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The remarkable daughter of a coal miner, she lived through two world wars, the Great Depression, the loss of a child, and always put her family first. My brother and I owe everything to her determination to have her boys educated and succeed in life.
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March 22nd, 1996

Mumbai, India

––––––––
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DAN SPUN AROUND at the scraping sound behind him. Outlined against the bright lights from the main road, a gangly figure shuffled oddly toward him, a big, gold crucifix glinting as it swayed on a heavy chain against an ankle-length, black cassock. Dan’s pulse shot into his temples at the sight of the gun. 

I’m getting mugged by a priest!

He fingered the Buddha talisman in his pocket. Self-defense was OK but with only fifteen days to Kathmandu, he wasn’t going to risk his life on a filthy side street in Mumbai. That’s not how he’d planned to die. He dropped his bag and held his hands out to the sides. The priest stepped awkwardly toward him, dragging a heavy built-up boot. He used it to kick the bag into the gutter.  

“You want money?” Dan unclipped his money belt. “Take it,” he said, holding it out at the priest.

The priest ignored it and stumbled closer. His hatchet face caught the light: the unblinking, pallid eyes of an executioner.

He intends to kill me! 

Dan caught his breath. His heart thumped. He readied the Buddha statue to throw along with the money belt, preparing to rush the gun and hope for the best. 

“Drop your gun, asshole!” barked an American voice.

The priest jerked around. The silhouette of a huge man showed starkly black against the white glare of the lights. The priest moved his gun slightly then hesitated.

An abrasive laugh mocked the priest. “Try it and you’re dead, buddy!”

The priest dropped his gun and held his hands out from his sides.

“Vamoose,” ordered the American with a jerk of his gun.

The priest maybe didn’t understand cowboy English but he got the message. He stepped and dragged his way across the street, giving Dan a definite evil eye. The American kept his gun pointing at the priest until he turned the next corner.

Dan squinted into the light at his imposing savior: wider than Dan and taller even if he took off his boots, a baseball cap pulled down over the lined face of a bearded man in his fifties, this Goliath had to be the heavyweight champion of somewhere. “How can I—?”

“No need, bud. See that cross?” He snorted derisively, sliding his gun under his arm. “He’s lucky I’m a better Christian than he is or I’d have shot him to cull the asshole crop.” He shook his lantern-jawed head at Dan. “Trying to get killed, you dummy?”

Dummy? Dan let it slide. After all, he’d been one. “Let’s get back to the road before he thinks of coming back,” he suggested and didn’t wait for an answer. He picked up his bag from the gutter and shook the wet dirt off it.

The American picked up the priest’s gun and thrust it at Dan butt first. “Here, looks a dope like you’ll need it. A souvenir Glock of when I saved your sorry ass in Mumbai, buddy.”

Dummy? Dope? Sorry ass?

Dan’s taut nerves triggered a sharp response this time. “No thanks. Don’t like them. Stick it with the grenades and AK-47 in your toy collection, buddy.”

“Frightened of nasty guns?” the American asked mocking him.

“Frightened of nasty India?” Dan snapped back.

The American glowered at him. “Sure you won’t need it if you’re stupid enough to go down a dark backstreet again?”

Stupid enough? Dan bit his tongue as they walked back toward the main road. The jerk had saved his life after all. He found a couple of pills in his pocket and forced them down his dry throat. He introduced himself to break the silence. 

The American said he was William J. Loskota. “Call me Bill,” he ordered brusquely.

“How come you were down there?” 

“Saw you turn thataway. Reckoned you were a total tourist ass. Thought I’d make sure you got to where you were goin’—other than heaven. Where are you goin’?”

Dan stopped abruptly. “This dummy is heading his stupid tourist ass to the Consort Inn,” Dan said fixing a wry smile to take the edge off. It fell on Bill’s stony ground.

“I hope the rube gets there,” Bill growled.

“Want to come for a drink as thanks?” Dan offered tonelessly.

“Another time.”

Without Dan asking, Bill directed him to the hotel, only about a quarter of a mile away. He ordered him not to stray off the main road until he reached the big church on the right because he had other things to do besides saving Dan’s ass again. Dan thought of asking Bill for the Glock since he wanted to shoot him. Instead, he watched Gulliver stride off through the Lilliputians along the sidewalk.

Dan walked slowly toward the church allowing his body and mind to quieten—and the Percodan to dull his throbbing headache. It had been a narrow escape—someone wanted him dead and he could think of only one person. But how had he been traced to Mumbai after a year hiding in Africa? He’d just got off the plane from Cairo and the gunman had been waiting for him? Followed him from the airport and into the side street? Was it the UK passport he’d stolen from a colleague and had doctored for a bargain thousand bucks? No information was safe in India—every kid was a computer hacker or money bought any so-called secure data the criminals wanted. He toyed with the idea of not going to the hotel but he couldn’t go back to the airport and fly somewhere else, not if it was the passport. And it was the last thing he wanted to do. Here he was at the start of a journey across India, a lifetime dream. Mumbai. Jodhpur. Jaipur. Jaisalmer. Agra. Varanasi. Lumbini. Kathmandu. The names had conjured up the exotic in his child’s mind: the fortresses of Kipling’s Northwest Frontier, maharajas in howdahs atop trumpeting elephants, ferocious tigers, chests of jewels, gold and silver, and vindaloo curries ready to burn a hole in white men’s heads. He couldn’t see any way Vijay Gill would know he was joining a trip to Kathmandu.

*
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Kapoor had seen too many bodies floating in the harbor. They’d come in all shapes and sizes: male and female, the young and the old, the skinny and the obese, black, brown and white, stabbed and shot, strangled and drowned, burned and mutilated. One thing they shared in common was their bloated, stinking masses. Only the smell of his aftershave kept him from vomiting at the sight of them. He wished he’d put on more this time but at ten in the evening he’d had to hurry from his tenth-story apartment on the western side of the peninsula and only a quick shave and comb of his crinkly hair had been possible. Still, he’d taken time to select his best uniform from the three clean ones he kept neatly together with his expensive suits: a light khaki shirt with his three golden stars on the epaulets; khaki trousers creased to perfection by a jeweler with a razor-sharp steam iron; polished brown shoes that could be used as dinner plates. 

“Be careful, my sweet,” mumbled a voice from the bedroom as it had hundreds of times.

“I will, beloved,” he replied just as often.

One last look in the mirror: name badge above his right breast pocket; a rainbow of medal ribbons above the left; his black cap with its red band and silver-grey insignia; its black peak at a rakish angle. His light brown eyes matched the shirt nicely. He didn’t forget to strap on the leather holster containing his nine-millimeter Browning.

Nasma sprawled on her back taking up most of the queen-sized bed, a single sheet covering her mound. God, he thought, if she gets any bigger, I’ll have to squeeze in a king-sized one. In the puja, a small office area they’d put aside for prayer to symbols of their favorite mythical gods, Nasma’s goddess Parvati and her son, Kapoor’s Ganesha, the scent of the previous evening’s incense lingered as Kapoor lit one of the many assorted candles, knelt facing east, head bowed with his hands held together and thumbs to his forehead. The outsized, brass statue of his god on a throne looked down on him from the altar as he repeated a chant eleven times for Lord Ganesha to remove any obstacles for his day and grant him success. Ritual completed patiently, he was soon weaving his way south, blue and white lights flashing, siren clearing a way through the packs of vehicles traveling in the most unexpected directions along the brightly lit, multi-lane Dattaram Lad Path and into the darker streets of downtown Mumbai and to Chowpatty Beach.

A young policeman resting against the white police car he’d stationed halfway across the road leading down to the water jerked to attention and saluted Kapoor before waving him by his blue and white flashing lights. Kapoor parked behind the old Volkswagen of his assistant superintendent, located a pair of rubber gloves, and stepped out onto the pavement being careful to avoid any cow shit. His shoes sank into the soft sand of Chowpatty Beach as he walked toward a group of dark figures with flashlights milling at the water’s edge. 

Another policeman saluted him and lifted the yellow tape strung on wooden stakes to cordon off a section of the beach. Someone turned on a bright portable light to illuminate two bodies sprawled on the sand. The group of figures dispersed leaving only a short man with a glowing red cigarette sticking out of his face.

Kapoor smiled to himself. That’s right. Look busy when the boss appears. 

With the tide out, the beach was a mess of garbage. Added to it was the pasty white-bluish body of a naked and headless, muscular white man on his back. One wrist was handcuffed to another wrist, one of another headless corpse: a woman with athletic legs, slim hips, no pubic hair, and pendulous breasts.

“Evening, sah,” said Hosseini through drifting gray smoke. 

“Good evening, Hosseini.” He shook the detective’s rubber glove with one of his own and lowered himself to his haunches to examine the bodies.

“White male, about thirty-five, six-feet tall, about two hundred pounds,” said Hosseini. “Tortured. Missing several fingers and toes. Heavy abdominal bruising. No rings or jewelry but an interesting tattoo.” He shuffled around to the woman’s body. “White female, about thirty, five feet six, one hundred and ten pounds. Also tortured. Cigarette burns on her body. No particular distinguishing marks, unfortunately. No heads so no teeth to check. They’ve both had their fingertips cut off so we can guess criminal records. With the lack of swelling and decomposition in this warm water and little physical damage, I’d say two or three days in the harbor, no longer. Probably dumped from a boat off the point a couple of nights ago.” Hosseini jerked his head toward the Raj Bhavan, the state governor’s residence at the harbor entrance to the south. “They got it wrong. The current swept the bodies into the bay not out to sea or we’d never have found them in a million years.”

