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This isn’t happening.

I gape at Mrs. Brown in disbelief as her words sink in.  There is no way she just paired me with Parker Mitchell for this project.

She keeps talking, oblivious to my growing horror.  I want to object and tell her that I want a different partner, but I’m too scared to say it in front of him.  I’m already imagining that I can feel his dark eyes on me, sizing me up like the predator that he is.

He’s always watching people and plotting something bad.  I’ve seen him do it.  He’s like a spider, ensnaring his victims in his web.  Meanwhile, they all think he’s cool and exciting.  My boyfriend has even gotten entangled with him, despite me warning him that Parker is going to get him in trouble.

Now I’m going to be stuck doing this project with him.  What was Mrs. Brown thinking putting me with a juvenile delinquent?  He shouldn’t even be allowed to go to school with us.

If it wasn’t for this elective, he would never have a class with me.  He isn’t smart enough to be in any of my AP classes.  How am I supposed to work with him?  He’s going to drag down my grade in this class.  This is so unfair.

“Hey.”

I startle at the sound of a deep, masculine voice.  Looking over, I’m shocked to see Parker in the seat beside me.  I shrink back away from him like he’s going to pounce.

“Whoa,” he says.  “I come in peace.”

Berating myself for showing fear, I sit up straight and try to project strength.  “Why are you in Madison’s seat?” I demand.

He looks at me like he’s questioning my intelligence.  “Uh, because Mrs. Brown said to go sit by our partners and start working on our projects.”

I can feel my face heating, both from annoyance and embarrassment.  I was so rattled that I wasn’t paying attention, and now this loser thinks I’m stupid.  “Right,” I snap.  “I thought you’d be too medicated to notice.”

My heart hammers after those words fly out of my mouth.  Why would I call him out on his drug use?  Why would I lash out at him at all?

There is a beat of silence before he says, “I’m not on any medication.”  He tries to look innocent, but a slow smile creeps across his mouth.

I nod in agreement, not daring to comment on that further.  “So, the assignment,” I say brightly, trying to compensate for my unwise decision to be rude to him.

Not that he cares about manners, but antagonizing him is not smart.  His laid-back attitude doesn’t fool me.  I know he’s dangerous.  If he had been here when Hannah was murdered, he would have been my number one suspect.  But that was last year, and he didn’t move here until this school year started.

I remember how he strolled in late to class that first day like it didn’t matter.  Sure, he had a note from the office, but he didn’t care that everyone was staring at him.  He wasn’t nervous about being the new kid, and he wasn’t worried about fitting in.  He was calm, cool, and confident as the teacher introduced him, not bothering to smile as most people would, to try to show that they were open to making friends.  His gaze roamed around the room, taking our measure, like we were the ones who needed to impress him instead of the other way around.

I had watched him saunter toward the back of the room where I was seated, my heartbeat picking up speed the closer he got.  There was an empty seat right in the middle of the row, but he bypassed it and approached the corner I had to myself.  To my dismay, he chose the seat beside me, leaning back into it and stretching out his legs like he was going to take a nap.  Unexpectedly, he turned his head and caught me staring at him.  That’s when he smiled, but it was a wicked smile that flustered me.  He winked before facing forward again in his lazy pose.

I tore my eyes away from him and straightened in my seat, trying to block out his presence.  I knew then that he was trouble, and I wanted nothing to do with him.  Fortunately, I didn’t have to work with him in that class.  It was an easy elective called Film Appreciation, and we watched movies and film clips that the teacher discussed.  We were supposed to participate in those discussions, but Parker never did.  I saw him filling in the worksheets we were given, and I was dying to know what he wrote on them, but I didn’t want him to catch me looking at him again.

He also turned in the homework assignments, and I wondered what kind of film critiques he wrote.  Did he like any of the movies we watched in class?  What was his own, personal favorite movie?

