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Prism Kids

Chapter 1 – The Empty Building
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Lawrence Hale stood on the opposite side of the street with their hands buried deep inside their jacket pockets.

The building looked worse in person.

Peeling paint clung stubbornly to the brick exterior. Several windows were covered with warped plywood. A rusted sign hung crookedly above the entrance, swaying slightly in the autumn wind.

Most people walking past barely glanced at it.

Lawrence couldn't stop staring.

For years, they had imagined what a dedicated youth center could look like. A place where queer and nonbinary teenagers could exist without fear. Somewhere they could meet friends, explore identities, create art, and discover that they weren't alone.

Now that possibility stood directly in front of them.

Even if it currently looked like it might collapse during a strong storm.

A laugh escaped their lips.

"You've definitely seen better days."

The building offered no response.

Lawrence crossed the street carefully and approached the front entrance.

The city-issued key felt surprisingly heavy in their hand.

Months of grant applications.

Community meetings.

Budget proposals.

Countless presentations.

All of it had led to this moment.

The lock resisted at first.

Then the mechanism clicked.

The old door groaned open.

Dust floated through shafts of pale morning sunlight.

The smell hit immediately.

Old wood.

Mildew.

Neglect.

Time.

Lawrence stepped inside.

The reception area stretched before them, empty except for a broken desk and several abandoned chairs.

Their footsteps echoed loudly.

The sound made the building feel larger than it actually was.

A strange mixture of excitement and terror settled into Lawrence's chest.

They were a youth counselor.

They knew how to run programs.

They knew how to support struggling teenagers.

They knew how to listen.

What they didn't know was how to transform an abandoned building into a thriving community center.

That felt significantly more complicated.

Their phone vibrated.

A text from their best friend.

Please tell me the place isn't haunted.

Lawrence smiled.

Too early to tell. Ask me again after dark.

The response arrived instantly.

Absolutely not.

Another laugh escaped.

The building felt a little less intimidating.

Lawrence wandered through the ground floor.

There were old offices.

Storage rooms.

A large central space that had probably once hosted community events.

Broken ceiling tiles littered the floor.

One wall carried faded traces of a mural that had been painted over years ago.

Lawrence paused.

Even beneath the peeling layers of paint, fragments of color remained visible.

Blue.

Orange.

Purple.

Someone had once cared about this place.

Someone had once believed it mattered.

The thought lingered.

Their gaze moved around the room.

An art studio could fit here.

Maybe a performance space.

Perhaps weekly support groups.

Movie nights.

Community dinners.

Workshops.

A library.

The possibilities expanded rapidly inside their imagination.

For the first time, they could actually see it.

Not the abandoned building.

The future.

The center.

A place filled with laughter and conversation.

A place where teenagers could breathe.

A place where nobody needed to explain themselves before being accepted.

The vision was so vivid that Lawrence nearly missed the sound of another door opening.

Footsteps echoed from somewhere nearby.

They froze.

The footsteps froze too.

Silence followed.

Then a voice called out.

"Hello?"

Lawrence relaxed slightly.

Human.

Good start.

"I'm in here," they answered.

The footsteps resumed.

A moment later, someone appeared in the doorway.

They were tall, with dark curly hair pulled into a loose bun. A messenger bag hung across their shoulder. They wore practical boots and carried an oversized folder beneath one arm.

Their expression suggested they were evaluating everything around them simultaneously.

Including Lawrence.

Including the building.

Including every possible problem hidden within both.

"Lawrence Hale?" they asked.

"That's me."

The stranger nodded.

"Tina Alvarez."

Lawrence recognized the name immediately.

The city's new outreach coordinator.

The person assigned to help develop community partnerships for the project.

Their first official collaborator.

"Nice to finally meet you."

"You too."

The handshake was brief but firm.

Tina glanced around the room.

Their eyebrows lifted.

"So."

"So."

"This is worse than the photos."

Lawrence laughed.

"I was thinking exactly the same thing."

"At least we're starting with realistic expectations."

"That's one way to describe it."

Tina slowly turned in a circle.

The expression on their face shifted from concern to calculation.

Lawrence recognized the look.

Problem solving.

Planning.

Building.

They had seen it on teachers, social workers, activists, and community organizers.

People who looked at obstacles and immediately started searching for solutions.

Tina clearly belonged in that category.

