The Unfinished Portrait
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To

Ambika, my friend who visited the earth for a while
T

he sound of my friends singing and shouting in the corridor of Jawahar Bhawan, the Post Graduate boy’s hostel, was piercing through the closed wooden door of my room. I have not opened my door since 4.00 pm. The chiming clock hung on the wall of my room cried to announce the arrival of the midnight. But I didn’t move from the chair, and I was giving the last finishing touches to the sketch of the late actress Meena Kumari. The enchanting face of the beauty queen was being made on the wall of my hostel room, with pencil, as a culmination of my urge to satisfy the amateur artist in me.  Three pencils were completely used to give reality to the unforgettable portrait of Meena Kumari.  Though I had made many sketches on the wall, this one was my masterpiece and thus the best. 

Sometime in the late night I surrendered to the goddess of sleep. She was kind enough to take care of me till afternoon next day. Since it was a Sunday, that too of chilling December, I didn’t bother to get up. But when hunger started haunting I had to come out of the bed. The sunlight coming through the half opened window in my room, was falling on the wall opposite to the window, where I had allowed Meena Kumari to reincarnate. 

“Oh Man, her lips are so lovely”  I said to myself, looking proudly at my creation.

After I came back from the mess as usual my room was crowded with my group of friends, representing a miniature India. There were Bengali dadas, bihari   babus, pahadis, and south Indians. That had become a routine of all weekends. The unavoidable item in the agenda of our discussion would be the inhabitants of the girls hostel, just beside our hostel. Occasionally the discussion would take a turn towards politics played by teachers, employment scenario, stories of frustration and of course stories of triumphs also.  The moment the gang entered into my room, they found that there is an addition to the sketches  of beautiful ladies in my room. One of the guys went straight towards the wall and kissed the sketch right on the lips. Others were laughing, but my laughter turned out into anger as I could see the sketch got blurred when the guy tried to kiss. The effort of eight  continuous hours was lost in seconds. He must have  understood my feelings, he simply vacated the place giving  some lame excuses. Later in the night, I tried to re sketch the lips, but I never had the satisfaction as I had before. But to avoid the same incident happening again, I cut a thick transparent polythene sheet and fixed it on the wall, covering the whole sketch.

The next Saturday was the Bhawan day, a day of celebration for Hostel mates, during which they can invite anyone to their  room including girls. Otherwise were not allowed to visit boys ion the hostel. Bhawan day is a grand celebration for boys, their rooms would be cleaned once in a blue moon. The dead environment of the hostel would be  a forgotten story. An evening of cultural events would be  followed  by  friends and relatives visiting the rooms. All rooms would be beautified like a prince’s room in a fairy tale.  My room was also not an exception, but with minimum beautification.  I had very few guests in my room. Apart from Swetha, my best friend, my local guardians Mrs and Mr Nair had the privilege to visit my room. When the cultural events were nearly over, I invited Mrs and Mr Nair and Swetha to my room. The first thing Swetha noticed was my sketch of Meena Kumari. She gave her compliments to me which were worth more than a national award. When the clock struck ten, she moved towards to door to go. Before going, she looked at the sketch of Meena Kumari and said

“One day, would you please make a sketch of  me?”

With a joyful face I promised to make a sketch of her. As the terminal examinations were approaching I told her the promise would be fulfilled only after January. She didn’t object.

Festive mood gave way to competitive mood. The examinations were going on. The cafeteria of Jawahar Bhawan was working almost throughout the night. The people who have already completed the syllabus used to be the regular visitors of the cafeteria, to participate in the discussions to frighten those who have not completed the syllabus. The smell of cigarettes and bun omelets used to fill the cafeteria.The hot tea prepared by Sham Lal, the coffee boy, would be the perfect energizer for late night studies.I was also a member of the cafeteria gang.

The day the exams were over, the noise pollution in our corridor increased many fold. After a prolonged silence, Michael Jackson, Pink Floyd, Daler Mehandi and rarely Kishore Kumar, were heard in the corridors of the hostel.  I wanted to have  a sound sleep. I skipped the cafeteria cabinet and went to sleep immediately after the evening coffee.. By around ten in the night, the chaukidar of the hostel called my name and  said

“Saab, there is a phone call for you”

I knew it would be none other than Swetha. I  got up and moved towards the verandah were the phone was kept. When I took the receiver and started  talking,  I didn’t notice the time. But when I came back I realized that it was eleven in the night. We were talking after a gap of one month as we all were in the examination fever.  We had a long discussion of the examinations and the usual gossips. But at last she reminded me about the promise I had made.  Then I said

“Swetha, In any case tomorrow evening you will have a sketch of yours with you”

We agreed to meet in the small coffee shop run by an old man, situated beside the Central Building Research Institute. We used to meet there in the evenings, tasting the samosa and burger.  Like the narcotic drugs, I had become an addict of samosa and the evening coffee in that shop. 