Why did I care?  I shouldn’t have been curious about him.  Especially after I found out that he’d been kicked out of his previous school.  I got it straight from my best friend, Clarissa.  She had been in the office waiting for her mom to pick her up for a dentist appointment.  She said that the secretaries were talking about it in hushed voices that she could overhear.  What was worse was that several other kids who were in the office for various reasons over the next few days reported hearing the same thing.  At least Clarissa could keep a secret—besides telling me.  Everyone else spread it around school immediately.

I was appalled that the office staff was gossiping about a student’s private business, while also being frustrated that they hadn’t revealed more.  I wanted to know why he was kicked out.  What had he done?  Was he dangerous?  I told myself that our school wouldn’t allow someone who was a threat to us to enroll here, but I was wary of him anyway.

And I was proven right when he quickly gravitated toward the troublemakers and slackers among us.  It didn’t take him long to get detention, and I was sure that he’d get kicked out of our school too.

Except he had somehow made it through the first semester.  I had breathed a sigh of relief to be done with Film Appreciation, although I had liked the class itself.  It was the silent boy seated in the desk next to mine that had been the problem.  He hadn’t done anything besides smile and wink at me that first day, but being near him bothered me for some reason.  I was uncomfortably aware of his presence at all times, and watching movies together in a dim classroom didn’t help.

I would remind myself that it wasn’t just me and him.  The rest of the class was watching it with us.  But it didn’t feel that way.  It felt like being on a date.  And that was a completely ridiculous perception that I fought against in vain.  He wasn’t flirting with me or even looking at me.  Yet I had nervous butterflies in my stomach every time I was trapped in that classroom with him.

The last day of that class had been extra nerve-wracking.  I had been tense with the expectation that he would do something or say something.  He hadn’t, and I had no clue why I had even thought that.  Except it seemed to me like I’d felt those dark eyes of his on me as I hurried away from him and out of the room as soon as the dismissal bell set me free.

Winter break had been spent with my family, my best friend, and my boyfriend of three months, Noah.  It had been nice to relax and indulge in holiday treats.  There was no school, no homework, and no Parker Mitchell.  I’d barely spared him a second thought.  Except on Christmas, when I’d wondered if he was enjoying the day with his family too.  It was hard to picture him in a cozy setting, and opening presents with a happy smile on his face.  That thought made me a little sad, because everyone should be happy during the holidays at least.

I had thought about him again on New Year’s Day as I wrote down my resolutions and wondered if he was making his.  I’d immediately realized how absurd that idea was.  Parker wasn’t the kind of person who had goals for the future.  He lived his life day to day, doing whatever stupid thing he decided to do at that moment.  That was why he got detention, and why he got kicked out of school.  I wasn’t going to waste another minute thinking about him, and I didn’t have to be in class with him anymore.

Or so I had thought.  My dismay at seeing him sauntering into my Introduction to Business class had me openly gaping at him.  His gaze met mine, and he winked.  The butterflies in my stomach went rampant, and I dropped my gaze to my desk.  At least he couldn’t sit beside me this time, since there were no empty seats by me.  The problem with that was that he was now taking a seat somewhere behind me and would be able to watch me without me noticing.  I told myself not to be ridiculous.  He had no reason to watch me.  Yet the feeling that he was wouldn’t go away.

I had done my best to put him out of my mind and focus for the past two months in this class, but now I am being forced to do a project with him.  A project that can take me down a letter grade if he messes it up.  Why is he in this class?  The thought of him ever working in an office is laughable.  While it made sense for him to choose Film Appreciation for one of his electives, I can’t understand why he didn’t pick an easy gym class for this semester.  The reason hits me almost as soon as I have the thought.

I bet our school counselor, Mrs. Bailey, placed him in this class in some misguided effort to motivate him.  She probably has hope that he’s not a lost cause—poor, deluded woman.  The only business venture I could see him being involved in is a drug business.  Maybe he’s already dealing drugs.  How else can he afford that shiny black truck he drives?  He doesn’t dress like someone whose parents have the money to buy him a vehicle like that.

Not like my boyfriend, Noah, who wears brand name clothes—none of which have holes in them.  Parker’s jeans are faded from many washings and ripped at the knees.  You can tell that he didn’t buy them that way.  He’s wearing a plain white t-shirt with them, and it shows off the lean muscles of his arms.

