Foot Loose in Chicago

Even in mid-April, the roads that took me from Spencer to Chicago were lined with snow. It was a near 900 mile drive under skies of a colour that went well with the dark, hazy hue of my own thoughts. A storm had been brewing in my head ever since my new year eve’s experience. The mid-night scene kept playing in my mind again and again, always leaving me feeling inadequate and unsure about myself. Having no one else to talk to, I decided to help myself through some self-therapy. 
I reasoned that to get over my ‘fear’ of women, I would have to meet a few of them and become comfortable in their company. What better place for that than a large city with a teeming population half of which was bound to be female. 
In Chicago, I rented a room on Winthrop Avenue, which although not very far from more prosperous neighbourhoods around Lake Michigan, was a street lined on both sides with old apartment blocks housing the city’s poorer working class. My unit, at the end of a long dark and narrow corridor, was a single room of 10 by 10 with a tiny kitchenette and smaller toilet and a view of the adjacent building’s drain pipes. But it was cheap and I told myself I wasn’t planning to spend much time in it anyway. For most of the day, I would be out in the city looking for some kind of work where I could make some money and also maybe some friends. 
It can get lonely, talking only to yourself.

But Chicago brought me no special success with women. 

I took up driving a checker cab but what I had thought would be an interesting way to meet interesting people, soon became instead, an experience in dealing with drunks, addicts and understandably irate fares who had to pay extra for my blundering sense of direction in a city I knew nothing about. No exotic women passengers invited me home. No blow jobs seemed forthcoming.
I spent time in the area around Evanston, often stopping on Lake Shore Drive to stare at Lake Michigan for long cold hours; hours I should have been driving looking for fares. But my heart wasn’t in it. My cab became a coffin for my desires. I felt claustrophobic in its sealed, heated interior. I especially didn’t like it when there was another human being or two ensconced in it with me. I became a cab driver who didn’t like to pick up fares.

I even switched off the squawk box so the central office couldn’t call me to ask me to drive to addresses I didn’t want to locate. Expectedly, I was termed a problem employee and predictably, I was fired.
In spite of living frugally, money again became scarce so it was three months of work for me at the Daremont Corporation where I stacked car mufflers onto racks that stretched 50 feet into the roof of the huge warehouse. My co-workers were mostly Puerto Ricans who were a friendly lot. Themselves high-school dropouts, they valued education and treated me as if I was someone special. Their talk reminded me of the easy conversations one strikes up with complete strangers in India. The working days passed in exchanges of amusing but meaningless banter as we all operated the electric forklifts, first unloading and then stocking the unwieldy mufflers into slots according to their specific numbers. But in the evening, when my new friends went back to their families, I’d trudge back to my depressing room where waited a bottle of cheap whiskey to be drunk and an idiot box to be idiotic with. 

I celebrated my 24th birthday eating crow instead of cake.
I had kept in touch with Tapan Sen who had also completed his masters at EIU and was now a doctoral student at the Texas Tech University in Lubbock. He was still looking for that magic place which would take Sabhyasachi and make him normal again. 

“Why don’t you come here?” he had said on the phone. 
I decided I’d do just that. My F-1 student’s visa was due to expire and I could get an extension if I became a student again. I applied for admission and the university had agreed but offered a meager $200 assistantship. Having not much choice, I took it. 
I now had some money saved and decided to give up my job at Daremont. The Puerto Ricans paid for my lunch on my last day, wished me all the luck and waved me a heart-felt adieu. I was alone again. And with still a month to go for the fall semester at Texas Tech to begin, I romped through Chicago, spending time at museums and art galleries, still having absolutely no luck in meeting the woman of my dreams. The only chick I met was the one that had just hatched in the electric incubator at the Museum of Science and Industry. I went to bars and struck up conversations with single women, conversations that seemed to go nowhere. Not much time had elapsed since I had been ‘had like a Hindoo’. The latent fear of impotency kept reappearing and maybe I was looking for another opportunity to prove to myself I was okay. The women I tried to get to know must have sensed my desperation and stayed away. 
And soon it was time to head for Texas. I still had the faded green American Motors Ambassador I had bought for $800 in Spencer, a big eight-cylinder monster. I packed my meager belongings in it, stocked it with some ready to eat food, topped up the tank and got onto Route 66. This much-sung-about road was to take me to Lubbock, which was 1300 miles away. For some strange reason, which I’ve never been able to figure out, I decided not to step out of the car till I reached Lubbock. That entailed some practical difficulties but empty coke cans are versatile things! 
Route 66 took me through picturesque America. The flat lands of the Midwest, covered with fields of corn gradually gave way to an undulating green landscape and I drove over hill and dale, passing the impressive arch in St. Louis, Missouri on my way to the flat dry desert lands of Texas the largest state in continental America. 
A near crash into the central concrete divider on the highway near Amarillo, when I had momentarily dozed off at the wheel, shook me to the core. I drove into a trucker’s stop and slept in the car. I was woken up from my slumber by a strange looking man, with slickened shoulder-length hair and tattoos covering both his arms. He was knocking on the semi-rolled up front window and when I asked him what he wanted, he smiled and gave me a brochure, which enticed me to visit his nearby snake farm. Snakes! We had enough of them back home in India! I was sore from sleeping within the cramped space of the car and what I really wanted was a cup of tea.
I reached Texas Tech University the next afternoon, just in time to beat the 3 pm deadline, which was when graduate school admissions closed. I had become a doctoral student. The Puerto Ricans would have been proud of me.
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