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The gates of St. Catherine's Sixth Form College stood open at half past seven, black iron against a grey September sky that couldn't decide whether it wanted to rain. Rachel Davies walked through them with her leather satchel over one shoulder and her second coffee of the morning in her left hand. She wore a soft grey pencil skirt that stopped precisely at the knee, a cream silk blouse with the top two buttons undone, nude stockings, and low heels that tapped a clean rhythm on the wet tarmac. Her chestnut hair was gathered in a low ponytail, loose enough that a few strands had already escaped around her face. A small gold necklace sat in the hollow of her throat, a single pearl catching the dull morning light.

She looked like a woman arriving to teach English Literature to sixth formers.

She was.

She had also, at her previous school in Warwickshire, spent four months conducting an affair with an eighteen year old student called Sophie Marsh, who had eventually broken down crying in the deputy head's office and told her mother everything. The school had paid Rachel six months' salary, scrubbed the incident from her record, and let her resign with references so glowing they could have lit a room. Sophie Marsh transferred to a college in Coventry and Rachel heard nothing more about her.

That was in May.

This was September, a new town, a new school, a new start. If Rachel felt any guilt about Sophie Marsh, she kept it somewhere so deep inside herself that it had ceased to function as guilt at all. What she felt, walking through these gates on a cool Monday morning with her coffee and her clean file and her beautifully written lesson plans, was anticipation. The same low, steady hum of it she always felt at the start of a new term. New classrooms. New corridors. New girls.

The staffroom was on the first floor, a beige square room with mismatched armchairs and a kettle that had seen better decades. Mrs. Pritchard, the Head of English, a stout woman in her fifties with reading glasses on a chain and the permanent air of someone who had just remembered something unpleasant, met Rachel at the door.

"Miss Davies, welcome, welcome. Find the place alright?"

"No trouble at all."

"Lovely. Right, well, let me show you your room and then I'll walk you through your timetable. You've got Year 13 first thing, as I mentioned. Eighteen of them. Good group, mostly. A few who need a rocket up their backsides, but you'll sort them out."

Mrs. Pritchard talked all the way down the corridor and up the stairs, her shoes squeaking on the linoleum, her voice a steady stream of names and room numbers and exam board specifications that Rachel absorbed with half her attention. The other half was already somewhere else. Already scanning.

Classroom 14 was at the end of the English corridor on the second floor. A decent room. Big windows along one wall that looked out over the playing fields, autumn light falling in pale columns across rows of desks. A whiteboard. A teacher's desk at the front, solid wood, the kind you could lean against. A door with a small window in it that faced the corridor, and beneath the window a lock that turned from the inside. Rachel noticed the lock the way she always noticed locks. A small, professional inventory. She set her satchel down on the desk and arranged her things. Her annotated copy of Othello. Her mark book. Her pen pot. She straightened the chair behind the desk and pushed it in. Then she turned and looked at the room, the rows of empty desks, the morning light, the silence.

Four months since Sophie Marsh.

The hum of anticipation in her chest tightened a notch.

The bell went at five to nine, a flat electronic buzz that echoed through the corridors, and Rachel stood at the front of her classroom and watched them file in. Seventeen girls and one boy, the boy looking immediately lost. They shuffled to desks, dropped bags, pulled out folders. Chatter and the scrape of chair legs. A tall girl with dark skin and braids sat at the back and immediately got her phone out. Two girls in the front row were sharing a bag of crisps. The boy sat in the far corner and opened a notebook with the careful, performative focus of someone who wanted to be left alone.

Rachel waited. She leaned against the front edge of her desk, one ankle crossed over the other, and let the silence build. It took about forty seconds for the room to notice she wasn't speaking. Heads turned. The girl with the phone put it face down on her desk. The crisp bag disappeared.

"Good morning." Rachel smiled. Warm. Open. The smile she had spent years perfecting, the one that made students lean forward in their chairs. "I'm Miss Davies. I'm new. You're stuck with me for the next two years, I'm afraid, so we'd better get along."

A few grins. The tall girl at the back uncrossed her arms.

"Right. I don't know your names yet and you don't know mine, so let's fix that. I'm going to go around the room and I'd like each of you to tell me your name and one thing you love about English Literature. And if anyone says 'nothing,' I will know immediately that you are a liar and I will judge you for the rest of the year."

Laughter. Real laughter, not the forced kind. Rachel watched it move around the room and catalogued faces. She was good at this. The opening five minutes of a first lesson were everything. Win them now and you had them for a term.

