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CHAPTER 1
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Barbie St. Claire

BEING CONSIDERED DADDY’S favorite little girl was a title many girls fought to achieve. It came with a charmed life as a bonus: designer clothes, private drivers, classic parties with high-society people, and friends who competed over who had the most money.

I was one of those girls for a while. I was Daddy’s little girl. I had the designer clothes, the private drivers, and everything else rich people tend to have.

To be honest, these days, I hardly remember what any of that was like. In fact, I think that phase of my life was a short dream where I was the protagonist. And, like all dreams, it ended, and the title of Daddy’s little girl went somewhere along with the sudden death of my beloved father.

And that’s when I realize how having that title added nothing to my life. It didn’t teach me to be independent, it didn’t teach me to be responsible, it taught me absolutely nothing. Now I’m just another girl, orphaned of both parents, who doesn’t know how to fend for herself because she was spoiled her whole life. A girl people pity and look at sideways.

Instead of leaving an inheritance and securing a stable life for me through college, Dad left me with a lovely pile of debts to pay. The house was sold, and my father’s businesses were too. Everything for a song. All to pay off the cruel debts he’d accumulated.

On top of that, all the people who were with me in the hours of joy, and of luxury, turned their backs on me and were the first to laugh at my misfortune. I became the town joke and had to move to Hellaware, where I now live with my Aunt Amber, better known as the family’s loose cannon.

Amber St. Claire was a very rebellious girl during her adolescence and hasn’t stopped being one to this day. She and my mother were very different from each other, or so I was told my whole life. From a young age, she knew she didn’t want to touch the family business and decided to run off with her problematic boyfriend of the time. It was tough at first, but with sheer determination and courage, she worked hard and managed to set up her own tattoo studio in this backwater she calls a town, eventually buying her own house.

And the boyfriend? Well, they didn’t work out, and she still carries a deep grudge against that man. His name can’t even be mentioned in this house. It’s strictly forbidden.

It’s been a good while since Auntie took me into her home, and things are starting to settle into place. I’m adapting to the town, to living in a smaller house, and also to her crazy way of running her life. It’s not turning out to be as bad as I imagined it would be.

The town is quite small, and almost everyone here knows each other, but it’s extremely beautiful. What stands out the most, without a doubt, are the beaches. They’re truly enchanting, even somewhat famous. The temperature makes it feel like the only season here is summer. I actually like it, even if it makes me sweat most of the time.

It’s nothing like New York, not at all, not even close. While New York has all that hustle and bustle, here it’s pure calm.

Hellaware is the kind of town people go to for vacation.

Beautiful beaches, scorching sun, and an amusement park.

“I found these job listings in the paper.”

Aunt Amber tosses the newspaper into my lap and sits on the gray sofa across from me, crossing her long legs. Her short hair, dyed a harsh blonde, is pulled up in a messy bun, a red satin scarf adorning it. The usual cigarette is already poised to be lit, which makes me roll my eyes just thinking about the stench that tiny little thing makes.

I scan my eyes over the crumpled paper, seeing a few listings circled in red pen. Since I arrived here, the only thing my aunt has demanded is that I get a job and help with the household expenses.

Goodbye college dream. Goodbye college boys. Goodbye frat parties. Off to work some crap job I go.

“They’re all boring jobs, Aunt Amber!” I huff, annoyed, and rest my head on the arm of the sofa.

“Jobs are boring, Barbie. If they were meant to be fun, they wouldn’t be called work, they’d be called parties with free-flowing drinks and men.” She takes a drag on her cigarette and adjusts her neckline, making her breasts even more visible, looking like they might pop out at any moment. The gray smoke leaving her mouth is already starting to fill the house, and it stings as it enters my nostrils.

I’m going to die in here, for sure.

“Now I understand why you’re the family’s loose cannon,” I remark, waving the smoke away with one hand.

“That’s the right side, niece. That is definitely the right side!” Aunt Amber gives a wink as an ironic smile spreads across her mouth, painted with a thick layer of red lipstick. “Now, look at the listings and tell me which one you liked best.”

None of them will please me, is what I’d like to say.

“You’re the boss, Auntie!” I force a smile as I turn my gaze back to the job listings.

There are various openings for places I would never set foot in my life. There are listings for housekeeping, for being a nanny to twins, housekeeping again, nanny for who-knows-who... and a job as a waitress at a diner that, surprisingly, is inside an amusement park.

That one seems the least boring of them all.

“What do you think about working as a waitress?” I ask, mentally crossing my fingers that she hates the idea.

“I don’t think anything, you’re the one who has to think. Helping pay the bills is what matters.” She smiles warmly at me, then gets up from the sofa in a sudden burst, leaving me alone with that piece of paper in my hands.

“Well, since I have to work no matter what, I’ll try this one. I hope I don’t regret it,” I say to myself and set the paper down in the middle of the room. A few golden strands of my hair insist on falling across my face, and I try to blow them away with a sharp puff of air. Immediately after, I flop my whole body back onto the sofa and roll my eyes in resignation.
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THE STARRYLAND PARK sign is blinking like Christmas tree lights, the colors black and pink alternating. The large wooden doors swing open magically for me, and a clown full of balloons in his hands waits for me inside. Completely surprising me, the clown in his big, colorful outfit gently pulls my arm, and I hear the doors close behind me.

“Welcome, pretty girl!” The clown, with his voice modified to sound funny, starts doing some tricks I don’t quite understand, presenting me with one of his colorful balloons. “Have fun!” he says after giving me a little wave with his other free hand.

I thank him and head further into the park.

I glance over my shoulder one last time, watching him move away to greet someone else.

Okay. Creepy. Looks like I’ve already overcome my fear of clowns.

One point for me.

I turn my attention to the movement around me, and just as everyone imagines, the screams in an amusement park are essential, and of course I can already hear plenty, even though I haven’t moved far from the entrance. I can also already see kids in comfortable clothes running back and forth with popcorn, cotton candy, and soda bottles in their hands. The teenagers, I notice, are concentrated in clusters playing shooting games.

From a distance, I can also see the aqua-green diner with a huge rocket on top, the letters of the establishment’s name also blinking. I approach somewhat apprehensively and feel my hands sweat and my heart gallop inside my chest.

I don’t usually get nervous about things I’m about to do; I always think positive and trust my potential, but something here isn’t making me feel confident at all. It must be my fear of Ferris wheels or my lack of job experience. To be honest, it could very well be both.

Some teenagers exit the diner’s glass door the exact second I approach, snapping me out of my trance. This makes the balloon slip from my hand and fly off in a direction totally different from mine. I take a deep breath after watching it drift away and step inside the place. As soon as I let my eyes wander over the diner, they shine with the beauty of the place, and my body goes into ecstasy from the combination of the light colors, which become a mix of aqua green and hot pink. The waitresses parade in uniforms of just aqua green, which match the upholstery perfectly, and also the stools adorning the circular wooden counter. The floor is the kind decorated with little white and black tiles, and the walls are the same shade as the uniform and the front of the diner. On them hang several paintings by artists, making the whole scene even more beautiful.

I’m actually starting to feel confident again. From what I can see, this is the least boring place I could work.

A middle-aged man approaches wearing a white apron with the words ‘Fast Rocket’ embroidered in pink. He looks at me for a few seconds, takes off his hairnet, straightens his posture, breaks into a warm smile, and says:

“Good evening, miss. What can I do for you here at Fast Rocket?”

“My name is Barbara St. Claire, but everyone calls me Barbie. I saw you were looking for a waitress, and I’m willing to be one.”

“Right.” The man with the mustache lets out a laugh mixed with a strange cough, hurrying to say: “You being willing is a good start, young lady. But, unfortunately, that’s not all. You’ll have to do an interview so we can see if you’re fit to work here or not.”

“I’ll take that test. I’m sure I’ll be fit, and you won’t regret hiring me.” I tuck a golden strand of my hair behind my ear, smiling sweetly and confidently.

That’s the technique I used to get things from Daddy when I was little. It usually worked; I hope it works here too.

The man who just greeted me is named Mr. Wilson, and I found out he’s one of the owners of the place. He and his wife asked me a ton of questions; it felt like I was in the middle of an FBI interrogation. They asked me if I had any familiarity with diners or if I’d worked anywhere before. Determined to get the job, I ended up telling a few little white lies and said that in the town where I used to live, my father owned a diner franchise and I helped him a lot. When he died, there were debts and bankruptcy, making me move towns, leaving me jobless and fatherless.