Kapoor and Hosseini stood up together. This was why he liked working with Hosseini—he didn’t waste time. To the point with all he needed to know. Having worked the murder beat for over thirty years, Hosseini knew more than all the pathologists and medical examiners put together. Also, he knew the currents and tides that moved bodies around the vast harbor. Kapoor had made him his right-hand man despite Chief Dewan’s allergy to Muslims. 

“We’ll check the CCTV cameras out near the point,” Hosseini said. He paused then glanced at Kapoor. “Should I talk to Commander Chopra about the traffic in that area?”

Chopra? The boss of the harbor police? That glory sniffer? Kapoor wasn’t losing another case to that bastard. “Leave Chopra out of this for now,” he ordered.

“The NCB would be interested in killings like this,” said Hosseini with a wry smile.

Kapoor showed a jaded eye at the mention of the much-hated and corrupt Narcotics Control Bureau. Drugs ran in and out of Mumbai faster than a Hindu in Pakistan. The NCB bosses lived particularly well for some reason.

Hosseini nodded knowingly. “Captain Sujat would be better?”

Kapoor nodded at the mention of his “cousin” in the harbor police.

Hosseini crouched down on the wet sand again. The tattoo of a swastika on the man’s shoulder was interesting in that it wasn’t a good luck Indian Aryan symbol but Nazi Aryan in origin. Hosseini didn’t have to tell Kapoor he was a White Supremacist. The tattoo on the forearm was a crude jailhouse design of a skull, a heart with a Christian Cross wrapped in barb wire, and several numbers and letters. 

“That’s American,” said Hosseini fingering the wrinkled skin. “Saw one like that back in ninety-one.” 

And he’ll know the prison I bet, thought Kapoor.

“Walla Walla in Washington State,” Hosseini added from his encyclopedic brain.

Kapoor patted Hosseini on the shoulder. There was a superintendent position coming up in Ahmedabad, the nearest big city to the north. Kapoor would make sure Hosseini stayed in Mumbai: promotion and a pay raise would be arranged with Chief Dewan, a man who knew that departmental success trumped his religious bigotry every time.
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CHARLIE SHOOK, UNABLE to stand still in front of the bathroom mirror. A voice told her she was wickedly hot! 

Plenty of gel and voila! Fantastic! More makeup to get it just right! Better than that fucking Shira and her fucking big tits and fucking huge ass! This’ll piss her off! And that fucking bitch Auntie! She’s always on my ass and I’m sick of it. 

She pulled her red tube-top tighter to stick out her nipples. 

No tits but my legs are fucking awesome! Shira’s flexed her cleavage and stolen men who’ve shown an interest in me. Now it’s payback, bitch! Now, I’ll steal any man who wants a grab of your tits! 

She jerked up her black microskirt and giggled at the reflection of her newly dyed and contoured patch. She turned to see how much of her ass was showing and barked a throaty laugh. 

Fucking, fucking awesome! Showtime!

*
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Dan woke early to shower, meditate and enjoy the first of his four daily cigarettes while watching the colorful streams of Indians on the sidewalks below from his balcony. He snatched a breakfast of fried eggs and white toast, swallowed his morning pills, and took the last of his coffee to the group’s meeting scheduled for nine. He arrived early but the small room at the rear of the hotel was already packed with about a dozen tourist types chatting noisily together at small tables. Two tables next to one another had spare seats: at one sat a broad-shouldered man with a long, gray-streaked ponytail while at the other a pale-skinned, overweight, older woman sat rigidly, her small, cunning eyes scanning the others like a hawk on a fence post looking for its next meal. Brushed-back black hair with a platinum blonde forelock topping a harsh face with a sharp beak of a nose, she fleetingly reminded him of someone. Dan gave her table a pass and sat down next to the stocky man who was flipping through a magazine while chewing on a Twix candy bar between sips of beer. 

“We meet again,” said Dan. 

He’d shared a ride in a taxi with the man who’d maintained a wary silence while checking the taxi’s mirrors and a nervous older English woman visiting India for the first time who’d bitten her nails all the way from the airport to the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus. Dan got out with the woman at the train station to ensure she wasn’t ripped off on her ticket price and caught the right train south to Goa. She thanked him profusely which made it all worthwhile. Afterward, on an almost fatal whim, he decided to stretch his legs with a walk to the hotel instead of hailing another taxi. 

The man turned a friendly smile at Dan. “So we do. Ah’m Steve,” drawled a hard voice with a twang from south of the Mason-Dixon line. He was a much more relaxed version of his previous self.

“Dan.” 

“Murican. You?”

“Canadian.”

Steve nodded a firm chin. “Canucks are good with me, man.” He held out a rock of a fist.

Dan bumped a pound of bone and gristle and thought Steve the kind of guy you didn’t want to be not good with. A close look at his sinewed forearms and calloused knuckles and Dan realized he was sitting next to a lethal weapon. The healed wound on his neck interested Dan too. “Americans are good with me” seemed the right reply.

“You guys saved mah life in Afghanistan. Somethin’ ah don’t forgit. Canadians are real good with me, eh?” 

Dan thought that was real good too. Afghanistan. The bullet wound on his neck. The ponytail and silver earrings indicated Steve didn’t miss the military that much. Steve was someone with an interesting story to tell and perhaps lubricated enough even at that time of the morning to tell it. “I didn’t know the Americans were in Afghanistan.”

Steve smiled slyly. “We’re not.”

Dan wondered if he’d been in US Special Forces. He was built to jump out of planes without a parachute.

“Where were you not based?” Dan asked.

Steve chuckled. “We didn’t fly supplies in Galaxies into Kabul. Fuck, nobody should bother with that shit hole,” he said, his voice rising. “The Brits and Russians tried it and copped out. Now it’s our turn to fuck up. What a waste of my buddies for—” He cut short his rant and swigged some beer. “Ever been in the military, Dan?”

Dan hated the military more than Steve could ever imagine. But it wasn’t the time to rant about his clashes with his ungrieved, alcoholic Navy doctor of a father who’d had a stroke far too late for the health of his family as well as his sailors.

“No. But I’ve my grandfather’s World War Two Webley,” Dan said with an air of amusement. “Does that count?” It weighed more than two pounds and strained Dan’s wrist just picking it up. 

“A Canuck with a gun? It’s lahk meetin’ a Yank without one.” Steve babbled on, animated as he came back from his virtual tour of duty. “Ah’ve eight pistols and revolvers: Colts, Smith and Wessons, Rugers, all from the good old US of A.” His smugly murderous grin said, “Wanna make mah day?”

“A regular Harry Callahan?” Dan asked without trying to sound too flippant.

“That was a real fine movie, wasn’t—?” Steve’s train of thought crashed into the buffers when a tall woman with copper-red hair thrown back over her shoulders sashayed the tightest of black yoga pants on a wide rear slowly by their table and slid onto the chair next to the overweight Hawk. The noisy chatter quietened as all the men and even the women glanced her way.

“Jeez,” Steve muttered and elbowed Dan. “See that ass?” 

Dan couldn’t miss it but he had other things in mind: Big Red was stunning, with the type of Hollywood face found on flashing billboards in Times Square, and could sell sunlamps in Saudi Arabia. Her heavy breasts amply filling a red tank top advertising NYU easily compensated for her dull eyes and a blank expression. His immediate thought was: fake or a miracle of evolution?

The Hawk smirked at the sound of the door opening behind Dan. He turned to see an even taller redhead, the fringe of her long crimson hair streaked with shocking pink gelled into short spikes that radiated like the Statue of Liberty’s crown, bounce by in a butt cheek-revealing, hooker skirt to sit at the Hawk’s table and directly in front of him. 

“Fuck me. What’s that?” said Steve under his breath. 

Except for Big Red’s rounder head and plumper lips, they were facially similar but not the rest of them. Spikey’s small bust and narrow hips packed nowhere near the sexual heat radiating from Big Red. 

“You get the punk with no ass,” muttered Steve.

Eyes bathed in pools of red and black with clumsy dabs of cheek rouge and wayward scarlet lipstick, Spikey tapped her stilettos, playing with her eyebrow piercings, her hair and constantly fidgeting, eyes dancing around the room. Bored, rebellious punk or high on something? Dan couldn’t tell but the circus had come to town with Big Red the major attraction in the Big Top and he had a ringside seat. He ignored Spikey intensely studying him, his eyes drawn back to Big Red like a moth to a flame and he knew the fate of a too-curious moth. He’d worked with the poor and treated the sick, avoided lying as much as possible, didn’t steal, swore less, and given up drinking—not smoking—but Big Red was the primordial egg-timer archetype that had men getting out their clubs. Raw, primitive instincts flared. Four years in prison and a year in the isolation of the hinterland of Africa hadn’t prepared him for such a disturbing physical specimen.

He glanced back at Spikey to find her big black pupils disconcertingly staring through him. She smiled that big slash of lipstick as she slowly and deliberately uncrossed her legs to give him an eyeful of shocking pink.

My God! What a slut! 

He looked away quickly and took a deep, cleansing breath that didn’t fully cleanse his thoughts about Spikey—that would take a lot more breaths. 

A high-pitched “Ladies and gentlemen! Good morning!” interrupted thoughts Dan shouldn’t be having. A slight, light-skinned Indian guide spoke on a raised platform from the front of the conference room. 

“My name is Loki and I welcome you to Mumbai and the start of our trip across India to Nepal,” he told them, his singsong voice rising and falling excitedly. “First of all, I’d like everyone to introduce themselves, please.” He looked down to his immediate right at an older man with skin the color of strong tea that blended into an old khaki army shirt with its medals and badges removed. “I am so glad that Major and Missus Drury have been able to join us at the last moment,” Loki said, respectfully waving a hand. “Please, sah?”

