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  May His grace and peace be with you all.
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    The last of the straggling laborers hefted massive bundles of grain onto their weary heads and started down the path toward the storage shed. Only twelve-year-old Shridula remained in the field. Frantically she raced up and down the rows, searching through the maze of harvested wheat stalks.


    Each time a group of women left, the girl tried to go with them, her nervous fear rising. Each time Dinkar stopped her. The first time she had tried to slip in with the old women at the end of the line the overseer ordered, "Shridula! Search for any water jars left in the fields." Of course she found none. She knew she wouldn't. What water boy would be fool enough to leave a jar behind?


    By the time the girl finished her search, twilight shrouded the empty field in dark shadows. Shridula hurried to grab up the last bundle of grain. Its stalk tie had been knocked undone, and wheat spilled out across the ground. Quickly tucking the tie back together, Shridula struggled to balance the bundle up on her head. It shifted . . . and sagged . . . and sank down to her shoulders.


    Shridula was not used to managing so unwieldy a head load. In truth, she wasn't used to working in the field at all. Her father made certain of that. This month was an exception, though, for it was the month of the first harvest. That meant everyone spent long days in the sweltering fields—including Shridula.


    The girl, slight for her twelve years, possessed a haunting loveliness. Her black hair curled around her face in a most intriguing way that accented her piercing charcoal eyes. Stepping carefully, she picked her way out of the field and onto the path. Far up ahead, she could barely make out the form of the slowest woman. If she hurried, she still might be able to catch up with her. The thought of walking the path alone sent a shudder through the girl.


    Shridula tried to hurry, but she could not. With each step, her awkward burden slipped further down toward her shoulders. She could hardly see through the stalks of grain that hung over her eyes.


    "Please, allow me to lend you a hand."


    Shridula caught her breath. How well she knew that voice! It was Master Landlord, Boban Joseph Varghese.


    Afraid to lift her head, Shridula peeked out from under the mass of grain stalks. Master Landlord, fat and puffy-faced, stood on the other side of the thorn fence, ankle-deep in the stubbly remains of the wheat field. His old-man eyes fastened on her.


    Shridula reached up with both hands and grabbed at the bundle on her head.


    "Do not struggle with the load," Boban Joseph said, his voice as slippery-smooth as melted butter. "The women can retie it tomorrow. Let them carry it to the storehouse on their own worn-out old heads."


    A shiver of dread ran through Shridula's thin body. She must be careful. Oh, she must be so very careful!
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    All day long, as fast as the women could carry bundles of grain from the fields, Ashish had gathered them up. He separated the bundles and propped the sheaves upright side by side in the storage shed. Everything must be done just right or the grain wouldn't dry properly. One after another after another after another, Ashish stacked the grain sheaves. By the time the last woman brought in the last bundle, by the time he stood the last of the sheaves upright, by the time he closed the shed door and squeezed the padlock shut, then kicked a rock against the door for good measure and headed back to his hut, the orange shards of sunset had already disappeared from the sky.


    A welcoming glow from Zia's cooking fire beckoned to Ashish. He watched as his wife grabbed out a measure of spices and sprinkled them into the boiling rice pot. But this night something wasn't right. This night Zia worked alone.


    "Where is Shridula?" Ashish asked his wife.


    Zia bent low over the fire and gave the pot such a hard stir it almost tipped over.


    "She has not yet returned from the fields," Zia said in a voice soft and even. But after so many years together, Ashish wasn't fooled.


    The glow of firelight danced across Zia's features and cast the furrows of her brow into dark shadows. Ashish ran a gnarled hand over the deep crevices of his own aging face. He yanked up his mundu—his long, skirt-like garment—and pulled it high under his protruding ribs, untying the ends and retying them more tightly.


    "She should not have to walk alone," he said. "I will go back." Ashish spoke with exaggerated nonchalance. He would remain calm for Zia's sake.
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    "All night!" Ashish said to his daughter when she came in at first light. He spoke in a low voice, but it hung heavy with rebuke. "Gone from your home the entire night!"


    Overhead, Ashish's giant neem tree reached its branches out to offer welcome shelter from the early morning sun. Twenty-eight years earlier, on the day of his wedding, Ashish had planted that tree. Back then, it was no more than a struggling sprout. Yet even as he placed it in the ground, he had talked to Zia of the refreshing breezes that would one day rustle through its dark green leaves. He promised her showers of sweetly fragrant blossoms to carpet the barren packed dirt around their hut.


    But no breeze pushed its way through this morning's sweltering stillness, and the relentless sun had long since scorched away the last of the white blossoms. Still, the tree was true to its promise. Its great leaves sheltered Ashish's distraught daughter from curious eyes.


