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            "In a visit which I recently made to a gonpa, one of the lamas told me of a prophet, or, as you call him, a buddha, by the name of Issa. Could you not tell me anything about him?" I asked my interlocutor, seizing this favorable moment to start the subject which interested me so greatly.
"...In conformity with established custom, every disciple or lama who visits Lhassa makes a gift of one or several copies, from the scrolls there, to the convent to which he belongs. Our gonpa, among others, possesses already a great number, which I read in my leisure hours. Among them are the memoirs of the life and acts of the Buddha Issa, who preached the same doctrine in India and among the sons of Israel, and who was put to death by the Pagans, whose descendants, later on, adopted the beliefs he spread,—and those beliefs are yours.
-The Unknown Life of Jesus Christ, original text of Nicolas Notovitch's 1887 Discovery
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The Kettle, 2006

Julie Paglia was a crackerjack of a liar, just like her mother.

The pebbled shoreline below the old railway bridge looked narrow and insignificant today, the way things shrink when you haven’t seen them since childhood. Twenty-seven years was a long time to carry a lie as resilient as the rattler her brother tried to kill that year. No matter how many times he whacked it, it kept bouncing back.

Buffeted by April gusts, she clung to the rickety railing spanning the Kettle River and held fast to the lump inside her windbreaker, as a mother might cradle her feverish child. On the riverbank, a dog snatched an airborne frisbee and trotted back to its master. Somewhere in his twenties, the man wouldn’t remember the park’s manicured lawn, which was swept away by 1979’s flood waters, never to be replanted.

Sunlight flickered through pine boughs lining the shore and glanced off rivulets trickling between rocky shoals. Hardly the roiling mass that had carried Doni away.

She plucked the rubber ducky from her jacket, pressed it to her lips, and tossed it over the side. “Go to Doni, little duck. Go find Doni.” It hit the water, bobbed, and righted itself, riding the waves to the rapids, where it disappeared. Downstream—in a place where currents once dragged her baby brother’s face along the muddy bottom of the river—lay the truth.

Even back then, at five years old, Julie knew better. When someone hurts you and you didn’t start it, that person should be punished. Slowly and painfully. 


Yet nothing happened. Not in the black and white terrain of her childhood, at least.


She did what she could, never one to suffer a bad actor like Big Sara. Pinned down or backed into a corner, Julie kicked her way through childhood, sinking her foot into the soft tissue of her mother’s groin, and only once did she make the deadly mistake of using her mouth instead of her foot to call Big Sara on her shit.

She mounted her bicycle.  Twenty-seven years was long enough to wait for justice. What was true and right in life was sometimes as dark and unsavory as the bottom of the Kettle.
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Cedarwood, 2002

In a life pockmarked by embellishment Julie Paglia never needed to include her activism in the charade. Years before she sent Doni’s duck on its watery adventure, the twenty-eight-year-old patrolled Cedarwood’s main thoroughfares, of which there was just the one in this former gold rush railway terminus. 

“Can I use your bike?” Yelling above Paula’s screeching hair dryer, Julie batted at the steam tumbling from the bathroom into the parched cedar beams of the cabin.

All she could see was hair the sheen of burnished copper being tossed around like storm surge. Cut blunt, show-pony style, it reached halfway down her friend’s back. Because Julie believed hair dryers and curling irons to be useless, bourgeois contraptions, her own kinky, chestnut locks always fell on the gale-force end of the sexy windblown look.

“I hear you’ve been scaring our senior drivers with that air horn of yours.” Paula’s husky voice strained against the white noise. In primary school the girl with the pink hearing-aid and damaged voice box found a friend in Julie, the cross-eyed one known as Googly Eyes.

Since arriving at Paula’s proxy home a week earlier, Julie had replaced the jaunty ka-ching of her friend’s bicycle bell with the bellow of a horn used to whip ice hockey hoards into a frenzy.

“It’s their own fault,” Julie said, unrepentant. “Their big-ass trucks caused global warming. They killed the electric car.”

Paula knew every one of the town’s elders by name. She lowered the dryer a touch. “Who did they kill? Surely, they didn’t mean to.”

“Okay. I promise not to use it unless I have to. I’m going to the old house later today.”

Her friend yanked open the door. Still holding the dryer motionless above her head, Paula clicked it off. “What did you say?” 

“I’ll lay off the air—”

“No, about the house.” Paula’s stunned expression had the sickly tone of an unripe strawberry. She’d heard Julie, all right. “Why now?”

“You know why. You’re the one who told me it might not be standing when I get back from India next spring.”

