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To the teachers who fight for field days, 

science fairs, and field trips. 

And to the kids who don't fit in boxes.
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Chapter 1: Emma


[image: ]


THE INTERCOM CRACKLED as I took what should have been my first glorious sip of coffee. It was lukewarm because middle school never gives a teacher time to have hot beverages. But that was okay because it matched my enthusiasm for being here on this gloomy Monday morning.

"Ms. Bennett and Dr. Harrison to the principal's office, please."

The squeak of sneakers stopped mid-screech. Basketballs froze mid-bounce. Thirty sweaty kids turned toward me like I'd been called to the gallows. Even Tyler, who'd been two seconds from a layup, stood clutching the ball like it might explode.

A single basketball thudded to the floor and rolled away in the silence.

Great. Nothing good ever comes of a summons to the office. And I knew what this was going to be about.

I set my chipped World's Best PE Teacher mug on the scorer's table and forced a grin. "Don't look so excited. You'll still owe me five laps when I get back."

They groaned in unison, but a few mischievous grins were thrown my way. Seventh graders smelled drama from a mile away, and apparently, I'd just become their main event.

"You're in trouble," Tyler said, spinning the ball on one finger like a show-off.

"Probably," I shot back. "But don't worry. If I get fired, you'll all have to write essays about the history of basketball for your new PE teacher."

A chorus of "Nooo!" rose up, loud enough to rattle the bleachers.

"Maybe they're promoting you," Brianna suggested. "Like... principal or something."

I snorted. "Sure. And you're all getting straight A's on the fitness tests this week."

They groaned again, but my smile couldn't stop the creep of anxiety in my belly. The whispers of budget cuts had been getting louder all week, and if the meeting was about trimming the fat, Field Day was an easy target—at least to someone like science teacher, Dr. Max Harrison.

He'd been parading his glossy PhD credentials and talking up his grand idea for a revamped science fair since last year, wowing admin with fancy proposals and PowerPoints. To him, Field Day was another line item. To me, it was Marchfield's heartbeat.

Waving to Pat Donovan, the other PE teacher wrangling a class in the gym, I slipped out into the main hallway. The squeak of sneakers and the thump of basketballs faded behind me as the heavy doors swung shut, replaced by the distant buzz of fluorescent lights and the faint tang of industrial cleaner that never quite masked decades of middle-school funk.

I ducked into the girls' bathroom for a moment and checked my reflection in the scratched mirror. I looked every bit the part of someone about to be summoned to the principal's office for reasons only partially my fault. My PE polo was rumpled, my cheeks already warming with irritation. But I couldn't help but grin. My purple hair, pulled back in a practical ponytail, caught the fluorescent light and glinted almost silver at the edges. Dyeing it had been the best decision I'd ever made.

And even better, I was pretty sure Max Harrison hated it. Not that I cared what Dr. Max Smarty-Pants Harrison thought. He'd long ago written me off as unprofessional, but the feeling was mutual.

This was war.

I straightened my shoulders, tossed my ponytail back with a little flick, and headed out.

Jogging down the corridor toward the office, my old sneakers slapped against the polished linoleum with every step. Trophy cases lined the walls, their glass smudged with fingerprints and filled with dusty ribbons and faded team photos of Marchfield legends frozen mid-victory, smiling wide as if they knew their glory days still mattered to someone.

I slowed as I passed the 2008 case, the year I'd been an eighth grader here, and my twenty-first school since starting kindergarten. My face wasn't in any of those photos. I'd arrived in January, mid-season, too new to make any of the teams.

But I remembered Field Day that year. Mrs. Carter—back when she still ran PE—had pulled me aside the week before and asked if I wanted to help set up the obstacle course. It was the first time in twenty-one schools that a teacher had given me a job, a purpose, something that made me feel like I belonged.

Coming back here as a teacher had been strange. The building looked the same but felt different. Or maybe I was different. Either way, I'd made Field Day mine—shaped it into something bigger than just another school event. Because I knew what it was like to be on the outside looking in, and I wanted every kid to have what Mrs. Carter had given me: a day where you belonged, where it didn't matter if you were new or popular or struggling. You showed up, you participated, you were part of something.

Field Day had saved me once. Maybe that's why I fought so hard to save it now.

Inside the office, the air was thick with the faint tang of coffee and the scent of polished wood, mixed with the faint mustiness of old carpet. Phones rang in the background, and the administrative assistants darted back and forth, juggling papers and fielding calls. A lost and found table near the door overflowed with backpacks, lunchboxes, and stray sneakers. A few students shifted nervously in seats along the wall, waiting for the assistant principal or guidance counselor.

Of course, Harrison was already there when I arrived, leaning against the wall like he owned the place. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he wore that composed expression that made me want to wipe it off his face with a dodgeball.

