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One

CASSIE

A stranger caught Cassie’s arm as she moved past him toward the bar.

“Hey, beautiful, lemme buy you a drink.” The guy’s grin was cocksure, like he knew he was going to get what he wanted.

Cassie flipped her long blond ponytail over her shoulder and gave the man a syrup-sweet smile, blinking at him through her lashes. “Let me go before I break your arm.”

“Jesus,” the guy said, but he let go.

He muttered something about her being a bitch as she walked away, but Cassie didn’t care. She wasn’t there to make friends. In fact, she’d picked this bar specifically so she wouldn’t see anyone she’d have to talk to. It was across town from campus, which meant the Lyft ride cost more than she’d have liked, but it was worth it to get as far away as possible from her college’s Family Weekend. Cassie didn’t even understand why Keckley held Family Weekend in early October. They’d barely been at school a month. Did people really need to see their families that often? She hadn’t seen her mom since Christmas last year, and she was doing just fine.

Cassie made it to the bar without any more strangers putting their hands on her. There were three open stools, and she pushed herself up onto the middle one. The bartender didn’t ask for ID, just made her a dark and stormy then left her alone. Cassie was perfectly happy getting slowly drunk by herself in a bar where she knew no one.

That was, until she spotted this woman.

Definitely woman, not girl or chick. She was probably twice Cassie’s age, and honestly, Cassie wasn’t typically a cougar hunter—she could appreciate an older woman, sure, she just usually wasn’t the type to pursue one—but this woman was way too hot to worry about any age difference. Plus, she was alone, and Cassie swore she looked lonely.

Cassie’s eyes raked the woman’s body: sensible peep-toe heels, strong calves, a dress that fell a bit lower on her thighs than Cassie was hoping. It hugged the woman’s curves just right, though—hips Cassie wanted to hold on to and tits she wouldn’t mind getting her hands on either. Then there was shoulder-length brown hair with a hint of blond highlights, like it was summer at the beach and not autumn in the New River Valley, a strong jawline, and bright eyes—staring right at Cassie. The older woman leaned against a wall, a barely there smirk on her face.

Cassie blushed but didn’t look away. The woman quirked an eyebrow and honest to God, it sent a shiver down Cassie’s spine. She quirked an eyebrow right back, letting a slow grin work its way across her face. It was the other woman who broke eye contact as she ran a hand through her hair with a chuckle. She glanced over again, raising her drink. They toasted each other from across the bar, then the woman looked away, like there was anything more interesting in this place than Cassie Klein.

It wasn’t a rejection; it just felt like maybe the woman thought all Cassie wanted to do was check her out. That was not all Cassie wanted to do.

She flagged down the bartender.

“The woman over there?” She gestured subtly, and the bartender nodded. “Whatever she’s drinking, send her another from me.”

She watched him make it and was thrilled to see it was whiskey, neat. A no-nonsense kind of drink.

The woman’s eyebrows popped up when the bartender placed the drink in front of her. She bit her bottom lip as she smiled, looking over at Cassie, who tipped her glass and let her eyes wander to the open stool beside her. The woman chuckled. But she gathered her purse and started heading over.

“Thanks,” she said, sliding onto the stool next to Cassie and sipping her drink.

Cassie grinned. “My pleasure.”

She didn’t say more, too busy ogling the woman. She hadn’t gotten her fill from across the bar, apparently. It was even better up close, the woman’s pale skin somehow glowing even in the low light. Her eyes were strikingly blue—thin eyeliner making them stand out even more.

Cassie licked her lips. “I’m Cassie.”

“Erin,” the woman said. She offered her hand and Cassie shook it. She didn’t bother trying to make the handshake a seduction, but Erin’s hands were soft and she liked it.

“Nice choice of drink,” Cassie said.

Erin smirked. “What’s yours?”

“Dark and stormy right now,” Cassie said, “but I’m easy.”

Erin ducked her head as the apples of her cheeks went rosy. Cassie liked the juxtaposition of Erin’s smirk and her blush, like the woman was confident but not used to being hit on.

Cassie hadn’t planned on hooking up with anyone tonight, but plans could change, and Erin was hot, and it was sure to make her less annoyed about Family Weekend.

“I like your dress,” she said.

Erin looked down like she needed to remind herself what she had on. She said thanks without looking back up.

“You’re fucking amazing in it,” Cassie said.

That got Erin’s attention, her eyes snapping to Cassie’s.

“Are you always this bold?”

Cassie shrugged. Why play games? There were no stakes here. Erin was a hot stranger; she didn’t have the power to hurt Cassie. There was no reason to pretend she wanted to go slow. Plus: “It’s working, isn’t it?”