It’s not like I’ve become the biggest liar on planet Earth; I just invented a different version that could contribute to my current needs. It won’t hurt anyone. Besides, it’s not possible that from this tragic story I can’t get even a little advantage.

I shake my head, trying to push the thoughts away, and facing me, Mr. Wilson gets up from the brown chair in his office and says with the greatest enthusiasm:

“We really are in need of outgoing, friendly waitresses like you here at our establishment, St. Claire. Therefore, you’re hired.”

“Really?” I ask, astonished. It’s not that I don’t believe in my potential, but come on, I’d never done this before.

“Yes, dear!” He nods affirmatively, his chubby cheeks spreading into a smile on his face. “You start on Monday, alright? Just pick up your work uniform from my wife. I’ll also have one of our girls show you the ropes for the first few days. Don’t disappoint me, St. Claire.”

“I guarantee this was the best decision you’ve ever made in your life, sir.”

He nods and smiles even wider.

After I go to pick up the uniform from Mr. Wilson’s wife, who is a short, plump woman like him, Aunt Amber is already waiting for me with her red Ford Capri in front of the amusement park. When I get into the convertible and tell her the news that I’ll be the newest waitress at Fast Rocket, she pulls me by the neck and gives me a hug full of euphoric screams and words of encouragement.

I can already see everything going right in my life from now on.
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“CAN SOMEONE HELP ME WITH THIS STUPID MACHINE?” I shout, desperate, while hitting the huge ice cream machine in front of me.

It’s been a few weeks since I started working at this diner, and honestly, I’m still lost. At first, I even thought I was handling the whole job with ease, but after Mr. Wilson put not just one, but two waitresses on my tail, I realized that nothing I thought was happening actually was.

Poor girls, it must have been hard putting up with me all this time, asking about every little thing I had to do. I’m so inexperienced I was afraid my little lie would be discovered with every question that escaped my uncontrollable mouth.

However, despite all these troubles, I still believe I’ll be the best waitress this dive has ever seen.

“Trouble in paradise, Barbie?” Georgina, the waitress who is approximately my age, or maybe older, and who had been training me these past days, approaches with an amused smile on her lips, tinted with shocking pink lipstick.

“More like hell.” I roll my eyes and rest my head against the infernal machine, crossing my arms right after. “Handling this thing is more terrifying and difficult than having to wear this uniform all damn day.”

“And girl, are you crazy?” She looks me up and down, her dark green eyes rolling dramatically. “You and I look great in these things. Terrifying is Mr. Wilson when he decides to put them on to attract customers in a funny way.” Georgina makes air quotes as she says the last word.

“He really does that?” I put my hand over my mouth and try uselessly to stifle and contain my laughter.

“He does, unfortunately, he does.” The girl with blonde hair down to her breasts lets out a little laugh and crouches down to start fiddling with the wires behind the machine. After a few minutes of handling it, the machine makes a noise indicating it’s on, and I thank the heavens for this blessing.

“All done, B! It just wasn’t plugged in.” Georgina claps her hands together, trying to dust them off, then smiles at me. Right after, I thank her for the help, and she walks away, swaying her hips with her notepad to continue serving customers.

When I come out from the back of the diner after finishing my task and head toward the entrance door, I hear the loud sound of several motorcycles spreading through the area, and instinctively, everyone, including me, looks at the windows that give us a full view of what’s happening outside.

It was like a scene from a movie, all of us moving in slow motion. The bikers parked right in front of the Fast Rocket, all removing their helmets in unison, as if it were a rehearsed move to grab the attention of everyone around. If that’s what they wanted, I had to hand it to them—they’d definitely succeeded. As soon as they dismounted their black bikes, they adjusted the lapels of their leather jackets—a sacred, indispensable uniform among them—and looked at the diner with a near-diabolical smile on their faces.

I could tell right away it was two men and a woman. The girl, whose wildness screamed from her torn black clothes, shook her head from side to side, trying to free the brown strands the wind kept whipping across her face.

It didn’t take long for the three of them to enter the diner, the bell programmed to announce customers jangling stridently. From the way people were now exchanging glances and whispering, I was almost certain they were some of the members of the town’s Motorcycle Club.

Remember when I said this place was calm? Well, it usually is, for the most part. But on the far side of town, there’s this group. Basically, they don’t just run the far side; they run all sides. People are usually afraid to look them in the eye. Word around town is the bikers are to blame for every bad thing that’s ever happened here.

I’d never seen any of them. At least, not until now.

“You mind moving?” one of the men asked me as soon as he’d given me a good once-over. His dark brown hair was slicked back perfectly, and his green eyes flecked with yellow held something I couldn’t decipher. Under the thick leather jacket, he wore a plain black shirt and jeans ripped at the knees. On his feet, heavy black boots were on full display as he tapped them on the floor in a clear sign of impatience.

His vaguely ominous style and mysterious expression made every hair on my body stand on end.

I hadn’t even realized I was blocking the way, much less that I was standing right in front of one of them. God, I did not want to be in my own skin right now.

Unable to utter a single syllable, I lowered my head and moved to the opposite side of them, cursing myself mentally in every possible way.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the three of them walk together to sit at a table away from everyone. With their arrival, the air grew heavier, denser, which only made things worse for the other customers, who were trying to disguise the looks of pure revulsion they were shooting at the group.

I don’t know why they bothered trying; they were terrible at it.

Twirling a strand of her wavy blonde hair around her finger, Georgina came over to me, leaning in close to my ear and saying in a voice barely above a whisper:

“You’re going to take their order. I’m sorry. I’ll explain later, it’s just... it’s a thing the new girls have to do.”

“You’re joking, right?” I replied in the same hushed tone.

“Of course not! I promise I’ll explain later. Go on, they can’t wait long.”

She gave me a little nudge to help me muster the courage to walk over quickly. I took a deep breath, smoothed my hair, grabbed my notepad, and put on my best smile as I approached them.

No reason to be afraid. They’re just normal people. Normal customers.

“Excuse me, what can I get for you?” I got my pen ready to take the order, and all three of them looked at me with questioning expressions. The one who’d spoken to me a few minutes ago studied me even more intently. After a few seconds of analyzing something about me, he glanced at the name tag on my uniform, leaned back against the aqua-green booth, and still didn’t take his eyes off me.

“You new here?” he finally decided to speak, crossing his arms now. His voice was deep, gravelly, and incredibly distinctive. It slid into my ears like music.

“Yes, I am.”

“And your name is Barbie?”

“That’s right!” My voice came out more animated than I’d have liked, and all because he’d bothered to read my name—something most people don’t do.

He straightened his posture, rested his arms on the silver table, and brushed his thumb against his lips.

“Interesting.” A flicker of a smile appeared at the corner of his reddened lips, and the way his green eyes scanned my face gave me chills. Again.

My hands were already starting to sweat just from the intensity of his gaze.

“Do you know what you’d like to order?” I changed the subject, now looking at the other two.

“We’ll have the usual,” the girl with the rebellious air said to me, looking at me with her big brown eyes smudged with black shadow, as if I already knew what that meant. When she noticed my confused expression, she lightly smacked her forehead and said, “Oh, I completely forgot you just said you’re new here. Sorry, I’m slow. Tell Georgina we want the usual. She’ll know what to tell you.”

I wrote down the order I didn’t know, smiled, and retreated.

I dragged my feet in a daze back to the circular counter, where Georgina was waiting for me on the other side with her arms crossed and the most curious expression. When she saw me roll my eyes, she pressed her full lips into a thin line to keep her scandalous laugh from echoing through the whole diner.

“You can consider yourself a dead woman, Georgina Sinclair.”

“But what did I do, Barbie?” The blonde put on her best performance of an innocent girl, as if I didn’t know she was the exact opposite.

“You threw me to the wolves, you lunatic.”

“It’s a tradition with the new girls, B. I’m sorry, but you had to go through it too.”

“Are they some kind of heavy-duty gang or something?” I turned over my shoulder to look at the table where they were sitting, watching them chatting casually about something. “Oh, I almost forgot, they said to tell you they want the usual,” I said, turning my gaze back to her.

Georgina nodded, shouting toward the little window that connected to the kitchen, calling in the group’s food. When she turned her attention back to me, she planted her elbows on the counter, rested her chin in her hands, and sighed.

“They’re not a gang, at least not that I know of. They just stir up a lot of trouble around town and everyone’s scared of them, something like that. The group’s a bit bigger than this; these are just a few of them. Those two are seriously hot, just imagine the rest.” She gave a mischievous little smile as she looked at them and then back at me.