"What do you think?" Lawrence asked.

Tina considered.

"Structurally?"

"Sure."

"Fixable."

Lawrence felt a surprising wave of relief.

"Good."

"Financially?"

Lawrence groaned.

Tina laughed.

"That answer tells me everything I need to know."

"We're working on it."

"We'd better."

They continued exploring together.

The initial awkwardness faded surprisingly quickly.

Every room sparked new discussions.

Some practical.

Some ambitious.

Occasionally ridiculous.

"What about a music room?" Lawrence suggested.

"Eventually."

"A rooftop garden?"

Tina looked upward.

"Does the roof currently leak?"

"Probably."

"Then let's focus on keeping the rain outside first."

Lawrence grinned.

"You're no fun."

"I'm the practical one."

"Good to know."

"And you're the dreamer."

"Absolutely."

The response came without hesitation.

Tina smiled.

For a brief moment, something warm flickered between them.

Not attraction.

Not yet.

Recognition.

The awareness of meeting someone who understood the same mission from a different perspective.

They reached the largest room in the building.

Sunlight streamed through several tall windows.

Dust danced in golden beams.

The room was empty except for scattered debris.

Even so, it felt important.

Lawrence stopped near the center.

"This is it."

"What is?"

"The heart of the place."

Tina studied the room.

Slowly, they nodded.

"I can see that."

Lawrence imagined tables filled with teenagers working on projects.

Support groups arranged in circles.

Community celebrations.

Open mic nights.

Art exhibitions.

The room felt alive despite its current emptiness.

Maybe because of its emptiness.

It was waiting.

"Why did you take this project?" Tina asked quietly.

The question caught Lawrence off guard.

They considered the answer carefully.

"Because when I was sixteen, I needed something like this."

Tina remained silent.

Encouraging them to continue.

"I grew up thinking I was the only person in the world who felt the way I did."

Lawrence looked toward the windows.

"I didn't have language for who I was. I didn't know any nonbinary adults. I didn't know what my future could look like."

The old memories still carried weight.

Loneliness.

Confusion.

Isolation.

"I promised myself that if I ever had the chance to help create something better for the next generation, I'd do it."

Tina's expression softened.

"That's a good reason."

"What about you?"

A thoughtful silence followed.

Then Tina exhaled.

"I've spent most of my career meeting young people after things went wrong."

Lawrence listened carefully.

"Housing instability. Family rejection. Mental health crises."

Their voice remained steady.

"But eventually I realized something."

"What?"

"We spend so much time responding to emergencies."

Tina looked around the room.

"What if we built places that helped prevent them?"

The words settled heavily between them.

Lawrence felt something shift inside their chest.

Not because the idea was new.

Because they understood it completely.

Because Tina understood it too.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

The distance between strangers narrowing.

Outside, traffic moved through the city.

Inside, silence lingered.

Comfortable silence.

The kind that sometimes appeared unexpectedly between people destined to become important to one another.

Neither seemed eager to break it.

Finally Tina smiled.

"We have a lot of work ahead of us."

Lawrence laughed.

"That's the understatement of the century."

"Probably."

They stood side by side in the center of the empty room.

The future stretched ahead.

Uncertain.

Complicated.

Expensive.

Terrifying.

And somehow hopeful.

Sunlight continued pouring through the dusty windows.

For a moment, Lawrence imagined the room transformed.

Bright walls.

Comfortable furniture.

Teenagers talking and laughing.

Art hanging everywhere.

Life.

Belonging.

Community.

When they glanced toward Tina, they found them staring at the room with the same expression.

The same vision.

The same hope.

The building was still broken.

But neither of them saw only the damage anymore.

They saw what it could become.

And maybe, without realizing it yet, they were beginning to see something else too.

A partnership that would change both of their lives.

The empty building waited.

Its story was only beginning.
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Chapter 2 – Different Blueprints
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Three weeks later, the youth center looked slightly less abandoned.

Only slightly.

The front windows had been cleaned. Several rooms had been emptied of broken furniture. Fresh measurements covered walls in bright strips of painter's tape.

The building still smelled faintly of dust and old wood.

But progress was visible.

Lawrence considered that a victory.

They stood in the main gathering room balancing a coffee cup in one hand and a stack of sketches in the other.

Large sheets of paper covered a folding table.

