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The correct answer is the one that was always going to be given.

The question is whether you recognise it when it arrives.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Marking Scheme

The tea had gone cold again.

Catherine noticed this the way she noticed most things about the kitchen at this hour: peripherally, without acting on it. The mug sat at the top right corner of the table, equidistant from the stack of papers and the mark scheme, which she had printed that morning and annotated with a green pen because her red pens were all in her bag and she had not felt like going to get one. The annotation read: AO2 - technique + effect. Don't accept technique alone. Push for "in order to." This was not new guidance. She had written it on every mark scheme for three years. It seemed to need saying each time. Some instructions only held if you kept writing them down.

Outside, the rain had settled into the kind of steady, unhurried performance that suggested it had no plans to stop. The window above the sink was black and detailed with water. Somewhere on the estate a car alarm had been going for eleven minutes - she had noted the time when it started, not meaning to, the way she noted most things. The central heating clicked and breathed. The house had its evening sounds, all of them familiar and none of them interesting, and she moved through them without registering most of it.

She had been marking since seven-fifteen. It was now half past nine.

The papers were year eleven final assessments, sat on the first Tuesday of October, collected and handed to her still in their silence-of-the-exam smell: pencil shavings and the particular anxiety of formal occasions, that compound institutional quality she associated with something being decided. Twenty-eight papers. She had rubber-banded them by seating row, which she always did, and she was working through them in that order because order was how she worked and also because the order of seating rows was the nearest thing she had to a random sample, which was useful: you got the range of the class before you formed any premature conclusions. Row one had been four papers. Row two, five. She was midway through row three.

Her mark grid was a piece of A4 ruled into columns: surname, AO1, AO2, AO3, total, comment. The columns were exactly wide enough for what she needed to write in them. She had a small ruler in her pencil case specifically for drawing these grids. Dan had, on one occasion, suggested she simply use a spreadsheet. She had explained that the physical grid helped her think - that there was something about the pen on the ruled line, the hand involved, that kept the assessment connected to the papers themselves in a way a screen didn't. He had accepted this without fully understanding it. She had not tried to explain it further. Some things were the way they were because they worked.

*   *   *
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Karim, Abiodun. Solid AO1, thin on AO3. He had written about dreams in Of Mice and Men with genuine feeling but had not quite made the leap from what the novel said to what the novel did; the analysis sat on the surface of the text without pressing through it. She wrote: Good structural awareness - could say more about how Steinbeck manipulates the reader's expectations of genre. You've identified the right moments, but the next step is to ask: why here? Why this word? Strong work overall. She gave him a 14. She moved his paper to the marked pile and drew a line through his row in the grid.

She marked the way she did most things: methodically, with full attention, not especially quickly. She was neither the fastest nor the slowest marker in the department. Tim Walsh in history marked at twice her speed and made approximately half the useful comments. She had observed this without judgment. Different approaches produced different outcomes; hers produced the comments that students came back and mentioned, sometimes years later, when they met her in corridors or at parents' evenings for younger siblings. She had, more than once, heard her own phrase quoted back to her. This was what the care was for.

Lindqvist, Sara. Good student, usually. This paper was slightly below what Catherine had expected: capable sentences but the quotations were embedded and never quite unpacked, left to do work they had not been set up to do. The analysis assumed that the evidence spoke for itself, which was the most common single error in year eleven English and the one she found most instructive, because it revealed something about how students thought about meaning - as if it was simply there, waiting, rather than made by the act of attention. She wrote: The evidence is there - you've chosen well - but you're letting it speak for itself when you need to speak with it. The quotation can't do the analytical work for you. Try: "This suggests that..." and then say something the reader couldn't have assumed. She paused over the grade, feeling the slight pull of wanting to be generous versus the obligation to be accurate, arrived at a 12, and moved on.

