
  
    [image: Red Rain]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Advance Praise for Red Rain

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Lara Bernhardt’s Red Rain is Eat, Pray, Love meets Best Exotic Marigold Hotel.”

        —ADELE HOLMES, M.D., AUTHOR OF WINTER’S RECKONING

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “A beautifully woven story of one woman’s journey through overcoming grief, and the redemptive value of friendship, love, and forgiving oneself.”

        —C.H. ARMSTRONG, AUTHOR OF THE EDGE OF NOWHERE

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “A tender and touching story of a young woman’s chance to rebuild her life, against the colorful backdrop of rural India.”

        —JULIA THOMAS, AUTHOR OF THE ENGLISH BOYS AND PENHALE WOOD

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Red Rain shows the indelible power one person can make in circumstances that seem insurmountable. Unbreakable human spirit for the win!”

        —SUSY SMITH, AUTHOR OF ASYLUM

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Lara Bernhardt delivers empathy for women’s dignity when faced with a lack of modern conveniences. Red Rain is provocative with a title that pertains to more than the mysterious storm mentioned in the book.”

        —JULIA BREWER DAILY, AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF NO NAMES TO BE GIVEN

      

        

      

    

  


  
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, businesses, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      RED RAIN

      Copyright © 2022 by Lara Bernhardt

      All cover art copyright © 2022

      paperback ISBN: 9781955836081

      eBook ISBN: 9781955836098

      hardcover ISBN: 9781955836104

      

      All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

    

    
      
        A note from the author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Make a difference

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Sign up for more

      

      
        Also by Lara Bernhardt

      

      
        More by Admission Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Helping others is the way we help ourselves.”

        OPRAH WINFREY

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the women and men behind the documentary “Period. End of Sentence” and The Pad Project. Thank you for shining a light on this problem and working so hard to improve the lives of our sisters around the world.

      

      

      
        
        And for Arunachalam Muruganantham, the Menstrual Man, who dedicated his life to improving the lives of women and is an inspiration to us all.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Red Rain

    

    
      
        LARA BERNHARDT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Admission Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia Montag questioned her sanity. Anyone she’d shared her plans with had questioned it for months now, some with raised eyebrows, skeptical silence, and shrugs as if to say, “If that’s what you want.” Some had opted for a more straightforward approach and outright bursts of, “Have you lost your mind?” But she’d brushed them all aside, reassuring them—and herself—that she knew what she was doing. She needed this. She’d read Eat, Pray, Love. This was how people found themselves again after their lives fell apart.

      Until this moment, she’d remained stubbornly convinced she was right and completely ignored the naysayers. Excitement had buoyed her steps as she’d boarded the plane to leave, Mom giving one last look of concern as she waved goodbye. The thrill of adventure and the certainty she was embarking on a life-empowering trip of a lifetime (and perhaps delirium brought on by lack of sleep) got her through the thirty-six-hour journey, including transfers and layovers, to New Delhi, India.

      She’d slept most of several days, enjoying the exotic newness of it all when awake, slowly adjusting her day/night cycle. Watching flocks of green parrots fly overhead as she soaked up tropical sun by the pool of her five-star luxury hotel, she’d breathed deeply and congratulated herself, awash in the knowledge she’d been correct. This was exactly what she’d needed. A fresh start, halfway around the globe, as far from her previous surroundings as she could possibly run.

      Now, stepping off the rusted-out, rattletrap bus that brought her from Kochi, Kerala, after a long-delayed, nearly five-hour flight from New Delhi, and clutching her single bag of possessions, she entertained the notion that perhaps she should have listened to the naysayers—at least a little bit.

      The crowded bus station, constructed of bare concrete and worn from years of hard use, bustled with people. Most of them appeared to be running hours behind schedule, and the spot she occupied apparently intersected with everyone’s trajectories, judging by the way they all jostled and bumped her.

      If her ex-husband could see her now. She could picture the look of disgust and the head shake that had become such a familiar sight the last few years. If she’d done something really stupid, he might also roll his eyes. Yes, this adventure probably would’ve earned an eye roll along with the head shake. And his running commentary about what smart people did and didn’t do. “Smart people don’t just run off to India,” she could hear him say. “Especially with no idea where they’re going or how they’ll get there. That’s just not smart.” The longer she stood there, lost and wondering how long she should stand in the bus station watching more competent people en route to their destinations before seeking help, the more she thought she deserved her ex’s scorn.

      Someone was supposed to meet her. She’d received an email promising a ride. But the taxi drivers and rickshaw operators who pressed in on her in an ever-shrinking circle of offers to help—for a very good price—didn’t get that email. Chai wallahs and vendors joined the throng, pushing “refreshing lassis” and snacks and handicrafts toward her.

      “No,” she told them. “I don’t need any of this. I have a ride already.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” one of the taxi drivers said. “I am your ride! Come!”

      “You’re my ride?”

