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Author’s Note


How does one write about the first global pandemic in a century, and one that brought our nation’s social fabric to its knees on more than one occasion? Moreover, how does one talk about the gray areas of something like COVID? 

This was a pandemic that lasted weeks, months, or until the federal emergency officially ended on May 11th, 2023, according to who you ask. I couldn’t possibly encompass its breadth. The magnitude of the saga will be studied in the years, and by the generations, still to come.  

What I do know is someone needed to tell Amy’s story, and her story was intrinsically connected with almost every part of the COVID era. 

For that reason, I like to think of this book as the story of COVID, as many of us experienced it: one day at a time. 

The Wedding March started as a documentary script. Then, that outline became a long-form piece of journalistic writing. But nonfiction writing requires facts—and more importantly—answers. In the era of COVID, no one had the answers. Even truth was eroded to the point of personal opinion, something which every public figure, private citizen, and political party was guilty of. 

As a result, Amy’s story deserved a narrativized approach, albeit one that relies on the most factual of reports, footage, and social media posts. 

So this isn’t a made-up story, or one that’s excessively glamorized. It’s an account. It’s an account that preserves the best and worst moments of a unique moment in American history, and one whose details have been frequently overwritten, forgotten, or erased altogether. 

This book is anchored to true events. It reflects the subjects’ present recollections of experiences over time. Some names and characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been recreated. 

Chapters recounted in the first person are from my own recollections and records from this winding tale. And the Judge Judy episode details have been reconstructed from memory rather than a transcript. 

As I started work on this manuscript, around the time when the masks on planes had started to come off, kids had returned to school across the country, and inflation had begun its steady climb toward the heavens, a friend of mine responded to my topic with curiosity. 

“A wedding planner during COVID? That’s a tough one, because her entire job would be the source of super-spreader events.”

That statement stuck with me. Just like the truth during COVID, that notion was accurate, until it wasn’t. And that point in time differed, depending on who you asked.

Heroes and villains of this book, myself included, will be defined by where a reader believes such a line belongs. The principal complaint belonging to this book’s protagonists, though, is that the real-life events lacked such demarcations. When CAPE begged for resolution of the gray areas, they were only dealt more infuriating ambiguity.   

When governments—local, state, or federal—cracked down on pandemic activities, the prison yard spotlight only seemed to shine on those who abided by the law, or the industries that were politically advantageous to mandate. Even those state or local governments most focused on equity seemed to act with extreme prejudice when the tides of politics demanded such. 

If there’s one thing we can all agree on, it’s that no person or policy was perfect from beginning to end of COVID. For that, we might all wish to collectively forget the time. 

But Amy’s story shouldn’t be forgotten. 

To paraphrase a meaningful piece of insight from one of my interviewees: COVID deserves a detailed after-action report, and one that’s focused on evils of omission, rather than pointing fingers at perceived commissions. 

Finally, as George Santayana famously said, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 
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Wellness Check


San Diego, CA – 8:30 p.m., Jan. 26th, 2021

Amy Ulkutekin had received plenty of stressful emails in her time as a wedding coordinator, event planner, and entrepreneur, but she’d never been so distraught after sending one. 

She had spent the last few hours struggling to dissipate the residual adrenaline still coursing through her veins. While a nice bath might have calmed her down, Amy wasn’t the type to sit still. At least not when she, her husband, and two children needed laundry done. 

As any entrepreneur knows, no amount of business success or failure takes priority over family. And tonight, the family needed the laundry done. 

Amy had always felt like a shark in her combined role as a wedding planner, event planner, and small business owner: if she stopped swimming, she might as well stop breathing too. Nonetheless, her “ocean” had felt smaller with each passing day of the COVID pandemic, and soon, there wouldn’t be any ocean left. 

That’s what she’d attempted to explain in her email, anyway, addressed to the administrative members of the California governorship. 

But that was the past now. Tonight, Amy would continue folding T-Rex pajamas, ragged college t-shirts, and the occasional unmatched sock. 

Almost on cue, and just as she was getting into the rhythm of chores, Amy’s son, E.J., was beckoning from downstairs in that demanding way that children never quite realize feels callous.  

