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As I walked through a small jungle near my village, I noticed a snake slithering toward the bushes. I couldn't determine whether it was venomous or not. Though I mustered some courage to follow its trail for a few seconds, my attempt was in vain—the grassy, bushy ground obstructed my view. I didn't dare venture further alone, fearing a possible snake bite. I decided to retreat and continued my journey along the well-trodden path through the bushes and towering trees that lined the alley. I found myself wandering through the jungle without any specific goal or aim.

It was midsummer, around one o'clock in the afternoon, and the heat in the subtropical Terai region was unbearable. It felt as if I were sitting next to a blazing fire. The scorching temperatures left me drenched in sweat, my mouth parched from dehydration. There were no human faces in sight, but the presence of enchanting butterflies, birds, and insects brought life to the surroundings. As I walked through the heart of the forest, there were no human sounds—only the delightful melodies of birds and the symphony of the jungle, which provided a soothing feast for my ears. With a relaxed gaze, my eyes took in the beauty around me while my hands touched the leaves and twigs. In that moment, I found myself contemplating how wonderful it was to wander in the forest, fantasizing about spending the entire day under the shade of a majestic tree, immersing myself in the tranquility of nature.

Lost in a deep state of meditation, I had completely forgotten my surroundings. My feet continued to carry me forward while my mind was engrossed in its own thoughts. Suddenly, an intrusive sound disrupted my inner peace, leaving me puzzled. I questioned myself, trying to determine the source of the disturbance. With heightened awareness, I cautiously proceeded, only to realize with frustration: "Once again, someone is mercilessly chopping down the trees!" The grating sound echoed through the jungle, fueling a fiery indignation within me. However, my hands were tied, and all I could do was criticize the actions of humanity, feeling disturbed and helpless. I carried on walking, completely absorbed in my thoughts, unaware of my previous state of meditation, as my mind pondered the potential consequences of such human actions in the near future.

As I looked ahead, I noticed peasants walking by, their faces displaying the weariness brought on by the scorching sun. I could hear them voicing their complaints about the oppressive heat. The relentless rays had drenched them in sweat, leaving their bodies covered in dirt. As they passed by, a distinct smell of sweat and cigarettes emanated from their weary forms.

After the peasants moved out of sight, I noticed an elderly man seated beneath the shade of a tree. He gestured toward me, capturing my attention. Intrigued, I couldn't ignore his invitation, so I walked toward him, following his polite indication. With a warm smile, I joined him, taking a seat on the grassy ground beneath the same tree. A gentle breeze swept over us, giving me a profound sense of contentment and joy.

He inquired, "Where are you going? Why are you walking alone like this? Did you encounter something along the way?"

Bewildered by his questioning, I couldn't fathom the reason behind his inquiry. I asked him if I had committed any wrongdoing or made a mistake by simply walking in the forest.

His response sent a shiver down my spine, as if I had been walking through a war zone with troops engaged in fierce combat on both sides, and somehow, against all odds, I had managed to survive.

The old man cautioned me, his words carrying a sense of urgency: "Did you hear something?"

Terrified, I responded with a trembling voice, "Yes."

"But during my walk, I didn't hear anything like that, except for the sound of chopping firewood," I said to the old man, my lips quivering with fear.

The old man's finger pointed toward the direction I had come from as he revealed the shocking truth: "There was a gunfight between the terrorists and the police."

"The police discovered the terrorists' activities. They were using the jungle as a hiding place for their smuggled goods and were also involved in illegal logging," he disclosed, his expression betraying a sense of frustration.

"Are they destroying the forest?" I exclaimed, the words escaping my lips in disbelief. In response, the old man urged me to stand up and advised me to take an alternative route.

I had nothing to accomplish; it was my own decision to walk in the forest. I had walked for almost two hours to enter the jungle from my house. In the meantime, I hadn't felt any sense of apprehension.

"Let's go," the old man said with a commanding voice, like that of a general.

I followed his footsteps without hesitation. He guided me directly to his house. I felt secure under the old man's roof and had no concerns about being mistaken for a member of the terrorist group by the police, or vice versa. I settled onto a round stool crafted from a single wooden log. The old man summoned one of his granddaughters to bring me a glass of water.

