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ONE

Ecce Homo
8

Sebastian

He arrived at the wedding dressed for a funeral. Sharp 

black suit, shiny black shirt, skinny black tie, polished 

black boots. Black hair cresting over black sunglasses in 

a Hokusai wave. I turned away from the grooms and watched 

him tiptoe to an empty back pew on the opposite side of the aisle. 

Oscar Burnham. I hadn’t seen him in ten years, but underneath 

that violent head of hair—bowl-cut when we’d first met as chil-

dren, shorn in rebellion when we’d last met as undergraduates—

was the same slim boy, slipping inside the ceremony like a snake. 

Would he remember me? Probably not.

After the service, I stepped out of the church into the haze of 

another high Washington summer. I searched the crowd for Oscar 
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2 ZAK SALIH

but couldn’t find him. As if he’d just floated in and out of the wed-

ding, briefly, like an errant leaf. Or a ghost. 

At the foot of the church steps, under a full tree draped in white rib-

bon, someone laughed. I heard a photographer attack the wedding 

party, back inside. Loving it, the photographer said. Give me more.

Cocktail hour. I lingered outside with a beer. Guests milled around 

the back lawn and garden of the Georgetown estate. Bar tables 

swaddled in white cloth and crowned with swollen floral arrange-

ments dotted the clipped grass; beyond that, in a brilliant patch 

of sunlight, the grooms posed for more photographs. Smiling. 

Hugging. Kissing. Whispering. Chucking their chins. Nuzzling 

their noses. I’d been watching them for the past several min-

utes, forcing my face into a look of fondness so the other guests 

wouldn’t realize I knew absolutely no one here. Dani, my date for 

the evening, had abandoned me for the restroom and a fresh glass 

of wine. There was nothing for me to do but stand there and sip, 

smiling at the people who passed by, at the couple out on the lawn. 

Trying, unsuccessfully, not to dwell on my own recent uncoupling. 

There! Oscar’s long black shape, slicing through the space between 

wedding guests. It paused at the opposite end of the massive stone 

porch, leaned against a wrought-iron balustrade, watched the 

grooms. No, he was no phantom. He was here, occupying physical 

space. To look at him, you’d think Oscar was in danger of being 

blown off the porch by the slightest breeze, he was so slender. He 

reminded me of something by Egon Schiele. Tall, lanky, other-

worldly. With his eyes hidden behind those sunglasses, Oscar’s 

gaze was mysterious, unreadable. He was all body, no expression. 
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Let’s Get Back to the Party 3

Across the lawn, the photographer signed a countdown from five. 

The wedding party, now regrouped, held hands and leapt in the 

air. The photographer, checking her camera, said, That’s great. 

Let’s try it again. A groomsman said, Christ, I need a drink.

Fragile grandparents, beer-bellied college buddies, nieces and 

nephews dolled up in flower dresses and loafers. Someone passed 

by me and whispered to his companion how great it was to finally 

be part of a gay wedding. The woman (I assume his wife) said, It’s 

about time those two wild dogs settled down. 

Dani returned, holding her glass against her green summer dress, 

as energetic and ebullient as she was every Monday through Friday 

at Douglas Mortimer Secondary School. I had no idea how she 

pulled off such joie de vivre. It had been three years since the staff 

meeting where she’d seen me, the new guy, and patted the empty 

chair next to her. Since then, she’d become a friend and colleague, 

a sounding board for my administrative gripes—and my personal 

ones. She was the first person I called when, only a month ago, 

Jake left me for a job in San Francisco. Dani, ever the optimist, 

had a simple solution for my despondency: Throw myself back 

out there. Go on the hunt. But I was no hunter. I relied on the for-

wardness of others, their generosity of time, their curiosity. First 

moves, final moves; I was terrible at both. Where I flourished: the 

middle, where everything was comfortable. Where I felt I’d finally 

checked that box off my existential to-do list—Find A Boyfriend—

and could get back to more serious matters. I thought I’d had it 

checked off, but now the check mark had been erased, recklessly, 

and without the distraction of work, summer was proving diffi-

cult. Last weekend, I’d found myself, like an idiot, staring at our 
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4 ZAK SALIH

four-poster bed, built for two but home now to one, and sobbing 

without shame in big, sucking intakes of breath. Thinking what a 

fool I was to have believed a life out here was something Jake actu-

ally wanted, that I was more than just a caretaker supporting him 

through the traumas of failed relationships from which he still 

couldn’t completely extricate himself. Thinking of all the times 

he told me how safe he felt with me, of all the times he didn’t say 

how happy he felt with me. Calmed by three glasses of wine, I’d 

called Dani. After listening patiently, she’d extended an invitation 

to be her plus-one at a friend’s wedding the following weekend. A 

bit late, I’d said. She’d told me her original date had to leave town. 

