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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book has its roots in a series of features I wrote for Down East: The Magazine of Maine, and I will always be grateful to D. W. Kuhnert, Kit Parker, and the Fernald family for letting me loose on an unsuspecting state. I owe a debt to Warden Specialist Deborah Palman, the late Chief Warden Pilot Jack McPhee (whom I first “met” in John McPhee’s essential “North of the C.P. Line”), and other past and present employees of the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife who spoke with me on the record and off. The Maine Warden Service Policy Manual was my bible during the writing of this book, but I drew also from Maine Game Wardens by Eric Wight, Here If You Need Me by Kate Braestrup, Nine Mile Bridge by Helen Hamlin, and Spiked Boots by Robert Pike. I was fortunate to have the help of investigative journalist Roberta Scruggs. Other early readers of the manuscript included Andrew Vietze, Kurtis Clements, Rosemary Herbert, and Cynthia Anderson. For inspiration and information on trapping in chapter 12, I am grateful to Sarah Goodyear for permitting me to excerpt her beautiful essay “Fur and Steel,” originally published in the April 16, 1998, edition of Casco Bay Weekly. Any factual mistakes in the book are mine alone.


Many of the places in this story don’t exist on the map of Maine (at least not under the names I have given them), but two important exceptions are the townships of Flagstaff and Dead River. In 1950 the Central Maine Power Company built a dam at Long Falls and flooded the Dead River valley northwest of the Bigelow Mountains. Flagstaff and Dead River are gone, but sometimes, when the water is low on Flagstaff Lake, you can take a boat out and peer down at the ruins of what were once two vibrant North Woods villages. To anyone interested in learning more about these lost towns I recommend There Was a Land, published by the helpful people of the Dead River Historical Society. I hope that the survivors of Flagstaff and Dead River will see my decision to set this story in their vanished communities as an effort to keep their fading memories alive. I also took the liberty of returning the Somerset County Jail to its former site in downtown Skowhegan.


I will always be grateful to my extraordinary agent, Ann Rittenberg, for showing faith in this book when I had nearly lost my own. I am indebted to the many people at St. Martin’s Press who made this process so wonderful: my editor, Charlie Spicer, and his team, Allison Caplin and Yaniv Soha; publisher Andrew Martin; publicity manager Hector DeJean; and marketing manager Tara Cibelli.


Finally and not least, I wish to thank my family, who nurtured my desire to write novels from a young age and always supported me in fulfilling my life’s dream. This book would not exist without them.





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The heart of another is a dark forest . . .


—Ivan Turgenev




PROLOGUE


When I was nine years old, my father took me deep into the Maine woods to see an old prisoner of war camp. My mom had just announced she was leaving him, this time for good. In a few weeks, she said, the two of us were chucking this sorry, redneck life and moving in with her sister down in Portland. The road trip to the wild country around Spencer Lake was my dad’s idea. I guess he saw it as his last chance to win me over to his way of thinking. God knows he didn’t really want custody of me. I’d just get in the way of his whiskey and his women. But it mattered to him that I saw his side of things.


And so, one rainy morning, we drove off into the mountains in search of the past.


It was a grueling drive. The logging road was muddy and deeply rutted from the heavy trucks carrying timber out of the clear cuts, and it was all my dad’s tired old Ford could do to climb Bear Hill. Pausing at the top, we looked out across the Moose River valley to the forested mountains that marked the border with Canada. I’d lived my entire life in rural Maine, but this was the wildest place I’d ever been. Soon I would be leaving it—and him. Like most small boys I’d always viewed my father as the strongest, bravest man in the world. Now I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t fighting to keep us all together.


My dad was silent for the first hour of the trip—he was hungover, chain-smoking—but as we drove deeper into the woods he finally started to talk. Not about my leaving, though. Instead he told me how, during World War II, thousands of captured German POWs were brought to the most remote parts of Maine to work in the logging camps. He said the prisoners at Hobbstown Plantation, where we were going, had belonged to Field Marshal Rommel’s Afrika Korps. They’d driven panzer tanks through Sahara sandstorms and fought desert battles at Tunisia and El Alamein. The foreign names stirred my imagination, and despite the sadness that was my perpetual condition back then, I found myself leaning forward against the dash.


“Don’t expect too much,” he warned. These days, he said, all that was left of the guard towers, barracks, and fences that once made up the Hobbstown POW camp were a few log cabins, hidden among the pines. Trappers sometimes holed up in these old buildings in the wintertime. Otherwise they were just a bunch of ruins rotting into the earth.


Actually, they were less than that. My dad drove by the clearing before he realized it was the place we were looking for. He climbed out of the truck and stood there in disbelief. No cabins were to be seen. There were just a couple of blackened cellar holes covered by tangles of wet raspberry bushes.


I stood beside him in the rain. “This is it?”


“I guess someone must’ve burned the cabins down.”


“It’s just some holes in the ground.”


“It’s still history,” he argued.


Afterward, we drove down to Spencer Lake and parked at the shore, looking down the length of the lake, toward the mist-shrouded Bigelow Mountains. He turned off the engine and lit a cigarette and then, with the rain beating on the roof, he told me a story that has haunted me ever since.


