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      The morning bell rang out across the sprawling grounds of St. Luke’s College, stirring the prestigious Sydney boys’ school into its usual frenetic motion. Swarms of navy-blue blazers and grey slacks flooded the brick-paved courtyard as students bustled towards their first classes, their voices rising in a loud chatter. Christy Peacock stood outside the drama hall, leaning against the doorway as a river of adolescent faces streamed past. She clutched a stack of scripts, her hazel eyes shining with warmth as she called out greetings to students she knew.

      ‘Morning, Joseph.’ She waved to a lanky blond boy. He gave her a dimpled smile, his gaze lingering a moment too long before his friends jostled him down the corridor. Christy sighed, tucking a stray auburn curl behind her ear. She was used to the boys’ harmless crushes, though they made her self-conscious sometimes. She’d been teaching drama for a little over a year, but already felt she’d found her calling. Seeing the creativity blossom in her students, watching their confidence unfurl on stage ‒ it filled her with purpose.

      Christy believed in the power of the arts to change lives. If she could make a difference for even one boy, it was worth all her hard work. Unfortunately, Mr Bradshaw, the principal, considered drama a frivolous subject. For him maths and science were king. Thank goodness he didn’t have ultimate control of the state curriculum.

      The bell shrilled again, a final warning. Students scrambled through doorways, and the halls emptied around her. Christy straightened, gathering her thoughts. Two weeks into first term, and her year ten class was preparing for a production of Hamlet. This was her chance to prove herself. Until today she’d been working under the watchful eye of Henry Graves, the school’s senior drama master. But Henry had left this week on long service leave, giving her the chance to spread her teaching wings beyond old-fashioned interpretations and the rote learning of lines.

      Christy pushed through the double doors into the drama studio, which was spacious and well-lit with a polished wooden floor. Posters from professional productions of famous plays and quotes about acting covered the walls. A stage stood at the rear behind a large open space and a semi-circle of chairs. Fifteen boys sat fidgeting and whispering among themselves.

      ‘Good morning, gentlemen.’ Christy took her place in the centre of the circle. ‘This is a double period, which gives us an opportunity to really explore today’s subject. Now, are we all ready to dive into the world of drama?’

      ‘It’s not like we have much choice,’ Jake said loudly to the boy next to him, but of course really to Christy, ‘This is a mandatory class.’

      ‘Yeah, and a deadly dull one at that.’

      ‘Ah, I see how it is,’ said Christy with a grin. Jake was the class ringleader. Once she got him on side, she’d have the rest. ‘By the end of this semester I hope you might change your mind about the dull bit.’ She paused until certain of their attention. ‘Today, we’re exploring vulnerability on stage. It’s what makes a character relatable and real.’

      ‘Oh, fun!’ said Jake. ‘Let’s all get emotional like sooky little girls.’

      ‘Joke if you like,’ said Christy, ‘but vulnerability equals bravery. It takes courage to show your feelings, especially in front of others.’

      ‘But why bother?’ said Jake, his interest sparked despite himself. ‘Can’t we just pretend?’

      ‘Pretending has its place, but true emotion? That’s what resonates with an audience.’ She paused dramatically. ‘And Jake … since I’ve decided that you should play the lead role, I think you should take this seriously.’

      ‘I’ll be Hamlet?’

      She nodded, and Jake’s broad smile said it all.

      ‘I want each of you to think of a time you felt deeply emotional. Maybe it was happiness, maybe shock, maybe anger. Hold that memory. Now, without speaking about it, show it through your facial expressions and body language.’

      The boys looked hesitant, exchanging uncertain glances.

      ‘This feels weird,’ said Jake.

      ‘Go on,’ said Christy. ‘It’s a safe place. Show the others how it’s done.’

      Jake stood, shoulders hunched, and slowly his face transformed into a mask of pain. He took a deep breath, his eyes distant, and slowly real tears trickled down his cheek.

      The room was silent for a moment.

      ‘You okay, man?’ asked Jake’s friend.

      Jake wiped his face. ‘Yeah, it’s just … old memories.’

      Christy exhaled a relieved breath. Jake could have leaned into the exercise, or turned his friends against it. Things could have gone either way. ‘Thank you, Jake, for having the courage to share that with us. It’s not easy. Who’s next?’

      One by one the boys offered up their raw emotions, ranging from amusement to fear, from outrage to joy. Some really hammed it up, provoking peals of laughter from their classmates. Even shy Samuel, a sensitive boy with dark unruly hair, joined in with a display of sadness more poignant even than Jake’s. It struck Christy how powerful this group was when each person felt free to express himself and share a personal truth. A deep satisfaction took hold. This was exactly what a drama class should be.
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      A boy was thumping the table and scowling in an impressive display of anger, when a loud voice rang out. ‘What on earth is going on in here?’

      Christy stiffened. She turned to see Sandra Williams, the school’s curriculum coordinator, standing in the doorway. Forty years old and impeccably dressed as always, Sandra’s light brown hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and her lips pursed in what seemed to be a permanent frown of disapproval.

      ‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Christy, evenly. ‘We’re practising authentic emotions, that’s all.’ She was used to Sandra’s impromptu visits by now. They were the woman’s favourite way to undermine Christy in front of the students. ‘How can I help you?’

      ‘I’m conducting my usual check-in,’ said Sandra, her heels clicking as she circled the studio. ‘Ensuring your lesson plans align with school policy.’

