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      For everyone who has ever intervened to improve the life of a child, whether through teaching, adoption, fostering, mentoring, volunteering—or any other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        No act of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted.

        Aesop

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      The Taj is the very best of India. The light strikes the face of the Taj and sends up her lovely image for all to enjoy. But she is to be enjoyed from the front, in the light. In her shadow is the Yamuna River, one of the most polluted rivers in the entire world. This is the worst of India. Stay where tourists are intended, madam. Do not enter the shadow of the Taj.
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      Leslie Matthews hated the frenzied chaos of New Delhi’s streets. Almost as much as she hated her husband’s silence.

      Outside her window, auto rickshaws beeped, weaving between lanes of vehicles spewing exhaust into the grimy air. She gritted her teeth as a rickshaw squeezed by, so close she expected to hear metal scraping.

      She shifted in her seat, the cracked vinyl scratching her legs.

      Her husband, Tom, stared out the opposite window, arms crossed. She wished he would say something.

      When the battered taxi shuddered to a stop at a red light, an elderly man rose from the curb and pressed against her window, brandishing a stump of an arm. Dirty fingers tapped the glass. Though she couldn’t understand the words he formed with his toothless mouth, she knew he wanted money. Everyone wanted money. She turned away, but his image joined countless other memories of poverty and suffering.

      The light turned green. The taxi left the man behind, his wild hair and ragged clothing blowing in the breeze. The memory, she knew, was not so easily left behind. She wanted to help him—she wanted to help them all—but that was impossible.

      She missed home. Most of all, she missed the class of third-graders she would be teaching had she turned down the trip to India with Tom. She could help her students.

      The taxi driver slammed on his brakes and swerved sharply to avoid a truck that veered halfway into their lane as if the taxi didn’t exist. Tossed in the back seat, she tried to steady herself while the driver lurched around vehicles and returned to their lane. She should be used to this by now, she thought, as she straightened back up and unclenched her teeth. Nearly six months in India and the frenetic activity of the streets still shocked her.

      She took a deep breath and made an attempt at conversation. “The lane lines mean nothing. I don’t know how anyone gets anywhere without crashing.”

      “We didn’t have to leave the hotel,” Tom answered, not looking at her. “You insisted we ‘go do something.’” He was still annoyed. He didn’t even try to hide it.

      “How many days can I sit by the hotel pool? I don’t like swimming.”

      “Or anything else I enjoy,” he muttered.

      She decided to pretend she hadn’t heard and turned back to the window.

      A group of young women draped in jewel-tone saris—gems in the dull, hazy street—clustered on the sidewalk, each clutching a frozen confection. Laughing, they fought to keep their dark hair out of the sticky, sweet mess as they licked the dripping rivulets that ran down their bangle-adorned arms.

      At her elementary school in Kansas, she and the other teachers chatted over cups of coffee every morning before the first bell rang, laughing like the Indian woman she was watching out the window.

      When was the last time she laughed?

      A bright orange and green truck swerved into their lane and barreled straight toward them.

      The driver didn’t move over. He seemed oblivious to the impending danger. She wanted to say something, but the words didn’t make it out of her mouth. She almost reached for Tom, but knew he would offer no comfort.

      The driver eased the taxi sideways, squeezing into a space that had not existed moments earlier. A horn blasted behind them. The truck blew past in a rush of garish color and jangling chains.

      She gasped, sinking back into her seat.

      The driver glanced in his mirror. His dark eyes crinkled, crow’s feet deepening in his dusky, brown skin. “Okay, lady?” he asked in his musical Indian accent.

      She nodded and returned the smile while her pulse pounded. Another near miss like that and her hair would be as gray as the driver’s.

      “Still can’t handle the traffic? Relax. He does this all day, every day. He knows what he’s doing.”

      She decided she liked Tom better silent after all.

      “Zoo. Zoo.” The driver announced their arrival as he turned into the parking lot.

      She clenched her teeth, dreading the coming onslaught their fair skin always attracted. Everywhere they went, men pressed in on them, hands out, anxious for rupees, offering to give tours, pressing trinkets and T-shirts into their faces, relentlessly begging for money.

      Tom made arrangements for the driver to wait for them, then stepped out and stood near the taxi.

      She hoped he would open the door for her and shield her from the crowd. He didn’t.

      The driver, settling in for his wait, glanced back and forth between the two of them then jumped out of the car and opened the door for her. “Memsaab.” He offered her a hand.