“I didn’t think you’d care. You should wait so I can be here for you. I’ll only be on Vancouver Island a week.”

Julie shook her head. “I don’t give a shit about the house. There’s something in the garage I want.”

Paula plunked the dryer on the bathroom counter and headed through the kitchen. “It’s not there anymore.” 

Julie stared after her, unable to get her legs moving. When she caught up, Paula was on her knees inside the walk-in pantry, sifting through a jumble of mismatched winter boots piled in one corner.

“What the hell happened to it?” Julie dodged an airborne reject.

“Remember the heavy snowfall last year and the freezing rain?” Paula bounced another boot off the wall and into the discards. “The roof caved in. The town council forced your mother to haul it away. Cost her big.”

“Ha. She finally had to dip into that fat bank account. Good. I hope it pissed her off.” That was some consolation. 

Before Julie could ask about the garage contents, Paula stood and wheeled around. She cradled a knee-high mukluk under one arm as she dug around inside it. Out came a faded photograph. “Here. Is this what you want?”

So, her mother overlooked at least one of Doni.

“I cut the chain on the garage doors,” Paula said, cupping her hand to the small of Julie’s back. “It’s the only one I had time to find. I didn’t want your mother to show up and accuse me of theft.”

Julie held it to her chest but knew immediately she was mistaken. One memory, no matter how sweet, wouldn’t be enough to forget her two-year-old brother’s trembling blue lips. “You didn’t see a plastic Flash Gordon bowl in any of the boxes, did you? It’s got a big chip out of it where he nailed her in the head from his highchair.”

The two women grinned at each other.

“Goddamn it,” Julie said. “I wanted that.”

Back then, trying to hide Doni’s bowl from certain destruction after his death was no middling show of defiance. Julie counted it as her first official act of non-violent resistance against her mother.
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THE DAY AFTER PAULA left for her totem pole carving retreat, Julie cycled into town toward her family’s derelict house. She didn’t plan to relive the good times, those clichéd stories the neighbors had. The ones they repeated over and over at family reunions. The Paglia family anecdotes? The only place fit to tell those was inside a police detachment.

Almost there, she skidded to a dusty halt in front of the QuickieMart and stared in disbelief at the wooden bench beside the store’s entrance. Other than the faded paint, this safe seat where she sat for hours after school doing her homework, hadn’t changed. Casting aside the bike, she wiggled into one splintered corner, the warped boards under her thighs as familiar as the knobby elbows of aged grandparents. 

“For the price of a popsicle you sure got your money’s worth out of that bench.” At the corner of the building, Old Dora, the clerk, gave her a sloppy grin and took a drag from her cigarette. “I haven’t seen you in years.”

Julie used to imagine this horn-nosed clerk lived in the basement where she spun her gossipy stories into shape on a loom and slipped them into customers’ bags.

“Hey, Dora. I’m not around much anymore. Traveling and writing.”

“Tapping out travel stories in moldy hotel rooms in the Third World, eh? Still can’t find your name inside that National Geographic magazine you work for.” Her chin high, Dora stubbed out her cigarette with her heel. “Well, back to my perch at the till.”

As early as primary school, while other girls played with dolls, Julie collected adventures from the pages of National Geographic and smuggled them out of the school library in her underpants. In bed, she peered at the faded photographs by flashlight and moved the beam to the world map on the wall for the exact location of the expedition. She dashed across the Arctic with dogs, scrambled up the Khyber Pass blocked with snow, then descended into the Lost City of the Incas.

Although Julie, the writer, had traveled rough to every continent all she’d managed to sell were watered-down snippets for in-flight magazines. Far from high adventure, they catered to the traveler looking for comfort and predictability—visits to Hong Kong’s night markets, day trips down the Danube, and weekends at a dude ranch in the Canadian Rockies. 

Even so, her minor scribblings massaged and cemented an aura for her many acquaintances of no consequence in Canada that she was living the adventurer’s dream. Hard-ass skeptics like Dora got nothing but slack-jawed, mute civility out of Julie.

Via the screen door Julie overheard a co-worker ask Dora, “Who was that?”

“One of the Paglia girls. Remember? The mother used to come in here wearing that god-awful hat of peacock feathers and a fanged boa over her shoulder.”

At the time Doni disappeared Julie’s mother was a sixties blond bombshell in the braless seventies who blasted into a room like an icy nor’easter, leaving everyone scampering for warmth.

“She’s the one who killed her kid,” Dora added.

