned tone.

Jim’s smile faded. “Five years ago we got our old Alex back. He’s never worked so hard to pull his life back together and keep it there. I think he’s ready to move on to even better things. Besides, I’ve been ready to ditch the corporate world for a while now.”

Tom nodded. “You know I’m okay with it.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Just checking.”

After politely waiting for everyone to serve themselves, Jim finally put his own plate together and found a seat next to Sara. As he sat, he looked over to see Tom putting a piece of chicken in his mouth. Tom caught his eye, started chewing, and allowed a polite smile. Jim rolled his eyes and Tom started laughing.

“What are you guys going on about now?” Sara asked.

“Salmonella,” Tom blurted through his chewing.

“Food critics,” Jim quipped in reply.

“The boys are at it again,” Andrea chided while shooting a glare to Tom. She then turned back to Jim. “The chicken is outstanding, Jim. Don’t listen to him.”

“You know better,” Jim replied.

“I agree, great job,” Marie added.

“Nice one, Jim,” Alex remarked. “You got all the female sympathy now.”

“Are you sure you actually want to work with this guy?” Marie teasingly asked.

“Compared to who I work around now?” Jim moaned in reply.

“When will the lease be ready?” Tom asked.

“Still a couple weeks off,” Jim replied. “First we have to get certification from two more manufacturers.”

“That’s what’s holding up the bank loan,” Alex added, now sounding more serious. “The bank won’t act until we get licensed to resell the products, and without the loan we can’t sign the lease. Sort of a domino thing.”

“With lots of zeros on the loan,” Jim continued. “Along with verification of collateral.”

Sara sat silently through the exchange, trying to ignore the unsettling details of their house being used as collateral. After twelve years working at a stagnant company, Jim was ready to move onto something different. The level of excitement in his eyes was evident every time he talked about moving on. He had endured many years of drudgery at a company that hardly knew he existed, and offered little advancement potential in return. Sara's part time job at the town’s clerk’s office would help them through the lean time of start-up, as the earning potential of the new business would be slowly realized. It was risky. It was uncertain. They were stepping out into unfamiliar terrain. Both had faith in God that their efforts would be rewarded. They considered themselves hard and honest workers who deserved it. 

 

* *

“Do you want this saved?” Tom asked Jim as he pointed to the table cloth. The party was over and Tom had stayed behind to help Jim clean up. Andrea had earlier gone home with the girls because their youngest was overdue for her nap.

“No, that’s disposable,” Jim replied. “Are you working tomorrow?”

“Yeah, full shift,” Tom replied as he took the table cloth off. “For the third Sunday in a row.”

“I've always liked having my weekends with the company job, but that's going to change once I start the new business.”

“Welcome to the real world,” Tom said as Jim scraped the muck off the grill surface. “So, what was up with you earlier? You know with Janie?”

“Ah, no big deal. Just a weird thing I’ve been dealing with lately.”

“Sounds like this could be interesting,” Tom replied while helping out by emptying the nearby trash barrel.

“More bizarre than interesting.”

“Well, that’s even better,” Tom said with a devious grin. “Now you have my undivided attention.”

Jim continued to scrape as he thought more about what he was going to say. Tom patiently waited as he finished tying up the garbage bag he removed from the trash barrel. Jim stopped scraping and turned to Tom. “Have you ever thought what it would be like to have a son?”

“Sure, it comes up once in a while.”

“Ever regret not having one?”

“Is this about you not having daughters?”

“That’s what I thought at first.”

“At first? So, how long have you been thinking about this?”

Jim paused as he began scraping again. After a moment of thought, he reluctantly continued. “This whole thing’s going to sound really out there.”

“What, regret over not having any daughters?” Tom asked. “Come on Jim, Janie’s a real cutie and she’s really attached to you. What’s so strange about her bringing up these sorts of thoughts after what happened with Sara?”

“I think it might be a little more than that.”

“Look, you can have my two after they become teenagers. That should drive out any regrets.”

Jim smiled. “Maybe I should have put it differently. It’s all so confusing and hard for me to accurately express.”

“So just say what you're really thinking. I already know you’re a nut-job, so nothing you’re going to say will make it any worse.”