“Moooom?” 

E.J. and Amy’s daughter Ariana were a year apart, and still in those childhood years that made them resilient, ebullient, and adorable in the way that they would inevitably lose as pre-teens. The pandemic had been tough for them, especially in the early days when parks and schools were closed. And they weren’t out of it yet, even if the latest pandemic threats were no longer boredom or death, but the family’s dwindling finances. 

It didn’t take long for Amy to put two-and-two together as to why E.J. had been calling for her. There was a firm knocking from their front door, which was never a good sign so late into the evening. 

Once or twice, Amy was used to receiving a last-minute delivery of wedding materials before a couple’s big day, but there wouldn’t be any weddings in the foreseeable future. 

Amy left the pile of clothes in the bedroom and made her way to the top of the stairs, looking down into the living room.

“How are you feeling, E.J.?”

E.J.’s health was still top of mind for her, placed in that part of her brain where she was ready for anything that could suddenly take a turn for the worse. Less than a week ago, E.J. had been diagnosed with type 1 diabetes, and fully hospitalized for diabetic ketoacidosis. While the Ulkutekins were lucky to escape tragedy, E.J.’s five-day hospital stay felt like a straw that could break the camel’s back. 

“Good, Mom.”

“Let me know if not,” Amy offered, as she descended the stairs, her mind already shifting to the red and blue lights flooding through their windows. 

Police cruisers covered the usually mundane neighborhood street outside. 

“I wasn’t sure if I should open the door. You said—”

“You did good, hon.”

“You said to trust the police, but not strangers, and that police officer looked like a stranger—”

“You did good. Thanks kiddo.”

E.J. pursed his lips, nodded, and turned back to watching the TV.

Amy’s pulse rose as she neared the door, in a very similar way to when her heart raced with red and blue lights in the rearview mirror on the 805. At least when that was the case, you knew it was about a speeding ticket or a busted taillight. This could be anything. 

At least it wasn’t something horrible about the kids or her husband, who she knew to be inside the house. That kept her panic at bay for the time being. 

When she opened the door, two officers, a man and a woman, stood on her front doorstep, right next to a Prime package she hadn’t realized had been delivered earlier that day. 

Amy smiled politely, squinting as the flashing lights flooded her sight. 

“Hi. Is everything alright?”

She noticed their demeanors shift ever so slightly, as if they had prepared to be greeted by a shotgun-wielding maniac and could relax. 

“Are you Amy Ulk—”

She interrupted, helping with the tough pronunciation. 

“Ulkutekin?”

That last name had always been a mouthful. 

“Yes, right,” the male officer corrected himself. 

“That’s me.”

He nodded. 

“We’re here to make a wellness check.”

Their badges were easier to read as Amy’s eyes adjusted to the dark. Under their last names were patches that read SUICIDE PREVENTION. 

If Amy thought her stress levels were elevated earlier that day, this was her new record. She didn’t know her heart could beat so fast. 

“I’m not suicidal.”

“Good.”

“What’s going on?”

The female officer specified, “The governor’s office was concerned, after an email they’d received from you.”

Amy’s jaw dropped in disbelief, especially as she got a better look at the extent of public resources that had been dispatched to her front yard. Her email requesting an audience with California’s public health leaders had merited no less than eight officers and three squad cars. 

Amy’s voice caught in her throat as she became increasingly self-aware of every detail of her being. 

“I just… I just wanted a meeting with them.”

The confusion only intensified from there. It would be minutes before Amy would return indoors.

E.J. was quick when she got there. 

“What did they want?” 

Mystified, Amy could only utter, “They said it’s about Newsom.”

It wasn’t the first time in the past year that E.J. or Ariana had looked at Amy sideways. Whether it was her transformation into an activist, part-time state lobbyist, or even as a contestant on Judge Judy, Amy had become a whole new person in just ten short months, and her family struggled to keep up. 

It wasn’t the cops that surprised them most that year, though. It was the day Amy buttoned her family up in tuxedos and wedding dresses and marched through the streets of Sacramento with hundreds of other protestors, all dressed for the weddings they could no longer celebrate. 

