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Praise for TRUE ROMANCE


“What better way is there to prove romance really exists than to read these books?”


—Carly Phillips, New York Times bestselling author 


“Memoir meets romance! In the twenty years I’ve been penning romances, this is one of the most novel and exciting ideas I’ve encountered in the genre. Take a Vow. It rocks!”


—Tara Janzen, New York Times bestselling
 author of Loose and Easy 


“An irresistible combination of romantic fantasy and reality that begins where our beloved romance novels end: TRUE VOWS. What a scrumptious slice of life!”


—Suzanne Forster, New York Times bestselling author 


“The marriage of real-life stories with classic, fictional romance—an amazing concept.”


—Peggy Webb, award-winning author
 of sixty romance novels 
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Dedication


To Walt 
If you had canceled your
 Internet subscription in December ’96
 as you’d thought you might do,
 I would’ve missed out on a life spent with 
the best man I ’ve ever known.
 I love you. Forever. 
Or at least for forty years.









Dear Reader


[image: 9780757391767_0010_001]

WHEN I FIRST LEARNED THAT HCI BOOKS would be publishing Reality-Based Romance, I wondered why no one had thought of doing so before! Just look at the popularity of TV shows like Survivor, The Bachelor, The Real Housewives franchise, and America’s Next Top Model. We love reality programming. RB Romance™ made perfect sense, giving readers the same glimpse into real people’s lives with the “happily ever after” the romance genre delivers so beautifully. Kudos to TRUE VOWS Series Creator Michele Matrisciani for her vision.


Working on the launch of TRUE VOWS with authors Judith Arnold (check out Meet Me in Manhattan, one of the first three TRUE VOWS books) and Julie Leto (Hard to Hold), and Series Developer Olivia Rupprecht, has been one of the best writing adventures of my career. So many combined years of experience and such talent all in one place made for incredible brainstorming e-mails and conference calls. My undying appreciation goes to Judith, Julie, and Olivia for their talent and insight, and a special thank you to Julie for suggesting me for the gig. Also, a shout out to Veronica Blake for suggesting to her HCI colleagues to enter the romance genre, and to HCI’s president and publisher  Peter Vegso for his open-mindedness and encouragement surrounding the new concept of “reality-based romance.”


Reading the Washington Post’s feature on Michelle Snow and Todd Bracken sparked my creative juices even before I got to the end. The photos of their cupcakes had my imagination—not to mention my taste buds—running wild. I’m humbled to be able to bring their story to life, and I thank them for being forthcoming, receptive, and patient, and for Ben Folds’s The Luckiest. 


The Brackens’s relationship is the epitome of what makes romance the most popular form of genre fiction. True love, as William Goldman tells us, doesn’t happen every day, but what Todd and Michelle share will happen for a lifetime. It was a pleasure to work with them and to watch their dream—Frosting, A Cupcakery—come to life. Now to get to Chevy Chase, Maryland, and sample their wares . . .


I encourage you to visit the official TRUE VOWS site: www.truevowsbooks.com, to interact with the couples and novelists, learn the latest news on the TRUE VOWS line, read about the upcoming books in the series, and even have the opportunity to tell HCI BOOKS your true love story for a chance to be the subject of a future TRUE VOWS book.


Happy reading . . . and happy cupcakes!
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One
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*Snowflake: coconut bottom with coconut 
vanilla buttercream top 


“MICHELLE! DANA’S HERE!”


Elbowing open her bedroom door while fastening the clasp on her necklace, Michelle Snow called out, “Be right there!” in response to Christina’s update. Liz, one of the foursome, was already in the tiny kitchen, brewing coffee and mixing a pitcher of mimosas for the weekend brunch. Dana, not surprisingly, was the last to arrive. She’d marched to a different drummer—and kept time to a different clock—as long as the four Alpha Phi sisters had been friends.


It had been too long since the group had gotten together, and Michelle was thrilled to be the one playing hostess this time. Yes, they’d be doing a lot of stepping around one another in her pintsized condo, but she knew not a one of them cared. They had food, drink, and the best of company with whom to share the afternoon—not to mention months’ worth of gossip to catch up on. And her place, well, if nothing else, it offered an intimacy no Friendship Heights venue could.


