Living my Great American Dream
California State University was accredited by the American Speech and Hearing Association and Dr. Reid told me I could do my Clinical Fellowship while I worked at CSUN. This would get me the all important CCC (Certificate of Clinical Competence) which would the allow me to practice anywhere in the United States. I would have to take two examinations but my work would be quite light since I was an intern and was expected to be studying on my own. 

This was just what the doctor had ordered as far as I was concerned. I was finally in California, with an undemanding job which paid me not too badly and more important, left me to do my own thing.

*********

A ‘room available for rent’ notice on the soft board at the CSUN student’s Union building had guided me to 10801, Haskell Avenue in Granada Hills. The owner, a Mr. Sam Lewis was in his late twenties, close cropped blond hair, looking trim and fit. We made our introductions. He was an electronics engineer and worked with Lufton Industries. On that first day, he showed me around the house. The living room opened out into the garden which had a small garage where Sam (I discovered later) parked his 750cc Norton. Inside, a well-equipped kitchen with a dining area was separated from the living room by a waist-high counter top. Then there were the three bedrooms, one of which would  soon be mine. It was a quiet, clean neighbourhood and I decided to take the room. Sam was recently divorced and the two of us often had dinner together. 
It was a beginning of what was to become an enduring friendship. Much later, he told me that my coming into his house had turned his well-measured life upside down. 

Sam and I shared several common interests. During quieter weekday evenings, with cans of Coors in our hands, our talks would often hover around the possibility of the two of us traveling around the world. Sam was fascinated with India. With him I did not need to spice my tales with sultans and dacoits. The real India, particularly its mysticism was what attracted him to the East. 
*********

It was at Sam’s house that I met Diane. She lived with her parents in the house across the street. I had seen her drive around in a yellow Volkswagen Beetle. One Sunday morning, I saw her washing her car and getting wet in the process. Her dark long hair in a single plait, which swung across and rested briefly on her shoulder every time she turned her head. I’d gone out and waved to her and smiled by best ‘Hi’.

“Hi” she’s answered and continued washing her car. 

“Need some help” I’d asked not expecting her to say what she did.

“Okay. You can come talk to me. I’ve seen you around.”

It had gone smoothly after that. Diane was studying economics at CSUN. She also worked part-time in her father’s firm. Then when one Saturday evening Sam was out visiting his parents, I had invited her over for an Indian dinner. Diane had arrived with a bouquet of yellow roses for which she’d also brought a vase. She looked good, dressed casually; a pink cotton shirt hanging loosely over her denim jeans. This time I wasn’t nervous. I don’t know what it is that transpires, but it was as if both of us knew we’d soon be lovers. No schemes to ‘get her’ entered my male brain. It happened on its own. 
Even at 25, and in spite of the instructive experiences with Buff, Joan and Kathy, I was unsure about myself especially where women were involved. At 19, she was less of a novice. Three simple steps, it all finally turned out to be. First a hug which led to a kiss which in turn ignited us towards abandoning all restraint, if the was any in the first place.
Thwarted, as my libido had been these four long years, the chemistry between us was explosive and our relationship took off in high gear. I had been unsure of my as-yet-latent abilities as a lover of women and I was delighted when Diane said that my being from India lent that exotic touch to our lovemaking. I liked the fact that she enjoyed sex with me. All doubts about my own sexual competency had evaporated. Diane and I began to spend every evening together. We’d have dinner, then spend the rest of the evening exploring each other’s bodies.  “Stay inside me, Jay”, she’d say. She had given me my new name. She even had a name for my penis, amorously calling it Charlie, as if it was another person. “How’s Charlie behaving today?” she’d enquire in the tone one would use when asking after a loved but naughty child. Everyone, it seemed, liked having a Hindoo (or part thereof). If only he had a pronounceable American name! 
*********

Diane’s mother Esther was pleased for her daughter. 

“I was getting worried for her. She’s much happier now that she has you.” her mother had said to me during one of the many dinners I had in her house. 
That was the thing about California. It seemed to be such a liberated place. Here was a mother of a 19 year old girl thanking me for dating her daughter. It was understood that that meant we were sleeping together. Something for which I could well be murdered in Mumbai! 

Her father was rarely around and I never got to meet him but I’d seen him some mornings as he came out of his house and walked up to his car. He had the gait of a relaxed man who has no intention of rushing through his day. He was someone big in the education department. Diane had mentioned that he held a doctoral degree in matters of bi-lingual education. 
Another time, when we were talking about our families, Diane had  said her parents didn’t get along. I’d always thought they looked happy together always calling each other ‘dear’ and talking to each other so politely. Diane said that was all a sham. She thought her father was seeing another woman who worked in his office. 

