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Chapter 1 – A Stormy Encounter
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Rain had always made Angie Carter feel invisible.

Not in a lonely way.

In a peaceful way.

The world slowed when it rained. People lowered their heads, hurried beneath umbrellas, and focused on reaching their destinations. Nobody stared. Nobody asked questions. Nobody paid attention.

The city became softer.

Kinder.

And for Angie, that was often enough.

She stood beneath the edge of a brick building in downtown Portland, her camera hanging from a strap around her neck while rain poured from dark clouds overhead.

The forecast had promised light showers.

Instead, a full storm had arrived.

Sheets of water crashed against the sidewalks.

Traffic moved cautiously through flooded streets.

The usual evening crowd had disappeared.

Angie smiled.

Perfect.

She lifted her camera and adjusted the lens.

A puddle stretched across the corner of the street.

Within it, the glowing signs of nearby shops reflected upside down, distorted by ripples from the rain.

Click.

Another photograph.

Click.

A cyclist rushed past.

Click.

A couple shared an umbrella beneath a streetlamp.

Click.

The city transformed under rain.

Everything became reflections.

That was what Angie loved most.

Reflections revealed truths people often missed.

The upside-down image inside a puddle could be just as beautiful as the world above it.

Sometimes more beautiful.

Her camera captured another shot.

Then another.

Until a sudden crack of thunder echoed across the sky.

Angie glanced upward.

"Oh, that's closer than I expected."

The storm intensified almost immediately.

Rain became a wall of water.

Wind whipped through the street.

Within seconds her jacket was soaked.

Her camera bag was waterproof, but she wasn't eager to test its limits.

She hurried toward the nearest shelter.

A small café occupied the corner ahead.

Its striped awning extended over the sidewalk.

Several people were already gathered beneath it.

Angie jogged through the rain and ducked underneath just as another blast of thunder shook the air.

A few strangers exchanged nervous laughs.

The storm showed no sign of ending anytime soon.

Angie brushed damp hair from her face and checked her camera.

Safe.

Thank goodness.

"Photographer?"

The voice came from beside her.

She turned.

A man stood leaning against the brick wall.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

Dark brown hair damp from the weather.

A navy jacket.

Kind eyes.

Very kind eyes.

He nodded toward her camera.

"I guessed from the equipment."

Angie smiled.

"Guilty."

He laughed.

"I was wondering who voluntarily stands outside during a storm."

"Professional hazard."

"Or professional insanity."

"That too."

His grin widened.

Something about it felt genuine.

Comfortable.

Not forced.

"I'm Luke," he said.

"Angie."

They shook hands.

His grip was warm despite the cold weather.

For a moment neither spoke.

Rain hammered against the awning overhead.

Cars hissed through standing water.

A nearby neon sign reflected off the wet pavement.

Luke glanced toward the street.

"You actually enjoy photographing weather like this?"

"I love it."

"Why?"

Angie considered the question.

Most people expected technical explanations.

Lighting.

Composition.

Artistic style.

Instead she answered honestly.

"Because rain changes everything."

Luke looked intrigued.

"How?"

She pointed toward the street.

"Look."

He followed her gesture.

People hurried through the storm.

Streetlights shimmered against wet pavement.

Storefront windows glowed through curtains of rain.

"Everything looks different," Angie said.

"Cleaner somehow."

"Exactly."

"The city feels quieter."

She nodded.

"People stop pretending when it rains."

Luke laughed softly.

"I'm not sure what that means."

"It means nobody worries about looking perfect."

She smiled.

"Everyone's just trying to stay dry."

For a second Luke studied her face.

Not in a way that made her uncomfortable.

More like he was genuinely considering her words.

"That's actually kind of beautiful."

The compliment surprised her.

Not because he called her beautiful.

He hadn't.

He called her perspective beautiful.

People rarely noticed that.

Most conversations stayed shallow.

Especially with strangers.

Yet somehow this one didn't.

Thunder rumbled again.

The small crowd beneath the awning groaned collectively.

One woman checked her phone.

Another man cursed the weather.

Luke folded his arms.

"Looks like we're trapped."

"There are worse places to be."

"The coffee here is decent."

"Only decent?"

"I'm trying not to oversell it."

Angie laughed.

His sense of humor felt easy.

Natural.

A dangerous combination.

She had spent years learning not to become attached too quickly.

Not to imagine possibilities where none existed.

Life had taught her that lesson repeatedly.

Still, she found herself enjoying the conversation.

Far more than expected.

"So what kind of photography do you do?" Luke asked.

"Mostly city landscapes."

"People?"

"Sometimes."

"Weddings?"

"No."

His eyebrows lifted.

"That answer came fast."

She smiled.

"I've photographed exactly one wedding."

"That bad?"

"Worse."

"What happened?"

"The groom fainted."

Luke blinked.

"The groom?"

"Right before the ceremony."

Luke burst out laughing.

Several nearby strangers glanced over.

"You're kidding."

"I wish."

"What happened next?"

"The bride fainted."

"No."

"Yes."

Luke laughed harder.

"And then?"

"The bride's mother started yelling at everyone."

He wiped tears from his eyes.

"That's incredible."

"It was horrifying."

"It sounds incredible."

Angie found herself laughing too.

The tension she normally carried around strangers gradually disappeared.

Luke had that effect.

The storm continued raging.

Yet time seemed to pass quickly.

Eventually Luke asked, "So what brought you out today?"

"A photography project."

"What kind?"

"I'm working on a collection."

"About rain?"

"Reflections."

He nodded.

"Interesting."

"I know it sounds strange."

"Not really."