Taking one last look at her reflection, Michelle smoothed the skirt of the dress she’d changed into after making sure the table was set and the food ready. She loved dressing up as much as she loved cooking and entertaining—all joys instilled by her mother through the years. If she turned out to be half the hostess Ann Snow was, Michelle would consider it one of her life’s greatest accomplishments.


With that thought came a smile that warmed her all the way to her toes. She really had hit the jackpot with her friends as well as her family, and counting herself both lucky and blessed, she headed for the front room. There, she held her arms wide in welcome, greeting her Sunday guests. “You guys look great! All of you! I’m so glad you’re here!”


“Are you kidding?” Dana set her purse on the chest beneath the flat screen TV just inside the front door, her gaze never leaving Michelle’s as she pushed a riot of coffee-black curls from her face. “Look at you! I love that dress!”


Laughing, Michelle spun once where she stood, the periwinkle fabric flowing softly against her skin. “I do, too. I don’t know why I don’t wear it more often.”


Dana took in the table set with Waterford crystal and Royal Tara china, then frowned down at her penny loafers, khakis, and chino vest. “I feel decidedly underdressed. And plain. And I know Oxford casual does nothing for my eyes. But then again, there’s not a lot to be done with brown, is there?”


“You’re anything but plain, silly!” The other woman’s complexion was perfect for the earth tones Michelle had never been able to pull off. “You’re chocolate cake and iced tea and Portobello mushrooms rolled up into one.”


“And mud. Don’t forget mud.” Dana wrapped an arm around Michelle’s shoulder and hugged. “Actually, all that rolling would make mud, wouldn’t it?”


Michelle laughed in answer, the two walking toward the kitchen where Liz had been trapped by Christina while the stunning blonde showboated about her love life. “Coffee or something stronger?”


“Coffee for now,” Dana said, giving a wink to Liz. The other woman, obviously desperate for a rescue, mouthed, “Thank you,” then turned her back on Christina to pour.


Michelle pressed her fingers to her lips, hiding her smile. Christina would always be Christina: the center of attention, the life of the party, the monopolizer of all conversations. Still, the others loved her, so like animals in the wild had learned over time to adapt.


Dana, adapting, went on. “I’ll save the hard stuff for later, when talk turns to the lack of time most of us have for dating, and the lack of men most of us have to date. I figure I’ll be needing a buzz by then.”


Her attention pricked, Christina hurriedly swallowed, holding her drink to the side and fluttering her fingers. Her brightly lacquered nails looked like tiny brake lights flashing. “Time is one thing, sure. But lack of men? Totally a rumor. They are coming out of the woodwork.”


“And that right there is the problem.” Gathering the crushed bronze silk of the ankle-length skirt she wore with macramé roman sandals, Liz wiggled her way out of the kitchen, moving to the seat with her name card. “I don’t want to date insects. Or vermin. They’re disgusting, diseased, and too big to squash with your shoe.”


“Some parts of them are small enough,” Dana put in, taking her spot across from Liz. “Their wallets, for starters.”


“Tell me about it.” Michelle set a basket of sliced poppy-seed loaf on the table before going back to the fridge for the fruit salad.  “The last guy I met for dinner? He walked out on the tab while I was slipping on my sweater. I don’t mind paying my part of the bill, but good grief. How cheap can you get?”


Nibbling on one of the almond crescents intended for dessert, Christina settled into her chair. “You’re going about this dating thing all wrong, Michelle. All of you are. Take charge of your destiny. Stop hoping a guy in a club will actually deliver, or relying on friends for fix-ups.”


Dana fluffed her napkin and draped it over her lap. “I dunno, Chris. Fix-ups aren’t so bad. As long as whoever’s setting you up knows both you and the guy. Dating sites give off a really bad tempting-fate vibe.”


“True, though they have almost as much compatibility data to work with as friends do,” Michelle said, sliding a knife through the quiche she’d pulled from the oven and serving a wedge to each of her guests.


“What they don’t have is the personal touch that can make all the difference,” Liz countered. “A computer doesn’t know that smelling Drakkar on a man’s skin makes you want to throw up. Or that you hate having a date suggest something on a menu when he has no clue what you like.”


