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			A Perfectly Planned Prank
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			To learn about my couples so that I can customize their wedding service, I often hold a pre-wedding meeting. In one such meeting, the groom’s unwavering devotion to his dog, a male pit bull named Tank became very clear. “He’s family,” the burly groom named Bart declared, his face earnest. “And he needs to be part of the ceremony. He’s going to carry the rings.”

			Sarah, the petite, sophisticated bride, gave me a grimacing look that appeared part plea for help and part silent scream. Sarah appeared to be a woman of impeccable taste. She was a professional who coordinated high-end events for a living. Her vision for their outdoor golf-course wedding was nothing short of a storybook ready fairy tale: elegant, sophisticated and as she had stressed multiple times, completely dog-free. In particular, large, ungainly Pit bulls were not her cup of tea. She saw them as... well, she saw them as trouble, more appropriately spelled TROUBLE.

			Bart, however, was not to be dissuaded. He presented his case with the kind of passion usually reserved for political debates. Through the discussion, Tank remained calm. He was every bit the canine version of a gentleman, demonstrating a demeaner as if he had been trained for this very moment. He would be the perfect ring bearer. Sarah, wanting to keep the peace and knowing when she was outmatched, finally sighed and conceded. “Fine,” she said, her voice laced with resignation. “He can be the ring bearer. I will make all the arrangements.” A subtle smile played on her lips as she said it, one that Bart, blinded by his victory, completely missed. And one that I as a seasoned Officiant should have – but did not - catch the meaning of.

			The wedding day was perfect. The sun was a golden orb in a cloudless sky and a gentle breeze rustled the leaves on the poplar trees. The air was heavy with the scent of blooming lilacs and songbirds chirped from their perches in a chorus of natural celebration. The scene was set for a truly beautiful ceremony.

			Guests arrived, filling the white chairs set up on the manicured lawn. Bart the groom, looked incredibly proud in his new jet-black tuxedo, his broad shoulders squared with anticipation. The murmur of conversation hushed as the music started, a sweet and classical traditional tune announcing the start of the procession. Everyone leaned forward, eager for the first glimpse of the radiant bride, her majestic dress and her much-discussed canine ring bearer.

			First, the wedding party made their way down the aisle, a parade of stunning bridesmaids in lilac dresses escorted by sharp dressed groomsmen. Then, announced by the collective gasp from the guests, Sarah appeared at the top of the aisle, a vision in her designer white gown. She looked utterly radiant, her smile a beacon of pure joy. But this quiet, magical moment was about to be broken.

			Coming down the aisle right behind her, stubby tail wagging with a happy rhythm, was Tank. The magnificent male pit bull was perfectly groomed, his muscular body a beautiful contrast to the soft floral backdrop. A low, muffled chuckle started somewhere in the back row, then another and another. It rippled through the crowd like a wave, growing into a full-blown roar of laughter.

			Tank, the stoic ring bearer, was dressed to the nines—or, more accurately, dressed in the most ridiculous, un-pit bull-like outfit imaginable. He was wearing a perfectly fitted, shimmering pink Tu-Tu that bounced with every happy stride. On his paws were matching pink doggy “Mary-Jane shoes” with tiny little bows and the rings were carried not on a velvet pillow, but in a miniature, bedazzled purse—a pink handbag adorned with rhinestones, complete with a tiny faux-pearl strap draped across his back. He looked like he was a Prima Donna heading to a canine ballet recital.

			Bart’s face went from an expression of pure, adoring love to one of utter, comical shock. His eyes widened, his jaw dropped and for a moment, he was speechless. Then, as the laughter swelled around him and the absurdity of the scene washed over him, he was unable to contain himself and joined in. His boisterous, belly laugh was louder than anyone else’s, a sound of complete surrender and loving admiration. He appreciated the genius of her prank.