Floor plans.

Program proposals.

Volunteer schedules.

Color palettes.

Far more color palettes than strictly necessary.

Lawrence thought they were all necessary.

Tina disagreed.

Strongly.

"I still don't understand why you've spent three hours choosing paint colors."

Lawrence looked up from their notes.

"Because the environment matters."

"Not more than functioning fire exits."

"Both matter."

Tina folded their arms.

"One keeps people inspired."

"And one keeps people alive."

Lawrence pointed toward them.

"See? That's exactly why we're having this conversation."

Tina sighed dramatically.

Lawrence grinned.

Over the past few weeks, they'd discovered something important about Tina.

They liked being right.

Almost as much as Lawrence did.

Which created problems.

Frequent problems.

Some productive.

Some less so.

Today's disagreement centered around the large multipurpose room.

Lawrence wanted flexible creative spaces.

Art stations.

Performance areas.

Comfortable seating.

Reading corners.

A place that felt welcoming and alive.

Tina wanted clear layouts.

Security cameras.

Emergency procedures.

Visibility from every angle.

A space designed to prevent problems before they started.

Neither approach was wrong.

Unfortunately, neither was particularly willing to admit that.

"We're serving young people," Lawrence argued.

"They need somewhere to express themselves."

"They also need somewhere safe."

"We can have both."

"We have a budget."

Lawrence groaned.

"Why do you always bring up the budget?"

"Because the budget exists."

"What an inconvenient reality."

Tina laughed despite themselves.

The sound surprised both of them.

Their arguments had become increasingly familiar.

Not hostile.

Just persistent.

Each believed deeply in the project.

Each wanted the center to succeed.

The problem was that they approached success differently.

Lawrence led with possibility.

Tina led with practicality.

Finding balance wasn't always easy.

A knock interrupted them.

One of the volunteers stepped into the room.

"Community meeting starts in twenty minutes."

Lawrence immediately straightened.

The weekly meetings had become one of the most important parts of the project.

Local residents.

Parents.

Teachers.

Business owners.

Youth advocates.

Anyone interested in the center was invited.

Some attended to help.

Others attended for different reasons.

"Thanks, Maya," Tina said.

The volunteer nodded and disappeared.

Lawrence gathered their papers.

"You ready?"

Tina adjusted their glasses.

"No."

"Good."

"Why is that good?"

"Because neither am I."

They exchanged a smile before heading toward the meeting room.

Unfortunately, optimism faded quickly.

The room filled steadily.

Many familiar faces appeared.

Supportive teachers.

Local nonprofit leaders.

Parents who wanted resources for their children.

Those attendees gave Lawrence hope.

The others made them nervous.

A middle-aged man stood near the back with crossed arms.

Several residents whispered among themselves.

One woman carried a notebook already filled with complaints.

Lawrence had learned to recognize resistance.

Sometimes it was subtle.

Sometimes it wasn't.

Tonight proved to be the second kind.

The meeting began smoothly.

Tina presented renovation updates.

Lawrence discussed upcoming programs.

Several attendees applauded.

Questions followed.

Most were constructive.

Then the atmosphere shifted.

A resident near the back raised their hand.

"Why exactly does this center need to focus on LGBTQ youth?"

The room grew quieter.

Lawrence had heard variations of the question many times.

Tina answered calmly.

"Because local assessments show significant unmet needs among LGBTQ young people."

The resident frowned.

"Shouldn't community services be for everyone?"

"They are," Tina replied.

"This center will be open to all youth. We're simply ensuring that historically underserved young people have resources and support."

Another resident spoke.

"It sounds divisive."

Lawrence felt frustration stir.

Before they could respond, a teacher stood.

A woman named Denise who had attended nearly every meeting.

"It's not divisive to help kids who are struggling."

Several people nodded.

The discussion continued.

Supporters spoke passionately.

Critics voiced concerns.

The tension remained manageable.

Until a teenager stood up.

Lawrence recognized them immediately.

Jordan.

Sixteen years old.

Quiet.

Thoughtful.

Recently joined one of Lawrence's outreach programs.

Jordan's hands shook slightly.

"I want to say something."

The room fell silent.

Jordan swallowed.

"People keep talking about whether this place is necessary."

Their voice trembled.

Then strengthened.

"When I came out, I lost almost all my friends."

No
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