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The two weddings Jack and Caleb attended in the first year they were together would each become stories they told again and again in the years to come, until the weddings came to seem like visitors at the cradle of their own relationship, conferring gifts and wisdom, and not at all like the awkwardly human social events they had once been.


  The first wedding had been for friends of Caleb’s, two white gay men who had been together ten years, able to marry at last. In a Catskills campground rented for the ceremony weeks after the Supreme Court ruling, the couple declared their handwritten vows to each other in front of a massive wooden bear carved by a chain saw, a gold necklace with the word love hanging from its neck and a bouquet tied to each paw. Each groom threw one to the crowd after they were married. The happy couple drove off in a vintage Corvette convertible, strings of cans clanking as they left, and then drove back, horns honking, to the laughter of the assembled group, and the celebration began. The party lasted well into the morning. The ceremony was intimate and funny and full of people who had all known each other a long time, except for Jack, but everyone treated him as if he’d always been there.


  This was Jack’s first gay wedding somehow, and while it was perhaps the most fun wedding he’d ever been to, Jack knew that as Caleb’s plus-one he was being scrutinized carefully by Caleb’s friends, in some new way he never had been before: as a possible husband. They joked about his suitability for Caleb, and at some point he understood this was what it was like for his straight friends—what it had always been like.


  While no previous boyfriend of Jack’s had ever bothered with the question of whether Jack might be suitable to marry, at least that Jack knew of, Jack had never asked this question about them, either. And that he was now getting this treatment because it was the first year of “federal marriage,” this felt almost ominous. At age forty-two, he felt as if he had moved to another country while staying in the same place.


  What was a federal gay marriage like? If this was any example, it involved a wedding with line dancing, a glitter cannon, Frozé and cheeseburgers served at midnight, and then afterward, everyone got high around a campfire and wandered back to their rented cabins, mostly with the people they came with. There had been two stag parties that became one as the strippers hired for the weekend led each groom to the other, symbolic of the night they’d met at a club with go-go dancers—and the strippers were friends of the couple and a couple themselves, recently married, as he learned at the reception. There was rehearsal-night karaoke, with Caleb absolutely nailing “Hot Child in the City,” and Jack receiving much applause for “Over the Rainbow,” sung with a recklessly improvised falsetto that made him a hero to many there. As the assembled group congratulated him, Jack understood he was at last inside a story like the ones he’d been seeing in the newspapers, stories of longtime queer couples marrying after many years together. The ordinary heterosexual marriages, on the Vows pages, describing couples who had met a year or two previous, now seemed too abrupt, unions made hastily.


  Jack did have another mission, if a quiet one. It was almost as simple as How many Asian American friends does Caleb have? But in fact it was more complex than that. Jack had put Caleb through a protocol he hadn’t described for him. He’d checked his photos for past Asian American boyfriends (one, also Korean, like Jack). Checked his friends group for other people of color (many). He had only ever dated a bona fide rice queen once, and he never wanted to make that mistake again. That someone might like you just for your ethnicity was its own violence. But the diverse crowd of celebrants reassured him that what he wanted to believe about Caleb was true, and so he let this fear go.


  By the time Caleb fell asleep on Jack in an Adirondack chair at the reception, Jack was entirely enchanted by the idea of marrying, and marrying Caleb in particular. They had been sitting talking about something Jack no longer remembers. He sipped at his drink in a careful way so as not to rouse Caleb, content to watch him sleep. It was even suspenseful: Caleb had a full glass in his hand and hadn’t dropped it the whole time, which both impressed and moved him. In the first minutes, he imagined Caleb had to be awake still in order to hold the glass, and was simply enjoying the contact of their bodies like Jack was. The bright line of it was like if you could feel the first light of dawn in the space between two people. But Caleb was truly asleep, and once Jack knew this, he stayed put. Besides, the line had become richer, and the bright seam grew to be a river of light and warmth. Waking him meant interrupting this, and Jack wanted to go wherever this river was taking him. A secret he had not yet admitted to Caleb: it felt healing to be pressed against him. As if some wound he never knew he had healed itself more each time they touched.


  “This is so adorable,” a woman friend of the newlyweds who’d danced with them earlier said as she passed by. He nodded, and she winked. But Caleb didn’t feel that way when he woke up. “Why didn’t you wake me?” he asked Jack. He felt a little betrayed, even a little embarrassed that the other guests had been dancing around him while he slept.


  “I . . . like watching you sleep,” Jack said.


  “That’s creepy,” Caleb said, frowning. And then he took a sip from his carefully held glass of wine, giving him a look of mixed suspicion and affection. “Cheers.”


  “Jack was entirely enchanted by the idea of marrying, and marrying Caleb in particular.”


    


  Much of what Jack found charming about the wedding, when they compared notes the next morning, put Caleb on edge. Caleb, Jack discovered, was a monogamist who was also against marriage, but Caleb eventually admitted in the car back to New York he was at least intrigued by the way the wedding was so intimately a product of the couple’s lives. A conversation about marriage, the seemingly inevitable by-product of attending one together, had begun, and it would continue over the years.


  Caleb’s passing compliment about the quality of his friends’ nuptials was enough for Jack to keep feeling something like the hope of getting married to Caleb, even though he had said in the same conversation that he didn’t want to marry. And yet the feeling of wanting to marry someone was so unfamiliar, it was terrifying, and so he pushed it into a little box behind his heart for two months, and he kept it there until this next wedding invitation arrived, from Scott. When he took it out again.


    


  Scott was Jack’s white friend from college most likely to end up in a Korean wedding ceremony. He had dated a series of Asian women for his entire life, as if auditioning them for a role, and most of them were Korean. He called Jack personally from his office in Palo Alto with the news that he was going to be married “at last.” Would Jack come? And of course, he could bring someone. Jack said yes and thanked him before he could stop himself.


  He recalled that the last time they’d seen each other, Scott, who worked in private equity, had just begun dating his bride to be, Soon-mi, another private equity fund partner, from a different fund—they’d met on a deal. She was a Korean American woman from the suburbs near Niagara Falls. The wedding would be there and last a weekend. There was to be a Korean ceremony and a Western one, and Scott expressly hoped Jack would be there for the Korean ceremony, as he was, as he put it, “my first Korean friend.”


  “I have to carry my future mother-in-law on my back,” Scott said and laughed knowingly, as if of course Jack knew he’d have to do this—though Jack did not in fact know this. Jack’s mother and father had never spoken to him, not once, about how Koreans married, and his siblings had both chosen to marry “in a Western way” without once seeming to consider a traditional Korean wedding. It had never come up. He had come out to them at an early age, and so maybe they’d decided he didn’t need to know. But this was the sort of guessing he was used to doing with his parents, who had emigrated in the 1960s, and were more committed to assimilation than later generations. They tended to treat their Korean heritage like they were in the witness protection program and could never speak of their country of origin, at least not in any detail to anyone who didn’t already know about it. Their children included. This had meant he felt uncomfortable even asking questions about Korean culture, and the resulting silence was something he still didn’t know how to break, for the way that it had grown up around him. He wondered what they’d think of this split ceremony, and hoped to tell them about it after he’d seen it.


  After he and Scott said goodbye, he stared at the phone in his hand as if it had betrayed him. This invitation had startled Jack. He and Scott had been repairing their friendship slowly for years and then had just kind of stopped. It had been almost two years since he’d heard from Scott, and Jack’s understanding was that nothing was wrong—they had just become very different people, and there was almost no way to explain that, and also, no need. But then why had he said yes?


  He texted Caleb. Do you want to go to another wedding? They’d had so much fun at the last one, it was almost a promise of new fun.