      Christy bristled at the implication. ‘My plans are all on file, but of course you’re welcome to observe.’

      A few boys exchanged grins. They were used to Sandra’s meddling and found it entertaining. For reasons Christy didn’t understand, Sandra had taken a dislike to her from the start. Perhaps she resented Christy’s quick rapport with the students. Perhaps she was jealous because Christy had caught the eye of handsome junior sports teacher Andrew Kensington. It was rumoured that Sandra had been keen on him herself. Either way, Christy refused to rise to the bait.

      ‘Yes, I’ll stay a while,’ said Sandra. ‘I do so enjoy seeing our newest staff members in action. Watching them find their feet, as it were.’ She cast an eagle eye over the class. ‘What I walked in on seemed to be a bit … well … unorthodox. It’s a shame you boys must be guinea pigs for our most inexperienced teachers.’

      I’m not new, Christy wanted to say. I’ve been here over a year. And I have a great relationship with my students. But discretion made her hold her tongue.

      There was no way she could continue their emotions workshop with Sandra watching, so she briefly switched to vocal exercises instead. Christy felt Sandra’s critical gaze following her every move. She steeled herself, focussing on the task at hand. She wouldn’t let Sandra completely derail her lesson.

      After what felt like an eternity, Sandra checked her watch. ‘I must be off. But do let me know if you need some guidance, Christy. I’m always happy to mentor the novices.’ With a patronising smile, she swept from the room. Christy let out a breath, her shoulders loosening. Another skirmish survived.

      She turned back to the students with a wry grin. ‘Right, now who thinks they can show me irritation?’

      

      When they’d finished, Jake said, ‘That felt good, miss. I think this will be a good semester.’

      ‘The beauty of drama, gentlemen. It’s not just about pretending; it’s about connecting – with yourself, with your co-actors, and with your audience.’

      Christy glanced at the wall clock. Nearly time for the next class. As the students gathered their belongings, she made her way around the room, complimenting their progress and making notes for the next lesson.

      Samuel lingered by the piano, his gaze downcast.

      ‘Sammy?’ Christy approached him. ‘Is everything all right?’

      He shrugged, not meeting her gaze. She studied his face – the dark circles under his eyes, the slump in his shoulders. Her heart went out to him. She knew a little of his background. He came from a deeply religious family who were suspicious of many progressive ideas and modern technologies. Consequently Samuel struggled to fit in among his peers. He didn’t even own a mobile phone.

      ‘You know, I was really impressed by your performance today,’ she said.

      Samuel looked up, pleasure lighting his face. ‘Really, miss?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      A tentative smile tugged at his lips.

      The second bell rang. Samuel hurried to collect his things, but he paused at the door. ‘I’m really looking forward to being in this play.’

      Her heart swelled. She lived for these moments. As the next group of students filtered in, Christy greeted them cheerily, taking a moment to ask after their interests and activities outside of class. She treasured the glimpse into their lives beyond these walls. Her role was so much more than teaching drama. She wanted to nurture their dreams as well.

      

      At twelve o’clock the bell rang. Christy headed to the teacher’s’ lounge with her packed lunch of fruit and sandwiches. The place buzzed with chatter as people poured coffees and traded stories from the morning’s classes.

      ‘Well, if it isn’t our drama queen.’

      Christy suppressed an eye roll before turning to face Sandra, whose long face was twisted into a smirk.

      ‘Don’t you have anything better to do than mollycoddle those boys?’ said Sandra. ‘You’ll spoil them with all that woke living their dreams nonsense. Our job is to prepare them for the real world.’

      Christy bit back a sharp retort. ‘My teaching style today was hardly woke. It’s classic method acting that traces its origins back to 1900. And my students respond very well to empathy and encouragement,’ she said instead. ‘There’s nothing wrong with believing in them.’

      Sandra snorted. ‘If you say so. But don’t come crying to me when your precious angels run wild. I saw that boy thumping the table, and hard. Disgraceful behaviour. Mr Graves will hear about it when he returns.’

      Christy sighed, grabbed a bottle of water and headed back to her small classroom off the drama hall. There was no use trying to explain dramatic techniques to someone as dim as Sandra. She settled in to finish lunch and go over the afternoon’s lesson plans. This quiet room, with its corner of comfy armchairs, was a cosy oasis amid the terrazzo floors and imposing archways of St. Luke’s. She still marvelled at the school’s sprawling campus and state-of-the-art facilities. It was a far cry from Brisbane’s Kedron High where Christy had gone. St. Luke’s had educated prime ministers, CEOs, and ambassadors for over a century. Parents paid small fortunes to give their sons the best.

      The pressure to mould elite gentlemen weighed on the staff. It had been a professional coup to land this job, but sometimes Christy wished she was teaching at a humble high school instead. At St Luke’s, rules and results reigned supreme. But Christy saw sensitive, creative souls beneath the boys’ stiff uniforms and bravado. Theatre was one of the few creative paths they had to self-expression.

      A knock at the door jolted Christy from her reverie.

      Samuel hovered at the entrance.

      ‘Come on in,’ she said, warmly. ‘What can I do for you?’

      Samuel mumbled something, not meeting her eyes.

      Christy felt a pang of concern. ‘Sit down,’ she suggested. ‘Take a moment if you need to.’

