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Star is a work of fiction based on characters and events introduced in BB Easton’s memoir, 44 Chapters About 4 Men. While the settings and many of the situations portrayed in this book are true to life, the physical characteristics and names of all characters other than BB have been altered to protect the identities of everyone involved.


Due to excessive profanity, mild violence, explicit sexual content, and themes of juvenile drug use and delinquency, this book is not intended for—and should probably be completely hidden from—anyone under the age of eighteen. 














This book is dedicated to the boy who treated me like such a princess that I never dated another toad again. 

Thank you, Hans. Your love broke the spell.
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People love to ask me how much of my stories are true and how much of them are fictionalized. It’s a hard question to answer because I base every scene on something that actually happened. The identities of the characters have been altered, and I might have changed the time line or situational details to fit the flow of the story, but the basic plot points are almost always based on actual events. 


That being said, some books end up being truer than others. This story, the one I’m about to tell you, is the truest thing I’ve ever written. I found, as it came pouring out of me, that my relationship with Hans was already so over-the-top romantic, so fantastical, so suspenseful that it simply didn’t leave much room for exaggeration. It is a modern-day fairy tale, full of love at first sight and sprawling castles and faraway lands and witches and warlocks. Only in my fairy tale, the prince is a tattooed bass player, the princess wears combat boots, and the happily ever after is anything but predictable. 


Welcome to my real-life rock-star romance. Enjoy! 
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July 1999


It was the best of times; it was the worst of hangovers. 


I awoke, nauseous and confused, in a lilac-colored room plastered with peeling My Little Pony decals. The midday sunlight leaked in through the closed blinds, searing and uninvited. The sheets touching my exposed skin were itchy. Stifling. And my mouth tasted like the inside of a beer bottle that had been used as an ashtray. 


Ugh. 


I searched my alcohol-logged brain for clues that might help explain why I was waking up inside the magical land of Equestria. Images from the night before began to surface, grainy and out of order. It was like flipping through a scattered stack of Polaroids taken during a house party—scene after scene of teenagers in black lipstick and black vinyl thrashing in the darkness. A house party. Goth Girl, my friend from school, hanging on the arm of the homeowner—a lanky Lord Licorice-looking douche bag named Steven. A keg in the kitchen. A heavy-metal band playing in the living room. I think their name was Phantom something. Phantom Limb? And there was a guy. A tall guy with messy black hair and a full sleeve of horror-movie tattoos.


The only guy not wearing pleather or lipstick. 


The bass player. 


My heart skipped a beat as I remembered the way he’d reacted when I bumped into him at the keg. 


“Hey, Tinker Bell. Going somewhere?”


When that giant, scary-looking motherfucker smiled down at me, it’d felt like someone had flipped a switch on his whole demeanor. His dark features lit up. His eyes twinkled with some inexplicable recognition, and two adorable dimples broke through his tough exterior. He looked at me as if he’d been looking for me. 


Before I even finished apologizing for our collision, the bass player simply chuckled and tucked me up under his arm. Click. I fit like a puzzle piece. Then, he steered me into the living room and plopped me down onto his lap. And that was where we’d spent the rest of the night. Two happy rockers, marooned in the middle of the gothic sea.


 


“So, what’s your name, Tinker Bell?” The dimple-cheeked devil beamed at me, nonchalantly rubbing a slow circle on my thigh with his thumb. 


“BB,” I croaked. I cleared my throat and tried again, forcing myself to meet his gunmetal-blue gaze. “I’m BB…hi.” 


“So, Bumblebee, why were you in there getting your own beer?” 


I smiled and rolled my eyes. “Well, who else was gonna get it for—” 


“Me,” he interrupted with a grin. “I think I’m gonna be getting all your drinks from now on.” 


I scoffed, trying desperately to keep my cool, and said, “I don’t even know who you are.”


Mr. Tall, Dark, and Tattooed grinned. His white teeth glistened. His dimples deepened. My heart rate skyrocketed. My palms got sweaty. 


“I’m Hans,” he said sweetly and without a shred of ego. “I’m the bass player.” 


 


Hans hadn’t taken his hands or eyes off me the entire night—not that I minded. The way he’d touched me, looked at me, spoken to me, it wasn’t like a guy who was trying to get into my pants; it was like a guy who’d already gotten into my pants…and met my parents. 


Locking eyes with Clover, a purple pony with a peeling pink mane, I thought, This is what Cinderella must have felt like the morning after the ball. Except I don’t even have a glass slipper to prove it was real. And also, I’m pretty sure Cinderella wasn’t this hungover. 


Clover stared back at me with sad equine eyes. I wished she could peel the rest of the way off the wall and go get me some fucking Advil. My head was pounding. 


Groaning, I pulled the pony-covered polyester comforter up under my chin and rolled over. 


Onto a body. 


I screamed and scrambled backward, realizing a moment too late that, with two people in a twin-size bed, there was no backward to scramble to. As soon as I felt myself falling over the edge, I reached out and grabbed the first thing I could get my hands on. 


It was an arm. And it was covered with the stuff of nightmares. Hellraiser and Jason and Freddy and Pennywise sneered at me as I clawed at their faces, trying to keep from going overboard. 


The arm flexed and jerked away from me, but I held on for dear life. The motion yanked me back onto the bed where I landed face-first with a smack on the bare chest of my unexpected roommate. 


Laughter, deep yet boyish, vibrated under my cheek. 


“You scared the shit outta me!” the beast chuckled, wrapping his tattooed arm around my shoulders and pulling me in closer. The gesture and the warmth from his body turned my insides to goo. 


“You scared the shit outta me!” I giggled, smacking him on the chest. I wanted to sit up and look at him, make sure he was real, ask him a million questions about what had happened the night before, but I couldn’t. Not yet. 


I needed to let him hold me first. 


I almost purred as I snuggled into his side and draped my right arm over his bare torso. It had been almost three months since I’d felt the flesh of a boy beneath my fingertips, felt the rise and fall of his chest beneath my cheek. I hadn’t gone that long without a boy to cuddle with since…middle school? Elementary school? 


As far back as I could remember, I’d had a boyfriend. Boys provided two of my favorite things: attention and affection. At home, I was showered with both, being the only child of two doting hippies. But, when I wasn’t at home, I got my fix from boys. 


Boys, boys, boys.


