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	The Matchmaker’s Regret

	Description

	Esther Whitlow has made a quiet life from helping others find the love she’s never dared to seek herself. As Willow’s End’s most trusted matchmaker, she’s guided dozens of couples into lasting happiness carefully avoiding the risk of opening her own heart. When a grieving widower arrives in town with three children and a hesitant request for help, Esther agrees to assist him the only way she knows how: by finding him a new wife.

	Caleb Martin never expected to fall into Esther’s world so easily. Her calm voice soothes his guilt. Her gentle presence stirs feelings he thought long buried. But as Esther introduces him to women who check every box, Caleb begins to wonder if what he truly needs can’t be written down in a notebook.

	With each stolen glance and shared moment, the line between matchmaker and match begins to blur. And Esther, who has spent her life stepping aside for the sake of others, must finally choose: protect her heart or give it away.

	Can two people built from loss and self-denial find the courage to accept the kind of love neither dared to ask for?

	What if the match you’ve been looking for… is the one you never meant to make?

	 


Chapter 1: A Lonely Talent

	Esther

	The last guest had just left, her boots clicking against the wooden floor of the fellowship hall, when Esther closed the door behind her and leaned her back against it. The quiet fell fast and heavy. The laughter, the chatter, the congratulations all faded into the hush of her own breath and the echo of memories she didn’t invite.

	The match had gone well. Better than expected, really. Ruth and Levi had stood beneath the hand-carved arch that Esther’s uncle made for her very first match years ago, and they’d looked at each other like no one else existed. The parents beamed. The church sisters sniffled into handkerchiefs. Someone had even brought Esther a peach pie.

	Twenty-seven successful matches. Twenty-seven couples who had her to thank for the way their hands now fit so perfectly together.

	She walked slowly through the hall, trailing her fingers along the edge of the long table still scattered with cups and crumbs. The scent of sweet cider lingered in the air, mingling with the wax from the candles she’d lit before the ceremony. It was warm here. Safe. Full of other people’s joy.

	Her heels clicked softly as she gathered stray napkins and set the folding chairs back in place. She could’ve asked someone to help clean up, but she never did. She liked the stillness afterward the moment when the work was done and all the emotions had passed through the walls like a breeze.

	She liked it, except when she didn’t.

	Esther straightened a chair that didn’t need straightening, then stopped, palms resting on the cold metal back. A thin film of something gathered in her throat, that familiar tightness she’d long since stopped fighting. She closed her eyes.

	She could still see their faces every one of the brides and grooms she’d matched. The way their eyes lit up during that first knowing glance, the way nervousness turned to certainty in small, unspoken moments. She could even recall the questions she’d asked, how she’d coaxed stories out of reluctant hearts until they revealed their true shape.

	But she could never seem to shape her own.

	***

	The sky had darkened by the time she locked the hall and walked the short path home. Her boots kicked up dust as she passed the quiet storefronts, the lamplight flickering in windows already closed for the night. She tucked her shawl closer to her shoulders not so much against the cold as the loneliness that wrapped around her like fog.

	Home was a narrow cottage tucked behind the bakery. Ivy crept up the side wall, the window box beneath her kitchen window now bare with the coming winter. She stepped inside and shut the door gently, as if any loud sound might echo too much in the stillness.

	The kettle was already set for tea. Habit. She lit the stove and sat in the rocking chair beside the hearth, hands clasped in her lap.

	She wasn’t unattractive. She knew that. People had said it enough times that she’d learned to believe them, even if the mirror sometimes told a different story. She was thoughtful. Capable. Trusted. But something inside her had always recoiled at the idea of putting herself forward. It felt like taking instead of giving like asking for something when her whole life had been about offering.
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