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    The Unfinished Dream




    Karma Tsethup stood in front of the tall dressing mirror in his thickly carpeted bedroom. He turned his back to the mirror, twisted his head backward slightly and adjusted the pleats of his new bura gho. Then he tightened his belt. It was 8:45 a.m.




    He strode down the steps of his bungalow with confidence and purpose. His gleaming, cream-white Land Cruiser stood at the foot of the steps, engine running. His driver stood respectfully holding the door open. He climbed in and glanced backward. His gilded sword and red scarf, paraphernalia of his official status, lay on the passenger seat.




    He got out at the north gate of Tashichho Dzong, the massive fortress which is the seat of both the monastic body and the civil administration. The driver held out the sword, which he tied to his waist; then he gave a final tug to the edges of his gho to smooth the creases. Putting on his red scarf, he walked lightly up the stone steps. The security man at the gate gave a smart salute, to which he nodded almost imperceptibly as he entered the dzong.




    He was only 25, one of the rapidly rising stars in the bureaucracy. Only three years ago, he was appointed Assistant Director. Now he is Director General of Department of Socio-Cultural Bureau. With hard work and dedication to building good relations with all, he had risen rapidly to take over this position two months ago. There were whispers that he might even be appointed to a higher post sooner than expected.




    Today was the third day of the National Assembly. He was to present an important issue on the changing trends of the socio-cultural milieu and the efforts of the Government to promote unique Bhutanese cultural traditions in this fast changing world. As he entered the Assembly Hall, located above the main prayer hall of the monastic body, he ran quickly through his mind the main issues he planned to cover in his address.




    Everyone was seated. He sat two rows from the front as the Assembly session began. Soon he heard his name announced. With a racing heart, he approached the nearest microphone stand. He looked across the rows of orange, red, blue and white-scarved members sitting with heads bowed slightly, but fully attentive in anticipation of what he was to say. And he cleared his throat to begin.




    Karma Tsethup woke up with a start. It was the soft, monotonous murmuring of “Om mani pemi hung hri, Om mani pemi…” by his grandmother that awoke him. “Soon she will be calling me to get up” he thought. He peered through the cracks in his window at the pale light of winter dawn. It was cold, and Karma pulled up his legs toward his chest to keep warm.




    “What a beautiful dream. I wish I had actually finished addressing the Assembly,” he mused wistfully.




    Karma Tsethup was 16 years old. He had dropped out from school after Class V to look after the house and cattle at home. But he always daydreamed of what life could have been for him if he had continued his studies. Often, he would sigh and console himself by saying, “Anyway, it could not be helped.”




    Soon he was up and busy. First he went to collect a load of firewood; then he let the five cows out from their pen. After his breakfast of millet bread and fiery chilly with cheese, he milked the cows. Then wielding a stout stick he was off with the cattle for the day. Including heifers, calves and bulls, he had twenty three heads of cattle. He was taking them to graze behind Doche Zur, a sharp ridge that rose straight and steep from the narrow valley down which thundered Mangdi-chhu. Behind this ridge was open countryside, plenty of shrubs, forests and good grazing land. Before turning across this ridge with his cattle, he leaned on his stick and gazed down on his village. Gagar-pam lay sprawled below him; the ten or eleven odd houses scattered at random, hanging dearly on the slopes of the escarpment, the northern slope of which rose to meet the same ridge where he stood. Below the village were the paddy fields, hanging in thin terraces as they dipped toward Mangdi-chhu.




    It was a bright day. Most of the day he sat in the sun, occasionally taking a nap. When not asleep, he played a flute from time to time. His cattle had gone into the thick shrubs. He was confident that nothing would happen to them. Close to sundown, as usual, the cattle began to emerge, one at a time or in small groups. He made a wide circle through the shrubs, shouting and calling to encourage the remaining cattle to begin moving toward home. When he finally emerged, only a bull was missing. He was a little annoyed. Normally all his cattle moved together, and they rarely strayed apart. “Stupid animal,” he thought.




