
Chapter One

			Casey tightened her grip on the pole as the train lurched beneath her. Beside her, Mark shuffled his feet, presumably for balance, but knocked into her anyway, threatening her already precarious mood. She clenched her jaw at the squealing brakes and blast of the overhead speaker announcing their arrival in Queens.

			A sleepless night had left her feeling out of sorts, but insomnia plagued her during times like this. She fluffed the hair at her neck still damp from her shower and tried to blink away her weariness. The woman beside her shot her an irritated glance as the train rumbled into the station, so Casey stilled her jiggling leg and inched away.

			Mark yawned and gave her a sheepish smile. “I’m glad you set a backup alarm. Leave it to me to set mine for six in the evening instead of the morning.” 

			His sandy hair covered his eyebrows, and she envied his long eyelashes. Add in his flawless complexion, and Casey couldn’t help but admire his looks. She’d never been interested in dating him, though. Their friendship and arrangement as roommates suited them.

			“We’re going to need to buy a coffeemaker if we’re getting up this early every day.” Casey rubbed her eye.

			“Not quite this early. I asked you to set it for six to make sure we weren’t late today.”

			The train came to a stop. Casey exited the car onto the platform, and her swollen backpack bumped into commuters hurrying to board. As she and Mark ascended the stairs at the Vernon Boulevard-Jackson Avenue station, she squinted into the bright sunlight warming the neighborhood. The temperature never dipped too low in August, even overnight. 

			Mark motioned to a nearby café. “Erica says the food here is good.” He checked his phone. “We still have forty-five minutes. Want to grab breakfast?” When she hesitated, he elbowed her. “My treat, to celebrate our first day as students of the great Leighton Vaughn. I know you don’t get paid until Friday.”

			Casey appreciated his thoughtfulness. While the art store paid her every other week, the coffeehouse wouldn’t deposit her next check until the end of the month. At least she’d have her tips until then, but she’d need them for groceries and her half of the utility bills. Her checking account balance depressed her, and she didn’t want to think about her credit card. “Sure, thanks.” A proper breakfast sounded more appetizing than the granola bar in her backpack, and Mark wouldn’t have offered if he hadn’t meant it.

			When they entered the café, the inviting smell of bacon and maple syrup greeted them. Cracked floor tiles and faded framed prints on the walls made the place seem quaint rather than old. So did the way they touted their diner-style fare on the front windows in chipped yellow paint. Customers occupied all of the tables, but she and Mark snagged a couple of stools at the counter and two hot cups of coffee from a waitress passing by with a pot.

			Mark studied the sticky menu they shared and ordered pancakes, three types of meat, and eggs over easy. “Hash browns and toast, too. Wheat, please.”

			Casey ordered an apple turnover, one of the least expensive side items. With her nervous stomach, she wasn’t sure how much she could eat, anyway.

			The server lifted an eyebrow over her red cat’s-eye glasses. “That’s it, hon?”

			“You better get an order of bacon, so you don’t steal mine.” Mark stirred some creamer into his coffee.

			“Yes, bacon, please.” She’d planned on snatching a strip. He knew her well.

			The server slid her pencil behind her ear and slapped their ticket beside the short-order cook. 

			While they waited for their food, Mark texted someone, and Casey distracted herself by watching the cook crack eggs one-handed onto the flat-top grill. She took a large swallow of her coffee, and her mind wandered to the thoughts nagging at her—more time demands, fewer hours to work, and less money. And what about Andy? Was she being selfish? When a plate slid in front of her, and the warm, sweet cinnamon scent rose from the steaming apple turnover, she sighed. Sugar and caffeine. Just what she needed, if only for now. And within minutes, the rest of their food arrived.

			“Why didn’t Erica come with us?” She didn’t live with them, but she had a place nearby.

			Mark, lean and muscular in his navy T-shirt, swirled a bite of pancake through maple syrup. How he ate like he did and stayed so fit astounded Casey. 

			“She wanted to be there early to help get everything ready.” He poured more syrup.

			Casey looked away to keep from rolling her eyes. She peeled the flaky layers of her pastry apart. “Is she excited?”

			“Mostly because she gets to boss me around in an official capacity.” He didn’t sound thrilled at the prospect.

			Mark and his cousin Erica shared an almost sibling-like relationship within their close family, with all the squabbling and competitiveness that entailed. One of the second-year students, Erica would be a teaching assistant in some of their art classes, at least for the first of their two years at the atelier, so she’d have ample opportunity to lord power over him.

			Despite her queasy stomach, Casey ate a strip of bacon and a few bites of the turnover. The rest she’d save for later. Mark finished his breakfast while Casey stared into her coffee and wondered if she’d made the right decision.

			After paying for their meals and leaving the café, Mark took off down the sidewalk, and Casey struggled to match his long strides. He glanced back and slowed his pace. “Why so quiet? You’re not nervous, are you?”

			Nervous didn’t come close. She had so much riding on her acceptance to Atelier Vaughn. “Some. It feels more real today than it has the past few weeks. Now that we’re starting classes, I wonder if I should’ve chosen to work full-time instead. At least I’d have money to pay my bills and debt.” She stepped over a chalk drawing on the sidewalk.

			“Your dream isn’t to slave away at two minimum wage jobs the rest of your life to make ends meet. This is your dream, isn’t it?” 

			She ran her hand through her hair. “Yeah, it is.” The magnitude of how much she wanted this opportunity embarrassed her. She’d even had dreams in which she worked in Atelier Vaughn’s studio, but she never seemed to complete her painting before the dream ended. She wouldn’t be sharing that with Mark. “I’ve wanted to become an oil painter since the first time I stepped inside the Met. As a kid, I hoped one day to create a piece worthy of hanging in a museum. High aspirations for a third grader, weren’t they?”

			He laughed. “I never realized you were that young.”

			“I knew early.” She gave him a wry grin.

			He nudged her. “Do you know another reason you shouldn’t be having second thoughts? No other students arriving today received a full-ride scholarship to go to one of the best art schools in New York, if not the country, me included. That alone should tell you that you’re doing the right thing. Who’d turn that down?”

			“Sorry. I’m grateful, I am. It must be first-day jitters getting to me. You know I worry about money, and attending classes will cut my work hours in half.”

			He stopped and took her by the shoulders. “Hey, I’m doing this alongside you. We’ll help one another out, and together we’ll make it work.”

