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  I humbly dedicate this book to the men and women of


  faith, from all castes and classes, who refuse to give up their


  fight on behalf of India's poor and oppressed, and to bring


  the good news of Jesus Christ.


   


   


   


   


   


  I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one


  could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples


  and languages, standing before the throne and before the


  Lamb. . . . They cried out in a loud voice, saying,


  "Salvation belongs to our God


  who is seated on the


  throne, and to the Lamb!"


  —Revelation 7:9-10
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  March 1985


  A refreshing breeze wafted through the palm fronds and stirred up the fragrance of spring. Taking in a deep breath, the old lady pushed back an unruly lock of gray hair and heaved a sigh of desperate hope. It looked to be a near-perfect market day. The kind of day that lulled her into dreams of selling enough vegetables to afford a whole bag of rice—a small one, of course. Perhaps, if the profits were especially good, she would even buy herself a few pieces of pineapple. What a treat that would be!


  Cocking her head to one side, the old lady evaluated her paltry display of vegetables. She artfully repositioned her basket of peppers and pushed the four pitiful cucumbers forward and to one side. A steady stream of shoppers passed by. Men mostly, but a smattering of married women as well. Wives whose husbands had not deserted them. Women who need not fear old age, for they had sons to look after them. Many shoppers crowded by, yet few paused to glance at the old lady's vegetables.


  "Beautiful hot peppers!" the old lady called in a reedy voice. A forced smile creased her sunken face. "Fresh today! Picked from my own garden this morning."


  Still the shoppers hurried past.


  Hours later, long after the sun had sucked away every last vestige of the morning breeze, the old lady still had not earned so much as ten paise. Not ten pennies.


  "Lovely peppers, spicy hot," the old lady sighed.


  No, no! She must not allow herself to sound desperate. She brushed a calloused hand across her weathered face and refreshed her smile.


  "Cucumbers, fresh from the garden!" The old lady didn't dare call them lovely. Not such small ones, plucked from the vine before they had a chance to finish growing. Still, if someone should have a particular hunger for cucumbers this day, and if hers were the only ones at the market, well, perhaps then . . .


  A woman with two whiney children tugging at her green sari stopped to pinch the old lady's peppers.


  "Fresh and firm," the old lady encouraged.


  "We shall see about that," sniffed the woman in the green sari. She dug through the old lady's basket and pulled out an especially nice pepper. After giving it a thorough inspection, she laid it aside. As the old lady watched, the woman chose another pepper, then another and another until she had a pile of the best ones. The woman in the green sari scowled at her squealing children. "These peppers will do," she announced as she scooped them into her bag. She handed the old lady three ten-paise coins. Thirty cents.


  "No, no! One rupee!" the old lady insisted. Even that was less than she had hoped to get for her nicest vegetables.


  "Hah!" laughed the woman in the green sari. "Do you think you are the only one selling hot peppers at the market today?"


  The old lady tried to protest. She tried to barter. But the loud shouts of the woman in the green sari frightened the children and made them cry all the louder. Other shoppers stopped to gawk at the old lady seller who provoked such outrage in her customer. In the end, simply to get rid of the woman and her screaming little ones, the old lady accepted the coins. The woman in the green sari pushed her children along ahead of her and hurried away, a triumphant smile on her lips and her bag filled with the finest of the old lady's peppers.
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  As the sun sank low, a great weariness settled over the old lady. With a sigh of resignation, she hefted her basket of leftover vegetables onto her head and, clutching the three coins in her hand, turned toward home.


  Over the years, the dirt road between the marketplace and the old lady's hut had grown so familiar to her feet that she no longer paid it any mind. It used to be that she prayed to the God of the Holy Bible as she walked the road. But that was before her husband deserted her, back when her sons still lived.


  As the old lady approached her home, she slowed and stared toward her thatched-roof hut. A few cautious steps, then she stopped and squinted hard into the gathering shadows. Someone sat crumpled against her door. A filthy, muddy someone with wild hair and ragged clothes. A beggar, no doubt. Yes, certainly a beggar, and right in her doorway, too.


  "Get away!" the old lady ordered. "This is my house!"


  The beggar unfolded her small self and lifted her dirty face. A child! Only a skinny little girl. Nine years perhaps, maybe ten. Possibly even a starving eleven-year-old.


  The scrawny wisp of a little one stared up with weary eyes. "Ammama?" she whispered.
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  Ammama?" the shabby waif said again, but this time more as a soft question immersed in doubt.


  The old lady's legs went limp, and the basket slipped from her head. The child stared hungrily at the cucumbers and hot peppers as they tumbled to the ground and rolled through the dirt.


