Have a Hindoo
The interview had been conducted on phone. Joan Wood who headed the special education cell told me they were urgently in need of speech therapists for their county schools.  She had asked me a few questions mainly, I suspect, to hear my English. Apparently satisfied that I could indeed converse fairly intelligently, she urged me to join their team of therapists. I accepted. One last question, she said. “Are you a Hindoo?”

I’d told her I was. 

“Wow! We’ve never had a Hindoo before” she exclaimed and hung up.

It was only later that I discovered what she might have meant by ‘having a Hindoo’!

**********

It had been a long ride from Charleston, this time the capital city of West Virginia.

The driver was a taciturn old man who after the initial hello had said little else. I didn’t mind. I was flying high. I had a master’s degree, was free of studies and now had a job which meant I’d finally have some money to spend. 
I had just about a 100 dollars on me but maybe they’d give me an advance on my salary. I’d also paid for the ticket and hoped to get that refunded. The taxi wound its way through a snow-bound landscape.  Unlike the flat Midwest where agriculture and industry had brought prosperity, the people living in these Appalachian mountains of West Virginia were much poorer. I saw a 5-year-old kid, who upon sighting me peering out of the car, pulled at his mother's hand and excitedly yelled "Mamma…Look…a brown ginger-bread man!" That was the first time I saw myself as a colour. 
Welcome to Spencer.
Population: 3000

“This is it” said the driver as he brought the taxi to a stop in front of a single storied structure in downtown Spencer. Roane County Schools said a board on the door. It was the last day of the year and there was no one at the office except for Joan who was there to meet me. Joan must have been about 35 years old. She was warmly dressed in a skirt of white wool which ended just below her knees. Dark stockings on her slim legs. A long necklace of pepper-sized pearls hung around her neck contrasting with the darker hue of her turtle-neck sweater.  Shoulder length light brown hair bounced around her smiling face as she guided me to her office.

“Welcome to Spencer. Hope you like it. You must be hungry. I’ve have some food here.” She said, all in one breath!

“Hey, thanks”. 

As I munched on the sandwich, she told me that Spencer was a small place and it being the holiday season, finding accommodation for me would take some time. "You can stay with me till then. I live by myself". 

**********

Living with an older American woman had been one of my favourite fantasies in Mumbai, triggered by The Summer of ’42 and The Graduate. It was happening!

This would give me something to write to my friends back home! Boy! Wouldn't they just shrivel up with envy? 
In the end, it was something else that shriveled up and I don't only mean my pride. But I'm getting ahead of my story.
After a while, we left the office and drove up to Joan’s apartment, which was on the first floor of a square box-like building standing on stilts of concrete at the base of a hillside. The apartment was not very big. It had a front living room, which led to the small kitchen. Another tiny room, which she called her study, and then there was the bedroom, which she said, was where I'd be sleeping that night. I said I didn't want to displace her from her own bed and would be comfortable enough in the study but she wouldn't have it, insisting I sleep in her bed, at least for the night. She then left me there saying she had to run a few errands, do some shopping. The New Year's party was to be held in her apartment (now temporarily also mine). She said I should rest. I was tired, already overwhelmed by the events of the day. The early morning flight from Chicago, the freezing temperatures, the fact that this was my first job, the 4 hour ride from Charleston airport to Spencer, meeting Joan, trying to understand her Appalachian accent, the mountainous, picturesque snowed down ambience and finally Joan's generous offer - too many things for a naïve Indian to handle in a single day. But more was in store.
By the time I woke up from my long siesta, the first guests had already arrived. Soon the room filled up with more faces, all new to me and most were women. Finally, in a head count of 10 guests, I saw there were only 3 men and one of them was me. The last hours of the old year slipped away in a haze as the cognac I was drinking began to make its presence felt. The loud music had the drums throbbing, the bass penetrating through clothes and skin, shaking up my insides. 
As the clock struck midnight and heralded the first minute of the New Year, the room was plunged into darkness as some programmed soul switched off all lights. The disco music became louder. Feeling marooned in a sea of pitch-blackness with 9 other people I didn't really know yet, and couldn't see now, I felt someone come sit near me. Within less than a minute, I felt an arm going around me and then I was being embraced. It was a cold, cold night and this person was wearing a soft warm sweater (as was everyone else), which felt cozy and smelled rather nice. I was surprised but the hug felt pretty good so I didn't offer any particular resistance. I remember not even worrying who the woman was. Only sure that it was a woman because I could feel the softness of her breasts pressing against the back of my left shoulder.  
Her hair tickled my earlobe as she planted a soft kiss right on my lips. Ummmm…. more delicious than the cognac I'd been sipping. Thinking this was as far as it would go, I was quite okay up to that point. Her first kisses were gentle, but inexperienced as I was, I could now see that there was a new and increasing sense of urgency about them. Then her hands started straying south. This woman meant business! She wanted to make love to me! That was when I began to lose my virgin nerve.
The lights stayed off. Her soft, gentle hands held mine and began to guide me towards the lone bedroom. A shiver ran through me. I reminded myself I was a man and not expected to tremble. But I was scared into a kind of zombie ness, not knowing how my limp penis would ever be hard enough to enter that mysterious someplace Vatsayana had called a yoni. She latched the door. Hindi movies, my sole source of carnal knowledge, almost always had the woman being led to the four-poster bed, the man latching up the bedroom door. That was when the camera would break off from what the audience had wanted to see to what the censors would allow to be shown. The next scene could be anything from two caged parakeets being shoved together (with chirpy bird-song piped in) to two sunflowers being nudged together by someone who held them from below, out of the camera's viewing range!

