Visa
A short story By Jose Varghese
[image: image1.png]



I pulled up the wind shield glass of the ambassador car slowly. I was going to the airport. I had to visit my house in the village, to settle some issues related to the land I owned. I was on my way back to bombay, where I work and live. People from Jet Airways had informed me that the flight is on time.  I took out the air ticket to confirm the timings.

 “Ah…. I have plenty of time”, I said to myself.  

My driver was riding the car at a speed of 60 KM per hour through the country roads blessed with numerous potholes. Suddenly I saw a crowd on the left side of the road. Through the glass window  I scanned through that crowd. I had a shocking sensation. I felt like an electric current passing through my spine. My hands trembled while holding the ticket. It will always remain in my memory as an un pleasant and unforgettable sight. Even when I checked in at the airport, while I was being frisked by the airport police as a part of the normal checkup or even when I was tightening the seat belts inside the aircraft, I could not clear my mind from the sight that upset me. When the beautiful air hostess came up with a bottle of lime juice, I grabbed one bottle and pushed back my seat to relax a bit. 
You might be wondering what I am narrating? Well…to make you understand that better, I may have to tell bit more about me and my village in the urban part of southern Kerala. I grew up in a small village, during my school days. Television, phone connection and all other inevitable items of today’s life crawled into my village hardly fifteen years ago. In that small village everyone knew everyone….almost everyone. Good news and bad news used to spread like lightning and occasionally with thunder too. I happened to be one among the few lucky guys who could pursue studies in a school in the village and later on in a college far away from there. I was known in my village as one of the respected and educated fellows. In the college I studied, which was in the city, almost 60 KM away from the village, I was an unknown figure. Not even the college walls knew me. I completed the studies there, worked in various private companies in small jobs, earning just enough to make both ends meet. I worked as an accountant in a software company and as a supervisor of a financial firm. I struggled with the big files with lot of numbers, looking at the fortunes of someone else. I had in fact no time to worry about my fortune. By the time I get free from work and reach home, it would be already late night. A good sleep will then wake me up again in the morning, when I would start my run for the day. But the almighty had something good planned for me. He let me enjoy life after some initial struggle. I got the job as a manager in a financial consulting firm in Bombay. Since then my living status got catapulted. I got good pay hikes, company provided apartment and a chauffer driven car. I progressed in my personal life also..Marriage…kids..all of them followed in a well defined sequence of a perfectly written script .
All these didn’t change me a bit. I always loved to be back into my village. The hectic city life where I move mechanically and I live as a stranger in a crowd and my village life, where everyone knows me, appeared like the north and south poles of a magnet. When I go back on vacation, I leave aside my city life for a while. I dress up like I always had dressed up in my old days. Like a typical villager. Only if someone asks about the city life I would talk about that. Otherwise I would take part in the usual village discussions like anyone else living there.. It could be about the political parties trying to make the village a vote bank, by raising unnecessary issues, or be it the gossips related to some poor fellows having troubles in marriage or extra marital affairs and so on.. Life is so cool in that part of the country.  Every one there is worried about that day only, not about tomorrows and day after tomorrows. Yes..everyone, but except Jalal.  
Jalal is a person who can talk authentically about my village. He can talk about how the forests were cleared by the “sahibs” during 1950s. He can talk about the days when even the rich had only kerosene lamps at their houses. He represented one of the few members of that older generation. He had the age of my father..or may be slightly more than that. He must have been in his seventies.. But still he used to move around in the village with the agility of an athlete. He would say that yoga is the secret of his perpetual health. May be true, but he always looked healthy. An old fashioned umbrella, a white cap on head, a white half sleeves banyan, and a dhothi with cross stripes design…this was his typical appearance. I don’t remember seeing him in any other dress.  Even at that age, Jalal used to go to the only mosque in the village and pray regularly. He used to take part in all the functions in the village, be it a religious function of any religion or be it a personal function. We all used to call him affectionately “Jalal ikka”. He had a very good sense of humor. He could mingle with people of any age group. Whether to share a joke or to give advises to people, he was always available.
Jalal was a widower.  He had three sons and one daughter. I do remember their faces vaguely. Since my moving out of the village for studies and subsequently for jobs, I have not seen them. But every time I see Jalal, he would talk about his kids and their whereabouts. All of them are working in the middle east..somewhere in Bahrain. . All of them are married and have kids too. Earlier they used to come and visit Jalal every year. Over a time period that frequency reduced considerably. Their last visit according to Jalal was sometime three years back.  Jalal strongly believed that it might be because of the workload and family commitments. He always justified whatever his kids did.  Till five years back, Jalal used to work in the brick factory in the village. Though his sons and daughter used to send him money for him every month, he was not dependant on that money as the brick factory work could get him enough money for taking care of himself. But since last five years, he has been sitting at home only. He said to me once..