Of course, as it was with any drug, the price just kept going up. At first, I’d paid for my cuddles with kisses, glimpses up my skirt. Later, my body had become the preferred currency, but my dealers would also accept blood and tears in a pinch. When times got lean, I’d been known to offer tokens carved out of my own heart, gift-wrapped wisps of my soul. Whatever it took to keep the love and affection flowing. 


That May, I’d even paid with three broken ribs and a punctured lung. 


I was no quitter. 


I inhaled and savored his masculine scent—cigarette smoke and sweat. The smell of rock and roll. 


Callused, bass-playing fingertips slid up and down my exposed arm, leaving goose bumps in their wake. The morning scruff of a grown-ass man grazed my forehead. And the steady thump of a heart I felt like I already knew beat beneath my cheek. 


Hangover schmangover. 


I was high as a kite. 


As I smiled against his chest—and let my eyes roam over the hills and valleys of his abs, which were peeking out from under the covers—I couldn’t believe this was the same man who’d intimidated me the night before. He might look like seventy-five inches of pierced, tattooed, heavy-metal mayhem, but he was one hundred percent snuggle bunny. 


On a sigh, I finally forced myself to sit up. The giant gazed up at me with soft, denim-colored eyes, rimmed in lashes so thick and black they looked like eyeliner, and my heart sputtered. Those eyes and that mouth—narrow and pursed, as if it were on the verge of a smirk or a kiss—betrayed his otherwise severe appearance. Especially in the light of day. 


Hans was fucking cute. 


Hans. 


I’d have to remember to get his last name…and his phone number…and a few of his babies before I left. 


Babies. Oh shit. Did we… 


I looked down and took a quick mental appraisal. 


Clothes? 


Still on. 


Memories of late-night fuckery? 


None. 


Vag soreness from what I assume this tall drink of water is packing? 


Nope. Nuthin’.


Damn.


“What are you doing in here?” I asked, smiling even wider and trying not to think about the hungover swamp monster I must have resembled. 


“I was sleeping…until somebody sank her fuckin’ talons into my arm.” Hans looked down at his bicep. “I’m surprised I’m not bleeding.”


I laughed. “You know, for a guy with Freddy Krueger tattooed on his arm, you’re kind of a pussy.” 


“I thought I was being attacked by Freddy Krueger,” Hans teased, rolling onto his side and propping his head up on his hand. “He waits until you’re asleep, you know.” Hans’s bottom half was covered by the world’s girliest comforter, but his top half… 


Drool. 


As I tried to drag my eyes back up to his face, something caught my attention. 


“What’s that?” I asked, reaching for his non-tattooed arm. 


Hans offered me his left arm, looking just as curious as I was. Rows and rows of words had been scrawled on the inside of his forearm in blue ink. 


We read them together in silence. 


 


I can tell you when they streak the sky,


Where the falling stars go when they leave the night.


I know how they shimmer, infrared.


I know because one fell and landed in my bed.


 


Hans glanced up at me with a sheepish smile and shrugged. “Guess I wrote it after you passed out last night.” 


Guess I wrote it after you passed out last night?


Guess I wrote it after you passed out last night! 


Does that mean, Guess I wrote it about you after you passed out last night? Did Hans Whatever-His-Last-Name-Is write a fucking song about me? Are we in love? Should we go get matching tattoos now or after the wedding? 


Oh shit. He’s looking at you. Say something, BB. You’re making your future husband uncomfortable! 


“So, this is your bed?” 


Nice. Not awkward at all.


“Well, it is where I crash almost every weekend, so…” 


I looked around at the decor and nodded in approval. “I like what you’ve done with the place.” 


Hans laughed and sat up with his back against the whitewashed wooden headboard. Even when he was sitting up, his legs stretched almost to the end of the twin-size bed. I couldn’t begin to figure out how he’d slept curled up next to me on that tiny mattress all night.


Hans folded his art-covered arms across his chest. “Hey, don’t judge. Bronies are people too, you know.” 


I giggled and rolled my eyes. “Okay. If you’re such a bronie, name one My Little Pony character.” 


Hans looked around the room and then back at me with a smirk. “Flutternuts.”


An unexpected laugh burst out of me. 


“Sparklesack.” 


I laughed harder. 


“Glitterdick?” 


“They don’t have nuts”—I cackled—“or dicks. They’re girls!” 


Hans chuckled as I dried my tears with the hem of my Black Flag crop top. “Okay, fine. You got me,” he said. “This isn’t my bed.” 


“Whose is it?” I hiccupped.


“Steven’s daughter. She only stays here a few nights a month, but when she’s gone, Steven and Victoria throw down.” 


I vaguely remembered, after Hans had refilled my red plastic cup one too many times, asking Goth Girl where I could sleep. She’d steered my drunk ass down a hall to a place she called “Maddie’s room.” I guess Maddie was a four-year-old pony enthusiast. Mystery solved. 


“So, how long have you been friends with Steven?” 


And, more importantly, why? That guy’s such a fucking sleazeball. I don’t know what the fuck Goth Girl sees in him.


“I’m actually friends with Victoria. We went to Central High together until she transferred to East Atlanta last year.” 


Shit. I didn’t even know Goth Girl had other friends. Especially not hot ones. That bitch has been holding out on me. 


“Jesus. You went to Central? And you didn’t get shivved? That’s impressive. You know what they say about that place. You don’t graduate—”


“You get paroled.” Hans quirked up an eyebrow. 


“Yeah.” I smiled. “So, when did you get paroled?” I immediately regretted the question. 


Hans was rocking a five o’clock shadow, a full sleeve of tattoos, and a very nice full-grown man body. There was no way he could have been Goth Girl’s classmate. She was my age, and this dude had to be in his early to mid-twenties. What if he had some kind of learning problem, and it had taken him, like, seven extra years to—


“In May.” 


[Insert record-scratch sound effect.] 


“Like, this May?” I asked, my voice an octave higher than usual. 


Hans smiled and eyed me suspiciously. “Yeeeeah…why?” 


“Sorry!” I held my hands up defensively. “I just thought you were, like…thirty-five.” 


Hans laughed. “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 


“So, how old are you?” 


“Eighteen.” Hans shook his head. “No, wait, nineteen. Sorry, my birthday was last month. I keep forgetting.” He smiled and shrugged in a way that made me want to pinch his scruffy, chiseled cheeks. 


