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Twelve-gauge Gaynor had been rowing his skiff from the town landing out to his lobster boat, the Dragon Lady, when he’d spotted a metallic glimmer coming through the blue-green water. Gaynor had been fishing out of Roque Harbor for fifty years and this wasn’t the first vehicle he’d seen take a bath. On most but not all occasions, the driver had managed to escape from the drowning machine and swim to shore. Gaynor told the dispatcher he had a spooky feeling there was at least one dead person at the bottom of the harbor.

I’d heard the report come over the radio and had decided to drive down in my patrol truck to watch the recovery efforts. Most of the town seemed to be present. Anticipation hung in the air as unmistakably as the smell of the sea. Everyone was waiting to see whose body the divers would find. In a community as tightly woven as Roque Harbor, the deceased was sure to be related to someone or other.

“Bet it’s Merrill’s boy,” Gaynor said to the lobsterman beside him.

“Luke or John?”

“They’re both wild as tomcats. Hell, it might be both of them.”

Cigarette smoke wafted from the crowd behind me. Gulls, drawn by the prospect of thrown food, chattered overhead. It was a beautiful midsummer morning.

I stood on the dock beside Gaynor who was glorifying in his central role in the day’s drama. His first name was Thomas, but everyone called him Twelve-gauge for reasons no one had yet explained to me. I was the new game warden in Down East Maine, and the locals—who tended to be suspicious and closemouthed even with each other—hadn’t decided whether they approved of me or not.

The sheriff had come out to oversee the recovery. Her name was Roberta Rhine. Because of her black braids and fondness for turquoise jewelry, some people thought she was part Indian. She wasn’t, though; she just had a flair for the theatrical. Her deputies had cleared the landing and set up a cordon so the divers could go about their bone-chilling work. It might have been the middle of July, but the temperature in the Gulf of Maine was still in the low fifties.

After a while, the state police divers emerged from the deep with what looked, from a distance, like a department store mannequin. The sheriff and two of her deputies leaned over the edge and, with gloved hands, pulled the corpse onto the dock.

Murmurs started behind me. The same question over and over.

“Who is it?” Gaynor’s friend asked. “Do you recognize him?”

The lobsterman grunted, “No.”

Rhine and her officers stooped over the body. Then they all glanced in my direction. The sheriff beckoned me forward.

“Hey, Bowditch!”

The dead man lay exposed to the sun. He looked like he was wearing a mask of wet papier-mâché that might slough off if handled roughly. He was dressed in army fatigues, but one of his combat boots had come off, along with his sock. His toenails badly needed cutting.

The sheriff held out a wet wallet flipped open to the driver’s license. I couldn’t read the name, but the picture showed a young guy with a buzz cut and a lazy eye. I looked from the photograph to the thing at my feet, then back again.

“Who is he?”

“He’s you,” she said.

I peered closer. The name on the license was Mike Bowditch.



Two months earlier, I’d gotten a disturbing phone call from my supervisor.

“What are you doing?” Sergeant Marc Rivard had asked.

“Just rolling and patrolling.”

“I have a question for you.” Rivard had a faint French accent, common among older Mainers, but almost unheard of among people under forty. “Did you stop a station wagon full of teenagers out on Route 9 on Saturday night?”

“No. Why?”

“You’re sure you didn’t?”

“I think I’d know if I did! What’s this about?”

“The lieutenant got a call from a guy who says his teenage daughter and her friends were stopped for speeding by a game warden. She says he was driving a green truck with a flashing blue light. They thought he was a police officer so they pulled over. There were four girls in the station wagon. They’d just come from a party at a gravel pit.”

“What happened?”

“So this ‘warden’ comes up to the driver’s window, and evidently there’s something strange about him. He asks for all of their licenses, not just the driver’s, and sorts through them, looking at the photos. The prettiest girl is in the backseat, and she’s the one he tells to step out of the vehicle.”

“Oh, Jesus.”

“He orders her to open her mouth and stick out her tongue so he can smell her breath. Then he asks if she knows how serious the punishment is for underage drinking. He says he’s going to have to pat her down before he gives her a field sobriety test. The other girls are all freaking out now, and the driver—she’s the bold one—jumps out of the vehicle. The warden pulls his handgun and yells at her to get back inside.”

“What happened next?”

“They were lucky another car drove up,” he said. “It came to a stop behind the warden’s truck and just idled there. The guy turned white and told the girls that they were free to leave with just a warning. The last they saw of him he was screaming west on Route 9 with this bright yellow sports car in pursuit.”

Somehow a black fly had found its way inside the patrol truck. I could feel it creeping into the notch behind one of my ears. “You honestly thought that was me, Marc?”

“I had to ask.”

Like hell he did. “Did the girls give you a description of the guy?”

“Early twenties,” he said. “Tall like you. On the thin side. Hair buzzed down to the scalp. They said there was something funny about one of his eyes.”

“Funny how?”

“Just funny. What I’m telling you came secondhand through the father of the girl driving the car.”

“Did this imposter give a name? Or show some kind of identification?”

“They were just kids. Plus they’d been drinking wine coolers.”

“What about a license plate?”

“You don’t seem to be listening.”

I had been waiting for Rivard to get to the plan of action, but he seemed in no hurry. “So what do we do about this?”

“Put it out quietly among law enforcement to be on the lookout for some jackass pretending to be a game warden.”

“Shouldn’t we warn the public?”

“And give the crazies an excuse not to stop for blue lights?” He pitched his voice high with mockery. “‘But judge, I thought it was that police impersonator behind me. I was afraid he might kill me if I pulled over!’”

“What about the yellow car?” I asked.

“What about it?”

“Shouldn’t we try to locate the driver? Find out who he is and what he saw? How many yellow sports cars are speeding around Washington County?”

“Bowditch, do you realize how limited my resources are at the moment?”

“It seems like catching this phony warden should be a priority.”

“I am making it a priority.”

Two weeks passed without the warden impersonator making another appearance. Then came the home invasion.

I remember it being a particularly dark night, overcast, with a new moon afraid to show itself. I was working the smelt run on a skinny little brook that spilled out of the hills above Sixth Machias Lake. I had just issued a summons to a chucklehead who’d netted about ten gallons of smelt, the bag limit being one quart, and made him dump the shimmering fish back into the brook.

My phone rang as I was marching the smelt poacher to his truck. The dispatcher told me there was a man in the next township claiming he’d been terrorized at gunpoint by a game warden gone rogue. The location of the alleged “home invasion” was a trailer parked illegally at the mushy edge of a beaver bog.

By the time I arrived, half the law enforcement officers in the county seemed to be on the scene. Among them was Rivard.

My sergeant had black hair and what people, behind his back, called a “porn ’stache.” He had been married and divorced twice and fancied himself a debonair playboy. By the standards of backwoods Maine, he probably fit the definition.

He grinned wide enough to expose his bicuspids. “The criminal always returns to the scene of the crime!”

I was baffled by the joke, but it brought smiles to the faces of the assembled deputies and troopers.

“Is the victim still here?” I asked.

“The sheriff’s taking his statement. She told me to send you in.”

“Why me?”

“You’ll see.”

The camper was a suppository-shaped, silver Airstream. The inside smelled of weed. There were, no doubt, other odors, but they were entirely overridden by the marijuana smoke baked into the rugs and upholstery.

Every drawer had been pulled out and overturned, and every door was ajar. Clothing, canned goods, and assorted crap littered the room. From the damage, you might have thought an extremely localized tornado had passed through.

Sheriff Rhine, wearing her black polo with an embroidered star on the breast, chinos, and cowboy boots, sat at the kitchen table. Across from her was a gaunt, bearded man with strips of duct tape dangling from his body and a loose pile of discarded adhesive around his bare feet. He looked like he’d just escaped being mummified alive in shiny silver ribbons.

The sheriff raised her chin as I entered the room. “Is this the warden who tied you up, Alvin?”

The scrawny man spun around in his chair. He had greasy brown hair tucked behind ears that were almost elfin in their pointedness. His eyes were so heavy-lidded it seemed he might be dozing off.

“Who? Him?”

“Is this the game warden who tore up your home and held a gun to your head?”

“The warden who ripped me off was all bruised and shit—like he’d been stomped pretty good in a fight. And he had one of those crazy eyes.”

“You mean lazy eyes?”

“Crazy, lazy—what’s the difference?”

Rhine took a calming breath. “And what did you say this ‘warden’s’ name was, Alvin?”

“Bowditch,” he said fiddling with a strip of tape clinging stubbornly to his thigh.

“This is Warden Bowditch.”

“Are they related?”

“No,” I said.

“You need to find the other one and ask him what he did with my toilet.”