			He always knew what she needed to hear, and his generosity in giving it touched her. She one-arm hugged him, then pulled him back into step beside her to keep him from noticing the sheen of tears stinging her eyes.

			They’d met at the community college where they’d earned their art degrees, but their education had lacked in expertise and left them in debt. It took them an extra year to graduate while working multiple jobs to afford luxuries like their shared walk-up and food. And through it all, he’d been right with her.

			Then, last year, Erica had gotten accepted into Atelier Vaughn, and from what she’d told them, the school appeared to offer everything they wanted. The elite atelier only took the most serious students interested in classical realism and ranked personal referrals high when considering new applicants. Casey and Mark had crossed their fingers and hoped their portfolios, coupled with Erica’s letters of recommendation, would be enough to get them in. 

			It had.

			They stopped at the corner and waited for the light to change. This area of Long Island City looked forlorn, with concrete or brick comprising almost everything. Only a few scraggly trees dotted the street. It screamed utilitarian, its purpose pragmatic rather than aesthetic. It was an unusual place for an artistic atelier.

			“We could look for better-paying jobs,” Mark hadn’t dropped the conversation, “or find a less expensive, one-bedroom apartment. I’d be fine sleeping on the couch. Let’s not worry just yet. Try to enjoy what we’re embarking on, what you’re embarking on today. You’ve been given a gift, Casey, and I’m not talking about your talent.” 

			She nodded, and they stepped off the curb in tandem. He was right, as usual, and saw hope where she found worry. It was part of what drew her to him as a friend.

			“I’m just as jealous of you as I’m proud of you.” He gave her a smile but rolled his eyes.

			Her face warmed at his words. When was the last time someone had been proud of her? She’d never admit it out loud, but she was a bit proud of herself, too. This was important. She’d wanted it, and she’d done everything in her power to get it, painting like a madwoman for a month to fill her portfolio with works she deemed worthy of submitting to the famous artist and atelier owner, Leighton Vaughn.

			In the distance, the four red-and-white smokestacks of the Ravenswood Generating Station stood tall along the East River, transporting her back in time to the trips she and her parents made to visit her grandmother in Islip. 

			That was long ago, she recalled with equal parts fondness and melancholy. Her grandmother died when she was seven. Casey’s life might be different if the compassionate matriarch of her family still lived, but that didn’t matter now. The past was the past.

			Over time, she’d learned she needed to be strong and pursue her goals. Her independent spirit and reliance upon herself were two of the few constants in her life. After all, it wasn’t like she had anyone to help her financially. Mark provided emotional support and pitched in more monetarily when he could, but he also struggled to make ends meet, and now he had tuition to pay.

			Casey took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly to regroup. Despite her misgivings and second thoughts, she’d make this work. That’s what she did. Failing wasn’t an option.

			




Chapter Ten

			Leighton took one last bite of her butternut squash soup and glanced around the restaurant. The owners had decorated the windowsills with fall leaves and dotted the shelves with miniature pumpkins. It gave the place a cozy, rustic feel that, combined with the delicious meal she’d enjoyed and the essence of autumn itself, made her sigh with contentment.

			Stefan plucked a blueberry from her half-empty fruit cup and tossed it into his mouth. 

			“Eat all you want. I’m finished.” She pushed the bowl closer to him. They’d gone to lunch at her favorite spot near the atelier. With some effort, she’d convinced him she had no desire to eat at the bakery, and he’d survive giving his crush on the redheaded baker a day off.

			“My club sandwich was huge. I’m stuffed, but your blueberry called my name like a post-meal mint.” He leaned back against the booth.

			Without a word, a busser cleared their dirty dishes. Stefan’s class didn’t start for another fifteen minutes, so they sipped their coffees in a moment of comfortable silence.

			“She’s talented.” 

			He threw it out there with no preamble, but Leighton needed none. She’d already been thinking about Casey. “Yes, she’s a very gifted student.” Her emphasis would’ve deterred most people, but not him.

			He seemed to consider his next words. “That’s not where I was going. She’s extremely talented. If you want the truth, the last time I met a student who had natural skills like hers was the first day of our figure drawing class together in Florence.” His knowing look punctuated his statement.

			“She’s good.” Leighton brushed off the last part by tossing her napkin onto the table. “Her portfolio showed that, but the way she approaches her craft, and the decisions she makes—you can’t teach that. Include the depth to which she listens, asks questions, and comprehends, and she could be something special.” 

			Casey was looking more like a prodigy each day, like the artist Leighton had hoped she’d be. While Casey’s success would reflect well on the atelier in the coming years, that didn’t concern Leighton as much as it had only weeks before.

			Lately, thoughts of Casey left her with a pleasant warmth, and only a small percentage of those thoughts had to do with Casey’s talent. Leighton had caught her sweet scent when she’d shown her the palette knife trick, and the memory flooded back.

			She’d believed she could snuff out any sparks of interest after the divorce, but the heat that burned within her when Casey was near suggested embers still smoldered, perhaps covered in ash, but not yet extinguished. All it’d take was one healthy dose of oxygen to start them aglow, and perhaps they’d alight when the time was right. However, for that to occur, Casey couldn’t be her student, and Leighton would need to change her stance on dating, which wasn’t happening. She never wanted to experience physical or emotional pain of that magnitude again. She’d be fine, just her and Kalyssa. This attraction to Casey would pass.

			“I framed the painting, and I think you’ll like it.” Stefan took a drink.

			Leighton found the abrupt change of subject startling, while at the same time, the news exciting. “You did?” She couldn’t wait to see it. “Where is it? You didn’t leave it on the workbench, did you?” Leighton failed to conceal the worry in her tone. What if it’d been damaged? The security cameras would show her. She grabbed her phone and tapped the app.

			Stefan covered her hand with his, stopping her. “No, I hung it on the south wall to keep it safe.”

			She exhaled slowly, relieved. “You’ve always been excellent at framing. Thank you for doing that for me. I’ll clean your brushes some night to repay you.” She motioned with her chin. “Now finish your coffee so I can see how it looks.”

			A short time later, they arrived at the atelier and Leighton insisted they take the stairs, despite Stefan’s grumbling. She liked eating out, but not necessarily the calories that came with it. Plus, the stairs kept her calves firm, and she’d caught Casey appreciating them. Just because she didn’t want any kind of involvement didn’t mean she didn’t enjoy being noticed.

