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      Victoria Valentine—V to her friends—exited the taxi that had transported her from Wilmington’s airport to Carolina Cove, North Carolina, and gasped at the pain that shot through her leg as a result of standing.

      “You okay, miss?” the driver asked.

      She ground her teeth together and nodded, the setting sun nearly blinding her.

      “I can carry your bag inside for you,” the man offered from within the taxi.

      V shook her head, sliding the duffle to her shoulder. “I’m good. Thanks.” She’d already paid him and tipped him, too aware of the fact he’d spent a large portion of the drive staring in his rearview rather than the road in front of him.

      “Well, you have a nice night. Maybe I’ll see you around here later?”

      She pretended she didn’t hear the comment and shut the door, turning to face the boats in the marina beside Reels, her father’s restaurant and bar.

      The Victoria bobbed in its slip but the Siren’s and Mermaid’s slips were empty.

      Was he gone? Or maybe his captains had taken them out for fishing charters? Those were normally day trips only, but every now and again, someone would make an offer Vic couldn’t refuse, and he’d stay out however long they liked, weather permitting.

      She should’ve called. She’d had plenty of time to do that between flights, but every time she’d pulled her phone from her bag, the texts and voicemail messages from her mother had her tossing the phone back into her purse again. Her mother meant well, and her concern was out of love, but V wasn’t in the mood, especially after a day of traveling and the pain it had caused.

      Inhaling, she took a step and groaned softly from the stabbing jab that shot up her leg. She should’ve spent the extra money and traveled first class, because being cramped in the economy airline seats before climbing into the backseat of the taxi had left her leg cramping hard.

      She eyed an empty bench along the marina and hobbled her way over, seating herself long enough to do a quick, and hopefully discreet, massage. Once the pain had lessened to a lip-biting level, she stood and tried again.

      This time she moved a little easier and clomped along the sidewalk, ignoring the pitying looks from the couple passing by because she was a twenty-eight-year-old woman walking like she was eighty-eight.

      V ignored the handicapped ramp on the right of the building and chose instead to brave the three steps leading to the door on the right. Her physical therapy included walking up and down steps, and maybe that bit of normalcy would help the tight muscles? Before being released from rehab, she’d been able to move up and down the stairs without issue. Well, much.

      No pain, no gain.

      She swung the door wide and let it fall against her duffle bag as she gripped the railing and began the process. Sweat broke out on her upper lip and the base of her neck beneath her coat, but she made it inside and lifted her head, only to catch the quickly averted eyes of those watching her arrival, probably because it had taken so long for her to get inside after opening the door.

      “Hi, can I help you?”

      The young girl’s voice was much too chipper for the mid-March night. “I’m looking for Vic D’Marco. Is he here?”

      “Is he expecting you?”

      “Tori? Is that you?”

      She turned at the sound of her father’s voice and the childhood nickname and wondered who was more shocked. Her father stood a few feet away, still tall at six-four but grayed and gaunt and not at all like the man she’d last seen just hours after her accident. The last six months hadn’t been kind to him, either. “Hey.”

      Vic charged at her like a bull and swept her up in his arms, squeezed her so tightly she wondered if she’d ever breathe again.

      “Ah, baby, I can’t believe it. What are you doing here? Why didn’t you call me? I would’ve picked you up at the airport. How are you?”

      “I’m good,” she said as he set her gently back on the floor.

      “Do you have an Uber outside? Suitcases?”

      She shook her head, and his thick eyebrows rose when he noted the single duffle that had fallen to the floor during the embrace.

      “You’re traveling light.”

      “Last-minute decision.” The thing about dancers who spent the majority of their time in leggings and workout gear was that they didn’t take up much room.

      Still, something apparently gave her transient state away; she could tell because of the way he looked at her. She shifted her gaze, taking in the restaurant. “The place looks great.”

      It was a dive. But it was a cute, beachy dive with painted signs and that quintessential beach vibe that drew tourists and locals alike.

      The last time she’d seen the restaurant and bar was… what, six hurricanes ago? Eight? She’d totally lost count. Maybe because she’d been about fourteen at the time and on the mandatory summer break visit ruled by her parents’ divorce judge. After that summer, she’d managed to snag prime spots with dance companies and spent every summer afterwards training, practicing, and performing.

      “Made some changes over the years when I could. Come sit down. You’re staying with me, right?”

      “Um, yeah. If that’s okay?”

