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      “You have to be kidding me. Jacob, are you seriously going to let Callie set up a dating app? Well, my friend, there goes your reputation for being a serious mover and shaker in the tech world!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at poor Jake’s desperate attempts to get Callie’s attention. He really would let her have whatever she wanted, the poor fool. I couldn’t deny that she was smart too and her hunches were usually spot on, but this idea seemed a step too far in my humble opinion. But Callie was also the only woman I have ever met who could out-code me, and even had the temerity to beat me at chess – every single time. Well, of course, there had also been one other person who’d been able to do that, but she was no longer in my life. And yet, even five years later, my one true love Lucy still managed to infiltrate my thoughts at the most random times.

      I shook my head and tried to force myself to pay attention to the conversation at hand. Maybe Callie had a different angle on the new dating app, one that hadn’t already been done to death. Jacob grinned at me sheepishly and shrugged.

      “Ha, ha, Cole!” Callie said sarcastically as she brought a pitcher of beer and three shots of tequila back from the bar. “You boys ready to celebrate? This is going to be the best idea we’ve ever put into production!”

      We’d all met at UCLA, on the very first meeting of the year of the Tech Society. We had bunched around a table, admiring the new gadgets we had all been excited to receive to start college in true nerd style. We discussed every little improvement and flaw as if the world would end if they weren’t put right – and then Callie walked in.

      Standing six feet tall, she was a vision of leggy, blonde-haired, blue-eyed perfection. Naturally we all assumed she was in the wrong room. Turned out she was just as bright and obsessed as we all were, and more so than many. Callie truly did deserve the term ‘wiz’ – everything she did was fast: she thought fast, she drank faster, and she could solve virtually any math puzzle in moments.

      And though there was no doubting that Callie was attractive, my heart belonged to another. The three of us settled into a comfortable friendship that lasted throughout college and beyond.

      Callie knocked back her tequila shot and gestured to us to do the same. The fiery liquid burned its way down my throat and I made a face of pure displeasure. It had never been my drink; I was more of a bourbon guy really. I shook my head and regained my composure.

      I must have still looked skeptical because I couldn’t see it myself. Sure, dating sites and apps seemed to be big business, but surely there were already a hundred all doing exactly the same thing? I mean how many did the world truly need?

      “Seriously guys, the market seems flooded, I know. But, I’ve done the research. Every site has a different angle – matching by compatibility; matching on hobbies; matching on lifestyle; even matching on pets. But none of them give you a chance to check out the entire pool of people out there looking for ‘The One’. I mean, when you meet someone in a bar, you don’t check out whether you have stuff in common. You go on attractiveness, do they make you laugh, does being around them make you go tingly – you know, all that kind of stuff.”

      I could kind of see her point. I have never waited to find out if a girl had something in common with me to go and ask her on a date. That’s what first dates are for after all. There does need to be some kind of initial gut reaction that draws you in.

      “I think I get it, but the point of internet dating is to cut out the selection process, to speed it all up for yourself, to be matched with someone you are likely to get along with right?” I asked, beginning to get genuinely curious but still prepared to play devil’s advocate for the moment.

      “For some people yes, time is of the essence – professionals and the like, but college kids have all the time in the world. Think about how Facebook started. It was a way to check out people on campus,” Callie continued.

      Jake nodded. “And let’s face it, so many of us just don’t have the guts to admit to the object of our desires how we feel.”

      I almost choked on my beer as he said so; his puppy-dog eyes were trained on the face of the woman who held his heart. If it hadn’t been so hideously close to home I would have laughed out loud.

      “Exactly. Look at us, bunch of geeks that we are. Not one of us has ever had the guts to go up to anyone and ask them out, yet we aren’t even the worst of our kind. Cole Kent here is even kind of hot!” Callie joked.

      “I’ve asked girls out on dates, occasionally… sometimes. I’m just not looking for anybody right now. You two could try a little harder, though. Neither of you is cursed with horn-rimmed glasses or nervous tics,” I teased back.

      “We know,” Callie said as she rolled her eyes, “you fell in love at, like, age five and never fell out again…”

      I sighed and tried to avoid her gaze, wanting her to change the subject.

      “At some point you’re going to have to accept that the constant weekend trips all around the country are not going to bring her back and just move on. When you do, my friend, you are going to be so glad that there will be an app that will help you find the perfect girl for you!”

      I knew deep down Callie wasn’t being harsh, and that she was probably right, but it still stung to hear it. I knew I couldn’t let go, not yet at least. I’d spent the last five years searching everywhere, often with my stepfather Tom, for my stepsister Lucy. And it seemed like every time we went out I got neck-ache from the constant straining to see if her face was somewhere in the crowd.