He said that, during the winter of 1944, two Germans escaped from the prison camp. The guards located one right away by following his tracks in the snow. But the other, somehow, eluded capture. Game wardens and state police troopers joined in the search. Guards were put on high alert at the Kennebec River dam in case the Nazi saboteur tried to blow it up. And people in Flagstaff and Jackman slept with loaded shotguns under their beds. It was the biggest manhunt in Maine history—and they never found him. The prisoner just vanished into the wild and was never seen again, alive or dead.


“You’ll find some loggers who say he’s still out there,” my dad said, “holed up in some cave, not knowing the war’s over.”


I looked hard into his eyes. “You’re lying,” I said.


But he wasn’t lying. Years later, after my dad and I had settled into a life pattern of long estrangements punctuated by awkward visits, I read about the incident in a book. A German POW really had escaped from Hobbstown and was never seen again. And I didn’t know what disturbed me more: that I had doubted my father reflexively, or the wistful look that came into his eyes as he told that story, as if his own greatest wish was to vanish into the woods and never return.
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A black bear had gotten into a pigpen out on the Beechwood Road, and it had run off with a pig. There were bear tracks in the mud outside the broken fence and drag marks that led through the weeds into the second-growth timber behind the farm. The man who owned the pig stood behind me as I shined my flashlight on the empty pen. He had called me out of bed to drive over here, and his voice over the phone had been thin and breathless, as if he’d just run up a hill.


“Warden Bowditch,” he said, “I never seen nothing like it.”


His graying hair was wet from the rain that had just stopped falling. He wore an old undershirt stretched tight over his swollen belly and a pair of wash-faded jeans that hugged his hips and exposed an inch of white skin above the waistband. He carried a .22 caliber rifle over his shoulder, and he was holding a sixteen-ounce can of Miller High Life. His eyes were as red as a couple of smashed grapes.


It was a hot, humid night in early August. The thunderstorm that had just finished drenching midcoast Maine, five hours north of Boston, was moving quickly out to sea. A quarter moon kept appearing and disappearing behind raggedy, fast-moving clouds that trailed behind the storm like the tail of a kite. Crickets chirruped by the hundreds from the wet grass, and far off in the pines I heard a great horned owl.


The bear had clawed apart the plank fence as if it were a dollhouse, leaving a pile of splintered boards where the gate had been.


“Tell me what happened, Mr. Thompson,” I said, moving the beam of the flashlight over the puddled ground.


“Call me Bud.”


“What happened, Bud?”


“That bear just scooped him up like he was a rag doll.”


I shined the light against the farm house. It was a clapboard frame building with a broken-backed barn that looked about to collapse and a chicken coop and toolshed out back. Behind the house was a dense stand of second-growth birch and alder with pine woods beyond. The bear had only to cross thirty feet of open field to get to the pigpen.


“You said you saw the bear attack him?”


“Heard it first. I was inside watching the TV when Pork Chop started screaming. I mean squealing. But you know it sounded like screaming.” He slapped a mosquito on his neck. “Anyhow, I looked out the window, but it was raining, and I couldn’t see a damned thing on account of how dark it was. Then I heard wood snapping and Pork Chop screaming and I grabbed my gun and came running out here in the rain. That’s when I seen it.”


Now that I was close to him I could smell the heavy surge of beer on his breath. “Go on.”


“Well, it was a bear. A big one. I didn’t know there were bears that big around here. It was reaching over the fence with its paw, leaning on the fence, and the boards were just snapping under its weight. And poor Pork Chop was back in the corner, trying to get away, but it wasn’t any use. The bear just hooked him with its claws and pulled him in.”


“How come you didn’t shoot it?”


“That’s the thing of it. I did, but I must have forgot to load the gun.” He rubbed his hand across his wet eyes and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “It wouldn’t have really attacked me, would it?”


“I doubt it.” There are no recorded reports of fatal black bear attacks on humans in the state of Maine, but I’d read of fatalities in Ontario and Quebec, and it was probably only a matter of time until something happened here. “You were right not to provoke it, though. If you’d shot the bear with a .22 you probably wouldn’t have killed it, and there’s nothing more dangerous than a wounded animal.”


Except a drunk with a gun, said a voice in my head.


“I loved that pig.” He swung the rifle off his shoulder and held it up by the strap. “I wish I’d shot that son of a bitch.”


“You shouldn’t handle a firearm when you’ve been drinking, Bud.”


“He was the smartest pig I ever had!”


I raised my flashlight so the beam caught him in the eyes. “Do you live alone here?”


Whether it was the light or the question that sobered him I don’t know, but he blinked and ran his tongue along his cracked lower lip and looked at me with renewed attention.


“My wife’s moved out for a while,” he said. “But she’ll be back before too long.” His expression turned pleading. “You don’t need to talk to her, do you?”


“No. I just wondered if anyone else saw what happened.”


He scratched the mosquito bite on his neck. “I got an old dog inside. But he’s deaf and just about blind.”


“I meant another person. You said you hadn’t seen the bear around here before. Is that right?”


