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      “You did wha— Seriously?” Amelia Parker asked, blown away by the news her best friend had just dropped like a bomb. “You hired a matchmaker? For me?”

      “Yes, for you,” Izzy said. “Meli, you Googled directions to sperm banks and checked out their Yelp reviews.”

      “I was researching. That’s no reason to go crazy a-and hire a matchmaker.” It wasn’t that she was anti-matchmaker but what the process meant. She’d made a firm decision about using a sperm bank to get the family she wanted. Trying her hand at dating—again—messed with that plan. And with her biological clock ticking… Time wasn’t on her side.

      "Yeah, hiring a matchmaker is the crazy in that scenario. If you’re willing to go that route just because the big four-oh looms in the distance–”

      “Not that distant.”

      “Then there is no reason not to try my idea first,” Izzy said as though Amelia hadn’t interrupted her. “Meli, you’ve given up on love and romance and I can’t stand it.”

      The noise of the restaurant faded into the background as Amelia stared into the concerned expression of her friend. The fat-paddle fans overhead kept the air flowing, but nothing could cool the heat flooding Amelia’s body due to stress.

      “Says the woman who is as single as I am.” Izzy was an artist Amelia had met four years ago after consigning a special piece for a particular movie set. They’d hit it off and become fast friends. But shouldn’t a friend know not to mess with another friend’s plans?

      “That may be so but I’m not trying to be a baby mama. You seriously don’t want to raise a kid alone, do you?”

      “Who says if I’m with someone he’ll stick around? Do you know how many single parents are in the world? I know it’ll be difficult, but why not save myself the heartache of meeting someone only to have them walk out later?”

      “Wow. Cynical much?”

      Amelia glared at Izzy. “Wait until you’re my age. I’ve pretty much seen it all.” Izzy was ten years younger than Amelia and obviously wasn’t worried about children any time soon. Izzy had issues with her two biological sisters, and not for the first time did Amelia wonder if Izzy’s stubbornness and persistence had something to do with the difficulties within her immediate family.

      “You’re doing this,” Izzy said. “You’re meeting her. I won’t hear another word about it.”

      Izzy tilted her head as she stared at Amelia and wore what Amelia always thought of as Izzy’s booya expression. Izzy widened her very expressive eyes and set her jaw, lips pursed in a determined line. “So is she setting you up, too?” Time to change tactics. Obviously getting out of the mess wasn’t an option, so maybe she should drag Izzy along for the ride?

      “No. At least not yet, anyway. Look, you mentioned meeting Marsali Jones on the set of the movie set you’re designing, and that she’s a friend of Oliver Beck’s. He’s a freaking Hollywood actor and friends with this woman. She’s obviously got something, and if anyone can help you find the perfect man, I think she can. You know I’m right.”

      “Izzy—”

      “You said how well you and Marsali hit it off, so I decided to take it a step further and contact her for you. She loves the idea, by the way, and thinks the world of you.”

      “You told her?”

      “Only that you’re ready to settle down with a family. Anyway, she sang your praises and said she knows she can find you a wonderful match.”

      Amelia groaned and buried her face in her hands. “I’m going to strangle you. Poison you. Push you off a boat into the Intercoastal.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Come on, Meli, you’re embarrassed about being set up by a professional matchmaker, but you’re not embarrassed about knowing which sperm banks have a better selection of swimmers?”

      That comment was delivered right as their waitress stopped by their table to deliver their drinks, and Amelia nearly dove under the wooden surface. She wasn’t shy by nature but certain things needed to remain private. Like their talk of sperm banks and her plan to use one in order to become a mom. “She’s joking,” Amelia said to the teenager.

      “Am not,” Izzy countered in a low, singsong voice once the waitress left their drinks and was out of earshot.

      “Why do you think me having a baby is a problem?” Amelia asked, continuing the argument with her so-called friend.

