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      Grace hurried down the bustling street, her bright floral dress fluttering with each step. The city hummed around her—car horns, chatter, the wail of a distant saxophone. She clutched her planner to her chest, her oversized purse bouncing against her hip, and a coffee cup balanced precariously in her other hand. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted up, a stark contrast to the acidic knot forming in her stomach.

      Okay, Grace, you’ve got this. Vision, passion, practicality. They need to see the magic of the gala, not just the numbers. She rehearsed her pitch in her head, each word tumbling over the last. But what if they don’t get it? What if I mess up?

      She checked her watch for what felt like the hundredth time. 8:47. The meeting was at nine, and she still had two blocks to go. Her pace quickened, her heels clicking against the pavement in a frantic rhythm. She weaved through the crowd, dodging a stroller here, a briefcase there. A cyclist whizzed past, and she leapt back, nearly spilling her coffee. Her heart skittered in her chest. Not just from the near miss, but from the thought of facing Brandon. The man was a fortress—impeccable suits, sharp jawline, and an expression that could freeze water at ten paces. Why did it have to be him?

      Grace's mind drifted back to those awkward high school days, a lifetime ago yet somehow as fresh as yesterday. She and Brandon, an unlikely pair thrown together by a shared chemistry class and a group project on the periodic table.

      She remembered his meticulously organized binder, every page color-coded and labeled. Her own notes had been a chaotic jumble of doodles and half-finished thoughts scrawled in the margins. He'd looked at her notebook like it was written in an alien language.

      Their first date had been a disaster. She'd suggested a spontaneous picnic in the park, complete with homemade sandwiches and lemonade. Brandon had shown up with a checklist, three different weather apps open on his phone, and an itemized budget for their "outing."

      Grace stifled a laugh, remembering how she'd accidentally knocked over the carefully arranged picnic basket, sending deviled eggs rolling across the grass. Brandon's face had turned as red as the checkered blanket, his carefully laid plans scattered to the four winds.

      They'd lasted all of two weeks before mutually agreeing they were better off as lab partners than romantic ones. She'd been too scattered, too dreamy for his ordered world. He'd been too rigid, too focused on details to see the bigger picture she was always chasing.

      And now, here they were again, about to be thrown together on this charity gala. Grace's stomach did a little flip. She knew nothing had changed. He was still the boy with the color-coded binder, now grown into a man with starched collars and a mind like a steel trap. And she was still the girl with the doodle-filled margins, chasing big dreams with both hands.

      She rounded the corner, the church spire coming into view. Her palms were sweaty, her heart racing. How on earth were they supposed to work together on this? It was like asking oil and water to make a smoothie.

      A surge of determination pushed her forward. She could do this. She would do this.

      As she reached the heavy wooden door, she fumbled with the handle, her coffee tipping dangerously. The door swung open unexpectedly, and she stumbled over the doorstop. Time seemed to slow as the coffee arced through the air, a perfect brown parabola. She watched in horror as it splattered down the front of her dress, the fabric soaking up the stain like an accusing fingerprint.

      She landed hard on one knee, the impact jolting through her. Her planner skidded across the floor, and her purse spilled its contents—lip gloss, pens, a crumpled pack of tissues—with a clatter that echoed through the quiet foyer. She froze, her cheeks burning. Slowly, she lifted her head to find Brandon standing in the doorway, his arms crossed, his glasses glinting in the morning light.

      For a moment, he just stared at her, his expression unreadable. Then, something flickered in his eyes—surprise, maybe?—before his usual composure slid back into place like a mask. He stepped forward, his movements precise as always. "Grace," he said, his voice calm, detached. "Are you alright?"

      She scrambled to her feet, her hands brushing against the floor. "I’m fine, I’m fine!" she said too quickly, her voice high-pitched. She grabbed a tissue from the floor and began blotting at the stain on her dress. "Just a little...uh...enthusiastic entrance. That’s all." She forced a laugh, the sound brittle even to her ears. "Clumsy me, right?"

      Brandon didn’t respond, but she could sense his eyes on her, cataloging every detail of the scene. She risked a glance up at him. His expression was neutral, but she could see the faintest tightening around his eyes, a small betrayal of his irritation. She felt a pang of embarrassment. Great first impression, Grace. Just great.
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        * * *

      

      Brandon’s eyes narrowed as he watched Grace scramble to her feet, her movements as erratic as a storm. He stood perfectly still, his arms crossed, his expression a mask of calm, but inside, he was already recalculating the morning’s schedule. 5:47. Now 5:50. This was not how he’d planned to start the meeting. Punctuality was sacred, and yet here they were, already behind. He adjusted his glasses, the familiar weight of the frames grounding him as he took in the scene before him.

      Grace was a whirlwind—literally. Her dress, stained with coffee, her hair disheveled, her hands fluttering like birds in flight as she tried to brush off the spill. She was talking too fast, her words tumbling out in a nervous rush. "I’m fine, I’m fine!" she insisted, her voice high-pitched and brittle. "Just a little...uh...enthusiastic entrance. That’s all." She forced a laugh, the sound sharp and unnatural, like a glass shattering against stone.

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he cataloged the details: the crumpled tissues scattered across the floor, the overturned purse, the planner lying open with its rainbow of tabs exposed. It was chaos, and chaos was the enemy of efficiency. He pinched his brow. Her energy was...distracting. Unpredictable. It made his head ache.

      Before he could process that thought, Pastor Thompson appeared in the doorway, his warm smile a balm to the tension in the room. "Good morning, everyone," he said, his voice smooth and soothing. "I trust we’re all ready to get started?" His eyes twinkled as he took in Grace’s disheveled state, but his tone was gentle, nonjudgmental.

