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      Keira smoothed wrinkles out of the paper she kept in her coat pocket, searching the document for a way out. She had made a hasty decision and couldn’t follow through on her plan, even though she had already stepped off the ferry.

      She focused on the words at the top of the contract she had enthusiastically signed. Red ink and a bold font mocked her poor decision-making skills. She was a different person when she signed that…

      “Money-back guarantee.”

      How about a life-back guarantee?

      She left behind a perfectly adequate boyfriend, risked the wrath of her cat, and, just to be sure she was thorough, potentially risked her job. And for what?

      Love.

      Yup. She shook her head, the new bangs fringing the sides of her temple banging into her eyes.

      She put everything on the line for the promise of finding her true love.

      Why did that promise sound so ridiculous to her now?

      It certainly hadn’t bothered her when she transferred most of her savings into her checking account so she could enroll in what promised to be a life-changing experience.

      It hadn’t bothered her when she told that perfectly adequate boyfriend that she didn’t see things going any further than the polite weekly dates they had somewhat enjoyed for the last six months, nor when she gave him a kiss on the cheek to say farewell.

      It hadn’t bothered her when she told her principal she had lined up a substitute to cover her kindergarten class for the week after February vacation.

      But okay, it bothered her more than a little having to tell her cat she’d be gone for a solid two weeks. She may have overcompensated with the super-expensive homemade cat food her cat liked so much from the shop in downtown Healing Springs.

      The memories played in her head like a badly written movie. A movie where it was impossible to feel sympathy for the protagonist because it was so painfully obvious she made nothing but bad decisions.

      And here she was. Wondering how to get out of something she knew she couldn’t get out of. Because that “Money-Back Guarantee" came with carefully articulated conditions in the fine print.

      Which she had read multiple times.

      And which wasn’t even in fine print–it was bold and in large font because they didn’t want anyone to sign the contract without fully understanding what they were getting into.

      You chose the produce, Keira. Time to eat the salad.

      Keira’s grandmother’s voice resonated deeply in her soul, reminding her of why she made the choices she made. Reminding her why she was there on a freezing cold matchmaking island off the coast of Maine instead of in her cozy apartment in front of the fireplace with a good book and a pan full of freshly baked brownies.

      She wiped away the moisture that gathered at the corners of her eyes, cleared her throat, and tucked the wrinkly contract into the front pocket of her luggage.

      All of her decisions led her to this place, to this situation, and she had to make the best of it.

      So back to picking out what to wear to the matchmaking orientation.

      A knock on the door of her hotel room—also known as ridiculously-amazing-resort-that-she-never-imagined-she’d-be-able-to-afford-to-stay-in—forced her to grab one of her new blouses and toss it over her head.

      Keira flung open the door with a tense smile, but the smile turned genuine when she saw her new-as-of-a-few-hours-ago friend, Megan, standing on the other side of the threshold.

      “You look amazing, Megan. Your match will fall head over heels in love with you.”

      “You think so?” Megan twirled around so her dress would spin, making Keira wonder if she should have gone with something more dressy than the dark jeans and floral print blouse she settled on.

      “Definitely. You’re gorgeous.”

      “And so are you, my friend. That shirt does amazing things for your eyes.”

      “Really? I wasn’t sure if⁠—”

      Megan grabbed the sides of Keira’s arms.

      “Remember what we vowed to one another on the shuttle ride? No self-doubt. Our matches are here, they will love the women we are, and we will not be insecure no matter what. We pinky-promised.”

      “You’re right.” Keira blushed at the thought of breaking a vow so soon after it was made. “I appreciate the reminder.”

      “Great. And don’t worry, I had to give myself the same pep talk on my way up here.” Megan pulled her phone out of her purse and checked the screen. “We need to hurry and get down there. We don’t want everyone looking at us if we slip in late.”

      Keira ran the brush through her freshly waved hair, refreshed her lip gloss, and said a silent prayer that she’d feel the magic as soon as she was introduced to her match.

      If there was anything she needed these days, it was a wave of magic. A tsunami would be nice, but she’d settle for a gentle, comforting wave.

      The walk to the orientation hall felt as comfortable as walking through ankle-deep lava. She had to remind herself over and over that she had signed up for this, used her life savings to pay for the two-week vacation, and begged her best friend to water her plants and take care of her cat while she was away. Best friend duties, yes, but since Robyn abhorred cats, it had taken quite a bit of bribing to get her to agree.

      She wasn’t the only one to be hit by nerves in the form of swirling bees in the gut, if Megan’s pale face and sudden nail biting was any indication.

      “You okay, Megan? We can go to the bathroom for a few minutes before we walk in if you want.”

      “No, I mean, uh, I’m okay.” Megan’s nose scrunched up. “Okay, I’m terrified. What if my match isn’t a match? What if he’s as horrible as my exes? What if⁠—”

      “My turn to remind you of the promises we made to each other. We aren’t going to think about our past failed relationships. Remember what you told me about why you chose this matchmaking resort?”

      Megan nodded somberly. “Because I am terrible at picking men for myself, so I might as well let someone else do it for me.”

      “Exactly. No more abusive jerks. The man waiting for you on the other side of that door is someone who will adore you. Care for you. Treat you the way you deserve to be treated. The man you’ll meet has been carefully vetted, background check and all. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Megan inhaled deeply and twirled her earring.

      “Thank you, Keira. Your words of confidence will be my fight song all night.”

      “Good.” Keira pulled Megan into a tight hug.