The major stood quickly to attention. “Major Mark Drury and my wife, Gilly, from Stirling, bonnie Scotland,” he bellowed as though on a parade ground. “We retired and it’s wonderful to be back visiting the old Raj where we spent so many happy years. I trust we’ll all have a jolly good time together.” 

Dan had to smile. He was pure theater. The wristwatch facing the inside of his wrist indicated a military affectation as did the bushy Victorian mustache extravagance. He sounded English, not Scottish. His silver-haired wife waved a knitting needle and smiled amiably. Dan thought he’d like them. 

“Thank you, sah,” said Loki. “Missus Jacobs?”

Dan wasn’t surprised she didn’t attempt to raise her bulk. 

“Elaine Jacobs and it’s so wunnerful to be with you on this trip,” she said in a harsh New York accent. “I’m sure we’ll have a real good time together.” She encompassed Big Red and Spikey with a wave. “We’re from the States. This is my daughter, Shira. Say hi,” she ordered with a prod of Big Red’s shoulder.

“Hi.” Shira forced a smile. 

“And my niece, Charlene O’Neill.”

Spikey sprang to her feet. “Hi!” she exclaimed, bouncing on her toes. “Let’s make this trip the greatest ever! I can’t wait to get going!” She paused to stare big pupils at Dan and said, “Let’s have fun together!” Her aunt’s eyes darted along Spikey’s line of sight and narrowed at him.

“Charlene,” Missus Jacobs said calmly. “Please sit down, dear. That’s enough.”

“For fuck’s sake, stop telling me what to do!” Spikey shouted down at her aunt.

“Please sit down,” repeated Missus Jacobs.

Spikey angrily stamped a foot. “No! I ... will ... not! You fucking bitch!”

A wide-eyed Loki looked like a tiger had entered the room. 

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Spikey dashed out of the room.

“Jesus Christ,” said Steve. “I don’t like yours.”

Punk and coke head? thought Dan. 

Missus Jacobs’ voice boomed over the murmur: “I’m so sorry everyone,” she said, waving open palms of resignation. “Charlene’s a tad temperamental. Please forgive the disruption, Loki.” 

Everyone turned to a startled Loki, whose light skin had paled even more. His mouth flapped noiselessly back at them.

Dan threw the poor guy a life jacket. He got to his feet. “Dan Palmer from Canada. Really looking forward to this trip. It’s been a dream since I was a kid and I look forward to all you can tell me about your wonderful country, Loki.” Missus Jacobs elbowed her daughter and muttered something that had Big Red catch Dan’s eye and give him a big smile.

He sat down to a murmur of approval. 

“Hear, hear,” called out the major.

“Absolutely,” said Gilly.

He avoided looking back at Big Red. What the hell was that?

“Oh, thank you, thank you, sah,” gushed Loki, his color returning.

“Bob Stewart,” called out a very short, tanned, grinning bear of an Australian with a bald, bowling ball of a head. No more than five foot four, Bob’s shirt strained over a hairy chest above a belly that hadn’t missed many desserts. He introduced himself and his glum-faced Indian wife, Rani, without moving his heavy jaw. A businessman from “Peerth,” his broad accent was going to have to get used to but Dan liked Aussies: funny, irreverent, great travel companions and Bob looked like another.

But he had to look at Big Red again. She still eyed him and broadened her perfect smile. An uncomfortable heat flushed his cheeks as his dispassionate theory on the rejection of lust met the reality of an extremely desirable woman coming on to him. Only a few weeks to go and five years of abstinence were under severe pressure. Surely, he could dismiss the pleasures of the flesh at this late stage. Or was he whistling past the graveyard?

Steve stood and smiled at Big Red. “Steve Schoenhoff from the US,” he said, speaking directly to her. “Great to see some fellow Americans are on the trip—and beautiful ones too ah may say, ladies.” 

Big Red frowned and glanced at her mother, who regarded him as something she’d scrape off her shoe. 

Squeezed into leopard skin Spandex pants and a bulging top, a chubby blonde with Big Hair stood and cocked a hip. Her wide shoulders and thick arms indicated she could easily bench-press Dan. Steve’s eyes read her plump rear like an eye chart. “Nice to meet you all. Karen Hunt from Auckland, New Zealand,” she said with a broad smile on a world-weary face. “I own a pub back home and I like to party. I hope some of you whackers can keep up with me.” Dan instantly liked her.

There was laughter from the men who could see an extrovert woman to have fun with but subdued muttering from the women who could see she was trouble. 

“Count me in!” called out Bob. Rani elbowed him but she needn’t have bothered—Karen ignored him and sat down.

A young lad, wearing a claret and blue soccer shirt and sporting as much stubble on his head as his sharp chin, got to his feet. “I’s Dazza Stevenson,” he said in a cockney voice as thin as he was. He had an interesting case of pink eye and a wide smile to match.

“An’ this is me china, Arthur Penney,” he said nodding at a scowling bulldog with a shaved head. “Or as we calls ’im ... Arfa,” he told them with a chuckle at the play on words. “We’re from Lunnon, England like.” 

Arfa blinked bulging eyes that may have had something to do with the open can of Red Bull clenched in his tattooed fingers. Dan wondered if they’d missed their cheap Ryanair flight and flown to India by mistake. Getting pissed with their mates on Ibiza seemed a far more likely destination than this trip to Kathmandu.

Loki checked off the final names on his clipboard. “Jeffrey and Sylvia Thompson?” he called. “More friends from America?” No response. Loki put crosses next to their names. “Duncan?” He looked around the room again. “Duncan Gorkoff?”

The room’s doors flew open and a tall, young man with cropped black hair thrust himself into the room. “Sorry I’m late,” he told them breathlessly, “the cow broke down.” He dropped his bulging backpack with a resounding clatter and took a seat.

The room buzzed again, this time in amusement at the sudden appearance of this handsome lad, all broad shoulders and strong jaw. Dan noticed Duncan got Shira’s attention in a hurry.

“What accent is that?” asked someone.

“Canadian,” Dan whispered.

“Mister Schoenhoff? Mister Palmer?” Loki called in his high voice. “As single men, you’ll be sharing a room on this trip.”

Steve turned to Dan and smiled. “No problem.”

Loki got their attention again with a wave of his hands. “Ladies and gentlemen! Today, the rest of the day is free so have a look around this wonderful city. I recommend a boat trip to Elephanta Island’s magnificent caves. Have a very good day, ladies and—”

Steve coughed like a surfacing whale. His chair crashed back as he jumped to his feet. Red-faced, clutching his throat, he knocked over the table. Dan leaped up, wrapped his arms around Steve’s waist and jerked him off the floor as he put all his strength into a powerful thrust under Steve’s diaphragm—an inch of a Twix exploded out of his mouth. Steve sank to his knees, whooping air in big gasps. He turned wide eyes up at Dan.

“Fuck!” he rasped.

*
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The tallest building in the area stuck out on the corner of the street: dark brown and cream bricks with a quadrant of spires of a Gothic-style church. Dan entered through the massive wooden doors into the cool interior and wandered up and down the nave and side aisles taking occasional photos. A purple-robed, wooden statue of Jesus, his head covered by a long, black wig, gave him a jaded look. It was far from the wooden mask of the wild, angry Kali goddess sticking her long, red tongue out at him as Hindus pushed and shoved to see her in the madhouse of her Kolkata temple.

Dan sat down on a well-worn bench blackened by a century of use and relaxed while listening to the distant honking of taxis and buses and the murmur of voices. Something red moved in the corner of his eye—Spikey without the spikes. Her streaked hair was no longer stuck out like Lady Liberty but pulled back in a conservative ponytail. No garish red and black eyeshadow and changed into a white blouse buttoned to her throat and a knee-length, black skirt, she looked a freshly scrubbed Catholic schoolgirl. A rosary dangled from one hand while a slim paperback was clutched in the other. Chin down, she walked slowly up to the altar, genuflected and crossed herself with her book. She ambled around the periphery of the church showing no sign of her earlier agitation, stopping at every saint in its own alcove to mumble and play with her beads. Maybe she wasn’t a coke head but simply a young woman in emotional turmoil, thought Dan. A wildly rebellious punk one moment and a child needing God’s protection the next. His own daughter had gone through a similar stage of revolution, defying him at every turn before pulling back from the edge of a dark, drug-fueled future. He’d been a lousy role model. Spikey had his empathy: the transition from child to adult was a difficult but necessary stage in everyone’s development, one that never ended.

Dan closed his eyes and let his mind drift to his children. He was in India not only for his dream journey but to see them for perhaps the last time. His son was close to being a lost cause—he hadn’t given up on a reconciliation—but Kathleen had just married an Indian man in Vancouver and held a celebration with his family in Kolkata. Dan had been unable to attend either event for fear of Gill and the police but had hoped to see her and her new husband—who, to Dan’s chagrin and Kathleen’s amusement, was a year older than he was—when their trips crossed somewhere in northern India. Unfortunately, they’d miss one another by a day in Agra. He wasn’t surprised she’d found an older man: Safeer was a mature figure, not some kid trying to find a direction. She’d told Dan she’d found the kind of bond she’d formed with him during the crisis of her mid-teens and his years of incarceration: they knew almost everything about each other and her support had been a major reason he’d survived prison. He took it as a hell of a compliment and hoped Safeer was a far better husband than he had been.

A sweet aroma of roses. He opened his eyes to find a pink-streaked, red ponytail dangling almost directly in front of him. Two gold, chain necklaces, one thick, the other thin, encircled a smooth neck tattooed with a small Chinese character. Diamond ear studs. He noticed the title of her book: The Quiet American. Graham Greene, one of his favorite authors. She was reading that?

