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Jacob Westerline looked every bit the legend whispered about in staff lounges and late-night text chains. The silver in his beard caught the morning light like polished steel; the creases around his eyes told stories of charm, triumph, and a few unspoken sins. His suit — dark plaid, tailored within a thread of perfection — fit him like memory itself, the pocket square angled just enough to suggest rebellion beneath refinement. He wasn’t just stepping into the old building as the newly minted assistant superintendent of schools; he was reclaiming familiar ground, a fox returning to his den. The scent of waxed floors and chalk dust mingled with his cologne as teachers turned their heads, reminded that confidence could, in fact, age like good whiskey.
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He paused at the entrance, taking in the quiet hum of early morning preparation — custodians finishing the last of the buffing, bulletin boards half-dressed in glitter and construction paper, and the distant rhythm of laughter from a teacher’s lounge that hadn’t yet seen its first pot of coffee. It was the kind of atmosphere that made him nostalgic, that reminded him why he loved this season above all others. Then he smiled, straightened his tie, and stepped forward — into the smell of new wax on the floors.

Freshly sharpened pencils in the supply room. The new paint on the walls brings a sense of newness to the entire building. The bright bulletin boards put up by teachers who had more glitter on their sleeves and faces than they would admit.

It was the start of another year at Cream City High School.

Jacob walked the hallways with that effortless poise that made people whisper his nickname behind his back — The Grey Fox. At fifty-two, he wore age like an accessory. His hair, steel and silver, framed a face that looked chiseled from patience itself. His suit, grey and cut to fit, suggested a man who had never once purchased something off the rack. His stride was confident but not arrogant; his smile was warm but never sloppy. A smell that remained long after he left to entice and remind those of his presence. 

The staff loved him. Parents trusted him. Students respected him.

He was the epitome of a great educator.

He would never do anything out of bounds. Never.

Right?

Jacob began the morning tour in the elementary school — tradition, though he would travel to the high school next. It grounded him. He shook hands, offered hugs, and gave a booming laugh that filled the corridor with cheer after he left the high school. 

“Jacob, you’re back!” said the science specialist, juggling beakers and forms. 

“Of course,” Jacob said smoothly. “The year can’t start without me.”

Laughter followed him. Admiration, too. Younger teachers held their smiles a beat longer than needed. They noticed the crisp line of his trousers, the fit of his jacket, the way his presence lit a room. The lingering eyes brought a spark of energy to fuel the grey fox’s travels. A wink here, a nod there, and jokes to make all the young women smile and blush. Life was good, and Jacob made sure of it. 

A secretary carried in a tray of steaming coffee, her arms trembling slightly under the weight and the morning rush. The scent drifted through the air—roasted beans, caramel warmth, the lifeblood of educators. Jacob intercepted her halfway down the hall, the move so natural it felt choreographed. He relieved her of one cup with a wink that managed to be both professional and disarming. “The true heroes of CCHS,” he said, his voice rich and steady, “keep us fueled.” The compliment landed with precision, and she laughed, a little too brightly, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Jacob nodded in thanks, raising the cup in salute before taking a slow, appreciative sip. The caffeine wasn’t what woke him—it was moments like this, small exchanges that reminded everyone, including himself, that charm, when appropriately wielded, was still an art form.

He moved down the corridor, greeted by a familiar chorus of “Morning, Mr. Westerline.” The head custodian emerged from a side room, rolling a mop bucket, his face lighting up when he saw Jacob. “Back already, boss?” the man said.
Jacob grinned, extended a fist, and the janitor met it with a satisfying pop. “Wouldn’t miss opening week,” Jacob replied. “You keep this place shining, I’ll keep the paperwork from burying us.”
“Deal,” the janitor laughed.
Even the men in the building liked him—Jacob had that rare balance of authority and approachability, the kind that made people want to follow, not because they had to, but because it felt good to.
Laughter followed him. Admiration, too. Younger teachers held their smiles a beat longer than needed...

