The Man with a Gray Hat
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T

he Samsonite suitcase I carried was really heavy. Apart from that I had one more air bag with me. Both were filled with items to be distributed to my kith and kin. I was going for vacation after a gap of seven months. I had to catch the Rajdhani Express which plies form New  Delhi to Trivandrum. The cheering crowd in the platform number three of Hazrat Nizamuddin station resembled a crowd in a typical market place in Kerala, as the platform was dominated by keralites counting the days and hours to reach their home. I was one among them. My reservation was in the AS-1 compartment of second class AC. After putting my luggage safely, locked with chains, I took out ‘The Bridges of The Madison County’, a novel I was half through. ‘This would be a good companion to help me from boredom’, I thought.  

The passengers were outnumbered by the relatives who came to see off them. Unfortunately there was no one to see me off. After fifteen minutes the train jolted . Except one seat, all other seats in my cabin were occupied. I looked at the assortment 

of people around me. In another two hours I could find more details about them. Mrs. and Mr.  Rattan Lal were traveling to Cape Comorin, by taking the annual LTA. Mr. Lal had decided to go for a second honeymoon in government’s expense. He was working as a postmaster in a post office in New Delhi. Mrs. and Mr. Madhavan  Nair, with their two grand children, were traveling to Kottayam. Mr. Nair had been invited by his son, who was running a business in Delhi. They were on their way back to hometown. I had the side seat in the cabin, which was perfect for watching people as well as to enjoy the picturesque country sides through the glassy window. 

The wheels of the train caught the rhythm as it caressed and ran over the rails. My body was also responding to that rhythm, like the hysteric movements of people on the dance floor. In between the engine whistle shrieked to announce its entry into a nearby station. Unlike in other trains, I didn’t have to buy food seperately. The train fair in rajdhani was inclusive of food and they served good quality food and snacks.

Time was reluctant to pass swiftly and I used to look into my watch regularly. The group of people around me were indulged in interesting conversations. One gentleman from the next cabin joined the conversation by evening. He was working in the Indian Army. In a short while the discussion centered around Kargil war, how our own officers were brought by the ISI of Pakistan, and how our brave soldiers fought back, teaching Pakistan an unforgettable lesson. After hearing the discussions for sometime as a silent observer, I returned to the ‘Bridges of The Madison County’ where Franseca Johnson and Robert Kinyard were continuing with their late fifties romance.

Next day morning at around 9.00 the train halted at a station. Rajdhani had only few stops in the nearly 3000 km route from New Delhi to Trivandrum. Since I was bored sitting inside the cabin, I decided to go out. The attendant in the train told me that the halt is for 10 minutes. I thought it is enough for me to stretch my limbs by taking a short walk along the platform. I got down on the platform and looked at the crowd moving around. People selling tea and  vada to the commuters in the general compartment were having good time.  I walked up to the bookstall and glanced through the stack of magazines, but none of them caught my interest. Few minutes later the engine whistled and the green signal was on. The station master waved the green flag. I stood on the footboard of the carriage. All of a sudden I saw a person standing on the footboard of  a compartment, probably third from my compartment. He was wearing a gray coloured hat and was waving his hand at me. At that distance his face was not clear.  I looked on either side of me to ensure that  he waved at me only. I couldn’t see any other people on the footboards of any other compartments. Only we two were there and I was sure that  he waved his hand at me only. 