      “It’s the way you’re going about it that I have a problem with. That and the fact you think you can pick a kid from a catalogue of characteristics when picking men that way hasn’t worked out for you.”

      “Owwwch.” Didn’t Izzy get it? She was tired. Tired of searching, tired of looking for the right man only to be disappointed. She’d spent the last twenty-three years dating. Maybe not seriously at first, but later she’d tried and wanted more but never found it. And the sad fact was that men her age were now searching for younger women because they were finally ready to settle down and have families, and her age factored into a relationship.

      “Today you’re hearing truth,” Izzy argued. “All truth and nothing but. I’m tired of sugarcoating my thoughts on this, and you’ve asked me for my opinion several times, so you’re going to get it. No holding back.”

      “I changed my mind. Lie to me,” Amelia muttered.

      “Nope. And since I knew you’d protest and make excuses to not meet Marsali, now’s a good time to tell you she’s here. Hiii, Marsali,” Izzy called, waving to someone behind Amelia. “Scoot,” Izzy ordered in a low breath to Amelia.

      Amelia gasped and turned, realizing Marsali Jones was indeed joining them. But what Izzy hadn’t considered was whether or not their off-set connection would, well, get back to the set. If Amelia’s colleagues found out about this, she would never live it down. “Okay, then. Strangulation it is,” Amelia muttered to Izzy.

      “Ladies, how are we this evening?” Marsali asked, moving with graceful intent toward their table.

      Marsali looked as put together as always, dressed as she was in a bright sleeveless top and white skinny jeans. The coral color of her blouse brought out Marsali’s tan and the many freckles that looked so charming.

      “Great now that you’re here,” Izzy said, motioning to Amelia to scoot over to make room.

      “Amelia, it’s so good to see you again,” Marsali said, tone sweet.

      “You, too,” Amelia managed to mutter, knowing Izzy wanted Marsali to sit beside her on the booth seat in order to block her only hope of escaping the train wreck Izzy had put into motion.

      “Please, have a seat,” Izzy added, raising one of her perfectly groomed eyebrows in Amelia’s direction.

      Amelia glared at Izzy but scooched over so that Marsali could lower herself onto the padded seat and settle in.

      “Amelia, don’t look so nervous. I won’t bite,” Marsali said.

      Amelia pasted a weak smile to her lips and took in the other woman’s fresh-faced appearance. Marsali Jones was not what one might expect in a professional matchmaker. Amelia guessed Marsali to be in her late twenties, but with minimal makeup and freckles galore, Marsali wound up looking not much older than a teenager. Combined with her long, curly hair, she looked way too young to be weaving people’s futures together in the lifetime kind of way. How was this ever going to work? “Sorry. My dear friend Izzy kind of sprang this on me.”

      “No worries. Before I take you on as a client, I have to feel comfortable with your willingness to be matched. So if you’re truly not willing and you don’t want to give this a try, we’ll just move on and have some nice girl talk. But before you say no,” Marsali said when Amelia opened her mouth, “I hope you’ll give me a chance, because I’m pretty darn good at what I do. Are you willing to share your story? Is there a particular reason you’re pursuing—”

      “Sperm banks,” Izzy interjected. “Sperm that could come from anyone.”

      Once again, the young waitress returned at the most inopportune time and caught the last of Izzy’s statement. Amelia watched as the girl’s eyes widened just a tad before she smoothed her features and attempted a modicum of diplomacy, something Amelia wished Izzy could learn. Fast.

      “Um, can I get you a drink?” the waitress asked Marsali.

      “Iced tea, half cut, please,” Marsali said, smiling at the young woman. “Thank you.”

      “Coming right up. I’ll get y’all’s order when I get back.”

      Amelia watched as the girl slid a weirded-out glance in her direction before she walked away. Amelia shot Izzy what she hoped was a silencing look. “Seriously? Will you please stop airing my business to the entire restaurant?”

      “Sorry,” Izzy mumbled. “But it’s the truth.”