Erin’s cheeks were still flushed, but she grinned and returned the compliment. “You don’t look half bad either.”

Cassie was only in jeans and a racer-back black tank, her bomber jacket on her stool beneath her, but still, “I know.”

She smirked and Erin rolled her eyes—she was smiling, though, so yeah, being bold was definitely working. Cassie wondered how far she could push it. Could she get away with suggesting they go someplace less crowded?

Before she got the chance, Erin excused herself to go to the bathroom. Cassie watched her leave, jealous of the way that purple dress clung to her ass. Right before Erin reached the hallway where the bathrooms were, she looked back at Cassie, making eye contact before she turned the corner.

Well. That was an invitation if Cassie had ever seen one.

She paid—for her and Erin both—as quickly as she could, slipped her jacket on, and headed for the bathroom. The other patrons were now a bunch of assholes standing around cockblocking her—or, more accurately, clamjamming her. She weaved her way around tables and through the crowd, ducking under two people’s beers as they toasted something.

Inside the women’s restroom, Erin stood at the sink washing her hands. Cassie only did a cursory check of the stalls before pushing her against the counter and kissing her. Erin didn’t seem surprised, fisting Cassie’s jacket with still wet hands to pull her even closer.

Cassie had thought she’d have to hold back, ease into it, but Erin kissed hard enough that their teeth clinked together. She slid her tongue into Cassie’s mouth like an apology and twisted to reverse their positions. Cassie stumbled, slamming her hip into the counter. She broke the kiss to curse. Erin didn’t bother asking if she was okay. Instead, she wrapped her hands under Cassie’s thighs and lifted. Water on the counter seeped through Cassie’s jeans when Erin set her down.

“Good?” Erin asked, stepping between Cassie’s legs.

Cassie barely felt the damp spot on the back of her thigh. “Great.”

Erin’s mouth was on hers almost before she’d finished the word. The new position meant Erin had to tilt her head up to reach, but that didn’t diminish her enthusiasm, kisses rough and biting. Cassie reveled in the not quite swallowed moan when her teeth closed around Erin’s bottom lip.

“Oh shit, sorry,” someone said.

Erin pulled back, far enough to separate their lips but close enough that Cassie could press a kiss under her jaw. Cassie didn’t notice the noise of the bar had gotten louder until the door closed and it was muffled again. She sucked Erin’s skin too gently to leave a mark.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said against the throb of Erin’s pulse.

“I just have to pay—”

Cassie bit below Erin’s ear and laughed. “Already got it covered, sweetheart.”

Erin chuckled, and it vibrated against Cassie’s lips. Erin’s neck shone, damp from Cassie’s mouth, when she pulled away. Cassie eased herself to the ground.

“Let’s go.”

Erin kissed her once more before leading the way. She held her hand as they weaved through the crowd toward the door; Cassie’s lips turned up before she forced them down, annoyed at herself for finding it endearing.

Cassie shivered in the parking lot—from the chill in the air, not the brush of Erin’s thumb against the back of her hand. Was Erin taking her home? To a hotel? She wished she could take Erin somewhere, but she only had a dorm. Yeah, it was an apartment with no roommate, but it was still a dorm.

When they reached a car, Erin opened the back door. Apparently they were doing this here.

Cassie glanced around. Across the lot, four or five people were huddled next to a car. This wasn’t private enough to be called private, not public enough to be called public.

Erin gnawed on her bottom lip. “Good?”

“Great.” Public or private didn’t really matter when Cassie wanted to be the one biting that lip.

She ducked into the car, and Erin followed, slamming the door behind her and climbing directly into Cassie’s lap. Cassie reveled in Erin’s weight on top of her, the way her dress slid up, the skin it revealed. She wanted the dress off, wanted to see everything, but admittedly the back seat of a car might not be the best place for that. Cassie turned her head to see if anyone was nearby, but she got distracted when Erin pushed her jacket off her shoulders. Erin’s dress gaped open in the front, and Cassie slid her hands inside.

“Fuck, you’ve got nice tits,” she said, and Erin’s nipples tightened as Cassie pinched them.

She had to let go for a moment when Erin tugged Cassie’s tank top over her head.

“If I return the compliment, are you just going to say, ‘I know,’ again?” Erin asked, both hands squeezing Cassie’s breasts through her bra.

Cassie smirked. “No guarantees.”

“That’s what I thought.” Erin rolled her eyes affectionately before finding her lips again.

Cassie’s fingers stalled out when Erin kissed her. She was going to be a literal rocket scientist; you’d think she would have enough brainpower to get kissed and feel someone up at the same time, but apparently not. Her hands fell out of Erin’s dress and it was all she could do to clutch the older woman’s shoulders.