  Ok fine, Caleb wrote back. Who is it?


   


  Early in their relationship Jack and Caleb had completed what Jack thought of as their gay family tree—naming their serious boyfriends and first loves, and telling some of their stories. But Scott was like a secret Jack had only half told to himself, outside of any ordinary recount. There was a story Jack usually told about Scott, when he did, and it was in no way going to be sufficient for Caleb. And it would not explain why he had accepted the invitation, or invited Caleb—it would only create more questions.


  At the time Jack met Scott on the novice crew team, he was unlike anyone he’d ever met. Most of the team didn’t have much muscle when they began, but Scott did. He wore gold wire-rimmed glasses, liked listening to Def Leppard, played Dungeons & Dragons, often argued the conservative position in disagreements about politics, and wore pleated pants. A giant nerd with a radiant boy-next-door sexiness, his button nose was the kind people would bring a photo of to their plastic surgeon, and the tan line at his waist would flash as his shirt rode up, front and back, in ways Jack has never forgotten. They rowed bow seat and two seat, and Scott, technically shorter by an inch, sat behind him. But there was something else that set him apart.


  “I feel Korean inside,” he told Jack early into their friendship, which had made Jack so confused it was almost easier to just accept it. They laughed together the first time he said it, as if at a shared joke, even as Jack struggled with the questions he didn’t even know how to ask himself. Had he himself ever felt Korean inside, for example? How would he know? Wouldn’t it just feel like . . . himself? Whatever he’d felt, it was probably not what Scott felt. But also, he was Korean American, not Korean, a distinction he had never been able to explain sufficiently to the white people in his life so far, but then again, he had never met anyone white who had asked, or was even this interested in Koreans, much less someone who wanted to become one. In Maine, where he was from, most of the white people his own age in the 1970s didn’t even know how to pronounce “Korea.”


  Scott, meanwhile, behaved like someone preparing for citizenship, or more than that really—preparing to leave not just his family but also his culture, and never return. He knew more about Korean history than Jack did, and had studied Korean in high school—something Jack had avoided, as it had usually meant going to the Korean evangelical church. This was a time when it was common for Koreans to treat Korean Americans like badly educated Koreans, and his conversations with Scott even reminded him a little of those encounters, hangouts awkwardly full of little lessons. He wanted to warn Scott off this plan, if that was what it was, but soon enough, Jack discovered Scott was not so unique—he was just the first of a kind of white man Jack would meet more of—a type. “Rice queens” were what gay men called men like this, and so when one of Scott’s exes called him a rice king to Jack, he could never forget it.


  By the time Jack might have defended himself against Scott, they were friends. And then, against his better judgment, roommates the next year. Scott favored long showers and would sit in their common area in a towel afterward, and Jack would burn each time he walked by, trying to pretend it was ordinary. He never got used to it.


  When Jack came out in the fall of that year, the group of friends he and Scott were a part of briefly underwent a transformation. All of them questioning their sexual identities, as if Jack’s admission had created some kind of gay undertow. Scott showed up at one of the men’s questioning groups on campus, but with another mutual friend, and the jealousy Jack felt startled him. What followed was a year of Scott dating a Chinese American bisexual woman—Sarah—and their joking whenever Jack arrived home that he should join them in one of their seemingly endless showers.


  Jack joked along, but never went into the bathroom. None of this was what he wanted. Instead, he chose another living situation for the next year and began a series of experimental relationships, and spent less time with Scott and his girlfriend and their shower jokes. Scott went on a year abroad after that, first to Korea and then Taiwan, and Jack graduated and moved to New York. Scott returned, and as he needed some more credits, stayed for an extra year. Jack joined ACT UP and Queer Nation, developed a new network of out queer friends, and in general felt he had left the experiments of his youth behind him, including Scott. But then he kept hearing from several different friends from school that Scott had a crush on him.


  That May, Jack went back to school to see a number of his friends graduate, especially Scott. But he was mostly there to call Scott’s bluff. The weekend began with meeting Scott’s new girlfriend, Jen, who for some reason left immediately, and Scott’s parents, who had flown in from California—a rare event. He was very aware in each encounter that weekend—too aware—of being Scott’s gay friend and also his only Asian male friend. The tiny two-person world that was his friendship with Scott reasserted itself, though, and soon everyone else felt like an intruder, or an obstacle. Finally, alone in Scott’s apartment at midnight on Sunday, Scott confessed his feelings for Jack. He had thought about it a lot, he said. He didn’t feel attracted to other men. He didn’t fantasize about other men. Just Jack. Only ever Jack. He concluded this methodical description of his own desires by then inviting Jack to take a shower with him.


  What is it with him and showers? was Jack’s first thought. He was almost too stunned to answer. The next thing he said was hilarious to him because it was true. “I . . . I don’t like to shower with other people,” Jack said. Scott’s eyes went wide. “But I’ll make an exception for you.”


  Upstairs, downstairs, in the shower, in the bedroom, on the stairs. How had their friendship been the dull bottle for this richness? And what was there to do now that they knew it could be like this? In his mind, Scott had been his crush and not the other way around. The straight boy with the looks of a young god, the smooth skin that had glowed like stone in the night with the power Jack had always suspected it had, and when touching the torso he’d seen previously only in the middle distance, he found a rush he’d never known existed. That boy had wanted him, and only him. Jack’s idea of himself and the world turned upside down.


  Jack drove away that morning, back to his life in New York, entirely confused. Wasn’t it just another college fling? It wasn’t.


  The problem, as he understood it, had many features.


  Before Scott, he’d had lots of sex with men. And afterward too. But that night with Scott felt so different, he hadn’t felt like himself at all. It was as if he’d never had sex. For all of his activist rhetoric then about queer lives, he had never had sex with a man he loved. He hadn’t known what it would be like, or even how to anticipate it. How it would be almost like having sex for the first time, or really, the reinvention of sex, but also the reinvention of him. He’d had good sex, even great sex, and would go on to have more of it, and yet even now he would still sometimes stand somewhere and think of Scott, and the ghost of that night would glow in the dark in front of him, replaying with uncanny sharpness.


  Also, Scott had been so good at it, unnervingly so, and so much better at it than a straight man might have been. Which left Jack with questions of course, and the desire to do it all and more again.


  And then Scott disappeared from his life for ten years.


    


  When Jack and Scott had lost track of each other in the mid-1990s, you could expect to do that and never see someone again. Ten years later, in 2005, you could expect to find someone just by Googling him, and so he had. Jack found his number at work and called him up. Scott answered and, when Jack said hello, laughed like it was Christmas and shouted his name. “When did we last see each other?”


  Jack tried to figure out how to tell him. “We . . . it was—”


  “Boy did we have fun,” Scott said, laughing.


  Scott’s first question had shocked him. I’ve written you out of my memory, so sorry if it was an event that changed your life. The joyful laughter, though, now threw him into another universe—one in which he hadn’t been left alone all that time for being someone or something Scott regretted, much less forgotten.


  It had seemed like fun. More than that, actually. The image of Scott as he had been that morning, wrapped in a sheet, grinning, as if what had happened between them was almost ordinary, returned. His sheepishly happy face. The blue eyes glowing at him with promise as the door closed.


  They were supposed to hang out that summer after graduation but Scott had gone home to San Bernardino and had not come through New York as he’d promised. A season turned into a year, and then two, and then a decade. Jack went from embarrassed to devastated to abandoned, and it was a feeling he was alone with, partly because of himself. He had told people about the night, and all of them registered it as a triumph, and that was easier and less painful than telling them the truth. Yes, let it be a victory of some kind. Yes, wasn’t it so great, high five, way to recruit. His audience acted as if the one time was something he should be satisfied with, but as the most visible gay man of his class in college, he’d been a target for men looking to experiment. He’d had a lot of one-times. He didn’t think he had the right to feel abandoned, but as the months and years went on, he did.


