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This book is dedicated to those who are afraid right now.
To every person in marginalized communities who carries fear simply for existing because of reasons beyond their control.
This story is written with hope for a future where no one will have to worry about being taken from their homes, their schools, or their workplaces. A future where safety is not a privilege but a right.
May the day come when all of us can simply live our lives without fear.
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In the window of Cheryl’s Daily Grind, Krista didn’t look like a woman who’d spent the night trying to drown her nerves in ice cream and rom coms. That was the first lie of the morning. She smoothed her blazer, letting herself appreciate, briefly, how the sharp cut hugged her curves. She’d spent years learning to dress her body not to hide, but to take up whatever space she wanted to. Today, she needed every ounce of that armor. She tucked a strand of her long blonde hair behind her ear and held her own gaze.

You are fabulous, she told her reflection, though the words sounded suspiciously like a motivational poster someone had slapped over a hole in a wall. You’re a professional. You’re fifteen years sober. You deserve this job. “Sure, Jan,” she muttered, and the corner of her mouth lifted despite herself.

She pushed open the door to the bell’s bright chime and the roasted scent of espresso. Cheryl’s Daily Grind wasn’t just a coffee shop; it was the downtown heartbeat. Mismatched chairs, local art on tan walls, and an unspoken rule that everyone who walked in belonged. Krista came here on purpose. The ritual steadied her, and so did Cheryl who was her sponsor for years and who had a way of reading Krista’s face like it was a text she’d already studied.

“The usual, Kris?” Cheryl called from behind the counter, silver hair pulled into a neat bun, smile knowing.

“Extra-large, extra ice,” Krista said, pulling out her wallet. “I need to look awake enough to convince people I know what I’m doing.”

“New job jitters?”

“Something like that.” Krista took the cup, the cold condensation grounding her more than the coffee ever could.

She claimed a small corner table, the kind of spot an introvert could breathe in, and let her thoughts drift to the night before. Annie, her best friend and lighthouse in every storm, had sat cross-legged on Krista’s bed with ice cream and a stack of terrible movies, insisting Krista was ready. Krista had ten years of counseling under her belt. She knew recovery because she lived it, one day at a time. The cocaine wasn’t a ghost. It was a passenger she kept strapped in the backseat, watched in the rearview, never allowed to touch the wheel. The problem wasn’t the work. It was the people.

New people made her feel as if she’d been shoved onto a stage without a script. Give her twelve hours of paperwork over ten minutes of small talk any day.

“You’re going to be amazing,” Annie’s voice echoed in her head, along with the memory of a pillow smacking Krista’s face when she spiraled too hard. Krista took one last sip, checked her watch, and stood. Time. She squared her shoulders, let the bell chime behind her, and headed toward Hull House.

♥♥♥
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HULL HOUSE SPRAWLED across the block, all brick and narrow hallways, smelling of industrial floor cleaners and the stubborn kind of hope that kept staff coming back. Krista interviewed here twice. She’d liked the mission. She’d feared chaos.

“Krista! There you are!” Julie said, meeting her in the hallway with a bright smile. “Nerves settled?”

“Totally,” Krista lied, tightening her grip on her bag. “Just ready to get to work.” Before interviewing for the job Krista had been told that Julie was called the Iron Lady because of how tough she was, but Krista never got that feeling from her.

“That’s what I like to hear,” Julie said, already walking. “We’re short-staffed, so you’re not the only new hire. Another counselor starts today. You’ll share Office B. Her name is Toni.”

Sharing meant proximity. Proximity means conversation, forced, constant, casual. Krista could already hear the questions she hated most: Where are you from? Do you have siblings? What do you do for fun? The nerves in her stomach didn’t flutter. They stampeded.

“She’s on the later shift,” Julie added, steering her down a narrow hallway. “You’ll have a little time to settle in before she arrives.”

♥♥♥
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OFFICE B WAS SMALL but still decent sized, there was two desks with office chairs, two chairs for clients, and a window overlooking a tiny courtyard. Krista spent the morning doing what she did best when she was anxious. Organizing. Pens aligned. Notebooks stacked. Sticky notes squared. By 11:30, the neatness had stopped helping.

At 12:15, someone knocked. It was sharp and confident.

