
A Valentine for Miss Cates 
 

“I know, Cheryl.  I’m not complaining, really, it’s just that every year it’s the same thing. 
Everyone makes such a big deal about Valentine’s Day.  And I know it comes with the 
territory.  I’m surrounded by holidays year-round as a teacher, and I smile for the kids’ 
sake, but if I have to listen to one more coworker ask me who I’m going out with for 
Valentine’s Day, I just might end up hurting someone!” 

Naomi fiddled with some papers on her desk as she spoke to her friend Cheryl on the 
phone after dismissing her third-grade class for recess. Since when had she started 
hating Valentine’s Day? Well, she didn’t really hate it—it was just annoying to see the 
endless advertisements for flowers and chocolate and romantic getaways, when the 
only Valentine’s gifts she would be getting were cards from her twenty-four students. 
They were very sweet and she wouldn’t give them up for the world, but just for once it 
would be nice to have something more. 

“No, Cheryl, I’m not going to a singles mixer! Why not? Because going to a singles mixer 
on Valentine’s Day is even worse than not having a date! Why? Because it’s like 
advertising that you don’t have a date!” 

She paused as Cheryl interrupted with fifty reasons why it wasn’t worse, and why it 
was much better than staying home alone, anyway. “Who says I’m staying home 
alone?” Naomi bristled. “I have single friends, and we’re going to have a great time 
drinking wine, and eating chocolate-covered strawberries, and making fun of every 
sappy romantic comedy we can watch in one night. Why? Because until I get what I 
want, I’m going to celebrate Valentine’s Day in my own very special, very 
anti-romantic way. 

“What do I want?” Naomi’s voice grew quiet, and a smile spread across her face without 
her realizing it. “I want someone to bring me roses, and write me a poem, and dance 
with me under the stars on a moonlit beach, with soft romantic music playing in the 
background, and . . .” Naomi paused as Cheryl’s next words tore her out of her 
starry-eyed daydream. “No, Cheryl, I cannot find all that at the mixer! Look, I’ve got to 
go. The kids will be coming back from recess any minute.” 

Another pause. “Yes, Cheryl, I know there will be plenty of handsome young men to 
dance with, but that’s not all I want for Valentine’s Day. I want to spend a wonderful 
romantic evening with someone I’m in love with, or at least falling in love with, 
someone who loves me more than anything else and wants us to be together forever. 
That’s what I want. And until I have that, Valentine’s Day is just another day on the 
calendar to me.” 

Naomi sighed as Cheryl finally stopped talking and let her hang up the phone. Two 
more days. Two more days and it would all be over, and she could start thinking about 



what arts and crafts projects she would give her class for Presidents’ Day. Teaching the 
kids about George Washington and Abraham Lincoln sounded really nice right now, 
and blissfully unromantic. 
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“I want someone to bring me roses, and write me a poem, and dance with me under the 
stars on a moonlit beach, with soft romantic music playing in the background, and . . . 
no, Cheryl, I cannot find all that at the mixer! Look, I’ve got to go. The kids will be 
coming back from recess any minute.” 
 
Nine-year old Tommy Johnson hurried away from the classroom door where he had 
been eavesdropping on his teacher. She wouldn’t be very happy with him if she found 
out he was listening to her phone conversation. Everyone knew it wasn’t good manners 
to listen to people’s private conversations, especially adults’, and even more especially 
teachers’. Besides, if she found out, it would ruin the surprise! Now he knew exactly 
what Miss Cates wanted for Valentine’s Day, and he couldn’t wait to see the look on her 
face when he gave it to her! 
 

 
VVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVV 

  
 
Naomi went home that night more tired than usual. She had spent the last hour of class 
helping her students make Valentine’s cards for their parents. The festive glitter and 
confetti they were using, as well as the students’ very creative poems and messages, 
had lifted her spirits after her conversation with Cheryl. Still, the thought of two more 
days of dealing with her coworkers’ schemes to set her up with someone for the holiday 
exhausted her. What, they thought she couldn’t get a date on her own? She could get a 
date—she just couldn’t find anyone she wanted to date. 
 
With a sigh, Naomi kicked her shoes off and headed for the couch. If it wasn’t a school 
night, she might pour herself a glass of wine. But no, she was saving that for the 
Valentine’s party—or Un-Valentine’s party. The TV remote was just out of her reach. 
She stretched as far as she could and managed to grab hold of it, pulling a back muscle 
in the process. Groaning, she sank back into the couch cushions and clicked the TV on. 
 
The first channel she tried was playing a florist delivery commercial. Naomi quickly 
changed it. The next channel was advertising gourmet chocolates for your special 
someone. She changed it again.  
 
“Good grief, has everyone in this town gone crazy?” she finally exclaimed after trying 
three more channels.  



 
Maybe the radio would be a better option. After four sappy love songs in a row, she 
changed her mind and settled on a long hot shower and an early bedtime. Two hours 
later, she turned out the lights and buried her face in her pillow, falling asleep almost 
instantly. As far as she was concerned, February 15th couldn’t come soon enough. 
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Tommy could barely sit still the next day in class as he thought of how happy Miss 
Cates would be with her surprise. He’d had to let the other students in on the secret in 
order for it to work, and he hoped they would keep their mouths shut like they said 
they would. He looked around the classroom, and it looked like most of them were just 
as excited as he was. He looked at Miss Cates to see if she noticed. If she did, she didn’t 
say anything about it. 
 