Christina overruled Liz’s objections with a snort. “Even friends can get those things wrong.”


“I’ve thought about signing up with a service,” Michelle offered, surprised to hear the words spilling out. Thinking of doing so was one thing. Admitting she’d considered it had a whole lot of backfire potential.


“But?” Christina queried. “Not willing to put your money where your mouth is?”


Bang! “It’s not about money as much as time. I don’t have any. But it’s some of what Dana says, too. Tempting fate. A recommendation from a friend goes a long way to soothing nerves and  fears. Hooking up with a random stranger, not so much.”


“You’re overthinking things. Trust your instincts.” Christina turned for the pitcher of mimosas behind her on the kitchen bar. “It doesn’t take much reading between the lines of a dating-site profile to separate the wheat from the chaff.”


Pushing her fringe of strawberry-blonde bangs from her eyes, Liz gave Christina a look of disbelief. “You’re saying there are no rats and roaches online? Because from what I hear, that’s where their kind thrives.”


“Of course there are, but we’re not talking about stalkers and pedophiles here,” Christina said as she poured her second drink. “Just singles like us looking for company. Taking precautions isn’t that hard. Make sure someone knows where you are and work out a code. Keep your phone handy with their number on speed dial. That sort of thing.”


“I think I’d rather try eight-minute dating,” Michelle said, wondering why Christina hadn’t gone into the business of selling luxury cars instead of becoming a literary agent—though, she supposed, both took the same sort of playing hardball that made Christina Christina. “At least that much face-to-face time gives you a sense of their personality.”


Dana licked a spot of the poppy-seed loaf’s orange glaze from her fingertip, then said, “Not to mention their nose hair and breath.”


Giggles erupted, fueled by champagne and appeased appetites and the letting down of hair that only happened in the company of close and trusted friends. Savoring the tang of the cheese in the quiche, Michelle listened as the others discussed the ups and downs of dating, of men, the creeps, the players, the basement dwellers, then moved to argue the pros and cons of settling for good enough versus waiting for true love.


For a moment, Michelle wondered if her friends were as happy as she was, content with their lives the way she was. Or, she thought, smiling as she reached for her coffee and cradled the cup in both hands, if they felt they had to have a man to complete them because that’s what the movies said.


She understood the sentiment, that joining, that two becoming one, but for her it went both ways. She wasn’t that needy and wouldn’t want a man who was.


“Care to share what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours, Ms. Snow?” Christina asked, meeting Michelle’s gaze over the rim of her flute.


She figured it wasn’t a big deal, and confessed, “Jerry Maguire.”


“The movie?” Liz asked, halving the last bite of her quiche. “Or were you thinking about Tom Cruise?”


Tom’s Oprah moment was a perfect example of the crazy, obsessive behavior Michelle wanted to avoid. “I was thinking about the line the movie made famous.”


“‘Show me the money!’?” Dana asked.


“No. ‘You complete me.’” She toyed with the bread on her plate, pinching off a corner of the crust. “I mean, yes, I’d love to be in a relationship, to eventually have the two-point-five kids and, well, not a white picket fence, but whatever the urban version might be. But I’m happy now. I don’t feel incomplete at all. Seriously, how bad would it be living the rest of my life as Single Snow?”


She looked from Liz to Christina to Dana, getting a mix of reactions, though none vocal. She wondered what was going through the women’s minds, if they were worried about her seeming indifference to dating, or if they were looking inward, stacking their own emotional responses on the opposite side of the scale from the one she used to weigh her outlook on love. Surely she wasn’t so different from them.


Was she?


Liz finally spoke. “It wouldn’t be bad if you really are happy.” 


Brows knitted, Michelle gave a brisk nod. “I am—”


“But,” the other woman continued before Michelle could explain. “I hate thinking of some really great guy missing out on all the love you have to give.”


“Not to mention the gorgeous home you keep.” Dana gestured toward the accessories Michelle had carefully chosen to pull the look together, the peaceful taupes and creams and accents of brown on light aqua. “I can’t think of anyone else who has your sense of style.”


