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you're good for this world.



From the very first moment we come into this world, it's a struggle to survive. A rough and tumble journey of epic proportions awaits us, taunts us, even as we lie there wet and scared, mouths open to cry, eyes squinched shut with tears. It's a gasping breath of surprise that escapes us then, a strange, forgotten memory where we all wonder what we've gotten ourselves into.
It's no different the second time.
When my mouth opens and I gasp for breath, my eyes flicker open and I see nothing but white light. It cascades down around me like rain, opening me up to my rebirth, pulling me into this world by force.
“Claire?”
There are voices, more than one, I think, but I can only pick out that one, single word. I'm like a newborn in every way; I've even lost my vocabulary. Hands are touching me, I think, but I'm not sure because I'm still stuck halfway in the womb of the world, and I'm trying to push my way out. My arms and legs feel heavy, like they're filled with sand, and my head is thumping hard, pulsing as it draws desperately from blood that isn't mine, sucks it up into a tube and pulls it inside of me.
I start to struggle.
Like a babe, I kick, and I scream, and I want to know why I'm here and how I got here and who was cruel enough to put me here.
Red blood dripping across white tiles, staining them crimson. Wet moistness everywhere, coating me, dragging me down.
Glass clattering, tinkling like wind chimes.
I fight to breathe as the light breaks into pieces around me, shatters like glass and stabs my eyes with hot darts of pain.
“Claire?”
That one word, that voice.
At least there's something that I know: Emmett Sinclair. Even in this daze, I recognize that sound. Somehow, I know that he isn't really there, that I'm drawing on memories instead of reality. The voices around me are free of emotion, clinical, talking about blood loss and vital signs and a bunch of other shit that means nothing to me then. Nothing.
Emmett Sinclair.
I don't remember who he is to me exactly or where I met him or what happened between us, but I do recognize the sound of his voice.
“Claire, are you alright? Do you need some help?”
Yes, I whisper this time. Yes. I tell the truth, and I think my lips actually move, form the word and push it out into space. Yes, I need help. Can you help me? Will you help me?
“Claire, even when you think there's only one road to your destination, you can always find a scenic detour.”
I try to lift my arms, so I can sit up, but I can't move them. My mouth opens again and lets forth another cry as I gasp for breath and collapse into the hospital bed.
The blood loss takes over and I pass out.



I don't know how Sleeping Beauty felt when she awoke from her enchanted sleep, but if it is anything like the way I feel right now, then I can guess she was one pissed off princess. My head feels like a balloon, attached to my body by a thin string, one that's liable to snap at any moment. My eyelids are weighted down with stones, and my left arm feels cold and painful. Fluids pump into me and slide up my veins, making my whole body tingle with the invasion.
I slap at the sore spot with fluttery fingers and wince when the needles jab into my skin. My eyes snap open suddenly and flick back and forth in a desperate attempt to focus on something, anything. My brain is racing, trying to recap the last few … hours? Days? How long have I been out? And, in fact, why am I out? Where the fuck am I?
The treehouse … Emmett and I making love … Oh. And Marlena. The glass. The blood.
I press my hands over my ears and hear the thumping pound of my pulse, beating away inside of my empty head.
What happened? Did I take it too far?
“Claire?”
My head whips around and my vision blurs for a moment, fading to black and then springing to technicolor in an instant. Bile rises in my throat and my eyelids flutter. I lean back with a groan while white blotches of color fall in front of me, obscuring my view of the hospital room, the mounds of flowers that line the tables on either side. The whiteness flitters around like a butterfly, popping up here and there while I try desperately to blink it away.
“Oh my God, Claire.” The voice is familiar to me, one that I've had ringing in my ears my entire life. Right now, it's choked with tears, afraid and ecstatic both. Mom? I think, but I'm not ready for words yet. My mouth is so dry that it hurts, like my saliva's turned to sand. My tongue grinds against my teeth as I try to regain control of my basic motor functions. Ones that I should've never lost in the first place. I dig through my skull looking for memories, trying to pull together a play by play of what happened.
An accident. A mistake.
Anger hits me then, like a freight train it barrels through me and makes me dizzy. The power of the emotion is so strong that when I finally do get a glass of water lifted to my lips, I have a hard time swallowing past the rage in the back of my throat. Marlena came in and did what she always does, sticking her nose in other people's business. I want to blame her for this, but I know deep down that I'm the only one at fault. I didn't do it on purpose, but I did do it. It was me that refused to put food to my lips, chose instead to put a blade to my skin.
My vision clears, but I won't look at my mother. I just can't right now. Instead, I focus straight ahead, at the door. In walks a doctor, a beautiful one with a full figure and a head of long, dark, silky hair. Already, I dislike her. She has sharp eyes and a small mouth that's set in a smirk, but not at me necessarily. I can tell from the lines around her mouth that this is just the way she is. Not good. I know what this looks like.
I can hardly get my brain to form the word, but my lips move. Suicide. Luckily, nobody sees this.
