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Heart of a Stranger

Chapter 1 – The Woman in the Rain
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Rain hammered against the clinic windows hard enough to sound like gravel.

Miller Hayes barely noticed anymore.

The emergency clinic sat near the edge of the harbor district where the city seemed permanently soaked in cold weather and exhaustion. Most nights were quiet after midnight. Tonight had been worse—three overdoses, one broken jaw from a bar fight, and an elderly fisherman whose heart had finally surrendered after too many years fighting the ocean.

By two in the morning, the building smelled like antiseptic, wet coats, and burnt coffee.

Miller stood alone behind the reception counter finishing paperwork beneath flickering fluorescent lights. His shoulders ached beneath his dark thermal shirt, and exhaustion dragged at the corners of his vision.

Outside, thunder rolled across the harbor.

He glanced toward the clock.

2:17 AM.

Almost done.

“You look like death.”

Greg’s voice echoed from the hallway.

Miller looked up as Greg Mercer entered carrying two paper cups of coffee and a toolbox tucked beneath one arm. Rainwater dripped from his leather jacket onto the floor.

“You fix the generator?” Miller asked.

“Temporary fix.” Greg handed him coffee. “Whole district’s getting wrecked by this storm.”

Miller took the cup with a tired nod.

Greg studied him carefully for a moment. They had known each other nearly fifteen years, long enough that silence had become its own language.

“You sleeping at all?” Greg asked.

“Some.”

“That means no.”

Miller ignored him and sipped the coffee instead.

Greg leaned against the counter. “You know most people don’t volunteer for extra night shifts.”

“Most people don’t like silence.”

Greg snorted softly. “That silence in your apartment isn’t healthy.”

Miller’s jaw tightened almost invisibly.

The apartment above the clinic had been quiet for years now. Too quiet.

Sometimes he still woke expecting another voice there.

Another laugh.

Another heartbeat.

Instead there was only darkness and old memories he could never quite outrun.

Greg seemed to notice the shift in his expression and changed the subject.

“I’m heading out. Storm’s getting worse.”

Miller nodded.

“Try not to look so miserable before I come back tomorrow.”

“No promises.”

Greg smirked faintly before disappearing through the front doors into the rain.

The clinic became silent again.

Miller stared down at unfinished paperwork but couldn’t focus anymore. The storm rattled the windows violently.

Something about nights like this always pulled him backward.

Cold rain.

Distant sirens.

The metallic smell of blood.

Afghanistan.

He shut the memory down immediately.

Not tonight.

He finished the final chart, locked the medicine cabinet, and shut off most of the lights before grabbing his coat.

The storm hit him instantly the moment he stepped outside.

Freezing rain soaked through fabric within seconds. Wind roared between buildings, carrying salt from the harbor and scattering trash along empty streets.

Miller shoved his hands into his pockets and started toward the parking lot across the street.

Then he saw her.

At first she looked almost unreal beneath the flickering glow of a broken streetlamp.

A woman sat alone at the bus stop across from the clinic, completely motionless despite the storm. Dark hair clung to her face in wet strands, and one heel rested broken beside the bench.

She wasn’t trying to shelter from the rain anymore.

She simply looked... exhausted.

Miller slowed.

Most people in the city avoided eye contact at night. Especially in this neighborhood.

But something about her expression stopped him.

Not fear.

Not panic.

Resignation.

He crossed the street before fully deciding to.

“You’re going to freeze out here.”

Her head lifted slowly.

Up close, she looked younger than he first thought. Early thirties maybe. Beautiful in a way that wasn’t polished or delicate but striking because of how tired she looked.

Sharp eyes.

Smudged eyeliner.

A bruise beginning to darken near her wrist.

“I’ve had worse nights,” she said quietly.

Her voice surprised him—low, smooth, careful.

Miller glanced toward the empty street. “Buses stopped running an hour ago.”

“I noticed.”

“You waiting for someone?”

A faint bitter smile touched her mouth.

“No.”

Rain poured harder around them.