*********

They had a holiday house in Lake Arrowhead. Also a speedboat. The house was had half an acre of land around it and a profusion of large trees which housed a number of big, deeply furred squirrels. All through the day, blue-jays squawked their harsh cries. They were especially vociferous at the break of dawn. Diane and I would plan our trips to Arrowhead when no one else was using the house. 
We skied on water, we skied on snow at Big Bear and then we fucked. Marijuana was freely available in California. At EIU, Buff had been the only person I knew who smoked it but here everyone was lighting joints all the time. Grass seemed to enhance our love making, each sensation became amplified. I was now smoking it regularly and loving it. Ten dollars bought a ‘key’ of Mexican or Columbian. Stuff from Thailand was the most potent and also most expensive. A ‘Thai stick’ was a jhadoo stick of about 8 inches around which the delicate hair-thin strands of green were wrapped, and cost around thirty dollars.
KNX-FM became our favourite radio station, keeping our young emotions fired up with songs heralding a changing world. Months passed. Every day began with an early morning fuck. Then Diane would go away first to her house and then I’d see her off from the front door as she jumped into her yellow Volkswagen and left for her classes and then her part-time job. I’d spend four hours at the Terra Bella Rehab Center which was where I was completing my internship. It was a small 10 room facility funded by the California state government and the work atmosphere here was not unlike an easy-going government office anywhere in India. For one,  it was over staffed. Psychologists, social workers, physio, occupational and speech therapists and a variety of others like dieticians, yoga experts – there were so many professionals around that each had a very light case-load. 
Cases were referred to the center were mainly young adults who had been diagnosed as schizophrenic or manic depressive but there were others with specific problems like autism and intellectual impairment. I had been trained as a speech therapist and had no real experience with such cases which fall mainly under the domain of psychologists and psychiatrists. Each case was nevertheless evaluated by the entire team and everyday, I’d see one or two cases and by lunch time, my work was done. I spent my afternoons smoking dope, singing Hindi songs and waiting for evening when Diane would return.  She practically lived in my house and we became accepted as a ‘steady-going couple’.
Every day was fun, fun and more fun. We had the bodies for it. And the minds. And dope, lots of time and a fair bit of money to keep our expenses covered. 

So what more could any one want?
*********

Diane and I had been together for a year when my infatuation for her started to thin. Sex began to lose its ‘thrill’ component and become routine. Diane and I had never been ‘in love’ if by that one means a commitment to any kind of permanent relationship. We did not have that kind of trust in each other and accepted the fact (at least I thought we did) that sooner or later, we’d part. I was into it for the sex and I think Diane needed the security of having a ‘boy friend’. A young girl without one was seen as someone worthy of sympathy in mate-obsessed young California. So we fulfilled each others’ needs for the time but never had we talked about getting married or any thing like that. 
Being with Diane who was an all- American girl had a big downside for me. I had to fade out a lot of my own Indian-ness.  She didn’t know much about India. I couldn’t sing Hindi songs in her presence. How could I talk to her about Mohd. Rafi or Asha Bhosale? She didn’t know anything about O.P. Nayyar either. Now I began to yearn for a desi woman. 

Then Appa Rao cycled to California and re-scripted my future.
*********

He must have been in his late twenties then and had been cycling for 6 years through 66 countries! Starting from Bangalore with three friends, Appa found himself alone after the first two months when his companions returned back to India. Winding his lone way up through Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, through Arabia into Europe, he had then pushed his pedals through Africa and from South America up to Mexico. By the time he reached California, Appa Rao was a celebrity. 
CSUN had invited him to talk about his experiences.

His crown of black hair adding inches to his already tall frame, standing in his shorts, his calf muscles looking like solid tree trunks, Appa told us stories of his cycling adventures through African jungles and remote Inca villages in the snow-laden Andes. I could almost feel his thrill as, once when surrounded by a large group of fierce baboons aggressively closing in on him under a darkening African sky, he had narrowly escaped from being mauled. An approaching truck-driver had honked his horn off from the distance, and scared the simians away. 
Me? I’d not even known baboons ate meat, having always thought of them as peaceful herbivores. But Appa Rao assured me that baboons could tear apart and consume even large deer. Being closer to Man on the evolutionary ladder, they sometimes even killed just for the fun of it!
I asked him if he knew how baboons broke off from their mates. He said he didn’t know how they did it but he himself always wrote letters. After all, he’d  

had to leave many girls when he left their countries and he’d preferred to avoid tearful farewells.
*********

