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            "In a room where people unanimously maintain a conspiracy of silence, one word of truth sounds like a pistol shot." — Czesław Miłosz
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The Hunger Strike 

Ram Prasad Koirala sat down on the pavement outside Singha Durbar at six in the morning on March 15, 2023, and announced he would not eat until the government released the pension funds they'd promised to earthquake survivors eight years ago.

He was seventy-three years old. His back hurt from sitting on concrete. His stomach was already empty-he hadn't been able to afford breakfast.

By noon, a dozen other elderly protesters had joined him. By evening, there were thirty. They sat in rows, their white hair bright in the setting sun, holding signs that read "WHERE IS OUR PENSION?" and "8 YEARS OF BROKEN PROMISES."

The police stood at a distance, watching but not interfering. This wasn't a violent protest. Just old people sitting quietly, refusing to eat.

The media came on day two. Local news channels, then national ones. Ram Prasad became the spokesman by default-he'd been a teacher before retirement, so he could speak clearly, make his points without rambling.

"We survived the earthquake," he told the cameras. "We lost our homes, our livelihoods, our family members. The government promised compensation. Promised pensions for survivors over seventy. That was 2015. It's 2023. Where is the money?"

The reporter asked: "What if they don't listen?"

"Then I'll die here. I'd rather die fighting for dignity than live begging for scraps."

Inside Singha Durbar, in a conference room with air conditioning and catered lunch, the cabinet was meeting to discuss the protest.

"How long can a seventy-three-year-old last without food?" someone asked.

"Two weeks, maybe three," the Health Minister said.

"Then we wait," the Prime Minister said. His name was Keshav Sharma, and he was fifty-six years old, and he'd been in politics for thirty years. "These protests always fizzle out. The old man will get tired, or sick, or his family will convince him to go home. Give it a week."

The Leader

Keshav Sharma hadn't always been cynical.

In 1990, when he was twenty-three, he'd marched in the streets calling for democracy. He'd been beaten by police, arrested twice, spent a month in jail. He'd believed-truly believed-that changing the government would change people's lives.

And it had worked. The monarchy fell. Democracy came. Keshav joined a political party, rose through the ranks. He was smart, articulate, good at building coalitions. By forty, he was a member of parliament. By fifty, a cabinet minister. Now, at fifty-six, he was Prime Minister.

But somewhere along the way, the idealism had leaked out of him like air from a punctured tire.

It started small. A campaign contribution from a businessman who needed a favor. A nephew who needed a government job. A contract awarded to a friend's company. Nothing illegal, exactly. Just... the way things worked.

Then bigger compromises. Looking away when colleagues embezzled. Approving projects that enriched party members. Using disaster relief funds for political purposes.

The earthquake money was the worst. Eight billion rupees allocated for survivor pensions. Only three billion actually distributed. The rest? Lost in the system. Redirected. Stolen.

Keshav knew where some of it had gone. His own party had taken a cut. So had the opposition. So had the bureaucrats who administered the funds. Everyone got a piece except the survivors who actually needed it.

He'd rationalized it at the time: We need money to run campaigns. To do good, you first need power. We'll fix it later.

But "later" never came.

Now there was an old man dying on his doorstep, and all Keshav felt was irritation.

"Can't we just arrest them?" he asked his advisors.

"Bad optics, sir. They're elderly earthquake survivors. The media would crucify us."

"Then what do you suggest?"

"Wait. Like you said. He'll give up."

But Ram Prasad didn't give up.

The Teacher

Ram Prasad had taught mathematics for thirty-seven years at a school in Sindhupalchok. He'd been a good teacher-patient, clear, willing to stay after class to help struggling students.

He'd lived simply. A small house in the village. A vegetable garden. A buffalo. Enough money to send his two children to college in Kathmandu.

Then the earthquake came.

April 25, 2015. Ram Prasad was in his garden when the ground started shaking. He ran inside to get his wife, but the house collapsed before he reached the door. He dug through the rubble with his bare hands for three hours before he found her body.

