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Begin Reading

“I have a stop to make,” said Charley Stevens.

It was one of those warm June evenings when you can feel the earth pivoting from spring to summer. The sun had just set behind the ridge, and now the sky was the color of purple lupines.

I kept my left hand on the steering wheel and reached down to lower the volume on the police radio. “Does it have something to do with that box?”

When the old man had loaded the big brown package in the bed of my patrol truck that morning, I had assumed it was something he’d intended to mail. But he hadn’t mentioned the box again all day, and now the post offices were closed for the night.

Charley had a thick head of white hair that just about glowed in the dark. “The Boss asked me to drop it off for her.”

The Boss was what he affectionately called his wife of forty-odd years. Her real name was Ora, and she had the biggest heart of anyone I had ever met, even after an airplane crash had left her paralyzed below the waist. The situation couldn’t have been any sadder: her husband had been teaching her to fly his old Piper Cub, and she had lost control of the fragile plane. A life spent in the wilds of Maine had left Charley’s face weathered, but I suspect guilt accounted for more than a few of the lines across his forehead.

“So where are we going?” I asked.

“You know that fire road off the Snake Lake Road—the one where we saw that sow bear and her two cubs? Drive all the way to the end.”

Even for a man of his advanced age, Charley had an unusual way of speaking that was more than just a thick Maine accent. He had grown up in North Woods lumber camps and retained a peculiar dialect that had mostly died out with the last of the river drives. Sometimes I thought he hung onto it out of pure impishness.

He had been riding along with me on patrol all day. The retired game warden did that a lot back then, when I was stationed Down East. He seemed to miss the excitement of wearing a badge and gun and was living vicariously through his young protégé. He still yearned for the daily surprises that come with being a law enforcement officer—the what-the-heck occurrences that make you realize how endlessly inventive human beings are at screwing up their lives.

As directed, I made the turn Charley had indicated. I was unaware that there was even a house at the end of this particular dirt road. I was under the impression it just petered out at the edge of one of the vast wet peat bogs that soak up the rain and fog in easternmost Maine. It had gotten dark enough that I needed my headlights to avoid the lurking rocks and ruts.

Charley’s uncharacteristic silence as we drove gave me a strange, almost sick feeling in my stomach. By nature, the man was a talker. He spun yarns like Rumpelstiltskin spun gold. Falling into any kind of reverie was unlike him.

“How’s your love life these days?” he asked out of nowhere.

“Slow,” I said.

My prior romantic entanglement had involved a beautiful recovering drug abuser who had slipped back into addiction before my eyes. I’d gone on a couple of dates afterward with a sultry Romanian waitress who had come to the US on a student work visa but had found we had nothing in common beyond the physical. I would never have confessed this to my friend, but the woman I was secretly infatuated with was his younger daughter, Stacey, a green-eyed wildlife biologist.

“Slow is good,” said Charley patting my knee. “It’s best to take your time before you get hitched. People don’t understand that a marriage is a living thing. It can grow and blossom, but it can wither, too—become diseased even.”

I wasn’t remotely close to getting married, so I had no clue where this had come from.

We passed a small duck pond still swollen with spring rain. I knew it would shrink to half its size as summer made tinder out of the surrounding pine forest. Several small silhouettes flitted against the sky above the quicksilver water. They were bats chasing the insects that hatched at night.

My headlights struck a reflective, diamond-shaped sign that hung from a chain across the road. NO TRESPASSING. I slowed to a stop but kept the engine idling.

“Is this it?” I asked.

“’Tis.”

Instead of opening his door, he remained buckled in with his big hands braced against the dash—almost as if he dreaded making the delivery.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“I need you to wait here. I know this sounds mysterious, Mike.”

He almost never called me by my first name. It was always “young feller” or “son,” although he was nothing like my own late father. I could see the strain in his tanned face. He wanted so much to tell me about this mysterious errand.

“Look, Charley. You don’t have to tell me anything you promised to keep secret.”

He let out a defeated sigh. “Does the name Hussey mean anything to you?”

“Not unless you mean a fallen woman.”

My quip didn’t seem to sit well with him. “I’m talking about the Hussey family. I thought you might have heard the rumors or whatever you’d call them. The local kids dare each other to come out here, like it’s a haunted house, only this one has a real person living inside it. Not yet a ghost.”

I turned the off the ignition and settled in for the tale. “What happened here, Charley?”

“Did you see the bats over that pond back there?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Because it all started with a bat.”

Later, I got Ora’s version of the story, which was mostly the same, but different in key respects. If anything, it was even more horrifying. As is often the case when you hear two accounts of a tragedy—especially when those accounts come from a husband and wife—you should probably begin by assuming that the truth lies somewhere in between.

* * *

Back in the mid-1980s, Charley was the game warden for this very same district. The area around Machias then was much like it is now: a wild, underpopulated region of blueberry barrens and blasted heaths. Washington County was a land of evergreen forests webbed with shadows, and of forgotten farms sinking back into the sandy soil: a place with many dark corners where you could hide from the world.

Charley enjoyed his four-wheeled patrols, but flying was his great love in life, and he had recently put in a request for a transfer to the aviation division. Every time the phone rang he answered it eagerly, hoping it would be good news from Augusta, telling him he had been approved to become Maine’s newest warden pilot.

That January night, however, it was a frantic woman on the other end of the line speaking in fractured English. “Is this game warden?”

“Yes, ma’am. Warden Charles Stevens.”

“We have emergency here!” The woman had a distinctive accent that he identified, from his multiple tours of duty in southeast Asia, as Vietnamese. “How quick you get over to Fire Road Three?”

Charley caught the eye of Ora, who understood without being told that work was taking him from the family again. She rose to her feet and removed his bowl of venison stew from the table to reheat later.

“What kind of emergency?” he asked.

“My husband been attacked,” said the caller.

“By a human or an animal?”

“By a bat! He bleeding from face. We at end of Fire Road Three. New house. Name Hussey.”

Suddenly, Charley heard a man’s voiced raised in anger on the other end of the line: “What are you doing? Who are you talking to?”

Then came the slam of the receiver back into its cradle.

Ora returned from the kitchen with a worried expression. She had high cheekbones and deeply set green eyes that often made him wonder if her ancestors had been kings and queens in the age of the Vikings.

“You need to go over there, Charley,” she said after he’d recounted the full conversation.

“To catch a bat?”

“To check in on that woman to make sure she’s all right.”

He knew she was right. Ora always was right. And so the warden kissed his wife and his two little girls goodnight, put on his red wool coat over his green uniform, and got the engine of his Chevrolet C/K started.