“Or your cooking skills that are incredible,” Christina put in, as she took another bite of her quiche.


“Stop already, you guys!” Michelle laughed, a blush heating her neck and creeping toward her face. “Next thing I know you’ll be writing ad copy and auctioning me off to the highest bidder.”


“Or writing an online profile to find you a perfect match,” Christina said, not bothering to hide her pleasure in bringing the conversation back to her current obsession.


“Do you really believe in perfect matches?” Liz asked, licking cheese from the tines of her fork.


Christina considered the question. “Of the happily ever after sort or the happily right now sort?”


“See? That’s the thing.” Finished with her food, Michelle laid her napkin across her plate and poured her first mimosa. “I am happy right now. I don’t need to test-drive a bunch of lemons to get me there. But happily ever after? That’s a trip worth taking. The pièce de résistance. The crème de la crème. The—”


“The icing on the cake,” Dana said.


Michelle raised her glass in a toast. “Exactly.”


“And how many people get that?” Liz asked, frowning. “Is happily ever after even realistic these days?”


For others? Michelle couldn’t say. But for her . . . “I can’t hope for anything else. And I definitely won’t settle for anything less.”


Christina huffed. “That would explain a lot.”


Uh-oh. “A lot of what?”


“When’s the last time you took a guy home to meet your parents?”


Michelle thought back. And back, and back, and back. All the way to college. And . . . him. Really? Had it been that long? Had he turned her off relationships for good, or had she just been too busy to do more than date casually? Maybe she’d stayed busy so she didn’t have to put herself out there and risk suffering that much hurt a second time.


Men who cheated sucked. She screwed her face into a grimace as the reality swept through her. “Ten years?”


Sighing, Christina shook her head, pushed out of her chair as if this intervention had been a long time coming. She headed for the cushy brown club chair in the living room and the laptop out in the open on the side table.


Michelle knew what the other woman was up to but didn’t give a moment’s thought to putting a stop to the madness. Maybe it was the champagne taking advantage of the fact that she was a total lightweight. Maybe it was the relief of giving up control to someone better versed in the games the sexes played. Maybe it was just time.


Because, really? She was so out of practice she was picking up more than her fair share of tabs these days. And it wasn’t about not wanting to be a mooch. It was just that the guys were the pits. Telling her she’d be hot if she put on a few pounds? Yeah. No goodnight kiss for you, Mister Cheap Creep.


Back in her chair, Christina pushed her plate aside to make room for the laptop. She booted it up, clearing her throat and bringing Michelle back to the moment just as, red nails flashing, she launched a browser window and typed www.match.com into the address bar.


“Here’s what we’re going to do. It won’t take more than ten minutes to get your profile started. You can pay for the service later and add all the stuff you don’t want us to see.” The website came up, and Christina looked over, her sharply arched brows daring Michelle to argue.


Sigh. It wasn’t like Michelle was having such great luck on her own. The bar scene was so not her thing. Coffee shops, bistros . . . those locations didn’t have the same meat-market vibe as did so many nightclubs and even the gym. But neither had any of the connections she’d made in such places panned out.


Christina went on. “Honestly, Chelle. What do you have to lose?”


“Certainly not her virginity,” Liz said, snickering behind her mimosa glass as she sipped.


“You are so not funny,” Michelle snapped, though she couldn’t stop the grin that followed.


“Hold that pose.” Christina abandoned the keyboard and brought up both hands as if framing Michelle’s face. “Who’s got a camera?”


“Ooh, ooh. I do. In my purse.” Dana was up and edging her way around the table before Michelle could stop her.


“You guys. This is crazy.” Crazy enough to work? Dare she do it? The idea was exciting, true, but excitement didn’t last, and first attractions were way too quick to fade. She hedged, sweeping her bangs to the side with her fingertips. “I’m sure my hair’s a mess.”


Liz shook her head. “Your hair is perfect. The dress is perfect. The necklace is perfect. You look amazing, and guys are going to wink and nudge you to death.”


“Not exactly the outcome I’m hoping for,” Michelle muttered, ducking as Dana leaned across the table to hand Christina her sleek Nikon Coolpix, and wondering how the dating talk had gotten so out of hand. She didn’t have time for this, and yet she found herself pondering the possibilities.


