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      The streetlights flicker above me as the city of Boston hums with the distant echo of nightlife and the closer growl of motorcycles lining up along the Seaport District.

      My heart is pounding in sync with the rhythmic thumping of the engines. It’s Saturday night, and the air smells like freedom and burnt rubber. Our usual cocktail.

      The air is crisp now that it’s fall and the start of my final semester. The beginning of my last class. One credit short from graduating with a degree in chemistry, adjusting the load after my accident, and still trying to catch up.

      Makes no difference as I’ll roll right into my Master’s program, then Ph.D., before working for big pharma or a biotech company. At twenty-two years old, the blueprint of my life is already laid out for me, so I don’t worry.

      The extra semester gives me time to fuck around with my boys and lap up this last semester before shit gets real next spring. MIT for two years. Harvard for another four. Then I’ll be making bank.

      It’s not about the money.

      I come from money.

      My parents come from money.

      This is about making my own. A personal challenge to step out of the long shadows my last name casts to carve my path. To make a name separate and apart from those of my grandfather. I’d say I am the richest of all of us, except for Holli.

      Hollister Prescott Morgan Harrington III. Dude sounds like a law firm. But yeah, Morgan—from those Morgans—the American dynasty that created banking as we know it. The other knuckleheads are from new money, something their families are proud of, even if old-money families at the club look down on them for it.

      Another thing I don’t give a shit about. Social status, economic, and political crap. Holli is trapped in the middle of it, having to go to galas and fundraisers, unlike my family, who abstain from all the bullshit, while our summers are spent in the Hamptons.

      The twins blast past me, signaling to something up ahead that catches their eye. They are the newest nouveau riche.

      Too loud.

      Too ostentatious.

      Too wild for almost everyone I know.

      Their first-generation wealth affords them all the toys they ever wanted, all the ones I’ve already had. The newness wears off faster than one might think.

      Bringing up the rear is Dominic.

      The smartest of us all.

      That’s saying shit, considering we all attend some of the most prestigious schools in the nation. Dom already graduated from MIT, finishing in under three years, and has moved on to Harvard after finding “Princeton too liberal.”

      He’s also the most calculating. His wheels are constantly spinning and analyzing every aspect of his life.

      “Man, this strip never gets old, huh?” I yell over the roar to Holli when I catch up to him.

      My grip tightens on the handlebars of my BMW S 1000 RR, a sleek black beast that’s gotten me through more street races than I can count.

      Growing up racing bikes, I’ve taken my share of spills, broken bones, and laid down my bikes too many times to count. I had to give all that up after the last competition, where I came down wrong and heard my spine crunch. Several weeks in the hospital convinced me to become a leisure rider.

      “Gets better every time,” Holli shouts back, flashing his trademark grin that is catnip for the chicks.

      He’s the best-looking of us.

      His confident smirk and charismatic personality get him laid far too much. A revolving door of chicks to his apartment, sometimes two at a time, and getting noise complaints from his neighbors. He’s idling next to me at the stoplight, astride his cherry-red Ducati Panigale that practically glows under the streetlights.

      Of the five of us, Holli is the golden boy with a sharp jawline, dirty blond hair, and tatted sleeves. He lands more phone numbers than any of us when we hang out at our local bar.

      Dominic pulls up next to me, leaning against his black Aston Martin AMB with sick red accents, arms crossed, surveying the scene with casual indifference.

      “Look at those idiots.”

      When his head jolts up, the edges of his lips twitch in the makings of a smile. His intense gaze casts straight ahead to the twins blasting through the light and leaving us behind.

      Unable to tell which is which from this distance, their black, red, and neon green Aprilias are clown colors and identical. The same as their looks, haircuts, and all-black riding clothes.

      One of them is standing on the saddle of his bike as it careens down the street. Arms are thrown out to the side, and he looks like a live cross with every bit of a death wish. They are the jokesters of our group, never taking anything seriously and always doing stupid shit.

      Without leather and helmets, they’re risking it all. The knuckleheads act as though they’re invincible and give me shit for having an “old man back” despite my young age. They don’t know shit about the dangers of these bikes.

      “Fucking fools.”

