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The gates of St. Catherine's Sixth Form College stood open at half past seven, and Rachel Davies walked through them with the unhurried stride of a woman who had done this before. Five times before, to be precise, though none of those schools appeared on her CV in any form that would trouble a hiring panel. She carried a leather satchel over one shoulder and a takeaway coffee in her free hand, and she looked, to anyone watching from the staffroom windows above, like exactly what her references described. A dedicated young English teacher. Passionate about her subject. Wonderful with students.

The September air carried a crispness that prickled against the bare skin above her blouse's neckline. She had chosen the cream silk this morning, the one with the buttons that sat slightly too far apart so that the third one down revealed a narrow channel of skin between her breasts when she moved. Underneath, a matching set in French lace the colour of weak tea. The pearl pendant sat in the hollow of her collarbone, catching the early light. Her pencil skirt was charcoal grey, cut close enough to outline the precise shape of her hips and backside, ending exactly on the knee. Nude hold-up stockings with a lace band she could feel shifting against the tops of her thighs with each step. Low heels that clicked on the paving stones of the courtyard.

She took a sip of her coffee and looked up at the building. Red brick. Victorian. Three floors of beige corridors and classroom doors with those little rectangle windows that could be covered by pulling down a roller blind. She had checked for that on her interview day. Always check for that.

"Rachel! Morning!"

Mrs. Pritchard, Head of English, appeared at the main entrance in a navy cardigan that had seen better days, clutching a ring binder and looking harried in the specific way that women in middle management always looked on the first day of a new term. Grey hair escaping from a clip. Reading glasses on a chain. The kind of woman who would never, in a thousand years, look at Rachel Davies and see anything other than a lovely young colleague.

"Come in, come in. How was the drive? Did you find the staff car park alright?"

"Perfect, thank you. Lovely to be here."

They walked together through the entrance hall, past noticeboards pinned with timetables and motivational posters that nobody read, up a staircase that smelled of floor polish and central heating clicking into life. Mrs. Pritchard talked without pause. The photocopier on the second floor was temperamental. The canteen did a surprisingly decent panini at lunch. Year 12s were always feral in September, Year 13s generally better. Rachel nodded and smiled and let her eyes move over the building's geography. Fire exits. Empty classrooms. The disabled toilet on the second floor with its heavy door and lock that clicked from the inside.

"And here you are. Classroom 14."

Mrs. Pritchard pushed open a door on the second floor and Rachel stepped inside. A standard classroom. Rows of desks facing a whiteboard. A teacher's desk at the front with a battered swivel chair. Windows along one wall looking out over the playing fields. Nothing special about it at all, except that Rachel knew, with the quiet certainty of a woman who had done this five times before, that something special would happen in this room before Christmas.

"Your Year 13 A-Level group are first thing. Eighteen of them. They had Mr. Barker last year before he retired, so they're used to a certain... shall we say... lack of energy. I think they'll find you a breath of fresh air."

Rachel set her satchel on the desk and smiled. "I'll do my best."

"I have no doubt." Mrs. Pritchard squeezed her arm. "Right. I'll leave you to settle in. Staff meeting at one in the common room, don't forget."

The door closed. Rachel was alone.

She stood behind the desk and looked at the empty classroom. Seventeen desks arranged in three rows. A shelf of battered copies of Othello along the back wall. The morning light falling in gold bars across the floor. She set her coffee down, opened her satchel, and pulled out her own annotated copy of the play, its spine cracked and its pages soft with use. She placed it on the desk, squared it neatly against the edge, and sat down in the swivel chair.

Then she opened the bottom drawer of the desk, found it empty, and placed inside it three things from her bag. A small bottle of jasmine perfume. A compact mirror. And a packet of tissues.

She closed the drawer and smiled at the empty room.

The bell rang at ten past eight and the corridors filled with sound. Footsteps. Laughter. The scraping of chairs. Voices. Rachel stood behind her desk and waited with her hands folded loosely in front of her, the way she always waited. Warm smile. Open posture. The cream blouse catching the light in a way that drew the eye to the pearl at her throat and the suggestion of lace beneath.

