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      A heartwarming, small-town second chance Christmas romance from USA Today bestselling author Megan Ryder.

      When chocolatier Sadie Taylor signed up for a matchmaking festival, she only wanted a date for her best friend’s holiday wedding—not a reunion with the man who shattered her heart.

      Ten years ago, Jaxon Bigsly walked away from their small hometown—and from the only woman he ever loved. Now he’s back, buying the local brewery and determined to prove that he’s not the boy who left her behind. But when the town matchmaker pairs them as soulmates, old sparks turn into a wildfire neither of them expected.

      Sadie swears she’s over Jax. She’s built a life she loves, with friends, chocolate, and zero risk of heartbreak. But as Christmas lights twinkle over Holly Creek, she starts to wonder if fate—and one very meddling matchmaker—might just be right.

      Because sometimes love doesn’t need a fresh start…

      It just needs a second chance.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Sadie

          

        

      

    

    
      This could not be happening.

      I wanted to sink through the hardwood floors here at The Bull and the Bear Tavern and fade away. But I had to settle for closing my eyes and praying that this was some horrible nightmare that I would wake up from. The silence in the tavern dining area was deafening, and when I opened my eyes again, it confirmed my worst fears. It was not a dream but a horrible reality that I was still living.

      My date, the man I had been talking to for the past month and who I had such high hopes for, who seemed like a standup guy, was on his knees, blubbering like a baby. He had his arms wrapped around the thighs of a thin, blond woman. She was precariously balancing a tray of empty dishes, staring at him with horrified dismay, much like the rest of the crowd, to be honest. His words were barely discernible through the sobbing, but he was clearly pleading with her to take him back. That he couldn’t live without her, that he loved her.

      Just what a girl wanted to hear from the man she was dating. At least it was a first date. There certainly would not be a second one.

      The waitress, Gina, going by her tag, gave me a wide-eyed, apologetic look, as if to say she had nothing to do with this. I shrugged and began looking around for our waitress, who most certainly had not been her, hoping to get the check or some escape route. Thank God I’d driven my own car. Single ladies always had an escape hatch for first dates, something drilled into me by my friends who had their share of first dates and insisted on this, along with the lifeline of telling each other where we went every time.

      But it appeared everyone was avoiding the situation, just watching it like a scene from a horror movie. I was about to give up and throw money down on the table and run out when the manager came over. He said something, allowing Gina to extricate herself and flee. Lucky bitch. My date straightened and turned off the water works like they’d never happened.

      He lifted his chair from the floor and set it back down at the table. He sat down and faced me. “How is your dinner?”

      Like he had not just had a meltdown with his ex-girlfriend. What the actual…?
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        * * *

      

      Clara Wilson, my employee, close friend, and instigator of the dating fiasco, almost fell off the stool in the kitchen in the back of my chocolate shop, Choco Dee Lites, laughing as I recounted the events of my date. I was doing what I always did when I was under stress, experimenting with a new recipe. Of course, I always needed to make more chocolate for the shop, but Clara had come in early to see how my date went and keep me company while I experimented with something new for my friend Chelsea Calhoun’s wedding favors.

      “Tell me you didn’t stay after that!” Clara managed to get out between wheezes and tears of laughter.

      I shot her a dirty look and continued to stir the chocolate. “Of course not. But can you believe he was shocked that I wanted to leave? As if I would stay after he made a fool of himself over another woman. Apparently, this isn’t the first time, though his ex apologized to me before I left.”

      “I hope you made him pay,” Clara said, her eyes narrowing at me.

      I avoided her look. “I wanted nothing to do with him. The manager comped my meal, though. They felt bad for me.”

      She shrugged and popped a piece of blueberry muffin from Brewed Awakenings in her mouth. “I wonder how many comped meals they’ve had to give from his dramatics.”

      “Don’t know and don’t care. But he’s crossed off the list.” I sighed and put the bowl down. “I had such high hopes for him. He had a job, lived on his own, seemed intelligent.”

      “Yeah, all qualities you look for in a date.”

      I registered her sarcasm, but chose to ignore it. “Exactly. Most importantly, he isn’t someone I already know. Holly Creek is great, but I’ve known everyone here since they were toddlers. The dating pool is so small.”

