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OVERVIEW

Hook:

Eleanor Oliphant is Complete Fine meets Call Me Kat, in which a socially time-capsuled PhD candidate reenters the world of dating to find the perfect plus-one for her best friend’s wedding, after having avoided relationships since killing her first crush in middle school.

Back Cover Copy:

Astrid Noble will save a life or spend her glory years in a lab trying. 

While the world has moved on from capris, beads, and Black Eye Peas, Astrid clings to her 2010 sensibilities in the name of scientific dedication and atonement from an inexcusable mistake in her past. 

She’s confident with this plan, comforted by her growing family of rescued lab mice and her Slushy Saturdays with her childhood best friend, Zadie. That is until Zadie gets engaged and shares the news with her new work-bestie before Astrid.

Astrid’s single status soon makes her the dysfunctional seventh wheel in Zadie’s ‘coupled-up’ wedding party, not to mention feeling like the pity pick as maid of honour. 

Equipped with her blunt-as-a-ninety-year-old lab mate, a dating blog, and many overlooked yearbook comments, Astrid devises a scientific method for finding the perfect plus one to prove she can make up for lost time and win back her friend. But during her trials to find Mr. Right-Now, she’s reminded of why she’s never let Mr. Right—or anyone else—join her life-saving attempts along the way.

Teaser Quote: 

I’ve always been a bit of a speckled egg, but so has my best friend, Zadie. Never in the past has this been much of an issue. I say much, because if I’m honest, we both know speckled eggs are an anomaly, and although rare, are rarely appreciated for their faulty creation. In an era of striving to stand out from the crowd, I should feel quite confident about this, and normally I do. But tonight, as I bob and weave to find the one person who is far from a stranger, and finally locate her, I realize she is a speckled egg no longer. 

Publisher Preview Page

The manuscript is complete at 81,000 words and is comprised of 39 chapters.

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

Tara has styled mannequins, acted in film and stage, and worked in labs and psychiatry floors—all to pay for six years of university tuition and too many late-night tea runs. When she is not packing bento boxes for her family, or reading and writing, she uses those years of schooling as a Speech-Language Pathologist.  
Tara’s writing has appeared in Tamarind, Wells Street Journal and Kaleidoscope. She is a GoodLit Scholarship Alumna and acts as Vice-Chair for The Eden Mills Writer’s Festival, which showcases Canada’s most esteemed authors. She has a vibrant and engaged readership grown through her monthly newsletter, author website, and Instagram followers. She also connects regularly with NYTs best-selling authors and has a listenership of over 30,000 downloads on her author-interview podcast, The Hope Prose Podcast.
 
If she can find spare time, you may catch Tara rock climbing the Ontario Escarpment, narrating audiobooks, or geeking out on the latest scientific discoveries.

Passion Behind the Work

Do you remember that kid in high school who spent more lunches in the library than in the cafeteria? Who joined every extracurricular activity that would look good on their university application? Who needed to carry a textbook or two hugged to their chest because their backpack was full of the other three? And who missed out on all the parties, dating and drama because they had goals beyond the halls of their local school? 

That was me. That was maybe you, too. That was a lot of kids who were scared and avoided experiences in the name of academic accomplishments. My undergraduate program in Health Sciences at McMaster University was the melting pot for these kids. We were the super keeners, med-school bound or bust academics. Except, I decided to bust from the mold, because I wanted to take electives in English, Drama and Anthropology instead of Organic Chemistry. Blech! Guess who didn’t get her MD? 

Did I regret pursuing balance instead of laser focus? At first, maybe, but now with a family who sees me pursuing the creative side of who I am, it feels true. I write because it’s who I am, and because I want others to see that balance is a beautiful thing, whether that means making room for relationships, rediscovering your creativity, or taking a break from saving the world to get your karaoke on. It’s all important, no matter your back story.    



TARGET MARKET

TARGET AUDIENCE: women aged 17- 40 who are STEM passionate, watched Call me Kat or The Big Bang Theory, love uplifting stories and want a hilarious and heartwarming reminder of the importance of relationships, despite the mistakes and fears in their past. 
  
SECONDARY AUDIENCE: Readers who enjoy the writing of Gail Honeyman, Abbi Waxman and Nita Prose and would love a STEM twist on the quirky social misfits of the world.  

TERTIARY AUDIENCE: Women planning or dreaming about their future weddings, who loved Bridesmaids, The Wedding Date by Jasmine Guillory and also want to remember the importance of friendship within this life-changing event.  

Astrid Noble’s Plus One Protocol was written to fit well within the Up Lit or Women’s Fiction market with a romantic subplot. It is intentionally worded to be non-threatening and inclusive of all readers, especially targeted at libraries and intergenerational book clubs.


ADDITIONAL WORKS
Tara also has two additional adult fiction titles that may be of interest:  

Here Comes the Sun

· An adult, multiple POV novel, complete at 85,000 words
Beartown meets This is Us in a novel about five dispirited northerners from across the lifespan, who come together during a St. Patrick’s Day blizzard and, through a series of unlucky events, realize the necessity of each other to weather life’s storms—exploring the depths of loss, the need for community, and the ways we move forward.  
You and Me, Forget 23 
· An Up Lit/Women’s Fiction novel complete at 80,000 words

In the vein of The Sicilian Inheritance, two sisters travel to rural Portugal with an ancestry test and their father’s failing memories to help understand why this trip was their mother’s last request. 

In addition to these complete manuscripts, Tara has more titles in the early outlining and drafting phases, including a modern retelling of The Importance of Being Ernest, from a woman’s POV with an AI twist. She would be happy to share these ideas as requested. 
COMPARATIVE WORKS

Eleanor Oliphant is Completely Fine, Gail Honeyman (Jan 2018, Harper Collins GB)

A Reese Witherspoon Book Club Pick and New York Times bestseller, Honeyman’s debut has become a book club favourite for its universal themes of loneliness and the quest for connection. In both these novels, our protagonists have experienced trauma in their past that has caused a time-warping bubble, preventing them from moving forward in social relationships. Both stories offer humour within the trauma, paired with thought-provoking realizations.  

Lessons in Chemistry, Bonnie Garmus (March 29 2022, Doubleday Books)

This New York Times Bestselling novel has made women in science unforgettable. In a similar vein, Elizabeth and Astrid are both strong, independent woman who have something to prove. While Elizabeth takes her patriarchal grudges and vies to change a generation of women in the 60s, Astrid is still learning to balance her freedom to pursue science, while letting go of her personal grudges against herself and her failed attempts at relationships in the past.

Principles of (E)motion, Sara Read (January 1, 2024, Graydon House)

Writer to watch, Sara Read, offers a similar combination of STEM themes, a plot that straddles womens fiction and romance, with deeper themes such as self-love and mental health representation. While Read offers a second-chance romance that centres around an older heroine, Astrid may appeal more to the college-age readers or those who are nostalgic about a similarly delayed coming of age experience. Both stories explore learning to love yourself beyond what the world or what we might think the world expects from us. 

The Maid, Nita Prose (January 4, 2022, Ballantine Books)
A New York Times bestseller and a Good Morning America Book Club Pick, with over one million copies sold, Prose’s debut novel has set the standard for UpLit novels. Both Molly and Astrid are misunderstood quirky heroines who lack skills on the social front but make up for it with passion and dedication to their respective professions. While Molly finds herself thrust into a closed-door mystery that pushes her to step outside her comfort zone to find answers, Astrid stretches her social muscles, but at the risk of losing the one meaningful relationship she’s managed to keep alive. A similar spunk and pacing exists in both novels, along with humour, empathy, and a little romance to keep readers while flipping pages. 