    He moved into the shrubs again. This time he did not make any noise. He stood still and listened occasionally, hoping to hear the crackling of the underbrush as the animal pulled at or through the thickets. He covered quite a distance, but there was no sound or sign of the bull. “Where could it have gone?” he wondered. Now he was moving in thick forest; the shades were darker, the ground quite marshy and dotted with thick bamboo underbrush. At one point he thought he heard crackling. He stopped and listened. Nothing. He bent his head and peered at the marshy ground. Yes, there was a footprint. The shape was not apparent, but the muddy water in the print was still whirling gently. When he had followed the muddy print for about a hundred feet, he heard distinct crackling in the bamboo brush, quite close. He yelled. The only reply was the absolute silence of the forest around him. He moved forward a few more steps.




    Suddenly there was a tremendous roar. All Karma Tsethup saw was a huge black thing hurtling straight at him from the bamboo thicket. He tried to move back, but his legs stuck in the marshy ground. He fell backward. Something struck his head and throat.




    He was back in the Assembly Hall, peering at the expectant faces. “So many of them,” he thought. He cleared his throat to speak. No sound came out. He began to panic, his heart raced; there was a hissing in his ears and something pounded in his head. Or was it on his head? The sea of faces staring at him began to blur; then everything started whirling. He wiped his eyes; something wet was flowing down his face. He struggled to stay clear. “I mustn’t make a fool of myself in front of these important people,” he thought. The room and everything in it began blurring. “What is happening to me? I must get myself under control. Why can’t I see clearly, and what is this dripping into my eyes?” Desperately, he tried to wipe off what was flowing down his face. Then everything went dark.




    As dusk descended on the village the cattle, some lowing now and then, straggled home. But there was no sign of Karma Tsethup. His father and uncle gazed anxiously toward Doche Zur. It was dark now and, distraught with anxiety, the two men set out with huge bamboo torches to look for him. They shouted his name over and over again but received no response. They scoured much of the grazing area, but to no avail. Their brows knit with great apprehension. They had to give up the search; it was too dark and too late to do anything more.




    The next morning, at the break of dawn, the search resumed with three other men from the village. After about two hours, they found him. He lay face up, his feet firmly stuck in the marsh. His right arm was thrown over his forehead. His throat was torn, his scalp tattered and his face severely scratched. There was blood all over. And all around the body were the footprints of a huge bear.


  




  

    The Buddha’s Blessings




    He met her six months ago, at a friend’s New Year bash. Many people were there- the girls in tight jeans and revealing tops, the boys in baggy trousers and colorful T-shirts. As at most parties, these young Bhutanese had shed their traditional attire and donned Western outfits. He watched them dance, some obviously drunk. As he wandered toward the bar to get a drink, he saw her sitting alone. She was of medium height with shining black hair casually spread across her shoulders, and a friendly face that every now and then broke into a shy smile as people known to her caught her eyes.




    “Hi, I’m Michael, but call me Mike.” She shook his extended hand hesitantly.




    “I know,” she said. “And I’m Deki.”




    “Nice to meet you.” He waited for her to speak but she remained quiet.




    “Who are you with, if I may ask?”




    “Nobody,” she said merrily. After a pause, she added, “You see that girl in the pink shirt there? She’s my friend, and she dragged me to this party.” Soon they were having a spirited chat about parties and dancing in Thimphu. They danced a few times, talked a lot about nothing in particular, and he drank a lot of beer. Suddenly she looked at her watch and said, “I think I better go.” Her friend had already disappeared. Mike offered to drop her.




    “No thanks. Maybe some other time. Anyway, it was nice and I enjoyed very much.” She was already heading towards the doors.




    “My pleasure. Will I see you again, Deki?”




    “Good night,” she said over her shoulder as she disappeared into the darkness.




    Mike and Deki bumped into each other again two weeks later at the bank. Their friendship soon blossomed into regular dates, but with no promises from either side. He had often been surprised at how some of the girls unabashedly profess their love before they hardly know each other. He was relieved that Deki seemed quite content just to be friends.