The doctor swings a tablet out from under her arm and flicks the screen with her finger. She's using an iPad instead of a clipboard. Fancy. Guilt starts to creep in then. This must've been very expensive. I can't do this to my family. I have to get out of here now. My fingers slide across the bed and touch the mass of tubes. It's only then that I realize there's one that isn't in my arm. My head flops to the left, and I see it.
“Mrs. Simone?” the doctor asks, coming forward and holding out her hand. I hear the slight creak of a chair and assume my mother is standing to greet her, so they can talk about me like I'm not here. I don't like that. I don't like that at all. It's my life, and no matter how stupid I'm being, how reckless, how careless, those are my choices to make. My eyes remain locked on that … that thing. I try to reach up to check, just to be sure, just so I know what's really happening to me. Just so I know that I'm attached to a feeding tube.
I start to panic.
“What's going to happen now?” I hear my mother say, but I'm hardly listening. Instead, I'm trying to guess how many calories are in that bag hanging nearby, full of some fatty, disgusting goop that's being pumped through my fucking nostril and into my stomach.
A whimper escapes my throat and both women turn to look at me.
“Hello there, Claire,” says Smirk, MD, looking at me like she knows how badly I'm suffering and doesn't care. Yeah, I decided that maybe I kind of wanted to get help, but I don't want it forced on me. Oh God, I just want to make my own decisions.
But I'm weak, oh so weak, and there isn't any fight in my body, just my spirit.
“I want Emmett.” I croak these words out, force them through a tight, dry throat and out my chapped lips. “I want to see Emmett.” My mom looks horrified, face scrunched up like she's found out I've got brain damage or something. I barely look at her. Instead, I'm staring at the doctor. “I'm eighteen years old. I'm not a minor.”
Dr. Smirk gives me a patronizing look.
“Glad to see you're awake, Claire. The nurse will be in shortly to check your vitals.” She doesn't acknowledge my statement and instead reaches out a hand and places it on my mother's shoulder, drawing my mom's green eyes over to her and off of me. Thank God. Right now, my mother's looks are less than pleasant. I can't tell if she's irate with me or if she's just happy to see me alive. “I'd like to talk to you in the hallway for a moment if you wouldn't mind. We got a call back from Bayview Hills.” My mother nods and reaches down to pick up her purse.
I watch them go with rage boiling inside of me, cooking my soul, charring it black.
I want to reach up and wrap my fingers around the feeding tube, yank it out of my stomach and throat and storm out of there, but I'm not a fucking TV trope, so instead I just sit there and hold back a scream.
If they send me to Bayview Hills, I'll walk right back out and keep doing what I'm doing. I don't want their kind of help. I don't want rules and regulations and people hovering over me with clipboards. I want Emmett Sinclair and his easy smile, his arms with their tiny scars, his beautiful brown eyes. I hope he hasn't given up on me. But he should. Emmett should go find a girl who's happy with herself, that makes him happy. He doesn't even know me, not really. I mean, maybe he already has walked away, thrown my stuff on the lawn, gone out to drinks with a pretty blonde from work.
The rage turns into a fury. I fling the blankets back and stare down at my legs.
My stomach rolls and I end up leaning back with my eyes focused on the ceiling and tears pouring down my cheeks. What did I just see? What just happened? I sniffle and sit up again.
I'm not wearing Valentino anymore, not Alexander McQueen, not Roberto Cavalli. No, no. Claire Simone has fallen far. She's got on a pale blue hospital gown, thin, cheap, like a wisp of smoke hovering around these … these sticks. A scream builds in my throat. I see sallow skin wrapped around bone and knees that are bigger than my calves. I lift my hands up to my face, catch a glimpse of white bandages wrapped around my wrists. My fingers are so little, long and thin, like witch hands.
No. No. This isn't me. I glance around quickly, eyes flickering back and forth like fireflies. I'm fat. Claire Simone is fat and huge and disgusting. I pull my legs over the edge and let my bare feet hit the floor. No, her feet. They aren't mine. I have pudgy feet with big, ugly toes.
I stand up and drag myself over to the table next to the partially open bathroom door. The IVs and the feeding tube come with me, pulling their metal stands along behind me.
I snatch one of the cards from a jar of roses.
Get well soon! We love you, Claire. -Jenn and Leanne
I toss it to the floor. Next card.
Claire, you are and always have been one of God's angels. -Auntie C.
Floor. Card.
I'm sorry, and I love you, Claire. -Marlena
All of these pieces of paper with my name on them. My heart starts to pound and my vision whirls, sending me stumbling sideways. But of course. What did you expect? That you'd switched bodies with someone? This is you, Claire. And you're not fat. You're skinny, Claire. You're skinny and you're dying. That's the truth, so get over yourself and deal with it or they'll deal with it for you.
I hit the edge of the bed and I start to fall. The door opens and people rush in, but they don't get to me in time. My head smacks the floor and I get the rare and blessed opportunity to flee this world for another, at least temporarily.



