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	Not looking to fall in love? Need a date for a special event to keep your friends and loved ones from prying into your personal life? Or maybe you’re tired of well-meaning people setting you up with their single friends? Whatever your reason, I have your solution. Rent a girlfriend any time, any date, any event. No strings attached.

	The words stared back at me from the laptop. All I had to do was click send, and the ad would become public—a living, breathing thing.

	Spinsterhood, here I come, swirled in my head as the cursor clicked the send box, but the relief I expected didn’t arrive with it. I was done chasing love—capital D, done. All the fun parts of dating without the stress of falling in love sounded like a great idea. After the way things ended with he-who-shall-not-be-named, finding my “one true love” (if such a thing even existed) held zero interest for me. My grandmother spent the better part of her life single and never regretted it. I could do it, too. I had no need for a man; I didn’t see one in my future, and I no longer wanted one. My three brothers offered enough testosterone to last one woman a lifetime. 

	You got this, Savannah.

	I released the air building in my chest and closed my laptop after setting up an alert for responses. Without a picture, I didn’t expect many responses, but I didn’t want to miss any, either. I should’ve known better. Love, in all its messy glory, always found a way, whether you wanted it to or not.

	“Time to get moving, Savannah,” I said out loud. I had no intention of letting those types of thoughts fill my head. I had shopping to do and a free paycheck to spend. If I was going to be someone’s pretend date, I needed clothing and accessories to meet the occasions. Besides, I loved shopping—especially window shopping. So many dreams were created from window shopping.

	I gathered my keys, pulled out my cellphone, and headed for the door.

	“Hi! Wanna go to the mall?” I said when my best answered my call. 

	I actually had two of them, but Alyssa was the one I usually called for shopping. She had two babies and needed the girl time more than Madison, my other best friend, did. Madison was my drinking buddy and my conscience. 

	“Ugh. I wish you’d called two minutes earlier. I don’t have a sitter, and I just got called in to work. I was hoping you’d watch the kids for about an hour until Chris gets home?” Alyssa said. 

	My hand covered my eyes. I really wasn’t the babysitting type even though her kids were cute and easy to watch. However, I didn’t want to let her down. She never asked unless she really needed the help. 

	“You’re a realtor,” I said softly.

	“Yeah, but my boss wants a meeting now. I’m considering switching companies, but I’m also afraid I’ll lose clients if I do. He always wants meetings at the most inconvenient times. My mom normally watches them, but she’s not home. Please? I’ll make it up to you. You know I will. Besides, Joy’s been asking to see you.”

	“I really need to go shopping for my new job, but it can wait. I can’t keep Joy waiting,” I said. I was a sucker for her kids. “Hopefully, your meeting is quick, and Chris comes home to rescue us. I still need you to go shopping with me.”

	“New job? I want to hear all about it later. How fast can you get here?”

	I turned the key in the ignition. 

	“I’m already on my way.”

	“Great! See you soon.”       
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	“I told you she missed you. Ray just finished lunch, but naptime is totally up to you. It’s a gorgeous day. Have fun, and I’ll check in when I can.” Alyssa’s keys clicked as she moved past us. “I’ll try to be quick, and when Chris gets home, we’ll go shopping.”

	“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

	Joy squealed as I lifted her into the air and spun her. Ray toddled to the doorway with curiosity glowing in his rounded eyes and on his chubby little face.

	“Momma go bye-bye,” he said in his sweet baby voice as we approached. 

	“Yes, momma go bye-bye,” I said.

	He lifted his arms, and I spun him, too. Giggles erupted from their throats as we played ring-around-the-rosy on the lawn. Alyssa was correct; it was a gorgeous day. They’d get tired if we played in the fresh air, so maybe they’d go to bed early. I’d call that a win/win for all of us. 

	Except it didn’t work out that way. Anyone who’d had a toddler knew it wouldn’t. Joy grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the house. I picked up Ray and followed his sister into the living room. It was surprisingly tidy for a house with two kids under three. Also, the white furniture confused me. Little hands meant little messes. I never understood why anyone with kids would ever choose light-colored furniture on purpose. Give me a delicate brown or soft gray with blue accents and lots of pink any day, kids or no kids. I’m sloppy enough. I don’t need kids to stain white furniture. I can do that all by myself.

	“Watch me, Auntie. Watch me!” Joy said, directing my attention to the center of the room.

	She stood on her tiptoes, held her arms over her head, and spun like a ballerina before leaping around the furniture. She giggled when her feet slipped, and her butt landed on the floor. Ray pulled out a plastic toolset from the enormous chest sequestered in a corner of the room and handed me a plastic hammer. I banged a ductile nail into his play set while Joy continued to dance around the room to children’s songs from the tv playing in the background. 

	I glanced at my phone. It had only been forty minutes since Alyssa had left, but it felt much longer. With a deep sigh, I planted myself between them and tumbled the box of blocks onto the floor. It was the one activity both children shared a love for, even if they built separate things. It would keep them busy and quiet, at least long enough for me to check my email.

	Clonk!

