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​Bobby

Marchfield Middle stood like a monument in the heart of town, its imposing red brick façade softened by the ivy that had crept along the mortar longer than most of the staff had been alive. The wide, empty hallways were quiet, and the building held a sense of anticipation. It would soon be buzzing with the noise of students and teachers as the school year began.

Maybe it was because of my time in the Army, but I couldn’t help but love the structure and rhythm of public education. This place had a pulse, a heartbeat that made it feel safe. Even if I was the new kid—just starting out as a teacher and new to Marchfield—I could find my footing here

The wooden door of science room 207 felt like a gateway to my future. I would cross the threshold and begin the next chapter mentoring and molding young minds in my first real classroom.

I stopped to take it in, trying to calm my jittery excitement. The numbers on the plaque were worn, like they’d been there forever, just like this school. The thrill of it was almost overwhelming. 

I pulled out my phone and started a video for my friend, Oz. He’d begun his first day in New York yesterday. 

“Hey, man. This is it. Room 207. Let’s see what’s inside.” I grabbed the doorknob with shaky fingers, then twisted. 

Nothing.

"Are you kidding me?" I muttered, stopping the video. The humidity from the summer had probably swollen the wood. 

Leaning into the door, I pressed my shoulder against it for leverage. The door wouldn’t open. Either it was stuck or staging a quiet protest.

Scanning for witnesses to my increasingly pathetic struggle, I glanced up and down the hallway. A few teachers strolled by, lost in their own worlds, probably not even noticing the new kid flailing at the door like an overenthusiastic puppy.

I sighed, then tried once more, twisting the knob and pushing with everything I had, but it wouldn’t budge. 

No one told me I’d need a key, but since beating on the door wasn’t working, I’d head to the office to ask.

A moment later, I walked into Marchfield Middle's administration area, a maze of narrow hallways, small conference rooms, and postage stamp sized offices. I’d been escorted into the principal’s office when I’d interviewed, and at the time, the administrative assistants had been seated in the middle at two desks. Unfortunately, they were empty now.

Taking the corridor to the right, I turned a corner and spotted a door slightly ajar, I hesitated for a moment, listening. Quiet, humming drifted through the stillness of the space around me. I followed it.

The door to the records room was open, the small space filled with filing cabinets, their metal surfaces gleaming in the low light. A woman pulled files from a drawer, adding them to a tall teetering stack on a chair beside her.  With her back to me, she flipped through some documents, still humming, completely unaware of my presence.

I froze. It was like a punch to my gut. Her hair, the color of cinnamon, fell just past her shoulders in waves. Her trim body and rounded butt hinted at the softness beneath her simple fitted shirt and black pants.

Were her lips painted dark red to match the highlights in her hair? A strong urge to spin her around and see gripped me, along with the sharp desire to pressed my lips to hers. My pulse quickened, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the pressure of her kiss would be gentle or hungry—if she would take control or if I would.

What the hell? I shook myself out of the daydream. I needed to get a grip. I didn’t even know this woman, and I was melting like a tween at a boy band concert.

Stick to the mission, Bobby. Get your key. Then ask for the woman’s number. 

Clearing my throat, I stepped forward, and she jumped and spun towards me. I flinched instinctively, hands half-raised like I might catch her. 

Or apologize with jazz hands.

"Sorry, didn’t mean to—"

She flung her hands out, her right hand jostling the chair with the towering stack of files. As the papers began to sway, she took a quick step back—just as the strap of her sandal gave a dramatic crack. Her ankle twisted, balance vanished, and she tumbled with a yelp, sending files flying like startled pigeons.

I leaped forward, trying to stop the avalanche of paper before it could slide off the chair, but the woman staggered forward. 

“Those are confidential files!”

My momentum propelled me forward, crashing into her as the pile of folders wobbled and fell. We staggered together in a tangled flail of limbs, bumping into the chair as papers fluttered around our feet like confetti at the world’s least coordinated parade. 

The files sliced through the air, the sound of their sharp edges hissing as they landed with a resigned thud. Test scores, report cards, and school photos scattered across the tile floor.

“Oof!” I grunted, grasping her shoulders to steady her. “Guess I’m not making a smooth first impression.”