“Georgina!” I scolded her playfully, already feeling my cheeks turn scarlet.

“Oh, come on, woman, stop being so politically correct. Are you going to tell me you didn’t think they were hot?”

“I refuse to answer that. Anyway, you threw me to the wolves. I’m pretty pissed.” I put on my best sad expression, which only made her finally release her laugh.

“Actually, I think I did you a favor... Devin can’t stop staring at you.” Georgina fixed her irises on a point above my shoulders, then looked back at me and finally started clapping her hands.

She must be going crazy.

When I turned to see who she was talking about, the guy I’d bumped into earlier was indeed staring at me without any pretense. And the instant our eyes met, he gave the slightest hint of a sideways smile, which made me immediately turn back to face Georgina, ignoring the strange sensation that just the spark in his intensely green eyes had caused in me.

“So, his name is Devin?” I changed the subject again, trying to recover from the brief war waged between our gazes.

“Getting interested, little saint?” She flashed a wicked smile, forcing me to roll my eyes. “Yes, it’s Devin. Devin Leblanc.”

“First, I’m not interested. Second, I’m not a saint. Third, where’s their food that you haven’t taken over yet?”

Georgina jumped at what had just come out of my mouth and put her hands on her head. Seeming to finally understand what was happening, she ran to the kitchen. After a few seconds, she reappeared with the tray in her hands, setting it down on the counter.

“You’re the one serving them, not me.” She shrugged, then pushed the tray toward me.

I took it in my hands and took a deep breath. Before heading to their table, I shot Sinclair a death glare; she just wished me luck in the most cynical way possible, blowing me a kiss afterward.

I quickened my pace until I was near their table.

“Here’s your food!” I said, all cheerful. Actually, trying to sound cheerful. Three pairs of eyes were glued to me, watching intently as I distributed the burgers, milkshakes, and fries on the table.

I tucked the tray under my left arm and excused myself to leave, but I was stopped from completing the action when the deep, gravelly voice reverberated through the whole place.

“You’re the first new girl who hasn’t dropped stuff in our direction. Point for you. Remind me to compliment you to your boss later, doll.” Devin, who was staring at me at that moment, flashed another minimal, toothless smile.

Georgina might be as crazy as they come, but she didn’t lie about his looks and all his physical attributes.

“We haven’t introduced ourselves to her yet, Devin,” the other guy, who hadn’t said a word until then, hurried to say before I could even think about turning on my heel.

He was quite different from Devin, by the way. Instead of thick, full hair like his friend, he’d opted to shave it, the brown strands sparse on his head. His eyes were a very light blue, but I noticed the edges were darker, almost a grayish hue. And he wasn’t wearing his jacket like the other two, choosing to stay in just a plain white t-shirt, leaving the sacred garment folded on the chair beside him. Some black tattoos snaked up his slender arms, as well as across his hands, fingers, and neck. Small silver hoop earrings hung from his ears, catching the diner’s colored lights.

“You just did introduce me, man,” Devin said in a playful tone, giving his friend a light shove with one hand. “Anyway, I’m Devin, he’s John, and the lady here is Violet. She’s scary, but she doesn’t bite.”

“Only when asked,” Violet shrugged, joining in on her friend’s teasing, and raised her palms in surrender. She started laughing right away, making my gaze fall on her once more. It was in that exact moment I realized just how beautiful she was. Being near her made me feel a bit awkward and self-conscious, since I was a complete mess in this mediocre uniform.

I ended up tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear, nodding. Then I told them it was nice to meet them and retreated.

Well, they didn’t seem all bad like Georgina had made them out to be.
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THE AFTERNOON FLEW by and left me frazzled with so much work. After Devin, John, and Violet left, the diner turned into a real uproar, everyone giving their extremely rude opinions about what they thought of those three.

Georgina was dying to know what I’d been talking to them about and spent the rest of the shift with me, shooting the breeze about every possible subject, including the Motorcycle Club members, which basically took up most of the time.

Now the heavy rain was making its presence known tonight, leaving me completely terrified to be alone in this huge place while listening to the heavy drops lash against the glass windows.

Mr. Wilson left early with his wife and gave me the mission of closing the diner. I had to admit he was a brave man to leave that responsibility in my hands. On the other hand, I was happy for this vote of confidence in such a short time.

When I finished wiping down the counter to remove all the grease and grime, I washed the dirty rag in the kitchen sink.

Suddenly, I heard a thunderous noise from outside, and my heart began to dance a frightened rhythm against my ribs.

“Don’t freak out, Barbie. You’re not at Crystal Lake, and Jason Voorhees isn’t going to show up here like you’re in a Friday the 13th movie.”

I’d like to believe what I was saying, but the noise grew even more intense, now coming from the locked diner door. I opened the kitchen drawer with trembling hands and grabbed a rolling pin to defend myself against whatever it was.

I tiptoed to the door, trying to make as little noise as possible. I didn’t know who was out there or what they wanted, but they’d bitterly regret it when I shoved this rolling pin into their head.

“Open the door!” I heard the voice shout through the storm, but I couldn’t recognize it immediately.

“What do you want?” I shouted back, hiding against the wall. “Get out of here right now, I’m armed!”

“I need help, it’s urgent... Open this door, please! I’m not a robber!”

“That’s exactly what a robber would say!”

“Fuck!” the person snarled, the pounding on the door growing more and more intense.

My God, this maniac was going to break the door and Mr. Wilson would kill me. Just when he seemed to be starting to trust me. I opened my mouth to retort something, but I was stopped when I heard the person on the other side of the door say:

“Wait a minute... I remember that voice. It’s Barbie. Barbie, it’s Devin. Open this door, please.”

Devin Leblanc?

What the hell was he doing here at this hour?

I pondered whether or not to open the door, since I didn’t know him that well, and his reputation didn’t exactly favor him. But when he asked for my help again with a voice drenched in fear, I couldn’t hold back and ran to the door, opening it to reveal a Devin soaked from the rain. He took a step into the diner and closed the door behind him with a small push.

“What are you doing here at this hour?” I narrowed my eyes at him, suspicious.

“I just need to stay here, Barbie,” he said, simply.

Even completely drenched, the Motorcycle Club member sat down in the booth and took off his jacket. I noticed that, like his friend John, various black and colored designs covered his arms, which made him even more handsome than usual.

I shook my head from side to side, trying to focus my attention on something other than his disconcerting beauty.

“But you can’t stay here. I’m about to close the diner.”

“Then stay here with me or leave me here alone. Just don’t make me leave, please.”

“I’m not leaving you here,” I said firmly, crossing my arms over my chest. “If Mr. Wilson catches you here, he might even fire me.”

“Problem solved, then. You stay with me.” He shrugged, as if that were the most obvious decision.

“I’m not staying here with you, Devin. I don’t even know you. How do I know you don’t want to kill me?” I plant my hands on my hips and stare at him, my eyes burning with curiosity and suspicion. He just laughs at what I say.

This kind of thing could only happen to me. There’s no one more unlucky on the planet.

“I’m running from some guys I got into it with. Everything was closed and I didn’t know where to go, so I remembered the park takes a while to lock up and decided to hide out here. I didn’t come here to kill you, I came here so I wouldn’t get killed.”

“You sure about that?” I narrow my eyes, trying to look threatening.

“Jesus, doll, you are annoying!”

“Excuse me for trying to protect myself from a stranger.”

“Is that what you were protecting yourself with?” Devin points to the rolling pin in my hand, which makes me remember I’m still holding it. “Keep that thing away from me, I’m scared of the damage it could do.” He bursts out laughing, raising his palms in front of his face.

“But of course, this is very dangerous in my hands. If I were you, I’d watch your step in here.” I narrow my eyes again, challenging him as I slap the rolling pin against my palm.

His sharp laugh echoes through the whole place and I put the object down on the table, sinking into the booth seat opposite him, the little silver table the only thing between us.

“You’re not from around here, right?!” His tone is pure curiosity, and I straighten up immediately as I watch him run his thumb over his lips.

“Not even close.” I lean back against the booth and cross my arms. “I lived in New York.”

“What brought you all the way out here?”

“My terrible luck.”

“Got it.” Devin nods at my short answer, probably aware I don’t want to elaborate.

“I really do have to close up. I have to get home, my aunt’s gonna worry.”

He stands up the second he hears my words, pushing his wet hair back. His heavy boots echo through the diner as he paces back and forth, thoughtful. A few seconds later, he sits down right beside me and stares straight at me.