	“Give it back!” Joy’s face twisted in anger as she snatched a pink block from her brother’s hand. Ray sniffled but didn’t take the block back. Instead, he picked up another pink block, and his sister snatched it from him again.

	“Hey!” I said. “There are plenty of blocks for both of you. Be nice to your brother, Joy.”

	“But these are mine,” Joy said, a tear falling from her eye. She pushed a group of red and blue blocks towards Ray. “Those are his.”

	I picked up a blue block and handed it to Ray. He picked up another pink block and tried to put it on top of the blue one. When Joy snatched it again, I held out a blue block. When she refused to take it, I took a pink block and combined it with the blue one.

	“It’s okay to share, Joy. Look, blue and pink are really pretty together.”

	Joy tilted her head and stared for a minute before accepting the colorful stack I’d created. Ray obliged by handing me two blocks to put together for him as well. When we’d finished, we’d built a pink and blue castle for Joy and a mostly blue and red police station for Ray. I glanced at the time again, surprised to see an hour had passed while we’d been building.

	“Let’s clean up the rest of the blocks and have a snack,” I said.

	Joy smiled, and Ray’s eyes lit up. The blocks disappeared faster than I expected the toddlers to do, so we headed to the kitchen just as Chris and Alyssa arrived home. 

	“I was about to give them snacks.”

	Alyssa nodded. “Go ahead. They’ll still eat dinner. Did they behave?”

	I laughed. “Of course. They’re always good for Auntie Savannah.”

	“Yeah, I know. They’re our little monsters, but sweet for everyone else. You should see them more often.”

	Chris interrupted. “Savannah, did you run an ad in the local online paper to be an escort?”

	My face grew hot. Alyssa’s chin dropped to the floor. They reacted exactly as I’d thought they would. 

	“Wait. What is Chris talking about?” Alyssa said. “Is this the new job you mentioned?”

	“Um, yes, but not like that,” I choked on the words. “Escort is the wrong word. It’s not sex for hire. It’s “girlfriend for hire.” You know, like the movie Wedding Date. I actually got the idea the other day after watching the movie.” I coughed and nibbled on my bottom lip. “Yes. It is my new job.” I inhaled, then let my breath loose with a gust. “But, it’s not what you’re thinking. Not even close.”

	Chris laughed. “You don’t even know what I’m thinking.” He opened his phone and read the ad out loud. “Rent a girlfriend, any time, any day, any event. No strings attached,” he finished.

	My face grew hotter the longer Alyssa stared at me.

	“Is this what we’re going shopping for?” she asked.

	“Yes, but it’s not what you think. I’m never getting in a relationship or falling in love again. I don’t need a man for anything, honestly. I have a good job. I own my own house, my own car. What I will enjoy is going out to dinners I don’t have to pay for with carefully selected men because there are zero expectations, not even sexual. This is why I went on the dating site and ran the ad.”

	“You’re going to meet someone and fall in love anyway, Savannah. You and I both know it’ll happen. But if this makes you happy, who am I to judge? And for the record, the proper title is ‘escort.’” Alyssa said. She’d crossed the room and took my hands. A hug was coming, and I accepted it. 

	Chris laughed. “Men—you may not expect sex, but they will. Are you prepared for that?”

	He had me there. I didn’t have an answer for him. “I’ll just have to be careful about who I go out with, and let them know up front that it’s off limits.” 

	I shrugged and turned to Alyssa.

	“So, will you go shopping with me now? I need some suitable clothes for any type of event. You’re better at this than I am.”

	“Do you mind?” Alyssa asked Chris, who still snickered. “I know you just got home.” She pointed to Joy, whose head had dipped to her left shoulder, and her eyes had closed, her fingers still holding a fish-shaped cracker. “They’ll go to bed early tonight. Auntie Savannah wore them out.” She looked at me with a big grin stretching across her face. “You really should come see us more often.”

	Chris shook his head and kissed Alyssa. “Go, have fun. Just remember I gotta get up early tomorrow for work and can’t rest until you’re home safe.” 

	He opened his wallet and gave her a crisp hundred. She tried to hand it back, but he refused to take it.

	“I don’t need this, Chris.”

	“Then save it for another day.”

	Her eyes rolled upwards. “Fine.” 

	She kissed her children’s foreheads, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, and held the front door open. “I’m ready.”
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	“What’s that?” Alyssa asked.

	I held my finger up and unlocked my phone. I clicked on the notification. 

	You have three new messages.

	“I have three responses to my ad. At least I’ll know what I’m shopping for, right?”

	Alyssa laughed. “Since when are you nervous? You’re enough of a social butterfly for both of us.”

	“I know, but yeah. I am nervous. This is different. I don’t need to have a conversation with them before we go on a date.”

	“Oh, that sounds risky. I’m not sure I like this.”

	Alyssa hit the nail on the head. But I shrugged her words off, anyway. I was determined to have fun and follow my faith, too. I had no intention of marrying, so I’d never have sex again, and I had made peace with that. In my experience, sex only caused more problems anyway. 

	“I’m going to open the messages.”

	And I did just that.