      My words are lost in the idling of our three engines. Holli shakes his head and rolls his eyes. He knows the risk, having lost a cousin a few years back to a motorcycle accident. The guy was sideswiped by an eighteen-wheeler running a red light. They had to scrape pieces of him off the front of the grill.

      “Let’s save them from themselves.”

      The light barely changes to green before he shoots off, his bike almost the fastest among us. Dominic blasts after him, taking my position in the formation we always drive in.

      I follow slower, unable to deal with the twins’s bullshit again. I had to babysit their ass last weekend when they pissed off some guys at a new bar we stopped at to grab a beer.

      Emilio or Massimo, one of the fuckers shot off their mouth to a group of frat boys. Despite their gym obsession and having a solid thirty pounds of muscles on me, we were outnumbered. I wasn’t looking to get my ass kicked right before school started again.

      I’ve shown up to class enough times with bloody knuckles and bruises to know that teachers will make one judgment and seal my fate for the rest of the semester.

      With Hollister willing to pull babysitting duty this time and Dominic flanking him, I ease into the ride—the loop. Our favorite route, a winding stretch along the Charles River, offers the best view and the perfect curve that tests precision and speed. Two things I live for. It’s where we lose ourselves in the blur of the city rushing past and the adrenaline of the chase.

      The cool night air hits my face, and I inhale deeply, feeling calm. Riding has always been my therapy, my church, and my meditation. When shit gets real or deep, my bike is my escape.

      Always loyal and always available.

      There’s nothing like speeding down this historic stretch, with the modern skyscrapers on one side and the timeless flow of the Charles on the other. The odd contrast never fails to amaze me.

      When I catch up with them, the twin forming the cross is now straddling his bike. Holli and Dom have talked some sense into them, forcing them back into the riding formation. As we weave through the lesser-known back streets, I take the rear, tires gripping the occasionally slick cobblestones.

      The only sounds on these narrow streets are the rush of wind and the symphony of our revving engines. It seems we’re not the only ones drawn to the thrill tonight.

      That’s when I see her.

      A new figure on the scene.

      She’s astride a MV Augusta.

      So bold it could only belong to someone who knows how to handle it. Hot pink with a glossy finish that catches the shimmering lights of the city and a distinctive sticker—If You’re Gonna Ride My Ass At Least Pull My Hair.

      I chuckle, drawn to her like a moth to a flame. She’s dressed in all leather, her knee-high, heeled boots tucked tightly against the bike are things dreams are made of. Images of those boots hiked over my hips flash before my eyes.

      Her helmet extends my laugh. A bright pink braid comes from the top. She makes good on her sticker to pull it, but offers no clue about who she might be.

      “Whoa, check out that color!” Emilio yells, his eyes rippling with excitement, when he drops back toward me. “What does her bike say?”

      Without a word, Holli accelerates, his competitive edge flaring as he aims to catch up with the mysterious rider. We all fall into formation behind him, curiosity piqued by the unexpected visitor. We’ve ridden these roads for years, knowing even the most casual riders.

      But she is new bait.

      Fresh game for any of us.

      Except for Dominic, who already has a thing going on that he’s pretty tight-lipped about. Holli is the last person who needs to add another notch to his belt. He had a half-naked girl walking out of his place when I went by to pick him up for this ride.

      The pink bike is fast.

      Really fast.

      The rider’s form is perfect, tucked low over the handlebars. Every move is fluid and precise. Completely unaware or uninterested in us, she’s splitting lanes through the cars, darting between lanes with the ease of a seasoned pro.

      We all speed up, keeping pace with Holli, who’s trying to catch her. Emilio laughs, yelling over the scream of the wind and the roar of our bikes.

      “She’s smoking us.”

      The thrill in his voice, the challenge in his face, and the rev of his bike let me know he’s enjoying every bit of this. Reckless as it is, racing through these side streets, I push my bike harder to its limits as she is with hers.

      It’s fascinating watching her lean into the curve, her gloved fingers caressing the black concrete that could end her life in seconds.

      It’s the sexiest fucking thing ever.

      “Did you see that?”

      Em’s voice is hyper at witnessing her smooth stunt.

      He’s the lover of stupid shit.

      Probably the twin doing the cross on his bike, although his brother can be just as foolish and reckless.

