Rate of Conversion

Tapan had offered to put me up for a few days and finished with the admission formalities, I drove up to the address he had given me. It was a ground floor apartment in a new building. He was waiting for me by the open door.

“Hey Topon” I greeted him from the car.

“Bhalo… Bhalo…Ojit. Come..Come in” said my old friend.

He had put on weight and looked happier. He certainly was living better. The two-bedroom apartment couldn’t have come cheap. It was a far cry from Hernando’s Hideaway. He showed me to my room. 

“You can stay here. Till Sabhyasachi and his mother come.” Tapan told me that he had been offered a job as a mathematics teacher in a school and would be able to get his family to Lubbock as soon as their visas were issued. The school authorities had promised to help him. Now I knew why he looked different. His son would finally be with him. 

“I am conbinced he will be cured one day” he said with eyes clouding up. 

“Hey! That’s great news!” I told him. 

“Let’s have some coffee” he said and then in a repeat of the first time I’d met him at EIU, he briefed me on the scene at Tech. This place was much bigger than EIU. Five times larger. There were 50 Indian students. 

“You’ll meet eberyone at the party tomorrow”.

*********

The Indian students of Texas Tech  called themselves the ‘bartaan brigade’ and I could see why. When Tapan and I entered Vicky’s house, everyone was drumming away on saucepans and tin cups.

“Aare. Naya desi aaya hai” a guy in a red turban, who I correctly presumed to be Vicky, announced loudly when he spotted me. I was hearing Hindi after two years. Aside from Tapan, who could not really speak Hindi, I had had no other Indian friends in America and suddenly here were so many. 

*********

 “You want 500 dollars?” Vicky asked me at the next meeting of the baartan brigade.

“You want to give me 500 dollars?” I replied, certain that he was pulling my leg.

“Aare..Not me yaar. I’m broke too. But I know where you can get 500 dollars for free”.

Vicky told me to write to The Ramabai Watumull Foundation in Honolulu. He said they’d send me a one-time gift of 500 dollars, no questions asked. All I had to mention was that I was a student at Tech and that I was a citizen of India. Every Indian student at Tech had got their $500. The cheques were routed through the International Students Office and mine came within 2 weeks. And ran out a month later.

*********

Being poor anywhere is no fun, but it specially hurt in Lubbock where, with only the $50 a week I got from my department, I could ill afford anything but basic food, writing paper and shoe-laces. 
But I discovered another surprisingly easy way to ease my financial concerns. Actually, the solution just fell into my lap. All I had to do was hold on to it. 

One Saturday morning as I was walking around the semi-deserted campus, I saw two girls approaching me with some pamphlets in their hands. The beauty of Texan women is well documented and these two were a validification of the generally held belief that Texan girls are America’s most beautiful. Walking towards me with smiles on their faces, these two looked like apsaras to my lonely, malnutritioned mind. They were both wearing hip hugging jeans and identical white T-shirts which said S P I R I T.
They, it turned out, also wanted to ‘have a Hindoo’ but only if they could convert him out of his pagan religion and show him ‘de light’. They said they belonged to the Jehovah’s Witnesses sect and then launched their pitch by asking me if I was facing any problems in my life. I didn’t tell them yes and I didn’t say no. Just stared at the vowels on their t-shirts. The unsuspecting, innocent evangelists were encouraged by my silence. The dumber the pagan native, the easier to brainwash he would be. In tones tinged with empathy for my un-saved soul, the two girls enumerated the virtues of their beliefs. I looked on, smiling silently, inhaling their feminine aroma of soap and perfume. I didn’t talk much. Just inhaled. 
What followed were days of free lunches, and evenings in their company where they continued to sell me Jehovah, while all the time, my eyes stared at their breasts and my heart silently sang, not Hail Jehovah, but just a plain ‘vah..vah.’ which is what the audiences in India exclaim when they’ve really liked a performer. When Karen asked me why I was staring so, I told her I was trying to look into their hearts to feel their concern for my salvation firsthand. Kathy and Karen, both undergraduate students of English, charmed by what they saw as my endearing naivety, soon sweetened their pitch with hugs and hand-holdings until one day Kathy, the more daring of the two, let me plant a tentative kiss on her holy lips. I was in the seventh biological heaven. Lust is such an honest emotion. The one I really liked was the gentler Karen but I remembered one of my father’s cliché – something about birds that came to hand being worth more than those colourful ones, flitting away in nearby bushes. He had said that in a different context but I followed his advice anyway. I kept up the charade of playing the prospective convert and the goodies continued to flow. I became a religious gigolo and got paid in shirts, shoes, even stationery. And kisses from Kathy. They asked and I started telling them about life in India. Disappointed they had looked when I talked about modern India. They didn’t quite care for reports on developments like better roads, improving telephone services or newer cars, so I filled my stories with the snakes, cows and maharajas they’d heard about. I changed my harassed schoolteacher father into a philandering sultan who had more wives than he could count. I told them of duels I had fought with my ‘cousins’ over the maidens I had sought. Showed them the scar that ran across my nose as a kind of proof. (I’d got that at age 7 when I’d cut it on an open can of kidney beans, in which I had wanted to store my marbles). I turned my father’s one-bedroom unit in the Mumbai chawl into a palace, a section of which I made into a harem where I put my poor mother with a few hundred other co-wives. I made lions patrol the palace at night time, securing it from the bandits who were known to be cruel and ruthless. I had read that scaring a woman could sometimes want her to seek your protection. I found verification of this belief when during the ‘dangerous’ sections of one such story, Kathy edged closer to me and her firm buttocks touched mine seeking reassurance that they would be safe. I squeezed them a comforting affirmative. I gave my stories an Arabian Nights flavour with a sexual twist to tickle their dormant desires into life, as also to be able to gauge their own interest in such affaires d’biologie. I wanted to keep the girls interested in saving my soul so there was no need for me to be ‘perfect’ about anything in their presence. Au contraire. They would need something to save me from. So I came across as a confused Indian. Nice in his own way, but gosh! What manners! 
I played their game. 

I had hated going hungry and un-kissed. 

But soon, too soon for me, the two girls realized that I really wasn’t interested in their religious discourses. My body language must have conflicted with their idea on how prospective converts should carry themselves, or maybe they themselves felt drawn to some of my Hindoo stories and had felt their own faith begin to waiver. The pagans of the world seemed to be having all the fun! Maybe I had caused an over-run on the budget allotted for each prospective convert? Whatever the reason, Kathy and Karen it appeared, had finally seen through my charade and then, when one fine Sunday, I spotted them on campus, stalking new prey, I knew I was passé in their minds. But the shirts and shoes were mine to keep. As were memories of Kathy’s sweet lips, which provided welcome new fodder for the dwindling stock of my ever-hungry masturbatory fantasies.

*********

