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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.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize.” Her expression softened to sympathy. “I’m sorry for your loss. Mac simply referred to you three as ‘bachelor row,’ and I mistakenly assumed you’d never married or were divorced or something. How long were you together?”

      “Fifteen years.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      He nodded, his thoughts going back in time. “We married young. I was twenty, working construction full-time, going to night classes to get into real estate, and raising Carter after my parents died. Jill was nineteen when we met in class. Those were some lean, hard years but we made it work.”

      The breeze off Carolina Cove’s canal brought the scent of salt air along with the low hum of frogs and cicadas and a few boats slowly making their way back to the marina. As always, the scents and sounds brought peace and reminded him that life, however painful, moved on.

      “Lincoln, I don’t want to intrude but have you dated since then? I’m sorry, I know it’s a personal question, and I don’t mean to pressure you in any way. Truly. Just wondering if you’ve been feeling lonely?”

      “I… Sometimes,” he admitted even though he knew her reasons for asking. But maybe she could help him find someone to spend time with?

      “Well, again… please feel no pressure, but I’m always looking for quality clients. It would be a great way to get your feet wet in the dating scene.” Marsali flashed a brief smile. “You aren’t the only professional who works long hours, and I’m guessing you’ve outgrown the bar and party scene. A lot of people find it hard to meet other singles, so I bring the singles to them after vetting them.”

      With the kids prepping for college and active with their friends, he’d thrown himself into work after Jill’s death to combat the loneliness that snuck in when he wasn’t on guard. But did loneliness mean he was ready to date? “How do you vet them?”

      He asked more out of keeping the conversation going while he pondered his readiness, but he was curious, too.

      “I do a full background check on each of my clients. Even a financial check if they allow it and it’s requested. That’s in addition to their one-on-one interviews, where I ask a ton of questions and generally assess them, keeping in mind potential matches from my database.”

      “That sounds… difficult.”

      Marsali grinned again and shoved her thick curls behind her shoulder. “Not at all. If you know what to look for. I have a background in psychology and constantly study personality tells. People give blatant clues as to their hang-ups, red flags, what have you. Most of the time, we daters ignore them and hope for the best, but a matchmaker picks up on those tells and works to either match them with someone suitable or we steer them toward whatever professional help we feel they might need, in the case of someone who’s too insecure, has self-esteem issues, or problems with trauma.”

      “Do I remember correctly Mac mentioning something about you writing a book?”

      “I did. It’ll be released soon,” she said, her expression revealing her excitement. “Very soon, actually. It’s a guide for women and dating. So many women struggle with finding the right man, and my list of guidelines and rules, if you want to call them that, will eliminate some of the guesswork as to why certain couples simply don’t work. Matchmaking is old-school, I know, but there’s a science to it that is simply fascinating, and with the right matchmaker, things can go very well.”

      Lincoln smiled at her enthusiasm and love of her profession, noting how animated it made her just talking about her livelihood. “I see. Well, to answer your earlier question, no, I haven’t tackled dating yet.”

      Marsali tilted her head to one side as she gazed at him, her expression not pitying but… knowing? Until then, Marsali looked like every other twenty something, but the awareness in her gaze left him changing his opinion to that of someone with an old soul, and knowledgeable about many things beyond her years.

      Most everything had a science behind it, so he supposed it only made sense that finding that special someone would use some sort of formula as well.

      “Lincoln, I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, but I know getting back into the dating world is tough. Mac has said wonderful things about you. He thinks a lot of you, and after chatting with you, I get that same impression. If you’re interested, I’d be happy to match you with someone. The first match is even on me. My treat. Here,” she said, digging for and slipping a rectangle from her pocket, “is my card. It has all my numbers and my website, where you can check my background and qualifications. There’s also free tutorials about dating, conversation starters, that sort of thing. You might find it interesting. Just so you know, my clients with children especially like the background check aspect and interview. It’s a two-step way of weeding out the crazy that might slip through otherwise.”

      Lincoln took the card and nodded at Marsali. “Thanks, Marsali. I’ll think about it.”

      “Good. I hope so. You seem like a good man, Lincoln. There are a lot of women out there searching for you.”

      He glanced at the card and lightly tapped it against his leg. “We’ll see.”

      “Okay. Sales pitch over. I’ll leave you be to enjoy this beautiful night.”

      Lincoln stood when Marsali got up and said her goodbyes. Once she headed toward the door to reenter the house, he moved off the deck, into the yard, to an even more private spot to ponder their discussion.

      Lincoln turned and stared up at the three-story house fully lit up and bursting at the seams with Mac’s neighbors and colleagues, remembering a time when he and Jill had played hosts for one reason or another during their marriage.