    Zia stared at the disheveled girl: sari torn, smudged face, wheat clinging to her untidy hair. Zia stared, but said nothing.


    "Master Landlord told me I must go with him." Shridula trembled and her eyes filled with tears. "I said no, but he said I had to obey him because he owns me. Because he owns all of us, so we must all do whatever he says."


    "Please, Daughter, stay away from Master Landlord," Ashish pleaded.


    "I did, Appa!" Shridula struggled to fight back tears. "I dropped the bundle of grain off my head and ran away from him, just as you told me to. He tried to catch me, but I ran into the field and sneaked into the storage shed the way you showed me and hid there. All night, I hid in the wheat shocks."


    "That new landlord!" Zia clucked her tongue and shook her head. "He is worse than the old one ever was!"


    Zia reached over to brush the grain from her daughter's hair, but Shridula pushed her mother's hand away. Her dark eyes flashed with defiance. "Someday I will leave here!" she announced. "I will not stay a slave to the landlord!"
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    Boban Joseph was indeed worse than his father. Mammen Samuel Varghese had been an arrogant man, a heartless landowner with little mercy for the hapless Untouchables unfortunate enough to be caught up in his money-lending schemes.


    Yet Mammen Samuel took great pride in his family's deep Christian roots—he could trace his ancestry all the way back to the first century and the Apostle Thomas. He also clung tightly to the fringes of Hinduism. The duality served him well. It promoted his status and power, yet it also fattened his purse. Even so, Mammen Samuel Varghese had not been a happy man. He seethed continually over the sea of wrongs committed against him, some real and others conjured up in his mind.


    Still, it had always been Mammen Samuel's habit to think matters out thoroughly. In every situation, he first considered the circumstances in which he found himself, then measured each potential action and carefully weighed its consequence. It's what he had done when he lent Ashish's father the handful of rupees that led to his family's enslavement. Only after such consideration would Mammen Samuel make a decision. His son Boban Joseph did no such thing.


    No, Young Master Landlord was not his father.


    During the years of Ashish's and Zia's childhood, Mammen Samuel Varghese maintained tight control over his house and his settlement of indebted slaves. But age did not wear well on him. And the greater Mammen Samuel's decline, the more wicked and cruel Boban Joseph became.


    Soon after Ashish took Zia as his wife, the elder landlord began to release one responsibility after another to his first son. Boban Joseph eagerly snatched up each one. Soon Boban Joseph began to grasp control of matters behind his father's back—always for his own personal advantage. This greatly displeased Mammen Samuel. Even more, it worried him. Boban Joseph was his heir, but something had to be done to place controls around him.


    As the season grew hotter and the harvest more demanding, Boban Joseph accepted the agreement reached between the laborers and his father requiring them to work a longer day—begin before dawn and continue until after dark. But he refused to honor his father's reciprocal agreement with the workers—to allow them to rest during the two hottest hours of the afternoon.


    Only when a young man fell over and died of heatstroke while swinging his scythe, and the next day one of the best workers fell off his plow in exhaustion after begging in vain for shade and water, did Boban Joseph reluctantly agree to grant a midday break. "Only long enough for a cold meal out of the sun and not a minute more!" he instructed the overseer. (Since Boban Joseph spent his afternoons stretched out across the bed in the coolness of his own room, he never knew that Dinkar allowed the workers extra time in the shade.)


    "Stay away from the fields today," Ashish told Shridula.


    "But the harvest—"


    "The harvest is not your worry, Daughter. Busy yourself with work here in the settlement. Make it your job to be of help to weary laborers."


    "How can I do that?"


    "Fill water jars for the women. Gather twigs and lay them beside the cold cooking pits."


    Zia scowled at her husband. "It is not right that you stand the girl up in front of Master Landlord's revenge," she said. "He is a spiteful man. And brutal."


    Ashish knew that. More than anyone, he knew it.


    "Master Landlord knows Shridula is your daughter," Zia pleaded. "And he will never forget."


    She was right, of course. For forty years, Boban Joseph had demonstrated a seething resentment toward Ashish's family. He clung tightly to his own family's humiliation that had been brought about when Ashish's parents, Virat and Latha, dared escape from Mammen Samuel's laborer settlement. Boban Joseph, then hardly more than a boy, greatly resented his father's timid response to their capture and return. He didn't hide his feelings; he let it be known to everyone that he considered his father's actions shameful and cowardly. Boban Joseph himself had captured the runaway slaves and dragged them back in bonds. Yet his father ignored his demands to have them killed. Mammen Samuel wouldn't even order a public flogging.