I came back to my seat thinking who that person could be. I tried to dig out a face with similar  features from my vague memory.  Few hours later the train started running through the Konkan railway. The newly built Konkan railway was magnificent. The landscapes of the western coast could  inspire any artist to paint  thousands of enchanting sceneries. There were number of tunnels cutting across the hard rock hills and many long  bridges over the rivers. One of the tunnels was about 6 km long and that is  said to be the longest in Asia. The hospitality of Indian Railways inside the Rajdhani express proved excellent  as the attendant kept on feeding us with soups, snacks, and meals at regular intervals. When the train reached a station in Goa, there was another halt of ten minutes. There also I got down from the train. The station was small and so was the crowd. I went out to the juice stall to have a glass of pineapple juice. While I was returning to the compartment, I saw a tall figure going towards AS-4 compartment, which was the third compartment from mine. He was wearing a gray coloured hat. As he was ahead of me I couldn’t see his face. He was dressed in a yellow T shirt and Jeans. Could he be the same person who waved at me at the  previous station? I asked myself. I was not mistaken. When the train started moving I could see that tall figure, with the gray hat standing on the footboard of AS-4 and waving his hand at me. This time I also waved at him, just to reciprocate the gesture.

I thought of walking up to AS-4 as all the compartments were connected internally. The attendant was busy arranging the meals in plates for all the passengers and I had difficulty in walking past him to go to the next compartment. When I reached AS-4, I looked at each and every seat for that man in gray hat and yellow T-shirt. I must have searched the whole compartment twice. But there was no sign of that man. When I came back to my seat, I started searching for that face in the registers of my memory. That tall figure wearing a gray hat had started disturbing me by that time. The swarthy features and the walking style were certainly known to me. But who? I couldn’t find. The figure was eluding. When the train reached Palghat I didn’t go out. I was half asleep on my seat. The crowd on the platform was totally different this time. The signboards in Malayalam and the people selling halwa and pancakes cooled my mind. I heard the engine whistle and the train jolted. Suddenly through the glass window I  saw that same person wearing a gray hat standing on the platform just in front of my seat and smiling at me. I got up and ran towards the carriage door. When I reached there, I saw him in his usual place, the footboard of AS-4 and waving his hand at me.

This time I had to go back  ten years down the line in memory to track that face. At last I got his identity. It was Antony Uncle, the one and only uncle of Thomas Abraham, my high school friend. In those days I used to visit Thomas’s house regularly and Antony uncle used to make me laugh with his funny stories. He was a caring, lovely and funny character. He  had  retired from Army at the age of thirty five. He used to wear that gray coloured hat since I saw him for the first time. Apart from Thomas and  Antony uncle the other member of that house whom I liked was Suzanna aunty, Thomas’s mother.  After matriculation, I opted for science group and Thomas opted for history. Since then we didn’t get much time to interact. All I knew was that he got into some bad company and lost one year in the college. When I moved to a new college to pursue graduation I lost touch with Thomas and his family completely

If Antony uncle recognized me, why he didn’t talk to me? This question started puzzling me. Instead of talking to me all he did was to wave his hand at me. When the train stopped at Eranakulam, I went to the AS-4 compartment and looked at the reservation chart, for a name Antony. To my disappointment I found that the chart was half torn apart. It was torn at the number 55,  and the name written against berth number 55 was ‘An’ only. The rest of the name was on the other part of the torn paper. It could be Antony or Anand or Aanantharaman or Anoop, I thought. I went inside and looked at the fellow sitting on the seat  55. It was not Antony uncle. When I asked him about a person in yellow T shirt and wearing a gray hat, he said he has not seen any person like that. He also mentioned that he had been allotted that seat by the TTE, since the person who had the reservation didn’t board the train. When the train moved, I looked outside standing on the footboard of AS-4. Nowhere I could see a person waving his had at me.

Till I reached Trivandrum next day morning, I was thinking about Antony uncle only. ‘If it was him, he could have talked to me. Why he didn’t?’ I asked myself. At Trivandrum station, my brothers were there, waiting for me. We took a cab and reached home in another half an hour. I entered into the house through the backdoor. Straight away I went into the kitchen. I saw my mother stirring something in a pan kept over the gas stow. As her hearing power has reduced greatly she didn’t hear me coming.  I took few minutes to look at that old and frail figure, spending all the time inside the smoke tainted walls of the kitchen. Till that time I had not realized the changes old age had brought to her. Her hair had become silvery gray and wrinkles had spread all over her face. She had lost one teeth as well. When she heard my footsteps, she came forward and we hugged each other tightly. 