      She remembered how Tom hurried to help her when they first arrived in India. Her stomach tensed. They thought this trip would be a refreshing change of scenery, a break from teaching, time alone. Something to recharge their marriage, like a honeymoon. It hadn’t worked out that way.

      Now he was mad about not getting his way and would be distant all day. She almost asked to go back.

      But the driver spoke again. “Memsaab?” His well-worn, gray shalwar kameez hung limply from his gangly frame. He nodded, gesturing her out.

      She took his hand and stepped from the taxi, straightening her own kameez, the more form-fitting, feminine version of the traditional clothing. It tapered at the middle, hinting at her narrow waist and slight hips, with elaborate designs embroidered in golden thread about the neckline and hem. She’d purchased several outfits shortly after their arrival in India, eager to fit in and experience a new culture. The clothing did not help her blend in, however, as nothing camouflaged her green eyes, fair skin, and russet hair.

      Why should she go back and give up what she wanted to do? One day’s activity wasn’t much to ask for.

      She followed Tom through the zoo parking lot, choked with taxis and rickshaws and scooters, as well as merchants, beggars, would-be tour guides, and pickpockets.

      Voices called out, hands waved wildly, enticing them to purchase cold, sweet lassis, sodas, bags of snacks, souvenirs.

      An elderly man hunched on his heels held a cluster of peacock feathers. He waved to her. She couldn’t understand his words but imagined him pleading for rupees to buy food.

      A man with a wild black beard and busy eyes stood suddenly at her left. “Madam, would you like a tour of the zoo today?”

      She shook her head and tried to continue on but was stopped by a younger man—this one in jeans and a T-shirt—offering “Souvenir T-shirts, madam?” while pushing several styles in her face.

      She kept moving toward the entrance gate, the men trailing after her doggedly, growing louder and louder, as if they believed she simply hadn’t heard them.

      Something snagged her right pant leg. A man with crooked teeth, wispy white hair, and a patch over one eye sat on the sidewalk, clutching her loose-fitting cuff with one hand, thrusting his other hand at her insistently, palm up.

      A woman emerged from the crowd, hair drawn back tightly in a bun at the base of her neck, an infant at her exposed breast, nursing. Head cocked to the side, she drew close, pointing at the infant, brown eyes pleading. “Madam, please.”

      “You like?” interrupted the T-shirt salesman.

      “Sir, for your wife?” suggested the man clutching peacock feathers.

      “…memsaab…” The tour guide again.

      “…rupees,” pleaded the nursing mother.

      “Hello? Best prices.” A man with carved wooden camels joined the throng.

      She held up her hands to ward off the endless requests. She couldn’t take any more plucking and pleading. But still they came, pressing ever closer.

      Tom appeared beside her. He enveloped her and drew her out of the crowd. His strong voice quieted the swelling cacophony, one arm curled around her, holding fast, the other arm out, fisted, a battering ram clearing the path.

      He didn’t touch anyone. It wasn’t necessary. His demeanor told them everything they needed to know. He flicked his eyes at the hawks like someone might brush away pesky flies. They backed away, realizing this one wouldn’t budge. And now that she was enveloped solidly within his protective hold, she too enjoyed immunity.

      She leaned against him gratefully. He squeezed her gently and led her to the entrance gate.

      Two boys—not more than twelve years old—chased each other near the front of the zoo, up and down the steps that led to the entrance gates. They laughed, tagging each other and reversing roles. Reminded of recess, Leslie missed her classroom of kids back home.

      The boys noticed the foreigners. They halted the game and shuffled to stand in front of her. Listing to the side, heads hanging, jaws slack, each held out a hand, mumbling words she couldn’t understand. They reminded her of zombies as they droned tonelessly.

      Tom pulled at her, but she shrugged him off. She ignored the poverty and the pleading as much as she could. But these boys should be in school, learning. Not on the streets.

      “Please, Tom?”

      His jaw clenched. After a moment, he gave her an eye roll from hell and thrust a hand into his pocket.

      “It won’t help them,” he said, dropping a few coins into her hand and stomping away.

      She split the coins into the boys’ hands. They nodded, but that was all. What had she expected? Beaming faces? Hugs?

      She hurried after Tom. “It might help them,” she insisted.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he stopped, grabbed her by the shoulders, and spun her around. “Dammit. Look.” She followed his pointing finger.

      A man stood by the boys, scowling, hand out. They surrendered the rupees she’d given them. He drifted back into the crowd and took up a position some distance away.

      Leaning against a fence, he lit a cigarette as the boys resumed their game of chase.

