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THE BIKER AND THE PROFESSOR

 

Raw, scorned, and finally free from my disastrous marriage, I flee the lies, humiliation, and manipulation of my old life like a bat out of hell, leaving it all in my rearview mirror.

Seduced by the sunny, diverse, laid-back Denver, Colorado, I settle in and set up a new life. 

New job. New house. New friends…Freedom.

The idea was to start over. Fresh. Anew.  But I didn’t anticipate starting over with my twenty-year-old student.

Nero Gunnar might be twelve years my junior, but he’s the manliest man I’ve ever met. He has his sights set on me and he’s not letting up.

It’s wrong. Forbidden. A disaster waiting to happen.

But sinful wrongs have never tasted so, so sweet.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme song for this book:

 

Storm by Ruelle




 

CHAPTER 1 

Toni 

 

I FEEL HIS eyes on me. 

They’re always on me. I’ve gotten used to it, used to being his prey. 

My back is turned, but I know those azure blue eyes with streaks of gray as well as I know calculus, and they are all over me. 

I’m never able to escape them on C-Tech campus. Down the halls, across the parking lot, in class…I can always feel his pressuring, unrelenting eyes on me. 

Four months ago, when I walked into this class as the new calculus professor and met his bold, simmering gaze for the first time during roll call, it had made me uncomfortable. In my six years of being an on and off math teacher, I’ve never had a student look at me the way he did. At first, since I was new to Colorado, I figured that was just the way of the younglings on this side of the State. I’m eight months in now and that conjecture has been debunked. Only one student watches me as though I’m perpetually snaking my half-naked body around a pole to the beat of Massive Attack’s Angel.  

Nero Gunnar. 

I spin around from the whiteboard and pop the cap back onto my marker as I continue to explain the problem on the board. 

As forty-two pairs of eyes stare past me to the board, one pair meets my direct gaze. He chews on the cap of his pen, his square jaw ticking with each movement. 

I avert my gaze and maintain focus. I’m used to it now. As well as I’m used to the flutter in my belly each time our gazes meet, no matter how brief. 

Where I used to feel uncomfortable before, now I feel…well, sexy. Wanted. Like I’m not some dried-up old prune whose beauty and sexual appeal is no more. 

Which is how I used to feel about myself before I moved here to get away from my self-loathing, self-blaming thoughts and rejections. Except that my thoughts and rejections had also packed up their belongings and came right along with me, refusing to set me free.

Until Nero Gunnar's eyes found me. 

I notice the two girls to his left whispering and giggling while ogling him. He doesn’t even notice. 

Spitefully, I call on one of the girls to come up to the board and solve a problem. She’s stumped, as I knew she’d be. The girl hasn’t got a clue. I’m convinced she’s only in this class to get Nero’s attention. She’s failing miserably at that, too. 

Fifteen minutes later, I dismiss the class. As everyone noisily shuffles out, I turn to clean the whiteboard.

I’m not surprised when I turn back around to find that everyone has cleared out except for Nero. 

At this point, it’s a routine. I don’t bother to ask if there’s something I can help him with. The last time I did that, he smirked at me and said, “What’d you think?”

Under his heated and unwavering gaze, I gather my belongings and turn left to exit the classroom. 

He doesn’t follow. 

That’s not part of the routine. 

 

~

 

I teach two more classes for the day. Two classes devoid of Nero Gunnar’s uninhibited stare. It’s a bittersweet feeling. I’m mildly annoyed and largely anxious when I have a class that he’s in, yet I feel strangely bereft and inexplicably irritated when I have a class he’s not in.

 It’s ineffable. 

He’s twenty, and my student. Impure thoughts are forbidden. He should not be having this kind of mental effect on me. I’ve never been more ethically and emotionally flustered in my life.  

Later, when I’ve wrapped up for the day and I’m trotting through the parking lot toward my car, I inhale a deep breath in preparation for the final part of the routine. 

I smell the cigarette smoke before I see him, straddling his Harley that’s parked in the slot next to my SUV.  

Dammit, it is so very wrong of me to say this but screw it, he’s hot. 

Insanely. 

He’s attractively tall. Around six feet two inches to my five feet four. His shoulder-length, sun-streaked blond hair is perennially pulled back in a messy bun. But it’s that rugged, low-cut beard on his angular jaw that gets me every time. It makes him appear older, badass.  

He’s in faded denim, shit-kicker boots, a plain white t-shirt, and a leather biker jacket representing the motorcycle club he’s from. A full sleeve of tattoos clothes one arm, while the other is ink-free. 

He puffs out a mouthful of smoke and studies me through the swirls. He’s not supposed to be smoking on campus, but it’s pretty darn obvious that this guy is both a rule-breaker and limit-pusher.

“Gunnar,” I acknowledge as I walk past him to my car. 

He doesn’t respond. He never does. 

Climbing into my vehicle, I slam the door and start the engine. 

Nero watches me from the outside, as he always does. 

I pull out of the parking space and gas it to the exit. 

Nero watches me leave. 

Glancing back at him in the rear-view mirror, I whisper, “Until tomorrow, Gunnar.” 

Some would call it stalking, or creepy. But weirdly enough, Nero’s presence makes me feel safe. 

I’m new here. Having left all my friends and family back in Washington, Nero Gunnar’s stalkerish tendencies have become my solace. 

I’m not afraid. 




 

CHAPTER 2

Toni

 

 

I SWING INTO the driveway of my three-bedroom home in the quiet, tucked-away neighborhood of Opal Meadows.

My overly friendly neighbor, Cookie, strolls out on her upper balcony as I clamber out of my car. “Hey, Professor.” 

Aside from interactions with other professors on campus, I’ve kept to myself since settling here. I’ve been practicing the art of solitude and loving it. But with Cookie, there’s no escaping. She’s determined to be my friend. I’m not sure why—I’m a pretty boring person. 

Slapping on a smile, I wave back. “Hey, Cookie. Had a good day?”

She sips amber liquid from a high-ball glass. “It was alright. Smoked a blunt, caught up on some Ray Donovan episodes, did some laundry. About to prepare dinner now then grab a quick nap before work later.”  

Cookie is the proprietor of high-class gentleman’s club in town, but you’d never be able to tell with all the pink, sparkly teenage crap she wears. When she told me she’s pushing forty, I almost didn’t believe her. Thirty is more believable.  

 With her ever-glossy, ever-bouncy, voluminous red hair and big, bright eyes, you’ll be quick to dub her as the girl next door. But Cookie is far from it. She’s bossy, tough, and forceful. Conniving. A chronic pot-smoker, an alcohol-abuser. She could outbake Martha Stewart with her eyes closed. 

