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      This book is dedicated to everyone chasing a dream. Whether it’s love or something else, we wish you courage, energy, and hope.
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      Our PNWA Class of 2019 has left the spooky behind in favor of the candy-coated, candlelit twists of the heart: Valentine’s Day. 

      There’s something magical about Valentine’s Day. It’s the holiday where we all come together to celebrate what makes people throw pebbles at windows, endure the pouring rain, or scream things they don’t mean only to make up with a kiss. It cherishes love in all of its messy and beautiful moments, and the stories ahead dive into every stumble, twist, and joy of romance.

      Grab a cozy blanket and a box of chocolates, and settle in for three adventures of the heart, each one a little bit sweet and a little bit chaotic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I’m carried away 

        with the daisies

        and chocolates. The essence

        of love fills the air. Sweet 

        chaos somehow parallel 

        with precise timing. 

        A place where ambition

        meets emotion, offers more

        than colorful bouquets,

        warm lattés, or a painting

        portraying new beginnings.

        Love me, love me not

        on this perfectly imperfect

        Valentine’s Day.
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      Fifteen minutes into my second date with Jeremy, I knew we were not meant to be.

      “Dallas? You want to retire in Dallas? Like the city in Texas?” My right eyebrow shot sky-high as I ogled the man across the picnic table from me, as he leaned back and reached his hands behind his head of short brown hair gelled to the side. From our perfectly ordinary first date to his neat hair, wrinkle-free tee, and crisp jeans, he had seemed clean and sensible. Clearly, I’d missed the sign that he was really a dull dud.

      “Yeah, I hear it’s got great food,” he said.

      “Yeah, and that’s about all it’s got.” I would know. I spent many holidays with extended family up there. “Why not retire on a beach? Or the mountains?”

      He glared at me. “Nah, fam. I didn’t say only Dallas, did I? Maybe I’d have two homes, with the second on a beach or in the mountains.”

      Fam? He actually called me fam.

      “I mean, you only said Dallas.” I looked around at the tables beside me, but no one else appeared to be listening in on this absurdity.

      “That’s still a loss on your end. You’re wrong, and you’re just pissed about it.” He laughed, but there was anger behind it.

      Whoa. I barely even said anything about Dallas, and now he was angry? I was looking for a guy I could riff with, maybe poke some fun at, and he would poke fun back. Not some guy to passive-aggressively call me “fam” and accuse me of being pissed.

      We changed the subject and carried on finishing our sandwiches. Which wasn’t an easy task considering I’d broken my left arm a month ago, and it was in a sling. By the time I finally finished one-handed eating my Italian sando, he announced that his lunch break was ending and he should get back to work.

      Sweat pricked at the back of my neck as he walked me to my car. Typical Austin temperature swings turned this February afternoon toasty.

      Uncomfortable silence hung in the air. I had hoped a second date with Jeremy would break through the awkward silences of our first date. Instead, I got tense disagreements. What a royal disappointment. Valentine’s Day was only drawing nearer, and I was determined this year would be the year I would finally get my first Valentine’s date. Clearly, it wouldn’t be with Jeremy.

      We arrived at my black SUV, and he stood next to my door, the tension growing so thick I could feel it pressing in on me. God, I hated this part of dates. Did I reject him now? Did I wait to send the text when I got home? With my good arm, I dug in my purse for my keys.

      “I had a good time, Tori,” he said.

      I glanced up, key still buried somewhere in my purse. Did he? I thought we both kind of hated each other.

      He stepped towards me, and I pulled my hand out of my bag and sidestepped him, swooping in for a hug.

      Did he just go in for a kiss? We totally beefed over sandwiches, sat across from each other at the table, and didn’t even touch hands. There’s no way he thought we should kiss in a hot, sunny parking lot at two in the afternoon.

      Sticking my hand back in my purse, I bent my head to see inside the dark, cluttered bag. Where the hell were my keys? He still lingered near me, and I needed to get out of there pronto.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught him closing in again. With my hand still in my purse, he planted his lips on mine. What? The? Hell?

