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      He’s a single dad and my new boss.

      

      The man is scorching hot. His gorgeous smile and dark eyes turn me on like crazy.

      

      Too bad he’s ten years older, with trust issues and more layers than my psych degree could ever unwrap.

      

      I need this job, and the roof over my head. Falling into bed with him is a bad idea. Letting my heart get involved would be even worse.

      

      But he makes me feel things I never expected to feel...

      

      She’s my son’s nanny, and a student at the university where I’m a professor.

      

      Watching her play with my son, hearing her laugh across the hall, seeing her walk by with those legs that would look amazing over my shoulders is delicious torment.

      

      I should know better than to pursue this attraction, no matter how intense.

      

      I haven’t wanted a woman since my wife died. But there's no future for me and the college senior who sleeps in the next bedroom.

      

      I need to stay professional…but she’s too tempting.
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      Nothing makes a woman feel sexy like dressing up as a stranger.

      It could be the tailored white button-down shirt that skims my body.

      Or the heeled Mary Janes that click on the sidewalk.

      Nope, I decide as I pass a store window and do a quick once-over. It’s the glasses.

      Making my new professors think I’m a serious student the first week of senior year will buy me half a letter grade come finals.

      Naturally, I parked myself in the front row of every class today with my best “oh please God, keep talking about that course outline” expression.

      Before I can congratulate myself further, a dark, fluffy ball darts between my legs.

      The bakery box in my hands slips. It and its precious cargo tumble to the concrete.

      I drop to my knees and peek inside the lid.

      The contents are intact.

      Thank fuck.

      From this level, I spot my attacker: the tiniest rabbit ever is huddled against the planter, shielded by the leaves.

      “Hey, little guy. Aren’t you handsome?”

      “Shit!” A short woman runs out of the building nearby, scanning the bushes in the planters lining the street.

      “He’s with you?”

      “Yes.” She sighs when she sees him, kneeling down. “His name is Angel. But we might have to change it to Houdini with how much trouble he gets into. He escapes at least twice a week.”

      The sign for the animal shelter registers in the corner of my eye.

      “Hey, Angel,” I croon. He perks up, sniffing delicately. “I get it. You’re not a sweet Angel. You’re a badass Angel, but misunderstood. Like Criss Angel. Or Angel from Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

      He tenses, but lets me scoop him up.

      “Usually, he won’t let us hold him,” the woman says, impressed. “He likes you.”

      “I’m good with boys. Just a matter of understanding what they want.” I scratch the bunny’s fluffy ear and he leans into my hand, snuggling as if it’s his mission in life. “I might bring a guy home, but I never keep him. You know what Angel? You might be my exception.”

      She reaches into a folder under one arm and produces a sheet of paper. “Adoption application. Just in case.”

      “Bye, handsome.” I give my future best guy one last ear scratch before handing him to the other woman.

      I tuck the application into my bag, pick up my box and carry on across the street.

      Elmwood has Big Fall Energy. The leaves are teasing they’re about to turn gold and red. While the days are still hot, everyone cups their coffee to warm their hands on brisk mornings.

      My final year at Russell U will be a victory lap. Graduation’s a given, but what really matters is having the time of my life with my roommates and best friends.

      I wouldn’t have survived without them, and tonight, we’re celebrating.

      The dance academy occupies an old house, renovated top to bottom. I wind my way through half a dozen dance moms in the hallway to reach the first-floor studio.

      Inside, Liv holds court, her dark hair twisted up into a bun on her head and her black bodysuit skimming curves that ended her dream of becoming a professional dancer. Now, she’s one of the top engineering students at Russell U—and queen amongst the cute eight-year-olds she teaches ballet to in the evenings.

      “See you all next week!” she choruses, and the children start for the door in a tiny mob.

      “Hey!” Liv embraces me at the studio doorway. “Cute glasses. This a new prescription?”

