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Chapter 1 – Mattie's Dilemma
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Mattie's hand trembled as she refilled her coffee cup, then turned toward the back door. The wood framed screen door closed behind her with a wood on wood thump as she stepped out onto the stained wood deck. Usually, the panoramic view of the distant tree covered hills was uplifting. But this morning her mood turned it into a dark green blur. 

She was adamant; today they would have the conversation she'd been avoiding. Would they continue to be friends and lovers, or would her revelation damage their friendship beyond repair? She'd put the discussion off for weeks dreading the confrontation, but the longer she procrastinated her need to address the subject only intensified. She'd anticipated Carter's reaction and had avoided broaching the subject for that reason. Men are so damned possessive. Especially strong willful men, and those are the only type worth pursuing. 

After easing onto an Adirondack chair, she sipped the fragrant hazelnut flavored coffee and sighed. She'd endured a mate who was her polar opposite until that mismatch led to a divorce. It had taken her several years to reject the ill-fated union with a weak, indecisive male. The best she had to show from that relationship was their daughter. But even Melody couldn't bridge the chasm that opened between her and the fanciful, liberal musician she'd learned to distain like a constant bad taste in her mouth.  

Shortly after she'd met Carter, he told her he wouldn't have a relationship based on false pretense. Initially it wasn’t an important issue in their casual dating. But over time that casual and often distant relationship had matured and strengthened. For some time now, she'd felt pressured to uphold her end of the ideal he'd clearly put forth. She was determined to address the issue as soon as he returned. It hung on her like an open sore that festered and caused mental itches and anguish. Today she would explain the situation to Carter and pray for the best.

Carter left the small grocery store in Winston, Oregon, and headed home. The early afternoon temperature was a comfortable seventy degrees. Lush foliage encroached on the road, and leaves danced whimsically in the light breeze blowing in from the west. The air was balmy; a storm was forecast for later in the mid-July evening and the sky had become slightly overcast in the last hour. Life was good for Carter A. Johnson. He had a lovely and sensitive lady friend he was fast becoming deeply attached to, and soon he'd be leaving for another job assignment.

He passed the meandering gravel drive to his cabin and continued on the gravel county road another quarter mile to the entrance to Mattie Boker's place. The serpentine, shaded entry lane ended at a gravel turnaround in front of her wood porch. He parked the CTS next to her Jeep Grand Cherokee under trees surrounding and overhanging the clearing. As he opened the car door, he glimpsed Mattie standing inside the cabin behind the screen door and grinned in appreciation.

The cabin was small and rustic, four rooms, similar to his. Mattie's cabin had a woman's touch of pastel colors: pink, baby blue and peach in soft fabrics with small designs. 

He smiled as he thought of their burgeoning relationship. It had begun months ago, and their mutual attachment had intertwined their daily lives to where he missed her company when he was away.  

Tires crunched the gravel in the driveway. Carter must be back. She walked through the kitchen and stood at the living room screen door as Carter parked.

She watched his six feet tall, trim, muscular body slide out from the sedan. He straightened and stretched as he glanced at her and winked. He grabbed her grocery order from the trunk and strode to the porch with an easy athletic gait. As he reached the bottom step, Mattie stood at the door smiling. She gave him her best sexy, flirty smirk. "Got time for a beer?"

"With you, always," he replied. 

She opened the screen door and held it open as he entered, then headed for the kitchen with a warm case of beer in one hand and a cloth bag stuffed with groceries grasped firmly in his other hand. 

As he walked away, her smile faded. She realized her brow was crinkled and she probably looked as if she had the beginning of a headache. She made an effort to relax, loosen up.

"I can't stay long," Carter said. "I need to put stuff in the fridge at my place." He placed the bag of groceries on the kitchen counter.  "Are you okay? You look tense."

"I'm fine," she murmured and smiled weakly. Mattie put the items away as Carter set the extra case of beer in a small pantry. She turned and wrapped her left arm around him. Her right hand touched his face lightly as she ran her fingers through his short brown hair and gazed into his brown eyes. "You were something this morning . . . and last night." She kissed him and lingered, then gave him another seductive smile. "Since you're leaving for a few weeks, you may need to stay over another night before you go."

"That can be arranged," he said, beaming with male ego. 

Carter cared for the slender, intriguing woman more than any he'd met since his divorce many years before . . . well, there was another lady about a year ago. A beautiful blonde he'd only met once and then for only a few brief minutes, but it was enough to leave him deeply impressed. He often wondered why he continued to avoid calling her as he'd promised he would.

"Do you have an idea of how long you'll be gone this time?" Mattie's question hung several seconds as her voice drew him back to the present. He cleared his mind while he took the opened can of beer she offered, then took a long swallow.

"The usual, figure on three to four weeks. I'll get a better feel for it after a week or two. I'll let you know by then if it's going to be longer." 

They left the kitchen and stepped into the living room. She grasped his hand and led him to the cloth covered couch. As they sat, he put his arm around her shoulders and leaned in for another kiss. When their lips parted, she gently pushed away and turned on the floral print cushion to face him with a somber expression. Her right leg was bent and rested on the cushions and her left foot was flat to the floor. 

"Carter, we need to talk . . . is your attraction to me strong enough that you expect marriage at some point in our future?" Mattie asked.