The sheriff rose to her feet. She was a tall woman. “Stay here, Alvin. I’ll send in Deputy Corbett to help you get the last of that tape off.”

Neither Rhine nor I spoke until we were clear of the trailer. Flashlights flickered between the trees as the deputies searched the property. The piping of spring peepers in the bog was so shrill it just about pierced my eardrums.

“The impersonator is using my name now?”

“Apparently so.”

“Why me?”

“That’s a good question. Maybe it’s because you’re new around here and not everyone knows what you look like. Or maybe you issued him a citation, and it’s his way of getting back at you.”

I was certain I would have remembered writing a ticket to a jittery young man with a crazy, lazy eye.

“What the hell happened here, Sheriff?”

The man inside the trailer was named Alvin Payne, Rhine said, and he was well known to the Washington County Sheriff’s Department, having been a guest in their hospitality suites on several occasions.

Earlier that evening, Mr. Payne was treating a herniated cervical disc with medical marijuana and listening to some Zeppelin when a man claiming to be a Maine game warden started pounding on the door. Alvin, being a good citizen with nothing to hide, had let him in.

The warden said he had proof that there was a cache of illegal deer meat inside Payne’s freezer and commanded him to take a seat. The next thing Alvin knew, his hands were being bound behind him with duct tape.

Even more puzzling: the officer didn’t bother looking inside the freezer at all. Instead he ransacked the closets and kitchen cupboards. The first thing he confiscated was Alvin’s supply of prescription cannabis.

It was dawning on Payne that the situation might not be what it seemed.

“What’s your name and badge number!” he demanded.

“My name is Mike Bowditch,” the warden answered in a tough-guy voice. “And my badge number is zero-zero-fuck-you.”

He then applied a strip of tape across Alvin’s mouth to curtail further conversation.

Payne claimed he had nearly suffocated watching his trailer be turned inside out and upside down. It was obvious this Warden Bowditch was growing agitated that he couldn’t find whatever he’d been looking for. Finally he returned to his prisoner and ripped the tape from his lips.

“Where’s the pills?”

“What pills?”

“The pills your cousin gave you.” Then he pressed the barrel of his gun to Payne’s temple.

Alvin just about wet himself. “All he gave me was a honey bucket because my toilet don’t work.”

I held up my hand to interrupt Rhine. “What’s a honey bucket?”

It was a primitive commode, she explained, made from a prefab toilet seat that attached to a five-gallon plastic pail. The generic name was bucket latrine.

While I had never heard of a honey bucket, the name had meant something significant to the guy pretending to be me. As soon as he heard it, he disappeared out the door leaving Alvin Payne bound to the chair.

I followed the sheriff behind a flowering shadbush that functioned, more or less, as a privacy screen. A roll of tissue still hung from a nearby branch, but there was no sign of the portable shitter itself.

“Wasn’t it risky hiding pills in the bottom of a toilet?” I said, trying not to inhale. “What if Payne dumped them out?”

“Maybe they were attached to the bottom somehow. Or buried in the ground underneath. It was actually a clever place to hide pharmaceuticals from any drug-sniffing dogs that might have searched the property.”

“I assume the pills were oxycodone.”

“Probably, but it could’ve been a mix of prescription painkillers. Codeine, hydrocodone, etcetera.”

“Who is Payne’s cousin?”

“A Canadian smuggler by the name of Dylan LeBlanc. The DEA and ICE have no clue how he’s been getting his drugs across the border from New Brunswick.”

“So LeBlanc gives cousin Alvin a honey bucket as some kind of secret drug stash. But if he’s such a wily smuggler, how did our warden impersonator know he was caching his drugs out here?”

“That’s another good question. Alvin claims to be ignorant of his cousin’s profession, and I believe him.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because after he gnawed himself free, he called 911 to report the home invasion.”

The sheriff’s phone rang. It was the Drug Enforcement Agency.

I stood alone in the darkness, listening to the earsplitting frogs, and feeling myself growing angrier and angrier at the thought of a two-bit robber using my name to commit his crimes.

Maybe pulling over those girls had just been a trial run to see if he could fool people into believing he was a warden. Maybe this heist had been his master plan all along. The pretender simply hadn’t reckoned with the extent of Alvin Payne’s potheaded stupidity.

I made my way through the trees to Rivard who was still holding court to a slightly smaller audience of cops. “So what did you do with the honey bucket, Mike?” he said. “Come on, tell the truth.”

“I don’t find this situation particularly amusing.”

“A stoner gets duct-taped to a chair by a fake warden who then runs off with a portable toilet full of narcotics. Yeah, you’re right. There’s nothing funny about this at all.”

Blood warmed my cheeks. “It’s a crime to impersonate a law enforcement officer.”

“You take yourself too seriously, Bowditch.”

Several nights later, an unidentified vehicle dumped Alvin Payne in the parking lot outside the hospital in Calais, a five-minute drive from the international bridge that crosses the river into New Brunswick. Multiple bones in his arms and legs had been broken, most likely with a two-by-four. When he emerged from hours of surgery and finally awoke from anesthesia, the luckless stoner told Sheriff Rhine he’d injured himself falling from the roof of his trailer.

The next time I saw Marc Rivard, he refused to meet my eyes.



Now it was summer and a man was dead.

The driver’s license was fake, of course. I stood on the wet planks with my doppelgänger at my feet while the sheriff circulated the plastic card among her officers first and then, when no one recognized him, among the good people of Roque Harbor.

Who was he?

Not a single person could say.

The man who’d discovered the submerged truck decided he could remain the center of attention by turning to comedy. “How does it feel to be dead, Warden?” Twelve-gauge Gaynor asked in a loud voice. “Did you see a white light before you swallowed the sea?”

The sun was growing unbearably hot, as if its rays were being focused through a giant magnifying glass. I could almost feel it burning a hole through my black ball cap.

The divers meanwhile continued their underwater investigation.

Their first significant find was an empty fifth of Fireball Cinnamon Whisky the slogan for which is “Tastes Like Heaven, Burns Like Hell.” There was a good chance that my namesake had consumed the bottle prior to his daredevil jump into the harbor. As a rule, most vehicles that end up going off wharves are driven by individuals with blood alcohol levels in the double digits.

The divers were unable to locate any papers in the vehicle, not even an automobile registration. Even the license plate, it turned out, had been stolen a month earlier off a security van parked outside the Bangor Mall.

“The Law of the Sea says I should get salvage rights to that truck for finding it,” Twelve-gauge Gaynor said to his dwindling audience. “Unless our dead warden here wants to stake a claim.”

Finding the gun took a while. The impact and influx of seawater had knocked it around the inside of the truck cab. One of the divers finally located the weapon—an old Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum revolver—wedged in a crack under the glove compartment. It was almost certainly the one the imposter had been wearing the night he stopped the girls.

Finally, Sheriff Rhine pulled me aside. “So you don’t recognize this guy at all? You and he never crossed paths?”

“I wish I could help you.”

“I do, too.”

“What about your officers, Sheriff? I can’t believe no one in your department recognizes him.”

“Don’t take that tone with me, Warden.”

“It was my name this man stole to commit his crimes. I think I am entitled to be pissed about it.”

“Not with me, you’re not,” she said.

“Any indication whether this was a homicide or a suicide?”

“His skull was cracked, but that might have been from the impact. The medical examiner should be able make a determination. If his lungs are full of water, it means he drowned. If there’s no water, it means he was already dead when he went under.”

“But you’re positive this is our imposter?”

“We sent a picture to the girl driving the car he stopped. Reese Brogan made a positive ID.”

“Is Reese Brogan the daughter of Joe Brogan who owns Call of the Wild Guide Service and Game Ranch?”

“Yes, she is. Why?”

“Just trying to make a connection.”

Joe Brogan leased miles of fenced timberland that he populated with all manner of exotic animals: bison, red deer, mouflon sheep, boars, even an ill-fated zebra once. Hunters from across the country rented his cabins and paid sizable sums to shoot these essentially tame creatures. Brogan knew what I thought of his vile business. It would not be inaccurate to say we hated each other’s guts.

I could only imagine what a violent son of a bitch like Joe Brogan might do to a half-witted punk who had terrorized his little girl.

A bronze GMC pickup pulled up at the end of the line of police vehicles. It was Rivard’s unmarked truck. He came toward us without any of his usual strutting.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “My ex-wife and I really got into it and—”

Rhine pointed at the body bag. “We need you to take a look at the deceased, Marc.”

Rivard stuck his hand in his pocket and removed a tin of moist snuff. He dug his fingers into the soil-colored tobacco. He wedged some of it between his cheek and gums.

The sheriff must have sensed he was stalling. “Ready when you are, Sergeant.”