      “What do you think your match will be like?” Megan asked. Keira wondered if her question was a delay tactic. “When you imagine someone matching you with someone else, what qualities do you think your match would have? Slick business owner? Hardworking construction worker? Single dad with an adorable kid?”

      Keira’s shoulders tensed, and the once-buzzing bees in her gut died a hasty death, leaving a heavy feeling that made her clutch her stomach. “No, definitely not that.”

      “Oh, I was just thinking since you love kids so much, maybe they’d want to set you up with an instant family. You’d put to rest all those crazy ‘evil stepmother’ clichés.”

      Keira closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “You’re right, I do love kids. But, well, I’ll tell you my horror stories later. Right now we need to get in there before our matches think we’re flaking out on them.”

      “Sorry if I ventured into dangerous territory with my silly conversation.”

      “Not at all, my friend. Your train of thought has merit. All I know is that this is our chance. We put our faith in the Matchmakers, and they will come through for us.”

      Megan’s smile encompassed her entire face.

      “I know you don’t have the same abusive past as me when it comes to boyfriends, but I just know that your match is going to be exactly what you deserve.”

      Keira smiled. “I sure hope so. Otherwise, I’ll need to get a few more cats for companionship.”
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      Jared breathed in the sweet scent of Hailey’s bubblegum-scented hair as her little arms gripped his neck ferociously.

      “I’ll miss you, Daddy!”

      “Not nearly as much as I’ll miss you, my tiny puffer fish.”

      Hailey pulled away enough to show him her impersonation of her nickname, puffing up her chubby cheeks and pushing her lips out. He responded in kind, eliciting giggles from his precious girl. The sparkle returned to her eyes, helping him breathe a sigh of relief.

      “You’ll have so much fun with Auntie Meredith. I’ve heard she has big plans for spoiling you rotten.”

      Hailey giggled again, covering her mouth to hide the sound of conspiracy. She glanced up at her aunt, and Meredith put a finger over her lips. “Shhhh.”

      “I can’t wait to meet my new mommy.”

      A familiar ache coursed through Jared at the memory of his loss and the pain his baby girl should never have had to experience at such a young age.

      “No one will ever replace your mommy. You know that, right?”

      She nodded dramatically. “Yes, but Mommy told me to take good care of you, and she told me she made sure you’d find another grownup to love. And she told me it was okay if I wanted to call her Mommy someday, even though my real mommy wouldn’t be there.”

      “Your mommy is always here.” Jared tapped a finger over his daughter’s beating heart, then another to her head. “And here.”

      Hailey nodded solemnly before her lips turned to a pout.

      “But she isn’t here to make me pancakes anymore. She said maybe you’d find someone who could make me pancakes as yummy as hers.”

      “Oh, that might be asking too much. Your mommy made the best pancakes in the whole wide world. But now that you mention it, she did leave us her recipe, so how about when I get back we will make a big, big batch of pancakes and eat them for dinner?”

      “Okay! And we’ll put a pile of whipped cream on ‘em!”

      “Deal.”

      Jared stood up, swinging Hailey up over his head. Delighted squeals punctuated the crisp New England air, and though he had agreed to go to this matchmaking island, the closer the ferry got to the mainland to board passengers, the less eager he was to follow through on his promise.

      After more cuddles and tickles, Meredith held out her arms for Hailey to jump into. His sister-in-law smiled warmly, her eyes encouraging him to do what they both knew he needed to do.

      “You’re the most adventurous guy I’ve ever known. Why do you look so hesitant?”

      Jared pulled at his collar and turned away. He couldn’t meet his wife’s sister’s gaze. None of this made sense.

      “Jared, don’t do this to yourself. You stuck by her even though she asked you for a divorce. Her gift to you was to set this up for you so you could find the true love she knew you wanted. Don’t disappoint us by regretting the agreement.”

      His throat closed, and the backs of his eyes prickled.

      Meredith helped Hailey get down to pick up rocks and then rested a hand on Jared’s elbow. Her empathetic look nearly killed him.

      “I loved her, Meredith. I promise I did.”

      “Of course you did. She was your best friend. No one ever doubted that.”

      He closed his eyes against the anguish that threatened to ruin his send-off.

      “Elizabeth knew your honor would get in the way of this moment, so she made me promise to get you onto that island. She told me she saved up for ages to pay for this trip, and to tell you that if you didn’t get on the ferry she would haunt you for the rest of your days. And she also said that since she knows every single secret of yours, she would find a way to use those secrets against you in the afterlife. As her sister, I know firsthand that she will find a way to follow through on that threat.”

      Jared released a stream of air and fought for a smile.

      “I’m all in. I’m going to do it. Thanks for reminding me of why.”

      “You’ve always been a big brother to me, Jared. I want your happiness as much as she did. Now go! The ferry is boarding. Hailey and I have trouble to cause, don’t we, Hail?”

      Hailey nodded emphatically.

      Jared squatted down for one more eye-to-eye discussion with the love of his life, adjusting her winter hat over her ears. “Ok, but promise you won’t have any fun at all while I’m gone, okay, my tiny puffer fish? I want you to cry all day, every day because you miss me too much. And we all know that Auntie Meredith is no fun at all.”

      “No, you sillyhead!” Hailey leaned forward, clasping her hands in front of her, a big smile lighting up her face and his entire world. “Auntie Meredith is sooooooo fun!”

      “That’s my girl.” Meredith rubbed the top of Hailey’s hair.