“We'll see,” Jim pensively replied. “It’s something that came over me a couple of weeks ago. I can’t think of anything specific that would have triggered it, and I’m pretty certain that it wasn’t what Sara was going through. I just woke up one morning and started to feel, well, like something was missing. Not something I wished was there, but something that was, well, always supposed to be there. I couldn’t even begin to understand it until a couple of days later when I saw Janie. She gave me her usual big hug and then that odd feeling rushed into my mind again. It was something about her, but, um, not about her specifically. Then today Alex made that comment that Janie should have been mine, and that’s when it really hit me.”

“Are you saying that Janie’s really--”

“No, no! Oh, please don't even go there.”

Tom sighed in relief. “Wow, that would have been a friggin’ big skeleton tumbling out of what I always thought was a fairly clean closet.”

“No,” Jim chuckled. “This isn’t about skeletons.”

“So, you want a daughter?”

“No, it’s more than that, but not that. It's so confusing. I just can’t put it into words.”

“I can.” Tom smiled. “Two words, actually. Midlife crisis.”

“Oh, no,” Jim moaned. “You're not going there with this!”

“Why? You obviously already have.”

“A little on the early side, don’t you think?”

“Early forties? Right on time. Look, you'll be fine if you just keep it about daughter regret and off the pretty college coeds. And don’t even think about anything younger because I don’t want to have to arrest you. Having an older brother who's a sex offender is a career-ender.”

“You're starting to scare me.”

“Hey, joking. Lighten up!”

“Yeah, sorry.” Jim sighed. “I guess this new business venture has me wound a little too tight.”

“Have you told Sara about this?”

“Seriously? That would be a big no. She'd probably take me right to a therapist.”

“Or worse. I wouldn’t say anything to her, either. Give it time and it'll pass.”

Tom’s last words hung in the air as a chilly breeze caused them both to shudder. Jim looked to the horizon to see a distant formation of clouds overtaking the blue sky.

“The weathermen might be right,” Jim said.

“We could use some rain.”

“They said evening thunderstorms.”

“Hope my girls are asleep before then or it’s going to be crowded in our bed tonight.”




CHAPTER TWO

 

A cool wind reached out ahead of a menacing formation of dark thunderheads, which swallowed up a vivid crimson sunset. Jim reclined in his spacious master bedroom and wearily watched the TV news crawler. It announced a severe thunderstorm warning for their area at the bottom of a police procedural. The flat screen TV was muted so he could concentrate on the information slowly moving by. Sara readied herself for bed in the adjoining master-bathroom. They recently had it redone, which increased their closet space to accommodate Sara's increasing wardrobe.

“Any tornado activity?” Sara asked as she emerged from the bathroom in a long, lightweight tee-shirt. It clung to her petite frame in such an alluring way that it quickly pulled Jim's attention from the news crawl. He had not seen her dress that way in several months. Despite his occasional protests, she typically hid her comely body under baggy nightwear.

“Watches posted but no warnings. Looks like we're going to get hammered by a squall-line.”

“I hope the boys are asleep already,” Sara replied as she put her dirty clothes in the hamper.

Jim shut off the television and carefully placed the remote on his nightstand. A flash of lightning leaked through the drawn shades and he counted to five before hearing a deep rolling thunderclap.

“Five, but closing,” Jim said as he watched Sara finish up with the hamper. A grin surfaced as he ogled her.

“Oh, great,” Sara lamented as she noticed Jim's yearning gaze. “What is it about having company over that brings on these notions?”

“I think it's more about that sexy tee shirt you hardly wear anymore,” Jim beckoned in a suggestive tone. Sara got into bed and pulled up the blanket on their king-size bed. “It shows off your gorgeous legs, among other things I haven't seen in a while.”

Sara laughed as she carefully moved Jim's hand back to his side, which had strayed onto her leg. “You know the minute we start something a clap of thunder will drive Dylan in here.”

“I think he can handle--” Jim was abruptly interrupted by an intense flash of lightning that reflected off the walls of their room. He cringed and waited for the ensuing boom of thunder. A sharp crack quickly followed. They both sat and watched their bedroom door, expecting it to fly open at any second. A few seconds passed and nothing happened.

“Not bad,” Sara said with a satisfied grin. “He must be pretty tired tonight.”