She lifted the edge of the plastic. Rivard didn’t even need to study the face. One glance and his Adam’s apple began bobbing in his throat.

“You know him then?” she said.

“His name is Tommy Winters.”

“Where do you know him from?”

“The Narraguagus Sporting Club. His dad, Tim, is the range master there part-time. The Winters live over in Aurora, I’m pretty sure.”

It was a hamlet in the next county and therefore out of Rhine’s jurisdiction, which partially explained why neither she nor her deputies had recognized the dead man.

“Does this make any sense to you, Marc?” the sheriff asked.

“Does what make any sense?”

“Tommy Winters impersonating a game warden? Did he have a reputation for breaking the law or pulling dumb stunts? Was he an opioid addict looking for the score of a lifetime?”

Rivard hung his head over the wharf and spat tobacco juice into the water. “I barely remember meeting him.”

“So this is all a big surprise to you?” said the sheriff doubtfully.

“I honestly had no idea. All I know is this is going to break Tim’s heart. That man has had the worst run of luck of anyone I know.”

“How so?”

“He was a lifer at the mill in Bucksport until he took a tumble from the top of a machine to the shop floor. Then his wife Karen was diagnosed with a brain tumor. I’m pretty sure Tommy was their only child, too. If this isn’t the last nail in Tim’s coffin, I don’t know what will be.”

I sometimes forgot that my sergeant, for all his failings, was a father himself. It was always easier for me to view him as a cartoonish villain. We never want to see the people who annoy and infuriate us as three-dimensional human beings.



Half an hour later, I found myself bringing up the rear of a three-vehicle caravan led by Rhine in her Crown Vic cruiser, followed by Rivard in his unmarked GMC pickup, and then me in my battered patrol truck. The sheriff had requested I accompany them to the Narraguagus Sporting Club to notify the next of kin. She hoped Mr. Winters might be able to shine some light on his son’s decision to use my name to commit crimes.

The route took us along logging roads down which eighteen-wheelers stacked high with timber would come barreling, forcing us off into the lupines that grew with such exuberance along the gravel shoulders. By the time we turned off the main road, my recently washed pickup was coated with a quarter-inch layer of dust.

I heard the gunshots—the pops of small caliber pistols and the rapid bursts of AR-15s—even before we pulled into the parking lot. Like most fish and game associations, the Narraguagus Sporting Club included an outdoor shooting range. As range master, Tim Winters was the man charged with keeping trigger-happy members from carelessly shooting one another.

The clubhouse was one story and constructed of varnished logs. Its roof was orange with fallen pine needles.

I counted four vehicles in the lot: two blue pickups, both beat to hell; a black SUV of the kind I associated with mafia dons; and a vintage red Mustang that someone had recently restored and repainted.

“I made some calls on the drive over,” said Rhine. “Tommy Winters was twenty-one. He had five speeding violations, but no history of violence or substance abuse. He was expelled from Brewer High for an incident involving a failed attempt to conceal himself in the girl’s locker room. The consensus, among the teachers who remembered him, was that he was on the autism spectrum. His last job was at a hardware store in Ellsworth. He lasted two weeks.”

Rivard began fiddling with his tin of Red Man snuff again.

“Do you want me to do this, Marc?” Rhine asked.

“Tim knows me,” he said. “I’d feel like shit if I let anyone else break the news to him.”

We made our way around the outside of the low-slung building. There were five stalls set up along a roofed concrete breezeway. Each station had a bench where a shooter could sit and steady a gun. Each wooden table faced an open field with targets staggered at intervals. Four hundred yards in the distance a berm of bulldozed earth served as a backstop for the bullets.

Standing in the last stall were two hairy, potbellied guys, both of whom were wearing ripped T-shirts and jeans. They were the ones firing the AR-15s. Shells jumped crazily from their semiautomatic rifles.

A third man—dapper, clean-shaven, hair going silver—was the one shooting the pistol. It was a long-barreled .22 Walther GSP, the kind used for serious competitions. I followed the muzzle to the bull’s-eye fifty yards away. The marksman hadn’t once missed the center circles.

The fourth man sat on a folding chair with his back to us, keeping watch on the shooters. Like the others, he wore ear protectors clamped over his head. This was the range master, Tim Winters.

The dapper pistolero spotted us from his stall. He paused to stare at us through yellow-lensed shooting glasses. Then he cleared the chamber of his gun and ejected the magazine.

Winters, alerted to our presence, turned his head. He was in his fifties, wearing a too-tight polo to show off pectorals that, despite his best efforts, were beginning to sag. He studied us without expression, then raised an airhorn from beside his chair and let off a blast.

“Cease firing!” Winters shouted in the silence that followed.

“What’s going on, Marc?” Winters’s hair was dyed that reddish brown color that never fools anyone. He carried a holstered .45 on his hip. “What’s with the retinue?”

“Hey, Tim. Any chance you can shut down the range for the rest of the day?”

“They all paid for the hour.”

“It’s important we speak with you alone, Mr. Winters,” said Sheriff Rhine.

“Let me talk to the guys, make sure they’re good with this. You all can go inside. Help yourself to soft drinks.”

I didn’t know what to make of the fact that he hadn’t asked us why we’d come. It would have been my first question.

Rivard led the way into the darkened interior. The room resembled an empty restaurant, a cheap one, with plastic tables and chairs. There was a shellacked counter with a cash register and a display rack of chips and pretzels. Behind it were shelves of ammunition for sale and assorted guns to rent. The log walls were decorated with posters from the National Rifle Association and framed targets, some human-shaped (one resembled Hillary Clinton), riddled with tightly clustered bullet holes.

A question had been nagging at me, and I took the opportunity to confront Rivard about it. “Marc, how come you didn’t tell me that one of the girls Tommy stopped that night was Joe Brogan’s daughter?”

“Because I knew you and Joe had history,” he said sharply. “I knew it would just get you worked up.”

The sheriff said, “Are you suggesting, Mike, that we should be looking at Brogan as a suspect?”

“Joe’s no murderer!” Rivard said.

“What about that crazy Viking who works for him?” I said. “Billy Cronk?”

The sheriff cleared her throat with great and sudden force.

Winters had appeared in the doorway. His broad shoulders were backlit by the bright July afternoon. It was only as he stepped inside that I noticed how he lurched when he walked.

“I’m going to sit down if you don’t mind,” he said. “Goddamn back acts up when I stand too long.”

There was absolutely no physical resemblance between father and son. Tommy was the stereotypical ninety-pound weakling. Tim looked like a former power lifter whose muscles had turned to fat.

“Let’s hear it,” he said. “What did the kid do now?”

As police, we had been taught how to deliver a proper death notification: which words to use, which words not to use. Never resort to euphemisms, we’d been told. Always emphasize to the recipient that their loved one is dead, deceased, expired so there is zero confusion. People have difficulty accepting the worst.

Rivard removed his hat. “I’ve got bad news, Tim. I’m afraid Tommy is dead.”

The clock on the wall was one of those battery-powered models that loudly ticks off every second.

Winters’s voice was flat when he finally spoke. “How’d he do it? How’d he kill himself?”

I did my best to hide my shock at the cold-bloodedness of his reply.

“The medical examiner hasn’t yet determined the cause of death,” Rhine said, “so we can’t say with confidence.”

The clock ticked off another twelve seconds.

Winters fidgeted, seemingly bothered by the pain in his back. “You’re the Washington County sheriff, correct?”

“Roberta Rhine. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

The range master turned his craggy face in my direction next. “And who are you?”

Rivard interjected before I could introduce myself, “This is Warden Bowditch.”

I watched for an indication that my name meant something to Tim Winters, but he didn’t so much as blink. He returned his attention to the sheriff. “So where did he do it? Where did he kill himself?”

“His truck went off the dock in Roque Harbor.”

“So he drowned, you’re saying?”

“It’s too soon to tell,” said Rhine. “Tommy’s on his way to Augusta for an autopsy.”

“Is that absolutely necessary?”

“An autopsy is legally required when the cause of death isn’t immediately apparent.”

“I suppose I have to go down there to identify him.”

“That won’t be necessary. I can show you a photograph.” She produced her cell phone, brought up the pictures she’d taken on the wharf, but hesitated before she handed the device to Winters.

“Yeah that’s him.”

“Was your son depressed recently?”

“Depressed? Of course he was depressed. His life was shit.”

Once more I bit my tongue. Amazingly, I felt offended on behalf of the young man who’d stolen my identity.

“In what way was his life shit?” Rhine asked.

Winters counted the reasons on his fingers. “He got kicked out of high school for being a Peeping Tom. He couldn’t keep a job. He was still a virgin, as far as I knew. He wanted to join the army but failed the GED three times. Do you know how severely stupid you have to be to do that?”