The old man inquired about my family and mentioned that he had known my father for a considerable period. He had visited our house on a few occasions to have discussions with my father.

"Who are the terrorists?" I eagerly asked him.

He responded, "There is a political movement opposing monarchism. Those who actively support this movement are labeled as terrorists. Suspects from various villages are under scrutiny. The police believe that the terrorists are utilizing the jungle."

"You're fortunate because they didn't spot you," he added, his gaze fixed on my eyes.

While conversing with the old man, I heard hurried footsteps approaching the house. A young boy and a little girl entered, visibly out of breath. They appeared distressed and exhausted, as if something alarming had occurred. The little girl struggled to speak, her words interrupted by stammering. Concerned, the old man inquired about what had happened. Through tears, the boy revealed that his brother had been taken into police custody. The police had accused him of being a member of the terrorist group.

"How is it possible?" the old man exclaimed, his voice filled with disbelief. Soon, other villagers arrived, sharing the same news. Everyone was echoing the same question. Not a single person could fathom what they were hearing. I, too, was left speechless by the news. It was evident that the police had mistakenly identified Shambhu as a terrorist. Personally, I knew him as an upright and honest man.

Shambhu was a young man of twenty-five with a slender frame. He was born into a poor family and assisted his father with agricultural work. They possessed a small plot of land on which they toiled day and night to sustain themselves. However, their labor alone was inadequate to ensure food security throughout the year. Gathering grass from the jungle to feed their animals was a daily task for Shambhu.

I had known Shambhu since we were children. We used to play together in the school grounds, kicking a makeshift ball fashioned from old cloth and string. He was always gentle, always patient with the younger children. Even as we grew older and our paths diverged—I continued school for a few more years while he devoted himself entirely to helping his family—we remained friendly whenever we crossed paths.

Shambhu's family situation was precarious. His father suffered from chronic back pain that limited his ability to work in the fields. His mother was frail, and his two younger sisters needed to be fed, clothed, and eventually married. The burden fell almost entirely on Shambhu's shoulders. Every morning before dawn, I would see him heading to the jungle with his sickle, returning hours later with massive bundles of grass balanced on his back. He would make two or three such trips daily, the grass serving as fodder for their two buffaloes—their only valuable assets.

The buffaloes provided milk, which Shambhu's mother would turn into yogurt and butter to sell at the local market. This meager income, combined with the rice they could harvest from their small plot, kept them hovering just above starvation. It was an exhausting, endless cycle, but Shambhu never complained. He accepted his fate with a quiet dignity that I both admired and found heartbreaking.

The police, who took pride in their achievement of apprehending a member of the terrorist group, appeared both absurd and disgraceful. They had arrested an innocent and impoverished villager while he was taking a moment of rest after bundling grass to bring back home.

The absurdity of the situation struck me forcefully. Shambhu, who barely had time to think beyond his next meal, was being accused of participating in a sophisticated political conspiracy. Shambhu, who had probably never traveled more than twenty kilometers from our village, was allegedly part of an international smuggling operation. It would have been laughable if it weren't so tragic.

But I understood the logic behind it—or rather, the lack of logic. The police needed to justify their presence, their patrols, their authority. They needed arrests, confessions, victories to report to their superiors. And poor villagers like Shambhu were easy targets. They had no connections, no money for bribes, no lawyers to defend them. They couldn't fight back.

It was approaching four o'clock, and I needed to return home. I approached the old man, who was engrossed in conversation, and bid him farewell.

Feeling fearful, I opted to take a different route home, avoiding the jungle path.

As I walked, my thoughts remained consumed by Shambhu, who would likely endure severe physical punishment. I envisioned him crying out in agony while the police coerced him into confessing as a member of the terrorist group. If he refused, he would endure further strikes until rendered unconscious.

I had heard stories from others who had been detained by the police during this period of political unrest. They spoke of interrogation rooms with concrete floors and no windows, of bamboo sticks and rubber hoses, of being forced to stand for days without sleep, of electric shocks applied to sensitive parts of the body. Some returnees bore visible scars; others carried invisible wounds that manifested in nightmares and sudden outbursts of panic.