Unlike me, he looked perfectly put-together in a crisp button-up and spotless sneakers. Annoyingly, he had one of those faces that belonged in a catalog. His strong jaw had just enough stubble to look rugged and a dimple on the left side, which made it worse somehow.

"Bennett," he said with a nod. "Any idea what this is about?"

I pasted on my best fake smile. "Probably about spring events. You know, the ones that actually matter to students?"

His expression didn't change. "Field Day does have its place. I'm just here to make sure we're thinking strategically about resource allocation."

The corporate-speak dripped off every word. My back teeth ground together. "Right. Because crunching numbers is so much more important than creating memories."

"Memories don't prepare students for college."

"And test scores don't teach them how to be human beings."

Before I launched into a proper argument, the principal's voice boomed from behind the door. "Emma! Max! In here, please!"

Max gestured toward the office, his expression unreadable. I wanted to shove past him, but that would only prove whatever point he was silently making about me being unprofessional.

Principal Kline sat behind his desk, glasses perched on the tip of his nose, a manila folder open in front of him. The creases around his eyes were deeper than usual, and his shoulders slumped like he'd already been through three battles this morning.

"Sit down," he said, voice sharp enough to make both of us flinch. "And please, stop glaring at each other. I can feel the hostility from here."

I bit back a retort while Max settled into his chair looking completely at ease, irritating me more. 

Mr. Kline pinched the bridge of his nose. "I'm going to cut right to it. Budget cuts hit us harder than expected. We only have enough funding for one spring event this year. Either the science fair or field day."

The air left my lungs. This couldn't be happening.

"Principal Kline," Max said, his tone measured, "I understand the difficult position you're in. Perhaps we should look at the data. The science fair has measurable academic outcomes—"

"Are you serious, right now?" I whipped around to stare at him.

He met my gaze without flinching. "I'm being practical. The science fair directly supports our STEM initiatives and college readiness metrics."

"Field Day teaches teamwork, perseverance, and community spirit," I snapped. "Things that matter in real life, not just on some standardized test."

"Both matter," Max said.

I hated that his voice stayed level while mine was rising. "But we have limited resources."

"Enough!" Kline slammed a hand on the desk, making both of us jump. "I am not spending the next two months listening to you two argue."

We fell silent, though I felt the frustration radiating between us.

Kline exhaled, rubbing his forehead. "You're both excellent teachers who care deeply about your programs. So here's what's going to happen: you're going to work together. Combine field day and the science fair. One event. One budget. One team."

There was a beat of silence before Max straightened slightly. "You want us to—"

"Work together," Kline finished flatly. "Collaborate. Compromise. All those things adults are supposed to be able to do."

My jaw tightened. Working with Max Harrison would be a nightmare.

"You will plan one event that honors both traditions," Kline continued. "The budget is three hundred and fifty dollars, and if you can't make it work, I'll give the money to the marching band. Do I make myself clear?"

"Yes, sir," we said in unison, though my voice was considerably tighter than Max's.

Kline leaned back in his chair, looking exhausted. "You'll meet on Monday after school to start planning. Four o'clock. Figure out where to meet." He waved us toward the door. "Now get out of my office before I change my mind and cancel both events."

We left in silence, walking back through the office and into the hallway. For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then Max cleared his throat. "My classroom. Monday at four. We can use the lab tables to spread out materials."

Of course, he was already taking charge. Setting the meeting on his home turf, so he’d have an advantage, but what could I do after Mr. Kline set the parameters?

"Fine."

He studied me for a moment, and I couldn't quite read his expression. "This doesn't have to be a disaster, Bennett. We both want what's best for the students."

"Do we? Because from where I'm standing, you want what's best for your college-prep metrics. I want what's best for the actual kids."

Annoyance flickered across his face. "That's not fair."

"Isn't it?"

"Look," he said, and I heard the effort it took to keep his voice even, "I know we don't see eye to eye on most things, but we're stuck with each other. We might as well try to make it work."

"Right. I'm sure you have a twelve-point plan for that too."

"As a matter of fact—" He stopped himself, jaw tightening. He took a deep breath before saying, "Never mind. Monday. Four o'clock. Don't be late."

He walked away before I could respond, his footsteps echoing down the empty hallway.

I stood there, fists clenched, trying to breathe through the anger. Field Day was mine. I'd nurtured it, protected it for five years. And now I had to share it with someone who thought community and tradition were just line items on a spreadsheet.

***
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WHEN I PUSHED THROUGH the gym doors, thirty pairs of eyes snapped to me like heat-seeking missiles.

"Well?" Tyler called out, still holding the basketball. "Did you get fired?"

"Are we doing essays?" Brianna asked, horrified.

I forced a smile and blew my whistle. "Not today. But we still need to run those laps. Let's go!"

They groaned but fell in behind me as I jogged around the perimeter of the gym.

Tyler caught up with me after the first lap. "What happened, though?"

