THE  POCKET  WATCH
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“J

ose, this man may have what you are looking for”. Ashim,  my colleague told me pointing his fingers to an old man, talking to someone outside the main office door. Ashim was mentioning about the old pocket watches I was looking for. My brother is crazy about old pocket watches. So I wanted to get him a pocket watch as a present.  I had told many of my friends and colleagues about this.  At last Ashim found this old man who used to sell antique items. Everyone called him ‘baba’ affectionately.

The coffee on my table was already cold. Still I finished it on one go. I put aside the technical document I was looking in, and rushed to see the old man.

“Good morning baba”, I said  fitting a long smile on my face.

The old man replied with the same smile in his typical    north Indian accent.

With  great hopes I told him, I wanted to have a pocket watch, the older the better. He thought for a while and said.

“ Saheb, I can get you one in two days time. It’s a German made pocket watch. But it will cost you around 1500 Rs. An old lady in civil lines wanted to sell her pocket watch”.  That was a great news for me.  1500 Rs was nothing compared top the joy my brother would have when he get it, I thought.

Baba never give false promises, he never breaks his promise. That’s what everyone said. It was really true. Two days after  he came to see me in the office. With his usual smile, he handed over to me a tiny packet- the pocket watch he promised. It had a golden case, a white dial with roman  letters, the minute hand and hour hands were shaped like a budding flower, The flat glass didn’t even have a scratch on it. It  looked totally new and  I guessed that the owner of the watch used to take extreme care for this small piece. I felt so happy that this time I can  present my brother, a precious item which he longs for. It would be the 20th in his collection of pocket watches.

In less than a months time I started my journey to my home town in Kerala, Gods own country.  I had a heavy luggage full of cloths, toys, sweets and many other items. The pocket watch I wrapped with two layers of bubble paper and kept it between my denim shirts. I didn’t want to have any small  scratch to tarnish the beauty of that.

The day I reached I didn’t take out anything. I was tired of the long journey,  from the north of India to the southern tip.  Next day evening, after having the tasty tea prepared by my mom, I took out the pocket watch and gave it to my brother. I didn’t tell him what it is as I wanted to give him a surprise. As he opened it up, literally his eyes lightened with joy. 

“Wah!! Fantastic.  Its in perfect shape”.

 Having said this, he started examining  it carefully. He could judge the value of the item, as he is a watch repairer by profession. I told him about the baba and how he got it for me from an old lady in Delhi.

One week must have passed. One day evening, when I came back after a film show, my brother called  me. He handed over the pocket watch to me and said

“I cannot take this. I will never  be happy if I keep this with me”. 

I got totally confused and bit sad when he said that. Something must have gone wrong. I asked him about the reason. He  called me to his working table. He pulled out a twizer  for opening the pocket watch. With the edge of the twizer he  opened a lid from the backside of the pocket watch. I was watching with an anxious mind, what would have stopped my brother  from taking that precious old model pocket watch.  As he opened the lid, a small paper, carefully folded into four, fell down from it. He asked me to open that piece of  paper and read.

From the first look itself I found that it was very old. Time has brought in the yellowish tint on it. The edges of the paper  were torn slightly. I unfolded it carefully. In the table lamp’s light I could see a letter written in beautiful handwriting. I t was like this

“My dearest Rosie

This is my heart. Every ticking sound of this little piece is my heart beats for you. Never let this stop. Here the war is on. Hope to join you in the summer.

Hugs kisses and love

Gomez”

So many thoughts went through my mind. My hand was trembling with that letter .

“ This must be a precious gift the old lady had with her. Circumstance must have forced the lady to sell it. I cannot keep this with me. Some guilty feeling will haunt me forever if I keep this . Please find this lady and give it back to her. I would appreciate if you do that”.  My brother told me in a soft voice. I felt that his tone contained the sympathy towards that lady who  had to sell that pocket watch, whatsoever may be the reason.

I tried to justify things by saying that the lady must have sold this willingly. But he said, “such a gift carrying lots of love affection and memories  cannot be sold so easily”. Though I made some futile attempts, I couldn’t win over him. 