 




2
Head Start


San Diego, CA – March 16th, 2020

Eighty-two. 

It was a number Amy never thought she’d see, but it was staring her right in the face, at the top of her annual events spreadsheet. 

Eighty-two weddings to plan, coordinate, and orchestrate during the year 2020. The number was mind boggling, even with the two or three Amy had accomplished in the first weeks of the calendar year. 

Amy’s company, First Comes Love, had planned maybe sixty-five weddings in the busiest year leading up to this one. Eighty-two was a behemoth by comparison. It thrilled Amy just as much as it gave her a nervous electricity. 

That’s not to say Amy didn’t have a pot of gold at the end of this rainbow: she was going to upgrade from her Toyota to a Tesla, her dream car. 

While her RAV4 was easier to navigate with her taller-than-average height (which yes, came very much in handy keeping track of people during events), it was the Tesla that would bring her all the modern conveniences she’d so desired, with a slight hit to leg room. 

With a home office that faced the street outside her house, it was an hourly occurrence to have one of those zero emission, carpool lane-accessible, technological wonders silently glide past the window. Or speed past, well above the limit. Her eyes would draw away from her work for only a moment before refocusing, fearing that any loss of focus might unravel her chance to reach that battery-powered light at the end of the tunnel.

The year 2020 was the culmination of a decade of Amy’s life, and it was too perfect that her line of work would intersect with a year so prosperous for couples around the world, many of whom hoped to marry in her backyard of San Diego. 

The breakneck pace of Amy’s current situation made her think back on past times, during which she’d yearned for such prosperity. Before being a wedding planner, Amy was a corporate events planner. But one usually followed the other. Weddings were just more intimate events, with one to five hundred of your closest friends and family members.  

That wasn’t part of the plan when Amy left her first job out of college to work at Fleishman Hillard’s Southern California office. The corporate event space made a great beginning for Amy, but it was just that: corporate. With the experience Amy had gained from planning for Virgin Airlines, Qantas, and the opening of a Las Vegas hotel or two, she was ready to sink her teeth into an industry where she could pave her own path, and one where she could form more personal connections. 

All it took was a financial crisis to get her there, and not the one that loomed a few weeks down the road. 

While life got busy, it never got so busy that Amy didn’t think back on that cloudy day back in 2008 when the regional manager at Fleishman had come down from the San Francisco office. In any recession, it’s events and tourism that hurt first, and as soon as the bigwig stepped off the elevator, Amy knew the end was finally here. 

After a day of watching her peers, friends, and even a mentor or two make their way from desk to the conference room and back, totally stripped of everything they’d worked for, Amy was called up for her execution. 

Her mind had been swirling with what she would do next, and how she could possibly land on her feet, especially as the slowdown only seemed to be starting. The dizzying confusion of losing one’s 9-to-5 gave way to the hungry determination to survive. It was in that moment that Amy realized a need to chase her passion. 

Weddings were recession-proof. Even at smaller scales, no one stopped getting married just because times got tough. That would bring her comfort, seeing how well things had gone for other industries at this moment in time.  

“Amy? We’re ready for you,” her manager said grimly, turning back to the conference room, metaphorically caked with the blood of her co-workers’ careers. 

Once in the room, she sat down across from the manager, someone from human resources, and the San Francisco bigwig, but she wasn’t afraid after all she’d done to brace herself that day. Amy knew she would throw everything she had at a meaningful pivot the minute the first severance check arrived. 

“You know, Amy,” her manager started, “We value you quite a bit around here. As you know, we’re having to make some difficult decisions in light of what’s happening. We’re happy to say the company’s going to be OK. But we still need to downsize, all the same.”

Enough with the fluff, Amy had thought. Just bring down the hammer and let’s stop delaying the inevitable. Wasting time was never Amy’s strong suit. In event planning, time is more than just money. Time is everything.

“We’d like you to join our New York office. We’ll be closing a few, including this one, to bring all our resources together.”

Had Amy feared firing, this might have made her jaw drop to the floor in joy, but instead she only felt conflicted as her manager untied the noose and allowed her to step off the proverbial gallows. 

