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Chapter One: 
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The first sign of doom of my doom was when I found myself tagged on tiktok.  I don’t follow anyone on tiktok but cute animal accounts, so imagine my surprise when I not only found myself tagged in a video posted by my old high school friend.

Kendra, an adorable blonde with thousands of followers, was wearing a white satin sash with the word “bride” emblazoned across it from her shoulder to her hip and what looked like a prom queen crown.  As usual in her videos, Kendra had tagged every item of her outfit, from the glittery dress from a local boutique to the sparkling earrings in her ears.

The song she was dancing to was Beyonce’s Run the World (Girls) and the text over the bottom of the screen read, “If you’re tagged in this video, congratulations, I’m calling on you this summer for a spectacular wedding event.  I need you, girl.  Be my bridesmaid.  Reply in the comments if you accept.”

Oh, how I’d love to decline.  Kendra was a doll, really, but I had no desire to be anyone’s bridesmaid, especially in my old hometown.  Unfortunately, Kendra had been my best friend in one of the hardest times of my life, and there was no way I could ever refuse her anything.

I typed, “Of course I’ll be your bridesmaid.  What date are we looking at?”

And that was that.  It wouldn’t be fun, being back in my hometown where I couldn’t avoid any of my old friends and their questions.  But at least in the bridal party, I wouldn’t be expected to come up with a date.

Oh, how naïve I was.  I had no idea what was in store for me.

~~~~~
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THE SECOND SIGN OF the pending apocalypse was three months later, when my boss asked me to come in for an early morning work conference.

“I didn’t really need to talk about anything important, Lyss,” she said with a wink of her dark brown eye.  “I just wanted to give you this.  Obviously, I can’t have the whole hospital at my wedding, but a few of you are getting invitations.”

She handed me a pale cream envelope with pearl colored scrollwork along the edges of the flap and waited for me to slide a French manicured finger under it so I could pull the invitation from inside.

The whole thing was flawless and tasteful, exactly like my boss Candace, whose impeccably groomed style was a mix expensive suits and eye-catching accessories.  My boss had pitch black hair that hung straight to her chin and dared do nothing but look silky, thick, and straight.  While she smiled, waiting for me to read the invitation, she sat on the edge of her desk, lightly tapping a nail against the metal top of it.

“Please join us for the wedding of Candace Powers and Lincoln Maddox.  This is a joyous event, so we expect you to wear your brightest, happiest raiment when you join us on October 21st, at 4pm.”

“Only you would use the word raiment, Canda,” I teased, pulling a smile from somewhere.  I was happy for my friend.  I was.  I just wasn’t excited about a wedding.

I hate weddings.  All the cliches repel me: the cake cutting, the wedding march, the flowers in the church, the first dance with the bride and groom, blowing bubbles for the bride and groom as they race to their decorated car.  Still, I was so happy for Candace.  My boss had put up with a lot in the past couple of years and she deserved a chance at happiness.

“Now, I know you hate weddings,” Candace started to say, and put up a hand to stop me from objecting, “But this one I’m determined to have cliché free.  No bridesmaids.  No minister.  No reading from 1st Corinthians.  So, you promise me you’ll come.”

I gave her a genuine smile.

“I’ll come,” I promised.

“And bring a date!” Candace ordered.

Right.  Like that was going to happen.  Still, if it was a nice party, I could probably convince Ash to go with me.

~~~~~
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THE THIRD SIGN OF THE apocalypse was when my friend Noah stopped by my office right before lunch.

“Can you eat?” he asked.

It was a fair question, because if I had too much work, sometimes I ate at my desk.  Thankfully, it was Friday, and I always try to have my major projects finished by Friday morning.  This gives me time to plan out my work for the next week, and if I get everything done by noon, run through the plot of my newest storyline on my little boox notebook, while making myself available to anyone that needs to see me.  I call it my ‘office hours.’

“I can eat,” I said, wondering at his tone.  He had the air and voice of a man headed for a tough conversation, though I couldn’t imagine what it would be.

“What’s your mood?” he queried, waiting for my reply with a smile.

I stood from my ergonomic chair and pulled open the drawer that held my hand bag.

“Braised short ribs?” I asked with lifted brows.

“Bet!” he said, doing a trigger pointer gun at me, making us both laugh.  It was one of the words his fiance’s son used whenever he meant, “It’s a deal!” and we had both taken to using it.