Miller noticed two torn shopping bags near her feet and a small suitcase soaked nearly black from water.

Not a traveler.

Someone leaving.

Or someone thrown out.

He recognized the look too easily.

“You hurt?” he asked, nodding toward her wrist.

She instinctively pulled the sleeve down.

“I’m fine.”

“That bruise says otherwise.”

For a moment she looked ready to tell him to mind his business.

Instead she sighed softly.

“Wrong bar. Wrong people.”

Miller’s expression hardened.

“You should get that cleaned.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“And I said you’re not.”

The words came out sharper than intended.

Silence stretched between them.

Thunder cracked overhead.

Finally she laughed quietly under her breath.

“You always this friendly?”

“Only when I’m tired.”

“That explains it.”

Miller should have walked away then.

A smarter man probably would have.

But something about her eyes unsettled him—not because they looked dangerous, but because they looked familiar.

Like someone who had spent too long surviving alone.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She hesitated.

“Josephine.”

“Miller.”

She nodded once.

Rainwater dripped from her chin as wind whipped through the street again.

“You got somewhere to stay, Josephine?”

Another pause.

“No.”

That single word landed heavier than he expected.

Miller rubbed a hand across the back of his neck, already regretting what he was about to say.

“The clinic’s still open.”

She narrowed her eyes immediately.

“I’m not looking for pity.”

“It’s not pity.”

“Then what is it?”

Good question.

He honestly didn’t know.

Maybe guilt.

Maybe instinct.

Maybe because he understood too well what it looked like when someone had nowhere left to go.

“You need your wrist looked at,” he said finally. “And you look about ten minutes away from hypothermia.”

Josephine studied him carefully.

Most women probably would not trust a strange man standing in the middle of an empty street at two in the morning.

But something in Miller’s exhaustion made him look less threatening than broken.

“You always pick up strangers during storms?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then why tonight?”

He looked away toward the rain-swept harbor.

“Maybe I was hoping to feel useful.”

That answer seemed to catch her off guard.

For the first time, some of the guarded tension in her posture softened.

“Dangerous habit,” she murmured.

“Probably.”

Another long silence passed.

Then Josephine slowly stood.

The movement revealed how cold she truly was. Her hands trembled violently as she reached for the suitcase.

Miller grabbed it before she could.

“I can carry that.”

“I can manage.”

“You’re shaking.”

“So?”

“So let me help.”

Her eyes met his again.

There it was once more—that invisible recognition between strangers carrying different versions of the same loneliness.

Finally she released the suitcase handle.

“Fine,” she said quietly.

Together they crossed back toward the clinic through sheets of rain.

Inside, warmth wrapped around them instantly.

Josephine stopped just beyond the entrance as if uncertain she was allowed to exist inside clean, brightly lit spaces.

Water pooled beneath her boots.

Miller locked the front door behind them and gestured toward the examination rooms.

“Sit down.”

She obeyed cautiously.

Under proper lighting he could see faint makeup bruising beneath her eyes and tension carved deep into her expression. She held herself carefully, like someone accustomed to watching every room for danger.

Miller disappeared briefly and returned with antiseptic supplies.

Josephine eyed them suspiciously.

“You actually a doctor?”

“Medic.”

“Military?”

He nodded once.

Something unreadable crossed her face.

“You don’t talk much,” she observed.

“Neither do you.”

“That’s because people usually disappoint me after the talking starts.”

Miller cleaned the bruise carefully.

Josephine winced slightly but didn’t pull away.

Up close he noticed details he had missed outside:

	a small silver necklace resting against her throat 

	chipped black nail polish 

	exhaustion buried beneath practiced confidence 


“You sing?” he asked suddenly.

Her brow furrowed. “What?”

“Your voice.”

A faint smile appeared despite herself.

“That’s a strange observation.”

“I notice voices.”

“I sing at a jazz club downtown.”

“That where this happened?”

Her expression cooled immediately.

“Something like that.”

Miller didn’t push further.

Years working trauma had taught him people spoke when they were ready—or not at all.