      A wave of loneliness hit hard, and he wondered if it was due to his conversation with Marsali or the awareness the twins would be going away to college in a matter of weeks, leaving him to face the rest of his life alone. Maybe he should look into Marsali’s services. At least check out the website and tutorials and brush up his rusty flirting skills. He definitely wasn’t the type for bars or clubs. Never had been. That was more Carter’s thing.

      Lincoln focused on the familiar faces inside Mac’s home. He had plenty of friends and colleagues in real estate, a few of them in that house, but no one came to mind when he thought of dating again. And he knew he wouldn’t meet someone sitting at his desk or at home. But… was he ready? Was this what he wanted?

      Lincoln stared at the house a bit longer before he decided to make his escape while he was free to do so. He walked next door to his home but the moment he opened the door, the emptiness hit him in a wave. The kids would eventually return tonight, but in a few weeks, that wouldn’t be the case. The house would be as big and empty as it was now, night after night, and he’d have only the television for company.

      He cleaned up the errant dishes in the sink, watched some television. Waited for the twins to return from Carter’s house, where they’d taken Piper home from the party and started a movie.

      His gaze shifted to the travel brochures he’d picked up on a whim as he’d passed by a display. He’d pulled them out of his computer bag earlier to empty it and then set aside the brochures because he didn’t like the idea of traveling alone. Carter couldn’t be away from Piper for long, and Mac stayed busy running his various businesses… There were Meetup groups dedicated to traveling singles, but traveling with a group of strangers didn’t appeal either.

      Lincoln pulled Marsali’s card from the pocket where he’d put it and called the number. Thankfully it went to voicemail, no doubt because she was still at her brother’s party. “Yeah, Marsali, it’s Lincoln Hayes. I thought about what you said and… I think I’d like to set up a meeting with you. I… Yeah. Let’s do this. I’m ready to have some fun.”
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      “Why am I doing this?” Amelia asked two weeks later, staring into the mirror above her bathroom sink. “This is crazy. It’s beyond crazy because it’s hopeless.”

      “The first time was a practice date,” Izzy said from the other room, where she was sprawled across Amelia’s bed.

      Her friend had arrived an hour ago after dropping off a piece of her artwork for a downtown shop and claimed to be there for moral support. Amelia wasn’t so sure that was the case. Because really? If not for her friend, she wouldn’t be stressing about the hours ahead. Somehow going to a sperm clinic seemed easier than what was basically a blind date.

      “The second time will be the charm.”

      “Isn’t the saying the third time is the charm?” she muttered, her voice echoing off of the mirror in front of her. “Am I really going to have to go through this again?”

      “I’m an optimist,” Izzy said. “It’ll be the second. And you said yourself the first match wasn’t horrible and he was a nice man, you just weren’t attracted to him enough to go out again. Marsali gets that time is of the essence, so I’m sure this one will be better. Think positive!”

      Amelia applied mascara and made that face women tended to make while doing so, her words coming out elongated and weird as she focused on the task and tried to tamp down the nerves churning in her belly. “What makes you think this one will be better than the last?”

      The date Marsali had arranged hadn’t been bad. The man had been polite and courteous, but she’d felt no chemistry whatsoever. It was like sitting across the table from one of her brothers. He’d stated repeatedly that he’d like to see her again, but she’d stayed noncommittal, even during the extraordinarily awkward goodbye, when he’d given her a kiss on the cheek. His interest had been clear, which made the evening all the more difficult.

      “What did Marsali say about this man when she called you?” Izzy asked.

      “She said he’s tall, dark, and handsome, with a little salt in the pepper, thirty-eight like me, and in real estate. And he’s a widower.”

      “Oh, ouch. Kids?”

      “Two,” Amelia said, giving up on the makeup and deciding it was as good as it was going to get. “Marsali never wants to give too much information because she wants us to have plenty to talk about in the get-to-know-you stage, so that’s all I got from her beyond where we’re meeting and such.”

      “Well, the tall, dark, and handsome part sounds yummy. Just go and enjoy. Where are you having dinner?”

      “Wrightsville Beach,” Amelia said, naming the restaurant.

      “Good choice. The view is amazing there. See? You’re off to a good start already. It’ll all work out.”

      “I don’t know. I mean it,” she said when she spotted Izzy rolling her eyes. “How crazy is it to go meet a stranger on what is basically a blind date when the news is full of sex traffickers?”

      “Seriously, Meli? Marsali vetted him. He’s not a sex trafficker—or a serial killer like you accused the last one of being.”

      “I didn’t accuse him of anything. I just said to you that it was possible.”

      “Anything is possible these days.”

      “Yeah, that comment? Not helpful.”

      Izzy laughed and rolled to sit upright on the edge of the bed. Amelia glanced at Izzy and wondered how anyone as beautiful as her younger friend could still be single. Izzy was picky, though, and since Amelia had known her, a rare few men had ever made the cut and managed to get Izzy to the dating stage. Izzy typically cut them loose after a few days’ thought for one reason or another, none of which ever really made sense to Amelia.

