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			To the men and women of the Maine Warden Service. 

			Thank you.
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			Introduction

			The cliché of sportsmen telling tall tales is as old and worn as a favorite pair of L.L. Bean boots. That said, we still love to hear these stories because a friend or family member’s point of view gives life to the tales, but what is easily overlooked is there’s often an untold perspective. For every campfire story about that whopper of a salmon grandpa caught, there’s a warden who’s quick to point out that Rapid River is fly-fishing only. And that trophy buck? Funny thing there, too. It turns out, spotlights aren’t permitted as scopes, and, this might be nitpicking, but antlers don’t grow from duct tape. As a lifelong outdoorsman, I’m clearly toeing a fine line between good candor and heresy. You see, when we’re talking about hunting down the truth in Maine’s woods, we need to clarify whose version of the truth we’re going with. 

			Call me crazy, but I tend to believe the storytellers who took an oath to perform their duties “honestly and faithfully.” The others are just full of—well, you get the point. What you might not have known is that wardens can spin quite the unbelievable yarn themselves. This first dawned on me at my father-in-law Nathaniel (better known as Nat) Berry’s retirement party. After thirty-four years of service, it was a fun-filled evening of conversations that began with “Remember that time. . . .” 

			The highlight of the night came when a warden named Chris Simmons stood before the gathering and cleared his throat. He was joined by Warden Tom Santaguida, and from the get-go, it was obvious their toast wouldn’t be filled with undying praise for the man of the hour. The giveaway? They were giggling so much that neither of them could complete a sentence. 

			After taking a moment to collect themselves, Chris began, “Nat, you know we love you, but. . . ” He went on to explain that working for Lieutenant Berry wasn’t all fun and games. On the contrary, if they asked for time off to attend an event together, they were often told that coverage was needed, so only one of them could go. The choice of who was up to them, which, in effect, meant they didn’t get to go. 

			One day, after missing out on an evening of carousing in Portland’s Old Port, Chris received a nuisance wildlife complaint. A plump skunk with an appetite for trash had taken residence in a cul-de-sac community. Anyone who dared discourage the new neighbor quickly learned the hard way that it had no intention of moving out. Needless to say, this aspect of a warden’s job can flat-out stink. Chris and Tom’s moods were soured by the time they had caught the skunk and returned peace and aroma to the neighborhood. They came to the conclusion that the safest place to release the animal was into the wild of Lieutenant Berry’s dooryard. Quite proud of themselves, it wasn’t long before “coverage” was again needed during a bachelor party of a mutual friend, whereupon they figured one animal wasn’t enough for a repeat offender. 

			“That was worth two skunks and a beaver,” Tom declared. 

			Set back from the road and surrounded by forest and a small duck pond, Nat’s backyard was an ideal place for animal relocation. Or so they continued to tell themselves.

			By the third violation, they’d established a scorecard. This mischievous judicial system served its purpose for a couple of years, until the infractions were so numerous (or, perhaps, the judges had become too indiscriminate) that all nuisance wildlife was being released on Nat’s property. On one occasion, they’d gone so far as to deposit a raccoon directly into Nat’s new garage.  

			“Don’t worry,” Chris said. “We closed the door behind us.” 

			“You didn’t?” Nat shouted.

			“Oh, we did. We kept a tally, and I have the list right here.” Chris pulled a piece of folded-up notebook paper from his pocket and made a show of opening it. “At the top of our catch-and-release list are twenty-eight skunks.”

			Tom read the next one. “Twenty-five raccoons.” 

			And so on down the list of problem critters they went, until . . . “Two opossums,” Tom said, setting off another round of giggling. For a second, I thought this was the end, but then Chris raised his hand to say there was more. The room went silent.

			“And one . . .” Chris said, pausing for dramatic effect, “black bear.”

			The resulting ovation was interrupted by the fire alarm—the timing of which was highly questionable, to say the least. As the crowd shuffled out to the parking lot, the only person not in stitches was my mother-in-law (go figure, she being the one who was home alone with the girls while her husband was out on all-night poacher vigils). 

