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Chapter 1
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Jillian Derby had her eyes on her monitor but her mind was flitting around the possibility of romance as she only half listened to the lengthy explanation of what had gone wrong with the client’s student information system. Lisa and Stefan, both in the massive tech support cube farm with Jillian, would probably be perfect for each other. Lisa was into alternative music and Stefan was into gaming, they both seemed to spend similar percentages of their days wearing smiles, and it was quite possible they could initially connect on at least one level. Neither one of them was dating as far as Jillian had heard, and they could very well become a true love match. She could even picture them in the final ten minutes of a Hallmark movie as their lips finally meet in a very satisfying happy ending...

Hearing indications of the caller winding down, Jillian took advantage of the pause in the monologue to offer her solution to the dilemma. “I see the registration date is a month from today. Is that the date the student will be starting at your school?” She smiled when she heard first self-recriminations, then profuse thanks for “saving” the woman’s “sanity”. “Is there anything else I can help you with on this beautiful Monday morning?”

After disconnecting, Jillian pulled off her wireless headset and checked the time on her laptop to see it was almost lunch time. Whew. The calls had been coming at her and her fellow tech support colleagues like rush hour traffic today, but most of her callers had had only minor problems of the user error variety. She’d had to kick one call up to the next tier which she didn’t like to do because it meant she didn’t have the expertise for it. She made a note to do a follow-up on that one so she’d know how to handle the situation if it came around again. If she even had the access rights to handle it. She may have been only a rep in a cube, but she was a rep with aspirations. The next tier consisted of supervisors lucky enough to have their own offices and Jillian hoped one day to be among their ranks. 

Gazing around at her three surrounding walls as she again donned the headset, she knew being in the cubes and among her colleagues was probably more fun that being in an office, for social connection reasons, but an office meant more money and responsibility along with other less than fun things that always seemed to accompany the more money part. But after weighing the pros and cons, she felt a promotion still seemed worth it. When she took her next call, she checked the time. “Hebron Support. This is Jillian.”

Ten minutes later she was on her way to the cafeteria for lunch, stopping at Skyler Henry’s cube to watch her take off her headset. “Ready, my friend?”

“More than ready,” Skyler said.

As they walked through the department, Jillian glanced around at their coworkers still fielding calls, filling the room with their explanations as they put out one fire after another. “I just spoke to the nicest lady and I couldn’t stop thinking she and Allen in Sales would be perfect for each other. She’s got the same kind of sense of humor and was laughing about how she was sure she’d broken the program for good this time, and she was amazed when she heard it was going to be all right after all. It’s a shame she lives all the way out in California.”

––––––––
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Hudson Essex overheard Jillian Derby’s conversation as she passed his cube, only a slight variation of other conversations he’d heard from her before, and he shook his head. That girl seemed to be obsessed with playing matchmaker to every person she came in contact with, and he wondered why she hadn’t considered her caller from California might already be in a relationship, might be thirty years older or younger than Allen Howard, and might not be interested in being paired up with a stranger just to satisfy some bone-deep need of Jillian’s to make sure the whole damn world was paired off and lived happily ever after. 

He couldn’t understand why she acted as if she were someone’s Great Aunt Tallulah who couldn’t resist the idea of playing matchmaker to everyone in her orbit. Logging off, he headed for the caf, hoping there was an open table far from where the matchmaker sat so he wouldn’t have to hear any more of her regrets for what might have been. For about the twentieth time. Maybe even the thirtieth.

On the way home from work, Hudson decided to stop at Tracy and Ian’s house since he saw his brother-in-law’s Jeep in the driveway. Knocking on the front door, he looked around at the street which looked a lot like his own, which was only a mile away. Same collection of Cape Cod and Colonial and Ranch style homes. Family neighborhoods. So far Tracy and Ian hadn’t expanded their family, but he knew they planned to have kids at some point. He hoped to have a couple one day himself, but it would help if he could somehow find the right girl first. Before he had time to wonder about the reason the face of a particular girl had appeared in his head so quickly, the door was opening and he saw Ian’s smiling face.

“Hey, buddy. Come on in.”

“What’s new, Ian?”

“Nothing much. I think we’re ready to do the kitchen floor this weekend.”