I thought about Max's measured tone, his assumption that data mattered more than heart, his complete inability to see what Field Day really meant. The way he'd already started organizing our meeting like he was in charge.

"Let's just say," I said as I quickened my pace, "things are about to get interesting around here."

But I knew the truth: this spring was going to be a nightmare.

And I was going to have to find a way to protect Field Day from the one person who had the power to destroy it.

My new partner.
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Chapter 2: Max
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THE EIGHTH GRADE SCIENCE lab was my sanctuary. Orderly. Predictable. Every beaker in its place, every solution labeled precisely. I'd stayed late to prep tomorrow's lesson on exothermic reactions, finding comfort in the familiar rhythm of measuring and mixing.

My phone buzzed. A calendar reminder: Planning Meeting with Bennett - 4:00 PM - Your Classroom

I checked my watch. 3:57 PM.

Kline had been terse: First collaborative planning session. Monday after school. Make it work.

I'd spent the weekend building a proposal that would satisfy both programs' needs while staying under budget. A hybrid event: "STEM Field Day." Academic stations where students learn physics through relay races, biology through obstacle courses, chemistry through team challenges. It was both educational and community-focused. Emma would have to see the logic.

I pulled up the twelve-page document on my laptop, complete with budget breakdowns, timeline, and implementation strategy. Maybe I should have sent it to her this morning, but I'd wanted to present it properly, walk her through the reasoning. Show her this would work.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and Emma appeared in the doorway, in her PE polo, hair pulled back in that purple ponytail. She had a notebook under one arm and an expression that looked almost... nervous?

"Hey," she said, hovering at the threshold like she wasn't sure she was welcome. "Sorry if I'm late. My seventh graders discovered bouncing basketballs in syncopated rhythm, and it took twenty minutes to restore order."

"You're not late." I gestured to the lab stool across from my desk. "I just got here myself."

She wrinkled her nose a little, her forehead furrowing. “In your own classroom? Where have you been all day?”

“I was ah...” I wracked my brain for an answer. “I was in the restroom.”

Emma slid onto the stool and set her notebook on the desk in front of her. I caught a glimpse of hand-drawn diagrams, and what looked like a field layout with stations marked in different colors.

"Okay, I was thinking," she opened her notebook, "about zones. Keep some traditional Field Day stations, but add science demonstrations. Your students would be able to present to an audience of hundreds."

“Outside? In an uncontrolled environment?”

“Well, we could use tents if you think that would be better. Of course, we’d have to rent them...”

"That won’t be necessary." I turned my laptop, so she was able to see the title page: STEM Field Day: An Integrated Educational Experience. "I mapped out the entire event. Look, here's the budget breakdown, the station rotation schedule, the volunteer assignments—"

Emma's expression shifted. The nervousness vanished, replaced by something harder. "You mapped out the entire event?"

"I wanted to have something concrete to work from. A starting point."

She leaned back, crossing her arms. "It looks like you've made all the decisions."

"There are still decisions to be made."

Emma was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was careful and level, which he suspected was worse than if she'd just gotten angry. "I was told this was a joint project. That we'd have equal footing."

"You do."

"Then why am I sitting here reading a plan I had no part in making?" She tilted her head slightly. "What exactly did you think I was going to contribute?"

Max didn't have a clean answer for that, which was its own kind of problem.

"We can make changes." He slid the papers across the desk and leaned back, watching the set of her shoulders stiffen. Not good, but not unexpected either. "Look this over, and I'll answer your questions."

She didn’t touch the pages. She folded her arms instead, like a line drawn in the sand. “Collaborating means we plan together. Not you planning and then presenting me with a finished product.”

My jaw tightened. "I spent my entire weekend on this. I thought having a framework would make the process more efficient."

"Efficient," she said the word like it tasted bad. "Right. Because heaven forbid we waste time on something messy like actual conversation."

"That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean?" She pulled the laptop closer, scrolling through my document. Her eyes narrowed as she read. "Station One: Physics of Motion. Station Two: Chemical Reactions. Station Three: Simple Machines." She looked up. "Where is the tug of war? The three-legged race? The sack race?"

"I incorporated the principles behind those activities into educational stations. See, Station Four applies the same concepts of force and teamwork—"

"They're not the same, Max." Her voice rose slightly. "A physics lecture about force and motion isn't the same as competing in tug-of-war with your team."

"It's not a lecture. It's hands-on learning." I kept my voice level and reasonable. "Students build catapults and test them. They create chemical reactions. They problem-solve in teams. It's everything Field Day is, just with actual educational value."

Emma's face flushed. "Actual educational value? You think Field Day has no educational value?"

"I think Field Day teaches kids to run in circles and throw balls. This teaches them skills they can use in college. In careers. In real life."

"Real life?" She stood up abruptly, the stool scraping against the floor. "You mean the real life where teamwork matters? Where perseverance matters? Where knowing how to lose gracefully and win humbly matters? Or do those not count because you can't measure them on a rubric?"