      She followed him to the corner of the long bar and took a stool, glad it allowed her to sit and rest yet still stretch her long legs.

      “You know you always have a place with me.”

      He’d told her that a lot over the years. But this was the first time she’d ever been tempted—or forced—to make use of the offer.

      Had anyone told her an injury could take on an identity of its own, she would’ve said they were crazy. Six months after the fact, she knew it to be true, and it only added to the losses she felt as a result of one wrong move.

      “Ah, sweetheart, you look exhausted. How about I drive you to my place and come back to do what I need to do?”

      “No. Don’t be silly. I need to decompress a bit,” she said, forcing a smile. “I can sit here as well as there.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t look convinced but seemed to take her at her word, anyway.

      “You hungry? Thirsty?”

      “A glass of wine would be nice.” Maybe it would take the edge off the pain, too. She was exhausted but wired and knew sleep would be elusive, at least for several hours yet.

      Truthfully, she’d love nothing more than a walk on the beach in the dark where no one could see her limping along. Her father had always said saltwater healed everything, and right now she would love nothing more than for that to be true.

      Vic stepped behind the bar and took a look through some bottles, finally finding one he approved of.

      “Best we have.”

      “Don’t open that just for me.”

      “Hey, it isn’t every day my little girl comes to visit. We’re celebrating.”

      He set to work on the cork, and seconds later, a freshly poured glass appeared in front of her. “Thanks.”

      “Still feels like I ought to be carding you. You look too young for that.”

      “Hardly. But thanks again.”

      Her father grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and held it up to her.

      V lifted her glass, wishing she had something to celebrate, and instead blinked back tears as she lightly tapped the bottle and fought to maintain her composure in her exhausted state.

      “Baby girl, as thrilled as I am to see you, shouldn’t you be in New York? In therapy? What are you doing here?”

      She inhaled and squared her shoulders. “Before I got hurt, you mentioned you’ve had a hard time juggling the charters and the restaurant, so I thought maybe… I could help.”

      “Help? You want a job?”

      “Why not?”

      “So this isn’t just a visit? You plan on staying in Carolina Cove?”

      She took a sip of her wine and felt the intensity of his gaze. “Until I’m ready to get back to my company, yeah. If you agree, I mean. Can I stay?”
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      MacGregor Jones excused himself from the group gathered around a patio table of the riverfront restaurant and answered the buzzing phone in his hand after spying the name. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Mac. I hate to do this but I need a favor.”

      Mac frowned at the man’s comment and quickly moved to a less noisy spot along the river walk. “What’s going on?”

      He’d been working a deal with the man for the last month to buy his business and hoped the call wasn’t going to end the process and make the effort a waste of time.

      “Something’s come up and I need to reschedule our meeting,” the guy clarified.

      “Rescheduling isn’t a problem. Next week?”

      “Actually, no. Might be a few weeks. I need some time.”

      “How much time?” Mac asked, growing even more suspicious.

      “I’m not sure. Can I let you know?”

      Mac ran a hand over his head and leaned against the railing behind him. “If you’re shopping around—”

      “I’m not, man. You know my story and I know you’re giving me a good deal. I just need time and headspace to deal with something important. That’s all.”

      The man’s words rang with truth, and considering Mac knew the guy had his hands full already, he wondered what else had happened. Another bad test result? He didn’t want to pry and wasn’t brave enough to ask. “Okay, yeah, that’s fine. Do what you need to do and let me know when you’re ready to move forward.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      The phone clicked in his ear, and Mac tucked it away in a pocket, lingering inside the wooden alcove along the waterway due to the peacefulness it brought.

      “Something wrong?” Marsali asked from behind him.

      He turned to look at his sister, wondering if he’d ever seen her this happy. She and his best friend had gotten together just before Valentine’s Day, and the two had been inseparable since. “No, just work. You and Oliver are house hunting, huh?”

      “House hunting, wedding planning…” She took a deep breath. “It’s a little overwhelming.”

      “But you’re happy?”

      A huge grin broke over her face.

      “Words can’t begin to describe it.”

      He tugged her toward him and gave her a one-armed hug. “Good. But if you ever need me to, I’ll still give him a beatdown.”

      Marsali laughed and lightly punched his stomach. “He’s your best friend.”

      “Best friend or not, he messed with my baby sister,” he grumbled.

      She leaned her curly head back on his arm and stared up at him, grinning from ear to ear. “Or maybe your baby sister messed with him.”

      Mac winced. “Yeah, I don’t want to hear that.”

