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I never believed in sprites, nymphs, elves or—most especially—fairies until Rocco fluttered into my love life eight days before Valentine’s Day, and who could blame me?  Fairy godmothers were for bedtime stories, not the real world.  Still, having the fairy godmother from Cinderella in my corner wouldn’t have been so bad, but I got stuck with an otherworldly guardian who was strictly second-rate, a Fairy Godfather who used to be a hit man for the mob.  And after he appeared, I knew my life would never be the same.

––––––––
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As I moved forward to kiss Allison Frick goodnight, she placed a hand solidly on my chest.  “I don’t think this is working out,” she said as she took a step backward.

“What?  Why not?  What are you talking about?”  We were wrapping up our third date, and I’d been under the impression that things were going really well.  So much for my instincts.

“Tommy, I like you, but I just want to be friends.  You’re a nice guy.  Someday you’ll make some woman really happy.”

“Just not you, right?”

“Sorry,” she said, though it was pretty obvious she wasn’t the least bit remorseful about brushing me off.  

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t heard it all before.  I’m a good guy, a solid kind of fella who’s there when he says he will be, holds doors open for total strangers and every now and then happens to smile for no reason at all.  There’s not an ounce of bad boy in me, and unfortunately, that seemed to be the only type of guy the women I met ever wanted.  It was enough to make me want to buy a biker jacket and get a tattoo.  Well, almost.  Leather made me itch, and I hated the sight of needles. 

“Fine,” I said as I turned and walked away.

She’d clearly been expecting more of an argument from me.  As I reached the sidewalk in front of her house, she called out, “Tom, you aren’t going to just give up, are you?”

“Honestly, would it do me any good to try to change your mind?”

She thought about it a moment, then said, “No.”

“Well, there you go.”

I got into my pickup truck and drove toward home without even looking back.  That was it.  I was swearing off women.  At least until I met the next one in line ready to break my heart.
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Chapter 2
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I’ve only been drunk once in my life, and if what happened later that night was any indication, I was going on the wagon for all of eternity.  I hadn’t meant to drink at all, but I found myself pulling into the parking lot of a bar that I’d never noticed before on my way home from Allison’s.  Barely realizing what I was doing, I pulled the pickup into the lot, and it wasn’t until I actually stepped out that I realized the place was dark inside and the parking lot was empty.  I was starting to leave when the neon lights came on and I saw a bright green OPEN sign beckoning me in.  I glanced at my watch and saw that it was nearly midnight.  What kind of bar didn’t open until twelve o’clock at night?  I doubted it was a place I’d be all that comfortable going into, but before I could get my truck door open, a swarthy voice called out to me, “Come on in.  I was late getting the doors open tonight, so the first Maker’s Mark Whiskey is on me.”

“How’d you know that was my drink?” I asked the stocky man sporting a dark suit and slicked-back black hair.

He frowned a second, then said, “Lucky guess?  Come on.”  After a few seconds, as if he were listening to a voice from above, he added, “Only if you want to, though.  It’s strictly on a volunteer basis.”

“I’ve never heard of anybody being forced to drink,” I said.

The man shrugged and said, “What I’m saying is that it’s entirely up to you.  It’s your decision.”

In the past, I never believed alcohol could solve my problems, but at the moment, I didn’t think it could make things any worse, either.  Boy, was I wrong, but I didn’t discover that until later.  

“Why not?  I’ll take you up on your offer.”  I walked into the bar behind him, and saw that the place was a lot nicer inside than it was on the outside.  There was a long mahogany bar with mirrors behind it, and every bottle of booze known to man lined up in front.  I saw about a dozen elegant tables surrounded by lush leather chairs, and soft music played in the background, Frank Sinatra, from the sound of it.

I took a seat at the bar and the man set me up with the whiskey he’d promised, pouring me a healthy serving.  I took a drink, then another, and then it was gone.

He was ready with the bottle before I could set my glass down.  “How about another one?  It’s free, too.”