When I returned to Delhi after leave, I carried the pocket watch with me. I had put back the small paper carefully inside the lid of the watch.  The words in that letter was vivid in my memory. I tried to fill my mind’s canvas with the lives of  the  two people unknown to me, Rosie and Gomez.

Though I reached home on a Saturday morning, I went to the office at around 11.00 o clock. Though it was a a holiday I thought its better if I can go and settle myself, so that I can start fresh from Monday onwards.

After lunch I called Ashim at his residence.. As our conversation was about to end I asked him where can I find the old man, baba. I carefully noted down the address he said-

‘Old fort square, 12 Akbar  Road, Near Old Delhi Railway station’. “You need to ask about baba’s shop once you  are in  the old fort square”, Ashim said.

 I came out off the glassy office building. Few buses were plying on the road. Sun was hurrying towards the horizon. Before hiding he was busy painting the horizon in scarlet red. I took out the pocket watch from my bag. The golden case of the watch reflected the rays of the setting sun. I felt a sobbing sound coming out of the watch. I held it close to my ears. I couldn’t hear anything special except for the tick tick sound of the machine inside. ‘It must  be my crazy feelings’, I thought.

The green colored CNG auto dropped me on the 12 Akbar Road. Without much difficulty I could find baba’s small shop. “ Mohammed Khan’s Antique Gallery”, the old sign board in dark green colour showed sign of wear and tear.  A couple of bronze statues  were put inside the glass shelves in front of the shop. The bronze statue of the beautiful mermaid, lying on a rock was a superb piece of work. Baba was reading a book in the light of a 60 watt bulb. On seeing me he stood up and  wished me. He asked about my well being and about my family. He even remembered that I had purchased a pocket watch from him.  Soon I told him about the purpose of my visit. I wanted to know about the owner of the watch.

Baba looked into my face for sometime. Then he took  out his notebook, tore one small paper and scribbled something on it.  That had the address of the old lady I was looking for. Before I could leave baba added something more about the lady.  He said the lady lives alone, and she is financially in a bad position. Now she sells one after another whatever valuable possessions she has, in order to make both ends meet.  Her name was Rosemarie Gomez.

 I decided to meet the old lady on coming Sunday. 

Sunday early morning, I quickly made a sandwich  for break fast and started my journey to meet the owner the pocket watch. As per the address given by baba, I went to the church road . As I walked past the St Thomas Church, I heard the church bells ringing. I remembered my mom telling to to go to church every Sunday.  I used to make fake promises to her that I will regularly go to church. But my Sunday morning bells used to ring only after 10 in the morning.  I saw many devotees praying inside the church. 

I walked across two small sub lanes and I  reached the house. That compound had two gates, one large and one small. As I guessed correctly the small one was for the portion of the house given for rent. The nameplate on the small gate read “ Capt. Vincent Gomez.”. But to my disappointment the gate was locked. But one small window  of the house was opened. As I turned around and was thinking to go back, I saw a thin and frail figure walking slowly towards the gate. She was struggling to put her each steps forward.  She must have been surprised to see a stranger in front of her house. When she came close to the gate, even before she could ask me anything, I took out the pocket watch. Showing it to her I told in a soft voice

“ Grandma, I  am coming from the city. I came to talk to you about this.”

When I called her grandma, she must have been carried away by emotions, and more than that, the sight of the pocket watch filled her face with some strange feelings. With trembling hands she opened the gates . After opening the wooden  front door  she asked me to  get inside.  She kept the bible she was carrying, on the table. An old Murphy radio was kept on the side of the table. I felt it  is also waiting for some buyer and to sing  about its glory in the past. It was kept in perfect condition. On the right wall of the room there was a framed picture . “Must be Capt. Vincent Gomez”, I said to myself. I didn’t want to ask the silly question of who it is.

She brought two small cups of wine.  Putting the cups softly on the table and adjusting herself  in the old fashioned chair, she asked  me 

“Now  tell me my son, why have  you come to me?”.

I told her the whole story, how I got it, and my brother was not willing to accept it and so on.  After a moments pause she asked

“Why he couldn’t accept it son”?

