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                        Chapter 1: The Cappuccino Collision
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
There were, as far as Ella Preston could tell, exactly three
ways to ruin a Monday morning before 8 a.m. in Kansas City: wake up
late, spill coffee on oneself in public, or have one’s mother text
a photo of a man she met at her book club who’s “absolutely
perfect” because, and she was not making this up, “he also likes
cats.” This was the unholy trinity of disasters, and Ella,
professional email-answerer and aspiring historic preservationist,
managed to tick off all three boxes before the sun even bothered to
peek over the limestone skyline.



Naturally, the morning began with her phone blaring a strand
of lo-fi jazz she’d once set as her alarm—intended as a gentle
nudge into consciousness, it now rang out with all the subtlety of
a marching band in a closet. Her hand, searching for the phone,
knocked a tottering stack of unread books off the nightstand and
managed to silence the alarm at the cost of her dignity and her
lamp.



A squint at the screen, performed with the brand of desperate
optimism usually reserved for lottery tickets and wedding-day
weather forecasts, revealed the time: 8:19. Her meeting with
Marsha—the undisputed Queen of Passive Aggressive Memos—was in
eleven minutes. Ella sprang from bed, tripped over Moxie’s favorite
mouse toy, and cursed gravity, Mondays, and the genetic fate that
made her a night owl.



Kansas City air in the morning always seemed to carry a whiff
of hope and barbecue, or perhaps that was just her neighbor’s
eternal grilling. Her hair was a mess, her shirt inside out, and
her shoes—a matching pair would be a small miracle on a day like
this.



On her way out, Ella’s phone vibrated with another text—her
mother, of course. She should have ignored it but, predictably,
opened it anyway, ready for punishment. “Ella! Saw this darling
young man at book club! He’s in insurance but creative, I can just
tell. Loves tabby cats. Should I give him your number? Xo.”
Attached: a blurry, covertly-snapped photo of a man, mid-sneeze,
marooned in a sea of grandmothers and cheese cubes. Ella shuddered,
thumbed out a “No, Mom. Please no,” and almost walked directly into
a sandwich board hawking a “limited edition” cinnamon-ginger latte.
No one needed that much chaos in a cup.



Still, there was one non-negotiable in her Monday routine, one
sanctuary in the city’s urban maelstrom: the coffee shop tucked
into Union Station. Its name seemed to change with the barista’s
mood, but the cappuccinos were reliably life-saving and the
sunlight pouring through the grand windows could make even a
disaster feel cinematic.



Ella elbowed through throngs of commuters—Kansans in various
stages of caffeination and existential crisis—ordered her usual,
and recited, “Cappuccino, extra foam, dash of cinnamon,” as if the
phrase might ward off the curses of the day. The barista, who knew
both her order and her propensity for accidental slapstick, winked
and handed over a cup adorned with a lopsided smiley face.



Balancing coffee, phone, purse, and what remained of her
self-respect, Ella scrolled through her inbox: thirty-eight new
emails, a calendar alert for “Gala Planning Committee,” and three
increasingly desperate texts from Marsha. The trifecta of dread.
She replied to Marsha with a hasty “Stuck in traffic! Be there
soon!”—a bald-faced lie, considering the only traffic was a scooter
abandoned in her building’s foyer—and attempted to take her first
sacred sip of the day.



But fate, or the physics of too many moving bodies in a single
architectural marvel, had other plans. As she sidestepped a tourist
wielding a camera the size of a Shetland pony, her foot caught on
the rug, and her phone slipped from her hand in that cinematic,
slow-motion arc that spelled disaster. She lunged for it, coffee in
tow, just as a well-dressed man—a human missile fueled by commuter
frustration—careened around the corner and collided with her.



There was a brief, suspended moment before impact when their
eyes met—his were blue, maybe gray, definitely surprised—and Ella’s
brain supplied the notion that this was the sort of man who
apologized to lampposts. Which was good, because in the next
instant, her cappuccino launched itself skyward, arced with
balletic grace, and came down directly on her best white
blouse.



The silence that followed was profound but brief. Her shirt
was ruined. His jacket had sustained collateral damage. Coffee was
everywhere, transforming the floor into a Jackson Pollock of
cinnamon-scented espresso—comforting in theory, less so in
context.



“I am so sorry,” they both blurted, blinking in the awkward
recognition of mutual embarrassment.



He recovered first, offering a rueful grin as he surveyed the
carnage. “That’s… impressive. If you’re auditioning for the next
great coffee commercial, you’ve nailed the special effects.”



Ella, caught between mortification and reluctant amusement,
replied, “Actually, I was aiming for ‘Caffeine Magnetism: The
Tragic Sequel.’”



His mouth quirked. “You might be onto something.
Clothes-staining as performance art. May I?” From his jacket, he
produced a real handkerchief—white, with blue embroidery at the
edge and, upon closer inspection, the tiny stitched phrase, “For
Emergencies (Mostly Social).” He handed it over.



She accepted it, dabbing at her shirt with as much dignity as
she could muster. “Thanks. Not even the first time this month. My
dry cleaner is going to start charging hazard pay.”



He laughed, running a hand through sandy hair, just beginning
to gray at the temples and somehow making it work. “You know, in my
experience, dry cleaners are the true unsung heroes of modern
romance.”



Her face flamed. “My mother would agree. She’s convinced my
destiny lies somewhere between lint rollers and cat hair.”



He arched a brow, his smirk playful. “She may be right. Cat
hair adds character. I’m Adam, by the way.” He extended a hand,
then hesitated, noticing the coffee stains. “Maybe not a great time
for handshakes.”



“Ella,” she said, shaking her head. “We’ll save the handshake
for a day I’m less… marinated.”



“Deal. Can I buy you another coffee? Something less
projectile?”



The offer was tempting, for both the caffeine and the company,
but her phone buzzed insistently—Marsha again, with an all-caps
“WHERE ARE YOU?” and the requisite angry emoji. “Thank you, but I
really have to go. My boss is about one excuse away from sending a
search party.”



Adam nodded, stepping aside, but delivered a final volley of
charm. “Well, if fate and caffeine collide again, you know where to
find me. Or at least where to spill coffee.”



Ella was halfway to the station restroom before realizing she
was grinning like an idiot. She ducked into a stall, surveyed the
damage, and waged war on the stain with Adam’s handkerchief and
several paper towels. The blotch refused to yield, clinging to her
blouse like a badge of honor—or maybe shame. She briefly considered
swapping shirts with a gift shop mannequin but suspected the
management would frown on that.



Through the cracked restroom window drifted the voices of two
elderly women, seated outside on a bench.



“I saw the whole thing, Mabel. Young love! She looked just
like Audrey Hepburn, if Audrey Hepburn were late to work and
covered in coffee.”



“Hah! If that’s what love looks like, I’ll stick to crossword
puzzles and schnapps.”



Ella stifled a laugh, smoothed her hair, and wished she felt
half as elegant as Audrey Hepburn. She looked more like an extra in
a disaster movie set in a bakery.



Navigating the station crowds again, dodging curious glances
and the haunting scent of cinnamon-ginger latte, Ella hurried
toward the office annex, her heart thumping—not from embarrassment
but from the electric jolt of meeting someone who’d managed to make
a coffee catastrophe feel like kismet.



Kim, best friend and designated cheerleader (and occasional
professional instigator), waited at the office entrance, latte in
hand, one eyebrow raised in the universal signal for “spill
it”—gossip, not coffee, though both seemed likely.



“You’re late,” Kim announced, before Ella could invent an
excuse. “And you’re… what’s the word? Flushed. Is it a hot flash or
did you meet someone cute?”



Dropping her bag, Ella tried to look innocent. “Would you
believe me if I said it was a rogue cappuccino?”



“I’d believe you tripped over your own shoelaces and landed in
the arms of Kansas City’s most eligible barista.” Kim’s grin was
carnivorous. “Tell me everything.”



Ella gave her the abridged version: the collision, the coffee,
the world’s most delightful embroidered handkerchief, the blue
eyes, the laughter, the fleeting moment when being late to work
didn’t feel like the end of the world.



Kim’s eyes danced. “This is fate. This is a meet-cute. All
that’s missing is a montage set to retro indie pop.”



“It’s not fate. It’s clumsiness. And a dry cleaning bill.
Anyway, I’m on a strict no-romance diet. Remember the salsa
mixer?”



Kim snorted. “That guy had rhythm. And a ponytail. I thought
you liked ponies.”



Ella swatted her with a folder, but the smile lingered. “It’s
just me, my cat, and Kansas City public transit from now on.”



Kim rolled her eyes. “Sure, Ella. And next you’ll give up
coffee. Please. You can’t quit love or lattes.”



Before Ella could reply, Marsha’s head materialized around a
cubicle divider, lipstick as formidable as ever. “Ella! Glad you
could join us. I trust your journey through the wilds of Union
Station was… illuminating.”



If Marsha’s voice were any drier, a fire permit would be
required. Ella pasted on her most obedient smile and slid into her
chair, praying the coffee bloom spreading across her blouse would
go unnoticed.



Marsha cleared her throat. “We’re in crunch time for the Union
Station Gala. I’ve assigned you to coordinate logistics.
Invitations, volunteers, liaising with the station’s project
manager—he’ll be on site all month. Think you can handle that, or
do you need a bib?”



Resisting the urge to retort, Ella replied, “Absolutely,
Marsha. I love the station.” Which was true. Union Station was
Kansas City’s heart—grand, complicated, full of stories, secrets,
and more than a few lost tourists.



Marsha seemed satisfied. “Good. Don’t spill anything—literally
or metaphorically.”



As soon as she left, Kim leaned in. “You’re going to be
working there? Maybe you’ll see Mystery Coffee Guy again.”



“His name’s Adam,” Ella muttered, instantly regretting it as
Kim’s grin stretched.



“You got his name! What’s next, a wedding date?”



“He’s probably married. Or in a jazz band. Or married to a
jazz band.”



Kim laughed, commandeered Ella’s mouse, and googled “Adam
Union Station Kansas City” before Ella could stop her. “Look! Adam
King, local architect, lead on the restoration project. A pillar of
the community.”



“I am not stalking him,” Ella insisted, reclaiming her laptop.
“That would be weird.”



Kim shrugged. “Just keep the handkerchief. For next time you
spill your dignity.”



The workday passed in a blur of emails, phone calls, and
diagrams of table layouts. Every so often, Ella’s hand drifted to
her bag, where Adam’s handkerchief—faintly cinnamon-scented and
still a little damp—waited like a secret.



Should she try to return it? Would that be weird? Did he even
remember her, or was she just another caffeine casualty in a sea of
Union Station regulars? Maybe she’d just keep it. A tiny,
embroidered ticket to possibility.



By day’s end, her blouse had dried into a patchy shade of
beige and her task list for the gala committee remained untouched.
She limped home through the golden haze of rush hour, shoes
squishing, hair frizzing, stomach rumbling.



Her apartment was mercifully quiet, except for Moxie’s
enthusiastic meows. Ella swapped her disaster-blouse for pajamas,
poured a generous glass of wine, and scrolled her phone—“how was
your day?” texts from Kim, “did you email Adam yet?” from her
mother (how did she know?), and a news alert about an upcoming art
exhibit at Union Station.



Curiosity got the best of her—just enough to Google “Adam King
Union Station architect.” His headshot popped up: a strong jaw,
kind smile, looking much less sticky than he had that morning. She
contemplated following him on social media, but that was a level of
commitment she wasn’t ready for. Not yet.



Later, sprawled on her couch with Moxie curled in her lap and
wine in hand, Ella’s gaze fell on the Post-It notes scattered
across her coffee table—reminders, to-dos, and, in a moment of
whimsy, one scribbled in her own messy scrawl: “Meet Me at Union
Station.”



It was a joke. Or maybe a wish. Either way, she left it stuck
to her lamp—a tiny, yellow dare to the universe.
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There was a peculiar sort of notoriety that came from starting
a small disaster in a public place—a sort of celebrity by accident,
or at least by caffeine. As soon as Ella Preston stepped into the
office on Tuesday morning, it was clear she had acquired just such
a reputation. Kim, of course, was the first to notice. She waved
Ella over with a sly grin that spelled trouble with a side of
whipped cream and, as Ella approached, leaned in to sniff the air
like a cartoon bloodhound.



“Well, if it isn’t Kansas City’s newest abstract artist,” Kim
declared, making a grand show of examining Ella’s blouse, which,
after an evening of delicate hand-washing and much wailing, had
faded from “murder scene” to “faintly bruised cloud.” Ella had
tried baking soda, vinegar, seltzer water, and one questionable
YouTube tip involving a banana peel. The result: a pale tan bloom
on one side of her chest and a suspiciously faint cinnamon scent
that even her cat now found enticing.



Ella attempted to laugh it off, aiming for that breezy
nonchalance that never quite landed on her the way it did in the
movies. “What can I say? I’m an innovator. Next week, I’m thinking
turmeric and matcha, just to keep the critics guessing.”



Kim made a face, but her eyes were gleaming. “You realize
people are still talking about it, right? I heard Tony in
accounting call it ‘the cappuccino catastrophe of the season.’ He
says you should sell the blouse for charity.”



Ella snorted, stowing her bag and trying to flatten her hair
in the reflective glass of her monitor. “If I start a GoFundMe for
dry cleaning, do you think I’d raise enough for lunch?”



Kim pondered theatrically. “Depends if you throw in a side of
heartbreak. Tell them you were left at the altar by a barista, and
you’ll have people Venmo-ing you sympathy dollars all day.”



Before Ella could threaten her with a stapler, Marsha swept
into the open-plan space like a storm front in sensible heels,
clutching a thick stack of color-coded folders and radiating
managerial stress. “Ladies, good morning. Ella, if you’re finished
with your performance art, I’d like to remind you that the Union
Station Gala is not planning itself. We have less than four weeks
until the biggest event this department has ever pulled off, and
every detail matters.”



There was something about the way Marsha said “every detail”
that made Ella want to examine her cuticles, the printer, the
air—anything but Marsha’s face. “Absolutely, Marsha. I’m all
in.”



“Good. Because I’m pairing you with Mrs. Cornwell for the tour
and walkthrough this afternoon.” Marsha checked her clipboard, as
if hoping the paper would argue on Ella’s behalf. “She’ll meet you
at the station at one. Don’t be late. Mrs. Cornwell is a stickler
for punctuality and protocol.”



Ella’s mouth went dry. Mrs. Cornwell was legendary in event
planning circles—a tall, regal presence with a chin that could cut
glass and a wardrobe consisting exclusively of pastel suits and
pearls. She was said to carry a measuring tape at all times, and
rumor had it she’d once sent a junior planner home for daring to
use plastic tablecloths.



“Mrs. Cornwell. Fantastic.” Ella tried to make it sound like
less of a death sentence, but even Kim flinched in sympathy.



“She’s a force of nature,” Kim whispered as Marsha sailed
away. “Rumor is, she alphabetizes her shoe rack. In Latin.”



Ella buried her head in her hands. “I bet she labels her
lunch. In calligraphy.”



Kim leaned over her shoulder, voice low. “Listen, don’t let
her scare you. Just think of her as… a challenge. Like assembling
IKEA furniture, only with more pearls and less cursing. Well. Maybe
just as much cursing.”



Before Ella could protest, her phone buzzed with a reminder
for a lunch meeting at the market across the street. Great. Her
least favorite weekly ritual, as it was where half the office
gathered for “networking,” which in reality was code for “salad
shaming” and “career posturing.” It was also where she was least
likely to keep her dignity intact.



As luck—or, let’s face it, the universe’s sense of humor—would
have it, the first face she saw in the market’s crowded café was
not that of a supportive coworker or a friendly neighbor, but
rather the ex-boyfriend she had hoped had moved to a monastery or,
at the very least, out of state. Tyler was perched at a corner
table, his hair still as aggressively gelled as ever, talking
loudly about “synergy” to a captive audience of interns.



Their eyes met. He lifted his hand in a lazy, condescending
wave. “Ella! Long time, no see. You’re looking… unique.”



Ella’s cheeks flushed, and she became acutely aware of her
blouse’s subtle coffee marbling. She considered bolting, but Kim
materialized at her side, dropping her tray with unnecessary
force.



“Oh, hello, Tyler,” Kim said with the bright, false cheer of a
game show host on her last nerve. “Didn’t see you there. Still
hawking spreadsheets for a living?”



Tyler grinned, all teeth and self-importance. “Actually, I
just got promoted. Team lead now. I hear you’re still at the
nonprofit, Ella? How’s life in the slow lane?”



Ella bristled, but Kim came to her rescue, brandishing her
salad fork like a tiny saber. “She’s coordinating the Union Station
Gala. It’s a huge deal. National coverage. Maybe you’ll see her on
TV—if you’re not too busy leading your team to Excel glory.”



Ella managed a half-smile, grateful for Kim’s bravado but
already longing for her cubicle and a little peace. “Anyway, Tyler,
good to see you,” she lied, and made for the soup line.



As they walked away, Kim hissed, “If he says ‘synergy’ one
more time, I’m going to pour this vinaigrette over his hair gel.
What a tool.”



“He’s not worth the calories, Kim,” Ella muttered, and
together they escaped to a quiet table near the window, away from
Tyler’s reach and ego.



Over lunch, Ella vowed—again, for what felt like the hundredth
time—to stay far, far away from men for at least a decade. Or until
the end of gala season, whichever came first.



Back at her desk, the universe, sensing her resolve, decided
it was time for another test. The receptionist appeared, holding a
small, crisp package, the sort used for expensive gifts or ominous
surprises. Ella’s name was printed on the front in neat block
letters.



“It arrived by courier,” the receptionist said, handing it
over as if it might explode.



Kim appeared at Ella’s elbow, eyeing the box as if it
contained state secrets. “Ooh. Is it from a secret admirer? Open
it!”



Ella hesitated. Her birthday wasn’t for months, and besides,
her last gift from a secret admirer had been an ill-fated bouquet
of sunflowers from a neighbor who turned out to be allergic.



Curiosity won out. She untied the ribbon and lifted the lid to
find, to her utter shock, her ruined blouse—now immaculate,
pressed, and folded with surgical precision—resting atop a layer of
white tissue. Next to it, Adam’s handkerchief, freshly laundered
and re-creased, was nestled like a prize. There was a small card,
embossed with simple black script.



She read it aloud, unable to hide her amusement: “From one
caffeine casualty to another—Adam.”



Kim all but squealed. “He had your shirt dry-cleaned? He
returned his own handkerchief? That’s basically a declaration of
love in laundry language.”



Ella snorted. “It’s probably just Midwestern manners. Or
guilt.”



“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kim insisted. “This is fate. Or at
least the next step in a rom-com. You need to call him and say
thank you.”



“No way,” Ella replied, clutching the note like it might bite.
“That’s how people end up on awkward coffee dates with their dry
cleaner-slash-stalker. Or worse—what if he’s expecting me to pay
him back? What’s the going rate for having your dignity laundered
these days?”



Kim laughed so hard she snorted. “Oh, come on. This is the
good kind of weird, not the call-the-police kind. Besides, he’s
obviously interested. Or at least, he’s a very thorough dry
cleaner. Maybe he’s moonlighting.”



Ella shook her head, already imagining the conversation: Hi,
Adam, thanks for laundering my self-respect. Would you also mind
sorting my socks by color next time?



Kim, not to be thwarted, grabbed Ella’s phone. “If you don’t
call him, I will. Just a thank you! What’s the worst that could
happen?”



Ella snatched her phone back, holding it to her chest.
“Absolutely not. If fate wants me to see Adam again, fate can put
them on the same train or drop a scone on her head or something. I
am not calling him.”



Kim pouted but relented. “Fine. But I reserve the right to say
‘I told you so’ when you marry him and tell this story in your
wedding vows.”



Ella rolled her eyes, but there was a strange, fluttery
feeling in her stomach that hadn’t been there before, something
lighter than dread, heavier than simple gratitude. She folded the
handkerchief, tucked the note into her planner, and tried to get
back to the business of gala prep. It wasn’t easy.



By the time one o’clock arrived, Ella was wound tighter than
Mrs. Cornwell’s signature chignon. She slipped on her newly clean
blouse—a small, stubborn stain persisting at the collar, but she
wore it like a badge of survival. Kim offered a final bit of
encouragement as Ella headed out. “Be brave. Don’t let Mrs.
Cornwell see you sweat. And if you see Adam, tell him thank you.
Or, you know, just fall madly in love.”



Ella muttered a curse under her breath and braved the
afternoon sun, marching through the city’s bustle toward Union
Station. The air was thick with humidity and the distant,
persistent scent of hotdogs from a vendor who had somehow made the
entire block smell like a ballpark. Her nerves jangled with every
step.



Inside Union Station, the cool marble and golden light created
a sense of awe that never quite wore off, even after dozens of
visits. It was a space alive with history, possibility,
and—today—anxiety. Ella scanned the crowd for Mrs. Cornwell,
certain she’d appear like an apparition the second Ella so much as
blinked.



Instead, she caught a whiff of cinnamon and nostalgia, and her
feet turned automatically toward the coffee shop. There was a new
sign, chalked in cheerful pastel: “Second Chance Lattes—Try Again,
On Us!” The barista winked at her as if in on a cosmic joke.



On impulse, Ella ordered one. “Second Chance Latte, please.
Extra hope.”



The barista grinned. “Rough morning?”



“Rough decade,” Ella replied, deadpan. “But who’s
counting?”



As she waited, reading a pamphlet about the gala taped to the
counter (“A Night to Remember! Live Jazz, Silent Auction, Surprises
Await!”), someone stepped up behind her, and for a second, the
world narrowed to the scent of cologne, soap, and memory.



“Well, if it isn’t the Queen of Coffee Calamities,” came a
familiar voice, warm and teasing.



Ella’s pulse jumped. She glanced over her shoulder, and there
was Adam, holding his own cup, looking disarmingly at ease in a
navy sport coat and jeans. The sight of him, casual and confident,
made her wish she’d spent a little more time on her hair that
morning and a little less time arguing with Kim.



“Fancy meeting you here,” she managed, striving for
nonchalance and probably landing somewhere between giddy and
electrocuted.



Adam grinned, and Ella noticed a hint of relief in his eyes—as
if he, too, wasn’t quite sure this wouldn’t be awkward. “I could
say the same. What are the odds?”



“Given my luck with coffee, probably higher than you think. Do
you come here often, or are you just stalking my caffeine
trail?”



He laughed, the sound warm and genuine. “Let’s say I’m a
regular. But today, I figured I owed you at least one
coffee-related apology, so—here I am.”



Ella shook her head, unable to suppress a smile. “You already
returned my blouse in better shape than when you found it. That’s
above and beyond in the world of post-cappuccino etiquette.”



He took a sip of his drink, eyes twinkling. “I like to think
of myself as a champion of caffeinated reparations. But if you want
to settle the score, you can spill something on me next
time.”



“Is that a challenge?” she retorted. “Because I am extremely
talented at beverage-based chaos. It’s practically my
superpower.”



He held up his cup in a mock toast. “To second chances—and
stain-proof fabric.”



Ella’s latte arrived, the foam adorned with a lopsided heart.
Adam noticed and quirked an eyebrow. “Is that your doing, or the
universe’s?”



“Definitely the barista. The universe is more of a splatter
artist with me.”



They settled into a comfortable banter, the kind that felt
like riding a bicycle after years of walking—wobbly at first, but
soon exhilarating. Ella noticed the flecks of gold in Adam’s eyes
when he laughed, the way he tapped his fingers on his cup when he
was thinking, the quick, self-deprecating smile when he told a
story about spilling an entire pot of coffee on a city planner
during a meeting (“She still refers to me as ‘Hot Brew Adam.’ It’s
not as flattering as you’d think.”).



Ella countered with her own tale—how she once attended a Zoom
interview with a mug that said “World’s Okayest Employee” and
didn’t realize her camera was on. Adam laughed so hard he nearly
choked on his coffee, and the tension, whatever was left of it,
evaporated between them like steam.



He glanced at his watch, hesitated. “I’m actually about to do
a walkthrough for the gala setup—Mrs. Cornwell’s grand tour. Care
to join me? Unless you have urgent blouse emergencies to attend
to.”



Ella wanted to play it cool. She wanted to say she had
spreadsheets to update, voicemails to return, cats to groom. But
the truth was, she wanted to say yes so badly it ached. Before she
could answer, a crisp voice cut through the hum of
conversation.



“There you are, Ms. Preston,” intoned Mrs. Cornwell,
materializing behind her with the silent efficiency of a butler in
a haunted mansion. Her suit was the precise shade of robin’s egg,
and her pearls gleamed with disapproval. “We are already two
minutes behind schedule.”



Adam flashed Ella a quick, conspiratorial smile. “No pressure,
but Mrs. Cornwell times her tours with a stopwatch.”



Ella gulped her latte—burning her tongue in her haste—and
grabbed her bag. “Lead the way,” she said, hoping her nerves didn’t
show.



Mrs. Cornwell swept ahead, her heels clicking a brisk tattoo
across the marble. Adam fell in beside Ella, lowering his voice.
“Ready for the grand tour?”



“Ready as I’ll ever be. Just keep me away from anything
fragile.”



He grinned. “No promises. This place is full of breakable
hearts and egos.”



They walked through Union Station’s echoing halls, Adam
pointing out architectural details and bits of history. Ella tried
not to stare at him, but it was hard; he was in his element,
gesturing with broad, confident sweeps, telling stories about the
original blueprints, the secret tunnels, the hidden corners
where—according to legend—a few enterprising employees once kept a
bootleg distillery during Prohibition.



Mrs. Cornwell interrupted every so often to correct a detail
or demand a measurement (“Is this table regulation length? We can’t
have the silent auction running long…”), but Adam navigated her
with practiced patience.



Ella found herself genuinely enjoying the tour, despite her
nerves. When they paused near the grand staircase, Adam leaned in,
voice low. “If you ever need a secret hideout, the old mailroom is
through that door. Just saying.”



Ella arched an eyebrow. “Is that where you keep your emergency
stain-removal kit?”



He laughed. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s where I go to recover from
Mrs. Cornwell’s critiques.”



Her phone buzzed—a text from Kim, who must have a sixth sense
for drama. “Are you with Adam?? I want details! Heart eyes, heart
eyes, heart eyes.” Ella bit her lip to keep from grinning like an
idiot and slipped her phone back in her bag.



Adam noticed. “You okay?”



“Just my friend. She’s convinced this is the start of an epic
romance.”



He tilted his head, feigning confusion. “Isn’t every coffee
disaster the start of something epic?”



Ella rolled her eyes, but there was no hiding the warmth
spreading through her. “Only if you’re into caffeinated fairy
tales.”



Adam raised his cup. “To fairy tales, then. And may the next
cup stay upright.”



Mrs. Cornwell’s voice echoed from down the hall. “Adam! Ella!
We don’t have all day.”



They exchanged a look—equal parts amusement and
exasperation—and hurried after her, their footsteps echoing
together across the vast, sunlit floor.



By the end of the tour, Ella was exhausted, but in the best
possible way. She and Adam had traded stories about favorite books
and terrible first dates, debated the merits of modern art versus
classic architecture, and managed to avoid any further beverage
incidents, much to Mrs. Cornwell’s relief.



As they parted ways in the main hall, Adam winked. “Next time,
I’ll bring spill-proof cups. You know, just in case destiny’s still
feeling playful.”



Ella laughed, tucking a stray hair behind her ear. “Deal. But
only if you promise to let me pay for coffee.”



He leaned in, just close enough for her heart to trip over
itself. “It’s a date—well, a work meeting. But who’s
counting?”



As she watched him disappear into the crowd, her phone buzzed
again—Kim, no doubt dying for details—but Ella took a moment to
just stand there, the afternoon light slanting through the windows,
feeling as if something had shifted, quietly and irrevocably, in
the wake of a second chance latte and the company of a man who just
might be the real thing.



Somewhere, in the back of her mind, Kim’s voice echoed:
“Coffee stains of destiny, Ella. Don’t say I didn’t warn
you.”
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If Mrs. Cornwell possessed any magical powers, her signature
trick would be materializing at the precise moment someone was
about to utter something regrettable—or, worse yet, something
remotely interesting. For now, though, she had disappeared into a
dense thicket of gala seating charts and color-coded Post-It notes,
leaving Ella Preston newly unsupervised in the echoing, sun-dappled
main hall of Union Station, with Adam King for company. The moment
hovered between reward and setup; if life were a sitcom, the laugh
track would already be humming in anticipation.



“So,” Adam began, leading the way past a museum exhibit of
model trains that looked suspiciously like his own personal
wonderland, “ready for a deep dive into the hallowed and, frankly,
slightly grimy platforms of Kansas City’s grandest transit
hub?”



Ella flexed imaginary muscles, bravado catching in her throat.
“Born ready. Just, you know, warn me before any actual trains come
through. My track-and-field career ended in fourth grade when I
tripped over a hurdle and demolished a science fair volcano.”



Adam snorted. “I promise, if a train comes through the wall,
I’ll heroically pull you out of the way. Just like in the
movies—except with more paperwork and probably a stern lecture from
Mrs. Cornwell.”



He said her name with the practiced reverence of someone
intimately familiar with the wrath of event planners. Ella smirked.
“That woman probably has a direct line to the station’s PA system.
We’ll hear her voice echoing from the tunnels like a judgmental
ghost.”



They passed through heavy glass doors; the air shifted, cooler
now, tinged with the scent of metal and old stone and layered with
the faint vibration of distant engines. Adam’s stride became even
more confident, the stride of a tour guide who’d been waiting all
day for an audience. Before Ella could register the drop in
temperature, Adam launched into his first fun fact.



“Union Station opened in 1914,” he intoned, his voice slipping
into what Ella privately labeled his Impress-the-Grant-Committee
mode. “At its peak, hundreds of trains passed through daily. It was
the beating heart of the Midwest—the literal crossroads of
America.”



Ella tried to look suitably impressed, all while scanning for
hidden dangers in the form of runaway trolleys or surprise pigeons.
“Hundreds, huh? I bet the lost luggage department made a
killing.”



Adam’s eyes crinkled. “They say the station’s basement is
haunted by the ghosts of misplaced suitcases.”



“Oh, really? Well, if I spot a poltergeist wheeling a
Samsonite, I’ll send it your way.”



Adam’s grin widened, and he warmed to the subject. “Did you
know the walls are lined with locally quarried limestone? Or that
there’s an old speakeasy hidden behind what used to be the ticket
office?”



Ella leaned in, mock-suspicious. “I sense you’ve rehearsed
this. Do you take all your first dates on guided tours?”



Adam feigned outrage, a hand to his heart. “You wound me. No,
most of my first dates are less… educational. More focused on
dinner, less on limestone and public transportation.”



“Shame. I like a man who can work the phrase ‘locally quarried
limestone’ into conversation before lunch.”



“Just wait. I haven’t even gotten to the bit about the
pneumatic tube mail system.”



Ella waggled a finger. “Slow down, Indiana Jones. Some of us
need time to recover from that level of excitement.”



Adam bowed, conceding the point. “Noted. I’ll pace myself. But
I am required, by some secret code of architects, to point out that
you’re currently standing on top of a disused tunnel built for
steam trains, now housing approximately a thousand filing cabinets
and one very grumpy janitor.”



“Does the janitor give tours, too?”



“Only if you bribe him with barbecue.”



The two of them were laughing now, falling into that easy
rhythm where humor became the scaffolding for something more
interesting, something that left Ella’s cheeks flushed with
possibility. Maybe it was the lighting, all golden and forgiving,
or maybe it was Adam’s knack for making trivia sound like
flirting.



He stopped abruptly at the head of the longest platform, hands
in his pockets. “So, Ms. Preston. Have you ever heard the legend of
Platform Thirteen?”



Ella shook her head, pretending to shiver. “Is this where you
tell me there’s a secret train to a magical land, but only if
you’re carrying a latte and a questionable sense of
direction?”



Adam considered. “Close. Local legend has it that Platform
Thirteen is haunted. Or maybe cursed—depends on who you ask.”



“Haunted by what? Ghostly commuters who missed their
connection? Lost ticket stubs? The spirit of Mrs. Cornwell,
eternally searching for a clipboard?”



He struggled not to laugh. “You joke, but every year someone
reports seeing a mysterious figure in vintage clothing wandering
the platform. Every year it turns out to be a guy from the Jazz
Museum who lost track of time.”



“Maybe he’s just looking for the speakeasy.”



“Maybe we all are,” Adam mused, suddenly thoughtful.



Ella watched him for a moment. There was something about the
way he gazed at the tracks, as if he were seeing both the past and
the future at once, the layers of time stacked like pages of a
diary. He caught her watching, and offered a sheepish smile.



“Sorry. I get weirdly nostalgic about this place. Old
buildings, you know? They keep stories. All the lives they’ve
seen.”



Ella nodded. “I get it. I feel that way about coffee shops.
Every table is an unfinished conversation. Every empty cup is
someone’s best idea, or worst first date.”



Adam cocked his head. “You a romantic, Ella?”



She shrugged, aiming for casual but falling short of jaded.
“Just observant. Or maybe I just like stories. The ones that stick
around, anyway.”



Something softened in Adam’s gaze. Maybe it was admiration, or
maybe he was just relieved she hadn’t bolted at the mention of
haunted platforms. “When I was a kid, my dad would bring me here to
watch the trains. We’d sit for hours, making up backstories for the
people getting off. Once, I convinced myself I’d spotted a spy
disguised as a nun.”



Ella stifled a laugh. “Let me guess, she was carrying a violin
case?”



Adam’s eyes lit up. “Exactly! You get it. Everyone else
thought I was nuts.”



“Everyone else lacks imagination. Or maybe they’ve never seen
The Sound of Music.”



He grinned. “What about you? Any great Union Station
adventures?”



Ella hesitated, then confessed, “My most memorable visit was
when I tried to stage an impromptu flash mob for my friend’s
birthday. Only three people showed up, and one was my neighbor’s
dog.”



Adam barked out a laugh, then checked over his shoulder as if
expecting Mrs. Cornwell to drop from the ceiling.



As if on cue, Mrs. Cornwell materialized at the end of the
platform, clipboard in hand, wearing an expression that could
curdle fresh milk.



“Mr. King! Ms. Preston! Are we making progress, or just
socializing?”



Adam straightened, professional polish snapping back into
place. “Just reviewing sight lines for the gala, Mrs. Cornwell. We
want to make sure every guest feels included. Right, Ella?”



Ella nodded with solemn gravity. “Absolutely. We’re
benchmarking the… um… spatial flow.”



Mrs. Cornwell remained unimpressed. “Good. Keep it moving. The
silent auction will be set up along this platform, and I don’t want
so much as a gum wrapper marring the view. I’ll be back in ten
minutes. Try to stay on task.”



As soon as she was out of earshot, Adam let out a theatrical
sigh. “That was close. We could’ve been written up for
fraternizing.”



“Is that a real thing?”



“With Mrs. Cornwell? It’s a capital offense. Get caught joking
around, and you’ll be folding chair covers for eternity.”



Their giggles bounced off the stone, conspiring in the way of
schoolchildren plotting a jailbreak.



Adam paused at a battered door marked “Maintenance Only.”
Mischief flickered in his eyes. “Hey. You want to see something
cool?”



“Does it involve violating station policy?”



“Maybe just a little. Come on. I dare you.”



Ella hesitated only a moment. “If we get caught, I’m blaming
your encyclopedic knowledge of historical plumbing.”



Adam gave a mock bow and ushered her through the door into a
narrow, dimly lit corridor that felt like stepping back a hundred
years. The hum of the station above became muffled; their footsteps
echoed, impossibly loud.



He pointed to a faded sign on the wall: “Platform G—Authorized
Personnel Only.”



“This,” Adam whispered, “is Kansas City’s closest thing to a
ghost platform. Nobody uses it. There are rumors it’s cursed, but
really, it’s just too close to the boiler room for comfort.”



Ella peered around, half-expecting a spectral commuter to
materialize. “So, what now? Do we say ‘Bloody Mary’ three times? Or
just wait for Mrs. Cornwell to pop out with a fog machine?”



Adam grinned. “Usually I just tell a ghost story and see who
cracks first.”



“Try me,” Ella challenged, arms folded, poker face at the
ready.



Adam thought for a moment, then began, “Legend says if you
listen closely, you can hear the footsteps of a conductor who
missed his last train. He wanders these tunnels, searching for lost
passengers, doomed to roam forever.”



Ella clutched her chest, feigning terror. “Tragic. Hope he
finds a decent cup of coffee along the way.”



Adam leaned in, voice dropping. “Some say, if you’re really
quiet, you can feel the temperature drop and hear the faint jangle
of his keys…”



They stood in silence, listening to the boiler’s hum and the
distant rumble of a train.



Ella suddenly gasped and clutched Adam’s arm. “Did you feel
that? I think the ghost is here! Or there’s a draft.”



Adam clapped a hand to his mouth, pretending to swoon. “Save
yourself, Ella. Tell my story!”



They staged an overly dramatic faint, collapsing against the
cool stone, laughter echoing down the corridor. For a moment,
neither cared who might be watching.



Naturally, that was the moment Mrs. Cornwell reappeared,
framed by the emergency exit light, arms folded, lips pursed in
universal disapproval.



“Mr. King. Ms. Preston. I trust your… investigation is
yielding valuable results?”



Adam scrambled to his feet, smoothing his jacket. Ella
straightened, doing her best to appear chastened. “Very valuable,
Mrs. Cornwell. We’re checking for cold spots—wouldn’t want the
guests uncomfortable.”



Mrs. Cornwell did not smile. “See that you remember your
purpose. The gala will not organize itself. And Ms. Preston, if you
have time to dramatize, perhaps you can also draft the updated
seating chart by tomorrow.”



She glided away, leaving a trace of gardenias and a distinct
sense of probation in her wake.



Adam turned, eyes sparkling. “Remind me never to let you start
ghost stories at a staff meeting.”



Ella brushed herself off. “Only if you promise to teach me the
proper protocol for platform swooning.”



“Deal. But you’ll have to join the club. We have
t-shirts.”



Back in the sunlight, shoulders brushing, the tension between
them had softened into shared mischief. For the first time in ages,
Ella felt like a kid on a school field trip, giddy with the thrill
of a forbidden adventure.



They emerged onto a balcony overlooking the city: red brick
rooftops stretching to the horizon, the Missouri River glinting in
late afternoon sun. Adam leaned on the railing,
contemplative.



“Sometimes I wonder if I’m really cut out for all this,” he
admitted quietly. “The gala, the public speaking, the pressure to
make everything perfect. I’m great with blueprints, not so much
with… all the rest.”



His candor surprised Ella, moving her more than she expected.
“No one’s born ready for gala season,” she assured. “I’m just
hoping not to spill anything before dessert.”



Adam laughed, some of the worry easing from his face. “So
what’s your secret?”



“Disaster-proofing. Extra snacks, a backup blouse, Kim’s
number on speed dial. And now, thanks to you, a
handkerchief.”



Adam grinned. “Glad to be of service. You know, you’re braver
than you let on.”



Ella blushed. “It’s all smoke and mirrors. But thanks.”



They stood together in companionable silence, watching the
city breathe. The moment felt significant, like a page turning in a
book that begged not to be finished too quickly.



Adam straightened, turning to face her. “Promise me
something?”



“Depends. Is it legally binding?”



He laughed. “Just—promise you’ll let me buy you a coffee. On
purpose this time. No surprise collisions, no ghosts, just two
people and a couple of drinks.”



Ella considered, eyebrow arched. “If you bring spill-proof
cups, I’ll consider it.”



“Deal,” he replied, offering his hand to seal the pact.



They shook, and his palm was warm against hers. For a brief,
dazzling moment, the future felt like a train worth boarding,
destination unknown.



As they re-entered the building, Ella’s phone buzzed—Kim,
relentless: “Are you lost in the tunnels of love yet?” followed by
a waterfall of heart emojis. Rolling her eyes, Ella snapped a
selfie, Adam photobombing with his best haunted-conductor
expression, and sent it off.



Halfway back to her desk, her heart still fluttered from the
day’s adventures, Ella realized she was already looking forward to
their next meeting—and, against all odds, to whatever chaos the
gala, and Adam, would bring.
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If fate ever wished to display its most mischievous side, it
did so by orchestrating a “casual coffee” between Ella Preston and
a man who defied simple categorization—was Adam King her coworker,
her crush, or her cosmic nemesis? By Wednesday afternoon, Kansas
City was already vibrating with that confounding brand of spring
optimism—sunlight cascading over slate rooftops, robins flirting in
the budding elms, and the city’s omnipresent undertone of barbecue.
It was the kind of weather that coaxed even hardened cynics into
buying sunglasses they would promptly lose, so when Adam sent the
message, “Coffee? No ghosts, no stains, just caffeine,” Ella could
only say yes, heart fluttering hopefully in her chest.



The venue Adam chose was not their familiar haunt at Union
Station, but instead a tucked-away indie café with a cult following
and a name Ella had never managed to pronounce correctly. The place
was furnished with battered velvet armchairs, bookshelves groaning
with everything from poetry anthologies to Finnish cookbooks, and a
menu that read less as an invitation and more as a dare: “Espresso
with fireweed syrup,” “matcha affogato,” “dirty horchata with oat
foam.” On the walls, mismatched clocks displayed every hour but the
right one, and a discreet sign near the door promised, “Wi-Fi for
those who dare, good conversation for everyone else.”



Ella arrived early, a rare and somewhat distressing
occurrence. She fidgeted with her phone, scrolled aimlessly through
emails, and resisted the urge to text Kim, her best friend, who
would surely respond with a barrage of eggplant emojis and
unfiltered advice (“Be mysterious! But not weird-mysterious. Just,
like, the kind that makes men buy you flowers. Trust me.”).
Instead, Ella did her best to appear calm and unbothered, which in
practice meant hunched shoulders over her bag and a silent prayer
not to drop anything.



Adam appeared in the doorway several minutes later, blinking
as his eyes adjusted to the café’s sepia-toned gloom. He wore
casual confidence—rumpled blue button-down, corduroy jacket, hair
artfully tousled in a way that seemed both deliberate and
accidental. He spotted Ella and greeted her with a grin so genuine
it felt like an inside joke she wanted desperately to share.



“Ella,” he said, sliding into the seat across from her, “I
hope I’m not late. Traffic was a nightmare. There’s some sort of
festival parade—marching band, llamas, the whole thing. Kansas City
never disappoints.”



“Only in the spring,” Ella replied, visibly relaxing. “In
winter, it’s just snowmen and existential dread.”



Adam laughed, scanning the scrawled menu. “So what’s the house
specialty? I’m ready for adventure, but not the kind that ends with
me needing a medic.”



Ella leaned in as though sharing a secret. “The ‘Adventure
Latte’ comes with lavender, cardamom, and chili flakes. Not for the
faint of heart—or tongue.”



He squinted, simultaneously dubious and intrigued. “I was
going to try to impress you by ordering your favorite, but now I’m
wondering if I should’ve brought a fire extinguisher
instead.”



Watching Adam—normally so composed—squirm over beverage
choices was a pleasure. Ella gave him her best poker face. “My
usual is a cardamom-vanilla cappuccino, half-sweet, oat milk. And
whatever cookie looks least likely to break a tooth.”



Adam nodded with the gravity of a man preparing to scale a
beverage Everest. When the barista, a hipster with a handlebar
mustache and the look of an indie folk singer, appeared, Adam
squared his shoulders.



“I’ll have a, um… cardamom-vanilla cappuccino. Full-sweet.
No—wait. Half-sweet. And… with goat milk?” He shot Ella a nervous
glance.



The barista blinked. “Oat milk?”