A short car ride later and we were at a local Korean Gomtang restaurant, napkins spread across our laps, a plate of Korean fried chicken between us, and each of us with our own serving of tender braised short ribs slathered in sauce—his spicy, mine tame.

“Lunch is on me,” he said, as I bit into the crispy, yet perfectly tender meat.

I set it down on my small plate and glared at him.

“Okay, Noah Cooper.  I don’t know what you’ve done, but I’m about to be very unhappy with you if you don’t fess up right now,” I ordered.

“I’m getting married,” he grinned and I grinned back.

“I’m aware.  I was there when you came striding down the halls a couple of months ago telling everyone in sight that you were engaged,” I reminded him.

He finished off his chicken, licked his fingers, and gave me a half smile.

“No, I mean, I’m getting married,” he said, reaching into the messenger bag he carried around on work days.  He pulled out a bright orange envelope with my name on it.

“Oh,” I said, wiping my hands quickly on my napkin.  “What a terrible time to give this to me.”

Laughing, he handed it to me.

“It’s just an invitation, Lys,” he said.

I opened the card and the invitation inside was a mass of colorful swirls and glittery words.

“This is not the first wedding invitation I’ve gotten today, but it is the most colorful,” I said, blinking at the vibrancy of it.

“Lina’s sister Miriam made them,” he said.

A sharp pain stabbed at me as I recalled who that was.  Of course she’d made the invitations.  Of course, she would be at the wedding, which meant that her new husband would be at the wedding.

He’s Noah’s best friend.  He’ll probably be the best man, I thought, heart sinking.  Desperately, I looked at the invitation, hoping that it was on the same date as Rhoda’s or Canda’s.  No such luck.  It was set for Labor Day weekend.

“It’s going to be as crazy as the invitation,” he said, laughing.  “Full Catholic mass, big blowout at their family’s restaurant.  Malina is convinced that her mom is trying to make up for the fact that Miriam eloped, thus preventing anyone from making a fuss over her.”

I joined his laughter, though my own was half-hearted.

I set the invitation down on the table, face down where the colors wouldn’t taunt me.

“I appreciate the invitation, Noah,” I told him, with all sincerity.

“I hope you’ll come,” he said, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand.  “You know, Jake has changed so much in the past year.  He’s married and settled.  I’ve never seen him like this before.”

Each word was like a ringing slap.

“So you’ve said,” I said, with a wince.  “He apologized, and I agreed to let it be water under the bridge.  But that doesn’t mean I want to come face-to-face with him and his darling bride.”

He nodded, reaching to grab another piece of chicken from our shared plate.

“Look, it’s up to you, but I want you to know that you’re my friend, and I would love it if you could be there to celebrate the happiest event of my life,” he said.

We finished our lunch, talking about work for the rest of the meal and in the car on the way back to work.  I kept the invitation tucked into my purse like a bomb and told myself I’d keep it there until I could safely dispose of it in the trash can at home.

~~~~~
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THE FOURTH SIGN—SURELY one of the seven seals of the angels from the book of Revelation—was the phone call from my mother on my way home from work that very day.

“Your Aunt Christine wants to know why you haven’t RSVP’d to your cousin Rhoda’s wedding,” Mom said, without a greeting or preamble.

“Um, what are you talking about?” I asked.  To be honest, I was trying my best to figure out where this conversation was going.

“I texted you the invitation ages ago and you can’t be bothered to even send a ‘No.’  Do you understand how that makes me feel?  Especially when I know you’ll be in town for Kendra’s wedding two weeks before that,” she complained.

“Okay, as much as I adore a motherly lecture, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I interrupted right in the middle of what I knew from experience was a tirade about my behavior in general and what a disappointment I am.  This is why I don’t answer my phone when she calls.

“Rhoda’s wedding!  I told you—”

“I never saw an invitation.  So, I don’t know what to tell you.  If you send me a picture of it, I’ll take a look at the date and let you know if I can be there.”

I heard her sniff.  Rolling my eyes, I turned into my driveway, cursing the timing of this conversation yet again.

“This would be so much easier if you’d give people your address,” she huffed.

“Yeah, well, I think you and I know why I don’t give people my address anymore,” I said.

“Really, Alyssa, if you don’t want to go, you can just say so,” she told me.

Let’s be clear, I definitely don’t want to go.  And I will do just about anything to avoid it.  Shit, that’s two weddings in a month, followed by Noah’s a couple weeks later.  There was no chance I could convince Ash to drive up with me to my cousin’s wedding.  He hates my parents.

My thoughts were racing and I couldn’t seem to take in the whole conversation.

“Mom, text me the invitation.  I’ll try to be there if I don’t have plans, but I can’t make any promises.  I’m so busy right now, especially with Kendra’s wedding weeks away.  I can’t even make it to Kendra’s bridal shower.  It’s a three-hour drive away, Mom,” I said.

“It’s your family, for god’s sakes.  I know we have our differences, Alyssa, but if you can’t put that aside for family, I don’t know what to do with you,” she sputtered.

Why do I try to reason with her?  It never works.

I was now in my car, parked in my driveway, AC cranked to max, trying to keep my cool and dying to be inside where I could be wearing comfortable pajamas, drinking a tall glass of white wine.

“Is Nicole going to be there?” it was a snide question, that I already knew the answer to and should never have asked.  The response was as predictable as I had hoped.

“Really, Alyssa.  Your sister has a disease.  What she needs right now is to focus on her own recovery.  She needs to get better.  She can’t possibly be expected to represent the family right now.”

The family.  The most important words in my parents’ lexicon.  They were thrown at me constantly growing up, mostly because I had an older sister that didn’t know the meaning of the words.

Don’t embarrass the family, Alyssa.  Always do your best for the family, Alyssa.  I can’t believe you’re moving away from the family.  Why don’t you ever come to visit the family?

I now had a blinding headache.

“Send me a picture of the invitation or don’t.  I don’t really care anymore,” I told her, then hung up the call.