      She had been my best friend for as long as I could remember, and our mothers had been best friends too since high school. We’d grown up with each other; morning coffee for our moms turned into play dates for us and as we got older we became inseparable.

      But our friendship came under strain as disaster after disaster hit us like unrelenting waves. As if our teenage years weren’t bad enough, we had to deal with death, betrayal and then a marriage we just hadn’t seen coming.

      Lucy left home not long after when my mom and her dad announced that they were getting married. My dad left my mom when I was just a kid. We hadn’t heard from him in years. We were better off without him, but it had been so tough when he left. Lucy had been there for me through everything, let me cry on her shoulder, kept me in school, and made sure I didn’t let my grades slip. I’d tried to do the same for her when her mother got cancer. It was the toughest time of all our lives; we were all so close, did everything together, and shared so much love between our two little families. Joanna, Lucy’s mom, had made my mom and Tom promise to keep the families together. They had tried to do what she had wanted, and it had cost them Lucy, who just couldn’t accept that her dad had moved on so quickly, or that my mom could betray her best friend.

      I tried so hard to reason with her, but that made me as guilty as them in her eyes. She didn’t want to hear anything that she didn’t agree with. And then she was gone, and I lost the best friend and most wonderful girl in the world. Considering the miles Tom and I had covered between us and the college campuses we had visited, I had to agree with Callie. I probably wouldn’t find her again.

      And even if I did there was still the fact she was my stepsister to get past. Sure, we weren’t related by blood or anything, but way too many people would think it was wrong, and she probably would too. Maybe she never felt the same about me anyway. I always dreamed our friendship could become more, but something always seemed to get in the way.

      “Earth to Cole? Anyone home? Sorry honey, I didn’t mean to sound so cruel,” Callie touched a slender hand to my arm, her nails as always perfectly manicured in a bright scarlet shade that shone and twinkled in the light. This little touch always amused me, as she never wore any other makeup, just her trademark talons that clicked loudly as she typed at record speed.

      “No, you’re right. I need to move on. But what have you brought me here for? You guys don’t normally bring me in on all the goings-on at Glitch. Clearly you don’t want my advice on whether I think this is a good idea or not.”

      A cheesy grin spread all over Jake’s moon-shaped face. “Well, we were wondering if you had time to do the coding for the app? I am snowed under with the updates to all the games, Callie is up to her ears with those odd girly recipe games and coupon apps and things she deals with,” Jake admitted.

      They often threw me the odd coding job when they were snowed under. I had to admit I was grateful. They paid me well and it meant I had managed to make it through college and a year into law school without any student loans to pay off. Considering our family didn’t have much money to spare it had been a real godsend.

      “Way to diminish some of the most successful apps we have on the books Jake,” Callie tried to look huffy, but only succeeded in grinning as idiotically as Jake.

      They waited for my answer, both staring at me intently. Obviously, they were truly excited, and that usually bode well for them and their bank accounts. Their first project together, a search app for on-campus societies at UCLA, had been so popular that every university had requested they do one for them. They had dropped out, and never looked back – except to make sure I wasn’t floundering without them.

      I considered the offer, trying to figure out if I could work it into my upcoming busy schedule. Callie’s nails tapped impatiently upon the table.

      “Well, I do have my internship starting at the DA’s office in a few weeks, but I could probably have the bulk of it done for you by then, depending on how complex you need it,” I said and smiled.

      They simultaneously breathed a sigh of relief – they had both been holding their breath for my response. They raised their beer glasses for a toast.

      “To ‘Wooed and Won’ – it’s going to make us all filthy rich!” Callie cried happily. “Cheers!” We clinked the glasses loudly and drank deeply. Jake indicated to the bartender to bring another round of shots and it wasn’t long before we were all drunk as skunks.

      “Hey Jake, you entering the eating contest?” the bartender asked as he brought another pitcher of beer to the table.

      “Eating contest? Show me where and when!” Jake exclaimed enthusiastically, rising from his chair and almost falling straight back down. He just about managed to maintain his composure as we giggled and he headed off toward the stage.

      “Oh poor baby, he thinks it’s going to be an all-you-can-eat thing,” Callie said, concern in her tinkling, mocking girly voice. “He will never manage to eat half the stuff on this list.” She was reading the flyer the bartender had left. I took it from her.

      “You underestimate him Callie. I’ve seen him devour things that have made better men cry. There’s nothing on here he can’t get down. He’ll be fine.”

