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The Rainy Night
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The rain came down in sheets, turning the cobblestone streets of Savannah into rivers of reflected light. Amelia Whitmore stood under the awning of the bookshop she managed, watching the storm with the kind of resigned acceptance that came from living in a city that seemed to exist permanently under the threat of weather.

She should have left an hour ago. The shop had closed at seven, and it was now past eight, but she'd lingered—organizing shelves that didn't need organizing, rearranging displays that were perfectly fine, doing anything to avoid going home to an empty apartment and another evening of takeout and streaming television.

This was what her life had become at thirty-three: a holding pattern of safe choices and avoided risks, punctuated by occasional moments of wondering how she'd ended up here.

"Some storm," said a voice, and Amelia jumped, nearly dropping the umbrella she'd been pretending to search for in her bag.

A man had appeared beside her, also sheltering under the awning—tall, dark-haired, with the kind of face that looked like it had been designed by someone who understood what women wanted but had decided to add an edge of danger just to keep things interesting. His clothes were expensive but rain-soaked, and there was something in his eyes—gray, she noticed, like the storm clouds overhead—that suggested he was also running from something.

"It's supposed to last all night," Amelia replied, finding her voice. "The weather service says it's a tropical system moving through."

"Wonderful. And here I am without an umbrella." He smiled, and the effect was devastating—transforming his face from merely handsome to something that made her stomach flip unexpectedly. "I don't suppose you have a spare?"

"I don't even have one for myself." She gestured at the bag she'd been rummaging through. "I could have sworn I put one in here this morning, but apparently past-me was an optimist."

"Past versions of ourselves usually are." He leaned against the brick wall, seemingly unbothered by the fact that his jacket was probably ruined. "I'm Gabriel, by the way. Gabriel Monroe."

"Amelia. Amelia Whitmore." She shook the hand he offered, noting the firmness of his grip, the warmth of his skin despite the cool rain. "Are you visiting Savannah, or just dramatically unprepared for the local weather?"

"Visiting. I arrived this afternoon from New York." He glanced out at the deluge. "I was told the weather here was pleasant. Balmy, even."

"It usually is. You've caught us on an exceptional night."

"Story of my life." But he was smiling again, and Amelia found herself smiling back, drawn in despite her usual caution around strangers.

"There's a bar around the corner," she heard herself saying. "The Magnolia Room. It's warm and dry, and they make an excellent bourbon."

"Is that an invitation, Amelia Whitmore?"

She should say no. She didn't know this man, didn't know anything about him except that he had good taste in jackets and a smile that should probably come with a warning label. Going to a bar with a stranger was the kind of thing she'd stopped doing years ago, around the same time she'd stopped taking chances and started building the comfortable, contained life she now found herself trapped in.

"I suppose it is," she said. "Unless you have somewhere else to be?"

"I had dinner reservations at a restaurant I can't remember the name of." He shrugged. "But bourbon sounds better. Lead the way."

They ran through the rain together, laughing as they dodged puddles and rushing water, arriving at the Magnolia Room breathless and thoroughly soaked. The bar was warm and golden, lit by candles and soft lamps, and the bartender greeted Amelia by name with the familiarity of a regular.

"The usual?" he asked, already reaching for the bottle of Woodford Reserve she favored.

"Two of them, please." She glanced at Gabriel. "Unless you prefer something else?"

"I defer to local expertise."

They took a table in the corner, away from the handful of other patrons who'd sought shelter from the storm. Amelia watched Gabriel settle into his chair, noting the easy grace of his movements, the way his eyes swept the room with the practiced assessment of someone accustomed to paying attention.

"So," she said when their drinks arrived, "what brings a New Yorker to Savannah in the middle of hurricane season?"

"Business, ostensibly. I'm in real estate development—there's a historic property on the market that my firm is interested in acquiring." He took a sip of bourbon, his expression approving. "But honestly? I needed to get away. The city was closing in on me."

"New York, closing in? I thought it was supposed to be endless."

"That's the problem. Endless noise, endless demands, endless people wanting pieces of you." He set down his glass, his gray eyes meeting hers with unexpected intensity. "Sometimes endless just means there's nowhere to hide."