The thought of gentle Shambhu enduring such treatment made my stomach churn. What would they ask him? Where were the weapons hidden? Who were his co-conspirators? What were the plans for the next attack? And when he truthfully replied that he knew nothing, that he was just gathering grass, would they believe him? Or would they interpret his denials as defiance, his confusion as cunning?

I was halfway home when a middle-aged man approached me from the opposite direction. He seemed to be in high spirits, as if he had single-handedly apprehended a terrorist.

I paid little attention to his words and chose not to respond. I continued walking, feeling deeply disturbed and burdened by dejection.

Soon, I arrived at the school ground, a gathering spot for individuals ranging from village leaders to youngsters. Some were engaged in playing volleyball, Dandi Biyo, and various other games of their choice. The expansive ground provided ample space to accommodate the entire village.

The school ground was the heart of our village's social life. During the day, children played here during recess, their laughter and shouts echoing across the open space. In the late afternoon, it transformed into a marketplace where vendors set up temporary stalls selling everything from fresh vegetables to cheap Chinese-made toys. By evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon and the temperature became bearable, the ground truly came alive.

It was evening, a time for gathering after a day of work. The villagers set aside their exhaustion and began sharing their life experiences. They engaged in discussions about the ongoing political situation, attempting to analyze it from their own perspectives. Within the group, there were certain individuals who formed a circle to talk about this phenomenon. Their opinions varied, leading to frequent disputes that had the potential to disrupt the entire atmosphere, given the diverse beliefs among the participants. However, none of them expressed satisfaction with the current political scenarios.

The political discussion circle was dominated by men in their forties and fifties—farmers, small shopkeepers, retired teachers. They sat in a tight cluster, some on wooden benches, others on the ground, speaking with the authority of those who had lived through multiple regimes and disappointments. Their debates could become heated, voices rising, fingers jabbing the air for emphasis, but rarely did these arguments lead to lasting enmity. By the next evening, the same men would be sitting together again, rehashing similar points with the same passion.

On the other hand, the youngsters paid little attention to the political talks. For them, it was quite annoying to listen to such talk. That's why they formed a different circle where they could converse freely about their days in school and engage in some romantic talk. They talked about girls and expressed their inner feelings and curiosity with constant laughter and clapping.

The young men's circle was louder and more boisterous. These were boys in their late teens and early twenties, most still unmarried, full of energy and hormones with nowhere to direct them. They would push each other playfully, making jokes that were often crude but always accompanied by genuine camaraderie. Occasionally, a girl would pass by on her way home from fetching water, and the entire circle would fall silent, every eye tracking her movement until she disappeared from view, at which point the commentary and teasing would begin.

I found myself welcomed in both circles, though I belonged fully to neither. The older men appreciated that I listened respectfully and occasionally asked thoughtful questions. The younger group accepted me as one of their own, though they sometimes teased me about being "too serious" or "thinking too much."

It was quite amusing to observe the people and listen to their conversations. I was a good listener, and because of that skill, nobody would deny me, whether it was the group engaged in political discussions or the group of youngsters. Sometimes, I used to sit next to the group of women, but it was quite rare.

The women's gathering was perhaps the most interesting of all, though also the most difficult for me to access. They congregated near the hand pump at the edge of the ground, ostensibly to collect water, but actually to exchange news, gossip, advice, and consolation. Their conversations ranged from recipes and remedies to more serious matters—whose daughter was of marriageable age, which family was struggling with debt, how to handle difficult mothers-in-law. When I occasionally sat nearby, they would lower their voices but never completely cease their discussions, perhaps viewing me as harmless or inconsequential.

It was almost six o'clock in the evening when I noticed a group of people cycling toward the ground. I immediately recognized the familiar face of the old man who was leading the other riders. Without feeling startled, I could easily guess the reason for their sudden appearance.

"Where is Manoj Ji?" the old man asked me, his gaze fixed on me.

In response to his question, I simply pointed toward the group of people sitting in a circle and engaging in discussions with others from diverse perspectives. They parked their bicycles and walked toward the other side of the ground. Curiosity drove me to follow their footsteps, eager to see how Manoj would react.