Erin moved her mouth to Cassie’s neck and Cassie groaned, “Fuck.”

She could feel Erin smile against her skin. Get it together, Klein. Cassie let herself lean into Erin’s mouth a few seconds longer before getting to business.

Her hands moved to Erin’s thighs, then slid up under her dress. Cassie considered teasing, maybe going slow, but she really didn’t want to, like, at all, so when her fingers reached Erin’s underwear, she pushed past them.

God. Her favorite part of sleeping with someone with a pussy had to be that first touch, when you could feel just how turned on they were, your fingers slipping through their wetness. Erin jerked and bit down when Cassie’s fingers glanced off her clit. Cassie yelped.

“Sorry,” Erin said, dragging her tongue along Cassie’s collarbone.

Cassie swallowed against the feeling. Focus, she reminded herself, even though it was impossible not to think about what Erin’s mouth would feel like in other places.

Erin nipped at Cassie’s neck, but only occasionally, like she was too busy rolling her hips to worry about anything else. Cassie wasn’t even really touching her yet, but Erin was busy, shifting around in Cassie’s lap, trying to get her fingers where she wanted them. Cassie didn’t make her wait.

Yeah, what she had thought earlier about the first touch being the best? That was a lie; this was the best part—pushing inside and feeling Erin squeeze around her fingers, tight and hot and wet. This was everything.

“God,” Erin whispered, and Cassie couldn’t resist.

“You can just call me Cassie.”

Erin glared at her, breaking the look with a moan when Cassie scissored her fingers.

Cassie worked up a rhythm, sliding out and pushing hard back in, and Erin helped, her hips grinding and jumping. Sometimes she leaned down for a kiss, but mostly she held herself upright, riding Cassie’s hand urgently.

“More,” she groaned, and Cassie added another finger.

Cassie was pretty sure this was the best day of her life. She was three fingers deep in this gorgeous woman who was clenching like crazy, obviously close—she was about to make this fucking gorgeous woman come on her fingers in the back of a car, and she couldn’t think of anything better.

She kissed Erin, grabbing her ass to pull her harder onto her fingers.

“Cassie, fuck,” Erin muttered, and then she was coming, shaking and shuddering, eyes closed, mouth open, and Jesus Christ, Cassie had made plenty of people come in her twenty-one years, thank you very much, but Erin was hands down the hottest she’d ever seen.

Erin collapsed on top of her, after, and Cassie wrapped her arms around her. When Erin lifted her head for a kiss, it was soft. Gentle. She made a contented sound in the back of her throat and butted her head at Cassie like a cat preening. It was all kinds of adorable, but Cassie hadn’t gotten off yet; she couldn’t control the way her hips twitched under Erin’s. Erin laughed at her.

“Impatient,” she admonished.

“If I was impatient, I wouldn’t have let you go first,” Cassie said, but it was offset by the way she pushed Erin’s hand toward the button of her jeans as they kissed.

Erin readjusted herself, one knee between Cassie’s legs, a hand on the seat by Cassie’s side to hold herself up. She undid Cassie’s pants and pushed her right leg over as far as she could, bumping it against the back of the driver’s seat to get more room before she slipped a hand into Cassie’s underwear. It wasn’t a great angle, even spread out there wasn’t a lot of space to move, but Cassie was so ready that it didn’t much matter. Erin’s fingers slid in, just to the first knuckle, and Cassie’s eyes slammed closed.

She opened them again to find Erin staring down at her like maybe her face had the answers to all of life’s questions. Cassie surged forward to kiss her, and it pushed Erin’s fingers deeper.

“Christ,” Cassie said, falling back.

“You can just call me Erin.”

Cassie lost her laugh in a gasp.

Erin worked her and watched her, and Cassie wanted more. She unclasped her own bra, and it was worth it for the gleam in Erin’s eyes. It was worth it for the way Erin ducked her head, caught a nipple between her teeth, and moaned like she was the one getting touched.

Erin liked to watch, apparently. She kept her eyes on Cassie’s face even as she lavished attention on her chest. Cassie wanted to kiss her, wanted her mouth lower, wanted her to keep doing what she was doing, mouth cruel and fingers hard and fast. Cassie said please and Erin and Erin’s eyes flared.

“Touch yourself,” she said.

Cassie gasped again. It felt like she was on fire. Her jeans were cramped when she did as she was told and shoved a hand into them alongside Erin’s. It was bone-meltingly good. She rubbed circles over her clit, not bothering to start slow when Erin already had her this worked up.