      “An adult always watches them, far enough away not to be noticed, but close enough to make sure the kids don’t run off with the money. It’s a scam. Dr. Hameed warned me months ago. You just fell for it.”

      She didn’t regret it, despite Tom’s renewed bad mood. Maybe the boys would eat better tonight. She hoped so.

      She wanted to make a difference in someone’s life.

      She knew how easily one moment could change a life forever.
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      Even halfway around the world, Leslie recognized a field trip when she saw one. Several groups of children lined up, holding hands, waiting impatiently while their teachers arranged their tickets. Couples and families waited in line, too. She and Tom joined a queue.

      A chalkboard sign listed hours of operation, forbade “eatables” within the park, and detailed entry fees.

      “Indian citizens pay less than foreigners,” Tom noticed.

      “It was the same at the Taj Mahal. Don’t you remember?”

      “It doesn’t seem fair. Indian adults pay ten rupees, Indian children pay five rupees. But foreign adults and children pay fifty rupees each. No child discount even.”

      “It’s less than a dollar for each of us. That’s nothing.”

      “I don’t think it’s fair that they have different prices.”

      She opted not to argue. She wanted to have fun today. Once, when they were in college, Tom had taken her to the zoo in Omaha—an impromptu weekend road trip. They’d had so much fun, laughing, holding hands. She remembered the warm, fuzzy feeling he inflamed in her every time he turned those gorgeous eyes on her. He’d picked her up and swung her in a circle at one point, and she’d squealed with laughter in a way she never had. Perhaps now that they were both in their thirties, she should be mature enough not to want to be swung like a child. But she did. She wanted to feel that happy again.

      Tom paid their entry fees and took a map, which he passed to her.

      The zoo sprawled before her, a tangle of sidewalks waiting to be explored. She unfolded the map to calculate the best route to see as much as possible. “They have a pair of white tigers here. We should make sure we see them. Very rare. We’re not likely to ever have this opportunity again.”

      “Obviously, I don’t care. We’re only here at your insistence.”

      She gave up hope that he’d remember their zoo trip all those years ago and resigned herself to making the most of the day.

      A little girl, just inside the gates, caught her attention. She wore a sari, stomach bare. A long, heavily sequined veil hung down her back, almost to the ground. Although she couldn’t be more than ten years old, she wore bright red lipstick and heavy blush.

      She danced, though no music played, hips swaying provocatively. Bangles on her wrists and ankles jangled as she stomped her feet and undulated her arms suggestively at passersby.

      As she watched the child, her mother’s voice echoed through her mind. ‘The Good Lord created you perfect in His image, and you are beautiful in His eyes. Do not cover His work with adornment.’ She heard this lesson from a very early age. As she grew older, her mother expanded the lesson to include, ‘Such adornment is meant to excite men’s hearts and lure them into the way of sin.’

      She was never allowed to wear makeup growing up. She still didn’t wear much, even though she’d distanced herself from her parents years ago. In her experience, no adornment was necessary to entice men. Some of them were just inclined to sin.

      A group of men clustered around the child, pointing at her, watching her dance. They pressed closer and closer, nodding and clapping as her hips gyrated.

      One man held out a paper bill. When the girl accepted the rupees, he curled an arm around her waist and caressed her bare stomach. The girl stopped dancing, her eyes staring resolutely at the ground. The other men jeered and cackled as he leaned closer and nuzzled her neck.

      The memory of groping hands and hot breath against her skin crashed over Leslie like a tidal wave. Heart pounding, she scanned the vicinity, searching for the girl’s keeper, hoping he would put a stop to this.

      Among the couples and families, she spotted a lone, lanky man leaning against a tree, one foot propped behind him.

      Absorbed with a cell phone, one hand texted frantically, his thumb flying across the keys, while the other hand pinched a smoldering cigarette. He glanced toward the girl periodically. No concern crossed his face. In fact, he looked amused.

      The men continued to harass and tease the child, touching her inappropriately and running their hands over her exposed skin. People walked by as if she didn’t exist. The girl’s expressionless face indicated that this treatment was all too common. And that she was helpless to stop it.

      One man dropped to his knees behind her, grabbed her hips, and ground against her, contorting his face in feigned orgasmic delight while his buddies laughed and snapped pictures with their phones.

      “Excuse me,” she said, stepping closer to the girl, unable to watch another moment.

      “What are you doing?” Tom said, grabbing her arm.

      “Those men are molesting that girl. If no one else is going to stop them, I will.”