  He had never wondered if Scott had also been changed. But he did now. All those years leading up to it, of telling other people, of analyzing his feelings, laying the path down that Jack had followed to his door. What was it like for him—what had it meant to him?


  After their phone call, Scott finally came to visit. He was an older, more muscular version of himself. Better dressed, better glasses, but the same slightly shielded smile. Still wearing pleated pants. They met up and hugged fiercely, and then walked around New York together, telling each other their stories of the last ten years. Jack’s story was of working in LGBT media and magazines there in New York, trying to put together a revolution advertisers could support. Scott’s story was about his attempt to put his family’s small California bank into the big leagues, fulfilling his father’s dreams by enlarging its assets. He’d been in San Bernardino, at that bank, at work when Jack had called him. But he was not a stranger to New York. He even had an apartment here for when he was in town for deals. In Brooklyn Heights.


  “How long have you had the apartment?” Jack had to ask.


  “Oh, probably four years.”


  The hundred-hundred moments he might have accidentally run into Scott and hadn’t, these began to populate his mind, resolving into the time he had stood and wept at the edge of the Brooklyn Heights overpass, staring out into the water, begging to be rid of the love he had for an ex. What it would have been like to run into Scott that night.


  They made a plan to go to dinner, and the weather got colder. Scott was dressed for it but Jack wasn’t. They could have split up, but instead Scott followed him back to his apartment. Jack changed clothes in the bathroom—it was a studio—out of some odd sense of modesty, and when he emerged Scott was sitting on his bed, reading one of his porn mags. Something he had to dig for to find. Which meant he’d been nosing around the apartment.


  “Ready to go?” Jack asked.


  “I don’t see a lot of dick in Fresno,” Scott said with a smile, as if that explained it, and wistfully closed the magazine, setting it back in its hiding place.


  Jack wondered if that was even possibly true, as any number of other reactions pushed up to the surface. Wasn’t there lots of dick everywhere? Especially online? Wasn’t that just the world? Certainly in New York, where Scott also kept an apartment. And also, why was he in Fresno?


  Together, Scott and Jack had been the white boy who wanted to become Korean, and the Korean American boy who wanted someone to think he was normal, even admirable, and they had seen each other through that period. And become something else.


  Over dinner, they talked about the night itself. “You know, you’re still the only guy whose dick I’ve touched.”


  Jack blinked, wondering if anyone at a nearby table had heard this. “The only one?”


  “The only one.” Scott toasted him. Jack would swear he had blushed.


  Next, they made an attempt to address the years-long silence. Jack said he felt like he couldn’t search for him, feeling that he had perhaps ruined their friendship by letting something happen that he shouldn’t have let happen. Scott surprised him, even did better than Jack did, offering a fairly sophisticated piece of self-analysis that concluded with him saying he believed it was an intimacy issue. Specifically his willingness to retreat from anyone he cared about. A way of testing them. “I’m in therapy for this, so, please forgive me, but it seems it’s a sign of how much I love you if you don’t hear from me.”


  Jack held his breath.


  “I . . . guess if you don’t hear from me, I love you a lot.” Scott’s beautiful eyes were wide with fear as he said it.


  How long he had wanted to hear something like this. But that made him mistrust it. He still loved Scott, so much, and yet as he examined the pain spreading across him in the aftermath of this confession, he was, yes, hurt to think Scott had been here so often but another realization made its way in front of these thoughts: Scott was so much trouble, whatever the reason was. A beautiful disaster. This Brooklyn apartment probably wasn’t even the only secret apartment. Who knew what was in Fresno. The long silence was perhaps the least of what could have happened to him. And then came a last thought. Is he performing for me?


  “Cheers to knowing that,” Jack said, realizing he hadn’t said anything at all. And raised his glass.


    


  The last time he’d seen Scott, they were celebrating their fortieth birthdays together in San Francisco with friends from college. This was two years ago. After deciding to celebrate their birthdays together, they’d expanded the party and invited their entire old crew from Wesleyan, all somehow living out there now. Scott paid for the penthouse at the W Hotel, and all five of them, all turning forty, showed up. They hadn’t all been together in eighteen years.


  During the planning, they had acted as if they intended to have something of a rager. Instead, they had excellent sushi and cocktails, and much conversation, catching up. Scott invited Jack to stay in the hotel suite with him since everyone else lived nearby, and Jack took him up on it. Jack had wondered if Scott still felt anything for him, in a half-hearted sort of way that was also a way of taking it seriously. What would it mean or could it mean if they hooked up again all these years later? And the penthouse itself implied it might be on his mind. Jack was single that year and vulnerable in some way he hadn’t anticipated.


  He was talking to Scott in his bedroom on the second night of the birthday weekend when he noticed a large duffel bag by the far side of the bed. A dildo was visible, gleaming through the open zipper. Also the buckle of a harness. What else was in the bag? He tried to master his face, but Scott noticed Jack noticing. He grinned as he turned back to the bag and zipped it shut. “Whoops.”


  “Whoops?”


  Scott blushed to the roots of his ears. “Soon-mi likes them,” he said. “I mean, I like them too.”


  Jack felt trapped.


  “She’s coming here after you leave,” Scott added.


  “Oh. Well, that’s great that she’s into it also.” What else could he say? The moment passed so quickly he barely knew how to think of it. Mostly what he asked himself was: Why were the toys there, where he could see them? How had that come about? Had Scott left them out on purpose? Did the open bag mean he had just used them, the gleam coming from them being freshly cleaned or . . . or not? He circulated back and forth between the most and least likely interpretations and each time he felt close, the game flipped.


  Scott stood then and there was a wave of feeling between them so vivid it shocked him. He had to have planned the revelation.


  “We’re getting married,” Scott said.


  Jack almost asked, Who’s we? But then he remembered the name. Soon-mi.


  “Oh! Congratulations!”


  “No, I mean, I want to marry her. I will marry her. She’s so beautiful, Jack, you can’t believe it. I haven’t asked her yet, but this might be the time.”


  “That’s great,” Jack said, and then he wandered back to his side of the penthouse, confused. Scott was readying the toys for her, the woman he wanted to marry. Or he was coming out to Jack as being into BDSM. Or . . . it was exactly what it looked like.


  “There was a wave of feeling between them so vivid it shocked him.”


    


  When he finally told Caleb about Scott, he made it a story about sexual experimentation with straight boys who were possibly closeted. Caleb listened carefully, laughed at the right places. He, like Jack’s friends, saw the story of Scott as the story of a victory for one night. When Jack got to the part about the birthday weekend, Caleb said only, “If I’d brought a bag of sex toys with me, no one would see it. Unless I wanted them to.”


  The feeling he’d had in the hotel that night surged through him again, as if it were waiting all that time.


  He knew he couldn’t or wouldn’t tell himself what it all meant. That this made it hard to tell other people, well, this was even harder to explain. It wouldn’t ever be a whole story, he told himself, as he and Caleb began making their preparations to go to Niagara Falls. And it wasn’t going to be the same sort of thing as Caleb’s friends’ wedding. Not at all.