Josephine watched him silently for a moment before speaking again.

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“About what?”

She hesitated only briefly.

“That I’m transgender.”

The room became very still.

Miller looked at her directly.

“I figured.”

“And?”

“And what?”

Most people eventually revealed themselves through discomfort, curiosity, or judgment.

Miller did none of those things.

Josephine searched his face carefully as if waiting for the inevitable shift.

It never came.

Finally he returned to wrapping her wrist.

“That all?” he asked.

Her expression flickered with something dangerously close to relief.

“You’re unusual, Miller.”

“No,” he said quietly. “Just tired.”

Outside, thunder rolled across the harbor again.

Inside the clinic, two strangers sat beneath dim fluorescent lights while rain battered the city around them.

Neither of them realized yet how much this night would change everything.
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Chapter 2 – Temporary Shelter
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The storm lasted three days.

By the second night, most of the harbor district had partially flooded. Streets near the docks disappeared beneath murky water, and emergency crews moved through neighborhoods nonstop responding to electrical fires, collapsed ceilings, and burst pipes.

Miller barely left the clinic.

The waiting room remained crowded with soaked construction workers, elderly tenants from damaged apartment buildings, and exhausted parents carrying feverish children wrapped in blankets.

Somewhere around midnight, Greg appeared carrying takeout containers and his usual irritated expression.

“You look worse,” Greg announced.

Miller continued writing patient notes without looking up. “Good evening to you too.”

Greg dropped the food beside him. “You eaten today?”

“Coffee counts.”

“No. Coffee is why your hands shake.”

Miller ignored him.

Greg’s eyes drifted toward the hallway leading to the storage rooms. “She still here?”

Miller finally looked up. “Josephine?”

“Unless you picked up another mysterious woman during a thunderstorm.”

“She left yesterday morning.”

Greg hummed thoughtfully. “And yet you still look distracted.”

“I’m tired.”

“You’re always tired.”

Before Miller could respond, the clinic entrance burst open beneath another violent gust of rain.

Josephine stepped inside carrying a drenched duffel bag.

Miller stood immediately.

She looked terrible.

Her dark coat clung to her body completely soaked through, mascara faintly smudged beneath exhausted eyes. Damp hair framed her face in tangled waves, and her lips had turned pale from cold.

Greg looked between them instantly.

“Well,” he muttered, “that’s definitely not a coincidence.”

Josephine gave a weak laugh before setting the bag down heavily.

“My apartment flooded.”

Miller frowned. “What?”

“Burst pipes.” She rubbed both hands together for warmth. “Whole building’s a disaster right now.”

“You got somewhere else to stay?”

A brief silence answered him.

Greg sighed softly under his breath as realization dawned.

“No family?” he asked carefully.

Josephine’s expression closed slightly. “Not nearby.”

That usually meant none worth calling.

Miller understood that answer too well.

“You can get a hotel,” he said automatically.

Josephine let out a quiet humorless laugh.

“With what money?”

The jazz club had apparently closed during the storm. Miller remembered her mentioning that most performers were paid nightly in cash.

No work. No apartment.

No options.

Greg looked at Miller knowingly.

Absolutely not, Miller mouthed silently.

Greg ignored him completely.

“There’s still the upstairs room,” Greg said casually.

Miller stared at him.

Josephine glanced between them. “Upstairs room?”

“It’s basically storage now,” Greg explained. “Old apartment above the clinic. Has a bed, bathroom, tiny kitchen.”

Miller crossed his arms immediately. “It’s not ready.”

“It has walls and heat. That’s ready enough.”

“She doesn’t know us.”

Greg raised an eyebrow. “You dragged her inside during a storm forty-eight hours ago.”

“That was different.”

“How?”

Miller opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

Josephine watched the argument quietly with visible discomfort.

“I don’t want charity,” she said softly.

Greg’s expression gentled slightly. “It’s temporary shelter, not charity.”

“I can figure something else





























	narrow kitchen 

	worn sofa 

	old hardwood floors 

	one bedroom near the back window overlooking the harbor 
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