      “You’re nervous. I get it,” Izzy said in a soothing voice. “Look, if it would make you feel better, I’ll come with you.”

      “Be serious.”

      “I am,” Izzy said, shrugging. “It’s Friday night, I have no plans, and I just got a very healthy commission from the painting I dropped off earlier. I’m due some really good seafood. I could come with. We ride there, split up once we get there, I sit at the bar and have a nice meal while flirting with the bartender, and you do your thing meeting your date. I could use a dinner out, trust me. Doritos can only so many meals make.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “And get to see one of Marsali’s wonderful men from afar? Absolutely. I want to know if you’re being too critical, and this is the only way I’ll be able to judge.”

      “I don’t know, Iz.”

      “Hey, just an offer. I’d keep my distance unless I see you head to the ladies’ room. Otherwise I’ll eat, drink, and flirt, and head out to the car after you send a text that the date is over. Or you could be nice and pick me up at the door. You’ll never hear a peep from me, but I’ll keep a discreet eye on you. Sound like a plan?”

      “Yeah, it does, actually.” Amelia hesitated at the thought of taking someone else on her date but gave in to the lure of security. A girl couldn’t be too careful these days. And a background check wouldn’t necessarily vet out crazy. Had they done this the first time, maybe Amelia wouldn’t have been so nervous? Why were these setups so… difficult? Maybe because you didn’t instigate them? But it would make her feel good to have a friend nearby. “Fine. I guess that means you’re my incognito plus one.”

      “Yay! I need five minutes,” Izzy said, grabbing her large purse. “Oh, and to raid your closet. Hey, if I’m going to sit at the bar, I might as well look good. Maybe I’ll find a lonely Mr. Right.”

      “Maybe you should’ve hired Marsali to match you instead of me,” Amelia said, her tone grumbling while Izzy proceeded to strip.

      Amelia vacated the bathroom and pulled on the clothes she’d picked out earlier before taking Izzy’s place on the bed. Izzy might be an artist and free spirit in some ways, but in others she was always prepared. That magical bag of hers held everything from makeup and sketchpads to a bikini and all the odds and bits Izzy might need to hop a flight or solve whatever problem might come up. Izzy had amazed at times, from producing whatever was needed for a wardrobe malfunction or a bad hair day to being passport ready on a whim.

      “Oh, no,” Izzy said, bringing Amelia’s attention back to the present. “This is alllll you. I’m not the one Googling sperm banks. But just think, you still have four whole weeks left if you change your mind about your three-matchup rule. You know Marsali wants to help you, and she’d be happy to continue matching you until you find the one.”

      “You mean the one I don’t believe actually exists?” Amelia pulled a throw pillow from the bed to hug and dug her toes into the carpet beneath her feet.

      “Really? Are we going back to that again?” Izzy asked with the snap of her eye shadow palette.

      Izzy turned and leaned a shoulder against the doorframe of the bathroom, her gaze so uncomfortably direct Amelia squirmed. “Why not?” Amelia said. “Izzy, that’s why picking someone out at the sperm clinic might work for me. I mean, what are the odds that there is a perfect person out there for everyone? Or the odds that I’ll actually find mine?”

      “If you think of it that way, it is depressing, but I think there are a lot of someones out there we would be happy with, and the key is finding one of them. Those odds are better and it takes the pressure off, right? Because we’re not searching for that perfect someone. We’re going for someone we can be happy with.”

      “Isn’t that settling?” It sure sounded like settling to her. Because even if there were multiple someones out there, finding one was still an issue. After all, there was a big, wide world out there with billions of people.

      But, again, what if her high school boyfriend was her one? What if she’d walked away and, in doing so, set the course to be alone her entire life? Could she bring herself to settle for something less than what she’d had in the past? Because no one had ever compared to—

      “No, it’s not settling,” Izzy argued. “Happiness is just…  It’s being content with what you have, including the person you’ve fallen in love with, who loves your good and bad, just like you love theirs, and focusing on making that relationship the best it can be. You work together, you’re not at odds.”

      “Look at you getting all philosophical and romantic.”

      “Hey, I have my moments,” Izzy said with a toss of her short hair. “All I’m saying is that we aren’t fourteen-year-olds with our heads in the clouds dreaming of romance-novel romance. We’ve both seen the real world. Lived, loved, and learned. It’s unrealistic to think it’s gonna be sunshine and roses springing up out of the cesspit that is dating. But we can find love. Don’t doubt that.”

      Amelia hated that Izzy made so much sense, but she couldn’t deny the truth of her bestie’s words. It would be a lot easier raising a child in a family atmosphere. Maybe she should stop being so negative toward the process and take it one date at a time? Heaven knew that would help, but it would also be so much easier if her biological clock wasn’t ticking away like a finely tuned race car whipping around the track. “Fine. I’ll try.”