Georgie, All Along, Kate Clayborn (January 24, 2023, Kensignton)

In this Indie Next Pick and Highly Anticipated Romance of the Year, Clayborn crafts the story of Georgie, a longtime personal assistant who has always put others before herself. Much like Astrid, both these women have lost track of who they are and what they want out of life. They both look to forgotten artifacts—a diary and yearbook comments—as a means to forge new paths in life. While Georgie offers two POVS within a traditional swoon-worthy and spicy romance, Astrid’s story digs deeper into personal forgiveness and how that allows her to explore new relationships.  


MARKETING AND PROMOTION

Over the past five years, I’ve learned about book promotion through publicity reps for our podcast, festival directors, established authors, and endless hours of podcast listening. I am passionate about being my book’s strongest advocate, and will work tirelessly alongside your marketing department to ensure Astrid’s story reaches every reader in our target audience.  

I have outlined below my current marketing strengths and efforts, along with my strategic plan to promote this novel from the present moment to the many years following its release. 


CURRENT MARKETING STRENGTHS: 

· Public Speaking and Interviews 
· I have moderated at book events for authors, such as Carly Fortune, Lily Chu, Ali Hassan, Uzma Jamaluddin, David A. Roberston and Amy Jones. In many of these interviews, I received specific feedback that my moderation was some of the best they’ve experienced. 
· On our author-interview podcast, I have similarly interviewed best-selling authors, such as Tracey Garvis Graves, Katherine Center, Erica Bauermeister, and Emma Grey, with glowing feedback and compliments on my narrating of their stories.
· As an audiobook narrator, I also love bringing words to life and would shine at book reading events.
· I also have experience with acting, both on stage and in film, which assists in confident stage presence for any audience.   
· Website Design and Online Marketing
· I created and adapt my author website regularly with steady traffic to my blog content and The Hope Prose Podcast (over 30,000 downloads this year). 
· I also have a monthly newsletter that has grown to over a thousand subscribers. 
· I regularly create graphics and content to fit within the brand of a book I am marketing. In collaboration with a cover designer, I would enjoy curating content for social media and beyond.
· A Contagious Extroverted Personality 
· Unlike Astrid, I am a small-talk master. I enjoy learning about other people and inadvertently network both online and at in person events with ease. 
· I have already gathered a broad and diverse group of supporters for my writing and plan to politely request for all the help I can get when this book releases.
· I have already had over a dozen people offer to beta-ready this story and they are thrilled to support its release, however they can.  



MARKETING PLAN:

Pre-contract Efforts:

· Create early hype through a selection of five-ten beta readers (Complete at 12!) 
· Post 10 reviews and social media posts about comparative works from authors I currently admire and would ideally like to gain endorsements through once contracted
· ‘First Page Friday’ narration posts will be tailored for this going forward
· Connect with 5-10 book communities/festivals to build relationships 
· Eden Mills Writers Festival (EMWF) (current vice-chair of the board)
· Kitchener/Waterloo Book Bloggers (current active member)
· Word on the Street (friends with previous organizer)
· Toronto International Festival of Authors (attending virtually this year)
· Guelph/McMaster/U of T Creative Writing Programs (academic connections)
· Guelph/Milton/Toronto Public Libraries (regular patron already!)
· Guelph Arts Council/artBar (friends with the Executive Director)
· Canada Reads/CBC (participating in short story contest and related events, moderated for Ali Hassan in 2023 at the EMWF)
· Ongoing submissions to literary journals and magazines to establish literary name (three acceptances this year already)
· Consider a change in pen-name as seen appropriate by contracting publisher
· Continue to build e-mail subscribers and social media followers through regular and engaging content on brand for this book 
Pre-Launch Efforts: 

· Create themed #booktok and #bookstagram videos to tease at the story leading up to publication announcement 
· Connect with a book influencer/media outlet for the cover reveal
· Establish a launch team six-twelve months out to share cover/title and teasers (50+ members, already have 20 confirmed)
· Take part in ARC giveaways on Goodreads and send ARCS to endorsers with personalized hand-written notes 
· Prepare book club questions prior to publication for website and back matter
· Forward ARC copies to librarians, book subscription boxes, industry reviewers, and additional endorsers
· Create pre-sales goodies (i.e. book plates, book marks,) themed around cover design
· Create a book video trailer three months prior to release
· Schedule blog/#bookstagram tour to occur during month of launch
· Book 10+ talk show, IG live, library, and podcast interviews during month of launch
· Provide easy access to endorsements, reviews, and buy links on website  
 Launch Month Efforts: 

· Organize Book Launch at Toronto or New York Independent bookstore along with The Book Shelf in Guelph with attached ArtBar. Consider inviting endorser to host event and post-launch karaoke night 
· Attend 20+ in person and virtual writer’s conferences/events to promote the novel
· Take part in online #bookstagram interviews, podcasts during launch month
· Post on social media daily during book launch month 
· Interact with readers both online and in person to build relationships
Post-Launch Efforts 
· Submit book for possible awards opportunities 
· Continue to take part in book club interviews, podcasts, and festival related activities, including as a moderator or guest instructor
· Post about book reviews, feedback and milestones
· Build interest in the next title, keeping a similar theme/feel to the content
Additional Creative Marketing Ideas:
Astrid Noble’s Plus One Protocol was intentionally written to connect with the growing body of highly educated women who seek books that reflect their own values and experiences. Having attended two of Canada’s largest Universities and currently having ties to three additional Universities through my professional associations, it would be ideal to set up book events within these communities or even within campus bookstores to illustrate the need for uplifting and humorous reads alongside those hefty textbooks. 
Additional Fun marketing opportunities include:   
· 2010 throwback posts of pop culture that include celebrities holding the book 
· Mouse and STEM inspired swag for book giveaways 
· A short story or deleted chapter will also be used as a lead-magnet or for a pre-order campaign  
Tara’s current and growing social media presence includes:

· Podcast – The Hope Prose Podcast (all major podcast players), 30,000 plus downloads 
· Instagram/Threads  – @tara.k.ross, 4300 followers
· Twitter/X — @tara_k_ross, 1600 followers
· Facebook – Tara Ross 800+ friends; member of ten online writing communities 
· Website — www.tarakross.com 
· Blog — www.hopeprose.com


Tara has personal connections with several authors and media personalities who have supported her in the past and who may be available to support this release through blurbs or interviews: 

· Mary Adkins — best-selling author of Palm Beach and Privilege, podcast host of The First Draft Club
· Previous podcast guest and writing acquaintance  

· Lily Chu–Audible best books for The Comeback and The Stand In 
· Writing Acquaintance through Eden Mills Writers Festival, Podcast Guest 

· Trish Doller–award-winning author of both Young Adult and Women’s Fiction 
· Writing acquaintance and literary agent contact

· Melissa Ferguson –Best-selling author of Meet Me in the Margins and How to Plot a Payback  
· Previous podcast guest and writing acquaintance

· Susie Finkbeiner–award-winning author of The Nature of Small Birds and All Manner of Things
· Previous endorser and writing acquaintance 

· Dallas Woodburn–Award-winning author and host of Thriving Author Podcast 
· Beta-reader, podcast guest and literary friend from afar 

Other Authors with whom I have relationships and will approach once contracted include:  

· Katherine Center –NYT best-selling author and recent podcast guest
· Aly Carter – NYT best-selling author and recent podcast guest
· Elle Evans – Author of Wedding Issues and recent podcast guest
· Carly Fortune – NY Times best-selling author/moderated panel at Eden Mills Writers’ Festival (EMWF)
· Emma Grey- Book of the Month/Target Book Club pick, recent podcast guest
· Uzma Jallaludin- Best-selling novelist/ moderated panel at EMWF
· Marissa Stapley – Reese’s Book club Pick/replacement moderator at EMWF 
· Zibby Owens- USA Today Best-selling Author and Award-winning podcaster
· Nita Prose – NYT best-selling author, EMWF author and possible future podcast guest
· Courtney Walsh – USA Today best-selling author and future podcast guest 





SYNOPSIS

Standing at the threshold of her best friend, ZADIE NAZANIN’s engagement party, ASTRID NOBLE realizes she’s become a stranger to not only herself but to most everyone at the party. The only familiar people are the happy couple and the best man, CONNOR WILKES, who is quick to remind Astrid of his near-death choking incident during their double date at this same location ten years ago. All her fatal dating mistakes of the past return with nauseating clarity, and Astrid races to the porcelain throne, wishing she’d never left her reliable routines.  