“How can you afford to give your drinks away?” I asked.

He shrugged.  “It’s a slow night, and I could use the company.  It’s my place, so don’t worry about anybody getting stiffed for your drinks.”  He sounded more and more like a hood, but his struggles to smile were genuine, at least that’s what my gut told me.  But I’d proven earlier that evening how wrong my instincts could be. 

“Sure, if you’ll join me.”

He acted as if that was what he’d been waiting for, and poured the same whiskey I was drinking into a tall glass normally reserved for beer.

I took a sip of mine, feeling the velvety smooth taste of it as I swallowed, while he gulped his like his throat was on fire.  As he killed it, he made a face that reminded me of a kid eating spinach.

“Something wrong?”

“Yours is okay?” he asked as he gestured to my glass.

I took another sip.  “It’s like liquid smoke and fire.”

He shook his head.  “Mine tastes like water.”

As he pushed his glass away, I wondered how much he’d had to drink before I’d arrived.  How drunk must he be if he could consume that much and not even taste it?

He rinsed his glass and put it on the drying rack at the sink behind the bar, then said, “You look like you could use somebody to talk to.”

I laughed, the whiskey loosening me up a little.  If I was going to drive home, I’d better stop with this one, whether they were free or not.  “That’s the oldest one in the book, pouring out your troubles to a bartender.”

He frowned, then said, “Don’t think of me as a barkeep, think of me as a friend you just haven’t met yet.”

I thought about it, then nodded.  “Why not?  You, my new friend, are looking at a man unlucky in love.”

“You really think it’s a matter of luck?  I mean, deep down, do you believe it?”

I nodded.  “What else can it be?  The only women I meet are totally wrong for me.  Sure, I believe in luck.  Bad luck.”

“Would you like to change it?”  His gaze was suddenly intense.

“Of course I would,” I said.  “I’m a pretty successful guy, I’m not bad looking, and I’m nice to people.  But I’m lonely.  So yeah, I wouldn’t mind a little luck with the ladies.”

“What if I told you I could make you lucky in love?”

I narrowed my gaze at him as I reached for my wallet.  “No, thanks.  I’m sure the girls you know are nice, but I’m not interested in hookers.”

He laughed so hard I thought he was going to break a rib.  “Is that what you think?  I didn’t say sex, I said love.  How would you like to start meeting women who can appreciate you for what you are, who happen to like nice guys?  What would you give for that?”

“Just about everything I’ve got,” I said as I settled back onto the stool.

He smiled.  “That’s exactly what I needed to hear.  All you have to do is ask, and I’m your guy.  Come on, what harm could it do?”

Hindsight might be twenty-twenty, but full speed ahead is always flying blind.  “Okay.  Fine.”

He shook his head.  “That’s not good enough.  I need you to ask for my help.”

I took another sip, then said, “Help me find love.”

As soon as I said it, I felt a wave of force rush over me, as if a curtain of icy air had just fallen from the ceiling and swirled down around me.  The air shimmered for a second, and I was suddenly either stone cold sober, or as drunk as I’d ever been in my life.  The only problem was, I couldn’t tell which option best matched my status.

“What just happened?”

The man behind the counter smiled.  “Just remember, whatever happens, you asked for my help.”

I was starting to feel pretty uneasy about our conversation.  “What do you mean?”

He looked smug as he explained, “You made the pledge, then you made the plea.”

I’d had enough of this guy, free booze or not.  I slapped a single on the bar for a meager tip, then made my way out the door.  

––––––––
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The next thing I remembered, I woke up in bed, with the bartender from the night before staring down at me.  

“Let’s go.  We don’t have all day,” he said happily as he pulled off my blankets.

Through bleary eyes, I stared up at him.  “You haven’t been here all night, have you?”  A great many images flooded through my mind, all of them creepy.

He laughed.  “As a matter of fact, I just popped in.”  That made him laugh again.  He stuck out a hand and said, “My name’s Rocco, and I’m your fairy godfather.”