      I push them up my nose. “You know it’s first week of classes. Which means—”

      “First impressions,” she says at the same time I do.

      Since we came to Russell and ran into one another on one fateful night freshman year, Jules, Liv and I have been bonded.

      Now, it’s our final year of rooming together. Our final year to enjoy the campus, the parties, the friends, even the classes. Basically, all the things we’ve taken for granted since we arrived as wide-eyed teens.

      The one wrinkle is that Liv just moved in with her boyfriend. She comes by all the time, but I’m still working out how to convince her it was a big mistake.

      “What’s that?” Liv nods to the box.

      “A surprise. But first, I have news. A new roommate. Better than you or Jules.” I reach for the adoption application in my bag.

      Liv grabs my arm before I can get it. “Really? That’s great. Jules thought you might be upset about her leaving.”

      The air evaporates from the room. “What?”

      “Jules is moving in with Tess.”

      I’ve been hit in the side of the head. The floor tilts under my feet.

      “You didn’t know.” Liv covers her mouth with a hand. “Shit.”

      I tug at the neckline of my shirt, popping open another button. “But…They’ve broken up twice already this year.”

      Ditching the best roommates you’ve ever had for some epic romance, like Liv did, is hard enough to take. Nothing against Jules’ girl, but their relationship is off-again as frequently as on-again.

      “You’ll get new roommates,” she says, twisting the knife in my stomach deeper.

      I think of the horror stories from Jules first year before we decided to room together—her first roommate didn’t shower or do dishes.

      “Never. I’m like a penguin. I roommate for life.” I toss my hair. “Seriously, it’s fine. I’ll keep the entire place for myself. Kat’s Den of Debauchery. Greek Row’s only a couple of blocks. Just wait, I’ll have an entire frat house worth of juniors tripping over themselves to fulfill my every desire.”

      Except a big, empty apartment on campus sounds less fun than I’m making it out to be.

      Liv squeezes my arm. “Are the three of us still going for Hoes over Brews?”

      Are we? I want to ask.

      We started the tradition of girls nights at our favorite pub back when we were single. But apparently everyone’s paired up.

      “Ah—rain check. Classes were more intense than I thought.”

      Her pretty face falls. “I’m sorry, Kat. I screwed this up.”

      “You didn’t. We’ll catch up soon.” I let her hug me, but I suddenly feel out of place.

      More out of place than I already did being one of the lone tall people surrounded by swarming children.

      I turn toward the door, hurried and unseeing, and promptly run into a hard male chest. 

      The box tumbles toward the ground for a second time today.

      This time, my glasses join them.

      “Dammit!”

      “Excuse me,” the chest says.

      “How did you not see…?”

      I trail off and look up into bottomless brown eyes.

      They’re accompanied by a gorgeous face and square jaw topping off a hard, lean, and familiar body dressed to East Coast casual perfection in a button-down and jeans. He smells like a sexy forest and from the way his shirt clings, his abs are an eleven out of ten.

      “Daniel,” I blurt.

      “Kat. Hey.”

      His voice is as beautiful as the rest of him.

      “I’m here to get Andy.”

      “Good. Because taking someone else’s child is a felony. You’re crushing this single dad thing.”

      He rubs a hand over his face, hiding a self-deprecating smile.

      A professor who’s closer to thirty than twenty, Daniel’s mature in a way no cocky college boy could compete with.

      He’s also too tight-laced for his own good.

      I’m go-with-the-flow, he’s by-the-book.

      I’m free spirited, he’s responsible.

      I’m independent, he has a cute kid who’s his whole world since his wife died.

      It would never work.

      Even if one night, I thought it might.

      He bends and retrieves my glasses, and the dance moms watch him without shame. I arch a brow in their direction and they turn back to their conversations.

      Daniel holds up the crooked frames. “Sorry about these. I’ll replace them.”

      “Don’t sweat it.” I slide them up my nose. “They’re not prescription. I wanted to look smart.” I gesture to the rest of my ensemble and he takes his time soaking it in.