Due to her career choice, the prudes and judgy-Suzies in the neighborhood treat her with contempt. According to them, she doesn’t “belong” in the pricey, cushy, classy neighborhood of Opal Meadows.  Tell that to her G-Class Benz parked in her driveway and her Audi parked in the back garage, or the mortgage she doesn’t have since she bought her house with cash. If she can afford to live in the neighborhood, then she certainly belongs in the neighborhood.

 “Sounds like a damn good day to me,” I say through a light laugh.  

She shrugs and takes another sip of alcohol. “I’ve got like four loaves of lemon zucchini bread in the oven. Want a loaf when they’re done?” 

My mouth waters. Did I mention she makes the best freaking pastries? Thanks to my blessed genes, I don’t gain weight easily, but her delicious pastries have made me seven pounds heavier since I moved here. I swear she’s always baking something, and seeing as I’m the only one in the neighborhood she’s sociable with, I’m often the recipient of a lot of tasty goodies. “Gimme, gimme!” 

Laughing, she takes a gulp of her liquor this time, emptying the glass, and strolls back inside. 

A stack of assignment papers in hand, I climb the steps to my porch and key open the front door. Marley, my cat, greets me at once, brushing her snow-white fur against my legs. I deposit the papers on the side table before crouching down to pet her. “Well, hello to you, too,” I croon. “You missed Mommy, didn’t you?” 

She meows in delight, loving the attention; so spoiled. 

I scoop her up and amble into the living area, dumping my workbag and keys on the teal sofa. Marley leaps out of my arms and snuggles up against the throw pillows.

I glance around the quiet house. Clean, modern, high-end, and mine.

How am I able to afford a luxury SUV and a home in an expensive neighborhood on a teacher’s salary? Well, the answer is, I can’t afford to live like this on a teacher’s salary. 

I grew up in a fairly privileged family—not affluent, but comfortable. At age twenty, I fell in love with a mogul twelve years older and shrieked, “Oh My God, yes!” when he proposed. 

The bliss of our marriage lasted a little over a year before he began cheating on me, repeatedly and unapologetically. If I wanted to maintain my financial security and status, as my friends and family advised me, then I needed to learn to look the other way. “It is what we all do as wives,” they’d said. “Boys will be boys. Especially when they’re loaded.” 

Young and naive, I followed the advice of women whom I believed were wiser than me and remained in a hapless marriage for almost a decade. Suffered through three miscarriages and spent the majority of my evenings in therapists’ offices. 

The one thing that kept me sane was continuously advancing my education. I’m a math brain, and no matter how many degrees I got, I never felt satisfied or fulfilled. Not even after receiving my Ph.D. 

  It wasn’t until he knocked up a nineteen-year-old college student, moved her into a mansion on our street, and even began sleeping there a few nights a week, that I said enough was enough. I was the laughingstock of the neighborhood. The idiot wife whose husband had zero respect for her. I couldn’t step outside without people staring and whispering. 

I served him divorce papers, which he refused to sign. Nope, not until he was ready to sign it. He wanted it to be said that he left me, not the other way around. A year later, after he found another young thing and proposed to her, he served me divorce papers. I gladly signed them. 

Our initial prenuptial agreement granted me 2.5 million dollars for each year of our marriage, along with the mansion we lived in, but with how blatant and careless he’d been with his affairs, he knew if I contested it—which I actually didn’t plan to do—I’d walk away a billionaire, so he preemptively offered me an insanely hefty settlement in addition to the original agreement.

Filled with shame and resentment toward the people in my life who, for the love of money and status, had pressured me into staying in a relationship that humiliated me and stole every bit of joy, confidence, and self-value I had, I sold the mansion, rented out the Paris penthouse he’d ceded me in the settlement, donated all my clothes and jewelry to charity, then got into my car with nothing but Marley and a duffle bag, and just drove. 

I didn’t know where I was going, I knew only that I needed to find myself. 

For days on end, it was nothing but a blissful series of highway speeding, B&B stops, and Rihanna on repeat. I felt…free. Like I could do anything, be anyone.

It wasn’t until my stop in Denver that I felt as if I had reached my destination. The weather, the views, the food, the culture…I was home. 

Without second-guessing it, I bought a house, secured a job, and made Denver my haven. 

For the most part, I’m content in my isolation. On some days, though, the loneliness becomes weary. Sometimes I feel sorry for myself. I do miss my family, my friends, but they are all toxic and insalubrious, driven by greed and status, so I maintain our relationship with distance, communication via email only. None of them knows where I am, and I’ll never tell them. The farther apart we are, the better. 

The full-length mirror across the open space of my living area shows me my reflection, a face that’s both content and discontent. At 110 pounds, most would describe me as petite. My dark brown hair barely touches my shoulders in a curly bob—the “new me” haircut I got immediately after my divorce. I’m often described as “Blasian,” much to my displeasure. Quadracial is more appropriate, with my mom being of Japanese and Dominican descent, and my father of Native American, German-American, and African-American descent. But it’s too exhausting to correct people’s assumptions, so I don’t bother anymore.  

Since relocating to Denver, I’m slowly regaining my self-confidence. To chase off the self-loathing, I practice self-love by never breaking promises I make to myself.   

During the liberating and meandering road trip I embarked on after being freed from my disastrous marriage, I decided to remain single. No more men, no more relationships. I can do life all by myself.

Relationships are sweet and fun and euphoric…until they are not. The brief feelings of happiness, contentment, and tingly, tummy-flipping love we feel in the honeymoon phase of a relationship, are just not worth the pain and heartache that will inevitably ensue. I’m perfectly fine with being single. 

On the tail end of that thought, however, azure blue eyes leap across my mind.  With a groan, I crash down on the couch next to Marley. She crawls onto my lap. 

Confession time: my name is Toni Blume, I am a calculus professor, and I am insanely, irrationally, inconceivably attracted to my twenty-year-old student. I’m thirty-two and freshly divorced. This should not even be a thing! But, because life hates me, it is.

There. 

I admit it. 

I like Nero Gunnar’s blatant stares. I crave it. Get high off it. 

And when I am alone within the safe walls of my home, I allow myself to think about him. It’s wrong and deluded, unthinkable, sheer insanity, and did I mention wrong?

We have a relationship, him and I. It is silent, platonic, chimeric. 

That is all it will ever be. Because not only is any other kind of unprofessional engagement with my student off the table, but as aforementioned, I’m perfectly fine doing life on my own.

My doorbell rings and I grin down at Marley as she peers up at me with a purr.

 Our lemon zucchini bread is here.




 

CHAPTER 3

Nero 

 

 

“YOU NEED SOME pussy, man,” Scratch, my brother in more ways than one says, clapping me hard on the back before he drops down on the stool next to me. 

Taking a drag of Menthol Marlboro, I slide him a glance. “And you need to get a checkup before your dick rots. Been slutting it up like there’s about to be a drought or something.” 