      A throaty chuckle left her, more evidence of her high spirits. Marsali had had a crush on Oliver for as long as Mac could remember, but he’d warned Oliver off, at first because of her tender age and then later because Oliver had chosen Hollywood over a normal life. Years later, Oliver had changed his mind, and the result was the ring sparkling on Marsali’s finger.

      “What’s going on, Mac? You don’t seem like yourself, and if I’m truthful, you haven’t for a while.”

      He released her with a frown. “Nothing’s going on.”

      “This is me, remember? I see it. I sense it. Are you really that bothered by me and Oliver making things official?”

      Mac turned and lowered his arms to the top of the railing, shifting his gaze to stare out across the Cape Fear River. Two pelicans skimmed the water in the distance. “Nah. I think a part of me always knew it would happen.” He shot her a teasing look. “You surprised me with the how, though,” he said, referring to her very public blunder on national television when she’d outed her feelings for Oliver with an embarrassing slip of the tongue.

      Marsali propped herself up beside him but faced the group seated outside the popular restaurant. Another round of laughter erupted, and he turned to look over his shoulder at the group consisting of his two neighbors and their new wives.

      “There. That expression,” she said. “That’s what I’m talking about. What is that?”

      Busted.

      He lowered his chin to his chest and studied her much shorter frame. “Fine. You want to know what’s wrong? I’m going to have to eat some crow, and I know it’s not going to taste good.”

      “Oh? What happened?” she asked.

      He took a fortifying breath and knew he wouldn’t make it through without a lot of teasing and ribbing from his buddies—and their ladies, Marsali included. “Nothing is wrong. But here lately I’ve been thinking that… I’m tired of being the seventh wheel.”

      “The seventh… You mean with us?”

      He watched shock roll over her features.

      “Mac, please tell me we haven’t made you feel unwelcome in any way.”

      Marsali was a sweet person. Too sweet in some ways because it made her more than a little naive and gullible. But she was always watching out for people and their feelings, checking on them, because she was such a caring person, too. She was good at reading people once she got them talking, something that helped her out a lot in her matchmaking business and the reason her dating guide had become a best-seller. “You haven’t. But I think it’s time you—”

      “Don’t you dare say you’re not coming to dinner with us anymore. Or hanging out. Or… well, not doing stuff with us because we’ve paired up. I mean it!”

      He chuckled at her fierceness, knowing it was born of love. “If you’d give me a chance to eat that crow I mentioned, I’d tell you I’ve changed my mind.”

      “Oh,” she said, her tone filled with a little disgruntlement. “About?”

      “You and”—was he really going to do this? Ready to do this?—“matchmaking.”

      The expression that crossed his sister’s face would’ve been comical had it not been for the fact it was based on him placing himself and his future in her hands. As a big brother, that wasn’t something easy to do on any level. After all, he was the one who should be looking out for her, not the other way around.

      “You mean…?”

      He groaned inwardly. She was going to make him say it. “I mean I’m ready to throw in the towel and let you do your thing.”

      As a professional matchmaker with a ninety-two-percent success rate, if anyone could help him meet the right woman, she was it.

      And after working nonstop to build his businesses and create a lifestyle he enjoyed, he found dating to be problematic due to the fact the women he found attractive, goal-driven, and yet family-oriented seemed to all be taken or otherwise involved.

      So, if he was going to find someone to be eighth to his seventh, why not use Marsali’s expertise to find a match?

      “You’re ready for me to match you?” she asked loudly, her green eyes flaring wide.

      “Can we please keep this quiet? Otherwise the guys will never let me live it down.”

      Marsali practically jumped up and down in her excitement.

      “I can’t believe— Oh, my word! Yes! Yes, I can do this. I will find you the best—”

      “Quietly?” he stressed.

      She bit her lower lip and looked like she was going to explode from trying to contain her excitement.

      “Okay, okay. I get it, but what about Mom and Dad?”

      “They can’t know, either. Who knows if it’ll even work.”

      Marsali’s insulted expression told him he’d gone too far.

      “Excuse me, what did you just say?”

      “You know what I mean. You’re good at what you do, but before we celebrate another successful match, let’s actually find one, shall we?”

      Disgruntlement scrunched her face before she nodded with a long-suffering sigh.

      “Fine. I will say this—you won’t be easy. But nothing worthwhile ever is. How soon can we do the interview?”