“I know you don’t know me and you have no reason to help me. But, I can see deep in your soul that you’re a charitable person and you’d never want to see someone get screwed. So, if you kick me out of here, I will get screwed. Like, majorly, doll.”

“I really am a charitable person, you hit the nail on the head.” I smile, convinced of my own qualities. “Now tell me, why do you keep calling me doll?” I shift the focus and lighten the mood between us.

“Because you have a doll’s name and you look like a doll, duh.”

“Makes sense.” I concede with his explanation and bite back a smile. “Here’s the deal, I’ll stay here with you until a certain time. When that time comes, you have to take me home. What do you think?”

“You call the shots, I obey, doll.”

“You owe me a huge favor, Devin. And you can bet I’ll collect.”

“I insist that you do.”

He gets up as soon as I smile in response and heads toward the kitchen, leaving me alone for a few minutes. When he comes back, he’s got a bag of chips in his hand and defends himself from my fierce glare by claiming he’s starving.

“Don’t you think you’re taking advantage of my good nature?”

Devin shakes his head and shoves a round chip into his mouth. I, on the other hand, snatch the bag from his hand in a sudden move, which makes him open his mouth in fake shock. I grab a good handful for myself and drop the bag back on the table with a shrug.

“With the reputation you have, I should be scared to be here alone with you, shouldn’t I?” I lick the salt dust from my fingers and watch him shift in his seat, seeming uncomfortable with something.

“People talk too much, Barbara. They don’t know anything about me or my friends. When people don’t know what they wish they knew, they make stuff up. And you don’t strike me as the type who goes by what she hears from other people.”

He seems serious now, like I’ve touched on something I shouldn’t have.

Damn my big mouth.

“If you call me Barbara again, I swear I’ll grab that rolling pin right now and throw you out,” I joke, changing the subject once more. I have to learn to keep my mouth shut.

“Barbara is a pretty name.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty. I just don’t like it much, I prefer Barbie.”

“You’re a little complicated, doll.”

“That’s what they say about you, you know?”

“Should I be surprised by this revelation?” Devin puts his index finger on his chin, pretending to think. In the end, he lets out a funny laugh, and I can’t help but join him.

The two of us spend a good while talking about totally random things, and he actually seems like a decent guy.

I don’t know what he fought about the other times and I certainly don’t know what made him hide in the diner today. I also don’t know what makes people talk so much about him and his crew. Personally, I don’t care. I’m used to people being prejudiced against anyone different; I live it firsthand with my aunt. Every time we go out together, the stares land directly on her, on her tattoos and her unique style. She was rejected by her family and is still rejected by society just for having her own style. Because of that, I don’t like jumping to conclusions about people based on their clothes or their looks. It’s completely wrong, it shouldn’t even exist to begin with.

Jeez, it’s the nineties. When are things gonna start evolving?

From what I could gather today, Devin must have his secrets and that’s a fact. Everyone has secrets. He’s mysterious and no one can deny that. But he’s not a monster like people paint him to be. In fact, he’s got an incredible sense of humor, he made me laugh hard.

I would never deny help to someone. Even if that someone is a troublemaker.

I really do like to draw my own conclusions about things.

“Thanks for staying with me all these hours, Barbie. You saved me and I don’t even know how to thank you,” Devin says, turning his shoulders to face me the exact moment he parks his bike in front of my house.

“It’s fine, I didn’t even notice the time passing, anyway. The only problem is going to be working in a little while and having to answer my aunt’s interrogation,” I joke, getting off the bike and handing him the helmet.

“Now you’ve made me feel guilty, Barbie. If you want, I’ll come in with you and explain everything to your aunt.”

“No, no need. It’s really fine. Just don’t get into any more trouble and go seeking shelter at the diner, because I’m not the only one who closes up there.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll try not to get into trouble when it’s not your turn to close.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” I fake a laugh. “That’s not what I meant, funny guy.”

“Alright, I’ll try to stay out of trouble, but I’m not promising anything. You know my rep, huh?”

“Yeah, worse luck, I do. I’ll pretend I believe that,” I say, smiling.

“See you around, doll.”

Devin winks at me and guns the engine of his Ducati Monster, disappearing from my field of vision a moment later.

I head for the white wooden door of my house, opening it as quietly as I can. As I’m putting all my effort into closing it without a squeak, Aunt Amber appears like a ghost right beside me. She lets out a deep sigh as she ties her wine-colored robe.

“Get lost on the way home, niece?”

“Of course not. There was an unforeseen circumstance at the diner.”

“And this ‘circumstance’ has a first and last name, right?” Amber looks at me with an amused smile, like she knows exactly what I was doing. When she sits on the sofa, she puts her feet up on the coffee table and keeps talking: “I saw from the window that you arrived with Devin Leblanc, no use denying it. You moved faster than I thought, your auntie is proud.”

“How do you know him?” I sit on the sofa, looking at her curiously and completely ignoring the mischievous, accusatory tone she was using about me and Devin.

“He and his friends are regulars at my tattoo studio, Barbie. Not to mention he’s pretty famous around here, you can’t not know him.”

“Of course, why didn’t I think of that?” I sound ironic.

Considering the amount of tattoos they have, it would be pretty obvious.

“Talked so much about me that you went and found one just like the rebel here. Looks like you’ve gotten yourself into a real mess, niece. Devin Leblanc is very different from the boys you used to flirt with in New York.”

“Oh, Auntie, when people don’t know what they wish they knew, they make stuff up.” I smile, using the same line he’d given me hours earlier. “Watch the cigarettes, Amber. They’re making you hallucinate, that’s extremely dangerous.”

As I head up the stairs to my room, I hear Aunt Amber laugh and yell that I’ve gotten myself into a big mess. Again.

I don’t know where she got that crazy idea.

Like she said herself, Devin Leblanc isn’t like the boys from NY, so he’s not my type. And I probably don’t make the cut for his, either.
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CHAPTER 2
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Barbie St. Claire

BEACHES.

I was never very familiar with the place, to be honest. I can’t quite explain it, but ever since I was little, I’ve always hated the way sand sticks to every part of my body, just as I hated the way my lips would get dry and chapped from sun exposure.

Speaking of the sun, I’ve always admired the fact it’s the only star in the Solar System, but I won’t be a hypocrite and say I didn’t count down the days for winter to arrive. Because when it did, oh my God, it meant amazing clothes were ready to be bought by me.

You might hate winter, but it’s undeniable that clothes get chicer and prettier in that season.

And it was like a fashion show in Manhattan, where everyone paraded around to flaunt their most expensive looks, as if their lives depended on other people’s approval to go on. I was right in the middle of those people, always trying to fit the standard of my elite friends.

Yeah, frivolity, I know.

But getting back to beaches, when someone sets foot in this town, even though it’s completely different from anything they’ve ever experienced, it’s highly impossible not to be enchanted by the beauty that exists here.

No wonder that, from the moment I started getting used to Hellaware, I began to feel intrigued by the beach and, since I’m determined to leave my old fears back in New York, I decided to throw myself, literally, into all the beaches surrounding the city. It was hard getting used to the sand and the effervescent sun, but as I said before, I ended up getting used to it and even seeing a certain beauty in the summer clothes people usually wear here.

Because of that, every day I walk to the diner, strolling through Sun Valley, the most famous beach here, feeling the icy morning breeze and watching the ocean waves break, while I contemplate the orange sky and listen to the sound of the countless seagulls that insist on walking with me every day.

As I walk on the sand, my instinct is to play with it, smiling because I probably look like a zombie in search of a brain, since I couldn’t rest at all as soon as I got home.

And it’s at this exact moment that I curse Devin Leblanc for getting into trouble and for gifting me with these lovely pairs of dark circles.

Good thing I didn’t even bother to check my reflection in the mirror before leaving the house.

When I realize I’ve already entered the park and I’m standing in front of the Fast Rocket’s door, I take a deep breath and step inside the place, the bell that announces the illustrious presence of customers swinging cheerfully because of it.

“Good morning, St. Claire!” Rosalinda, Mr. Wilson’s wife, flashes a genuine smile upon noticing my presence. “I’m very impressed that you always arrive on time or even early, young lady. That shows you take this very seriously,” she says while arranging the napkins and ketchups on the tables.

Wow, I wasn’t expecting that.

“This is very important to me,” is all I say, more to myself than to her.

And it’s the truth. Working here makes me feel more independent, important, and useful to someone. It makes me feel useful to my aunt and even to the people I serve every day.

