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      I gratefully dedicate this book to my many friends in India who continue to fight for the rights of Dalits—formally known as Untouchables. They are too numerous to name, but God knows each one.


       


      A special debt of thanks to Kolakaluri Sam Paul. Several years ago I met Sam Paul in Ireland where he was speaking on present-day slavery as it exists in India. He told me, "You should write a book about the Dalits in India. Please, let people know about us."
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      Thank you so much for the challenge and inspiration.
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    South India


    March 1905


    
       


       


       


      A small boy, his brown body sticky with sweat, stretched up on his tiptoes and grabbed an earthenware cup from the rim of the well. Water sloshed over the child's hands. The cup was already full—a fortunate thing, for the little one was too small to draw water by himself. He grasped the cup tightly in both hands and drank till it was empty.


      Only then did the little one notice men running toward him. He didn't see the angry, snarling looks on their faces, though, because the glaring sun blinded him. The boy, his curiosity growing, rubbed his fists over his face and shaded his eyes.


      A man rushed toward the boy. He raised a stick over his head and, without warning, smacked it down across the child's back. The little one screamed, "Appa! Appa!" but his father wasn't there to help him. The man cut the child's cries short with another blow, this one so hard it knocked the boy's breath out of him. When the little one managed to force his dark eyes open again, he saw still more men rushing toward him. He wanted to scream, but he couldn't. He could hardly catch a breath. Someone kicked him hard. Someone else pounded on him. Again and again and again.


      "Ap . . . pa!" the tiny child gasped.


      The next smack flung him hard against the side of the well, mercifully knocking him senseless. He didn't feel the rest of the blows.


      When the men left, the boy lay still in a tiny crumpled heap.
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      You know what you must do," Latha said.


      Virat knew. Though it could cost him his life, he knew.


      On the mat in the far corner of the hut, little Ashish moaned in pain. Virat could not bear to look at his son, so battered and broken. Instead, he busied himself with his dingy mundu. He untied the long strip of cotton from around his thin body and stretched it out as far as his arms would reach.


      "I wove a new broom for today," Latha said to her husband.


      "Put it in place. I am ready."


      Latha held the long stems of the bundle of twigs firmly against her husband's back, and Virat rewrapped his mundu around both him and the bound ends. He pulled the cloth as tightly as possible in order to hold the broom in place. The garment must stay flat and smooth, though, with no folds. Untouchables were forbidden to wear folds. Caste rule. And caste rules must never be broken.


      Even on this terrible day, Latha took care to adjust the jagged edges of the twig broom in such a way that they would not snag a hole in the worn cotton of Virat's only garment.


      "Do the broom bristles hang down far enough?" Virat asked. "They must brush against the ground. Do they brush against the ground?"


      Latha knew each crease on her husband's dark face, every cadence of his gentle voice. They had walked side by side through sorrow and disaster; they had journeyed together through want and despair. But never before had she detected the hoarse tremble of raw fear that now tinged his words. With all her might, Latha shoved at the broom. Jagged twigs clawed into her husband's bare back. Latha winced as blood ran down his brown skin, but Virat made no complaint.


      Padding silently on calloused feet, Virat moved across the dirt floor to the sleeping mat he had dragged inside in order to protect his son from curious eyes. Damp locks of black hair framed the boy's swollen face. Virat reached out toward his child, but the broom on his back wouldn't let him bend down. So he stood stiff and straight, like a brown tree that cannot bend in the wind, and stared at his little one.


      "Be a good boy," Virat whispered. "Remember, you are Ashish. Remember, you are a blessing. Always and forever, remember who you are."


      When Virat left the hut, Latha did not follow behind him as required of a proper Indian wife. Instead, without apology, she walked by her husband's side.


      "Now the cup," Virat said.


      Latha plucked a dirty string from her husband's outstretched hand, looped it around his head, and carefully positioned it above his ears. She left the string loose, but tied the ends together in a knot. Virat slipped a flat tin cup over his mouth and pushed it securely in place under the string.


      "Take it off!" Latha insisted. "Do not wear that awful thing here! This is our side of the village! Our house!"


      "The new drum," Virat said through the tin cup. "Hand it to me."


      As Latha fetched the drum, the door of the hut creaked open and little Ashish blinked out at the morning sun. Moving painfully, he shaded his bruised eyes and stared about him with a blank expression until he caught sight of his father—drum in hand, tin cup tied over his mouth, broom hanging down his back.


      "Appa?" Ashish whispered.


      Virat yanked the cup away from his face.


      "Get back to the sleeping mat!" he ordered. "Now!"


      "No, no, not so angry!" Latha pleaded. "Not today!"


      Virat hadn't intended to be harsh with the boy. But the child had taken him by surprise. And once the words were out of his mouth, he couldn't take them back again, no matter how much he might wish it. Sadness flooded over Virat and washed away all the gentle things he would like to say, leaving him speechless. He couldn't think of one single word. So he simply shook his head and turned away.