"Of course, those things matter—"

"Then why did you eliminate every single activity that teaches them?" She was pacing now, her notebook forgotten on the desk. "The tug-of-war teaches cooperation and strategy. The three-legged race teaches communication and patience. The sack race teaches problem-solving and resilience because when you fall down, you have to get back up."

"And robotics kits teach engineering. Chemistry sets teach the scientific method. Coding tablets teach computational thinking." I pulled up my budget breakdown. "These are twenty-first century skills, Emma. The things colleges look for. The things employers need."

"Not every kid is going to college!" Her voice cracked with frustration. "Not every kid is going to be an engineer or a scientist! But every kid needs to know how to work with others. How to keep trying when things get hard. How to feel like they belong somewhere."

"And they can learn those things while also learning actual content—"

"Field Day is actual content! Just because you can't put it on a standardized test doesn't make it worthless!" She grabbed the laptop and turned it to face me.

"You want to know what I see when I look at this? I see two-thirds of my students sitting on the sidelines watching the 'smart kids' play with expensive equipment they'll never get to touch. I see the girl who struggles in math crying because she can't figure out the catapult calculations. I see the boy with ADHD getting in trouble because he can't sit still during the fifteen-minute rotation."

"That's not—" I started.

"That's exactly what this is." She scrolled aggressively through my timeline. "Fifteen-minute stations. Thirty robotics kits for three hundred students. Tablets that half the kids won't know how to use and the other half will already be bored by. This isn't Field Day, Max. This is a science fair where you've replaced participation ribbons with participation shame."

Heat crept up my neck. "You're being dramatic."

"I'm being realistic! I work with these kids every day. Some of them need to run and move to think. Others shine when they're not stuck behind a desk. And more wait all year for Field Day because it's the one day they get to be the hero instead of the kid who can't keep up." Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

“Bennett, come on. You’re taking this way too personally.”

“And what about you? Why spend a weekend planning this? What’s in it for you?”

“If you must know, I’m applying for a $50,000 grant. If the board likes STEM Field Day, they might give me enough money to help underprivileged kids get a step up in science and mathematics.”

"Yeah, that makes sense. It’s all about the money for you."

"That's not fair—"

"Isn't it?" She closed the laptop with more force than necessary. “You need this event to succeed for your grant. Well, I need Field Day to succeed for my students. The ones you apparently don't think matter because they're not going to be scientists."

"I never said they don't matter—"

"You didn't have to. Your proposal said it for you." She grabbed her notebook. "You eliminated every single thing that makes Field Day special. Every tradition. Every game. Every moment of joy that doesn't come with a learning objective attached. You looked at thirty years of community tradition and decided it wasn't good enough."

“Emma, that’s not what I’m saying—” It comes out too fast, too sharp. I’m already bracing for the way she stiffens, even though part of me still hopes I can steer this back before it tips out of control.

“Then what are you saying?” She turned to face me fully, anger cracking just enough for the hurt to show. “Because from where I’m standing, you spent an entire weekend proving that you’re the smartest. That science is more important than physical education. That test scores matter more than kids.”

“Kids matter. But I—" The rest of it jammed in my throat. I have spreadsheets, projections, evidence for every choice I made, but none of it seems right for how she’s looking at me. For the first time, I’m not sure being right is the same as being understood.

“You didn't build something that honors Field Day." Her voice dropped, became almost quiet. "You took Field Day and turned it into a science fair with better marketing. And you did it without even talking to me.”

A heavy and uncomfortable silence stretched between us.

"I created a framework," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "A starting point for discussion. We can adjust—"

"Adjust what, Max? You've already allocated the entire budget. Assigned all the volunteers. Created the schedule down to the minute. What exactly is left to adjust?"

“The stations. The activities. We can incorporate the traditional events if you feel strongly—”

“If I feel strongly?” She laughed, but there was no humor in it, and the sound scraped straight down my nerves. “I guess you could say that. I’ve spent five years building this event into something that serves every single student. And you dismissed all of that because it doesn’t fit into your neat little boxes of measurable outcomes.”

“That’s not what I’m doing—” Even as I said it, I knew how hollow it sounded. I’d been so focused on improving what I could quantify that I hadn’t stopped to consider what couldn’t be graphed.

“Then what are you doing?” She waited, eyes locked on mine, daring me to give her a real answer. But I couldn’t. “That’s what I thought.”

She headed for the door, then stopped and turned back. Her expression had shifted—no longer sharp, just tired. Resigned. That somehow hurt more.

“You know what the worst part is? You think this—” she gestured at my laptop, “—is an improvement. That turning Field Day into science day is progress. But all you’ve done is prove that you don’t understand kids at all.”