“I graduated in May and had a birthday in June, too!” I squealed. “Dude, that’s crazy! But I’m only seventeen. I graduated early.”


“Oh shit!” Hans snapped his fingers in the air and sat straight up. “You must be the girl Victoria was talking about. She said one of her friends at East Atlanta got in a bad wreck right before finals, but she still managed to graduate a year early with honors and shit.” Hans’s eyes roamed all over my disheveled body. I knew he was scanning for injuries, but the intensity of his gaze still made the butterflies in my stomach do backflips. “You okay now?” 


I thought about it. Was I okay? Physically, my ribs had healed. Emotionally, I’d accepted that Harley—my asshole ex-boyfriend who’d been driving—was a cheating piece of shit whom I’d never really loved. And psychologically, I was coming to terms with the fact that Knight, whom I actually did love, was probably better off in the military than here, getting in bar fights and running me and my boyfriend off the road. So…


“Yeah,” I said with a smile, “I am.” 


For once, Hans didn’t return my smile. “What about the guy you were with?”


Harley. That motherfucker. I remembered the puppy-dog eyes he’d given me as the cops escorted him out of the hospital, his hands cuffed in front to accommodate the cast on his left arm. Turned out, that asshole had been on parole for grand theft auto, so being found at the scene of the accident with a trunk full of illegal firearms, a vial of LSD, and a female minor who’d been taken at gunpoint didn’t exactly sit well with the law. 


I snorted and rolled my eyes. “He’ll live.” 


Hans stared at me with an unreadable expression. It only lasted a second or two, but it reminded me why I’d been so intimidated by him the night before. When Hans wasn’t smiling, he looked scary as fuck. Heavy, dark eyebrows, one impaled with a silver barbell, shadowed his storm-colored eyes. Wild black hair shot out in all directions. And that hard, stubbled jaw flexed as Hans drew his already-narrow mouth even tighter. Some women have what they call Resting Bitch Face. Hans had Resting Evil Villain Face. 


Then, it was gone. 


His smile returned, lighting up his features, and he simply replied, “Good.” 


On that note, Hans threw off the purple pony comforter and got out of bed. His toned physique was on full display as he turned and towered over me, wearing nothing but a pair of black boxer shorts with little yellow bananas all over them. 


I ogled him. I couldn’t help it. There was just so much to look at. The man’s body was a long, lean, chiseled work of art. Literally. One arm was covered in black-and-gray tattoos, the other in handwritten lyrics about falling stars who hijack your bed. 


It was all too much. I had to force myself to look away from the banana print and make eye contact. 


Thankfully, Hans seemed to be refreshingly unaware of how affected I was by him. He simply jerked his messy bedhead toward the door and said, “You wanna go get some breakfast? I’m fuckin’ starving.”


I wasn’t big on eating—anorexia and all—but for some reason, I found myself with a sudden hankering for banana. 


“Sure,” I chirped. “Just give me ten minutes.” 
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I tried to re-spike my bottle-blonde pixie cut and reapply my makeup using whatever products I could find in my purse. Nude lipstick, black liquid eyeliner, concealer, and blush—just enough to take me from looking like death to looking like death that was worthy of an open-casket funeral. But I was having a hard time concentrating with Hans’s boxer shorts on the floor next to me and the steam from the shower fogging up the mirror. 


Somehow, when I’d said, “Just give me ten minutes,” Hans had taken that as an invitation to take a ten-minute shower in the same fucking bathroom as me while I got ready. 


I tried to act cool and make small talk, but it wasn’t easy over the sound of rushing water and my own thoughts screaming, Hans is naked! Hans is naked! Hans is naked! Holy shit!


He told me that his last name was Oppenheimer—I at least got that much out of the conversation—and he said that his parents had moved to the US from Germany before he was born. He had two older sisters who had already gotten married and started families, and…


He said some other stuff too, but now that I knew his last name, I was too busy trying to decide if I would go by BB Oppenheimer or Brooke Oppenheimer to attend to the rest. Neither option had a great ring to it, but sometimes you have to make sacrifices in the name of love. I gazed into the fogged-up mirror and imagined what my new signature would look like if I were to write it with my finger in the condensation. I finally settled on BB Oppenheimer. If I went by Brooke Oppenheimer, my initials would be B.O.


I giggled to myself and glanced over at the black curtain separating me from a very naked, very wet Mr. Oppenheimer. My giggles turned to full-blown belly laughs when I noticed a muscular hand and forearm, still dry, still scrawled in blue ink, sticking out over the top of the shower curtain rod. 


Taking a step closer, I reached out and pinched the tip of Hans’s long middle finger—the nail bearing the chipped remnants of black nail polish that had long worn off. “What’s going on here?” I teased, swinging his hand from side to side. “Are you so tall that your whole body won’t fit in the shower at once?” 


Hans chuckled. “Nah, I just don’t want the lyrics to get washed off before I have a chance to write them down.” 


Oh my God. Could he be any more adorable? I can’t wait to become Mrs. B.O.


Thankful that Hans couldn’t see the stupid schoolgirl grin on my face, I chirped, “I’ll go write ’em down for you!” 


“Cool. Thanks, Tinker Bell. My hand was starting to fall asleep.” 


Hans laced his fingers through mine and playfully shook my hand back and forth, like I had done to his finger. The contact caused my breath to hitch and a squeal to percolate in my chest. I was holding hands with a very beautiful, very naked man, who might have possibly written part of a song about me on his skin before curling up next to me in a twin-size bed the night before. 


“You think you can remember all the words?” 


“Yeah, I got ’em,” I said, opening the door to a blast of cool, dry air from the hallway. 


I got ’em tattooed on my fucking brain. 


I dashed out of the bathroom in search of paper and something to write with. I was pretty sure I’d be able to recite those lyrics on my deathbed, but I still didn’t want to dawdle and risk losing even a single syllable of what he’d written. 


When I rounded the corner from the hall into the kitchen, I found Goth Girl leaning up against the kitchen counter, clutching a mug to her face. She was wearing nothing but an oversize Marilyn Manson T-shirt, and her sleek black hair had been ruffled into something resembling a bad Wicked Witch of the West wig. 


“Hey, Victoria!” I blurted, glancing around the room in a tizzy. “Do you know where I can find some paper?”


Goth Girl looked at me over her mug with disinterested doll eyes, then reached to her left with one hand and opened a drawer. 