“You’re not firing me?”

The bigwig shook her head and piped in, “We’d just need you to move to the East Coast. Probably time for it, considering the San Diego office only had so many projects. We absolutely see a future with you at the company.”

Amy sighed as her manager suggested, “If you’d like some time to consider—”

“I’m staying in San Diego,” she blurted out. 

It might have seemed like a gut decision, but this was well thought out by now. Maybe if they’d started with her earlier that morning, she’d have taken the time, or moved to New York. But now, she was sure. 

“Thank you, for everything.” 

Before they knew what hit them, Amy was back out the door again, a new lease on life, spurred by what felt like a near-death experience. 

There wasn’t much at her desk worth boxing up, but she didn’t have time to start the task before her friend and mentor, Steph, walked over from her office. 

“Amy, I’m so sorry. I fought for you to stay on. I thought—”

Amy cut her short.

“It worked! They didn’t fire me.”

“Oh gosh. I could have sworn you were over here packing up your things.”

“I am,” Amy chuckled. 

Steph tilted her head, not computing. 

“I’m going to start my own company. It’s something I’ve needed for a long time. Just didn’t realize until now.”

Steph nodded.

“Seems like your mind’s made up.”

Amy nodded. 

“You’ve got a great future ahead of you, Amy.” 

She smiled warmly and gave Amy a hug.  

That had stuck with Amy ever since Steph had said it and meant more to her than any employee-of-the-month or bonus had.  

Eighty-two weddings would put a smile on Steph’s face a decade later, no doubt. Amy had fulfilled the prophecy. 

As any wedding planner would do, Amy made the best of the available circumstances in 2009. She founded First Comes Love within the year. She serviced friends she knew who were getting married, and then ramped up production with staff members, great word-of-mouth, and a rapidly expanding network of clients across the West Coast. 

Within a year or two, First Comes Love had already topped fifty weddings, and it didn’t slow down one bit after that. 

In the years that followed, Amy would establish two more small businesses, Catalyst Creative and the Best Coast Beer Festival, both of which were also successes. Best Coast’s fifth annual festival would be on March 21st, 2020, and had provided Amy a welcome annual reprieve from weddings, especially during the slower months of February and March. 

Still staring at the tally at the top of her spreadsheet, Amy appreciated a still moment to reflect before her next call, which wasn’t with a couple or a vendor, but instead would be a member of San Diego’s tourism office, Paula. 

Thanks to the Best Coast Fest, Amy had formed great connections with city leadership in a way that weddings alone would never have provided. Though, she didn’t think that was ever terribly important outside of grants or funding. 

Until today, that is. 

By now Amy had seen the World Health Organization’s warnings about the novel coronavirus, which caused stocks to dip by a good amount the day prior, and still seemed to have the world on edge. She wasn’t worried about stocks so much as her stock of Best Coast Festival merchandise, which was currently in her garage. The merch cost her over a hundred grand and was one of many investments she’d hoped to turn to profit in the week to come. 

It was her due diligence to reach out to Paula and at least get a scoop from inside city hall, hoping for the best, and being prepared for whatever else might be in store. If there was increased testing, Amy wanted a head start on getting those swabs. If it was temperature checks, she would visit every superstore and pharmacy across America’s most populous state, looking for thermometers. 

Whatever it took, Amy could usually pull it off, especially with a head start. The best events are all about having a head start. 

At last, the silence of Amy’s electric car daydreams, flashbacks to 2008, and anticipation of a monstrous year ahead were broken by the ringing of her iPhone, which she answered. 

“This is Amy.”

“Hi Amy, I’ve got Paula for you when you’re ready.” 

“Thanks.”

Because multitasking usually resulted in missed details, Amy made it a point to almost never multitask during a call. But there was no temptation to worry about the eighty-two vertical cells any longer than she already had. She waited, ready to transcribe anything and everything Paula might have to say, and then multiply that by however many weddings she had for the month immediately following Best Coast. 

The line clicked, and Paula was on.

“Hello, Amy.”

She sounded stressed. Paula was big in the tourism department, and while that gave her plenty of tough choices, she usually handled even the toughest of crises with a great poker face. 