Zadie drags her back to the party, inviting Astrid to be her maid of honour, but when Astrid meets the entirely coupled-up wedding party, she wonders if Zadie’s moved on in life, love, and maybe even their friendship, especially when Connor cuddles up to Zadie’s newest right-hand gal, REAGAN CINCH. Astrid recognizes her lopsided addition to the group and assures Zadie she will have a plus-one to even out the wedding party (and her social status). 

Using a scientific method, Astrid plans to find her perfect date alone, but her lab mate, LUDA SEMANOVA, steps in as a certifiable dating coach. When provided with the advice of “going with who you already know,” Astrid is reminded of how many opportunities she’s shrugged off in the name of scientific advancement and atonement (her PhD aspirations in anaphylaxis may have been spurred from accidentally killing her grade eight crush with an allergy-laden cookie). Unwilling to share this truth with Luda, she calls Zadie for help, but Zadie is out with her fiancé, Reagan, and Connor. Fifth wheel alert! 

At the wedding dress store, Astrid tries to prove her MOH credential by sharing the dress, first drawn in Astrid’s high school yearbook, but Reagan one-ups her by gifting an actual replica of the tiara pictured. While Zadie debates her dress selection, the moms snoop through Astrid’s old yearbook and all the comments from boys she skirted. In a moment of self-preservation, she claims her plus one is someone Zadie knows from their past.     

At the lab the following day, Astrid shares her tabulated yearbooks with Luda and asks her to help locate dates. Three candidates are found. Prepped by Luda, Astrid attempts her first date with a boisterous cutie from her past at a sports bar. Little does she know her red shirt matches the opposing hockey team and Astrid gets heckled out of the bar. On her walk-of-shame home, Connor calls under the guise of needing to plan the stag and doe, but a familiar laugh in the background makes her think he may have been at the same bar. 

The next day, Astrid and Zadie meet to discuss wedding details and Zadie alludes to Connor having had a crush on her in the past. She also reveals her fiancé got a second interview for a job in Singapore. They may need to move. Astrid then meets with Connor at Cosmic bowl, a nostalgic venue for the stag and doe, and past romantic interests rekindle. Too bad Connor’s no longer available.

While waiting for a delivery of new lab mice, Astrid regroups with Luda over her failed first date. Armed with background research, Astrid attempts her second date at a coffee shop. Alas, her Chia cat apology gift (for losing his first cat) is an epic fail, and her need for a plus one spills out in a desperation dump. The resident barista (also Reagan’s gym buddy) hears it all.
 
Astrid rallies for her third and final option but finds out he’ll be unavailable for the wedding. Luda reassures Astrid that she’s located an ideal fourth option—her undergraduate lab supervisor, whom Luda has already started a conversation with on Astrid’s behalf. Astrid is hesitant, given her recent cold shoulder to him, but plans a Friday virtual date.

Astrid attends Zadie’s cake tasting with the flirty four. While chowing down, Zadie’s fiancé gets the job offer in Singapore that starts in August. They will need to move the wedding up. Astrid is destroyed, Zadie is a mess, but Reagan seems overjoyed. Despite the tighter timeline, closer to her dissertation, Astrid reassures Zadie that everything will be fine, even when the stag and doe gets moved to an hour after her virtual date. But she’s got this.  
 
Astrid returns to the same coffee shop for her virtual date, and it goes brilliantly. He wants to attend her dissertation and gives her an important tip for her experiment. Astrid makes it the stag and doe fashionably late and states her new beau will be revealed at the rehearsal dinner, but an intoxicated Reagan hints she’s been playing the field. Connor comes to Astrid’s defense, apologizes for his big mouth, and hints that his relationship with Reagan is on the rocks.
     
While trying to secure a new venue for the moved-up wedding, Luda suggests Connor is her Mr. Right. Astrid argues he’s not her science sexy supervisor from the past, who is available. She’s so smitten she even implements his new methods, despite their dissertation being next month. When the new venue is secured, Zadie thanks Astrid for her flexibility in moving the date to the day after her dissertation … which comes as a complete surprise to Astrid. She relinquishes bachelorette planning to Reagan, promising to make it all work. But how? 
  
Astrid all-nighters for weeks to prepare for her defense and the wedding. She leaves Luda with the last round of experiments and attends the bachelorette, where Reagan stakes the final flag in her conquest as new bestie with Zadie. Astrid gets a text from Luda that one of their mice has died. Their new protocol has failed. She calls her old supervisor and plus one for help, despite Luda offering a possible explanation. He rearranges his schedule to come to Toronto that week. While together, Astrid learns that he’s married with a child and had only planned to visit to support her accomplishments. He also reminds her to communicate more openly with people.
 
With no friends, no solutions, and no dates, Astrid texts Luda to apologize, and her failed dates to beg for one of them to come. At her dissertation, Luda shows up late but clarifies the mouse-mix-up she discovered. Both women still fail but forgive each other for their respective weaknesses. Luda hears about Astrid’s plus zero dilemma and promises to help. 
 
Astrid arrives at the rehearsal dinner alone and plans to come clean to Zadie when not one, but all three of her failed dates show up. Reagan ensures Astrid’s deceptions are publicly highlighted and Astrid passes out from the mess of it all. When she awakes, she and Zadie discuss the real reason she hid her dating attempts and dating in general. With Zadie’s help, Astrid realizes she’s moving on from the past, even if it’s a bit messy along the way. Connor again comes to Astrid’s defense, and by the end of the party, Reagan is outed by Connor for only wanting to be Zadie’s friend to get her job when Zadie leaves for Singapore.

The next day, Reagan doesn’t show for the wedding, but Astrid sends her a text letting her know she can empathize with doing crazy things to atone for past mistakes. She shows up after the ceremony ready to apologize. Luda tabs Connor yearbook comment he left for her ten years ago, confirming his unwavering interest. She’s finally ready to move on from safe routines and known variables and take a chance on a new and quite delightful outcome that may have recently become available. 
   