      “You’re smart already.”

      He straightens the glasses on my face, his fingers brushing my cheek so gently I shouldn’t notice.

      I do notice.

      Apparently, it’s been too long since I had a physical connection with another person, because the jolt of anticipation has my breath catching.

      For a second, I’m no better than the lusty dance moms, except they’re across the room and I’m inches away from the hottest guy in Elmwood.

      He retrieves the box, turning it right-side up and holding it out.

      I peek under the lid. The cupcakes are smooshed, the ones with Liv and Jules’ names a clownish smear of icing.

      Motherfucker.

      “Can I at least give you a ride?”

      Daniel’s smooth voice brings me back.

      “No thanks. I’m flying solo tonight.” And a lot of nights, it looks like.

      “Sure. It was good to see you.”

      Buried memories come back in an instant.

      His lips at my ear.

      His dark eyes trained on me.

      The pull between us, the feel of the club music…

      The moms are still staring. Evidently Daniel’s status as a widower also makes him top of the most eligible bachelor list.

      “Get a little closer,” I suggest on my way past. “Maybe you can smell him.”

      But I can’t really blame them.

      He smells fucking incredible.
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      “I want two,” my kid insists from where he’s riding in the shopping cart.

      “Last time you couldn’t finish one.”

      “But the first one will make room for the second one.”

      “How about pasta instead?”

      Andy makes a face. “That’s nothing like a Big Mac.”

      We had Big Macs last weekend, and I’m not feeding my kid fast food twice a week if I can help it.

      “I can get the frozen kind of pasta that goes in the oven. Final offer.”

      We’re shopping on a Monday because I was up late preparing for the first week of class, and missed getting organized at home. We barely made it to the dance studio this afternoon.

      “You’re crushing this single dad thing.” Kat’s voice comes back to me.

      Fuck, I wish she was right.

      Running into her was a surprise. Despite the actual collision, I can’t say it was unpleasant.

      My best friend and her roommate have been dating for the past year. What makes it salacious is that he’s ten years older and, until recently, was her professor.

      I’ve met Liv’s friends more than once but it’s Kat I remember most.

      The night at the club was months ago, but the way she looked, the way she danced, even the faint hint of sweat at her throat, are all fresh in my mind.

      Perhaps because she seems to enjoy pushing my buttons.

      When I accepted the job at Russell and moved back to Elmwood two years ago, it was supposed to be a fresh start after everything that happened.

      In some ways, it has been.

      My faculty job is rewarding, and I reconnected with some old friends.

      But problems are still problems. I’m alone and raising a kid, and I can’t kick the feeling life wasn’t supposed to be this way.

      Life doesn’t always go to plan. But being deliberate about the things I can control keeps my world from careening off the rails when it doesn’t.

      I’m heading for the frozen entrée section when I see the woman standing in an open freezer door by the ice cream.

      Kat’s white shirt is unbuttoned, the white tank top underneath hugging her breasts and rides up her stomach as she stands on tiptoe to reach the top shelf with one hand. A single cupcake is clutched in the other.

      “…Damn Roommateiversary. And moving out. And…”

      “You need a hand?” I ask. She genuinely looks as if she’s a heartbeat away from tumbling into the freezer headfirst.

      Kat turns to take me in.

      In heels, she’s a couple of inches shorter than me. Her heart-shaped face is fresh, her full mouth stained the color of raspberries at the end of summer. She’s always reminded me of a woodland fairy from one of Andy’s books: harmless at first glance, but full of mischievous intent.

      “Can you believe the Rocky Road is on the top shelf?”

      “They should put the best flavors where you can reach them.”

      “That’s what I say.” She smiles and blinks bright eyes fringed in dark lashes.

      “You have icing on your hand.”

      She inspects her thumb, then sucks the pink frosting off.

      It takes a moment for my brain to resume functioning. “This is my son, Andy.”