That day evening I told my brother about the strange incident I had in train. On hearing this my mother suggested,

‘I think you should go and meet Thomas Abraham. You must have seen an Omen in the train. Definitely it has something to do with Thomas’

But I had lost track of his whereabouts for the last so many years. I was studying in intermediate when I  met him last. That time he was staying in a rented house near the big temple in the city. 

Thomas’s father, Mr. Abraham, was working in a pharmaceutical company in Trivandrum. My brother knew the address of that company as Mr. Abraham was a customer of my brother’s watch repairing shop. As per my mother’s suggestion, the next day at around 3.00 pm I went to that pharmaceutical company to meet Mr. Abraham. But unfortunately he was not there. When I informed the purpose of my visit, one of the employee there gave me the residence address and telephone number of Mr. Abraham.

From a PCO near the bus stand I dialed that number. The ring was answered by a soft and pleasant voice. 

‘Is that the residence of Thomas Abraham?’ I asked

‘Yes it is…who is this?’ the voice on the other side replied.

‘I am his school mate, Jose…Jose Varghese’ I replied to the query.

I didn’t hear anything for a couple of seconds. Then the voice busted with astonishment.

‘Oh..Jose..My son…This is Suzanna….where were you all these days? You have forgotten us completely….Why don’t you come and meet us one day?’

Suzanna aunty spoke in a tone mixed up of happiness, grief and complaints. In that short conversation of two three minutes I came to know that Thomas is sick and he is slowly recovering. She promised to tell me everything when I meet her.

Two days later I went to Thomas’s house. It was slightly difficult to find out the house from the address I had.  From a nearby PCO I had to call Suzanna aunty again to find out the exact location of the house. In few minutes time I was in front of a building with a tiled roof and a green coloured gate. The bougainvillea  near the gate gave a cover from the hot merciless sun. The loud cry of the calling bell was answered by an old lady who opened the wooden door. Instantly I identified Suzanna aunty. The serenity on her face was the same, like before.

As I entered into the house the smell of frankincense pierced  my nostrils. Smell of Frankincense and Eude Cologne always reminded me of death. It filled my mind with strange feelings. I talked to Suzanna aunty for ten to fifteen minutes. I briefed her about my whereabouts and my history after matriculation. Then I asked her

‘Aunty…where is Thomas?’

She took my hand with the same freedom and fondness she used to show ten years back and led me to a small but tidy room. I could see the smoke coming from the burning frankincense. On a coat on the window side of the room, a thin figure was sleeping. I couldn’t believe that it was Thomas. He was looking like a skeleton over which skin is draped.  His limbs had become thin and his chest cavernous.  As I was standing there, with a stunned face, Suzanna aunty told me,

‘Come Jose, let him sleep, while I tell you the story’.

She gave me a cup of homemade wine and a piece of cake. Then she started telling me the story.  I saw her trying her best not to cry while narrating the story.  But the tears flew out like the flood water cutting across the curves of a meandering river. The story of Thomas Abraham was getting unfolded in front of me….the story of another victim of drug abuse.

I was in the seventh standard when I met Thomas for the first time.  One fine day I realized that my monopoly in the class was broken by a boy named Thomas, who scored ten marks more than me in the first terminal examinations to stand first in the class. Till then he was not known to me. He was shifted to my class from another division. That was the beginning of a good friendship. In the days followed I not only found a competitor in him, but also a very good friend, whose wavelengths matched perfectly with mine. He used to recite William Wordsworth’s poem ‘Daffodils’ quite often. He had a marvelous skill of befriending others. I had been a regular visitor of his home since then.  There I met Suzanna Aunty and Antony uncle. After retiring from the army uncle was trying to establish the small business which he started. He was unmarried that time and was staying with Thomas.