      Brandon nodded curtly, stepping aside to allow the pastor to lead the way into the meeting room. He mentally tallied the seconds ticking by, the minutes they were losing. 5:52. But as he followed, he couldn’t help but notice the way Grace’s shoulders relaxed at the pastor’s words, the way her hands finally stilled as she fell into step behind him. She left a trail of energy in her wake, like sunlight filtering through a storm cloud.

      The memory hit him like a misfiled document—sudden and inconvenient. Brandon’s mind drifted back to the whirlwind that was Grace Tanner in high school. She had been a force of nature, breezing into his orderly life with her bright smile and infectious laughter. For a brief stint, he’d let himself get swept up in her current, captivated by the way she turned even the mundane into an adventure. But then reality set in. Her spontaneity, which he’d initially found charming, became a constant source of frustration. She’d forget plans, show up late, and leave a trail of chaos in her wake. He remembered the time she’d suggested a last-minute road trip to the beach, and how it had devolved into a series of mishaps—a flat tire, a missed turn, and a torrential downpour that soaked them to the bone. It was the kind of unpredictability his meticulous nature couldn’t tolerate.

      So he’d ended it, as neatly and logically as he could. Now, seeing her again, he was struck by how little she’d changed—and how much that unsettled him.

      He got that she was some big event planner now and the Pastor wanted to make sure this charity gala was a success, but why, oh why, did he have to get her to work on this? He was just fine handling all this on his own.

      Hopefully he could get through meeting and not have to be around Grace and all her chaos much more in the future.
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        * * *

      

      The meeting room was bathed in the soft glow of morning light streaming through the stained-glass windows, casting colorful patterns on the polished wood floor. Grace slid into her chair, her stained dress clinging awkwardly to her thigh. She tugged at the fabric, trying to inconspicuously blot the coffee stain with a crumpled tissue from her purse. Brandon sat across from her, his posture immaculate, his suit unwrinkled despite the early hour. He opened his leather-bound planner with the precision of a surgeon, his eyes scanning the page as if searching for any hidden flaws.

      Pastor Thompson settled at the head of the table, his hands clasped together in a gesture of calm anticipation. "Alright, let’s dive in. The charity gala is just six weeks away, and we’ve got a lot to cover. Grace, I know you’ve already started brainstorming some ideas. Why don’t you start us off?"

      Grace’s face lit up like a lamp turning on, her earlier embarrassment forgotten. She leaned forward, her hands gesturing expansively as she spoke. "Oh, I’ve got so many ideas! A winter wonderland theme—twinkling lights, frosted glass vases, and these adorable snowflake centerpieces that double as favors. And for the auction, we could feature local artists and craftsmen. It’ll feel magical and give back to the community at the same time."

      Brandon’s pen paused mid-stroke. He turned his head slowly, his glasses catching the light as he studied her. "A winter wonderland theme?" he repeated, his tone measured. "What’s the projected cost for decorations alone?"

      Grace’s smile faltered for a heartbeat before she recovered. "Well, I was thinking we could repurpose some of the decorations from last year’s Christmas market. It’ll be budget-friendly and sustainable. Plus, it’ll give the event a cozy, hometown feel."

      "Sustainable," Brandon murmured, jotting down a note. "That’s a solid point. But what’s the projected ROI on the auction items?"

      "Return on investment?" Grace repeated, her voice tinged with a playful incredulity. "Brandon, this isn’t just about numbers. It’s about creating something beautiful and meaningful. People connect with stories, not spreadsheets."

      He looked up, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Without spreadsheets, there wouldn’t be any stories to tell. Someone has to ensure this event doesn’t bleed money."

      "Grace has a point too," Pastor Thompson interjected gently. "We want this to be a night that touches hearts, not just pads the budget. Let’s aim for a balance."

      Grace shot the pastor a grateful smile, her cheeks flushing with warmth. Brandon, however, remained stoic, though the faintest flicker of acknowledgment crossed his face. He returned to his notes, his movements precise, but there was something in the tilt of his head that suggested he wasn’t entirely opposed to her ideas. Not yet, at least.

      Grace grabbed her purse, the stained dress a constant reminder of her morning's chaos. As she stood, Brandon was already halfway to the door, his stride precise. "I suppose we should discuss the budget in more detail," he said, his tone formal yet tinged with resignation.

      She caught up to him, the bright sunlight outside a stark contrast to the warm glow of the meeting room. "I was thinking we could meet at the venue tomorrow. It might help to visualize the space," Grace suggested, her enthusiasm bubbling through.

      Brandon paused, adjusting his glasses. "I prefer to work with spreadsheets first. It ensures we don't overlook any costs."

      Grace smiled, a playful glint in her eye. "Spreadsheets are important, but so is the ambiance. Maybe a little creativity could make the event more engaging."

      He raised an eyebrow, his expression softening slightly. "I suppose a balance could work. But we need to stick to the budget."

      As they walked, the church's garden blooming around them, Grace noticed the way Brandon's eyes crinkled when he spoke about figures, a hint of passion beneath his reserved exterior. "You know, your attention to detail is kind of impressive," she admitted, her voice light.

      Brandon glanced at her, a flicker of surprise in his eyes. "And your creativity is...intriguing," he replied, the word sounding carefully chosen.

      Their eyes met for a moment, the air between them charged with unspoken thoughts. Then, Brandon looked away, clearing his throat. "I'll send over the budget draft. Let's review it together tomorrow."
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