Krista cleared her throat. “Come in,” she called, hating the way her voice climbed an octave.

The door swung open. Julie stepped in first, and behind her came a woman whose presence filled the room before she even spoke.

Krista’s brain stalled. She’d expected a “Toni” in sensible slacks and a lanyard. Instead, she got tailored confidence in a sharp suit jacket and long, meticulously styled curly hair. Toni’s posture was pure certainty, chin up, shoulders back, eyes that didn’t blink first. Krista hated it when her pulse immediately picked up the tempo.

“Krista, meet Toni,” Julie said, oblivious to the internal siren going off in Krista’s head.

Krista realized she’d been staring. Heat climbed her neck. “Sorry Julie,” she blurted. “I was just... looking at the schedule.” It was a terrible lie. There was no schedule in sight.

Toni’s mouth tipped into a smirk, as if she’d caught the lie and decided to let Krista keep it anyway. Arrogant, Krista thought, her defenses snapped into place. Gorgeous, she added, annoyed with herself for noticing.

Krista stood and offered her hand, forcing her voice into its professional lane. “Hi. You must be Toni. Nice to meet you. Looks like we’ll be sharing an office.”

Their hands met and a sharp snap of static jumped between them. Krista flinched. Toni didn’t. If anything, her grip stayed steady and warm, as if she’d decided the spark belonged there.

Toni met her gaze and spoke as if she had nowhere else to be. “Hi, Krista,” she said, voice low and smooth. “I’m looking forward to working with you.”

While Julie flipped through a file, Toni glanced back at Krista and winked. Quick and unmistakable.

Krista’s heart thumped hard. Inappropriate. Cocky. Dangerous.

“Do you have something in your eye, Toni?” Krista asked sweetly. “Your left one seems to be irritated.”

Toni didn’t flinch. She smiled as if she’d been waiting for that exact response. “My eyes are fine,” she said. “But thanks for checking. And for the record, I already know I’m going to enjoy working with you.”

As Julie pointed out the second desk to Toni, Krista sat back down, pulse still skittering. She’d come to Hull House for a fresh start, for a place that made sense. Recovery, structure, helping women find their footing again. Instead, she’d been assigned an office mate who felt like a lightning storm in a suit jacket.

Welcome to Hull House, Krista, she thought, staring at her perfectly aligned pens. Buckle up.
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The drive to dinner felt longer than usual. Krista kept adjusting the volume on the radio, unable to find a song that didn’t feel like it was mocking her. Only four hours. She had only shared that cramped office with Toni for four hours, yet her nerves felt like they’d been through a paper shredder.

“The woman is insufferable, Annie,” Krista said the moment she sat down at their usual booth. She didn’t even look at the menu; she just waited for the comforting arrival of her iced tea. “She flirts as if it’s a competitive sport. At work! In front of HR! It’s completely inappropriate.”

Annie leaned back, a slow, knowing grin spreading across her face. “Inappropriate, huh? You likeee her,” Annie said sounding like a high schooler.

“Don’t start,” Krista warned, though she felt the heat rising in her cheeks. “Yes, she’s easy on the eyes. If you like the ‘confident-swagger-and-knows-she’s-hot’ look. But I have to work with her. I can’t spend my afternoons staring at Ms. Arrogant when I have clients to see and charts to finish.”

“You’re protesting an awful lot, Kris,” Annie giggled, dodging the sugar packet Krista flicked at her. “I’ve seen that look before. That ‘I want to beat her with a stick but also maybe buy her a drink’ look.”

Krista sighed, her shoulders dropping as the waitress finally slid two sweating glasses onto the table, iced tea for Krista, a pale beer for Annie, along with a basket of warm rolls wrapped in a checkered cloth napkin. The restaurant around them hummed with the easy comfort of a Friday-night crowd. Harbor lights winked through the front windows, catching on framed black-and-white photos of old fishing boats and weathered boardwalks. 

The place smelled like grilled steak, butter, and the faint briny trace of the ocean that seemed to cling to everything in Paradise Falls. Their booth which was tucked beneath a brass wall sconce that cast everything in soft gold, felt private enough for honesty. Whether Krista wanted to be honest with her best friend or not.