      “Yay. I knew I’d win. Wait, you’re wearing that?” Izzy narrowed her gaze and shook her head. “No.”

      “What? What’s wrong?” Amelia asked, staring down at her clothes.

      “You’re too professional. Meli, this is a date. You want to be casual. Fun and flirty,” Izzy stated, shoving herself off the wooden frame. “I’m going closet diving. Do you still have that skirt I gave you?”

      “Yeah. But it’s awfully short. You should’ve kept it and had it hemmed up for you.” Izzy was about four inches shorter than Amelia’s five eight, but they were the same size otherwise.

      Izzy began digging and searching.

      “Ah! Here it is. Put this on,” Izzy said, shoving it at Amelia.

      Amelia eyed the patterned beach-themed skirt and sighed. “I’m not going to win with this, either, am I?”

      “Nope,” Izzy said, her voice muffled by the closet as she dug for a blouse.

      Amelia unzipped and shrugged out of the palazzo pants she had on and carefully laid them across the bed before pulling on the skirt. Thanks to the height difference, it landed a hair above mid-thigh. “Are you sure it’s not too short?”

      A blouse hit her chest and Amelia scrambled to catch it before it fell to the floor. Interesting. Not something she would’ve chosen to wear with the skirt, but the color combination totally worked. She’d have to remember this in the future.

      “It’s perfect. Especially with those stilts you call legs. Let’s see you. Hurry up.”

      Amelia donned the sleeveless blouse, but before she could do much more, Izzy’s fingers unbuttoned one of the buttons over Amelia’s chest.

      “Don’t you dare button that back up. Oh, this is good. Much better. Now, jewelry. And perfume. Leave your hair a bit mussed. It’s sexy.”

      Sexy? Amelia waited and let Izzy do her thing. Her friend moved to the dresser to look over the various items on display for easy access and chose a bracelet and dangly earrings. Finally, after a spritz of perfume on her pulse points, Izzy deemed Amelia ready.

      “Remember. Now that Marsali has your feedback on the first date to go along with what you told her during your client interview, the odds are even higher that this will be the guy. Just enjoy yourself.”

      Maybe. Only time would tell.

      While Izzy went back to the closet for something for her to wear to the restaurant, Amelia reclaimed her perch on the edge of the bed and waited. During her dinner with Izzy and Marsali, the matchmaker had bombarded Amelia with questions about her likes and dislikes, temperament preferences, pet peeves. No stone was left unturned, and Marsali did the same interviews with the men. Maybe this one would be better now that the first one was out of the way? But Marsali had no way of judging chemistry, so theoretically it could be another dud.

      No. We’re thinking positive. No duds!

      “Okay, I’m ready. Oh! We forgot shoes for you. Where are those new shoes of yours that I love so much? The wedges with the ankle straps?”

      Amelia moved to the closet once more and found the shoes Izzy coveted. One of the perks of being on set so much behind the scenes was making friends with the costume designers and getting various castoffs at the end of filming.

      Amelia donned the shoes, then took a deep breath before she stood and towered even higher over her shorter friend. “How do I look?”

      “Dang, girlfriend. I’d totally date you. Now… what are we going to do?”

      Amelia blinked. “Go to dinner?”

      “Find a man!” Izzy said in her best cheer voice. “Let’s do this.”

      Izzy had chosen a turquoise tunic Amelia typically wore with leggings, but given their height difference, Izzy was able to wear it as a dress. Paired with her blinged-out flip-flops, it looked cute and summery.

      Traffic was thick due to the weekend and beautiful weather, and forty minutes later, Amelia dropped her friend off outside the restaurant to get herself situated at the bar before parking her secondhand Mercedes SUV in the lot. She took a final look in her mirror and touched up the lipstick she’d worried off during the drive.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and even though she’d done this once already, her anxiety skyrocketed. Meeting someone naturally at the grocery store or a park was one thing, but when she was so aware of it being a setup, she couldn’t help but think it added another layer of stress.

      Amelia got out of the vehicle and clutched her wrap and purse as she headed toward the restaurant, aware of several male heads turning as she made her way to the entrance. At least her appearance was on point tonight and the admiring looks boosted her flagging confidence.

      Like the first time, she paused at the hostess stand and gave Marsali’s name. Marsali valued the privacy of her clients, and unless Amelia chose to give the man her full name and contact info, everything went through Marsali, including the dinner reservation.

      “This way,” a handsome young host said. “Follow me.”

      The young man’s height and broad shoulders blocked her view as he led the way into the dining area, and Amelia’s nervousness cranked higher, forcing her to take a steadying glance out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the beautiful view of the Atlantic beyond. The host stopped and Amelia stumbled a bit at the abrupt halt. She hoped her date didn’t notice her clumsiness and think she’d arrived drunk.

