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Priscilla hadn’t really thought for a long time about adventure. She hadn’t thought much about change, about variety...or even modifying her daily routine all that much.
It was amazing, really, how dull her life could be, when she was ostensibly living in an exotic locale, leading an exciting, unconventional life abroad.
But like everywhere, the world seemed to wind its way down into provincial pockets of pettiness and focus on the little things.
She felt quite confident of her life here. Her routines were well thought out; they eliminated all but the very best of the small Indian town where she lived. The coffee shop by her apartment. shopping for vegetables at the stalls on the main street of the small town where she lived. The monthly trip to the larger town about an hour away. There was the laundry boy, who came to pick up her laundry once a week, to beat her dirty underwear against rocks and hand it back to her clean and crisply folded, smelling of soap and the fresh air off the line.
There was the gas boy, who came to lug the propane canister that hooked to her stove down the winding staircase to the gas station where he would have it refilled. The canister stood almost as tall as he did, but he managed to accomplish the task quickly enough...especially when she based her tip on his speed.
Even the regular festivals that punctuated every two or three weeks on her calendar formed part of that routine...along with the daily walk around the large temple at the base of the hill.
She had her weekly lunch dates and her bridge club, her book group and the daily tea with the neighbors. She had the same conversations rehashed and reconfigured...about the influx of Punjabi tourists, the too-numerous cars and their constantly honking horns, the ridiculous number of feral dogs who ran the streets at night, howling like werewolves at the night sky...and the slow erosion of the nice, quiet oasis that she and all of her friends had discovered seemingly a year or two ago but now closer to a decade.
The world changed, even when one wasn’t ready for it.
But in Priscilla’s mind, the best kind of change generally happened slow. Slower, anyway, than Priscilla usually felt comfortable recognizing.
Then the dirty man with the scruffy beard ran up to her table, leaving a small, stained package by her tea cup...without so much as uttering a word.
He turned away from her after a single, hard stare from his deep-black eyes, then stumbled, crashing into her table, spilling some of her coffee across the table and onto her tan slacks and the nice new floral blouse she’d bought from the Tibetan vendor down the street.
Before she could even pick up her umbrella to wave it at him, he was gone.
He limped and flung his body forward in lurching steps to the door. She sat there, mouth ajar, as he was banging into the wooden screen door of the coffee shop that led to the main road outside. He stumbled again at the base of the steps, knocked into a cow that mooed in consternation at his clumsiness...and was gone before she could think to give him so much as a a resounding glare.
She stared down at the box he’d left her, wrinkling her nose.
Priscilla was sure that whatever it was, it certainly wasn’t sanitary.
As if to confirm her initial appraisal, it shifted slightly on the table. Priscilla saw then that it had dirty fingerprints all over it, and what might have been blood, although she certainly wouldn’t be getting close enough to confirm that suspicion.
After the box seemed to have resettled on the uneven wooden table, Priscilla prodded it with the handle of her umbrella.
It didn’t react. It only sat there, looking dangerous.
Glancing around the small cafe, she looked for someone else...anyone else...who had witnessed this odd event, and might take responsibility.
No one did.
A few minutes later, when Priscilla decided to leave the coffee shop altogether for the sake of her nerves, (even though what remained of her tea still filled more than half of her cup and she positively hated wasting anything she’d already paid for).
She also decided to leave the disgusting box on the table.
So she stood, her face as innocent, unaccountable and dignified as she could make it. Gathering up her things...with the exception of her lukewarm cup of tea and the filthy, brown paper covered package...she left out the front door.
She barely made it past the threshold of the creaky wooden doorway, however, when the owner of the small tea and coffee shop, who she saw every day but who still managed to never get her name right, much less remember how she wanted her tea or that she needed a napkin each and every time she ordered something....ran after her.
He shouted her name...the wrong name...raising his voice louder when she continued to walk up the hill and away from the street front shop and its orange awning.
He called louder and louder, more insistently.
She pretended not to hear.
It wasn’t her name, after all.
...But then he caught up with her. He was quite a wiry, fast man when he wanted to be, Priscilla thought in irritation, despite his advanced age. Reaching her side in a series of excited, rather impressive hops, he grabbed her arm to stop her as she began to climb the broken stone stairs leading away from the main road. The stairs provided a handy shortcut up the hill, where she and her friends lived in a cluster of very nice, Western apartments with a view of the valley.
When he touched her, she finally had to stop.
“What?” she exhaled in exasperation. “I left more than enough money.”
“Yes, yes, Mrs. Tangy,” he said, smiling wide with very yellow teeth.
“It’s Thompson, actually,” Priscilla said in annoyance. “...And you can drop the ‘Mrs’ part, it’s just Ms. Thompson...or Miss.”
“Yes, yes, Mrs. Tangy,” the man beamed. “Yes, package please...” he added. He thrust the brown-paper wrapped box at her chest. “You leave it there. You not taking with you?”
Priscilla eyed the filthy thing disdainfully, refusing to reach out to touch it, to acknowledge any ownership or awareness of it whatsoever.
“That is not mine,” she told him haughtily. “You’ve made a mistake.”
“Oh, no, Mrs. Tangy,” the man said, still smiling. He held it out to her more insistently, as if willing her fingers to open to take it.
She clutched her umbrella, gritting her teeth.
He held it out to her again, butting it up against her closed fingers. He held it two-handed she noticed, and almost delicately, as if it contained some precious artifact that he did not wish to damage by gripping it too tightly.
“It is most definitely belonging to you, Mrs. Tangy,” he said, bowing to her. “I am seeing you get it. I am knowing it is a gift from our friend the brother Pharsee...”
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