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Prelude 

June 1995

I looked at her and knew there was no choice, so I put pen to paper.

I, Mathys Stikman, admit to killing Mary Chesternut. It couldn’t go on like this anymore. I’m sorry to those I’ve hurt.

I folded the note and set it on the half wall. They would find the note and her body eventually and have no reason to look further. I only wish it could have ended differently.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


May 9th, 1995

A blaring alarm startled me into semi-consciousness. In response to the noise, a woman’s voice groaned from under the covers, “Ma-teece! Shut it off.” 

I blindly slapped a hand toward the sound but only managed to switch the clock radio from the alarm to WBLM. The Cosmic Muffin astrological report was on ... something about Pluto in retrograde, then there was something about shopping, and the radio hosts began yelling. It's entertaining while driving in your car, but pencil in the ear stuff if it’s the first thing you hear in the morning. My fingers searched along the top of the radio, searching for the off button. The clock radio tumbled off the nightstand, but I’d hit the right spot ... it was quiet again except for the whir of the rotating fan in the corner. 

An arrow of sunshine pierced past the edge of the window shade, forcing me to squint the one eye that cooperated by opening. Goddamn, it! I blew out a frustrated breath. It was time to get up, which was the last thing I wanted to do. A steady drumbeat of pain pounded at my temples ... my thumbs and fingers moved to massage the pain until it faded to a dull knife point. With my eyes in focus now, the ceiling fan spun slowly into view. I propped up on one elbow and looked around the bedroom, trying to remember last night. 

I sighed, sat up on the edge of the bed, completed a stretch, and yawned, then scrubbed my hands over my face and knuckled my eyes. My foot found an open bottle of Jim Beam, forcing it into a lopsided splashy wobble across the carpet until it clinked on its empty twin in the corner. I shook my head, “Now I remember how I got here,” then I frowned, disappointed in myself, and mumbled, “Mathys! What the fuck are you doing?”

The standard morning contemplation of where my life was going ran through my head ... the consensus among anyone who knew me was that it wasn’t going in the best direction. I was burning the candle at both ends, in the middle, the sides, and the edges. If there had been more geometrical options, I would have been burning the candle there too.

These fun times resulted in sunken cheeks from drinking more and eating less. It made me look gaunt, prompting comments from friends for me to slow down. Maybe I would? A floor standing mirror across the room showed a tired, handsome man with steel blue eyes. The eyes ... usually the first thing people noticed, were a family trait ... both Mom and Dad had piercing blue eyes.

I combed my fingers through a forest of black hair, a nice change of pace after years with a tight military crew cut. I stopped, holding some of the hair in a parted position, then tipped my head, noticing gray flecks peppered in. Forty years old was not thirty, something the universe liked to remind me of lately. 

The last two years have been difficult. My father had been murdered, back issues forced a medical discharge from the service, and then my beautiful, healthy, athletic wife Kim decided that she wanted to spend her life with someone else. That led to a divorce and a custody battle over ten-year-old Chloe. We ended up working out visitation rights, me sometimes, and her most of the time.

Kim informed me she had, in her words, ‘fallen out of love with me.’ The old it’s me, not you rationalization. Anybody who’s been through it could tell you it still tears a cannonball-sized hole in your gut. Her new guy is named Guy. Guy Haskins, a wealthy older businessman, owns a large landscaping company in Windham, Maine. He’s short with a belly at constant battle with his belt, always tucking his thumbs into the waistline of his pants to adjust them. I absently ran a hand over my washboard abs ... being in good shape wasn’t the be-all and end-all of what women liked in a man. 

When Guy started his business many years ago, he was my father’s landscaper and lawn guy, so when Kim asked me about planting some trees and bushes, Guy was the first person to come to mind. Of course, I had no idea he would plant her, too. 

Apparently, Kim and Guy hit it off from the get-go ... love at first sight. It just so happens I was away for six months on assignment in the desert with minimal contact. Part of me doesn’t blame Kim ... I was gone a lot those days, which is not a recipe for marital bliss. Let’s say that I don’t hate her for leaving me, but let’s say I have a strong dislike for the Guy and Kim relationship. 

They live in a mansion at the edge of Sebago Lake, the deepest lake in Maine, and the water source for thousands of people. Our ten-year-old daughter, Chloe, spends most of her time with them. That’s the worst part of the deal, but she loves it on the lake. What little girl wouldn’t enjoy a speed boat, party boat, Jet-ski, and one of those giant blow-up slides tied to a floating dock just off their private beach? 

Then, on top of the divorce, the unexpected loss of my Dad, Jerry, and then my Mom a few years before that. This whole situation led to days at a time at the beach house I inherited from my father, sitting on the deck, staring at the waves, a whiskey in one hand, a loaded Glock in the other, thinking about having no parents and a fractured family. If it weren’t for good friends who refused to abandon me, Benny Coleman, a Portland policeman who was friends with my father ... Finley Callan, a mate from wartime campaigns, he was British Special Forces, I was an Army Ranger ... and Etta Wiseman, an old work friend of my Mom who was now my surrogate Mother, I might have used that Glock. 

This pattern of sadness has led to a year and a half of hopping from one bar to another, one bed to another, drinking enough to be concerned I’m pickling my liver but not drinking enough to forget my life.

My watch alarm beeped. It was eight a.m., work in an hour. I walked to the mirror, leaned in for a closer look, and ran my hand over a square chin, swung at more times than a pinata ... the stubble was bristly but would be fine for work. I touched the quarter-sized purple circle on my upper right chest, a bullet wound from a desert mission that still felt sandy, like some of the grains were sealed inside the scar. Sometimes, it hurts for no reason, and today was one of those days. My hand moved over a red knife slash scar on my side, a grazing blow from a bar fight.

I turned and examined myself further in the mirror. Since puberty, I’ve been in excellent shape... heck, I was a giant in middle school. Opposing football coaches wanted my birth certificate authenticated before football games. Broad shoulders and a muscular chest tapered to a lean waist developed from nightly push-ups, pull-ups, and sit-ups. I pinched at tiny rolls of skin rudely lounging on top of still visible ab muscles, not terrible considering my lifestyle lately. At forty years old, I wasn’t in as good a shape as ten years ago, but I was still better than many men half my age. 

