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for Marlena Fein,
street team director, friend, and an integral member of the Kitty Crew.
You believed in me before anybody else did.
Thanks for being my slave driver. Crack that whip!
 


 
 
 
 

 


All journeys have to start somewhere.
In my experience, they usually begin where you least expect them, peeping out from behind corners and under rugs. They grab you by the ankle and take you to places you'd never thought you'd go, and they don't care if you're already heading somewhere, if you've already mapped out your future. When fate takes control, you can either ride with it or fight against it. I chose to fight, but we'll talk about that later. For now, let's talk about Emmett Sinclair.
He's tall, almost as tall as me when I'm wearing my best heels. He has these eyes that can pierce your soul if you let them, like he's just in tune with the universe and everything in it. Maybe that's how he spotted me, chose me, made me the center of his world? I guess I'll never know because the day he first notices me, I barely even see him.
I'm standing in line with a group of pretty girls. They've all got perfect hair and perfect teeth and smooth skin, like cream or cocoa or bronze. I'm comparing myself to every single one of them, starting with the blonde in front and working my way back. I am so out of my league, I think as I examine the redhead two ahead of me in line. She's at least ten pounds thinner than I am and she has this lanky-pretty quality that I've seen in a lot of magazines lately, like she was born skinny, not made skinny.
I adjust the straps of my tank top and hope I look appropriate. My blonde hair is slicked back into a ponytail and I've got on a pair of size two jeans. I wish they were smaller. In fact, I'm utterly convinced that I'm going to be passed over because I'm too fat. I made the journey out here anyway. It was either that or sit at home and make peanut butter cookies with my mom, defend myself for not wanting to taste something made with two sticks of butter. I shift back and forth as a murmur passes down the line of girls.
 “No thank you,” they're all saying. I turn around and find a boy. It's Emmett Sinclair, but I don't know that yet, not until he gets to me with a red tray in his hand and a black beanie on his head. Tufts of chestnut hair stick out in random places, just enough that it gives him this messy-cute look. Any longer and he'd look scruffy, but he's clean shaven and his shirt is crisp and clean. He's also wearing a red apron with a Super Smoothie logo on it.
 “Good afternoon,” he says, and the words come out of my mouth automatically.
 “No thank you.” I can't drink one of those cups, not when I'm seconds away from finding out if my destiny is in reach, if I'll be one of those girls that you hear about, the ones that get discovered in a mall. They start in modeling and work their way up to TV, film, music. A triple threat they used to call them – dance, act, sing – but the stakes are even higher now. To be that girl, the one that they all look at, that they all want to be, you have to be beautiful, more beautiful than they are because it's the only way you'll stand out.
 “Are you sure?” he asks, and in his voice, I can see that he's trying to flirt with me.
He's cute, so I say, “Catch me after this? My stomach's in knots, and I can't think straight.” I don't have time for cute, but there it is.
 “Emmett Sinclair,” he says, and he doesn't move away. I smile nice and tight, but I can't stop looking at the girls that are walking down the faux runway they've set up in the middle of the food court with butcher paper. It's been taped to the linoleum floor nice and tight, but it's not enough to keep the stilettos from tearing it here and there as the girls stomp their way down to the end, pose, and turn. “Your turn,” the boy continues and although I'm barely listening to him, I respond.
 “Claire,” I say. “Claire Simone.” Emmett chuckles and tugs down the front of his beanie. He's totally feeling me now, but I barely see him. I see long legs and skinny bodies and desperation that mirrors my own. God, they want this so bad. Almost as much as I want it. Almost. Nobody wants this like I do. I want to be seen; I want to be beautiful. I want to be that girl that other girls look at and wish they were. Why? I don't know. I'm not a ward of the state or a victim of abuse or anything like that. I'm a girl with two loving parents and a big sister who's sweet, if a bit pushy. Something inside of me just wants to be seen, and there's nothing wrong with that, is there?
 “Sinclair and Simone,” Emmett says, and I turn my face slightly to look at him. My stomach is twisting and clenching, giving me the world's worst cramps. I fight them back and try to ignore Emmett as he balances his tray from one hand to the other. “Sounds tragic, don't you think?”
 “Mm hmm,” I say, but I'm not trying to be rude. I'm not trying to be anything. I just want to get through this with a nod or a smile from the panel of men and women that sit behind that long table and stare. I want one, just one, of them to come up to me and say, Wow, Claire, you are it. You are the next big thing. I don't think I can handle anymore rejection. This is my fifth casting this week, and if I don't sign with an agency soon, my mother is going to really set in on me about choosing a different career path.
The line scoots forward and Emmett follows. His samples are melting, but I don't think he cares. This guy is really into me, I think, but I can't be happy about that because it's almost my turn to walk. My runway walk is not my best attribute. I take great pictures though. At least, I've been told that before. I'm both commercial and high fashion say the agencies who never sign me. I sigh and shift my portfolio from one arm to the other.
 “Is this for America's Next Top Model?” he asks, and I don't sigh or roll my eyes like the girl in front of me does. I smile softly and shake my head.
 “Not quite, no,” I say, and Emmett nods. His brown eyes are curious though, but he can tell I'm way too deep into this right now to flirt with him, so he takes a step back.
 “Good luck, Claire,” he tells me and moves over to a table to sit down. I wonder what his boss at the Super Smoothie thinks about that, but I can't really focus on him right now. I need to keep myself focused. Think tall, think pretty, think perfect. I swallow hard and close my eyes for a second to get control over myself.
 “Next.”
That one word, so simple, draws me forward with the skinny redhead and the girl between us, the one that I think is pretty, but is too short. Agencies don't like short. They don't like fat either, so I make a point to suck in my stomach as I approach the butcher paper and step onto it, unconsciously memorizing the rips and tears, so I don't have to look down while I'm walking. That's the sign of a real, true supermodel.
I lay my portfolio down slowly, purposely letting the other girls set theirs down first. These people have been staring at pretty pictures all day, and they don't have the time nor the patience to sit and examine each one. If they're only going to glance at one of our portfolios, I want it to be mine. I feel bad for the other two girls, but I've had worse done to me, so I decide this is just karma. The redhead looks familiar to me anyhow, and I wouldn't be surprised if she'd sabotaged me before.
 “Set up at the end of the runway, please. Hold your pose and turn back. When you're finished, please come back up and grab your portfolios. We'll call you.” The woman who's speaking sounds bored and looks it, too. Her eyes take us all in, judge us in a split second. She doesn't need to see us walk; she already knows, and I can tell she doesn't like me. It's because I'm so fat. That's why. I feel so guilty over the food I ate last night that it makes me sick. I had cheese. I shouldn't have had cheese.
I march to the end of the runway and spin, letting my hair flow out behind me. I have nice hair; I've always had nice hair. Unfortunately, with extensions and weaves and all that, it doesn't really matter. Hair is fixable. Fat is not – not on a runway. I try to tell myself that I look good, that I look professional. I've got on new skinny jeans, new shoes, just a bit of light foundation. I look polished.
It's not enough.
The woman at the end of the panel motions for us to move forward, and we do, in perfect unison I might add. At first, the short girl keeps up with us, but soon, our long legs move the redhead and I past her. I make sure to swing my arms a bit, but not too much. I don't want to look like an ape. My strides are long and graceful and my eyes are focused on a man with a goatee who I think might be straight. You never know in this industry, but it's worth a try. I could never do anything like sleep my way to the top, but if it's just a bit of eye contact, that's okay.
I pause, put one hand on my hip and tilt my chest side to side, popping my shoulder forward and my ass back, just enough so that I look shapely, but not too shapely. I've been practicing this walk for ages, and I hope to hell it's paid off. It may not be my best skill, but if it's good enough and my pictures are good enough, maybe they'll take me on.
I turn and out of the corner of my eye, I see Emmett clapping. He's the only one doing it, and it's a little weird, but it makes me smile. Good thing the agency reps can't see my face now. I hit the end of the runway and pose again. I'm staring at a faux wall that's been constructed to give a slight bit of privacy to us in this busy commercial hub. There are people leaning over the railings from above and gaping from either side of the runway, but that's okay. That's what we're here for: to be looked at.
I turn around again, still a model, still perfection in heels, and walk right back towards that panel like I'm stomping for Alexander McQueen or something. The other girls are not following suit, so I know that I am standing out, for better or worse. When I hit the table, I don't pose, just reach out and grab my portfolio. It hasn't been touched. That much is obvious.
 “Thank you,” I mumble along with the other girls. Nobody stops me as I walk away. Right off the bat, I begin to analyze my performance. Did I walk too fast? Too slow? Did I swing my arms enough?
 “You were really great,” Emmett says as I pause next to him. Honestly, I had forgotten his existence. I feel a gentle flush warm my cheeks and try to give him a genuine smile.
 “Thanks,” I say as I reach up and let my hair tumble down around my shoulders. I fluff it with my fingers and shake my head a bit. Emmett's brown eyes follow my motions, drink me in like I am the cat's meow. I like that, so my smile gets bigger all on its own. My sister thinks I'm narcissistic, but that isn't it at all. I'm just focused on my dreams and those dreams depend on my appearance, so I pay attention to it. That's all it is. My stomach growls a bit, and I lay my arm across it to keep it quiet.
 “Want to grab something to eat?” Emmett asks, and I want to say yes, but I can't. I ate a lot this morning anyway, and my stomach is just riled up from all of the anxiety.
 “Aren't you working?” I ask as I point a finger at his apron. Emmett pinches the straps with his fingers and grins at me. He has long canines that peek out of his lips a bit when he smiles. Cute.
 “You mean this?” he asks as he drops the fabric and adjusts his beanie. “I'm just about to get off for lunch. Have you ever been to The Winged Ones? It's this fantastic sandwich shop that has a roof garden upstairs. It's a diamond in the rough, really. My treat.” His offer is appealing, to be sure, but I have an early morning casting, and I can't be tired or I get these massive bags under my eyes. It's an open call for a print campaign, too, which is rare and not something I can screw up. I bite my lip gently and try to let him down easily. He really is nice.
 “I can't,” I say and he groans, reaching up to pull his beanie over his face.
 “It's the apron, isn't it?” he asks as I take a moment to admire the swell of his muscular arms and the way his right eye peeks out from beneath the black knitted hat to examine me. “Hey, I understand though. You're wondering why you should be interested in a guy who works at the Super Smoothie, right?” I chuckle and shake my head.
 “Not at all,” I say because that isn't it. I just have other things on my mind right now. First and foremost is how I'm going to be able to skip out of family dinner again. I've gotten away with it six days in a row, but tonight, Marlena is coming over, and there is no way she's going to miss my absence. Unfortunately, Mom has also chosen tonight to make her famous fried chicken. All of that grease makes me sick to my stomach, but I know I won't be able to escape that table without eating at least a piece. Already, I feel nauseous. “I just have this family thing tonight, so … ” I trail off and tuck some hair behind my ear. I feel like I'm in high school again. “How about Friday?” I blurt before Emmett gets the chance to say anything else. He pulls his beanie off his head and lays it in his lap. His brown hair is mussy and totally sexy.
 “Friday is perfect,” he tells me and then passes me his phone. I plug in my number and hand it back to him. I could take his number, too, but I won't remember to call. It's nothing personal, but it's all up to him now. The ball is in his court. If he calls, I'll go. If he doesn't, then there will be others. Nothing against Emmett because he seems really nice and he's absolutely gorgeous, but I just don't have time to be serious with men right now. They are not my top priority; modeling is. Fashion is. “Hey, can I take your picture, too?” he asks as he shakes his phone back and forth with one hand.
 “Why?” I ask as my eyes slide over to the line of girls that snake through the crumb covered tables in the food court, wind around the fountain near the escalators and trail back towards an inspiring window display of a local boutique. I hear they have some good stuff in there, and I've been meaning to go in for quite some time, but I'm just not happy with my body right now, and it's not fun to shop for clothes if you're not happy.
 “You're so beautiful,” Emmett says, but the words roll off me like water on a duck's feathers, just slide right over and down my sides, giving me the chills but little else. I don't feel beautiful. If I was, the agency reps would've smiled at me or at the very least looked at my portfolio. I glance over my shoulder briefly and see that the bored woman with the lumpy chin is no longer bored. She's standing up and grinning from ear to ear, shaking the hand of a waspish girl with big ears and squinty eyes. She's skinny though, much skinner than me, definitely a size zero. People can talk all they want about the industry changing and about bans on too thin models, but that's just in the big games, just for show. Back here, at the starting line, it's all about skinny. It has been ever since Twiggy emerged as the new pretty, when Marilyn Monroe was out, and rail thin became in. “You know what?” Emmett says as he stands up and grabs his red tray in one hand. “Don't respond to that.” He spins the tray around with his other hand which is actually quite impressive and makes me smile. “That was weird. I don't know why I even said that.” Emmett chuckles and winks at me as he turns away. “See you on Friday,” he calls over his shoulder as he slides his beanie over his head with his other hand.
 “See you on Friday,” I say.


 


When I get home, my mom is already in the kitchen with a bubbling fryer and a plate of breaded chicken. My stomach turns at the smell.
 “Claire?” she asks as I let the door slam shut behind me. I rest my back against it and take a deep breath, plaster a smile across my face and move down the short hall towards the living room. My dad is sitting in his favorite armchair, a big, green, holey piece of work that's been in this house since before I was born. He glances up at me and smiles.
 “How did it go?” he asks as he pries himself away from his newest murder/mystery novel and focuses his brown eyes on mine. I don't catch his gaze; I can't. My dad has this horrible habit of being able to read people. It's almost like he can sense honesty by looking into a person's eyes. He's caught me in dozens of lies over the years. From big to small, Big Bob sees it all. It's one of his favorite sayings and cheesy as it is, it's true.
 “They'll call me,” I say as I let my own gaze swing up the stones of the fireplace, travel to the vaulted ceilings and the knotty pine. My parents have a thing for country twang as my mom calls it. Lots of exposed wood, brown leather, and animal heads. The elk that hangs over the mantel stares at me even now, as if to say, I see you, Claire. I shiver. “The line took four hours; the audition took all of five minutes.” I shrug as if I don't care, but in reality, I want to cry. A little bit of rejection is healthy; too much can kill you.
 “Claire?” my mom repeats, and I turn my head to look at her. She's standing behind the counter island and gazing at me with her head tilted to one side. She's got on a gingham apron and matching oven mitts, and she can't hear me over the roiling grease. “How did it go?”
I turn away from my dad and pause when he reaches out and grabs me by the wrist. His hand looks big and meaty wrapped around my skinny limb, and I can see that he sees it, too. I pull away.
 “It'll happen, Kiddo,” he says to me as he drops my hand and a crease appears between his shaggy, red eyebrows. I don't like the way he's looking at me, so I walk away from him quick as I can and smile at my mom.
 “It was fine,” I say, and that's it. Already, I'm heading for the hall and the stairs that will take me up to my room.
 “Fine?” she asks as I disappear from sight and put my hand on the smooth wood of the banister. “Well, what did they say?” My mom always wants to talk about my auditions, soothe me with words and hugs and cookies, tell me that it's okay and that I am beautiful. She's been doing it since the moment I missed the lead in the school play to the moment I didn't make the cheerleading squad; she continues to do it now, but it never helps. It just makes me irritated with her. Why can't she see that I just need some time alone to process?
 “They'll call me,” I say, and then I'm moving up the stairs and into my bedroom. I close and lock the door behind me and toss my portfolio onto my desk, running my hands down my face as I try to catch my breath. It's one thing to be judged by the folks at the agencies, the gatekeepers who decide if you're good enough; it's another to be judged by your parents, even if they mean well. I sigh and plop down into my computer chair. I may have escaped them for the moment, but I won't escape Marlena. She knows how to pick the lock on my bedroom door. Once she gets here, I can kiss my privacy goodbye.
I get online, and I check my email, just to see if I've got any responses to the inquiries I've been sending out. When there's nothing, I swallow my disappointment down to a churning stomach and move on, desperately searching the web for more casting calls. If I have a couple lined up, then I won't feel so bad about the ones I fail. Like, there's always a chance, an opportunity waiting on the horizon. I have to maintain that level of thinking, or I won't make it.
I scour the web for awhile. After all, there's no shortage of opportunities listed. The Internet is a vast and exciting place, one that leaves no stone unturned. I have access to every country, every agency, every campaign in the world from this spot on my pink chair. It's just a matter of finding the right place to be at the right time, sending out the right set of photos and the best application to the one agency that might actually look at it. In a way, I'm like a detective, searching for clues, putting together the pieces of a puzzle that's much, much bigger than I am. It could be a matter of hours before I find my place; it could be years. But I don't care. I have to do this. This is the one and only thing I've ever wanted.
After I have a full two weeks of casting calls plugged into my phone, I switch my focus and shut the lid on my laptop, standing in front of the mirror and examining my skin, my eyebrows, my nose, my hair. Right now, it's icy blonde, almost white, and it's been freshly bleached. I have to watch it carefully though or the red might sneak back in, and roots are not appealing on anyone let alone a wannabe model. I poke and prod at my hairline, pick apart the hairs and stare at my scalp. I don't see anything, so I take a deep breath and stand up straight, convinced that I've done all the maintenance I can do for the moment.
My stomach growls and cramps, reminding me that soon enough, I'm going to be poisoning myself with grease and butter and lard. That's right – lard. My mom thinks that just because she grew up in the South that she has to put animal fat in everything. I think I'm going to become a vegetarian. Maybe that would get her off my back? I roll my eyes as I think about the look on my mother's face were I to swear off meat forever. At best, she'd probably start cooking green beans in bacon fat and calling it vegetarian, and at worst, she'd probably try to have me committed. I sigh and pull out my phone, scanning quickly through messages from friends I haven't talked to in too long and pausing at a text from an unknown number.
Just wanted to see if this number really belonged to Claire Simone or if this is a movie theater or something. That happened to me once before. Sincerely, Emmett Sinclair.
I smile, add Emmett to my list of contacts and send him a short message.
You got me, is all I say, sliding my phone into my back pocket and pausing to listen to the sounds from downstairs. Marlena is definitely here, and it won't be long before she comes looking for me. I catch a side view of myself in the long mirror near my dresser. I usually cover it with a sheet, so I don't have to stare at myself all day, but I needed to make sure I looked presentable this morning. The sight is disturbing, and I know without a doubt why I didn't get chosen at the casting today. I look like a friggin' whale. I grab a jacket from my closet and toss it over my reflection. I don't want to look at it, but I don't want Marlena to think anything is wrong. Once she fixates on something, it's almost impossible to get her to stop. For example, when she found out that my mom's favorite lipstick – a brand she's used for ten years – was tested on animals, Marlena launched this big mouthed campaign about it, taking it far beyond my mother and out into the world. I didn't bother to follow up on what happened, but she doesn't talk about it anymore, so I'm guessing she got her way. Marlena always gets her way.
When I hear her coming up the stairs, I throw on a baggy pink sweater and trade out my skinny jeans for gray sweatpants. I saw the way my dad looked at me earlier, like something was just not quite right with me. If Marlena sees whatever it was that he saw, I am so screwed.
I open the door before she has a chance to pick the lock.
 “What?” I ask as she enters my room without asking and glances around like she's looking for something. She always does that though, no matter where we are. It could be an Olive Garden or PetSmart or a Kohl's; Marlena is always looking for something. My mom says it's because she's so smart, but I think she has a disorder or something. Maybe OCD or whatever?
 “Mom said you've been kind of down lately. What's going on?”
 “Straight to the chase, no bullshit, Marlena Morgan Simone, the one and only,” I say as I shake my hands in the air and flop down onto the edge of my bed. “She never beats around the bush, never cuts corners, and always gets straight to the point.” Marlena immediately moves over to my mirror and grabs the jacket, taking it straight to the closet and hanging it up. I catch a brief look at myself in the baggy clothes and feel sick to my stomach. I look huge. I glance away.
 “I'll tell her you seem okay,” she says as she closes my closet doors and turns around with a smile. “If you're willing to poke fun at me right off the bat, you can't be knocking down depression's door.”
 “That's not a real saying,” I tell her defiantly, meeting her blue eyes with my gray ones. She smiles and sweeps her gaze over the glossy photos that hang above my dresser, the ones that belong to bodies that I envy, that I'd die to emulate. All the girls on my wall found success, broke down the steel walls of the fashion industry and stomped in on stilettos and pumps, kicked aside the competition and made something of themselves. Their faces are everywhere: at the grocery store, on billboards, in magazines, online. Everywhere, everywhere, everywhere. I want to be just like them. When I grow up, I want to be seen.
 “It doesn't have to be,” Marlena tells me as she plants her hands on her hips and spins in a slow circle. She's wearing a charcoal suit that's tailored to perfection, highlighting the curves that she's oh so proud of, showing the world that she doesn't care that she's a size ten, that she's beautiful just the way she is. I wish I was like her. I wish I could be the 'fat sister' and not care, that I could go into the store and ask for a large or an extra-large and not care that the clerk is laughing behind my back. But I can't. I won't. I will never be Marlena and she will never be me. We are so different, she and I. Sisters, yes, but kindred spirits, no.
Marlena comes around full circle and pauses with her eyes on my face again. She's like our dad in that her gaze is piercing, but she doesn't have his special skill. I can lie right to her face and she'll believe me because she wants to. First sign that things are otherwise though and she'll be on it like a bloodhound, sniffing down the trail for her next clue.
 “So you had another casting call this morning? What was this one about?”
 “I don't want to talk about it,” I say as I fall back onto the bed and stare up at the ceiling. The woman that looks down at me is nude, not because I'm into girls, but because she embodies perfection. Somehow, I feel that if I look at her long enough, some of that pretty will wear off onto me.
 “I can understand that,” Marlena says, nodding and touching her hair, just to make sure it's still free of frizz, teased into perfect waves that glimmer like rubies. She's so proud of bright, red birthright and me, I cover it up with bleach. I did some research once and it said that blondes are thirteen percent more likely to be picked up by an agency. I don't know if it's true or not, but I figured it couldn't hurt. “Why don't you come downstairs and help mom and me roll out the crust for the apple pie?”
I squinch up my face.
 “I hate apple pie,” I tell her without sitting up.
 “Since when?” Marlena scoffs, grabbing my arm and pulling me up. When I stand up fully, I get dizzy for a moment and have to put my hand out against the wall, so Marlena doesn't notice. She's already out the door, my wrist clutched in hers, eyes focused ahead, always ahead. Marlena never misses a step. I'm so tired, and all I want to do is lay down, but maybe if I help them make the pie, I won't have to eat any of it. My mom makes her crust with – you guessed it – lard.
Marlena lets go of me at the stairs and heads towards her old bedroom. Twenty-six years old and she still keeps clothes here, still spends the night, still brings new boyfriends home to meet dad.
 “I'm going to change. Why don't you go get started?” she says and disappears. With a sigh, I wrap my hand around the wooden banister and give in to defeat. Already I'm thinking up ways out of this dinner. If I can stop Mom from sweetening the tea, I can drink some of that. I could eat some of the raw apples, too, before she puts sugar on them. Then maybe I can say that I'm full up from that when it's time to sit down.
 “Glad your sister could talk some sense into you,” my mother says with a wink as I come around the corner and find her a cooking frenzy. She's got spices sprawled across the granite countertop like a battlefield. Some are still standing but most have given in and fallen over, spilling their contents in a sea of scent that makes my nose itch and my stomach grumble. My mother glances up at me, orange ceramic mixing bowl in one hand, whisk in the other. I have no idea what it is that she's making up, but I can only assume based on the empty bag of sugar that's in the trash that it's something I don't want to eat. “If you're hungry, grab a biscuit. They're fresh out of the oven.” She shoves a butter dish towards me and keeps stirring her batter. “Maybe if you dyed your hair back to its natural color?” she begins and I roll my eyes, turning around so that I'm facing the sink and the single window above it instead of her purposely downcast eyes.
 “Glad to know that you hate me as a blonde. Your opinion has been noted.”
 “Claire,” my mom says with this no-nonsense tone. “You know that's not what I meant. I just think that God made you a redhead for a reason. Maybe it was to stand out? Honey, these casting calls are very competitive. You know, I read something the other day about – ” I cut my mother off before she can stick her own foot any further into her mouth. It's embarrassing to watch.
 “There were fifty other redheads in line today,” I tell my mom as I step forward and grab a glass from the cabinet. “And the only girl they spoke to was a brunette.”
 “I thought you said they'd call?” my dad yells from the living room. I don't answer him. They don't get it, neither of them do.
 “Bob,” my mom scolds, and I can tell that she's giving him a look. I ignore them both and fill my glass with water, sniff it, and frown at the slight metallic scent. Mom says it's from the copper pipes, but to me, it smells like blood. I promise myself that tomorrow, after my casting, I'm going to the store to buy a water filter or something. I down the whole glass and go back for more. “Nice to see you putting something in your mouth,” my mom says, and I look at her over my shoulder, face twisted with disgust.
 “Huh?” I ask her as I turn around, water sloshing over the edges of the glass onto my shaking hands. I'm trembling all of a sudden, and I don't know why. I wrap one arm around my waist and put the glass to my lips, relieved beyond belief that I'm swaddled in all of this fabric, hidden from my mother's bright, green eyes.
 “You haven't been eating much lately,” she says offhandedly, not like she's concerned. Not yet. But she could be. She's taken notice, and if she says something around Marlena then I'm going to have the both of them trying to force feed me like I'm fucking three. I finish my water and set my cup down on the counter next to the bowl of sliced apples. Okay, Claire, this is the best possible solution if you don't want the whole family jumping down your throat. I grab a crescent piece of fruit and stare at it, clutched between French manicured nails, shaking like a leaf over the green tiles of the counter. Fruit makes me bloated, so inside, I'm freaking out a bit. Tomorrow's casting is important, but if I end up eating biscuits, fried chicken, and mashed potatoes at my mom's behest, then I'm going to gain weight.
I put the apple in my mouth and chew it slowly.
 “I've been busy,” I say around the sweet juices that burn like acid. I don't want to be eating this, not when it could affect the whole future of my career. Still, I force myself through it. Short term disadvantages are better than long term disadvantages. At its worst, an apple has, like, a hundred calories. My slice was maybe a tenth, so ten calories. Ten calories. It's all I've eaten today, so I make it okay and try to smile at my mom. “I've been eating on the go.” My mother shakes her head and sets her bowl down, gesturing at a rolling pin with the back of her hand.
 “Nothing like home cooking, honey. You should try to eat with the family more.” I don't respond and swallow the lump of fruit. It sinks like lead to the bottom of my empty stomach and gives me the chills. I feel like there's an invader inside of me, shaping my body in ways I don't want, in ways that will crush my dream and steal my desires away.
I grab the rolling pin and the ball of dough that sits nearby and slam it into the counter, taking out my frustration on the pie crust. If I lived alone, I wouldn't have to deal with this judgment. But living alone takes money, and I haven't ever earned a single dollar for myself. Well, aside from lawn mowing and babysitting in my early high school years, I'm still supported entirely by my parents. I still get an allowance. At age eighteen. Pathetic.
 “Did I miss anything?” Marlena asks, coming down the stairs in a blue plaid dress and a white ruffled apron. She rubs her hands together and takes a deep breath, drowning herself in the smells that make my stomach roil painfully. While I'm wallowing in complete and utter misery, Marlena is drinking this all in, enjoying herself. She feels at home here; I feel like I'm in prison.
I grab another apple and shove it in my mouth, making sure Marlena sees me do it. Twenty calories. That's only twenty.
 “We were just discussing Claire's casting,” my mother says.
 “No, we weren't.” My phone buzzes again, and I pause, elbow deep in flour, to check it. If I miss a call or a text from an agency, I could miss my one chance.
So if I asked you for movie times, I'd be out of luck? =)
It's from Emmett. The boy from the Super Smoothie.
 “Keep your chin up, Claire,” Marlena says as she slathers a biscuit in butter and puts it to her lips with a look of heavenly bliss on her face. “Modeling is a hard industry to break into. Have you ever thought about taking it from a different angle? Maybe going to school for fashion design or photography? Or, I could get you in on the ground floor at my firm. Give you something to do this summer. We're looking for interns now.”
I feel suffocated by her words, by my mom's look, by my father who says, “Wouldn't that be nice, Claire? For a first job, you can't beat that offer.”
I text Emmett back and pray for a quick response.
Family dinner = hell on earth. Please say you'll come pick me up.
To my surprise, he answers right away.
Text me your address and I'll be there in five, beautiful.
This is the first time that Emmett comes to my rescue, but it won't be the last. Emmett Sinclair will save me in more ways than one, and I'll hate him for it. I'll curse his name and even wish for brief seconds in time that he was dead, or at the very least out of my life for good. Later though, later I'll understand that he saved my life and breathed beauty into my dreams.


 