      She smiled at the host, who held her chair, before forcing herself to face her date for the evening. Amelia gasped sharply and practically fell into the chair when her legs gave out.

      This couldn’t be— Really?

      Amelia stared into the black-brown eyes of Lincoln Hayes, all the while struggling to take a breath. Her body floated, transported back in time to the sweetness of first love and the heat they’d shared.

      “Your server will be right with you. Enjoy your evening,” the host said as he walked away.

      Lincoln’s eyes warmed, and the little lines at the corners crinkled as he smiled that gorgeous, make-her-knees-weak smile of his. Oh, he’d easily convinced her to do many things with that smile. Drag race in the dark of night on a deserted road, climb to the top of a water tower for a make-out session, fall completely and totally in love with him. So many things….

      Except one.

      “Amelia. It’s been a long time.”
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      Lincoln slowly lowered himself into his seat at the table and pondered the odds of his first professional match being his high school girlfriend of two and a half years.

      “It’s good to see you, Lincoln. You look great,” she said, smiling.

      “So do you.”

      Amelia showed little of the twenty years between their last conversation—their breakup—and this one. Her hair was still the same light brown, though now she wore it shorter and curled along her neck and shoulders, and her eyes were the same soft green with umber flecks in them, reminding him of rich, thick moss. Amelia had always had that girl-next-door look about her, but she’d grown into a beautiful woman.

      An awkward silence descended on them as they stared at one another, gazes locked and searching. His chest squeezed from the heaviness of the pain they’d gone through, the pain she’d caused. And despite the years, a bit of anger returned. No one liked getting dumped, after all.

      “Is this as… shocking to you as it is to me?” she asked.

      “I—”

      “Welcome. I’m Jamie. May I get your drink order?” a waitress asked as she paused by their table.

      Since Lincoln already had a drink in front of him, Amelia ordered an iced tea.

      “No wine?”

      “Oh, I definitely need a clear head for this,” she told him somewhat wryly.

      Once the waitress walked away, Lincoln inhaled and nodded. “It is strange.”

      “Right? I mean, we dated twenty years ago but to match again now—”

      She gasped sharply and Lincoln braced himself for whatever came next. Given her expression, it wasn’t good.

      “Marsali said you’re a widower? Oh, Lincoln, I’m sorry.”

      He accepted the condolences with a nod and tried not to think of the grief that had lessened over the years but was and always would be there. “Thanks. It’s been three years. Car accident,” he said, since that was usually the next question. “She passed at the scene.”

      “Just like your parents.”

      Amelia’s gaze softened even more and he saw a sparkle of tears she blinked away to keep in check. The sight touched him, though it confused him more. He wondered how Amelia could be so compassionate and yet walk away as she had. He’d lived in a fog afterwards, destroyed by Amelia’s betrayal… until he’d met Jill.

      “You’ve been through so much. I’m just… I have no words, Lincoln.”

      He nodded, not really wanting to talk about his life with his wife when he sat across the table from another woman who’d broken his heart with her refusal and disappearance twenty years prior. It was… weird, this boomerang feeling of time repeating itself. Except, this time it couldn’t since Jill was gone.

      “Lincoln, if this is too weird for you, I can go,” Amelia said. “I… I know I hurt you, but believe me when I tell you I’m sorry for that. If it’s any consolation, I broke my own heart that night as well.” She glanced at the bar before turning back to him. “You know, I think I’m going to leave. You seem a little shell-shocked,” she said, getting her purse from the chair beside her.

      He watched her, told himself to let her go, but when she scooted out her chair, he stretched a hand across the table and placed it over hers, staying her. “We’re here. Let’s at least have dinner. For old times’ sake. Okay?”

      Amelia hesitated a long moment before she finally nodded and settled into her seat once more.

      “So,” he said, managing a smile at her. “Last I heard, you were backpacking across Europe and… dating some up-and-coming rock singer?”

      His statement made her laugh, and Lincoln noticed several men turn to find the source of the joyful sound. It drew him, too, though he didn’t like that it did.

      “Oh, was that ever a long time ago. Wow. Yeah, I did that for all of a week, which must have been when I talked to whomever it was who told you. It was one of those things that sounded good when I called home, but the reality was quite different. I liked the shock value. My parents were appropriately appalled, but it didn’t take long to realize I’d be one in a hundred girls.”

      “Good for you.”

      She shrugged. “I know it all sounds crazy, but it wasn’t as alarming as I let on, trust me. We met hiking and he asked me to dinner, invited me to his concert. That’s when I saw the chaos and knew it wasn’t for me.”