She blinked, wide-eyed, before her gaze flickered over me. Quick, assessing, like she wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed, amused, or intrigued. 

Before I could stop myself, I was taking her in too. Her face was even better than I’d imagined. Pink, unvarnished lips, full and soft and dangerously kissable. A smattering of freckles dusted her cheeks and nose, giving her skin a kind of unfiltered glow. She looked to be about my age, maybe a little older, with eyes that... Damn, were they purple?

"Oh, shoot! I didn’t see you there. Are you okay?" Southern charm dripped off her lips, warm and apologetic. She took a step back and adjusted her glasses. Small gold frames that made her look serious, intelligent, and sexy.

I stared for a second too long. “Uh, yeah. I’m good.” I gave her a grin which I hoped wasn’t too goofy, before sobering. “I hope that I didn’t cause too much mess.”

She tilted her head, studying me with her lips curling slightly at the edges before gesturing to the mess of pages spread around our feet. “Oh, this? This is fine. I’ll have it all back together in a flash.”

Before I could say I doubted it, she extended her hand, her smile warm and genuine. "I’m Mel, by the way."

I took her hand, a little too eagerly, feeling the slight heat in my cheeks.

“I’m Bobby,” I said, my voice pitching embarrassingly high on the first syllable. I cleared my throat, trying to sound normal. Like I wasn’t currently imagining what it’d be like to kiss her.

Mel smiled, her gaze flicking down to the mess of papers scattered across the floor. "Nice to meet you, Bobby," she said, her voice smooth but with a bit of a teasing edge. Could she read my mind?

Hoping she hadn’t noticed my lack of composure, I said, "Let me help you with this mess."

She bit back a laugh, and I couldn’t help but smile. She bent to gather the folders, her movements easy and graceful. “You’re new to Marchfield Middle.”

"How can you tell?" I knelt beside her, grabbing a few stray papers. "It’s my first day. I was hoping to avoid embarrassing myself today."

Mel chuckled again, her eyes meeting mine, making my pulse skip. "It happens. We all have our... moments." She stood up, holding a stack of papers, and handed them to me. "Here, could you take these to my desk in the next room on the right? I’ll get the rest."

I nodded, but my fingers brushed against hers, and an electric little jolt kickstarted my heart. Swallowing hard, I gripped the folders as if my life depended on it.

Walking out the door, I tried to focus on the task. But all I could think about was how her hand had felt against mine, the way she smelled like fresh citrus with a hint of spice.

The walls of her office were painted a soft cream. A few framed photos sat on the shelves and a bulletin board showcased colorful student artwork. A desk cluttered with papers and pens and two chairs took up most of the room, but the small touches on the walls caught my attention—the kind of things that made a place feel more personal.

A picture of a golden retriever, fur shining in the sunlight as it sprawled out in the grass, tongue lolling in what I assumed was bliss. Beside it, there was a family photo. Mel stood with an older couple, two kids dancing around them as they laughed together in a park, happy and normal.

For a brief moment, my chest tightened, sharp and unexpected, as memories washed through me. Family dinners, laughter in the kitchen, feeling like I belonged—all that ended when I came out. 

The space between my family and me didn’t just widen; it fractured clean and irreversible, like glass under pressure. Mom and Dad never yelled, never kicked me out. They just... stopped looking at me. One moment I was part of a family, and the next, I was a stranger eating dinner in the same house with ghosts.

When I couldn’t fix it, I packed my bags, signed the papers, and joined the military. 

After Afghanistan, I tried again. Maybe it was the brush with mortality or the long nights when silence pressed too hard on the edges of my mind. A call here, a message there—testing the waters, hoping time had softened them. But every attempt was met with brittle politeness, the kind that makes your chest ache more than anger ever could.

So, I stopped. And then, I buried it—like so many other things I didn’t have the tools to fix.

I’d always been loud and cheerful, but after everything, I turned it up like a volume knob stuck on high. I smiled wider, laughed quicker, cracked jokes like it was my job. I became the one who never let things get too heavy.

But it was a mask, and





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
v’M daune Lnllmv'v

v llln BussTions llsnEn (%





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.png
AARCHTELD
sciooL






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





