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​Chapter 1: Show Up
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The air conditioning at Hargrove Community Center had two settings: arctic and broken. Today it was arctic, which meant Tobi had about fifteen minutes before the flannel he'd thrown on that morning became a liability instead of a look. He pulled the door open and let the cold wash over him, his messenger bag catching on the handle because of course it did. First impression: graceless. Great start.

The lobby smelled like coffee and floor cleaner and something else he couldn't quite place—maybe optimism, if optimism had a scent. Probably just the industrial carpet. A folding table had been set up near the door with a hand-lettered sign that read VOLUNTEER ORIENTATION and a scatter of name tags arranged in no particular order. A woman with silver locs and a lanyard that said STAFF looked up from her clipboard and smiled.

"You here for orientation?"

"Yeah." Tobi stepped fully inside and let the door swing shut behind him. "Sorry, am I late?"

"You're perfect. We start in ten." She slid the clipboard toward him. "Sign in here, grab a name tag. Coffee's over there if you need it, and the restrooms are down the hall on your left if you need those too."

Tobi signed his name—Tobias Reyes, printed carefully—and reached for a blank tag. The Sharpie sitting next to the stack had seen better days. He wrote Tobi in letters that were slightly too large and immediately regretted the confidence of it. But it was done now. He peeled off the backing and pressed it to his chest, smoothing it flat over the flannel.

The coffee was bad in the way institutional coffee was always bad, but he poured a cup anyway and added enough sugar to make it survivable. The room they'd be meeting in was just visible through an open doorway to his right—folding chairs arranged in a vague circle, motivational posters on the walls, someone already seated near the front with a notebook open on their lap. Tobi didn't recognize them, which wasn't surprising. He didn't recognize anyone. That was the point. That was why he'd come back to Atlanta in the first place: to be somewhere he could start over without having to explain what he was starting over from.

Except Atlanta wasn't really starting over. It was more like returning to the scene of something unfinished. He'd grown up in Decatur, close enough that the city had always been right there on the edge of everything. But he'd left when he was twelve, and the place he'd come back to wasn't the same place he'd left. Neither was he.

He took a sip of coffee and burned his tongue.

"First time?"

Tobi turned. The man standing next to him was tall—taller than Tobi by a few inches, which wasn't hard—with dark skin and a shaved head and the kind of posture that suggested he was used to people listening when he spoke. He was holding a binder and wearing a name tag that said Callum in handwriting that was neater than Tobi's by a frankly embarrassing margin.

"That obvious?" Tobi said.

"Little bit." Callum's mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. "You've got that look people get when they're trying to figure out if they're supposed to already know what's going on."

"And do I?"

"Not yet. That's what the next hour's for." Callum shifted the binder to his other arm and extended a hand. "Callum Osei. I help run orientations. You'll be seeing a lot of me if you stick around."

Tobi shook his hand. Callum's grip was firm, brief, professional. The kind of handshake that didn't linger but didn't feel perfunctory either. Tobi registered two things at once: first, that Callum's hand was warm despite the aggressive air conditioning, and second, that something about the whole interaction felt—

He didn't have a word for it. Familiar wasn't quite right. Neither was strange. It was the sensation of standing in a place you'd been before but couldn't remember visiting, or hearing a song you'd never learned the words to and discovering you could sing along anyway.

"Tobi," he said, because he'd been quiet for half a second too long. "Tobi Reyes."

Callum's gaze flicked down to the name tag, then back up. "Good to meet you, Tobi." He paused, and for a moment Tobi thought he was going to ask something—have we met? or do I know you from somewhere?—but instead he just nodded toward the open doorway. "We'll get started in a few minutes. Feel free to grab a seat wherever."

"Cool. Thanks."

Callum moved past him into the room, already shifting into the mode of someone with tasks to accomplish, and Tobi stood there for a moment longer than necessary, staring at nothing in particular. His left hand had drifted to his right forearm, his thumb pressed against the anchor tattoo just below his elbow. He'd gotten it three years ago—something to hold onto, something that meant staying—and he only ever touched it when he was thinking too hard about something he couldn't name.

He pulled his hand away and followed Callum into the room.