      I don’t respond, leaning into the curve and fighting the temptation to touch the concrete as she had done. Emilio does. His hand tears from the asphalt, ripping away his skin at the high rate of speed. He’s a grinning fool when he shows me the blood and grit of his fingertips.

      It’s a stunt trick often seen in racing.

      Something I used to do for show and rarely for balance. The physics of a well-positioned body doing the work instead. That small gesture tells me more about her.

      She races or has raced.

      Something we have in common.

      Common ground is all I need to win her over from Hollister.

      Does she prefer lean-built, dark-featured Pacific Islanders or a tattooed golden boy with a penchant for cheating? Maybe she’s a freak, desperate to be sandwiched between the twins that share every woman they meet?

      The mysterious rider glances back just once, surprised to see us chasing after her. She then throws us a low V sign, a brief greeting among bikers.

      Her fingers point to the ground for a split second, too fast to be longer than a blink of an eye, before she adjusts her posture, radiating confidence. Then, with a burst of speed that seems to come from nowhere, she pulls ahead, leaving us trailing in the wake of her audacity.

      “She’s got guts,” I mutter through gritted teeth.

      The engine growls beneath me like some great beast straining at the leash. I pull ahead, overtaking Holli, who flashes me a knowing grin. The smile of a competitor, as the wind sucks the tears from my eyes and sends my shirt flapping high up my back.

      As we approach the final stretch, the one with the sharpest turn along the river, she shows no sign of slowing. Instead, she leans deeply into the curve with a grace that’s almost infuriating, her bike’s tires kissing the asphalt in a perfect arc.

      I blast ahead.

      My racing experience shines through as the guys slow down and I accelerate. Rarely have I struggled to overtake, much less keep up with a female rider.

      They just don’t have the experience, hours on the bike, and stamina to push themselves this hard for this long. Yet, there she is. Me in female form, gaining distance as her tires eat up the road between us.

      My forearm strains against the throttle.

      The ache is familiar and welcome.

      A throwback to my younger years, when my body ached all the time due to racing injuries. She releases her handle to toss the pink braid over her shoulder, catching the wind and flying behind her helmet.

      The casualness is shocking as I glance down at my bike, seeing we’re well past 120 mph. A speed at which no one should release their hand to fool with their fake hair.

      Then she blasts forward, forcing her bike beyond its capacity until she’s gone, disappearing into the shadows she emerged from. Her taillights, a pair of red eyes wink out of existence, taking the sticker and helmet hair with her.

      We slow down, gathering at the usual end of our loop, hearts pounding and breaths coming in short, heavy bursts. Holli runs a hand through his sweat-dampened hair, a rare look of defeat etched across his features despite the wide grin he has for me.

      “You in love, Diego?”

      He tosses his head in her direction. Dominic sides up on my right, dragging from his vape with his usual disinterest. Both sets of eyes land on me with his question. They know I don’t chase women. There are too many options for that, given all the schools in this city. I’m not the player that Hollister is, nor the quietly committed Dominic, but somewhere in between.

      “Who was that?” Massi asks, both hands on his upper thighs as he catches his breath. “If she likes it that fast, she’ll definitely love a few rounds with me.”

      “You mean us,” Emilio adds, shoving his brother while pumping his hips, replicating what they’d do to her.

      “Why settle for Diego’s micro dick when you can have two real dicks. One down her throat while the other is shoved up her⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Emilio.”

      Dominic’s words mix with the exhalation of his latest vape. He’s never one to get vulgar with us out of respect for his mystery woman. Or that’s what Holli says. I think it’s because the dude is a fucking genius, and the twins’s idiocy grates on his nerves.

      I used to wonder why he hung out with us mere mortals, but then I realized that all intelligence needs an outlet. Bikes, vaping, and lifting are his only social activities outside of his studies and labs.

      Holli’s gaze continues to bore into me as he sits astride his bike, his forearms crossed with a casualness that exudes more confidence than anything.

      The image of that hot pink bike and its fearless rider burns bright in my mind as I look down the dark street she blazed down.

      “She’s got you all bricked up, huh?”

      Massimo knows, since he used to be in competitive sports, and understands what increased testosterone does to a guy. Emilio tries to reach for my cock, wanting a feel, and I shove his ass away.

      “What the fuck, brother? Diego doesn’t want you touching his junk.”