    "You will stay here in the settlement today," Ashish told his daughter. "You will be a servant to the workers, not to the master."


    "Yes, Appa," Shridula said.


    "But watch out for the landlord. Should he come around, run to the forest and hide yourself. And do not come out until I am back."
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    At midday, Boban Joseph pushed his way through the crowd of women unloading their head loads of grain and called out to Ashish, "Old man!" (Old man, he said, even though he was himself almost ten years older than Ashish!) "I do not see your daughter at work in the fields today. Where is she?"


    Ashish turned his back to the landlord and untied another bundle. Paying Boban Joseph no mind, he separated the sheaves of grain. Long ago he had outlived his fear of the master.


    "That girl of yours is nothing!" Boban Joseph spat at Ashish's back. "Nothing but a worthless, disgusting Untouchable."


    With an expert hand, Ashish tossed three sheaves of wheat into the already-overflowing storage shed, then swung around and grabbed up the next one.


    "A comely Untouchable, however," Boban Joseph added. "In a dark and dirty sort of way. Yet there are those who like such girls." Ashish's eyes flashed and his jaw clenched. The landlord laughed out loud, scornful and mocking.


    Ashish stopped his work and straightened his painfully stiff back. The wheat sheaf slipped from his hands. Stepping back, he turned around to look the landowner full in the face. "The pale English lady is but one day's walk from here," Ashish said. "She has not forgotten me. Most certainly, she has not forgotten your father, or anyone in your family."


    The smirk disappeared from the landlord's lips.


    Always, wherever Shridula went, Boban Joseph's hungry eyes followed her. At one time, he had tried to force her to come up to the big house and work in his garden. There, from dawn to dusk, she would be always in his sight. Even more, she would be away from her father's protection. But Ashish would not allow it. And although he was but a lowly Untouchable, and although Boban Joseph was his owner, Ashish prevailed because of his well-worn threat of the pale English lady.


    It infuriated Boban Joseph. What did he care about that worn-out old foreign woman? That an Untouchable slave— the son of runaways, no less—should get his way was an outrage. Ashish belonged to him! And so did the girl. But Boban Joseph's father had warned him not to press Ashish. "The British," Mammen Samuel had said darkly. "Stay away from anything that touches on their affairs."


    Boban Joseph hissed to Ashish, "The time will come, Untouchable. The time will come."
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    As a child, Ashish always dreaded the hot season, not for the discomfort alone, but because the heat took away the refuge of his family's hut. He found it almost impossible to spend any time inside because the interior so quickly grew stifling. One might as well step into the cooking fire pit and sit down on simmering stones. In those days, no neem tree stretched out above the hut with shelter in its branches. His entire life, Ashish had longed for a place of refuge. For a safe haven. For a shady protection from the world.


    The neem tree took root and grew quickly.


    It had been early morning when Zia bore Ashish their first son. She tied the baby to her back and went to work in the fields the same as she did every other day. The child had grown big enough to run through the dirt and dribble water from a bowl onto the little tree by the time Zia bore their second son. When that one grew big enough to tag along after his brother and help water the tree's roots, Zia had their third boy. By the time he was of a size to scamper about in the dirt with his brothers, the neem tree reached high enough to provide a bit of shade from the sun for all of them.


    At night, Ashish spread two sleeping mats outside under the spreading branches, one for him and one for Zia. The three little boys curled up around them, and the entire family slept soundly and securely.


    The life-giving tree; that's what Indians called a neem. And that's what it was, too, because each part of the tree nurtured life and brought health to the family fortunate enough to live under the protection of its shade. The bark, the twigs, the blossoms, the leaves—every part of the tree enhanced life. Even the bitter fruit could be boiled into a healing medicine.


    Most certainly it was a life-giving tree—except for the one time Ashish needed it most.
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    May 1946


     


     


     


    who is Devi?" Shridula asked.


    Ashish almost dropped the sleeping mats he had gathered up in his arms. He shot a quick glance at Zia. An earthenware bowl slipped from her fingers and clattered to the ground.


    "Tell me about Devi," Shridula pressed. "Is she one of us?" Meaning, Is she also an Untouchable?


    Slowly, deliberately, Ashish stacked the sleeping mats in the corner, one on top of the other. He stooped down and straightened the stack, then straightened it all over again. "Yes, she is one of us," he finally said. "She was."


    Shridula stared at her father. It seemed as though a mask had suddenly fallen over his face. The most familiar man in her life, and she hardly recognized him. In that moment he looked so old, so terribly tired.


    "Who spoke to you of Devi?" Ashish took great care to keep his question casual, as though it had no real import.


    "Sometimes Master Landlord calls me by that name."