McCarthy, Daniel. McCarthy had the specific talent of sounding more confident than his analysis warranted. He used long sentences and semicolons to delay the moment when an argument had to actually arrive. The prose had the quality of someone walking through a room very quickly so you wouldn't notice they hadn't found what they were looking for. She marked the technique note: C - elongated syntax performing authority; effect = reader carried past the gap. She underlined gap. She gave him an 11 and wrote: The argument wants to be here - I can feel it - but it hasn't arrived yet. Next draft: state the point at the start of the paragraph, then support it. Don't hide it at the end. Keep going. She meant the last two words. McCarthy would, she thought, be perfectly competent at this by year twelve if he trusted himself enough to stop performing confidence and simply be clear.

The car alarm stopped. The rain did not.

Nwosu, Adaeze. Very good. Catherine worked through her paper more quickly, not because it required less care but because the care arrived more easily - Adaeze had done the thing that the best essays did, which was to make Catherine feel that the text had been read rather than processed. There was attention in the writing, real attention, the kind that understood a text as a thing made by a person who had intended things. She had written about Curley's wife with a quality of respect that a lot of year elevens missed; she understood that the character's lack of a name was not an accident and had followed the implication. Catherine gave her a 16 and wrote: Excellent instincts about voice and the politics of naming - this paragraph in particular shows you understand what the critic's job actually is. Outstanding work. She underlined the paragraph. She put the paper on the marked pile and stretched her left hand, which sometimes ached after an hour of holding the pen, a small occupational complaint she had never mentioned to anyone.

Ofosu, Elijah. Middling. She noted: AO3 context dropped in without connection - the fact about Steinbeck's intentions is interesting, but you need to connect it to the text. What does knowing this change about how we read this passage? Context should be a lens, not a footnote. She gave him a 10 and moved on. There was something in Elijah's writing that was trying, that she respected; he was a student who was working at something and hadn't yet found the angle of entry. She wrote an additional note at the bottom: Come and talk to me about this one if you'd like to - I think there's more here than the grade shows.

She picked up the next paper.

*   *   *
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She noticed it first as a formatting problem.

The opening sentence of Osei, Kezia's paper was not a sentence about Of Mice and Men. This was the set text. The question had asked students to discuss how Steinbeck presents the relationship between dreams and reality in the novel. Catherine had read forty-three versions of this question this term across two year groups and she could, if required, reproduce the model answer from memory. She did not require it. She required Kezia's answer, and Kezia's answer had not begun with Of Mice and Men.

It had begun with: She had been marking for some time when she found it.

Catherine read this sentence and assumed - the assumption was instantaneous, barely conscious - that Kezia had confused the question with a creative writing task. This happened occasionally, and it always had the quality of a small tragedy: students arrived at an exam having over-revised a different skill and found themselves unable to stop, the preparation overwriting the requirement. It was a pastoral concern rather than an academic one. She put a small asterisk at the top of the page - her notation for needs separate conversation - and read on.

The prose was unusual. It was, she noted, too controlled for year eleven. Not in vocabulary - the words were not especially complex - but in rhythm. Sentence rhythm was one of those things that was very hard to teach and very easy to recognise; it came from reading, from having absorbed enough good writing that the grammar of attention had become instinct. Year eleven students occasionally produced good sentences. They very rarely produced good paragraphs in which the sentences worked on each other. This writing had that. It had the quality of writing that had been revised, not written in an exam under time pressure. Sentences started simply and lengthened into something more assured, then pulled back to brevity at the right moment. There was a woman in it, in a kitchen, at a table.

The kitchen was the same as it always was at that hour - the same sounds, the same cold tea - and she remained very calm, which surprised her.

Catherine stopped.

She read the sentence again. She read the sentence before it again. She was in a kitchen, at a table, with cold tea. She looked at the mug at the top right corner of the table, the mug that had been at the top right corner of the table for the last two hours, where she always put it, the mug from which she had been meaning to drink and had not. She looked back at the paper.

She turned to the name tab on the back cover: Osei, Kezia. 11B. Candidate number: 4471.

Kezia was a good student. Not exceptional - she had a tendency to narrate rather than analyse, to describe what happened in a text rather than ask why, which Catherine had noted in her target-setting review in September, and Kezia had received it with the focused nod of someone who had heard it and intended to do something about it. She was methodical. She was, in certain ways, not unlike Catherine. Catherine had always marked her with a particular kind of attention: the attention you gave to a student who was nearly there, who needed one more turn of the key.