“Well, she looked capable of it. If they ever find the body, they’ll know the boy’s death was no accident.”
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AT THE PAGLIA’S TWO-story clapboard house dry rot eclipsed any sign of paint. Julie leaned her bike inside the rickety picket fence and, out of habit, tickled the underbelly of the giant Weeping Willow. Such an oddity in dry conditions, some speculated it stood above a shallow aquifer which would explain the house’s sinking foundation.

Danger! No entry by order of the Village of Cedarwood. She ducked under this yellow warning tape strung across the crumbling stone stairs to the front door. 

As always, the loose brick slid out of the porch edging, revealing the front door key. Her scalp crawled as if arriving home before her older brother, Sam, or Papa. Inside, she stumbled sideways. Without furniture to mask the sloping floor, it seemed to undulate with a nauseous funhouse effect.

She propped the photo upright atop the mantle. “Welcome home, Doni ... Papa.”

Julie trailed fingertips down her cheek, imagining her papa’s callused paws during her nightmares. “Patatina,” she mouthed. “Wake up, Little Potato.” Dare she go upstairs to her old bedroom? Surely the threat would be gone by now.

Inside the kitchen where the stairs started, she could see the railing had disintegrated, but the steps seemed intact. She toed each one as she climbed until emerging onto the top landing.

STAY OUT! NO TRESPASSING. Scrawled like blood across her parents’ old bedroom door with one of Julie’s red crayons, her mother’s words lashed out. Suddenly she was six years old again, peering through her bedroom keyhole at her mother, hands on hips in the hallway, standing amid strewn piles of her papa’s clothes. Inside the hollow bedroom Sara Paglia’s sexual angst lived on.

Returning downstairs, it was while Julie passed through the plaster archway into the living room that she spotted him tucked into the bay window alcove. Asleep on a saggy, stained couch she pegged him to be a squatter who’d broken in through a window and hauled in a cast-off

Then, the horror of the scene sunk in. He wore her father’s dirty work coveralls and slippers; it crossed her mind the figure she’d seen in the casket wasn’t her papa. He'd come home to Cedarwood, and here he remained. Alive or dead—until today. 

The man’s arms rested at his sides, the railway cap covering his face as she crept closer, leaned in, and tugged on his pant leg to wake him. The cap slid sideways, revealing a waxy, white cheek. Julie jumped and groped the wall.

“What the hell are you doing here?” The raspy voice came from far away, like inside a tunnel.

Fuck me. In two leaps she was at the front door. She yanked it open, vaulted down the first two steps, tripped over a piece of loose cement, and crashed through the yellow banner at the bottom. As she whipped her bike around, out of the corner of her eye she saw something move on the stairs. Julie peered over her shoulder. The front door swung inwards as if someone was pulling it closed.
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“WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME you spoke to my mother on the phone?” Julie asked her Aunt Dot when she came on the line.

“I haven’t phoned her yet, today. Hey, aren’t you supposed to be on your way to India for National Geographic?”

“Another week. Just waiting for Paula to get back.”

“Right. I drove to Okanagan Valley yesterday and saw Sara at the house there. Why are you suddenly so interested in her?”

"I crossed the yellow tape and went into the old house yesterday.” She didn’t trust her aunt with info on leaving the photo behind. “Has my mother moved back in?”

“Cripes, no. And you shouldn’t be in there, either. It’s too dangerous.”

A week later, Julie returned with Paula for the photo. It lay on the mantle, face down in the dust. Whoever she saw that day, was gone, along with the dirty couch. Did she imagine it, or what?

Either Vancouver’s homeless hordes had finally arrived—or the place was officially cursed. Her papa may have called Mrs. Sara Paglia a Bella Donna during Julie’s childhood, but the kids at school called her a witch and said she sacrificed stray cats inside the town’s abandoned gold mines.

No point saying anything to logical Paula who stood framed within the kitchen doorway, staring at the floor. “Is this where the attack happened?”

Julie came alongside her and nodded. “Aunt Dot walked in and found me face down in the broken glass.”

“She didn’t suspect your mother, her own sister?”

“We’ve never talked about it, but I bet she did. I grabbed Sam’s bat and locked myself in the bathroom. I heard her tell my mother, ‘I’m not leaving the baby behind in this craziness.’”

Paula raked her fingers through her hair. “You should tell your aunt that she saved your life.”

No free pass for Aunt Dot.  Julie wanted her aunt’s confession nearly as much as her mother’s. “I don’t owe that woman anything. She keeps the lies going about Doni.”