    


  There had been no traffic for most of the drive from New York up to Niagara Falls until Corning, when a storm came up just as Jack and Caleb approached the town, and the rain fell with such sudden violence, the river flooded until escaping residents filled the highway. The map apps on their phones were immediately useless as roads were closed and the traffic rerouted, and the radio lacked for emergency instructions, as if abandoned. They soon found themselves in the same traffic as the evacuees, and for a few hours it felt as if they also were evacuating. They did the only thing they could do, and followed the movement of the cars ahead of them, crisscrossing the open overpasses in a state of subdued nervousness, until they made their way to the other side. Eventually they were let out onto the highway again, and the trip—and the world also—returned to normal.


  This of course added three hours to the drive that was already six hours, which meant they would arrive too late for the Korean wedding ceremony, but in time for the dinner after. Jack had called Scott in order to warn him, and didn’t hear back until they were outside Buffalo, when Scott eventually texted, telling him not to worry, that he would be able to see the Western ceremony the next day at the nearby golf course. But the text unnerved Jack. The Scott he knew would never have taken this that lightly.


  “Everything okay?” Caleb asked after he’d read the text.


  “Yes,” he said, aware that he didn’t believe it. Jack had the feeling of having ruined the whole weekend by being caught in a flood. Maybe even more than that. The Korean ceremony, well, it was the whole point of his being invited.


  The drive up until the flood had been fun, with them taking turns at the wheel, and once they were out of danger, Caleb proposed they choose karaoke songs for each other, which essentially involved singing along to songs on the radio at the command of the other person. Caleb liked to sing karaoke and was startlingly good at it, having been in show choir as a teenager, and while Jack hadn’t sung much in this life, at least in front of other people, he had gone out to karaoke with Caleb several times since the first wedding, and, after taking a few risks, learned he could be good at it too.


  A Sinatra song came on, “(Love Is) The Tender Trap,” and Caleb nodded at him. “This one is all you.” Jack rolled his eyes but to his surprise, it suited his voice perfectly, and after it was over, he found he could repeat it effortlessly from memory, even lingering on some of the verses. Like he was suddenly a character in a musical.


  “Look at you, Sinatra,” Caleb said. “Maybe you can sing it for the newlyweds.”


    


  Jack wasn’t used to weddings. His friends were mostly people who didn’t, wouldn’t, or couldn’t—until this year—marry. Now that he was going to weddings, he had become aware there was an etiquette to them he didn’t know or understand, small ways he had screwed up even with his brothers’ weddings that haunted him still. He hadn’t known about the etiquette around gifts, for example—to ask if there was a registry, and to buy the gift within the year. The RSVP card for Scott’s wedding was in his bag, as if he could hand it over when he arrived.


  But for all that he was unused to weddings, he liked how he and Caleb already felt like old hands at attending them together. This was only their second as a couple and yet their luggage sat comfortably in the back of the rental car, even familiarly so, and their suit bags hung together off of the window hook behind the driver’s seat. But when he turned onto the street Google Maps had led them to, and the “Done” icon appeared on his phone as they pulled up to the bride’s parents’ mansion in suburban Buffalo, he knew this feeling had lulled him into a false sense of calm. He hadn’t acknowledged, even to himself, much less Caleb, how little he knew about who his old college friend Scott was now. Jack was almost sorry to arrive.


  A large and unfamiliar crowd wandered in and out, like at a busy open house. As they grabbed their suit bags and headed inside, Jack searched the lawn for even a sign of the end of the Korean ceremony, but the mostly white crowd suggested to him not only that the ceremony might still be going on but that perhaps the white guests had felt somehow absolved from attending. Or had they not even been told? There was not a single person Jack knew in sight, not even Scott’s parents.


  “It’s all just putting on a show,” Caleb observed as they entered the house. “A play. Here we are backstage, our entrance is next.” And with that observation, it did seem magically to become one. They passed a line of waiters, all in black, like a troupe of attractive formal mimes, who observed them silently in return. He had the fantasy of starting up a verse from “(Love Is) The Tender Trap,” and leading them all into the main room for a rousing musical number, like in an Elvis musical. Instead, the catering captain directed them to a massive bathroom off the kitchen where they changed into their suits, and he smiled gamely as Caleb snapped a selfie with them both.


  “Is there a wedding hashtag?”


  “I don’t think it’s that kind of wedding,” Jack replied.


  He watched as Caleb edited it for Instagram, the colors and textures changing as he did so. They looked good together in the photo—Caleb had red hair he’d let grow long that summer, down to his ears, and his blue eyes matched his royal-blue suit, which he’d worn with a beautiful white shirt that Jack coveted. Jack had chosen a khaki suit with a purple gingham shirt, and had gone to the barber for a fade haircut like the one he remembered from his father’s old Korean army photos, and he liked the result. When Caleb hit “Post,” he said, “We look like we’re the ones getting married.”


  “We can go to the quickie chapels in Niagara this weekend and make it a surprise,” Jack said, and kissed his cheek, nervous at his joke. He watched it float out across the space between them.


  “Hey, surprise! We’re married too. Can you imagine?”


  “Is that the caption?”


  “Oh, hell no. My mom would die. Or drive here to kill me for marrying without her.”


  They walked outside to a backyard full of round tables set up on the grass, the guests walking up to them to leave a wineglass at a place setting and then line up for the ample buffet. If it was all just putting on a show, Jack knew he didn’t know his lines yet. It was August, a hot time for a wedding. Jack and Caleb followed suit—at last, a clear thing to do!—and found the sort of food that both surprised Jack even as it was what he expected: salmon in trays, rice pilaf, steamed broccoli, salad, pasta salad. There was a notable absence of Korean food despite this being the dinner after the Korean ceremony.


  He scanned the party for the Korean faces he kept expecting, but again saw only white people. Was there some separate Korean-only buffet line no one had told him about? Was it because he was late?


  Why am I even here? he asked himself. What am I doing?


    


  Caleb had entered Jack’s life somewhat accidentally. One day he noticed a young man he didn’t recognize down by the mailboxes in his building’s entrance, but with a dog he did recognize: Sheila, a snuffly French bulldog he could usually hear in the hall from his bed. They made small talk, and he reached down to rub Sheila’s ears, and when he stood up again, he noticed Caleb sparkling at him, as if he were capable of summoning a cloud of glittery allure, just like that. It was of course his mind doing this, or so he told himself, but it seemed to happen most of the time he saw Caleb in the hall. And then one day he wasn’t there anymore, and Sheila showed up with her regular owner, Tommy, a neighbor, both of them survivors of the succession of landlords who had tried to break their leases there in Park Slope. They had nodded at each other for almost two decades.


  “Who was your dog-sitter?” he asked.


  “Oh, my ex, Caleb. We share dog custody of Sheila.”


  “Oh,” Jack said, uncertain how to act. He couldn’t recall having seen Caleb once before last month. Had Tommy really had a whole relationship and he’d never noticed? “How long did you date for?”


  “Four months.”


  “You guys got a dog before you were together for four months?” He instantly regretted saying this.


  Tommy shrugged. “Listen, that little redheaded boy can make you do anything.”


  Jack nodded. He had planned to ask Tommy for Caleb’s number, but this was absolutely out of the question now. There was nothing to do then, but . . . go to all the bars in the neighborhood and act casual, meet up again, away from the building, fall in love, move in together, and hope Tommy would move out around the time they wanted to move in together.


  And that was approximately what happened, except Tommy did not move out. Which at least made it easy when they needed to go to a wedding and someone had to take care of the dog.


    


  “She’s beautiful,” Caleb said. They were standing in the buffet line, scanning the food trays when Caleb’s most amused expression came over his face. Jack followed his eyes to where the bride stood, next to Scott. As he looked back to Caleb, he saw that all of this would be fascinating to him in some way he hadn’t anticipated.