      “You don’t have to shout it to the world,” Amelia said with a groan.

      “If you’re that uncomfortable talking about it, how on earth do you think you’re going to be able to do it, Meli? Where would you say the kid is from? Mars?”

      “Okay, okay, let’s… take a breath,” Marsali said, calmly inserting herself in the conversation. “Amelia, tell me about you. Let’s start there, shall we? I know the answers to some of these questions already, but it helps to ask them again to break the ice and get things rolling. Let’s begin with, have you ever been married?”

      Forced to endure the next hour or so of torture unless she was going to jump up atop the table and make a run for the door, Amelia resigned herself to the conversation about to take place. “No. I haven’t. I… I was asked once but we were too young.”

      “And in response she sold everything she had, emptied her bank account, and left for Europe the very next day,” Izzy added.

      “So marriage scared you?” Marsali asked, her gaze searching.

      Didn’t marriage scare everyone? “I was eighteen and he was my first real boyfriend. And since then, I’ve been living my life,” Amelia said to them. She hesitated to own her truth. Didn’t want to face it because she’d never again experienced a love like that one and in the twenty-three years of dating since, she’d felt like a failure because of it. Like she’d given up her one and only chance and had been punished because of it.

      “I see. That is young,” Marsali said. “Have you come close to marriage since then?”

      “No. Well, sort of, but… I found a ring and thought he was close to asking me but then discovered him sleeping with my neighbor so…”

      “I see,” Marsali murmured as she took notes. “Would you say you’re wary because of your experiences? Afraid of repeating them?”

      “Definitely. She dates sporadically,” Izzy offered. “And the moment they get serious, she bolts.”

      “I don’t bolt, I simply refuse to settle,” Amelia clarified. “If I feel someone is getting serious when I’m just not that interested, I end things before it becomes more complicated. There’s a difference. Marriage shouldn’t be about settling. Not if you want it to last.”

      “Fine, I’ll give you that. But you’re definitely settling if you do this whole sperm thing,” Izzy said, thankfully lowering her voice, “without giving Marsali a chance. Just try it, Meli. What can it hurt? Other than a date here and there since you moved back to Wilmington three years ago, you’ve worked nonstop. At this point, I’d be surprised if you remember what men look like.”

      “Okay, okay, ladies, let’s focus,” Marsali said softly, earning their attention once more. “Amelia, I think it’s clear Izzy wants you to be happy. We can agree on that, right?”

      “I suppose,” Amelia murmured.

      “Well, I have some great guys in my database looking for equally great women. We have a lot of ground to cover, but if you agree, I’d love to set you up. You’re how old?”

      “Thirty-eight,” she murmured, avoiding Izzy’s gaze because of her upset with her friend. “Which is why time is of the essence if I’m going to be able to get pregnant at all.”

      “I understand,” Marsali said in a soothing voice. “And believe it or not, I have some guys feeling the same way. They’ve put their careers first and have reached an age where they want to be a father before they feel too old to enjoy the experience. So let’s start with what you like in a man. What attracts you and makes you want to get to know them better?”

      Amelia closed her eyes and took a calming breath. Marsali and Izzy couldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to do. Answering a few questions wouldn’t hurt. Would it? “I like… intelligence, being able to hold an articulate conversation. I like good looks and manners. Someone who knows how to treat a woman like she is more than an object to be used for sex or housekeeping duties.”

      “A man who appreciates his woman as his partner,” Marsali murmured. “I like those qualities, too. They’re getting harder to find these days but not impossible. What else?”

      Amelia lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “He’d… have to be faithful. That’s definitely a priority. I mean, if I’m involved with someone, I’m not just passing time until the next person comes along—and that’s impossible to find in the dating world right now. I know,” she stated, glaring at Izzy, “because I’ve tried to find that man despite what Izzy thinks, but men today say cheating is normal and everyone does it.”

