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			Introduction

			Whenever someone announces that they are getting married, they become recipients of unsolicited advice. Clichéd aphorisms like “The key to a good marriage is trust/honesty/communication” and “Never go to bed angry” slowly outnumber the items on the wedding registry. But that is the experience of those getting married. What about advice to wedding guests? Now, that is an untapped market. Therefore, with the help of this anthology’s eight authors, I will now graciously offer wedding guests unsolicited advice. You’re welcome in advance. 

			Charged Encounters

			•	If you meet a hook-up prospect, do a quick background check. Who knows what concealed truths might lurk behind that gorgeous stranger at the wedding reception? Cue another cliché: Sometimes the truth is creepier than fiction. (“Petunias and Parenting at a Wedding”)

			•	New (read: barely started dating/smashing/or other verbing) romantic interests do not make the best Plus Ones. Invite them at your peril. You might find yourself alone, stumbling through an intoxicating cocktail of mushrooms and reminiscences in a sex- and comma-filled satirical homage to masculine tropes (“Rocketship Derivative”)

			•	Expect the unexpectedly expected and expectedly unexpected. You will run into an ex-lover or ex-friend at the wedding. Bank on it. But you might run into a known stranger who entices you into a life of simulated crime (“Stealing Cake”).

			•	Never assume that you are the only assassin invited to a wedding. Sometimes killers love. And sometimes lovers (or their family members) kill. (“Til Death Do Us Part”)

			Resumed Encounters

			•	Sharing a hotel room with an ex is a bad idea. Or is it a good idea? I’ll leave that up to you (“Complimentary Breakfast”)

			•	Bring an extra set of clothes and shoes with you. You never know when something will break or when you will have to break someone the hell out of a wedding reception (“Could be Worse”)

			•	If you don’t remember a person, is your exchange a reunion? No, that’s not advice. I’m asking. Anyway … Sometimes reunions lead to love. Sometimes they lead to closure. Whatever the case, weddings often double as reunions. Ready yourself (“Mine to Make”).

			•	For those working a wedding: Work and play can mix when the conditions are just right (“Set Alight”).

			Since I’ve already made clichés the theme of this introduction, tell me if you’ve heard this one: The difference between a comedy and a tragedy is whether the story ends with a wedding. Now, what happens when the wedding in a story is a foregone conclusion? Will there be laughter? Tears? Heartbreak? Violence? Romance? The following eight stories offer some interesting answers. 
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			Petunias and Parenting at a Wedding

			Carien Jordaan

			Ugh, what a terrible wedding! Who wants petunias at their wedding? And One Less Problem by Ariana Grande for the first dance…Is it just me, or does that send a mixed message? It is so typical of Chloe to try to be unique and then end up looking stupid.

			I love my best friend, or I used to love Chloe but ever since she became friends with Byron… I should rephrase that; she was never simply friends with Byron. Those two were “complicated” from the moment they met. At least they have a proper label now: (uglily) married. And Byron and I were enemies at first sight. I saw right through his mommy issues, but Chloe loves to play mommy. We will see if she still loves the game when she falls pregnant. 

			I rush to the ladies’ room to pull myself together. I stare at myself in the mirror and whisper, “You are the maid of honor at this reception! Act like you are enjoying yourself.” I whip my head around as I hear a woman’s laugh from one of the stalls. The woman leaves the stall and joins me in the mirror. 

			Oh no, my reflection betrays me by showcasing blood-red cheeks and a worried look in my dark brown eyes. Luckily, the reflection next to mine has adoring blue eyes with a grey shimmer that says, Calm down. Her low voice matches her eyes as she asks me to explain why I find this festive day rather unenjoyable. I explain the situation with the groom to her while she carefully reapplies her mascara. I notice that she uses an expensive brand of mascara and hastily grabs it when she offers the bottle to me. Now it is her turn to explain why she is hiding out in the bathroom.

			“I do not know the people at this wedding. You see, I live in London. I am here on business, but I saw all the cars outside and decided to see what was happening inside. One could say I am ‘crashing’ the wedding,” she chuckled, “Who is that middle-aged man seated next to the lady with the hideous hat?”