      With the drum tucked under his arm, the tin cup clutched in his hand, and the string still dangling over his ears, Virat called back to Latha, "Sacrifice the piglet to the village god. Implore the god to guide my steps. Plead with him to make a success of my journey."


      Latha opened her mouth, but her words drowned in tears.


      "Should I die, wife, take the boy and follow the road toward the mountains. It will lead you back to your father's house."


      Virat, the Untouchable . . . Virat, the accursed . . . Virat, the despised outcaste . . . set his feet on the path that separated the familiar settlement of his lowly kind from the far side of the village, home to high caste warriors and kings and Brahmin priests.


      And nothing would ever be the same again.
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      I will work with you, Appa," Ashish had announced early on that fateful morning.


      To the child, it was simply another day. Early each morning, Virat went out to scour the open spaces around the mud huts and up the road in search of animals that had died during the night with their valuable hides intact. He always hoped for a cow or a goat, but he counted it good fortune to find anything salvageable at all. Ashish often tagged along on these daily hunts. It pleased Virat to have him. The boy must learn, for one day he, too, would do this accursed work. The son of a chamar always grew up to be a chamar.


      But very early that morning a runner had come from across the bridge, from the high caste side of the village, and—careful to keep his feet off the polluted path of the Untouchables— had called out, "Virat! Virat the chamar! Come and take away a dead cow!"


      No one of high caste birth could touch a dead animal, of course. It would instantly pollute them. So, however much they might despise Virat, they could not do without his services.


      "You must not come with me today," Virat had told his son." Today you must stay with your mother."


      But Ashish did not stay with his mother. As soon as Latha left on her morning trek to fill the water jars, the boy set out to follow his father. Virat was too far down the path for Ashish to actually see him, but that didn't matter. The child knew the way his father would go: he would take the small path to the main road where he would turn and follow it all the way to the river. So that's the way Ashish went.


      When the boy got to the river, he caught sight of his father far ahead, on the other side of the bridge. Actually, Ashish could only see a faint shape, but he knew it to be his appa because the shape pushed a hand cart, and only his father did that. So Ashish had rushed across the bridge.
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      Beyond the clutch of mud huts, flattened dirt and dusty brush lined both sides of the pathway. With most of the trees cut down for their wood, the land lay barren—shades of brown and gray and sandy tan—broken only by a great patch of shimmering green up ahead. It was the scum-edged pond where Latha went each day to fetch water for the family. Only in the hot summer, when the pond dried into thick mud, did she risk going on to the river.


      People of the washer caste lived around the pond. It was their job to clean the dirty clothes of anyone who could afford to own more than one garment. Already untouchable women had begun to gather at the side of the pond, dipping their jugs into the water as they chatted about their children. Farther along, dusty steps led from the washer folk's houses down to the water. Stained saris and muddy mundus lay in piles on either side of the stairs. One washerwoman after another grabbed up a dirty garment and beat away the stains in scummy water. At a signal that only the washer folk knew, waiting children dashed into the water to grab the colorful cloth away from them and spread it out over the rocks to dry. Red, yellow, blue, green . . . like giant rainbow-colored flowers blossoming in the bleak land.


      "Look at the funny man!" a child called as he pointed to Virat.


      Other children turned to stare and giggle.


      "Hush, hush!" the adults scolded. They kept their own eyes averted. They knew. A cup kept an Untouchable's contaminated breath off roads where high caste feet would tread. A broom was necessary to sweep away the pollution of untouchable footprints. A drum allowed the disgusting one to warn members of pure high castes that a polluted, worthless one headed their way.
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      That awful day had started out an especially fine day, blessedly too early in the year for the sweltering summer air that would soon blast the land and scorch the soul. The dead cow lay in a field directly across the river, in the section of the village reserved for Sudras—the workers. Even though Sudras were people of caste, not outcastes like in Virat's section of the village, they occupied the bottom rung of the caste ladder. Were a Brahmin to kill a Sudra, his penalty would be no greater than if he had killed a dog.


      Virat worked efficiently. First he skinned the cow. He laid the hide aside to dry into fine leather which he would later fashion into sandals for the highest caste feet. Next Virat removed the best of the meat from the bones. He wrapped each piece in a section of cloth and laid them one by one in his cart to take back to his side of the river. Untouchables were meat-eaters. In fact, the promise of meat is what had persuaded the village elders to allow Virat and Latha to settle at the far edge of the village.


      The rest of the cow, Virat left for the vultures. They also needed to eat.


      With a smile of success, Virat had grabbed hold of the cart handles and tugged his way back across the rough slats of the bridge. That night, he would enjoy meat with his rice. Everyone in the settlement of mud huts would take pleasure in a meal of meat and rice. No doubt, Latha and the other women had already lit the cooking fires in anticipation.
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      Up ahead, a clutch of small boys chased after each other, clouds of sandy dirt billowing around their bare legs. Startled, Virat stopped to stare. For a moment, he thought he saw his Ashish running in the circle, laughing with the other children. But no. It was another skinny brown boy with black hair and scratched-up legs.