“Um, yeah, the assignment,” I repeat, toning it down a bit.  My voice gets extra bright again though as a thought occurs to me.  “I can do it!”

His dark brown eyes gleam with amusement.  “I usually do my positive affirmations at home.  No wonder I lose motivation by the time I get to school.”

I scowl at him for making fun of me, even as my cheeks heat with embarrassment.  “I meant that I can do the project myself.  That way we’ll get an A on it.”

His expression hardens.  “You don’t think that I have enough brains to do this?  Guess what, Miss Perfect—I can do it too.”

I grit my teeth in frustration and try to speak patiently.  “I didn’t say you couldn’t do it.  I’m just offering to do it for you.  I thought you’d jump at the chance to get out of it.”

“Oh, now I’m lazy too?” he retorts.  “No way, Miss Perfect.  I pull my own weight.”

I huff in exasperation.  “Stop calling me that.  My name is Zoey.”

“And I’m Parker.”

To my surprise, he extends his hand for me to shake.  Taken off guard, I reach out and take it, simply because it feels rude not to.  It’s a mistake, because it awakens the butterflies in my stomach, and they swoop like I’m on a thrill ride.  Parker’s hand is warm, and his grip is firm and steady.  He doesn’t hold on too tightly or too long, and I miss the contact when he lets go.

“There,” he says.  “We shook on it.  Now we’re partners.”

For some reason, I really like how that sounds when he says it.
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He hypnotized me with his dark gaze.  That’s the only explanation I can come up with for why I nodded my head in agreement to everything he said after proclaiming us partners.  Maybe that’s how he gets everyone to fall under his spell.

I never thought I’d fall prey to it myself, but here I am walking to my next class in a daze after Parker Mitchell got me to give him my address.  He even talked me into inviting him over!

I can’t believe I told him where I live.  But he made it all sound so reasonable, saying that we’d have to wait on other people to get done using the computers at the public library, and that it would be faster to do it at my house.

“What about at your house?” I’d dared to ask him.  Not that I’d actually go there, but I was more than a little curious about his home situation.  

He’d grimaced.  “We don’t have internet service.  Why do you think I know the drill at the public library?  I have to go there whenever I need to use a computer to do homework.”

I’d felt sorry for him and invited him to my house.  But was he telling the truth?  Or had he manipulated me?

At least my dad will be there.  Parker actually made a point of asking me if anyone would be home, and he nodded in approval when I told him that my dad works from home.  I absolutely wouldn’t have agreed to have him come over otherwise.  I would never be alone with him.

As he follows me home from school, I start to worry that this a terrible mistake.  What if he really is dangerous?  What if he has a gun?

I call Clarissa and urgently say, “If anything happens to me, make sure you tell the police that Parker was at my house.”

She sighs.  “I know what I’d want to happen to me if he was at my house.  You’re so lucky you got him as your partner.”

“I’m serious!  We don’t know why he got kicked out of school.  He could have killed somebody.”

“And instead of going to prison, he got expelled,” she remarks dryly.

She has a point, and I know that I’m being paranoid.  “Well, he could still be dangerous.”

“I don’t think so,” she says.  “He’s been here for months, and the worst thing he’s done is get detention.  He hasn’t even gotten into a fight.”

“True,” I acknowledge.  “But just in case...”

“I’ll tell the police,” she promises.  “But find out all you can about him.  Maybe he’ll tell you why he got kicked out.  Call me as soon as he leaves.  I want to know everything.”

“Okay, I’m almost at my house.  Pray for me.”

She laughs, but I’m not kidding.  I hang up and drop my phone on the passenger seat before turning into my driveway.  Parker pulls in behind me, making me feel like he’s blocking my escape.  I quickly tap 911 on my phone and leave it ready to call them with one tap.  Slipping it into my purse, I leave the zipper open so that I can grab it as fast as possible if I need to.