I started to take his hand, then jerked mine away.  “My what?”

He frowned.  “Maybe I sprung this on you too fast, but we don’t have a lot of time to tiptoe around this.  I’m your fairy godfather, and I’m here to help you find your one true love.”

I stumbled out of bed and pushed him toward the door.  “Get out.  Now.”

“Kind of grumpy in the morning, aren’t you?  You’re going to need to work on that if you want to find what you’re looking for.”

We moved in tandem through the bedroom, the living room and to my front door.  I must have left it open last night, and it was a miracle I hadn’t been robbed, or worse.  “Leave, or I’m calling the cops.”

“Fine.  There’s no need to be so surly about it.”

He exited, and I deadbolted the door behind him.  Before I took my shower, I checked all of the other doors and windows, and was happy to find that they were all locked up tight.

As I got out of the shower, I smelled coffee.  The thing is, I hadn’t made any, and I don’t have one of those pots with an automatic timer, either.

Rocco was sitting at my kitchen table reading my newspaper and sipping a cup of coffee.  “It all tastes like water to me, but you should like it.”

“How’d you get back in?” I asked as I started backing up to my bedroom.  I don’t keep a gun in the house, but I’ve got a metal bat I use for softball, and protection, if I need it.

“Don’t bother.  The bat’s not there anymore,” he said as he kept reading.  

“I’m calling the cops.”

I reached for the phone, and Rocco said, “I guess I’m going to have to prove it to you.”

He pulled the top half of a pool cue out of his front jacket pocket and waved it in my direction.  As he did, the telephone turned into a bouquet of daisies.  I dropped them, he waved his cue again, and the flowers turned back into a phone.  “I wanted something with a little more bite, but this was all they’d give me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The Fairy Council,” he said.  “Think of them as the three tough broads who run this racket, and they’re my bosses, at least for now.”

“So you’re telling me that the Fairy Council runs everything in the world?”

He looked at me like I was crazy, which was probably a nice change of pace for both of us.  “No way.  They’re just one tiny cog in the machinery.  The Fairy Council reports to Cupid, and St. Valentine is his boss.  Things get kind of fuzzy above that level.  I haven’t been around long enough to know who’s above him.”

“Coffee.  I need coffee.”

I took the mug, not caring if it had some hallucinogenic drug in it or not.  After all, I was already on some kind of trip if I saw phones turn into flowers, and then back again.

It was the best roasted blend I’d ever had in my life.  “Where did you get this?”

He shrugged.  “It’s one of the things I’m good at.  It all tastes like water to me now, though.  What a shame.”

I felt a little better after drinking the coffee.  “You might as well tell me about it.”

He put the newspaper down and focused his attention onto me.  “When I was alive, I worked for the Family, doing what, you don’t need to know.  Let’s just say I helped out now and then.  Everything was going fine until the day I got orders to whack Marco DeAngelis.  That was fine by me; if it needed to be done, I understood.  The only problem was, Marco wasn’t alone when I got to him.  He was in love, and his fiancée was with him.  I had my finger on the trigger, but you want to know what his last request was?  Most guys will plead for their lives, offer me money, their girlfriends, whatever they think might save them.  But not Marco.  He begged for his girl’s life.”  Rocco shrugged.  “I gotta admit it.  He got to me.”

“So you didn’t kill him?  That’s why you’re a Fairy Godmother?”

Rocco stared at me like I was the next victim on his hit list.  “I’m a Fairy Godfather.  I’ll let you get away with that once, but do it again, and you’ll be sorry I ever came into your miserable little life, you got me?”

His head bobbed upward as if his chin was on a chain, and he appeared to be listening to voices I couldn’t hear.  After a full minute, he looked back at me.  “Sorry.  I lost my temper.  It won’t happen again.”

Another jerk upward, and he added, “Do you forgive me?”  He said the words as if they cost him a thousand dollars apiece.