      He shoots his brother a bloody bird after almost falling over his bike.

      “He knows I don’t like cocks. I just wanted to cop a feel of his tiny dick,” he defends, which gets an annoyed snort out of Dom.

      The whole micro dick debate started at a party a couple of years ago when Emilio was drunk off his ass, showing everyone his cock and wanting to compare. With his pants around his ankles, he kept tugging at this guy’s pants and almost got his ass beat before Massimo and I got across the crowded house party to get to him.

      He sagged heavily against his brother. His hand fumbled for my pants when I slapped his face and said I have a micro dick to get him to knock it off. Something I thought he’d forget in his drunken haze, yet somehow, that seemed to stick in his brain.

      “What the fuck, Em? What happened to your hand?” Massimo asks, his eyes wide with surprise, reaching toward him.

      Em wipes his gravel-coated digits across his shirt, leaving a bloody trail across his midsection, and whispers to his sibling.

      “Good luck with that, man.” Dominic ignores them, clapping me on the back in sympathy. “She’s probably halfway to the Cape by now.”

      “Probably.”

      “Are we going to keep standing around like a bunch of pussies, or are we going to ride and find some pussies?” Em whines, toying with his engine and revving it like an impatient child.

      Dom casts him a death stare and tucks his vape away.

      “I’m out,” he says, reversing his bike and angling it in the opposite direction.

      “Come on, Dom, don’t be a pussy. You always bail. It’s not fair.”

      Either Emilio doesn’t hear the whininess in his voice or doesn’t give a shit. Either way, he’s successfully run Dominic off again, resulting in Dom texting me tomorrow asking if we can ride out of town.

      It’s almost like clockwork with these two.

      “Hollister, Diego, I’ll catch you guys later. See you, Massimo.”

      Dom scratches his beard, glares at Emilio, and rattles the accelerator before taking off, leaving Em shooting the finger at his back.

      “What a little bitch,” Em huffs, his immaturity almost too much for me.

      Holli puts his hand on Em’s forearm, telling him to chill. He doesn’t listen, pulling his bike ahead, indicating he’s leading the formation instead of the usual Hollister.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s just antsy because his semester is shit due to late registration.”

      Massimo constantly makes excuses for Emilio. I suppose it’s a twin thing or maybe a brother thing. I wouldn’t know as an only child, but he’s got to get tired of it at some point. Being his brother’s keeper is a full-time job with that idiot.

      “Yeah.”

      Emilio rarely gets on my nerves compared to Dominic. Once I categorize people, their actions and emotions don’t affect me. It’s only when I can’t figure them out, or they don’t act according to their assigned category, that it irritates me. The twins are categorized as overgrown children who could kick my ass if they wanted to, although neither is really the fighting type.

      I tried to share my philosophy with Dominic since he is hair-pinned triggered by everything the twins do. He asked for the science behind my theory as if I sent it through a chem lab to draw my conclusions.

      Sometimes that motherfucker is just too smart for our group.

      Emilio and Holli take off.

      Massimo follows and leaves me to ponder my thoughts as I take up the rear. It’s been a while since I had a steady girl. I’ve got plenty of free time this semester, but with a heavy load in the spring, I’m not sure I can commit to a relationship. Friends with benefits would be ideal, particularly with someone who rides.

      As the guys bullshit ahead, arguing about what bar we’re headed to, I’m already plotting a return to the loop. Not just for the thrill of the ride but to find my mystery rider.

      “Once I do, I’ll ride her ass and pull her hair.”
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      The morning sun spills through my office window at Boston University, casting elongated, dappled shadows across a desk cluttered with the new tools of my trade. Stacks of well-worn advanced chemistry books from my father’s collection sit beside my meticulously prepared syllabi, dotted with my notes.

      A fresh cup of coffee with thin tendrils of steam is placed next to my sleek, new, university-issued laptop. It’s my first day as a Professor of Advanced Organic Chemistry. The nerves churn tumultuously in my stomach, making the coffee a terrible but necessary choice.

      I take a deep breath and try to steady the jittering feeling by reaching for the warm mug. The rich aroma transports me back to countless mornings in my childhood home in New Jersey, where the scent of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the tang of chemical reagents that Papà often brought home from his Princeton lab.