Carter stammered. "Ahhh, what's brought this on? Have I missed something? I thought you agreed with the way we are?"

She leaned forward and sat her beer on the coffee table. "It's alright. I'll take that as a no. When we met, we both sort of agreed that we had no plans to tie the knot again—"

"Have you changed your mind? You want to get married?"

"Calm yourself, Carter. I haven't changed my mind. I like our relationship as it is. The question is, do you accept it for what it is without being possessive and wanting something more?"

Carter sat deep in thought. He wrinkled his forehead and tightened his lips.  

She asked, "When you're gone for one of your jobs do you entertain other women, or have a desire to?"

He brightened, sat tall and answered quickly and sincerely. "Since I met you there hasn't been another woman. I like you and waited until I was back here to continue our relationship. You have nothing to worry about."

"Shit! I was afraid of that."

Dumbfounded, he sat and stared. "What?"

"I care for you and enjoy our time together, but. . . . Carter, look at me, you seem to be in a daze. As I said, I like you a lot and you are not simply a casual fling to me. However, there is another man I care for and have a close relationship with. We also occasionally have sex. I don't plan to marry either of you. Are you okay with this?"

Carter stared at her. He inhaled slow, deep breaths while frozen and immobile for several seconds before he recovered. Recovered somewhat. He tipped the beer can up then squinted. "Say that again."

"You are not the only man in my life. There is another I care for equally. His personality is totally different from yours and I like each of you for different reasons. He is like you in that he is strong and decisive." He stood as she waited for his reaction.

"Let me get this straight. There's another guy who steps in when I'm gone, like a pinch hitter. Does he live up the road? Are we likely to run into each other? Who the hell is he?"

Mattie slid to the far end of the couch and took a deep breath. The conversation was going as she feared it might. "He lives in Los Angles, and you will never have reason to meet him. He's a good man and a very dear and considerate friend. We've had a casual relationship since two years after my divorce. He feels as I do and doesn't want to be tied to a full-time relationship with anyone. We both like our privacy and solitude. But we also occasionally cherish intelligent conversation, companionship, and intense sex."

Carter cocked his head in thought. "When you go to L.A. to meet with your publisher, you've mentioned staying several days there with a friend. Is he the friend?"

She hesitated momentarily. "Yes, I occasionally stay with him for a few days to a week."

Carter frowned and looked away. "Does this man . . . does he have other women besides you?"

"I don't know, and I don't care. I assume he does. I brought this up because I don't want any secrets between us. But we both also need to accept our relationship for what it is, intelligent conversation, companionship and terrific sex without ties or strict long-term commitment. I need to know if you agree with this as an integral facet of our relationship."

He shrugged and rolled his eyes upward. "I . . . I don't know. I've never shared a woman I cared a lot for. I'm not a trophy hunter. I don't try to see how many pairs of panties I can collect just for the hell of it. I was attracted to you because you fit my image of what a good friend and lover should be." He paused and cocked his head. "Why are you just now telling me about the other guy?"

"Because our relationship has jelled to the point we are each firmly attracted to the other and I feel compelled to be open and honest before we go further. I didn't feel it was important when we first met and were only casual friends, but that has changed significantly over time."

Carter stood and paced the room. "Does he know about me?"

"He knows of you, not your name. I've mentioned our closeness and it's not an issue with him. He's broad minded in these matters."

He sat the beer can down, turned and walked toward the door. "I have to go. I don't want to talk about this until I have time to think it through. I don't. . . ." He raised both arms over his head, exhaled strongly, shook his head vigorously, then opened the screen and quickly strode to his car while still shaking his head and muttering.

Mattie stopped the screen door from slamming into the frame. She wanted to go after him and say something. She stopped when she realized enough had been said.

Slowly Carter guided the car down the lane toward the county road. The sudden honking of a horn caused him to slam on the brakes as a pickup truck on his right swerved to the far edge of the road, hit the shoulder and fish tailed slightly as it got back on the road. A man's left hand appeared as the driver shot him the bird and cursed loudly as the truck continued on. Carter's car sat alone in the middle of the gravel lane waiting for his mind to catch up.

At his lane, Carter automatically turned in, then parked in front of his cabin. After sitting numbly behind the steering wheel for several minutes, he moved sluggishly to the porch before going inside. He moped his way through the cabin to the deck and flopped onto a lounger. Why the hell did Mattie have to disrupt everything when it was all going so well? I know she has a hell of a sex drive, but keeping two men at a time like a tag team is a bit kinky. I don't know if I can handle this. I don't know if I want to handle it, and I sure as hell don't want to think about it right now. 

Carter's mind drifted back to the time after his divorce from Aim'ee. They'd both accepted their original impressions of each other, the very things that had attracted them, had morphed into completely opposite opinions. Differing views of friends, religion, politics, movies and even food convinced them it was past time for them to split.

After the amicable divorce, he had sought the companionship of other women, and the majority of the liaisons had progressed to sexual relationships. There were a few one-night stands. But for him, meeting a woman he was serious about and learning about her life was an important part of the dating process. Secretly dating multiple women at the same time seemed unethical. Now he felt like a married cuckold.  