Aunt’s funeral, she’d said. I was just going to go alone, but I think 

this’ll be good for you. At the very least, it’s free drinks. On the 

drive into Georgetown, I’d received a text from Dani. FYI: Lee’s 

husband invited single friends. Come prepared to meet people. At 

a stoplight on M Street, I’d written back: You’re joking.

I turned to tell Dani I knew the guy standing over there on the 

opposite porch, then saw she had someone with her. Sebastian, 

she said, I want you to meet John. He’s one of Lee’s friends. John, 

this is my friend Sebastian Mote. The art history teacher. I shook 

John’s hand politely and smiled. I love art, John said. He was soft: 

in speech, in body, in manner. Like me. He wore rolled-up shirt-

sleeves (past his elbows—Jake’s definition of gauche) and a loosely 

knotted cotton tie. Like me. Dani took several steps back, watch-

ing us as if awaiting the result of a strange experiment. I forced 

myself to be considerate. I was, after all, a guest at a wedding. Not 

just any wedding. A Gay Wedding, one painstakingly designed 

to strike traditional notes despite its untraditional participants. 

The escorting of the grooms down the aisle by their mothers. The 

Salih_LetsGetBack_3P_bp.indd   4Salih_LetsGetBack_3P_bp.indd   4 10/30/20   6:37 PM10/30/20   6:37 PM



Let’s Get Back to the Party 5

biblical readings that sidestepped any mention of Iron Age gender 

roles. The vows, the exchange of rings, the precarious lighting of 

a unity candle. The kiss, long and slow and deep and just a touch 

inappropriate. Everyone at the wedding, from Patrick’s dying 

grandmother to Lee’s three-year-old niece, on a collective high 

from last month’s Supreme Court decision. According to Dani’s 

pre-ceremony brief on the front steps of the church, the wedding 

had been planned almost a year ago with the verdict already in 

mind. (I avoided asking what would have happened had the morn-

ing of June 26, 2015, led instead to an embarrassing kink in the 

arc of social justice.) Then there was me: heartbroken and strug-

gling to see this day as a capstone to all the years I’d spent in 

college volunteering with the campus queer student organization, 

the months I spent canvassing for gay marriage outside suburban 

Metro stations and grocery stores. (Have a moment for gay rights? 

Not today? Thanks for your time.) All this—the back lawn of 

the estate, the strings of paper lanterns, the massive marble plant-

ers boiling over with vegetation straight out of a Fragonard—was 

what I’d done my infinitesimally small part to bring about. It was 

what I’d wanted for all of us. For myself. 

I looked over John’s shoulder at Oscar, peering Narcissus-like 

into his phone, oblivious to my glances, as stone-stiff as I remem-

bered from those three childhood years we spent as neighbors on 

Cinnamon Road, when he practically lived at my house because 

his own was a den of strict rules and passive-aggressive silences. 

The last time I’d seen him, he’d been surrounded by a pack of 

college friends, moving through a party with preternatural ease, 

half-drunk on peach schnapps. So free of the constraints of his 

past life that, when I’d gone up to him, expecting him to pull me 
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6 ZAK SALIH

into an embrace, he stared at me, unable to recall my face, having 

abandoned it with the rest of his childhood, until I reminded him 

and he said, Ah, drawing the sound out from behind his red plas-

tic cup. How nice, I’d thought, to be so free of the past. 

You enjoy teaching? I turned away from the grooms, from Oscar, 

to see John smiling around red cheeks. I do, I said. My father’s 

a professor. It runs in the family. There, I thought. The ice had 

cracked. Now there was an awkward pause. We both sipped our 

drinks until I realized what was expected of me and I asked John 

what he did for a living. I work on the Hill, he said, relieved. 

He gave me the name of a Vermont politician who wasn’t Bernie 

Sanders. I asked if he enjoyed it. Mm, he said. Very much so. I 

waited for him to take a sip of his drink, then threw my eyes 

across the balcony again. Oscar was gone. John asked which of 

the grooms I knew. Neither, I said, nodding to Dani taking pic-

tures of the wedding decorations with her phone. I’m her plus-one. 