His buffalo died. His garden was destroyed. The school where he'd taught for thirty-seven years was reduced to a pile of bricks.

The government promised help. Temporary shelter. Reconstruction funds. Pensions for elderly survivors who'd lost everything.

Ram Prasad waited. He lived in a tent for two years while waiting for reconstruction money that never came. He took odd jobs-manual labor at construction sites, despite his age and his bad back. His children sent money from Kathmandu, but they had families of their own to support.

The pension was supposed to be 10,000 rupees a month. Not much, but enough to live on. Enough to rent a room, buy food, see a doctor when needed.

It never came.

Ram Prasad went to government offices. Filled out forms. Stood in lines. Was told: "Come back next month." Then: "The funds haven't been released yet." Then: "We're reviewing the applications."

Eight years of excuses.

Last month, he'd read in the newspaper that the government had allocated funds for a new conference center in Kathmandu. Cost: one billion rupees. The same government that couldn't find money for earthquake pensions was building a luxury venue for politicians to hold meetings.

That's when Ram Prasad decided to stop asking and start demanding.

Day Seven

By day seven of the hunger strike, Ram Prasad could barely stand. His blood pressure was dangerously low. A doctor who'd come to check on the protesters said he needed to go to the hospital.

"After they release the funds," Ram Prasad said.

"You could die."

"Then I die. But at least I die standing up."

The protest had grown. Hundreds of elderly people from across the country had traveled to Kathmandu to join. The media coverage was constant. International news outlets were picking up the story. There was pressure on the government to act.

Inside Singha Durbar, Keshav's advisors were panicking.

"Sir, if he dies, this becomes a national crisis."

"So give them the money."

"We can't. The funds have already been... redirected."

"Then un-redirect them."

"It's not that simple. If we move that money now, there will be audits. Questions. It could expose-"

"I know what it could expose," Keshav snapped. He was tired. This old man was becoming a serious problem.

"We could offer a partial payment," someone suggested. "Give them something. Say the rest is coming."

"They won't accept that."

"Then what?"

Keshav rubbed his temples. He had a splitting headache. "Schedule a meeting with their representatives. I'll talk to them personally."

But the meeting never happened.
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Martyrs' Day

March 23 was Martyrs' Day-a national holiday commemorating those who died in the democracy movement. Every year, political leaders gathered at Shanti Park to lay wreaths and give speeches about sacrifice and freedom.

This year, Keshav was scheduled to give the keynote address.

He left Singha Durbar at nine in the morning in his official car-a black Land Cruiser with tinted windows, flags on the hood, police escorts front and back.

As they drove past the protest site, Keshav looked out the window. The old man-Ram Prasad-was still there, lying on a mat now, too weak to sit up. Surrounded by other protesters and supporters.

Their eyes met for just a second. The old man stared at him with such intensity that Keshav felt something twist in his chest. Not guilt, exactly. Something older. Something like recognition.

Then the car moved on.

Ten minutes later, at the intersection near Jamal, a truck ran a red light and T-boned Keshav's car on the passenger side.

The impact was catastrophic. The Land Cruiser spun twice and wrapped around a light pole. Keshav's bodyguards were killed instantly. The driver survived with serious injuries.

Keshav was rushed to Bir Hospital, unconscious, bleeding internally.

He died on the operating table at 11:47 AM.

Ram Prasad died two hours later, his body finally giving out after nine days without food.
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The Preparations

They prepared both bodies at the same hospital, in different wings.

For Keshav: a state funeral. His body bathed, dressed in traditional daura-suruwal, draped with the national flag. His family-wife, two sons, a daughter-arrived to sit vigil. Cabinet ministers came to pay respects. The party began planning a massive public procession.

For Ram Prasad: a simpler affair. His body bathed by volunteers from the protest movement. Dressed in the white clothes he'd been wearing when he died. His children arrived from Kathmandu, crying quietly. A few dozen protesters stayed with the body, chanting prayers.

The hospital director had a problem: where to put them for the public viewing? Protocol said the Prime Minister should have the main hall. But there were hundreds of people demanding to see Ram Prasad's body too.