      When the boys saw Virat staring at them, they stopped and stared back. Embarrassed, Virat moved on. The boys pulled together and drew away. Virat didn't turn around to see how long they continued to gape at him.


      Past where the boys played, the land grew full and lush. Here the houses were larger, framed by verandas and sheltered by leafy neem trees. They were even made of wood, though the boards had weathered to a dull gray. Here and there Virat saw a mango tree, fragrant with blossoms. One house had a good-sized cart pulled up to one side and a plow next to that. At the end of the house stood an extra room big enough for a cow. Or maybe only a goat, though even a goat would be wonderful.


      Nice, this part of the untouchable village. Nice in a drab sort of way.
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      "Where is Ashish!" Latha had demanded as soon as Virat pulled his cart into their courtyard. "Where is your son?"


      Virat stared at her, unable to comprehend the question.


      Here at home. Here with his mother. Virat knew Ashish to be an obedient child, so he must be right here.


      But Ashish was nowhere to be found. So Virat left his cart where it was—standing in the open, filled with the wrapped packets of fresh meat—and ran to search for his little boy.


      "Have you seen Ashish?" he asked one person after another." Have you seen my son?"


      No, no, no, each person said.


      But then three boys pointed down the road and told Virat, "He went that way. He went to the bridge."


      That's when panic seized Virat. He had run to the bridge and on across without stopping, bellowing all the way, "Ashish! Ashish! Where are you, Ashish?"
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      "You make a disgusting spectacle of yourself, chamar!"


      Ranjun the potter sneered from behind the pretentiously bushy mustache in which he took such pride. On his head he balanced a huge load of newly fired earthenware pots, skillfully bound together with twine. It made him look like a tree with globes of fruit growing out of his skull. Although he, too, was untouchable, his pots were used in the kitchens of the high caste houses—the most sacred place to be found in a house—so he considered himself better than the others on that side of the river.


      "Do you really think a cup, a broom, and a drum will protect you from the wrath of the upper castes?" Ranjun laughed out loud. "Of course they will not! It is you who pollutes the ground! It is your shadow. Tell me, how will you walk through their land and keep your shadow off their road and away from their houses?"


      Ranjun was a vicious man. When distressed or angry, he beat his wife with a stick, and his daughter too. Sometimes he did so even when he wasn't distressed or angry, just to make certain they knew their place.


      Yet Virat answered Ranjun with respect. Not because he liked the man, but for Latha's sake. She considered Ranjun's wife Pooni her closest friend.


      "I have business on the other side of the bridge," Virat said as he continued to walk.


      Virat could feel Ranjun's eyes burning into his back. Business? Of course Ranjun knew what that business was. Everyone in the untouchable end of the village knew.
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      Only March, yet the day that had started out mild had grown increasingly hot. Little Ashish had crossed over the bridge into the Sudra's land. Why he would do such a thing, no one could imagine. Certainly he had never set foot in the high caste area of the village before. It could be that he became confused and lost his way. Or perhaps he simply determined to find his appa. But this much was certain: Ashish crossed over the bridge on a day that had turned unexpectedly hot.


      One other thing was certain, too: At some point the little one had seen the village well and the community cup alongside it. Just a well like any other, except that it sat on the high caste side of the bridge. But the sun seared and the child grew thirsty, so he had stood on his tiptoes, reached for the cup, and he had taken a drink from it.


      So normal a response. So innocent an action. But so dangerous for one of his caste.
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      "Your son desecrated their well," Ranjun called after Virat." Of course they grabbed up sticks and beat him! Your boy should have learned the proper ways from you. This is your fault, Virat!"


      Virat had taught his son. "Do not cross over into the high caste section of the village," he had warned, not one time but many. He had pointed to the rough-hewn bridge and explained to his son the great danger he would invite should he dare to so much as tread on the road next to it. Caste code, Virat said, and caste code must be observed.


      And yet, Virat had not specifically forbidden Ashish to drink from that specific cup that stood beside that specific well on the other side of the bridge. That such a possibility might happen never occurred to him.


      One time when Ashish walked with his father in the sweltering month of July, when nothing was left of the green-scum pond but mud, the child had complained of thirst. Spying the river, tiny Ashish had begged, "There, Appa! Please, we can drink there."


      "Never dip your hands in that water!" Virat had scolded.


      "You must never drink from their water. Not ever!"


      "Why?" Ashish had asked.


      "Because we are unclean."


      "Why?" the child had persisted.


      "Because we displeased the gods. In our past lives, we committed terrible evil."


      "I don't remember being bad," Ashish said.


      "Neither do I, but it must be so, for karma made us what we are. If we drink the water or eat the food of the high castes—of the pure ones—we pass our pollution on to them. We make them dirty before the gods the same as we are dirty, and the gods will be angry with us all over again."


      Virat had said nothing more.


      "Appa?" Ashish had asked. "Why did the gods put so much water in the river if they didn't want thirsty people to drink it?"


