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  Chapter one
Chapter 1 



Dr. Rose Andrews arrived on campus fifteen minutes early, which was both intentional and completely unnecessary.
She stood just inside the main economics building, adjusting the strap of her leather tote for the third time, blinking once as if to steady herself. The building smelled faintly of polished wood, old books, and the kind of institutional air that suggested generations of important conversations had happened here—debates, disagreements, breakthroughs, failures.
Her heart thudded anyway.
First day.
First real day.
Not as a visiting lecturer. Not as a postdoc hovering on the edges of departments, collecting short-term contracts and long-term anxiety. But as Dr. Rose Andrews, Assistant Professor of Economics.
She exhaled slowly and glanced down at her phone, checking the time again even though she already knew it. Her syllabus—printed, annotated, re-annotated—was tucked neatly into a pale blue folder. Her lecture notes were color-coded. Her pen case was overprepared. Her outfit had taken an unreasonable amount of thought.
Professional, but not stiff. Polished, but approachable.
She’d chosen a soft ivory blouse tucked into a navy skirt, low heels she could stand in for two hours if necessary, gold jewelry that felt like herself—simple, warm, grounding. Her hair was styled neatly but not severely, falling just past her shoulders.
She wanted to look like someone who belonged here.
Someone who wasn’t silently panicking.
Rose took another breath, squared her shoulders, and pulled up the building map on her phone.
Lecture Hall C.
She frowned.
The hallway stretched in two directions, both lined with doors bearing faculty names and course placards. She turned left, walked twenty steps, then stopped. The signage jumped from Hall A to Hall E.
That wasn’t right.
She turned around, retraced her steps, and went right this time—only to find herself facing an administrative wing.
She stopped again.
“Of course,” she muttered to herself. “Of course.”
Her first day as a professor, and she was already lost.
She glanced at her watch. Still early. Plenty of time. No need to panic.
Do not panic.
She turned, scanning the corridor again—and nearly walked straight into someone.
“Oh—!”
They both stopped short at the same time.
“I’m so sorry,” Rose said automatically, stepping back.
The man in front of her smiled slightly, already waving off the apology.
“No harm done.”
His voice was calm. Warm. Unhurried.
Rose’s eyes flicked up—and paused.
He was tall. Strikingly handsome.He wore a crisp button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, no tie, no jacket. His posture was relaxed but purposeful, as though he knew exactly where he was going and had no reason to rush.
Faculty, she clocked immediately.
Definitely not a student.
There was something about the way he carried himself—unbothered, confident, observant. 
“I’m actually glad I ran into someone,” she said, her nerves choosing that exact moment to loosen their grip. “I’m looking for Lecture Hall C, and I’m fairly certain the building map is lying to me.”
He chuckled softly.
“It does that sometimes.”
“Oh good, it’s not personal,” she said, relieved. “I was worried this was some kind of initiation ritual. You know—get lost on your first day and see if you cry.”
His eyebrow lifted faintly, amused.
“First day?”
“Yes.” She nodded, already feeling words spill out now that she’d started. “First day teaching. First day as an assistant professor, actually. I got here early because I didn’t want to rush, and now I’m rushing internally even though I don’t need to be, which is very on-brand for me.”
She stopped, then laughed awkwardly.
“Sorry. I ramble when I’m nervous.”
He didn’t seem bothered. If anything, he looked entertained.
“Welcome, then,” he said. “Which school?”
“Economics,” she replied, pride and anxiety tangling together in her chest. “I just finished my PhD last spring. I’m—well, I’m thrilled to be here. Terrified, but thrilled.”
She paused, then added, as if it explained everything, “I’ve had a week.”
His expression softened slightly. “Those tend to stack up at inconvenient times.”
“You have no idea,” she said, then immediately corrected herself. “Actually, you probably do. Academia is… a lot.”
That earned her a small smile.
Encouraged—emboldened, really—Rose continued.
“I interviewed with the previous dean, actually. He retired right after. I do hope the new one isn’t… you know. Overbearing. Or annoying. Or one of those people who loves meetings more than outcomes.”
She made a face.
“I already have enough going on in my life.”
The words tumbled out before she could stop them.
She hadn’t meant to say that. Or maybe she had.
Either way, once the door was open, everything followed.
“I’m trying to get my private life together,” she added, grimacing slightly. “Just went through a breakup. Technically, I got dumped. Right after graduation.”
His head tilted a fraction, attention sharpening.
“Oh.”
“Yes. We were supposed to be married by now. Vacationing somewhere warm. I even accelerated my coursework so we could get married earlier, which—looking back—was deeply unserious of me.”
She let out a breathy laugh.
“He wasted my time. Truly. And I don’t say that lightly.”
She hesitated, then waved a hand as if brushing the thought aside.
“Anyway. I’m not bitter. I’m just… very clear now. About what I want.”
He waited. Didn’t interrupt.
That made it easier to keep talking.
“I want to be married within a year,” she said matter-of-factly. “Kids soon after. A home. A vacation home, ideally. PTA meetings where I smile politely while rolling my eyes internally. The whole thing.”
She laughed again, shaking her head.
“I know that sounds intense, but I’m very intentional. I’ve learned my lesson. No more drifting.”
She paused, then added lightly, “I have dates lined up. I’m open. Very open. I might even meet someone here at work—who knows?”
She winced playfully.
“That was a joke. Mostly.”
He smiled, this time more openly.
“And your students?” he asked.
“Oh, I hope they’re well-behaved,” she said fervently. “I love teaching—I really do—but I’m also here for a paycheck, so I need them to respect the syllabus.”
She caught herself, eyes widening slightly.
“Oh my goodness. I am talking entirely too much.”
She laughed, cheeks warming.
“Where are my manners? I’m Rose. Dr. Rose Andrews.”
He extended a hand.
“Philip.”
Just that.
No title. No clarification.
She shook his hand, noting briefly that his grip was firm but unshowy.
“Well, Philip,” she said, smiling, “thank you for letting me emotionally unload in the hallway. If you tell anyone, I’ll deny everything.”
“Your secret’s safe,” he said easily.
He glanced down the corridor, then gestured.
“Lecture Hall C is actually around the corner and down the stairs. You were close.”
Of course I was, Rose thought.
“Thank you,” she said sincerely. “And—really—nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.”
They walked together for a moment, then reached the administrative wing.
“This is me,” he said, turning away. “Good luck today.”
“Thanks,” she replied. “I’ll need it.”
She watched him disappear down the hall, then turned and headed for the lecture hall, heart lighter, nerves steadier.
She didn’t realize that the man she’d just told her entire life story to was, in fact—
Her dean.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter 2 