Oh, John said. I see. So you live in the city? Not anymore, I said, 

and left it at that. I stared at Dani in resentment, feeling duped. It 

was too soon. It was much too soon. I extended a hand to John, 

said it was a pleasure meeting him. Dani shot me a stern look. I 

excused myself to go inside. 

Down in the garden, two best maids wedged themselves under the 

grooms’ arms and strained upward to kiss their extended cheeks. 

The photographer cooed and said, That’s going to look so cute.

I wandered through the ground floor of the colonial-style manor, 

with its Byzantine tapestries and glass cases of Pre-Colombian 

sculpture, its high ceilings and broad spaces that diminished the 
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size of a wedding crowd that, earlier in the small church, had 

seemed like a teeming mass, as if the whole world had been there 

to watch Lee and Patrick become man and man. Everywhere were 

pictures of the grooms in frames and collages. Lee and Patrick 

holding hands in front of Caracalla’s massive stone baths. Lee and 

Patrick kissing in kayaks in the Florida Keys. Lee and Patrick run-

ning hands along the ragged walls of an ancient Thai temple. Lee 

and Patrick at corporate holiday dinners, at family picnics, at bed-

and-breakfasts. Lee and Patrick as infants, as toddlers, as teenag-

ers, as college students, as working adults. In front of a staircase 

blocked off with velvet rope, a string quartet played the familiar 

air from Bach’s Orchestral Suite No. 3. I stood and listened to 

the music, thinking of the first time I’d heard the piece, as a child 

in the living room of a friend’s house. I kept my eyes open for a 

glimpse of a slender, slippery shape among the guests. The quar-

tet finished the piece and began a slow, strange arrangement of 

Dusty Springfield’s “I Only Want to Be with You” that soothed 

my resentment toward Dani and, invariably, drew my mind like a 

donkey on a well-worth path back to Jake. 

That spring, I’d asked him to move with me out of D.C. and into 

a rambler on the outskirts of northern Virginia. The rambler’s 

owner: my father, Dr. Malcolm Mote, Professor of American 

History, invited for a two-year teaching stint at his alma mater in 

western North Carolina. Facing rising rent and on the outs with a 

roommate (and former lover), Jake agreed to the impulsive move. 

Let’s give it a shot, he said. (Had I only paid proper attention 

to what he said next: What’s the worst that could happen?) So 

this is it, I thought. It’s happening! This is where life starts! A 

month later, however, that life began to soften and buckle. While 
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8 ZAK SALIH

I unpacked and arranged and organized, Jake sat in chairs and 

played with his phone, a great white shark forced into mindless 

circumnavigations in a cramped aquarium. For a few weeks, I 

deluded myself into thinking the wild animal I’d captured would 

adapt, that he’d realize how much easier it was out here away from 

the urban scene. That he’d realize he didn’t need all the parties he 

went to (without me), all the complex social circles through which 

he rotated (without me). And then the bed arrived, a mammoth 

four-poster piece we’d found on a weekend drive through the val-

ley towns along Interstate 81. We had a horrible time getting it 

into the house, spent hours unscrewing, carrying, reassembling, 

both of us sweating despite the crisp March air. That evening, 

I came into the bedroom anticipating sex. Instead, I found Jake 

flung across the flannel sheets like a troubled Fuseli dreamer. We 

never did break in that bed properly. Instead, we argued more fre-

quently over more trivial matters: refrigerated tomatoes, the ori-

gins of a pubic hair stuck to the side of the tub. Petty things that 

didn’t seem to carry any weight when I complained about them to 

Dani. Still, I convinced myself, Jake and I had a history. We had 

three years of dinner dates, of three-day weekends in Pittsburgh 

and Boston, of countless nights when I consoled him, as if he were 

one of my students, over the unnecessary social drama he couldn’t 

seem to pull himself away from. I thought that was enough. I 

really did. So I was dumbfounded when Jake came to me one eve-

ning in May and said he was going nowhere doing temp work and 

had accepted a marketing manager position with a San Francisco 

start-up. That’s all the way out in California, I said like a moron. 

The next thing I did, admittedly, was the last thing I wanted to do. 