      “Nice to meet you, Andy. I’m Kat.”

      Her dark pants hug her legs, riding low enough there’s a gap between their waistband and her tank.

      “You like Rocky Road too?” my kid asks.

      “Yup. It’s been so warm I feel like I’m having hot flashes.” She fans herself.

      My gaze drags down her body.

      It is warm.

      “Dad, can we have ice cream for dinner?”

      I rub a hand over my neck. “No. Andy, we’re having pasta.”

      “The trick is to have the pasta first.” Kat turns back to the freezer and grabs a family-sized heat-up entrée. “Pasta makes ice cream taste better.”

      “It does?” Andy asks.

      “Guaranteed.”

      She sets both boxes in my cart without asking, and I try not to notice the way her breasts press against the edge.

      “What about you? You’re getting dessert to go with your…dessert?” I ask, thinking of the icing.

      “Mhmm. Going to eat it solo. It’s a new tradition.”

      “Sounds more like a pity party.” I say it without thinking, and for the first time, there’s a flicker of emotion behind her eyes.

      “My roommate is moving out.”

      “Liv? I thought she and Sawyer were already moved in.” She waves to me from across the street most mornings.

      “My other roommate,” Kat says with a flourish of her hand. “The only one I had left.”

      She turns toward the end of the aisle. In profile, she looks sad and a little lost.

      It’s been a while since I was in school and had roommates, but I do remember how it feels to lose someone you thought would always be there.

      “Come for dinner,” I say. “There’ll even be complex carbs before the ice cream.”

      She freezes, her lips parted in surprise.

      Why did I ask that? 

      Because she made my kid smile.

      Or because I hate the idea of her eating alone.

      Possibly both.

      “Besides.” I saved my trump card for last. “A smart person told me pasta makes ice cream taste better.”
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      Watching Daniel strap Andy into the kid seat while battling with grocery bags is oddly fascinating.

      When he asked me to dinner, he caught me in a moment of weakness. The news from Jules was a blow, plus I really am starving.

      If it were any other guy, I’d wonder if he was hitting on me. But the chances of this man trying to get in my pants are worse than the chances of Greek Row obeying a new “no parties” rule.

      He’s older, and a dad. With the exception of the fact that he’s friends with Liv’s boyfriend, he runs in totally different circles.

      Plus that one time I hit on him, I crashed hard enough to leave rugburn on my ego for a week.

      Daniel pulls out onto the street, the black RAM truck purring.

      Elmwood is a pretty town, the kind with perfect flower baskets lining the streets in the summer and evergreen decorations all winter.

      We skirt the edge of campus, Daniel pausing to let a group of laughing students cross  before turning onto Cyprus Lane.

      Halfway down, he slows in front of one of the many Queen Anne houses. It’s lighter than Sawyer’s across the road.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say as he parks in the driveway.

      “My parents took good care of it. I try to do the same.”

      He clearly succeeds.

      The lawn is bright and green even at the end of the summer, the paint fresh, the driveway recently paved.

      “So this is where you grew up?”

      “Bought it a few years ago.” He cuts the engine. “I’ve got the bags,” he says as he shifts out.

      I help Andy out of the truck, which doesn’t take much as he’s already out of his seat.

      The boy runs to the mailbox, tugging open the door and pulling open a fistful of mail.

      “You know the rules.”

      Andy hands over the mail to Daniel, who barely has a spare hand but finds a way.

      I’m not sure what kind of rule there is that a eight-year-old can’t handle envelopes, but whatever.

      The mailbox flag is lying on the ground next to the post.

      “It broke off in a storm,” Daniel says, bending to grab it and sticking it inside the box.

      “You’re a terrible homeowner,” I deadpan.

      “I need to get the right screws to reattach it.” He glances over his shoulder on our way to the porch, smiling a little when he realizes I’m joking.

      My stomach rumbles as we head inside.