Manoj greeted the old man, saying "Namaste Kaka," and the rest of us followed suit, exchanging greetings with him. Kaka proceeded to explain everything about Shambhu's arrest, and as he spoke, I could discern a certain expression on their faces. The jovial expressions they had earlier were now masked by a mix of distress and dissatisfaction, as they refused to accept the news of an innocent villager being arrested. Without delay, they made the collective decision to head to the police station and secure Shambhu's release.

Manoj was one of those rare individuals in our village who commanded respect across all social boundaries. He came from a reasonably well-off family—his father owned more land than most—but he had never displayed the arrogance that often accompanied wealth in rural Nepal. He had completed his School Leaving Certificate, making him one of the better-educated men in the area, and he had spent several years working in Kathmandu before returning to the village to care for his aging parents.

What made Manoj particularly valuable to the community was his ability to navigate bureaucracy. He understood how government offices functioned, knew which officials needed to be approached with deference and which could be challenged, and possessed enough confidence to speak on behalf of others. When disputes arose—over land boundaries, water rights, or matters like Shambhu's arrest—Manoj was the natural choice to lead the delegation.

Manoj took charge and led the team consisting of fifteen individuals from two villages, all of whom cycled to the police station voluntarily.

Watching them leave, I felt a mixture of hope and anxiety. Fifteen men on bicycles, pedaling through the gathering dusk toward the police station, was a powerful image of community solidarity. But would it be enough? Could collective pressure overcome institutional power? Would the police listen to reason, or would they view this delegation as a threat?

As they embarked on their journey, I made my way directly to the house. With a cat-like pace, I ascended the stairs slowly. However, just as I was about to place my right foot on the last step, my father caught me. He cast an angry glare my way and headed toward the cow shed without uttering a word. I understood his expectations and the reason behind his anger.

My father had expected me to be home earlier to help with the evening chores. By this time, I should have already brought the cattle in from the fields, fed them, and begun cleaning the shed. These were my daily responsibilities, and I had neglected them entirely due to the day's events. My father's anger was not loud or demonstrative—it never was—but I could read it clearly in the tight set of his jaw, the deliberate way he moved past me without acknowledgment.

"Damn care," I muttered to myself in broken English, the phrase still fresh in my mind from watching a Hindi movie just a month ago.

The phrase had stuck with me ever since I'd heard it in that film. The hero had said it with such casual defiance, such cool indifference to authority, that it had resonated deeply. Of course, I didn't fully understand its proper usage, and my pronunciation was probably terrible, but it felt satisfying to say in moments like this—a small, private rebellion.

I made my way to the cow shed, where my father was already distributing hay to the animals. The three cows and two buffaloes greeted me with their characteristic sounds, recognizing my presence. Despite my father's anger, we worked alongside each other in practiced silence, each knowing our role in this daily ritual that had been performed the same way for as long as I could remember.
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It was nearly four o'clock in the morning when my father, as per his usual routine, began his chants. He was known as the earliest riser in the village, encouraging everyone to awaken for Nityakarma, the daily worship, before the sun rose. According to him, life held no meaning without the presence of God. With every breath we take, we should create a dwelling for the omnipotent and omnipresent God. Living in harmony with God is the only path to salvation.

My father's morning chants were legendary in our neighborhood. His voice, deep and resonant, would begin with the Gayatri Mantra, then progress through various prayers and hymns, each word pronounced with careful devotion. In the stillness of pre-dawn, when even the roosters had not yet begun their calls, his voice carried far beyond our home's walls. Some neighbors appreciated this daily reminder to wake and pray; others, I suspected, found it intrusive but would never dare say so to my father's face.

As per his routine, my father concluded his morning bath, changed into fresh clothes, and entered the prayer room with firm footsteps, reciting verses from the Bhagavad Gita with noticeable enthusiasm. He applied sandalwood paste on his forehead and dedicated nearly an hour and a half to meditation, using a string of beads, reading prayer books, and offering flowers, fruits, and incense to God. He diligently followed every instruction outlined in the book of Nityakarma.