My dad insists on going outside to meet Emmett – 
especially when he sees that he drives a red two-seater.
I sneak out the back door before he gets the chance.
It creaks a bit when I push it open, and I hear my mom's voice inquiring, “Claire?” I let it slam shut and jog around the side of the house and across the gravel drive. Emmett is climbing out and pauses when he sees me coming. Eighteen years old, graduated from high school, and my dad acts like I'm still in junior high. Suffice it to say that my home life is a bit stifling.
 “Let's go,” I tell Emmett, beating him around to the passenger door and climbing inside before he gets the chance to be gentlemanly about it. I check my makeup in the rearview mirror just once before he gets in beside me with a smile on his full lips and a twinkle in his brown eyes. He's wearing a gray beanie this time with a bill on it and a loose fitting shirt that hangs off his body in a way that tells me he's not hiding anything. I might not know Emmett Sinclair yet, but I can tell by the way he styles his hair, by the clothes he wears, by the look on his face, that he's just one of those guys who's hot but doesn't know it. Infuriating and sexy at the same time.
My stomach growls and I put a hand over my belly to silence it. Emmett raises one of his dark brows.
 “Dinner?” he asks me, head tilted to the side as he starts the engine and chuckles. “And nice getaway by the way. Best I've ever seen.” I smile back at him, feeling just a bit guilty about why I'm here. He thinks I like him, but I'm using him. I'm using Emmett to escape, to hide a part of my life from the people I love the most. Why? Why am I doing this?
 “Nah,” I say and try not to grimace in time with my lie. Emmett's eyes are piercing, like Big Bob's. Maybe he has an honesty radar, too? I glance away, focusing on the gleaming wood of the dash instead of my date's pretty face. “I'm full up.” I pause and take a deep breath, trying to infuse a bit of the truth into my words. For some reason, I want Emmett to think that I'm sincere; I want him to like me. “All my family ever does together is eat. We eat as an excuse to hang out, as a celebration, as an act of mourning. I'm tired of eating. I just want to do something else.”
Emmett slides his bottom lip under his teeth and takes a sharp breath.
 “Got it,” he says as he focuses his attention on the driveway and puts his foot to the gas before my dad gets a chance to practice his shooting. Don't laugh. He's done it before. Marlena's first boyfriend had the audacity to pull up on prom night and honk, leaving the engine running while Marlena cried at the bottom of the stairs because she wasn't going to get any pictures. My dad shot out his back tires with a .22 rifle. “I have an idea if you don't mind a short hike?” I think about the apples I ate and the bloating and how I really should lose some more weight. I'm tired – exhausted even – but a little exercise never killed anyone. I nod and pick at the strap to my tank top. I should've brought a coat.
 “Sorry about … ” I don't know what to say, so I shrug my shoulders.
 “The great escape?” Emmett asks with a chuckle, rubbing at his forehead with the base of one hand and clutching the wheel with the other. As soon as he's done, he puts it back and grabs on tight. Wow, I thought only my mom drove with her hands at two and ten. How cute. I reach up and check the silver hoops in my ears, smooth my hand over my hair which is back in a ponytail. Something about this boy makes me fidget. Is that good or bad? “I've seen worse.” He smiles and the edges of his eyes crinkle. He wants me to ask, so I do.
 “And?” Emmett turns in the direction opposite town, towards the national parks and the wildlife refuges. It's getting dark out, so I can't imagine where we're going that would be any fun, but he seems to know where he's going and he's not trying to shove food in my mouth and ideals in my head, so I'm okay with it.
 “A girl I dated in high school used to climb out the third story window and propel down the back of the house.”
 “Right,” I say with a snort. Emmett glances at me and raises both eyebrows, opening his eyes wide. His brow is strong and gives his eyes an almond shape, but when he does this, they get nice and round, like two perfect circles.
 “No joke,” he tells me, nodding his head. Bits of chestnut hair sneak out from beneath his beanie and poke up at odd angles. “Her passion was scaling rock, so you know, she had all the equipment.”
 “Sounds like the perfect woman,” I say. I'm not trying to be bitchy, but Emmett takes it that way. He cringes and adjusts his beanie which I'm starting to realize might be a nervous habit.
 “Rule number one: do not talk about other women with your date.” He smiles; I smile. Emmett is just a likable sort of guy. I don't have time for likable guys. I try not to sigh, try not to think about the casting today or the one tomorrow. I close my eyes for a brief moment and take a breath, slapping my hands against my thighs.
 “That's a good bit of advice,” I tell him as I lean into the leather seat and admire my surroundings. Emmett has a nice car for a guy who works at the mall. “If it makes you feel any better, your story made me think about one of my own. It involves a high school boyfriend of mine and how he had all the right equipment, too.” I blush as soon as I finish speaking, and there's this second of fearful silence before a burst of laughter bubbles up out of Emmett's throat. He slaps his hands against the steering wheel.
 “I was so asking for that,” he tells me as he shakes his head. I look out the window, hoping that he won't see the bit of pink on my cheeks and forehead. I'm so pale that it's horribly obvious, like my emotions are scribbled in rose colored ink over my skinny nose, the long line of my jaw, over the tops of my too-small ears. I should get a tan. Tans are back in this season. I shake my head to clear it. My dreams are always on the brain now. They're giving me a headache. I can't even have a single moment without thinking about my waist size and my portfolio and my runway walk … About fucking apples. I'm still thinking about two slices of apple. “Want to know where we're going?” Emmett asks me, and I turn back to face him.
 “No, surprise me,” I say and he laughs again. Guess that means he likes me? Trees flash by outside Emmett's window, framing his face in brown and green. The skin above his nose is wrinkled like he's thinking hard about something.
 “Did you get the job?” he asks me suddenly. “I mean, the modeling gig?” I try not to sigh. After all, he can't know that every single member of my family asked the same question or how tired I am of saying no. No, I did not get the job. Maybe I never will? I'm too fat. My ribcage is too big. My face is too plain.
 “Let's talk about you,” I tell him instead. “This is a nice car. Forgive me if I'm not familiar with the make; I'm not really into cars. It's fancy though. Must stand out in the Super Smoothie parking lot?” I sound like a bitch again. I'm not trying to, but it just comes out that way. I spend too much time turning down male model wannabes. I need to loosen up. God, I'm thirsty. I'd kill for something to drink. I pause in my own thoughts. No, not something. Water. Just water. I need to start carrying around a bottle.
 “Well,” Emmett says and he's not smiling anymore. His eyes are focused on the road, but his mind is elsewhere. “I didn't buy this with my Super Smoothie money. I took it when I left home.” I sense a tragedy in Emmett's background. Troubled pasts are not something I'm used to. My life has been a boring one. All my friends' parents are still married; they all live in the same houses they grew up in; they all go to the community college. I've only dated three guys and slept with two. I don't really know what to say.
 “I'm sorry.”
 “Don't be,” Emmett says, and he's smiling again. “I just wanted to make my way in the world is all, give it a shot on my own. 'Cept I couldn't leave my baby behind.” He laughs again, but it sounds pretty forced. Besides, I sense that he's making light of the situation. I don't think Emmett's lying per se, but he isn't telling me the whole truth. I feel less guilty about lying to him earlier. “What I can tell you is that I'm in my last year at school and that once I have my degree, I'm going places.”
 “Where?” I ask him, though it sort of seems like a stupid question to ask about a turn of phrase. Emmett scrunches his brows together and tightens his hands on the wheel like he's thinking really hard about this. I appreciate the effort. I'm used to people just spewing whatever garbage is inside their heads out of their mouths. It's amazing to actually see somebody think before they speak. I make a note to take up the practice. Like that'll get you far in this industry. It's all about smoke and mirrors.
 “I don't know yet,” Emmett says and then smiles softly. “But when I do, I'll let you know.” I smile back and then my stomach growls and cramps painfully. I take a deep breath and try to keep smiling. “You sure you don't want to grab dinner?” Emmett asks again. “It's on me.”
 “I don't like to eat in front of people,” I blurt and blush again. I tap my nails on the door and wait for Emmett to say something judgmental, something like, Do you have a problem or something? He doesn't. He stays quiet for a moment as he slows the car down and turns into a square parking lot with a few faded lines to mark out the spaces.
 “Me neither,” he says with a shrug and that's that. Emmett parks the car and opens his door. “Come on,” he says, voice light and full of boyish excitement. “This is pretty killer.” I follow his lead and am thankful that I wore boots instead of heels. All around us is forest, limned in twilight and beckoning with wild, untamed thoughts. I tilt my head up to the sky, and before I even have the chance to shiver, Emmett is tossing a jacket over my shoulders. “Thought you might need that,” he says as he wiggles into a black sweatshirt that smashes his baggy shirt down and shows me exactly how tight his body is. Wow. Broad shoulders, tapered waist, rounded biceps. Perfect. He'd get picked up in an instant were he to go to a casting. Emmett takes off his beanie and his brown hair goes wild, frizzing and tangling despite how short it is. Well, maybe with a better shave and a haircut, I think with a girly giggle and a grin.
Emmett pauses and watches me slip into the hunter green jacket. He runs his fingers through his hair.
 “That bad, huh?” he asks me, and I shake my head.
 “Kind of cute actually,” I say and then bite my lip. “Sorry, rugged and handsome.” Emmett just laughs and holds out his hand, and I take it, aware that I am alone in a nearly dark parking lot with a man I just met today. At the mall no less. I glance at Emmett's round chin and smiling eyes and wonder what Marlena would say. Trusting a man just because he 'feels' like a good person is a nice way to end up dead and buried, Claire. I squeeze Emmett's hand and he smiles brighter, face happy and cheerful and free of bullshit.
The orange parking lights flicker on above us as we make our way across the cracked pavement. It's strewn with glass and bits of debris that give the place a very postapocalyptic look. It's lonely here, but peaceful, such a far cry from that busy mess that calls itself the modeling industry, those judging eyes. The trees, the sky, even Emmett don't seem to be drawing any judgments whatsoever. It's such a huge relief that I find my guard dropping faster than it should. I hope I don't get myself into trouble out here.
 “Now, it's been awhile since I was out here, so forgive me if I drag you through a few bushes. I know the way like the back of my hand, but the landscape changes fast here.”
 “Know the way to where?” I ask as I follow behind Emmett, my hand clutched in his. His skin is warm and smooth, like maybe he doesn't get out much. I'm guessing that he isn't a guy that likes to play a lot of sports or do manual labor which is fine with me; neither of those things interest me. It makes me wonder though. What floats Emmett Sinclair's boat? Is he a gamer? I hope not. An artist? Not quite. I watch his broad back as we start up a steep hill and lick the edges of my mouth. It feels dry, too dry. I wish for water again.
He isn't judging you, Claire. Maybe you should return the favor? I think as I start to breath heavy, muscles burning, trying to draw on fuel that I don't have. Good, maybe this will burn away some of that extra fat around my thighs. The thought comforts me. That and Emmett's hand wrapped around mine. I like the feel of his fingers against me. They're gripping firmly, but gently, like he's in control but only because I'm letting him. I don't ask where we're going; I don't care. Maybe he's taking me out here to kill me? But I doubt it. Anyway, I can't imagine that I would care all that much. Life is hard, and this place is peaceful … I'm not suicidal, but I'm practical. There are worse places to die.
 “Just a bit further,” Emmett whispers, keeping his voice quiet and respectful. We're in a different world now, one without honking horns and shouting cyclists, noisy trucks and flashing lights. This place operates under a different set of rules, ones that I'd be wise to respect. “Okay,” Emmett says, stopping suddenly and spinning to face me with a gentle smile on his lips. He licks them unconsciously and pushes up the sleeves of his sweater. “Close your eyes.” I do without question. I like surprises.
I hear Emmett move around behind me and take in a sharp breath when his hands land on my hips, grabbing with that same, gentle pressure he used on my fingers. The sensation is so wild, so unexpected that I forgot to care about love handles and extra fat and just revel in the moment. That's a rare thing for me. Who is this guy, this Emmett fucking Sinclair, and what does he want with me?
 “Just follow my lead,” he tells me as he guides me forward. I feel leaves brush my cheeks and tease my hands as I hold them out in front of me. Surprisingly, I don't trip over any roots or rocks, guided expertly by Emmett's hands on my hips. The longer they sit there, the warmer they feel, the more his touch seems to penetrate through the denim of my rag & bone jeans, the ones my father threw a fit over because he thinks they're too tight. “Okay, stop,” Emmett says, breath teasing the fine hairs on the back of my neck, sending a shiver down my spine that I'm hard pressed to hide from him. I swear, I can hear him smiling behind me. “You can open your eyes now.” I do and find myself at the base of a rope ladder. When I look up to see what it's attached to, I find nothing but darkness and the thick limbs of trees. I glance over my shoulder and try to make out Emmett's face in the shadows. “Sorry for the secrecy,” he tells me, and I see his white teeth flash in a grin. “But this place is kind of a family secret.” He gestures absently with his arm. “Especially the release for the rope ladder. If I gave that secret away, even to a pretty girl, my cousins would kill me.” I look up again, catch hints of blue-black sky and twinkling stars.
 “Is there a tree house up there?” I ask, trying to figure out where this dirty, old rope ladder is going to take me. Without waiting for an answer, I start to climb.
 “Not a tree house,” Emmett says, following close behind me. “The world's most amazing tree house.” I take his word for it, so out of breath that I find my hands shaking and my muscles quivering. God, I'm out of shape, I think as I force myself up, up, up, into the darkness of the sky and the tangled limbs of trees. I don't want muscles per se, but maybe if I toned my body a bit, I'd get a call back? “Just when you wonder if it's worth it, if you should give up and go back down, you'll see it,” Emmett tells me, not sounding at all like he's fatigued. I press on, ignoring the fall of blackness below me and the repercussions a fall would have not just on my body but also my career.
And Emmett is right.
Just when my body is about to give up on me, punish me maybe for not eating, I find myself emerging into a wooden structure that's less tree house and more floating cabin. I grab the wooden handles near the opening and haul myself up and in, sitting on my knees for a moment as I take in the massive room. We're so high up now that silver beams of moonlight cut through the glassless skylights and illuminate a pair of twin beds that come up out of the floor like they've just grown from the tree itself. There are two benches, built the same way. All the furniture is fluid, connected to the floor and walls, shaped with careful hands and time.
 “Wow,” I say as Emmett grunts and pulls himself up beside me.
 “Nice, huh?” he asks and offers no explanation. “Come on, the best views are over here.” The ceiling is low so we crawl across the smooth wooden floor on our hands and knees, navigating through pine needles and small twigs. It's pretty obvious that nobody's been here in awhile but that once this place was well loved. It's a bit sad in a way.
 “Come here often?” I ask although I already know the answer to that question.
 “Not anymore,” Emmett tells me as he pauses next to another glassless window and points out at the horizon. “Look.” I crawl up beside him and grab the edges of the wood, thrusting my head and shoulders out before I even take in the pale, white wisps of far off mountain peaks. I want to be empty and weightless. I want to drop from this window and rise into the sky like a cloud, let the wind blow me away. I want to be so light upon my feet that even Mother Earth herself questions if I walk on her back.
 “Beautiful,” I say, stretching out just a bit more, taking in the plump, shapely form of the moon who has no shame at her size, her curves. Once a month though, she changes into that tiny sliver of lunette, that itty-bitty slice of beauty that doesn't need substance to be pretty.
 “Whoa there,” Emmett says, gripping my upper arm firmly. The shiny fabric of the jacket rustles as I turn my head to look at him. “Careful. One of my cousins actually fell from this very spot once.”
 “Did he die?” I ask, hating the sound of my own voice. What kind of question is that to ask someone I've just met? He's just shown me his world; I should be respectful. Emmett pulls me gently inside the window and sits back, wrapping his arms around his knees.
 “Nope,” he says, but he isn't smiling when he says this. “He can't walk without help though. He used to be in a wheelchair, but he's stubborn as hell, so now he uses a cane.” I sit back, too, and lean against the wall behind me. I can still see out the window, still take in the rolling blanket of trees and the cover of darkness that suits me so well tonight.
 “Is that why you stopped coming here?” I ask him, keeping my gaze on the view and away from Emmett's face. It's suddenly just struck me how incredibly intimate this moment is, like it should be shared between people with history, not people who've just met.
 “Nah,” Emmett says, and from the corner of my eye I can see that he's adjusting his beanie again. “When we started outgrowing the beds, when we didn't even fit on the floor in our sleeping bags anymore, that's when we stopped coming.” He pauses. “Though I think our minds outgrew the space before our bodies really did, you know?” I don't, but I don't say anything. I stay quiet for awhile. It's cold up here, colder than it was down below it seems and I shiver, wrapping my arms around myself to still my tired body. Emmett clears his throat. “I know we just met and all, but is there something you want to talk about? You seem a bit down.” My head snaps over to his face. In this light, I can see the slightest hint of stubble on his chin.
 “I'm fine,” I lie, wondering what it is that's wrong with me exactly. Am I consumed by desire? Am I too single-minded about the path my life should take? I don't have any answers, so I just shrug off the implications in his question and my own. “What about you? This seems like the sort of place someone would go to escape or to run away.”
 “Yeah, I guess so, but that's okay every once in awhile, isn't it?”
 “This is the weirdest first date I've ever been on,” I blurt. Emmett smiles.
 “Same here.”
 “Then why did you bring me up here?”
 “You looked like you needed an escape.” I stare at him for a moment and then pull my phone out of my back pocket. It's getting late, and I need to do some grooming for tomorrow's casting call. The immediate danger my family was posing to my mental health and the size of my waistline should be over, at least for now. Plus, I can always say that I ate with Emmett.
 “I should get home,” I tell him, deciding that the truth is probably my best avenue of escape. “I really do have an early appointment. It's an open call for a print campaign. Seriously, very rare.”
 “Oh, come on,” Emmett says, scooting forward a couple of inches so that the toes of our shoes are touching. “We just got here.” He rests his chin on his knees. “Tell me a little about yourself.” I frown. This is my least favorite part of dating. I haven't accomplished anything in my life therefore I have nothing to talk about. I've failed over a hundred casting calls and am as fat as a pig, not exactly the best discussion topics to reel a guy in. At this point though, I am still not that interested in Emmett Sinclair. Yes, I want him to like me, and yes, he's cute as hell, but he doesn't understand what it's like to want something so bad you'd die for it. Nobody does.
 “Ten minutes,” I say. “And you first.” Emmett sighs and slaps his hands on the wood floor on either side of him.
 “What do you want to know?” he asks me as I sit up straighter, disgusted at the rolls around my waist. I doubt Emmett even notices or would care if he did, but it isn't about him – this is about me.
 “What would you say is your best quality?” I ask him, thinking that I sound like a game show host but unable to take the words back. Emmett thinks on this for a moment which, once again, astounds me. He even considers stupid questions. Good for him.
 “I'm trusting,” he says and then squinches up his face a bit. “Is that a weird thing to say about myself? Maybe I should say I'm gullible?”
 “And you're modest, too,” I add, smiling back at him. Emmett chuckles and shakes his head.
 “Hardly.” He looks up at me, and the moonlight catches on his brown eyes, making them shimmer with color and life. I think I could get a crush on this guy pretty easily. If I had time for crushes, I would welcome Mr. Sinclair with open arms. As things stand, this could be our first and last date. I decide that if it is, at the very least I should at least let myself taste those lips. They're puffy and pink and far too nice to be on a man's face. Admittedly, I'm a little jealous. I scoot forward and lean over, putting my hands on either side of Emmett's knees, dragging my breasts against his jeans as I press my face close and let my eyelids flicker shut.
As if on cue, he moves into me, tangling his hand in my hair, pressing hot heat to my cold lips, tasting me with long teasing strokes of tongue that cut through my cold shivers and replace them with sudden contractions of my muscles as my body cries out hungrily, desperate for another bite. I hold back, denying it with sheer strength of will. Just as I deny myself calories for fear of the repercussions, I will deny myself Emmett Sinclair and whatever it is that he's offering. We just met today, and he's making me think weird things, putting strange thoughts in my head. I don't know how or why, but he sees that I need help, and he's willing to give it.
I touch the back of Emmett's neck, run my fingers up into his shaggy hair and pull his hat away so I can tease and stroke and explore. Our kiss lasts minutes, stretches out long and warm, twists like taffy and solidifies into this little nugget of something. If I thought I was going to be able to escape Emmett after one date, I was wrong.
I want … no, need more, and like food to my hungry body, I can only resist so long before it kills me.


 



I'm standing in a line that curls around the block and doubles back on itself, so that the people at the end of the line can see those at the beginning. I'm lost somewhere in the middle, wearing a thin sweater over my tank top because it's chilly out, and I can't seem to stop shivering. My portfolio is tucked under my arm and loaded onto my phone, just in case they want digital. I'm scrolling through the pictures and examining them for flaws. My arms look flabby in this one, and oh God, look at my thighs in that suit. There should be a gap there; I won't get hired if there isn't a gap there.
I look up and examine the people around me. There are women, men, and even kids. I'm guessing there were multiple ads targeted to different demographics. It happens. It also means I'm going to be here five times longer than I want to be. I'm in a horrible place – smack dab between a bakery and a pizza parlor with a Chinese takeout two doors down and a street cart selling hot dogs not five feet away. The horrible smells waft in the air and trigger my weaknesses, making my mouth water and my tummy grumble. I didn't eat this morning even though I wanted to, even though the plate of food my mother left on the counter covered in foil enticed me. Last night, I took it up to my room intending to throw it out and ended up keeping it just so I could stare at the mountain of mashed potatoes, the pieces of greasy chicken, the buttery biscuits. I stared at that and then I stared at myself in the mirror and I imagined where each and every calorie would fall, how it would hang from my bones and jiggle. This morning, I tossed it in the trash can in my bathroom. If my parents haven't stooped to going through my things then nobody has to know. I can just say that I ate it and save myself the fight.
I close my eyes and whisper a simple mantra to myself. Skinny is beautiful. Skinny is pretty. Skinny is perfect. The cravings fade away to a dull throb, and I smile, proud of myself for remaining strong. After all, what it all comes down to is this: a slice of pizza or a cover shoot; a container of orange chicken or a print ad; a doughnut or a commercial. Failure or success. Not a hard choice to make.
The line moves forward, and I shuffle along with it, perfectly aware that the girl three people ahead of me is a double zero. Bitch. Why did she have to be in front of me? Now my chubby cheeks and flabby arms are going to be twice as obvious. I sigh and wonder if it's worth it for me to stay, to even go to another casting call until my weight is under control. I touch my hair, my cheek, my lips. I know I can muse all I want about staying away, but I won't stop. Even if I had to walk clear across the city, I'd go to these damn things. It's an addiction, really, and maybe a bit unhealthy, but I have a goal in my mind, and I won't stop until I reach it. I glance up at the billboard above my head and imagine what it would be like to grace it, to see myself stretched out across the sky clad in a bra and panties whose yardage is measured in decimal points … and I shudder. I shudder because I want it so bad, but I couldn't handle it. Not yet. Not when I look like this.
I use my phone to search the Internet for exercises I can do while standing. I might look stupid doing it, but I really need to utilize my time wisely. Big Bob was so pissed at me this morning that he wouldn't even look at me when I came downstairs. I'm afraid that I'm going to unintentionally cause him to do something rash like kick me out. I can hear his imaginary words now. Claire, there's a time in every young adult's life that they have to take that first step and find their own way. I shiver. It really is time to step up my game. I take a swig of water from my new stainless steel bottle. It has a girl on the side, a swirly figure made of colored shapes, but she's nice and skinny. When I look at her, I feel like I'm being reminded of my goal, and I like that.
I decide on calf raises since I can do those fairly inconspicuously and start to tuck my phone away when I get a text message from Emmett.
I can't get that kiss out of my mind. Hope we're still on for Friday.
I sigh and look up at the sky. It's not as pretty in this concrete jungle as it was in the wild darkness last night. Strange how the same thing can seem so different in another light. I try to think up something to say and fail. I'd like to go on a second date with Emmett, but that means getting involved. It means justifying my wants and needs and desires to a new person; it means spending time doing things that don't matter. I can't think up anything to say, so I tuck my phone away and focus on my exercises.
The line shuffles forward.
A few moments later, a woman and two men appear out the front door of the building we're all clamoring to get in and walk down the row. They pause by certain people, take down their names; they pause at Miss Double Zero, and they pass me by with barely a glance. People start to dissipate and the line rushes forward in excitement. I, personally, step out of it. What the rest of these folks, these newbies, don't know is that if they didn't grab your name, they don't want you. In a few moments, they'll take a megaphone and tell them to go home. I'm not sticking around for the humiliation. I start off immediately for the parking structure across the street and hear my name being called out behind me.
 “Claire!” I wonder for a moment if I should ignore it. “Claire Simone!” I finish crossing the street and turn around to find two of my high school girlfriends in the crosswalk. They've got big grins on their faces and bags with Solo Bakery logos in their hands.
 “Thought that was you,” Leanne says as both she and Jennifer crowd in too close to me and examine me with critical eyes. “You haven't called, haven't texted. I haven't even seen you online. What's been going on?” I look at Leanne's pretty blue eyes, hidden in her chunky face and try not to judge her. Emmett wouldn't; the forest didn't. Being a part of this industry makes you want to grade people on their appearance. It's a terrible habit to fall into, but an inevitable one. I try to think about how pretty Leanne's honey colored curls are instead as I smile back.
 “I've been going to castings and – ”
 “Losing a ton of weight,” Jennifer says like it's a bad thing. I look at her, and I try to think only about how perfect her bronze skin looks and not how her shirt stretches across her midsection. That's not the Claire Simone I've always been, but it's who I'm becoming. It bothers me, sure, but I want this so bad that I'm going to accept all the side effects whether I want them or not. I'll try to resist, but if it happens, it happens.
 “Thanks,” I say blandly, but when she keeps going, this little nugget of pride wiggles up from the darkest depths of my soul and makes my smile a grin.
 “No, really, you are so skinny, girl. What are you now, a size zero?” I laugh, and it's almost bitter. Yuck.
 “Size two.”
 “Shit.” Jennifer pauses and adjusts her pink T-shirt. It's so unflattering. It makes me want to rip it off and dress her in something more appropriate. A nice scoop neck top in black, two sizes larger, that's what she really needs. I run my hands down my J Brand Jeans and nibble my lip.
 “What are you guys up to?” I ask, knowing that I'm falling into a trap of hanging out, but unsure how to get out of it without offending them. After all, we graduated six weeks ago, and I haven't talked to either of them even once. I don't have time for friends right now, terrible as that sounds. Which means you don't have time for Emmett. Text him back and tell him.
 “We were thinking of going shopping and then maybe to a movie?” Leanne asks this like it's a question. I adjust my portfolio to my other arm and take a swig of my water. “Then maybe to lunch?” she looks to Jennifer when she asks this. Jenn nods.
 “If you have time?” she asks, trailing off as she tilts her head to the side and examines me like she's never seen me before. Something flashes in her eyes, and I think maybe that it's jealousy, but I just feel so full of myself for having that thought that I brush it away. Fat girls hate skinny girls, Claire, my mind whispers meanly.
 “Um, sure,” I say, hoping that maybe I can at least find these girls some clothes that fit, that enhance the bodies they have. Not everyone has the will to be perfect. It's a hard journey. “I have to meet my mom later, so I probably don't have time for lunch, but I can definitely hit the shops with you.”
 “Thank God,” Leanne breathes as she rolls her eyes over to Jenn. “We have someone fashionable on our side.” Jennifer smiles, but she doesn't seem as happy to see me now that she knows my dress size. How fair is that?
 “Do you have a game plan?” I ask, switching into shopping mode. I've gotten really good at it lately. I've done my research. After all, I can't walk into an agency with jeans from Ross. They have to have a name, something that shows my knowledge of the industry without seeming too pompous. And I need to know who works for who, make sure I've got at least one of their pieces on. It's a complicated dance, one that's all for naught if I don't get my fucking body under control. I look at Jenn and Leanne, and I see in my mind exactly how I want things to progress. Every time I see them, I want them to have those looks of surprise and awe, that grudging respect that says they know how much weight I've lost, that they understand the struggle I'm going through and that they respect me for it.
I had planned on eating when I got home, had, in fact, mapped out a two hundred calorie meal that consisted of some apple slices and a few pieces of turkey. I change my mind right then and there. I'm going to fast. My phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my pocket to see the words Big Bob flashing across the screen. He's going to be on my ass now, just like I thought. My ideas about maximizing my time were right on, and a fast is just the way to go. I mentally calculate days in my head and realize that we have a family reunion in ten days. There is no way in hell that I'm going to escape eating there, not with six aunts, two grandmas, and an uncle who's a professional chef. That'll be my binge day. Until then, I drink only water or plain tea.
I smile with my new goal in mind and my friends smile back, unaware of what's going on inside my head.
 “Wherever you think we should go, we'll go,” Jenn says, stepping back as if she's acknowledging my internal struggle, the fight that consists of me against myself. Or maybe she's just ogling the person behind me.
 “Whoa,” a familiar voice laughs, and I spin around to find Emmett Sinclair standing in the middle of the sidewalk with a long sleeved, gray shirt that clings to his muscles and shows me every detail limned in cotton. Wow. “Talk about fate,” he says and his eyes sparkle.
 “Coincidence,” I say. I don't believe in fate yet, but I will, eventually. “I had a casting across the street.” Emmett points up at the building that looms over us, a steel giant with concrete bones and glass teeth, whose eyes are antennae that kiss the gray sky.
 “I was actually applying for a job upstairs. It's not ideal, but it's a good place to start.” I wrinkle my brow.
 “At Marcy, Marcy and Peters?” I ask, referencing the firm where my sister works. It's on the top floor of this very building. “You're a law student?” Emmett shakes his head.
 “They're looking for an Environmental Spokesperson,” he says. “To explain the reasons behind their lawsuits, someone who speaks plain English they said.” Sounds like Marlena. I find it incredibly odd that my date is now suddenly applying for the very same internship that my sister offered me last night. Fate or meddling? That's the question. I think about my phone and where it was while I was sleeping last night. I left it on the nightstand, right in plain view, right where Marlena could see it if she were so inclined. I imagine that she spent last night picking locks and stealing numbers from me.
 “How did you hear about that?” I ask him, wondering exactly what his major is, what he's passionate about, why he cares. Leanne and Jenn shift nervously behind me, wanting to be introduced to this gorgeous guy who wears a different beanie everyday and carries a plastic bag in his hand with a gray suit sleeve hanging out. Dress up for the interview; dress down for the street.
 “Um, I got a call,” he says, eyes migrating from my face to the faces of my girlfriends. “One of my professors recommended me.” I smile, but it's tight-lipped. Marlena, that bitch. For once, I actually hope that she's coming over for dinner tonight, so I can yell at her. She has no sense of privacy or self-restraint. Would it seriously kill her to let me make my own decisions? I decide not to tell Emmett about Marlena and drop the subject. Instead, I introduce my friends who are practically bursting at the seams with unrestrained interest and no small amount of lust. Their ardor rolls off of them in waves and makes me wonder how long it's been since they've had dates.
 “Emmett Sinclair, these are my friends Leanne Martinez and Jennifer Jacobson. We've gone to the same schools, crushed on the same guys, and cheated off each other's tests since the third grade.” Emmett dips his chin and grabs the brim of his red beanie with his free hand.
 “Hey,” he says simply, but his eyes don't sparkle like they did for me. For whatever reason, Emmett Sinclair picked me out of a lineup of the prettiest girls this city has to offer and got stuck on me. He likes me though I'm sure even he doesn't know why. We don't even know each other yet and already this relationship is dangerous. Emmett is a threat to the way I want things to be. I like him, but I can't date him. I think about the fasting I'm going to be doing and the exercise and the countless opportunities that pop up like daisies in the field of modeling, and I know I can't spend time lost in deep brown eyes and full lips, a chin lightly speckled with stubble and chestnut hair that's softer than it looks. No. Emmett Sinclair is a sinful delight that I can't take a bite out of. He's as harmful to my future career as a slice of chocolate cake is to my waistline. “We're still on for Friday, right?” he asks as if he can sense what I'm thinking. I bite my lip.
 “I actually got a call back and have to audition that night … ” I'm blatantly lying to him now which makes me feel horrible, but I don't know how else to say no. Emmett's eyes get big and round and he grins big at me.
 “Really?” he asks as my stomach sinks to my toes. It might be empty, but it isn't weightless, not yet. Right now it's full of guilt – the heaviest substance in the world. “That's amazing, Claire. Congratulations.” Emmett pauses and rubs at his freshly shaved chin – no stubble there today. His eyes twinkle a bit. “Want to go out tonight to celebrate instead?”
 “She's meeting her mom later,” Leanne quips, jumping in and twirling a bit of hair around her finger. She's being blatantly inappropriate, hitting on a guy that I've obviously got some kind of relationship with, but I let it go and decide the best thing to do is ignore her coquettish giggling. “But I'm free.” Jenn giggles along with her and the noise makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Wow. I'm already getting territorial over this guy. Bad sign.
Emmett smiles at my friends, but his attention quickly comes back to my face. I can tell that he's not going to press the issue. It makes me like him even more.
 “Okay then,” he says with a gentle shrug of his strong shoulders. “Text me if you change your mind.” And then he's stepping in and putting his fingers ever so gently on the back of my neck, leaning in and breathing hot, minty breath against my lips before he kisses me. I should pull away, protest somehow, but when my hands come up to his chest, I curl them in the fabric of his shirt and step closer. My tongue brushes against his, slides over his teeth, tastes the heat of his mouth with slow, purposeful strokes. My whole body is on fire now and for the first time today, I don't feel cold; the goose bumps that grace my skin aren't because of the weather.
 “Maybe we should look away?” Jenn snorts, but I ignore her. My eyes are closed tight and the sounds of the city are slipping away, leaving me dependent on my other three senses. Emmett smells fresh, clean, like he's just stepped out of the shower, and he tastes like spearmint and warmth, trust – if that even has a taste. And he feels so damn good that when he steps away and my eyes pop open, I feel cold and empty. I blink in surprise and search for words. Nothing intelligent comes to mind, so I'm relieved when Emmett fills the silence for me.
 “See you around.” He smiles. “Claire Simone.” And then Emmett walks away, slinging his plastic grocery bag over his shoulder. I watch him leave and then my cheeks fill with pink heat as I turn to glance at my friends.
 “New boyfriend?” Leanne asks, sounding ashamed at her previous behavior. Jennifer, on the other hand, looks annoyed.
 “I just met him yesterday,” I admit and both girls raise their eyebrows. They exchange a glance that makes me feel so left out that I want to chase down Mr. Sinclair and throw my arms around him. It's a weird sensation considering I just met the guy. These girls, on the other hand, I've known my whole life. Maybe that's the weirdest part of all?
 “You two seemed pretty familiar,” Jenn says and suddenly, I get this really intense feeling to just tell her off.
 “We didn't sleep together,” I say, pulling out my phone and looking for any excuse to get away. I didn't want to be rude, to distance myself any further from my friends, but I can't control the feelings of disgust I'm having for my childhood pal. “My mom just texted me. She wants to meet up early. I gotta go.”
 “Oh!” Leanne says, pushing out her puffy lower lip. “We need to hang out though! I feel like I don't even know you anymore.” She hugs me; Jenn doesn't. I turn away from my friends feeling like they're right – even I don't know me anymore. I blame this strange sense of melancholy on Emmett Sinclair, but in reality, he's starting a process of healing I don't even know I need yet. Inside of me is a circle of pain that grows larger by the day, and if I'm not careful, it could consume me and leave me an empty husk of a person.
I want to be thin, but I don't want to be broken.
Too bad I can't find a way to have both.