      The hallway has beautiful wood floors, probably original to the house, but fresh warm paint that makes it feel modern. Inside it’s renovated, the kitchen opened up to form one big square with the living room, an island between.

      “I could make something fresh.” Daniel sets the bags on the counter.

      “Excuse me?”

      “It takes as long as cooking this.” He pulls the package out, reading the directions.

      “Yes! Make fettuccine Alfredo,” Andy pleads.

      “Kat?”

      My stomach growls again.

      “Can I help? I’m a terrible cook.”

      His mouth curves. “You’re off the hook. Hang with Andy.”

      “Come look at my puzzle,” Andy says.

      I go to the coffee table to take in his handiwork. “It’s a zoo.”

      “It’s Noah’s ark,” he corrects. “Two of every animal.”

      “Where are your sloths?”

      He frowns, bending over the puzzle and searching with a finger. “Probably still in the box.”

      I grin.

      Kids have this innocence about them that makes you want to see the world through their eyes. They haven’t been scarred. Everything is magical and interesting.

      “What can I get you to drink?” Daniel calls from the kitchen.

      My gaze lands on a wine fridge. “Red’s good.”

      “Wine.” It doesn’t sound like a question, but it is one.

      I shrug. “If you’re offering.”

      “Are you legal?”

      “Do you remember where we met?” I counter, and he turns away, muttering something I can’t hear.

      He reaches for a bottle and uncorks it.

      “This what you drink on campus?”

      “Mostly coffee and grapefruit LaCroix during the week.”

      “We’re all out of LaCroix.” I smile as Daniel pulls a glass down from a shelf and pours from the bottle.

      “I’ll let it slide. But for the record, I’ve had a lot more grown-up things than wine, Professor,” I say as I take the glass from him.

      Our fingers brush.

      It’s innocent. Incidental.

      The lightest touch of skin on skin.

      I swear his nostrils flare, but a moment later, he turns away and everything’s normal.

      “No wine for you?” I prompt as he returns to the kitchen.

      “I drink. But not tonight.”

      Andy captures my attention again, and we work on the puzzle. I sip my wine and sneak looks at the chef while helping Andy track down a rogue goat piece.

      Daniel looks good in the kitchen. Capable and confident.

      The dance moms would be moaning in ecstasy if they could see this.

      When dinner is ready, I take the spot Daniel points to at the table, next to him and across from Andy.

      The meal itself is delicious, and sitting with the two of them is surprisingly comfortable.

      Andy tells us about school. “We have a field trip soon to go to the museum and see animals,” he says proudly. “My dad’s coming with me.”

      I grin. “That’s quality supervision.”

      “What’s supervision?” Andy takes an oversized bite of pasta.

      “When someone needs to watch someone else to make sure they’re doing a good job and don’t get into trouble,” Daniel offers.

      “This way you can watch your dad and make sure he doesn’t steal one of the animals,” I say.

      Andy erupts into laughter, and even Daniel smirks into his pasta before reaching for his water glass.

      The gold band on his ring finger glints in the light and my chest tightens.

      This was such a happy moment, I forgot that their family wasn’t always the two of them.

      “Dad, I need to bring pots for school this week. We’re planting flowers.”

      “Uh. Yeah.” Daniel rubs a hand through his hair, looking distracted. He rises and grabs his phone off the island, cursing softly. “And you have soccer tomorrow. Are your clothes clean?”

      Andy flips his palms. “I don’t remember.”

      “If they smell like anything but sunshine and manufactured rainbows, they’re dirty,” I offer.

      He snorts and turns to his dad. “Can I go play?”

      “After you put your dishes away and check on your clothes.”

      Andy dutifully carries his plate to the sink then takes off down the hallway for the stairs.

      “He’s a great kid,” I murmur when he’s out of earshot and Daniel returns to the table.

      “The best. I lucked out.”

