Campus Capers

Someone behind those vertical blinds of black rubber must possess a sensitivity you wouldn’t normally ascribe to unloaders of luggage, because only after all other passengers from United Airline’s NY-Chicago flight had collected their own good-looking bags and moved away, did this invisible gentleman at O’Hare deem it proper to place my suitcase, or what was left of it, on the rotating belt of the luggage carousel. One look at the approaching wreckage told me my worst fears had come true. 
Like space-trash in orbit followed by a tail of debris, the old bag my father had coerced me into taking on my maiden trip to the glamorous land of my dreams, now went around on the moving conveyor trailing black underwear, brown socks and white handkerchiefs.  The old rusted zipper of the old rexine suitcase had busted. I deftly lifted the dilapidated mess off the carousel with both hands. My undergarments had to go around the orbit one more time before I could rescue them and shove them back into the miserable bag. 

I should never have listened to my father. 
After all, I hadn’t asked for much. Just a new suitcase. Not such an unreasonable demand, was it? But he wasn’t asking for much either. Just wanted me to use the old suitcase he had procured for me from uncle Sambhu, his older cousin, who had himself purchased it in Karachi decades ago.
“Don’t waste money on buying a bag. You can always get a better one in America”, he had said. My “But Papa….” was cut short with a curt “A penny saved is a penny earned”. My father (as already stated) was a great one for clichés, most of them about saving pennies. A social-psychologist would have understood him of course. After all, displaced from the land of his birth in the aftermath of the partition, he had had a real struggle on his hands, building a new life in a city where everything was different. Jobs were not easy to come by and when they did, they did not pay much more than pennies. So it was always pennies he counted. But at 22, I had no empathy with such beliefs. I was a child of independent India, with the rebelliousness of youth surging through me. I didn’t want to just survive. I wanted to live, to be rich and famous. Where he saved his pennies, I wanted to splurge away dollars. 

But all that would have to come later.
For now, I walked towards the airport’s bus terminus, lugging what looked like an unwieldy fish with stained  brass teeth which had half-swallowed someone who had been wearing black underwear. 
Always having been an olfactory kind of guy, my first conscious act upon stepping out of the airport and into America was that of deep exhalation. I opened my nostrils and purged my lungs of the last of Mumbai’s fetid air. I breathed out remnants of the fishy stink of Mahim’s Creek, of the nauseating odour of sweat from a hundred raised armpits in a crowded local train, of the rotting stench of open gutters and garbage dumps. Alongside, I was also symbolically breathing out my B-minus past.  Then, like a baby taking its virgin breath, I took in my first conscious gulp of the air of the United States of America. 

It smelt of sausages and mayonnaise. 
*********
The Greyhound bus made short detours off the fast Interstate-57, picking up passengers from towns with names like Joliet and Kankakee and Mattoon. My co-travellers were mainly elderly people and more than half of them were black. Outside the large glass window of the bus, uniformity reigned. Everything seemed built with geometry in mind. Streets turned corners at right angles quite unlike the zigzagging narrow streets of Mumbai. Shopping centres sat like square blocks, with well-proportioned displays. Each town looked a smaller or bigger copy of the one we’d just passed.
The road to Charleston travels through some of the flattest terrain on earth. The farmlands of the American Midwest, carpeted with golden corn stretching as far as the eye could go. Huge steel grain storage silos lay strewn around the farms like obese Shivalingams. After a while, the unchanging scenery became predictable and I slipped into the semi-aware world of the jet-lagged. It was dark by the time the bus got to Charleston. 
I booked into a motel where the room was like nothing I had ever experienced. It was sparkling clean. The bed was huge. My own single bed in the kitchen in Mumbai was hardly 30 inches wide. This one was four times that. The bathroom – ah! Fresh, white towels. Soap, shampoo, razor… they seemed to have thought of everything. Unlimited hot water through a shower! In Mumbai, I’d bathed from a half full bucket. Cleaned up, tired, I fell asleep as soon as I hit the bed.
*********
It was cold when I woke up but I had two new coats. I chose the black blazer but even before I could put my arms through the sleeves, I realized that the garment was too tight across the shoulders! Uncomfortably tight. The second coat wasn’t any better.  Shit! I should have tried them on in Mumbai.
See Papa, this is what happens when you cut a coat from cloth enough only for a T-shirt.!