      Questions, questions, and more questions. It was enough to weary a father.


      But Virat should have taken the time to answer his son's questions. Oh, why didn't he sit with his Ashish and explain? Before it was too late?
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      When Virat had finally found his little son lying in a heap beside the well, he picked up the battered child and carried him home in his arms. He tried to awaken the boy, and when he could not, Latha tried. When Ashish still would not open his eyes, Virat ran in search of the herbalist. Latha built up the cooking fire and put rice on to boil, then frantically ran from market stall to market stall in search of appropriate offerings to accompany the rice sacrifice for the village god—sweetmeats, fruit, coconut, flowers.


      Neither the herbalist nor vendors would wait for their pay. Virat had no money, so even as their son struggled for breath, Latha pulled the glass and clay bangles from her wrists and handed them over.


      As soon as little Ashish uttered a whimper, the healer forced him to drink first one herbal medicine and then another. Virat traded their earthenware storage pot for an amulet to slip over the child's head, and the healer chanted one mantra after another. But despite all their efforts, the little one seemed to linger between life and death.


      The bruises that marred Ashish's small body darkened from red to purple to black, and his little face puffed up with welts. His breath came in short, agonizing gasps.


      "If he cannot breathe, he will not live!" Latha moaned.


      So Latha sold her two most prized possessions—beautiful painted pots, one for rice and one for curry, wedding gifts from her family. Virat unwound the chaddar he wore as a turban around his head and wrapped his son in the long cotton scarf. He picked the child up, and, with his wife beside him, carried the boy all the way to the medical hut in the next village. An Indian man met them at the door and took their money.


      "Unwrap him," the man instructed.


      Tenderly, Virat pulled his chaddar back to reveal his beaten son. The man looked at the limp child. He prodded him and put his ear to Ashish's chest to better hear the child gasp for breath.


      "Take your son home," the man had said. "Most likely, he will die before morning."


      Nothing more. Ashish was not even allowed inside the medical hut. "No, no! Unclean!" the man at the door said. He wrinkled his nose to emphasize his disgust. "Untouchable and unclean!"
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      Evenings, with his day's work behind him, it was Virat's habit to seek out a sliver of shade and settle down to rest. Ashish, surrounded by the other children of the mud hut settlement, would run past him and call out, "Look, Appa! Look at me!"


      Virat adjusted the tin cup over his mouth and picked up his pace.


      This evening he would not be watching the children. But what did it matter? If his own son could not run and play, why should he care to watch the others?
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      Drink the milk, my little one," Latha pleaded as she pressed a cup to Ashish's swollen lips. "Please? It will bring life to you. A few sips?"


      But Ashish turned his head away.


      Latha had traded her day's measure of rice to the milkmaid for that cup of milk. The rice mattered not in the least to her. How could she eat with her son lying in such a state?


      "Eeeeeeeeeee . . . "


      A piercing squeal, and from the very piglet she had promised Virat she would sacrifice to the village god. The longer Latha delayed the offering, the angrier the god would be. But how could she go up to the shrine and leave her little boy alone?


      Any other family would simply call for a grandmother or an auntie to come and sit with an ill child, but Latha had no family in the village—none in all of Malabar, besides her husband and son. Everyone else lived far away beyond the hills in the village she and Virat had fled.


      Latha leaned over her child and repeated the familiar refrain: "You are Ashish. You are a blessing. Always and forever, remember who you are."


      When the little one failed to show the slightest response, she added in a desperate whisper: "Do not leave me, Ash ish. Please, please, do not go!"
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      The door scraped open and Latha exclaimed, "Virat! You are back so soon?"


      "No, no. It's only me," said her friend Pooni as she let herself in.


      Of course, Pooni was always welcome in Latha's house. As soon as she crossed the threshold, she was as one of the family.


      "Oh, Pooni, I'm glad you are here," Latha cried. "I promised Virat I would make a sacrifice for his journey and say prayers for our Ashish, but I dared not leave the boy alone in such a state. Can you stay with him so I can do my duty before the village god before it is too late?"


      Pooni lowered her eyes. "Perhaps it is already too late. Surely the gods and goddesses are most displeased with you, Latha. "


      Instinctively, Latha reached her hand up and covered the left side of her face—the ugly, accursed side—and bristled. "I do what I am supposed to do! Every year, I go to the sacred tree and lay out my sacrifices."


      "Yet your karma continues to speak, does it not? Only one of the six babies born to you still lives. And even this one . . . well, look at him." Pooni pointed to the pitted scars on Ashish's swollen face.


      "The goddess brought the pox to my child!" Latha snapped." You said so yourself. You said I must not complain, and so I did not."


      In truth, when Ashish fell ill with the dreaded disease, Latha had been too terrified to complain. Virat had run to fetch the healer who came with herbs and potions and prepared a bed of neem leaves for the tiny child who had only just begun to toddle. The healer made a drink of cheese, molasses, bananas, and milk to offer to the smallpox goddess, but he also gave some of it to little Ashish to drink.