Hello wasn’t a great poker face.

“Hi Paula! Thanks for making time for me. Hope you’re doing well.”

“I figured you’d be calling,” she sighed, like someone whose kid had accidentally dinged your car in a parking lot and had left a note. 

Paula had only helped Amy over the years, and she’d been especially vital for this year’s Best Coast festival. So why she sounded like this, Amy wasn’t sure. 

“Oh, really?” 

Paula groaned, “It’s all such a mess so far. I can’t even begin to tell you.” 

“I saw the CROSS’d Fest went forward,” Amy offered. 

“CROSS’d? Uh, we’re not so sure.”

Amy hadn’t been concerned before this moment, but Paula’s silence changed that. 

“I’ve got my pen out, ready to take down what you think. Started reaching out to some connections I might have to get some thermometers—”

“Amy, what do you know?” 

Amy disliked plenty of things. But ignorance was at the top of that list.

“About what?” 

“In a few days, the mayor’s office is going to announce stay-at-home orders.”

The words hit her like a truck. 

Stay-at-home. No amount of event wizardry could top stay-at-home. 

What a stupid public relations version of “quarantine” that was. It was a quarantine without the teeth to enforce it.  

Paula concluded, “For now, we’re done.”

Amy felt a pit open in her stomach. If her mind had been anywhere else in that moment, it was now wholly focused on Paula’s every word, with the occasional thought toward the hundred thousand dollars of cotton, polyester, and neon plastic now sitting worthless in her garage. 

Nonetheless, Amy was a cool operator. Where others go through the stages of grief when they get terrible news, Amy didn’t. No event planner worth their salt has the time for denial, anger, bargaining, and depression when acceptance is the quickest way to a meaningful solution. 

“Oh wow.” 

That was all she could muster. 

Paula relaxed a bit, especially since Amy hadn’t launched into the expletive-laced tirade Paula might have feared. 

“All I can say is, you need to prepare.”

“OK. I will.”

That was all she could say before hanging up. 

Moments later, Amy would regret not thanking Paula for letting her in on the news, but it seemed that Amy’s levelheadedness was thanks enough for Paula, who had likely had some more contentious conversations, and would face many more when the news came out.  

“Damn it.” 

She had 48 hours at most and would use up every minute of that until San Diego mayor Kevin Faulconer stepped behind his podium to break the news to the unsuspecting public.  

Even with the six figures of hats, tees, and frisbees in her garage, Amy’s priority was her clients. She zoomed to the top of the eighty-two cells and picked out an immediate handful. Three rapidly fired calls merited three blissfully ignorant bubbly voicemails from her brides-to-be.

“Hiii, this is Brittany. Can’t get to the phone right now, but–”

BEEP.

“This is Amy. Call me as soon as you get this.”

So much for the gradual rise in weddings leading up to the busy summer. It was DEFCON 1 as Amy scrambled to list May, June, and July venues that would accept her March and April couples in a worst-case scenario. After that, it was listing vendors to contact to check for later summer availability, which was highly unlikely, though some would undoubtedly work miracles.

“Hi, this is Amy with the April eleventh wedding. I’d like to see what the venue’s availability looks like later in the summer, just in case there’s some change in the next four weeks with the coronavirus. Thank you.”

Beep. 

Some vendors she got on the phone and others she left messages for. The ones she spoke to all had the same response. 

“Uh, I’m sure we could figure it out.” 

“We don’t see any reason to worry right now.” 

“We’re happy to do whatever you’d like, but don’t think it’ll come to that.”

It was the lack of worry that troubled Amy most.

There wouldn’t be time for sleep later that evening, but she did have an hour or two before vendors and brides would start replying to her messages and calls. That would be her only chance to prepare her own family for a potential societal fallout. It’s not like anyone knew what was going to happen, anyway. 

Amy tried to keep her concerns about the Best Coast Festival at bay as she peeled out of the driveway in her RAV4, knowing that there would be a need for a larger conversation with the festival staff, which she would urgently schedule for the next morning, if not that evening. The Skype invite was already en route. 