      “Not true. Fidelity is hard to find but not impossible,” Marsali countered. “It depends on where you’re looking, and again, my database is filled with men who are actively looking for women who desire the same things you’re describing.” Marsali scribbled in her notebook and began making bulleted lists. “Does occupation factor in?”

      That question threw her. She wasn’t a snob but… “He’d have to bring something to the table. I mean, at my age, I have a home, a good job, a life. He’d need to enhance that, I suppose.”

      “No, you’re exactly right,” Marsali said. “You don’t want someone who would be a detriment to your career. You want someone as motivated as you are and as successful. Someone supportive. Now, what about looks? Do you prefer facial hair? Dark hair or blond? Is bald or balding a yes or no?”

      Amelia answered the questions one by one, even though she felt the whole process was useless. The waitress returned and took their order, and as soon as she was gone, Marsali picked up where she’d left off.

      “What about kids? Okay if he has some already?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you want children?”

      More than anything. “Yes. If possible.”

      As the interview continued, Amelia found herself really thinking about her perfect match. Who he’d be and how they’d fit together as two parts of a whole. Marsali made it easy, gently leading her with another question when Amelia hesitated or helping Amelia narrow down too broad of an answer. They covered political stances and religion.

      “What about pets? Are you a dog person? Cat only? What?” Marsali asked.

      “Definitely no reptiles. Or rats,” she quickly added, “or creatures of that sort. I’m allergic to cats so they’re out as well. A dog would be okay.”

      “Dog-friendly is good. A lot of my men have happy, healthy dogs so it bodes well,” Marsali said, smiling. “Okay. That about does it, I think. I have what I need from you, but I’ll text or call you if I have any more questions. The good news is that I have a couple of men in mind,” Marsali said.

      “Seriously?” Amelia asked.

      Marsali gave her a gentle smile.

      “You’re not demanding, Amelia. What you desire is a good man. An honest, loyal, hardworking man with integrity and drive. That’s doable.”

      “If it’s so doable, why haven’t I met him already?” Amelia asked.

      “Because they’re working as hard as you are and go home just as exhausted. Plus, they have also been jaded by dating and have much the same reservations. Women aren’t the only ones who have been cheated on and lied to, taken advantage of, and even abused. But they want to find someone special and are ready to commit, and know they probably won’t find this person in a bar. Most of my clients are successful and therefore well-known in the area, and don’t want their clients or associates seeing them on dating sites. That’s why they go through me. It’s discreet, the dates are vetted, and it’s simply more professional. So, it’s decision time. I can help you. The question is… do you want me to?”

      Oh. Oh, boy. Even though Marsali seemed to be a wonderful person, this was a lot to consider.

      Did she trust this process? Izzy was right in that Amelia’s ways of meeting men hadn’t worked, and she was embarrassed at her dating site fails, but a matchmaker? Really?

      “I know that look,” Izzy said. “Oh, Meli, come on. You have to do this. For me. For yourself and that baby you want so badly.”

      “I’m just not sure. Marsali,” Amelia said, “I’m sure you’re great at your job—”

      “I am. My ninety-two-percent success rate is proof.”

      Ninety-two? “That’s great. But you should know I’ve made an appointment and—”

      “At the sperm bank?” Izzy said, her voice carrying to those at nearby tables.

      “For the love of— Izzy, will you please keep your voice down?”

      “No. No, I’m upset and I have every right to be. I won’t let you do this, Meli. Friends keep friends from being stupid, and what you plan is stupid,” Izzy said, shaking her blond head with enough force to rattle teeth. “You’re giving up on love and romance and taking the easy way out. What if Marsali has the perfect guy for you? I know you’re afraid of getting hurt again after wading through the sludge pit of men out there online, but if you’re willing to go through a freaking sperm bank to get a baby, can’t you at least give this a chance first? Give Marsali six setups. If they don’t work, fine. Go do what you’re so determined to do. But at least give Marsali a chance to find you the romance reset you so desperately need and deserve.”

