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The Catch


Esther Hurst paced the front of the lecture hall with measured steps, her black heels clicking against the tile like a metronome. The tight bun at the nape of her neck pulled her dark hair back severely, sharpening the angles of her face. At forty, she knew exactly how she appeared to these students: untouchable, precise, a woman who had earned her tenure through discipline rather than charm. Her fitted gray skirt suit accentuated the curve of her hips and the swell of her breasts without ever crossing into inappropriate. Professional armor. She liked it that way. 
She clicked to the next slide on macroeconomic principles, her piercing green eyes scanning the room. Most students scribbled notes or stared at their laptops with the glazed focus of the sleep-deprived. But not him. Derek Long sat in the third row, center seat, as he had for every lecture this semester. His athletic frame filled the chair in a way that suggested he belonged on a construction site rather than in night classes. Short brown hair, warm brown eyes, and a jaw that tightened when he concentrated. Tonight those eyes weren’t on the projection screen. They were on her.
Again.
Esther felt the weight of his gaze trace the line of her collarbone where her white blouse dipped just slightly. It wasn’t the first time. For two weeks now she had caught him at it, lingering stares that lasted longer than they should. She told herself it was nothing. Students developed crushes. It passed. But something about Derek’s attention felt different. More deliberate. More adult.
She stopped pacing. The room grew quieter.
“Mr. Long.” Her voice cut through the lecture hall like a blade. Several heads snapped up. “Since my lecture seems to be competing for your attention, perhaps you’d care to share with the class what has captured it so thoroughly.”
Derek straightened, color rising in his neck but not flooding his face. His brown eyes met hers directly. No squirming. No immediate panic. That alone set him apart from the usual undergraduates she skewered for sport.
“I apologize, Professor Hurst,” he said, voice steady and deeper than she expected in the quiet room. “I was considering the real-world application of your point about elasticity. How it might affect a single-income household trying to balance necessities against rising costs.”
Esther arched one perfectly shaped eyebrow. The answer was surprisingly thoughtful. Not the fumbling deflection she usually received.
“An interesting pivot,” she replied, letting the silence stretch until the rest of the class shifted uncomfortably. “Though I would prefer you consider those applications while looking at the slides rather than at me. Unless my blouse contains the formulas I haven’t yet covered.”
A few students chuckled nervously. Derek held her gaze for another beat before nodding once.
“Won’t happen again, Professor.”
She doubted that. Something in his tone suggested he wasn’t making a promise he could keep. Esther turned back to the screen, continuing the lecture as if the interruption had been nothing. But her pulse had quickened. She could feel it beating against the base of her throat. The way he had looked at her, even while being called out in front of fifty students, carried no shame. Only quiet acknowledgment. It unsettled her more than she cared to admit.
The remaining twenty minutes passed with deliberate precision. Esther refused to glance in his direction again. When she finally dismissed the class, the usual rustle of backpacks and conversation filled the hall. She gathered her notes, pretending not to notice that Derek remained seated until most of the others had filed out.
He approached her podium with the same measured steps she recognized from his movements during lectures. His casual button-down shirt stretched across broad shoulders, sleeves rolled to reveal forearms corded with muscle. The faint scent of clean soap and something woodsy reached her. Not overpowering. Just... present.
“Professor Hurst,” he began, stopping a respectful three feet away. “I wanted to apologize properly. My focus tonight was inexcusable.”
Esther straightened, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. The motion drew his eyes for a fraction of a second before he corrected himself. She filed that away.
“Apologies are easy, Mr. Long. Maintaining concentration during a three-hour night lecture after presumably working all day is harder. Especially for someone in your position.”
His brow furrowed slightly. “My position?”
She had looked him up after the third time she caught him staring. Single father. Twenty-six. Returning student after six years in the trades. The file had been sparse but enough to paint a picture of a man carrying more weight than most students his age.
“I’m aware you’re not the typical freshman,” she said, voice cool. “Which is why your lack of focus is more disappointing. This isn’t community college anymore. My standards are absolute.”
Derek’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “I understand. That’s actually why I wanted to speak with you. I’m struggling to balance the reading with my responsibilities at home. My son’s only four, and night classes mean I don’t see him as much as I’d like. I was wondering if you offered any additional tutoring sessions. I’d pay whatever the rate is. I can’t afford to fall behind in this course.”
Esther studied him. The request was polite. Reasonable, even. But the thought of sitting across from him in her office, those warm brown eyes fixed on her again in a smaller, more intimate space, sent an unwelcome ripple of heat through her stomach. She crushed it immediately.
“I don’t offer paid tutoring, Mr. Long. However, given your... distraction in class today, I’m making additional sessions mandatory for you. Twice a week. My office. Seven o’clock on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Consider it academic probation of a sort. Fail to show, and I’ll recommend you drop the course before it affects your GPA.”
She expected protest. Most students his age would offer some excuse about work or childcare. Derek simply met her eyes and nodded.
“Thank you, Professor. I appreciate the opportunity to prove I belong here. I won’t waste your time.”
The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard. No bravado. No attempt to charm his way out of the situation. Just quiet determination. It was... attractive. More attractive than it had any right to be.
“See that you don’t,” she said, turning to slide her laptop into her leather bag. “My office is in the economics wing. Don’t be late. I value punctuality above almost everything else.”
He lingered for a moment, as if wanting to say more, then seemed to think better of it. “Goodnight, Professor Hurst.”
