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Calendar Triage (Avery)

––––––––
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THE NOTIFICATION LANDS like a champagne cork popping in my ear: Rhea + Daniel — Save the Date! The gif is all confetti and a hand with a ring the size of a ferry. Daniel is my ex. Rhea is my former roommate. Vancouver’s skyline blurs behind the photo, and I can hear the tiny digital squeal of a hinge coming off someplace inside me.

I close the message and open what I can control: my calendar. Color blocks bloom—work gala in teal, vendor calls in gold, family dinners in coral—until my week looks like the inside of a terrarium. I add a new tag: Wedding Gauntlet. Because once one save-the-date hits, six more are coming like the buses on Hastings—none for twenty minutes and then all at once.

Across the office, the operations team debates load-in routes for the Waterfront Gala. I can pick out Nate Beaumont’s voice, low and measured, the human equivalent of a spirit level. He’s our risk guy, which is to say: my natural predator. I plan miracles; he checks my math.

My team lead, Marin, appears with a stack of linen swatches and a grin. “Two things: the hotel wants to up-light the columns and HR is doing a relationships Q&A at two. Optional, but you know.”

“Because people are horny and messy?” I say. “Shocking.”

Marin laughs. “You good?”

“Great,” I lie brightly. “Calendar’s my therapy. I’ll be fine as long as no one changes anything ever.”

At lunch, Theo (best friend, union rep, chaos gremlin) slides into my booth at the food court with a banh mi and gossip. “I hear your ex is marrying his espresso machine.”

“Close,” I say. “She’s actually very nice. We once shared a compost bin.”

Theo’s eyes soften. “You can pass. On everything. On the performance of being totally okay.”

I look at my color blocks, impossibly neat. “I don’t want to pass. I want a plan.”

We click through the coming months: cousins, colleagues, a destination thing, and—because the universe is an improv troupe—Rhea and Daniel’s barn-chic opera. Every RSVP asks for a plus-one like it’s offering me a lifeline and a dare.

“Get a plus-one,” Theo says, like he’s ordering an Americano. “Or, better, get a Plus-One Plan. Practice dates. A script. You’re an events lead. Treat it like an event.”

The idea lands with a happy thud. A plan I can laminate. A partner I can rehearse with. But not a stranger. I need someone competent, unflappable, and allergic to mess.

Across the atrium, Nate consults a floor plan with two riggers. He points, nods, says something I can’t hear, and three people go do a task like he cast a quiet spell.

I do not like that my first thought is: He’d be perfect for a plan.
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The Veto (Nate)

We can’t hang twelve hundred pounds of truss from a ceiling bracket rated for eight hundred. That’s not me being difficult; that’s gravity being unflinching. I walk the crew through a workaround while my inbox pings like rain against aluminum.

Avery arrives in a bright cranberry blazer that looks like a good decision and an apology tying a truce. “Quick ask,” she says, already smiling. “What if we rotated the layout to use the load-bearing line behind the service corridor? Same sightlines, safer spans.”

She has the floor plan open, annotations in perfect handwriting. My brain, a machine tuned for worst-case scenarios, takes the baton. “You’d compromise the AV run and block the emergency egress. We’d gain capacity and lose exit time.”

She leans beside me, not flustered, just thinking. “What about alternating table sizes to reduce footprint?”

“We haven’t tested wobble with the 60s on that carpet.”

She tilts her head. “You already ordered sample tables, didn’t you.”

I have. I nod. She laughs, delighted. Not at me. At preparation. It feels like someone found the right frequency for once.

At two, HR corrals us into a conference room with a tray of individually wrapped oat bars and the measured cheer of a dentist. Slides explain disclosures, conflicts, power dynamics—nothing I disagree with. The last job taught me what happens when secrets fester: people bleed for other people’s reputations.

After, Avery catches me in the hall. “Hey. Random question that is not a trap.”

“That’s usually what a trap sounds like.”

She smiles, quick and disarming. “The next eight weeks are a wedding stampede, and I’m considering a—don’t laugh—Plus-One Plan. Practice dates. Scripts. Boundaries. I need someone good under pressure and immune to chaos.”

“Immune,” I say. “That’s a strong word.”

“Fine, vaccinated.” She lifts a palm. “This is not a proposition. It’s a project.”

My life is projects and risk matrices. A controlled experiment sounds like sanity. “Hypothetically,” I say, “a plan would require rules.”

Her grin widens. “I already started a list.”