      Samuel perched on the edge of an armchair, looking ready to bolt. Christy waited patiently as the boy gathered himself. She could tell he was working up the courage to confide in her.

      ‘You can talk to me,’ she said. ‘I’m here to help.’

      The boy took a shaky breath. ‘It’s just … my parents. They want me to be perfect. All A’s, captain of the cricket team, that sort of thing. But it’s just not me.’

      Christy nodded. She’d seen the damage unrealistic expectations could cause.

      ‘Have you tried telling them how you feel?’

      ‘They don’t listen,’ Samuel said, miserably. ‘Dad says feelings are for girls and I should just toughen up.’

      Anger flickered through Christy. She stamped it down, keeping her tone even.

      ‘It’s human to have feelings, Sammy, and yours are absolutely valid. It’s also understandable to struggle sometimes.’ Relief showed on the boy’s face. Christy imagined he didn’t often receive a sympathetic response. ‘If you want I can refer you to Mr Porter, the school counsellor. He might be able to help.’

      Samuel looked horrified. Christy thought she knew why. Rumour had it that Graham Porter wasn’t the soft place to fall he was meant to be; that he minimised kids’ concerns and ‒ worst of all ‒ breached their confidentiality by sharing confidences with parents. Consequently few boys sought him out. Christy wondered what he did in his office all day. It sure as heck wasn’t counselling students.

      ‘Can you do something for me?’ She went to the shelf and returned with a blank Moleskine diary. ‘I want you to write in this every night. Write about your day, what happened, your emotions – anything at all.’

      The boy blinked back tears as he took the journal.

      Christy’s heart ached for him. She wished she could shelter this sensitive soul from the toxic masculinity surrounding him. But she could at least provide a safe space here.

      ‘Why don’t we meet twice a week after class?’ she suggested. ‘I can help you practice your lines, teach you some breathing exercises to help with your nerves on stage. What do you say?’

      Samuel managed a small smile. ‘I’d like that. Thanks, miss.’

      As he left, Christy stretched and leaned back in her chair. She loved teaching, but the emotional toll could be immense. If only more parents saw these boys simply as children, and not extensions of their own egos.

      A knock came at the door. She looked up to see Andrew, his brown eyes crinkling in a grin. Her heart fluttered pleasantly to see him. Andrew taught sport and the pair had been going out together for months now. He was the epitome of athletic charm, standing tall with a lean, muscular build. His bright blond hair was always neatly styled, and contrasted with his deeply tanned skin. Andrew’s approachable demeanour and enthusiastic energy made him a favourite among students and colleagues alike.

      ‘Hey you.’ He leaned down to give her a quick kiss. ‘Fancy coming back to mine tonight?’

      Christy gazed up at him, the stress of the day beginning to fade. But even the distraction of Andrew’s arrival couldn’t stop her thinking about Samuel.

      Andrew sensed her mood. ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘Sammy Jacobs is having a tough time and I’m worried about him.’

      ‘Poor kid. He does seem to be on the outer. He’s lucky to have you looking out for him.’

      Christy smiled, touched by Andrew’s faith in her. She wished that he’d stopped there.

      ‘But tread lightly, Chris,’ he warned. ‘At a conservative boys’ school like St Luke’s? Well … a hot young female teacher makes an easy target for gossip.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Paying a student extra attention could be misconstrued. You’re impulsive, Chris, and we both know your heart can rule your head. I just want you to be careful.’

      Christy bristled. Well-meaning as he was, she felt he was being patronising. ‘I can look after myself,’ she snapped.

      ‘Sure, you can.’ Andrew put a hand in the small of her back, attempting to draw her in for another kiss. She frowned and shrugged him away.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ he said in a wheedling tone. ‘Don’t be like that. I came because we both have a free period.’ He offered his arm and his most charming smile. ‘Fancy a stroll in the gardens, m’lady?’

      Christy weakened. She could never stay mad at Andrew for long. But as they left the classroom, she made a mental note to check in with Samuel first thing tomorrow. She hoped he was journalling like she’d suggested – it would help him process his feelings in a healthy way.
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      The drama hall buzzed with energy and excitement – their first full dress rehearsal of Hamlet. For Christy, watching her costumed students recite their lines brought with it a deep sense of fulfilment.

      ‘Ms Peacock?’ Sandra interrupted like she had a hundred times before. But this time her smirk made Christy more uneasy than usual. ‘The principal would like to see you in his office.’

      Christy’s pulse quickened, her mind racing with potential reasons for the sudden summons. Had something happened to one of her students? Was there an issue with her lessons? She swallowed hard, pushing aside her anxiety and nodding at Sandra.

      ‘Of course.’ She turned to her class. ‘Take five, everyone. I’ll be right back.’

      Sandra shook her head. ‘That won’t do. I’ve taken the liberty of asking Mr Dodds to take over your class.’

      Boys groaned as the ancient maths teacher appeared in the doorway.

      Christy couldn’t believe it. Albert Dodds didn’t have an artistic bone in his body. With a sigh she followed Sandra down the hall to the principal’s office.

      ‘Have a seat, Miss Peacock.’ Mr Bradshaw gestured to a chair opposite his desk. His expression was sombre, and Christy’s apprehension grew. Seated beside him were two stern-faced individuals – a middle-aged man and woman – their arms folded across their chests. ‘These people are Mr and Mrs Jacobs, Samuel’s parents.’