They came in ones and twos. Girls first, mostly, in their navy blazers and grey skirts, chattering and choosing seats. Then a pack of boys, jostling each other through the door, bags slung low. Rachel watched them settle with the practised patience of a teacher who had learned, long ago, that the first five minutes told you everything.

She counted them as they sat. Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen.

The eighteenth came in last.

He was tall. That was the first thing. Six foot one, maybe six two, with the kind of height he clearly did not know what to do with, because his shoulders curved inward as if he were trying to compress himself into less space. Chestnut hair that fell over his forehead and into his eyes. Wire-framed glasses. A navy school jumper that hung loosely on his frame, suggesting softness underneath it. He was carrying a worn copy of Othello already, edges dog-eared, which told Rachel he had been reading ahead. He did not look at her as he entered. He was looking at the floor, navigating to a seat in the second row by the window with the automatic precision of a boy who always sat in the same place.

He put his bag down. Opened his book. Then looked up.

Their eyes met.

Rachel watched the whole thing happen in slow motion. The boy's gaze travelled from her face to her throat to the undone button of her blouse, caught there for two full seconds on the shadow between her breasts and the warm gold of the pearl, and then snapped back up to her eyes with a jolt. Colour flooded his face from his collar to his hairline, a deep, violent red that turned his ears crimson and made his jaw tighten.

He looked away. Down. At his book.

Rachel's body did something quiet and pleased and entirely invisible. A warmth in her lower stomach. A small tightening between her legs. A pulse, once, twice, that she acknowledged with the calm professional detachment of a woman who had learned not to show it.

Hello, you.

She smiled at the class. Warm. Easy. Professional.

"Good morning, everyone. I'm Miss Davies. I'm your new English teacher. Shall we begin?"

She opened her copy of Othello to the first act and began the lesson with the brisk, bright energy of a teacher who loved her subject. She was good at this part. She moved between the desks. She asked questions. She laughed at jokes. She drew reluctant answers out of shy students and gently redirected confident ones who were wrong. She wrote on the whiteboard in neat cursive and her skirt tightened across her hips when she stretched to reach the top of it. She perched on the edge of her desk with one leg crossed over the other and the hem of her skirt riding two inches above her knee and talked about jealousy and possession and the language of obsession with the kind of easy passion that made students lean forward in their seats.

And the whole time she was watching him.

Ross Plumb. She had his name from the register, spoken aloud in a neutral voice with no particular emphasis when she reached it alphabetically. He had said "here" so quietly she'd had to ask him to repeat it. His voice was soft. Low. A little rough at the edges. She filed it away.

He did not put his hand up once. He wrote in his book with quick, neat strokes. He listened with his whole body angled toward her in a way she did not think he was aware of. Three separate times she caught his eyes flicking to her and then away again, down to his desk, accompanied each time by a fresh wave of that gorgeous crimson spreading up his neck.

The third time, Rachel let her gaze rest on him for one beat. Two. She watched his Adam's apple bob as he swallowed. She watched his hand tighten on his pen. She watched his other hand, below the desk, drift down to pull his jumper over his lap in a motion he clearly thought was subtle.

She looked away. Back to the class. Back to Othello. Back to being the lovely new Miss Davies who was going to be such a wonderful addition to the department.

Oh, darling.

The bell rang at five to nine. Chairs scraped. Bags zipped. The room emptied in under a minute, because Year 13s had a free period after English on Mondays and they moved with the speed of teenagers who had somewhere better to be.

Ross left with them. He did not look at her as he went. His bag was held in front of him with both hands, low against his hips, and he walked with the stiff, careful gait of a boy navigating a physical problem he could not solve.

Rachel sat on the edge of her desk after they had gone, one heel tapping gently against the front panel, and looked at the seat by the window where he had been. The chair was pushed back at an angle. His pen had left a small mark on the desk where he'd pressed too hard.

She picked up the class register from her desk and looked at the list of names. Eighteen students. Seventeen of whom she would teach well, mark fairly, and forget within three years.

