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Chapter One

Friday

 


Ben needed to take acting
classes.

His matchmaking projects would be so
much easier if he could simply drag two unresisting individuals
together, tell them, “I can sense when people will be a great
couple, and you two are,” and call it a day. Unfortunately, that
would result in being laughed off at best and psychiatric
evaluation at worst, so he had to resort to more subtle means of
introducing lovers.

At present, this meant pretending to
like small, yappy dogs. He wasn’t sure how convincing he would be,
but he only had to stall the creature’s owner for a few minutes
until her match came around the corner for a jog. They just missed
each other every day. This kind of near meeting was a problem with
routines, but the very predictability of their schedules gave Ben
something he could use to get them close enough to notice each
other. It was just a matter of playing the dog card
right.

Frankly, he’d have preferred to feign
interest in the woman herself, as opposed to her miniature
dachshund. He might not want to date or sleep with women, but he
liked them perfectly well in all other contexts, which was more
than he could say for little dogs with big attitudes and bigger
mouths.

The dog owner’s match was a woman,
though, so there was no telling if she was bi and agreeable to
flirting with a guy, or a strict lesbian who’d tell him to fuck
off, if not in so many words. Ben had been burned that way before,
and it was orders of magnitude harder to get people together when
one of them kept giving him death glares. The task was already
complicated enough, and he wasn’t looking to make more work or,
worse still, blowing the chances of ever getting these women
together.

It was just for a few minutes, he
reminded himself. Once a couple got close to each other, they were
usually able to sense their connection. Maybe they didn’t know it
was true love or destiny or whatever you wanted to call it, but
they were drawn to each other regardless. Cupid’s arrow, the Romans
used to call it.

Ben wondered if there were people with
his gift back in ancient times, going around trying to set people
up the way he did. He liked to think he was the latest generation
in a long line of matchmakers that stretched through all of human
history.

Regardless, in the here and now, it
was time to move, so he approached the woman with the dachshund.
Pets were always a great help with uniting lovers. Firstly, he
suspected that some of them were able to see how their owners fit
together. He’d seen animals acting in ways that seemed to serve no
purpose except move their owner towards a match, though he was no
animal expert, so he couldn’t swear to it.

Besides the occasional assist, people
loved to talk about and show off their pets. You couldn’t ask for a
better conversation starter than an animal. It didn’t even matter
what the creature was, so long as it was a beloved pet and you
acted utterly charmed. Ben had once brought a couple together over
an iguana that took walks on a leash.

With one final wish that
the dog in question was something friendlier and less barky, even a
reptile, he pasted on his best smile. “He’s cute,” he told the
woman, pretending to be interested in the dachshund terrorizing an
obese squirrel not much smaller than its own size.
Confident little bastard. “I’ve been thinking about getting one myself.”

She smiled, and Ben began to think he
might just be able to pull off the dachshund-lover act. “They’re
great dogs. I should warn you, though, they aren’t for
everyone.”

“Oh? Why’s that? I don’t
want to get a dog if I’m not able to take good care of
it.”

That was true, as far as it went. It
also worked like a charm. She started talking about stubbornness,
energy levels, and assorted other aspects of dachshund ownership,
and if he missed some words here and there due to barking, it
didn’t matter. All Ben had to do was nod appreciatively and say
this was good to know.

“Of course, it’s all
worthwhile to me,” she said. “He’s such a character, with a big
personality. He brightens my whole life.”

Her love life was about to
get a whole lot brighter, because her match was walking a beagle
down the path. Perfect timing.

Most people couldn’t sense what Ben
did, and as a consequence there were no adequate words to describe
it. Individuals were like puzzle pieces to him, and he could see
when two fit together. There was a limit to his ability, in that he
could only keep track of so many puzzle pieces at a time. All the
same, he knew. He could wait in line behind someone getting coffee,
and then sit next to another person in the dentist’s office five
miles away and realize they were meant to be together. Then the
trick was to force a meeting, a feat often easier said than
done.