She sighed deeply as she slipped down onto the knee rest and pressed her head on the fingers interlocked around her rosary beads. Her lips mumbled something over and over. She prayed for a few minutes then slid back on the bench before slowly scanning the church until she saw Dan. 

“Oh!” She flushed and turned away quickly.

Her embarrassment disarmed Dan. “Hi, I’m Dan,” he said softly. “Didn’t I see you in the hotel with your aunt and your cousin?” 

She turned pink cheeks back to him. “Um ... I’m ... Charlie. Yes ... at the hotel,” she stuttered. “I’m so sorry—”

Dan plowed on as though nothing had happened. “We’re going on the trip to Kathmandu together, aren’t we? Looks to be a good mix in the group. I think we’ll have fun.”

“I ... hope so,” she said smiling ruefully. 

Dan almost got up to go but instead watched her thoughtfully fingering her beads. Had she deliberately sat in front of him to apologize? It was a big church after all. The change in her was remarkable: aggressive, slutty punk to humble supplicant. Was it sincere or another performance? She intrigued him.

She turned back to him. “Um ... are you Catholic too?”

“No.”

“Do you believe in God?”

“No. I assume you do.”

She sighed deeply. “I try to. I’m not sure.”

“Is anyone sure of anything?” He thought of the beliefs he’d adopted to change his life. “Sometimes faith is required, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “What do you believe in?”

“I believe in being kind to one another.”

“Like you are to me?” Her gold-flecked brown eyes warmed his.

He smiled at them. He was still wary but taken aback by this version of Charlie: a sweet, thoughtful woman under her camouflage of youthful rebellion.

She checked an expensive wristwatch. “I have to get back to Cruella,” she told him with a resigned grimace.

“Cruella?”

“Haven’t you seen 101 Dalmatians? Cruella de Vil?”

That’s who she was. The black hair and white forelock. “That fucking bitch?” he whispered with a grin. She spluttered laughter, flushing again. Heads swiveled and shushed them. They left the church quickly.

Outside the church, a tidal wave of noise rolled over them. There was a sudden silence when the vehicles stopped at the red lights and turned off their motors to save gas and waited for the lights to change. At the green light, engines roared back to life, horns blared and the cacophony started all over again.

She surprised him by taking his arm. “Will you walk me back to the hotel?”

“Let’s go.”

Dan pushed through the people along the sidewalk, past the stalls piled with fruit, runners, shirts, pants, sheaves of paper, paperback books of all kinds, socks and other clothing. 

“Aren’t Indians crazy?” he asked.

“Yeah, wonderfully crazy!”

“You like this?” He realized she was almost as tall as him even though she was wearing sandals.

“I’ve dreamed of being in India since I was a child. I love the exotic mystery of the whole place. The mayhem!” 

That’s my dream, he thought. “And the smell?”

“Pity the National Geographics weren’t scratch and sniff!” She laughed delightfully girlish. “Have you been to India before?”

“I’ve just spent a week in Kolkata before coming here. The old Calcutta?”

“Like Mumbai used to be Bombay.”

“Wow. An American who knows some geography?”

She chuckled. “Didn’t God create war so Americans would learn geography?”

She can quote Mark Twain?

“I have to confess I googled Mumbai before I left home,” she told him. “I had no idea where it was. But I did memorize namaste to greet people.”

“That’s more Hindi than the entire US knows. Mera nam Dan hai. Apka nam kya hai?”

“Whoa, you speak Hindi?” She held up an arresting palm. “Let me guess.” She frowned and tapped her long fingers on her bright red lips encouraging Dan’s attention. “Charlie. And you’re Dan?”

“Easy, isn’t it?” Dan pulled a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket. “Especially when I googled a tourist vocabulary.” He gave it to her. “Keep it. I have a spare.”

“Oh, thanks a lot.”

“You like Graham Greene?” he asked.

“I do.” She waved her paperback. “A great book so far.” A thoughtful look formed as she twisted her mouth. “Helps me understand the foundations of the disastrous Vietnam War.” 

Dan could see the attraction of Graham Greene with his Catholic perspective on the world’s moral and political issues to a young Catholic woman struggling to find her way. Serious stuff when her contemporaries were playing with their phones in the malls to discover the latest pop star’s planned wardrobe malfunction.

“And what people will do for love?” he asked. 

She held up a cautionary finger. “Don’t tell me what happens to Fowler, Pyle and Phuong!”

“OK. Have you read his Our Man in Havana?” he asked.

“Uh-huh. It’s one of his entertainments, right? But it taught me a bit about Cuba, pre-missile crisis. My father talked to me about what happened in 1962. He wasn’t surprised in the slightest when the people turned to Castro and booted out that thug Batista we had backed.”

“You remind me of Milly.”

“Wormold’s sixteen-year-old, devoutly Catholic daughter?” She laughed and elbowed him playfully. “I hope I’m not that tight-assed!”

“Just a little,” he teased. Her eyes flashed amusement.

In the crowded hotel lobby, Charlie smiled at him. “Thanks so much,” she said earnestly. “It was so good talking to you. Please, let’s do it again.”

“I’d like that,” he told her and really meant it. She was surprisingly interesting. “One last thing. I’d leave your necklaces, rings and your watch in the hotel safe or you won’t come back with them.”

“Oh. OK.”

“What have you two been doing?” snapped a harsh voice from across the lobby. Cruella waddled her bulk toward them.

Charlie rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, what’s your problem now?”

“Don’t talk to me like that!” barked Cruella. “Get to your room!”

“Get to my room?” Charlie flared. “What am I? Fucking ten?”

“Your room, young lady! Now!”

Dan reached out and held Charlie’s arm. “I’m so sorry it upset you, Missus Jacobs,” he said calmly. “We met while praying in the church at the end of the street. I escorted her back to the hotel to make sure she was safe.” Charlie and Cruella blinked at his quiet politeness.

Cruella grabbed Charlie’s other arm and pulled her away from him. “Let’s go!” 

Dan didn’t miss Charlie’s furtive smile. 
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In the air-conditioned sports bar, Dan ordered a ginger ale and parked an elbow on the counter. Inevitably, a cricket game was showing on the big TV above him. Patrons’ oohs and aahs interspersed swearing at umpires’ decisions on lbws, not outs and howzats.

Steve climbed onto the seat next to Dan and slapped him on the back. “Mah hero! Lahk a beer?”

Dan waved his ginger ale. “I don’t drink.”

“For real?” Steve shrugged and snapped his fingers for a drink. “Ah sure do owe ya, buddy. Ah almost met mah maker, didn’t ah?”

“Sure. For a moment you were Twix heaven and hell.”

Steve barked like a sea lion. “A Canuck saves me again.”

“What did the first one do? Play goalie for your hockey team?”

Steve paused for a moment and smiled, savoring the story. “We were unloading aviation fuel in Kandahar when a raghead wearing an explosive vest drove his motorbike straight toward our Galaxy. If he’d succeeded, parts of me would have been in China.” 

“What happened?”

“Sergeant John McLean sent parts of him to China and forever earned my gratitude.”

“Canada has troops there?”

“You don’t.”

His beer arrived and he drained half of it. “Man, that Big Red is really somethin’, isn’t she?”

Dan had to agree. Too much something.

“A woman like that could kill me.” 

You’re not the only one, thought Dan.

“But, man, what a way to go, huh?” 

That had occurred to Dan too. About four inches taller than Steve and twice as wide at the hip, Shira killing Steve was a good possibility. “She is a very big girl,” he said carefully.

Steve barked another laugh. “Ah get ya but we’re all the same height lying down, man!”

Dan had to agree with his physics and admire his ambition.

“Listen up, ah’m a bit of a nighthawk. Old military habit. And if ah’m there in the mornin’, ah do at least a half hour of exercises. Ya’ll get used to it.”  Steve finished off his beer. “See ya later.”

Dan liked Steve but was sharing with him going to be an excruciating couple of weeks talking about the latest guns and drooling at big girls’ asses all the way to Kathmandu? On the positive side, Steve owed him his life. That could come in handy since someone was trying to kill him. 

A crushed six over the boundary enlivened the next few overs of rather dull cricket before the major bellied up to the bar and ordered a Glenlivet Scotch and water on the side.

“Cheers,” Dan offered.

Major Drury smiled politely and nodded. “Oh, my fellow traveler. Cheers.” They clinked glasses. “I think this will be a bloody good trip. Looks like a top bunch of chaps to me.” 

“The women aren’t bad either.”

“Ha! Indeed. Those redheads? My God, if only I were younger. But don’t tell the wife!” He raised an eyebrow at Dan. “On your own?”

“Yes, just me. Dan Palmer.” He offered a hand. “And you’re Mark, right? From Scotland. Interesting accent for a Scot.”

“Ha! By way of London. As far from those bastard wallies in the fucking—excuse my French—government as I can reasonably get. And you’re one of our two Canucks. Is it OK to say Canuck these days? Not offensive or anything in these ghastly PC days?” He wiped some Scotch off his mustache from waxed point to waxed point with a gnarled index finger.

“Not at all.”

“It’s not like calling you a cunt or—”

Karen Hunt, the lumpy blonde, appeared at their side, beer glass in hand. “Did I hear my name called?” she purred coolly. No hint of a blush, only of a grin. Dan wasn’t surprised. She didn’t seem to be a shrinking violet.

Mark cleared his throat, his tanned cheeks darkening further. “Um ... er ...” His eyes mooned Dan. It was like a naked woman had been allowed into his Officers’ Mess—without the right tie.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Dan.” He held out his hand and received a firm grip in return as she hitched her well-padded bottom up on a barstool. “Care for a drink?” He waved to the bartender. “A frostie?”