Adam attempted recovery. “Right, oat. Not goat. Definitely
oat. No goats involved.”



Ella bit back a laugh, and the barista, unfazed, jotted down
the order with the air of someone who’d heard it all. “Coming right
up. And for you?”



She ordered her usual, with a conspiratorial wink at Adam, who
tried to hide his embarrassment behind a stack of local artist
flyers.



“Goat milk,” she whispered, as soon as the barista moved on.
“Bold choice.”



Adam groaned, then grinned. “I swear I wasn’t always this
awkward. You just… bring it out in me.”



“Don’t blame me for your adventurous palate,” she replied.
“Though, for the record, goat’s milk ice cream isn’t half
bad.”



He shook his head. “Don’t encourage me. Next thing you know,
I’ll be dragging you to a yak butter coffee tasting.”



They were still giggling when the drinks arrived, the barista
sliding cappuccinos across the table. Ella’s foam was sculpted into
a passable heart; Adam’s into a lopsided swirl. He lifted his mug
in a mock salute. “To second chances, oat milk, and whatever this
is.”



At that moment, the barista, clearly entertained, interjected:
“Hey—you’re the coffee accident couple, right? From Union Station?
I saw you on Instagram. Someone filmed your cappuccino collision.
Third-most-watched video on our page.”



Ella’s cheeks flushed, but Adam just leaned in, raising his
eyebrows. “Well, what can I say? We make a splash wherever we
go.”



Ella matched his deadpan. “We’re launching a series—‘Caffeine
Catastrophes.’ Next episode: scone avalanche.”



The barista grinned. “If you destroy any pastries, please film
it in slow motion. Free cookies for best disaster.”



They exchanged an embarrassed glance, then dissolved into
laughter, the tension between them evaporating like steam from
their cups.



“So,” Adam said, turning serious, “can I ask you something
dangerously personal?”



Ella affected a gasp. “Already? Should I brace myself?”



He smiled, a nervous edge to his expression. “Most
embarrassing romantic misadventure? You know mine—public coffee
disasters and all.”



Ella leaned back, considering. “There’s stiff competition.
There was the time my high school boyfriend serenaded me outside my
window—except he picked the wrong window. My neighbor’s grandma got
the song and a marriage proposal.”



Adam nearly choked on his coffee. “Did she accept?”



“Only after he brought her roses. He always was polite.”



He wiped his eyes, the moment shifting into something more
open. “I should confess—I have you beat. My last relationship ended
at our engagement party, which turned into a ‘let’s not get
married’ party. Ice sculptures, catered food, her father delivered
the breakup speech. I hid behind a potted plant for most of
it.”



Ella blinked. “You were engaged?”



He nodded, a wry smile flickering. “We looked good on paper,
not so much in real life. We agreed to call it off, but I never
thought I’d become the world’s first runaway groom via
ficus.”



There was a vulnerability in Adam’s eyes that made Ella want
to reach for his hand, but she settled for a gentle smile. “For
what it’s worth, I specialize in almosts. Almost happy, almost in
love, almost didn’t embarrass myself in public. It’s my signature
move.”



Adam’s gaze turned warm. “Then maybe we’re both due for a
win.”



She nodded. “Or at least a drama-free week.”



He lifted a brow. “No promises. I attract awkward encounters.
I once had a blind date at a jazz club, tried to impress her by
requesting a song. The band decided I should sing it. ‘My Funny
Valentine,’ in February, to a booing crowd. She left before
dessert.”



Ella burst out laughing. “That’s almost art. My worst? Dinner
at a vegan bistro—I thought I’d ordered chocolate mousse. It was
tofu and avocado, garnished with kale. I tried to fake it, but he
caught me feeding it to the cactus.”



Adam was now snorting, which drew the barista’s attention and
a couple of cookies tossed their way. “Best customers in the room.
If you start a podcast, I’ll subscribe.”



Ella held up a cookie in toast. “To romantic misadventures—may
they never be boring.”



Adam’s eyes sparkled. “Or at least come with snacks.”



As conversation flowed, something inside Ella loosened—a knot
she’d forgotten was there. They riffed on worst dates, inventing
categories: “surprise gluten intolerance,” “karaoke sabotage,”
“meet-the-parents with food poisoning.” Each tale more outlandish
than the last, until tears of laughter ran down both their
cheeks.



Finally, Adam pulled a napkin from the holder and produced a
pen. “We need a dating disaster bingo card.”



Ella clapped in delight. “What’s the center square?”



He mused. “Matching outfits by accident?”



She countered, “Coffee stains in compromising places.”



Adam scribbled it down, adding “accidental ex run-in,”
“awkward silence,” and “karaoke with audience participation.”



Together they filled the napkin—“Parent interruptus,”
“mismatched shoes,” “emergency exit,” “Google Translate
fail”—childish, silly, and completely perfect. Adam held it up.
“Ten bucks says you win by next week.”



Ella grinned. “Challenge accepted. What’s the prize?”



He leaned in, so close she could see gold flecks in his eyes.
“Loser buys coffee. Winner picks the next disaster.”



It felt like a dare, and for a moment, Ella forgot every date
that ended in silence, every goodbye that was more relief than
regret.



The barista, ever watchful, returned with another pair of
cookies. “For being our most entertaining customers. And because I
want to see what happens next.”



Adam suggested a selfie, and for once, Ella didn’t object.
They leaned together, pulling faces, holding up their bingo card
and cookies. The result was ridiculous—her eyes crossed, Adam
mid-laugh—but somehow perfect.



Ella’s phone buzzed with a flurry of texts from Kim: “Are you
on a date? Send proof. Or I’ll show up and embarrass you
myself.”



She snapped a picture of their grinning faces and fired it
off. Kim’s response was instantaneous: “This is the content I live
for. Heart eyes. Do not ruin this.”



Adam peered over her shoulder. “Kim?”



“She’s my personal cheer squad. And occasional menace.”



He laughed, and for a while, the world narrowed to their small
table, the scribbled napkin, the gentle clink of cups and saucers,
and the feeling that maybe not every disaster should be
avoided.



The afternoon drifted by in lively fits and starts—Adam
regaled her with tales of renovating buildings crawling with more
raccoons than permits, while Ella offered stories of fundraising
galas gone sideways (one featuring a runaway magician’s rabbit and
an unfortunate councilwoman). They debated the merits of biscotti
versus chocolate chip, strategies for surviving office birthday
parties, and whether Mrs. Cornwell truly slept in a fortress built
of Post-It notes.



Neither wanted to leave, but eventually the light shifted,
painting the café in gold and promising rain. Adam glanced at his
watch and sighed. “I should get back before Mrs. Cornwell adds
‘tardiness’ to my annual review.”



Ella reluctantly gathered her things. “And I should check my
email before Kim files a missing persons report.”



He stood, hesitating. “Next time—no disasters. Deal?”



Ella took his hand, feeling the spark of challenge.
“Impossible promise.”



Adam grinned. “Then a drama-free day. Famous last
words.”



They stepped outside into the Kansas City evening, the first
fat raindrops dappling the sidewalk. Ella flipped open her
polka-dotted umbrella and, without thinking, offered Adam the other
half.



He ducked beneath, shoulders close, hands almost touching. The
street pulsed with the scent of rain and jasmine, and a distant
saxophone sang from a nearby busker. They walked together, talking
about nothing—Adam’s dream of restoring a forgotten theater, Ella’s
secret wish to open a bookshop with a cat and a cappuccino
machine.



At Ella’s corner, Adam paused. “No coffee stains. No ghosts.
Maybe we’re breaking the streak.”



She raised an eyebrow. “Careful. The night’s still
young.”



He laughed, then sobered. “I had a really good time, Ella.
Thank you.”



“So did I,” she said, meaning it. She felt lighter than she
had in months, as if the weight of all her almosts had shifted just
enough to let hope creep in.



He hesitated, then—gently—pressed a kiss to her cheek. It was
warm, brief, and entirely unexpected.



“See you at the station?” he asked, hope flickering in his
voice.



“Count on it,” Ella replied.



Adam jogged away, pausing at the corner to wave, his hair damp
from rain, his smile lingering like the aftertaste of a perfect
cappuccino.



Ella made her way home, umbrella twirling, heart full, mind
already replaying the afternoon in technicolor. Kim’s texts piled
up—“He kissed you didn’t he? I knew it! I want DETAILS”—but for
once, Ella let her wait. She was busy cataloging every tiny,
perfect thing about the day, and wondering—perhaps recklessly,
perhaps not—if Adam King might just be the exception to her “no
more heartbreak” rule.
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Ella Preston didn’t usually dream about her exes. Certainly
not all of them at once, arranged in a lineup, each clutching a
bouquet of wilted supermarket flowers and gazing at her with that
familiar cocktail of confusion, exasperation, and gentle
disappointment. She didn’t typically dream of being stranded on a
spotlighted auditorium stage, wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with
“Ask Me About My Issues.” Yet that’s precisely where her
subconscious deposited her on the morning she was set to tackle her
official VIP invitation assignment.



There they were: her high school boyfriend (the one who
claimed he could “fix” her taste in indie music) waving carnations;
college Matt, whose pasta sauce remained his one notable attribute,
nodding in resignation. At the end of the queue stood The
Ex—capital T, capital E—smug in a suit and, in classic dream logic,
clutching a tiny lapdog yapping to the tune of “Single
Ladies.”



“Welcome back to your romantic history, Ella!” dream-Tyler
announced with a theatrical smirk. “We’ve missed your accidental
honesty and chronic inability to enjoy brunch.”



Ella, ever defensive in her own dreams, was just about to
defend her tendency to overshare on second dates (at least she’d
never forced anyone to listen to her “Songs To Cry In Trader Joe’s”
playlist) when the spotlight tilted, the dream dissolved, and she
woke tangled in her comforter—simultaneously giggling and
mortified.



Moxie, her cat, surveyed her with a paw pressed regally to
Ella’s cheek, as if to say, “You can’t break up with me, but you
might consider breaking up with late-night cheese.”



By the time she shuffled into work, the world had righted
itself into a damp Kansas City spring, full of the promise of
afternoon storms, and her phone was already buzzing with such vigor
that Kim’s texts had become her personal morning news ticker.



“DID HE KISS YOU AGAIN??” read one, swiftly followed by, “Is
this a slow burn, or are you just in denial?”



Ella barely had time to respond before Kim herself
materialized beside her cubicle, standing sentry with all the
resolve of a bouncer at the exclusive club for hopeless
romantics.



“Well, well, well,” Kim crooned, eyebrows waggling with
caffeinated glee. “If it isn’t Ms. Union Station, destroyer of
pastries and breaker of hearts. Spill.”



Sliding into her chair and hanging her bag on the armrest,
Ella tried—and failed—to keep her tone casual, her expression
already betraying her. “Nothing to spill. We got coffee. Talked.
Laughed. Didn’t set anything on fire. Low bar, but I cleared
it.”



Kim, as dramatic as ever, flopped into the visitor chair.
“Didn’t set anything on fire, but did you ignite any sparks? Be
honest. Was there… a vibe?”



Ella shot her the universal “don’t start” face, which only
emboldened Kim. “He’s funny,” Ella conceded. “He’s smart. He
ordered goat milk by accident and made the barista’s day. We made a
bingo card for dating disasters.”



Kim squealed, catching Tony from accounting’s attention—his
mug, as always, announcing “I Survived the Audit—Barely.” “That’s a
good sign,” Kim declared. “You don’t make bingo cards with just
anyone. You know what that means?”



“That I’ve reached the ‘banter with napkins’ stage of
healing?”



Kim rolled her eyes. “It means you’re moving on. And not a
minute too soon, considering who’s on your VIP invite list.” She
gestured to the intimidating folder Marsha had deposited on Ella’s
desk before her second cup of coffee.



Marsha herself was now flitting between cubicles like a
perfume-scented bird of prey, hawkish for any whisper or
out-of-place pencil. In full gala mode, she fretted over every
detail—down to the optimism of envelope color and the cheerfulness
of font choices.



“You have the most important job of all, Ella,” Marsha
declared, materializing at Ella’s elbow with storm-cloud
efficiency. “These VIPs set the tone for the evening. Local
celebrities. Donors. City officials. Everyone who matters.”



Scanning the list, Ella couldn’t help but notice how many
names she recognized—not all fondly. Some were ex-crushes, others
one-off “networking” dates courtesy of Kim, and then there was the
inescapable black hole of her romantic past: Tyler. There he was,
precise as a bullet wound: “Tyler Griffin, Griffin Wealth
Advisors.” Below, a line for “+1 guest of your choice.”



It was a testament to Ella’s personal growth that she didn’t
immediately Google how to write an invitation entirely in glitter
glue.



She refocused on the task—personal touches, Marsha insisted.
“Make it warm, but professional. We want them to feel honored, not
as if they’re on a mailing list for discount dental
cleanings.”



Drafting emails (“Dear Tyler, I hope you’re well. Please join
us for an evening of philanthropy and light jazz…”), she was
interrupted by Adam’s timely meme: a cartoon ghost holding a
martini, captioned, “Exorcise Your Exes: Now Serving Booze and
Closure.” The timing was uncanny enough to make her snort,
startling Kim, who had by then settled in with a stack of “test”
cupcakes for the gala.



“He’s funny,” Kim observed, eyeing the meme. “And not in the
‘puns are my personality’ way. He’s… I dunno. Wholesome. Like a
golden retriever who can fix drywall.”



Ella started to reply, but her screen flashed with a new
email. Tyler. Of course. Because fate, like Marsha, observed no
office hours.



Tyler’s email was polite, faintly smug, padded with a shiny
new title: “Senior Partner, Griffin Wealth Advisors.” It ran three
paragraphs longer than necessary and included, “It will be great to
catch up,” which made Ella’s skin crawl. She forwarded it to Kim,
who replied with a dumpster fire GIF and the verdict: “that’s a
hard pass, babe.”



Ella’s hand hovered over the keyboard. For a fleeting moment,
she considered marking Tyler’s invitation as “lost in the mail.”
But she didn’t. She was an adult. The bigger person. She hit
send—“+1 of your choice” and all—then closed the tab with perhaps
more force than strictly necessary.



As she stared at her reflection in the dark monitor, wondering
if “ignoring your feelings” counted as self-care, Adam’s name
popped up again—this time, a text: “Got a sec? Can I bring you
coffee? You look like you’re fighting ghosts.”



Ella typed back, “Ha! Always. See you in ten?” She checked her
hair in her phone screen, suddenly self-conscious of every stray
cowlick.



Kim, never one to let such things slide, noticed immediately.
“Ooooh, he’s bringing coffee now? For morale? That’s practically a
love language.”



“Don’t you have spreadsheets to alphabetize?” Ella grumbled,
but she was smiling, and Kim knew it.



Ten minutes later, Adam appeared, two coffees and a bag of
gooey butter cookies in tow. He rapped on the cubicle wall with a
flourish, and for a moment, Ella’s heart fluttered like a
teenager’s at the homecoming dance.



“Coffee delivery,” he announced. “Because rumor has it you’re
drowning in VIPs and existential dread.”



Ella took the cup gratefully. “You heard right. Ever tried
emailing someone who once attempted to teach you pivot tables as a
romantic gesture? Highly overrated.”



Adam grinned. “Exes haunting the gala, huh? Sounds like a case
for hazard pay. Or a banishment ritual. Salt circles,
anyone?”



She giggled, stress melting in his presence. “Only if we can
use leftover gala confetti.”



He perched on the desk’s edge, close enough for her to catch
the scent of rain and cinnamon. “You know what you need? An
afterparty. No exes allowed. Just good music, bad karaoke, and
enough dessert to erase the memory of ‘catching up.’”



Ella laughed. “Or we could just make the gala so incredible
that every ex in the room regrets letting me go.”



He lifted his coffee in a toast. “To the event of the decade.
And to us—troublemakers, spreadsheet avoiders, and survivors of the
coffee wars.”



Before Ella could answer, Mrs. Cornwell barreled down the
aisle, heels clicking like a metronome of doom. She halted before
them, suspicion radiating. “Is this a work meeting, or a social
hour?”



Adam, unfazed, replied, “Just ensuring our invitation
specialist is sufficiently caffeinated, Mrs. Cornwell. You can’t
spell ‘hospitality’ without ‘latte.’”



For a wild second, Ella thought Mrs. Cornwell might actually
smile. “Very well. But don’t let me catch you fraternizing when
there’s envelope glue to be licked.”



As she departed, Adam winked. “You owe me. I think I used up
all my charm for the week.”



Ella mouthed “thank you” and gave a covert thumbs-up under the
desk. Silly and childish, but theirs.



Back at her computer, another ping—Tyler again, “just
checking” on the dress code and offering unsolicited advice on
event planning. Halfway through, Ella remembered Adam’s meme and
the afterparty plan, and found herself more amused than
rattled.



She forwarded Tyler’s email to Kim, who replied, “Why is he
like this? Who asked for advice? Unsubscribe.” Complete with
another, now-animated, dumpster fire.



Adam noticed Ella’s sigh and sat down again. “Wanna talk about
it? I’m a surprisingly good listener. Occupational hazard.”



Ella considered. “It’s just… weird. He wasn’t a terrible
boyfriend, but he always made me feel like a slightly defective
appliance. Like, if I just upgraded my software, I’d be ‘Ella 2.0:
Now with More Emotional Stability.’ I guess I’m just… tired of
feeling like a cautionary tale.”



Adam nodded, his expression gentle. “I get it. My ex—well, she
believed in personal growth. For both of us. I felt like I was on a
self-improvement reality show, with bonus points for not being late
to brunch.”



They both laughed, tension dissipating.



“Thanks for saying that,” Ella said. “Sometimes I feel like
everyone else got a dating manual and I just got… Ikea instructions
in Swedish.”



Adam grinned. “If it helps, I once called my ex by my dog’s
name at a dinner party. She didn’t find it endearing.”



Ella nearly choked on her coffee. “You did not.”



“I did. She was not a fan of ‘Bella.’”



“You’re adorable,” she blurted, then blinked, surprised at
herself. Adam looked up, equally startled, the tips of his ears
going pink.



“I—um—thank you? Not a word I hear often.”



Ella smiled, letting the moment linger. “Well, you should. I
mean it.”



Adam recovered, eyes sparkling. “Careful, Ella. Flattery is
how revolutions start.”



They slipped into comfortable silence, punctuated only by
Kim’s off-key singing somewhere in the office, and the realization
that, just for now, the ghosts of exes past seemed far less scary
than before.



Eventually, Adam stood, stretching. “Listen, I know this
week’s going to be nuts. Want to take a break for some ‘gala
research’ tonight? There’s a jazz club near the station. Live band,
good food, zero chance of running into anyone named Tyler.”



Ella hesitated. It had been a long time since she risked
awkwardness in public—let alone at a jazz club—but Adam’s hopeful,
teasing grin tipped her into yes.



“Only if you promise to shield me from surprise saxophone
solos.”



He held up a hand. “Scout’s honor. You can pick the table—far
from the stage.”



They set a time, and as Adam left, Ella caught her reflection
in the monitor—a real, unguarded, slightly goofy smile.



Kim reappeared, waving her phone. “Well? Did he ask you
out?”



Ella nodded. “Jazz club tonight. Research, he claims.”



Kim grinned. “Ella, you’re about to enter your jazz age. Make
it count.”



Ella glanced at her inbox, the unending to-dos, the echoes of
heartbreak, and Adam’s new text: “Tonight’s motto: No exes, no
stress. Just music and fun. Deal?”



Deal, she thought, snapping her laptop shut. Maybe she
couldn’t erase her past, but she could certainly give it some
competition.



That night, as Ella rifled through her closet for an outfit
that said “confident but not trying too hard,” she replayed the
nightmare of exes—each more smug than the last. If only they could
see her now: hands steady, lipstick sure, singing to herself as
jazz floated through her apartment.



Kim sent one last message: “Send pics, or I’ll assume you
eloped!” Ella tucked her phone (and a lucky cookie) in her
bag.



She stepped out into the Kansas City evening, rain in the air
and hope in her chest—the kind that comes when you realize you’re
not just moving on, you’re running toward something better. Toward
someone who laughs at your stories and brings coffee for
morale.



Let the ghosts haunt someone else tonight. Ella Preston had
plans with the living.
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It was a universal truth that nothing good ever happened in
Ella Preston’s closet at 6:17 p.m. on a Thursday—except, perhaps,
the slow, existential unraveling of her confidence, limb by limb,
beneath the cold, unblinking gaze of a thousand tangled wire
hangers. Her reflection in the mirror revealed a woman halfway into
a polka-dot dress, hair piled atop her head in a lopsided bun, and
socks so tragic they looked ready to stage their own escape.
Glamour was nowhere to be found. Chic was a foreign concept. At
that moment, Ella was nothing but a lovable dork on the verge of a
full-blown crisis over whether navy blue whispered “serious jazz
club” or screamed “desperate middle school orchestra.”



This was not how Ella had pictured herself preparing for an
evening at a jazz club with Adam King—Kansas City’s most attractive
architect, who also, as it happened, moonlighted as a social
butterfly and inadvertent handkerchief hero. If she were the sort
of woman who owned a little black dress and lipstick to match,
she’d be swanning around, glass of wine in hand, humming Gershwin
and pretending to be mysterious. Instead, Ella was locked in mortal
combat with a zippered skirt that hadn’t fit since the Obama
administration and muttering to herself about the merits of wearing
anything—absolutely anything—not already stained with cappuccino or
self-doubt.



Kim, as always, was living for the spectacle. She perched
cross-legged on Ella’s bed, phone in hand, providing the kind of
running commentary one might expect from an Olympic judge and a
snarky best friend in equal measure. “No, no, no. Too matronly. Too
sultry. Too ‘I’m here to sell you a reverse mortgage.’ Ooooh, what
about this one?” Kim brandished a sparkly blouse fringed enough to
double as a disco ball.



“That’s from my unfortunate Gatsby phase,” Ella protested, but
Kim was already holding it up to her shoulders, squinting as if the
outcome depended on sheer will.



“If you want to dazzle him with your personality and cause a
temporary vision impairment, this is the one,” Kim announced,
tossing it onto the growing pile on Ella’s desk chair. “But really,
El, why are you freaking out? It’s just jazz. It’s just Adam. He’s
already seen you covered in coffee. The bar is low.”



Ella attempted a sigh, but produced something between a groan
and a whine. “I just don’t want to look like a disaster. What if it
is a date? What if it’s not? What if I trip on stage and get banned
from all live music venues in Kansas City for life?”



Kim grinned, entirely unhelpful. “You, banned from live music?
You’d have to try harder. And as for Adam—if he doesn’t love you at
your ‘bantering with napkins’ phase, he doesn’t deserve you at your
‘accidentally elegant.’”



With a dramatic flop, Ella collapsed onto the bed, arms
outstretched. “Why am I doing this? Remind me. Am I trying to
impress him? Or just prove to myself I’m not a lost cause?”



Kim joined her, bumping her shoulder. “Both, babe. You’re
trying. That’s more than I can say for Tyler, who just liked one of
your Instagram posts from 2018. Psycho.”



Ella cringed. “He did not.”



“Oh, he did. But if you show up at this jazz club tonight,
hair wild and spirit intact, that’s a victory. And for the record,”
Kim said, rifling through Ella’s accessories drawer, “you look
adorable in that green dress. It brings out your eyes and says, ‘I
appreciate syncopation but I don’t own a beret.’ Which, by the way,
thank God for that.”



Ella allowed Kim to help her wrangle into the dress,
determined not to dwell on the fact that her legs hadn’t seen
daylight since September and her left earring was on the missing
persons list. Her hair refused to obey, but with enough product and
motivational speeches, it achieved a look somewhere between
“artfully tousled” and “the heroine of a French film about awkward
love.” Kim declared her ready for the spotlight and proceeded to
snap a dozen photos, each one more ridiculous than the last.
“Smile! Squinch your eyes, Tyra-style! Okay, try not to look like
you’re about to be ambushed by a tuba.”



Ella sent a photo to Adam, half-joking, captioned: “Jazz hands
at the ready, but no tuba.” Adam replied almost instantly: “No
karaoke unless strictly necessary. My lawyer insists.”



She showed the exchange to Kim, who whooped. “He’s funny. This
is so a date. Or, at the very least, a pre-date with extreme
potential.”



The cab ride was uneventful, save for the driver’s five-minute
monologue on Kansas City’s jazz history and the tragic tale of how
he, personally, could have been the next Louis Armstrong if not for
“politics in the sixth grade trumpet section.” By the time they
pulled up to the club, Ella’s nerves were humming, palms sweaty,
and her confidence somewhere in the vicinity of her ankles.



The club itself was a postcard of everything she wanted
nightlife to be—a neon sign that flickered artfully, a door painted
with a trombone and the words “Live Tonight,” and the honeyed thrum
of a stand-up bass drifting onto the street. Inside, the atmosphere
buzzed with life: exposed brick, red velvet, battered candle jars
on round tables, and a stage bathed in golden light. The place
smelled of whiskey and cologne, the air thrumming with laughter and
anticipation.



Adam was waiting just inside, leaning against the coat rack
with the casual ease of someone entirely at home. He’d traded his
usual button-down for a navy blazer and a pale shirt that made his
gray eyes pop, and when he spotted Ella, he did a double-take that
sent her stomach into cartwheels.



“Ella,” he said, her name sounding like a song half-remembered
but still beloved. “You look… wow. Jazz hands at the ready?”



She responded with a flourish worthy of vaudeville. “Only if
you promise not to challenge me to a tap-off.”



Adam laughed, stepping closer. The club noise faded into
background static until only the two of them remained, cocooned in
anticipation. “You made it. You look amazing. I like your—” he
gestured vaguely, “—whole vibe. Very Ella. Very jazz. Very not goat
milk.”



“I try,” she deadpanned. “And you clean up well. Is that your
standard issue for jazz night?”



He glanced down, brushing imaginary dust from his sleeve. “I
had to up my game. This is a competitive room. Half the crowd are
musicians, the other half are here to steal inspiration for their
memoirs.”



Before Ella could reply, a tall man with a saxophone slung
over his shoulder called from the stage. “King! You brought a
date!” He winked at Adam, who flushed and looked at Ella for
backup.



Ella grinned, eager to save him. “Actually, I’m his
event-planning consultant. Here to ensure strict compliance with
all jazz-related protocols.”



The saxophonist bowed in mock reverence. “Nice to meet you,
Consultant. If Adam starts swing dancing, you have my permission to
tackle him.”



Adam muttered, “Ignore him, he’s been insufferable since he
learned to play ‘Take Five’ backwards.” He offered Ella his arm.
“Can I buy you a drink?”



Navigating through the throng, they reached the bar, where the
bartender greeted Adam with a handshake and a grin. “The usual,
King?”



Adam looked sheepish. “Just a gin and tonic tonight. And
whatever Ella’s having.”



Ella arched a brow. “The usual? How often are you here,
exactly? Is this your bat cave?”



He laughed, handing her the cocktail menu. “Guilty. I’m here a
lot. I’m a bit of a jazz nerd, if you haven’t guessed. My parents
used to bring me when I was a kid. I learned to do my homework in
the back booth while they danced. Music feels like home.”



There was a wistfulness in his voice that Ella tucked away, a
small gem of truth to treasure later. “Confession: I love jazz too.
But only if the lyrics are a little sad and the trumpet player is
extremely dramatic. I tried to write jazz poetry once, but it was
mostly about coffee and rain.”



Adam raised his glass to hers. “Then you’re in the right
place. The more melancholy, the better. Did you know Kansas City
jazz is all about improvisation? It’s like planning a
gala—sometimes, you just have to make it up as you go.”



Ella nodded, thinking of Mrs. Cornwell’s color-coded panic and
how much easier everything would be if one could just call for a
saxophone solo whenever the caterer canceled. “Maybe I’ll bring the
house band to the next planning meeting. Shake things up.”



The band launched into a brisk, swinging tune—snare drums
tripping over piano keys, bass pulsing like a heartbeat. Adam stood
and extended his hand. “You up for a dance?”



Ella froze. “Oh, Adam, I… I’m terrible. Like, ‘injured gym
teacher in a three-legged race’ terrible.”



He squeezed her hand. “Trust me. I’m no Fred Astaire. Just
follow my lead. We’ll look ridiculous together. That’s half the
fun.”



She allowed herself to be pulled onto the dance floor, which
was little more than a patch of hardwood between tables, waxed
slick by decades of hopeful amateurs. Adam tried to demonstrate a
basic step—back, step, side, something—but Ella’s feet had other
plans. Within seconds, they were a tangle of limbs and laughter,
her stepping on his toes, him bumping into a chair, a stranger’s
drink wobbling perilously. For a second, it seemed they might
become accidental performance art.



“Two left feet?” Adam teased.



“Try three. I was born with a spare,” Ella shot back,
giggling.



He leaned in, voice soft. “Relax. Just move with me. We’re not
being graded.”



And for a few glorious, ridiculous minutes, she did. Letting
him lead, Ella found the rhythm in fits and starts, her heart
pounding with exhilaration instead of anxiety. They spun, stumbled,
nearly collided with an overenthusiastic couple in matching hats,
and when the song ended, she was breathless, clutching Adam’s
sleeve and grinning so hard it hurt.



The band melted into something slower and syrupy. Adam caught
her eye, hesitated. “Wanna give it another try? This one’s easier.
Just… sway.”



She nodded, and this time, something clicked. The movement
felt natural, inevitable, as if the club, the crowd, the music—all
of it—had faded, leaving only the two of them in their own
world.



He looked at her with something new in his gaze—fondness, yes,
but also a glimmer of longing, as if seeing her for the first time.
Ella wanted to say something clever, something perfect, but all she
managed was, “You don’t look like a disaster at all.”



Adam smiled, pressing his forehead to hers. “That’s because
you’re distracting me.”



They swayed until the music faded and applause broke out. Adam
stepped back, hands lingering at her waist. “Ella, can I ask you
something work-related before Mrs. Cornwell steals you back?”



Ella blinked, returning to reality. “Sure. Shoot.”



“I’m hopeless at picking music for events. You clearly have
opinions and taste. Will you help me choose the playlist for the
gala? I need someone who knows the difference between background
noise and ambiance.”



She pretended to ponder. “Is this a paid position?”



Adam rolled his eyes. “You drive a hard bargain. I’ll pay you
in cookies and the occasional dance lesson.”



“Deal,” Ella replied, shaking his hand. “But only if you
promise not to laugh when I suggest jazz poetry.”



He drew her into a quick, fierce hug. It was warm, solid, and
full of possibility.



The rest of the night passed in a technicolor blur: more
music, more laughter, drinks with Adam’s friends (all of whom
teased him mercilessly for being “smitten with the event planner”),
and a spontaneous group singalong, blessedly devoid of karaoke and
with only minor embarrassment. Ella and Adam traded stories of
their worst high school performances—he once forgot the lyrics to
“Blue Moon” and improvised an entire verse; she once attempted tap
dance and fell into the drum kit. By the time the club emptied out,
Ella’s nerves had vanished, replaced by happy exhaustion and the
giddy pride of having survived—and even enjoyed—the night.



Outside, the air was cool and sweet, rain having rinsed away
the day’s heat. Adam walked her to the corner, hands deep in his
pockets, face earnest.



“Thanks for coming, Ella. I know this was… a lot. But I had
fun. You’re a great sport.”



She beamed. “You’re not so bad yourself, Mr. King. And you
make a mean gin and tonic.”



He hesitated, then pulled her into a hug, gentle but
all-encompassing. When it ended, she felt a pleasant charge linger
in the air.



No sooner had she turned the corner than her phone buzzed—Kim,
predictably.

“Okay, is it a date yet? I need to know for my spreadsheet,”
read the text, followed by a flurry of dancing emojis.



Ella replied, “Okay, maybe it’s a date,” and received an
instant “YAAAAAAAAAAS.”



Back in her apartment, Ella kicked off her shoes and collapsed
on the couch. Moxie, her cat, leapt into her lap and purred
approval of this promising development. Ella closed her eyes and
let the memories wash over her: Adam’s laughter, the slow dance,
the promise of a playlist, and the way he looked at her when he
thought she wasn’t paying attention.
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There are two kinds of mornings in Ella Preston’s world: the
ones where she wakes up luminous, latte-fueled, and convinced she
can conquer any to-do list and charm her way through every
meeting—and the ones when her phone alarm never goes off, her cat
has knocked over the emergency backup coffee, and she finds
herself, at 8:07 a.m., pawing through the closet in a panic,
squinting at a single striped sock and a skirt she’s almost certain
she wore to her high school debate finals.



Today was not the first kind.



The clock on Ella’s bedside table—helpfully blinking 12:00 in
an endless loop of power-outage amnesia—offered no clue about the
actual time. Moxie, her feline roommate, was kneading the pillow
with such focus that Ella suspected a long-term plot against her
comfort had been hatched around 5 a.m. She was jolted awake by the
sound of Moxie launching herself at the window blinds, just as a
shaft of sunlight fell directly across Ella’s face, illuminating
the reality that she had precisely thirteen minutes to become
someone who was not late for work, not underdressed for a client
call, and, ideally, not a walking disaster.



But the universe, as usual, had other plans.



Her phone, stone-cold dead, lay tangled in the comforter, the
charger dangling a fatal inch from the outlet—a betrayal by a
hair’s breadth. Ella leapt from bed, cursing physics, gravity, and
whichever ancient deity decided that electrical currents should be
so fickle. There was no time for coffee. She brushed her teeth
while hopping on one foot and wrangling yesterday’s wrinkled
blouse, grateful for the unseasonal warmth that at least meant she
could skip tights. Her hair refused all attempts at containment,
breaking free from its bun like a failed soufflé. The skirt she
grabbed was suspiciously glittery and short; the only clean shirt
in sight was a slightly-too-bright coral number, a relic from Kim’s
“experimental color-blocking” era. By the end of her wardrobe
scramble, she looked less like a power-lunching young professional
and more like a harried substitute teacher on pajama day, complete
with mismatched socks and a jacket that faintly smelled of cinnamon
rolls.



On the street, her luck refused to improve. The city bus
barreled past just as she reached the stop, sending a fine mist
from last night’s rain up the back of her legs, and an elderly man
walking a therapy poodle gave her a look that seemed to say,
“Honey, I hope your day gets better.” Ella chose to interpret it as
a blessing.



By the time she sprinted into the office—red-faced, winded,
and with only half her bag’s contents actually zipped inside—she
was already bracing herself for Kim’s inevitable commentary. Kim,
of course, did not disappoint.



“Well, well, well,” Kim intoned as Ella staggered past the
reception desk, “if it isn’t the star of last night’s jazz club,
now appearing as ‘Crisis on Track Nine.’ I’m loving the look, El.
It says, ‘I slept through the night and then lost a bet with my
closet.’”



Ella paused, catching her breath and attempting a smile. “It’s
called ‘Postmodern Commuter Chic,’” she replied. “Coming soon to a
runway near you.”



Kim flashed her phone, already displaying a selfie from the
night before—Ella in her green dress, face aglow. “At least you
peaked on the right night. Don’t pretend you didn’t have fun.
You’re glowing like someone who survived a slow dance without
permanent injury.”



Ella plopped into her chair, dropping her bag and kicking off
her shoes with a sigh. “I was up half the night replaying every
off-beat step and worrying if I stepped on Adam’s foot too many
times. Was it a date? Was it not a date? Should I send an apology
fruit basket to the bandleader?”



Kim leaned in, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.
“Sweetie, it was a date. You got the jazz club test. If a man takes
you dancing and then asks for your opinion on the playlist, he’s
not just there for the gin and tonics.”



Before Ella could formulate a response, a flurry of footsteps
announced the arrival of Mrs. Cornwell, the office’s resident
tornado of organization and sky-high expectations. Her navy suit
was crisp, her pearls unassailable, and her clipboard—a harbinger
of doom—appeared to have doubled in size since yesterday.



“Ella, you’re late,” Mrs. Cornwell began, barely glancing at
Ella’s ensemble, though clearly noting every wrinkle, color clash,
and thread out of place. “We have much to do before the gala. I
need you to coordinate with the caterer—again. Their revised menu
doesn’t match the dietary requirements I emailed at least twice.
The mayor’s office has called to change the seating arrangement, so
that needs updating. And we’re still missing ten RSVPs from the VIP
list. If you could get that sorted by noon, that would be ideal.
Oh, and the weather forecast suggests rain—find out if the tent
company can provide sides and extra heaters. The media liaison
wants new talking points, and if you could review the script for
the emcee, I’d appreciate your editorial eye.”



Doing her best to appear competent and not like someone
wearing socks decorated with tiny, prancing llamas, Ella nodded.
“Of course, Mrs. Cornwell. I’ll… get right on it.”



Kim mouthed “yikes” over Mrs. Cornwell’s shoulder and made the
universal sign for “Call me later, I’ll bring chocolate.”



At her desk, Ella opened her laptop to an inbox exploding with
flagged emails, highlighted calendar invites, and—mercifully—a
message from Adam. The subject line read: “All Aboard the Hot Mess
Express.”



She clicked, and a GIF loaded: a classic black-and-white film
scene of a train careening off its tracks, steam billowing,
passengers hanging from windows in comic distress. Underneath, Adam
had typed: “Us today. But with more grace and better snacks. Let me
know if you need backup—King out.”



A genuine laugh escaped her, one that made Kim crane her neck
to peek at the screen.



“Adam again?” Kim teased, all slyness.



“He sent me a train wreck meme,” Ella confessed. “Captioned
‘us today.’”



Kim grinned. “He’s a keeper. You need a little chaos in your
life—the good kind.”



Ella rolled her eyes, but already, the knot in her chest had
eased and the day seemed marginally less impossible.



The hours that followed were a master class in multitasking
mayhem. The caterer’s new menu featured an unpronounceable vegan
entrée that, on close inspection, appeared to consist mostly of
edible moss and heirloom radishes. The tent company could provide
extra heaters, but only if allowed to set up by three, which
clashed with the arrival of the florist, who was threatening to
withdraw unless her peonies were given “adequate climate control.”
The mayor’s office remained adamant that he not be seated near last
year’s keynote, due to an “unresolved debate about parking policy.”
The RSVP list was a tapestry of missing plus-ones and cryptic
dietary notes—“gluten-light,” “only eats blue foods,” “couscous
allergy?”



By noon, Ella’s desk was a battlefield of sticky notes, menu
printouts, and hastily scribbled seating charts. Her stomach
growled, her hair frizzed, and the “ding!” of every new email felt
like a threat.



Enter Adam—office savior, deliverer of comic relief, and,
apparently, expert in event triage.



He appeared at her desk, not just as a charming missive in her
inbox. His tie was slightly askew, sleeves rolled up, and he was
holding two lattes and a bag of chocolate chip muffins.



“Emergency rations,” he announced, setting the cup by her
elbow. “I heard from a little bird—named Kim—that you’re one
spreadsheet away from starting your own train company just to run
away from this place.”



Ella collapsed backward in her chair, cradling the coffee.
“You have no idea. The caterer thinks microgreens count as a main
course, the tent company wants to set up in a wind tunnel, and the
mayor refuses to sit near the city planner. If I get one more email
about ‘preferred water temperature’ for the ice sculpture, I’m
eloping to Omaha.”



Adam perched on the edge of her desk, at ease. “Want some
help? I have thirty minutes before I’m due at the site meeting, and
rumor has it I’m uncommonly good at talking to stubborn vendors.
It’s the architect voice. People think I know what I’m
doing.”



Ella hesitated, pride and gratitude at war. But the truth was,
she did need help. “You sure? I don’t want to drag you into the
quicksand.”



He offered a crooked smile. “Consider it cross-training. If I
can negotiate with structural engineers and jazz musicians, I can
handle a peony-wielding florist.”



Together, they turned the chaos into a contest—who could get
the caterer to say “fusion cuisine” three times in one call, who
could negotiate the earliest delivery from the tent company, who
could persuade the florist that climate-controlled peonies were a
noble cause. Adam was relentless, dialing with a pro’s precision
but never losing his sense of humor. Each vendor pushback was met
with his deadpan wit: “Of course, we’ll ensure the peonies are
given the same care as visiting royalty,” or “Nothing says ‘gala
success’ like moss-forward cuisine, but can we substitute a more…
festive garnish?”



Between calls, their banter grew flirtier—Adam daring Ella to
drop “scintillating” into a sentence with the tent company, Ella
challenging him to ask the caterer if their gluten-free dessert
could also be “emotionally nourishing.” By the time they finished,
the impossible had become merely improbable, and the sound of their
laughter—too loud, too frequent—drew Mrs. Cornwell’s
attention.



She appeared, arms crossed and clipboard at the ready,
suspicion radiating from every pore. “Is there a reason this
section of the office has become a comedy club?”



Adam, perfectly unruffled, offered his most earnest smile.
“Just doing our best to keep morale high, Mrs. Cornwell. You know
what they say: a happy planner is an efficient planner.”



She eyed him for a long moment, then turned her steely gaze on
Ella. “If you could channel that energy into confirming the A/V
tech schedule, that would be appreciated.”



“Of course, Mrs. Cornwell,” Ella replied, biting back a
grin.



As Mrs. Cornwell retreated, Adam leaned closer, lowering his
voice. “She’s on to us. We may have to take our talents
underground.”



“Or,” Ella countered, “we could regroup in the only safe place
left: the station’s grand hall. If the A/V techs don’t eat me
alive.”



He stood, stretching. “I’ll meet you there. And don’t
worry—I’ll bring reinforcements.”



After lunch, the grand hall was blessedly empty, sunlight
streaming through the arched windows, shadows dancing across the
marble floor. Adam waited at the far end, pacing before the
enormous station clock, looking for all the world like a hero in a
black-and-white film, waiting for his leading lady.



When he saw her, he waved, then immediately pretended to trip
over an invisible obstacle, earning a laugh that melted the last of
her stress.



“Rough morning?” he asked, handing her a second coffee.



“You have no idea,” she replied. “It feels like every plan
I’ve made this week has come off the rails. I’m barely keeping
up.”



He nodded, sympathy in his expression. “Want to know a secret?
When I was a kid, I was obsessed with fixing things. My dad was a
mechanic, my mom a teacher. I spent most of my childhood turning
broken radios into slightly less broken radios. I thought, if I
could just fix enough things, I could control the chaos. Turns out,
the world is way messier than a busted Walkman.”



Ella laughed. “I used to think that if I just made the perfect
list, I could manage anything. My mom always said, ‘Write it down,
you’ll feel better.’ Sometimes I wonder if I’m just one list away
from happiness.”



Adam gave her a sideways look. “Maybe we both need to take a
break from fixing and just… let things be a little messy.”



Ella glanced at the massive clock, its hands creeping forward.
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I need to step off the tracks, just for
a minute.”



He grinned, all mischief. “In that case, I propose an
emergency ice cream intervention.”



Before she could protest, he steered her toward a vendor
selling sundaes in waffle cones, topped with everything from
rainbow sprinkles to tiny chocolate trains. They each ordered the
most ridiculous combination they could think of—hers with caramel
and pretzels, his with peanut butter and gummy bears.



They ate in companionable silence, perched on a bench beneath
stained glass. Adam drew a smiley face in the condensation on his
cup. “So, what’s our next move, Captain Chaos?”



Ella considered. “First, we finish these sundaes. Then, we
draft a new seating chart that won’t start a city council brawl.
Then… maybe we take another break?”



He raised his spoon in salute. “Deal. Every time things get
overwhelming, we call a ‘train break.’ No work, just snacks and
stories. Doctor’s orders.”



Ella laughed, feeling something inside her loosen, the weight
of the day lifting just enough to let hope slip in.