    Zia caught her breath and her eyes filled with tears. She turned toward the shadows and pulled her pallu—the loose end of her dingy sari—over her head.


    But Shridula wouldn't give up. Turning to her mother, she asked, "Who was she, Amma?"


    Zia heaved a sigh of weary resignation. "Devi was my sister. My beautiful big sister. She was the one who set my parents free."
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    Devi.


    With a nervous jerk of her hand, Zia stroked at the worn spots on her sari and smoothed the frayed cloth out over her bony frame. She was a competent woman, hardworking and kind. Toil and sorrow and years had taken their toll on her, but even before all that, no one would have called her pretty. Pleasant looking, yes, with her melancholy oval face, dark skin, and thick black hair. But not pretty like her older sister.


    While Zia's parents had not considered her worthy of any name at all, they had bestowed an especially lucky one on Devi. Her name meant goddess. In many ways, Devi had been fortunate . . . for an Untouchable. Like her younger sister, she was hardworking and kind, but she had also been blessed with grace and beauty and pale skin. And she was loved.


    "Tell me about Devi," Shridula pleaded.


    Zia wiped her face with her pallu and sighed deeply. "The old landlord—Master's father—he gave her to Master Boban Joseph."


    Devi did not measure up to the standards old Master Landlord had intended for his eldest son, Zia explained. Everyone knew that. Village gossips had already woven together tales of the lavish wedding the landlord would have for his son, and the sumptuous feast to which the entire village would certainly be invited. A bride had been selected many years earlier, chosen from a family of wealth and prestige. However, in keeping with Indian custom, young Boban Joseph had never seen or spoken to her.


    "But he did not want the rich girl," Zia said. "He did not want the great wedding party."


    "How do you know all this?" Shridula asked.


    "Devi worked in the garden outside the landowner's house and she heard their arguments," Zia said. "Of course, she repeated everything to us."


    Of course. Shridula knew all about the gossip that ran incessantly through the settlement.


    "Young Master was stubborn and angry, but the landlord refused to give up on his lavish wedding arrangements," Ashish explained. "Because I was a servant of Saji Stephen, the master's younger son, I was ordered to help prepare the elephant for the groom's march. Young Master Boban Joseph said he would not ride the elephant, but the landlord said, 'A son does not go against his father.' "


    Yet Boban Joseph did go against his father. He refused to have anything to do with the marriage his father arranged.


    "He wanted only the Untouchable girl who worked in the garden," Zia said. "He would have no one but my sister Devi."


    Landlord Mammen Samuel held the entire village under his fist, but he could not control his own willful son. So, although it brought untold humiliation and shame to his family, and though it cost him an enormous amount of money, Mammen Samuel returned the bride's dowry. He also presented costly gifts of apology to everyone in her family. He had to, in order to persuade them to agree to cancel the wedding. To quiet the vicious gossip that was spreading so quickly and to regain his honor, he forgave Devi's parents their debt in exchange for her father's thumbprint on an agreement renouncing Devi as his daughter. Her father gave his mark without hesitation. That very night her parents left the settlement.


    "My sister could not stop weeping when the landlord's servants took her away," Zia told Shridula. "She was just a child, you see, younger than you are now."


    Shridula shook her head. "I do not understand, Amma. You are still here. Why did you not go away with your parents?"


    Zia would not look her daughter in the face. "My little sister, Baby, and I were not part of their agreement," she murmured. "Though we were still very small, we were sent to work in the fields in my parents' place. I never saw my mother and father again. I never saw Devi again, either."


    Shridula, her face hard, declared, "I would not have stayed behind."


    "It was not our choice. We could only—"


    "If I could not go with them, I would have left by myself. I would not have stayed with the landlord!"


    "Do not be so quick to speak, Daughter," Ashish said. "It is easy to imagine strength and bravery when none is required of you."
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    Shridula had always been a curious child. With her, Ashish never found it a simple matter to tell a tale. He couldn't get through a story without her endless interruptions of, "But why, Appa? Why?"


    Ashish did his best to answer his daughter's questions . . . in his own way. He told her . . . some things. He explained . . . what he must. Which is why Shridula knew so little.


    "So you hate the landlord because of Devi?" the girl asked. "I don't understand. He owned her. Was it not his right to do with her as he wished?"


    Ashish closed his eyes. His head bobbed back and forth, in the manner peculiar to his people. "I must tell you of your brothers," he said.


