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		Sona lit a candle, sat at her small studying table, and opened her English textbook. Her mother and the rest of the workers on the plantation had left home in the darkness before dawn. They would hike up hills and down into gullies to work in the terraced fields until dusk.

		Unless she could master English, Sona would probably be joining them soon. Darjeeling International School had offered a scholarship to her and two other class-six Nepali students under one condition—they had to pass an English proficiency exam. The exam date was in three weeks, and although Sona could speak and understand some English, she wasn’t progressing fast enough to pass the sample tests in the book.

		She’d started speaking and reading Nepali, her own language, early; unlocked the mystery of metaphors and similes in Bangla; and could speak enough Hindi to understand songs and jokes, but this language brought to India by foreigners from a faraway country was defeating her. The spelling and grammar rules didn’t make sense. Take the fact that the “l’s” in “should,” “could,” and “would” were silent. Why? And why should the plural of “house” become “houses” while “mouse” became “mice”? A box plus a box were “boxes,” but when one ox joined another, they weren’t oxes but “oxen.” And what about “tough” and “bough” and “cough” and “dough”—words that ended with the same letters but were pronounced differently—along with “thorough,” “slough,” and “through”? If only she could afford to hire a teacher for tutoring like the other twelve-year-olds who were preparing for the exam!

		Kutu came to sit at her feet. “ ‘Heard’ looks like ‘beard’ but sounds like ‘bird,’ ” Sona told him in English. “Do you see why? Because I don’t.”

		The big yellow dog thumped his tail in answer. Four years ago, her older brother, Samiran, had found a discarded puppy crying near the plantation garbage dump. Sona had named the dog after the big city of Kathmandu in Nepal, the country of their ancestors, and called him Kutu for short. She reached down to pet his soft coat, trying to focus on the textbook in the dim light. Verbs and nouns swam on the page like rainbow trout in the murky pond nearby. This was hopeless.

		Closing the textbook, she carried the candle to the side of the room where they prepared food. After chopping garlic, onions, and chili peppers, she shook out the mat where she and her brother would sit to eat. If he came home for breakfast. Maybe by some miracle he would get hired for the day by a construction company to break rocks into pieces. It was hard, body-aching, mindless work, but he’d earn a bit of money.

		She glanced out the window; the sky was starting to turn gray. Now she could see the familiar black peaks of the Kanchenjunga mountain range. Once the sun rose, she and Kutu would head to the well. Ama didn’t let her go until it was light, even though the supply of free water at the spring might run out. Sona was glad for the big dog’s protection—fights were constantly breaking out over water, and she had to carry four full pots home every day: two in the morning and two in the afternoon. In Darjeeling, there was never enough water. Except for people who had extra money to buy it, that is. Money—uff. There was never enough of that, either.

		As she and Kutu went outside into the chilly dawn, landslides of worry poured into the slopes and crevices of Sona’s mind. She took stock of them as she washed her brother’s shirt in a metal tub, using as little water as she could. Worry number one was Samiran Daju, as Sona called her brother. He’d quit school to try to earn money after a terrible virus had swept across India and taken Baba’s life. Boys Samiran’s age were leaving Darjeeling in droves to work in the Gulf; most didn’t come back. He didn’t want to move away, but he couldn’t seem to figure out a way to make money here in Darjeeling. Last year, he’d borrowed money from the plantation manager to set up a corner tea and snack stall. That business had failed and now he had to pay back the loan plus interest.

		This was worry number two: If they couldn’t make the monthly payments, the manager was threatening to force Ama into retirement. He refused to hire an “untrustworthy boy” like Samiran anywhere on the plantation, like the factory or on a spray crew. Only girls and women worked in the fields, and housing was part of their pay. That meant if and when Ama stopped working, they’d be evicted—unless Sona quit school and took over her mother’s job. Ama, though, had made her wishes clear by bragging to everyone that her smart daughter had won a scholarship to study at Darjeeling International from class six all the way through secondary school. “My Sona Chori will not pluck tea for a living, especially not for a terrible plantation manager like Banerji,” Ama would say to whoever listened. But the fear of losing their home without being able to afford another one clung to their family like the clouds that would hide the mountains by afternoon.

		As she pinned the wet shirt to the line, Sona glanced around at the familiar place where she’d grown up. Her great-grandparents had lived here, and her grandparents, too, before moving back to Nepal. Wild tea bushes grew around and behind a small, tightly packed village built by the British years ago. Plantation work came with a small salary that included housing, but the roofs leaked and their two-room residence was freezing cold during the winters. Pluckers handed down their dilapidated plantation-owned homes and low-paying jobs to their children as if they were gold.

		She took in a big breath of the crisp morning air and the sight of sunlight spilling down the mountainsides. Darjeeling was advertised as one of the most beautiful hill stations in India, especially in June. Yes, it was lovely here. Tourists came up from the hot plains to cool down and stroll into the green terraces that curved in rows along the hillsides. They sampled teas and took photos of Ama and the other pluckers, but they didn’t see the real Darjeeling. Sona pictured her mother, frail and thin, bending and straightening, over and over, with a heavy load of tea leaves slung around her forehead. When she thought about the hard labor of tea plucking, the plantation felt more like a prison than a home. Would Sona have to do that, too?
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		Well, at least for now, her job was to learn English. Giving herself a little shake, she headed back inside with Kutu on her heels as usual.
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		As the sky continued to lighten, Sona’s eyes kept traveling to the window and the bend in the road. Should she wait for her brother before heading to get water? If he didn’t find work, he’d ride his bicycle back up the hill to cook breakfast for himself and Sona. She hated to leave him to eat alone, especially if he were discouraged.

		Unlike most Nepali boys and men, Samiran Daju liked to cook and boasted about his “magical momo” to anyone who’d listen. Sona didn’t mind the bragging; her brother’s momo were scrumptious. He always told the truth, like the time last year when he’d been accused of stealing a neighbor’s motorcycle and leaving it wrecked somewhere up in the mountains. Samiran had insisted he hadn’t done it, but doubt had flickered even in Ama’s eyes because everyone knew her son dreamed of owning a motorcycle. Their village had branded him as a thief with a word that was the same in Bangla and Nepali: “chor.” Schoolboys still hissed it when he passed them in the road. Only Sona had believed her brother. She and Kutu had nosed around until they’d found the Honda Dio tucked away in the neighbor’s cousin’s shed, hidden there in an effort to frame Samiran Daju.

		Thanks to gossip, though, shame still clung to Sona’s whole family like muddy residue. Ama still teared up sometimes, remembering how close her son
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