      “Those aren’t the only qualities you should be looking for.”

      I didn’t want to tell her the real reason I was looking outside of Holly Creek. Everyone here reminded me of the one man who’d broken my heart. Hell, they still talked about him like he was my other half. “Well, he wasn’t bad-looking.”

      Clara raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me that he looked like his picture?”

      I bent my head and stirred the chocolate again. “Not exactly.”

      She hooted. “There you go. Online dating is not the place to look for a man. They lie on their profiles, and their pictures are always fake or touched up. It’s all a lie.”

      “So why do you do it?”

      She grinned a big Cheshire Cat grin. “Because Holly Creek has a small dating pool, and I need to find a date somewhere. And I’m not as picky as you are. Seriously, Sadie, you have to be the pickiest woman I know!”

      “Really? Having a job, living on your own, looking somewhat decent are not high qualities.”

      Clara swiped a spoon through the chocolate and tasted it, making a blissful face. “Yum. No, they’re not high qualities. But they’re not the only ones. You should be looking for romance, adventure, love. The other stuff sounds so boring.”

      “I had the other stuff, and it broke my heart.”

      Clara sighed. “I know, sweetie. But it’s been ten years. Don’t you think it’s time to get back out there?”

      “I will. I just need some time. Right now, all I need is a date to Chelsea’s wedding. I can’t go to that alone. It’s bad enough that everyone feels bad for me about him.” I refused to say his name. It was a constant reminder of the past. “But if I don’t have a date, it makes it more obvious that I haven’t moved on.”

      “You haven’t,” she gently reminded me. “And just getting a date won’t work. It’s not like the wedding is here in Holly Creek and you can meet up for the day. It’s in the city, and you’ll need to spend several days together, including sharing a hotel room, unless you want to ante up for a room for him, which will cost you plenty of bucks. And you have the bet to win.”

      I hated that she was right. A date for the wedding was not the best option, though I needed to hold up my end of the bridesmaids’ bargain and make sure we didn’t lose the bet with the groomsmen, those bunch of jerks. Unlike those guys from the city, none of us could afford to drop five hundred dollars for the bet and I couldn’t dance for shit, not even on a stupid dance like the chicken dance. Besides it would embarrass our friend Chelsea, who had to make her new life among those city people.

      Nope, we all had to find dates so we didn’t lose the bet but, more importantly, it was time to move on, actually smarter to do what I’d said I was going to do: start dating for real. But with whom?

      I must have said that out loud, because Clara frowned. “You could ask Courtney to set you up for a photoshoot.”

      I blinked. Courtney? This was what Clara thought I should do to find a man? Resort to an intimate couples’ photo shoot with a stranger? A boudoir photo shoot?

      Clara stared back at me as if she were nothing but serious, and I immediately shook my head, nerves twisting in my belly at the mere thought.

      My friend, Courtney Maddux, was a goddess with a camera. Absolutely brilliant. She took amazing photographs, whether doing her stranger-boudoir photo shoots, where she took two complete strangers and put them together for an intimate moment or several and capturing them on film. Or if she was wrangling a family of five, all in matching beige or denim clothing for a holiday card or family event. Hell, she even took pictures of our many events in Holly Creek, bringing in more people just by her pictures. I didn’t care that tourists were known for showing up for the express purpose of hoping to be chosen as one of Courtney’s subjects. Nor that an unexpected number of the previously unknown couples she paired together ended up dating. Some had even married. I was not doing that. I was not putting my curvy, a little-too-large backside—who was I kidding, all sides—on display for a camera while also snuggling “all this” up against a stranger.

      “No,” I finally managed when Clara simply continued to peer at me.

      She shrugged. “I had to ask. Courtney has a reputation for putting people together.”

      “No,” I said again, a little more forcefully this time and refocused on my task. I wasn’t sure I could do a boudoir shot, even if I’d been in a steady relationship for years.

      “Then you could finally go out with Devon Paxton.”

      “Already did that.” I shuddered at the memory. “Disaster.”

      Clara straightened, and in the next instant, a squeal shot out of her. “You went out with Devon? You’re kidding! You never told me. You must be desperate.”