      “Ah, I’m doomed with you ladies sticking together.”

      Hailey leapt into his arms and pressed her face into his neck. He hugged her tight. This wasn’t the first time he had left her—she often stayed home with her mom while he traveled. But he hadn’t traveled since Hailey’s mom died, and something told him he wouldn’t be the same man when he returned this time. That these two weeks would change him in ways he couldn’t wrap his head around.

      He only hoped it would change him for the better.

      “Okay, pumpkin. I will see you in two weeks. But I’m only a phone call away if you need me.”

      Meredith called Hailey away from Jared. “We’ll be far too busy to be bothering you while you’re finding love. But we’ll be happy to see you when you return.”

      Meredith hugged Jared and whispered in his ear, “Go find the true love of your life. The one you thought you’d never want.”

      And though Jared hoped he’d get matched with the person most compatible with him, the only one he saw when he closed his eyes was his truest regret, the one Elizabeth had always said he shouldn’t have left behind. And as his eternal best friend, Elizabeth was seldom wrong. Especially in matters of his heart.

      He only hoped his wife guided the matchmakers from her new ethereal home. That a woman who could measure up to his biggest love would be his match. Elizabeth had thought he deserved this effort. He hoped he could prove her right.
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      With laughter fresh on their lips, Keira and Megan walked arm in arm into the conference room, where the kind staff in the lobby directed them for the orientation.

      The Matchmaking Moment, as it was playfully referred to.

      “Can you believe this place?” Megan mumbled low enough so only Keira would hear her.

      Keira could only shake her head.

      She had seen photos on the resort’s website, but nothing could prepare her for the Sweetheart Island Resort live and in person.

      The conference room was large and filled with more people than she could count. Soft lighting illuminated small, cozy tables tucked away in all the corners. Waitstaff mulled about, delivering drinks to desperately anxious guests. Keira grabbed two from a passing tray.

      Megan thanked her, but Keira threatened to keep both for herself. She needed something to quell the raging wildfire in her belly.

      Handing the drink over somewhat begrudgingly, Keira fought the urge to leave.

      Then again, maybe leaving would be the smart thing to do.

      She didn’t really need a love like her grandparents had, did she? She didn’t need companionship. She didn’t need romance. She had a full life, a great job, friends who were always there for her…

      More introspective than she had allowed herself to be over the past year of tribulations, Keira wondered if she had invested in this matchmaking thing for the right reasons.

      Megan nudged Keira, bringing her back to the present and the warm-in-spite-of-its-size room.

      “There are so many cute guys here. I’m dying to know which one is mine.”

      Mine.

      Such a simple word.

      But one Keira hadn’t related to for longer than she wanted to remember.

      “Are you seeing them all, Keira?”

      “To be honest, I was fixated on those portraits on the walls of all the happy couples.”

      “We’ll be featured on those walls one day, my friend!”

      Before Keira could respond, someone tapped on a microphone. The buzz of conversation in the room died down in reverence to the speaker at the podium.

      “Hello everybody, and welcome to the Sweetheart Island Resort. My name is Hannah Willows, and I am one of the founders of this beautiful, life-changing place. Who’s ready to have their dreams come true?”

      Nervous laughter turned into applause after someone in the front bravely started clapping.

      Hannah shared stories about the history of the resort. She teared up as she told the story of how she lost her husband long before she should have, and how meeting Olivia Matthews in the widow support group they both attended had led to the dream of starting this matchmaking resort. Neither of them wanted to find a new partner when they knew they had already lived full lives with their respective soul mates, but the idea of turning away from the world of love was too much to bear.

      Her smile returned as she opened her arms and gestured to the eager crowd.

      “So Sweetheart Island Matchmaking Resort was born!”

      She went on to detail how she and Olivia had decided they would bask in the glow of their past romantic lives while playing Fairy Godmother–using their exclusive matchmaking science, of course–to individuals who needed a nudge toward their soul mates.

      Soul mates.

      Sweat formed on Keira’s hands and in her armpits. This wasn’t a good start. What if her match wanted to shake hands? Oh no—would she actually have to wipe her hands on her pants?

      This was too much.

      She barely registered the rest of what Hannah Willows was saying. All she could hear was a pounding in her head and the rush of nerves telling her to get up and run.

      “Keira, they called your name!”

      “What?” Keira shook her head as if to clear the pounding away.

      “They called you. They said to go over to the wall over there to meet your match. I hope I’m next!”

      Dread dried her lips, so she licked them furiously before chewing on her bottom lip. She caught herself and stopped, all while trying to move through a room that seemed to swim around her.

      She couldn’t appear nervous. She had to project confidence.

      She wanted to find the love of her life and get started on living the partnered life she dreamed of. She wanted kids of her own who could never be taken from her, a home to share with a man who respected her, one who could make her laugh and only cry tears of happiness.

      Images of her future life—a somewhat passive man sitting by the fire with her cat, Snuggles, on his lap while sipping hot cocoa Keira had made for him after he cooked a lovely meal for her—helped her spine straighten.

      This was getting real.

      She handed the card that had been in her orientation packet to the woman on the side of the room she had been directed to. Any second now. She’d be meeting the future love of her life. Her very own Mr. Right. A man who was as invested in finding his soul mate as she was… otherwise, he wouldn’t be here.

      A man like no other she had ever met.

      Keira smiled as the lady handed her a card the size of a business card. She glanced down at the name, wondering if one day they’d name their child after him or if they’d want the name to stop with her husband.