For a long time, I felt useless, worthless, and dependent. My father catered to my every whim, hired the best staff to be at my disposal twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and it irritated me, even if I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to be giving orders, I didn’t want people fawning over me all the time. I wanted to be independent, but I also didn’t do anything to change that. I always waited too much. I always waited for my father to notice I could be something more. But, unfortunately, I never took the initiative to change it.

My father did everything for me, really. He saw me as an anchor amid the shipwreck his life was in, but he also didn’t seem to trust me enough.

Not even to work with him and help him improve the company.

Maybe because I’m a woman.

For him, stuffing me with credit cards and designer clothes was enough.

“Rosalinda?” I call her, while adjusting my apron to try and dispel my thoughts. When her tiny eyes meet mine and her attention focuses solely on me, I continue: “Is today Georgina’s day off?”

“Georgina’s day off?” She shakes her head, a nasal laugh escaping her thin lips. “At this very moment, she’s acting like it is.”

Rosalinda shifts her gaze to the window that leads to the kitchen and I follow it, but I can’t see anything from where I’m standing. When she notices my clearly confused expression, she walks over to me, puts a hand on my shoulder, and says, laughing:

“She’s passing the time back there in the kitchen, my dear. You know how it is, giving me the runaround to avoid work.”

We both laugh at Georgina’s nerve at the same time.

Yeah, she’s really unbelievable.

As soon as Mr. Wilson’s wife goes into her little office, I decide to join Georgina in her job of doing nothing in the kitchen, since business is slow at the diner.

When I enter the place, I find the blonde blowing bubbles with her pink gum, rolling her eyes when the bubble doesn’t reach the desired size. On the table in front of her, several packs of gum are open and scattered in a real mess.

“Do you see the dentist regularly?” I ask the biggest sugar addict I’ve ever seen, attracting her attention. “The amount of gum and lollipops you consume in a day is concerning.”

I don’t know if it’s to spite me or not, but she starts blowing another bubble until it pops in her mouth.

“Sweets get me out of boredom, I can’t explain it,” she says, shrugging. “It’s like relaxation therapy.”

Georgina stands up the next second and throws the candy wrappers in the trash, along with the gum she was chewing. As soon as she returns to her spot, she adjusts her posture and crosses her divine legs, saying right after:

“By the way, my teeth are in perfect condition.” She tosses her hair back, proud. “You probably don’t know, but I got a certificate for best brushing in kindergarten.”

“What kind of school gives a certificate for best brushing?” I shake my head, not understanding anything. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Oh, no, don’t even start.” Georgina stands up and her index finger wags in my direction. “I know exactly what you’re trying to do, and I won’t let you belittle my achievements.”

“Sorry, that wasn’t my intention. I can hardly imagine how hard it was for you to achieve such a feat.”

“I appreciate your recognition, NY girl.”

I smile, amused by the new nickname.

When the cooks start coming into the kitchen to prepare the snacks, Georgina and I leave and head for one of the aqua-green upholstered booths in the diner.

“Tell me, what’s with the face of someone who ate and didn’t like it?” she asks after we’ve been sitting in silence for a good while, making me lift my eyes to look at her, a deep furrow fully formed between my eyebrows.

“Is it that bad?” I contort my face into a grimace, rolling my eyes when she confirms with a nod. “If you knew what happened yesterday, you’d probably die.”

“Then tell me!” she exclaims, full of excitement, resting her chin on one hand to look at me with her dark green eyes bathed in curiosity.

I nod, starting to tell how everything happened, from Devin’s appearance at the diner to him dropping me off at home and my aunt speculating about impossible things. With her alarmist way of being, at one moment or another, little surprised squeals escape the blonde’s mouth.

“I can’t believe you were alone in that place and didn’t plant a big kiss on that man!” she says, lightly slapping the table, clearly not accepting it.

I tell the whole story and that’s all she can think about. Had to be Georgina.

“But of course I was going to do that,” I scoff. “It was a great opportunity to kiss a complete stranger.”

“He’s not a stranger,” she says, as if it were obvious. “I introduced him to you before. Besides, he seemed to like you.”

“You only told me his name, Georgina, it’s not like I know him.”

“Are girls from New York always this uptight or are you an exception?” Georgina laughs, studying me closely. “No offense, but you need to fit the Hellaware standard more.”

“Which is kissing strangers when they show up at your work at night?”

“Exactly, B! If it were Devin Leblanc showing up for me, I probably would have kissed him.”

“You know something, Georgina?” I put my arm on the table and rest my chin on my hand to mimic her. “Back in New York, we usually say those who talk a lot, do little.”

The surprised expression on the girl’s face makes me burst out laughing, joined by her seconds later. Her irises shine, clearly telling mine how much she liked my little jab.

“But you should have kissed him.”

That’s what she says when our laughter subsides. The way she looks at me now makes me believe she might actually have been serious this whole time. I don’t blame her for thinking that, after all, Devin really is a good-looking guy.

“You’re really going to insist on this, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely!” She sounds full of herself.

“I’m going to ignore that.” I lean my back against the booth and cross my arms over my chest, smiling at her. “Now tell me, he’s hooked up with every girl in this town, hasn’t he?”

Georgina brings her index finger to her chin, as if trying to pull from memory some information she doesn’t remember. When that information seems to come to her, she shakes her head and says:

“If it’s with every girl, I don’t know. But what I do know is that he and Violet Mohn, the girl who came here that day, have some kind of relationship that no one will ever understand. They hook up all the time and are always together, but they also hook up with other people.”

“Wow...” is all I can manage. I hadn’t imagined they might have something; they just seemed like good friends. But it would be kind of obvious if they did, Violet is extremely beautiful and totally his type.

“But don’t be discouraged, Barbie, they’re not dating.” Georgina smooths my hand, which is now on the table, as if consoling me.

“I don’t want to get into that.” I shrug. “My life is already turbulent enough.” As if I’d let something slip, I quickly remember and say with the utmost firmness: “Not to mention I just helped him, it’s not like we’re inseparable friends or anything.”

The blonde gets up from the booth, adjusting her apron right after. Her presumptuous smile is enough to suck all the air out of the room.

“If you say so...”

Georgina turns her back on me and goes to attend to some customer I can’t be bothered to turn around and see. As I feel boredom approaching and a thousand troublesome thoughts bubbling in my mind, I let my head fall back and close my eyes with some force, trying to remove any kind of worm the waitress planted here.
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THE END OF MY SHIFT comes hours later, which makes me head to the bathroom to fiercely remove this utterly inelegant uniform that makes me look like anything but the decent girl I am.

When I look at my reflection in the mirror, I almost scream at how worn out and terrible my state is. The purplish dark circles are clearly visible around my eyes, my hair looks like a squirrel’s nest, and it reeks of hamburger grease and french fries.

I undo the hairstyle I’d done a while ago, letting the golden strands hang completely loose even though they don’t smell very pleasant. I grab my backpack and take out my clean clothes, putting them on right away.

Now, looking at my reflection again, I see the yellow lace top and high-waisted denim shorts manage to bring back the decent girl I think I am. Even if she doesn’t look like the girl from times past, I like seeing her transform.

I open the bathroom door and another girl enters, probably to get rid of this hideous uniform too.

I head to the counter and say goodbye to everyone, including Mr. Wilson and his smiling, kind wife, who hurries to plant a kiss on my cheek.

When I feel the icy night breeze whipping my face as soon as I set foot outside the diner, I feel all the stress go into space, leaving only the tranquility of the moment.

Seeing the smiles of children playing on the rides with their parents every day makes something inside me stir. A good feeling, maybe. I never had those moments with my parents, because my mother died when I was born, and Dad was always busy with his work. I always went with my nannies or with my aunt Amber, who always showed up to visit me for a few days in New York.

While I decide to stroll through the park to keep reminiscing about my childhood, I resolve to buy some cotton candy from the yellow and red stall run by the guy whose name I have no idea. When he finally hands me the candy and thanks me for my preference, I smile without parting my lips and keep walking. I pass the bumper cars, the ghost train, and various game booths with people spreading smiles and even murmurs and curses, probably from losing all their tokens in them.

Maybe by some twist of fate or even because Starryland is the biggest meeting point for the town’s youth, my eyes capture from afar some people in line for the Ferris wheel, properly dressed in leather jackets. I’m not sure, but something tells me it’s Devin and his extremely famous crew.

My urge is to take my cotton candy, hide my face in it, and slip away quietly so Devin won’t recognize me. But of course, before I can actually execute my plan, someone waves at me. Without bothering to check if it’s really him or not, I pivot on my heels and head for the exit.

I really don’t know why I’m doing this, but I know my feet are being quicker than my brain.