      I sighed and sat on the stool, abandoning my chocolate. “Because it was a disaster. He and Jax never got along, and he spent the entire night comparing himself to Jax and how I was much better off without Jax.”

      Clara eyes went wide. “What a douche. He spent the entire night ranting about your ex? Maybe he has a thing for him.”

      “Oh, he has a thing all right, and not a good thing. He hates Jax, and I didn’t need the constant reminder.” I shook my head. “That’s how all my dates with guys from Holly Creek go. Asking about Jax. Reminiscing about the good old days with Jax. How he and I were the golden couple. No, I can’t relive that. I need a fresh start.”

      She nodded as if this was what she’d been waiting for. “Perfect. This will be the opportunity for you to find the right person and finally move on.”

      I threw up my hands. “What do you think I’ve been doing? I tried dating locally. Then I tried online dating, and I get the losers and those still hung up on their exes. What’s next?”

      “How about a matchmaker?”

      I froze, my coffee halfway to my mouth. “A matchmaker? Like when my mother set me up with her bridge partner’s son? If you recall, that was a disaster.”

      Clara smirked. “Yeah, no. Not like that. A professional matchmaker who helps you find your soul mate.”

      “I don’t need a soul mate. I need a date to the wedding. That’s all.”

      “Why settle for that when you can have both?”

      We had been talking about moving on. This could help me finally cut my ties to the past. I certainly hadn’t been successful on my own. I had spent most of my time building my business, though I admit that had been an excuse not to date. But my chocolate shop was finally doing well, and I could start to look for the next phase of my life. Settling down to the family I’d always wanted.

      “How would that work? I don’t know of any matchmakers in Holly Creek, except the busybodies and my mother. Well, and you.”

      Clara grinned and handed me her phone. “There’s this festival a few times a year that happens in Lovelorn, a couple of hours from here, in the Finger Lakes region. It’s gorgeous there, and they have their own matchmaker. The festivals are where he helps people find their soul mates. Now you can sign up to meet with the matchmaker and enlist his help or just meet people, hoping to find someone on your own. I suggest you sign up for him.”

      She paused, her teeth nibbling at her lower lip. “Don’t be mad, but I may have already submitted your application.”

      I stared at her, the words barely penetrating my brain. “What do you mean, you already submitted my application?”

      “Okay, look. I knew that guy was going to be a loser. He was an accountant, okay? Come on. He would never be right for you. He was safe. You need someone you could actually fall for. You would never fall for him. So I submitted the application online. And good thing I did. There are two more festivals, one more next week and another in September.”

      “I can’t go in September. It’s our busiest time.”

      She smiled, a gleam in her eye. “Exactly. September is too busy. You’d never give anyone a chance. But you can go next week and meet someone, have plenty of time to get to know them before the wedding, and maybe fall in love!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Jaxon

          

        

      

    

    
      The one thing I would not miss about Lovelorn was the tourist traffic during festival season. Nor would I miss the single women looking for love, propositioning every guy who passed by, hoping one of them was their soul mate.

      Sorry, ladies. I already found my soul mate and fucked it all up.

      I weaved through the small crowd at The Happy Hookup with a case of our latest ale from the Brimstone Fermentary, Infernal Ale. It was my special recipe that I had been perfecting with hops grown in the region. I hoped to enter the national contest, pending how it went over this week at the festival. Of course, if all went well, I’d have another brew I could enter the contest from my own brewery, too.

      Drew Cafferty, owner of The Happy Hookup, waved me over to the back side of the bar. “Jaxon! Is this the new ale you’ve been bragging about for the past few months?”

      “Yup. I’d appreciate hearing what you and your customers think about it.”

      He opened one of the bottles and poured a glass. He took a deep inhale, then sipped the beer. “Nice flavor, Jax. Not too heavy, but a good heft to it. Refreshing too. Both our male customers and many of our women will like it. It’s a nice balance between the heavy and light. You nailed it with this one.”

      I grinned, a weight lifted from my shoulders. Drew might be considered an easygoing joker among many people, but I knew he was serious about his bar and what he served. He didn’t bullshit people about his beer. “Thanks, Drew. I have more cases in the truck.”

      “Awesome. Let me give you a hand.” He clapped me on the back and followed me out the back of the bar.