I tried to remind myself that anger was a fairly common reaction to news of a suicide. Of all human emotions, grief is the most mercurial. It can take a thousand different forms.

The sheriff said: “Do you remember Tommy acting differently recently?”

“The kid was always different. ‘Special,’ his mother said. She always made excuses for his failures.”

“Did Tommy use drugs, Mr. Winters?” Rhine asked.

“I wouldn’t know. Probably. Half the kids his age are druggies. More than half.”

“Did he own a gun?” the sheriff said.

“Smith and Wesson .357 Mag. Couldn’t shoot with it for shit. He was scared of the recoil.”

“Did he ever dress in army fatigues?” Rhine asked. “Or own any police gear?”

Beads of perspiration popped from the pores on the man’s forehead. “You’re welcome to search his bedroom. I left him to himself. I have enough problems of my own.”

The sheriff leaned forward. “What kind of vehicle did your son drive, Mr. Winters?”

“Silverado. Green.”

“What about money? Did you notice him making any big purchases recently? Items he shouldn’t have been able to afford?”

A wet splotch had appeared on the front of Winters’s shirt, over his sternum. “I told you the kid couldn’t keep a job. What does any of this have to do with him killing himself?”

Rhine drew herself up to full height. “We have reason to believe your son was impersonating a law enforcement officer.”

“Is this some kind of joke?”

“Your son was identified by a girl whose car he pulled over, allegedly for speeding. He identified himself to them as a game warden. He did the same to a man whose trailer he robbed.”

The range master rubbed his big forearm along his wet brow and shook off the moisture. He slid from the stool. “I need to use the facilities.”

None of us spoke as he limped into the next room. We heard a door close and a muffled fan start up.

“He’s really lost weight since I last saw him,” said Rivard. “Twenty, thirty pounds.”

“You’re kidding.” To my eyes Tim Winters was borderline obese. I leaned close to the sheriff. “He’s really perspiring. More than normal. Have you noticed?”

“I have.”

“It’s a hot day for Christ’s sake,” said Rivard. “And his son just died.”

We heard the toilet flush and then water running from a tap.

When Winters reappeared, his forehead and forearms were dry. He seemed to have composed himself in the bathroom. And he had changed his shirt to a polo with the club logo on the front.

An idea must have come into his head while he was cleaning himself up because he glared at Rivard.

“You’re one who planted the idea in his head. The last time you were here, he grilled you about becoming a game warden, wouldn’t stop asking questions.”

The sergeant moved the tobacco in his mouth around with his tongue. “I don’t remember that.”

Rhine reached into her pocket and removed a folded piece of paper. She opened it to reveal a mug shot of a man with eyes like a dog’s and a chin bristling with black stubble. The only features Dylan LeBlanc had in common with his cousin Alvin Payne were pointed ears—except that they looked more demonic than elfin on the drug dealer.

“Do you recognize this man?” she said.

Winters accepted the picture from her. “Yeah, I recognize him.”

“You do?”

“He’s come out here to shoot a few times with a couple of guys. Who is he?”

“His name is Dylan LeBlanc and we believe he’s a drug smuggler. You wouldn’t happen to know when he was here? Presumably you had them show identification and sign in.”

“April maybe? I can check my files.”

“Do that, please.”

Winters disappeared into his office for five minutes. When he returned, he had sign-in sheets with three names from April 24, 26, and 28, none of which belonged to Dylan LeBlanc. “I’m pretty sure this was them. They gave me fake IDs, I’m guessing.”

The fact that the men had used aliases didn’t seem to surprise Sheriff Rhine. “Do you remember if your son was ever here the same time Mr. LeBlanc was?”

He paused so long it seemed he’d forgotten the question. “Maybe.”

“Would Tommy have had an opportunity to talk with Mr. LeBlanc or overhear one of his conversations?”

“I suppose. Tommy worked the register for me a couple of times. And he was always eavesdropping on other people’s private discussions. What’s this about?”

“Your son stole a significant stash of drugs from an Airstream trailer belonging to a man named Alvin Payne.”

Winters laughed. “Tommy didn’t have the balls to do something like that!”

Rhine flared her nostrils. “Do you mind my asking you a personal question?”

“Isn’t that what you’ve been doing?”

“Would you like to continue this later after you’ve had a chance to process what happened to your son? It’s not uncommon for people to feel shame when there’s a suicide in the family.”

“You can stop trying to get in my head, lady.”

“Sheriff,” I corrected him.

But Winters chose not to acknowledge me. “Yeah, I was ashamed of the kid. Who wouldn’t be?”

“But he was your son,” I said, unable to hold back.

Winters responded with a harsh laugh that shocked us all into silence.

“How is that funny?” Rhine asked.

“Because he wasn’t my son! Biologically, I mean. Karen couldn’t have kids so she convinced me to adopt him. Worst mistake of my life. You adopt a baby, they should tell you whether he’s defective. You should be able to return him. Not that Karen would’ve done it. She made me swear never to tell Tommy he wasn’t really ours.”

“But you did tell him,” I said. “After she died.”

Winters gazed at me, his expression searching, his pupils overlarge in the unlit room. “How the hell did you know that?”

Because my own father had also been a cruel man, I thought.



The sheriff and I waited for Winters to finish closing up the shooting range, but Rivard had to leave for a meeting with the Warden Service colonel in Augusta. Marc clearly relished the excuse to sneak off. By leaving, he could forestall an awkward conversation with Rhine about how Tommy Winters had never entered his head as a suspect when we were hunting for the imposter.

The sheriff and I stood in the blistering parking lot. Dog-day cicadas whined in the treetops. The air smelled of pine bark drying to tinder in the sun.

“No wonder the kid killed himself,” she said. “With a father like that.”

“You’re thinking now it was suicide?”

“I didn’t before we came here. Now though—?”

Winters emerged from the door with a trash bag full of discarded bullet casings he’d brushed up from the range. He dumped the shells into a steel bin and then padlocked it shut. I wondered how much money the club made from recycling the thousands of cartridges left behind by shooters. The last I’d seen spent casings were going for a dollar fifty a pound.

The Mustang belonged to Winters. We followed it out to the main road. We had to wait for Winters to close the heavy gate behind our vehicles. The elaborate process involved a bolt, a chain, and a padlock.

It took us half an hour to drive to the village of Aurora where Winters lived.

I could easily identify the Winters residence by the state police and sheriffs cruisers waiting for us. It was a big clapboard farmhouse with a yawning barn that no longer sheltered livestock. I recognized a K9 team from the Maine Drug Enforcement Agency. The German shepherd had been trained to sniff out narcotics.

Winters pulled the Mustang into the shadows of the barn and came out to meet us, still wearing the .45 on his hip.

Rhine said, “We appreciate your opening your home to us, Mr. Winters.”

“I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“All of us want an answer to what happened to Tommy.”

“Like I said.”

Without Rivard to keep tabs on me, I took the liberty of following the others inside the moldering, old house. The curtains were drawn, and the darkened rooms stank of cigars and uncleaned dishes. Winters led us down to the basement, which smelled even muskier.

Tommy’s bed was unmade, the sheets ripe with body odor. There were empty pizza boxes and soda bottles, magazines that weren’t pornographic per se but featured female bodybuilders on their covers or babes in leather chaps straddling Harley-Davidsons.

The only noteworthy aspect of the room was the abundance of personal photographs. There were framed pictures on the walls. Others in stands on shelves. All the photos were of the same person: a middle-aged woman with a blond perm, a prominent underbite, and the sunken eyes of someone who rarely enjoyed a full night’s rest.

“That’s Karen,” Winters explained. “My late wife.”

Rhine rested her hands on her gun belt. “Would you mind waiting upstairs for us, Mr. Winters? It’s difficult to work when there are people crowded around. Why don’t you keep him company, Mike?”

I expected Winters to put up a fight. Even though he had expressed a willingness to cooperate, few homeowners are comfortable letting cops poke around their residences. If anything, the man seemed too compliant.

I followed him into the kitchen, where he grabbed a can of Coors from the refrigerator, and out onto a porch overlooking the second-growth woods that had sprung up where the farm fields had once been. He cracked his beer and removed a cigar stub from an ashtray on a table and lit it.

“Did Tommy know anyone who drove a yellow sports car?” I asked.

His reaction was to cough out some smoke. “What kind of question is that?”

“A yellow car seemed to be following him the night he pulled over those girls on Route 9. Did your son have a friend who—”

“Tommy didn’t have any friends.” He narrowed his eyes. “You sure this yellow car was following him?”

“According to witnesses, it was.”

“What witnesses?”

“I’m not allowed to say.”

“So he was pretending to be you, huh?”