“I didn’t even know there were bears this near the coast. You don’t think it’ll come back here, do you?”


“Probably not, since you don’t have another pig. But I see you keep some hens.” I gestured with my flashlight toward the chicken coop, using the beam to draw his attention. “The bear might come back for the hens, although I doubt it will. Why don’t you go inside and put that gun away. I want to take a look in the woods.”


He glanced at the trees and shivered. “Be careful!”


I watched him shuffle away into the house, head hanging, beer in hand. No wonder his wife left him, I thought. Then I remembered my own empty bed back home and I stopped feeling so superior. Sarah had been gone exactly fifty-five days. Earlier, I’d gone to bed thinking that it would be fifty-six days when I woke up, but that was before Thompson called. So here it was fifty-five days again.


I got to work measuring the paw prints in the mud. They resembled the tracks a barefoot person might leave walking along a beach. Judging by the distance between the front and hind feet, I figured it was a medium-sized bear, two hundred pounds or so.


I followed the drag marks through the field, and the rainwater that clung to the weeds soaked through my pants legs. The trail disappeared into the low bushes—scrub birch and speckled alder and sumac—that grew along the edge of the forest. I directed my light into the wet mass of leaves, half-expecting to see the beam reflected back by the eye shine of the bear’s retinas.


Thompson’s description suggested a curious young bear expanding its diet from berries and beechnuts to the other white meat. Probably the animal was miles away by now, having gorged itself on Thompson’s beloved pig. Still, I found myself listening for anything to indicate the bear might be nearby. A mosquito whined in my ear. Ahead of me and all around, I heard trees dripping in the darkness. Switching the flashlight from my right hand to my left, I reached down to touch the grip of my sidearm. It was a heavy SIG SAUER P226 .357 Magnum that I had never fired except at a practice range.


I pushed my way into the forest. Beaded rainwater spilled off the leaves onto my shoulders and face. I was drenched in an instant.


After a few steps, I was through the green wall of bushes and saplings at the edge of the wood. Beneath the trees the air was still and heavy with the smell of growing things—as humid as a hothouse. I made an arc with the bull’s-eyed flashlight beam along the forest floor, looking for drag marks. But the soft carpet of moss and pine needles had absorbed all traces of the bear’s passing, and I saw no more blood drops. I wandered deeper into the woods, searching.


I found the pig a hundred yards in.


It lay on its side in a puddle of congealing blood. Its throat had been torn out, and its haunches had been chewed to a red pulp. The bear had not attempted to bury the carcass or cover it with leaves. It was possible it had heard me coming.


I switched off the flashlight and stood under the dripping trees, listening. I knew retired game wardens and ancient trappers who could hear the rustle a buck made passing through alders across a stream. Men who were so at one with the woods that they didn’t fully exist among other human beings but were only truly themselves outdoors. Maybe someday I’d be one of those old woodsmen. But for the moment I was still a twenty-four-year-old rookie, less than a year on the job, and my senses told me nothing about where the bear was.


I turned the flashlight back on. Then I went up to the house to tell poor Bud Thompson what I had found.


By the time I got home it was well past midnight. I’d left the light on outside the screen door and moths were swirling about, butting themselves stupidly against the glass.


As I stepped inside, I was surprised again by my empty house. Sarah had taken most of the furniture with her when she moved out. It always startled me, coming home, to see how little I actually owned. Stacks of books and newspapers, a steel gun cabinet, fallen antlers I had collected in the snow.


Moonlight shined in through the windows, bright enough to see by, so I left the lights off as I moved through the house, shedding my damp shirt and boots as I went. I unbuckled my gun belt and put it away, then wandered into the kitchen. Frosty light spilled out of the refrigerator when I swung the door open. I found a bottle of beer and pressed it against my forehead as I made my way out into the living room.


I cracked open the beer and toasted Bud Thompson and Mike Bowditch—two womenless men dousing our loneliness with alcohol. Except that unlike Thompson, I had chosen to be alone. An empty house was what I’d wanted all along, even if it had taken Sarah years to realize it.


She’d hung in there with me from Colby College, where we’d met, through the Maine Criminal Justice Academy and the Advanced Warden Academy and my long weeks of field training. She’d toughed it out, thinking it was a phase I was going through, that eventually I’d go to law school like we’d talked about and become a prosecutor and maybe someday a judge. But it wasn’t a phase, and it was only after I had gotten posted in coastal Knox County that she realized that being a game warden was a twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-week way of life, and for reasons neither of us fully understood, I’d chosen it over her.


So she left.


And I missed her—and counted the days since she’d gone away. But I was relieved, too. Relieved that I no longer had to justify my emotions to anyone else. I could spend the night alone in the woods searching for a dead pig and be content in a way that made absolutely no sense to anyone who wasn’t a game warden. With Sarah gone, I could love this solitary and morbid profession without excuses and not have to look too deeply into the dark of myself.


That was when I noticed a small blinking light across the room.


It hadn’t occurred to me to check my answering machine. I’d been gone only an hour and a half, and most everyone I knew had my pager number if they needed to get a hold of me. My first thought was that it had something to do with the bear. Maybe someone else had seen it outside their house, or maybe it had gotten into another pigpen.


