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“The fountain in the museum has been replaced. It looks glossy and shimmers in the sunshine now. Have you seen it yet?” Jung asked his wife in a thoroughly gleeful tone. “You must not miss out on this promise of redistribution.” He said again as he passed through into the kitchen garden. “We were young children when the vintage decorations were dismantled and locked away. It’s a pity that they have to ameliorate quite so forcefully.” His wife said in a calm tone. The sound of a bus, veering towards the highway, speared into their conversation as it had done for many years. The bus driver was a close friend and confidante, yet, today, the interruption became calcified by a sudden perception of grievance, panoramic defaults, aversion. “Your bus ride is here. The coffee house must be warming your brew.” Resa, his wife, said with a sigh and a wistful nostalgia. “Well, you could join me for a nice cuppa,” Jung replied, determined to reap the day’s rewards without any chance of denial and easy largesse. Resa did not waste any time and walked into her room to wear her watch and bracelet. A sari, hung impeccably on a silken hanger, reminded her to throw away worthless worries and to assert her own values, vice, vision.







The bus ride was a few minutes long but the two town mavens felt exuberant at having captured the town’s essential advantage and watched the roadsides with a hawkish focus. The driver was in his element, too, and turned the radio full volume for an added versatility. Local songs were not popular but the tunes were timeless and warming. “I have brought my bonus with me. We can enjoy some khaja with our brew.” Resa said as she took out a pashmina scarf and slung it around her shoulders. Jung looked at his wife in surprise and said, “You do know how to live well.” The bus reached the curved corner and they got off with a nod of gratitude to the driver. “I’ll be joining you soon. Keep some corn puffs for me.” He said to them and watched them laugh at his effortless proletarian ways. At the next corner, a red brick coffee house stood impassive and open for the town locals to share their lives and stories. Often hidden, this town establishment had seen overwhelming change yet the town would not forgive any alteration in this gathering space. Jung, himself, had donated his father’s wicker chairs and would spend his weekends toasting to his colleagues and relatives. ‘Condemnant Quo Non Intellegunt’ was his illuminating reference for every turbulent time and event withstood and witnessed by his town although, with a sceptical pessimism.







Jung ordered his brew and a mild coffee for Resa while she chose a nice window side table and placed her scarf on the chair. “I would like to try their cakes, Jung. They say coffee isn’t coffee without cake.” She said and looked around the coffee house to see if she knew anyone there. Some of the resident government staffers were waiting to wave to her and she smiled back at them. The polished ambience was immediately appealing as she decided to mark the occasion with a stern reprimand to herself. The small road outside was paved and old yet the day’s activities were singed on it, a seething reminder, an inanimate enunciation. The curtains and upholstery in the coffee house were made of fine, Nepali fabrics bearing a familiarity that was new to Resa, The wicker settee looked comfortably washed and inviting. A young girl, dressed in a black apron and dark eyeliner, brought their order on a greying silver platter which she placed on the table with a grin. “Would you like to order anything else?’ She said while Resa chose a few appetisers on the menu. “The corn puffs are for our friend. He drives buses all day and cannot stop moving people to and fro. He was a craftsman once.” She said as she paid the waitress for the orders.







The coffee house regulars, who had discovered secrets to augmented co-existence through their weekly jaunts, could be seen applying vital counsel to the rest of the patrons. Resa smiled at the ladies near her table and sipped her coffee with delight. The urban planning burdens of their working lives had dissipated yet the two had quietly deferred from the usual recompense and assertions. Jung walked towards her and sat on the chair with his brew steaming at the cup. “It is quite jolly here today. They told me that the central offices are going to the western highlands for a retreat. We can look ahead to peaceful negotiations now. A good jolt of terrain will do them good.” He said as though he were a young and rakish student playing pranks on his tutors. Resa laughed at this oddity that elevated the town’s spirit unfailingly. The half-open doors swung to the side and their friend, the bus driver, walked in looking uncharacteristically urbane in his new jacket. “Bhav, come and join us,” Resa said as they pulled more chairs towards the table. Bhav pointed to his colleague and introduced him to them. “My comrade will be helping with the new bridges. He gave up carrying backpacks to return to his original calling.” He said as his friend shook their hands and sat at the table. “Yes, the ropeways are resuming connections and vital community.” His friend replied with a look of chagrin.