			For me, this was the moment the seeds for Open Season took root. I didn’t know it at the time, but many of the men in attendance that night would contribute to these twenty stories from twelve game wardens. Altogether, their cumulative experience represents more than three hundred years of Maine Warden Service folklore. With all due respect to Mike Joy—who is still an active-duty warden at the time of writing, and whose story of being stranded on a Sebago Lake ice floe was too unbelievable to pass up over an age requirement—all other stories are from retired wardens. 

			Before reality TV, GPS devices, and dashboard computers, these wardens presided over a coming-of-age era for the Maine Warden Service. It was a time when a compass, map, and their wits were what mattered most in the field. Every day offered the potential for an exciting new adventure, many of which endangered the wardens themselves. 

			As you read these stories, imagine yourself sitting around a crackling campfire. You might even have a cold beverage in hand. A man dressed in a flannel shirt and dirty work jeans sits on a log across from you. He’s telling warden stories, and the weathered crows’ feet around his eyes serve as proof of authenticity. Through the flames, you envision the man’s younger self, clad in a warden uniform. Just remember that many of his stories take place before the Warden Service adopted the iconic green outfits we see today, and so he would have been wearing the same blue that’s associated with the U.S. Air Force.

			The man isn’t just telling warden stories; he’s sharing his life experiences. Through his eyes, we see what it was like to become a warden in 1960, banished to the far outreaches of Maine at a time when being handed a badge, service revolver, and law book, along with a hearty slap on the back, served as on the job training. His memory contains details of the Ludger Belanger disappearance that were never made public, and are enough to make any honest person’s blood boil. The man speaking has been part of numerous daring rescues, at one time found himself needing aid after driving a snowmobile through lake ice, and has even been attacked by an enraged man with a chainsaw. 

			Not all of his stories are a matter of life and death. You hardly notice the fire dying down as he tells humorous tales of poachers being caught in compromising situations, lucky breaks in bizarre cases, and how trickery was sometimes their best approach. But before you get any grandiose ideas, know that being a warden isn’t easy. In the fall, especially, it means endless days and nights away from family. This is trying for everyone, especially spouses, and you wouldn’t be human if sometimes, amidst the doldrums of another all-night stakeout, you didn’t wonder if it was all worth it. The answer is yes, of course—he wouldn’t trade his career for anything, but you best know what you’re getting yourself into. 

			He drops his head and there’s a long moment of silence. The fire is nothing more than glowing embers now, and in the waning light you can hardly see his eyes as he asks if you really want to know what it was like to walk in his shoes? Because if you do, there’s something else you need to know. Not all of his stories have a happy ending. His voice cracks as he speaks of a boy who slipped through river ice. It has been twenty years and he still thinks of the boy, sometimes unable to sleep at night. Are you listening? This is important. As vast and wonderful as the Maine wilderness is, there are inherent dangers. There’s no group more skilled at outdoor search and rescue than the Maine Warden Service—you better believe that—but still, they aren’t always able to save the day.  

			The man takes a deep breath and stokes the embers of the fire again. All of which brings us back to point of view. Believe it or not, the key aspects and incredible twists of these stories are all factual. Please bear in mind that some of these tales are over fifty years old, and the fog of memory can only go so far regarding exact conversations and environmental conditions. Creativity filled the gaps, and in these cases, my re-creations have been given the consent of the warden as being true to the spirit of the experience. Of course, many names and personal descriptions have also been altered to respect the privacy of those who, shall we say, might have a different campfire version of these stories. 

			Enjoy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Four-Finger Pete and the Pulp-Hook Poacher

			A car passed without any sign of stopping. 

			“What are we doing here?” Gayland Bracket wanted to know. 

			Nathaniel Berry, better known as Nat, dusted off his red wool overcoat and got up from behind an oak tree. Nothing appeared to have changed at the house across the road. It was a one-level ranch with a light on in a back room and the curtains drawn open on the bay window in the front. They hadn’t seen anyone in the house all night, and there were no cars in the driveway. If the place was suspicious, it was for its lack of suspicion only.  

			“You want me to answer that?” Nat said. He continued to scan the area around the house, the right side of which gave way to a tract of swale grass as tall as corn stalks. Beyond the grass was a dirt tote road that ran parallel to a horse pasture. It was one of those overcast nights when the moon went on sabbatical, and they couldn’t see much in front of them, let alone down the tote road. The horse pasture existed to them only in the occasional sound of galloping hooves.