Eventually they compromised. Both bodies in the same hall, one at each end.

The viewing began at four PM.

The Vigil

At Keshav's end of the hall, the atmosphere was official, solemn, political. Cabinet ministers gave statements to the press about his service to the nation. Party members wore black armbands and spoke in hushed tones about his legacy.

His wife sat beside the body, accepting condolences. She looked tired but composed. She'd been married to Keshav for thirty years, and somewhere in there she'd learned to perform grief for cameras.

His two sons stood nearby. The eldest, Pramod, was thirty-two-already a member of parliament himself, following in his father's footsteps. He was already calculating: who would lead the party now? How could he position himself to inherit his father's power base?

The younger son, Ramesh, was twenty-eight and had always been the disappointment. No interest in politics. He'd wanted to be an engineer, but his father had pushed him into the party anyway. Now he stood beside his brother, feeling nothing but relief that the old man was finally gone.

At Ram Prasad's end of the hall, the atmosphere was different. Raw. Genuine. People cried openly. His students from over the years-men and women now in their forties and fifties-came to touch his feet one last time. The protesters who'd sat with him for nine days stayed by his body, exhausted and grief-stricken.

His daughter, Sita, held his cold hand and wept. "You didn't have to do this, Baba. We would have taken care of you."

"He knew that," her brother Nabin said quietly. "That's not why he did it."

"Then why?"

"Because someone had to."

The Procession

The next morning, both bodies were placed in separate vehicles for the funeral procession to Pashupati.

Keshav's procession was official, organized. Police motorcycles. Government vehicles. Party leaders walking behind in neat rows. Crowds lined the streets-mostly party supporters who'd been called in, but also genuine onlookers curious to see a Prime Minister's final journey.

Ram Prasad's procession was chaotic, organic. Thousands of people-old earthquake survivors, protesters, activists, ordinary citizens who'd followed his story-walking together, many weeping openly. They carried his body on their shoulders, taking turns, refusing to use a vehicle.

The two processions moved along different routes but converged near Pashupati, arriving at the cremation ghats almost simultaneously.

The Burning

The cremation grounds at Pashupati were crowded. Two pyres were built side by side on the riverbank.

For Keshav: an elaborate ceremony. Senior priests. Traditional music. His eldest son Pramod performed the rites, circling the body three times, lighting the fire. He did it mechanically, thinking about the party meeting scheduled for tomorrow.

As the flames consumed his father's body, Pramod's phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from a senior party leader: We need to talk about succession. Tomorrow 9 AM.

He typed back: I'll be there.

For Ram Prasad: a simpler ceremony. His son Nabin performed the rites, his hands shaking, tears streaming down his face. The crowd sang protest songs-the same ones Ram Prasad had taught them during the hunger strike.

As the flames consumed his father's body, Nabin thought about what the old man had said on day one of the protest: I'd rather die fighting for dignity than live begging for scraps.

Both fires burned through the afternoon. The smoke rose together into the sky above Kathmandu, two lives reduced to ash, two very different legacies drifting into the same air.

The Aftermath 

The government announced it would finally release the earthquake pension funds. Full amount. No more delays. The announcement came with a statement: "In honor of Ram Prasad Koirala's sacrifice."

Political analysts called it a cynical move-using the old man's death to score points while admitting no wrongdoing.

But the money was real. Thousands of elderly earthquake survivors would finally get the pensions they'd been promised eight years ago.

At Ram Prasad's shradh ceremony-the thirteen-day mourning ritual-hundreds of people came to his children's house to pay respects. His former students. Fellow protesters. People who'd never met him but had been inspired by his refusal to give up.

"Your father was a hero," they told Nabin and Sita.

At Keshav's shradh ceremony, the house was full of politicians. Cabinet ministers. Party officials. Everyone positioning themselves, forming alliances, planning the next moves.

Pramod emerged as the leading candidate to succeed his father as party leader. He gave a speech about continuing his father's legacy of service. Everyone clapped. No one mentioned the missing earthquake funds.

Late that
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