When I pushed play there was the raspy sound of breathing on the other end for a while before a man finally spoke: “Mike? Hello? Pick up if you’re there.” There was a long pause. Then, in the background, came a woman’s voice: “Is he there?” The man said: “No, goddamn it! He’s not home!” Followed by a disconnect.


I didn’t recognize the woman, but the other voice was deep and monotone, just like mine, and hearing it again after two years was enough to start my pulse racing. Why was my father calling after all this time? What could he possibly want from me now?


I stood still in the dark while the tape rewound.
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My father made his living in the Maine North Woods. In the cold-weather months he cut birches and maples for logging companies, snapped the boughs off fir trees to make Christmas wreaths, and ran a trap line for beaver, muskrat, and mink. In the spring and summer he did some guiding for a hunting and fishing camp up at Rum Pond near the Canadian border. All told, I doubted he earned more than twenty grand a year—not counting what ever he brought in poaching. But it was the life he’d chosen for himself and, ultimately, none of my business.


He’d grown up in the remote logging town of Flagstaff, the son of a U.S. Border Patrol agent and his Quebec-born wife, and from what I heard he was a gifted student and promising athlete. Vietnam changed all that. After boot camp, he joined the Seventy-fifth Ranger Regiment and did two tours in the jungle with a long-range recon patrol unit. Then an NVA grenade sent him home with shrapnel scars across his back and shoulders. In Maine, the Purple Heart qualified him as a hero, but people in Flagstaff said they no longer recognized him as the same sweet and shy Jack Bowditch he’d once been.


After the war he held down jobs at paper mills and trucking companies, never for very long, but long enough to convince my mother he had prospects he never really had. She left him after nine on-and-off years of marriage, moved south with me in tow, and got remarried to a better man than my father could ever be.


What her leaving did to him, I can only guess. For years he’d functioned more or less as part of society, but after my grandparents died and my mom left, his drinking got worse and his impatience with the failings of other human beings hardened into something like contempt. Now he tended to live as far from people as possible, wherever the trees were thick.


The last time I saw him, I got my face smashed in a backwoods bar fight.


It was the summer after Colby. My dad didn’t show up for graduation, which was just as well, because I knew there’d be an argument if my stepfather was around, and I didn’t want them making a scene. But a few weeks later Sarah and I decided to drive to Rangeley to do some fly-fishing. She’d always wanted to meet my dad, and since he was living at Rum Pond, which was more or less on the way, I couldn’t think of a way to squirm out of it. So I gave him a call, and we arranged to get together for beers at a place called the Dead River Inn near Flagstaff.


It turned out to be a northwoodsy sort of tavern—cedar logs, deer heads—attached to an old hotel. It wasn’t as seedy as most of my father’s watering holes, but it was a Saturday night, there were a dozen motorcycles outside, and the stares that followed Sarah through the door made me think of broken bottles and bloody fists.


My father sat at the end of the bar with a shot of whiskey and a long-necked beer in front of him. He wore a flannel shirt and Carhartt work pants, and his boots were caked with mud. His thickly muscled body—a solid fifty pounds heavier than my own—seemed too big for the stool on which he was balanced. As always, his hair and beard were wild as if they never knew a comb. But every woman I knew seemed to find him dashingly handsome.


“Dad,” I said. “This is Sarah Harris.”


The way he looked her up and down, it was as if he were trying to breathe her in. Not that I could blame him. Sarah was wearing a sleeveless top and hiking shorts that showed off her tanned legs. Her short blond hair was swept back behind her ears, and her heart-shaped face was shining from days in the sun.


“Mike’s told me a lot about you,” she lied.


“Don’t believe a word of it,” he said, taking her small hand in his rough paws.


We found a seat at a round oak table in a dark corner of the bar. There was a little oil lamp in the center with a dancing flame that gave all our faces a golden cast. My father ordered us beers and another shot of Jim Beam for himself.


“You want one?” he asked.


“I’m driving.”


He snorted. He didn’t think it was much of an excuse.


Sarah glanced back and forth between us with a big smile. “I see where Mike gets his blue eyes.”


“I guess the kid turned out OK,” he said with a wink. “But he didn’t get all his old man’s best parts.”


“Mike says you work at a sporting lodge,” she said.


“I do some guiding over to Rum Pond. I don’t suppose you like to fish.”


“We’re headed over to Rangeley tonight,” I said.


“Yeah?” He looked over my head into the crowd.


“We’re going to start at the Kennebago and then fish the Magalloway.”


“Sounds good,” he said absently.


Sarah and I turned around in our seats to see what he was looking at. At the bar a stumpy man with a shaved head and a bushy black goatee was staring at us. He wore a camouflage T-shirt stretched tight across his thick chest. There was a strange smile—almost a smirk—on his face. He raised a glass of beer in our direction.


My father pushed his chair away from the table and stood up. “I’ll be right back.”


We watched him shoulder his way through a group of tie-dyed Appalachian Trail hikers waiting to be served beer. He stepped right up to the man with the shaved head and put a hand on his shoulder and said something. The man’s smile vanished. After half a minute or so with my father in his face, he put down his glass and left the room.