			“Humor me,” Gayland said.

			“Well . . .” Nat began. It was mild for October with a strong wind, and he waited for the latest gust to finish rattling the branches overhead. “We’re preserving and protecting Maine’s wildlife. Didn’t you read the service bylaws?”

			“Don’t get me started. The only thing we’re preserving and protecting here are our odds of getting hemorrhoids. These boys are probably out tying one on as we speak. I’ll tell you what—we’ve got a better chance of pinching someone tonight if we go knocking door to door.”

			“You’re welcome to it,” Nat said, “but the next house isn’t for half a mile.”

			“You know what I mean. How many times have we worked these all-night, see-nothing cases?”

			“Too many.”

			“Exactly. I can’t remember the last time one paid off.”

			While it was fun to bust Gayland’s chops, Nat understood his thinking. They wouldn’t be wardens if they didn’t love this part of the job, but the monotony of a nighttime stakeout left plenty of room for the mind to wander. On an uneventful night such as this, Nat couldn’t help but yearn for what he was missing at home—dinner with the family, the bedtime routine with his two young girls, reading stories, and rubbing noses with goodnight kisses. As much as his wife supports him, he also knew being away at night was tiring for her. His daughters were great kids, but they were at that age where they had a knack for not going quietly into the night at bedtime. At least, this seemed to be the case on evenings he worked, which in hunting season, was almost every night. With each passing minute of inactivity, the guilt grew. No one would admit it, but the other guys felt it, too. In a way, they were playing poker amongst themselves, and nobody wanted to be the one to fold. It just so happened that on this evening, Gayland flinched first. 

			“Alright,” Nat relented. “Let’s call the truck and see what they say.” He unclipped his two-way radio. “Anyone home at Uncle Henry’s?” 

			Wardens Jim Brown and Dave Georgia were stationed in a department truck about a mile away. It was Dave that answered. “We’re here. Anything happening?”

			“Nobody’s home at Grandma’s house,” Nat said. “It might be time to hang it up. What do you guys think?”

			“Think? I can’t think,” Dave said, “I’m too busy suffocating. Someone stinks. Seriously, my nose hairs are singed, and I can’t tell if the culprit is Jake or Jim.” 

			“I’d bet both,” Gayland said.

			“That’s a good bet,” Jim admitted. “Beans and franks for dinner. Both of us.”

			“Oh jeez,” Nat said. “Better you than us, Dave. I’m just surprised Jake let you in.” 

			Jake was Jim’s two-year-old Chesapeake Bay retriever, a playful dog that easily stood waist high and weighed a whopping 126 pounds. Despite his intimidating appearance, the only time Jake showed aggression was when he was alone in a vehicle—a lesson nearly every warden eventually learned the hard way. At the time, wardens were permitted to bring their own dogs along, and Jim had only owned Jake for a couple of weeks, so Jake hadn’t undergone any department training yet. 

			“It took some coaxing,” Dave said.

			“So what’s the story?” Nat asked. “Are we in or out?”

			“I say we stay,” Dave replied. “Uncle Henry said the cousins wanted to play cards at Grandma’s tonight.” 

			Dave was being careful not to reveal anything over the radio, but they knew what he meant. He’d received a tip that two moose had been killed in the woods behind the house earlier in the day. It was believed a group of men would be going back for the moose that night, because they wouldn’t want the meat to spoil in the unseasonably warm weather. The informant claimed to be a relative of the shooter. Each of the wardens wondered whether it was a hoax, but the caller provided names and they all checked out. 

			“I asked what I was going to get for meat,” the informant explained to the warden, “and they said ‘Nothing—just get your ass over here and help!’ So I figured I’d show them.” 

			“I want to play cards, too,” Gayland said, “but they may have already come and gone. Or maybe they’re playing somewhere else, and the joke’s on us.” 

			“We didn’t get here ’till 7:30,” Gayland continued, “and we haven’t seen their cars all night. It’s getting close to midnight. At some point, we have to call it.”