“At least I’m not rolling ‘round here a miserable ball of tension like you are.” He signals the barman for a beer. “Seriously, man, grab a Club Cat, stick your dick in, and release some of that. For shit’s sake.” 

Scratch is the closest thing I’ve got to a brother. Half-Samoan and four years older than me, we grew up together in the same foster family, starved and abused with six other kids by our piece-of-shit foster parents. They kept us for the paychecks, squandered it all on gambling and alcohol. What groceries they did bother to buy was just never enough to feed all of us.

Scratch and I, being the oldest of the bunch, used to be on the streets hustling, doing all sorts of odd jobs. We’ve always looked bigger, older than our age, so folks believed us when I said I was fifteen, even though I was twelve, and when Scratch said he was nineteen, even though he was sixteen. It was either that or die in that wretched house. 

Our foster sister, Kendra, a year younger than me, would fight to come along with us. She proved herself to us, that she was tough as nails and just as capable as we were. We became a triple-braided rope. Survivors. Inseparable. 

A week before his eighteenth birthday, Scratch left home and joined the Den of Heathens MC as a Prospect and found a new family of brothers. I felt jealous and abandoned. But by association, they allowed me to hang around, gave my virgin fourteen-year-old self busty older women to bang, beer to drink, weed to smoke. The compound became my home.

At fifteen, Judge gave me a job at his auto repair establishment, The Metal House. That was the start of my mechanic apprenticeship. By then Scratch had earned his patch and was voted in. 

At seventeen, although I wasn’t yet of age, Judge became my sponsor and brought me into the MC as a prospect. A month after my eighteenth birthday, I earned my patch and was voted in. I became an official brother. 

Kendra was a whiz at number-crunching, so Scratch and I came together and paid for an accounting course to get her certified, which eventually landed her a job with Judge as a bookkeeper at The Metal House. 

Now all three of us are a part of the DoH MC family.

 The men of the club are my brothers, but Scratch is my brother. The only fool who can say whatever the hell he wants to me without getting his face bashed in. 

“Done messin’ around with these Club Cats. Too easy,” I tell him. “Got my eye on something sweet and classy.” 

This gets his attention. “Huh,” he drags with intrigue. “Pray, tell me all about this classy tail.” 

Like hell. She’s mine. My secret to keep, and I’m not sharing her with anyone. Not even Scratch. 

When I don’t respond and take a long pull of my smoke instead, he nods in understanding. “Ah, I see. This is ‘potential ole lady’ kind of ass.” He takes a swig of beer. “Does she at least know you’ve marked her?” 

“She’s smart.” I knock ash from my cancer stick. “If she hasn’t yet, she will. Soon enough.” 

Scratch throws his head back and laughs. “Man, you’re one psycho son of a bitch.” 

“Says the man who’s gotta have his blood drawn to get off,” I shoot back. 

Dude’s into some sick shit. Always got a scratch, cut, or welt somewhere that some chick gave to him, as big and muscle-bound as he is. Hence the alias “Scratch.” I’ve had enough orgies with the guy to know he’s seriously jacked in the head.

Kendra comes smashing in between us just then. “Hey, dickwads.” 

“Goddammit, sis,” Scratch groans, rubbing his shoulder. “You made of steel or something?” 

“Nope. I’ve been weight-training with Judge.” She flexes her arms and kisses each of her biceps. “A few more weeks and I’ll be ripped.” 

“Why?” I ask dully, taking in her jet-black hair, heavy-lined silver eyes, and puffy lips covered with black lipstick. 

“Why do I wanna be ripped?” she asks. When I shrug in response, she fixes her hands on her hips and replies with sass, “Because I can.” 

“You think dudes are attracted to ‘ripped’ chicks?” Scratch asks her. 

“I don’t give a shit what dudes are attracted to. I’m doing this for me.” 

Scratch shrugs in surrender. “Suit yourself. Don’t come running to me when you can’t get any guys to dick you.” 

“As a matter of fact,” she starts smugly, “that’s what I came to talk to you about.” 

Shimmying snugly between us, she lowers her voice, “I like someone, and he likes me, too. And I want your blessing to—” 

“He a brother?” Scratch curtails. 

“Y-yes,” she says with hesitance. 

“Then no,” I growl, stubbing out my cigarette. 

Is she insane? These men are my brothers, but they’re also animals. There’s no one here, myself included, who’s worthy of her. The few decent brothers already have old ladies, and even they screw around on their old ladies from time to time. 

She bristles, glaring at me, and just short of stomping her foot, hisses out, “Why not?” 

Before I can growl at her again, Scratch shakes his head at me and chips in, “Because you can do better than us. Go find yourself a boring accountant or something. Someone who’ll take care of you, do you right, give you a good life.” 

“Who says that’s what I want?” 

“That’s what the hell you’re gonna get,” I grit out. As she opens her mouth to speak again, I say, “And you better not let that asshole’s name slip, ‘cause I swear to God I’ll hack his hands off for even thinking ‘bout touching you.” 

She snaps her mouth shut, jaw clenched. Let her be pissed, I don’t give a shit. I’d be damned if she becomes someone’s club whore. After a long while of glowering at me, she tips up on her toes and hisses in my face, “I hate you.” 

“You’re welcome,” I call after her as she storms off. 

“You didn’t have to be that harsh, man,” Scratch admonishes. 

I push up from the barstool. “She needs to be looking to get the hell up outta this place, not becoming a brother’s piece of ass.” 

As I’m striding out of the bar, he catches up to me and pulls me aside. In a hushed voice, he says, “Got something to tell you.”  

“What?” 

He glances around to check that no one’s listening, before saying, “I joined the army.” 

I’m shell-shocked. Of all the things I expected him to say…This blows my mind. “You serious?”

He buries his hands in his pockets. “Yeah.” 

“The hell? Why?” 

He shrugs. “Just something I feel I need to do. There’s no talking me out of it so don’t try.” 

I rub my hands down my face. “Shit, man.” 

“Haven’t told anyone, though. Probably won’t,” he says. “So keep it quiet, yeah?”  

“Judge’s gotta know,” I caution, “and Kenny.” 

“Well, yeah…”

“When do you leave?” 

He shoves his fingers back through his thick, black hair. “I’ve got a few months, so don’t go bawling on me just yet.” 

“Screw you,” I say, chuckling, and then we bump shoulders in a brotherly hug. “Proud of you, but I’m scared for you, brother.” 

“Don’t be.”

We break off in opposite directions, my mind still reeling at this news. Never would’ve seen that one coming. Scratch, of all people? Damn. 