  When the old lady recovered herself, she demanded, "Why do you call me Grandmother?" She had not intended her tone to be so sharp. "Who are you? Why are you cowering in my doorway?"


  The girl buried her face in her dirty hands and sobbed.


  "What is your mother's name?" the old lady asked. For the girl had called her Ammama—"mother of my mother," not Achama—"mother of my father."


  The girl swiped her hand across her dirt-streaked cheeks. "Ritu," she said, choking back tears. "They called my amma Ritu." She wiped her eyes with the tail of her tattered shirt. "But I do not have an amma anymore."


  "Where is she?"


  The girl shook her head sadly. "One day she would not wake up. Appa said we must leave her on the sidewalk where she lay. My sister and I said goodbye to her because Appa said we must. We left that day. For many days we walked, my sister and me with my father ..." Tears overtook the girl, and she could say no more.


  The old lady sank to her knees. Could it be possible? Her daughter. Her sweet Ritu. The old lady's husband had insisted on marrying the girl off at far too young an age to a selfish little man whose name the old lady struggled to remember. Puran. Yes, that's what he was called. Puran. Shortly after the marriage, he had forced her Ritu to leave the village, and the old lady never saw her again.


  "Why did you come here?" the old woman demanded.


  The child, her black eyes flashing, shot back, "I did not come! My appa brought me. He promised a new home for my sister and me, but then he said he had grown tired of taking care of himself and wanted to find a new wife. He left my sister on the steps of an orphanage, and he brought me here to you."


  "What am I to do with you?"


  "I did not want to come!" The defiance in the child's voice shocked the old lady into silence. She opened her hand and looked at the three thin coins. Thirty paise. All she had reaped for an entire day of work at the market. Her earthenware rice container on the shelf in her hut contained, at the most, two handfuls of rice. Enough to last the two of them three days. Maybe four, if they ate only one small meal each day. She would take her peppers back to the market tomorrow, of course, but she could not make shoppers buy them.


  "What is your name?" the old lady asked as she walked toward the girl.


  "Anjan," the child said.


  "Anjan! Why would my daughter call her child such a name? Fear! What kind of name is that for a little one?"


  The girl stared at the ground. But the old lady had already seen the waif's face. She recognized the look of terror in the flash of the child's dark eyes. That poor young one was doomed to live out her name.


  "Come," the old lady said in a gentled voice. "I will cook us some rice with spicy peppers. Would you like that? We will have cucumbers, too. They are not quite ripe, but they will still be good."


  For the first time, the hint of a smile touched the edges of the girl's mouth.


  The old lady pulled dried sticks from her small store of firewood and started a blaze in the cook pit. As she bent down to tend it, she took care to position herself in such a way that she could see the girl hunkered in the doorway. The girl watched her pour water into the cooking pot and set it over the fire. From the almost-empty rice container, the old lady took half a handful of rice and stirred it into the pot. Half a handful and not one grain more.


  "We shall eat slowly," she told the girl. "That way we will not need much rice in our bowls."


  The girl said nothing.


  The old lady dropped a handful of chili peppers into the pot, too. And because it was a special occasion, she added a pinch of precious spices.


  "Two cucumbers," she said to the girl. "Do you like cucumbers?"


  The girl wrinkled her brow and said, "I do not know. I never ate one."


  "Good!" said the old lady. "Then you will not know whether these are ripe or not."
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  When the old lady handed over a bowl of rice and peppers, the child grabbed it and lapped it up like a starving animal. After she licked her bowl clean, she started on her cucumber. She didn't stop until she had eaten the entire thing, even the wilted blossom that clung to the end.


  "I am not particularly hungry," the old lady said as casually as she could manage. "Do you suppose you would be able to finish my rice as well?" She reached her bowl out to the girl.


  The girl's eyes narrowed suspiciously.


  "Please take it. I have had quite enough."


  The girl looked straight up into the old lady's faded eyes, but only for a moment. She grabbed the bowl and quickly scooped the rice into her mouth.


  "Tomorrow I will take a water pot and fill it at the pond," the old lady said. "Pond water will be fine to wash the mud from your face. And perhaps—"


  "No," the girl insisted. "Going for water is my job. I will take the empty pot to the pond and bring it back full."
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  The dirt-floor hut, small and cramped and almost always too hot, never provided a pleasant place to sleep. Like most everyone else in the village, the old lady pulled her sleeping mat outside at night and slept under the stars.


  "I only have one sleeping mat," she told the girl as she spread it out. "Come, lie down beside me."


  The girl didn't move.


  "You must be very tired. Come and lie down."


  Out of the corner of her eye, the old lady watched the girl's small form squeeze over close to the wall.


  Anjan. Fear. The only name the girl had ever known. A name for one who must forever cower in the shadows.