			The point was made and it was made with both humor and a deep understanding of their relationship. Bart and Sarah stood together, holding hands and laughing as I waited patiently for the merriment to subside. And Tank? Oblivious to the hilarity he had created, Tank eventually found his way not to Bart’s side but rather to Sarah’s side. He nudged his head against her hand and she, for the first time, gave him a gentle scratch behind the ears. A strong, loving bond was formed that day, not just between a man and a woman, but between a woman and her new canine family member.
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			Nude Wedding Proposal
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			I met Ruby and Ted, my bride and groom, at a local coffee shop to start planning the details of their upcoming wedding service. It was a sweltering summer day, with clear blue skies and the temperature hovering around +33°C. 

			Ruby was the picture of calm and collected confidence. Dressed in light, breezy summer clothes, she was a picture of casual elegance, effortlessly articulating her well thought out vision for the ceremony with concise and clear expectations.

			Ted was a different story entirely. He was wearing well-used heavy work coveralls over a long-sleeved shirt and tattered industrial jeans—a uniform designed for and used in a construction site, not a cozy coffee shop in the middle of a heatwave. Ted was sweating profusely, a nervous energy radiating from him. His bouncing legs were dead give-aways of his nervousness. With his fidgeting eyes darting around the room, he seemed more focused on his discomfort and his iced coffee than on our conversation. Bart nervously and endlessly was adjusting his coveralls, a silent and sweaty signal of his distraction.

			About halfway through our planning meeting, I paused and asked if they had any questions for me. As if she had been waiting for this exact moment, Ruby turned to her groom, a mischievous glint in her eyes. She waited patiently until Ted had brought his cup to his lips and was taking a generous mouthful of thick, black coffee. Then, leaning across the table with a conspiratorial whisper that was just loud enough for me to hear, she said, “I would like a nude wedding where clothes are optional. Would you mind?”

			The loaded question hung like a lead balloon in the air for a split second, a shocking, unexpected bomb dropped into our serene meeting. Dumbfounded, I didn’t think. I simply reacted, the first thought that popped into my head tumbling out of my mouth.

			“Ah ah ah … me or you?” I stammered.

			My question was met with a moment of stunned silence before a loud, explosive PPFFFFFT broke the quiet. Ted, his eyes wide with a mixture of shock and utter disbelief, expelled the mouthful of coffee he had just taken. It shot across the table with such force that it nearly covered the elderly couple sitting at the adjacent table. Ted was completely in a daze, frozen in place as coffee dripped from his chin to the table and onto the floor.

			As we grabbed napkins and started the frantic cleanup, the speechless groom helped mechanically, his face a mask of shock. Ted was completely out of it, still trying to process what had just happened. It was only when Ruby reached over and gently took his hand, her voice soft and sweet, that he seemed to breathe again.

			“Just kidding,” she said with a bright smile. “Now relax.”

			And with those two words, the tension in the room broke. The elderly couple chuckled good-naturedly, laughing at the brazenness of youth and waving away our apologies. Ted let out a huge sigh of relief, his shoulders slumping as he finally began to relax. He went to the counter to get a new coffee, and with a newfound sense of calm, unzipped his heavy coveralls, peeling them off to reveal a well-worn heavy metal logoed t-shirt underneath.

			As they finished their wedding plans, the now relaxed couple shared many more chuckles, reflecting on Ruby’s bold tactic. It was clear that she knew exactly how to break through Ted’s nerves, even if it meant a little chaos and a lot of coffee on the floor.
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			The Four Worst Words
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			Very early in my career I learned the four most terrifying words in the English language. Now as much as you think, these weren’t “I love you,” or “The check is in the mail,” or even “We need to talk.” No, these four words were far more insidious, far more destructive to a well-laid plan: These words are: “Oh, by the way...”

			These four words were never uttered at the beginning of any conversation the Bride and Groom ever had with me. They were always saved for the very end, a final, nonchalant afterthought lobbed like a grenade after all the details were ironed out, our contract signed and every single detail of the ceremony was finalized. It was always a sudden realization from the bride or groom that they had forgotten to mention one tiny, little, inconsequential detail.