      Callie looked at me, and I could swear I saw her eyes narrow. One of her eyebrows arched up and a mischievous glint appeared in her eyes. That couldn’t be a good, I thought.

      “Want to bet on it Kent?”

      “Oh, really now?”

      “Come on, put your money where Jake’s mouth is,” she chuckled.

      “Why not, a nice friendly bet? Jake will not let me down when it comes to food.”

      “Let’s choose some stakes shall we? If you win, what do you want from me?”

      “That you do your impression of Tina Turner, on this table, tonight, in front of everyone,” I said, thinking of the one thing that would freak her out the most. She gulped nervously but rallied pretty quickly.

      “Okay, I want you to be the first person to sign up to the app once the site is up and running, and I want you to date at least one girl from the site a week for a whole month.”

      Now it was my turn to gulp. That was a pretty big stake.

      “That’s not very fair…” I grumbled. “If I win you only have to be embarrassed for a max of five minutes, but if I lose I’ll have four night’s worth of torture to contend with!”

      “Chicken?” she asked as she poked her tongue out. “Hey, think of it as you’d be doing us a favor. The girls who sign up will be ecstatic to get a date with you Cole. The feedback from them could be amazing for us. And you never know, you might even find the woman of your adult dreams, not just your childhood ones.”

      “Fine! Sure, why not.” I crossed my fingers under the table and prayed I would not regret it.
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      “You did what?!” I yelled as Alison just grinned at me inanely. “How could you do something so stupid? I am not lonely. I do not need you to try and fix me up with your hairdresser’s sister’s cousin. And I certainly do not need you to put my details into an app like ‘Wooed and Won.’ I mean, what a ridiculous name. What do they know about how to match anybody in real life? I bet they end up pairing me with some physics nerd who couldn’t get a date if his life depended on it. That app is probably full of cheating husbands and the kind of guys that nobody would go near with a ten-foot pole!”

      “Take a breath before you pass out, you’re turning purple! They don’t do the matching on this one. I know how fussy you are, and I’ve given up on pairing you off with anyone, but this might be cool. You browse the site, and you see what interests you,” she teased me, clearly not moved one bit by my outburst.

      She wasn’t even trying to control her laughter. That just made me want to throttle her even more. Alison is great, really. She’s my best friend and I adore her, but sometimes she gets these crazy ideas in her head. Most people would just shove them to one side, but no, my kooky and cute buddy just has to act on them.

      “You work too hard, and you don’t ever see anyone but me. For God’s sake Lucy, you’re only twenty-two! You need a life. You can’t keep living like a hermit! We are supposed to be out there having fun, meeting guys, getting swept off our feet!”

      I growled at her and she laughed again. “Alison, I don’t have time for fun or casual encounters, let alone a crappy app which will just waste more of my time. I don’t have enough clients as it is, and if I don’t keep hustling I will never make this business pay.”

      Alison threw up her hands at me in despair.

      “I need to do this Ali. I love my interior decorating work, but it cost me a lot of money to take my exams, and you know I’m still trying to finish my postgrad work off – which means more fees, and more materials for my portfolio work. I am really struggling to make ends meet as it is. If I take any time out right now I will lose everything I have worked so hard for,” I said and sighed.

      “Honey, I know just how hard you work. I see you every night hunched over those books and magazines, sketching and making up mood boards for your classes and your clients, but look at you.” She got up from our battered couch and dragged me to the mirror in the hallway. “Look, you are skin and bones, and have bags under your eyes that a new mom of quintuplets would be proud of.”

      I tried not to look because deep down I knew she was right. I’d been avoiding reflective surfaces for months now. I wasn’t taking care of myself and it showed. My once lustrous and curly auburn hair was tied back in a greasy ponytail. I hadn’t been able to afford to get it cut in over six months. And my clothes were hanging off me. I so rarely found the time during the day to eat at all, let alone make a healthy choice if I did, and my skin looked pale and gray from all the time I spent trapped indoors.

      “Okay, so I’m a bit of a fixer-upper, but couldn’t you have at least let me get fixed before you signed me up to a dating app?”

      “Just take a little look through. You can’t keep mooning over the past and letting it get in the way of your future, Luce.”

      She had never dared to be so blatant before. There had been hints, sure, but she had never come out and said it like that. She was talking about Cole of course. Just one of the taboo subjects around me, and I hated her for making me think about him, about any of that stuff from back then.

