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When Sadie Curren heard the doorbell ring, she checked her watch, thankful Chad had made it. He’d been getting later and later for their dates, but she told herself the Saturday morning traffic was probably crazy, and twenty minutes wouldn’t make a heck of a lot of difference once they reached the diner to have breakfast. It had been her idea to go there, and while she knew Chad preferred a different restaurant, a popular breakfast chain, they had gone there for their last four breakfast outings, and she’d wanted a change.

Opening the door and wishing he looked more anticipatory than resigned, she wondered if she should just tell him they could go anywhere he wanted this morning. “Hi, Chad. How are you?”

“Fine,” Chad Dillan said, remaining on the porch of the duplex. “Ready?”

All righty, then. “I am.” Picking up her purse, she followed him to his Lexus. Once they were in the car, she said, “Only two weeks until my cousin Hannah’s wedding. I’m already dreading seeing my aunts and hearing about how I’m the last unmarried cousin, and when am I ever getting married, and blah, blah, blah.” Glancing at Chad, she wondered why he hadn’t started the car. “Is everything all right with your Lexus?”

“The car’s fine. You just reminded me how much I don’t want to go to ... Listen, I think this has run its course. You can go to the wedding and listen to your aunts and everyone else in your family, but I’m done. We’re done.”

Staring at the man as he looked anywhere but at her, she tried to process what was happening. “You’re breaking up with me because ...” But really, did it matter why? She may have been stunned, but she wasn’t a complete idiot. Opening her door, she told herself to gather whatever dignity she possessed, which probably wouldn’t even fill a teaspoon. “Goodbye, Chad.” 

Climbing out, she slammed the door, heard the engine start, then she stepped onto the grass. All she’d need was to be run over in her own driveway by her ex-boyfriend. And it wasn’t even her driveway. It was rented. She didn’t watch him back out and drive away, only waited until it was safe, then she returned to her front door. Her rented front door. Keying herself in, she couldn’t decide if she were relieved or disappointed Faith wasn’t home so she could share how her morning was going.

Four months of dating a man had blown up because she’d made the mistake of talking about the wedding, and her marriage-obsessed relatives. Except, now that she was forced to think about it, Chad had been giving hints about not being all that happy for a while. Had she been paying attention, she might have seen what was coming.

Dropping onto her couch, she stared at the blank TV screen and thought about the breakup. And the wedding. And the breakup. And her aunts. Maybe even her mother. Maybe every female in the family, because not only would she not be sporting an engagement ring at the wedding, she wouldn’t even be sporting a boyfriend. 

At least she hadn’t mentioned Chad’s name when she’d emailed her RSVP. He’d only been noted as a plus one. A plus one who had elected to be a minus one, effective immediately. She should have known when a guy as handsome as Chad Dillan asked her out it was never going to last. But that was all water under the bridge now, wasn’t it? The bridge of sighs ... Only nowhere near that horrible.

Maybe she’d luck out and have an attack of appendicitis the morning of the wedding. And since Hannah was the last cousin to be married, she wouldn’t ever again need to worry about having to scrounge up a wedding date.

When she heard the side door open, she walked to the kitchen to see Faith, whose arms were full of canvas bags filled with groceries. “Can I help?”

“Thanks,” Faith Cleary said. “There are a few more bags in the trunk. You’re back already from breakfast?”

“Ah ... I’ll just get the food in first.”

“Okay.”

Sadie knew what the sound of that “Okay” meant, because Faith had always been on the psychic side. For all she knew, Faith had seen the breakup coming, and had disappeared to the grocery store to give Sadie and Chad some space. Bringing in what remained, she put the bags on the counter and began unloading the food.

“What happened, Sadie?” Faith asked.

Feeling her bestie’s eyes on her, Sadie froze, a can of tomato soup in each hand. Tomato soup sounded pretty good about now. “Chad broke up with me, so we didn’t go.”

“Oh, sweetie, are you all right? You seem to be all right.”

“I’m still processing the fact that Chad Dillan dumped me. No, it’s really more about the fact he stayed with me for four months, but before that, the fact he actually wanted to date me at all.”

“Stop that right now, Sadie. He was never good enough for you. Not for a second. It was always about him, everything was about him, and what you could do for him, and I say good riddance, and yay, and you don’t need a man like that in your life.”