The snow was deep, and he began to wonder if he might have been better off taking the Skidoo, but when he finally reached the fire road, he was startled to find it perfectly plowed, almost obsessively so, nothing but straight edges and right angles all the way down the hill. He noticed the POSTED signs tacked along the perimeter, too.

But there was no chain across the road back then. That came later.

At the bottom of the hill, he spotted security lights glowing intensely through the trees. Then he saw the house. Although it was clad with deeply stained clapboards, the rectangular home had all the charm of a barracks: corrugated metal roof, rows of square windows, and a concrete foundation painted fatigue green. A new Ford pickup, equipped with a professional-grade plow, was parked in the dooryard. Beside it was a cabover Peterbilt tractor unit. So the man of the house drove a big rig, the warden deduced.

The door opened even before Charley had climbed out of his Chevy.

On the threshold stood a wiry man with a flushed face. He looked to be in his thirties but aged beyond his years. His hair was so blond it was almost white, while his skin was as red as a bullfighter’s cape. The man had affixed a fairly large bandage under his left eye. He wore a sweatshirt with the sleeves scissored off and stonewashed jeans.

“You can turn around and go home!” said the man in a ragged voice. “We don’t need any help here.”

“Your wife said you had a bat problem.”

“Not anymore.”

Charley glanced at the windows hoping to see signs of the wife. He walked purposefully toward the door with a disarming grin on his face. “You wouldn’t mind if I came inside for a bit to warm up, Mr. Hussey? The heater in the old chariot is throwing out nothing but cold air. I think I’ve lost all feeling in my generative organ.”

“Are you talking about your dick?”

The guy held a bottle of Molson beer in his hand, which bore a tattoo across the knuckles spelling out the word DEATH. The other hand had the word LIFE stretched out so the four letters could fill five knuckles.

The wife called from inside the house. “Let poor frozen man inside, John!” And then she rattled off something fast in Vietnamese that Charley—who understood the language from his time as a prisoner of war—didn’t entirely catch. Maybe it was: “He came here to help you, and you’re treating him like an intruder!”

John Hussey lurched free of the door frame, barely allowing the warden room to pass.

The inside of the house had a familiar smell that sent Charley spinning backwards in time: aloeswood incense. He hadn’t encountered the resinous perfume since he’d left Saigon on a stretcher.

The decor was Vietnamese as well—bamboo mats on the floor, mint-green walls, carved teak furniture, and a heavy crucifix on the wall. The wife was small and pretty with heavy makeup that made her age indeterminate. She was dressed in a traditional ao dai: a silk tunic and pants.

Removing his cap out of politeness, he said to her: “Ngôi nhà của bạn là đẹp.”

The woman smiled. Her teeth were crooked and had a grayish tint. “Cảm ơn bạn.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am,” said the warden. “But my Vietnamese is rusty. Maybe we should stick with the vernacular. My name is Charley Stevens. And you are . . . ?”

“Giang,” the woman said.

The husband stepped between them. “You were in Nam?”

“I was.”

“What outfit?” Hussey’s pupils were swollen, almost animal-like, not usually a side effect of alcohol.

“212th Combat Aviation Battalion.”

The drunken man seemed to consider offering a handshake but held onto his beer. “First Battalion, Ninth Marines.”

Charley knew all about the 1/9s. “Khe Sanh?”

“Nah. I didn’t join the Walking Dead until ’71.”

Charley had expected that having the war in common might soften the man’s aggression, but the retired Marine still looked like he was one harsh word away from throwing a punch.

“Do you ever stop in to the VFW in Harrington?” the warden asked, already knowing that he had never seen John Hussey there—or at the American Legion in Machias, or anywhere else for that matter. Charley knew most everyone in Washington County; he was a people person by disposition and had a near-photographic memory for faces.

“Why would I want to listen to a bunch of hairballs whining about how the war fucked them up?”

Charley had all sorts of questions. Most of them were for Giang starting with, how had an elegant quy bá ended up in this frozen wilderness? But he didn’t feel welcome to pry into her personal life under the circumstances, with the husband looming.

“Your wife told me you were bitten by a bat?” the warden said.

John Hussey touched his blood-soaked bandage. “In my daughter’s room. I don’t know how the hell it got in there. Flying rat.”

“It’s probably been hibernating since the fall. Sometimes they find spaces behind curtains or even shelves. They’ll come out if the room gets warm enough, thinking it’s spring. How many children do you have?”

“One daughter,” said Giang.

John Hussey rounded on his wife again. “I told her to keep the god-damn screens closed.”

“Can I have a look at the bat?” Charley asked.

“Why? What for?”

“I should take it to be tested.”

“I threw it into the wood stove.”

Giang peeked around her husband’s shoulder. “Tested for what?”

“Rabies,” Charley said. “It’s a serious disease. Fatal.”

She clapped a hand to her mouth. She had long painted nails decorated with beautiful flowers. “You need get shot,” she told her husband.

The man just about swatted her away. “The bat didn’t have rabies!”

“We can’t be sure,” said Charley. “You’re going to want to go to the hospital and get a vaccination.”

“To hell with that.”

Charley tried again, working hard to keep a smile. “The size of the needles are greatly exaggerated, as Sam Clemens might have said.”

“You think I’m afraid of needles?” The drunk man seemed to interpret everything as an assault on his manhood.

“Maybe it would be best if I spoke about this with your missus.”

Hussey’s face grew redder. “You want me to leave you alone with my wife?”

Charley worked his knit cap back onto the top of his head. “Mr. Hussey, I can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do, but I’d highly encourage you to visit the hospital tomorrow morning and tell the doctor you were bitten by a potentially rabid bat.” Then he turned his attention to the wife—so small behind her Marine husband. “Chúc ngủ ngo. Good night, ma’am.”

“You speak Vietnamese language very well.”

“I had a lot of teachers,” he said, remembering the faces of his torturers.

* * *

What Ora remembered about that night was her husband’s discomfiting silence when he returned home. It took a barrage of questions to get the story out of him. That had never occurred before in their marriage.

“Do you really think the bat was rabid?” she asked.

He stood with his back to the wood stove, warming himself. Steam rose in shimmers from his wet clothes as they dried. “Probably not.”

“Then why did it bite him?”

“The poor critter was just scared. I’d be scared having a leatherneck chase me around the house.”

“But it’s possible the man might have gotten infected?”

“Possible enough that he should get a shot. But he won’t, the fool.”

Then Charley turned away from Ora to warm his front at the stove.