“It seems that way.”

“You ex-military?”

“No.”

“I served in Desert Storm. You have the look of a vet.”

I’d heard the comment before and had come to the conclusion that killing people in the line of duty had left me with scars visible to those who had themselves taken the lives of other human beings.

“My father was a Ranger in Vietnam,” I said.

He studied me with pupils that had constricted down to mere pinpoints. “And you didn’t want to follow in his footsteps?”

“That was the last thing I wanted. But you know how it is, I never asked to be his son.”

Winters, I was fairly sure, recognized the jab for what it was. He took a long pull from his beer can. His gaze drifted to the tree line.

“The man your son ripped off,” I said. “He’s going to want his drugs back. Or he’ll want the money Tommy might have made selling them.”

“And?”

“He might come out here. Now that he knows your son’s real identity. He might expect you to make good on what Tommy stole.”

Winters patted the holstered firearm. “Let him come.”

“Dylan LeBlanc put his own cousin in the hospital because of the stunt your son pulled.”

A trooper appeared on the porch. “Mr. Winters, the sheriff would like to see you.”

Back inside we went.

Rhine stood waiting at the top of the stairs. She held a sheet of paper pinched between her gloved fingers. “Is this your son’s handwriting?”

The letters were large, blocky, and scrawled in pencil. Even from a distance I could read the words of the suicide note:


BURY ME NEXT TO MOM.



Standing behind him, I couldn’t see Winters’s face. But I heard his voice crack when he spoke.

“I need to use the facilities.”



There was still the open question of what Tommy Winters had done with the opiates he had stolen, but the drug-sniffing dog detected nothing in its search of the house and the property.

I roamed around a bit, made small talk with some of the troopers, tried to stay out of the sun. I peeked in the barn and saw that Winters was in the process of restoring a Trans Am that was scarcely more than a steel shell. The concrete floor was dappled with red paint.

I crossed paths with Rhine again in the driveway. She was watching the afternoon breeze ruffle the leaves of an ancient elm standing sentinel on the property: the sole survivor of a scourge that had wiped out nearly all of its species.

“So now what happens?” I asked.

“I go back to Machias to type up my report in air-conditioned comfort. And I presume the Warden Service would appreciate you returning to your official duties. On a scorcher like today you could probably write up a dozen drunk-boaters on Gardner Lake—not that I’m telling you what to do.”

Instead of following her advice, I made my way back down to Mopang Plantation and drove in on the Jeep trail to see if luckless Alvin Payne had returned to live in his Airstream.

I shouldn’t have been surprised to find the trailer gone. Payne had been squatting on the land. Following the home invasion, the sheriff’s office would have informed the property owner who, in turn, would have evicted his unwanted tenant and dragged the silvery camper off to an impound lot. The cinnamon ferns and bracken had sprung back so quickly that the impression left by the heavy Airstream was scarcely visible.

I stooped to collect a discarded beer bottle and that was when I noticed something gold glinting from between the grass blades. The mystery object hadn’t been there the night of the home invasion or the searchers would have found it. Someone must have just dropped it in the days since.

It was a pin-on badge. Not even made of metal. Just a cheap piece of plastic I myself had given away on school visits. Imprinted on the front were the words JUNIOR MAINE GAME WARDEN.



The next morning, just after sunup, I drove out to the Call of the Wild Guide Service and Game Ranch.

Brogan’s guides all used the same white monster trucks, but the vehicles owned by the lodge guests tended toward expensive SUVs that had never been driven off-road, plus a handful of sedans representing the pinnacle of Teutonic engineering.

I made my way up the board stairs to the porch and inside. The lobby was “decorated” with the heads of trophies taken at the ranch. There was a red deer, a bison, and a perplexed-looking zebra that should never have been transported to the woods of Maine.

I could hear loud conversation and plates rattling in the adjacent dining room, but there was no receptionist behind the check-in desk. My hand hovered above a bell guests and visitors were expected to ring if they found the lobby empty. I brought my palm down three times in quick secession.

A teenage girl appeared from an adjoining room. She had thick, brown hair that grew low on her forehead, heavy eyebrows, and a mouth that was disconcertingly sensuous in a person so young. She wore a camouflage-print shirt and the annoyed, slightly bored expression that is the default among so many adolescents.

I flashed my best smile. “You must be Reese. I’m Mike Bowditch. I’d like to talk with you about that incident with the fake game warden.”

“Everyone’s saying he’s dead.”

“We’re still trying to answer some questions about why he did what he did.”

“How do I know you’re really a game warden?”

“I can show you my badge.”

“The freak who stopped us had a badge.”

“Mine’s not made of plastic.” I smiled again and this time she smiled back. “I just want to ask you a few questions. There are still a few loose ends we need to wrap up.”

“I heard you haven’t found those drugs he stole.”

“You seem to hear a lot.”

“I’ve got ears.” She glanced toward the dining room, then back. “You’re the one he was impersonating.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t look like him at all!”

My God, she’s flirting with me now.

“The first question I have is about the yellow car you saw the night he stopped you and your friends. Was it your sense that the impersonator—his real name was Tommy Winters—recognized the driver?”

“All I can say he was scared shitless.”

A voice boomed from staircase leading to the second-floor rooms. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Joe Brogan was not a big man, but he was burly with the callused hands of a former logger. He had a heavy, brown beard and hair so thick it reminded me of a beaver pelt. He smelled heavily of bug repellent.

“I was just talking to your daughter about Tommy Winters, the man we found dead in Roque Harbor yesterday.”

He lowered his bushy eyebrows over his dark eyes. “Does Rivard know you’re here? I told him I didn’t want to see you around my place.”

“I apologize if I’ve caught you at a bad time,” I said.

“There’s no good time where you’re concerned,” Brogan said, closing the distance between us. “Honey, get Sergeant Rivard on the phone.”

“Do I have to?” Reese Brogan said. “That guy creeps me out.”

Brogan’s face turned a deeper shade of red. “What’s that?”

“He’s always looking at my tits.”

“You never told me that!” Joe glared at me as if I were to blame for my sergeant’s lewd behavior. “You game wardens. You call that guy an imposter, but in my book, you’re all a bunch of fake cops.”

“Just answer me something, Brogan, and then I’ll leave you in peace. What would you have done if you’d found out it was Tommy Winters who terrorized Reese?”

“I would’ve gone over to his house with a baseball bat. Next question?”



The phone rang before I had driven a mile clear of the game ranch. It was Rivard.

“The autopsy came back,” he said. “Tommy Winters had seawater in his lungs. He also had scratches on his abdomen and blood under his nails where he tried to get the lap belt off. He must have had second thoughts at the end.”

“Survival is an animal impulse,” I said.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have an odd way of putting things?”

I’d set the toy badge on my center console. Was that why Tommy had chosen to impersonate a game warden and not a deputy or some other kind of cop? That silly piece of plastic?

“Have you told Tim Winters yet?”

“Rhine tried but couldn’t get him on his landline or cell. He’s probably still sleeping off a drunk. Not that I blame the SOB.”

I cruised along. “Marc, there’s been something bothering me. I’m still puzzled why Tommy Winters chose me of all people to impersonate when we had no connection. You wouldn’t have happened to mention my name when you were at the Narraguagus Sporting Club?”

“Why would I have mentioned your name?” he said at last.

“I have no idea.”

In fact, I could easily imagine Marc Rivard bitching about the troublesome new warden he’d been assigned.

“It’s a mistake trying to get in the minds of nutcases. Listen, I’ve got another call coming in.” He paused to check the number. “Christ, it’s Joe Brogan. What does he want?”

I could only imagine.

Without really making a decision, I started west toward Aurora. I made a pass by the Winters house, but the Mustang wasn’t in the driveway or parked inside the shadow-webbed barn. Maybe Tim had run off to the corner store for another case of Coors and another box of Montecristo cigars.

My phone rang again as I was driving home to Washington County. I feared it was Rivard calling to lambaste me for visiting the Call of the Wild. Instead it was Reese Brogan.

“I wasn’t completely honest about everything before,” she said. “I kind of know who the driver of the yellow car was. I didn’t recognize him, but later I found out it was this guy named Luke Merrill.”

“From Roque Harbor?”

“I don’t know where he lives. I heard he was passing by and saw there was something fishy going on. I heard he chased the fake warden and forced his truck off the road and beat the shit out of him.”

“What about the yellow car?”

“He was just test-driving it. He was gonna buy it off some dude selling it on craigslist, I heard. If you talk to Luke Merrill, please don’t tell him it was me who gave you his name. My friends say he’s got a wicked temper.”

I promised her I wouldn’t. “What made you decide to call me, Reese?”

“I was wondering if you had a girlfriend.”