Sadie pressed her lips together, touched by Faith’s defense. “I’m getting the feeling you didn’t think much of him.”

Faith opened her arms and Sadie stepped into them. “I’m sorry if you’re hurting, but I’m not sorry he’s out of your life. You deserve better, and you’re going to find better.”

Stepping back, Sadie said, “Yes, but is it going to happen before Hannah’s wedding in two weeks? I have my optimistic moments, but right now isn’t one of them.”

Nodding, Faith said, “Right ... Your family is going to be all over you if you go there alone.”

“Exactly.”

“Are there any men in the Engineering Department you’re comfortable enough with to ask to go with you?”

“Ah, no.”

“Okay. I get that. And there’s no one in the Purchasing Department worthy of you, either.”

“Thanks for pretending I’m some kind of royalty, Faith, but I think I’m going to have to get less particular in the next two weeks. Someone is better than no one.”

Faith pressed a finger to her chin. “Hold on. Just hold on.”

“To the soup? Because I think we need to get the ice cream put away before it melts.”

“What about Unison?”

Sadie located the butter crunch ice cream, then made room for it in the freezer as she thought. “Unison?”

“You know, the escort company. Right in Pilson Place.”

“The escort company? Faith, are you serious? Do you mean you think I should rent a man for the wedding?”

“That’s exactly what I mean. We can go on the website and check out the merchandise as soon as we put the food away, but not until after you have some breakfast. You must be starving.”

“Maybe under all the wedding stress I am kind of hungry.” She turned to stare at Faith. “Check out the merchandise?”

“Come on. It’ll be fun. And I’d like to see what’s available in case I ever need to rent a date. I’ll put away the rest of the food while you eat. I’m getting really excited about this, Sadie. We’re going to find you the perfect man for that wedding.”

The perfect man? Sadie would settle for any man willing to take her.
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As Hunter Guinness gazed around at the cabin’s interior, his head was filled with memories, a few bittersweet. Especially the last time he was up there with Uncle Zeke, when he’d said it would probably be the last. He’d also told Hunter he was leaving the cabin to him in his will. Hunter hadn’t wanted to talk about, or even think about, Zeke not being around. He’d been in his eighties at the time, had been battling a laundry list of health issues he never wanted to talk about, and Hunter had never pressed him for details.

And the old guy had been right on both counts. He’d passed last winter, right after Christmas, and it had taken Hunter almost five months to face the fact he’d never see him again. But what he could do, and what he’d been working toward since he lost Zeke, was earn enough money to get the cabin into the kind of shape Zeke would have been proud of. 

As for the view ... That view couldn’t be beat. Zeke had done what he’d called vista pruning whenever the trees grew tall enough to block his view of Chauncey Lake, because he’d known “a guy” who’d cut them down for free, would haul away the trees to his lumber yard, then Zeke would buy back the planks he’d needed for the addition.

The cabin had two bedrooms and one bath, it needed new exterior stain, and enough insulation to make the place livable year-round, but if Hunter did it up right, he could sell his condo and move in. There was a garage that needed exploring, possibly cleaning out, but that could wait until he was ready.

When he was a kid, the cabin, in Hartland, Vermont, the same town Hunter had been born in, had always felt as if it were miles from civilization. As he’d grown, he’d realized that had only been because of the property’s four acres of evergreens. The nearest downtown was only five miles away, and it was equipped with everything Hunter would need, should he decide to move up there. If he couldn’t find something locally, he could drive farther out, or order online.  

When his phone rang, he clapped a hand to the pocket of his jeans and pulled it out. “Hey, Wade.”

“Hunter, what’s happening?” Wade Lenehan asked.

“Checking out the cabin, seeing what needs to be done.”

“Is this your first time back, since your great uncle passed?”

“Yeah.” Hunter gazed around at the pine boards covering ceilings and walls. “Strange being here without him.”

“Lot of memories there.”

“Yeah.” Eying the mantel clock, the batteries still keeping it ticking, he said, “I have to get going. I’ve got a job tonight.”

“What is it? A wedding?” Wade asked.

“The woman’s company function.”

“How can you stand doing that? I couldn’t be as polite as you have to be with the way these women probably treat you.”

Hunter shrugged, gazing out the picture window. “They’re paying well, and it’s just a job. This one’s three hours, and I’ll come out of it a few hundred dollars to the good. It’s all going to reno this place.”