She watched him. As often happened when her husband became lost in thought, he started to feel with his fingers the injuries he had suffered during the war, the bone in his leg that had broken when he’d been shot down and then repeatedly re-broken by his captors; the shoulder they had dislocated that still ached on rainy days; the crooked fingers of his left hand; the smooth burns like baby’s skin on his back; the pock marks of cigarettes extinguished on his flesh.

Ora arose from the sofa and embraced him from behind, tucking her head against his damp collar.

“It’s because he’s a vet, isn’t it?” she said. “Seeing him has really gotten under your skin.”

“It wasn’t seeing him. It was seeing her. If I’d come upon an orchid blooming out there in a snowbank, I couldn’t have been more surprised.”

Ora knew what a chivalrous man her husband was, always ready to rescue a damsel in distress. She also knew how some women affected distress to get would-be knights to do their bidding. From Charley’s description of Giang Hussey, Ora didn’t know what to think of the Vietnamese wife except that she didn’t much sound like a delicate flower.

John Hussey, on the other hand, was a type she knew too well. So many of the Vietnam veterans Charley had introduced her to seemed to have nitroglycerin running through their veins instead of blood. And not one of them had suffered the tortures her husband had endured in the Hỏa Lò Prison.

She could feel her forearms growing warm around him from the wood-fired stove. “I just don’t understand it, Charley.”

“Don’t understand what, Boss?”

“How you went through hell on earth and came out a good man. So many others came back ruined.”

Charley took a long time answering, as if the question had never even occurred to him. “I guess I was just lucky is all.”

“Lucky? You were tortured. You spent years in a jail cell.”

“I’m lucky I am the man that I am.”

Blessing her own good fortune, she hugged him harder.

* * *

Two months later, Charley, Ora, and the girls were traveling home from Bangor on the old Airline Road. It was their monthly trip to the big city for a movie and Chinese food. The back of their Jeep Wagoneer was overstuffed with bags of new clothing from the Jordan Marsh department store. Each of the girls had a stuffed animal to play with: Ann, a duckling; Stacey, a saber-tooth tiger.

The twisting and turning road was clear of ice—which was unusual for March—and they were making good time when Charley saw flashing blue lights ahead. A state trooper, whose license plate he recognized, had pulled over an eastbound tractor unit just past the gate of the Call of the Wild Game Ranch. The truck was a red cabover Peterbilt. The trooper had hauled the driver out on the salted shoulder for questioning. The headlights of the cruiser shined upon the two men as upon actors on a theatrical stage.

Charley said: “That trooper is Alvin Bishop. And I believe that’s the Hussey fellow I told you about.”

“We should stop,” said Ora from the passenger seat. The Airline was a long desolate road and police back-up was almost always too far away to be of any good.

Charley slowed to a stop, then climbed out of the Wagoneer.

He called out before approaching the cruiser, not wanting to spook the patrolman. “Need any help here, Alvin?”

Trooper Bishop turned without taking his eyes off the driver. He kept his hand on his holstered revolver. He was one of the older highway patrolmen in the state: long-nosed, wide-shouldered, and bald as a vulture’s egg under his campaign hat. “Charley Stevens! Is that you?”

“In the flesh,” said the warden. “And is that gentleman with you Mr. John Hussey of Fire Road Three in Whitney?”

“He won’t submit to a field sobriety test, Charley.”

“Because I’m not drunk!” Hussey had grown out his pale hair and started a beard since the warden had visited his house. But there were conspicuous scratches across one of his cheeks: deep gouges that looked as if they’d been made by fingernails. “Smell my breath!” the truck driver insisted.

“You were swerving all over the road, sir,” said Trooper Bishop.

“I told you—a deer ran out in front of me.”

“Then how come I didn’t see it?” said the trooper. “I wasn’t more than a hundred yards behind you.”

The flashing blue lights didn’t flatter either man’s complexion, but Charley thought Hussey looked like he belonged in an open casket.

“Can I talk with you a moment, Alvin?” Charley said.

“Keep your hands out of your pockets,” Bishop commanded the trucker.

Hussey spread his fingers in the air.

The two law enforcement officers stepped back against the trooper’s idling Crown Victoria.

Charley asked, “You were in Korea, weren’t you, Alvin?”

“Sure was. I was an MP.”

“Did the docs over there hand out pep pills like they did in the Vietnam?”

“You think he’s on amphetamines?”

“I’m pretty sure he was hopped-up on something the last time I saw him. His pupils were big as bullets.”

“Well, hell,” Bishop said. “I can’t haul him back to Bangor and make him take a piss test. I’ve got no probable cause. It’s not like he actually ran into a telephone pole.”

“Do you mind if I talk to him alone?”

Bishop exhaled a cloud of coffee-scented breath. “If you think it’ll calm him down, be my guest.”

Charley ambled back into the lighted space between the cruiser and the back of the tractor where Hussey stood waiting.

“Wicked cold night, isn’t it?” the warden said.

“What’s that—small talk?”

Even with his head turned toward the lights, Hussey’s pupils were enormous. As cold as it was, there was a film of sweat visible along his brow. And the cut on his face where the bat had bit him still hadn’t healed. It looked, in fact, as if the man had been picking at the mottled scab.

“How is Giang?” Charley asked.

“None of your business.”

“Mr. Hussey, it wouldn’t hurt you to be polite once a month. You might find it good practice.”

“She’s fine.”

“How about your little girl? She and I didn’t meet that night I visited you.”

“Lisa’s fine, too. OK? Are we done making nice?” Hussey leaned over the much shorter warden. Can you just tell that asshole to let me go? I’ve been on the road for a week and need to get back to my family. Who knows what that crazy woman has done now?”

It wasn’t the first time Hussey had referred to his wife as being unhinged. But Giang hadn’t seemed unstable to Charley, not even remotely. If anything, the truck driver’s insistence seemed to raise doubts about his own sanity.

“The trooper and I are concerned about you,” the warden said. “We want you to make it home safe.”

“I told you I’m not drunk!”

“You seem agitated. Have you been using stimulants to stay awake?”

The trucker seemed unable to relax a single muscle. “So it’s against the law to drink coffee. Is caffeine a controlled substance now?”

Charley knew he’d reached a roadblock. “I don’t suppose you ever got that rabies shot.”

Hussey’s mouth opened wide. He shook his head in disbelief. “You sound like my wife.”

“She’s worried about you and wants a doctor to check you out.”

“That witch! She hopes I’m dying. She’ll dance over my grave, that woman will.”

Trooper Bishop returned. “How’s it going here?”

