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Every day, every minute, in a thousand homes and cities around the world, children are being molested.

They are at the mercy of their predators, who stalk them like prey; they are overwhelmed by what is happening, too frightened and intimidated to fight back.

And every night, thousands of children like the little boy in my story suffer silently under fear of death.

God will take care of the predators.

It is up to us to speak for their victims.

In my small way, by telling this story, I am shouting aloud for the world to pay attention—for people not to look away.

For everyone who ever suffered in silence and for all the children who never made it home—this book is for you.
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One



Bordelaise, Louisiana, May

Moonlight coming through the thin veil of curtains cast a pale yellow glow on the sweat-slicked bodies of the couple in the four-poster bed.

The woman’s long dark hair spilled across the pillow beneath her head, while the man’s hair, still damp from an earlier shower, glistened in the moonlight.

Her legs were locked around his waist.

His hands were braced on either side of her body.

The intensity of their lovemaking was, as always, made all the sweeter because their time together was so brief. But the briefness of their interlude was not because this was a secretive affair. J.R. and Katie Earle were married, and to each other. It was his job that kept them apart.

A single bead of sweat ran from J.R.’s hair and down the middle of his back, but he didn’t feel it. The only thing on his mind was how good it felt to be making slow, sweet love to Katie.

Their bodies rocked in perfect rhythm—the kind that true partners know—meeting each other thrust for thrust as the heat between them grew. Like dancers caught in the spotlight of moonglow, their bodies moved in graceful passion.

It wasn’t until Katie began to moan and her body began to tremble that J.R. lost his own control. He gave up and gave in, spilling his seed deep inside her in wave after wave of helpless ecstasy.

Katie was still shaking from the rocket ride of her climax when J.R. buried his face against the side of her neck and then covered her face with kisses.

“Ah, God…Katie…so good. So good. You don’t know how I miss you when I’m gone.”

Katie shuddered on a sigh as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

“I love you so much,” she said softly.

J.R.’s heart skipped. That was a vow that never got old.

“I love you, too, baby,” he said softly, then pulled her to him and closed his eyes.

 

Like all married couples, their lives weren’t perfect. Katie would have been happier if J.R.’s job didn’t take him away from home, if they could be together every night, like most of the other families in Bordelaise. It wasn’t the best of situations, but his job was too good to give up, and until now, they’d had no other options.

What Katie didn’t know was that this weekend, J.R. had come with a secret. Macklan Brothers Oil had just given him a promotion that would mean he’d be home every night. All they had to do was move to New Orleans and their lives would be perfect.

But there was a kink yet to be ironed out. J.R. knew how attached his wife was to this town and this house, and how fragile she had been emotionally since her parents’ deaths.

Katie’s parents had lived in Bordelaise all their lives until J.R. and Katie got married. That was when they’d deeded their little house to the newlyweds as a wedding present and moved to New Orleans, and that was where they were living when their grandson, Bobby, was born. Just before his second birthday, Hurricane Katrina hit. Communication ground to a halt. Cell phones didn’t work. People who’d been evacuated became separated from their families. Hundreds upon hundreds of people were unaccounted for. And Katie’s parents were among them.

The days of not knowing had turned into weeks of pure misery before their bodies were finally found, floating in what had once been the attic of their home.

If it hadn’t been for J.R. and the knowledge that she had to stay strong for the child who needed her, Katie would have lost her mind.

They’d gotten through the tragedy together, even though there were still times when the knowledge of how her parents had died threatened to overwhelm her. But the familiarity of Bordelaise, and the comfort of living in her childhood home, had been a buffer against the pain.

J.R. knew she hated being apart from him as much as he did her, but he was afraid to tell her about the promotion, and uncertain how she was going to feel about moving to the city of her nightmares.

It was that very fear that had kept him from blurting out his news the moment he’d walked in, and it was still that fear that kept him silent as they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

 

On the other side of town, the window-unit air conditioner on the south wall of Newton Collins’s trailer house vibrated noisily as it wheezed out intermittent puffs of cool air. The living room where Newt was sitting was dark, as were most of the other homes in Bordelaise. But that was as it should be, considering it was after midnight. The only other sound in the room was the steady slapping sound of flesh against flesh as Newt pumped his erection with rock-solid rhythm.

His lips were slack, his gaze locked on the flickering light of his computer screen, which showed the innocent faces of the pretty little boys cavorting on a trampoline. That the little boys were nude was just icing on the cake.

Outside, a passing car suddenly backfired, jarring Newt’s concentration. Afraid he would lose his erection, he tugged harder, which distracted his vibe even more. Despite his best efforts, his cock finally went limp. He groaned, then cursed. Now he either spent a night with frustrated dreams, or got up and did something about it.

Even though he was reluctant to leave the comfort of his trailer for the muggy heat of a Louisiana night, he could no more control the urge for satisfaction than he could understand why only pretty little boys got him off.

He dragged himself up from his recliner and began to dress. One positive note about being forty-seven years old and attracted only to little boys was that he didn’t need to worry much about his appearance. Women would have been put off by his paunch, narrow-set green eyes and brown, thinning hair. He knew his chin was receding and his nose was too large for his face, but he didn’t care. He had no interest in attracting women. They didn’t attract him. Why bother to fight it?

By the time he was reaching for his shoes, he was already getting amped just thinking about what came next. He palmed his car keys and headed out the door.

There was an all-night quick stop near the middle of town, and from there it was only two blocks to J.R. and Katie Earle’s house. However, he had no interest in the couple who lived there, other than to make sure they didn’t know about his midnight runs. For Newt, it was their seven-year-old little boy, Bobby, who was the draw.

But he had to be careful to just look and not touch. He had done time in the California justice system for child molestation, but after leaving the state a few years earlier, he had managed to slip under the radar by keeping his hands to and on himself. His job as a bus mechanic for the Bordelaise School District was the perfect environment for a man with his particular tastes. He was getting paid for a specific skill with engines, with an added bonus of free looks at an endless array of little boys in the school right next door.