The Den of Heathens compound is massive for a motorcycle club. There’s the biker bar at the front, and then a communal dome on the left of that where all manner of sexual immorality happens. South-west, a three-story building with 18 studio apartments, four trailer houses parked south-east, and the rest of the land space free for parties, bonfires, and pure chaos when we feel like it. 

The Metal House is right across the street. 

Judge treats us well. We make decent money. But I’ve been here long enough now to decide this isn’t how I want to spend the rest of my life.  That’s the reason behind my abrasiveness with Kendra earlier. Why the hell doesn’t she want more for herself? 

Scratch believes me a madman for dumping all my earnings into tuition fees with no guarantee it’ll pay off. “You’re making good money,” he’d said. “Why not save it, invest it, instead of paying for a certificate to tell you’re good enough?” 

I’m perpetually broke because of college and I’m cool with that. He doesn’t understand that complacency is equivalent to poverty. Yeah, I’m making good money as a mechanic now, but advancing to electrical engineering will be far more lucrative.  

But even more than getting a higher-paying job, I need a change. A change of scenery, a change of perspective, a change of path. My heart is no longer with the club. Over the years, I’ve seen too many brothers either end up dead or in the slammer. There’ve been many meetings, many discussions, many promises about going legit with the club, but with no follow-through. 

I’m grateful for Judge and the fatherly kindness he’s showed me, but sticking around here will get me nowhere real damn fast. 

I turn the key in the door to my studio apartment and walk in, kicking it shut behind me. The studio’s as basic as it gets. 

It’s got all the necessary essentials. I supposed that’s all that matters for now – bed, a closet, a kitchenette, a fridge, a two-seater dining table, a dresser, and a plasma TV. 

The studios are here for the brothers without their own space. Since all my earnings go straight to my tuition, it’s financially sensible to just stay here. Hell, Scratch makes good money doing illegal club shit, enough to buy his own place cash, but he still uses one of the trailers outside. 

Not that I spend much time in here anyway. I’m here only to sleep or take a bath. When I’m not working across the street, I’m heading from class to class on C-Tech campus or studying at Kendra’s apartment because it’s quiet and her internet isn’t shit. 

Shrugging out of my cut, I let it drop to the linoleum floor and fall back on the bed. I’m tired, frustrated, and sexually repressed. Haven’t had my dick sucked in almost three months. Not because I can’t get any action, but because I’ve been refusing action. 

That “tension” Scratch was harping on me about earlier? Yeah, it all started around seven months ago when a new professor appeared on campus, sashaying around in tall heels and short skirts. Tiny, tanned, toned, and tight, she was a different kind of beautiful; the kind that stole your breath and left you on life support. 

Who was she and where the hell did she come from? I wanted to know. So, I observed her and asked questions, long enough to uncover she isn’t married, doesn’t have kids, and most importantly, doesn’t have a man.  

The following semester, she replaced my old calculus professor. Introduced herself as Miss Toni Blume, while flashing ridiculously perfect teeth and batting her long, dark lashes at us. I felt things too big for me to understand. 

As she moved down the roster, calling name after name, I waited with impatience to hear what my name would sound like on her lips. 

Until she called it… “Nero Gunnar?” 

My name rolled so smoothly off her tongue, glided from her lips like a delicate kiss. 

I didn’t answer. I let her search for me. She would know who I was when she found me. I’d make sure of it. 

Her deep-brown eyes shifted from face to face, until they finally met mine…and stayed there. Her cheeks rosied as she licked her plump lips, glanced briefly down at the roster, then repeated, “Nero Gunnar?” 

Didn’t need to respond. I’d already told her everything she needed to know with one look. She was marked.

Mine.  

That was the day I decided to save it all for her. And when the time is right, she’ll claim what’s hers. 




 

CHAPTER 4 

Toni

 

I’M IN A ditch. 

Quite literally. 

All because of Cherry Garcia. 

I was at home blissfully Netflix-marathoning and nibbling on limoncello squares, up until 12:59 AM when I realized the tub of Ben and Jerry’s in my freezer was not half-full as I thought, but fully empty. How had it become empty? Did I eat it while sleepwalking? Did I eat it on a no-cheating day and put the empty tub back into the freezer to ease my guilt? I’ve no freaking idea what happened to that half-tub of ice-cream. All I knew was, there were three episodes of The Last Kingdom left, I was determined to finish them before bed, and I needed Cherry Garcia to do that. 

Without even bothering to change from my leopard print onesie pajamas, I slipped on a pair of Ugg boots, grabbed my purse, car keys, and set out for the nearest 24-hour convenience store.

Now, twenty-two minutes later, my precious SUV is cocked rear-up in a ditch. 

I’d like to say I don’t know how this happened, considering there were no other cars, deer, ghosts, or even wind-drifting plastic bags around at the time I careened off the road, but now as I look in dismay at my partially levitating car, I know exactly what’s caused this: those damn limoncello squares that Cookie gave me. 

My greedy self had scarfed down over half the batch she gave me without considering the forty percent alcohol involved. Then my stupid self got behind a wheel. 

I could’ve killed someone. I could’ve killed myself. 

Worse part? In my mad dash for Cherry Garcia, I forgot to take my phone. 

Yep, I’m stranded on the side of the road in the wee hours of the morning with a smashed, levitating vehicle and no phone. It’s so like me to land myself in a hapless situation like this.

I’m off the main, so there aren’t many cars passing at this hour. One pickup truck did stop to offer assistance, but the two bulky men inside looked dodgy as hell, so I lied and said help was on the way. 

Two other cars passed since then, but neither stopped, even though I all but leaped in the middle of the road to get their attention. Can’t blame them, though, considering there have been multiple reports of people getting robbed or abducted after stopping to offer roadside assistance to fakers lately. 

“Great,” I grumble to myself, cold, frustrated, and mildly buzzed. “Just great. This is what lack of self-control gets you, Toni. You just had to get that Cherry Garcia, didn’t you?” 

Oh no, my Cherry Garcia! Rushing around the car, I gingerly open the door. I spot the plastic bag on the floor, the ice-cream tub toppled upside down inside. As I greedily reach for it, the car creaks in warning. Yikes! 

Cautious but eager fingers stretch determinedly until I have them wrapped tightly around the bag.  Slowly, I back away from the vehicle. “You’re safe, baby, you’re safe,” I whisper to my sweet treat. “I would never let you melt to death.” 

With no cellphone to call for help and no one stopping to offer assistance, purse and ice-cream in hand, I turn around and begin walking, praying Cherry Garcia doesn’t melt into a pool of milk before I get home. 

About five minutes into my promenade, another glow of light illuminates the street. I don’t bother attempting to stop them; it’s futile. I probably should have gone with the dodgy dudes in the pick-up. 

The accompanying rumble is not from a car, though, but a motorcycle. The rev of the engine tapers, the sound of deceleration. Hopeful, I stop walking and whip around, shielding my eyes from the scintillating headlight. 