      He grabbed her by the arm and gripped the handle of her bag. “Yes, madam.”

      She clutched the bag tighter. “I’ll keep my suitcase.”

      “No problem, madam. I will carry.” He pulled it from her hands.

      “You’re my ride?” she asked again as he steered her toward a waiting taxi. “They sent you to pick me up?”

      “Yes, madam.” He opened the taxi door and moved to take her bag to the back.

      “I’ll keep that.” She managed to get a good grip and wrest it back into her possession, clutching it on her lap.

      He closed her door and climbed into the passenger seat. “Where to, madam?”

      She threw the door open and jumped out, her ex’s derisive scoff of disgust echoing in her mind. Smart people don’t get duped by taxi drivers.

      He followed. “Madam! What is the problem?”

      “My ride would know where I’m going. You’re not my ride. No one sent you to pick me up.” Even as she said it, she wondered if she was correct. What if someone had sent him to pick her up? Was she stupidly walking away from her ride? She shook her head, not sure what to do anymore.

      “Yes, madam! I give you good price! Where do you wish to go?”

      “I already have a ride, I think. I don’t have the address—”

      “Olivia?”

      She spun at the sound of her name in a familiar American dialect. A man, probably still in his twenties, waved at her from across the street. Yes. She’d been correct to leave the taxi behind. She clutched her bag and waited for a break in the string of cars zipping past.

      “Madam, sixty rupees!” the taxi driver insisted as she started toward the American man.

      “Sixty rupees?” She raised her voice and noted with some delight that the man cringed.

      “Yes, madam. I carried your bag to the taxi.”

      “I told you not to! I’m not giving you money for lying to me and trying to trick me into paying a fare for a ride I don’t need.” Smart people wouldn’t have fallen for it and gotten into the taxi.

      The driver held out a hand. “Sixty rupees, madam.”

      “Hi!” The American man who knew her name joined them, somehow having crossed that endless sea of traffic. “Olivia, I presume?”

      “Yes! You’re my ride?”

      “Sure am. Shall we?”

      The taxi driver didn’t relent, even as they tried to cross the road.

      “Sir! She owes me money.”

      Embarrassment warmed her cheeks. Why had she been so gullible? She never should have listened to him. “I don’t owe him a thing. He’s demanding sixty rupees for carrying my bag after I explicitly told him not to when he said he was my ride and tricked me into his taxi.”

      “Ah.” The fellow American thrust a hand into his pocket and palmed the driver some coins.

      “Hey!” she objected. “Don’t—”

      He grabbed her by the elbow and steered her away from the appeased driver, who thanked them profusely. “It’s not even a dollar. Those rupees will feed his children.”

      “But he lied!”

      “Surely you’re aware of the severe poverty some of the people in this country grapple with. And the number who go hungry every day. Haven’t you seen it?”

      She squirmed, remembering the squalor she’d seen from the bus windows on the way here. How she’d stared, horror-struck at the bare-chested women scrubbing clothing against rocks in a putrid, gray-brown river. She’d even seen a dead carcass float by at one point. “I’ve only been here three days. I didn’t leave the hotel much.”

      Still clutching her elbow, he dashed across the street, hopping between oncoming cars, the drivers blowing horns. She sucked in a breath, thinking her ex-husband would love to hear how she’d idiotically dashed in front of on-coming traffic.

      But the man guided her safely across. She let out the breath she’d been holding.

      “Well, trust me on this. Besides, it’s my dollar and I can help feed that man’s kids if I want to.” He opened the door to an ancient car and gestured her in.

      Irritation percolated and a witty barb fought its way to her lips. But seeing the bright smile on his face, she bit the harsh words back. “I don’t want his kids to go hungry, obviously.” She settled in while he climbed into the driver’s seat and maneuvered into traffic.

      “The jet lag sucks, doesn’t it?” he asked as the rattling car shuddered to a stop at an intersection.

      “It’s awful. I slept so hard on the bus, I’m lucky I didn’t sleep right through my stop.”

      “I hear that. It’s the middle of the night back home. Your body is running on its internal clock. Give it a couple weeks to reset.”

      He threw another cute little grin at her. She glanced at his left hand. No ring. Hopefully he wasn’t getting any ideas. Dating was not on her agenda. At all. Her thumb ran over the ring finger of her left hand, still disturbed by the bare skin no longer covered by a gold band.

      “I’ve been emailing someone named Vanya,” she said. “I thought she would pick me up.”

      “Ms. Vanya, yes! She oversees our housing complex, but she can’t drive. She’ll be waiting for you there though. And she’ll help you settle in.”

      “Why can’t she drive?”

      “Not many women drive in India. The housing complex has this car to use but can’t afford a staff driver. They operate primarily with volunteers, like us. We’re able to borrow it whenever we like.” Another grin.