Warmed by vindication, I walked out of the motel. 
*********
Fall was in the air and the trees were shedding leaves from the brightest green to blood red, from sunshine yellow to dark chocolate. The grounds around the motel were carpeted thick with them with more added every time there was a whiff of breeze. I shivered all the way, walking to the campus of my new university.
It was all as the brochures had promised. The mascot front building of Eastern Illinois University did look like a medieval turreted castle, complete with ivy climbing up its stone façade. All other buildings around it were of modern design. Admissions were being accepted for the Fall quarter and ‘Old Main’ was humming with activity. Well-dressed young people strolled around the grounds.  Boys and girls hugged and kissed each other without shocking anyone. 
*********
I saw a thin dark man with a bald pate, who looked like an Indian, walking towards me. 

“Are you from India?” he said when he was within speaking distance.

“Mumbai” I answered, eager for company.

“I’m Tapan Sen from Kolkatta”. The man was around 50 years old and dressed conservatively in a dark suit. He must be a faculty member.

“Hello Sir.”

“Don’t call me sir. I’m a student too” 

He told me he was a professor of mathematics at a Kolkatta’s Jadhavpur University, but had become a student at EIU since that was the only way he could enter America. Later, he told me he was in America to find a doctor for his son who was epileptic. The boy, now 14, had been a brilliant student until the day he had suddenly started getting fits which had severely impaired his brain functions. Tapan had heard that the advanced therapies were available in America and was going to locate an institution which could treat Sabhyasachi. 

Tapan had already been in Charleston for a week and filled me in on the general scene. EIU was a small university with an enrolment of just about 3000, with only 5 Indians. Most foreign students found housing off campus, the dorm being too expensive for rupee budgets.

He himself was sharing a room with a library science student from Aurangabad in an old building called Hernando’s Hideaway, next to Ike’s bar bang across the campus on Lincoln Avenue. 

“Bhere are you staying?”

“I have to look for a place today” I told him. 
Tapan said Hernando’s was full but he had seen a ‘For Rent’ sign out side a house on Elm Street and I should go check that out. I didn’t want to spend another day in the expensive motel so I  wished Tapan a quick good bye and walked up to the address he had mentioned.
*********
The lady who opened the door appeared all dressed to go out somewhere. She must have been around 65 years old. She was wearing a long white frock and silver edged white shoes. Her platinum hair was combed neatly and framed her almost cherubic features in spun silver.  

“Hi. Looking for a room?” she asked inviting me in. I bent down to untie the laces of my shoes then stopped. Hey this was not India! 
It was not a big house but that still meant that it had a living room, kitchen and a bed- room on the lower floor and two more bedrooms on the upper floor. The available room upstairs was furnished with a bed, a closet and a study table. It had an attached kitchenette. A tiny window opened out on the street. It all looked quite luxurious to me. The house was a short walk from campus, the rent was reasonable and Mary seemed so friendly. 

I moved in the next morning with my broken suitcase. 
*********
Life at EIU would have been much more fun had I not been expected to write various papers, read a host of uniformly boring books and attend dull late-evening lectures from 7 to 10 pm.  There  were always deadlines to meet and tests to prepare for. Winter came early that year and then it began to snow. I’d never suspected snow would also be cold. Pictures of snow seen in hot, humid Mumbai had appeared so inviting. But the brochures didn’t tell of the wet icy slush that you would have avoid getting on your only pair of shoes as you walked home after an tedious day at the department. It got dark by 3 in the afternoon. Entire days would pass without a glimpse of the sun. I missed my Mumbai. At least you couldn’t freeze to death in that city. 
I began singing Mukesh songs. 

“Jis gaali mein tera ghar na ho balma,

Us gaali se hamein to guzarana nahi,

Jo dagar tere dwarey se jaatee na ho,

Us dagar per hamein pau rakhna nahi.”

No, life at EIU that first term was no fun at all. 

Not for me. 

Mary Nichols, on the other hand, was having a ball.
My landlady might have been over sixty years old but she had the hormones of a woman half her age. She had told me her husband had died 20 years ago. Mary was like no widow I had seen, not where I came from. There, widows, especially sixty year old ones, sat draped in a white cotton sari and sang bhajans to their gods. They told mythological stories to their grand children and periodically disappeared on yatras to Kedar and Badrinath. Here, Mrs. Nichols wore the most daring of clothes and the only yatra she undertook was the twice a year trip to Las Vegas with friends.
She was dating two men. Her current favourite was Joe who actually was half a decade younger than her. She had him slotted for two week-day evenings because Joe liked to fish and spent his weekends with friends from his ‘fishing’ club. On weekends, it was the turn of 70 years old Tom who was obsessive about cycling and came to dinner every Saturday and Sunday night wearing a formal 3-piece suit riding his bike with a bunch of flowers in the carrier basket in front. The two would then sit and chat for hours, with Mary doing most of the talking. 
Other nights of the week, Mary preferred to sit quietly, reading best sellers, watching her favourite TV shows and generally preparing herself for the up coming evenings with her two boy friends.  These were also the evenings when she sometimes invited me to eat dinner with her. She made a fabulous pot roast. Mary was a generous mother at heart. 
“Why don’t you find yourself a nice girl?” she asked me one day as I was coming down the stairs to go to yet another hated evening lecture. She was watching TV and sipping from a large glass of her favourite Seagram’s Seven. 