As the motorist slows to stop, I clutch my purse to my chest. 

“That your car back there?” he asks over the rumble. 

The light is still too bright for me to make out his face, so I’m slow to answer, “Uh-huh.”

“You called a wrecker?” 

“Can you dim your lights, please?” I ask. “You’re blinding me.” As much as I need help, I also need to assess how “safe” this stranger is before I admit to having no means to summon help. 

Complying, he switches off the motorcycle, kicks down the kickstand, dismounts, and starts moving toward me. 

My heart skips a beat.

He doesn’t even have to take his helmet off. I’d recognize that height, those shoulders, and that saunter anywhere. 

“Nero Gunnar?”

“Professor Blume.” He stops sauntering and pulls off his helmet. “Thought that was you…”

I give a tiny, sheepish wave. “Yep, it’s me.” 

He shakes his head, his messy bun jerking with the motion, throws a glance over his shoulder, then back at me. “What happened?” 

“Cherry Garcia?” 

He frowns. “Huh?” 

Holding up the bag with the tub of Ben & Jerry’s inside, I expound, “I was feeling peckish, and now I’ve found myself in a bit of a jam.” I brush windblown hair from my face. “And to answer your question: no, I haven’t called a tow truck because I forgot my phone at home.” 

“Come here,” he orders as he digs into his pocket for his phone. 

I balk at the command. Because, what? Who speaks to someone like that? But then I go to him, because, screw it, the sooner I get home, the sooner I can have my sweet treat. 

When I get up to him, he tucks my hair behind my ear with cool familiarity as if he’s done it a million times, then points to his motorcycle. It takes me a minute to understand that he’s ordering me to sit. 

Expecting my immediate compliance, he shifts his attention to his phone, punching digits on the screen before lifting it to his ear. 

When he realizes I haven’t moved, he asks, “Don’t wanna sit?” 

“Not if you’re going to order me to.” 

He starts as if to respond to me, but then speaks into the phone instead, “Greg, need a wrecker on Pecker Street. ETA…? Yeah, ‘bout eight minutes from the junction…Ah, cool.” He hangs up and stuffs the phone in his pocket. “Wrecker will be here in twenty,” he informs me as he walks back to his bike and sits against it, legs spread apart, arms crossed. 

“Thank you.” 

He jerks his chin to the ice-cream. “You know that’s gonna be milk by then, right?” 

“Positive thinking, please,” I snap. “No ice-cream slander will be tolerated.” 

He chuckles. “Not a slander, it’s a fact.” 

I’ve never heard him laugh before. It’s a beautiful sound. In fact, this is the most I’ve ever heard him speak. He’s generally a monosyllabic or body language communicator. 

“I’m not throwing it away,” I say stubbornly. 

He shrugs, as if to say, suit yourself. “You sauced?” 

I’m quick to refute, “No.” 

He motions in the direction of my toppled car. “Then how’d that happen?” 

“Because things like that just happen.” My tone is defensive. No way I’m going to explain myself to him. Who does he think he is? “You’ve never had an accident before?” 

“Nope.” 

Kudos to him. This is probably my fifth road accident. 

“Whatever,” I mumble, then point to the bike. “Can I sit?” 

“Nope,” he replies with a small smirk. “Told you to and you didn’t.” 

“You ordered me to.” 

He shrugs. “Same difference.” 

“I can tell you’re one of those guys,” I say, looking him over.  “The kind who always gets whatever they want.” 

Like a predator, he just stares me down, a tiny, barely-there smile tugging one corner of his mouth as if I’m one of those things he wants and is destined to get.

“If you wanna sit,” — he points to the padded leather between his legs — “then come sit, ‘cause I ain’t standing.” 

Up until this moment, I hadn’t regretted leaving my house at 1 AM for Cherry Garcia. But now I do. Due to lack of self-control, it appears I’ve landed myself in a situation much stickier than my car in that ditch. Somehow, it feels as though our silent relationship has come to an end, and a new game has begun. This is the most we’ve ever said to each other, the closest we’ve ever been to each other. 

Our campus routine, I like that. Our silent relationship, I like that. This, on the other hand…

I don’t go to sit between his legs. Because, what the ever-freaking hell? Is he even serious? Does he know how old I am? Does he remember that I’m his professor? Has he lost his mind? Is he sauced? 

Instead, I pace up and down the sidewalk. Might as well. Good cardio to start burning off the 5,000 calories I’ve consumed for the night so far. 

With Nero watching me the entire time, twenty minutes feel like five years by the time the tow truck arrives. 

I power-walk back to the ditch, Nero cruising slowly alongside me on his bike. 

Two burly men in identical biker vests to Nero’s have my SUV out of the ditch and loaded onto a wrecker branded “The Metal House,” in just a few minutes. 

“Well, that’s going to cost me a pretty penny,” I mutter to myself as I watch them drive off with my damaged property. 

Nero straddles his motorcycle and revs it up, then looks at me expectantly.

“Um, I don’t do bikes,” I tell him. 

“How you gonna get home then?” 

“Uber? Lyft?” 

“Cool,” he says with a shrug. “Call ‘em then.”

“Can I borrow your phone?” 

He shakes his head. “Battery’s dead.” 

Son. Of. A. Bitch. “Seriously?” 

He just looks at me. 

Yep. He is one of those types. The type who always get what they want. It’s either his way or the highway. Quite literally in this case.

“Throw that cold milk away and get on, Professor Blume.” 

He’s right. Cherry Garcia is Cherry Wateria at this point. 

With wistful reluctance, I toss the cause for my entire night going to shit into the ditch, then take begrudging steps to the motorcycle. 

“Place your left foot on the stand,” he tells me, “then hike up and swing your right leg over. 

When I do as he instructs, he gives me his helmet. “Put this on.” Once I have it snug on my head, he continues, “Now wrap your arms around me.” 

I do, and all the breath leaves my lungs. He feels so good. Hot, and hard, and right. He smells like late nights and pine trees. 

“Good?” he checks. 

Guiltily so. “Uh-huh.” 

With that, he takes off. 

Closing my eyes, I breathe him in and let the rush of the wind take over. 

 

 

In roughly fifteen minutes, when he slows to a cruise in Opal Meadows, it dawns on me that I never told him my address. How the heck does he know where I live?

He rumbles down my street and comes to stop right outside my house. 

One would think my ass is on fire with how quickly I dismount his bike and yank off the helmet. Getting into his face, I whisper-hiss, “How the hell do you know where I live?”  

He flashes that annoying half-smirk at me. “You’re cute.”  Jerking his chin to the house, he orders, “Get in.” 

“Just who the hell do you think you are?” I half-shout at him. 