			“Dave, it’s your call,” Nat said. Dave was the youngest and least experienced of the four district wardens, but it was his district they were in and thus his decision. The radios went quiet for several minutes, which probably meant Dave was talking it over with Jim.

			The radios finally crackled. “Ten more minutes,” Dave said, “then we’ll come get you.”

			“Ten-four,” Nat replied. “Over.”

			“Ten minutes,” Gayland mumbled to himself.

			Nat turned to Gayland, but he’d already wandered out of sight. He likely went up the road. In the distance, the horses were on the move again. Were they typically this fleeting? Or was something spooking them? It was easy to second-guess everything. 

			Something moved. Nat wasn’t sure what he saw—if he saw anything at all. It was more of a feeling, his sudden shortness of breath and heightened awareness a signal that something wasn’t right. He peered into the darkness, eyes drawn to the end of the tote road. At first, the road looked as vacant as it had all night, but then a figure emerged. All Nat could make out from the silhouette was that it was a person, but it wasn’t Gayland. It couldn’t have been; Nat would have seen him cross the road. His heart pounding, Nat adjusted his circular-brim service hat and started toward the figure. Whether or not the person saw Nat coming, the figure didn’t move. It was just there. Maybe armed, maybe not. Nat tightly gripped his Kel-Lite flashlight in his left hand, ready to draw his pistol with his right hand if necessary. When he got within a couple feet of the figure, Nat switched on the light.  

			The figure, now a fully visible man, flinched and took a half step back. 

			“Good evening,” Nat said. “What are you doing here?”

			“Looking for my dog,” the man said, his left cheek stuffed with chaw.

			“Looking for your dog?” 

			“Yep.” The man spat off to the side. Whatever he was doing, he’d worked up a sweat. Several clumps of dark, wavy hair were matted to his forehead. He kept glancing back and forth between the house and Nat, almost as if he was, in fact, looking for a dog. 

			“Where’s your flashlight?” Nat asked. 

			“I don’t have one,” the man said. His hands were tucked into the front pockets of his dark blue hoodie sweatshirt and he showed no intention of removing them.

			“What’s this?” Gayland asked, his sudden appearance causing the man to flinch again. Gayland reached to the man’s side and pulled his sweatshirt up, exposing an empty knife sheath. “Where’s your knife?”

			The man shrugged. “Must have lost it.” 

			“Let me see your hands,” Gayland said.

			The man removed his hands from his sweatshirt pockets and held them out. He was missing multiple fingers on each hand, and he couldn’t have had more than four total. More importantly, there was no sign of blood. Nat shined the light onto the man’s blue jeans. Still no blood, but there were dark hairs all over him.

			“Those wouldn’t happen to be moose hair, would they?” Nat asked.

			“Must be from my dog.”

			“You don’t say.”

			“I think you’ve found our crow,” Gayland said to Nat.

			“What’s a crow?” the man asked.

			Gayland smiled. “It’s you. The lookout.”

			The man spat again. “I’m looking for my dog.”

			“Looking for your dog with no flashlight?” Gayland said. “What’s your name?”

			“Pete.”

			Nat could hear something in the distance, a faint scraping sound. “Stay with Pete,” he said to Gayland, before turning off his flashlight and venturing down the road. A little further along and around a bend, he encountered another dark figure. It was crouched low, moving slowly, and breathing heavy. Nat got within several feet and turned on his light. Before him was a man laboring like a plow horse. Unlike Pete, this man didn’t startle at the sudden light. His head was down and a Yankees cap shielded his eyes. With a pulp hook in each hand, he was dragging two moose hindquarters behind him.

			“For fuck’s sakes,” the man said. “Gimme a hand, will ya?” 

			“I don’t think so,” Nat said. 

			The man stopped dead in his tracks and lifted his head. “Ah shit, it’s the fuckin’ warden.”

			“Yours truly.” 

			“What have you got here?” asked a voice from behind. Nat turned and the light from his flashlight reflected off the badges on Jim and Dave’s hats. 

			“Where are the rest of you?” Nat said to the pulp-hook poacher. As soon as he did, there was a splashing sound in the swale grass. The tops of the stalks were swaying where a third suspect was making his way.