The chairs filled in quickly. Tobi picked a spot near the middle, close enough to seem engaged but not so close that he'd be called on first for anything. The woman from the lobby—her name tag said Shanice—moved through the space with the ease of someone who'd done this a hundred times, offering coffee refills and directing people to open seats. A man in his mid-fifties entered last, moving with the deliberate slowness of someone who knew he didn't need to rush. He was tall, slightly stooped, with a silver beard and reading glasses perched on top of his head. He carried a coffee mug that said WORLD'S OKAYEST DIRECTOR in faded letters.

"All right, folks," he said, and the room settled immediately. His voice wasn't loud, but it carried. "Thank you for coming out this morning. I'm Wendell Fitch, and I've been the director here at Hargrove for about fifteen years, which either means I'm doing something right or I've just gotten very good at not being fired."

A few people laughed. Tobi smiled into his coffee cup.

"Now, I know some of you are here because you've been meaning to get involved for a while, and some of you are here because a friend dragged you, and some of you are here because you Googled 'volunteer opportunities Atlanta' at two in the morning and this was the first thing that came up." Wendell paused, letting the recognition ripple through the room. "All of those are good reasons. We're glad you're here."

He set his mug down on the table behind him and folded his arms, his posture shifting into something more serious without losing its warmth.

"A lot of people come to places like this looking for community," he said. "And that's fine. That's good, even. But here's what I've learned in fifteen years of doing this work: community isn't something you find. It's something you build. And the way you build it is pretty simple, even if it's not easy. You show up. And then you show up again. That's it. That's the whole thing. You show up for the same people twice."

Tobi wrote it down without thinking. Show up for the same people twice. He wasn't sure why it landed, exactly, but it did. Maybe because he'd spent the last six years showing up for himself and wasn't sure he remembered how to do it for anyone else. Maybe because Atlanta felt like the first place in a long time where showing up twice might actually mean something.

Wendell continued, walking them through the logistics—shift schedules, training requirements, the upcoming Pride fundraiser that would need all hands on deck—but Tobi only half-listened. His attention kept drifting across the circle to where Callum sat, binder open on his lap, pen in hand, taking notes with the focus of someone who actually cared about the details. There was something about the way he held himself—composed, deliberate, like he'd thought through every movement before he made it—that Tobi found oddly compelling. Not in a way he could explain. Just in a way he noticed.

Callum glanced up, and their eyes met for half a second before Tobi looked away.



After Wendell finished his welcome, Callum stood and took over, walking them through the center's programs with the practiced ease of someone who'd done this before. He had a way of making information feel less like a lecture and more like a conversation, even though no one else was talking. He explained the drop-in hours, the youth programs, the monthly community dinners. He mentioned the fundraiser three times, each time with a little more emphasis, and by the third mention Tobi had gathered that it was a bigger deal than Wendell had let on.

"We'll be asking for volunteers to help with setup, day-of coordination, and teardown," Callum said. "If you're interested, there's a sign-up sheet going around. No pressure, but we're also absolutely going to pressure you."

People laughed. Tobi found himself smiling again, which was annoying because he didn't usually smile this much at orientations. But something about Callum's delivery—the way he made the ask without making it feel like an ask—worked on him.

The sign-up sheet made its way around the circle. When it got to Tobi, he scanned the columns: Setup Crew, Day-of Support, Breakdown Team. He checked the box next to Day-of Support and passed it along, already half-regretting it. He didn't know these people. He didn't know this space. He didn't even know if he'd still be in Atlanta in three months. But he'd checked the box anyway, because that was what he did. He showed up. He helped. It was easier than sitting still.

When the sheet made its way back to Callum, he glanced down at it, his expression unreadable. Then he looked up, and his gaze landed on Tobi for just a moment before moving on.

Tobi touched the anchor tattoo again. Caught himself. Stopped.



Orientation ended with a reminder to check their email for the full volunteer handbook and an invitation to stick around for coffee and conversation. Most people did. Tobi considered leaving—he'd done the thing, checked the box, fulfilled the basic social contract—but then Shanice appeared at his elbow with a fresh cup of coffee and a smile that suggested leaving wasn't really an option.

"First impressions?" she asked.

"Good," Tobi said, because it was true enough. "Wendell seems like he knows what he's doing."