I started collecting my things for work. A pair of stainless handcuffs sat on the bedstand next to a Portland Police Department badge that read M. Stickman. I nudged the cuffs to confirm they were my standard-issued work pair. Were those used last night? I sifted through my hangover fogged brain... there was a recollection of a naked cowgirl? A rhinestone pink Stetson had been tossed in an armchair across the room, which helped me recall the intensity on the cowgirl’s face as she moved in rhythm on top of me.

I searched for more memories of last night, hoping to see the end of the reel, but memories were tricky, content to pop in on their own schedule. I would probably get another flash of lovemaking later at an inopportune time while I was responding to a robbery or a domestic dispute ... that’s how memories liked to work.

The good news was that, apparently, considering down south felt like an overused boxing speed bag, I had a hell of a time last night, several times. This debauchery had been a pattern on too many nights this previous year. What I did know was that today was a big day for me, and I hoped my inability to control my celebration last night didn’t screw it up.

I sat back on the edge of the bed to pull on my boxers. A long arm snuck out of the covers, a hand pulled at the waist of my shorts, followed by a barely perceptible groan, “Ma-Teece, come back to bed right now.” It was last night's cowgirl, Mary Chesternut. 

One of the first things that attracted me to Mary was that she correctly pronounced my name, Mathys, without my intervention. It was pronounced Ma-Teece, silent h ... not many people got that on the first go-round. My full name is Mathys Stickman. The name is French, but I am not French. My friends call me Stik. I gently pried away her grip, her arm flopped back down on the bed, and a low, wheezy snore snuck out from under the blanket ... she was back asleep. 

All I could think at this moment, staring at four walls that weren’t mine, was that I needed to spend more nights at home. The problem is that when the dark cloak of pain and sadness visits at sunset, I soothe it with either of my two friends, Jack Daniels or Jim Beam, and in turn, I end up in places that are not my home. It was something I needed to work on.

Another of last night's memories crowded into my head. Mary's face and chest flushed, frantically calling my name out as she climaxed first. Then I finished, and she collapsed on my chest, our arms and legs tangled, and we gasped for air while quiet laughter bubbled out. The memory brought a devilish grin to my face ... there were worse ways to stumble through life until I found the right path again. 

My pager buzzed on the bedside table, dancing toward its edge, but I caught it before it plunged behind the low table. It read 911.Benny.
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Eighteen years earlier

Marge Stevenson, on the verge of tears, held a partially melted, mangled ballerina Barbie in her hand as she leaned in the bedroom doorway of her Georgia home, looking at her five-year-old daughter Madison. The smell of the burnt plastic was intense... the doll was still warm. Barbie’s arms, legs, and head had been pulled off, melted, and then reinserted into the wrong holes.

She’d found another disfigured doll a week ago ... and then a few days ago, she found a decapitated, charred teddy bear stuffed into a trashcan in the garage ... arms torn off, eyes pulled out, and the head stuffed up the torn ass. She’d written those incidents off as pranks, probably Billy Sims, a neighboring middle school boy who used to attend High Ridge Church. 

Billy’s parents were asked not to return to the church after Billy was suspected of setting fire to a bible in a back pew. After the doll and teddy bear incidents, she’d asked her husband, Father Richard Stevenson ... the pastor of High Ridge Church, to have the handyman change the lock on the back door of their garage. It had never worked right. Give it a good shake, and the door, even if locked, would pop open. The lock was changed, but since the doll mutilations were still happening, it seemed like Billy, or someone, was still getting in ... or were they? Now, she wasn’t as sure that Billy was the problem.

Madison, the most beautiful little girl in the world in Marge’s opinion, knelt on her pink bedroom carpet, rocking back and forth, quietly singing London Bridge is Falling Down, a song she’d learned at daycare recently. A sob escaped Marge ... a tear rolled down her cheek. Could her little girl be the problem? Keeping Madison enrolled in the daycare was a struggle over the last year. Several disturbing behaviors recently prompted calls from the daycare manager insisting Marge come to pick Madison up ... the little girl’s violent outbursts were becoming more frequent. 

As Madison sang, Marge watched her little girl change voices and facial expressions, from child-like soft to a pained, high-pitched whining to an angry, menacing growl. It could have been that Madison was singing parts of the song as different people, but Marge felt like this behavior was something else, something disturbing that was tied into the odd behaviors the daycare was seeing. 

She contemplated the past year of Madison’s life. Punching, pushing, and biting daycare classmates could be written off as somewhat aggressive childish behavior but correctable and tolerated to a point. Then, beautiful Madison stabbed a classmate with a pencil for not giving her the twirling ballerina Barbie, the same charred, disfigured Barbie in Marge’s hand right now. That event almost warranted Madison’s expulsion.

In the daycare office, little Madison would innocently swing her feet off the couch, twist her brown curls in a finger, cry, and hold her hands out, palms up, explaining that each incident was an oopsie, an accident. The daycare tried to excuse Madison’s behavior, but the oopsies were mounting. Madison once mentioned that someone inside her head told her to do something terrible, but Marge ignored it as a child’s fantasy. 

The daycare owner reported that Madison was a sweet girl for most of the day and then, without any provocation, would transform into a different person. The workers described it as a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde situation. Extra money and the fact she was Father Richard’s child kept her in daycare, but Marge was concerned her little girl would be kicked out soon. 

The last incident two days ago was worse ... it involved fire. The daycare workers foster independence, so they let Madison go into the bathroom alone as long as she kept the door open an inch. It wasn’t long before they saw smoke drifting from the cracked bathroom door and heard Madison laughing inside. She’d set the roll of toilet paper on fire. Somehow, she’d gotten hold of a box of long matches from the church supply room, the matches used for lighting votive candles in the nave. 

Try as they might, the daycare workers waved magazines at the smoke detectors and sprinklers, but it didn’t take long before the alarms were blaring, and the fire suppression sprinklers in the ceiling opened up. The fire department rushed to the scene, a report was taken, and Madison’s name was on the first official document citing her troubles.