Dr. Rose Andrews got home after a long first day of teaching. 
Her home was quiet when she stepped inside, too quiet, as if even the walls were holding their breath. She kicked off her heels by the door, slid her tote onto the entry table, and stood there for a moment, staring straight ahead, still wearing her “new professor” face like a mask she hadn’t figured out how to remove.
Then she exhaled.
A long, slow release.
The day had gone better than she’d expected. She had found the lecture hall without tripping, her laptop had connected to the projector on the first try, and she hadn’t said anything humiliating in front of students. Even her nerves had settled into something manageable—less like panic and more like adrenaline.
That hallway conversation with Philip… oddly helped.
It shouldn’t have. If anything, she should have been embarrassed by how much she’d shared with a stranger. But he’d been calm. Normal. Almost… grounding. Like he understood how it felt to arrive somewhere new with a résumé full of accomplishments and a heart full of bruises.
Rose walked into the kitchen and poured herself water, then leaned against the counter, letting the cold glass press against her palm.
Focus.
The next day was even more stacked.
She got to her office and took a look at her calendar. 
Lecture in the morning. Office hours later. Then the faculty welcome meeting in the afternoon—introductions, department procedures, policies, and whatever else universities loved to discuss for no reason.
She took a sip, grabbed her phone, and scrolled through the calendar reminders she’d created for herself like a nervous person preparing for war.
	8:30 Lecture Hall C

	10:45 Office set-up

	12:00 Lunch (eat something, Rose)

	2:00 Faculty Welcome Meeting (Economics School Auditorium)

	4:00 Meet with Dean (???)