      He seemed to be making a serious effort to connect. She didn’t come to India to connect with a guy. And if he got to know her, he wouldn’t be interested anyway.

      “How long did it take you to get used to driving on the wrong side of the road? It seems a little daunting.” She hadn’t thought about how she would get around here.

      He waved a hand. “It’s a little weird, but I got it. No worries. You can just hop in a rickshaw once you’ve learned your way around and feel more comfortable. If you’d prefer.”

      She stared out the window at the crowds of people, congested streets thick with battered vehicles, air heavy with smog. Doubt formed a hard knot in her stomach, congealing with disappointment and fear. “That might take a while.”

      “You’ll adjust. Trust me. Until then, holler if you need anything at all. I’m glad to help. Although, rule of thumb is you don’t want to go out alone anyway. At least take one of the other female teachers with you.”

      Whoa. That didn’t sound good. Everything she’d read indicated India was safe. “Why?”

      “Women are better off together or accompanied by a man. Didn’t anyone tell you that?”

      “I thought India was safe.”

      “It is safe. But you want to take certain precautions. Just like you would anywhere. Even back home, ya know?”

      She remembered her mom asking repeatedly, though gently, “Are you sure this is a good idea, sweetie?” She’d been so sure it was, but maybe she hadn’t thought through it well enough. Maybe she hadn’t done enough research. Smart people would know what they were getting themselves into. She wanted to tell her ex-husband’s residual presence, still lodged firmly in her brain, to shut it. The divorce was finalized, but even halfway around the world she couldn’t leave him behind.

      The car wound through the streets. Outside the massive, congested cities of India, the countryside unfurled into open fields, stretching to the horizon, dotted with smaller communities. They turned down several more streets, each narrower and bumpier than the last, until they pulled off the road and parked in front of a crumbling concrete wall.

      “Here we are,” he said.

      “Here we are?” she asked, scrutinizing his face for signs of a joke.

      He hopped out and opened her door. “This is it.”

      Ignoring his offered hand, she stepped out, clutching her bag, searching for signs of a guest house.

      He led the way to a rusted gate, which allowed passage through the concrete wall, opened it, and gestured her through.

      The concrete walls enclosed a rather large compound. What she presumed to be the school buildings formed a U directly in front of her and to the sides. The center courtyard sat quiet and empty. She tried to envision it full of squealing, playing children, but saw only dirt and dismally worn buildings. Though the buildings had been painted white, gray streaks dripped down the concrete structures and mud splatters ringed the bases. She hovered in the gateway, not sure she wanted to go inside.

      The man—had he shared his name?—latched the gate and encouraged her. “That’s the school. The housing is back this way. Come on. Ms. Vanya will be excited to meet you.”

      She followed him along a worn dirt path. What choice did she have? This would be her home for the next six months. Tropical trees surrounded the school on all sides, fronds and leaves waving above the roofline as if greeting her. “Welcome to the Jungle” ran through her mind. Better than her ex-husband’s contempt.

      The path wound to another, smaller compound with another smaller courtyard. These buildings had been painted a pale yellow, though the blistering heat of the summer and the annual monsoons appeared to have taken their toll. Faded, streaked, and dingy, the watery color struck her as an ironic mockery. Nothing bright or sunny anywhere. Her mood diminished another notch.

      Rock and concrete planters dotted the courtyard. But pieces had chipped off and fallen away and no flowers burst forth with frothy petals to cheer passersby. Nothing but bare dirt greeted her, mutely witnessing her somber march to her new home.

      “So that building”—he pointed to the right—“is the women’s housing. And this one is the guys’ housing plus the dining hall. We all share meals together, which is nice. We’ll see each other every day. Come on. Ms. Vanya is always in the kitchen.”

      The door seemed ready to fall off its hinges when he pulled the handle. It scraped along a well-worn rut in the concrete. Stairs rose up directly in front of the entryway. A large room with tables and chairs sat to her left.

      “The stairs lead up to the guys’ rooms. And no girls allowed so don’t get any ideas.”

      She knew severe jet lag and shock currently skewed her emotions, but this guy really knew how to push her buttons. Who said things like that? And at their age? They may have logged a similar number of years, but she felt ages older than he acted. She forced her facial features into a bland countenance, willing her eyebrows to relax and her mouth to smile. “What was your name?”

      “Oh, sorry!” He held out a hand. “I’m Chris.”

      She shook to be polite. “Thank you for the ride, Chris. I promise I will not attempt to sneak into the men’s housing.” Especially not into your room.

      “I’m just kiddin’ ya. You probably have a boyfriend back home anyway.”

      She ignored the blatant fishing and looked around the dining hall. Peeling paint, worn table and chairs. Decaying, like the exterior of the buildings. Like so much of the country she’d seen so far. Her research had not prepared her for this. She doubted any amount of research could have.

      Remembering the taxi driver desperate for a dollar’s worth of rupees, she wished she’d handed him something. And was glad Chris had.