How long could Marge keep believing the disturbing pattern of events involving broken, burned, and disfigured toys in the garage originated outside of her own house? Marge wiped her eyes and took a deep breath ... she knew she shouldn’t show weakness or fright in front of her little girl. The only thing Marge understood was that there was nothing, and never would be anything, that she loved as much as Madison ... she would do anything to protect her little girl just as she’d risked everything to get her. 
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5/9/1995

I haven’t been the most responsible fellow lately ... too much drinking and carousing. The message on my pager, 911 Benny, was my friend and boss letting me know he wasn’t confident I was responsible enough to get to the station on time for the dayshift. Appreciated but not necessary. My years in the military gave me an aversion to lateness.

Time to get moving. I massaged my bad knee for a moment, then flexed it out straight a few times, back and forth, until the synovial fluid, what the doc called joint juice, loosened things up ... standard procedure each morning compliments of diving away from an IED in Afghanistan.

I thought about that day in the desert when I got a note delivered about Dad’s death, and I thought about how the memory of reading the note popped into my head at the strangest times. Having the vision a lot at the beach house was understandable. It had been Dad’s house for a few years, and his pictures, trophies, and knick-knacks were still on shelves and tables. I didn’t have the heart to move them yet. 

The trigger of the memory was often invisible, a stitch of his existence connecting to something happening before me. I could be out to dinner with friends and overhear someone at a nearby table ordering steak, well done, how Dad ordered it every time. A millisecond later, the moment I read the note about his murder populated my brain. Everything about that day, including my thumping heart, the oppressive desert heat, and the feel of the hot wind whipping across the sandy dunes, came back in technicolor, so vivid I would break into a sweat. 

Mary stirred under the covers again and then fell back asleep. I grabbed my shoulder with the opposite hand and twisted, loosening up my back muscles, my spine releasing a few cracks. As I moved through my stretching routine, I thought of Dad letting the waiter know if the steak wasn’t cooked enough to stitch a loafer, he was personally responsible, and this transgression would be reflected in the tip. Little did the waiter know that Dad tipped in the five percent range for excellent service.

His favorite line to the waiter, every time at every restaurant ...  ‘I don’t want my friggin’ steak looking up and mooing at me.’ Dad thought that was the funniest line and always looked at me for confirmation right after delivery. As a good son, I would monkey grin at the line every time like it was the first time I heard it. 

Driving with Dad was another adventure. He loved to beep his horn. If someone didn’t take off on the green light like Big Daddy Don Garlits drag racing the quarter mile, Dad would lay on his horn as if he was transporting a dying patient to the hospital. The horn beeping would be followed by palm strikes to the steering wheel, and then his head and one angry hand out the window as he gesticulated and shouted a blue streak. Then, a second later, he would pull his head back into the Mustang and chuckle. It made me uncomfortable at the time, but now I miss his colorful take on this world.

After Dad was killed, I made the difficult decision to leave the Rangers, have back surgery, and get healthy. Then I followed Dad’s footsteps and applied to the criminal justice academy and then an application to the Portland Police Department. Currently, I am remaking my life as a midlife patrolman walking a beat. I couldn’t say I was at a high point in my life, but I had finally migrated out of the lower forty-eight of sadness.

Portland has been home for most of my life. I currently live in Pine Point, a small community in Scarborough, Maine, in the aforementioned inherited beach house with my German Shepard Sprocket and occasionally with my daughter Chloe, who is the spitting image of her mother. I get Chloe once a month ... she is the reason for any moderation of bad habits in my life. 

My constant companion, Sprocket, is a large, happy, retired police dog. He served for five years in the South Portland Police Department as the K-9 partner to Jimmy Miller, a military friend of mine. When Sprocket tore his ACL chasing a suspect, his tour of duty was over. I applied and was awarded Sprocket’s care after completing a training program. My dad had done the same thing when I was a child, taking in Arrow, a police dog from the Wells police department. Having Sprocket as a loyal companion gave me peace and comfort, something in short supply for me lately.

The stretching routine was complete. My knee felt decent, and my back was ready for the day. I scanned the room for the rest of my clothes ... my eyes settled on the shapely mound under the blanket. Mary and I generally enjoy each other’s company. She tolerates my moodiness and sarcasm while I take her roller coaster of emotions, and the sex is energetic, intense, and adventurous. 

She is Lieutenant Bill Randle’s secretary at the Portland Police Department. This fact had nothing to do with seeing Mary. I didn’t know who she was when she approached me in a bar as I sat alone, assuaging my sadness with drinks. Randle is my boss and does not like me, so one can see how this situation could be complicated. The best part for me is that I know Randle will hate it when he finds out about us, something that will happen organically because I will never mention it, but it will come out. 

At this point, Mary and I are weekly friends with benefits. The most we acknowledged each other at the station was with a nod or her occasional hand sliding across my ass at the copy machine. Last night, I had planned to tell Mary our play dates were over and that I needed to straighten up, but that didn’t work out.

The last thing I solidly remember about the night was my friend Chomp, the bartender at Old Port Tavern, sliding shots down the bar. Then there was a faint recollection of Mary pulling me into the ladies' room, her hands fumbling at my belt, her foot up on the hand dryer, flushed skin, and heavy breathing ... the night was a blur after that.

I moved into Mary’s bathroom, brushed my teeth, and opened the medicine cabinet. This was another reason I liked Mary ... she was a hypochondriac and charmed doctors into prescribing unnecessary drugs. It was like looking behind the pharmacy counter at Rite Aid. There were bottles of Oxycontin, Xanax, Flexeril, Prozac, and others.

I pried open a bottle of oxy, popped a couple in my mouth, and washed them down with a piss warm beer that was sitting next to the sink. Then, I laid out six more for the day. I crept around the room, gathered my clothes, and hoped to sneak out before she awoke. Little did I know that the events of today would change the course of my life forever.
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Georgia, 1982

Father Richard Stevenson, the minister of the High Ridge Community Church in Georgia, sat with his wife, Marge, and ten-year-old daughter Madison at the dinner table. He was a severe, portly, balding man with small black glasses and a long, thin beard. He was overly confident and loved to assert himself as an authority on all facets of morality. 