Safe and wistful in Paula’s embrace, Julie inched the photo in her fist to eye level. “Papa baked Doni’s birthday cake. The two little candles look so sad, don’t they?”

“Your father was a gem. That’s for sure.”

She lowered the image and, at their feet, the indentations left in the yellowed tile from the old table sent an ache whistling through her. Whatever paper-thin confidence Julie acquired, fermented here, sitting across from her papa at the butcher-block table. They sometimes chose silence, certainly never talking about her mother’s illness and how it affected them.

Julie was not quite thirteen the night Papa nudged her quarter-cup of homemade red across the expansive table before taking a thoughtful sip out of his own tumbler of wine. With Sam at juvie again and her mother holed up inside the hospital, the house seemed hollower than ever.

“It’s all up to you now, Juliette.”

Already upset with something her mother said on the way to the hospital, Julie gnawed on another ice cube. Through lips as wrinkled as soaked heels her papa smoked with a disquieted interest in her habit, until she spat the half-chewed cube into the sink. “What do you mean?”

He stubbed out his cigarette. “Keep writing, Patatina. Finish your school and get away from here.” This was as contemplative as Antonio Paglia ever got. She counted on little except getting the hell out.

Today, inside the abandoned kitchen, Julie twisted out of Paula’s arms. “But I never told him about Doni. I should have, shouldn’t I?” Wisely, perhaps, Paula never answered this.

“I knew he’d take her side. I don’t think I could’ve handled that.”

Paula rubbed Julie’s upper arm. “We’re not supposed to be in here.” She cracked open the back door and edged out.

Before leaving the condemned house, Julie traced a figure eight around her and Doni’s face. “I’m so sorry.”
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THE BATTERED DAYPACK Julie always traveled with lay between her and Paula on a vinyl airport bench at Vancouver International—a four-hour drive from Cedarwood. The grimier the pack became, the more it reminded her of all the half-baked adventure stories punctuating her past. 

“Wish me luck, why don’t you?” Julie said. 

The melancholy in Paula’s eyes didn’t seem to hold any new hope. She shifted to face Julie. “I would if I knew what you were going after. Do you have a plan this time?”

“Yeah,” Julie drawled. “The scroll described in Notovitch’s book, The Secret Life of Jesus Christ.”

Paula sniffed and nodded. “By that Russian explorer guy? The journal that disintegrated in your hands when you pulled the thing off a shelf in a Kits bookstore? Not much of a foundation for an expedition to a remote monastery, is it?”

“The Jesus scroll has got to be there. That’s where it was the last time anyone saw it.”

Paula lifted the backpack out of the way and slid in close. “You don’t have to convince me. I’m already on your side.” She rested her hand on Julie’s thigh. “If you’re going to get National Geographic’s attention, stick with the stories. No more saving the seals.”

“There aren’t any seals in India.” Julie frowned at Paula. “I’m going to show them all I’m not the piece of crap they say I am.”

“What? Nobody says you’re a piece of crap.”

There was something ominous in the way Julie folded one arm into another.

“Okay ... but who cares about her?” Paula said.

At the thought of her mother, Julie hugged herself. “I’ve been thinking ...” She squinted at Paula. “You know ... about calling the police ... when I get back.”

At first, Paula’s temperate expression didn’t budge.

“So-o ...?”

“Oh, heavens. Are you ready to take a woman like your mother to court? She’ll say you’re lying. Trying to put her away to get at her money. Think about it. The investigation has been closed for over twenty years.”

“They’ll let Sam out to testify.”

“Sweetie. He’s what lawyers would call an unreliable witness.”

Okay, then Aunt—”

“Do you really think so?” The air drained from Paula’s puffed cheeks. “If she wanted to turn your mother in, she would have done it by now. And you know Hank will say whatever she tells him to.”

Julie refused to look Paula in the eye. To take a woman as spiteful as Mrs. Sara Paglia to task, while the right thing, might very well do herself more harm than good.

Life with her mother felt like an interminable shifting mirage. She could charm the pants off anyone when it suited her. Although the officer investigating Doni’s disappearance might not have dropped his drawers, he fell for her lies.

Julie flicked at a tear rolling down one cheek, giving way to her friend’s embrace.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. You’re going to make yourself sick again. See how you feel in eight months’ time. I’m here for you, whatever you decide.”

Paula pulled four fifty-dollar bills from a leather satchel around her waist. “Here. Take this.” She fanned out the cash with the flourish of a card shark. “You’ll need it.”

Julie stared a touch longer than she intended. Paula made a healthy living as an aid for the deaf while Julie’s writing assignments were spotty. Why not take it? She wagged her chin.