Twenty minutes after sitting and stewing about Mattie and their problem, he remembered the reason he had driven to town. Grudgingly, he went outside to retrieve the groceries from the car.
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Chapter 2 – Cape Abigail

Carter heard the anticipated knock at the front screen door. Harrison J. Withers stood on the porch. Carter yelled, "Come on in," as he walked from the kitchen toward the living room.  He'd decorated the interior of his cabin primarily with teal, taupe and navy colors in solids and plaids on coarsely woven fabrics or solid leathers against the varnished pine floor and walls. It was his version of a man cave where he could relax on the infrequent occasions he was home.

Harrison had foregone his usual dapper attire and wore stylish jeans, a green polo shirt and loafers without socks. He looked nothing like the public perception of how the wealthy head of a vigilante organization might appear. "You look a bit off this morning, Carter. Do you have a headache or a hangover?"

"Neither. Just personal things falling apart. It'll pass. How about coffee?" 

Carter observed his stocky, medium height, and gray-haired friend as he poured coffee.

Both men settled on the back deck, and Harrison commented on the great panoramic view before getting down to business. The locks on his briefcase clicked as he opened it to remove a large manila envelope. "Your next assignment is on the east coast, Cape Abigail, Maine. Have you visited the east coast?"

Carter silently shook his head.

"Last January, three people were murdered there. A husband and wife, Luke and Lydia Lancaster, were convicted of the killings. The victims were all locals and the only viable connection between the individual crimes appears to be the Lancasters.

"The convicted couple had an open marriage arrangement wherein each dated other people." Harrison looked over his reading glasses, cocked his head and raised his eyebrows.

"Mr. Lancaster was in a relationship with a married woman, Martha Lehnen. She was beaten and shot to death.

"Mrs. Lancaster was dating one Otis Mitchell, a new age religion preacher. She was accused of shooting him out of jealousy. He had also reportedly been in another affair with an underage member of his flock, one Becky Wentworth. She was killed in a hit and run incident."

Carter stood, took both coffee cups inside for refills then returned. "Sounds like some really messed up folks out there. Why are we looking into it?"

"All of the murders were committed on the same night within a short timeframe. The evidence in the trials was almost entirely circumstantial. The prosecution did have one witness who placed Lydia Lancaster at the scene of the Mitchell murder. 

"A law professor at a local college believes errors may have been made by both the defense and prosecution at the trials. He is a member of our support team and asked that we conduct a cursory review of the evidence." 

Carter reached for the leather briefcase Harrison offered.

"As usual the files, forged identification, a new cellphone and cash are enclosed. Your undercover name is Todd Sorrell, a detective from Flint, Michigan. Are you sure you have not caught something? You are not your usual chipper self this morning."

Carter smiled thinly. "I'm good. What I'm dealing with is personal and won't affect my work."

The men sat and talked for two more hours before Harrison left.

*****
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Carter A. Johnson stared out the window at the dark gray clouds nestled below the plane's cruising altitude. He was sure it was raining below them. Why couldn't he be on the ground letting the drops wash away his problem? Woman problems. The worst kind of problems for a man to deal with. The sky above and around the plane was grayish blue. It matched his mood. Not bad, not good, but confusing shades of gray and blue that dipped and swirled and threw a musty wet blanket over his spirit. 

Most of the previous day, on the flight from Portland, Oregon, to Newark, New Jersey, had been spent reviewing data for the case in Maine. Staying attuned to work was difficult because Mattie and some mysterious, shadowy male form kept invading his mental space. His current flight from Newark to Bangor, Maine, was scheduled to arrive at two in the afternoon. After takeoff, the pilot announced the plane would land near its scheduled arrival time. At least something positive was happening.

He was still sifting through his feelings about the issue Mattie had dumped on him but also tried to stay focused on the details for his new case. The worst times were when he attempted to sleep. Why wasn't she satisfied with either one of her suitors? Would her stable of studs expand to three or four? Could he adjust to that? Did he want that same freedom to have multiple short or long-term lady friends? He wasn't a Mormon for Christ’s sake. He was comfortable with monogamy even if he wasn't married to a woman. To his mind, it felt right, and it was simple, ethical, and unencumbered. He realized, of course, that values were drawn from one's environment, upbringing, peers, and experiences. Time and distance away from Mattie were what he needed to sort through his predicament. He'd need time, maybe more time than this separation would allow to decide if his values would accept polygamy. The truth was he'd liked the monogamous arrangement he'd taken for granted before she'd dumped the knowledge of her second lover on him. And yet, he'd have been angry if she'd kept it a secret from him until he learned of her deception on his own.

Once the passengers settled and most people ran out of idle chit chat, the cabin quieted. He focused his thoughts on the new assignment. A flight attendant pushed a drink cart down the aisle, and he requested a bourbon and water. She held eye contact with him a little longer than necessary and then slyly checked his ring finger before taking drink requests from the two passengers sitting toward the aisle. 

The Maine investigation boiled down to a husband and wife who'd been convicted of murdering three people almost six months ago. Circumstantial evidence and one eyewitness had convinced jurors to sentence them to life in prison. As was too often the case, the crimes appeared to be the result of sexual passions run amuck. Boy, can I relate to that.

Carter stretched in the tight confines of the seat, then took a sip of his drink. Most of the passengers were quiet and the few conversations he overheard were in low, hushed tones. Even the occasional laughter was subdued. He relaxed and closed his eyes to regain his train of thought.  Abruptly another image appeared and crowded the case from his mind.