“Awesome! Thanks!” I ran over and rummaged through the junk drawer until I found a pad of paper and a pen. Ignoring Goth Girl, I stood there and jotted down the lyrics to my new favorite song, then tore the page out of the pad and shoved it in my back pocket. 


“What…are you doing?” Goth Girl deadpanned as I threw everything back into the drawer and slammed it shut. 


I spun around and beamed at her. “I think…I think Hans wrote a song about me last night! Well, part of a song. I mean, I guess it might not be about me per se, but it kinda seems like it’s about me. And he wanted me to write it down before he washed it off his arm. He’s in the shower now. Did I mention that he slept in the same bed with me last night? And he didn’t even try anything! I mean, I don’t think he—”


“He has a girlfriend, BB.” 


Blink, blink. 


“Her name is Beth. They’ve been together for four years.” 


Girlfriend. Beth. Four years.


The bombs just kept falling.


Kaboom! Kapow! Kablooey!


“Then, why did he have me sit on his lap last night? Why did he sleep in the same bed as me? He cuddled with me, Victoria.” I said the word cuddled as if I’d just found out he had the bubonic plague rather than a significant other. After being cheated on in spectacular fashion by Harley, the thought of Hans having a girlfriend disgusted me. Disappointed me. Hell, it was downright depressing. 


Goth Girl shrugged. “I dunno. He’s a flirty drunk. And he always sleeps in Maddie’s bed, so maybe he was just too wasted to figure something else out.” Her dark, hungover eyes bored into me as she took another sip from her steaming mug. Her stare felt like a warning. 


Holding my hands up in defense, I backpedaled. “I had no idea. I swear. Nothing happened—”


At that moment, Hans came sauntering out of the hallway and into the kitchen, looking like six and a half feet of squeaky-clean sex god. He was wearing black Converse, baggy black pinstripe slacks, a low-slung studded belt, and a black wifebeater. On his non-tattooed wrist, he wore a watch with a thick leather strap, and his shaggy black hair had been towel-dried into a spiky riot that I was just dying to get my fingers into. 


I glanced at Goth Girl, silently begging for her blessing, but all I got back was a nasty case of Resting Bitch Face. 


Hans smiled at me, transforming his sinister appearance into something warm and non-threatening, then turned that dimpled grin on Goth Girl. “Hey, Vic, we’re gonna go grab some breakfast. Wanna come?” 


She glared at him, as if trying to impart something telepathically, but before she could answer his question, a raspy female voice called out from the hallway on the opposite side of the kitchen. The one leading to the master bedroom. 


“There you are,” the husky voice crooned. “We were looking for you. Come back to bed.” 


I turned and watched as the blonde I’d seen doing a keg stand in a Korn T-shirt the night before emerged from the shadows with a sheet wrapped around her body. Her makeup was smeared below her eyes, and her once-perky pigtails had fallen to half-mast. Much like her eyelids when they landed on Goth Girl. 


Pigtails shuffled in, completely ignoring the giant hunk standing in the center of the kitchen, and headed straight for Goth Girl. After kissing her with way more tongue than I thought was advisable first thing in the morning, Pigtails took the mug from Goth Girl’s hands, set it on the counter, and led her toward the master bedroom without so much as a, Good morning.


My eyebrows were practically touching the ceiling when I turned back around and looked at Hans. 


“The fuck was that?” I asked, gesturing over my shoulder with my thumb. 


Hans chuckled as he walked across the kitchen, heading straight toward me. Picking up Goth Girl’s mug, he turned and leaned against the counter beside me, mirroring my stance. Our elbows touched, and my entire arm erupted in goose bumps. 


Downing the rest of Goth Girl’s coffee in one swig, Hans swallowed and shook his head. “Watch. She and Steven are gonna get in a huge fight now. They do this all the time.”


“Do what?”


Hans turned around and poured himself another cup of coffee from the pot on the counter. I was sad that his arm wasn’t touching me anymore and even sadder that there was some skank out there named Beth who could touch it whenever she wanted. 


“They do a bunch of E and find a girl to have a threesome with. Then, Victoria gets all jealous the next morning when she sobers up.”


“Shit.” I shook my head in disbelief. “How did I not know that?” 


I thought about it and realized that, in the three months since Goth Girl and Steven had started dating, I’d basically been grounded—thanks to Harley constantly making me miss my curfew—or recovering from a car accident the entire time. I wondered what else I’d missed. 


“She did seem pretty fucking pissy this morning,” I admitted. 


What I didn’t admit was that some of her animosity seemed to be directed at the two of us. I also didn’t admit that she’d told me about his girlfriend. I kind of wanted to see how far he was going to take things before I called his ass out. Yeah, that was it. I’d wait for him to cross the line. Then—BAM!—I’d give the signal, and Beth and Goth Girl would pop out from behind a tree and bust his ass red-handed. That was totally why I didn’t mention the girlfriend. Not because I wanted to pretend like she didn’t exist and continue my flirtfest. Nuh-uh. No way. I had serious undercover boyfriend recon work to do. 
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When Hans and I walked outside, there were only two cars still parked on Steve’s quiet, unassuming suburban street—my black ’93 Mustang hatchback and a black BMW 3 Series on the opposite side of the road. 


“Is that your car?” I asked, trying to hide the shock in my voice as I gestured toward the Beemer. I was a muscle-car enthusiast through and through, but I had to admit, there was something sexy about that little black import. 


“Yeah. My parents got a new car, so they gave me their old one. But it’s a stick, so I can’t drive it for shit.” Hans shrugged as we made our way down the steep driveway. 


“I can teach you!” I blurted out. 


Hans gave me the side-eye. 


“For real!” I pointed enthusiastically at the little ’Stang that could. “My car is a stick! I even won some races at a little track not far from here! Oh my God, we could go there to practice. It’s the perfect place!” 


As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I felt the stinging slap of guilt. After what Harley had done to me, I didn’t owe him shit, but for some reason, the idea of taking another man to our special place just felt wrong. 


Fuck that, my inner bitch piped up. Harley only took you there to teach you how to race on his track so that you could win him money. Not only should y’all go, but you should both take a piss on the finish line before you leave. 


The bitch had a point. 


Hans smiled at my passionate outburst and pulled his car keys out of his pocket. “Oh, I know how to drive a stick. I just suck at it. I’m too ADD for that shit.” Hitting the unlock button, Hans tossed his keys to me and headed toward the passenger side of his own car. 