Hopefully, she wouldn’t stay late to grade papers like she did sometimes. That would 
make it harder to get the surprise ready. Suddenly, he saw that she was looking at him 
kind of funny. He smiled a little nervously and tried to pay attention to the lesson. He 
couldn’t wait until tomorrow. She was going to be so happy with her Valentine’s 
present! 
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Naomi sensed that something strange was going on in her classroom, but she couldn’t 
quite put her finger on what it was. Her students seemed more excited than usual, and 
they seemed to be having a hard time keeping their minds on their work. Well, it had 
been a long day, and maybe they were just looking forward to the Valentine’s party 
tomorrow. She smiled as she realized with a bit of surprise that she was looking 
forward to it, too. She had finished her cards for the kids a few nights ago, and tonight 
she was going to bake heart-shaped cookies to bring in the morning. 
 
The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Naomi went home and did her baking for her 
students and for her Un-Valentine’s party the following evening. When she entered her 
classroom on February 14th, she was completely unprepared for the sight that met her 
eyes. 
 
Her classroom looked . . . different. Paper stars hung from the ceiling, surrounding a 
large paper moon in the center. A mural made of large pieces of poster paper covered 
the chalkboard and seemed to represent a beach scene, with watercolor palm trees and 



waves and sand. On her desk sat a vase filled with two dozen of the most beautiful red 
roses she had ever seen.  
 
“Happy Valentine’s Day, Miss Cates!” 
 
“Do you like it, Miss Cates?” 
 
“The palm trees were my idea, Miss Cates!” 
 
Twenty-four eight and nine-year olds appeared seemingly out of nowhere and crowded 
around Naomi with huge smiles on their faces, practically jumping in anticipation of 
her reaction. 
 
“How did you . . . do all this?” Naomi asked in confusion. 
 
“Principal Phillips let us stay late yesterday,” Tommy answered proudly. 
 
“And our parents helped, too!” Ashley put in. 
 
“It’s lovely,” Naomi told them. “But what is it for?” 
 
“It’s your Valentine’s present!” Tommy told her excitedly. “We wanted to give you what 
you really wanted!” 
 
Naomi’s eyes grew wide as it finally clicked. The roses, the stars shining over a moonlit 
beach . . . suddenly, her cheeks turned bright red when she realized that all the 
children’s parents probably knew about her romantic ramblings now! And that 
Principal Phillips probably knew about them, too! The kids were still waiting for her 
reaction, so she did her best to smile. 
 
“We wrote you a poem, too!” Caitlyn said. 
 
Naomi let her students lead her to a chair so she could listen to the poem. Her cheeks 
were still burning. She had experienced her share of embarrassing moments over her 
teaching career, but nothing quite like this! 
 
“A Valentine for Miss Cates,” Caitlyn began, clearing her throat. “My mom helped us a 
little, but we wrote it mostly by ourselves,” she added as a side note. “Okay. Roses are 
red, violets are blue, you’re the best teacher, and we love you. Your beautiful smile 
cheers us up when we’re sad, and you don’t lose your patience if we’re acting bad. In 
your classroom forever, we wish we could stay, this poem is to wish you Happy 
Valentine’s Day.” 
 



Naomi was choking back tears by the time Caitlyn finished. The kids had been 
watching her the whole time to see if she liked it. “That was beautiful,” Naomi said with 
a smile. “Thank you all so much! 
 
“And that’s not all,” Tommy said. “We wanted to give you everything you asked for.” 
 
Tommy looked over at his friend Adam, who was standing by the CD player. Naomi 
looked, too.  Adam pushed the play button, and some very soft, romantic music filled 
the small room. 
 
“May I have this dance, Miss Cates?” Tommy asked, bowing and offering her his hand. 
 
Naomi had to put her hand to her mouth to cover a laugh. He was so sweet, and so 
proper about it! “Why yes, I would be delighted,” she said, accepting his hand. 
 
As Tommy led the dance, one of the kids turned the classroom light off so that the only 
light in the room came through the closed window shades, reflecting off the glitter on 
the paper stars and giving the impression of soft moonlight. How in the world had the 
kids overheard what she said to Cheryl? No matter.  This was the nicest Valentine’s gift 
anyone had ever given her. There were many kinds of love, and her heart was filled to 
the brim with love for these kids. 
 
The dance ended, the lights came back on, and Naomi looked down into Tommy’s 
beaming face. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Miss Cates,” he said bashfully. 
 
“Happy Valentine’s Day, Tommy,” she smiled back. Then she turned to the rest of her 
class. “Thank you so much! This is the best Valentine’s Day ever! Now I think it’s time to 
start the party.” 
 
Twenty-four happy faces grew even happier at the announcement, and Naomi started 
setting up for the Valentine’s card exchange with their help. Her embarrassment 
subsided as she helped the kids pass out their Valentine cards and goodies. She 
changed the CD to some upbeat party music, and the fun went on for a good hour until 
recess. 
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“Yes, Cheryl! No, I don’t know how they found out! They must have heard me talking to 
you on the phone. Yeah, and that reminds me,” Naomi walked to the classroom door 
and looked out, checking the hallway in both directions. “Okay, no eavesdroppers 
today. What? No, I’m still not going to that mixer tonight!” 



Naomi held the phone away from her ear at Cheryl’s loud protest. “Because now I don’t 
need to,” she said calmly when her friend was finished. “I already got everything I 
asked for.” She paused when Cheryl asked about the Un-Valentine’s Day party. “Yeah, 
I’m still having it. I’m not going to cancel on everyone at the last minute. Besides, I’ve 
got a really great story to tell them now. Yeah, all about twenty-four kids and the real 
meaning of love.” 