      He found himself thankful she at least had the sense God gave her to know that about herself. It seemed as though girls now—even grown women—didn’t know their worth and put up with far too much for far too long. His daughter sometimes mentioned the teen drama going on at her high school, and it made him crazy just thinking about it as a dad. As upset and angry as he’d been with Amelia at their breakup, he could only imagine how her parents had felt at her taking off the way she had. “And now? What do you do?”

      “I’m a movie set designer.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yup. When I was traveling, I came upon a film set and managed to get hired as an extra. There’s a lot of standing around and waiting as an extra, so I chatted up the designers behind the scenes. After that I was hooked and I worked my way through design school. One job led to another, and now I meet with production teams and pull together the sets needed for filming here in Wilmington. I’ve been doing it for the last three years or so since moving back to the area.”

      Lincoln watched as her expression changed in the telling. She definitely enjoyed her job. “And before Wilmington?”

      “New York for a while, Hollywood after that, and then here. What about you? Marsali mentioned you’re in real estate?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. My life hasn’t been as glamorous as yours.”

      “Trust me, it’s not all glamour.”

      “Yeah, well, after you left, I stayed in construction to support Carter and myself. Once Carter graduated high school and began working, I started night classes. Real estate made sense since it was a short span to earn a lucrative license if you’re willing to play the game and hustle. I’ve been doing it ever since.”

      Silence descended over the table after his statement, and he watched as Amelia glanced at the bar again. Maybe he shouldn’t have phrased his statement the way he had, but how else should he put it? She’d left him, her parents, everyone. Plain and simple.

      Since she still stared at the bar as though she wanted to bolt, he tried to take a casual glance. A blond sat at the bar talking to the bartender, along with a few other singles eating there rather than taking up a table. Why the fascination?

      “Are you ready to order?”

      While his attention had been focused on the bar, their waitress had returned. The too-chipper teenager reminded him of Breanne before her mother’s accident. Since then, Breanne struggled with life and her place in it. Hopefully college would help her figure that out and bring back some of the sparkle now missing due to grief.

      Amelia placed her order for a grilled chicken salad and he ordered salmon. Once the waitress walked away, the silence returned.

      “Lincoln, I hope you’ve forgiven me for how I hurt you. I know I handled it badly and it wasn’t right to do that to you. I just wasn’t ready to get married and I wasn’t mature enough to handle the breakup properly.”

      He nodded his understanding and realized had things been different, had she said yes, he wouldn’t have had his children, or his life with Jill. “It worked out as it was meant to.”

      The words were easier to say now but hard to fathom back then. When Amelia had turned him down, he’d felt like it was yet another blow he wasn’t prepared for. His anger after the breakup and the overwhelming responsibility of caring for Carter had left him feeling resentful. Especially when Carter acted out and, due in part to his grief, nearly wound up in juvenile detention.

      “Tell me about Carter. How is he? And your children? How old are they?”

      Lincoln took a long drink and settled back in his chair, the memories bombarding him. The tough times, the dark times, and then the good. “Carter is okay. He owns a lucrative construction company here in town that can pretty much build or subcontract anything needed. He’s a single dad. His daughter, Piper, is four.”

      “Wow. Carter is a dad. I can’t quite picture that.”

      He chuckled. “It’s been an adjustment, for sure. Jill helped out a lot that first year, though. Eased the transition when his wife decided she didn’t want to be a mother.”

      “Oh.”

      He nodded. He and his brother had definitely endured more than their share of heartbreak. Carter had taken their parents’ deaths very hard. He searched for love but, after two marriages and two divorces, wasn’t any closer to finding it. “My two are now eighteen and heading off to college in a couple of weeks, so they’re staying busy packing up and saying goodbye to friends.”

      “Wait. Both of them?”

      “Twins,” he told her, nodding. “Brendan and Breanne. Polar opposites in personality but similar in looks. What about you? Did you marry? Have kids?” The questions were hard to ask, even after all these years.

      “Mmm. No to both. I worked a lot of hours while I went to school part-time. Then a lot of hours on various sets. I… fell in love again. Once. But I quickly discovered he wasn’t going to give up dating, so that didn’t work out. But, no, no ring and no kids.”

      She lifted her shoulders in a shrug that seemed casual but he sensed wasn’t.

      “Like you said, things work out as they’re meant to, and obviously he wasn’t ready to settle down so… better to find out sooner rather than later.”

      Their conversation continued as they got to know each other again. They caught up on parents and her many siblings, friends they’d kept in touch with since graduating high school.

      Their food arrived and they dug in, their conversation shifting to more topics of favorite pastimes and local hangouts in and about town.

      The dessert menu arrived when they finished, and even though Amelia shook her head, Lincoln found himself ordering a piece of chocolate cake with two forks.

      Once the waitress walked away, Amelia narrowed her gaze on him.

      “What?” he asked, feigning innocence when he knew he’d fail. “Chocolate cake no longer your favorite?” he asked, his mind shifting back in time to a parked car and a very private eighteenth birthday celebration he’d held for her on the north end of the island. It was a good memory. A fond memory. One he hadn’t thought of in many, many years.

