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For everyone who’s ever gone to a wedding single—and discovered that sometimes the best dates are the ones you never saw coming.
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The Setup
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Samantha Hartley had never hated wedding invitations until one landed in her mailbox with her sister’s name scrawled across the return address. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her sister—she did, fiercely—but the thought of showing up at the family’s biggest event of the year alone made her stomach twist. Weddings had a way of turning relatives into interrogators, and she could already hear the questions forming like storm clouds: When will it be your turn, Sam? Haven’t you met anyone yet? Still focused on work?

Her family meant well, but well-meaning had a way of feeling like pressure. She could already picture Aunt Linda leaning across the reception table with a sympathetic smile that never reached her eyes, whispering about how “a smart, capable girl like you shouldn’t waste her best years.” Sam was twenty-eight, not eighty, but that wouldn’t stop her cousins from nudging and teasing. They all thought love was supposed to fall neatly into place by now—college sweethearts turned spouses, starter homes with Pinterest-perfect décor, babies on the way.

Meanwhile, Sam lived in a tiny apartment above a bookstore, her best company a cat named Biscuit who had zero respect for alarm clocks. She poured her energy into her job as a freelance graphic designer, where deadlines and clients made more sense than the murky world of dating apps. Men swiped left on her sarcasm, she swiped left on their shirtless gym selfies, and somehow the whole thing left her more exhausted than fulfilled.

Still, none of that mattered now. Her sister Emma was getting married, and Sam couldn’t very well skip it. Blood ties came with obligations, and she wanted to be there, cheering Emma on as she walked down the aisle. What Sam didn’t want was to face the reception line of judgmental smiles and sly matchmaking attempts. Not again.

The last family wedding she’d attended—her cousin’s rustic barnyard extravaganza—had ended with her cornered near the dessert table by three different relatives, all insisting they had the perfect man for her. One was a yoga instructor who believed essential oils could cure taxes, another still lived with his mother, and the third was, according to her uncle, “nice enough if you didn’t mind his conspiracy theories about pigeons.” Sam had laughed it off at the time, but by the end of the night she’d escaped to the parking lot, clutching an extra slice of pie like a life raft.

Now, Emma’s wedding promised to be even bigger, grander, and infinitely more scrutinized. Every family member would be there, plus distant relatives Sam barely remembered but who would still feel entitled to an opinion about her personal life. Going alone was like painting a target on her forehead that said Ask me about my relationship status!

Sam groaned and flopped onto her couch, staring at the ivory invitation propped on her coffee table. It was elegant, embossed with curling gold letters and swirls of pastel roses, the kind of thing Pinterest boards were built for. She could practically hear Emma’s excitement radiating from it. Sam wanted to be happy, she really did. And she was happy—for Emma. Just not for herself.

She reached for Biscuit, who blinked at her from the arm of the couch with the kind of indifference only cats could master. “What do you think?” she asked, scratching behind his ears. “Should I just hire someone to be my date? Professional plus-one services exist, right?”

Biscuit yawned.

Sam sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Desperate.”

Still, the idea tugged at her. She didn’t need a soulmate. She just needed someone convincing enough to smile through the family circus, someone who could fend off Aunt Linda’s pitying looks and her cousins’ sly matchmaking. Someone who could make the whole ordeal less miserable.

But as far as Sam knew, there wasn’t a professional fake-boyfriend rental app. And even if there were, she wasn’t sure she could stomach the humiliation of admitting she needed one.

Her phone buzzed with a text. Emma again, no doubt sending updates about cake tastings or dress fittings. Sam swiped it open, bracing herself. Don’t forget about the rehearsal dinner Friday night! Can’t wait to see you. Love you.

Sam’s throat tightened. She typed back a cheerful response, heart squeezing with guilt. She wasn’t dreading her sister’s happiness—she was dreading being the spotlighted single in a crowd that believed love was the measure of worth.

And as much as she hated to admit it, Sam had no plan to fix that. Not yet.
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The Proposition
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Sam’s week spiraled exactly as she feared: endless chatter from her family group chat, Emma sending pictures of flower arrangements, cousins debating playlists for the reception. Every notification felt like another reminder that she was walking into the wedding spotlight with “single” stamped on her forehead.

By Thursday afternoon, she was buried in work at her kitchen table, her laptop glowing while Biscuit batted at the charging cable. She’d just finished sketching out a client’s logo when her phone buzzed again—this time with a name that made her pulse hitch.

Ryan Mitchell.

Emma’s best friend. Her brother’s best friend, too. And, if Sam was being brutally honest, the reason she’d spent half her teenage years doodling hearts in the margins of her notebooks.

She hadn’t heard from him directly in months, though their paths always seemed to cross during holidays and family barbecues. He was the dependable one, the guy who could charm their parents into silence, fix the leaky faucet in their mother’s kitchen, and still make time to carry chairs out to the lawn before dessert. He was also—unfortunately—absurdly attractive in that laid-back, unbothered way that made Sam’s stomach twist whenever he smiled at her.

His text was short. Hey, you going to the rehearsal dinner tomorrow?

Sam stared at the screen. Of course she was. She’d already promised Emma. Still, she typed back, Yeah. Why?

The reply came almost instantly. Thought I’d save you from the firing squad. Want me to be your date?

Her heart nearly leapt out of her chest. She blinked at the words, certain she’d misread. Your date?

A moment later: Yeah. Fake, obviously. Just to get everyone off your back. I know how your family can be.

Sam pressed her hands over her face, groaning into her palms. This was ridiculous. This was everything she’d joked about to Biscuit and dismissed as impossible. Yet here was Ryan, casually offering the solution she’d secretly wished for.

She typed back slowly, Why would you do that?

The typing dots appeared, paused, disappeared. Finally: Because I’ve seen Aunt Linda in action. Consider it a mercy mission.

Sam laughed despite herself, the sound half strangled by nerves. It was insane. But it also made perfect, terrifying sense. Ryan had been around their family for so long he practically counted as another sibling. Everyone adored him, trusted him, leaned on him. If anyone could pull off being her date without raising suspicion, it was him.

Still, suspicion prickled. “Why now?” she muttered aloud.

Biscuit blinked at her, unimpressed.

Sam typed back: And what’s in it for you?

This time his reply took longer. Free food, open bar, and the chance to watch you squirm less. Seems like a win.

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t stop smiling. The image of walking into the rehearsal dinner with Ryan on her arm flickered in her mind—her relatives’ jaws
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