      “It’s none of your business. Don’t make a scene.”

      None of her business? Wasn’t that the attitude that allowed this sort of thing to happen in the first place? She felt her face harden as she returned her attention to the girl, scowling at the men.

      The groping man dropped his hands and stood. She wedged herself between the men and the girl, daring them with her eyes to try anything more. They drew away, leering at her and making a few comments she didn’t understand before drifting to the exit.

      The man under the tree straightened. He pulled deeply on his cigarette, squinting. Something about him made her skin crawl.

      The little girl resumed her dance, hands out, pleading for rupees. Her deep brown eyes flicked up, holding Leslie’s stare before returning to the ground. Those eyes. They reminded her of someone else’s. A little girl from long ago.

      “Tom?”

      “No. You already gave all my change to those boys outside. Forget it.”

      “But—”

      “Do you want to see the zoo or not?” He pulled her in the direction of the nearest cages.

      Their usual roles reversed. Tom tried unsuccessfully to interest her in the animals. She couldn’t focus. She’d been so excited to get away from the hotel, hoping to recapture the excitement from long ago, but now she walked past the cages without seeing what was inside.

      The little girl churned up a memory. Far worse than the armless man, the crowds of groping men, the begging children, the poverty and suffering. Worse than anything else she’d seen or experienced in her life. Something she couldn’t forget no matter how hard she tried.
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      Leslie watched for the girl in the crowds. Several times, she spotted her—and the lanky, smoking man was always within sight.

      A jarring ride on an ornately-painted elephant could not distract her or drive the girl from her thoughts. When she remained sullen during the plodding ride, Tom fell into his own frustrated silence. One cage after another, they stood silently, not speaking.

      They watched the white tigers romp about their enclosure, pouncing on one another and rolling through the grass, when a cacophony of chatter announced the arrival of a group of children. One of the groups she had noticed at the entrance gate surrounded them.

      The children whispered and pointed at the foreigners. Apparently the white people were more fascinating to them than the white tigers.

      One crept forward and asked, “You are from America?” His English was quite good, if heavily accented.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      The children giggled and chanced moving closer. They all carried notebooks and pencils. Some of them thrust paper and pencil toward her.

      “Please, American Auntie,” they said. “Autograph, please.”

      “You want my autograph?”

      She took the nearest notebook and pencil and quickly scratched her name across the top of the child’s page of zoo notes. Below her signature, she wrote, “America.” The boy accepted the notebook almost reverently, and though she was baffled as to why he appeared so happy with it, she enjoyed his smile. She missed crayons and glue, construction paper and stick figures, recess and story time. She signed every proffered notebook.

      “Look at you. You’re famous,” Tom teased as the children continued requesting autographs. He looked relieved that she’d finally responded positively to something. “They’re more interested in you than the animals.”

      The children drifted away, continuing their tour of the zoo, clutching their notebooks. She realized she’d never seen a teacher with the group and scanned the vicinity for an authority figure. When she felt a tug at her sleeve, she turned, expecting one last straggler requesting an autograph.

      The little dancing girl stood beside her. Dark, chocolate-brown eyes gazed up at her. She couldn’t read the child’s expression and wasn’t sure what she wanted. But those eyes. The resemblance was remarkable.

      She glanced about, searching for the lanky man, but didn’t see him anywhere.

      She turned to Tom. This time he dug several bills out of his pocket and pressed the paper rupees into the girl’s hand.

      The little girl tilted her face toward Tom, examining him shyly. The veil shifted on her head.

      That’s when Leslie noticed a bruise on the girl’s face. Without thinking, she raised a hand, lifting the heavy veil to reveal the purple marks across the child’s cheek. The girl jumped at her touch, dropped her eyes, and adjusted her veil to once again cover most of the bruising.

      Bile rose in the back of her throat. So the girl was physically abused and molested. What else did this child have to endure?

      Small, grubby fingers rested tentatively on her forearm—a familiar touch she missed.

      “Please, Auntie, help me,” the girl whispered.

      The words punctured her heart, draining away everything else. The zoo melted into the background. She heard nothing but the quiet desperation in the words.

      “Please help me.”

      Leslie squatted down and peered into the girl’s dark eyes. Big and round, with dark circles beneath, accentuated by high cheekbones, these weary eyes didn’t belong in a child’s face.

      She recognized the hollow emptiness, as if nothing ever made her smile, as if she had given up on life. Filled with a desire to see a smile on the child’s face and hope in those empty eyes, she placed her own hand over the little one still resting on her forearm. “How can I help you?” she asked.