“Your king.”  With that, he speeds off down to the cul-de-sac, makes a U-turn, and rolls to a stop at my feet again. 

He arches a brow at me. “Still here?” 

Peeved, I tell him through clenched teeth, “We need to talk.” 

He needs to know that while I may allow his behavior on campus, it is not okay for him to stalk me to this degree. How can he not know that? How can he think this is acceptable? 

“We do,” he agrees. “Tomorrow. For now, get in, get some rest.” 

Obstinate, I cross my arms. “You do realize I have a whole twelve years on you, right?” 

“And?” 

“And yet you speak to me as if it’s the other way around.” 

“And?” 

Arrrggh! He’s so freaking aggravating! “My God, you’re incorrigible.” 

“Professor Blume?” 

“What?” 

“Come here.” 

Nope, nope, nope. I turn on my heels and make a beeline up my driveway and straight to my front door. 

As his deep laugh chases me, I realize it was a tactic. He knew my craven ass would run. Once again, he got what he wanted. 

Dammit, but I need to be careful with this kid. He’s way too mature and manipulative. 

It’s only when I’m inside the house, the door tightly shut behind me, that I realize I’m still holding his helmet. 




 

CHAPTER 5 

Toni 

 

I’M FORCED AWAKE by both the chime of my doorbell and Marley’s whiskers tickling my face. 

Eyes fluttering open, I find her silver ones squinting down at me. She’s such a needy little thing. I pet her, giving her the attention she needs. 

I’m sprawled on the couch in my living room. Nothing new here. For some reason, I sleep better on this couch than I do in the king-sized bed upstairs. If I fall asleep in my bed two times for the week, that’s a lot. 

The doorbell chimes again, reminding me of what woke me to begin with. Though I can’t understand who could be house calling me on a Saturday morning. No one rings my doorbell, not even Jehovah’s Witnesses. Save for Cookie, I don’t have visitors, and Cookie is not a morning creature. 

As a yawn pries my mouth open, I peel my butt off the couch and stumble to the front door. 

As I’m unlocking the door, the bell chimes again. Annoyed, I yank it open. 

Nero Gunnar stands on the other side with a fresh face and a Chipotle paper bag in hand. Black, long-sleeve thermal, dark jeans, and his ever-present biker vest. 

Confused, I rub my bleary eyes. “Wha—” 

“Were you sleeping?” He sounds amused.  

“Yes. You woke me up. Why are you on my doorstep on a Saturday morning?” I ask him, miffed that he’s so good-looking right now and I’ve still got sleep in my eyes. “Better yet, why are you on my doorstep at all?” 

“It’s one o'clock in the afternoon, Blume,” he informs me, a small smile tugging at his lips. “And I’m here to give you your replacement car, and lunch.” He holds up the Chipotle bag. 

Holy crap, I slept into the middle of the day? How? I never, ever sleep past eight. This is new for me. 

I poke my head around his torso to my driveway, and sure enough, there’s a white Audi Q7 parked there. “Wait, isn’t that Cookie’s car?” 

“We’ve got no fancy replacement cars at The Metal House, so Cookie volunteered to lend you hers until yours is fixed.” 

My mind is boggled. “We? Cookie? What?”  

How does he know Cookie? What the hell is going on?

Right then, Cookie’s G-Class comes careening into her driveway, blaring Cardi B. This is another reason why the neighbors detest her. 

“Didn’t stalk you,” Nero explains. “Cookie’s Judge’s sister. I came to see her with him one evening and saw your car. That’s how I know where you live.”

“What? Who the heck is Judge?” 

“President of our MC, and the owner of The Metal House, where I work.”

Cookie shuts off her wagon and hops out, waving at me as she strolls up her driveway. “Hey, Professor. I heard you found yourself in a ditch last night. I’m guessing you ate one too many of those limoncello squares?” 

Embarrassed, I scratch a nonexistent itch on my forehead and mutter, “Uh, yep.”  

She cackles at my expense. “Well, the Audi is yours for as long as you need it. It hasn’t gotten any action in almost six months, so might as well. Just try not to run it in a ditch, yeah?”

“Thanks, Cookie.” 

She winks at Nero. “Grunt here is one of the best at The Metal House. He’ll have your baby looking spanking new in no time.” 

As she skips up to her steps and disappears into her house, I bring my attention back to Nero, “Grunt?” 

“My street name.” 

“You have a street name?” 

He shrugs. “All bikers do. You gonna invite me in or what?” 

“Invite you—I—” 

Do I really want to do this? Invite him in? Somehow, I get the feeling that if I do, I’ll be inviting him into more than just my home. There should be boundaries. I’m his professor, for Pete’s sake. 

On the other hand, he’s also my mechanic now, so we do have legit things to discuss. Also, I have his helmet.

Decision made, I step aside so he can enter. “Come on in.” 

I close the door then lead him further into the house. “Evidently, I just woke up—shockingly, so. Just give me a few minutes to run upstairs and freshen up. The kitchen is over there, the living room is here, the guest bathroom is down that hall, those sliding-glass-doors lead out to the backyard patio…make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.” 

With that, I sprint upstairs and flee to the safety of my bedroom. I need some time and space to process the fact that Nero Gunnar, my student, is inside my house. The same twenty-year-old that my grown-ass self has filthy, inappropriately sexual thoughts about far too often. A college student that I’m ninety-nine percent certain wants inside my panties. 

 He touched my hair, I rode on the back of his bike, wrapped my arms around his middle, pressed my cheek against his back…and now he’s here. Inside my home. 

I’ve got to pull myself together. I’m stronger than this. 

Right there and then, I decide to act my age, be the grown-up in this non-relationship, focus past the fog of lust and see Nero for who he is: a cocksure kid with a fantasy of banging his professor—a feat he can later brag to his friends about. 

After taking a quick, cold shower, I clean my mouth and get dressed in the most neutral, unattractive, non-suggestive clothes I can find. Sweatpants and an ugly green Christmas sweater I’d picked up in a hotel gift shop a few months ago. These baggy selections fortify me, like a suit of armor. 

Heading downstairs, I find Nero standing in front of the entertainment center in my living room, observing one of my framed pictures, Marley brushing up against his leg. 

What a traitor she is. 

As if he senses me, he turns. Although he smirks at my attire, he doesn’t call me out on it. He instead holds up the framed photo and asks, “Your parents?”

“Yes.” I offer nothing more. Boundaries. No way am I about to discuss my family and life with him. “About my car—” 

I’m disrupted by the sudden whistle of the kettle. I whip around in the direction of the open-plan kitchen. 

Nero sets the picture down and brushes past me to the kitchen to switch the stove off. 

“What are you doing?” 

“You said ‘make yourself comfortable,’” he replies with a shrug. “So, I’m making us tea.” 