  He didn’t know what he’d expected of Soon-mi exactly. She was, as Caleb said, beautiful. She was clearly an athlete, and as she leaned in intently and listened to the elderly guest who was bending her ear, it occurred to Jack that she was also, possibly, very kind. And very fashionable. Scott had never been as well-dressed as she was right then. She had already changed out of her hanbok into a chic black silk jumpsuit and heels. Elegant, slender modern gold jewelry hung from her ears and neck, and gold bracelets armored her forearms. He had expected Scott to marry someone attractive but he hadn’t expected him to marry someone intimidatingly attractive, and so confident. The line of her jaw, the way it complemented the flex of her collarbone, the way she could gently lean her head back and smile without condescending.


  Around her in the garden and the yard, he saw, at last, the other Korean guests, filing in as if they also had gone and changed. They soon made up at least half of the guests. He studied the way they filled their plates and was satisfied that they were hungry, and had not been at some other separate Korean dinner.


  She hadn’t looked their way yet, and then she did. She looked sort of at him and through him, though she didn’t seem to recognize him. He wondered if she would have gone through the members of the wedding’s Facebook pages. And then she looked away.


  Caleb tugged his elbow. “Oh, it is on. Let’s go eat before our food gets cold.”


    


  Back at their table they had been joined by a mother and daughter sitting together, oddly identical, like versions of each other at different ages. They greeted each other, and then Jack and Caleb began asking questions of the daughter, making conversation. After the second exchange of questions and answers, the mother said, “Guys, you’re a little old for her, don’t you think?”


  Caleb looked at Jack, delighted and appalled. Jack knew he’d tell this story for years. “We’re . . . we’re together. We’re not”—and here Jack’s fingers wagged back and forth between them—“we’re gay.”


  The mother clapped her hands to her cheeks. “But you don’t seem like flamers at all!”


  Caleb smiled even more. “Well. Not tonight.” And then they all laughed.


  She had no gay friends, Jack realized. What kind of weird emotional desert do some of these straight people live inside of, he wondered, even as he saw himself again from their perspective—a man of a certain age could be seen as basically dangerous to women until proven otherwise. Especially if conversation was being “made.” He came to his senses and apologized. “I’m so sorry to have given you the wrong impression,” he said, even as he took Caleb’s hand in his own.


  “Well, don’t get carried away,” the mother said, looking as if Jack had groped him.


  He nodded. But didn’t let go of Caleb’s hand.


  “You kind of look like somebody,” she said. “Somebody famous. I can almost think of who.”


  Jack blinked in surprise. No one usually said this.


  “Tiger Woods!”


  She reached up and put her fingers into a square as if viewing him through a camera. “He’s part Oriental, right?” She clapped her hands in delight. “Yes, yes. Him.”


  Caleb let go of his hand to make a square of his fingers too—he always liked to take a joke too far—and squinted. Jack stared back at Caleb, playing along, shaking his head in a slow no.


  “I don’t see it,” Caleb said as he dramatically put down his hands and sat back, pushing at his slacks as if cleaning them of what he’d done. The mother smiled and shrugged, unconcerned. Jack nodded. She was making conversation too.


  As Caleb leaned over the table and raised his eyebrows in mock horror at him, he reflected again on how Caleb was the only white man he’d been with who understood how strange it could be, or was, or always was, even in a wedding like this, even where there were now at least as many Koreans as white people. Even then, that he would endlessly be a curiosity and not a person. He would forget this was true and then be reminded this way, this the most recent in the jarring series of moments that threaded through his whole life in America. When did it end? When would they all just get used to him—to all of them?


  The mother and daughter pushed their plates away in unison, placing their napkins on top. And Scott, at last, appeared.


  “Hey! You made it!” He looked pale, almost physically ill. He had gained a little weight but was still boyishly handsome in that way that was almost supernatural. His clothes still bulged with weightlifter muscle, his jaw was still square. Those bright-blue eyes were cautious, though, almost dim, as he hugged Jack. Scott noticed Caleb smiling next to him, and asked, “Who’s the lucky guy?”


  Before Jack could answer, Soon-mi came up next to Scott and took his arm. She wore the power of their connection lightly, which was to say, she didn’t seem to wear it at all. He tried to imagine her in that harness, or holding that dildo, tried to imagine her with Scott, but he couldn’t, even standing there next to him. She said, “So you’re the famous Jack,” and he remembered how she’d looked at him earlier. She had known precisely who he was.


  The only sign something was off was the way she then directed her attention to his boyfriend. They were briefly like a movie poster—Soon-mi looking at Caleb, Caleb looking at Jack, Jack looking at Scott, who was looking at Soon-mi—like in one of those eighties comedies about everyone being in love with the wrong person at the wrong time.


  “I’m so sorry we were late,” Jack said. “A flood around Corning. We were even forced into the evacuee traffic, it was insane.”


  “I heard about the flooding,” Soon-mi said. “I was getting texts all day about it.” This had the effect briefly of somehow sealing out all the ambient horror of the event, reducing the flood to an inconvenience to her. “Thank you for making the effort, we really appreciate it. Have you checked in at the hotel yet?” He wondered if she’d been told about them changing in the bathroom.


  “Not yet,” Jack said. “This is my boyfriend, Caleb,” he said to them both, and they each shook his hand. Caleb’s introduction to Scott had been interrupted by Soon-mi’s arrival, and if left unfinished, he knew it was the sort of thing Caleb wouldn’t forgive.


  “He remembered how she’d looked at him earlier. She had known precisely who he was.”


    


  “I am so glad you could join us. I hope you’ll find the hotel comfortable.” And here she looked at Caleb as if for the first time, and then the mother and daughter. “Have you made some friends?” she asked the table. The signal from her that it was almost time for her to move on.


  Scott hadn’t really said much. He still had the blank expression from when he shook Caleb’s hand.


  “Yes,” Jack said, gesturing at the two women at the table. “Making friends.”


    


  The photo Caleb had posted to Instagram was soon covered in comments speculating about whether they were getting married. “What do we say?” Caleb asked him, showing him his phone. “My friends are insane. I should delete this.”


  “Tell them we eloped.”


  Caleb raised an eyebrow as he kept looking at the screen, intrigued. But he wouldn’t give Jack the satisfaction of looking up to laugh at this joke.


  For the half hour they stayed afterward, Jack watched as the newlyweds went from table to table. Their act was much the same—Soon-mi taking the lead usually, listening and then offering an observation, and then signaling they were moving on. Jack realized he knew nothing about being the center of a wedding like this, as he’d never had to and none of his friends had married this way, and at this size, or if so, certainly never inviting him—and Scott didn’t know either. Scott, who followed her like an employee in training.


  Perhaps that was it—Scott wanted to be taught, more than to teach. Jack had been a student of his at the beginning of their friendship, or at least, he had posed as one. He doesn’t love her, he told himself. And then brought that thought to a halt.


  Scott did love her. Watching him follow Soon-mi around, he could still hear Scott telling him his dick was the only dick he’d ever touched, using those words exactly. He had been so close to being free of his obsession with him until then. But being the only one Scott had experimented with meant being special. And when Jack decided to believe him, the story had preserved this fantasy and might keep Jack trapped, maybe forever, with wanting more. Without quite knowing what more meant.


  Oh dear God, he told himself. Let this go too.


  Caleb punched his shoulder, as if summoned. “Snap out of it. You’re being really boring.”


  “Sorry. It’s just all so fascinating to me. I keep thinking, ‘So this is how straight people get married.’”


  “Some of them. Listen, let’s go back to the hotel. This is not good wine. I want a real drink and your full attention.”