 



I'm sitting in my room flipping through a magazine when Marlena walks in and closes the door behind her.
 “Thanks for picking the lock and invading my privacy,” I say. I haven't spoken to her about Emmett, but I plan to. She leans against the white wood and breathes slowly out through her nose. She's got on this horrible red pantsuit that I know she thinks looks professional but that actually gives her a camel toe. I'm horrified at her lack of fashion sense, but I don't say anything. I turn another page and try not to scream at the perfection plastered across the glossy pages. I know that half these girls are Photoshopped and that the other half haven't hit puberty yet, but I can't help myself; I'm jealous. I examine a Gucci ad carefully and try to decide if the girl in it is a zero or a double zero. Marlena just stands there. “What?” I snap as I slap the magazine shut.
 “Come out to lunch with me,” she says. She sounds guilty which is good. I'm guessing she's going to confess to stalking Emmett. I pretend not to care and roll onto my back, letting my head hang off, so I can stare at Marlena upside down. My eyes slide over to the sheet on my mirror, and I wonder if she'll notice. I try to think up an excuse, just in case.
 “I already ate,” I lie. This is becoming a common phrase in my repertoire. I used it on my mom when I got home yesterday and found her elbow deep in flour, baking up some other useless crap that nobody should be eating, let alone me. I told her I'd gone out to lunch with Leanne and Jenn, and she got off my back. I didn't speak to Big Bob; I'm afraid to. I've been in my room ever since. Tomorrow though, I'm meeting with three different agencies. Three chances to succeed. Three chances to fail. The blood rushes to my head and makes me dizzy. “What do you want?”
 “I need to tell you something,” she begins, and I cut her off.
 “If this is about Emmett Sinclair, I already know,” I say, sitting up with a grunt. I don't have the abs for a move like that, but it doesn't matter. Girls with muscular stomachs don't get booked for Italian Vogue anyway. I hunch over to catch my breath. “I know you came into my room, stole his number, and gave him a call. How did you know he was a student?”
 “I didn't,” Marlena begins, and I glance over my shoulder to see that she's noticed the sheet. Her red brows are drawn together into a sharp V, and I can tell she's perplexed but not worried. Not yet. “He asked me if one his professors recommended him, and I just said yes. It was a shot in the dark, Claire. I never expected to hire him. Hell, I didn't even know if he was your boyfriend. I just wanted to see where you were off to in such a hurry.”
 “He's not my boyfriend,” I say as I spin around and frown at Marlena. She's pulling the sheet off and folding it into a square. That sort of blatant disregard for me and my wants and my needs really just pisses me off. “Put that back,” I snap at her, and she pauses, glancing at me over her shoulder. Her side wrinkles up, and I can see the rolls on her side outlined with bright red fabric. That ensemble has got to go.
 “Why do you have a sheet over your mirror?” she asks as I catch a glimpse of myself. My eyes look too big for my face and my lips too thin. It shouldn't surprise me. After all, I peek under that sheet thirty plus times a day to stare at myself. I know every flaw. I just don't like to catch accidental glimpses. I like to make sure I'm prepared for what I see; I'm not always ready.
 “Maybe you could've asked that before you took it down,” I say as I stand up and fight a wave of dizziness. I've been feeling this way ever since I cut down on my calorie intake. When I dropped from 2,000 calories a day to 1,000 to 500 to 200 … I shake my head. Beauty isn't cheap, and perfection comes with a price. A bit of dizziness, a little fatigue, that's nothing for what I'm going to get in return.
I snatch the sheet from Marlena and let it unfold until it hits the ground in a wrinkly white mass. I toss it back over the mirror and grab my water bottle from the top of my dresser.
 “Is the house haunted?” Marlena jokes, but I ignore her and take a long, refreshing drink. The cool liquid calms my hot head and when I look back at Marlena, I feel much calmer, if a little distant.
 “Don't ever do anything like that again,” I tell her. She steps away from me and her brows rise to her hairline. She's offended, so what? So am I.
 “Take a sheet off a mirror?” she asks.
 “Sneak into my room, touch my things, stalk me.” Marlena purses her lips. Her lipstick is too dark and her lip liner doesn't match. I say nothing about it.
 “We're worried about you, Claire,” she begins, and I smell a lecture brewing somewhere deep. I don't want to hear it. “Ever since school let out, you've been focused on this modeling thing.”
 “This modeling thing?” I repeat. She doesn't understand. Nobody does. Nobody understands me and what I'm going through, what I'm willing to do to get what I want. “You were always bitching at me to figure out what I wanted to do with my life and now that I finally have, I'm too 'focused'.” I make little quotes with my fingers.
 “I just think you need to be realistic, Claire.” Marlena steps forward like she wants to hug me or something. I take a step back.
 “Get out.”
 “Claire … ”
 “Out.”
 “I came up here to apologize.”
 “Get out!” I scream, letting all of my frustrations bubble to the surface. I'm taking them all out Marlena, and it isn't fair, but I can't help myself. I want … no … need an outlet, and there she is, standing on a soapbox in my bedroom. My sister puts her hands on her wide hips and shifts back and forth, dropping her chin to her chest and sighing deeply.
 “I just thought you should know that Emmett Sinclair is coming to dinner tonight.”
 “What?” I snap, eyes wide, as I take a step back. Marlena has so crossed a line with this crap. She's not only invading my privacy, but now she's interrupting the flow of my life, pushing buttons that she probably doesn't even know are there. There are so many problems with Emmett coming over that I find myself speechless. Marlena looks up at me and smooths a hand through her hair.
 “I hired him.”
 “Excuse me?” Marlena gives me a look that says I'm being childish, like I'm the one in the wrong. “Don't you dare,” I whisper, wanting to rip out the stupid sticks she's stuck through her bun. She's positioned it too low and looks like a librarian. I want to say that and more to her, rage at her, but I don't. I stand there quietly and let my anger bubble hot and fierce inside of me.
 “This isn't about you anymore, Claire. He was actually perfect for this position, practically God sent. I was starting to think that I was never going to be able to find someone qualified. This helps me out a lot. If I had to start from scratch with an inexperienced candidate, it'd be months before they were ready to – ”
 “Get the fuck out.”
 “You're overreacting, Claire. This isn't a big deal. Relax.” Not to her maybe, but to me, it is. Emmett Sinclair is a dangerous temptation, and he's going to be in my house, eating my mother's food, and I'm going to have to make up excuses I don't want to make, push food around my plate, pray that I don't get found out. It's a huge fucking deal to me.
 “You can be really selfish sometimes,” I say. Marlena looks at me, but doesn't respond. She's going to keep making decisions for me, keep butting into my life whether I like it or not. She's doing it because she loves me, and while I understand that, I don't sympathize with her. If you love something truly, you're supposed to let it go. She's putting a cage around me. “Get. Out.”
 “He'll be here at six,” she says blandly and slams my bedroom door behind her.
I watch her go and inside of me, something squirms. It's the pain, the repressed anger, that I feel sometimes. I don't know why it's there or what it wants, only that I have it, and I don't know why. My life has been easy, too easy maybe, and there's nothing for me to be upset about. Maybe something bad happened to me in a past life? Maybe I was just born with a tortured soul? I don't know.
I flop into my computer chair and lift the lid on my laptop. Right now, I think it's best if I distract myself with work. Anything I can do to expedite this process is necessary. I want to travel to Italy, France, walk the runways in London, New York; I want a place of my own and a life of my own. I don't want people telling me what to do and butting into my business and questioning me. I don't want Emmett Sinclair. Now that, that is a lie, Claire Simone. I sigh and cross my arms over my keyboard, dropping my forehead to my forearms. That's the problem, really. I'm interested in Emmett Sinclair. He's getting into my head, and I haven't even had a real conversation with him yet. I wonder if my interest is purely lust, just a trick my body is playing on my mind. Our kisses were … intoxicating. If I sleep with him, will that banish him from my thoughts or tangle me up in him? Here I am trying to avoid the guy and my sister not only hires him but invites him over for dinner. How awkward is this going to be? When Big Bob realizes this is the same guy that I hopped into a two-seater with, he's going to flip.
I sit up and wonder if I really am overreacting. I imagine my mom sitting on one end of the table and my dad on the other. I imagine Emmett Sinclair sitting across from me and Marlena next to him. There will be plates of steaming food, trays of baked goods. There is no doubt in my mind that mom will outdo herself; she lives for dinner guests. I'll have to pile food on my plate, food that I can't eat. I rub my hands down my face. I wish I could just skip out on dinner, but then Emmett will think that I'm avoiding him … I pause and repeat the thought. If I skip dinner, Emmett will think I'm avoiding him. That's what I want, right? To get rid of him? I slam the butts of my hands against the side of the desk and watch my lamp shake precariously. Damn you, Marlena, for putting me in this position.
I stand up suddenly and grab my keys and my water bottle. I have a very specific destination in mind, and I hope I'm still welcome there.
 “Where are you off to, honey? I'd like you home early to help me set the table.”
 “Marlena can do it,” I say as I move down the stairs at a brisk jog and wonder how many calories I've just burned. I pause when I reach the bottom because my dad has just come in through the garage door and is staring at me with a weird expression. It's like he doesn't even recognize me. I don't like it, not one little bit. I turn away and keep going.
 “You'll be here, and you'll help your mother.”
 “Or?” I ask, still in mid-stride. If I slow down again, they might trap me here.
 “Or I'm taking your car away,” my dad says. His tone is very matter-of-fact. I pause near the front door.
 “I'm not in high school anymore,” I say without looking at him. I can feel his eyes boring into my spine, testing me, gauging my resistance.
 “No, you're not,” he says. “And that's the problem. You need to wake up and realize that you are an adult, Claire. I'm not going to make your car payments forever, and the two hundred dollar jeans, those purchases have got to stop.” I don't tell my dad that he's crippling my dreams, that the clothes I wear to my castings need to make a statement. I just walk out the door more determined than ever to meet my goals.
I will be weightless; I will float away; I will become somebody.
I get in my car and drive all the way out to that lonely parking lot with the broken glass and spend an hour tramping through the forest looking for that secret hideaway, that little haven of escape and peace.
I find nothing and end up sitting on the curb and crying. I cry until I feel numb and then I cry some more. Something is wrong with me, and I don't know what it is. Lucky for me, there's someone who does. His name is Emmett Sinclair, and he's going to be at my house in less than three hours. Guess I better find something to wear.


 



I war with myself for awhile, wondering if I really should dress up for Emmett. I think it's my perfectionist side that gets the better of me and makes the final decision. I can't go downstairs looking like shit. That just isn't going to happen. I need to push him away, but I don't want to. Two completely different sides of me war so hard that I find that my hands are shaking violently as I apply liquid eyeliner very carefully along my upper lids.
I met a guy two days ago, and despite my best efforts, I can't seem to get rid of him. I still don't believe in that most horrible f-word of all: fate. But what I do know is that Emmett is like a planet of calm, and I am now in orbit. His peaceful, cheerful demeanor calls to my colder side, beckoning me towards warmth. I slam my makeup down on my vanity table and sigh deep and heavy. I let my eyes flutter closed for a moment and try to breathe. I can't let myself get too stressed out or I won't sleep well. Then I'll end up with bags under my eyes and no agency in their right mind will hire a girl with bags under her eyes.
I open my eyes again and stare at myself in the mirror. I try to look past the fat and find something nice to say. Your dye job still looks nice. I touch my blonde hair, arrange it artfully around my face and pucker my lips. I've got on the softest kiss of pink lipstick and the prettiest dress I own. It's a sleeveless Tibi in white with a square of black leather paneling down the center. I paired it with some three inch T-strap sandals by Saint Laurent and ditched the jewelry. I look clean, pretty, perfect. But still fat.
I grab another sheet from my closet, a pink one this time, and throw it over my vanity table. I usually just spin this mirror around when I'm not using it, but I think I like the sheets better. There's something vaguely morbid about them, like they're death shrouds or something. It's not that I'm into that kind of thing, but it suits my mood right now.
I grab my water bottle and carry it downstairs with me. Mom can't be trusted to offer anything but sweet tea to drink, and there's nothing wrong with insisting on water instead. Nobody can fault me for that. I look at the skinny wisp girl on the side and press a gentle kiss against the cold metal. My tummy rumbles as if in protest, but I ignore it. This dress is a size two and I swear, it's way too tight on me. I'm starting to fear I might actually have gained weight from my cheese binge a few days before. I shiver.
 “Don't you look beautiful,” my mother says when she sees me descend the staircase and pause next to the counter island. “What's the occasion?” she giggles as I stare at her. “Heard about how handsome tonight's dinner guest is, did you?” My hand clenches around my water bottle, and I imagine that it is my sister's throat. That bitch. I decide to go with blunt honesty and maybe, just maybe, Marlena will get bitched at for this instead of me.
 “Didn't Marlena tell you that she snuck into my room, took my friend's phone number without asking and hired him?” I raise my eyebrows for emphasis, but my mom isn't looking at me. She's got some greasy cheese casserole in her hands and is attempting to fit it in the over next to a foil wrapped something or other.
 “What are you talking about, hon?” I glance over my shoulder and can practically see Big Bob's ears twitching with curiosity. He folds his paper and sets it in his lap. When he looks over at me, I glance away. I'm angry with him; he's frustrated with me. I think it's just best for everybody right now if we don't make eye contact.
 “Marlena hired the guy in the red two-seater,” I say bluntly. Neither of my parents speak. “She tracked him down, hired him, and invited him over for dinner.”
 “Oh,” my mother whistles as she closes the oven and turns around, looking past me at my father. He grunts, and I hear his paper rustling again. “What a small world we all live in.” Mom smiles and turns away, switching on the faucet and rinsing a head of lettuce.
 “It's not a coincidence, Mom,” I say, but she isn't listening anymore. Neither of my parents are. Marlena is like a Goddess in their eyes; she can do no wrong. I, on the other hand, am their wispy demon daughter, a useless throw away child that bleeds their hard-earned money and fancies about at casting calls. They pretend to be supportive, but really, they're just sick and tired of it. “I'm moving out,” I say, but they don't take me seriously. My mom laughs like it's a joke, and my father snorts.
 “With what money?” he says. I wrinkle up my face, but I say nothing. One day, they'll get up and I'll be gone, just gone. I'll be on a plane to Paris, and the closest they'll ever get to me again will be through the pages of a magazine. It's an immature thought, I know, but I can't resist having it. It's like some sort of fantasy playing through my head right now.
I grab the stack of white and blue plates my mother has set out and arrange them with careful perfection, lining up the silverware and making sure the napkins beneath are folded tight. I twisted the water glasses and even switch out one that I think looks too grimy. These acts have nothing to do with Emmett; I just like things the way I like them, and that's it.
 “How do I look?” Marlena asks, clomping down the stairs in taupe wedges that blend in with her skin and make her look like she has hooves. She's wearing a royal blue dress that falls below the knee, giving her a matronly look that bothers me immensely. It's hard to be so passionate about fashion and modeling and then be surrounded by people who could care less what they wear and how they look. It makes me feel like they're being sloppy, and that bugs the hell out of me. People should care about how they look. The way you dress and present yourself shows how much attention you pay to details, how much effort you put into your life. I can't stand lazy and half-assed. I take a deep breath because I know I'm being mean and try to direct my thoughts elsewhere. Eventually, I find that they've got nowhere to run and end up sulking in my seat by the time Emmett arrives.
I don't get up to greet him.
 “Come on in,” Marlena chirps as I glance up and become ensnared in bright brown eyes that smile along with a set of curvy lips.
 “Hi, Claire,” he says softly.
 “Hi, Emmett,” I respond back. I'm staring, I know, but I can't help myself. Emmett Sinclair is dressed sinfully in a black button up that's left undone at the top to flash a bit of chest. He's paired it with dark washed jeans and black loafers. His hair is combed and gelled into submission, but a tiny wisp sticks up in the back and curls just so to the side. In short, he's perfection incarnate. I swallow hard and try to remember that I need to fill my lungs with air every once in awhile.
He walks right up to me and holds out a small bouquet of yellow alstroemeria. It takes me a whole minute to realize they're for me.
 “Just a little something,” Emmett says before he turns his attention to my mom and holds out his hand for a shake. She hugs him instead because that's just the way she is. No matter who Marlena had hired, if she had invited them over to dinner like this, my mom would be hospitable to a fault. She says it runs in the blood of every good Southern woman, but I don't feel it. Maybe it's because my dad is an East Coaster? “Nice to meet you Mrs. Simone,” he says politely, and then his eyes swing over to my dad like they've been drawn there by some unseen force.
 “You don't know how to come up to a man's door and ask to see his daughter?” he says, and I jump in before Big Bob can get mean. I mean, I should let him scare Emmett off, I really should.
Instead I say, “I was the one who asked him not to come in, Dad. Can you please pretend for one moment that I'm eighteen years of age and capable of making certain decisions for myself?”
 “How old are you, son?” he asks, voice gruff, eyes burrowing deep into Emmett's soul. Emmett stares straight back with a look of pleasant confidence in his face and smiles.
 “Twenty-two,” he tells my father without a hitch in his voice. He's the first boy I've ever seen stand up to Mr. Simone, whether sixteen or thirty, mine or Marlena's. Doesn't matter. The six foot four tower of hard muscles that is my father is always intimidating. Except to Emmett. I have a feeling that while he isn't aggressive or domineering, he doesn't scare or give in easy. It makes me like him even more. Damn it.
 “Bob,” my mother warns as she plucks the flowers from my hand and whisks them away. “Better get these into a vase,” she says with a wink in my direction. I ignore her and try not to cringe when she reappears with a plate of crackers, cheese, and salami. I sip my water as Marlena offers Emmett a chair.
He sits down straight across from me, just like I imagined he would, and just smiles. He doesn't seem phased to be here or surprised. He just is. Emmett just is. That's a hard place to get to, but an easy place to be. It's like Nirvana or something, Heaven on earth. I envy and respect him, but I can't emulate him, not yet. To get there, one has to be confident in one's self and satisfied with one's life. I am neither of those things which is why I'm willing to sacrifice anything to get what I want. Once I have, I'll be able to do it, too.
 “My partners and I are absolutely thrilled to have you on board,” Marlena begins, but Emmett isn't looking at her. He's still looking at me, and under the table, our toes touch ever so slightly. I think about pulling mine back, but I don't. Emmett reaches for a piece of cheese, and I almost copy him. Almost.
I stare into Emmett's eyes and the sounds of my family fall away. It's incredible, like magic, a deep connection that transcends simple conversation. There's something about him that calls to me, and I can tell from his facial expression that he is absolutely, one hundred percent interested in me. I don't know why, not in that moment, because I don't value myself yet, and so I can't possibly understand the glimmer of light he sees in me. He can help me find it, but it's going to be a tough journey. It's going to hurt. I'm going to cry. I'm going to bleed. Will there be a happily ever after for me? I sure hope so.
Finally, after what seems like forever, he breaks eye contact with me, and a chill travels up my spine and into my arms, making me drop my water bottle onto my plate. It cracks right in half and the sound echoes around the room, travels up the pine ceilings twenty feet above our heads, and makes me cringe.
 “Careful, Claire,” my mother says as she scoops up the broken china and replaces it in less time than it let it takes me to blink. She tilts her head and points at my water bottle with one red fingernail. “That's cute, honey,” she says as I slide my gaze back over to Emmett and see that he's giving my sister a respectful amount of attention. As if he senses me looking at him again, he flicks his eyes over to me and winks, just once. I blink and he's looking at Marlena again. “I'm glad you're trying to hydrate more,” my mother continues while I try to tune her out. “You've been looking a little pale lately.”
 “Gee, Mom, thanks,” I say, feeling suddenly uncomfortable in my sleeveless dress. Are they noticing my arms, my shoulders? Do they think I'm too thin? I almost snort at this thought because obviously, I'm not or I'd have booked something by now. Unfortunately for me though, my family buys into that whole Curvy is Beautiful thing. They complain about actresses on TV and models in magazines, about their false ideals of beauty. I disagree, but I don't say anything, not aloud anyway. I mean, if the women in the movies, on the magazines, weren't more beautiful than the rest of us, why should they be plastered across the silver screen, pasted onto billboards, worshipped? There has to be something about an idol that sets them apart. Maybe it's a good personality, a worthy cause, or maybe it's their looks? What's wrong with that? Everything? Nothing? I don't really care.
 “I'm not trying to criticize you, Claire,” she says as she tosses the broken plate in the trash and washes her hands like it was contaminated or something. When she butters a biscuit and smears it with strawberry jam, I know I'm in trouble. That was my favorite snack as a kid. “Eat something, sweetie.” Mom drops the lard filled lump in front of me with a smile.
I stare at the biscuit and my mind starts throwing numbers at me.
Large biscuit: 300 calories easy.
Two tablespoons of butter: 200 calories.
A dollop of jam: 50 calories.
Case in point: Mom's biscuit is a no go, fasting or no.
I pick at the food and spread crumbs around my plate, so that it looks like I've taken a bite. Under the table, Emmett's foot jostles slightly and bumps mine, snapping my head up to look at him. He's still staring at my sister, but as I wait in tense anticipation, he slides the toe of his shoe along the bare skin of my arch. I shiver again, but not from cold. I'm finding it hard to be cold with Emmett Sinclair around.
 “I can't believe how small the world is,” I hear Marlena say and try to snap myself out of the trance I'm falling into. I look over at her and see that she's smiling her fakest smile at me, the one she usually reserves for clients. “I end up calling my sister's boyfriend for an interview. Must be fate.”
 “Must be,” Emmett says.
 “I don't believe in fate,” I blurt and then, “And he isn't my boyfriend.” Emmett reaches up to touch his hair and then pauses as if he's just realized he isn't wearing a hat. He puts his hand on his cheek and lets it slide down, dropping it into his lap.
 “To be fair,” he begins. “We've only had one date.”
 “Still,” Marlena says, flashing her white teeth at me. “That's a pretty big coincidence.” I stare at her and say nothing. If I didn't know any better, I'd say she was baiting me. Sometimes, sisters can forget that they're twenty-six years old; sibling rivalry has no expiration date.
 “When's your second?” my mom jokes as my father finally makes his way over to the table and sits down with a sigh. I watch as she sits a honey glazed ham down not five inches in front of my plate. One hundred and seventy calories per slice, ninety-nine of them from fat. I've looked up a lot of food online lately and memorized the numbers. They're sort of useless to me during my fast, but I keep them in the back of my mind for later.
 “Well,” Emmett begins and I realize he's operating under the idea that I got a call back. I interrupt him before he can say anything else.
 “Saturday,” I say suddenly, and he smiles nice and bright. His foot caresses mine oh so gently. “We're going paddle boating at the lake.”
 “Oh, sounds like fun!” my mom says while my dad eyes Emmett with narrowed eyes. Luckily, he's soon distracted by a bowl of mashed potatoes. I don't even let my brain calculate nutrition info on those. My mom make hers with copious amounts of butter, milk and bacon grease. Disgusting. When she sets down a bowl of salad, I snatch it up and dish myself a large portion, trying my best to cover the surface area of my plate. If Mrs. Simone sees any space, she'll try to lump something onto it. Her next additions to the table are marshmallow covered sweet potatoes, gravy, and a tray of biscuits.
 “God, Mom, it isn't Thanksgiving,” I say, but she ignores me. Everybody does. Except for Emmett Sinclair.
 “I'm honored, truly,” he says as he fills his plate with the worst offenders on the table in such massive portions that I'm afraid for him. It's like watching a heart attack in progress. I look away and sneak my water bottle under the table. I nestle it between my thighs and try not to shiver at the icy moisture that's condensed on the sides. Once I've got the top unscrewed, I start the very long and laborious process of stuffing lettuce leaves and slices of tomato inside. It doesn't make for the most pleasant dinner in the world, but I feel proud of myself for persevering, for proving that I can do this, no matter what. “Food goes straight to the heart,” he says which makes my mom smile. I know he's speaking metaphorically, but the amount of fat and cholesterol there makes that a pretty scary statement. I tell myself I don't care and attempt to break off a piece of biscuit to shove inside my water bottle. When I look up, Emmett is staring at me. He's still smiling, but he doesn't look that happy about what he's just seen.
I flush three shades of red and glance away.
The rest of the dinner passes by without incidence.
When it's time for him to leave, my mother drags my father into the kitchen to help with dishes and Marlena mysteriously disappears up the stairs. I end up having to show Emmett out which makes for a very awkward moment near the front door.
 “I know what you think you saw,” I begin, but Emmett just steps forward until our toes are touching and leans in close to my ear. His breathe tickles and teases, drawing me to my toes, making my eyelids flutter. For a moment there, I pray that he's going to kiss me. He doesn't.
 “It's okay, Claire,” is all he says and then he turns around and grabs the doorknob in one hand. “I can't wait for paddle boating.” I cross my arms over my stomach and stand there in silence. “See you around, Simone.” And then he disappears, and I can't shake this weird feeling that somehow, he understands me.


 



Day three of my fast arrives and I start it off by 
purchasing a new scale. The one in my bathroom is broken; I know it is. It says I've only lost two pounds since last week. I don't even understand how that's possible, so I go out and use my credit card to get a new one. My dad is not going to be happy to see that I've spent nearly two hundred dollars on a bathroom scale, but this one can tell me not only my weight but also my body fat percentage and BMI. Plus, it wirelessly syncs all my stats with my computer, so I can track my progress with graphs, charts, spreadsheets. It makes me feel like I'm in control, and I like that.
Unfortunately, the old scale was right on the money. I have only lost two pounds. I frown down at the three digit number above my toes and wonder how low I can get it to go. I step off with a sigh, refill my water bottle from the bathroom faucet and head back into my bedroom to get ready. I'm going to be stretched thin trying to hit all three appointments on time today, so I need to be prepared for anything. I take a large purse with me and pack an extra outfit and some tennis shoes in case I need to book it. It's pretty hard to run down the sidewalk in three inch heels. I put my portfolio in and make sure I have plenty of comp cards which are like business cards for models. They feature the very best of my portfolio all printed together on one small sheet.
Once I've got all my essentials together, I decide on a pair of white Burberry skinny jeans and a white cami. I want to look clean and fresh. A model is a designer's canvas, and I want to make sure that I'm the perfect medium. I slick my hair back into a high ponytail and put on some foundation and a dash of clear gloss. A lot of girls think they need to wear their best makeup into a casting call. In reality, that's the easiest way to appear amateurish. Most often, they won't even look at you.
I slip some Jimmy Choos onto my feet and check myself in the mirror one last time before replacing the sheet and heading out the door. As soon as the cool air hits my skin, I start to shake violently and end up having to go back upstairs for a coat. I pick something fashionable, just in case anybody important sees me wearing it, and end up with an Ellie Tahari trench on my shoulders.
Once I get seated in the car, I drag my finger down the screen of my MP3 player until I find Amy Winehouse, press a kiss to her sweet, sweet face, and let myself drown in the sultry tones of You Know I'm No Good.
My stomach is in knots, but it's not from hunger. Already, those pains have faded away. I'm guessing that the longer I go without eating, the less I'll feel like I have to. I make myself a note to go buy some vitamins, just in case. I want to be skinny, but I don't want my skin to dry out or my hair to go limp. After all, skinny is only part of the battle. If I look like an anorexic mess, nobody's going to want to hire me.
I pause and turn up my music, so that I can feel Amy's voice vibrating through the seat and soothing the flutter of panic I've just felt in my chest.
Anorexia.
It's the first time that word's ever come to my mind, and I don't like it. I'm not anorexic; I'm just making a conscious decision to meet a goal, that's all. I push the thought away and start to mouth the lyrics, trying to calm my nervous belly. Today is a big day for me. I've been trying not to think about it, but I'm meeting with not one, not two, but three big name agencies. These are people with connections, people who have launched some of the biggest stars in the modeling world. I swallow down my trepidation and try to relax my face. If I walk in with stress lines around my mouth and eyes, I can kiss any future contracts goodbye.
When I pull up outside of Lianna's Model and Talent Management, I find the parking lot full and the curbs packed bumper to bumper. I circle around the nearby blocks and can't find a damn place to park.
 “This is why I hate downtown,” I tell my music as Amy disappears and Lily Allen switches on. The cheerful notes of Fuck You play out of my speakers as I curse silently to myself and start to feel the first real waves of anxiety. I cannot be late to this. If I walk in that door even one minute after I'm supposed to be there, Lianna's crew is going to tell me to hit the road and never come back. I get so desperate that I end up weighing the risk to reward ratio of parking somewhere I'm not supposed to. If my car gets towed, I'm going to miss my other appointments, but if I don't find somewhere to leave my damn Fiesta, I'm going to miss out on a golden opportunity.
I end up cutting off a couple in a red Taurus and parking in a fifteen minute zone. This fitting might take ten minutes or it could take an hour. It all depends on how many girls they've invited in, how many people are working, how much they like me. I decide that this is worth the risk and slip out of my coat, grab my purse, and start down the sidewalk, shoulders back, chin up, the corners of my mouth turned up in a gentle smile.
The building is made of brick, painted white and topped with a very simple sign with elegant black text that spells out the name of the agency. All along the front wall are ten foot tall windows that show off an impressive display of clothing. There are silver racks everywhere, stuffed full of colorful fabric and arranged into U shapes that hide desks and silver laptops. The light hardwood floors are covered in fun, shaggy rugs that I'm afraid to step on, certain that each one costs a small fortune. When I grab the gold handle on the front door, I take a massive breath, steel myself for rejection and pull it open.
A bell chimes somewhere and echoes around as I pause next to a small black table, like a hostess stand. On it lays a tablet and a stylus, but there's nobody around to use it. I wait patiently, letting my purse hang heavy by my side. My heart is thumping painfully against my ribcage, but I ignore it, trying to instill my features with confidence. Pick me, I try to say with my gray eyes and my thin lips, pick me even though I'm too fat. Give me a chance, please. I'd trade the rest of my life for just a few years doing what I love.
I start to hyperventilate and have to close my eyes to get control of my emotions.
When I open them, there's a tiny woman coming towards me with dark hair and dark eyes. She's smiling, but it isn't a sweet expression. There's a sharp bite hiding behind those round lips.
 “Claire Simone?” she asks, and I nod. Honestly, I'm surprised that she knows my name. That and I'm the only girl here. That's never happened to me before. The woman looks up at the wall where a clock is projected on the broad, white space. I follow the source of the light and see that there's a small, black projector on a shelf across from it. Interesting. The woman nods, and I'm glad I got here on time. “Wonderful,” she says and without introducing herself, moves over to a rack and selects a dress. “If you could walk for me, please.”
I nod and step forward, not surprised that she isn't introducing herself. Her name is Lianna Cheung, and she's the owner and founder. She needs no introduction.
 “Thank you for the opportunity, Miss Cheung,” I say, proving to her that I know who she is. Apparently, I've done something right because her eyes flicker brightly for a moment. She picks up her tablet and leaves the stylus, using her finger to navigate through applications. I don't wait for her to ask for my portfolio and retrieve a comp card along with my phone. I pass the glossy page to her first and wait till she holds out her device. I bump mine against it and know that my pictures are being transferred over to her.
 “Smart girl,” Lianna says and I can't hold back a genuine smile. I put my phone away and set my purse down, unbuttoning my pants without hesitation. This is the life of a model. Lianna has not offered me a fitting room, so I'm going to change right here in front of the windows. I praise my choice of panties. They're nude, cotton, plain and tight and seamless. Nothing that could interfere with most garments, but in no way sexual or inappropriate. I've got the routine down.
I slip off my cami, glad that I decided not to wear a bra and slip the orange dress over my head.
It falls to my knees in a loose swish of chiffon, but when I reach down to the side zipper, it's a bit difficult to get it over my hips. My heart sinks to my stomach, and I feel ill with disgust. I'm too fucking fat for this dress, I think as I manage to get the zipper up without Lianna seeing my struggle. She's scanning through my pictures with a quirky smile on her face. Things are going well.
 “This dress is from my new line,” she says, surprising me. I hadn't known Lianna was a designer. Apparently, when she looks up at me, that fear is written across my face. I wore Burberry and Jimmy Choo to her agency when I should've worn her. “It's not available in stores yet,” she says as if she can sense my unease. “It's a spring collection,” she continues as she walks in a circle around me. I can sense the moment she sees the tightness around my hips. Her smile stays in place which is a good sign. “Walk a bit for more, Miss Simone,” she says, and I feel like I'm going to pass out because she's actually speaking to me by name. Maybe the application I submitted really touched her? “I'm going to film it,” she continues as she lifts her tablet, and I lift my chin. I lift my foot and move forward.
Swing your arms, but not too much, I remind myself as I put one heel down in front of the other. Keep your eyes up and watch out for that rug. I step onto the shaggy fabric and keep going like it's not even there. This is my weakest skill, and I have to make sure that I do my best. My portfolio alone is not going to be enough to get me booked. I keep my pace steady and even and my strides long. When I reach the wall, I pause in front of the orange and red mural and drop one shoulder back, pushing my hips forward and away from Lianna, so she gets the trimmest, slimmest cut of me. I turn over my right shoulder and make my way back, using a different pose when I'm facing her. This time I pop one shoulder forward, and put my left hand on my hip, drawing it back, making it as small as possible.
 “Thank you, Claire,” Lianna says as she drops her tablet to her side and turns back to the rack of clothes nearest her. She pulls out a swimsuit – my worst nightmare – and hands it to me before sitting down on the round, red stool that makes up a tiny seating area in the center of the room. “There's a fitting room in the back,” she tells me this time and points at the corner of the room opposite us. I take the hanger from her and make my way over to a folding screen. It's black with silver cranes, the same pattern that's on Lianna's knee length dress. I imagine she designed it herself, and I can only guess how successful she's going to be.
I slip behind the screen, and find that it covers up a nook in the wall with an arch above the doorway and a small bench on the back wall. I take the orange dress off very carefully and hang it on the rack inside the room, making sure that it hangs nice and pretty and that it's wrinkle-free. I drop my panties to the floor and pull the tiny green and yellow bottoms up my legs. There are ties on either side that hang nearly to my knees. On the ends are tiny, golden bells that jingle when I move. The top, on the other hand, is a satiny black and shaped more like a sports bra than a bikini top. I slip it over my head and am relieved when my breasts fit inside without issue. Fortunately for me, there's no mirror in this room, so I don't get the chance to examine my flabby belly or my jiggling arms. I do pinch my cheeks hard before I walk out, just to make sure that they're pink and not pale. There's nothing worse than looking pale in a swimsuit.
When I emerge from behind the screen, the bell in the back chimes in time with the ones hanging from either of my hips and welcomes in a lanky-pretty girl with blonde curls and a waist that I could wrap my fingers around. I ignore her and focus on my runway walk, making sure I pass directly between Lianna and the new girl, breaking their eye contact and pausing at the wall the same way I did before. When I turn around, I'm glad to see that the agency director turned designer is still watching me.
 “Thank you, Claire,” she says as I come full circle and pause next to her. She stands up and takes my hand in one of hers. She stands on her tiptoes and uses the fingers of her opposite hand to touch my cheek. “You have a wonderful face,” she tells me, and I try not to pass out as my heart takes off beating a million miles a minute. “Tell me, how are you working to improve yourself and your body image?” she asks, and I swear to God, I almost pass out right then and there. Essentially, she's asking me why I'm so fucking fat. My voice, when it does finally manage to come out of my strangled throat, sounds hollow and far away.
 “I'm on a new diet regimen,” I tell her, trying to sound like I know what I'm talking about. “And I've got a new exercise routine.” Lianna's hand drops back to her side, and I almost scream when I see her eye swing over to the new girl. She's about to dismiss me. This is my last chance. “Give me two weeks,” I tell her. “And you won't even recognize me.” Lianna opens her mouth to speak, but she still isn't looking at me, and I'm getting desperate. I want to shout at her, shake her, tell her that this means the world to me, that she's holding my dreams in her hand. I want to tell her that I'd die for this opportunity, that if I can't have this, I'd rather not even be alive. Instead, I reel myself in and try a different tactic. “You're a wonderful artist, and I'd be delighted to serve as your canvas.”
Finally, finally, finally, Miss Cheung looks at me and puckers her red, red lips gently, teasing the edges of her mouth with her tongue.
 “Okay, Miss Simone,” she tells me, and it takes everything I have to stand still. My hands, though, do start to shake. “Come back and see me in two weeks, and if I like what I see, then you've got a place on my runway and in my agency.”
 “Thank you,” I whisper, and I have to fight to keep tears out of my eyes. Lianna Cheung doesn't want to see a whining, sniveling, sobbing teenage girl. I bet she gets bombarded by them. I have to stand out by being strong and professional.
 “Please keep the dress and the suit,” she tells me. “My treat.” And then she's walking away and focusing on the new girl whose name is Synthia with an S. I hate her already. I slip my pants and cami on over the suit with the full knowledge that Lianna doesn't want her interviewees hanging around any longer than necessary. I retrieve my panties and the orange dress from the fitting room and make my way quietly out the door. As I go, I try not to look at Miss Synthia and how small she is, how perfect, how thin.
I try not to hate her and realize that that isn't really the problem here. I don't hate her; I hate myself. I hate myself and there's everything in the world that's wrong with that.