Katherine Menke. Kate to her friends and close acquaintances. She'd been convicted of shooting her husband to death and received a life sentence in the Kansas Women's Prison at Topeka. Carter smiled as his thoughts turned to how he had fought for and succeeded in getting her murder conviction overturned. A bond had formed as he spoke to her weekly by phone while she was in solitary confinement. A strong, unspoken bond had formed. They'd only met once after her release, but they had meshed during that single meeting. They'd agreed to meet again at some point in the future for dinner; but he had put it off. Why, he routinely asked himself? Was it because of the relationship he later formed with Mattie? Or could it be he didn't want to choose one over the other? Did he even need to choose one over the other? Was that what Mattie was telling him? But what if Kate didn't agree? What if she didn't want to share him? Hell, what if she didn't even want him at all? She could already be in a serious relationship. He emptied his plastic cup and waited for a short, heavy male attendant to approach before ordering a second drink.

Carter adjusted his butt cheeks in the seat, lowered the backrest halfway, relaxed, and closed his eyes. He consciously strove to blot out the few voices and other sounds so he could focus. He sipped his fresh drink, ignored the two people in his row, and let his mind drift back to Mattie. In a few enlightening minutes, he'd learned their values weren't as aligned as he'd taken for granted.

Carter opened his eyes, blinked several times and became attuned to the sounds in the plane. He had dosed off. Most of the passengers were quiet as the pilot announced they would touch down at Bangor International Airport in approximately twenty minutes. He vaguely heard the flirty flight attendant ask a second time for his plastic cup. He swallowed the warm dregs and handed the cup over without making eye contact. He had enough female issues. A loud buzz of conversations filled the confined space as passengers either woke or put their reading materials away in anticipation of the imminent landing at Bangor, Maine. 

At the car rental station, Carter signed for a Chrysler 300 sedan with the 5.7 liter Hemi engine. A shuttle carried him and his luggage to the black car. The temperature was unusually warm for the far northeast, in the upper eighties. Then he drove through Bangor toward Cape Abigail. Highway 1 took him to Ellsworth where he stopped at a state-run liquor store for a cooler, two cases of beer, and snack food. Back on the highway he drove through Sullivan and on to the small, scenic coastal town where three people had been brutally murdered last January. The sun beat down brightly as he drove past stretches of sparse pine forest growing on both sides of the road and bordering marshy areas. Cape Abigail sat between Milbridge and Harrington on highway Alt 1. Google maps of the area showed the picturesque seafaring town was located mostly to the south of the highway and spread southeast to Pleasant Bay. 

At the A1 Motel, he claimed the room reserved for Todd Sorrell. The date was Wednesday, July 16 and he was scheduled for a six-week stay. Harrison said the small midrange motel catered to families and was booked solid through early September. Luckily, he'd called just after two cancellations. The first-floor room was on the north end of the thirty-two-room two-story unit. While checking in as Todd Sorrell, he learned the mom-and-pop motel actually was run by an older couple. Mom and Pop explained their strict rules in great detail to the single man checking in. They looked like the models for Grant Wood's painting American Gothic. Pop was stern looking but Mom appeared downright tough and unflinching.

In a strong, high-pitched Northeastern New England dialect, Mom said, "There's one parking space assigned to each room near the door and others are available for guests. Don't park in someone else's space or your car will be towed. We won't tolerate loud noise and drunken or raunchy behavior. If necessary, we'll call the police for assistance at the first hint of trouble." 

Todd smiled at the feisty, gray-haired geriatric. "I assure you that won't be necessary. I'm a quiet, peaceful person and won't cause you any trouble."

Mom stared at him harshly over the top of her wire framed glasses. Apparently, she didn't believe the serious, tough looking man could be quiet or peaceful for very long. 

"If you dirty the refrigerator or the microwave, there's a twenty-five-dollar cleaning charge for each. An answering machine is next to the phone, so you won't miss any calls. We don't take messages for you, and we charge one dollar per minute for local calls and two dollars per minute for long distance calls. Any questions?"

Pop stepped forward before Todd could answer, or Mom could continue her diatribe. "Whatever you were expecting is pretty heavy." He handed Todd a large package delivered that morning by special courier. The short, skinny man strained under the load. "We don't get many special deliveries."

Todd noticed the comments made by the innkeeper were presented more as nosey questions than simple statements. The package was larger than he expected. He grinned as he accepted the box. "Yes, it is rather heavy." He thanked the balding and bespectacled man as he turned to walk from the small office. The owner's office and two-story apartment was at the end of the units closest to the road and Todd's room was at the opposite end of the L shaped building. From her attitude, Mom must have expected his end to become the rowdy section.

He parked the car outside room sixteen in the assigned space, then moved his luggage in and unpacked. Inside the box from Harrison, he found a .45 caliber Glock 41 and a small frame .38 caliber Berretta. He didn't expect to see a 9-millimeter H&K USP-SD with a threaded barrel and a suppressor for it. All three items were wrapped in a body armor vest. A shoulder holster for the Glock and a pocket holster for the .38 lay on top of the vest. Two extra preloaded magazines for each handgun and a full one hundred round box of ammunition for each were encased in bubble wrap. In the bottom of the box beside a carton of latex gloves, he saw the usual two Maglites, extra batteries and a box of Handi Wipes.