      I froze, his warm lips lingering.

      Did I pull back? That would be too awkward. Did I keep kissing him? I kissed back, his lips sliding against mine. I closed my eyes and counted. How long was acceptable before I pulled away?

      One, two.

      Pull your hand out of your purse, Tori.

      I put my hand on his side, gripping his shirt loosely so I didn’t have to feel his warmth. He pulled my bottom lip into his mouth, and I winced.

      Three, four, five.

      Okay, that seemed like enough time. I stepped back. Words fled from my brain, and I just stared at my blond-haired, pale-skinned self in the reflection on his sunglasses.

      He barked a super-uncomfortable laugh. “Okay, I’ll see you around?”

      “Yeah, totally.” With my keys finally in hand, I dove into my car, peeled out of the parking lot, and gunned it down the road towards home.

      Once the fight-or-flight feeling left my body, I closed my eyes and rested my forehead on the steering wheel, waiting for the light to turn green. I was so tired of dating. I pressed Bluetooth on the car and dialed my best friend of twenty years. My ride or die ever since our third-grade volleyball team, when I blabbed at her the whole season until she finally agreed to be my friend. She picked up in seconds.

      “Dani, are you still coming over tonight? I need to tell you about this date.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. Give me all the deets. By the way, my car is in the shop, so Steven is going to drive me.”

      “That pile of junk broke down again?”

      “That sexy pile of junk, yes. The unreliable bastard. You cool with Steven joining though? You know he likes to invite himself.”

      Steven moved back two months ago from his big-city life in New York.

      Growing up, I had the biggest crush on him. My best friend’s older brother. Two years older, yet he still hung out with Dani and me, unlike my older brothers, who didn’t give me the time of day. The three of us had been inseparable, building a treehouse, playing midnight assassin, biking around the neighborhood. Now that he’d returned, it was like those ten years away had never happened. He fit right back in with Dani and me, even though our hangouts were less treehouse play pretend, and more riffing on the latest drama in our lives.

      “Of course he’s invited. I’m sure he’ll get a kick out of my date from hell.”

      “Okay, I’ll make you our Filipino spaghetti, and you provide the wine.”

      “Thanks, Dan. See you soon.”

      Dani had been a lifesaver these past several weeks. With one arm in a sling, I hadn’t realized how hard things like cooking or opening cat food cans would be.

      I parked my car in front of my apartment and rushed up the stairs two at a time, eager to get to my mouthwash and rinse the taste of this afternoon out of my mouth. As I rounded the corner at a jog, I stopped in my tracks.

      A tall, round vase with a dozen stunning pink, white, and red daisies sat in front of my door.

      Heart practically leaping out of my chest, I crouched down, plucked the card and ripped it open with my teeth, not even bothering to go inside first.

      Gripping gently with my left hand, careful not to use too much strength and risk re-injuring my arm, I slid the card out of the envelope and flipped it open.

      
        
        I can’t stop thinking about you. Be my Valentine?

        xoxo

      

      

      My smile was so wide it hurt my cheeks. In all twenty-eight years of my life, I had never had a Valentine’s date. The most I’d received was a box of my favorite chocolates from Seattle, and those were from Mom and Dad. Despite that, it remained my favorite holiday. It was the holiday of dreamers. Where grand gestures were made in the name of love. Where pinks and reds colored every store. Every year I clung to the hope of endless romantic possibilities, and finally this year was my turn. Giddiness bubbled in my chest.

      I turned the card over, but there was no signature. My smile faltered. I unlocked the door and brought the flowers inside, setting them and the unsigned card on the kitchen counter, my stomach knotting up with every step.