The words landed heavier than the anger. I opened my mouth, searching for something that wasn’t defensive, something that sounded like understanding. “Emma—”

“I need to go. I need to help my aunt with the flower deliveries.” She paused in the doorway, her hand on the frame as if she were steadying herself. “But tomorrow I’m going to the PTA meeting to ask for separate funding. The only way to save Field Day is to do it without you.”

The door closed behind her, the click final and quiet.

I sat there staring at my twelve-page proposal, every chart and bullet point suddenly feeling less like a solution even though everything in it made sense. It was logical. Efficient. Educational. The grant committee would love it.

The budget breakdown, the station rotations, the volunteer assignments—every piece fit together perfectly. On paper, at least. That had to count for something. It always had before.

Except they didn’t fit Emma. Didn’t fit her students or whatever Field Day was supposed to be. And somehow, without my meaning to, I’d managed to break something I hadn’t even known was fragile.

Some of what she’d said kept circling back, uncomfortable in its familiarity. I didn’t dismiss kids. I didn’t think test scores mattered more than people. That wasn’t who I was. Was it? Still, the doubt lingered in ways I didn’t like, pressing at the edges of thoughts I wasn’t ready to examine too closely.

But one thing Emma said was right. The PTA. We should both go to the PTA to ask for money. I latched onto the idea like a lifeline. A bit more funding and we wouldn’t have to choose. We could have two events, two visions. Science and Field Day.

It was a clean, practical, solvable compromise. The kind of solution I understood. Even if a part of me suspected it still wasn’t the one she’d wanted.
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Chapter 3: Emma

[image: ]


I TEXTED MY TEACHER besties on the way to the PTA meeting—Jen from art, who found the bright side of any situation, and Talia from foreign language, who taught me how to curse in three languages when I needed to vent. The two people who'd kept me sane through five years of public school.

Me: Heading into the lion's den. Wish me luck.

By the time I reached the closed door of the chorus room, where the PTA met every other Tuesday night, I had a string of replies.

Jen: You've got this. Remember, you're fighting for something that matters.

Talia: If the PTA says no, we riot. I'll bring the pitchforks.

Jen: Talia, no.

Talia: Talia YES. But seriously, Em... you've got this. Field Day is magic. They'll see it.

I smiled despite my nerves, tucking my phone into my pocket.

After yesterday's disaster of a planning meeting with Max where he presented a proposal that eliminated everything that made Field Day special, I realized I had no choice. If I wanted to save Field Day, I needed funding that didn't depend on him or his grant application.

The PTA had a discretionary fund. Maybe they could allot a hundred dollars to keep Field Day running.

I smoothed down my Marchfield PE polo, took a breath, and pushed open the door.

The chorus room smelled faintly of coffee, old carpet, and stress. A long table claimed the front of the room, where ten parents perched with Styrofoam cups and curious expressions. Mrs. Blakely, the PTA president, gave me an encouraging nod.

I moved to the empty podium in front of the group, set down my cue cards, and gave everyone a big smile.

"Thank you for letting me speak tonight," I began, summoning confidence into my voice. "I wanted to share with you what Field Day means to our community—"

"Oh, I helped with the sack races last year!" Mr. Plainer interrupted, raising his hand. His daughter, Chloe, was in my morning class.

"And I brought three dozen cupcakes," Ms. Chainey chimed in. Her three sons played on the soccer team.

Mrs. Blakely added, with a laugh, "I was on juice box duty. I still have grass stains on my capris."

Warmth spread through my chest as laughter bubbled around the table. These parents remembered. They'd been there.

"Yes, you're all amazing volunteers," I said, letting genuine gratitude show in my voice. "Field Day is the one day every year the whole community shows up for the kids. Grandparents cheer from the bleachers. Neighbors come to watch. The fire department brings their truck. Former students come back to help."

I thought of Mrs. Carter, who'd passed the torch to me five years ago with tears in her eyes. "And it's not about who wins the relay," I continued. "It's about tradition and connection. The kind that makes kids feel like school is more than homework and test scores."

Several heads nodded. Mrs. Thompson's expression had softened, and even Mr. Patel was leaning forward.

"Unfortunately, because of budget cuts, there’s a proposal to change Field Day into something else entirely," I said. "To turn it into a STEM exposition where kids rotate through science stations instead of participating in the activities our community loves. I understand the educational value, but—"

The door swung open.

Dr. Max Harrison strode in, juggling a laptop bag, a stack of presentation folders, and a tablet. He wore pressed slacks and a buttoned-down shirt that looked slightly rumpled but only gave him more of a professorial look. A pen fell from his stack and clattered to the floor.

"Sorry I'm late," he said, a little out of breath.

My stomach dropped. Of course, he was here. Of course.

"Dr. Harrison." My voice came out icier than I intended. "I didn't realize you were presenting."

He had the grace to look uncomfortable. "When I emailed Mrs. Blakely earlier, she invited me to share the STEM proposal. She thought the PTA should hear both perspectives."