Back at the office, the world hadn’t changed—but she had.
Together, she and Adam tackled the seating chart with renewed
vigor, inventing elaborate backstories for the trickiest guests
(“Councilwoman Larkin and Judge Patel—secret jazz rivals; seat them
apart or risk a trumpet-off at dessert”), and turning the RSVP list
into a scavenger hunt. When Mrs. Cornwell checked in, they were all
business, but as soon as she was gone, the giggles returned.



At the end of the day, Adam stopped by Ella’s desk one last
time. “Thanks for letting me crash your chaos.”



She smiled, feeling lighter than she had in weeks. “Thanks for
not running away screaming.”



He hesitated, then, softly: “I wouldn’t dream of it.”



As he walked away, Kim reappeared, grinning like the cat who
got the cream. “So? Is Adam the calm to your chaos, or what?”



Ella shook her head, laughing. “Maybe he’s the derailment I
needed.”



Kim raised an eyebrow, delighted. “That’s the spirit. Embrace
the mess. Besides, you’re way more fun off the rails.”



That night, Ella collapsed into bed, exhausted but strangely
peaceful. Moxie curled at her feet, purring, and she drifted off to
sleep with the day’s adventures replaying in her mind—ice cream,
laughter, sunlight in the grand hall, and Adam’s easy, crooked
smile.
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Some people found freedom in a packed suitcase and a
last-minute plane ticket; others discovered it on the open road,
windows down, music blaring, the horizon bright with the promise of
escape. But for Ella Preston, liberation came in smaller, quieter
rebellions: sneaking off the grid in the middle of a workday, a
contraband sandwich stashed in her bag, and a certain Adam King
texting, “Meet me at noon—code word: ‘herringbone.’ Come
hungry.”



Union Station, with all its grandeur and marble, was riddled
with secrets—half-abandoned tunnels, keys that opened nothing, and
at least one janitor’s closet overflowing with ticket stubs from
the 1940s. Ella’s personal favorite: a low, unmarked wooden door,
set in a side hallway behind a defunct newsstand, so ordinary that
no one thought to question its existence. Adam had stumbled across
it during a late-night blueprint emergency, and ever since, it had
become their unofficial headquarters for what Kim had started
calling their “clandestine operations,” complete with winks and
finger-gun emojis.



Today, the secret lounge was cool and dim, dust motes caught
in the sunlight slanting through the high windows. The air smelled
faintly of cedar and old paper, and a creaky couch, survivor of at
least three decades of station drama, waited patiently in one
corner. Ella arrived first, setting out her offerings: two
sandwiches (one BLT, one portobello), a bag of pretzel chips, and a
chocolate bar pilfered from Kim’s snack drawer, all arranged on a
napkin printed with tiny trains.



Adam appeared a minute later, balancing two paper cups with
the solemn concentration of a man transporting nitroglycerin.
“Truce provisions,” he announced, bowing with exaggerated
formality. “Behold: coffee from the best café on Walnut, where the
foam is basically a religious experience.”



He was grinning, slightly out of breath, jacket askew and hair
wind-tousled. After depositing the coffee with a flourish, he
collapsed beside Ella on the ancient couch, looking far too
delighted for a man facing a mountain of gala logistics and a boss
who could weaponize a spreadsheet.



“I thought we were supposed to be eating sad desk salads and
pretending to love multitasking,” Ella teased, unwrapping a
sandwich and handing it over.



Adam accepted, nodding gravely. “I tried, but my soul
rebelled. Also, they only had kale and despair left at the
commissary.”



They ate in companionable silence, knees bumping, the sound of
distant trains rumbling below. Somewhere, a cleaning cart squeaked.
Outside, the city pulsed, oblivious.



Once their hunger faded, Adam pulled out a battered notepad,
eyes twinkling. “Okay, Ms. Preston, time to raise the stakes. I
propose a challenge. Winner gets bragging rights and loser… sings
at the gala.”



Ella nearly choked on a pretzel. “You wouldn’t dare.”



He grinned, devilish. “Try me. I call it: ‘Kansas City
Showdown.’ We quiz each other on city trivia. First to three wrong
answers has to perform a song of the winner’s choice at the gala.
Costumes encouraged.”



She stared, scandalized. “Adam. My singing voice is
technically a crime in three states.”



“Then you’d better bring your A-game, Ella.”



And so it began. Adam started easy—“What year was Union
Station opened?”—and Ella countered, “Which president gave a speech
here in 1945?” He fired back with, “What’s the oldest jazz club
still operating in the city?” She hit him with, “Name three murals
in the Crossroads Arts District that feature animals.”



Soon the lounge buzzed with trash talk and invented rules (“No
Google allowed, and no calling Kim for help!”). Laughter grew
wilder as the questions got sillier: “Which street has the most
coffee shops per block?” “Name the only fountain in the city shaped
like a pineapple.” “Who is the mayor’s dog named after?”



It all came down to a tie-breaker, both of them panting with
mock exhaustion. Adam leaned in, voice low and dramatic. “Final
round: what color is the ceiling of the secret lounge?”



Ella glanced up, triumphant. “Trick question. The paint’s
peeled off—it’s beige with patches of existential
uncertainty.”



Adam laughed so hard he spilled coffee on his knee. “Fine.
Call it a draw. But one of these days, you’re going to have to
sing.”



Ella shuddered, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Only if you
promise to dance backup.”



A lull settled over them, the kind of comfortable silence that
only comes when two people are truly at ease. Ella’s gaze wandered
over the room—the faded velvet, the dented brass lamp, the ghostly
outlines of long-forgotten parties. “Adam… is it weird that this is
my favorite place in the whole station? I mean, there are grander
rooms, but this one feels like it belongs to us.”



He nodded, gentler now. “Not weird at all. Some places are
about the people in them, not the architecture. My dream is to fill
old spaces like this with new stories—restore them, give them a
second life. Someday, I’d love to buy an abandoned theater and turn
it into a community arts hub. Run workshops for kids, host free
concerts, let people write their names in the dressing
rooms.”



Ella was unexpectedly moved. “That’s beautiful, Adam. I always
wanted to write a book about Kansas City. Not the tourist version,
but the real one—the neighborhoods, the people, the way the skyline
looks at sunrise. Maybe it’s silly.”



Adam reached for her hand, squeezing gently. “That’s not silly
at all. That’s necessary. And if you need a research
assistant—someone with obscure trivia, questionable coffee taste,
and a penchant for adventure—I’m your guy.”



A warmth, equal parts gratitude and affection, flooded Ella’s
chest. “Careful what you offer. I might put you to work
interviewing every trolley conductor in town.”



He grinned. “As long as I get to write the chapter on ghost
stories and lost luggage.”



Again, they fell quiet, the rest of the world shrinking to
just the two of them and the muted hum of the city.



Of course, their peace was soon shattered by the unmistakable
click of Mrs. Cornwell’s heels echoing down the hallway. Instantly,
Adam dove behind a potted fern, while Ella grabbed the notepad and
pretended to scrutinize the sandwich wrappers as if conducting an
important experiment.



Mrs. Cornwell poked her head in, eyes sharp. “Ella? Adam? I
trust you’re not using office time for… personal business?”



Ella straightened, adopting a solemn tone. “We’re workshopping
ideas for the gala, Mrs. Cornwell. Theme: ‘Hidden Gems of Kansas
City.’ We’re brainstorming how to use underappreciated station
spaces for VIP breakout sessions.”



Adam, half-concealed by greenery, nodded with grave intensity.
“Very underappreciated. Excellent acoustics for keynote
speeches.”



Mrs. Cornwell surveyed them, suspicious, then, perhaps
deciding she didn’t want to know, moved on with a huff and a
muttered note about “millennials and their creative
time-wasting.”



When the coast was clear, Adam collapsed on the couch,
laughing. “We need a code name for these meetings. Operation
Pineapple. Or—better yet—Project Stealth Sandwich.”



Ella snapped a photo: Adam’s face peeking out from behind a
dusty leaf, her own expression a mix of mischief and victory. She
sent it to Kim with the caption: “Today’s spy game: escaping Mrs.
C. Rewards: coffee and sandwiches. Send backup if we’re not out by
two.”



Kim replied with a barrage of sunglasses and detective emojis,
then added, “Tell Adam I want a dossier on his lunch preferences
STAT.”



Adam eyed the phone, grinning. “Are you sure Kim isn’t
secretly running this office from a hidden bunker?”



“Don’t give her ideas,” Ella replied. “She’ll have us wearing
earpieces and code names by Friday.”



He leaned in, conspiratorial. “You know, my grandfather
would’ve loved this. He always said the best way to get out of
trouble was to act like you belonged wherever you were. Once, he
crashed a city council meeting dressed as a bellhop. Said it was
his greatest performance.”



Ella was charmed, drawn in by the story and the way Adam’s
face softened at the memory. “Was he really a performer?”



“Sort of. He played piano in silent movie theaters. Couldn’t
read music to save his life, but he could watch the screen and make
up a score as he went. He told me, ‘Improvisation is just making
the best of your mistakes, over and over, until it feels like you
meant to do it all along.’ I try to remember that on days when
everything’s a mess.”



Ella let the wisdom settle in, comforted. “I think I needed to
hear that today. The gala feels like a runaway train, and I’m the
only one with a whistle.”



Adam nudged her shoulder, gentle. “You’re not alone on the
train, Ella. I’m here, and I know where they keep the extra
brakes.”



For a moment, it was easy to believe everything would work
out. That all the broken things, all the derailed plans and missed
connections, were merely preludes to improvisation.



“We should go to the archives,” Ella blurted, inspired.
“They’re doing an exhibit on Kansas City’s secret histories. We
could find old maps, dig up stories for the gala program. Maybe
even solve the mystery of the pineapple fountain.”



Adam’s face lit up. “Deal. This weekend?”



“Definitely. Saturday. I’ll bring notebooks, you bring
snacks.”



Adam stood, dusted off his jeans, and extended a hand. “And
now, Ms. Preston, I believe it’s time for the official inauguration
of our secret society.”



Ella raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”



“We need a handshake. Something that says, ‘We are
professional adults who definitely do not sneak sandwiches in
historic lounges.’”



What followed was a three-minute experiment in absurdity—palm
slaps, finger snaps, a double wink, and finally, an enthusiastic
jazz hands finish that nearly sent Adam tumbling over the armrest.
By the end, both were breathless, Ella’s eyes streaming from
laughter.



“There,” Adam declared, triumphant. “It’s perfect. No one will
ever suspect a thing.”



They gathered their things, stealing one last glance around
the hidden room before slipping back into the daylight. Adam walked
Ella to the streetcar stop, carrying the remains of their picnic
and whistling a jazz tune she couldn’t quite name.



Just as they reached the curb, a pigeon—fat, determined, and
clearly on a mission—made a beeline for Ella’s feet. She yelped,
sidestepping into Adam’s arms, and together they laughed so hard
that passersby cast amused glances their way, a child even asking,
“Are you guys spies?”



Adam recovered first, fixing the kid with a deadpan look.
“Only on Tuesdays. Today’s our day off.”



As the streetcar approached, Adam leaned in, his voice soft.
“Ella, I want to spend more time with you. Not just at work. Not
just with coffee. Do you… maybe want to go to that art fair this
weekend? I hear there’s a guy who paints portraits of pets dressed
as historical figures.”



Ella couldn’t help grinning. “Only if you promise not to
outbid me on the pug-as-Abe-Lincoln painting.”



He placed a hand over his heart. “Scout’s honor. I’m strictly
in the market for dignified tabby cats in top hats.”



The streetcar’s bell dinged, and Ella boarded, heart buoyant,
face aching from smiling. She waved as the car pulled away,
watching Adam’s reflection shrink and shimmer in the glass.



By the time she reached her stop, the city felt brighter, the
sky bluer, and every pedestrian a possible co-conspirator in the
best kind of secret. Her phone buzzed—Kim again.



“Well? Was there hand-holding? Spilled secrets? LUNCHABLES??”
Kim wrote.



Ella texted back, “We invented a handshake and planned world
domination. Art fair Saturday. Keep the line open for coded
transmissions.”



Kim replied with confetti and heart emojis. “He’s a keeper,
El. This is the content I crave.”



That evening, Ella spun through her kitchen with Moxie at her
heels, humming with excitement, already picturing the weekend: old
archives, new stories, and Adam’s laughter echoing through Kansas
City’s hidden rooms, turning every corner of the city—and perhaps
her own heart—into something that felt a little bit like
home.
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The first true day of Kansas City summer always seemed like
the city had collectively decided to show off: sunlight glittered
on glass and brick, flower boxes overflowed in a way that appeared
both accidental and fiercely curated, and every soul within a
twenty-block radius made their pilgrimage to the Crossroads Arts
District for the annual art fair. The air was thick with the scent
of roasted coffee, something charred and delicious from the food
trucks, and the barely contained buzz of people who had survived
another Midwestern winter and were finally ready to emerge in
technicolor.



Ella Preston arrived at the corner of 18th and Wyandotte
clutching a battered sketchbook, her heart a giddy flutter. Adam’s
text had landed late the previous night—“Don’t wear anything you’d
regret spilling barbecue sauce on. Also, be prepared to judge me
harshly at ring toss”—and she’d been smiling ever since. He’d
suggested noon by the mural of the flying cat, because “every
adventure should begin with something impossible,” and when she
spotted him, he was already snapping photos of the street
musicians, attempting to look casual while simultaneously scanning
for her in the crowd.



Adam was summer incarnate: jeans rolled at the ankle, white
T-shirt with a faded band logo, sunglasses perched at an angle that
could only be described as optimistically dorky. The moment he
caught sight of Ella, his face split into a grin that was all teeth
and genuine delight. He waved with both arms, immediately
attracting the attention of a nearby cluster of toddlers, who waved
back with such enthusiasm that Ella feared a stampede.



“Ella!” Adam called, winding his way toward her with the
determination of a man promised art, snacks, and possibly a chance
to embarrass himself in public.



She met him halfway, feeling—just for a moment—like the
heroine in a film about to embark on an adventure that would change
her life, or at least her blood sugar.



“You made it!” Adam announced, offering a dramatic bow. “And
you brought the sketchbook. Are you here to document my tragic
defeat at carnival games for future generations?”



Ella tucked the sketchbook under her arm, grinning. “Only if
you promise to give it your all. No shame. I want to see full
commitment at the ring toss.”



Adam snorted. “Careful what you wish for. I once pulled a
muscle at a county fair trying to win a goldfish.”



“I bet you were traumatized for years.”



“Oh, I still have trust issues with ping pong balls.”



The fair spilled out in every direction—rows of white tents
promising everything from kinetic sculptures to screen-printed
T-shirts, food trucks with lines that snaked around the block, and
street performers on every corner: a violinist in a superhero cape,
a magician who looked suspiciously like Ella’s old high school
biology teacher, a trio of toddlers offering interpretive dance
with frightening sincerity.



They started at the game booths, where Adam insisted on trying
to win Ella a stuffed flamingo the size of a small dog. He paid his
three dollars, selected a ring, and wound up with the seriousness
of an Olympian.



“Watch and learn,” he intoned, hurling the ring with gusto. It
missed by a solid foot, bouncing off the plush and landing at the
attendant’s feet.



“That was a warmup,” Adam claimed. “Adjusting for wind
direction.”



The next two attempts were even less successful. By the final
ring, he was practically cross-eyed with determination, and Ella
was biting her fist to keep from laughing aloud. The flamingo,
tragically, would not be theirs.



“I regret to inform you,” the attendant deadpanned, “that you
are not eligible for the Flamingo Hall of Fame.”



Adam bowed to his audience of one. “There are many paths to
greatness, Ella. Ring toss is not mine. But I will prevail at the
bean bag pyramid, mark my words.”



They moved on, giggling, sharing jokes about the state of
Adam’s hand-eye coordination (“I blame the jazz hands—too much
improvisation, not enough precision”) and the suspicious physics of
carnival games in general.



At a street vendor’s stand, Ella spotted a display of hats:
bucket hats, fedoras, and one memorable number adorned with a felt
taco. She plucked the latter and planted it firmly on Adam’s
head.



“There,” she declared. “Now you are ready for any and all food
emergencies.”



He adjusted the hat with a flourish, adopting a game-show-host
voice. “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the Crossroads Art Fair,
where today’s special is… questionable millinery.”



Ella snapped a photo before Adam could protest, and he mugged
for the camera with a sincerity that would make a children’s show
host weep with envy.



Together, they wound their way through the gallery tents,
poking fun at abstract art (“Is this a statement on late
capitalism, or just what happens when you spill grape juice on a
canvas?”), admiring a mosaic that depicted Kansas City’s skyline
entirely in bottle caps, and stopping to watch a man in a suit
create elaborate balloon animals for a rapt circle of
children.



Then, to Ella’s utter shock, they ran into Mrs.
Cornwell.



She was almost unrecognizable out of her office armor: denim
jacket, cherry-red sneakers, hair down around her shoulders,
carrying a tote bag emblazoned with the logo of a local pottery
studio. She spotted them, waved, and came over with the brisk
efficiency of a woman used to managing crowds.



“Ms. Preston! Mr. King! I see you’re expanding your horizons.
Or is this a reconnaissance mission for the gala?” Her eyes
twinkled, and for the first time, Ella saw a hint of the woman Mrs.
Cornwell must be outside of work—funny, sharp, maybe even a little
mischievous.



Adam recovered first. “We’re, uh, strictly off the clock. No
spreadsheets or peonies allowed.”



Mrs. Cornwell laughed—a real, delighted sound. “Good. I hope
you two are making the most of this partnership. Art and
architecture go hand in hand, after all.”



She gave them a knowing wink, then floated away, pausing only
to buy a ceramic teacup and exchange hugs with a tie-dyed teenager
who called her “Aunt Jean.” Ella turned to Adam,
open-mouthed.



“Did we just see Mrs. Cornwell smile?”



Adam fanned himself with his taco hat. “I need to sit down.
The world is upside-down.”



Lunch was an exercise in culinary exploration. The food trucks
offered everything from wood-fired pizza to vegan sushi to a
mysterious concoction labeled “Midwestern Fusion Bao.” Adam voted
for barbecue, Ella opted for tacos, and they agreed to swap bites
“for scientific purposes.”



Adam held out a forkful of brisket, aiming for Ella’s mouth
with the concentration of a man attempting open-heart surgery. “Say
‘ahhh’—this is the purest form of team building.”



Ella retaliated with a taco, warning, “One drop of sauce on
this shirt and you’ll owe me a replacement. Or at least a trip to
the world’s saddest dry cleaner.”



They shared bites, rolled their eyes at the flavors, debated
which food truck would win in a celebrity death match, and flirted
shamelessly, every exchange another excuse to lean in a little
closer, linger a little longer.



Halfway through lunch, Ella’s phone buzzed—a text from Tyler,
the ex, trying—again—to reconnect. She didn’t bother opening it.
Adam noticed the slight flicker of tension in her face, his hand
pausing in midair.



“You okay?” he asked, gentle, not prying.



Ella waved the phone dismissively. “Just someone who doesn’t
know when to let go.”



Adam nodded, all understanding, and changed the subject with
seamless grace. “Hey, caricatures. We absolutely need to
immortalize ourselves as lopsided cartoons.”



They joined the line for the caricature artist, who was quick,
merciless, and clearly operating on a steady drip of espresso. Adam
and Ella sat side by side, making increasingly ridiculous faces at
each other while the artist drew. When the results were
revealed—Adam with a nose the size of a zucchini, Ella with eyes
like startled goldfish—they both burst out laughing.



“This,” Adam declared, “is our legacy. I’m hanging it in my
office as a warning to future generations.”



Ella framed it later, back at her place, as a keepsake of
their “worst portraits ever,” proof that art was sometimes less
about flattery and more about the fun of making it.



They texted a selfie to Kim—Ella cross-eyed, Adam in the taco
hat—and received a flurry of responses: “CUTEST COUPLE,” “I want
that hat,” and “Did he hold your hand yet y/n???”



For the record, there was no hand-holding—but somehow it felt
as if there might be, in spirit.



Further down the fair, they stumbled upon a makeshift street
painting station. Adam, with the swagger of a man who once aced
elementary school art class, grabbed a brush and a blank square of
cardboard.



“Prepare to be amazed,” he announced, tongue poking out the
side of his mouth as he began.



The end result was… interpretive. A train, or possibly a
hedgehog, surrounded by swirls and stick figures.



Ella adopted her best art critic persona. “I see… the tragic
isolation of modern transit, juxtaposed against the eternal
optimism of hedgehogs in the face of adversity.”



Adam bowed, solemn. “You are a true visionary.”



They were interrupted by a local artist—a woman with wild gray
hair, paint-spattered overalls, and the energy of a tornado in a
jewelry box—who invited them into her pop-up gallery. Inside, her
paintings were an explosion of color and movement: city skylines
dissolving into fields of wildflowers, dancers twirling through
rain, jazz musicians mid-note. She told stories about each one, her
hands painting pictures in the air. Her love for Kansas City was
infectious.



When Ella mentioned her dream of writing a book, the artist
nodded, as if this were the most natural thing in the world. “The
only way to capture a city,” she said, “is to love it as it is, and
not as you wish it were. Write what you see. Write what you feel.
The rest will follow.”



Adam bought Ella a print of a night skyline, the lights
glowing like spilled secrets. “For your future writing nook,” he
explained.



Ella’s heart nearly burst with gratitude. “Thank you. This
means more than you know.”



They walked together, quieter now, deep in conversation about
risk, art, and the messy, terrifying business of loving anything or
anyone at all. Ella told him about the first time she submitted a
story to a magazine (it was rejected, but the editor sent back a
note: “Your metaphors are ambitious. Try less fruit next time.”).
Adam admitted he’d once designed a birdhouse so complicated that
even the birds couldn’t figure out how to get in.



“Do you regret any of it?” Ella asked, serious for a
moment.



Adam considered. “No. Even the failures are part of the story.
I think sometimes the risk is the whole point. Like, we’re all
trying to build something that lasts—even if it’s just a
memory.”



They found themselves back among the food trucks, and Ella
felt bold, emboldened by art, sunlight, and company. “So, Adam.
What’s your favorite romance novel?”



Adam groaned, blushing. “Is this a trap?”



“Absolutely.”



He thought. “I’m partial to anything with a happy ending. Or
at least a funny one. And I once read a book where the main couple
met during a food fight. I liked that.”



Ella nodded, approving. “Messy. Playful. On brand.”



He poked her in the side. “And you? Are you a tragedy or a
comedy kind of girl?”



“Comedy, always. Life is hard enough without sad
endings.”



He raised his hand as if to make a vow. “Then we are
officially a romcom couple. No doomed love affairs, no slow piano
music. Just slapstick and witty banter.”



The sky, which had been steadily darkening, finally let loose.
A sudden, wild summer storm sent the crowd scattering, vendors
pulling tarps over paintings and jewelry, everyone dashing for
shelter.



Adam grabbed Ella’s hand and they made a run for the nearest
tent, arriving breathless, hair plastered to their faces, clothes
damp but spirits soaring. Inside, they huddled with a handful of
other refugees: a street performer juggling oranges, a woman with a
parrot on her shoulder, and a toddler eating a melting ice cream
cone with both hands.



Thunder rumbled. Rain pelted the canvas above their heads.
Adam’s hand lingered on Ella’s, his thumb tracing slow circles, his
eyes warm.



“It’s just us,” he murmured. “No Mrs. Cornwell, no deadlines,
no exes. Just… right now.”



Ella looked up, heart hammering. “Right now is pretty
perfect.”



He leaned in, slow, as if giving her time to change her mind.
Their faces were so close she could count the flecks of green in
his eyes, smell the faint trace of cedar and soap. His nose brushed
hers, their lips just about to meet—



And then Mrs. Cornwell burst into the tent, clutching a soggy
ceramic teacup, calling, “Has anyone seen a street artist with a
purple mohawk?”



The spell broke, Adam and Ella pulling apart, both laughing,
nerves jangling.



“Timing,” Adam said, shaking his head. “Always the universe’s
favorite punchline.”



When the rain let up, Adam walked Ella home, his jacket draped
over her shoulders, the taco hat perched on his head as a badge of
honor. They talked about nothing and everything—favorite colors,
worst dates, the best kind of soup for a snowstorm. The city was
slick and shining, the air sweet and electric with
possibility.



At Ella’s door, Adam paused. “You know, you’re kind of a
classic romantic, Ella. In a totally modern way.”



She handed him back his jacket, lingering over the touch. “And
you’re the most hopelessly old-fashioned man I’ve ever met. It’s a
good look on you.”



He grinned, stepping backward down the stairs. “See you
Monday, Ms. Preston.”



She watched him go, heart light, mind whirring. Inside, she
settled at her kitchen table, sketchbook open, doodling Adam in the
taco hat—a caricature even the art fair artist would envy. In the
margin, she jotted notes about art, risk, the taste of barbecue,
the thrill of a nearly-kiss in the rain.
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If anyone ever wanted to witness the full spectrum of human
optimism, all they had to do was gather a small, caffeine-dependent
group in a sunlit event hall armed with boxes of decorations, a
suspiciously heavy bag of confetti, and the ticking clock of an
impending city gala. Add in one relentlessly perky best friend, a
stoic event manager whose clipboard was rumored to be titanium, and
the only man in the building capable of making public humiliation
look almost appealing. That was precisely how, on a gleaming
Thursday afternoon, Ella Preston found herself corralled into the
Union Station conference room alongside Adam, Kim, and Mrs.
Cornwell for the so-called great “gala brainstorm.”



The air inside was a muddle of fresh flowers and industrial
floor wax, tension and anticipation, and—thanks to Kim—the
lingering aroma of double-pepperoni pizza. Mrs. Cornwell stood at
the head of the table in her signature navy suit, surveying the
battlefield with the wary gaze of a general about to send her
troops into the trenches.



“Team,” Mrs. Cornwell began, tapping her pen against her
notepad with ominous purpose, “we are seven days out from the gala.
We have final decor decisions, the guest list to confirm, and”—her
lips twitched, as if suppressing a secret—“an unexpected twist to
prepare for. I expect our collective brilliance to make this year’s
event not merely successful, but legendary.”



Kim, already halfway through her second slice of pizza, raised
her hand. “Will there be a trophy? For ‘Most Dramatic Use of Table
Runners’?”



Mrs. Cornwell sighed, but a smile hovered near the surface.
“The only trophy is a job well done—and perhaps avoiding another
centerpiece disaster like the Great Tulip Collapse of 2018.”



Adam leaned close to Ella, voice pitched low. “What happened
in 2018?”



Ella whispered back, “Ask Kim. She’s got the slideshow.”



Kim, catching Ella’s eye, winked, then upended a box of
mockups onto the table—candles, vases, a miniature train set, and
more glitter tubes than Ella had ever seen outside a craft supply
warehouse.



“Let the magic begin!” Kim announced.



The next hour became a glorious storm of color and chaos:
centerpiece combinations were tested, flowers balanced on train
carriages, the merits of gold versus silver confetti fiercely
debated, and Mrs. Cornwell’s dry, arch commentary provided a
running thread (“If we must use glitter, at least use it with
intention”).



Attempting to arrange candles atop a mirrored tile, Ella sent
a cloud of fine, iridescent powder spilling across the table
and—inevitably—Adam’s dark hair.



Adam yelped, leaping back as a shower of sparkles rained down
like celebratory fireworks. Kim burst out laughing, clutching her
stomach, and even Mrs. Cornwell couldn’t suppress a snort.



Ella doubled over, tears streaming, as Adam tried to shake the
glitter free, only to embed it deeper in his curls. He paused,
hands on hips, giving Ella his best ‘wounded hero’ look, and
intoned, “Henceforth, I dub thee Chief of Chaos, Supreme Ruler of
Festive Disarray.”



Ella saluted, still laughing. “I accept this honor. But only
if I get a sash.”



“Glitter-covered, naturally,” Adam replied, attempting a
dignified pose with confetti cascading over his ears, which only
set everyone giggling again.



As the laughter subsided, Mrs. Cornwell cleared her throat. “I
have an announcement,” she declared, a rare gleam in her eye.
“There will be a surprise celebrity guest at the gala this year. I
am not at liberty to reveal the identity, but suffice it to say,
it’s someone who will attract significant media interest.”



Kim’s mouth fell open. “Is it—no, it can’t be—did you
get—”



“I’m not saying another word,” Mrs. Cornwell insisted, her
tight-lipped smile only fueling the group’s speculation.



Adam chimed in, “Is it the mayor’s dog? The one with more
Instagram followers than all of us combined?”



“Or the weatherman who raps the weekly forecast?” Kim
offered.



Ella feigned horror. “Please tell me it’s not my high school
nemesis, now famous for her knitting YouTube channel.”



Mrs. Cornwell waved off their guesses, her silence only adding
to the mounting excitement.



The group moved on to brainstorming icebreakers and
interactive elements for the event, cycling through Kim’s
color-coded index cards of ideas (“Speed-networking but with train
whistles?” “Compliment roulette, but only for hats?”) until Adam
had a stroke of brilliance.



“What if we did a ‘Train of Love’ photo booth? Like those
old-fashioned photo strips, but guests sit in a train car and make
faces while a camera captures the chaos?”



Kim nearly dropped her pen in excitement. “YES. Yes. I
volunteer as tribute to test this immediately.”



Within minutes, two rolling chairs, a potted fern, and a yard
of black fabric had been repurposed into a makeshift “train.” Adam
set his phone on a timer, and Ella, of course, was drafted as
conductor.



The first test photo was predictably chaotic: Kim mid-laugh,
Mrs. Cornwell trying to maintain dignity while Adam leaned
dramatically out the “window,” and Ella in the background, wielding
a faux train whistle and a fistful of napkins.



Adam cycled through the photos, showing each to the group.
“Gala branding: expect the unexpected,” he quipped.



Mrs. Cornwell, cheeks pink, conceded, “It’s… more fun than I
expected. Perhaps we’ll keep the hats.”



Takeout arrived—Thai and more pizza, since Kim couldn’t be
trusted with a menu and a corporate credit card. Between bites, the
group traded event disaster stories: Kim’s “unmeltable cheese
fountain” saga, Adam’s virtual gala where the keynote’s cat
moonwalked across the webcam, Ella’s horror at the time she’d
swapped donor names and sent thank-you notes addressed “To the True
Hero of Jazz Hands.” Even Mrs. Cornwell contributed, describing a
black-tie ball where the air conditioning broke and the violinist
fainted into the punch bowl.



As the food disappeared and the sunlight faded from the tall
windows, the room took on the feeling of a family sitcom—messy,
loud, with everyone talking over each other and an unspoken sense
that, for tonight, they were in this together.



Kim insisted on music, queuing up a playlist of old-school
swing and recent pop. Adam—never one to pass up an opportunity for
public embarrassment—soon began to show off his dance moves. He
attempted the worm (badly), a moonwalk (worse), and finally
convinced Ella to join him for an awkward foxtrot.



She stepped on his toes, apologized, and he spun her anyway,
laughter tumbling between them as they twirled past Mrs. Cornwell,
who, for once, was too entertained to issue a reprimand.



Kim and Mrs. Cornwell eventually gravitated together at the
buffet table, bonding over their appreciation for professional
chaos and mutual distaste for low-fat desserts. Kim recounted her
gala mishaps with gusto, earning a reluctant chuckle from Mrs.
Cornwell, who confessed, “I once locked myself in a coat closet and
missed my own introduction. No one noticed for twenty
minutes.”



Eventually, the subject of the gala’s opening speech arose.
Mrs. Cornwell glanced at Adam and Ella over her glasses. “Since you
two are responsible for opening remarks, I trust you’ll draft
something suitable. Not too long, not too formal. Something…
memorable.”



Ella blanched; public speaking was her nemesis, and Adam knew
it. He nudged her encouragingly. “We’ll write it together. No
stress. Maybe we’ll do it as a duet.”



She glared. “If you sing, I swear I’ll replace your slides
with baby photos. I have sources.”



He laughed, a tenderness beneath the teasing. “I’ve always
wanted to see my third-grade bowl cut get a standing
ovation.”



Kim overheard, eyes wide with delight. “Oh my god. Please do a
musical number. ‘Jazz Hands for the Mayor!’”



The mood remained light, the room filled with
possibility.



Adam and Ella slipped away to a quieter corner to brainstorm,
spreading notes across the polished wood of an old sideboard. Every
idea was seasoned with banter: “Maybe start with a train pun?” “How
about a thank-you to everyone who survived the confetti?” “Do we
dare mention the time Mrs. Cornwell crowdsurfed at the
fundraiser?”



Eventually, they landed on something true and simple—mixing
gratitude and humor, a few gentle jokes about Kansas City weather,
and an earnest hope that the gala would spark more community
connections. Adam typed while Ella paced, offering edits and
corrections, trying not to think about how much she enjoyed the way
their ideas tumbled together.



He paused mid-sentence. “You know, I was terrified the first
time I had to give a speech. Hands shaking, voice squeaking,
convinced I’d faint.”



Ella glanced up, surprised. “You? But you always seem so
confident.”



Adam shrugged, suddenly sheepish. “It’s all smoke and mirrors.
But it helps to have someone at your side. You’re not alone up
there, El.”



Ella’s heart did a strange, swooping thing, like the first
time someone realizes the rollercoaster is going to be fun after
all.



They finished the draft, Adam reading aloud in his best “local
news anchor” voice, Ella interrupting with sound effects and bad
jokes until they were both half-crying with laughter.



Kim, hearing the commotion, declared them “rom-com royalty”
and insisted on a rehearsal in front of the group. The spectacle
that followed featured Adam hamming it up, Ella channeling her
inner radio host, Mrs. Cornwell covering a smile with her hand, and
Kim snapping photos “for posterity.”



As the night wound down, Adam and Ella tidied the last of the
glitter (discovering it, impossibly, in the seams of their shoes
and the creases of Adam’s ear), and Mrs. Cornwell lingered by the
door, watching them with an unexpectedly soft gaze.



Later, as Ella gathered her things, Kim looped an arm through
hers. “You two are disgustingly cute, you know. If you don’t end up
together, I’ll never believe in love again.”



Ella rolled her eyes but didn’t disagree. Because the truth
was, tonight—amid the mess and the laughter, the failed centerpiece
and the perfect storm of confetti—something had shifted. They
weren’t just planning a gala. They were writing a story, and for
the first time in a long while, Ella was excited to see how it
would end.



Outside, the city glowed, rain-washed and twinkling. Adam
walked Ella to her car, jacket draped over his shoulder, and
squeezed her hand just once—but it felt like a promise.



“Opening speech,” he said. “Us. No matter what.”



“No matter what,” Ella agreed, and the night felt wide open
and wild with hope.



Back inside, Mrs. Cornwell glanced over her clipboard at the
lingering sparkle of the evening and, just for a moment, allowed
herself to imagine what it might be like to plan a wedding instead
of a gala—for two people who made even disaster look like a dance
worth learning.



And somewhere in the city, Kim uploaded their photo booth
strip to her secret “Operation Love Train” album, already plotting
the next steps in a romance she was certain would outshine any
gala.
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Anyone who spent enough years in Kansas City learned to regard
the weather with a certain suspicion, as if the sky itself were an
unreliable narrator—blue and benign one moment, plotting behind
wisps of cloud the next. Forecasts read like wishful thinking,
thunder began as a polite suggestion before transforming into
something straight out of the Old Testament. On gala week, the sky
had worn its most innocent mask—fresh and sweet as laundry just off
the line—until midnight, when the clouds muscled in, heavy and
intent, smothering the moon and pressing the night close and
anxious.



By seven, Ella Preston’s phone was already jittering with
messages: Mrs. Cornwell in a panic about wind gusts threatening to
relocate the registration tent to St. Louis (“Contingency plan,
ASAP”), Kim shrieking a row of weather emojis, and Adam weighing in
with his signature humor—a meme of a penguin in a raincoat standing
before an ark, requesting a seat on Deck B.



She wanted to laugh, but even Moxie the cat peered out the
window, tail twitching at the rolling thunder. Ella yanked on
jeans, battered sneakers, and her mother’s raincoat—still faintly
lavender-scented from years of school runs—and shot Adam a text:
“Meet me at the station. If I’m not there by eight, assume I’ve
been swept into the river and tell my story to the evening
news.”



The rain at first was gentle, a mist that settled on her face
and jacket as she jogged from the streetcar stop toward Union
Station. The city was only just waking up: lights flickering on,
storm drains gurgling, a lone jogger giving his best survivor
impression. But beneath it all stretched that taut, electric
silence—the sense that the world itself was holding its
breath.



Inside, Adam King was already waiting by the doors, hands
stuffed into his pockets, a thermos perched on his knee. When Ella
approached, he grinned and waggled the thermos. “Breakfast of
champions. Coffee, or at least something that aspires. I added
cinnamon for luck.”



Ella took a grateful sip, nearly burning her tongue, but let
the warmth seep in. “If we live through this, I’m buying you a real
breakfast. Pancakes. Everything.”



Adam grinned, game for any post-apocalyptic feast. “Deal. But
first, let’s see if we can keep Kansas City’s finest from being
washed out to the Mississippi.”



By 8:15, the volunteer crew began to assemble, each in some
state of rain-soaked dishevelment. Kim burst in on a gust, umbrella
mangled, neon boots flashing, wielding her phone like a hurricane
correspondent.



“Reporting live from the edge of reason,” Kim announced,
camera aimed at Ella and Adam. “Can love blossom in the eye of the
storm? Will our plucky crew save the gala, or are we just
rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic?”



Mrs. Cornwell arrived last, clipboard sealed in a plastic bag,
every inch the commander in a slicker of envious green. She wasted
no time: “Move all equipment off the plaza and into the secondary
hall. Now. Ella, Adam, tent duty. Kim, document anything that could
go viral—or at least become a cautionary TikTok.”



Groans all around, but no one argued. Outside, the storm had
found its stride: rain pinging off glass and metal, the wind
battering the windows as if to remind them all how small they
really were.



The world outside looked entirely silver—puddles gleamed like
little lakes, banners whipped, and the tents bent to the will of
the wind. Adam and Ella sprinted, heads down, to the central tent,
which looked for all the world like a ship in trouble—ropes
creaking, poles leaning, tablecloths making a break for
freedom.



“Grab the sides!” Adam shouted, and Ella dove, arms
outstretched, snatching a runaway corner just before it escaped.
The rain pelted harder, stinging cheeks and soaking sleeves. Kim,
meanwhile, filmed from the dry portico, narrating in her best fake
British accent.



“We’re live at Union Station, where architect Adam King and
event coordinator Ella Preston are locked in mortal combat with a
rogue pop-up tent. Reports suggest romance and hypothermia are both
imminent—back to you in the studio, Dave!”



Ella shot Kim a glare; Kim only grinned wider.



Adam was on the far side, wrestling with a tent flap, his hair
slicked down, face alight with adrenaline. “Think we can get hazard
pay for this?” he called.



“If we survive, I’m demanding a medal!”



He laughed, and for one brief moment between thunderclaps, the
world seemed almost manageable. But then a gust lifted Ella’s feet
right off the ground, sending her skidding in the mud, the tent
flapping like a kite from a disaster movie.



She yelped, bracing for impact, but Adam’s hands were
there—strong, steady—catching her waist and pulling her upright.
For an instant, time paused.



“You good?” he asked, breathless, close enough for her to see
the laugh lines beside his eyes.



“I think I just invented extreme event planning,” Ella
managed, trying to sound unfazed. “If this doesn’t work out, I’ll
try mud wrestling professionally.”



Adam, laughing, dusted mud from her shoulder. “With those
moves? You’d be unstoppable.”



Now both were laughing, adrenaline and relief mixing into
pure, wild giddiness.



Mrs. Cornwell reappeared, her coat now speckled with mud,
distributing plastic ponchos with the precision of a field marshal.
She gave Adam and Ella a look that said, “If you die, you’re
messing up my schedule.”



Kim sidled over, still recording. “How’s the dignity, Ella?
Any comment?”



“Lost it at puddle number three,” Ella replied, wriggling into
a neon orange poncho, feeling like a traffic cone with
ambition.



Adam’s poncho was neon green, clashing brilliantly with his
eyes and making him look like a cartoon superhero: Poncho Man,
Defender of All Decor.



Kim took “before and after” shots, narrating, “Brave heroes,
undaunted by precipitation, unbowed by fashion. Stay tuned as the
storm intensifies and municipal infrastructure is truly
tested.”



The wind howled, and Mrs. Cornwell, for once, yielded to
sense. “Inside, everyone. That’s an order. We reassess when the
National Weather Service stops threatening frogs.”



They filed inside, dripping, shoes squelching, the station
echoing with exhaustion and relief. The crew collapsed onto
benches, peeling off ponchos and wringing out hair. Ella and Adam
ended up alone by the ticket windows, steam rising from their wet
clothes.



Adam leaned in, so close their foreheads almost met. “If
there’s a prize for worst first date, I think we just won
it.”



Ella grinned, nerves thrumming. “If we end up in the ER,
promise me you’ll tell the doctor I saved you from a rogue chafing
dish.”



He laughed, warm and true, and in that moment, the storm
outside could have been the world’s end or the world’s
beginning—she wouldn’t have known the difference.



Then lightning cracked, close enough to make the windows
tremble. Ella jumped, heart pounding, every tornado drill from
childhood flooding back. Adam noticed, instantly gentler.



“Hey,” he murmured, sliding his hand into hers, “Want to hear
about the time I called 911 because I thought my turtle could
predict earthquakes?”



She blinked, surprised. “You’re kidding.”



He shook his head, solemn. “True story. My mom never lets me
forget it. The dispatcher was nice about it. The turtle, less
so.”



Despite herself, Ella snorted, then laughed until her sides
ached. The fear dissolved, replaced by relief.



“Thank you,” she managed. “You always know how to rescue
me.”



Adam shrugged, trying for bravado. “All part of the Poncho Man
service package.”



Mrs. Cornwell’s voice cut through: “Change of plans! The gala
moves inside. Everything to the main hall. Two hours before vendors
arrive—move like your jobs depend on it, because they do!”



Suddenly, the crew was a flurry of motion—Kim filming
everything, Adam hauling audio gear, Ella wrangling centerpieces,
Mrs. Cornwell conducting the chaos with conductor’s
certainty.



Inside, Union Station transformed by the minute. Adam, still
superhero-caped in green, and Ella, newly glittered from
centerpiece rescue, dashed up and down staircases with banners and
flowers. At one point, Adam swept Ella up—literally, after a
rolling cart mishap—and deposited her in front of the stage.



“Saving you from yourself is a full-time job,” he
teased.



She tossed a ribbon spool at him. “And who saves you, Mr.
King?”



He shrugged, “Secret weapon. You.”



They shared a smile—something unspoken sparking between
them—before diving back into the fray. Each crisis, each joke, each
steadying hand drew the crew tighter; Kim’s puns got worse (“If we
don’t finish, are we… thunderstruck?”), but no one cared.



As the rain surged anew and the lights flickered, the sound
tech, Paul, panicked at water near the breaker. Adam moved like a
man with a plan, issuing orders, tracing wires; Ella was right
there, flashlight in hand, tools at the ready. She tried not to
imagine what would happen if the whole station plunged into
darkness.



At last, Adam’s touch steadied the breaker, the power
stabilized, and a cheer went up. Kim whispered into her phone, “A
hero is born…”



When the worst had passed and the last banner was hung, they
all collapsed in the staff lounge with pizza—hair drying, faces
flushed, limbs aching.



Mrs. Cornwell delivered her pep talk, fierce and proud. “This
is real teamwork. When it falls apart, you adapt, you improvise,
you pull together. Kansas City will remember this night—and I’ll
remember every one of you.”