			But in my world, “inconsequential” was never a relative term. The “Oh, by the way...” rarely meant something simple, like a minor adjustment to a seating chart or a last-minute song change. It almost always meant a monumental, eleventh-hour request that either completely upended every single one of my assumptions or through a curve that would greatly increase my anxiety. It was the moment a client’s brain suddenly remembered a cherished tradition or a family member’s special request that they had completely blanked on until the moment it was too late.

			These afterthoughts, as I came to call them, led to many truly memorable and hilariously stressful moments. In fact, the “Oh, by the way...” resulted in me having to deliver ceremonies—or at least portions thereof—in languages that I freely and openly admit to not knowing and being hopelessly inept at speaking.

			I remember a groom, with a calm, collected and unassumingly straight face, casually mentioned, “Oh, by the way, my mother would love it if we could do the blessing in Cree.” After first panicking, I calmly nodded and, with the help of a very very patient family friend, eloquently yet phonetically butchered the beautiful words of an entire beautiful culture.

			Or the time a Polish grandmother with a tear in her eye, approached me and whispered in broken English, “Oh, by the way, can you please include these culturally significant words for the good of the marriage?” and handed me a crumpled piece of paper covered in Polish. A similar, anxiety-inducing moment occurred with a Mandarin-speaking bride who simply smiled and said, “Oh, by the way, a small part of the introduction to the vows and the vows themselves will be in Mandarin. It’s a surprise for my parents.” Sure - a surprise for them, but a near heart attack for me.

			The pattern continued. A Spanish plea for a prayer, a rapid-fire French blessing, a poetic Italian passage and even an entire section delivered in American Sign Language to be able to include our groom’s deaf cousin. The most recent was from Rashish, a quiet, unassuming groom who, with a shy smile, said, “Oh, by the way, the Hindu priest couldn’t make it, so could you just read this?” as he handed me a script of Sanskrit. I can only assume it was a blessing and not an ancient curse on the rest of my career. 

			“Oh, by the way,..” has enabled me to become a master of the panicked smile, the quick mental scramble and the sustained, frantic utilization of a language app. My life has become a series of “Oh, by the way...” moments, each one a test of my composure and a fantastically enlightening, albeit often hilarious lesson in cultural diversity. I now approach every meeting with a sense of anticipation as we reach the end, because I know those four wonderfully stressful words are coming. And I know they will let me grow and make my job even more gratifying. 
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			Aquarius Rising
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			The June afternoon began with the kind of deceptive perfection only found in the tranquil prairies. The robin’s egg blue sky was accented with a soft, quilted canopy of white clouds, casting a gentle, flattering light over the river valley. As the officiant, I took my place by the creek, which was currently doing a polite, rhythmic “whispering” against the rocks.

			The guest list was simply “Garden Party Chic.” I watched as young women bathed in perfume and wearing too short silk slip dresses the color of expensive macaroons and ten-centimeter stilettos navigated the grass with the grace of gazelles. Everything was poised for a social-media worthy ceremony. The sharp dressed groom, Greg, stood calmly at the designated ceremony site, adjusting his tie with a confident smile and eagerly awaiting the arrival of his bride, Sarah.

			Then, to the delicate plucking of a harp, her $5,000 silk gown trailing behind her like a cloud, Sarah floated down the makeshift aisle beaming with anticipation. I opened my leather-bound folder, cleared my throat and began. “Friends, family and woodland creatures,” I said, “we are gathered here today—»

			That was when the first heavy, ominous drop of water hit the center of my forehead.

			The transition of the day from calm and peaceful to a storm of the century was near immediate. Within the span of a single “dearly beloved,” the quilted clouds turned the color of a bruised eggplant and simply collapsed. This wasn’t a transition into a rainstorm; it was a sky-wide pressure-wash that arrived without a preamble.

			Within ninety seconds, the Creekside “woodland sanctuary” became a high-stakes obstacle course. Those ten-centimeter heels designed for polished marble, were now acting as soil-sampling probes. I watched in real-time as the “Garden Party” aesthetic dissolved. Every time a guest tried to shift their weight to stay dry, there was a wet thwack-shloop as their heel vanished into the sodden earth.