WRITING SAMPLE

	


ONE

Some things cannot be fixed. They can only be carried.
· Megan Devine


I have arrived at the threshold of a sea of strangers, with a plethora of variables I have zero control over. This is light years away from my homeostatic happy place. My nervous system is releasing a cocktail of hormones that could rival anything being concocted inside this bar, and I want nothing more than to reverse course. But today, my best friend, Zadie, got engaged. 
Without my knowing, a party was planned. An unscheduled call interrupted my research protocol, requesting my presence at said location—with only three hours and twenty-two minutes of warning. So here we are, attempting to emulate the flexibility of a young bamboo shoot and not the rigidity of a fifth year immunology PhD candidate.   
For the last fifteen years of my life, I have carefully crafted my routines to limit the danger of strangers to me and, more importantly, of me to them. It’s worked quite well for all of us. But now, from my place on the sidewalk, peering both through and at the tinted glass of the so-called poshest martini lounge in Toronto, I am reminded that some of us, are not only the stranger, but also a tad strange. 
Juxtaposing my reflection on the crowd inside, I claim both these titles. Stranger—to all the people inside who keel over in laughter, imbibing beverages from questionably cleaned receptacles—and strange. 
Within the safety of my regular work routine—the number five street car, a jaunt across Cumberland Park, and a stair climb to the fifth floor laboratory of the Donnelly Centre for Biomolecular Research—I rarely encounter either of these “s” words. But the woman reflected at me—a splotch of taupe and coral with a potted house plant and an oversized tote containing the equivalent of a disaster relief kit—she is very much strange. No need for niceties here. 
On the other side of the glass, stylish looking people with smart phones and smart watches and smart shoes don’t seem to care about any of my “s” concerns. No, they don’t even notice me yet. 
I take in my ensemble and wince. I should have blocked additional time to change. Worn a pair of my mother’s artsy heels. Or anything other than pineapple yellow Birkenstocks. But it’s too late for that now. Here we are, ten minutes late and the Astrid Noble with fluffy fringed bangs and zero smart accessories will have to do.  
I’ve always been a bit of a speckled egg, but so has Zadie. Never in the past has this been much of an issue. I say much, because if I’m honest, we both know speckled eggs are an anomaly, (usually related to a stressful disturbance to the bird during the calcification process), and although rare, they are rarely appreciated for their faulty creation. 
In a generation that celebrates the peacocks of the crowd, I should embrace these quirks, and normally I do. But tonight, as I bob and weave to find the one person who is far from a stranger, and finally locate her through the glass, I realize Zadie Nazanin is a speckled egg no longer. 
The acid in my stomach churns at the sight of my childhood friend’s uncharacteristic façade. Her trademark streak of blue hair is gone, black tresses slicked within an efficient ballerina bun. Her usual jewel-toned palate is traded for a white mini-dress and black blazer, camouflaging her within a monochromatic colour-code I was not privy to. Rather than slurping a fluorescent Bellini through a cocktail straw, she is sipping some clear concoction like a Bond girl. And with French-manicured nails. What is this bland nonsense?!
My own nails haven’t seen polish in years, nor a nail file, nor anything beyond sterilized clippers, but if they could have colour, it would match my ever-blooming coral Anthuriam. But clear lacquer with fake cuticles? 
I’m staring, but because of the tinted glass and the hub-bub of shiny crow-like servers shuttling trays of martinis to the strangers, I’m invisible. Perhaps I should rethink this. I could jet back to my apartment, swap shoes, change out of this stress stained blouse—more appropriate for high tea with my mother than my best-friend’s engagement party—and try again. But what do I own in black or white? A lab coat? I flatten my bangs as I think. 
I’m already on the tardy side. Then there is this rather sprite potted plant that only adds more stipple to my ensemble. 
I glance between Helix (a lovely juvenile specimen of the pachira aquatic species) and the strangers. Luda, my lab mate, was kind enough to break from our procedural prep to research the ideal gift for a newly engaged couple. Wealth, unity, and longevity, all braided together in one portable specimen? Done! I procured said plant—which I promptly named Helix—from the only passable florist en route to my destination.
I could leave Helix outside in the alley two buildings back. Give him to Zadie and Brad afterward. Yes, this is a logical plan to reduce my odd quota. From what I can glean, none of the strangers brought gifts—certainly not dwarf trees—so a coral blouse, dated bangs and pineapple Birks will be enough speckle for today. I explain to Helix that I will return for him after the party, but from behind his palm-like leaves, someone appears to be waving in our direction.   
A quick glance over my shoulder confirms this greeting is indeed for me, as everyone else outside struts with great purpose and little interest to the martini lounge. Now Zadie is singing my name in chorus with the strangers, with such gusto that even the shatter-proof glass can’t contain the noise. Helix, still cradled within my arms, will have to accompany me. Perhaps he will prompt small talk, which, due to my stranger rationing, I fully claim as a lagging skill.  
With a full-tooth performance smile—the one perfected at skating competitions as a child to earn top artistic marks—I latch my hand around the unnecessarily tall door handle. I’d rather not blame my inability to open said door on my petite stature, nor my 2020 onward exercise fast, but they may be factors. I wedge Helix into the crook of my damp armpit and grasp the handle with both hands.
 Just as the door cooperates, the ceramic pot disagrees with the lack of friction in my blouse. I reposition Helix, then without warning, the edge of the door thrusts into my bent frame, smack into my forehead. 
“Oya!” My hand reflexes up as Helix smashes onto the only part of this establishment with any colour—a movie-star red entrance carpet.    
“Astrid?” 
“Idiot!” I say, without checking my social nicety card or confirming who smashed a door into my cranium. 
“Sorry?” There is a glide to the idiot’s “r” that is familiar. It’s lower than I remember, but most certainly of the Oceanic ex-pat variety. 
 I squint up at the bearded man in front of me, who is as towering as I remember, but broader and with a perpetual dimple on his left cheek, still visible through this new man-growth. So not a stranger! “Connor?” With the sound of his name from my mouth, my brain retrieves a buried high school file from my long-term memory. 
A swarm of ill-equipped servers swoop in to dispose of Helix and his zebra-striped ceramic pot with bare hands and cocktail napkins. I should remind them of proper sharp disposal protocols, but Connor is smirking at me, eyebrow raised, taking in all my pit-stained, hair-skewed, tote-laden glory. I straighten myself, angle away from poor Helix and ask with all the calm I can muster what he’s doing here? 