Whenever Erin hit just right, Cassie’s gasps turned to whimpers. Erin wasn’t just watching, she was observant, so it wasn’t long until Cassie whimpered at every thrust. She kept losing rhythm on her clit, too distracted by the gravitational pull in her core, the buildup before a supernova. It was only a matter of time before she exploded. On the brink, Cassie stopped rubbing and pressed hard, her whole body clenching until she broke, shuddering around Erin’s fingers.

Erin kissed Cassie’s temple as she recovered, and Cassie bit the inside of her cheek to tamp down the goofy smile threatening to take over her face. She was always silly and pliable after sex. Erin climbed off her, but it took Cassie a few breaths to remember to move. When they were seated upright, she leaned over for a kiss. Then put her bra back on and stole another.

Erin smiled. “That was nice.”

“Definitely,” Cassie said, pulling her shirt over her head. “Next time I gotta get at your tits, though.”

Shit.

Next time. She should never be allowed to talk this soon after orgasm.

Erin wasn’t fazed, thankfully. “No next time, I’m afraid,” she said. “I’m only in Virginia for the weekend visiting my daughter at school.”

Cassie froze. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Erin gave her this confused brow furrow and head tilt and wow, Cassie really didn’t need to be wanting to kiss her again.

“Where’s your kid go?” There were other schools nearby; maybe Cassie was nervous for nothing.

“Keckley College,” Erin said.

Cassie stared at her for a moment. “Yeah,” she said eventually. “Me too.”

Erin slammed her eyes closed and huffed out a breath. Cassie stayed silent, let her work through this one on her own. Erin pinched the bridge of her nose. “Tell me you’re a grad student at least.”

“You want me to lie, or . . . ?”

Erin opened her eyes to level her with a look.

“Senior.”

Erin groaned. “Christ. You’re barely older than my daughter.”

Keckley wasn’t a big school, and Cassie absolutely wanted to know who Erin’s kid was. But curiosity killed the cat, so she wouldn’t ask. She’d already said one dumb postorgasmic thing, anyway.

“So, uh,” she tried to head off any potential awkward silence, “good news, then. You know where my school is and could give me a ride home?”

Erin just looked at her. Awkward silence not avoided.

“I mean, you’re not going to make me take a Lyft looking freshly fucked, are you?”

Erin scoffed. “You do not look ‘freshly fucked.’”

“Um, I’m pretty sure I’m glowing right now,” Cassie said. “Sure as shit feels like it anyway.”

The compliment worked like a charm—Erin blushed and ran a hand through her hair, just like she’d done in the bar.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll drive you.”

They moved to the front seats with as much dignity as they could maintain. Erin put the car in drive and Cassie turned up the radio. If she had to pick between silence, awkward small talk, and music, she was definitely picking music.

Besides, Erin’s phone was playing Beyoncé over the Bluetooth, and you never say no to Queen Bey.

“You ain’t married to no average bitch, boy,” Cassie sang along without thinking.

She cut herself off and cleared her throat. Singing in front of people she’d just met wasn’t exactly her thing. But out of the corner of her eye, she could see a grin spread across Erin’s face. Cassie swallowed, took a breath, and kept singing.

Neither said anything, even as they arrived on campus. Erin didn’t ask where Cassie lived and Cassie didn’t tell her. Maybe it was a coincidence, but the parking lot Erin pulled into was the farthest from the freshman dorms. Cassie wondered if her daughter was a freshman, before reminding herself that curiosity killed the cat, and enough pussy had been wrecked already that night.

The brightest light Cassie had seen Erin in was in the fucking bathroom, but even here, under the weak lights of the parking lot filtered through the windshield, the older woman shone. If Cassie were a romantic, she’d say Erin’s eyes were like the night sky—she’d never get bored tracing their constellations. But she was absolutely not a romantic, so mostly she was just proud of herself for picking up a woman this hot. And she was never gonna see her again, so Cassie figured she might as well take advantage of the goodbye. She kissed Erin as dirty as she knew how, waited for her to lean closer, over the center console, then pulled away, Erin chasing her lips.

“It’s been fun,” she said, and climbed out of the car without looking back.
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Cassie wasn’t awake when her phone buzzed the next morning. She ignored it without opening her eyes. No one she wanted to talk to would call her this early. But it rang again, and again after that, and fuck whoever this was, she was gonna kill them.

“The fuck do you want?” she growled as she answered.

“I know it’s early, but I need you to come to breakfast with me.”

Parker.

Cassie rubbed at her eyes. “The audacity of you calling before eight on a Saturday. This might be the worst thing you’ve ever done to me, and yes, I’m including you sleeping with my boyfriend.”

Parker was quiet. She never seemed to know how to act when Cassie joked about how they’d met. Eventually, she said, “I’m serious, Cassie.”

“Acacia has got to be up by now.”