The crew cheered, pizza vanished, sodas toasted. Adam nudged
Ella, mouth full of pepperoni. “Not how you pictured gala
week?”



She smiled, reaching for another slice. “No. Better.”



Much later, after the team had scattered—some to their cars,
some to nap on chair covers—Adam found Ella by the ticket windows,
gazing at the rain. He offered her a mug of hot chocolate, instant
but topped with cinnamon. “This is the only cure for event-planner
despair,” he declared.



They slipped into the old café, the storm drumming outside.
Ella sipped, comforted by the warmth and the silence.



Adam broke it first. “My favorite memory as a kid was sitting
out storms with my mom. We’d count the seconds between lightning
and thunder, guess how far away it was. The world felt smaller.
Safer.”



Ella smiled, letting the rain fill the quiet. “I was
terrified. My dad always said I had a sixth sense for tornadoes.
I’d herd every stuffed animal to the basement, make a shelter from
sofa cushions and canned beans.”



Adam grinned. “Want to build a pillow fort? I have unlimited
blankets and zero shame.”



Ella nudged him, laughing. “Maybe after the gala. Once Mrs.
Cornwell’s mother-in-law gives us her review.”



They lingered, hot chocolate in hand, the world shrunk to the
soft light of the café and the easy certainty that, together, they
could weather anything.



As midnight edged in, Ella drifted, eyes heavy. Adam draped
his jacket over her shoulders. “Rest, Chief,” he whispered. “The
worst is over.”



She slept at her desk, lulled by thunder, Kim’s laughter, the
quiet thud of Adam’s footsteps.



Morning found her there—Adam’s jacket still around her, Kim
snapping photos, a plate of squashed donuts on the corner. Her body
ached, but accomplishment and something softer buoyed her.



Kim handed her a mug. “You two. Saving the city, one mud
puddle at a time.”



Mrs. Cornwell, clipboard in hand, paused with rare gentleness.
“Well done, both of you. Not many could have handled yesterday. I…
I’m proud.”



Adam winked at Ella, promise in his eyes. “Ready for a
smoother day, Chief of Chaos?”



Ella nodded, suddenly unafraid of what the world might send
their way. With Adam beside her, Kansas City’s storms didn’t seem
so daunting anymore.
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In Kansas City, the week before a gala resembled life inside a
slow-moving tornado: everything spun, nothing remained anchored,
and the only constant was the certainty that some new embarrassment
would breeze through at the worst possible moment. The
invitations—elegant, heavy cardstock, cream edged in gold—had gone
out the previous Thursday, their departure a collective sigh of
relief after months of relentless planning. For one shining moment,
Ella Preston had felt like the world’s most competent adult, but
now, with RSVP responses flooding in, she found herself doubting
everything from the font choice to the open bar policy to the very
wisdom of parties themselves.



By Monday, the office had become RSVP Ground Zero. Adam, who
claimed to be there to help, had migrated his laptop to Ella’s side
of the shared table, bringing along his intimidating arsenal of
spreadsheet templates. Kim, meanwhile, was sprawled on the battered
office couch, phone in hand and surrounded by a mountain of
response cards, gleefully reading each one aloud with all the
melodrama of a Shakespearean tragedy or a particularly heated
reunion show.



“‘Delighted to attend,’” Kim announced, holding a card aloft
as though it were a rare artifact. “Oh, very mysterious. No dietary
restrictions. Probably a vegan in disguise, mark my words.”



Adam, eyes locked on his document, scrolled methodically. “If
we cross-reference allergies, plus-ones, and seating preferences,
we can avoid ninety percent of food-related catastrophes.”



Ella feigned horror, voice wry. “Are you color-coding
personalities now?”



“Just dietary requirements and known nemeses,” Adam replied,
deadpan. “I’ve got a formula for everything.”



Kim cackled. “Don’t give him ideas, El. By Friday he’ll be
graphing romantic entanglements on the whiteboard.”



“I’d pay for that show,” Ella shot back. Adam gave her a look
that suggested, “Careful, I just might.”



The RSVP pile grew by the minute: cards, emails, even a
hand-delivered note from a local newscaster who insisted on being
seated with her “spiritual advisor” and “preferably not next to the
city’s best-dressed dentist.” Kim performed dramatic readings,
layering on character voices, and Ella found herself dissolving
into giggles, not sure whether to blame the caffeine or the sheer
absurdity of it all.



Adam, the office’s resident spreadsheet wizard, toggled
between tabs, updating guest counts and drafting a master seating
chart. His brow creased in concentration, tongue peeking out, an
expression so earnest it nearly made him look adorable.



At one point, he nudged Ella’s elbow. “Did you see the RSVP
from Councilwoman Novak? She’s bringing her service iguana
again.”



Ella groaned, remembering. “Do you remember what happened last
year with the canapés?”



He grinned. “I’ve scheduled an emergency iguana-proofing
meeting with catering.”



Kim snorted. “If this party doesn’t end with a lizard on the
dessert table, I want my money back.”



By noon, a mountain of snacks had materialized—popcorn,
tortilla chips, a plate of croissants Kim swore were “from the
future” because they disappeared in minutes—a testament to their
collective stress management strategy.



The mood in the office was light, but beneath the laughter,
Ella felt anxiety coiling. The RSVP stack leaned heavily “yes,” but
a few responses spelled trouble. There was the oil tycoon who would
only attend if he could bring his parrot, allegedly fluent in the
Missouri state constitution. The president of the city’s most
competitive pickleball league insisted he “prefer not to sit near
last year’s rivals, lest violence erupt.” And then there was Ella’s
ex, whose RSVP—marked “yes”—carried a note: “Looking forward to
catching up. Hope you’re not still holding a grudge. Or are
you?”



Ella said nothing about it, but Adam caught the way her
laughter faltered, how her hand stalled on the mousepad.



He slid a cupcake her way, his expression studiously innocent.
“Chocolate therapy?”



She took a bite, grateful for the sugar and comfort.
“Thanks.”



Kim, meanwhile, was reading another reply in full daytime-soap
splendor. “Listen to this: ‘We would love to attend, but only if
you guarantee a minimum of two gluten-free dessert options, three
dance numbers, and no mention of city zoning ordinances.’”



Adam and Ella exchanged a glance. “The Andersons,” they said
in unison, then laughed—a bit desperately.



Mrs. Cornwell, the office’s tireless organizer, swooped into
the room, clipboard in hand, eyes sharp as ever. “Has anyone
cross-checked the seating chart against the VIP dietary
spreadsheet? And we need a backup plan for the mayor’s unexpected
plus-one. Apparently, he’s bringing his nephew, who is allergic to
both shellfish and commitment.”



Adam sprang into action, already opening a new tab. “I’ll run
a cross-check.”



Ella nudged him. “You love this, don’t you? You and your
spreadsheets.”



He feigned offense. “Some people find beauty in sunsets. I
find it in conditional formatting.”



Kim tossed a mini-marshmallow at his head. “Nerd.”



He grinned, flicked it back, and within moments, the three
were locked in a miniature marshmallow battle, the kind of silly,
sleep-deprived fun that made adulthood briefly tolerable.



But the truce was temporary. The old music debate soon
resurfaced. Adam was forever on team Jazz or Die, ready with a
playlist that could soundtrack an entire season of period dramas.
Ella, on the other hand, championed pop—peppy, singable, and above
all, predictable.



“It’s tradition!” Adam protested, brandishing his phone.



“We need something new,” Ella countered. “People want to
dance, not watch you bob your head to a bass solo.”



Kim, unwilling to let a good argument slip by, declared,
“First annual Battle of the Playlists. Ten songs each. Winner picks
the opening number. Loser does the worm in front of Mrs.
Cornwell.”



Adam’s competitive streak flickered to life. “You’re
on.”



They split the office, Adam queuing up jazz greats while Ella
curated her pop anthems and ‘90s hits. Kim established a judging
rubric equal parts science and chaos (“Danceability: 10 points.
Potential for public embarrassment: bonus round.”).



Soon, the office rang with dueling trumpets and synth beats,
scat solos battling power choruses, Kim leaping between chairs with
a cardboard “judge’s paddle” marked in Sharpie (“Sass: 11/10!”).
Even Mrs. Cornwell paused, eyebrow quirked, as Adam and Ella belted
out choruses, each more absurd than the last.



When the tiebreaker hit—Adam’s sly “Ain’t Misbehavin’” against
Ella’s show-stopper, “Uptown Funk”—the energy in the room was
electric. Kim filmed from her perch, cheering as the two staged a
dance-off at the center of the room, Adam’s jazz hands against
Ella’s valiantly awkward running man.



Kim narrated like a sportscaster. “Ella attempts a
moonwalk—points for bravery! Adam is serving full jazz face, but
will he stick the landing? Mrs. Cornwell, who will it be?”



With a flair for the dramatic, Mrs. Cornwell swept in, seized
the paddle, and announced, “I’m the real winner here,” before
twirling with the dignity of a woman who could conquer the world in
four-inch heels. “But I award you both the prize for most creative
use of office supplies as dance props.”



Adam bowed, breathless. “A worthy adversary.”



Ella dropped into a curtsy, still laughing. “Likewise, jazz
man.”



Celebratory cupcakes followed, their frosting smeared and
melting. Adam licked a bit from his thumb, offering Ella the last
confetti sprinkle. “To teamwork, chaos, and questionable
choreography.”



Cupcake wrappers clinked in a toast, laughter echoing through
the room.



The afternoon blurred into more RSVP readings, Kim adopting
new accents with every “plus-one drama,” and a seating chart
session that spiraled into Adam assigning superhero code names to
guests “who should be separated by at least two tables and a buffet
line.”



But beneath the office antics, Ella’s nerves simmered. Her
gaze lingered on her ex’s name, RSVP marked “yes,” the note
cryptic. A pit of dread settled in her stomach, not quite dispelled
by humor.



Adam, ever attuned, noticed the subtle shift in her mood. He
slid his chair closer, voice gentle. “Hey. You okay?”



Ella shrugged, mustering a brave smile. “Just gala jitters.
What if something goes wrong? What if he makes a scene?”



Adam’s reply was warm and sure, his hand brushing hers.
“You’re not alone. Whatever happens, I’ve got you.”



Kim, sensing the tension, launched into a pep talk disguised
as a roast. “Ella, remember the city council roast of 2022? If you
survived that PowerPoint hack, you can survive anything. Besides,
you’ve got the Chief of Chaos and the Sultan of Spreadsheets on
your side. And Mrs. Cornwell’s emergency chocolate.”



A real laugh bubbled up, and Ella wiped away anxious tears
before they could fall. “You’re right. I have the dream
team.”



Adam leaned in, conspiratorial. “We could add an ‘ex-proof’
clause to the guest contract. No drama within fifty feet of the
dance floor.”



Kim chimed in, “And if they violate it, chicken hat in the
photo booth.”



“Deal,” Ella said, and laughter rolled around them
again.



The rest of the day was a brainstorming sprint: signature
cocktails, a “guestbook train” of paper cars, trivia games at each
table, and—at Kim’s insistence—a “Train of Love” photo booth
complete with conductor hats and feather boas.



“Kim, you’re the only one I’d trust to run this,” Ella
declared, watching her friend light up with ideas for props and
hashtags. “By the end of the night, I’ll have enough blackmail to
last all year,” Kim promised.



Mrs. Cornwell made a final circuit, laying down the law with a
smile. “Professionalism is key. No streaking, no pranks, and no
experimental cocktails without my approval. This is Kansas City,
not the Moulin Rouge.”



Adam winked at Ella. “But after midnight, all bets are
off.”



The hours stretched long: tweaking playlists, reviewing
scripts, cross-checking the “VIP hazard” spreadsheet one more time
(“Avoid seating Councilman Novak near the bar. Parrot at least
twenty feet from the string quartet. Place Ella’s ex as far from
the photo booth as possible, preferably next to Mrs. Cornwell’s
most formidable aunt.”).



Nearly nine o’clock arrived before the final emails went out,
cupcakes were gone, and the lights dimmed. Kim packed up, promising
coffee and enough fake mustaches for a photo booth invasion. Mrs.
Cornwell lingered, her tone unexpectedly soft.



“You’ve all done a wonderful job,” she said, voice warm.
“Whatever happens tomorrow, remember—it’s the people that matter,
not the perfection.”



Adam and Ella were left alone in the humming quiet of the
office. He leaned against the doorframe, watching as Ella gathered
her things.



“Hey, Ella,” he said, voice low, almost shy. “I have a
surprise for you. For the gala. I promise you’ll love it.”



Ella tried to look unimpressed, raising an eyebrow. “Is it a
flash mob? A live jazz battle?”



He grinned, shaking his head. “Better. But you’ll have to wait
and see.”



Together they walked to the elevator, the air between them
thick with possibility. At the doors, Adam paused, leaning in close
enough that Ella’s breath caught.



“No matter what tomorrow brings,” he said quietly, “I’m glad
it’s you on this crazy train with me.”



Her heart soared, wild with hope. “Me too.”



He winked, then slipped away down the hallway, leaving Ella
humming with excitement, nerves, and the flickering suspicion that
perhaps, just maybe, this was the start of a story only chaos could
write.



Back at her desk, Ella checked the RSVP list one last time.
There was another note from her ex—short, less cryptic now.
“Looking forward to seeing you, Ella. No drama. Just proud of
you.”



For the first time in days, a wave of relief swept over her.
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe, just maybe, this was the sort
of drama that grew into a story worth telling.

                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 13: The Gala Countdown Begins
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
If the weeks before a Kansas City gala were like standing in
front of an oncoming train, then the two-week mark was when one
realized the train was also on fire, the conductor was a raccoon,
and the tracks themselves had been laid by committee. Everything
accelerated. Nerves frayed. The grand, echoing station transformed
into a pinball machine, with volunteers, staff, and the occasional
lost tourist all bouncing from task to task, list to list, disaster
to near-disaster.



Monday arrived, sultry and humid, the air thick with the
promise of thunderstorms—a fact which never boded well for anyone
whose professional existence hinged on the whims of event planning.
Before sunrise, Ella Preston was already up, double-fisting her
strongest coffee and fielding the onslaught of texts that heralded
the day: Kim, exclaiming “Why is there a box of novelty bowties in
the loading dock???” and Adam, ever the pragmatist, querying “Do
you remember how many amps the photo booth needs, or should I just
pray to Edison?” Her calendar had become a patchwork of color-coded
alarms, her laptop a breeding ground for to-do lists multiplying
like bacteria under a heat lamp.



The day’s proper chaos began with Mrs. Cornwell herself,
stationed before a whiteboard that spanned nearly the entire staff
lounge. Armed with four markers and a bun so tight it seemed
bulletproof, she surveyed her troops and clicked the cap with the
authority of a starting pistol. Her list was so exhaustive, Ella
half-expected to see “invent time travel” wedged between “finalize
valet instructions” and “confirm insurance rider for
emotional-support iguana.”



“Team,” Mrs. Cornwell intoned, “we are officially entering the
final phase. There will be no improvisation, no last-minute
rewrites, and—” her gaze settled on Kim, who had just arrived,
cradling two boxes of fake mustaches and at least one disco
ball—“no unapproved ‘whimsical flourishes.’”



Kim, ever the mischief-maker, bowed with a wide grin. “Scout’s
honor, Mrs. C. Pure business. Except maybe for the disco ball in
the utility closet. Strictly for emergencies.”



At the edge of the room, Adam flipped through his tablet,
excitement and calculation warring on his face like a kid prepping
a model rocket and worrying about torching the garage. “Who’s in
charge of the volunteer schedule?” he asked.



Ella raised her clipboard as a shield. “That’s me. And yes, I
double-checked Jerry’s availability around his Elvis impersonator
gigs.”



Adam nodded with satisfaction. “Good. No repeat of last year’s
‘Jailhouse Rock’ conga line incident. Took three days to get the
glitter out of the carpets.”



Mrs. Cornwell regarded them all with the resigned patience of
a teacher in the final week of May. “Ella, recruit volunteers this
week. Use your judgment. Adam, logistics and tech training. Kim,
inventory and supply. And everyone—no caffeine after five, no drama
before noon.”



As if summoned, the first wave of volunteers trickled in, each
one another moving part in Union Station’s ongoing comedy. There
was Jerry, sporting a bedazzled blazer even at 8:30 a.m., who
greeted Ella with a bow and an impromptu verse of “Blue Suede
Shoes.” Lila, with freshly pastel-dyed hair and a rainbow
clipboard, radiated more energy than the station’s entire
electrical grid. Teri, the self-proclaimed “drama enthusiast,”
swept in bearing a tote bag of homemade cookies and what was either
a city councilman’s secret or just another rumor about clandestine
tap-dancing.



Ella donned her most official tone as she divvied out
assignments. “Jerry, you’re on VIP escort—no serenading unless
specifically requested. Lila, signage and social media. Teri, check
with catering about nut allergies and please, for the love of
Kansas City, no flash mobs this year.”



The volunteers were a glorious patchwork—some seasoned event
veterans, others fresh recruits powered by equal parts hope and
FOMO. Walkie-talkies were dispensed like candy, parking queries
flew, and Ella mediated a quick standoff when Teri tried to trade
duties with Lila just to get “closer to the cake.”



Meanwhile, Adam established his “training academy,”
shepherding new recruits into the old mailroom, equipped with a
whiteboard and a stack of comically absurd role-play scenarios.
“Welcome to Union Station’s elite event team,” he proclaimed in a
mock-serious tone. “Your first mission: greet a local celebrity who
arrives incognito and refuses to remove their sunglasses. Bonus
points for not saying ‘iconic’ or ‘selfie.’”



Nervous laughter broke out as Adam’s trainees took turns
acting as lost dignitaries, frazzled caterers, and, at one point, a
chicken inexplicably wandering in from the street. Jerry’s
performance as the chicken approached the gravitas of a
Shakespearean tragedy. The room rang with laughter, and
Adam—patient, goofy, in full teacher mode—made everyone feel
welcome.



Kim, on the other hand, had commandeered the supply room, now
officially renamed “HQ.” Ella found her perched atop a stepladder,
counting string lights with the intensity of a NASA engineer.



“Kim, are you planning an escape route to the ceiling?”



Kim looked down triumphantly. “I’ve discovered three extra
boxes of twinkle lights, a crate of disposable cameras, and two
unopened disco balls. The universe wants us to win.”



Ella arched an eyebrow. “Or throw a rave.”



“Potato, po-tah-to,” Kim replied, unbothered.



Later that afternoon, Adam and Ella executed a not-so-subtle
escape by claiming the need to “test lighting scenarios,” which
conveniently granted them ten quiet minutes together in the
cavernous, golden expanse of the main hall. Sunlight spilled
through arched windows, painting the floor in molten gold and
dramatic shadow.



Adam, ever the showman, fiddled with the light panel, flipping
switches until the space morphed from dazzling ballroom to moody
cabaret to soft, dreamy dusk. With a flourish, he raised his hands,
casting a rabbit-shaped shadow on the wall. “Behold,” he intoned,
“the rare Union Station jackalope, famed for consuming twenty
canapés a minute.”



Ella barely held in a snort. “That’s nothing. Witness the
mighty Kansas City duck—able to foil all dignified small talk in
seconds.”



Her shadow duck was so pitiful, Adam lost all composure. He
conjured a T-rex, a penguin, and a series of shadow creatures more
ridiculous each time, until both of them were laughing so hard Ella
had to lean on him to stay upright.



Just as the laughter ebbed, Kim appeared at the far end of the
hall, wielding a flashlight like a detective. “All right,
lovebirds, what’s the real story? Secret lighting tests or
vaudeville rehearsals?”



Hands up, Ella admitted defeat. “Guilty. We were about to
debut the shadow musical.”



Adam grinned. “Coming soon: ‘Ducks and Dinosaurs of Union
Station.’”



Kim cackled, then shone the flashlight directly at Adam.
“Where’s the last case of votives? Spill, or I call Mrs.
Cornwell.”



Their giggles were still echoing when Mrs. Cornwell herself
arrived, her glare unmistakable. “If you’re all quite finished,
rehearsal starts in five. Move.”



The crew hustled back to the lounge for rehearsal—equal parts
chaos and slapstick. Mrs. Cornwell, determined to run a “full
dress” simulation, overlooked the fact that half the volunteers
were in sweats and Jerry was draped in a cape.



Adam and Ella stood at the makeshift dais, scripts in hand.
Ella tried for calm authority, but Adam began their speech with an
exaggerated bow and a dreadful British accent. “Welcome, ladies and
gentlemen, to this esteemed Kansas City institution, where
chandeliers are polished nightly and the catering staff is legally
barred from serving anything resembling Jell-O salad.”



Ella bit her lip, trying not to laugh. When Adam flopped to
the floor in a melodramatic faint, she lost it. The volunteers
howled; even Mrs. Cornwell’s lips twitched before she collected
herself.



Again and again, Adam laced his lines with jokes, accents, or
dance steps, until Ella’s dialogue became a blur of giggles. Kim,
phone in hand, filmed the whole debacle, vowing to use it “for
educational blackmail only.”



At last, Mrs. Cornwell surrendered. “Enough. Try it straight.
No jokes. This isn’t the Tony Awards.”



The next run-through was marginally more professional, though
every time Ella glanced at Adam he winked, nearly undoing her
composure.



After rehearsal, Mrs. Cornwell handed Ella a slip of paper.
“Flower shop. Order these. No improvising.”



Adam, of course, volunteered to come along (“Someone needs to
prevent another bonsai jungle incident”). The two escaped into the
muggy afternoon, laughter and inside jokes trailing in their
wake.



At the flower shop, Blossom—her blue hair dazzling beneath the
fluorescents—welcomed them with a knowing grin. “Back for more
romance bouquets?” she teased.



Adam blushed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s for the
gala. All business.”



“Of course,” Blossom said, unconvinced, and waved them toward
her display.



A heated debate followed: Adam in favor of classic roses, Ella
lobbying for wild, sun-bright sunflowers. It soon devolved into a
mock campaign, complete with slogans (“Vote Sunflower: For a
Brighter Kansas City!” “Roses: Classic, Classy, Can’t Go Wrong!”).
Blossom intervened with a compromise—an artful bouquet blending
both, finished with “mystery greenery for luck.” She tucked a rose
behind Ella’s ear, a sunflower into Adam’s lapel, and insisted on a
selfie for her “Customers Who Make Me Laugh” wall.



As if on cue, Kim texted: “If you come back without a bouquet
for the supply room, I’m staging a sit-in.”



Returning to the station, Adam and Ella found the staff lounge
transformed into a pizza party. Boxes of steaming pies blanketed
every surface. Jerry led a conga line. Lila was building a
pizza-box fort. Teri gave a dramatic reading of last year’s gala
menu.



Ella and Adam dove into the chaos—sharing slices, swapping
jokes. Kim produced cupcakes (“for stamina”), and someone unearthed
the disco ball, taping it to the ceiling so the lounge sparkled
like a makeshift dance floor.



As the evening waned, the volunteers trickled out in twos and
threes, weary but elated. The humid city night pressed in blue
against the station’s stone steps.



Adam and Ella lingered, last to leave. They paused in the
silent grand hall, now hushed and golden, the energy of the day
still vibrating in the air. Adam leaned against a column, shirt
streaked with flour, a daisy tucked behind his ear.



“You know,” he said quietly, “I’m not sure if I want the gala
to come or not. I like… this. The countdown. The madness. The
you-and-me.”



Ella looked at him, realizing just how close they stood, how
many times in recent days they’d sought out moments like
this—laughter and quiet, just the two of them in the heart of
chaos.



“What if it changes everything?” she whispered.



Adam’s smile was soft, a little crooked. “Then let it. But not
the important part.”




  
The words settled between
them, delicate and real. For a moment, the station was theirs
alone—golden, echoing, shimmering with possibility.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 14: Late Night at the Station
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
There was a peculiar kind of silence that settled over Union
Station after midnight—a hush so profound it seemed stitched with
old magic, as if the marbled halls themselves were holding their
breath, waiting for the day’s stories to unravel completely before
yielding to the mysteries of the night. The city outside existed in
a hush of headlights and distant sirens, but inside, the air was
thick with the scent of fresh-cut flowers, lemon-scented cleaner,
and that faint, ever-present undercurrent of coffee.



Ella stood atop a stepladder in the great hall, arms full of
silver and indigo ribbons, a roll of clear tape dangling from her
wrist, her hair secured with whatever twist tie she’d scavenged
from the bottom of her purse. The last train’s whistle had echoed
through the arches half an hour before, leaving only the hum of
vending machines and the soft click of her heels as she moved from
archway to archway, looping ribbons, adjusting signs, sticking
little twinkling lights wherever a guest might need an extra
reminder that yes, this was a night worth remembering.



She shouldn’t have been there so late—her body ached, her feet
protested, her inbox had become a rising tide of urgent subject
lines—but something about these final, quiet hours was
irresistible. In the chaos of the day, there was never space to
breathe, never a chance to savor the anticipation that had been
building in her bones for weeks. Alone, she could move at her own
pace, letting the transformation unfold without the constant chorus
of, “Ella, where are the votive candles?” and “Ella, can we swap
out the yellow tulips for something less… yellow?”



She hummed as she worked, an old melody her mother used to
sing—something about wishes and stars and trains that always
arrived on time, even if they had to cross oceans to do it.



Midway through untangling a particularly stubborn string of
fairy lights (which might or might not have been possessed), the
soft echo of footsteps in the main concourse caught her ear. For a
moment, her heart jolted—Union Station after hours was precisely
the sort of place where ghosts or, at the very least, enterprising
raccoons might roam—but the familiar silhouette was unmistakable:
tall, lanky, hair slightly rumpled, a brown paper bag in one hand
and two bottles of sparkling water in the other.



Adam appeared beneath the grand clock, haloed in gold
lamplight, lifting the bag in a sheepish salute.



“Did someone order midnight carbs?” he called out.



Relief, warm and unstoppable, spilled out of Ella as laughter.
“You’re going to get us locked in for the night. Then Mrs. Cornwell
will have to hold the gala in the lost luggage room.”



Adam grinned, sidestepping the last of the half-inflated
balloons. “I’d pay good money to see her deliver a speech from
inside a suitcase.”



With a little flourish, he presented the bag as if unveiling a
treasure. “I come bearing gifts: garlic knots, extra marinara, two
bottles of whatever fizzy water was on sale, and an apology for not
bringing dessert. The cupcake place was closed, and my culinary
expertise begins and ends with microwave popcorn and stress
eating.”



Ella peeled back the edge of the bag, nose twitching with
delight. “Garlic knots are my love language. You can be my plus-one
any time.”



Adam pulled over two folding chairs and set them beneath the
great clock, whose hands seemed perpetually poised at the edge of
some important moment. They sat, decorations half-finished above
them, and tore into the bread with the appetite of people who
hadn’t eaten since lunch and had spent the last twelve hours
wrangling the ambitions of a small city.



For a few minutes, they ate in companionable silence. The
quiet was easy and comfortable, broken only by the distant whirr of
the cleaning crew’s floor polisher and the faint, rhythmic ticking
of the grand clock. When Adam finally spoke, his voice was softer
than usual, hesitant around the edges.



“You know, when I first started coming here late at night, I
used to imagine what it was like a hundred years ago. Trains coming
and going all night, travelers in fedoras, orchestra music on the
air. Like the building is still carrying those stories, just
waiting for someone to listen.”



Ella smiled, picking at her napkin. “I love that. Like we’re
just… extras in a much bigger, older movie.”



He leaned back, gazing up at the domed ceiling. “No way.
You’re not an extra. Not even close.”



She ducked her head, blushing. “I’m just trying not to mess up
the place cards.”



He nudged her gently. “You’re the heart of this thing, Ella.
Half these people wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for
you.”



She scoffed, deflecting with a smirk. “And the other half are
only here for Kim’s legendary donut wall.”



Adam laughed, leaning in. “That’s not untrue.”



They fell into an easy rhythm, swapping stories. Adam
recounted the time he got locked inside a janitor’s closet on his
first day at Union Station, only to be rescued by a ten-year-old
girl with a Harry Potter wand and a wicked sense of timing. Ella
told the story of the time she organized a “literary gala” at her
old job and accidentally booked a magician who specialized in
balloon animals shaped like literary characters (“Turns out, nobody
wants a ‘Great Gatsby’ balloon. It’s just a sad, deflated party
hat.”).



Under the great clock, everything felt gentler, looser. After
a long pause, Ella admitted, “I’m nervous about the speech. I know
I’ve done a hundred of these, but every time, I picture myself
tripping over the microphone or, I don’t know, quoting the wrong
poet and getting meme’d for all eternity.”



Adam turned to face her, eyebrows up. “Want to practice now?
Just us and the ghosts.”



Ella made a face. “You promise not to record it for
Kim?”



He raised his right hand. “Scout’s honor.”



They pulled out the crumpled draft of the speech—marked in
three colors of ink, Kim’s doodles blooming in the margins (“Put a
pun here!” “Do NOT mention jazz hands again!”). Adam insisted on
taking the role of awkward audience member, reacting with
exaggerated faces—wide-eyed surprise, fake tears, melodramatic
applause.



She read the opening line, her voice trembling just a little,
and Adam gasped, clutching his heart. “Stirring. I am moved. Give
this woman a Tony Award.”



Ella grinned, rolling her eyes. “You’re impossible.”



Adam leaned in, eyes warm. “Seriously, you’ve got this. Just
talk like you’re telling Kim about a weird date or explaining to
Jerry that he can’t wear sequined pants in the lobby. The rest will
follow.”



Back and forth they went, turning serious bits silly, nervous
bits into jokes. Adam tried reading his own lines in a terrible
pirate voice; Ella threatened to steal his “Chief of Chaos” title
if he didn’t stop making faces. He pantomimed tripping over the
microphone, launching into a rambling, Oscar-worthy acceptance
speech that ended with, “And most of all, I’d like to thank the
garlic knots for sticking with me in these difficult times.”



It wasn’t perfect, but by the end, Ella was laughing so hard
her eyes were wet and the nervous edge had dulled to a faint hum.
Adam’s confidence was contagious, a force field she hadn’t known
she needed until now.



As the last crumbs of garlic bread vanished and the great hall
grew even quieter, they found themselves reminiscing about the
first time they’d met—two near-strangers in a hurricane of coffee,
schedules, and misplaced emails.



Adam nudged her gently, his gaze soft. “I know you probably
didn’t notice, but I was instantly intrigued by you. There was
something about the way you apologized for spilling coffee—like it
was some sort of philosophical statement, not an accident.”



Ella tried to laugh it off, her cheeks flushing. “I was a
disaster. I almost fled to the bathroom and called an Uber to
Nebraska.”



Adam shook his head, smiling. “You were real. Most people try
so hard to be polished. You were honest—funny, even when you were
mortified. I kept hoping I’d run into you again.”



She fidgeted with a napkin, her heart pounding. “Well, you
have this reputation, you know. Mr. Perfect. Adam King: The guy who
knows which fork to use and never misses a deadline. The station’s
resident knight in shining armor.”



He snorted, shaking his head. “I wish. My apartment is a mess,
my fridge is a graveyard for wilted vegetables, and I haven’t
folded a fitted sheet in years. Most days, I’m just making it up as
I go—hoping nobody notices.”



She laughed, nerves melting away. “You’re just full of
surprises tonight.”



Adam grinned, reaching over to brush a speck of glitter from
her sleeve. “Speaking of surprises, you’ve got a little sparkle
right there—hang on…”



But as he brushed at her arm, a small pile of glitter left
over from centerpiece assembly tumbled to the floor, setting off a
mini explosion of silver and blue on the ancient marble.



For a moment, they just stared at it, then dissolved into
helpless laughter. Adam fetched a dustpan from the janitor’s
closet; Ella unearthed a spare broom. They made a game of cleaning
it up, racing to see who could sweep the most, Adam giving a
play-by-play like a sportscaster. “And in this corner, it’s Ella,
the Glitter Queen! Can she out-sweep the reigning champ, Adam
‘Dustbuster’ King?”



Somewhere in the shuffle, as Ella leaned down to tuck stray
ribbons into the supply box, her hand brushed the edge of her
purse. Something soft, folded, nearly forgotten—Adam’s
handkerchief, the one he’d pressed into her hand weeks ago,
embroidered with the words “Everything is fixable, especially
coffee stains.”



She held it up with a flourish. “Look what I found! Our lucky
charm.”



He grinned, a little sheepish. “I figured you’d need it again.
You have a certain… talent for memorable disasters.”



She dabbed her brow with theatrical exaggeration, silent movie
heroine style. “Thank you, sir. I couldn’t have survived this long
without it.”



Adam stood, fishing the two bottles of sparkling water from
his bag, cracking them open with a satisfying fizz. “To new
beginnings?” he offered, raising his bottle.



Ella clinked hers against his, eyes shining. “To new
beginnings. And good luck charms. And whatever comes next.”



They sipped, and for a moment, the night felt infinite, as if
the gala would never come, as if the station would remain theirs
forever.



Ella’s phone buzzed—a text from Kim, full of winking emojis
and not-so-subtle innuendo. “Are you two making out yet? Or just
braiding each other’s hair and sharing secrets?”



Rolling her eyes, Ella fired back: “Only if you count
competitive glitter sweeping as foreplay. Go to sleep, Kim.
Tomorrow’s chaos isn’t going to organize itself.”



But as she set the phone down, she couldn’t help wishing, just
a little, that the answer was yes.



The night wound down in slow, dreamy stages. Adam offered to
walk her to her car (“I’m your self-appointed security detail”),
and together they made their way through the quiet halls, the only
sounds their footsteps and the faint echo of a distant train. The
air between them was thick with unsaid things, every silence
stretched like the surface of a bubble.



At her car, Adam paused, hand on the door, his eyes lingering
on hers a moment too long. The tension was sweet and sharp, the
unmistakable sense that something was about to happen.



He leaned in, just a breath away. For a second, the world
shrank to this: the scent of his aftershave, the warmth of his
hand, the look in his eyes—half hope, half question.



Ella wanted to close the gap, to say yes to whatever was
trembling between them—but fear won out. She ducked her head,
fumbling for her keys, mumbling something about early mornings and
late nights.



Adam stepped back, gentle. “Hey, no pressure. I get it.”



She met his eyes, grateful for his kindness. “It’s not you. I
just… need a minute to catch up with myself.”



He nodded, smiling, brushing her hand as he let go of the car
door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ella.”




  
She drove home with her
heart pounding, hands trembling on the wheel. And later, at home,
in the soft pool of lamplight on her kitchen table, she opened her
journal and tried to make sense of everything—her longing, her
nerves, the hope that kept rising, no matter how hard she tried to
keep it hidden.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 15: Wedding Bells & Whiplash
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    

  
There were certain sounds that should have been outlawed
before nine a.m. on a Saturday, and at the very top of Ella
Preston’s list was the wild, insistent, and inexplicably euphoric
clanging of wedding bells. At that early hour, Ella was tangled
somewhere in the half-lit space between sleep and waking, drifting
on the delicate memory of Adam’s hand pressed warmly against her
back, the echo of his laugh still lingering in the humid night air,
everything thrumming with almost—but not quite—possibility. She’d
fallen asleep mid-sentence in her journal, pen uncapped, her last
line meandering off the page: It’s possible I’m in over my head. Or
maybe I’m just finally in the right place.

  


  
The bells started as a single chime, then multiplied—bright,
relentless, and echoing through the slender morning light like a
parade of optimistic little sledgehammers. Ella blinked herself
awake, one foot planted on the floor, the other still captive to
her sheets, groaning as she processed the impossibly festive scene
playing out beyond her bedroom window. Down below, her neighbor’s
carefully manicured garden had been transformed overnight: folding
chairs in prim rows, white bunting strung between the crabapple
trees, a trellis bursting with roses, and—because fate apparently
had a sense of humor—a string quartet already tuning up for their
first syrupy melody of the day.

  


  
Ella sat up, peering through the glass, pillow clutched like a
shield. “Oh, come on,” she muttered, unable to resist. “Can’t I
have coffee before being confronted by the triumph of monogamy?”
She reached for her phone: 8:07 a.m. The ceremony was hours away,
but already the congregation was gathering. Down on the lawn, a
cluster of women in matching mint-green dresses fussed over
corsages. Somewhere, an uncle hollered at a reluctant toddler about
his bowtie. Behind a decorative shrub, two teenagers were kissing
with the oblivious abandon of people who had not yet encountered a
buffet line.

  


  
With a groan, Ella collapsed back into bed and yanked the
covers over her head, entertaining a brief, desperate fantasy of
time-traveling directly to Monday. Her phone pinged—first, a
notification from the event-planning group chat (“Ella, do you have
the master guest list spreadsheet for the vendor brunch?”), and
then, with much more potential, a message from Adam: Woke up
thinking about almost-moments. Do you think there’s a statute of
limitations on unfinished business?

  


  
The message made her snort, heart flipping, and she fired
back: Not if you bribe the judge with garlic knots.

  


  
No sooner had she put down her phone than Kim’s name appeared,
followed by a parade of dancing bride emojis. Good morning, Miss
Grumpy! Guess what? I have a plus-one to my cousin’s wedding and
you are now my official ‘date’ for the day. Wear something that
says, “I enjoy cake but will not be lured into the Cupid Shuffle.”
We leave in thirty.

  


  
Ella was ready to protest—she had plans, she needed to finish
last-minute gala prep, she couldn’t possibly endure another public
celebration of eternal devotion without at least two espressos—but
Kim was unstoppable. Another message landed: You owe me for all
those donut emergencies. Also, I promised my Aunt Gloria that you’d
bring your signature charm and sarcasm. Think of it as field
research for the gala.

  


  
Twenty-nine minutes later, Ella was in the shower, muttering
darkly as she attempted to scrub last night’s glitter out of her
hair. She reached for her green dress—the one reserved for
“confidence required” days—paired it with chunky sandals and a
battered denim jacket. As she towel-dried her hair, her phone
buzzed yet again: Kim, this time with a selfie outside Ella’s
building, grinning behind two to-go coffees and a garishly wrapped
gift. (“For luck!” the tag declared.)

  


  
Kim breezed into Ella’s apartment as if she’d paid the
mortgage, her eyes bright with mischief. “You look adorable. Ready
for a morning of unsolicited relationship advice from octogenarians
and a buffet line longer than your last relationship?”

  


  
“If anyone asks about my love life, I’m telling them I’m in a
committed relationship with carbs,” Ella groaned.

  


  
Kim only waggled her brows. “Please. I’ve already told
everyone you’re dating a mysterious genius named A.K., who rescues
kittens and composes jazz in his spare time.”

  


  
Ella nearly choked on her coffee. “You did not.”

  


  
“Just keeping things interesting,” Kim replied,
smirking.

  


  
They joined the slow-moving parade of guests making their way
through the side gate, Kim offering up the present with a flourish,
while Ella did her best to shrink from the scrutiny of distant
relatives and family friends who remembered her in braces and bike
helmets.

  


  
No sooner had they found their seats than Aunt Gloria
descended, zeroing in on Ella’s left hand with the precision of a
hawk. “No ring yet? Well, you’re still young. Have you met my
grandson? He does something with cryptocurrency—such a stable
profession, isn’t it, dear?”

  


  
Ella dodged, only to be intercepted by a cousin wielding a
two-year-old (“Do you want to hold the baby? He only bites a
little!”) and a neighbor who pressed a mini quiche into her palm
“for stamina.” From the safety of the mimosa bar, Kim sent a text:
You’re a natural. I just told the DJ you’re available for the
bouquet toss.

  


  
Ella replied with a row of daggers, then steeled herself for
another round of well-meaning interrogation. Every conversation
followed a familiar pattern: When will you settle down? What
happened to that nice boy with the motorcycle? Have you considered
speed dating? Are you sure you’re not secretly married to your
career? Kim rescued her at intervals, swooping in with increasingly
outrageous tales about Ella’s “mystery man”—he was an undercover
pastry chef, he owned a fleet of antique streetcars, he spoke
fluent penguin on special occasions.

  


  
Ella took refuge by the punch bowl, sipping watery lemonade
and scanning the crowd for any avenue of escape. That’s when her
phone buzzed: Adam again. Are you surviving the festivities, or
have you joined the bridesmaids in a breakout group for existential
dread?

  


  
She burst out laughing, texting back: Kim has started a rumor
that I’m dating an international jazz pianist. My aunt wants to
know if you have any Grammy nominations.

  


  
His reply was swift: Only for “Best Use of Breadsticks as
Musical Instruments.” Be careful, I’m sending a spy. My cousin just
texted—she’s at your wedding. Small world, or fate?

  


  
Ella’s heart gave a hopeful lurch. She scanned the crowd, and
near the cake table, she spotted him—a familiar profile, a crooked
smile. Adam was here. Before she could process what this meant, Kim
swept in, dragging Ella onto the dance floor as the first chords of
the wedding march rang out.

  


  
The ceremony blurred by in a haze of tulle, poetry, and
unexpected tears—Ella wept openly when the bride’s father stumbled
over the vows, his voice trembling with pride. She cheered,
clapped, tossed confetti, and managed to get birdseed in her shoe
for her trouble. The neighborhood erupted in applause as the couple
kissed beneath the roses, and for one hopeful moment, Ella allowed
herself to believe in magic, or at least in the possibility of
happy endings.

  


  
The reception was staged beneath a tent glowing with paper
lanterns and laughter. The buffet table was a riot of color, and
Kim bee-lined to the desserts, returning with two generous slices
of cake. “One for you, one for science.” Ella soon found herself
wrangled into a family photo, cheeks aching from smiling as Kim
mugged for the camera and made faces that would scandalize any
grandmother.

  


  
When the DJ announced the bouquet toss, Kim grabbed Ella’s
hand with glee, whispering, “It’s for the story! Also, you’re
taller than everyone else. Use your wingspan.”

  


  
It was already too late to protest. Ella was launched to the
front of the pack, surrounded by single cousins, friends, and one
ferociously competitive grandmother. The bride spun, the bouquet
arced skyward, and by some miracle—or perhaps destiny—Ella caught
it. The crowd exploded in cheers. Kim lifted her arms in triumph,
crowing, “Destiny! The universe has spoken!”

  


  
Ella’s cheeks were aflame, but before she could escape, a
voice sounded at her shoulder.

  


  
“Nice catch, Preston. Though I think the technique could use a
little work.”

  


  
She turned, and there was Adam, impossibly handsome in a navy
blazer, his tie loosened, smile teasing. He eyed the bouquet in her
hands, his gaze crinkling with mischief.

  


  
She couldn’t help but grin. “Hey, some of us don’t get to
practice for the big leagues.”

  


  
He leaned in, voice low. “You know, rumor has it you’re dating
a world-famous jazz pianist. I hear he’s got strong opinions on
bouquet form.”

  


  
Her laugh was breathless, nerves tingling as Adam pulled her
into a quick, conspiratorial hug. Across the room, Kim was already
in motion, introducing Adam to every relative in sight.

  


  
“This is Adam,” she announced with pride. “He’s the one who
saves kittens, speaks fluent penguin, and once played trumpet on
the roof of Union Station during a thunderstorm.”

  


  
Adam gamely played along. “It was only hailing a
little.”

  


  
Aunt Gloria, ever the inquisitor, narrowed her eyes. “And what
are your intentions toward our Ella?”

  


  
Adam didn’t miss a beat. “Strictly honorable, ma’am. Unless
you count trying to convince her to switch the gala playlist to
jazz. In which case, I plead guilty.”

  


  
The crowd laughed, questions flowed—what did he do, how did
they meet, did he want kids, was he allergic to shellfish. Adam
fielded each query with warmth and wit, never once faltering, while
Kim upped the ante with tales of banana bread heroics and staring
contests with geese.