“Too right. I’m Karen.” She held out her strong hand to Mark. “No worries. I’ve been called worse. And called people worse. Much worse.”

Mark exhaled. “Jolly good. I’m Mark. I’ve called people a lot worse, too.”

A large hand gripped Dan’s shoulder. “Howdy, rube. Buy me that drink for saving your life?”

Dan looked into William J. Loskota’s fierce grin. Not him again. Bill took off his New York Yankees ball cap and sunglasses to reveal longish, blond hair and startlingly blue eyes that fired out of a leathery face, slightly rearranged by physical combat. When he shook everyone’s hands with a meaty fist, he batted those eyes and held onto Karen’s hand a bit longer than Dan thought necessary. Another Yank who likes big women? Dan twitched annoyance but he had to show his gratitude, no matter how forced. “What’ll you have?” he asked.

“Bourbon. Double on the rocks.” 

“A bottle of Jack Daniels, please,” Dan told the bartender. “And three glasses with ice.”

Bill leaned his enormous frame against the bar next to Dan and more than smiled at Karen. “Right on. Who’s not drinking?”

Dan lifted his ginger ale to him. “I’m on medications.” 

“It’s not that syphilis again?” asked Mark.

Karen giggled. “Surely not chlamydia?”

“A lovely girl, chlamydia,” said Mark.

Bill laughed. “I love those Greek chicks.” 

Dan opened his palms. “No, I have to confess it’s just the clap.” 

“Oh, boring,” said Bill.

Karen chuckled. “Have you lot finished?” She turned to Bill. “What’s a rube anyway?”

“A hick from the sticks.” He thumped Dan on the back. “A shmuck.” 

Dan let it go. Saving his life cut Bill a lot of slack and it wasn’t the time or place to be bothered by him.

“What was that about saving Dan’s life?” Karen asked.

“He was wandering around in darkest Mumbai last night looking to get robbed and I saved his sorry ass.”

“Ah, a real dipstick,” said Karen.

“A right wally,” chimed in Mark.

“I think I’ll find another trip,” Dan said maintaining his good humor.

The bartender reappeared and poured out the American whiskey. Karen clinked glasses with all of them. “Here’s to you cunts then.”

Bill choked on his drink. This time, Mark laughed out loud. Dan’s turn—he thumped Bill hard on the back as he dribbled down his shirt. Take that, asshole! Karma!

Oh, I like Karen. She’s going to be a lot of fun if Steve doesn’t get in the way. 

Half an hour later, they said goodbye to Bill. Dan was thoroughly tired of the loquacious bastard who’d dominated the conversation, particularly with Karen. They’d learned Bill was from Dallas, loved baseball and country and western music, told jokes—some funny—and—in Dan’s mind—was an all-around pain in the ass. Dan gladly waved him off in a tuk-tuk and took his giggling companions to the lobby for a lubricated trip to Elephanta Island. 
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Wearing a broad-brimmed sun hat and an expectant smile, Charlie found Dan and a few others assembling for the excursion to Elephanta Island. She hesitated, dreading what these people must think of her. Not everyone would be as forgiving as Dan. What a surprise he’d been: understanding, humorous, calm and selfassured—the mature kind of man she gravitated to. He could have embarrassed her big time for flashing him but instead, he’d been so sweet. 

She studied him: tall with strong arms ending in large hands; the firm chin of a boxer below a bent nose and crooked eyebrow that may have indicated he had been one. He ran one of those hands back over his slicked black hair that was graying at the temples as he listened attentively to the major, just like he’d listened to her. The thin scar that ran from below his ear across his throat combined with his pugilistic features added to his sexual attraction—why else had she changed into a short sundress to show off her legs?—but she wasn’t fifteen anymore, thank God, with fire in her loins and peanut butter for brains. She wanted sex with a man but only as part of a real friendship. A man who’d get her pulse going but who valued her for who she was not what was between her legs. Could it be with Dan after that horror show? They shared an interest in books and she looked forward to more talk about that. He seemed so at peace with his life and it had rubbed off on her within minutes—he was a man to share her thoughts and not patronize or judge. She’d felt herself relaxing with Dan and despite his hard exterior she detected a softer interior that many men would never reveal, especially to a woman. But what if he thought her a nutcase? What did he really think of her childish rant in the hotel? Had he just been nice and would shun her for the rest of the trip? She fingered the cross on her necklace and took a deep breath before putting on a smile.

“Hi,” she said, to everyone but sidled up to Dan. All of them except Dan looked a bit tipsy. “Loki told me about your trip to the island. Can I join you?”

“What’s your fucking aunt think of this?” asked Dan.

She giggled with relief. How I like him! “Fuck my fucking aunt.”

Dan popped on his straw hat and smiled. “Let’s go then.”

The young driver, apparently freshly minted from the rural backwaters, didn’t know how to get to the Gateway to India, the most famous landmark in Mumbai, so they had to show him on the hotel’s tourist map. In the backseat of the taxi, Charlie squeezed up against Dan, casually hitching up her sundress far enough to reveal more of her thighs. The way to a man’s heart wasn’t necessarily through his brain. Dan turned more toward her, twitching his nose.

“That’s a lovely perfume,” he remarked.

“Isn’t it?” she replied. “American Beauty.”

“Suits you.”

She tingled. This was going well. With his arm behind her on the seat, she rested against him and let him fill his nostrils as far as the harbor. Their driver took a side journey to a shop in a backstreet in case they wanted to buy a carpet or anything at all before eventually finding the Gateway to India, a smaller version of the Arc de Triomphe, at the harbor. Fending off ticket touts who hassled them to take tours on “this special religious ceremony day” that didn’t exist and persistent ferry-ticket vendors with “special ferry deals,” they went down the gangplank onto the boat for Elephanta Island. Bob and Rani joined them, falling clumsily out of a taxi and scrambling onto the open-decked ferry just before it embarked.

The ferry cruised through anchored freighters and tankers across the glistening waters of the enormous harbor. Charlie followed Dan and sat in the bow of the boat, with the wind blowing through her light dress and the bright sunshine turning her skin to gold. Dan sat holding an ankle over one knee while reading a thick book in his lap. She took out The Quiet American from her bag.

“Back to see what Fowler’s up to,” she said to invite conversation. 

Dan looked up. “Well, he—”

“Don’t you dare!” She waved an admonishing finger. “Not far to go. It’s making me tense.”

“Let’s talk about the ending when you finish.”

“I’d like to. What’s your book?”

“Top Ten Sights in Mumbai by Graham Greene. One of his entertainments.”

Without missing a beat, she said, “The dissolute, tortured priest did it.” 

“Damn! Now you’ve spoiled it!” He snapped the book closed. “For that, I’ll tell you Fowler—” 

Charlie covered her ears and made gobbledygook noises before giggling. Dan laughed at her. Oh, this is fun! He made her feel good. She gave him her biggest smile. 

After the ferry docked, they avoided a few stray cows before entering a gauntlet of the ubiquitous stalls selling shirts, jewelry, guidebooks and other tourist bric-a-brac that lined several flights of stone stairs. They emerged out of breath at the entrance to the Elephanta Caves with their famous fifth-century Hindu rock carvings.

“This is great!” said Charlie sticking close to Dan as they wandered into the cool interior of the biggest hand-carved cave, one that could have been used as a ballroom. She looked up at a group of twenty-foot-tall carvings. “What’s this? It’s amazing.” 

“They’re the three big gods of Hinduism: Shiva, Brahma and Vishnu,” he told her

“Wow. How many gods do they have?”

“Hundreds, possibly three hundred and thirty million—or more.”

“You’re kidding? No wonder monotheism caught on.”

“I once caught monotheism. I felt godawful for weeks.”

Karen groaned but Charlie laughed, delighted with him. This was a guy she could have fun with.

“Hinduism is actually monotheistic,” Dan said. “All the gods are mythological, many ways of devotional practice to one universal reality, Brahman.”

“Just like Christians, Muslims and Jews then?” said Charlie to keep her conversation with Dan going. She was interested anyway. Since her return to Catholicism, she wanted to know more about all religions.

Dan waggled his head a little. “Close enough.”

“You know a lot about religions, don’t you?” she asked. Nothing like a bit of flattery to loosen men up, she thought.

“Some.”

He sounded modest about it. She liked that too. 

Dan turned to her. “You’re interested in this stuff?” 

“Absolutely. Maybe we can get together and talk about it later?”

Their eyes lingered for just enough time for Charlie to sense he was becoming more interested in her.

“Who’s the busty sheila over there?” asked Karen, pointing at another large stone carving.

Dan checked the photos in his book. “Parvati. Shiva’s lady. Otherwise known as Kali, Nadiapurna, Annapurna, Durga and other names depending on her day of the month.” Charlie giggled. “Kali is the real bitch apparently,” he added.

“So we know when that was,” said Karen. “Great boobs though! Being a goddess has its advantages.”

“You can’t be jealous, can you?”

Karen laughed. “Thank you, sweetie.”  

Charlie frowned her annoyance. Was Dan flirting with Karen? Surely not! Overweight, overloud and over fifty? Was it the boobs? How she wished she’d got those implants. Maybe now she would when she got back home. Big ones. Bigger than Shira’s damn it! She looked up at the voluptuous goddess. “Nice change from all the male gods, Dan,” she said. “Glad to see women get in on it.” 

“Hindus were very affirmative action in the fifth century.”

“You are a dipstick,” said Karen with a shake of her head.