Charley had a brainstorm. “Mr. Hussey just proposed a compromise. I told him it would put our minds at ease if he agreed to a police escort. He said he’d be happy to have you follow him home.”

“You son of a bitch,” the truck driver snarled.

“Well, Mr. Hussey?” asked Alvin Bishop.

“Just as long as I can get on the road.”

Charley slid back inside his warm vehicle. Both of the girls were animated from the excitement of the flashing lights, so he waited until they’d fallen asleep before he recounted the conversation to his always curious wife. Charley relied on Ora to help him get what he called a “round view” of a problem. The Husseys were the most problematic people he’d encountered in a long time.

“That man scares me,” Ora said. “There’s something not right about him.”

“There’s a poison in him, that’s for sure.”

It was the nature of the toxin that was a mystery.

* * *

Ora was working her usual evening shift at the library in Machias. Most nights, she had help, but the other librarian, Terri Sewall, had gone home early to attend to her sick daughter. That odd child was always ill. Besides, it wasn’t as if crowds of people were venturing out into the torrential rain.

The only patron in the drafty old building was a widower whose last name was Spinney and was only ever called Spinney. Even his library card omitted his first name. He was a retired lobsterman, as leathery as a shoe, who enjoyed romance novels. He would read them sometimes in the library with his back to the room so that no one coming through the door could see the half-naked men and women on the covers.

It was because he missed his wife so, Ora believed. The old lobsterman yearned so hard for love and the only place he could find it now was in the pages of Harlequins.

She had re-shelved the last of the returned books, emptied all of the trash cans into a green bag that she would bring the next morning to the town dump, changed out the pail that was catching the water leaking through the ceiling in the periodical section; had done everything but tell Spinney it was closing time, turn off the lights, and lock the door, when the Vietnamese woman and her little girl came in out of the night.

The first thing Ora noticed about Giang Hussey was how tiny she was, scarcely taller than her young daughter; the next thing she noticed was how absolutely soaked both of them were. As they paused, unsure, in the entry, water flowed outward from their boots as if they themselves were melting into puddles. Beneath their hoods, their hair was dripping and their faces were as white as Ora’s got after swimming in the ice water of Machias Bay.

“Let me help you off with those wet things,” Ora found herself saying, forgetting that the library was supposed to be closed.

“Thank you,” said Giang. The rain had caused her makeup to run, and she seemed self-conscious about it, the way she hung her head. She had artificial lashes that were longer than any Ora had seen outside a fashion magazine.

“Let me bring you some paper towels,” Ora said. “You can use as many as you want.”

It turned into a fifteen-minute job, trying to dry them off, but their clothes were simply too soaked. Spinney watched the whole show from his chair in the corner with an expression that seemed to alternate between amusement and suspicion. After a while, he returned to his bodice ripper.

“Did you have a breakdown?” Ora asked.

Giang seemed confused by the question. The mother looked at the daughter, who translated the question into Vietnamese.

“We have no car,” Giang said. “We walk.”

“You walked here from Whitney?” The township was more than twenty miles from downtown Machias.

Giang turned again to her daughter and said something quickly in her native tongue. The tone of her voice sounded panicked.

“My mom wants to know how you know we live in Whitney,” the girl said with a perfect American accent. She looked to be somewhere between eight and ten years old. The daughter had dark, almond-shaped eyes, but lacked her mother’s ethereal beauty, as well as her birdlike bones.

“My husband is the game warden who came to your house when your husband was bitten by the bat. My name is Ora Stevens.”

Afterward, Ora would doubt what she’d seen: a sudden and momentary intensity in the Vietnamese woman’s gaze that seemed almost calculating in its intelligence, as if perhaps she was merely feigning not to understand English. Then it was gone, and she was back to being a wet and confused creature.

“I am Giang,” said the woman. “This my daughter, Lisa.”

“Hi,” said the girl.

“Do you need any help over there?” Spinney asked. The nature of the assistance he was offering made Ora blush with embarrassment, although neither the mother and daughter seemed offended.

“Shouldn’t you be getting home, Spinney?”

Ora waited for the old man to place the novel he had been reading on the counter (face down, of course) and to button himself up in his orange Grunden raincoat. Only after he had stepped through the door, letting in a burst of windswept rain, did she turn back to the mother.

“You don’t have to leave. You’re not even dry yet. Take all the time you want. Is there something I can help you find?”

“You have book on rabies?”

The request took Ora aback. She thought they were there to find books for the daughter. “Let me check for you.”

While she went searching in the card catalog, Giang excused herself to use the bathroom. Back then the Machias library hadn’t yet been computerized or connected to any database of titles—those years were long off in the poorest county in the northeastern United States. Ora couldn’t find any books devoted to the subject of rabies, but there were medical texts in the reference section she thought might be of help.

Lisa followed her about the stacks like a kitten waiting to be fed. She seemed awestruck by the old building and fascinated by the shelves and shelves of books, as if she’d never been in a library before.

“I can’t believe you walked all the way here on a night like this,” Ora said, arms full of books.

“My dad won’t let my mom drive.”

Ora couldn’t help herself from asking. “Couldn’t he have driven her here?”

“He’s on the road. He takes the car keys with him while he’s hauling logs. He doesn’t even like her to leave the house, especially while he’s away.”

“Why not?”

Lisa chewed on her lower lip. When she answered, it was softly. “He’s afraid she’ll run off on him.”

“Does he hit her?”

The girl glanced at the floor.

“Does he hit you?”

Lisa didn’t respond or raise her eyes.

“You can tell me the truth, Lisa.”

“My mom says he’s sick.”

Giang appeared before them, transformed. In the bathroom she had wrung out her hair, used a comb to secure it, and reapplied her makeup. She looked not just younger but like an entirely different person. Ora’s first response was to smile. Then she saw the darkness in the other woman’s eyes and heard the angry tone she used with her daughter as she said something in Vietnamese.

Ora didn’t understand Lisa’s response, but she recognized it as an apology.

The line from Tolstoy about all unhappy families being unhappy in their own ways came into Ora’s head. She set the books on one of the long wooden tables, explained to the daughter (who seemed more conversant with indexes and tables of contents) how to find the information they wanted, then left them alone.

Ora couldn’t have eavesdropped if she’d tried, not being able to understand Vietnamese. But the daughter was clearly translating passages from the books, causing the mother to become more and more animated.

After a respectful interval, Ora returned to them. She had located a book about rabies in the state catalog and had written the title on a slip of paper which she handed to Giang. “If you’d like, I can get it for you on interlibrary loan. You wouldn’t even need to come back into town. I could have it mailed to your house.”

“No!” Giang’s face blanched again. “No mail.”