He holds my gaze for a second longer than is comfortable, his smile brazen enough now to attract the attention of a skating judge or two. “For Zadie and Brad?” 
I nod. Nod a second time. Force out my sixteen-year-old smile now, the one Zadie and I practiced on hockey boys before our first and only double date with him and Brad. I nod one more time, adjusting my dress strap, and pulling my tote in front of me before words, blessed words, finally arrive. “Of course. Yes. Love-struck Zay-Bra. Our very own Brangelina, but cuter, and of course way more likely to stick together this time. I mean forever this time. Because, well, that’s why we’re here, and why I have…had this zebra plant, I mean zebra pot.”
 I whisper an apology to the crow-servers, who collectively embody a murderous glare at the mess I’ve made. I scatter my gaze between Connor and the strangers inside as I search for something small—but distracting enough from the plant debacle—to say. Then the theme of the event hits me. 
“Oh my goodness, the black and white dress code. If I had known, I could’ve borrowed my mother’s safari leggings.” I smack my forehead with the heel of my hand, bullseye on the spot from the door’s sucker punch. I see stars. And not the pretty track lighting stars from the lounge, but the misfiring-electrical-pulses-from-my-occipital-lobe kind. 
“Easy there.” Connor takes hold of my elbow in an entirely chivalrous attempt to prevent me from stepping on the crows and their soiled napkins. “Here. Let me get you some ice.”
“It’s fine. I have an instant cold pack.” I open my tote in search of my first-aid kit (because you never know when the need to save a life might present itself).
“But we are in a bar, with loads of ready-made ice.”   
 I am not usually one to play damsel in distress, but with the repetitive boom of a stand-up bass, dimmed lighting, and approaching tables of strangers, I will let Connor’s misguided “r’s” shuttle me toward a cup of cold cubes. Plus, Zadie is lunge-bouncing toward me in rhythm with Nina Simone’s “Sinnerman”, and now the room is spinning much like the cinematography from The Thomas Crown Affair. This is not a good sign.   
“Astrid! What took you so long?” Zadie’s voice is as ever boisterous, but her eyes can’t seem to focus on mine, or maybe it’s my head not stabilizing with her. “Were you pre-drinking at the lab?” she yells through an octave of pitches.  
“Of course not.” 
“I know.” She winks with great effort. “Martinis are on the house for the wedding party!” 
“I must have missed that detail,” I yell back as she tugs me toward the bar. In reality, I appear to have missed many details about this evening during our conversation. The bubbly bits are still there, mainly Brad’s proposal through the window of her office building alongside the window-washers. Given his prom-posal was a message on our math class window, it honestly seemed a touch uninspired, but no need to point out this detail. 
To be honest, between bling shots and tonight’s soiree details, she didn’t give me a squeak of space to say much of anything. And it’s not that I wouldn’t have. I’m elated for her, really. I knew this was a high probability outcome, given their tabloid-worthy romance, but if I’m honest, it all seems too soon. Ever since Zadie’s dad passed away in high school, she has been a tad flighty about the idea of forever. Combined with my own parents’ divorce, I thought we had affectively decided to hold off on happily-ever-afters. Hadn’t we committed to living together with a brood of foster cats once finished our post-secondary pursuits? Was there not a period where she would teach me the ways of Sex in the City? 
I’ll admit my PhD has taken a few unexpected turns, and neither of us could have predicted I’d develop an affinity for mice over cats, but I haven’t even reached “Kiss in the City,” let alone the more questionable bits that, according to our conservative mothers, really should be saved for post-matrimony. But now? Zadie is very much ready for her post-matrimony and I don’t even know if a martini’s contents will lead to poor choices based on higher than average blood alcohol absorption ratios. 
 “Looks like our best man has you taken care of.” Zadie releases me, sliding a pointer finger down my arm with a rather presumptuous look toward Connor. I turn to see a blissful glass filled to the brim with ice in his right hand and one of those dastardly clear beverages in his left. “You remember Connor, right?” Zadie hollers into my ear, likely killing a few inner ear hair cells along the way.  
“How could I ever forget Connor Wilkes?” Or, as he self-proclaimed, Connor Will-keel—as in keel over and pretend to die every time I walked into a room for the entire final year of my high school experience? 
“He found this place for the engagement party,” Zadie says.
Connor must notice my blank stare as I take in the apothecary inspired black shelves of liquor, velvet curtained walls and high top tables. It’s an attractive establishment … for vampires, but far from quintessential Zadie with her artist’s heart for colour, nor Brad, with his need for 360-degree baseball highlights. Connor hands me the ice and drink and signals for me to look out the front window. Directly across the street is a brightly lit sign for Burger King.
I turn to Zadie, glance over at Brad, who is smacking some stranger on the back in that cordial male bonding way, and then back to Connor. 
The memory file from high school returns. I pan the walls of the lounge, and it’s as if thirteen years and a lot of black paint has been turpentined away. “Remember Waffle Wing?” Connor says.
“How could I forget?” The walls had been buttercream, the benches covered with red vinyl instead of black velvet, and chicken cartoons decorated the walls where tincture bottles now stand. 
“We sat right over there.” Connor signals to a table near the front window. “And remember when…” 
His voice becomes a mumble of animated sounds as I choke down an involuntary gulp of air attempting to catapult up from my diaphragm. (Fun Fact: While some people have a more predictable stress response, such as a racing heartbeat or sweaty palms, my body provides me with the debilitating quirk of singultus, more commonly known as hiccups). 
Connor continues with his recount, grabbing hold of his neck, his mouth wide like a cat attempting to swallow a sparrow—or more accurately, a chicken wing. 
My bag is open, hand reaching in for an emergency EpiPen, before normal instincts would recognize this as a bad replay of my past. Hagoop.
 I try to swallow the next hiccup with nauseating consequences. It takes a whoop-load of rational internal self-talk to pull out a cherry gloss instead of an adrenaline shot. I purse my lips against the myoclonic jerks to apply unnecessary moisture. I search the broody lounge, a swirl of faces coming with it. 
Zadie’s wide eyes flash over me. I see a hallway of mirrors that must lead to what was once a bathroom. I use hand gestures that only Zadie would understand: points, thumbs jabbing, a final jazz hand finger explosion. Then I run, just like Nina Simone’s song. Just like that day in high school, when I was reminded of how dangerous I truly could be.   