      But then the name on the card registered with her brain.

      Jared Marshall.

      First, she felt the blood drain from her face.

      Then she almost fell over.

      She regained her balance and tried to dig deep for a sense of humor.

      “I’m sorry, there’s been a mistake.” A big mistake.

      The lady smiled and compared the card to her clipboard. “Nope, it’s all good. Look, he’s right here.”

      The room chose that moment to spin again. She wanted to run, but her feet stayed planted on the floor.

      There was no way.

      No way at all.

      The universe couldn’t be this cruel.

      “Let me introduce you,” she thought she heard the lady say.

      But Jared stepped forward, grabbed a hand she no longer cared was clammy, and smiled into her eyes.

      “Thank you, Stephanie. Funny enough, no introductions are necessary.”

      What was so funny about this?

      “I think I’m going to throw up.” She tried to pull her hand away, but Jared held tight and put another hand on her back, guiding her to the corner of the room. Maybe if her hand had stayed slick, she could have slipped out of his grasp.

      His voice was gentle and full of concern. “Are you okay? Here, sit down. I’ll get you water.”

      He tried to flag down a waiter.

      “I’m fine.” She jerked her hand away without making her displeasure too obvious to the surrounding people.

      Or so she hoped.

      “Who told you I’d be coming here? How did you convince them to manipulate the results? And why?” Wrath bubbled up inside her like a volcano lying dormant too long. “And whose idea of a joke is this? I spent a lot of money to be here.”

      Humiliation coursed through her. She wasn’t ashamed that she had put her faith in a matchmaking system, but she never expected him to witness it.

      She had spent not only the vacation fund she had been saving to treat herself to a “someday” trip out of New Hampshire, but also the money she had set aside for new living room furniture.

      “I’m as shocked as you are.”

      His voice was smooth and reassuring. Almost convincing. But she didn’t feel reassured, and she sure as heck didn’t want him to convince her of anything!

      “You can’t be shocked if you set the whole thing up. I have to speak to someone. You’ve had your laugh. Now leave me alone. For good.”

      Trying to remain calm so she didn’t shove all the happily mingling couples out of the way, Keira stormed toward the front of the room, hoping she could speak directly to Hannah. As one of the founders of this resort, she’d probably have strong feelings about this joke. Her stellar reputation was on the line, after all.

      She could practically feel Jared breathing down her neck as she rushed through the crowd. Like a dragon taunting its next victim. Except dragons could be tamed.

      Jared could not.

      “Excuse me, Ms. Willows?”

      Hannah turned around and burst into a wide, friendly smile. Wider and friendlier than the circumstance would soon demand.

      “Hello, hello!” She looked at the name badge hanging from Keira’s neck. “Keira. Lovely name. Are you enjoying yourself so far?”

      “The island is wonderful. What I’ve seen of it, anyway. I just have a problem I’m hoping you can help me clear up.”

      Hannah held onto the podium where she had been standing and lifted her leg to pull off her high-heeled platform shoe, then switched to remove the other.

      “I’m so sorry. These things are killing me.” Standing barefoot, she smiled brighter. “What can I help you with, daffodil?”

      Keira shifted from one foot to the other, unsure how to tell this woman, who was obviously tremendously proud of her resort, that someone had made a grave mistake.

      “Oh dear. Something is troubling you. I apologize once again for not making the match unveiling more fun. We had a whole scavenger hunt planned and prepared, but as I explained in the intro speech, I put the box with all the clues down for a minute outside and snow from the roof slipped off and buried the entire box. So we had to go with the more boring introductions. I promise we’ll make it up to you with more fun activities as we proceed.”

      “It’s not that. Not at all. I have no problem with your methods. It’s just…”

      “Oh and just look at the handsome man you got paired up with. That grin on his face tells me he feels like he won the lottery with his match.”

      “Well that’s the thing…”

      “Crunching crocodiles, the balloon tower is about to fall. Excuse me for a moment.”

      Without hesitation, Hannah Willows barreled through the crowds, seemingly without fear of having her bare toes crushed in the sea of high heels and giddy romantic anticipation, and disappeared in a cloud of Keira’s unwanted, unshed tears.

      She would not shed a tear in front of this man. He didn’t deserve to see her upset.

      “Keira, can we please go somewhere to talk? I don’t want this thing to get messed up before we try.”

      Jared’s deep voice tore through her mental fog and threatened to destroy the air of nonchalance she desperately grasped at.

      A bubble rose from her gut, swelling up to her throat. She fought to temper it, to hold back the rush, but before she could speak, it burst–spilling out in a wave of hysterical laughter.

      “This is the most bizarre thing that has ever happened in my life.”

      Tears streamed over her cheeks, but they were from laughing so hard her stomach ached.

      When she managed to open her eyes and calm her laughter a bit, she took note of Jared’s raised eyebrows and the smile that had always made her knees threaten to give out on her. He smiled with one side of his mouth drawn upward, creating a crease in his cheek that made her want to trace her finger over it.

      Time had deepened the crease slightly, giving him more of a rugged, well-traveled look as opposed to the boyish look she had once known.

      But there would be no tracing of anything. She wouldn’t look at him. Think about him. She certainly wouldn’t give him the time of day to try to talk to her.

      She knew what she wanted, and it wasn’t him.

      “What are you even doing here?” The words tumbled out of her as forcefully as the laughter had. “You are the last person on Earth I’d expect to see at a matchmaking resort. You hate love. You hate romance. You want to roam the world without any strings to hold you down, remember? So did you come here to break hearts? To boost your ego and to have a story to tell some fellow backpacker at a hostel in Europe? What’s your deal, Jared?”