“Are you almost where you need to be? Money-wise? You said you thought six months would be enough time, and that’s almost up, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I’m close to being there. Maybe a couple more jobs. Where else can I make that kind of money and get a free meal out of it?”

“Good point. Better get going. Your date for the night doesn’t want you to be late.”

Hunter disconnected, then took one more slow walk around the living room, patting the recliner. “I miss you, Zeke. I miss you like hell.” He locked up, then went out to the Yukon and headed home.

As he dressed for the job in his gray wool suit, white shirt, and burgundy tie, his standard uniform, he knew tonight’s would be one of his last jobs, this one a twenty-fifth anniversary for Comvex, Incorporated. Darla was his client, and the venue was the Bayfield Inn, a place he’d been to a few times. It was massive, able to host multiple events simultaneously, and he wondered if there’d be a wedding or two while he was there. 

Giving his beard a quick brush, he was thankful this was a corporate event and not a wedding, where conversations tended to become more personal than he liked. He’d read up on Comvex so he’d have some background, and he felt confident enough to hold an intelligent conversation with anyone from the company. When they’d met for the introductory coffee, he hadn’t gotten a specific reason from Darla for wanting an escort, but he didn’t need one. She didn’t want to attend alone, and that was all he needed to know.

And his part of the evening would earn him more than enough to pay for the exterior stain. Walking out to the Yukon, he thought about what Zeke would have thought of the way Hunter was earning the money for the updates, then he grinned. He knew exactly what it would have been, and the guy would have had no qualms about telling him to his face. Then he wondered what his parents would think if they knew.

Hanging a right, he followed the long, tree-lined Bayfield Inn driveway, and the number of cars he saw indicated more than the Comvex party was happening tonight. Keeping his eye on the weeping willow off in the back corner, he slowly drove along the edge of the parking lot to take a space in the area, not seeing Darla yet, but that was good. He always tried to arrive before the clients. Setting up the check-in text, he waited the few minutes until he saw the redhead had arrived in her Mercedes E-Class, then he sent it before stepping out of the Yukon and pocketing the silenced phone. Show time.

Just after ten, when he’d walked Darla to her car, he texted headquarters that the service had terminated, then he returned to the Yukon with an unexpected hundred in his pocket. Tips weren’t uncommon, which blew Hunter’s mind, since the clients were already paying hundreds hourly to be escorted, but Darla had appreciated that he’d done his Comvex homework, which she’d said had reflected well on her. Starting the engine, he murmured, “Did you see that, Zeke? That cabin’s going to look like it’s brand new again by the time it’s finished.”

Reaching the condo, he walked in and thought about his other job, the one that kept the wolves from the door. Blighton had been a good place to work until recently, when there had been a wave of new management, and the new policies being handed down were just one irritation after another. He hadn’t signed on for this much aggravation, and with luck, he could find another position at Pilson Place soon. Maybe even one with a higher salary, although he was quickly reaching the point where even a lateral move would work.
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Sadie didn’t know what she was waiting for. It was Wednesday. Five days since Chad had dumped her. And what had she done about her minus-a-plus-one situation? 

She’d worried. Some of it had been silent worrying, but the rest had been verbal, and directed at Faith, and Sadie knew she needed to stop whining about the situation and do something constructive. Faith had suggested she check out Unison, and Sadie had reached the point where the rent-a-man idea seemed to be her only option. But just thinking about it was making her cringe.

Then she asked herself how much cringing she’d be doing in ten days at Hannah’s wedding when her aunts, Theresa, Stephanie, and Rhonda, would hone in on her lonely self, and the endless questions and harassment started.

Once she had things in perspective, she took a deep breath and decided to wait until Faith came home, which should be soon. And to show her appreciation of Faith’s support, she would treat her bestie to dinner. As long as it was a delivery. This rent-a-man situation had to be cleared up, or at least initiated tonight.

When she heard the key in the front door, Sadie jumped off the couch to meet Faith as soon as she stepped inside. “Hi, Faith. I’m ready to try Unison and I’m ordering dinner to say thank you for your help and encouragement, so thank you very much.”

“Well, it’s about time we got this settled,” Faith said. “Anyone feel like Thai?”

“I do.” Sadie took her phone from the couch. “The usual?”

“Yes, please and thank you.”