TWO

I race into the ladies’ lavatory and crash into the same stall from that day, not for nostalgia, but pure logistical ease. The stall door welcomes me back with a familiar reverberation. A wave of nausea arrives with seeing the one element of this establishment that got neglected from renovation—the eggshell porcelain beauty that is in no way from this decade. This has to be a health and safety violation!? But we won’t think about that. Not now. I hum the Gilmore Girls theme song between explosions of hiccups that could break down these powder-coated steel walls. 
I pull out sterilizing wipes and scrub down all surfaces I’ve touched. My swipes halts when I reach the graffiti-laden door of my stall. “Oh, this can’t be.” 
You can only hide in this $#!+ hole for so long. Could this be the same eloquent inspiration I received in the tenth grade? No. It must be in a different location from a different author. Who am I kidding? 
The graffiti sentiment hits hard. Again. I’ll admit, I’ve had my fair share of hiding over the years, but this stall. If this stall could talk.  
The last time I was here was during the infamous double date with the same Brad and Connor outside. 
“But they’re best friends, just like us,” Zadie had said. “And Connor is crushing on you, big time.” 
Grade-ten me had more important things to do than double dates—Introduction to Statistics comes vividly to mind. 
Zadie had read Connor’s comment in my yearbook—some vague reference to my compassionate frog dissection—and extrapolated it to imply he passionately wanted to dissect the inner workings of my beautiful brain.   
Somehow, frog legs led to chicken wings, which led to a new restaurant on Bloor Street called Waffle Wing King that was attempting to compete with the fast-food giant across the street. 
I’ve blocked out much of that day. Zadie bedazzled Brad with her entirely infectious laugh, while I tried to blend into the red vinyl bench. Connor was too busy chowing down on chicken to worry about conversation, which worked just fine for me. That was, until he stopped mid-bite, jerked his head like a seagull and pounded on Brad until he was camouflaging with the vinyl better than me.  
Just the memory of Connor’s strained inhales, and me attempting (in all the wrong ways) to save his life, causes a new-round of jumbo hiccups. With each spasm of my diaphragm, the image of me slamming a needle of epinephrine into Connor’s thigh plays on repeat. 
Spoiler alert: Connor didn’t have an allergic reaction. His spewing a chicken bone across the table before passing out from the adrenaline overload clarified that minor oversight. But, at that moment, I was back in middle school with another boy, when an auto-injector could have saved his life.   

 “Astrid, are you in here?” Zadie’s voice echoes through the empty bathroom. 
“First stall. Again.” I retrieve my phone from my tote, turn on the selfie camera, and sweep over my fringe to assess the damage from the door. A mauve hematoma is already blossoming. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hiccup and run.” 
“Don’t even.” Her standard two-inch heels clack toward me until I see them under the washroom door. “Connor’s a jerk for bringing that up.”    
 “And for smashing an unnecessarily heavy door into my head.” 
“What?” She lowers down into a power squat and turns her head sideways to look under at me. 
“It was an accident. But I had a plant for you. His name was Helix and he would’ve brought you spirals of wealth, love, and longevity. Not that you won’t still have all those things, but he also got smashed in the debacle.” 
		“That’s so sweet, Strid, but you didn’t need to do that.” 
“Well, the Modern Wedding website shared that a money tree would be an ideal gift for a newly engaged couple, and my favourite florist was en route and had a compassionately raised specimen.”
“See? This is why you’re the perfect person to have by my side. You’ll help me choose an allergen free baker and a compassionate florist who will create the perfect yellow amaranths bouquet. And then you can hold it while I sign all those papers you never see in Hallmark weddings.” 
“Well, I do know of an ideal allergen-free baker.” 
“So, you’ll do it?”
“I even have her card. She put together the loveliest high-tea picnic for Mother’s Day.” I twist open my business-card holder and sift through the cards. 
“Astrid?” Zadie is tapping her foot. Pineapple-yellow peeks through the edge of her open toe heels and then it clicks. She wants me to hold a bouquet of the same colour? That’s the job of the maid of honour. 
I shake my head, a smile pulling my shoulders back a little. I hoped I might receive this role, but seeing her amongst all the strangers, I dabbled with the notion that old friends may not be as precious as shiny new ones. “Are you sure you want me to hold the bouquet?” 
“Uh, who else?” 
“Couldn’t say.” I honestly don’t know, but I think we are sharing a sarcastic moment, so I shrug it off, leave the comfort of my cubicle and take the graffiti’d advice to heart. I can only hide from the past for so long, and of the places to hide, this ranks second lowest.   