~~~~~
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SHE CALLED ME BACK immediately, but I put the phone on vibrate and reached over to dump it in my purse.

I walked inside the house, setting my purse on the hall table where I was determined it would stay until I’d kicked off my heels and set them in their shoe stand in the hall, stripped out of my tight pencil skirt and soft pink blouse.  I would take a long soak in my giant tub, and drink a glass of wine to blur the hard lines of my day into a soft, fuzzy glow.

I did exactly all of the things in my short list, then I dressed in a pair of soft, silky pajamas, and padded on bare feet to the hall to retrieve the e-ink notepad with all of the plans I’d made for this week’s episode of One Hundred Delightful Things, which included a rough storyboard.

One Hundred Delightful Things is a children’s cartoon that’s also a play on the quote by Lewis Carroll, “I often think of five impossible things before breakfast.”  I came up with the idea during a hard time in my life, when I was trying to make it through the day without collapsing.  Every morning, I would try to come up with as many delightful things as I could before breakfast, then before lunch, then dinner, then bed.

By that point, I had left my rental and moved in with Ash, and he was looking for a new side project, creatively.  Ash’s business is his voice.  He does voice over work for commercials and documentaries, narrates books, and has even been the voice in a few cartoons and movies.  He makes a great living at it, mostly because he works like a fiend, and because he owns his own equipment.

He’d been wanting to put something on YouTube, and my minor in college had been graphic arts—I’d wanted to do social media and fundraising for a non-profit, so graphic arts had seemed like a good fit—so we settled on a short children’s cartoon.  It was a ton of work, and required copious amounts of planning, but it was my favorite way to decompress after a long day.

Tonight, I would use Scrivener—a writing/organizing software—to edit the script for this week’s episode.  Every season, Ash and I decide on an overall arc we want to highlight, with a series of episodes that fill out the larger plotline, while also covering an important childhood theme each week.  This was our third season of the show, and we’d done all our planning months ago, but as the season progressed, we often had to make changes.

Unlike most cartoons, where the episodes were written and animated all at the same time and then released one by one over a series of weeks, we animated our shows week to week, so that we could keep fluidity if we felt like a certain plot element was working better than we had imagined or needed to be honed to our audience’s desires.

It was a format that had gained us the success of two million channel subscribers, so I wasn’t planning on changing it anytime soon.

I revised the episode according to my notes and the comments from some of the viewers on last week’s episode.  Then, when I had the script exactly the way I wanted it, I blocked out the scenes using Boords—a storyboarding software.  I made notes in the script for some of the sound effects that I thought we’d need, and then I saved it all to the server we kept our materials on.

Tomorrow morning, at some ungodly hour, Ash would rise from the decadence of his silk-sheeted bed to record the voices he was responsible for.  After I’d had a couple of cups of coffee, and done some morning yoga on the back patio, I’d my record my few parts.  I try to give Ash—and sometimes Vince—most of the work, because they’re better at voice acting than I am.