Once outside, he broke into an instant sweat from the heat and humidity, and promised himself that when he got to Pinky’s Get and Go, he’d buy himself a good, cold Pepsi, and maybe a Snickers bar to go with it. Nothing wrong with adding a little caffeine to the titillation he was seeking.

He got into his truck and started the engine, then quickly switched on the air-conditioning as he drove out of Walker’s Trailer Park. Just thinking about Bobby Earle upped his pulse.

When he got to Pinky’s, he parked off to the side of the building, away from the single streetlight, and walked inside. As usual, Pinky Barton was behind the counter.

Pinky owned the store and worked the night shift. His wife, Tina, worked the day shift. They attributed their forty-year marriage to the fact that the only time they crossed paths was coming and going from the store.

“How’s it going?” Pinky asked, as Newt walked inside.

“Good enough. Couldn’t sleep, though,” Newt said, as he took a cold bottle of Pepsi from the cooler. He stopped on the way back to the checkout counter and grabbed a can of Vienna sausages.

“Yeah, I hear ya,” Pinky said. “Damn heat and humidity. Ain’t good for nothin’ but skeeters and gators.”

Newt didn’t have an argument for that.

The yellow tint of neon lights behind the counter reflected off Pinky’s bald head as Newt set his cold pop and canned meat on the counter.

“Add a candy bar to that,” Newt said, as he flipped a ten-dollar bill onto the counter, chose a Snickers off the shelf beside the register, tore the end off the wrapper and took a big bite while he waited for his change.

“Take it easy,” Pinky said, as Newt stuffed the change in his pocket and headed for the door.

“You, too,” Newt said, and walked back toward his truck.

But he didn’t get in. He cast a quick glance around the area, making sure none of the local cop cars were cruising nearby, then disappeared into the shadows. By the time he got to the street where the Earles lived, he’d finished his candy and was downing the last of his pop. He paused on the sidewalk, giving the neighborhood the once-over. All the house lights were out except for a second-story window down the block.

Newt knew who lived there and that the presence of an upstairs light posed no threat. That was Carlton Weaver’s house. Old Carl was a widower with a penchant for women with big boobs. If the light was on, that meant Carl was still up watching the Playboy Channel, which meant he wouldn’t give a shit about what was going on outside his house.

Newt glanced up and down the empty streets one last time, then took it as a sign it was time to make his move into the alley that ran behind the Earles’ white frame house.

A few yards down, he tossed the empty pop bottle and candy wrapper into a trash can, then popped the top on the can of Vienna sausages. He knew the scent was going to reach the dog in the next backyard before he did, just like he also knew that the routine he’d fostered would keep Old Sounder from barking.

Sure enough, as he moved toward the back of the fence, he heard the dog whine in anticipation.

“Hey, boy,” he whispered, then paused long enough to dump the meat into the yard.

The old hunting dog was still licking his lips when Newt lifted the lid on the garbage can to dispose of the tin, then ducked behind a hedge and into the Earles’ backyard.

Their one-story house was dark except for a dim yellow light coming from the bedroom window on the south side. His heartbeat accelerated, knowing that butter-yellow glow came from a teddy bear night-light in Bobby’s room. He would not have been interested in the fact that J.R. had been making love to his wife in the bedroom on the other side of the house, or that he was being watched by a pair of barn owls up in the tree above his head. His entire focus was on getting to that window.

He could hear the steady hum of the air-conditioning unit near the back door, as well as the familiar night sounds of singing crickets and tree frogs. By the time he got to Bobby’s window, he had the beginnings of another erection. Hoping that the shade had not been pulled, he stepped behind a pair of lush pink azalea bushes in full bloom and peered into the window, then ran his hand down the front of his pants.

Ahh.

The sheers were pulled back and the shade was more than halfway up, giving Newt an unobstructed view into the room. He could see the little boy’s dark, tousled hair against the white of the pillowcase, and one bare arm sticking out from under the covers. He smiled, seeing the brown, floppy teddy bear Bobby clutched beneath his arm. Newt once had one just like that, which strengthened his connection to the child even more.

Anxious to get down to business, he began masturbating, using the fantasy connection to the child as his high.

When the climax came upon him, he groaned and slumped forward—farther than he’d meant to, hitting his shoulder against the side of the house so hard that it rattled the window.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he muttered, as he frantically pushed himself back from the wall, then looked up.

To his shock, Bobby Earle was sitting up in bed and staring at him through the curtains with a wide-eyed, panicked expression on his face.

Newt didn’t know that to Bobby, the face appeared to be that of a monster—a monster that was surely coming through his window. For a few frantic seconds they stared at each other. The frightened tears running down Bobby’s face gave Newt a new kind of high, but when he saw the little boy’s mouth suddenly open wide, he knew enough to run before the scream that came afterward. And he did run.

Out of the yard.


Down the alley.

Out onto the sidewalk.

Down the street to his truck, which was still parked in the shadows at Pinky’s Get and Go.

By the time he got back to the trailer park, he was fairly confident he’d gotten away without being seen. He crawled into bed and quickly fell asleep, unconcerned about the chaos he’d created.

 

“Mommmeee! Mommmeee. Help! Help!”

Katie was awake and running out of the bedroom almost before her eyes were open. The screams coming from her son’s bedroom had nearly stopped her heart. J.R. was right behind her, scared half out of his mind. They burst into Bobby’s room within seconds of each other.

J.R. turned on the light just as Bobby came up from his bed and leaped into Katie’s arms. Katie staggered from the impact, and they would have tumbled to the floor together if J.R. hadn’t caught them.

“We’re here, honey…we’re here,” Katie soothed, as Bobby’s arms snaked around her neck, his little hands fisted in the tangled length of her hair. She turned around and sat down on the side of the bed with him still in her lap. “What’s wrong? Did you have a bad dream?” she asked.

