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NICK LEANED ON THE STEERING WHEEL, squinting hard through the quickly freezing windshield. Two rows of copy-paste bungalows dwindled away in a perfect one-point perspective, marked by the phantom glows of receding streetlights. Falling snow blurred the edges of the houses like a fuzzy picture on an old TV set. 

A hostile wind blew through cracks and cavities, its teasing whistle putting a lie to the hermetic bubble his 2017 Volvo should be. Cold was also creeping in, making Nick regret the warm duffel coat he had left at home. His thin grey Takay nylon vest was no more than a fashion statement. 

He felt as tired and cold as the earth under the pavement. He loved the winter and snow, but only inside his fantasy novels.

His starched shirt pulled and stretched across his shoulders, his belt divided his body painfully into two unrelated parts. His feet were sore, despite the Superior Shoes vendor’s assurance that his new ankle boots would “loosen up” quickly. 

Lying on the passenger seat, the pink, heart-shaped chocolate box and the grocery store rose bouquet seemed to mock him. The yellow roses had many petals and no scent. Even if Nick bent close, he could only inhale the oily and rubbery new car smell. 

His empty stomach growled, as he had been too nervous to eat. He had tried to stave off hunger with mints, but the last one had dissolved on his tongue an hour ago.

For a moment, Nick was tempted to roll into a tight ball under the emergency quilt, the snow falling over his metal burrow, sleeping like some innocent animal until the next spring… forgetting all about this ill-fated date. He was a computer geek, not James Bond. 

The gushy female voice of the GPS had insisted he had the wrong address. Nick had parked at the curb of the nameless copy-paste neighborhood to check on a five-year old paper map. As puffy flakes lined the wipers, slowly building upward, Nick realized that, in his eagerness, he had mixed up East and West Avenue. 

When he inserted the key in the ignition, the six-cylinder engine did not roar to life. The sub-par battery had died, leaving him stranded. 

And soon to be late, unforgettably late. The house numbers were in the unforgiving four-digit range. No way he could walk that distance as flimsily dressed as he was.

Nick looked at his Blackberry, wondering how long the AAA service he had called would take to reach him. A brand-new car, two months off the lot! There would be  hell to pay, by someone else. He waited, the storm whispering and laughing around him. 

By now, the snow palisade obscured the entire windshield.

YOU’RE A NERVOUS WRECK, Dell told herself.

She was fretting and walking in tight circles around the clutter of furniture in her pocket-sized living room. 

The clock ticked off the minutes, and no Nick Glass had appeared. She surveyed the two-room apartment, the best she could afford in this uppity part of the city. Scrubbed hardwood floors, counters and tidy dinner table, cutlery gleaming. No lingering, neglected vegetable odor. Her vegetable drawers regularly turned into moldering crypts. 

The agency No Lover Left Behind had matched Dell with a male of her appropriate age and inclinations. Inclinations here meaning not too shabby, not too shiny. 

The agency counselor, sporting three layers of eye make-up, had made her complete a questionnaire. The sparkling offices of the agency, and the hefty fee, had intimidated Dell. 

“It’s our Valentine Special”, the woman (with some cloned-syllable name like Mimi or Lily) had said, juggling a toothpick between yellowing teeth. 

Dell had signed her full name, her hand shaking, as if the entering a contract with the devil. 

“De-li-lah,” the cloned-syllable-named counselor had said. “Like in that Tom Jones song.”

That the counselor even mentioned the singer betrayed her ripe age. Maybe the same age as her mother, who had been a Tom Jones groupie when she named her first daughter. 

Dell had let the lady take a bad digital photo of her best profile (the one not showing her scar.) Then she got out as fast as she could, fleeing the harsh new reality of the world. 

UNEXPECTEDLY, the phone had rung the day before yesterday. 

“Er, is that Delilah-45?” a male voice had asked. 

The voice was low and rumbling, hesitant. 

Dell had instinctively made sure her raven hair fell over the left side of her face. Like a mysterious lady in those dime novels her father had loved to read. She gulped before answering in a voice as clear and light as she could make it.

“Are you... Nicholas-Twelve?” 

The agency’s idea of providing only the first name of your prospective date with a number had terrified Dell. The counselor had reassured her, then called a manager. A more-heavily made-up woman had come in and took five minutes of her obviously valuable time explaining the screening process. 

“We don’t let any perp or pervert into our system,” she said, her gold bracelets clanking as she slashed the air with her right hand. All the time, her black rimmed eyes focused on the slanted red Y patch marring Dell’s cheek.

DELL INCHED NEAR THE WINDOW, not bending too much in her too-tight cocktail dress. 

After giving Nicolas-Twelve, alias Nick Glass (it seemed that he didn’t care for the numbering system any more than she did and had blurted out his name) the directions, she had spent the next 48 hours oscillating between depression and excitement, pretending not to notice the parade of red and rose chocolate boxes at the office, or the shops laden with flowers, or the occasional sorry glance cast in her direction.  

One hand holding her mother’s ivory pearl necklace, she peeked through the narrow gap in the closed curtains. 