      “I’m your brother. Do we have to—”

      “Oooh, yes,” she said, nodding. “The interview is even more important with you because I can’t be your sister here. I need to know specifics on qualities you desire, pet peeves I don’t know about, looks… you name it. And you have to be honest. Brutally so. You can’t hold back with me.”

      “Okay, fine. Yeah, I get it. When do you want to do this?”

      “Come by my house later tonight?”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes, tonight. You’ve finally agreed to let me match you. I’m not taking any chances that you’ll change your mind.”
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      Later that night, V lifted her gaze and looked around her father’s new place. “When did you move?”

      “Uh, not long ago,” Vic said. “Only been here a few months.”

      “Can’t say I looked forward to climbing the stairs to your third-floor condo. This is nice. I’m glad you chose one with an elevator this time.”

      “Yeah, me, too. Groceries were the worst.”

      She lowered herself into her father’s recliner with an exhausted sigh and flipped up the leg rest and angled back, reveling in the surge of relief brought on by the change in position—until her gaze landed on some mail scattered across the top of the side table by her head.

      What on earth?

      Now that was a serious stack of bills. Radiology? Cardiology? Anesthesiology?

      She stretched out a hand toward them only to have Vic swoop in and scoop them up.

      “Sorry the place is such a mess.”

      “Dad, what is that?”

      “Just some junk mail I haven’t squared away.”

      “That’s not junk mail. Those are medical bills. What’s going on? Are you sick?” One of the dancers in her troupe had gotten sick two years ago. The kind of sick that required scans and radiology and—

      “It’s nothing, sweetheart.”

      Her gaze narrowed on his back where he now stood across the room shoving the literal handful of papers into a computer bag. “Dad, I can read. Why haven’t you said anything? Does Mom know?”

      “Your mother and I haven’t been together for twenty-four years. There’s no reason for her to know anything about my life.”

      “Okay, but what about me? Why haven’t you said anything?” A thought formed and she groaned. “You’ve been sending me money to cover my medical bills when all along you’ve been going through whatever that is alone?”

      “It’s no big deal,” Vic stated, turning to face her. “How about we get you settled and talk about this tomorrow?”

      “How bad is it? What is it?”

      He ran a hand over his thinning hair, and she studied him more closely than ever, realizing the bags and shadows under his eyes weren’t only due to lack of sleep or too much alcohol but so much more.

      “It… I had a heart attack a while back.”

      “When?”

      Her father couldn’t look more uncomfortable if he tried.

      “A few days after I arrived in New York.”

      Wait, what? He’d flown to New York to see her in the hospital the day after her disastrous performance, even though he hated flying and everything about the city she’d called home for the last ten years. He’d been there after her first surgery, stayed a day or so, and then disappeared due to a… “That wasn’t a work emergency. That’s when you had it?”

      A short nod was her answer.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Hon, I think you had enough to deal with without me adding to it.”

      “How bad was it?”

      He grumbled under his breath and lifted a shoulder in a shrug.

      “Bad enough. It required some surgeries and care.”

      Multiple surgeries? And yet he’d said nothing? “Dad, I’m so sorry. I wish I’d known. I should’ve been here for you.”

      “Baby, like I said, you were—are—dealing with enough. There wasn’t anything you could have done to help me, especially not from the hospital bed you were in.”

      That much was true. But to not have known all this time… “What do the doctors say? What’s your prognosis?”

      Her father groaned and lowered himself onto the couch close to her, perched on the edge of the cushion with his hands clasped together in front of him.

      “You’re not going to give this up, are you?”

      “Would you?”

      He shook his head at her persistence and sighed.

      “The, uh, surgeries repaired some things, but I’ll have to have another one in the future. There was a lot of damage. Until then they said I need to eat better, exercise, and reduce stress.”

      “And are you?”

      He laughed softly. “I’m a work in progress, just like you. Look, V, you don’t need to worry about me.”

      She huffed at his statement. “Uh, yeah, I think I do.”

      “Everyone has something they’re dealing with, right? Including you. But here we both sit, so it’s all good.”

      All good? Not by a long shot. “I just wish you would’ve told me. I wish I’d known.”

      “You know now. So can we get to bed and get the rest the docs have told us both to get?”

      A wry smile pulled at her lips. “I guess. Though right now I’d just as soon as sleep here.”

      “You’ve been keeping some secrets of your own, you know. You were limping awfully badly. Is it always that way?”