      An older, heavyset woman bustled from a door on the opposite side of the dining hall. “Hello, dear! Is this her, Chris?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Olivia, this is Ms. Vanya.”

      The woman wiped the flour from her hands on an apron and pushed gray strands of hair that had escaped the long braid hanging down her back behind an ear. “So happy to meet you! I will take you to your room.”

      “See you tonight at dinner!” Chris called after them.

      “Yes, you will take your meals here every day,” Ms. Vanya told her as she trundled out the door.

      Olivia adjusted the grip on her suitcase and fell in step beside her. The glaring sun blinded her as they crossed the dry, cooked dirt and cracked concrete of the courtyard to the women’s housing. A plume of smoke twisted skyward from a pile of smoldering garbage on the side of the building, joining hundreds of similar plumes and the exhaust from millions of vehicles to form a perpetual haze of grimy pollution that blanketed the country. Ms. Vanya opened the outer door of the building and waddled down the hall.

      Oppressive heat slammed against her before her eyes could adjust to the dim lighting. She opened her eyes wide and blinked rapidly, trying to expedite pupil dilation.

      Dilation. The word stopped her where she stood.

      Nine centimeters dilated! Almost there. Push! Push!

      In the vivid memory—were daymares a thing?—a hand squeezed hers and she squeezed back as she labored through the most intense, excruciating pain she’d ever experienced. Physically. Worse pain had awaited her, but she didn’t know it then and remained blissfully unaware, focused on the impending birth. The coming pain had not been physical, but it had torn her apart and left her scarred as nothing else could.

      “Miss Olivia?” Ms. Vanya’s voice pulled her back to the present.

      Olivia shook off her stupor and rubbed at her eyes, drying the tears before they could wet her cheeks. “Sorry. My eyes are slow to adjust,” she lied.

      “Not to worry. This is your room.” Ms. Vanya’s brilliant smile couldn’t be missed, regardless of dim light and watery eyes.

      She stepped into the doorway and swept her eyes over the room, fighting to keep the shock trembling through her from showing on her face. “This is great,” she lied again.

      Ms. Vanya crossed the room to the window, where an air conditioning unit perched, and pressed a button. The unit whirred to life, and Ms. Vanya raised her voice to be heard over the noise. “It is easy to use. This switch turns it on, and this dial controls the temperature. Here is your key. I will let you settle. I will prepare dinner. See you then.”

      She nodded, murmured thanks, and closed the door before turning to face the room she would call home for the next six months. A sagging twin mattress rested on a rudimentary metal frame in one corner, its counterpart against the opposite wall. Would she share this room with someone else? No one had mentioned the possibility of a roommate.

      She dropped her lone bag on the bed farthest from the door and nearest the air conditioning unit. Standing directly in front of the vents, she lifted her limp ponytail and allowed the cool air to blow across the rivulets of sweat dripping from her neck. That was such a welcome relief, she shed her shirt to expose her damp back. Her skin prickled at the sudden change.

      Faded, threadbare carpet sort of cushioned her feet as she crossed the room to see the bathroom. She passed a rod to hang clothes on inside an indention in the wall—a makeshift closet with no door. A little dresser sat against the wall, presumably to store clothing.

      In the tiny bare-concrete bathroom, she discovered a toilet (blessedly Western style), a sink, and a showerhead above an open drain in the cement floor. A green bucket rested in one corner. That was it. Not a single cabinet or shelf. Nothing to store toiletries on.

      She turned and plodded across the room. She sat on the bed, shoved her bag to the floor, and flopped onto her back.

      The heavy whir of the window unit fighting to overcome the heat outside wasn’t enough noise to drown out the tiny, high-pitched buzzing of a mosquito in her ear.

      Mosquito. Hadn’t she read something about malaria somewhere? Was it rampant here? This time of year? She couldn’t remember the specifics.

      She slapped the side of her head. Crumpled legs and wings along with a smear of blood confirmed she’d killed the potentially diseased little beast.

      She fell backward again. She wasn’t a diva. God knew she’d grown up with only the barest basics. Mom had kept the roof over their heads and food on the table—it wasn’t a huge house in the best neighborhood and the food was simple and minimal. But they had a home and never went hungry. She never had name-brand clothes and often what she did have was acquired at a second-hand store or discovered on clearance. No gadgets or devices or vacations or game systems. She was accustomed to going without.

      Her ex hadn’t been one for lavish purchases either. He always asked her, “Do we really need that?” whenever she felt tempted to buy something. If she’d spotted a pair of shoes she adored and the soles weren’t falling off her current shoes, she really couldn’t justify the expense. Her mom called him a miser, and coming from the self-dubbed Clearance Queen, that was saying something. “Skimping and stretching due to necessity is one thing,” Mom told her. “Making you do without so he can pad his bank account for no apparent reason is completely different.” Still, they’d lived comfortably, their salaries affording a perfectly fine life.

