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      Their lesson plans didn’t include love. But that’s about to change…

      

      When Martin Krause arrives at Rose Owens’s high school, she’s determined to remain chilly with her new colleague. Unfriendly? Maybe. Understandable? Yes, since a loathsome administrator gave Rose’s beloved world history classes to Martin, knowing it would hurt her.

      But keeping her distance from someone as warm and kind as Martin will prove challenging, even for a stubborn, guarded ice queen. Especially when she begins to see him for what he truly is: a man who’s never been taught his own value. Martin could use a good teacher—and luckily, Rose is the best.

      Rose has her own lessons—about trust, about vulnerability, about her past—to learn. And over the course of a single school year, the two of them will find out just how hot it can get when an ice queen melts.
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        With richly drawn characters you’ll love to root for, Olivia Dade’s books are a gem of the genre—full of humor, heart, and heat.

        KATE CLAYBORN

      

      

      

      
        
        
        With her warm and witty voice and wry humor, Dade weaves a story with shrewd observations about human nature, workplace dynamics, second chances, and the inner strength to overcome fear and take back control. Teach Me is a happiness-inducing, funny, clever, and empathetic book, and I'm very much looking forward to whatever Dade writes next.

        LUCY PARKER
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      For all the teachers. This book is a romance, but it’s also a love letter to you.

      

      And to the Swedes who welcomed my family with open arms, generous hearts, and endless (ENDLESS) quantities of béarnaise sauce: tack tack!
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      Rose had been braced for calamity over a week, ever since she’d received the e-mail from Keisha. No department chair mandated a late-afternoon meeting with one of her teachers during the summer—especially not a week before they were due to report back to school—to relay welcome news.

      So Rose didn’t expect to hear about improved student test scores, or new funding for the AP U.S. History program, or even the availability of that corner classroom she’d been coveting for years.

      The problem: She didn’t know what she should expect.

      No clues revealed themselves in the social studies department office. No memos rested on the counters lining each side of the space, and no new signs relayed red-underlined warnings on the cork bulletin board. No administrator lay in wait to reprimand her or demand her resignation, for whatever reason.

      She straightened her pencil skirt over her thighs and checked her hairline for renegade strands, but everything remained in place. To the outside observer, she should appear unflustered. Unconcerned. And no matter what happened here today, that wouldn’t change.

      She would not invite other people’s pity or spite into her life. Never again.

      A rapid tap-tap-tap down the hall grew louder. A moment later, Keisha bustled into the office, her sunflower-patterned dress swishing with her every movement. She held up one finger, requesting patience, as she sorted through the pile of papers she held.

      “Just a minute.” A frown creasing her forehead, she deposited the pile on the nearest counter. “I need to find…”

      Rose settled back to wait. Keisha, without fail, shouldered responsibilities others shirked, which meant she was always busy. Always in a hurry. Always at least a few minutes late.

      Under other circumstances, Rose would have befriended her without hesitation. But a smart, private woman didn’t cross-contaminate her professional and personal lives.

      Unwilling to interrupt or rush her coworker, Rose bit back a greeting and surveyed the office again. Over the summer, the narrow room had attained a state of pristine cleanliness it would not achieve again until late June. Usually, piles of papers butted up against stacks of supplies and notebooks and textbooks and all the other detritus attendant with their profession, since at least two social studies teachers per year didn’t have their own classroom. Instead, they’d float from room to room with their carts, which they parked in the office during their planning periods.

      Once the school year began, this space would seem to shrink to stifling proportions, and the quiet of this afternoon would seem a false memory. Thank Christ she’d been given her own classroom over fifteen years ago. With great deliberation, she’d positioned her desk in a corner of the room where no one could see her from the door’s little window. During her planning periods, she could slip off her heels, remove her jacket, and relax. Maybe listen to some low-volume music as she graded. Maybe cry, if she needed to.

      Her first year of teaching, she’d cried all the time, usually in the staff restroom. After twenty years, weeping jags were rare, but they happened. Even veteran teachers had hard days.

      Keisha jotted a note on one of her papers, then plopped herself down onto one of the worn swivel chairs and faced Rose with a sigh. “Sorry to keep you waiting. And sorry I had to call you in during your break. But I wanted you to hear this from me as soon as possible.”

      Shit. Definitely bad news.

      “I appreciate that.” Rose laced her fingers loosely in her lap, the picture of calm unconcern. “What’s going on?”

      Keisha’s glasses slipped, as they inevitably did, down her nose, and she peered solemnly over the top of them. “Betty retired over the summer.”

      Rose inclined her head. “I heard.”