    When he arrived, three years ago, he was not sure how he would adapt to the Bhutanese environment; from all the readings it sounded too good to be true. But soon his skepticism dissolved and he threw himself in the full throes of life in Bhutan. Thimphu is a small town geographically and even smaller socially. You could not go to two parties without bumping into the same people all over again. His five foot ten inches frame made him tower over most Bhutanese men. His rugged features were only marred by a scalyness of the sides of his face; perhaps, an unfortunate allergic reaction to his daily shaves. He was a familiar figure at many gatherings and he fitted himself comfortably in the local crowd. While he partied endlessly, faithfully and without fail, he wrote weekly in long hand to Jessica despite the daily emails he sent her. After the initial uncertainty about Bhutanese culture and a newcomer’s natural hesitation about mixing with local people, he learnt quickly that it was generally easy to make friends with Bhutanese, particularly young women. Soon he had a string of girlfriends and he was flitting from one party to another on most days. It was a great time. However, in his regular letter to Jessica he never mentioned this. Initially he felt some discomfort but distance helped adjust to the lies more easily and he continued to write to tell her how much he missed her and that he was looking forward to return to their beloved city and to her. Three years flitted by. Now it was time to return. While he looked forward to it, as the date of his departure fast approached, a nagging sense of unease touched the dim recess of his conscience.




    It is amazing how short three years can be. Mike felt he had been in Bhutan only for a few weeks, but his time to depart was already imminent. Apart from sorting through things he wanted to take with him, he also was making sure to catch up with friends and colleagues. He invited Deki for a dinner. The Riverview Hotel dining room was relatively empty. He took a table close to the windows so that he can watch the city lights. Even in the space of three years he could see the dramatic changes occurring to the cityscape. This is a rapidly growing city. However, at the moment the only guests in the restaurant were an elderly tourist couple who sat, along with their Bhutanese guide, at the far end of the hall. Soon Deki appeared.




    After dinner she suggested that they go to her house for coffee. “I think my mother would not mind,” she said. “I told her you are a good friend and you’re leaving Bhutan soon.” Of course, he was pleased and accepted the offer without hesitation. Although they have been seeing each other quite regularly, she never invited him to her house. But when he was ushered into her sitting room, which also served as the choesham, he was astonished to see a statue he had seen long ago.




    It was during a chance stroll through the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York that he happened to see it. The brass plaque below it read, “8th Century Buddha Image, believed to be one of the three such statues cast by Guru Padmasambhava, the Indian saint who brought and popularized Mahayana Buddhism in Tibet.” He remembered how the gleaming 8-inch, solid gold statue had almost a human quality about it. It aroused his curiosity sufficiently for him to ring up a friend who knew a lot more about Asian art than he did.




    “Oh, that piece? Yes I know about that… It’s a fascinating one, very ancient and precious to the Buddhist world,” said his friend.




    “Really? But why?”




    “It’s believed that Guru Padmasambhava cast only three of these. Legend has it that one piece each was enshrined as the core treasure in Samye monastery and the Potala, the Dalai Lama’s palace, to overcome evil forces that were then battling the establishment of Buddhism in Tibet. No one knows where the third piece went.”




    “How did this one reach New York, I mean, the museum there?”




    “The details are sketchy, but it’s believed that a Tibetan monk gave it to an English explorer pleading for it to be taken out of Tibet to preserve it, as there was a grave threat of it being destroyed.”




    “You mean by the Chinese invasion in the ‘50s?”




    “No, no. Much earlier. It’s believed the apostate Langdarma, in the 9th Century, razed the monastery of Samye and unleashed a reign of terror on Buddhism across Tibet. It is believed the statue was first removed by a prescient monk and hidden for generations by devout followers till it was smuggled out of the country. No one has seen the one supposed to be with the Dalai Lama; it is considered too precious to be put on public display. And with regards to the third statue, no one knows where it is. Probably it never existed.”




    At the other end of the small room was an exquisitely carved and painted display case in which were housed several different statues, all wrapped in colourful silk. However, it was the statue in the centre that caught his attention most. He examined the gleaming gold statue with a face that is so life-like with mounting excitement. However, outwardly he remained calm and expressionless. There was no mistaking it; it looked almost identical to the one he had seen in the museum. “Could this be the third piece?” he thought with mounting excitement. Deki had gone into the kitchen to prepare coffee and he was left on the narrow sofa to talk with Aum Sonam Pedon, Deki’s mother. She was a thin wisp of a woman, gentle and slow in everything she did. She had a string of prayer beads in her hand and, in between conversation, her lips moved in silent prayers and her fingers pulled the beads with nimble speed.




    “Beautiful prayer room you have here.” Aum Pedon was silent, as if carefully formulating her response. Her English was not very good but understandable. “That Buddha looks special,” he continued nonchalantly. “Do you know when it was made? I mean, how old?”