“No! No!” he sobbed, burying his face against her neck. “The monster! The monster! He was coming in my window to get me!”

J.R. looked toward the window and frowned. It sounded like a bad dream, but Bobby’d had bad dreams before without this kind of frantic reaction.

Like J.R., Katie glanced toward the window. She didn’t see any shadows, or anything that would have made him think of monsters. All she saw was darkness between the sheers on either side of the window. It was then she realized they hadn’t drawn the shades.

“I’m sure you were just dreaming,” she crooned, rocking him where they sat.

But Bobby wasn’t having any of it.

“No, Mama, no,” he sobbed. “I saw him. I heard him. He was coming in my window!”

J.R. frowned. Heard him?

“What did you hear, son?”

“A thump. A really loud thump. It woke me up. When I looked at the window, the monster was looking in at me.”

Katie gasped and looked up at her husband, but he was already ahead of her.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, and left the room on the run.

Katie heard the sound of his footsteps as he ran through the house, heard him open a drawer in the kitchen where the flashlight was kept and then the slam of the back door as he went out. She didn’t think he would find anything, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

“Daddy’s going to look,” she said softly. “Everything’s going to be all right, okay? You know Mama and Daddy won’t let anyone or anything hurt you ever…right?”

Bobby nodded, but he wasn’t turning her loose, and he wasn’t lying down. Not until Daddy came back with word that the monster was gone.

 

J.R. cleared the back porch steps in two leaps and began circling the house. The grass was damp against his feet as he ran through the shadows. The hum of the air conditioner was almost drowned out by the thunder of his own heartbeat. He didn’t even notice that the yard had gone silent, that the crickets and tree frogs had stopped their midnight chorus.

He reached the south side of the house within seconds. Light spilled out from Bobby’s window onto the lawn in an oblong patch. He swung the flashlight along the line of the house, looking behind bushes and trees, before moving closer to Bobby’s window.

He paused between the azaleas and swept the flashlight beam along the ground. He couldn’t discern actual footprints, although the grass beneath the window appeared to have been flattened. Then the beam of light caught on something shiny on the side of the house. He frowned, then moved closer.

A few drops of a viscous-looking liquid were running down the side of the house, a snail’s trail, he thought. And when he squatted down to shine the light beneath the azaleas and saw two fat slugs beneath the farthest bush, he considered the mystery solved.

J.R. stood, then looked into his son’s room. From where he was standing, he had a very clear view of his son and the bed.

He swung the flashlight around the yard again but saw nothing out of place. Even if someone had been in the yard, he was obviously long gone. The fact that he hadn’t heard the neighbor’s dog barking alleviated even more concern. If there had been a prowler or a Peeping Tom in the area, the dog would have freaked. Old Sounder barked at everything.

He walked to the back of the yard, then swung the flashlight up and down the alley, which set off the neighbor’s dog, just as he’d known it would. He saw nothing and no one. Then he switched off the flashlight and waited in the dark, looking to see if someone came out of hiding.

But nothing happened. Still uneasy that he was missing something important, he went back and circled the entire house twice, but found nothing amiss. Finally he went back inside, locking the kitchen door behind him, then headed to Bobby’s room.

Katie and Bobby were still sitting on the side of the bed. The matching expressions on their faces made him sick. He couldn’t help but wonder how many times Katie dealt with things like this on her own when he was gone. It made him even more anxious to get his family moved.

“All’s well,” he said quickly, then sat down beside them and gave them both a hug. “I promise, buddy,” he added, when Bobby frowned. “I went all the way around the house twice, and I looked up and down the alley. Old Sounder wasn’t even barking until I got to the end of the yard, and we all know how he likes to bark, right?”

Bobby sniffled, but nodded. Daddy was right about that. Old Sounder barked at everything. So maybe Mama was right, too. Maybe it was just a bad dream. Still, when he crawled out of Mama’s lap and back into bed, he was nervous.

Katie saw him glancing toward the window.

“Would it make you feel better if we pulled the shades?” she asked.

He grabbed his teddy bear and tucked it beneath his chin as he nodded.

J.R. quickly pulled the shade, then repositioned the curtains.

“Okay, buddy?”

“Okay, Daddy,” Bobby said, but his shaky voice and teary eyes tore at J.R.’s conscience.

“Would you feel better if Daddy and I lay down with you until you fell back to sleep?” Katie asked.

It was all the little boy needed to hear. “Yes, please,” he said, and scooted into the middle of the bed with an expectant expression on his face.

J.R. turned out the lights and climbed in on one side of the bed as Katie lay down on the other. They heard Bobby sigh, watched as he pulled the teddy up against his cheek and closed his eyes.

Katie’s heart swelled as she watched father and son settling down together. Bobby was his father in miniature—from the angles in their faces and the slight clefts in their chins, to the dark hair and brown eyes. These were the two most important people in her life. Impulsively, she reached across Bobby and clasped J.R.’s hand.

“I’m so glad you’re home,” she said softly.

“Me, too,” he whispered.

But J.R. couldn’t sleep. The secret ate at him as painfully as the fear that kept him from revealing it. So he watched as his family fell back to sleep, leaving him and the teddy bear night-light on guard duty.

The rest of the night passed without incident, and it wasn’t until they were getting dressed for church the next morning that J.R. got up the nerve to tell her about the job and the need to move.

 

Katie had chosen a yellow-and-white polka-dot sun-dress with a matching white jacket to wear to church. It was bright and sunny outside, and her clothing reflected both the weather and her mood. Getting ready for church with J.R. was one of her favorite things to do.

She loved to watch him shave, scraping away the black-as-sin whiskers. She also loved to watch him get dressed. Despite the fact that they’d been married almost eleven years, she still got turned on by his strong, muscular frame.

When she caught him watching her as they dressed, she thought nothing of it. They loved each other. She was glad he liked to watch her the way she liked to watch him. It wasn’t until she was brushing her hair at the vanity, and he walked up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, that she realized he had something besides sex on his mind.

