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Man in the Grey

is in the memory of Mamoo Tariq, who was, and is, an inspiration to many. 

His was a life full of love, commitment and struggle for what was just.

May he rest peacefully amongst his forefathers on the highest of places in the Jannah!
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CHAPTER 1
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This story is about a man. A man like all other men who came before his time, all who shared the planet with him and all those who will come after him.

In a way, this story is about every human being embroiled in a struggle to achieve its dreams because all of them have unique yet similar characteristics. Mankind has been a remarkable thing from the very beginning, and at the same time, truly simple and boring. Recorded history states that man has always strived to be better, and that is what sets it apart from other species. 

The tendency to be better.

Earliest human beings lived in caves, hunted animals and burnt fires to keep themselves alive. 

Looking at the present, one can see how far this two legged marvel of nature has come. But with it has come many atrocities and catastrophes, mainly borne out of the fact that some people thought a little too much about themselves and ended up ruining millions of lives during the course of history and yet through all the pain, mankind has endured on. The smile that so many have tried to wipe, is still there, and flourishing. That is precisely why humans are the most peculiar species occupying this planet. They commit heinous crimes and they live in peace, they are warriors, and they are monks. Every member of the specie has a unique trait, and yet all of them are pretty similar in what they ultimately desire; to be remembered by people, ages after they’re gone. To be remembered in poems, to be the stuff of legends, and to be something more than human. A god-like complex that has ruined so many lives and continues to do so even in this day and age.

Telling stories can be considered as a human trait, and the need to tell one has been ever present. Stories provide an insight into the human condition, from the ancient drawings and hieroglyphs to modern day writings. Stories have been around for as long as humans themselves, some unexplained, some the sole explanation.

In this instance, the story is about a remarkably ordinary man, and his journey through life.

Like all the stories that have been told, this one too, starts somewhere in the middle, just as all dreams do, and all the nightmares. The first word is never the first event. This story starts from a happy place, or at least from a place where the young man wanted to be. This man, this work of art, was as average as any other guy you would bump into somewhere down the road. 

What made him a piece of art were the most ordinary things; his smile, his hunger for survival, his tendency for love, and a longing for unfulfilled dreams. 

Average height with a well-built physique, primarily because he worked in the old iron factory by the river. Blonde hair parted in the middle with some curls which were not hereditary but were caused by his obsession to touch them, a force of habit maybe. His usual attire included a long coat and pants, with old decomposing shoes, which showed that he did not own much, or he did not care if the shoes looked good or not, because he did not have to impress anyone. Sometimes, when the weather was cold, he would wear his trench coat which would make him look handsome, but he did not think of himself as such.

He had a smile that would make anyone fall in love with this guy, although there were no dimples that formed on his face when he smiled, the fabled jewels necessary to entice anyone. He had all the imperfections that made him so perfect. He was in the prime of his life, maybe twenty three or twenty four years old, so he had much to look forward to.

The young man worked multiple jobs, not because he had a family to support, but because he hated being alone and useless. He hated the fact that in a city filled with people, he would get lonely so often. Orphans like him did not survive that long in any city during that time. He was considered lucky by some who knew him. He liked his job at the iron factory by the river because he was good at it, and because he was excited by the idea that a substance like iron, so rigid and hard, could be broken down and moulded to any shape or size. It made him feel brainy and intelligent. Everything was quite heavy in those days, and the fact that he could contain and control the wrought iron made him feel powerful. He had the ability to cast the unforgiving iron into any shape or form he desired. His hands were hard and worn out, his face reflected the hard work he did but it did not lessen the beauty he possessed. 

In the evenings, he used to work in a tavern pouring drinks behind a shelf for people he knew only because of his work and met only when they sat down on the other side of the bar. He liked to have long discussions about nearly everything because he yearned for a conversation with any one, it made him feel less lonely and gave him the impression that he had friends. All the men in that city loved to drink one thing or the other at the end of their working day. And when they were relaxed, they opened up and talked about everything from politics to the mail man who was always late. He loved listening to stories, it filled him with fascination, as to how all those people lived different lives, but in essence, they were all the same, and had the same problems, no solutions and no idea about their place in life. 

