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  Blurbs


A broken-hearted bridesmaid. A man with secrets.

 A weekend in paradise.

Anthony 
Fixing cars is simple, but my life is anything but. I’ve tried everything I could to make things work, which is how I ended up at Foxy’s Rent-A-Date. I told myself it was a temporary thing, but somehow four years later I’m still here…
Which is why when I take a job as a bridesmaid’s plus one, the last person I expect to see is Paige…
I know I can’t fix the past, but can I resist the promise of a future with the one person who knows the real me? Or will the truth dissolve along with my heart when the job is over?

Paige
Being a bridesmaid for my best friend should be the happiest moment of my life. But when I discover my boyfriend hooking up with one of the other bridesmaids behind my back, all my happiness disappears.
How am I supposed to stand up there and smile knowing love is a lie?
With a fake date from Foxy’s, that’s how. No one will ever know the truth.
That is, until Anthony shows up to be my plus one.
You’d think a familiar face would be comforting, but the past has a way of coming back to haunt you…
Will the secrets of our past destroy my one shot at coming out of this unscathed? Or will I fall for Anthony all over again only to have my heart broken twice?
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  Chapter one
Bitter Pill to Swallow 

Paige


Laughter bubbles up and spreads across the party, mixing with the clinking glasses and pop music. The web of fairy lights that I almost broke my neck hanging drapes everything in gold. Guests huddle in cozy groups, toasting to Jenna’s wedding. Everyone is warm and bright, enjoying life like there’s nothing to be done except have fun and fall in love. I take a big sip of champagne and scan the crowd as my eyes fall on Spencer, tucked in a corner with Nicole. 
At first, I don’t believe what I’m seeing. Spencer’s hand lingers on her waist, and she leans into him, her head tilting back in laughter. I force myself to look away. It’s nothing more than friendly flirting, Paige. He’s always been good at that. I try to focus on the music and the swirling lights, but my eyes drift back, and this time I catch Spencer’s gaze as it shifts across the room. Almost like he’s making sure no one else is seeing what I’m seeing. His eyes meet mine, and there’s a flicker of recognition, a smirk and subtle lift of his chin. I smile at him and for a moment I am relieved. I’m imagining it, this secret intimacy tucked away in a darkened corner. 
I look around at the happy faces, Jenna glowing with bridal energy as she flits between guests with Carlos, the groom, following her like a devoted shadow. His eyes never wander as she moves, talking animatedly and oblivious to anything outside of her immediate attention. Everyone is caught up in their own little worlds. I feel like I’m the only one not drinking Cupid’s sparkling Kool-Aid. I try to steady myself with another sip of champagne, feel the tickle of bubbles and force the alcohol to loosen my tongue and my tension. I was never a very social creature, preferring small groups over large crowds that I could disappear into. 
When I look back, Spencer’s leaning in to whisper something in Nicole’s ear. She’s all flushed cheeks and glossy lips, and she’s looking up at him with those big, green sparkly eyes like he hung the moon. The only thing he hung were those stupid, glittering fairy lights with me. I can see her chest move with laughter, but the sound is lost in the chaos of the wedding shower. Spencer brushes a loose piece of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear, and I feel my body tighten. There’s no reason for me to jump to conclusions, but when all those little pieces come together, it’s like I’m the only one in the room who sees them. 