			The bridal party, previously a vision of coordinated elegance, was hit at the hardest. The bridesmaids, in their floor-length chiffon dresses, were now essentially acting as giant, expensive mops. As they tried to maintain their “supportive friend” poses, the bottom meter of their dresses transformed from “Dusty Rose” to “River Bottom Brown.” They performed a synchronized “stork walk,” pulling their feet out of the mud with the sound of a giant plunger. One bridesmaid in a stunning champagne silk lost the battle entirely; her heel stayed in the ground while her foot came out, leaving her standing like a flamingo in a monsoon, clutching a wet gift bag for dear life.

			The groomsmen weren’t much better. Their rented tuxedos were absorbing water so fast they were beginning to sag, giving the men the silhouette of very sad, very wet penguins. One groomsman tried to adjust his stance and slowly, majestically, slid 15 centimeters toward the creek, his face frozen in a mask of professional composure as he drifted toward the rapids.

			Then there was our bride, Sarah.

			As the guests scrambled and the groom looked like a very stressed seal, Sarah didn’t just stand there; she practically bloomed. As her gown began to absorb roughly its own weight in silt and creek water, she looked at the heavens with a terrifying, radiant joy.

			“I knew it!” she shrieked, her mascara beginning a slow, dramatic migration toward her chin. “The universe is vibrating! I’m an Aquarius! This is my literal birthright! The water is greeting us!”

			This is when the bridal party decided to take initiative. In a move that was likely rehearsed for a light sun-shower in a Disney movie, they whipped out “emergency parasols.” These weren’t umbrellas; they were tiny, as in very tiny, decorative lace-and-paper contraptions better suited for an oversized shareable Mai Tai.

			In a display of tactical genius usually reserved for Roman Legions, the bridesmaids and groomsmen huddled in a tight circle around the couple. They pushed their tiny parasols together, overlapping the lace edges to create a makeshift, frilly roof. It worked perfectly for Sarah and Greg. However, due to the basic laws of physics and the fact that I am apparently the universe’s lightning rod for inconvenience, all of that collected water needed somewhere to go.

			That “somewhere” was me.

			I had become the primary drainage system for the entire wedding party as the parasols formed a perfect V-shaped funnel, and I was standing directly under the spout. And the rain continued. The first few liters hit me squarely in the chest, turning my “wrinkle-free” dress shirt into a translucent second skin. The next couple liters found their way into my folder, turning my notes and the sacred vows into a soggy grey pulp that looked like oatmeal. The next few liters seemed to be aimed specifically at my left ear, creating a private waterfall that bypassed my collar and went straight inside my collar to my socks. But the wedding had to go on.

			“Sarah,” I sputtered through the now pouring rain. “Do you... glug... take Greg... slosh... to be your lawful wedded husband?”

			“I will!” she cheerfully chirped, looking absolutely radiant in her unbridled joy of the day. She glanced at her guests, who were currently huddled together under a smattering of fluorescent golf umbrellas and shivering in the north breeze. “Don’t you all feel the energy? It’s so cleansing! My soul is hydrated! What a perfect wedding.” Glancing to the rear of the seating, where some guests were desperately seeking shelter by some saturated evergreen trees, it was clear to me that the guest in a peach tulle dress who was currently trying to dig her left Jimmy Choo shoe out of the mud with a dessert spoon she’d managed to pilfer from the reception table, did not share in this excitement.

			By the time we got to the ring exchange, I was shivering so hard I could have shaken a James Bond worthy martini just by holding it. My shoes made a “shlossing” sound much like an overused wet sponge in a microwave every time I shifted.

			“I now pronounce you husband and wife!” I yelled, fearing that if I waited any longer, I would have to complete the rest of the ceremony using a snorkel set. “You may kiss the bride!”

			As they kissed, the wedding party let out a cheer, tilted their parasols back in celebration, and dumped the final, ceremonial 15 liters of water directly down the back of my neck. As the couple frolicked back up the aisle—Sarah smiling and singing and joyously splashing through puddles while the guests hobbled behind her, one-shoed and mud-splattered—I stood alone at the altar. I am sure I was 5 centimeters shorter due to water weight; my notes were a liquid slurry and I’m fairly certain a minnow had taken up residence in my pocket.