      As we headed for the truck, he said, “Is it true that you’re leaving?”

      I paused, hand on the door of the truck. “Where did you hear that?”

      He shrugged. “You know how gossip mills work in small towns. Someone heard it from someone else. I heard you might be leaving for another brewery. Buying your own.”

      Damn it. How had word gotten around so quickly? “I put in an offer a few months ago with a buddy of mine. We are working through the details now. Nothing is official.”

      Drew only grinned affably. “No worries. I won’t say anything. We’ll miss you if it’s true. But if it is, know that I’d be happy to carry your brew here anytime. And I wish you all the best.”

      I could feel my shoulders relax. Lovelorn was a small town, but it had a thriving tourist trade. I had hoped to use my connections to expand distribution into this town once I got operations up and running. Our offer had been accepted just that morning, but I wasn’t going to share that news with Drew. I first had to discuss it with my business partner and college friend, Sean Wallace, then I had to give notice to Eric James at Brimstone. Not only did I work for them, but this was their territory, though Drew carried a lot of other beers in the bar. I didn’t want to put him in an awkward position or burn any bridges with Brimstone. He’d been good to me, teaching me how to be the best brewmaster I could be. Now I was ready for my own brewery, and the owners had given their blessing, along with advice and help. I couldn’t be more grateful.

      I loved my job with Brimstone, but it was time for me to move on with my plans. When I heard that Tap Meister was up for sale finally, it was like the last piece of the puzzle had slotted into place. I had left Holly Creek after high school like everyone else, but instead of returning like I had planned, something inside of me broke, and I ran. I ran from my family, the expectations, and from the only woman I’d ever loved.

      I wouldn’t say it was a mistake. The pressure of living in Holly Creek, a small town who placed such high expectations on my shoulders, had gotten to be too much for me. And my father couldn’t seem to understand that I wasn’t him, that I didn’t want the things he wanted or, worse yet, was terrified to live the life he had, peaking in high school, never accomplishing anything more than being a high school football star, then falling on a steady decline ever since. And it wouldn’t just be me that I would take down. Sadie Taylor would be right by my side, the perfect woman, who would one day resent the hell out of me. I couldn’t watch that love turn to hate or worse, disinterest.

      I needed to leave to breathe and find myself, but I regret how I left things. Now I was going back, now that I knew who I was and was confident in myself, and I hoped I hadn’t destroyed everything.

      Drew was watching me with a quizzical look on his face. “Everything all right?”

      I pasted on a smile. “Yeah, let’s get this unloaded. Thanks.”

      I had decisions to make and plans to put into motion.
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        * * *

      

      When I got back to Brimstone, my boss and owner of the brewery, Eric, was waiting for me in my office. We didn’t have a meeting that I knew of, and he was just scrolling through his phone, so I wasn’t alarmed. Not really.

      “Eric, sorry to keep you waiting. Did we have a meeting?”

      Eric was an older man, mid-fifties, with a neatly trimmed salt and pepper beard and hair. He was fit and stayed in shape by working around the brewery and on the farm he owned, where we grew the hops for our beer, along with other crops. He wasn’t the type to sit still for long or spend time on a golf course. He was a worker, spending his time alongside his employees, not in an office or overseeing everyone. So it wasn’t unusual to see him in my office, just unexpected.

      Eric stood and shook my hand, then we both sat. “You delivered the Infernal Ale? Don’t we have drivers for that?”

      I shrugged. “I wanted Drew’s reaction myself. He seemed to like it.”

      Eric nodded. “It’s a good recipe. I think it will be a staple in our line-up for years to come. You did a good job with it. That’s one of the reasons I’m here.”

      I waited patiently. Eric rarely doled out praise unless it was deserved, but his words were intriguing. “Thank you. We’ve worked hard for the right balance.”

      He nodded. “I hear congratulations are in order. They’ve accepted your offer?”

      “How did you know?”

      Hell, I had only heard that morning and was still waiting to talk with my business partner and college friend, Sean, before saying anything to anyone else. How had Eric heard already?

      He grinned. “The brewery business is a small world, especially with another brewery only a few hours away and in the same state. Congratulations, Jaxon. You’ve worked hard for this.”