He’s letting me drive?!


“You want me to drive?” 


“Only if you wanna live.” Hans gave me a lopsided grin. Then, he opened his door and ducked inside. 


When I pulled open the driver’s-side door, the interior of the car was all shiny black leather and shinier brown walnut, but the floors were all crushed Newport cartons and empty bottles of Mountain Dew. I smiled to myself. I loved how unconcerned Hans was with the bullshit of life. He didn’t apologize for his messy car because it didn’t matter to him. He wasn’t afraid of losing his man card for wearing nail polish or letting a girl drive his car, probably because he was six-foot-fuck tall and had a five o’clock shadow at eleven o’clock in the morning. 


And he also doesn’t seem to give a shit that he has a girlfriend, my guilt chimed in. 


Fuck you, guilt. Nobody asked you. 


I, unlike Hans, had all kinds of hang-ups, including an acute fear of asking him where he wanted to go for breakfast. Knight and Harley had each taken me to Waffle House for our first date, and I’d barely survived those two relationships. If Hans said he wanted to go to motherfucking Waffle House, I might have to drive us off the nearest bridge just to save myself the drama. 


“Are you cool with IHOP?” I asked as my black pleather-covered ass landed in the black leather driver’s seat. My feet couldn’t even reach the pedals.


“Fuck yeah, I love that place,” Hans said as I fumbled around, looking for the seat-adjustment controls. “When you order coffee, they bring you the whole fucking pot.” 


“I don’t know how you drink that shit,” I teased, my fingers finally finding the right button. Before I could press it, I heard a familiar whirring sound coming from Hans’s side of the car. 


I looked over and snorted. Hans’s knees were practically smooshed between his chest and the glove compartment as his seat moved backward in slow motion. I giggled and hit my button, too. My seat moved forward at the same pace that Hans’s was moving backward, our smiling eyes locking somewhere in the middle. 


I’d never driven a German luxury car before, but as soon as I pulled out of the neighborhood, I wasn’t sure how I’d ever go back. Hans watched me with rapt attention from the passenger seat as I gasped at the acceleration and squealed over the handling and gushed about how smooth the ride was. I did miss the deafening roar you get from an American big block, but I’d get over it.


As I pulled onto the main highway that led into town, Hans rolled his window halfway down and lit a cigarette. Gesturing toward me with his open pack, he asked, “Want one?”


“Hell yeah,” I said, taking the green-and-white Newport box from him. I lit up at the next red light. The cool, minty tingle in the back of my throat surprised me. I hadn’t had a menthol since I was a kid when my best friend, Juliet, and I used to smoke what was left of the cigarette butts in her mom’s ashtrays.


It tasted like sneaky, bad fun. 


“Can I open the sunroof?” I asked, my finger poised over the button just above the rearview mirror. 


As soon as Hans nodded, I had that bitch open wide, the blazing July sun filling the car and burning my skin in the best way possible. I tilted my head back and inhaled the hot, humid air. After spending almost three months in near isolation, driving a luxury car with a Newport between my fingers, a gorgeous, tattooed cuddle machine in the passenger seat, and the sun on my face felt like absolute heaven. 


My reverie was quickly shattered, however, when the light turned green, and I stomped on the gas. The wind from the now-open sunroof snatched the ashes clean off the end of my cigarette and sent them swirling around inside the car. 


“Shit!” I spat, swatting at the gray flecks in the air—as if that would help, as if I could simply pop them like bubbles. 


I waited for Hans to yell at me about his precious imported leather, but he didn’t. In fact, he did the last thing I’d expected. Hans Oppenheimer rolled his window the rest of the way down, held up the end of his cigarette, and watched as his ashes took flight too, flitting between us in the sunlight like a handful of silver glitter. 


“Did you see that?” Hans asked once the ashes had vanished, eyes wide. 


“Yeah,” I said. The word came out all breathy, as if I’d just witnessed some supernatural phenomenon. “It looked like—”


“A snow globe,” Hans and I said in unison. 


“Yes!” I cried. “Oh my God! Right? We just created the world’s most expensive snow globe!”


Hans chuckled and rolled his window halfway up again. “I’m gonna call the Guinness Book of World Records people and report that shit. Maybe we can get on The Tonight Show.”


“Good plan. Hey, maybe Phantom Limb can be the musical guest!”


Hans gave me an adorable little smile and opened his mouth to reply when a robotic tune interrupted his train of thought. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a little black cell phone. I immediately pressed two buttons on my door to roll the windows up as Hans hit the button to close the sunroof. 


“What’s up, man?” Hans smiled as he greeted the caller. “No shit? Right now? I have BB with me.” Hans glanced over at me, his mouth quirked into a tiny smile. “Yeah, the girl from last night. No. Fuck you.” Hans looked at me again as his smirk erupted into a full-blown grin. “Right on, man. We’ll be there. Thanks!” 


Hans hung up and turned his whole body toward me. I could feel the excitement radiating off him. 


“Change of plans. We’re going downtown.” 
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My black pleather pants, black combat boots, and cropped Black Flag T-shirt felt ridiculously out of place as Hans and I walked out onto what used to be the Falcons football field. Instead of perfect green Astroturf and pristine white stripes, the center of the arena had been buried in shit-tons of dirt and littered with derelict cars. Parked around the edges of the track were about a dozen monolithic monster trucks, and in the center of the track was a group of dirt bikes, their drivers suited up and signing autographs. 


Hans looked around the expanse for a second. Then, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Lucifer!” 


A skinny guy in a STAFF T-shirt who was standing in front of a blocked-off entrance on the other side of the arena yelled back, “Woo!” and pointed at us the way a rock star would point to a crowd.


I looked at Hans in amusement as the little fella jogged over. “Lucifer?” 


Hans smiled. “That’s our drummer. His name is Louis, but he’s batshit crazy, so we call him Lucifer.”


I thought back to the night before and remembered thinking the drummer was going to give himself an aneurysm with the way he’d been thrashing around. It was like watching Animal from The Muppets play drums. Or Travis Barker from Blink-182 but with fewer tattoos and a shaved head. 


“He’s a crew guy over at The Omni, too, so he gets me into all kinds of shit.” 


“What’s up, LDH?” Louis asked with a grin as he and Hans did that handshake/hug/slap-on-the-back thing that guys do. 