“That’s fine,” I said.  Rocco was pretty scary, and I wondered how bad the Fairy Council must be if they could intimidate him like that.

Rocco shook his head.  “That’s not good enough.  You have to say the words.”

At least there were rules in this pool of insanity I’d fallen into.  I remembered Rocco making me choose my wording carefully the night before when I’d gotten myself into this mess.  “I forgive you.”

He nodded, then looked upward again.  “I told you, he’s not a bad guy, once you get to know him.”

I followed his gaze.  “I heard you that time.”

“Yeah, they told me that might happen.  The longer you’re around me, the more sensitive you’ll be to what I say and hear from the council.  Now, where were we?”

I wasn’t about to remind him that I’d just insulted him.  “You were telling me about Marco and his fiancée.  So, when you saved them, you became a Fairy Godfather?”  I was most careful about my word choice, and Rocco seemed pleased.

“Not exactly.  See, I’d had a run of bad luck, and the jobs I was doing for the family didn’t exactly turn out the way they wanted, so unbeknownst to me, they sent someone else to follow up, to check on me.  I was helping Marco and his lady friend get out of town when Anthony the Face found us.  He was going to shoot Marco, so I threw myself in front of him and took the bullet myself.”  As he said it, he rubbed the spot over his heart, or at least the place it used to be.  “I got a shot off myself though, and I dropped Anthony as I was going down.”

“And then what?  You woke up like you are now?”

He shrugged.  “To be honest with you, it’s kind of hazy at that point.  I felt like I was wrapped in cotton—not really, but I don’t know how else to describe it—when suddenly I could see and feel again.  Cupid was standing in front of me.  He didn’t exactly offer to shake hands, but somehow I knew who he was without being told.  Let me tell you, the dude was scary.  It shook me up pretty good.”

I tried to imagine the pudgy little winged cherub frightening anybody, and it was clear Rocco knew what I was thinking.  “Let me tell you, you would have freaked out too.  The guy is eight feet tall and he could crush rocks with his bare hands.  There’s not an ounce of baby fat on him.  He did have the bow and arrow, though.  Turns out that baby thing is just the way they like to present him to the world, so people aren’t afraid of him.”

“You’re telling me Cupid is tougher than you are?”

I swear I saw him shudder.  “Believe me.  I guess when you’re dealing with all of those broken hearts, trying to fix them, it toughens you up.  Anyway, he explained my situation.  When he took me out of storage I was in Limbo, waiting to be shuffled back to Earth—reassigned is what he called it—when the paperwork of what I’d done slid across his desk.  He’d been looking for someone to start a new program he’d been wanting to try out, and I got picked for it.  I’m the first Fairy Godfather there is.”  Was there a little pride in his voice as he told me?

“So he gave you special powers and sent you to me,” I said. There was something Rocco wasn’t telling me, I could see it in the way he avoided eye contact.  “What is it?”

He frowned, then said, “I’m still in training, and you’re not my first case.  As a matter of fact, if I blow this one too, you’ll be my last.”

He surely knew how to get my attention.  “Did you say, ‘too’?  How many men have you tried to help?”

“You’re my third, but I swear, those other two guys weren’t my fault.  Can I help it if they wouldn’t listen to me and made some bad choices?  I can’t make you do stuff, Tom, I can only help you do what you want to do.  Believe me, it’s not as easy as it sounds.”

“What happens if you mess up with me?”

He bit his lip.  “You might as well hear it all.  If I don’t find you true love by Valentine’s Day, I’m going back into the shuffle.”

“That’s just seven days from today!” I said.  “Are you insane?  It’s not going to happen.”

Rocco looked solemn as he said, “You’d better hope it does.  If I lose, you do, too.  The council was pretty clear about it.  This is your last chance for true love, and if you haven’t found her in seven days, you never will.”