      He lifted a bottle of champagne from the floor and two glasses. He poured the champagne, and we toasted. I sat back in my chair, finally relaxing. I had been nervous to tell Eric I was leaving, even though he knew about the offer and had even offered advice about my business plan, but as usual, he made it easy.

      He watched me, a shrewd expression on his face. “Are you ready for this step?”

      He wasn’t asking about the brewery, though that was a significant business and financial risk. He’d help advise us on securing the investment and capital for the investment, but he knew this move was not solely about Sean and me buying our brewery and making that dream a reality. It was about returning home, righting some past wrongs, and seeing if I could fix one of the biggest mistakes I’d ever made.

      I shrugged, taking a bigger swallow of the champagne that I had wanted, choking a little on the bubbles. “I’ll have to be, won’t it? I can’t take it back.”

      “You could always retract the offer. You haven’t signed the papers. And you’ll always have a job here. Though Charlie might be disappointed to not take over as brewmaster.”

      We laughed. Charlie had been my assistant for the past couple of years, a man older than me and more than ready to take over. “He’ll be fine. No, I’m ready for this. It’s past time I go home again. My sister has a couple of kids now. She wants her brother around so her kids can know their Uncle Jax. And my dad isn’t getting any younger and could use some help around the house, too.” Not that my dad would appreciate my help. He never did, not after I broke his heart by not playing football in college and pursuing a professional career.

      “They’re only a couple of hours away. It’s not like you’re a continent away from them,” Eric pointed out, pouring more champagne into both of our glasses.

      It was more than my family, and he knew it. I was going back for her, for the one who got away. Sadie Taylor. Though she might not welcome me back, not the way I’d left things with her. In fact, she might hate me, maybe have even moved on. Was I prepared for that? My sister had refused to talk about her, even though I knew they had remained good friends. Lila told me that she wouldn’t betray her friendship with Sadie by giving me information about her friend, only that I should man up soon or I might lose my shot.

      Personally, I think I blew my shot when I didn’t go back to Holly Creek after college, as Sadie and I had planned. I only hoped that I was wrong and Sadie could forgive me and give me a second chance. Or else it would be hell watching her move on with someone else. And I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it, owning a business in town.

      “No, this is the right choice. I’m excited about this next step.”

      Eric smiled and lifted his glass. “Then I’m happy for you. Sad to lose you, but happy for you. What about Germany? Will that change anything?”

      I sobered. “I haven’t heard anything about Germany. There’s still time. They said they wouldn’t select their final candidates until the fall, but I had hoped to know something by now. Sean says he’ll be fine if I get the internship.”

      “Best of luck to you. And you can always reach out if you have questions.”

      We finished our champagne and reviewed the plans for the handoff. I ignored the niggling feeling that Eric triggered in me. I had a plan, and it would work. I’d go home to Holly Creek, take over Tap Meister, and win Sadie back. Everything else would sort itself out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Sadie

          

        

      

    

    
      I should have made Clara come with me. This was her crazy-ass idea, and I should have forced her to suffer alongside of me. Or instead of me. Only she would have enjoyed every minute of this, soaking up the male attention, finding enough dates to hold her through the holiday season.

      Clara was three years older than me and loved being in her dating phase, not quite looking for Mister Right, but more interested in Mister Right-Now. She had come to town a couple of years ago and had struck up a friendship with my good friend, Lila Bigsly Addison. When Clara needed a job, Lila recommended my shop. I needed a friendly counter salesperson so I could focus on my recipes. Clara was a godsend in those early days, and the three of us became good friends, even if Lila was he-who-shall-not-be-named’s younger sister. I forgave her for her accident of birth, and we moved on without ever mentioning him.

      Clara was not ready to settle down and was happy to date. She was slightly plump—more to love, as she called it—and a cheerful sort that charmed customers into buying more chocolate than they expected. She saw the good in everything but had a ruthlessly practical side I valued. She would have loved Lovelorn. The adorable shops. The vendors all set up on the town green. The bar, appropriately named The Happy Hookup. And all the men looking for their soul mate.

      I found it hard to believe all these men were looking for true love. Some of them had to be looking to score. The town was packed with people, single and ready to mingle. Everywhere you went, it was one big singles mixer. I had heard some very interesting opening lines, and none of them were typical of a bar hookup, which was refreshing.