Acacia connected them a lot more than Seth, the now ex-boyfriend. She was Parker’s roommate and Cassie’s best friend since they were kids. She was also a morning person for some inexplicable reason.

“She and her brother are on a hike together,” Parker said and Cassie did a full-body shudder. “It’ll be a free breakfast—my mom will pay. I just need, like, a buffer. She’s too much sometimes, and I thought I could handle it on my own but now I’m spiraling. Please?”

Cassie resolved to never make friends with a freshman again. They were so needy.

Then again, Parker had broken Seth’s nose and ended things when she found out the douchebag had a girlfriend, so maybe she’d earned herself a favor or two.

“When are you picking me up?”

Breakfast was at one of Cassie’s favorite restaurants, so by the time they arrived, she didn’t even mind being out of bed so early on a weekend. A crowd of people waited to be seated.

“My mom’s got a table already,” Parker said, scanning the restaurant. “There.”

They headed toward a woman sitting alone, facing the window, a cup of coffee steaming in front of her.

“Call her Dr. Bennett if you want to make a good impression,” Parker muttered to Cassie.

“I’m great with parents, thanks.”

Parker reached the table first, and as her mom stood to hug her, Cassie almost fell over.

“Hey Mom, this is Cassie. Cassie, this is my mom.”

Cassie had to give Erin credit; her only tell was the slight widening of her eyes as she extended her hand. Cassie shook it, trying to keep the shit-eating grin off her face.

“Nice to meet you, Dr. Bennett,” she said.

Erin squeezed her hand a little too hard. “Please, call me Erin.”




Two

ERIN

Erin thanked the waitress for her coffee and the three waters for the table. She wrapped both hands around her mug and left her menu closed. No need to look before Parker and her friend arrived. Erin had found the place on Yelp earlier in the week, so she already knew it had plenty of good offerings. She’d wanted to go to Parker’s favorite breakfast spot, but her daughter hadn’t had any suggestions—she hadn’t made it off campus for breakfast yet.

The restaurant was cute—the yellow walls bright with light from the large windows. Open umbrellas of varying colors and patterns hung upside down from the high ceiling. Erin had had to make her way through half a dozen people waiting for a table to give the hostess her name for her reservation.

Erin missed Parker. Joint custody in high school had been bad enough. Parker had done student government and the science fair and art lessons—both taking and teaching—plus, she’d spent half her time at her father’s new apartment. But it was different, with her away at college. Worse.

It’d been barely more than a month, but Erin missed her. She wished she didn’t have to share her with Adam this weekend. Though, if Adam wasn’t also visiting, Erin wouldn’t have been at that bar last night. Even if it was ridiculous she’d slept with a college student, she couldn’t bring herself to regret it.

A blush crept onto her cheeks just thinking of the previous night. She had hooked up with a college student in the back seat of her rental car. Rachel would have a field day with this, but Erin hadn’t decided whether she’d tell her. Her best friend had been trying to get her to, well, sleep around a bit for three years now, basically as soon as the divorce was final. Every date Erin had had in the last three years, Rachel made her recount in a full blow-by-blow—sometimes literally, depending on how the date had gone. She would love the recap of last night. Erin couldn’t even imagine how she would explain Cassie to Rachel. The way Cassie had looked at her, the way she’d touched her, no hesitation.

Erin shook her head and smiled into her coffee mug. She should be thinking about her daughter, not about the cocky woman with the filthy grin who’d bought her a drink.

As though summoned by Erin’s thoughts, Parker appeared beside the table.

“Baby!” Erin gushed, leaping up to hug her daughter.

She squeezed her tight, eyes closed, and breathed her in. Her kid. Parker smelled like the cheap perfume she’d worn since freshman year of high school. Erin pressed a kiss against the side of her head then let go before she could be reprimanded for holding on too long.

Parker’s smile was wide and toothy, and Erin wanted to cry. God, she’d missed her.

“Mom, this is Cassie,” Parker said. “Cassie, this is my mom.”

It took Erin a moment to shift from looking at Parker to looking at Parker’s friend. Her brain lagged, catching on the name but not figuring out why until her eyes landed on Cassie.

Cassie.

Thank God for Erin’s mother drilling manners into her since she was a child—her mind might’ve been a never-ending scream, but Erin didn’t miss a beat before extending her hand to shake Cassie’s.

“Nice to meet you, Dr. Bennett.” Cassie’s face was nothing but a self-satisfied grin. She ran her other hand through her blond hair, just as gorgeous and cocky as she’d been last night.

Erin tried not to squeeze too hard. “Please,” she said. “Call me Erin.”

This could not be happening.

Parker flopped down into the booth, and Cassie slid in beside her. Erin had to put a steadying hand on the bench as she sat down.

This could not be happening.