  "My appa was called Ashish—Blessing—because from the day he was born his parents knew he would be a blessing to them," the old lady said. "My appa and amma named me Shridula because they looked on me as their blessing—even though I was nothing but a girl."


  The child pulled away from the wall and inched toward the sleeping mat.


  "You did not want to be left in my doorway," the old lady said in a soft voice. "I did not want you left here, either, because I have no money to buy food for you. But here you are. We will live together, you and me."


  The child crept a bit closer.


  "I will not call you Anjan," her grandmother said. "I will call you Divena. I will call you Divine Blessing, because God sent you to be a blessing to me."
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  Five Years Later


  March 1990


  Divena, still short and thin at the age of sixteen, sat upright on her sleeping mat and blinked into an early-morning gray sky. Something wasn't right. A gentle puff of pre-dawn breeze ruffled the tree branches overhead. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Perplexed, she looked over at her grandmother's sleeping mat that should have been empty by now but was not. Her grandmother, face flushed, groaned in restless slumber.


  Odd. Usually her grandmother had a cooking fire started before the first traces of morning light. Soon, swaths of pink and orange would split the gray sky, so the cold fire pit should already be glowing. Divena should already be on her way to the well.


  "Ammama?" the girl whispered. "Are you all right, Ammama?"


  Shridula moaned as she rolled over onto her back. Her gray hair, damp and stringy, clung to her perspiration-drenched face.


  Gently, Divena caressed her grandmother's hot face. "Wake up, Ammama!" she pleaded. If only her grandmother would rouse herself and wipe the sleep from her eyes. She wanted her to pull herself up and lay the morning fire the way she always did. Divena wanted her to grumble about her stiff old bones and scowl at the near-empty food pots the way she did every other morning. But Shridula didn't open her eyes.


  Uncertain and shaken, Divena stood up and raked her fingers through the tangles in her thick black hair. She smoothed her dingy sari and did her best to tug out the worst of the wrinkles. For a moment she hesitated, but the edges of the sky had already started to turn pink. So the girl grabbed up the empty water pots and set off for the well.


  Before Divena had gone far, a voice called from behind, "Wait for me!" Young Neela hurried up, a water pot balanced on her head and another riding on her hip.


  Divena sighed. She had no desire to listen to Neela's childish chatter. Not this day, when she had so many worries running through her mind.


  "Why do you walk so fast?" Neela demanded. "You have time. The sun is not even up yet."


  "My Ammama. She is not well."


  "Oh." Neela shrugged. "Well, she is old."


  An overwhelming urge to run all the way to the well swept over Divena. A longing to leave foolish Neela standing alone in the dust of the road. What did that girl know about Ammama? What did she know about anything?


  "Yesterday I saw a fine woman walking on our road," Neela said. "She had on a new sari—silk, I think. It had pleats in the front."


  Pleats? A high caste woman, then. Only high caste ladies wore pleats in the front of their saris. It used to be a law. Now it was only a caste rule that everyone obeyed.


  "Someone said she is a teacher from another village." Neela stopped her prattle to squint over at Divena. "I am as tall as you are, and you are skinnier than me. But you are very much older than I am. Is your grandmother ever going to find a husband for you?"


  A deep blush burned over Divena's face. What a thing to say! Neela may be young, but even she should know better than to hurt others with her tongue.


  "I have no time to talk today," Divena snapped. Without waiting for a response, she rushed on ahead.
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  By the time Divena got back to the last cluster of huts at the end of the road where her grandmother lived—downwind from the upper castes who didn't want to smell the stench of polluted people—the full water pots weighed heavily on her shoulders. The sun glowed above the horizon. The day had begun.


  The first thing Divena noticed was a thin line of smoke rising from the cook pit beside her grandmother's hut. She grabbed a firm hold on the water pots and jogged the rest of the way, sloshing water all over herself.


  "Ammama!" she cried when she saw the hunched form of her grandmother bent over the smoking fire. "You are well, then?"


  "Take care with that water or you will have to go back and get more," the old lady scolded. "Of course I am well. I have no time to lie around and moan."


  "I feared—"


  "Feared?" Shridula straightened her back and looked up into the girl's face. "Did we not decide to do away with our fear?"


  Even so, Shridula, who usually stood so strong and sure, trembled over the rice pot. Divena willed herself to not be afraid. She knelt down, took her grandmother's shaking hands in hers, and caressed them. How she longed to throw her arms around her Ammama's neck and beg her to stay well. But Shridula pulled away. The rice had begun to boil.


  "You have work to do, Divena," Shridula said.


  Divena did. She had peppers to pick from their large vegetable patch. Spinach leaves to break off. Cucumbers to pull from the vines.