None of the  benches in front of the girl’s hostel were empty when I reached there to call Swetha. The fat lady sitting in front of the main door, as a watchdog, took three four minutes after I made the request to call Swetha, to move towards the mike for announcing the name. I had to wait for another ten minutes before Swetha could come. She was wearing the green coloured  salwar, which I liked very much. From her get up I guessed that she was totally prepared to be my model for sketching. As we walked through the road fringing the Jawahar Bhawan campus, the Bihari babus of my gang, shouted at me from the corridor.   Since we were used to that we also waved at them and moved forward. The cafeteria was nearly empty.  Baba, the old man, was sitting and scratching his head while releasing the cigarette smoke into the air. When I ordered for two tea and two plates of samosa, he gave me a smile by exposing his black coloured gum with one or two teeth protruding  from it. 

I chose the table in the corner where we could sit without any disturbance.    I didn’t want to be disturbed while sketching. After  the usual gossips, I opened the shoulder bag which  I carried and took out the sketching pad. I had already sharpened the pencils, both for dark and light strokes. I asked her to look at  the tree seen through the little window. I wanted her to be in that pose at least for ten minutes so that I can make the outline in the sketchpad. I must not have even completed the first rough sketch, I was disturbed by a voice from behind. It was my junior and friend, Manish Chawla.  Though he was a year behind me in academics, he was of the same age as that of me. He was sometimes the active participant in the  discussions which killed the tranquility in my room. The only problem with him was that, one has to try all the  skills to stop Manish from continuing his conversation, which used to grade from politics, religion, girls, and what not. 

“ Hello Sir, you are sitting here? I went to your room twice since morning, but you were missing throughout”

Having said this, he pulled  a chair from the next table and sat beside us. I felt so bad when he intruded into my privacy, that too when I was doing a work which I wanted to do with a professional touch. But as usual, I was not able to express my unhappiness to him.  But Swetha, could scold him in her usual way of telling things

“ Hey  Manish, you have determined to disturb us today?”

 “Yes Madam, its my duty to disturb you”  he  replied with a silly smile.

Then he noticed the sketchpad  I was holding in my hand. Without asking me, he snatched it from my hand and opened it.

“Oh, so you are trying to be like Leonardo De Caprio of Titanic, sketching Kate Winslet?”

He was mentioning to the Hollywood blockbuster in which the hero makes  a sketch of the heroine. I was embarrassed by his comment, but Swetha was not. 

“Not exactly like in Titanic, but, yes he is going to sketch me” .

I thought he would leave us alone on hearing this. But to my surprise he demanded to make a sketch of him right there. He was literally begging like a child . He even said that he would not disturb us once his sketch is made. I thought I should better sketch him for my privacy.

With a disturbed mind I moved the pencil over the sketchpad. Swetha was looking at the movements of my fingers holding the pencil. Within seconds, I became serious  in my work, forgetting the fact that I am sketching someone else, not the one for whom I was mentally prepared.

It must have taken around five minutes for me to make the rough outline properly. Pencil tip scratched the paper mercilessly .Then I changed the pencil and selected  the  one  with soft and thick lead. That was better for shading the darker parts of the sketch..  With little effort I completed the shading and took the sharp pencil to do the most important element of any sketch, his eyes. I wanted to capture the naughtiness in his eyes into my sketch. He was laughing and  blinking his eyes and I could see the silly look  coming out of those eyeballs.

“Don’t move Manish, else I won’t finish the sketch”

Before I could complete the sentence, the silence prevailed in the cafeteria was blown into the air by a group of students who entered into the cafeteria. They were my juniors and friends of Manish

“Buddy, we were looking for you only. Are you coming for the movie?  If you want to join us, leave now. Salini and Ruchi are waiting in their hostel”

On hearing the word movie and the names of the girls, Manish got up in ecstasy. 

“Forget the sketch sir, I think better I should push off now. But please don’t tear it off. I will come one day to collect it from you” Without waiting for me to respond, he escaped from the scene, joining his group  of “cowboys”.

“He wasted my time as well as mood. Swetha I am sorry, I doubt I can sketch you today”

I said to Swetha in a grim voice. The invasion of privacy had eaten away my enthusiasm to complete the  work. Being my best friend, Swetha could understand my mood.