"Both perspectives," I repeated. "You mean how you want to eliminate Field Day?"

Several parents exchanged glances. Greg Thompson leaned toward his wife and whispered something that made her hide a smile behind her coffee cup.

Mrs. Blakely cleared her throat. "Perhaps we should let Dr. Harrison present his, and then we can discuss both options?"

I stepped aside, gesturing to the podium with exaggerated politeness. "Please. Go ahead."

Max set his materials on the table with his usual precision, adjusting each folder until they were perfectly aligned. Then he began distributing glossy papers to each parent. Full-color charts showed student achievement data, testimonials from former students, and photos from last year's science fair.

I wished I had a grande mocha latte just so I could spill it all over his precious handouts.

"Thank you for allowing me to present," Max began, his voice steady and confident. "The STEM exposition I'm proposing would transform our end-of-year event into a meaningful learning experience. Students would rotate through six stations covering physics, chemistry, coding, and engineering. We'd have quantifiable learning outcomes and measurable skill development."

"As opposed to Field Day," I couldn't help interjecting, "which only teaches meaningless things like teamwork, perseverance, and community."

Max's jaw tightened. "I didn't say Field Day was meaningless—"

"You eliminated every single traditional event from your proposal and replaced them with robotics kits and coding tablets that will break easily."

"These activities provide actual educational value—"

"Field Day provides value!" My voice rose. "Just because you can't measure it on a spreadsheet doesn't mean it doesn't matter!"

Mrs. Chainey raised her hand tentatively. "I'm sorry, but... aren’t you two supposed to be working together on this?"

Max and I both stopped. We looked at her. Then at each other. Heat rose up my neck to my face.

“We were assigned to collaborate, yes,” Max said stiffly.

“But that implies mutual respect,” I shot back. “Not steamrolling over five years of tradition with robotics kits.”

“I’m not steamrolling—I’m proposing an alternative that has actual academic merit—”

Heat crawled up my neck before I even realized I’d stepped closer. Merit. The word rang like an insult. Five years of scavenged equipment and midnight planning dismissed with a single polished syllable.

“Alternative?” I cut in, my voice sharper than I meant it to be. “You mean a replacement.

"There it is again! That condescending tone suggesting that running around and having fun is somehow less valuable than sitting at a station with a tablet—"

"Students need STEM skills to compete in the modern workforce—"

"Students need to know how to be human beings first!"

"Okay!" Mrs. Blakely's voice cut through our argument. "Why don't we... take a moment. Dr. Harrison, perhaps you would finish your presentation?"

Max's expression was controlled but frustration simmered underneath. He pulled up something on his tablet. "The STEM exposition would require approximately five hundred dollars in materials. Robotics kits, chemistry sets, tablets for coding instruction—"

"The budget was set at three hundred and fifty dollars, and you are already over budget? Field Day only needs two hundred dollars," I interjected. “For an event you and your children already love."

"An event that teaches children to run in a straight line—"

"An event that teaches children they don't have to be perfect at everything to have value!"

From the back row, Greg Thompson leaned toward his wife again. "This is better than cable."

Carla was openly grinning now. "Should we get popcorn?"

Mrs. Blakely looked between us, trying not to laugh. "I can see you both feel very passionately about your respective programs."

"Field Day isn't just my program," I said, forcing my voice to stay level. "It belongs to this entire community. Every parent in this room has participated. Your children love it. Why would we throw that away for—" I gestured at Max's glossy handouts, "—for fifteen-minute rotations with expensive equipment most kids won't even get to touch?"

"Because education should be about growth, not nostalgia," Max said. His voice was quieter now, but there was an edge to it. "Field Day might make people feel good, but feelings don't prepare students for college. For careers. For futures that require actual skills."

Something in his tone made me pause. This wasn't just about the grant or the program. This was personal for him somehow.

But I was too angry to dig into that right now.

"You know what?" I said, turning back to the PTA. "I'm not asking you to choose between programs anymore. I'm asking you to save Field Day. Period. Dr. Harrison can apply for his grant and run his STEM exposition if he wants, but Field Day has been part of this school for thirty years, and it deserves to continue."

Max's expression darkened. "So much for collaboration."

"You killed collaboration when you presented a proposal that eliminated everything I care about!"

"I was trying to create something better—"

"You were trying to replace something you don't understand or value!"

Mrs. Blakely stood up. "All right. I think we've heard enough from both of you." She didn't sound angry, more amused or slightly exasperated, like she was dealing with two squabbling children. "The PTA will discuss both proposals and let you know our decision."

"When?" I asked.

"Shortly. If you could both wait outside for a few minutes?"

Max and I filed out into the hallway, maintaining a careful distance from each other. The door closed behind us, but the sound of muffled discussion filtered through.

We stood in tense silence. I leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Max paced, checking his phone, adjusting his laptop bag—doing anything to avoid looking at me.