      Valentine’s Day was five days away. My dream holiday was within reach. All I had to do was accept the invitation from my mystery sender. The only problem was I was seeing five guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t meant to date five guys at a time, but when I broke my arm, had to quit my rec volleyball league, and took short-term leave from work, I was left with a lot of time on my hands. What better way to fill the sudden empty schedule than to hit the dating apps hard? Before I knew it, I had ten conversations going, which turned into seven dates, which became five second dates and four third dates. The whole ordeal was exhausting, juggling all the texts, remembering which guy said what, and the emotional rollercoaster of dating. I’d bitten off more than I could chew.

      I paced back and forth in my kitchen, eyes locked onto the flowers, while my long-haired black cat, Mung Bean, came to investigate them.

      Maybe the unmarked flowers were a sign that I should cut down on my boyfriends. One of them was so confident in his feelings for me that he sent a bouquet with a heart-fluttering message. Guilt twinged in my gut. I wasn’t that confident in any of the men I was dating, but if one of them felt this strongly, I wanted to figure out who he was. Any man who’d sent such a courageous gesture would make a perfect first Valentine’s date. But which guy could it be?

      Each one was so different, yet I could find something I liked in all of them. Well, except for Jeremy after that last date. A first kiss that bad was not salvageable. Besides, Jeremy couldn’t have known my address.

      I leaned over the counter next to the daisies and drafted a quick rejection text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Jeremy, ultimately, I’m not feeling a deep connection with you. I wish you the best of luck out there!

      

      

      

      

      

      I fired the text off. That left four prospects.

      A knock on my door announced Dani and Steven’s arrival, and Mung Bean bolted to his hiding place under my bed. I flung open the door. Dani would help me figure this out; she always had. From helping uncover my cheating ex-boyfriend to supporting me when I wanted to switch majors, Dani always had my back.

      My savior stood at my doorstep, a whole five inches shorter than me, with her creamy brown hair cascading down her back in waves, her bold eyebrows, and long, naturally dark lashes that I would kill to have.

      “Thank God you’re here. This is a serious code red situation right now.” I rushed at Dani and squeezed her into a hug, despite the giant Tupperware of spaghetti she held.

      Steven, the spitting image of Dani in male form, smirked at me over his sister’s head. He shook his head to get his wavy brown locks out of his eyes. “Your date was that bad?”

      I rolled my eyes, then pulled him in for a much firmer hug than Dani’s, thanks to his muscles that peeked out under the sleeves of his baby blue tee. Muscles that hadn’t been there ten years ago.

      “Yes, doofus, but there’s more.”

      “Sorry I told him about the date. I figured it was unavoidable,” Dani said as we all stepped into my kitchen.

      “No worries.” I grabbed the container out of her arms. “Dang, did you bring enough dinner for the entire apartment complex?”

      She smacked my good arm. “I know you’re getting free meals from all your dates, but I wanted to make sure you didn’t have to cook another meal until your sling was off.”

      “Thanks, Dan.”

      Steven stood by the daisies, one finger touching a pink petal.

      “Oooh, did Jeremy give you those flowers?” Dani said.

      Steven’s head jerked up; his tan cheeks tinged a little pink.

      “Actually, that’s the source of the code red.” I grimaced and picked up the card, holding it on display. “I have a secret Valentine.”

      “You really don’t know who they’re from?” Steven asked.

      “No.” I lowered the card back onto the counter. “It’s unsigned, and … I’ve been dating multiple guys over the past few weeks.”

      Steven’s eyes widened. “Oh, shit.”

      “A secret Valentine mystery? This is incredible, Tori! So romantic!” Dani jumped and clapped her hands.

      “How many guys exactly are you seeing?” Steven’s eyebrow curved up.

      “Don’t you judge me. After today’s bad date, I’m down to four men.”

      “Four?! How many did you start with?” His jaw fell open.

      “What’s got your tighty-whiteys in a twist? You’re just mad more people want to date me than you.”

      He scowled at me. “Stop imagining me in my underwear.”