      “Luck has nothing to do with it.” I take the last bite of pasta on my plate, eyeing my companion as I chew and swallow. “You’re doing a hell of a job.”

      “Thank you. It still feels like I’m not most of the time.” Daniel slings an arm over the back of his chair. “I kept telling myself it would get easier.”

      “Does it?”

      “Yes and no. I’m starting the tenure process—basically the world’s biggest performance review,” he goes on at my questioning look.  “I need help. With Andy. With keeping our lives organized. With making sure we’re not deciding between McDonalds and frozen food every night.”

      I point to my empty plate. “Evening turned out pretty well from where I’m sitting.”

      He shifts forward in his seat. “How are you so good with kids? Did you babysit a lot? Have younger siblings?”

      “Only one brother, he’s older. I guess I’m a kid at heart.”

      He nods, reaching for his water.

      For a man who’s so open about some things, he’s good at hiding what he’s thinking.

      “So, what happens after your roommate leaves?”

      I twirl my wineglass by its stem. “I’ll live alone or find a new place to live for the semester.”

      “Where would you go?”

      “I don’t know. But I’ll figure it out. I always do.” I drain the last few sips of my wine in a gulp. “Bathroom?”

      “Down the hall on your right.”

      I shift away from the table, taking my dishes to the sink before turning to head down the hall following his directions.

      Inside the bathroom, I use the mirror to check my reflection, then glance at my phone.

      Three texts and a missed call from Jules.

      I want my friend to be happy. But can’t she be happy without leaving me? It’s not like her girlfriend never stays over. Maybe she can move into Liv’s room.

      I’m being a shitty roommate.

      I hit Jules’s contact.

      “Hey.” She answers on the first ring. “Liv said you heard. I’m sorry it came out that way.”

      “It’s fine. Better than fine. Be with Tess.”

      “You mean that?” Her voice perks up. “I didn’t think you were her biggest fan.”

      I’m also not gonna tell my roommate not to go for it. There are enough people that don’t have your back in the world. I’m one thousand percent in my friends’ corners, no matter what.

      “With you and Liv gone, it means more room for my shoes.” I stare in the mirror, pulling my face in different directions as I imagine the empty dorm room.

      Sounds from outside enter my head.

      “I gotta go. I’ll see you at school.”

      “I’m buying you the biggest cappuccino tomorrow. Love you.”

      “You too.” I click off.

      It’s one thing to feel the exhilarating independence of college with your friends at your side. Another to realize you’re flying solo.

      No impromptu late-night drinking games. No sharing clothes in the morning. No pranks or jokes. No holding each other’s hair, no complaining over school or dating or life.

      I’m either going to be living alone or moving. The hard truth of that sets in.

      When I return, Daniel looks up with a smile.

      “Time for ice cream,” he announces.

      “You guys eat. I should go.” I collect my bag from next to the coffee table. “Thanks for hanging with me, Andy.”

      “Bye, Kat!”

      I start toward the hall and Daniel follows.

      “If I said something wrong—”

      “You didn’t.” I sling my bag over my shoulder.

      I’ve always liked guys who’re reckless and casual.

      Daniel is the opposite.

      Seeing him play house tonight should’ve made him less attractive. But I’m impressed with how seriously he takes his job as a single parent, how much it matters to him.

      “I’ll drive you home. Let me get Andy.” He reaches across me for his keys, hanging on a peg hook by the door.

      “Is that why you didn’t drink tonight?” I can’t remember the last time a guy was such a gentleman, especially without an agenda.

      “That and I get silly when I drink.”

      My head cocks. “Silly like funny? Are you a trivia machine, Daniel?”

      His slow grin is self-deprecating. “Silly as in I’m not nearly as buttoned-up as I pride myself on being.”

      The light falls across his face, and I want to trace my finger across the angles.

      Now I’m thinking of that night again.

      The buzz of alcohol in my veins.

      The music and the dark.

      The feel of his body close to mine, his woodsy scent.