  "Do not pick them yet," Shridula said of the cucumbers. "Let them grow bigger. You will get more money for them if you wait a few days."


  Yes, but waiting was not always wise, either. Later others would also have cucumbers to sell at the market. Farmers and men with gardens. Shoppers preferred to buy from them. Divena only had an advantage if her produce appeared in the marketplace first, or if it was better, or much cheaper. Mostly her customers looked for cheaper.


  When Shridula turned back to stir the rice, Divena tugged the two largest cucumbers from the vine and slipped them under her mound of peppers. Her grandmother need not know everything.
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  At the far end of the village market—past the farmers' carts loaded high with produce washed and stacked into neat piles, past the merchants' stands with sacks of spices and bags of nuts and stacks of fabrics, past stalls selling delicious things to eat, past the pleasant shelter of banyan trees—Divena unfolded her thin blanket and laid out her meager display of fresh vegetables. Not so many shoppers came all the way out to the market's fringes. Especially not the men with the most coins in their pockets. But the better spots were not for the likes of Divena.


  "Look, I have ripe mangos today!" Selvi announced as she hurried to set up her own wares.


  Divena looked longingly at her friend's golden fruit. She closed her eyes and breathed in the enticing fragrance. Selvi also had two fine stalks of red bananas, but it was the ripe mangos that called to Divena.


  "My father says I am not to give anything away to you," Selvi said. "He says you must buy like anyone else." But then her eyes twinkled, and a grin spread across her face. "Do not worry yourself, though. I conveniently dropped one of the mangos on the road and it split open, so of course I cannot sell it. Later, when the sun gets hotter, we will share it." Selvi threw her head back and laughed out loud.


  Divena kept her gaze away from the other sellers: women with baskets of gleaned custard apples, the milkman's wife with her cans of watered-down milk and hunks of cheese, the wrinkled old woman with purple-black skin who sold peppercorns—green, red, and black. All of them scowled at Selvi, even when she didn't talk noisily and laugh out loud. They whispered that she didn't keep her head lowered like a proper Indian woman of her low status. They murmured that her hair, bobbed to her shoulders and hanging loose, disgraced her. They looked through narrowed eyes at the stylish blue and white two-piece salwar kameez she wore instead of a traditional sari, and they clicked their tongues. "She watches television," they whispered to one another with knowing nods.


  Divena liked Selvi and enjoyed being with her—most of the time. But she didn't want to bring shame on her grandmother, so she busied herself rearranging the vegetables on her blanket.


  Selvi continued with her laughing chatter. People stopped to look over her fruit. If they turned to walk away, she pointed them to Divena's vegetables. Some of these shoppers actually bought a few peppers or a handful of spinach leaves.


  One shopper selected fruit from Selvi's display and laid the pieces together in a pile. "Two ripe mangos," Selvi counted out loud. "Fifty paise two times. Don't they smell good? And two green mangos. Forty paise for each of them. Oh, and bananas, too. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. Eight bananas. Eighty-eight paise for them."


  As Divena watched her friend, she also counted the total, but silently in her mind.


  Selvi started to count on her fingers: "Fifty paise two times is one hundred paise. One rupee. Forty paise two times is, um, eighty paise. And eighty-eight more is, uh . . ." She shook her head in complete confusion, the same as she did every other day. Selvi never could keep accounts.


  "Two rupees, sixty-eight paise," Divena whispered to Selvi. The same as she did every other day.


  On the best market days, Selvi could earn as much as five rupees. Divena never did that well. "It is not your fault," Selvi assured her. "It is only that my fruit is so much better than your vegetables."


  At the end of the day, Divena counted her coins: three rupees, eighty-one paise. A good day's earnings for her. "Will you watch my vegetables?" she asked Selvi. Then she slipped over to the tobacconist's stall.


  A chew of tobacco, her grandmother's one vice. Shridula had stopped buying it when Divena came to live with her. More important to have rice, she said. She could chew betel nut for much less cost. But now and then she surely did enjoy a pinch of real tobacco. This would be a good day for Divena to surprise her with some.
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  "I hate the village," Selvi said as the girls started the trek back to their homes.


  "Why?"


  "It is so boring," Selvi said. "Nothing ever changes here. And it is filled with fools."


  The sky glowed bright orange, as though the heavens were ablaze. "Oh, just look at the setting sun," Divena gasped. "The village does have—"


  But Selvi interrupted, wrinkling her face to show her disgust. "Do not tell me you actually like that cluster of huts where you live!"


  "It is not like or dislike. I understand life there with my grandmother. I feel comfortable with it. I know what is expected of me."