I close my eyes and murmur softly, because I can hear Devin Leblanc’s voice calling my name right behind me.

Before I can think anything about what to do, I’m surprised by a hand gently touching my arm, which makes me halt my steps and turn slowly with a certain apprehension stamped on my face.

“Were you running from me, doll?” Devin breathes, his deep, raspy voice dancing into my ears. My cheeks heat up instantly.

“Of course not!” I lie, trying to sound convincing. “I didn’t even see you, believe it or not!” I smile awkwardly, putting a hand on my hip. “Where were you?”

“You didn’t see me?” The tone of suspicion is clear in his voice, making me swallow dryly. “I waved and you turned your back on me.”

“It’s just that I have a vision problem, so I didn’t recognize you. A thousand apologies!” I lie again, a nervous smile taking over my lips.

My God, what am I becoming?

“I thought you’d be home by now,” Devin says a few seconds later, changing the subject. “Your shift ended ages ago.”

“Yeah, I should be home by now. When my shift ended, I decided to get some cotton candy and watch the kids playing in the park.”

“And you’re not going on any rides?” He crosses his arms, wetting the reddened part of his lower lip. His hands sink into the pockets of his leather jacket and his light eyes scan my face analytically.

The way he looks at me so intently sends shivers crawling up my spine. As if looking at me like that isn’t enough, he has to have the most beautiful, intense green eyes with little yellow flecks I’ve ever seen in my entire life.

“Uh, no,” I answer his question, clearly flustered by the way he’s looking at me.

Hearing me, Leblanc takes a step closer, leaving me even more dazed. I don’t know if he noticed, but if he did, he’s probably trying to rattle me even more, because his crooked smile says as much. Even though I’m not the kind of girl who gets flustered over boys, I am extremely so at this very moment.

Oh my God, what am I turning into in this goddamn town?

“Come on the Ferris wheel with me then, all my friends are over there. They’d love to meet you. Especially after they find out you helped their buddy here.” He points at himself with his index finger when he finishes speaking. The smile he flashes now clearly shows off his dimples.

“The Ferris wheel?” I laugh, incredulous, shaking my head in refusal. “I wouldn’t get on that ride for a million dollars. God forbid! I’m terrified of it.”

“So you’re telling me you’re afraid of the Ferris wheel?” Devin sounds amused and rubs his lips together to keep from laughing. “I thought you were the brave type.”

“I am brave!” I say, utterly convinced of my quality. “But when it comes to that thing, courage looks at me and says, ‘See ya, sucker, you’re on your own with this one!’” When I say the line, I put on a totally different voice, pretending to be the courage that ran off.

Devin cracks up at my impression, which gives me the privilege of eliciting and hearing a laugh come out of his mouth. I just never imagined it would be over something so stupid. Yeah, I’m really dying of embarrassment for having done that in front of him.

“Thanks for that impression, I’ll be wanting to hear it again.” That’s what comes out of his mouth when his laughter subsides. “But seriously now, come on, you need to face your fears.”

“Forget it. It’s not happening. Maybe next time.”

Devin tilts his head to the side, nibbling the corner of his mouth as he looks me over from head to toe.

“Hey, doll...” He takes a deep breath, crossing his arms. “You’ll be with me, nothing will happen to you, I promise.”

“Will it?” I ask, suspicious.

I can’t believe I’m actually considering this.

“You’re not going to make me beg, are you?”
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CHAPTER 3
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Devin Leblanc

HAVING A BAD-BOY REPUTATION in Hellaware has brought me a lot of pleasure, especially at the peak of my fifteen years. I don’t know if I was lucky or if the girls were genuinely drawn to guys covered in tattoos who rode motorcycles late into the night like I did, but during that phase of my life, I had a lot of success with women and an endless list of girls who ended up in my bed. Unlike what many might think, I’m not proud of any of that now.

I used women to forget my past. I used women to forget the fact that I’d been abandoned by my own parents as a baby on some ranch hidden away in the city.

Totally immature, I know.

It was only years later that I learned my story isn’t all bad, after all. It was on that ranch that I grew up, cared for by a very good man who always gave me love, affection, and treated me like his own son. He is none other than one of the founders of the Motorcycle Club I’m part of—or rather, the one I grew up being part of. Having reached an age where he couldn’t run things anymore, my adoptive father decided to take a different path in life, leaving town and putting me in total control of the ranch and his greatest love.

If it weren’t for him, I don’t know what direction my life would have taken. And, personally, it took a while for it to fully sink in, but when it did, I realized I love everything that’s happened to me, even being abandoned. Because if that hadn’t happened, I probably wouldn’t be in the place I love most; living the life I live alongside my family, who always do everything to support me and put a smile on my face.

So, even if things frustrate you at first, know that they’ll make total sense to you sooner or later.

Everything happens for a reason, whether you like it or not. Believe it or not.

And my reputation in this town doesn’t do a damn thing for me anymore. Even though I still like knowing I instill fear in hypocrites, many people still have the wrong idea about me and my friends, twisting their faces into grimaces of disgust and revulsion every time we show up somewhere. That’s what I hate the most, honestly. I’m not a monster, and neither is my family.

And now, looking at Barbie, even though I know she’s from another town and doesn’t know me that well, she never once judged me or treated me with indifference.

That earns her more points with me than she realizes.

I confess I still held out a little hope that she’d accept my invitation—after all, I know I can be pretty persuasive when I want to be. But when she looks at the ride behind me and her face slowly contorts into an expression full of apprehension, I’m almost certain I’m about to hear a firm ‘no’ pass through her lips.

“I would really love to get over this stupid fear,” she clarifies, shoulders hunched as if she’s embarrassed by the whole situation. “But it really is one of my biggest ones.”

“It’s okay, doll,” I say, trying to reassure her. I would never make her do something she wasn’t comfortable with, even though I really want to introduce her to my friends. “We don’t have to go now, but I swear to God, I, Devin, will still take you for a ride on the Ferris wheel with me.”

“I admire your confidence, but I’ll believe it when I see it!” Barbie sounds mocking now, as if she didn’t take what I said seriously. I’d like to laugh right this second, because I’m amazed she hasn’t realized yet that I don’t play games.

“You think I can’t make you lose that fear?” I laugh in disbelief, shaking my head from side to side.

She, on the other hand, nods affirmatively and crosses her arms over her chest. The smile on her pink lips now is loaded with challenge.

Is that really what I’m seeing? She wants to challenge me?

“Looks to me like we’ve got a bet here, don’t we?” I counter, returning the same smile to her.

“Devin Leblanc makes bets?” She laughs, disbelieving. “I thought things were heavier with you.”

“There are a lot of things about me you don’t know, Barbie. And one of them is that I’m very competitive and I take my bets seriously, which means I’ll do whatever it takes to get you on that ride with me, ending this fear of yours once and for all.”

“And may I ask what you’d get out of it?”

Right at that moment, her question in a playful tone catches me totally off guard, because I never once thought about what I could win. I only thought about getting her up there with me and being the first person she’s ever been on a Ferris wheel with. I even wanted to make it up to her for saving my life yesterday.

Stop and think about it—what the hell kind of highly romantic thought is this that’s occurring to me now?

As soon as I laid eyes on this woman yesterday, I knew there was something different about her that I’d never found in other girls in town. When I had the pleasure of talking to her at the diner, I was sure she really was different; her sweet smile gave it all away. In a good way. A very good way. But what I can’t understand is this thing inside me saying I urgently need to be by her side. Even though I think she’s fucking gorgeous, it’s still a little strange for me to process this feeling.

“I don’t know,” I end up opting for the truth, since I have no reason to lie. “I just want you to lose your fear. Is that some kind of unforgivable crime?”

“Of course not! In fact, Devin, I’m very grateful you’re willing to help me get over my fear. You don’t know how much that means to me.” She waves a hand in front of her face, blinking her blue eyes innocently.

Her bright laughter echoes through the park as she catches my lips parting into a lopsided smile the moment I hear her sentence, making me join in.

When our laughter dies down seconds later, neither of us says anything; we just keep staring intently at each other. I’m absolutely certain she won’t be able to hold my gaze for long, but I could stay like this until tomorrow without blinking. I see no problem in looking at her. I see no problem in meticulously observing each of her perfect features, just as I see no problem in contemplating her ocean-colored irises that contrast perfectly with the gold of her long, slightly wavy hair.

As I already suspected, Barbie is the first to give up in our little staring contest, shifting her gaze to the side and focusing her attention on the hand-holding couples strolling near us.