			Nat took a step back but something caught him behind the knees and he fell. Before he knew what happened, Jake’s wet nose was buried in his ear. Nat rolled over and collected his flashlight as he got to his feet. The light had gone out, but a quick knock in the hand corrected the problem. 

			“Jim,” Nat said, “we’ve got to get him before he gets in the house.” If they didn’t catch the man outside, any evidence they’d have against him would be circumstantial. He could easily claim to have been in the house all night sleeping and there wouldn’t be much they could do to dispute it. Nat ran down the road in hopes of cutting the man off. He faintly heard Jim tell Dave to stay with the pulp-hook poacher, his hearing trained on the splashing in the swale grass. Was Nat ahead or behind the man? He couldn’t tell.

			Nat reached the end of the road and turned onto the house’s side lawn. A motion-sensor light came on. There weren’t any tracks leading to the house, nor could he see where the man was in the swale grass. Another gust of wind swept through and swayed the stalks. Nat shined his light into the grass and pushed his way in. The spongy ground squished and sucked with each step. The deeper he went, the more everything looked the same, a maze of light and shadows. This was crazy. It could take all night to find the man in this mess.

			The radio crackled and Dave reported that he had the other two missing suspects in custody. Nat glanced back at the house. Jim was on the side lawn trying to restrain Jake on a leash, and by the looks of it, he was doing all he could to hold Jake back. The monster of a dog was lunging forward, each tug pulling Jim a step or two. Jake’s teeth were out in a vicious snarl and slobber flew with each violent bark. It was a side of Jake they weren’t accustomed to seeing outside of the truck. Because he was untrained, there was no telling what would happen if Jim let go, but it sure looked like Jake was going to rip someone apart. Nat started to worry that he might be it, and it occurred to him that if he was feeling this way, perhaps the suspect was, too.

			“Jim,” he yelled so that the man in hiding could hear him. “Send in the dog.”

			“Don’t send the dog,” the man immediately yelled back. Two hands appeared over the top of the grass. “I’m coming out.”

			Jim was laughing. “Don’t worry,” he said, “Jake’s not in the truck.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Sunk

			Mother Nature had whipped-up a doozy of a cold-weather recipe. At ten below, before factoring the winds sweeping off Long Lake, it was one of those January nights when the arctic air is quick to punish extremities and dig into the bones. Some might call it warden weather because nobody else is foolhardy enough to be outside. Fortunately, common sense was prevailing. Dennis McIntosh, along with fellow wardens Chris Cloutier, Neal Wykes, and Tim Place, were stationed on a snowmobile trail leading to the Long Lake end of the Naples Causeway. They were patrolling for snowmobilers who might have dipped too deep into the well at Rick’s Cafe, a popular local watering hole. It was closing in on midnight and they hadn’t seen a sled for several hours, which was a rarity for Saturday night.

			“What do you think?” Dennis yelled to Neal from several feet away.

			Neal held his hands up as if to say, “What?”

			It was no wonder Neal couldn’t hear him. The wind was howling through the trees and both men were wearing helmets with balaclavas underneath, a necessary layer in frostbite defense. Altogether, Dennis might as well have been dressed for a moon landing. Inside his black leather boots, he was wearing sock liners with thick wool socks. Long johns served as a base layer, over which he wore his warden uniform, followed by a bulky, full-body snowmobile suit. His thick, brown leather mittens were wool lined, in which Dennis massaged hand-warmer packets through his fingers. All of this clothing still wasn’t enough to be standing around for hours on end. To compensate, the wardens paced the trail and did a variety of calisthenics to keep their body temperature up.

			Dennis flipped his helmet’s face shield up and stepped closer to Neal. 

			“There’s not much point in staying out here any longer,” he said, half yelling. 

			“I agree,” Neal replied.

			“What are you boys talking about?” Chris shouted as he joined the group.

			“Leaving,” Dennis told him.

			“Already? But I’m on pace to break the Guinness record for jumping jacks.”

			“I don’t want to see that,” Neal said. 

			“Me either,” Dennis agreed. 

			“Suit yourselves.” Chris waved Tim over. “We’re getting out of here.”

			“Ten-four,” Tim said. 