As if the sky-high shelves full of pallets of wholesale goods lit by skylights wasn’t bizarre enough, the familiar Chula Vista Costco felt even more dystopian that Monday afternoon as Amy flashed her membership card to the grinning greeter at the front door. 

No one in this building would have a grin on their faces another week from now as people started violently amassing dry goods, canned foods, and hand sanitizer. 

Rushing past San Diegans casually browsing corporate clothing, airline gift cards, and party dinnerware, it was blatantly obvious that no one else had any clue. Amy wanted to warn them, climb up on the tallest platform of Sue Grisham books in the center of the superstore, and shout like Cassandra to the ancient Trojans.

The world as you know it is coming to an end! Don sackcloth and pray for mercy!

Her phone rang with the first of her brides returning her initial call. She could multitask now. This wouldn’t be the first call she’d taken at a wholesale club, anyway. 

Amy pulled the comically wide shopping cart into an aisle full of chairs and folding tables, a part of the store she’d frequented before many an event.

“Hello!”

“Hi, Amy! Sorry I missed you!”

“No, no that’s alright.”

This call was from Savannah, who’d interned with Amy for eight months during the year prior. Amy liked Savannah, and she’d considered hiring her to First Comes Love when she was out of school. But instead, Savannah had asked Amy to marry her and her college sweetheart. 

The ceremony would be in two weeks and would be held at the Don Room at the El Cortez. It was one of the weddings Amy was most excited about, yet now it posed the greatest dilemma.

“Is now good?” Savannah asked, knowing Amy’s busy schedule firsthand.

“Yeah, I’ll be quick.” 

Amy began filling a cart with dry goods, knowing she’d return to fill a second cart with perishables. 

“Listen, I know you’ve probably been keeping an eye on the news,” Amy began.

“Oh yeah. Always something.”

“Well, that something’s coming here.”

“Here?”

“They’re going to do a lockdown, here in San Diego.”

“Like, for ‘two weeks to flatten the curve?’” 

“I think it will be long enough that I wanted you to know, so you can have a backup plan if you need one.”

If Savannah had been Amy’s client, she might have been firmer about the backup plan, but since she was only partially helping, and knew Savannah knew just as much as she did, Amy trusted she’d make the right choice. 

But the right choice was taking more time than Amy expected, as Savannah stayed quiet on the other end of the phone. 

“I think whatever happens, we’re just going to show up and have the wedding.”

Amy frowned. 

“I don’t think you will. The government will be saying you can’t, and they’ve never done that for events. It’s like that wedding at Scripps we had to redo. You only get one chance at getting vendors locked in for backup dates and—”

“It’s just, yeah, Amy—”

“And you could end up throwing an event where there’s a spread—”

“Yeah Amy, yeah yeah. It’s just, we’re just going to do it, and try not to worry about what happens.”

And that was it. There wasn’t any thought given beyond that. During this first and most potent strain of the disease, it was thinking like this that got people killed after events like this one, and not just the elderly or comorbid either. 

Amy suspected as much but didn’t have enough data to force the subject. No amount of case numbers from Italy, the most visible and transparent outbreak to date, would make a difference to Savannah. 

Hanging up the phone after a cordial goodbye and repeated congratulations, Amy absolved herself of her guilt, at least for that couple. She was now a false prophet to both her clients and the unsuspecting Costco shoppers around her. They wouldn’t believe her, and if they did, it wouldn’t change them. 

Amy didn’t get any sideways looks as she checked out the first time, but when she came back with the second cart full of fridge and freezer goods, the checker gave her a sideways glance. 

“Restocking your earthquake kit?” he asked.

“Yeah, and the big one’s coming, in two days.”

The checker grinned and chuckled, as did the receipt checker at the door, and E.J. too, when Amy would get home that night, futilely asking her children for help carrying the groceries inside.

The nonbelievers collectively stood in the shade of the giant wooden ark that Amy had just finished, not believing her warnings of great flood. But Amy wasn’t a soothsayer, even if her preparedness had made her seem so later that month. 

If she had been, she would have bought toilet paper. 

There was no warning about that mad rush for toilet paper.  
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