“Haven’t had a chance to meet anyone,” I’d answered, feeling sorry for myself.

“Come here, you poor boy” and when I went close to her, she pulled me down and before I knew it, I was parked on her lap. I don’t remember my own mother ever doing this, but I suddenly missed home very much. 

“You’ll find someone soon.” She reassured me.
*********
Mary’s prediction came true late that December. 

I wrote an article for Eastern News, the university’s fortnightly. ‘America deletes surprise from vocabulary’. Its publication with my photograph, brought me a semblance of fame on campus. 

It also brought Buff into my life.
I had come out of the clinic after a session with a 4 year old boy who couldn’t say the /f/ sound right. Personally I had thought he wouldn’t need to use that sound

for at least another 12 years. But no, in all fairness, the kid would still have to speak words like ‘feeling fine’ or ‘fun’, etc. and so I guess his mother wasn’t being overly pushy in seeking the special help provided by the university’s speech clinic. 
Buff had been sitting in the client-waiting room and I thought she was in for a session with one of the other student therapists but she walked up to me and said 

“Hi”.

“Me?”

“You wrote that stuff in the paper, didn’t you?”

I nodded. Had something in my article offended her? I had made a bit of fun of the Americans but it had all been done, I’d thought, in light good humour. Americans, I’d observed, are the one people who can laugh at themselves as hard as they can at others. I marveled at how freely they  made fun of everyone, including themselves.

“Hi. I’m Buff.” Said this tall thin girl extending her hand which felt so good I didn’t want to let go of it.

“I’m a sophomore and was wondering if you could help me with a paper I’m writing on India?” she said gently pulling her hand away.

“Sure. Of course I’ll help you. Let’s go get some coffee” I said. I’d been in America only 3 months but I’d already learnt that Americans had a serious oral complex problem. Food or drink or both have to be at hand whatever else is happening around them.

“Okay, let’s go for it” she answered and off we went for the first of many coffees we had in those following six months.
Her real name was Victoria, but “no one calls me that” so Buff she was to me too. Her parents were both on the Physics faculty. 

“I’m into Buddhism and Hinduism” she had declared.

Soon we were meeting every evening, sitting sometimes by the artificial lake on campus and sometimes in the Union building where I looked into her eyes and fed her stories about life in Mumbai. 
Buff had an innocent virginal look about her. Her fuzzy hair was of the colour of a red-brown brick and she wore small rimless glasses which kept slipping on her sharp thin nose. Her usual outfit I discovered was a denim jumper with a black t-shirt underneath it. 

Buff was crazy about India and was planning a trip as soon as she could. She wanted to know what life was like in Mumbai.

“I want to hear the real thing” she’d emphasize. So I told her about Surya Nivas, the chawl that was my home in Thane. Of the communal toilets where we had to stand in line with a dabba full of water. 
“No toilet paper?” she had looked aghast.

I told her about stealing mangoes from Tendulkar kaka’s orchard. How he had tied me to the tree and yelled at the other escapees to go get my mother if they wanted me freed.

She laughed in amazement at how we threw colour at each other during Holi. How we burst fire crackers in the crowded streets during Divali.
For the two weeks since we’d met, Buff had maintained her distance with me. We’d shake hands and maybe touched  shoulders, but that had been it. Then, one weekend, when her parents were away attending a conference in Carbondale, she invited me to her house. 

“I’ll be alone” She’d said.
Friday came and I woke up excited. It was to be day of my first American date. What would happen? Would anything happen at all? 

The way she’d said “I’ll be alone” was a good sign. Surely she was planning something or why had she said it in such a soft, alluring way? Or was I imagining it?

On my walk to her house I’d switched to singing Kishore Kumar, but even he warned me not to do anything stupid; to take it very very slow:

“Yeh jo zara sa saath mila hai,

who bhi saath na kho baithoo”

I knocked on the big brass knocker that all houses in Charleston seemed to sport. When Buff opened the door, I saw that she was not wearing the black t-shirt under her jumper suit this time. A good omen?