			Dennis got on his snowmobile, a Ski-Doo he’d borrowed from Warden Christl Dorian. As a sergeant, Dennis no longer had the benefit of getting new equipment, often having to settle for hand-me-ups from the district wardens who reported to him. In this case, Christl’s sled was brand new; however, it didn’t come without a price.

			“Be careful,” she told him. “That’s my baby. If there’s so much as a scratch . . .”

			“What do you think is going to happen?”

			“You never know when wardens are involved. Anything can happen.”

			“Don’t worry,” Dennis said, “I’ll take care of it.”

			“You better.” 

			“It’ll be good as new tomorrow.”

			“It is new!”

			Dennis followed Chris’s sled down the trail to Long Lake. While Neal and Tim had arrived from the Naples side, he and Chris had parked on the far end at the Harrison boat landing, so they had a ten-mile ride into the wind ahead of them. Once the trail spilled onto the vast, snow-covered lake, Dennis opened up the throttle and the sled eagerly met the challenge. In the blink of an eye, he was going fifty miles per hour and beginning to think better of it, Christl’s threats still fresh in his mind. If he dumped the snowmobile over a snowdrift, she’d never let him hear the end of it, so he eased off the throttle and leveled the speed out at fifty. Consider it a compromise. Chris had no such qualms, and it wasn’t long before he was a hundred yards ahead, his sled’s red taillight a speck in the darkness.

			There was something about flying across a lake at night, slicing through the stiff headwind without worry, the handlebar hand warmers working their magic; this was pure exhilaration. And to think Dennis was getting paid for this. Yeah, they weren’t having a whole lot of fun for the majority of the evening, but it sure beat a desk job. A warden for twenty-five years, Dennis knew retirement wasn’t far away, but he was in no hurry. He wouldn’t trade his career for anything. 

			 The snowmobile’s headlight cast a swath of light before him, beyond which darkness stretched to the stars above. Dennis kept to the track laid by Chris as he scanned ahead for any snowdrifts. For the most part, it was smooth going, but then something looked strange. The headlights were shining off a large area of black ice that wasn’t covered in snow. Dennis instantly knew what it was—a section of thin, newly formed ice. 

			Dennis squeezed the brakes and the snowmobile went into a full-on slide, the backside fishtailing to his right. He quickly realized his mistake, gunning the throttle in an attempt to regain speed. The sled swung back around as the track spun on the fresh ice. The snowmobile broke through and the back dropped into the water. Dennis kept his thumb pressed on the throttle. The engine screamed as the track churned water, slowly propelling the snowmobile forward. It wasn’t doing much good, each inch of progress continued to break the ice, and there was still ten feet of black to go. The water came over Dennis’s boots, then his knees. The sled was no longer moving forward. It was going under. 

			The front of the sled bobbed in the water as it sunk. Stepping onto the snowmobile seat, Dennis reached for the windshield to keep his balance. In the distance, Chris’s taillight was shrinking. All of the black ice in front of Dennis had become open water, as was the case to his right. The ice sheet was intact on his left, but it was five or six feet away. He had no choice. Dennis leaped for the ice, his outstretched arms landing on the sheet, almost at his armpits, but there was too much force, and despite his desperate attempts to grip anything with his hands, his entire body slipped into the lake.

			Dennis gasped as the frigid water seeped into his clothes and shocked his body, causing him to hyperventilate—fast, deep, chest-heaving breaths. His head had stayed above the surface, but the water pressing into his helmet went over his mouth and he sucked it in. Now he was choking and he couldn’t quell the panic. Dennis tugged at the helmet, but it didn’t budge. The chin strap dug into his throat. Kicking as hard as he could to keep his head above water, Dennis pulled off his gloves and unbuckled the strap. He yanked away the helmet and pulled the balaclava opening off his mouth and under his chin, gasping for air. 

			Slowly, his breathing calmed. 

			He looked to the north.

			Chris was gone.

			Doing all he could to tread water, Dennis scanned the area, trying to get his bearings. Now that he was no longer staring into the light cast from the snowmobile, his eyes were adjusting and he saw shore. He was forty yards away, and judging from the black ice, at an inlet. That would explain his predicament. The inflowing water kept the lake from freezing at this
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