Ahead, three young teachers lingered by the bulletin board — one white, one Black, one Asian — each new to Cream City High and still carrying the bright energy of fresh beginnings. Their laughter echoed lightly down the hall, the kind that fills empty spaces with warmth. When Jacob approached, conversation slowed as if the air itself took notice. His stride was unhurried, his smile genuine, his voice smooth as he greeted each by name — he’d memorized every staff roster weeks before. A word here, a compliment there, and the entire group leaned in, caught in his quiet gravity. “Welcome to the family,” he said, straightening a poster beside them. “You make this place look better already.” It wasn’t flirtation, not exactly — it was presence, pure and unshakable. The bell rang, and the trio dispersed reluctantly, each glancing back once more before hurrying off to class.

But Jacob? Jacob only nodded, ever professional.

At least, that was the legend.

Jacob watched them go, the rhythm of their heels fading into the hum of the building. He took another sip of coffee, letting the warmth hide the flicker of temptation that crossed his thoughts. It was hard, sometimes, to stay purely professional when youth and admiration surrounded him like perfume. His reputation as The Grey Fox wasn’t just about age or style — it was about knowing where the line was, and how close he could walk without crossing it. Most days, he kept it clean, polished, controlled. But there had been moments — brief, electric lapses — when his confidence blurred into something riskier. And though no one spoke of them, Jacob carried the memory of each one like a secret medal tucked beneath his immaculate suit.

The Art Room, One Evening

Of course, there was that evening last spring.

A late faculty meeting at the high school, updating the logistics of the art gallery fundraiser, had stretched long past sunset. Only the art room lights remained, a warm glow through paper lanterns strung across the ceiling. 

Ms. Indigo was playfully cute in the kind of way that disarmed a room before she even spoke. Her stunning red hair caught the light like a spark waiting for oxygen, tumbling loose from a messy bun that never quite obeyed her. She was thick where Jacob liked it — soft curves balanced with a confident stance, the kind that made her look like she’d been painted rather than born. But it wasn’t just attraction that stirred him. There was something familiar in her energy — the way she talked with her hands, the easy laughter, the streak of rebellion behind her smile. She reminded him of someone from long ago, a woman he’d known back in his Wall Street days before he traded boardrooms for classrooms. That memory, that ghost of a past flame, was what cracked the armor he spent years polishing. That was what broke him.

Jacob saw the light and wanted to make sure everything was alright. If need, help would be provided to the teacher who needs it. 

“I didn’t think I would see you this much after the promotion. Congratulations and all,” Ms. Indigo said. The messy bun is standing upright on top of her head. The red hair absorbed the light while her pale skin glowed. 

“I will make it a point to remain present at all the schools,” Jacob said. “How can I help you?” 

“You don’t know a palette knife from a butter knife. Maybe my time for your supervision is over,” Ms. Indigo teased, gesturing with one hand that left a streak of green across her smock. The white shirt and the top of the smock appeared to be disheveled. With it pulled tight, the curves of the bubbly bobbing red head couldn’t be denied. The woman turned and walked away in a gesture that felt like a tease. The tight jeans grip the backside. 

Jacob chuckled, loosening his tie. Pulled a hancerciff from the suit pocket. He approached her from behind, and then she turned in his presence—the sudden appearance forced the once bubbly and vibrant woman to freeze. With care, both hands touched her face as he removed the paint that traced a line between freckles. “I know a masterpiece when I see one.”

The pale face turned a bright red as the lips of the two were mere inches apart. Jacob could feel her tremble and knew an explosion had occurred somewhere else. The unseen desire spilling forth under his gaze. The eyes told the story that she could not deny. 

For a heartbeat, Jacob remembered the first time he kissed her — that December night at the faculty holiday party, lights strung across the gym like a constellation of bad decisions. The music had been too loud, the punch too strong, and the space between them too small. No one saw the kiss, or what came after, hidden
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