  


  
Ella watched him, secretly amazed at how easily he fit in, how
deftly he spun every awkward moment into a joke, each nosy question
into a shared confidence.

  


  
As the evening deepened, Kim slipped off to scheme with the
DJ, and soon a classic jazz tune floated through the tent. Adam’s
eyes sparkled with mischief.

  


  
“May I have this dance?” he asked, hand outstretched.

  


  
Ella hesitated, aware of every gaze upon her, but then the
music swept her up, Adam’s hand steady at her back, and suddenly it
was easy to surrender to the moment. They moved together, laughter
bubbling as Adam attempted—and utterly failed—to dip her
gracefully.

  


  
“You know,” she said, catching her breath, “this is the most
fun I’ve had at a wedding since I was six and tried to marry my
neighbor’s cat.”

  


  
Adam grinned. “High praise. I hope the cat was worthy.”

  


  
They danced through one song, then another, the world
shrinking to just the two of them—laughter, shared memories, the
glimmer of something new taking root beneath the lanterns.

  


  
The photographer snapped a handful of candid shots: Adam
whispering in Ella’s ear, Ella doubled over with laughter, the two
of them spinning as if the world outside had faded away.

  


  
Eventually, they slipped out beneath the silver night, the
moon hanging low above the rooftops. They walked together beneath
the arch of roses, voices hushed.

  


  
Adam paused, turning to face her, suddenly serious. “You know,
I meant what I said earlier. About unfinished business.”

  


  
Ella’s heart thudded. “I know.”

  


  
He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, his gaze
searching. “May I?”

  


  
She nodded, eyes fluttering closed. Adam pressed a gentle kiss
to her cheek, his lips warm, his breath lingering—a single moment,
simple and seismic, that changed everything.

  


  
They stood together in the quiet, a thousand unspoken words
shimmering in the air.

  


  
At last, Adam squeezed her hand. “I’ll see you at the station
tomorrow?”

  


  
She nodded, unable to trust her voice, hope unfurling inside
her like a bright new dawn.

  


  
Kim burst out of the tent, waving her phone overhead. “You
two! Come on, the conga line needs new blood!”

  


  
With a grin and a wink, Adam jogged back inside, leaving Ella
standing breathless and full of a hope she hadn’t dared to claim in
a very long time.

  


  
As the night wound down, Kim looped her arm through Ella’s,
leading her back toward the tent. “Well,” she declared, “for the
sake of science, I declare this wedding an unqualified
success.”

  


  
Ella laughed, glancing back at Adam, already charming a table
of flower girls and elderly aunts. For the first time in a long
while, she felt the future stretching out before her—messy,
dazzling, unpredictable, and entirely her own.
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There are moments in life when the universe delivers a small,
perfectly wrapped box of chaos right to the front door—no warning,
no signature required, just a sly note taped on top: “You asked for
this, didn’t you?” For Ella Preston, such a moment arrived on an
otherwise unremarkable Tuesday, disguised as a cream-and-gold
envelope in her mailbox, embossed with the elegant Union Station
crest and her name curling across it in swirling ink.



Inside waited the official gala invitation, the real deal,
brimming with elegance and the kind of promise that makes the air
buzz: a night of dancing, celebration, and the unique variety of
anxious anticipation reserved for formal RSVP cards—especially the
kind that include “Plus One (optional).” Ella’s heart performed a
quick, traitorous skip as she flipped the card over, half-expecting
it to burst into confetti or serenade her with a string quartet.
Instead, it simply rested in her palm, humming quietly with
possibility—and the faintest edge of threat.



Without missing a beat, she snapped a picture and sent it to
Kim, with a caption as dry as Kansas City summer: “This is the most
intimidating ‘optional’ I’ve ever seen.”



Kim’s reply arrived at the speed of friendship—an onslaught of
GIFs: romantic comedy heroines swooning, cartoon hearts
multiplying, a final glittery pink arrow demanding, “WHO’S YOUR
PLUS ONE?!” in unapologetic caps-lock.



With a sigh, Ella let the envelope join the collection of
overdue library books and her favorite coffee mug (“I Like Big
Books and I Cannot Lie”) on the kitchen table. She tried for
nonchalance, but her chest fluttered with a nervous, fizzy energy
she couldn’t will away. It was just a party, she told herself. Just
a night. Just an “optional” that technically meant nothing—except,
of course, it meant everything.



By the time she reached work, the rumors had arrived before
she did. The volunteer crew clustered around the break room donut
box, stage-whispering in the kind of “confidential” tone meant to
be overheard.



“Did you hear? Ella’s bringing a plus one.”



“It’s gotta be Adam. Did you see them at the wedding? They
looked like a Hallmark movie come to life.”



“I bet he’s planning something big. Maybe a flash mob. Or a
proposal! Maybe both!”



Ella swept past, radiating busy professionalism, only to be
intercepted by Kim, whose eyes sparkled with barely-contained glee.
“Good morning, ‘plus one.’ Where’s your tiara? Or are you saving
that for the after-party?”



Ella groaned. “Can we not? It’s just a plus-one option. It
doesn’t mean anything. I might bring my cousin. Or a potted plant.
Maybe Moxie.”



Kim folded her arms and pursed her lips. “Please. The only
thing more obvious than you two is the supply room’s new air
freshener, which, by the way, smells like regret and
watermelon.”



Before Ella could protest, Mrs. Cornwell appeared, clipboard
in hand, her thoughts already three steps ahead of the rest. “Ella,
Adam—good pair for the greeting line, I think. You balance each
other. And rumor has it, you dance well together.”



Ella’s cheeks turned the color of a summer watermelon, while
Kim beamed in triumph.



Later, as Ella was organizing name tags with Lila (“Should we
put heart stickers next to all the singles, for efficiency?”), she
caught Adam’s reflection in the glass display. He was laughing at
one of Jerry’s jokes, his hand in his pocket, whole face lit up in
that rare way that made Ella’s heart somersault. When he noticed
her watching, he winked, then strolled over, voice dropping to a
low, conspiratorial murmur.



“So. Plus one, huh? You thinking potted fern, or… designated
arm candy?”



She snorted. “If you keep calling yourself arm candy, I’m
going to start charging for the privilege.”



He clutched his heart, mock-wounded. “I bring value! I’m a
small talk expert, a napkin-folding prodigy, and I can distract
awkward uncles with extensive train trivia.”



She laughed, her blush deepening. “Is there anything you can’t
do?”



“Fight off the PTA,” he replied. “My nephew’s school play is
tonight. Strictly as friends, of course. You in? I need backup if
they try to recruit me again. They’re relentless.”



For a moment, she hesitated—weddings, galas, and now a school
play? But curiosity and affection soon won out. “I’m in. But I’m
not wearing anything with sequins.”



He grinned. “Coward. I’ll pick you up at six.”



All afternoon, Kim trailed after Ella with a running
commentary about “practice dates” and “the science of chemistry,”
rummaging through Ella’s closet and vetoing outfits with the air of
a seasoned makeover show judge.



“This isn’t just a school play,” Kim warned. “It’s recon. You
want to look approachable and fun, but not like you’re auditioning
for Stepford Wives. Or running from a cult.”



Ella lobbed a pillow in her direction. “It’s a kindergarten
play. How much damage can I possibly do?”



Kim’s grin was full of foreshadowing. “Famous last
words.”



At 5:58, Adam arrived in his “cool uncle” uniform: jeans, a
soft checked shirt, sneakers too clean for legitimate kid duty, and
a grin that suggested he was ready for anything. In one hand, he
held a single, lopsided daisy. “For luck,” he explained, “or for
warding off feral kindergartners. Whichever you need more.”



Blushing, Ella tucked it behind her ear, and together they
stepped out into the evening’s warm blue hush.



The school was a carnival of sound—children in dinosaur
costumes stampeding through hallways, corralled by overmatched
teachers and anxious parents. Posters welcomed everyone to
“Jurassic Bark!” with cheerful, crayon-bright T-rexes and
brontosauruses.



Adam’s nephew, Jack, was a bundle of nerves and Velcro, his
face painted green, a tail pinned to his pants. “Uncle Adam! Look!
I’m a STEGOSAURUS!”



Adam knelt, high-fiving him. “Best stegosaurus I’ve ever
seen.”



Jack grinned, then eyed Ella with frank, childlike curiosity.
“Are you Uncle Adam’s girlfriend?”



Adam nearly choked, flushing crimson. “Jack, this is Ella.
She’s… my friend.”



Ella offered a solemn handshake. “I’m a professional bouquet
catcher. And sometimes I help your uncle rescue cupcakes from
extinction.”



Jack mulled this over, then nodded approval. “Cool. Wanna sit
with my mom? She brings candy.”



Adam’s sister, Megan, swept in—a whirlwind of warmth—offering
Ella a seat and a clandestine mini chocolate bar. “Any friend of
Adam’s is family. And anyone willing to brave elementary school
theater deserves a medal.”



The play was a beautiful mess—forgotten lines, a rogue
pterodactyl shoe, Jack the stegosaurus roaring with such commitment
that the teachers themselves broke character. Ella laughed until
her sides ached, swept along by the absurd charm of small people in
cardboard scales saving the world one glorious blunder at a
time.



Afterward, the gym became a circus of proud parents and
sugar-charged children. Adam was swept into a game of “dinosaur
tag,” and Ella found herself fielding questions from Megan: “How
long have you known Adam? Do you believe in love at first sight, or
are you more of a slow-burn?”



Ella responded with mischief and honesty, only to be caught
off guard as Megan leaned in with a conspiratorial wink. “He talks
about you, you know. A lot. Don’t let him overthink things. He’s
good at that.”



On the way to ice cream—because, as Jack decreed, “all heroes
get sundaes”—Adam fell quiet, glancing at Ella as if to check she
was still real. The local creamery was packed and noisy, their
group cramming into a corner booth amid laughter and clattering
spoons.



Jack, naturally, ordered a “dinosaur delight”—a leaning tower
of mint chocolate chip, whipped cream, gummy worms, and a single
sparkler. Ella managed to get whipped cream on her nose, thanks to
a stray elbow, and Adam, gallantly, offered his napkin, only to
swipe a bit on his own face in solidarity. Megan, camera always at
the ready, captured the moment: Adam and Ella, sticky and happy,
Jack making a velociraptor claw in the background.



As the sugar high faded and Jack’s eyelids drooped, Megan
hugged Ella goodbye, whispering, “Don’t make him wait too long.
He’s a good one.”



The drive home was a blur of city lights, gold and silver
flickering across the windshield. Adam’s voice, quiet and
searching, broke the silence. “Ever think about leaving Kansas
City? Or are you a forever local?”



Ella leaned back, watching familiar streets slide by.
“Sometimes. But then I remember all the stories here—the ones I
know, the ones I haven’t heard yet. I think I just haven’t finished
exploring this place.”



He nodded, thoughtful. “Same here. Every time I think about
leaving, something pulls me back. The trains, the people, the
feeling there’s more waiting.”



To lighten the mood, they played 20 Questions. The first round
was pure silliness—favorite donut filling, worst karaoke song, most
embarrassing elementary school mishap (Adam: a field trip bathroom
emergency; Ella: tripping over her own shoelaces in front of the
entire fifth grade). The next round grew more serious: greatest
fear (losing people), happiest moments (laughing with friends,
late-night drives, someone remembering a coffee order).



Eventually, Adam parked at a hidden lookout above the city.
The skyline sparkled below, the river a silver ribbon in the night.
They sat shoulder to shoulder in easy, golden quiet.



A shooting star tore across the sky—gone as quickly as a
whispered secret. Ella closed her eyes, wishing, with quiet
intensity, for the courage to say yes to all the possibilities
shimmering just ahead.



Adam watched her, grinning. “Don’t tell me you wished for
another coffee shop on Main.”



She laughed. “Nope. This wish is strictly top secret. And if a
new coffee shop does open, I’m blaming you.”



He reached for her hand, squeezing gently. “As long as you
promise to be my plus-one. Practice or otherwise.”



They lingered, talking about nothing and everything, until
Adam finally glanced at the clock. “I promised to get you home by
midnight. Cinderella rules.”



He drove her back to Union Station, the city sleeping beneath
their wheels. At the curb, he stopped, turning with a shy, hopeful
smile.



“Thanks for being my rehearsal date. Best one I’ve ever
had.”



Ella smiled back, nerves replaced by a steady, humming hope.
“It was the perfect practice.”



He leaned in, as if to kiss her cheek, then paused. Instead,
they parted with a long, slow hug—something gentle and promising
buzzing in the space between them, the kind of something that
doesn’t need words.
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The first sign that the gala RSVP process was veering off
course didn’t come with a shout, but with a ping. Actually, it was
forty-two pings by 9:07 a.m.—forty-two new RSVP emails, many
boasting subject lines dramatic enough to rival cable news
headlines: “URGENT: Table Placement Concerns.” “SEATING
CRISIS—PLEASE READ.” “Dietary Emergency!” And, from someone named
‘Joanne C.,’ a simple, desperate, “Help.”



Ella Preston hadn’t finished her first coffee. She sat
cross-legged on her apartment floor, back pressed to her couch,
phone in hand, laptop balanced precariously on an upended laundry
basket that, by rights, should have been folded two days ago. Next
to her, a half-eaten slice of banana bread perched on a plate, her
inbox swelled like a flooded creek, and she had already started
humming that circus-music tune she used to calm herself when the
absurdity thickened to a custard.



She knew the day would be a tornado as soon as she opened the
first email. Councilman Harkins—the one with the three-piece suits
and handshake that could crush granite—had RSVP’d yes, but not just
for himself. He’d added an entourage: “+5, including city council
colleagues, and possibly their plus-ones, depending on sports
schedules.” He noted, with statesmanlike gravity, that “it’s
important for the public to see their leaders socializing
harmoniously.” The final PS: “No jazz near our table. Councilman
Fisher is still traumatized by last year’s impromptu saxophone
solo.”



It wasn’t even nine-fifteen when Kim called. “Did you see the
RSVP about the no-jazz safe zone? Who do they think we are, the
United Nations?”



Ella laughed—because really, what else was there to do? “If we
get another musical restriction, I’m making every table a different
genre. Let them fight it out with interpretive dance.”



She began building a spreadsheet tab—christened “Seating
Wars”—as she spoke. “Did you check Griggs’s response?”



Kim cackled. “Oh, she’s a masterpiece! ‘Will attend, provided
I am not within a five-table radius of Councilman Harkins or his
friends. I am still seeking therapy for the ‘meatball incident’ of
last year.’”



And that was just the beginning. A yoga studio owner wanted
her entire “spiritual coven” seated together to “maintain positive
auras.” The owner of a local chain of hot dog carts wanted to
sponsor the napkin rings, but only if his logo was visible from
every seat. Someone else, perhaps joking—or perhaps not—had RSVP’d
as “Kansas City’s Second Best Accordionist—plus one (my
accordion).”



By the time Ella made it to work, she was already thirty-four
emails deep, with no sign of relief. The Union Station event office
had entered full crisis mode. Volunteers bustled everywhere: Jerry
handed out emergency bagels, Teri collected “anonymous” notes about
seating preferences (which, in reality, were spectacularly
un-anonymous), and Lila was busy labeling every surface with
brightly colored post-its: “DO NOT MOVE THIS TABLE UNLESS YOU HAVE
A NOTE FROM GOD OR MRS. CORNWELL.”



Mrs. Cornwell herself presided over the mayhem, a cross
between the Queen of England and a slightly frazzled wedding
planner. Her hair was wound tighter than ever, her heels echoed
with authority across the tile, and her clipboard bristled with
notes like a weapon.



She gathered the team for an emergency meeting. “I want to
remind you all that the gala is about unity. We are showing Kansas
City at its best! We will have harmony, dignity, and—” she paused
to glare at Jerry, who was trying to start a wave—“no conga lines
before dinner.”



Kim leaned into Ella, stage-whispering, “She says harmony, but
I say let the fireworks fly. This is the most fun I’ve had since
the Great Muffin Meltdown.”



Adam arrived just then, holding his laptop like a holy relic.
“I’ve built a new spreadsheet model,” he announced. “Every
potential conflict flagged, every relationship mapped, and all
flirts, exes, and karaoke superstars color-coded. Behold: the
Relationship Landmine Map.”



The room applauded—partly out of genuine gratitude, partly
from relief that someone was trying to make sense of the chaos.
Adam shot Ella a wry grin. “You’re still at the Heart of Kansas
City table, by the way. Headliner, not disaster.”



She managed a shaky smile, grateful for the anchor.



But then the real bombshell arrived. Her phone buzzed with a
new RSVP from Ethan McAllister. Her ex. Not just a yes, but a yes
with a plus one. “Looking forward to seeing everyone! Will be
joined by my girlfriend, Zoe. Hope we get a chance to catch up!” A
chill rippled down Ella’s spine, the world narrowing for a moment
to those two lines on her screen. It was one thing to know an ex
had moved on; it was another to see it, typed out with a cheerful
smiley-face, staring up at her in Helvetica.



Before she could close the window, Kim materialized at her
side, eyes wide. “He’s coming? With a new girlfriend?”



Ella attempted her best impression of breezy indifference.
“It’s fine. Really. I mean, it was bound to happen. It’s not like
I’m still wearing his T-shirt to bed or anything.”



Kim was not fooled. “We’re not putting him at your table,
right? Because I will stage a protest.”



Adam appeared just in time to catch this, leaning in with a
conspiratorial smile. “I say we seat him next to the most boring
guest we have. Mr. Patterson. The man who once gave a 45-minute
toast about municipal storm drains.”



Kim’s eyes gleamed. “Yes. The Table of Awkward Reunions. All
the exes, the karaoke bandit, and anyone who’s ever been caught
photocopying their face at a holiday party.”



Mrs. Cornwell, catching the gist, cleared her throat. “This is
a celebration of unity, not a reunion of drama. No revenge
seating!”



Adam gave her his most innocent look. “Absolutely. In fact,
Ella’s ex deserves a front row seat to her success. If he’s coming,
he should see how amazing she’s doing. I can give him a direct view
of the stage, right next to the dessert table.”



Ella’s cheeks were warm. She laughed, though a tremor threaded
through it. “Only if we add a table for ‘historic
disasters’—everyone who’s ever started a rumor, sabotaged a buffet,
or gotten lost in the coat check.”



Teri, always game, called dibs on the Disaster Table. “I
belong there. I once spilled sangria on a city councilman’s shoes
and lived to tell the tale.”



The room dissolved into laughter. Adam, noticing the tension
in Ella’s shoulders, leaned closer. “You’re not a disaster, Ella.
You’re the reason this is even happening.”



She gave him a grateful, slightly teary smile, and soon the
conversation shifted to table themes. Jazz Legends, Historic
Heroes, The Gossip Column (Kim’s suggestion), and a Secret Flirts
Table were all pitched, debated, and logged into the master
spreadsheet.



Kim, now in her element, started penning fake backstories for
each guest as comic relief. “Mr. Patterson, Kansas City’s foremost
storm drain enthusiast, met his soulmate in a flash flood. Their
wedding was a dry affair. Councilwoman Griggs is secretly a
competitive salsa dancer. Jerry is wanted in three states for
excessive conga.”



The volunteers howled. Even Mrs. Cornwell cracked a smile,
until she discovered Kim’s “secret file” and nearly fainted. “This
is not the time for creative writing!” she gasped.



Adam quickly offered up a “serious” version for the official
records, quietly saving Kim’s comic gems for the afterparty.
“Everything’s properly filed, Mrs. Cornwell. No salsa secrets,
promise.”



The day blurred by in a whirlwind of emails, calls, and
emergency donut runs. Ella tried to ignore the twisting in her
stomach as rumors about her ex’s new girlfriend began to swirl.
Volunteers speculated about Zoe’s Instagram, her hair, whether
she’d be “nice or high-maintenance,” and Ella longed to crawl under
a table and stay there.



Adam found her in the break room, stirring her fourth coffee
and staring blankly at a motivational poster (“Teamwork: Together
Everyone Achieves More!”). He perched beside her on the
counter.



“Hey,” he said gently. “You don’t have to worry. I’ll be your
wingman. If he shows up, we’ll make sure you’re too busy being the
star to care.”



She nodded, grateful but still uneasy. “I just… I don’t want
people to feel sorry for me. Or to think I care. Or, worst of all,
to see me as the girl who got left behind.”



Adam nudged her shoulder. “Ella. You’re nobody’s afterthought.
You’re the headline act. I’d sit at your table any day.”



She laughed, feeling lighter. “Even if it’s the Disaster
Table?”



“Especially if it’s the Disaster Table.”



Afternoon stretched on. The seating chart sprawled across two
tables, color-coded, annotated, and littered with inside jokes.
Every time Mrs. Cornwell walked by, everyone snapped to attention,
and Kim hid her “Gossip Column” notes beneath a stack of
spreadsheets.



A misunderstanding arose: Adam overheard Kim joking about Ella
bringing a date, and for a fleeting moment, his face fell, the
spark in his eyes dimming. Ella caught it, her own heart
hitching.



“Hey,” she said, pulling him aside, “in case you heard… I’m
not bringing anyone. Just you. As my wingperson. Unless you’re
tired of the job?”



Adam relaxed, feigning nonchalance but obviously relieved.
“Are you kidding? It’s the gig of a lifetime.”



They finished the chart together, the final click of “save”
ringing out like a victory bell. Kim declared herself “Seating
Chart Goddess,” bowing and tossing paper confetti with dramatic
flair.



Mrs. Cornwell beamed, genuinely impressed. “A triumph of
logistics and diplomacy! If this works, I’ll buy you all
dinner.”



Cheers erupted.



The day wound down. Volunteers drifted out, chatting and
laughing, the satisfaction of accomplishment buzzing through the
air. Adam lingered, helping Ella gather up name tags and confetti
scraps.



Outside, the city shimmered—streetlights flickering to life,
sky deepening to purple. Adam walked Ella to her car, shoulders
brushing as they went, the air between them rich with unspoken
things.



He stopped, leaning against her door. “For what it’s worth, I
think your ex will be amazed. Not because of the gala. Because of
you.”



Ella looked up at him, hope and gratitude blossoming in her
chest. “Thank you, Adam. I… don’t say it enough, but you make this
all easier.”



He smiled. “Good. I plan on sticking around. For every
Disaster Table you host.”



She laughed, sliding into her car, the ache in her chest
replaced by something warmer, something promising. As she drove
home, she knew the drama wasn’t over—the gala was coming, her ex
was coming, and there would be awkward reunions and surprises, but
somehow, she felt ready for them all.
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By the time band auditions arrived, Union Station had
transformed into something nearly sentient—a sprawling,
unpredictable creature perfumed by stale coffee, nervous hope, and
at least three conflicting brands of lemon-scented furniture
polish. For nearly a week, the station’s grand salons and shadowy
back halls throbbed with the percussive slap of instrument cases,
the half-whispered tuning of guitars and horns, and the persistent
background buzz of people desperate for any distraction from
seating charts and RSVP mayhem. Volunteers zipped through corridors
with folding chairs, extension cords, and armloads of programs;
Kim, never one to miss an entrance, floated through with a velvet
pouch that gave a sly, metallic rattle whenever she moved.



On the first morning of auditions, Ella Preston arrived early,
nerves fluttering like moths in her stomach. Her thoughts spun
between a parade of anxious “what-ifs” (what if nobody even
remotely talented showed up? what if the day turned into a kazoo
parade? what if she’d actually forgotten to brush her teeth?) and a
shivery, almost childlike anticipation. She relished this precise
slice of event planning—the suspenseful window before the curtain
rose, when magic still seemed possible and every empty chair could
soon ring with laughter and applause.



Adam was already there, ensconced in the makeshift judges’
nook, legs folded beneath him, surrounded by an enthusiastic snarl
of microphone cables and a formidable stack of clipboards. He
looked, in that moment, less like a grown man and more like a kid
turned loose in a hardware store, except the tools were
spreadsheets and audio adapters. As soon as Ella entered, he
offered a broad grin and passed her a foam cup of coffee. “Welcome
to Kansas City’s very own answer to ‘America’s Got Talent.’ Try not
to trip over the drum kit.”



She accepted with a grateful sigh, smoothing a wayward strand
of hair behind her ear. “I’d feel more qualified if my only musical
credential weren’t ‘once failed middle-school clarinet.’” She eyed
the nearest clipboard, covered with categories like “technical
skill,” “audience engagement,” and, in Adam’s unmistakable scrawl,
“Unquantifiable Jazziness.”



Adam snorted. “You’ve got the best ears in the business.
Besides, half these bands are just here for the free pizza.” He
waved toward the refreshment table, already presided over by Kim
and stacked with boxed pizza, gluten-free muffins, and snacks that
might, in an emergency, double as percussion instruments.



Kim swept in, a tambourine jangling from her belt, and
declared, “I am here to keep things lively, document the chaos,
and, if necessary, rescue you both from mediocrity. I’ve also
signed up to audition. Behold: Kim and the One-Woman Rhythm
Disaster.”



Ella sputtered into her coffee. “You didn’t.”



Kim just winked. “You’ll see.”



By ten a.m., the place was at capacity. Musicians milled
about: some carrying battered cases patched with stickers from
forgotten gigs, others dressed to the nines, and a handful decked
out in costumes of questionable taste—most notably, a duo in
matching dinosaur onesies who specialized in TV theme songs played
as Norwegian death metal.



The first act, The Baristas—a folk quartet—set the bar with a
gingerly awkward banjo-bass-melodica cover of “Hey Ya!” Adam gave
them high marks for “commitment to unexpected genres,” while Ella
simply noted, “If nothing else, we’re waking up the ghosts in the
walls.”



The Plucky Pigeons followed, their bluegrass rendition of
“Single Ladies” rousing half the room to clap along, led by a
grandpa in suspenders who repeatedly mangled the name “Beyoncé.”
Teri, never shy, gave them a standing ovation and awarded two
bagels from the snack table.



Between acts, the back of the hall buzzed with speculation.
Which groups would make the cut? Would jazz diehards riot if a pop
band got through? Was Mrs. Cornwell, the committee chair, secretly
hoping for a chamber trio or quietly rooting for something
delightfully unorthodox?



Then came the infamous Kazoo Crew 7, a rainbow-clad collection
of college students, each wielding a kazoo of different size and
shade. Their opening number: “Free Bird.” Commitment was not
lacking. The kazoos attempted every guitar solo, with two joining
for the high notes, and by the bridge, Adam was doubled over,
half-laughing, half-horrified.



Kim couldn’t resist joining in, leaping up to add a tambourine
solo—a performance as unpredictable as it was loud. She promptly
missed the downbeat, spun in a triumphant circle, and clocked a
folding chair with her instrument, earning a round of applause that
might have been irony, appreciation, or both.



Mrs. Cornwell stuck her head in, surveying the scene. “If the
jazz society hears about this, I’ll have to retire in shame,” she
muttered to Ella, though her lips twitched with barely suppressed
amusement.



The next hour spun by: a high school ska band who overpowered
the microphone, a classical trio with strings like silk and smoke,
and an a cappella group in pajamas, serenading “Don’t Stop
Believin’” while distributing complimentary sleep masks. Ella and
Adam filled their notes with a blend of genuine critique and
irreverent asides (“Can we book them for bedtime stories?” “Bonus
points for synchronized yawns”).



Approaching lunchtime, the Jazz Catz took the stage.
Instantly, the room shifted. Conversation stilled; the air seemed
to vibrate. Their groove was effortless, the bassline pulsed with
warmth, keys glimmered, and the drummer played as if born with
sticks for hands. Then Chloe began to sing.



Chloe was magnetic, her voice as smooth as velvet, as sharp as
cinnamon, and she owned every inch of the hall. When she grinned at
Adam—a look that was half challenge, half affection—the whole space
seemed to hum.



“Still showing off, I see,” Adam called, with a touch of
bravado that couldn’t hide his nerves.



Chloe rolled her eyes. “Still pretending you’re not dying to
get up here? Come on, King, admit it—you missed this.”



Adam shrugged. “Maybe I missed winning.”



The bassist leaned into the mic. “He’s still sore about the
trumpet duel,” she stage-whispered.



Ella, delighted, leaned forward. “Trumpet duel? Oh, do
tell.”



Adam looked pained. “Once, in college, Chloe and I disagreed
over a solo. The band director had to break us up before we
resorted to interpretive dance.”



Chloe flashed a wicked smile. “He never forgave me for
stealing the big solo. Or for the time I replaced his sheet music
with ‘Baby Shark.’”



Kim, filming everything, sighed with contentment. “This is
better than daytime TV.”



The Jazz Catz wrapped their set with “Moanin’,” leaving the
room ringing with applause—even Mrs. Cornwell joined in, though she
maintained a look of stern professionalism.



During the voting huddle, Adam pretended to agonize over the
decision, though it was clear the Jazz Catz had won them over.
Still, he muttered, “She’ll never let me live this down.”



Ella grinned. “Only if you keep calling her ‘jazz princess’
behind her back.”



As the committee made their choices, Chloe tracked down Ella,
slinging an arm around her shoulders. “You’re singing backup with
us, right? We need someone to keep Adam humble.”



Ella tried to brush it off, flustered. “I’m not sure I’m up
for that.”



“Please,” Chloe insisted, “after today’s harmonies? You’re a
natural.”



Adam feigned outrage. “I’m supposed to be the judge! If
anyone’s singing backup, it’s Kim and her tambourine.”



Kim perked up, waving her battered instrument. “I can do
backup interpretive dance! Or triangle, if you’re scared for
everyone’s safety.”



The days that followed blurred together in a whirlwind of
rehearsals, playlist skirmishes, and musical diplomacy. Adam
campaigned hard for a strictly jazz playlist, while Ella championed
inclusivity—a Motown detour here, a dance hit there, something
unpredictable.



“You can’t play Miles Davis all night!” she insisted,
bickering over a Spotify queue in the event office, sticky notes
and half-eaten pizza scattered around them.



Adam gestured dramatically. “I can if it gets the crowd
moving! We want to see Mrs. Cornwell doing the twist, right?”



Ella laughed, firing a sticky note at him. “If she does the
twist, I’ll wear a feather boa to the gala.”



The playlist became their battleground and, ultimately, their
private code. They sneaked in personal favorites, arranged smooth
transitions, even left a “secret song” at the end—one just for
them, to close out the night. Ella’s pick was Stevie Wonder; Adam
countered with John Coltrane. They compromised, sharing a quiet
sense of satisfaction at how naturally they fell into step
together.



Kim polled the volunteers for last-minute requests. “Spice Up
Your Life” was the clear favorite, though nobody would confess to
voting for it twice. Jerry started a rumor about the mayor’s wife
requesting “Bohemian Rhapsody”; Lila campaigned for a “Gossip Table
Remix” with live kazoo. Chloe threatened to lead a jazz rendition
of the Spice Girls unless she got her solo.



Meanwhile, Adam and Chloe’s rivalry simmered, erupting into
playful spats at rehearsals. Chloe challenged him to a “Jazz-Off”
during soundcheck; Adam accused her of sabotaging his mic. Ella
served as peacemaker, sometimes referee, sometimes the one fanning
the flames, secretly gathering material for the novel she kept
promising herself she’d write someday.



In the quieter moments, Ella and Chloe bonded over nerves and
shared respect. Chloe admitted to pre-show butterflies; Ella
confessed to impostor syndrome. They swapped tales of romantic
misfires and gig disasters—Chloe once got locked in a closet with a
saxophonist, Ella once showed up to a dance in mismatched
shoes.



“Stage fright is just adrenaline in lipstick,” Chloe told her,
flashing a grin. “You’ll kill it. And if not, blame Adam.”



Mrs. Cornwell, after attending a rehearsal, deemed the band
“acceptable,” then quietly slipped back in for the encore and
requested a “tasteful polka” for the seniors. Adam threatened to
quit. Ella threatened to replace him with Kim’s percussion
section.



On the eve of the gala, the station pulsed with nervous
energy. The band set up beneath the stained-glass dome, tuning
instruments while the city’s heart beat outside. Ella moved among
the chairs, adjusting programs, double-checking sound, her chest
full of something she couldn’t quite name—pride, nerves, the
trembling sweetness of stepping into the unknown.



Adam found her alone, fiddling with her phone in a quiet
corner before rehearsal. “You nervous?” he asked softly.



Ella hesitated. “More excited, really. It’s just…a lot. But
I’m glad I get to do it with you.”



Adam smiled, his hand brushing her elbow. “We’re going to blow
them away, Preston. And if not, we’ve always got our secret
song.”



They rehearsed late, voices mingling in the vast, empty hall.
Chloe’s laughter bounced off marble and glass. Kim fell asleep in
the last row, using her tambourine as a pillow.



When it was finally over, the city lay silent and electric.
Adam walked Ella outside, under a sky littered with stars and the
neon heartbeat of Kansas City beyond the tracks.



He stopped her there, squeezing her hand. “Whatever happens
tomorrow, thanks for making this fun again. I forgot music could
feel like this. Like home.”



Ella’s smile caught the light. “It’s the people. Always the
people.”



Adam leaned in and pressed a kiss to her cheek—gentle,
lingering. “And the music.”



Ella watched him go, feeling as if the whole city was
singing.
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If Union Station had possessed a pulse, anyone observing might
have said it was pounding double-time that week. A frantic current
electrified the air: gala deadlines loomed with all the subtlety of
a freight train, last-minute disasters multiplied like rabbits, and
volunteers zipped around with the kind of intensity usually
reserved for Black Friday sales. Yet, underneath the commotion, a
steadier rhythm persisted—a heartbeat that had become oddly
reliable to those who lived within it. There was Adam’s laughter
echoing down the marble hallways, Kim’s sneakers shuffling from
crisis to snack break and back again, the rain tapping comfort
against stained glass. It was the imperfect, improvisational, but
persistent tempo of their little world.



Which was perhaps why, when Adam went down, the entire station
seemed to skip a beat.



It started innocuously enough. Ella, ever the diligent
multitasker, was hunched over her laptop in the ticketing office,
cross-referencing place cards with the most recent gluten-free
guest list. The air was thick with printer ink and the charred
aftermath of Kim’s latest “morning espresso disaster,” an event
that, for reasons never fully explained, had required both a fire
extinguisher and a spatula. Chaos, as always, reigned: Mrs.
Cornwell was barking about centerpieces, Chloe passed by humming
scales, volunteers bickered about the prime spot for the gala’s
Instagram photo booth. Adam had been in perpetual motion since
sunrise, juggling logistics, troubleshooting power outlets,
fielding texts from the jazz trio, all while sporting a complexion
that could only be described as ‘vintage porcelain.’



But someone always noticed Adam’s tells. And this time, it was
Ella.



She was about to call him over to interrogate a questionable
setlist typo—something about a “Surprise Polka Interlude” that,
frankly, justified an evacuation drill—when Adam paused, pressing a
hand to the wall as though steadying himself against a rogue wave.
For a fleeting second, it looked like a stretch, but then he
blinked, swayed, and before the room could even process what was
happening, slumped unceremoniously to the polished floor. His
clipboard crashed down with a sound that ricocheted through the
station, freezing every head mid-task.



For an instant, the world narrowed to the square of sunlight
where Adam lay, one arm slack, eyes fluttering open just as Ella
reached his side.



She knelt, hands hovering—should someone check his pulse? Call
for help? Suddenly, every first-aid video Kim had ever made them
watch (including the one where she’d nearly broken a lamp
performing the Heimlich on a folding chair) fled from collective
memory.



Adam’s eyes focused, confusion dissolving into embarrassment.
“I’m fine, I’m—” He attempted to push himself up, only for Ella’s
hand to land gently on his shoulder, determined to keep him
horizontal while her heart pounded loud enough to drown out the
rising chorus of concerned voices.



“You’re not fine. Don’t move yet,” she insisted, the words
trembling on the edge of panic. “Kim, get some water! And—someone
call—” Her voice caught in her throat, tangled by fear.



Adam, mortified, squeezed her hand. “Ella, I’m okay. Really. I
just forgot to eat breakfast. It’s not—please don’t make a
scene.”



But the scene had already formed, complete with supporting
cast: Kim barreling over with phone, granola bar, and bottled water
in tow, her expression swinging from comic to concerned. Mrs.
Cornwell, whose disaster sense was finely attuned to the vibrations
of panic, materialized at Adam’s side, voice stern but hands
uncommonly gentle as she barked orders: “Someone get his legs up.
Jerry, the first-aid kit. Chloe, clear a path. We do not faint at
Union Station without consequences!”



Delighted, Jerry sprinted off; Chloe, dragging a chair,
muttered, “This is more dramatic than our last jazz gig.” Ella,
meanwhile, knelt back on her heels, nerves fizzing as Adam blinked
away the dizziness, cheeks flushed, eyes sheepish.



“I swear, it’s just low blood sugar,” he insisted, grinning
weakly. “Skipped breakfast. Dumb move. I’m good now.”



Kim pressed the granola bar into his palm with all the force
of a maternal ultimatum. “Eat, or I call your mom.”



Adam groaned, reluctantly opening the wrapper. “Tastes like
mulch.”



“Doctor-recommended mulch,” Kim chirped. “Now chew.”



Ella hovered close, hands trembling. The image of Adam
crumpled on the floor, the sick thud of panic—it refused to leave
her.



When the chaos ebbed and only a scattering of snack wrappers
and anxious glances remained, Ella spoke softly, “You scared
me.”



Adam’s bravado faded. “Scared myself, honestly. Guess I’ve
been running on empty.”



“It’s not just breakfast, is it?” Her attempt at levity didn’t
quite mask the worry.



He shrugged, guilt in every motion. “It’s happened before.
Usually when I get busy. My dad had heart stuff at my age, so I get
checked every year. Doctor says I’m fine. I just… forget I’m not a
robot.”



“Why didn’t you say something?” Ella’s voice was gentle, but
her eyes were fierce.



Adam hesitated. “Didn’t want anyone to worry. And I’m not
great at letting people take care of me. Dad made everything a
joke, even in the hospital. Guess I picked that up.”



Ella squeezed his hand. “You’re not alone. Not anymore. You
have people. You have me.”



The gratitude in his expression said everything his words
didn’t. “Thanks, Ella. Really.”



The spell broke with a teasing grin from her. “How about
lunch? No arguing. Fainting at work earns you at least a
sandwich.”



With much protesting, Adam was shepherded to the nearest café,
flanked by Ella and Kim, who were determined to orchestrate a
full-scale “health intervention.” Mrs. Cornwell announced that
Adam’s snack privileges were suspended, replaced with carrots and
the occasional banana, while Jerry posted up by the pastry case,
self-appointed guardian against illicit sugar.



The café, with its golden light and chorus of clinking dishes,
seemed almost sacred in its ordinary calm. Adam slouched into a
booth, still pale, while Ella ordered enough hearty sandwiches and
fruit cups to feed a small rugby team. Kim, never missing a comedic
beat, ordered Adam a kale smoothie and herself a double espresso
“for shock.”



Adam eyed his sandwich warily. “Is this what being cared for
feels like? It’s very… green.”



Ella smirked. “Get used to it. You’re on the Ella Preston
Health Plan now. Rule one: no fainting at city landmarks.”



He attempted a pout. “Is it too late to join Kim’s donut
cleanse?”



“Only if you can eat six granola bars without crying,” Kim
shot back.



Laughter loosened the tension, and soon the table overflowed
with stories of culinary disasters—Adam’s infamous burnt ramen,
Ella’s ill-fated healthy stir fry, Kim’s vegan brownie turned tax
form paperweight.



As the meal wound down, conversation softened. Ella traced the
rim of her glass, her voice tentative. “You know, I get panic
attacks sometimes. Not often, but enough. It’s a strange, helpless
feeling, like your body’s got a mind of its own.”



Adam looked up, relief flickering across his face. “I didn’t
know that.”



She nodded. “Not exactly gala bio material, is it? But I’m
learning to be open. Let people help.”



“Maybe we both need practice,” Adam replied. “Letting people
in.”



Their pact was sealed over fruit cups and mutual stubbornness:
Adam would carry snacks, Ella would speak up when overwhelmed. Kim,
never one for too much earnestness, snapped a photo of them
fist-bumping and announced, “Hashtag Emotional Support
Humans.”



Back at Union Station, Mrs. Cornwell’s campaign for workplace
wellness was in full swing. Snack bags appeared in the lounge, each
labeled in Sharpie; lists of “approved” foods adorned the bulletin
board. “If anyone brings a donut, you answer to me,” she warned,
wielding a celery stick with the gravity of a judge.



The next day, news of Adam’s “episode” rippled through the
station. Jerry arrived bearing herbal teas; Teri prescribed
meditation, albeit not in the haunted coat closet. Chloe, between
vocal warmups, offered her grandmother’s secret “heart
tonic”—ingredients classified, possibly weaponized.



But Kim took things a step further, marching in after lunch
with a yoga mat and a Craigslist-sourced instructor named Moonbeam.
“If we can’t fix your heart with snacks, we’ll do it with yoga.
Main hall. Ten minutes. Stretch or perish.”



Adam paled. “You’re joking.”



Ella’s laugh was lighter than it had been in days. “Come on.
What’s the worst that could happen?”



Moonbeam, who radiated peace and tie-dye, led them through
increasingly improbable poses in the cavernous hall. Adam and Ella
proved equally uncoordinated, collapsing into giggles during
Downward Dog and wobbling their way through Tree Pose. Kim,
self-appointed “Yoga Disaster Coach,” dispensed commentary from the
sidelines (“If you fall, claim it’s performance art!”).



Partner poses became a spectacle of awkward tangling and
nervous laughter, with Adam ending up flat on his back, Ella half
draped across him, both breathless from mirth while Kim documented
the chaos for posterity.



The class concluded with Moonbeam’s pronouncement that, while
not physically aligned, Adam and Ella were at least “energetically
in sync.” Mrs. Cornwell, observing from afar, relented enough to
hand Adam a protein bar—her favorite kind, not the chalky
variety.



Later that afternoon, Adam and Ella claimed a quiet corner in
the station café, sipping warm drinks, their postures softer,
conversation quieter.



Adam broke the comfortable silence. “I’ve never let anyone
take care of me. Not since Dad got sick. If I don’t talk about it,
I can pretend it’s not real.”



Ella found his hand, squeezing gently. “Maybe it’s time to let
someone in.”



He grinned, teasing. “You like fussing over me.”



“Don’t get used to it,” she shot back, eyes dancing. “I’m just
here for the snack perks.”



Their laughter lingered, the world shrinking to a moment of
easy companionship.



Kim reappeared, carrot sticks in hand, triumphant. “I’m
opening a yoga studio—‘Disaster Yoga: For the Romantically
Challenged.’ You two are my spokesmodels.”



Mrs. Cornwell, ever vigilant, poked her head in to reassert
snack protocols—no caffeine after three, no more fainting,
Adam—before bustling off in maternal triumph.



As the day faded, Adam and Ella wandered the halls together,
sharing stories of heartbreak and hope, losses and small victories.
Adam confessed how his father’s illness had made vulnerability feel
dangerous, how jokes had become armor. Ella described the
exhausting years of hiding her anxiety, how letting people in still
felt terrifying and necessary in equal measure.



When at last they parted, the city outside felt cool and
steady, Union Station’s pulse sure beneath their feet. Adam
squeezed Ella’s hand, leaning close, the promise hanging between
them.



“From now on, we look out for each other. Healthwise.
Heartwise. Deal?”