    “Nobody knows, but very old,” she responded. “Our most important treasure.” She looked at it reverently and murmured more prayers, sitting as if transfixed by the statue. She fell silent and he, too, remained quiet. After what seemed like a long time, Aum Pedon spoke again: “The statue protect us from many bad things.” He looked at her expressionless face, but said nothing. In the silence, all he could do was to watch the thin curl of smoke from an incense stick and the wavering light of a butter lamp. Vague shadows, cast by the flickering lamp, played on the walls of the small choesham.




    “Did you buy it yourself?” He knew that many of these private chapels had religious icons and sacred books handed down through generations, but these days you can also buy reproductions from the local market.




    “No, no. This in our family for generations.”




    “Has anybody ever said how old it was?




    “More than thousand years, say my father. Nobody knows.”




    “It’s not possible to be a thousand years,” he said incredulously.




    “No matter. We believe, and that enough,” she said quietly but firmly. “We worship this as Tempa Sungjenma - the Speaking Buddha.”




    Just then Deki reappeared with a tall cup of coffee. He enjoyed hot black brew although he still found it difficult to adjust to instant coffee; fresh coffee beans are a rarity. As he was getting up to leave he said to Deki, “That Buddha seems very interesting. And your mother has some fascinating stories about it.”




    “I know. My mother believes it talked once. Nobody knows what it said, but the family puts great value on that piece.”




    “There must be a history behind it.”




    “Yes, there is a story my father told me once. He said one of our great-great- grandfathers was a pious man who gave his life to religious pursuits. It is said when he was on a pilgrimage to Tibet, he decided to take a break from his wanderings and settled in a remote cave to meditate. No one knows for sure where he did that; some say near the Potala, some say in Samye. Anyway, wherever it was, it is said that one day a ragged old woman appeared in his cave and asked for food. He felt sorry for her, and he gave her all the food he had. The old woman, in return, left this statue behind.”




    “Fascinating,” he said. Of course, he did not believe a word; he had heard many such legends in his years in Bhutan. But he was intrigued nonetheless.




    As he drove home with the cold wind blowing in his face, he decided to find out more about the statue. He emailed his friend again, who sounded excited but was cautious. The friend wrote back, “Many generations of great Tibetan masters, including the Dalai Lama himself, are said to have attempted to solve the mystery of the third statue. Most Nyingma followers believed that the Guru hid the third one as a terma, or hidden treasure, to be discovered by some future reincarnates of the great tantric master. If it is truly that piece, then look for a thumb impression on the back of the statue, very faint but clear if one looks carefully. It’s believed that Guru Rimpoche used his own thumb to mark it so that its authenticity cannot be doubted.” He needed to think and plan his next few days. He surveyed his sitting room, wondering if all bachelors lived like this. Books were scattered around, music and movie DVDs lay on the coffee table, the sofas and the writing desk. His running shoes and unwashed socks were strewn near the entrance.




    Exactly a week before his departure he returned to Deki’s house. “Hi, Mike. Surprised to see you again,” said Deki, smiling broadly. As he settled on the sofa, Aum Pedon brought a cup of coffee and placed it in front of him. Then she sat down facing him and pulled out her prayer beads again, counting the beads with her fingers as she whispered silent prayers. He looked for the little statue. It was still there, calm and benign and mysterious. He asked Aum Pedon’s permission to hold it and look at it more closely. There it was! The mark: indelible and exactly where his friend said it would be. “It would be worth millions,” he thought. He put it back and asked casually, “Would you sell it?” She recoiled in horror, almost as if she had been struck with some obscenity.




    “Lama kencho sum khenno,” she folded her hands, palms facing each other, and closed her eyes in fervent prayers. He did not disturb her. Finally, she turned toward him and said slowly but clearly, “It is a very precious family belonging, our family protection. Selling bring much bad luck in life.” Almost as an afterthought, she added, “No. Not possible.”




    But Mike had done his homework and did a little digging around about the family – everyone knows everything about each other in a small town like Thimphu - he discovered that Aum Pedon had fallen on hard times. A reliable source had told him that Aum Pedon’s husband died seven years ago. Deki, her only child, left school after Class X and worked as an office assistant, which did not bring in much money. While constructing the house, Aum Pedon’s husband had mortgaged it to the Royal Insurance Corporation of Bhutan (RICB) for a housing loan. She could not keep up with the monthly loan payments. RICB had already issued notice, threatening to foreclose her mortgage and seize her house.