      At least he had the good sense to look ashamed.

      Embarrassed, even.

      Until his eyes took on that familiar twinkle that made her insides feel as though they were full of shining stars.

      He reached out to grab her hand. She jerked away, pretending she had an itch on the back of her neck.

      She couldn’t let him touch her.

      “I’m here for the same reason everyone else is here.”

      She studied his eyes, marveling at how he could look so sincere. So invested. So handsome.

      Hannah Willows rushed up behind Jared, placing her hand on his arm as she reached over to wrap her other arm around Keira’s shoulders.

      “I’m so sorry for having to drop our conversation so abruptly, buttercup. Might we have a word in private?”

      Keira nodded, relief coursing through her. She’d get out of this mess. She’d be back on track to finding her true love.

      And she could wipe the memory of Jared Marshall out of her head for good.

      After directing Jared to the refreshment table with instructions to sample the herb cheese she had imported from Holland especially for tonight, Hannah led Keira out of the crowded ballroom and down the rustic hall to a corner where trees—real or fake, she couldn’t tell—towered over benches, providing semi-secluded seating areas. Glass walls shielded them from the winter cold while allowing a glimpse of the snowy hills outside. Old-fashioned lanterns glimmered with soft yellow lighting, making the snow look warm and alive.

      “Now that we have some privacy, please tell me what’s got you so upset when you should be feeling the first stirrings of a love match.”

      “Ms. Willows, I’m so grateful for the opportunity to be here. But I can’t be matched with that man. There has to have been a mistake. I don’t know how or why, but somehow the guy I was matched with got someone to play this joke on me.”

      “Joke?”

      Keira nodded vigorously. “Not a funny one. But I’ve had my fill of trying to make a relationship work with Jared. I’m hoping we can get this fixed and maybe you could introduce me to my real match?”

      Hannah closed her eyes and shook her head. She folded her hands in front of her and then opened her eyes to peer into Keira’s soul.

      That’s what it felt like, anyway.

      “Never you fear. We will fix this right away.” Hannah reached out and ran a gentle hand over Keira’s cheek. “How do you know him?”

      “We went to school together. High school. Well, middle school, too. He hurt me. Badly.”

      Keira shivered at the memories that threatened to rob her of this chance at happiness.

      Hannah stiffened visibly. “I don’t know how he slipped past our careful background checks and personality profiles. He abused you?”

      “No, no. Not like that. He wouldn’t abuse anyone.”

      “Sometimes abuse is subtle. Was he a bully in school? Did he call you names? Isolate you from family? Threaten your pets?”

      “No, none of that. He never did anything to make me feel unsafe.”

      “Then I’m not sure I see what the problem is…”

      Keira sighed, feeling more and more pathetic by the second.

      “He was my first love. Well, I loved him. We were together for a while. It ended badly.”

      “Did he cheat? Forgive me for prying, but I need to present this case fully to our team so we can learn from our error.”

      “I don’t think he did.” Keira threw her hands into the air, frustrated at her inability to express the damage he had done. “Things ended abruptly. And then I never saw him again.”

      Hannah studied Keira for so long, Keira wondered if she had been slapped onto a specimen slide for a scientist’s perusal. The back of her neck started itching—for real this time—and she could practically feel hives emerging on her chest.

      “How long ago did this breakup occur?”

      She had never felt so small. So irrational. So…dramatic.

      Keira stared at Hannah’s still-bare feet as she tried to force the words past her tightening throat.

      “Ten years.”

      “Hold your head high, sweet dandelion. Your feelings are nothing to be ashamed of.”

      Hannah tilted Keira’s chin up with a confidently placed finger. Her eyes, full of warmth and a knowledge Keira wished she possessed, urged Keira to listen.

      “Ten years is a long time. A lot can change in ten years.”

      Keira could only shake her head, dread welling up inside her. She refused to think about the money she had spent. The vacation time she was wasting. The pain of facing this man after he had broken her heart so thoroughly.

      “Listen, rosebud. We want you to find love here. For whatever reason, you were matched up with someone from your past. I personally oversee the matchmaking process, so I can assure you that no joke has been played on you. I have to ask you to put your faith in our matchmaking systems. And also maybe a little faith in fate. And if it doesn’t work out at the end of the two weeks, I will be sure you get another two weeks and another match. Plus a full refund since this is such an unusual thing to happen. Deal?”

      “Can’t I skip ahead to the next match? I don’t need the refund. I just need an out. I can’t even pretend to try with this man again.”

      “Tell me, Keira. What made you decide to come here?”

      Keira giggled, nervous energy releasing in a whir of silly.

      “To find love. The reason everyone comes here.”

      “That’s the outcome. But why here? You could find love anywhere. Why did you choose to put a great deal of money and time on the line to find love, rather than having a friend set you up or going the easy route of hanging out at your local bar? Why not a dating app? Why did you come to Sweetheart Island Resort?”

      Keira’s shoulders slumped and her chest grew itchier.

      “Because I want something more than basic love. I want my soul mate. And this place has a great reputation for helping people find that.”

      “Precisely. You put your faith in our matchmaking systems. And we matched you with a man you think can’t possibly be your match. Everyone here has baggage they have to unpack. They all come with preconceived notions of how other people are. All I ask is that you put those ideas on the back-burner and let us guide you for the next two weeks. Stop letting the past inform your future. Trust the process. Think we can try that?”