She put the paper down. She put a second small asterisk next to the first asterisk. Then she picked up paper twelve.

*   *   *
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Paper twelve was Okeke, Samuel.

The opening sentence was: She had been marking for some time when she found it.

Catherine put it down.

She did not reach for paper thirteen. She sat for a moment with her hands flat on the table, the way she sat when she was thinking through something in a lesson and needed the pause to count for something, to signal to the room that what was coming required waiting for. She was thinking about the two most likely explanations, and ranking them by probability. Collusion, she thought: the most obvious. They had circulated an essay - someone had written it and shared it, a group chat, a document link, and they had all copied it, which was a serious disciplinary matter but also a known and explicable human behaviour, the kind of thing that happened when students were anxious and resourceful in the wrong direction. Or Kezia had copied Samuel, or Samuel had copied Kezia, and the others were fine.

She went through the remaining papers in row three. She did not do this the way she'd been marking - sequentially, with full attention. She opened each one to the first page. She read the first sentence.

She had been marking for some time when she found it.

She had been marking for some time when she found it.

She had been marking for some time when she found it.

She put them back in their row-order. She went to rows four and five, still rubber-banded. She pulled the band off row four. Five papers. She opened them one at a time, quickly now, with the specific speed of someone who needed information fast but was aware that speed itself could become a kind of avoidance.

She had been marking for some time when she found it.

All five.

Row five. Seven papers. She went through each one.

All seven.

She sat back in her chair. The overhead light in the kitchen was on and it was making a faint sound she noticed now for the first time, a slight electrical hum, the kind of sound that once noticed could not be unnoticed, that you couldn't even believe had always been there until you tested it by covering your ears and finding the world only slightly quieter. She had lived in this kitchen for four years. She had not noticed this sound before.

She counted the remaining papers she had not yet opened. Eight. She opened each one to the first page.

She had been marking for some time when she found it. She had been marking for some time when she found it. She had been marking for some time when she found it.

Twenty-eight papers. Twenty-eight first sentences. Identical.

She arranged the papers into a single stack and put the rubber band around them. She pulled the rubber band off. She counted the papers slowly, one by one, moving each to a second stack as she counted. Twenty-eight. She put the rubber band back around the combined stack.

She reached for the mug of tea, registered that it was cold, and put it down without drinking it.

*   *   *
[image: ]


It was not that she was calm, exactly. It was that the part of her that could respond to what she was seeing had not yet engaged, and so she remained in the functional register by default - the one she used for all occasions that required competence without yet allowing for feeling. She had been in this register before: the call from the hospital about her father, three years ago, when she had driven to Leeds without music, making the drive with a quiet efficiency that had surprised her until she understood it. The morning Dan had told her about the redundancy, five years before that, when she had made two cups of tea and sat down and said right, let's think about this before the weight of it had arrived. Certain very bad parents' evenings. It was not a choice. It was the available mode, and it was, in its way, useful.

She picked up the top paper - Osei, Kezia, the one she had read first - and turned to the first page.

She was going to read the essay now. All of it. With attention.

She had been marking for some time when she found it. The kitchen was the same as it always was at that hour - the same sounds, the same cold tea - and she remained very calm, which surprised her.

The prose moved through the kitchen carefully. It named nothing specifically - not the house, not the street, not the town - but the accumulation of detail was precise in the way that good writing was precise: not the name of the thing but its quality, its texture, its relationship to the person in it. A mark grid. A rule for drawing grids. A red pen not reached for because it was in a bag in the hall and she had not felt like getting it. A car alarm. Rain. The essay described these things with the quality of attention that Catherine associated with the very best literary non-fiction: the sense that the objects were not props but witnesses, that the domestic details were doing documentary work.

She turned the page.

There was a woman in the essay. Not named - referred to as she throughout, which in the context of the prose functioned less like withholding and more like intimacy, the way you might describe a person you knew so well that their name felt redundant, the way you thought about yourself. The woman taught English. The essay established this in passing, through the objects around her - the mark scheme with its printed annotations, the terminology, the professional habit of categorising responses - and not through any direct statement. She was good at her job. The essay seemed sure of this.