* * *




Charred embers, heaped on a makeshift stove, lay glowing at the back of the coffee house. A soft billow of smoke appeared every now and then to clear the space from the day’s frenzied realisation. A stack of firewood, chopped and bundled, was placed near the back entrance as if to say that the forests are seen and known as are the trees. The young waiters would run out and dry the wash cloths but the extra props were rarely used, touched even. One of the staff had built a small brick stool from a pile of bricks that was kept in the corner. The fading terracotta colours were symptomatic, undaunted, a marked distance and time. At the edges of the small open space, there were flower beds lined by stones, making it a rough residue of larger and more fulsome spaces. The staff would sit there on occasion and converse amongst each other yet the proprietor was never seen there. A few trees overgrew during the monsoons and hid the outside perimeter in precise seasonal acuity. Patches of grass would appear in the summer and leave a happy reminder for everyone. Karya, the town, was not a direct legacy of the medievalist era but many people saw the county as an ordered history and a continuation of early Gorkhali ideals.







“The corn is freshly ground.” The waiter said as he placed a platter on the table. “Thank you,” Resa replied and the four of them ate in complete silence. “The noises of my childhood re-emerge here. There was a farmhand when I was a child who took the cows to the centre of the town instead of the fields. He was a proud man.” Bhav said as he sipped his brew. “The Kot was his avowed political doctrine but it has not existed in any authenticity for a millennium.” Listening to this Nepali conundrum related with such incisiveness, they laughed merrily and began to discuss Karya’s new regimes. “They say the Chinese builders have invested heavily back home. I met a friend whose new shoes were his only message.” Bhav’s friend said with a knowing look and ate some more aperitifs. “There was a rumour about an emperor finding new life as a factory guard.” They laughed even harder at this truism while the rest of the coffee house clientele began to perk up their ears and listen in. “The great proletarian divide in China was resolved with red lanterns. I have been researching some new ideas and the numbers do not point to accurate mathematics but instead to stiffening collusion.” For a second, the group looked as though an unforgiven dye had been cast and replied in muffled gasps of laughter.







“The conspiracy of tradition rarely meets its desired goals, Bir. I often feel like we have fallen short on our own promises. I prefer an automated rice cooker to our old stoves. We can pretend to be in our world but the tides do not turn without short falls.” The group sobered immediately and decided on a fair assessment of the current economic environment. “My father often said that we would be the ones to forge ahead because of our education. I cannot even think of myself in any business environment.” Resa said with a sudden insight into much of the town’s apathy. “We tend to cushion ourselves from the vagaries.” Jung quickly replied and covered the introspection with another corn puff. “The Chinese paid us a compliment by helping with our road infrastructure. The towns require marvels rather than standards of utility.” He said again as they mulled an equidistancing that had plagued the polity. “Good afternoon,” A loud voice burst into their midst as Resa’s cousin walked towards their table. A tall man with a recognizable gait, Resa’s cousin was the government chief in Karya but seemed more like an alpinist on a secret mission.







Pulling a chair towards the table, he shook their hands and ordered some brew. “My cousin is a well-known authority figure here. He has scaled many heights but only in the government realm.” Resa said as she placed a plate for him. “I have news for you, Jung. The Khasa border will be opening for more trade and collaborations. I went up there myself and had a look. There were mangoes from South India. Regionalism does have its value additions. I overheard someone say that the new Silk Road is, in fact, the old spice route.” Taken aback by his warm candour, the rest listened as though the day had brightened without any warning. “Good to hear. The iron gates there are very imposing.” Jung said as they passed the aperitifs to Samji and sat listening to him discuss his work. “My friend from Lhasa brought his family here to put them through university. He carries a torch at night to walk around the neighbourhood. How is the security situation there?” Resa said as more customers streamed into the coffee house. Early evening had begun to shadow the vicinity with a keen natural aura. Jung watched his wife talking delightedly with the group and wondered if he could make this a Karya rite, a decided way of living, an accompaniment for the town’s future.




* * *
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