      Dani butted in, “Steven, you’re sounding a little jealous of all the attention Tori’s getting. Now I’m gonna get our plates filled, y’all go to the couch. This calls for serious game planning.”

      Steven grabbed the bottle of wine and three glasses, then brushed past me. He leaned in, speaking in a low voice. “They’re boxers with little daisies on them. So you can save that for your brief fantasies.”

      I choked back a laugh as he rounded the corner into my living room.

      Following him, I entered the warmly-lit room with my orange glowing lamp in the corner. Steven sat in the middle of my velvet pink couch, leaving only the choice of sitting next to him on his right or sitting next to him on his left. Great. I opted for his left, to rest my sling on the armrest of my couch.

      “I can tell you’re kind of excited though,” he said as he uncorked the bottle.

      I caught a whiff of manly, earthy soap as he leaned back.

      “No, I have no interest in your stupid boxers.”

      His grin grew wicked. “I was talking about the flowers.”

      Before I could answer, Dani strolled in balancing three plates of Filipino spaghetti. “Dinner is served.”

      She squeezed in next to Steven. Over our meal, I filled the two of them in on my terrible date with Jeremy, taking extra gulps of wine throughout to wash away the memory of Jeremy’s lips slipping against mine. Finally, one glass deep, and with an empty plate, I was laughing with them at my misery.

      I leaned back, full enough to burst. “I can’t believe I ever doubted hot dogs in spaghetti. They seriously always hit the spot.”

      “Thank Mama Ocampo. She insisted I make you a big batch.” Dani winked at me. “But now we’ve gotta get to business. Steven, go take a walk or something. We’ve got a mystery to solve.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m not taking a walk, but I’ll go wash the dishes so you two can gossip about Tori’s mystery lover.”

      He picked up our plates, leaving behind our glasses of wine, and shuffled off to the kitchen.

      “Let’s start with which of the remaining four knows your address.” Dani leaned in, her brown eyes sparkling with excitement.

      “Suspect one is Dylan. He obviously knows my address.”

      “Big you-know-what, Dylan?” Dani waggled her brows at me.

      “Yes, big-hands Dylan, the one who came over last week to watch a movie and nothing more.” I shot her a stern glare. “He seems the most likely Valentine given that he is the only one to actually see my apartment, but there’s also Devin and Brock. They both picked me up and drove me to our dates because of the good old sling.”

      “Ah yes, tall, dark, and handsome Devin and Business Brock. We can’t rule them out. Who’s the last guy again?”

      “That would be Tim. There is no way he knows my address. Unless he’s secretly a stalker, but I didn’t get any red flags from him.”

      “Ugh, you’re still seeing Tim? I thought you said there was no spark.”

      I shrugged. “Can I really expect a spark that soon? Maybe I’m not giving him enough of a chance.”

      She shook her head. “Didn’t you say he wants to move to Europe in a year? You said you’d never leave Austin. Besides, all I’ve heard from you all week was how exhausting it is juggling all these guys, how you’ve over-committed to dating, and how burnt out you are. It’s time to be ruthless. Cut the men you have no future with, and focus on the men who make grand gestures.” She threw her arm towards the kitchen, where the daisies remained.

      She was right. Things with Dylan, Devin, and Brock were getting more serious, and Tim and I just weren’t connecting like I had with the others.

      After a few more glasses of wine-brainstorming, Dani and I had come up with a plan. We sent a rejection text to Tim and scheduled dates for the rest of my week. Over the next few days, I would see Dylan, Brock, and Devin and root out which of them sent me the flowers without mentioning the bouquet or directly asking. The other guys didn’t know about each other. I wasn’t cheating — none of us had discussed exclusivity — but if one of my men was passionate enough to send the daisies, then I didn’t want to ruin my chance with him by risking him feeling insecure about me dating several other guys.

      With a game plan settled, I would know my mystery flower man in time to accept his be-mine proposition, and have the Valentine’s Day date of my dreams. It was all very Bachelorette.
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