      ‘What’s happened?’ Christy asked, forcing herself to maintain a calm demeanour. ‘Is he all right?’

      ‘Ms. Peacock,’ the principal began, his voice heavy with concern. ‘We’ve received a very troubling accusation against you.’

      ‘An accusation?’ Christy’s eyes widened. ‘I don’t understand?.’

      ‘I’ll get straight to the point. Samuel’s mother found his diary.’ He slid the Moleskine journal that Christy had given the boy six weeks earlier across the table. ‘It details an intimate relationship between Samuel and an unnamed teacher at our school.’

      It took a few moments for the penny to drop. ‘Surely, you’re not suggesting that it’s me,’ Christy stammered, her heart hammering in her chest.

      ‘You are the only young female teacher at this college. And given the extra time you’ve devoted to Samuel … well, it’s not unreasonable to assume that you’re the teacher referred to in his diary.’ Mr Bradshaw fiddled with a silver fountain pen, then put it down again. ‘According to Sandra Williams you’ve been meeting Samuel twice a week after class for, aah, extra tuition. Is this correct?’

      ‘Yes, but—’

      ‘And these meetings have taken place in the privacy of the drama classroom with nobody else present?’

      Samuel’s mother interjected, her voice cold and accusatory. ‘I’m not just Samuel’s mother. I’m also a member of the school board, and we cannot allow someone who preys on students to remain at this school.’

      ‘Preys on students?’ Christy’s face flushed with anger and disbelief. ‘I would never do that! My relationship with Samuel has always been appropriate and focussed on helping him grow as a student and an actor.’

      Everyone in the room stared at her, their expressions grim. Christy felt the ground crumbling beneath her feet. Her life, her career, everything she’d worked so hard to build was collapsing around her, based on nothing more than a false accusation and misguided assumptions.

      Christy looked at their stony faces and saw no hint of sympathy. ‘Did Samuel say it was me?’ she asked in astonishment.

      ‘He refused to name the culprit,’ said Mr Bradshaw. ‘However, his parents fear their son is being silenced by a misplaced loyalty to you. Frankly, I’m inclined to agree. The boy is on his way here now. Hopefully he can clarify things for us.’

      

      Samuel sat in the principal’s office, fidgeting with his tie. His eyes nervously darted around the room, taking in the stern faces of those who surrounded him. Christy sat in the corner, under strict instructions not to speak.

      ‘Samuel,’ said Mr Jacobs, his voice thick with anger and disappointment. ‘Is it Miss Peacock here that you refer to in your diary?’

      ‘It’s nobody. I made it all up.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ said his father. ‘The entries are too detailed to be imaginary. You won’t leave this room until you tell us the truth. What teacher does the diary refer to?’

      Christy’s heart ached for the child she’d come to care so much about. She knew he must be feeling cornered, terrified even. But would he lie about something so serious?

      ‘I w-won’t say,’ stammered Samuel at last, staring at his shoes.

      ‘Do you deny it was this woman?’ asked the principal.

      ‘I won’t say,’ Samuel insisted stubbornly.

      His father’s face darkened. ‘Answer me, dammit. Do you deny it was this woman?’

      Samuel’s head hung even lower. ‘I don’t deny it,’ he whispered.

      The room closed in as shock and disbelief washed over her. Christy’s hands trembled at her sides, clenched into tight fists.

      ‘Samuel.’ Her voice quivered with emotion, ‘Our relationship has never been anything but professional. What could possibly make you say such a thing?’

      He looked at her, his eyes filled with sadness and fear. ‘I … I can’t tell you,’ he stammered. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Sorry?’ Christy echoed, her voice catching in her throat. The weight of betrayal settled hard upon her shoulders, leaving her feeling stranded and alone. She searched the boy’s face for an explanation, some hint of a reason behind his lie, but found only a shutdown expression that broke her heart.

      ‘Samuel,’ she pleaded, trying to hold back tears. ‘You know it wasn’t me. Why are you doing this? Please, tell these people the truth.’

      ‘Ms Peacock,’ the principal interrupted sternly, ‘I think it’s best if you leave now and wait for me in the office next door. We’ll call you when we’re ready.’

      Samuel looked away from Christy, his eyes filled with regret. Whatever secret he was keeping, it held so much power over him that he was willing to sacrifice her reputation and career for it.

      With a heavy heart Christy left the room, feeling the cold grip of isolation and injustice tighten around her. She could barely believe how her life had been so suddenly shattered. Was there a way to piece it back together again?

      

      The wait seemed interminable. Finally the summons came and Christy was seated once more in Mr Bradshaw’s office, staring at her clasped hands. Samuel was gone.

      ‘Miss Peacock,’ said Mr Jacobs, his voice stern and unwavering, ‘We’ve raised our son with strong Christian values, and you’ve made a mockery of his upbringing. You’ve taken advantage of his vulnerability and corrupted him in the worst possible way.’

      ‘Sammy didn’t name me,’ she protested. ‘And there’s a good reason for that. It’s because it wasn’t me! I’ve only ever tried to help him.’

      ‘Samuel refused to name you, but he didn’t deny it either,’ countered the principal. ‘It leaves me in an impossible position.’

      ‘Your denials mean nothing,’ shouted Mrs. Jacobs, her face contorted with outrage and disgust. ‘You took advantage of our son, and now you have the audacity to sit here and lie to us?’