			She used her card to badge them into the studio. While the elevator announced newcomers with a ding, the stairwell door did not. She put a hand across Stefan’s chest to stop him. With a finger to her lips, she pulled him back into the small alcove, then peered around the corner. A few students gathered in front of the newly framed painting hanging between two of the southern windows.

			“I’d hate to own something that expensive.” Jenna stared at it, her hand on her hip. “I’d spend all my time worrying someone would steal it.” 

			Devin stood beside her, assessing it. “Maybe that’s why Leighton installed the cameras.” 

			“I’d get some, too.” Phoenix moved closer. “Stefan wouldn’t confirm if she’d bought it at auction. He was being super secretive.”

			Leighton glanced at Stefan. He held up his hands in a don’t-ask-me pose.

			Phoenix scratched his chin. “What if she got it off the black market? I’d want a high-tech security system with cameras if I was dealing with unscrupulous characters.”

			Despite their absurdity, Leighton admired the piece. With the blackout drapes closed, the small picture light above illuminated the canvas, and the floater frame Stefan had chosen accentuated it without detracting from it. Leighton approved. It looked perfect.

			“Where are you getting these crazy ideas?” Casey glanced over from where she worked at her station. “That sounds nothing like Leighton. Even if she did buy stolen art, why would she hang it where everyone can see it? It’s ridiculous.”

			Leighton melted a little witnessing Casey stand up for her.

			“I don’t understand why someone would pay monstrous amounts of money for something like that.” Mikala turned back to her easel. “It doesn’t appeal to me.”

			Leighton gave a little scoff, making Stefan elbow her.

			Jenna tilted her head. “Who do you think painted it? The dots and funny little animal things make me think it’s a Miró, but I’ve never seen swirls and splatters like this in his works. They’re almost reminiscent of Kandinsky.”

			Are they serious? Leighton looked at Stefan, and he raised one finger in a clear gesture for her to wait.

			“I don’t see a signature on it anywhere.” Devin’s nose almost touched the canvas.

			Jaiden waggled his finger. “I think it’s a Pollock based on these drips and splashes.” 

			Phoenix put his hands on his hips. “Nah, but it’s weird enough to be a Picasso.”

			“No way.” Jenna’s voice rose. “Not a chance. Have you ever seen a Picasso in person? Picasso was tighter than this, even when painting abstract, and this doesn’t have the geometrical elements that he employed.” 

			Clearly, Jenna had strong feelings about Picasso.

			“Not all of his do.” Phoenix jutted out his chin. “Google it.” 

			Leighton held back a laugh.

			“Hey, folks, don’t you have something better to do?” Erica didn’t look up, instead erasing something on her drawing.

			Leighton appreciated her attempt to refocus them, especially since she wasn’t getting paid as a TA for this hour.

			“These sort of look like faces.” Jenna pointed to a corner. “It could be a Picabia.” 

			“It’s not a Picabia.” Erica and Mark spoke in unison.

			Devin swung the bottom of the canvas away from the wall. “I wonder if Stefan installed a dust cover on the back.”

			“Careful, bruh. Cameras.” Jaiden’s sing-song warning suggested it was a bad idea.

			“I’m just taking a peek. If I can spot a signature, we can find out how much it sold for at auction.” Devin lifted the painting off its mount. 

			Jaiden stepped forward to help him.

			Leighton had seen enough. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She strode out of the alcove and over to where they stood. 

			Stefan hung back and leaned against a column.

			With a nod from Devin, Jaiden helped rehang the painting.

			“Sorry, Leighton.” Devin seemed to shrink two inches in height.

			“We were just curious.” Phoenix straightened the frame and shoved his hands in his pockets.

			“What’re you so curious about that you couldn’t simply wait to ask me?” She directed her question to Phoenix.

			“Well, we all were—”

			“Not all of us.” From her station, Mikala interrupted him.

			As Leighton surveyed the room, she lingered on Casey a moment longer than necessary, but she couldn’t help herself.

			Phoenix swallowed. “Okay, some of us were wondering how much it cost. We thought if we spotted a signature, we could figure it out. After all, we don’t get the opportunity to see art like this often.”

			His feeble attempt to justify their actions made her want to roll her eyes. She frowned instead until a noise from Stefan made her turn. She planted her fist on her hip. “Is something funny?”

			“Oh, yes.” He gasped for air. “This has snowballed beyond my imagination.”

			“Care to share?” Leighton could hardly wait to hear what he had to say. Knowing Stefan as she did, it was bound to be good.

			He wiped tears from the corners of his eyes with a paper towel he snagged from Erica’s roll as he passed by. “Phoenix became interested in your new acquisition while I was framing it. He made some assumptions and theorized a bit.” He stopped beside her. “I didn’t correct him because it’s not my story to tell.”

			She turned to Phoenix. “Tell me, please.”

			With slumped shoulders and a meek expression, he shrugged. “We knew it was a famous painting, but we wanted to confirm our guesses on the artist.” He shifted from foot to foot, his flip-flops clacking.

			“Is that so?” She stared at him. “And what conclusion did you arrive at?” Is this nonsense what they did when she wasn’t around?

			“Um, we weren’t sure. We guessed Pollock or Miró, among others.” His volume tapered as he deflated.

			“How did you think I came into possession of a famous piece of art?” Leighton looked at them.

			Devin took the bait. “We assumed an auction house. I was only joking about you buying it on the black market.” 

			His earnest demeanor was too much.

			“The black market!” Stefan bent over and grabbed Leighton’s arm for support.

			She couldn’t help but let her facade slip, and a laugh escaped her. She sneaked a peek at Casey, who returned her smile. Leighton returned her attention to the group before her. “How much money do you think I earn with this school? The cost of tuition is transparent. It’s fair and not inflated in the least.”

			Phoenix barely spoke above a whisper. “We thought you…um, well…made a lot of money in your divorce.” 

			She looked at Stefan, and his eyes sparked with glee.

			“So, who is the artist? Is he at least kind of famous?” Jenna hadn’t joined in the laughter. Nor had Jaiden, Devin, or Phoenix.

			Leighton tilted her head. “Jenna, I’d expect you’d be open-minded to the possibility it was a female, yet you only listed male artists.”

			They all exchanged glances.

			Leighton exhaled, only half feigning her dismay at their manner of conducting themselves in her absence. “My four-year-old daughter Kalyssa painted this. She titled it, Ants Eating a Picnic.” 