      “We’ve hired her replacement. Martin Krause. He’s a great pickup, and I think you two will work well together. But…” Keisha’s lips pursed in a brief grimace. “Dale got involved.”

      The head of secondary social studies, based at Central Office. One of the few remaining throwbacks to the time when the school system had operated like a men’s-only country club, he occasionally elbowed his way into department matters, blustery and pompous and very, very aware of himself as a man with power over dozens of lower-paid, mostly female underlings.

      His involvement definitely portended disaster in some form, still unknown.

      “I see.” Keep your fingers relaxed. No clenching.

      Keisha pushed up her glasses. “I imagine you do. Once Dale saw Mr. Krause’s pedigree, he insisted we take measures to retain our new teacher for more than a year or two.”

      Their school, like many, had trouble keeping good teachers. Any teachers, actually. Some fled within weeks, leaving the department scrambling for long-term subs. Others departed over the summers, initiating yet more rounds of interviews and training.

      Getting paid an amount commensurate with the hours they worked and the difficulty of their assigned tasks would probably help staff retention. But that wasn’t the point of this meeting, whatever the point might be.

      Neither was her next question, but she had to know. “What’s his pedigree?”

      Satisfaction softened Keisha’s expression. “Master’s in world history. Specialization in ancient civilizations. Twenty-five years of experience. Fifteen years of teaching AP World History with exemplary pass rates for the exam.”

      Well, shit. That was a pedigree.

      Rose had a master’s degree too, in U.S. history, as well as twenty years of experience. But very few job candidates could say the same.

      Enough. Time to peel away the prickly outer layers and get to the heart of this particular artichoke. “How does Dale plan to retain him? And what does it have to do with me?”

      Very little, one hoped.

      “Mr. Krause will teach AP World History, of course. But Dale didn’t want to give him the rest of Betty’s schedule. He thought three periods of Regular World History would scare Mr. Krause away.” The creases across Keisha’s forehead reappeared. “So Dale gave him your Honors World History classes.”

      At last, there was the choke. Inedible, a fuzzy, breath-stealing lump in her throat.

      And like an artichoke, her anger and despair contained layers. “Teaching Regular World History wouldn’t scare away a good teacher. Some of the most committed, kindest students I’ve ever taught⁠—”

      Keisha held up her hand. “You know that. I know that. But you and I also know Dale doesn’t agree. As evidenced by the term he employs for those kids.”

      DOA. Dumb on arrival.

      The first time he’d used that phrase in Rose’s presence, she’d nearly imploded with rage.

      Over her two decades of teaching, she’d been assigned every possible U.S. and world history prep. Regular classes, for kids whose interests or skills might not involve history—or who might not have the time or energy to enroll in harder, more work-intensive classes. Honors classes, for kids willing to cover history in more depth and with more demanding assignments. And finally, Advanced Placement classes, for kids interested in potential college credit—and kids curious or ambitious enough to handle frequent, time-consuming homework and assignments that would stretch their analytical and writing skills.

      She might not have taught regular history in a while, but that didn’t mean she’d disliked that prep. Every single one of the history classes had worth. Meaning. Importance. As did every single one of the students in those classes.

      Dale didn’t see that. He never would.

      In a just world, he’d have found a profession that didn’t involve schools. A job that didn’t give him any authority over students or teachers.

      The world wasn’t just, though. She’d understood that before she’d even understood what just meant.

      She measured each word. Mentally rehearsed until they emerged low and calm, not volcanic with emotion. “What will I be teaching, then?”

      “You’ll keep your three AP U.S. History classes. The other two will be Regular U.S. History.” Keisha’s warm gaze offered sympathy that Rose couldn’t—wouldn’t—accept. “I realize you haven’t taught that prep in a while. I’m sorry.”

      Rose didn’t give a shit about teaching a different prep. Losing her Honors World History kids, though...

      That gutted her. For more reasons than Keisha would ever know.

      With an effort, Rose relaxed her jaw. A long, slow inhalation brought her temper back under her command and her common sense within grasp.

      School hadn’t started yet. She could fix this, if only she found the right argument. “How exactly does Dale expect me to keep our AP U.S. enrollment high if I don’t teach Honors World History?”

      Keisha took off her glasses and rested them on the counter, then rubbed her hands over her face. “I mentioned that concern. Dale wasn’t in a mood to listen.”

      Rose’s AP U.S. History numbers were going to tank next year. No doubt about it.

      Kids who took AP World History in tenth grade were going to take AP U.S. History as juniors, assuming the new teacher didn’t traumatize them. But that was thirty-five or forty kids, max. They couldn’t fill three AP U.S. classes, the number she usually taught.