“Who’s your dad talking to?” asked Sarah.


“I have no idea.”


“Your dad looks a little like Paul Newman—if he hadn’t had a bath in a while. He’s got that beautiful wild man quality. I bet there are a lot of women who want to tame him.”


I didn’t know how to respond to her. I liked to think I had no illusions about my father, but it always annoyed me whenever anyone else criticized him. He could be crude and petty, but I also believed that he was a better man than anyone gave him credit for being. I knew he’d been badly scarred by the war, and so I made allowances for his drinking and his silences, consoling myself with the knowledge that I alone understood him.


My father returned with our drinks. He’d brought me a whiskey despite what I’d said.


“Who’s that guy you were talking to?” I asked. “The one with the shaved head?”


“Nobody.” He downed half his whiskey in a gulp. “Just a paranoid militia freak. So, you got a job lined up or what?”


For the past few weeks, ever since I knew we were coming here, I’d imagined him asking that question and I’d imagined myself answering it. I put my beer bottle down and took a deep breath. “I’m applying to the Maine Warden Service.”


He looked me full in the face, his eyes glassy from the liquor. “You’re fucking kidding.”


“No,” I said. “I’m not.”


He threw back his head and gave a loud laugh. “They’re not going to take you.”


“Why not?”


“You’re too smart. Why do you want to waste your education on those pricks?”


Sarah said, “He’ll probably apply to law school after a few years.”


I stared at her, but she avoided my eyes. Sarah still hadn’t come to terms with the financial ramifications of my decision. Her dad, back in Connecticut, had lost a fortune when the dotcom bubble burst. One of her great fears in life was remaining poor while all our college friends became successful doctors, lawyers, and bankers.


“Law school,” my father said. “Now there’s an idea. We need a lawyer in this fucked-up family.” He reached in his shirt pocket for a pack of cigarettes. He offered one to Sarah, but she waved her hand at it as if it were a hornet.


“You can’t smoke in here,” I said, but he ignored me.


“What about you, honey, you taking a vow of poverty, too?”


She stiffened in her chair. It hadn’t taken my dad long to find her tender spot. “I’m getting a master’s in education at the University of Maine while I teach at a private school.”


“A teacher.” He lit the cigarette with a shiny Zippo lighter like the one he brought back from Vietnam. “Wish I had one as pretty as you when I was a kid.”


Sarah excused herself to use the bathroom. We both watched her walk away. When he turned back to me, he was grinning again and shaking his head. “A game warden, huh?”


“That’s right.”


“Well, it’s your life, I guess.” He finished his beer. “What’s your mom say about this?”


“I haven’t told her yet.”


“You’re afraid she’ll be pissed. I’m glad I didn’t pay for your college, is all I can say. So how’s my buddy Neil?” He said my stepfather’s name like it was a ridiculous word. My parents had been divorced for more than a decade, but somehow my father, who’d probably gone through dozens of women himself in the interval, was still jealous.


“The same, I guess.”


“So that Sarah is a good-looking girl. How serious are you two?”


“Pretty serious.”


“Do you love her?”


“Yeah,” I said. “I think I do.”


“You think you do? That’s a pussy answer. What I’m asking is, would you die for her?”


Now it was my turn to be dumbfounded. “What kind of question is that?”


“It’s the only question.”


I would have asked him what the hell he meant, but across the crowded bar I saw Sarah waiting to use the ladies’ room. Three guys in leather jackets and denim were standing around, but she was ignoring them.


My father turned to see what I was looking at. “You better go over there.”


“She can take care of herself.”


“So you’re just going to let them talk to her like that?”


“Like what?”


He leaned back in his chair, appraising me. In his mind there could be only one reason for not going over there: He thought I was afraid.


I downed the whiskey, feeling the liquor scald the back of my throat. Slowly I rose to my feet.


I felt him watching me as I crossed the room.


Sarah was next in line for the bathroom. The three bikers had closed partially around her, and now she was speaking with them. Two were huge, fat in the gut, with arms as thick around as my calves. But it was the smallest one, half a foot shorter than me, who saw me coming. He had a blond beard and a red bandanna knotted around his head and he was wearing sunglasses despite the hour and darkness of the room. I knew it was the short ones who always have something to prove.


“You all right?” I asked Sarah.


“I’m fine,” she said.


“Doesn’t look that way.”


Her eyes blazed at me. “Sit down, Mike. I’ll be right there.”


I couldn’t believe she was pissed off at me for trying to rescue her, but she was.


“Yeah, Mike,” said the short one, tilting his head up at me. “Go have a seat.”


I saw my face distorted in the dark mirrors of his sunglasses. The jukebox was blasting Guns N’ Roses’s “Sweet Child O’ Mine.” I felt the thudding bass line shake the wood floor beneath my feet.


“OK, guys, that’s enough,” said Sarah. But they weren’t listening to her anymore.


“Let’s go, Sarah.” I reached out to take her arm, but the short one knocked it aside.


“Don’t touch her,” he said.