    "Veer, our first boy, always laughed. Although still quite young when the overseer sent him to the fields, he changed from a happy child to a joyful water boy." Ashish smiled at the memory of the tiny lad who never walked but always ran, back and forth, on his short, brown legs, eager to hurry water to thirsty laborers. "Aravind, our second boy, spent his days looking after Jeevak, the smallest. Together those two little ones collected twigs and branches to trade to neighbors for vegetables and special things to eat. Aravind proved to be an especially good trader. What amazing things he would carry home to your mother for her cook pot!"


    Ashish smiled in spite of himself.


    "But then the dreaded smallpox sickness struck in the next village. The old landlord was so terrified he would not allow anyone in or out of the settlement. Not until the pox hit his own house."


    Shridula pushed in close to her father and looked up into his dark eyes. "Did it strike the landlord, Appa?"


    Ashish looked helplessly to Zia, but she had already turned away.


    "Well, did it?" Shridula pressed.


    "Yes. It struck the old landlord, Mammen Samuel," Ashish said. "They sent for me because the smallpox goddess had already kissed me. They knew she would not reach out to me again."


    Shridula reached up and ran her hand over the deep scars that pitted her father's weathered face.


    "When I came to him, the old landlord lay stretched out on his bed, screaming in pain. His body burned with fever. The young one, Master Boban Joseph, asked me, 'Is this the pox?' But how was I to know? I was smaller than little Jeevak when it struck me. Even so, the young landlord locked me in the room with his father and ordered me to care for him. I did his bidding because I had no choice."


    "Until he got well?"


    "Three days. That's how long I stayed locked in that room. When the landlord's body was cool again, and he sat up and asked for idli cakes and sambar to eat, I laughed with happiness because I thought that surely he was well. But then I saw the rash on his face and I knew. Soon that rash would turn into blisters, and the blisters into open, running ulcers."


    "What did you do?"


    "I called for the young master to fetch the herbalist. I pounded on the locked door and begged him to get a healing charm for his father from the holy man. But he did not. Young Master called back through the door for me to stretch his father out straight and make him comfortable, which is what I did. Then Young Master opened the door just wide enough for me to squeeze out."


    "He let you go home?"


    "He told me to forget I ever saw his father. I said, 'No, no! Your father will die!' But Young Master Boban Joseph slammed the door shut behind me. 'Everyone dies,' he said. 'This is the old man's karma.' And he locked the door with his father inside."


    Shridula looked from her stricken father to her weeping mother. She longed to ask, Why do you care? What did that cruel man matter to you? But it was not the time for such questions.


    "I hurried away, but I saw Devi working in the garden," Ashish said. "She had a small child tied to her back. Young Landlord's son, she told me. I lifted the baby from her and carried him while Devi broke off sunflowers for me to bring home to your mother."


    Zia shook her head, as though she still found the story hard to believe.


    "When I neared our hut, young Veer came running to meet me and jumped up in my arms. Little Aravind was right behind him, so I lifted him onto my shoulders. As we got closer to our hut, tiny Jeevak toddled over and I scooped him up and carried him, too."


    "You hate the young landlord because he locked his father in the room and left him to die?" Shridula asked.


    Ashish raised his calloused hand to wipe his face, but his hand shook so badly he dropped it back into his lap.


    "No," he said in a voice choked with tears. "Because seven days after I returned home, the pox struck Devi's baby. Devi did what she could for him, but she got the pox, too. They died together, locked in the barn where they slept."


    "Oh," Shridula gasped. "Poor, poor Devi!"


    But Ashish wasn't finished. "The next day, our young Veer, his body damp with fever, cried over a terrible pain in his head. Soon little Aravind lay beside him, crying with his brother. They left this life together on the sleeping mat."


    "But how could that happen?" Shridula demanded. "Did the pox strike you a second time, Appa?"


    "No. But I carried it to Devi and her baby, then I took it home to my sons. We sold everything we owned to buy special sacrifices to lay before the goddess of the pox—coconut and cashews and pineapple and guavas. We begged the goddess to have mercy and not take our tiny Jeevak, too. But she had already lifted her hand against us and we could not change her mind."


    "Oh!" Shridula breathed.


    "With his father gone to his next life, Boban Joseph became the new landlord. He sent Sudra servants to lock us inside our hut and burn it down. They warned us to die bravely because it was our karma."


    Ashish spat out those last words like bitter fruit from the neem tree.


    "But in the end, the Sudras took pity on us. They busied themselves behind the hut while we ran away into the forest and hid. The pox never did spread in the village. When Boban Joseph no longer feared it, he turned all his efforts to making himself the new landlord. We returned to our hut and went back to work in the fields."


    In the silence that followed, Shridula looked from her father to her mother, then back to her father again. "The landlord was wrong about your karma," the girl said. "Here you are . . . both of you."