      "My son lived to be well and strong," Latha reminded her friend. "The same cannot be said for many others stricken with the pox, but my Blessing did live to be well and strong. He will grow up to wear his scars proudly. Everyone who sees him will know he was touched by the goddess of the pox."


      Ashish tossed fitfully and cried out in his sleep. Pooni bent over him, but her words were to Latha.


      "Life ends at the land of the gods. Everyone wants to go there, but only the good and pure succeed in their journey." Latha clenched her lips.


      Pooni turned to Latha and grasped hold of her hands. "If you made an error . . . " she implored. "If you sinned . . . Oh, Latha, I am so afraid for you!"


      Pooni, a sharp and angular woman, moved with jerks and twitches. Not at all like Latha. In many ways, Latha was an attractive woman—graceful and rounded, with a fine sparkle to her face. Latha walked proudly and she spoke her mind, though in a pleasing way. No doubt her superior breeding had brought it all about. For she was of a higher jati—social strata—than Pooni. Much higher than Virat. An outcaste, yes. Untouchable, most certainly. But of a higher jati than anyone else in the settlement of mud huts, including Pooni's haughty husband Ranjun.


      "Perhaps you have not heard," Pooni said in an ominous voice. "Ranjun told me this morning that Brahmin Keshavan pronounced a curse on your house."


      Latha pulled her hands away from Pooni's grip. She clutched at the tattered edge of her faded blue and yellow sari and tucked it under so that the frayed edges wouldn't show. Even at a time like this, even with no one around but scrawny Pooni, Latha's instinct urged her to conceal her poverty.


      "I must make my sacrifice," Latha said. "On my way back I will cut branches from the neem tree by the road, and we can take turns fanning Ashish. The cooling breeze will comfort him, and healing air will fly to him from the divine tree."


      Pooni grasped Latha by the shoulder, but immediately let go. Latha's skin was smooth as ghee—boiled butter fine enough to enrich the table of a Brahmin. That's what Virat had told Latha the first time he touched her, when his hand brushed against her arm immediately after their wedding ceremony. Her good side still faced him, though, so he had not yet really seen her.


      "Sow trouble and reap a harvest of disaster," Pooni intoned in that ominous way of hers.


      Latha pulled away from her friend, but she said nothing." Your jati is higher than your husband's. You are of greater value than he is!" There. Pooni had said it. "That is not natural, Latha. It is going against the hair—like combing your tresses the wrong way."


      "Virat is a good husband," Latha said, a scathing tone touching her voice. "He does not raise his hand to me. Never once has he done that."


      Pooni flinched. But still she would not let the matter drop." A cruel husband may not be pleasant, but it is natural. A husband who is lower than his wife is not natural. And it is not right."


      Latha glared at the woman she called "friend." At the woman whose young daughter had already been pledged to marry Ashish as soon as the two reached puberty.


      "Ranjun says you have an evil spirit," Pooni said, her voice barely above a whisper. "He says that is why your other children did not live. Ranjun says that is why this terrible thing happened to your Ashish."


      Latha, her eyes flashing, demanded, "Who is your Ranjun to speak of evil or of good?"


      "If Ashish dies, my husband will not allow you near me," Pooni said. "He says he will not permit your shadow to pass over our house ever again."


      Latha's face hardened. "For the sake of my husband and son, I will go to the shrine under the spirit tree and make my sacrifice, for I am too low born to enter a proper temple. I ask you, if I am a Hindu, why can I not go into a Hindu temple to pray for my family? What is the great fault that traps me as too high for my husband and too low for the gods?"


      "That is how it has been forever," Pooni said. "You cannot change it, Latha. And neither can I."
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      The sun rose high in the sky, heating the tin cup tied over Virat's mouth so hot that it scorched his lips. He longed to shift it to one side, but he dared not. Should a droplet of spittle escape his mouth and pollute the ground, it could cost him his life.


      In rice paddies on either side of the road, Sudra workers— both men and women—bent over almost double as they planted seedlings in their fields. Back-breaking work under an unforgiving sun. Rivulets of sweat glistened across their bony bodies and soaked the thin cotton of their saris and mundus, and chaddar turbans. Their children hurried back and forth lugging buckets of water to pour over the seedlings.


      When Virat was leaving to dispose of the dead cow, little Ashish had called out one last question: "Appa, why do the gods let animals die in lands where people must not touch them?"


      "You ask too many questions," Virat had chided him." Things are the way they are, and there's no more to be said about it. If you keep asking why, you will get yourself into trouble."


      Now that Virat thought about it, his son had asked a rather good question.


      "Who would take away your dead animals if it were not for me?" Virat demanded out loud, defiance ringing in his voice. Beyond the rice paddies lay the land of the twice-born, the pure ones, the upper castes who were loved by the gods. Already the air smelled cleaner, and mango groves grew more lush and fragrant. Virat anchored his new drum under his arm and beat out a measured cadence. Through parched and blistered lips, he called: "Untouchable coming! Untouchable coming!"


