Meet:

We exchanged names while waiting for the foam on the stouts to settle—Chris; Pat.   He put out his hand and awkwardly, but firmly, grasped mine. I laughed as I took it.  He laughed at my laughter.  We delivered the glasses to the table and slid into the booth together.  By the time we reached the foamy end of the second round, there were only the two of us left.  Chris was horrified by the others= rudeness.  Both of us were appalled at their lack of staying power but thrilled to have found in each other a matching talent.  This caused us to trade some hair-raising accounts concerning our training under pros: his parents’ with their martinis: my parents’ and their shots and beers.  The family mishaps were years away from turning into cautionary tales to us yet.  Even the ones that repel us  the most now and should have sent us running from one another back then—even those we tossed out that night with hilarious bravado, honor bars and notches in our supposedly tough little psyches.   Fights, abandonment, broken bones—an indictment here, a rumor of another family there: we took comfort in telling each other bits of these stories that first night because they telegraphed so much about ourselves.  What passed between us was a strong inkling—a comfortable knowingness—about each other. On that first night with Chris, I could not imagine a more commodious spot to be in than to be seated just a little away from him in a smoky pub on a warm June night.   It was eleven o=clock, time for the pub to close. We danced through the swinging doors, calling goodnights to all the other patrons as they disappeared into the soft night, then raced each other, laughing, to the seminary and its closing doors where we both stumbled up to our separate cells.

Part:
Did I drive Chris away?  This was the question Mom really wanted to ask that summer but, to her credit, did not.  And where was he, exactly?  I learned later you could catch him on most days berthed in a chaise lounge on his mother’s terrace among her spindly tomato plants and his teenage brothers’ bumper crop of weed. Newspapers were consolidating, often folding, and Chris was finding few openings for reporters.  He spent his days restlessly pacing around his mother’s cramp apartment, maneuvering around the kind of oversized furniture that had once made the family’s spacious suburban home swank, but which now stood as mute testimony to a shattered marriage and disjointed lives.  With no one he knew in Cleveland to pass the time, Chris read shelves of books,  met his father in restaurants and bars, took his mother to the movies, annoyed his unruly brothers, and thought about—but did not reach out to—me.

By mid-July, I was at least gainfully employed, doing the one thing I truly excelled at: waitressing the lunch/dinner shift at an old-fashioned downtown restaurant.  All day long, I served steak and heart of lettuce salads to business men and a few women out on the town with their husbands or girlfriends.  My uniform consisted of a low, square-necked black bodice coupled with a very short skirt that belled out over netting from a tight waist cinched by a white lace-edged apron (that, under management rules, had to be soaked in bleach every night and starched before work).   The owners felt this ensemble contributed to a sophisticated French atmosphere but to the rest of the world such a get-up resembled a strumpet=s tutu.  To complicate matters further, two days a week I was assigned the bar tables, and then I was required to wear black fishnet stockings and high heeled shoes, an addition that, while mangling my feet into grotesque shapes, tripled my tips.  

Marry
“Patty!,” my sister's husband cried as we stood outside on the hotel's balcony.  He engulfed me in a thick hug. “How’s the blushing bride.”

“I’m talking her out of jumping,” Sue explained.  The arduous sewing–much by hand–of my wedding dress had been one of the things that had kept her sane while her husband made the first of his slips away from her.  Still in love, and with babies to consider, Sue was working overtime to make Charlie happy with her again and considered me as too naive, too newly in love, to confide in.  But pressed against her husband’s chest, listening to his wayward heart beat strong and true, I felt the depth of her dilemma and knew I was as befuddled as she was over how the haphazardness of love came to link her fate with someone else—a quandary I saw graphically as love + life = ? with no answer in sight.  Charlie let me go to pick up one of his daughter’s and in standing alone among my sister’s family, I felt the full complexity of this equation and in it, a compassion and understanding for Charlie’s desire to be gone, in all kinds of ways, from love’s impossible burden.  Even in this moment surrounded by joyous children, and family love, it seemed too much to take on. 

I peer through the balcony window: Where was Chris?  Where was he?    There—far across the room with his friends, telling a story, laughing.  His father stepped up beside him and what he said also got a laugh:  A competition among storytellers.  They turned to the crowd and, with my dad beside them, resumed command of the room.  As I watched the three of them through the thick window, I wondered at the ease in which these husbands were taking this event while their wives were drifting into the background, lost in memory and a modicum of sorrow. It is a lie to say that I saw only unhappy married women before me, for I knew–indeed, still vividly remember–that there were aunts and cousins dancing slowly in the arms of their husbands, merrily kissing their spouses as the song ended.  But with my sister by my side and in view of Mom and Sally, I began to wonder why I had to marry if all I wanted was to love Chris? By walking down that long aisle tomorrow, and making an oath I didn’t quite understand, was I risking becoming someday as confused and aching as Sue, as bitter as Mom, as sorrowful as Sally, about a man that—today, right now at this very singular moment—I  could not figure out how to live without?

There was too much to ponder, too many answers I didn’t have.   But the only thing I knew for sure as I stood out on that balcony was that, if I wanted to be with Chris, then I would have to marry him. That was what he asked of me and I was willing to do it.   Out on the balcony, I realized that this wedding of mine was a necessary thing and, in the fullness of hope and desire,  it would need to go forward for my life to make any sense at all.