      Keira picked at her fingernails and cast her eyes downward, unable to look Hannah in the face after so ridiculously calling her out for having a broken system.

      “How can I face him again? I made a fool of myself already.”

      “Nonsense. You walk back in there with a smile on your face and confidence in your heart—even if you have to fake it at first. He will be thrilled you’re not bailing on him. Trust me on this.”

      “I do trust you. I don’t trust him.”

      “Two weeks. Go on the dates. Participate in the process. And if it’s not right for you, you will try again. I’m not going to let you leave here without your soul mate. You have my word.”

      The silence in the glassed-in chamber grew louder and louder as Hannah stared her down. Keira struggled to come up with any excuse more convincing than what she had already shared.

      Keira grasped at something, anything, to convince Hannah that her instinct was correct. “I have to tell you, though, that he doesn’t want kids. Or a wife. Or anything to tie him down. And I want all of those things, so I don’t understand how our match isn’t a mistake. To be honest, I don’t even know how he got accepted into this program.”

      Hannah’s bangle bracelets chimed as she grabbed Keira’s arms.

      “Deep breaths, carnation. Trust the process. The matches we make are made for reasons that don’t always make sense on the surface. And you said it yourself–you haven’t known him for ten years. You’re going to trust the process, remember?”

      Keira breathed deeply, as instructed.

      “Okay. I’ll do it.” But she wouldn’t let her guard down. She wouldn’t let him in deep enough to hurt her. She’d leave the scabs that had formed over her broken heart and save the fresh parts of her heart for the next guy. Her real match. The soon-to-be love of her life. The one who would love her so thoroughly, he would not only refuse to add scars to her battered heart, but his love would obliterate the previous marks.

      This would be her practice session. She hadn’t dated for a while—her recent awkward foray into the dating world notwithstanding. Best to work through the discomfort and awkwardness when she didn’t care about making a good impression.

      This could be perfect, even if maddeningly disappointing.

      “Are we ready?” Hannah gestured toward the hallway that would lead back to the ballroom.

      Mustering all the self-confidence she could dig out of the dark, dusty corners of her willpower, she straightened her shoulders, forced her lips into a smile, and exhaled a long stream of negative thoughts.

      “As ready as I’m going to be.”
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        * * *

      

      While awaiting Keira’s return, Jared rehearsed what he should say over and over in his head, trying to tune into Elizabeth’s voice from the past. After seeing that his match was the one and only Keira, he had no more doubts about Elizabeth’s divine intervention.

      Or something less mystical. She had, after all, arranged this whole thing for him before succumbing to her illness.

      He could start with, “Hey, sorry about our past, but I was young and dumb and I’ve changed.” He could tell her about his pride and joy—his beautiful daughter. He could tell her he’d do anything to be back in Keira’s world for the lifetime she had promised him when they were kids.

      But he had promised himself he wouldn’t use his daughter as a bargaining chip—that he’d only reveal her existence when he knew his match was meant to be. He couldn’t violate that vow so soon. Keira could be a completely different person by now.

      He certainly was.

      Watching her walk toward him with a confidence he had never seen in her, all the careful words he had rehearsed shriveled up and died a painful death.

      He had expected wrath. Dirty looks. Tears, maybe.

      He hadn’t expected her to approach with a beaming smile and an extended hand.

      “Jared Marshall, I’m pleased to meet you. My name is Keira Holden. You may think you know me, but you knew the old me. I’m delighted to report that person no longer exists.” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip for a second before flashing her straight white teeth with the one crooked incisor he had always loved. “The new me is here at Sweetheart Island Resort and is ready for an adventure.”

      Keira and adventure had never been words he’d put together in a sentence. It had mattered a lot back then. But through the years of living his own adventures, he had gradually started wondering why it had mattered so much when she offered so much more than any adventure ever could.

      He could feel her trying to reclaim her hand from his grasp, but he held her hand captive between two of his. The spark was still there, though she seemed to want to pretend otherwise.

      As he watched the fire grow in her eyes—showing him the true thoughts running through her mind despite the bright smile she wore—joy gathered in his heart. Getting to know this new version would be fun. Getting her to reveal the fact that the old Keira—the one he had known and loved—did, in fact, still exist would be even more fun.

      He allowed her to win the hand-hostage war. But he kept watching for the squint at the corner of her eyes. The one she always gifted him with when he annoyed her.

      She didn’t disappoint. The narrowed eyes shot at him quickly and deadly, but disappeared before anyone else would have noticed.

      “This is fantastic.” The middle-aged woman with the smile that nearly matched the brightness of Keira’s clasped her hands over her heart. “I will leave the two of you to get reacquainted. Please make your way into the ballroom for some icebreaker activities. We’ll begin in about fifteen minutes.”

      Keira turned away from Jared the second Hannah shimmied away.

      He placed a hand on her lower back, but jerked it away when she jumped.

      Go slow. He needed to remember that. She wasn’t a mountain to conquer or a village to explore. She was a real woman who held a real grudge against him.

      Patience would be his friend.

      She swung around without warning, catching him as he stared at the light glinting off her caramel blonde waves.

      “So, did you enjoy the ferry ride over?”

      Small talk. Okay. He could go with it.

      “It was a bit choppy, but enjoyable enough. You?”

      He grabbed two cocktails from a passing waiter and watched her long lashes sweep her cheeks as she took a sip and nodded slightly.