      Amelia’s cheeks filled with color and she smiled at him. Lincoln found himself caught, snared by the look of her, sitting there across from him like nothing bad had ever happened. She was beautiful, talented. Familiar and yet not because she certainly wasn’t the girl he’d known. She was… more intriguing as a grown woman? More tempting?

      As his first date since meeting Jill, tonight hadn’t been so bad—but after what had happened in the past, did he want it to continue?
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      Dinner was delicious. The chocolate cake the best she’d had in ages with its delicious decadence. The conversation mostly easy and flowing until they came to the inevitable touchy subjects like his wife’s death or Amelia’s middle-of-the-night sprint from town and the emotions surrounding that fateful decision.

      Amelia couldn’t help but feel guilty. She should’ve better handled things with Lincoln. Talked to him instead of taking off and running away like a willful child. But at the time, she’d felt such pressure to accept Lincoln’s proposal, and she knew if she stayed in town, she probably would’ve made amends and accepted his ring, tried to be the wife he wanted her to be instead of discovering the woman she was meant to become.

      But what had she given up by leaving as she had? Her best child-bearing years were behind her and now… now there was no guarantee she’d ever have a child of her own, even if she went the sperm bank route. That was something she’d have to live with, one way or another. Would she be okay with never being a mother? There were other ways, of course, but they weren’t avenues she wanted to consider pursuing at this time, not without trying to have a baby first. She wanted to know what it was like. What it felt like to carry a baby, to grow life inside of her. To have something so intrinsically hers that it was flesh of her flesh and blood of her blood.

      She blinked to awareness and realized they had both grown pensive, their laughter and conversation falling silent as they finished the shared piece of cake. She opened her mouth to speak but words failed her. What to say? What to do? How could she make up for the hurt she’d caused him?

      “I don’t know about you, but it’s been a long week. Are you ready to call it a night?” he asked.

      Honestly? She would’ve liked a walk on the beach or the pier. Anything to extend the evening just a little longer, because in her heart of hearts, she felt there wouldn’t be another. “As you wish.”

      It was a quote from a movie they’d watched countless times while dating, and the mention of it now brought a slight smile to Lincoln’s craggy features.

      “Those were fun days. At least, I thought they were.”

      “They were, Lincoln. I’ve never regretted them. Only… what I did to hurt you. I’m truly sorry.”

      His jaw tightened at her words, but the waitress bringing their check ended whatever he might have said.

      “Please let me get it?” she asked, reaching for the booklet with the slip inside.

      “No.” His reflexes were faster. “But thanks for the offer,” he said.

      Instead of a card, though, he paid in cash. So he could make a clean getaway? Not have to linger while the girl ran the card and brought signature slips?

      Lincoln scooted his chair from the table. “We should go. We’ve held the table long enough.”

      He couldn’t wait to get away from her. That much was obvious. And it hurt like crazy. If this was any indication of how it felt when she’d left him, she couldn’t blame him for wanting the night to end. He’d made good on the date. Been a gentleman as his mother would’ve wanted him to be, but now?

      Amelia choked down the growing lump in her throat and led the way through the restaurant toward the door. She noted he didn’t place his hand at her back as he’d always done. Another sign of his displeasure with her and how she’d injured him. Lincoln wasn’t a player. Never had been. His love had been sincere, and she’d tromped on it like the ungrateful child she’d been.

      When they reached the exit and were able to walk side by side she said, “I, um, wasn’t sure about tonight. This whole matchmaking thing wasn’t my idea but a friend’s. It’s a long story, but I’m glad it was you, Lincoln. I’m glad that we could talk and… I hope you’ll forgive me for running out like I did. I would very much like a fresh start with you.”

      There. He couldn’t misinterpret that now, could he?

      “I’m glad you stayed for dinner, Amelia.”

      O-kay then. The roar of the waves crashing nearby and the sound of a Friday evening at the beach filled the air. Lincoln’s cologne teased her nostrils, a mix of sandalwood and musk and something masculine and sniff-worthy that she couldn’t identify.

      Marsali’s description of Lincoln was spot on. His hair was dark but light at his temples, with more than a hint of silver scattered throughout, close-cropped though it was.

      Between becoming his brother’s guardian at eighteen and now losing a wife with children to raise, she didn’t doubt that accounted for the premature gray. It didn’t detract from his looks in any way, though. In her opinion, it added to his allure, especially when he towered head and shoulders above her even with her heels, all broad and strong and formidable. She’d always been attracted to tall men, and Lincoln was definitely that. Lincoln was… everything, the whole package.