Was The One really out there? Someone not to complete her, but to complement her? To see the good in her and make her better? To allow her to do the same and to build on that trust, creating something together that would be bigger than either of them could be alone?


Or would this mission, should she choose to accept it, turn out to be a big waste of time?


“Smile.” Christina clicked the shutter before Michelle was ready.


“I need a bit more notice than that, Chris.”


“Just getting your attention.” Straightening in her seat, Christina prepared to play photographer. “This one’s for real, so sit up straight, look sexy, all that good stuff.”


Fortifying herself with a sip of her drink, Michelle canted her head just a bit to the side and gave the camera—and the man of her dreams—the sweetest, most honest and inviting smile she could. Being sexy with the right man was no problem, but if she went through with Christina’s plan, she wasn’t putting herself out there as an open invitation for those only interested in notching their bedposts.


“Perfect,” Christina said after snapping the shot and viewing the result on the LCD screen. She handed the camera to Michelle to see for herself.


Not bad. And it was sincere, resembling the real her, not some airbrushed or Photoshopped version intended to dupe a potential suitor into expecting more than he’d be getting. Casual, relaxed, her smile of contentment reaching her eyes. It would do—if she worked up the courage to post it.


“Listen,” Christina said. “I’ve got a train to catch and a manuscript to read before tomorrow, but none of us are going anywhere until Michelle swears on her future firstborn that she’ll try Match.com.”


Hoping she wouldn’t come to regret it, Michelle raised her right hand. “I swear on my future firstborn that I’ll give a month of my life to Match.com.”


“There now. Was that so hard?”


“I suppose not.” Though of course she didn’t let on to any of her friends that the fingers of her other hand had been crossed the whole time. And thankfully, not a one of them commented on the time limit she’d set as they left.


But as soon as Michelle shut the door behind the last of her guests, the excitement faded so quickly, she forgot the thrill that had carried her on its wings all afternoon. Monday morning loomed and, with it, a full agenda that required one-hundred percent of her attention.


She took one last look at the website that seemed to be mocking her, calling her a fraidy cat and a fuddy duddy and a fool. Annoyed, she stuck out her tongue and clicked the X that sent the cruel voice into the ether. Silly? Maybe.


But she, not some website, would be making decisions about her love life. And her promise to Christina aside, it would happen on her terms and when she had the time.


Online dating—and any men who might like to do more than give her a wink or a nudge—would have to wait.









Two


[image: 9780757391767_0024_001]

*Ba-nilla: banana bottom with vanilla buttercream top 


HER ATTENTION ON THE PROPERTY TAX analysis she’d just received and her head pounding, Michelle reached blindly for the phone ringing on her desk. “Michelle Snow.”


“Well? Any hot dates lined up yet?”


“Hey, Christina.” She sat back, rubbing the tension from her nape, knowing she was in for the third degree and accepting she had no one to blame but herself.


It had been a week since their brunch, a week since she’d sworn on her future firstborn to give a month of her life to Match.com. And yet, here she sat, working her fingers to the bone, no closer to having a firstborn than she’d been that Sunday. Things at the office had been bananas, and dating had been the last thing on her mind.


Listening in the background as Christina answered her assistant’s question about titles, Michelle thought to head off the impending interrogation, saying, “No dates yet. I haven’t even finished my profile.”


Christina, returning to the conversation, gasped in Michelle’s ear. “Michelle! You prom—”


“I promised. I know.” Since heading off hadn’t worked, she gave cutting off a try. “I haven’t had a minute to spare in days. Work is insane right now. The trouble the real estate market’s in is hardly a secret.”


This time Christina huffed into the phone, but her voice was no longer shrill when she spoke. “You’re going to die old and shriveled and alone.”


“Thanks for that,” Michelle grumbled, rolling her very tired eyes, then letting them close. She couldn’t deal with talking about herself. Not now. “And how’re things with you? Meet Mr. Right yet?”


