
Hearts, Flowers, and Absolute Chaos

The Story

Rebecca has hated Floyd since the moment he moved in next door and accidentally launched a bottle rocket through her Valentine’s Day wreath. That was three years ago. She has not forgiven him. She has a list.

Floyd thinks Rebecca is the most uptight, over-planning, wreath-obsessed woman he has ever met. He also thinks about her constantly. He would never admit this.

Every February 14th, their lives collide in a spectacular, humiliating, flower-covered disaster.

This year is supposed to be different. Rebecca has a date. Floyd has a plan. The universe, apparently, has other ideas.
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Rebecca Calloway believed in Valentine’s Day the way other people believed in gravity  completely, unquestioningly, and with the full understanding that defying it would only end in pain.

Every February 14th, she woke up at seven sharp, brewed her raspberry tea, and executed her holiday with the precision of a military operation. Pink tablecloth. Red roses in the good vase. Chocolate  the expensive kind, not the waxy supermarket stuff. A movie she had already seen twelve times queued and ready. Candles lit by six o’clock.

Was she doing all of this alone? Yes.

Was that sad? Absolutely not.

She had a system.

And then Floyd Mercer moved in next door.

He arrived on a Tuesday in November, which should have been harmless. November had nothing to do with Valentine’s Day. November was safe.

But Rebecca had learned, over three increasingly catastrophic years, that Floyd didn’t need a holiday as an excuse. Chaos simply followed him the way most people were followed by shadows  quietly, loyally, and always at the worst possible moment.

The bottle rocket through her wreath was technically an accident.

The flooding was a misunderstanding.

The dog  nobody ever fully explained the dog.

And yet every single February 15th, Rebecca sat in the wreckage of her perfect holiday, added a new item to her laminated list of Floyd Mercer grievances, and told herself that this year would be different.

This year, she had a plan.

She had a date, a backup date, and a strongly worded note already drafted for Floyd’s door that read: Do not. I mean it. Not this year.

What Rebecca did not have  could not have known was that Floyd had a plan too.

And that for the first time in three years, their plans were about to point in exactly the same direction.

Chaos, it turned out, had a sense of humor.

And apparently, so did love.
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​The Wreath Incident
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​(Three Years Ago)
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Rebecca had spent forty-five minutes on that wreath.

Forty-five minutes of weaving tiny red roses through a wire frame, hot-gluing pearl hearts at perfect intervals, and tying a ribbon bow so symmetrical it could have been measured with a protractor. It hung on her front door like a declaration  Valentine’s Day lives here, and it is beautiful, and it is loved.

She had stepped back to admire it at exactly 7:42 in the evening.

At 7:43, it exploded.

Not dramatically. Not in flames. But a bottle rocket — small, shrieking, and apparently without any sense of direction — came screaming from the direction of next door, threaded itself through her door frame with what she could only describe as deeply personal accuracy, and blew her wreath clean off its hook.

Petals everywhere.

Pearl hearts on the floor.

The ribbon, somehow, in the ceiling fan.

Rebecca stood in her doorway, mouth open, holding her raspberry tea, staring at the carnage.

Then she looked to her left.

Standing on the adjacent doorstep, holding a lighter and wearing an expression of genuine horror, was a man she had never seen before. Tall. Dark jacket. Dark hair going in several directions at once. Smoke rising gently from his right hand.

They stared at each other.

“I,” he said, “am so sorry.”

“That,” Rebecca said, very quietly, “was hand-made.”

“I can see that.” He looked at the petals on the floor. Then back at her. “I just moved in.”

“I know.”

“I was just—”

“Please don’t explain the bottle rocket.”

He closed his mouth.

She picked up one surviving pearl heart from the doormat, looked at it for a long moment, and then looked back at him.

“What’s your name?”

“Floyd,” he said. “Floyd Mercer.”

Rebecca nodded slowly, with the energy of a woman mentally drafting a document.

“Floyd,” she said. “I’m Rebecca. I want you to know that I am a very reasonable person.”

“Okay,” said Floyd.

“And I am choosing, right now, to be gracious about this.”

“That’s  yeah, thank you, I really am sorry—”

“However.” She held up one finger. “I am also going to remember this forever.”

Floyd opened his mouth.

Then closed it again.

Wise.

She bought a new wreath the next morning. It took her an hour this time. She hung it, stood back, and told herself the new one was better anyway.