      More often than she’d care to admit. She’d started training again while staying with her mother. She was a long way from being stage-ready, but she was very much a person who set her mind and made things happen, and admitting defeat wasn’t an option. “It’s from too much time spent shoved into cramped airline seats. I’ll be good to go tomorrow and can pitch in at Reels.”

      “Now who needs to listen to her docs about resting?” he asked, standing. “Come on. You’ll be more comfortable in a bed. Let me help you up.”

      “I can do it.”

      “Tori—”

      “Dad, I’ve got it,” she said, snapping out the words even though she told herself to dial it back. “I’m sorry, it’s just… Please. Don’t hover like Mom, or I’ll go right back out the door and find somewhere else to crash.”

      He took a step back, hands raised in surrender.

      “Guess now I know why you showed up out of the blue.”

      She fought back her frustration with herself, her circumstances, and those who meant the most to her. She knew they were trying to help. Everyone wanted to help. But she hated feeling like a charity case. “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it because pain made for lousy moods. “It’s just… I know you know what the docs say, but I plan to prove them wrong.”

      “Tori—”

      “And,” she said, interrupting him before he could say what she knew he was going to say, “Mom was making it impossible to even breathe. All she could do was watch my every move and cry.”

      “Your mom loves you. She knows you’re hurting. Knows what you’ve lost.”

      “Temporarily lost,” she argued. “I’m not giving up.”

      “I understand, but before you come down hard on your mother, I’ve done my share of crying on your behalf, sweetheart. Parents tend to do that. Especially when we know our kid’s dreams have been…”

      He didn’t say it but she knew exactly what he meant. And even though she recognized doubt in his expression, she still wasn’t giving up.

      Another huff left her as she grabbed the handle to the chair and flipped it and herself upright, barely managing to suppress the gasp of pain it caused.

      Admitting defeat was not an option, she repeated to herself. A dancer didn’t make it on Broadway without proving doubters wrong or, in this case, doctors, friends, and parents.

      And if she couldn’t? If she never made it back to the stage?

      Then she’d go to Plan B. She’d accept her fate and adjust her thinking to accept the hand she’d been dealt. But until then? “I’m sorry. I’m just tired of the pity parties and I can’t handle another one from you.”

      She didn’t want them. Didn’t need them.

      Especially when she was going to dance again.
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      Four days after her arrival, V mixed a couple of drinks behind the bar at Reels and found tiny umbrellas to add to the fruity concoctions. That done, she carefully made her way to the end of the long bar, the leg wrap she wore beneath her leggings and several days’ rest enough to make drink delivery much easier.

      When she’d first moved to New York City, she’d spent two years bartending and waitressing between auditions until she’d gotten her break and was actually paid to train and perform. The pay sucked and meant sharing a shoebox apartment with three other dancers, but dancing was life, and she’d lived her dream for eight glorious years.

      And you will again. Soon.

      She’d made a few calls earlier in the day to hunt down studios in the area but quickly learned there was only one on the island. She’d left a message but had yet to hear whether she could rent time to train.

      For now, she was grateful for her bartending years, because they came back with every drink order placed. “There you go. Enjoy,” she said with a smile at the woman who’d requested them.

      V paused when she noticed the woman hadn’t stopped staring at her. “Is something wrong with the drink?”

      “What? Oh, no, it’s great,” she said, even though she hadn’t taken a sip. “I was just wondering…”

      V waited, watched as the woman’s unusual gaze narrowed even more.

      “Are you single?”

      A laugh huffed out of her chest. She hadn’t been expecting that from the freckle-faced woman who looked like sugar wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “Uh…”

      “I’m a professional matchmaker,” the woman said quickly, holding out her hand. “Marsali Jones of Marsali’s Matches.”

      Marsali’s Mat— “Wait, I’ve heard of you. Seen you on TV?”

      The woman’s cheeks flushed to a rosy color and brought out the coppery tone in her hair.

      “Possibly. Probably,” she then added, a wry twist to her lips.

      Things began to click and V’s brain filled in the blanks. She’d been in a rehabilitation center after her injury and surgeries when the entertainment news had gone wild with the story of how a childhood friend from North Carolina had snagged a Hollywood superstar. “You’re engaged to Oliver Beck. Am I right?”

      Marsali nodded. “That’s me.”

      “Ahh, that explains the goon over there,” she said, referring to the dangerous-looking man trying and failing to be discreet.

      Marsali winced and wrinkled her nose. “Oliver insists on security until things calm down and people get used to us living here.”
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