			Her revelation sank in, and their eyes flicked between her and the canvas. Everyone’s except Casey’s.

			Casey’s attention remained on her. 

			Leighton’s heart did a little jump. “Its value is inestimable to me, so leave it on the wall, please.”

			“Remind me not to entrust you with any secrets, buddy!” Stefan gave Phoenix a playful bump. “You fold like a bad poker hand.”

			Leighton stole a glance at Casey as she walked to her office. Casey’s surprise had transformed into a grin. She shut her office door, leaned against it, and closed her eyes. 

			Now that Casey knew she had a child, would she view Leighton differently? It could go two ways. Casey might get over her little infatuation with her, if one existed to begin with. Or being mothers could give them more common ground on which to connect. 

			Leighton dreaded the consequences of either option.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Casey squinted against the bright morning sunlight streaming in through the kitchen window. Seven o’clock had come way earlier than she would have liked, and she’d had to drag herself out of bed to keep Andy from helping himself to whatever he wanted in the apartment. Adding a full load of classes at the art school to her already demanding schedule was taking its toll, but she had no regrets, only an emotional hangover some nights after spending much of the day around Leighton and dark circles under her eyes some mornings, like this one.

			A wet towel landed over the back of the chair beside her, making her jump, and she looked up to see Mark ruffling Andy’s hair.

			“Morning, buddy.” He dropped his phone onto the table and opened the refrigerator.

			“Can you not?” She whipped the towel from the chair and tossed it into the corner. “It warps the wood.”

			“Case, these chairs are like a hundred years old and don’t even match.” He drank from the jug of milk, capped it, and put it away.

			She snapped her toast in half and gave the larger piece to Andy. “They’re the only ones we have. We need to take care of them. And if we’re all going to share the same milk, you need to use a glass.” 

			Mark lifted the table by the corner and toed the makeshift shim back in place before sitting beside her. “Sorry. It’s a bad habit I picked up in college. I’ll try to remember.” He scooted closer and draped his arm around her shoulders. “Look,” he pointed out the window, “it’s a beautiful day. Right, Andy? Why’s your momma all riled up?”

			Andy ignored him and took a bite of cereal, most of the milk splashing back into the bowl or onto his bib, only a few Cheerios making it into his mouth.

			“Are there blueberries in there? Are you going to give me some?” Mark pretended to try and steal one.

			Andy wrapped his arms around his bowl and grinned. “No.”

			How could she remain irritated when they were so darned cute?

			Mark leaned back in his chair, balancing on two legs, and rifled through the cupboard. 

			One of the benefits of having a small kitchen was having everything in reach.

			He pulled out a granola bar. “Want one?”

			Casey shook her head and drank her tea. 

			Mark’s chair landed back on all fours with a thump and a creak. 

			Even the crinkling of his wrapper made Casey sigh. Why was she so on edge today? She didn’t know, but it felt like everything was coming to a head. All the emotions she’d been dealing with for weeks suddenly seemed too much, too overwhelming.

			He leaned in and bumped her with his shoulder. “Are we going to watch in silence as the handsome little man eats, or do you want to talk about it?”

			She didn’t answer. He was her closest friend, but how could she explain what she’d been going through? She was confused and frustrated—and pining for her teacher? God, she was a cliché.

			Mark shifted even closer. “Okay, here’s my final offer. I’ll make you my famous fried eggs, if you’ll tell me what’s bothering you.” He flicked her mug. “You can’t go all morning on half a piece of toast and tea.”

			She allowed herself to smile. Eggs sounded good. “Do we have any?”

			He leapt up. “Only two, but that’ll do. I’ll pick some up from the bodega after work.” A pan landed on the burner. “Talk, Norford. I don’t cook for free. Are you worried about money?”

			Casey shrugged. No more so than any other day. “No.” She let the warmth of her tea seep into her icy hands.

			“School?” The open refrigerator swallowed his voice as he reached in for the eggs and butter.

			Casey exhaled loudly. “Sort of.” She wanted to add unfortunately, but she didn’t. “Ever since we’ve started studying at AV, there’s been something going on that I haven’t mentioned.”

			He turned, concern on his face. “What?”

			“Okay, not going on. That’s the problem.” She held her head in her hands. 

			Andy touched her arm, leaving a wet mark.

			Casey smiled and kissed his elbow. What a sweetie. “It’s okay, baby. Momma’s fine.” She watched Mark crack the eggs into the pan. “It’s Leighton.”

			Mark glanced over his shoulder. “What’s that mean?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe I’m imagining it.” Second thoughts about sharing crept in, and she dismissed them. She had to get it out, if only to see if Mark thought she was crazy. “It shouldn’t be happening, but it’s not getting any easier, and it isn’t going away.”

			Mark turned to face her. “Wait. Leighton isn’t…You know, being,” he stumbled over his words, “inappropriate?”

			It took a second for his meaning to register. Then she gasped. “Oh! No! It’s not like that.”

			He blew out a breath and turned to the stove. “Okay, then. Case, normally I’m a bright guy, but you’re going to have to dumb this down so I can understand. What isn’t going away?” 

			Casey steeled herself. She had to say it. “I like her.” She cleared her throat. “I’m attracted to her.”

			He paused, spatula in hand. “Oh.” Then he spun around, his eyes wide. “Oh. Yeah, that’s not good.” He checked the eggs. “You were acting sort of weird on the first day, but I chalked it up to nerves or something. You’d been in awe of Leighton for a long time. Is that the issue? Infatuation?”

			“I guess so. I don’t know. It’s all so confusing.” She laid her head in the nest of her folded arms. 

			“Andy, don’t put cereal in your momma’s hair.” 

			At Mark’s warning, she bolted upright. She didn’t have time for a second shower. “Anders Norford, you know better. Are you all done?” She made to take away his bowl, but he resisted, so she gave him another chance to finish eating. He had her so wrapped.

			Mark flipped the eggs, then opened the cupboard for a plate. “Continue.”

			“What I haven’t mentioned is that I think Leighton might also be interested in me. But she’s done nothing inappropriate.” The last part came blurting out. 

			His eyebrows shot up, plate paused mid-air. “Are you sure? About her interest, I mean?”

			“We’ve had a few moments.” And what moments they’d been. She touched the back of her hand and could almost feel Leighton’s fingers there while showing her how to do her color chart.

			He handed her the plate, moved the salt and pepper in front of her, and plopped into his seat. “Whoops.” He leaned back, opened the drawer, and retrieved a fork. “Here.”