“Why did you pick me?  Was I bad in another life or something?”  I asked as the enormity of what he was telling me started to sink in.  Never find true love?  Could I live the rest of my life alone, or worse yet, stuck in one miserable relationship after another?  Without the hope of ever finding love, would I even bother looking anymore?  A life without hope wasn’t worth living.

Rocco shrugged.  “You asked for it, remember?”

I recalled my request the night before, and suddenly realized that I had indeed brought it on myself.  I’d offered him just about everything I had to find love, and it seemed that if I failed in the next seven days, I was going to have to pay it.

“Then I guess we’d better get started,” I said.

“That’s the spirit,” Rocco said.  “You can do this, I know it.  I’ve got a feeling in my gut that says so.”

“I’ve had those feelings before, too,” I said.  “I’m beginning to think it’s just indigestion.”

“Don’t think that way, Tom.  We can make it happen.”

“Where do we start?  Do you just wave your pool cue and I’m irresistible?  I’m ready, give it your best shot.”

“If it was going to be that easy, do you think I would have messed it up the first two times?”  He studied me carefully, then said, “I think what we’re going to need first is a makeover.  Let me see.”

As he reached for his wand, I started to shout for him to wait before he waved that pool cue around in the air, but I couldn’t stop him in time.

I felt a shimmering wave of energy hit me, kind of like the one I’d experienced the night before, but this one was more physical, if that makes any sense, like dozens of tiny little fingers poking and prodding me from every angle, all at the same time.  The feeling was there one instant, and gone the next, but I knew something was different.  I could feel it.

“What just happened?” I asked slowly.

“I made you better,” Rocco said proudly.

I hurried to the mirror in my bedroom.  Instead of the robe I’d been wearing, I now had on a suit identical to Rocco’s, and my hair was as slicked back as his was.  

“What did you do to me?”  I screamed as I grabbed a towel and tried to get the jelled gunk out of my hair.  It wouldn’t budge, and I don’t just mean the jell.  My hair was as solid as if it were carved from stone.  I wasn’t all that surprised when I tried to take the suit off and found that it was adhered to my body as well.

Rocco came up beside me and studied my image in the mirror.  “You look good.”

“Are you out of your mind?  I look like a hood.”  For a second, I didn’t think about the consequences of insulting Rocco, but at that instant, I didn’t even care.

He looked puzzled.  “The other two didn’t like it either.  What’s wrong with you guys?”

“Change me back,” I said, closing my eyes, hoping it would go away.

Rocco said, “I can’t do anything about it, at least not until midnight.  That’s when my stuff wears off.  It’s all in the training manual.”

“Are you telling me I’ve already lost a day looking like this?”

“Hey now, I never had any problem finding lady friends looking like you do now.”  He was honestly hurt by my reaction, but I didn’t care, now that I knew what was at stake for me.

“The problem is, Rocco, I’m willing to bet that they aren’t the kind of women I’d like, and that’s kind of the whole point of this, isn’t it?”

“Sorry,” he mumbled.  

“So that’s it?  There’s no way to reverse this spell?  It’s just got to wear off?”

“Lighten up.  It’s not like the day’s a complete wash, Tom.  There are other things we can do about finding your true love.”

I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know, but I didn’t really have much choice.  I had seven days to find love, and for one of them I was going to look like a hood, not that I had any say in the matter.

“Okay, I give up.  What’s next?  Hurry up, I’ve got to be at work in thirty minutes.”  I didn’t think my look would go over too well in the advertising agency where I worked, but I didn’t really have any choice.

“Call in sick,” Rocco said.  

“Do you think I can just drop everything because you say so?”  Did he honestly think he was running my life now?

“Think about it, Tom.  Isn’t finding your true love a little more important than punching a time clock?  If you’ve got any vacation days coming, I’d suggest you use them.”

He was right.  Work that had consumed me the day before didn’t seem all that important at the moment.  At least it was early enough in the year that I still had all of my vacation days.  I grabbed the phone and called my boss.  