My next stop was Roque Harbor. I had a few questions about Luke Merrill.

As I passed the boat launch, I saw a trio of kayakers floating in the approximate area where Tommy Winters’s truck had settled. The paddlers were peering into the turquoise water, trying to catch a glimpse of the still submerged vehicle.

I pulled up outside the low, weathered building where the lobstermen bought their diesel fuel and hung out before and after their long days on the water. I parked beside a line of rust-pitted pickups and entered through the bay doors of the fishermen’s co-op.

The room was unlit except for the sun shining in at the edges, and it smelled of salt water and the seaweed used to pack live lobsters into crates for shipment to exotic destinations.

From the dark a voice exclaimed: “Well, if it isn’t the dead man!”

I squinted and saw Twelve-gauge Gaynor sitting at a card table with several other men.

“Hello again,” I said.

“Heard you identified the Great Pretender?”

“Word travels fast,” I said.

Gaynor smiled, showing off coffee-stained teeth. “We’ve got our sources. Also heard it was a suicide.”

I pretended not to hear the last part. “Is Luke Merrill around?”

“He’s still out hauling. Should be back before dark. Whatcha looking for him for?”

“Which boat is his?” I said.

“The Sweet Caroline,” Gaynor answered, his smile gone now, his tone flat.

There was another silence, this one even longer.

“Which boat is really Luke’s?” I said.

From behind me a voice said, “Miss Conduct.”

It was Merrill. He’d been eavesdropping from the kitchenette. Now the tall young man came striding across the wet floor. He had blond scruff, a deep tan that probably ended above his short sleeves, and hair pressed down from wearing a baseball cap all day.

“How about we step outside?” I said.

“We can talk here,” he said. “These guys are just going to gossip about us anyway.”

I shrugged. “You were the driver of the yellow car, the one who chased down Tommy Winters on Route 9.”

“I never knew his name before today. But yeah, that was me. I knew he wasn’t no warden, and I was worried he might try to molest those girls. I caught up with him and set him straight.”

“With your fists?”

“No, I persuaded him with my silver tongue. You just said the guy offed himself. What’s this really about?”

“The drugs he stole are still missing.”

“And you think I know where they are?” He let out a rasping laugh. “Look, man, as far as I’m concerned, I performed a heroic act, beating the shit out of that gimp.”

“You wouldn’t happen to know Dylan LeBlanc, would you?”

“I might’ve heard the name.”

“You don’t know him personally?”

He studied me, then raised a finger to one nostril and expelled a snot rocket onto the floor. “If that’s all you’ve got for questions, I’ve got shit to do.”

He stepped through the bay doors into the sunlight. I watched him climb into a black Camaro. He revved the engine long enough for the noise to echo through the co-op. Then he peeled out.

“Well that went well,” Gaynor said.

I turned to the old man and found him grinning at me with ocher teeth.

Somehow, by having been the unwitting victim of Tommy Winters’s criminal prank and therefore a part of local lore, I had gained admission into Roque Harbor’s exclusive community.

“You understand why I’m taking a personal interest in this thing.”

“Luke and his brother don’t have half a brain between them.”

Another old salt piped up from the shadows. “I know Tim Winters. Never met that son, though. Heard about him enough.”

“What did you hear?”

“How he couldn’t keep a job or move out. Every week Tim had a new complaint about the boy. The day my son received a Bronze Star—everyone was buying me drinks at the range—Winters was so sour, I asked him what his problem was. He said he envied me, having a son who was a hero.”

“Sounds like my old man, may he rot in peace,” said one of the others. “Where did you say this Winters works again?”

“The Narraguagus Sporting Club over on Route 9,” said the old salt.

“Never saw the point in paying to shoot a gun when I can practice on gulls all day,” said the other lobsterman. “What about you, Twelve-gauge? You ever shot at that range? Oh, that’s right. You and firearms don’t get along so good.”

The other men broke into rough laughter.

“Come on, Twelve-gauge,” one of them said, “show the warden.”

Gaynor reached down the length of his pants to his knee. “The only reason I’m doing this, you understand, is to shut up these sons of whores.”

The lobsterman removed his rubber boot, revealing a stockinged foot that seemed somehow wrong in shape. He rolled down the sock to show the prosthetic that helped him to walk in lieu of his missing toes.

“My old man always said I ought to have taken a hunter safety course before I went chasing deer with a twelve-gauge shotgun,” he said with a stained smile.



I ate my bag lunch on the raised causeway outside Machias. Locals called it “the Dike.” During the summer, antiques vendors, basket weavers, even a doughnut maker, set up a little market there along Route 1. Tourists drifted from booth to booth. The festivity of the scene reminded me, strangely enough, of the events the prior morning in Roque Harbor, when the entire town came out to watch the recovery of a drowned body.

My cell phone rang as I was inspecting my teeth in the rearview mirror.

I didn’t recognize the voice. “You don’t know me, but I was shooting at the Narraguagus Sporting Club yesterday afternoon. My name is Pete Rawson.”

The dapper pistolero.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Rawson?”

“I’m outside the gate now. I decided to drive over here because I thought there was a chance that Tim might have come back to work. He hangs out at the club constantly and, well, I wanted to give him my condolences.”

“So what’s wrong?”

“When I got here, I found the gate locked. The thing is, Tim has a particular way of wrapping the chain and locking the padlock to keep someone from driving through the gate. We had a break-in a couple of years ago and some guns were stolen. The thieves dragged away an entire gun safe.”

Now that Rawson mentioned it, I remembered the care Winters had taken securing the gate behind us.

“Doesn’t anyone else have a key?”

“Just Bill Day, but he’s off in Yellowstone. I’m worried about Tim.”

He didn’t need to say more than that.

“Just stay outside the gate until I get there.”

I didn’t really believe that an anguished Tim Winters had returned to the shooting range to take his own life. More likely he had driven there—possibly drunk—because he had nowhere else to go. In his impaired state, he had probably failed to lock the gate behind him in his usual meticulous fashion. And yet, I couldn’t be certain about any of these suppositions.

I started the engine, flipped on my blue lights, and sped off in the direction of the Narraguagus Sporting Club.

Twenty minutes later, I found Peter Rawson standing along the road outside the shooting range: a trim, silver-coiffed man wearing a black polo and black slacks. I skidded to a dusty halt behind his SUV.

“Show me the lock and chain,” I said.

Even from a distance, I could see how lazily the gate had been secured.

Rawson kept up a running monologue while I made my examination. “I was sad to hear about Tommy. He worked for me for a while—it was a favor to Tim—but I couldn’t keep him on. His registers never added up at shift’s end. And he was inappropriate with some of my female customers.”

I glanced up. “Where did he work for you?”

“I own some hardware stores. Tommy worked in my Ellsworth location.”

“You don’t happen to sell honey buckets?”

“Yes. Why?”

Because Rawson’s store was another possible point of connection between Tommy and Dylan LeBlanc. It offered an explanation why the warden imposter had known to look for the drugs under Alvin Payne’s bucket latrine when he learned of its existence. Tommy might very well have sold the portable toilet to the smuggler himself.

I returned to my truck, removed my tactical shotgun from behind the seat, and locked the doors.

“What’s with the firepower?” Rawson asked.

“Suicidal people can be unpredictable.”

“The sad thing is Tim seemed to be happier lately, almost giddy at times. After all the bad luck he’s had in his life. The fall he took at the mill really did a job on his spine and pelvis. He was in traction for months. When he came to work here, you could see the pain it caused him to take even a few steps. Then Karen died, of course.”

“What do you mean ‘giddy’?”

“He’s always been so intense. Never cracked a smile. Lately, though, he’s been so mellow. I swear I heard him giggle the other day.”

Sudden weight loss, constricted pupils, violent mood swings.

I vaulted the gate. “Wait here!”

The driveway down to the shooting range was lined with trees. I kept stepping from patches of light into shadow, and back again. I was hot, then cold, then hot until finally the sun disappeared once and for all behind the towering pines. Then the sweat beneath my ballistic vest turned icy. I started shivering as if I’d just crawled up from the frigid waters of Roque Harbor.

There were two new sets of tire prints on the road, overlapping the marks we’d made leaving the range earlier.

I recognized one set of tracks. The vehicle was rear-wheel drive and had made frequent trips onto and off the property. They had to have been left by Winters’s Mustang.

The muscle car had driven down this road recently. But it hadn’t yet returned.

It was the other set of tracks that worried me.

They had been made by a larger, heavier vehicle: a half-ton pickup or SUV built on a truck platform. These prints clearly showed that someone had entered the club and then exited. My working theory was that it was the driver of this unknown vehicle who had carelessly locked the gate after he’d left.