“Oh. Come on.” Paula’s eyes twinkled as she brandished the red bills at eye level. They played this choreographed game each time Julie flew out for work.

Julie reached up and pinched out one bill from the rest, then glanced at her cell phone. Her slow grin dissolved. “I should go. It could take forever to get through security.”

They hugged, then Paula pulled a sad face. “Stay out of trouble. Don’t go off on any tangents.”

The artifact Notovitch found in 1887 had promise. If only Paula believed in it too.
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IT TOOK A FULL HOUR into the flight to Kolkata, India before the suit reading the Wall Street Journal piqued Julie’s interest. When he lifted an archeological trade journal she recognized from his briefcase, Julie all but toppled into his lap. “I read that, too,” she said, with a perky rebound into her seat.

His bushy eyebrows arched with such mime-like precision, Julie took it to be a brush-off. This might become the most tedious cross-Pacific flight of her life.

“I look at it in the library,” she said. “I’m not really an archeologist.”

“I am.”

That’s all it took. Questions poured out of Julie. They didn’t cease until the seatbelt announcement for their India touchdown, eighteen hours later.

In Kolkata, a familiar stench of curry mixed with urine had taken the arrivals hall hostage. As she waited for her backpack to appear on the baggage carousel, Cedarwood felt far away, indeed. What her new archeologist friend told her about a placid fishing village on the Bay of Bengal set her adventurer’s imagination churning.

This is precisely the kind of lucky break great explorers depend on. Hiram Bingham and his crew slashed through miles of brush to uncover Machu Picchu. Not me. I can wrap up this one in a day. I already have a camera.

Her soil-stained Maple Leaf flagged backpack registered—and circled past.

All I’ll need is a boat and diving equipment. Then, boom—fame, money, a desk of my own at National Geographic’s newsroom. Maybe my own prime-time television show. Juliette Paglia’s Secrets of the Ancients, every Wednesday on the Discovery Channel.

Something soft bumped into her behind. “Ready?”

Julie turned to see the archeologist with her backpack slung over his shoulder.

“Is this all you’ve got?” he said.

“Yeah, but how ...?”

“It was the only thing left on the carousel.”

The glass doors of Kolkata’s international airport parted onto a wall of humidity. Another wall of humanity shouted and shook signs with passenger names on them or grabbed at prospective taxi customers.  Julie stopped at the row of idling yellow taxis just as a bone-rack of a luggage tout, going for a tip, tried to yank a rigid Samsonite case out of the hands of a middle-aged tourist. The tout sprawled one way; the case bounced off in the other.

Her new friend nudged her elbow. “No, no. These are tatty and smell of tobacco. The air conditioning is too feeble. They’re not acceptable for women riding alone.”

“I’ve never had any problems in all my trips here. They’re safe.”

“Here’s my driver and limo now.” He must have seen Julie’s horrified expression because he added. “It’s already paid for. This is yours; I’ll wait for the next one.”

This particular trip was already shaping up into an experience unlike anything before. Julie climbed into a limo bound, not north to the Himalayas and site of Notovitch’s manuscript, but south to a village on the Bay of Bengal called Vakkali.

While Paula’s warning about tangents played in her ears, the quick, easy money from Vakkali’s hidden treasure drowned it out.
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Vakkali, India

Oh, joy. Julie sucked back a dry heave.

The damp sand reeked of mildew and the tang of cow piss; a gamey whiff of half-consumed rat hovered over the open ditch, already steamy with a soup of fish entrails and yesterday’s bowel movements. High tide coming in from the Indian Ocean slapped against the monsoon run-off inching past her feet.

Three months already gone, the village’s streets and shops felt as familiar as home yet never would her olfactory organs get used to this daily ambush.  

The swath of sewage blocking her was wider than the others she’d already straddled that morning along the beach, but she wasn’t in any mood to backtrack to Fishermen Colony Lane as a way home. From corner water pumps, the fishwives’ kohl-smeared eyes would watch her every move. In Vakkali’s homegrown beauty salons, news of the meddlesome foreign woman must be spreading faster than head lice.

She scanned the line of painted skiffs, their gill nets rolled beside them like rainbow-hued cotton candy spun on a stick.  

First thing. Lose the flip-flops. Julie overhanded them across, almost striking two fishermen sitting amongst a mound of pink filaments, their over-sized needles weaving in and out of gaps ripped by giant crabs.

Every so often, the one with an oily yellow rag wrapped around his head flung an ocean intruder into a discard pail of seashells, sponges, and tasteless tadpoles, then turned and spat out a red wad into a second pile of chewed betel nut leaves.