The street had become a white tableau with flurries that would have been welcome last December. In February, the promise of another morning of shoveling out the front alley daunted her. 

She should have got out sooner to do the chore. But she had been too busy prepping herself in front of her bathroom mirror, trying every combination of foundation cream and powder to reduce the angry glare of the Y-shaped scar. 

Dell had no real obligation to do the shoveling for the four-storey building. But one day when, coming back from work, she saw the eighty-year-old landlady trudging with a shovel as big as she was, the younger woman has stopped right then and there and offered to take care of the chore until Mrs. Elvina could find someone else. 

Big fat flurries were landing on the rim of the stamp-sized balcony. Dell scanned the empty street, the parked cars slowly morphing into two lines of white hills. 

The promised date was probably searching for a parking place, finding none. He would be trying another snow-filled street. Dell had become an expert at finding excuses for others’ conduct. 

Until reality bit her in the face. 

He won’t come. 

The sentence filtered into her thoughts, followed by a host of like-minded friends. 

The storm had been too much for him. Nick had spotted the small bump of the scar on the digital photograph. That’s what had happened at the last agency. Dell had spent months dying inside before finding out. Yes, people were that shallow. 

DIALING THE WOMAN’S NUMBER took three attempts on the Blackberry. Nick was shivering in the freezing car as he pressed the buttons. 

The windshield was completely obscured by now; only the screen’s bluish glow guided his fumbling fingers. 

THE PHONE RANG. 

I knew it, Dell thought, clenching her fists. 

Maybe it would be for the best, she told herself, looking at the laden table, the glasses waiting to be filled. 

She swallowed up the ball of tears threatening to choke her. She was tempted not to answer but Nice Dell picked up the phone anyway. After all, she had paid the hefty agency fee. She couldn’t back off now. 

She steeled herself for the excuse, the expression of regrets. 

“Hey, Delilah, its Aline,” a familiar voice bubbled. “Are you doing something special this evening?”

Dell sighed. Her well-married little sister always chose the worst time to call. 

“I have a date.”

“Oh.” Aline said, her voice conveying a truckload of emotion in one-syllable. 

“He should be arriving any minute now,” Dell said, her voice heavy.

“Does he know… (Aline stopped herself in time.) Well, I hope it goes well.”

Aline knew the history of the scar.

Dell ended the conversation, noting the one minute and thirty-seven seconds of unavailability. She checked the missed call feature. 

No one had called. 

The guy was one hour late. 

NICK LOOKED AT HIS PHONE IN DISMAY. When he had called AAA, it had been working.  

The little signal scale at the top of his smart phone, was flat. The battery was dying. He should have plugged it into the car outlet. Before he turned off the engine. 

And where was that tow truck? They should be here. He had planned to borrow the repairman’s cell to call his prospective date. 

Man, Delilah must be half steamed at him by now, he told his poor reflection in the windshield. 

The light from his phone dwindled like in a B-rated zombie movie. 

Dead battery.  

With all that snow, the serviceman would never see him. Nick folded the coverlet over the passenger seat, covering the chocolates and a bouquet that looked sorrier by the minute. The red rose petals were already shriveling. 

He cracked his door open, inviting a gust of cold inside the car that would kill the rest of the roses. He heaved himself half in, half out of the car, scanning the street for the flashing orange lights of salvation. Visibility had been reduced to a few feet. 

Suddenly, a pair of yellow headlights pinned him down. A car approaching quickly, the driver bent on making his or her Valentine rendezvous in time. 

Nick flattened himself against the snow-covered car. He sensed more than heard the tinny click as the speeding car doused him with filthy slush. 

His gloved hand went to the latch. 

Locked. 

He brushed the window with his glove. His key was laughing at him from the ignition. 

A brand-new car. An open invitation for any thief. 

He should have taken the spare key with him. He should have bought the fancy button-key option. 

Now he had locked himself out of his car. Could he get any unluckier? He hobbled along the valley building up from his bumper to the rear end of the parked car. His left leg struck the tow ball jutting out from the other car. 

He fell face first in the snow. As he rushed to get back up, a nasty ripping sound told him his light coat had just gotten lighter. He fought the urge to kick the metal tow ball. 

Then he tried the door of the passenger seat. Locked, too, the heart-shaped chocolate box and the wilting rose bouquet lying on the seat. 

He bit his tongue in dismay. What an idiot he was! 

Trusting a damn GPS, trusting a car salesman, trusting a shady agency, trusting the colleague who had suggested the shady agency. 

He leaned his forehead against the roof, the word Loser fluttering about his head like a dark-winged Cupid. 

This was the first time Nick had dared to enlist help for meeting that special someone. The agency counselor, a heavily made-up woman, had given pointers about buying a new car, getting some better clothes. She hadn’t insisted on buying a membership in a gym, but her eyes kept going to his thickening waist. 

That had been two months ago. After starving himself and splurging on a new car, Nick had made it a habit to climb the hundreds of stairs in the office building
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