"He does. Been here longer than most of the furniture." She nodded toward where Wendell was standing, deep in conversation with an older woman who had a rainbow pin on her jacket. "He's the reason this place is still here, honestly. Lot of centers like this didn't make it through the last ten years."

Tobi didn't know what to say to that, so he just nodded and took a sip of coffee. It was still bad, but he was getting used to it.

"You're from around here, right?" Shanice asked. "Or—wait, let me guess. You're from here, but you left, and now you're back."

Tobi blinked. "How'd you know?"

"You've got that look. People who grew up here and never left don't stand the same way." She grinned. "Don't worry. It's not a bad thing. We get a lot of folks coming back. Atlanta has a way of calling people home."

Before Tobi could figure out how to respond to that, Callum appeared on his other side, still holding the binder and the sign-up sheet.

"Tobi, right?" he said, and Tobi turned.

"Yeah. That's me."

"I saw you signed up for day-of support. That's great. We're going to need it." Callum's expression was friendly but professional, the same look he'd had during orientation. "Have you done event coordination before, or is this more of a 'willing to learn' situation?"

"Willing to learn," Tobi said. "But I'm good at taking direction. And I don't mind heavy lifting."

"Perfect. That's honestly most of the job." Callum made a note on the sheet. "We'll be sending out more details in the next couple weeks. There'll be a planning meeting before the event where we go over logistics. You're welcome to come to that if you want to get a sense of what we're working with."

"Cool. Yeah, I'll try to make it."

"Great." Callum looked up from the binder, and for the second time that morning, Tobi felt that odd pull—the sense of something just out of reach. Callum's gaze lingered for a moment, his brow furrowing slightly, like he was trying to solve a problem he hadn't realized was there.

Then he blinked, and the moment passed.

"Well," Callum said. "Welcome to Hargrove. I think you're going to fit in just fine."

"Thanks," Tobi said, and meant it.

Callum moved on to talk to someone else, and Tobi stood there with his terrible coffee, watching him go. Shanice had disappeared into the crowd, and Wendell was still deep in conversation near the far wall. The room was loud now, full of the easy chatter of people introducing themselves, swapping information, making plans. Tobi didn't know any of them. But he could. That was the whole point of being here.

He finished his coffee and set the cup down on the nearest table. Then he pulled out his phone, opened his messages, and typed a quick text to Priya: Orientation done. Didn't embarrass myself. Signed up to help with a thing. I think I actually like it here.

Her response came back almost immediately: told you. atlanta's good for you. now go make a friend.

Tobi smiled, pocketed his phone, and looked around the room. He didn't see Callum anymore—he must have stepped out—but that was fine. He'd see him again. That was the whole thing Wendell had said, wasn't it?

Show up. Then show up again.

Tobi could do that.



By the time he left, the air outside had shifted from cool to warm, the sun bright and unforgiving in the way it only was in Atlanta in late spring. He unlocked his car—an aging Civic that had seen better days—and sat in the driver's seat for a moment before starting the engine. His phone buzzed with another text from Priya (seriously though. friend. make one.), but he didn't respond yet.

Instead, he sat there, his hand resting on the steering wheel, and thought about the way Callum had looked at him. Not suspicious. Not curious, exactly. Just—aware. Like he'd noticed something he couldn't name either.

Tobi touched the anchor tattoo one more time, then started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.

He didn't know it yet, but he'd be back in three days.

And again before the week was out.

Because showing up once was easy.

It was the second time that mattered.
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​Chapter 2: Belonging
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Callum had been running volunteer orientations for three years, and he could usually tell within the first ten minutes who would actually come back.

It wasn't about enthusiasm—plenty of people showed up energized and never returned. It wasn't about experience either. Some of the best volunteers had walked in knowing nothing and figured it out as they went. No, what Callum looked for was something harder to name. A quality of attention. The way someone listened when Wendell spoke. Whether they asked questions about the work or just about the schedule. Whether they looked at the space like they were visiting or like they were considering whether it could be theirs.

Tobi Reyes had looked at the space like he was trying to decide if he was allowed to stay.

Callum noticed because he recognized it. He'd looked at rooms that way for years before he'd figured out how to stop.