    Mike left without pressing the matter further. But he was back two days later. Aum Pedon spoke only in Dzongkha this time, with Deki acting as interpreter. When he asked if she had thought about what he said the last time, she looked at the statue with reverent sadness and then addressed her daughter, who in turn translated.




    “My mother says she is ashamed she’s even discussing it. However, after careful thought about your proposal, she is willing to consider, provided you’re discreet and generous.” Both mother and daughter fell silent, waiting for him to respond. But he did not say anything, as he weighed the meaning of what she had just said. Then her mother spoke again and she and Deki argued; Deki shook her head, as her mother seemed to be insisting on something to which the daughter did not agree. Finally, Deki nodded, albeit reluctantly.




    “My mother asked me to tell you it is because of unfortunate events that she is considering parting with her most treasured possession. She’s worried that she’s getting too old and I’m not yet married. My mother has no other sources of income, and my pay isn’t anything great to think about. Therefore, if you’re really interested, she will sell the statue.” She paused as if embarrassed to have to admit those things. “How much would you offer?” she asked.




    “I don’t really know the value of it. So, perhaps twenty thousand Ngultrums?” he said. Deki turned to her mother, who was quietly pulling her prayer beads. Through half-closed eyes, the gray haired, diminutive woman continued to stare at the statue reverently. She spoke without looking at either of them.




    “She says it should be worth a lot more. The statue is said to be pure gold.”




    “Yes, it could be solid gold,” said Mike, “but there is no way of telling it without destroying the statue, is there? And I don’t think it is really that old. I’m only interested, as you know, because it would always remind me of Bhutan.” Then he added casually, “Besides, it would remind me of you.” Deki looked at him steadily for a few seconds but said nothing. Her mother’s face remained impassive but he knew that strong emotions were at work. After what seemed a long time, she agreed on a price of 100,000 ngultrums. Mike could barely contain his excitement. He had to fold his arms across his chest to hide what he was sure was evident pounding from inside. He promised to bring the money the next day, the day before his departure, and pick up the statue as well.




    When he reached Aum Pedon’s house the next evening, he found her in the sitting room. She had lit several incense sticks; there was a butter lamp in front of the golden Buddha, which she had taken out from its normal position so that it now stood separately in front of the row of other statues. She was praying.




    “With all the packing and the people I have to meet, I had no time to go to the bank,” he explained. “So I could not withdraw the money. But I left instructions with the bank manager - he is a good friend of mine - and I asked him to hand over the money to you first thing in the morning tomorrow. I’m writing a cheque now and you can cash it tomorrow.” He handed her a cheque for 100,000 ngultrums. She put the cheque on the altar, in front of the gilded Buddha. After prostrating herself three times, she picked up the statue and held it on top her head to receive its last blessings as she closed her eyes and prayed again for a long time. Then she put it on her daughter’s head and prayed once more. Finally she handed him the statue, wrapped in a white silk scarf. As he rose to leave, he placed the statue, with its silk wrapping, in a plastic bag he had brought along.




    “Wish you a safe journey, Mike,” said Deki gently; her mother had turned her back to him already and she was busy at the altar with another incense stick.




    Druk Air Flight KB 109 soared up toward the mountains in the early morning sun like a giant slow bird with a silvery back. Mike sat in business class, peering at the fast receding piney green hillside. The plane nosed up, almost reluctantly, toward the blue sky. He signaled the air hostess for a cognac. As the familiar taste of the drink rolled over his tongue, he sighed contentedly. Settling into his seat, he let his mind drift back over his three years in Bhutan. “God, what a place. Goodbye,” he said silently. He was heading home. Nursing his drink, he stared down at the flat, waterlogged terrain surrounding Dhaka as the aircraft descended smoothly. Impatiently he looked at his watch. “Another two hours to Bangkok,” he thought. The thought of a relaxing bath with a massage before his onward journey to New York made him even more anxious to be in the air again.