      Christy despaired at the righteousness etched onto their faces, their belief in their cause so strong that it left no room for doubt or reason. Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears, and she clenched her jaw, fighting the urge to shout back in defence of her innocence. Struggling to keep her composure.

      ‘Please, you must believe me.’ Her heart ached as she fought for the truth to be heard. ‘I love my job, and I care deeply for all my students. I would never do anything to harm them or betray the trust they – you all – place in me.’

      The silence that followed was suffocating, the tension in the room palpable. Christy felt the weight of their judgement pressing down on her.

      ‘Miss Peacock,’ the principal finally said, his voice cold and impersonal, ‘we’ve heard enough. It’s clear that you won’t admit your guilt, and it’s also clear that Samuel won’t accuse you by name. But regardless, we cannot allow someone like you to remain in a position of authority over our students.’

      Christy’s heart pounded in her chest as she struggled to find words, any words, that might convince them of her innocence. ‘Please,’ she breathed, the word barely audible as tears she’d fought so hard to check finally spilled over. But as she looked into the faces of her accusers she saw only contempt and conviction. Their decision was made.

      ‘I expect your resignation on my desk forthwith,’ said the principal. ‘Consider yourself fortunate, Ms Peacock. It’s only due to the forbearance of Mr and Mrs Jacobs that the police won’t be called in.’

      Forbearance, my foot, thought Christy. They just don’t want a family scandal. Sweep the whole thing under the carpet and to hell with me and Samuel.

      Christy left the office in a fog of confusion. She turned to stare at the closed door of the principal’s office, nails biting into her palms as she tried to block out the disgust she’d seen in the eyes of her accusers. But it was futile. Their voices, raised in judgement, haunted her as she stumbled off down the hallway, feeling dizzy and sick.

      ‘Christy, wait.’ A familiar voice pulled her back to the present. It was Andrew, his face etched with concern – and some other expression that she couldn’t read. He reached for her hand, but she shrank away and studied him more closely.

      ‘You know, don’t you. How?’

      He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again.

      ‘Sandra, right?’ said Christy. ‘No, you don’t have to tell me. In an hour or two the whole school will know, even the boys.’ Her voice was hoarse, choked with tears. ‘I didn’t do it. You believe me, right?’

      ‘Christy …’ And then she saw it – the doubt clouding his eyes.

      ‘You think I’m guilty,’ she said, incredulously. ‘You think I abused the trust of a sensitive, fragile fifteen-year-old boy.’

      ‘Of course not.’ But his hesitation belied the truth of his statement. The seeds of suspicion had been planted and were already taking root.

      ‘Just go,’ Christy whispered. ‘I’m going to resign. There’s nothing left for me here.’

      She’d hoped to hear him argue, hoped to hear him profess his faith in her, but Andrew remained silent.

      Christy didn’t collect her things from the staff room. She wanted nothing to remind her of this lost dream. As she passed the drama hall she heard raucous laughter. How she longed to say goodbye to her students, to take a memory snapshot of how they looked all dressed in their Shakespearean finery. But she’d been forbidden any contact with the boys. To do so risked a police report. Go directly to jail, she thought. Do not pass go, do not collect $200. She’d certainly drawn the worst card in this game.

      And with that, Christy walked away from the ruins of her life.
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      Late afternoon sun filtered through the Venetian blinds, casting stripes across Christy’s face. She lay curled on her childhood bed, staring at dust motes floating in beams of light. The Brisbane humidity clung uncomfortably to her skin, amplifying her misery, but she was too listless to get up and switch on the ceiling fan. How had it come to this? Less than a month ago she’d had a thriving career and classrooms full of eager students. Now she was back at home with her parents, defeated and adrift.

      Christy turned over to face the wall, pulled the sheet up to her chin and closed her eyes. She hadn’t entirely given up on her dream, even though she’d sent out job application after application to no avail. She still had to hear back from two more places. One was the Queensland Performing Arts High, a school she’d turned down in favour of St Luke’s College when she’d graduated two years earlier. Christy bit the inside of her cheek, remembering. Back then she’d had her pick. Graduating at the top of her class. Juggling offers from half a dozen prestigious schools. But now it seemed nobody would touch her. The unfairness made her choke. She hadn’t been convicted of anything. She hadn’t even been fired – she’d resigned. Yet so far, unfounded conjecture and gossip had been enough to slam doors.

      She blamed Sandra Williams, who would have enjoyed broadcasting the scandal far and wide. Now everyone saw Christy as damaged goods – a pariah in the world of education. Teaching was her passion, her purpose, and theatre was her life. What was she supposed to do now? She couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, and she missed her boyfriend dreadfully. Half-a-dozen times she thought to call him, but then changed her mind. Andrew had doubted her – she’d seen it in his eyes, despite his half-hearted protest of support. She could never trust him again.

      Still, all was not lost. There were still the two schools that hadn’t responded to her applications. Christy picked up a novel, but she couldn’t concentrate on the story. She found herself re-reading pages over and over, trying to keep the plot straight in her mind. In between reading she incessantly checked her laptop for emails. Nothing.