“A funny dipstick,” said Charlie, catching Dan’s eye with a smile. She pointed at a stubby column of gray stone, about three feet high and a couple of feet across. She walked over and rubbed her hand on it. “What’s this thing?” she asked and watched a big grin form on Dan’s face.

“Be careful,” he warned, seriously. “It’s Shiva’s lingam.”

“Lingam?” 

Karen barked a laugh. “Quite the stubby!”

“Oh.” Charlie felt a surge of warmth in her cheeks but laughed along with them. “Wow. How big was his wife?”

“Big enough apparently. They had a kid. He’s over there.” Dan pointed at the carving of a human body with an elephant’s head. “He’s Ganesha, the happy god. You’ll see him on houses, cribs and cars, and anywhere you fancy a bit of luck.” 

“How’d he get the head?” asked Charlie.

“Dad got annoyed when he thought the wife was cheating on him. Thought the kid was her lover so ripped his head off and eventually replaced it with an elephant’s.”

“I once had a bit of a blue with my ankle-biter and wanted to do that to him too but he called Child Services,” said Karen. “Little brown-eyed mullet.”

Dan and Charlie looked at each other. 

“What?” said Karen.

“Do you actually know any English?” Dan asked.

“I know bugger off, you whackers!” Karen punched him not so lightly on the shoulder but laughed herself. “Now let’s get a few photos of you with these god things.”

Dan put his arm around Charlie’s waist and pulled her close. She did the same to him and felt that tingle run through her again. She had no problem smiling into Karen’s camera.
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Six in the evening, the ferry tied up back at the Gateway to India after sailing into a tangerine sun dropping into liquid gold. Low tide and the waters were quiet: leviathans of oil tankers and container-stacked carriers rested at anchor; yachts and powerboats docked for the evening; the white lights of downtown Mumbai lined the bay. 

Dan sat with Mark and Gilly avoiding choosing between Charlie and Karen. He felt flattered that Charlie was hitting on him and he liked her too but not now. Karen was a different kettle of fish—or was it sharks: older than him and an experienced woman of the world and probably the underworld. She was easy to like with her bold, devil-may-care attitude about what she said and did and how she looked.

Charlie told Dan she’d better get back to the hotel. Her aunt would be wondering where she’d got to and she could be a mean cow about it. She couldn’t defy her aunt too much or who knows what the old bitch would do. She could cancel the whole trip and take them back to the US whenever she felt like it. She was lucky to have even got this trip out of her. It had been a surprising change of what heart she had.

“Thanks for a wonderful day,” Charlie told him with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “This is going to be a great trip!” She joined Mark, Gilly, Bob and Rani for the ride back to the hotel and waved goodbye through the window.

“I think she likes you,” said Karen. “Pity she’s a child, isn’t it?”

“I prefer old women like you anyway.”

Karen laughed. “Bastard. So take the old girl to dinner then.”

“OK. I’ll take you to Chowpatty Beach.” 

“Cow patty?” 

*
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The tide was out and the beach was a mess of plastic bottles and bags, and other garbage, so they curtailed their walk and crossed the road to a restaurant with a view of the lights of the silhouetted buildings and trees on the point. They shared cashew and vegetable plates with spicy naan bread. Karen toasted him with a lime-soda concoction. 

“Here’s to a great trip even if everyone else turns out to be boring. You’re a bit of laugh, mate.”

“Thanks, you’re not so bad yourself.” He clinked his glass with hers. “Always travel on your own?”

“I’m a writer. It’s a great way to meet new people and do new things. Learn about new cultures and then write about it.”

“Novels?”

“Anything to make money. Short articles, long ones, travel columns, novels, you name it.”

“Any book I might have heard of?”

“Prison Bitches has sold well. Lots of violence and lesbian sex.”

“Lesbian sex?” 

“Write what you know. Got something against lickerty splits?”

The weightlifter physique? She’s a lesbian? He couldn’t have found a more perfect woman: a lot of fun and no complications. “Not at all. I like women too.”

She chuckled. “I’m writing a travel blog for this trip to keep my fans engaged. Helps spread my name and sell, sell, sell. You’ll be in it. So watch out. What are you doing on the trip?”

“It’s been a dream to visit the splendors of India. Thought I’d try a small group for a change.”

“Small groups can be bloody awful. I know. I blogged about a trip I had to Bali and pissed off my group when they read it. They were all dickheads anyway.”

“What about this lot?”

“Well, you’re all right. And Mark and Gilly look fun. The Brit boys probably have a good sense of humor. That Steve guy looks an arsehole. Shira? I think her tits are in The Guinness Book of Records. Her mother? Crikey. A fucking medusa. No wonder Charlie skedaddled back to the hotel.”

“Why do you think rich Americans like them are on a trip like this?” he asked.

“Tired of the suave and sophisticated down at the tennis club? Trolling for a bit of rough?”

“You’re not that bad.”

Karen poked a fork at him. “Ha ha. Arsehole. I meant you.” She eyed his left hand. “No wife or just hiding the ring?”

“Or significant bother. You?”

“Me neither.” She clinked glasses with him. “Bonzer! Let’s have fun on this bloody trip.”

“Absolutely. But may I ask you a favor?”

“Sure, what?”

“Do you think I could sleep with you tonight?” 
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RED-FACED BOB WRESTLED a fridge of a suitcase onto the overhead rack as the group members sorted out their seating in the carriage.

“Jeesus, what a shabby troin,” he grunted.

Dan knew Bob was only punning—the early morning Shabadhi Express out of Mumbai north to Ahmedabad was comfortable with its cushioned bench seats, clean windows and decent toilets. Coffee and tea were immediately available from an attendant pushing a cart along the middle aisle and a light breakfast was promised.

With much shuddering, the train engine hauled its string of carriages with gathering speed out of the Victorian red-brick crenellations of the Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus and through the shambles of the almost endless Mumbai slums with weak daylight beginning to show. 

Most of the group members immediately tried to catch up on their lost sleep but Dan stayed awake to watch the countryside change as morning came to the great expanse of rural India, the train swaying its way north through misty, green fields of corn, millet and rice and wandering herds of cows and water buffalo. 

Dan glanced across at the sleeping Steve Schoenhoff. Thank God Karen had paid the expensive single supplement and got a room of her own. She’d refused his offer of payment but recommended beer to Nepal to keep her from kicking him out. He just wanted to relax but Charlie worried him. She’d scarcely moved a muscle since boarding the train. Trapped against the window by her aunt, it was difficult for her to move anything but it was the way she ignored the book open on her lap and stared sightlessly out at the passing countryside. The bubbly young woman on Elephanta Island had gone into hibernation. At least she wasn’t the slut.
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The seat sagged under the heavy pressure of Cruella squeezing her mass onto the seat as far as she could. He recognized her perfume—sweet bourbon that showed in her demi-glace eyes. Ever since Dan had stopped drinking his heightened sense of smell could detect booze at fifty paces. 

“Good morning, young man,” she said. “How are you today?”

“Fine thanks. And you?”

With one hand she held her stick vertically between her knees and got quickly to business. “My niece tells me she went to Elephanta Island with you yesterday.” 

“Yes, we—”

“Don’t do that again without my permission,” she interjected harshly.

“We weren’t alone if that’s what worries you. Mark, Gilly, Karen, Bob and Rani were chaperoning us. Nothing untoward happened to your niece’s honor, you can be assured,” he said quietly, an apologetic English duke on Masterpiece Theater.

“She only mentioned you,” she said pointedly before softening her tone. “I’m responsible for her on this silly trip. I need to know where she is ... at all times.”

“I’ll let you know if she’s with me again. OK?”

She tilted her head toward him and lowered her voice. “I’d prefer she wasn’t with you again. She can be moody ... unpredictable. Haven’t you noticed how depressed she is this morning? Yesterday, she was bouncing off the walls at breakfast,” she reminded him. “And there’s also a protection issue.”

He waited her out.

“She’s such a problem to herself. And it would be a problem for you if you get too close to her. Understand?”

He nodded. He was being warned to keep away from Charlie but it was too late: the bad-good girl had hooked his interest and his Rescue Ranger had saddled up way back on Elephanta Island. She did remind him of his daughter, Kathleen, so maybe that was part of it. He’d been through the madness of her teenage mood swings and risky behavior and she’d become a wonderful young woman. Maybe he could do it again with Charlie: help her deal with growing up and dealing with her anger—and maybe drugs. She just had to learn to love herself first. If he was going to help her, he had to know more about the dynamics of this odd family group.

“You know I’m Dan. You’re Elaine, aren’t you? Why don’t we all have a drink together before dinner to get to know each other?” 

She blinked slowly, considering the offer. “That would be agreeable,” she decided with an emphatic dip of her beak.

*
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Dan rubbed his eyes, the back of his neck, exhaled deeply and lay back by the window across the carriage from where Karen had teamed up with Gilly and Mark. Bob and Rani, the woman the humor god had bypassed, sat in front of them. Even sleeping, Rani looked miserable, unlike Bob, who joked with the Brit boys in complete contrast to his dour, dead weight of a wife. When the boys moved off to sit with Duncan, Dan moved over.

“You live in Perth you said, Bob?” he asked.

“Been there?”

“No.”

“Thought so. No one goes to Perth unless they’re lost.” 

Tucked away on the west coast of Australia separated from the east coast by thousands of miles of desert, to the west from Africa by more thousands of miles of seawater and with Antarctica to the south, Dan could see why. Nice place to hide out from humanity though. He could see a certain attraction.

“Did Rani get lost?” He glanced at Rani but she stayed mummified.

“Nah. Met Rani when I first visited Mumbai back in the mid-eighties.” Dan thought it might have been at a garage sale and he’d got done. He should have gone for the bedside lamp.