An hour later Carter lay on a lounger out by the pool having a beer. He grinned and chuckled out loud several times as he watched parents try to corral half a dozen lively kids who splashed and yelled incessantly. One of the mothers hissed like a rattlesnake at her oldest boy to stop tormenting his little sister or else. That was about the twelfth time she'd used the or else threat without thumping the little bugger on the head or butt.

Carter dug in a canvas bag beside him for his phone. 

"Good afternoon, Carter, are you settled in?" Harrison asked.

"Yeah, the place is fine. What's with the vest and other additional equipment?"

"As many times as you have been targeted on assignment, a vest will be sent for every job from now on. Please wear it when necessary. The suppressor is a just in case item I have started including for both field positions."

"Okay. I won't argue because they may come in handy sometime. But I doubt I'll need them on this job. It sounds routine."

"It should be a routine inquiry Carter, but you routinely manage to be attacked." Harrison chuckled. "I have an appointment I must attend. Call if you need something."

Carter closed his eyes and thought of his mentor. Harrison J. Withers and the support team he headed were superior in everything Carter asked of them. And he'd asked plenty. Whatever his needs, they met the challenge. Just like with Cape Abigail, when he arrived at an assignment all the logistical arrangements were made, and the team stood by waiting for information requests to back him up. Often Harrison was even a step ahead of his requests. The man's perception was uncanny.

Carter’s driver’s license, permit to carry, and credit cards were in the name Todd Sorrell and the group's hackers had entered him in all the necessary computer system files to create a past history dating back to his pseudo birth parents. Todd was set up as the sole owner of a private investigations firm, Inside Look Investigations, in Flint, Michigan. The phone number on his card would even be answered by a woman posing as his office manager. He wondered what she looked like and thought about calling his office just to listen to her spiel and see how her voice resonated.

By the next morning, the temperature had dropped; a storm was forecast to blow in from the southeast later in the afternoon. Connecticut and Massachusetts had been hit hard by the fading remnant of a class three hurricane that inundated the central and northeastern coast with heavy rainfall. At midmorning, Carter dressed in pressed Levi's and cognac Ostrich leg cowboy boots. He slipped into a lightweight gray sport coat over a medium blue short sleeved shirt and his shoulder holster. Standing in front of the full-length mirror, he adjusted his shirt and jacket until the fit felt comfortable and they looked right. 

He took a last swig of stale, lukewarm coffee and grimaced. Then he left the motel and drove west to the blueberry field murder scene where Martha Lehnen died. He slowed to turn right at an intersection, then drove slowly as he closed on the location detailed in the police report. He drove on and found a place to turn around. On the right shoulder, he parked on the edge of the road and stepped out of the car.

Low blueberry bushes formed a green blanket over acres of flooded land on both sides of the road. To the west, a line of trees in the distance were blurred by the haze blown in ahead of the storm. To his right, two harvest machines straddled rows of bushes shaking the indigo-colored berries loose from the plants. 

Standing in front of the car, Carter read the police report again, then walked back to the county road intersection.  At the center of the intersection, he turned around and paced one hundred forty-four yards back toward his car to the spot where Martha Lehnen's body had been discovered. No houses were in sight. He squatted on the roadway alongside the drainage ditch about where Martha had died. He stood, then made a scuff mark in the dirt with his heel to mark the spot. It would be a forlorn place in the dead of winter. The killer picked a godforsaken place to commit his crime undetected ahead of a fast-approaching winter storm that dumped six inches of snow after midnight.

Carter walked twenty feet to the car and stopped at the back end. He scrounged in the trunk for something to mark the spot and settled on the jack handle. At the bottom of the ditch, in line with his boot mark, he jammed the pointed end into the ground in case he needed to return. 

He stood and faced the field again. Late Saturday afternoon following the deaths, Luke Lancaster was interviewed about the missing person report filed by Martha's husband, Frank Lehnen. Luke didn't have any bruises or abrasions on his fist at that time. The prosecution later claimed Luke would have been wearing heavy winter gloves while he administered Martha's beating in the near zero F. temperature. 

While she was face down in the ditch, Martha was shot with a single .45 caliber round lead ball propelled by black powder. Luke owned a .45 caliber smooth bore black powder rifle, a Civil War replica he built and hunted with. Luke and Martha were alleged to have gone to the death site in Martha's car. What ruse could Luke Lancaster have used to bring a rifle into her car that night? Wouldn't she have been suspicious if he brought a rifle along at night on a date? Hunting after dark was illegal.

The computer in Luke's pickup indicated it had been driven blocks that night, not miles. Martha's car had been driven just over seven miles. Three miles out, three miles back to town and a mile or less in town. The prosecution concluded the distance driven fit the crime and the jury convicted Luke Lancaster. 

From the blueberry field, Carter drove into town past a mixture of old and new buildings. Newer subdivisions had sprouted among sparse older homes and businesses to create a hodgepodge effect. The farther he drove from the highway the fewer new homes he saw. He passed Back Bay Road and drove near the north edge of town toward the bay, then turned right onto Sail Cloth Road. 

He passed through two blocks of mostly undeveloped land with a few scattered homes and commercial buildings. In the next block, he spotted Otis Mitchell's multipurpose frame building on his right. A simple two-foot-high gold colored wood crucifix was mounted above white double wood doors framed in black trim. Paint had peeled from the wood siding and weeds were allowed to infiltrate and dominate two untended planting areas. He wondered if that was the usual look or if upkeep had waned only since Mitchell's death. 