			Byron’s father is the complete opposite of Byron. He is kind, and he is always smiling. I find it sad that he raised Byron with as much love as he could after his wife disappeared along with all her belongings, and still, Byron turned out to be an awful person to be around. The woman next to him is his second wife, but they have only been married for a few months since Byron took up all his father’s time and attention while he still lived with his father. I get the impression that Byron was a difficult child because it was his way of getting revenge. Chloe told me that Byron blamed his father for his mother’s departure. It doesn’t make sense because Byron doesn’t even remember his mother – maybe she truly was problematic, and maybe his father is truly the saint that I view him as. 

			After the two of us gossip about the wedding guests and their funny fashion choices, she puts on some red lipstick, and I notice a colossal engagement ring on her finger! Just as I am about to ask her about the lover from London, she smacks her lips and then outers, “I’m parched; do you mind bringing me champagne?” 

			As I leave the comfort of the ladies’, there are more questions dancing in my mind. Why didn’t she want to leave the lavatory? Why didn’t she have an English accent? Why did I not ask her what her name was? 

			But then another pair of adoring eyes distracts me. A handsome man makes his way to me. Very tall. Very well built. Very well dressed. He kind of reminds me of James Bond. We stare at each other for a good minute while I try to remember if I saw this face at the ceremony, but I believe I would have remembered those charismatic dimples. Another wedding crasher? Does this wedding just seem very approachable to wedding crashers? I guess the fact that the décor screams ‘disaster wedding’ attracts nosy people. Needless to say, I don’t care. This man is the perfect candidate for a fling at a wedding reception.

			He breaks the silence by telling me to dance with him. Well, technically, he asked, but the question sounded more like an order since he immediately grabbed my hand without waiting for an answer. I am grateful that he didn’t wait for an answer because his voice melted my brain, so I would have just stood there like a puppet. 

			While we dance, I force myself to stop looking at him like a lost puppy looks at the first person who finds it. It’s difficult, though, because I can feel people’s eyes on us since he dances extremely well. 

			After a few songs, he pulls me to the table closest to the entrance. He offers to bring me a beverage, and then I remember … the champagne! After excusing myself, I run to the ladies’ room, but the lady is not there anymore. I feel like a scholar who failed a test for the first time as I drag my feet into the reception venue and to the table where the good-looking man sat me down earlier. When I see that the table is empty, I feel like I just went to the next period and learned that I had failed another test. 

			The wedding was just starting to become less life-sucking. What a disappointment! And by now, most of the guests have had a few drinks and are trying to get into each other’s pants. I can’t help but pout while a slow song starts playing right on cue. Why didn’t I take their contact numbers? The woman in the bathroom seemed like she could have been a good friend. I guess it wouldn’t have worked anyway since she lives in London. I comfort myself further by convincing myself that the man probably wouldn’t have been good in bed – he most likely knows that he is sexy, and the guys who know that girls swoon over them are the worst in bed. Too selfish. 

			Maybe I should leave early. The bride and groom have left already. And nobody here will miss me. I grab my sparkly purse and my pride as I stand up from the silly table. I hear my silly bridesmaids’ heels click-clack faster and faster over the silly floor of this silly venue. When I get to the silly exit, I start rummaging through my purse. Where are my car keys?

			Panic!

			I sigh despondently because I register that one of my wedding-crasher friends was likely a thief. How could I be so dumb? Why would anybody be interested in me and my small life? Maybe I just felt lonely because today marks the day that I officially lose Chloe, and that made me desperate to find any person that looked at me longer than a second, to replace her. They exploited my vulnerability. 

			After a full 15 minutes of feeling sorry for myself, I try to cheer myself up by walking to the spot where I parked my beloved car. Maybe I merely lost my keys. Maybe there are still good people in the world who wouldn’t take advantage of a defenseless bridesmaid. Not that I am defenseless; I am an independent woman. That is why I am walking all by myself in the dark to find a car that might not even be there.

			As that exact thought crosses my mind, another thought runs past it: “Imbecile!”

			I try to walk as fast as I can. Why did I park so far? I hear heavy footsteps behind me … but it sounds like the person is taking very small steps – odd. I speed up. The person speeds up. Suddenly, the trees that looked picturesque in the daylight look like monsters. The pretty streetlights might be pretty, but they don’t really shine that much light. 

			I might sound a little dramatic, but I am already picturing my funeral. I wonder who will arrange my funeral. My dear friend, Chloe, will be too busy with her honeymoon and her newborn since her manchild will exempt himself from any parental duties. Besides, looking at her flop wedding, I wouldn’t want her to arrange my funeral. I sincerely hope it won’t be an open casket funeral; those gross me out. I heard somewhere that one can have them plant a tree in your body when they bury it. That sounds more like me; I should definitely look into that if I make it out of this chaos. Mental note: Make up a funeral plan and leave it on your desktop!