She did not believe this.

But she wrote Floyd Mercer’s name at the very top of a fresh piece of paper, underlined it twice, and went to find a laminator.

Just in case.
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​Valentine’s Day Is a Perfectly Serious Holiday, Floyd
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Three years later, Rebecca still had the list.

It had grown.

Item one: The Wreath. You know what you did.

Item four: The hallway flood. My slippers were ruined. Those were the good slippers.

Item seven: The dog. I don’t want to talk about the dog. I am writing it down anyway.

She reviewed it every February with the grim satisfaction of a woman who had been right about someone from the very beginning.

Floyd Mercer was a disaster. A walking, smiling, broad-shouldered disaster who somehow charmed every single person in the building except her, because she was the only one paying attention.

Mrs. Huang in 4B called him delightful.

The mailman saved Floyd’s packages personally and left everyone else’s in the lobby.

Even Rebecca’s cat  a deeply suspicious animal named Gerald who had once hissed at a throw pillow  had been seen accepting chin scratches from Floyd in the elevator.

Traitor Rebecca had whispered at Gerald that evening.

Gerald had looked unbothered.

It was February 10th when the trouble started. It always started early. As if Valentine’s Day sent Floyd ahead of itself like a warning shot.

Rebecca was arranging her first wave of decorations  tasteful, elegant, a garland of paper hearts along the hallway wall when she heard his door open.

She did not look up.

“Nice garland,” said Floyd.

“Thank you,” said Rebecca, in a tone that meant please go away.

“Very... symmetrical.”

“Yes.”

“How long did that take?”

She turned to look at him. He was leaning against his doorframe with his coffee, wearing a grey sweater and an expression that sat right on the border between genuinely curious and deeply amused. It was, objectively, an annoying expression. She had catalogued it extensively.

“Twenty minutes,” she said.

“For a hallway?”

“It’s our hallway, Floyd. We both live here. I am making it festive.”

“It’s February 10th.”

“Valentine’s Day,” Rebecca said, turning back to her garland with great dignity, “does not begin on Valentine’s Day. It begins when I say it begins.”

There was a pause.

“That’s actually kind of impressive,” Floyd said.

She stopped.

That was not the response she had prepared for. She had prepared for teasing. Light mockery. Perhaps a comment about spreadsheets, because he had seen her Valentine’s Day planning spreadsheet once  once, through an open laptop, for approximately four seconds  and had never let it go.

“Don’t,” she said.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t be nice about it. It’s confusing.”

She heard him laugh  quiet, genuine, not unkind  and then the soft click of his door closing.

Rebecca stood in the hallway with a paper heart in each hand.

Confusing was exactly the right word.

Floyd Mercer had been a lot of things over the past three years. Chaotic. Infuriating. Inexplicably beloved by everyone including her cat.

But lately  and she would not be writing this on the list  he had started being something else too.

She couldn’t name it yet.

She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

She hung the last paper heart, went inside, and made her raspberry tea.

Four days, she told herself. Keep it together for four more days.

Gerald meowed from the couch.

“Don’t,” she told him.
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(Rebecca Has One. It’s Laminated.)

The list lived in the third drawer of Rebecca’s kitchen, beneath a spare set of batteries, a takeout menu she kept for sentimental reasons, and a birthday card from her mother that said “You’ve always been so organized, sweetheart” in a tone that managed to be both a compliment and a gentle concern.

It was a single sheet of paper, typed in eleven-point font because ten-point felt aggressive and twelve-point felt like she wasn’t taking it seriously. It had been laminated at the FedEx on Birchwood Avenue by a teenager named Marcus who had read the title — The Floyd Mercer Comprehensive Grievance Document — and said nothing, which Rebecca respected enormously.

There were eleven items.

She had left space for more.

She was reviewing it on the morning of February 11th, which was a Tuesday, which meant she had exactly three days to finalize her Valentine’s Day arrangements before the holiday arrived and Floyd, inevitably, found a way to make everything catch fire. Not literally. Well. Once, almost literally. That was item nine.

Item Nine: The candles. You know the ones. You walked past my open window with that ridiculous kite and the draft nearly — you know what, never mind. Just. The candles.

Rebecca sipped her raspberry tea and considered the list with the focused energy of a woman conducting a performance review.

The early items were pure chaos. Bottle rocket. Flooding. The dog she still didn’t fully understand the
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