A jazz/techno mashup sets the pace for our strut back to Zadie and Brad’s strangers. I try to maintain a similar sashay to my gait, but my capris twist around my perspiring legs and the effect is more like wet sheets on a clothesline than silk on a runway. Fortunately, Zadie’s energy is infectious, and I pray all eyes remain on her. 
She stops at a high-top table where two couples are deep in conversation. “Astrid, I don’t know if you remember my cousin Darya and her partner, Arman. And you might not have met Brad’s stepbrother, Ian, and his partner, Jun.” 
I say hello to each of them, keeping my hands wrapped around my tote like a comfort stuffy. 
“And behind them is Jonah, Brad’s buddy from baseball, and Connor, whom you have obviously met.” 
I wave to the baseball friend, having already forgotten his name, and yell congratulations towards Brad, who tips what I can only guess is an imaginary hat back at me? I ignore Connor, because he has yet to apologize for the door debacle or the trauma trigger.  
“And next to them is Jonah’s wife, Julia, and their super adorable baby girl, Juniper.”
I offer another congratulations towards the J-mom and her baby. She nods, repositioning her baby’s noise-canceling headphones, then resumes rocking Juniper’s car seat bucket to the rhythm of the music. 
“And that all but makes up the wedding party, except for…” Zadie’s voice trails off as she searches the bar. 
I conduct my own inspection, not of the rest of the bar, but of the people before me. Couple. Couple. Couple. Connor. A warm heat travels up my chest and into my face. Is Zadie trying to set us up on a second first-date?
“There she is!” Zadie waves her hand wildly until a tall, gazelle-like woman standing at the bar winks at Zadie. Not a sexy, come-hither wink, but more an insider, we speak the same body language kind of wink. 
The gazelle saunters to the shared tables with two electric yellow slushy concoctions that may just be Bellinis? 
I lean toward Zadie and play at being a ventriloquist. “Who is that, and how did she find something other than a martini?”   
“I told Reagan you wouldn’t be a fan of the beverage she picked out for tonight, especially after your hiccups and the door incident.” 
“How thoughtful. Does she work here?” I say, taking notice of her ease with navigating the crowd.  
“Raegan? No. She’s my new work bestie.” 
Her word choice sends a tingle down my back that I try to contain within better posture. I’m sure bestie is a colloquial reference to a much needed comrade within her stressful work environment. Nothing I need overreact to. My therapist would encourage a supportive response at this juncture. I puff out a ‘how nice’ remark.  
 “It’s honestly made work so much better. And Rae is on Leafstrong marketing team with me. Lead for the supplements division.” 
Leafstrong is the health food company where Zadie earned a coveted internship during her undergrad. She aced her placement, as I knew she would, and got hired straight out of school with a fully paid MBA lined up. If all goes well, she’ll be the first choice for the Marketing VP position when her boss retires. And an ally during this accent would be advantageous. I offer the work bestie a cordial smile.   
“Astrid, meet my fellow corporate quinoa pusher and Peloton rider extraordinaire.” Zadie steps slightly aside, as though encouraging me to add on a cordial handshake or perhaps a more intimate embrace. 
		I open my arms and prepare for contact but Raegan steps back, her eyes traveling up and down the length of me, a rather uncomfortable pucker raising one side of her crimson lips. “I’m so glad you could make it,” she says with a tight sing song voice.  
		Do I smell funny? Is it my lack of dress code? Or the size of my purse? Perhaps she is equally uncomfortable with physical contact. This must be it. “Congratulations on your marking competencies and drink selections,” I offer. “And thank you for taking the time to attend Zadie’s engagement party.” 
“Plan.” Reagan says, showing off what must be an orthodontically-enhanced smile. 
“Excuse me?” Her teeth are so shiny and her stomach, cinched within a black and white floral mini-dress, could be an advertisement for the Ab Master.
“I planned it. Along with Connor, of course.” She nods her head toward the guys and blows a kiss in Connor’s direction. Connor catches the kiss, placing it in his jean pocket. She responds with a wink, but this one is definitely of the come-hither variety.
“Oh, how wonderful.” It is not wonderful. My voice and face give zero impressions of wonderful, but people rarely look long enough, or listen keenly enough to notice these things. Still, it needs to be said this entire situation is anti-wonderful. I am perhaps projecting a childish jealousy on Raegan from when Orla Belton planned Zadie’s sweet sixteen without me, but still. Who gave this newbie the right to plan Zadie’s engagement party, and why did she do it with Connor? 
I give my head a little shake to force it back into a neutral-face zone. I need more evidence for why I shouldn’t appreciate this striking, successful woman who brought me a Bellini, and I must do so in a calm, systematic way. “So, how did you and Connor come to share a mutual interest in the bride and groom to-be?” 
“Well, funny story, really.” Zadie takes a small sip of her drink, holding a finger up to Reagan. “Connor showed up at one of the HITT classes Reagan has been bribing me to attend.” 
“And by bribe, she means stealing my post-workout snacks.” Raegan says, while putting her arm around Zadie’s shoulder. So perhaps my physical contact theory was off. 
“Not just any snack! She makes these carob agave almond power balls that are pulverized perfection.”
 “So, Connor?” I say to them through a gritted smile.  
“Right, so Connor shows up wearing these teeny tiny bike shorts, thinking it was a spin class, and Reagan is asking me about him before he’s finished his first set of squats. I didn’t recognize him at first with his new scruff, until he started side lunging, and all those high school cross-country warm-ups with Mrs. Singh came back to me. Remember how he used to lunge practically into the splits?”
“Yes, I remember.” I circle my hand to encourage her to move past images of Connor lunging in short shorts.  		
“Apparently, he was away at some training program in Colorado for the winter and came back with this new woodsman vibe. Anyway, after a super awkward post-workout intro, we all ended up on a double date a week later.” 
“I don’t get why that’s funny.” And I don’t. They were exercising, as usual. They met Connor. Sure, he had on inappropriate attire, but I’m accustomed to making similar mistakes, tonight being a perfect example. And I would not want people laughing at me about that or considering it a memorable story to recount.  
“Well, it’s kind of funny.” Zadie nudges my arm. “But the even funnier part was that Connor decided we should all meet here. You know, like our first double date.”
“Ha!” I try to laugh. When that fails, I try to smile, but my body refuses to move beyond that of a sedated mouse having electrical stimulation to its facial nerve. Yellow slush drips over the rim of my glass onto my exposed toes, shocking me back to normative expectations. “Ha!” I try again, grabbing a cocktail napkin and using it as an excuse to bend below the table for clean-up duty. 
Zadie squats down next to me. “Don’t you go turtling on me.” 
“I’m not. It’s just so funny. I spilled my drink, see?” I show her the soiled napkin, then rise, despite the woozy head pang that is growing exponentially. Raegan has thankfully moved on to making frightening faces at the baby.  
“You’ve always been a horrible liar,” Zadie says. 
“I’m not … okay, yes, I’m a horrible liar.” That’s because lying never results in a positive outcome, even, I would argue, in social situations such as this. “But it isn’t funny. It is ironic that you ended up at the same establishment as our first date, but informing me of Connor’s attached status whilst also insinuating I should reconnect with him to round out your wedding party falls more into the oya, than the haha category.” 
She frowns. “That wasn’t what I was insinuating at all.” 
“What was with the sexy finger slide, then?” I show on her arm. 
“You had dirt on your arm. I was trying to get it off before anyone saw it.”
“Yeah, right.” I rub both my arms, as if cold, and ignore the gritty sensation that is most certainly the remains of poor Helix.   
 “If anything, I thought you might show up with Quinton and be like, how d’ya like me now, Connor? Because, no offense, Rhodes scholar and doctor takes the cake over corporate accountant and looks good in bike shorts.” 
“Hold the disco ball.” I spin my middle finger to a stop. “Quinton and I were never a thing,” I say this with all the intents of speaking the truth, but the heat rising up my neck would question even my judgement of our past, almost entirely professional, relationship.    
“Of course you weren’t.” She does something with her eyebrows that must imply a similar blurred definition. “Either way, I figured you two were still talking.”
“I single-handedly ruined his chances of securing the most prestigious funding within the field of immunology.”  
 She cringes and nods slowly. “So, he won’t be your plus one for our wedding party?” 
“Is that a requirement?” I scrutinize the partnered-up strangers behind her. “According to Modern Wedding, bridal parties comprise your most loyal friends and family.” 
“Which they all are.” 
“Which they all are,” I repeat to her, “including their other halves?”
“Including both halves. Astrid, these are my people. The people I hang out with when I’m not with you.”
“Of course.” I push past the throb in my head and the overwhelming smell of flaming seafood from the back kitchen. I had a point here. I know I did.
“And you don’t need to have someone by your side. It doesn’t matter. We don’t need…” 
“Symmetry!” I blurt out. That was my point. 
“I was going to say balance.” 
“That too. But symmetry was your favourite unit in math and you love balance poses in yoga. You’ve based your whole professional and creative life on it.” 
 “Sure, I’m an esthetically focused individual, but you’re more important than some plus one.” She glances over her shoulder, and even though she says this with all the honesty and conviction that has made her a star in marketing, she also taps on the bar table with her middle finger in tempo with the techno drum beat. I know that tap.  
“What makes you assume I don’t have a candidate to balance the party?” 
“You just said you aren’t talking to Quinton and we both know the skeletons in your dating closet.”
“There are only mice in my closet, thank you.” Which is, sadly, the truth. While Zadie has shelves of heels, I have turned my Ikea storage unit into a rescued lab mouse sanctuary I affectionately call Château des Souris. This really isn’t the time or place, but I can’t help but pull out my phone to do a quick check of my pet camera. “Oh, look how happy Bernice is with the new lighting I installed?” 
“She looks delighted, Astrid.” 
I pinch to zoom in, but Zadie places a hand over my phone before I can continue. 
“So, you wouldn’t care if I told Reagan about what happened with Connor? Or that you haven’t given any new relationships a chance since eighth grade?” 
I’m shaking my head. We don’t talk about this. Especially not here, in the middle of a busy, loosely health inspected establishment. She knows this. But now I’m shaking. Swiping to ensure all my mice are safe. Smirking. Gulping down uncooperative air, ignoring The Thomas Crown effect. Lowering. Under the table and oh, going back up.   
Zadie takes hold of my shoulder. “I wouldn’t tell her. You know that, right?”
I offer a tentative nod while feeling for my bruise, which is likely a bouquet of colours at this point. The first rule of hematomas is ice, and I let my cubes melt in neglect through all of this drama. 
“I’ve got headache meds, but I’d bet—” 
“Always prepared.” I pat my tote. If only the pills didn’t require an hour to come into effect. “Would it be okay if I departed a touch early?”   
“For sure.” She pulls me into a trademark Zadie hug. “I’m sure tonight was a lot.”    
I repeat the mantra from my therapist. “A little push is a good thing.” Mind you, tonight felt more like a moderate-to-severe whack. But Zadie is worth it. “I’m going to make sure everything about your big day is perfectly poised.”
She squeezes both my shoulders, then swipes away a portion of Helix I must have missed. “I know you will.” 
That makes for one of us, at least. 