Dinner was complete. Remnants of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and peas were smattered on each plate as Father Richard, the name he insisted Madison use instead of father, Dad, or Pop, was giving her a stern lecture about her latest trouble at school. She leaned forward, hands in her lap, staring obediently as Father Richard, upset because of another fire in a bathroom at school, railed at her about righteousness and discipline. 

Ten minutes of mind-numbing scripture recitation caused black spots to swim in Madison’s vision. As the talk droned on, she nodded and smiled while unfurling the middle finger on each hand hidden in her lap. When Father was done, she thanked him for helping her and then asked to be excused to her room to complete homework ... but that’s not where she went.

Father Richard, wearing black slacks, house slippers, and a black shirt adorned with a white clerical collar, walked into his home office and dropped his rotund body into the leather chair behind his large oak desk. He dispassionately observed Marge carry a cup of Earl Gray tea into his office, set it on the blotter, give a curt nod, and leave without a word. 

Their relationship, warm and loving years ago, had suffered due to tensions over Madison. Marge refused to believe the girl had evil inside of her, but he was sure there was something to it. He sighed as he thought about how their life had changed since Marge brought Madison home, but what could he do? Picking his cup up, he blew across the top of the steaming tea, sipped at it, and then pushed his reading glasses up onto his nose ... time to get to work.  

There were two tasks to accomplish tonight ... finalizing his Sunday sermon and counseling a young girl in the congregation. He’d dubbed these meetings with the young girls of the church as repair sessions. These young ladies needed help, and he was the one person who could repair their souls using his unique methods. He pulled a stack of bibles close and studied the tasseled bookmarked pages. These were the go-to chapters and verses he liked to work with when he assembled Sunday’s message, and he also felt using the verses justified his unique methods.

He found his place, John 1:9 ... If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Deep in his soul, Father Richard knew he was employing a loose interpretation of John 1:9 to rationalize his repair session counseling method, but he couldn’t stop. The more time between repair sessions, the stronger the pull was to schedule another. He’d come to grips with the fact that he would have to deal with the consequences somewhere down the line, here on Earth or at the pearly gates.

He flipped a notebook open, stroked his long beard contemplatively, and formulated a plan to fit this verse on penance into his sermon for Sunday. His watch alarm buzzed ... his lips thinned into a tight, humorless smile ... it was time for today’s repair session. Spinning his chair around, he closed the heavy red window drapes for privacy. The repair session was a private, emotional journey between himself and his charge ... he conveniently blocked out of his mind the fact that God was watching, too.

––––––––
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MADISON CROUCHED QUIETLY in her father’s office closet, waiting to spy on his repair session. She knew she was not like other children. What made her different? Controlling her surroundings and making people or animals struggle in pain gave her pleasure. It started with her toys when she was younger, and then the urgent need transformed into hurting animals, neighborhood cats, puppies, and the one rabbit. 

Burning things was a favorite activity also. The way a dancing flame took on a life of its own, moving to consume oxygen, melting anything in its path ... the process excited her. Flame served a different purpose for her as well. Burning something would cleanse it ... give it new life in which its sins were forgiven. This was a good thing! 

A part of her knew hurting living things was wrong, but she couldn’t stop. It was a force inside her body she didn’t understand, controllable for short periods, especially after an incident. Still, the drumbeat of necessity to hurt something pulsed stronger the further she got from the last event.

Over the last few years, she'd also learned that she was good at getting people to do what she wanted, which her Mother called manipulating. Bullying the little prisses at school and after-school care was fun. The girls got all crybaby when Madison imposed her will on them, but she looked at it with little emotion. She didn’t find their complaints particularly upsetting, observing their behaviors and responses distantly as if each interaction was a hypothetical science experiment. 

Above all, she saw that using these methods satisfied the drive inside her to right wrongs, fight injustice, and punish people who made her mad. It could be as simple as when one child steals a toy from a classmate. She would confront and return the toy, righting the wrong. If a teacher was too rough with a disobedient child, she would whisper about it to the mother, who would later complain to the teacher on duty. If lunch in the cafeteria was not good one day, she would complain to the old hags, and if they ignored her, she would punish them by dumping her food on the floor, giving them a mess to clean up. The next time she complained about the food, they made her a fluffernutter sandwich, her favorite. 

Madison adjusted her stance to see between the closet door slats to her father’s desk. This wasn’t the first time she’d hidden in the closet, standing on a stack of spare bibles, watching her father work. He’d caught her once before a few months earlier. Angry at first, he soon changed his tone, remembering that a part of him was afraid of the little girl. He playfully called her his little peeper and advised her that it was a sin to spy on others. 

She was sure he didn’t know she was watching last week when he held his previous ‘repair session’, a private meeting where he helped a troubled young girl straighten and align her faith in God. There was little doubt in her mind that her father was doing something wrong ... she just didn’t completely understand it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

[image: ]


May 1995

The sun blazed through the bedroom window as I gathered my belongings. I brushed the curtain aside and observed the morning sun cresting over a bank of swaying oaks in the backyard, creating an orange glow along the horizon. A neighbor’s dog sniffed at a small mound of persistent snow that had taken up residence in a shady recess next to a green metal garden shed. 

Maine springtime was rolling into view after a long, hard winter with arctic temperatures and little snow. The plowed tall snowbanks in downtown Portland had melted away, revealing a trove of hidden treasures, including mangled trash cans, bikes, and the occasional shopping cart. The barren nature of the Maine winter would soon be replaced by blooming flowers, green lawns, and pollen season. 

April showers not only bloomed May flowers but brought Mainers a few weeks of thick black flies and fluctuating temperatures. At the moment, Maine was experiencing a spring heat wave, which in Maine was three days or more of temperatures in the nineties. For most of the country, this would not be a heatwave, but when one considers that most Maine buildings are constructed to hold in the heat during freezing winter days, temperatures in the nineties in mostly non-air conditioned spaces created hot, sweaty, and irritable humans.

The ping-ponging temperatures and drifting pollen force Mainers to deal with the stuffy noses and itchy eyes of cold and allergy season. With all that in mind, Mainers are a tough lot ... more likely to complain about crater-sized potholes or the weather, hot or cold, than any illness or allergy ravaging their bodies. 