			She cut into her eggs. Runny in the middle and crispy around the edges, her favorite. “Thanks.” She stole back the piece of toast Andy hadn’t eaten.

			Mark folded his arms across his chest. “So, you have a crush on our teacher, and she might have one on you. Only you, Case, only you. What are you going to do about it?”

			She scoffed around a bite. “Nothing. Are you nuts?”

			He tilted his head the way he did when he was thinking. “Maybe you should get it out in the open, be honest with her. If you think she feels something, too, she’s bound to have noticed your interest, and you said it’s not going away.”

			“Are you serious? I’m not jeopardizing my spot at AV by bringing it up.” She returned to her breakfast. What a ridiculous idea.

			“I don’t know. Talking about it might put it in perspective. Maybe the two of you can laugh about it and move on. What do you think, buddy? Is that a good plan?” 

			Andy grinned. “Buddy.”

			He probably thought his name was Buddy with how often Mark called him that.

			“Right. I’m going to leave my entire future up to the two-year-old.” Casey finished her last forkful. “Not happening, but thanks for listening and making me eggs.” She wiped the last bite of toast through the yolk remaining on the plate. “I’m glad I have you to talk to. It’s been hard keeping it to myself.”

			He squeezed her shoulder. “No problem, Case. Don’t wait so long next time you’re crushing on a hot, older woman.”

			She swatted at him, but he was too fast. She felt better though, more like herself and less like a pressure cooker. She’d assured him she would not tell Leighton what she was feeling, and her reason was sound. She wasn’t about to risk losing the opportunity to learn from her. Casey looked at Andy and smiled.

			That, and the doors it could open for her, were too important.

			* * *

			Hours later, Casey lounged on the smaller sofa in the studio while she worked on her sketchbook assignment. She looked up to find Leighton standing before her and wasn’t able to stop her grin. “Hi.” She’d seen little of her outside of class the last few days.

			Leighton gave her a warm smile. “Maxine called me from her car to tell me yet again, Andy is adorable. The way she’s still gushing over him from yesterday, be glad she didn’t take him home with her.” 

			Casey had now done two volunteer shifts in the gallery, both of which Maxine had stayed for and played with Andy. “Some days I wish she would. I’d give anything for a free evening to spend in a hot bath with a glass of wine.” 

			Leighton’s smile dimmed. “Single parenting is hard, isn’t it?” 

			“It is. Harder than I thought it would be. But it’s so worth it. And he sleeps through the night now, so that’s something. Otherwise, I might consider letting Maxine take him.” Casey set aside the drawing she’d been working on and stretched.

			Leighton laughed as she lowered herself onto the sofa beside her. “Do you have help?”

			“Mark’s great with him when he’s home. And I have someone I trust implicitly for when I’m at the art store and now here. That makes a huge difference.”

			Leighton nodded. “That’s right. You and Mark are roommates.” She shifted and her hand brushed Casey’s leg, but when her fingers met skin through a large rip in Casey’s jeans, she jerked away. 

			Casey stared at the spot that still tingled. Her heart pounded. Whoa. Leighton had touched her, and not on the hand, but on the tender flesh of her thigh. Had it been intentional? Of course not. But she imagined if it had been and what those velvety fingertips would feel like higher. Arousal flared in her belly, between her legs. God, what was she thinking?

			“I heard he enjoyed playing in the gallery. Kids love all that open space.” Leighton kept her focus on Casey’s sketchbook.

			Leighton had reacted like she’d been shocked, and now grasped the offending hand with her other, like she needed to control it. And she was discussing kids like nothing unusual was going on. All Casey wanted to talk about was if Leighton was as lit up as she was right now, but she could play this game, too. She’d told Mark she had no intention of telling Leighton about her attraction, and she’d hold to it. “I think the highlight of Andy’s day yesterday was taking off his shoes and sliding around in his socks. He had more fun doing that than playing with anything I brought to keep him busy.” Casey recalled his joy and smiled. Good, focus on that, not on Leighton’s touch.

			“She said he looks just like you.” Leighton studied her like she was trying to imagine the resemblance.

			Had Maxine volunteered this information, or had Leighton asked? She hoped it was the latter. “Many people say that. It’s his complexion and hair, but he has his daddy’s eyes.” She didn’t want to get into a discussion about Andy’s father. Time for a change of subject. “Does your daughter like playing in the gallery? I didn’t know you were a mom until the black-market episode.”

			Leighton laughed. “Yes, she loves it. She considers it her personal ballet studio. I’ve never regretted having those hardwood floors installed. Plus, Kalyssa loves hanging out with Maxine. If she makes a sale, she slips her a couple of dollars and calls it her commission. Kalyssa thinks she’s the best thing since butterfly hair clips.”

			“Does she look like you?” Casey needed to picture the little girl who had inherited half of her genetics from Leighton.

			“A little bit. The shape of her face and her eye color. And her hair is the same shade mine used to be when I was her age. You’ll meet her soon.” With a quick smile, she stood. “How close are you to finishing this week’s assignments?” She nodded toward the sketchbook.

			“Uh,” Casey scrambled to switch gears. “All I have left is the value sphere. I’m almost done.”

			“Bring it to me when you’re finished.” Leighton strode away. “I’ll be in my office.”

			Casey studied her until she settled at her desk, then assessed her drawing. She completed it, despite her distracted mind, then scrawled her signature at the bottom and closed the book. 

			When she approached Leighton’s office, she knocked on the glass, though the door stood open. Even this much later, she still felt unhinged from that one, likely inadvertent, touch. 

			Leighton looked up from her laptop and gestured for the sketchbook. “Come back in ten minutes, and we’ll talk.”

			Talk? About what? Casey left, wary of what to expect when she returned and hoping she’d be able to get herself together by then.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Leighton opened Casey’s sketchbook and froze. She considered closing her office door to avoid any interruptions. With trembling fingers, she flipped through it. Her initial response had been justified. Casey hadn’t filled the pages with sketches. They contained finished, realized drawings, and they were excellent. Nuanced, gestural, and alive. They leapt off the page. 

			With relish, she picked up her stack of sticky notes and began writing. No critiques she’d given in the past had been for sketches like these. Students didn’t complete ones of this caliber in an hour. Casey had invested considerable time and effort into her assignments, and it showed. The shading was subtle, and the compositions advanced. With the page oblique to the light, she studied the fine-textured surface, but she couldn’t find a single instance of the pencil being pressed too hard into the tooth of the paper, a tendency of young artists. Casey might be young, but she was no novice.