    Just as KB 109 took off for Bangkok from Dhaka, Aum Pedon was making her way to the office of the manager of the Bank of Bhutan. She introduced herself and stated briefly her purpose. Then she handed over the cheque. The bank manager, neat and cool in his gray gho, called an assistant. The assistant went and consulted some books and then handed an envelope to the manager, who chewed on his betel nut for a few minutes as he examined carefully the contents of the envelope. Then the manager spat the red juice of the betel nut and paan in the green plastic dustbin at his feet, cleared his throat and with a very serious face said:




    “Ama, I’m sorry. This cheque is worthless. Mr. Michael was here yesterday and he closed his account and instructed us to hand over this to you. There is no money in his account. I do not know why he gave you a cheque.” He pushed an envelope toward her. She stared at the brown envelope as if afraid to open it. The manager went on chewing his paan quietly. Finally, she pulled the envelope toward her and tore it open slowly. She pulled out the hundred crisp, new 500-ngultrum notes. Fifty thousand! She could not believe her eyes.




    “There must be some mistake,” she said. “He wouldn’t do such a thing; it is not possible, she thought. Then she said to the manager, “This is only half of what he owes me.”




    “I’m sorry Ama, but that’s all he left with us,” said the manager without a smile. He turned his chair sideways and did not look at her. Without another word, she picked the envelope and walked out.




    She wandered aimlessly in the town. Toward evening, when she reached home, she was tired, hopeless and hungry. Deki was not yet home. She went to the kitchen and lit the old gas stove. As the blue flame warmed the steel pot, she consoled herself that at least she got 50,000. She knew that she could not discuss this with anybody. There were strict laws against sale of antique and religious artifacts. She made herself a cup of hot tea and sat there sipping the tea and staring at the dull walls of her little kitchen, “Maybe it is the punishment for my bad deed,” she told herself. Outside, the daylight was fading fast. After finishing the tea she continued to sit in the kitchen, in the dark. Finally, she went to bed; it was the first time she did not light a butter lamp and an incense stick in the prayer room. She felt herself unworthy to enter the choesham and felt she deserved the punishment meted out. She carried to bed the heavy burden of the sorrow of her own betrayal.




    Meanwhile, it was still daylight in New York, just after 4 in the afternoon. Mike was glad to be back in the city. His city. As the taxi roared toward Manhattan, Jessica held his hand, her head resting lightly on his chest. He was even more excited with something else, but he did not tell Jessica, as he wanted it to be a surprise. He had already arranged to see his friend to show him the piece of treasure he carried.




    His friend took out a magnifying glass and examined the piece thoroughly. He scratched the bottom of the statue with a sharp knife, tested its weight, and then put it down. He pulled off his glasses and smiled at his friend. Mike did not wait for his friend to speak, but blurted out: “How much do you think it is worth?”




    “In the flea market, probably $15; if you are lucky, maybe $20 or $25.”




    “You’re joking. Right?”




    “Sorry, my friend. I’m not joking. But I have to say it is a good fake.”




    Mike just sat there, too stunned to speak.




    Aum Pedon did not rise early as she used to in the past. Instead, she lay in bed, wide- awake and listless. However, soon the sun poured through the windows and she forced herself out of bed. After washing her face and brushing her teeth, she entered her choesham to make her daily pure water offering.




    “Deki! Deki!” she screamed.




    “Yes, mother. What is it?” Deki answered as her mother’s frantic calls woke her up. She walked into the prayer room, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Deki saw her mother prostrating repeatedly on the floor in profound obeisance to the statues of their deities in the choesham.




    “Our tempa sungjenmo, the speaking Buddha, is here. I can’t understand it. Didn’t he take it with him?” Aum Pedon’s usual calmness was gone, and she seemed beside herself with joy and disbelief.




    “Yes Aie, I know. He took a statue, but not this one.”




    “What do you mean?” Aum Pedon demanded.




    “When you were in the kitchen preparing the butter for the lamps before he arrived, I switched the statues. So what he took was another one, a good replica. But not the real one.” She smiled at her mother tenderly. Her mother sat down, unable to comprehend what Deki was saying.




    “But Deki, we had only one statue like this. Where did you bring the other from?”




    “Do you remember last year when we invited Khenpo Sangay to our house?” Her mother nodded uncomprehendingly. “When he saw our statue, he said that it was a good replica. I was surprised and asked him if there were really statues like this. He said that there were many in Kathmandu. So I requested him to bring me one. That’s the one he took yesterday.” She held her mother’s hand, laid her head on her shoulders and looked up at the statue. “How could I allow our most precious treasure to leave the family?” Her mother stroked her head with loving gentleness.