The prayer room was the most sacred space in our house—a small chamber barely large enough for two people to sit comfortably. The walls were adorned with images of various deities: Lord Vishnu, Lord Shiva, Goddess Durga, Lord Ganesh. A small brass oil lamp burned continuously in front of the altar, its flame never allowed to extinguish. The room smelled perpetually of incense, sandalwood, and ghee from the lamp.

My father had constructed this prayer room himself when he first built our house, ensuring it faced east to catch the first rays of the rising sun. He had explained to me once that a house without a proper prayer room was like a body without a soul—it might exist, but it lacked true life.

During the final invocation, known as Aarati, my mother joined him, and together they sang with resounding voices that could be heard up to five hundred meters away from our house. Once the rituals were complete, my father blew the conch, signaling that it was time for us to rise from our slumber. Otherwise, he would scold us, referring to us as "lazybones." To avoid hearing his reproachful words, I preferred to wake up early in the morning and diligently follow his instructions to please him.

The sound of the conch was unmistakable—a deep, resonant blast that seemed to vibrate through your chest even in your sleep. It was the signal that prayer time had ended and work time had begun. My siblings and I had learned long ago that ignoring this signal led to consequences ranging from verbal scolding to being assigned extra chores.

He found solace and experienced a sense of happiness knowing that I was following the right path, and he believed that I was following in his footsteps unlike my other siblings at home. Thus, he showed a preference for me over my siblings, which inevitably led to feelings of jealousy among them.

My brother Hari resented this favoritism openly. He was two years younger than me but taller and stronger, better suited to the physical demands of farm work. He would often point out that while I was Father's favorite for prayer and meditation, he was the one who did the real work in the fields. My sister Sita, being the youngest and a girl, received a different kind of attention—or rather, different expectations. She was being prepared for marriage, taught cooking and household management by our mother, largely excluded from both Father's spiritual tutelage and the farm labor that occupied the males of the family.

The favoritism troubled me, though I didn't know how to address it. I hadn't asked for special treatment, and I sometimes wished my father would distribute his attention more evenly. But I also couldn't deny that I enjoyed having his approval, his rare smiles of satisfaction when I correctly recited a verse or performed a ritual properly.

After the prayer, my mother prepared morning tea and served it to everyone. However, my father had a unique way of enjoying his tea. He never mixed sugar into his tea. It was quite amusing to witness him sipping tea while holding a small piece of jaggery in one hand and a cup of tea in the other. He would take a bite of the jaggery for sweetness and then savor the tea with delight. Personally, I didn't particularly enjoy the way he drank his tea, but I had no choice but to mimic his style.

This method of tea consumption was traditional, my father had explained, practiced by his father and grandfather before him. Modern people mixed sugar directly into their tea for convenience, but the old way preserved the distinct flavors of both the tea and the jaggery. When I tried to drink tea his way, the jaggery would melt too quickly in my mouth, or I would forget to take a bite before sipping, resulting in bitter tea and an awkward rhythm. But I persisted, knowing it pleased my father to see me adopting his customs.

After finishing his tea, he suddenly vanished for nearly an hour. When he returned, he brought the incredible news of Shambhu's release from police custody. The news filled me with immense joy and relief.

"They let him go!" my father announced as he entered the house, his face showing a mixture of satisfaction and fatigue. "Manoj and the others stayed at the police station all night. They brought respected elders from three villages. They brought the school headmaster. They made such a commotion that the police finally realized they had made a mistake."

My mother clasped her hands together in gratitude. "Thank God. Thank God. His poor mother must be so relieved."

"The police tried to save face," my father continued. "They claimed they were just questioning him, that it was routine, that he was never formally arrested. But everyone knows the truth. If Manoj hadn't organized that delegation, Shambhu would still be in custody, probably being beaten into confessing to crimes he never committed."

I felt a wave of relief wash over me. In a world where injustice often went unchallenged, where the powerful routinely trampled the powerless, this was a rare victory. It proved that collective action could sometimes overcome institutional abuse. It was a lesson I would remember.

Following his return, he instructed me to fetch two wooden chairs from the kitchen. Showing my respect and deference, I carefully positioned the chairs in the front yard of the house. He gestured for me to take a seat beside him.