In this case, he was lucky. These
women really weren’t a challenge to get together, aside from
pretending to want a dachshund. Ben had once resorted to pouring
hot coffee on himself to get attention, and he didn’t want to
repeat that trick, even if it’d worked and resulted in his greatest
triumph to date, the formation of a triad.

He nearly always dealt in couples, and
it was reliably beautiful to watch one meet for the first time. The
beagle owner turned her head to look, slowing down slightly. She
smiled, and when it was returned, she tugged her dog over towards
the dachshund woman.

Funny how he could play an
instrumental role in people’s lives and never even learn their
names.

“Oh, look at the time,” he
said to the dachshund woman. Not subtle, but she didn’t appear to
care. Her attention had shifted to the beagle woman. “I’ve got to
go. Thanks for the info. You were really helpful.”

“Glad to help.”

She was even happier to have him leave
as the beagle woman approached. Ben’s work was done.

When matches got close together, they
tended to be drawn to each other, as though they somehow knew, even
if they couldn’t explain why. Maybe they didn’t see in the same way
as Ben, for whom it was a matter of two puzzle pieces locking
together, but they had an inkling all the same. He just had to
arrange the initial encounter, and everything else would fall into
place. No arrows involved.

Arrows would’ve been easier. There
were matches out there which Ben knew of but hadn’t been able to
bring together, and those bothered him, even though he tried to be
realistic about the difficulties he faced.

This wasn’t one of those tough cases,
and the flirting was underway as he headed out of the park. It made
the five days of preparation worthwhile. Nothing fulfilled him the
way bringing lovers together did, and he’d be riding high on the
satisfaction for at least a week.

He indulged in a glance behind him,
and his success was clear as a brand-new window. Anyone with a
passing knowledge of body language could see the women were
interested in each other, and for Ben, they were magnets latching
tightly.

Matchmaking was Ben’s
calling in life. It made for an unusual hobby, to be sure, and not
one easily explained to perplexed friends. His gift wasn’t
something he went around discussing, so yeah, people thought he was
weird sometimes. Then again, they’d think him even weirder if
he did talk about
his sixth sense, so he couldn’t win.

Ben wasn’t concerned about being seen
as an odd duck and hadn’t been since the hellish trial known as
middle school. He had an unusual gift, and he was secure enough in
himself to accept that it made him different. Not many people
loitered around parks and schemed to bring strangers within
noticing distance of each other. Actually, he was the only person
he knew of who did so, and that was fine. If he wanted to fit in,
he would rarely get to enjoy the fulfillment which matchmaking
brought him.

The sheer rightness of his success
surged through Ben, making him whistle with satisfaction as he
headed to the parking lot. Another couple was together, so the
state of the world had improved because of his efforts. It was the
best kind of day.

His phone vibrated in his pocket.
Caller ID told him it was Isaiah, which was weird on a Friday
night. Lately Isaiah’s Fridays were taken up by the new guy he was
seeing.

“Hey, Ize.”

“You wanna come over? My
Friday nights are free for the foreseeable future.”

He wondered if this was a “hit up
Redbox and order pizza” kind of going over, or the “condoms and
lube are already on the nightstand” variety. This complication
arose when a Grindr hookup turned into a friend with occasional
benefits. It probably didn’t help that they’d never actually talked
about any of it.

“Sure,” he said, because
he was happy enough to hang out with Isaiah, whatever was planned.
“Want me to bring pizza?”

“Yeah, okay.”

Food was clearly an afterthought for
Isaiah, so it would be pizza followed by sex. And probably a movie
afterwards, if Isaiah stayed true to form and felt like company
while he declined to talk about what happened with the latest
guy.

It was too bad for Isaiah that this
man failed to appreciate all he had to offer, but Ben’s evening had
improved dramatically as a result, so he didn’t feel as bad as he
probably should have.

****

Isaiah’s new beard had finally made it
past the awkward growing-in stage, and Ben could now say with
honesty that it was a good look on him. Ruggedly handsome, even. He
hadn’t been sure he’d like Isaiah with a beard, as he found them
very hit or miss, but this one
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