Ella smiled, hope bright in her eyes. “Deal.”
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For a city that pulsed with the rhythm of locomotives and the
warm glow of jazz, Kansas City harbored surprisingly strong
opinions about its cocktails. And as the Union Station gala inched
ever closer, Mrs. Cornwell decided—with the certainty of a general
preparing for battle—that what their event truly needed was not
just signature centerpieces or a meticulously curated playlist, but
a “signature cocktail.” Not just any drink, of course, but
something “iconic, sophisticated, timeless… with a hint of Kansas
City mischief,” as she declared, eyes narrowed, clipboard in hand,
lips pursed with purpose.



Thus began the committee’s next adventure, not in the gilded
halls of Union Station, but in a shadowy, velvet-draped speakeasy
tucked off an alley, marked only by a brass bell and a mural of a
jazz trio that seemed to wink at passersby in the right light. The
place oozed vintage glamour: pressed-tin ceilings, plush leather
booths, bartenders in suspenders, and the low, honeyed croon of a
torch singer weaving between clinks of glass and bursts of
laughter. Ella, despite having walked by countless times, had never
set foot inside; tonight, stepping across the threshold felt like
wandering straight into a black-and-white film.



Mrs. Cornwell, dressed to the nines in midnight blue and a
string of pearls she insisted had once belonged to her
grandmother’s cousin (“She was a flapper, darling, ran with the
mob!”), greeted the group at the door. “We are not leaving until we
have something worthy of a toast,” she announced. “And Adam, if you
faint, I’m sending you home with a celery stick and a juice
cleanse.”



Adam, who looked freshly recovered and up to no good, offered
a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am. Only artisanal, small-batch, organic
celery for me.” He winked at Ella, who snorted, warmth creeping
into her cheeks.



Kim breezed in behind them, phone at the ready to document the
impending chaos, and immediately began narrating their entrance in
a husky, old-Hollywood drawl. “Kansas City’s brightest, here to
drink, to dream, to possibly set something on fire before last
call…”



They were ushered to a private corner, where their
instructor—a tall, flamboyant man with platinum hair, gold-rimmed
glasses, and a dramatic flair for rolling his Rs—waited, a
mischievous gleam in his eye. “Welcome, darlings! I am Jacques.
Tonight, you will not merely make cocktails; you will conjure art.”
With a clap of his hands, he released a spray of glitter into the
air. “Are we ready to shake, to stir, to shake again?”



Mrs. Cornwell was instantly charmed, Adam delighted, and Kim
had already launched an Instagram story. Ella, who had always liked
the idea of cocktails more than the actual drinking of them, felt a
pleasant shiver of mischief spark beneath her skin.



Class began with the classics. Jacques demonstrated a perfect
Old-Fashioned—whiskey, sugar cube, bitters, orange twist, all
delivered in a choreography of measured pours and elegant circular
motions, ending in a glass that seemed to glimmer with promise.
“But!” he exclaimed, wagging a finger, “we do not simply copy! Non!
We invent. We create a legend!”



When it was their turn, Adam approached the bar with the
swagger of a man on a mission. He measured, muddled, dropped an
orange twist with the confidence of someone who had watched far too
many bartending tutorials in the dead of night. Ella, perched
beside him, followed along, tongue poking out in concentration as
she tried to mimic Jacques’s practiced swirl.



But nerves—or perhaps the potent scent of whiskey—got the
better of Adam. He misread a label, seized a bottle of
chili-infused tequila instead of bourbon, and, with an excess of
enthusiasm, shook up a concoction that looked suspiciously like
liquid fire. The shaker slipped from his grip just as he flipped
the top, sending a spray of orange-zest-and-chili cocktail arcing
across the bar, onto his shirt, and in a graceful curve down Ella’s
bare arm.



The table dissolved into laughter. Jacques clutched imaginary
pearls. “A bold choice! A fiery start! Bravo, monsieur, but perhaps
next time, the shaker, she stays closed, oui?”



Blushing and apologetic, Adam grabbed a bar towel, dabbing at
his shirt with comic despair. Ella, arm dripping, wiped away the
sticky trail with a napkin, giggling. “I thought we were going for
classic, not arson.”



“You have to admit, it’s memorable,” Adam shot back, his
relief deepening with her laughter.



Mrs. Cornwell shook her head, valiantly suppressing a smile.
“If the fire department shows up, I am not covering your
tab.”



Emboldened by the mess and the laughter, Ella took her turn at
the bar. Her hands trembled, but she focused—muddling cherries,
splashing bourbon, slicing an orange with what she desperately
hoped was elegance. Jacques hovered, narrating her every move with
breathless excitement, while Kim maintained a running commentary:
“And now, the crowd holds its breath as Ella attempts the legendary
citrus twist… oh! Will she stick the landing?”



The drink, when she finally tasted it, was both too strong and
too sweet, but it hit her with a wave of giggles that rolled
straight through her chest. “It tastes like… if a jazz band fell
into a candy store and couldn’t get out.”



Adam leaned in, lips curving in amusement. “That’s my favorite
review yet.”



As the class wore on, competition escalated. The group split
into teams, intent on inventing the ultimate “Union Station
Old-Fashioned.” Adam and Ella, egged on by Jacques’s encouragement
and Kim’s chants of “Shake it! Stir it! Break the mold!” became
locked in a friendly cocktail war, adding ingredients with reckless
abandon. Bourbon, smoked maple syrup, muddled mint, a dash of
cinnamon—Adam insisted on black walnut bitters, Ella countered with
a pinch of chili salt “for edge.” They squabbled over garnish—a
twist, a cherry, a sprig of rosemary (“We’re not making a
Thanksgiving turkey!”).



Meanwhile, Kim abandoned tradition entirely, pillaging the
garnish tray and mixing a drink that was bright blue and sparkled
ominously under the lights. “I call it Disaster Punch,” she
declared, and Jacques sampled it with an operatic “Mon dieu!”



Tension mounted as Jacques announced the grand finale: a blind
taste test, with Mrs. Cornwell as the surprise judge. He lined up
the drinks, twirled his mustache, and watched as Mrs. Cornwell
approached, clipboard at the ready, nose twitching.



She sipped Ella’s—“Sweet, but bold. A bit heavy on the cherry,
darling.” Adam’s—“Interesting… robust. Slightly smoky. Needs less
walnut, more balance.” Kim’s concoction earned a wary glance, but
at Kim’s pleading look, Mrs. Cornwell took a tiny sip—and, to
everyone’s astonishment, her face lit up.



“Delightful! Like… blue raspberry lemonade with a kick. Very…
youthful.” She coughed, eyes watering, but nodded in
approval.



Kim basked in victory. “Never doubt the magic of blue curaçao
and three types of citrus, my friends.”



Adam and Ella bowed in defeat. “All hail the Disaster Punch,”
Adam said, nudging Ella. “But we still need something that feels
like us.”



The two retreated to a quiet corner as the class moved on to
“signature martinis,” Jacques attempting to teach Mrs. Cornwell to
flame an orange peel (she nearly set her sleeve alight; the
bartender, ever the hero, swooped in with a soda gun).



At the bar, Adam leaned close, voice softer, their arms
brushing. “What if we did something simple, but with a twist? Like
an Old-Fashioned, but midnight-dark, a little sweet, a little
mysterious.”



Ella nodded, catching the mood. “Midnight Express?”



His grin was all approval. “Perfect. Bourbon, a splash of
espresso, chocolate bitters, orange peel… and just a pinch of
smoked salt.”



Working together, Ella’s hand steadied Adam’s as he grated a
curl of dark chocolate over the glass. Their movements found a
rhythm, laughter fading into easy silence. When they finally tasted
their creation, both paused—eyes wide.



“It tastes… like Union Station at night,” Ella said softly.
“Old bricks, train whistles, possibility.”



Adam smiled, gaze gentle. “And maybe a little like us.”



Behind them, the bartender leaned over and whispered to
Jacques, “Should we bottle that chemistry, or just sell
tickets?”



Jacques sighed with theatrical flourish. “C’est l’amour. The
secret ingredient, always.”



Ella wiped a stray fleck of chocolate off Adam’s shirt,
fingers lingering, heart thumping. He caught her hand, gave it a
squeeze, then let go, both grinning like schoolkids.



As the class wound down, the group swapped stories at the
bar—Adam recounted his disastrous first cocktail date (“Tequila
shots, bad karaoke, and a missing wallet—never again”), Ella shared
a cringe-worthy memory of a tiki bar date that ended with half a
pina colada in her lap, while Kim told the tale of her homemade gin
debacle, which produced something closer to paint thinner.



In the end, an informal vote awarded Adam and Ella the title
“Most Likely to Start a Bar Fight (Over the Last Maraschino
Cherry),” with Jacques bestowing a cocktail umbrella taped to a
napkin as their prize.



Mrs. Cornwell, emboldened by Disaster Punch, tried her hand at
bartending. Within minutes, she shook a glass with the top off,
spraying gin and ice everywhere, then, while attempting to flambé
an orange peel, set off the fire alarm. The bar erupted into
flashing lights and the wail of a distant siren, patrons evacuating
with impressive calm as Jacques fluttered in distress.



Kim captured the chaos, narrating, “And thus ended Kansas
City’s shortest-lived speakeasy pop-up. Tune in next week for ‘Mrs.
Cornwell Attempts Flambé: The Musical.’”



Once the foam from the fire extinguisher had settled and the
chaos abated, the group lingered behind to help clean up. Adam and
Ella found themselves side by side, rinsing glasses, stacking
plates, the low lighting casting long shadows over polished
wood.



Adam handed Ella a glass, his voice gentle. “You know,
sometimes I think the best part of these messes is cleaning them up
together.”



Ella nodded, a new warmth blooming in her chest. “Yeah.
Beautiful messes.”



He raised a glass, the dregs of their Midnight Express
swirling dark and bright. “To more beautiful messes.”



She clinked her glass to his, the sound clear and bright in
the empty bar. “To us.”



They smiled, the world narrowing to the quiet thrum of
possibility between them.



Kim, still buoyed by Disaster Punch and social media
validation, herded everyone into a rideshare—regaling the driver
with tales of their “underground mixology duel,” Adam’s
near-invention of the next big spicy cocktail (“We call it the
Flaming Faint!”), and Mrs. Cornwell’s “heroic battle against the
Fire Nation with nothing but gin and a spatula.”



By the time Ella finally crawled into bed, cheeks pink, limbs
loose with laughter and the lingering fizz of tipsiness, she felt
lighter than she had in months. The memory of Adam’s hand in hers,
the promise of more nights like this, drifted through her
dreams—trains gliding through velvet-dark stations, laughter
echoing off marble, a toast raised in the amber glow of Kansas City
at midnight.
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There were places in Union Station even the janitors whispered
about—storerooms behind locked doors, forgotten nooks, dusty
shelves where time seemed to tangle itself around old boxes and
left-behind treasures. Ella had only ever glimpsed these mysteries
in passing, but on a blustery afternoon, when the wind seemed to
howl straight off the prairie and rattle the ornate glass, she
found herself in one such place, chasing a missing box of LED
tealights that Kim had “definitely seen right near the Christmas
tinsel or possibly next to the crate of lost and found
mittens.”



She ducked under a low archway, her phone flashlight wavering
over labels scrawled in four different decades of handwriting.
There was something comforting in the scent—old paper, lemon
polish, the faintest echo of spilled coffee and distant train
smoke. She found the tealights at last (not near the tinsel but
wedged behind a crate marked “GALA 2003: DO NOT OPEN”—a dare if
ever there was one). But it was a battered, velvet-covered box
tucked in a far corner that caught her attention: faded gold trim,
a tiny brass clasp, the word “Adam” inked on a curled label in the
top corner.



She hesitated, curiosity gnawing. She wasn’t a snoop—at least,
not professionally—but her fingers traced the worn edge before she
could talk herself out of it. The box was heavier than it looked,
packed tight. Inside, beneath a layer of folded concert programs
and faded ticket stubs, were dozens of letters, each sealed in
their own envelope, the edges soft from years of being handled.
Ella’s heart skipped, her guilt quickly drowned out by
intrigue.



She pulled the top letter free, careful as a librarian with a
first edition. The handwriting was young, loopy—Adam’s, she
realized, unmistakably, though a little more uncertain, the letters
sometimes trailing off as if he’d lost his nerve halfway through.
She slid the page out, glancing over her shoulder as if someone
might scold her, and began to read:



“Dear Grandpa, It’s another late night at the station. I keep
thinking about how you’d tell me to keep my chin up and stay out of
trouble...”



Her chest squeezed. It wasn’t a love letter in the ordinary
sense, but it was love, as deep and wistful as any sonnet. She
could almost hear Adam’s voice, softer, younger. There was a
tenderness in the words, a vulnerability she rarely saw in the
daylight hours of committee meetings and chaotic rehearsals.



She turned the page—careful, careful—when a sudden creak in
the doorway sent her stumbling, nearly dropping the letter. Adam’s
silhouette filled the frame, eyes wide, cheeks blooming crimson as
he realized what she held.



“Ella—wait—oh, wow, okay, that’s—” He moved fast, plucking the
letter from her hands, the velvet box nearly tumbling in the
scramble. “That’s… that’s not what it looks like.”



She flushed, mortified. “I’m so sorry—I didn’t mean to—Kim
sent me for the tealights and then I saw your name and—” She
trailed off, wincing. “I shouldn’t have read it. Really.”



Adam hugged the box to his chest, half a smile peeking out
from his embarrassment. “It’s okay. I just… wow, no one’s seen
those since, well, me.” He let out a breath, the tension easing.
“They’re letters I used to write. To my grandfather. For advice,
mostly. After he passed, I’d still write them, just… because. He
was my person, you know?”



Ella’s heart softened. “I get it. I mean—I do the same. Well,
sort of. I have a shoebox at home. It’s full of unsent letters to
exes, ex-friends, the universe. The things I never said, or
should’ve said, or wish I’d said less dramatically. Mostly sarcasm,
occasionally poetry, once a haiku about rage-eating Pop-Tarts after
a breakup.”



He barked a laugh, the awkwardness dissolving. “Maybe I
should’ve tried haikus. Mine got pretty melodramatic sometimes.
Grandpa would’ve rolled his eyes.”



They stood for a moment, two accidental archivists in a museum
of their own histories, awkward but oddly comforted.



Before either could say more, Kim burst in, LED tealights
jangling in a mesh bag, her phone already set to “video” and her
voice reverberating off the stone. “What is this? Secret love
letter club? Don’t tell me you found the famous Adam Box. Oh, we
are so reading these.”



Ella tried to protest, but Kim was already pulling up a
folding chair, plopping herself down and rifling through the box
with a cackle. “We need snacks, drinks, and at least three tissues.
I love a dramatic reading.”



Adam groaned, but let himself be swept along. “If you post
this to Instagram, I’ll—”



Kim cut him off with a grin. “Who do you think I am, Mrs.
Cornwell?” She straightened her posture, lowered her voice in mock
solemnity. “Let the inaugural session of the Union Station Letter
Society commence!”



Ella, her embarrassment now mutual, dug out her phone and
snapped a picture of Adam’s stack and her own digital “notes” file,
promising herself she’d delete the evidence—or treasure it forever,
depending on how the afternoon played out.



What began as a haphazard gathering quickly turned into a
full-on party. Volunteers trickled in, lured by the rumor of a
“hidden box of Adam’s soul.” Jerry arrived with a bag of popcorn,
Lila brought in cupcakes from the café, and even Chloe peeked in to
heckle Adam’s handwriting (“You wrote like you were in love with
your pen, not your grandpa”).



Soon the letters were flying, each one read aloud with
dramatic flair, applause for the funniest lines, mock tears for the
saddest, and gasps for the most melodramatic confessions.



Adam’s early letters were achingly sincere: “Grandpa, I don’t
know if I’m brave enough to audition. What if my solo falls apart?
What if I never get to play with the big kids? Miss you. Wish you’d
tell me I’m overthinking, like you always did…”



Kim dabbed her eyes with a cupcake wrapper. “Ten out of ten,
would hug small Adam.”



Ella’s own “unsent letters,” which she retrieved via her cloud
notes with only minimal prompting, were by turns biting and
hilarious: “Dear Ex-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named, thanks for ghosting me
on my birthday. Your playlist was trash anyway. P.S. I kept the
good mug.” Or: “Dear Universe, if I’m meant to meet my soulmate in
a train station, please warn me before I spill coffee on
him.”



Adam snorted. “So that’s why you always steal the mugs from
the break room.”



Their shared humiliation turned sweet as the readings went on.
Chloe read one of Adam’s “jazz career aspirations” aloud in a
mock-British accent, drawing howls from the room. Jerry read a poem
Ella wrote after a failed high school dance, then performed a
dramatic interpretive dance that nearly toppled a rack of event
banners.



When Mrs. Cornwell wandered by to investigate the uproar, the
group insisted she share something. After much coaxing (and a bribe
of Kim’s last cupcake), she finally produced a yellowed telegram
from her youth, carefully folded and still scented with the
faintest trace of Chanel No. 5. She read it aloud, her voice
softening with memory:



“Dearest Dot, Stop. Train leaves at seven, but my heart will
wait until you say yes. Stop. Yours in haste, William. Stop.”



The room melted. Even Chloe clapped. Adam looked at Ella,
something tender and unspoken sparking between them.



Later, as the party wound down and the volunteers drifted
away, the letters returned to their box, each one a tiny time
capsule. Adam and Ella lingered in the quiet, the dust motes
swirling in golden beams through high windows.



He cleared his throat, offering her a letter of his own—a
blank page, his pen tucked inside. “Maybe it’s time for something
new. What do you say we write a letter to our future selves?”



Ella smiled, surprised by how much she loved the idea. “Deal.
But only if we promise to be honest. No skipping the messy
parts.”



They sat side by side on the cool tile, knees touching, pens
scratching. Adam wrote with deliberate slowness, tongue between his
teeth, pausing to glance at Ella as if drawing courage from her
presence. She scribbled fast, peppering her letter with jokes and
hopes and a quiet, secret line about wanting to fall in love
without overthinking it.



When they finished, Kim reappeared, declaring, “Sealing with a
kiss! It’s tradition, according to… me.” She pressed a lipstick
print to the back of her page, urging Adam and Ella to do the same.
Adam, game for anything now, kissed the corner of his letter, his
eyes never leaving Ella’s. She followed suit, cheeks warm.



The group agreed to keep the letters sealed until after the
gala—a promise, a dare, a little thread of future magic.



Adam tucked Ella’s letter into the inner pocket of his jacket,
patting it for luck. Ella felt her heart stutter, every nerve alive
with possibility. She realized, with a jolt, that she was truly,
irrevocably falling for him—not in the meet-cute way, but in the
steady, real way, the kind that made you want to write letters and
save them for rainy days.



Kim, seeing the look on her face, nudged her. “Thinking about
moonlighting as a poet, Preston? Maybe you and Adam should launch a
side business. ‘Love Letters & Latte Art.’ I’ll handle the
branding.”



Mrs. Cornwell, never one to be outdone, announced her
intention to host a “Letters to the City” project after the
gala—“Everyone should write a love letter to Kansas City. We’ll
read them over the station loudspeakers. Just imagine the
headlines!”



Adam and Ella promised to help organize it, each of them
already spinning out ideas. They talked about old love, new dreams,
the strange and beautiful ways people hold on and let go.



That night, as Ella walked home beneath a sky blurred by city
lights, her mind spun with stories—old wounds, new beginnings, hope
folded in envelopes and stashed in the corners of hearts. She
poured a glass of wine, pulled out her battered laptop, and, for
the first time in years, began a short story that was not about
endings, but about finding yourself in the most unexpected places.
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Union Station wore costumes well: banners for homecoming
parades, ribbons for charity balls, bunting for presidential
visits, and—on this particular spring morning—aprons and clouds of
confectioner’s sugar. In the east wing, the grand hall’s light was
honey-gold and everywhere smelled of melting butter, vanilla, and
hope. The bake sale had begun, and with it, the inaugural “Great
Cookie Caper,” a contest so full of eccentricity, accidental
sabotage, and sugar-fueled ambition that even Mrs. Cornwell’s
tightly managed spreadsheets were curling at the edges with
anticipation.



The original idea, of course, had been Kim’s—a simple
fundraiser with a touch of local flavor, a reason for the committee
to bake off stress before the final run-up to the gala. But as with
all things Kim touched, the event soon took on a life of its own:
there were themed cookie booths, a celebrity judging panel, and,
most importantly, an unspoken competition between Kim, Ella, and
Adam for unofficial “Cookie Royalty.” It was only fitting that
this, too, would become a kind of theatrical spectacle.



It all began the night before, in the Union Station catering
kitchen, a cavernous space lined with chrome and tile, echoing with
the ghosts of a thousand wedding receptions. Ella and Adam had
agreed—reluctantly, and only after Kim invoked the sacred vow of
“Team Spirit”—to help prep. Kim had commandeered the largest prep
table, covered it with mismatched bowls, rainbow spatulas, and
flour canisters stacked like snowdrifts. She bounced in place,
apron askew, cheeks pink with anticipation.



“We need to bring our A-game,” Kim declared, eyes wide as she
unboxed a dozen kinds of sprinkles. “There’s a city councilwoman on
the judging panel, and rumor has it the jazz hour guy from NPR can
actually play the spoons. We have to win best cookie, or at least
weirdest.”



Adam, already dusted in flour from an unfortunate run-in with
the mixer, peered at a recipe printout. “I think I’m missing half
the ingredients. Is it supposed to look like this?” He held up his
dough, which had the color and texture of damp sidewalk
chalk.



Ella, who had grown up baking with her grandmother in a
kitchen that always smelled of nutmeg and old stories, patted his
arm sympathetically. “It’s fine. Just add more butter. When in
doubt, add butter. That’s the family motto.”



Kim was already narrating her process as if she had a live
audience: “Welcome to the kitchen, friends! Today, we’re making
chaos cookies, aka ‘Kim’s Kitchen Sink,’ because I’m pretty sure
half of this stuff isn’t supposed to go together, but that’s the
magic!”



As the trio worked, the kitchen dissolved into cheerful chaos.
Ella’s dough came together quickly, the familiar motions steadying
her nerves. She hummed a half-remembered jazz tune as she pressed
the dough into sheets for cutting, catching Adam’s eye across the
table.



“Did you ever bake as a kid?” she asked, forming dough balls
with practiced hands.



He shook his head, looking almost sheepish. “Not really. My
mom was a ‘store-bought is fine’ kind of person, and Dad…well,
let’s just say we were more likely to eat at the diner than risk a
kitchen disaster.”



Ella grinned. “You’re overdue for a lesson, then. Baking’s all
about improvisation. Like jazz, but you eat the mistakes.”



Adam attempted to follow her lead, rolling out his dough and
promptly splitting it down the center. “I think mine just modulated
to a minor key,” he joked, making Ella laugh.



Kim, meanwhile, had abandoned all pretense of following
instructions, instead hurling ingredients into three separate
bowls. “I’m experimenting with flavor profiles,” she explained,
face smudged with chocolate. “One for ginger, one for citrus, and
one for…mystery.”



The kitchen filled with sound: the slap of dough, Kim’s
running commentary, the whirr of the mixer, and the high, sweet
trill of Ella’s laughter. At one point, Adam misread the sugar for
salt and, realizing his mistake too late, tried to rescue the batch
by dumping in extra chocolate chips. “If anyone asks, it’s
avant-garde,” he pronounced, shaping the blobs onto a baking
sheet.



Flour drifted over everything. The countertops looked as if
they’d survived a light snowstorm. Kim wielded the sifter with the
reckless glee of a medieval knight, peppering Ella’s hair with
powder and shrieking when Adam retaliated with a handful of
sprinkles.



“Cease fire!” Kim howled, waving a spatula aloft. “There are
judges at stake!”



“Consider it a taste of things to crumb,” Adam quipped,
feigning a dramatic bow.



They worked late into the evening, testing, burning, laughing,
and sometimes arguing over whether a batch should be “crispy or
chewy.” Ella’s cookies—her grandmother’s brown sugar
shortbreads—came out mostly golden, though the edges on one tray
went dark and caramelized. Adam’s “abstract art” cookies,
overloaded with chocolate, emerged from the oven in irregular
clumps, but the taste was pure comfort—rich, a little bitter,
melting on the tongue. Kim’s “Kitchen Sinks” were, to everyone’s
shock, downright addictive.



Cleanup was less cheerful. The kitchen resembled a
battlefield, with dough glued to the floor, frosting smeared across
the refrigerator, and sprinkles in every possible crevice. Adam
offered to do dishes in exchange for the last of Ella’s “failed”
cookies. Kim composed a ballad about the “tragic heroism of the
burnt batch” and made Ella laugh so hard she nearly dropped a
mixing bowl.



As midnight approached, they boxed up their best efforts,
labeled them with color-coded tape, and, in a fit of optimism,
practiced their “gracious loser faces” for the next day.



The morning of the bake sale was pure carnival: balloons and
bunting, kids in painted faces, live music from a student jazz
trio, and the scent of sugar so thick it made the air sticky. The
east hall had been transformed, tables draped in cheerful cloths
and festooned with homemade banners. Volunteers bustled in branded
aprons, shouting directions and sharing gossip.



At their own table, Ella arranged her shortbreads in tidy
rows, feeling an old pride at the scent. Adam stacked his lumpy
cookies in a leaning tower and, with a wink, stuck a tiny sign
reading “Abstract Expressionism—Taste at Your Own Risk.” Kim set
her cookies out on a mismatched tiered tray, labeled each variety
(“Surprise!” “Surprise with Citrus!” “Surprise with Chili?”), and
set up a tip jar that read “Fund Future Baking Mishaps.”



Judging began promptly at noon. The panel was as eclectic as
promised: a city councilwoman who had once baked a three-tier
wedding cake for her daughter’s reception; the public radio jazz
host, impeccably dressed in linen and ready to discuss “notes of
cinnamon”; the local weather anchor, who seemed more interested in
selfie opportunities than baked goods; and the food critic, bow tie
gleaming, pen poised.



Mrs. Cornwell presided, clipboard at the ready, looking every
inch the chair of the board—and perhaps a little too invested for a
“friendly” contest. She sampled Ella’s shortbreads with a raised
eyebrow. “Complex. Well balanced. I’d serve these at a garden
party.” She bit into one of Adam’s, chewing with exaggerated
solemnity. “Unique structure. Generous with the chocolate. A touch
overzealous, perhaps.” She tasted Kim’s cookies, paused, and then
smiled with genuine delight. “Bright, lively, and the ginger is
perfectly balanced. I’m impressed.”



Adam, nervous, hovered at the back of the crowd, but was
quickly recognized by one of the local celebrities from his work on
the station renovation. The judge made a fuss, taking selfies and
promising to put in a good word for “the architect who could
probably build a better oven.” Adam blushed, grateful and
embarrassed.



As the judges made their rounds, chaos struck: in the
pre-bake-sale shuffle, Adam and Ella accidentally swapped their
trays. No one noticed until it was too late. Adam’s “burnt but
flavorful” cookies were declared “daringly caramelized,” praised
for their “sophisticated bitterness” by the food critic, while
Ella’s lumpy, extra-chocolatey batch was hailed as “Most Creative”
by the jazz host.



When the results were announced, Kim’s “Kitchen Sink” cookies
won the top prize, earning her a golden spatula and a voucher for
“One Free Baking Class with Mrs. Cornwell”—the latter of which Kim
gleefully framed for her living room wall. Adam’s “disasters” won a
special ribbon for “Most Expressive Cookie,” which he wore on his
apron for the rest of the day. Ella’s “garden party” batch earned
her an honorable mention and an invitation from the councilwoman to
collaborate on the next city bake-off.



The rest of the afternoon was a whirlwind of laughter, sugar
highs, and stories. They passed out cookies to children, tourists,
volunteers, and even a small group of city workers who had wandered
in, lured by the scent. Kim tried to bribe the jazz trio with her
leftovers, promising to sing backup if they let her borrow a
tambourine.



Mrs. Cornwell, who’d spent the day taste-testing with the
rigor of a sommelier, was caught by Kim sneaking cookies from the
judges’ table. “Quality assurance,” she said, not quite meeting
anyone’s eyes.



As the event wound down, Adam and Ella stepped outside for
fresh air, clutching a bag of leftover treats. The station plaza
was quiet, the sky washed in pink and blue. A stray tabby cat
appeared, winding around their ankles and meowing pitifully.



Ella knelt, breaking off a piece of cookie and holding it out.
“Think he’ll eat it?”



Adam watched, amused. “If he does, he’s officially our
mascot.”



The cat devoured the treat, then hopped onto the bench beside
them, purring so loudly Adam joked they’d invented a new breed: the
“Cookie Monster Cat.”



They sat in companionable silence, the chaos of the day
receding, replaced by the warmth of new tradition. Ella told Adam
about baking with her grandmother—how she learned to measure flour
by feel, how every mistake became a story, how “the best cookies
are the ones you make for someone else.” Adam admitted this was the
first time he’d baked anything from scratch, the first time he’d
felt baking could be fun instead of stressful.



Ella promised to teach him the “family secret recipe,” on the
condition that he let her lead the next kitchen adventure. Adam
accepted with mock solemnity, then dared Ella to eat the last burnt
cookie from his tray.



She took a dramatic bite, chewing thoughtfully, then declared,
“Smoky, bold, a little mysterious. Five stars for adventure.”



Adam, grinning, matched her, then feigned delight at the
charred edges. “Pairs well with…anything but milk.”




  
As the sun set, they
laughed together, crumbs in their laps, the station at their backs.
The contest was over, but the sweetness lingered, weaving itself
into the fabric of their friendship—and something quietly,
deliciously more.
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Union Station had always been a magnet for odd happenings, but
never in her wildest event planner’s nightmares had Ella pictured
her prized gala preparations interrupted by a full-scale, feathery
siege. It was as if someone had sent invitations to every pigeon in
the greater Kansas City area: “Grand Opening! All you can peck!
Dress code: Gray, with a hint of chaos.” The pigeons had RSVP’d in
droves.



She discovered the first sign of trouble during her usual
sunrise stroll through the main hall, a time she loved for its
echoing calm and the pale sweep of sunlight across the terrazzo
floor. There, near the foot of the grand staircase, Ella stopped
short. A little flock of six pigeons strutted side-by-side like a
synchronized marching band, pecking crumbs left over from
yesterday’s vendor lunch. At the head marched a particularly regal
bird, chest puffed out, an iridescent streak flashing at his throat
like a mayoral sash.



She watched them, bemused, until the “mayor” fixed her with a
glassy orange eye and let out a loud, dismissive coo. The rest fell
in behind him, forming a beeline for the information desk. Ella
blinked, reminded bizarrely of her high school’s homecoming parade.
Then the next wave arrived—at least two dozen more, pouring in from
every high window and side door.



By the time Adam arrived, breathless and already cradling a
paper cup of coffee, the flock had tripled. He nearly tripped over
two fat birds pecking at a discarded fortune cookie. “Are we having
a sale on breadcrumbs, or has Union Station been designated a bird
sanctuary overnight?” he joked, surveying the growing mob.



“I think we’re being occupied,” Ella replied. “That one looks
like he’s scouting the dessert table already.” She pointed toward
the gift shop, where a pigeon had perched atop a “Kansas City
Proud” mug, preening as if to say, I own this city now.



It would have been a curiosity—maybe even cute—if not for the
fact that the day’s to-do list was long, and Mrs. Cornwell’s
standards even longer. Ella grabbed her phone, snapping a photo for
Kim, who would be arriving soon with signage and her usual air of
mischief.



Kim’s reply came seconds later, complete with a string of
emojis: “🕊️🕊️🕊️ GALA GUESTS ARRIVING EARLY! Shall I make name
tags?”



Soon, as the volunteers trickled in, the birds only
multiplied. Chloe arrived to set up sound check and was nearly
knocked over by a pigeon that swooped past her head like a missile.
Jerry, lugging tablecloths, attempted to “shoo” a cluster away from
the floral arrangements, only to be ignored completely. Kim arrived
last, eyes wide and camera rolling. “This is content gold,” she
declared, circling the flock for a slow-motion shot as Adam tried
to herd them away from the string lights.



Mrs. Cornwell’s entrance was, as always, grand. She paused
mid-step on the balcony and gasped so loudly Ella feared for her
vocal cords. “What… is… this?” she sputtered, pointing a trembling
finger at a line of pigeons pecking along the edge of the cheese
platter.



Adam cleared his throat. “A minor avian situation. We’re on
it.”



Mrs. Cornwell’s face went from pale to pink. “Adam,
Ella—handle this immediately. The mayor’s aide called. He’ll be
here at noon for the walk-through. I will not have birds on the
guest list!” Her eyes flicked over Kim, who was already
livestreaming to her small but loyal following. “And you—please
refrain from documenting this debacle!”



Kim lowered her phone for all of two seconds, then winked and
whispered to Ella, “If we can’t beat them, at least we’ll get a
million views.”



The initial strategy was simple: manual removal. Adam,
wielding a feather duster with all the gravitas of a knight with
his sword, swept gently at the boldest birds. Ella tried the
“bigger presence” approach, waving her arms and softly urging the
flock to move along. A few obliged, flapping away with a huffy coo,
but most simply sidestepped or returned to their foraging,
unbothered.



Chloe, who’d grown up on a farm, tried her best farmhand
whistle. The pigeons cocked their heads, as if weighing her
intentions, then went back to fighting over a stray piece of bagel.
Jerry tried the old trick of clapping his hands, but the resulting
echo only startled the volunteers. Pigeons remained unmoved.



By now, a half-dozen more volunteers had joined, turning the
removal into a comedic parade. Kim handed out makeshift “Pigeon
Patrol” badges drawn on post-it notes. “United in the fight against
feathery tyranny!” she announced, assigning herself the role of
Chief Media Officer.



Adam called a quick huddle near the grand clock. “We need a
new tactic. Ella, any ideas?”



Ella chewed her lip, surveying the room as two pigeons
strutted over the guestbook. “My grandma used to hang CDs in the
backyard to scare birds off her tomatoes. Maybe something
shiny?”



Within minutes, a dozen old CDs (and a few mirrors scavenged
from the props closet) were suspended with fishing line from every
balcony and bannister. Light scattered in a disco-ball dazzle
across the floor. For a breathless minute, the pigeons seemed to
reconsider. Then Sir Flapsalot—the self-appointed mayor—fluffed his
wings, strutted beneath the spinning reflections, and settled onto
a sunbeam like a celebrity beneath the paparazzi.



“Either he’s hypnotized or he thinks he’s at Studio 54,” Adam
observed.



Kim, not to be outdone, offered her own suggestion: “Music!
Birds are sensitive to certain frequencies, right? Let’s try some
jazz.”



She commandeered Chloe’s sound system, cued up a playlist
(“Big Band, Pigeon Edition”), and cranked the volume. At first, the
birds merely paused, as if genuinely appreciating Ella Fitzgerald’s
vocal runs. Then, as the tempo picked up, they began to move—a few,
quite sincerely, bobbing their heads in time.



Kim’s followers loved it. The comments poured in: “Jazz
pigeons!” “KC’s got rhythm!” “Best flash mob ever.” Within twenty
minutes, the video was trending locally. Someone made a meme of Sir
Flapsalot in a tiny beret.



Meanwhile, Mrs. Cornwell was on the phone with animal control,
her voice reaching operatic heights as she explained the urgency of
“imminent gala disaster and an invasion of at least seventy
pigeons, maybe more if they call for backup.”



Ella, realizing that the feather duster and disco balls
weren’t doing the trick, brainstormed with Adam over the coffee
cart. “What if we embrace it?” she mused, watching a cluster of
pigeons chase crumbs near the espresso machine. “I mean, these
birds aren’t going anywhere unless they want to. Maybe we make them
part of the prep—give them jobs. Pigeon greeters. Pigeon ushers.
Pigeon—”



Adam raised a brow. “Pigeon security? We could give them
little badges.”



She laughed, leaning in. “Or hats. Kim would love that.”



Kim, overhearing, immediately constructed a miniature top hat
out of napkins and tinsel. She dubbed Sir Flapsalot the “Official
Welcome Pigeon” and filmed herself giving him a “key to the city”—a
paperclip tied with ribbon.



Not to be left out, Adam and Ella decided to take the “Pigeon
Dance” to the next level. They choreographed a routine, each move
exaggerated and ridiculous, hoping the commotion would scare the
birds. Kim filmed every step, providing commentary: “And here we
have the rare Pigeon Shuffle, invented in Kansas City by desperate
event planners.”



The pigeons watched, unbothered, then (possibly inspired)
began to mill around the dancers in loose formation. Chloe’s music
switched to a funkier groove. A few of the younger volunteers
joined in, transforming the scene into something that looked a lot
like a flash mob.



By the time the local news crew arrived—tipped off by Kim’s
viral clips—the “Pigeon Problem” had become full-blown performance
art. The anchor, a Kansas City legend with a perm and a taste for
spectacle, interviewed Adam and Ella in front of a banner reading
“Welcome to the Most Memorable Gala Prep in Missouri!” while Sir
Flapsalot photobombed every shot.



Mrs. Cornwell tried, unsuccessfully, to bribe the anchor with
tickets to the gala if she’d “focus on the charitable mission and
maybe edit out the livestock.” The anchor smiled, nodded, and then
asked Ella for her thoughts on “creative problem-solving in the age
of social media.” Ella, cheeks red but determined, said, “If you
can’t outsmart the birds, outdance them.”



The news segment aired that night, complete with a montage of
dancing volunteers, jazz pigeons, and Mrs. Cornwell’s horrified
reaction as a pigeon tried to land on her clipboard. By morning,
the station’s phones were ringing with calls from fans and would-be
party guests alike.



But the actual breakthrough came later that day, as the team
regrouped for one last attempt to clear the birds. Adam, munching a
donut and watching the flock with new respect, wondered aloud,
“What if we try silence? No music, no noise—maybe they’ll get bored
and leave?”



So for ten minutes, everyone went quiet. The pigeons milled
around, cooed, and then… began to trickle toward the open doors.
Chloe whispered, “Don’t move. Don’t say anything. Let them think
they’ve won.”



One by one, they flew up to the eaves, circled once,
and—perhaps tired of the attention—disappeared into the blue. Sir
Flapsalot was last, pausing to peck at his paperclip “key,” then
flapping off into legend.



The volunteers burst into spontaneous applause. Kim hugged
Ella, whispering, “We did it! Also, I have five new followers and a
job offer from a pet store.”



Mrs. Cornwell, wiping her brow, declared, “Next year, no open
doors, no food, and absolutely no jazz before noon.”



As the evening sun cast long shadows across the marble, Adam
and Ella stood side by side, exhausted and a little giddy. Ella
brushed a stray feather from Adam’s sleeve. “Thank you,” she said
quietly. “For saving my hair. And for not letting the chaos get to
you.”



Adam smiled, eyes soft. “It’s what Kansas City’s finest do,
right? Handle the unexpected. You’re braver than any of us, Ella.
And your dance moves are killer.”



She grinned, blushing. “Yours aren’t so bad either. But let’s
stick to event planning and leave the flock management to someone
else next time.”
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Union Station was entering its most photogenic week of the
year. Every corner seemed primed for a picture, every window thrown
open to spring’s crystalline light, and every laugh echoing through
marble hallways seemed destined to be immortalized in a snapshot.
The morning bustle had a carnival feel—ribbons everywhere, signs
half-finished, volunteers swapping hats and jokes, and Kim, as
always, darting about with her phone on a selfie stick, calling out
“Say cheese!” and “Look lively, people, you’re about to be famous
in at least three group chats and possibly on the six o’clock
news!”



Ella was elbows-deep in last-minute floral arrangements when
she caught the first sign of something unusual. Adam, always handy
with a clipboard or a measuring tape, kept pulling out his phone
and, instead of scrolling or texting, would hold it up with a
studied air of nonchalance. Every time someone tripped over a cord,
or two volunteers accidentally color-clashed in their t-shirts, or
a particularly large balloon refused to be tamed, Adam was there,
lens poised, eyes crinkled with amusement.



She confronted him, hands on her hips, as he surreptitiously
zoomed in on Kim attempting to balance a stack of boxed cupcakes on
her head. “All right, Mr. King. Spill. Are you moonlighting for the
Kansas City Star, or have you finally caved and started a
TikTok?”



Adam grinned sheepishly, swiping through his phone. “No
TikTok. Yet. But someone’s got to document the chaos for posterity.
And, you know… for blackmail. In case you ever run for
office.”



Ella snorted, bumping him with her shoulder. “You wish. Just
remember—if I go down, I’m taking you and those pigeon dance moves
with me.”



He held up his phone in mock horror. “Not the dance! That’s
art. Pure, unfiltered Kansas City expression.”



“Unfiltered something, anyway.” She peered at his screen,
surprised to find a surprisingly curated set of moments—Kim with
frosting on her nose, Mrs. Cornwell photobombing a perfectly staged
shot of Chloe and Jerry wrestling with banners, Adam himself
grinning with a paintbrush tucked behind his ear, and—most of
all—herself, caught mid-laugh, eyes shining.



“You’re actually good at this,” she said, a little amazed.
“How long have you been collecting these?”



Adam’s ears went pink. “I started when I realized every day,
someone here did something ridiculous. And, well… you have a pretty
great laugh. Couldn’t let that go undocumented.”



Ella rolled her eyes, but her cheeks glowed. “Great, now the
world knows my ugly snort-laugh is immortal. Thanks a lot,
King.”



But secretly, she loved it. Loved that he’d noticed, loved
that he cared enough to save these little flashes of happiness, and
loved the way his voice softened when he talked about her
smile.



Kim, ever the opportunist, swept in at that moment with her
selfie stick extended and a pile of costume hats. “Group selfie
time! Adam, get in here. Ella, pick a hat—cowboy, princess, or
flamingo?”



Ella chose the flamingo, Adam donned the cowboy, and Kim
mashed the button, capturing all three of them mid-laugh as Adam’s
hat slid over his eyes and Ella’s flamingo neck bonked Kim in the
ear.



They cycled through half a dozen more poses, including “jazz
hands,” “surprised face,” and “everybody look away from the camera
and pretend you’re in a perfume commercial.” Mrs. Cornwell wandered
into frame for the “serious” shot, only to sneeze just as the
shutter clicked, producing a photo that looked like she was
launching a confetti cannon from her nostrils.



Kim immediately uploaded the best shots to the group chat,
tagging each one with commentary: “Adam, you look like you just won
the lottery,” “Ella, giving main character energy,” and “Mrs. C,
the queen of photobombs.” Within minutes, volunteers all over the
station were stopping her in the halls for their own “fifteen
minutes of fame.”



Adam, meanwhile, took Ella aside and flipped his phone
sideways, opening a hidden album. “I made something for morale,” he
said, voice a touch shy. “A slideshow. For the team. Well, and for
you.”



He pressed play, and the screen flickered to life—snapshots of
the last frantic weeks: Ella triumphantly holding up a tray of
half-burnt cookies, Adam posing with Sir Flapsalot perched on his
shoulder, Chloe mock-conducting the “pigeon dance,” Kim mid-pose,
tongue out, as a balloon popped overhead. Every photo was paired
with a caption: “Gala planning or comedy routine?” “Kim, CEO of
Chaos,” “Adam’s secret wish: Broadway backup dancer,” “Ella’s
patented stress-yawn.” There were a hundred moments, tiny glimpses
of camaraderie, resilience, and joy that almost made the panic and
long hours worth it.



Ella wiped her eyes, laughing. “This is the most I’ve smiled
all week. You’re dangerously sentimental, King.”



Adam grinned, ducking his head. “I know. Don’t tell
anyone.”



She leaned in, impulsively, and hugged him—a tight, grateful
squeeze that lingered just a beat longer than friendship would
require. When she pulled away, Adam was blushing, but there was
something brighter in his gaze.