Adrenaline made the blood tingle in my arteries. I pumped a shell filled with buckshot into the action of my shotgun.

Winters’s Mustang was parked oddly. It was neither in a designated spot nor parallel to the front of the building. The haphazard position of the car suggested the range master had been in a rush.

I approached the screen door and saw that the heavier door behind it was standing open.

“Mr. Winters?” I called.

There was no answer.

I stepped into the darkened interior. “Tim?”

I padded softly into the big room with the humming soft drink cooler and the list of guns for rent and the framed targets. The clock ticked off the seconds.

A soft breeze sighed through the screen door that led to the shooting range. The air smelled of sunburned grass and resinous pine cones.

I stepped outside and came to a halt at the first stall. I stared over the shooting bench before me, past the first set of bull’s-eyes, to the distant rifle targets. There, bent over the wooden rack used to secure the paper targets, lay the bloody body of Tim Winters.

Someone had used him for shooting practice.

Winters had been duct-taped to the wooden trestle, facing the club building so he could see the man or men aiming at him. There were nonfatal gunshot wounds to his arms and shoulders. And one to the pelvis he had shattered at the paper mill.

The fatal shot was a red hole the size of a dime in the center of his forehead.

I backed away from the dead man, called the dispatcher on my cell, and told him what I had found.

Afterward, I made a circle around the outside of the clubhouse. From this angle, I realized why Winters had parked his Mustang where he had. He’d hoped to keep the locked bin of gun cartridges from being noticed by whomever had forced him to drive here: presumably Dylan LeBlanc and his cronies, searching for the missing narcotics.

But Winters’s willpower had given out under the pain of being shot and shot again.

The doors of the bin stood open. Thousands of brass cartridges had spilled onto the dirt. It was here he must have hidden the drugs Tommy Winters had stolen for the man he’d called his father.
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Before I left for Florida, my old friend and mentor Charley Stevens gave me a puzzling piece of advice. “Never trust a man without secrets.”

I thought he’d misspoken. “Don’t you mean a man with secrets?”

But the retired game warden only winked as if to suggest he’d said exactly what he’d meant to say. It would be up to me to figure out the meaning of his cryptic remark.

I went to Miami to do a background check on an air force vet who had applied for a job with the Maine Warden Service and about whose character I had vague yet creeping doubts. On paper and in a series of face-to-face interviews, Tom Wheelwright had appeared to be the ideal candidate to become our next chief pilot. A Maine native currently residing in Key Biscayne, he was a decorated combat veteran with more than enough air hours to qualify him for the position. He was quick on his toes, clear-eyed, and a family man with a presentable wife and three presentable children. When I’d asked him why he wanted to trade the salary of a Learjet pilot for that of a Maine State employee, he said he hoped to raise his kids somewhere that “still felt like a real place.”

It was a good answer.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Wheelwright was not the paragon everyone swore he was.

For the past week, I had been interrogating every aspect of the man’s life. I had started with the list of references he had provided. I spoke with his wife and parents, his brothers and sisters, his commanding officers in the air force, the management of the charter airline that employed him, former coworkers, neighbors, friends. I had reviewed multiple credit reports, paused over a criminal history that consisted of nothing but (frequent) speeding tickets, and found no red flags.

Everything checked out except for the familiar voice inside my head.

Never trust a man without secrets.

It was Charley’s dictum that had prompted me to keep digging until I unearthed a name conspicuous by its absence from any of the files I’d been given. Captain Joe Fixico now worked part-time running airboat tours out of Shark Valley in the Everglades, but during the first Gulf War, he had flown multiple sorties over Iraq as Wheelwright’s electronic warfare officer.

Captain Fixico had, coincidentally, also retired from the air force to South Florida. The two flyboys lived less than thirty miles from each other. And yet Wheelwright hadn’t included on his disclosure list the one man who could best speak to his coolness at the stick and his courage under fire.

Fixico himself seemed surprised when I finally reached him by phone. “Tommy listed me as a reference?”

“As a matter of fact, he didn’t.”

“Well, that’s understandable, I guess. We’re not as close as we were during the war.” He had a rough, rasping voice that made me imagine he possessed a fondness for tobacco. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?”

“Mike Bowditch. Would you be available to get together tomorrow, Captain?”

“Of course,” he’d said. “And please, call me Joe.”

Then my new friend had invited me to his house in the outermost ring of the Miami suburbs.

The next morning, however, Fixico called back twice: the first time to push our appointment to late afternoon, the second time to change the location to a restaurant owned by the Miccosukee Tribe of Native Americans, out in the Glades.

“You can’t miss it,” he said in a voice that sounded even scratchier than it had the night before. “It’s across the highway from the national park entrance. Look for the sign advertising fried gator tail and all-you-can-eat frogs’ legs.”

When I’d laughed at what I’d assumed to be hyperbole, the line went quiet.

“Do you think I’m proud of it?” he’d finally said. “That I don’t know it’s a caricature? Just be glad I’m willing to meet with you at all, Warden Bowditch.”

I hadn’t realized until that moment that Joe Fixico was himself a Miccosukee. Nor did I understand why the formerly cooperative air force captain was now playing hard to get.



The temperature was eighty-eight degrees. The relative humidity was 90 percent. The swollen canal behind my airport motel smelled rank and diseased, like a mouthful of rotten teeth.

I was overdressed in a navy linen suit, a sky-blue cotton shirt, suede chukka boots, and a SIG P239 handgun holstered on my belt. I also carried a badge identifying me as a Maine game warden investigator. When traveling on duty out of state, I was required to present myself as a law enforcement officer. People assumed I was a plainclothes police detective, which, in a sense, I was, the difference being that most of the crimes I investigated back home were perpetrated against wildlife.

Not having anything else to do with my unanticipated free time, I decided to play tourist. I had never visited Florida. In thirty-one years on earth, I had rarely even left the state of Maine.

I was parochial enough, for instance, to think the name of the four-lane highway that carried me across the flooded saw grass prairie had an aboriginal music to it. The Tamiami Trail. Later I learned it was just a mashup of the highway’s starting and ending points: Tampa and Miami. The contraction was cooked up by a cynical developer to entice émigrés from Middle America to buy bulldozed swampland.

Florida had been built on a foundation of fraud and false promises as much as on a bedrock of limestone, riddled with holes and prone to devastating collapses.

In the lot outside the Shark Valley Visitor Center, I spotted dozens of cars and RVs, and I wondered, What kind of fool chooses to go wildlife watching in the heat of a late-June day when every breath you inhale feels like being waterboarded?

Then I caught sight of my sweating reflection in the glass booth where I paid my admission, and I knew what kind of fool.

The birds, though! Great and snowy egrets, blue and tricolored herons, anhingas posed cruciform in the mangroves, drying their wings, glossy and white ibises, roseate spoonbills, and purple gallinules walking across water lilies with their grotesquely oversized feet. Alligators lolled ridge-backed in the canals or sprawled in the verges between the paved walk and the stream. Enormous catfish, gar, and tilapia floated with a flutter of fins beneath the tea-colored surface. Never had I encountered nature in such glorious, riotous abundance. An eye-popping, caterwauling carnival of life.

I had probably lost ten pounds in water weight when, remembering my appointment, I returned to my rented sedan, buckled on my sidearm, pulled on my suit jacket, and drove across the street to the restaurant that served deep-fried reptiles.

When I stepped through the door, a blast of air-conditioning hit me in the face with the force of a meat freezer thrown open.

“I’m supposed to meet someone,” I told the host. His skin was the color of bronze, and he wore his black hair long and parted straight down the center.

“He’s not here yet.”

“I’ll sit down.”

“I think you’d better.”

The interior was festively decorated in bright colors and Native American motifs. The only customers were two white families—clearly foreign, clearly tourists—and a black man with gray hair seated at the lunch counter, reading a fishing magazine.

My waitress was so concerned that I might collapse of dehydration that she left a filled water pitcher on the table. She brought another five minutes later when I’d drained the first.

Half an hour passed. The families ate and left and were replaced by more families and an elderly couple and some college-age boys who were loud even before they ordered Budweisers all around. The man at the counter had managed to disappear without my seeing him leave. My server asked if I wanted to order some food while I could.

“We’ll be closing soon. We close at four o’clock.”

“Why so early?”

“We close when the park closes.”

I tried Fixico’s phone number but got an automated reply. I left a curt message for him to call me. As the restaurant emptied, I could feel the host watching me, willing me to get up and leave the way a cat wills you to feed it. I put down a ten-dollar bill for the water and the trouble.
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I sat in my rented Hyundai with the air-conditioning cranked and fog inching up the windshield, trying to decide how to proceed. If I left now, I might still catch my flight home. But the hook had been set, and I wasn’t breaking free without a fight.