This guy had surely dropped straight from his father’s loins, fishing in a polyester shirt and traditional wrap-around cotton dhoti pulled between his legs and tucked in at the waist. The entire ratty outfit may have gone the rounds through generations.

Open-air turban guy jabbed the other one in the ribs when Julie cinched down her backpack and rocked on her heels. 

His helper’s taut, sweaty body glistened with twenty-first century India, cocky in nothing but a Speedo and sun visor. Only his cracked, sun-blackened skin hinted at a living pulled from the sea. That, and the worn-out plastic flip-flops that all fishermen wore.

She remembered the nonsensical way this one laughed like a braying donkey when she asked if he could take her to the dive site. Still, it was nowhere near as disturbing as how the others reacted—they bolted. Why give her the run-around like that? How long did the villagers think they could hide something the size of a city?

Julie ran and launched, pitching face-first into the sand on the other side. No laughter—only a cold nose nudging and licking her ear, taking in a share of the grit.

Sandy spittle hung off her lip. “Rocky. Hello, little one.”

The black puppy danced around while she struggled to her feet. She scooped him to eye level and inside the leg puncture from an older beach dog, a white patch vibrated with maggots. “Doesn’t look good,” she told him, his stubby tail whipping the air. The only alternative was to pick them out one by one at her suite.

One minute, Rocky trotted alongside her heels after the milk biscuit bait; the next, he was gone, enticed by two fishermen carrying a rattan basket overloaded with sardines. It swayed from a pole balanced on their shoulders. Rocky poked his muzzle into the sand below it and dashed off with a tiny fish between his teeth.

Using his free arm, the one in the rear launched a rock, striking Rocky in the head as he ran. He squawked, the fish fell from his mouth before he doubled back for it and took refuge behind a boat hull.

She found him crouched low, hyper-alert, his face underlined with a world-weariness far beyond his short life. He chomped on the sardine propped between his paws and his eyelids fluttered to clear away blood dribbling across one eye. 

Julie sat beside him and hissed under her breath. “Dammit, dammit, dammit.”

Behind her, a male voice asked, “Madam, may I assist you?”

Julie staggered up, expecting to see her archeologist from the flight, his shiny loafers caked with sand. Instead, against the adjacent hull, another fisherman leaned in a similarly bunched dhoti from which two limbs emerged no more substantial than gnarled popsicle sticks. Amidst a cratered complexion, his affable grin seemed friendly enough.

Still, Julie hesitated, expecting the usual ruse. An invitation to drink chai, perhaps, and from there the suggestion she come to his house and meet his many young children who needed money for school uniforms. She’d been a sucker for sad stories such as these, especially since they were likely all true. No more.

“No. I’m busy with this puppy. He needs medical help.”

Without hesitation, the fisherman kneeled, waited for the dog to take the final swallow of fish, and scooped him into his arms. 

This was the first time she’d seen any local touch a street dog.

He arched his eyebrows. “Shall I catch a rickshaw and direct the driver to a vet? I am happy to be helping if I can. Here is my boat.” The fisherman elbowed the hull of the skiff behind him. Painted in typical broad stripes, a crude design of shark’s teeth at the prow singled this one out.

Julie eyed him and considered. Even a puppy can seem heavy in thirty-five degrees Celsius under the mid-afternoon sun. Would the offshore breezes gusting up her loose kaftan shift be relief enough?

She gravitated to these billowing outfits for a far less practical reason—to camouflage her flat chest. Her Sicilian heritage lodged instead in sensuous hips pinching to a narrow waist. Curves suited to a stunning Greek toga. Not skinny jeans. She never wore that denim uniform of Western imperialism, instead donning flowing linen. Desert fatigues. Lawrence of Arabia fare which could double as a bedsheet or tarpaulin in a pinch.

She beckoned to the man and headed down the beach to her suite.

He trailed behind, carrying the sleeping puppy in his arms.

At the bottom of the concrete stairwell to her flat, an adolescent boy thrashed through a series of jumping jacks and shouted—“Dog Doctor”—when he saw her.

It was a misnomer, of course. The closest she came to earning the title was during a volunteer stint at an animal shelter in Kolkata years earlier.

A bright-eyed, old worker, too bent over to carry the paralyzed dogs around anymore, told her, “Do this because you love them, not because you’re angry or sad. It’s easier that way.”

By the time she hit Vakkali village she’d forgotten that bit of wisdom. She carried an aluminum mini-shovel to bury the dead puppies she came across, but it was the half-paralyzed dogs with raw hindquarters which left her the most drained.