	 I didn’t realize there would be an accept or decline button at the bottom of each email. That was definitely a nice touch. I even had the option of marking them as unread so if I decided not to respond, they would never know. My eyes glanced over the first email.

	“I’m Tom. I’m a YouTube gamer and digital artist for hire. I am also a gay man not ready to come out of the closet yet. However, my family hopes to set me up with the daughter of one of their friends. She’s a beautiful woman, and I’m afraid my lack of interest would make them ask questions I’m not ready to answer. They are hosting a dinner party on Friday, and I would like to hire you to be my girlfriend for the evening,” I read out loud. “See? We were worried for nothing. These are the kind of men I want to date. Gay men are the most appreciative men I’ve ever met. They know how to make a girl feel beautiful even when she doesn’t agree.”

	Alyssa’s chin dropped for a moment before she recovered. “How do you know that?”

	My shoulders shrugged. “Eh. I’ve been to a few gay bars here and there. They’re very flirty and fun. Anyway, what do I wear to ‘meet the parents'?’”

	Alyssa thought for a minute. 

	“It sounds like his parents might be more conservative. I don’t think you really need to buy anything for the date unless you want something new. Your casually professional work clothes would definitely be suitable. Ya know—look nice but not dressed up. Know what I mean? But,” her eyebrows furrowed, “isn’t homosexuality a taboo for you, not to mention you’re helping him tell a whopper of a lie?”

	Her words gave me pause. Sometimes Christianity was complicated.

	“Yeah, but we’re taught to love everyone, and it’s his lie, not mine. I’m just doing my job.”

	“Hmm,” she said.

	 “As for shopping, I was going to get some new work clothes anyway. Some of them are worn out.”

	Alyssa nodded towards the mall entrance. “We’re at the right place then. What about the other two messages? Are you ignoring them?”

	I looked at my phone again. The second one just wanted a hookup, so I marked it unread and deleted it. The third one hurt my heart.

	“The last one is an older man. He lost his wife last year, and his friends and coworkers keep setting him up on dates he doesn’t want, but he’s too kind to say no. I really want to help him out. He’s invited me to be his plus one at a dinner party because he doesn’t want the hosts to feel sorry for him.”

	“Poor guy. I wouldn’t want to meet anyone if Chris died, either. Did he say what kind of dress is appropriate?”

	My fingers flew across the phone’s keyboard as I responded to his message.

	“No, but I just asked for more details. Hopefully, it’s not the same day as Tom’s.” 

	I tucked my phone and car keys into my purse, and we headed for the mall entrance. 

	Alyssa led me into an expensive accessories store near the entrance.

	“You absolutely can’t go on these dates with that purse. Let’s find a nice clutch instead,” she said.

	I laughed. If she thought my purse was bad, it’d been a minute since she’d seen my clunky wallet. I needed my big, thread worn purse because the thick wallet would never fit in a clutch—not the sophisticated kind she meant.

	“If you’re gonna force me to carry a clutch, I’m gonna need a smaller wallet, too.”

	I dug into my purse and pulled it out. Her eyes widened, and her nose wrinkled. I’d forgotten how worn it looked. It even had threads hanging from the seams. I really needed a new one anyway.

	“Ugh. Put that thing away before the clerk thinks we’re bums. She’ll never let us browse in peace,” Alyssa said under her breath. 

	I chuckled as I dropped the wallet back into my purse. I wasn’t a fancy person, but upon looking at my purse with fresh eyes, I realized she was right. If my purse was this frumpy, I probably needed an update, too.

	We hadn’t been browsing for long when a girl came into the store. She raced to the display rack along the back wall, pulled a wallet from a shelf nearby, and stuffed it into a purse she plucked from a different rack before heading towards the store’s entrance. 

	“Oh! She’s shoplifting!” Alyssa said loud enough for the hovering clerk to hear. 

	“Shit,” the clerk said as she ran after the girl. 

	The saleslady caught the girl before she’d gotten too far away. A mall security guard followed them back into the store and secured the girl while the clerk called the police.

	“Sorry about this, but I’m the only one here, and I have to get the report ready before the police get here. I’d hoped to make another sale, but I have to ask you to leave, unfortunately. I have to lock the store until this is finished. Again, I’m so sorry.” The clerk sighed and swiped her fingers through her short, mousy brown hair. “This is going to hurt sales. I just know it.”

	“I can get someone to watch the store, Ada. Let them shop,” the security guard said.

	I took a minute to appreciate the guard. His wavy black hair hung over steel-blue eyes that sparkled with a hint of mischief. Dimples flashed on his clean-shaven face as he spoke. He was a fine specimen of a man. Well, that’s a distraction I didn’t need while shopping for a purse drifted through my mind before I could stop it, and I blushed, which Alyssa noticed.

	“Uh-huh. See? You’re already drooling. No sex, my butt. I’m calling it now. You’ll be married by this time next year,” she said.

	“Wipe that smirk off your face right now, Alyssa Hill. Just because he’s hot doesn’t mean I’m ready to marry him. Geez. How about we find a new purse and wallet somewhere else and get out of…”
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