      As soon as he saw high caste villagers, Virat dipped low so that his broom would erase his unworthy footsteps from the dust on the road. Step, dip. Step, dip. Step, dip.


      "What could such a one be thinking to walk openly on our road?" a stout man grumbled loudly to a younger man beside him. His companion made a face of disgust and spat noisily. Vir at bowed his head low and took care not to defile either of them with his shadow.


      "Untouchable coming! Untouchable coming!" he called. Fragrances of paradise floated on the breeze and intertwined themselves with spicy aromas. Surely it was true; the twice-born were favored by the gods.


      Off to one side, sheltered under the spreading branches of a neem tree, squatted a square-shaped man, bedecked in red cloth and with a bright red turban wrapped around his head. A bushy gray moustache and beard obscured the man's face. He sat among half a dozen sacks, all of them standing upright and wide open.


      The man glowered at Virat. "Stay clear of my spices!" he warned.


      Virat slinked to the other side of the road.


      A woman in a purple sari moved up to inspect the spice merchant's wares. "A measure of cardamom," she said.


      The red-turbaned spice merchant dipped out a handful of cardamom seeds and wrapped them in a broad banana leaf.


      "Cinnamon too," the woman said. "And cloves. Yes, and cumin, I believe. Hmm mm . . . and coriander as well."


      "Very good," the spice merchant said to the woman. "You will grind masala today?" He dipped his hand into first one sack and then the other, wrapping each selection in a leaf.


      Without realizing it, Virat paused to watch the transactions. When the spice merchant caught sight of him, he grabbed up a stone and heaved it. It caught Virat square in the chest and knocked him flat on his back.


      "Be off with you!" the merchant hollered. "Don't you be polluting my market and my wares!"


      Virat bowed as low as the broom would permit.


      "Clean up your pollution!" a man from up the road ordered.


      Adjusting the cup over his mouth and dipping to sweep while also staying off the road, Virat scurried away as quickly as he could.


      Another accusing voice called after him: "Is it not enough that you pollute our water? Must you also pollute our ground?"


      Virat leapt off the path and fell to his knees, for it was Brahmin Keshavan who spoke to him from the shelter of a mango grove. Virat caught a glimpse of the Brahmin's bonethin features, harsh and holy.


      "You do not keep to your place, chamar. It is not a mystery why you have raised so wicked a child."


      "Next to the gods"—that's how Brahmin Keshavan referred to himself. It must be so. His mundu, tied halfway up his chest, was of spotless white linen, woven with a rich kara all around the edge—a lavishly wide strip of green and yellow silk threads. Even the wealthiest men only wore such finery for important occasions. Over the Brahmin's left shoulder, across his smoothly oiled body and on down under his right arm, hung the sacred thread that marked him as a member of the Brahmin caste.


      Brahmin Keshavan's eyes squinted into slits and his thin mouth puckered in disgust. Still, his eyes never left the intruder. Virat fell to his knees and crawled past the great Brahmin, taking care to mind his shadow.


      "This road is not open to you," the Brahmin said.


      The first lessons an Indian child learned were to show respect to Brahmins and to gods. Even so, Virat gathered his courage and dared to speak.


      "Show mercy to my son, I beg of you. He is but a very little child."


      "Varnasrama-dharma," Brahmin Keshavan replied in a cool voice. "The sacred law clearly shows that dharma is not the same for everyone. All people are not held to the same rules. The dharma of a child is not that of an old man, just as the dharma of high birth is not that of the lowly. Still, a general conduct must be followed by all."


      "Ashish is an innocent," Virat pleaded.


      "Innocence is not the same as purity," Brahmin Keshavan said. "Pray that your son will die in defense of a Brahmin or a cow so that he might possibly secure a place in heaven. To die for polluting our water merely shows how little he learns as he passes from one life to the next."


      His veneration for the Brahmin quickly turning to stifled anger, Virat said, "I wish to speak to the landowner."


      "In that case, continue along the road until you reach the last house. You will find Mammen Samuel Varghese preening on his veranda." An unmistakably vicious tone tinged Brahmin Keshavan's smooth words. "And, chamar, do not touch your feet to our road!"


      Virat hurried away, taking care to stay off the road, to sweep away his footprints, to hunch low and to bow humbly.


      "Your son cannot escape the law of karma any more than I can escape the passage of time!" the Brahmin called after him.


      Life and death, rebirth and another death, over and over and over again. The endless circle spun around in Virat's head until he could hardly walk straight. Do good and be reborn into a better life. Do wrong and come back as something worse. Coming into life the son of a chamar was bad enough, but what if Ashish was doomed to come back as an animal, or a snake, or even a plant? And all for the sin of a drink of water on a hot day.


      Word traveled fast. By the time Virat caught sight of the landowner's lavish home, Mammen Samuel Varghese would be ready for him.
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      Babu!" Mammen Samuel Varghese bellowed. "Do not make me wait!"