			Leighton jotted notes and attached a sticky to each page in a place where it wouldn’t smudge anything. It was unusual for her to have to try so hard to find suggestions for improvements. How had Casey become so talented? Whether natural or taught, her skills were impressive. Leighton’s head always swam when admiring exquisite pieces like these. No, she reminded herself. These were sketches. It wasn’t like she’d accessed the Study Room for Drawings and Prints at the Met. It wasn’t an Albrecht Dürer before her. Yet Casey’s inspired the same sense of awe. She wanted to retrieve her sketchbook from her bag and get lost in the sublime feel of dragging graphite or charcoal over paper. Despite having no time for that now, the critique she was about to give excited her in equal measure.

			She never gave impromptu criticism. Any other time, she’d notify the student a day or two in advance. Almost without fail, they arrived with bags under their eyes from pulling an all-nighter. Not Casey. She’d completed her assignments early. Still, Leighton shouldn’t have set the precedent. All her students needed to be treated as equals, at least on the surface, especially if she harbored a secret interest in one of them. Now she’d have to spring the same on someone else today. She tried to think of who might be caught up. Perhaps Mikala. Leighton’s goal wasn’t to cause any of them anxiety. If only she’d kept her mouth shut.

			Silence hadn’t been possible. Casey had looked so sweet and at home on the sofa, curled up and drawing her sphere. She’d drawn Leighton to her. The sketchbook assignments had been an excuse to continue their conversation after her supply of Andy-related topics had expired.

			Now she had a second critique to do, so it didn’t appear she’d singled out Casey for one-on-one instruction or feedback. She should be using the time to plan next week’s lesson. The thought irritated her, but it faded fast. Casey would arrive in a few minutes. Her demeanor softened as she looked forward to their time together. If only Casey didn’t have to be her student. 

			She had little time to brood over the situation because Casey appeared in her doorway minutes later.

			“Come in and sit.”

			Casey sat on the edge of one of the two guest chairs.

			Leighton came around to join her and laid the sketchbook on the desk. “We both can see this way.” This close, she could smell Casey’s perfume, light and fresh. The scent reminded her of spring, of youth, of new beginnings. It brought daffodils to mind. Since it already distracted her, she forced herself to breathe through her mouth.

			“These are magnificent, Casey.” She flipped to the first page with a bright green sticky note that said reflected light. “Your commitment shows.”

			“Thank you. I enjoy it. I find it relaxing when I’m stressed.”

			What in Casey’s life made her need to use drawing as an outlet? Perhaps it was her job, or Andy, or both. Being a single mom wasn’t easy.

			“You should be proud. I can see you’ve put extra effort into them.”

			Casey appeared pleased by the praise, judging by the corners of her mouth twitching and the faint pinking of her cheeks. She pressed the fingertips of one hand into her thigh, the one whose skin Leighton had touched through her ripped jeans. 

			Leighton flinched at the memory. After a calming breath, she tapped the page with her index finger. “My only advice here is to watch for reflective light from nearby objects and surfaces. Some of it will bounce off the tabletop onto the underside of your object.” She looked at Casey. Her hazel eyes always seemed to absorb the color of her shirt. They leaned toward green today. They reminded her of her mother’s favorite emerald earrings she used to wear every Christmas, but this wasn’t the time to reminisce. “Just like on the sphere, the value of the vase will be lighter where it curves under.”

			Casey gave a sheepish nod. “Sorry, I forgot to address it. I knew that.”

			Leighton was in danger of being mesmerized by Casey’s eyes, so she looked away. “Your ellipse is perfect, and your shading is lovely here. You have an eye for values.” She turned the page.

			When Casey leaned forward to read the notes she’d left, their shoulders touched. Neither moved.

			“Your drapery study is sublime.” Leighton smoothed the note where she’d written the word thickness. “Just remember when you’re drawing folds, the heaviness and texture of the material is going to influence the curvature of triangular folds.” Leighton turned toward her. “Ingres was so skilled at painting and drawing clothing that historians studied his drawings to determine what fabrics people wore in those times.”

			“I didn’t know that.” Casey looked impressed. “I’ve seen his works at the Met, and it makes sense. They’re so elegant and detailed. He depicted the gowns and clothing to perfection.”

			How strange to think of them gazing at the same paintings at different points in time. Or had they been in the same gallery, mere feet apart, strangers? What if they’d crossed paths without knowing it? The fact they’d met like this, in this hierarchical system, saddened Leighton. Yet if they’d stumbled across one another a few years ago, she’d have been married, and Casey would’ve been what? Even younger, dating someone else like Andy’s father, or a pregnant undergrad. It wouldn’t have been an ideal time for either of them, not that the present was any better. Fate dealt them a teasing hand.

			Casey, who’d been studying her sketch, returned her to the present. She pointed. “I see it now. The folds are too sharp and make it look like a thin cotton sheet.”

			Leighton smiled and nodded. She turned the pages, alternating between effusive praise and helpful criticism. Casey seemed eager to receive both. Her maturity showed, like she realized one set of comments made her fly high, while the other told her how much higher she could soar. Casey sat within inches of her and appeared to bask in her attention, like she didn’t want the critique to end. Or was Leighton imagining it?

			After a few minutes of explaining her notes, Leighton turned to the last page. Before she could discuss the final one, Casey spoke.

			“Have lunch with me.” The words seemed to fall from her lips, and her eyes shone with eagerness, anticipation, hope, or perhaps all three.

			Startled, Leighton searched for words. Afraid her hands might shake, she laid them in her lap. Was she reading too much into the question? She might not have imagined Casey’s interest after all. Maybe Stefan was correct. Each morning, a twinge of joy shot through her when Casey arrived. Did Casey feel something similar when she walked into the room? Could Casey also sense that something seemed to exist between them?

			She glanced at the clock, noting it would soon be noon. What if Casey was hungry and inviting her to eat with her, nothing more? She might have questions and want to continue their conversation about her sketches, but Leighton didn’t believe that to be the case. Casey appeared too invested in her response.

			Thoughts flew through her mind. If she agreed, another student might spot them in a nearby café or sandwich shop. Then she’d have to take each of her students to lunch. However, she refused to delude herself into thinking they’d be similar outings. Accepting Casey’s invitation would summon trouble. She wanted to go back in time before Casey asked, because once she gave her answer, things would change. 