They went around. Names she filed efficiently. The tall girl at the back was Amelia Osei. The boy was Thomas Finch. A loud redhead in the middle row was Charlotte Keane. A pretty blonde called Jessica Harding who would clearly be trouble in the fun way. One by one, seventeen students gave their names and their answers, and Rachel nodded and smiled and made small, specific comments that made each one of them feel, for a moment, like the only person in the room.

She was working her way down the second row, moving left to right, when she reached the desk by the window.

The girl sitting there had not looked up once.

She was short. Five foot four, perhaps, though it was hard to tell with her hunched over her desk like that, shoulders drawn in, cardigan pulled tight around her body. Chestnut hair, thick and heavy, falling forward to curtain her face. A round, soft face, pink in the cheeks, behind glasses that caught the window light. She was wearing the regulation uniform. White shirt, navy blazer, grey pleated skirt that stopped just above the knee, grey wool tights, black loafers. Everything correct. Everything buttoned and tucked and tidy. She had a copy of Othello open on her desk already, bristling with coloured sticky tabs, and her pen was poised over a notebook as though she had been preparing to take notes from the moment she sat down.

She was also, beneath the layers of wool and cotton and the defensive hunch of her shoulders, extraordinarily curvy. The cardigan could not disguise the full, heavy breasts that pressed against her school shirt, the fabric pulling slightly at the buttons. The grey skirt, regulation length, stretched over thick hips and a round, generous backside that filled the seat of her chair completely. Pale, soft thighs pressed tightly together beneath the desk.

Everything about her said please don't look at me.

Rachel looked.

"And you are?"

The girl startled, as though she had forgotten that going around the room would eventually reach her. She looked up and her eyes met Rachel's and Rachel's stomach did something warm and deliberate.

Brown eyes. Big, dark, liquid brown eyes behind those glasses, wide with surprise and already, already, pinking at the edges with a blush that was climbing from her collar.

"Fiona." The voice was quiet. Soft. A voice that spent most of its time trying not to be heard. "Fiona Plump."

"Hello, Fiona." Rachel let her smile deepen. Just a fraction. Just enough. "And what do you love about English Lit?"

The blush deepened. Fiona's gaze dropped to her notebook, then came back up again, as if she had to physically force herself to maintain eye contact.

"I... I like how language can mean more than one thing at once. How a character can say something and mean something completely different, and Shakespeare trusts you to hear both."

The room was quiet. Not because it was a remarkable answer. Because Fiona had said it in a voice barely above a whisper and most of them hadn't heard. But Rachel had heard. Rachel had heard every word.

"That," Rachel said, "is a beautiful answer."

Fiona went scarlet. The blush spread from her cheeks down her neck and disappeared beneath the collar of her white school shirt, and Rachel watched it go and thought about where it ended.

"Thank you, Fiona."

She moved on. The next student was Charlotte Keane, who said she liked poetry because it was "like music but cleverer," and Rachel laughed and complimented her and the moment passed.

But something had happened.

Something small and precise and entirely invisible to every other person in the room had happened in the space between Rachel's question and Fiona's answer, in the two seconds when those big brown eyes had met hers, and Rachel had felt the quality of the girl's attention. Not just shyness. Not just the ordinary awkwardness of an eighteen year old being spoken to by a new teacher. Something underneath it. A hunger. A desperate, aching, probably unconscious hunger to be seen by someone who mattered.

Rachel knew that hunger. She had built a career on it, in a sense. Not the teaching career, though that was real enough. The other one. The private one. The one that started in locked classrooms and ended, inevitably, with a girl on her knees or her back or pressed against a desk, whispering yes, Miss.

They weren't all the same, the girls Rachel chose. Sophie Marsh had been bold. The one before her, at her placement school during her PGCE, had been angry. But they all had that hunger. That deep, gnawing need for a particular kind of attention, the kind that came with warmth and praise and the slow, devastating pressure of being told you are special, you are good, you are mine.

Fiona Plump had it.

Rachel opened her copy of Othello and smiled at the class. "Right. Act One, Scene One. Who's read ahead?"

Four hands went up. Fiona's was one of them. Of course it was.

Rachel began the lesson. She was good at this part too. She walked between desks, asked questions, pushed and prodded and praised, made them laugh, made them think. She drew Iago's opening exchange on the board and asked them what a man who calls himself "I am not what I am" is really telling you about the play you're about to watch. She made Jessica Harding read Roderigo and made Jessica's friend, a quiet girl called Priya Kapoor, read Iago, and the contrast between Jessica's theatrical whining and Priya's deadpan delivery made the whole class laugh and suddenly Shakespeare wasn't boring, suddenly it was alive. Rachel did this in every first lesson. It was her signature move. Make them laugh. Make them feel clever. Make them yours.