      The dark, brown eyes dropped to the ground again. The little hand trembled. “Please, help, Auntie.”

      She tried to make eye contact. “What’s your name?”

      Silence. Then, quietly, “Raveena.”

      Progress. But Raveena still stared at the ground, her entire body trembling.

      “Leslie.” Tom tried to intervene, tapping her shoulder.

      She shrugged him off, took the hand from her forearm, and clasped it between her own. “We will help you, Raveena. Just tell us how.”

      “You stopped those men—” The girl stopped, as if frightened by her own voice, and her eyes scanned the area, searching perhaps for the lanky man.

      Dark suspicions clouded Leslie’s mind. But she didn’t want to push the girl too hard. She’d worked with a few child abuse cases as a teacher, enough to learn from counselors that children were often afraid to ask for help. Children, completely at the mercy of caregivers, suffered terrible repercussions if discovered seeking assistance. This girl was taking a huge risk reaching out to her.

      “No one has the right to hurt or mistreat you, Raveena,” she whispered.

      Raveena’s gaze shifted, and her demeanor changed completely. The girl resembled a hunted rabbit watching a predator approach, caught in the open with no place to dash.

      Leslie turned and saw the lanky man storming toward them. A small knot of fear balled in her stomach. She clutched Raveena’s hand tightly.

      The man scowled as he strode toward them. Clean-shaven and nicely dressed, his eyes darted constantly, glancing about as if expecting trouble at any moment. As he drew near, he ran a hand through his slick, black hair and forced a wide smile. A crooked red scar slashed across one cheek, turning the smile into a grimace.

      His eyes raked up and down her. “Hello,” he began with a nod.

      Tom stepped in front of Leslie and answered the stranger. “Hello.”

      The man shifted his attention to Tom, smiling wider still, the red scar twisting along his cheek. “Hello, sir. American?”

      “Yes, we’re American. Can I help you?”

      The man cocked his head and held his hands out to his sides. “No, sir. Not at all. I am only collecting the girl. I am sorry if she has disturbed you.”

      He smiled again and held his hand out to Raveena, who shrank away from him.

      Leslie pulled Raveena to her side and curled an arm around the girl’s shoulders. Raveena trembled.

      “What do you want with the girl?” Leslie asked.

      “What?” The forced smile melted from the stranger’s face.

      “Who gave her these bruises?” She pushed the girl’s veil away to reveal her cheek.

      She met the man’s hostile eyes, waiting for his answer. Raveena quivered beside her, one hand clutching the loose fabric of her kameez.

      “Raveena, come,” the man insisted.

      Leslie pulled the girl closer. “I don’t think she wants to go with you.”

      “She belongs to me,” the man replied.

      “What does that mean? She’s your daughter?”

      She sensed he wasn’t accustomed to being questioned.

      “Come, Raveena.” He spoke quietly, extending his hand to her, staring intently into the girl’s eyes.

      Leslie suspected more was being communicated than she was able to comprehend.

      “Raveena,” she said, keeping her arm around the trembling girl. “Is this man your father?”

      Raveena turned her wide eyes upward. She didn’t answer.

      “Do you want to go with this man?” she pressed.

      “No,” the girl finally said.

      “Raveena. Come.” The man’s voice took on a harsh tone.

      Raveena jumped. He snatched her wrist and jerked the girl to his side.

      “Just a minute,” Leslie demanded as the man dragged Raveena away, the girl’s quick little steps no match for his long strides. Raveena turned back, eyes imploring.

      Leslie knew they would soon be lost in the mass of people. She couldn’t let that happen.

      Tom restrained her with a hand on her arm.

      She pulled away from him. “We can’t let him take her.”

      “What right do we have to stop him?”

      “What right does he have to her? She was pleading for help. You didn’t feel her shaking.”

      “We have no right to interfere. I didn’t like the looks of the guy either, but that doesn’t mean we have any business getting involved in something that’s none of our concern.”

      “She asked for help. She was terrified of him. She’s obviously being abused—you saw those men molesting her. If we do nothing, that makes us partially responsible. She asked me to help her.”

      “There’s nothing you can—”

      “That’s what everyone always says.” Her eyes blazed. He didn’t understand. No one ever understood. They couldn’t. “‘There’s nothing more we can do.’ ‘It’s not our concern.’ ‘We just have to accept that little girls disappear—’”

      “Hey, come here.” Tom looped his arms around her and drew her close. “I get it. But what can we realistically do? I suppose we could report it to the police, but what would we tell them? That we were at the zoo and saw a creepy guy with a little girl and we think he might be mistreating her? We don’t know that for sure, and we don’t know how to find her. What could they do?”