 



When I get outside, the air feels twice as cold as before and it only takes a few seconds for my teeth to chatter and goose bumps to spring up all across my arms and legs. In reality, it's probably an even sixty two out, and there's hardly a breeze. Must just be me. My heart feels cold and my brain feels numb. It's one thing to have a phobia, a worry, a trigger for your anxiety, and it's a whole other to see that thing actually come true. Lianna was looking at me like she felt sorry for me, like I was that one, fat girl in a group of skinny friends, the one who was always pitied in photographs. Poor girl, she stands out in a bad way.
I wrap my arms around myself and hurry towards my car.
It's gone.
I stand there staring at the empty curb for a long, long moment before I slump down to the sidewalk and drop my head into my hands. Honestly, I don't even care that it's gone – I'm not in the mood to go to anymore appointments today. What's the point? Lianna liked me quite a bit, more so than any other designer or agency I've ever met with, and yet, my weight was a problem just like I knew it would be. Why should I parade my jiggling arms and thunder thighs around town and make an ass out of myself?
I've got to try harder, go further, work smarter.
I sigh and lift my head up to the sky, letting the air dry the tears that are forming at the edges of my eyes. I can't sit here and whine about how pathetic I am. Lianna is going to give me a second chance. If she signs me, then I've got my way paved in gold. If she doesn't, I don't know what I'll do.
I stand up suddenly and pull out my phone, practicing calf raises while I flip through the numbers in my contacts and try to decide who it is that I'm going to call to pick me up. I need to get started on my exercise routine right away. No more half-assed crunches before bed, I need this to be serious. I need to enroll in some classes at the gym, get up at the crack of dawn and run. That's the only way I'm going to be able to make it through this. Thank God, I started fasting when I did or things might've been even worse. Already, I'm thinking about that upcoming family reunion and how I'm going to get out of it. Maybe I can fast until I next meet up with Lianna? It shouldn't be that hard, right? As long as I drink plenty of water and get some vitamins, I think I can make it. After all, people have practiced fasting for centuries and in all walks of life. How is what I'm doing any different?
I waffle a bit about who I'm going to call. Yes, eventually my parents are going to find out that my car is in impound, but I don't want to deal with that right now. My soul feels like a glass butterfly, like I could be broken in half with a flick of a finger. If they drag me home and yell at me right now, I will shatter. If I call Marlena, I'll get a lecture. If I call Leanne, I'll have to explain why I don't feel like hanging out. If I call Jenn … I decide I don't even want to consider her right now. I've been judged enough for today, thank you very much.
So I call Emmett Sinclair.
I call the boy I just met and barely know to come and get me.
 “Hey Claire!” he answers, voice jovial and if I'm not mistaken, a tad surprised. “How's it going?”
 “Are you busy?” I ask as I hear him rustling around on the other end of the line.
 “Depends,” he says coyly. “On what you need me to do?”
 “My car was towed, can you come and get me?” I feel weird asking, like it isn't even appropriate for me to be calling him. We're strangers, Emmett and I, but somehow it feels like we should be friends. I don't have time for friends. He doesn't hesitate before responding.
 “Then I'm free,” he laughs. “Where are you?” I give him the address to Lianna's. “Hang tight, beautiful,” he says. “I'll be right there.” And then he hangs up. I walk back over to the agency and sit on the side of the building that has no windows. It would be disastrous for the designer to see me sitting on the curb like a bum.
I wrap my arms around myself and rock back and forth to keep warm. I hate feeling so cold all the time. Sometimes, when I'm in bed, wrapped in blankets, I still feel like I'm freezing from the inside out, like I'll never be warm again. It's a horrible feeling, one that leaves my chest and belly numb and my legs shaky. Beauty is pain.
When I see Emmett's car at the stoplight, I stand up and step off the curb, so he doesn't have to park.
When I climb inside, I see that he's already smiling at me.
 “Hi Claire,” he says in a voice that's just this side of cheeky.
 “Hi Emmett,” I respond, and I try not to sound tired. Truthfully, I'm exhausted, physically and mentally. I want to go home, crawl under the covers and sleep away the fat, let it melt from my body. Then I can wake up when it's gone, when I'm skinny and pretty. I try to keep these feelings off my face.
 “You look nice today,” he tells me, and I try not to scoff. Maybe he likes curvy women? The modeling industry does not.
 “Thanks,” I say as I lean into the seat and take a deep breathe. “I really appreciate you coming out to get me.”
 “No problem,” he says, adjusting the red beanie on his head with one hand while he continues to steer with the other. He's got on his Super Smoothie apron. I look at it and then up at him. His chin is stubbly already, but I think I like it best that way. It's cute in a rugged sort of a way.
 “Were you working?” I ask him, and he shrugs his shoulders. He's got on a red T-shirt that strains over the muscles in his shoulders and leaves little to the imagination.
 “I decided to quit today,” he tells me with a slight ghost of a smile hovering around his lips. “It's not like I need the reference or the money anymore, not with the job your sister gave me.” I cringe.
 “Sorry,” I say, but I'm not a hundred percent sure what it is that I'm apologizing for. For essentially making him quit his job to come and get me? For having a meddling sister? I don't know. “I hope I didn't inconvenience you.” Emmett snorts.
 “Hell no,” he says as he merges onto the highway and takes the very first exit.
 “Wrong one,” I tell him, but his lips are already twisting up into a naughty grin.
 “Nuh uh,” he says and I swear he's flirting with me. “You owe me a date.” I lean back against the passenger door and give him a look.
 “Excuse me?”
 “You canceled tomorrow's date,” he says as if that makes sense.
 “And I rescheduled it for Saturday,” I say. If I had known calling him would cost me, I'd have stuck with Leanne. I could've at least bullied her into dropping me off at home. Emmett Sinclair is nice, but he isn't the type of person who lets themselves be bullied into anything.
 “Right, but after our Friday date, I was going to ask you out on Saturday anyway, so you still owe me.” He winks at me, but I'm not buying what he's selling, not yet.
 “You don't even know if we're compatible,” I say.
 “Yes, I do,” he tells me with a confident look tossed in my direction. I cross my arms over my chest, and in my irritation with this sexy, scruffy boy, forget about the fashion industry for one, brief, indescribably beautiful moment. He sees my look and rushes to explain himself, words tumbling from his full lips in a flurried jumble, like he's never done this before, said these things before. What Emmett Sinclair tells me then and there is not a line, a hook, something to get in my pants. He's just telling me how he feels, and one day, I'll find that pretty damn admirable. Right now, it just confuses me. “Have you ever kissed someone and seriously felt like you were touching their soul with your mouth?”
 “That's weird,” I tell him, but I can't keep our two kisses out of my brain. I feel myself leaning forward involuntarily and have to put a stop the arduous desire that's bubbling deep down and threatening to burn me with its intensity. I decide to just answer the damn question. “No.”
 “Exactly,” Emmett whispers, eyes focused on the road, but twinkling. I notice his arms tensing imperceptibly, his chest expanding as he takes in a massive breath. The skin between his eyebrows crinkles as he tries to explain himself. “When I kissed you, Claire, I felt you.”
 “Okay,” I say. I'm not trying to be rude, but what else am I supposed to do? I don't even know the guy and his heart is open and beating bloody on a table for all the world to see. Emmett slides his full lower lip under his teeth and then runs his tongue across his mouth unconsciously. I find myself copying the motion and look away.
 “I think … ” he begins and pauses. “I know somehow that you need me.”
I snort.
 “Seriously. And I think I need you, too.”
 “Wow,” I say, putting my hands up to either side of my face. “This is kind of a lot to take in, Emmett. We just met. I don't know anything about you.”
 “What do you want to know?” he asks me, but I'm a little stunned, so I don't say anything. Emmett keeps talking, obviously still full of words and thoughts and feelings. “I just think we could really learn a lot from one another.” He pauses. “At the very least, I think we could paddle a mean boat.”
 “That's Saturday,” I tell him. “Look, I'm tired, and I just got done with a really stressful casting call – ” Emmett interrupts me.
 “Let me take you to lunch. I know a great place on the west side of town. They serve dessert burritos.”
 “I'm not hungry.”
 “Okay then, let's go to the aquarium.”
 “Why are you so desperate to hang out with me?” I ask him. He shrugs, loose and easy.
 “I like you.” I sigh.
 “Why don't you come over?” I ask him. “We can watch a movie or something?”
 “I'd be delighted,” he tells me with a big, fat grin. I look at Emmett Sinclair, and I wonder if I'm making the world's biggest mistake or the smartest decision of my entire life. It's either one or the other, and I'm not sure which. There is no in between, not now, not with this. I don't know how or why, but somehow, this moment is going to change my life.
I just hope it's for the better.


 



When we get back to the house, I'm relieved to find that both of my parents are gone. It's not like I need permission to bring a guy over, but I appreciate not having to explain myself. Also, I'm not a big fan of having my father eavesdrop outside my door. God, I need to move out, I think as I stop in the kitchen and fill my water bottle from the tap.
 “Can I get you something to drink?” I ask as Emmett slips his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and glances around the room like he's never seen it before.
 “This is a really cool place,” he says as I turn around and follow his eyes up to the mantel and the elk head that's giving me another look. Who are you, Claire? it asks. I mean inside, who are you really? I glance away and focus on the plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies that are sitting prominently on the counter with a stack of napkins nearby. My mother is still laboring under the idea that I am five years old and need her to leave 'snacks' out for me. I pick one up and hand it to Emmett. He takes it and shoves the whole thing in his mouth with one finger. There goes two hundred and twenty-two fatty calories, I think as I look Emmett up and down and wonder how he stays in shape. I decide to ask.
 “Do you work out?” I ask him, and he snorts with laughter, leaning against the counter island with his legs out in front of him, crossed at the ankles and dangerously close to mine.
 “Are you coming on to me, Claire Simone?” he asks me with a gentle smile that crinkles the skin on his cheeks and makes him look absolutely adorable. I want to be pissy with the world right now, but Emmett Sinclair is completely and utterly precious, and I'm having a hard time staying upset. The longer I'm around him, the warmer I feel.
 “Just answer the damn question,” I say, and he laughs again, leaning forward so he can untie his red apron.
 “I have to,” he tells me with a wink. “So I can enjoy the world through taste.”
 “I see. So you work out to eat, is that right?” Emmett pulls his apron up over his head and lays it on the counter next to my purse.
 “That's right.” I narrow my eyes, wondering if this is his response to my spiriting away food at dinner. He said it was 'okay', but what does that mean, really? And what does he know? What does he think about me?
 “I don't want your help,” I tell him, and he shrugs, the smile slipping off his face for a brief second.
 “I don't know what you mean.”
 “I'm not some poor, starving anorexic girl who's in desperate need of catharsis.”
 “I never said you were,” he tells me, tilting his head to the side and drawing his brows into a V of confusion. “Where did you get that idea?” I take a deep breath and put my hands up on the counter to steady myself.
 “I know you saw me,” I tell him trying not to feel ashamed. I shouldn't have to. It's my body, my life. I don't have to justify myself to anyone, yet I still don't want anybody to know. It's sort of a hard place to be.
 “I did.”
 “And? You said you thought I needed you.”
 “Yeah, well, that's not what this is about.”
 “Then what is this, Emmett?” I ask him, lifting my chin from my chest to stare at his face. “If you're not here to shove food down my throat and ask me why I'm stuffing biscuits in a fucking bottle, what is it that you want?”
He steps forward suddenly, moving faster than I can follow until his hands are cupping either side of my face. He breathes scalding words against my lips that sting my flesh and pull me forward; I've been ensnared by this animated spirit that is Emmett Sinclair, this person who exists as a question mark in my mind. Who is he? What does he want with me?
 “I want this,” he says simply, and then I have my answers: I don't care. I just like him. I might not know his favorite color or how he likes his coffee, but he makes me feel warm when I'm shivering cold inside. What's one, little kiss going to hurt?
I open my mouth and let Emmett in, let him hold me and taste me while I remain still, savoring each tiny twitch of his fingers on my cheeks. His hands sear prints into my skin, mark my paleness with his heated flesh. He moves inside of me and then he relaxes and lets me do the same to him, drawing my hands forward, putting them to his chest by sheer force of will and desire. I tease him gently, flicking my tongue against his, grabbing his bottom lip in my teeth and pulling it into my mouth until he groans, deep and low.
Emmett then drops his hands down to my hips and picks me up. Without even realizing it, my legs go around him as he slides my ass onto the counter and pulls me tight against him. I grab his beanie with one hand and pull it off his head, let it fall to the floor as my fingers tangle in his hair and squeeze tight, tugging hard enough to hurt. He doesn't complain, and he doesn't try to take us any further. Instead, Emmett gets comfortable, sliding his arms around my waist and letting our bodies mold together while our noses brush against one another and the heat of our mouths mingle.
Honestly, I can't even remember the last time I felt so damn good, so fucking alive. It feels like my skin is electric, like Emmett has plugged me in and I'm throbbing with energy. In the back of my mind, I tell myself that the reason I can't remember is because I have never felt quite like this. Emmett Sinclair is working his magic, and damn it, I'm enthralled. Suddenly, I can't wait to go paddle boating. I want to go paddle boating with him, and I want to sit in his arms and watch the sun set. I want to know who he is and how he got that way, and the most frightening thing of all is that I want him to be mine. I want to lay claim to him, mark him, make sure that nobody else comes by and takes him away.
I dated my high school sweetheart for three years and not once did I feel this way about him. Not even once.
 “Emmett,” I say, prying myself away reluctantly. I can hear a car on the gravel driveway. I can't have my mom walk in and find me dry humping on her countertop; she would never recover. “Stop, stop, stop,” I say, but he's already stepping back and bending down to grab his hat. On his face is a serene smile, like he's just ascended the steps to Heaven. It doesn't escape my attention that I was the one that put that look there.
 “I told you,” he whispers as he stands back up, kisses my cheek, and helps me down. “You feel it, too, don't you?” I have to swallow three times to find my voice.
 “Yeah, we have good chemistry,” I admit, and Emmett laughs. We both know it's more than that, but I still don't believe in fate, so I don't realize that there are greater forces at work here than I can understand. I hear my mother's car door slam and look over at Emmett. He's waiting for me to make a decision. I can either send him away or invite him up to my room. Either way, I don't think he's going to give up on me. He suspects that I'm not eating, and he isn't judging me. He wants to help me, but he isn't pushing. I like that. “Emmett,” I say and my voice is breathy and soft. I feel my cheeks flush bright.
 “Hey,” he says, reaching out and touching my chin. “I will see you on Saturday, okay?” He starts to turn away when I grab his hand.
 “Come upstairs with me,” I whisper, feeling that icy cold creep through my body again. When Emmett is around, I can ignore it. He makes me feel warm; I want to feel warm. “It doesn't have to mean anything,” I add, just in case I'm scaring him off. He doesn't look scared though. His face is gentle, and his smile is soft.
 “It will mean everything,” he tells me cryptically, but I don't care, I pull him towards the stairs and manage to get him into my room before my mother walks in the front door. I slap my hand on the stereo and let whatever is going to play, play. As if the universe senses I need the perfect soundtrack for my life right now, it plays Who'd Have Known by Lily Allen as I push Emmett against my bedroom door and kiss him hard and furious, desperate. I feel like I'm suffocating, like I can get all the air I need to breathe from his lips alone.
His hot hands travel under my white cami and find the swimsuit, teasing my nipples through the slippery fabric and then sliding down my ribs, dipping into my jeans. Before he can even ask, I reach down and slide open one of the drawers on the desk and find a condom. I grab his wrist with one hand and place it there, pushing the little package into his palm with force.
Emmett is walking us backwards towards the bed, moving our bodies in a sensuous dance that ends with him on top of me, pressing me into the white linens of my bed while my hands unbutton his jeans and slide inside, down the bulge of hard flesh between his legs. Emmett moans into my mouth and I respond in turn, arching my back as he returns the favor and slides my jeans down my hips as easily as if they were sweatpants instead of skinny jeans.
 “Oh, Claire,” he says as he sits up briefly and drops the white fabric to the floor. His face is a strange mixture of sorrow and desperate desire. I forget for a brief moment that I am disgusted with my body and reach up, wrapping my arms around Emmett's neck and pulling his lips back to mine. “You are so beautiful,” he whispers just before we close the space between us with a flaming kiss, one that makes me feel like I'm flying, sending up a flutter of butterflies in my belly. The stupid bells on my bikini bottoms jingle as Emmett unties the laces and slides them out from under me, leaving me bare against his hardness with nothing but the thin, white cotton of his briefs separating us.
His shirt is next, torn desperately off by both sets of our scrabbling hands as we fight to bring our lips back together, to connect to something deeper within ourselves. There's a split second where I understand completely what Emmett meant about needing each other. I get it, albeit briefly, before the feeling disappears in a frenzied rush of hormones as his bare belly presses against mine, hard muscles sliding across my ribcage as he slips his thumbs under my bikini top and pushes it up to free my breasts.
Even a knock at my door isn't enough to separate us.
 “Claire?” my mom asks as the music changes to Set Fire to the Rain by Adele. Wonderful. Good music and good company. I feel happy for the first time since I graduated high school. “Are you in there, sweetie?” I don't answer her and after awhile, she goes away, and I can focus completely on Emmett again. I bite at his lip as he sits up and helps me out of my top. He looks down at me, fully nude except for my heels, and I can see that he's taking me in, but he isn't judging me. I'm not too skinny or too fat or too anything to Emmett Sinclair. Right now, I am just Claire Simone and inside this shell of a body, there is something more attractive to him, more enticing than perky breasts or flat bellies or pretty faces. We're perfect strangers, he and I, but somehow, I feel like I've known him forever.
 “Be right back,” he whispers as he stands up and strips down to nothing, revealing a body that's healthy, strong, real. I look at him standing there, tall and proud, with food in his belly and confidence in his heart, and I feel ashamed. All of that self-hate and disgust I have with myself comes rushing back, filling my lungs and threatening to drown me. I scoot back on the bed and reach for the crocheted throw that lies crumpled nearby. I have to cover myself before he sees, before he realizes what a horrible person I am inside. What if he can see that circle of pain? What if it sucks him in and hurts him, too? “Claire,” Emmett says, crawling onto the bed and taking the edge of the blanket gently. “Don't.”
 “I'm disgusting,” I tell him as he moves my cover-up away and slides his fingers along the lines of my ribcage. I grab at his hair, but I can't stop him from pressing his mouth to the skin of my collarbone. Without words, he respectfully disagrees with me, working his way down to my bellybutton and pausing there with his fingers trailing after him, stopping at my hips, holding me still as my back arches and my breath escapes my lips in a sigh.
When he looks up at me, his brown eyes catch on my gray ones and hold me still while he sits up and slips the condom on. I want to look down, examine him, but I can't tear my gaze away from his face. With the light and life that burns in his eyes, I don't feel the need to stare at the rest of his body. It just doesn't seem important.
Then he's leaning over me and my eyelids are fluttering closed. Torrid lips close on mine and a fiery heat settles between my legs as Emmett pushes into me, sliding deep until our bodies are locked together in a fervent tangle of limbs. His warm body moves against mine while his hands explore me, lingering on my breasts, my ass, gliding through my hair.
We never stop kissing.
Our mouths remain locked together while inside, I can feel this heart-stopping cathexis rising to a boiling point, beginning at the glimmer of white-hot heat where Emmett's body joins with mine and threading through the bones of my body until it bursts out of me in a cataclysmic orgasm that brings my ribcage up off the bed and throws my head back.
Emmett continues to thrust inside of me, enhancing the pleasure that's boiling through my veins until I feel a second explosion building right on top of the first. I grab his hair hard with one hand and squeeze tight while I cross my ankles behind Emmett's back. I try to reign myself in a bit, taking deep, slow breaths until his moans match mine, hot and wet and heavy, escaping out of us in the brief respites between kissing. When I think he's close, I let myself go and pulse around him, drawing out a small scream from my throat as he grunts and shudders above me, warm body collapsing onto mine, melting against me.
Our chests rise and fall together as we gasp for breath and hold one another tight.
I fall asleep fast, drawn deep into the arms of unconsciousness by sheer exhaustion and a body that's weaker than I realize, that's begging me to find some sort of value within myself. Fortunately for me, Emmett already sees it, and he's going to help me find it whether I want to or not.


 



When I wake up, Emmett is lying peacefully next to me, face soft, lips gently parted. My bedroom is bathed in gray and purple shadows that are in a slow retreat, getting ready to give up their domain to the cheery bathe of sunshine that's peeking over the mountains outside my window. Shit. I crawl out of bed, moving carefully, so that I don't disturb Emmett and grab my robe from the hook on the bathroom door. Once my body is carefully hidden away beneath pink terrycloth, I grab the clock next to my laptop and spin it towards me, so I can see the time.
It's six in the morning.
I let my eyes flutter closed and try to breathe. Emmett is going to have the worst walk of shame when he leaves this room. I consider waking him now and shooing him out, but then Big Bob will put him on his infamous Shoot On Sight list that he keeps tacked to the wall in his office. It's supposed to be a joke, but I'm not so sure about that. I leave Emmett as he is and slide open the top drawer of my dresser carefully, trying to stay as quiet as possible. I'm feeling … strange … different … conflicted. I need to get out of this house and pound the pavement, let my mind try to sort out this mixed bag of thoughts and emotions that are hanging around my neck, heavy as lead.
I dress myself in black yoga pants, a blue sports bra and a gray cami, slip on some tennis shoes and grab my MP3 player. I pick something fun to listen to, something that might help me mimic the giddy flutter of hope that Emmett somehow slipped inside of me yesterday. I decide on some RuPaul. After all, if a song named Glamazon can't help me perk up, nothing will.
I grab my water bottle, sneak down the stairs and out the front door without incident, pausing on the porch to let the cool morning air kiss my cheeks and wake me up. After a couple good breaths and a few simple stretches, I start to run. There's no doubt in my mind on whether I'm going to choose the road or the trails. I need to smell pine and dirt and nature, let myself move beneath the gentle eyes of the forest and unwind.
Emmett did something to me last night.
I don't know what it is or how he accomplished it, but suddenly, there's this tiny voice in my head that's telling me that maybe things aren't as bad as I thought they were? Of course, overriding that is a much louder voice that's warning me away from Sinclair, telling me to get out while I still can, before he steals my dreams away and leaves me hurting. I don't want to end up married and pregnant, a housewife, someone who always wonders what might've been. Falling in love is not an option for me.
I want to be a model.
I run faster.
I want to be thin.
I vault over a log, my tired legs shaking as I land hard and feel my underused muscles protest.
I want to be beautiful.
I've barely made it a quarter mile before I have to stop and lean against a tree, strain for breath, fight to keep my shaky knees from buckling. I down half my water in one gulp, so desperate to get something in my belly that I end up spilling most of the remaining liquid down my chest where it soaks into my shirt and leaves me quivering. I'm both cold and hot right now, and the feeling isn't terribly pleasant.
 “Shit.”
I start to run again.
Emmett Sinclair is an interesting man, and let's be frank, he's a-fucking-mazing in the bedroom. I like him, a lot, but if I decide to date him, what am I getting myself into? My dreams come first, and that's that. I want to be seen. I want to be that girl that all the other girls look up to, that they dream about. I want to brand the world with a part of me, leave a mark, but most of all, I'm afraid to fail. The thought of being just another face in the crowd terrifies me. But I don't feel that way when Emmett looks at me. What does that mean? Why does he make me feel like I already am somebody?
I cut across a small stream and splash through the muddy ground on the opposite side, huffing and puffing like I've run a marathon and not a half mile in my backyard. Still, no matter how much it hurts, I have to remember what the end result will be: a body I'm proud of, a spot in Lianna's agency, a career. I push myself harder, breaking off this trail at the next fork and heading deeper into the trees.
If Emmett likes you, he'll wait around. You have goals, Claire. Think about this: you've never accomplished anything in your life. You always give up. You can't do that this time. You have to prove yourself or there will be nothing to love; you'll just be a fat girl who can't follow things through. Is that what you want?
I start to feel the joy of last night slipping away. Not surprising. Inside of me is a poison. I have a disorder that I don't even know about yet. I'm suffering from so many hidden demons that recovery is not going to be instantaneous; it's not even going to be quick. I can't be shocked or forced into it, I have to be eased gently. Of course, I'm aware of none of this at that point. All I care about is how far and how fast I can run, how much I can push my body without collapsing.
Well, that's not entirely true.
When I come back around the opposite side of the house and see Emmett climbing into his car, I jog up to him and pause in the gravel, tugging my earbuds out with one hand and leaning against his hood with the other. He looks up at me like he's surprised to see me out here.
 “Hey!” Emmett says, standing up and slipping his arms around my waist like he knows me. I don't fight against him, but I don't protest either.
 “I'm going to get you all sweaty,” I tell him as he presses a gentle kiss to my lips. It feels just as good now as it did last night. I step away as soon as our mouths part, trying my best not to let him see how weak and shaky I feel. Dizziness sweeps over me and the world tilts and turns as I struggle to stand still.
 “That's okay,” he tells me with a gentle smile, sliding his hands into his front pockets. “I'm going to go home and get changed anyway. When I told your sister I quit my other job, she asked if I could start right away, so … ” He shrugs his shoulders as I let my gaze swing over to the large front window that looks right out on the two of us. Marlena is standing there sipping her coffee. Stupid bitch, go home! I think as she waves at me and smirks. “I left you a note,” he explains, sounding sheepish. “I didn't want you to think I was the kind of guy who – ” I hold up my hands, thankful that the earth has not stopped spinning for the moment.
 “It's okay, I get it,” I tell him. “I've got a lot to do today anyway.”
 “Right,” he says, pulling a hand out of his jeans and snapping his fingers. “Your callback.” I glance away for a moment and try not to let that lie bother me. It's best if I just keep up with it. I can always just say that I didn't get the gig. “Text me tonight and tell me how it goes. Maybe we'll have cause to celebrate tomorrow?” I smile, but I don't say anything. I'm warring with myself inside. I shouldn't be encouraging Emmett to hang around, but my heart is practically desperate to make him mine. I end up coming to a quick compromise, one that makes me uneasy but which I can't deny.
I will date Emmett. That is, if he wants to date. Honestly, I still don't quite understand the guy. Anyway, I'll try to get to know him and see how things work out. My brain gives my heart one condition: our dreams come first. If Emmett becomes an obstacle, we get rid of him.
 “Maybe,” I say, giving him one last kiss. This time, he grabs the back of my neck gently and holds me there for several moments.
 “See you later, Claire,” he whispers as soon as we part. Then Emmett gets in his car and drives away, leaving me cold and shaky and frankly, pretty terrified about going back inside the house. Of course Marlena decided to spend the night last night. What luck. I imagine looking Big Bob and my mother in the face knowing they now have the full knowledge that I am definitely not a virgin and that I slept with a guy I barely know inside their house last night. I mean, I lost my virginity when I was sixteen and maybe they sort of guessed that, but guessing and knowing about your child's sex life are totally different things.
 “Don't you have a life?” I ask as soon as I set foot inside and see Marlena. “You're in your mid-twenties and you spend the majority of your time at your parents' house. Doesn't that bother you?”
 “Emmett is so respectful,” she says as she smiles around her coffee. “Honestly, I think dating him is the best decision you've ever made.”
 “Gee, thanks,” I tell her as I refill my water bottle and swig the whole thing in less than a minute. Marlena is staring at me with her laser vision, scanning my body, noticing the set of my shoulders and the way my collarbone protrudes from my chest.
 “Are you okay, kiddo?” she asks, no longer smiling. The hair on the back of my neck stands up as I spin around and see that she's absorbing the pallor of my skin, my shaking hands, the excessive amount of sweat that's beading on my forehead. Crap. If I have know-it-all Marlena on my back, I'll end up in a clinic with a feeding tube shoved down my throat and my dreams in the toilet.
 “I just worked out, and I haven't showered yet. Thanks for making a girl feel pretty, sis,” I tell her as I shoulder past her and out of the kitchen, flying up the stairs before either of my parents emerge from their bedroom and give me a disappointed look. The last thing I need is to be judged today – especially by my family.
The first thing I do when I get in my room is strip down and lift the sheet from my mirror, so I can check my body out. God, my thighs look horrible, I think as I pinch the fat there and try to forget that Emmett saw me naked last night. I'm not ready to be seen naked; I'm not ready to be seen at all. I try my best to keep my mind on Lianna and the fact that she's actually going to give me a second chance. That's almost unheard of in the modeling industry.
I grab the sheet and throw it back over the mirror, suddenly desperate to block my view of my own body. I tilt my head back and catch a glimpse of a Tyra Bank's quote that I painted on my wall the day I decided to undertake this journey. I wonder what she'd think of me if she knew how I felt inside. Would she be disappointed with me? Disgusted? Proud? I don't know, but I do know that I want to follow in her footsteps.
I've always seen modeling as a stepping stone.
I try to remember that as I step into the shower and turn the water up so high that it burns my skin and makes me cry out. I accept the pain, leaning over and putting my hands on the blue tiles, squeezing my fingers into fists as the water scalds me and turns my pale skin red. Lianna Cheung is not the be-all, end-all, but she's an important first step, and I cannot, cannot, cannot blow this. I wash myself quickly and climb out of the shower feeling like I'm about to collapse. I fight my own body for control and push forward, drying off and stepping onto the scale for my morning weigh. The number remains the same which is not a good way to start the day.
Things go from bad to worse when I remember that my car is at the impound lot. Not only does that mean I'm stuck here, but also that I'm going to have to approach my parents after the embarrassment of having Emmett stay the night and ask them to take me downtown and bail the Fiesta out. Shit.
I change into a sweat suit and spend the next few hours doing crunches, leg lifts, calf raises, push-ups, anything that will burn calories and help shape my body. Throughout it all, I drink water, lots and lots of water. I don't think about food because food is the reason I'm in this position in the first place. If I hadn't let myself become such a fucking fat ass, then I wouldn't be laying on my Goddamn back doing crunches with an empty belly and a head that won't stop spinning. The only reason I stop exercising at all that day is because I get these spotty white blurs in my vision and feel like I'm going to pass out.
I feel pretty low lying on that floor staring at the pretty girls that line my walls, that smile at me with sultry lips and flaunt their perfect bodies. When I look like them, I'll stop doing this, I promise myself as I gather together the last vestiges of my energy and stumble to my feet. I open my bedroom door and stand in the doorway until I feel like I've got myself under control. I just need vitamins, I tell myself as I slide my hand down the shiny wooden banister and find my mother at the table with a cup of tea and a book clutched in her hands. When she looks over at me, she gives me a very slow once over and sets her book down gently.
 “How are you doing, honey?” she asks which is sort of a weird question. It only takes me a few seconds to figure out what's going on. Marlena. Obviously, that bitch said something or else my mother would be turning red and sputtering about boys in the house or safe sex or something. I decide to blurt out my news and hope that that will distract her from whatever thoughts are going through her head.
 “My car's in impound. I need you to take me down there to get it out.”
 “Your father and your sister are already taking care of it,” she begins slowly, reaching a hand up to touch her red hair, patting it gently as her green eyes sparkle with worry and her lips turn down at the corners. “Claire, is there something you want to talk to me about?” I give her a look like I think she's crazy and have no idea what she's going on about? It doesn't work.
 “What are you talking about?” My mother sighs and sips her tea. There's a deep crease between her eyebrows and I notice that for once, there's nothing cooking on the stove or baking in the oven. I wonder how long she's been sitting here, waiting for me to come out, so she could trap me in a web like a fly and grill me. I wish suddenly for Emmett and his cool, calm demeanor. My mother is strung so tight right now, it looks like she could snap at any moment.
 “Well, you don't look so good, sweetie.” She doesn't look at me when she says this.
 “God, Mom, thanks a lot. That makes me feel fucking beautiful,” I snarl at her, wishing I'd never come down here in the first place. I should've just stayed upstairs, took a nap, and started one of the workout videos I downloaded onto my computer.
 “Is there something you want to tell me?” she asks, voice soft. I don't look at her and instead focus on the shafts of sunlight that cut across the top of the table.
 “Emmett and I had sex last night. It was our second date.” Take that, I think as my mother cringes and shakes her head.
 “You know that's not what I'm talking about,” she says, sliding her chair out and standing up. She's got on a white dress with horizontal stripes, not the most flattering look, but my mother doesn't care about things like that. She isn't interested in going shopping with me or hearing about my thoughts on fashion, and it's been ages since we had a mother-daughter night like we used to when I was in junior high, when she started gaining weight and spending half her day in the damn kitchen. Inside of myself, I believe that one day, her fatty diet is going to kill her, and that scares me to death. I cannot even believe that she's worried about me. I'm the healthy one, the skinny one, the one who's exercising, who's going to get vitamins, who will one day make something of herself.
My mother opens the fridge and pulls out a foil wrapped plate.
 “Do you want some breakfast, Claire?” she asks as she lifts off the silver covering and reveals a blue and white plate piled high with more of those stupid, fucking biscuits. “There's some white gravy in the fridge. I could heat it up for you.” She looks up at me like she's testing me, like all of a sudden, just because Marlena had to open her big, fat mouth, that she knows everything.
 “What is this about?” I ask, refusing to play their games. If they're going to accuse me of something, they should just come out and say it. Tears spring to my mother's eyes. “Jesus Christ,” I groan, putting the butt of my hand to my forehead.
 “Claire,” she whispers, dropping her chin to her chest and taking a deep breath like she's just suffered a terrible tragedy and can barely keep herself together. My mother has always been famous for overreacting, but this, this is just pathetic. “Are you anorexic?” That A-word makes me shiver, makes my fists clench, and my guard go up.
 “Oh, so now I'm anorexic just because I'm a model? Just because I'm skinny?”
 “Claire, you never eat anymore,” she pleads, like she's desperate for me to shove those lard filled biscuits down my throat.
 “Not at home,” I say, biting my lip to keep my tongue in check. I'm kind of at the point right now where I want to say horrible things, do horrible things. I hold myself together through sheer strength of will. “And besides, you never cook anything healthy. Everything you cook has butter and grease and lard in it. A person can only eat so much fucking fat before they choke on it.”
 “You're so pale and shaky, and you're so irritable all the time. Honey, your bones are sticking out. Look at your hips and your spine. I didn't want to believe it, but this morning, Marlena – ”
 “She's always sticking her nose into everybody's business,” I growl, squeezing the banister so hard my knuckles hurt. “Remember the lipstick thing? This is just another 'mission',” I make quotes with my fingers. “For her to glom onto.” I don't tell her that my bones are in no way sticking out, that I'm fat as fuck and disgusting and that I should've started fasting a long time ago. I kept dropping my calorie count, but obviously that wasn't enough to undo the years of damage she did to me with her pies and cookies and those stupid ass, mother fucking biscuits.
My mother shakes her head and continues to cry. I don't want to end up in a clinic or out on the street if they kick me out of the house, so I try to appease her as I hear my father's truck pull into the driveway. I look out the window and see that Marlena is driving my Fiesta in behind him.
 “What can I do to prove it to you?” I ask her, desperate to get back up the stairs before I see the disappointment in Big Bob's eyes or the determination in Marlena's. Frankly, I'm afraid I'll resort to violence if I get near my sister right now. “If I eat the stupid biscuits and gravy, you'll back off?” My mother sniffles and looks up at me.
 “That would be a start, Claire.”
 “Fine. Can you bring them up to my room when they're ready?” She nods, and a small smile lights up her face for a moment. Interesting that the thought of her daughter wolfing down a thousand calories in one meal makes her happy; it makes me sick to my stomach. “Thanks,” I say blandly, turning to make my retreat when I hear the garage door opening. I can only handle so much stress at a time.
 “I love you, Claire,” my mom calls out, but I don't respond to her, I can't. Out of nowhere, tears have started to pour down my face, and I barely make it to my room before I begin to sob. I collapse to my knees and try to tell myself that nothing is wrong, that I am okay, that I am not sick. Nothing I do helps. I feel more empty than ever before, more out of control, like my life does not belong entirely to me.
When my mom does bring the food up, the smell makes me dizzy and I wait only a moment before I shovel the gray and brown pile into the toilet and flush it. After that, I weigh myself again and I don't care that I'm wearing shoes and clothes, when I see that the number on the scale is higher than it was this morning, I stick my finger down my throat and make myself throw up. The only things that come up are water and bile, but that doesn't matter to me, all I can think about is how this puts me in control, how I can command my body and it obeys.
I retreat back into my bedroom and I exercise until I collapse, until sweet darkness consumes me and I drop to the floor with a thump that nobody hears, lay there alone in my pain, bleeding inside and knowing deep down that no matter how skinny I get, that I will never be happy.
Never.