Later, while hunting for extra ribbon in the storage room,
Ella came across a carefully wrapped parcel on top of the floral
crates. Her name was scrawled across the front in Adam’s tidy
print. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, was a simple black frame,
and within it, a photo: the very first day of gala prep, when she’d
spilled her cappuccino and Adam had handed her his handkerchief,
both of them wide-eyed and laughing in the sunlit station.
Underneath, Adam had written: “The best disasters make the best
stories.”



Her heart did a little somersault. She found him by the grand
clock and brandished the frame. “Is this my big modeling break? Am
I finally going to be on the cover of Train Station Vogue?”



Adam laughed, but his voice was soft. “You already were. I
just wanted you to have it… you know, so you don’t forget how far
we’ve come. Or how much you can laugh at yourself.”



She squeezed his hand, teasing but sincere. “You realize this
means you get to see my kindergarten yearbook photo. Fair’s
fair.”



That afternoon, in a sunlit corner of the volunteer lounge,
Ella and Adam staged an impromptu “throwback hour.” Kim gleefully
joined, demanding baby photos and cringing over her own bowl-cut
era. The three of them swapped stories and snapshots: Adam,
chubby-cheeked in a Halloween astronaut suit; Ella, gap-toothed and
grinning, clutching a trophy twice her size; Kim, with glitter
eyeshadow and a boa, clearly a born entertainer. They laughed until
their sides ached, each embarrassment lightened by the knowledge
that everyone, even the most competent grown-up, was once a small,
goofy kid with a cowlick or a penchant for pirate hats.



It was Adam, a little quieter after the hilarity, who
admitted, “I’ve always hated being in photos. I don’t know what to
do with my face, and I feel like I never look right. But behind the
camera, you notice things—the way someone laughs, the look on their
face when they think no one’s watching. You can catch so much…
honesty.”



Ella squeezed his knee, gentle. “You look more like yourself
when you’re not trying. Besides, star power is all about
confidence. Just imagine you’re the only one who knows the
punchline.”



Kim, eavesdropping, declared herself “Official Social Media
Manager of Union Station,” and promptly put Adam in charge of
documenting the rest of the week. “No pressure, but if we’re not
trending by Friday, I’m blaming you, King.”



He rose to the challenge. Over the next two days, Adam snapped
hundreds of candid shots—volunteers dancing in the halls, Mrs.
Cornwell deep in consultation with the caterers, Ella lost in
thought with ribbon tangled around her arm. Kim, ever the
mischief-maker, kept sneaking up behind Adam and Ella, snapping
selfies at odd angles and compiling a “Blooper Reel” full of
crossed eyes, double chins, and photobombed moments by the
ever-present Sir Flapsalot.



As morale wavered and nerves frayed, Adam had an idea. “Let’s
make a wall of ‘gala bloopers’—all the funniest, silliest, most
ridiculous moments. We’ll hang them right in the prep room, so
every time someone feels like giving up, they’ll remember it’s
supposed to be fun, too.”



They spent a giddy hour with tape, scissors, and a heap of
printouts, transforming a blank hallway into a living mural of
memories: Chloe tripping over a stack of programs; Jerry asleep
atop a pile of tablecloths; Kim attempting to juggle cupcakes (and
failing, spectacularly). Mrs. Cornwell, spotting herself mid-sneeze
in at least four shots, gasped, but relented when she saw how much
the team was laughing. “Very well,” she declared, smoothing her
skirt. “But I insist on at least one serious photograph for the
press release.”



The “serious” group photo, of course, dissolved into chaos as
soon as the shutter clicked—Adam’s phone timer caught Mrs.
Cornwell’s attempt to look regal just as Kim pinched Ella’s side,
causing her to burst out laughing and knock Adam off-balance. In
the photo, everyone is mid-guffaw, hands thrown up in mock despair,
jazz hands akimbo, Mrs. Cornwell a blurry vision of startled
dignity in the center. It quickly became the team’s favorite.



Somewhere between photoshoots, Ella noticed Adam’s phone
wallpaper had changed. Where before he’d kept a Kansas City
skyline, now there was a photo of her, captured mid-smile, sunlight
in her hair. When she teased him about it, he denied nothing, only
shrugging with a crooked grin. “I like that one,” he said, voice
low.



Kim, catching the exchange, wasted no time in ribbing Ella.
“Careful, Preston. You’re falling hard for the camera guy.”



Ella stuck out her tongue, but couldn’t help replaying the
moment later, heart thumping. The way Adam looked at her in those
photos—like she was the answer to a joke only he could hear—made
her dizzy and a little giddy.



That night, alone in the storage room while searching for
extra votive candles, Ella stumbled across a forgotten roll of
film. Curiosity won, and she brought it to Adam, who owned a
battered old film camera he’d never quite managed to retire. They
developed the roll together in the makeshift darkroom Adam had
built from blackout curtains and a volunteer’s borrowed lamp.



Image after image revealed moments neither of them remembered
being taken: Ella holding Adam’s hand while they crossed the plaza,
Adam gazing at her over a mountain of paperwork, the two of them
doubled over with laughter beside the “Pigeon Patrol” sign. One, in
particular, stopped her cold—her hand in his, fingers entwined,
both of them so lost in the moment it looked staged. But she didn’t
remember posing. When had it happened? Why did it feel so
natural?



She glanced at Adam, who was looking away, suddenly shy.
“Guess we’re better at this than we thought,” he murmured.



They finished developing the photos in silence, each lost in
their own thoughts.



Later, Adam presented Ella with a new surprise—a scrapbook,
its pages thick and inviting, the cover hand-stamped: “Union
Station Gala: The Bloopers, The Brilliance, The Beautiful Mess.”
Inside were the best of their photos, each captioned with an inside
joke or a memory. “For after the gala,” he said, “so we can
remember how fun it all was, even when we thought we’d lose our
minds.”



Ella’s throat tightened. “We’ll fill it together,” she
promised, hugging the book to her chest. “And maybe next year,
we’ll have to add a ‘Best Dressed Pigeon’ page.”



At the closing team meeting, Mrs. Cornwell, newly tolerant of
whimsy, made a toast with sparkling cider. “To the most photogenic,
persistent, ridiculous, and resilient team Union Station has ever
seen. May the gala be half as memorable as the blooper wall!”



Laughter and cheers erupted, and, for once, even the most
nervous volunteers looked like they believed it.



As the day waned, Adam and Ella wandered the station, pausing
in sunlit nooks and beneath the grand clock, swapping stories of
every wild detour and last-minute disaster. The air outside was
honey-warm, the city buzzing with anticipation for the coming
gala.



At the entrance to the platform, Adam took Ella’s hand, voice
suddenly soft. “There’s one last surprise I’m planning for the
gala. I can’t tell you yet. But I promise… it’ll be worth
remembering.”



She smiled, feeling the flutter of excitement and uncertainty,
the thrill of a story still unfolding. “I trust you,” she said,
leaning in so only he could hear. “Just don’t catch me with my
mouth full of cake.”
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Union Station wore
anticipation like a second skin on dress rehearsal day. The city’s
old bones—marble and mosaic, steel and stained glass—seemed to
thrum with the energy of possibility and last-minute nerves.
Outside, streetlights flickered against an ink-blue sky, catching
the parade of volunteers and staffers lugging garment bags and
supply crates up the steps as if the building itself was hosting a
royal coronation. The main concourse, usually echoing with the
distant clack of train shoes and the huff of commuters, was alive
instead with the click and swish of formalwear, the laughter and
nervous chatter of Kansas City’s finest misfits, and a fog of
hairspray that clung to the air like a glamorous secret.




Ella stood in the volunteers’ lounge, a tiny kingdom of
tattered sofas and cracked mirrors, fingers trembling as she
attempted to zip herself into the unfamiliar territory of a formal
gown. The dress—on loan from Chloe’s “jazz age party”
collection—was a midnight blue so deep it seemed to drink the
light, its skirt falling in impossible rivers to the floor. It fit
her, miraculously, but the neckline kept slipping sideways, and the
strappy heels made her feel like a baby giraffe at her first ballet
lesson.



She peered in the mirror, pushing back a flyaway curl and
wincing at the determined flush in her cheeks. “Glamour,” she
muttered, “is wasted on people who’d rather wear sneakers.”



The door banged open and Kim entered, her ensemble a
Technicolor fever dream. She wore a dress that had clearly been
designed for someone with the spirit of a flamingo and the
confidence of a Vegas headliner: magenta satin, sequined shoulder
poofs, a boa of blue feathers so large it looked like she’d been
mugged by a peacock, and—crowning glory—a bejeweled headband shaped
like a tambourine.



Ella gawked. “Kim. I have no words. You look like the lost
daughter of Elton John and Big Bird.”



Kim struck a pose, fluttering her arms so the feathers
rippled. “If I’m not the highlight of at least ten Instagram
stories tonight, I’ll consider this entire week a failure. And yes,
before you ask, the shoes are glow-in-the-dark.”



She twirled, sending loose sequins skittering across the
floor. “Did you see Chloe’s shoes? They light up. Jerry’s bow tie
spins. We’re not an event team—we’re a walking parade float.”



Ella giggled, reaching for her own clutch—barely big enough
for the emergency kit she’d stashed: extra safety pins, stain
remover, and enough bobby pins to construct a small fortress.



Kim peeked over her shoulder. “Nervous?”



Ella shrugged, fussing with her hem. “A little. I’ve never
worn anything so… shiny. What if I fall? What if I spill something?
What if I forget how to walk?”



Kim squeezed her hand. “Honey, if you fall, I’ll pretend it’s
performance art. If you spill something, we’ll call it a new trend.
And if you forget how to walk, just borrow Adam’s tux. Men trip all
the time and everyone calls it ‘endearing.’”



As if summoned, Adam appeared in the doorway, doing an
exaggerated James Bond entrance. He was tall and rakishly elegant
in a tuxedo that fit surprisingly well—though the bow tie was
slightly askew, the shirt cuffs rolled up, and there was a sheepish
grin tucked beneath his carefully styled hair.



He stopped short when he saw Ella, and for a beat, words
seemed to desert him. “Wow. You look…”



“Like a disco ball at midnight?” Ella offered, nerves bubbling
into sarcasm.



Adam shook his head, his eyes lingering. “Like the main
event.”



Kim, never one for subtlety, wolf-whistled and threw an arm
around Adam’s shoulders. “Careful, King, you’re one sharp turn away
from a romcom montage.”



Adam bowed. “Just here for the dance numbers and moral
support.”



He held out a hand, inviting Ella to twirl. She obliged, the
skirt of her gown flaring like a burst of night sky. They both
laughed, the tension dissolving.



Chloe swept in next, radiant in vintage silver, her hair in
soft waves. Jerry followed, his suit so large it looked as though
he’d borrowed it from a magician, the sleeves cinched up with
ribbon and his shoes shined to an improbable gleam. The volunteers,
a ragtag bunch in everything from classic black tie to technicolor
thrift-store wonders, spilled into the hall, their chatter and
clatter echoing like a dress rehearsal for a Broadway
opening.



And then, as if the air demanded its own grand entrance, Mrs.
Cornwell appeared. She was a vision in deep plum satin, pearls at
her throat, a brooch the size of a quail’s egg winking from her
lapel, and a clipboard tucked beneath one arm. She surveyed the
group with the critical eye of a drill sergeant inspecting her
troops.



“Presentation is everything,” she intoned, pausing at Kim.
“Feathers, Miss Kim? I suppose if you must. Jerry, do fix that bow
tie. Ella, darling, perhaps a less… dazzling shade next time? Adam,
straighten your lapel. And everyone, shoes—are those trainers?
Chloe, why is your lipstick blue?”



Kim grinned, unfazed. “Plum’s the color of royalty, Mrs. C.
We’re all queens tonight.”



The rehearsal began with chaos. The lighting team, distracted
by a group of pigeons lingering on the upper balcony, fumbled the
first cue, plunging the entire hall into inky darkness. A
collective gasp rose. Someone squealed, then the sound system
chimed in with a feedback shriek so loud it rattled the crystal on
the dessert cart.



“Don’t panic!” Kim shouted, shaking her glowing sneakers and
waving the tambourine, sending bits of feather everywhere. “Just
imagine we’re in a blackout at Studio 54!”



The lights snapped on. Adam, who’d been trying to rescue a
falling tablecloth, blinked in the sudden glare, only to discover
his jacket sleeve had caught on a candelabra and now sported a
ragged tear from wrist to elbow.



He held up the ruined sleeve. “So… is torn velvet a
trend?”



Ella hustled him to a side table, producing her sewing kit
with a magician’s flourish. She threaded a needle with surprising
speed, then set to work, her hands steady even as Adam joked,
“Careful, or you’ll sew my jacket to the table and I’ll have to MC
from here.”



She grinned, eyes crinkling. “I’ve patched worse. Once, Kim’s
costume tore open during a tap recital. She finished the show held
together by safety pins and hope.”



Kim shouted from across the room, “And I still got a standing
ovation! Fashion is pain!”



The next snafu was the appetizers. The caterer arrived late,
breathless and pink-cheeked, wheeling in trays that were supposed
to contain the famed mini-crabcakes and instead revealed only
crudités and a suspiciously wilted cheese plate.



“I’m so sorry,” he whispered to Mrs. Cornwell, “but my
assistant got lost in River Market. The hors d’oeuvres are en route
in a rideshare.”



Mrs. Cornwell pinched the bridge of her nose. “They better
arrive before the mayor, or we’re serving popcorn.”



Ella, seeing the rising panic, suggested a quick “team
huddle.” They gathered behind the sound booth—Adam, Ella, Kim,
Jerry, Chloe, and a few frazzled volunteers—each clutching a slice
of leftover rehearsal pizza like a life raft.



Adam, channeling his best game-show host, said, “All right,
team. We’ve faced worse—pigeons, blackouts, feather explosions.
Tonight’s about working out the kinks, not about being perfect. If
the worst thing that happens tomorrow is a missing quiche, we’ll
survive.”



Ella added, “Besides, you should see what goes wrong at real
galas. Once, I worked an event where the ice sculpture melted and
nearly took out the dessert table. Another time, the band’s drummer
got food poisoning and we had to replace him with a Roomba.”



They all laughed, and the tension dissolved as quickly as it
had gathered.



Back on the main stage, it was time for the “big opening.” Kim
led a ragtag troupe of volunteers through a complicated
“synchronized wave,” complete with jazz hands, a chorus line of
glowing sneakers, and Chloe on triangle. The lights blinked, the
music wobbled, and somewhere in the middle of a particularly
ambitious kick, Ella’s heel caught in her gown’s hem. She pitched
forward, arms windmilling. Adam lunged, catching her mid-stumble,
steadying her with one arm as the room whooped and whistled.



“Smooth recovery, Preston,” he whispered, his lips inches from
her ear. “Let’s hope you don’t fall for anyone else
tomorrow.”



She laughed, heart thudding, and let him guide her back to her
feet.



As they reset, Mrs. Cornwell called for a run-through of the
opening speech. Adam and Ella stood center stage, nerves jangling.
The script was formal and a little stilted, but soon the two began
improvising, exchanging winks and gentle jabs. Adam forgot his line
and ad-libbed: “It is my honor, and also my terror, to welcome you
all to the most exciting night Union Station has seen since—well,
since the Pigeon Parade of last week.”



Ella, riffing off his energy, added, “If you find feathers in
your entrée, just consider it local color.”



Kim leapt on stage to playfully swap their notecards. “Trade
lines!” she declared. “Gender-flip gala, let’s go!” The result was
comedic confusion: Adam delivering Ella’s jokes with straight-man
gravity, Ella reading Adam’s history notes with dramatic flair, and
both breaking into laughter as the volunteers clapped and
cheered.



Rehearsal wound down with pizza, as it always did. Kim led a
group in a “synchronized pizza wave,” where every slice was raised
to the heavens in homage to their perseverance. Chloe toasted “to
survived disasters and surviving each other,” and Jerry proposed a
“Most Improved Volunteer” award for whoever could balance a
breadstick on their nose longest.



As the music faded and the last of the volunteers wandered off
to wrangle dresses and steam shirts, Adam found Ella by the
balcony, staring out at the city lights. He joined her, offering a
half-eaten slice of pepperoni.



“Did you ever imagine,” he asked, “that planning a gala could
be this… fun? Chaotic? Surreal?”



Ella shook her head, her hair coming loose from its careful
pins. “I thought it would be spreadsheets and seating charts. I
didn’t expect dance parties and near-misses and—” she glanced at
him, warmth in her eyes—“meeting you.”



Adam took her hand, fingers twining with hers. “If tomorrow
goes as badly as tonight, we’ll still have the best stories.”



“Tomorrow will be perfect,” she promised, “because it’ll be
ours. All of it—the mess, the mishaps, the magic.”



Below, in the main hall, Kim led a final impromptu group
dance, everyone spinning and twirling beneath the stained-glass
clock. Adam pulled Ella into the light, the two of them swaying to
a soft, imaginary melody. Their laughter echoed, the world
narrowing to the safe, electric circle of each other’s arms.



Mrs. Cornwell watched from a distance, arms folded, a rare
smile tugging at her lips. “They’re ready,” she told Chloe. “For
the gala, for each other—for whatever comes.”



As the station emptied and the city outside settled into its
midnight hush, Adam whispered to Ella, “We’ve survived
worse.”



She grinned, tucking her head against his shoulder. “And the
best is yet to come.”



Together, they turned toward the grand staircase, ready for
the unpredictable magic that only Union Station—and a night full of
hope, feathers, and the world’s worst canapés—could deliver.
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Union Station was alive with electricity, though not a single
chandelier was lit. The anticipation that danced through the old
halls on the eve of the gala was a living thing: a flutter of
nerves, a chorus of last-minute reminders, a jumble of checklists
scrawled on napkins, and laughter ricocheting from marble to
mosaic. Outside, Kansas City glowed in the velvet dusk, neon
winking above streetcars while an anxious wind pressed its nose to
the glass.



Inside, every hallway was bustling with preparations, but the
center of gravity had shifted to the volunteer lounge, which had
transformed overnight into a war room, an impromptu salon,
and—tonight—a safe haven for a team on the verge of their biggest
show.



Ella was the first to arrive, moving through the now-familiar
maze of banners and bunting, her heart ticking just a little too
fast. She wore her hair up, though she’d already taken it down and
redone it twice, and her favorite navy cardigan over leggings:
comfort clothes, armor for a night of nerves. She double-checked
the catering spreadsheet, then the master list of name cards, then
the emergency protocol packet for at least the fourth time in an
hour.



She was sure, absolutely sure, she’d forgotten something. The
feeling itched beneath her skin—a tug in her stomach, a question
mark lodged behind her eyes. She crossed another item off her list,
then uncrossed it, just to be sure.



Adam arrived carrying a box so crammed with odds and ends that
Ella feared he’d raided the entire station gift shop: band-aids,
fun-sized chocolate bars, a tangle of battery-powered string
lights, a half-dozen novelty hats (including a plastic fireman’s
helmet and a sequined top hat), three rolls of duct tape, a
first-aid kit, breath mints, and a tiny disco ball on a
string.



She arched an eyebrow as he set the box down with a flourish.
“If this is your secret for surviving public events, I need the
patent.”



Adam grinned, running a hand through his hair in mock-heroic
fashion. “It’s the Boy Scout meets Party Clown meets Slightly
Anxious Architect starter kit. The hats are for emotional support.
Or comic relief. Whichever comes first.”



He dug out a silver fedora and perched it atop Ella’s head,
then slipped a pirate hat onto his own, striking a pose. For a
moment, they were children playing dress-up, and the tension in the
air melted a little.



Kim barrelled in next, her arms full of glitter pom-poms and a
tray of takeout menus. She whistled, spinning in a circle and
sending a rain of confetti across the old carpet. “Team, assemble!
It’s time for a pre-gala pep rally, and I’m not letting anyone
mope, stress-eat, or text their ex tonight. Tonight, we party—like
event planners who are about to be famous or infamous, but either
way, we’ll look incredible on TikTok.”



Jerry and Chloe soon followed, balancing sodas and extra
napkins, while a pair of junior volunteers trailed behind, giggling
as they tried on Adam’s silly hats. In moments, the lounge was
overflowing with voices, every chair and ottoman occupied, every
corner strewn with some relic of the preparation madness—a stray
RSVP card, a squished cupcake, a wayward feather boa, and at least
one lonely pigeon feather, a reminder of last week’s avian
antics.



Mrs. Cornwell swept in with theatrical gravity, draped in a
dramatic scarf and waving a clipboard like a scepter. “If I could
have your attention,” she intoned, her voice a curious mix of grand
dame and high school drama teacher. “Tomorrow, we welcome Kansas
City’s finest. The pressure is high. The mayor expects miracles.
The station expects elegance. The donors expect—well, miracles,
again. But I expect only one thing: that each of you give your
best, your bravest, and your most photogenic self. If things go
wrong, remember: keep moving, keep smiling, and for heaven’s sake,
keep the feathers out of the punch bowl.”



The room erupted into applause, laughter, and at least one
ironic “hear, hear” from Kim, who immediately organized a
“gala-themed charades” competition. Volunteers drew cards from a
hat—literal hat, one of Adam’s—and leapt up to pantomime the most
ridiculous scenarios: Jerry trying to mime “runaway dessert cart,”
Chloe performing “lost in the coat check vortex,” and Adam, to the
delight of all, attempting “disco ball” with a series of
exaggerated spins and robot arms that left him dizzy and the team
in stitches.



Ella found herself laughing so hard she almost forgot to
worry. The lightness in her chest felt like a gift—a small reprieve
from the knot of nerves growing tighter as the night went on.



They took a break for takeout, settling in for a makeshift
feast on mismatched plates and napkins. Kim ordered enough pad Thai
to feed a small battalion, but half of it ended up in Chloe’s lap
after a catastrophic chopstick mishap, and Adam’s attempt at “most
daring sriracha usage” left him red-cheeked and gasping. Jerry
confessed to never having eaten sushi before, leading to an
impromptu lesson with much laughter and at least one wasabi-induced
near-tear.



The team traded stories between bites—worst past jobs, oddest
gala guests, wildest childhood dreams. Each confession was
punctuated by the pop of a soda can, the jangle of a novelty
bracelet, and the spontaneous eruption of laughter.



When the meal was done, Ella lingered by the window, watching
the city lights blur and refocus through the glass. Adam joined
her, offering a half-unwrapped chocolate bar. “Nervous?” he asked,
voice gentle.



She nodded, toying with the foil wrapper. “Terrified. Not of
the gala, really, but of… standing up there. The speech. The crowd.
Seeing my ex. What if I forget my lines? Or fall on my face?”



Adam placed a steady hand on her shoulder, warm and
reassuring. “You won’t fall. Not alone, anyway. I’ll be right
there. And if you forget your lines, I’ll just improvise—‘Ladies
and gentlemen, please rise for a dramatic reading of the Union
Station lost and found inventory!’”



Ella laughed, the anxiety easing its grip. “You’d actually do
it, wouldn’t you?”



“In a heartbeat.” He reached into his pocket and produced a
small, weathered coin. “Lucky penny. My dad gave it to me the night
before my first public speech. Rub it for luck—or throw it at
anyone who heckles. Either way, it works.”



She took it, closing her fingers around the smooth, worn
surface, feeling a surge of gratitude she couldn’t quite put into
words.



Back in the lounge, Mrs. Cornwell was distributing tiny “good
luck” charms—plastic four-leaf clovers, gold stars, and miniature
train whistles, each one presented with a solemn little speech.
“These,” she declared, “are tokens of my appreciation, and, if
tomorrow brings disaster, bribes for your forgiveness.”



Kim, not to be outdone, presented Ella and Adam with a pair of
matching friendship bracelets—woven from colorful string and
threaded with tiny beads that spelled out “GALA CREW.” She fastened
them around their wrists, beaming. “No matter what happens, we’re
all in this together. And if you two ever get married, I want
credit for inventing your couple hashtag.”



Adam slipped his bracelet on, shooting Ella a wink. “Eternal
friendship, sealed by glitter and questionable fashion
choices.”



Ella rolled her eyes, but her smile was warm. “I’ll cherish it
forever. Or until it unravels in the shower.”



Kim then pressed her phone into everyone’s hands, insisting on
recording “confession videos” for the future scrapbook. “Tell us
your deepest secret, or at least your best gala survival tip. Bonus
points for drama!”



Jerry confessed to his ongoing love affair with velvet suits.
Chloe shared her dream of opening a speakeasy named “The Lost
Umbrella.” Mrs. Cornwell intoned a wish for “better lighting and
fewer feathers.” Adam and Ella’s video started earnest but quickly
devolved into a two-person stand-up routine, full of inside jokes
and gentle ribbing.



“Who’s more likely to trip on stage?” Adam asked.



“Me, obviously,” Ella replied. “But if you trip, it’s
‘performance art.’”



Adam grinned. “If I trip, you’re contractually obligated to
fall with me. It’s called solidarity.”



Their laughter mingled, easy and bright, a reminder that fear
could be softened by the right company.



Later, Mrs. Cornwell led a final walk-through of the station,
herded like a general marshaling her troops. She pointed out
last-minute tweaks—the placement of tablecloths, the angle of a
spotlight, the precise arrangement of name tags. Kim shadowed her
with a clipboard, offering alternative suggestions (“What if we
added sparklers? Or a fog machine? No? Okay, just
confetti?”).



As the group drifted back toward the lounge, Adam pulled Ella
aside onto the platform. The city lights glittered beyond the
glass, and the hum of distant trains drifted through the air. For a
long moment, they just stood there, shoulders touching, breathing
in the anticipation.



“Ready?” Adam asked, softly.



Ella nodded, the knot in her stomach replaced by something
lighter, more thrilling. “Ready. Scared. Both.”



“Me too,” Adam admitted, grinning. “But we make a good team,
you know.”



She reached for his hand. “The best.”



They practiced their opening lines one last time, only to
break into giggles halfway through. Adam did his best “game show
host” voice, while Ella deadpanned her bit about “preserving Kansas
City’s architectural heritage” as if reading the menu at a fast
food joint. It was ridiculous and perfect, and by the end they were
laughing so hard they had to lean against the rail for
support.



Back inside, Kim called everyone together for one last ritual:
a group “manifestation howl.” “If you want the universe to send you
good vibes,” she declared, “you gotta send something back. On
three—howl like you mean it!”



Ella rolled her eyes, but when the room erupted in a wild,
joyous group yell—even Mrs. Cornwell joining in with an
unexpectedly impressive soprano—she felt her chest expand with
possibility. They made a pact: no matter what happened tomorrow,
they’d celebrate together—disasters, miracles, and all the messy
magic in between.



As the team trickled away—Chloe to tune her violin one last
time, Jerry to iron his backup tie, Mrs. Cornwell to rewrite her
speech for the twentieth time—Adam offered Ella a piggyback ride
back to the lounge, sending the remaining volunteers into peals of
laughter. “All aboard!” Kim shouted, snapping photos as Adam
staggered under Ella’s weight, both of them giggling like
kids.



Back in the quiet, with only the soft clatter of clean-up and
the distant whistle of a midnight train, Ella sat surrounded by her
friends. Kim distributed “Team Gala” pins—oversized and sparkly,
each one hand-labeled with their names. Adam slipped his onto his
lapel, giving Ella a little salute.



“You got this,” he mouthed, grinning.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 27: Curtain Up, Hearts Out
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
Dawn rose over Kansas City in streaks of lavender and gold,
smudging the city’s skyline in watercolor. The windows of Union
Station shimmered, reflecting the first sunlight like a promise. In
a small apartment ten blocks away, Ella woke before her alarm, her
mind racing before her feet ever touched the cool wood floor. Her
hands twitched for her phone before she remembered—today, there
would be no time for mindless scrolling. Today, her world spun on a
tightrope above the city, every muscle tuned for the leap.



She tiptoed around her apartment, careful not to trip over
piles of emergency supplies: spare name tags, three different
brands of hairspray, her battered “gala shoes” waiting by the door.
The blue gown she’d agonized over for days hung in the window,
glowing with the sunrise. Ella stared at it and took a breath,
determined to feel excited, not just scared.



Her phone chimed. Kim, of course: “Wake up, sleeping beauty!
Coffee, muffins, and a pep talk inbound.” Five minutes later, Kim
barrelled through the door carrying enough caffeine to revive the
entire Amtrak staff, her hair wound in a silk scarf, her lipstick
brighter than any emergency exit sign.



She set down her bags and immediately launched into a
monologue about famous literary heroines who, in her opinion, would
“totally panic in this situation, and then win anyway, which is
what you’re going to do.” Ella managed a wobbly laugh and let
herself be swept up in the gentle chaos—Kim shoving coffee into her
hands, launching mini-muffins across the table like confetti, and
queuing up an “empowerment playlist” that ranged from 90s girl
power anthems to offbeat jazz.



Makeup became a comedy routine. Kim painted on eyeliner with
dramatic swoops and critiqued Ella’s nervous blinking with an
“Academy Award for Most Dramatic Lash Flutter.” Ella, for her part,
did Kim’s blush in intentionally mismatched circles, leading to
five minutes of giggling and mock outrage before they corrected it.
They took selfies and sent them to the group chat: Ella in her robe
with curlers askew, Kim grinning like a pirate, both captioned
“Gala Gladiators: Battle Ready.”



By eight o’clock, Ella was zipped into her dress and spinning
in front of the mirror, half-disbelieving the reflection—was that
really her? The nervous, accident-prone event planner, now suddenly
looking like she belonged on the arm of a movie star? Kim whistled,
took a picture, and pronounced, “You’re going to break hearts and
crash TikTok tonight, Preston.”



As Ella shimmied into her heels and checked her speech cards
for the hundredth time, her phone buzzed. A selfie from Adam,
looking infuriatingly handsome in a dark suit, his tie only
slightly askew, the beaded friendship bracelet Kim had made clearly
visible on his wrist. His text: “Good luck, partner. I’ll be the
guy nervously rearranging the centerpieces.”



Ella snapped her own selfie—blowing a kiss, flashing her own
bracelet, replying, “Meet you in the chaos, Captain.” For a second,
her nerves eased. Adam was there, and somehow that made all the
difference.



Meanwhile, at Union Station, Adam moved like a conductor
warming up an orchestra. He had arrived before sunrise, walking the
silent halls in soft-soled shoes, feeling the old building’s pulse
in his bones. In the grand hall, staff were already unrolling red
carpet, stringing lights, and bustling with trays of linen and
stacks of glassware. Adam checked the seating charts, counted
chairs, tied his tie with trembling hands, and—when no one was
looking—tucked the “lucky penny” Ella had once given him into his
pocket.



Mrs. Cornwell arrived like a general leading an invasion,
clipboard in hand, her hair swept up into a formidable crown. She
marched through the station, barking orders that managed to sound
both terrifying and affectionate. “Double-check the place cards! No
glitter near the appetizers! And where is my coffee—extra strong,
none of this ‘light roast’ nonsense!”



Adam found himself organizing volunteers: pinning boutonnieres
on trembling lapels, smoothing hair, straightening ties, and giving
pep talks to junior helpers whose hands shook with the weight of
their first “real” event. He slipped into the kitchen to chat with
the caterers, high-fived the sound techs, and even offered a
calming shoulder squeeze to a violinist whose sheet music had blown
away in a freak draft. By noon, Adam’s voice was hoarse from
reassuring, his phone full of “crisis averted” texts, and the gala
still hours away.



As the transformation unfolded, Union Station became something
out of a storybook. Fairy lights draped the grand staircase, floral
arrangements burst with late spring color, and every table
glimmered with crystal, silver, and the shimmer of anticipation.
Even the pigeons, perhaps sensing their moment had passed, settled
on the roof and watched the commotion with beady curiosity.



Ella arrived just after lunch, her heart in her throat. The
first glimpse of the transformed station nearly undid her—she had
never seen the old place look so magical, so alive, so ready for
celebration. She paused at the entrance, trying not to cry, but Kim
was there in an instant, looping an arm through hers and
whispering, “You did this, you know.”



Backstage, in the cramped “green room” set aside for staff and
performers, Kim did Ella’s makeup one last time, making goofy faces
in the mirror until Ella dissolved into laughter. They fixed each
other’s hair and traded last-minute advice—“Don’t trip. Smile at
the mayor. If you panic, look for me in the crowd and I’ll give you
the world’s dumbest thumbs up.” Ella tucked a pack of mints into
her clutch, then another, “for luck.”



Meanwhile, Adam—now wearing both the lucky penny and the
friendship bracelet—texted Ella another selfie, this one with a
crooked smile and a sticky note that read “You’re the real star.”
She grinned, nerves melting, and replied with her own picture:
tongue out, hands forming a heart.



The guests began arriving in a slow, glamorous trickle.
Limousines lined the street, flashes of gowns and tuxedos bright
against the dusk. Press photographers snapped away, local anchors
posed for B-roll, and donors mingled with society regulars and city
politicians. The mayor himself swept in, trailed by aides, a TV
camera, and an aura of practiced charisma.



Ella watched from behind the curtain as her team ushered
guests to their tables. Kim slipped around taking behind-the-scenes
photos, capturing volunteers mid-laugh, staff sneaking cookies, and
Chloe tuning her violin with a dramatic flourish. The air buzzed
with nerves and possibility.



When the mayor approached, Ella’s heart hammered so loudly she
was sure everyone could hear. She stepped forward, hands damp,
mouth suddenly dry, and introduced herself. The mayor smiled, then
asked a question, and for a terrifying moment Ella’s tongue tangled
and all she could say was, “Um… Welcome! Thank you for, um, being…
you.”



There was an awkward beat. Adam—watching from the
wings—swooped in, sliding to Ella’s side with a perfectly timed
quip: “We were just debating if the mayor’s tie is the best in the
room. I said yes, but Ella here says Jerry’s polka dots are a
strong contender.”



The mayor laughed, the tension broke, and Ella exhaled,
mouthing “Thank you” as Adam squeezed her hand under the
table.



Backstage, Mrs. Cornwell called a final meeting, her eyes
shining with tears and pride. “You’ve all done the impossible,” she
said, voice trembling for the first time Ella could remember. “This
is more than a party. It’s a night for Kansas City to remember. So
go out there, and let them see your hearts. Let them see why Union
Station matters. And if all else fails, follow the sparkle.”



The band warmed up, filling the air with jazz, blues, and
energy. The lights dipped and then rose again, casting everything
in gold. Adam found Ella behind the curtain, and without a word,
took her hand, spun her once, and held her close for a quick,
secret dance. The moment was clumsy, giddy, sweet—a tiny escape
before the main event.



“Whatever happens out there,” he whispered, “we’re in it
together.”



The MC’s voice echoed through the hall, calling everyone to
attention. It was time. Adam and Ella, hands clasped tight, stepped
out onto the stage. The applause was thunderous. Faces blurred
under the lights, but Ella saw Kim grinning, Mrs. Cornwell beaming,
and her ex glowering from the second row. She squared her shoulders
and squeezed Adam’s hand one more time.



Adam began with a joke, instantly putting the crowd at ease:
“Welcome to Union Station, where the architecture is grand, the
history is rich, and the pigeons are more famous than any of us.”
Laughter bubbled up, and he winked at Ella, passing the
microphone.



Ella’s nerves flared for half a heartbeat, but she caught
sight of her bracelet, and Adam’s steady gaze, and something inside
her unlocked. She riffed off Adam’s joke, turning a stammer into a
punchline, and then into a story—how Union Station had become a
second home, a place for new beginnings, a place where everyone,
from jazz musicians to night-shift janitors to nervous
first-timers, found a piece of themselves reflected in the marble
and light.



As they traded lines, the crowd leaned in, laughing at their
banter, cheering at their chemistry. Adam delivered a deadpan about
the perils of “emergency glitter in the wrong hands,” and Ella
retorted with a story about Kim’s legendary “charades” routine and
the time the coat check was mistaken for a karaoke lounge.



They even made light of their own nerves. When Ella’s voice
caught, Adam leaned in, deadpanning, “If either of us faints,
please take good photos,” which brought the house down and gave
Ella just enough courage to finish her speech.



The speech ended with a call to community: “This station is
more than a building. It’s a crossroads—a place where stories
begin, reunions happen, and sometimes, just sometimes, two people
can go from a spilled cappuccino to a night like this.” The crowd
erupted. Adam squeezed her hand, his eyes warm.



Offstage, Kim was already plotting the video edit, promising
to “cut the nervous squeaks and keep the banter.” The applause was
still rolling when Mrs. Cornwell stormed the wings, hugging Adam
and Ella together, smudging her mascara, nearly crushing Ella’s
bouquet in her exuberance.



“I’m so proud of you both,” she said, voice thick with
emotion. “You made them laugh, you made them care. You made Union
Station sing tonight.”



The rest of the team poured in, high-fiving, hugging, crying
and laughing in equal measure. Jerry grabbed Adam for a bear hug,
Chloe offered Ella a handkerchief, Kim passed around cookies and
posed everyone for an impromptu “Team Gala” photo on stage. There
were toasts and stories, spontaneous dances, and more than one
lipstick-smudged glass raised to “the team who could turn a
disaster into magic.”



As the crowd mingled and music filled the night, Adam and Ella
found each other at the edge of the dance floor. For a moment, the
chaos faded, and it was just them, the grand hall glowing gold, the
night stretching ahead like a new story.



“I never thought I’d feel at home on a stage,” Ella
whispered.



Adam smiled, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. “You
were born for it. For this. For all of it.”



She leaned into him, her laughter soft and astonished. “I
couldn’t have done it without you.”



He pressed his forehead to hers, eyes sparkling. “I think we
just did something impossible.”



They swayed together as the crowd pressed in, hands still
linked, hearts wild and light. All around them, the city
sang.




  
And somewhere, far above
the shining lights, a train whistled its approval, carrying the
story of this night out into the world—curtain up, hearts out, and
everything finally, gloriously, in motion.
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The gala was at its
sparkling, dizzying zenith—a kind of whirling dream. Chandeliers
flickered, laughter rang from the arches, the scent of gardenias
and champagne clung to the air, and every corner of Union Station
seemed to pulse with excitement and possibility. The evening had so
far unfolded as a carefully choreographed miracle: no toppled
centerpieces, no wardrobe catastrophes, no sign that anyone was
about to set the kitchen on fire. The jazz trio found their groove,
and the floor had filled with Kansas City’s best and brightest,
their voices a rising tide of celebration. And yet, as Ella drifted
from table to table, taking compliments and shaking hands, her mind
buzzed with the static of a single, unwelcome frequency—the
lingering presence of her ex.




It wasn’t that he was overtly dramatic, or even hostile—more
like an out-of-place shadow, a nagging itch, an interruption in the
smooth jazz of the night. For the first hour, he’d lingered at the
bar, glass in hand, his sharp suit tailored to perfection and his
smile tuned to “I’m perfectly fine, no hard feelings.” He was the
kind of ex who knew how to occupy space—just enough to be noticed,
never enough to be accused of making a scene. His new date, a
statuesque brunette, had vanished in the first ten minutes, likely
lured away by the dessert table or an eager circle of city
councilmen.



Ella tried to keep her focus on the event: introducing donors,
checking on the playlist, posing for press photos, ducking Kim’s
camera every other step. But whenever she caught a flash of her
ex’s laughter, or felt his eyes track her movements, the old
insecurities flickered. Was her dress good enough? Was her speech
funny or awkward? Would he tell stories about her tomorrow, in the
smug, casual way he always did?



Kim, ever the sentinel, noticed first. While snapping candids,
she caught sight of him sidling near the bar and immediately texted
a string of alarm emojis and, for good measure, a GIF of a raccoon
hissing at a much larger bear. Ella choked on her water and replied
with a wide-eyed emoji. Kim, taking her role as emotional bodyguard
seriously, posted up at the dance floor’s edge and began a series
of increasingly dramatic hand signals: a subtle slice across her
neck, then jazz hands for “danger,” then, when that failed to get
Ella’s attention, the full “stop, drop, and roll” routine she’d
learned in third grade.



Adam, who was orchestrating a last-minute run on extra chairs
for a surprise group of late-arriving donors, clocked the signals
from across the hall. He’d gotten good at reading both Kim and
Ella—knowing when their laughter was real, when their shoulders
tightened, when the world narrowed to a point of anxiety. He handed
off the chair dilemma to Jerry (“Just stack them in a pleasing
pyramid, it’ll be an art installation”) and made his way through
the crowd, threading between sequined gowns and tuxedo jackets with
purpose.



He reached Ella just as her ex found her at the cheese table,
all charm and old history. “Well, well, if it isn’t Kansas City’s
rising star,” her ex drawled, voice soft as silk but carrying all
the weight of a veiled challenge. “I should have known you’d be the
brains behind this. Congratulations—really. The place looks… almost
as good as last year’s party at the art museum.”



Ella held his gaze, smile polite but distant. “Thanks. Glad
you could make it.”



He leaned in, lowering his voice. “You look great, El. Really.
And I hear you’re doing well… running the show now. Must feel
nice.”



Before Ella could reply, Adam slid in, offering her a glass of
sparkling water and resting a hand lightly on the small of her
back—nothing obvious, just enough for her to feel grounded. “Hey,”
Adam said, grinning as if he hadn’t noticed any tension.
“Everything okay over here?”



Ella brightened, her whole posture shifting with relief.
“Adam, have you met—?”



But her ex cut in, extending a hand with the slick confidence
of a practiced politician. “We’ve heard of each other. Adam King,
right? Architect, local celebrity, man of the hour. Heard some
pretty impressive things about your projects.”



Adam shook his hand, smile never wavering. “All good, I hope.
Though if you’re talking about the time I accidentally installed a
revolving door backwards, that was strictly a design
experiment.”



Ella’s ex laughed, a shade too loud. “I’m not judging. We’ve
all made mistakes, right?” He flicked his eyes to Ella, then back
to Adam. “Of course, not everyone gets to recover so spectacularly.
Some people just… get lucky.”



Adam kept his tone light, but his eyes sharpened. “Luck favors
the brave. Or the ones with backup plans. You staying long
tonight?”



Her ex shrugged, glancing over his shoulder as if hoping for
an audience. “Long enough to see the action. I’ve got a VIP
afterparty invite, but you know how these things go. Don’t want to
miss the drama if there’s any.”



Ella, emboldened by Adam’s presence, raised an eyebrow. “The
only drama tonight is whether Jerry’s bowtie survives the next
dance. But I’ll keep you posted if the ceiling caves in.”



Adam grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ve got the blueprints in my
pocket.”



Kim, sensing the tension was peaking, swept by and, with a
performance worthy of Broadway, “accidentally” spilled a napkin
full of cheese cubes at her ex’s feet. “Oh, how clumsy of me!” she
chirped, eyes wide with innocence. “Sorry, could you grab me
another plate, Adam? Preferably the one with extra gouda?”



Adam winked, catching Kim’s drift. “Gouda for you, always,” he
replied, leading Ella a few steps away.



Her ex lingered a moment, then drifted off, defeated by the
triple-threat of Kim, Adam, and Ella’s united front. As soon as he
was out of earshot, Ella let out a long, shaky breath.



“Thank you,” she whispered, voice thick with emotion.



Adam offered her a piece of cheese, the gesture oddly tender.
“Emotional support gouda?”



She laughed, tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. “You
have no idea.”



Kim, from across the room, texted: “10 POINTS TO ADAM FOR
DEFENSIVE FLIRTING. Please teach me your ways. P.S. Your ex is now
trapped by Mrs. Cornwell and I think she’s demanding a
dance.”



Ella peeked over Adam’s shoulder and saw, to her delight, her
ex being spun around the floor by a beaming Mrs. Cornwell, whose
foxtrot was legendary (and slightly terrifying). The ex looked
overwhelmed, his steps stuttering as Mrs. Cornwell called out the
counts, never missing a beat. Kim was filming from the sidelines,
mouthing, “This is gold.”