      Her Honors World History students made up the difference.

      The administration called most of them “untraditional AP students.” Which meant, as far as she could tell, that they came from the same sorts of trailer parks and dilapidated apartment complexes she’d inhabited as a child.

      Those kids had never taken an AP course. Had no intention of taking one. But they were motivated enough to enroll in an honors course. After a year in her class, the ones who respected and liked her also trusted her. Trusted her good intentions, her teaching ability, and her promise that she’d meet their efforts with her own.

      They held their breath—knowing she would assign much more homework than they were accustomed to getting, knowing they’d have to juggle after-school jobs and responsibilities to their younger siblings, knowing they’d relinquish time spent asleep or with friends to complete assignments—and leapt.

      And those tenth-grade Honors World History kids became eleventh-grade AP U.S. History kids. Lots of them. Her first few years, she’d had about forty students enroll in her AP classes. The year after she’d been assigned to teach Honors World History classes? Over a hundred kids had signed up for AP U.S. History.

      She’d had to duck into the faculty restroom after seeing those class lists, spotting those familiar names, and realizing the trust her students had bestowed on her. The trust she’d earned.

      Afterwards, the makeup repairs had been challenging, and her colleagues had probably seen the evidence of her tears.

      For once, she hadn’t cared.

      Nothing in her adult life, other than her few close female friendships, had ever felt like that. Like a cloak settling on her shoulders, light and warm and hers.

      Nothing. Not her wedding ring. Not her lavish home. Not her disorienting wealth. Not the man who’d bestowed the ring and the home and the wealth upon her, and then taken them all back.

      That full-to-the-brim feeling, repeated each year, had helped sustain her over the last decade of teaching, despite long hours and piles of essays and staff turnover and administrative vagaries and the not-inconsiderable fury Dale evoked in her.

      And now he was taking that feeling away.

      After this year, a hundred AP U.S. History kids would dwindle to thirty or forty “traditional AP students” once more. Disproportionately wealthy, given the school population. Disproportionately white, too.

      Her pulse pounded in her head in a violent thump-thump-thump, and her thoughts raced and scattered like sophomores after the last bell.

      Deep breath. “If my enrollment drops substantially, I may not be given the resources I need to teach even a handful of AP kids. You know the superintendent is looking to cut costs.”

      Keisha didn’t argue. “Unfortunately, I have more unwelcome news. As another enticement for Mr. Krause to stay, Dale wanted to give him your classroom, since you’ve had one the longest of anyone here. He said your becoming a floater might help”—she made air quotes—“shake up stale pedagogical practices and lead to greater student success in the long run.”

      The school didn’t contain enough oxygen for the number of deep breaths Rose needed to take. Neither did the entirety of the Earth’s atmosphere.

      Fortunately for the universe’s oxygen supply, Keisha immediately added, “But that’s not happening. I told Dale giving the new teacher your room would cause chaos within our ranks. Classrooms have to be allotted by seniority within our department, period. Otherwise, I’d spend all year fielding requests and complaints.”

      Thank god for Keisha Williams, rightful queen of the department chairs.

      “So our new teacher will be a floater, as usual.” After another rub of her face, Keisha put on her glasses again. “But Dale wants to minimize the number of places Mr. Krause has to go, so he’ll be teaching in your room during both of your planning periods.”

      Both of them? She’d have zero quiet, private time in her classroom during the school day? For an entire school year, and possibly longer?

      Her face, frozen in an expression of equanimity, felt as if it might shatter.

      “If I could have convinced Dale to change his mind, I would have. I certainly tried.” Keisha’s shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly. “But he’d already given in on the issue of ceding your classroom entirely, so he couldn’t be swayed. I’m sorry, Ms. Owens. I know having your own space is…” She hesitated. “I know it’s very important to you. I wouldn’t take your classroom for both your planning periods if I had any other choice.”

      Rose’s jaw made an odd popping sound. “I know. I appreciate it.” She attempted to marshal her thoughts. “Perhaps Mr. Krause could⁠—”

      “Excuse me.” A quiet knock sounded from the cracked door, matching a quiet male voice. “I apologize for interrupting, but I wanted to let you know I was here. A bit early, I’m afraid.”

      After mouthing a silent I’m sorry to Rose, Keisha got to her feet. “Please come in, Mr. Krause.”

      Rose did the same, watching as the door swung open.

      And there stood the paragon. Martin, apparently. The man who’d inadvertently taken her Honors World History classes and—at least part of the time—her classroom.