      Currently, I was enjoying a drink, a Bee’s Knees that was made perfectly, at a table by the window of the very quaint and adorable bar The Happy Hookup, and watching the crowd mix around me. My appointment with the matchmaker, thank you Clara, wasn’t for another two hours. Instead of hiding in my room, which I wanted to do, I’d decided to put herself out there. I had promised Clara and Lila that I’d take a chance this week and see what happened.

      A shadow fell across my table. I glanced up to see a tall, sandy-haired man, slightly older than me, standing there, looking a little hesitant. “Hi, I’m Marcus. I couldn’t help but notice you sitting here by yourself. I hope I’m not intruding, but I thought I’d come over and introduce myself.”

      Well, that wasn’t a pickup line, and he seemed friendly, if a little shy. I gestured to the seat across from me. “Sure. That would be nice.”

      He had a pleasant smile, easy and kind. A lock of hair fell over one eyebrow, giving him a boyish charm and making him appear younger than what I guessed was around early to mid-thirties. He glanced at my drink. “Do you want another?”

      I laughed. “Oh no, thanks. One is my limit, at least for now. I want to pace myself.”

      He nodded. “That’s smart. Are you from the area?”

      I shook my head. “Not exactly. I’m from a few hours away. I’m a tourist, I’m afraid. A first-timer. You?”

      He smiled again, that broad, friendly smile. “Oh, I’m from Syracuse. I come down as often as I can. They have the best vineyards in the region. My buddies and I like to visit in the summer. There are a lot of fun things to do. One of my buddies has a boat.”

      “That sounds like fun,” I replied, taking a sip of my drink.

      “It is.” He launched into a recitation of the activities he and his buddies did all summer. It sounded a little more like a group of frat boys than thirty-something men to me, but maybe I was wrong. Who was I to judge what single men did when they were on vacation?

      I glanced at his hand wrapped around the glass of beer and something caught my eye. I almost missed his words. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “Do you want to come out on the boat tomorrow? It’s going to be a great day. We’re going to go water-skiing.”

      I gestured to his hand. “Wouldn’t your wife mind?”

      His face turned red, and he curled his hand onto his lap. “We’re separated.”

      Not long enough for the tan line to have faded. “No, thanks.”

      His smile faded to something like anger. He stood. “Fine. I’m sure I’ll find someone else. There are plenty of women around.”

      I waved my hand for him to leave, but he was already gone. Yeah, there were always men looking to score. A man came over and dropped off the club sandwich I’d ordered and a glass of water. He paused, as if waiting for something.

      I looked up, and he smiled. “Not everyone is like that guy. Most people here are genuine.”

      I blinked, startled by his comment. “Thank you. How did you know?”

      He grinned. “I’m Drew Cafferty. I own the place. The matchmaker is my grandfather. My brother and I keep an eye on the people here. The guy who came over is Steve Wilson. We know him, and when he starts his moves on women, we gently encourage him to go elsewhere.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So he is married.”

      “Yup, and his wife knows about his partying. No idea why she tolerates it. Maybe to get a weekend free.” He winked and walked away.

      “Excuse me. I saw you at the Nestled Inn this morning. Do you mind if I join you?” A woman’s voice broke into my lunch, and I looked up.

      A familiar face from that morning looked hopefully at me. Her dark hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and she looked as overwhelmed as I felt. “Absolutely. Please.”

      She sank into the chair with a sigh of relief. “Thank you. My sister encouraged me to come to this, saying it would be the ideal place to meet someone, but I confess, I didn’t expect it to be so much.”

      I laughed, already feeling comfortable with her. “My friend did the same for me. She even sent in my application for the matchmaker. Frankly, I’m nervous.”

      “Well, I’m Theresa. Nice to meet you, nervous.”

      I rolled my eyes but grinned. “I’m Sadie. Nice to meet you too. Are you staying for the week?”

      Theresa leaned forward. “I’m terrified. And yes, my sister filled out my application for me, too. I can only imagine what she put on there. My appointment is later today. You?”

      “In an hour. I already warned my friend that if she put down anything that’s wrong or I don’t like, she’d better not be in town when I get back.”