 



 “Claire!” I wake up with a groan and roll onto my side, coughing hard enough that my belly muscles clench in agony and bile rises to my throat. “If you don't answer me, I swear to God, I will pick this lock. I know you're mad at me, and I'm trying to be respectful, but sister, I am worried to death about you.”
 “Fuck off,” I call with a scratchy voice. Water, I need water. I crawl across the bedroom floor on my hands and knees and drag myself to my feet, turning on the faucet and cupping my hands beneath the cool water, so that I can sip it greedily, snorting like a pig as I swallow mouthful after mouthful and wish and hope and pray that it makes me feel better. As of right now, I just feel like I want to die.
I hear my bedroom door open and end up slamming the bathroom door in Marlena's chubby face.
 “Leave me alone,” I tell her, leaning against the wood, so she can't force her way in.
 “Look, I'm sorry about what I said to Mom. I asked her not to say anything to you.”
 “Yeah, so you could get to me first,” I snort. Marlena is quiet for a moment.
 “Emmett was pretty upset when you didn't show up today,” she says, and it takes me a second to figure out what she's talking about.
 “What?”
 “He said you guys were supposed to go paddle boating today and that you never called or texted. He just stopped by, but I told him you were still sleeping.” My heart thumps painfully in my chest, and I start to cry again. When I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, my cheeks look puffy and fat and disgusting, so I look away and stare at the gray-blue paint on the wall.
 “Leave me alone,” I whisper as my liquid pain crashes to the floor. The sound is so loud, I swear, it feels like my eardrums are exploding in my head. “I have shit to do today.” I dash my arm across my face and try to get a hold of myself. I can't let myself lose it yet, not when I'm so close. I am going to be famous. I am going to be somebody. I will have money and power and options. When I walk down the street, people will know who I am.
 “If you need to talk … ” Marlena begins.
 “Then I for sure know I won't be talking to you,” I snap and then I step forward and switch on the shower. Whatever Marlena says next is drowned in the rush of steaming water. I wait till she's gone before I strip down and weigh myself. Fortunately for me, the number has dropped since yesterday. That gives me hope, reinforces to me that I'm doing the right thing. Nobody said this was going to be easy. If it was, then there wouldn't be pop stars, cover models, actresses. If this was a simple process, anybody could do it, and it wouldn't be special. I want to be special, need to be special.
I shower quickly and wrap a towel around my body, just in case I catch a glimpse in the mirror. I might've lost some weight, but that doesn't mean I want to see my imperfections reflected back at me in brilliant color. When I step into my bedroom, I hear my phone vibrating and reach down to pick it up.
It's Emmett Sinclair.
I look at his name on the screen for a long moment before I make the decision to answer it.
 “Hello?”
 “Hi there, Miss Simone,” he says softly, and I feel my heart thump painfully against my ribs. I'm surprised it's still there. As much as it hurt yesterday, I was certain it was dying. “How are you feeling today? Your sister said you were feeling sick.”
 “My sister says a lot of things,” I snap and immediately feel guilty. For whatever reason, Emmett Sinclair is the only person I do not want to snap at. “Sorry, I'm just … I'm irritated with her.” Emmett laughs and the sound is so refreshing that I feel myself leaning towards the phone eagerly. “She has a tendency to exaggerate things.” I pause. “And I'm sorry for standing you up, I just … I overslept.” I laid on the floor like a corpse, pale and frozen, a disgusting lump of useless flesh. I think I hate myself. “Emmett,” I say suddenly. “I have a lot of things going on in my life right now, and I just don't know if I'm ready to get involved with anybody.”
 “I can be unobtrusive,” he tells me. He doesn't plead, just says it matter-of-fact, like that's just the way it is. “I can also be supportive.” He pauses, and I can hear his breathing slow, like he's trying to stay calm. Is he that worried about me blowing him off? “Did you know I spent $195 on a shirt today?” I snort with laughter and then start to sniffle. How stupid is that?
 “From where?” I ask, happy that at least somebody in my life is making an effort to talk about the things I'm interested in. Odd that it happens to be the sexy stranger I slept with.
 “Nordstrom,” he says and then I hear rustling.
 “Are you taking off your shirt?” I ask on a hunch. I'm laughing again which is totally odd. A few minutes ago, I wanted to jump off of a bridge.
 “Okay … ” he begins, and I can just imagine him licking his full lips with his hot tongue. “I just needed to check the label. This is a Burberry Brit. Does that mean anything to you?”
 “Burberry Brit is what you'd call entry level designer wear. It's affordable … ”
 “Says who?” asks Emmett, and I find myself smiling. Inside, some of the ice melts a bit.
 “You don't have to do this,” I say.
 “Do what?”
 “Pretend to care about this stuff.” There's a bit of silence on the line, and I have to check to make sure that he hasn't hung up. “Emmett?”
 “Claire, are you free this evening?”
 “Um, I guess, sure,” I say although I should be telling him no. I need to step up my fitness routine if I'm going to make it into Lianna's agency. Somehow, I just know that if I walk into that building without a gap between my thighs, that she's going to tell me to look elsewhere. I've dropped all the rest of my casting and appointments for this, so I have to be prepared. I have to go in there with the perfect body and the right attitude. I have to show Lianna Cheung that I am in control, that I can take her clothes places, that they can take me places.
 “Can I take you out?” I nibble at my lower lip.
 “I don't really like to eat in front of people,” I begin, but Emmett cuts me off.
 “I would never force you to. It's just … I've got this stupid class card to the learning center downtown. It expires soon, and I need to use it up. Come with me to a class, anything, your choice. I can email you the schedule for tonight. There are a ton of choices.” I think about this for a moment and decide there's no harm in that. Maybe there's even an aerobics class or something?
 “Okay,” I tell him. “Okay, I can do that.”
 “And Claire?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Even when you think there's only one road to your destination, you can always find a scenic detour.” And then he hangs up, and I'm left with an even bigger question mark over the picture of Emmett Sinclair that's inside my head.
I set my phone down and get dressed in yet another set of workout clothes. It's surprising how many sets I have, most of them brand new since I've never really been much of a fitness guru. I imagine that my lack of exercise is part of the equation that ended up leaving me a fat mess, but I try to think past that, try to make up for it by killing myself with a new workout routine. I only make it ten minutes before I have to stop and take a break. In my mind, I have to take a break because I'm overweight, too heavy to force myself through it. In reality, I'm starving to death. Literally. I'm dying to be beautiful, and I don't even know it. Emmett does though. He does, and he wants to help me, but even he doesn't quite realize that the only way he can help me is if I want to help myself first.
I start up the routine again and can only make it through a single set of crunches before I'm rolling onto my side, wheezing and clutching my aching tummy. It causes me to double over and curl into a fetal position, but only because my muscles are sore and not because of food. I'm not hungry, not anymore. It's sort of amazing that I've broken my body's bad habit in just a few days. I tell it when I eat and not the other way around. I like that.
Ten minutes and a whole water bottle later, I get up and try again. This time, I manage to make it to the end of the video and feel so damn proud that I reward myself by lying down on my bed to rest my eyes.
When I open them, the sky is dark again and I'm shivering with cold.
I stand up quick, too quick maybe, and stumble over to my phone to check the time. It's eight o'clock, and I've got several missed calls and texts from Emmett, one of which is the schedule for the learning center. I scan through the times as fast I can, desperately hoping that there's still something we can go to. The thought of disappointing Emmett takes that circle of pain inside me and tightens it around my neck like a noose. I should've stayed away from him, but now it's too late; I'm trapped. My heart soars with joy when I see the end of the list and find that there's actually one class that starts later than all the others at nine-thirty.
My sigh of relief then turns into a groan of depression when I see the title of the class.
Cooking for Beginners – A Healthy Eating Seminar
Goddamn it.
I sit down on the floor for a moment and put the phone to my forehead.
If I go to this class, I don't have to eat anything. I can just make the stuff and talk to Emmett. If you think of it like a chemistry class, it's not so bad. Just pretend you're mixing chemicals, that if you eat or drink whatever is in that bowl, it will kill you. It's that or call Emmett and apologize again. Your choice.
My phone buzzes against my forehead, and I answer it right away.
 “You said you liked food,” I say by way of greeting. “Guess we're going to be learning to cook tonight.” There's a bit of silence, and then Emmett chuckles.
 “Thought you were standing me up again,” he says, and I shake my head, only to realize that he can't possibly see me.
 “See you in a half hour?” I ask.
 “I'm already in your driveway,” he tells me and right away, I'm on my feet and flinging open my closet door. “I'm on my way in.”
 “Stay away from my dad,” I warn him, but it's already too late; he's hung up.
I whip the sheet off of the mirror with one hand and grab at a dress with the other. I end up with a Roberto Cavalli in my hand, a beautiful, one shoulder gown that is totally inappropriate for a cooking class. I start to put it back when I hear Big Bob's booming voice down the stairs. I strip out of my workout clothes, drag the dress over my head and slip my feet into a pair of black sandals. I don't have time to do my hair, so I just grab my ponytail holder and shake it out, fluffing it with my fingers and forgetting to even look in the mirror. It's an amazing accomplishment for me, but I don't realize it. All I know is that I have to get into that living room before my dad shoots Emmett Sinclair.
 “You ought to know what's appropriate and what's not, son,” my dad says as I hit the landing at the top of the stairs and start down as fast as my aching body will carry me. The pink chiffon of the gown swirls around my ankles as I move and when I catch Emmett's brown eyes smiling up at me, there's this moment where I feel like I'm weightless, like I'm flying, like I can go anywhere. I gasp and nearly stumble the rest of the way down, pausing to grab onto the banister while all eyes turn to look at me.
 “Bob, please,” I say and I swear to God, I see the hackles on the back of my dad's neck rise. He hates it when I call him Bob. “I lost my virginity to Guy Slater when I was sixteen.” My sister groans, and my mom shoots me a warning glare; my dad does nothing. Emmett, on the other hand, he smiles. “So please, leave Emmett alone.”
 “Claire,” my dad says with a deep sigh that tells me he's not letting the air out of his sails just yet. “If you want attention, you can ask for it. I didn't raise you to lie.”
 “Thanks for picking me up,” I tell Emmett, sliding my arms around his neck and kissing the hell out of him right in front of my family. I'm pretending they're not there, that I'm an adult capable of making my own decisions. It's a nice fantasy until my dad blows it out of the water with his next words.
 “Oh, and you can leave your car keys on the table on your way out. Until you pay back the impound fees, the car is mine, and this business about not eating, this is going to stop tomorrow. I made you an appointment at Bayview Hills.”
 “What?!” I spin around, the flowers on my dress dancing in the rush of air. Behind me, I feel Emmett's warmth, but it's of little help against the icy fear that's pumping through my veins. “That's an ED clinic!” I shout and my voice echoes painfully around the room. The last thing I need is for my family to dump me at some eating disorder nuthouse and leave me there. If I get admitted, not only will I have fatty foods shoved down my throat, but I could also miss my appointment with Lianna. In the back of my mind, I know that if I go, I'll be diagnosed with something. In the front of my mind, I don't believe that there's anything wrong with me, and I'm enraged.
 “Claire.” My dad does not elaborate. Marlena tries to, but I cut her off by spinning to face her with a snarl.
 “I wear a tight tank one day and you don't like how it looks, so you get me locked up?”
 “Claire, this isn't about locking you up, this is about getting you the help you need. This family has been ignoring your problem for far too long.”
 “Fuck you,” I snap at her, turning my angry expression on my mom. She averts her eyes but says nothing. Marlena continues to babble in the background. Nobody cares about Emmett, not really. Guess I ran down here to save him for nothing; I should've stayed up in my room.
 “You've barely eaten since you graduated high school, Claire. We've all watched you withering away. I mean, I tried to be supportive about this whole modeling thing, but – ” I cut her off.
 “I'm eighteen years old; I don't have to go. You can't commit me without my permission.”
 “When you move out and start paying your own bills, I'll take you seriously. Until then, if you're under my roof, you're under my rules. I'm sorry, Claire, but that's just the way it is.”
I stand there for a long moment, my chest rising and falling with sharp, shallow breaths. My eyes glaze over, and I start to feel dizzy. When Emmett's hand touches my shoulder, it feels like it's on fire. I jump and nearly fall when I turn to face him.
 “Come on,” he says, touching his knuckles to my cheek. “Let's go learn how to properly chop an onion.” I don't know what to say, but nobody in my family protests, so Emmett leads me away like a dog on a leash, steering me with a gentle hand on my elbow and one on my hip. Like a zombie, I let him lead me out across the gravel and find myself seated in his car with tears running down my face. I wish I could stop crying so much. I get puffy eyes when I cry.
As soon as Emmett climbs in the car, I apologize.
 “I wish you didn't have to see that,” I whisper. “I'm sorry.”
 “Don't be,” he tells me as he starts the engine. I glance over at him and smile just a bit through my tears when I see that he's worn his new Burberry shirt. It's black with plaid cuffs at the elbows, tailored perfectly to his body even though it's off the rack – just like a designer shirt should be. “I'm glad I was here.”
 “Why?” Emmett touches his black beanie with one hand, the only sign that he's a little nervous. The rest of his body looks relaxed, from the set of his shoulders to the soft smile on his full lips.
 “It makes what I was going to ask a whole lot easier. I mean, it makes more sense now.”
 “Um?” I have no idea what's going on or what he's trying to say. What I do know is that my fucking family is nuts. They think that because I don't have curves in all the wrong places and double D breasts that I'm suddenly anorexic? Bulimic? I've only thrown up once, and I didn't binge. That hardly counts. Just as I'd feared, Marlena found a cause to champion and ran with it. This is not going to end well for me.
 “Never mind,” Emmett says, shaking his head. Tufts of chestnut hair peek out from beneath his knitted cap, and I have to resist the urge to reach over and touch them. I know it was less than forty-eight hours ago that we had sex, but it doesn't feel like it. When I imagine Emmett's cock sliding into me, my cheeks turn pink and I have to close my eyes to get a hold of myself. What was I thinking? He reaches out and touches my knee, turning my body to jelly and making my heart gallop painfully. Oh, that's right. I wasn't thinking. “I'll talk to you about it after.” Emmett looks over at me for a brief second and winks. “How was your call back?”
 “I didn't have one,” I admit, looking down at my lap, at my hands that won't stop shaking, not without a whole lot of effort on my part. I wrap my arms around myself and wish I'd thought to bring a jacket. Emmett notices and turns on the heater before responding to my admission.
 “That's okay,” he says. “I kind of figured that out. If you don't want to hang out with me, you can just say it. You don't have to make things up.” Coming out of some peoples' mouths, that statement might've come across as offensive, but Emmett just says it matter-of-factly and very gently, like he just wants to make sure I know that.
 “Thanks,” I say as warm air spills from the cars vents and wraps around my body. I'm getting so cold now that even Emmett's heated presence isn't enough to keep the chills away. I adjust the vent closest to me and notice that my nails are tinted blue. What the hell? I quickly tuck my hands under my thighs to keep Emmett from noticing. “Honestly though, why are you being so nice to me? Most guys would've just walked away.”
 “Really?” he asks as if that's news to him. “Truly, I don't know any guy that would walk away from a kiss like that.”
 “You mean a fuck?” Emmett tugs his beanie down over his brows and sighs.
 “Nope, I meant the kiss.” He lets go of his hat and puts his left hand back at the ten position on the wheel. “Look, Claire, can I tell you a secret?” I shrug. I should be flirting with him, smiling, laughing. My heart still wants him desperately, but she's also injured from my family's betrayal. Truthfully, I feel just a little numb. “I had a lot growing up, too much maybe.” Emmett takes a moment to wet his lips and look over at me. “But I've never had anybody like you in my life.”
 “Damaged?” I ask, but my voice doesn't sound bitter, just cold, like I'm stating a basic fact. Again, I wonder how I got this way. Did my mom smother me too much? Was my dad's hand too firm? I don't know. What I do know is that there are people out there who have had it a lot worse, and they're not like me, not necessarily.
 “Complex,” Emmett says with a quick grin. I glance up sharply at his face. It's a bit stubbly tonight, like maybe he shaved it yesterday morning. I decide then and there that I definitely like it best that way. “Maybe what I should be asking is why you're giving the time of day to a vanilla guy like me.” I snort. Emmett, vanilla? No. Hot? Yes. Scruffy? Maybe. The world's most explosive kisser? Absolutely. “Sounds stupid coming out of the other horse's mouth, huh?” I smile, finally. I'm still pissed at my family, and maybe even a bit terrified at their threats, but I have this moment, so I may as well use it. There's got to be a way out of this, there just has to be.
 “I hope my dad wasn't too much?” I ask, changing the subject back to more domestic matters. The whole 'guy's first sleepover' thing seems like a walk in the park compared to all of this ED bullshit. I don't have a fucking disorder; I just know what I want and how to make it happen. Emmett raises one brow and scratches at the side of his face nervously.
 “I think he may have threatened to add me to his wall of animal heads.” I put my hand up to my mouth and try not to laugh. Then I remember that my nails are blue and tuck them back beneath my thighs.
 “God, I'm sorry,” I say with a sigh. “At least he didn't shoot out your tires.”
 “You say that like he's done it before?”
 “Oh, he has,” I say and I can't hold back the burst of raw laughter that spills from my throat when Emmett makes a deer in the headlights stare.
 “Shit,” he says and then he laughs, too. It seems like Emmett is always laughing. It's one of the things that attract me to him. I study his face in the passing orange glows from the highway lights. He's both deathly handsome and ruggedly boyish at the same time. Normally, I go for these clean cut, sporty types, but Emmett is leagues beyond any boy I've ever gone out with. It's hard to explain, but when I'm around him, it feels like that's where I'm meant to be, like I've finally found my way home. How stupid, I think to myself. Getting attached to a perfect stranger. You are just asking for more rejection, Claire. Don't you get enough?
 “Tell me about your new job,” I say, trying to distract myself from my own thoughts. They seem to be so scattered lately, so disorganized. I say it's a hazard of the occupation and move on. “What exactly did you go to school for? How does that make you the perfect employee in Marlena's eyes?” Emmett thinks about this for a moment, just like he did when I asked questions at the tree house. He's actually using that age old adage: Think before you speak.
 “Well, when I graduate at the end of this year, I'll have a degree in environmental science. I never really expected to use it in a law firm, not without switching over to environmental law and going to law school, but your sister's position is pretty unique. It's one of a kind, really, like a dream come true.” I swallow and look away. I can empathize with that. Dreams are the most beautiful thing in the world. Any chance to snatch one from the sky and put it in your pocket should be capitalized on, no matter what the cost. “I think I owe you my place there.” I look back over at him. My eyelashes are tickling my cheeks, lulled into sleepy comfort by the close, warmness of the car and Emmett's comforting presence. I realize suddenly that I'm not wearing mascara. Or eyeliner. Or foundation. And I've paired a Roberto Cavalli dress with cheap flip flops from the grocery store. Wow, Emmett, see what you do to me? I wonder how much worse it will get when I actually know the guy. He could be the thing that destroys me, he really could.
 “Why?”
Emmett pulls us into a parking space near the front of the learning center building. It's a big stucco covered structure with orange-brown paint and an excessive amount of exterior lighting. Inside, the double glass front doors, I can see white linoleum and a group of people milling around the entrance to one of the classrooms. I'm the only idiot wearing a designer gown. I clutch the fabric with my hands, tangle the chiffon in sweaty fingers. Emmett turns off the engine and tucks his keys in the front pocket of his black jeans. I'm not looking at him anymore, too focused on the growing group of people and the fact that I am not up to my usual standards tonight. I'm not used to going out unless I know that I'm as perfect as I can get. That's a model's job, after all, to be perfect, to be someone you can look at and find nothing to critique. Tonight, my hair is almost as mussy as Emmett's, frizzy and unruly and tangled at the ends. My lips are dry and my fucking fingernails are blue. I start to question my motives in coming out here.
 “I think your sister only hired me to get at you,” Emmett whispers. I think he senses my emotions and is trying to distract me, but it doesn't work. I've just spotted Le-freaking-anne and Jenn in the crowd. Fate? Hardly. Coincidence. Doubtful. I'm guessing Marlena called them. That would be just like her. Come on guys. Claire, needs all the help she can get. She's a poor, starving fat girl with bones for days and blotchy skin and these weird ass blue freaking fingernails. I probably confiscated her friend's phone at work to find out where they were going. Please go stalk her, in the name of love, of course. I scowl at the pretend Marlena and wish that she would just go and get married, have kids or something. I'm tired of her treating me like I'm her offspring. “Claire?” Emmett touches my chin, turns me to face him. When I look into his eyes, I see that they're focused on my friends. He recognizes them. “Are you okay with this?”
 “Did you tell them?” I ask, fairly certain that he didn't but wanting to know, just in case.
 “I told your sister where we were going,” he says and then, “I'm sorry. Want to go to the tree house after?”
 “I want to live in the tree house,” I admit to him as he swings his eyes back to mine. The air in the car goes from warm to hot and then we're just on each other like we've been glamoured, poisoned by some ancient faerie with wicked intentions, who people used to pray to, beg for better sex lives, for hotter lovers, for longer orgasms. Emmett and I bump teeth with a gentle clack and then soften our frenzy when we taste a bit of blood, gently nipping at one another's lower lips, swirling tongues, tasting, eating, breathing one another.
 “I'll draw you a map,” he whispers. “It's yours.”
I grab Emmett's face between my hands, crush my mouth to his, grab his hair, force him down to my neck where he licks my collarbone, smashes my body against his. The hard line of the gear shift juts into our bodies, reminding us that much as we might want to continue with our exploration, we're hardly in the place to do it.
Emmett draws back first, letting his head fall against the headrest of his seat with a groan.
 “Are you a Goddess in disguise?” he asks me. I wipe my hand across my mouth and pull the rearview mirror over, so that I can stare in it.
 “Is that a line?” I ask as I notice that despite my lack of makeup, my cheeks are pink and my lips are red. I read once that all makeup is really there for is to mimic a woman's facial expression after sex. Think about it: the best lips are always done up in red or pink, just like a mouth swollen from kissing. Cheeks are rouged to show heat, passion, health. The lids are highlighted, outlined with color and made to pop from the face, a poor imitation of a wide eyed beauty who's still lying in that wet patch in the middle of the bed, chest damp with sweat and panting. I smile slightly and let go of the mirror.
 “Just a question, I promise,” he tells me and then stills his breathing suddenly. I look up and see we're being watched. Jenn and Leanne are coming right this way. I sigh and get out of the car first, careful to keep my hands out of sight and my chest up, shoulders back. I don't need anybody else commenting on my body shape today.
 “Hey!” Leanne says, skipping over, honey curls wound up into a bun on the top of her head. Her makeup looks nice, but she's wearing a pink sweat suit and doesn't seem to care that she looks like she's either ready for bed or for a Jazzercise class. “Marlena said you'd be here tonight and told us you seemed a little lonely.” Leanne gives me a quick hug and then steps back, blue eyes locking onto Emmett as he comes up beside us.
 “Hey,” he says with a little wave before he sticks his hand back in his pockets.
 “Maybe Miss M was a bit misinformed?” Jenn asks, and I think she's trying to be funny, but it just comes across as mean. Her dark eyes are taking me in from head to toe, crinkling at the corners as she examines my gown. Something mean flashes in her eyes, and I can't tell if it's jealousy or disgust or confusion, but whatever it is, I don't like it. I examine her dress and how short it is, how it clings to her thighs and begs her to keep pulling it down. She has nice legs, I'll give you that, but she's gone too short and looks more uncomfortable than she does sexy. I try not to stare.
 “I'm glad you guys are here,” I lie. I wish it was just Emmett and me, wrapped up in our own little world. Besides, I know if the moment comes where we're supposed to taste something, to eat, I can count on him not to pressure me or judge me. I can't say the same for my friends. I feel like I don't even know them anymore. Or maybe it's that I don't know myself anymore. That the old Claire Simone is dead and gone, never to return. I smile. “I guess we should head in?” I ask and Leanne ends up taking my arm in hers, pulling me just a bit ahead of Emmett like we're in junior high or something. I love the girl, but she needs to grow up. I fear for her. I have this terrible feeling that she's going to be living in her dad's basement until she turns thirty.
 “So, I'm already thinking about Halloween,” Leanne begins, welcoming me back into the fold without a hitch. Jenn doesn't seem so sure and keeps looking over her shoulder at Emmett. She has a bruise on her left cheek and a steely glint in her eyes that tells me that maybe there's something there that she needs help with. I want to pull her aside and ask, but I'm not in any place to be helping someone else. I have too much to worry about right now. Maybe after I get accepted at Lianna's, I can invite her over for an old fashioned girls night, ice cream and all? I shiver involuntarily, partially from the cold night air and partially from the thought of ever eating a treat like that again. I mean, even a half cup of vanilla ice cream has a hundred and forty-five calories. How could I ever justify that? I make myself focus on what Leanne is saying. “For the life of me, I can't think about what I want to be, and I really need to start figuring it out. My costume has to be off the charts this year because Jenn has got some tickets to an awesome party. She's going to be a cat – ”
 “Was going to be a cat,” Jenn interrupts. “But the dress I wanted to use doesn't come in anything bigger than a size four.” She gives me a look that makes my lip curl involuntarily. I tell myself that she's just jealous because her body is shaped like a pear, thin where it counts and fat where it doesn't. I don't feel sorry for her though. I've seen what she eats when we go out. She stuffs her face with fast food and pizza and doughnuts. At the movies alone, I once saw her consume over two thousand freaking calories in a single hour. I want to say, There's a reason you can't fit into a size four. If you want to be pretty, you have to work for it. As soon as we enter the doors to the center, I break away from Leanne with a guilty smile.
 “I don't want to leave Emmett out,” I say when what I really want to do is yell at them. Do you have idea how hard I'm working? You have no right to look at me like that, like my fat is somehow more desirable than yours. I'm doing the best I can, and you're not doing shit. Leanne frowns, but Jenn pulls her forward, eager to get away from me for whatever reason. I guess just the sight of her disgusts me now. I think about the time that she and I went camping together in ninth grade, when we snuck our first cigarettes and nearly choked to death. We both vowed never to touch the things again, and we never, ever told Leanne about it. A part of me misses Jennifer and a part of me is glad she's pulling away. That's one less person to judge me, to get into my way.
Emmett grabs my hand when I fall into step next to him and squeezes it tight like he's trying to warm me up.
 “Want to move in with me?” he asks and I trip over my own shoes, stumbling just enough that he has to wrap his arms around my waist to catch me. I pull away quickly, certain that he's just felt the extra rolls that are hanging there and jiggling around when I move. I still can't believe I let him see me naked. If that happens again, and it might, then we're doing it with the light off.
 “We just met,” is my response, but already I'm thinking about how amazing it would be to get out of my parents' house, to have the freedom to do what I wanted when I wanted without question, but then … “I don't have a job,” I tell him. “And I don't have time for one right now.” Emmett steps towards me, and I step back.
 “Look, I just moved into a new place. There's an extra room across from mine. You don't have to think of this as a romantic step; I just need a roomie. And as far as rent goes, your sister's given me a pretty generous starting salary. Besides, you can pay me back one day when you're a famous fashion icon.” I look into his brown eyes. They're so bright and pretty, even in the ugly fluorescent lighting of the hallway. He looks so eager, so excited. God, he really does like me, doesn't he?
 “I get my own room?” I ask. “With a lock?”
 “With a lock,” he promises. I think about my family and their threats of sending me to the clinic.
 “Are you trying to rescue me?” I ask, sort of hoping that he is and hating myself for thinking that. What do I need rescuing from, really? My parents are wrong. I don't have an eating disorder, so I should have nothing to fear from their threats. Still, the cold little lump in my belly is begging me to consider the options.
 “I was going to ask you anyway. I knew right away that there's nobody I'd rather have as a roommate.”
 “I … ” The teacher is already introducing herself, and I realize suddenly that Emmett and I are the only ones left in the hall.
 “Think about it,” he tells me, reaching out to grab my hand. “The offer stands as long as it takes you to decide.” I crinkle my eyes and bite my lower lip.
 “Thanks, Emmett,” I whisper as we slide surreptitiously into the back of the room and take up a position near a silver L-shaped counter with a sink, an oven, and a stove all crammed into the tiny space. I take his hand in one of mine and hold it while the woman at the front of the room discusses what we'll be doing tonight. I barely listen. Already my mind is filled with thoughts of freedom and control. If I get away from my parents and my sister, then I'll only have Emmett to worry about, and he doesn't judge. This could be the break I need to really turn up my routine to high gear and make things happen. I know before the class is over what my decision will be. In the meantime, I struggle with my worst nightmare: food.
 “Okay, so I'm assuming you all know how to crack an egg?” the teacher asks with a laugh and several hands go up in the room with a nervous chitter. “Alright, alright, let me show you,” she says as Emmett picks up a white oval and hands it to me. Egg, seventy-two calories. I know I'm hardly going to fall on a raw egg and consume it, but my heart pumps hard as I hit it against the side of the bowl. I pull apart the two halves and watch as clear goo slides down the side of the bowl and ends with a big, yellow eye staring up at me.
 “Hey, you're pretty good at that,” Emmett says as he picks up a second one and starts to smack it against the ceramic. I touch his hand, wrap my fingers around it and guide his movements.
 “If you do it like that, you'll break the shell into tiny pieces,” I whisper, realizing that the room has dulled into this quiet, communal buzz. Food is the building block of life after all, the thing that people have crowded around for centuries to feel close to one another. I realize that even as I deny myself the pleasure. Emmett's egg falls on top of mine and I smile. He flashes me the two halves of his shell and tosses them into the garbage can under the counter.
 “You've got a natural talent,” he says, but I brush off the compliment. I don't want to have a talent that has to do with food. I don't want to be a fat, jolly chef in a big, white coat. I want my talents to be where it counts – modeling, acting, singing, dancing. If I don't have them naturally, then I'll make them happen with hard work and sacrifice, just like I'm doing now. This is the hardest part though, the body. Once I have the body I want, then anything is possible.
I realize my throat is dry and end up grabbing one of the little plastic cups in the corner, so I can get some water from the tap. Emmett watches me and says nothing.
I turn back to our bowl and am relieved when our instructor tells us to remove the yellow parts of the eggs. That reduces each egg down to sixteen calories, so thirty-two total in our little bowl. I'm still not going to eat any, but that's not so bad. I have no idea what we're making since I wasn't listening, but I keep my chemistry analogy in my mind, pretending that I'm mixing up a toxic concoction for the sole purpose of seeing the final reaction.
 “Time to pull out the veggies, folks,” the instructor says as she motions for us to head back inside our mini refrigerators and retrieve the next few ingredients. My least hated enemies in the food world appear before me – a red and a green pepper, an onion, some broccoli, and a stalk of celery. “I'm going to show you how to chop these up and we're going to add a tablespoon of each to our omelets. One person is going to sauté these babies while the other whisks the eggs. Cooking can foster a beautiful partnership, people, if you just let the scents, the smells, and the tastes guide you. Feel free to eat as you're cooking. In fact, I encourage it.” Emmett smiles at me and breaks off a piece of broccoli, stuffing it into his mouth with a wink.
 “Any excuse I have to eat, and I'll take it,” he tells me, and I can't help but smile back at him. He is so fucking infectious. His joy is almost palpable, floating around him and intoxicating anyone that steps too close. I wonder why I'm the only girl in the line of hopefuls that gave him a second glance that day next to the Super Smoothie. My brain automatically tries to calculate the amount of calories that will be in our final omelet. A tablespoon of chopped vegetables is almost negligible. I guess that the whole colorful concoction will end up adding less than thirty calories.
Emmett takes up the whisking while I examine the teacher's movements and emulate them, carefully following her instructions as I slice the top of the bell pepper off.
 “So how exactly does one become a model?” Emmett asks, and since he is honestly the first person in my entire life to ask me that question, I have to pause and think about my answer for a moment. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice that Jenn and Leanne are watching me carefully.
 “You work your ass off,” I tell him, and he laughs, pausing a moment to reach over and steal a stalk of celery. As he slides it between his lips, I feel butterflies flapping their gentle wings against the sides of my stomach.
 “So, basically, it's like anything else in life? You want it, you work for it, am I right?”
 “Frighteningly so,” I tell him, trying not to think about how cold I am right now and how much I'd like to lie down. Next to Emmett specifically, but that's another story altogether. “If you're asking for specifics, you put yourself out there and accept that the majority of the people you meet are going to think you're not good enough.”
 “I think you're better than good enough,” Emmett responds, leaning away from his eggs for just a moment to press a kiss to the side of my head. The gesture makes me still, pauses my hand in the gentle rise and fall that I've already adapted to. Apparently, I do have a knack for cooking. “I think you're the prettiest damn model I have ever seen.” He pauses. “Scratch that, prettiest damn girl. Prettiest damn human being.” I notice Jenn rolling her eyes; Leanne winks at me.
 “Liar,” I say, but I can't help but enjoy the compliments. They've been few and far between lately. If living with Emmett Sinclair is half as pleasurable as hanging out with him in this class, then I should have no problem finding time to meet my goals. He's just cool like that. “Emmett,” I begin as he puts a bit of oil into our skillet. Forty calories. “I want to.”
 “Hmm?” he asks, watching me carefully as I push the colorful flow of veggies off of my cutting board and into the pan.
 “To move in with you. I'd like that.” He looks up at me and then this giant grin breaks across his face. He grabs me suddenly around the waist and lifts me up, moving me back from the stove just far enough that he can spin me around. The chiffon of my dress floats like petals in the wind. When Emmett sets me down, he kisses me soft and sweet, and when he pulls away, I see that the entire class is staring. I forget to care that his hands are touching my waist and that there are people looking at my makeup-free face. I find that all I can see for the moment is his smile.
 “Glad to have you, roomie,” he says and kisses me again. Our vegetables burn in the pan but neither of us cares because we're looking into one other's eyes and the rest just falls away.