      For a paragon, he was awfully nondescript. Maybe mid-forties. White, with a slight tan. Lean frame. Brown hair sprinkled with a little gray. Watchful blue eyes. Standard button-down and striped tie above a pair of standard dark pants. Unremarkable features. Not ugly, not particularly handsome.

      Hating such an unexceptional face might prove difficult, but she’d persevere.

      Keisha looked between the two of them. “Mr. Krause, this is Ms. Owens, your colleague. You’ll be teaching in her classroom for two periods, and you’ll be working together on issues related to the AP program in our department.”

      When he moved closer, Rose took a certain grim satisfaction in the realization that she stood taller than him, at least when wearing heels.

      She was a forty-two-year-old professional, and she’d act like a forty-two-year-old professional. And forty-two-year-old professionals shook hands with new colleagues and offered help, no matter how violently frustration and fury hammered at their temples.

      She extended her hand, and he took it.

      “I’m Martin.” The handshake was brief, his hand dry and warm, his gaze direct. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Under his scrutiny, she struggled to remain as smooth and impervious as a polished diamond. “And I’m Rose. If you’d like, I can stay until after your meeting with Keisha and answer any questions you might have about our Honors World History curriculum and our AP program.”

      Keisha answered for him, her smile rife with both relief and gratitude. “That would be lovely. Thank you, Ms. Owens.”

      Martin echoed Keisha’s thanks in a low murmur.

      As Rose left the office, the department chair followed her out and shut the door.

      “I mean it,” Keisha whispered. “Thank you. I won’t forget how well you handled this. E-mail me if you want to discuss these changes again before our report date.”

      Rose forced her tongue to form the words. “I’m fine. Just send Martin to my—” Oh, Jesus. This was going to sting. “Just send Martin to our classroom when you two are done.”

      Keisha nodded and spoke at her normal volume. “Thank you again, Ms. Owens. I hope you have a relaxing last week of vacation.”

      The other woman reentered the office and closed the door behind her, leaving Rose alone in the empty, echoing hallway, waiting to assist the paragon.

      Sometimes being a forty-two-year-old professional sucked enormous, hairy kiwis.
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      “The state’s standardized testing happens the week after the AP exam?” Martin double-checked the schedule Rose had printed in the department office, hoping he’d gotten the dates wrong. “Those kids will be exhausted.”

      She tapped a gleaming nail on the paper. “They are. But the AP prep usually covers everything they need to know for the state test, so it’s not quite as terrible as it sounds.”

      “By the time all the testing ends, I imagine you’re exhausted too.” He offered her a small, forced smile. “Maybe more than the students.”

      She turned away with a noncommittal hum. “Let’s designate some areas for you to store your supplies in my room.”

      Nope. Nothing there except pure professionalism. No connection whatsoever.

      He let his expression revert to his normal—as his ex-wife used to call it—Resting Proctologist Face. Why proctologists, he didn’t know. But as over four decades of candid photos could confirm, his default expression did not tend toward jollity, no matter what he was actually feeling. In class field trip photos, he’d been the sternest, most worried-looking second-grader in school history.

      To be fair, however, right now he had good reason to be concerned.

      After an entire adult life spent swimming in the turbulent waters of department politics, Martin recognized its dangers, even those concealed beneath a mirror-like surface. So he knew for a fact: When he’d entered the social studies department office, he’d somehow ventured into water so cold and deep, he risked becoming a human popsicle.

      Not because of his new supervisor, Keisha. She seemed genuinely pleased to have him in her department, and she’d welcomed him with natural—if harried—warmth.

      Rose Owens…she was a different matter entirely.

      She wasn’t actively repugnant or a bully, like the head of secondary-level social studies for the school system. During the interview process, Dale Locke had behaved like an unmitigated dick to the women and underlings around him. The type of dick Martin had tried to avoid his entire childhood, with notably limited success.

      It was hard to avoid pompous blowhard assholes when they were your immediate family, he’d found.

      Rose, in contrast to Locke, couldn’t have been more professional or generous with her help over the last hour or two. She’d shown him the textbooks he’d be using. Explained the school’s schedule. Taken him to her classroom, still empty for the summer. Discussed the information students would be expected to master for the end-of-year state tests.

      But the chill surrounding her was so palpable, he’d half-wondered during their handshake whether his fingers might stick to hers as they would an ice cube.

      No, not a cube. A smooth sphere of ice, like the ones at that fancy, way-too-pricey bar he and Sabrina had visited during their last-ditch, let’s-try-to-save-this-marriage getaway in Manhattan several years ago.

      Like those spheres, Rose looked expensive. Beautifully rounded. Slippery in her perfection. And cold. Jesus, so cold.