“Need any help?”

“Have you done any tiling?”

“No, but how hard can it be?”

“Just what I was thinking. Come over Saturday and we’ll see what we come up with. Got all the supplies down cellar. Tracy will be happy to see it done. She hates that old linoleum.”

Hudson walked into the kitchen and tapped the brown and tan flooring with a toe. Maybe thirty years ago, before Tracy was even born, it may have looked all right. If you liked what looked like bubbles all over your floor. “It’ll look good.”

“Have dinner with us, too. It’s the least we can do after we make you work all day.”

“It’s a deal. Say hi to Tracy for me.”

“See you Saturday.”

“Bright and early, like six, right?” Hudson grinned when Ian laughed.

“Try nine.”

“That works, too.”
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Jillian thought Fridays were a good day for matchmaking. Everyone was relaxed and looking forward to the weekend, and alternate Fridays were paydays, when there were usually veritable clouds of good humor floating around the building. She was geared up for her next pairing and had received singlehood confirmation from Skyler on the two candidates, as Jillian now did, because she’d learned verifying her people were not already in a relationship saved all kinds of embarrassment. Especially for Jillian. Had she done that when Vanessa had approached her with a special request that time... Well, she hadn’t, had she? But she’d learned from the experience, which was the only benefit of royally screwing up.

She saw Sage, her first target, filling a tumbler at the water fountain, and glanced around the hallway to verify they were alone. “Hi, Sage. I have a question for you.” When Sage’s eyes widened along with her smile, Jillian felt a spurt of hopefulness.

“Yes?”

“I feel like you and Seth might be a good match. Do you know Seth?”

Sage leaned toward Jillian, putting a hand on her arm. “Yes. Do you really think so? I know you have a knack for this. I’ve heard the other girls talk about you, and how you like to match people up.”

“Do you want me to talk to Seth?”

“Could you, Jillian? Would it be today?”

“If I can catch him alone it will be today.”

“This is so exciting. I hope he says he’s interested. Do you think he might be?”

Jillian offered her standard response to the frequently asked question. “If he’s not involved with someone I don’t see why not. But we never know, do we?”

“No, we don’t. But let me know as soon as you know, okay?”

“I will, Sage. Talk to you later.” Jillian touched Sage’s arm, then returned to tech support, her eyes scanning the department but not seeing Seth. She knew he was in because she’d seen him at lunch, and she hoped he hadn’t left early. Maybe she needed to take a little walk down the hallway. Sage had returned to her cube, and gave Jillian a little wave as she passed. Jillian really hoped Seth worked out for her. Both Sage and Seth were probably in their early 20s, right out of school, and if they turned out to be perfect for each other, they could be one of those incredibly lucky couples who’d be married for sixty or seventy years. Thinking about their possible lifetime of happiness together as she pictured their story portrayed in a Hallmark movie was getting her a little teary-eyed, as it always did when she felt another successful pairing was within reach. 

Heading out of the department, she saw Seth in the hallway talking to Hudson, and her determination wavered. If Seth walked the other way and Hudson returned to the department, she could chase after Seth, but if Seth and Hudson walked in the same direction, she would be sunk and might have to wait until Monday. Oh, heckity-heck.

But they didn’t walk in the same direction.

Hudson turned toward the department doorway where she was lingering, and she did a modified sprint around him to go after Seth, who was headed for the stairs at the far end of the hall. She didn’t let the somewhat contemptuous look Hudson sent her way slow her down in the slightest, and she was able to catch up with Seth before he reached the staircase. “Seth. Hi.” Stopping when he heard her voice, he turned to face her.

“Hi, Jillian.”

“Seth, I have to ask you something.” She learned building a little suspense seemed to make people more receptive to her questions, which often took them by surprise.

“What’s that?”

“There’s a certain girl in tech support who is interested in you, and I wondered if you’d like to know who it is.” She knew she sounded as if she were in middle school, but that was also part of her process. Waiting for his reaction, she wondered if he’d do the same eye and mouth thing Hudson Essex had done when she’d used exactly the same words during her approach to him. She dearly hoped he would not. She wanted this couple to become a couple, because she had a gut feeling they would suit each other right down to the ground.

“I would like to know. Is it you?”