“You look chilled”

“Yeah.” I replied in the American accent I was fast acquiring. 

The smallish room which she’d led me into, her exclusive turf she told me, was furnished in Japanese style. One table was dominated by a large brass statue of a sitting Buddha. A wall was lined with shelves where her books clung on like commuters on a crowded Mumbai local. The walls were paneled with wood polished to a dark brown tint.

“You can sit on the futong. I’ll go get the coffee” she said and disappeared into the house. I had no idea what a ‘futong’ was but the gadda laid out on the carpeted flow was the only place to sit. 
I sat cross legged and looked at the Buddha to calm myself.

Buff brought the coffee, then came to sit close to me. 

I had never been this close to any girl before. I put my arms around her and embraced her with as much force as I could muster. 
“Take it easy”, she’d said trying to free herself from my iron hold. “Don’t choke me”. 

I released her. In the movies, Shashi Kapoor had squeezed his leading ladies with what had looked like a lot of vigour. I’d always thought women liked strong men. 

I was confused but Buff seemed to know what she was doing and saved the day.

“Hey.. the coffee is getting cold!” she said. After we’d sipped from our cups a few times, she suddenly became decisive, put her arms around my neck and mumbled something into my ear.
“What?” I asked? 

She said it again, this time with her tongue inside my ear.

It sounded like ‘ggudddduddgggud’. 

“I know what we need here. Some good grass”. 

“Grass?” Did she think I ate grass? Was she confusing me with a holy cow? Maybe it was some kind of Buddhist custom. 
“It’s great. You’ll relax” she had said as if that explained everything. She then went to the Buddha, tilted the statue and brought out a rolled cigarette from under it. She lit it and after a rather deep inhalation, passed it to me. 

I looked at the Buddha asking for his guidance but he was being non-committal, so taking the joint from her hand, I inhaled my  first puff of marijuana. 

“Hold the smoke for as long as you can and then exhale slowly”, Buff said. 

That only made me cough. 
“What kind of Indian are you? ” she teased. “Don’t all your yogis smoke?” She’d seen pictures of sadhus puffing chillums.

“I’m not a yogi, Buff” I said.

“Just try to relax. It won’t kill you” 

After a while, the dope did begin to do its job. I felt light headed, less inhibited. I moved closer to her and avoiding looking at the Buddha, kissed her as lightly as I could.

“That’s much better” Buff said, which encouraged my hands to move to the two large brass buttons of her jumper.

“Ummmmm” the girl murmured, egging me on further.

I managed to free the front flap which fell open to reveal small milky white breasts each one topped with a pink bud which stared at me in virginal innocence! I had to touch them. 

“Oh… That feels so good.” She moaned.

I was in a daze. 

“You’re a fast learner” she said.

“You’re a very good teacher” I told her.

But as my hand slid further downwards under the denim, she abruptly moved away.

“Hey not so fast. You’ve got to learn more control” she got up.

“Class over” she announced, as she buttoned herself up.

“Will there be more lessons?” I asked her, thinking she may not want to see me again.

“Oh. Many more. You need some more training for sure” said my young teacher smiling.
As I walked back home, I felt the same elation I’d experienced in Mumbai when Mr. Antia had gifted me a scholarship. 

I was finally getting what I had come to America for.
*********
In my second term, I opted for the maximum permissible load of 5 subjects. One called Independent Study left the choice of the topic open to the student so long as it was on some aspect of speech or language.
I had been spending my evenings with Buff and even when I was not with her, I kept thinking of her. I had no time for anything else. The other students had all worked hard and their presentations were well researched. When my turn came, I had no paper to present. No notes. All I had was an idea. 
With Dr. Miner, faculty for the course and 5 other students sitting in a half-circle around me, I began by telling them that India had 14 official languages and that I would be demonstrating how diverse each was in its script and semantics although most had their origins in Sanskrit. I knew only Hindi, Marathi, and some Sindhi. But that morning I became an expert in Gujarati, Punjabi, Bengali, Assamese, Oriya,  Kannad, Tamil, Telegu, Malayalam, Kashmiri. For the life of me, I couldn’t think of a name for the 14th. language, but they wouldn’t know, so I told them it was called Bihari. I showed them how they were written, making arbitrary lines, circles, and projections to make each script look just a bit different from the other. The class pretended to understand me and Dr. Miner, not to be left behind, periodically nodded his head as if he knew exactly what I was talking about. But once they were over their initial awe of someone who could speak so many tongues, my audience soon began to appear bored of listening to my gibberish. 
I spoke all 14 languages. To give, as I explained, “their American ears the taste of the Indian tongue”. I added a “che” after every third word I spoke in Gujrati. Turned it into a “cho” for Bengali. For Malyalam I just rolled my tongue back and spoke some more gibberish. For Tamil, I copied Mahmood’s accent from Padosan. 