      She wore unrelieved black and dressed in sleek lines. Her shiny patent leather heels emphasized her impressive height, especially the length of her pale, strong legs. From a stick-straight center part, her hair was slicked back into a gleaming twist the color of bitter coffee.

      Not a single word from her mouth was objectionable. Not a single word from her mouth was personal, either. She didn’t ask him about himself. She didn’t tell him about herself. She didn’t smile. She didn’t do anything but give him necessary, job-related information.

      And that was absolutely, unequivocally her choice. She didn’t owe him, a near-stranger, smiles or warmth or personal information or interest.

      He’d told his daughter Bea the same thing many, many times over the years. Being a woman didn’t obligate her to make men—or anyone—comfortable in her presence. People who said otherwise could contemplate their terrible life choices while she shoved their arrogant presumption somewhere exceedingly painful.

      Rose’s chilliness didn’t offend him. Not at all.

      It did worry him, though.

      He could guess that she wasn’t thrilled about giving up her room for both her planning periods, since any rational human would feel the same way. And if he’d understood Keisha correctly, he was also taking Rose’s Honors World History classes. Again, since getting a new prep involved untold hours of work for even longtime teachers, he had to assume she hadn’t kicked up those slick, midnight heels in a jig of joy.

      He hadn’t chosen to invade her classroom, of course. He hadn’t assigned her a different prep, either. But he’d been the unwitting cause of all the upheaval she was experiencing, and only an automaton could fail to resent him for it.

      The problem: They needed to work together. And he needed to make a place for himself at this school. At least for a year, and maybe longer if Bea chose to attend Marysburg University.

      So if that chill was directed at him, specifically, rather than the world at large, he should try to mitigate the damage as soon as possible. Because making an enemy in his department before the first day of school? Awkward at best, career-damaging at worst.

      And knowing someone was angry at him, in whatever context, made him twitchy. Always had.

      Too bad Rose Owens didn’t seem interested in any overtures of friendship.

      He shook his head, impatient with himself. Give her time, man.

      “I think the storage areas you indicated will fit more than enough of my supplies.” He rested a hand on the cabinet she’d designated as his. “Thank you. And thank you for all your help.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      No expression whatsoever. That might as well serve as his signal to go.

      “I’d better get—” he started to say, just as his daughter walked into the room.

      “Hey, Dad. There you are.” Bea pulled out one of her earbuds, letting it dangle against her faded Where Are We Going? And Why Am I in This Handbasket? tee. “You ready to head out?” Turning to Rose, she offered a shrug and a smile. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m hungry enough that the guidance counselor started to resemble curly fries.”

      Good timing. “Ms. Owens, this is my daughter Beatrice, who’ll be a senior here this year. Bea, this is Ms. Owens, who teaches U.S. history. I’ll be sharing her room for two of my classes. And we’ll get out of her hair now, so she can get home or…” What did a woman that gorgeous, that statuesque, and that chilly do in her spare time? Freelance ice sculpture impersonation? “…or whatever.”

      Then the miraculous happened.

      Rose swiveled toward his daughter and…Jesus.

      She smiled.

      Black clothing be damned, everything about her—everything—illuminated. That flawless pale skin transformed from opaque to luminescent. Her wide-set eyes crinkled at the corners, and for the first time, he noticed they were lovely. Not just brown, but the translucent, rich amber of dark maple syrup. And that mouth…

      He’d vaguely registered her lips as pale and pinched and thin. But now he knew better. Her mouth was generous, her lips glossy and pink, as plump and stunning as the rest of her.

      None of that—none of the warmth, none of the liveliness—was for him. It was all for Bea, his sweet girl. And he couldn’t have been happier.

      Because this meant Rose probably didn’t treat her students the same way she treated him. Plus, anyone who smiled like that at his daughter couldn’t be too unforgiving.

      “I love your shirt,” Rose told Bea. “Do you know whether it comes in black?”

      His daughter had been wearing that tee on an almost daily basis for months now. At some point, he’d inquired as to whether it indicated her state of mind since the divorce, and Bea had scoffed at him.

      “It’s just comfortable, Dad. And I wash it between wears.” She’d flicked her fingers in the direction of his head. “I’m not traumatized and stinky and subtly revealing my pain through overuse of quippy tees, so stop with the proctologist face.”

      Such an adorable smartass.

      He loved having her in his new house every other week, even when she talked enough for three people, ate all his favorite Pop-Tarts, and clogged the shower drain with long, soggy strands of her blond hair. How she wasn’t bald when she shed like that, he had no idea. And when she left for college, he didn’t know what he was going⁠—

      No. He wouldn’t think about that. Couldn’t think about that.