I should say no. My policy after the last job is no entanglements. But she’s so relentlessly clear. And I’m tired of being alone with my caution.

“Let’s talk,” I say. “Tomorrow. After I re-hang your ceiling plan.”

“Wow,” she says. “Foreplay.”

I choke on a laugh. “That’s not—”

“Relax,” she says. “It’s a joke. See you at nine.”

Chapter 3 — HR, Oat Bars, and Landmines (Avery)

The HR Q&A is a bingo card of predictable disasters: manager dating direct report (don’t), gifts from vendors (also don’t), anonymous gossip accounts (they exist; ignore them). I take notes anyway because writing calms my heart. Under “Romantic relationships,” I star: Disclose early; assess conflicts; maintain boundaries; no favoritism.

After, Theo and I sit on the stairs by the living wall. “You asked him?” he says, gleeful.

“I floated the concept,” I say, folding my hands like a lawyer. “We’re meeting tomorrow. Rulebook drafting session.”

“Sweetie, if you two make a Rulebook, the preface will get optioned.”

I wave him off, giddy and terrified. Practical magic. That’s what this could be.

At my desk, I open a shared doc and type:

Plus-One Pact — Working Draft

Clear boundaries and disclosure.

Scripts only for public comfort—no lying to each other.

Debrief after every event (30 minutes).

If one wants to tap out, they can—no take-backs the day of.

Hand holding and brief kisses allowed for optics if both consent in the moment.

Kindness at all times. We show up.

By the time I finish, Marin pings me: Hotel says they can source the 60-inch wobble sample. You witch.

“My coven is spreadsheets,” I reply.

On the commute home, Granville Island hums under the bridge, the harbor chopping at pilings. Vancouver is a town that glitter-codes its ambition—the mountains pretending not to eavesdrop. I pass a shop window where a brass bell hangs on a leather strap, and I think about milestones. Bells ring to gather people, to draw attention, to bless a ship leaving harbor. I add a note: Find a bell for the Rulebook.

In my kitchen, I test dresses, shoes, and my smile. I practice saying, “This is Nate,” to an imaginary auntie. The first time, my voice wobbles. The second, it’s steadier. On the third try, there’s a glow I don’t try to explain.
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The Elevator and the Ask/Answer Test (Nate)

We get stuck between floors.

To be fair, the service elevator is overdue for maintenance, and the building manager’s “tomorrow” means “eventually.” Avery is in the corner with a garment bag and a tote that says EVENTS ARE MADE, NOT FOUND. She is the opposite of panic: she turns on the emergency light herself, kicks off her heels, and sits cross-legged like we’re camping.

“Talk me through your plan,” I say, checking the panel, counting beats.

She grins. “You mean the elevator plan or the dating one?”

“Both.” I pull the inspection plate, bridge two contacts with my pocket screwdriver, and the car bumps. We don’t move. Fine. We’ll wait.

“For the Pact,” she says, “I want phases: rehearsal coffee, coworker happy hour, family dinner, first wedding. Scripts for introductions so I don’t ramble.”

“You ramble?”

“Only when awake.”

“Boundaries?”

“Disclose to HR. No lying to each other. No big surprises. Ask, answer, adjust, affirm, aftercare.” She ticks them on her fingers. “It’s my favorite framework.”

It’s mine too, though mine lives in a different vocabulary: define, communicate, test, validate, iterate. “And if one of us wants out?”

“No take-backs the day of,” she says. “48-hour notice minimum unless there’s an emergency.”

The radio crackles. I state our location; help is coming. Avery doesn’t care that help is coming—she is with me now. “Ask me something you really want to know,” she says. “So we can test the rule.”

My gut is a museum of things not asked. I pick one with dust on it. “Why did you leave your last relationship?”

She blinks, then nods, like good question. “His family liked me when I was useful. Not when I was myself. I got smaller to fit. One day I didn’t recognize my voice.”

“Thank you,” I say, because that’s what the framework asks for. “Answer for me: I left my last job because my boss lied, and I didn’t catch it fast enough. I don’t do secrets anymore.”

“Adjust,” she says softly. “What would make you feel safe trying this?”

“Transparency. And a failsafe—a time we revisit whether we keep going.”

“Affirm,” she says, holding out her pinky, absurd and perfect. “We’ll check in after each event. And we won’t pretend it’s nothing if it’s something.”

The car jolts; the doors inch open. We step into a hallway that smells like lemon cleaner and relief.