When I wake this time, my vision and my sanity return much more quickly. I know where I am, and I know what's going on. I open my eyes just a little, just enough that I can see who's here, but not enough that they know I'm awake. I listen to the conversation carefully, trying to catch up.
“The thing is, Mom,” Marlena begins, and red fills my head for a moment. I hate her. I hate her so much it makes my chest hurt. The things she said to Emmett, the way she looked at him, the way she looked at me. I want her to go away and never come back. She doesn't understand me, and she never will. Never. “Bayview Hills is nice, but it's not equipped to handle a case as severe as Claire's.” Movement from my right. I want to look and see, but I don't want them to know I'm awake. As soon as they do, this conversation will stop and their plans will remain in the dark. I have to know my fate, figure out how to take control back. If they knew that my issues were at least partially related to control, maybe they'd rethink the way they were handling this. But they don't. They don't know shit about me or my feelings or that rapacious, little monster inside me.
“I don't want to send her away, Marlena,” Mom sniffles, scooting her chair across the floor. I still can't see her, but my hearing's in overdrive and I catch snippets of creaking plastic, metal scraping linoleum.
“This isn't permanent, honey.” Big Bob. Crap. From big to small, Big Bob sees it all. If he glances this way, he'll know I'm awake. I remain very still, doing my best to ignore the feeling of the tube up my nose. It's probably the single most disturbing thing I've ever experienced. Just the knowledge that I'm being fed without my express permission gives me the chills. “If we want her to get better, we have to do what's necessary. Besides, Crescent Springs is only three hours away. It's not like we couldn't make weekend trips up there to visit.”
Marlena snaps her fingers. While my parents sit off to the side, Marlena stands at the foot of my bed like she's the leader of this family or something, taking charge and making decisions. I want Emmett so bad it hurts. He understands me better than anyone.
“Exactly. She needs round the clock supervision and care, expert counseling and psychiatric help. Bayview Hills is for eating disorders specifically. Claire is … ” Marlena trails off and sighs deeply. “Claire is very, very sick, Mom.” My mother starts to cry quietly. This is probably the toughest thing she's ever dealt with in her life. My mom's lived a charmed one, that's for sure. Hopefully this will toughen her up. Life isn't all roses. If it was, it would be a hell of a lot less interesting. “Crescent Hills can help with the … the cutting and the depression as well as the anorexia.”
“And it gets her away from that fucking freak,” my father growls out, voice low and deep, like a grizzly who's just seen a hunter approaching his young. That's about all I can take.
“Why not let me decide?” I scratch out, and there's this horrible silence that bursts open and twists into frantic movement and sound, people standing over me, staring at me, trying to touch my face. In that moment, I hate them all. I am a caged butterfly, wings tied back, trapped. Trapped. Trapped.
“How are you feeling, Claire?” Marlena says, voice pitched high, like she's talking to a fucking preschooler. I let my eyes open fully, and I switch on my anger, let it beam out and burn her. She stares back at me, blue eyes innocent and wide. I wish I could slap her.
“How do you think I'm feeling?” I croak as my mother presses a glass of water to my mouth. I try to reach up, snatch it away from her dramatically, but my hands shake, and I'm forced to drop them back to the bed. I purse my mouth and refuse to drink. “I want to get out of here,” I tell them. My mom cups the glass against her chest and exchanges a glance with my sister. She doesn't look to her husband nor he to her. When Big Bob finally does stand up, he, too, stares at Marlena for information. What. The. Hell. “Don't look at her,” I gargle, choking on sandy spit and struggling to sit up straighter, so I don't feel so small, so helpless. “I'm eighteen years old.”
“And on my insurance,” Big Bob booms, but I notice he doesn't look at me. Why? He avoids me, staring at anything and everything else. I feel sick. “Besides, you're barely eighteen.”
“Eighteen is eighteen. I can vote.” I cough and take a gasping breath. I feel weightless and heavy at the same time. It's not a good feeling. “I can make my own decisions. I want to get out of here.”
“The state requires that you be evaluated by an assessment team and then held in a qualified facility for seventy-two hours.” I tremble, and I shake, but finally, finally, I get myself propped back against the pillows. I don't look down at my arms or legs. I can't handle the sight right now.
“That's bullshit,” I say.
“Claire!” my mother wails, breaking down. Tears stream down her chubby face, and she won't stop sniffling. I want to feel bad for her, but I don't. Does that make me a bad person? Am I broken? Has this monster, in her self-imposed starvation, eaten away my heart and soul to make up for the lack of food? “You tried to kill yourself! What did you expect to happen?”
“I didn't try to kill myself.” I get indignant now. I didn't. It was an accident. I was just trying to feel again, to be happy. Emmett was getting me there, had me right on top of a hill, ready to start down the other side together, but Marlena, she dragged me back. Her words still sting my ears, sharp as wasps. “It was an accident. You just showed up and started spouting your be-all, know-all crap when you had no clue what you were talking about.”