“Fuck you,” I said.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw one of the big bikers swing a beer bottle up fast and felt it break against the side of my skull. My knees buckled and the next thing I knew I was down on the floor, being kicked in the face. I remember the iron taste of blood and the smell of spilled beer and the distinct sound of Sarah screaming.


Then the music died, the lights came on, and I was flat on the floor, looking up into a kaleidoscope. My vision was blurred as if I had Vaseline in my eyes.


Above me loomed my father. He had an arm wrapped around the short biker’s neck and was pressing the edge of a hunting knife against his throat. A crowd of faces, a wall of bodies circled us. The short man knew better than to fight. He let his body go limp. My father tightened his grip.


I tried to rise, but the muscles had dissolved in my arms and legs.


“Put it down, Jack!” It was the bartender, a lean, silver-haired woman with a deeply tanned face. She had a pump shotgun trained on my dad’s chest.


I saw his eyes flick sideways, taking it in.


The bartender racked a shell into the chamber. “I said, ‘Drop it!’ ”


With one motion my father shoved the biker away and dropped the knife. The man fell to his knees beside me, gasping for breath, one hand clamped to his bleeding throat.


“They attacked my kid, Sally,” said my father.


“Tell it to the cops.”


Five minutes later a sheriff’s deputy arrived with his gun drawn. The deputy, a soft-looking guy with a face that made him look like an evil baby, made my father kneel on the broken glass. He twisted his arms behind him while he put on the handcuffs. But my father just grinned. He was having the time of his life.


More police arrived—a state trooper and an old game warden pilot I knew named Charley Stevens. They arrested my father and the three bikers on assault charges. Everyone wanted me to go in an ambulance to the hospital in Farmington, but I refused. The result was a scar on my forehead, right at the hairline, that I’d almost forgotten about until the Warden Service gave me a crew cut.


“He was just trying to help me,” I told Charley Stevens.


“That may be,” said the old game warden. “But he could have killed that man.”


“I’ll bail you out,” I told my father.


He shook his head. “I’ll be out before morning. It’s a bullshit charge and they know it.”


They led him away in handcuffs, and the next day when we went to the county jail in Skowhegan, we learned the charges had indeed been dropped against him, just as he’d predicted. I tried to phone him afterward at Rum Pond to say thanks, but he never did return my calls.


Until now. I didn’t know why my father had called me, but if he was coming back into my life after two silent years, trouble was sure to be close behind.
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A few hours later I awoke to the cackling of crows. At dawn, a gang of them took over the pines around my house, and their harsh quarreling voices roused me from sleep.


The house I was renting bordered a tidal creek that flowed through a field of green spartina grass down to the Segocket River. As the tide went out, the creek would shrink to a bed of sour-smelling mud, and great clouds of mosquitoes would rise off the salt pannes. But at high tide I could slide my canoe down into the stream and follow the water all the way to the sea.


The house was a single-story ranch that Sarah and I managed to rent cheap on account of its ramshackle condition. A lobsterman had built the place without a blueprint, making improvements and repairs as necessity dictated and his bank account allowed. When he gave us the keys, he also gave us a hammer and a roll of duct tape, saying, “Expect you’ll need these from time to time.”


He was right. Each rainstorm seemed to reveal a new leak in the roof. Sarah had hated the place from the start, but she refused to stoop to renting a mobile home, and on my piss-poor salary and her school stipend, it was the best we could do. Still, I always liked the old place. From the window above the kitchen sink I could watch herons and egrets hunting in the tidal creek, and at first light there was always the good smell of the sea, miles downstream.


This morning, though, I didn’t hang around to enjoy the quiet. I took a quick shower, put on a clean uniform, and made a call to my supervisor, Sergeant Kathy Frost, at her home.


Kathy was an eighteen-year veteran of the Maine Warden Service and one of the first women in the agency’s history, back before affirmative action opened things up. She’d had to pass the same physical fitness test as a man to get in—bench press, sit-ups, push-ups, running, and swimming. Now, in addition to being one of three sergeants supervising wardens in Division B, she oversaw the K-9 unit and was odds-on favorite to replace Lieutenant Malcomb when he retired.


This morning she sounded like she was coming down with a cold, her husky voice even huskier than usual. “I don’t know if you’ve seen the news, but a cop got killed last night.”


I felt as if I’d been punched in the gut. “Who?”


“A Somerset County deputy named Bill Brodeur.”


“Oh, shit.”


“You knew him?”


“We were at the academy together. What happened?”


“It was a double homicide—Brodeur and a guy from Wendigo Timber. They were shot up in Dead River Plantation.”


“Dead River?” I closed my eyes and saw my father’s bearded face, like the afterimage of a bright light, flash across the inside of my eyelids. When I opened them, the room seemed out of focus. “Did they get the shooter?”


“Not yet.”


“So does CID have any suspects?”


“Only two hundred or so pissed-off lease holders. You know the big controversy they’ve got going up there? How Wendigo bought up all that timberland and is planning to kick out the camp owners? Well, there was some sort of public meeting last night, and I guess it got pretty hot. Brodeur was there as a bodyguard to this guy Shipman from Wendigo, driving him over to Sugarloaf for the night, and someone opened fire on their cruiser.”


“Was Brodeur married?”