      Mammen Samuel's Sudra servant rushed out to the veranda, head bowed, a fine embroidered rug slung over his bare shoulder and humble apologies tumbling from his lips.


      "Place it under the jasmine vines," Mammen Samuel ordered.


      With deft diligence, Babu threw the rug down on the veranda and straightened every wrinkle out of it before quickly ducking back inside the house. He reemerged bearing his master's flat wooden desk supplied with an inkwell and quill pen. One more run inside, and Babu laid down a thick leather bound book in which his master recorded every detail of his business accounts.


      "Go!" Mammen Samuel said, waving his servant away.


      After settling himself stiff and straight on the rug, Mammen Samuel set about thumbing through the pages of his accounting book. He paused here and there to check this figure or recalculate that accounting, after which he dipped his pen in the inkwell and printed some notation or other in his tight, cramped script.


      By the name Sekaran, he printed: Baby born. Raise charge for family grain allotment.


      By the name Debarma he printed: Wife injured, cannot work. Cut her rice allotment.


      By the name of Usha he printed: Husband died, burial required. Double family debt.


      One man after another passed by on the road. Each in turn touched his forehead in deference to the small, stout man, so daintily put together, his moustache and beard always neatly trimmed. Mammen Samuel seldom gave any of them notice. When he did happen to look up, he would shout to whomever passed, "You! Where are you going?" The passerby always bowed low and answered politely, only to have Mammen Samuel dismiss him in mid-sentence with a curt nod and a wave of his hand.


      "Babu! Bring me tea!" Mammen Samuel called. It wasn't really that he desired more tea. Rather, he clung to a deep belief that if he failed to keep constant watch, Babu—along with all the other servants—would stop work and stand about gossiping. He suspected that on occasion they even stretched out to nap. Well, they would find Mammen Samuel Varghese much sharper and more cunning a master.


      "Babu! Work harder!" he called out at regular intervals. "Move faster, you lazy boy! I am watching you."


      When applied to servants and women, Mammen Samuel considered gossip a most irritating attribute. When it affected him positively, however, he deemed it as nothing less than the passing of necessary information, or the issuing of an important warning. Whether gossip or warning, long before Mammen Samuel saw Virat or heard the beat of his drum, Babu brought him word of the pitiful Untouchable coming up the road to see him.


      "The chamar, is it then? The one whose son dared to drink from the pure well?"


      Before Babu could answer, Mammen Samuel said, "As soon as he arrives, serve me my midday meal. Hurry now, and tell Boban Joseph he is to join me."
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      "He's coming!" Mammen Samuel's fourteen-year-old son announced. "I see the wretch walking beside the road."


      "Hush," Mammen Samuel scolded Boban Joseph. "Keep your eyes away."


      He signaled Babu to lay out a silver plate for the savory idli cakes, and polished copper bowls of chutney, and a silver pot of sambar vegetable stew.


      Virat stopped at the edge of Mammen Samuel's raised veranda, so comfortably sheltered by waving coconut palms. He looked with amazement at the banana and mango trees, and breathed in the fragrance of wild jasmine. Carefully he swept away his footsteps and laid his drum aside. Without a word, he knelt down and bowed low with his face in the dirt.


      Rice. Idli and spicy hot chutney. More rice, with sambar. Curds to cool the heat of the hot peppers. Mammen Samuel busied himself squishing the fine food together between his fingers. He paid not the least notice to the prostrate chamar.


      "Eat, eat!" Mammen Samuel urged Boban Joseph. "You are now a man, and food is plentiful."


      Squishing, squishing the food between his fingers, mashing it together into a mush. Then, in one swift circular motion, Mammen Samuel gathered it into a ball and brought it to his mouth in his dripping hand.


      "Mmmmmm," Mammen Samuel murmured happily. "Eat, boy. Eat your fill. Then you shall have more!"


      Virat raised himself and looked up in wonder at the food spread out on the veranda. Such a feast, and on an ordinary day! How could it be? For the people who lived in the mud huts in the untouchable section of the village, most meals were rice flavored with a sprinkling of curry and a handful of hot peppers. Meat when an animal died, but when everything stayed healthy, mostly rice.


      As Mammen Samuel's speedy fingers prepared his next bite, Boban Joseph stuffed a dripping bite into his mouth. Then another bite for Mammen Samuel, his two gold teeth glinting in the sun each time he opened his mouth.


      A peacock, eager to impress an indifferent pea hen, fluttered onto the edge of the veranda and proudly strutted about. Shrieking for attention, it spread out a most remarkable tail of iridescent blue and green. With a startled cry, Virat fell flat on his stomach. Too terrified to move, he stared at what looked to be countless eyes staring out at him from the peacock's tail.


      Mammen Samuel laughed out loud. He nudged his son and pointed to the frightened man lying in the dirt. The two roared together.


      "Have I taught you well, Boban Joseph?" Mammen Samuel asked in a loud voice. "Do you fully understand the role of those who are dependents in the village? Of servants and Untouchables?"


