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THE COMFORTABLE LIE

By the time Malcolm Reed unlocked the door to his classroom on Monday morning, the building had already settled into its familiar rhythm. The hallways of Leavenworth High School carried the sounds they always carried at that hour: the distant squeak of athletic shoes against polished tile, the metallic slam of lockers, and the low hum of conversations drifting through open doorways. There was comfort in the repetition. For nearly twelve years, Malcolm had walked these halls as a teacher, and over time he had come to appreciate the predictability of the place. Teenagers changed every year. Administrators came and went. Educational trends rose and fell like tides. Yet the building itself remained largely the same, standing on its hill above the city as though insulated from the chaos of the outside world. The illusion of stability was one of the reasons he enjoyed teaching there, even though experience had taught him that stability was often little more than a story people told themselves.

Malcolm set his coffee on the corner of his desk and glanced through the narrow window beside the classroom door. Beyond the glass, students moved through the corridor in clusters. Freshmen hurried with the nervous energy of people still learning where they belonged. Seniors moved more slowly, carrying themselves with the confidence of individuals who knew their time there was running out. Somewhere in between existed everyone else, drifting through the building in search of identity, acceptance, and purpose. Watching them had become one of his favorite parts of the job because their struggles rarely changed. The clothes were different. The technology was different. The slang changed every few years. Yet beneath the surface, young people continued asking the same questions generations before them had asked. Who am I? Where do I belong? What will happen if I stop trying to fit in?

History, Malcolm often told his students, wasn’t really about the past. It was about people. The dates mattered. The events mattered. The wars, elections, protests, and revolutions all deserved attention. But beneath every historical moment lived the same questions. Why did people do what they did? What fears drove them? What hopes motivated them? What stories did they tell themselves to justify their choices? Those questions interested him far more than memorizing names and years because they connected history to everyday life. The people in his classroom often imagined historical figures as fundamentally different from themselves. Malcolm spent most of the school year trying to convince them otherwise.

As he reviewed the day’s lesson plans, he found himself lingering on a lecture he had delivered the previous week. The topic had been conformity, specifically the social pressures that encouraged ordinary citizens to remain silent during periods of political upheaval. The discussion had centered on historical examples from different countries and different eras, yet several students had seemed unusually engaged by the material. One young woman had raised her hand and asked a question that remained with him long after the class ended.

“How do people know they’re conforming while it’s happening?”

The question had produced an uncomfortable silence, not because Malcolm lacked an answer but because he wasn’t sure there was one. Most people didn’t recognize conformity while they were participating in it. They believed they were being practical, sensible, and realistic. The realization usually came later, after the danger had passed and honesty became easier. Looking back, courage always seemed obvious. Living through uncertainty was another matter entirely.

A knock against the classroom door interrupted his thoughts.

Ethan Walker stepped inside carrying a folder beneath one arm. As assistant principal, Ethan spent much of his day moving through the building solving problems before they became larger problems. Malcolm had known him for nearly a decade. Their friendship had developed gradually through shared lunches, faculty meetings, and years of navigating the strange world of public education together.

“Morning,” Ethan said.

“Morning.”

“You surviving?”

“Barely.”

Ethan laughed. “Good. I’d be worried if you said otherwise.”

The conversation drifted through familiar territory. Budget concerns. Teacher shortages. Student behavior. Nothing particularly important. Nothing particularly memorable. Yet Malcolm noticed the subtle shift that occurred when the discussion wandered near current events. Ethan lowered his voice slightly. Not enough to be obvious. Just enough to register. The adjustment stood out because it wasn’t unique to Ethan. Teachers did it. Parents did it. Business owners did it. The moment politics entered a conversation, people instinctively became quieter, as though the subject itself carried consequences nobody wanted to discuss openly.

Malcolm wasn’t sure when the change had occurred. He only knew it had become normal.

After Ethan left, the school day unfolded with predictable efficiency. Classes arrived and departed. Questions were asked and answered. Students complained about assignments. Teachers exchanged exhausted smiles in passing. By lunchtime, Malcolm found himself sitting alone in the faculty lounge staring at a television mounted in the corner of the room. The news channel was muted, as it always seemed to be. Nobody ever suggested turning the volume up, and over time Malcolm had begun to suspect the silence was intentional.

Several teachers occupied nearby tables, eating lunch while discussing a variety of topics. Their conversation eventually landed on politics. Not intentionally. It seemed to happen the same way storms developed during Kansas summers. A harmless observation led to another observation, and before long everyone found themselves staring at dark clouds gathering on the horizon. What fascinated Malcolm wasn’t the content of the discussion so much as the caution surrounding it. Nobody stated an opinion directly. Every belief arrived wrapped in qualifiers.

“I’m probably wrong, but...”

“Maybe it’s just me...”

“I don’t really pay attention to politics, but...”

The disclaimers fascinated him. The adults in the room were educated professionals. Most held advanced degrees. Yet they spoke as though opinions required permission and disagreement carried risks best avoided. The conversation itself wasn’t hostile. Nobody argued. Nobody raised their voice. If anything, the politeness made the entire exchange feel stranger. It resembled a group of people carefully navigating a minefield they all pretended wasn’t there.

A familiar weariness settled over Malcolm and remained with him throughout the afternoon.

The drive home took him through downtown Leavenworth. Brick storefronts lined the streets. American flags hung from light poles. The city looked exactly as it always had. Families filled local restaurants. Small businesses prepared to close for the evening. Traffic moved at an unhurried pace. On the surface, everything appeared normal. Malcolm had learned long ago that appearances often revealed less than people assumed.

When he finally arrived home, the house greeted him with silence. Maya was spending the week with Jasmine, and the absence of his daughter changed the atmosphere of the entire place. Rooms felt larger, quieter, and somehow less alive. He placed his keys on the kitchen counter and opened the refrigerator. Several beers waited on the top shelf. For a moment he simply stared at them.

The decision felt automatic now. Comfortable. Familiar. A ritual repeated so many times it no longer required thought. The first sip brought neither pleasure nor relief. It simply marked the transition from one part of the day to another. That realization bothered him more than the drinking itself.

Outside, the sun dipped lower over Leavenworth. Golden light filtered through the blinds and stretched across the living room floor as Malcolm settled onto the couch and opened his phone. Social media offered the same mixture it always offered: advertisements, arguments, family photographs, and carefully curated happiness. He scrolled without much interest until a familiar name appeared.

Michael Good.

The post wasn’t political, at least not directly, which was probably why the reaction caught his attention. A photograph showed Michael standing outside his storefront wearing a black T-shirt and a grin that suggested he knew something everyone else didn’t. The caption beneath the image read:

“Funny how everybody keep agreeing in public and disagreeing in private.”

Hundreds of comments followed. Some laughed. Some argued. Some accused him of stirring trouble. The reaction seemed wildly disproportionate to the statement itself, and Malcolm found himself staring at the screen longer than he intended before eventually scrolling past.

An hour later, a notification appeared.

At first it seemed ordinary. Another news alert. Another headline competing for attention in an endless stream of information. Yet something about it felt different. Malcolm tapped the screen and watched a live broadcast fill his phone. A crowd occupied the frame. Reporters clustered together beneath bright lights. Camera flashes illuminated a stage.

When a woman stepped to the podium, the room behind Malcolm remained quiet. The city outside remained quiet. The country, however, felt as though it had suddenly stopped breathing.

Dr. Victoria Freeman adjusted the microphone, looked directly into the cameras, and smiled.

“My fellow Americans,” she said, “today I am announcing my candidacy for President of the United States.”

For the first time in a very long time, Malcolm felt something shift.
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