Catherine noted, despite herself: Avoiding direct characterisation - implied through detail. Economy of exposition: A/A.*

The woman had dark hair going slightly grey at the temples.

Catherine's hand stopped on the page.

She looked up at nothing in particular, the middle-distance way of someone consulting an internal reference rather than the room around them. She reached up with her right hand and touched her left temple, the place where the grey had started - three years ago, four, she had not quite tracked the beginning of it. She looked at her fingers. She looked back at the paper.

She read the next paragraph. The essay moved to a different location: a corridor, fluorescent light, the kind that flickered, a staffroom with a particular smell - instant coffee and the laminate tang of notice boards. A school. Not named. But the staffroom had a particular window overlooking the car park, and the car park had a particular arrangement: staff bays on the left, visitor bays right, a blue disabled bay near the door that everyone knew was for Margaret in admin but wasn't officially designated, had never been officially designated despite the four years of informal understanding that had accrued around it. Catherine had parked next to this blue bay every working day for four years.

She put the paper face-down on the table.

She sat with her hands in her lap.

The essay described a woman who was her. It described her kitchen, her mark scheme, her grey temples, her school. It had described her noticing the cold tea, which she had just done. It had described - she thought about this carefully, because precision mattered here - it had described the moment of noticing itself. The kitchen was the same as it always was at that hour - the same sounds, the same cold tea - and she remained very calm, which surprised her.

She had remained very calm. This had, in fact, surprised her.

The essay had predicted her response to the essay.

She did not pick the paper back up. She was aware that if she flipped it over and continued reading she would find out more, and she was not certain she was ready to find out more. This was unusual. Catherine Marsh was generally ready to find out more. It was, Dan had told her more than once with a complicated admiration - affection and slight wariness mixed in equal measure - one of her defining characteristics. The world held things that could be found out, and she found them out. This was the pattern.

She picked up the red pen. She looked at it for a moment. She wrote in her mark grid, in Kezia Osei's row, in the comment column: query - do not mark. She considered this entry. She crossed it out with a single neat line. The mark grid was not the right place for this information. The mark grid was for academic assessments. She was not sure what the right place for this information was. She did not yet have a category for it.

She went to make fresh tea. She stood at the kettle and listened to it build to its boil, the familiar ascending sound of it, and she was aware that the noise of the rain was still there and the hum of the overhead light was still there and the car alarm was still not there and everything was the same as it had been an hour ago. The kitchen was the same as it always was at that hour. This thought arrived and she noted it and stood with it for a moment.

She brought the tea back to the table and sat down.

She picked up the top paper and turned it face-up.

She read the first sentence again.

She had not meant to memorise it. But she had memorised it, in the way you memorised things that arrived with a particular quality of weight - not things you tried to learn but things that settled in, that attached themselves to whatever the mind used to store things that mattered. It was simply there now, in the way that a date of something important was there, or the opening of a poem you had read at the wrong moment, or the last thing someone had said before something changed.

She had been marking for some time when she found it.

She looked at the stack of twenty-eight papers. She looked at her mark grid, with its neat columns and its crossed-out notation. She thought about what she was going to do next, and concluded, after a moment, that she did not yet know. This was also unusual. She nearly always knew what she was going to do next.

She drank the tea while it was still hot. Outside, the rain continued its unhurried work. The overhead light hummed. She sat at the kitchen table with twenty-eight identical essays in her hands, and she did not read any further, and she did not throw them away, and she did not call anyone, because the hour was late and there was nothing, yet, to say that could be heard.

*   *   *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Chain of Custody

She photographed all twenty-eight papers before she left the house.

This decision had arrived sometime in the night - not dramatically, not as an insight, but as a practical conclusion waiting for her when she woke at five forty-three to the sound of a bin lorry working its way through the estate. She lay still for four minutes, which she knew was four minutes because the alarm on her phone showed 5:47 when she checked it. The ceiling above her was the ceiling above her, familiar and grey in the pre-dawn light, and she noted it the way she was noting everything now: with a slight increase in resolution, as if the gain had been turned up on her attention without her asking for it. Then she got up.