When the audio was done, we’d splice it all together with Final Cut Pro, and play it through once.  If Vince was over—he usually was—he’d listen too, and we’d tighten, or rerecord, or change some lines to be funnier.  Vince was a good test audience, because when he laughed at the audio, we knew that we’d done it right.

After the audio was good, I’d start the animations.  Every season, we lay down background scenes to match the stories we’ll cover, and there are some that we can reuse—such as the throne room.  There are also common animations we can reuse, such as Barry the Bard playing his lute, or doing his famous spit take, and his super spit take.  I add what I need to, and layer in the rest, before I compile it and pull it into to Final Cut Pro with the audio.

Vince has a friend that does music for us, and every season we tell him the tone we’re looking for and he gives us a new album of music for the episodes.  We layer in the music, and then Ash finds the right sound effects for each moment—we bought a library of sounds right when we started so we wouldn’t have to do any foley ourselves.  In case you don’t know, foley is making your own sound effects.

After all that is done, I add in our titles, and credits—pretty much the same thing every time, except for the episode title.  I created our own font, with the help of a friend who makes typefaces for a living.

This 30-minute episode every week is a labor of love with a thousand moving parts, but it’s rewarding to see people respond to it.  We get emails from parents every week, and mentions on Instagram showing kids watching our show or singing the silly songs.  Some kids even write their own silly songs about feelings, or school or their pets and it gives me so much joy.

Despite the day’s turmoil, by the time I was ready to settle in front of our TV and watch some mindless home decorating show, I was satisfied that Ash would be well able to do his part tomorrow with little need for input from me.  The weddings and their invitations could sink into the back of my mind, like my phone shoved in the depths of my handbag.

The door opened and I heard Ash say, “She must be in the thick of storyboarding.  Let’s see.”

“I’m in here!” I called out.  I could hear Vince giggle, which is not typical for him.  Maybe he was excited about something.

Ash ran into the room and threw himself onto the couch next to me.

“Why didn’t you answer your phone, you infuriating girl?” he demanded, shaking me by the shoulders comically.  “I called you a bazillion times!”

My eyes widened.  “What’s going on?  Is it the show?  Did we get another troll attack?”

Ash glanced up and behind me, where Vince was presumably standing.  His light gray eyes sparkled as he thrust his hand out at me.  I saw a beautiful platinum ring with one large green emerald sunken into it like a signet ring—Ash’s birth stone.

“We’re engaged!” he yelled, bouncing so hard that even his perfectly coiffed hair fell out of place.  “Get ready to pack your bags, lady.  We’re going to Oahu!”

It was one thing too many.  I burst into tears.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two: 
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“Oh my god,” Ash said, putting his arms around me.  “I knew you’d be jealous, but I didn’t think you’d rage cry on me.”

He patted me like he would a baby—uncertainly and without any plan of action for how to go on.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Vince told him, coming to sit on my other side.  “She helped me pick out the ring.  There is no one less jealous of our love than Lys, you Slytherin.  There’s something else going one.  What is it, Lys?”

At his kind attention, I cried even harder, trying to tell them both about what had happened that day, but the words were garbled and unclear.  So instead, I pointed to my handbag sitting in its spot in the hall.

“I think there’s something in her purse!” said Ash, happy to leave the comforting to Vince while he went to investigate, like the nosy roommate he was.

When he came back with the handbag, he dumped everything out on our coffee table.  I squawked in outrage at the mess, but he waved aside my objections with a careless gesture.

“You can’t speak, dearest, so let’s get this out of the way right now.  Now, what is so offensive here.  One of these envelopes?  Did your mother call again?  Did you run out of your favorite color lipstick?  What do you call this, ultra skin-tone blah?”

He held up my nude lipstick between two fingers like it was a dirty sock I’d left on the carpet.  Ash hates the way I dress, and the way I do my hair, and generally everything about how I present myself to the world.  He says I’m a raging fire of creativity and I deserve to present that part of me to the world.  But I like to be neat and clean and natural, so I ignore all of his attempts to make me over.

I sniffled and took a deep breath.

“Look in the envelopes,” I told him and laid my head on Vince’s comforting shoulder while he stroked my back.  He was much better at comforting than my roommate.

Ash pulled out the classy looking one first, because he always gravitates toward anything expensive.  He read it and gasped.

“Oh shit,” he said.  “Did you get this today?”

He handed it to Vince, who took it without comment.  I nodded and pointed to the other card.

“It gets worse,” I squeaked, burying my face in Vince’s neck.  He smells like peppermint and high-end cologne and I find it deeply comforting.