“Katie…honey, you look beautiful already. Come sit down on the bed with me a minute. I have a surprise.”

She smiled as she laid down the hairbrush.

“Goody. I love surprises.”

J.R. smiled back, but inside his gut was in knots. Something told him this news wasn’t going to be as exciting to her as it had been to him.

Katie sat, then turned to face J.R. It wasn’t until he took her hands in his and took a deep, shaky breath that she began to worry.

“What? Is something wrong?”

“No, no. To the contrary,” he said, and gave her hands a quick squeeze. “I got a promotion.”

Katie squealed, then threw her arms around his neck and hugged him.

“Oh, honey…that’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you. Congratulations!”

J.R. hugged her back. “Thanks, sweetheart. You make me proud, too. All the time. You take care of this house and our son for days on end on your own, and don’t think I don’t appreciate the sacrifices you make. That’s why this promotion is such good news.”

“What do you mean?” Katie asked.

“The promotion also means no more traveling from rig to rig all over the country as a troubleshooter. I’ll have an office and a regular quitting time. No more motels. No more lonely nights and restaurant food. I can share the burden of raising Bobby with you, and he can grow up knowing we’re with him, under the same roof, every night.”

Katie nodded, but something wasn’t adding up.

“Um, honey…how will that work? I mean, is Macklan Brothers going to open an office here in Bordelaise? It’s pretty small and too far inland, I would think.”

“No, the office is in New Orleans,” J.R. said. “I’ve already done a little preliminary scouting around for housing, but of course I wouldn’t dream of deciding on anything until you were along to help decide.”

Katie’s smile froze. He saw her eyes widen as all the color bled from her face.

“New Orleans? You want us to move to New Orleans?”

J.R. cupped her face with his hand. “It’s a beautiful city. The area I’ve been looking at has some grand old houses just begging for a swing in the backyard and a little boy to climb up and down those big live oaks.”

Katie could feel tears pooling in her eyes, but she couldn’t stop the flood of emotions. Her voice was shaking as she asked, “But, J.R. What if we moved there and then Macklan Brothers decided to send you off again, anyway? That would leave Bobby and me alone there. What if—”

J.R. frowned. “I’m not going to be sent away, and the city wouldn’t be strange for long. You make friends easily. So does Bobby. Please, Katie. I’m the one who spends almost every night alone, away from you and my son. I’m the one who’s missing out on so much…so much. This is the first real opportunity we’ve been given to be together.”

“But Mom and Dad…”

J.R. gritted his teeth. “Your parents are dead, just like mine. But it wasn’t New Orleans’s fault that your parents died. There was a hurricane. We live through them here, too. And it wasn’t my parents’ fault that there was a drunk driver on the road. If I let myself fall into your way of thinking, I’d never leave the house again for fear of getting hit by a drunk driver, right?”

Katie knew he was right, but she couldn’t get past the horror of how her parents had died.

“But the levees aren’t safe and—”

Before she could finish, she saw J.R.’s expression flatten.

He turned her loose and stood abruptly, then glanced at his watch.

“We’re going to be late for church. We’ll talk about it more later. I’ll go check and see if Bobby is finished dressing. We’ll be waiting for you in the car.”

She knew as he was walking out of the bedroom that she’d hurt him. But he didn’t understand. She couldn’t take the chance of leaving the safety of Bordelaise. Not for New Orleans, anyway. Why, oh, why, did it have to be New Orleans?

Suddenly the day that had been so hopeful had turned sour. She got up, retrieved her purse and headed for the front door. Maybe a Sunday sermon would help.

 

The sermon didn’t help, and neither Katie nor J.R. knew how to cope with the sudden chill in their relationship.

When Bobby went outside to play after dinner, J.R. stayed in the kitchen to help Katie clean up.

 

Her shoulders were stiff with tension. She felt guilty for being the holdout, but she couldn’t wrap her mind around moving from Bordelaise. Everything here was familiar. Everything here was surely safer. She couldn’t bring herself to look at J.R. and see the disappointment on his face. She knew she was at fault, but didn’t have the guts to do anything about it.

J.R. dried dishes without comment, though from time to time he cast a nervous glance at her changing expressions. It was as if he could see what was going through her mind, he thought. Fear. Doubt. Shame. Frustration.

But she had to understand. He was missing out on helping Bobby grow up. Being a weekend husband and father wasn’t how he’d envisioned his life. He didn’t begrudge the years he’d had to spend away, but he wasn’t going to turn his back on the opportunity to have it all, like every other man with a family.

Finally he couldn’t stand her silence anymore.

“Katie, can we talk about this again?”

She turned, her hands still dripping with soap and water, her expression frantic. “What’s there to talk about? You’ve already decided!”

The words were little more than a verbal slap in the face.

“That’s not true,” he said. “I’ve been given a chance at a life with you and Bobby, and I don’t understand why that’s not important to you.”

Katie’s heart sank. “It is important. But—”

J.R. flinched. “There isn’t a ‘but’ in that statement, Katie. Either it is or it isn’t.”

Her heart was pounding so hard she couldn’t think.

“I need time,” she said.

J.R. shrugged. “Fine.”

He laid the dish towel down on the counter and started outside.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Outside to play with my son. I have to leave in a couple of hours and won’t see him—or you—again for another five days.”


Tears blurred Katie’s vision as the door slammed behind him.

This was all her fault, and she knew it. But he had to understand. She couldn’t take their son to a city as unsafe as New Orleans. She couldn’t put him in that kind of danger.

She walked to the window overlooking the backyard, and then watched as J.R. picked up a baseball bat, then leaned over Bobby’s shoulders as he showed him the proper way to grip it.

Their profiles were almost identical. In the years to come, when their son was grown, she knew he would be nothing short of a clone of J. R. Earle.

She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to move to New Orleans, but she also didn’t want Bobby to miss these father-son moments. Time was something a person could never get back.

She turned away from the window with tears running down her cheeks, heartsick and guilty.