			“No.” Leighton had been watching her face, the picture of vulnerability. She saw the moment the rejection landed in Casey’s clenched jaw and the twitch near her eye. “I can’t.” On instinct, she squeezed Casey’s forearm, then let go. In the quiet, her pulse pounded in her ears.

			“Oh.” Casey darted her tongue out to lick her bottom lip. “I see.”

			Leighton turned back to the sketchbook. She pulled the sticky note from the page before Casey’s hand caught hers.

			“Leave them, please.” Casey released her. 

			Leighton obliged, closed the book, and handed it to her.

			Casey stood but didn’t leave. “You’re sure?”

			Leighton brushed eraser crumbs from her pant leg and didn’t look up. This was the way it had to be, and she hoped the hollowness in her chest would disappear with time. She nodded. When she found the courage to raise her head, Casey remained standing a few feet away. Leighton drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Close the door, please.” She held out her hand for the sketchbook.

			Casey gave it to her and pushed the door closed. She grasped the backrest, her fingertips making indentations in the soft leather.

			“Sit.” Leighton touched the seat. Warmth remained on the chair, and the intimacy of it startled her. When Casey sat, Leighton set the sketchbook on her desk but left it closed. “Do I need to explain why I can’t go to lunch with you?” 

			Casey blushed, not on her cheeks but her neck. It continued under the collar of her shirt. 

			Leighton chided herself for wondering how far it went.

			“Everyone has to eat. It’s just lunch.” Casey’s argument had little weight behind it.

			“I don’t know that it is.” Leighton remained quiet for a moment. “Is it?”

			Casey swallowed. “Yes?” Her high-pitched answer came out sounding like a question.

			“Yes?” Leighton crossed her legs, angling them toward her because of the nearness of the desk. “Or yes.” 

			Casey’s breathing quickened. “It can be.” She raised her chin.

			“Sure, it can be.” Leighton folded her hands in her lap to keep them from shaking. “Is that what you want?”

			The answer was apparent in Casey’s downcast eyes before her whispered no.

			“What do you want?” Leighton’s voice came out raspy. Why had she asked?

			Casey met her gaze and held it. Her chest heaved three breaths before she answered. “I want to get to know you.”

			Every cell in her body quivered, yet she needed to have this conversation with Casey to set some boundaries, to voice how this could never happen. Christ. She needed water. No, a stiff drink. “You’ll learn about me, just as I will learn about all my students this year.”

			Casey shook her head. “No, I’d like to know you.”

			What the…Did she mean in the biblical sense? “I…” Leighton fumbled for words. “I…” She closed her eyes. Yes, she could do this. Just get it out in the open. “I’m your teacher.”

			“I’m not underage.” Her indignation was apparent in her raised chin. “I’m almost twenty-six. I have a college degree and a child. Yes, I’m a student here—”

			“You’re my student.” Her tone was icy, but she didn’t care. “And I’m the owner of this atelier. I’m not about to risk my business because a student wants to know me.”

			Casey’s eyes blazed. “I’ve read the syllabus and could quote it word for word. We don’t receive grades. You critique our projects and assignments. We’re supposed to compete against ourselves to become better artists, not against one another. Those are your words, so why would it matter?”

			“Because my reputation matters. The atelier doesn’t exist in a bubble. Trust me, people frown upon this type of behavior in this day and age.” She waved her hand between them. “It’s unethical.” Her office was soundproof, and they sat with their backs to the glass wall. She breathed a sigh of relief for both as their uncomfortable conversation continued.

			“So, if those things you mentioned weren’t standing in the way, you’d be interested?” 

			Leighton swore she saw Casey’s eyes transform from green to brown before her. Her throat tightened as she admired the highlights in Casey’s brown hair. Would it feel soft between her fingers? She took in Casey’s athletic build, her small breasts, and her toned legs. Not to mention her talent, charm, cute sense of humor, and dimples that appeared when she laughed. Plus, she couldn’t omit the commendable effort Casey gave to attend classes, work, and raise a toddler from her list of positive attributes. Leighton couldn’t help but imagine a what-if scenario. “Yes.” The word came out broken.

			Casey relaxed, and her body melted into the chair, as though knowing eased her tension. She smiled, but it appeared bittersweet. “Well.” She wrapped her arms around her torso.

			The air in the room felt heavy. Leighton wanted to open a window, but that was against her rules. Besides, an air filtration system costing what she’d paid guaranteed the air she breathed was clean and safe. Any stale air was a product of her imagination. Her nerves wreaked havoc inside her. Casey always made her a little anxious, even during class. However, she’d said what she needed to say. Now she could file this conversation in the past and forget they’d had to have it.

			“You never took your husband’s surname, did you?”

			“What?” The question startled her.

			“Vaughn. It was your name, your maiden name, wasn’t it?” Casey ran her hand through her hair.

			Where had that come from? “And here I had mistaken quiet for shy.” Leighton delivered the sentence under her breath. “Yes. I kept it when we got married. I’m partial to it, and a woman taking the man’s name never appealed to me, so I never considered changing it. Plus, the public recognized it as my branding. For years, I’d wanted to name my school Atelier Vaughn. I like the sound of it.”

			Casey nodded, her eyebrows tight like she mulled it over. “So do I. Why did you get divorced?” She blurted the question like she’d seen her opening and wasn’t about to let it pass.

			Leighton sighed. It was a personal question, and she had every right to refuse to answer. Maybe one day she’d be able to file those memories away. Yet the desire to share something with Casey won out. “My husband and I didn’t get along.” She heard how understated it sounded, how simple, like an explanation used to placate young children. Casey was no child, but condensing years of a volatile relationship into a digestible answer would divulge too much of herself. Besides, it wasn’t like Casey needed to know the traumatic details.

			“I’m sorry.” 

			“I’m not.” It was Leighton’s turn to raise her chin. “I’m sorry it came to that, but I’m content to be where I am.” It was time for her to ask a question. “How long were you and Devin together?”

			Casey’s eyebrows shot skyward. “How did you know we used to date?”

			Leighton tilted her head. “Your retainer.”

			Casey groaned. “You saw. I’m sorry about that. He could’ve chosen a better time.” She looked at the ceiling. “Not even a year.”

			“What happened? If I may.” Leighton propped her elbow on the desk and rested her chin in her hand.