Movement at the corner of my eye startles me, and fear grips me when I see Parker plant himself right outside my door.  I sit frozen in my seat, expecting him to yank the door open and drag me out.  But he just stands there with his hands shoved inside his hoodie pockets and his back a bit hunched.

Because he’s cold, I realize.  It’s thirty-one degrees today, and he’s not wearing a winter coat like I am.  He’s only got that black hoodie on over his t-shirt.  For a fleeting few seconds, I wonder if he can’t afford a coat.  But Noah and most of the other boys at school do the same thing.  It must be some stupid macho thing to pretend like the cold doesn’t affect them.

Lumping Parker in with the rest of my guy classmates has calmed me, and I open the door to get out of the car.  He steps back, giving me plenty of personal space.  I grab my backpack, about to put it on, but he stretches out his hand.

“I’ll carry that for you,” he offers.

I decide to give it to him, thinking that I’ll be less weighed down if I have to make a run for it.  “Thanks.”

I had to pick it up with both hands, but he holds it in one hand like it doesn’t contain heavy textbooks.  It’s an impressive display of strength that makes me wary again.  I sling my purse over my shoulder and keep my hand near the open compartment so that I can quickly reach inside for my phone if I need it.  Parker walks beside me on my other side, which reassures me that he won’t see me grab for it.

His attention is on my house anyway, and not on me.  Is he scoping it out and thinking about coming back at night to rob us?  We’re not rich, but we probably live better than his family if they don’t even have internet service.

Our house is a single-family home with gray siding and an attached garage.  It doesn’t have a porch and only requires one step up onto the stone doorstep.  I turn the knob and push open the door.  Feeling reluctant to turn my back to Parker and not see what he’s doing behind me, I gesture for him to walk inside first.

He frowns at me.  “Why was the door unlocked?”

“My dad leaves it like that for me so I can just walk in when I get home from school.”

His disapproving expression is one I couldn’t have imagined seeing on his face.  Nor did I ever expect Parker Mitchell to lecture me on safety.  “You should never leave your door unlocked, even if you think your neighborhood is safe.  Anyone could walk in.”

“My dad is home,” I argue.

“And he can be attacked just like anyone else,” he retorts.  He sets my backpack down and slips his arms out of his, setting it down against mine.  “Stay here,” he orders.  “I’ll go in and make sure everything is okay.”

He steps inside before I can form a response.  Something about the stealthy way he moves reminds me of those cop shows my dad likes to watch.  I quickly come to my senses, realizing that he’s likely to scare my dad if he silently creeps up on him like that.

Walking into the house, I loudly call out, “Dad, I’m home.  And there’s a guy here with me.”

Parker halts and scowls at me over his shoulder.

A second later, my dad approaches us with a smile.  “Hi, sweetie.  Did you have a good day at school?”

I’m a little embarrassed that he’s talking to me like I’m a little kid in front of Parker, but I smile at him.  “Yes, and I’m doing a project for my business class with Parker.”  I gesture toward him.  “Parker, this is my dad.”

“Hi, Parker.  It’s nice to meet you.”

“Sir,” Parker says with a nod of his head in greeting.  “You shouldn’t leave your door unlocked.  It’s not safe.”

I can’t believe he’s lecturing my dad, but he takes it in stride with a chuckle.  “Thank you for your concern, but this is a very safe neighborhood.”

“Wasn’t a girl murdered in the vicinity last year?” Parker challenges.

My dad’s expression turns somber.  “In Greenwood Park, yes.  She went to school with Zoey.  Such a terrible thing.  But it happened in the middle of the night, away from her home.  The poor girl was outside in a deserted area, alone and vulnerable.”

“Did you know her?” Parker questions, watching my dad intently.

Dad sighs.  “Only when she was a little girl.  Zoey used to invite her to birthday parties when they were in elementary school.”

Parker’s gaze swings toward me.  “What happened after that?”

Guilt punches me in the gut, because I know that Hannah didn’t have many friends.  “It’s not like we were best friends or anything,” I say defensively.  “You know how it is in elementary school.  You invite your whole class to your birthday parties.  It’s not like that in middle school and high school.”