Soon, Mainers will have plenty more to complain about as the yearly throng of Canadiens and Massholes clog I-95 heading to popular destinations such as Old Orchard Beach, Rockland, and Portland’s cobblestoned Old Port area. Mainers sound cranky, but they are not ... they are friendly, generous, hardworking people as honest as the day is long.

My contemplation was interrupted by a moan. Mary poked a long Pilates forged leg out of the sheet, uncovering a coconut shell ass cheek that I remembered trying to bounce a quarter off into a shot glass last night. Another moan and the sheets flipped back, exposing her long blonde hair fanned out on a pillow. 

She rolled up on one elbow, growled, and slapped my ass hard enough to make me wince. Then she pleaded with me in a silky voice, “Stay here with me.” 

I had everything I needed to leave for work, but Mary’s sultry tone and the thought of another round of mind-blowing sex caused a slight grin to crest my lips. The temptation faded, though, “Sorry, babe. Can’t! Duty calls.” Responsibility was a heavy burden and the saddle I needed to climb into right now. 

She wasn’t letting it go so easily. She used her foot under the sheets to push them onto the floor. I could see the flame of desire in her eyes and feel my body respond. She was tanned from head to toe... beautiful face, arms, legs, feet, and perfect breasts, even around the small triangle of pubic hair where a thong bikini would leave a patch of protection. Seeing her body flashed one of those pesky memories into my head ... Jim Beam shots sucked from her perfect belly button, the image of the v of her stomach muscles that led south. A knot formed in my throat, a carnal stirring in my loins. She bent one leg up, placing her foot on the other knee, then panned a Vanna White hand down her shapely torso, ending at the small patch, "I can’t interest you in anything?"

I paused for a minute, took a breath, and gulped. The urge was there, the temptation mounting, but today was not the day to be late for my shift. Today was the day I was getting my own squad car. I grabbed the sheets off the floor and flung them back over her, "Always interested, but I gotta go." 

She flipped them back off and pouted her bottom lip out playfully, “Always so serious!” She rolled off her side of the bed and started pulling clothes on as I jogged down the stairs and headed for the kitchen door. The coffee maker was dripping out the last of the timed morning pot. I grabbed a Tervis travel mug from the cupboard, poured a cup, and then grabbed my green canvas messenger bag, something I never went anywhere without. The messenger bag was efficient for my needs and special to me. When I left the service, my daughter Chloe, just seven at the time, picked it out as a gift because it looked and felt like my duffel bag. She called it the whatever Daddy does next bag. 

Mary watched as Mathys jogged down the three porch steps to the driveway. She felt lucky to have him in her life even though it wasn’t serious. Her closest friends, the only ones who knew, were envious of her. The physical attraction was obvious, but what ultimately made her care for this man was his undying devotion to friends and family. 

When his application to the Portland Police Department came across her desk for review by Lieutenant Randle, she read it even though she wasn’t supposed to. She learned about his father and grandfather’s history in the military and on the police force and about Mathys’s habit of getting into trouble defending the innocents he encountered. His character was evident during each event, although the higher-ups didn’t perceive it that way. Sticking up for those who were hurt, drunk, or weak ... those behaviors reminded her of her father, and she knew she had to meet him. 

Then she saw his picture. He had a rugged all-American quality that any woman would be attracted to ... sprinkled with kindness and a dash of danger and unavailability. She loved a challenge. Then there was his strong jaw and angular cheekbones, always peppered with just the right amount of stubble. His eyes were deep wells of steel blue that lit up when he occasionally smiled. She found them hard not to stare into. The eyes framed a nose that sported a small scar on the ridge, and although she didn’t know the story, imagined it had been broken once or twice in a fight. 

Mathys was a big man ... she was tall at five ten, but she liked how her head nestled into his chest when he hugged her. At forty years old, his muscular shoulders, powerful chest, and narrow waist gave him the look of a twenty-five-year-old. He was tanned all over, even in the places the sun didn’t reach regularly. Her mind conjured up him pulling lobster traps naked in Portland Harbor, one leg up on the side of the boat, his biceps and shoulder muscles flexing as he hauled them in ... him flashing her one of those sideways smiles. It was just her imagination, but the image would work well for later use.

Mathys looked back at her as he pushed his hair under a Red Sox hat. His handsome face was serious most of the time, misunderstood ... looking angry at times when he wasn’t. What was real was the aura of sadness that surrounded him. It tugged at her heartstrings ... she wanted to be there for him ... she wanted to fix him. 

His last couple of years had been challenging, and deep down, she suspected he wasn’t her person, but she’d always had a soft spot for lost puppies. Then there was his dry, sarcastic sense of humor, something he said he inherited from his father. It would flash out of the blue like a lightning bolt, surprising people and often pushing them off balance until they realized he was teasing. Sometimes they laughed, and sometimes, it pissed them off, it didn’t bother him either way. 

He flashed her a tight-lipped smile and gave a slight nod ... that was all she usually got from him once his mind was on work. She stuck a finger and thumb into her lips and whistled to him as he hopped into his red Mustang convertible, then held her thumb and pinky to the side of her face in the ‘call me’ sign. She knew that he wouldn’t call ... she would have to corner him somewhere again.
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Chapter 6
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Georgia, 1982

Father Richard finished his Earl Gray tea and pushed the cup and saucer to the corner of the desk. Marge would retrieve it later ... she knew there was a strict rule in place to never disturb him when he was in a session. Then he carefully closed two of the bibles, stacked them, and placed them on a side table adjacent to his desk. He’d carefully planned this repair session for today, the same day faithful parishioner Peggy Carlson completed the deep clean at the church. Peggy would be busy until nine p.m., and it just so happened that Peggy’s young daughter needed his help. Father Richard was more than happy to oblige. 

******
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FATHER JOHN BUSANTI, Father Abe to the kids due to his tall, lanky frame and beard, quietly closed the door on the church mini-van and plodded up the sidewalk toward Father Richard Stevenson’s kitchen screen door with clouded thoughts and a heavy heart, anticipating a most unpleasant task. He hadn’t worn his clerical collar today, opting for jeans and a black polo shirt. Most of the younger pastors dressed a bit more casually than the older pastors, which annoyed the old timers in a ‘what is this world coming to’ way, but he hoped a casual look and demeanor would defray some of the tension to come. 

