Arranged Marriages

My clinical fellowship year at CSUN was coming to an end. I now had to take an examination, which would decide if I was worthy of being certified professionally competent to qualify for more responsible clinical work. Not having Diane around left me free to focus on my studies and for the next two months, I became a serious student. In spite of the hard work, I cleared the examinations with only a bit of room to spare. 
And then one afternoon Diane called wanting us to meet again. I felt the old misgivings coming back. I did not want to encourage her into believing we could still get back together. I liked to sleep with Diane but that was about as far as it went. I was also convinced we were both too different to think about promising each other any long-term affiliations. I was looking for greater compatibility with my woman and I knew I’d not find that harmony with Diane. I wanted to stay free of any relationships until I’d found ‘her’, the woman of my dreams. My fantasy Indian beauty. I could sense her presence in the vicinity somewhere. Just had to keep on looking. Meeting Diane now could queer the pitch. I had thought it all out. 
But when she called I couldn’t bring myself to say no to her. We decided to meet that evening. I picked her up from her office where she had a part-time job. She was wearing the light green skirt I’d got her for her last birthday and a white lace-top with short sleeves. A thin silver chain adorned her ivory neck. She had tied back her hair in a tight bun, which made her look elegant and grown up. Her favourite diamonds gleamed on her earlobes. I had forgotten how beautiful she was. That evening, Diane looked very alluring. We drove up Topanga Canyon Boulevard, which snaked through the hills surrounding the San Fernando Valley, to open up onto the Pacific Coastal Highway. We stopped at an open-air café and ordered her favourite cake and cappuccino. Then, we were in Malibu and sitting on a large black rock on the beach, we began to remember. This had been ‘our’ spot over the months we’d been together and being here triggered associations we could not shake off as easily as we’d thought we had. She said she’d missed me and started to cry. I felt torn but I felt good too, having my arms around her again. We hugged and then kissed and soon it was as if we’d never been parted. After all those rational resolutions I’d promised myself I’d stick to, it was still my gonads that were calling the shots. Oh! The fickleness of young love!
*************
Sam and I continued to talk about taking off. An itinerary began to take shape. We would travel across America, taking two months to zigzag through the continent to reach New York around September. Then we’d go to India. 
Vicky asked me what I doing about my visa? How was I going to get back in? Like mine, his F-1 student visa was expiring in two months’ time. But Vicky had a plan and he urged me to follow his example. “Marry Diane”, he advised me for the umpteenth time. He explained how he was going to solve his own visa problem.

“I need your help and Diane’s too” he said.

“Anything for you yaar. What do you want us to do?” 

*************
On the appointed day, Diane and I followed Vicky’s blue Chevelle Malibu, looking for a church in Whittier, 20 miles south of Los Angeles. This house of God couldn’t have been very popular with the congregation because no one around had heard of it. We had some difficulty locating it and weren’t very impressed when we did. A small shabby structure stood amidst a large unkempt garden. Everything looked like it had gone to weed. The decrepit church, its walls cracked and its dark dingy interior seemed an unlikely place of salvation. 

But we didn’t care. 

We had not come there to worship.
Looking at Vicky, dressed in jeans and tee-shirt as he was, no one would have guessed he was getting married that day. In only a few minutes, in fact. To a girl he had seen briefly when he had met her to discuss the financial arrangements and give her a 100-dollar advance. She’d get 500 dollars today, as soon as she had said her ‘I do’. And 100 dollars every month till the time Vicky got his green card. A divorce would then be imminent and would cost Vicky another 500 dollars. With all legal and other expenses of course, Vicky told me he expected the ‘visa project’ to cost him around 5 grand. An affordable amount for Vicky who was now into real estate and doing rather well for himself. I never asked him how he’d found Judy, for that was the name of his bride-to-be, who soon arrived for her marriage dressed in a shabby unwashed frock which just about reached the knees of her thin, wobbly legs. She could have been 25, or even 45 years old. She had dirty blond hair, which appeared as if she had cut them herself. But it was the vacant look in her eyes, which was the most disconcerting. She did not acknowledge our presence. She came with a boyfriend in tow! He was in slightly better shape. Thin and scraggly like her, he had shifty eyes, which flitted from Vicky to me to Diane and back to Vicky again, as if measuring us up in some way. It was obvious that Judy was on heroin. The needle marks on her arms told her story. And today she seemed anxious for her fix.
The priest, a black guy in a dirty white cassock, when he appeared, looked matched to his ‘church’, shabby and not particularly enlightened. And he had those shifty eyes too. I now realized this was all part of a racket, which offered  pre-dated marriages, which were also quick and cheap. If Vicky could get a marriage license pre-dated by a year, he could then apply for his green card with proof that he and his wife Judy, who was an American citizen, had lived together for a year already. This would qualify him to apply for a spouse’s visa immediately. It was all carefully planned out by a shyster lawyer, who even advised Vicky to get someone to write letters addressed to Judy at his own Pasadena address. All that came under ‘follow-up props’ but for now, we were there to solemnize the wedding. With her boyfriend standing on her left, holding her hand to steady her shaking legs and prevent her from falling, with Vicky to her right and with me and Diane making up the rest of the marriage party, we all waited for Rev. Jacobs to do his bit. Without preamble, the priest asked them just one question. Both quickly gave their two worded answers and lo! It was done. But when Rev. Jacobs told Vicky he could now kiss the bride, Vicky replied with a vehement “Hell No!” No one appeared shocked by this most unusual of responses for a new bride to hear. If anything, Judy and her boyfriend smiled for the first time. But that could be because I saw Vicky slipping a wad of money into her hand, which really was only a transit lounge for the greenbacks before they reached their real destination, Shifty Eye’s own pocket. Diane and I signed the register as witnesses to the event and it was all over. The entire drama had taken but 10 minutes from start to finish and not much later, we were sitting in a restaurant where Vicky treated us to pepperoni pizzas to celebrate not his wedding, but his upcoming status as one of America’s latest immigrants.
But as it turned out, the entire exercise was in vain. Judy died of a drug overdose half-way through the proceedings and Vicky had had to withdraw his application for the coveted green card. A month later when his company wanted him to relocate to New Orleans, he got them to sponsor him for a green card.
Vicky’s visa muddle made me think of my own. I was only an intern at CSUN and they couldn’t sponsor my visa. I really did want to come back to America. I couldn’t see how I’d be able to work in India. Speech therapy was just a fledgling field and although jobs were not hard to come by, the pay scales were lower than what I’d be making delivering pizzas in LA. Besides, I loved my life here. I had begun to think of myself as Californian. I couldn’t see myself living anywhere else in the world. I would have to do something about the visa. 
“Marry Diane”, Vicky’s words rang in my mind again. I finally talked to her about it. 

Diane was willing. She agreed to travel with me around the world and marry me, where ever I wanted. “That’s my dowry to you”, said the generous Yankee. 
The golden dreams of my youth were all coming true. 

Here I was, about to marry a lovely American girl and live happily ever after in Utopia. 

I should have been thrilled. 
But Lady Luck is indeed a tough businesswoman and every fulfilled wish comes with its own covert price-tag. I felt like a slave, sold for the price of a US visa. When I spoke out my mind to Vicky, he said I was being too sentimental; that Diane and I would grow to love each other over the years. 

After all, isn’t that how it was suppose to happen in an arranged marriage? 

*************