She had not told Dan. He was asleep in the particular way he slept - arms arranged at his sides with a considered quality, as if even in sleep he was being orderly, breathing steady, apparently untroubled by the fact that she was awake and sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark. She had looked at him for a moment. He looked like himself, which was a thought she noted as strange: that you could look at a person you had known for six years and think he looks like himself, as if there were some other way he might have looked. She had gone to make tea.

The papers were in her school bag. She had put them there last night, still rubber-banded, after she'd sat with them for another twenty minutes and understood that sitting with them was not producing useful information. She had not read further. She had not read past the description of the staffroom window, the car park, the blue bay. She was not ready to read past that. She was practised enough at self-assessment to know the difference between not ready and refusing - they felt different in the chest, one was a closed door and one was a closed door you were leaning against. She was not refusing. She was pacing herself through something that required pacing.

She took the papers out of her bag and laid them on the kitchen table in four rows of seven, which was not the seating-row order she usually used but was the most efficient arrangement for the table's dimensions. She got her phone. She photographed each paper individually, front and back - holding the phone directly above the page, using the grid lines on the screen to ensure she was level, checking the frame for shadow, adjusting the angle slightly when the overhead light created a sheen on the page that obscured the text. She did this fifty-six times, once per page-face. She was not sure why she was doing this with such precision. Evidence, she supposed. Documentation. The instinct to create a record that couldn't be disputed, which she recognised as a professional instinct long before it was a personal one - she had been making and preserving records of student work, of assessment decisions, of anything that might later require defence, for sixteen years. The instinct now simply extended to this.

It took forty minutes. The tea went cold.

She uploaded the photographs to her laptop, found the folder structure on the desktop, and created a new folder inside the school documents directory: Year 11 Final Papers - Query. She looked at this title for a moment, considered changing it to something that better captured what she was dealing with, and could not think of what that would be. Nothing she could accurately call the folder would be a folder name a person could encounter without more context. Query would do. The folder name was not the most important thing.

She put the papers back in her school bag. She looked at the bag for a moment before picking it up. She got her coat from the hook. She drove to school.

*   *   *
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On the drive she noticed she was watching the road differently.

Not in a heightened way - not in the hypervigilant manner of someone who had been warned to be careful, the shoulder-checking, the speed reduction, the sense of specific threat. It was subtler than that, and in some ways more thorough. She was noticing things she usually let recede into the background of the commute, the details that registered somewhere and were not retained because they had no significance attached to them. The junction at the bottom of the hill where the signage had been obscured for months by a hedge that someone had let grow across it - she had been noting this as a mild background irritation since July without ever properly looking at it. This morning she looked at it. She clocked the obscured road name, the angle of approach, the way the junction resolved into itself only once you were already committed to the turn.

The section of the A61 where the surface had patched badly and pulled slightly to the left, which she corrected for by reflex every morning without naming the correction. This morning she named it. She noticed the correction as a distinct action, noted the section of road, noted the pull.

The McDonald's near the roundabout had replaced its outdoor signage sometime in the last two weeks. She had not consciously registered this until now, but she could reconstruct the old signage in her mind clearly enough to know that this was different. She had been driving past a changed thing every day and her attention had let it pass.

She was noting the world with more resolution than usual, and she was aware of this, and she was not sure if it was significant or simply what happened when your attention had been disturbed.

She parked in bay seven. She always parked in bay seven, had always parked in bay seven, had never given this any thought - the bay was the one she'd taken on her first day and then continued to take, the way you chose a seat in a lecture hall and then returned to it out of the logic of returning to seats. She sat in the car for a moment after she turned the engine off, looking at the school building. Its windows were lit in the early morning grey, the kind of institutional light that looked like productivity from outside. The car park was half full. Margaret's blue bay near the main door was empty. Margaret came in at eight-thirty. Catherine had never timed this; she simply knew it the way you knew the rhythms of a place you'd been in for four years.

She went in.

