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Prologue

Hi, my name's Matt. A pretty average name for a guy who is just slightly above average in almost all respects: height, weight (okay, a little below average here), fitness, looks, intelligence. The only exceptions are my level of empathy, my boundless curiosity, and, if I’m being honest, a certain kind of stamina that has proved very useful and lucrative.  Put it all together and it makes me pretty good at what I do. I'd like to call myself a gigolo, but that would be, as my Aunt Lenora would say, putting on airs. I'm engaged in one of the world's oldest professions, part of the original gig economy. I am, or was, a male escort. And I was very good at it.

A little over 8 years ago, I was a 22-year-old moderately promising collegiate baseball player with a shot at going pro. But, due to a rather unfortunate misunderstanding with the athletic director, I lost my scholarship. And by misunderstanding, I mean he caught me in a motel room with his wife. I'm pretty sure a teammate ratted us out. I never found out who.

I still had dreams of a baseball career, but I needed to make some money first. So, I made my foray into the gig economy. Fortunately, a wealthy alumnus with a love for baseball had "gifted me" with a nice car my freshman year. I drove and delivered for several well-known services. And boy did I hustle. That first year I drove around the clock at times and was willing to take almost any call as long as it didn't look too sketchy. And it was thanks to my hustle that I picked up a call at 1 am for a ride from one Phoenix luxury hotel to another one cross town. That's when I met Mrs. Dorothy “Dot” Hudsucker, and she changed my life.

For a little over seven years after that I was a very well paid “escort” for some of the wealthiest women in the Southwest. I had very strict rules. Married women only. No single women, no divorcees, no widows. I didn’t want expectations. Everything strictly by referral. Everything in cash. 

When I started, because I started with the deceit of being a driver, I called them “rides”. By the end, they were friends.

Of course, they all knew about each other, but there was never any jealousy or possessiveness. On the whole they were, and still are, a wonderful group of women. They paid me well, fed me, bought me gifts and clothes, and generally treated me like a well-loved family pet.

A little less than a year ago, everything changed again, and I decided I had to get out of the game. By that time Dot had divorced her husband, and she and I had become friends. When I told her about my decision, she just couldn’t turn me out into the cold world without doing me one last favor.



Act 1
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Scene 1
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If you’re going to leave a profession like mine, you’d think there would be paperwork.
A signature. A receipt. Something you could point to later and say that’s when it ended.
Nope. Just a lunch.

Dot called it a “small gathering”. Dot lies.

The private dining room at one of Scottsdale’s more discreet clubs had been reserved, the kind of place where the staff knows not to know anything. Floor-to-ceiling glass looked out over a manicured stretch of desert golf course, all emerald green violence against the muted browns of the Sonoran beyond.

And around the long table?

My past.

Some of them smiling too easily. Some of them not quite meeting my eyes. A few... watching me the way they used to, like they were already trying to figure out what I was thinking.

Dot at the head, of course, elegant as ever, linen and gold catching the light. Miranda, legs crossed just so, watching everything. Izzy, already half-bored and scanning for risk. Eddy, somehow making a tailored blazer look like performance art. And Caroline, my last client, smiling in a way that was still new on her face, her husband Clark at her side, quieter now, but not nervous.

There were others, too. Familiar and unfamiliar faces. Women who had shared me, referred me, trusted me.

And every one of them looking at me like this was a sendoff.

I adjusted the cuff of my shirt and took my seat.

Dot raised a glass.

“Well,” she said, her voice warm and carrying easily, “to Matt. Who has, over the years, been... extraordinarily helpful.”

Laughter rippled around the table.

I lifted my glass. “Happy to be of service.”

Miranda smirked. “Understatement of the decade.”

“Formerly of service,” Caroline corrected gently, her hand resting over Clark’s.

That landed.

Dot’s eyes flicked to me. “Yes. Formerly.” A beat. “We’re very proud of you, dear.”

I inclined my head. “Thank you.”

Izzy leaned back in her chair. “You’re really done? Just like that?”

I shrugged a little. “Yeah. I mean... it’s not like there’s a retirement party.”

Izzy snorted. “This is the retirement party.”

“Then I guess I should’ve dressed better.”

Eddy tilted her head, studying me. “No relapse clause?”

“Nope.”

“Shame,” she said lightly. “You were getting interesting.”

More laughter.

It was easy. Too easy.

Which is how I knew Dot wasn’t done.
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Scene 2
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The main course had just been cleared when Dot set her napkin down with a small, deliberate precision.

“Before dessert,” she said, “there’s someone I’d like you all to meet.”

There it was.

I leaned back slightly, folding my hands loosely. I didn’t look at her. I didn’t need to.

The door to the private room opened.

And for a moment, nobody said anything.

She wasn’t what I expected.

No dramatic entrance. No overt display of wealth.

She stepped in like she already belonged everywhere—though there was the smallest pause just inside the door, like she was taking the room’s temperature before committing to it.

Late twenties, maybe. Tall, but not imposing. Dark hair pulled back simply, not styled so much as... decided. A cream silk blouse, understated trousers, heels that didn’t announce themselves.

But it was her eyes.

Clear. Direct. Taking in the room in one sweep, then settling briefly on me.

Not curious.

Not appraising.

Just... aware.

Dot rose smoothly. “Everyone, this is Alexandra Vale.”

A murmur moved around the table.

The name meant something. Even to me.

Vale.

Old money. Quiet money. The kind that doesn’t need to prove anything.

Alexandra inclined her head politely. “Please, call me Alex.”

Dot gestured to the empty seat at her right. “Alexandra has recently... found herself in need of new social circles.”

A faint smile touched Alex’s mouth as she took her seat. “That’s one way to put it.”

Miranda leaned forward, interested. “And what’s the other way?”

Alex met her gaze easily. “I’ve spent most of my life being managed. I thought it might be time to... choose my own company.”

Eddy grinned. “Oh, I like her.”

Dot’s hand rested lightly on the back of Alex’s chair. “Alex is... unattached.” A glance at me, just a flicker. “And obscenely wealthy.”

There it was.

I exhaled quietly through my nose.

“Dot,” I said mildly, “I believe we’ve had this conversation.”

“Yes,” she said sweetly. “And I listened very carefully.”

Alex’s eyes shifted to me fully now. They were an amazing shade of grey, penetrating, and intelligent.

“Dot has told me so much about you.” 

“Has she?” I gave Dot a look.

Alex raised a glass that a waiter had just filled. 

“To the guest of honor.”

I met her gaze and raised my own glass. “To the guest of honor.”
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