“Claire.” My father starts to get this tone in his voice while Marlena looks down at me like she feels sorry for me. I want to tell her to fuck off, that she has no right to feel bad for me. I'm in this position because I made bad decisions. I wasn't attacked, forced into this.
Instead I say, “I want to see Emmett.” I'm going to keep repeating myself until someone hears me. I don't want to admit it to anyone, least of all myself, but I don't feel so good right now. Not physically, of course, but mentally, I'm also a wreck. I want to curl up in someone's arms and cry. No, not someone. Emmett Sinclair. My family might not like him, but I do, and I have every right to see him. He chose to see the inner me; it didn't matter what I looked like on the outside. And he's the only one that tried to encourage me instead of boss me around.
My father's face puffs up, but he keeps his brown eyes on the ugly flower painting opposite him.
“That boy is a freak,” he snarls while Marlena sighs and rubs at her forehead. My mother looks down and away, like she can't possibly handle any direct eye contact with her mentally confused corpse daughter.
“That boy is a blessing,” I say and mean it. At times, yeah, Emmett did piss me off, but so did everyone else. So they continue to piss me off. I think of the map to the treehouse and almost smile. Almost.
“It's his fault you nearly died, Claire,” Marlena coos, leaning down, touching my covered knee with her hand. Her red hair's scooped up in a tight bun, slicked back and perfect, and she's got on a nice, crisp business suit. I don't know how long I've been in here, but she doesn't seem frazzled anymore. She was a freaking wreck on that porch, spouting nonsense and making a bigger deal out of the situation than she needed to. Hopefully, she'll stay calm this time. If I have to deal with another freak-out from her, I don't know if there will be any relationship left between us to repair.
“It's yours,” I correct her, dragging my hands onto my lap, flipping them over so I can stare at my palms. They're sweaty and shaky, pale and cold. I don't want to be like this anymore, I don't. Yeah, I still want to be a model. I still have to be because when you care this much about something, when you want it this bad, you have no choice but to follow the dream. Once it wraps your soul, you'll do anything for it. Anything. Even die. I'm still willing to take that risk. But I'm not suicidal. I never was. Why can't they understand that?
The nurse pops her head in for a moment, sees I'm awake and says she's going to fetch Dr. Banerjee who I can only assume is Dr. Smirk. My family exchanges secretive glances, like I can't see them or something, like I'm not even fucking there.
“Claire,” Marlena begins, getting closer, hovering over me. Much more of this, and I'm going to break. Do they not understand why I moved out in the first place? I need my own space. I need to make my own decisions. “I think tonight you should focus on getting some rest and tomorrow we can continue this discussion.” She pauses and wets her lips. “And if any of the doctors ask you any questions, I want you to answer honestly, okay? Right now, this is all about you. We're going to get you the help you need.”
I ignore her. How does she expect me to respond to that? I've become another of her projects. Surprise, surprise.
“How long have I been out?”
“Three days.”
“Fine.” The room goes quiet because none of us know what to say to each other. I think, but I'm not sure, that my family's ashamed of me. They might not be willing to admit it to themselves, but it's true. It's written across their pale, blotchy skin, drilled into their eyes, set in the stance of their shoulders. And they don't believe me about anything – Emmett, the accident. I'm not even going to try to argue with them because it won't help. In fact, the more I think about, the more certain I am that it'll just make matters worse.
When Dr. Banerjee walks in, I sit up as straight as I can and look her right in the eyes. The next words that come out of my mouth aren't easy, but they're necessary. I hate to do it, but I have to do it. They've given me no choice.
“Excuse me,” I begin, making sure my voice is strong, doesn't waver. “But I'd like you to ask my family to leave.”



“Okay, Claire, can you explain to us what happened just one more time?”
I stare open-mouthed at the person in front of me, the hippy dippy shrink with the long, brown hair and the goatee. He's got on a tie dyed shirt under his white coat, and he just smiles and smiles and smiles, even when he's asking stupid fucking questions.
“No, Donald, I don't think that I can,” I say to him, trying not to get pissy but failing miserably. I've been asked the same things over and over and over again. Most of the questions are so personal, hit so deep, that I refuse to answer them even once. Why did
you stop eating, Claire? Do you love yourself, Claire? Do you often have dark thoughts, Claire? Every question has my name embedded somewhere in it, like I could forget. Like I could somehow erase the memory of who I am and where I come from. Those truths, those revelations that I had before I passed out are always there, always dancing around the edges of my mind, waiting for me to call on them. But I can't. Not here. And I certainly can't share them with these people. They don't know me; nobody does. “I'm tired of repeating myself. Send me to Crescent Springs or Bayview Hills or whatever for the seventy-two hours, so I can get the fuck out of here.”
Donald doesn't look happy with my language and looks down at his notes.
“It says here that you got up and tried to run away when you first woke up. Was there somewhere you were trying to go?” I wonder what would happen if I spit in Donald's face.