“Or I could drop it off.”

“Thank you, no.” Giang rose from the table, and her daughter did the same. They exchanged words again in their shared language.

“My mom says you’re very kind,” said Lisa. “She says she found the information she was looking for. She thanks you for your help.”

They began to put on their wet jackets again.

“Can’t I at least offer you a ride home?” said Ora. “I wouldn’t mind at all.”

“No, thank you, Ora.”

Giang pulled her hood over her head. She helped her daughter get zippered up. Ora watched the two of them step out into the storm. She watched them as they hurried beneath the rain-swirled streetlamp. She kept watching long after they’d disappeared into the darkness.

* * *

“I don’t know, Boss.” Charley said, when she arrived home.

The girls were asleep upstairs, and he had been reading in his leather armchair with their springer spaniel, Baskerville, at his feet. He’d been working his way through Shelby Foote’s history of the Civil War. You wouldn’t know it to look at Charley Stevens, but the man was a constant reader.

She unwound the wet scarf from her neck. “What don’t you know?” she asked.

“I don’t know if you should be getting in the middle of this.”

“Charley Stevens, I am ashamed of you. The encyclopedia says that one to three people die of rabies in the US each year. And tens of thousands die around the world. What if he really does have it. The symptoms it describes—”

“Like what?”

“Insomnia, agitation, sweating, hallucinations.”

“I’ve met plenty of vets like him before who were still dealing with shell shock years after they came home—”

“It’s called post-traumatic stress disorder now, Charley.”

“That man has problems with drugs and alcohol, Ora. It doesn’t mean he’s about to start chomping on people or foaming at the mouth.”

“That isn’t funny!”

“The rabid critters I’ve dealt with have been clearly deranged, not just aggressive but berserk-seeming. And some do get white around the mouth.”

“The encyclopedia said it’s always fatal when symptoms begin to show.”

“But if he won’t agree to see a doctor, and if he hasn’t hit her or the child, I’m not sure what—”

“Of course he’s hit them,” Ora said. “He’s hit them both for years.”

“Did she tell you that?”

“She didn’t have to.”

“Ora.”

“That man is obviously sick and whatever’s wrong with him, he’s getting sicker, and how many times have you seen this play out in your career? Rabid or not—”

She let the sentence hang unfinished between them as she left the room.

Charley remained alone in the parlor for a while.

Ora had said that Hussey was off on the road again and away from home. He considered paying the wife and daughter a visit to interrogate them himself, but he knew there were risks to his doing so. If the husband, upon his return, were to hear that the law had made inquiries, who knows what new violence it might conjure?

The next morning, however, Charley began asking around about John Hussey and his Vietnamese wife. And what he discovered was that no one—or next to no one—seemed to know anything about them.

The woman in the deeds office said that Hussey had inherited the land a year or so before from an uncle who had spent the past two decades wasting away in a nursing home: long enough for most people to have forgotten he had ever existed. Hussey had built the home himself (Charley had suspected as much). He had even drilled his own well. Hence there were no builders or electricians or plumbers with stories to tell about the new residents.

At Helen’s Diner, Charley struck up a conversation with the superintendent of schools and verified that the family had obtained a waiver to homeschool their daughter.

They didn’t shop for groceries at the IGA in Machias, which meant they must have driven the extra miles to Calais for some reason. Occasionally, the husband would stop in at Bill Day’s store out on the Airline Road for milk, eggs or, usually, beer, but Bill (who was a taciturn man himself) never engaged him in conversation.

The warden asked around the Legion Post and got the name of someone with a nephew in California who had served in the same unit as the mystery man: First Battalion, Ninth Marines.

“This feller’s name is John Hussey,” Charley said when he reached the retired Marine by phone. “He told me he was there in 1971. Might have had tattoos on his knuckles, LIFE and DEATH.”

“Oh, that guy! I know who you mean. He married a nun.”

Giang had been a nun? Charley knew grunts who had fallen in love with Vietnamese women, often favorite prostitutes, and had even managed to get them home to the States. But he’d never heard of anyone who’d persuaded a vestal virgin to abandon her vows. “That’s a new one.”

“Well, she wasn’t really a nun. She was just a girl at a convent school. Came from a wealthy family who thought Hussey was the devil. She must have loved him, though. Christ only knows why.”

In bed that night Charley told Ora about the conversation. He wondered what she thought it said about the couple.

“Assuming it’s true?” she said, leaning her head against his strong shoulder. “I don’t know, Charley. But can you imagine what a strange life’s journey it’s been for that woman—from a cloister in Saigon to a house in the Maine woods? This must seem like an alien world to her.”

“Or hell itself,” he said.

* * *

Charley was on patrol when the book arrived. Like all interlibrary loan parcels then, it came in the mail wrapped in brown paper. Ora had ordered it without telling him and the act had felt like a betrayal. She opened the mailbox and felt a sense of panic not unlike having received a ticking bomb.

It was a sunny day in April, and the girls were playing in the dooryard. Ann was picking snowdrops from the flowerbeds and placing the white blossoms in her hair, pretending to be a fairy princess. Stacey seemed spellbound by an anthill, watching the tiny insects go about their endless, unfathomable labors.

Ora smoothed her pants, sat down on the porch, and unwrapped the package. Like any librarian, she turned first to the pocket in back and removed the card showing how often the book had been checked out. This hardbound copy had come all the way from the stacks in Portland—the largest city in the state—and yet only a handful of readers had borrowed it over the previous few years.

She started at the index and found a section that seemed devoted to the history of rabies in human beings. Then she flipped forward and began to read.

“Fevers spike high during this final phase of the disease. The mouth salivates profusely. Tears stream from the eyes. Goose bumps break out on the skin. Cries of agony, as expressed through a spasming throat, can produce the impression of an almost animal bark. In the throes of their convulsions patients have even been known to bite.”


Ora shut the book so loudly both girls looked up in alarm.

She made her best attempt at smiling, but Stacey sensed something was wrong. “Mommy?”

“Go on playing,” Ora said. “Mommy just needs to go inside for minute.”

She found the scrap of paper on which she had jotted down Giang’s phone number. If John answered, she would hang up. That was her plan.

The phone rang and kept ringing. The Husseys didn’t seem to own an answering machine. Charley was always going on about Ora’s supposed powers of precognition—which she herself discounted—but now she felt a tingle go through her nerves that spoke of some dire event having occurred.

She opened the phonebook to the pages devoted to state agencies. She ran her index finger down the list of numbers, not sure of what term she should be looking for. Family services?

Just then the phone rang and, without thinking, she picked up.