Vince made soothing noises while Ash pulled the other invitation out with a wrinkled nose and the look of someone digging in the trash.

“Good god, Vince.  Let’s agree not to do anything this tacky for our invitations,” he complained and read the invitation with widening eyes.

“What is it?” asked Vince, who was still holding Canda’s invitation.

“It’s an invitation to Noah Cooper’s wedding,” Ash answered and I felt Vince stiffen.

Both of them knew my history with Noah.  Even though they blamed him for what happened afterward, they understood that it wasn’t really his fault that Jake had acted like an asshat.

“Will He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named be there?” Ash asked, frowning while he handed the invitation to Vince.

I sat up, suddenly pissed.

“Of course he will.  He’s the best man.  His wife is the bride’s sister, for god’s sakes.  And he had the nerve to give me this and tell me that he really wants me to be there.  Can you believe that?  Sat there with his puppy dog eyes and basically pleaded with me to come,” I said, yanking both invitations out of Vince’s grip.

“That sucks, Lys,” Vince said, eyes sympathetic.  “What are you going to do?”

“She’s going to tell Noah and his fiancé to go fuck themselves!” Ash replied.

“There’s more,” I said, reaching for my phone.

“Including this wedding that I just found out about from my mom, I have five weddings in the next few months.  Five!”

I pulled up the text thread from my mom and showed it to Ash.

He tsked over her harsh words, and read the invitation she’d sent me.

“Good lord.  Is the universe trying to tell you something?”

“To go bury myself in a hole and die,” I said, and threw myself down on the couch pillow next to me, facedown.

“I’m going to refill your wine,” Vince said, and I heard his soft footsteps head toward the kitchen.

“The worst of it is, now you’re getting married and you’ll be together, and I’ll have to find someplace else to live like an old spinster.  Maybe I should buy a cat?” I pondered through the pillow.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ash chided, sitting next to me.  He yanked me up by the shoulders to give me a hug.  “You’ll live with us forever, like an old gay couple and their favorite pretty pet.”

I sat back, wiping my eyes.

“Thanks, both of you,” I said, reaching up for the glass of white that Vince was holding out toward me.  He ambled back into the kitchen and I heard the tell-tale ‘pop’ of a champagne bottle.  “What should I do, Ash?  I’m going to Kendra’s wedding, and I will never hear the end of it if I don’t do Rhoda’s, but I dread showing up alone.”

Vince came back into the room with two champagne glasses and he and Vince sat opposite me on the coffee table, after Ash swept the contents of my handbag onto the floor, causing me to protest again.

“I love you, dearest, but I won’t bear the company of Matilda Stanhope for anyone.  That woman curls my arm hair,” Ash said, with a shudder.

Sighing, I sipped my wine.

“I figured as much,” I said, dismissively.  “Believe me, I understand.”

“I can go with you,” Vince offered.  He’d never met my mother.

“No, no,” Ash said, shaking his head.  “You deliciously handsome man.  You would only cause people to gossip and say that our Lys can’t do any better than a gay friend to escort her.”

Looking between the two of us, he grinned, a malicious gleam in his steely grey eyes.

“What are you plotting?” I asked, taking another gulp of wine to brace myself.  Ash’s plans were notorious and devious and almost always ended in either disaster or triumph.

If only I knew ahead of time what would be the result, I wished.

“What you need is a hot date,” said Ash.

“I think we all know that,” said Vince, laughing and sipping at his champagne.

Ash clinked his flute with his fiancé’s and stood up, circling around to the other side of the coffee table.

“Let’s put out an ad,” he began.

“An ad?  No!” I said, leaning back.

“Yes!” said Ash.  “Five Weddings, One Date.”

Now Vince was nodding.

“I agree with Ash.  Hire a date for all the weddings, get him a nice suit, and train him to act how you want him to act.  He can be a party animal for Kendra’s wedding, polite and sweet at Rhoda’s, suave and sophisticated at Canda’s wedding, and cool as a cucumber at Noah’s.”

“That’s only four weddings,” I pointed out.

“Well, if he’s a good little boy, we’ll reward him with a spot at our fabulous wedding,” Ash told me.  “Give him something to look forward to.  Then I don’t have to worry about setting you up with someone myself so you’re not a sad sack.”

“I hate it.  I hate the entire idea,” I said, moaning into my glass.

Ash set his now empty glass down, clapped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously.

“I know that look.  She’s going to do it,” then he gave us his best Slytherin laugh.  Honestly, that’s what he called it.