      She didn’t need much. She’d learned to manage on a shoe-string budget, selecting “gently worn” furniture and clothing at second-hand shops. She hadn’t expected anything lavish or extravagant from India. But she hadn’t expected this either. What exactly had she expected? Looking back, she realized she really hadn’t thought much at all once she’d seen the opportunity to volunteer and applied for the program. The notice she’d been accepted had been so exciting—distracting, a welcome diversion. Preparing to leave on her adventure had likewise kept her mind occupied. And she’d been in dire need of something else to focus her attention on. Otherwise, she feared she would have sunk into a debilitating depression and never recovered. She’d been well on her way. Friends had tried to reach out. Mom encouraged her to find a new normal. Instead, she’d flown to India.

      What had she gotten herself into?
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      Olivia heard the buzz of conversation from the dining room even before she opened the door leading into the building. She stopped, hand on the door. Maybe she should just go back to her room. She’d almost stayed there, unsure she could handle meeting new people in her current state. But she remembered reading advice somewhere to adapt as quickly as possible, forcing yourself to try to stay awake during the day and stay in bed at night, even when you found yourself lying in the dark unable to sleep. It also meant eating meals on this side of the Earth’s schedule.

      She took a deep breath and opened the door. Turning the corner into the dining room, she marveled at the change several exuberant personalities could bring to a space.

      “Hey!” Chris called, waving her in to join them. “I saved a seat for you.”

      Besides Chris, four young women sat at the table, which was only half full. She didn’t need a saved seat but welcomed his familiar face in the roomful of strangers.

      The four women stood, all of them smiling.

      “Hey!”

      “Welcome!”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Another woman! Five to one, Chris.”

      Chris laughed. “I’m strangely okay with this.” He pulled back a chair and motioned for her to sit.

      Once they all situated in their places, the woman directly beside her held out a hand. “I’m Watisha. But everyone calls me Tisha. Please do.”

      Chris introduced her rapid-fire to the three women sitting across the table from them. “That’s Melanie, Aubra, and Delilah.”

      They all greeted her with a wave. She was pretty sure she heard a British accent from one of them when she walked in.

      “And then there were six,” one of the women said in a deep south drawl.

      Which one was she?

      Chris laughed. He seemed to do that a lot. “Delilah was a lit major, so get used to it now. She always has some book quote ready for any situation. Although, I’ll point out in Ten Little Indians, the count decreased, not increased. Six out of ten.”

      Delilah pulled a face at him. Delilah. The bookworm with a southern twang. Not the British one. They all stared at her.

      “I’m not very quick with names. I hope there won’t be a test later.”

      The table erupted in laughter. At least everyone seemed easygoing and friendly. She felt her nerves calm a bit. Working with a nice group of like-minded people would help the six months pass more quickly than working with a group of jerks.

      One of the girls—the one with the British accent!—replied, “No, we give you a week to study before we make you sit the exam.”

      “That’s Aubra for you,” Chris said. “Always gives plenty of time to study.”

      Aubra. The British one. Aubra. She’d get these names down yet.

      “The kids’ Indian names will give you more trouble, I bet,” Melanie said. “Just hang on and don’t get frustrated. Like Aubra said, about a week in, you’ll have it down.”

      “What did you major in?” Tisha asked.

      “I have a master’s degree in English, actually,” she said.

      “A Master of English! You’ll have a leg up on us. Have you taught before? Certified teacher?”

      She shook her head. “I teach English at community colleges, but . . . well, things changed. Life kind of took an unexpected turn and I thought I could use a change of scenery. So here I am.” Unexpected turn. Understatement of the year. Her mom had pleaded with her to try to maintain normalcy, to apply for the job she’d worked so hard to qualify for. Nothing seemed worth it anymore though. She’d clicked the link to apply for the full-time English faculty position and broke down crying. Nothing felt right. That was her old life, before. Besides, Scott’s skeptical voice continued to ask, “Do you really think you can handle a full-time job?” even though he was gone from her life.

      But these people didn’t need to hear her sob story. And the last thing she wanted to do was break down crying in front of a group of strangers. She’d be working with them and didn’t need them to file her as a crazy woman right off the bat.

      “You’ve only taught college-level students? Not even high school?”

      “That’s right.”

      She saw the glances they shared. New dread settled over her. Scott’s residual presence chimed in. Do you really think you can handle teaching? You don’t have any experience.

      “Well, this will be different to say the least.”

      Concern must have shown on her face. Chris said, “Don’t worry. We’ll all be there, and the kids are eager to learn. You’ll get the hang of it.”

      The kitchen door swung open, and Ms. Vanya appeared carrying a platter in her hands.

      “Ohhh, biryani.” Chris grinned at her. “She must be celebrating your arrival. This is one of my favorites.”