It had been a week since orientation, and Tobi had already been back twice. Once for a drop-in shift, once to pick up a printed copy of the volunteer handbook even though it had already been emailed out. Callum had seen him both times—briefly, in passing—and each time there'd been that same odd pull of recognition that didn't make sense. Not déjà vu, exactly. More like the feeling of a name on the tip of your tongue that you couldn't quite reach.

He'd thought about asking. Do I know you from somewhere? But the question felt too familiar for someone he'd just met, so he'd let it go.

Now it was Wednesday afternoon, and Callum was standing in the center's main event space with a tape measure and a headache, trying to figure out how to fit two hundred people into a room that comfortably held one-fifty.

"You're doing that thing again."

Callum didn't look up. He knew Wendell's voice well enough to recognize it from across the room. "What thing?"

"The thing where you try to solve a spatial problem through sheer force of will." Wendell's footsteps were slow and deliberate, the sound of someone who had nowhere else to be. "How's that working out for you?"

"It's not."

"Mm." Wendell came to stand beside him, coffee cup in hand, surveying the space with the same unhurried attention he brought to everything. "Pride fundraiser?"

"Yeah. We're at two hundred RSVPs and climbing. I think we're going to have to cap it."

"Or," Wendell said, "we could use the overflow space in the annex."

Callum finally looked up. "The annex hasn't been used for an event in two years. Last time I checked, it was full of broken chairs and boxes of old Pride flags from 2015."

"Last time you checked was six months ago. Shanice cleared it out in January. It's clean now. Not pretty, but clean." Wendell took a sip of his coffee. "Could fit another seventy-five if you set it up right."

Callum let that information settle. The annex would work. It would take more coordination, more volunteers, more of everything, but it would work. He should have checked in with Shanice before now. That was on him.

"Okay," he said. "Annex it is."

"Good." Wendell's gaze drifted around the room, landing on the stack of folding tables near the back wall. "You've got plenty of help signed up. Use them. That's what they're here for."

"I know."

"Do you?" Wendell's tone was mild, but Callum knew better than to mistake mildness for lack of intent. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you're trying to plan a two-hundred-person event by yourself."

"I'm not by myself. I've got—" Callum stopped. He'd been about to say I've got it under control, which was what he always said, but Wendell's expression suggested that wouldn't fly this time. "I'll delegate more."

"See that you do." Wendell clapped him on the shoulder—brief, warm—and started toward the door. Then he paused and looked back. "That new volunteer. Tobi. He signed up for day-of support, didn't he?"

"Yeah. Why?"

"No reason. Just noticed he's been around a lot this week. Seems reliable." Wendell's mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Might be worth pulling him in for the planning side. Could use someone with fresh eyes."

Callum didn't know what to say to that, so he just nodded. Wendell left, and Callum stood there for a moment longer, tape measure in hand, thinking about fresh eyes and spatial problems and the way Tobi had stood in this exact spot a week ago, holding terrible coffee and looking like he wasn't sure he was allowed to take up space.

He pulled out his phone and opened the volunteer coordination group chat. Typed: Planning meeting this Saturday, 10am. We're adding the annex to the layout. Need input from anyone who's free. Then he scrolled through the list of names, found Tobi's contact info from the sign-up sheet, and sent him a separate message: Hey, it's Callum from Hargrove. We've got a planning meeting for the Pride fundraiser this Saturday at 10. No pressure, but Wendell thought you might have good ideas. Let me know if you can make it.

He read it over twice, decided it sounded fine, and hit send before he could second-guess himself.

The response came back in under five minutes: I'll be there.

Callum pocketed his phone and went back to measuring the room.



Saturday morning arrived overcast and humid, the kind of weather that made Atlanta feel like it was holding its breath. Callum got to the center early out of habit and found Shanice already there, setting up coffee in the small meeting room off the main hall.

"You're here early," she said without looking up.

"So are you."

"I work here. You're volunteering. There's a difference." She finished arranging the cups and turned to face him. "How many people you expecting?"

"Five, maybe six. Enough to go over logistics without it turning into a full committee."

"Mm-hmm. And does this group of five or six include that new guy? The one who's been haunting the building all week?"