  Caleb held out his hand and Jack took it as they stood, amazed again at how quick he was to offer it. Caleb was ten years younger, but he was so much less afraid, more sure of his place in the world. His expectations had been calibrated differently. Jack hadn’t thought it would happen in his lifetime, but the way this magic trick worked, he would think something was impossible and then it would come to pass. Marriage equality was now the most recent example. Caleb was someone he hadn’t even dreamed of. How far would it go, he wondered, as he walked hand in hand with Caleb to the car.


  Far, he hoped. Further than this.


    


  At the hotel, the bar was boiling with wedding attendees, like another evacuation—as if everyone from the flood down south had made their way here. Perhaps they had. The hotel was one of those weird corporate hotels built for speedy business trips, and the bar was also a café during the day, as well as the place where you checked in. It felt uncertain to order drinks there, but before they could, they noticed a woman sitting by herself who looked familiar to Jack.


  She had the sort of blonde, manicured, sunburned look of the California women in Scott’s family. They stood out a little here in Niagara Falls, especially in the lobby of this hotel. They looked casual but also somehow too dressed up in that California way. She was explaining a drink she wanted to the bartender, who was gamely looking it up on his phone despite the massive crowd, and as he did, she had the expression of someone adjusting her expectations downward. He had felt like that his whole life. She looked up and caught him noticing her, and shouted his name.


  He looked closer. “You probably don’t remember me,” she said. “It’s been a while.”


  As Jack puzzled out where he might have met her, she turned to Caleb. “Hi, I’m Jen, I’m from San Bernardino, Scott’s hometown. I met Jack at Scott’s graduation—back when I was Scott’s girlfriend.”


  He blinked. Of course. She’d left before he could be startled that she was white.


  “Can I buy you two a drink?” The bartender had set hers down, and she turned to him, a finger raised.


  “Yes,” Caleb said to Jen, looking at Jack meaningfully. “Thank you. I’ll have a Manhattan. On the rocks with a twist.”


  “Make it two,” Jack said. This was their drink now.


  It seemed they were each about to tell their stories about Scott, as if this were part of the wedding also. He wasn’t sure he could stand it. Jen began. “I hadn’t heard from him in I couldn’t even tell you how long, and then he called me and invited me.” She shrugged. “All of my exes do it. It’s some weird guy thing. Like they want to say goodbye before they enter the passage. I almost said, ‘I didn’t think you thought about me.’”


  “Yes,” Jack said. “I hadn’t heard from him in years either.” Caleb winked at him.


  He watched as Jen responded to Caleb’s attention to her by bringing out a story of uncertain dimensions. Jack fully remembered her now, and the memory was a guilty one. Jen had come to Scott’s graduation, and they’d been introduced shortly before Scott had said goodbye to her—and he and Scott had finally hooked up.


  Jack excused himself to find the restroom. When he saw the line he remembered they hadn’t checked in yet, so he went to the desk and checked them in, and then took the elevator quickly to the room to use the bathroom. Their bags were still in the car, so the dark room, so strangely full of furniture, was almost like a store. He checked out his complexion in the mirror, washed his hands, and then adjusted his short hair with a swipe of his hand.


  This wedding had quickly revealed itself as the most bizarre episode of his adult emotional life to date, and so he tried to take it all in as he studied his reflection. Yes, it really was as if Scott had finally found the Korean family who would have him, and it was as if he wanted Jack to see it happen live. And only Jack: Scott hadn’t invited any of their other friends. Jack had wanted to see it too. And then missed it. And now Jack felt left behind.


  He didn’t want to be with Scott. He had no secret fantasies of him anymore. Something else was pushing him around these rooms, though.


  He poked at his hair again one last time, and the gesture was so optimistic, so hopeful, he turned the light off, eager to forget it.


  He had been gone from Caleb too long, meanwhile, and he knew it.


    


  Jen was one of those people who, as she drank, seemed to melt by faint degrees. You didn’t notice it unless you got up and came back, as Jack did, and then you saw it. She had transformed into a slower and angrier version of herself. The earlier veneer of cheer had slid off like a paper coaster that ends up on the floor of the bar.


  As he approached, Jen fell sobbing into Caleb’s shoulder. He could never leave Caleb alone with people, but women especially. He would return to find someone on his lap, his hands in their hair, or half naked, or changing into a costume, or simply learning the darkest or most heartbreaking secret of someone’s life, saved up somehow until Caleb had arrived and it was delivered to him. And Jack forgot about it each time until the next time it happened.


  He was about to intervene when his attention was drawn to the sound of Korean being spoken from the seat next to him in the bar. A group of people he decided had to be Soon-mi’s friends or family had just made a toast to the couple in Korean. A little conversation began, and then one member of the group said, “Sorry, I don’t speak as much Korean as that.”


  There was some laughter and they shifted back to English, but not before another woman sitting on the stool next to Jack asked, “You don’t speak Korean?”


  The question that was always a comment. The questioner invariably knew the answer when they asked.


  Jack still did not speak Korean. He wanted to, certainly, but growing up, his parents had told him it was important he assimilate, speak English with no accent, and so to learn now felt strangely like disobeying them. They meanwhile had enjoyed it for so long as a sort of private language the kids couldn’t understand, almost like they’d invented it themselves. He’d once had a fluent Korean American boyfriend who said, after meeting them, “They . . . kind of speak the way people spoke when they left Korea in the sixties. It’s almost like watching a vintage film.” Jack didn’t date him for much longer, in part because he couldn’t bear that this man believed this about his parents. And yet as soon as their relationship was over, Jack began using the description as a punch line, and then as a way to explain why he hadn’t learned Korean. As if they were the only ones he might use it to speak with.


  This relationship to the Korean language made perfect sense to Jack within the tiny world that was the Cho family, but out in the real world, say, at a bar, or at a wedding between your college friend and his Korean American wife, not learning Korean felt like the one truly indefensible decision he’d ever made in his life. If he’d made it. And so he found he was waiting to hear what the woman who’d been questioned on her lack of Korean would say.


  She saw him looking at her, and she flicked her eyes toward him and then away, annoyed at being observed. She wasn’t prepared to engage in some kind of cheap solidarity. “Don’t make me explain this to you again,” she said to her friend instead. There was a brief moment of tension within the group as they realized that was her answer, and then everyone switched back to English, and the tension didn’t so much evaporate as flee all at once as they lifted their glasses together and drank down a shot.


    


  Jack turned his attention back to Caleb and Jen and the drinks in front of them, truly large Manhattans, in what looked to be glasses as big as their faces. Who knew how many of these drinks had been consumed? Jen by now was very drunk, at the angry end of her story, and he knew without asking that it was still about Scott.


  He hadn’t wanted to listen because he feared learning what she knew—about him, specifically. He almost backed away, and then Caleb looked up as soon as he noticed Jack had looked over. He had a faint exasperation to his expression, clearly waiting for Jack to notice something was wrong. Jen was fishing through her pocketbook. Caleb watched her search and then reached out to grab some bar napkins off the counter to hand to her. Under the cover of her dabbing her eyes, Jack was trying to figure out what to say when she abruptly said something to Caleb, just loud enough for Jack to hear but not loud enough to understand.


  Jack ordered her some water. “Make it three,” he said.


  Eventually, they got her upstairs to her room safely, installing her in her bed complete with a trash can beside her. “He was beautiful,” she said. “Beautiful.” As if telling the walls of the room.


  Of course, Jack thought. Of course.


    


  “What happened?” Jack asked as they walked back to the car to collect their bags.


  Caleb shrugged, something he almost never did. “Tell you outside,” he whispered. They made their way to the dark parking lot like thieves, where they each grabbed their overnight bags, and as they walked back, Caleb said, “Scott cheated on her, and got the other girl pregnant. And then that girl had a miscarriage.”