That last one made her pause.
Meet with Dean.
She’d received a brief email as soon as she got to the office. 
From: Office of the Dean Subject: Quick meeting request Body: “Dr. Andrews, please stop by the Dean’s office today at 4:00 PM. Welcome again to the department.”
It was polite. Normal. Administrative.
Still, it made her stomach tighten.
She had never been the kind of person who was comfortable around authority. Not because she lacked confidence—she’d fought for every credential she had—but because she always felt… perceived. Judged. Measured.
Her whole life, she’d worked to become someone impossible to dismiss.
And now she was here.
In a college where she didn’t know the personalities, the politics, the landmines.
The morning had been bright—students moving in clusters, laughter and backpacks, the hum of new routines. Now the afternoon leaned toward seriousness. Faculty walked with purpose, phones in hand, expressions tighter. Even the air felt more official.
Rose walked towards the Economics School Auditorium. As she approached the glass doors, she caught glimpses of other faculty members gathering inside, dressed in varying levels of academic formality.
Some wore suits.
Some wore cardigans and comfortable shoes.
Some had the distinct “I’ve been here twenty years and I do not care what you think”  look that Rose secretly admired.
She stepped inside and paused, scanning the room.
The auditorium was already half full. People sat in small clusters, chatting quietly. There was a low murmur of introductions, laughter, polite conversation.
Rose spotted a few faces from her interview visits—professors who had nodded at her kindly but hadn’t said much. She recognized her department chair, Dr. Harrison, speaking near the front with a group of older faculty members.
She didn’t see Philip.
And for some reason, that made her relax.
She found a seat toward the back, near the aisle, and sat down carefully, smoothing her skirt over her knees. She pulled out her notebook—because she was that person—and pretended to review notes while her mind ran through every possible way the afternoon could go wrong.
Don’t ramble. Smile. Don’t look nervous. Don’t mention marriage goals to strangers in hallways.
The last one made her wince again.
Rose opened her phone and texted her sister, Margaret.
Rose: Survived the first two days so far. Got lost but met a nice faculty guy who helped. I may have talked too much though. Margaret: You always talk too much. Did you flirt? Rose: No. I was just… talking. Like an idiot. Margaret: That’s flirting for you. Rose: Stop.
Rose slid her phone back into her bag and stared at the front of the auditorium.
A few minutes later, the microphone crackled.
Her department chair stepped up.
“Good afternoon, everyone,” Dr. Harrison began, his voice smooth and practiced. “Thank you for joining us for our annual faculty welcome and orientation meeting. We’re excited
…and review goals for the coming academic year.”
Rose straightened slightly in her seat.
This was it.
Dr. Harrison continued through the familiar rhythms of academic ceremony—welcome remarks, acknowledgments, strategic vision statements that sounded important without actually saying very much. Rose tried to listen, really listen, but her mind kept drifting. To the meeting with the dean scheduled later. To the hallway conversation that now felt far too intimate in retrospect.
She glanced around the room again.
Still no sign of Philip.
Good, she told herself. Fine. Great, actually. There was no reason she needed to see him again. He was just a friendly faculty member who happened to be passing through at the exact wrong moment in her life.
That was all.
“Before we move on,” Dr. Harrison said, shifting his stance at the podium, “I’d like to introduce our new faculty members who are joining us this year.”
Rose’s pulse ticked up.
She sat a little straighter, hands folded in her lap, reminding herself to smile when her name was called. She’d practiced this moment in her head—standing briefly, nodding, appearing confident without seeming arrogant.
“This year,” Dr. Harrison continued, “we’re pleased to welcome several outstanding scholars across our departments.”
Names began to be read.
Each stood, smiled, and sat. Polite applause followed every introduction.
Then—
“Dr. Rose Andrews, Assistant Professor.”
Rose stood.
Applause filled the room—warm, professional, welcoming. She smiled, nodded once, and sat back down, heart beating faster but steadier now. That part, at least, she could handle.
She exhaled slowly, letting her shoulders relax.
See? she told herself. You belong here.
Dr. Harrison flipped a page on his notes.
“And now,” he said, “I’d like to introduce someone who needs no introduction to most of you—though he is new to this role.”
Something in his tone made the room shift.