“Let’s write the ad.  I’ll handle weeding out the weirdos from the candidates, and I’ll set up interviews.  We’ll go to Inklings,” he said.

It took the better part of an hour, but we ended up with something that all of us found acceptable in the end.

Five Weddings, One Date

28 swf, seeking m 26-35, for date to five weddings this year.  Must be kind, good sense of humor, able to make up stories at a moment’s notice, non-smoker, non-alcoholic, non-drug addict, at least 5’10”.  This is a platonic set of dates, so gay, straight, trans, whatever, all m applicants welcome, as long as you can carry on a conversation and look presentable to my friends.  I will buy your suit, and pay you $100 per wedding, with a $150 deposit.  Hotties need not apply, nerds preferred.

Ash had strongly object to the last qualification, but I had overruled him.  I had learned my lesson with Jake.  I wanted someone I’d be comfortable around, but not worry about seduction or hurt feelings.

For the next few days, I had to endure Ash’s cackling as we finished and submitted the next episode of One Hundred Delightful Things.  I’m sure you can guess how annoying it was.

“Oh, I got another email today, Lys.  You’ll never believe—” he started to say, then cut himself off like he was about to reveal state secrets or something.

I would roll my eyes and get on with my work.

“When are we meeting these paragons of manly virtue?” I asked, when he did his little routine for the thousandth time—or so it seemed.

“Sunday!” he crowed, and did a little tiktok dance in place, humming a cheery tune.  “I think you’ll be very pleased with the selection, actually.  I’ve kept your comfort in mind the entire time.  I’m so glad we thought of making them fill out a dossier before we invited them to interview.  You should read some of these.

“Vince and I have been laughing over them every night.  One fellow actually said that his favorite hobby was ‘working on my guns.’  The picture he included was divine.  I’ve saved it for my private collection.  Don’t worry, he didn’t pass muster.”

While I was happy to hear that my roommate had some common sense at least, my trepidation grew at the thought of meeting a bunch of strange men so soon.

Is having a date for Noah’s wedding worth all of this?  I guess I’ll find out.
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Chapter Three: 
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I was behind the register in my feed/pet supply store, looking over my next order when Katy walked in for her shift.  From her hot-pink hair to her sashay as she strolled over to my counter, she was feeling sassy, per usual.  She was holding a stack of papers in her hand and grinning at me with a sparkle in her eye that had me worried.

“What’s up, Drake?” I asked, rising from my seat.  Thursday afternoons were slow, but I didn’t mind.  It gave me time to tend to the creatures, once Katy arrived.

“I’ve got another one for you, St. Jude,” she said, and slapped the papers down on my counter.

She likes to call me Jude because he’s the patron saint of lost causes, and I’m a sucker for a sad story.  Most of the animals I take care of are brought to me off the streets.  I never planned, when I got my degree in veterinary medicine, to be fixing up strays as much as I fixed up animals for clients, but what could I do?  Our local Humane Society was overloaded, and even though there was a local cat shelter, sometimes I had oddball strays: tortoises, mutts, a large supply of rabbits, and even a rooster once.

So now, people know to bring me their cast-offs, or found animals, or strays and I would fix them up and get them adopted out to happy homes.

I looked down at the top paper, lifting it off the stack.  Reading out loud in my slow and stumbling way, my frown grew deeper.

“Must be kind, good sense of humor, able to make up stories at a moment’s notice,” I read.

“You see?  You’re perfect!  This poor kid obviously needs a date, and I guarantee you’re the best man for the job.  No guy I’ve ever met is more annoyingly kind with no strings attached.  You’ve got loads of interesting stories.  You’re hilarious,” she said.

“No, I’m not,” I interrupted.

“What are you talking about?  I laugh at you all the time!” Katy insisted.

I gave her a half grin.

“I’m not sure it’s the same thing as having a good sense of humor,” I said.

“Come on, you know you’re funny,” she said, “You need to sign up for this.  I’m serious.  You’ll have fun, you’ll get money to fund your saintly causes, you’ll get a new suit, and you’ll meet a nice girl.  Maybe you’ll even have a romance.”

She waggled her eyebrows at me and I sat back in my chair to finish my order list.

“Not interested.  And, I hardly need the money.  Besides, did you see that last part?  No hotties allowed,” I said, smiling to myself.

“Yech.  You’re not a hottie.  I can barely stand to look at you,” she said, wrinkling her nose as she looked me up and down.