“No, but the Wendigo guy had a wife and two little boys.”


It had been years since a cop was murdered in Maine. Even so, it was something you always carried with you. The possibility of it, I mean. I glanced at the answering machine. The little red light wasn’t blinking anymore; my father’s voice was gone, erased. What had he wanted to tell me last night?


“Mike? You still there?”


“I got this weird message on my answering machine last night. It was from my dad. He lives up near Dead River.”


There was a pause on the other end. “Weird in what way?”


“Well, we haven’t spoken in a couple years.”


“Maybe he heard what happened and was concerned about you, being a law officer and all.”


I laughed, a single sharp laugh.


“Or maybe not,” she said. “You said he owns a camp up there?”


“Not exactly. Last I heard he was working for Russell Pelletier over at Rum Pond Sporting Camps. Wendigo owns all that land now. If they sell it, Pelletier will lose his business.”


“You think that’s why he called you?”


The suspicion in her voice made me uneasy, as if I’d somehow given her the wrong idea. “It’s probably nothing. He gets drinking late at night.”


“My brother’s like that.” She paused long enough for me to hear a dog barking in the background. “So did you talk to him?”


“I was out on a call.” I told her about my evening with Bud Thompson. “I think I know the bear that got his pig. The one I’m thinking of has a thing for greasy barbecue grills. Last month it was up on a patio licking some guy’s hibachi.”


“Sounds kinky. You want me to bring over a culvert trap?”


“What about Dick Roberge?” I said, referring to the local animal damage-control agent who assisted us trapping nuisance wildlife.


“Dick’s getting his knee replaced.”


“You don’t mind bringing over a trap?”


“I’m headed to Division B, anyway. Where do you want to meet?”


“How about that place where we caught that night hunter last month?”


“Give me a couple hours.” We were both about to hang up when she came back on the line.


“Maybe in the meantime you should give your old man a ring. Just a suggestion, but if it were my dad and I hadn’t heard from him in years, I’d be a little curious about the timing.”


In the few months we’d been working together I’d learned to follow Kathy’s advice. Better to make the call than spend the day wondering what my dad was mixed up in.


My father didn’t have a phone himself at his cabin but relied on the owner at Rum Pond Sporting Camps to take messages for him. The lodge itself was so remote no phone lines connected it with the outside world, and the surrounding mountains made cell-phone reception iffy at best. Instead, the owner, Russell Pelletier, used an old radio phone to make and receive calls. When no one picked up, I tried the in-town answering service and got an earful of static until the machine came on.


“Hey, you’ve reached Rum Pond Sporting Camps, and if we ain’t here, we’re probably out fishing.” When I was sixteen, I’d spent half a summer washing dishes at the camps. The only woman there had been Pelletier’s chain-smoking wife, but this pretty voice definitely didn’t belong to Doreen.


The machine started to record. “This is Mike Bowditch,” I said. “Jack’s son. I don’t know if he’s still working there—Charley Stevens told me he was, but we haven’t talked in a while—I mean, my dad and I haven’t talked. Anyway, I got a call from him last night. I’m not sure what it’s about. Can you tell him I called?” I rattled off my cell-phone and pager numbers and hung up, embarrassed at my stammering incoherence.


How come everything to do with my father left me feeling like I was nine years old?


The sun had risen over the pines and the day was shaping up to be another steam bath. I had two hours to kill before Kathy showed up with the culvert trap, so I decided to stop in town for breakfast. I desperately wanted to see a newspaper.


The Square Deal Diner, in Sennebec Center, was owned by a plump and hyperactive widow named Dot Libby who also ran a motel and gift shop out on the highway, served as chair of the school board, organized the municipal Fourth of July picnic, and played the organ every Sunday morning at the Congregational Church. She was the mother of six (four living) and grandmother of twenty-two. I knew all this within five minutes of meeting her. Dot liked to talk. Her late husband had passed away several years earlier from prostate cancer, but the joke around town—probably started by Dot herself—was that he died of exhaustion from trying to keep up with her all those years. She kept a photo of him on the wall of the diner, where he continued to stare down at her with sad, hound-dog eyes.


“’Morning, Mike!” she shouted as I came through the door.


Every head in the room turned to look at me. I felt blood rush to my cheeks. I’ve always blushed easily. “Hey, Dot.”


“So what are you gonna do about that bear?”


“News travels fast.”


“Heard it over the scanner.” She poured me a cup of coffee. “You gonna shoot it?”


“Hope I don’t have to.”


This early, the crowd consisted mostly of locals: carpenters, fishermen, auto-body mechanics, road crew workers. All males. Dot and her youngest daughter Ruth, who waited on the booths, were the only females in the place.


“Can I have the bear meat if you get it?” Dot had red blossoms on her cheeks and laugh-wrinkles around her eyes. Her face sometimes reminded me of a talking apple.


“You ain’t adding bear to the menu, are you, Dot?” said a prematurely bald young man I didn’t know at the end of the counter.


“It’s for the shelter, Stanley.”


From a booth behind me another voice said, “You’re not going to waste good bear meat on those dogs.”


