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      After three long nights, I’d finished my masterpiece—an article about a holiday that had no business existing. Who in their right mind wanted overpriced chocolates and bland greeting cards?

      The pressure to pretend love was grand gave me the ick. Putting a date on the calendar for it was even worse.

      I sat back in the café chair, staring at my laptop screen with the bold title of my latest post across the top. Roses are Red, Violets are Lame: Why Cupid Should Retire.

      Catchy.

      I could already feel those brave, self-righteous commenters of the Internet typing up their angry replies. Their annoyance gave me a delighted tingle. Somehow, they still hadn’t figured out that every knee-jerk response only boosted my visibility. Their insistence to beat me down only lifted me higher.

      Even though I knew a few people who really had seemed to have found that magical person meant for them, the whole endeavor was too much of a gamble for me. I’d tried the bars and the apps. I’d gone on blind dates, volunteered, and joined special interest groups. It wasn’t that I never met anyone. It wasn’t that no one wanted to date me, either.

      Instead, no matter what, after three months, six months, a year, their decent exterior began to slough off, like candle wax. Or goo. What waited underneath sent me running.

      How could I take Valentine’s Day seriously when a man bought me a dozen generic roses once a year because a pop-up notification on his phone reminded him to act like I mattered, when I had spent the other 364 as nothing more than his live-in washer of boxers?

      Contrary to what I would surely be accused of, Valentine’s Day wasn’t a painful reminder though. It was a goofy commercialization of what should be an important life decision, a mockery of what a real relationship should be like.

      Even in early grade school, children were encouraged to send Valentine’s cards to their classmates. What was that about? Brainwashing, probably.

      And what was up with Cupid? Was he a baby with wings? A grown man with wings? And why was he allowed to wander around shooting people with arrows like it was The Purge?

      Taking a deep, satisfied breath, I scrolled through the initial responses.

      You’re a hero! Finally, someone tells it like it is!

      And then I reached the more predictable ones:

      Tell me you’re a cat lady without telling me you’re a cat lady.

      You’re just bitter because you’re single.

      I smirked. If only they knew. Single was peaceful. I didn’t need a partner to make me happy. I was open to one coming along, but that didn’t mean my life didn’t have meaning until then.

      Also, why all the hate against cats? Just because they were better company than most men.

      My phone buzzed on the table with a message. I picked up my phone, then noted the time. Lunch break was over. I needed to get back to the office.

      I packed up my laptop and paid my bill, then headed into the clear day toward my car. As I crossed the parking lot, I read my message.

      Jack, my partner in crime and donuts for the last seven years, had texted me: Saw your latest article. Stirring the pot again?

      I reached my car and replied: You know it. I’ve sent half the internet into a spiral, but isn’t that the real fun of it all?

      Has anyone called you a cat lady yet?  his message read.

      Of course. You’d think they would be bored of their own lack of creativity by now. Anyway, pizza at 7?

      Obviously.

      I smiled at my phone before tucking my laptop bag into the backseat. On the short drive back to my office, I considered my article. I’d been writing online for well over five years now, and garnered close to a million views on my top-ranking articles, but this latest post was my magnum opus. With it, I’d reached my pinnacle scathing observation. It was all downhill from here, but what a climb it had been.

      Before getting out of my car at the office, I checked my article on my phone. People were obsessing over my post like it was the last box of chocolate on the after-Valentine’s Day sale.

      Victory.

      As I hurried towards the front door of my office building, laptop bag and purse over my shoulder, my phone buzzed with an incoming call.

      Jack, again.

      I answered the call and held the phone in place with my shoulder as I badged into the building. “Jack, my friend, don’t you know that phone calls went out of style two years ago? None of the cool kids are doing it now.”

      He laughed on the other end. “I just wanted to hear the voice of the woman who is single-handedly ruining Hallmark’s best quarter. You sound proud, Jamie.”

      “Someone’s gotta entertain all the people on the toilet.” I grinned. “It makes them feel clever and important—two things they don’t experience in real life.”

      “There are a lot of articles out there criticizing any and every holiday, but you really put teeth in this one,” he said. “At least it’s published, Valentine’s is here, and we can lay it all to rest now.”

      I laughed gleefully as I reached my desk. “Rest? Oh, no, we’re just warming up. I foresee short videos, long videos, bingo cards for insults. A line of anti-Valentine’s Day cards.”

      “I think they already have those.”

      “I can do them better.” I pulled out my laptop and opened it on my office desk. “Oh! Anti-lingerie.”

      “Isn’t that the blanket with sleeves thing?”

      “Fair. But the ideas are endless.”

      I could picture him shaking his head, curly hair shifting a little into his eyes.

      “You’re a mess, Jamie. I’ll be by tonight for my anti-Valentine’s day pizza. Wouldn’t want to break tradition.”

      “You do keep showing up every year.”

      “I’m a sucker for pizza,” he said. “Don’t you have work to do?”

      “Thanks for ruining the moment,” I said. When my coworker, Denise, shot me a glare, I lowered my voice. “I’ll see you tonight. Bye.”

      With that, I disconnected the call and turned my attention to doing what I got paid to do, creating data analytic reports. Not as satisfying as riling the internet, but better at keeping the electric bill caught up.

      “Did you have a nice lunch?” Denise asked, not at all sounding like she meant the question. “It must have been busy.”

      I suppressed a sigh. I’d run ten minutes late getting back, which didn’t impact Denise in the least. Or anyone.

      “Oh, you know, the usual—I saved a kitten from a burning building, brokered peace between two rival nations. It was touch and go there for a minute, but I still made time for a latte.”

      Denise sniffed and went back to minding her own business, which was a real struggle for her.

      I tried to refocus on my work, but the urge to grab my phone was unbearable. I didn’t need caffeine to get through the afternoon when I had the nectar of anonymous internet insults. They fueled me, made me feel alive.

      A deep rumbling sound issued from outside. I snapped my head up, scowling at the window.

      The forecast hadn’t mentioned a storm. Not even a drop of rain.

      Denise continued to stare at her monitor. Maybe the sound wasn’t anything.

      I turned back to my work.

      The daylight streaming in through the office windows faded as clouds rolled over the sun.

      “What the…” I flung myself from my chair and marched over to the window to peer out.

      Dark clouds twisted together overhead, thick and heavy. Lightning flashed nearby. A loud crack of thunder startled the entire office.

      “Is it storming out?” Phil called from three cubes over and two cubes down. “I was supposed to go hiking this weekend!”

      I tried to puzzle through Phil’s math, then gave up, more interested in the churning of the clouds, like a scene from a disaster movie.

      “We don’t get tornados around here, do we?” I asked no one in particular. When no one responded, I added to myself, "Even Mother Nature has issues with this holiday."

      My coworkers had returned to work, none of them seeming to care about the apocalyptic weather outside. I couldn’t tear away from it though. All the fine hairs stood with the charge in the air.

      A dark shape, way up in the sky, plummeted towards the earth. I squinted, trying to make out what was coming in for impact. Could it be a bird? A plane? A UFO running out of gas?

      As the silhouette approached, it took the shape of a man.

      That was…weird. What was going on?

      Compelled by the sheer fascination of what was happening outside, I bolted through the office toward the front door.

    

  