Unable to look at anything else now, I watch in disbelief as Spencer and Nicole keep sneaking glances around. It’s so obvious now that I’ve noticed it. The way their heads dip close, how her arm oh-so-casually grazes his chest. I wonder if everyone else is really that blind or if they’re just playing dumb because Jenna wants this whole party to be a lovefest. Maybe the champagne is enough for them, it keeps them bubbly and dull and unaware of the thick, unspoken betrayal hanging in the air. 
I find myself holding my breath, the sounds of the party washing over me like I’m underwater. I want to look away again, to drown myself in a river of denial and pretend I didn’t see any of it, but my eyes are stuck on him. I watch as Nicole pulls back, her eyes locking on his, some secret message flashing between them like a spark. I follow her with my gaze as she slips away, disappearing into the crowd. No one else notices, and maybe that’s the worst part, that everyone’s oblivious to what’s going on right in front of them. 
I blink, trying to make sense of what I’ve seen. But I’m watching him like a hawk now. He looks around one more time, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, and then he moves, quick and quiet, following Nicole’s trail. Leaving me to piece it all together and act like nothing happened, like nothing's wrong. Leaving me alone and dateless and conflicted, forced to choose between my duty as a party planning bridesmaid and the angry fool who just witnessed it all. 
The party sounds blur together, a jumbled hum behind me as I too slip away. I walk with soft, careful steps into an empty hallway, holding my breath like it might suffocate the doubts I have about what I think I saw. Each step farther from the laughter and lights makes me feel a little more unsteady. Maybe I’m overreacting, letting my past history with men infect my current relationship. My heart drums an uneven beat, and I almost convince myself it's all in my head. Then I hear Spencer's voice, a little breathless through the thin door of the coat check room. 
I hesitate, the thin carpet beneath my heels like quicksand as I stop, unsure of everything. Of what I’m doing, what I’m hearing, what I’ve seen. The long hallway stretches before me, polished wood and sleek lines that are more like a modern gallery than a party venue. I can feel the build-up, the pressure of what I’m about to find hanging over me like those damn fairy lights. Spencer’s voice pulls me back, a low rumble that leaves me no doubt now. 
The thin door looms in front of me, its simple, unmarked surface like a final boundary. I don’t want to cross it, I don’t want to see, but something compels me. I have to know. I force my feet to move, small and silent steps toward the coat check. I can hear other noises now, soft laughter and muffled rustling that my mind fills in with images I don’t want. I pause, a glossy wedding magazine is open on a nearby table, couples staring out with oblivious, perfect smiles and my stomach twists. I press my hand to the wall for balance, the ring he gave me glittering on my finger. That was supposed to be us one day.   
I blink, pushing back the surreal feeling that all this is happening to someone else. This isn’t my life, isn’t a scene I should be part of. I lean closer to the door, my pulse loud and fast in my ears, and the voices inside come into sharper focus. Spencer’s again, with a new tone I’ve never heard him use with me. Soft and intimate. I catch a few words, then Nicole’s laughter. A new wave of dread crashes over me, and my hand goes to the doorknob. 
Turning it feels like slow motion, the world stretching and bending around me. The door opens a crack, enough for me to see them. Spencer’s dirty blond hair is tousled, his shirt half-untucked, and Nicole’s in his arms. They’re wrapped around each other, too busy with themselves to notice the gap in the door or my shadow spilling across the floor. It’s all the confirmation I need, all the evidence I can take. 
I stand frozen, a million emotions tearing through me at once. Shock and hurt and a hollow kind of anger that I can’t even begin to process. My mind goes blank, a swirling, empty whiteness that matches the stark, modern walls around me. I can’t breathe. I can’t look away. I can’t move. 