But while she taught, she watched.

Fiona barely spoke for the rest of the hour. She did not raise her hand. She wrote notes in small, tidy blue biro, her pen moving steadily, her head down. When Rachel asked a question to the room, Fiona's lips would move fractionally, forming the answer, and then she would catch herself and go still and let someone else speak. She was the kind of student who had spent years being the smartest person in the room and had learned to hide it because being smart drew attention and attention was unbearable.

Rachel knew exactly what to do with a girl like that.

At ten to ten she wrapped up the lesson with a reading assignment and a reminder about the essay due in two weeks. The bell went. Chairs scraped. Bags were gathered. The room emptied with the usual clatter and chatter, students flowing out through the door and into the corridor.

Fiona packed her bag carefully. She slid her Othello into it with the notebook on top, zipped it closed, and stood. She was the last one out, as Rachel had somehow known she would be. At the door, she paused. Turned back. Those brown eyes, quick and nervous behind her glasses.

"Thank you, Miss. For the lesson. It was really... I liked it."

Rachel looked up from her desk where she was already arranging papers for the next class. She let the pause hang for a beat. Two.

"Thank you, Fiona. I'm glad you're in my class."

Fiona nodded. The blush came back, faint this time, a wash of pink across her round cheeks. Then she turned and went through the door and was gone.

Rachel sat down in her chair. The room was quiet. Autumn light fell across the empty desks and the whiteboard covered in her neat handwriting. She picked up her coffee, found it cold, and drank it anyway.

She thought about brown eyes and a round, soft face and a blush that started at the collar and went down. She thought about the way Fiona's lips had moved silently, forming answers she was too afraid to speak. She thought about thick thighs pressed tight together under a school desk and a voice that barely rose above a whisper saying I like how language can mean more than one thing at once.

She thought, with the calm, practiced patience of a woman who had done this before and would do it again.

Oh. Hello, you.

She finished her coffee. Set the mug aside. Opened her mark book and wrote, in neat pencil at the top of the Year 13 page, the name Fiona Plump. Drew a small star beside it. Closed the book.

First period, first day.

It was going to be a wonderful term.
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By the time Wednesday's second period arrived, Rachel had already spent two evenings in her flat on Victoria Street with a glass of white wine and the department's essay archive spread across her kitchen table. Mrs. Pritchard had given her access to the shared drive on her first afternoon, "so you can see where they're all at," and Rachel had downloaded every piece of coursework the Year 13 group had submitted in Year 12. She told herself it was due diligence. Learning her students' strengths, their weaknesses, calibrating her lesson plans. She read Charlotte Keane's solid but uninspired essay on Hamlet. Jessica Harding's cheerful, surface level analysis that substituted enthusiasm for depth. Thomas Finch's surprisingly competent close reading that petered out in the final paragraphs as though he'd run out of steam or interest or both.

Then she opened Fiona Plump's Year 12 coursework essay on Lady Macbeth and read it twice.

Then she read it a third time, sitting cross legged on her sofa with her wine forgotten on the table, her lips parted.

The essay was extraordinary. Not in the way that clever students' essays were sometimes extraordinary, which was to say, technically proficient, well structured, full of learned quotations deployed with mechanical accuracy. This was different. Fiona Plump wrote about Lady Macbeth the way a novelist would. She found things in the text that Rachel, with a first class degree and eight years of teaching, had never considered. She drew connections between the sleepwalking scene and Ophelia's madness that were so elegant, so carefully argued, so quietly devastating in their logic, that Rachel found herself underlining passages in another teacher's student's essay as though she were reading a published paper.

The girl was brilliant.

Not bright. Not promising. Not "shows potential." Brilliant. The real thing. The kind of mind that came along once every few years if you were lucky, hidden inside a shy, blushing, eighteen year old body that hunched in its school cardigan and wouldn't raise its hand.

And she was predicted a B.

Rachel set the essay down and picked up her wine and smiled into the glass.

A B. Because Fiona was quiet. Because Fiona didn't participate. Because last year's teacher, a man called Mr. Hadley who had since retired, had valued confidence over insight and loud voices over fine ones, and Fiona had sat in his lessons forming perfect answers she was too afraid to speak and he had never once leaned down to listen.
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