He would have liked to call some of them friends, but the reality was that he had none.

No one to share all his sorrows with, and all his happiness with, which was infinitesimal to be honest. He listened to all those people, and yet none of those people were interested in what he had to say, none listened to his story, and none were fascinated. It was as though he was invisible. He would often see from a distance, people having conversations, sharing laughs and drinks together, and he would feel quite lonesome in the ginormous world. 

At nights, and whenever he had free time, he enjoyed long lonely walks along the city’s main river, strolling on old pavements full of mould and moisture. A smell of muddy water full of slime filled the entire air and yet to the young man, the aura was hypnotic. His city was simple and exquisite. Large buildings overshadowed the poorer neighbourhoods. Life was a dichotomy with people divided in invisible classifications, but no one spoke a word against it, nor did anyone rebel. 

Through centuries of development, the city had evolved into a multicultural mesh lacking individual characteristics.

He still loved his city because it was the only place he had been to. It was the only thing that was constant in his life.
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Chapter 2
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He lived in a quiet, small city that had expanded itself around an old river. An ancient city, one that had grown accustomed to its own monotonous cycle, just like the people who inhabited it. No doubt it is the people who make up any city, but it is the city that pours life into the very same people. Those living are the body, and the city provides the soul. Just like sometimes, you go and look at a place, and you fall in love with the streets, the pavements, the bricks and stones that make up the abodes. Structures built by man, to be the marvels of mankind. You look and wonder, what it must have gone through, what must have happened to the hands that built it. The stones are there, and the people are gone, fodder for insects. 

Fascination takes over, infatuation turns into love, and sometimes, one who comes in just for a look around, never leaves. Love does that to people, much like magic. It grips you tightly and never lets you go, and you stay there wondering, staring, and fading away. 

The river was at the centre of the city, as it had been the main source of water for many centuries. All the industry was based around the river so as to lessen the cost of the shipments that would depart the ports. As with all the rivers, this one too had a will of its own, and the city duly followed, because structures of stones are no match for the sheer might of Mother Nature. It has been said that the river was once a thing of beauty, with trees all around it that oozed out beautiful colours all year round, but now it was muddy and had a sad appearance around it, as it was contaminated due to the excrements from all the industrial units that had surrounded it. 

And yet it looked lovely to the young man, who had not seen many beautiful things in his short but arduous lifetime. 

The main cathedral of the city had been built by some well-known man around two centuries ago. And like all other such relationships, the man was gone and all that remained of his legacy was the immensely beautiful and spacious place of worship, one that had been put to use by generations after generations of people, maybe his own descendants as well, but nobody knew who they were. Such are the games of life and time, they remember what is in front of them, and slowly forget what fades away, especially names, which do not matter after a period of time.

Nevertheless, the cathedral had a big bell which was synonymous with both good and bad news, and of course it was used to tell if it was afternoon or not. A routine was also followed here, as people would automatically stop working if they heard five bells, which signified that it was twelve in the afternoon and it was time to eat lunch. Nobody deviated from this routine, not the people, and certainly not the city, which always come to a virtual standstill. Every day, exactly at that moment, there wouldn’t be a single soul to be seen, and an outsider would be lead to believe that he was in a ghost town, where the bells clunked and no one existed. A lively city, becoming dead, at the clinking of a single bell. 

Did it mean that deep inside, everyone in the town was a slave and subconsciously a machine too?

A common theme that has prevailed over the harshness of time, is the fact that cities and structures always outlive men and women. Whenever we go and look at structures made from stone and wood, what we look at is the sheer beauty that it encapsulates, and seldom do we think about its creators and its builders, because they may be dust and generations may have passed between them and the observer. A city’s main features are its buildings, and rarely people.

People are often afraid to leave the city that they were born in and where they lived their whole lives. They might not know it, but they often fall in love with their own cities, and its customs. The pavements on which they take their daily strolls become their places of worship, and it is in those places that they contemplate on the matters nearer and dearer to them. Their own routine, coupled with the city’s routine, allows them to concentrate better, and to get lost in their thoughts, because they can, because they know where each stone lies and how the tracks twist and turn. 