“Actually,” Christina began, lowering her voice. “I’ll be meeting him for the first time tonight. We’ve been texting all week but this is the first chance we’ve had to get together. We’re having drinks at a place near his office. Look out your window around ten for the fireworks.”


“You’re two hundred miles away, Chris.”


“They’ll be bright enough. Trust me.”


Michelle chuckled softly to herself. Only Christina would have the confidence to assume a man she’d never met would be around longer than one night. “Just a drink? You’re not picking out china patterns?”


“You mock, but you’re going to look like a movie star in your gold lamé bridesmaid dress.”


As crazy as it sounded, Michelle could so see Christina pulling off something that outrageous. Maybe with bouquets of purple calla lilies, and a jazz band playing Ella Fitzgerald’s Our Love Is Here to Stay. Or Etta James’s At Last, with Christina and her new husband swaying together on the dance floor as had the Obamas while Beyoncé sang.


Dropping her gaze to her lap, Michelle toyed with the ribbed hem of her sweater, wondering what songs she and her husband would choose to dance to at their reception. Or if she’d ever have  a reception, much less a wedding, and need to decide on things like fabric for bridesmaid dresses and flowers for boutonnieres and flavors for the cake’s filling.


Enough. Seriously. Brooding was ridiculous, and not the least bit productive. Shaking off the fatigue that was obviously presenting as melancholia, she said, “Only for you, Christina, would I wear gold lamé.”


On the other end of the line, Christina snorted. “How about for me, and for the sake of your future firstborn, you go home tonight and finish your Match.com profile? Dana e-mailed you the photo, yes?”


“She did. And I suppose it will do.” If she was going to do this, and that was still a big if, then the photo from the Sunday brunch would also be a nod to the girlfriends who’d encouraged her to go for it.


“It’ll more than do. It’s perfect.” Christina let the air between them go silent for a minute, then said, “You know I love you, Chelle, right? This isn’t just me being the pushy broad that I know I am. I want good things for you, and that includes the relationship you deserve. You’re a peach, and I want you to have it all.”


Oh, great. On top of the hellacious day Michelle was having, now she was going to cry. Her voice, when she spoke, was all watery and weak, but she was so lucky to have such good friends that she couldn’t help but laugh through the tears. “I love you, too, Christina. If I didn’t, there’s no way you’d get me into as much as gold lamé underwear.”


Christina caught back what sounded like an emotional sob of her own before clearing her throat and getting back to business. “Okay, but lovefest or not, I’m going to keep bugging you about this. It’s just a month. A month is nothing. Especially when we’re talking about the rest of your life.”


“I’ll do it. I promise. Because honestly? I’m already pretty  attached to my future firstborn.” She found herself sighing wistfully. “He’s got his father’s eyes.”


Why was it when Friday night rolled around, Michelle was too exhausted from the workweek to enjoy the start of the weekend and the freedom from what had become a daily grind?


This should be her time, the time she shed the job, the stress, the uncertainty of what would happen when she went back to the office on Monday. Instead, she was wrung out from leaving dozens of balls up in the air after putting in fifty-plus hours. Juggling was for clowns.


Her run in the morning would help, as would a good night’s sleep tonight, but that meant leaving the cushy brown chair where she lived these days for the bedroom, and the idea of dredging up the energy to do so tired her even more. She’d given ten years of her life to real estate marketing. Coming home chewed up and spit out was not the carrot she’d expected to find at the end of that very long stick.


She’d told her girls the truth last month at brunch. Two-point-five kids, with a doorman and the city’s amenities at her fingertips was exactly the life she’d dreamed of. The life she’d hoped by now to be sharing with The One.


And if believing in the fantasy of soul mates made her a Pollyanna, so be it. She liked thinking that somewhere out there waiting was her own Jerry Maguire. But then, it made a lot of sense that she’d see things that way based on the marriage she knew best.


She couldn’t imagine her mother with anyone but her father. They fit as if formed from two sides of the same mold. Years together had made it impossible to think of one without the other, but that only proved her perfect partnership theory.


Her parents brought out the best in each other. The strength of  their union had seen them through good times, but had been even more vital during the bad. And no doubt her brother Michael’s future would follow a similar path. He couldn’t have found a better match than his fiancée Colleen.