“So, she wasn’t popular enough for you to invite her.”

I stiffen.  “It had nothing to do with that.  I’m not popular either.”

His eyebrows lift at that.  “Aren’t you dating the captain of the basketball team?”

I flush in embarrassment for some reason.  “He just asked me out this year.  And I didn’t date anyone before that.”

The heat warming my face intensifies, and I know that I must be blushing bright red.  Why did I tell him that?  It’s none of his business.  I drop my gaze from his.  “We should get started.  I have other homework to do today too.” 

“Right,” Parker says.  “And I’ve got somewhere to be later.”

He strides past me and steps outside to get our backpacks.  When he reenters the house, he sets them down and locks the door after he closes it.  

Seeing him turn that lock makes me feel threatened again.  I take a wary step back and feel for my phone inside my purse, not daring to take my eyes off Parker.

“911.  What’s your emergency?”

I jump at the unexpected sound of the voice and stare at Parker with what I’m sure is a panicked expression.  His face shows surprise and then amusement.

“Hello?  What’s your emergency?”

“Is that coming from your phone, Zoey?” my dad asks.

Adrenaline is coursing through my body, but I’m confused by Parker’s reaction.  He’s not mad or scared of being arrested.  His eyes are alight with mirth.

“Uh, yeah, I must have accidentally dialed them.”

“You better answer, or they’ll send a unit out here,” Parker tells me.

I’m debating if I should let that happen, but my dad pulls my phone out of my purse and answers it for me.  “Yes, I’m sorry.  My daughter dialed this number by mistake.”

Parker’s lips twitch.  I can tell that he’s trying not to laugh at me. 

I’m both mortified and annoyed.  “What’s so funny?”

He smirks.  “How do you accidentally dial 911?”    

My dad saves me from having to answer.  “Here you go,” he says, handing me my phone.  “I’ve got a call with a client in a few minutes.  I’ll be in my office if you need me.”

He strolls away, and I try to act like nothing happened.  “Let’s get this done.”  I turn and start toward the stairs, but Parker takes hold of my arm to stop me.

He tugs me to face him before letting go, and I’m surprised by the serious expression on his face.  “Listen, if you don’t want me here, I’ll go.”

I’m taken aback.  “I didn’t say that.”

He smiles thinly.  “You had your phone prepped to dial the police.  If you’re that scared of me—”

“I’m not scared of you,” I insist, cutting him off with stupid defiance.

He gives me a deadpan look.  

“I’m not,” I repeat, squaring my shoulders.

“Tell me why you’re scared of me,” he demands.

I scowl at him.  “Stop.  We have to do our project.”

“Tell me,” he insists stubbornly.

“Why’d you get kicked out of school?” I retort.

“I got caught having sex,” he replies without missing a beat.

My mouth drops open, and I gape at him.  My face begins to heat as the shock wears off, and extreme embarrassment flusters the hell out of me.  I suddenly can’t look at him.

Laughter bursts out of him, startling my gaze back to him.  “Look at your face!  I’ve never seen anyone turn so red.”

He’s still laughing as he says, “I was kidding.  I got kicked out for being suspended too many times.”

I glare at him, not enjoying being laughed at.  “What did you get suspended for?”

“Fighting, skipping school, being caught with drugs.  The usual.”

He says it so casually, like none of it matters.  “Drugs?” I exclaim.  “Those are illegal!”

He rolls his eyes.  “It was just pot.  Everyone does it.”

I cross my arms over my chest and stare him down.

“You’re telling me you’ve never smoked pot?” he asks in disbelief.

“I don’t break the law,” I declare.  Then I gasp as my gaze shoots to his backpack.  “You better not have brought drugs into my house.”

“Calm down, Miss Perfect.  I don’t have any drugs on me.”

I give him a disapproving look.  “Not on you, but you do have them?  Haven’t you learned anything from being expelled from your last school?”

“Yeah, I learned not to get caught,” he says and grins.

I don’t find his joke funny, and I worry more than ever about his influence on my boyfriend.  “You better not be giving drugs to Noah.”