The police report indicated the ground floor at the front of the two-story building contained an open great room where church services were held. Mitchell's office for his accounting business sat behind the meeting room. A large three-bedroom apartment covered the second floor. Carter parked across the street at the edge of a vacant lot and crossed the roadway to stand on the cracked and heaved concrete walkway extending to the front of the building. A narrow strip of gravel driveway to the right of the building led to a gravel lot that provided parking for maybe thirty cars. An older model Toyota Corolla sat on the gravel past the end of the building. Accumulated grime covered it entirely and indicated it had been there for many months. Likely since Mitchell’s death.

Carter walked the driveway as he remembered the item that tied the Lancasters directly to the murder. But why would a killer, even a novice killer, drive a truck with their name painted on the side to a killing? Especially when it was the only tow truck in town and everyone living in Cape Abigail had seen it numerous times over the past years? Most had likely used its service at some point. Lydia Lancaster would have been out of her mind with rage, a raving lunatic, to jump in the truck instead of her car to go kill her boyfriend.

The truck was seen outside Mitchell's building by a Cape Abigail patrolman at ten minutes past nine, and he recorded the sighting in his shift report. Why? Would the cop have documented seeing a plumber's truck or an electrician's work truck? 

A woman passing by Mitchell's building testified she saw Lydia Lancaster exit the building, get in the truck, and drive away. Would an irate lover be so careless as to let her identity be recognized if she had planned the killing in advance? The prosecution charged the husband and wife with premeditated murder, stating they planned the three murders together for the same time on the same night. That didn't make sense either. But then he had worked a bunch of murders in L. A. as a detective where the facts didn't make any sense. Carter smirked. He'd also met plenty of people who seldom made sense in anything they said or did. As Pogo famously philosophized, "We have met the enemy and he is us."

Carter stood beside the entry door to the accounting office with his brow furrowed. The day the murder was discovered, the police found a .38 caliber Ruger semiautomatic handgun hidden outside the building. It was on top of bags of trash in a galvanized trash can with the lid closed. He saw three dull, dented containers sitting six feet past where he stood outside the building. The gun was left in plain sight of anyone who removed the lid. The shooter had the presence of mind to enter when Otis Mitchell was usually alone, Thursday after dark, then pick up the spent bullet casings from the carpet after they were expelled from the handgun. But then the shooter tossed the weapon to where it was out of sight but dry, left behind to be easily found. Why? No fingerprints were found on the gun frame, it had been wiped clean. But Luke Lancaster's fingerprints had been preserved on the oiled magazine and remaining three live bullet casings. 

Light rain drops splattered Carter, then quickly increased in size and density. The storm was blowing in a few hours earlier than predicted. He ran to his car against the wind driven rain. Before he drove away from the grass and weed covered lot, he turned the wipers on high, made a U-turn and drove slowly to the tourist area in search of a restaurant. 

When a car pulled out from the curb leaving a parking spot right in front of the entrance, Carter settled on the Buccaneer Bar and Grill. In a mad dash, he ran through the restaurant's extra wide entry door and spotted an empty table near the back wall. After a generous broiled seafood lunch, he drank two beers while he waited for the rain to slow before he hurried outside through a mild drizzle to his car.

Carter spent the rest of his first day in Cape Abigail posing as a tourist.  He put the inclement weather to good use while he absorbed the layout of the town and located the homes and businesses of the major players in the case. He spent half his time in the car avoiding the alternating light mist to heavy rain that blew in off the ocean in sporadic waves of gloom. 

A sign on highway A-1 proclaimed Cape Abigail was the permanent home to 6,891 people. A brochure stated that number swelled to around 11,000 during the summer months when tourist and city weekenders invaded the area. Many houses in the old downtown area had survived from the days when the town was a fishing village centered around the piers where boats docked to unload shrimp, lobster, and fish. Gradually most of the fleet moved to other harbors closer to processing plants. Cape Abigail's economy declined for years until foresighted civic leaders eventually developed it into a bayside tourist haven to survive. During that transition, many of the large, old Victorian style homes were converted to bed and breakfasts, while others declined in disrepair. The area still drew fishermen to the inland lakes, and charter boats took customers out on the ocean on day trips for deep sea fishing. The main tourist areas were on Harbor and Atlantic Streets. Harbor being the first street off the bay and Atlantic setting behind it to the west. Over time, the town spread northwest to the highway.

At Lancaster's Quik Mart, he pulled in to fill the gas tank and noted the fenced area behind the building where an old, red midsized tow truck was parked. A half dozen wrecked vehicles were also stored there. Inside the convenience store, three clerks were on duty. A young cheerful, slender, and pretty blonde was talking to a delivery man, and a slightly plump and plain brunette worked at the cash register. At the drink machines, he saw a tall, heavyset, middle-aged man in shorts and a t-shirt mopping the floor. Carter bought a fountain soda and talked briefly to the friendly young lady at the cash register.  