Wow. This kid. The nerve of him. He moves about my kitchen as if he’s lived here all his life. The weight of his masculinity in my house is undeniable. His height, his muscles, those broad shoulders, his biker vest, shit-kicker boots, and most of all, that damned beard. It’s what I’m most attracted to, and why it’s so darn hard for me to see him for his age. He just doesn’t look it. Not with that face.  

An involuntary shiver rocks through me as I imagine how it would feel to have that beard against my—Holy crap, I’m doing it again. 

With a determined shake of my head, I clear it free of all perverted thoughts. My thirsty, orgasm-starved self definitely needs a cup of tea. “Chai Spice for me, please. No sweetener.” 

He pours hot water from the kettle into two cups, then flips open my wooden tea-box and plucks out a Chai Spice for me and an Earl Gray for himself. 

“Come here,” he beckons after he’s done. He points to one of the leather-tufted barstools at the breakfast bar. “Sit.” 

There’s no point in arguing with him about giving me orders. By now, we both know it will end with him getting his way. If I want to win this game he’s playing, I’ll have to choose my battles. 

Placing my teacup on a saucer, he slides it to me. 

“Thank you,” I murmur. 

From the Chipotle bag sitting on the counter, he takes out two foil-wrapped burritos. “One’s vegan and one’s steak. Which one?” 

Gosh, he’s just so…grown. And bossy.  “I think I’ve eaten enough junk for the week, so vegan.” 

He partially unwraps the vegan burrito before passing it to me, then moves around the counter and plops down on the stool beside me. 

He’s just…so much. His presence is too imposing, arousing, intimidating. It’s so damn hard to concentrate with him this close. 

“You always sleep ‘til midday on weekends?” he asks as he unwraps his burrito. 

“No. I think it was the limoncello squares.” 

He snorts. “If you ended up in a ditch after Cookie’s limoncello squares, then don’t try her brownies, or you just might end up in my bed.” 

I almost choke on my burrito. Did he—did he seriously just say that? Eyes damn near bugging out of my head, I take a sip of my tea to calm down. My body is liking the idea of landing in Nero’s bed way too much. 

Desperate to change the subject, I say, “So, a mechanic, huh?” 

“Yup. I’m excellent with my hands.”

Sweet Jesus, now I’m thinking about his hands. Strong and greasy. On me. Doing forbidden things. 

Focus past the lust, Toni. Remember, he’s just a cocksure kid with a ‘bang-my-professor’ fantasy, looking for something to brag to his friends about.

“Have you assessed the damages to my car as yet? Cost to fix?” 

“Don’t worry about it,” he says around a mouthful of food. 

“What do you mean? It’s not the first time I’ve hit that car. It cost me a pretty penny to fix the last time and the damage wasn’t nearly as bad,” I tell him. “Let me pay. I can afford whatever the cost is.” 

“It’s taken care of.” 

“No,” I insist. “Let me at least pay half the cost.” 

He slides me a side glance. “You always this stubborn?”

This guy is unbelievable! “Are you always this bossy?” 

“Fine. Half.” He shakes his head in annoyance. “I’ll invoice you on Monday.” 

“Thank you.”  Imagine that. I just thanked him for allowing me the courtesy to pay half of my own bill. 

We finish up our lunch in silence. 

Me, all freaking out on the inside, and him, all chill and Zen as if he belongs here as he cleans up our empty wrappers and places the dishware in the sink. 

Once he’s through bossing up my kitchen, he leans back against the counter, crosses his muscled arms over his chest, and looks right at me. “Now talk.” 

“W-what?” 

“Last night you said we needed to talk,” he explicates. “So, talk.” 

Oh, right. That. 

Way to play dirty, buddy. Feed me first, throw around suggestive remarks, rouse me with overpowering masculinity, and then put me on the spot. Nero Gunnar is not nice. 

But I can do this. I can say what needs to be said and put an end to his little “thing” or whatever’s happening here.

I slide off the barstool and immediately regret it, because now I’m at a height disadvantage. I’m short, he’s huge, and I hate that I have to look up to talk to him. Damn him. 

“I may look small but I’m thirty-two,” I begin. “And you may look like a giant Norseman, but you’re twenty. On top of that, you’re my student. This,”— I motion between us — “is never going to happen. I’m extremely grateful for your help last night and appreciate you bringing me lunch today, but I’m drawing a line right now. You can’t continue to talk to me the way you do. You can’t continue to look at me the way you do. You can’t…touch me. You and I are not equals. Understood?” 

His expression remains stolid throughout my speech, giving nothing away. When I’m done, he pushes away from the kitchen counter, rounds the breakfast bar, and saunters toward me. “You drew a line?” 

My voice is firm, solid, “Yes.” 

“Where?” 

“Right here,” I say with a slash of my hand. “Right now.” 

He points to the four feet of space between us. “Here?” 

I’m irritated, annoyed, aroused. “Yes, here, now.” 

With that, he lifts his right leg high enough to mime stepping over not just a line, but a freaking fence. That lone step eats up the entire space between us. Now he’s one hundred percent in my space, line crossed. He smells like worn leather and midday sunlight. 

Refusing to let him intimidate me, I stand my ground, glaring up at him. 

He brushes his knuckles down my cheek, and my traitorous body sings at his touch. “You can tell yourself whatever you want, find all the excuses you want, but the fact of the matter is, you want this just as badly as I do.” He curls his fingers around my throat and uses his thumb under my chin to tilt my head back. “And you hate yourself for it.” 

I gasp, my body whistling with desire. When he dips his head and breathes along my neck, I’m so wound up I could implode. 

He drags his nose along my jawline, nips at my earlobe. 

I’m weak and pathetic and putty in his hands. 

When he brings his mouth to hover over mine, my own lips part eagerly, ready to accept him. “Won’t kiss you unless you beg me to,” he whispers, his breath caressing my quivering lips. 

Breathless but resolute, I rejoin, “And I won’t beg.” 

With a quick nip of my lip, just enough to make me dive in for more, he steps back from me with that barely-there smile of his. “We’ll see.” 

And with that, he saunters right out the front door, leaving me bereft with a pulsing clit and aching nipples.

Yep, the line has most definitely been crossed. 




 

CHAPTER 6 

Toni 

 

 

THE FOLLOWING EVENING, a gruff bulk of a man wearing an eye-patch shows up on my doorstep with two large tubs of Cherry Garcia. He wears a leather vest similar to Nero’s, except his is plain with a simple badge that reads, “Prospect”.

“From Grunt,” he rumbles, handing me the cold tubs. 

Before I can get a word out, he’s down the steps and on his bike, off in the wind.

Mouth agape, mind boggled, I just stand there and watch him leave. 

Grunt. There couldn’t have been a more apt moniker. He’s a man of few words but a whole lot of intimidating masculinity. 