      She allowed him to rock her while the words sunk in. Be realistic. The same thing she’d been hearing all her life. Accept it. No matter how much you wish or pray or regret, terrible things happen and no one can change it.

      She lifted her head from his shoulder and looked at the crowd around them.

      The lanky man and the little girl were lost in a sea of people, long gone. Raveena was one of the many abused children in the world that went without help. One more girl Leslie couldn’t help.

      “Let’s go back to the hotel. You still have plenty of time to swim.” She pulled away from him and headed to the front gates.

      Tom fell in step beside her. He twined his fingers between hers. She let him.

      They discovered their taxi driver with his bare feet propped on the dash, snoozing through the afternoon. Startled by their early return, he sat up quickly, smiling sheepishly, and slid his plastic flip-flops back onto his dusty feet. “Memsaab okay?” he asked Tom.

      “Yeah, she’s fine.” Tom released her hand and helped her into the taxi before following her in. “We want to go back to the hotel now.”

      “Back to hotel? Yes, sir.”

      She slumped in the back seat, anything but fine. There were so many things she wanted to change, so many people who suffered. How did other people ignore it? How did they push aside all the pain in the world?

      As their driver steered the taxi into the clogged streets, she thought of Raveena. Where had that man taken her? Was he the cause of her bruises? Why was she so hungry? Didn’t he feed her? Leslie envied people who simply looked the other way. She wished she could put the little girl’s face out of her mind. Especially the look in her eyes as the man dragged her away. She’d seen that pleading look before, in another set of eyes that belonged to another little girl. The encounter with Raveena dredged it from her childhood memories.

      Leslie closed her eyes and tried to press that memory back into the little corner of her mind where it lurked constantly, waiting to pounce, to remind her how she failed. She needed to relegate the memory of Raveena there too. She shouldn’t have let the man take her. But she did, and now she had no way to find her. And once taken, little girls never came back, no matter how much anyone searched.

      Her mother would instruct her to trust God in all things. That was a pretty worthless bit of advice, like most of the words of wisdom her mother had planted in her psyche as a child. She could trust God all she wanted, but Raveena would still be hungry and bruised. Who was that little girl supposed to trust?
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      Leslie settled into a wooden lounge chair beside the pool, warm sun on her bare arms and legs. Tom draped his towel over the back of another lounge chair and went straight for the water.

      The pool wasn’t crowded. Two hotel groundskeepers planted flowers in the mulched beds surrounding the pool area. A young woman in a pale pink sari sat on a chair, keeping an eye on two boys swimming.

      Leslie watched Tom swim a few laps before leaning back and closing her eyes.

      At least the hotel was modern and clean, a far more comfortable place to spend time than the dismal guesthouse she’d spent the last four months stuck in while Tom conducted his research.

      She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to give up half her school year to come along. He’d promised romantic palaces and time together. Instead, she was left alone all day while he went into the fields with professors to collect samples, visit farmers, and inspect crops. She knew his research excited him, knew he felt strongly about reducing pesticide usage and improving the environment while maintaining an abundant crop. And she knew advancing from his postdoctoral fellowship to a faculty position depended on publications and grant money. This research could be the stepping-stone forward. But when she asked to help, eager for something to do, he said no, it wasn’t possible, that she would make the other professors uncomfortable. “Women don’t work in these rural areas.”

      He came back in the evenings, eager to share his experiences with her. But after a day alone in a stifling room with no one to talk to, nothing to do, a toilet that barely flushed, and often with no electricity, she didn’t want to listen. Maybe he had expected it to be different, but he offered no sympathy.

      One night he snapped, “Just go do something tomorrow.”

      “Like what?”

      The tiny town, about an hour from the lake resort city Nainital in the foothills of the Himalayas, sat in the middle of nowhere and offered nothing to do.

      “I don’t know. Walk to the market. Have you been there?”

      She hadn’t. The guesthouse employees did all the shopping. And the cooking. And the laundry. They had no television, no radio, no magazines, or newspapers. Nothing to occupy her mind or her time. So she walked to the market the next day, past smoldering trash piles, cattle, fields of rapeseed, and curious eyes.