When I finally manage to pull myself back, step away from the horrible sight, it feels like breaking a spell. The thin door swings shut with a soft click, sealing in the betrayal but not the pain. No, that follows me down the hallway, growing and growing until it’s the only thing I can hear. The only thing I can feel. 
Shock coats me like a heavy shell. I move down the hallway with stiff, unfeeling steps, like I’m learning how to walk in a new and horrible body. The loud, happy party seems miles away now, a distant dream or maybe a cruel joke. I’m not sure how long I can hold on to myself when every detail of what I saw screams through me, ripping me apart. It all fades to a low buzz in my mind until Susan finds me. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked in a soft, concerned voice.
She puts her hand on my arm, like she thinks I’ll shatter or run if she doesn’t hold me steady. She’s probably right. Her touch brings the world back into focus. Her presence is so gentle, so solid, that the walls I’ve put up start to crack 
“What happened?” Susan’s voice is low and soothing. She looks at me with the same expression I remember from years ago. She’d spent just as much time as I did in the hospital with my brother, Adam, after his accident. There’s something almost motherly about her, the way she always knows when something’s wrong. My brother was lucky to have her as a girlfriend. I’m lucky to have her as a friend, even when I feel like I don’t deserve one. 
Susan pulls me closer. I don’t remember starting to cry, I only know that I can’t stop. Wrapping an arm around my shoulders, she nudges me forward, leading me down another empty hallway, away from the music and voices and all the things I can’t deal with. I don’t know where she’s taking me, and I don’t care. Anywhere that isn’t here, anywhere I can put distance between me and what I’ve seen, what I’ve lost. 
We find a quiet seating area with big, overstuffed chairs and soft, warm lighting. It feels a little like a doctor’s office waiting room, calm and still and more importantly, isolated. Susan sits me down, and I slump into the chair, let it take my weight like it might take some of this burden off me, too. The sleeves of my dress are damp from crying, but I don’t care. 
I want to say something, anything, but I can’t find the words. They’re all tangled up in the back of my throat, tight and choking. The sounds of the party drift in and out, little whispers of laughter and clinking glass that seem so far away, so impossible. I shake my head, try to form a sentence, a single coherent thought, and fail. 
“Paige?” Susan touches my hand, lightly this time. “You’re scaring me.” 
It’s enough to pull me back, enough to push some of the words out. “I saw...” I choke, but I can’t finish. I draw a shaky breath and try again. “Spencer and Nicole.” 
She blinks, and it takes her a moment to understand. Then a new look settles over her face, one of knowing, sad sympathy. “Oh, honey,” she whispers. “I’m so sorry.” 
The simple kindness in her words breaks through the shell around me. More tears spill out, and my whole body shudders with them. Susan stays close, pulling her chair next to mine. She lets me cry, lets me drown in it, and when the worst of it passes, she hands me a brown crumpled up fast food napkin from her purse. It’s such a Susan thing to do that I almost smile. Almost. 
“I didn’t want to believe it,” I manage to say, my voice raw and small. “But I saw them. They were... I mean, he was...” I can’t finish, but Susan nods like she gets it, like she knows exactly what I mean. 
“Spencer’s an asshole,” she says. “A big, stupid, idiot, dickhead asshole.” 
A choked, humorless laugh escapes me. It’s not much, but it feels like breathing again. “What do I do now?” I ask, looking at her through red, puffy eyes. 
“You come stay with me tonight,” she answers. “And tomorrow, we’ll figure out the rest.” 
I hesitate, the old, familiar instinct to handle things alone warring with the need to accept her offer, her care. In the end, I nod and whisper, “Okay.” 






