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‘Dad, we’re going to be late!’

Dan blinked his eyes open, cringing from the glaring beam of sunlight shining through the window and stared at the freckled face in front of him, the moss-green eyes filled with urgency.

‘What time is it?’ he mumbled, flinching when his blanket was ruthlessly torn away.

‘Almost eight.’

The moss-green eyes were staring at him again. Katie looked just like her mother—from her rounded eyes to the chocolate-brown of her hair. That is, when her mother’s hair wasn’t dyed a yellow-blonde. He was fortunate to have seen her beauty before she started latching on to the trends and it didn’t bother him that Katie resembled her so much. He just hoped that she wouldn’t follow in her footsteps.

‘Are you coming?’ Katie asked, her voice ringing in his ears.

He jumped out of bed, the reality of the time finally catching up to him, grabbed his jeans and shirt and headed towards the bathroom.

‘I have to get to work,’ he said.

‘Not before you take me to school,’ Katie replied, pouring some cereal into a bowl.

‘What’s wrong with the bus?’ he asked, stopping in his tracks.

She pointed to the window just in time for Dan to see the large school bus driving past their house. He sighed, resigned to the fact that he would be late to work. Maybe he could make up for it at the end of the day or cut his lunch short. He just knew that he couldn’t afford to get on his boss’s bad side—it was hard enough convincing Julian to take him on since he was a full-time single parent.

It hadn’t been easy—or cheap—making sure that Katie was getting the education she needed, clothes that fit, food to eat and a roof over her head, but he worked hard, and she never went without. Sending her to the local public school saved on private tuition fees, but the hefty cost of after-school care certainly made up for it. If it were up to him, he would only work between school hours. But working from eight-thirty in the morning until five, sometimes six, in the afternoon wasn’t negotiable with his work if he wanted to have his weekends off.

He nodded, pointing at the bowl in Katie’s hand. ‘Fine, but eat quickly and get ready for school because we need to be gone in ten minutes.’

‘You’re the one that made us late!’ she retorted.

‘Ten minutes,’ he repeated.

But he knew that she was right—he shouldn’t have snoozed his alarm that last time. He should know by now that his alarm can only be snoozed four times before it turns itself off.
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‘FOCUS.’

‘We do this every day,’ Katie whined. ‘Can’t we do something different?’

Dan rolled the car to a stop at the traffic light. ‘We do this so that you can be the smartest kid in your class.’

‘I’m already the smartest kid in my class,’ she said, shrugging.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he replied. ‘You would hate to stop practising and find that everyone else gets ahead of you. This is the last word of the day. Now, spell it.’

‘I-T.’

‘Katie!’

‘Fine,’ Katie replied, throwing her head back against the seat. ‘F-O-C-U-S. Happy?’

‘Yes, I am.’

The light turned green and they drove in silence for a few minutes, Dan checking the time as often as he could. If they could get through the damn traffic and get a good run through with the lights, he might make it to work on time. Just. But he wasn’t holding his hopes up.

He was starting to worry about Katie—she was developing an attitude and giving him sass. He hoped that it wasn’t because he had to put her in after-school care or because he was the only family she had. After all, she was the only family he had and it could be hard on him, particularly since he hadn’t had time for any kind of relationship with anyone after Tina. It hadn’t bothered him at first—looking after Katie had kept him busy enough. But it was as though he blinked and she was in the second grade and he hadn’t even been on a date in all seven years of her life. In fact, he had steered clear of any potential relationship.

He thought it was a good idea to solely focus on Katie instead of his love life for all those years. But now, he wasn’t so sure that the lack of female influence on Katie had been helpful for her. After all, there were some things that only a motherly figure could help a young girl through and Katie was steadily approaching that age.

‘Now, remember that you have to go to after-school care this afternoon,’ Dan said.

‘Do I have to?’ Katie whined.

‘Yes, you do,’ he said. ‘We’ve been through this, Katie. I don’t have any choice but to work late.’

‘But I don’t like after-school care,’ Katie said, her head drooping. ‘I wish school went for longer so that I didn’t have to go. At least school is fun.’

‘What’s fun about school?’ Dan asked before he could stop himself. ‘I mean, what do you like about it?’

Katie shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I only like it when Miss Clayton is there. It’s not fun when she isn’t. She was only a substitute teacher last term, but now we have her all the time.’

Dan glanced in his rear-vision mirror, relieved that Katie was smiling instead of letting her head droop. He pulled the car into the school carpark and they climbed out, heading towards her classroom.

‘So, what don’t you like about after-school care?’

‘It’s not too bad, I guess,’ Katie said. ‘But none of the other kids want to play school with me. They think it’s stupid. There she is!’

‘Who?’

Katie started running towards a brown-haired woman struggling to get a box out of a car. ‘Miss Clayton!’ she said excitedly as she reached the woman.

‘Oh, there’s my little helper!’ the woman said, passing a folder to Katie. ‘Would you mind taking this inside for me?’

Katie nodded, taking the folder and running towards her classroom. Dan came to a stop at the car, watching Katie’s teacher still struggling with the box.

‘Do you need a hand?’ he asked, smiling when he noticed her jump a little.

She turned to face him, her large brown eyes—the colour of coffee with a dash of milk in it—almost throwing him off his feet. A few strands of her long brown hair blew against her tinged cheeks and he had to stop himself from brushing them aside. This was Katie’s teacher? This beautiful, slim woman who looked more like she stepped out of a fashion magazine than like a second-grade teacher?

‘Excuse me?’ she asked, her voice sounding like music to his ears.

Dan shook his head, trying to gain control over his thoughts and body again. She was pretty—incredibly beautiful, actually—but she was, after all, his daughter’s teacher. Even if he was looking for a relationship—which he definitely wasn’t—she was completely off limits. Besides, she was probably already in a relationship. Shame.
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