  “Scott’s.”


  “Yes. This other girl had wanted an abortion, but he wanted her to carry it to term and give it up for adoption. She and Jen even became friends after that.”


  “Did he invite her also?”


  “He did. Jen said she didn’t want to be here.”


  “How did she know?”


  “They’re still friends.”


  A complicated crosscurrent formed in his mind, in which he tried to decide if it was worse to be invited to the wedding of a man who had put you through such a thing, or to go to the wedding of a such a man believing you had a special connection, maybe even more special than the bride’s. He guessed he knew the answer to the next question, before he even asked. “When did this happen?”


  “The summer after Scott graduated from college.”


  The blow was so swift, like someone had blown the airlock on his life. He soared up, up off the earth, out past the outer atmosphere, even as he repeated it to himself how it didn’t matter, it didn’t matter, it didn’t matter. It was in the past. At last, though. At last he knew why Jen had left Scott’s graduation weekend almost immediately and before the ceremony, knew why Scott went silent. That old summer was long gone, the possibilities of it were gone, and all that was here was this, and Caleb, who was walking across the dark parking lot ahead of him toward the hotel. He pulled himself back along this rope, down out of the upper atmosphere, down through the clouds, until he could manage to follow Caleb inside the hotel again, bag in hand, and the door to the hotel closed behind them.


  Just like that.


  He hadn’t said a thing and Caleb hadn’t said anything to indicate he’d noticed. Back at their room, which they had named the furniture rodeo, Caleb stripped off his suit coat and tie, poured some bourbon into two glasses with ice, and handed him one. “You’re over him, right?” One red eyebrow crooked upward, the lips pursed slightly.


  Jack nodded, slowly. Was he joking? He had noticed. “Yes. So much so.”


  “Well good. Here’s to our hero,” Caleb then toasted, and Jack clinked his glass and drank. And then Caleb pulled him into the bed.


    


  The Western ceremony was held at a nearby private golf club. Jack and Caleb arrived on the first bus from the hotel, as if by arriving early it might end early, and as they sat down in the chairs set along the eighteenth hole’s tee, they watched in amazement as a group of golfers played through. The idea that this would be something anyone would want to do with their wedding shocked them both anew, now that they were here.


  Jack was looking warily for signs of Scott. Scott had not really met him since Jack had arrived. Where was his happy friend? He knew what his happy face would look like, because it was a face he had seen so many times before. But instead there was this performance which seemed like it might go on forever after the wedding was over. The performance that was either what Soon-mi wanted from Scott or what he thought she wanted from him, and which he was, as a result, providing. The loneliness of it froze him.


  Scott appeared, dressed in one of the tuxedos the groomsmen were all wearing. The color scheme for the wedding was teal and green, and so the groomsmen wore teal vests with spearmint-green ties, like actors in a school play performing the role of some sad and terrible garden that had come alive. Scott’s eyes met his and he waved, and there it was, the faintest hint of the person Jack knew him to be.


  Out of the loudspeakers then came a voice. “Almost done,” the voice said, and then what sounded like a flushing toilet roared across the golf course. Next were the sounds of a man speaking to himself, first in Korean and then switching to English, speaking to someone out of range. It was clear whoever it was did not know their microphone was live. Jack saw Scott’s eyes go wide with horror as he ran at full speed into the clubhouse, pulling out his cell phone as he did so.


  Someone near Jack said, “Oh my God, it is Father Kim,” and then the voice clearly said, “Gay marriage, this is against the will of God.” Just before the mic was cut off.


  The crowd, silent until then, erupted in shocked laughter.


  Father Kim had been arguing with someone about gay marriage in the men’s room. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t heard before, but Jack was still disgusted. He even wondered if he and Caleb were the reason. Were there other gay people here? He hadn’t noticed anyone else yet.


  Caleb was waiting for him to look at him when he did.


  “I’ll tell you, that hot mic was the will of God,” Caleb said, and smiled and shook his head.


  “I’m sorry,” Jack said.


  “For what,” Caleb asked.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it would be like this.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like visiting 1995.”


  “If it’s 1995, give me some Janet Jackson right now.”


  Scott reappeared in the door of the clubhouse, mission completed, and scanned the crowd as he rejoined his groomsmen, who huddled with him before they all headed back inside. Jack had guessed he wouldn’t know anyone who Scott had chosen. The men in those suits knew where his friend had been all these years in a way Scott would never tell him.


  When the guests were at last all ushered to their seats, and the crowd waited for the introit to begin, Jack looked across to Soon-mi’s family and friends. It almost felt like a mistake that he and Caleb were on what was clearly the white side of the wedding, except he remembered how often he felt like he’d been kicked out of being Korean after he came out. They were the sort of affluent conservative Christian Koreans Jack had avoided most of his life. His parents too. This was the family his friend was joining? Scott, desperate to escape his white conservative California upbringing by studying Buddhism and Asian cultures, was now marrying into a Christian evangelical family of a different kind. For the first time he wondered if Soon-mi was a believer.


  The door to the clubhouse opened then, and out came the bridesmaids, all wearing the teal-and-spearmint combination, albeit differently.


  “They will never be able to wear those dresses again,” Caleb whispered in his ear.


  The bridesmaids looked to be smiling to hide their obvious misery, and it was all so inauspicious for what the bride might wear that Jack was shocked when she appeared in what could only be a designer couture wedding gown, her father beside her in an elegant and plain tuxedo—no color scheme for him.


  She looked like she belonged at another wedding. The aesthetic mismatch was so severe the bridesmaids, much less the groom, all looked strangely homely beside her as she walked up to the front of her wedding. Her dress had a cream taffeta bodice with jeweled flowers that flashed in the sunlight. The skirt was a pale-cream organza that floated over the ground, the train held up by flower girls. A white veil hung down from her bun, sculptural and lovely, reaching down to her waist, and when Scott pulled it back and settled it over her shoulders, it hung like a cape. This is all about her, he thought, just as Caleb said, “This is all about her.”


  And good for her. Had Scott told her he felt Korean inside too? What did her family think? As the couple said their vows, he saw their smiles, but her family maintained the somber atmosphere of another kind of ceremony.


  Jack remembered the parties he’d been to, where his parents’ friends had for a while tried to set him up with their daughters. Korean American immigrant families were less strict than they had been, but they didn’t usually let their children marry whoever they wanted. It felt uncomfortable to admire Soon-mi’s looks when he could guess from his friends’ stories how much her mother or aunts probably criticized her weight during all the years she wasn’t married. He admired Soon-mi, really, marrying at a time of her choosing after establishing her career, marrying whoever she wanted and dressed better than the models in a bridal magazine. And not seeming to care at all that it was so. The dress was an organza middle finger to anyone there who had ever called her an old maid or suggested she have children.


  Jack reached down and took Caleb’s hand. Caleb gripped his, and drew him close, putting his chin on his shoulder. He resisted the urge to tell him not to, in front of the guests.


  Another round of golfers played through, and there was laughter as they did so. The couple kissed and the crowd cheered, the bouquet was thrown and caught, and one of the bridesmaids rose up, triumphant, shaking it like a saber held to the sky.


  They all filed onto the buses and went back to the hotel, and as they stepped into the parking lot, Caleb said, “Listen, Sinatra. Let’s go see Niagara Falls before this reception starts.” He twirled the rental car keys on his fingertip. “If you’re up for it.”


  Jack blinked in surprise. “Okay,” he said.