“Just because you like waifish Korean pretty boys who sing Kpop, doesn’t mean the rest of the world doesn’t find me empirically attractive,” I said.

I’m not vain.  I know I look good.  Hauling fifty-pound bags of feed will do that for you.  And just because I look like my mother, a former beauty queen, doesn’t mean I take credit for my straight nose and big blue eyes.  Women have swooned over the length of my eyelashes, but I know that it’s all just genetics.

“I don’t see it.  You’re so...blond.  And old.  You’re like an old, blond man,” she said flatly.  “Now, I’m going to fill this out and send it in for you.”

I snorted.  “Don’t do it.  I won’t participate in this.”

“You will.  You’re too nice to ignore her plight,” Katy said.  “Especially if I fill this out for you and they accept your application.  Now, let’s see.  Name: Leander Hastings.  Leo for short.  Age: 32.  Occupation: Patron Saint of Lost Causes (i.e. playing savior to all sorts of helpless beings when the occasion calls for it)”

“Oh, come on,” I said, flipping through a catalog.  “That’s going a bit far.”

She ignored me and raised her pen to the next line.

“Favorite color: Blue, like my twinkling eyes.”

“My favorite color is green,” I muttered.

“Favorite TV show: any fixer upper show.  I love watching old houses get made into beautiful homes.  Reminds me of how I fix people’s lives.”

“I like watching those shows.  I wish I was good at it, but I always end up hammering my thumb.  But you know my favorite channel is Animal Planet,” I told her.

“Favorite music: Taylor Swift.  I’m a total Swiftie and her songs make me cry like a little girl,” she said.

“That’s sexist, and she writes all her own music, straight from the heart.  You’d have to be made of stone not to react,” I protested.

She rolled her eyes so hard I was afraid for a second they’d stay that way.

“Ideal Date: cleaning up animal feces in my clinic,” she said.

“Gross.  I just like to take care of them,” I replied.

“Hobbies: saving baby harbor seals, lifting weights so my body is gigantic, crying over Taylor Swift lyrics then sending my favorite lines to all my friends,” Katy wrote.

“I did that one time,” I said.

“One time too many.  She may as well know what she’s in for,” she said.

“Give me that,” I said, and snatched the paper off the table.  I looked down at her handwriting scrawled across the page, squinting carefully at the words to make sense of them.

“You didn’t write any of that!” I accused, after slowly reading through each question.  She’d written every answer correctly, even down to my hobbies of crochet and puzzling.

“I should have written lies.  She will reject you on your Swiftie status alone,” Katy insisted.  “She needs a party animal for all these weddings, not a squishy teddy bear who prefers puzzling while he watches old episodes of Project Runway.”

“I find it soothing!” I said.

“I think half of your problem is that you were raised by an old woman, so you never hung out with boys your own age.  You’re more comfortable playing bingo than going to a club.”

I shuddered.

“I would never go to a club.  So noisy.  And Gram took care of me because my parents were never around.  Don’t you say a word about her,” I ordered, and handed her the paper.  “You can send it.  If they don’t like it, then it wasn’t meant to be.”

She wrote something on the bottom of the paper and folded it before shoving it in the pocket of her baggy jeans.

“What did you write on the bottom?” I asked.

“Just my email.  If they answer back, I’ll let you know the date and time to meet.  Okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” I said, standing again.  I handed her the magazine that I’d been paging through, certain items circled.  Then I gave her the yellow pad of paper I kept so she could note down each of the items from my order for the store and their quantity.  “Send this out today, will you?  I’m going to go check on our patients, and then I have appointments the rest of the day.”

“Sounds good,” she said, already turning toward the computer to log on.  “Want me to call in some dinner?”

“Yeah, can you do an order for Korean fried chicken, pork bulgogi, and chadol komtang from that place I like?  Get whatever you like,” I told her.

“For an animal lover, you sure eat a lot of meat,” she chided.

“Takes a lot of protein to run this machine,” I said, patting my flat stomach.

“Whatever.  I’ve got work to do,” she said, and waved me away.

I made my way to the attached building through a wide entry way and checked on the two malnourished kittens and ragged parakeet I had in the special patient area.  After giving the girls their kitten formula, I went to the front office, flipping the open sign in preparation for taking clients.

My veterinary practice is by appointment only, and I send all my clients through an online booking service so I don’t need anyone in the front office.  I just wait for them to walk in the door and I walk them back.  Katy was my only employee, and that was the way I wanted to keep it.