“So...” I drawl, bringing her eyes back to me. “My friends are probably starving, since they’ve been wandering around here for a while and are likely waiting for me so we can eat. Don’t you want to grab a bite with us?”

She purses her lips into a cute little pout, rocking on her feet.

“Why do you only give me difficult invitations?” Barbie runs a hand through her hair, clearly thoughtful. “I’m going to die of embarrassment, Devin.”

“Ah, no...” I shake my head to show my dissatisfaction with her answer. “There’s no such thing as embarrassment. You’ll love them just like they’ll love you.”

“Violet won’t mind me being there?” Her face starts to turn scarlet when she mentions Violet’s name, and I’m almost certain she looks embarrassed to be bringing it up.

Who’s been talking about my life and Violet to her?

“She wouldn’t mind at all, there’s nothing to mind. Stop making excuses. I want to hear a yes. Are you going to give me a yes?” I ask, excited, clasping my hands together as if in prayer.

“Yes,” she whispers, softly.

“Say it again, I didn’t hear you.” I cup a hand behind my ear, just pretending I didn’t hear anything.

“Yes!” she repeats, more animated and audible, which pulls an almost automatic smile from me.

So we can meet up with my friends, I lace my fingers through hers without thinking much, pulling her along so I can lead the way. Barbie is slightly startled by the somewhat intimate action, and out of the corner of my eye, I notice her swallowing dryly. I’m not much different from her, though. I feel a jolt of electricity making every tiny hair on my arm stand on end.

Weaving through the crowd, I try to forget the sensation and scan the entire park looking for them. Seeming faster than me at this task, Barbie nudges my arm, and when I look at her, the girl points to a group of people near a hot dog stand, making me nod in agreement.

As we approach my friends, all eyes fall on us. Or rather, on our hands still clasped together. And it’s probably because of that that Barbie lets go slightly, discreetly running her hands through her hair.

“Hey, guys,” I greet, gaining the attention of the group in front of me. “This is the girl who saved my skin yesterday.” I nod my head toward her and smile as I notice my friends’ expressions change from confused to “oh, now this makes sense” in a few seconds. “Barbie, these are my friends. My friends, this is Barbie.”

“Hi!” She waves to everyone, still shy.

To make her more comfortable with the whole situation, I have my friends introduce themselves one by one. The first to introduce himself is John, cracking jokes since he already introduced himself at the diner. Then it’s Violet, who greets her with a warm smile typical of her, and last but not least, the McAllister siblings.

“I’m Kara, nice to meet you!” The girl with hair as dark and curly as night introduces herself in her sweet, gentle voice, leaning her head on her brother’s shoulder. Her sparkling green eyes shine as brightly as her black skin under the moonlight. “And this here is my brother.”

“Good thing you didn’t say my name too, I thought you were going to do the full introduction,” Kieran teases, ruffling the top of Kara’s head as if she were a puppy. “My name’s Kieran, Barbie! It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, everyone!” Barbie smiles and shoves her hands into the back pockets of her denim shorts.

“Now that everyone knows everyone’s name, can we finally eat at Fast Rocket?” Everyone lets out little euphoric cheers at my question and heads toward the diner, apparently starving.

It’s impossible not to glance sideways at the short girl beside me as we make our way. She seems much more relaxed now, which puts me more at ease, since I didn’t want to cause any discomfort.

When we reach the door of Fast Rocket, John jokes with Barbie and asks her to open the door, claiming the girl is practically the owner of the establishment, which makes all of us burst into laughter.

As soon as she goes along with my best friend’s suggestion and we manage to get inside, all faces automatically turn toward us, like every time we set foot here or anywhere else.

When the looks of disgust pass over us, the looks of astonishment that follow are unbelievable and somehow even worse. And all because of Barbie. They’re probably wondering what a girl like her is doing with people like us.

Assholes.

“Is lunch on you today?” John keeps up his antics as soon as we sit down in one of the booths in the back. “They won’t charge you, will they?”

“They definitely will!” Barbie states, laughing as if it were totally obvious.

“What terrible bosses!” It’s Violet’s turn to speak up, rolling her big brown eyes lined with black shadow. “Who denies free food to an employee?”

“A lot of bosses, probably,” Kieran answers, making Violet huff in disagreement, because food is a very serious matter to her.

“That is totally unacceptable, Barbie! You all should go on strike,” she continues, leaning back against the booth.

“Go on strike?” Barbie questions Violet’s question, furrows forming on her forehead.

“Yeah. Go on strike.” Violet shrugs. “Just because they don’t give free food to employees, you should strike and do nothing your whole shift.”

“And get a nice, beautiful firing?” Now it’s Kara’s turn to confront her friend, her thick eyebrow fully arched. “You’re crazy, woman.”

“Oh, come on...” She peels her back from where she was and then props her elbows on the table. “What’s the harm in a free snack once in a while?”

“You’re totally right! I’m going to have to agree with you now.” Barbie laughs, as do Violet and the rest of us.

One of the waitresses appears with her notepad in hand to take our orders right away and leaves after everyone says what they want, thanking us for our preference with a kind smile that lights up her round face.

“You’re new in town too, aren’t you?” John asks our guest as soon as silence settles over us. He brings a hand to his chin, thoughtful. “I don’t remember you in town before, and I’d definitely remember for sure if I’d seen you.”

The tone he uses doesn’t sound malicious, but knowing this guy like I do, I feel the mischief running loose here; I’m not an idiot. Barbie is extremely beautiful; he wouldn’t miss the chance to turn on his charm and his player smile for her.

“No, I’m not from here. I was born and raised in the bustling city of New York,” the girl answers, and I know she’s trying to sound animated. The problem is, I notice the exact moment her shoulders hunch, along with her whole body.

“No way!” John brings his hands to his mouth now, visibly astonished. “It’s my dream to spend a single night there. They say the women in New York are the best.”

“It was nice there. Now, whether the women are better or worse, I have no idea.” She smiles without parting her lips, returning all her attention to the napkin holders scattered across the table.

“Well, I believe they’re better,” John says mischievously, wetting his pink lips as he stretches them into one of those dangerous smiles.

The way he’s looking at her now bothers me a little, but Barbie doesn’t seem bothered by John’s forward behavior; she even laughs genuinely during our wait for the orders. I, on the other hand, can only ask God why He gave me a best friend as much of a player as John. With a smile that steals women’s hearts, a charm like no one’s ever seen, and smooth-talking skills, the guy with a shaved head and flashy tattoos has collected an enormous list of girls who have done and would do anything to spend a single night with him.

As if she could hear my prayers to relieve this awkward atmosphere, the waitress appears once more, now to save us all in every possible way. After distributing the food on the table, the girl wishes us a good appetite, and as soon as she turns on her heel, Kieran and Kara devour their burgers as quickly as possible, leading all of us to follow their example.

“This is really good!” Violet grunted through a mouthful of burger, then wiped her mouth with a napkin.

“It’s perfect!” Barbie chimed in, rolling her eyes with pleasure.

“God only knows how hungry I was.” I took another bite of my sandwich, fiddling with the striped straw in my frosty Coke cup with my free hand. “Fast Rocket is, without a doubt, the best burger joint in the world.”

“Mr. Wilson will be very happy to hear that.” The blonde smiled at me, sipping her strawberry milkshake.
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AFTER WE FINISHED EATING, we stayed for a good while longer, chatting about nothing much with Barbie. Or rather, John and Kara chatted with her. The two of them didn’t stop for a second, asking about the girl’s life in New York and even what it was like living in Manhattan, a dream place for both of them.

Even though Violet and I were sick of the subject and kept telling them to knock it off, Barbie made a point of answering everything with the same enthusiasm. From what I could tell, the honey-haired girl had a real passion for the place too, even if her smile wavered a good part of the time they were talking.

After a while, the New Yorker left with her aunt and we rode out to the more remote part of town, feeling the comfort of our home amid the wilderness.

Back at the ranch some time later, we each split off to our respective trailers, and I chose to admire the dark sky and the bright stars, sitting in some random beach chair while I smoked my usual cigarette, the gray smoke spiraling out and filling most of the space, my only company.

“Not going to sleep, handsome?” I was startled by Violet’s penetrating voice, and as soon as my eyes caught her figure just inches from me, I took in her curvy body covered only by a plain, loose black t-shirt.

“You know how it is, Vi. I’m not sleepy.” I shrugged, feeling the nicotine fill my whole body once more.