  
  Chapter two
Green Around the Gills

Paige


I stare at the foam on top of my untouched latte while the café clatters with lunchtime noise, an assault on my fragile brain. Clanging silverware. Espresso machines. Happy chatter. How did Susan even drag me here this morning? She's so put-together and composed. Olive skin, flawless, not a strand of her black hair out of place. She’s like a magazine ad for confidence, staring at me from across the table. My hair’s a mess, and I haven't changed since yesterday, my clothes wrinkled just like my rumpled emotional state. "I can't face them alone," I admit, surprised to hear my voice crack. Her face stays soft, concerned, waiting for me to fall apart again. I push the latte away, dig my fingernails into my palms just to feel something else. How do I begin to explain how pathetic this feels? The whole café is a swirl of normalcy, and I'm this tornado of chaos sitting in the middle of it. Susan doesn’t take her eyes off me, like she's afraid I'll break if she does. Like I’m that fragile. An emotional timebomb. 
"Every time I think about walking into that reception alone while they're together..." My voice trails off, and I hate that I sound so weak. Her hand reaches across the table, warm and steady. 
"Paige," she says, soft but firm. I pull back, twisting my fingers together. 
"I feel like I'm about to collapse into a million pieces." Tears threaten again, and I blink them away. Get it together, Paige. It's not like Spencer and I were a perfect match, not like we were soulmates or anything. But still. Still. The idea of watching him and Nicole together, of all those pitying looks from Jenna's other friends, from the guests. The humiliation coats my mouth like poison. Susan's look stays kind and level, but there's that hint of practicality beneath it, like she's got a plan. Of course she does.
"It’s only a few days, but…" I mutter, like I might convince myself. But I know, I know how much it’s going to hurt. My hands tremble as I dig in my bag for a tissue, a distraction more than anything. I don't want to be that pathetic girl crying into her latte. Not here, not now. Susan's the one who always knows how to handle this stuff. Always so sure, so collected. I wonder how much of a disaster I must look. 
"You're stronger than you think," Susan says. I want to believe her, want to feel like I have some kind of control. I shake my head. "You don't have to do it alone." I try to smile, try to make it look real. I don't know if it works.
"I don't know how to do this." I shake my head and stare out the window. She squeezes my hand again, the action alone keeping me grounded. 
Susan shifts and pulls out her phone like it’s a secret weapon. “I might have a solution,” she declares, her voice full of newfound determination. “Have you heard of Foxy's Rent-a-Date?” She starts tapping away at her phone and I’m caught between disbelief and a flicker of curiosity as she explains. “We can hire someone for the wedding.” 
This time I do laugh, a sharp and humorless sound. “Seriously? You want me to pay someone to be my date?” Her face is pure practicality as she scrolls through photos. I’m about to argue, to tell her that this is ridiculous, that I’ll look even more pathetic than I do right now, but she holds the phone out. Photos of impossibly attractive men fill the screen, all smiles and strong jawlines. My initial resistance wavers, but I can't let go that easily. “Isn’t that what escorts do?” I frown, chewing on the inside of my cheek. “How is this any different?” 
She keeps scrolling, cool and composed. “It's not like that. It’s professional. These guys are charming, handsome, know how to behave at formal events.” I snort and shake my head, still trying to process this absurd idea. My gaze flickers back to the phone, back to the collection of picture-perfect smiles. My fingers fidget with the edge of my napkin, twisting it like my thoughts. 
“You're serious about this,” I say, still shocked. Susan's nod is confident, assured. 
"It's perfect for your situation," she insists. "You can't find anyone in time. The wedding's this weekend. You need someone available right away." Her certainty is almost convincing. I want to scoff, to hold on to my skepticism, but deep down I know it’s a viable solution. She stares me down with determination in her eyes. “This isn't just about arm candy, Paige.” Her voice softens, like she's letting me in on a secret. “It's about walking in there with your head held high.” 