“I already told you that, Donald,” I growl. Today has not been a good day for me. After my family left, Dr. Banerjee screwed around with my medicine and my feeding tube and gave me a massive stomachache after which she proceeded to send in douche bag after douche bag to grill me about what happened. Tomorrow, no matter what I say or do, I'm being shipped off to a clinic for further evaluation, and the one bright spot I thought I'd have is gone.
Emmett.
I can't reach him. They gave me one phone call today, so I dialed his number, but he never answered. I left a message, a short one because I was this close to bursting into tears, and hung up. Even if he wanted to, he couldn't call me back, so I don't know what's going to happen. I have to see him before I go, or I might just snap. Isn't it amazing how someone can walk into your life and become a part of you so fast that you don't even see it coming? Emmett has become that for me. I don't know if we're going to run off and get married or anything like that, but even as just a friend, he's good for me. I drum my fingers on my thigh.
“Listen, I wasn't trying to run from anything. I got up to look at the cards and the flowers, and I fell. Why is that so hard for you people to understand?” Donald looks at me sympathetically. I wish he'd glare or shout or something, but I know that's never going to happen. All of these people are tiptoeing through the tulips, afraid to do or say anything that might possibly upset me.
I miss Emmett's cute little house, my room, my designer gowns. I feel so ugly in here that it's hard for me to breathe. And that's just from the little bit I've seen. What happens when I get in front of a mirror? When Dr. Banerjee was looking in on me, I couldn't help but (grudgingly) notice how pretty her dark hair was, long and silky, full, healthy. That's when I remembered: I cut mine off, shaved it down to almost nothing. I'm scared to touch it or look at it, and I haven't quite admitted this to myself, but I'm terrified about seeing Emmett. Yeah, I need to and I want to, but shit. No girl wants her … boyfriend? Is Emmett a boyfriend? … to see her as a skeleton with a buzz cut. Inwardly, I groan. Outwardly, I don't show anything but irritation just in case it might freak Donald out.
His smile stretches a bit wider, and he stands up, reaching out to shake my hand. I do it, but I don't smile back.
“Well, that's all the information I need right now. Thank you, Claire. I'll let Dr. Banerjee know we're finished here.”
“Do you think I'm crazy?” I ask him, kind of randomly. The question surprises even me. Donald pauses for a moment and rubs at his scruffy chin. When he looks over at me, his eyes are kind and his voice isn't as patronizing.
“No, Claire. I don't think you're crazy at all. In fact,” Donald grins and glances around like he's expecting someone to walk in on us and discover us trading secrets. “You might actually be one of the sanest people I've ever met. At least you know what you want. That takes guts.” Donald winks at me and leaves the white door to swing shut behind him.
Unfortunately, not everyone shares Donald's opinions.
Dr. Banerjee thinks I'm emotionally unstable. I can see it in her eyes when she reenters the room, pausing next to the door and holding her tablet tight against her chest. When she smiles at me, the expression isn't very friendly. I don't bother to sit up to look at her and instead remain on my side, tubes pumping foreign substances into my body, feeling like an android in a sci-fi movie. And it isn't just the medical equipment, it's the way I'm being treated, like I don't have a mind of my own. I really, really hate that. If I actually did want to kill myself (which I don't), shouldn't it be my choice and nobody else's? Why the fucking inquisition? May as well be in jail.
“How are you feeling, Claire?” she asks for the hundredth time that day. It's pretty much the only question she ever directs to me. I shrug and keep my face turned away from her, gaze focused on the beige walls of my room. The paint is so shiny and perfect, it's like I'm not even in a hospital but a hotel room. I can't even imagine what the bill looks like. And therein lies my conundrum. If I want to stay on my father's insurance, I'm stuck with the rights of a minor. Some bullshit loophole about me being barely eighteen and blah blah blah. To fully be treated like an adult, I have to pay for all of this. With no job. Shit.
Dr. Banerjee shifts and sighs, letting out a small puff of air like she's being terribly troubled by having to check in on me.
“You have a visitor,” she says, and my head snaps over to her so fast that I get dizzy and have to close my eyes for a moment. I know before she says the name who it is. “Emmett Sinclair.” Smirk, MD pauses and looks to the side, like she's trying to figure out exactly what it is she wants to say to me. “Your parents specifically requested that he not be allowed to see you.”
“Yeah. And I'm eighteen years old,” I repeat. Maybe if I say it enough, they'll get it. They let me call him anyway. I touch a hand to my chest. Already, it's beating away at my ribs, desperate to get out and soar. Why? Am I love with Emmett? I don't know. It hasn't been long enough. But I know that right now, I need him.
“Claire … ” she begins, and I jump in before she can say anything else. I get the feeling that Dr. Banerjee is the type of person that, once she's said something aloud, never changes her mind. Even if she's wrong. Even if she wants to. So, even though I don't think she likes me, thinks I'm nuttier than a bag of cashews, I let my heart out for a second and see what it has to say.
