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Three Runaway Girls

The monsoon rains had just begun making it
cool enough, after the heat and humidity of May, to
get a good night's sleep. The previous day, though
the rain had only been intermittent, heavy clouds had
covered the sky. Around midnight, a cold wind blew
in and with it came rain, which would keep on till
shortly before dawn.

In her bed, Ganesh Kumari tossed from side
to side, anxiously awaiting the time she would have
to get up. Before dawn, her friends Manohara Devi,
Shuva Laxmi, and their mother Laxmi Maya would
be coming in a car to fetch her and Mana Kaji.

When the clock struck three, outside everything
was still quiet. The street dogs were fast asleep, and
it was too early for the roosters to start crowing.
Ganesh Kumari did not mind the eerie silence. Rather,
she welcomed it. An hour earlier, she had heard Dhana
Kaji cough and her heart had flown to her mouth.
Don't let him wake up, she prayed. Only after a long
while was she sure he'd fallen back to sleep. As you
would expect of any teenager who was about to run
away from home, Ganesh Kumari was growing more
nervous by the minute. When she no longer could lie
in bed, she got up and, without lighting her lamp,
tiptoed from her room. Her morning rituals completed,
she made sure she had everything she needed for her
journey: a small box and a bag of her clothes and
other personal belongings, and a purse for her money
and important documents. Mana Kaji would take care
of everything else.

When she heard a car in the street outside, she
went to rouse her brother, then crept out of the house.
Thankfully, the rain was loud enough to muftle the
sound of the engine. Reaching the car, which was
parked some distance away, she expected to see
someone emerge. When nobody did, she wondered
if this really was the right vehicle. Given the dark
and the pouring rain, she could not see inside.
"Laxmi? Laxmi?” she called softly. No one answered.
Dismayed, she was about to return to her house when
a familiar voice called, "Ganesh! Get in! Hurry!
Where is Mana Kaji? And where's your luggage?”

Ganesh Kumari was very happy to hear the
voice of her beloved friend, Shuva Laxmi.

"Wait just a moment! I came to check if this
was the right car."
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She hurried back to her house where Mana
Kaji waited for confirmation that it was time to
depart. "Have they arrived?"

"Yes, they're here! Come as quietly as you can
so Dhana Kaji doesn't hear you."

Mana Kaji carried as much of the luggage as
he could and asked the family servant to bring the
rest.

They soon loaded their belongings into the
vehicle, but Ganesh Kumari still stood in the street.
She was wondering if she had time to wake her
mother to say goodbye. As she hesitated, Shuva
Laxmi urged her to get into the car. "Come Ganesh!
What are you waiting for? Get in!"

"I haven't said goodbye to Mother...but waking
her would be taking a chance. My little brother is
sleeping with her, and if he wakes up, he is bound
to make a noise. I don't know what to do."

Hirathaku had already instructed Mana Kaji
that if she didn't appear on her own, he wasn't to
wake her for fear that little Moti Kaji, who slept
beside her, might wake up and cry. She was also
afraid she might not be able to control her emotions.

"Mother told me that if she didn't show up,
we should go," said Mana Kaji. "So we shouldn't
wait any longer."

Ganesh Kumari took a last look at the house
and sat in the car. As they drove off, her eyes filled
with tears.

They knew an arduous journey lay ahead, but
Ganesh Kumari and her friends were happy to be
leaving Lalitpur, and with every mile they got further
from home, they felt more at ease.

In the 1940s, there were no roads from the
Terai, the southern plains of Nepal that border India,
over the mountains and into the Kathmandu Valley.
Everything, including cars, had to be carried by
porters over the Mahabharata Mountains. Cars were
carried over the mountains in pieces, reassembled in
the Valley, and driven into the capital. Thus, there
were very few motor vehicles in Kathmandu and
such roads as there were, had been built for horse-
drawn carriages, not motor cars.

Just as the travelers were beginning to relax,
they saw a car speeding towards them. Their driver
swerved to avoid a collision and, with the narrow




road made slippery by rain, he almost slid off the
road. Though he managed to stay on it, he was furious
with their driver. Halting, he sprang out of his car
and cursed. To the great relief of Ganesh Kumari and
her friends, however, he soon jumped back in and
drove on, thereby avoiding a fight - and further delay.