After dark, he drove by all three murder scenes and noted the amount of lighting, or lack thereof, at the Mitchell and Wentworth death sites. Lighting at the Mitchell site didn't support the testimony given at trial by the state's star witness. Carter rubbed the side of his nose with his index finger; maybe this wasn't going to be a slam dunk confirmation after all.
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Chapter 3 – Officer Collins

On Carter's second day in Cape Abigail, the rain had moved inland to the north and the strong breeze off the ocean smelled clean and fresh. Before noon, he meandered along Harbor Street dodging slow-moving tourist families visiting the multitude of food, t-shirt, and trinket shops. He stood at the curb gazing across Harbor View Park at the dingy water of the bay. Yesterday's storm roiled the sea and strewed trash along the beach. Men and equipment were still busy clearing the debris so the sun chasers could lie on the sand while kids of all ages ignored the workers to play in the sand and water when they weren't pestering their parents.

Loud angry voices suddenly rose above the normal chatter, blaring music, and seagull’s shrill cries.  Standing tall to see over the gaping open mouthed crowd, he saw three large young men milling outside a bar harassing a female police officer. One of the men, who were all over six feet tall and built like college football linemen, shoved the woman nearly knocking her off her feet. When the same man advanced on her she pulled her baton. Carter pushed through the gawking onlookers moving idlers out of the way to reach the rowdy group and stood beside the officer. 

The bigger antagonist, who had a shaved head and tats on his shoulders, confronted Carter. "Looks like this nosey bastard wants his ass whipped too." 

His friends grinned and nodded as they shouted in agreement. The man in the middle, with brown hair to his shoulders, glared at the officer as he smacked a fist into his palm threateningly.

The policewoman glanced at Carter, rolled her eyes upward, but stood her ground. "The three of you can straighten up, or you'll be arrested and charged. It's illegal to drink alcohol on the street. Now ditch the beers in a trash container and move on." 

A few tourists stopped to stare but most scurried on by. Several belittled the young men's behavior, while staying a safe distance away.

Carter spoke firmly to the three men who appeared to have been drinking heavily. "Guys knock it off and take a hike before you wind up in jail. You don't need this on your records."

Shaved head spat back, "He's begging us to take a hike before he gets his ass mangled." His buddies laughed as the trio converged on their targets. Long hair and the man on the left tossed their open beer cans behind them onto the walkway.

From the Harbor View Bar and Billiards, a man stepped outside and stood on the other side of the officer. Carter was glad to see someone else willing to help before the woman could be seriously injured by the obnoxious mountains of muscle bearing down on them.

Carter stood to the officer's right with the biggest bully in front of him. The young man rubbed his shaved head as he grinned and singled Carter out. The man moved in fast. He was quick and light on his feet for his size. Carter was faster. The bully screamed a war cry and drew back his right fist before he lunged at Carter. Carter pivoted forward on his right foot and threw a hard left fist straight into the bigger man's chest and ducked the huge fist that churned air next to his head. Carter followed the punch with a chop to the big bully's throat and a knee to his groin. The bully's eyes widened, he gasped for breath, his arms dropped to his sides, and he collapsed to his knees. Carter threw a knee into the youthful face, and the bully toppled over backward. Blood gushed from his nose and flowed down his cheeks and chin. The onlookers' hushed comments were drowned out by loud music gushing from speakers outside the buildings. Baldy’s muscle shirt was splattered with blood.

The policewoman used her baton to punch straight into her attacker's stomach knocking the wind out of him. A wildly thrown punch hit her left shoulder and jolted her backward.

Slowed but not down, the long-haired man uttered, "Damn you." His left hand grabbed her shoulder epaulet and hung on. His right hand wrapped around her throat and thick fingers squeezed tightly cutting off her air. Carter stepped toward them. The officer reached around her attacker's arm and clubbed his head with her baton without noticeable effect. Carter threw a hard left fist to the man's side below the ribs then a right punch to the side of his neck. The thug released both hands from the officer. She stepped back two paces, grimaced as she bumped into an onlooker, took a deep breath, and swung the baton overhead to bring it down hard across the top of the man's head. The big brute stumbled backward and fell to the ground. He laid there moaning and gagging. The crowd was mostly quiet and the ring around the combatants widened considerably as punches continued to be thrown by the two remaining men. Adults with children scurried past, some stepping into the street to herd or drag their kids with firm grips.

The man from the bar warded off punches while he threw a few of his own and tried to stay out of the grasp of his bigger adversary. He staggered when a huge left fist connected with the right side of his face. He took two steps backward but didn't go down or quit. Carter stepped over while the big brute still had his arms raised and unleashed a kick with his right leg, planting his foot in the side of the man's torso near the bottom of his rib cage. A dull crack sounded as ribs broke, and the hulking man flew sideways into the doorway of the bar. Two women screamed and scampered out of the way when the large body bumped against them as the young man fell. From the ground, his face reddened and contorted with anger. "You son of a bitch, your ass is mine." The young man attempted to get up while he cussed and held his left side. 

The slender officer yelled, "Stay down. You're under arrest." He ignored her and continued to rise. He had one knee on the ground and used the other to push himself up with a pained look on his face. 

"Stay down damn it, or I'll put you down."  

Her second warning was ignored. She swung the baton overhead and caught the big man on the right shoulder before he straightened. He grunted and made an evil face at her. "You hit me again and I'll kill you Bitch." 

The officer landed another blow on the side of the man's head, and he collapsed. With all three of her assailants on the ground, she surveyed the scene as she keyed the mike on her radio. She breathed heavily and her voice broke as she spoke. "Base, come in base. This is Officer Collins. I need immediate backup and two ambulances in front of the Harbor View Bar and Billiards. Two men are going to the hospital under escort, and one is headed for a cell." 