  "Everything is different in the city," Selvi said. "If we lived there, we could ride the bus home from the market. Or get a ride on the back of someone's motorbike. Maybe even in someone's car. We would relax in a room with electric fans and read books to each other about strange places and new things. We might even go to some of those strange places!"


  Divena didn't answer. But the expression on her face said, Selvi does not know everything.


  "If we got sick in the city, we would go to a real doctor, not to Mahima with all her herbs and mantras. We would have real medicine, and we would get well quickly."


  "Maybe."


  With a giggle, Selvi whispered, "We would even talk to men."


  Divena's eyes popped. "Why? What would we say to a man?"


  "Anything we wanted! Maybe we would say, 'The sun is hot today.' Or 'These ripe mangos taste delicious.' Or maybe we would say, 'Can I ride on your motorbike with you?' "


  Divena almost dropped the basket of vegetables off her head. "Really, Selvi, how do you think of such things?"


  "Television. My father's friend has one, and sometimes I watch it. Many shows are about the city. In the city, girls do exciting things all the time. I wish we lived in a city."


  Selvi and her father lived in a wood house with a courtyard, still at the Dalit end of the village, but in a better section than did Divena and her grandmother. Closer to the Sudras, who might be poor, but were people of caste. Divena had never seen a television, but she did remember life in the city. People, people, everywhere. Filthy streets lined with lean-tos thrown together from sticks and palm leaves and discarded plastic bags. Her family had once lived in one of those lean-tos. Pigs and goats rooted about in the garbage piles, eating whatever they could find. Beggars clogged the streets. Beggars like her own blind sister.


  "I like the village," Divena said.
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  "Divena! Divena!"


  Selvi had already gone on to her father's house and Divena had just turned off onto the path to her grandmother's hut, when a figure ran toward her, head bare and sari flapping.


  "Divena! You must come quickly!"


  "Mahima?" Divena called out. "Is that you?"


  "Quickly! Quickly!" Mahima cried. "Your grandmother is terribly ill. Hurry!"


  4


  March


  Humaya!" Ajay Varghese called out the passenger-side window of his pick-up truck. "How goes the rice planting?" The mud-splattered overseer pulled his chaddar off his head and wiped it across his face. "The lower paddies are tilled and planted, Master Landlord. The upper ones . . ." Humaya spread his arms wide. "They are soaking with river water right now. As soon as it recedes, we will bring in buffalo and turn the earth. Then we can begin the planting up there, too."


  "Good, good!" Ajay said. "With God's blessing all will be planted before the summer rains."


  "Yes, Master Landlord," Humaya replied with a bow. "If the gods smile on us, it will be so."


  Ajay motioned to his son Sundar to drive on toward the road. "Humaya had better be telling me the truth," he muttered.


  Even at the age of forty-three, and despite his nearly bald head, Ajay Varghese boasted an impish, boy-like expression. His face was round and dimpled, almost sweet. He prided himself on looking the part of a modern-day businessman— moustache and beard neatly trimmed, crisp Western-style shirt, trousers with a pressed-in crease.


  "What is this?" Ajay grabbed the end of the white chaddar his son had draped around his neck. "Sundar! Do not wrap that around your head in a turban. It makes you look like an Untouchable laborer."


  "It keeps the sun off my head." Sundar glanced at his father and struggled to keep from smiling. "Which is probably why the Harijans do it."


  "Harijans! Dalits! Outcastes! Call them what you will, they are still nothing but Untouchables," Ajay grumbled.


  That his eldest son would condescend to carelessly mix in with the laborers exasperated the powerful landowner. That his son cared not the least what others thought frustrated him beyond endurance.


  Ajay took a deep breath. "You are my first son," he said to Sundar. "And in many ways, you are my best. Jeevak does a good job of working in the fields and pushing for more progress. Ramesh is intelligent in a bookish way. But you are the one who shows the greatest potential. Even so, you must earn the right to be the next landlord."


  "Yes, Father," Sundar said.


  Ajay shook his head and sighed. "That is all you have to say? At such a compliment, Jeevak would be kissing my hand."


  "I am sure he would."


  "You work hard and you reason well. But it is Jeevak who shows passion. Foolish, impulsive passion at times, but passion nevertheless."


  Sundar said nothing.


  "What I am saying is that you must think over all the ramifications of a situation before you act. Consider it from all sides, then take a wise approach. But—" He searched his son's face. Impassive, as usual. "I appreciate all you do, and do so well, my son. But how I wish you would . . . could . . . care!"
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  In the midlands of India's southern state of Kerala, under the distant shadows of the great mountain peaks of the Western Ghats, Varghese land spread out rich and fertile. While the landlord took his first son around his vast lands to inspect the property, his second son, Jeevak, sloshed through the rice paddies and directed the actual work. Charming Sundar drove the truck, his father by his side, offering advice; filthy Jeevak slogged through the stinking paddy mud and carried out his brother's ideas. Handsome Sundar rejected every young woman his father proposed as a wife; muddy Jeevak could not marry until after his older brother had wed.