      When she reached the strip of concrete stalls selling local fruits and vegetables, men surrounded her. She wasn’t sure where they all came from. They crowded and jostled her, pressing against her, talking rapidly. She tried to break free, but they blocked her path. She couldn’t understand what they said, but she could tell it wasn’t complimentary. They leered at her. She heard the word “American” at least once.

      She turned to the vendors for help, but they all looked the other way. Before she could do anything, she was completely walled in by a blur of faces.

      The men reached out, touching her, groping. Fingers caressed her arms, searched out her hips, slid up her body. She tried to push the hands away but there were too many. Her whimpered pleas to stop brought only jeers.

      A rickshaw pulled up beside the crowd. The nearest men pushed her toward the puttering vehicle. She called for help, but no one answered. She was certain she was about to be kidnapped. And she didn’t want to think about what these men intended to do with her.

      Heart racing, she shoved one of her would-be captors, knocking him backward. She wriggled through the crowd, hands still pawing her, and ran. Feet pounding the pavement, lungs burning from the acrid smoke in the air, she didn’t stop until safely back inside the crumbling guesthouse, the door to their tiny room locked behind her. Ghost hands slithered over her body. She slid down the door, curled into a ball, and tried to forget the fingers of a dozen strange men on her skin.

      The tears came a moment later and streamed down her cheeks.

      Tom found her still shaken hours later and scooped her into his arms. “What happened?”

      She related the horrifying experience, breaking down all over again as she described the men attacking her.

      “In this little university town? Where did all these men come from? Who were they?”

      “I don’t know. I wondered the same thing.”

      “Everyone has been really nice to me. I’m sure no one was trying to kidnap you.” His skeptical tone stunned the tears from her eyes.

      “They tried to push me into a rickshaw. What do you think they were doing?”

      “They were probably excited to see an American. Maybe they wanted to take you on a tour of the city. Out in the fields, the farmers’ wives bring me tea and all the villagers want to talk to me. I’m sure you misunderstood.”

      “A tour and tea? They groped me. Do the farmer’s wives and the villagers grope you?”

      “Maybe they wanted to shake your hand. Or touch your hair. A lot of villagers want to touch my hair. The lighter color fascinates them.”

      “I was lucky I escaped without being kidnapped or raped. You are being completely insensitive right now.” Tears spilled from her eyes, this time from frustration.

      Tom sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry they scared you. And I’m sorry you’re bored here. I didn’t know it would be like this. I wasn’t prepared.”

      He was right. They weren’t prepared for how different India would be. She’d never been outside the United States before this trip. And the culture shock had hit her hard. She’d learned lots, and the culture and history were fascinating. But very different.

      The extreme poverty and hunger disturbed her most. Sure, people suffered from poverty and hunger in the United States. But the people of India dealt with these problems on a much greater magnitude. The begging children were a perfect example. Where were their parents? Or were they all orphans?

      What about Raveena? What happened to her after that man dragged her away? Did he punish her for attempting to ask for help? She imagined the man inflicting more bruises on the girl’s tiny frame, the girl cowering, whimpering, but with no place to go.

      Leslie flinched at the imagined blows and jumped to her feet, unable to sit still. She wrapped her arms about her, fending off the sudden chill that overtook her.

      Tom noticed and called out, “Want to get in with me for a bit now?”

      She walked to the side of the pool. He swam to meet her. Wiping the water out of his eyes and blinking in the bright sun, he gazed up at her.

      “I’m going up to the room to get dressed,” she said. “Then I’m going back to the zoo.”

      Tom stared at her, uncomprehending. “Why?”

      “I need to go back.” She wasn’t sure how to put this into words. How could she explain to him? “I can’t stop thinking about Raveena. I’m worried about her.”

      “Wait. You’re going back to the zoo to look for the little girl? Leslie, that makes no sense. The odds of finding her there again are statistically improbable.”

      “I realize that. But I have to try.”

      She could see the thoughts racing through Tom’s mind as he tried to understand her. His day at the pool had once again been spoiled. “You’re wasting your time.”

      “I have to do this.”

      “What if she isn’t there? We can’t hunt all over New Delhi for one little girl.”

      “If she isn’t there, I’ll accept it. At least I’ll know that I tried—that I did everything I could. I wish I hadn’t let that man take her away.” Another little girl ripped from her life as she watched, helpless. She couldn’t stand by and let it happen. Not again.

      Tom sighed. He half-swam, half-walked to the side of the pool, placed his hands on the concrete deck, and hopped out, dripping a puddle of water as he snatched up his towel, making sure she saw how disappointed he was.

      “You don’t have to come,” she told him.