      I sip slowly, allowing the bitter taste to ground me, and glance at the framed photograph that sits prominently on my desk. A snapshot of Papà and me in his old lab. The photo, faded around the edges, is a poignant reminder of where it all started.

      In the picture, I am ten years old. My hair is a wild, unbrushed tangle of thick chocolate strands that I cut into short bangs across my forehead to keep it out of my eyes. My mother wasn’t happy with my handiwork, scolding me with an accompanying slap to my bottom before racing me to her hairdresser to fix it.

      My eyes were wide with wonder as I held up a beaker, the liquid inside swirling with color that fascinated and transformed my life. Papà, his hair just beginning to gray at the temples, looked on with pride. That lab was our sanctuary, a place of magic and mysteries, where Papà taught me the fundamentals of chemistry and ignited a curiosity about the world that has never dulled.

      He had come to Princeton in the late ’80s, recruited directly from Italy. His reputation as a brilliant organic chemist preceded him. Despite his achievements, he carried an earnestness about his love for chemistry that turned our home into an extension of his laboratory.

      Discussions about molecular structures were as common at home as discussions about sports or television shows in other people’s homes.

      My phone rings, interrupting my reverie, and I set my mug down. Seeing my father’s name, I quickly answer.

      “Isabella, how are you this morning?”

      His rich Italian accent hasn’t faded despite living in America for decades.

      “Hi, Papà. I’m good, but nervous. It’s my first day, remember?”

      “Of course, I remember! It’s why I’m calling. Are you ready to dazzle them with your brilliance?”

      His tone is light and teasing, but I can hear an undercurrent of pride and the faint mistiness in his words. He didn’t begrudge the administration when they suggested a retirement. He had been feeling the effects of the long hours and heavy workload for years. It was only when Mother died suddenly from pancreatic cancer that the toll of her death accelerated the decline of his health and advanced retirement sooner than he’d hoped.

      Despite all my attempts to have him come live with me, he calls them fodder for another day. He’s content to stay cloaked in her memories and their house, despite her being very sullen and difficult to be around.

      Mother was different. Aloof, quiet, and withdrawn. If Papà was warmth and sunshine, Mother was the cold chill of Princeton winters.

      My love for him and our shared love for chemistry pushed her out. Having been second to his passion originally, when I came along, equally dazzled by it, there was no place left for her.

      “Isabella?”

      I shake away the memories from yesteryear.

      “I’m ready, I think.”

      A nervous laugh bubbles up from my chest as my gaze sweeps around the stark classroom I’ve barely begun to personalize. “It’s a big step, teaching the highest level of chemistry they offer. A far cry from community college.”

      “That’s perfectly normal, Isabella. I felt the same way on my first day at Princeton. Every great venture begins with a bit of nerves. They keep you sharp.”

      “I just want to make a good impression, Papà. Follow in your footsteps. Be the amazing Professor you were.”

      “You will, Isabella. All those afternoons spent in my lab. You were always so curious. Asking a thousand questions, never satisfied until you understood every detail. You have the same passion for chemistry I had, maybe even more.”

      He was always the encouraging parent, always asking me what I see and what I think, and challenging me to formulate my theories apart from those learned in his textbooks.

      “Let’s hope. I’ve prepared my lecture on synthesizing complex organic molecules. Groundbreaking research could change how we develop pharmaceuticals. But I worry about connecting with the students, getting them as excited about chemistry as I am.”

      There have been tremendous breakthroughs in the field during my father’s lifetime. I assume there will be equal, if not more, in my lifetime. Something I eagerly study and look to deliver to my students, beyond the politicization of Big Pharma and the controversy of artificial intelligence taking over scientific research.

      “Passion is contagious, cara,” he reassures me before clearing his throat loudly. His emphysema acts up with the changing of the seasons. “Show them your love for chemistry. Involve and challenge them. They will see your enthusiasm and knowledge, and they will respond.”

      “I’ll do my best. It’s just that sometimes I wonder if I can do this. If I’m ready to lead my lab and inspire these young minds as you did.”

      “Ah, doubt and reservations are the companions of every great scientist. It pushes us to prove ourselves and to break new ground. You are more than ready. Whether you knew it or not, you’ve been preparing for this all your life. Look at your school prior. That success begets this success until one day, a colleague from an Ivy League school drops into the lab, and the rest will be history. I’m convinced of it.”