In the same way, the young man had become accustomed to the city and had fallen in love with it. He loved walking in the city centre, he loved drinking coffee, but that could be counted as a ruse, as he was always taking in the fresh air and looking at the people passing by. He enjoyed observing others and thinking about their stories. He would sometimes look at certain stones or pieces of stained glass and wonder who might have put them there, who might have made them into those pieces of sheer beauty. But that thought was seldom, as most of the time he was lost deeply in his own thoughts and feelings and did not care at all about his surroundings. The force of habit made him walk and stop at all the places which he knew were trouble.

Lying near the centre of the town was a garden built long ago for the citizens who dwelled there. The garden was overlooked by the oldest bridge that ran on the river. It was a historical landmark that everyone loved and adored. Countrymen flocked to see it from faraway places. The town made of stone and wood had morphed an identity of its own with certain distinctive features that were present nowhere else.
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Another reason the young man had for working so hard, was a house that he loved. A house just by the river, with a sublime view of the cathedral and the muddy river at one end, and the setting sun at the other. He wished to buy that house one day and maybe get married to a beautiful young lady and have lots of children. It wasn’t too foolish to dream all that, but somewhere in his heart he believed it would not happen and it always made him sad. 

“The setting sun and the dream that would not be fulfilled, but then again, isn’t that what life is all about?” He would always think to himself.

The house was made from wood and stone, and it was very old. Its age was evident from the exterior, and condition of the interior could have easily been surmised from it. Bricks of stone were grey in colour and had a rough look on them. The foundations had been made nearly half a century ago, from strong stones extracted from a nearby quarry. Wood that had been used to build the house had been taken from a forest nearby. It was usual practice to procure wood from that ancient forest. 

The young man had not seen the house from the inside, but if he had, he would have loved it even more than he already did. It was in a dilapidated state no doubt, but it would have reminded him of his own childhood, the problems and the decisions that he had to face and make to rise up from the bottom and carve out a life for himself in a harsh, unforgiving world. He would have liked the sight and could have morphed out his own vision for the future. 

The only view he did get was from the other side of the river, where he usually sat down to take his afternoon lunch. 

Imagining himself in the gallery was worth spending all the fortune in the world. He imagined himself sitting there on a rocking chair with a cigar in his mouth and a pursed smile on his lips. But for that to happen, he would have to start smoking first, he had never smoked because he hated the smell of tobacco and wanted to live long. But there was no harm in imagining such stuff, for fantasies do not take away your life, usually.

Right now however, he was at the first phase of his life’s plan. The phase where he was by himself, isolated from the rest of the world, working day and night so that maybe one day he could move one step closer to phase two, about which he was sceptical.

Every day at lunch, he would sit on the other side of the river and look at the house, a humble structure of stone and wood, with no evident beauty, and yet this young man had fallen in love with it, so in love that he could not think of living his life anywhere but there, and that very thought gave him the motivation to work for a day longer, a bit harder so that he might earn the money faster and realize his dream. It made him get out of bed in the most difficult of days. 

But all the money in the world could not buy love, so like all the other things in his life, he had to work hard for that too. The only problem being that he was not any good at it, or to be honest, he did not even know where to begin. He considered himself to be an introvert who could talk all day but did not know how to tackle matters of the heart, and had no clue about conveying them to anyone else. He was shy, so handsome and yet shy. 

What he did not realize was, those very ingredients would make someone fall in love with him some day and the qualities that he felt ashamed to have, were his biggest weapons.
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Some years went by in a flash, chilly winters, scorching summers, albeit of shorter durations, all following the same routine. It seemed as though like the city and its people, the weather too had grown accustomed to its own regimen and could not let go of it. The city in turn changed its routine with the weather, as it had to adjust to the snow and sun. The people too changed with the city consequently, and the cycle went on. They changed their habits and set about their daily chores according to the change in weather. But one thing remained constant, the five chimes of the cathedral bell and the timing of the lunch. The young man had grown and kept a beard with an impressive moustache which made him look even more manly and handsome, apart from which, he was the same, at least from the outside that is. Inside, a lot had changed, he had grown weary of his monotonous life cycle, but he wasn’t going to rebel against the city and the routine so he carried on with it like a dutiful soldier. He still sat on the side of the river and looked at the house, but now he did it out of the regimen that he had created for himself, as he had lost hope of ever buying it or living in it, or even seeing it from the inside. All his fascination had slowly faded away and despair had taken over him. It was as though he was looking for something to kick start his life once more. 

