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The Burnt Jaw
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‘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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Dressed in his usual pair of light-brown trousers, a full-zipped, midnight-blue jacket, and a pair of brown casual loafers, Ranchor presented his harmless and gentle aura to the immigration official at the Delhi airport. Almost a square face which slightly tapered down at the chin, a head full of neatly arranged and silken hair with greying around the edges of his forehead and ears, and a pair of silver, round-rimmed spectacles with a steel-coloured strap that rested around his collar bones – all vindicated the choice of his profession. 


‘Dr Ranchor Desai, you have become a faculty at a prestigious university so early in your career. How impressive!’ The official, who yawned and rubbed his sleep-deprived eyes multiple times in this brief encounter of hardly a couple of minutes, stamped Ranchor’s passport briskly and welcomed him jovially back to India. The fresh recruit at the computer science department in the top-ranking University of California, Berkeley, was out of the airport in no time and heading to his hometown in a white sedan sent to pick him up.


‘Ramesh bhaiya, how is my father? Do you know anything regarding this matter?’ Ranchor began interrogating his driver with his concerns as soon as they edged out of the chaotic traffic zone of Delhi’s international airport.


‘Ranchor Bhaiya, I am not much aware. I think he should be okay. I heard he got a stroke. Baba, please have faith on our protector, our Lord Krishna, the residents of Vrindavan are under his care and he knows what is best for all of us,’ the driver remarked nonchalantly while trying to focus, veering the vehicle on the busy lanes of the capital.


Ranchor responded with a half-hearted affirmation while adjusting a bluish-green surgical mask to keep the notorious medley of exhaust gases and particulate pollutants of the thick Delhi air at bay. 


‘Your mother has sent your lunch with me. It is in that brown jute bag behind your seat, over there. It’s already late, I know you would be hungry. I have already taken my lunch. Please have your lunch too. She was insistent that I make sure you ate,’ Ramesh announced while catching the sight of his exhausted, pensive, and anxious passenger through the rear-view mirror. Ranchor had had one of the most uncomfortable journeys. In the long flight, if he was not snoozing, he was consumed by anxious speculation about the whole situation. He had skipped most of the in-flight meals and was now certainly famished and jet-lagged from the ordeal of the journey. Pleased to find some home-made fresh rotis laden with pleasant-smelling clarified butter and his favourite gajar matar sabji – he expressed much gratitude to Ramesh, savouring every bite. Some relief at last.


Born to a middle-class family of devout worshippers of the Hindu god Krishna, Ranchor proved himself to be an outlier second only to his father in his entire genealogy of business-oriented ancestors and family members. His great-grandfathers had all migrated from Gujarat and settled in the sacred land of Vrindavan – a small temple town glorified in ancient Hindu scriptures, connected historically with the story of the Hindu god Krishna. 


From childhood, Ranchor had loved mathematics, which turned into a raving passion in high school. This fervour, along with his engineering ambitions, took him away from Vrindavan and certainly much further from the devotionally surcharged spiritual atmosphere that had thrived in their household. All throughout his high school education, he stayed at a hostel in Kota – a town in the neighbouring state of Rajasthan prominent on the Indian map as the preeminent coaching hub for top engineering and medical entrance examinations of the country. 


Later on, first as a computer science under­graduate at IIT Kanpur and then a computer science graduate candidate at Stanford University, Ranchor found himself at home only a few times in more than a decade. Few months ago, the dogged pursuit of his ideals for so many years saw its grand finale and triumphant culmination when he was offered a job at his alma mater’s rival – University of California, Berkeley – perhaps the best thing a graduate rookie, fresh from the academic oven, can ever dream of. Ranchor remembered the day when he had called his parents and the joy it had invoked in them, especially in his physician father. 


About halfway through, Ramesh halted the vehicle briefly at a cheap roadside restaurant for his daily cup of afternoon tea. 


‘Bhaiya, would you like to have some?’ Ramesh asked Ranchor as he was heading out of the vehicle. 


‘No Ramesh, you go ahead. I will wait here.’ Ranchor chose to stay in the thermally controlled interiors of the sedan. The last thing he wished was an unknown illness to ruin this sudden trip and add to the already tense situation in his family, and possibly jeopardize the chances of his timely return for his debut winter semester teaching at the university. 


Half-heartedly perusing the notes for his upcoming maiden course after the winter break at the university, he popped in a couple of prophylactic chewable tablets and looked out to observe the ambience that was bathed in gold by the high afternoon sun. Something stirred in him. In the face of his utterly calculated approach to life, his new surrounding provided a stark contrast. Peering through the rolled-up glass windows, he saw a group of workers squatting on the soiled earth under the shade of a nearby tree, all the while laughing, joking, and enjoying a simple meal of thick dry wheat rotis and jaggery – a humble combo which was common with the daily wagers and villagers in this part of the world. 


A bit jolted with this culture shock, Ranchor now found this sight worlds apart from his own. He pondered over his own transformation over the years from a middle-class industrious student into a super achiever who was also highly organized, obsessive, and overprotective to ward off any apparent randomness associated with the fragile phenomenon called life. His newly bought home in the States hosted a network of surveillance props which, in addition, were also duly insured, as was the case with his other electronic devices. He worried excessively about every trifling matter related to health, politics, economy, and pretty much over every social phenomenon. If it were not for the momentary and somewhat frequent kicks of rewarding fame and success which he received in his academic career, he would have long gone berserk with angst. 


The light-hearted portrait of these simple men against the landscape of idyllic village life as the backdrop, brought back to surface a deeply buried question which Ranchor had often asked himself: maintaining one’s status quo somehow and clinging not only to one’s set of acquired designations but to the seemingly fragile human life – is that all there is to one’s identity? 
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‘Hut! you little monster.’