Yesterday he defied me, left me in a frustrated ball of unsatisfied desire, and now he sends some scary eye-patched dude with my favorite ice-cream? What’s his deal? Is this supposed to be some sort of apology offering? 

After he left yesterday, I’d half-hoped, half-dreaded that he would come back, but he never did. I’d also noted that his helmet was missing from the side table. 

All throughout today, my thoughts ran amok with him, my neck tingling with the memory of his touch. I’d barely managed to resist the urge to dart next door and badger my neighbor with questions about him. 

Now, however, I’m irritated with myself for being disappointed that he’s not the one who showed up on my doorstep. What the heck is wrong with me?! Clearly, I’m freaking losing it. 

I haven’t been with anyone since my divorce, which was well over a year ago, and we’d stopped having sex roughly two years before that. So, am I merely sexually deprived? It’s the only sensible explanation as to why I’m having these forbidden thoughts about my student. 

I haven’t felt any kind of attraction to anyone but Nero, and I’ve been asked out quite a bit since I moved here. Professor Fitzpatrick, the physics instructor, asks me out at minimum two times a week. He’s relentless. Yet even with his angular jaw, lean physique, and numerous attractive attributes and features that would make him the absolute perfect match for me considering the intense conversations we’ve had on certain topics, I’ve never felt even an inkling of sexual attraction to him. 

So, what the hell is it about Nero goddamn Gunnar? I mean, the guy is twelve years my junior and so clearly not my match. What could we possibly have in common? 

All that said, I’m giddy about my Sunday night treat. Sure, I’m always giddy about Cherry Garcia, but tonight I’m extra heady because of who it’s from. 

Stashing one of the tubs in the freezer, I grab a small spoon from the kitchen, then curl up on my sofa in front of the television and savor every spoonful. 

 

~

 

HE’S absent from class on Monday. Which surprises me. 

Nero is never absent, never late, always turns in his assignments on time, and never fails a test or exam. As a matter of fact, he’s one of my best students.  Not just mine, either. Most of the professors have nothing but wonderful things to say about his academic excellence.

 “Reticent, a little rough around the edges and slightly intimidating, but respectful and impressively brilliant.”—This from his adviser.

He’s studying to become an electrical engineer. A challenging and impressive field. One I have no doubt he’ll succeed in. 

For the entire class, I can’t help worrying if he’s alright. This is college, not high school, so I shouldn’t care half as much as I do, but I do. 

He’s not in the parking lot when I’m leaving, to inappropriately stare me down while he breaks the “no smoking on campus” rule. Our routine is broken, and somehow, that leaves me feeling…off. Incomplete? 

It’s like when you go to the grocery store without a list, and even after leaving with a full trolley, you feel as if you’ve forgotten something important. Perhaps the main thing you went there for, to begin with. 

That’s how I’m feeling. Like I’m missing the main ingredient – a cake without flour. 

When I get home, I find an invoice from The Metal House in the mailbox. The price is ridiculously low. There’s no way it’s even a third of the original price. 

Goddamn him. 

 

 

Our next calculus class is on Wednesday. Nero is absent. Again. 

This is bullshit. Where the hell is he? I’m so pissed off that I spring an impromptu test on the class, bathing in their shock and grumbles. On top of it, I give them an assignment due for the next class—Friday. 

Good. Now everyone is as surly as I am. 

In the faculty lounge, I “concernedly” inquire about Nero Gunnar’s attendance for the week so far. According to both his Physics and Mechanical Engineering professors, he had attended all his classes. 

Just not mine. 

Is he avoiding me? Why? Why is he doing this to me? To punish me? 

On Friday, I’m so sure he’ll attend class. Surely, someone would inform him about the assignment, right? 

But when I arrive, deliberately late, his seat is empty.

I could flip my desk over. I’m so mad at him. Has he retreated over the line? Is this his idea of maintaining boundaries? Worse yet, is he about to drop my class? Impossible. Calculus is a must for his field. 

Even though I’m one hundred percent against a physical relationship with him, I’m all for our silent relationship, our routine. So no, he can’t do this. He can’t take this from me. I won’t let him.  

When I get home that evening, I stomp right over to Cookie’s house and punch the doorbell. She answers the door in a kimono and bunny slippers, a blunt between her fingers. 

“Toni…hey.” She’s surprised to see me. I’m never the one on her doorstep. Always the other way around. “What’s up?” 

I shift on my feet, antsy, irritated, annoyed at the world. “Can I come in?” 

“Sure, sure!” she says, stepping aside for me to enter. 

Her house smells like weed, vodka, and cinnamon. Her layout is similar to mine, but surprisingly homey, whereas mine is clinically contemporary. Warm, charming, and comfortable, with photos of friends and family on her walls and counters, mementos, and all sorts of tchotchke.  

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asks. 

Swiveling to face her, I blurt, “He missed three classes.” 

Cookie blinks at me, the smoke from her blunt rising in the air. “Huh?” 

“Nero,” I clarify. 

“Who?”

Now I’m confused. “Nero. The guy who’s fixing my car?” 

Her eyes circle. “Oh, you mean Grunt.” She takes a drag of her blunt. “Sweetie, you gotta use his street name. Half those brothers don’t know each other’s real names, myself included.” 

“Okay. Grunt. He skipped all his classes this week, which resulted in him getting an F for a test he missed. He’ll be getting another F for the assignment he didn’t turn in today.”  

Cookie regards me as if wondering what on earth any of that has to do with her. Then, with a shrug, she walks over to her comfy-homey sofa and sits down, kicking her feet up on an ottoman. “Grunt’s not a kid, boo. He’s his own man. If he wants to miss class, then he misses class and deals with consequences later. Ain’t nobody can tell Grunt what to do.” 

As she takes another drag of her blunt, she narrows curious eyes at me. “Why’s it matter to you so much?” 

Yes, Toni, why does it matter to you so much? Huh? Huh? I avert my gaze. “I’m just concerned, that’s all. He’s a good student. I don’t want him to mess up his—” 

“Are you screwing him?” 

Her blunt question makes me flinch as though I got burned by a curling iron. “I—what? Of course not!” 

She lifts a brow at me. “Do you want to?” 

A nervous scoff escapes me as I back up and almost knock over one of her house plants. “Don’t be ridiculous, Cookie. Nero’s a kid. And my student.” 

Cookie guffaws at this. “Trust me, if you knew Grunt, you’d never use his name and the word ‘kid’ in the same sentence. Dude’s years beyond his age.”  She outs her blunt in an ashtray on the side table. “You wanna bang him. It’s all over you. And you should. Heard his dick is worth writing songs about.”

“I—I…” I flounder for something to refute her presumption, but nothing comes, because what she speaks is the truth. 

“I swear that man
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