“Don’t worry, you can sketch me another day. There is nothing to get upset dear. Cheer up”

I put the pencils back into the folder. Before I could close the sketchpad I looked into my creativity of the past ten minutes.  Manish was almost sketched except for one eye. The designs of his shirt were also to be completed. The silly smile was captured as it is. But the naughtiness of Manish was hidden in the portrait as it was incomplete. I tore that sheet of paper from the pad and kept it loosely inside it. Without making an effort to complete it I put the pad back into my shoulder bag.

Three months later, I finished the studies, and  the campus gave me adieu. Leaving aside the campus and the memories it had gifted, I joined the race for employment. I had faith in the certificates of academic excellence I had. While knocking on the doors for chances, I was constantly reminded by someone, that I will be rewarded for my hardwok. I believed in my destiny and in another two months time, I was   using the state of the art technologies in a reputed multi national company as a junior geologist.I was experiencing a world altogether different, a world I had only in dreams. I was missing the discussions in the cafeteria,the pandemonium in the corridors of the hostel and moreover the company of Bengali dadas and bihari babus. Instead I had  to adjust myself with the champagine parties, where people stand in groups, holding beer glasses and discussing technology or share market . I realized that the campus life is beyond comparison. But I had to move along with time. 

Time and tides waited for none. I must have changed two calendars since my joining in the company. I realized that, I am slipping into the world of comforts and laziness. My creativity had been to the ever time low. Life was moving mechanically as everyone believed that the world and the life will go on, even if no one does anything. Computers and E-mails became the inevitable part of  my life. I lost the charm in writing letters. While I was in the university, I was a familiar face to the postman, because he used to deliver at least five letters in a week to me. Initially my brothers and sisters used to scold me for becoming lazy in replying. Then with time the scolding  gave way to requests. Then I used to send letters once in three four months. The first item in the agenda of my official work, like all my colleagues would be  to check the E-mails. I would feel happy when I see more  mails in my personal mail box rather than in the official mail box. 

On a Friday of May, I was checking my personal mails. I noticed a mail from my junior, Ashuthosh Gupta, who was working as a research scholar in Indian Institute of Technology in Kanpur. The content was the following,

“Dear Sir

With deep grief let me inform you that my classmate, and your junior Manish Chawla is no more. He met with an accident while he was in is hometown. That turned out to be a fatal accident. This happened day before yesterday. I am going to his hometown. Please inform everyone you know. 

Yours truly,

Ashu”

For a moment the world around me came to a standstill.  Coffee kept on my table became cold. It took some time for me to adjust to the reality. I recalled a sentence in a presentation given by a colleague about accidents.” If the victim of the accident is a person whom you know, you will feel bad, but if the victim is your friend, or colleague or relative with whom you have a bond, it will haunt you forever.”

I closed the mail box and went to the pantry in the office. Standing in the balcony, I looked at the crowd moving here and there. I thought, how strange the world is, I lost my friend, his family lost him, but the life is going on as if nothing has happened. The moments he had participated in  our discussions in the university, started flowing into my mind, like the scenes shown as flashbacks in films. His silly smiles and naughty looks were still vivid in my memory. When I reached home, I received many calls from my friends who received the mail I forwarded. It was a shocking news to all of them. 

A week later, I was cleaning up  my room on a Saturday evening. I decided not to spent the holiday in office which I usually used to do .  I wanted the whole setup of my room to be modified. While I was trying to remove the unwanted books and cloths, I came across a carton kept still unopened, under the folding coat. I pulled it out taking care not to inhale the fine dust inhabiting the surface of the box. I brushed the top of the box with a broom and then opened it. It contained the lecture notes, some stationary items, and  some story books. Kept under the books was this thin gray coloured sketchpad, a  repository of my creativity.  I took that pad from the carton. Before I could open that, a loose paper fell on the ground from the pad. I took it from the ground and saw in the light of the table lamp. It was the sketch of  Manish Chawla. His silly smile still visible in the lips. The whole university life again rushed into my mind. The evening in the cafeteria, seemed to  be like an event of yesterday. I stood still for a couple of minutes holding that sketch. Then I took a pencil from the pencil stand on my study table. I thought I should complete the left eye of the portrait from my memory.  Though I tried  to complete it by making a rough outline of his left eye, I was not feeling comfortable and felt my fingers have become immobile. 

“He is  still alive in my memory. I would better keep this sketch as it is. The memory of that evening should not be altered” I said to myself.

After I cleaned the room, I put the carton back under the coat. But the sketch pad I didn’t put  inside the carton. Instead, I put it inside my suitcase, where I used to keep my certificates and  precious personal belongings. I knew that the unfinished portrait of Mainsh was  a precious thing to be kept safely.

Jose Varghese