  "You!" Jeevak called to a gap-toothed man guiding a plow behind a water buffalo. "Keep that line straight!"


  Up ahead, a group of women, each carrying a basket of sprouted rice seedlings, prepared to start the planting. "No, no!" Jeevak called out to them. "Do not plant until the field has been properly flattened!" But he didn't look at them. His eyes lingered on a comely girl of thirteen or fourteen.


  Jeevak pulled his eyes away from the young girl. "Humaya!" he yelled. "What kind of overseer are you? This area is not ready for planting. Move those workers on until you have this paddy properly prepared. And get it done immediately!"


  Humaya bowed and poured forth his profound apologies and gratitude for Jeevak's wisdom. The overseer shouted new orders to the workers. But as soon as Jeevak moved away toward the road, Humaya motioned for the laborers to resume work as before.


  At mid-morning, Jeevak passed by a handful of women who were finishing up planting an especially fine paddy. Twentythree women, muddy and perspiring, worked standing, their legs straight, bent over at the waist to reach the ground. The twenty-fourth, a fair wisp of a girl, crouched over her work in a most delicate way. Her straw hat had tumbled back, and wisps of fine hair curled around her lovely face. Her hair seemed to be streaked with gold, and her shaded face the color of ripe wheat blowing in the field. Pale skin . . . cultured ways . . . Jeevak felt certain that from somewhere deep in her past she must hold vestiges of high-caste breeding.


  "You!" Jeevak called to her. "What is your name?"


  The young woman looked up in confusion. "Baka, Master," she said.


  "You need not work for the remainder of the morning, Baka."


  Baka hunkered in the mud and poked another seedling into the ground.


  "I am telling you to quit work for the rest of the morning!" Jeevak said again.


  "But, sir, I still have planting to do."


  "Go to your hut, clean yourself up, and take a rest." The other women turned to stare, which made Jeevak most uncomfortable. He cleared his throat and removed the gruffness from his voice. "The sun is too much for your fair skin. My father does not want his workers ill from the heat."


  The laborers exchanged meaningful glances. Baka didn't move.


  "Now!" Jeevak ordered. "Back to your hut with you!"
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  As soon as he could get away, Jeevak followed Baka to her stark wooden hut. He found her sitting on the bare floor, her face streaked with tears. She wore the same muddy sari she had on in the field, though she had scrubbed her hands and arms and combed the worst of the mud from her hair. Sighing, Jeevak decided, Well, she is a laborer, after all.


  "You are quite beautiful, for one of your kind," Jeevak whispered. He knelt next to the lovely young woman and reached out to caress her creamy skin.


  Baka pulled away.


  "I would suggest you watch yourself!" Sharpness edged Jeevak's voice . . . cutting sharpness tinged with threat. "It is in my power to make your life here pleasant and easy. Or, if I choose, I can guarantee that you will be most miserable."


  Baka winced in spite of herself. "I have a husband," she murmured.


  "Do you now? Well, it really does not matter, does it? I own both of you." Jeevak pulled her roughly into his arms.


  "Please, Master Landlord," Baka begged. "Please, no!"


  But Jeevak had already pulled the dirty cloth of her sari off her head and slipped it down from her shoulders. He reached out to caress her.


  "You insult me with your tears," Jeevak scolded. "Someone like you is lucky to attract a fine, wealthy, high caste man. Especially one as good-looking as I am." He grabbed hold of Baka's hair and forced her head back. "Look at me! Look at me and tell me how handsome I am! Tell me what a lucky woman—"


  At that moment a chunk of firewood cracked against the back of Jeevak's head. For a moment he sat still and stared uncomprehendingly at Baka. His mouth worked, but he couldn't form any words. Then he slumped forward, his bleeding head in Baka's lap.


  Baka leapt up, shaking uncontrollably. "What have you done?" she cried. "What have you done?"


  "Saved your honor," said Kilas. "Saved my wife."


  Baka covered her face with the edge of her sari and wailed.
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  Baka herself had run back to the paddy, screaming for help. The landlord, talking with Humaya, completely ignored the girl as he rushed to Jeevak. Together he and Sundar lifted Jeevak into the truck bed. All the way home, Ajay Varghese cradled his son's bleeding head in his lap.


  That evening, as the doctor prepared to leave the landlord's house—Jeevak's head swathed in bandages, his stomach filled with strong drugs—Ajay Varghese said, "My son is a fool. But the workers belong to me. I have the right to do with them as I will."