She didn’t watch him leave. At least, she told herself she didn’t. But as his footsteps faded down the hallway, Esther allowed herself one slow breath. The lecture hall felt larger without him in it. Emptier.
Her office smelled of old books and the faint vanilla from the diffuser she kept on the corner of her desk. Esther had arranged the space carefully over her ten years at the university. Heavy oak desk. Two leather chairs positioned at precise angles. Diplomas framed on the wall like armor. Nothing soft. Nothing that suggested weakness.
At 6:55 on Thursday, she sat reviewing Derek’s first paper. His analysis of market failures showed promise but lacked the ruthless precision she demanded. She had already decided to be harder on him than necessary. Distance needed to be established immediately.
A soft knock sounded at her door at exactly 6:59.
“Come in, Mr. Long.”
He entered carrying a worn backpack and a notebook. His clothes were simple, a dark green henley that stretched across his chest and jeans that had seen better days. The faint shadow of stubble along his jaw suggested he hadn’t had time to shave after whatever job he worked during the day. Yet he carried himself with the quiet confidence of a man who had already survived harder things than economics lectures.
“Professor,” he said, closing the door behind him but not before she caught the faint scent of his soap again. “Thank you for making time for this.”
Esther gestured to the chair across from her desk without rising. “Sit. We won’t waste time on pleasantries. Your last paper showed potential but your grasp of elasticity remains superficial. We’re going to correct that tonight.”
He sat, placing his notebook on the desk with careful movements. His hands were large, calloused. Working hands. The contrast with her own smooth, manicured fingers was impossible not to notice. She forced her gaze back to the paper between them.
For the next forty minutes, she took him through the concepts with clinical precision. Derek listened intently, asking intelligent questions that revealed both his gaps and his genuine desire to close them. He took notes in neat, masculine handwriting. Occasionally their eyes would meet across the desk, and Esther felt that same unwelcome flutter low in her belly.
His maturity kept surprising her. At twenty-six he spoke about economic theory with the perspective of someone who had balanced budgets in the real world, not just on paper. When she challenged him on a point about government intervention, he countered respectfully but firmly, citing his own struggles to afford childcare while working construction before returning to school.
“I’m not making excuses,” he said quietly, brown eyes steady on hers. “Just giving context. My son, Jamie, deserves a father who can do better than I’m doing now. That means mastering this material. Whatever it takes.”
The simple devotion in his voice touched something in her she had long kept buried beneath layers of professional armor. Esther leaned back in her chair, studying him. The fluorescent lights caught the faint scar along his left eyebrow. A story there, she was certain. One he probably didn’t share easily.
“Admirable,” she said, keeping her tone cool. “But admiration doesn’t earn you marks in my class. Results do. You will rewrite this paper incorporating the corrections we’ve discussed. I expect it on my desk by Monday.”
“Yes, Professor.”
The way he said it, respectful yet somehow intimate in the quiet office, sent another ripple through her. She could imagine that same voice saying other things. Obeying other commands. The thought appeared fully formed before she could stop it, and Esther immediately crushed it.
This was dangerous territory. She was tenured. Respected. The last thing she needed was a scandal involving a student, no matter how mature he seemed. No matter how his gaze made heat pool between her thighs when he looked at her the way he was looking at her right now.
She stood abruptly, smoothing her skirt. “That will be all for tonight. I trust the next lecture will not require another public correction.”
Derek rose as well, slinging his backpack over one shoulder. He was taller than she remembered from the lecture hall. Standing this close, she had to tilt her head slightly to maintain eye contact. The realization annoyed her.
“Thank you again,” he said. His voice had dropped slightly, becoming more intimate in the small space. “I know you didn’t have to do this. Most professors wouldn’t have noticed. Or cared.”
“I notice everything, Mr. Long.” The words came out sharper than she intended. “It’s my job.”
His lips curved in the ghost of a smile. Not cocky. Almost... knowing. “I’ve noticed that about you.”
The air between them thickened. Esther felt her nipples tighten against the lace of her bra and hated her body for its betrayal. She stepped back, placing the desk between them once more.
“Professional boundaries exist for a reason,” she said, her voice taking on the commanding tone she used when addressing large lectures. “I suggest you remember that. This tutoring is academic only. Nothing more. Are we clear?”
“Crystal clear, Professor Hurst.” But his eyes said something different. They said he had seen the way her breathing had changed. That he understood more than he was letting on.
He moved toward the door, then paused with his hand on the knob. “For what it’s worth, I respect you too much to ever put you in an uncomfortable position. I just... learn better when I can see the person teaching me. And you’re very good at what you do.”
The compliment landed like a caress. Esther kept her face impassive through sheer force of will.
“Goodnight, Mr. Long. Don’t be late on Tuesday.”
After the door clicked shut behind him, Esther sank back into her chair. Her hands trembled slightly as she pressed them flat against the polished oak of her desk. The office felt too warm. Too small. The faint trace of his scent still lingered in the air, mocking her carefully maintained control.
She had built her entire career on discipline. On never allowing herself to be compromised. Yet in the space of one lecture and one tutoring session, Derek Long had managed to slip past defenses she had considered impenetrable.
Esther closed her eyes, remembering the steady way he had held her gaze while being publicly corrected. The quiet strength in his voice when he spoke about his son. The way his shoulders filled that henley shirt.
“This cannot happen,” she whispered to the empty office.
But even as she spoke the words, she knew the catch
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