“Has the new waitress started to get to you already?” She sat on my lap and took the cigarette from my mouth to put it in hers. Her short, brown hair cascaded down to her shoulders, and her eyes, the same color, closed as she felt her body relax with the drug.

“Barbie?” I asked, shaking my head from side to side. “Where’d you get that idea, you nut?”

“A woman’s intuition.” Violet shrugged her shoulders up and down, letting the smoke out slowly. “Something tells me you’re about to ditch me real quick.”

“And why would I do that?” I laughed, amused by her strange and slightly sudden topic. I brought my lips to distribute wet kisses along her neck right after, aiming to put an end to any conversation and wrong ideas planted in her creative little head.

“Because she’s the kind of girl you, Kieran, and even John would chase after. She’s pretty, proper, and she’s from New York. The perfect combo for a cliché bad boy, good girl romance.”

I decided to ignore her nonsensical comment, nibbling on her earlobe to make her forget all that nonsense.

“Stop it, Devin!” Her voice came out more like a moan than a plea, though she pressed both hands against my chest to push me away. “I want you to answer me.”

“You want me to answer what, woman?” I rolled my eyes, not understanding where she was going with this argument.

“If you want to hook up with the new waitress.”

“Barbie’s becoming my friend. I don’t want to ruin that.”

“Bullshit.” She laughed, disbelieving. “Devin, you don’t even believe that.”

And that’s when I stopped to think about what I’d just said. And it’s true, isn’t it?

Barbie is just becoming my friend. There’s nothing more to it than that.

There isn’t.

Or is there?

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Devin Leblanc

WAKING UP NEXT TO VIOLET, even after all those pointless questions yesterday, stirs something good inside me. The connection we have is surreal. From the very first moment my dad and I took her in at the ranch all those years ago, our eyes seemed to already know each other.

She’s one of the people I trust and admire most in life, for real. In the society we live in, it’s damn hard for a woman to run her life the way Violet Mohn does. That’s why her parents kicked her out—they couldn’t handle their daughter’s unique way of being. Everything went to shit when they caught her in a heavy make-out session with one of her friends on the living room couch.

Because she has so much love to give, Violet is into both guys and girls. But her parents, being fervent religious types, couldn’t stomach the idea and, unfortunately, threw her out with nothing but the clothes on her back.

That’s when our paths crossed, never to uncross again.

Everyone in Hellaware thinks the two of us are dating or something, but our thing has nothing to do with that. Yeah, I can’t deny we hook up now and then, but it’s so much more. I’d never ruin our incredibly strong friendship over some label that, let’s be honest, doesn’t fit us or our lifestyle at all.

We’re each other’s best friends; our friendship is the most beautiful and pure thing I’ve ever built in this so-called life of mine. I’d do anything for this woman, and it has nothing to do with all that romantic bullshit people keep trying to pin on us in every possible way.

Now, watching her sleep with her brown hair a mess on the white pillow, her chest rising and falling with each trivial breath, I’m even more sure of everything I just mentioned.

It’s really something, how much I love this woman.

“Admiring me while I sleep, Leblanc?” Violet says, her voice thick with sleep, turning on her side to face me. A small smile plays on her lips as she props her head on her hand.

“Never,” I say, shaking my head. “You’re hideous when you sleep,” I tease, purposely trying to annoy her. She gives my head a light slap and sits up in a yoga pose on the bed.

“And you’re hideous all the time.” She shrugs, sticking her tongue out at me like a petulant kid.

“That’s not what the girls say when they go out with me,” I sound cocky, pinching her prominent cheeks.

Violet slaps my hand away and tells me to quit the cheek-pinching habit. The problem is, I can’t help it—they’re really tempting. When she finally processes what I said about the girls, she starts laughing in a totally mocking way, as if I’m crazy for saying that. But I know it’s all an act to keep my ego in check. Doesn’t work, though. I know what I said is the absolute truth.

“You’re such a dork, man,” she mentions as she tucks her messy strands behind her ears.

“Who even says ‘dork’ these days?” I shoot back ironically, not understanding that archaic slang.

Unable to take my teasing anymore, she grabs the pillow from behind her and smacks me in the face with it, which makes me look at her with a fully arched eyebrow and my mouth slightly agape in feigned shock.

“That’s for you being a dork to me yesterday and today,” she clarifies in a tone that seems semi-serious, recalling everything we talked about last night. Or rather, everything I tried not to talk about.

“I thought we’d settled that,” I say in a mischievous tone, the memories of everything that went down in this bed yesterday hitting me full force. Violet Mohn rolls her eyes at me because of it.

“We didn’t settle anything, because you didn’t tell me anything. You just dodged the question, you bastard.”

“And I’m sure you liked the way I dodged it,” I reply again in that same bastardly tone, laying her back on the bed by pushing her. Her legs part a little, allowing me to settle between them. “I’m totally right, huh?” I scatter kisses along her temple, but she tries to pull away from my touch, laughing.

“No!” Violet sounds completely firm, yet her sly smile says otherwise. She drags her nails across my bare chest, her eyes already small from sleep becoming even smaller as her smile widens.

“I know you do!” My tone is as firm as hers, and she insists on shaking her head from side to side, denying it uselessly.

“So I’ll have to remind you, is that it?”

“No!” she denies once more and pushes me off her lightly. When I decide to sit up, Violet gets out of bed with firm steps, walking to the door. Before leaving the room, she turns over her shoulder just to whisper, “I don’t want sex right now, I want foo-ood!”

And then she leaves, leaving me with a disbelieving smile on my face.

This girl is truly impossible.

I joined her for breakfast, along with the others. After our quick collective coffee, John, Kieran, and I got ready to head into town, leaving the girls alone at home since today is their designated day to clean up the whole mess.

“We hitting Fast Rocket now?” John asks as soon as each of us gets off our respective bikes after parking them on the street.

“You hungry already, man?” Kieran addresses John, completely innocent.

Poor Kieran...

“Your naivety captivates me,” I say, smiling. “But it’s not food he wants there, actually.”

“It’s not?!” Kieran looks confused, his whole face contorting. He scratches the back of his neck right after.

“There’s a lot more interesting stuff than food there, Kieran,” John clarifies, mischievous as always. “Have you ever noticed the waitresses?”

“How stupid of me!” McAllister lightly smacks his forehead after catching on. “Of course that’s what you were thinking about.”

“But of course!” my best friend says with a confident smile. “I’d go for Barbie, but I already figured our faithful squire here...” He points a finger at me, his smile almost splitting his face in half. “...was way faster.”

“You talk such shit.” I huff, irritated, crossing my arms with a serious expression painting my face.

He approaches me and stops at my side, hooking his arm around my neck. John scrutinizes my face for long seconds, and I end up twisting it into a grimace at his proximity, making him burst out laughing.

“You’re terrible at hiding things, Devin.”

I open my mouth to retort, but catch Kieran agreeing with John, which makes me huff irritably a second time.

After some time talking about how terrible I was at that, the two end up convincing me to go to the diner. I don’t know what the two of them expect to find here, but I’m kind of curious to see.

Sitting in our usual booth in the back, I find myself almost unconsciously scanning for Barbie, but I don’t see her anywhere.

“I think today’s her day off,” John also cranes his neck, noticing I was looking for her.

“Yeah, maybe.” I shrug and turn my attention to the silver rings on my fingers.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Georgina walk toward us with a look of zero patience, which changes as she gets closer and closer, realizing her customers are actually us. Her ample breasts sway as she walks, making the view even better. Her short blonde hair falls in perfect waves at the ends, and her dark green eyes hold a glint I can’t decipher.

Now looking at my friends, I smile seeing that both seem about to drool any second because of the approaching girl. Yeah, I know she’s hot and all, but they just can’t control the dicks in their pants.

Pathetic.

“What can I get you boys?” Georgina finally speaks, offering a warm smile to all of us, holding the typical yellow notepad to take our orders.

“I’d like something...” John speaks up first, running his lips from side to side. “...but I can’t find it on the menu.” He gives a last look at the menu in his hands and tosses it on the table after leaning back in the booth, flashing one of those seductive smiles at Georgina.

“And what would that be?” the waitress asks with arched eyebrows, biting the cap of her pen.

“Your number.” He smiles, convinced he’s just won her over with his cheap tricks.

Georgina clears her throat, her gaze playing from John to Kieran, from Kieran to me, and finally settling intently on John.

“John, right?” The blonde points the pen at him; my best friend nods, now with his chin resting on his right hand. “Well then, John, that really isn’t on the menu. I might’ve given it to you, but you know, I found that line you used a bit outdated. Maybe if you try a little harder, huh?”
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