Callum felt his neck warm. "Tobi's not haunting the building."

"He's been here four times in seven days, Callum. That's haunting."

"That's dedication."

"Uh-huh." Shanice's grin was sharp and knowing. "Well, your dedicated volunteer just walked in. He's in the lobby looking lost. You want me to point him in the right direction, or are you going to go do your whole welcome-to-Hargrove thing?"

Callum didn't dignify that with a response. He just walked out of the meeting room and into the lobby, where Tobi was standing near the door with his hands in his pockets, looking at the community bulletin board like it was the most interesting thing he'd seen all week.

"Hey," Callum said.

Tobi turned, and his face did something complicated—surprise, then recognition, then a smile that seemed to happen without his permission. "Hey. Sorry, I wasn't sure where to go."

"You're fine. Meeting room's this way." Callum gestured for him to follow, and Tobi fell into step beside him. He was wearing a flannel again, this one over a faded t-shirt that said something Callum couldn't quite read. "Thanks for coming. I know it's early for a Saturday."

"No, it's good. I don't sleep in much anyway." Tobi's hands were still in his pockets, but his shoulders had relaxed slightly. "So what's the plan? Just going over logistics, or—?"

"Logistics, layout, volunteer assignments. Basically making sure we're not going to have two hundred people crammed into a space that can't hold them." Callum pushed open the door to the meeting room. "Wendell thinks we should use the annex as overflow. I'm inclined to agree, but I want to make sure it doesn't feel like we're splitting people into two separate events."

"Makes sense." Tobi looked around the room—the folding table, the whiteboard, the coffee setup—and something in his expression shifted. Not quite ease, but close. "You've done this before."

"A few times." Callum pulled out a chair and sat, gesturing for Tobi to do the same. "This'll be my third Pride fundraiser as a co-lead. The first two went fine, but we were working with smaller numbers. This year's bigger."

"That's a good problem to have, right?"

"In theory." Callum opened his laptop and pulled up the floor plan he'd been working on. "In practice, it means figuring out how to make people feel like they're part of the same event even if they're in different rooms."

Tobi leaned in to look at the screen, and Callum caught the faint scent of coffee and something else—soap, maybe, or laundry detergent. Something clean and ordinary. He refocused on the floor plan.

"What if you stagger it?" Tobi said after a moment.

"Stagger what?"

"The programming. Like—okay, if you've got the main room and the annex, right? What if the main room is where the bigger stuff happens—speeches, performances, whatever—and the annex is more for, I don't know, mingling? Smaller conversations. And then you rotate people through. That way everyone gets access to both spaces, and it doesn't feel like the annex is the overflow nobody wanted."

Callum looked at him. Really looked at him. Tobi's gaze was still on the screen, his brow furrowed in concentration, and there was something about the way he'd said it—not hesitant, not apologetic, just offered—that made Callum realize Wendell had been right. Fresh eyes.

"That's good," Callum said. "That's really good."

Tobi glanced up, and their eyes met. The moment stretched just slightly too long, and Callum felt that pull again—the sense that he knew this person, had known him, should know him. But that didn't make sense. He'd only met Tobi a week ago.

He looked back at the screen. "I'll add that to the plan. Thanks."

"Yeah. No problem."



The meeting filled in slowly. Three other volunteers trickled in over the next ten minutes—two women Callum had worked with before, and a college student named Marcus who was enthusiastic but perpetually fifteen minutes late. By the time they got started, the table was full, and the whiteboard was covered in Callum's neat handwriting: room layouts, volunteer shifts, supply lists.

Tobi didn't say much during the meeting, but when he did speak, it was always something useful. He asked about accessibility—whether the annex had ramps, whether they'd need to provide seating for people who couldn't stand for long periods. He suggested using volunteer runners to move between the two spaces so people wouldn't feel stranded. He noticed things Callum had missed, and he did it without making it feel like a correction.

By the time they wrapped up, Callum had updated half the plan and added Tobi's name to three different task lists.

"All right," Callum said, closing his laptop. "I think that's everything. I'll send out an updated version of this by tonight, and we'll reconvene in two weeks to finalize. Sound good?"