She circled the eighteenth name with a slow, deliberate stroke of her pen, and smiled.

The staffroom at break was everything she expected. Instant coffee in mismatched mugs. A tin of biscuits on the counter with a passive-aggressive note about replacing what you took. Four teachers marking in silence, two more gossiping by the kettle, and Mrs. Pritchard waving Rachel over to introduce her to the Head of Maths, a balding man called Mr. Greer who looked at Rachel's blouse for slightly too long before remembering to shake her hand.

Rachel was charming. Rachel was warm. Rachel asked questions about the local area and complimented the shortbread someone had brought in. She sat in the staffroom with her legs crossed, her skirt riding just above her knee, the lace band of her hold-ups hidden but not forgotten, and she laughed easily and made notes on her timetable and asked where the best place for lunch was and what the parking situation was like after four o'clock.

And when someone mentioned the Year 13 English group, she said, lightly, "Lovely bunch. Very bright. I think there's some real potential in that class."

Nobody asked which student she meant. Nobody would have thought to.

Rachel finished her coffee, rinsed her mug, and went back to Classroom 14 to prepare for her Year 12 group.

On the way up the stairs, alone in the corridor with the sound of her heels echoing against the lino, she let herself think about him properly for the first time. The height of him. The softness. The hair falling into his eyes. The glasses. The way his blush had moved like a wave up his throat and over his jaw and into his ears until his whole face burned. The way his hand had pulled his jumper down. The way he had walked out with his bag clutched in front of him like a shield.

She thought about what was underneath that school jumper and those cheap grey trousers. She thought about what eighteen years of being invisible had done to a boy like that. She thought about how hungry he was. How starved for someone to look at him. How easy it would be.

How much fun it would be.

She pushed open the door to Classroom 14, clicked on the lights, and set about preparing for her next lesson with the quiet, smiling efficiency of a woman who had all the time in the world.

The term was long. The boy was perfect. And Rachel Davies, walking between the empty desks in her silk blouse and pencil skirt, felt the familiar, delicious warmth of anticipation settling into her bones like heat from a bath.

This is going to be fun.
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Wednesday arrived wrapped in low cloud and the smell of wet tarmac. Rachel had spent Tuesday teaching Year 12s the mechanics of essay structure and thinking, intermittently, about Ross Plumb. Not constantly. She was not a woman who obsessed. She was a woman who noticed, and catalogued, and waited.

But she had done something on Tuesday evening that she always did when she found one.

She had gone to the department archive.

The department archive at St. Catherine's was a windowless cupboard off the English office containing four filing cabinets of student work, arranged by year group and alphabetical by surname. Previous teachers' comments. Previous grades. Mock papers. Coursework drafts. Everything a new teacher might need to understand the academic trajectory of her students. Everything a new teacher with particular interests might need to understand other things entirely.

Rachel had found the Plumb file in the third cabinet. She sat cross-legged on the floor of the archive room with the door closed and read through two years of Ross's work.

His essays were beautiful. Not beautiful in the way that clever students' essays were often beautiful, which was to say technically accomplished and personally empty. Beautiful in the way that a boy who thought too much and felt too deeply and had nobody to tell about it poured all of that excess into the only outlet available to him. His handwriting was neat and small and slightly slanted to the right. His sentences were long and complex and occasionally breathtaking. His analysis of Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking scene, written the previous March under Mr. Barker's watch, contained a paragraph about guilt and desire that made Rachel's stomach tighten in a way that had nothing to do with English Literature.

Mr. Barker had given him a B plus.

Rachel looked at the grade for a long time. B plus. For work that was clearly, transparently, an A. She flicked through the rest. B. B plus. B. B plus. Never an A. Never the acknowledgment that this boy deserved. Never the thing that would make him straighten his shoulders and stop trying to be small.

She closed the file. She put it back. She stood up in the dark cupboard and smoothed her skirt over her hips and thought about how easy it was to take a boy who had never been told he was special and become the first person to tell him.
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