      Cauliflower and potatoes, dotted with cumin seeds and vivid yellow with turmeric, followed. Next came a huge dish of fluorescent-yellow lentil soup, which she’d learned was called dal. And finally, a plate stacked with chapatis—flat, round breads which resembled tortillas.

      Tisha leaned over. “She makes those chapatis herself from scratch every night.”

      She watched the others scoop servings onto their plates and pass the communal dishes along. Mimicking them, she added a spoonful of everything to her own plate, even when she didn’t think she would much care for it, like the cauliflower and potatoes. Not a fan of cauliflower, she started to pass on it but didn’t want to be rude. Besides, she didn’t see any additional options rounding the table. Her growling stomach prompted her to take two scoops.

      “Looks delicious, doesn’t it?” Aubra asked. “Well, tuck in.”

      The others dove into their plates. She stared down at hers—flat bread, thick, fluorescent-yellow soup, a rice dish, and the potatoes with cauliflower. She had eaten at Indian restaurants before. Usually tandoori chicken jumped out at her among all the other meat entrees, though she’d sampled many, particularly at buffets. But no such dish circled the table.

      “There’s no meat?” she asked.

      Chris made a big show of chewing and swallowing his current bite, hand over his mouth. “Very rarely. We can request it, but you’ll probably be happier if you just go vegetarian during your stay. Ms. Vanya can get meat, but it’s expensive and less readily available.”

      “And hard to store,” Tisha added. “Since electricity is so sporadic and goes out pretty regularly.”

      “It does?” she asked. She hadn’t read anything about that. How had she missed so much important information? Was she so blinded by excitement she hadn’t paid any attention?

      “Oh, yeah.” Melanie wrinkled her nose and shuddered a bit. “Without consistent refrigeration, Ms. Vanya has to buy the chicken alive and slaughter it out back. I accidentally happened onto that once. I’ll never eat chicken again.”

      Delilah nodded. “I’ve adjusted too. I don’t miss it. But you know, Ms. Vanya was surprised when we reacted so squeamishly to her ‘preparing the chicken’ so I explained how we buy meat back home—how it’s butchered in a factory and packaged before going to the grocery store. Ms. Vanya practically turned green she was so repulsed by the idea that we would buy and eat something we hadn’t prepared ourselves. Who slaughtered it? How old is it? Is it safe to eat? Completely different opinions on the matter.”

      “Speaking of the market,” Tisha said, “I remember how empty and dismal my room was when I first moved in. We need to take you shopping.”

      “Yes!” Melanie clapped. “We’ll show you all around and get you set up!”

      “I need a few things anyway,” Aubra agreed, “but I’d go along regardless. Settling in is a challenge. We’ll help you. Can you go with us, Chris?”

      “Of course. I’m happy to help out. We want you ready and in top shape Monday morning when you meet your kids.”

      A guy who wanted to go shopping? She found that hard to believe. Scott had always behaved as though she’d suggested they amputate a foot anytime she proposed a shopping excursion. And then he only accompanied her to keep an eye on what she bought and how much she spent. She’d prefer not to have such a stifling presence along. “It’s okay. We can handle the shopping. Aubra, you can drive us, right?”

      The other girls exchanged glances.

      “Of course I can, but it’s really much better if Chris drives,” Aubra said.

      “Girl, didn’t you study up at all?” Tisha asked. “You’re not in America anymore.”

      “Well, we won’t be going alone. We’ll be in a group. A group of women is okay, right?”

      “We’d be okay together,” Delilah agreed. “But much better with a guy chaperoning us.”

      “Chaperoning? Are you serious?” The last thing she wanted right now was to rely on any guy for any reason.

      “Only when you go outside the school,” Chris said. “It’s just a safety precaution. You know, better safe than sorry and all that.”

      Aubra frowned. “It’s more than that. A woman driving, particularly in a small town like this, is such an unusual sight, we would attract a lot of unwanted attention. We already stick out like sore thumbs. Trust me. You don’t want that.”

      “What kind of attention? What do you mean?”

      “This culture doesn’t accept women drivers. People would shout at us. Other drivers would be aggressive and maybe even try to run us off the road. If a woman drives the speed limit, she’s assumed to be timid and uncomfortable behind the wheel. If she speeds, she’s reckless and doesn’t know how to handle a vehicle or follow rules. It’s best if Chris takes us.”

      She stared at them, dumbfounded, waiting for someone to say, “Just kidding!” and the entire group to burst out laughing at the joke. But not a hint of amusement glimmered in a single eye. They were completely serious. She didn’t expect to drive during the course of her stay. She’d read how easily one could find a taxi or, even more economically, an autorickshaw (tuk-tuk, as they were called in the country—she’d learned that at least). Walking around alone as a single woman was highly discouraged, she got that. But no female drivers? Something about that shocked her, illuminating yet another way how completely unprepared for this trip she’d been.

