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The sun beat down on the football field, turning our blue graduation gowns into personal saunas as we sat in neat rows of folding chairs. I had my diploma – finally – clutched in my sweaty hand, but I couldn't focus on the principal's droning voice. My attention kept drifting, like it had for the past four years, to the faculty section.

To her.

Ms. Livingston sat with perfect posture among the other teachers, somehow looking cool and composed despite the June heat. While other faculty members fidgeted and fanned themselves with programs, she remained still, attentive, and impossibly elegant. Her emerald green dress hugged curves that had featured in more of my private fantasies than I'd ever admit, the color making her olive skin glow in the sunlight.

I should have been thinking about college. About my future. About anything other than the way her black hair shimmered in the light when she tilted her head slightly to listen to something the math teacher whispered to her. But fuck, I couldn't help myself. Four years of stealing glances across the classroom had conditioned me to find her in any crowd.

When she smiled at something – that confident, knowing smile that made her eyes crinkle behind her stylish glasses – I felt like my breath failed. It was the same smile she'd given me when I'd turned in my final paper, the one where I'd finally managed to analyze Gatsby's obsession with Daisy in a way that impressed even her demanding standards.

The principal's voice faded further into background noise as I watched a strand of her hair fall loose from her elegant updo. Her hand, with those dark-painted nails I'd watched dance across book pages for years, reached up to tuck it back into place with practiced grace.

Four years of crushing on Ms. Livingston, and now it was over. We'd all be scattered to different colleges next fall. The thought made my diploma feel suddenly heavier in my hand.

As the ceremony droned on, my mind drifted back through four years of English classes with Ms. Livingston. 

I remembered the way she'd perch on the edge of her desk, legs crossed at the ankle, those stockings catching the fluorescent light just enough to draw my eye. "Gatsby's obsession wasn't just about wealth or status," she'd said one afternoon, her gaze somehow finding mine in the crowded classroom. "It was about the unattainable. The green light across the water." The way she'd held my eyes for that extra beat had made my collar feel suddenly tight.

Then there were the after-school sessions, just the two of us in her classroom as she helped me reshape my essays. "You have potential, Matthew," she'd told me, leaning over my shoulder to point out a passage. Her jasmine perfume had enveloped me, making it nearly impossible to focus on her suggestions about thesis statements and supporting evidence. I'd gone home and written three pages of revised work just to impress her the next day.

I could still picture her pacing the classroom during our discussions of Hamlet, her heels making a rhythmic click against the tile floor as she moved. The way her stockinged legs seemed to go on forever beneath her pencil skirts had been the subject of more midnight thoughts than I cared to admit. Sometimes she'd catch me watching and raise an eyebrow, the slightest curve of her lips suggesting she knew exactly what effect she had.

Once, when I'd stayed to discuss my midterm paper, she'd leaned across her desk toward me. "Your analysis of desire in these texts is... interesting," she'd said, her voice dropping just slightly on that last word. "I wonder what personal experiences inform your perspective." My stammered response had made her laugh – that musical sound I'd tried so hard to earn again and again.

Four years of moments like these had built up inside me, fueling fantasies I'd never dare speak aloud. Fantasies where the classroom emptied and those knowing green eyes invited me to stay behind, where her manicured fingers loosened her blouse instead of grading papers, where that voice that had lectured on Shakespeare whispered much more intimate instructions in my ear.

The principal's final words finally freed us from our ceremonial captivity, and families flooded the field in a chaos of hugs and camera flashes. I lost sight of Ms. Livingston in the crowd, but I knew where she'd be.

An hour later, I stood in the mercifully air-conditioned gymnasium, my gown draped over one arm, watching her from across the room. The reception was in full swing, with parents and teachers mingling over sad little cookies and plastic cups of punch that was way too sweet.

Ms. Livingston stood with the other English teachers near the trophy case, but she might as well have been standing alone for how she commanded attention. Her emerald dress flowed with every subtle movement, the fabric clinging to curves that made my mouth go dry. She'd let her hair down now, the black strands falling just past her shoulders, framing her face in a way that softened her usually commanding presence.

I'd rehearsed this moment for weeks. Hell, for months. The speech was burned into my brain after countless shower recitals and midnight pacing sessions in my bedroom.

"Just do it," I muttered to myself, setting my empty punch cup on a nearby table. "It's now or never."

My heart hammered against my ribs as I crossed the room, weaving between clusters of chatting families. She was laughing at something Mr. Peterson said, her head tilted back slightly, exposing the elegant line of her neck. When she straightened, her green eyes caught mine through her stylish glasses, and her lips curved into that smile that had haunted my dreams for four years.

"Mr. Banning," she said as I approached, her voice carrying that musical quality that always made my name sound like something special. "Congratulations."

"Thank you, Ms. Livingston." My voice sounded steadier than I felt, which I counted as a minor miracle.

Mr. Peterson and the other English teachers drifted away, perhaps sensing my desire for a private moment. Ms. Livingston turned to face me fully, her gaze appraising in a way that made heat crawl up my neck.

"Your final paper was exceptional," she said, her dark-painted nails tapping lightly against her punch cup. "You've come so far since freshman year. I expect to see your name on bestseller lists someday."

The compliment sent a rush of pleasure through me. "That means a lot coming from you. Your class... your teaching... it changed everything for me."

"Oh?" One perfectly shaped eyebrow arched above her glasses. "I'm glad to hear it had such an impact."

This was my moment. The speech I'd practiced was right there, words about inspiration and admiration and how much she'd meant to me over the years. How I couldn't stop thinking about her. How I'd dreamed of a moment when we might be something more than teacher and student.

She was watching me with those penetrating eyes, waiting. The jasmine scent of her perfume wrapped around me, making it hard to think straight.

I opened my mouth, the carefully rehearsed words finally ready to spill out. "Ms. Livingston, I've wanted to tell you for so long that I—"
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