After matriculation when I joined science group for intermediate in the Government Arts College, Thomas joined history group in the same college. He didn’t want to be a part of science or commerce stream. Nobody knew that he was scripting the prelude to a disaster by that move. With different streams to follow, we started drifting apart. Lack of time played its role very well. Thomas was fished out by the company of the so called revolutionary student political party leaders. With his young mind full of communist way of thinking, it didn’t take much time for him to be a front runner in the student party. I had seen him shouting slogans against the government in two or three strikes where he led the agitation.  But whenever I  met him in person he used to ask about my family, and never forgetting to recite daffodils. 

After leading two turbulent years in the Arts college, he joined the Fine Arts College for pursuing his interests in painting. It was at that time he accepted the misconception that an artist should have the company of hot drinks, drugs and a beard. In the dark corridors of the fine arts college, he sharpened his skills of pencil sketching, painting and clay modeling. Also he carefully nurtured his habits of drug abuse and alcohol.  He started criticizing the society with resentful eyes. He was a stubborn critic of churches, especially on conversions. He spat at the people who were the patrons of terror in the name of god and religion. But he never realized that he was streamlining his energy into opposite side of where it should have been. He became a puppet  of the student party where brawn was mightier than brain.

Increased drug abuse and smoking took its toll on his health. His eye balls sunk deep into the sockets. Years of continuous drugs and alcohol consumption had turned him from a charismatic personality to a living skeleton with lever diseases, bronchitis  and many others joining in . His father was struggling to make both ends meet with his meager income. When things went beyond control, and  aberrations started appearing in his behavior  Thomas was admitted in the hospital and then to a rehabilitation center, run by the catholic church. Six months of stay in that center could help him a lot. Gradually he could get ride of the bad habits. But his health was not improving.  So bad was the troubles he had invited through the years. From the rehabilitation center when he was shifted to home, Suzanna aunty took charge of everything, keeping him under diet and completely away from drugs. And there he was lying…on that coat…hoping to make a come back in life…to recite daffodils many more times.

By the time Suzann aunty finished narrating the story, Thomas had woken from sleep. Though his body was weak, his face pale, he had the same smile which could make anyone his friend. Sitting by the side of the bed, I took his hands in mine. Without uttering anything, he simply smiled at me….which was worth a thousand words. I could make out his struggles while he spoke to me. He whispered to me…

‘Jose, I have a past, painful, unforgettable and haunting me like a ghost. My parents are paying the price for all their sins in their earlier life by getting me as their son’

‘Thomas, those are bygone days. You need to come out of the stigma of those bad days. Have faith in your abilities. You can rise like a phoenix bird…believe me…you can do that’ All I said to him was this much, still holding his hands in mine. 

When I was about to go, Suzann aunty asked me,

‘My son, all of a sudden how did you remember us?’

Only then I realized that I have not told or asked anything about Antony, uncle during my conversation. Then I told aunty,

‘I met Antony uncle in the train. He recognized me and waved his hand at me many times. But never he came and talked to me. He was traveling in the same train but in a different compartment. Where is he ? I would like to meet him too.’

Staring at me for sometime, Suzanna aunty told

‘It cannot be him my son. He is no more. He left us three years back. He couldn’t win over the cardiac arrest for a second time. You must have seen someone else in the train.’

‘Yes…. It could be someone else then’ I replied, but still puzzled.

I said goodbye as it was time for me to leave. 

‘I am so happy my son…you came to see us after ten long years. This is a time when Thomas needs moral support from all those who know him…. thanks a lot my son’ Suzanna aunty was sobbing while saying this.

While I crossed the verandah, I saw a framed photograph of Antony uncle. A fresh garland of Jasmine flowers was hung on it. In that photograph he was wearing a gray hat and a yellow T-shirt……the same hat and T shirt the man in AS-4 was wearing.

‘Was it he or someone else? …. or an omen to tell me that I should go and meet my good old friend?’ 

‘God only knows’ I told myself while crossing the road.

Jose Varghese