She laughed in a way she hoped sounded carefree, flattered, and amused. All at the same time. “Don’t worry, it isn’t me. I’m just the messenger. It’s actually Sage Bracken.” 

“Sage? Is that right?”

“She just told me this morning. You probably need some time to think about it, but-”

“No. I don’t need any time. Thanks, Jillian.”

When he turned and continued down the stairs without giving her what she wanted, she slowly turned and carried her disappointment along the hallway and back to the department. What was she going to tell Sage? At least when people, such as Hudson Essex, gave her an answer she didn’t want to hear, at least she had an answer to share. This being in limbo thing was not working, and never would work for her.

Hudson had a pretty good idea of what was going down in the world of matchmaking, wondering if he’d also be a witness to the outcome. Seth had made it appear he was happy with whatever Jillian had said to him, but Hudson was unable to see Jillian’s reaction to the answer since she’d been facing Seth. Unable to think of a reason to remain standing in the doorway, Hudson had returned to his cube, then asked himself why he was wasting time thinking about the absurd romantic machinations of Jillian Derby. 

He was better off imagining how the hell he and Ian were going to tile a kitchen when neither of them had ever done it before. And may as well add Tracy into the mix, Tracy, who had an unstoppable flow of advice and suggestions about everything on the planet whether she knew what she was talking about or not, and it promised to be an interesting day. But his sister could cook and he’d get a great meal out of it, no matter what the three of them managed to make of the floor.

Jillian wound her way through the cubes and finally reached Sage’s desk, dropping into the extra chair. Sage’s eyes looked so hopeful... “I spoke to you know who, but he didn’t give me an answer yet.” It was always good to tack on a “yet”. “This is perfectly normal. We’ll wait to see what happens. Okay?”

“Thank you, Jillian. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

Jillian raised her own hands, crossing her fingers in support. “Back to work for me. Bye.”

“Bye, Jillian. Have a great weekend.”

When the work day ended, not anywhere soon enough, Jillian thought as she logged off, she pulled on her jacket and headed for Skyler’s desk so they could walk out together. She would have shared the Sage-Seth story had they not been surrounded by everyone else in the department, all desperate to get out of there without delay, but decided she could text Sky later.

Except when they reached the parking lot, she saw Seth and Sage together, standing out of the way to the right of the door, and Jillian inhaled sharply, gripping Skyler’s arm. “Look to the right. Do you see what I see?”

Skyler turned her head to see and grinned. “They’re both smiling.”

“Yes, they are.”

“I think you’ve got another success, my friend.”

Hudson hadn’t intentionally followed Jillian out the door, but when the opportunity presented itself, his ears were focused on her convo. Glancing the way she and Skyler had, he guessed Jillian would be pretty happy about the outcome. What the hell did she get out of it? The chance to interfere in people’s lives? Made no sense to him. He passed Jillian, who wasn’t moving fast enough, and he wondered if she needed to write down her latest in a little black book, or wherever she kept track of her successes. Reaching the Camaro, he thought what she needed was a match of her own, then she’d stay out of everybody else’s love lives. 
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“I think we need to lay out all the tiles before we start,” Tracy Carson said, frowning at her husband as he kneeled on the floor.

“That’ll waste time.”

Hudson didn’t like getting in the middle of a husband and wife, although he did enjoy disagreeing with his sister and had spent the past thirty years perfecting the art. Except this time, he thought she might be right, and bro code or not, he didn’t want to do this wrong just to have it done quicker. “I have all day. Let’s make sure Tracy is happy.” He picked up a 12” tile in each hand and started what he hoped Ian would continue. When Ian shrugged and picked up another couple tiles, Hudson knew the happy-Tracy comment was probably the deciding factor.

“Go put your feet up,” Ian said.

“You talking to me?” Hudson grinned. “I won’t be tired out for at least another five or six minutes.” He’d really lucked out in the brother-in-law department, gaining the brother he’d always wanted.

“Not you. Tracy.” Ian stood, his eyes on Tracy. “Should we tell him, Trace?”

Hudson stopped what he was doing and stood, looking from Tracy to Ian. “What’s going on?”

Tracy rolled her eyes, then looked at Hudson. “What my husband is so subtly saying is, we’re going to have a baby.”