“Stevens residence,” she said. “Maine game warden’s residence.”

Charley often got work-related calls at home.

“You just called me,” a man said. It was John Hussey. He must have dialed *69.

“I apologize for disturbing you.” Ora was an unpracticed liar. “I dialed the wrong number.”

He made a strange, lip-smacking sound when he spoke. “You said game warden.”

“My husband is a warden.”

“The one who came to my house that time?”

“Yes.”

“Did my wife call him again? Is that how you got this number? Why were you calling?”

“I apologize for the intrusion,” Ora said.

Through the receiver she heard him yell once last word: “Giang!”

What had she done?

Through pure thoughtlessness, she had put that woman and girl in even greater danger. She could call the sheriff’s office and ask them to send an officer to the Husseys’ home, but she knew how her request would sound to the deputies once she explained the reason for her concern. She knew these men and how reluctant they were—even the few who weren’t chauvinists—to interfere in domestic dramas.

She needed to talk to her husband, she needed to talk to Charley.

In the 1980s, Maine game wardens didn’t have cell phones. When they were away from the radios in their trucks, they were just about unreachable. Very often their own police dispatchers had no idea where in the woods they might be.

Charley had mentioned something about helping the tribal warden do a boat patrol of bass fishermen on Big Lake. There were other, prejudiced wardens in the division who refused to work with the Passamaquoddy wardens, and it disgusted Ora to overhear the derogatory jokes these so-called peace officers made about Native Americans living on the nearby reservations in the worst poverty she had ever seen.

She had no way to reach her husband, she thought again.

Or maybe she did. There was a new warden working the district around Grand Lake Stream. She found his home number on Charley’s list posted above the desk. The odds of catching him were slim, it being salmon season, but many wardens came home for lunch. She held her breath, waiting for an answer.

“Game warden,” said Mack McQuarrie.

“Mack, this is Ora Stevens,” she said with relief.

“Why, hello, Mrs. Stevens.”

“Call me Ora, please. I was wondering if you could get a message to Charley?”

“Is something wrong at home?”

Suddenly she felt foolish for having called McQuarrie, a man she barely knew. She felt unprepared and unwilling to disclose sensitive information about the Hussey family to the young warden. If he was like most of the law enforcement officers, he would have a knee-jerk reaction against anything that smacked of interfering between a husband and wife. Even her beloved Charley, who was more progressive in his thinking than his colleagues, seemed to feel reluctance.

“I just need to get a message to him,” Ora said. “Charley told me he was patrolling Big Lake today with Nick Francis. If you happen to run into my husband, or catch him on the radio, please tell him I got that book about rabies from the library.”

“Ma’am?”

“He’ll know what I mean. It’s important that he get the message as soon as possible.”

“You’re sure there’s nothing wrong there?”

It wasn’t her house she was worried about.

Now what? It might be hours before Charley got the message or had a chance to call back. Ora Stevens was not prone to panic, but when she looked at her hands, she saw that they were shaking.

She called Judy down the road and asked if she could watch the girls for an hour, and Judy being Judy, she agreed without needing an explanation.

Ora put on a heavy sweater that she’d just put away for the summer, but which already smelled of mothballs. Then she went into the mudroom and collected the girls’ coats, boots, and hats.

“Mommy needs to go see a friend,” she told them, as she buckled their seat belts.

Stacey, always the inquisitive one, asked, “Who?”

Ora set the library book on the seat beside her and glanced at her younger daughter’s expectant face in the rearview mirror. “You haven’t met her yet.”

Judy was waiting at the end of her long driveway when Ora arrived. The bosomy, pink-cheeked woman had twelve grandchildren and loved each as much as the next (though they didn’t deserve it equally, in Ora’s opinion). She was exactly the sort of person Ora hoped to become someday when her daughters had children of their own.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she said.

“Take as long as you need, de-ah,” Judy said. “A mother needs her alone time.”

As Ora set off again, the sun slid behind strangely colored clouds that reminded her of the strips of linen used to bind a mummy. The pale light gave the budding woods a softened, almost dreamlike quality devoid of shadows. Minutes earlier it had been warm enough to drive with the windows open. Now she felt a coldness that penetrated all the way to the marrow.

Ora had no idea what she was going to do. She couldn’t very well knock on the door and wait for a potentially ill and definitely violent man to answer. And yet if she was being honest with herself, she very much wanted to see John Hussey again with her own eyes. The extent of his deterioration would tell her what she must do.

She parked the Wagoneer at the top of the drive. Now that she had arrived, she felt the house pulling on her like gravity. She glanced around the vehicle for something that might offer protection. Unlike most wardens, her husband had no particular interest in firearms and only grudgingly wore his service weapon. There was no pistol in the glove compartment. There was, however, a tire iron. She concealed the long metal rod up her sleeve and started down the hill.

As soon as she came within view of the house, she saw that the front door was open.

The black flies hadn’t yet begun hatching from the brooks, but there were other bugs about. No one in Down East Maine left their door ajar this time of year. She clutched the hidden tire iron for reassurance and continued on across the dooryard, trying to approach from an angle that allowed her to see as deeply as possible into the interior. It seemed to her that the birds had gone silent, but in truth, she’d stopped hearing them.

Twenty feet from the door, Ora was brought up short. She thought she heard a moan. Then a small shadow detached itself from the others within. She shook the tire iron loose from her sweater sleeve and into her hand. Then she took a step forward, onto the stoop. Despite her better instincts, she whispered: “Giang?”

It took Ora a moment to realize her mistake.

The figure wasn’t Giang.

It was Lisa.

The child staggered toward her covered in blood.

* * *

Out on Big Lake, a chop had picked up with the wind, and now the bow of the Grand Laker was throwing so much spray in his face, Charley wished he’d worn a raincoat.

Aside from being drenched, he’d had a pleasant morning patrolling Big Lake with Nick Francis, the tribal warden for Indian Township. They hadn’t witnessed any gross violations or written any tickets, but they’d enjoyed a wide-ranging conversation that covered everything from the ineptitude of the Bureau of Indian Affairs to the proper way to prepare fried clams: battered versus breaded. Nick had given Charley a brief tutorial in the Passamaquoddy language, and then they’d debated the chances of the Red Sox finally winning the World Series. Charley was certain this would be the year. Nick was doubtful.

“I’m an Indian,” the handsome young man had said. “Pessimism is self-preservation for my people.”

Charley threw back his head and laughed with characteristic abandon. But his good humor evaporated the moment he saw Mack McQuarrie’s green patrol truck waiting at the boat launch. If another warden had personally come to fetch him, it could only mean bad news.

