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Romance is at the bottom of Tish Baker’s to do list as she struggles to make her marketing business a success. Her broken relationship with Mike Williams convinced her of that. Yet, she can’t say no when the opportunity for a major campaign to promote the romance at Midnight Fantasies comes her way. So what if the idea is to convince couples that they can spice up their love life with fantasy role-playing? No one said she had to use her own experiences for the promotion.

Mike Williams is ready to settle down. He had the perfect woman once until Tish Baker’s determination to climb the career ladder created a long-distance relationship he couldn’t handle. When a matchmaker offers to find the perfect woman for him, he’s not about to refuse her. But he hadn’t counted on karma in his quest for living happily ever after.
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“Whoa.”

Tish Baker’s tote and purse hit the floor with a thud.

“No!”

She stared at her computer screen in shock. She should be looking at a screen saver of Alice in Wonderland at the Mad Hatter’s tea party. Instead white words swirled against a hot pink background.

Do you believe in second chances?

Her stomach tightened. Someone had come into her office last night, changed her settings and created that question. What other explanation was there?

She looked around. Everything else in her office was untouched. The plant from a pleased client, once beautiful and now in its death throes, still languished on the windowsill. The stapler she threw across the room in frustration the day before lay right where it landed. If someone had broken in, it had been the most careful burglar ever.

Ruth, her secretary–slash-accountant, never touched this Mac. She was a die-hard PC person, through and through. And it sure wasn’t Jerome, the building manager, the only other person with a key. He spent most of his time either at the coffee shop down the street or playing solitaire in his first-floor office.

Which meant she’d been hacked.

Tish’s fingers flew across the keyboard, checking various settings. Everything except the screensaver was as it was supposed to be. No viruses, no unexpected programs. Only that blasted question.

Do you believe in second chances?

No. She was a pragmatist. The past was the past; the future lay ahead. In her experience, the twain rarely met. She wasn’t one for regrets. Except...

Mike’s image popped into her mind. Mike laughing as he carried her into their favorite lake in Indiana and dropped her in the cold, clear water. Mike grabbing her hand as they ran through the rain. Mike holding her, loving her.

Don’t go there, she warned herself. Second chances were a lovely theory, but time was like a river. Once it flowed past, there was no way to call it back. If she could travel back in time and tweak things, she would spend an extra year at her former employer and look for a partner before she made her big leap so she could have time for a real life. 

“You wanted freedom, you got it,” she muttered. 

That last dramatic day at Bellwether had been the result of too few employees and too much work. Being assigned one more short-deadline project had sent her over the edge. She’d forgotten about karma, though. Quitting without notice had seemed to doom her. It had been a struggle to find clients, and she’d had no social life. Of course, the latter had probably been due to her habit of working late, going straight home then starting again the next day.

Since striking out on her own, she’d hovered on the edge of poverty as a graphics specialist and freelance writer in this tiny, two-room rented office. Her devotion to the business was paying off at last. She’d been excited to realize she could afford real haircuts again instead of trimming her own split ends.  

She sighed, clicked a few keys and restored order to her life. Now, the screensaver returned to the fantasy scene and all became right in her electronic world. She tucked her purse in the drawer and pulled a handful of files from the tote. Working late last night to catch up was worth the lack of sleep.

“Straight ahead, no looking back,” she reminded herself as she shoved the morning’s surprise to the back of her mind.

Trish opened her e-mail program and scanned her new mail. She deleted the junk messages before dealing with the moneymaking stuff. She sent off a client’s request for a quote and jotted down the phone number of a stranger asking if she designed brochures. 

“Sorry I’m late.” Ruth stuck her head in the doorway, breathing heavily from climbing the stairs from the street. “Jackson was being finicky this morning.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Jackson was Ruth’s cat and Tish knew better than to ask questions. Once Ruth launched into one of her stories, she had a tough time reeling it in. Tish stayed mum about the words she found on her computer screen. If Ruth wasn’t behind it, she’d probably call the police and demand that the whole office be dusted for fingerprints. Her secretary loved true crime shows and would start building an incredible theory about how it occurred.

“Anything happen before I got here?” Ruth asked.

“Quiet as a mouse,” Tish said. “Except I got a reminder from the accountant. Tell me we have enough in the bank to cover the IRS payment this quarter.”

“More than enough,” Ruth reassured her as she headed to her own desk. “Last month was the best since you opened the business.”

Which meant Tish wouldn’t have to use her personal credit card to pay the bill as she’d occasionally done in the past. Her spirits lightened. 

She dialed the number of the potential customer looking for brochures and arranged to drop by to discuss his project. She made a couple calls to printers for color quotes before heading out to the meeting. With luck she’d come back with a signed contract.

The office door barely closed behind Tish when Ruth’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the caller’s number and answered with a bright voice.

“Hello, cousin,” she said. “How’s everything in the hinterlands?”

“As beautiful as an Appalachian afternoon can be,” came the cultured voice of Valentine Jones. “You really need to visit soon.”

“I will. I promise. After we make this work.”

Ruth and her dear cousin Valentine had been like sisters all their lives. They’d grown up just down the street from each other and spent many afternoons as teenagers mooning over romance books. Ruth had never found her own Mr. Right, but she loved helping young people find their soulmates. So did her cousin. When Ruth told Valentine she’d never met anyone as deserving of love as her delightful young boss, she was thrilled when her cousin agreed to help.

“I put the message on her computer screen last evening, but Tish didn’t say a word about it,” Ruth confided. “She just made some calls and left the office. Should I pretend I accidentally saw it and ask?”

“No, no, dear. The idea is to hone her curiosity so she’ll be eager to come here to find the answer. Emmaline’s client is equally eager, but some things cannot be rushed.”

Ruth didn’t have to ask who Emmaline was. She knew Valentine’s close friend was a matchmaker with a certain type of clientele. Ruth suspected Emmaline Rogers was the only other person to know about Valentine’s Midnight Academy, a place dedicated to helping people find true intimacy.

“I’d love to hear about this man,” Ruth said.

“You now my effectiveness depends on discretion,” Valentine reminded her curious cousin. “However, if all goes well, perhaps you’ll meet him someday.”

“Like at their wedding.” Ruth sighed.

“That might be,” Valentine said, sounding amused.

“Well, tomorrow is step two,” Ruth said. “Since it’s my turn to host the quilters’ guild, I’ll call you after the girls leave.”

As soon as their conversation ended, Ruth made another phone call to place an order.
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The next morning, when Tish unlocked her office, she found a giant cupcake in a fancy bakery box with an envelope attached sitting on her desk. Puzzled, she sat and studied the thing. Ruth would never buy her a cupcake. Her secretary was proud of her skills in the kitchen and refused to spend money on anything she could make herself. 

She pulled the small envelope from the box, opened it and took out the folded paper.

Hope you still like Italian cream cake, the note read.

She did, not that she had it very often. Her thirtieth birthday, only a few months away, reminded her she was reaching the age where she had to work at staying in shape. She’d abandoned milk shakes for protein smoothies and fast food meals for salads. Chicken became the staple of her dinners, always with steamed veggies. She leaned forward and sniffed. The cupcake smelled wonderful even through the closed box.

Her hands seemed to move of their own volition, carefully opening the packaging and setting the delicacy on her desktop. She took a tiny swipe of the frosting with her finger and popped it on her tongue.

Heavenly. Absolutely heavenly.

She found a plastic fork in her desk drawer and cut a bite. The cake melted in her mouth, a sweet, creamy taste of the forbidden. She’d only planned to have a tiny sample taste, but the flavor was so enticing she took another forkful. Then another and another until all that was left were crumbs
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