“That was—” he started after a minute.

“A disaster,” I finished. “Complete disaster.”

“I was going to say unproductive.”

“That too.”

My pulse thudded loud in my ears, but the heat ebbed, leaving that awful hollow aftermath. The words I’d thrown at him replayed themselves, jagged and messy. Too sharp. I’d wanted to defend what I built—who I was—but somewhere in the middle of it I’d lost my grip.

Max stopped pacing. “For the record, I didn’t come here to sabotage you. I came here to present a viable alternative.”

“An alternative that eliminates my program. How is that not sabotage?”

Even as I said it, the fight in my voice lessened. Doubt crept in where certainty had been, quiet and unwelcome.

“I believe—” He stopped himself, jaw tight. “Never mind.”

Regret landed heavy in my stomach. What happened to me? I wasn’t this person. I was sunshine. I was vibes. Calm, patient, emotionally hydrated. When did I become the kind of woman who snarled like an unhinged raccoon? How did this man unlock that personality in me over and over?

"No, what? You genuinely believe what?"

He looked at me, and something flickered in his expression. "That students deserve better than nostalgia. They deserve programs that prepare them for their futures."

"And you think Field Day doesn't do that."

"Field Day makes students feel good about themselves without challenging them to grow."

The words hit harder than I expected. "You really believe that?"

"I do."

Before I responded, the chorus room door opened. Mrs. Blakely stepped out, looking apologetic. "Would you both come back inside?"

We followed her back inside. The parents studied us with expressions ranging from sympathetic to entertained.

Mrs. Blakely folded her hands on the table. "First, I want to thank you both for your passionate presentations. It's clear you both care deeply about your students."

A small flutter of hope trembled inside me.

"However," she continued, "I'm afraid the PTA has already allocated all of our discretionary funds for this year."

My heart sank. "All of it?"

"We purchased gold-colored pencils for the honor roll students," she said with an apologetic grimace. "The superintendent requested it. Apparently, it's part of a district-wide recognition initiative."

I blinked. "Gold-colored pencils."

"Four hundred dollars' worth," Mrs. Blakely confirmed. "They arrive next week."

Next to me, Max had gone very still. "You spent four hundred dollars on pencils."

"Gold ones," Mr. Patel added helpfully.

"We're very sorry," Mrs. Blakely said. "We wish we could help. Both programs sound wonderful—well, when you're not arguing about them. But there's simply no money left in the budget."

“But why did you let us come to present?” Max asked, running a hand through his hair and mussing it.

Mrs. Blakely sighed. “Because budgets change, grant money falls through, and sometimes we don’t know where we stand until the very last meeting. We wanted to be informed before making anything official. It wouldn’t have been fair to shut either of you down without hearing what you’ve built.”

The meeting adjourned shortly after, parents filing out with sympathetic looks and whispered conversations. I caught fragments as they passed:

"Shame we can't help—"

"Those pencils were such a waste—"

"Maybe they'll figure out how to work together after all—"

"Or kill each other. Could go either way."

I stood there, bag in hand, feeling numb. No money. No funding. Nothing.

Max was already packing up his materials, his movements sharp and controlled.

"So that's it," I said. "No help from the PTA."

"Looks that way." He didn't look at me.

"What are we supposed to do now?"

He met my eyes, and his expression was carefully blank. "I don't know, Bennett. Run your Field Day on whatever budget you can scrape together. I'll figure something else out."

"I don’t believe you."

"Believe it or not." He closed his laptop with more force than necessary. "You made it pretty clear tonight where you stand."

"Because you made it clear yesterday when you gutted my entire program!" My voice echoed in the empty chorus room. Losing my temper again was pointless.

Suddenly, a noise shattered the silence—a grotesque mashup of a humming engine, a frog’s croak, and a cat’s scream. My ears protested. Max froze mid-step.

“YEEEEEEOOOOWWWWW—”

We both froze as the low sound grew louder, wobbling and twisting in a way that made my teeth ache.

The door burst open and Henry Larkins, the chorus teacher, entered—his Mongolian throat chant ending in a high, startled squeak the moment he saw us. He was all angles and lanky limbs, towering in an almost unsteady way, with a long, narrow face and sharp, darting eyes that bounced between Max and me.

“Oh! Oh my! I didn’t realize anyone was in here!”

I pressed my palms to my cheeks, trying to cool them. “Hi, Henry,” I said, my voice breathless, “We were just leaving.”

“I’ll step outside for a minute while you finish up,” Henry said, disappearing out the door—and the wobbly, off-key note began again, rattling my ears and making me flinch.

Max and I stood there, eyes locking for a long awkward beat. His expression was half-apologetic, half-exasperated.

“Guess we... tried our best,” he muttered.

“Tried our best?” Was he seriously acting like our efforts were somehow on the same level? Like five years of planning and implementing successful field days could be compared to his shiny little robotics kits?