Rose felt it before she understood it. The subtle straightening of spines. The quieting of side conversations. The collective attention moving forward.
“Our newly appointed Dean of Economics,” Dr. Harrison continued, “Dr. Philip Marks.”
Rose’s brain stalled.
Not slowed.
Stopped.
Her breath caught so sharply it felt physical, like hitting a wall at full speed.
No.
The man seated near the front of the auditorium stood.
Tall.
Handsome.
Calm.
Familiar.
No tie. Rolled sleeves. Relaxed authority.
Philip.
Her eyes widened. Her mouth actually dropped open for half a second before she forced it closed, heat flooding her face so fast it felt like she might combust on the spot.
Dean.
Dean.
Her dean.
Dr. Harrison continued speaking—something about accolades, about youth and brilliance, about leadership—but Rose couldn’t hear a word of it. The room blurred at the edges as her mind replayed the morning with brutal clarity.
I hope the new dean isn’t annoying. I have a lot going on personally. I want to be married within a year. Kids soon after. I might even meet someone at work. I love teaching, but I’m also here for a paycheck.
Oh my goodness. 
Oh my goodness. 
She pressed her lips together, willing herself not to visibly panic. Her heart hammered so loudly she was sure the people next to her could hear it. Her hands had gone cold, fingers curling into her palms as if she could physically hold herself together.
Philip—Dr. Marks—stood at the front of the room, accepting the introduction with an easy nod. He scanned the audience briefly.
And then his eyes found hers.
Just for a moment.
It was brief. Professional. Neutral.
But Rose saw it.
The flicker of recognition.
The faintest shift in expression—something unreadable, controlled.
Then he smiled.
Not smug.
Not amused.
Just… warm.
Which somehow made it worse.
She stared straight ahead, pulse roaring in her ears.
Why do I talk so much? Why didn’t I stop myself? Why did I tell a stranger my entire life plan?
She sank lower in her seat, wishing—briefly, irrationally—that the auditorium chairs could swallow her whole.
Dr. Marks began to speak.
“Thank you, Dr. Harrison,” he said smoothly. “And thank you all for the warm welcome.”
His voice sounded exactly the same as it had that morning. Calm. Grounded. Unflustered.
Rose couldn’t look at him.
“I’m honored to step into this role,” he continued. “This school has a long history of excellence, and I look forward to working with all of you—especially our new faculty—as we continue to grow.”
Especially our new faculty.
Her stomach flipped.
She forced herself to breathe slowly, counting in her head. In. Out. In. Out.
The meeting continued.
Slides appeared. Policies were discussed. Committees were mentioned. At some point, Rose’s phone buzzed in her bag, but she ignored it, afraid to move, afraid that any motion might draw attention to the fact that she was silently unraveling.
Finally—mercifully—the meeting adjourned.
Chairs scraped against the floor. Conversations resumed. Faculty began clustering again, discussing schedules and syllabi and the ever-present politics of funding and research.
Rose stood slowly, gathering her things with exaggerated care.
Do not make eye contact. Do not speak. Do not explain yourself.
She debated her options.
Option one: go to his office immediately, apologize profusely, clarify that she was nervous and overshared and absolutely did not mean to imply anything unprofessional.
Option two: pretend none of it ever happened and hope time erased the memory.
Her phone buzzed again.
She pulled it out this time.
Margaret: How is everything going? Rose: The nice faculty guy I told my whole life story to yesterday is my dean. He was one of those super brilliant kids that graduated from school early. So he naturally became a dean at a young age. I was sure he was a fellow professor.  Margaret: …Rose.
Rose slid the phone back into her bag, mortification curling tighter around her ribs.
She scanned the room once more.
Philip—Dean Marks—was speaking with a group of senior faculty members near the front. He looked composed, engaged, every inch the leader the department had just applauded.
There was no opening. No natural moment to approach him without making a spectacle of herself.
And honestly?
She didn’t trust herself to speak coherently.
Decision made.
She turned and walked out.
She got to her office and checked her emails.
She also got an email notification from the administration assitant advising her that her meeting with the dean had been postponed to a future date. 
She decided to head straight home after reading the email. 
The cool air outside hit her like a reset button, but it did nothing to calm the storm inside her chest. 
By the time she reached her car, her face still felt warm with embarrassment.
She sat behind the wheel for a moment, gripping it tightly.
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