      She sat back and laughed. “I wish I had your guts. My sister would ignore me. I know she only wants to help, but does she realize how scary this is?”

      “Right? I should have made Clara come with me. This is like the worst and biggest singles bar ever.” I paused. “Let’s make a pact. Let’s help each other through the week and not let anything bad happen. Deal?”

      She took my hand, a look of relief on her face. “Deal. Maybe now I can eat something. Drinking on an empty stomach can’t be good for you.”

      I gestured for the waitress. “Tip number one. Avoid this guy named Steve Wilson. He’s married and a player.”

      Her eyes widened, and she leaned forward as I told the story.
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        * * *

      

      All too soon, my hour was up, and it was time for my appointment. Theresa saw me off with an encouraging word and a comforting squeeze of the hand. She stayed at the table to hold it, and I hoped she didn’t have Steve or any of his friends hit on her while I was gone. She was a nice girl, and way kinder than I was. Though a guy at the bar had already been making eyes at her, and she was looking back, so I suspected my seat would be taken by the time I made it back from the interview. He seemed decent, and I didn’t see a ring, so I hoped that he was one of the good guys.

      I made my way to the other side of the bar, to a half circular corner booth where an older man sat. Despite the crowd in the bar, everyone gave the booth a wide berth, as if knowing this was a private space. The man was close to eighty at least, with a full head of white hair. He was thin, slender, and not very tall, maybe my height or a little taller, around five foot eight or nine inches. His face was kind with laugh lines around his mouth and eyes. He was a man that you could see yourself opening up to, one that encouraged confidences.

      He sat by himself, and I stopped, waiting for him to acknowledge me. He looked up with bright blue eyes. “Miss Taylor, I believe?”

      I nodded and slid into the booth across from him as directed. “Yes, Sadie Taylor. You’re William Quinn?”

      He nodded. Before we could continue speaking, a woman and Drew showed up. The woman slid in next to William and Drew next to me after handing William a glass of what appeared to be whiskey. William took a sip and sighed.

      “Thank you, Drew. I needed that. Matchmaking is thirsty business.” He focused on me. “This is my granddaughter, Colleen, who helps me with the matching. And you may have met my grandson Drew, who is learning the family business.”

      Drew gave me a wink and a heart-pounding grin while Colleen nodded and pulled out a folder and papers, handing them to William. “Her application, Granddad.”

      He waved them aside. “Let’s spend some time talking first. I’d like to get to know you, Sadie.”

      Colleen gave a little sigh, as if she’d expected this. Three sets of eyes focused on me, and I panicked. “I don’t know what you want to know. I’m twenty-eight. I own my own chocolate shop. I’m single, obviously. And my friends thought this would be a good way to meet someone.”

      William’s eyes twinkled, and he reached across the table and patted my hand. “A chocolate shop sounds delightful. Colleen might want your details, or maybe Drew. They both have a sweet tooth.”

      “Maybe we could have you come for our Valentine’s Day festival. It’s smaller, more intimate, but your chocolates would be wonderful, and it won’t be as hot as summer,” Colleen suggested.

      I had walked around the vendors’ tents and thought about asking how I could get a spot for one of the festivals someday. Here was an opportunity being dropped in my lap. I dug in my handbag for a brochure and my business card, because I never went anywhere without them. “That would be perfect. Here is my contact information.”

      Colleen took them and began flipping through the brochure. Now I wished I had brought some of my chocolate as samples. Clara had pushed me out the door and refused to let me think about work, saying this was a vacation. But as a business owner, there was never such a thing as a true vacation.

      William took a sip of his whiskey. “So how long have you been single, Sadie?”

      “I’ve dated, but no one regularly. Not since high school. I’ve been focused on my career, to be honest. Culinary school, internship, then the shop. Dating wasn’t a priority.”

      William took another sip and waited, as if he sensed there was more. I took a deep breath and took the plunge. “Here’s the thing. I had a serious boyfriend in high school and in college. I thought we were going to get married, but we weren’t on the same page at all about what we wanted out of life.”

      The older man nodded sagely. “High school is awfully young to have met the love of your life. Many kids think they have it all figured out only to realize that it’s not what they wanted after all.”

      I squirmed on the wooden booth. These words were exactly what Jax had said to me when he broke things off, saying that we were too young to know what we really wanted.

