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Chapter 1


	Cotton Dust and Digital Connections


	Julia Raven believed in the soul of buildings. In her decade as an architect, she had come to recognize that structures, like people, carried histories in their bones, quiet narratives etched into every beam and brick. Her fingertips traced the cool, weathered surface of the 1851 cotton warehouse she was tasked with transforming, feeling for its secrets. The air in the cavernous space was stale and held a faint memory of cotton dust. Above her, the timber beams of the second floor creaked, a low groaning that was as much a part of its identity as its sturdy brick shell.  This building, with its soaring ceilings and the smell of damp earth rising from its foundation, spoke to her.  


	“You can’t possibly finish the proposal by Thursday,” came Eliza’s voice. “Parker’s being unreasonable, as usual.”


	Julia turned to find her colleague and closest friend, Eliza Wheeler, surveying the vast interior from a sturdy beam that spanned the width of the old warehouse. Eliza, with her wild, rebellious curls forever escaping the confines of her professional bun, was an adventuress who’d bungee jump over the weekend, then calmly present a complex structural analysis come Monday.


	Eliza had been the first to welcome Julia when she joined Coastal Heritage Architecture three years ago and remained her strongest ally in the predominantly male firm. Julia, in her dark jeans, work boots, and a well-worn field jacket, was the anchor between them.


	“It’s a stretch. I agree,” Julia said, snapping another photo that detailed the original crown molding, now layered with decades of dust. “But this building deserves someone who’ll fight for it.”


	Eliza rolled her eyes. “So romantic about these old piles of bricks. By the way, are you coming to Theo’s gallery opening tonight? His very single brother will be there.”


	“Deadline, remember?” Julia tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, relieved to have a legitimate excuse. Eliza’s matchmaking efforts, while well-intentioned, led to awkward evenings with men who looked at her blankly when she talked about sustainable retrofitting or the poetry of negative space.


	Back at her apartment—the second floor of a Victorian home in Savannah’s historic district—Julia spotted a small plate as she approached the door. She picked up the note that lay on top: “Thought you might need something sweet, darling. The dentist on the first floor asked about you again.” Julia smiled. The note was from Mrs. Mercer, her neighbor and landlady. A true Southern matriarch, her heart was as warm as the slice of peach cobbler on the plate.


	There was no escaping it. Between Mrs. Mercer and Eliza, it seemed everyone was determined to put an end to Julia’s single status, as if being single were something terminal. Julia appreciated their concern, but at thirty-two, she had grown comfortable with her own company, her small circle of friends, and her absorption in her work. Dating had become a distant priority, especially after the spectacular implosion of her engagement two years earlier.


	Julia sat on the well-worn couch, kicked off her boots and let out a sigh of relief. She loved this time of day.  As she massaged the soles of her aching feet, the chorus of crickets began to swell outside, a steady, rhythmic chirping that was as much a part of Savannah’s evening soundtrack as the rustle of palmetto fronds. It was a familiar sound, a comforting, omnipresent hum that soothed the day’s strains and settled the scattered thoughts in her mind.


	After a while, Julia got up to pour herself a glass of cabernet sauvignon—nothing fancy, just a reliable $18 bottle—and settled at her desk, where architectural drawings and material samples competed for space with her laptop. She opened the Parker proposal file, but found her attention wandering after twenty minutes of budget calculations.


	Out of habit, she opened Reddit on her browser. Julia had discovered r/WineEnthusiasts six months ago while researching wine storage options for a client’s renovation. What began as professional research had evolved into something of a nightly ritual. She enjoyed the community’s mix of novices and experts and the way people shared their discoveries. What she liked best was the anonymity of it all.  


	Tonight, the top post was from someone seeking recommendations for wines to serve at a summer wedding. Julia scrolled past, looking for something more interesting. Three posts down, she found it:


	OakBarrelRoller: Just inherited my aunt’s wine collection. About 50 bottles, mostly French reds from the ’90s. Not sure what’s worth keeping vs. drinking soon. Any advice on how to filter through this? Storage has been good—temperature-controlled basement in New Hampshire.


	She paused, remembering the small collection her grandmother had left her. Julia had faced a similar dilemma, ultimately keeping three bottles and sharing the rest with family. She began typing:


	HaintBlueJulia: I was in a similar situation with my grandmother’s collection. First, document everything (take photos of labels, note fill levels and cork condition). Check online auction sites for similar vintages to determine value. Most importantly, decide what matters more to you—monetary value or the experience of tasting a piece of your aunt’s life. I kept a few special bottles and opened the rest with people who knew my grandmother. Each bottle turned into a night of stories about her. No regrets.


	She hit “post” and returned to her proposal work. An hour later, she checked for responses and found several people had upvoted her comment. One reply caught her eye:


	CabernetCrusader: Great approach to inherited wines. Sharing bottles with people who knew the collector transforms the wine. I helped my uncle catalog his collection.