“If it wasn't for Emmett, I'd be dead right now,” I promise her and forge on before she can make any judgments on the meaning of that phrase. “Not because I meant to die or tried to kill myself, but because I would've never realized that anything was wrong, not even with something like this. When I woke up yesterday, I was a different person. I was reborn, Dr. Banerjee. Without Emmett Sinclair, I would've just been lucky. Had a second chance to screw things up.” I swallow hard. This isn't easy for me to say, and in all honesty, I don't believe with my mind half the things my heart is saying, but I let it keeping talking. If it'll bring Emmett in here, I don't care. “I need him. Please.”
I stare into her dark eyes and hold on, hoping she'll see how important this is to me, maybe stop being a bureaucratic doctor for a second and be a person. The smirk drops away and her expression falters. I don't know if she feels sorry for me, standing up there in her pristine, perfect coat with her beautiful olive skin that glows, even under the harsh florescent lighting, if she sees me laying here pale and sallow and ugly. Hideous. A freak.
I realize absently that I hate myself. Maybe that's my problem? I just hate my own soul. How fucked up is that?
“Since you are technically an adult, I suppose I can't in good conscious refuse him.” Dr. Banerjee checks her tablet again and shakes her head. She isn't happy about it, but she'll do it. Thank God. I sit up straight and try to smile. When she looks up and sees my expression, her eyes get wider and her sharp, curvy brows raise substantially. Wow. Looks like even the good doctor has the ability to be surprised. “I'll tell the nurse to bring him in.” Dr. Banerjee reaches down for the door handle and then pauses, shaking her head like she can't quite figure something out. At first, I think she's going to ask me something, but instead, she just walks away and leaves me with sweaty palms and two round, gray eyes full of tears.
I try to hold them back as I wait, but I can't. And then I'm ugly crying big time, sobbing and balling with liquid soaking into the top of my hospital gown, crashing down to the crisp, white sheets. I lift my hands to my eyes, catch sight of my bandages and start to wail. It's sad and kind of pathetic, but it just happens and I don't know why. Maybe it's that circle of pain, cutting into my heart just a little bit, bleeding some of my melancholy out of me.
If anyone needs proof of life outside this small realm of being that we call existence, then they need look no further than Claire Simone. I am a perfect living example of a soul who's suffering must've taken place in another life. How can I be so sad when nothing terrible has happened to me? Okay, yeah, this experience wasn't the greatest joyride for me, but it was just a product of my previous unhappiness. I'm sad. So sad. Is it fashion? Modeling? Rejection? Or are these, too, just side effects of something else? My soul hurts so bad that I feel like it's going to crack it half and erase me from existence. I can't even breathe anymore without feeling a little stitch of anguish, a small thrill of agony.
I'm whining and choking and balling so much that I don't hear the door open, don't hear Emmett's footsteps as he moves across the white linoleum towards me. It's only when he speaks and my ears tune out the rest of the world for him that I know I'm home.
“Oh, Claire.” Strong arms encircle me, and it terrifies me how little I feel inside of them. Has it always been this way? Why do I feel so small all of a sudden? Fresh clean scent overwhelms me, like summer rain, like a warm shower, like a garden at the start of spring. My cheek presses against a firm chest and my ears pick up the gentle rhythm of a frantic heart. “I'm so sorry,” Emmett whispers against my hair, breath hot against my nearly bare scalp. It's then and only then that I feel self-conscious in front of him and try to pull away.
He won't let me go.
Instead he keeps me there, gently but firmly, and speaks to me with a voice that isn't condescending, isn't irritated, isn't patronizing. It just is. Just like Emmett. He likes to just be. I want to be like him. I envy him.
“I was at the treehouse when you called and I didn't have any reception. There was a horrible storm the other night and … ” He pauses and his breath catches tight, slowing his breathing for a split second before it resumes at a normal speed. I think he wants to cry, but he won't. He's strong for me. I'm not sure why. I mean, we haven't known each other very long, but it doesn't seem to matter to him. I feel like I should be scared that I'm going to scare him off, that he's going to realize I'm way too much trouble to be worth the time, but I'm not. Not when he's holding me like this anyway. “I wanted it to be just like we left it, so when you got out … ”
“You mean if,” I whisper, voice soft and choked with tears. “If I got out. You didn't think I would, did you? You thought I was going to die?”
“I had no idea,” Emmett breathes. I want to pull back, so I can look at him, but I can't bear to separate myself from his body. I just want to melt into him, blur together until there's no me and you, just us. “I broke the window and climbed in the room, kicked the door in and found you lying in a puddle of blood. I thought you were already dead.” Emmett stops talking abruptly as I nuzzle into the red fabric of his sweatshirt. He's choking on melancholy, I can tell. I've done it before. “And then the ambulance came, and your parents, and I just … ”
“I'm glad you're here,” I say, and I swear, I can hear him smiling above me.
“Your dad tried to shoot me,” he tells me and that bit of humor is enough that I can finally pull away and look up at his face.