 



I don't tell my parents that I'm moving out. I don't have to. I have every right to leave. In fact, if they're honest with themselves, they'll remember that they've spent the last few weeks pushing me to move forward with my life. If they have a problem with it, they're the hypocrites, not me.
My parents weren't home when Emmett dropped me off last night (after a very long and protracted make out session that I only wish had become more). I figure there's plenty of time for me to get to know Emmett Sinclair when we're living together. That's the best way to really understand someone anyhow. People are at their worst at home, so if Emmett and I can handle each other's dark sides, maybe then I'll know for sure that exploring what's happening between us is not a mistake. Maybe it could even help with my career? He seems pretty supportive, and support is exactly what I need right now.
 “Are those Goodwill donations?” my mom asks as I parade past her with a brown box full of clothes. My sister and father sit in the living room, purposely looking at everything but me. I overhead them in the hall this morning and know that they've got my appointment set for two o'clock. I asked Emmett to be here at noon. He said he could borrow his friend's truck and help move my furniture. I only hope that my father doesn't kill him when he finds out.
 “Mmm,” I grunt as I move past her and out the front door. I set the box next to the bench on our porch and go back for more. Already, my legs are shaking and my breath is labored. I guess I don't have to feel guilty about not getting in as much exercise as I wanted today. This more than makes up for it. Plus, I woke up at the crack of dawn and went running, so all is not lost. The scale loved me hard this morning, flashing a number a whole digit lower than it was yesterday. I feel accomplished for the day, but I know that feeling can quickly turn to guilt and disgust if I don't remain vigilant.
 “Honey, I've got a Goodwill corner in the garage. You can just stack your boxes there with the rest of the stuff and I'll take it down next week.”
 “Besides,” my father grunts, sounding gruff and very businesslike. His meaty hands are clasped tightly around the armrests of his chair, and I can tell that even though he and Marlena have made up their mind about what to do with me, he's having second thoughts. I don't care though. That changes nothing. I am still leaving and there is nothing, nothing that will change my mind now. “You have no vehicle to transport them.”
I ignore him, too, and head back up the stairs. My second box feels twice as heavy as my first and by the time I get it outside, I've got sweat pouring down the sides of my neck, pooling on my lower back and slicking up my thighs.
 “Claire?” my mom asks again as I pass by her. “What are you doing, sweetie?” I keep going, afraid that they will physically try to stop me if they find out what's going on. I take my laptop down next, carrying my laptop bag in one hand and a stack of bedding in the other. It's awkward but not heavy, giving me a much needed reprieve.
 “Claire,” Marlena says, sounding alarmed. As soon as my feet hit the floor, she's in my face. “You don't have to pack for Bayview just yet. They have a day patient program we can look into. You can continue to live here while you recover.” I keep walking and force her out of my way, depositing my items on top of the bench this time. In the distance, a coyote howls like it can sense the tense atmosphere around this house and will do anything to break it. “What the hell are you doing? Have you lost it?” she continues as I shoulder my way back inside and up the stairs.
My silence is agitating them and now my father is getting pissed.
 “Claire Simone,” he booms, but I don't stop. I go back into my room with Marlena on my heels and can't seem to hold back a satisfied smile when she freezes at the door and looks around at my empty walls, at the stack of boxes I dragged up from the garage.
 “Where are you going?” she asks, but I still won't answer her. I go into the bathroom next, grab my rugs, pull down my shower curtain and throw it all into another box. Marlena disappears, and I swear I hear shouting downstairs. It's hard to tell because my music is loud enough to kill. Nobody bothers me until I take my next box down. By that time, Emmett is already pulling into the driveway in a big, white Ford. My mom sees it and immediately begins to cry.
 “Where do you think you're going?” my dad asks, standing big and tall in front of me. He forgets sometimes that I'm six feet tall, taller even with my heels, and I can look him straight in the face. I will not be intimidated.
 “I'm moving in with Emmett.”
 “Sinclair?” Marlena asks like she just cannot believe it unless she says it aloud.
 “Like hell you are,” my father snorts. As if on cue, I hear the deliciously devilish tones of Amy Winehouse drift down the stairs. I ain't got the time and if my daddy thinks I'm fine/ He's tried to make me go to rehab but I won't go go go. I try to forget that she's dead.
 “Bob,” my mother says, touching his arm. His eyes hold a cold, quiet anger. “Don't.”
 “If you leave this house today, don't bother coming back.”
 “Bob!” my mother shouts as Marlena spins away from us all and runs her hands through her hair. He doesn't mean that, my inner voice tells me as my heart begins to pump faster and fear begins to nibble at my spine. This is a scare tactic, a way for him to control you. Don't let him, Claire. You're in control of yourself and nobody can stop you now. You're going to become a model, even if it kills you.
 “So be it,” I say, voice as calm and clear as the waters of a lake, still, peaceful.
The front door is open, so Emmett walks right in with a smile on his face.
 “Knock, knock,” he says but nobody looks at him. My father moves away from me and disappears into the garage with Marlena at his heels. My mother turns away and heads back to the cutting board she's set out next to the sink. Oddly enough, there's a red and a green bell pepper on it. I look away. Emmett notices the strange ambiance in the room right away. “Is everything okay?” he asks me, putting his hands on my upper arms.
 “Everything is fine,” I tell him, my resolve strong but my heart fragile. My family has only been holding me back. The sooner I get away from them, the better. One day, they'll learn and they'll realize the mistakes they made. Maybe then we can be friends. For now, I'm leaving this house with its pine ceilings and its animal heads and its judgmental inhabitants who are supposed to love me but instead decide to have me burned at the stake. “Let's just get out of here as quickly as possible,” I tell Emmett as I grab his hand and drag him up the stairs. I feel like the very air here is poisoned, and if I don't get out soon, it's going to kill me. “Claire,” he whispers as he closes my bedroom door behind us. “I hate to say this, but I think they need this just as much as you do. Once they figure out that they can't change you by force, they'll come around. You don't need doctors and a fancy clinic, you need family.” I turn around at stare at him.
 “Why?” I ask, voice tight. Is Emmett inferring something or am I reading too much into his words? “What do you mean?”
 “I mean that they can't try to fix something that you don't think is broken.” I listen to his words carefully and decide that he's no threat. What he says makes sense. He's the first person that's said anything useful all day. As if sensing I need a bit of support, Emmett comes up behind me and gives me a gentle squeeze, releasing me before I get the chance to feel anxious. Without asking, he then begins to help me pack. With his help and his strength, we end up with an empty room in less than an hour.
I stand in the middle of pale pink walls and white carpet and I spin in a slow circle, catching sight of a stain near the bedroom door where Jenn once spilled a jar of dirty paint water. Across from that, there's a burn mark on the wall near the bathroom door from when Leanne, Jenn, and I tried to have a séance and lit so many candles that we kept knocking them over. We very nearly caught the place on fire. I close my eyes and just sit with the strange feelings that are taking over me. I was born in this house, watched my grandma die in this house, but most importantly, I lived in this house for my entire life and now I'm leaving. When I leave that room and close the door, I find that this is going to be harder than I thought.
My mom watches me come down the stairs with the last box, Emmett trailing along behind me. She does not say goodbye; I do not say goodbye.
I walk out of that house and I leave my family behind. Silent tears stream down my face, but Emmett says nothing, leaving me alone to process my pain. I don't know it yet, but he feels for me, wants nothing more than to wrap me in his arms and hold me, but he doesn't because somehow, someway, he knows what's best. Emmett Sinclair is looking out for me and I'm damn lucky for it. Without him, there's a good chance that I'd wind up dead.
Sometime later, laying on a bathroom floor, I almost do.


 



Emmett's house is absolutely adorable, somehow managing to lift my spirits even as the sky falls down, letting loose tiny drops of rain that pebble the roof of the truck as we pull into the driveway of a house that's seen generations born, raised, and long gone.
 “It's beautiful,” I tell him, climbing out before he has a chance to respond. I don't jog through the rain, instead moving slowly, letting the liquid coat my body in icy cold that makes me shiver so hard that my teeth clatter. Emmett watches me move and waits until I step under the covered porch to follow after. I touch my hand to the yellow siding on the house and wait for him to open the purple door and welcome me into his home. As I cross the threshold, Emmett gives me an old fashioned bow that nearly dislodges his beanie and makes him look even rougher and scruffier than usual. That and fucking sexy as hell.
I move across the pale hardwood floors like a ghost, travel past the seating area that in no way screams bachelor. The colors are tasteful, the fabric choices are cohesive, and there's even a fresh vase of flowers, pink peonies this time.
 “I love it,” I say and then I collapse.
I'm not out for long, drifting in and out as Emmett rushes towards me and leans over, pulling me into his arms and shaking me gently, just enough to rouse me but not enough to jar me.
 “Claire,” he whispers and his voice sounds frantic and fearful. I wonder if he's thinking that he might have bitten off more than he could chew. “Hey, hey, Claire, wake up for me, baby.” I groan and try to turn away from him, try to let my eyelashes flutter closed, but he won't let me.
Emmett forces me into a sitting position and then slides his hand under my knees, lifting me up as easily as if I were a doll and not some fat, disgusting whale. He then carries me into a dark bedroom and lays me gently on top of crumpled burgundy sheets, tugging up a comforter with a silver and black geometric pattern.
 “I'll be right back,” he whispers and then disappears for what seems like a split second but is actually probably a few minutes. “Here.” A glass appears in my vision, but I push it away. I can smell whatever it is, and if I can smell it, it isn't water.
 “I just need water,” I tell Emmett with a tongue that feels suddenly thick and groggy. What the hell is wrong with me? Did I catch the flu? I hope so. Then I'll lose weight fast.
 “Claire, this is just vitamin water. It doesn't have any calories in it, I promise.”
The glass approaches my lips again and presses cold to my mouth, spilling sweet liquid down my throat. Without realizing what is happening, my hands come up and grab the glass, squeeze it tight as my muscles convulse greedily, desperate to get something, anything in my esurient belly. When I pull the cup away, it's empty.
I look at Emmett whose face is as pale as mine now, whose slender eyes are now open fat and wide, afraid. Shame crashes over me hard and fast, taking me to places I don't want to go. I turn away and try to stand up, pausing only because Emmett forces me to, grabbing my arm and spinning me around to face him.
 “Claire,” he says, but he doesn't judge; he just says it.
 “I think I'm just anemic,” I tell him which is not a lie because at the time, I really believe that that's all that's wrong. “I just need some iron pills and some vitamins, that's it. No big deal.” Emmett does not let me go. He cups the back of my head and presses me into him. I resist at first, certain that he's probably imagining how heavy I am, how much pressure I'm putting on his lap. “I just need to go to the store and get some.”
 “I'll get you some later,” he promises and then he pulls back and kisses me, teases me with that hot, perfect mouth, makes me squirm against him, beg for it with my body. At first, he tries to keep it at just that, just a little kiss, but there is no little between Emmett and I. As soon as I reach down and touch him there, sparks fly and I find myself on my back on the bed with my wet shirt sliding up over my head, disappearing into the mess of clothes that litter the floor.
My hands tear at his wet jeans, but they're too shaky to undo the buttons. I pray that Emmett doesn't notice because I'm afraid he'll stop, so I switch my touch to his neck and his shoulders, running my fingertips along the moist cotton of his shirt. He takes care of it for me, freeing himself from his pants and reaching under my skirt, pushing aside the ugly panties I wore to help suck in my stomach. He pauses for just a split second to lean over to his bedside table and grab a condom, slipping it on in an instant and sliding into me with one, quick motion.
I drop my hands to his sheets and dig my fingers into the fabric, clinging on for dear life as Emmett pulls himself away from my greedy mouth, finds my neck and bites gently, tasting my flesh with his teeth, sliding his tongue down the pulse in my neck. I was afraid he was going to treat me like I was fragile, act like I was a broken thing that needed fixing, but instead, he's the opposite. Emmett fucks with a hard, desperate fury that actually frightens me. There's fear in his actions, his face, his moans. It doesn't take a genius to figure out that he's worried about me. Why? Why? Why is he worried? And if he is, why is he not taking the same route as my parents? Why is he letting me continue down this path?
 “Emmett,” I moan as he gives into temptation and seeks my lips again. We both keep our eyes open and half-lidded, watching, looking, absorbing. Ah, Emmett Sinclair with the ardent eyes and the red-hot lips, roasting, scalding, scorching me, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. I am lost to him in that dark bedroom, buried beneath his passion and his conviction that he will save me, whatever the cost. I'm willing to die for my dreams. Well, so is he. Emmett Sinclair wants to rescue me from myself, and he'll stop at nothing to make sure that he does.
I touch his wet hair; he touches mine. We exchange wordless words with nipping lips and touch and feel and caress. Emmett sees places on me that nobody else gets to see, touches parts of me that I find putrid, and he looks happy about it, thrilled. His hard body doesn't lie as it slips in and out of me, and the expression on his face tells me that whatever it is that I see wrong in myself, he doesn't see it.
I am broken in my own eyes.
I am sick in my family's.
I am not good enough in the fashion world's.
In Emmett's, I am whole.
I kiss him again and this time, I don't let him go until I fall into pleasure; I don't even let him breathe. I keep my arm wrapped around his neck and I absorb all of the good in him, pray that it rubs off on me, that once this fast is over, once I've got this contract, that I'll be happy, relaxed, pleased to just be, to just exist.
I come in Emmett's arms and then lie quiet and panting while he finds his, just enjoying the feeling of him inside of me. When he finally collapses next to me, he pulls me against him and cradles my head under his chin. Neither of us speaks for a long, long while.
 “I kind of liked that cooking class,” he tells me, and I'm not sure where he's going with this, so I stay quiet. “Want to go to another one? I still have a bunch of punches left on that card.” I shrug.
 “Sure,” I whisper as my breathing relaxes back to normal, and my emotions stop spinning like a tornado inside of me, allowing the dust to settle and me to see just a little more clearly. It isn't much, like a spot rubbed on a muddy window, but it's there and outside, I think I might be able to glimpse the sun. Either that or it's just Emmett who's as warm and as bright as the orange-yellow orb that can't come out to play today. Outside the covered window, the rain continues to fall.
After awhile, Emmett falls asleep, and I get up. I find the keys to the truck on the counter and bring a couple of small boxes inside, setting them down next to the front door while I explore the house. There's just one bathroom that I can find, a small, antique thing with a claw-foot tub and a fuzzy, pink mat on the floor. It's on the opposite end of the hall from a back door that leads out into a generously sized yard, one that's manicured to perfection with neat rows of seasonal flowers, all in bloom, all heavy with moisture. And next to that door is one other, a white, wooden piece of artwork with a handle that creaks and a keyhole that looks positively medieval. Inside is a blank canvas of white walls and empty floors and the house's second bathroom, sterile and perfect. Mine. Completely and wholly, mine.
I drag my boxes down the hall and unpack the most important things – my workout clothes, my stereo, and most especially, my scale. Another check reveals no difference from this morning's weight which is understandable if a bit disappointing. Lumped in the bottom of the same box is a rectangular jewelry box with a golden rose on the top. It's been sitting on my dresser for so long that I no longer remember what's in it. As I dig through the contents, I find that it's mostly junk and follow a strange urge I have to purge my life of anything that's unnecessary. Maybe my body is not the only part of me that needs to be trimmed down, maybe my whole life needs to be? I start with some junk in the bottom of that box and plan to take it all the way, right to my very framework. Out goes a string of plastic pearls, a single earring whose mate is long lost, a strip of fake tattoos, and then … a razor blade. It's a real one, nice and sharp, a remnant of a necklace I wore for Halloween some time ago.
The metal sits heavy in my hand and when I poke the slim side of the silver rectangle with my finger, blood blossoms bright, swelling and gathering until it's this jiggling little thing that's threatening to fall to the floor in a burst of crimson. I stare at it for a long, long time and then I suck it off and put the razor blade on the floor next to my stereo. I even throw the jewelry box away, but I keep that. I keep it, and I don't know why.
That scares me.


 



The next few days in my new house are blissful. 

If I'm in my room, Emmett doesn't bother me. If I'm not, he does in the best way possible. He leaves me alone to exercise and even joins me on my morning runs before he heads off to work. He doesn't ask me why I don't eat or if I'm hungry, and he definitely doesn't tell me to get help. In fact, he doesn't seem to do anything wrong. He doesn't leave his towel on the bathroom floor, and he always remembers to put the seat down. He never leaves dishes in the sink or forgets to take out the trash when it's full. At first, I feel like it's an act, like I'm not seeing the real Emmett, and so I'm actually pleased when I find something that annoys me.
Every night, just when I'm about done with my exercise, Emmett starts to cook. He makes these massive dinners that stink up the whole house and make me want to sit in the corner and cry. My stomach is in knots and my head is always pounding. By this point, I'm passing out at least once a day, fortunately most often when I'm in my room or Emmett's at work, and these dinners seem to only make things worse. Even more horrible is that when he makes them, I find myself hard-pressed to find anything negative to say.
Emmett uses egg whites and chopped veggies, fat free salad dressing and vegan croutons. He uses fish and chicken and turkey and never any red meat, and he always, always, always portions himself a perfectly sized plate, like he seriously weighs his meat. It's too much, especially coming from a guy who ate a whole cookie in one bite and didn't think twice about loading his plate with my mother's animal fat mashers and those stupid fucking biscuits.
Five days after I move in, I'm sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter marking up my calendar for the next week, making sure each moment is utilized to the best of its ability, so that when the day I've marked out with big, red swirls comes, I'll be ready. Lianna will see me, and she'll know she wants me. Or at least I hope she does. I haven't looked in the mirror since I left my parents' house. For some reason, I just can't bring myself to do it. I touch my face a lot and my cheeks feel less chubby, but my waist still looks huge and my hips, gargantuan. The scale says I've lost another five pounds, but I'm just not sure it's going to be enough.
 “Hey there,” Emmett says, whisking in the front door with two armfuls of groceries and a smile on his stubbly face. I smile as he kisses my cheek and use my blue pen to cross out the words Family Reunion from my calendar. Deep down, I might miss my mom and dad a bit (I do not miss Marlena yet), but I can't help but feel like this is a better place for me. I was going to use family reunion day as a binge day and just eat whatever I want, but now, I can save that until after I'm booked. Or maybe even longer. Maybe never? I think as I sigh and close my planner.
Emmett is unloading a brown, paper package that's wrapped in twine, a plastic bag stuffed to the gills with veggies, and a bag of white rice.
 “You sure did get the cooking bug,” I say, and my voice sounds kind of bitchy. I try to tone it down a bit. Emmett has been nothing but nice to me. He respectfully keeps his distance like any roommate should, but if I show him that I'm in the mood, he's affectionate as all get out. We watched a movie last night and I think there were maybe fifteen seconds during the whole thing where he wasn't stroking my hair back. “I guess we don't need to take anymore classes,” I say, trying to make a joke of it but failing. I still sound mean. I've been making excuses not to go to another one of those classes all week. Food frightens me; my skill at cooking frightens me even more. I don't even want to go near the damn stuff. I feel like there's a rapacious monster inside of me that's fighting to get out, and if she does, she'll eat me to death. I think constantly about ways to kill her.
 “Yeah,” he says with a smile as he crinkles up the brown paper grocery bags and puts them under the sink. “I guess I did.” He pauses and wets his lips with the tip of his tongue. “Truly, I think it was the way you moved in that kitchen, like you were born to it. I liked that.” I stare at him, but I don't say anything. I feel like he's baiting me, but it might just be because I'm so irritable. I should be starting my cycle any day now. In fact, I think it's a few days late; I hope there isn't something wrong with me. “Oh, and guess what?”
I stare at him as he unwraps the brown paper and reveals a moist cut of fish. As soon as it hits the frying pan, it's going to stink up the whole place. Already, I feel nauseous.
 “Yeah?”
 “The company is sponsoring a Green Girls' Fashion Show. It's going to highlight all the ways the textile and fashion industries could help improve the environment by showcasing sustainable, eco-friendly designs.” I keep staring. “And guess who's in charge of the whole damn thing?”
 “You?” I say and Emmett chuckles. “Gee, is there anything you can't do?” I say, suddenly annoyed at his perfection, the way he's always smiling, how he never seems to do anything wrong. Nobody is that fucking perfect all the time. I want him to mess up, to buy me a greasy hamburger and yell when I don't eat it; I want him to spill milk on the floor in the kitchen and leave it there for me to slip on; I want him to do something, anything to show me that he's human. I really, really want him to stop cooking.
All of a sudden, all the things I liked about Emmett Sinclair begin to piss me off.
 “Are you okay?” he asks, and I just nod my head yes, rubbing my temples in tight, little circles. The vitamins that Emmett brought home for me the other day seemed to help at first, giving me a level of energy I haven't felt in weeks. Unfortunately, they wore off quickly and now, I feel even worse than I did before. “Anyway, since I'm in charge, I get to line up designers and models for the show. I was thinking, if you wanted, you could design an outfit and walk it down.”
I keep staring.
 “It doesn't have to be anything in particular. You could do something high fashion or avant-garde, or whatever. Anything at all.”
 “What makes you think I want to design an outfit?” I ask as I watch Emmett lift the fish up and lay in the hot skillet where it sizzles and the stink clouds the room like poison. My stomach twists painfully. “I want to be a model, not a designer. Those are two completely different things.” Emmett doesn't turn around to look at me, focusing his attention on the fish and poking at it with his spatula. I can't help but think I've hurt his feelings, and inside, I'm horrified. I want to jump this counter and tell Emmett I'm sorry. What I don't know is that my body is shutting down, eating itself from the inside out, changing me not only physically but also mentally. I'm always cold, always dizzy; my fingernails are blue and there's a fine growth of downy hair on my arms and legs that was never there before. Oxygen is not making its way up to my brain the way it should and I'm becoming someone different, someone who is cranky and irritable and emotional, who isn't in full control of herself. My cycle, the one I think is causing my mood swings, is gone, stopped. Don't you know the body can't perform its reproductive cycle if you have nothing to feed it with? My search for beauty, for control, for something inside of myself to hold onto and cherish, is turning into a slow, withering death. Emmett knows it; I don't.
 “Want some fish, Claire?” he asks me, knowing full well what my answer is going to be. I think it's the first time he's ever asked me to eat.
 “No, thank you.”
 “Claire?”
 “What?”
 “I think I love you.”
 “You met me last week.”
 “I don't want to lose you.”
 “Emmett, you just met me.”
 “If you don't start thinking about a detour, Claire Simone, you're going to die.” Emmett finally turns around and looks at me. “I think you should consider trying a different way. It doesn't mean you're a failure or that there's something wrong with you, only that the trail looks different.”
 “I'm going to my room,” I tell him, and he doesn't stop me. Emmett never forces me to do anything, no matter what the consequences might be. He knows that I have to help myself, and if I die in the process, that it is my choice to make. Mine. Mine. Mine.
I slam the door hard, so hard that a framed picture of my mother falls off the wall and cracks in two. I leave it where it falls and start up another exercise video, desperately trying to escape the pain and the numbness that I'm experiencing. I feel so different now, so detached. It's almost like Lianna and modeling and fashion are just these far off concepts that I dream about but that don't really matter. All I can think about is my body and how it looks, how fat and disgusting it is, how I really should be exercising more. The only time these obsessive thoughts stop is when I'm with Emmett and now, even that doesn't seem so important.
I work myself hard, until sweat is dripping to the floor, until I'm stumbling from one exercise to the next. I do that until I collapse to my knees, breathless, shaking, but still numb. Numb, numb, numb. I wanted to be empty, weightless, free, but not numb.
 “I want to feel something,” I whisper to the broken picture. My mother's smiling face looks up at the ceiling and stays frozen in a brief moment of pure happiness, captured forever in that bliss. I feel suddenly that I need to find a picture of myself smiling and I pull myself to my feet, fighting through white splotches and glittering stars that dance around my head and threaten to take me down – permanently.
When I flop into my computer chair and pull up my portfolio photos, I feel sick to my stomach. Instead of reminding me of anything good, all they do is make me remember how fat I am, how disgusting. I pick up my external keyboard, and I throw it, hard, all the way across the room where it crashes into the wall and explodes in a spray of plastic parts. Still, I feel nothing.
 “Claire?” Emmett asks, rapping on the door gently. “Are you alright?” I think about asking him to come in, to hold me tight, to breathe sweet words against my ear and fill my body with his warmth.
And then I see the razor blade sitting pretty and shiny next to my laptop.
It seems to call to me, to beg me to take it and press it against the pale skin of my inner arm where it's like tissue paper now, white and frail and dry. Even the vitamins aren't going to be able to help me with that.
I take it between my fingers gently, reverentially, and touch it to my skin.
I breathe in deep and I slice long and slow, drawing a hiss from my lips and a bubble of something deep down inside of me. Emotions fill me, drawn from my heart the same way I've drawn crimson blood from my arm. They bubble up seemingly out of nowhere and suddenly, I feel different, better, more like the real me. The physical pain of the blade is nothing in comparison to the emotional pain that's hiding beneath, waiting to consume me. I move the blade and I cut again, vaguely aware in the back of my mind that cutting my skin is not going to get me a modeling contract. It's just a little bit, just to get me through the next few days. I'm only tiding myself over; this isn't permanent. I make a third cut and watch the red stain my skin, slide down and plop onto my white leggings.
 “Claire?” Emmett asks again, voice more concerned than before. “Are you in there?”
 “I'm fine,” I tell him, and for a moment, my voice actually sounds like the old me, the one who studied clothes with an artist's eye, who loved fashion for the creative outlet it provided. She wanted to be a role model, not an idol. She wanted to be seen, but she wanted to make a difference. I'm afraid that Claire Simone is dead; Emmett is in love with her. What a conundrum. “In fact, I'm great.” I set the blade down on the desk and run my thumb over the wounds, just to tease a bit more emotion out of them.
 “Good,” he says, voice soft. “Because if anything ever happened to you, Claire Simone, the world would be missing out.”
And then he walks away from my door and leaves me alone with my newest habit, one that's horrific enough on its own, but in my case is so much worse because it's just a symptom to an even bigger problem.
The piece of paper that Emmett pushes under the door is the only thing that keeps me from stepping any further into the dark.
It's a map to the tree house and on the top is a scrawling of gentle words that remind me that no matter what it might feel like, there really is somebody on my side.
This escape, it's all yours, baby.
A drop of blood spirals down from my arm and hits the yellow paper.
I swear to you, it's the loudest sound in the world: the sound of my own death ringing in my ears.