      Amelia tilted her head to the side, and even though the conversation about men had been fun, it was time for a reality check. “Romance reset? Izzy, I’m not even sure I believe those men exist now. They’re unicorns. Between porn, drugs and addictions, sexual deviants, and a few other hard nos for me, the odds are—”

      “Ninety-two percent,” Izzy and Marsali stated in unison, sharing a smile because of it.

      Ninety-two-percent chance of finding a freaking unicorn?

      Amelia stared across the table into her best friend’s face. Izzy wanted to help her. Thought she was helping by setting this up and hiring Marsali. Was she ready for something like this? Because matchmaking was totally next level.

      The first available appointment at the sperm bank was a little over four weeks away. Which, technically, gave her plenty of time to meet a few of the potential men Marsali might procure between now and then and prove her willingness to try if for no other reason than to get Marsali and Izzy off her back. Amelia felt the intensity of their combined stares and caved beneath the pressure. “Fine,” she said, holding up her hands in surrender. “I’ll agree to being set up. But not six of them. I don’t have time for that. I’m working long hours and I have to be on set Monday and it’s gonna be a crazy few weeks while they’re in Wilmington filming.”

      “Five,” Izzy said with a not-so-innocent blink.

      “One,” Amelia countered.

      “One’s just for practice. Three. Final offer,” Izzy added, this time with a stern glare. “Come on, Amelia. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain by doing this.”

      “It works like this,” Marsali said. “I match you and you go out. If you both agree to go out again, you do. If one of you says no, then we move on to the next match. I’ll be honest and say it’s usually the third or fourth match that tends to stick. As I get your feedback on the first date or two, it helps narrow things down a bit more and streamline the process.”

      Amelia inhaled and waited several long seconds before finally nodding. “Fine. I’ll do it. I agree to being matched and will make a concerted effort—but when I go to that appointment next month,” she said to Izzy, “you will not say another word about it.”

      Izzy lifted her glass and Marsali quickly followed suit.

      “To doing it the old-fashioned way,” Izzy said with a high tilt of her blond head.

      “To good men,” Marsali countered. “And may I find one quickly for Amelia.”

      Amelia clinked her glass against theirs. “To unicorns.”
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      “Better watch out.”

      Lincoln Hayes turned at the sound of his neighbor Mac Jones’s deep voice and lifted his drink in a salute. “Hey. Nice party.” Mac’s house stood between Lincoln’s and his brother Carter’s house, and as the fairly new arrival to the neighborhood, Mac had hosted a gathering to introduce himself and get to know his neighbors.

      “Thanks. But seriously, unless you want to wind up in her database, steer clear of my sister. Marsali is eyeing you and Carter like a kid in a candy store.”

      “Database?” Carter asked, turning his head to scan the crowd inside the spacious home.

      Younger than Lincoln by five years, Carter had the same dark eyes and muscular build as Linc, but his hair had yet to lighten. Lincoln’s wife, Jill, had always said the premature gray he carried looked sexy and distinguished, but Linc knew it came from becoming Carter’s guardian at the ripe old age of eighteen. His younger brother had been a hellion before their parents had died in a car crash, and things had gotten a lot worse before they got better.

      “Professional matchmaker,” Mac said.

      “Seriously? That’s a thing?” Carter asked. “I thought you were joking when you said that earlier.”

      “Nope,” Mac murmured, narrowing his gaze on his sister as she approached. “And my best advice is to scatter. Now.”

      Lincoln chuckled at the warning, but none of the men actually moved as Mac’s younger sister closed in on them. Marsali Jones looked nothing like her brother. She was a good foot shorter, for one, and her long curls were the polar opposite of Mac’s short crew cut.

      “Nice party,” the woman in question said as she joined their group.

      “Uh-huh,” Mac stated with a dubious glare at his sister even as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and tugged her close for a sideways hug. “Guys, my sister, Marsali Jones, professional troublemaker.”