    Always the positive one, Shridula. Always the one to light up the darkness with a glow of hope.


    "Our sons are no more," said Zia, "but we have you. We have our Shridula—our blessing. You are our karma."


    Ashish's eyes flashed. "No, not karma! I will believe in blessing, but I will not accept karma!"
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    As a simmering dawn broke over the ripened fields, Miss Abigail Davidson stood on her rooftop and spoke her morning prayers. "For the poor and downtrodden, the hopeless and the oppressed, I ask your mercy, O Lord."


    To her left, a pale sun rose in a sky streaked with pink and gold. To her right, the moon hovered at the horizon. "For the children who beg by the roadside and the mothers with no rice to throw into their pot, I entreat you, Lord Jesus."


    Puffs of welcome breeze caught the edge of her sari and fanned it out around her sparse frame. "For the boy named Blessing, and the travails he must endure, I offer my supplication, Father in Heaven."


    At the jingle of temple bells, a pair of birds daring enough to have built their nest in a corner of the roof awakened and offered their own morning call. "For the land of India I pray, Almighty God, with fear and trembling for what is certain to come."


    A young girl tiptoed up the steep stairs bearing a tray with a china teapot and a single cup painted with blue forget-me-nots. Carefully she placed the tray on the small table and turned to go.


    "Thank you, dear," Miss Abigail said.


    The girl flashed a sunny smile and skipped toward the stairs.


    "Lelee, wait!" Miss Abigail called after her. "Do stay and share the tea with me this morning."


    "I must not," the girl said. "Memsahib says I am to get right back to my chores."


    Miss Abigail sighed. Alone, she breathed in the fragrance of the steamy-hot tea, spiced with cloves and ginger and cardamom and just a pinch of pepper. Silky with rich water buffalo milk and sweetened the way she liked it with raw sugar. Chai, the flavor and aroma of Indian mornings. How accustomed Miss Abigail had become to it over the past forty years.


    The spicy tea, sunrise prayers from the rooftop, days of relentless heat—some things never changed. But so much else had. For many years, it was Miss Abigail who had run the English Mission Medical Clinic. Doctors came and went, but she remained the constant. She treated injuries. She bandaged the injured limbs of lepers. She saw the villagers through horrific epidemics. She also cared for any children who found respite in the mission compound—fed them, mended their bodies, told them stories of Jesus, and gave them their first lessons in English.


    No more, though. Not since Dr. William Cooper and his wife, Susanna, moved down from Calcutta. The first thing they did was order the construction of this small cottage and move her into it, well away from the real work of the clinic. The second thing they did was make plans to send the children away.


    Miss Abigail sank down into one of the two chairs and poured steaming chai into the single forget-me-not cup.
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    Dr. William Cooper, readjusting himself uneasily in the great room of the clinic compound, sipped from his own cup of tea—English, not Indian. Unsweetened, the way he always insisted it be served, without "that disgusting gray cast of wretched milk." He sneaked furtive glances at his uninvited guest—an Indian man dressed in a western shirt worn loose over his native mundu sarong-like garment.


    "What is this pressing matter you wish to discuss with me?" Dr. Cooper asked. But before the Indian could answer, the doctor added, "Please do keep in mind that this is a British clinic. Must I remind you that it is firmly under the protection of his majesty, King George?"


    "Yes, yes, I am being most aware of that," the visitor answered, summoning up his best command of the English language. "This clinic, it is being treating the poor and ill for many years now, and we are being most grateful. But you are surely understanding that change is being underway in India. Unrest is being here, spread from the north of the country down to us here in the south. Now we, too, are experiencing turmoil of our own. With this agitation against you, the British, being increasing, I must to be most eagerly expressing words of great caution for you. It is true that threatenings are made against your safety."


    "Our safety! I cannot see as how the poor beggars we get out at this clinic could prove much of a threat to our well-being. We have been and shall remain firmly under the protection of the British Crown."


    "Yes, sahib, that is so. But as things are standing, I am being—"


    "I say, did you state your name to be Rajeev?"


    "Yes, sahib."


    "Well, now, that alone does not tell me much, does it? Who exactly might you be, Rajeev?"


    "I am being Rajeev Nathan Varghese. I am being a member of the most respected and most important landowner Varghese family. Surely you heard of us. My uncle Boban Joseph—he is being the most important man in the whole of the area. I am coming to you on his behalf."


    "I see. And exactly to what end have you come, might I ask?"


    "My uncle tells me to be asking you that we can be cooperating together to be keeping peace in this part of India."


    Dr. Cooper's jaw tightened. He set his teacup down and straightened his back. "Could it be, Rajeev, that you yourself are one of the agitators of whom you speak?"