The dispatcher repeated the request and signed off.

The officer confronted the onlookers. "Move on folks, it's over. Clear the sidewalk for the ambulance crews to get in here.

Carter manhandled the young man who had attacked him face down on the sidewalk while Officer Collins put metal cuffs on him. The man kicked and cursed and threatened both of them.  Carter read the officer's name tag and took time to appreciate how pretty and shapely Officer Collins was. Her cap had been knocked off and luxurious, glistening brown hair framed her face as she stooped to retrieve it. He guessed she was in her early to midthirties, maybe two to six years younger than him.  

Collins restrained the man who had attacked her with heavy-duty plastic ties. The third assailant with the cracked ribs was still unconscious. He moaned and his leg twitched occasionally as Collins put restraints on him. 

Officer Collins shook Carter's hand as she introduced the man from the bar. "This is Frank Lehnen. He lives here in town. I'm Officer Sharon Collins." 

In the heat of the moment, Carter barely remembered to give his name as Todd Sorrell. Upon hearing the name Frank Lehnen, he studied the smaller man carefully. Pleasant looking, black hair, hazel eyes, thin face, medium height, slender, and brave enough to get involved in a fist fight and give a fair accounting of himself.

"Guys, my thanks to both of you," Officer Collins was saying. "I would have gotten my ass kicked if you hadn't stepped up to help me when no one else would. Thanks."

Two police cars with sirens blaring weaved their way through heavy noontime traffic and double parked on the street. Two ambulances turned the corner a block away headed toward them. 

Frank spoke over the noise of the sirens, music, and people. "Sharon, I'll press charges on these drunken idiots. You could have been seriously injured." 

Carter noticed a bruise forming on Frank's right cheek and that he favored his right side. Carter was impressed that Frank would step in against a man who was bigger and at least half again his weight.

Two other policemen attended to the three assailants, moving them into a patrol car or the ambulances. A middle-aged man in a suit stood aside watching and directing the officers.

Sharon Collins spoke with the older policeman and motioned for Carter and Frank to join them. "Chief, you already know Frank. This is Todd . . . Sorrell. They backed me against these three bruisers, or it could have ended badly for me." 

Frank and Carter acknowledged the Chief and shook hands with him.  

The big man with the broken ribs regained consciousness and struggled with the arresting officers as he cursed and berated them loudly. Chief Mason excused himself and stepped over to help his officers. Sharon shook Todd's hand as she thanked him again and held his hand for a full fifteen seconds before she released him. Red spots colored her neck where she'd been choked.

She smiled warmly. "I owe you. If you're going to be in town long enough, I want to take you to dinner to show my appreciation." 

"I plan to be here for the next several weeks."

She wrote in a small spiral-bound notebook, then tore the page out. "Here's my cellphone number. Call me when you're available, preferably a Saturday or Sunday evening. I'm on evening shift next week Monday through Friday." 

Todd touched her chin and tilted her head back. The dark red outlines of a thumb and fingers on her neck were becoming darker. "You're going to have some dandy bruises for a while." 

Sharon nodded. "It could have been much worse. All of that because I warned them about carrying beer cans and drinking openly on the street." She squeezed his arm as she smiled. "Thanks." Then she turned and strutted over to join the other officers.

Todd turned to Frank as he pushed the stirring vision of Collin's retreating figure from his mind.  He was flattered by Ms. Collin's obvious come on. He smiled smugly. 

Frank Lehnen smirked. "I guess my effort didn't rate a dinner date. How about I buy you a drink, Mr. Sorrell? You saved my ass. That big dude was about to stomp me into the sidewalk."

"Sounds good, but please, call me Todd. Lead the way, I'll follow." 

Todd couldn't believe his luck in stumbling upon one of the key players in his investigation. With careful questioning, he might gain some information while they shared a drink.

When they entered the bar, several people near the windows clapped and cheered as they passed. They'd earned their fifteen minutes of fame in Cape Abigail, Maine. Both men grinned and waved back like conquering heroes as they made their way through the crowded bar.  A restroom sign at the rear of the room drew Todd's attention and he veered in that direction. He had blood splatters on his jacket and pants. Frank went in first and finished washing before Todd, then left the room.

Todd exited the restroom and saw Frank sitting at a tall table toward the back of the room. He sat across from Frank as a barmaid hurried over.

"Hi Frank. John said everything you and your friend order is on the house. He appreciated what you did to help Ms. Collins." 

They looked toward the bar and waved to the older gray haired man Frank identified as the owner. The youthful looking middle-aged lady took their orders for draft beers and sandwich specials, then hurried away.

"Thanks for coming to my aid out there," Frank said. "You handle yourself well. I heard you say you're in town for a couple of weeks. Tourist or business?"

"Business. I'm a private investigator. As a matter of fact, I'm looking into the murder of your wife and the other people who were killed last January. I'll appreciate it if you keep my purpose to yourself while I have a look around." Todd withdrew a business card and passed it to Frank.

Frank glanced at the card, put his elbows on the table and leaned forward. He looked surprised and frowned. "Who's your client, if you don't mind telling me?"

Carter shook his head and leaned forward slightly on the
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