Jake turned from my tears but kept a limp hand on my shoulder, 

which made it worse. I excused myself to the bathroom, where 
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I punched a hole in the drywall above the toilet. I wasn’t sure if 

Jake heard me. I didn’t care. I felt something twist in my shoulder, 

but I didn’t care about that either. The job was just pretext. The 

truth, I knew, had less to do with his career and more to do with 

our experiment in domesticity, with his decision to slum it out in 

the suburbs. He wasn’t leaving me because of a job. He was leav-

ing because he’d panicked. After more wine, Jake elaborated on 

his decision. I thought this was what I wanted, he said. I asked if 

he really didn’t want it, or if he just thought he didn’t deserve it. 

Incensed by the backyard psychoanalysis, Jake said, Maybe I’m 

just not happy with you. Later, in bed, lying board-stiff next to 

one another, I stared up at the popcorn ceiling in a rage while Jake 

snored as if it were just another night. The next day, he left to stay 

with friends back in the city. Three days later, he came back with 

a rental van, packed up his barely unpacked boxes, and was gone.

In the hall, the wedding party lined up to enter the dining room. 

Lee’s father, plump and drunk and ready to be painted by Frans 

Hals, beckoned the guests inside with scoops of his arm. Dani 

came in from outside. There you are, she said to me. We’re Table 

Six. John was with her. Me too, he said. We walked into the din-

ing room and took our seats, mine next to Dani’s, John’s next to 

mine. Two tables over, against the eastern side of the dining room, 

Oscar sat among several other men in slim khakis and pastel bow-

ties. He was looking down at his phone and smiling.

Behold, the grooms! Here they came, striding hand in hand into 

the reception hall, on display for the family members, the friends, 

the co-workers, the ex-lovers. They stopped in the center of the 

dining room, padded over with a layer of faux wood flooring in 
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10 ZAK SALIH

anticipation of the evening’s dancing, and waved to everyone. The 

emcee (Patrick’s cousin, Dani said) stepped back from the grooms 

as if in deference to the sheer physical force of their union. The 

photographer returned, flapping around the men to capture them 

from every possible perspective. Patrick and Lee raised their arms 

in triumph. The wedding guests raised bottles of beer, glasses of 

wine. A hard-fought battle, finally won. Here, now, were the vic-

torious soldiers, returned from the field of war and prepared to 

live happily ever after, their armor not blood-crusted chainmail 

but matching gray suits with white carnations affixed to their left 

lapels. At one point in their revolutions, Lee smiled and waved 

at me. It took me a moment to realize he was actually waving at 

Dani, who shouted her congratulations. Patrick beamed a smile 

and pointed a finger in Oscar’s direction. I watched Oscar give a 

limp wave and lean back in his chair with a toothless smile, arms 

folded against his chest, elbows stuck out like tiny wings. Lee and 

Patrick began to slow dance while the string quartet, now installed 

in a corner, played a rendition of “At Last.” This is so much cute-

ness I can’t handle it, someone at Table Six said. I knew Lee would 

take Patrick’s last name, Dani said to John. A waiter asked if I 

wanted red or white. John turned to look at me as the waiter came 

by to pour his wine and gave me another bashful smile. I returned 

the smile, reluctantly, then tilted my eyes to get another glimpse of 

Oscar on his phone. The strings began their final, sweet descent, 

and the couple ended their dance with another long kiss. There 

was a resurgence of applause, of sparse drunken cheers from Table 

Eight (Lee’s teammates from the gay rowing club, Dani said). The 

grooms continued to hold hands as they walked to the wedding 

party banquette, a Last Supper tableau with paper lanterns and an 

arbor of waxy white flowers.
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Muted conversation. Clinking glassware. Then the minister, tow-

headed and red-cheeked, took the microphone from Patrick’s 

cousin. I’m sure you’ve heard quite enough from me already, he 

said. But before we sit down to eat with these two fine men, I’d like 

to start with a brief invocation. Don’t panic. The Bible’s staying 

back at the church where it belongs. The room laughed. Instead, 

I want to open up this wonderful evening with words I’m sure 

most of us here, if not all, are already familiar with. The minis-

ter unfolded a piece of paper, cleared his throat, and started to 

read: No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies 

the highest ideals of love, fidelity, devotion, sacrifice, and fam-

ily. In forming a marital union, two people become something 

greater than they once were. It would misunderstand these men 

and women to say they disrespect the idea of marriage. Their plea 

is that they do respect it, respect it so deeply that they seek to find 

its fulfillment in themselves. Their hope is not to be condemned to 

live in loneliness, excluded from one of civilization’s oldest insti-

tutions. They ask for equal dignity in the eyes of the law. The 

Constitution grants them that right. The minister put away the 

paper. The room was silent. Let us bow our heads in prayer and 

thanks, he said.