      The conviction in his career path for me is like a comforting embrace.

      “I needed to hear that today. Needed the pep talk.”

      “It’s. . . how you say . . . old-fashioned, but let the science guide you. Chemistry is not just about molecules and reactions. It’s about discovery and exploring the unknown. Share that wonder with them. And Isabella?” he adds with a note of seriousness.

      “Yes?”

      “Hope your first day goes off without a reaction, but if it does, may it be exothermic.”

      I laugh at his silly chemistry joke.

      “Thanks, Papà. I love you.”

      “Ti amo, Isabella.”

      Ending the call, I glance at the clock mounted at the front of the classroom, counting down the time before my first class starts. When the doors swing open, I stand, going to the podium to organize my notes for the zillionth time and greet the students as they file in.

      My sweaty hands curl around the edges of the papers, drawing needed confidence from the preparation I put into them and the numerous rounds of practiced lectures I did at home. I’m well prepared. As the clock hits the top of the hour and a few stragglers file in, I take a deep breath and begin.

      “Good morning, everyone. Welcome to Advanced Organic Chemistry. I’m Professor Rossi, and I look forward to teaching the fascinating intricacies of molecules and the reactions that define our world this semester.”

      Twenty minutes into outlining the syllabus, I’m discussing the expectations for the semester. Punctuality, participation, and respect for the learning environment when the classroom door swings open with careless ease. The sudden interruption pulls every eye in the direction of the newcomer.

      He saunters in with a swagger that seems almost calculated to maximize disruption. As the whispers start, I feel a tight knot of annoyance form in my stomach, and my carefully constructed atmosphere of focused attention frays around the edges.

      He’s tall, dark, and obviously handsome by the shared looks among the young women in the front row, already drooling over him. There’s a nonchalant grace in his demeanor that doesn’t quite mask the audacity of arriving so late. His dark hair is tousled as if he’s come straight from his bed to my class without a care about the time. As he scans the room for an empty seat, our eyes meet. There’s a flicker of amusement in his. He doesn’t seem perturbed by the situation at all.

      “Mr . . . ?”

      My question hangs in the air, an unspoken challenge as I cross my arms.

      “Diego. Diego Kahale.”

      His gaze racks over me, taking in my custom knee-high boots, dark, fitted jeans tucked inside the rim of the custom leather, and a sweater and blazer to complete my look.

      Despite being a science student, I’m Italian. I inherited my Mother’s penchant for fashion, and we sometimes visited couture fashion houses when we summered back home. His expression suggests appreciation. The corner of his mouth turns into a smirk as he chooses a seat near the back.

      “Well, Mr. Kahale.”

      The ice in my voice is sharp enough to draw a few stunned looks from the other students, compared to my warm introduction to the class.

      “In this class, we respect each other’s time and commitment to learning. Arriving twenty minutes late is unacceptable. Would you care to explain?”

      He stretches out, his arm draping across the back of an empty chair next to him, unfazed.

      “Traffic was a nightmare.”

      The casual shrug that follows undermines the sincerity of his words. The other students’ eyes volley back at me with anticipation so thick that I want to pull against the suddenly too-tight neckline of my sweater, but I refrain from doing so.

      “Traffic?”

      My skepticism is apparent.

      I pause, considering my next words carefully.

      “While I appreciate your eventual presence, Mr. Kahale, let’s make this the first and last time. This course demands serious commitment. I won’t tolerate late arrivals, which disrupt this learning environment. Not to mention, are disrespectful to your fellow students.”

      I turn the tables on him, sending all eyes his way, and a slow smile spreads across his face, knowing exactly what I did and why I did it.

      He nods, though his expression suggests he’s enjoying the attention, not at all embarrassed at my attempt to single him out and make an example.

      Something I learned to do a long time ago, after a particularly brutal semester at community college, where kids didn’t care about getting a degree except for a select few.

      The room settles back into a cautious silence, but the damage is done. If I don’t immediately show control and leadership over my classroom, I will lose their attention and respect for the rest of the semester.

      It’s something I’m unwilling to let happen, not over some pretty boy who obviously doesn’t care about this class.  As I resume the lecture, outlining the rigorous projects, lab requirements, and exam dates, he raises his hand.