As the teen babbled, the fisherman grunted and launched a volley of sharp words at him, then turned to Julie. “There is a problem on the beach with a dog.”

Julie bounded to the fisherman and pulled the puppy from his arms.

When she was halfway up the outside staircase, the fisherman yelled: “May I ask your good name?”

While she fumbled with the key to her place, she glanced down the stairs to where he waved goodbye, a magnetic grin spread across his entire face. “You don’t forget, ah? My boat has teeth.”

Whatever game this freak was playing, she didn’t have time to figure it out now.

She left water and kibbles for Rocky on the balcony; her own puppy scratched at the door in curiosity.

While she plowed through the sand, the panic in the boy’s voice hung in the air. Please don’t let it be a beach dog being beaten. Or writhing in pain from a horrific injury.

Ahead, a dozen men jostled each other in a broad circle. A drawn-out howl erupted. She knew, then, and took off across the sand like a racehorse; her lungs wheezing against the humidity and her own tears.

Do this because you love them ... It’s easier that way. Who was that old guy kidding?

The emaciated animal pulled itself around, its back legs already powerless against the rabies virus. Gnashing its teeth, it whined in distress and pain. Once the virus worked its way along the dog’s spine, the brain would swell, and death would follow. But that was hours away.

A few men ranted and threw rocks at the dog, trying to stone it to death.

“Don’t you dare.” Julie slapped the rock out of one man’s hand and pushed past him into the clearing between the dog and its tormentors. How to comfort the animal in the last hours of its life? She sent the boy to find a fisherman with extra netting for sale.

When the worthless, torn bundle arrived, she paid for it then threw it over the dog from a safe distance and showed the men how to anchor the edges with stones. In its weakened state, it barely moved. When finished, she lowered herself to the sand for the long wait. 

The bored onlookers drifted away, the hour for eating dinner and watching television upon them.

Six hours later, angular shadows of couples, hand in hand, appeared at the water’s edge. A crescent moon rose, smudged by the mist, and soon after a shudder rattled through her shoulders. Was it the dampness seeping from the sand or the macabre hiss of the outgoing tide locked in a seesaw with the dog’s gasps?

An outline of legs appeared and a male voice asked, “Do you need any help?”

“There’s nothing anyone can do for this dog.” Too tired to look up from where she sat, Julie wrapped her arms around her knees.

The man crossed over the netting, crouched down, and leaned in close. “I can’t see the chest rising, but I still hear breath. Might be awhile yet.” When he returned, she felt something encircling her shoulders from behind. “You must be freezing in that top.”

She ran her hand along the plush, ribbed material of one shoulder but immediately tried to slip the sweater off. 

“Don’t be stupid,” he said, pulling it up. “I brought it from my hotel for you. The beach isn’t safe this late at night. I’m staying.”

Enveloped in the warm baggy folds of this man’s sweater, she let out a throaty moan of relief. But even a minute can linger when paired in silence beside a stranger.

“You a tourist here?” he finally asked.

The monotonous in-out of the surf was preferable to that question. What would be the point in lying she was with National Geographic when she didn’t have her damn camera bag with her? It would only lead to more questions—the kind she didn’t have the answers to. Like: Why are you here in the middle of the night with this dying dog?

She hadn’t taken a photo in over two months but continued to lug around the camera, bag of unused film, and dusty lens attachments whenever she wasn’t with the dogs. Slung around her neck, the camera coaxed tourists into asking if she was a professional. Julie’s line was then, “I’m on assignment for National Geographic.”

With tens of thousands of miles between her and the truth, who would dare argue anything different? This shadow with take-charge elbows might. 

“A tourist?” she answered. “Not really. You?”

“Nope.”

She frowned. O—kay. Good to have our stories out of the way and all figured out. Didn’t he just say he was in a hotel?

She opened her mouth to find out what he was doing in Vakkali when he asked, “Do you know where I can get a shovel?”

“What for?”

“Aren’t you going to bury the dog?”

She thought of the shovel at her place, then the two puppies who hadn’t been taken out to pee all day. “Oh my God.” Julie jumped to her feet and headed toward Fishermen Colony Lane, the sweater’s arms flapping against her legs. Almost out of earshot she yelled back, “I’ll bring the shovel.”

Julie found both of them inside Jimi’s bed in the tangled bliss of tired puppies. The balcony door swung open in the breeze above a field of cardboard bits and a dozen yellow piddles.