Bob elbowed her. “Been together now about six years, haven’t we, love?”

Rani emitted a low “Mmm” to show she was still alive. Dan couldn’t quite see the attraction of a vacuous lump like Rani for a garrulous Aussie like Bob.

“You’ve traveled a lot?” Dan asked breezily to keep the unnecessary conversation going until he’d been polite long enough to withdraw.

“All over, mate. Wherever there’s work to be done.”

“You’re an engineer, something like that?”

Bob attempted an enigmatic smile that came off creepy. “Business. Import-Export.” A sly wink. “That kind of thing.”

Dan knew the kind of thing. It’s called “One Step ahead of the Law” and having friends in the warehouses and checking the containers out on the docks. 

“You and James Bond?” he quipped.

“Yeah, that’s us. What do you do?”

He got up to go. “I work for Customs and Excise.”

“You bloody what?” 

Dan was sure he heard Bob’s buttocks squeak.

*
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“I’m Shira,” she said languidly in an unexpectedly childish voice, holding out a hand as she slid a big hip into him along the blue plastic recently warmed by her mother. 

Dan shook her long fingers with red nails like Charlie’s. “I’m Dan.” 

She was dressed in a white silk blouse and a pair of matching slacks, each a few sizes too small for their contents, so he kept his eyes up. She smelled faintly of roses like Charlie. No bourbon.

“Mother wants us to be friends. She must like you,” she said.

“She does?”

“Wouldn’t you like to be?” she asked coyly chewing on a nail.

“Why not?” He could think of a list beginning with what he was not looking at. “Did you see much of Mumbai?” he asked to change the subject and his thoughts.

She turned her mouth upside down. “We stayed with Mother together at the hotel. We didn’t go anywhere. We wish we could have gone to that island with you. Take us next time you do something like that? Please?” 

We? She’s British Royal Family?

“Your mother won’t mind?” 

“I’m not the one she worries about.”

“OK then.”

“Oh goody!” She clapped her hands together with delight. “I’m so glad you’re on this trip. We think we can have some fun, don’t you?” 

He tensed like he’d touched an electric fence at the sudden press of a warm, heavy breast on his upper arm as she unexpectedly reached over to hold his left hand. And if that wasn’t enough to get his attention, she toyed with his fingers. 

“You’re not married, right?” she asked.

“Right.”

“What’s this one?” she asked waggling his index finger playfully. 

The carriage began to feel a little warm. “A Greek puzzle ring. A trip to Greece with my first big love when I was twenty-one. Ended in misery like all first loves.”

“And these?” Two gold rings were interlocked on the same finger.

“My grandfather and great uncle’s twenty-first birthday rings. They’re twenty-one karat and almost a hundred years old.”

“You’ve said twenty-one three times!” she cried excitedly as though it meant something. “Twenty-one’s my favorite number! It must be yours too!”

“It is now,” he said to keep her as happy as his arm and fingers.

“Goody!” She ran a fingernail flirtatiously along his pinky. “Now, how about this one?” She turned the outer ring on the inner one.

“Most likely twenty-one karat tin. It’s a Buddhist ring.”

He took it off and gave it to her for a closer look. 

“What’s the inscription say?” she asked.

“It’s a mantra. Om Mani Padme Hum. The six syllables cover the search for perfection in generosity, ethics, tolerance and patience, perseverance, concentration, and the practice of wisdom,” he explained but he could tell by the way she played coquettishly with a long strand of hair and flapped her eyelashes at him she wasn’t listening.

She was more beautiful than Charlie: crimson lips plumped and shaped by Cupid himself; a flawless skin with not a wrinkle to be seen around her large eyes and wide mouth; Charlie’s thin nose and high cheekbones but more perfectly balanced; plucked eyebrows that arced symmetrically across her smooth forehead above brown eyes speckled with gold. Charlie’s eyes.

She caught him staring and smiled. “You think Shira’s beautiful, don’t you?”

“You and Charlie are two beaut—”

“Charlie!” She snorted her annoyance. “Charlie copies almost everything I do and I’m sick of it,” she hissed. “You’ll see. She’s obsessed with me. Never got the boys like I did.” She tilted her head up at him, running her fingers from her smooth neck to her open blouse. “I like you, Dan. Do you like me?”

“I think we’ll have a good trip together.”

She beamed. “Would you like to meet with me later?” she asked fingering the gold Star of David resting in her cleavage.

“I’ve already got a date with your mother,” he said, “but I’d love you to join us.”

She kissed him quickly on the cheek and breathed, “Later then.”

On her way back up the carriage, Dan noticed Cruella lifted her eyes from her book to nod at her daughter. He also noticed Shira had kept his Buddhist ring. And Charlie had surfaced with the eyes of a blast furnace: her look at Shira was meant to kill. Her look at him wasn’t much different.
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Charlie burst through the door wearing a cool, cream, wrap dress and a hard frown. She threw herself on the end of the bed and stared angrily at the carpet. Cruella having chosen an imperial purple kaftan and looking as coldly indifferent to Charlie as a polar bear to a snowstorm was suitably given a stuffed leather throne all to herself. A smug Shira sank her rear on the sofa next to Karen and smiled at Dan. Dressed for a night at the casino with James Bond, she glittered in a garishly maroon, sequined top that was open for business and a slitted, black skirt she hitched above her knee.

“Charlene can only have fruit juice,” declared Cruella.

Charlie cut the air with a razor-sharp “Must you treat me like a child? I’m almost twenty-one!”

Dan winced. She’s only twenty? She’s younger than Kathleen! Charlie’s underage drinking? That’s what it’s all about? She can own a semi-automatic assault rifle but can’t drink?

Shira rolled her eyes at Dan.

“Almost,” Cruella snapped back. “You’re still a minor, young lady.”

Charlie’s face flared. “Oh, fuck it!” She jumped up and propelled herself from the room, slamming the door behind her.

Cruella sighed and held her palms up to the others. “She’s a handful that silly—” 

Dan didn’t wait for the rest and leaped after Charlie. He paused at the hotel entrance and looked quickly both ways. Down the crowded street, a red head bobbed above the mass of black hair, taqiya caps and hijabs. Pushing bodies brusquely aside, he caught up with her in a nearby square where she’d stopped, gasping with her head in her hands. 

“Charlie!” He grabbed her and pulled her out of the crowd.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted. “They humiliate me!”

He reached for a large tissue in his pocket. She took it, dabbed her face and blew her nose. 

“Let’s stroll to calm down. OK?” Dan took her arm and led her by stalls piled with clothes and general junk for sale. He pointed to a stack of cricket bats on the ground. “Next time, take one of these. You might need one to hit your aunt for six.”

“Hit for six?”

“It’s a cricket term. Something like a home run.”

“You bet! I’d like to hit both of them out of the park!”

He held both her arms and looked straight into her reddened eyes. “Take it easy. I see your aunt’s point—she’s responsible for you and you’re not drinking age in her eyes.”

“What? You’re on her side?”

“You kidding? Have a drink with me later. How’s that?”

“That’d be great!” Her broad smile slipped into anger again. “Did you see that fucking Shira smirking at me? Ugh, she’s such a bitch! Any man I—” She stopped abruptly and looked away.

A bony cow forced its head between them. Charlie cooled as she patted the cow’s head and stroked its back. Dan rubbed the animal’s head between its big black eyes. 

“Do you like her?” Charlie asked without looking at Dan.

“The cow?”

“You idiot!” She slapped his arm playfully. “The other fucking cow! Shira!”

He pulled her into the flow of bodies back toward the hotel. “Charlie, forget about her and just be. Enjoy the mayhem of India, Toto. Isn’t that what you came for? I've a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore.”

“Woof!” She giggled and slipped her arm around his. “It is amazing, isn’t it?” 

Sweating women used long wooden ladles to stir pans of heated milk while others stirred bubbling cauldrons of soups. A man slept on a pile of bolts of silk and cotton, surrounded by shelves of skeins of yarn while his tea water boiled itself to dryness in a copper pot on a gas ring. Charlie woke him up and pointed to the pot—he immediately offered them tea and tried to sell them something.

Charlie gasped. “Wow! Look at those!” 

She stopped at a women’s underwear stall where a throng of well-covered women was sifting through piles of bras and panties. The only server was a long-bearded man who enthusiastically waved the underwear in both hands at his customers.

“That’s my kind of job,” he told her.

“Wow. How about those?” Sexy, colored bras and panties fluttered from hangers alongside sequin-covered robes above the stall. 

Dan grinned. “All is not what it appears, huh?”

Charlie giggled. “Ooh! Behind closed beaded curtains? I like the red bra.” 

The owner followed their eyes and was over in a flash waving the bra, babbling something incomprehensible except for “beautiful one” and “lovely memsahib.”

She took the bra and held it over her small breasts. “What d’you think?” she asked, pink rising in her face. The owner knew his sizes.

“Mmm. Far too big.”

“Bastard!” She waved an open palm at him but only tapped him lightly on the cheek.

He hesitated but the Devil made him do it. “How about I buy it for you. Think of it as a souvenir.”

The owner became frenetic over a possible sale. He peppered his Hindi with “lovely lady” and “most gorgeous” as he waved matching panties and a negligible thong.

“Might as well take the panties too,” Dan suggested. 

When she took the panties from the owner and held them against her hips, the owner’s voice jumped an octave. “OK. They’ll do,” she said, her cheeks now glowing.

“They certainly will,” said Dan, his imagination off the leash. He took out a bunch of notes, haggled halfheartedly and had the almost epileptically happy owner throw in the minuscule thong as part of the deal. He handed the plastic bag with all the lingerie to a beaming Charlie. “Feeling better?” he asked. He was certainly feeling better.