His expression turns unreadable as he scrutinizes me.

“Parker,” I say in a warning tone.

He shakes his head, and then he’s back to his casual, annoying attitude.  “Don’t worry about your perfect boyfriend, Miss Perfect.”

His tone is laced with sarcasm, and I’m stunned to realize that he’s jealous of Noah.  It makes sense now that I think about it.  As Parker said, Noah is the captain of the basketball team.  He’s popular and gets decent grades.  He’ll be going to college next fall, and he’s got a great future ahead of him.

Where will Parker be after high school?  If he even graduates.  It must seem to him like Noah has everything.  The only thing that Parker has over him is that he’s better looking.  Noah is a cute guy, but Parker is gorgeous.  His hair is so dark that it’s almost black, and it’s longer than the preferred style of most guys at school.  It looks like it has a natural wave to it, and it’s a sexy, tousled mess framing a face that’s saved from being too pretty by a strong, masculine jaw.  His dark, penetrating eyes are magnetic, and I could imagine them smoldering on a movie screen.

“Hey, you could be an actor!” I exclaim as I have this epiphany.

He regards me in bewilderment.  “What?”

I’m brimming with excitement about how he can turn his life around and have a better future.  “For your career after high school.  You can be an actor.”

He’s still looking bewildered.  “What makes you think that?”

I gesture toward him.  “Well, look at you.  That will at least get you in the door, right?”

His mouth curves into a smirk.  “Are you saying that you like how I look?”

Embarrassment warms my cheeks.  How many times am I going to blush in front of this guy?  “Not me.  I was just saying in general; you look like you could be an actor.”

His smirk widens into a grin showing straight white teeth.

“Oh, shut up,” I say irritably.  “You’ve obviously looked into a mirror, Mr. Ego.”

His laugh is warm and rich, and it lights up his handsome face.  For the moment, the brooding bad boy is gone, and I want this version of him to remain here with me.

Wait, what am I thinking?  I shouldn’t be noticing his looks or enjoying his company.  I have a boyfriend.  A nice, normal boyfriend who doesn’t take drugs and get in trouble.

I stop with the nonsense and get back to business, pivoting away from him and grabbing my backpack off the floor.  “No more messing around.  We’re working on this project.  Now.”

He salutes me, amusement still warming his eyes.  “Yes, ma’am.”

I don’t smile back.  It’s important to keep my distance from him and not get corrupted by his deceitful charm.  By now, I’ve figured out that he’s not dangerous in the usual way.  He’s not going to physically attack me or my dad.  Good thing too, because he’s taller and more fit than my dad.  I’ve always thought that my dad could protect me, but not against Parker.

So, luckily for us, Parker is a different kind of dangerous.  The kind that lures you in and tempts you into doing what he wants.  Here, just have one puff of this marijuana cigarette.

He’s like the devil.  He could easily be the devil in one of those supernatural romance novels my mom reads, and I secretly devour.  Wasn’t Lucifer supposed to be the most beautiful angel ever?  Parker sure has the dark, good looks to be him.  Imagine him here on earth seducing everyone.

Nope, nope, I am not seduced.

I stiffen my spine and harden my resolve as I head toward the stairs.  “C’mon, we’ll do as much of the research today as we can.”

“Uh, where are we going?”

It’s the first time I’ve ever heard him sound unsure, so I stop and turn to look at him.  “My computer’s up in my room.”

He takes a step back, looking uneasy for once.  “Is it a laptop?  Can you bring it down here?”

“Yes,” I answer, watching him in confusion.  “But why can’t you come upstairs?”

He swipes his hand through his messy hair, and I crave to run my fingers through it too.  It looks so soft and touchable.  “I don’t want to get my ass beat by your boyfriend for being alone with you in your room.”

I just barely stop myself from snorting.  Noah may be an athlete, but he’s never been in a fight in his life.  The thought of him going up against a tough guy like Parker is laughable.  The guy has an edge that tells me he can hold his own in a dangerous situation.

He must see my skepticism, because he adds, “I don’t want your dad to get the wrong idea.”