I wanted to scream, to argue, to make him understand everything I’d built, but the words stuck in my throat, tangled with exhaustion and disbelief. Not tonight. It wasn’t worth it.

So, I pressed my lips together, stiffened my shoulders, and left with my head held high. The hallway swallowed me, Henry’s chant echoing faintly behind me.

I tried to convince myself that I hadn’t lost. Survival meant knowing when to escape before I lost my sanity. And honestly... who had the energy to fight a broke PTA, a cheerful chaos-chorus teacher, and Max all at once? Not me. Not today.

It wasn’t defeat. It was a tactical retreat. Strategic withdrawal. Or if I was being honest with myself, it was a full-blown, socially awkward, dramatic exit worthy of a viral GIF.

Somewhere deep down, though, I knew I’d be back. Because I always came back. And next time? Maybe I’d have a better plan... or at least earplugs.
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Chapter 4: Max
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THE DAY AFTER THE PTA disaster, I stayed late, ostensibly to grade some student work, but mostly I'd been staring at my laptop screen where my STEM exposition proposal mocked me with its perfect formatting and complete irrelevance.

Twelve pages. Color-coded budget spreadsheets. Station rotation schedules down to the minute.

All of it was useless.

I closed the laptop harder than necessary and scrubbed my hands over my face. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, and somewhere down the hall a locker slammed. Normal sounds. A normal Tuesday afternoon.

Except nothing felt normal anymore.

I kept replaying the PTA meeting. Mrs. Blakely's apologetic face. The parents' sympathetic looks.

But mostly I kept seeing Emma.

The way her purple ponytail had caught the light when she'd turned to argue with me. How her cheeks had flushed when she talked about Field Day belonging to the community. That crack in her voice when she'd said "You don't get it, do you?"

I didn't, but I was starting to realize that was the problem.

My chest tightened, anxiety swirling in my gut.

Of course, I was nervous about the grant. Without a science-based event to showcase, there was no chance of winning the $50,000. The butterflies inside me had nothing to do with the way Emma's whole face changed when she was passionate about something. Or how she'd looked at me like I was a problem she couldn't solve.

Grabbing my pen, I forced myself to focus. There had to be a solution. Some way to appease Emma and the grant review board. I just had to organize my thoughts and create a framework—

"Hey, man. Working late again?” Eli leaned against the doorway, his forehead furrowed and eyes narrowed on me.

Dante was right behind him with an identical expression of concern.

"What’s wrong?”

Dante sauntered in, his gaze sweeping over the papers on my desk. "Why do they have two scores on them?"

I looked down. He was right. "I was just—"

"Re-grading papers," Eli shook his head, walking forward and setting a few cans of soda on the lab table. "This is an intervention."

"What?" I spluttered. “Why?”

"You look like you haven’t slept in days." Dante passed me a soda. "You are wearing two different shoes today."

“I am not,” I blustered before looking down at the one black and one navy shoe. “Well, damn. That’s why my back hurts.”

I accepted the can and flicked it open. "Fine. Intervene."

Eli settled onto a lab stool and spun it once with his foot. It squeaked in protest. “So. The PTA meeting.”

“Was a disaster,” I said.

“Scale of one to ten?” Dante asked as he dragged another stool closer.

“Eleven. Possibly twelve.” I took a long pull from my soda. It tasted citrusy and suited my mood. “We argued in front of the parents. There’s no money anyway. And Emma walked out.”

Eli winced. “Oof. Walked out walked out?”

“Door slam. Dramatic exit. Very effective.”

Dante nodded. “Okay. So what now?”

“I don’t know.” The words came out quieter than I liked, which annoyed me. I stared at the table instead, at a coffee ring shaped like a doomed planet. “My grant application is due in four weeks.”

Dante’s eyebrows jumped. He glanced at Eli, and they did that silent guy thing where a full conversation happened without sound.

“What happened when you showed Emma your plan?” Dante asked.

“She hated it.” I rubbed my face and let my hands drop. “Which was ironic, because I thought she’d be relieved.”

“For what?” Eli asked, grinning.

“Because I did the hard part for her.”

The second it left my mouth, I knew I’d stepped on a landmine.

Dante tilted his head. “You’re saying Emma—Emma Bennett—doesn’t work hard?”

“No. No.” I straightened. “She’s smart. She’s capable.” Annoyingly so.

“And pretty,” Nolan added without looking up from his phone.

I closed my eyes. Of course she was.

“I wanted to—” I stopped. The end of that sentence sounded like it came with handcuffs.

“Control everything?” Eli supplied.

“No.” I shrugged, though my shoulders were basically welded to my ears. “I need it to work. If we can’t have a traditional science fair, then the STEM exposition has to work.”

Dante leaned back. “So you worked around her instead of with her.”

“No,” I said, setting my soda down a little too hard. “I built a proposal that combined both
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