*   *   *
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The staffroom had the smell she had stopped smelling years ago. You stopped smelling it after six months, her mentor Jan Ferrara had told her in her NQT year - your nose just decides it's not information anymore - and this was entirely true in Catherine's experience. She had stopped smelling it and never expected to smell it again, the way you stopped hearing your own accent. She smelled it now. Instant coffee and the mild chemical note of the photocopier that lived just outside the staffroom door and was in a permanent condition of needing new toner. The laminate tang of the notice board. Some residual school-lunch smell from the kitchen down the corridor. The faint synthetic warmth of the heating system. She stood in the doorway for a second longer than usual.

She noticed the notice board: a laminated sign about safeguarding leads, their names and extension numbers, the lamination slightly bubbled at one corner where it had been put up before the laminate had fully cooled. A printed memo about the upcoming data protection training, which was mandatory, with the date in bold. A hand-written request - Sandra from admin, who wrote in rounded letters and underlined things for emphasis - to please put your washing up away after yourself including the communal teaspoons, the including underlined twice, with what read as controlled frustration. The teaspoon situation was ongoing. It had been ongoing for at least two years.

Jan Ferrara was already in, marking something with a green pen, seated at the corner table she had occupied every morning for as long as Catherine could remember. Jan was the head of art and was almost always already in and was almost always marking something. She looked up.

"Morning. You look terrible."

"Thank you, Jan."

"Did you sleep?"

"Some."

Jan made a sound that was sympathetic without being curious - a brief, acknowledging exhalation that said heard, not pursuing - and returned to her marking. This was one of Jan's genuinely useful qualities. She had the art teacher's habit of looking carefully and the self-restraint to do it without comment. Catherine got herself a coffee - proper coffee, not the instant, there was a small cafetière on the windowsill that three members of staff contributed to and which was available to anyone willing to make a contribution and also to anyone who had forgotten to and felt awkward about it - and sat down.

She needed to speak to Geoff. She turned this over in her mind, thinking about how to request this in a way that conveyed appropriate urgency without triggering the particular institutional response that urgency triggered in Geoff Barlow, which was to expand the situation to include as many procedural layers as possible and to convene as many people as possible and to produce language that managed the situation rather than addressed it. Geoff was not a bad headteacher. He was a good headteacher in the specific and constrained way that headteachers were sometimes good, which involved a highly developed instinct for the space between an unusual event and the response of the governors. His first question in any novel situation was always, implicitly: who needs to know about this, and what do they need to know? Catherine's first question was: what is actually happening? These were not always compatible.

She went to Linda at eight forty-five, when Linda arrived and had taken her coat off and was in the process of logging in to the PA system.

"I need twenty minutes with Geoff," she said. "Today, if possible. It's important."

Linda looked at her. Linda had the specific quality of long-service administrative staff, which was the ability to assess the genuineness of an urgency claim within seconds. She looked at Catherine, registered something in what she saw, and turned to the calendar.

"He's got observations until eleven," she said. "He's got governors' prep at twelve. I can do you fifteen minutes at half eleven if he finishes on time."

"That would be fine."

She spent the intervening time teaching two lessons. Year nine first, then year seven. The year nines were working on unseen poetry, which they approached with the resigned professionalism of students who had been trained to know what was expected of them without quite understanding why the expectation existed. She moved through the lesson on the mechanism of practice - question, response, probe, praise where warranted - and she was present in it, functionally, the work continuing regardless of her internal weather. She corrected two students on their use of connotation (both were using it when they meant denotation, a distinction that seemed pedantic until the essay depended on it) and praised a third for spotting a piece of enjambment and, more importantly, saying something about why the enjambment mattered rather than just naming it.

The year sevens were doing reading journals, which required less of her and more of them, and she circulated and checked in and resisted the urge to use the quiet to think. She was not going to think, not properly, until she had spoken to Geoff. The proper thinking required knowing what the school's response was going to be, because the school's response would determine what she could do next and how quickly.

She met with Geoff at eleven thirty-five.

*   *   *
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His office had a view of the playing field, which was one of those pastoral details that felt designed, even if it wasn't - the responsible adult, oriented toward young people and green space, the institutional gaze falling in the right direction. The office itself was very organised. Geoff had a framed photograph of himself completing a charity half-marathon, slightly flushed and satisfied, medal around his neck. A small succulent on the windowsill, extremely healthy. A planner on his desk with colour-coded tabs, each tab labelled in a small clear hand. He was in his early fifties, grey at the sides, reliable in the specific and limited way of institutions: reliable in the sense that he would do what the situation was expected to require him to do, and reliable in the sense that this expectation had narrow boundaries.