      Bea removed her other earbud and beamed at Rose. “I can check. If it comes in black, I’ll have Dad send you the link.”

      “That would be amazing. My wardrobe was clearly missing a key element. Snark.” Rose gestured at the brochures in Bea’s grasp. “You’re deciding on colleges?”

      “Yup. Dad’s car is in the shop, so I drove him here and looked at a few options while I was waiting.” She shook the stack of papers. “I’ve split them into three piles. Really expensive, prohibitively expensive, and I’d-better-see-about-cashing-in-Dad’s-life-insurance-policy expensive.” Her voice lowered to a faux-whisper. “I’m leaning toward the latter.”

      At that, Rose actually snorted, and he would have hugged his daughter if he hadn’t known she’d shove him away and tell him he was being gross and mushy.

      “We’re touring UVA this weekend.” Bea’s elbow jabbed his ribs, and he smothered a grunt. “I know he looks like he’s about to deliver a fatal prognosis most of the time, but Old Sobersides here is actually pretty fun on a road trip. We do taste tests of gas station snacks.”

      At the mention of his ex’s other favorite nickname for him, he shifted his weight, and his daughter shot a glance in his direction.

      He didn’t mind the sobriquet. Not usually. Not when it was said with such obvious affection.

      But a part of him wished Bea hadn’t used it in front of Rose.

      “Gas station snacks? Really?” Rose cast a skeptical—but not unfriendly—glance his way. “He doesn’t seem like someone who consumes a lot of Little Debbie Oatmeal Crème Pies.”

      She knew about Little Debbie? Enough to name a specific product? Odd. He’d have bet a good chunk of his inadequate salary that she’d never stepped impeccably shod foot in any store less highbrow than Whole Foods.

      Bea grinned, her blue eyes bright. “Don’t let the lean frame fool you. He can pound the Ho Hos like nobody’s⁠—”

      Okay, enough about pounding Ho Hos. “All right, Beatrice. Off we go. Say goodbye to Ms. Owens.”

      “Goodbye to Ms. Owens,” Bea parroted.

      Rose met his eyes, and for the first time, he saw warmth—at least a little of it—directed his way. “You’ve done well with this one, Krause.”

      When he laughed, she stilled for a moment, her smile dying.

      He didn’t understand what had happened. But he wanted that smile back, so he worked for it. “Funny. I was just thinking I should return her to the cabbage patch and tell them there’d been a clerical error.”

      And there it was again. That incandescent curve of her lips. This time, because of something he’d said. Him, Old Sobersides with the Resting Proctologist Face.

      Why that made his shoulders straighten a fraction, he couldn’t have explained. But it did, and the adjustment felt…different. Good different.

      His daughter poked him again. “You’d miss me, and you know it.”

      He would. He already did, every other week.

      “Possibly. But your college fund would buy a lot of therapeutic Ho Hos.” With that, he aimed for the door. “Thank you for all your time and help, Ms. Owens. I feel much more prepared for the school year after having talked with you.”

      “That was the intent.”

      A cool dismissal. But when he glanced over his shoulder, she was studying him with his daughter, her brow creased in an expression he had no way of interpreting correctly.

      “Good night, Ms. Owens,” he said.

      Bea paused in the doorway and looked at Rose. “See you when school starts. I’ll let you know about the tee.”

      “Thanks, Bea. Come by anytime.”

      Rose, still and silent, watched his daughter disappear into the hallway. The setting sun bathed her skin with rosy light, but that light wouldn’t last much longer. And if something about leaving his new colleague alone in the gathering shadows of her classroom tugged at his chest, he wasn’t paying the pull a bit of attention.

      “Good night, Mr. Krause.” With Bea’s departure, Rose was opaque again. Still lovely, but a definite chill had descended. “See you in a week. Please close the door behind you when you leave.”

      After one final, unhappy survey of the rapidly darkening, nearly empty parking lot outside her classroom windows, he did. Jogging to catch up with Bea, he fell into step beside her as they trundled down the stairs and toward the main school entrance.

      For once, his daughter remained silent, even without her earbuds in place. And in that brief oasis of quiet, his brain picked through images from the afternoon. The vivid sunflowers on Keisha’s dress and the charming way she kind of crossed her eyes when making a point she considered vital. The personality-free patch of the department office where he’d spend his own planning periods, a space containing only a countertop, a chair, a cart, and a few shelves overhead. Lists of test dates and schedules and learning objectives.