In reply  I gave her the watch with the backside lid opened. She could find that yellowish paper inside. I saw her wrinkled hands shivering while she read that. She moved her lips as if to say something.  Her eyelids couldn’t stop the flooding tears. 

“That was the 5th  anniversary present sent by Vincent from the battle field”. 

I could see how hardly the old lady was trying to control her emotions while saying that from the depth of her heart.

“Why did you sell it grandma”? I asked.

“To survive. These days I am like an orphan. I am selling all my precious possessions one after another to  feed me”. 

While talking she had to stop in-between. The old age had taken its toll on her health.

“Don’t you have any kids grandma”? I asked with sympathy.

“My one and only son , James perished in a plane accident 20 years  back.  He was serving the Indian Air force as a pilot. Vincent had gone from our life one year before the tragic end of James . Now I am left alone to embrace the sufferings. These  small small gifts and the memories they bring, used to fill me with the desire to live. Now..”. She didn’t complete the sentence, she broke out.

I took her small hands on my hands and said

“ You are like the grandma I lost, when I was a child.  I don’t want you to sell your precious possessions just like that. These are the dreams weaved and coloured just for you.  Along with the sweet memories they bring in, they should go with you only, not with anyone else. 

 Holding the pocket watch close to her heart she cried a lot.  I was feeling some sort of happiness which I cannot describe. 

That was the beginning of a relationship. After that I used to visit her every Sunday. Even in that old age she used to prepare very tasty food. I made sure that I will  have at least lunch with her every Sunday. I was getting back the grandma I lost during my childhood. I had a plan to donate some money to the old age homes, after I read about such an organization in a pamphlet. Now I was happy that I could find a person whom I can not only support but also can love like a long lost grandma.

Six months must have passed like that. I was out of town for an official tour during the month of February. After my return, one Sunday I went to see her.  I saw her walking with much difficulty. She was terribly sick. I could make out things from her face. I called the doctor and he came in another r half an hour.

After examining her carefully, the doctor said to me

“Its old age my friend. I don’t think she will make it for another week. There is nothing much we can do. All the diseases have attacked her together. Rather than having antibiotics flowing all along her veins, what she needs is  complete rest with all loved ones nearby.”

Next day I took leave from the office. I was sitting with her only. I prepared some light meals. Holding her gently in my hands I fed her the food I prepared. I could see tears streaming from her eyes. After she finished the meals I went to the wash basin to clean my hands. Then I heard her calling my name. She asked me to sit beside her. She took out the old pocket watch  from the drawer of the small table. Giving it to me she said.

“ Son, Last time I sold it to get money, but this time I am not selling. This time my most precious gift I am giving to my son. As Vincent wrote to me, never let this stop. Me and my memories will live with  you through the ticking sounds of this watch.”  The smile she had on her face at that time was like that of an angel, which I have seen in one of the biblical movies.

 I kept it safely in my pocket. Next day morning I was about to go to office, I got a phone call. That was from the landlord where grandma was living. He said she is no more. Though I knew that such a news can come at anytime, I felt my heart aching. The love and affection we gave to each other in the short span of time was so great.

I took the ownership of all ceremonies. Very few people from the church attended the ceremony. By around 3.00 O clock she was allowed to rest in peace, beside her beloved’s place of eternal rest, in the St Thomas Church graveyard. Before leaving that place I didn’t forget to  kneel down in front of her grave and pray alone. The candles waited for me to complete my prayers before burning out.  I kept the bunch of white roses  by the side of the grave.

When I came back  the first thing I searched for was the pocket watch. I had kept it on my table, safely wrapped in the bubble paper.  When I opened it, to my surprise, it was not running. Its needles were stopped at 5.50.  The doctor who examined her said she must have died around 6.00 in the morning.  Thus her precious possession has also stopped working along with her heartbeats. First I thought of keeping it like that. But then I remembered, I should not let that stop ticking. I wound it and kept it beside  the photograph of my long lost grandmother. I was sure Rosemarie Gomez must have felt happy, to spent her   time with Vincent and James. And  the  watch was  ticking, like it was before….
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