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      No more blind dates. I know my mother meant well and that everyone has a soul mate—yeah, sure—but this guy was not mine. If I had to listen to one more minute of him jabbering on about his exciting work in the field of accountancy, my head would explode.

      Don’t get me wrong, Martin was a nice enough guy and not bad looking, either. Dark hair, eyes to match, and a pair of shoulders that really filled out a suit. Snappy dresser, good table manners. Intelligent. Killer smile, and he seemed interested in me. The man was undeniably a catch.

      What was wrong with me? Any woman would be lucky to date a guy like him, and here I was, hiding in the bathroom, wishing it had a back door or a window to slink out of.

      I checked my teeth in the mirror for the third time and knew I was stalling. Twenty more minutes and a chocolate souffle in the bargain—I could survive that. Right? Right.

      When I leaned back, I noticed a hot pink business card tucked into the mirror frame. Footswept Matchmaking was picked out in gold letters above the slogan, Get Swept Away, with a little logo of a broom in a field of stars and the phone number.

      Tempting, but no. There was no way I would break my new no-blind-dating rule two minutes after making it. Not happening. Leaving the card there, I returned to my table and to Martin, who launched right into another work-related story that even the fluffy chocolate dessert filled with delicate cream could not make less boring.

      I managed to shave three minutes off the end of the date without choking on the souffle, and since my place was only a short walk from the restaurant, insisted that I see myself home. Blinking Christmas lights played red, blue, and green over Martin’s face as he leaned in for a kiss that landed on my cheek when I turned my head at the last second—right before I practically ran down the block.

      He was probably still standing there as I unlocked the door to my townhouse apartment, and I know I should have felt guilty for that, but I didn’t. All I felt was relief. Relief and a driving need to shed the skin I showed to the outside world and become my true self.

      The transformation started with a yank at the pins holding my auburn hair in a twist tight enough to make my scalp itch. I shook out the shoulder-length mass and finger-combed it into a wild tumble before trading my skirt and blouse for soft leggings and a slouchy sweater. Pumps landed on the closet floor to be replaced by knit elf slippers that hugged my legs up to mid-calf level. Their curled-up toes bounced against my shins with each step.

      On my way back into the family room, I clicked the button on dancing Santa, did a little two-step to the tinny tune of Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree, which reminded me to plug in my lights. Friday night, a few days before Christmas, I was on vacation until after the first of the year.

      I love parts of my job—mainly the actual teaching parts. For the most part, third-graders are among my favorite people on earth; full of wonder, willing to learn, and genuinely interesting. Their parents and the politics of teaching…those I don’t always love.

      The next two weeks were my time, and I planned to turn hermit myself indoors and dive into the world of Myanthia. While my laptop booted up, I added a few final pieces to my outfit; half a dozen rings made from heavy silver adorned my hands, and I slid a circlet onto my forehead that matched the one my avatar wore in the game. The weight of the cool metal helped me get into character and complete my transformation into Lady Dare, the rogue demon hunter, daughter of Lord Dare, The Usurper. It didn’t escape my attention that I was rebelling even in my make-believe world. Yeah, I’ve got issues. So what.

      Donning my headset, I logged into my account, where the first thing I saw was a notice that I had finally unlocked the ability to purchase Whispering Blades, a set of daggers embellished with pink rhinestones and imbued with the ability to gain health points with every hit. I had to have them, so I grabbed my purse. If there was one rule my dad had burned into my head, it was not to store credit card information in online accounts. As I pulled out my wallet, a business card fluttered to the floor. Funny, I didn’t remember picking up any cards lately.

      Turning it over, I read the name on the front. Footswept Matchmaking. Okay, how did that get in there? A flock of butterflies took flight in my belly. Had someone been in my purse? I could swear I had it with me the entire time I was at the restaurant. I laid the card aside, paid for my digital purchase, and loaded up Kingdoms of Myanthia. I had just started on a quest and imagined the cold winter wind whipping through my flowing auburn hair as my mount galloped across the snow-covered countryside when a ping indicated a private chat message.

      Greetings, Lady Dare. Art thou traveling this perilous road alone? Please accept my humble offer to accompany the Lady across Ogre’s Tooth Bridge, for I fear for thou safety shouldst thou travel alone.