Nods around the table. People started packing up, pulling on jackets, making plans to grab lunch. Tobi lingered near the door, and Callum caught him before he could leave.

"Hey," Callum said. "Thanks for the ideas. You were right about the staggered programming. That's going to make a huge difference."

"Yeah, of course." Tobi's hand drifted to his forearm, his thumb pressing against something Callum couldn't quite see beneath the flannel. Then he dropped his hand and smiled. "I'm glad I could help."

"You did more than help. You—" Callum paused, trying to figure out how to say what he meant. "You made it better. So. Thank you."

Tobi's smile shifted into something quieter, more real. "Anytime."

They stood there for a moment, the meeting room empty now except for the two of them, and Callum felt the question rising again: Do I know you? But before he could decide whether to ask, Tobi glanced at his phone and grimaced.

"I should go. I told my friend I'd meet her for lunch, and she gets scary when I'm late."

"Go. Don't keep her waiting."

"Yeah." Tobi moved toward the door, then stopped and looked back. "Same time in two weeks?"

"Same time."

"Cool. I'll see you then."

And then he was gone, and Callum was standing alone in the meeting room with the faint smell of coffee and the lingering sense that he'd just missed something important.



That evening, Callum's sister showed up at his apartment without warning, which meant she'd either had a terrible shift at the hospital or she wanted something. Possibly both.

"I brought food," Destiny announced, holding up a bag from the Thai place three blocks over. "And before you say you already ate, I know you didn't. You never eat on planning days."

Callum stepped aside to let her in. "I was going to eat."

"When? Midnight?" She kicked off her shoes and headed straight for his kitchen, moving through the space with the ease of someone who'd been there a hundred times. "You're lucky I love you."

"Am I?"

"Extremely." She pulled out containers—pad thai, spring rolls, something with peanut sauce—and started dividing it onto plates without asking. "So. How was the meeting?"

Callum leaned against the counter and watched her work. "Fine. Good, actually. We sorted out the annex situation."

"Mm-hmm. And?"

"And what?"

Destiny looked up, her expression patient in the way that meant she was about to ask a question he wouldn't want to answer. "You've been weird all week. Distracted. Which means something's going on, and you're not telling me what it is, which is rude."

"I'm not weird."

"You texted me at eleven p.m. on Tuesday to ask if I remembered the name of that kid I used to play with in primary school. The one with the green bike."

Callum had forgotten about that. "That was unrelated."

"Was it?" She handed him a plate and a fork. "Eat. And then tell me what's going on."

They sat at his small dining table—really just a table for two that he'd bought at IKEA five years ago and never replaced—and Callum ate in silence for a minute, trying to figure out how to explain something he didn't fully understand himself.

"There's this new volunteer," he said finally. "Tobi. He started last week."

"Okay."

"And he's good. Really good. Smart, observant, shows up when he says he will."

"Uh-huh." Destiny's tone was carefully neutral. "And that's weird because...?"

"It's not weird. It's just—" Callum set down his fork. "I feel like I know him. Like I've met him before. But I haven't. I'd remember."

Destiny was quiet for a moment, chewing thoughtfully. Then she said, "What's his last name?"

"Reyes. Why?"

"Just curious." She took another bite of pad thai, her expression unreadable. "Where's he from?"

"Atlanta, I think. Or near it. He said he grew up in Decatur but moved away when he was a kid."

Something flickered across Destiny's face—recognition, maybe, or the beginning of it—but before Callum could ask, she shook her head and picked up her spring roll.

"Probably just one of those faces," she said. "You know how it is. Someone reminds you of someone else, and your brain tries to make it make sense."

"Yeah. Probably."

But even as he said it, Callum didn't quite believe it. And judging by the way Destiny was very deliberately not looking at him, she didn't believe it either.



Later that night, after Destiny had left and Callum had cleaned up the kitchen, he sat on his couch with his laptop and pulled up the volunteer coordination spreadsheet. Tobi's name was there in a dozen places now—day-of support, setup crew, the planning committee he'd unofficially joined just by showing up.

Callum scrolled down to the contact info section and found Tobi's email. Typed a message: Thanks again for today. Your ideas made a real difference. Looking forward to working with you on this.