That something turned out to be someone. Fate is a wonderful and mysterious thing, hundreds of philosophers have dwelled upon it since the dawn of time and recorded history, and all have had their own theory, but no one truly understands fate, or destiny, as both are co-related in some aspects, yet could not be more different in many other. All these philosophers and thinkers could not agree on the proper working definition of fate, or how it actually works. The young man always thought that fate was a puppeteer, one which liked to play with us as it desired. It made us twist and turn in the direction it wished, and we, like dolls filled with cotton, moved and followed every direction. 

“Was there no free will at all? And if there was, how did it exist and what were the decisions that we could call our own?” He thought to himself once when he did not know what he was doing or why he had been doing it, whilst working in the iron foundry. 

He wanted fate to smile on him, he wanted that ray of hope that everyone kept talking about. But that light at the end of the tunnel was always a distant thing for him, and he had found that it had eluded him for a long time. 

He decided to take the day off one morning, from both his jobs, mainly because he was tired of his schedule and wanted to roam about the city to take in some fresh air, maybe drink coffee from his favourite place in town. 

Chilly winds had made the day quite frosty, hence before going out, he had put his overcoat on. It was rugged and mended at certain places, but did not lessen his handsomeness one bit. The materialist clothing could not change the way nature had carved the young man. 

As he was walking down the street towards his favourite coffee shop, he stopped suddenly in his track as though pulled from behind by an invisible force, and did not move for what seemed like an eternity. It was as though the pavement had gotten a hold of him and was not letting him go, but the city was not alive, not like this anyway.  

He had stopped because he witnessed something he only thought was possible in books and poems. 

“So, the writers were right after all”, he thought to himself, with a smile that could’ve been mistaken for a smirk.

His eyes had wandered off and landed on the most beautiful being ever created, gliding through the air it seemed, emitting the most radiant of lights that one could humanly bear. 

“God is truly and artist. What is bricks and stones to the beauty that I see before me right now?” He wanted the time to freeze right there, at that very moment, and never go forward again. Perfect moment to be captured in a painting, is what he thought. He was so vocal on the inside, his heart was beating at twice the pace, and yet on the outside, he was numb, and anyone passing him could’ve mistaken him for a dumb person. But he did not care, he wanted to take it all in, so that he may not forget that moment, forever.

The Girl was walking through a market with her friend, her blonde hair flying with the wind, her smile so bright that it made the sun seem dull in comparison. She was wearing a white and brown sundress with small floral patterns hand stitched on the front, and had bright red lipstick that worked as an enticing charm, not that she was aware of it. 

She on the other hand, saw a guy standing in the middle of the street staring oddly at her.

She tilted her head a little and waved to him, hoping to tell him that he was being a bit impolite.

It seemed as though electricity had just passed through the man and he sprung into life, like Frankenstein’s monster. It was as though he had seen a ghost. 

She laughed so hard at his reaction and kept her hand on her mouth, whilst the man just looked elsewhere in nervousness. They would talk about this moment and remember it for the rest of the lives. But at that moment, they were mere strangers on either side of a street in the middle of a busy yet noiseless city. They did not know anything about each other, but in a single smile and a wave of hand, had developed something so strong that it would last a lifetime.

He mustered up all the courage he had and went up to her and tried to say some words, but failed miserably, for all he could mutter were some jumbled connotations that did not make any sense at all in the real world. He was blushing, red hot and sweating. This was all new to him because he had never felt like this about anyone before. There was something in him that had changed in an instant. An instant that seemed like perpetuity. He was so close to that girl, that fairy. He wanted to live and die in that one moment, with the feelings embedded in him. A minute or so had passed since he laid eyes on her but he would have argued that a whole lifetime had just gone past. 
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