      Marsali glared at her older and much taller brother before sticking her hand out to greet them.

      “Lincoln Hayes.”

      “Carter Hayes.”

      “Ah, the neighbors,” Marsali said. “And all bachelors, I’ve heard.”

      “See?” Mac said, the word followed by a groan. “Marse, stop trying to match up my friends. Before long I won’t have any single buddies left. Tonight is all about fun, not you adding to your client list.”

      Marsali smiled what could only be called an ornery grin and Lincoln found himself chuckling. The two definitely fought like brother and sister, much like his twin teenagers, who’d taken Carter’s four-year-old daughter home from the party after an hour, citing boredom.

      “What about you?” Carter asked, giving Marsali a once-over. “If you’re a matchmaker, where’s your ring?”

      Lincoln wasn’t sure if the question was out of interest or mere curiosity, but it brought a flush of color to Marsali’s cheeks and a glare from Mac.

      “No ring yet,” she said simply. “But trust me when I say my skills at matchmaking are superb.”

      “Gotta give her that,” Mac stated somewhat drolly. “She might be a pain but she has a ninety-two-percent success rate.”

      Lincoln was impressed by the percentage if nothing else. It was surprising given her age and sweet appearance.

      “Marsali! Come here, girl, you have to meet someone,” a woman called from across the room.

      Marsali lifted her hand to indicate she’d be right there.

      “Duty calls. Gentlemen, it was lovely to meet you. Mac, stop scaring potential clients away,” she ordered, smiling at them before she left to join the crowd across the room.

      “She’s cute,” Carter said.

      Lincoln winced and watched as Mac glowered at Carter in typical older-brother style.

      “Off-limits.”

      Carter grinned and Lincoln took hold of Carter’s shoulder, tugging him away from the bigger, bulkier Mac. Sometimes he wondered if his little brother had the sense God gave him to steer clear of trouble rather than run toward it. “Haven’t I taught you not to poke a bear? Buddy rule counts here.”

      “Exactly. Off-limits,” Mac repeated, nodding in response to Lincoln’s words.

      After a hard look at Carter, their host excused himself to mingle.

      “She is really cute. I could see her—”

      “No,” Lincoln said.

      Carter laughed even as he took a drink.

      “Fine. I’ll go find someone else to hit on then.”

      Knowing his brother, it wouldn’t take him long. Carter had a bad-boy look about him but tended to be a romantic. Carter seemed to attract the type of women who weren’t looking for more than a good time. It had landed his brother married—and divorced—twice.

      Thirty minutes later, Lincoln settled himself onto the patio furniture lining Mac’s deck and took a drink from the bottle he held. A few people wandered around Mac’s yard, looking at the newly designed landscaping recently finished by one of Carter’s subcontractors. Thankfully the deck was quiet given the mugginess of the August night.

      “Nice and quiet out here,” a soft, feminine voice said from behind him.

      Lincoln turned to find Marsali slowly moving toward him from the door she’d exited off of the kitchen. “Hey. Are you enjoying the party?”

      “Yes. I didn’t realize my brother was such a good host,” Marsali said with a grin. “May I join you?”

      “Sure.” Lincoln stood as a good southern gentleman was taught to do when a lady joined him, and waited while Marsali curled up on the cushioned sofa opposite him before reseating himself.

      “I, uh, noticed you were getting quite a bit of attention in there. Is she your girlfriend?”

      Marsali’s observation brought out a groan he couldn’t control. “No. A married neighbor who’s had a little too much to drink. I thought I’d hide out long enough for her husband to take her home.”

      “I see. Lincoln, I was wondering…”

      Instant unease filled him. Had he escaped from one woman inside only to get trapped by another outside? The wound from Jill’s death from a car accident was still raw in some ways. Between that and the deaths of his parents, not a day went by that he didn’t wonder if he’d lose everyone that way. “I’m a widower, Marsali. Three years last May.”
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