He read it over, decided it was too formal, and deleted the last sentence. Then he added it back. Then he changed "working with you" to "having you on the team." Then he deleted the whole thing and just sent: Thanks for today. See you in two weeks.

Tobi's response came back twenty minutes later: Thanks for letting me help. This is the first time I've felt like I'm actually part of something here. So yeah. See you in two weeks.

Callum read the message three times, his thumb hovering over the keyboard, trying to figure out what to say back. But nothing felt right, so he just liked the message and set his phone down.

Outside, the Atlanta night was warm and close, and somewhere in the distance, he could hear the sound of traffic on the highway. Callum sat in the quiet of his apartment and thought about first times and second chances and the way some people walked into a room and made it feel like they'd always been there.

He thought about Tobi Reyes, who looked at the center like he was trying to decide if he was allowed to stay.

And he thought about the fact that he wanted him to.

That was new.

That mattered.

He wasn't sure what to do with it yet. But he'd figure it out.

That's what he did. He figured things out.

He just hoped this time, figuring it out didn't mean keeping his distance.
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​Chapter 3: Adjacent
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Tobi's first real shift at Hargrove was a Tuesday afternoon drop-in, which meant he spent three hours doing things that required no specialized knowledge and maximum willingness to help: restocking the community pantry, folding chairs, explaining to confused visitors where the restrooms were, and—in one memorable case—helping a teenager named Jamie debug their college application essay while sitting on the floor of the hallway because all the tables were full.

It was, in other words, exactly the kind of work Tobi was good at. The kind that let him be useful without having to prove he belonged there first.

Priya had texted him that morning: first real shift! don't forget to actually talk to people instead of just being helpful at them.

He'd responded: that's literally what volunteering is.

Her reply: you know what i mean.

He did know what she meant. Priya had a way of seeing through him that was both comforting and extremely annoying. She knew he volunteered because it was easier than sitting still with his own thoughts. She knew he helped people because doing things for others meant he didn't have to think too hard about what he needed. She knew all of this because she'd known him since college, since the early messy days of his transition when he'd been figuring out how to exist in a body that finally felt like his.

She also knew he'd been talking about Callum more than was strictly necessary for someone he'd met exactly twice.

he's just easy to work with, Tobi had texted her after the planning meeting on Saturday. good at logistics. very organized.

Priya's response had been a single eyebrow emoji, which was somehow more devastating than an actual interrogation.

Now it was Tuesday, and Tobi was folding the last of the chairs in the main event space, and Callum was twenty feet away doing something with a clipboard that appeared to require his complete concentration.

Tobi had not expected Callum to be here. It was a Tuesday. Normal people had jobs on Tuesdays. But apparently Callum's schedule was flexible in a way Tobi hadn't anticipated, because here he was, dressed in dark jeans and a fitted black t-shirt that suggested he owned a gym membership he actually used, moving through the space with that same deliberate ease Tobi had noticed at orientation.

Tobi stacked the last chair and tried very hard not to look over again.

He failed.

Callum glanced up at the exact moment Tobi was looking, and their eyes met across the room. Callum's expression shifted—surprise, then something else, something that might have been pleasure—and he lifted his hand in a small wave.

Tobi waved back and immediately felt ridiculous about it.

Callum crossed the room, clipboard still in hand, and came to a stop a few feet away. "Hey. Didn't know you were on the schedule today."

"Yeah, I picked up a drop-in shift. Figured I should actually, you know, volunteer at some point." Tobi gestured at the stacked chairs. "Is this where these go, or—?"

"That's perfect. Thanks." Callum glanced at the clipboard, then back at Tobi. "You help Jamie with their essay?"

"How did you—?"

"Jamie told me. Apparently you 'fixed the whole thing in, like, ten minutes.'" Callum's mouth twitched into something that wasn't quite a smile but was close. "They were very impressed."

"I didn't fix it. I just asked them questions until they figured out what they actually wanted to say."

"That's still fixing it." Callum shifted his weight, the clipboard tucked under one arm now. "You're good at that. Asking the right questions."

Tobi didn't know what to do with that, so he just shrugged. "Comes with the territory, I guess. I used to be a writing tutor in college. Same principle."