      Rose Owens. Ivory covered in ebony, polished from crown to pointed toe. Tall. Lush. Controlled. Scrupulously polite, undeniably helpful, and unfathomably distant.

      A frozen monarch, melted by a teenager in a quippy tee.

      Funny how he’d enjoyed both the ice and its temporary thaw. How he’d found both impressive. How something inside him had awakened when his nonsense earned her smile.

      As they settled into her car and buckled their belts, his daughter finally spoke. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      Despite the dusk, Bea’s hair still gleamed from the driver’s seat. His golden girl, now staring at him with beetled brow, clearly remorseful. Why, he couldn’t guess.

      “What about, sweet Bea?”

      The childhood nickname didn’t elicit a protest, which was evidence enough of her distress. She didn’t say anything for a minute, and he tried not to cringe as she reversed the car out of the parking space with a speed he’d never have attempted and zipped out of the lot.

      “I thought…” She came to a full halt at a stop sign and looked both ways before proceeding through the intersection, and he sent a silent thanks to the ever-patient instructors at her former driving school. “I didn’t think you minded the names.”

      “The names?”

      He knew which names. But she needed time and space to work through what she wanted to say, and he wouldn’t insert his own words into the process.

      “Old Sobersides. Resting Proctologist Face. I thought they were kind of like…I don’t know.” Her throat shifted in a hard swallow. “Family jokes, or something.”

      “They were.” He hesitated. “They are.”

      “But we’re not a family anymore.” At his immediate protest, she raised a staying hand from the steering wheel, eyes still on the road. “I know, I know, you and I are still family. Mom and I are still family. But the three of us aren’t. Not since the divorce. And definitely not since Mom got engaged to Reggie and came here.”

      “Sweet Bea…” He gave her arm a brief, gentle squeeze. “I moved to Marysburg to be near you for at least one more year. You’re my family, no matter what. Never doubt that.”

      “I don’t doubt that. That’s what I just said.” His daughter’s voice contained an uncharacteristic snap. “Please listen to me.”

      He subsided back into his seat. “Okay. Okay. I’m listening.”

      Her voice lowered. “This isn’t about whether you love me, Dad. You do. I know that. This is about whether you ever really liked those nicknames, or whether you put up with them because Mom and I thought they were funny. And if you didn’t like them, you shouldn’t have had to hear them. Not when we were all a family, and definitely not now.”

      Befuddled, he squinted against the glare from another car’s headlights. “What brought this on, Bea?”

      She licked her lips. “When I called you Old Sobersides in front of Ms. Owens, you looked…I don’t know. Uncomfortable, I guess. Maybe a little embarrassed. And I got worried that I’d hurt your feelings. That we’d hurt your feelings, for all these years.”

      “You didn’t hurt my feelings in front of Ms. Owens.” He shifted in the seat until he was facing her profile. “Please don’t be concerned about that.”

      Bea, true to her stubborn nature, was not mollified. “But do you actually think those nicknames are funny? Do you like them?”

      That…that was a hard question. “I guess I’ve had similar nicknames most of my life, so I don’t think too much about them.”

      He’d certainly had worse ones, especially as a kid. Casper, for how invisible he’d tried to become. Mute Boy, for how seldom he’d spoken at home. Pansy, for how he’d proven a liability in organized sports and hated playing the violent, mean games his older brother Kurt and Kurt’s asshole friends had preferred. How he’d cried that time their father used the spatula on him.

      “But do you like them?” Bea flicked him an impatient glance. “Come on, Dad, answer the question.”

      There was really no simple answer. That was going to be true of many questions in Bea’s life, so she might as well learn it now.

      “Sometimes I think those names are funny. Because you’re funny, and because you say them with affection.” Just as Bea had no doubt of her place in his heart, he didn’t worry for a moment about whether she loved him back. “But other times, maybe not.”

      He certainly hadn’t appreciated them the last few years of his marriage. Not when the fondness in Sabrina’s tone had become edged with scorn. Not when she’d flung those nicknames between them like a gauntlet, a challenge to be better. Less boring. A worthwhile husband, one not so preoccupied with grading and other people’s children.

      Then, the edge in those familiar phrases had left him bleeding but unable to complain about the slice of pain. Because it was just a joke, after all. Just a family joke.

      Bea cut to the point. “Not when Mom uses them.”

      Not in the last decade, no.

      He chose his words with the care of a man disarming an explosive. “That’s a matter for your mother and me to address, if we ever find it necessary. It’s not something you need to worry about.”

      Bea’s lips thinned. “Whatever. Either way, I won’t use those nicknames again.”