  "By what law, Father?" Sundar asked him.


  "By the law of this village! By the law of our people! I am the landlord, so I need no other law!"


  The landlord's punishment fell brutally. At Ajay Varghese's command, his servants dragged both Baka and her husband before him, their hands tied fast behind their backs. The landlord himself raised the stiff wooden switch his son used on the tough hides of stubborn bullocks and slashed it down across Baka's back. She crumpled to the ground.


  "Stop!" Kilas cried. "It is against the law for you to do this to us!"


  "The law! The law! Forget the law and ask us what is right!" To his servant, Ajay ordered, "Pull the shirt off his back!"


  Ajay clenched his teeth and again raised the switch high. "I have the right to punish you, and I most certainly will!" He lashed a blow across Kilas's bare back. Kilas clenched his teeth and shuddered but did not cry out. Ajay struck another blow.


  "We are your laborers, but you do not own us!" Kilas cried.


  Another blow. Then another. Kilas fell to his knees. Another and another, until Kilas fell flat and lay silent on the ground.


  Ajay turned his attention to Baka. "You! Get back up on your feet!"


  He strode toward an old woman who sobbed as she stirred up an already prepared fire. Shoving her aside, Ajay grabbed the cool end of a red hot iron, ready and waiting in the pit. He jerked it from the fire.


  "Get her up and keep her still," Ajay ordered his servant. "Hold her by her hair so she cannot move."


  The servant hesitated.


  "Do it!" Ajay commanded. "Now!"


  The servant pulled Baka to her feet. She could barely stand, so he grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked it tight. As the old woman continued to wail, as the laborers stared in shocked silence, Ajay carried the sizzling iron to Baka. "Bow to Jeevak!" he ordered. "Jeevak is my son, and that means he is your master. Bow to him!"


  Baka lowered her head, but as she did so, she spat out something unintelligible.


  "Never again will you lure a high caste man to you!" Ajay roared. He pressed the glowing iron across the girl's tender cheek and down over her mouth. She let out a horrible shriek through blistered lips.


  Then she fell to the ground unconscious.


   


  [image: ]


   


  After a most unsettling week, Ajay, enveloped in the heady spring scent of new jasmine blossoms, sat on a low-slung sofa pushed back into a corner of the veranda. His feet rested on his great-great-grandfather's exquisite Persian carpet. Ajay picked up his teacup and took a long sip. Tea, thick and sweet, exactly the way he liked it. Pale with rich water buffalo milk. He smacked his lips and said to his sons, "The planting goes especially well."


  So rich and lush lay the Varghese expanse of land that it willingly produced two crops every year. Unless the rains or stifling heat came at the wrong times. Ajay had endured his share of grain shriveled in the fields or mildewed on the stalks. But that would not happen this year. This year he would fill his storehouse with rice and his coffers with rupees.


  Weather. Crops. The state of the world. Ajay discussed all these topics with his sons. At the end of each day, they ate their evening meal together out on the veranda, or inside in the sitting room, depending on the weather. (Ajay refused his sons' pleas to invest in an air-cooling unit.) They lingered for hours afterward, drinking tea and watching the sun set. They talked of many things, but never of Jeevak's indiscretion, nor of the beatings that had followed it.


  Kilas had spoken the truth; such behavior toward workers was against the law. But, Ajay reasoned, what else could a father expect from so rash a son as Jeevak? "I will get a girl for him," Ajay told his wife, Hanita. "An Untouchable woman, who has no husband and who knows nothing about the law. She will be his plaything, and he can do with her as he wishes."


  "What do you intend to do? Kidnap a young woman?"


  "No, no," Ajay said. "I am an honorable man. When I find the right girl, I will make her a loan that she cannot repay."


  Ajay knew he must be careful. He must take his time and form a good plan. That was the only way to prove to everyone that he was still in charge. That nothing was done without his knowledge and approval.


  As for this current embarrassment, clearly Jeevak had been at fault, and he must be made to pay. But what Ajay would do—and when—no one knew. The reckoning loomed heavy, but not one of his sons dared speak of it.


  Bandages still swathed Jeevak's wounded head. As for Baka and Kilas, they no longer lived in the settlement. To add to the Varghese embarrassment, the day after the beatings, when everyone assumed they still couldn't walk, the two disappeared. One day Kilas stumbled painfully around his shack, and the next day both were gone.


  One by one, the Varghese sons lifted their teacups and drank. To not speak of that disagreeable affair suited them fine. Except that they knew it to be only a matter of time. The discussion would come up, and when it did, their father's rage was sure to strike. Waiting was excruciating.


  "Nothing in the village escapes my attention," Ajay stated to his sons.


  Three teacups, clutched in the hands of his three boys, froze in dread.