And later that night, for the first time in their married lives, J.R. left Bordelaise without kissing her goodbye.








Two



Friday morning, three months later

J.R.’s anger at his situation was evident everywhere, from the tension in his face to the length of his stride. This wasn’t supposed to be happening anymore.

He had been sent to a Macklan offshore rig to fix a mess and had been stranded here for more than twenty-four hours. What had started out as a day trip to rig number seven in the Gulf of Mexico was turning into a nightmare.

Tropical Storm Bonnie, which had been out in the ocean for several days, had just been upgraded to a hurricane and was headed in their general direction. The National Weather Center was announcing the possibility that the storm could turn toward Houston once it neared land, rather than the coast of New Orleans, which had been the first prediction. Even though the hurricane would most likely veer west, that wasn’t going to stop gale-force winds from hitting the rig, or protect the inland cities from hurricane-related storms.

But the weather wasn’t his biggest issue. He was stuck on this rig because a crew chief named Stanton Blalock couldn’t leave booze and drugs alone. Blalock had worked his Wednesday shift higher than a kite and, as a result, had gotten careless. It had almost cost a welder his life.

Brent Macklan had been responsible for finding a new troubleshooter to fill the job J.R. had previously handled, and while he’d finally hired someone, the guy was en route from the Middle East and had yet to reach the States.

So when the news of the accident reached Macklan Brothers management, J.R. had been pulled off his job at headquarters, and dispatched to the rig to fire Blalock and escort him off.

No big deal. It wasn’t anything J.R. hadn’t done before, and it was only for the day. He’d flown out to the rig on the chopper that was going to transport the injured man ashore, then come back for J.R. and Blalock. But they were still over water when J.R. got a second call. The arrival of the new crew chief who was going to take Blalock’s place had been delayed. That left the rig minus both a crew chief and a welder.

J.R. had been ordered to stay until the new crew chief’s arrival. According to the info, it would take a couple of days to get him here, which meant J.R. was going to have to renege on his weekend with Bobby, which also meant he had to call Katie.

Thus the reason he was pacing.

Just hearing her voice made him hurt in so many ways he couldn’t name. Knowing it was his fault they were no longer together didn’t make the situation between them any easier. When she’d first refused to discuss the move again, he’d felt rejected on every level. Days had turned into weeks, weeks into a month, and she still wouldn’t budge.


Then, out of a sense of desperation, he had gotten an idea. He was going to find and buy their new house on his own, then present her with what he considered a “way out.” She could at least come and see it. Maybe spend a few nights there with him and see how she liked it.

But the whole thing had backfired. Instead of feeling curious about what he’d bought, she’d panicked and balked even more. The fight that ensued had been startlingly ugly, and they hadn’t spoken more than a few words at a time to each other since.

Now he lived alone in New Orleans Monday through Friday, then made the drive to Bordelaise to get his son. They drove back to New Orleans together to spend the weekends at the new house, leaving Katie alone in the town she refused to leave.

He was still reeling from the fact that she’d chosen to stay behind and separate their family. And now here he was, stranded on this damned rig because of Stanton Blalock, and about to miss his weekend with Bobby. Even worse, if the hurricane shifted direction, the rig would be evacuated, which meant, as acting crew chief, he would have to stay even longer and coordinate that, as well.

After a last rueful glance at the darkening skies, he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and gave Katie a call.

 

Katie was doing laundry, making sure Bobby had all the clean clothes he would need when J.R. came to pick him up. She was still reeling from the fact that her cowardice had separated her from the only man she’d ever loved.

The news had rocked Bordelaise. J.R. and Katie Earle had been the perfect couple, or so it had seemed, so when the split happened, everyone thought J.R. must have been cheating.

To Katie’s shame, she’d let them think it, unable to admit it was all her fault—that she was too big a coward to follow her man and his work, and that she’d willingly broken up their family rather than move to New Orleans. She felt even more guilty that J.R. knew of the gossip but had kept her secret at the expense of his own reputation.

Now so much time had passed that they’d lost the ability to communicate. Katie dwelled daily on how much she was hurting him. She was a coward, and she knew it—so much so that she could hardly bear to look at herself in the mirror.

Just as she dumped the last load of clothes into the dryer, the phone began to ring. When she saw the caller ID, her heart skipped a beat.

J.R.!

The image of him naked and aroused flashed through her mind as she picked up the phone. It had been a long time—a very long time—since they’d made love anywhere but her dreams. She didn’t know her voice was shaking as she answered. All she knew was that she ached for the feel of his arms around her. She combed her fingers through her long, dark hair as if he would be able to see its disarray, then picked up the phone.

“Hello?”

“Katie, it’s me. Listen…there’s a situation on the job.”

Katie bit her lip. No hello. No how have you been? Just information.

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

J.R. heard the anxiety in her voice and wanted to cry. Instead, he pinched the bridge of his nose and cleared his throat.

“No, no, nothing like that. I’m just stuck out on a rig for a couple of days until the new crew chief flies in, which means I can’t come get Bobby tonight.”

“Oh. Okay, I’ll tell him,” she said.

“Make sure you explain how sorry I am, and that as soon as I get free I’ll come see him.”

“I will.”

“Okay. Great.”

Don’t hang up! Don’t hang up! Talk to me. Tell me you don’t hate me anymore. Tell me you’re coming home. Katie’s fingers curled around the receiver so tight they went numb as she willed him to keep talking.

Talk to me, baby. Tell me you miss me. Tell me this is all a mistake. Tell me you’ll come to New Orleans. J.R.’s stomach was in knots, willing her to keep talking.

But their thoughts never became words, and the silence lengthened.

J.R. was the first to give in.

“Call if you need anything,” he said.

“Take care of yourself,” Katie countered.

“You, too,” J.R. said, and disconnected before his voice started shaking.

The sudden silence in Katie’s ear was brutal. He might as well have slapped her in the face.