“So, maybe the odds look better?” Jim carefully asked.

“Let's not get ahead of the storm,” Sara rebutted as another flash of lightning leaked into their bedroom. The ensuing clap of thunder arrived sooner and louder.

“This storm is going to ruin my night,” Jim muttered in frustration.

“I'm a bit too tired anyway.”

Jim rolled his eyes. “Oh, please don't tease me and then say you're too tired.”

“Honestly, I'm just not really feeling up to it.”

Jim sighed. “Is it, you know, about that? Because I thought you already moved on from the procedure.”

Sara scowled and started her reply, but was interrupted by their telephone ringing.

“Great,” Jim seethed. “If it's not the storm, it's the phone!”

“It's ten-thirty. Who would be calling?”

Jim reached for their cordless phone and looked at the caller ID. “Out-of-area.”

“No number?”

“None. Just out-of-area.”

“Maybe you ought to answer.”

“I'll let it go to the machine.”

“What if it's something important?”

“Then I'll just pick up,” Jim replied as he got out of bed and walked over to the digital answering machine on his dresser. “Anyone we know is going to show on caller ID anyway.”

After the fourth ring, the answering machine picked up. The cute voice of their youngest son, Dylan announced that they were not available and to please leave a message. There was a beep, a pause, and then a click.

“See, probably just a survey or something.”

“At this time of night?”

“Hey, I don't--” Jim was cut off by a flash and house shaking boom. The lights flickered and the sound of footsteps soon charged to their door.

“Come in, Dylan.”

 

* *

The sun was shining past the gaps in the shades, illuminating the master bedroom in a dim radiance. Jim and Sara were still asleep. Dylan was tucked away in a sleeping bag on the floor beside their bed.

The phone rang, which startled Jim out of his light sleep. It sent him bolting upright. Sara soon followed. Jim turned to the clock and then reached for the phone on his nightstand.

“Seven o'clock?” Sara groaned as she rolled over.

“It's our pal out-of-area again,” Jim replied in a moan.

“Just answer it.”

“It's probably one of those stupid robot calls,” Jim protested. “If I answer, it will open a floodgate of those survey calls on us later.”

“Who is it?” Dylan whined from his sleeping bag as the phone continued to ring.

“Nothing, honey,” Sara replied. “We're letting it go to the machine.”

They waited for the answering machine to finish the outgoing message. Dylan let out a giggle as it played. He had recorded that message a year earlier and was always entertained when he heard it. The message ended and there was a pause. Instead of a hangup, a timid young female voice cleared her throat.

“Um, look. I know you don’t want to talk to me right now but I just wanted to let you know I’m okay. I’ll try back later when you’re ready to talk. And who is that on the machine?”

Jim and Sara exchanged bemused looks as the answering machine beeped at the end.

“Who was that?” Dylan asked from underneath his sleeping bag.

“Wrong number,” Jim replied as he rose out of bed. “Might as well get a little earlier start to our Sunday.”

“No excuse now for being late for church,” Sara said as she opened the shade behind their headboard.

“Aw, come on!” Dylan protested as he turned away and brought the sleeping bag over his face.

 

* *

They went to Sunday service at a local Bible church that they had attended for many years. The boys grew up in their Sunday school programs, and although they had outgrown most of the outdated material, they still found it appealing enough to hold their interests. Kevin was involved in the middle school program which offered many fun activities to keep him occupied, and out of trouble.

Pastor Tim was their beloved long-time leader who was adept at consistently delivering an uplifting sermon. No matter how troubled anyone's life was walking in, their genial old pastor had a gift to ease their apprehensions. He was a master of the positive, and was commonly consulted by local business leaders for his inspiring motivational speaking. Despite his obvious motivational talents, and potential to be marketed in a larger commercial role, his heart was always with his tastefully decorated church in an unremarkable suburban town.

Pastor Tim was also adept at ending services in time for lunch, which actually pleased his congregation the most.

“Wash your hands,” Sara demanded as they entered through their attached garage. It was a common request after returning from somewhere, which usually left Jim secretly rolling his eyes over her slightly obsessive conduct. As they scattered to the bathrooms, Jim walked upstairs to get out of his suit. He peered over to the answering machine to make sure there were no new messages. The
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