“Mr. Gregory, I need a break,” I said. “I’m putting in for my vacation.”

He barked into the phone, “You’re not giving me much notice, are you?  I don’t like it, but fine, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I need more time than that.  I’ll be back on February fifteenth.”

“You’re going to take a week off?  What’s going on?”  The suspicion in his voice was pretty obvious, but I couldn’t exactly tell him the reason behind my request. 

“No offense, but it’s personal.”

“If you do this, I’m taking you off FlowerLand.”  It was a threat he’d lorded over me before, and I’d always canceled my plans when he used it.  FlowerLand was our biggest account, and one that I’d nurtured myself from the beginning.  “Fine.  Give it to Bradshaw.  I don’t care.”  Susan Bradshaw had been gunning for my job from the day she’d arrived.

He was still sputtering when I hung up.  I could get another job, if it came to that, but it appeared that I was only going to get one shot at finding true love.

Rocco slammed me on the shoulder.  “That’s the spirit.  They love leaps of faith up there.”

“Then I should be their golden boy right about now.”  I avoided looking in the mirror.  “So, what happens now?”

Rocco looked up, and I wondered if he was getting another missive from above, or if he just had a neck cramp.  “That’s not fair,” Rocco said, then listened in silence.

“What is it?”  I couldn’t stand not knowing what was going on with the other side of his conversation.  Then again, did I really want to know?

Rocco turned back to me and said, “You’ve got to do this next bit on your own.  I’m being reprimanded for your new look.”

“Wait a second.  You screw up, and I’m the one being punished?  That doesn’t sound fair.”

Rocco’s eyes went wide.  “Are you nuts?  Keep your voice down.  It doesn’t count if you think it, but don’t say it out loud.  Do you really want the council on your back?  Believe me when I tell you that you don’t.”

“Fine.  I’ll do it.  What’s my first task, anyway?”

Rocco frowned.  “That’s the thing.  I can’t even tell you.  But you’d better get started.  Your time clock’s ticking.”

Great.  I had something to do, evidently something important, but my misguided guardian wasn’t allowed to tell me what it was.  Added to that was the fact that I looked like an extra on the SOPRANOS, and things were just about perfect.

“Thanks for all of your help,” I said to Rocco as I grabbed my keys and headed for the door.

My sarcasm was lost on him.  “Not a problem.  I’ll be right here when you get back.”

“More good news,” I said as I left my apartment.

Isabelle Martine—petite with dark hair and chocolate brown eyes—was leaving her place three doors down from mine.  We’d been friends since she’d first moved in, and I wished I could tell her what was going on, but I didn’t want to violate another rule of the council, let alone let Isabelle think I’d flipped out.

“Nice threads,” she said as she looked at me.

A bolt of inspiration hit.  “It’s for a new ad campaign I’m working on.”

“You’re going to work like that?”  Her smile was full on, but at least she wasn’t laughing openly at me.

“No, I’m doing some ‘man on the street’ interviews to gauge reactions.”

“What are you promoting, Mafioso Pizza?”

“Something like that,” I said.

We walked out to the parking lot together, and after Isabelle was gone, I sat in my truck wondering what I should do.  Since I didn’t have a plan, or even the glimmer of one, I decided to drive around town and see if I could find something that might spark an idea.  It had worked for me in my job before when I’d been dry creatively.  Maybe it would work now.

I'd cruised around for an hour when I spotted the sign for SINGLES NO MORE.  It was a dating service that I’d considered visiting a time or two in the past, and if ever I needed one, it was right now.  I wasn’t sure how much help Rocco was going to be, but based on what I’d seen so far, I was betting that the threat of losing true love forever staring me down was real enough.  

The second I walked in the door, I realized I probably should have waited until my appearance was back to normal.  Too late now, though.  

There was a pretty young woman sitting at the front desk—mid-twenties, curly brown hair and hazel eyes—and I caught her surprise when she saw me, if only for an instant.  She probably had learned early on in her job to hide her feelings about the clientele that walked through her door.