Annie tore off a piece of roll and pointed it at her. “I know you wanted this job to be a safe space, but safe space doesn’t mean sterile, Kris. It means real. And real life occasionally comes with a gorgeous woman in a suit jacket who makes your blood pressure weird.” She took a sip of her beer, studying Krista over the rim. “What exactly did she do, besides exist offensively well?”

Krista let out a short, incredulous laugh. “She winked at me, Annie. Winked. On my first day. In our shared office. Like we were in some terrible workplace rom-com and not a recovery center with actual policies.” She shook her head and reached for her tea, the glass cold against her fingers. “And she knew exactly what she was doing. You know those people who walk into a room as if the room belongs to them? That’s her. She’s all confidence and sharp edges and...” She stopped, annoyed by the truth gathering in her throat. “And she’s very pretty, which is deeply inconvenient.”

Annie’s grin turned smug in an instant. “Ah. There it is. We’ve reached the ‘deeply inconvenient’ stage. That’s at least two steps past annoyance.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice into mock seriousness. “For the record, if a woman is gorgeous, competent, and making you flustered enough to monologue over dinner, that is not a crisis. That is chemistry.”

Krista looked down at the table, tracing one fingertip through the condensation ring her glass had left behind. The laughter around them blurred into background noise for a moment. “That’s the problem,” she said quietly. “I don’t trust chemistry anymore. Chemistry is what got me into believing stupid things before. It makes you overlook warning signs and tell yourself intensity means something good.” 

She swallowed hard, then forced a small smile that didn’t quite land. “I finally got this job, Annie. I finally found a place that feels meaningful and steady and mine. I can’t have my heart turning that into another disaster zone.”

Annie’s expression softened immediately. She reached across the table and squeezed Krista’s wrist, steady and familiar. “Hey. Slow down. Nobody is asking you to marry the woman because she is hot and has terrible timing.” That got the smallest huff of laughter out of Krista, so Annie kept going. 

“You don’t have to decide anything tonight. You don’t have to trust chemistry. You just have to get through Tuesday. Then one day at a time you can do this. You know how to do one day at a time.”

The waitress returned with their meals, setting down Annie’s burger and Krista’s broiled haddock with lemon and rice. For a minute they let the conversation rest, the clink of silverware and the low murmur of nearby tables filling the space. Krista took a bite without really tasting it, still feeling the ripple Toni’s wink had sent through her entire nervous system. Across from her, Annie watched with the patient look of someone who already knew this story wasn’t over.

♥♥♥
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ACROSS TOWN, TONI WAS staring at her own reflection in the bathroom mirror, splashing cold water on her face. What is wrong with you? she thought.

She wasn’t a flirter. Not at work. She took her career seriously, especially at a place like Hull House. But the moment she’d walked into that office and saw Krista, blonde, sharp-witted, and clearly terrified of a little small talk, some primal, mischievous part of Toni’s brain had taken the wheel.

But beneath the irritation, Toni saw a woman who cared deeply about the work. And if she was honest, the rejection stung a little. She hadn’t dated since Ashleigh broke her heart four years ago, unless she counted the brief, disastrous blur with Mia that her mother still called “the psycho chapter.”

Toni grabbed her keys, planning on going to the gym to let off some steam. She had to fix this. If she was going to survive sharing ten square feet of carpet with Krista, she had to be a professional. Or at least try to be.


On her way into the office the next morning, she stopped at the local market. She stood in


the refrigerated aisle for a long five minutes, staring at the juices. She remembered the bottle on Krista’s desk yesterday, the specific blue cover of Trop 50. It was a small thing, but in the world of recovery, small things were usually big things. She bought a fresh bottle and a pack of high-end, napkins, the kind that wouldn’t fall apart the second the cold drink started to sweat.

♥♥♥
[image: ]


THE MORNING AT HULL House was blissfully quiet. Krista immersed herself in client charts, the familiar language of recovery acting as a balm for her social anxiety. She felt capable here. Useful. But as 12:00 p.m. approached, the calm evaporated. She realized with a pang of annoyance that in her rush to get out of the house, she’d left her juice on the kitchen counter. Her throat felt dry, and the nerves were starting to settle in her stomach.

Toni walked in at 11:55. Early, Krista noted. Punctual. That’s a good sign. Probably.

The silence in the office was heavy
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