It’s another lie, but I let it go.  “I’ll be right back.”  I drop my backpack at the foot of the stairs and go up to my room.

When I return with my laptop cradled in my arms, Parker grabs my backpack and follows me into the dining room we rarely use.  I set my computer on the table and plug the cord into the outlet in the wall.  I take a seat, and Parker sits down in the chair beside me.

I’m suddenly glad that he didn’t come up to my room, because this feels intimate enough with the two of us sitting here alone.  I turn on my laptop and quickly enter my password.  My screensaver pops up.

“Do you ride?” Parker asks.

My eyes remain on the computer screen as I answer him.  “No.  I’ve never even been on a motorcycle.  I just like this picture.  I’m not sure why.”

“Because you’re independent and adventurous.”

I turn my head to look at him.  Nobody has ever called me adventurous in my entire life.  “You think I’m adventurous?”

“You invited me over,” he says with a playful smile.

I can’t help smiling back this time.

“I can teach you to ride,” he offers.

“A motorcycle?” I ask, even though it’s clear that’s what he means.

“Yeah.”

I shake my head.  “No, that’s not for me.”

He glances at my screensaver again.  “C’mon, Zoey.  This girl is obviously you.  And she’s on her own bike, not on the back of the guy’s bike.  So, you want to learn to ride.”

He’s figured out that I secretly fantasize about being that girl.  It’s easy to imagine, since she’s blonde like me and has her back turned as she straddles her motorcycle, so her face isn’t visible.  The picture is an artist’s rendering of a couple holding hands astride their motorcycles as they gaze ahead at the open road before them amidst splendid scenery.

But fantasy is not reality.  I’m not going to ride off on an adventure with a guy like that.

“I’ve got a bike,” Parker says.

Of course he does.  I bet he looks ridiculously hot on it.

I reign in that line of thinking immediately and click on the icon to connect to the internet.  “Okay, we need to research the cost of materials and production.”

“I can take you to practice driving when the weather warms up.”

That gives me pause as it sinks in.  “You’d let me drive your motorcycle?”

“Yeah, the only way to learn is to drive it yourself.”

“I get that.  But you’d let a girl drive it?”

Aah,” he says.  “You think I’m some misogynist who thinks girls only belong on the back of my bike.  Not true.  I like independent women.”

I’m stunned that he knows the word misogynist and what it means.  And his opinion is completely unexpected too.  I thought I knew exactly what kind of person he is, but now I’m not so sure.

It’s disconcerting, and I don’t know how to respond.  So, I ignore it and return my attention to researching our project.  Surprising me again, Parker pulls a notebook out of his backpack and starts jotting down notes without me prompting him.

After a while he asks where the bathroom is.  I tell him that it’s upstairs, and that he’ll see it since the door is always left open if nobody is in there.  At first, I think nothing of it as I’m absorbed in my research.  Eventually, I realize that I let him go up there by himself, and that I also left my bedroom door open when I went up to get my computer.  And he’s been gone a while.

I rush upstairs and see him walking out of the bathroom.  He gives me a questioning look as I stare suspiciously at him.  The bathroom is right across the hall from my room, and I quickly dash to it to shut my door.

His expression shuts down.  “Right.  You think I’m trash.”

He pivots and walks stiffly down the stairs, leaving me feeling like I’ve done something wrong.  Like I’ve offended him.  If I have, it’s his own fault.  What does he expect with a reputation like that?  He told me himself that he takes drugs.

I’m fuming with indignation by the time I catch up to him in the dining room.  He’s shoving his notebook into his backpack.

“You’re leaving?” I demand.

He doesn’t look at me as he orders, “Go check your room to make sure nothing’s missing.  I don’t want to get accused of robbery.”

I stand there, disconcerted that he just voiced my secret suspicion.  I guess my actions weren’t subtle, but I try to cover them anyway.  “I wasn’t...uh, I just didn’t want you to see my underwear lying around or anything.”

I cringe as my face flames.  Why would I say something so embarrassing to him?

He scoffs.  “Like Miss Perfect would leave
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