She hung up the phone. As she turned, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror on the other side of the room. The reflection was startling. Her hair hung limply around her face. The blue in her eyes looked gray, and her face seemed flat and expressionless. Even her lips appeared thinner—even hard. She touched the side of her face, felt the tension in the muscles and took a deep, cleansing breath, trying to make herself relax, but it didn’t work.


Too disgusted to look any longer, she turned away. But she couldn’t forget what she had seen. The truth was, she looked as sad as she felt.

And that was that, she thought, as she gazed around the room. At least she hadn’t been wallowing in self-pity.

Everything in the house was clean and orderly.

Everything was in its place.

She took another deep breath, then exhaled on a sob.

Everything was in its place except the people.

Unable to ignore the emptiness of her life, she dropped into a kitchen chair, laid her head on the table and sobbed.

 

It had been two days since Mama had told him that Daddy wasn’t coming this weekend.

At first he had been disappointed, but by the time Sunday morning rolled around, he was excited about the prospects of going to church with Mama like he used to, and then to the monthly dinner at the church after the services.

He hadn’t been to church with Mama since Daddy went to work in New Orleans, so he’d missed his regular Sunday school class and his teacher, Mrs. Bates.

He’d also missed playing with his friends, especially Holly Maxwell. He liked Holly. She was fun. Most girls didn’t want to run or get dirty. Holly didn’t care if she got dirty, and she could outrun almost everyone in their Sunday school class but him.

He was supposed to be getting ready for church, but he was playing Mario Kart on his DS instead of getting dressed and didn’t want to stop. He’d managed to get on his blue jeans and socks, but the red-and-blue-striped shirt Mama had laid out for him to put on was still on the bed beside him.


He glanced up at the door, then back at the game, telling himself he would finish dressing in a minute. The only witness to his dawdling at the moment was Oliver, his favorite sleeping companion, and from the permanent smile on Oliver’s face, he didn’t seem to mind the delay at all.

 

Katie was secretly excited to have Bobby for the weekend and refused to feel guilty that J.R. was missing out. After her breakdown, she’d consoled herself with the fact that she’d been right about Macklan Brothers. They had given him a promotion, only to fall back into their old ways and send him off on a job. If she had moved to New Orleans, then she and Bobby would be there alone this weekend.

She knew it made no sense, but it didn’t seem to matter that they were always alone in Bordelaise. Bordelaise was home. Bordelaise was safe. Bordelaise was not the city from hell.

She glanced at the clock as she put down her hairbrush. It was almost time for them to leave for church. She eyed her reflection one last time, trying to ignore the tiny frown lines between her eyebrows and at the corners of her eyes. They hadn’t been there three months ago and were the outward signs of sleepless nights spent in regret for what she’d done.

Convinced she could no more hide the lines than she could wish away the mess her life was in, she tossed the makeup sponge in the trash. Makeup couldn’t fix what was wrong with her life. That was up to her.

She glanced at the clock, slipped into white, low-heeled shoes, then smoothed her hands down the front of her white eyelet blouse, tucking it a little tighter down into the waistband of her pink linen slacks, then grabbed the matching jacket. Time to head out the door for church or she and Bobby were going to be late.

“Bobby! Are you ready?” she called.

“Almost!” he yelled, and tossed the DS aside and grabbed for his shirt.

She glanced out the window, then decided to put her umbrella in her purse, since there was a possibility of thundershowers later in the day. The eye of Hurricane Bonnie was headed for Houston, which meant it would miss Louisiana. That was good news. But the storm’s by-products could not be ignored. Strong thunderstorms would develop, along with stronger winds inland, but they should be home long before that happened.

Since they lived only two blocks from church, they often walked, especially in warm weather. She decided to walk again today, knowing it would be a good way for Bobby to use up some of his energy before they got there, where the rule of thumb was to be quiet. He was a good boy, but quiet wasn’t always on the top of his list.

Katie walked down the hall to Bobby’s room, then paused in the doorway. He was sitting on his bed, playing one of his computer games.

“Bobby, you’re still in your sock feet. Where are your good shoes?”

He laid down the DS and pointed toward the shiny brown loafers.

“But, Mama, if I wear those shoes, they’re gonna stick on the slide.”

She smiled. He had a valid point. The gym set at their church was an amazing assortment of swings, ladders, slides and tunnels, and he loved to play on it.

“Okay…but make sure you wear the tennis shoes you wear to school, not the ones you wear when Daddy takes you fishing.”


His smile, so like his father’s, pierced her heart as he bounded off the bed.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and raced to the closet.

“I’m going to the kitchen to get the cake. I’ll meet you at the front door,” Katie warned.

“I’ll hurry,” Bobby said, and dived into the back of his closet in search of the shoes in question.

A few minutes later they were on the sidewalk, heading along the shady path on their way to church. The weather was warm and muggy—typical Louisiana weather for this time of year. Katie was carrying the cake she’d made for the dinner—a three-layer coconut with creamy orange filling—in her best Tupperware cake carrier.

She couldn’t help smiling at she watched Bobby bouncing along beside her, then in front of her, then off to the side to investigate interesting rocks and flowers in the yards they passed. It was like walking with a puppy off a leash.

“Look, Mama!” Bobby cried, as he pointed to a large rosebush blooming in a neighbor’s yard. “We’ve got a rosebush with flowers that color at our house in New Orleans, only bigger.”

Katie’s smile slid sideways as a bit of her good mood disappeared. She couldn’t stop the twinge of envy, knowing he had already adjusted to the fact that his parents lived in different houses. It reminded her of a dream she’d had Friday night after J.R.’s call.

In the dream, her mother had come and crawled in bed with her, and told her not to be afraid. Then she kept telling her to go, go, go. She didn’t need to wonder where it was her mother wanted her to go, or why she’d had the dream. The guilt she’d lived with was overwhelming. But the dream had set the wheels in motion.