There was that word again. Match. As in Match.com? Michelle sighed, and with no small amount of reluctance, reached for her laptop on the side table. Was Christina right? Would a relationship make everything better?


Would having someone at her side help with the burnout that was sucking her dry? Would sharing her days with a husband enrich her existence? Was having a man in her life what she needed?


Maybe it was, though she hated thinking it would take a man to make everything better. Better was something she should be able to do for herself, by herself. That didn’t explain why, right now, the only thing that could make her forget the week she’d just had was not a man but a cupcake.


Something with frosting and filling and sprinkles. With cream cheese and creamy ganache and buttercream. Vanilla, chocolate, strawberry—it didn’t matter. In this very moment, nothing else would make her happier than such an extravagant, calorific indulgence.


Except that wasn’t true. What would make her the absolute happiest would be making the cupcakes herself; mixing, icing, filling, decorating, and doing so in a quaint little bakeshop of her own. The hours would be even longer than those she worked now and the responsibility solely on her shoulders. In this economy, she was nuts to even go there, but she’d dreamed for ages of running a boutique business, of being her own boss, of involving her entire family in the enterprise.


She could so see herself scooting along on a Vespa to the store where she would create baked goods as dazzling as they were  delectable. Her mother would help, of course. Tapping her mom’s years of experience as a caterer only made sense. And her dad and brother Brian had just as much in architecture, meaning her shop would be a haven. How could she be anything but a success with so much brain and brawn behind her?


It was the planning holding her back. The time it would take. The start-up costs. Vendors. Personnel. Marketing. Equipment from ovens to mixers to dishwashers to pans. Deciding on a product line and sales strategies. Finding a location that would work with her vision, one suited for the chandelier she knew she wanted as a focal point of the décor.


She was insane to even be considering something so monumental when the entire country was cutting back, not looking to splurge on extras. Why would anyone want to buy gourmet cupcakes when they could whip up a batch of Betty Crocker at home?


Now, if she had a partner . . . not her mom or dad or brothers, not a financial planner or investor, but someone to share the niggling worries that came late at night while drifting off to sleep or bubbled to the surface during morning showers . . . things might not seem so dire or beyond the realm of possibility.


If she had a shoulder to lean on, an ear to listen, an invested opinion to tap, a voice of support in her corner, she might sway further to saying yes and away from the barrage of hammering noes.


Okay, Match.com. I give up. I surrender. You win.


Last month, after promising Christina during their conversation about gold lamé bridesmaid dresses that she’d sign up for the wondrous world of online dating, Michelle had gone home that evening and done just that. Since then, however, she hadn’t once used the service she was paying for. A financial planner would thwap her over the head for the waste, so she pulled up the website and logged into her account.


Well, now. Apparently, there were more than a few men out there who found her wink-and-nudge worthy. Or at least thought her profile deserved flirting with. Part of her thought it was sweet; who didn’t love attention? But part found it silly, the whole sending winks and nudges thing. The super pokes and fish slaps and sheep thrown on Facebook were bad enough. Maybe she was a fuddy duddy, but she’d much rather skip the games and see for herself who was out there.


To start, she filled in the parameters for her search, building a man pretty much the same way she’d built her dream car at the manufacturer’s website. Nothing like reducing romance to a series of drop boxes, but if she was going to date, it wasn’t going to be long distance. 


And since her end goal was a relationship, she had no interest in players wanting only to hook up for a good time. Also, since she knew she wanted a family, and her children to have a father capable of chasing them around the playground, a big age difference wouldn’t work. She capped that search field at forty.


Political views, religious beliefs, hobbies, income, and education—those things she preferred to find out through conversation. A few words on a form weren’t enough to explain what drove one to make those choices or to end up where they had. Having seen her father and Brian struggle for—then lose—their place in the family business, she would never judge anyone for getting hit by the curve balls life threw.


She shook off the thought, focused again on the screen. Though she wasn’t so shallow that she’d consider a man solely on his looks, there was a lot to be said for chemistry. She wanted fireworks as much as anyone. In fact, she wanted explosive Christina-bright fireworks. Besides, if gentlemen could prefer blondes, well, so could she. There. All done. Taking a deep breath, she clicked the search button and got started.