THREE

 Let’s review what I have learned since traveling back to my apartment, waiting for the Acetaminophen to sedate me and waking to my usual morning routine: 
1. Small pre-scheduled nudges into the world of strangers may be needed to bolster my psychological fortitude.
2. More importantly, I may have a slight knowledge gap on this quarter-life rite of passage called a wedding.  
None to worry. This morning, between eating my overnight oats and preparing a well-balanced lunch, I placed reservations for the most recent wedding magazines at the library, while also joining their book club. I followed the top bridal influencers on social media, and subscribed to three bridal newsletters and a small talk for beginners monthly news-zine. 
 Most notably, none of these tasks affected my regularly scheduled activities. Here I am strutting across campus with the leisurely, but efficient pace of a skyscraper employee, and believing I could support a perfect wedding day for Zadie. With thoughtful time-blocking, I will chisel my new maid of honour duties around the research commitments required of me. Thus ensuring, I also complete my PhD requirements this June.
This is very much like when I took a deep dive into allergy interventions before I made introductions with my thesis advisor, Dr. Parthipan. Now here I am, six weeks away from defending my thesis and achieving my own special letters. With the big D and R in place, and life-saving research documented in Advances in Immunology, perhaps I’ll be ready to explore the illusive “M R S” for my own life. 
A quick glance at my phone confirms that I have arrived at the Donnelly Centre thirty minutes prior to my first observational notations, and an hour before anyone else will even consider entering the fifth floor allergy wing. I even have time to impart my weekly flash gift to our night custodian, Waseem.
I pause at the front steps of my building to locate the extra purchase I made at the florist yesterday. With the help of Waseem, I have ensured that every one of our immunocompromised mice has lived through its trial and found a retirement home with the Château des Souris. Waseem voluntarily makes two extra rounds to the fifth floor and follows the PPE protocols (better than Luda, I might add), to provide visual health and wellness checks each night. And for his efforts, I show him my thanks.    
Today I tiptoe toward Waseem as he wipes down the handles on the main floor lecture theatre. His wearing of headphones makes my creeping unnecessary, but I love how surprised he becomes when he finds a secret gift in his path. I’ve also had more than a few fantastical dreams where my alter ego is a petite version of Lara Croft, so I channel treasure hunter vibes as I crouch down to place my gift.  
Today, I have brought 25 phalaenopsis butterfly orchid seeds, exceptionally difficult to import but perfect for balcony greenhouses. I asked the florist to make two packages of this rare find, and plan to compare notes with him on how well they fair with my south versus his west facing balcony. I delicately place the matchbox on the ground with an origami-folded note about appropriate germinating and transplanting instructions.   
Normally, I would wait for his reaction from a concealed location, but I have an additional secret mission I must complete prior to Luda’s arrival. 
Given the similar nature of both Luda’s and my research questions, we share responsibility for daily notations on our mice. While Luda typically arrives with less than five minutes to spare, I prefer a broader window to ensure the most punctual of assessments. 
After a covert retreat from the foyer, I make quick work of the five flights of stairs. (Who needs a fitness membership when gravity creates the workout for free?) I arrive at the immunology department, with just as muted a reception as when I left the lab yesterday evening. 
Dr. Parthipan, is rarely in before noon these days, to which Luda moans about incessantly. Why does big boss get extra sleep and we don’t? 
I take it as a sign of trust and preparation for our ensuing research careers. If all goes well, on June 27th I will earn my post-doctoral placement in this department. Luda, who is defending the same day, will earn her position already secured at Jackson Laboratories in North Carolina, which will, in Luda’s words, allow for a deeper foray into North American culture. We just need to show that our FDA-approved BTK inhibitors prevent IgE-mediated responses, including anaphylaxis, when trialed in a carefully monitored humanized mouse model. Easy peasy. 
I flick on the overhead fluorescents and make quick work of swapping out my corduroy blazer for my lab coat. A scurrying of noise comes from the climate controlled room on the left side of our lab. “I’ll be there in a moment, my dearests!” I holler towards the vacuum sealed door of our vivarium. “May I offer a short read-a-loud time before our visit?” 
I drop my tote on my desk chair and place my lunch bag in the bar fridge between Luda and my desks. The faintest scent of cherry jam travels to my nose. I look behind my lunch in the event we left behind a dessert item from the last grand rounds. Nothing. 
While still crouched, I pull open the bottom drawer of Luda’s desk. “Bingo” As I expected, three copies of Cosmopolitan magazine sit atop a tumble of protective eyewear and gowns. “Get ready for some racier reading today, little ones!” 
Armed with my phone and the magazines Luda has had special-ordered to the Ukraine since she was a teen, I hunker down at my desk for some speed reading. 
“What are you doing?” This comes from Luda—the woman who is rarely, if ever, here early. 
“Where are…? What are you doing here? …there?” I locate her near the window, atop a Jenga tower of text books Dr. Parthipan refuses to part with.   
“It’s special delivery day, no?” 
“That’s the 25th, not the 15th.” The special delivery she refers to is our new cohort of juvenile NSG mice to replace those who have completed their experimental protocol. If Luda had more carefully reviewed our shared calendar, she’d know we still have another ten days of post-treatment documentation before we can make space for new mice.  
“Right. I must mixed dates in my mind. I also know you get mushy with goodbyes …” She fake frowns, side steps so that her back faces the security camera, then winks at me. “… and so I planned to get lazy tookus here in time to comfort you and lab rats. Isn’t this nice?” 
“Mice. They are mice, Luda.” 
“This I know too, but do you know this?” 
“Of course.”
“So, why are you planning to read them my lady magazines?” 
I hug the magazines across my chest, then look at Luda with my best expression of confusion. “I was not.”
“Yes, I heard you. I was standing by window. In the corner.” 
“Why were you standing by the window?”
“To watch for you?”
 “No.” 
“Yes.” She shuffles toward the door with our lab coats, one hand concealed behind her back. 
I widen my eyes as a tinge of cherry scented smoke passes by. “Luda, you wouldn’t.”
She shakes her permed pink hair from side to side. “Never. Were you planning to read lady magazines to lab-rats?”
“Mice!” 
“Fine, to lab-mice?” 
I attempt the same gesture with my failed at-home lob haircut. “Nevv…Ack!” I stomp my foot onto the floor. “Okay, yes! But it was for a very specific secret project.”
With this, Luda jams her vaping stick into her backpack, then rushes over to me as if she’s been waiting four years to catch me doing something shady. “You must tell, or you cannot have magazines.” 
I eye the still empty hallways, then shuffle through the magazines until I find the cover story I remembered from last week. I point to it, eyes glued to the ground.
“Finding Mr. Right, Right Now?” she says. 
I nod, then rip the magazine back from her. 
“Why you need Mr. Right, right now? Didn’t you have Mr. Right already, and you shooed him off to Montreal?” 
“I did not shoo anyone to Montreal. Where did you hear that?” 
“I have sources.” She hops up onto the desk next to me. 
“Well, whatever you heard about my previous platonic colleague, his choices were entirely of his own.” (Internal to do: round up all the long-haul researchers and discover who spread this rumor about me and Quinton.)  
“How is it you are such good liar to yourself, but not to others?”
	“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and Quin … this previous colleague is geographically…” and emotionally “…unavailable.” 
“Ah! I see what is going on. You need a hot date for Zadie’s wedding, yes?”
“I don’t need a hot date. As maid of honor within a couples-oriented bridal party, it is my duty to offer Feng Shui to Zadie’s planning efforts. 
“Fang what?” 
Rarely would I waste time in filling Luda in on my personal affairs, but in this instance, she may be a valuable research ally. I provide back story around Zadie’s love of symmetry, add in my memorable entry to the cocktail lounge, the awkward introduction to the bridal party (including the icy gazelle), and my single status sticking out like a short and recently stunned meerkat. I do not elaborate on the more intimate emotions that landed me in the ladies’ room as that will lead to my dating misfortunes of the past, which I never discuss. Plus, we only have eighteen minutes until we must transition into highly reliable researchers.   
“Okay, I see the pickle. But this article is just opinion sausage. We must go to a more robust source to get better answer.” She pulls out her phone and thumb taps with her neon green nails (another health and safety violation, but I won’t go there today). Moments later, she passes me her phone.  
A girl wearing a glued-on cocktail dress, carrying an impractical clutch, fills most of the screen. Her eyes are wide, perhaps because of the tightly pulled up-do, or more likely because of the intended fear associated with the website page’s name: DATING SOS. I scroll down to see a subtitle across her legs, “Eight Tips to Securing Your Perfect Plus One.”  
“See?” Luda taps her cracked screen. “You like criteria. This gives you research-driven method to find suitable arm bonbon for the big day.” 
I scan the introductory paragraph until I arrive at the first bullet-point: Go with what you know 
“Okay, but this.” I point to the bolded text. “Go with what I know? I know flow cytometry and anaphylaxis pathways. The one thing I don’t know is men.” 
“You don’t need this man to be soulmate. Just someone who won’t hit on bride or chug back the bar before first dance. You know some men, yes?”
“Unless you count Waseem, my streetcar driver, and Zadie’s finance, no.” 
Luda raises an eyebrow. “What about this boy who whacked a door on your head?” 
“He’s already dating Zadie’s new work friend. Remember the icy gazelle?”
“Oh, the girl who brings you a Slushie?” 
“A Bellini.” 
“Does this matter?” She reaches over me to pick up a pad of paper. “Back to the men. Where did you meet the door wacker?” 
“High school.”
“Really? High school? 
“Yes, high school.”
“What is his name again?” She pulls a pen out of my stationery holder. 
“Connor, but I told you, he’s not a viable option.” Even as I say this, she writes his name on her pad of paper. I push off from my desk with a matching exhale of frustration, then stomp my way over to the sink to wash my hands.  
“Okay, what about after him?” 
“No one.” 
“Undergrad?” 
“No one.”
“Masters?”
“No one.”
“But what about so-called platonic coworker?” 
“We are not talking about him.” I say while whipping out a sterile gown from our PPE supplies. And I thought I was bad about reading social hints. 
“Okay, fine. You think back to high school and all boys that looked at you like this.” She slants her eyes and curls the side of her lip. “You add to this list and we will sort through together.”
 “Luda, no one ever looks or historically looked at me like that.” I turn in a circle, trying to find the ties of my gown. 
“Okay, we could try another way.” She types something else into her phone. “Tinder has a plus one option. You could go with what you don’t know?” 
“Absolutely not.” 
“Okay, then you bring me list by Monday and we get started.” 
My ten-minute warning alarm dings from my back pocket. “Fine, but you need to promise me one thing.” 
“What?” 
“This, in no way, can interfere with us completing our dissertations flawlessly.” 
She crosses her heart and lowers a pair of safety goggles over her eyes. “I will be perfect specimen of research rigor.” 
“Gown, mask, then goggles, not-so-perfect specimen.” If given the option of dating Dulas, Luda would not be my first choice, but given my stranger and acquaintance limiting practices, she really is my only choice. So I nod my head and offer a small smile. “Let’s go check on our mice.” Before I reconsider this plus-one nudge.  
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