Father John had just left a meeting with a hysterical parishioner, a mother, who told him the story of her daughter and her daughter’s friend, teammates on a middle school soccer club, being counseled by Father Richard most inappropriately. The girls were so frightened of God’s retribution should they break the sanctity of the sessions with Father Richard that the mother couldn’t pry the whole story out. She just knew that both girls were very upset about what was happening.

Father John knew that with only a few weeks to go here at High Ridge Church and being so close to making his final vows, reporting an incident of impropriety without concrete proof could stain his reputation forever and possibly stunt his progress in the church. From what he’d seen of Father Richard’s work in these five months, there were few breadcrumbs to lead anyone to a conclusion of wrongdoing, which made any accusation against him seem out of place.

He could see Father Richard’s wife, Marge, just inside the screen door, sitting at the dinette table beside the fridge, reading the newspaper and sipping a cup of tea. He knocked lightly on the door, gave a low-watt smile, and waved. Brandy, the Stevenson’s beagle, jumped up from a dead sleep and began a scrambling attack across the linoleum floor towards the intruder at the screen door. He knew Marge was a veterinary technician who sometimes kindly treated parishioners’ animals from a back room, and he’d joked on his last visit that Brandy could use a tranquilizer. It was a joke that hadn’t landed well.

Marge opened the door with a quizzical smile, her brows knitted together, while Brandy completed the security check by sniffing Father John’s pantleg, “John? What brings you here?”

******
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STILL CROUCHED IN THE closet, Madison heard a light knock at her father’s office door. Soft enough to be sure the person knocking hoped no one would hear it, and they could walk away and say they’d tried. 

Father Richard bellowed, “Enter!”

Madison could tell by the robust quality of her father’s voice that he was channeling his Power of God aura, known to scare all manners of children and adults into complying, whether it be to donate money for something he deemed to be a good cause or to show up to the church on a Saturday and rake leaves. He usually got his way when he used this voice. 

Sandy Carlson, a pimply-faced teen with braces, slowly opened the door and timidly peeked her head through. She was the pariah of the church’s kid community, shunned by the boys due to a large mole at the top of her lip, and ignored by the girls because she came out with weird statements that made her seem like she wasn’t quite all there. This made her a perfect candidate for Father Richard’s repair session.

Sandy stepped into the office slowly and closed the door softly behind her. Madison watched as her father sat in his chair, studying the Bible pages. Without looking up, he pointed an authoritative finger at a chair on the opposite side of his desk, ordering Sandy to sit. He reached across the corner of his desk and turned the deadbolt on the office door.

This was a decision day for Madison. The sense that she needed to act on her father’s activities was getting stronger. Something was wrong here, and her urge to right the wrong intensified daily. She had to do something, not ignore the problem like everyone else did. To make a change for the better, perhaps a cleansing was in order. 

––––––––
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FATHER JOHN PLACED a hand on the metal framed edge of the screen door to hold it open. The smell of sausage and bacon from breakfast hung in the stale kitchen air. He flexed his jaw into a hard line and put on his I’m here for business tight-lipped smile. His tone was flat, “Evening Marge. Is Father Richard available?”

She tipped her head toward the office down the hall as she moved back to her seat at the table and sat down, crossing one leg over the other, “He just began a counseling session.” She flapped the newspaper back open. “He has a hard and fast rule about not being disturbed during a session.”

John thought for a minute ... a counseling session, the very thing he was there to inquire about. “Hmmm.... Ok.” He drummed his fingers on the screen door frame as he thought about how to proceed. This was delicate and possibly damaging for him to raise concerns, but it was the right course of action. 

He gave Marge a serious look and adopted a critical tone. “It’s essential that I speak to him right now.” Marge cast a doubtful look over the paper ... her furrowed brows implied that he did not have the status to demand anything. He shifted from one foot to the other and felt the heat of irritation build into his cheeks and neck. It was going to take more information to move the needle here. He let his emotions get the better of him and blurted out louder than he wanted, “I just came from a troubling meeting back at the parish. I need to discuss it with Father Richard immediately!”

Nancy’s face lit up with curiosity and amusement, “Oh really! With whom?”

Father John hesitated, “I’m not sure I should say, confidentiality and all ... better to speak to Father Richard first.”

She set the paper down on the table and spoke in a peaceful tone as if she was telling him something he should already know. “We’re all one big family here, John.” She motioned with her hand for him to come in and sit at the kitchen table. “If it wasn’t in a confession booth, you’re safe to share.” 

He moved into the kitchen, put his palms heavily on the back of a chair, and let out a long breath. Conflicted about his path, he tipped his head, then his face darkened, “I don’t know. This is .... sensitive.”

Her voice modulated to one of caring and compassion. She reached out and put a hand on his, “Richard and I often solve problems together, and it sounds like something is bothering you.”

Father John thought for a second and concluded he was under no oath to keep the meeting participants a secret, especially from Marge. He pulled the chair out, sat, set his forearms on the table, and leaned forward, “Valerie Biltmore .... that’s who the meeting was with.”

Marge snorted, “Val Biltmore. I should have guessed.” Her condemning tone was followed with a ‘tsk, tsk, tsk.’

John continued, “It seemed to me that she had a valid concern.” 

Marge smirked and shook her head with disapproval as he spoke, then her face tightened, and she dragged his name out in a tone indicating he should know better. “Father John ...”. He could feel his cheeks blotch. She chuckled at his discomfort, “Valerie Biltmore? Really?” She waved her hand toward the parish comment box sitting on the table, “Half of the complaints, comments, and suggestions in that box are from that woman.” She touched his shoulder and then laughed in a conspiratorial way. “Everyone knows about Valerie Biltmore’s hysterics.” 

She stood and moved to the stove, holding the teapot toward him ... he nodded yes. She talked while she worked, “Well, I can tell you that if I were you, and mind you, I’m not trying to tell you what to do. You make up your own mind, of course, but I would not insist on disturbing Father Richard for anything Val Biltmore had to say.”