			But hey, the bride was an Aquarius and knew the day was designed especially for her and could not have turned out better. And as for me? A long hot shower followed by warmed housecoat and slippers by a roaring fireplace restored me from feeling like a mud pie to feeling human again.

			

	

5

			Best Laid Plans
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			They appeared as a rather odd couple that arrived for our evening wedding planning meeting. Walking arm-in-arm, a picture of perfectly mismatched affection. Wanda was a tiny whirlwind, barely 1.4 meters (when wearing her 11cm heels) and weighing in at maybe a staggering 44 kilograms soaking wet. Fred was a gentle giant, 1.9 meters in his bare feet and easily topping the scales at 159 kilograms. From the first moment, it was abundantly clear who was in charge. Wanda was the general, the strategist, the commander-in-chief of this wedding operation. She had made all the arrangements, chosen every word of the vows and set the precise order of the ceremony. With a final check of her watch and a sharp nod, she rushed off to meet the wedding photographer, leaving her towering, soft-spoken groom to finish up the details with me.

			It was then that Fred, this gentle giant of a groom, with a calm and jovial demeanor, proceeded to change almost everything. The vows, the ceremony order, even the music selections—he revised them with a series of quiet, confident suggestions that completely undid his bride’s carefully laid plans. I simply nodded along, intrigued by the secret rebellion and wondering how this would all play out on their big day.

			The wedding itself was a beautiful mid-afternoon affair in a rose-accented botanic garden. The sun shone in a clear dark blue sky, the birds were singing, and everything seemed perfect. With all of the changes, I was expecting some degree of tension, perhaps even minor fireworks throughout the service, but the ceremony itself went very smoothly... at least until we reached the vows.

			Wanda went first. She delivered her vows with the booming projection of a fire-and-brimstone preacher of old. If we had been inside a church, I am sure the rafters would have rattled with her clear, controlled and very loud voice. Her vows were a poetic, heartfelt sermon that went on for almost four and one half minutes and she never missed a beat, holding everyone in attendance captive with her fierce conviction.

			Then it was our gentle giant Fred’s turn. His vow was only six words and he had told me he had diligently practiced it, determined to deliver it with equal muster and conviction. But as he turned to face his tiny powerhouse of a bride, the color drained from his face, which transitioned from the reddish hues of stress to the ashen hues of impending doom. His massive frame began to sway slowly and a guttural croak was the only sound he could manage. He looked at me, a silent plea in his eyes, as he struggled to stay upright and to turn the croak into actual words. 

			His six immaculately dressed groomsmen, all of them big, burly men, swung into action like a well-oiled pit crew. Before I could even react, as if in a choreographed ballet, the groomsmen elegantly delivered a chair behind Fred, a cool towel was gently placed on his forehead, a glass of water was held to his lips and many comforting shoulder rubs were administered. In record time even for a world class sprinter, he was joined at the alter by a clearly distressed mother and an even more distressed future mother-in-law, who both began to softly remind him that breathing was, in fact, a very natural and necessary thing to do. Although I did hear some murmurs about Fred’s longevity if he didn’t pull it together for Wanda.

			Regaining his composure, Fred was soon able to stand, breathe normally and complete his vows, all without collapsing on Wanda, his groomsmen or me. To this day, I remain unsure what was the most effective part of his recovery: the quick actions of his groomsmen, the soft urgings of his mother and future mother-in-law, a combination of all three, or merely the icy, unimpressed glare from his bride that cut right through his emotional fog and snapped him back to reality. Whatever the cause, Fred was able to complete his vows, the couple was married and a beautiful, chaotic moment became a permanent memory.

			As a post-note, Fred was and is an accomplished public speaker. He later explained to me that his six-word vow was so deeply important to him and so full of the deep, endless love he felt for his bride, that he was simply overcome with emotion. His explanation was immediately embraced with a loud “Ahhhhhhhhh” and lots of hugs from his new wife Wanda, who was, of course, utterly convinced he was a big softy after all. 
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