  "Nothing on my land or in my settlement passes without my notice. What kind of landlord would I be if I did not make certain of that? I am aware of everything that happens here."


  Jeevak attempted to set his cup down, but his hands shook so violently he couldn't manage it. Sundar and Ramesh did their best to ignore their brother's distress.


  "When I made that worker woman bow to you, Jeevak . . . You do remember that, my son, do you not?"


  Remember? The horror of that moment would be seared into his memory forever.


  "She said something to you. What did she say, Jeevak?"


  Jeevak's trembling hands knocked his cup over. He grabbed at it, but the tea spilled into his lap. His father gazed at the puddle of milky tea as it spread out over his son's jeans. In the mildest of voices he asked, "Is something bothering you, my son?"


  "I cannot recall her saying anything," Jeevak replied in a strained mumble.


  Everyone knew that to be a lie. Everyone knew she had called Jeevak "the despicable son of the devil."


  "Her husband," Ajay said thoughtfully. "His name slips my mind. What did they call him, again?"


  Jeevak didn't even try to answer. He cradled his aching head in his hands and squeezed his eyes shut.


  "Sundar, please tell your brother the man's name. He seems to be a bit forgetful this evening."


  "Kilas," Sundar said. "His name is Kilas." Sundar kept his eyes fixed on his own teacup.


  "Yes. Well. As it turns out, this Kilas is not just another Harijan raised to do as he is told. But I guess he already showed you that, Jeevak, did he not?"


  Perspiration broke out on Jeevak's face. He folded his hands to keep them from trembling.


  "This Kilas is of high birth. A Vaisaya, from the merchant caste. A student at the university who dropped out of school to pay off his parents' debt."


  "That makes no sense," Ramesh protested. The youngest Varghese son also happened to be a university student. "Only a crazy person would willingly quit his studies to become a slave."


  Slowly Jeevak shook his head. In a pained voice he said, "Such a beautiful girl. Like a goddess. I should have known she could not be a Harijan."


  Ajay slammed his fist down on the table. "Does not one of you see the significance of this? That man quoted the law. He knows!"


  "But that woman and her husband are gone, Father," Ramesh said. "Surely the matter is behind us."


  "If only it were," Ajay said. "But outrage does not die easily. Outrage seethes. Outrage lies in wait."


  5


  March


  Divena, trembling, kept her gaze away from Mahima. "Selvi says my Ammama needs a real doctor."


  "Oh? And which real doctor would that be?" Mahima asked. "The one who treats only people from the high castes?"


  "No, no. I only meant—"


  "How would you get your grandmother to that real doctor? Carry her on your back?"


  Tears filled Divena's eyes. "Selvi's father has a horse cart. Maybe he would—"


  "Would Selvi's father also pay the real doctor the money the man would demand? Or perhaps you plan to go begging for a loan at the door of the landlord."


  Shridula moaned as she tossed restlessly on her mat. Through parched lips, she begged for a cup of water.


  "See how you have upset her!" Mahima scolded. "If you were a true blessing, you would not talk the way you do. After I make your grandmother well, surely she will change your name to something ugly."


  Divena said no more.


  "Hurry to the well," Mahima ordered. "I need more water. This time your grandmother's malaria is much worse than ever before, and her body is too old and too hungry to fight it."


  Divena took up the water pots and, with hesitating steps, headed for the road. Darkness gathered fast. No one else would be on their way to the well at this late hour—at least, no one Divena cared to meet in the dark of night.


  "Hurry!" Mahima called after her. "Your grandmother suffers!"


  Every rustling bush Divena passed seemed to quiver with peril. Every shadow looked as though it sheltered menace. Even the trees that offered such welcoming shade from the glaring daytime sun, in the dark seemed to smell of danger. Divena quickened her pace faster and faster until her feet raced along the road.


  Worst of all, Divena was convinced that everything Mahima said was true. Divena had no money for a doctor. The health clinic was far away. She did not have any way to get her grandmother there. Of course Selvi's father would not take her. Divena knew that. Anyway, surely Mahima must know the art of healing. The village respected her. Not only for her abilities, but also for her kindness. Divena determined that she would work out some way to pay Mahima. Whatever she asked, Divena would give her. Mahima would make her grandmother well.


  Selvi did not know everything.


  Divena passed the stand of neem trees and approached a stretch of flat rice paddies. She looked up and smiled appreciatively at the rising moon. Only a quarter moon, not even bright enough to cast shadows across her path, yet it gave off enough light to make it easier for her to walk along the road. Half-walking, half-running, Divena arrived at the well in record time. With no crowd around, with no one wanting to stand and gossip, she quickly drew the water and hurried toward home.
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