    "No, no, sahib. I am being—"


    "A follower of the criminal, Mohandas Gandhi, perhaps?"


    "I am to be following the Mahatma, yes. The Great Soul, most certainly. But I am being no agitator. I am to be seeking a peaceful solution for India, the same as the teacher Gandhiji is doing. And more than that, I—"


    "Peaceful solution, indeed!" Scowling, Dr. Cooper jumped to his feet. "Stirring up Indian mobs so that they riot and strike against the Crown—a great empire which has benefited your people on every side, I must stress!—can hardly be called seeking a peaceful solution. Not at all. No matter what the complaint might be."


    Rajeev Nathan remained in his seat. As Dr. Cooper looked on impatiently, the Indian took his time downing the last swallow of his tea. When he finally stood and spoke again, the friendly tone had disappeared from his voice. "Change is to be coming, Doctor," Rajeev Nathan stated. "You must be choosing a side. But I warn you: choose most carefully. You will not be having a second chance."
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    "Oh, my!" Miss Abigail exclaimed when she stepped into the compound's great room that evening. In her day, she had always used that room as a reception area for the clinic. Now here it was set up as a formal English dining room. Abigail's cottage was just across the courtyard, yet how long had it been since she was last here? One month? Two? She shook her head to knock away the cobwebs that fogged her memory. Time and events did seem to drift together in a most disconcerting way.


    "What is it?" Susanna Cooper asked in her clipped manner. The young woman always sounded impatient to get the present interaction over with and to move on to something more important. That's how she looked, too—breathless and harried, the color always rising in her pale cheeks.


    "Nothing, dear," Miss Abigail said. She brushed the question away with a wave of her hand. "It's just that everything has changed so. Dr. Moore's large green chair is gone, and . . . what else? Oh, my secretary desk!"


    "It is about time, I should say. That dusty old furniture looked as though it had been here for a century."


    A century? Of course it had not! The mission clinic opened just a few years before Miss Abigail arrived in 1905. She opened her mouth to say as much when she realized how long ago 1905 actually was. Forty-one years! She looked at Susanna's fresh face and slim figure. Surely, that would seem a century ago to one so young. So Miss Abigail sighed and said nothing. She eased herself down into the new straight-backed chair (such an uncomfortable contraption!), adjusted her yellow cotton sari (her nicest), and folded her hands in her lap.


    "My dear Miss Davidson." Dr. Cooper, who had quietly entered the room, reached for her hand and touched her fingers in a most cursory manner. "How good of you to join us this evening. We shall take utmost care to get you back to your bed before too late an hour."


    Miss Abigail rolled her eyes.


    The doctor settled himself in a more comfortable-looking chair, picked up a book, and resumed reading. Susanna sat on the sofa across from him and extracted her needlework from the bag at her feet.


    "How are the children?" Miss Abigail asked. "I never see any of them running about. I suppose they keep busy, what with their chores and studies to mind."


    "Children?" Susanna looked mystified.


    "The abandoned ones. The little castaways."


    Susanna glanced at the old lady with pity in her eyes. The doctor never looked up from his book.


    "The other Indian children such as young Lelee. I see that sweet girl when she brings me my tea each morning, though she never stays to talk. Well, I suppose that's to be expected, is it not? She must be eager to get back to the others."


    "Lelee is quite adequate as a servant girl," Susanna said. "We have no need for any others."


    Servant girl! Miss Abigail stared at Susanna. Lelee had come to the clinic as a tiny child, and she, Miss Abigail, had taken her in. "Lelee is not to be treated as a servant," she insisted. "Oh, my, no! She is capable of so much more. Why, she can read. In English. I taught her myself."


    Dr. Cooper looked up and shot his wife a warning glance. Susanna pursed her lips and stabbed the needle into her stitchery.


    When the cook announced that dinner was ready, Dr. Cooper assisted Miss Abigail to her seat at the table. It was beautifully laid with a linen cloth, English porcelain dishes, and fine English cutlery. The doctor waited patiently while Miss Abigail arranged her sari and settled herself, then he moved on to seat his wife.


    "I do wish we could serve you a lovely roast of beef," he said as he sat down in his own chair. "But I fear that such a meal is not to be had in this wretched country. It is indeed a tragedy, is it not?"


    "I shouldn't think so," Miss Abigail replied. "We are in India, after all."


    "British India," Dr. Cooper corrected, as though he were talking to a schoolchild. "Rule of India is still in the hands of the Crown. Long live King George."


    "Long live King George," Susanna echoed.


    Miss Abigail said nothing.