Armed with their plates of food and Sadie’s laptop, they sat at the kitchen table and Sadie opened a browser. “Ready or not, Unison, here we come.” Clicking on the website, she slid the laptop so both she and Faith could read the rules and regulations before they got into the companions’ section. “You know I want to look at the men, don’t you, Faith? But I need to know what I’m dealing with first, because if I don’t like the rules, there’s no sense teasing myself by looking at faces and thumbnail bios.”

“I absolutely get it.”

“Look at the no-touching rule. That’s important.”

Faith laughed. “Why? Did you have plans to actually throw yourself at the guy so your family is convinced?”

“No, I mean for their safety. The escorts’ safety. They don’t want to be mauled. And they shouldn’t be mauled. This isn’t that kind of escort business. It says I’ll have to fill out an application, which makes sense. Unison needs to know who they’re doing business with.”

“Wow.” Faith inhaled. “Look at the hourly rate. It’s a good thing you don’t need him for a whole weekend.”

“I’d have to sell my car to pay for his services. I wonder how they decide what the hourly rate is, since it’s from one hundred up to four hundred.” Grabbing Faith’s wrist, the one not holding the fork, she said, “What if they don’t accept me? What if I don’t pass their security check, or whatever it is? Then I’m going to have to go with the appendicitis option, because by the time I go to the emergency room and get seen and find out it’s a false alarm, I will have missed the wedding.”

Faith laughed. “Let’s put the appendicitis option on the back, back, back burner. You will pass their security check, Sadie. I promise. Back to the rules. You’ll have to specify what you want him to wear, like a suit, or whatever.”

“That’s reasonable. Maybe he’ll have a navy-blue tie so we can be coordinated. Even though there are about thirty-seven shades of navy blue.” Sadie finished reading and took a couple of bites while she tried to picture herself with a stranger, pretending they were a couple. “How is this going to be anything but a disaster, Faith?”

“You are going to believe this man, whoever he is, is your boyfriend, and he is going to act like your boyfriend, without any touching. I read that a lot of these escorts treat their jobs like acting jobs. They want to be convincing so it gets them more clients. It makes sense.”

“That’s reassuring. At least something is. I hope the guy I pick is like that. And that he and I look like a couple.”

“You’re going to choose him from all the possibilities, and we’ll make sure you’re a cute couple. Let’s face it, you’re gorgeous, Sadie.”

Sadie huffed a laugh. “Which is why I have guys lined up to go out with me. I’ll have to decide if I want to wear my hair up or down. But that can wait until I meet the man. I hope it can be at a coffee shop, or something quick and easy. I like that the meeting is included in the price.”

“It should be, for what you’re going to be paying.”

“I’ll try not to think too much about that. But I’ll be earning points on my credit card. So there’s that.”

“Definitely a plus.”

“I’m finished eating. Do you want me to take your plate?”

“Thanks, Sadie.”

“I need to be distraction-free to do my choosing.” Taking the plates to give them a rinse before loading the dishwasher, she washed her hands and returned to the table. “Ready?”

“Go for it, girl.”

Sadie had a type. She thought maybe most people had a type, and as she opened the tab, she hoped she’d find a man to fit her desired profile. One after another, she and Faith first checked the photo, then the bio, before moving on to the next, and the next. “Man-shopping is turning out to be harder than I expected. What do you think?”

“Nobody floats your boat yet?”

Sadie glanced at Faith, not clicking yet for the next option. “I have a secret obsession that’s about to be not-secret anymore, and I’m asking you to also keep it a secret because it’s kind of ridiculous and impossible and I know this, but here I am, and I know it’s probably never going to change no matter how old I get.”

“I cannot wait to hear this.”

“My secret obsession is that actor who played Edward Fairfax Rochester and James Bond, both years and years ago, but I saw the Jane Eyre mini-series with him in it, and I instantly fell in love. He is what I want in a man. A Rochester-type hero. And I know what you’re going to say. I need to come down out of the clouds. And I know this on some level. But on all the other levels, I’ve got Mister Rochester in my head, and he isn’t leaving.” Gesturing to the laptop, she said, “And I haven’t seen any Mister Rochester types.”

“Not yet. But you also haven’t seen everything Unison has to offer. So keep looking. I’d forgotten about that actor, but I remember watching the mini-series with you. Weren’t we about thirteen? How did we even decide to watch it?”

“We read the book, then we had to see the movie, and my mother found the
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