      He dried himself quickly. “You don’t honestly think I’d let you go alone, do you?”

      Her heart swelled with gratitude, pleased for the support. There was the man she’d married, the man who wanted to make the world a better place, like she did. He was once the sun that dawned her days, warming her with his smile. She wasn’t sure when the clouds developed.

      She offered him a smile. “Thank you. This means a lot to me.”

      “Not like I have any choice. You’d just come back complaining someone tried to kidnap you again. I’d never hear the end of it.”
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      By late afternoon, Leslie was sweaty and discouraged. The zoo would close soon, and she hadn’t seen Raveena anywhere. Her tired eyes watered as she scanned the dense crowds choking the sidewalks, inundating the animals’ enclosures and food vendors.

      When she’d hopped from the taxi and hurried to the zoo entrance, images of the little girl running to her open arms played vividly in her mind while Tom paid their entrance fees for the second time that day, shaking his head, still incredulous of her wild scheme.

      After hours of walking around the zoo, jostled by crowds, she felt foolish. She ignored Tom’s sighs and glances at his watch.

      She rounded through the entire zoo and retraced her steps repeatedly near the white tigers’ enclosure, where Raveena had approached her earlier.

      Finally Tom spoke. “Well, I’m getting hungry. How about you?”

      “No. But I guess we’re not going to find her.”

      She half-listened as Tom debated which of their favorite restaurants they should eat at that evening. He picked up his pace and headed for the zoo exit. She almost missed the soft voice.

      “Hello, Auntie.”

      She whipped around. There stood Raveena, just inside the zoo entrance, collecting change from anyone willing to part with it.

      If the girl hadn’t spoken, Leslie doubted she would have recognized her. Raveena no longer wore the bright red sari with the long veil. Instead, a threadbare shalwar kameez draped her gaunt frame. Her hair hung loose about her face, and the gaudy makeup had been removed. Someone had intentionally smeared the girl’s face and arms with dirt and tangled her hair. Show girl in the morning, beggar in the afternoon. This girl had to be the victim of exploitation.

      Leslie hurried to the girl, knelt, and hugged her, appalled by the thin frame. Raveena threw her arms around her.

      “I came back to find you, Raveena.”

      Raveena’s searching eyes gazed at her, then drifted to Tom.

      “He’s my husband,” she explained. “He wants to help you, too.”

      Raveena hesitated, casting glances left and right.

      “Shall we go?” She held a hand out to the girl.

      No reply.

      Leslie wondered how much English the girl understood. Perhaps she’d misunderstood and overreacted.

      “Is your mommy here at the zoo?” she asked, just to be certain.

      Raveena shook her head slowly.

      “Where’s your mommy?”

      The same slow shake of the head. “No mama.” She pointed up, toward the sky.

      “I’m so sorry. Your daddy?”

      Raveena simply shook her head, then said, “I’m so hungry, Auntie.”

      “Well, then, come with us, and we’ll get something to eat.”

      Raveena continued to stand quietly, staring at the ground.

      Leslie turned to Tom, who shook his head and raised his hands in an I-have-no-idea gesture. “Maybe she’s afraid to run off with strangers?”

      Small, grimy fingers gingerly gripped her still-outstretched hand. Like an anchor catching on solid ground, the touch jarred her, grinding the entire world to a halt.

      “Help me, Auntie.”

      She looked down at the weary girl. “I will. I promise.”

      “They will find me, Auntie. They will never let me go.”

      “Let you go? Raveena, is someone holding you against your will?”

      “Raveena!” a deep voice called loudly from behind them.

      The nervous little hand pulled quickly away. Raveena backed off. Her eyes went wild with fear. She held her collected rupees out in front of her.

      The lanky man stormed at them. He snatched the money from her then glared at the Americans.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded, looking back and forth between them.

      “We’re just talking to her,” Leslie told him, eyes drawn to the angry scar no matter how hard she tried to ignore it. “Who are you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Raveena says she has no father. So who are you?”

      The man’s jaw clenched as he glared at the girl. “She belongs to me.”

      “She ‘belongs’ to you? What does that mean?” The hair stood up on the back of her neck.

      The man stepped toward her. Leslie pulled Raveena close. The girl trembled against her.

      “This child is not your concern. You will leave her alone. Raveena, we go now.”

      The child clung to her, and Leslie did not relax her hold. Though terrified, she tried to appear far surer of herself than she was. She couldn’t stand by and watch him drag her away again. She knew it would haunt her
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