      “That’s up to you.” He tried to convey his sincerity, but wasn’t sure he succeeded. “My feelings won’t be hurt if you do.”

      “Hmmm.” In that moment, his daughter sounded very much like Rose had earlier.

      Long minutes passed, and Bea had pulled into the fast food drive-through line, grabbed his wallet to pay the cashier, handed over their food, and started for home before she spoke again. “Ms. Owens is pretty. She seems nice, too.”

      He almost laughed. Pretty and nice were such pallid terms for the woman he’d met that day, and neither strictly applied.

      Gorgeous. Generous. Self-contained. Inscrutable. Those words captured Rose Owens.

      But Rose had been nice to his daughter, and he didn’t care to reveal his thoughts about his colleague to Bea. Not when this conversation already had him skirting landmines.

      So, sure. He could agree to Bea’s assessment. “Yes. I’m glad you liked her.”

      “She’s really different from Mom.”

      In so many ways. Thick and curvaceous where Sabrina had been slight and athletic in frame. Regally tall, rather than petite. Dark-haired, instead of blond. Monochromatic when Sabrina had loved bright colors.

      Above all else, Rose was closed, while Sabrina had been a dwelling with the door flung wide open. Too open to contain either her happiness or her discontent, and too open to effectively conceal her extramarital activities from him, although she’d managed to shield Bea. They both had, and they both would. On that they agreed.

      But again: landmines.

      “Your mother and Ms. Owens both like kids. They have that in common.” He didn’t really want to know, but he had to ask. “Bea, why are you comparing them?”

      They’d reached their driveway. She turned the key in the ignition, and the car’s rumble abruptly ceased.

      “Mom has Reggie. I’m leaving for college next year.” She unbuckled her seat belt and angled her body toward him. “Dad, you need to start dating. The thought of you in this house all alone—” Her hands fisted in her lap. “I hate it.”

      Her concern warmed him, but—dating. The word alone made his heart clench in terror.

      He’d been awful at dating. Awkward and too quiet and…boring.

      In academic settings, he’d communicated capably. Outside of them, he’d become someone else. Old Sobersides. Mute Boy. Casper. Only he’d been the one ghosted again and again as a teenager.

      Sabrina had been his first girlfriend. Likely his last, too.

      “I don’t need to date. I’m fine.” He touched her chin with a gentle finger. “And sweet Bea, you should know something. You can be more alone in a bad relationship than if you’d never dated anyone at all.”

      Her mouth trembled. “Maybe I should go to Marysburg University.”

      God, he’d love that.

      “No, Bea.” He spoke over her protest. “No. You are not responsible for me. I can take care of myself, and you’ll have your own independent life to create. So you’re only going to Marysburg U if that’s the college you most want to attend. Period.”

      His daughter slumped in her seat. “I just want you to be happy.”

      “I am. I will be.” He got out of the car, rounded the bumper, and opened her door. “Come on out. I’m claiming my moment of mush for the day.”

      It took her a moment, but she eventually rolled her eyes and accepted his hand as she climbed to her feet. Then he pulled her into the tightest hug he could give without hurting her.

      For a moment, he simply breathed in the familiar scent of her apple shampoo. Focused on the familiar sight of blond curls at the crown of her head. Soaked in the familiar feel of her, his baby girl, nestled against him.

      But not everything was so familiar. Not her lanky limbs. Not her height.

      Soon, her head wouldn’t even rest on his chest anymore.

      His throat ached. He closed his eyes for a moment, bereft.

      Still, he let her go as soon as she loosened her grip, and he worked hard to keep his tone teasing. “Did I ever tell you you’re my favorite daughter?”

      She didn’t seem to notice how hoarse he’d become. “Ha-ha, Dad.”

      The rest of the evening passed normally. At least until bedtime, when she gave him another brief hug and then lingered in her doorway, silhouetted by her bedside light. The oversized tee Bea used for a nightie was becoming threadbare, but she refused to let him buy new ones. So stubborn, his girl.

      Without warning, she prodded his chest with a fingertip. “Ms. Owens likes you, you know. She smiled at your dumb jokes, and she was watching you when you weren’t looking at her. Which you were totally doing all the time. You should ask her out.”

      His daughter needed practice interpreting body language, because his new colleague did not like him. Not in the slightest. But it was sweet that Bea considered her middle-aged father someone who could interest a woman like Rose Owens.

      “I’m not going to date Ms. Owens. Or anyone, for that matter.” He kissed Bea’s forehead and nudged her inside her room. “But I love you. Good night, sweet Bea.”

      “So stubborn,” he heard her mutter as he closed the door. “Love you too, Dad.”
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