“Thomas…I have worked throughout my life. I am happy that I could help all my kids build up a good quality life for themselves. Now I feel..its time for me to take rest. Our body is also like a machine only…right? It did run for so long. It needs some lubrication now” . 
Over the last five six years, he has been cherishing a dream.. of going abroad.. He wanted to go and stay with his kids in the middle east. Not only because his kids are there, but also the place “middle east’  fascinated his thoughts to a great extent. Wonders narrated by the people coming from those countries and the enchanting stories about the Kings, Queens, magicians and genies in the Arabian stories that are part of every villager’s life, must have fascinated him. He had expressed his desire to all his sons and daughter. Jalal said that his sons promised to take him to middle east as early as possible. According to Jalal, it is a matter of getting the visa from Baharain. Wherever he goes, whomsoever he meets, he would definitely mention the fact that he would soon be going to baharain to stay with his kids. To some people, who would even ask, what he would bring from Baharain once he comes back, he would say ...

“Have you tasted the dates from middle east. If not you should taste once. You will never ever forget that taste. I would definitely bring some for you…and of course I will bring attar  too. 
He would tell that the visa from baharain would come at any day. But in reality, it never happened.  Since last four years he has been waiting for the visa. Since no one else other than Jalal is in touch with his sons and daughter, no one knew the reason why the visa didn’t come. There were different stories floating around in the village about that. Some said that Jalal’s kids never wanted to take him there and hence they didn’t actually send the visa. They only kept on fooling him by promising. Others said that Jalal’s kids are not in good Jobs. They are struggling to meet their daily expenses. Under such circumstances, no one was ready to take the additional burden of Jalal, if he stays with them. I do not know what the truth is. The only truth I know is that the visa he was expecting never arrived from Bahrain. 
Over the last two years, this fact had become a joke in the village. Anyone who sees Jalal would stop him and ask about his plans to go to baharain and about the visa. They won’t even mind to tell him to convey their regards to his sons and daughter, knowing fully that the visa is never going to arrive. Jalal could never feel the sarcasm hidden in those comments. So he would enthusiastically respond to all of them. He would get excited on telling them about the visa he is going to get and the life he is going to have with his kids. I should apologize…because… I also didn’t spare him. Even this time, couple of days back, when I met him, he spoke a lot about his kids and the visa. He said it may take few more days only to get the visa. I smiled at him sarcastically at that time. I still remember that. 

Yesterday, I had to go to the village office to meet the village officer. Almost the whole day was spent there on resolving some small mistakes in the deed of the land I possessed. The village office was more than 30 KM away from my house. More than the time spent in the village office, what made me sick was the beurocracy I had to face inside the village office. To rectify a small mistake, I had to submit at least five applications, throw good amount of money as bribe, and wait for the village officer to kindly look into my applications at his own sweet time. It took the entire day for me to complete what I wanted to do. I could come out of the village office by 5.30 in the evening only. 
While I was coming back  home from the village office, I saw Jalal walking through the road. The road was almost empty, as the poorly maintained country toad through which I was traveling was a short cut. I thought of giving Jalal a lift in my car. My driver slowed down the car near Jalal. I opened the glass slowly and said
“Jalal ikka, come in, I would take you back. Where were you traveling at this time?”

Jalal looked at me for some time. The gentle smile appeared on his face. I opened the door for him. Then he got inside the car. 
“ I went to the post office. When the postman came to the village I was not there in my house. Someone in the tea shop told me that the post man was looking for me. So I came to see him”

“Oh..that’s great…you must have got your visa..right??”  I asked

Jalal just smiled. It was a very faint smile. He said

“No..No..the visa didn’t come. In fact the post man didn’t even ask about me. The kids at the tea shop were playing pranks on me”. He took a long breath after saying this. In that few seconds I looked at his face, I could see lot of emotions passing through that wrinkled face.
“Jalal ikka..why are you wasting your time for the visa, which is never going to come. All you will get is the visa from heaven…one day everyone will get that visa…either to heaver or to hell”. I laughed aloud after saying that.  I do not know why I said like that. Perhaps to make the situation lighter by cracking a joke..or perhaps to bring that dear old man from a world of illusion and to let him face the reality..  ?? I really do not know.

Jalal didn’t respond to what I said. He just looked outside through the glass. None of us uttered anything, till we reached the village. I dropped him in front of his house. It was nearly 7.30 in the evening. Sun had already gone to oblivion. In those long evenings of the summer, the sky was still retaining its crimson colours in the horizon, waiting for the darkness to intrude slowly.
I never though about the seriousness of what I said to  Jalal. May be I didn’t have the time to think about that. I was busy packing my stuff for traveling to Bombay next day. I slept early that night because I was really tired after a long and  tiresome journey to the village office. Immediately after I woke up next day morning, I was in a hurry to get ready and leave to the air port. 
On my way to the airport…just as I entered the un tarred road which connects the village with the main road, … near Jalal’s house, I saw the big crowd. I didn’t have to ask anyone  the reason for the crowd. The body of Jalal, kept on the ground, covered in a green cloth was enough to tell me everything. I got down from the car and joined the crowd for sometime, praying silently for the soul of a good man I have known for long time. I also prayed to all the gods, to forgive me for the words I spoke to that good old man. Though it was unintentionally done, I let his hopes die. Instead of encouraging him to keep the hopes for the visa alive, I told him to be prepared for the visa from heaven…and ….the very next day the visa arrived. just like I said.. .the visa to heaven…for his entry to the eternal world. 
Even after reaching bombay it took couple of days more for me to come out of that haunting memory of the words I uttered to a good old man. I realized the gravity of the old saying that words said once cannot be taken back. I sincerely wish that the almighty and my friend Jalal  will forgive me for my foolishness. 
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