But this American woman had not seen a single Hindi movie. She was unhesitant, sure in her movements. She hadn't said anything and I was glad about that, relieved that I wouldn't have to talk. No words came to mind anyway. She led me on in the direction of the double bed and then gently pushed me down onto it. 
My discomfort began to take me on a mental spin with fear, embarrassment and shame whizzing past me with dizzying speed. What would she say when she found me soft? Would she be disgusted? I was also beginning to worry about the possibility of being impotent. Such thoughts did not help and my penis stayed limp, shrinking in fact to nothing bigger than a dehydrated bhindi!
The woman was kind as most women are. They know what it is to feel afraid. She did not get angry, became gentle in fact and began cooing empowerments into my ear. Her voice sounded like Joan's but I couldn't vouch for it because it was only a whisper. She bent down to kiss me. Her soothing almost motherly murmurings, softly telling me how lovely my penis was, calling it a golden-brown hot dog and sweet. I began to believe her and felt my fear drain down, swelling in the process, the organ in question to a passably acceptable dimension. And then, without further ado, she came on top and pumped my virginity out of me, not unlike an oilrig would pump up crude. She seemed committed and she felt heavy! Maybe this was a kind of Stockholm syndrome at work but I did want to please this woman; didn't want her to think me impotent. I closed my eyes and went to a favourite masturbatory fantasy, which had always got me to an assured ejaculation. I forgot I was actually being raped. And in the end she got what she wanted. A sigh was all I heard as she disappeared. It was me sighing in relief. She left without saying a word. But I was left pregnant with anxiety and doubt. I stayed where I was and soon drifted into sleep, waking up late next morning into a world, which looked different. I spent the next few days mulling over my self-identity, putting myself through a grueling self-examination. I had always thought of myself as super normal (with the bravado typical of young boy-men). I now began to timidly ask myself if I was indeed even just plain 'normal'. This only compounded the problems because now I was talking with myself! As if there were two of me. One self, offering a defensive justification while the other played hard to convince. I began to avoid Joan, sulking silently around the apartment, which suddenly seemed too small for the two of us. Joan was still friendly and easy with me, even cooking meals for the two of us. There was not a hint of discomfiture in her body language. But if it wasn't her that night, who could it have been? I narrowed down possibilities to a figure of four. All of the guests at the party worked for the school system. Could it have been Marylyn? Or Sophie? Or Kim? Or then was it Joan? I never found out. Whoever she was, I suspected she had gossiped about the event with other colleagues, who must then have laughed their heads off. I became secretly ashamed of myself and preferred to be left alone. I moved out of Joan's apartment. I had found a lone single room far away from any other dwelling. I began to spend my free hours under a nearby cyprus, socializing with squirrels. Even they seemed to look at me with the sympathy one affords a rape victim. I had gone back to singing Mukesh songs.

“Sabh kuch seekha hamne

Na seekhi hoshiyaari.

Sach hai duniya walo

Ke ham hain anari”

I also never wrote that bragging letter to my friends back home in Mumbai.

**********