  




  

    The Awakening




    Lopen Tshultrim Tharchin was a devout and disciplined monk. Despite his busy schedule, he made every effort to oblige when there was a request to lead the annual offerings in any of the village houses. He accepted it as a monk’s obligation to society. Besides, it was also a good opportunity to train novices in the esoteric mysteries of rituals and offerings.




    Every village household performs its annual religious offerings, commonly known as lochoe, after the rice harvest. The rice harvest signals the end of summer, when farm work is most demanding. The harvest ushers in a relatively relaxed period that will last the winter. All attempts will be made by family members living outside the village to return to their ancestral roots for the few days of rituals and prayers to the gods and protective deities of their birthplaces. It is a brief period when relatives and brothers and sisters come together as one family again. Thus, on a cool, sunny morning, Lopen Tshultrim led six young monks and proceeded to Shengana village.




    The Lopen had been to several other houses in the village, but it was his first visit to this particular one. He settled down quickly to the day’s rituals and prayers. During the first break in the ceremony, buttered tea with zao, roasted crunchy rice made chunky by clinging to small cubes of fresh butter, was served. When she stepped into the altar room to serve tea, he watched her without expression. She wore a simple matha kira and no jewelry. Usually such events are opportunities for women to flaunt their finery. Her hair was cut short, just touching the earlobes. She looked at him momentarily before lowering her eyes.




    After her retreat from the altar room, he asked, “Is she the lady of the house?” He was not sure, because he had seen several women when he arrived. He had not waited to be introduced to everyone as he was in a hurry to get the day’s function started.




    “No sir,” replied Phuntsho, a very talkative monk. “She is the younger sister. And she is pretty, isn’t she?”




    “Indeed she is,” he thought, but did not voice it.




    By sunset the main ceremony was over, but it was late before the last notes of the cymbals, the long copper horns and the jaling, or ceremonial flutes, faded into darkness. He sat motionless and silent, breathing quietly as he relaxed into a brief period of meditation and reflection. Then he stepped out of the choesham to stretch his legs. His knees felt stiff from sitting the entire day with his legs folded beneath him. As expected, the house was crowded with children and guests from other houses.




    As soon as the evening meal was served, he instructed his monks to proceed back to the dzong




    “Teacher, can we please stay awhile to watch the dances?” pleaded Phuntsho.




    “I wish I could, but as you know, tomorrow we have several important functions in the dzong,” he said gently. “I’ll follow you as soon as I can.” The monks did not argue and began to pack their books and their instruments. He stayed a while longer after dinner. The family pleaded with him to stay the night, but he had to leave. When he had the time, he did not mind staying on, as he also loved to listen to the songs and watch the dances. The village girls dance and sing very well. But today he must hurry back to the dzong to attend to other urgent duties. Just as he was preparing to leave, she appeared again. She said that her sister had asked her to accompany him till the dzong.




    “No, no, please. I’ll be fine. Besides, it’s only a short distance.”




    “At least halfway,” she said and did not wait for his response. “I’ve also packed some food to take with us.”




    “Oh, there was no need for that; I think I’ve already eaten too much.” He meant it, but he knew that she was not listening. He also knew that it is common practice to pack rice and cooked shards of pork, along with spicy sausages, and big red chilies for the journey no matter how short that may be.




    There was a rough motorable road, but hardly any vehicles plied on it. Therefore, walking was the only option. However, the Lopen was happy he would not have to walk far. In his younger days, he enjoyed the long walks to distant villages, but now he was happier closer to the dzong because walking up and down treacherous paths severely stressed his half century knees.




    “So how long do you think we will take to reach the dzong?” he asked, just to have something to talk about.




    “Maybe an hour,” she replied. He knew that in broad daylight and in his younger days, he could probably do it in half that time. But not now.




    “Don’t you think it’ll be too late for you by the time you get back?”




    “It doesn’t matter. I’ve nothing specific to do, as my sister is taking care of everything.”