She was beginning to realize she was the only one who could fix the break in her marriage, and was going to tell J.R., when she saw him again, that if he didn’t mind, she would like to see the new house. It couldn’t hurt to visit. If she was still afraid, she could always come home. She just hoped to God J.R. still wanted her there.

Bobby skipped a few yards ahead of her and pointed to another yard.

“Look, Mama. Wisteria. Your favorite. Daddy planted some of that for you last month.”

“They are beautiful,” Katie said, as her conscience kicked again.

J.R. was always thinking of her. Why hadn’t she been able to do the same for him? Just like that, another bit of her good mood was gone.

Bobby didn’t notice the shift in her emotions. He was too preoccupied with sharing his news.

“Yeah. And Daddy’s going to buy me a puppy. I have always wanted a puppy, haven’t I, Mama?”

Katie bit her lip to keep from crying. “Yes, you sure have.”

“It would be good to have a dog. He would keep me safe from monsters and stuff,” Bobby said, and then squatted down to examine a line of ants crossing the sidewalk a few yards ahead of her.

Katie frowned. It was the first time he’d mentioned monsters since the night he’d had that nightmare. She shifted the cake carrier to a more comfortable position, then clasped his hand as he moved back into step beside her.

“Bobby?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you still have bad dreams about monsters?”

He frowned. “Sometimes.”

“Do you have them at Daddy’s house?”


“The monster doesn’t live in New Orleans. The monster lives here.”

Katie’s stomach knotted. Lord! She’d had no idea he’d been living with this fear. This was terrible! Now she felt guiltier than ever.

They paused at the intersection as a late-model blue truck drove past, then they crossed together onto the church grounds.

“Here we are,” she said brightly, as they started up the walk. “Remember. We’re staying for dinner after the services.”

“I know,” Bobby said. “That means I get to play on the slide after dinner.”

“You sure do,” she said, and then smiled at the elderly man who greeted them as they entered the church.

“Mornin’, Miz Earle…Bobby…. Ya’ll come on in outta that heat.”

Katie smiled. “Good morning, Mr. Franklin. How have you been?”

“Can’t complain,” he said, then pointed to the cake carrier. “That wouldn’t happen to be coconut cake, now, would it?”

She grinned. It was her specialty. “You know it is,” she said.

“Mmm-hmm…I’ll be havin’ me a piece of that for dessert,” he said. “See you later.”

She nodded, then walked Bobby down the hall to his classroom before dropping the cake off in the kitchen.

A short while later she slipped into a seat beside a friend and picked up a songbook. Opal Passmore, the church organist, played the first stanza of the song—a signal that the services were about to begin. People began ending their conversations and hurrying to their seats while the thick walls of the old church masked the sound of the rising wind.

 

As he drove past the intersection by the Methodist Church, Newt Collins could not have stopped his treacherous thoughts any more than he could have stopped breathing.

Oh, Lordy…would you looky here! There’s pretty little Bobby Earle standing on the street corner with his mama, and doesn’t he look cute? Blue jeans, and a red-and-blue-striped shirt, with his hair all combed and parted on the side. Pretty as a picture.

Newt was so excited he circled the block one more time in hopes of a second glimpse. But by the time he drove around again, they’d gone inside.

It hadn’t taken long for news to get around Bordelaise that the Earles were separated. But for Newt, the downside of that had been that the kid was no longer in town on the weekends. Newt didn’t know what had changed that had put him here today and didn’t care. So instead of going straight home as he’d planned, he drove past Pinky’s Get and Go, grabbed a cold Pepsi and a Snickers bar, and headed back toward the church.

The kids sometimes played out on the church playground after services. Might as well find a shade tree to park under to enjoy his snack. And if he happened to be parked near that playground when the kids came out, well, it was a free country. A man should be able to enjoy a snack wherever and whenever he so chose. Even when the wind began to pick up a bit, it didn’t concern him. The day was hot as hell. A good breeze was a welcome relief.


 

J.R. was at the helipad, waiting for the second helicopter to arrive. The hurricane had not shifted course, which meant the rig had to be evacuated. One chopper had already come and gone, taking the crew from day shift and their chief, Charlie Watts. J.R. had stayed behind with the men from the night shift.

The wind was rising hourly, and he was starting to worry. If the chopper didn’t come soon, they would be stranded, and he was sick and tired of playing nursemaid to Stanton Blalock and doing his work while the other man lay in his bunk or hung out in the mess room, eating and playing cards.

Blalock felt no shame for what he’d done and blamed the accident that had sent the welder to the hospital on faulty equipment. Even worse, a few of his buddies had chosen to back up the lies, which was causing a division in the ranks. There were the “feel sorry for Blalock” crowd, and the “feed Blalock to the fishes” crowd. A time or two, it had taken all of J.R.’s people skills to keep the two factions from an all-out brawl. All he wanted was to get the sorry bastard to dry land, and then get in his truck and go home.

The wind was stronger than ever now, which tied the knot in his belly even tighter. In the back of his mind, he already knew the chopper pilot wouldn’t fly in this weather, but until he got the news firsthand, he could still hope.

Just as he started to turn around, Blalock walked up behind him and punched him on the shoulder.

“Hey, Earle! What’s up with the ride? When are we gettin’ off this damned barge?”

J.R. gritted his teeth, resisting the urge to punch Blalock back, only harder—and in the face.


“We’ll leave when the chopper gets here, and then only if it gets in far enough ahead of the storm,” J.R. snapped; then his eyes narrowed as he looked at Blalock’s face.

The son of a bitch was high again. But how? J.R. had dumped what he thought was Blalock’s stash. Obviously he hadn’t found everything. Blalock’s pupils were dilated, and his body was tense.

“Damn it, Blalock! You’re high again. What the hell’s the matter with you?”

“I’m not,” Stanton muttered.

“And I’m not stupid! Just get the hell out of my sight.”

The other man was cursing beneath his breath as he stumbled back toward his sleeping quarters.