Why had Fixico brought me all the way out into the Everglades only to stand me up? Why not just tell me over the phone that, upon further reflection, he had nothing to say about Captain Tom Wheelwright?

Because he wanted to have a look at me first.

In the rearview mirror, I noticed the man who’d seated me leaving the restaurant. He paused to tuck his white polo into his pants and put on a pair of wraparound shades before making his way toward a Chevrolet Camaro parked in the thin shade of a palm.

Careful of fire ants, I crossed the sandy lot. “Excuse me, sir!”

The bronze man lurched to a stop. “You’re still here?”

“I have a question for you.”

“OK?”

“When I told you I was meeting someone, you said, ‘He’s not here yet.’ How did you know I was meeting a man?”

“You said you were.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“I think you’re confused. Look, I’ve got to pick up my kid.”

I watched the sports car accelerate onto the cracked highway headed back toward Miami. Then I shaded my eyes with the blade of my hand and scanned the endless flatness. I hadn’t seen the man at the counter leave, but I saw him now, not a hundred yards away.

Beyond the restaurant stood a second, smaller building with the same thatched roof—a tribal information center—and beyond that was a dirt lot that bordered a dull canal that might or might not have been the Shark River. The black man I’d noticed inside the restaurant stood on the bank, wearing a panama hat, smoking a cigar, and fishing with a cane pole unlike anything I’d ever seen in Maine.

“Captain Fixico?”

His back stiffened, but he spoke without turning. “I was beginning to have doubts about you as an investigator, Warden Bowditch. You didn’t expect me to be black. Some of us Natives are.”

“Do you want to tell me what that stunt was about?”

He tossed the cigar butt into the greenish water. A small fish came up to snap at it. A bigger fish rose from the depths to swallow the smaller fish whole. There’s always someone bigger, someone hungrier.

When Fixico finally faced me, I saw that he had an indentation in his forehead that spoke of a head injury neither recent nor ancient. His nose was straight, his brow slanting, and his eyes were so heavily lidded he seemed half-asleep.

“I wanted to check you out before we talked,” he said, a little smile playing in the corners of his mouth.

“And you didn’t like my looks?”

“Not particularly. How did you find me?”

“It took a while.”

“That’s not what I meant. How did you find me in the first place? You said Tommy didn’t give you my name as a character witness.”

Witness. I made a mental note of the word choice.

“Maybe I’m a better investigator than I look.”

He laughed at that and gestured toward an SUV that gleamed white across the lot. “Let me get this line in, and we can talk inside my Rogue so you don’t melt any more than you already have, Mr. Snowman. I’ll tell you the truth about the great Tom Wheelwright. The whole truth and nothing but.”



The interior of the SUV smelled of his Cubanos. I observed a cigar burn in the otherwise pristine leather upholstery. He removed his straw hat and set it on the dash.

Unlike Wheelwright, who was impossibly fit in middle age, Fixico had acquired a belly since his air force days. He wore a guayabera shirt, relaxed-fit jeans, and flip-flops. A medical alert bracelet hung like a bangle from one thin wrist.

“So you’re a detective?” he said. “And your bureau flew you all the way down here to run a background check on a man applying to become a game warden? I never would’ve thought that was an actual thing.”

In fact, investigating applicants to the Maine Warden Service was one of my most important duties. Many people participated in the hiring process—including a psychologist and a polygraph operator—but ultimately, it was my responsibility to prevent an unfit candidate from acquiring a badge and gun.

“Do you mind if I record this?”

Fixico reached for an aluminum tube on the center console, unscrewed the end, and shook out a cigar. “I’d prefer we talk on ‘deep background,’ if you don’t mind.”

“Are you concerned about retribution from the air force?”

He had a laugh that seemed to scrape his vocal cords. “What’re they going to do to me that’s worse than what God dished out? You wouldn’t think it to look at me, but I graduated magna cum laude from Dartmouth. I used to be brilliant. The undamaged part of my brain still is. It’s new memories I can’t retain.”

What interested me was the old stuff. “So you and Wheelwright flew EF-111A Ravens in the war?”

“Spark Varks. That’s what we called them. Technically, Tom did the flying, and my job was to fuck with Saddam’s communications, an activity at which I excelled. After I came back from the Gulf, I thought I was headed for a career at a defense contracting company. Six-figure income, big house outside the Beltway, marry a white woman. The Native American dream.”

He smiled ironically through a cloud of cigar smoke. “None of that has anything to do with Tom Wheelwright. He wasn’t in Las Vegas when my Corvette was T-boned or I woke from my coma to learn I was being medically retired. Why did Tommy tell you he chose to leave the air force?”

“He said he couldn’t resist the money he was promised to fly Learjets for the 1 Percent.”

“That’s partially true, I suppose. Tom’s always been good at using truthful statements to mislead. Or maybe he’s one of those people who passes polygraphs because they believe their own bullshit.”

“I have all his military records, including his honorable discharge. There’s not a blemish in his file.”

“There wouldn’t be. Pilots are held to different standards. Especially when it comes to reports of inappropriate conduct with the other sex.”

“Why is there no mention of harassment charges in his file?”

“It’s the air force! Where have you been living for the past fifteen years? Tom was encouraged to take early retirement.” Fixico rolled down his window to relieve the fug. “Now you’re thinking, ‘Why should I take the word of a brain-damaged Injun over the United States Air Force?’ Because I can give you names is why. I can point you to the women. But I have a feeling you already believe me.”

He was right on that account.

I tried to lean forward, but my shirt adhered to the upholstery as if with paste. “Last night, you said you were willing to talk about Tom Wheelwright. Today, you gave me the slip. What made you change your mind, Captain?”

“Truth be told, I don’t recall our conversation all that well. As I said, I have a problem forming new memories. But back when Tommy and I were hotshots in the USAF—before my brain injury—I was as cocky as he was. It was the crash that humbled me. Do you know how often I overhear kids asking their moms about the man with the dent in his head? When the world looks at you and sees a freak, you no longer have the luxury of ignoring the truth.”

He absently stroked the moon crater in his forehead.

“But I still haven’t answered your question. What made me change my tune? I realized the significance of Tommy not giving you my name. He was afraid I’d acquired a conscience as a result of my misfortunes, and rightly so. People have been covering for that man his whole life—me included. I decided the time had come for someone to knock the great Wheelwright off his pedestal.”



Alone again in my car, I called the first woman whose name Fixico had given me, a former air force second lieutenant now living outside Omaha, Nebraska.

“How did you find me?” she’d asked with a flutter of panic.

And with that, my job was done.




Also by Paul Doiron

One Last Lie (June 2020)

Almost Midnight

Stay Hidden

Knife Creek

Widowmaker

The Precipice

The Bone Orchard

Massacre Pond

Bad Little Falls

Trespasser

The Poacher’s Son





About the Author


[image: ]

A native of Maine, bestselling author PAUL DOIRON attended Yale University, where he graduated with a degree in English. The Poacher’s Son, the first book in the Mike Bowditch series, won the Barry Award, the Strand Award for best first novel, and has been nominated for the Edgar, Anthony, and Macavity awards in the same category. He is a Registered Maine Guide specializing in fly-fishing and lives on a trout stream in coastal Maine with his wife, Kristen Lindquist. You can sign up for email updates here.

[image: image][image: image]    [image: image][image: image]



 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Press ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image][image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.




Contents



	Title Page

	Copyright Notice

	Begin Reading

	Excerpt: One Last Lie

	Also by Paul Doiron

	About the Author

	Copyright






This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

THE IMPOSTER. Copyright © 2020 by Paul Doiron. All rights reserved. For information, address St. Martin’s Press, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10010.

www.minotaurbooks.com

The Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

ISBN 978-1-250-77646-4 (ebook)

Cover photographs: scenic view of harbor and a boat house © WoodysPhotos/Shutterstock.com; sky © Marijus Auruskevicius/Shutterstock.com

Our e-books may be purchased in bulk for promotional, educational, or business use. Please contact the Macmillan Corporate and Premium Sales Department at 1-800-221-7945, extension 5442, or by e-mail at MacmillanSpecialMarkets@macmillan.com.

First Edition: June 2020

First eBook edition: February 2020


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright Notice



		Begin Reading



		Excerpt: One Last Lie



		Also by Paul Doiron



		About the Author



		Newsletter Sign-up



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start of Content











OEBPS/images/9781250776464.jpg





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE IMPOSTER

PAUL DOIRON

UUUUUUUU






OEBPS/images/author.jpg
e\ Aq ydeisboioyd

¢
r 3
"






OEBPS/images/twitter_logo.png





OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





OEBPS/images/fb-logo.png