She slumped against the door jamb and let her eyes close ... just a few minutes, she told herself ... slipping over the edge into oblivion before jerking alert. Shovel, shovel. She stumbled to where she’d tossed it hours before on the balcony.

Back inside, crouching beside the puppies, she fondled the velvety soft edge of Rocky’s ear. “Why am I the only one who cares? Huh?”

A sigh escaped from inside his puppy dream.

“Who will love you when I’m gone?” Tear after tear splashed across her hand until, without thinking, she wiped her runny nose along the sleeve’s cashmere-weave, and snapped back, horrified at what she’d done.

#
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IT TOOK THE STRANGER a long time to dig a hole with Julie’s miniature shovel.

“I can take it from here.” She put her hand on the shovel’s shaft but still couldn’t make out the man’s features in the blackness. “You could become infected from any open sore.”

“You’ve been at this for hours. Let me pull it in.”

She noticed his physique for the first time; how foolish to think she could do it when so exhausted. 

Together with the netting, he dragged the dog to the edge of the hole where she stopped him and placed two fingers at its nostrils. “Okay, it’s gone.”

The limp creature fell into the shallow grave with a soft thud. She didn’t recognize it. Probably wandered, delirious, into the town in the last few days. Still, as the dirt flew, she sniffled until her shoulders heaved and tears rolled off her chin.

The man stopped. “I’m sorry. Was it your dog?” She shook her head and he went back to his shoveling.

Her dogs? But of course, they were. Each morning at sunrise Julie checked the concrete bus shelter where they huddled around idling rust-buckets. Then Fishmonger Alley, usually alive with the crack of hand scythes on stone at that hour.

At the crest of the town’s highest hill, she found them sheltering inside the ancient open-air temples dug out of granite cliffs. The street dogs charged at the steaming pail of chicken fat and rice slop, yelping and barking.

When the dogs were happy, so was she. The short, brutal life of India’s street dogs didn’t bode well for Julie.
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“BOPAL GIRL, BAD SICK. Dog biting.” A week later, Julie handed her landlord the rent at his doorstep and this was his reply.

She couldn’t deny this ugly truth. The dogs carried a killer virus about to claim its third child in three months. Each time, resentful eyes followed her down every street. The more dogs she kept alive, the locals said, the worse it would be. Better to shoot them or throw them into the waves in sacks.

She trudged home, unable to stop thinking about the girl. Was the doctor there? She remembered fetching one to the house of the first dying child. And the faces of the boy’s parents as they watched their son slowly suffocate on his own saliva and blood. Whether through ignorance of the symptoms or lack of medical care, the families always waited too long to act. 

Julie cursed the education system.  

The fishermen cursed her.

Upon arriving home, she found glass shards from her kitchen window littering the countertop, sink, and floor. The weapon, a brick, lay nearby. With the first act of violence against the Dog Doctor, anxiety washed over her. Had she been standing there, she might have been severely injured, if not killed.

She placed Jimi and Rocky inside her bedroom while she swept up. Rarely did she go out after dark, but tonight, a stroll along Fishermen Colony lane to her favorite hang-out might shake off any remaining jitters. Suni’s off-beat la Boulangerie café and guesthouse sat waterside at the foot of the main tourist street.

The brick and stone Colonial mansion rose from the seven-mile-long beach like a fine, leather-bound encyclopedia, bookended by sterile pensions. In the upstairs hallways, which led to the rooftop bar, airy French windows and hairline cracks in the marble floors ensured a quality of decayed decadence so perfect as to look intentional.  To the contrary, the guesthouse carried on in the same ad hoc fashion as the laminated menu at Julie’s elbow. Merely suggestions, depending on what was for sale at the open-air market.

She flopped onto her usual, tired zebra-hide couch and slung her handbag from the snout-shaped armrest, forgetting how this taxidermic calamity made her cry the first time she saw it. 

The way she sat splayed out with her head tilted back gave her a view of the second floor’s stone overpass where a young Indian man stared down at her. Dressed as if he’d stepped off the pages of Yachting World, a cheeky pair of European sunglasses poked out of an upper pocket of his designer polo shirt. A stain on la Boulangerie, here was the kind of person who constantly tried to alert her to the dangers of clothes without collars.

The man appeared to salute someone behind her. “Ganesh. How are ya’, buddy?”

Julie turned to the bizarre sight of a gleaming white limo parked in front of Suni’s, a capped driver standing inside the café. “Good evening, Mister—”

“It’s Sepoy now. Remember? What’re you doing here?”

“Mister Musahar is in the car.”
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