	Julia clicked on the username. CabernetCrusader’s recent posts revealed someone knowledgeable yet without pretense. He responded to beginners’ questions with patience and subtly deflected the occasional wine snob. His comments, she noticed, were as much about the connection—to history, to culture—as they were about the wines. 


	She tried not to overthink her reply. After her breakup with Aaron, Julia had become an overthinker, analyzing every move, every word. It was paralyzing, sometimes.


	She typed a response:


	HaintBlueJulia: Any treasures in the collection worth mentioning? 


	She closed her laptop and returned to her proposal work, not expecting a response right away. When she checked Reddit before bed, there it was:


	CabernetCrusader: A 1920 Txakoli tucked away in a dusty cellar. It was practically fossilized, covered in cobwebs – more treasure than juice. Too bad the bottle wasn’t drinkable. Dust is in my line of work, though. 


	HaintBlueJulia: I know what you mean. I’m an architect. I spend a lot of time sifting through the dust of ages. 


	CabernetCrusader: Sifting through the dust of ages … in search of?


	Julia felt her pulse racing. She responded:


	HaintBlueJulia: Whatever I can save. Currently restoring an 1851 cotton warehouse in Savannah. Spent today documenting wear patterns on brick thresholds. You?


	CabernetCrusader: Antiques. Step into my shop. That tarnished watch you see? It counted frantic seconds, ticking down to a rendezvous at the old clock tower. 


	HaintBlueJulia: What kind of antiques?


	She hesitated before sending. Her question had nothing to do with wine. But something about CabernetCrusader’s responses made the exchange feel natural. She hit “post” and got ready for bed.  As she slipped under the covers, her phone chimed with a Reddit notification:


	CabernetCrusader: American furniture and decorative objects, primarily 18th and 19th century. My shop in Providence specializes in items with documented histories. When you’ve finished breathing life back into that cotton warehouse, do share the ‘before’ and ‘after’ photos. 


	Providence. Now she had a location to go with the username. She typed a response:


	HaintBlueJulia: I’ll post photos when it’s done (another ten months at least). Providence has some beautiful industrial architecture. I’m in Savannah. We’re practically architectural opposites—your city built in stone against cold, ours in wood to catch every possible breeze.


	She sent the message and set her alarm, aware she was procrastinating on sleep. As she turned out the light, Julia realized she’d lost an hour chatting with a stranger on Reddit instead of working on her proposal or answering texts from real friends. Yet somehow, the exchange had left her feeling energized. 


	In Providence, though she couldn’t know it, Dylan Gilbert was having similar thoughts as he closed his laptop and glanced at the 18th-century clock ticking steadily on his mantel, marking time as it had for centuries.




Chapter 2


	The Black Tulip


	Dylan Gilbert woke to the familiar creaking of his apartment’s wooden floors. The second story of a Federal-style building in Providence’s College Hill neighborhood, it sat directly above The Black Tulip, the antique shop he had inherited from his uncle after his mysterious death in search of a rare treasure. Every morning, the floorboard by his bed announced the day with a groan that had likely been there since Thomas Jefferson was president.


	He’d fallen asleep with his laptop open again. A quick glance showed three new Reddit notifications—all replies to his comments on r/WineEnthusiasts. The one from HaintBlueJulia was the first he opened.


	HaintBlueJulia: I’ll post photos when it’s done (another ten months at least). Providence has some beautiful industrial architecture. I’m in Savannah. We’re practically architectural opposites—your city built in stone against cold, ours in wood to catch every possible breeze.


	Dylan smiled. He’d spent far too long last night researching her cotton warehouse project after their exchange. Her perspective on historical preservation resonated with him—seeing buildings as stories, rather than just structures.


	CabernetCrusader: Never been to Savannah. My shop is in this 1803 building that’s seen more drama than an Italian opera—everything from a silversmith to a printing press. The walls practically gossip if you listen closely. What hooked you on architectural preservation? Did you rescue a crumbling gargoyle in your youth?


	He hit send before heading downstairs to open the shop. On his way out, he passed a heavy door with original brass hardware; the oak door separated his private space from his public one. The Black Tulip occupied the first floor and basement of the building. It was filled with carefully curated American antiques, each with documented provenance. Unlike some dealers who chased only the highest-value items, Dylan favored pieces that told stories of everyday American life through the centuries.


	His assistant, Nico, was waiting outside, coffee in hand. 


	“Morning, boss,” he said, handing over a cup from their favorite local roaster. 


	“Thanks, Nico. We’ve got that estate evaluation in Brookline at eleven,” Dylan reminded him, unlocking the shop. “The family claims they have a Chippendale secretary. But from the photos, I’m a little skeptical.”
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