He appeared slightly disappointed, and his gaze was fixed on me as he inquired, "Where were you yesterday?" His tone carried a hint of annoyance.

Feeling a bit uneasy, I shifted my gaze away and promptly proceeded to explain everything, sparing him the need to ask any further questions. I told him about my walk in the forest, the snake, the tree-cutting sounds, the old man who had warned me about the gunfight, and finally about Shambhu's arrest and my visit to the school ground.

I detected a hint of dismay on his face. I was aware that he was about to subject me to a tiresome lecture, but fortunately, our neighbor's arrival diverted his attention elsewhere. In a gesture of courtesy, I relinquished the chair to our neighbor, who settled onto it heavily, much like an aging buffalo. His loud breathing, a result of his long-standing asthma, filled the air.

Our neighbor was an old man whose life had been marked by struggle and misfortune. His family's troubles had begun years ago when they borrowed money to marry off his two daughters. The weddings, though modest by village standards, had required resources far beyond what the family possessed. He had borrowed from Shau Mahajan, the village's most notorious moneylender, at crushing interest rates that ensured the debt would grow faster than it could ever be repaid.

My father, concealing his sudden anger toward me, directed a question to our neighbor, asking, "Did you go to the hospital yesterday?"

"Yes, but the doctor was absent. I think I will go tomorrow," the old man replied, attempting to appease my father.

I stood beside the old man, listening attentively to their conversation with curiosity. Deep down, I knew that the old man was fabricating a story, as I had witnessed a doctor going to the health post yesterday, and I was aware that the old man had spent the entire day in bed. Despite knowing the truth, I chose to remain silent, focusing intently on their discussion. It was evident that the old man had his reasons for concealing the reality, likely due to the difficult circumstances he was facing, driven by poverty.

The truth was that the old man probably couldn't afford the doctor's fees or the medicine that would be prescribed. The health post was supposed to provide free basic healthcare, but in reality, patients were expected to pay for consultations, medications, and even basic supplies like syringes and bandages. For someone already drowning in debt, even these small amounts were insurmountable.

The old man found himself burdened with a substantial loan, primarily due to his daughters' weddings, and his financial situation was teetering on the edge of bankruptcy. The lender had the authority to claim his mortgaged land at any given moment. With no reliable source of income, he was unable to make regular loan repayments or fulfill his interest obligations on time.

Weddings in our community were simultaneously moments of joy and sources of financial devastation. Despite laws against dowry, the practice persisted under different names—"gifts" to the bride, "voluntary contributions" to the groom's family, elaborate ceremonies that required feeding hundreds of guests. A family with daughters lived under a shadow of anxiety, knowing that each wedding would require resources they didn't have.

The old man had three daughters, and he had managed to marry off two of them. The celebrations had been modest by village standards, but still far beyond his means. He had borrowed from Shau Mahajan, who charged interest rates that would make even established banks blush. Thirty-five percent annually, compounded monthly—it was a mathematical certainty that the borrower would never escape the debt.

I had once tried to calculate exactly how much the old man owed. The initial loan had been 100,000 rupees. After one year, with compound interest, it became 141,000 rupees. After two years, 198,810 rupees. The amount grew like a malignant tumor, and the old man's ability to pay shrank correspondingly.

Shau Mahajan was patient because he knew mathematics was on his side. Eventually, the old man would default completely, and Mahajan would take possession of the land—land that had been in the old man's family for four generations, land that was worth far more than the original loan. This was Mahajan's business model: lend money at impossible rates to desperate people, wait for inevitable default, seize assets worth many times the loan amount. It was legal exploitation, perhaps the cruelest kind.

The old man had a son named Binod, a determined and responsible young man who had become a victim of circumstances. Several years earlier, Binod had prepared to leave for Malaysia, seeking work to save his family from their crushing debt. Saying goodbye to his parents, relatives, and friends had been a deeply emotional experience for him. As it was his first time being separated from his family, he carried a sense of nostalgia and apprehension. Binod's parents had bestowed their blessings upon him, gently touching his forehead with their hands, while he
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