"I don't know," I mumble. "It feels...desperate." My fingers release the napkin, find my coffee cup and finally bring it to my mouth to take a sip. I can't look at her. I know if I do she will level me with that look that tells me she knows I know that she’s right and I’m not ready for that reality just yet. 
Susan leans closer, her words quiet but strong. “It's not desperate. It's smart. Why let that dick face piece of shit ruin your weekend? Why let them think they've gotten to you?” I glance around the café, at the couples chatting and laughing like they don't have a care in the world. Then I look back at the phone, at the long list of possibilities. Men who can make me look like I haven't been crushed. Who can make me look whole. It’s so tempting. So risky. I bite my lip, taste the hesitation, the fear of doing this alone. My voice is barely above a whisper. “What if it doesn’t work?” 
A waiter sets plates in front of us, leaving the decision hanging in the air like steam off Susan’s pancakes. I poke at my scrambled eggs as the doubts threaten to consume me. I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I can’t. My heart says no, but the idea of showing up to the wedding alone makes me dizzy with fear. 
“What’s your alternative?” Susan presses, her expression gentle but unyielding. I wish I had half of her certainty. Wish I could believe it won't be another disaster. “Going alone? Pretending you’re sick and not going at all? Absolutely not!” Her questions stab through me like toothpicks. I poke at a home fry, watching it fall apart on my plate. “You don’t have to decide right now,” Susan says. Her smile is patient, but I see the hint of urgency beneath it. “Just think about it.” 
But I don’t need to think; I’ve been thinking since the moment I saw them together, since the moment it all fell apart. Susan takes a bite, so casual and calm, while I’m sitting here in emotional tatters. “I just don’t know.” My voice is small, lost in the bustle of the café. “What if he doesn’t show? What if it’s worse? What if he meets someone at the wedding and ditches me, too?” The doubts keep coming, circling like vultures. I can’t focus, can’t eat. 
“They’re professionals, Paige,” she reassures, her tone crisp and sure. “Vetted, reliable. No emotional complications. They will be exactly what you need.” She waves her fork at me for emphasis and says, “Just think of them as paid actors.” I want to believe her. I want to think this isn’t another mistake, another way for everything to come crashing down. “You deserve this,” Susan says, her voice a little softer now, a little more pleading. She knows I’m almost there. She knows I want to believe her. "What's your alternative?" Susan asks again, her fork pausing over the plate. I can't meet her eyes. Can't bear to let her see how scared I really am. “Do you really want to let them win?” 
The question makes my breath hitch, makes my chest tighten. I don’t. I can’t. I know that going alone will hurt, that any and every option leaves me aching and exposed. “It’s just...” I start, but I don’t even know how to finish. It’s just everything. It’s too much. I wince at the truth she’s laid out so bare and simple, like it should be easy. Like I should know what to do. 
I stare at my phone, feeling the seconds tick by. It lights up with a new text, Jenna asking for my final headcount, for my plus one. My plus one who is now someone else’s plus one. I can almost hear her voice, almost feel her expectation. I can’t tell her the truth. I can’t let Spencer and Nicole have the satisfaction. I look back at Susan, my expression one last desperate plea for reassurance and she gives it with a smile, a nod. “You can do this,” she says. The words echo in my mind, settle into my bones, leave no room for doubt. 
With a deep breath, I grab her phone, scroll straight to the bottom of the page, and click on the Contact Now button. "Fine. But if this goes horribly wrong, I'm blaming you," I say, trying to sound like I'm joking. Trying to hide how scared I am. A flicker of hope and dread mingle inside me, a mix that makes me feel alive and terrified at once. I hit the button, sending off the message that will change everything. 