Erin took too big a swallow of coffee. It burned her throat.

Parker was still smiling, and Parker’s smile did what it always did: made Erin’s heart sing. She loved her kid so fucking much. She could not let this—this—this clusterfuck of a situation mess anything up.

“How was dinner with your dad last night?” Erin asked dutifully.

Parker’s smile dropped a couple of watts. “Fine.”

“Where’d you go?”

Erin didn’t care, except she hoped breakfast was better. She and Adam got along for Parker’s sake, but it didn’t mean Erin wasn’t petty.

“An Italian place,” Parker grumbled. She changed the subject. “What’d you do last night?”

Erin hadn’t looked at Cassie since they’d sat down, but she couldn’t miss the way the other woman hid a smirk by taking a sip of water. Something tightened inside her at the sense memory of that smirk.

“Nothing special,” Erin said instead of blushing.

Cassie choked on her water. Parker turned and patted her back, and while her daughter was distracted, Erin cocked an eyebrow at Cassie. She was not going to let Cassie fuck this visit up.

She meant the look to be a threat, but it wasn’t effective; Cassie seemed to take it as a challenge instead. As soon as she had her breath again, she smiled at Erin.

“How long are you in town?” Cassie asked, her bare foot brushing gently against the side of one of Erin’s flats.

Erin pressed her lips together. “I fly out tomorrow evening.”

“Plenty of time to entertain yourself, then,” Cassie said, and her toes curled around Erin’s ankle.

Erin’s skin must have been bright red. It felt like that anyway—flushed and burning. Was the restaurant always this humid? She preferred the climate of New Hampshire, where she was born and raised, over that of Virginia for a lot of reasons. Added to the list: if they’d been in New Hampshire in October, Cassie wouldn’t have been wearing sandals. Erin wouldn’t have had to feel the heat of Cassie’s skin against hers under the table.

Parker told Erin about her classes, while Cassie perused the menu and played footsie. It was insane, doing this in front of Parker. Not that Erin was doing anything except holding very still. Though perhaps not pulling back counted as doing something. She wanted to pull away—not because it didn’t feel good, but because it did. Cassie’s smug smile never left her face, just as bold as last night, and Erin hated that it was still working for her. She should’ve been mortified. She should’ve felt awkward and uncomfortable and embarrassed. She’d done a bad thing.

Because that was what this was: bad. How could sleeping with your daughter’s friend be anything else?

Parker talked about her studio art class, clearly oblivious to anything going on under the table. Cassie slid her foot up and down Erin’s calf as the waitress took their drink orders, and Erin finally forced herself to shift her legs in the other direction, away from Cassie’s.

“What about you, Cassie?” Erin asked once the server left. “What are you studying?”

It was easier to look at her now that they weren’t touching. Even if the smirk still hadn’t left Cassie’s face.

“I’m a physics major,” she said. “Going into engineering.”

“She’s going to be an astronaut!” Parker said.

Erin raised her eyebrows. “Oh?”

“I am not,” Cassie sighed. “I’m going to Caltech next year to study aerospace engineering, yeah, but I don’t even know if I want to do aeronautics or astronautics yet.” She must’ve noticed Erin’s complete lack of comprehension because she continued. “Stuff inside the Earth’s atmosphere, like planes and sh—stuff, or outside, like, yes, spaceships.”

It was laughable that Cassie stopped herself from swearing. As though Erin hadn’t already made her curse.

“See?” Parker said. “Astronaut.”

Cassie rolled her eyes and gave Erin a grin. Erin couldn’t help but smile back.

Parker excused herself to use the restroom after the server took their orders. Once Erin was sure her daughter was out of earshot, she turned to glare at Cassie, who still looked like a cat who’d eaten the canary.

“Cassie,” Erin said, voice low and warning, and Cassie’s grin went a little feral instead of disappearing like Erin had hoped. “I need you to stop.”

“I did!” Cassie protested. “You moved away, and I stopped.”

“You need to stop looking at me like that.”

Cassie furrowed her brow, like maybe she hadn’t meant to be looking at her any sort of way. Erin couldn’t deny that it was nice—she was less than two years out from forty; it wasn’t like it was a hardship to have a twentysomething as obviously attracted to her as Cassie was. If only it were that simple.

“That is my daughter.” Erin’s shoulders slumped. “She already spends half her time hating me for divorcing her father. Please don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

She scrubbed a hand through her hair. Cassie bumped a leg against hers under the table, and Erin looked at her, defeated.

“No, I just meant—” Cassie cut herself off. She folded her hands in her lap. Erin would’ve bet her ankles were crossed under the table. “Sorry. I’ll be good.”

Erin took a sip of her coffee instead of indulging in a smile. It didn’t matter if Cassie was cute.