Plates came and went. Dani told Table Six about her math classes 

at Mortimer, her Arab background. I was wondering where all 

that beautiful skin came from, Will, one of Lee’s real estate col-

leagues, said. John talked politics with Will’s boyfriend, Tom. I 

kept quiet until Dani noticed and, with the same tone I’d heard 

her use around shy students, volunteered information on my 

behalf. Sebastian’s Arab, too, she said. Well, half. His mom’s 

side. You’ve got nice skin too, Will said to me. I saw John frown 
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12 ZAK SALIH

over his shrimp salad as if the words had been plucked from his 

mouth. Everyone around the table looked at me, and I realized I 

was expected to explain. My mother came here in the seventies for 

college, I said. She met my father, fell in love, stayed. Dani raised 

a salad fork. Seduced by the white man, she said. His mother was 

a lot less pious than mine. Table Six chuckled, and I felt pressured 

to continue. I didn’t even get an Arab name, I said. She didn’t 

want anything to do with that part of her. I just got the skin. And 

the dark hair. It’s so full, John said. Tom asked how my mom 

handled my sexuality. I shrugged. She doesn’t care, I said. She’s 

dead. Table Six went quiet. Dani frowned at me, aware of what I 

was trying to do, and I felt gleefully malevolent. It was a long time 

ago, she said to break the silence. Back in college, right, Sebastian? 

I took a long draught of wine. That’s right, I said. She was no 

model Muslim. She married a white Christian against her parents’ 

wishes, she never covered her hair. She smoked pot. Supposedly. 

She made pork chops for us once a week, which she loved and I 

hated. Sometimes, I’d see her drinking scotch in the living room 

while my father rubbed her feet. So no, I don’t think she’d have 

minded too much that her son sucked dick. I added the childish 

noun for levity, to steer Table Six away from the cloud cover of 

death and to turn the conversation away from me. Then Dani said, 

The dogs. Tell them about how your mom loved dogs. Reluctantly, 

I told Table Six about the dogs my late mother had sheltered in our 

Fairfax home from as early as I could remember. Not young dogs. 

Not puppies. The old and infirm. I mentioned Snoopy, the black 

lab frosted white with age, who padded awkwardly around the 

house from an irremovable tumor in his lower back. I told them 

about Spencer, the blind beagle a childhood friend and I would 

take for painfully long walks up to the elementary school. (I shot 
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a glance across the room at Oscar, as if the story would somehow 

draw his gaze toward me instead of at his plate of shrimp, which 

he was picking at in obvious disgust.) I didn’t tell the table about 

Emma, the basset hound who’d been en route to a vet appointment 

when my mother’s vehicle had its fateful encounter with a harried 

early-evening driver. John asked if I ever thought about getting a 

senior dog. One day, I said. Maybe, I thought, I’ll name it Jake, 

take care of it just like I took care of him. And when it dies, I can 

bury it in dad’s backyard and finally be ready to start over again. 

Growing up with dying dogs, Will said. That’s fucked up. Tom 

slapped his arm. Sorry, Will said.

Midway through a best maid’s speech, a flash of black drew my 

attention to Table Nine, where Oscar summoned a waiter for more 

wine. I remembered clearly the evening I’d once held that tender, 

thin limb in my grip. A minute later, Oscar pulled out his phone, 

smiled, and headed toward the restroom on those impossibly long 

legs of his, past caterers bringing out trays of beef medallions 

and chicken piccata. I watched him until he disappeared behind 

a heavy wood door, then turned to see John watching me expec-

tantly. Sorry, I said to him. What was that?

The grooms arrived at Table Six. They loomed over Dani, over 

me. My co-worker, Dani said. He teaches at Mortimer with me. 

Nice to meet you, the couple said. We shook hands. Hope you’re 

enjoying yourself, Lee said. I am, I said. There was a flash of light 

as the photographer took our picture, a candid shot destined for 

some handmade wedding album. I imagined myself immortalized 

behind adhesive plastic, looking dumbstruck up at Lee and Patrick. 