			Then the footsteps behind me stop. My curiosity may kill me one day … or even today, but I must turn around to see what or who it was. 

			I can’t believe it.

			Chloe’s uncle, Gideon, is intertwined with one of the waitresses against his car. Isn’t she too young for him? And didn’t his wife die only two weeks ago? I try to stay open-minded. True soul connections can’t be defined by age. And people grieve in many different ways. I tell myself that I was judgmental at first. I was jealous because even Gideon is getting some kind of fun out of this wedding, and I’m (very single) walking to my car that might not even be there. 

			I found it! My car is right where I left it. And I found him, the James Bond man. He is next to my car! Is he trying to steal it? Should I walk up to him and tell him to leave my property at once? What if he tries to rob me or murder me? Maybe I should call the police. He hasn’t noticed me yet. Thus, I believe I should turn around and run back to the reception hall. I will call the police when I get to safety. 

			“Hi, you dropped your car keys when you rushed to the toilets.”

			“Uhm, thank you,” I reply awkwardly, not entirely sure what to say. 

			He laughs loudly before he asks me what my name is. After I tell him my name, he tells me that his name is Ruben. Mmm, fitting. After that, he asks me if I want to have a coffee with him at a restaurant nearby. The natural step would be for me to say yes, and then we jump into my car and go. But I am still suspicious … didn’t he come with a car? Doesn’t he have a car? Is he unemployed? 

			After a moment of consideration, I decide to give him a chance, and we’re off to one of my favorite restaurants – a humble joint; I hope he has an appreciation for small businesses like I do.

			After we sit down in a dim-lighted booth, we start talking about everything from family issues to politics to hobbies to secrets to past relationships. We just can’t keep our minds still. It’s like our minds experience more chemistry than our bodies, not to say that our bodies do not feel chemistry. I mean, who wouldn’t feel physical chemistry with that well-groomed stubble and gorgeous dark hair? 

			But now the waitress is approaching. She looks tired. But somehow, she still looks like she is trying to flirt with Ruben. She adjusts her ponytail while she tells us that the restaurant is closing, and then she puts the bill on the table. Before she can leave, Ruben asks for the card machine. She nods with a look of relief on her face, and then she turns around, swaying her hips as she walks to the cash register. Yes, she is undoubtedly trying to seduce him, but he seems blind to her efforts. His attention is focused on me. Some people would see this as a good quality, but I see it as a red flag! Because that means he won’t tell women to leave him alone when they get too friendly; he will just act like he does not notice, and then they will try even harder. 

			It’s like he can read my mind because that is when he puts his hand firmly on mine and gives it a little squeeze. I play coy by walking over to the waitress and paying my half of the bill in cash. He grins at me as I walk out to wait for him outside. Take that, annoying waitress! 

			He appears next to me. 

			“My place is not far from here. Want to drink some more coffee at my house? A midnight snack, perhaps?”

			Time for some intrusive thoughts. House. He lives in a house, not an apartment. A sign of no financial struggle. What is his occupation? Does he rent the house, or does he own it? It shouldn’t be important to me since I’m no gold digger … but a successful man is attractive. Also, does this mean he expects to see what is underneath my dress? I don’t hope so; I don’t like going that far so early in the courtship. I am curious, though.

			“Are you good at giving directions?” I ask as I get into the driver’s seat. 

			His house is big but not a mansion – I like it. As soon as we get inside, he offers me a pair of sweatpants and a white T-shirt in case I would like to get more comfortable. I try to remember what color bra I’m wearing as I take the clothing from him, and he shows me where the restroom is. 

			Okay, I appreciate the fact that he is trying to be considerate of my comfort levels, but now I sort of feel like there is this expectation that I should leave this restroom looking like a Pinterest image, captioned, Self-Care or Lazy Day – a messy bun, no make-up make-up-look, and his shirt way too big for me. But my messy buns are always just that. Messy. Not aesthetic. And I don’t have make-up remover. And my breasts will probably fill this shirt up, so no oversized look for me. Plus, my bra is black! 

			I try to tie my hair in a neat ponytail which is difficult without a brush. I wipe some of the concealer off my face with toilet paper. And I yank his clothes onto my body. I applaud myself for being such a quick thinker as I enter the living room. 