I swiveled around to see who was speaking and saw Hank Varnum, the lanky proprietor of the town grocery. He was sitting with a clamdigger I recognized but whose name escaped me. As a newcomer to the area, I was still having trouble connecting names and faces, and since my position as district warden ensured everyone knew who I was, I often found myself pretending to recognize people who recognized me.


Dot made a face. “Bear’s too stringy for my taste.”


“You can make a decent chili with it,” said bald Stanley at the end of the counter. I noticed he had a newspaper spread out under his plate of pancakes.


“Or a good hash,” offered someone else.


“How big did Bud say it was?” asked Varnum’s clamdigger friend.


“He didn’t get a great look at it,” I said.


“And knowing Bud, I bet he was drunk off his ass. I bet he shit himself when he seen that bear eat his pig.”


“I’d thank you not to use profanity in my restaurant,” said Dot.


The clamdigger looked down at his ketchup-smeared plate and began scraping up the last shreds of scrambled eggs.


“I’ll let you know about the bear, Dot,” I said. “I’m hoping we won’t have to shoot it at all.”


“Oh, you’ll shoot it,” she said confidently. “You won’t have any choice in the matter.”


“I hope you’re wrong.” I gestured at Stanley Whatever-his-name-was at the other end of the counter. “You mind if I take a look at that newspaper?”


“You gonna arrest me if I say no?” He gave a grimace that passed for a smile and shoved the paper down my way. Half of the pages slid off the counter. What was the deal with this asshole?


“You hear about that shooting last night, Mike?” asked Hank Varnum.


“Yeah, I heard about it.” I retrieved the sheets of newsprint from the floor. I found the front page and spread it out in front of me. The headline read:


TWO GUNNED DOWN IN NORTH WOODS AMBUSH


There was an old file photograph of the Dead River Inn, where the public meeting had taken place that led up to the shooting. It looked the same as I remembered it from the bar fight two years earlier.


The article didn’t say much beyond what Kathy had already told me over the phone: Somerset County Sheriff’s Deputy William Brodeur, and Wendigo Timberlands, LLC, spokesman, Jonathan Shipman, had been leaving the inn by a back road, driving to the Sugarloaf resort from Dead River, when a person or persons opened fire on the police cruiser.


“It was only a matter of time,” said Dot.


I glanced up.


She gestured at the paper. “Until something like that happened.”


I hadn’t followed the Wendigo land purchase all that closely, being so preoccupied, first with my new job and then with Sarah’s growing unhappiness. I knew the company had recently bought something like half a million acres of forestland in the northern part of the state, including scores of privately owned camps and sporting lodges. These were largely lake- and stream-front cabins built on sites leased from Atlantic Pulp & Paper, the local company that had previously owned all that timberland. It was the way Maine paper mills used to reward their longtime employees, by granting them leases to build rustic vacation camps on company property. Many of these leases had been in the same families for generations.


“People up there are madder than hell,” said Dot, “and I don’t blame them. They were promised that land, and now this Canadian company comes in and says, ‘Sorry, we’re ripping up your contract, get out.’ I’m not excusing what happened, understand. I’m just saying you could have predicted things might turn ugly.”


I thought of my father and Russell Pelletier and all the other people I had met up that way whose future was now in the hands of Wendigo Timber. “I hadn’t heard they were going to evict all those leaseholders.”


Hank Varnum, six foot six with a mug like Abe Lincoln, came over to the counter to pay his bill at the cash register. “They’re not really evicting them,” he said. “Not outright, anyway. What they’re doing is offering to sell them the land their camps are on.”


“For hundreds of thousands of dollars,” said Dot. “Who can afford to pay that kind of money?”


“They have the choice of moving the buildings somewhere else,” said Varnum.


“You ever try to move a fifty-year-old log cabin?”


“I thought you were a believer in free enterprise, Dot.”


“I am.”


“Wendigo bought that land legally. It belongs to them, and by law they can do what ever they want with it.”


Dot’s face glowed red. “You know what they’re going to do, don’t you? They’re going to sell that forestland to rich out-of-staters, and it’s all going to get developed. They’ve already put up a bunch of gates. It used to be you could hunt or fish or snowmobile wherever you wanted up there. Now it’s all going to be off-limits. Is that what you want to see happen?”


Varnum said, “You can’t fight progress, Dot.”


“It’s not progress,” I said.


The sound of my voice seemed to surprise everyone, myself included. I almost never weighed in with a personal opinion at the Square Deal, just answered questions and made polite conversation. It had something to do with wearing the uniform, holding myself in check. But it pissed me off to think of the North Woods gated and turned into a private playland for the rich.


“Mike’s right,” said Dot. “And if I was one of them leaseholders, you can bet I would have been at that meeting last night, screaming my lungs out.”


“I’m sure you would,” said Varnum.


After he had left, Dot said, “I’m sorry, Mike. What can I get you? You want a molasses doughnut?”


“That would be great.” Truth was, I didn’t have much of an appetite.


“The one I feel sorry for is that deputy,” she said. “I wonder if he had a family.”


Of course, he did. We all do.
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‘An excellent debut - filled

with murder, betrayal and

a terrific sense of place.
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