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Married
“You can marry her if you have to, but don’t expect me to come to the wedding.” My mother lit a cigarette then to emphasize her seriousness, or maybe just because it was time for her next cigarette. She blew the smoke in my direction.
	“What about Dad?” I asked.
	“What about him?”
	“Does he feel the same way?”
	“You think your father is going to go into a church? To watch you marry your shikseh?”
	“I don’t know. He’s never said anything to me about it. I’d like to know what he thinks.”
	“I’ll tell you what he thinks,” Mom said. “That’s all you have to know.”
	Strangely I wasn’t feeling particularly upset. I’d already used up all my anger in the previous weeks and years. Mom and I were locked into position. Nothing I could do, short of becoming a doctor like my father, would ever satisfy her. And since I had a serious aversion to the sight of blood, it was clear to me that Mom and I were never going to be best buddies. 
	Still, there was something I needed to know. I didn’t really care if my parents came to my wedding or not. Truthfully, I wasn’t real sure I wanted to be there. And, if even more honesty is called for (as it always is) I’d have to admit that I didn’t want to marry this girl at all. Hardly knew her. Or she, me. We were two dumb kids flailing about, trying to make sense of a post-college world and each eager, for our own twisted reasons, to flaunt our parents deepest desires: that we stay with our own kind.
	I arranged to speak to my father. I say arranged, because speaking to my dad was not an event that occurred naturally. I doubt we had had three real conversations the entire time I had grown up in his house. And two of those were about the Philadelphia Phillies. He thought they were a “bunch of bums.” Most of the time I felt he was angry with me or disappointed, or simply disinterested. 
	What I mostly knew about him, perhaps the only thing, was his silence. It was as if he lived inside a bubble of his own construction. I could see in, but I couldn’t reach in and touch. Mom was the protector of the bubble. “Don’t bother your father,” she’d tell my brother and me. “He’s a very busy man.” Or if something went awry at school or in the neighborhood, she’d proclaim, “If Dad heard that he’d be furious.” But Dad was never actually furious, or even upset. Certainly he was reserved, contained, maybe thoughtful. But how was I to know what was really going on in there. 
	Dad told me to come down to his office after dinner. His office took up the first floor of our three-story house. Every evening from 5:30 to 8:30 Dad had office hours, the waiting room filled with sad faced patients, each eager to see Doctor Freedman. He was an important man in our working class, West Philadelphia neighborhood. That I did know.
	Now I sat opposite him. Dad behind his big oak desk. He pushed aside a stack of medical journals and stared across at me. He wasn’t smiling, but he wasn’t frowning either. 
	“So?” he said, and leaned back in his chair. “What’s on your mind, son?”
	My power of speech evaporated. Had he just called me ‘son’? Dad rarely even called me by my first name. If he had occasion to address me at all, it was ‘boy’. As I struggled to form the words I had carefully rehearsed, Dad seemed content to wait. 
	“Well, Dad,” I began, choking out the words. “It’s about this getting married deal.”
	He nodded and sat back up. “Your mother told me. I think your mom’s a bit upset.”
	“She always is.” I scooched my chair closer to the desk. “I don’t think she likes my girlfriend very much.”
	“She doesn’t know her very well yet. We’ve only met her the one time at your graduation, son.”
	He said it again. What the hell was going on here? Was this man really my father?
	“That’s what I told her,” I said. “I told Mom she should get to know Cathy better before she makes all these judgments.”
	“What did she say to that?”
	“She said, ‘I know all I need to know’.”
	I thought I saw the whisper of a smile. “Yes, well, your mother has strong opinions.” He reached for his pipe and tobacco. 
	“But do you think it’s okay then?” I persisted.
	“What’s that?” He packed a pinch of tobacco into the pipe and tamped it down. The musky aroma wafted over, like sweetly rotting fruit.
	“Getting married,” I said. “To Cathy. In a church.”
	“Those are three different issues,” Dad said.
	“Right.” I was feeling somewhat adrift.
	“The more important question,” Dad said, stopping to light a match and take a few beginning puffs, “is do you want to get married?”
	“Well, yeah,” I said. “Sort of.”
	“Why?” 
	“Why?” I repeated, dumbfounded. I had not prepared for this question. I shrugged my shoulders. “I think it’s the right time now.” I knew that sounded weak, so I added. “And I really do like her.”
	“I’ve heard worse reasons,” Dad said. “What are you going to do for money?”
	“I’m taking a teaching job.” I swallowed hard. This was the first I’d told him or my mother of the teaching position I’d accepted at West Philadelphia High School. I was sure Dad would be crushed by the news that Med school was out of the question, as my mother had led me to believe he would be.
	“Wonderful,” Dad said. “I’ve often thought that teaching would be a good field for you.”
	“You have?”
	“Absolutely. You’re a very caring person. And smart too. What else do you need to be a good teacher?”
	I’m sure my mouth was hanging open now, but I pushed on. “So, you think it’s okay to go ahead and get married?”
	“I can’t make that decision for you, son.”
	I smiled. I was getting used to being a son. “And you’ll come to the wedding?”
	Dad put his pipe down in the heavy cut glass ashtray on his desk. “No. Your mother’s right about that. Seeing you married in a church would break our hearts. I’m sorry.”
	“That’s okay,” I said quickly, sensing that this might be my way out. “Maybe we’ll elope.”
	“That might not be a bad idea,” he said. Dad stood then and reached his hand across the desk. What the hell was this? What did he want? Then it dawned on me. I stood up, and met his hand. We shook, firmly, warmly, and we looked in each other’s eyes. “I’ve got patients waiting,” he said after a few seconds, and dropped his gaze.
	“Right,” I said, and moved to open the office door.
	“We can talk again,” Dad said before I was out the door.
	I turned back. “I’d like that,” I said. “I really would,”
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