			Casey looked at her feet. “He decided he didn’t want a baby, at least with me.” She looked up, her expression fierce. “As you can see, I didn’t need him.”

			“Apparently.” Leighton stretched her legs, then crossed them the opposite way. It was nice talking to Casey about something other than art. “Do you miss being with him?” 

			Casey lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “Will you think I’m horrible if I say no?”

			Leighton shook her head. How could she ever think that of Casey?

			“The majority of the time, I was happy while we dated. He’s a nice guy, and he cared about me. I cared about him, too. I still do. We enjoyed one another, but we weren’t in love. I was in love with the idea of having a baby more than anything.” Casey furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry. I know he’s your student, and I didn’t intend to imply anything negative about him. We simply wanted different things. Devin isn’t a bad guy, and you’re welcome to get his side of the story.” 

			She looked so sincere. “That won’t be necessary.” One of the last things Leighton wanted to do was discuss Casey’s love life with her ex-boyfriend. 

			Casey squirmed, but a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. 

			To Leighton’s dismay, she imagined placing a soft kiss there. She couldn’t be having thoughts like that. 

			They looked at one another until the silence became awkward.

			Leighton cleared her throat. “You handle yourselves like professionals. I don’t see your past being a problem.” Not only had she seen Casey take care of herself around Devin, but she could sense Casey’s reluctance to let problems between them become issues within the walls of the atelier. She was thankful for that. If a problem should arise between two of her students, as their teacher, she’d have to step in.

			The harsh reminder of their respective statuses left a dull taste in her mouth.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			After meeting with Leighton in her office, Casey returned to her easel though her mind was elsewhere. Still, she needed to begin the day’s assignment.

			Leighton had rejected her invitation. What had she expected? She’d acted on impulse and surprised even herself. If Leighton had agreed, she wasn’t sure how she would’ve paid for lunch. Her credit card would’ve had to take the hit. Leighton’s rejection had been tough to accept, but talking with her afterward had left Casey feeling warm and fuzzy, and she wasn’t supposed to feel those things. She was a student, and Leighton was her instructor. Leighton had made that clear. 

			Besides, what had she envisioned happening? Leighton saying yes and the two of them embarking on a hot, romantic affair with weekend trips to Gymboree? Not that she could afford going there. She and Leighton moved in different economic circles and different, well, everything.

			A few minutes later, Mark approached her. He wiped his hands on a paper towel. “I’m starving, Case. Let’s get some grub.”

			“I can’t. I’m working on this.” Casey taped a piece of paper to her board. Plus, she’d brought a sandwich from home to save money. She didn’t mean to take out her rejection by being short with him, but her appetite had disappeared. 

			“The bust cast study? No one’s started that yet. Aren’t you hungry?”

			Mikala piped up from the next station. “I’m always up for grabbing some food. I need all the calories I can get with Guard training.” She patted her toned abdomen.

			Mark perked up. He appeared thrilled to find someone to accompany him, let alone someone who’d be willing to eat in the reverent, uncompromising manner he practiced.

			“Are you feeling all right? Can I bring you a sandwich?” He nudged Casey with his elbow. Concern darkened his features.

			She thanked him and shook her head. 

			He left with Mikala while debating the superior qualities of a chopped cheese versus a cheesesteak.

			Leighton had disappeared, her office light off and the door closed. Casey turned her attention to her assignment, set an alarm on her phone for twenty minutes, and worked on the preliminary sketch for her cast study. She’d chosen a replica marble bust of a Florentine girl from the choices on the shelves.

			Once she’d finished the envelope—that’s what Leighton had called the straight lines sketched around the figure—the cast drawing would fit within its border. Casey worked sight-size, so when she stood at the masking tape line on her rug, the bust and the drawing would appear identical.

			As she focused on straight lines and angles, Stefan wandered over. He munched on a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos without her looking to verify. The scent was unmistakable. Any other time, she’d crave them, but the thought of eating made her stomach ache. She didn’t want to think about lunch.

			“Want a bit of advice? Hold your pencil up to match the angle you see. Imagine it pointing to the minutes on a clock. See how the line sloping from her ear to her shoulder lands at about the thirty-seven-minute mark?”

			She found the suggestion helpful when she tried to replicate it on her paper. “Thanks. I hadn’t heard that trick before.”

			“Leighton and I had an instructor in Florence who taught us that. Back then, everyone could tell time on a real clock.” He winked at her, then glanced at Leighton’s office. “Have you seen her around? She didn’t mention she was going anywhere.” He crunched a chip.

			The warm corn smell almost made her retch. She hoped he’d search for Leighton somewhere else. “I haven’t.” At least not since Leighton had told her no, twice. Casey didn’t know where she’d gone. Maybe she enjoyed eating lunch alone. She’d made it clear she wasn’t interested in sharing a meal with a student, though Casey was certain it was her whom Leighton had rejected.

			“Hmm. I wonder if she wanted anything set up for the Flemish lesson. Never mind, I’ll text her.” He retreated to his office.

			Casey hoped the unpleasant scent would also leave and refrained from waving her hands to clear the stench from the air. She needed no more reminders about lunch.

			At least she’d scored one win this morning. When she’d asked if Leighton would be interested in her if their situation was different, she’d said yes. Imagine that. Leighton Vaughn, interested in her. For the remainder of the hour, Casey hid her smile.

			Soon, those who’d left to find food began to return.

			“We missed you at lunch.” Mikala stopped by Casey’s station. “I had the most amazing sweet potato fries, but as addicting as they were, I would’ve shared some with you.”

			Casey ignored her coy insinuation. Mikala was cute, but she didn’t care to flirt with her. She had no interest in starting anything and didn’t want to lead her on. They could be friends, sure.

			“Did Mark take you to his favorite place?”

			“Yeah. I got a chopped cheese.” Mikala hovered close. “He’s a funny guy.”

			She glanced at Mark and Devin in the lounge area, laughing at some joke. “Yeah, he’s great.”

			Mikala nodded at her easel. “You work fast. I still need to finish my color charts and my Bargue drawing. I haven’t started two of my sketchbook assignments for the week. Cross your fingers Leighton will cut class short, and we’ll have more time to get everything done.”

			Casey doubted Leighton would shorten her class, nor did she want her to. She enjoyed being around her, plus Leighton seemed invested in making the best use of her time with her students. When she wasn’t lecturing, she gathered everyone around her for a demonstration. Even when
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