LDH?


“Lou, this is BB.” Hans gestured toward me. “BB, this is Lucifer.”


“Sup?” Louis gave me a chin nod, a ghost of a smile on his amused lips.


I wanted to blurt out, Stop looking at me like that! Nothing happened, I swear! but instead, I muttered some shit about it being nice to meet him and how much I enjoyed their show the night before. 


Louis walked us around the arena and introduced us to the monster-truck drivers and dirt-bike racers. Everybody was super friendly, not that I knew who any of them were. I was told that Grave Digger, the black-and-green-and-purple SUV/hearse-looking thing, was the star of the show, so I asked its driver to sign my arm. 


I would have had him sign my boobs, but alas, I had none. 


The trucks were about fifty times bigger up close than they looked on TV. I pulled the little point-and-shoot camera my parents had given me for my birthday out of my purse and asked Hans to take a picture of me standing inside one of Bigfoot’s wheels. The tire alone had to be ten feet tall. After Hans took the picture, he handed the camera to Louis, whispered something in his ear, and then walked over to help me down. At least, that was what I thought he was doing. Instead, he turned around and sat on the edge of the tire with his back to me. 


Hans glanced at me and patted his shoulders. “Get on.” 


My first instinct was to hesitate, to ask why, but one look into those blue-jean-colored eyes had me climbing aboard, no questions asked. 


Hans held his hands up for me to hold on to while I straddled his neck. I climbed on, careful not to let my dirty boots touch his clothes. When Hans stood up, the head rush was delicious. I clung to his hands for dear life, dizzy from both the altitude and the sight of Hans’s wild black mane between my legs. I felt like I was a mile above the earth, like the atmosphere must surely be thinner, oxygen scarce, but when I glanced behind me, Bigfoot’s tire was still a few inches taller. 


“Smile, fuckers!” Louis shouted. 


I reached up and gripped the edge of the tire above my head just as Hans gripped my spindly thighs with his massive hands. Time froze. I held my fake smile and my breath as I became hyperaware of every aspect of Hans’s touch. How firm. How gentle. How high up on my legs. 


Pretty fucking high. 


But, when the pads of his fingers began massaging slow, tiny circles over the shiny black material separating us, my core clenched, and my mouth fell open in a silent gasp that I was thankful he couldn’t see. 


Louis saw it though, and he took that opportunity to press the shutter button. 


Flash. 


That was it. Hans set me down gently and followed Louis to the next truck, assuming I was right on his heels. I wasn’t though. I stood there, blinking and mourning the feeling of Hans’s hands on me for a solid three to five seconds before I was able to pick my cool back up and carry on. 


Once we met every truck driver, dirt-bike racer, and crew guy on the track, Hans and I said goodbye to Louis and made our way to our seats. They were Club Level, which I soon learned meant where the rich people sit. Evidently, rich people didn’t go to many monster-truck rallies because that section was a ghost town. The rich people restroom didn’t even have a line!


I ducked inside to pee and primp, and when I came back out, the sight of Hans Oppenheimer leaning against the opposite wall almost knocked the wind out of me. The man was a walking contradiction. He looked almost unapproachable, standing there with his Resting Evil Villain Face, his scary-as-shit tattoos, and his effortless rocker-chic look, but the boyish smile on his lips and the adorable stuffed Grave Digger doll in his hand had me skipping toward him instead of away. 


“Is that for me?” I asked, reaching for the squishy plush monster truck with the chunky little wheels. 


“Oh shit,” Hans said, not giving it over. “Did you want one too?” 


I laughed and snatched it out of his hands, rubbing my cheek on its velvety hood like a cat. 


Hans gestured down the hall with his thumb. “They have Monster Mutt and El Toro Loco too, if you’d rather have one that looks more like an animal.”


“Nope. Grave Digger’s perfect,” I said, holding up my forearm to show off my autograph. “Thank you.” I was about to rise up onto my tiptoes to give him a kiss when I suddenly remembered that Hans was not my boyfriend. The realization cascaded over me like a bucket of cold water. 


Hans and I had never even kissed. 


Hans belonged to someone else.


What the fuck is wrong with me?


It didn’t even make sense. Every cell in my body recognized him, reached for him, yet I hadn’t even known him a full day. Had we been together in a past life? My hippie parents believed in reincarnation. Maybe they were right. Perhaps we had history, this soul and me. My bones recognized his vibration and hummed along. My heart and his already had a secret handshake. But my brain? My brain told me to stop being a desperate attention whore and go find my own goddamn man. 


By the time I shook off my confusion, Hans and I were standing at a swanky-looking restaurant counter in the Club Level lounge. My stomach growled audibly at the smell of roasting garlic and grilling meat. There were tiny versions of famous Atlanta restaurants in every corner. Italian food, barbeque, a steakhouse, a bakery. Hans was salivating over the menu at a place with twelve-dollar hamburgers when the sound of engines revving rattled the stadium. 


“It’s starting!” I squealed. 


Hans handed me one of the passes Louis had given him so that I could run to our seats and watch the beginning of the show. We were in the tenth row, so close that I could smell the exhaust and testosterone. The trucks roared and paraded around the arena, shining, snarling examples of American excess, before splitting up and parking along the two shorter sides of the oval. Next, about two-dozen guys on dirt bikes filed in from all directions, taking to the ramps and soaring through the air. After their introductions, they lined up against the two longer sides of the oval. 


An announcer bellowed things that I couldn’t understand through the loud-speakers, evidently signaling for two dirt-bike racers to take their places at the starting lines on either side of the dirt track. 


Starting lines. 


They’re racing. 


This is a racetrack. 


I hadn’t wanted to take Hans to Harley’s track, yet somehow, the track had found me. I didn’t want to think about the way Harley had looked in the hospital, in handcuffs and a cast, awkwardly tossing me an engagement ring before being hauled away to prison. I didn’t want to think about the phone call I’d gotten from his brother, Dave, the same day, telling me that my worst enemy, Angel Alvarez, had been living with Harley for over a month. And I damn sure didn’t want to think about Knight admitting to me in a letter that he was the one who’d run us off the road. That he’d blacked out in a fit of rage when Harley took me from him at gunpoint. That he was beyond help and was going back to Iraq for another tour of duty. 