      “Respectfully, everyone told me that back then, and ten years later, I still want the same things. A shop of my own. A family. A life in my small town. I’m not asking for the world. Just someone who wants to live a quiet life in a small town and have a family. If he wasn’t ready for that, then it was better that he moved on.”

      William leaned forward and took my hand. “Those aren’t unreasonable requests, though location might be something you may need to compromise on. Have you been open to people in your town?”

      “I love Holly Creek. My family and my business are there. I can’t move.”

      “You could move, but you choose not to. You understand that this may limit your choices, correct?”

      I nodded, knowing that was a real problem. Leaving Holly Creek wasn’t an option. I loved my town, and I had a business there now. It was home. I never wanted to live anywhere else. This had been one of the major issues between Jaxon and me, although clearly there were others. He hadn’t wanted to stay in Holly Creek either, despite being loved by almost everyone there. In fact, he couldn’t wait to shake the town’s dust off his feet. He’d rarely been back, and I’d been able to avoid him, thanks to some judicious travel plans when his sister Lila had warned me he was coming home for a visit. Her wedding had been the only thorn, but she understood when I had to miss it. I felt terrible, but I couldn’t face him. She’d chosen a destination wedding to minimize the impact. Where had that been?

      “I understand. Honestly, I only really need a date for a wedding at the holidays. A relationship would be nice, though.”

      And it would be. I was ready to move on to the next phase, ready to settle down and have someone in my life. I was tired of being lonely, spending my time watching television alone, eating alone, and working all the time. Just once, I’d like to have a date, someone to make plans with, wake up with in the morning. Hell, I didn’t even have a pet. Maybe I should start with the local animal shelter before I tracked down a boyfriend, see if I could handle someone else in my space. A cat or dog wouldn’t complain about living in Holly Creek. They’d be happy to have a home.

      “Oh, I think we can do better than just a date. Most of our festival attendees are regional, so they shouldn’t be too far from your home. Let’s look at your application and get to know each other a little better, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      By the time I finished my interview with William, I was wrung out. Drew escorted me from the table, a hand on my lower back, over to where I had been sitting. Surprisingly, my chair was empty and Theresa was waiting. She looked up expectantly with a broad smile when she saw me, which turned to alarm.

      “Oh my God, are you okay?”

      I sank into the chair and ordered a drink. This was definitely a two-drink afternoon. Drew grinned and headed for the bar. “It was intense. Fair warning. William Quinn looks like a sweet old man, but he is a shark when it comes to asking questions. I think he was an interrogator for the CIA in a past life.”

      Theresa looked alarmed and began chewing on her lower lip. “Thanks for the warning. Now I’m even more nervous.”

      Drew dropped another Bee’s Knees at my table. “Relax. You did fine.”

      I huffed a laugh and took a healthy swallow of my drink. “So anything interesting happen while I was gone?”

      Theresa’s face went tomato red, and she glanced toward the bar. A sweet young man stood there with a couple of other men, glancing her way every so often, a shy smile on his face. She leaned forward. “His name is Michael, and he’s here for the festival. I don’t think he’s doing the whole interview thing, but he seems nice.”

      I looked over and let my gaze travel over him. He was wearing Dockers and a blue button-down shirt and boat shoes. His friends were dressed similarly, nothing ostentatious, and they were acting low-key. They seemed like decent enough guys. The way he kept stealing looks over at the table was kind of cute, and I was happy for her.

      “He seems nice,” I offered, though my words seemed lame.

      Her smile broadened. “He asked me to dinner tonight. Do you think I should go?”

      “Why not? You’re here to meet people. Go, have fun.”

      She stood up, and Michael came over, a shy smile on his face. And they left the bar together, their heads close as they chatted. Looked like I was eating alone tonight. The diner seemed to have a nice menu. I’d give that a shot and head back to the room for an early evening.

      “Sadie? Sadie Taylor? Is that you?”

      It couldn’t be. After all these years. I had to be hearing things, especially after thinking about him all day. The power of suggestion or some such bullshit.

      I slowly shifted in my seat and looked up. Oh my God. Jaxon Bigsly. Here in Lovelorn. What were the odds? I was going to kill Lila.
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