Father John winced one cheek up and tipped his head in disagreement. This was thin ice he was on, but if Marge knew what was alleged, surely, she may feel differently. Then another thought flashed through his mind. What if Marge did know what was happening? What if her intentional ignorance enabled Father Richard to conduct inappropriate counseling sessions? 

Marge continued, “Val is the gossip queen of the parish ... always trying to stir up trouble.” She was talking now as if they had both agreed that Val Biltmore was not credible. “She’s made up more stories than Bill Shakespeare, for goodness sake.”

It was easy to sense that Marge was not buying into his concerns. This was getting complicated ... he felt a bit out of his depth. Trying to do the right thing could be dangerous for his career. It sounded like they’d already discredited Valerie Biltmore to the congregation. If he were to support Mrs. Biltmore’s claims, it would be Marge and Father Richard’s standing in the church against his reputation, and he didn’t have much to put up as collateral in that department yet. 

Could he afford a black mark so early in his pastoral career? He doubted it. She put a cup of steaming tea in front of him and uncovered foil from a small plate in the middle of the table, frosted cookies. He grabbed three, popped one in his mouth, and balanced the other two on the edge of his teacup saucer.

For the next ten minutes, Marge prattled on about Val’s previous accusations and concerns, from someone stealing her parking spot to Henry Billings stealing from the basket every Sunday to complaining that Father Richard’s sermons were too rambling. All the while, Father John kept peeking down the hall at the office door, hoping Father Richard would come out very soon with a smiling parishioner who was not a teenage girl. 

No matter what Marge thought, he felt confident that Valerie’s information was heartfelt, not gossipy. He was concerned that something untoward was happening at High Ridge Church. The question was, should he take the chance of following up on these claims and become a sacrificial lamb?
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5/9/1995

I gave Mary a fleeting glance and weak wave as she stood at her kitchen door asking me to call her later, and cursed myself for not telling her it was over. This would be the last time, at least, that’s what I told myself this morning. I had enough happening in my life without a relationship getting serious.  

These days, I was driving Dad’s vintage red ‘67 Mustang convertible. I reached in and cranked the engine, then took a minute to unlatch and fold back the convertible top. I backed out of the driveway, turned onto Brighton Avenue, and headed for work. The morning sunshine and cool salty air from Casco Bay rushing over me were the refreshing wakeups I needed as I turned onto Forest Avenue toward the station. 

As the morning traffic moved, I fell into deep contemplation about how I ended up here, now, at this exact point in my life as a forty-year-old patrolman in Portland, Maine. It was a roller coaster ride marked by the highest highs and stifled by the lowest lows. When things were going well, it never failed that life’s wheels would get wobbly along the way, and I would stray from self-preservation mode and let my powerful sense of empathy get me into trouble. Each stop on my journey involved an unfortunate incident where I felt I had to step in and do what was right, and none of the incidents were appreciated by whatever authority was above me.

I could sense a car tailgating the Mustang like you know when someone is standing too close to you in a checkout line. Staring back through the rearview, I saw an older lady, a businesswoman by the look of her lapeled jacket, in a BMW putting make-up on. Our eyes met briefly ... I threw my hands up to her and shrugged ...  why? Forest Avenue was bumper to bumper morning traffic. She gave me the finger. I responded with a couple of brake bumps, and she backed off. 

One traffic light later, I looked into the rearview to see if she was still glaring at me, but she’d returned to farding. Something about my interaction with this lady brought back memories of the sarcastic, six-foot-four teenager I’d been in middle school. The irritated look on her face was similar to the looks I would get from unappreciative teachers who didn’t love my sarcasm ... or what I liked to call wit. Classroom discipline situations were my specialty, where I thought I knew better than the teacher and was always quick to interject my thoughts. If I judged that a teacher’s consequence for a peer was unjust or the teacher had the wrong kid, I couldn’t help but offer guidance.

Perhaps that’s why I was in the King Middle School principal’s office once a month as Mr. Van Fleet’s special project. He was going to fix me, he said. Van Fleet was a serious balding guy, built like a small bull, always wearing a tie six inches short of his bulging waistline. He patrolled the hallways, walking fast, his weight pressed forward on the balls of his feet as if he was going to break into a run at any moment. He never smiled, and my friends and I were convinced he was smacking kids around in his office who wouldn’t toe the line. With a police officer father, that wouldn’t be my fate, but I might have welcomed a backhand if it shortened the long lectures.

The meetings usually consisted of him telling me that my smart-ass comments to teachers would not be tolerated. Then, he would lecture me on how unsolicited advice was never appreciated. During each lecture, all I could think about was the irony that he was giving me unsolicited advice about unsolicited advice, and I didn’t appreciate it. This is a prime example of the sarcastic reasoning patterns that got me into trouble.

Thinking about middle school made me melancholy about missed opportunities in the blur of time that was Portland High School, where I’d been the star wide receiver. Division I schools were knocking at my door, trying to hand me a football scholarship until I punched out our quarterback, Stevie Rhames. He was picking on a freshman in the locker room, Brandon Cooper, and after a few days, I couldn’t take listening to it anymore. The poor kid was cowering in the shower every day until Rhames went out to the field, and then Cooper would change for practice. In fairness, I asked Rhames to stop twice before I knocked him out. 

This is another example of the justice microchip in my brain getting me into trouble. The freshman wasn’t being physically harmed, and it’s not like this kind of behavior had never happened before, but this time I couldn’t hold back. They didn’t kick me off the team, but I earned a month of Saturday detentions. The more significant result was that college recruiters lost interest after that incident, and for some reason, Stevie never saw me open again that season.

A gust of cool morning breeze blew my ball cap into the back seat, forcing me to comb my fingers through my hair to get it out of my eyes. I looked in the rearview... it seemed like there were exponentially more gray flecks in my hair now than when I looked twenty minutes ago. This was a common occurrence since I’d hit forty. Time was flying, and Dad was right ... enjoy every day because you never know when it’ll be your last. That was his motto as a policeman, and it proved to be accurate, considering he was murdered in a turnpike rest stop bathroom right when he should be enjoying the twilight of his life. 