      "Yes, Father," Boban Joseph said.


      To Babu, who stood mutely at the side, Mammen Samuel ordered, "More food for your master! And more food for your master's son!"


      How long Virat knelt in the beating sun, perspiring among the mustard flowers and the preening peafowl, he couldn't tell. The spicy fragrance of the air, and the rumbling hunger inside his stomach, made him dizzy and confused.


      A poorly plucked sitar whined from inside the fine house. "My sister needs much practice before that can rightly be called music," Boban Joseph said. He shook his head, as if to free his ears of the jarring notes.


      Mammen Samuel ignored his son and motioned instead for Babu. The servant hurried over with a basin of water. First father, then son, washed the remains of their meal off their hands and dried their hands on the towel tied around Babu's waist.


      Mammen Samuel stood stiffly upright, the instinctive posture of short men. Freshly bathed and shaved before his meal, he wore white trousers that hung loosely and a kurta—a long tailed, collarless shirt. His hard, expressionless eyes fixed on the still prostrate chamar.


      "Why do you come to me?" Mammen Samuel demanded."You are a landlord," Virat replied, taking care to keep his head low. "You are a great man of power and wealth. I come to ask you to lend me money to get English medicine for my son. Please. I come to beg you to save my child's life."
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      Because his master ordered it, Babu brought Virat a clay cup filled with water. The Sudra servant would not hand it to the Untouchable, of course. Instead, he set it on a rock and walked away. As Virat grabbed up the cup and gulped thirstily, Babu hissed, "If all were as it should be, you would be living in a garbage dump."


      "You know what you are," Mammen Samuel called out to Virat.


      "Please, my boy is so little," Virat begged. "He has not yet seen his sixth summer."


      At Mammen Samuel's command, Babu returned to the rock where the empty clay cup stood. He picked up another rock and smashed the cup to pieces. Such cups were intended for Untouchables simply because they could so easily be destroyed after impure lips touched them—another way to protect the pure upper castes from untouchable pollution.


      "You know what you are," Mammen Samuel said again. This time it sounded more like an accusation.


      Of course Virat knew. How could he not know? Everyone knew about the four varnas—the castes . . . and the outcast es whose dharma caused them to be trampled beneath righteous feet. Everyone knew the basic social order that governed Hindu society as outlined by Manu the ancient lawgiver in the Manusmriti.


      Everyone knew Untouchables fell outside the four varnas of Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Sudra. Everyone knew the outcastes to be impure, subhuman, lower than animals and rodents and insects.


      "Look ahead of you," Mammen Samuel told Virat. "Look to your right and look to your left. All the land you see belongs to me. Abundant fields, groves of cashews, mangos and bananas, and pepper vines climbing the trees. All of it is mine. Your pagan Hindu stories claim that the Lord Vishnu, by way of an axe, made a gift of this land to Rama all the way to the Arabian Sea. I say the God of heaven, the only true God, made a gift of it to me."


      Virat lay on the ground before the landlord, sobbing into the tin cup still tied halfway over his mouth. He reached his arms out to Mammen Samuel Varghese and banged his forehead on the ground. "My Ashish is a good son. He deserves to live! Please, lend me the money. Please!"


      "Stand up on your feet," Mammen Samuel said with a shade of disgust. "Take the cup off your face and the broom from your back, chamar."
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      "My son is good and kind." Even though Virat stood before the landlord, he kept his head bowed, and he never ceased pleading. "He works hard, helping his father and his mother. I try my best to teach him to do right. Why must such a child be untouchable?"


      "Because that's what he was born to be," said Mammen Samuel.


      "His name is Ashish. His name is blessing. The boy is my blessing."


      For many minutes the landlord, his face impassive, gazed in silence at the pitiful Untouchable. From his head to his feet, dirt and clumps of mud covered Virat. He dared not lift his eyes.


      "Your son has the same number of years as my son, Saji Stephen," Mammen Samuel finally said. "For the sake of my own son, I will help your son. Also, because I am a Christian man, descended from a long line of Christians, I will take your Ashish to the English Mission Medical Clinic in my own bullock cart and I will pay whatever amount the medical man requires."


      Virat fell to his knees. Tears flooded his face. "I will pay you back, kind sir. And whatever more you ask of me, I will pay that too."


      "Come to the edge of the veranda so we can talk properly," Mammen Samuel said. "You can work off the debt in my fields. You and your wife."


      "Yes, yes. Anything!" Virat said.


      Mammen Samuel clapped his hands and Boban Joseph stepped forward with a paper and an ink bottle.


      "To seal our agreement," Mammen Samuel said to Virat. Because Virat knew nothing about letters or words, and because he could think of naught but his broken son, he unquestioningly dipped his thumb into the ink Boban Joseph poured out on a rock and stamped it on the line at the bottom of the agreement.


      As Virat stood and waited, Mammen Samuel Varghese opened his book and printed: Virat the Chamar. Next to that: 1 man, 1 woman, 1 child. Now all three belonged to him.
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