      After what seemed like hours Christy put down her book and went to the window. The sky over Brisbane was painted with broad strokes of amber and peach, the horizon a delicate canvas spread across the horizon as dusk approached. A kookaburra laughed. The ancient peppermint gum stood guard outside her window as it always had. Its branches occasionally tapped against the pane like the hopeful knocking of an old friend who wanted to keep her company.

      Christy ignored it, turning away, too miserable to appreciate the beauty of the scene. She gazed around her bedroom – a haven of faded pink walls, the scent of lavender and memories. Her parents’ muffled voices sounded through the door, along with the clinking of cutlery as they set the table for dinner. For them, life continued with the simplicity and routine of suburban living. For Christy, every message, every phone call was a potential escape from her current limbo.

      She sat back on her bed and opened her laptop for what seemed like the millionth time. Her heart beat faster when she spotted two unread emails in her inbox. Taking a deep breath Christy clicked on the first one. The lines of text blurred as she skimmed through it, but certain words stood out stark and unyielding: ‘… regret to inform you …’ and ‘best of luck in your future endeavours.’ A sharp stab of disappointment cut through her, but there was still one more. The Queensland School of Performing Arts was her top pick anyway.

      She hesitated before opening the second email, trying to push back the creeping shadow of despair. Perhaps this was it ‒ the key to her salvation. But as her eyes raced over the words, that hope dwindled and died: ‘… not able to offer you …’ and ‘… other qualified candidates.’

      The weight of rejection, heavier than before, settled on her as tears threatened to spill. Christy felt like a wounded animal, cut off from the pack, as her spirit ebbed slowly away. She turned off the laptop, its darkened screen a reflection of her state of mind. Burying her face in her hands, she allowed the dam of emotions to break. Sobs racked her body, unbearably loud in the silent room. The pain was more than just the sting of rejection; it was the gnawing uncertainty, the feeling of being trapped in a story she hadn’t written. Outside, the world moved on. The kookaburra’s laughter seemed mocking and the wind’s whispers felt like jeers. Somehow they knew that injustice and bitterness defined her now.

      

      Two weeks passed, then three. Christy barely left her room. She had no appetite, and although she stayed in bed most of the day, she hardly slept. When she did, nightmares plagued her. She visited a doctor who prescribed her sleeping pills, but the sleep they induced left her feeling fuzzy and unrested.

      A knock came at the door, but she couldn’t be bothered answering it. Another knock, and then her father’s voice.

      ‘Hey, kiddo,’ Alan said gently as he stepped inside.

      Christy glanced up with tired eyes.

      ‘Listen, I wanted to run something by you.’ He sat on the edge of the bed and fiddled with the brochure in his hand. ‘I was talking to a mate of mine who works over on the Darling Downs. There’s a school there that runs horse therapy programs for kids – Currawong Creek. It’s at Merriang, a little town in the foothills of the Bunya Mountains. Remember camping in the Bunyas as a kid? You and your brother loved that neck of the woods.’

      Christy’s weary mind searched for a memory. A tent in a clearing in a brooding Enid Blyton forest. Huge Bunya pines looming on the perimeter, towering forty metres into the sky – prehistoric trees dating back to the Jurassic. Closing her eyes, she could feel their rough bark under her fingertips. She could see their massive, spiky fruits, big as footballs, littering the ground. They’d evolved as food for dinosaurs. She and Evan loved breaking them open with rocks and roasting the nuts in the campfire coals. At night they’d lie on their backs and watch the immense canopy of stars, feeling infinitely small, yet part of the vastness around them. The memories held a potent magic, a reminder of simpler, happier times. A wave of missing her brother crashed in, and she wished once again that he wasn’t living overseas.

      Dad’s voice pulled her back to the present. ‘… looking for a new teacher.’

      ‘Sorry, what?’

      ‘I said that Currawong Creek is looking for a new teacher.’

      Christy hugged her knees to her chest. ‘Dad, I teach drama. I don’t know anything about horses.’

      ‘Sure you do, honey. You were horse crazy as a kid. Remember dragging me and your mum to the ag shows and spending all day watching the showjumping? And begging us for riding lessons? And what about the holidays you spent at Mrs Harris’s farm? You and that cranky old black mare, Nugget? You were the only one who could ride her. It was like you both spoke the same a language.’

      That made Christy smile. She had been horse mad. She’d even promised herself that one day she’d get back into riding, maybe even get her own horse. But studying and then teaching in Sydney hadn’t left time or space for that.

      Dad nudged her playfully. ‘C’mon, what do you have to lose? It could be a fresh start.’

      Christy frowned and picked at a fraying thread on her jeans.

      He put the brochure on her pillow. ‘Just think about it, okay? Getting away from the city might help clear your head.’ He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze before leaving.

      Christy picked up the brochure. Her fingers traced the image of a girl astride a palomino pony, and the idea of being around horses again stirred a faint ember inside her. She recalled the joy of cantering through green paddocks, the musky scent of hay and leather. Maybe her dad was right. Maybe teaching at Currawong Creek could rekindle the sense of hope that she’d lost.

      Christy found the brochure’s contact details and opened her laptop. The director of the program was a called Clare Mitchell. Just applying couldn’t hurt, right? She typed out a hurried email, emphasising that she didn’t have experience with horses, except as a child, and explaining that her expertise was in teaching drama. She finished with, I can connect well with teenagers, however, and love to help them express themselves and gain confidence. Christy tried not to think about how badly that had turned out with Samuel. She included some old references from schools where she’d had study placements, all too aware of the eighteen-month time gap. Well, there was nothing she could do about that. Then she attached her graduation results and pressed send.