“May I help you, sir?”

“I’d like an application,” I said.

What a shock, she had one waiting and ready for me.  “If you’ll take a seat, I can process your membership as soon as you finish, and then we can make your videotape.”

“Dressed like this?”  I’d blurted it out, and she looked taken aback by my reaction.

“Why, how do you normally dress?”

“Not in this,” I said.  The lie of an ad campaign had worked before, so I figured I’d try it again.  “I’m in advertising, and I’ve been trying to gauge people’s reactions to the way I’m dressed.  For instance, what would you say I was dressed as at the moment?”

“Some kind of wise guy with the Mafia,” she said.  “You mean you did this on purpose?”

I grinned and said, “It’s amazing what we’ll do for a job, isn’t it?  I can’t imagine this is your dream career either, is it?”

The light I’d seen in her eyes died instantly.  “My mother owns this business, and I hope someday to run it myself, so yes, as a matter of fact, it is what I want to be doing with the rest of my life.”

“Sorry,” I muttered as I looked at the application.  

She was still glaring at me as I took my seat, so I focused on the form instead of her gaze.  There was a battery of questions after the standard ones of name, address, and telephone number.  It asked if I’d rather take a walk on the beach or curl up with a good book, if I’d choose dancing over a quiet dinner at home, even if I preferred cats or dogs.

I stood and gave her the blank application back.  “On second thought, I don’t really have time for this.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you, earlier,” she said.

“No one ever does,” I replied as I walked out to my truck.

To my surprise, she followed me outside.  As I unlocked the door to my pickup, she blurted out, “That’s what you drive?”

“I know pickup trucks aren’t fashionable or stylish, and I’m sure it turns women off by the basket-load, but I’ve driven one since I first got my license, and I’m not getting a BMW just to improve my love life.” 

“Hang on a second.  I like pickups,” she said.  “It just doesn’t match the way you look.”

“I told you, I don’t normally dress like this.”

She touched my hand lightly, and I felt a slight charge run up my arm.  “I didn’t mean to give you such a hard time.  I’m Holly,” she said, waiting for me to respond.

“I’m Tom,” I admitted.

That brought a smile.  “Tom, I have a confession to make.  I had a bad night, and this morning hasn’t been any better.  I just broke up with my boyfriend.”

“I’m sorry, but at least you’ve got a dating pool to choose from in there,” I said as I gestured back to her office.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?  The problem is, most of the guys I go out with say I’m too nice.  I just don’t get it.  How can someone be too nice?”

I’d heard the sting of those words enough myself to know how they could wound.  “I get the exact same thing all the time,” I said.  “It’s frustrating, isn’t it?”

She paused, then said, “Listen, my mom would fire me if she knew I were doing this, but would you like to have dinner with me sometime?”

“Are you serious?”  I couldn’t believe Holly was asking me out, especially after the way we’d clashed just minutes before.  Then again, what did I have to lose?  

She stared at me intently.  “Feel free to say no, but I think we might get along.”

“All evidence to the contrary so far,” I said.

She grinned.  “Look at it this way.  We’ve already had our first fight.  Isn’t it good to get that out of the way early?”

“Okay.  I’d like that.  How’s tomorrow sound?”

She smiled, then said, “How about tonight?  Do you have any plans?”

How could I tell her I’d be a pale Rocco impersonation until twelve?  My Fairy Godfather’s existence was a secret I planned on taking to the grave with me.  

“I’d really like to, but I’m tied up until midnight,” I said.

“That’s too late for me.  We can have lunch tomorrow, if you’d rather.  There’s just one thing, though.”

“I know, don’t come dressed as a hood,” I said.

“I don’t mind what you wear.  Just come by in your pickup truck.  I love riding in them.”

She held out a hand, and I took it, then Holly said, “Tom, it was nice meeting you.  I’ll see you tomorrow at noon.”
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