Amelia understood that sentiment more than she wanted to admit. "Is that what you're doing here? Hiding?"

"Trying to. Though I seem to have been found already." He smiled, but there was something beneath the charm—a weariness, perhaps, or a wound he was trying to conceal. "What about you? What's a woman who knows all the best bars doing alone on a rainy night?"

"Managing a bookshop, apparently." She traced a pattern in the condensation on her glass. "It's not as exciting as real estate development, but it suits me."

"I doubt anything about you is as simple as it seems." His gaze was disconcerting, like he was seeing past the surface to something beneath. "You have the look of someone with secrets."

"Everyone has secrets."

"True. But not everyone wears them quite so beautifully."

Amelia felt heat rise to her cheeks—an actual blush, something she hadn't experienced in years. "You're very good at this, aren't you? The mysterious stranger routine."

"Is that what I'm doing?"

"Isn't it? Appearing out of nowhere, soaking wet and charming, saying exactly the right things to make a woman forget she doesn't know you at all?"

Gabriel laughed, a genuine sound that transformed his face entirely. "You've caught me. I rehearse lines in the mirror every morning, just in case I encounter beautiful women under awnings during storms."

"I'm sure you do."

"I don't, actually. I'm usually terrible at this." He leaned forward, his expression shifting to something more serious. "The truth is, I haven't talked to anyone—really talked, not just the usual business pleasantries—in months. Maybe longer. And there's something about you that makes me want to be honest."

"We've known each other for approximately twenty minutes."

"I know. It's absurd, isn't it? This feeling like I've met you before, like this conversation is a continuation of something we started long ago."

Amelia wanted to dismiss his words as a practiced seduction, the kind of line men delivered when they wanted something. But she felt it too—this strange familiarity, this sense of recognition that defied logic. Sitting across from this man, this stranger, felt oddly like coming home.

"Tell me something true," she said impulsively. "Something you don't usually share."

Gabriel considered the request, turning his glass between his fingers. "I left a fiancée at the altar three years ago. Walked out of the church fifteen minutes before the ceremony was supposed to start, got in my car, and drove until I reached the ocean. I never went back."

"Why?"

"Because I realized I was marrying her for all the wrong reasons. Because my family expected it, because it made sense on paper, because I was too much of a coward to admit that I didn't love her the way she deserved to be loved." He met Amelia's eyes. "I've spent three years trying to figure out if that makes me brave or broken."

"Maybe both."

"Maybe." He took another sip of bourbon. "Your turn. Something true."

Amelia hesitated. She'd asked the question, but she hadn't expected to have to answer it. The safe thing would be to deflect, to share some minor confession that satisfied the form without revealing anything real.

But something about this night—the storm, the stranger, the strange magic of an unexpected connection—made her want to take a risk.

"I was engaged once too," she said quietly. "Six years ago. He died in a car accident two months before our wedding. I've been here ever since, running a bookshop, pretending I'm fine, waiting for something I can't name."

Gabriel's expression shifted, compassion replacing the playful charm. "Amelia. I'm sorry."

"It was a long time ago."

"Time doesn't heal everything. It just changes the shape of the wound."

"No, it doesn't. Heal everything, I mean." She blinked back unexpected tears. "Some days I feel like I'm still standing in the hospital, waiting for news that's already come."

He reached across the table and took her hand—a simple gesture, intimate and grounding. His palm was warm against hers, his fingers gentle as they intertwined with her own.

"I won't pretend to understand what you've been through," he said. "But I know what it's like to feel stuck. To build walls so high you forget there's a world outside them."

"Is that what you've done?"

"It's what I'm trying to stop doing." He squeezed her hand. "Maybe that's why I came to Savannah. Not for the property or the business deal. Maybe I came because I needed to feel something real again."

"And have you? Felt something real?"

His gray eyes held hers, and the answer was written there before he spoke it.

"I think I might be starting to."

Outside, the storm continued to rage, but inside the Magnolia Room, something quieter was beginning. A connection that defied explanation. A spark that neither of them had expected to find.
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