			Ruben hands me a cup of coffee as I sit down next to him. His couch is very comfortable. I wonder how many times he has had sex on it. 

			NO. No intrusive thoughts about his sex life!

			I ask him about his job. He is a travel blogger. Interesting. That’s probably why he said that his previous relationships didn’t work out because they didn’t see each other often enough. Another red flag. I am a receptionist at a dentist. I can’t travel. Maybe I should stick to my original intentions – a fling. He puts his hand on my thigh, and I feel my heart racing. His touch is soft, but not the kind of soft that lacks grip, and I love the caring nature of his caress. It doesn’t feel like a touch that is hungry for more skin like most men’s physical contact feels. 

			The more we converse, the more enticing Ruben becomes. But at this point, I am exhausted from all the excitement that today brought. I can’t help but yawn, and my eyes can’t stay open for much longer. 

			I think Ruben has mastered the art of understanding the non-verbal communication women project because it is just then when he mentions that he is tired and would like to go to bed, but he ensures me that I am welcome to stay the night in the guest room.

			We walk down the passage to the guest room. He shows me where the light switches are, and then he stands against me. His body against mine causes my whole body to get warm, and I lose my breath for a moment. He puts his face next to my ear and whispers goodnight, and then the heat all over my body turns into tingles. His big arms surround my waist. Every single muscle in my body relaxes. 

			“May I kiss you?” he asks underneath his breath.

			I can’t get a word out, so I simply nod. Then he gives me a very passionate kiss. 

			After a fantastic make-out session, he goes to his bedroom. I get into the guestroom bed. Wow, he sure is talented. And before my overthinking can ruin the night for me, I fall asleep.

			I wake up to the delicious smell of eggs on toast. I quickly use the guest room’s ensuite bathroom to fix my hair. Luckily, there is mouthwash in the cabinet, so I can get rid of my morning breath.

			“Morniiiing!” I almost sing down the passage as I walk towards the kitchen.

			“Good morning.” 

			I freeze in the passage. My body goes ice cold as I hold my breath, and the muscles in my forehead tense so hard that my eyebrows feel like they are joining my hairline. That was a woman’s voice. Not just any woman’s voice. The same voice that laughed in the stall at the wedding reception’s loo. The same voice that should have an English accent but doesn’t.

			Last night might have been like a dream, but it seems like today might just be a nightmare!

			I don’t know where to hide. I need a game plan. I will run back to the room and jump through the window. But just as I swing around, my eyes meet a man’s chest. Ruben’s chest. I can’t even look up at his face … I am too ashamed. Ruben’s giggle calms me down, and I find the courage to look him in the eye. Even his eyes look like they are laughing at my confused facial expression.

			“Come to the kitchen with me. I will explain,” his voice soothes my ears that feel like they are on fire.

			When we enter the kitchen, there she is, the wedding-crasher woman. She hands me a cup of coffee with a huge smirk on her face while I take a massive gulp. She introduces herself as Eirene, Ruben’s fiancée. I should have known that he was too good to be true. Then she explains that they have an open relationship. Both of them travel a lot for work since she is the owner of a worldwide company. Sometimes they manage to align their work trips, and other times, they can’t align their schedules which is why they decided to have an open relationship. 

			I have heard of people with open relationships before, but I have never been someone who’s in an open relationship’s conquest. This seems confusing because isn’t the whole point of the open relationship to sleep with other people? Why would Ruben pursue me if I was not willing to sleep with him? There was real chemistry between us; it wasn’t a one-night stand situation. 

			Finally, Eirene gives me some clarity. They are currently looking for someone else to join their relationship. When Eirene met me in the bathroom mirror, she thought that I would be a good partner. She texted Ruben, and that is when Ruben also wanted to meet me to spend some time with me. Even though I find the whole situation strange, Eirene certainly doesn’t believe that flattery gets one nowhere. She keeps telling me how warm my aura is and that I seem dependable. 

			She picks up on my uncertain body language and changes her tactic by sounding a lot more serious and stating the facts. They need more stability in their relationship, and they think that inviting someone who has “homemaker energy,” as she stated it, into their relationship will help. She proceeds to tell me what would be expected of me. They are looking for someone to be a stay-at-home partner in London. It sounds like they want someone to call home. The relationship would still be an open relationship. In other words, I could have sexual relations with other people, but it stops there; they don’t have relationships with those people. For that reason, they only hook up with people once. 

			This is a lot of information to take in. Eirene knows that. She gives
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