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The greatest and most important problems of life are all fundamentally insoluble... They can never be solved but only outgrown.

Carl Jung

If you’ve got nothing worth dying for, you’ve got nothing worth living for. 

Martin Luther King Jr.
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The Burnt Jaw


1

‘Please excuse me,’ Ranchor responded timidly to the uninviting stares of fellow book lovers. In the congested new arrivals section at the overstocked bookstore, he fretted to pick up a dozen books that had toppled over on the floor and frantically tried to recreate a poor resemblance of the stack which he had inadvertently knocked down just a few moments earlier. 

He had enacted his favourite airport ritual ahead of his trip: visit the Compass Books in the North terminal of the San Francisco airport and pick up one of the fresh releases in the non-fiction genre, especially to keep up with the bestsellers in the areas of science and technology. Today, however, he had a very different motivation. Thinking that it would be an unusually long and arduous journey spanning more than a day, he had hoped to get his hands on something interesting which would keep him both sane and stable, away from the gnawing anxiety about the situation at home thousands of miles away. Much to his chagrin, however, he had not been able to put his mind on any one book. After reinstating the last tumbled book to its proper place on the display table coupled with a few more volleys of apologies to the puzzled people around, he scampered out of the store towards the departure gate empty-handed and in a stupor. 

As always, he was well ahead of the scheduled departure time. He matched the gate numbers on the display screen with those listed on the boarding pass. Flying over the Atlantic, it would first be an Emirates flight of around sixteen hours from San Francisco to Dubai, followed by a long eight-hour layover at the Dubai airport, and then a relatively smaller five-hour journey by the same aircraft carrier to Delhi. The final leg would be a brisk drive of around two to three hours to his hometown, Vrindavan. 

Approaching an almost-empty waiting hall, Ranchor seated himself in front of huge glass windows overlooking the taxi area. He took a disinterested bite of one of the avocado sandwiches which Rashmi had packed for him. ‘Wow,’ Ranchor exclaimed. The sandwich was as succulent and delectable as he was weary and famished. Excited at the prospect of a great dinner, which would also be his first proper meal of the day, he continued to stomp away one sandwich after another, thanking Rashmi profusely with every bite he took. Narain and his wife, Rashmi, had never seen their close friend, Ranchor, so beside himself in confusion. While seeing him off at the airport an hour or so earlier, they had made sure he had enough savoury goodies to munch for the long journey.

After a brief indulgence in that satisfactory meal, the same spiral of vexing thoughts surfaced again. Gazing at the spectacular lilac-coloured shades of the sky at dusk through the wall-high transparent windows, clouds of melancholy swathed his awareness. He momentarily drifted into the series of troubling events that had transpired earlier during the day. 

‘Ranchor, please pick up your phone, your mother has been trying to reach you.’ He had heard his cousin, Janaki, expressing her concern at an unusual hour of the day. He had received repeated calls from his father’s number an hour past midnight. Thinking, however, that his parents would have unconsciously lost track of the US and India time difference, he had declined all those calls while trying his best to go back to sleep. But something had bothered him, beyond his comprehension, and he was having a hard time closing his eyes. Janaki from the neighbouring state of Washington had called immediately after, which Ranchor had chosen to answer only at the second ring.

‘Why? What happened? Is everything okay? I did get their calls, but I thought maybe they dialled by mistake,’ he had responded to Janaki while getting up and seating himself on his bed, rather dazed.

‘No Rancho, call your mother, she will tell you everything. I think your father is a bit sick. They want you there. Please call her immediately and let me know if you need anything.’ 

As he had hung up on Janaki and planned to call his mother, confusion and panic clouded his mind. What could have gone wrong? His overseas call on his father’s number was attended first by his two uncles, one after another, both of whom had urged him to come home to see his very sick dad. The elder of the two gave a sermon that tending to parents was more important than one’s profession and it was Ranchor’s duty in these trying times to be at his father’s bedside. The younger uncle had just cried and had babbled proclaiming that a great tragedy had befallen. But before he could say anything further, Ranchor heard his mother’s voice from the other side of the telephone line, against a backdrop of restless human tones in the background. ‘Do not worry, Ranchor! Just come. Your father has become quite ill, and he wants to see you.’ 

In comparison with a worried uncle and then a crying one, his mother had seemed stoic and at ease and it appeared to Ranchor that she was just fine, which meant perhaps nothing irreparable had happened. Still, with his tirade of questions, Ranchor tried to study her through the telephone to get a sense of what must have really happened. But his mother’s calm reassurance had soothed him and had momentarily settled all his anxieties. ‘He suffered a heart attack and is now recuperating. We will talk more when you come. Now please prepare for your journey. Janaki can help you out if needed, after all she works in the airline business. We all are waiting for you.’

‘Sir, are you Mr Ranchor Desai? Flight EK215 is boarding now.’ While mulling over the events of the day which led to his presence in the airport now, tired and exhausted, Ranchor had dozed off in the waiting area for a couple of hours when he was jolted by a stewardess and a blaring loudspeaker, both announcing the last call for the passengers of his flight. Hurriedly collecting his belongings, he thanked her, and scurried to board the flight. It was almost midnight now and a whole day had passed without proper rest. Nonetheless, despite his weariness, to tick mark yet another obsessive set of his journey rituals, he took out some antibacterial wipes from his backpack and fastidiously cleaned the surfaces around his window seat. Reassured, he popped an anti-motion-sickness chewable in his mouth, pulled over a blanket, and while peering outside with drowsy eyes, wished that his long and lonely journey, thousands of feet above the ground, would end in a flash. 
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