      Afterwards she lay in contemplation, her fingers curling into the soft bed sheet. She hadn’t left her room all day and it was only three o’clock in the afternoon, but Christy still felt exhausted. She laid her head on her pillow and slept.

      Hardly an hour had passed before her phone buzzed to life. Christy reached for it, still groggy with sleep. ‘Hello?’

      ‘G ‘day, is this Christy?’ a cheerful voice asked. ‘I’m Clare Mitchell from Currawong Creek. I received your application and am really impressed with your educational philosophy and academic qualifications. We need a teacher right away and you seem like the perfect fit.’

      Christy blinked and sat up.

      ‘We’d love you to start immediately ‒ tomorrow if possible. I’ll email through details of your duties and salary package. Meals and accommodation are provided, and you can train on the job. An ability to emotionally connect with kids is our main requirement. Let me know your decision once you’ve looked over the information.’

      A surprising wave of urgency hit her. Christy nearly choked on her words as she rushed her reply. ‘I don’t need to know any more. The answer is yes.’
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      The corridor outside the children’s court was lined with timber benches. Anxious parents, relatives and social workers sat beside sullen teens. The air of solemnity weighed heavily on Tyler as he and his son, Leo, entered the courtroom. The walls, a muted beige, reflected the oppressive atmosphere of the space. A tense silence ruled, broken only by the occasional sniffle or shuffle of feet on the wooden floor. At the front of the room stood the magistrate’s bench on a raised stage.

      Tyler’s gaze locked onto Leo, standing before the court and shuffling his feet. Having just turned sixteen, the boy was tall and lanky, his limbs like those of an awkward, gangling colt. Dark hair fell into intense eyes, as green as Tyler’s own, and his chiselled jawline hinted at the man he would become. Leo’s slender shoulders squared, and his eyes flashed as they met Tyler’s. The defiance in his posture and the rebellious tilt of his chin sent a shudder down his father’s spine. His son could so often be his own worst enemy.

      Tyler’s gaze shifted from Leo to the woman who strode confidently into the courtroom, her high heels clicking against the polished floorboards. Veronica Fisher, a top barrister that he’d hired to represent his son, exuded an air of authority and determination. Her tailored black suit hugged her slender frame, and her brown hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail. As she approached the defence table, Tyler noticed the way her hazel eyes seemed to take in every detail of the room, assessing and calculating. ‘I’ll be appearing for Leo Ward in this sentencing hearing, Your Honour.’

      Magistrate Barnard nodded.

      ‘State your name,’ the court clerk instructed.

      ‘Leo Ward.’

      ‘Leo,’ Magistrate Barnard began, addressing the boy sternly, ‘your guilty plea does you credit, but this is not the first time you’ve stood before this court. I must express my disappointment at your repeated offences.’ He leaned forwards slightly, his brow furrowed. ‘You are young and have your whole life ahead of you. But if you continue down this path, I fear your future will be filled with hardship and regret.’

      Leo’s jaw tightened and he glared at the magistrate. ‘I didn’t ask for your opinion,’ he muttered beneath his breath, but in the hushed courtroom his words echoed for all to hear.

      Tyler flinched. Thank goodness reporters weren’t allowed into children’s court hearings or to publish any detail of them. The press would lap this up.

      ‘Regardless of whether you asked for it or not, Leo, it is my duty to provide guidance and to help you understand the cause and effect of your actions,’ Magistrate Barnard replied, his tone firm yet empathetic. ‘What do you have to say for yourself, young man?’

      ‘Your Honour,’ Leo said more respectfully., ‘I get it, okay? I messed up. But sending me to some youth detention centre won’t help. It’s just going to make things worse.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ the magistrate conceded, ‘but I must also consider the safety and well-being of the community. This time you sold drugs, albeit a minimal amount. Your actions have consequences, Leo, and you must face them.’

      Leo scowled. ‘Maybe if someone cared enough to stop me, I wouldn’t be here.’

      The words pierced Tyler’s heart. Hadn’t he tried, in his own clumsy way, to connect with his son? Late-night talks that ended in frustration, attempts at advice that came out as criticism. Tyler was a man of action; he showed love by solving problems, not speaking about feelings. But Leo needed more, and Tyler didn’t know how to give it.

      ‘I know you’re struggling,’ the magistrate said to Leo, his tone softening. ‘And I want to help you, son, but you’re running out of chances.’

      Some of the fight drained from Leo’s stance.

      Veronica cleared her throat. ‘Your honour,’ she began, ‘I  acknowledge the increasing severity of my client’s offences, but I believe there is an alternative solution to incarceration that could benefit both Leo and the community.’

      Magistrate Barnard raised an eyebrow. ‘And what might that be, Ms Fisher?’

      ‘Currawong Creek,’ she replied without hesitation, her voice firm and unwavering. ‘A residential equine therapy centre combined with a mainstream academic program that’s having great success in rehabilitating troubled youths. I propose that Leo attend this program instead of being sent to youth detention.’

      ‘Ms. Fisher, what makes you think that horse therapy will have any impact on Leo?’