I could feel my heart rate beginning to climb and my hands beginning to shake as I reread the letter in my mind. Even though I’d burned it months ago, I’d committed every angry capital letter to memory. I glanced around the arena, but in the face of every driver, all I could see was Knight sneering at me from behind the wheel of his own jacked-up monster truck, blood smeared across his mouth and a cigarette between his perfect white teeth. 


Stop. 


I snapped my fingers and pictured a big red Stop sign in my mind. It was a tactic my psychology professor had taught me. The irony was that I’d come to him, looking for strategies to help Knight with his post-traumatic stress disorder. It didn’t take long for me to realize that I had a good number of the symptoms as well. Because of Knight. Because of what I’d seen him do to other people. Because of what he’d done to me. Thought-stopping helped me stave off the flashbacks and panic attacks that used to hijack my life whenever I saw something Knight-related. I just had to remember to do it. 


One of the bike riders did a backflip off one of the ramps, stuck the landing, and sailed across the finish line with both arms raised in victory. The crowd went wild but not as wild as my pulse when Hans showed up with two giant beers, two giant cheeseburgers, and garlic fries. 


“How did you get beer?” I squealed, reaching for one of the plastic souvenir cups with grabby hands. 


Hans chuckled. “Dude, I haven’t been carded since I was, like, sixteen.” 


“Thank you.” I smiled, leaning in to give him a peck on the cheek. 


Fuck! Goddamn it, BB! Stop doing that! 


I bent over before my lips could meet his face and picked my purse up off the concrete floor. “How much do I owe you?” 


Nice save, dumbass.


“Pssh.” Hans swatted my purse way. “Your money’s no good here.” He smirked at me and set a paper-wrapped cheeseburger in my lap. 


My stomach growled, and my mouth watered. I felt guilty for what I was about to do. I knew a cheeseburger, fries, and beer would put me well over my self-imposed thousand-calorie-a-day restriction, but fuck it. I hadn’t eaten in over twenty-four hours, it smelled amazing, and the last thing I wanted to do was reject Hans’s gift. 


Maybe I’ll just cut back tomorrow, I thought as I inhaled half of the burger in three orgasmic bites. Maybe I’ll do some extra cardio tonight, I told myself as I washed it down with fizzy, ice-cold Budweiser. Maybe I’ll just have one or two fries, I mused as I shoved a fistful of fried, garlicky goodness into my face. 


It’s amazing what being drunk on saturated fat and alcohol can do to shut up your inner voices. My guilt curled up and took a nice long catnap for the rest of the rally. 


Hans and I spent more time on our feet, shouting and cheering and sloshing our beers around and asking each other, “Did you see that shit?!” than we did in our seats. 


The show was phenomenal. Five-ton vehicles careening through the air, landing on top of other cars, rolling over and crashing into one another. But, when Robosaurus came out, breathing fire and chomping junkyard sacrifices in half like some kind of metallic cannibal from hell, Hans and I lost our goddamn minds. And our voices. 


We came stumbling out of the Georgia Dome late in the afternoon, drunk, happy, and rambling on about every kick-ass thing we’d just seen. Well, I was drunk. Hans would probably have to drink a few pitchers to get a buzz, big as he was. 


I sat down on a bench in a shady spot just outside the exit doors and dug a pack of Camel Lights out of my shapeless tiger-print sack of a purse. Hans sat down next to me. Right next to me. Like, so close our thighs were touching. A fiery wave of pleasure radiated outward from that tiny spot, engulfing my entire body in hot, tingly anticipation. 


Lighting two cigarettes, I passed one to Hans. He accepted it with a warm smile and leaned back, casually draping his arm over the top of the bench behind me. 


Oh my God. He put his arm out! That’s like the universal signal for, Come here and let me hold you, right? He totally wants to cuddle! If I lean back, he’ll put his arm around me, and we’ll just have a totally friendly, nonsexual afternoon cuddle between friends. 


I took a deep drag, said, Fuck it, and leaned back on the exhale. 


Hans did not put his arm around me.


I rested my head on his shoulder. 


Hans did not put his arm around me. 


I panicked and prayed to the universe for a sudden earthquake to split the earth and swallow me whole. 


“Tired?” Hans asked. 


I nodded.


If by tired you mean, embarrassed as fuck, then yeah, I’m fucking exhausted.


“Here.” Hans took the plush Grave Digger he’d been carrying for me and set it on the far side of the bench. “You wanna lie down?” 


Oh my God, he’s trying to get me away from him! He’s totally freaked out! I’m totally freaking him out!


Mortified tears stung my eyes, and a prickly heat spread up my neck and stained my cheeks as I lay down on my back with my head on the little stuffed monster truck. I didn’t know what to do with my legs, so I bent them at the knees and planted my feet flat on the other side of Hans’s thighs, careful not to touch him. 


Even in my distress, I had to admit, it did feel pretty damn good to lie down. 


It felt even better when Hans rested his right forearm on top of my knees.


What the fuck? 


He rocked my spindly legs from side to side slightly, the smoke from the cigarette in his hand creating a zigzag pattern between us. Gazing down at me with soft eyes shining out of that hard face, Hans asked, “What do you want to do now, Bumblebee?” 


Run away together. Never look back. Fly to Las Vegas. Become Mrs. Oppenheimer. 


“I dunno.” I turned my head and exhaled a stream of smoke away from him. “I don’t have to work or anything. What about you?”


“My friend’s band is playing tonight at the Tabernacle. It’s just on the other side of the park”—he gestured with his cigarette toward Centennial Olympic Park—“if you wanna go.”


With you? I’d go watch paint dry. 


I shrugged in a thinly veiled attempt to pretend like I hadn’t already named all of our future children. “Cool. What should we do till then?”


Lie here? Maybe pull you on top of me? I’m pretty sure fully clothed dry-humping isn’t cheating. What if I’m the only one who comes? Then, it’s totally fine, right? Yes. Let’s do that.


“We could go to Underground.” 


Or that. That’s totally what I meant. What you said. 
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Fifteen minutes, the beginnings of a sunburn, a liter of sweat, and two cigarettes later, Hans and I walked up to an old train depot on the south end of downtown with a huge sign out front announcing that we’d arrived at Underground Atlanta. 


“It doesn’t look very underground to me.” 


Hans chuckled as he led the way around to the side of the building. “You haven’t been here before?” He sounded almost dumbfounded. 


“I think my parents took me as a kid, but I don’t remember it.”