I drove the Mustang up High Street, then onto Pleasant, and arrived at police headquarters on Franklin Street. I’ve been walking a beat for PPD going on a year now, and today was the day I was getting a squad car for a few days. Typically, new officers work the graveyard shift for a year and have to earn their way onto the dayshift, but my advocate, Detective Benny Coleman, a friend of my father on the force and current Portland PD lead homicide detective, nominated me for some temporary day shifts to cover for an officer who’d ruptured his ACL.

I clocked in, attended the daily briefing, got my equipment bag, and headed out. This day, my first driving around Portland, would be a great day ... or at least that’s what I thought, but life doesn’t always work out that way.
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Chapter 8
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Georgia, 1982

Madison watched as Sandy, a slightly overweight, shy fourteen-year-old girl with no friends, entered the office. Madison didn’t want to be mean like the other kids, but she could see why the mole on Sandy’s lip was something the boys made fun of, not that she would ever do it. 

Father Richard graciously offered to Peggy, Sandy’s Mother, that Sandy could stay with him and Marge while she cleaned the church and rectory. He sold the single Mother on the fact that Sandy and Madison could play together, and wouldn’t that be nice for both of them? Peggy eagerly agreed, happy to have free babysitting while she worked.

Peggy’s husband, Dave, an alcoholic, had left a few years ago and had never been back since. Realizing she must have done something wrong to cause this, Peggy dove into the church as her means of solace and retribution. The harder she worked for the church and pastor, the better chance she would be forgiven for whatever she had done wrong in life to cause her and Sandy so much misery.

Sandy slumped in the chair across from Father Stevenson, waiting quietly, fidgeting, while the pastor leaned earnestly into his Bible and studied passages. Madison could see Sandy trembling as father run his pudgy finger back and forth over the scripture, whispering the reading to himself. Finally, father stopped reading. He looked up at Sandy, a grave look painted on his face, and stared at her. His eyes were intense, fiery ... they burned into Sandy until a pent-up sob huddled inside her burst out. Then the young girl took a deep breath in and exhaled it slowly.

A few months ago, Sandy admitted to her mother that she was thinking about drinking like her father did to lessen the emotional sadness she felt ... or maybe she would let a boy have sex with her to increase her popularity. Peggy felt strongly an intervention was needed, and Father Richard said he would be glad to help. After the first few counseling sessions in his office at the church, Sandy had been given a penance of three Hail Marys a day and The Lord’s Prayer, but he’d warned her at those meetings that it may be enough. 

Part of the grooming process was to diminish the logical consequences and inflate the importance of the more extreme costs he would require for her to get back into the Lord's good graces. There was no doubt in his mind he would have her in more sessions, repentant or not ... this was a foregone conclusion. He needed Sandy to realize that these sessions were the unavoidable penalties for her actions and thoughts.

He began by telling her he was confident he could fix her and help her control the voices calling for her to commit sinful acts. She was emphatically told that the confidentiality of the sessions was imperative to success and that she could tell no one. He lectured to her that they would have to start the sessions all over again if she told even one person. 

The remedy now, since the Hail Marys and Lord’s Prayer alone weren’t working, was to have a vessel of God help her, and he was that vessel. Everything happened for a reason, and God had put him in her life to help her through this situation. To make God see her in a better light, all she had to do was receive him inside of her, the Lord’s representative, and each time she did that, a little more of God’s light would course through her veins and shine inside of her. After he explained the cure, he smiled paternally and finally waved for her to come near him on his side of the desk.

Sandy thought his cure sounded reasonable, and Mom said Father Richard was trying to help her. Plus, Sandy desperately wanted these sessions to end ... she would do anything to make them stop. Besides, he was the church minister, a man to be trusted, so whatever he wanted was for the best. She moved out of her chair timidly, and with more encouragement from him, she moved to his side of the desk. 

Father John sat at the dinette table while Brandy the beagle sat at his side, panting, staring, and waiting for a cookie to drop off the tea saucer. He sipped at the cup of tea while Marge gossiped, laughed, and occasionally slapped her hand on the table during one of her stories. While she droned on, he thought further through the ramifications of confronting Father Richard. Should he buy into Valerie Biltmore’s story of impropriety, or was it a ruse to cause trouble? Get the new guy to do her dirty work ... cast the Stevensons in a bad light without getting any dirt on your hands. He wasn’t sure he wanted his short stint here marred by a bad report.

His leg pumped up and down as he nervously glanced down the hall at the office door, but it remained closed. From what he’d heard in this morning’s meeting, he worried about what might be happening in there. He knew he should act if something inappropriate was happening, but self-preservation was a powerful compulsion, a topic preached about several times in his sermons.

Madison watched as Father had Sandy kneel before him. Maybe he was going to put some special church oil on her forehead or something. Then Madison heard her father’s belt unhitch, a sound she’d heard before when he threatened to whip her after one of her accidents at daycare. It made her mad to think of that. What had Sandy done to deserve this treatment? The thought of her getting whooped made Madison squirm, and she almost fell off the stack of Bibles. She readjusted her position so she could see better. 

Sandy was helping Father do something with his pants, and then she was doing something under his desk. Maybe he dropped something, and she was trying to find it? What was happening? It looked strange, and it looked wrong. After a couple of minutes, Madison became concerned. Father was writhing in pain, breathing hard as he edged his body forward toward Sandy. Another moment passed, and Sandy was still under the desk while Father was gasping for air and sweating. He ripped the glasses off his face, slammed them on the desk, and then cried out, “Oh God!” That was confusing. Was God helping this process somehow? Was Sandy hurting him? She didn’t understand. 

After a few more seconds, Father shuddered, released a big breath, and then fell back into his office chair like a deflated blow-up doll. The pained look was gone, and he looked tired as he rubbed a hand over his face. Sandy emerged from below the desk, tears streaming down her pinched face, smacking her lips like she’d just had a mouthful of Sour Jack candy. His face changed back to the impassivity it had displayed before this event began, and he pushed Sandy towards the bathroom that adjoined his study and told her to wash up. 

Now, he seemed angry, like Sandy had done something wrong. Had she? Madison didn’t know, but the thought of what just happened made her feel ill, her skin itchy, her muscles twitchy ... this couldn’t keep happening. Sandy trudged out from the bathroom, sat back
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