    “Still, it is unnecessary work for you.” She did not reply and continued walking quietly behind him. Instead of the motorable road, they took the traditional path to shorten the distance. He had a flashlight with him. He kept swinging the beam of the flashlight back and forth to show the path for both of them. She kept insisting that she could see without it, but he continued doing it anyway. It was a cool night, and the stars shone bright in the cloudless sky.




    “I didn’t even get your name,” he said as he paused to catch his breath. He could see, far in the distance, the dark silhouette of Punakha Dzong, a scene punctured here and there by the pinpoint glow of electric bulbs.




    “Yeshey Lham,” she said. On either side of the rough path were paddy fields. As they walked, he could make out the faint circular outline of stacked paddy ready for threshing, like some ghostly circular mounds waiting silently for something to awaken them.




    “Let’s rest a little here,” she suggested. They had been on the rocky path for quite some time now.




    “That’s a good idea.” They stepped off the track into a terraced paddy field. There was no paddy now, and the field was dry and empty. She took out from her bag a shawl-like cloth which she spread out on the ground. Only when he sat down did he realize how much he needed the rest. His knees felt sore and painful with the walk down the rough, rocky path. He rubbed them gently.




    “Would you like to eat something?”




    “No. I’m too full after the day’s feasting. Thanks.”




    “I don’t think you eat much, do you?” She said as a matter of fact. “I noticed that most times you barely touched the food.”




    “At my age, I cannot eat much. Besides, the doctor in Punakha Hospital told me that I have to cut down on fatty food. I have high blood pressure.”




    “Have some ara,” she said as she pulled out a bottle from the bag. “I don’t think that would do anything.”




    “Actually, the doctor also said that I should not drink.”




    “I’m sure a cup or two wouldn’t kill you.”




    “I guess it wouldn’t,” he agreed as he pulled out his cup from the cloth bag he had slung on his shoulder. “Besides, if I die today it would be good, because I would die quietly under a beautiful starry night. It is so peaceful now.”




    “Please don’t say that. I feel sad to hear such talk.”




    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to distress you. Let’s drink some ara then.” It was good stuff. As the strong liquid coursed slowly down his throat, it burned his chest and warmed his belly. She too took a few dainty sips from a small cup. She waited with the bottle in her hand for him to empty his cup so that she could fill it up again. They talked, in fits and starts, on no particular subject. He felt relaxed and happy. He only wanted to sit there to savor the empty stillness that enveloped them. They could see each other quite clearly despite the dimness of the night. However, except for the lights of Punakha Dzong and the market in the distance, the world was a huge dark space with only the stars sparkling faintly in the vast inky heaven.




    “Are you cold?” he asked her, not so much because it was cold but he did not know what else to say.




    “No. I’m not. Are you?”




    “With so much ara inside me, even if I jumped into the Pho-chhu, I wouldn’t feel cold.”




    “Half the bottle is still left,” she said.




    “You’ve to help me. You’re not drinking anything. Give me the bottle.” She giggled as she handed the bottle to him. He took her cup and filled it and held it out to her to drink. He insisted; she protested. Finally, he won. Reluctantly, she sipped, but slowly.




    “I’ll be drunk. Instead of me reaching you, then you’ll have to carry me back to the house.”




    “I’m not sure if my knees can stand that,” he said. “But I’ll surely give it a try if I have to.” He filled her little cup again and then put the bottle down on the ground. He was in no hurry, and she seemed in no rush either. She picked up the bottle again and attempted to fill his cup. He tried to remove his cup to prevent her from pouring any more ara, when his hand brushed against hers. Both stopped their actions in mid-air and looked at each other. The sudden touch of her soft and cool hand had an electrifying effect on him. He held his breath and waited for her response because he was not sure what to do. Then she looked away as she murmured gently, “Please have a little more.” He did not reply. Instead, he put his cup down and looked away too. He hoped that the faint starlight was not sufficient to show the sudden warmth that was flushing his skin. She touched his hand gently at first, then, as if realizing his diffidence to proceed further, she took his right hand in her left and held it silently. He looked at her but could not trust his voice to utter anything. For a moment he let his hand stay in hers, lifeless and motionless while his whole body was wracked by a confusing sense of desire and guilt. His breath quickened and his throat was dry; his hands felt clammy and shaky. He could not stay still any longer. Without knowing what he wanted to do, he tugged gently at her arm. She moved and was in his arms in an instant.
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