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DOCTOR CALLIE SHANNON raced into the shelter to get started on her day. The shipments of food were coming. The donations had been picked up the night before. They needed to clean up after everyone who’d been sleeping there overnight, and then prep the beds for the evening to come.

With barely a wave to the girls at the desk, she made her way to the back hall, and started filling boxes with food for people to take with them to the pantry. At the back door, the homeless they’d sheltered the previous night lined up for something to eat during the day. 

And naturally, the donations were a mess. She’d spend all morning sorting them out for consumption. And that was before she’d even get the chance to do the one thing she’d been called to this shelter to help with:

Administering medical advice to the homeless.

As she put her things away, and got herself sorted to start doing the painstaking work that would lead to her actually getting her job done, she thought back to the hospital. She thought of the wards that she oversaw when she wasn’t volunteering, of the lines of patients out the door. She thought of her teams of nurses, and orderlies, and of their voices calling out for her attention every few minutes.

Would they laugh, if they saw her? She hadn’t told her team that she was doing what her lawyer friends called pro-bono work for the town. She didn’t want them to think of her any differently.

And she knew she shouldn’t have cared. Still, she couldn’t help wondering what they might say. She couldn’t help thinking she could probably recruit some of them to her cause, if they only knew that she was serious about them joining her.

If they only knew what she did on her off-hours.

Except this was also her time away from them. It was one thing to be constantly on the hospital floor, helping patients and getting treatments done. It was another thing to be serving the under-served. This work scrubbed her soul clean the way saving the lives of her patients often didn’t. 

And she liked not having to talk about the specifics of her work while she was here.

Still, it would’ve been nice to have some more help, even if that help came in the form of a colleague, or someone who had a history with her…

“Dr. Shannon, we have a volunteer,” one of the girls called to her, before she heard footsteps fading away.

Callie turned, and gasped at the same time their new help did. A beautiful brunette in a modern 50’s-style dress stood staring at her, wide eyes as soft as a fawn’s.

Callie Shannon had never, not once in her whole medical career, believed in love at first sight. She’d never bought that people found love so easily, not even when her colleagues got married, and ran off to exotic locations. She never believed that true love was something most people were meant to find.

We get lucky, she once told her head nurse. We find someone special and just maybe, they want to be with us the way we want to be with them.

The longer she stared at the newest volunteer, though, the more she knew she was in trouble. Her heart raced in the best kind of way: the way it hadn’t done since Callie met her first girlfriend in college.

“Emily,” the woman said, taking Callie’s hand. Her fingers were just as soft as they looked.

Immediately, Callie didn’t know how she’d be getting any work done that day. Not when every fiber of her being wanted to just sit, and stare, at Emily from the moment they met, until the moment Emily went home for the day. And even after that, Callie didn’t know if she could bear seeing the woman walk off.

Pull yourself together, Shannon, a voice at the back of her head whispered.

Callie straightened, and led Emily to the table for inventory.
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SOMEHOW, SHE MANAGED to get through the day without making an ass of herself. She only tripped a couple times, and stumbled over her words once. Still, they circled each other so often that Callie felt like she was losing her mind.

What did Emily think of her? Of the shelter? Was she in the right place? Was she just being polite? Did she really want to be here all day, or did she just not know how to make an escape.

Callie considered all kinds of things, from inviting her back to the front desk, to asking her out for lunch. She just couldn’t help wishing she knew more about this person. The longer they worked together, though, the less time they had to chat. Emily didn’t ask to be sent away, and Callie didn’t push her towards anything Callie wasn’t ready to do.

Where Callie went, though, Emily followed. She laughed and blushed at everything Callie said. She even leaned close when Callie showed her something, her curled hair brushing Callie’s arm, sending shivers down Callie’s back.

It felt…nice. They moved easily together. They had the same kind of easy way of chatting.

More than once, Callie found herself smiling when no one else was looking. 

More than once, Callie also found herself sweating through her shirt. She spent more time sneaking off to the bathroom to hide the stains under her arms, drying herself off and splashing water on her face.

She didn’t have a fever, though she almost wished she did, if only so that she had a way to explain why she was getting so bothered by the new woman. Instead, when her colleagues at the center caught her sneaking away to take a breath, she just waved and motioned for them to carry on.

“You seem a bit flustered,” her volunteer nurse said when Callie made it into the wellness center in the middle of the afternoon.

Callie shook her head. “I’m just busy. Lots to do today,” she said, trying to wave it off.

Her nurse’s gaze followed her throughout the rest of their time with the homeless, though.

Callie couldn’t blame her. She felt herself having to go slower, really taking notes and concentrating on what her patients were saying. If she didn’t, her thoughts would go back to Emily. 

Even when she didn’t concentrate, though, she caught herself stumbling. If Emily laughed, it seemed magnified so that Callie’s ears would pick up the sound. If Emily called for help, Callie had to stop herself from running in to see what was wrong.

If Emily chatted with someone for a long time, Callie found herself drooling to be in the room with her, just so she could have Emily’s attention on her for that long.

As they braked for snacks before dinner, Callie finally let herself go into the same room that Emily was working in. At the sight of her, Emily perked up, offering carrot sticks and lemonade, and showing Callie what she’d done for the day.

Callie didn’t care if Emily had wallpapered the place in rose printed paper. Her whole body just buzzed to stand beside the woman again.

They talked a bit, asking polite enough questions about where things had to go, and who could help if she had a hard time finding her way alone. And Emily seemed to have a rhythm whenever she got going. She said it made the day fly, which warmed Callie to the bone.

By the end of the shift, despite how distracted she’d been, everything had gone too quickly for Callie. By then, though, they had space to themselves. The others milled outside, smoking.

Callie immediately wanted to capture the quiet. Huddling in close to Emily, she helped the woman collect her things.

“So what brings you to the shelter?” Callie asked after all the work for the day was done, and her patients had lined up to find beds for the night. “Do you have experience working with the homeless?”
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“ACTUALLY, NO,” EMILY said, and then let out a bone-weary sigh. “I went to school for sewing, then I got good enough that I opened a business for it, then I realized I was almost thirty and hadn’t met anyone, so I came home and got married to an old friend. And now that’s blowing up in my face a little bit because it’s not the relationship I’d hoped, so I came here hoping to find more for my life.”

Callie’s jaw dropped as she listened to, and then absorbed, all of this. Beside her, Emily went quiet, her cheeks slowly turning red as she chewed her lower lip.

“Was that too much? It feels like it was too much,” she whispered, already grimacing with her own embarrassment. 

“No! Not at all!” Callie said. Without thinking, she reached over and hugged Emily’s shoulders

At first, Emily stiffened, which made Callie stiffen, and then freeze in place. Internally, she cursed herself. She knew better than this. She worked with everyone, from neurotypical people to non-neurotypical people, and never, not once in her entire medical career, had she been so stupid as to touch someone without their consent.

Until now, that is. 

Immediately, she pulled away, shaking her head, her thoughts as flustered as she felt.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me, I wasn’t thinking, I should’ve asked if I could do that—”

The feeling of Emily’s hand
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