“Yes, thanks so much. You’re so sweet.” She kissed him on the cheek and excitedly swung her bag. “And to think we’re not even dating yet,” she said in a tone that promised something Dan hadn’t expected.

Dan had definitely flirted too much. “Let’s go back,” he suggested to cool things down. “Don’t let your aunt and cousin control your happiness. They can’t make you suffer, only you can.”

“Yeah, screw ’em!” She laughed and took his arm again, continuing to happily swing her gifts. 

*
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The buffet was in full, noisy swing. In the high-ceilinged restaurant, its walls decorated with framed sepia photographs of portly maharajahs and British chaps in howdahs atop elephants, and dead tigers slung under poles, air-conditioning units blew cool air over white tablecloths and red napkins. In a room big enough for up to a hundred guests, about half that number were either seated or lined up at the silver warming trays and open cold plates. If it tasted as good as the food smelled, Dan knew they were in for a treat. He turned when he heard the click of metal on wood. Cruella tapped her ebony walking stick toward them across the parquet with Shira in tow. She ignored Dan and glowered at Charlie.

“Tantrum over, Charlene?”

Charlie glanced at Dan and bit her lip. “Yes, Auntie. I’m better now. Sorry to everyone.”

“We’re used to it,” said Shira with affected weariness.

Cruella turned a sour expression at Dan “What did you get up to out there?”

“I bought Charlie some nice underwear,” he informed her as if he’d bought her a loaf of bread.

“Underwear?” Cruella’s eyes turned sharply at a smiling Charlie. 

Charlie waved her shopping bag. “Really nice, sexy red lingerie,” she explained. “A lovely bra and panties and a teensy, tiny thong.”

Shira frowned her annoyance.

“I don’t think you should have done that,” Cruella said coldly to Dan.

“Ha! Let’s eat, Dan. I’m hungry after all this excitement.” Charlie turned and deliberately slid her arm through his to lead him away.

“Nicely done,” he whispered. Charlie giggled.

They piled their plates from the assorted dishes before Dan guided her to where Gilly and Mark had artfully maneuvered themselves to their own table. Several opened bottles of wine stood next to a spray of plastic flowers.

Gilly patted Charlie’s hand. “Nice to see you back again, dear. You look so much better.” 

Charlie nodded with a big smile at Dan. “Thank you, Missus Drury. Dan’s been very nice to me.” 

“Has he now?” said Mark with an innocent smile.

“Call me Gilly, dear. Now, don’t worry yourself. We all have our little meltdowns from time to time.”

“You should see Gilly when I annoy her too much,” commented Mark from the safety of the other side of the table. “Then it’s tin hat time in our house!”

“Or in India, Mark.” Gilly gave him a theatrical wave of her knife.

Dan could see these two had an easy relationship. Old Brits, divorce not an option, give and take, keep calm and carry on with the marriage. He was envious. A stone-faced Cruella surprised him by sitting down with Shira on the chairs next to them. Was it to keep a close eye on Charlie? And him? It wasn’t social—she silently radiated frost, forking languidly at plain rice and a small dollop of bland vegetables while Shira glumly picked at a few pieces of fruit. Better not antagonize the old bat too much, thought Dan. That won’t help Charlie. He played nice, attempting to pour a glass of red wine for Cruella. She stopped him with a slash of her hand.

“Where’s this wine from?” she asked curtly.

Dan checked the bottle. A good California Zinfandel. “Chateau Delhi. A spicy, little brew from the south slopes of the Ganges,” he told her. “Travels well with notes of cumin and cloves.” He heard Mark clearing his throat but avoided looking at him.

Cruella snatched at the bottle and read the label. “Pour, funny man,” she said mirthlessly. 

He poured before offering the wine to Shira, tipping the bottle to her glass.

Cruella’s hand moved quickly to cover Shira’s glass. “She doesn’t drink.”

Shira shook her head and said, “I don’t drink.”

Dan caught Mark rolling his eyes. “I assume you’re retired from the Brit Army, Mark?” he asked to lighten the mood around the table.

Mark wiped his mustache with the back of his index finger. “After thirty years, Dan. It was a wonderful career traveling the world until the Empire got a lot smaller. Ended up in bloody awful Sussex instead of knocking back Singapore Slings at the Raffles.”

“What made you move to Stirling? The sunshine?”

“Sarky bugger,” Mark answered genially. He glanced at Gilly who jumped in. 

“My father was born there. I remembered it a little from my childhood, the castle and the Church of the Holy Rood up on the hill. It’s where all the kings of Scotland were crowned, you know. Seemed a nice place to retire.”

“Saw action here in India?” Dan asked Mark.

“Just old enough to get some with my father’s brigade,” said Mark proudly. “Fighting those—” Gilly elbowed him professionally as all good wives do.

Mark cleared his throat. “Our little friends in Burma.”

“My grandfather fought in the war,” said Dan. “Dieppe.”

“We really cocked that one up for you,” Mark said with a regretful shake of his head. “Canadians really bought it.”

“He was lucky. Spent the next few years learning German in a POW camp just in case we lost.” Dan’s grin triggered hearty laughs from Gilly and Mark.

Karen appeared with a small bowl of ice cream and a beer that didn’t look like her first. She sat down next to Mark and glanced around the table. “Good evening everyone. You should try the ice cream. Not hokey pokey but it’s mint.” 

“I think we will,” said Mark. “May I bring some for anyone?”

“Hokey what?” Cruella asked Karen.

“Never heard of New Zealand’s favorite ice cream?” 

“Of course not. And I don’t like mint.” 

Karen, Dan and Mark laughed. An irritated Cruella looked around at them. “And what’s so funny?” she demanded.

“She means it’s awesome,” Mark told her. “Kiwi slang, don’t you know?”

Cruella stared down her nose at Karen. “We’re going to need a translator for all the Australians and Kiwis, aren’t we? You people are real difficult to understand.

“Get used to it,” said Karen without looking up from her bowl.

Cruella’s face darkened. Charlie broke in quickly. “Where are you from in New Zealand, Karen?”

“Auckland. North Island. Know it?”

“Heard of it. You have family there?”

Dan sensed where this was going. So did Karen by the look in her eyes.

“No.” She smiled faintly at Dan.

“Really?” said Cruella not hiding her sarcasm. “Still on the shelf at your age? Pity.”

“Not really.” She grinned. “I take the ferret for a root whenever I can.”

Cruella gasped and waved her open palms. “Good God, I can’t understand anything you say! What on earth does a ferret have to do with it?” She turned sharply to Dan when he started laughing. Charlie chuckled. Gilly giggled. Shira chewed a nail.

“Google it,” Karen told her dismissively. She pushed the empty bowl away from her with a satisfied sigh. 

Cruella sat back and went silently dull-eyed. The quiet when you hold your breath before something big happens, thought Dan. Like watching a fuse burn toward a barrel of gunpowder. Karen had joined him on her hit list.

Silence descended as they picked at their meals. Dan was grateful when Mark returned with a tray loaded with six bowls of ice cream, looked around at their faces and melted the frost.

“My father was a military adviser on India to Churchill during the war,” he informed them jauntily. “Met my mother in Poona and the result was me. The old girl was getting on but it’s marvelous what that curry can do.”

Dan grinned at Mark and toasted him. What a splendid chap in the crunch.

“So, you’re Indian?” The word slid off Cruella’s tongue like slime off a frog’s back. “Oh dear.” She’d bided her time waiting to dig her knife into someone.

Mark flushed angrily looking like he was going to tee off on her but was too well mannered to do so. Not so Karen.

“What’s wrong with Indians?” she demanded 

“Such dirty people. Of course, not whites like you, Major,” she added with a curt nod in Mark’s direction.

Karen angrily shoved her face at Cruella. “I thought you Jews would be the last people to be racist!”

“Just selective.”

“So am I.” Karen slammed her ice cream bowl on the table, scraped her chair back on the parquet and left. Karen just moved up to number one on the hit list, thought Dan.

Cruella sighed. Just another day looking down from her castle turret at the great unwashed. The ice cream must have been warmer than her minuscule heart. “Kiwis,” she sniffed. “Such ignorant people. Sensitive, isn’t she?”

“Great soldiers!” Mark retorted stiffly. “Wonderful people. Entered the war in thirty-nine. Not late again, like some,” he added pointedly.

Cruella blinked slowly at him. Was Mark now number three?

“What does your father do,” Dan asked Charlie to avoid another cold silence developing.

She swallowed hard and cleared her throat. “My father and mother died in a car crash two years ago.”

“Oh. How awful, dear,” said Gilly.

“I’m so sorry, Charlie,” Dan said and reached for her hand under the table.

Charlie turned damp eyes on him, her hand tightening on his. “I’m slowly getting over it.” 

“So you live with your aunt now?” he asked.

Her voice hardened. “If you call it living.”

“Charlene, that’s really uncalled for,” Cruella chided. “I take—”

“Isn’t it true?” Charlie scowled. “You keep me locked up in your prison?”

“What do you expect when no respectable school will have you?”

Charlie wiped her fingers across her cheeks. “But next year, when I’m twenty-one, I’ll be off. You won’t be able to stop me.”

“Is that so?” Cruella said, so sardonic it piqued Dan’s interest. The smug glances she exchanged with Shira told him Charlie wasn’t going anywhere. 

Gilly jumped in to lighten the mood. “My father and mother met at boarding school in England. There was a bit of an age difference but it worked out quite well. They had four children. I was the first.”

“A mixed boarding school?” Dan asked. Out the corner of his eye, he noticed Mark smiling in anticipation—he’d been set up.
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