He listened carefully, she gave him that. She had decided to show him two papers rather than twenty-eight - two was evidential without being overwhelming, and she wanted his first response to be to the anomaly itself rather than to the scale of it. The scale could come once the anomaly was established. She placed Kezia Osei's paper and Samuel Okeke's paper on the desk beside each other, side by side.

"If you read the opening of each," she said.

He read. His expression moved through mild confusion - the frown of someone who thought they were about to understand something and found they weren't - to a slight concentration, then to the particular careful blankness of a face that is deciding how to react before it has finished deciding. He picked up both papers. He compared them. He looked from one to the other.

"These are the same," he said.

"Yes."

"Word for word."

"Yes."

"And this is - " he looked at the top of each page. "Year eleven final assessment."

"Sat last Tuesday. All twenty-eight papers have the same text. Different handwriting, same words throughout. The essay is not about the set text - it's not about Of Mice and Men at all."

He put the papers down. He looked at them for another moment, then at Catherine with the expression of a man who has begun organising a large problem into manageable components and is finding the problem resistant to the process.

"Right," he said. "This is obviously a significant pastoral concern. Have you had a chance to look at whether there's been a - a shared document, a group chat, something circulating between students?"

"I haven't yet. I thought I should come to you first."

He nodded. The nodding was itself a kind of decision-making; she could see him working through the procedural sequence, the relevant policies, the likely response tree. "I think we need to loop in the safeguarding lead. And I'd like IT to look at any shared drives or class pages, any relevant messaging platforms. We'll need to document the process carefully." He paused. "Have you read the essay yourself? What is it?"

"It describes a woman," Catherine said. "In some detail. I'd like you to read it."

Geoff picked up Kezia's paper again. He read. Not fast - he was a careful reader, to his credit - but not as slowly as the essay warranted. Catherine watched him. She watched the quality of his reading: the angle of his head, the pace of his eye movement, the moments where he stilled or slowed. He read two pages and then put the paper down with the body language of someone who has encountered something they'd like to have not encountered, the body slightly drawing back from the surface the object is on.

"It's rather - " he started.

"Yes."

"The woman described. Is that - is this about you?"

"I believe so."

A pause. He drew a measured breath, the institutional breath of measured response. "Catherine, has any student ever expressed concerning behaviour toward you? Any - communications, or situations outside school that you're aware of?"

"No. None of the students I've spoken to informally in the last day have any explanation for it. Several seem as confused as I am."

He nodded, the nodding now signalling arrival at the management phase. "I think I'd rather we kept this internal until we have a clearer picture of what we're actually dealing with. The last thing we need is for this to become something - external - before we know what we're looking at." He paused again. "I think the right thing is for you to go home tonight, hold onto the papers, and we'll convene tomorrow morning with the safeguarding lead and IT. Would that work?"

It did not fully work for her. The convoy of procedural steps between her and any actual information seemed long, and tomorrow was another day spent without knowing. But she understood the institution's priorities and she was within them. She said: "Of course."

He walked her to the door with the manner of a man concluding a meeting that has been adequately handled. "I know this is unsettling, Catherine. Try to get some rest." A brief touch on the shoulder - appropriate, collegial, technically supportive in the way a laminated wellbeing poster was technically supportive.

She went back to her classroom.

*   *   *
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She had forty minutes before she needed to be in lesson. She sat at her desk and looked at the bag with the papers in it. She took the papers out. She arranged six of them across the front desks - spread out so she could walk between them, look at them from different angles, compare them properly in a way the photographs wouldn't allow.

She moved from desk to desk slowly.

The handwriting was different on every paper. This was the thing she kept returning to, the thing that couldn't be explained by any collusion model that made simple sense. She knew these students' handwriting; she had been reading it all term. Kezia's was neat, slightly leftward-slanting, with a characteristically closed e and a crossed t that sat
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