“Hey, that’s fantastic.” Hudson hugged his sister, then shook Ian’s hand before pulling him into a brief hug. “Congratulations, you guys. You naming him after me?”

“Him?” Tracy laughed. “Get in line. So far we’ve got requests for both grandfathers, Ian and you. And I think Ian Christopher Bradley Hudson Carson is a bit much, don’t you?”

“Hope if it’s a girl she can deal with the teasing,” Ian said, pulling Tracy closer for a kiss.

Hudson waved a hand. “None of that stuff. Tracy, go put your feet up or take a nap or boil some water. Ian and I have to get this floor done. You’ll probably want a nursery set up next and we don’t have time to waste.”

“We have six months, Hud,” Tracy said. 

“Then that’ll be September. Good. Make sure you have him on my birthday,” Hudson said, picking up another two tiles. A baby in the family. Life was freakin’ amazing.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Jillian, want to come over for dinner?” Erin Derby said when Jillian answered her call.

She had planned to stop by her parents’ house that afternoon, but visiting Erin and Jeremy would work. “I’d love to. And I’m bringing dessert, if that’s okay?”

“It’s great. Thank you. Your mom and dad are coming, too. Jeremy’s putting the baby’s room together and I’m supervising.”

“As you should. Make sure my brother puts everything where you want it.”

“He’s doing a great job. Baby Derby is so lucky to have a daddy like Jeremy.”

“And a mommy like you. And my parents are going to spoil that baby so much. They are beyond excited, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Between the baby shower and your parents, I think we might need a whole separate room for everything this baby has. Maybe an addition.”

Jillian laughed. “And they still have what? Seven weeks before your due date?”

“Yes. We told them we have enough, but more things keep showing up on the front porch in every size cardboard box you can imagine.”

“Just roll with it. It makes them happy.”

“Dinner is around five, so just come over any time. I might try to sneak in a nap at some point, but they’re usually quick.”

“I’ll see you guys later. Go take your nap.”

It was a smiling but sleepy-eyed Erin who opened the door to Jillian a couple of hours later, and Jillian hugged her sister-in-law, then handed her a gift bag. It wasn’t only grandparents who couldn’t stop buying baby gifts. “It’s just a little something.”

“Thanks, Jillian. You shouldn’t have.” Erin pulled the stuffed baby elephant from the bag, then hugged it against her chest. “I love it. Come on upstairs. They’re all in the baby’s room.”

As Jillian helped with assembly and organization, she watched her parents and Jeremy and Erin, all of them together to prepare for Baby Derby. It was wonderful to have the family gathered, and it would be even more wonderful once the baby was born. She hoped to be able to babysit whenever Erin and Jeremy wanted to go out for date nights, probably needing to work out a schedule with her parents. And she would hold that baby and love that baby while she dreamed about someday finding her own special man to marry and have babies with. 

But why did it have to be so hard to find him? 
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Vanessa Gambone called Londyn Daltroy on Sunday, impatiently listening to the phone ringing. “Answer, Londyn...” 

“Hi, Vanessa.”

“I just had the most brilliant idea.”

“I love your brilliant ideas. What’s this one?”

“It’s something like Jillian Derby’s matchmaking. Only better.”

“You’re matchmaking, too?”

“Not exactly. You know how Jillian feels about Hudson.”

“The way I feel about broccoli, yes.”

“Right. And you know how he feels about her. Or at least we can guess since he never even talks to her, and he talks to everyone.”

“The broccoli thing again.”

“Right. And you know how my brother, Vic, has that little cabin on the mountain over in East Overshoe somewhere?”

“Yeah.”

“How about you and I and Jillian have a girls’ weekend at that cabin?”

“Why would we want to do that?”

“The catch is I drive Jillian to the place, then I make up some excuse and leave her there. There’s no cell service so she won’t be able to call anyone to come and get her.”

“Ah. Where do I come in?”

“When I invite her you act excited about it. But you won’t actually be driving up alone, which is what I’ll tell Jillian.”

“Okay... So you leave her up there, and then what happens?”

“The other part is, I get Graham and Gil to invite Hudson to the cabin for a weekend to do guy things.”

“Did your brother get a TV for it yet? It was so
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