    


  There were activities planned for the guests, visits to a local winery, but by now they knew they didn’t want anything to do with the other guests. It had been a mistake to come, and Jack could tell Caleb wasn’t going to criticize him for it yet. They lined up for the Maid of the Mist boat instead, donned the raincoats, and got on, riding under the glorious spray. They went to the museum and read about the people who had gone over the falls, and as they passed the wedding chapel they smiled at each other. The falls were glorious, and more amazing even than he’d expected because he had expected them to be tawdry and overblown, and instead the power of the water surging over the side of the cliff and spattering into the river below shot through with the sunlight of the afternoon made for a dazzling spangle that washed away the exhaustion. They sat down on a bench in front of a quickie chapel to rest, and Caleb laid his head on Jack’s shoulder. They watched as the couples went in and out, Jack waiting to see even one queer couple appear in the line.


  He imagined him and Caleb joining in. They were in different suits today, but Caleb hadn’t taken the same kind of selfie. “This is how you do it,” Caleb said from somewhere down near his shoulder. “Just in and out. Over and done. I don’t know if I’d even want flowers.”


  Jack nodded, but he knew he wanted flowers. Could he stand it, to marry in the suit he had on? Or would he want jewels too—jeweled lapels, a jeweled jacket, something like a figure skater’s costume. So he could step out and be the center of attention, taking a spotlight dance on his way to the altar, like Soon-mi. Would his father walk him down the aisle? The fantasy fell down a little there as he tried to imagine wearing the blazing jacket he had in mind in front of him.


  As they drove back to the hotel, Jack fought the urge to tell Caleb they could drive away. By now he was sure their departure wouldn’t even be noticed. But it was all paid for, the hotel, the car, and there was still the final dinner, and well, maybe the dinner would at least be good.


    


  Later that night, in the hotel room, he would lie awake wondering if Caleb had brought them there to the quickie chapel deliberately, right up to the edge, daring him to cross the street and get married too.


  The dinner had not been good. Held at a third location, a catering hall or restaurant of some kind, hung with what looked like canvas sails as walls and flowers hung down in vines along the sails, a fleet of round tables with those gold bamboo chairs filled the massive dark room. They were given a table number, and as they made their way through the darkness, checking number after number, they arrived at last at a table in the distant corner of the room.


  Jen was already seated there, and she looked up, smiling.


  “Jen!” Caleb said it like they were old friends. She gestured at the places near her and Caleb looked down and, seeing the place card on the table, turned it to face Jack. Mr. and Mrs. Jack Cho.


  Caleb laughed. “I fucking love it.”


  Jack smiled weakly. Was it always this awful? He supposed it had been, maybe even worse.


  They were the first three to arrive at their table and picked up where they’d left off the night before. Jen was a friendly and gregarious woman, and she seemed lighter, as if sleep and the long ceremony had sloughed off her tears. Or maybe she had been too drunk to remember, and she was used to picking herself up and moving on. She was the perfect person to be with them, in any case, to witness what was next, as three other gay couples, one by one, made their way to the table. And as the last one was seated, they all laughed. Their place cards had also been effaced. Whoever the calligrapher was couldn’t imagine two men together, even on a place card.


  “Welcome to the gay table!” Caleb shouted as the last couple arrived. “Gay table rules!” Caleb asked the waiters for four bottles of wine to be left out, which they all cheered loudly.


  They each took in their similarity to each other, as they went over the ways they’d met Scott, and by the time the salads were served, it was clear that under the good-natured banter, everyone had something they weren’t going to say. Who was the original, Jack wondered, as he looked around the table—was it him? Alvin, who was also Korean, who had worked with Scott at his father’s bank. Teddy, from Taiwan, whom Scott met on his year abroad. Rob, who worked with him currently, was white. All of them also had white boyfriends.


  As Jack listened to the other men speak of Scott, the idea that he’d been the only one returned as an entirely new possible humiliation. Worse, he understood something about his relationship with Scott in a new way. He had told stories about him probably several times more than he had ever spoken with him. His friends knew them all. Are we really friends, he wondered then, or do I come to this each time for a new story to tell? Worse, the sight of these other men who might have been in a casting call to replace him, all with white boyfriends, brought to mind what he had come to think of as Scott’s problem with Asian women. In college, friends had suggested Scott dated them to feel powerful, imagining they were pliant and submissive. “You’ve never met a Korean woman,” was all Jack would say. But if Scott did date them to feel powerful, was Jack so different, telling his story about the beautiful white boy who had chosen only him?


  “Under the good-natured banter, everyone had something they weren’t going to say.”


    


  He looked over to the head table, and watched as Scott cut the cake for Soon-mi, joking about how he wouldn’t smear her face with frosting. The woman who would have made the seating chart and perhaps put the groom’s dark secrets all at one table.


  So you’re the famous Jack.


  Yes. Yes, he was.


  “That dress cost thirty thousand dollars,” Alvin said. “God bless Vera Wang couture.” The table broke out into a brief exchange of compliments to her. When they stood up from the gay table at last, they all hugged each other like brothers, saying “Gay table!” as they did so, and left with the agreement they would all see each other back at the hotel bar. Which was in fact an agreement to never speak of what they suspected, ever. When he and Caleb did make their way to the bar later, none of them were there.


    


  As they made their way through the half-empty hall, Jack remembered he still hadn’t congratulated Scott. So he searched for him. The dinner was enormous, and after walking the aisles of tables in the room, he hadn’t found him. They made their way to the door instead, and as they did so, he heard Scott saying, again and again, “So great to meet you, thank you for coming.”


  Jack walked up to him, smiling, and reached out to shake his hand. Scott shook it and said, “So great to meet you, thank you for coming,” and Jack held on as he tried to let go.


  “Scott,” he said. “It’s me, Jack.”


  Something fractured in those eyes. “Oh, oh my God, I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “No, I’m so sorry. I . . . there’s been so many people here this weekend I don’t know. I—”


  “You got snow blind. It’s okay. We’ve known each other a long time.”


  “It’s okay?”


  Jack nodded. And then he hugged him.


  “I love you,” Jack said into his ear. “Congratulations on this marriage.”


  Scott pulled back. “Thanks, man. Thank you.” He clapped him on the shoulder three times and Jack dropped his hand.


    


  They kept the place card. It stays on Jack’s bookshelf near his desk at home. Every now and then he notices it, and only a few times a year does he pick it up and turn it over in the light before putting it back down again. Or when they are throwing a party, Caleb may pick it up and tell the story of the wedding. He never tells the part about Jen, but he loves to describe Niagara Falls, the place card, the gay table, and the mistaken identity goodbye. It was the exact kind of wedding Caleb feared, as he tells their guests, and it seems to Jack that being there even helped him face those fears when, two years later, it came time for them to marry.


  He didn’t wear a blazing jacket. He didn’t wear couture. There were no jewels, though Jack wore sequined boots bought while in New Orleans. He asked his mother to wear one of her cocktail rings, and she did. They dressed simply, marrying as they were a week before the Trump administration started, before they might lose the right. The ceremony was small, in the Catskills also, a karaoke wedding. Each groom sang a song to the other—he dedicated “(Love Is) The Tender Trap” to Caleb, and Caleb dedicated “Hot Child in the City” to him.


  Each time Caleb tells the story of the Buffalo wedding, Jack sees Scott’s eyes again, huge and sad in the dark catering hall, unable to stop himself from saying the words So nice to meet you. The face of his friend in the dark hall falling away, like a flashlight dropped overboard, falling down into the water. The electric shock inside his eyes as he realizes his mistake is where this stops and starts again. He watches the face recede this way until Caleb finishes the story, and as their friends groan and laugh, he recognizes his cue to rejoin the conversation. And to tell his side of the story again.
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