There’s Dani, Lee would say decades later. We used to be close. 
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14 ZAK SALIH

Not sure who that guy with her is, though. Patrick turned to grab 

a flitting shadow and pulled it into a hug. Oscar, he said. Glad you 

made it. Patrick introduced him to the table. A friend, and one of 

my senior graphic designers, he said. Been with us for eight years 

now. Nine, Oscar said, surveying the table. Hey, he said to John. 

Hello there, he said to Tom. Hey, he said to me. Hi, Oscar, I said. 

Hey, he said to Dani. I waited for Oscar to do a double take, to 

come back to my face. I wanted to borrow words from the griev-

ing ghost in Hamlet (which my honors English students would be 

reading in the fall): Remember me. But there was no recognition I 

could see. Patrick plucked at Oscar’s jacket, said, You know this 

is a wedding, right? It was all I had, Oscar said. Lee, not hid-

ing his displeasure at their funereal guest, tugged Patrick’s hand. 

Mom wants us to take a picture with Nana, he said. I watched 

the grooms move to where Nana, drowning in a blue tulle dress, 

waited patiently for what could be one of the last photographs of 

her life. When I turned around, Oscar was back at his table.

The dancing began. Avoiding John’s longing look, I got up and 

left the reception hall, stepping out onto the back porch and into 

warm evening air. I watched several guests mill around the gar-

dens, inspecting flowers, watching planes breach the clouds from 

their takeoffs at National. Perhaps it was the weight I’d gained in 

the intervening decade, the softening around my face and middle, 

that made me just another anonymous wedding guest instead of 

an old friend. For professional reasons, I avoided social media, so 

I had little inkling of Oscar’s public life other than what I conjured 

in my imagination. So what was holding me from marching back 

inside, from going over to Oscar’s table, tapping him on the shoul-

der, and telling him exactly who I was? Standing in the night, 
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away from the party, I realized it was a fear that had already been 

halfway confirmed: Once again, he’d forgotten me. 

Despite the heft of its architecture, the estate couldn’t contain the 

music coming from inside, where the string quartet had been sup-

planted by the Beach Boys singing “Wouldn’t It Be Nice.” I moved 

away from the music toward the edge of the back porch. I counted 

fireflies for what felt like forever until I heard someone step out-

side. I turned around. There he was. He was looking intently at 

his phone and so I walked over, stood in front of him with my 

arms outspread (not too wide) and said, It’s me. Oscar looked up 

and smiled, hesitantly. Then I saw the beautiful recognition. Wait, 

he said. Sebastian? Yes, I said. I pulled him into my arms and he 

hugged me back, delicately, the way you’d cup a chick in your 

palm. He smelled of sharp cologne and hair gel. I felt an emptiness 

as he pulled back and picked up the glass of wine he’d set down. 

Wow, he said. The last time I saw you was—. College, I said, 

committed to doing his remembering for him. The lawn party at 

Jefferson. Yeah, Oscar said. Yeah, that’s right. Wow. He put his 

phone in his pocket and picked up his drink. We clinked glasses. 

Nice out here, he said. I said, Isn’t it? I needed some air. And I hate 

dancing. Oscar smiled. I opened my mouth to ask the first of my 

many questions, then Oscar clutched his right thigh as if in pain. 

He pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. He grinned. 

Have to take this, he said. Okay, I said. See you back inside. 

The wedding cake was a four-tiered affair, vaguely Venetian, 

topped by two tuxedoed men set shoulder to shoulder. Oscar and I 

stood next to one another, me with a refreshed wine glass, he with 

his cell phone. We watched the grooms feed each other, first with 
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their hands and then, to the ribald delight of the younger guests, 

mouth to mouth. Oscar groaned, tapped at his phone. Someone 

handed me a slice of white cake lacerated with raspberry icing. 

Oscar put his phone away to receive his plate of cake. He watched 

me take the first bite. He asked, So? It’s wedding cake, I said 

through the corner of my mouth. They spent more time on the 

outside than the inside. No, Oscar said. So how have you been? 

What’s new? And after ten years, all I could say in that moment, 

cake in my mouth, was, Good. Nothing much. Oscar asked if I 

was going out with the others after the reception. I didn’t know 

there was something going on, I said. After party for the guests, 

Oscar said. I think I heard it was happening at Empire. I’m sure 

the ladies are excited. Even Nana will be there. Oscar took an 

angry bite of cake and set it down on a nearby table. I asked if he 

was going, wondering to myself if I could tolerate the crowds and 

noise to spend just a little more time in his company. No, he said. 