Parker returned then. Cassie slid farther into the booth instead of bothering to get up and let Parker in.

“Whacha talking about?” Parker asked.

Cassie didn’t miss a beat. “Just trying to get your mom to tell me embarrassing stories about you as a kid.”

“There are none,” Parker said, her nose in the air. “I was a perfect child.”

Erin snorted. “She was a manipulative little shit.”

Cassie burst out laughing, and Erin had to take another sip of coffee.

“She still is,” Cassie said. “She brags all the time about how her ability to convince professors to have class outside on nice days is unparalleled.”

“I am not manipulative.” Parker tossed her hair. “I’m persuasive.”

Cassie and Erin laughed at her, and Parker gave a goofy grin.

“Whatever,” she said. “Cassie, you’re coming to a cappella tonight, right?”

“To see you sing and make eyes at that girl from The BarBelles? Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

“What’s that now?” Erin smiled as Parker groaned. “Does my daughter have a crush?”

Parker stared daggers at Cassie. “Why did I invite you to breakfast again?”

“My wonderful personality, I think it was.”

Cassie smiled like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

By the time they finished, the crowd waiting for tables extended onto the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. Parker and Cassie headed outside while Erin went to the counter to pay. She watched them through the window. Parker giggled at something Cassie said. Erin let out a happy sigh.

Breakfast had gone well—so much better than she’d expected once she laid eyes on Cassie. Parker was happy and talkative, Cassie was charming and funny. It’d been easy. So much of Erin’s relationship with her daughter wasn’t, since the divorce. Parker had always been a daddy’s girl. She and Erin were too much alike not to butt heads. But with Cassie between them, they’d talked and laughed and that knot of anxiety in Erin’s chest had loosened.

Who would’ve thought it would end up being a good thing that Erin’s one-night stand came to breakfast?

That part was still too ridiculous for Erin to process. She’d freak out about it at her hotel later, when she had time to think. For the time being, she just smiled as she rejoined Cassie and Parker out front.

The way Cassie grinned at her made Erin feel like the only person in the world, despite the crowd of waiting patrons around them. Cassie must have really not been paying attention to their surroundings, though, because while she was busy smiling at Erin, she stumbled off the curb.

Erin didn’t stop to think. She was just there, an arm around Cassie’s waist, holding her up until Cassie could get her feet underneath her.

“Good?” Erin asked. She couldn’t help but think of the last time she’d lifted Cassie off the ground, when she’d set her on the counter and pushed her knees wide.

“Great,” Cassie said, looking at Erin’s mouth.

It took Erin a moment to let go.

With Cassie’s long hair down, Erin noticed, for the first time, an unnatural tint to it.

“Is that pink?”

“Streaks, yeah,” Cassie said, a hand coming up to tug on a lock. “Too much work to keep up a whole head of color.”

“It looks good.”

When Erin finally took a step away from Cassie, the rest of the world came hurtling back, Parker looking between them, her brow furrowed. Erin pretended not to notice.

Cassie took a different, more direct route. “What?” she snapped.

“There’s the Cassie I know,” Parker said. “You don’t let anyone but Acacia touch you.”

Cassie ducked her head and Erin pressed her lips together. She was definitely going to freak out about this at her hotel later, but for now, she let herself enjoy the way Cassie’s cheeks reddened.

“I just met your mom. Didn’t want to be rude.”

Parker laughed. “When has that ever stopped you from doing anything?”

Erin took the opportunity to change the subject. She didn’t want to give Parker too much time to think about the way Cassie behaved around her.

“It was lovely to meet you, Cassie.”

Cassie’s smile was free of hunger for once. “You, too.”

“I’ll see you tonight at the concert?” Erin asked. “Promise you’ll show me which one is Parker’s crush?”

“Mom!”

“I will,” Cassie said, eyes sparkling. “But Erin? Parker makes it obvious all on her own.”

Parker grumbled as Erin laughed.

Parker met Erin in front of her dorm after dropping Cassie off at her apartment. Erin had seen the room when she and Adam had brought Parker to school, but it hadn’t been decorated then. And though she’d caught glimpses while video chatting with Parker, it was better in person. Twinkle lights lined every wall. Parker’s half of the room was orderly and clean, posters perfectly straight and evenly distanced. Acacia’s side wasn’t messy so much as less controlled—a giant corkboard with photos and sticky notes and ticket stubs tacked all over it. Erin didn’t mean to pry, but her eyes snagged on a picture of a much younger Acacia, braids in her hair instead of the shaved head she had now. Beside Acacia in the picture, unmistakable even though the photo was from maybe ten years ago—

“Is that Cassie?” Erin asked.