"That makes sense." Callum paused, and something in his expression shifted. Not quite hesitation, but close. "You got a few more minutes? I could use a second pair of hands in the storage room. Supply inventory. It's boring, but it'd go faster with two people."

Tobi should have said no. He'd already been here for three hours, and he had a freelance deadline waiting for him at home, and spending more time in close proximity to Callum seemed like a bad idea for reasons he didn't want to examine too closely.

He said, "Yeah, sure."



The storage room was exactly what it sounded like: a windowless space off the main hallway, packed floor-to-ceiling with shelves of supplies. Cleaning products, office supplies, boxes of Pride flags from fundraisers past, folding tables that had seen better days. It smelled like cardboard and lemon cleaner and something vaguely industrial that Tobi couldn't identify.

Callum handed him a printed inventory sheet and a pen. "I'll call out what's here. You check it off. Sound good?"

"Got it."

They fell into a rhythm quickly. Callum moved through the shelves with the efficiency of someone who knew exactly where everything was, calling out items in that measured, deliberate way he had. Tobi checked boxes and made notes in the margins where quantities didn't match, and for a while, the only sound was their voices and the rustle of boxes being moved.

It should have been boring. It was boring. But it was also—comfortable. Easy. Like something they'd done before, even though they hadn't.

"So," Callum said, shifting a box of paper towels to get to the shelf behind it. "You said you moved away from Atlanta when you were a kid. What brought you back?"

Tobi's pen paused over the inventory sheet. It was a normal question. A friendly question. The kind of thing people asked when they were making conversation. But it still felt like stepping into water and not knowing how deep it went.

"Work, mostly," he said, which was true enough. "I was freelancing in Dallas, and it wasn't really... I don't know. It didn't feel like the right place anymore. I grew up near here, so I figured I'd try it again. See if it felt different."

"Does it?"

"Yeah. It does." Tobi looked up from the sheet and found Callum watching him, his expression open and curious in a way that made Tobi's chest do something complicated. "It feels like—I don't know how to explain it. Like coming back to a place you barely remember, but your body remembers it. Does that make sense?"

Callum was quiet for a moment, and something crossed his face that Tobi couldn't quite read. Then he nodded slowly. "Yeah. It makes sense."

They went back to the inventory, but the air in the room had shifted slightly. Not uncomfortable, just—present. Like they were both aware of the conversation happening underneath the conversation.

"What about you?" Tobi asked after a minute. "You said you've been in Atlanta since you were seventeen. Where were you before?"

"London. My family moved here for my dad's work." Callum pulled down another box, checked the label, called out the contents. "I was twelve when we left. Barely remember it now, honestly. This is home."

"Twelve's a weird age to move."

"Yeah, it was." Callum's voice was matter-of-fact, but there was something underneath it. Not quite sadness, but maybe the memory of it. "I had friends there. People I thought I'd know forever. And then we left, and I didn't."

Tobi's hand drifted to his forearm, his thumb pressing against the anchor tattoo through his flannel. He caught himself doing it and dropped his hand. "That's hard. Losing people like that."

"It was. But—" Callum paused, setting down the box he'd been holding. "I don't know. I think maybe those people are still there. Just different now. We're all different now."

There was something in the way he said it—we're all different now—that made Tobi look up. Callum was standing there with his hands in his pockets, his expression distant, like he was working through something he hadn't meant to say out loud.

"Yeah," Tobi said quietly. "We are."

Their eyes met, and for a second—just a second—Tobi felt it again. That pull. That sense of something. Like standing at the edge of a memory he couldn't quite reach.

Callum blinked first. Looked away. Cleared his throat. "Anyway. That's—sorry. That got heavier than I meant it to."

"No, it's fine. I get it." Tobi forced himself to look back down at the inventory sheet, even though his brain was still trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. "So. Where were we? Paper towels?"

"Paper towels," Callum confirmed. "Twelve boxes."

"Got it."

They finished the inventory in relative silence, but it wasn't awkward. If anything, it felt easier than before. Like they'd crossed some invisible line and ended up on the same side.

When they were done, Callum took the inventory sheet and looked it over, his brow furrowed in concentration. "This is good. Way more efficient than when I try to do it alone. Thanks."

"No problem
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