Adam and Ella retreated to the snack table, shoulders shaking
with suppressed laughter. The music swelled, and the room felt
suddenly smaller, more intimate, as if the rest of the world had
receded.



Adam leaned in, voice low. “You know, I was… a little jealous.
Not proud of it, but it’s true.”



Ella looked at him, surprised. “Really?”



He shrugged, cheeks pink. “Seeing him, hearing the way he
talked to you… It made me want to, I don’t know, shout from the
rooftops that you’re with me. That you’re… mine. Is that
weird?”



She shook her head, a slow smile spreading across her lips.
“Not weird. Sweet. A little territorial, but in a cute way. Like a
golden retriever protecting his favorite squeaky toy.”



Adam laughed, eyes sparkling. “I’ll take it. As long as you’re
happy.”



Before she could reply, Mrs. Cornwell appeared with a VIP—Mr.
Underwood, a philanthropist with a penchant for matchmaking.
“Darlings,” she boomed, “have you met Mr. Underwood? He insists on
meeting the couple responsible for this masterpiece.”



Mr. Underwood peered at them, shrewd and twinkly. “Such
chemistry,” he murmured, patting Adam on the shoulder. “The best
duos start as dance partners, you know. Or perhaps as partners in
crime?”



Ella grinned. “Only if the crime is glitter smuggling,
sir.”



Adam blushed, but took Ella’s hand, squeezing gently. “We’re
an unbeatable team. Most days, anyway.”



Mr. Underwood winked. “Well, keep each other close. Trust me,
it’s the secret to surviving these galas and the rest of
life.”



Kim captured the whole exchange, zooming in for a “reaction
cam” shot as, behind them, Mrs. Cornwell’s voice rose: “Two-three,
two-three, don’t drag your feet! That’s it, darling!” Ella’s ex,
red-faced and dazed, was swept past, Mrs. Cornwell beaming. Kim
texted, “This will be meme gold.”



A sudden need for air struck Ella, and Adam sensed it
immediately. He guided her to the balcony, the city shimmering
below, the distant hum of trains and streetcars blending with the
faint strains of jazz.



For a long moment, they stood in silence, letting the night
settle around them. The wind tugged at Ella’s hair; Adam’s jacket
was warm around her shoulders.



“Want to talk about it?” he asked, voice gentle.



Ella nodded, fingers playing with the edge of the jacket.
“It’s strange. Seeing him. All that old… stuff comes back. The
doubts. The feeling that I wasn’t enough, or that I was always
chasing something. I thought I’d feel small tonight, but… I don’t.
I feel free. Like I finally get to write my own story.”



Adam took her hand, his thumb tracing circles on her skin. “I
know the feeling. My last relationship—she always made me feel like
I had to be the best version of myself, all the time. No room for
mistakes. No space to breathe. But you… with you, I can be myself.
Even the messy parts.”



She looked up at him, her eyes shining. “I trust you. With all
of it.”



He smiled, moving closer. “I want to be someone you can lean
on. Someone who makes you laugh and lets you be you. Not perfect.
But real.”



They leaned into each other, foreheads touching, breaths
mingling. The world shrank to the two of them—heartbeat, city
lights, the warmth of possibility.



Just as Adam dipped his head, ready to close the last inch
between them, the balcony door crashed open and a lost guest
stumbled out, eyes wild. “Sorry to interrupt—do you know where the
silent auction table is? I seem to have lost my wife, my phone, and
possibly my sense of direction.”



Adam, ever the host, straightened, laughter bubbling. “Back
inside, to the left, past the punch bowl. You can’t miss it.”



The guest nodded, vanished, and left behind only a trail of
confusion and a gust of cold air.



Kim found them moments later, her arms full of party favors.
“You two! Midnight group photo. I need all hands on deck. Ella,
Jerry says you promised to try his signature punch. Adam, Chloe
wants to serenade you with a song she made up about the pigeon
incident.”



They laughed, letting themselves be swept back into the
party’s glow. At the snack table, Adam raised his glass, his gaze
steady on Ella.



“To better beginnings,” he said softly.



She clinked her glass to his. “To writing new chapters.”



The music rose, the crowd danced, and in that golden, wild,
laughter-filled chaos, Ella finally let go of the last threads
tying her to the past. She was free—heart open, future unwritten,
Adam at her side, the night and all its possibilities unfurling
before her.



And somewhere in the middle of the swirl, Kim caught them in a
candid: arms tangled, heads thrown back in laughter, eyes shining
with something unmistakable.



In the end, the ex was only a footnote—a faded ghost lost to
time, while the real story burned brighter than ever, wild and
unstoppable and entirely their own.
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The gala’s final hour was a rare and magical time, when the
grandeur of Union Station seemed to settle into a more intimate,
enchanting hush. The station’s domed ceilings, ringed in golden
light, now glowed softly above clusters of exhausted but happy
guests—those who’d survived the speeches, the conga lines, the
disaster-proofing drills, and were now content to sip warm cider,
laugh at inside jokes, and marvel at the feeling of having been
part of something that mattered.



For Ella, every moment felt just a little bit outside the laws
of physics. She moved through the main concourse barefoot, her feet
delighted to be free of the gala shoes that had pinched her toes
all night. Her blue dress trailed behind her like a river of
velvet. She was buoyed by the electric undercurrent of
accomplishment—her mind replaying highlights in little looping
reels: the standing ovation, Mrs. Cornwell’s delighted tears, the
mayor’s attempt at swing dancing, the way Adam had caught her eye
in the middle of her speech and made her forget the crowd
completely. The world had been distilled into color, music, and the
new, subtle gravity of Adam’s presence.



The crowd had thinned considerably. Only the loyalists, the
team, and the sort of guests who never wanted a good party to end
remained. Some lounged on the staircase, legs tangled, munching
leftover hors d’oeuvres and telling stories. Others floated from
group to group, collecting signatures in the event guestbook, or
stealing one last selfie in front of the floral arch. In every
direction, there were little constellations of laughter and
candlelight.



Kim, who had swapped her “statement dress” for fluffy socks
and an enormous Union Station hoodie, moved through the chaos like
a general, directing stragglers and volunteers with the same gusto
she’d brought to the entire evening. “We’re not done!” she called,
spinning a plastic tiara on her finger. “Anyone who wants to go
home before midnight forfeits their right to vote on the official
afterparty snacks.”



Chloe perched atop the grand piano, violin case open, legs
swinging as she plucked out jazzy little riffs between sips of
cider. Jerry and a handful of junior volunteers, emboldened by
exhaustion and the sugar rush of three kinds of cake, attempted to
build a leaning tower of champagne flutes in the coat check area,
to the consternation of the one remaining server.



And Mrs. Cornwell—her hair escaping its pins, shoes in
hand—sat at the center of a group of interns and donors, regaling
them with tales of galas past. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes
bright, her voice a little husky from the hours of cheering,
coaching, and, yes, dancing. Every so often she’d raise her glass
and declare, “It’s never too late for a second wind,
darlings!”



Adam found Ella at the edge of the concourse, her gaze on the
station clock, which was just ticking toward midnight. He
approached slowly, savoring the simple joy of watching her exist in
this moment: head slightly tilted, lips parted in the barest of
smiles, utterly at ease for perhaps the first time all night.



“Hey,” he said, offering her a fresh cup of sparkling cider,
their fingers brushing in a familiar, unhurried way.



She took the cup, eyes crinkling with gratitude. “Hey,
yourself. I can’t believe it’s almost over.”



He grinned, gesturing to the beautiful mess around them. “It’s
never really over, you know. Not for people like us. We just reset
the tables and start planning the next thing.”



She laughed, her body relaxing into his side. “Are you
volunteering for another round of madness?”



“I’d follow you through a hundred galas,” Adam said, quietly
but without hesitation. “As long as there’s cake and a chance to
dance with you at midnight.”



A commotion at the far end of the room drew their attention.
Kim had gathered the troops—Chloe, Jerry, Mrs. Cornwell, a handful
of musicians, volunteers, and the straggling VIPs—at the base of
the grand staircase. She climbed two steps, waving her tiara for
silence.



“People!” she boomed. “I know you’re tired. I know you’re all
secretly plotting to loot the dessert cart. But before the night is
officially done, there is one last tradition. The Union Station
Midnight Dance! Pair up, line up, grab your favorite human or pet
plant. Adam, Ella—front and center. The rest of us will follow your
lead.”



A ripple of applause, hoots, and exaggerated bows greeted her
announcement. Mrs. Cornwell, giggling, slipped her shoes back on
and linked arms with Chloe. Jerry made a beeline for the mayor’s
press secretary, who looked both surprised and delighted.



Adam turned to Ella, eyes shining. “Shall we?”



She nodded, suddenly shy in the strange way that comes after
adrenaline has faded and all that’s left is pure, earnest longing.
He led her to the center of the concourse. All around them, their
friends and colleagues formed a rough circle, candles in hand,
faces alight with anticipation.



The band began the “secret song”—a gentle, lilting melody that
Ella had only hummed to herself late at night, when she thought no
one was listening. It was a love song for the dreamers and the
lost, the lonely and the found, and as the first notes drifted
upward, she realized that Chloe had been paying attention all
along.



Adam’s hands found her waist, steady and warm. They began to
sway, the dance less about choreography and more about
surrender—each step a conversation, each turn an inside joke. At
first they moved cautiously, conscious of the eyes on them, but as
the song built, so did their confidence. Their world shrank to the
circle of their arms, the soft patter of bare feet on marble, the
hush of the room and the pulse of their own hearts.



Ella looked up at Adam, her eyes bright. “Thank you,” she
whispered. “For tonight. For… everything.”



He smiled, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. “I should be
thanking you. You turned chaos into magic.”



They danced, laughing when they nearly tripped, sharing little
secrets and old wounds, offering each other the stories they’d once
hidden. Ella confessed she still sometimes felt like the awkward
kid in middle school gym class, waiting to be picked. Adam admitted
he’d been terrified the first time he saw her, certain she’d see
right through his confidence and into the bundle of nerves
underneath.



“It’s always the confident ones who are the biggest softies,”
she teased.



He rolled his eyes, pulling her closer. “Don’t tell Kim.
She’ll use it against me forever.”



As the song neared its end, Adam’s hand drifted to her cheek.
He hesitated, then leaned in, pressing his lips to hers in a kiss
that was gentle, sweet, and charged with months of built-up
tension. The crowd burst into applause, some whooping, others
whistling, a few wiping away tears.



Kim was the first to break the spell, launching herself into a
conga line that swept up everyone—Chloe, Jerry, Mrs. Cornwell, even
the stragglers who had tried to hide by the buffet table. The conga
wound around the room, careening past the bandstand, circling the
coat check, looping twice around the dessert cart before ending in
a glorious, chaotic pile of laughter.



Mrs. Cornwell, who had lost one shoe in the melee, declared,
“This is what galas should always be!” She brandished her shoe
overhead like a trophy, winning a fresh round of cheers.



Adam and Ella, flushed and breathless, retreated to the snack
table, loading their plates with emotional support cheese and
leftover cake. Jerry produced a bottle of cider and filled glasses
for all, while Chloe climbed back atop the piano and serenaded the
group with a ballad that blended jazz, folk, and something that was
unmistakably her own invention.



Kim raised her glass. “To teamwork, train stations, and true
love! And to every disaster that became a memory we’ll laugh about
until next year’s gala!”



The toast became a chorus, echoing up to the painted dome. “To
teamwork! To train stations! To true love!” The words rolled over
them like a benediction, silly and sincere, punctuated by the clink
of glasses and the sticky sweetness of late-night cake.



After the toast, the group sprawled across the concourse,
lying back on the marble floor, heads pillowed on jackets and
scarves, gazing up at the ornate ceiling. Kim snapped selfies,
demanding everyone make their “best midnight face.” Jerry attempted
to balance three forks on his nose. Mrs. Cornwell shared stories of
her first job at Union Station, painting a portrait of a city in a
different era.



One by one, the group began to drift off, hugging and
promising brunches and book clubs, vowing to keep the spirit of the
night alive long after the last centerpiece was cleared. The
volunteers gathered the final bits of confetti, stacking plates and
wrapping up leftovers. Kim made Ella promise to wear her tiara all
the way home. Chloe pressed a copy of the secret song into Adam’s
hands, “for emergencies,” she said with a wink.



At last, only Adam and Ella remained, walking hand in hand
through the sleeping station. Their steps echoed softly, each sound
another stitch in the memory of the night. The world outside was
quiet, just the occasional rush of a train or the distant honk of a
cab reminding them that time hadn’t stopped.



They paused beneath the grand clock, which gleamed high above,
its hands resting at nearly half past midnight. The marble below
their feet was cool, the hush around them sacred.



Adam turned to face her, his eyes shining with something that
felt like a sunrise. “You know, there’s a legend that if you make a
wish under this clock at midnight, it comes true.”



Ella smiled, leaning her head on his shoulder. “What are you
wishing for?”



He considered, then squeezed her hand. “More nights like this.
More beginnings. More… us.”



She nodded, feeling the wish settle into her bones. “Me
too.”



He kissed her, soft and sure, a promise for the nights and
days yet to come.




  
As they left the station,
hand in hand, the last of the magic trailed behind them like
stardust. For the first time, Ella felt the certainty that her life
was expanding, opening—no longer a series of closed doors or
near-misses, but a wild, unwritten story, beautiful and complicated
and entirely hers.
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Dawn slid into Kansas City on tiptoe, brushing the skyline
with pink and gold, as if the whole city had been repainted
overnight by an especially hopeful artist. In her tiny apartment,
Ella awoke with sunlight on her cheek and her mind tumbling through
fragments of last night: the confetti, the music, the midnight
dance, Adam’s steady hand, and—oh, the kiss, that kiss, which
seemed to hum in her bones even now, long after her lipstick had
faded and her hair had turned wild in sleep.



For a blissful minute, Ella simply lay there, heart spinning,
reliving the way Adam had looked at her—like she was both the
solution to every architectural problem and the start of a thousand
new blueprints. She hugged her pillow, grinning at the ceiling,
wishing she could bottle this post-gala joy and sip it on lonely
Mondays.



Her phone erupted with the insistent jangle of Kim’s custom
ringtone—a mash-up of jazz trumpet and disco cowbell. Ella answered
with a croaky, “Don’t you ever sleep?”



Kim’s reply came rapid-fire and breathless, already thick with
street noise and the clink of coffee cups. “Who needs sleep when
you have gossip? I’m at brunch—front window at Lola’s, the one with
the mural of a tap-dancing octopus. Get over here. And don’t think
for a second I’m letting you off the hook. I want every detail. I
want metaphors. I want haikus about that kiss.”



Ella laughed, shaking her head. “Kim, it’s barely
eight.”



“It’s never too early for love stories. Now spill. Or I’m
sending Jerry to serenade your neighbors with the theme from
Titanic. Again.”



Ella propped herself up, peering at the chaos of dress and
makeup bags strewn across her floor, and debated: curl back under
the covers, or dive into the wild unknown of a post-gala morning?
Her feet decided for her. She padded to the shower, humming
fragments of the secret song. Steam filled the bathroom; she let
the heat wash away nerves, lingering in the water as if it could
slow time, give her a little more space to process the magnitude of
change.



After a quick breakfast—three strawberries and a spoonful of
peanut butter, all she could stomach with butterflies rioting in
her belly—Ella pulled on her favorite jeans and the same blouse
she’d worn the day she first spilled coffee at Union Station, as if
tempting fate. She scrawled a note to herself—Meet me at Union
Station?—and stuck it to her fridge, grinning at the private
joke.



The walk downtown was brisk, the air cool and laced with the
scent of lilacs blooming along the trolley tracks. Ella’s sneakers
scuffed the pavement, her heart fluttering between exhilaration and
outright terror. Was it possible, after a night so full of magic,
for anything to live up to the promise of the dawn? She counted the
blocks, the trains rattling overhead, every passing face a reminder
that the city was full of people living stories she would never
know.



At Union Station, the city’s heartbeat thudded with a quieter,
more reverent energy than the night before. Sunlight spilled
through the grand windows in long, slanted beams, picking out dust
motes and the ghostly footprints of last night’s festivities. The
banners were gone, the flowers repurposed to side tables, and only
the faintest shimmer of confetti lingered in the corners—tiny
sequined reminders that magic had happened here.



Ella hovered at the entrance, nerves suddenly on edge. What if
Adam wasn’t here? What if last night had been a fluke, a spell
broken by morning? She was about to turn away, to retreat to the
safety of brunch and Kim’s relentless commentary, when she spotted
him—Adam, standing by the café counter, sunlight turning his hair
to caramel and gold, his suit jacket traded for a blue button-down
and jeans, a takeaway coffee in each hand.



He saw her, and the shy, earnest smile that bloomed on his
face made her breath catch. She crossed the marble floor on
autopilot, only half aware of her body, the rest of her flying
somewhere ten feet above.



“Hey, stranger,” Adam said, holding out a cup. “I got your
order right this time. Cappuccino, one sugar, no extra
drama.”



Ella accepted the cup, fingers tingling where they brushed
his. “Let’s not jinx it. Last time we tried this, I ended up
wearing half the city’s milk foam.”



Adam laughed, his eyes dancing. “For the record, I’m wearing
my spill-proof socks.”



They found a quiet table by the window—one that overlooked the
city and, coincidentally, the very platform where they’d first
collided. The air between them shimmered with anticipation, the
words slow to come at first as they let themselves settle into a
new, unfamiliar normal.



Adam slid a bouquet of wildflowers from behind his chair,
presenting it with the bashfulness of a boy at his first school
dance. “For you. I thought about roses, but these felt… right.
Wild, a little chaotic. Like us.”



Ella beamed, the colors and fragrance wrapping around her
heart like a promise. “You are, without a doubt, a hopeless
romantic.”



Adam ducked his head, bashful but proud. “You bring it out in
me. I haven’t stopped thinking about last night. About you.”



She touched his hand, letting her thumb brush his knuckles,
grounding herself in the realness of the moment. “Me neither. I
keep replaying the whole thing—like maybe it didn’t happen. Like
maybe I’ll wake up and be back at the start, looking for a new job
and cursing broken coffee lids.”



He squeezed her hand. “No do-overs. I like this version too
much.”



For a while, they let themselves drift on memory, trading
stories of the gala—how Ella had nearly tripped over a train cord
while trying to save a centerpiece, how Adam had ducked into the
supply closet to practice his speech in front of the mop. They
laughed until they cried at the memory of Mrs. Cornwell attempting
the can-can, and Kim’s dramatic slow-motion fall into the dessert
cart.



Kim herself arrived halfway through their breakfast, snapping
photos before either of them had time to protest. “Don’t mind me,”
she sang, sliding into the booth with a croissant in one hand and
her camera in the other. “I’m just here to document the historic
Treaty of Station Café. Smile like you’re not planning to
elope.”



Ella groaned, but Adam played along, wrapping an arm around
Ella and grinning at the camera. “We’re going to need a good PR
team if we’re ever going to outpace the rumors after last
night.”



Kim gasped in mock offense. “That’s ‘Maid of Honor in
Training’ to you, sir.”



Ella and Adam both burst out laughing, the easy, rolling sound
that comes from being exactly where you want to be, with the people
who know your worst stories and love you for them.



Mrs. Cornwell’s text arrived just then, a string of confetti
emojis and a single line: Best event ever. When’s the
wedding?



Adam nearly snorted coffee out his nose. Ella blushed so hard
she thought she might combust. Kim, never one to let a moment pass,
snapped another photo for her “private archives.”



Adam, recovering, turned serious for a moment. “Actually, I do
have a proposal. Not that kind. Not yet.” He fished in his bag and
slid a sheaf of papers across the table—blueprints, Ella realized,
for a battered old theater on the city’s south side.



“I’ve been thinking about what’s next,” Adam said, his voice
low and careful. “The city wants to bring this place back to life.
I’m going to submit a design bid, but I don’t want to do it alone.
I was hoping… maybe… you’d join the project. As my partner.”



Ella’s breath hitched, her mind racing through images of
hidden staircases, faded velvet curtains, the smell of old wood and
possibility. “You mean it?”



Adam nodded. “I want you. Your vision, your ideas, your magic.
The way you see things I’d never notice. And…” He paused, eyes
locked on hers. “I just want more excuses to spend time with
you.”



Ella’s heart skipped, soared, somersaulted. “I’ll think about
it,” she teased, but her smile gave her away. “Can I bring my own
hard hat?”



Kim, unable to contain herself, leaped to her feet. “You heard
it here, folks! I’m updating my LinkedIn to ‘Maid of Honor, Project
Mascot, and Official Theater Ghostbuster.’”



Adam and Ella exchanged a look, sharing a private joke that
needed no words.



Breakfast spilled into mid-morning, the three of them
lingering over croissants and half-drunk cappuccinos, swapping
plans for brunch, adventure, and minor mischief. Kim regaled them
with tales from the afterparty, complete with dramatic
reenactments. Chloe arrived, sleepy and triumphant, brandishing a
new jazz arrangement. Jerry dropped off a bag of left-behind
souvenirs, declaring, “No one escapes Union Station without a
little piece of the magic.”



Eventually, the crowd thinned. Kim, promising to “edit your
engagement announcement for maximum clickbait,” swept off to her
next gig. Adam and Ella, content in the hush of the nearly empty
station, wandered the halls hand in hand, tracing the journey of
their own story—coffee to chaos, missed signals to midnight, two
hearts learning to move in the same rhythm.



They found themselves on the empty platform, the world outside
just waking up. Trains came and went, their rumbles a lullaby. They
sat on the cold stone bench, wildflowers between them, and let
their dreams spill out—plans for the theater, ideas for hidden
gardens and secret reading rooms, confessions about fears and
hopes.



Ella finally said the thing that had pressed on her chest all
morning. “I’m scared. Of going too fast. Of ruining something this
good.”



Adam looked at her, his expression open, kind, steady. “We
don’t have to rush. All I want is right now. And tomorrow, if you
want it.”



She nodded, breathing in the soft, fragrant morning, feeling
safer than she had in years. “I do want it. I want all the
ordinary, messy, wonderful days with you. As long as you promise
not to let Kim pick the wedding playlist.”



Adam laughed, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Deal. But
only if you promise not to leave your coffee unattended ever
again.”




  
They sat like that for a
long while, letting the city swirl around them, the station a
cocoon of possibility. When Kim reappeared, brandishing a bag of
pastries and two paper crowns, she caught them mid-laugh, snapping
a photo that would become the first page in a scrapbook titled,
simply, “Us.”


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 31: Family Ties and Tangled Truths
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
Ella stared into the mirror for the tenth time, running her
fingers through hair that would not, under any circumstances, obey.
She’d changed shirts twice already. The first had been too stiff,
the second too “please like me,” and now, in her favorite blue
sweater and dark jeans, she looked more like herself—but also,
somehow, like someone in an elaborate witness protection program
for people who overthink dinner parties.



Kim, who had commandeered the bed, propped up on her elbows
and scrolling through a group text with Chloe and Jerry, looked up
and made a face. “Stop. You look like a sweet, stylish genius. Or
at least someone who wouldn’t accidentally light the centerpiece on
fire.”



Ella gave her a look. “You realize that’s happened to me.
Twice.”



“That’s why you’re charming. Also why I packed mini
marshmallows—if you light anything on fire tonight, we’ll call it
dessert. Now come here. I have to do your eyeliner. No
daughter-in-law of the Kings is showing up looking like she’s been
interrogated by a smoke machine.”



Ella groaned but obeyed, grateful for Kim’s confidence and
slightly terrified at how quickly her friend was escalating things
to “daughter-in-law.” The text thread buzzed with live
advice:



Chloe: “Go with the blue. It makes your eyes look like you’re
hiding good secrets.”

Jerry: “If Adam’s dad is quiet, tell him you once beat a chess
champion by accident.”

Kim: “Bring me leftovers.”



Kim snapped a picture and sent it to the thread with the
caption: “Ready for the Thunderdome.” Ella tried to smile, but her
lips felt like they belonged to someone else.



Adam was outside, right on time, flowers in hand, looking like
the poster boy for “man who will definitely help you move a couch.”
His smile, warm and a little shy, helped. “Wow,” he said softly.
“You look… honestly, perfect.”



Ella’s nerves eased a fraction. “If I drop mashed potatoes in
my lap, remind me that you said that.”



“Deal. If I tell an embarrassing story about my second-grade
spelling bee, pretend you find me adorable anyway.”



The drive to Adam’s childhood home took them through the
leafy, gentle sprawl of old neighborhoods, all neat lawns and
porches strung with fairy lights. Adam narrated the route with an
ease Ella found comforting—“That’s the treehouse where I broke my
arm pretending to be Indiana Jones. That bakery has the best peach
pie in Missouri. Oh, see that mural? Lila helped paint that after
high school.” The more he shared, the more she understood the
tapestry of his life—full of small adventures, layered histories, a
city that had shaped him but never quite pinned him down.



His family home was a sprawling, lovingly chaotic two-story
affair painted in sun-faded yellow, with wind chimes tinkling on
the porch and planters bursting with pansies and herbs. The
porchlight was on, and inside, laughter rolled out through the
screen door like a welcome mat. The moment Adam pressed the bell,
the door swung open and a woman who was unmistakably his mother
enveloped Ella in a hug so immediate and genuine that Ella almost
forgot to be nervous.



“You must be Ella! I’m Jean. You’re even lovelier than Adam’s
babbling suggested.”



Adam’s father, Hank, appeared behind his wife, tall and stoic
in a flannel shirt, his eyes crinkling with warmth as he extended a
handshake that conveyed both welcome and a careful reserve. “We’re
glad you could join us.”



Ella managed a real smile. “Thank you for having me. And for
not making me pass an entrance exam.”



Jean laughed, ushering them inside. “Oh, don’t relax just yet.
Wait until Grandma hears you can bake.”



The house was alive with the kind of energy that only happens
when family gathers: shoes in a heap by the door, someone’s phone
charging by the microwave, framed photos everywhere—Adam at various
awkward ages, Lila in a prom dress, Marcus holding a fish nearly as
big as he was. A large tabby cat lounged imperiously on the back of
the sofa, blinking at Ella as if she needed to explain
herself.



Introductions tumbled over each other. Lila, Adam’s younger
sister, swept Ella into the kitchen, her own laughter a mix of
genuine friendliness and sibling mischief. “We’ve been dying to
meet the woman who made Adam shave for the first time in
years.”



“That was mostly self-preservation,” Ella quipped, winning a
cackle from Lila. “He looked like he was being slowly devoured by a
chin squirrel.”



Marcus, Adam’s brother, appeared, holding hands with his
partner, Jamie, both dressed as if they’d just come from a farmers
market or a poetry reading, depending on how you squinted. They
greeted Ella with warmth, peppering her with gentle, curious
questions and insisting she help with the salad, which quickly
turned into a lesson in “family-approved” vinaigrette ratios.



Adam’s grandmother, who insisted everyone call her Bee,
presided over the living room, crocheting what appeared to be a
six-foot-long scarf in the colors of the local baseball team. Her
hearing wasn’t what it once was, but her voice carried perfectly.
“So you’re Ella,” she boomed, squinting over her glasses. “Do you
play Scrabble, or are you normal?”



“She’s a killer at Scrabble,” Adam supplied.



Ella shrugged modestly. “Only on weekends with a full
moon.”



Bee winked. “We’ll see about that.”



As dinner approached, the kitchen filled with steam and the
smell of garlic and roast chicken, the sounds of chopping, clinking
glasses, and the kind of running commentary that only close
families can deliver. Adam, for all his architectural skill, proved
hopeless with the potato masher and was swiftly reassigned to
setting the table. Lila told embarrassing stories about Adam’s
childhood (“He once built a scale model of Union Station out of
LEGOs and made us all pay ‘admission’ to see it”) and Marcus
recounted his own misadventures in babysitting (“Adam convinced me
that swallowing a watermelon seed would make one grow in my
stomach. I had nightmares for months.”).



Ella, caught between laughter and relief, found herself
sharing some of her own family’s lore—her father’s epic quest for
the perfect pancake recipe, her mother’s disastrous attempt at
online yoga, the time she accidentally superglued two fingers
together before a big presentation. Every story made the table lean
in closer, laughter blending with the clatter of serving spoons and
the shouts from the living room, where Bee was loudly rooting for
the losing team in a televised baseball game.



Adam’s mom, Jean, drew Ella aside after dinner, the kitchen
now a mess of crumbs and empty wine glasses. “You fit right in,”
she whispered, eyes sparkling. “I hope Adam knows how lucky he
is.”



Ella blushed. “I’m the lucky one. He’s… well, he’s Adam. I
didn’t know people like him existed.”



Jean patted her hand. “Neither did I, until I met his father.
Don’t let them scare you off. Our family’s a lot, but we’re
loyal.”



“Loyal I can handle,” Ella said, grinning. “As long as no one
asks me to join the family fantasy football league.”



“Oh, we only do that if you marry in.” Jean winked.



The call for dessert brought everyone back to the dining
table. Bee’s “secret recipe” apple pie was revealed, complete with
a slightly lopsided crust and a scoop of vanilla ice cream that
melted with theatrical speed. Plates were passed, stories traded,
and Ella found herself drawn into a competitive game of “two truths
and a lie,” where Jamie claimed to have once sung backup for a boy
band and Lila insisted she could recite the alphabet backward in
under ten seconds.



As the evening wound down, the board games came out—first
Scrabble, then Clue, then an old, battered copy of Trivial Pursuit.
Lila, sensing opportunity, kept “accidentally” pairing Ella and
Adam as a team, much to Adam’s fake annoyance. “You just want to
see us argue over movie quotes,” he accused.



“Duh,” Lila replied, tossing her hair.



Kim’s texts continued throughout: “Has anyone cried yet? Tell
me Bee’s scarf is a metaphor for your relationship. How’s the pie?
Scale of 1 to Jerry, how embarrassing was Adam as a child?”



When the board games devolved into laughter and the pie was
mostly gone, Adam’s dad, Hank, turned to Ella with the gentle
seriousness that suggested this was the moment he’d been waiting
for. “Tell us about your folks, Ella. Where’s home for you?”



Ella paused, nerves fluttering. She wanted to be honest, but
not bleak; vulnerable, but not tragic. “I grew up all over, really.
My parents are… complicated. Good people, but we never quite landed
in the same place for long. I have a million funny stories and a
few sad ones, but mostly, I learned that family is what you make
it. And also that if you let my dad cook, prepare to order pizza as
backup.”



The table laughed, the tension broken. Bee reached across and
squeezed her hand, whispering, “Every family’s a little
complicated, sweetheart.”



After dessert, Ella helped Jean with the dishes, elbow-deep in
soap and grateful for the simple, steady rhythm of cleaning up.
“You’re welcome here anytime,” Jean said softly. “We’re loud, and
nosy, and we can’t keep secrets, but we mean well.”



“I think that’s exactly what I need,” Ella replied. They
talked quietly about dreams—Jean’s hope for more grandkids, Ella’s
secret desire to travel, the terror and thrill of building a life
with someone.



When the last plate was stacked and the last fork dried, the
family surprised Ella with a framed photo Lila had snapped at
dinner—a slightly blurry but joy-soaked image of the whole table
mid-laughter, Adam’s hand on Ella’s shoulder, Bee’s scarf trailing
down like a comet.



Adam walked Ella out to the car, the evening cool and fragrant
with honeysuckle and the faintest echo of laughter. They stood on
the porch beneath the porch light, hands tangled together,
reluctant to say goodnight.



Adam brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I know tonight
was a lot. But it mattered to me. You matter to me. I don’t want to
rush you, or scare you off. But I want you in my life, Ella. For
good.”



Ella looked up, searching his face for doubt and finding none.
“I want that, too. I do. I just… forever is big. I’ve never really
believed in it, not until now. It’s terrifying.”



Adam kissed her forehead, his embrace both gentle and certain.
“Then let’s take it one day at a time. As slow as you want. Just
don’t make me eat any more of Bee’s pickled beets.”



Ella laughed, her nerves dissolving into joy. “Deal. But I
make no promises about marshmallows and fire.”



He grinned, pressing their foreheads together. “That’s all I
need. And maybe a rematch at Scrabble.”




  
She smiled, feeling, for
the first time, not just welcome, but at home. The future was still
uncertain, but with Adam, it felt like a puzzle she wanted to spend
her life solving, one tangled, hilarious, loving piece at a
time.
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Morning in Union Station
belonged to a special kind of magic—the golden slant of sun through
stained glass, the echoing hush between the day’s first arrivals
and the last whispers of midnight’s revelers, the way even the
marble seemed to hum with anticipation. On this particular morning,
Ella was first to arrive, still glowing from Adam’s family dinner
the night before, clutching her coffee and a stack of committee
notes, her mind spinning between gratitude and disbelief.




The world outside felt new and fresh, as if all of Kansas City
had woken up scrubbed and shining. She crossed the marble, blinking
away the last sleep from her eyes, and settled onto her favorite
bench in the main hall—a perch that gave her the best possible view
of the entire station and, if she was lucky, the very first train
of the morning rolling in, its carriages silvered by sunrise.



She let herself breathe in the hush, listening for the
telltale flutter of feathers she hoped against hope would return.
She’d been joking about it all week—half teasing, half wishing: If
Sir Flapsalot comes back, it’s a sign. Of what, she wasn’t sure.
Good luck? New beginnings? Maybe just that even the wildest,
weirdest joys had a way of circling back home.



And then there he was.



Sir Flapsalot, champion of chaos, station legend, Kansas
City’s most beloved pigeon. He landed with a flurry and a bob,
exactly on time, exactly in the one shaft of sun that turned his
feathers into a shimmer of steel-blue and silver. He hopped in a
tight circle, cocked his head, and let out a coo that was equal
parts demand and greeting.



Ella broke into a smile that she felt in her bones. “Well,
well, if it isn’t the prodigal bird.” She rummaged through her bag
for the packet of sunflower seeds she now carried everywhere
(“You’re such a soft touch,” Kim had teased, “Next week you’ll be
bringing him custom bird bread and a tiny monocle”). Ella scattered
seeds in a graceful arc, then sat cross-legged, her blue dress
pooling around her like a flower, watching as Sir Flapsalot tucked
in with noisy satisfaction.



A shadow fell across her, warm and familiar. Adam, coffee in
hand, stood with one eyebrow raised, surveying the scene. “I leave
you alone for five minutes, and you’re already being courted by
another suitor?”



Ella tilted her head up, grinning. “He’s got you beat on
punctuality and feather maintenance, at least.”



Adam flopped onto the bench beside her, passing her a cup.
“Does he know how to program a ticket kiosk? Or do a dramatic
reading of building codes?”



Sir Flapsalot, sensing competition, fluffed his chest and
strutted closer, pecking a seed off the tip of Ella’s shoe. Adam
leaned over, voice low and playful. “Admit it. You’ve got a type:
emotionally unavailable, a little scruffy, obsessed with public
spaces.”



Ella giggled. “You forgot dramatic and prone to stealing
snacks.”



Their laughter bounced off the marble and into the morning,
drawing curious glances from early commuters. One little boy,
clutching his grandmother’s hand, pointed and gasped, “Look,
Grandma, it’s the magic pigeon!” Ella and Adam exchanged a
look—somehow, Sir Flapsalot had acquired a legend larger than
life.



The moment Kim arrived, the entire world brightened by a full
octave. She breezed in with her camera and a tote bag, practically
vibrating with glee. “Don’t move!” she cried, already snapping
photos. “This is the stuff the internet lives for. Ella, toss your
hair. Adam, look like you’re confessing your undying love. Sir
Flapsalot, just keep being you, buddy.”



She captured a dozen candid shots: Ella feeding seeds, Adam
mock-pouting at the pigeon, Sir Flapsalot basking in attention. Kim
knelt to snap a closeup, cooing, “I hereby christen thee, Instagram
royalty.” She whipped out her phone and, in under sixty seconds,
had created @PigeonOfUnionStation, complete with profile pic and
bio: “KC’s most eligible feathered bachelor. Lover of seeds,
trains, and accidental meet-cutes.”



Adam stared in mock horror. “We’ve unleashed a monster.”



Ella rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop smiling. “We just need
to keep him from unionizing the local sparrow population.”



Kim was already deep into social media strategy, rattling off
ideas: “Sir Flapsalot Fridays. #FeatheredFriends. We can do a whole
series—pigeon trivia, fan art contests, maybe even a day where he
gets to choose the music playlist in the station lobby.”



Mrs. Cornwell arrived at this exact moment, her sensible heels
clicking, a silk scarf embroidered with pigeons draped around her
neck. She eyed the growing crowd, the camera flashes, and the
dignified pose of Sir Flapsalot, and declared, “I see the real
guest of honor has returned. Clearly, the station is blessed for
another season. We ought to make him part of every future
event—perhaps even give him an honorary staff badge.”



Adam solemnly nodded. “Assistant Director of Public
Peck-relations.”



“Vice President of Flock Development,” Ella added,
deadpan.



Sir Flapsalot, sensing his moment, hopped onto the armrest and
spread his wings, accepting a crust from a passing commuter as if
it were a bouquet. Mrs. Cornwell beamed, and before long, a small
circle of children, tourists, and a few early-rising volunteers had
gathered. Kim took this as her cue to begin interviews, asking,
“What do you think makes Sir Flapsalot so special?” The responses
ranged from, “He’s got charisma!” to “He looks like he owns the
place,” to “My dad says he’s a good omen for sports betting.”



Within an hour, Sir Flapsalot’s Instagram had two hundred
followers, and Kim was fielding requests for selfie appointments.
Adam and Ella, swept along by the excitement, found themselves
brainstorming ways to turn their accidental mascot into an official
part of the Union Station experience.



“Pigeon-themed tours,” Adam suggested, scribbling ideas on a
napkin. “Stops at his favorite perches, a lesson on local birdlife,
and a scavenger hunt for hidden feathers.”



“Pigeon Day festival,” Ella countered, her eyes shining.
“Cupcakes with licorice wings, trivia, maybe even a kids’ poetry
slam—‘Ode to a Feathered Friend’—and we can read my silly Sir
Flapsalot story. Kim, you can emcee in a feather boa.”



Kim’s eyes grew enormous. “And Jerry can wear the beak mask!
I’ll make the decorations. If you guys don’t let me run a contest
for the best pigeon impersonation, I will literally combust.”



Mrs. Cornwell nodded, full of executive energy. “I’ll draft a
press release. We can make this an annual event. The people love
him. He’s a symbol of resilience and hope. And also, apparently, he
knows how to pose for group photos.”



The idea grew wings—every department wanted in. The station’s
bakery promised to bake pigeon-shaped cookies; the cleaning staff
designed “pigeon patrol” badges for the kids; even the security
team got involved, producing a lost-and-found poster for Sir
Flapsalot’s “missing monocle.” Local news sent a reporter, who
spent twenty minutes trying to coax the pigeon into wearing a tiny
top hat (Sir Flapsalot refused on principle).



Preparations for Pigeon Day consumed the week. Adam and Ella
worked late in the station’s break room, doodling pigeon sketches
and brainstorming scavenger clues. Adam pretended to be a stern
pigeon tour guide: “Here, you see the famous marble bench where Sir
Flapsalot once rejected a perfectly good French fry.” Ella wrote
silly rhymes for the scavenger hunt, giggling at lines like, “If
you spot a single feather, tweet it loud and proud, but please
don’t chase our mascot—he’s allergic to a crowd!”



Kim turned her creative energy to T-shirts and temporary
tattoos (“Just wait until you see the ‘Wings Out, Hearts Out’
design!”), while Chloe rehearsed bird-themed music for the event’s
soundtrack. Jerry spent a full afternoon engineering a
pigeon-shaped piñata that, when finally hung, looked more like an
abstract art project than an actual bird, but no one had the heart
to say so.



On the morning of Pigeon Day, the station was transformed.
Blue and silver bunting looped from the rafters, posters announced
the “Return of Sir Flapsalot: KC’s Own Feathered Legend,” and a
table in the main hall was piled high with pigeon cupcakes,
buttons, and crafts. A trail of painted feathers on the marble
floor led children from clue to clue, each one tied to a bit of
station history or pigeon lore.



Sir Flapsalot, true to form, appeared at the opening ceremony,
perching on the podium just as Mrs. Cornwell gave her welcome
speech. “And so,” she declared, adjusting her feathered fascinator,
“we honor not just a bird, but a symbol of community, surprise, and
finding joy in unexpected places. To Sir Flapsalot, Union Station’s
ambassador of whimsy!”



Children squealed, volunteers cheered, and Kim—wearing a
home-made pigeon beak—snapped a selfie with Mrs. Cornwell, the
bird, and the first cupcake of the day.



The festival rolled on in a blur of laughter and feathers.
Adam led the “Flap-a-thon,” a contest to see who could flap their
arms most convincingly; Chloe’s jazz trio serenaded the crowd with
bird-themed standards; Ella read her story, “Sir Flapsalot and the
Great Train Adventure,” to a rapt crowd of children and parents,
her cheeks pink with pleasure as Adam held up the silly
illustrations Kim had drawn. Even Jerry’s piñata, when finally
opened, rained confetti and sunflower seeds, to the delight (and
mild confusion) of the assembled kids.



Throughout it all, Sir Flapsalot wandered from group to group,
accepting crumbs and head scratches, occasionally flapping onto the
shoulder of a particularly brave visitor. He was presented with his
own “Gala Ribbon,” which he wore for exactly four minutes before
shaking it off and settling onto the photo booth perch for a
much-needed nap.



As the sun set behind the station’s clock tower, Ella found
herself beside Adam, Kim, and Mrs. Cornwell, all watching the final
families trickle out, sticky with cupcake icing, clutching
pigeon-themed crafts and souvenirs.



Kim, hair askew, face flushed with joy, wrapped an arm around
Ella and Adam. “This was the best day. I can’t believe we’re adults
and this is our job.”



Mrs. Cornwell, still in her pigeon scarf, surveyed the
emptying station. “Never underestimate the power of a good mascot.
Or a good team.”



Adam squeezed Ella’s hand. “You know, you and me and a pigeon…
I could get used to this. What do you say? Next year: Sir
Flapsalot’s Poetry Slam?”



Ella laughed, her whole body light, leaning into Adam’s side
as Sir Flapsalot himself strutted over and pecked her shoe, as if
giving his blessing. “Only if we can add a dance contest. And you
have to wear the feathered cape this time.”



The four of them—plus one indomitable pigeon—posed for a
final, triumphant selfie, the marble and stained glass behind them,
the whole station echoing with the laughter and footsteps of a day
well-spent. Ella looked around, realizing that this, truly, was
home—not just brick and mortar, but the riotous, ridiculous,
wonderful family they’d built, feathered friends and all.



Later, as the sky deepened to violet, Adam and Ella strolled
through the now-quiet station, recounting favorite moments: the
toddler who’d declared Sir Flapsalot “his best friend,” the
volunteer who’d brought a bag of gourmet seeds “just for the guest
of honor,” the elderly couple who confessed they’d met at the
station fifty years earlier and now had a pigeon-themed wedding
anniversary to look forward to.



They found a quiet bench, watched the lights flicker on in the
city beyond, and sat in easy, exhausted silence. Ella rested her
head on Adam’s shoulder, her heart full.



“We did good,” she whispered.



Adam kissed her hair. “You did great. Sir Flapsalot did most
of the work, but you—”



“Don’t make me cry,” Ella warned, smiling through happy
tears.



“I’d never,” Adam replied, and together, they watched the city
fade into night, knowing that whatever came next, they’d face
it—beak, wing, heart, and all—together.
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