 



The next morning, I receive a call from Lianna Cheung herself.
She's doing fittings today and wants to see me.
 “I know I said two weeks,” she tells me, making my heart warm with the fact that she actually remembers me. Not a lot of designers would. “But I think if you haven't learned your lesson by now, you're not going to.” I nod and then realize she can't see me. Yes, I've learned that I can't be lazy, that I can't slack on things. I have to stay vigilant, and I have to fight for what I want because nobody else is going to do it for me. I hope Lianna is pleased with the amount of weight I've lost, that when she sees me, her eyes will light up and she'll imagine the great things for me that I imagine for myself.
 “Yes, ma'am,” I tell her eagerly.
 “Good,” she says and then pauses. “Because I've been thinking a lot about you this week, Miss Simone, and it's taken me the past several days to understand why.” I hold my breath. I feel like a goddess has just descended Mount Olympus and materialized in front of me. This sort of behavior that Lianna is displaying is unheard of in the fashion industry. Who remembers an entry level model let alone personally calls them back? I try not to squeal, sliding my legs out of bed and letting my feet hit the hardwood floor with a thump. If Emmett were home, I'd race down this hall and throw my arms around him, tell him I'm sorry. I feel like my dreams are coming true today, and the headaches and the dizziness seems to fade away, hidden behind a cloud of joyous emotion that makes me want to cry. Making the decision to cut was the right thing to do. I feel like that numbness has broken just in time for me to receive this news; it almost makes me want to believe in fate. I don't think about how I got up three times last time and cut some more, made several slices on both arms and both thighs. All I'm thinking about right now is how all my pain is going to come to an end. I'm going to walk the runway in Miss Cheung's orange dress, and people are going to notice me. Finally. “When I realized what it was, I was afraid for you.”
 “Excuse me?” I ask as politely as I can.
 “You're just like me: stubborn to a fault, desperately independent.”
 “That's a good thing, isn't it?” I ask her. I shouldn't be talking back to this woman who has everything I want dangling from her hands, ready to pass the torch of success and greatness down to me, but I can't help myself. I just don't understand where she's coming from. “I mean, look at you.” Lianna laughs, harsh and bitter for a moment before I can practically hear herself wrapping ironclad control around her emotions.
 “Claire, I would not wish our journeys on anyone because people like you and me, we must test the limits before we find our niche.” I remain silent and after a few seconds, Lianna sighs and I can hear jewelry tinkling like maybe she's shaking her head. “Never mind the ramblings of a tired woman, Claire. Please, just come down and we'll get you fitted.” We'll get you fitted, she says as if she's already accepted, as if she can tell over the phone how hard I've worked.
I hang up and dig through my closet, drawing out the orange dress and pressing it to my face.
This is it. My moment has come. I have made it.
I think quickly about how I might get downtown and decide to call a cab. I have some money in my bank account, money that will be gone faster than I'd like but that which I can't think of a better use for right now. Getting to Lianna's is all that matters. After that, I'll be earning my own money, and I will be truly and utterly independent. I look forward to it.
When I pull the dress over my head, I don't notice how the fabric hangs loose on my hips; in the same places where it once clung to my body, it now falls straight from my shoulder to my knees. I fail to see that my breasts do not fill the top and that my arms are swimming in the arm holes. I don't see any of that. I look into the mirror for the first time in days and am so hyped up on endorphins and denial that I don't see how ghastly I look, like a walking skeleton, a zombie with flaky flesh and hair that's falling out in clumps. I apply my makeup and make kissy-faces at myself.
You know how there's often a calm before the storm?
Well, this is mine.
I toss some pale pink Louis Vuitton pumps on my feet and sweep my limp hair up into a slick bun that sits right at the crown of my head.
Here's what happens when I look in the mirror again.
What I see: a chubby girl who has some more weight to lose, cute shoes, a hot dress that my friends would kill for, a face full of desperation and misplaced hope.
What's actually there: a sad, sad girl with bones protruding from her back, her ribs, her chest, a girl with sallow skin and weak hair whose eyes look disproportionately massive in her sunken face.
I grab my phone and pull up an app for a cab, unable to sit still as I wait outside on the porch for my chariot to arrive. The rain falls in sheets, but I don't see it. I don't really see anything at all. I have tunnel vision in that moment and all I can see is a false world created out of my emotions and my wants rather than my needs. I hum a song under my breath and sway gently back and forth, unwittingly putting myself into a sleep trance that leaves me crumpled on my side by the time the cab arrives.
The driver honks at me once, and I snap to, grabbing my clutch in one hand and racing through the rain in a sun dress and heels, never once thinking about grabbing a coat or an umbrella. The man in the front seat looks at me in the rearview mirror like I'm nuts, but I don't care about him. I sit on the dirty gray seats in silence with my hands folded in my lap and my purse by my side. It's getting harder and harder for me to focus on one thing for too long, so my thoughts are a jumbled mess. I chalk that up to excitement and don't think anything of it.
I can't wait till my mom sees me on a cover at the grocery store. Maybe then, she and dad and Marlena will understand that I just did what I had to do. I made hard choices, but they were worth it. See, you really can do whatever you set your mind to.
And then I switch gears.
I hope Emmett isn't too angry about last night. I didn't mean to hurt him; I was just in a bad mood. When he gets home, I'll tell him the news and I'll apologize and then we can go out to eat to celebrate. I pause. Well, maybe I should wait till after the show to do that. If I get fitted for a dress and then can't squeeze into it anymore, Lianna isn't going to look the other way.
I sit back and watch the buildings outside the window swirl by in whirls of color that I hardly even register. Here's the thing with my disorder because yes, I do have one despite what I might think: it happens fast. In my head, it's only been days since I stopped eating, but in reality, it's been months since I gave my body enough fuel to run properly. I am shutting down and fast. Starvation is not something that takes years to kill; it hits quickly and it hits hard. It has no remorse for its victims, especially not those who willingly take it on in the name of vanity.
When we reach the agency, I am up and out of the cab only so long as it takes me to pay the driver, and I practically leap from the door and onto the curb. Water seeps into my expensive designer shoes, soaks into the dress and chills me to the bone, but I don't notice. All I can see are those glass double doors. They're like the gates to Heaven at this point, pulling me forward when nothing else can, when my body screams at me to just lay down and die.
I reach out and grab the glass handle, pull it open, step inside.
The bell in the back chimes and a group of heads turn to look at me.
They're surrounding a girl who's as round as Marlena, curvy and busty and nothing like a model should be. They've got fabric and tape measures and pins and needles. And horrified looks on their faces. Terrified maybe is the word. Or alarmed. I look for Lianna in the crowd and don't find her. A moment later she appears from the back wearing a white gown and black boots with silver cranes. She's smiling and her face is vibrant with excitement, cheeks pink, lips full and outlined with a beautiful rust red color that suits her skin perfectly.
When she sees me, she stops dead in her tracks, and her jaw drops.
At first, I think she's excited about all the progress I've made.
But then the silence stretches uncomfortably long and everybody, and I mean everybody, in that building is looking at me. From the model to the security guard, they've got these expressions of pity and disgust on their faces. How? Why? I wonder as I look at the round, plump girl again. How can I still not be good enough? Am I still too fat? Have I failed?
 “Oh God, Claire,” Lianna says and then turns to her assistant, gesturing wildly with her hand. “Get the poor girl a blanket,” she snaps and then turns back to me, dark eyes full of alarm. “Claire … ” she says again, and I'm not sure whether I should be pleased that she recognizes me or upset at her reaction. Is this because I got the dress wet? Is that it? “Why don't you take a seat over here?” Lianna holds out her hand and motions towards a velvety red chair that helps make up the single seating area. “And why don't I get you some tea and maybe a bagel … ”
 “Some tea would be nice,” I say, hoping there's no sugar in it. “But no bagel for me, thanks. I just ate.” Lianna exchanges a glance with her assistant when the girl comes running back, a blanket in hand and a look of pity on her face. She sits me down like I'm an invalid and wraps it around my shaking shoulders. Still unable to figure out what's happening here, I wait in silence as the people around me exchange glances and finally drift away, seemingly following some silent order from Miss Cheung herself. When she kneels down next to me and places one hand over mine, I know I'm in trouble.
 “Claire … ”
 “I'm still too fat,” I say, interrupting her before she gets a chance to say it herself. I feel like if it comes out of her mouth, I'll never recover. I can say it a hundred times, but the first time somebody else does, I'm going to collapse. I take my hand from hers and hold both out, palms up in a silent plea. Tears are rolling down my face, hot and salty, dripping down to my chest and soaking into the already wet fabric. “But I've been trying so hard,” I whisper. “In the last week, I've dropped twelve pounds.” Lianna cringes and closes her eyes for a moment, taking a deep, deep breath before she can find the strength to say to me what she has to say.
 “When I asked you how you were working to improve your body image, I thought you understood where I was coming from.”
 “But I did,” I plead, leaning down, touching my blue fingernails to the snake tattoo that winds up Lianna's arm and disappears under her dress. “I've been fasting,” I admit, not caring who hears, just desperate to save this opportunity. Now, in this horrible moment, I remember why I used to have casting calls lined up from one end of the week to the other. It was so I could avoid that horrible moment when it feels like all is lost, when your one hope in the world is gone and there is nothing else. That's where I'm at right now. “I've been exercising every day, too. Miss Cheung, please. This is all I think about. I eat, sleep, and breathe modeling. Fashion is my life, and my dreams are my future. You can't do this to me, you just can't. Please!” Lianna looks away sharply, like somehow this is her fault.
 “Claire, when you were here before, I turned you down not because you were too fat but because you were dangerously skinny.”
Time stops. The world slows to a crawl around me.
What did she just say?
 “Excuse me?” I whisper.
Skinny. Skinny. Skinny. She said skinny. She said that I was too much the one thing that I've always wanted to be. That can't be possible; that isn't possible; this is not possible.
 “Miss Simone, I believe in you. That's why I asked you back. To tell you the truth, that is not something I've ever done before for any girl. But you, you really do remind me of me. Just as I struggled and overcame my difficulties, so too will you.”
 “You're telling me to get out, aren't you?” I ask, my voice little more than a whisper in the quiet room. The rest of Lianna's crew looks on with sympathy that I absolutely do not want, that I in no way deserve.
 “Of course not,” she says as she stands up slowly, like this whole situation has bogged her down and made her feel ten times heavier than before. “It's freezing out there and you have no coat; you're soaking wet. Is there someone I can call to come pick you up?”
Only one name comes to mind.
 “Emmett Sinclair,” I whisper, trying not to break into a million pieces and shatter across the floor. “Please call Emmett Sinclair for me.” I give them the number and then I just sit still, trying to blend into the couch, trying to get their eyes off of me. I've just stormed in here and made a fool of myself because I'm what? Too skinny? Is there such a thing? There can't be. I look back at the fat girl, and my mind says plus-sized model. I am in such a deep state of denial in that moment that I don't even register the time that passes between the assistant’s quietly placed call to Emmett and the moment he steps in the front doors. The whole time I'm sitting there, I'm working to convince myself that Lianna, who is round and curvy herself, only likes fat girls, that she doesn't mind being the laughing stock of the modeling world, the outsiders, the ones who try to be beautiful but never are. After all, when's the last time you heard somebody say, Oh, wow, look how fat you've gotten over the summer! and mean it as a compliment.
You might think I've hit rock bottom, but I'm not even close. I have a ways to go before I get there.
 “Oh, Claire,” Emmett says as he kneels down next to me and brushes damp tendrils of hair away from my forehead. “You're all wet.” He puts his hands on either side of my face and kisses me. I feel his heat, his energy, his desire for me, but I don't respond to it. I can't right now. Guess I used up all of my emotions this morning because now, I'm feeling numb again. Numb. Numb. Numb. It's the last thing I wanted to feel, but I decide, as I stand up at Emmett's urging, that it's better than depressed. I think that only because I have no fucking clue how depressed I actually am underneath. At least Emmett gets it. “Tonight, if I cook dinner for you, will you please eat it?” he whispers to me as he gives the blanket back to Lianna's assistant and takes my hand. I don't answer him aloud, but I do nod.
 “I'm so sorry, Claire,” Lianna says as I pass by her. I look at her and I try to project how much I hate her through my eyes because at that moment, I really do despise her. Later, I'll think back on her as a role model, as someone who saw something good in me and gave me a second chance that I blew. Right now, the term 'dream thief' comes to mind. “One day, you'll do great things,” she says by way of goodbye as she opens the door and lets Emmett and I out into the pouring rain.
Without a single word passing between us, Emmett who has no coat on for whatever reason, takes off his shirt and throws it around my shoulders, sliding his arm around my waist and pulling me against his hot chest. When he tugs me out into the storm, I follow, focusing on the street and the sounds of the bustling city and wondering how the fuck I am going to get through this. Even the rivulets of moisture running down Emmett's chest and sliding between the lines of abs on his belly can't distract me.
My mind is in turmoil, reeling from the shock of what's just happened, trying to make sense of things. When we finally do hit the car and climb in, the first thing I do is pull down the sun visor and glance in the mirror.
My mascara is leaking down my cheeks like black tears, ghastly but not nearly as disturbing as the bright, red lipstick that's smudged across my jaw, messy to the point of being comical, like a fucking circus clown or something. The foundation I've been using since I turned sixteen doesn't match the color of my skin anymore. In fact, it's so off that it looks like I tried to give myself a home tan and failed miserably at it. My red roots show at the edge of my hairline giving me the world's most unflattering two-toned do ever.
No wonder Lianna and her crew were horrified.
 “I look like a ghost,” I whisper as I look over at Emmett who's leaning against the car door, head in his hand, panting like he's run a million miles. “Or a corpse. What's the matter with me, Emmett? I don't go out looking like this. This isn't me. I don't feel like me.” He pauses for a moment and then looks over at me slowly, brown eyes blinking back droplets of water that stain his cheeks with moisture and make it look like he's been crying. He seems like he could if he let himself, like he's as upset about my rejection as I am. What he's really distressed about is not my appearance because as bad as things are, he knows that it looks worse than it is, that Lianna and her crew were reacting just as much to the wet dress and the runny makeup as they were the extreme weight loss. He's distressed because I still don't see it, even after a shock as big as that, even hearing it from the lips of someone I idolize.
 “Claire,” he says and then pauses a moment to turn on the car and start the heater. I'm shaking like a leaf, teeth chattering, knees knocking as I hunch over to stay warm. I see now why Emmett took off his shirt for me; I'm pathetic. “I want you to cook with me.”
 “Why?” I ask, already questioning my response to his earlier mention of dinner. Am I going to go eat as a coping mechanism? How healthy is that? I should just forget Lianna and move on, drop a few more pounds and go back to doing what I'm good at, finding castings, standing in line, submitting application after application after application. I begin to cry.
 “Because you know it's the right thing to do.”
 “What if I say no?” I whisper as I glance over at him and wish I was a better person. I think that if I were whole, if I was missing that circle of pain inside of myself, that Emmett and I could be happy just being together. I could be a housewife or an astronaut or a dog walker, just so long as I got to have him hold me at night and kiss me in the morning. I look away and focus on the shiny wood paneling that covers the dashboard.
 “Then I'll hold you and kiss you, and I won't go to work, and I won't sleep because Claire, if you don't change your life now, you're not going to have one for very much longer.”
 “Why don't you just drag me to Bayview and drop me off at the front porch?” I snarl at him, fighting back because I feel cornered and not because I really want to. I've been reduced to my most basic instincts, the ones that are the last to go before the body shuts down completely. “If you think I have an eating disorder, that I'm a fucking anorexic, take me over there and let them shove a Goddamn feeding tube down my fucking throat.”
 “Claire, if I do that, will it help? Will it make you rethink your decisions? Or will it make you even more miserable? Will you get out and start fasting all over again? How many times can you go to Bayview before you decide that enough is enough? Frankly, I'd rather have you here with me.”
 “I'm not sick,” I tell him, but the words sound weak even to me.
 “Do you remember the recipe for the omelet we made in class? Do you want to try that again or is there something else?”
 “I haven't said yes yet,” I tell him.
 “But I know you want to,” is his response.
We sit together in silence until the car is so warm that moisture begins to drip from the inside of the windows. I look over at Emmett and reach up to tug the sleeves of his shirt closer around me. Despite the change in temperature, despite his proximity, I'm still cold. I stare at my friend's face, at his strong brow, his full lips, his freshly shaved cheeks, and I come up with a plan – one that will work for both of us.
 “Okay,” I tell him. “I'll eat.”
When Emmett smiles at me, that's when I hit rock bottom because I know that I am the most horrible person that has ever walked this earth.


 



Somehow, I end up falling asleep on the drive home and wake up to find Emmett carrying me into the house. He takes me into his bedroom and lays me down on his bed.
 “That's awfully forward of you,” I say to him, finding some small bit of myself that hasn't been starved to death. The look on Emmett's face when he hears my joke is to die for, two parts precious and one part wicked sexy. How he ever found me attractive in that moment is beyond me.
 “Well, I've got to help you out of those wet clothes before you catch your death,” he laughs and then sobers up immediately, like that turn of phrase could not have been any more inappropriate, and he's all the more ashamed for it. “Why don't I run you a bubble bath and then when you get out, we can get dressed and go to the store? Marlena gave me tomorrow off, so maybe we can look up some more agencies together. There's plenty of fish in the sea, right?”
I stare at him and a frown overwhelms my face.
 “Did you tell my sister what was happening?” Emmett doesn't speak. “Did she give you the day off, so that you could baby me?”
 “She loves you,” Emmett says blatantly, unafraid to throw the L-word around when he knows it's most needed. Right now, I'm literally starving for it.
 “No, she doesn't. If she did, she'd leave me alone and let me figure out things by myself.”
 “She wants to, but she doesn't know how,” he explains, sitting down on the edge of the bed next to me. Emmett's curtains are actually open today, but the room is still dark because there's no sunshine outside, just a wet, wet storm that weighs heavy on the sky and makes me wonder if it will ever end. I stare at him, let my eyes drop from his face down to his chest, to the shadowy arches of muscle, the slick skin. I reach out to touch him, but he stops me with a gentle touch to my wrist. “She's so afraid that you're going to hurt yourself, that she'd rather you hated her than she lost you.” I pull my hand back from Emmett sharply and let it all into my lap.
 “I want to make my dreams come true,” I whisper and then I start to cry because I had really, truly believed that Lianna was going to sign me, that all of this was going to be over and that I could stop feeling so tired and so dizzy and cold. I don't want to exercise anymore, and I don't want to keep passing out, and I don't want to lie to Emmett, but I can't stop yet. I can't shake the feeling that I'm still not good enough.
 “I have no doubt that you're more than capable, Claire Simone,” Emmett tells me, leaning over to press a warm kiss to my lips. He doesn't take it any further, instead grabbing my hands and helping me to my feet. “But first we have to get you cleaned up, so you can make me an egg white omelet.” Emmett winks at me as he grabs the soggy orange dress with his smooth fingers and slides it up and over my head. It comes away without protest and falls to the floor with a wet thump. My panties, the ones I wore to help control my flabby belly, fall to my ankles with little help, like they've expanded somehow since I last washed them. It never occurs to me that maybe I'm the one that's changed size. I slip out of my Louis Vuittons and see that the shoes are now completely and utterly trashed, something that before would've had me at the very least in a hissy fit but that now, I barely notice. “I think a bubble bath sounds just about right on a day like this,” Emmett suggests, and I answer him with a small smile. That should've been my defining moment where I knew that something was wrong. I had one of the hottest boys I had ever seen shirtless and sexy, compassionate to a fucking fault, willing to run me a bubble bath on a rainy day. I should've been in Heaven, but instead, I was still firmly entrenched in the depths of hell.
 “Get in with me?” I ask Emmett who pauses at the doorway to the bathroom and thinks about that for a moment. I step up close to him and slide my arms around his waist, pressing my cheek against his strong back, letting the heat of his body sweep over and consume me. I'm not asking for sex, don't even think I'm up to it right now. I just want to feel Emmett's body cradling mine, holding me, promising somehow that everything will be okay. I still don't think he quite understands how badly I want this, nobody does, but I do believe that he understands what I need right now. I need friendship and support; I don't need clinics or hospitals or pills or shrinks. They might work for some people, but they won't work for me. I know that without even trying because Lianna is right: people like her and me, we have to test the limits before we find our niche. Emmett gets that.
 “Of course,” he says and his voice is so soft that it almost comes across a whisper. I release him and watch as he pads across the white tiles on the floor and pulls away the shower curtain with a sweep of his hand, switching the water on and plugging the drain while I watch. I lean my shoulder against the door frame and try to appreciate the melancholy beauty of the situation. There should be a string orchestra playing in the background right now, but instead, there's nothing but the sound of rain against the skylight above my head and the roar of steaming water from the faucet.
 “Why did you leave?” I ask Emmett as I close my eyes and rub at my face with the butt of my hand. I need a distraction from the thoughts of my failure today, my humiliation. I made the biggest fool out of myself and proved that no matter what I might think, I still have a long ways to go before I can truly consider myself an adult. Instead of hanging my head in shame, I try to focus on Emmett and how amazing he's been. His seeming perfection doesn't bother me today. Like I said, I'm not right in the head anymore. One moment, I'm annoyed with Emmett and just wish he'd drop dead and at others, I see the light, see how lucky I am to have found a guy who, after a week's time, is willing to leave his job and drive halfway across town to pick my ass up off the floor. My synapses aren't firing right, leaving me all twisted up inside. I examine my blue nails and wait for Emmett to respond. As per usual, he's thinking carefully about what it is that he's going to say.
 “My dad was not the kind of person I wanted to grow into,” he tells me as he opens the medicine cabinet and fishes out an unopened bottle of bubble bath. I'm starting to suspect that maybe he bought it specifically for me, that and the pink rug, the peonies. I can't be sure, but I'm willing to bet that most, if not all, of the new items arrived the night of the cooking class, after I'd said yes. “That's not to say he didn't have any good qualities though,” Emmett continues, but not like he's told this story before, almost like he's figuring out how to tell it as he goes. I like that. I watch him pour the fragrant pink liquid into the hot water. Almost immediately, the pungent scent of orchids fills the room and makes me sigh. Emmett continues to watch me very, very carefully as he tests the water with his hand and turns down the heat a bit. “He started a company from the ground up, a car rental business actually. He went from squatting in a foreclosed home to buying entire city blocks on a whim. A true rags to riches story.” Emmett looks over at me and takes a deep breath before slipping off his shoes and dropping his pants to the floor in a wet heap. I try not to look at his cock, but of course that's the first place my eyes go. He's not excited, but it looks like he wants to be. I glance back up at his face and apologize.
 “Sorry, I really am listening.”
 “It's okay,” Emmett says, stepping forward and brushing my hair over my shoulder. “If I didn't want you to look, I wouldn't have slept with you.” I try not to smile, but I can't seem to help myself. I should be miserable right now, wallowing in agony, slicing my arms with that cruelly delicious blade … I have to close my eyes and catch my breath. Even thinking about cutting myself is making my arms and legs tingle. I open them when I realize that Emmett doesn't know yet. His eyes are on mine though and not on the scars.
 “Emmett, I … ”
 “Don't have to explain yourself,” he says as he takes one of my wrists in his hand and slides the fingers of his other up to touch my wounds. “Pain manifests itself in so many different ways. Different fur, same animal.”
 “You sound like you know what you're talking about … ” I begin and then stop when Emmett turns his arm around for me to see, holds it up to the light and waits for me to make my judgment, if I'm going to. When I look carefully, I can see them. There are dozens upon dozens of tiny, white scars flecking Emmett's skin. How I missed them before, I'm not sure. Maybe because I've been so wrapped up in myself that I haven't been able to see anything else or maybe it's because when we're together, I can't think about anything but the feel of his flesh against mine and the warmth that radiates from his beautiful, fucking smile.
My face scrunches up and my mouth falls open, but I don't know what to say.
 “I never met my mom because she left when I was only a few days old, but I don't blame her, I only wish that she'd taken me.” Emmett pauses and takes a huge breath that stretches the muscles in his chest and for the first time, lets me see that there are some scars there, too. They're hardly visible anymore, but when I touch my fingers to one, Emmett gasps.
 “What did he do to you?” I ask, wondering how Emmett got over his pain. None of the cuts look fresh; they're all covered with shiny, white scar tissue that blends into the pale skin of his underarm and hide in the shadows of his chest.
 “Nothing. It was what he did to the women he dated. Every time he hurt one of them and I did nothing about it, I felt responsible, and I made sure to mark myself, so I could feel their pain. Then one day, I just couldn't take it anymore, and I left. I came here, as close the tree house as I could get. He used to own that land before he sold it for timber, and I swear, that's the only spot on this earth where I ever saw him truly happy. Honestly, I think there's something magical there, something that makes it more than just a place to sit and think.”
Emmett drops his arm to his side and glances over his shoulder.
 “Bath is ready,” he whispers as he turns away and shuts off the water, holding out his hand for me to take. I thread my fingers through his and step into the water, hissing at the scalding heat against my skin. I'm so cold inside that the lukewarm water feels like it's boiling, and I have to stand there for several minutes getting used to it before I'm able to sit down. I scoot forward and let Emmett climb in behind me, doing my best not to groan when he wraps his arms around my waist and tucks me tightly against him, melding our bodies together with nothing but soap and water to separate them.
I think about my plan, and I almost consider dropping it, forgetting about this whole horrible period in my life and changing my game plan like Emmett said. Maybe I really could design an outfit for that runway show? Maybe, as Marlena had suggested, I really could take up photography? But then almost is a terrible word. It makes you feel like you've done something when truthfully, you weren't even close. It soothes a guilty soul, but almost does not an accomplishment make.
 “Thanks for showing me that,” I tell him honestly, touching the hair on the back of his arm, wondering what it cost him to admit that to me.
 “You're the first person I've ever told,” he admits and without looking at him, I can tell that he's smiling. I glance over my shoulder to confirm my suspicion. Yep. He's grinning like a fool. I reach up and ruffle his hair.
 “So?”
 “So we have a secret. Every good friendship begins with a secret.” I snort.
 “Where did you find that quote? In the back of your grandmother's bible?” Look, Claire, there you are. There's still a bit of that fiery redhead that you once were and could be again. Hold onto her before you lose her forever. Emmett laughs and then he holds me tight, tight, tighter until I can barely breathe, until I have to breathe in unison with him we're so close.
 “Don't let it kill you, Claire, you're stronger than that.” I touch his hand gently with my fingers. Am I really? I guess only time will tell.


 



After our bath, Emmett and I fool around for a bit 
in his bed before he falls asleep with his head on my belly and my fingers wrapped up in his mussy hair. I wait until he starts to snore before I push him gently off and head into my bedroom to get dressed.
The razor blade sings a vibrant, bloody song to me, begging me to touch it, caress it, lay it against my skin, so I can wake up inside, so I can really, truly feel. But then, of course, I remember what happened at Lianna's and decide that maybe it's best if I am a little numb right now. I'm afraid to find out what I'll do if I actually come to terms with what I've lost and the track that my life is now thundering down without any concern about where it mind end up.
I stand naked in front of my closet of designer clothes for a long, long time.
This used to be my pride and joy, my treasure trove. Like an art collector seeking out paintings for their gallery, I sought clothes, and I created my own, little museum of finds. I grab a ruched dress in my hand and rub the fabric between my fingers. Dolce & Gabbana, I think, just to make sure my memory is still intact. I end up pulling the dress out and staring at it. I've spent the majority of my life defining who I am by using other people's creations: clothes, music, books, movies. I think about what Emmett said about my designing a piece for his runway show and suddenly, like I've been snapped into place by an unseen hand, I'm sitting on my bare ass on the wood floor and drawing in a notebook.
The only writing utensil I could find was a thick, blue colored pencil and the only canvas, yellow legal paper, but my mind, what's left of it anyway, doesn't care. It's desperate to show the world at least one, little something that belongs to me.
Swirls of color fly across the page until the whole thing is so messy that I can barely see what it is that I've drawn and switch over to the next and the next and the next until I've filled the entire notepad and am scrambling for more. Next, I grab my address book and flip to the notes section, using the mostly blank pages to finish out the last trickle of ideas that are in me. When I'm done, I drop my creations to the floor and use my $2,500 gown as a towel to wipe the tears that are now flowing as freely as the rain outside my window.
When the tears finally do stop, I am left with only one feeling, one that I haven't felt for a long, long time.
Hunger.
The Dolce & Gabbana gown goes over my head and a pair of satin platform pumps go on my feet. I march right past the razor blade and into the living room, grab Emmett's keys and take his car for a spin to one of the scariest places in the world: the grocery store.
When I get there, I sit in the parking lot for what seems like forever, watching the time change on the dashboard but unable to move, paralyzed with fear. My rapacious monster is back, rearing to tear into that white brick building and come out with everything they have. She wants to eat me to death as punishment for starving her. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, letting the sounds of the storm comfort me.
And then I go in.
I forgot a coat again, so I end up soaking wet but hopefully not as ghastly looking as I was when I walked into Lianna's agency. I'm not wearing any makeup and my hair is loose and damp, hanging low to hide my neck and shoulders, two of the areas that seem to frighten most people away. I get some stares, but not a lot. I try to pretend that they're all admiring my dress, but denial only goes so far. I grab a cart and then I just stand there, heart thumping painfully in my chest. I glance at the people around me and wonder what they're going to think when they see me grabbing food off the shelf.
Look at that fat, disgusting pig.
As if she isn't big enough.
I pause as I remember what Lianna said to me. Too skinny. Am I going to be assaulted on both fronts? Damned if I do, damned if I don't. I start questioning myself then, wondering what the hell I was thinking coming out here by myself. I should've waited for Emmett, or better yet, stayed at home and let him go by himself. I stand in the front entrance as long as I'm able to without drawing suspicion, moving forward only when the security guard starts coming my way. I head towards the beauty aisle where I'm most comfortable and spend an inordinate amount of time browsing the lotions and face masks. I pick out a couple and let them fall to the bottom of the empty cart where they bounce against the metal bars like they're inmates fighting to escape a jail cell. I lean over the railing and move slowly, heels hitting the linoleum floor with a clunking sound that makes me remember my runway walk, the one I should've been practicing this whole time but which I totally forgot about in my quest for skinny.
I move my cart to the side of the aisle and glance over my shoulder. There's nobody there. I push my chest forward, pull my shoulders back and start stomping that friggin' floor like it's a runway at Fashion Week, letting my arms move naturally, keeping my chin horizontal to the ground. The toilet paper on my right and the boxes of hair dye on my left fade away, and I imagine that there are crowds of starry eyed admirers on either side of me, watching enviously, wishing they were me. And then I find that my vision is switching, that I'm down in the crowd looking up and all I can see is my artwork draped over a faceless canvas. Cameras flash and briefly, I find myself behind one of those, snapping away, capturing brief moments in time, immortalizing them.
When all three visions come together, I see in triplicate: the art, the artist, the frame. Model, designer, photographer.
And then I wake up and find myself lying on the grocery store floor.
I passed out again.
I force myself to my feet, desperate to make sure that nobody sees me lying in a floral heap between the paper towels and the toothpaste. I stumble back to the cart and grab onto it for dear life; I know then that whether I want to or not, I need to eat. Something feels different inside, like I am this close to losing Claire Simone forever. I forget about the vision for a moment and take off on a mad spree that satisfies parts of me and brutally slaughters others.
I buy chocolate chip cookies, shortbread cookies, vanilla wafers, mini cupcakes, tortilla chips, salsa, cream cheese, Doritos, Almond Roca, Reese's Pieces, Kit Kats, jars of peanut butter and jelly, a loaf of white bread, some frozen pizzas, frozen burritos, frozen fries. I fill that fucking cart to the brim and I cry the entire time I'm doing it. The worst part of it all is that the few things I came here to get are the ones that I almost forget. I add eggs, olive oil, peppers, broccoli, onions, and celery to my pile, so that Emmett and I can make our omelets. We can cook them together, and I can pretend that I feel really great about eating such a healthy, low fat meal, and then Emmett can go to bed, and I can pull out my hoard, stuff my monster to the brim, fill her with everything that I hate.
And then continue with my original plan to purge it all.
I feel so guilty, like I'm lying to Emmett, putting on a false front for him when he's being so genuine. I continue to shake and cry and hiccup as I toss food onto the belt at the checkout. I figure if I'm going to be throwing up after the omelet anyway, why can't I just add chocolate? Salami? Bagels? Why can't I have a little pleasure before there's more pain? I think of my mother's fucking biscuits and my mouth waters. I resist the urge to slap myself as I step up to the clerk and try to keep a smile on my face.
The girl is looking at me like I'm crazy, taking in my sunken cheeks, my quivering hands, the designer dress that's still damp from the rain outside. She's tiny, super skinny, but she has a massive soda sitting next to her register. Even as she's ringing me up, she reaches over and sucks brown sugar water through her straw. I want to reach across the space between us and just strangle her. Why, why do I have to suffer to be skinny while she drinks soda and stays a size zero? The universe is cruel.
 “Would you like help out?” she asks me, eyes half-lidded and bored. I somehow take this to mean that she's glaring at me and shake my head, grabbing my cart and hauling ass outside, so that I can throw my grocery bags into the back of Emmett's trunk with as much force as I can muster, not caring that things are breaking, getting crushed.
I feel so guilty, like I've got a car full of cocaine or something, and hunch over it when people pass, afraid that they'll judge me because I have so many bags, that they'll imagine me eating it all by myself, growing fatter and fatter and fatter, disappearing into my own body. As soon as I'm done, I abandon the cart where it is and peel out of that parking lot, press the pedal to the floor and roll all the windows down, just so I can feel the wind in my air, taste the chill of it against my already cold skin.
I'm lucky I don't pass out on the way back.
When I arrive back at the yellow house with the gray roof, the one that looks too quaint to be real, like it's been pulled right out of a Thomas Kinkade painting, I see that all the lights are on. Shit. Emmett is up. I wonder if he's called the police to report a stolen car or at the very least how he's going to react when I walk in that door. Will he be angry with me? Upset? Or maybe he won't care at all. I decide not to linger in case he decides to come out and check on me. If he does, then I will never be able to execute my plan, not because Emmett would stop me but because he won't. Because he'll just look at me and say, Oh, Claire. I can't let anybody know about the binge I have planned. If they find out, then the guilt and the shame of them knowing will take me over that edge and kill me. I know it will. So, I grab the bags with the omelet supplies in them and head into that house with a smile on my face.
When I come in, Emmett is sitting on the couch with a book in his hand and his lower lip red from where he's worried at it with his teeth. When he looks up at me, he smiles, and I smile back.
 “Omelet?” I ask him, holding up the bags and trying to pretend that he doesn't look relieved, excited, happy for me. If you only knew, I think. God, Emmett, if you only knew.
 “I'm glad you're okay,” he says as he stands up and sets his novel aside, walking up to me and sliding the plastic bags from my hands, setting them gently on the floor and taking me into his arms for another one of his cosmic kisses, the ones that threaten to split the sky and crack the earth. I tilt my head back and let him in, savoring the soft feel of his tongue, the warmth of his body, the solidity he's brought to me in such a short period of time. I might have just met Emmett, but in my heart, I know that I can count on him forever, friend or lover or whatever he ends up being.
 “All I did was go to the grocery store,” I say, but we both know that that's not what he's talking about. He's glad I didn't leave, that I didn't pass out while I was driving, that I didn't end my own life. These are the silent words that ring loud as shouts in that quiet living room.
 “Good to hear,” Emmett says, leaning back so he can grab my gray eyes with his brown ones.
 “I used to be interesting,” I blurt out, suddenly needing him to know that I haven't always been like this, that there's somebody else inside of this shell, somebody who can draw dresses in blue colored pencil, who once made a pair of faux leather pants out of black trash bags and duct tape.
 “Baby,” Emmett says as he moves blonde hair away from my face. “In my eyes, you still are.”


 



I stand in front of my closet and I rifle through 
garments until I find the one I'm looking for. The Dolce & Gabbana dress I'm wearing is nice, but it isn't right, and if I'm going to do this, I'm going to do it flawlessly. If I'm going to jump into the deep end, I'm going to do it in a swan dive, going to fall pretty and perfect.
I think about Emmett as I pull the bag from the closet, lay it on my bed and unzip it, think about him as I remove the white gown inside, let it slide over my head and down my body where it hangs in gentle waves, tailored to perfection. Even though I'm not the same size as I was when I bought it, the Valentino still manages to fit nicely, as any good designer wear should. I touch my fingers to the white piqué dress with reverence, close my eyes and think about Emmett's hands on my hips, his body inside of mine.
I hate to admit it to myself, but I really did enjoy cooking the omelet with him. What I didn't enjoy was eating it. Each bite felt like a breach of trust against myself, like I was too weak to stop myself from straying from the plan, like I'd betrayed me. I smiled my best smile, laughed my best laugh, but as soon as Emmett went to bed, the monster came out.
She sits in my belly now, roused by a greedy fervor, one that was switched on by that very first bite of egg white, the quivering bit of which sat on the end of Emmett's fork and found its way between my lips. When it hit my tongue, I lost my control.
I'm weak, so weak. I gave in and now I've got 5,000 – 7,000 – 10,000 – or more calories sitting on my bed waiting for me to give up and give in. I've already accepted my loss, already feel that fucking omelet sitting in my belly like lead. But if I'm going down, I'm going down with style.
I look into the mirror and spread red lipstick generously over my mouth, pleased at the way the color hides the dryness of my lips, makes it look moist and kissable again. I sure do miss that mouth. I set the black tube down on my vanity and pick up a compact, powdering my face slowly, oh so slowly, dabbing at my cheeks, my throat, my chest as I sway in time with All Around Me by Flyleaf. I pretend that the song is about Emmett as I switch over to my mascara, sweeping darkness along my pale, thinning lashes. They used to be fuller, I think, prettier. You used to be prettier, fatter maybe, but still prettier. Now you get to be both: fat and ugly. Is that what you want? I ignore my own thoughts, lost in a deep trance, one that keeps me away from even the razor blade on my dresser. Why do I need that when I have this.
I bite into my first cookie, a madeleine actually, and feel butter and sweetness explode across my tongue.
 “I feel you on my fingertips … my tongue dances behind my lips for you.” I sing the words to the song as I lick my fingers, tasting each crumb, savoring them with a heavy side of guilt that sets a horrible cold fire to my insides and makes me sick. But I don't stop. I don't stop because I'm already doing this, so it has to be done right.
Gray eye shadow goes up around my eyes. I mix it with a bit of lavender and a hint of silver so that my gray-blue eyes look a bit more sultry and a bit less round, like two marbles shoved into the center of my face. I finish the madeleine. A chocolate chip cookie is next, disappearing down my throat in one bite. I ignore the flashing red calorie counts that spring up in my head. I can't think about that now or I'll get suicidal.
My bare feet whisper across the hardwood floor as I approach the closet again and select a pair of shoes. It doesn't take me even a minute to decide on the wedge sandals, the ones with the little silver studs. Those are Valentino, too. How nice. I unwrap a mini cupcake and eat it in two neat bites, careful to keep the blue frosting away from my dress.
Inside of me, Real Claire screams for help.
I ignore her, opening package after package of food with careful precision, never tearing, never rushing, always slow and perfect.
All Around Me repeats on a continuous loop until I'm lying on my back on my bed in a gentle trance, blonde hair spread around my head like a halo. I eat until I feel like I'm going to explode, and then I eat some more. I eat, and I eat, and I eat. With every bite, I think of how big a failure I am, how I couldn't even accomplish this one, tiny task. I close my eyes and try to listen to the sounds of my stomach, try to listen as my body begins to digest the food I've eaten, grabbing at it with all of its power and holding tight, desperate for sustenance.
That's when I know that it's time to get up, to walk into the bathroom and lift the lid to the toilet, sweep my hair aside with gentle fingers and put my hand down my throat. My muscles scream alongside Real Claire, clenching involuntarily as they're forced to release their prize. My body doesn't let the food go without a fight.
Hot acid burns my throat, makes me choke, forces me up to the tap for water. That comes up, too, right alongside the next batch. I'm relieved when I see it because it means I know where I'm at in my purging. Each time I recognize something in the water of the beautifully white porcelain toilet, the one I scrubbed for almost an hour earlier, I feel good because I can scratch that off my list.
Look at me, draped over the toilet, hair down, freshly washed and smelling of peaches, clothed in a white Valentino gown, one that cost my father several days of hard work, look at me. Would this make a pretty picture? I wonder as I slide back on my knees, crawling out the door and over to my desk where I grab a notepad. I lean against the wooden leg and start to write. What I put down on paper isn't a suicide note, not in the traditional sense of the word, but to someone else it might seem like one. After all, I am killing myself, aren't I? If I don't know I'm doing it, does it still count?