“Yeah,” Parker said. “She and Acacia grew up together.”

Cassie was just a kid in the photo, her straw-blond hair piled on top of her head in an absolute rat’s nest. She was too skinny, like she hadn’t been well fed or had just had a growth spurt. Erin felt like she was intruding, somehow, looking at the picture. She turned to Parker, who nodded toward the photo.

“That’s like their first picture together, I think,” she said. “They’ve been best friends since they were like nine and ten.”

Erin went rigid. Cassie had said she was a senior. “Cassie’s only a year older than you?”

“What?” Parker said, distracted as she put her breakfast leftovers inside the mini fridge under her bed. “No. She’s a year older than Acacia, who’s two years older than me.”

“Acacia’s not a freshman?”

“Oh,” Parker said like she only just understood Erin’s original question. “No. Didn’t I tell you she transferred in as a junior? We’re just both first-year students. That’s why they put us together.”

Erin let out her breath, relieved. Fucking a college student was bad enough, but fucking a sophomore was unthinkable.

“So you met Cassie through Acacia?”

Parker stood and straightened her comforter, her back still to Erin. “Sort of.”

Erin chewed her bottom lip and waited, hoping for more without having to pry. Parker sighed and turned around.

“That guy I met who I thought . . . whatever. That guy from the beginning of the semester—”

“The guy you punched?” Erin cut in. She secretly loved that Parker had given the asshole what he deserved. “The one with a girlfriend?”

Parker nodded. She crossed her arms in front of her.

“Cassie was the girlfriend.”

Erin didn’t say anything.

“I told you I didn’t know,” Parker said, defensive. “I ended it as soon as I found out he had a girlfriend. And even after they broke up, I’m not—”

“I know, baby, I know,” Erin said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—I wasn’t judging you. Just taking in the information.”

“Okay.”

What Erin had been doing, actually, was wondering if that made it better; was it less of a betrayal, somehow, that she and Cassie had slept together, given that her daughter had had a thing with Cassie’s boyfriend? She hated herself for the thought.

“So whatever, this is my room,” Parker said. “It’s just a dorm. C’mon, I wanna show you the studio.”

Magnolia trees lined the path from the residential to the academic side of campus. Parker called hello to some kids lounging in low branches of the tree closest to her dorm. They told her to break a leg tonight.

Erin loved the way Parker fit in easily here, even with how different it was from where she grew up—plenty of southern accents and a smaller student body than Parker’s high school. The campus stretched from the freshman dorms on the farthest edge of one side to the library on the other, that magnolia-lined path all the way through. Buildings branched off from it, many with white columns in the front that made them look more like mansions than academic buildings. Walking the entire path took less than fifteen minutes.

Parker talked the whole time, and Erin wasn’t going to remember half of the facts and stories told in rapid-fire succession, but she wasn’t about to interrupt. It was harder being an empty nester than she liked to admit. Erin had gotten the house in the divorce. The big, silent house. Not that Parker didn’t call—every Sunday, like the dutiful, perfect daughter she was. Erin just missed her, missed her voice in person, not over a tinny cell phone speaker.

That voice went quiet, reverent, as Parker led Erin into the art building. Their footsteps echoed in the empty hallway. Erin felt a little reverent herself, getting to see the place where Parker spent so much of her time.

Large windows filled two walls of the studio and provided plenty of natural light. Empty easels took up most of the room, individual drop cloths under each. A counter with a huge sink in the middle of it ran along one wall. Splotches of paint marked the countertop. There was an old-school boombox that Erin imagined got plenty of use. At home, Parker had always listened to music at ridiculously high volumes when she painted.

Parker led Erin to a group of tall skinny cubbies in the corner of the room.

She pulled a canvas out of one, the tips of her ears going red.

“It’s gorgeous,” Erin whispered.

She’d told her the same thing about every piece of artwork since before Parker was coloring inside the lines. It was true, every time.

“Maureen—the professor—she’s been trying to get me to major in art.”

“You’ve barely been here a month,” Erin said. “You’ve got time to decide.”

Parker slid the canvas back into the cubbyhole labeled with her name. “Yeah. Right.”

She sounded disappointed. Erin tried to fix it.

“I mean, I can see why she’d want you to,” she said. “You’ve always been absurdly talented. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to pick right away. College is a time to figure out who you are and what you want. It’s your first time away from home. You can do—”

“Oh my God, Mom, I know, I’ve heard your inspiring college speech like nine hundred times.”

“You have to let me mom you at least a little, now that I don’t have as many chances to do it,” Erin said. “You know I’m going to be hideously embarrassing cheering at your concert tonight, right?”

Parker groaned theatrically, but she was laughing, her previous discontent gone.
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