“Okay, so all of this”—he gestured around at the streets and storefronts and the plaza out front—“was built in the 1920s about two stories above the original roads and train tracks from the 1800s. I think they did it to help with traffic or some shit. All the businesses just moved their shops up two floors, and everybody pretty much forgot about the space below.”


“That’s fucking crazy,” I said, looking around, trying to picture how it must have looked before. 


“Well, not everybody forgot. Some of the old storefronts underground turned into speakeasies.”


“Dude. Shut up. How fucking cool would that have been?” I pictured myself with a chin-length bob, the fringe on my little black dress lifting and falling in layers as I did the jitterbug with some tall, dark, handsome character in a pinstripe suit. I looked down at Hans’s pinstripe pants and chain wallet, then up at his evil yet angelic face and smiled. “I always wanted to be a flapper. I mean, look at me.” I gestured down the length of my body with the backs of my hands. “Wavy hair, stick-figure body, way too much eyeliner, problem with authority—I would have been fucking perfect.”


Hans did look at me, and the heat from his gray-blue gaze made me squirm. He licked his lips subtly before speaking. “Maybe you were.”


“Maybe I was a flapper? Like, in a past life? Do you really believe in that stuff?” I didn’t mean to sound so judgmental. I was really just surprised. I didn’t think anybody but my parents believed in reincarnation. 


And now me, I guess. 


Hans shrugged as we rounded the corner of the train depot. There was an escalator on the side of the building that descended into the ground. “I dunno. It’s possible, right?” 


Hans and I stepped onto the escalator at the same time. I turned sideways to face him, leaning my ass against the moving handrail. Hans mirrored my stance, facing me. The lights in the tunnel caused the shadows on his face to alternate from left to right as we traveled slowly by. 


“I mean, haven’t you ever had an experience where, I don’t know, like, you knew something you shouldn’t have known? Or you felt like you’d been somewhere that you’d never been before?” 


“Or like you knew someone that you’d never met?” I blurted out.


Hans locked eyes with me for what felt like a lifetime—or, in our case, possibly two—then gave me a ghost of a smile. “Yeah,” he said. “Ever felt something like that?”


My nose tingled. My hair tingled. My fucking cherry-red toenails tingled as I held Hans’s challenging stare. Whatever I was feeling, he felt it too. And he wanted to hear me say it out loud. 


“Yeah”—I swallowed—“I have.” 


When the escalator deposited us at the bottom, I felt like I’d stepped through a wormhole into another time and place. We were at the end of a long brick-paved street, concrete and exposed beams overhead blocking out what had once been bathed in sunlight. Storefronts lined both sides of the lane, their exposed brick facades and hand-carved wooden archways protected from the elements for over eighty years. Antique streetlights illuminated our path, and kiosks made from old horse-drawn wagons dotted the center of the lane. 


Within a few steps, the sound of distant jazz music filled the air, and the smell of candied pecans being sold from a wagon cart filled my nostrils. 


The urge to hold Hans’s hand grew with every step I took deeper into that romantic, forgotten city beneath a city. I needed to smoke. I needed to do something with my hands before my hands did something stupid. 


At the first intersection we came to, a man was standing on the corner, playing the saxophone right in front of a restaurant with outdoor seating. Well, as outdoor as you could get underground. I didn’t know what kind of food they served, but there were ashtrays on the tables, and that was all I needed to know. 


A sign told us to seat ourselves, so I chose a table in the back corner of the patio area where the saxophone music wasn’t so loud.


A waitress came out and brought us menus and a basket of chips and salsa. 


It was a Mexican restaurant. 


I lit a cigarette and immediately felt myself relax. Having a table in between our bodies and a Camel Light to busy my wayward hands calmed my nerves dramatically. I thought of something else that would help me chill out even more. 


“Do you think they’d card us here?” 


Hans chuckled. “Me? No. You? Fuck yes.” 


My mouth fell open. “I don’t look that young.” 


“Yeah, okay.” Hans pursed his lips, trying to suppress a smile. 


“How old do I look?” 


Hans tilted his head to the side and appraised me, narrowing his eyes so that the blue was overshadowed by a canopy of thick black lashes. He looked sinister when he looked at me like that. “Seventeen.” 


I huffed out a sigh. “But I’m here with you, and you look twenty-seven, so doesn’t that make me look older by association?” 


Hans’s mouth pulled up on one side. “If you say so. Wanna try it?” 


“Really?” 


Hans shrugged and pulled a pack of Newports out of his pocket. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 


Right on cue, the waitress came back and pulled a pad of paper out of her apron. She looked to be in her early twenties, and she seemed a little apprehensive about approaching us—probably because one of us was a gorgeous raven-haired giant with an evil face and even scarier tattoos. She was also wearing Keds and a scrunchie. If anybody was gonna serve alcohol to a couple of teenagers, it was her. 


“My name is Maria. I’ll be your server today. What can I get you to drink?” 


Hans and I shared a glance. Then he said, in a voice even lower than normal, “We’ll have a couple of Coronas, please…Maria.” 


The swarthy, lopsided grin he gave her had me seeing red and cracking my knuckles under the table. I knew he was just trying to get me a beer, but still, did he have to do it like that? 


Maria smiled and dropped her eyes, pretending to write down Hans’s order. When she recovered from his smolder, she looked at me and asked, “May I see your ID, please?” 


Bitch. 


I grabbed my purse, pulled a stuffed monster truck out of it, then fished out my wallet. 


You want an ID? I’ll give you a motherfucking ID.


Pulling a card from one of the slots inside, I handed it to her with plenty of extra salt. 


Poor Maria glanced at the card, then at me, then back at the card as confusion marred her already-anxious face. 


Hans kicked me under the table. I met his look of confusion with one of triumph. 


“Um, ma’am, I’m sorry, but this doesn’t look like you.” 


“I know. I cut all my hair off and bleached it blonde.” 


“No, ma’am. It says here that,” Maria looked at Hans, then leaned over, and whispered in my ear, “you weigh one hundred and eighty pounds.” 


Adrenaline surged through my bloodstream. I knew Maria was just doing her job. I knew anyone would question a girl who could eat cereal out of the divots behind her protruding collarbone if she produced an ID saying she weighed almost double, but I didn’t fucking care. Maria had questioned my weight and flirted with my soul mate, and for that, she must die. 
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