I sign the page so hard that the ink from my red pen bursts and splatters like blood across the white fabric of my dress. I pick up the notebook and throw it against the wall so hard that it leaves a dent. My hands turn into fists and slam into the ground.
I don't want to be this anymore.
I don't want to do this.
But I don't know how to stop.
God help me, I don't know how to fucking stop.


 



When dawn breaks, I slip out of my dress, brush my teeth, and crawl into bed beside Emmett.
He looks so cute when he's sleeping, chestnut hair curling softly around his face, sexy lips parted, eyelashes fluttering. I put my hands into a prayer position and slide them underneath my cheek. I want to lay there and stare at him all day, absorb every detail, so that I can determine why he is the way he is. He was hurting before, and now he's okay, so it is possible to heal, but I don't understand it. Maybe I never will.
I let my head sink into Emmett's pillow, taking long, slow breaths, pulling his fresh, clean scent into my nose. I let it linger there, tasting a hint of sweat in the back of my mouth, a tangy aftertaste from the sex last night. I reach out and poke Emmett's lower lip with a shaking finger. He moans a bit, but he doesn't stir. I fight the urge to join him in sleep. I don't want to sleep, not anymore. Sleeping means dreaming, and dreaming is what got me to this point in the first place – all within a ten day span. Or so I think. In reality, I've been messing with my internal framework for awhile, sliding down a slippery slope and gaining speed until I was moving too fast for the naked eye to see. I got here through a careful teardown of self-restraint and logicality.
I yawn and pull my hand away from Emmett's face, tucking it back under my cheek and trying to push back the introspective bullshit. It obviously hasn't done me much good before. Go away and leave me alone, I plead as my eyelids flutter closed. I fight to keep them open, but my emotional freak-out has cost me a lot of energy that I don't have.
The next thing I realize, I'm waking up to the smell of coffee and the sight of Emmett's smiling face.
 “Good morning, beautiful,” he tells me as he hands me a blue mug with a moose on the side. Made from 100% recycled materials, it says in small print beneath the animal's outline. The longer I'm here, the more I realize that the environment is an important subject to Emmett. His alarm clock is solar powered as is his stereo and his MP3 player. He collects rainwater and moisture in wooden barrels that are lined up along the back of the house to use in watering his plants. And half the items in this room are made of recycled something or other. My respect for Emmett grows as I sniff the black liquid and find myself overwhelmed with cravings I haven't had in months. “French roast,” he tells me confidently. “Two calories per eight ounces. I didn't measure it out, but I bet there's not much more than that in there.” I smile.
 “Thanks,” I say, trying to stop my brain from going over last night's binge. I purged, so I should be okay, but I can't help but feel like there's an extra lump of flesh hanging from my midsection. That is impossible, Claire. Don't be ridiculous. I sniff the coffee again and wish that I could let the experience stop there. It smells rich and luxurious, like something I most definitely should not be indulging in. If I drink it, should I purge it, too? I look at Emmett again and put the mug to my lips.
Hot coffee hits my tongue in an explosion of rich, earthy bitterness, biting me in the back of my sore throat and sliding down to crash into the nightmare of my stomach. I finish the cup in three sips. The greedy bitch is back, and she's mad at me for ditching her food. Anything edible that falls into my hands today is going down. And coming back up.
 “Okay,” Emmett says, falling to his side on the bed. He's still shirtless, but he's got on black sweatpants and white socks. Adorable. “Here's what I have for breakfast, are you ready?” I keep smiling at him, unable to stop myself. My mood swings have shifted to other focuses, and I'm no longer annoyed with Emmett. In fact, I think I may be developing an unhealthy obsession with him. I am most definitely a perfectionist and perfection comes at a price. “We've got turkey bacon.” Forty calories a slice. “Scrambled egg whites.” Sixteen calories per egg. “And some whole grain toast with strawberry jam. I think I remember you saying that was your favorite?”
 “Yep,” I say, pleased that he remembered what I said, but unable to stop myself from adding, but it's only my favorite when it's smeared on my mother's horrible, terrible, disgusting, fucking biscuits. And then, as if I could forget, one hundred and twenty calories. I seriously want to slap myself in that moment. If I'm purging, what the fuck does it matter?
It matters because I can't stop feeling guilty and too much of that makes me feel numb and too much of that … well, the razor blade starts looking pretty inviting. I am like a hamster, trapped on a wheel of pain. No matter how far or how fast I run, I am not going anywhere. I swallow hard and try to focus on Emmett's chest, on his smooth skin and the hard lines of his muscles. Admittedly, it's a good distraction technique.
 “So, Claire,” Emmett begins as I set my mug down on the bedside table and lean my head back against the leather upholstered headboard. Sorry, faux leather upholstered headboard because I know without knowing that Emmett would not use dried animal skin as part of his décor. “I was happy to see you in here when I woke up.”
I smile.
 “Then you're the opposite of most guys,” I joke. Emmett smiles back for just an instant and then his face gets real serious, real fast. He knows, I think and am surprised at how panicky I feel. My chest feels suddenly tight and the room in the air feels thick. I try not to let myself flush as I think about Emmett finding the bag of garbage that's hidden under my bed, filled with colorful wrappers and crumbs galore. Just the idea that he might know about my purging makes me feel light-headed.
 “Feel free to do it more often,” he says and then he's standing up and threading his fingers together behind his head like maybe he's just a little embarrassed for saying that. I try my best not to laugh. Sadly, it's not that difficult to hold back; I'm not in a very happy place right now. Emmett closes his lips and fills his cheeks with air for a moment before letting it all out in a relieved sigh. “So, I was thinking, if it's okay with you, of course, that we might use my day off to work on a little project together.”
 “What kind of project?” I ask, hoping that I'm not it. I can't help but wonder though if that's really what Emmett sees me as: a project. Something that's broken that needs fixing. A wound that needs stitches. I push that thought back. Emmett cares about polluted waterways and clean air acts, not about how to fix his anorexic pseudo-girlfriend.
 “Well,” he begins, moving over to the window and pushing aside the curtains. Even through the slats on the white blinds, I can tell that the sun is out and the storm has passed. Well, at least for the weather anyway. “The tree house is yours, all yours, but if you want, maybe I could help you fix it up?”
 “Fix it up?” I ask as Emmett spins around to face me, dropping his hands down to the bed and crawling across it so that he's sitting right next to me. He's grinning now, flashing me pretty white teeth in the dim bedroom light.
 “Yeah, make it like it used to be. We could clean it up a bit, take some curtains and some rugs over there.” He pauses. “Maybe some condoms?” Even I have to chuckle at that. “I was thinking of making up a picnic basket, too, if you want to help me. If you don't, I'm not sure I can cut the tomatoes right.” I know this is supposed to be a joke, but I have a hard time smiling at it because I know what Emmett is doing. He's trying to engage me with food, make it fun, show me there's nothing to be afraid of. He thinks I've made a crucial first step to changing myself by eating last night. If he only knew that instead of taking a step forward, I took a hundred back, he probably wouldn't be leaning over to kiss my cheek right now, smiling a goofy smile and looking positively precious.
 “Sounds great,” I tell him because what else am I supposed to say? That there's nowhere for me to purge in the tree house? That if I go up there and eat, that I'll be stuck with that food inside of me, burning hot as coals? I try not to think about it, but I can feel the fear lurking dark and hungry in the back of my mind.
 “Awesome!” Emmett says, rolling over my legs and landing on the floor with nimble feet. He's the very picture of health, sort of the opposite of me. He snatches a purple knitted beanie off his dresser and tugs it down over his mussy hair. Bits stick out in all directions and now I finally understand why it's always all over the place: he rarely brushes it. “I will bring you breakfast in bed. You just wait here, beautiful.” And then Emmett disappears and leaves me alone with my guilt and my obsessive thoughts.
I roll to my side and search around Emmett's crowded bedside table for my phone. It's sitting between my moose mug and an empty water glass, right where I left it last night. When I flip it over to check the screen, I see that I have several new messages and dozens of old ones. My mom and Marlena have been calling and texting incessantly. Big Bob has not tried to reach me at all. I ignore the voice mail, certain that I don't want to hear either of their voices. I'm in such a weak place right now that I'm afraid if I do, I might crack and spill all my secrets. I decide that texts are much safer, that I can read them to myself in careful monotone and not feel the emotion.
Please call us, Claire. I have to spend at least an hour a day promising mom that you're still alive. If it wasn't for Emmett's solemn promises that you're okay, I would be frantic right now.
I stare at the words for a long, long while and then I take the phone, and I throw it across the room. It lands softly in the pile of clean clothes that Emmett has draped over his dresser. I drop my face in my hands for just a moment and let my feelings slide over and off of me like water on a duck's back. Suffice it to say that I won't be checking my phone again, not for a little while anyway, not until something changes. There is a pivotal moment fast approaching on the horizon, and I am either going to live and thrive or I'm going to die. That's just a simple fact of life. Right now, I'm not emotionally stable enough to listen to the fears and worries of others, not even my family's. Either they'll be waiting for me at the end of the road or waving goodbye as I leave it. That's it.
 “Are you ready, Claire?” I hear Emmett asking. The question feels poignant to me even though it shouldn't. He wants to know if I'm ready for breakfast, but all I can wonder is if I'm ready for change. I think that last night I proved to myself that I wasn't. I need to be, but I'm not.
I smile.
 “Yep.”
I watch as Emmett comes around the corner with a silver tray in his hand. At first, he tries to carry it with just one, holding it over his shoulder like a waiter in a fancy restaurant. And then it wobbles precariously and threatens to crash to the wood floor.
 “Oops,” he says with a cheeky smile as he grabs the edge of the tray with his other hand and maneuvers it down to my lap. I stare down at the plate of food and realize that most people would be underwhelmed with such a small breakfast. To me, it looks huge. “I hope it tastes okay,” Emmett says as he adjusts the glass of orange in the corner. Resting on the edge of the rim is a small, pink peony, positioned just so. I take it in gentle hands and put it behind me ear.
 “How do I look?” I ask, and Emmett just stares at me like he's really thinking about his answer. When he finally smiles and it does come, I can tell he thinks it's the truth, even if I don't believe it.
 “Beautiful.”
I drop my eyes from his and look back at the plate. Emmett leaves the room but only for a moment and then he's back, climbing onto the bed with his own food and crossing his legs beneath him while he picks up a slice of turkey bacon. We're going to sit together and eat, just like normal people. I pick up my fork and poke at the egg whites.
 “Tell me about your design aesthetic,” he says which makes me glance sharply up at him. Immediately my mind is drawn to that yellow legal notepad with the blue colored pencil. A girl dances across those pages dressed in her own creations. Her arms are outstretched and her feet bare; she doesn't care who looks. Her clothes just fit, and she doesn't know what size they are. She doesn't need to. I think of the organic lines and the swirls and wide swathes of fabric that I imagine to be in brilliant, blinding color.
 “Why?” That one word, a whisper. Emmett looks at me funny, plate already empty, and then his eyebrows slide up towards the rim of his beanie.
 “For the tree house,” he says, brown eyes digging so deep into me that I wonder if he can see what I see. He pauses and licks his lips, sets his plate aside with a clink and scoots towards me. One hand takes mine and the other reaches up to brush against my face. “You don't have to change overnight,” he tells me. “If you're worried about something, you can tell me. If you don't want to do something, you can tell me. I'll be proud of you, no matter what, and I think, as long as you stay honest with yourself, you will be, too.” He brushes his thumb across my lower lip. “Come on, give yourself a chance, Claire.”
 “I like natural things,” I tell him which surprises us both, I think. I just blurted the words without thinking about them, and then I can't stop myself from continuing. “Round things, swirly things … I like color, and fabrics that you can touch, that are more than just visual.” I stop and lick my dry lips, picking up my orange juice without thinking and feeling the fine hairs on my arms stand up when the overwhelming sweetness slides down my throat. I try not to think about the calorie count, but it comes to my mind unbidden: 112 per cup.
 “Wow,” Emmett says, letting go of me and propping his chin up with his hands, elbows resting on his knees. “You sound like me. I think this place is gonna look dope.”
 “Dope?” I ask with a laugh.
 “Cool, hip, stellar.”
 “Stellar?” I'm laughing again, happy on the outside, rotten on the in. It's an uncomfortable feeling, no matter how you look at it. I hold up my hand before Emmett can continue. “Stellar is perfect.”
 “Well, then,” he asks. “What are you waiting for? Let's get this done. We're burning daylight.” Emmett reaches out and grabs my little hand in his big one, takes the tray – and the pressure – away with the understanding that it's all still a bit much for me. This makes me smile for real, makes my heart swell for him. He won't stop trying, but he won't push me either. I am lucky to be able to orbit a presence as solid as Emmett's. This starts my day off right, gives me a niggle of hope in the bottom of heart, so why, oh why, do I wake up the next morning covered in blood?


 



Emmett doesn't tell me where the tree house is and 
instead lets me use the map to lead the way, trudging through the forest in a pair of Italian leather boots by Christian Louboutin. Don't judge – designer wear is all that I have. And the outfit I'm wearing? A red halter dress by Roberto Cavalli with one, single white feather on the front. Only an idiot would wear $10,000 worth of fashion into the forest, through muddy puddles, up dirty rope ladders. That's okay because I don't think too highly of myself anyway.
My hands shake as I ascend into the trees and I start to realize that there's a good chance I won't make it. When I climbed this ladder the first time, I was weak. Now, I'm practically falling apart.
 “Just a little further,” Emmett whispers from behind me, voice a bit huskier than usual. It's nice to see that he's at least a little bit tired, too, but then, I'm not carrying anything and he has several bags filled with linens, accessories, food. Emmett even has a broom and a dustpan strapped to his back, right over the top of an old, fleece shirt that I should hate but that I can't stop staring at him in. Emmett makes fashion obsolete – anybody that pretty doesn't need to dress up their body. “You can do it, Claire. Remember what I said before? Just when you think you're going to fail, that you should give up and give in, that's when you put your all into it. If you do, you'll make it just fine. I promise.”
I lift my pale hand up to the next rung and wrap my blue nails around the white rope before a horrible thought crosses my mind.
What would happen if I let go?
I close my eyes and try not to let that train of thought run any further. Unfortunately, the imaginative part of myself has been let loose lately and is on a roll. A vision of me falling, pale and pretty, red dress fluttering around me like a pair of wings, fills my head until all I can see is my blonde hair ruffling in the wind, turning red-orange as I plummet down, down, down.
 “No,” I whisper aloud as I force myself up another rung. I'm not ready to die; I have no death wish. That doesn't matter though, really. I'm still killing myself, and I refuse to stop, don't know how to stop.
 “Claire, are you alright? Do you need some help?”
I want to say yes. Instead, I say, “No.”
I pull myself up to the next level while the nightmare in my head plays on. I see myself, cheeks full and rosy, body covered in flesh that isn't sallow, doesn't flake away when I brush my fingers across my skin. My lips are plump and moist and I have breasts again. Red, red hair and gray-blue eyes smile back at me as the imaginary me crashes to the dirt floor, breaks into a million pieces and lays there in a sprawl of limbs and the sweet, hot flow of blood. Maybe it's a premonition, using my fear to warn me against my later actions? Well, if it was, I ignored it.
 “Claire?”
I don't answer Emmett, pushing forward when I want to give up. Hell, maybe that was the lesson I was supposed to learn?
The image of me falling plays in a continuous loop and refuses to let up until I'm climbing through the hole in the floor and collapsing in a sobbing heap with my stupid designer dress flaring around me, mimicking the spill of blood in my vision.
And then Emmett is there and picking me up, cradling me to his chest as he shoves the plastic, shopping bags out of the way with his feet, so we can lean against the wall together, panting heavily, sweating terribly. I look up at him and whatever it is that he sees makes him grab my face in his hands and press his forehead to mine.
 “I'm afraid I'm never going to really know you,” he admits, and I know what's implied there. That you are going to die, that we won't ever see what could've been, that the world will never really know you as anything but a wannabe superstar.
 “I'm afraid that I'm never really going to know myself,” I reply, and then Emmett and I are kissing hard, fast, furious. My hands come up and cup his, slide around them and absorb some of that warmth that I'm missing so bad it hurts. I pull them down and let him wrap them around my waist. I need life and heat right now, need to absorb as much of it as I can while there's still time.
Bags of curtains and rugs and carefully wrapped vases all go flying as I scramble up onto Emmett's lap and thread my hands together around his neck, holding on for dear life to the idea of happiness, to the idea that I can beat this, that I can overcome this terrible something that's been inside of me since the day I was born. I don't know why it's there or how it got there; it just is. I think there are a lot of people like me, people who want to be happy but can't, who can't figure out why their life isn't good, who can't point to any one reason, but feel this rapacious monster cold and angry inside of them.
 “It's okay,” Emmett whispers against my mouth. “It's okay.”
Suddenly, it just clicks, and I understand what he means, what he's talking about.
It's okay. I understand you. I'm just like you, and I overcame it. You are not alone, and it is going to be okay. It's going to be alright.
 “Emmett,” I whisper, holding him tight and tasting him with my mouth, absorbing a part of him with every breath. Fighting against the uncertainty and the guilt is a flutter of wings. Could it be? I wonder as I move the fold of my dress out from between us. Could I be falling in love? I don't have an answer for that anymore than I have an answer for all the rest of it. I guess I'm just going to have to hope that I survive long enough to find out, that I make it to the end of this love story and find a happy ever after.
I undo Emmett's pants, even though my hands are shaking like crazy and my eyes are full of cold tears. He sits back and lets me do it, watches me through half-lidded eyes, glances away for one brief moment as if wondering if he should do this with me, wondering if I'm actually going to make it through okay. How sad is that? How sad for me, for Claire Simone.
 “Don't,” I tell him, drawing his eyes back to mine. He doesn't say anything else and neither do I. He just looks at me, and I know he knows that I can read his thoughts in his face. Emmett lets his dark lashes rest against his cheek for a moment and takes a deep breath. When they open again, he starts to smile, and I smile back. He gets me, really gets me, and one day, if I survive this, maybe I can get him, too.
We kiss as the sunshine spills through the glassless windows and catches on our faces, lights them up with a golden glow, watches as Emmett slides into me and joins our bodies together. I let my head fall back and wish with a terrible fervency that the hair that brushes against my shoulder blades was red. I close my eyes as Emmett's mouth travels down my throat, teasing and tasting, and in my head, I picture myself the same way as the falling girl in my vision. Bright hair, bright eyes, skin that isn't colored with bruises, breasts that he can touch. I see that girl in my head and she's no longer wearing a Roberto Cavalli gown – she's wearing the dress from my sketch in a brilliant blue, like the sky after a big storm.
I haven't seen that sky yet. My storm is coming, getting ready to cover up the sun and rain on my parade. Emmett's love isn't enough; my family's love isn't enough. The only thing that would be enough is my love for me, and that, that is the one thing I am still searching for.


 



When Emmett and I leave the tree house, it looks like a different place. The debris has been cleaned up, the walls wiped, the windows hung with waterproof fabrics that mimic the colors of the forest. There are rugs on the floor and pads on the beds which are now made and topped with small, square pillows. It looks like a totally different place, but it still feels the same – like an escape.
While I was there, I felt good. I laughed with Emmett and I meant every smile. I even ate half a turkey sandwich and had a small sip of apple juice. I didn't add up the calories either which made me feel like I was making progress.
And then we got home and Marlena was waiting for us on the porch.
I see her as soon as we pull into the driveway, sitting on the bench next to the front door. She smiles at me through the windshield, but I frown.
 “What the hell is she doing here?” I ask Emmett. I am not ready to face my sister. She's too blunt and while her methods do tend to get things done, they don't work with me. I can't be bullied or even rallied into changing. I have to make my own decisions, even if they take me close to the edge. Marlena with her thick skull and heavy hand is not going to get that.
 “I … don't know,” Emmett says, and he sounds worried. “Maybe she's here to talk about work?” We both know that isn't true.
When I open the car door and step out, I'm already scowling, ready for a fight. My brain is misfiring again and my mood, while better overall, is still on a roller coaster and as such, is subject to ups and downs. Right now, I'm on top of a loop, ready to rocket down the other side.
 “What are you doing here?” I ask as I splash through yesterday's puddles and pause on the walkway in front of the porch. Marlena's smile slides right down her face and ends up in a horror stricken gape of epic proportions.
 “Oh my God, Claire,” she says, slapping her hands over her fat mouth, looking at me with her green eyes flashing in alarm. The hair on the back of my neck stands up as I watch her sweep me from head to toe. There she goes, judging me again. That's one of the things I've liked best about living with Emmett. No matter what I do, no matter how I look or how low I stoop, Emmett doesn't judge me. I hear him come up from behind and then all of a sudden, he's stepping between Marlena and me.
 “Marlena,” he says, and in his voice lies a warning that she doesn't heed. She looks at him with that ghastly expression on her face and opens and closes her red rouged lips like a fish. I know what she's thinking – that I look horrible, disgusting, putrid, miserable. She's looking at me with the expression that Lianna did. Marlena, with her double chin and her saggy breasts and her stupid, frizzy, fucking hair, is looking at me like I am the worst kind of thing there is, a zombie risen from the grave who dares to walk this earth and be seen. And Emmett, she's looking at him like it's all his fault.
 “You said she was getting better,” Marlena whispers, voice harsh as she takes a step back and puts a hand to her chest. “Oh my God, I have to call an ambulance.”
 “Marlena, she is better. She's eating again.” Emmett looks at me over his shoulder, brown eyes wide and worried. “You're eating again, aren't you, Claire?”
Marlena swings her purse around, so she can get quick access to it, digging through the gaudy golden bag like I've just suffered a gunshot wound to the abdomen and am bleeding out on the floor.
 “Please, stop,” he tells her, stepping forward and trying to take the phone away. My sister scrambles around him, white heels clattering on the pavement as she pulls away from his reach, face scrunched in horror. Her eyes are flicking here and there, taking in all the details, noticing the bags under my eyes, the cuts on my arms, my swollen lips. When next our eyes meet, I can see that she knows everything already.
 “Don't you fucking touch me, your pervert,” she growls at Emmett as she slides along the wet hedges that line the pathway and tries to grab my scarred arm. I step back and into the wet grass, moving away as the wind picks up and sticks the folds of my gown against my calves. “I can't even believe you, having the audacity to lie to my face in my place of business, and then you, you … ” Marlena knows that Emmett and I had sex. She's that observant which is why I've always thought her to be dangerous. Just the way Emmett and I tease the air with electricity when we're together is enough to tell her all sorts of things.
 “Fucked a corpse?” I say sarcastically. Marlena blinks quickly, phone still stuck in her hand like it's glued there. She stares at me and just shakes her head. “That's what you were thinking, isn't it? How on earth could he want to touch me?”
 “Claire, no, I – ”
 “Why would anyone want to touch me? I'm so grotesque, I should be euthanized just to put me out of my misery. That's what you think. I know it is.”
 “Claire, you need help.” Marlena is crying now like she's the one who's suffering, but she's not. I am. I am the one that's suffering. “You're … you're just skin and bones.”
 “Stop saying that!” I scream, clenching my hands at my sides. “I'm fat. I am fucking fat and huge and disgusting, so just shut the fuck up!”
 “Claire, you're sick. We need to get you to the hospital.”
 “So they can put a feeding tube in her nose? Strap her down?” Emmett asks, angry for the first time since I've met him. His full mouth is down turned and his brow is scrunched. He holds his shoulders back and his chin down, like he's trying to stay in control of himself. “Is that what you really want for your sister? Do you think that's what she wants?”
 “In a week you've managed to take her from bad to worse. Now she's harming herself? What if she becomes suicidal? I don't care what she wants. This about saving her life.”
 “Stop talking about me like I'm not here!” I screech at them both. Emmett stops and looks at me, but Marlena keeps going.
 “I'm calling my parents and then an ambulance and we're getting Claire out of here.”
 “You can't tell me what to do,” I whisper as the wind picks up and the sunshine dims. See, I told you the storm hadn't passed yet. Sometimes I wonder what would've happened if Marlena hadn't come by. Would my revelation on the rope ladder have been enough along with Emmett's love? I don't know; I never get to find out. “If you take me away from here, you'll destroy me.”
 “Claire,” she says, bending down on one knee like I'm an animal about to bolt. “You've already destroyed yourself. Enough is enough.” She holds out her hand. “Come here and sit with me while we wait.”
 “Don't talk to me like I'm stupid,” I say, looking down at her face with cold yes. “I can still think for myself.” Marlena shakes her head and puts a hand to her forehead before standing up and finishing her call without any consideration for my words or my wants. I really hate her in that moment.
 “Please reconsider,” Emmett begs her while he searches my face, trying to see where I'm at and what I might do. If he was afraid before, he's terrified now.
 “Dad?” Marlena says, beginning her conversation with a hiccup and a sob. “Dad, Claire is sick. She's dying, Dad. Claire is dying.”
Her voice fades to black, Emmett's to silver, the sound of the wind to white. I close my eyes and exist only in swirls of color, in flashes of red hair and tangled limbs. I see Claire falling again, hitting the ground, bleeding. And then the vision stops, and there's nothing but black. I open my eyes again and see that Emmett is talking and Marlena is talking, but I've gone deaf.
I move past them both, put my fingers up to the yellow siding and open the purple front door.
Down the hall I go and I step inside my room with this horrible numbness eating me alive. I felt anger on the porch, fear, sadness, disappointment, trepidation. Now, all I feel is numb, and even bad feelings are better than none at all.
I turn around, close my bedroom door and lock it. Using the last bit of strength I have inside of myself, I push my dresser in front of it. I don't know what my parents or Marlena can do, if anything, but I'm not leaving this place without a fight. I need to think about how to deal with this, but I can't do it when I'm so fucking numb that my fingers and toes tingle and my chest shudders as I do my best to keep breathing.
I sit down on the edge of my bed and remove my muddy boots, so that when I walk, I'm so light and so weightless that I feel like I'm floating, toes brushing the floor as I move right past the razor blade and grab that smiling picture of my mom, the one with the cracked glass. I remove the velvet backing, the cardboard, the photo itself, and then I set it all down on my desk with the frame.
Dear Me, I want to look pretty when I die.
I take the two pieces of glass in my hands and pull the sheet from my mirror. I set them down next to my makeup and start to paint myself beautiful. I put on some red lipstick, some green eye shadow, cover the bags under my eyes with foundation. And then I open the drawer next to me and pull out a pair of scissors. I take what's left of my blonde hair, wrap it around one hand and start to cut. I cut away the old me, let her fall to the floor in yellow wisps and leave only a short buzz of red-orange that burns my head like fire. I look the best I have in weeks.
Not the way you knew me, but like a movie star who threw herself down stairwells and in front of cars.
I never intended to die that day. What happens next is pure chance and circumstance, and no, I'm not crazy. It may seem that way to you, but only if you've never hurt so bad you can't breathe, felt so deep you can't think, fought so hard you can't move. Fate's hand is guiding me, and I'm pushing against it, trying to figure out who it is that I want to become.
I pick up the glass again and head into the bathroom, closing the door and locking it behind me. White tiles surround me, reflect back the small bit of light that leaks in through the skylight as I find a comfortable spot next to the toilet, leaning my head against the wall to keep it steady. It feels so heavy that I can barely keep it upright anymore.
I don't intend to kill myself when I put the glass to my skin and cut.
Red, red ribbons drip delicately from wrists so small you can put your fingers around them.
I don't feel anything when I make that first, horizontal slice. If I'd wanted to die, I would've cut vertically.
And the blue tinge that taints my lips looks like frost on the branches of our favorite tree.
Blood wells hot and sticky from my wound, slips down the sides of my pale arm and crashes to the white tiles, staining them red, red, red.
Search and destroy me with your soft teeth, hard lips and gnaw away at me until you leave a gaping hole where pain nests and beauty screams.
I wish I wasn't born this way. I had a good life, no reason to be sad. My pain defies logic, but then what emotions doesn't? Does hate make sense? Does love? I don't think so.
All of this because you never loved me enough – could never love me enough because you wouldn't see how much that I loved you.
I make another cut, trying desperately to find some emotion hidden inside of myself. More blood falls, soaks into the fabric of my dress and blends into the swirls of fabric.
Down, down, down I was falling.
A knock at my bedroom door. I don't know who it is. Emmett, I hope, but I don't get up. As soon as I feel something, I will. I'll get up and I'll go out there, and I'll tell them all the truth.
Down and even deeper into me until I was down too deep to swim.
I am anorexic.
And I wished I had never left that bridge.
I self-harm.
And the water filled my lungs.
I'm bulimic.
And I stopped breathing.
I'm depressed.
And in that moment … 

In that moment, my body is too weak to handle any blood loss. After all, I'm starving to death. The glass falls from my hand and clatters to the floor with a gentle tinkling, like the sound of bells. Vaguely, I realize that somebody is screaming just outside this door, but I can't respond. I can't ask for help anymore. It's too late. It's too fucking late. My eyes flutter closed and I pass out.
I had my epiphany.
I don't survive,
I die that day.
I die and then I'm reborn.
Thus begins the next chapter of my life; thus begins the rebirth of Claire Simone.
Love, Me.
To Be Continued...
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General Information 
Author's Note: I am not an expert on anorexia, bulimia, self-harm, or depression. Yes, I did my research, but if you think you may be suffering from any of the above, please seek help from a trusted loved one, a doctor, or other health professional. Just like Claire Simone, you are not alone and you are worth it.
 
Anorexia Nervosa
1. Medicine.net – A good place to check for general information
(http://www.medicinenet.com/anorexia_nervosa/article.htm#anorexia_nervosa_facts)
 2. Rader Programs – For sufferers of anorexia with a 24-hour hotline @ 800-841-1515
(http://www.eating-disorders-treatment.com/?_kk=eating%20disorder%20helplines&_kt=&gclid=CLD_hfeej7YCFcR7QgodIVgA4g)
3. ANAD – National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders
(http://www.anad.org/get-information/about-eating-disorders/general-information/)
4. NAMI – National Alliance on Mental Illness
(http://www.nami.org/Template.cfm?Section=By_Illness&template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=7409)
5. StopHatingYourBody – A wonderful blog from a real life Claire Simone
(http://stophatingyourbody.tumblr.com/post/42661081300/how-anorexia-got-over-me-and-i-got-over-anorexia)
 
 
Bulimia Nervosa
1. Womenshealth.gov – A wonderful website for general information
(http://womenshealth.gov/publications/our-publications/fact-sheet/bulimia-nervosa.cfm)
2. Rebecca's House – For sufferers of bulimia with a 24-hour hotline @ 866-894-0770
(http://www.rebeccashouse.org/)
3. Bulimia Recovery – a fantastic site run by a survivor of bulimia
(http://www.your-bulimia-recovery.com/)
 
Self-Harm
1. Helpguide.org – A comprehensive source for information on cutting and self-harm
(http://www.helpguide.org/mental/self_injury.htm)
2. S.A.F.E. Alternatives – For sufferers of self-harm with a 24-hour hotline @ 800-Don't-Cut or 800-366-8288
(http://www.selfinjury.com/)
3. Seventeen – Additional Resources and Phone Numbers
(http://www.seventeen.com/health/tips/cutting-resources)
 
Depression
1. ULifeline – Wonderful source for general information
(http://www.ulifeline.org/main/page/201/Depression?gclid=CKXazqKlj7YCFSHZQgod_hcA5Q)
2. CDC – a government run site with comprehensive info.
(http://www.helpguide.org/mental/depression_teen.htm)
3. Helpguide.org – One of the best sources of information that I was able to locate online
(http://www.helpguide.org/mental/depression_signs_types_diagnosis_treatment.htm)
 
Suicide
If you are considering suicide, please, take a moment to talk to someone about it!
(http://suicidehotlines.com/national.html)
National Hopeline Network: 1-800-SUICIDE or 1-800-784-2433
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK or 1-800-273-8255
 
“If you can't love yourself, how in the hell are you gonna love somebody else?”
-RuPaul Charles
 
***Please Note: At the time this information was collected, it was all accurate. If you find that any of the phone numbers or websites have changed or no longer exist, please contact the author at: author@cmstunich.com. Last updated 3/21/13.
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