    Roasted mutton with mint. Potatoes and onions and spinach. Baked bread with butter and jam. When all was served, Dr. Cooper recited grace, then picked up his fork and knife. Susanna did the same. Miss Abigail did not. In expert Indian style, she swiped her hand around her plate, grabbed up a generous bite of food, and lifted it expertly to her mouth.


    Susanna gasped out loud.


    "We are in India, are we not?" Miss Abigail said with a note of amusement.


    For some time, they ate in silence. Finally, Dr. Cooper said, "I have a matter of great importance to discuss with you, Miss Davidson. I do believe the time has come for you to leave India."


    "Whatever do you mean?"


    "Only that your work here is done."


    Miss Abigail started to protest, but Dr. Cooper held up his hand. "You have accomplished a great deal, madam. No one could expect more of you. You have earned the right to return home to England and live out your days in comfort."


    "Poppycock!" Miss Abigail exclaimed. "Why, I hardly remember England. India is my home, and I shall live out my days right here."


    "No need to make a hasty decision," Susanna said. "The wise course would be to think on it. If you were to go home—"


    "There is nothing to think on," Miss Abigail said. "I am at home. If that is why you invited me here this evening, then I greatly fear that you have wasted your hospitality."


    Miss Abigail dropped her bread onto her plate, swirled it through the leftover spinach and gravy, and popped it into her mouth. "Delicious," she said. "Though I might suggest that next time you add a hot pepper or two."
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    On the walk back across the courtyard, Miss Abigail leaned heavily on Krishna's arm. Almost fifty years old, Krishna was, but in Miss Abigail's mind he was still the stringy little child she had taken in when he showed up at the clinic so badly burned. Except for the gray in his hair and his grown-man height, he didn't seem that much different from back then. Perhaps because his severely scarred face was wrinkle-free, giving him an ageless look.


    Krishna opened the door and walked Miss Abigail across the parlor to her bedchamber.


    "You made my bed for me," she said when she opened the door. "Really, my dear, you needn't care for me like an old woman."


    "I do not," Krishna said. "I care for you like a dear friend."


    To Abigail, Krishna was more than a friend. A son—that's how she thought of him. He had been with her since he was a child of seven years—eight, perhaps. Except for the time she sent him to Madras to attend the school for orphaned boys. He always was such an intelligent lad. And he did study hard. Still, before long he had come back to her. Life was hard for a burn-scarred Untouchable, even one who could read and write English.


    "Dr. Cooper told me I should leave India," Miss Abigail said. "But why should I, Krishna? India is my home."


    "The doctor worries for you." Krishna picked up the candleholder that stood on the chest beside her bed and lit the candle. "He knows that trouble is coming, and he wants you to be safe."


    Miss Abigail reached out and patted Krishna's twisted hand. "If trouble truly is coming, then I thank God that you are here beside me."
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    Except for a few Sudras scattered throughout the settlement, every person the landlord owned was Untouchable. They all lived side by side in whichever huts the overseer assigned to them, and they all worked together in the fields. But that didn't mean all Untouchables were the same. Carpenters looked down on barbers, who looked down on washer folk, who looked down on basket makers, who looked down on fisher folk. And so it went until it came to the chamars, the leather makers. The handlers of dead animals. Everyone looked down on them. By birth, by caste, and by jati, Ashish was a chamar.


    Being a gentle man, like his father before him, Ashish had always made it his habit to ignore the personal slights and insults other bonded laborers tossed his way. People were people, he insisted. Let each one prove his value in the fields and paddies. But by the age of forty-six, Ashish had begun to grow old and to wear out. More and more, the daily struggles of life weighed heavily on him. One evening he came back to his hut, exhausted from many hours in the wheat fields, to find a most troubling change. The family of potters who had lived in the hut next to his for as long as he could remember were gone. A scraggly woman with two boys had taken up residence in their hut.


    Ashish looked askance at the disheveled woman. In a tone that left no room for excuses, he demanded, "Who are you?"


    "Jyoti," the woman answered without looking up. She was tall and angular, but so thin Ashish didn't see how she could possibly lift a bundle of grain onto her head. Her sari hung around her in tatters.


    "Your boys. Who are they?"


    "The big one is Hari. The small one, Falak."


    Actually, at fourteen, Hari couldn't truly be called big. Tenyear-old Falak, however, was definitely small.


    "Where is your man?" Ashish asked.


    "Dead." Jyoti kept her eyes fixed on the ground. When Ashish didn't leave, she shifted uncomfortably and added, "I borrowed money from the landowner to send my husband to his next life in flames." Still Ashish didn't leave, so she said— without rancor, "He died cleaning night soil for the comfort of our betters."
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