“Coffee tomorrow?” she says. “Rehearsal date?”

“Yes,” I say, before I can overthink it. “Nine.”
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The Rulebook (Avery)

We pick a corner table at a café that understands croissant integrity. I arrive with a binder. Nate arrives with a pencil case and a square of leather with snap corners that unfolds into a small tray for keys and coins. Of course he has a travel catch-all. He is a human catch-all.

I lay out the draft. He line-edits like a lawyer, neat block letters, deadly clarity:

— Add: Debrief format (What went well / What didn’t / Feelings).

— Add: Public affection defaults to opt-in each time.

— Add: No using each other’s vulnerabilities as ammunition.

— Clarify: Who we disclose to, when, and how.

We argue about the phrase benefits clause (my joke, his flinch). We keep it off the page for now—this is supposed to be clean. I bribe him with a kouign-amann to sign the Pact.

He produces a coin from his pocket—brass, slightly warm, stamped with a tiny compass rose. “From my dad’s tackle box,” he says, almost shy. “He used them to mark good fishing spots on a paper map. Thought we could... trade them when we do something hard.”

“Practice coins,” I say, heart doing a tender, stupid thing. “For showing up.”

We both sign the Rulebook. I slide the first coin across the table. “For saying yes.”

He slides it back. “For asking.”

In the afternoon, I send the calendar invites: Rehearsal Coffee (complete), Happy Hour Stress Test (Friday), Family Dinner Pilot (next week), Wedding #1 — Granville Island (two weeks). The list makes me feel like I can breathe again.

Theo texts: Do not fall in love with your spreadsheet.

I reply: You can’t stop me.
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Trial Coffee Date (Nate)

We rehearse the basics: how we met (mutual project, shared obsession with gaffer tape), what we admire (her: my calm; me: her competence), the one fact we’ll offer when someone pries (we disclose; we’re careful; we like each other’s company).

A barista with a nose ring and an ancient soul asks for our names on the cups. “Put ‘Pact,’” Avery says, mischievous. The barista writes it in looping script and adds a tiny heart by instinct. Avery rolls her eyes and doesn’t erase it.

We practice hand placement for photos—safe, respectful, not claiming. We test a cheek-kiss and both step back at once, startled by how real it feels. The air fuzzes, but neither of us pretends we didn’t feel it.

“Check-in,” she says, voice steady. “How’s your heart?”

“Curious,” I say. “Alert. Not alarmed.”

“Same.” She smiles, softer than the morning. “Next test: coworkers. Happy hour Friday. Wear something that says ‘I know where the exits are’ but also ‘I can be fun in a crisis.’”

“That’s... all my clothes.”

We take a walk by the seawall, wind lifting her hair, freighters sitting patient on the glassy gray like punctuation marks. A bell rings from a tourist boat, and she looks up, eyes bright, as if the city just said her name.

Before we part, we stand there longer than strangers do, something sweet and structured unspooling between us.

“See you Friday,” she says.

“See you,” I answer, and don’t say what I’m thinking: that this is the first plan I’ve wanted to keep past its end date.
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Birthday Small Talk (Avery)

The cake says *HAPPY BIRTHDAY, WREN* in frosting handwriting that looks like a cardiogram. HR provided the cake; Theo provided the playlist; I provided emergency candles because I never met a crisis I couldn’t set on fire and call ambience. The office kitchen smells like sugar and citrus cleaner and the particular ozone of balloons newly rubbed on hair.

Nate arrives with a lighter and the exact expression a man makes when asked to socialize at two-thirty on a Wednesday. I hand him a candle and a job: “Light from the middle, spiral out. Theater, not arson.”

He does it well. Of course he does.

We circulate. Nine thousand micro—conversations later, I realize we’re doing the thing we planned: introducing each other with a shared beat. *This is Nate; he’s the exits guy.* *This is Avery; she’s why the lights turn on time.* It’s silly and weirdly intimate, like a secret handshake performed in slow motion while holding paper plates.

Wren, resplendent in a suit the color of a blueberry slushie, leans between us. “So... how long have we been pretending to pretend?” they ask, grin wicked.

“Three days,” I say sweetly. “We’re in beta.”

Nate deadpans, “We hope to ship a stable release after user testing.”

Wren cackles. “I’ll be your worst-case scenario.” They hand me a fork like a scepter and glide off.

During cleanup, a colleague corners Nate with a question about the rigging schedule
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