      “Mmhmm. It was lovely. I made a friend on the shuttle from the parking lot to the ferry, and we shared horror stories about past relationships during the ride to the island. It was quite therapeutic.”

      His stomach clenched. He couldn’t have emerged from that conversation in a positive light.

      “I’m sure your friend will appreciate the irony here, then.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if you came up.”

      Now his stomach felt like a lead ball had been tossed into its depths. He didn’t earn a mention in her stories about past relationships? Then a small flag of hope started waving, feeling like the proverbial butterflies in the gut. She had said they shared horror stories. Maybe she remembered their time together more favorably than he had thought?

      “I didn’t want to frighten her off relationships entirely, you know? I mean, we came here hoping to find the loves of our lives. Why start the trip with too much negativity?”

      He let her comments slide, though to be honest, he couldn’t come up with anything resembling a retort.

      Had he really been that horrible?

      “Oh look, people are heading toward the doors. I guess it’s time for those icebreakers.”

      The plastered smile returned, but he could read the dread in the tortured shadows on her face.

      “After you.” He gestured in front of him, encouraging her to take the lead.

      Though the clothing she wore wasn’t formal, she oozed elegance. Class. The confidence of a homecoming queen.

      Something she had never aspired to be.

      Neither of them attempted conversation as they filed through the crowds of couples. He listened in as matches flirted, questioned one another, and shared stories of their jobs, their families, their pets. He wanted to hear all about Keira’s life and what she had been up to, but there was a concrete wall between them, and he didn’t dare to knock on it this soon. They had two weeks. They were in the utopia of romance. There would be time. He’d win her over.

      Fate would not have brought him here seeking the kind of love he had given up when he left their small hometown if this wasn’t meant to be. He had never considered himself a “what’s meant to be” kind of guy, but he couldn’t argue with the theory now. He had given her up. He had missed what they had. He had—at the urging and encouragement of his now deceased wife—decided to seek it out. He had been matched with her. Her. The one. The only. His fated match.

      He’d do better this time. He’d had ten years and a lifetime of experience. He had grown. Matured. Things would be better this time. He’d make sure of it.

      She led them to an empty table in the middle of the room. He held her chair out for her, trying to catch her eye as she sat. She refused to look at him, but he hadn’t expected otherwise.

      He sat beside her, fiddling with the corner of the napkin beneath his glass of water. When another couple joined them at the table, he listened enviously as Keira chatted so freely with them.

      Jared wanted to be the recipient of those smiles. He wanted her to ask him the polite questions meant to pass the time. He wanted them to take turns reading off the list of suggested “getting to know you” topics placed at each place setting. He wanted her attention, plain and simple.

      But he’d wait.

      He’d waited this long. He had never hoped or dreamed he’d have another chance with her. No way would he mess it up with impatience.

      Jared nodded politely to another couple who joined them to his right. He was too mesmerized by the ethereal giggle coming from Keira to attempt conversation.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, may I start by saying that you all look fantabulous?” The crowd cheered as the petite woman, who introduced herself as Mrs. Love Maker, started the conversation as she paced a makeshift stage with a microphone attached to her shirt. “And dare I say that I think I sense love in the air?”

      The crowd hooted and hollered their approval. Jared felt his cheeks burn. This was so far from anyplace he had imagined himself being. So different from anything he’d typically take part in.

      When had he become so desperate?

      But like he told his friends (who had ribbed him endlessly when they heard his plans to bail on a trip they had been planning to Bangkok in favor of trying his luck at love at a matchmaking resort—he had left out the part about his deceased wife insisting on it), it wasn’t desperation. He had no trouble meeting women. This was born of a desire to find something deeper. More meaningful. Something like what he had lost.

      Something to show his daughter that fairy tales weren’t just words on paper.

      And since Elizabeth had researched and booked this thing, he couldn’t mess it up.

      He never imagined he’d actually get another chance at the very thing he had lost when he had deserted his small hometown. The very person he had lost.

      He tuned back into the woman addressing the crowd just as she was instructing them to move their chairs to face their partner. A facilitator would join each table for a getting-to-know-your-partner game. Each couple was supposed to do their best to guess the correct answer. The winner at the end would be given a special date opportunity.

      Jared would have thought it unfair since he and Keira knew each other, but how well could they actually know each other after all this time? They had been kids when they were together. A lifetime had passed.

      But he still intended to win.

      He leaned forward to whisper to Keira as she settled her seat in its new position. “This is going to be too easy.”

      “Ha. I wouldn’t be so sure. I don’t think you know me half as well as you seem to think you do.”

      “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      The facilitator at their table was a round, cheerful man named Dan. He gave them a brief overview of how he had met his match here on the island four years ago and bragged joyfully about how they were celebrating their third wedding anniversary next month. He often volunteered to help out because he fully believed in the program and, aside from his bride, he loved nothing more than witnessing couples finding love.

      His speech should have given Jared the willies. Instead, it inspired him.

      He watched Keira draw squiggly lines in the margins of the notepad Dan handed her. Some things never changed. She had always been a doodler. Back in high school study hall, he could always tell what kind of mood she was in based on what shapes the doodles formed. For her, squiggly lines had meant confusion. Whether she had been struggling with remembering timelines for history class or dealing with a problem with one of her best friends, he had always known that squiggly lines meant he had to provide her with chocolate and a listening ear before the end of the day.