      “Thanks, but I’ll walk. I’m only a few blocks away.” I reach for the door.

      “Kat, wait.” A hand finds my arm, and a shiver runs along my skin.

      I turn back to meet his dark eyes and determined expression.

      “I said I need help with Andy. I meant it.” He leans back over me to replace the keys.

      “Like a babysitter?”

      “More like a nanny. Someone who could live here.”

      When he straightens, he’s closer than before. I’m staring at the exposed vee of skin above the second button on his shirt—which I’m noticing only because I always figured him as a buttoned-all-the-way guy. His dark eyes have flecks of gold in them I’ve never seen.

      “Someone who would help mornings and afternoons and before bed,” he goes on, oblivious to the fact that I’m building a mental shrine to him right now. “Just until the end of the semester.”

      He’s looking for a recommendation. Another student, maybe.

      Focus, Kat.

      “No one comes to mind, but I can ask around—”

      “You,” he blurts. “I want you.”
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      I want you.

      There’s no way I said that.

      I’m deliberate, thoughtful, measured.

      But now I’ve asked a student to be my nanny.

      To move into my house.

      A student I fed wine to and caught myself looking at far too intently.

      “Me,” she echoes, blinking up at me with those bright, clever eyes. “I’m not a babysitter.”

      “Nanny,” I correct, as if that’s what matters.

      “It’s still insane.”

      Her face is flushed from the wine. I didn’t drink, but suddenly it feels as if there’s half a bottle swimming in my veins.

      It is insane.

      It’s forward and she’s going to think I’m making a play.

      Except that’s not true. When I saw Andy smile with her tonight, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’ve been holding for weeks.

      Months.

      Years.

      He seems to enjoy her company, and he deserves to have more attention than he’s getting.

      “Daniel, you picked me up in the frozen foods aisle buying ice cream to go with my cupcake for dinner. What part of that screams ‘trust me with your only child’?”

      There’s that knowing humor again. The one that makes her sound older than she is.

      “You’re a senior. You’re in psychology. Plus, you’re great with him.”

      I vowed my kid would never suffer for having one parent if I could avoid it. I want to be the best dad he could have, and while I wish that meant spending every second with him, I also need to do my job so I can provide for him.

      “I have class. Ten to three every day, plus Wednesday nights.”

      “Andy’s in school until three-thirty. You’d get him from there, take him to dance or soccer if he has it, hang out with him. I’d try to be home for dinner and to see him before bed. I can definitely cover Wednesday nights.”

      “What about weekends?”

      “You’d be free to do what you like.”

      She starts to argue, but stops when I cut her off.

      “It’s only until exams. Tenure review is in January.”

      Unlike most jobs, the career ladder for academics is more like a leap of faith. You put in the work for four or five years, then jump from one ladder to the other, hoping to catch the right rung.

      If you don’t, you’re out.

      It’s not enough to do a good job, you have to do a great job. Moreover, senior faculty have to agree you’ve done a great job.

      “You’d have your own guest bedroom, rent free,” I try, because she’s already hinted her living situation isn’t ideal. “Plus bathroom. And the pay is whatever you want.”

      Kat adjusts her bag on her shoulder. “You’re a terrible negotiator.”

      “When it comes to my kid, I’ll do anything.”

      Her expression softens as she tips her face back to stare at the ceiling. “Dammit, Daniel.”

      I straighten. “Is that a yes?”

      “When would you need me to start?”

      Anticipation surges through me, along with relief that Andy will get the attention and care he deserves. Not because this woman will be around my home at all hours of the day and night.

      “Tonight.” I sound so eager, and it’s her turn to laugh.

      “Tomorrow,” she corrects, reaching for the door.

      This time, I hold it open for her. “Fine. Tomorrow.”

      “I guess I’ll see you after class.” She bites her lip, like she’s still trying to decide if this was a terrible idea.

      I’m suddenly determined to prove to her it’s not.
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