      Gorgeous Cole Kent who had made high school bearable, who hadn’t left my side when my mom died of cancer, who had been the cutest and sweetest boy I never got to kiss more than once. My best friend, my rock, and the guy everyone else would have to live up to and never could – right up until he became my stepbrother and my entire world crumbled into dust.

      Alison kissed me on the forehead and pulled on her coat. “Think about it Luce, maybe it’s time to let go of the past and at least have some fun in the present. And don’t yell at me again,” she said hurriedly as she saw me about to try and defend myself. “I know what happened back then, and I know how much it hurt you. But, you can’t let it fester any longer. For God’s sake, get some help, go out on a date or two, and build a life that makes you happy so you can really leave it in the past if that is truly where you want your family to belong. Stop dragging it all around with you like a giant ball and chain all the time. Not for me, but for yourself. You don’t deserve to be so damned unhappy all the time.”

      Her words penetrated my weak defenses. God, I hated it when she was right.

      She opened the door, and looked at me tenderly. “I love you Luce, and you deserve better than you are letting yourself have. I’ve got to go to work, but think about what I’ve said while I’m gone, please?”

      I nodded, but knew that this conversation would be shoved down into the file marked ‘Just Don’t Go There’ in my head, at least not yet.

      I slunk back into the living room, and crashed heavily onto the couch. Thoughts about Cole started to escape the confines of the locked box where I had imprisoned my entire past. I tried to banish them back into the black hole, but the harder I tried the more they just kept bursting like bubbles in front of my tired eyes.

      He had been one of those guys who was just simply perfect. Though deep down inside beat the heart of an all-out geek, he was also a bit of a jock, a swimmer. He had sun-kissed skin all year round from being in the pool every day, his back a perfect V of muscular perfection. His washboard abs made everybody drool.

      All the girls were hot for him, including me, despite his reputation for being super smart and an IT wiz. But, he was also the kindest and sweetest boy alive and my very best friend. God dammit, I missed him so much more than I ever wanted to admit.

      Mom, Dad, and I had been so close. I think when you are an only child – especially one your parents described as a miracle baby following years of struggling to conceive – your relationship with them is much more intense. My mom was the best, and she always had time for me. She encouraged me to develop my love of art and crafts, let me help when she decorated the house, and made me believe that anything was possible if you wanted it badly enough. Dad, a carpenter by trade, taught me how to use hammers and drills, and inspired me to use up any spare wood lying around in the garage to create whatever I wanted.

      Our home was full of laughter, and love. Oh, how I longed to go back to that time, when everything was simple and uncomplicated… and when I had Cole.

      But then the cancer came.

      It permeated every minute of each day, as we watched Mom grow weaker and more unwell. And then she was gone, and I didn’t know what to do anymore. I was a shell, held carefully together by Cole’s tenderness, but then he was taken away from me too.

      All because of my dad and Stephanie, Cole’s Mom.

      Dad was just as lost as I was, and if it hadn’t been for Aunty Steph – who was not really an aunt, she was my Mom’s best friend – I think he would have disappeared wholly into his grief, too. And soon, everything changed; too much and too quick, and there was no way back.

      Ali was right about that. I had to stop letting it take me over; it was in the past and I needed to find a way to make it stay there. Therapy would probably be the best bet, but dating suddenly seemed an easier option and cheaper at that.

      I picked up my cell and clicked on the “Wooed and Won” app Alison had downloaded onto it. I grinned when I saw she had chosen a great picture of me, thank god. It was the one from my graduation from the Rhode Island School of Design. I looked so happy and proud. It was everything I had ever dreamed of, and I had worked so very hard for it – but as I looked closely at the snapshot, my grin faded, and I realized there was a haunted look in my eyes. I remembered seeing my fellow students with their families all around them that day, and having had a tiny pang of regret that my own would never know that I had achieved my dreams. I had convinced myself that it was their loss, but even now I was beginning to think it just might be mine.

      I shook my head free of the memories and flicked the screen nonchalantly, scrolling past the list of names and pictures. I had been so right, and almost exited the app in disgust. Most were either complete sleaze balls or absolute nerds. A plethora of heavy-framed glasses and Lotharios with hairy chests and medallions gazed back at me. I laughed. What was that about in this day and age?

      This was no way to meet the love of your life, like picking out a dress from a catalogue. The analogy made me smile. I so often tried to buy clothes online or from a catalogue because I hated to shop, but I sent most of them back because they just didn’t fit, or weren’t as nice as they’d looked in the pictures. It would appear that online dating would be much the same – yet if these guys looked any worse in the flesh, or were even more boring than their profiles suggested, yikes!
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