At Laxmi Maya's request, their driver drove
on. Then the other car stopped and backed towards
them. It looked like the driver was spoiling for a fight
after all. Infuriated, their driver slammed on the
brakes. In that case, he wanted a fight too! Fortunately,
he calmed down and drove on at Mana Kaji's urging.

"I only let that fellow go at your request," he
growled, "Otherwise, I'd have beaten him up so badly
that his descendants would've remembered the
thrashing for seven generations."

Soon they were heading for the Chandragiri
hills on a road that long hours of rain had made very
muddy. Channels away forced dug at regular
intervals to let the water drain the driver to go slowly.
Eventually, they reached the base of Chandragiri
from which they would have to continue their
Journey on foot. Mana Kaji hired four strong porters
to carry their supplies, enough food to last five people
for a month, and their personal belongings.

From the base of Chandragiri to Bhimphedi
bazaar, their destination for the night was eight miles,
most of it straight uphill. Given the long day before
them, Mana Kaji suggested that Laxmi Maya and
the girls go on ahead, leaving him to help the porters
arrange their loads.

"Auntie, though the trail is challenging, I
assure you, there's really nothing to fear," he told
Laxmi Maya. "It's much- traveled, and you'll meet
many other people along the way. Please take some
food and whatever else you will need. I'll meet you
at Bhimphedi checkpost."

"Right, we'll wait for you up there," Laxmi
Maya replied. "Be sure to get on your way as soon
as possible. I've heard the checkpost closes at sunset,
so please make it up before then."

Laxmi Maya and the three girls took leave of
Mana Kaji and set off into the mountains. To begin
with, having hiked up to various temples and
pilgrimage places on hilltops ringing the Kathmandu
Valley, they found the climb easy enough. Soon it
started raining. From June to September, monsoon
winds bring in clouds heavy with moisture from the
Bay of Bengal; and when the clouds collide with the
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cold Himalayas, they open and Nepal is deluged with
rain. Luckily, they had brought umbrellas, which
they opened and kept on walking. Eager to reach the
summit of Chandragiri and enjoy the view from
there, they walked briskly, chatting as they went; but
before very long, winded and tiring, they fell silent.
They no longer had breath or energy to talk.

The rain had made the path so muddy that
walking was extremely difficult. To stop themselves
from slipping and falling, they had to step from stone
to stone or cling to branches to maintain their
balance; and if there were no branches to cling to,
they had to crawl through the mud on hands and
knees. The climb to Bhimphedi checkpost was a
challenge and yet, with their goal firmly in mind, the
girls were in good spirits. Because each step forward
brought them closer to their destination - Moulmein
and Buddhadhamma - they did not complain.

When eventually they reached the summit of
Chandragiri and stopped to eat a snack, dark clouds
covered the sky, blocking out the sun completely, so
that they could not tell how late it was. Worried about
her brother, Ganesh Kumari kept looking back down
the mountain, hoping to spot him and the porters on
the trail far below. When everyone had finished eating,
there was still no sign of them, but as Bhimphedi was
still miles away, they decided to walk on.

Fortunately, the path, which followed a ridge,
was now by no means as difficult as it had been
earlier on. Though it led through thick forest, as it
was one of the busier trails between Kathmandu and
the southern part of the country, wild animals
presented no danger. In the dry season, Laxmi Maya
and the girls would have enjoyed the surrounding
scenery that at present was veiled by rain.

Aside from mud, the monsoon had brought
another problem: leeches, slimy creatures that loved
human blood. Manohara Devi was terrified of them,
and whenever she found one clinging to her body,
she screamed for her mother to pull it off. After a
long stretch through the forest, the trail emerged into
the open and made a sudden drop. The ascent of
Chandragiri in the rain had been challenging enough,
but this steep descent was even more difficult. One
misstep and one could plunge to one's death in the
deep ravine below.

Source: Beloved Daughter
(The Story of Dhammawati Guruma)
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