McQuarrie climbed out of his pickup and waved as Nick killed the outboard motor. He was a barrel-shaped young man with hair thicker than a beaver’s pelt and a perpetual bulge in his cheek from chewing tobacco.

Holding the bowline, Charley leaped into the water as the boat glided toward the shallows.

“What’s wrong?” he shouted.

“Just thought I’d see how you made out,” McQuarrie said. “How many Indian salmon poachers did the Lone Ranger and Tonto pinch today?”

Francis busied himself bringing the boat to shore as if he hadn’t heard the insult.

Charley scowled. “Don’t be a jackass, Mack. What’s going on?”

The younger warden spat a nicotine stream onto the slanted boat ramp before he spoke. “Your wife called to say your library book was in.”

“What?”

“She said you’d know what it meant.”

Charley stood in the water, holding the rope, while Nick Francis went for his trailer. “That’s all she said?”

“I figured it was some sort of secret man-and-wife code you two used.”

Charley was no expert on females—far from it he would admit—but Mack McQuarrie’s ignorance was a bottomless pit. Library book? He stroked his chin and stared across the windswept lake. Ora had ordered a book about rabies for Giang Hussey. But why would she need her husband to know that it had arrived?

Unless she was planning some mischief.

“Hey there, Mack,” Charley said, splashing onto dry land. “What are you doing this afternoon?”

“I thought I’d scope out the Hatchery Pool. I know there’s at least one bastard there using worms.”

“Change of plans. I need you to come with me.”

“To get a frigging book?”

Charley didn’t bother replying. He climbed behind the wheel of his truck, started the engine, and radioed the dispatcher, asking her to try calling his wife at home. As he’d expected, she came back on the air a few minutes later and told him there’d been no answer at the house.

Charley knew his wife well enough to know where she was headed.

It was a solid half-hour drive from Indian Township to Whitney, where the Husseys lived, and McQuarrie badgered him nonstop on the radio, asking where they were going and what the hell was really happening.

“There’s a lady in danger,” Charley finally admitted.

He hated being so blunt on the public airwaves, knowing what proportion of the citizenry in Down East Maine owned police scanners.

By the time the two wardens reached the Snake Lake Road, the muscles in Charley’s neck and forearms ached from the tension of driving so far at high speed.

He hit his blinker a quarter mile before the fire road to give McQuarrie advanced warning that they would be making a sharp turn. Even so, Charley hit the corner so hard he nearly whacked the side of his pickup against a pine tree standing sentinel at the intersection. He overcorrected and scraped evergreen boughs on the far side of the road. The drive twisted again almost immediately, and he hit the brakes. A good thing, too, or he would have slammed into the back of Ora’s parked Wagoneer.

She had left it at the top of the hill, near the first of the POSTED signs.

Charley blew out his breath as if he’d just dived to the bottom of a deep quarry. He was the reckless one in the family. Ora was supposed to be sensible. What could possibly have compelled to her venture alone and unarmed down to that cursed house?

Then he saw the little girl sitting in the front passenger seat of the Wagoneer.

He circled around to the side of the vehicle. The window was rolled down, but if Lisa Hussey heard his footsteps on the gravel, she didn’t show it. She was as motionless as a department-store mannequin.

“Honey?” Charley whispered.

Her face was the shape and profile of her mother’s, oval and flat, but her hair had some of her father’s curls. Her eyes seemed unnaturally heavy and unfocused.

He heard McQuarrie’s heavy step behind him. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed that the younger warden had drawn his .357 Smith & Wesson revolver.

Charley tried again. “Honey? Are you all right?”

The girl finally moved. She blinked and lifted her fingers to her mouth absently. Only then did he notice that her hands were covered in blood. The words came out slurred: “She said to stay here.”

Now he understood what had made Ora take such an uncharacteristically dangerous risk.

He turned to McQuarrie, wishing he had been more forthcoming about the situation. He pulled the other man out of hearing range of the girl. “My wife is down there. I think this little girl’s father just killed her mother.”

“Jay-sus,” the young warden said.

Now that he had an idea of what he might be facing, Charley had grown calm. It was his natural reaction to stress: the same genetic good fortune that had saved his life during the war and many times after.

“Get on the horn with Dispatch,” Charley said. “Tell Nora to send the nearest trooper and an ambulance.”

“You don’t want me to go with you?”

“It’s important you stay with this child, Mack. Keep her safe. I’ll be back directly.”

He didn’t run. He walked at a deliberate pace. The revolver in his hand felt as if it weighed twenty pounds. Charley’s grip was strong, and his heartbeat was steady, but he was aware of the adrenaline flooding his bloodstream. The trick, he had learned long ago, was to acknowledge the hormone but not be overcome by it: to focus the mind on one’s surroundings.

Even before he saw the house, he saw the red of the Peterbilt tractor through the stricken forest. He removed his own revolver from its creaking holster and raised his arm at the elbow, pointing the barrel ahead of him.

No need for stealth, he told himself. Only caution. And clearness of mind.

When he came around the truck rig, he noticed that the front door of the house was standing open. No light issued from inside. It was just a rectangle of emptiness.

He took a breath, let it out, breathed in again, and stepped forward.

At that moment, Ora emerged from the darkness as if she’d sensed him coming. She couldn’t possibly have seen or heard his approach. The look on her face was not one he had ever witnessed before. He wouldn’t see it again for years, until the day she awoke in the hospital, broken beyond repair from the plane crash, and learned that she would never walk again.

She mouthed two words: “Charley. Help.”

He rushed forward and leapt up the stairs, taking them two at a time, as Ora turned sideways to let him pass. Shades covered the windows. One of the electrical lights in the living room had been knocked over during the fight, but amazingly the bulb continued to glow from the floor. It was the only light in the room.

The man and the woman were both stretched out in unnatural positions, arms crooked, with their legs tangled together. Neither of them moved. Their mingled blood continued to spread slowly across the hardwood, finding the cracks between the boards the way streams find the low places between hills. The husband, shirtless, was crisscrossed with many cuts—some shallow, others deep—but there was no doubt that the kitchen knife sticking from his neck was what had finally killed him.

Just one side of the wife’s face was visible, but Charley could see the mark where her husband’s strong fist had shattered her cheekbone. Her mangled left hand was pressed to her breast and had stained red the silk of her tunic.

He crouched down, extended his arm toward her jawline to feel for a pulse.

At the touch of his fingers Giang’s whole body gave a jerk. She moaned, and her head lolled on its thin neck toward Charley and Ora. Only then did he see the bloody socket where the crazed man had gouged out her eye.