      “Okay, for the first round, Partner A will be answering for Partner B. Partner B will jot down the answer on the pad so that it can be confirmed. Security is tight, so no trying to peek! We come by love the honest way around here.” She waited while the laughter from the audience died down, then read the first question. “And now it’s time to see how much effort you put into getting to know your match during the mingling session. If your partner were an animal, what would he or she be?”

      Keira didn’t look at him as she scribbled her answer. With the way things were going so far, she’d probably say a snake.

      He wrote down the animal he most identified with, knowing it was a long shot that she’d get it, but wanting to be honest just the same.

      When the buzzer went off, they held their papers up at the same time.

      Dan checked all the responses and boomed to announce a point for the winners of the round. Keira had correctly guessed that Jared had said he’d be a humpback whale.

      “How did you guess that? It’s not the kind of answer we usually see around here.” Dan shoved a microphone in Keira’s face, waiting for a response to his question.

      “My partner here mentioned that he likes to roam long distances. And he likes the ocean.”

      The winning couples from each table were instructed to move to the center of the room, where chairs were hastily set up. The couples who didn’t answer correctly were invited to fill their plates from the cheese and fruit buffet.

      Sweat gathered around the edges of his scalp as pressure built. She had guessed a difficult question. If he didn’t get this one about her right, he’d never forgive himself.

      “Okay, love matches! Get those pencils ready for the next question. Here goes! What does your partner value above all else?”

      Relief released the tight hold anxiety held on his throat. Easy question! He jotted down his answer and sat back in his chair, pleased that he hadn’t had to think too hard.

      “We have a winner! Keira and Jared—well done. How did you guess that family bonds were what she valued above all else?”

      Jared started to answer, but the tears welling in Keira’s eyes pushed all thoughts out of his head. What was making her sad? She blinked away the tears and doodled away, drawing little hearts with lightning bolts severing the symbols. Did she know how her doodles gave her away? How they betrayed the calm look on her face by revealing something about her inner thoughts?

      He desperately wanted to know why she was hurting. He even more desperately wanted to fix it.

      Realizing that everyone was awaiting an answer from him, he smiled and said, “Such a sweet person would always put her family first.”

      That seemed to satisfy Dan enough to get him to move along to the other couples who answered correctly. He leaned forward and placed a hand on Keira’s knee.

      “Are you okay?”

      She uncrossed her legs and crossed them the opposite way, effectively dislodging his hand.

      “Yeah, of course. I’m fine. Don’t distract me—it’s my turn to answer about you.”

      Her weak smile didn’t convince him that everything was okay, but now wasn’t the time. He knew she hated to cry in front of people, and he didn’t need to give her any other ammunition against him.

      “If your partner were eighteen years old again and someone gave him one thousand dollars, what would he or she spend it on?”

      Keira’s sardonic laugh frightened him, but he scribbled his answer and they won yet another round with what to them was an easy question.

      Plane tickets.

      They continued to win round after round with questions that seemed almost too easy to be fair. Some did require some thought, though. Favorite color was harder than it should have been, because she always said she loved the whole rainbow. But based on the color scheme of her blouse and her jewelry, he safely guessed turquoise and was given a bonus point for not just saying “blue.”

      After several rounds, they were down to only two couples. Keira and Jared shook hands with the other couple and settled in for the moment of truth. Would they be enjoying a private date in utopia, or would the other couple get the slice of heaven?

      It all hinged on his ability to answer the final question correctly.

      “Okay, friends. The final question is of critical importance. If you both get it right, we will have a tiebreaker. But if one of you does not answer the question correctly, we will have our winner and will announce the special itinerary for this evening!”

      Sure, no pressure.

      “When replacing toilet paper, should the paper roll over or under? Good luck!”

      Well, this would certainly cement it. If she was anything but an “over” person, he would call it all off and head out of the country right now.

      He smiled at the thought. As if he’d give up on her so easily.

      Keira let out a cheer when they flipped their papers over to reveal that their answers matched. The poor sap in the other couple earned a glare and a pout at the insinuation that his partner would ever be an “under.” The dude’s feeble, “But that’s how my mama always did it” earned an even bigger pout and a dirty look from his match. Trouble in paradise already…At least Jared wasn’t the only one who had a big hole to dig out of.

      “Congratulations to our winners! Come on up here!”

      The crowd applauded as Dan escorted the lucky pair to the front of the room. Mrs. Love Maker grabbed each of them by the hand and held their arms in the air like they were heavyweight champions rather than personal trivia winners.

      “This lucky couple must have paid attention to the list of suggested topics to discuss. Well done, you two. As a reward for winning, you will be escorted via sleigh to a private gazebo overlooking the pond, where professional figure skating couples will entertain you! We’re talking Olympics level of professional, my friends! While getting to know each other even better, you will be serviced by a full staff eager to cater to your every need. Never fear, though, the rest of you. While you won’t be getting the First Class treatment, you are all invited to view the skaters from the other side of the pond, where there will be a fully stocked chocolate bar. Save me some strawberries to dip in the fountain, won’t ya? Enjoy!”

      “Not a bad setup for a first date, huh?” Jared hoped his smile wouldn’t give away how nervous he felt at the idea of being relatively alone with Keira.

      He had messed things up with her once before.

      He wouldn’t do it again.

      Keira smiled, but he wasn’t blind enough not to see the tension in the corner of her lips. The lack of shine in her eyes.

      This smile wasn’t for him. It was for all the people watching.

      He would get her to smile a genuine smile before the night was over. If he couldn’t manage that, he didn’t deserve another chance.
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