And, oh God. The tears start to pour again, moistening my cheeks, sticking to my lips, so that when Emmett leans forward and kisses me, our mouths both taste salt. Heat explodes inside of me and my tiny, skinny, ugly fingers reach up and grasp his shirt, wishing I were strong and full bodied, so I could pull him onto this bed and make love to him. As of right now, I'm hardly capable of anything. I don't even know how we … did it at the treehouse. He must've been so, so careful with me, holding me like a piece of fine crystal. God, that must've been stressful. I want to get stronger for him suddenly, work hard so he can hold me and not be afraid to break me. I still don't care about myself yet, that will come later, much later. Right now, I just need Emmett.
When we pull apart, it's reluctantly, and my body feels so cold that I start to shake. The IV fluids aren't doing much to help, making me feel each and every vein, highlighting them with chilly liquid. Emmett tries to wrap me in his arms again, but I won't let him. I need to stare at his face, take in the contours, the calm, the passion for life.
He looks good, a little scruffy maybe, but good. It doesn't look like he's shaved since I last saw him, so there's a bit of fine stubble on his jaw, a shade or two darker than the tufts of chestnut hair that peak out from under the edges of his black beanie. His eyes, though, wow. Just fucking wow. They slice straight through me, down to my rapidly beating heart, and I know without asking that Emmett thinks I'm beautiful. I don't feel it, though. Right now, I couldn't feel any more hideous.
I lift my hands up to my scalp, to the frizzy tufts of red hair there, and I watch him follow my motion with a sad smile, reaching out to take my bandaged wrists in his fingers.
“I'm sorry I'm so putrid,” I whisper and Emmett laughs, not cruelly but gently, like the wind in the trees, a sound that's neither judgmental or accusatory, just alive. Truthful.
“You couldn't be as far from it if you tried. I think you're perfect, Claire.”
“I'm half-dead.”
“Aren't we all? The best we can do is embrace the half-alive bit, see where it takes us because eventually, we all succumb to that other side of ourselves. We just have to make sure that when we do,” Emmett puts the fingers of one hand under my chin and leans in close to me, teasing my mouth with his lips. “We have no regrets, that we go knowing we spent ever last drop.” Emmett kisses me soft, kills me with his heart and his heat and his lips. I start to cry again, but they're quiet tears, just a few leftover drops. I hope that once they're gone, they never come back.
“My dad tried to shoot you? For real?” Emmett chuckles and this time, he's just being silly.
“He took out a pistol and pointed it at my chest. Your mom stepped in between us. I mean, I don't know if he was serious or not … ” If it's possible, I think my face pales a little more.
“No, he was serious,” I say and then I feel sick. How can my family think such terrible things about Emmett? They think he's a pervert because he loves me? Because he chose to worship my body to get to my soul? Fuck them. “What else happened?” I ask because I have to know, not because I want to.
Emmett sighs and I can tell he doesn't want to talk about it. He sits down next to me and squeezes one of my hands between two of his. Mine are dwarfed instantly, hidden beneath strong, healthy flesh, flesh with color and substance and life. I close my eyes and pretend some of his strength is leaking into me, fortifying me for the shit I know is coming.
Things are hard.
They're going to get harder.
Right now, I'm living through the ugly. One day, I hope it can be beautiful again. I want to paint the world with pretty, to color the earth with joy and life and substance. I think again back to that notebook, that drawing in blue colored pencil and Emmett's offer to let me create a design for his fashion show … It's too soon for that, I know, but at least there's something I can grasp onto, a goal to reach out towards. I tangle my fingers with Emmett's.
“Your parents took all your stuff. I didn't know how to stop them, how to say no. I just … when they took you away, I tried to see you, but your family wouldn't let me, and then I just went home and laid in bed.” Emmett takes a deep breath and looks at the floor. “Your sister fired me.” I cringe.
“She had no right to. That's not even legal, is it?” Emmett smiles softly.
“Sure it is.”
“Emmett, I'm sorry,” I say, and his gaze snaps to mine, eyes wide, face confused. His hands drop mine and rise to my face, pulling my forehead against his.
“Don't be,” he whispers. “This isn't your fault.” I pull away and reach up a hand to the tube in my nose. I know Emmett was trying to protect me from this all along. Now I see why. He knew this wasn't going to work for me. God, I need to get the hell out of here. “I think, maybe, if Marlena hadn't come by that you'd have been okay, you know?” Emmett takes a sharp breath and draws my attention back to his face. “Claire, I want you to know that I really thought I was doing the best by you. I never meant for any of this to happen.” I smile back at him and bite my lower lip.
“I know. And you were doing the right thing. Emmett, I can't have them watching over me, forcing … ” I start to choke on tears, on the feeding tube that's threaded down my throat and into my tortured belly. “Forcing me to eat. I have to do this on my own or I won't survive. Short term, this might work but long term, they'll kill me inside.”
“I know.”
Emmett and I stare at each other for awhile. I want to take a cooking class with him, spend a night in the treehouse, go to a movie. I don't want to sit in a hospital with a tube in my nose and worry about what's going to happen next.
“By law, I have to go to a clinic to be monitored,” I tell him and he nods.