She kept a good schedule, coming to me after class during the week, and all day Saturday.  One of her friends subbed in for her once in a while, and sometimes I had an intern to help me with the veterinary side of my business.

While I prepped my exam room for the first patient, I thought about the ad.  I imagined having to attend five weddings in a short time span without a date by my side.  What kind of weddings were they?  Friends?  Family?  Work?  She must be desperate if she was taking out an ad.

Well, no use worrying about it right now.  If it’s meant to happen, it will.
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Chapter Four: 
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“I don’t want to do this,” I said, for the tenth time, standing in front of Ash so he could inspect me.

“Do you have to wear that?” he asked, pursing his lips as he perused me from top to bottom.

“Yes.  He may as well know what he’s getting into ahead of time,” I said.

“What did you do to your hair?”

“I pulled it back.  Duh,” I said.

“Oh god,” he moaned putting his pale blond head in his hands.  “This is a terrible idea.”

“I know.  That’s what I’ve told you many times,” I agreed.

He straightened, face brightening.

“How about you stay here, and I’ll vet the candidates, and pick the best one?” Ash asked, hopeful, hands casually stuffed into his pockets.

I put my hands on my hips.

“Do you think I’m stupid?” I asked.

“Not stupid, dearest.  Just a bit thick when it comes to what you really need,” Ash replied.

I swiped my now refilled and reorganized handbag from the hall table and shoved my phone inside.  Then I put it over my shoulder, walking toward the door.

“Let’s go,” I said, and Ash followed me with his own briefcase, muttering to himself.

~~~~~
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INKLINGS IS THIS AMAZING local coffee shop that we love and visit every Sunday to celebrate another week’s work done on the series.  Today, Ash had reserved The Riddermark, a sumptuous meeting room that was small enough to be perfect for our needs, and had very comfortable seating.  We’ve used it many times for meetings with creatives.  They love the ambience.

When we arrived on site, I ordered an oatmeal sans raisins and an Americano with cream on the side.  Ash ordered two chocolate croissants and a caramel macchiato.  Then we showed ourselves to the reserved room.

“I’ve got our top ten candidates in twenty-minute slots over the next two hours.  That’s fifteen minutes per man, with a five-minute greeting and goodbye buffer,” Ash told me, as he pushed open the door and used one of the chairs to hold it in place.  Then he waved me over to help move the rooms only table to the center of the room, with our comfy chairs behind it, and a smaller, more uncomfortable chair in front of it.

“There we go,” he said, smiling his satisfaction.

He pointed to my chair and started to take the materials out of his briefcase.  It was hand-tooled leather, and monogramed with his name: Ashland Mickelson.  I think it was the first time I’d ever seen him use it.

“Do you feel all grown up, with your very own briefcase?” I asked, amused.

“Finally getting some use out of old Bessy here,” he said, giving it a pat.  “My parents gave this to me when I graduated from college.”

I was about to reply, when one of the staff brought our orders.

“Coffee! Yay!” Ash said, reaching for the mug.  He took a long sip, while she unloaded the rest of the items onto the table next to his papers.

“Nectar of the gods,” he crooned, closing his eyes.

“Stop being such a cliché,” I ordered.  “Come take a seat and tell me who’s first.”

“Oh, yes.  And there was a last-minute addition, so I hope no one is late, because we are booked to the limit of our reservation,” Ash said, scuttling around the table to settle in the chair next to me.  He set down his coffee after one last sniff of the cup’s contents.

He took a large bite of his croissant, moaning again.

“Maybe I should give you a few minutes of privacy in here,” I said.

“No, no.  It’s fine.  These are just the best chocolate croissants.  I could eat a dozen in one sitting, but then how would I fit into my pearl-gray tuxedo?”

“Pearl gray, huh?” I wondered.

“Yes, I’m having it tailored to match my eyes.  It was Vince’s one request.  He’s going to wear a white suit that will look fabulous against his dark skin,” he replied.  “You will wear the dress that I buy you, and will serve as my maid of honor and best man.  Vince will have his brother Anthony as his best man.”

“Oh god, do I even want to know?” I asked, half please, half terrified of Ash picking out my clothing.

“It will be soft and flowing and completely open, you buttoned-up minx,” he told me, and then a movement at the door caught his attention.

“Hi, I’m Robert,” said the man, upon entering the room.  He was dressed in a tank top and jeans, with flip-flops.  He had a goatee.  Ash knows I hate men with goatees.  I glared at my friend.
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