When a dozen pages of possible profiles in she caught herself yawning, she glanced at the clock on the taskbar. Good grief! She’d been sitting here way too long, nothing to eat, nothing to drink, still wearing the clothes she’d put on after her shower this morning. This was ridiculous. She was not so desperate to date that she was going to allow this to become an obsession, but she clicked to the next page anyway, scanned those profiles and clicked again, then again.


Honestly, she was more than a little bit surprised. Were there really this many men looking for love? No wonder Christina had pushed her so hard. It was a man buffet. A smorgasbord of testosterone. A dessert cart stacked with beefcake. Oh, sure. She’d noticed a couple of lemons, a bad apple or two. And no doubt some of the photos were years old and hair had been lost, pounds found. But, wow. A girl could come back for seconds and thirds if her first serving left a bad taste.


But enough was enough. Someone obviously needed to get off her butt and eat dinner. And if that same someone was going to get up early and run, she had to get some sleep. One more page of profiles and she would. One more, number fifteen. A good place to stop. After a quick scan, she would toss herself a salad and— 


Oh. Oh. Oh. Her stomach tumbled. Oh.


He was blond. He was cute. She looked closer. He was exactly the right age and less than an hour away. An hour didn’t count as long distance. An hour in the D.C. area was nothing. His eyes were bright blue, full of mischief. His hair tousled and funky. And his smile . . . his dimple . . . he seemed to be saying, “I’ve been waiting for you.”


Wouldn’t it be amazing if he had? If he’d been right here all this time? Okay, but she was not going to get too excited too soon, no matter the tingle sweeping through her. She wiggled her toes  in her shoes, then kicked them off and curled her legs beneath her to see what he had to say.


She came back to his profile name. DieselCat. Hmm. Dare she hope the moniker had a personal significance and that he didn’t have a thing for cats? The dimple was killing her, but cats just weren’t her thing. Still, compromise wasn’t out of the question. As long as he promised to clean the litter box. She moved to the quote next to his profile.


I wonder what the smartest thing ever spoken was that started with the word dude. “Dude, these are isotopes.”


Cute. Oh, he was cute. And clever. And she was wide wide awake and not hungry at all. Now to see if what he’d chosen to share about himself sealed the deal. She shook off the buzz of excitement and settled in to read.


My headline about the “dude” thing is a quote from one of my favorite comedians—Demetri Martin. I used that one because unfortunately I still call too many people “dude.” Even my mom gets it from me every once in a while. It’s probably a bit of growing up with blond hair and emulating every surfer I’d ever seen. The problem is—I was landlocked in central Ohio.


Ok, so a little about me. I’m a transplant from the Midwest going on eight years now. I’m in the technology sector and love my job managing a team of software developers. My job is challenging and rewarding, and I have an incredible work ethic, but also like keeping a balance in my life.


I’m ridiculously funny, smart as a whip and handsome, and can pull a small airplane with my teeth—oh, and I can be modest, too (wink wink). Seriously—I’m the third of three kids and was always the comic relief for the family. I’m pretty athletic and love the outdoors, mountain biking, martial arts, throwing around the lacrosse ball, skiing, and have a huge desire to learn snowboarding.


I love music of all kinds and would love to go see a concert, or do karaoke (I do a pretty mean Whitney Houston) with the right someone. I’m a big fan of animals, especially dogs. No pooch at home right now—but my last one was like a member of the family.


I know it sounds pretty worn, but what I’m looking for is the girl next door with a great/twisted sense of humor who can be as much of a smart aleck as I am. I really like to be challenged and think that wit and smarts are as important as how someone looks. Honesty, openness, and sincerity are also big things with me.


Ok—so I have written more than I thought I would, and I’m not sure I really got across what I wanted to, but hey—what are you gonna do?


Wow. Just wow. He’d hit every one of her buttons. Athletic, intelligent, loved his family, well-employed. She ignored the voices of her girlfriends whispering about liars online and blew out a long, slow breath.


What was she going to do? Besides, well, respond because that was a given. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She clenched them, flexed them, rested them lightly against the keys.
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