Don’t think so. Been Cruzing back and forth all evening with this 

college kid. So fresh out of the closet he’s got mothballs sticking 

to his shoulders. Still, pics look promising. Here. Oscar opened 

up Cruze on his phone and I watched the logo—which, depend-

ing on your mood or luck, was either a carnival mask or a death’s-

head—pulse purple against a gold background. Then the screen 

divided into the familiar series of tiled images: faces, torsos, but-

tocks, eyes, biceps. I imagined Jake, who’d never been able to 

delete the app from his phone while we were together, out on the 

West Coast with a small digital square of his own. The thought 

made me ill, so I declined to pass judgment on any pictures, turn-

ing away from Oscar’s phone and looking instead at the mass of 

shifting bodies on the dance floor. I saw the grooms pose for a 

selfie with Dani and John. I wanted all these people to disappear, 
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one by one, until it was just Oscar and me, away from the crowds 

and the noise, back in the hush of my childhood basement where 

we’d spent so much time together. Oscar put his phone back in 

his pocket. So, he said, when are you going to be the main event 

at one of these? I drained my wine. Excuse me, I said.

They were playing “Just Like Heaven” when I returned from 

the bathroom. I moved around a table of coffee-sippers and sec-

ond-slice cake eaters, back to Oscar’s side, feeling like space junk 

pulled inexorably into the orbit of some massive dark planet. I 

opened my mouth to ask Oscar where he lived now, how his par-

ents were, but he cut me off. Deal sealed, he said. Drinks at 11:30 

at the Attic. Hey, you majored in English, right? I beamed with 

pleasure that he remembered. So this guy says he’s an English stu-

dent at American. Give me the name of some books I can impress 

him with. I was too drained to be witty, so I said I’d have to think 

about it. No worries, Oscar said. You think about it and text me 

some titles and I’ll drop them into our conversation. We exchanged 

numbers with little ceremony, with no promise of meeting up. 

Dani emerged from the dance floor glazed in sweat to tell me the 

wedding was winding down and some people were heading over 

to Empire. You’re coming, right? I looked at the floor. I felt Dani 

looking at me. I felt Oscar looking at me. Then I said, No. No, 

I don’t think so. Come on, Dani said. You won’t do yourself any 

good going home and brooding. You do brood, Oscar said. That 

I definitely remember. I looked up at Oscar, thinking how a few 

moments ago I’d wanted to hug him and now I wanted to hit him. 

He just got out of a bad relationship, Dani said to Oscar. I’m try-

ing to get him to come out and have fun. Help me out here. Oscar 
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raised his hands in mock surrender. Staying out of this, he said. 

On the dance floor, couples swayed in various stages of inebriation 

while Nat King Cole crooned about love and sentimentality. Dani 

went back to find John. So, Oscar said. Single.

We stood outside the front doors of the estate in two facing rows, 

me wedged between Dani and John, Oscar on his phone down 

at the end of the opposite row. Someone handed us sparklers. 

Someone else dropped small steel tins of flame intermittently 

along each line of guests. The whole moment, despite the revelry, 

despite the yawns and stumbles, had the air of a solemn sacri-

fice. Then they came, into the sparkling archway of light, into 

the warm night. Everyone cheered, yelled, hollered as the grooms 

ducked into a waiting car and waved goodbye. 

Inside, staff were already gathering plates, stacking chairs, unhook-

ing paper lanterns, disassembling tables. I looked for Dani to tell 

her thank you and goodbye, saw her with John and several other 

people. Then I saw Oscar, clutching his black jacket and stealing 

off into the night. Without thinking, I began to follow him out of 

the estate and east down the cobblestone sidewalk, hardly getting 

closer than half a block. (Those swift legs! Even as a child, I’d had 

a hard time keeping up with them!) I tripped on the uneven bricks 

of the sidewalk and caught myself against a tree, where I watched 

Oscar get into a compact car with its hazards blinking. I thought 

about calling out to him, offering to give him a ride to the Attic, 

but he’d already shut the passenger door. As the car drove past, 

I cringed against the tree as if playing one of the games of flash-

light tag that had occupied our childhood summers. Don’t see me! 

Please, please don’t see me! Then, once again, Oscar was gone.
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