Ramesh’s loud shrill scared away a baby monkey with scant hair, green eyes, and with an overall size less than the forearm of a grown-up man; the restless creature was attempting to stealthily yank out Ranchor’s spectacles through a slight opening in the window of the car.


Brought to his senses from a brief slumber by Ramesh’s deafening shriek, Ranchor took off his glasses briskly, folded them into his shirt pocket, and zipped up his jacket. They had just arrived at the busiest intersection in the town of Vrindavan and the menacing monkey population, which was notoriously famous for adeptly stealing any handheld valuable of residents and tourists alike, had already welcomed Ranchor. 


‘Thank you, Ramesh bhaiya. If it were not for your vigilance, I would have had my spectacles robbed mercilessly. Nothing seems to have changed with the monkeys here. In fact, it appears they are evolving into better thieves.’ 


Ramesh shook his head in both disgust and agreement and dexterously swerved the car away from the jam, where they had been stuck for a while. As they were inching close to his home in the downtown area, Ranchor’s anxiety was mounting with every metre. What would be the situation at home – this was his persistent worry. It was late noon, when the bustling temples of Vrindavan – the very life of the spiritual town – were all closed. Streets were almost empty except for some wandering stray dogs who sniffed here and there, some graceful cows who chewed cud while gazing calmly in the direction of the road, and a bunch of monkeys stationed randomly on the rooftops who volunteered to pick lice from each other’s fleece. Meandering through the eerie and piercing silence amidst the menagerie of the local fauna, they finally reached home.


‘Mama, how is my father?’ Ranchor, while seated in the car, hollered at his maternal uncle who greeted him unusually briefly from the main gate and hurried to pick up his luggage from the trunk. His uncle just remarked gravely while shaking his head, ‘Your father, Doctor sahab, has done much harm.’ 


Ranchor was stunned at this remark. Nevertheless, he remained optimistic. Perhaps the stroke was quite devastating, he thought to himself and did not interrogate his uncle further. However, no sooner had he gotten out of the car and attempted to put his folded spectacles back while checking for those sneaky robbers perched around, Ranchor found himself being pulled by the hand into their home by his mother’s sister. There were neither words nor gestures. 


‘What happened? Is my father okay?’ Ranchor blurted out, taken aback. There was no response from his aunt who kept pulling him through the gate into the courtyard. Both his aunt’s cold hands and the sight which he beheld in the garden sent chills up his spine. There was a temporary tent with a red and black fabric as canopy which stood in the wilderness with a bunch of table and chairs. Some empty and some half-filled transparent plastic cups lay on the table in a disarray. As he was still being hauled into the inner rooms, Ranchor observed a horde of male and female footwear at the entrance, which appeared highly unusual for this household. Finally, he entered the drawing room. 


No sofas, no chairs. The room was filled with smoke and was permeated with sandalwood fragrance. Suddenly, Ranchor spotted a small square-shaped stool right in the middle of the room, which supported what seemed to be a wooden-framed portrait decorated with an ornate rose garland. The smoke was due to a half-burnt sandalwood incense which stood through a wooden incense holder in the front of the portrait, a few inches away. Ranchor observed that all around the portrait, several men with shaven heads and women in light-coloured clothes lay sleeping on the sprawling mattresses. All of them began rising on learning that Ranchor had arrived, who soon understood what had happened. 


‘Ranchor, your father has left us.’ Hearing his mother’s sobbing voice from behind, Ranchor was momentarily stunned and felt shattered. Closing his eyes in utter despair, he let go of the backpack from his shoulders and staggered to sit near his mother, on a bare mattress next to his father’s picture. Tears welled up in his eyes and soon he found that around fifteen or so people who were sleeping in the room had all gotten up and were looking at him, all the while whimpering, sobbing, and breathing heavily. 


Ranchor was speechless. It was painful for him to look at his mother, who was dressed in a slightly yellowing, white salwar, kurti, and chunni, devoid of ornaments, and utterly weak from continuous mourning. 


‘I kept thinking he had a stroke... so you lied to me? You, my uncles, Janaki, Ramesh, Mamaji – all of them,’ Ranchor asked his mother in a helpless state. 


‘What else could we have done? When we called you, your father had already departed. We were not sure how you would handle this news alone in such a long journey. Extremely worried about you, we chose to lie. Don’t get us wrong. His body was kept overnight and cremated this morning sometime back.’ Ranchor was struggling to maintain composure before so many people, but his grief was thrusting an ocean of tears to erupt outside. 


‘Don’t hold yourself back, release your grief. It is okay to cry. This is the best you can do at this time,’ hearing his aunt’s consoling message, Ranchor cried like a baby. 


Minutes later, when he felt a little lighter, his mother spoke consolingly. ‘They are going there to collect your father’s ashes which we will later deliver to the holy river Yamuna. Quickly freshen up, eat something and accompany them.’ Wiping his eyes, Ranchor got up, paid respects to his father’s portrait, and went outside the room.




4


A stream of light grey smoke wafted upwards into the Vrindavan sky. Gigantic white clouds decorated the firmament and were interspersed with a few black ones responsible for the light shower. Wearing a light grey coloured hooded jacket to keep off the chilly drizzle, Ranchor sat on a sturdy rock under a neem tree. Ironically, despite the hot smouldering heaps of ash which lay at several places in that disorganized field of the crematorium, the weather was bitingly cold. The unseasonal rain had been on since morning. The cold wind which was laden with the moisture of the nearby Yamuna River made Ranchor shiver, as did the sobering vision of the horizon of life and death, which he beheld. The yellow eyes, pointy beaks, and the curved, sharp talons of a couple of vultures that hovered low in the sky, hoping to find bits of flesh spared by the fire, added to the spooky feel of it all.
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