      I couldn’t help but grin as I responded. Why, Sir Kelin, the Lady thinketh thou rather forward and is insulted at thou insinuation that she needeth assistance. Ogres, trolls, demons; she hath slain thousands and shall suffer no injury at the hands of such fiends!

      Certainly, it would have been better to have whipped around and ridden off on my white unicorn with my head held high. Still, as I turned to face the pixelated horizon and canter toward the bridge, three level 30 ogres spawned nearby and began to attack my level 23 character. I knew I shouldn’t have come through Ogre’s Pass without leveling up a few notches, but there was a plethora of blue wildflowers on the other side, and I needed them to make a batch of experience boost potion. Irony—the bane of my existence.

      Sir Kelin drew his sword from its scabbard and darted toward the first troll, lopping his head off with one fell swoop and immediately whirling a fireball toward the second, who let out a roar and dropped, burning, to his knees before falling over dead. I reflexively hopped off my steed and took the third troll out with a few quick stabs of my new daggers. One hit from him had my health bar flashing dangerously low, so I selected a potion from my Available Items list and downed it quickly.

      Another ding. Methinks the lady doth protest too much!

      Thank you kindly, good sir. I clicked the icon that looked like a pair of headphones next to Kelin’s message and spoke into my headset. “But it was completely unnecessary. I could have taken them.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest like a petulant child but could feel my cheeks blushing crimson as I heard the husky chuckle on the other end of the line. During my mini temper tantrum, I couldn’t help but notice that my eye wandered more than once to the little pink card sticking out of my wallet. Maybe I could find a real, live man to come to my rescue every once in a while. Not that I needed one, of course.

      If I was lucky, he would sound a bit like Sir Kelin’s voice in my headset. Something about his tone always cheered me up.

      “Let’s go get those flowers; I’ll hold off any more ogre attacks, and you can make an extra potion as a thank you.” Sir Kelin suggested, and we trotted off across the bridge.
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      A pox upon the person who came up with the ugly Christmas sweater theme for parties. My parents had embraced this bit of foolishness with a passion bordering on the fanatic. With a sigh, I sewed the final touch, a set of battery operated LED lights, onto the confection of knitted hideousness I planned to wear. The sweater, a cardigan, was a thrift store find and ugly to begin with, but I had taken it up a notch by adding miniature tree ornaments, bits of garland, and the lights. As ugly sweaters went, this one was sublime. I buttoned it on thinking what a shame it was no one would see the dress underneath, a pretty sheath in a shade of blue that flattered my coloring.

      I’ll admit to having taken the scenic route to where my parents lived on the outer edge of the suburbs. My detour took me halfway across town to Swansea, the street where Christmas lights go to shine. I parked two blocks away to take a leisurely stroll through the twinkling fantasy land. A plaque at the dead end of the street gave a short history of how the whole thing had begun when two sets of neighbors tried to one-up each other in the decorating department and eventually turned the rivalry into a cooperative venture. I dropped a few dollars into the donation box slated for a children’s charity, and noticed a short note thanking some local sponsors for donating time and money to the project.

      The second name from the top of the list was, you guessed it, Footswept Matchmaking. Turning on my heel, I marched back to my car, thinking the lights looked dimmer in this direction.

      
      Mom greeted me with a hug that ended up requiring assistance to end when a strand of garland from her sweater concoction tried mating with my string lights. Through his laughter, my dad finally managed to get us apart, and give me a careful hug. He had on a reject from the Cosby collection with no embellishments added. That put him right out of the running. My brother and his wife managed to make their contributions to the contest look elegant, which annoyed me to no end, but left only my mother and me in contention for the box of chocolates that was this year’s prize.

      I felt bad about winning the title from her until she pinned me in a corner and said, “Martin is such a nice man, dear. What could it hurt to go on one more date with him?”

      “There was no chemistry, Mom. At all.” I heard the whine settle into my voice, despised myself for it, but still could not help turning into a recalcitrant teen in the face of my mother’s gently reproving tone.

      “Chemistry isn’t everything.”

      Maybe not to her, but it meant something to me. My mother’s next words sent my blood pressure soaring.

      “There’s a nice young man
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