      ‘Your Honour,’ said Veronica, her gaze never faltering, ‘multiple studies have shown that equine therapy can be incredibly effective in teaching responsibility, empathy, and self-awareness. Currawong Creek provides a safe and supportive environment where young people can confront their issues and work through them with the guidance of professional therapists.’

      Tyler’s heart pounded in his chest as he listened to Veronica passionately arguing on Leo’s behalf. She’d not previously run this option by him. His mind raced with questions, but anything was better than incarceration. Would the magistrate agree? Could Currawong Creek truly help his son? And, most importantly, could this be a chance for him to finally connect with Leo and repair their fractured relationship? His heart ached with concern and love for the boy who’d grown up too fast.

      The courtroom seemed to hold its breath as Magistrate Barnard contemplated Veronica’s words, his expression unreadable. Tyler’s breath caught in his throat as the seconds ticked by, the weight of the looming decision almost unbearable.

      ‘Your Honour,’ said Leo, ‘playing around with horses won’t fix me. Just send me to detention already.’

      ‘Leo, please.’ Tyler jumped to his feet, unable to stay silent. ‘This could be your chance to turn things around.’

      ‘Since when do you care?’ Leo shot back, his voice cold and bitter. ‘It’s a bit late for all this fatherly concern, don’t you think?’

      ‘Sit down, Mr Ward,’ Magistrate Barnard interjected firmly, silencing the brewing argument with a stern look. ‘I understand this is a difficult situation for everyone involved, and we must consider all options before making a decision. However, if Leo is staunchly opposed to this therapy, I can’t see it doing him any good.’

      Veronica checked her notes. ‘Your Honour, Currawong Creek is run by a mutual acquaintance of ours – Clare Mitchell, although she goes by her married name now of Clare Lord.’

      Magistrate Barnard peered over the top of his glasses. ‘Good heavens. It was a great shame when Ms Mitchell gave up the law. A very great shame. I know of her move into child and adolescent counselling through equine therapy and have heard great things about her new direction. This Currawong Creek is her place then?’

      ‘Indeed, Your Honour.’

      ‘Well, this puts a different complexion on the matter. If anyone can work miracles on our rebellious youth it’s Clare Mitchell.’ He sucked thoughtfully on one arm of his spectacles, then put them back on. ‘Would this young man have a guaranteed place? I’ve heard her program has a waiting list.’

      ‘Clare and I are old colleagues and good friends.’

      ‘Aah … I see how it is,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘Nice to know that nepotism isn’t dead.’

      ‘Try it, Leo,’ Tyler urged, clutching the back of the seat in front of him with white-knuckled hands. ‘Please, just try it.’

      For a moment, the defiance in Leo’s eyes flickered and wavered, replaced by something else – vulnerability, perhaps, or uncertainty. It was fleeting, but it gave Tyler hope that maybe, just maybe, his son might be willing to take a chance.

      Magistrate Barnard leaned back in his high-backed leather chair, steepling his fingers. His shrewd eyes studied Leo, taking in the boy’s defiant posture and hardened expression. After a weighted pause, he spoke. ‘Miss Fisher, I’m willing to consider this alternative, but I must be convinced that both Leo and his father will lean in to it. What’s your final answer, Leo? Do you agree to attend this equine therapy program instead of receiving a custodial sentence?’

      Leo mumbled something, the fight going from his eyes. He suddenly looked about ten years old.

      ‘Speak up, son.’

      ‘All right,’ said Leo. ‘I’ll go.’

      Tyler let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. Veronica turned to give him an encouraging smile. There was still hope for his son. Still a chance to bring him back from the brink.

      ‘Very well,’ said the magistrate. ‘Leo Ward, I sentence you to twelve months’ probation, providing you attend Currawong Creek for so long as the counsellors there advise. You will live onsite, attending therapy and participating fully in the academic program. Failure to comply will result in immediate detention.’

      Tyler’s gaze found the judge’s and he nodded his head in silent appreciation.

      ‘Mr. Ward,’ said Magistrate Barnard in a tone of firm expectation., ‘I trust that you understand the significance of this opportunity and will provide your son with the necessary support during his time at Currawong Creek.’

      ‘Absolutely, Your Honour,’ said Tyler, his voice steady and resolute. ‘I’ll be there for him every step of the way.’

      The judge nodded approval, a genuine concern for Leo’s future shining through his stern façade. He lifted his gavel to signal the close of the hearing. ‘This court is adjourned.’

      As the room began to empty, Tyler turned to Veronica. ‘Thank you.’ He shook her hand. ‘I don’t know what Leo and I would have done without you.’

      ‘It’s been a pleasure to represent your son,’ she replied, her eyes reflecting understanding and empathy. ‘But the hard work is just beginning. It’s up to both of you to make the most of this.’

      With a nod, Tyler squared his shoulders For now, there was hope – a hope that he would nurture and guard with everything in him.

      

      Tyler watched Leo as the boy stood and turned around. The insolence and anger that had been so evident earlier had given way to a familiar surly resting face. It was clear that he wasn’t embracing the idea of Currawong Creek wholeheartedly, but rather accepting it as the lesser of two evils. Still, for now it felt like a victory.

      As if sensing his father’s scrutiny, Leo looked directly at him. The moment their eyes met, a thousand unspoken words passed between them. Tyler yearned to embrace his hurting boy, but something held him back ‒ an invisible barrier built from missed moments and memories never made. Instead, Tyler approached him and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.
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