  
  Chapter three
The Hail Mary

Anthony


Most people imagine a mechanic’s day as a rhythm of grunts, greasy hands, and the steady percussion of sockets biting metal. For me, it’s a symphony. The sharp whine of the impact wrench. The wet slap of oil hitting the drip pan. The murmur of classic rock bleeding from the battered radio in the corner. Tuned, per house rules, to nothing but ‘90s alternative rock. Add the chemical sweetness of brake cleaner and the staleness of yesterday’s coffee, and you’ve got the opening movement to my Thursday. 
Now, I’m up to my elbows in the engine bay of a twelve-year-old Subaru Outback, a vehicle whose best years were the same as mine, long gone, but not beyond hope. I lean over the fender, shoulder braced, ratchet in hand, sweat trickling down the side of my neck. My T-shirt (Valentino’s Garage: Old-World Skill, World-Class Results, in bright orange letters) is already stuck to my back, and my fingers are jammed into the warm, oily crevice between intake manifold and block, trying to tease a cross-threaded bolt into submission.
I whisper sweet nothings to the thing, as if gentle encouragement is all that stands between it and total surrender. “Don’t fight me, baby. We both know how this ends.” It’s more for me than the engine, but whatever works.
A phone buzzes on the rolling cart to my right, cutting through the noise with mechanical urgency. I wipe my hands on a rag that’s seen more grime than daylight and glance at the screen. It’s Jovette.
I break into a smile that’s all teeth and trouble. I make sure the garage door is up, just in case any of the guys want to eavesdrop. I hit answer and put her on speaker, since my hands are still half-filthy.
“So, what time am I picking you up for our date?” I ask, voice cranked to max charm.
Her laugh is low, almost smoky. “Oh honey, if you’re still calling it a ‘date’ after last time, you’re more of a masochist than I thought.” In the background I hear keyboards, office white noise, and what might be the sound of her nail file dragging across plastic. “If I had a dollar for every time you distracted me at work, I could retire.”
“Well distraction is my superpower.” I give the bolt one last nudge, feel it catch, and roll my eyes heavenward in silent thanks. “Besides, it’s not every day you call before lunch. Am I on your mind, Stevens?”
“In your dreams, Valentino.” A pause, she’s smiling; I can hear it. “I’ve got an urgent matter. You in the office, or out in the pit?”
I flick a look at the Outback, then at the greasy print my thumb left on my phone’s corner. “Haven’t hit the paperwork yet. You want me to put on a tie for this?”
“God no, your last tie could’ve walked itself to Goodwill. I’ll wait while you wipe your hands. Or, you know, just talk dirty to me like always.”
In the background, someone wolf-whistles. It’s Marco, probably two stalls over, the only man alive who can fix a carburetor while holding a breakfast burrito and a grudge. I give him a one-finger salute then take Jovette off speaker and go back to the call. 
“Give me the scoop, Jovette,” I say. “Or I’ll be forced to make up stories about you and your high school cheerleading squad.”
She ignores that with the grace of someone well-practiced. “We got a VIP job in. Emergency request. High-profile wedding, three days, client wants a date who can pass for a boyfriend, keep conversation light, and take direction. Must be able to dress up, dance, act like a human being, and ideally not embarrass the client.”
“Sounds like most of my Saturday nights,” I say. 
“Except this time, you’ll be on the clock. Plus, there’s a bonus if you make it through all three days without a single incident.”
I snort. “Define ‘incident.’”
She laughs and I can hear her nails tapping the keyboard again. “They specifically requested: no fights, and under no circumstances should you hook up with the bride, or any other member of the bridal party or guest list.” 
I can feel Marco and the others hovering near the edge of my personal space, pretending to do inventory. I drop my voice just a little. “Where’s this gig?”
She rattles off the destination, and I whistle. “Swanky. Who’s paying?”
“All expenses, plus your usual Foxy’s rate, plus hazard pay if anyone throws a punch.” She hesitates. “You’re not on probation with the courts, right? I’d hate to have to bail your ass out again.”
“That was one time,” I say, “and it wasn’t even my fight. Anyway, I’m as clean as a priest’s browser history.”
There’s a pause, then she says, “Anthony?”
“Yeah?”
“You know you don’t have to do this if you don’t want. You usually don’t take travel jobs, and I know how Gulia gets when you go away.”
The softness of her voice catches me off guard. I chew on it a second, I see the house on Fifth Street, the shingles on the roof curling up at the edges, Nonna’s stubborn silhouette in the window. I hate leaving her alone, but last time it rained, the drip sounded like an IV bag emptying into the bucket. If I don’t fix it soon, we’ll need a canoe. “It’s fine, Nonna’s got a leaky roof and she refuses to let me fix it. Says it’s too high so I’ll have to outsource.”
She makes a noise, somewhere between a snort and a sigh. “Aww, too high up for Gulia’s little Tony!” I can almost see Jovette pouting as she mocks my relationship with my grandmother. “I’ll send you the itinerary. You leave Friday. Plane tickets are in your email. Client’s name and event info, too. No drinking, no fighting, and for god’s sake, no sex with the clients.”
I look at my water bottle. It’s filled with just water, and not for lack of longing. “You got it, boss. Anything else?”
“Just… Just be yourself. But less of yourself than usual.”
I laugh. “Love you, too.”
She hangs up, but I swear I can hear her rolling her eyes across the city.
As I tuck the phone back in my pocket, Marco leans over the hood. “Hey, Romeo. Tell your internet girlfriend I said hi.”
“Eat me, Marco,” I say, but it’s all in good spirits. The guys at the shop are like a second family. Loud, inappropriate, and loyal to a fault, but none of them really know about my second job at Foxy’s.
I finish torquing the stubborn bolt, then close the Outback’s hood and lean against it, staring at my hands. They’re stained and callused, nails trimmed short, knuckles healed over from old scrapes. Working with my hands keeps my brain busy, keeps the darker stuff at bay. Sometimes I wonder if there’s a metaphor buried in all this. Broken things, fixed by force of will and WD-40. But mostly I just like the silence that comes when the work is done.
I grab my water bottle and take
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