* * *

“So you can understand why she doesn’t welcome visitors,” Charley said. It was fully dark now in my truck. The frogs had started up back at the pond behind us. “The way that poor beautiful woman was mutilated . . .”

“What exactly happened?”

“He attacked her in a rage after the call from Ora. He was raving, out of his head. Would have killed her without a doubt if she hadn’t gotten hold of that knife. By then he’d already bitten off the little finger of her left hand. We found it in the kitchen sink where he must have spit it out. You could see they’d fought through the whole downstairs. He must have gotten his thumb in her eye before he bled out. With that blow to the head, it was no wonder she lost consciousness.

“After she came to, she started screaming. We had to hold her down to keep her from scrabbling around looking for her missing eye. Ora found some rags to bandage her poor hand. And the ambulance arrived soon after I did. She kept telling the paramedics she wanted a rabies shot.”

I listened to the chorus of mink frogs singing from the vernal pool. “Why does she stay there?”

“She has no friends or family in the country. But mostly, I think, it’s because of her face. She was very proud of her beauty, Ora thinks.”

“But how can she live in that house after what happened?”

“She gets checks from the government, and Hussey must have had some life insurance. Her daughter married a lobsterman down in Jonesport and brings her most of what she needs. Ora and I deliver her things now and again. But as far as I know, Giang hasn’t been seen in public in years.”

In other words, she was still a prisoner in that godforsaken place. She’d slain the devil but was trapped in her own private hell.

Just then, the question that had been on my mind while I listened to his story, finally burst out. “So did Hussey have rabies or not?”

“Of course he didn’t,” my friend said.

“So why did he—?”

“Not every disease is carried by bats. I’ve met plenty of vets like him who brought the war back home. Even now they walk around with it pinned to their backs like Peter Pan’s shadow. John Hussey was a violent son of a gun who drank too much and took pills that ate away his brain tissue. Hell, maybe he even came to believe what his wife kept telling him. Maybe he thought he was rabid. Whatever the truth was, it was such a bloody, confused mess the attorney general decided to leave it alone. He never brought a charge against her.”

Charley opened his door, and I opened mine.

“You can’t come with me, son,” he said. “I can’t violate her privacy like that.”

“I’ll stay back in the shadows. She’ll never see me.”

“I gave my word, you understand.”

I nodded. But as he lifted the brown-wrapped package from the truck, I said, “So what’s in there, anyway?”

“New clothes. Ora orders outfits for her from a shop in California. Silk tunics and pants and shoes. Gifts to help her feel less . . .”

And with that he turned his back and began making his way down the dark road, carrying a load far heavier than the contents of the box.

I stood in the cooling night beside the truck, listening to the sounds of the forest. In those days I had trouble controlling my curiosity. I waited a few minutes and then began to walk softly, heel to toe, until I saw a glimmer of light shining through the boughs of the pines.

I pressed my body against a tree trunk and waited until the door finally opened.

I saw Charley emerge. He put on the cap he had taken off for the sake of politeness, and wished Giang Hussey a good night. In the doorway, the figure of a woman held up her hand to wave goodbye.

My breath caught in my throat.

Charley always walked at a good clip. I barely made it back to the truck before he did.

My friend came from the old school where men never wept. But I heard the catch in his throat when he said, “Let’s get out of this cussed bog. Coming here always makes me want to rush home to Ora.”

* * *

“Did Charley happen to mention what the paramedic told him?” Ora Stevens asked me later that night.

“Do you mean the paramedic who arrived at the Hussey’s house that night?”

We were sitting together beside the wood stove, drinking chamomile tea. Ora was in her wheelchair, as always, with a plaid blanket drawn up across her lap. Charley was out walking his hunting dog, Nimrod. His temporary absence from their cabin had given me a chance to ask Ora about her memories of that horrible afternoon.

Nearly thirty years had passed, and yet Ora Stevens was still a beauty. People in Hollywood would have assumed that she’d had plastic surgery, but I have come to agree with the sentiment that as we age, we all get the faces we deserve.

“The man who treated Giang said he’d been to the house six months earlier to bring John Hussey to the hospital. He’d said the homeowner had received a puncture wound he got from tripping on a sharp log in the forest. But it sure looked like a stab wound.”

I leaned forward in my rocking chair. “You think Giang had previously stabbed her husband?”

Ora folded her hands on her lap blanket. “And I bet Charley didn’t mention the book on rabies the police found under Lisa’s bed. Giang must have found it at the second-hand bookshop in Machias. The edges of the pages were folded at the list of symptoms.”

“She was really worried.”

Ora raised an eyebrow. “Maybe.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re too young to remember,” the old woman said. “But it was a different time back then in Down East Maine. There were still police officers who thought domestic violence was just a normal part of marriage. An abused woman—especially one from another country, surrounded by strangers—had no recourse if her husband threatened to kill her. Judges tended to look hard on females who came into their courts claiming self-defense. I’ve never blamed Giang for doing what she had to do. And the punishment she ended up suffering was worse than anything the law could have done to her.”

“Ora, what are you saying?”

“Giang was terrified what would happen to her if she killed him in self-defense. But she was desperate for a way out and thought she’d found it. She didn’t realize that John’s dead body would be tested for rabies.”

I leaned back in my rocking chair until I nearly tipped over. “You think she used the disease as an excuse to kill him.”

Ora smoothed the blanket on her lap. “I don’t think she reckoned on him fighting so hard to the end—what he did to her eye. Her face.”

“Have you shared your suspicions with Charley?”

“There’s no point in it. It’s better that he believes what he believes. He’s a wily fox when it comes to catching bad men. But when it comes to women, he doesn’t want to suspect the worst.”

We heard the door on the screen porch creak open and then slam shut on its spring.

“Nimrod has done his duty!” Charley called.

“We’re in here, dear.” Then Ora beckoned me in close to whisper one last thing. “The crime scene investigators found no of skin or bone fragments in John’s mouth to indicate he’d bitten down on a human hand. Those hapless men didn’t even think to wonder why.”

My father had been a trapper and he would often tell stories of finding the gnawed-off paws of raccoons and coyotes in his sprung traps, so desperate had the animals been to escape.

I thought back to what I had seen myself at the Hussey house when I’d been lurking at the edge of the light. I remembered the shrouded figure in the doorway waving goodbye to Charley with her maimed hand. How far would a desperate woman have gone to escape the trap that was her life? Far enough to bite off her own finger?

Just then, Charley entered the room with the dog at his heels. “Did I miss anything?” he asked with an innocent smile.
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