













































































Staggering with the teakwood chest, he followed her up to narrow
attic room. Hot as an oven, it had a choking antiseptic smell. The
dismal, purple-flowered wallpaper was faded and water stained. At the
tiny window, a discouraged fly hummed feebly.

Aunt Agatha went after it.

“Don’t!”” Tommy dropped the chest and caught at her swatler.
“Please, may | just open the window and let it go?”

“*Gracious child! What on earth?”’

’Don’t you know about flies?’ A sudden determination steadied his
shy voice. “They, too, have souls. And it is wrong to kill them.”

“Honey child, are you insane?”

“All life is akin, through the Cycle of Birth,”” he told her desperately.
“The holy jJains taught me that. As the wheel of life turns, our souls go
from one form to another—until each is purged of every karma, so that it
can rise 1o nirvana.”’

She stood motionless, with the swatter lifted, frozen with astonish-
ment.

“When you kill a fly,”” he said, "*you are loading your own soul with
bad karma. Besides, you may be injuring a friend.”

“Well, | never!”” The swatter fell out of her shocked hand. Tommy
picked it up and gave it back to her, politely. ’Such wicked heathen
foolery! We'll pray, tonight, to help you find the truth.”

Tommy shuddered, as she crushed the weary fly.

“Now, unpack your box,” she commanded. “I’ll have no filthy
idols here."”

""Please,”” he protested unhappily. *‘These things are my own.”

The blue eye was relentless, but the brown one began to cry. Tears
ran down her smooth face, and her heavy bosom quaked.

“Tommy! How can you be so mulish? When ’'m only trying to take
your poor dead mother’s place, and me such an invalid.”

“I'm sorry,” he told her. ““I hope your health improves. I'll show
you everything.”

The worn key hung on a string around his neck. He unlocked the
chest, but she found no idols. His clothing she took to be laundered, lif-
ting each piece gingerly with two fingers as if it had been steeped in cor-
ruption. She sniffed at a fragrant packet of dried herbs, and seized it to
be burned.

Finally she bent to peer at the remaining odds and ends — the
brushes and paints his mother had given him when she left him with the
monks, a few splotched watercolors he had tried to make of the monas-
tery and the mountains and his village friends, the broken watch the
mountaineers had found beside his father's body, a thick painted
cylinder.

“That?”’ She pointed at his picture of a shy brown child. “Who's
that n----- girl?"
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