      “I didn’t read anything like that. I did research. I did try to prepare—”

      “We learned the hard way,” Aubra said. “I tried to drive us once. Never again. I’ve never felt so humiliated in my life.”

      “But I’m here,” Chris said. “And I worked hard to learn to drive on the wrong side of the road—”

      “You mean you finally learned to drive properly,” Aubra corrected him.

      “Ummm, we invented the automobile, so we definitely drive the right way,” Chris said. “We got to make the rules since we made the first car. Not sure why you Brits ‘mucked it up,’ as you say.”

      Aubra’s jaw tightened, and her eyes narrowed. Olivia sensed this was no longer all in good fun.

      Tisha patted her hand. “It’s okay. I promise. The good things here in India totally outweigh the adjustments we need to make.”

      The others nodded.

      “You’ll see.”

      “Wait till you meet the kids! They’re amazing.”

      She nodded, trying hard to quell the anxiety gnawing at her stomach. She’d eaten every bite from her plate. The food sat heavily, hunger replaced by unease.

      When the others cleared their dishes, she followed suit. Ms. Vanya took away the communal dishes and platters.

      Delilah blew out the candles. “‘To bed. To bed. To bed.’”

      “Don’t quote Lady M!” Aubra looked shocked. “That’s bad luck.”

      “Only in a theatre,” Delilah corrected her.

      “It’s rather early for bed, though,” Chris said. “You guys want to hang out? Olivia?”

      “No, thank you. I think I’ll go back to my room.” Although what she would do there, she had no idea.

      “At least come to my room for some chocolate,” Aubra insisted.

      “Oh, yeah!” Tisha said. “Her parents send her Cadbury chocolates from England. Come have some!”

      “No fair!” Chris said. “I can’t go over to your place.”

      “You’ve had plenty!” Aubra said. “I’ll bring you some tomorrow. Tonight is all about Olivia.”

      “Fair enough,” he conceded. “I’ll see you tomorrow at breakfast before we shop.”

      Olivia allowed herself to be pulled across the courtyard by the other girls, enveloped by a horrible sense that she’d made a terrible mistake.
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      Olivia’s eyes ached. Her head pounded. Her exhausted body and psyche cried out for rest. But she couldn’t sleep. Her circadian rhythm believed whole-heartedly that it was the middle of the afternoon, not the middle of the night.

      She heaved herself to a sitting position and groaned. After extracting a notebook from her suitcase, she rummaged through her purse for a pen. She stared at the blank page, then wrote:

      Mom,

      I’ve discovered I hate jet lag. I suspect you would too. So stop feeling so guilty we never went on vacations when I was growing up. Turns out traveling sucks. Haha!

      She paused, then added, But I’m glad I came! Really, lest her mom worry too much. She would worry anyway. Poor Mom. Maybe she should have taken into consideration that Mom’s life had turned upside-down too. She wasn’t the only one torn apart. And Mom had been through more than enough, that was for sure. But unlike her, Mom was strong, and she would muddle through. Mom would never upend her life and run away halfway around the world.

      What am I doing here? She didn’t know anything about teaching children, hadn’t learned enough about the culture, and had no business using this as an excuse to run from her problems instead of facing them. Tears pricked her eyes as a rush of homesickness sneaked up and pounced on her unexpectedly. Last week she couldn’t wait to get away, today she wanted to be home. What a mess she was. Too late. She’d simply have to press on, get through the next six months, and go home. Maybe by then she’d have cleared her head and put enough time and distance between things that she could figure out how to start over.

      Her left thumb drifted to her ring finger, attempting to twirl the rings no longer there. The bare finger remained a shock. She’d never realized how much she used to fiddle absently with her wedding rings until they were gone.

      She’d struggled with taking them off. The divorce hadn’t been her idea. God no, it hadn’t remotely crossed her mind. Sure, Scott had been remote and withdrawn, but everyone dealt with tragedy in their own way. When he looked her in the eye and said, “Smart people don’t stay together when it just isn’t working anymore,” the sentence had devastated her. And continued to rip her heart out every time she remembered the moment—the look on his face, the disgust and blame in his eyes, the total defeat in his tone. Smart people didn’t ruin their marriages like she had.

      She’d nodded and agreed. What else could she do? She couldn’t beg him to stay with her. He didn’t want her anymore, and she had no interest in making someone miserable. But taking the rings off when it was final—that churned up some difficult emotions. They’d promised—vowed—to stay together forever. And failed. She had failed, more precisely. Her bare finger broadcast her failure every time she saw it or rubbed her thumb idly against it, followed by the momentary burst of panic—Where’s my ring? Wearing it would be a lie. She wasn’t married anymore. But not wearing it somehow felt like a lie too. She wasn’t the same person she’d been before she married. She didn’t feel single and free. She felt lost.

      She set aside the notebook and stood, stretching. She paced the room yet had nowhere to go in the middle of the night. Rummaging through her suitcase, she cursed herself for not bringing a book. She’d gotten rid of nearly all her possessions when she’d moved. In fact, most everything she owned now fit into this suitcase. How had her life come to this?