He looked toward the flooded street.

"Actually, it makes sense."

"How?"

"Reflections show things from a different angle."

Angie stared.

That answer wasn't what she expected.

Most people shrugged when discussing her work.

Luke seemed to understand it immediately.

"You get it."

His smile softened.

"Maybe a little."

Something fluttered inside her chest.

A feeling she wasn't prepared for.

Connection.

The dangerous possibility of connection.

She quickly looked away.

Rain continued falling.

Thunder rolled farther in the distance now.

The storm was beginning to weaken.

People beneath the awning started checking the weather hopefully.

Luke glanced at his watch.

"I should probably head home soon."

The unexpected disappointment she felt surprised her.

"Oh."

He smiled.

"That's not an enthusiastic response."

Angie laughed nervously.

"I just mean..."

She paused.

What exactly did she mean?

That she wasn't ready for the conversation to end?

That she enjoyed his company?

That she wished life allowed simple things to stay simple?

Instead she settled for honesty.

"I've had a nice time talking with you."

His expression warmed.

"Me too."

For a brief moment neither moved.

Rain softened into a steady drizzle.

The storm was ending.

Reality was returning.

The strange little bubble beneath the awning would soon disappear.

Luke pushed away from the wall.

"Well."

"Well."

Neither seemed eager to leave.

Finally Luke nodded toward her camera.

"I hope you got the shots you wanted."

"I think I did."

"Good."

Another pause.

Then he smiled.

"Maybe I'll end up in one of them."

Angie grinned.

"You never know."

He laughed.

"Take care, Angie."

"You too, Luke."

And then he stepped into the rain.

She watched him walk down the sidewalk.

Not because he was handsome.

Though he certainly was.

Not because she was already imagining impossible futures.

She wasn't.

At least she told herself she wasn't.

She watched because something about the encounter felt unusual.

Important somehow.

Like a photograph captured at exactly the right moment.

A brief reflection.

Gone almost immediately.

Yet impossible to forget.

Luke disappeared around a corner.

The street grew quiet again.

Angie adjusted her camera strap and prepared to leave.

Then she hesitated.

Across the road, a large puddle reflected the city skyline.

Streetlights shimmered across its surface.

Rain rippled through the image.

For a moment she saw two figures reflected there.

Herself beneath the awning.

And the fading outline of Luke walking away.

Before the ripples erased it.

She lifted her camera.

Click.

The image appeared on her screen.

A fleeting reflection.

A stranger disappearing into the rain.

A memory captured before it vanished.

Angie smiled.

Then she headed home.

Completely unaware that the stormy evening had just changed the course of her life.
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Chapter 2 – Capturing Reflections
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Five days later, Luke Bennett found himself thinking about a woman he barely knew.

It was ridiculous.

They had spoken for less than an hour.

Shared a conversation beneath a café awning during a storm.

Exchanged a few laughs.

Then gone their separate ways.

That should have been the end of it.

Yet every time rain touched the city streets, Luke remembered Angie.

He remembered the way she spoke about reflections.

The way her eyes lit up when discussing photography.

The quiet confidence she carried.

Most of all, he remembered how easy it had been to talk to her.

Since his divorce two years earlier, easy conversations had become rare.

Not impossible.

Just rare.

People often treated him differently once they learned he was divorced.

Some offered sympathy.

Others offered advice.

Many tried setting him up with friends.

Luke disliked all of it.

He preferred focusing on work.

Designing buildings made sense.

People rarely did.

Yet somehow Angie had slipped into his thoughts anyway.

Which was why, on a Saturday afternoon, he found himself wandering through downtown with no particular destination.

The weather was dry for once.

Gray clouds hung overhead, but rain had not yet arrived.

Pedestrians crowded the sidewalks.

Street musicians played outside coffee shops.

The city buzzed with weekend energy.

Luke paused outside a bookstore.

A poster displayed in the front window caught his attention.

PORTLAND URBAN ARTS COLLECTIVE

FEATURED EXHIBIT:
REFLECTIONS OF THE CITY
PHOTOGRAPHY BY ANGELA CARTER
His heart skipped unexpectedly.

Angela Carter.

Angie.

It had to be.

He stepped closer.

The poster featured a photograph of a rain-covered street.

Neon signs shimmered inside a puddle.

The image felt almost dreamlike.

Exactly the kind of work Angie had described.

Luke stared at the poster.

Then laughed softly at himself.

What were the chances?

The exhibit was being held only three blocks away.

He checked the time.

Still open.

A sensible person would keep walking.

A sensible person would remember that they had met once and knew almost nothing about each other.

Unfortunately, curiosity won.

Twenty minutes later Luke stood outside a renovated warehouse that served as a local art gallery.

Large windows displayed photographs illuminated by warm lights.

Visitors moved through the space inside.

Luke hesitated briefly.

Then entered.

The gallery smelled faintly of coffee and fresh paint.

Soft instrumental music played through hidden speakers.

People wandered quietly between exhibits.

Luke glanced around.

Black-and-white landscapes covered one wall.

Abstract artwork occupied another.

Then he found Angie's section.

And stopped walking.

Her photographs covered an entire gallery room.

Dozens of framed images lined the walls.

Rain-soaked streets.

Flooded sidewalks.

City lights reflected in puddles.

Storefront windows shimmering beneath storms.

The collection was stunning.

Luke moved slowly through the room.

One photograph showed a child jumping into a puddle while the skyline appeared upside down beneath him.

Another captured a couple holding hands as their reflection stretched across wet pavement.

A third showed a lone bicycle resting beside a flooded alley.

The reflection looked clearer than the
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