Only when I was sure they couldn’t take it any more, did I wind up and ask if there were any questions. 
No one had understood a thing. Heck… I hadn’t myself. So there were no questions. No one wanted to appear foolish in front of such a knowledgeable scholar of Eastern languages.  They were all anxious to get away. To play it safe, even Dr. Miner rated my Independent Study A grade stuff. Buff, the only other person who was privy to my con, laughed for a full five minutes then took me home to celebrate. She too had got an A for her India paper. 

“I want to thank you” she’d said.

“Thank me on your futong” I suggested.

That evening, she gave me another A. She said I had progressed well in the kissing lessons. 
*********
At the start of the spring term, Buff went away to Cincinnati to study journalism. My own study load now allowed me less than little time for romance. It hard enough dishing out all the paperwork that my teachers demanded. The faculty seemed obsessed with record keeping. There were lesson plans to file before each clinical session, log reports to write after each session ended. What were your long term plans for that particular case? And what were the immediate plans for the session? What equipment would you use? What techniques?  And at the end of it What had you achieved and what would you do next? I discovered that too much structure curtailed my spontaneity. With the clinical supervisor Dr. Nicely monitoring every move through the one-way window, it was too much for me. 

Soon it was time to plan my thesis.
The possible subject for my dissertation came to me when I was watching an episode of Star Trek sitting with Mary in her living room. In one scene, alien scientists from Mars had attached electrodes to Dr. Spock’s palms to measure his level of anxiety. The equipment the Martians were using looked quite like the PGSR machine we had in our department. This Psycho Galvanic Skin Response instrument which used palmer sweat as an indicator of anxiety. Young adults who stutter experience more speech blocks if they have to speak in certain situations. Typically, they develop fear of meeting new people, talking to a group, speaking on the telephone, or answering questions in class. 
My proposed study aimed to demonstrate that if the person who stuttered was repeatedly showed slides of his ‘feared situations’, his brain would eventually adapt and his fear would then decrease. These projected decreases in stress levels could be charted using the PGSR machine. Dr. Miner said I would need to first run a feasibility study with at least 3 subjects. The main research could begin only after he had okayed this pilot run.
The first part of my field work went smoothly enough. But this study had to be dropped because Charleston with its core population of 3000 had no more youngsters who stuttered than the 3 who had already been ‘used up’ in the pilot. This was disaster because it nullified an entire month’s work. Dr. M said I’d have to find a new topic for my thesis and quickly, if I wanted to graduate before my scholarship ran out that December.  Disheartened and not really interested in any other topic for my research, I hit upon an idea. I would select such a dull subject, ask such uninteresting questions in the thesis that anyone who saw it would shy away from reading it.  
The thesis, when it finally got written was all of 28 pages long. The shortest master’s thesis on record at the university library, it turned out. But if you are reading something so dull that it manages to bore you to the core, 28 pages can be a long read. I was banking on that. I titled my work :

“A Durational Analysis of Inter- and Intra- Syllabic /s/ Blends”. It was a tedious subject to research and I began with the sole purpose of ending it as fast as possible. My viva was scheduled for the 22nd. Of December but had to be postponed because of the heavy snow fall that had been lashing the Midwest. It was then set for the following day.

On my way to the department that day, I saw a huge Alsatian trying to mate with a tiny cocker spaniel bitch. She seemed terrified. I could empathize with her fears. I too was nervous about defending my thesis which I knew was full of holes. Of the three examiners named to question me on my research, only Dr. Miner could make it because he lived within walking distance of the campus. The roads were still snowed in for the others. The campus itself was covered with 3 feet of the white stuff. 
Christmas was 2 days away and like everyone else, Dr. M was in a benevolent good mood.  

“Let’s get this over with fast. Lots of shopping to do” he said, taking off his snow-covered coat. The viva lasted 20 minutes. At the end of it, my lone examiner extended his hand and asked me how it felt to possess a master’s degree in speech pathology. After I had thanked him, Dr. M asked if I had any job lined up. He said there were openings for speech therapists with the Roane County School System, in Spencer, West Virginia in case I was interested. I sure was. He gave me a number to call.

*********