      She and Scott had sold the home they’d bought, lived in, decorated and filled with memories, planned a future in. They got lucky—the neighborhood home values had skyrocketed in the years they’d lived in it. They made money off the sale, a decent amount even after they divided it in half. They’d split their joint savings in half as well. Turned out Scott had a savings account in his name only that she hadn’t even known about but her lawyer had discovered. Scott had amassed quite a sum and had been forced to give her half, leaving her with a chunk of money at her disposal for the first time in her life—and no desire to do anything with it. Buy a house? For herself? And rattle around the empty thing listening to it echo her failure and loss with every passing moment?

      Her mom had propped her up as much as possible. And when Mom extended the invitation to move back in with her, she’d jumped at it. When she was growing up, they’d lived just the two of them. Falling back into the old routine had sounded easy. Except it wasn’t easy. She wasn’t the same.

      Mom had commented on how changed she was. Gently, but several times. After she’d married, obviously she saw less of her mom. Which was only normal. People change and mature during college and after getting married. Scott didn’t get along with his parents at all and didn’t want to spend holidays with them or go visit or really even talk to them on the phone. At first, she’d secretly been glad she didn’t have to split holidays and could continue planning them to include her mother who would be left all alone without her. But then Scott had started discouraging her from seeing Mom, though he didn’t call it that. “I’m not discouraging you. I’m just pointing out it isn’t healthy for a grown woman to see so much of her mother. Smart people don’t stay dependent on their parents. But if you feel like you have to see her . . .”

      He always trailed off like that to let her draw her own conclusion and make her own decision. But what did it say about a grown, married woman who remained so close to her mom? That left her conflicted. If she ignored him and continued with her plans, she was needy and dependent. Which she must be. Because she’d missed her mother horribly when she started going months and months without seeing her. How did Scott do it? How did he go without seeing his parents? He never shared stories of abuse or neglect or admitted to any falling out. In fact, he lifted a skeptical eyebrow at her when she’d probed for details. “I’m a normal, healthy adult who doesn’t need to be embroiled in my parents’ business all the time. And I don’t need their constant affirmation to make decisions.”

      That last comment, of course, was a barb at her struggle to make decisions.

      So, yes, she’d moved back in with her mother, feeling slightly guilty, since a stronger person wouldn’t need that. Scott would probably roll his eyes and shake his head, and say something like, “I knew it. I could’ve predicted that.” But Mom kept saying she was different, that she’d changed. “You’re not my Liv anymore, full of life and ready to take on the world.” Olivia frowned at that, utterly confused by the comment. Ready to take on the world? What was Mom talking about? And then Mom gave her examples: how at the age of eight, she had jumped in front of her dad when he was on a bender, fists up, ready to protect her mother if necessary; how she’d stood up to school bullies as a child, protecting other children being picked on during recess; how she’d led a community initiative to raise funds for homeless.

      Her mother’s reminders sparked memories. She’d all but forgotten those moments in her life. It was like remembering a dream or hearing stories about another person. What had happened to her?

      But remembering didn’t result in a sudden, miraculous transformation back to the person she’d been before marriage, before tragedy, before divorce. Had she ever really been that person? Or was that simply who Mom wished her daughter to be? Maybe that was why Scott wanted her to spend less time with Mom—Mom filled her head with dreams she could never live up to.

      Rudderless, anchorless, no wind in her sails, she merely drifted. Until she packed a bag and flew to India, certain teaching English to impoverished children would be the solution she needed.

      What had she done? She would be in the exact same place when she returned home. She’d only delayed facing the truth—she had no idea who she was anymore, what her purpose was, what her future would hold.

      She’d known specific things, been absolutely certain that she would get married, earn her master’s degree, teach English for a while, have children, live happily ever after with her husband, watching their children flourish too. She got such a good start. And then failed in the most horrific way. Now that things had fallen apart, the needle playing the record of her life hit a scratch—and skipped and skipped and skipped, unable to move on.

      Her mom knew how broken she felt, possibly even understood. Except Mom had sought divorce, fought for it, to end the narcissistic, alcoholic, abusive tyranny her father had terrorized them both with. No amount of pleading, cajoling, or crying could appease him, particularly when he’d drunk himself into a good rage. As young as she’d been, she vividly remembered, those moments of sheer terror burned indelibly in her mind.

      She saw her mom for the superhero she was—wedging herself between her enraged husband and young daughter, standing up to him, finally working up the courage to demand a divorce, and then never backing down, never once allowing his drunken pleas to sway her into allowing his return or retracting the divorce proceedings. She’d ignored the gossip and whispers at church too, where divorce was considered the ultimate failure. She’d held her head high as mutual friends and acquaintances questioned her choice, wondered how someone who appeared to
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