      After they exited the building, she paused to remove the wrap from her shoulders. She’d needed it inside due to the chill of the air conditioning, but outside, it quickly became too much. Lincoln stood silently beside her as she fussed with it to buy time, hoping something might change between them. Maybe she should suggest a walk along the sand?

      “Where are you parked?”

      Yeah. Right. Okay, then. “Uh… that way.”

      They fell into step beside each other once more and her brain scrambled to find the right words. “Lincoln? I never mentioned you by name to Marsali. Did you mention me?”

      “No.”

      “I just… I wonder at the odds.”

      He didn’t comment, and she took a sideways peek at him to find his attention focused on the night sky above them. “I… I just wonder if maybe now that we’re older and wiser, things would be different between us? That’s me,” she said breathlessly when he didn’t respond, pressing the button on her fob to unlock the vehicle with a blink of the lights.

      He moved to the driver’s-side door and opened it for her but didn’t lean down to kiss her or… anything.

      “It was nice seeing you again, Amelia.”

      Amelia stepped toward him and lifted her face toward his, pushing and knowing she did, but more than ready for whatever Lincoln might propose as their next step. Coffee? Casual conversation? She just didn’t want this to be the one and only time she ever saw him. “It was wonderful to see you, too. Maybe… we can do this again sometime?” Fine. If he wasn’t going to say it, she would. Desperate-sounding or not.

      Lincoln hesitated before he lowered his head, but instead of kissing her lips, he brushed her cheek.

      “Drive safe.”

      Feeling deflated and defeated, Amelia got in the car and locked her door. She watched Lincoln walk away before digging out her cell to text Izzy. She glanced over her shoulder, but Lincoln had disappeared into the night and the assortment of vehicles parked outside the popular restaurant.

      She took a moment to simply breathe before slipping a finger over her phone and tapping on Izzy’s name. You ready?

      Yes! Can’t wait to hear all about it. Lah, I couldn’t get a clear look, but that man seemed HOT!

      Amelia pushed the button to start the vehicle and took her time pulling on her seat belt and cranking the AC. Her hands trembled throughout the process. She backed out of the space and approached the entrance of the restaurant, slowing to a crawl and then stopping when she saw Izzy merrily making her way down the steps and across the sidewalk. Izzy yanked open the door and hopped in, tossing her clutch, grabbing her seat belt, and turning sideways in the seat seemingly all at once.

      “Tell me everything. Every single detail.”

      Amelia took a deep breath but struggled to form words over the stupid lump taking possession of her throat.

      “Meli? What is it? Was he awful? You seemed to be enjoying yourself. I didn’t want to stare but you laughed a few times. And he looked… well, he looked hunky enough. Was he awful?”

      “N-no,” she finally whispered, pressing on the gas to get them moving toward home. “He wasn’t awful. He was… familiar.”

      “Familiar? You mean, you knew him?”

      Amelia tightened her hands over the steering wheel and nodded. “It… turns out my date was… Lincoln.”

      “What?”

      Izzy’s shriek filled the car and blasted Amelia’s ears.

      “That was Lincoln? Lincoln Hayes Lincoln? The man you said you’ve always regretted letting get away, Lincoln?”

      Amelia nodded, still battling that lump. Despite their ten-year age difference, she and Izzy had swapped heartbreak stories one evening over margaritas. Izzy knew all about Lincoln. Just like Amelia knew all about Izzy’s men troubles.

      “You mean to tell me that with the thousands of men in Marsali’s database, she matched you with the love of your life?”

      Her hands hurt because she gripped the wheel so tightly. “Lincoln hardly qualifies as that when it didn’t work out.”

      “Yeah, right. Girl, you might be able to fool some people but you can’t fool me. I know how much you loved him. You can’t hide it when you talk about him. And maybe it didn’t work out back then but… what about now? When are you going to see him again? Please tell me you’re going to see him again.”

      “He didn’t… I don’t know,” Amelia said, rolling to a stop at a red light not far from the parking lot. “I panicked at first. I tried to leave right after I got there, but Lincoln was polite and asked me to stay. We talked a-about his wife—she died in a car accident like his parents, can you believe that?—and his kids. He seemed okay during the dinner, but… he didn’t say anything about meeting up again when he walked me to my car.”

      “Maybe he just needs to think? It was shocking for him, too, I’m sure. I mean, it’s good that he didn’t just get up and walk out, right? He stayed for dessert,” Izzy added as though that was proof positive things had gone well.

      “My favorite,” she whispered, nodding. “He remembered my favorite.”

      “Okay, see? He was surprised, just like you. He’ll tell Marsali to set you up again, though. You wait and see. He will.”

      The light changed and Amelia pressed on the gas. It was a good sign that he’d stayed. Even better that he’d remembered her favorite dessert.

      But if that was the case, why did her gut tell her she’d never see him again?
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      The following afternoon, Lincoln sat at his desk in his home office and stared out the window at the boat traffic on the canal.
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