      “Professor . . . ?”

      “Rossi,” I clip, casting him daggers before running a hand over my smooth ponytail to convey my disapproval.

      His gaze traces the movement until my hand rests against the podium’s edge. If this guy is trying to rattle me, he’ll have to try harder. At my age, I’ve been propositioned enough by men of all ages to know when they’re interested.

      “Excuse me, Professor Rossi, beautiful name, by the way. Do I detect a hint of an accent?”

      He smirks, gathering a few annoyed huffs from his fan club in the front row.

      “Do you have a question for the classroom pertaining to the courseload, Mr. Kahale, or are you simply intent on interrupting? I’m sure your parents paid a lot of money for you to be here and expect you to pay attention.”

      I fix him with a look that conveys my growing impatience. He looks around the room, licks his lips, and leans forward. The student in front of him leans to the right at his unwelcome proximity.

      “Although I appreciate your concern for my family’s financial capabilities, I can assure you that their expectations of me are rather high, nearly unattainable.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head slightly as if entertained by our exchange and fueling my irritation.

      “But let’s not have that stand in the way. I assure you, Professor Rossi, all my attention is on you.”

      A hushed murmur ripples through the room at his innuendo. I straighten, my resolve hardening like carbon under extreme pressure and high temperature.

      “Mr. Kahale, your attempts at charm are misplaced and inappropriate for this setting. This is an advanced-level class at a university, not a rager at a frat house. If you cannot conduct yourself with the professionalism this learning environment demands, I will have to ask you to leave.”

      The room falls silent, the air taut with the tension of a stretched wire between him and me. His smirk fades, replaced by a flicker of surprise, perhaps not accustomed to being addressed so directly.

      Some people lack discipline.

      He is one of them.

      Maybe his rebellious nature is his way of fighting back against their control. At this point, I couldn’t care less. Preferring for him to remain silent for the remainder of the class and for the good of the other students. He straightens, his playful demeanor shifting as he assesses the seriousness of my tone.

      “I was just trying to lighten the mood, Professor. No offense meant.”

      “Mr. Kahale, while I appreciate a light-hearted approach when appropriate, now is not the time. We are discussing the foundational elements that will guide your success in this course. I suggest you align your priorities accordingly.”

      I pause, letting my words sink in, hoping to steer him back to why we are all here. He nods, slightly chastened, and sinks back into his seat. There’s a note of genuine respect or at least an acknowledgment of boundaries.

      Turning back to the rest of the class, watching the exchange with rapt attention, I clear my throat and start again.

      “Now, if there are no further interruptions, let us proceed with the outline of our lab requirements.”

      I continue detailing the syllabus, explaining the rigorous expectations and commitment required to excel in my course. As I dive into lab partners, a hand shoots up from the back of the room, and I fix him with a look that clearly communicates my dwindling patience.

      “Again, Mr. Kahale?”

      “I promise this relates to the class.”

      He stands, a smirk playing across his lips while he adjusts a silver necklace around his neck.

      “About the lab partners, are we allowed to choose, or is it more the Professor deciding kind of thing? If the latter, which I hope, I’m very willing to be partnered up with the most experienced chemist in the room, if she’s willing.”

      I take a deep breath, ignoring the tension between us, blatantly aware that this is a pivotal moment.

      “Mr. Kahale, you should consider whether this course is right for you since you cannot commit to the basic requirements of punctuality and respect. In fact, please remove yourself from my classroom immediately. I suggest you find a different course more suited to . . . you.”

      His smile fades.

      His eyes harden when realizing the finality of my decision. Surprise flits across his face again, perhaps other professors tolerated his antics, but I will not. This is a prestigious institution, and respect is a foundational pillar here.

      He looks around the room, his hand clutching the back of his neck, before moving away from his seat. The room remains silent, and the atmosphere is thick. I wait a heartbeat, then refocus on the remaining students.

      “Let’s continue.”

      My voice is steady despite the anger at his audacity raising my blood pressure. I’m not letting some kid ruin my employment chances and a shot at potential tenure.

      As he passes by the podium, he pauses and looks at me. He gives a mock salute, two fingers to his brow, but I do not
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