Suddenly a strong gust of wind swept across the landing pad—strong enough that Stanton grabbed hold of a railing to steady his footing, while J.R. ducked his head and leaned into the wind. Stanton cursed.

“Hey, Earle! I’m goin’ to the head!” Stanton yelled. “If the chopper gets here before I get back, don’t leave without me.”

Like that would happen, J.R. thought, and glanced back at Stanton as he walked away, just to make sure he was going where he said he was.

At that moment it dawned on him that this was Sunday. His gut knotted. Katie and Bobby would be in church. He couldn’t help but picture her sitting alone on the pew where they used to sit together, then wondered who, if anyone, sat beside her now.

It was difficult to accept that he’d been the one who’d chosen to separate the family. He’d been so sure she would come around. It was ironic that he’d finally gotten the job of his dreams and a house to come home to every night, and he was still alone.


Suddenly his hard hat flew off his head. He turned to grab it, but he was too late as it went rolling along the landing pad, then banged against the railing. He glanced up at the sky again, then ran to retrieve his hat. Once he caught it, he headed for the office on the run. Inside, he reached for his cell phone. He had a feeling the pilot and chopper had already been diverted, but he needed to confirm. He punched in the numbers to the home office, then waited for an answer.

“Macklan Brothers. How may I help you?”

“Angela, it’s J.R. I’m still out on the rig. What’s the status of the chopper?”

“Hang on a sec and let me check.”

The receptionist put him on hold, but only for a few moments, and then his boss came on the line.

“J.R. You still there?” Brent Macklan asked.

He sighed. Where else would he be? The gulf made a damned good moat.

“Yeah. What’s up?”

“The pilot who was en route to pick you up has gone off the radar. They think he went down in the gulf. I’m sorry as I can be, but I don’t dare try to get another chopper out in this weather.”

“Oh, my God,” J.R. mumbled. “Was McCoy the pilot?”

“Yes.”

J.R. felt sick. He and Hank McCoy had gone to work for Macklan Brothers the same year.

“I am so sorry to hear that,” he said.

“How’s the weather out there?” Brent asked.

“Steadily worsening. What’s the latest weather report?”

“The hurricane is still on the same path, which means y’all need to get below deck and stay there.”


“What about New Orleans and the surrounding area?”

“They’re predicting severe thunderstorms.”

“Did they say anything about the area around Baton Rouge?” he asked, thinking of Bobby and Katie.

“It’s pretty much the same all over the state. Severe thunderstorms, strong winds, possibility of tornadoes and hail. The usual.”

“Okay, thanks. Keep me posted. As soon as the weather clears, give me a call.”

“Will do,” Brent said.

J.R. disconnected, then headed for the stairs leading below deck. The remaining crew wasn’t going to be happy about the news, but then, neither was he.

 

The kitchen area of the Bordelaise Methodist Church was buzzing like a hive of bees. Some were cleaning up after the dinner and boxing up food to be taken to some of the congregation’s shut-ins, while others were sweeping the floors and putting up folding chairs.

The children, accompanied by their Sunday school teacher, Penny Bates, were outside on the playground. Every so often the sound of their laughter could be heard inside the kitchen, where they were barely aware that the wind had begun to rise.

Katie was drying the last of the coffee cups when a high-pitched shriek came from outside and the pastor came rushing into the kitchen with a panicked expression on his face.

“They’re blowing the tornado siren!” he shouted. “Everyone get to the inside hallway!”

“The children!” Katie gasped, and headed for the door, only to meet them spilling into the hallway. The siren’s steady scream of warning only added to their panic.


Katie was scanning the faces, looking for Bobby, when his little friend, Holly Maxwell, suddenly tripped and fell right in front of her. Before Katie could get to her, another child accidentally stepped on Holly’s hand.

The pain of squashed fingers, coupled with fear of the impending storm, drove Holly to let out a scream that made every mother in the church come running. Katie snatched Holly up just as her mother, Frances, arrived, then quickly handed her over.

“Holly fell, then someone stepped on her fingers,” Katie said.

“Oh, poor baby,” Frances soothed, then gave the little fingers a quick glance before lifting them to her lips. “There, Mama kissed them all better,” she murmured, and hurried away, anxious to get to the inside hallway, which was the only accessible place of safety.

Once again Katie’s attention shifted. She still needed to find Bobby, but when she turned back toward the door, the last of the children had already run past and were flying down the hallway.

Penny Bates was just coming inside.

“Bobby! Where’s Bobby?” Katie cried.

“The children are all inside,” Penny said, and hurried after them.

Katie turned and ran, flying through the dining area, then through the church foyer toward the wide inner hallway where everyone was gathering. Families had already reconnected and were crouching down together against the walls.

Children were crying, adults were praying, while white-faced parents sheltered the littlest ones with their own bodies.

Katie paused, scanning the long length of the hall, expecting at any moment to spy Bobby’s dark head, or his red-and-blue-striped shirt.

Only he was nowhere in sight.

Nervously, she began going from group to group, calling Bobby’s name. By the time she’d reached the end of the hall, she was in a panic.

“Bobby! Bobby Earle!” she screamed, then spun and started running back up the hall, praying she’d overlooked him the first time around, or that he’d been in the bathroom.

“I can’t find Bobby! Please! Has anyone seen Bobby? Has anyone seen my son?”

Parents started searching within the crowd, but no stray child emerged.

Katie’s heart skipped a beat. He must still be outside! Without hesitation, she bolted.

The pastor realized her intent and tried to grab her as she ran past.

“No! Wait! Mrs. Earle…stop! Stop!” he cried, but Katie wasn’t stopping for anyone.

She was all the way through the foyer and into the dining area when the glass began shattering in all the windows.

Before she could react, the pastor tackled her from behind and pushed her to the floor. Suddenly the roof was gone, the air was full of spinning debris and the roar above was like the sound of a freight train bearing down on them.

“Let me go!” she shouted. “Bobby! Bobby!”

She screamed his name until her voice became lost in the roar of wind above their heads.
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