“I researched it,” he tells me, standing up when he sees Dr. Banerjee through the blinds. “Do you know where they're sending you?” I shake my head.
“Either Bayview Hills or Crescent Springs.” I pause and take a chance. If Emmett says no, then I may as well consider myself done. “When I get out, can I come back to your place?” Going home will destroy me. I don't tell him that, but it's true. My family might be well meaning, but they have no idea what they're doing. It's like trying to hug a kitten and crushing it instead. The end result is the same: failure.
When he looks at me, his smile is just a little crooked, like his emotions are leaking into the muscles of his face and he can't control them. Happy. He's happy.
“I'd like that.” I swallow hard, and even though Dr. Banerjee is opening the door, sliding into the room and watching us carefully, I keep talking. “But not as a roommate this time.” My words sound breathy, like they're barely there, like maybe I imagined them or something.
“Not as a roommate,” Emmett confirms, standing up, and kissing me on the lips right there for the doctor to see. I don't know exactly what it was I was trying to say with that, but at least it's out.
Next step, survive rehab.
God only knows how hard that's going to be.



My family decides to send me to Crescent Springs, and I don't protest. In fact, when they come to see me off the next morning, I agree to see them. After all, somebody's got to tell them I'm not coming home.
I look down at the clothes my mother brought for me and try not to feel disappointed. I was hoping she'd pick something comfortable but stylish, like my Dagmar jacquard-knit dress or that cute, little Halston Heritage jersey dress. Instead she brought me old black sweatpants and a baggy T-shirt that must belong to Marlena. I lift up the faded black fabric and try not to cry. Like I don't feel disgusting enough? Are they trying to punish me? That's the only explanation that makes any sense.
“God, I hate my life,” I choke out as I imagine what else is stuffed into that suitcase out there. Obviously nothing I'm going to like. Might as well spend the rest of the weekend naked. That stupid, childish thought hits me like a freight train and suddenly, I'm leaning against the wall gasping. Naked? Running around naked wouldn't be an improvement over holey sweatpants and a faded tee; it would be a complete and utter backslide. I see the way people look at me. They find me disgusting; I can see it in their eyes. My dad, God, he can't even look me in the face. He just gazes around the room, pretending to be interested in the boring, beige walls.
“Everything okay in there?” my mom asks, knocking on the door with a gentle fist. I ignore her and reach down to turn the lock. There isn't one. Fuck. Just because I had an accident, I don't deserve a little privacy? I shudder to think what it's going to be like at the rehab center. Hell, I assume. Three days. Just three days and you're out.
“Fine.” I bite the word off my tongue, so it comes out harsh and angry. Just because I agreed to see them doesn't mean I'm not pissed. The way they talk about Emmett, the way they look at me. Good intentions don't mean everything. They're wrong and eventually, they're going to have to realize that and let me do my own thing.
“Are you sure you don't need any help?” my mom says, and I can tell by her muffled voice that she's leaning against the door, listening in on me. Her overprotective side is going to get a whole lot worse, I assume. She's always been stuffy and coddling, and I've got the terrible feeling that I've only just seen the tip of the iceberg.
“Like I can't fucking dress myself?” I ask, rubbing at the bandage on my elbow. At least the IVs and the feeding tube are gone. But God, to get them to take it out, I had to promise to eat everything they gave to me, had to have people over me while I forced stale, unappetizing food down my throat. You'd think if they were trying to entice me to eat that they'd have provided something good, something that actually tantalizes the tastebuds and excites the spirit, food with soul. Instead, they gave me wrinkly grapes, tapioca pudding, and dry chicken, pre-shredded since I'm not allowed to have knives. 397 calories per tray times two trays = I can't even fucking think about it right now. And I'd thought this was a nice hospital. I do my best not to try and calculate the calories from four days of that stupid feeding tube; I'm sure the number's astronomical. “Just leave me alone for five minutes,” I growl, and I wait until I hear my mother move away. She doesn't go far but at least there's a semblance of privacy.
I turn around, keeping my eyes shut tight, so I don't accidentally look into the mirror. I'm not ready yet, have to brace myself for the moment. It's going to be so bad; it's going to destroy me a little inside. I wish Emmett were here. I wouldn't look at all, but I'm afraid I'm going to end up catching a glance in a window or something and have a freak-out in front of everyone. This needs to happen privately with just me, myself, and I.
I clutch my ugly clothes against my chest and try to be grateful that I get to take off this stupid hospital gown. Anything is better, anything. I force my breath to slow, to forget about the horrors of the last few days, and try to imagine something pleasant. Slowly, my mind begins to build a scenario, stretching itself to the limit, fighting to get past the slump I've been experiencing. Lack of food doesn't exactly stimulate the imagination. Eventually though, it begins to spin and the gears click into place.
A catwalk, high above the glistening water, juts out from the platform and snakes around the pond, held up here and there with stainless steel poles that disappear into the darkness below. I set foot onto the clear, glass surface with a pair of custom sandals on my feet and a couture dress wrapped around my perfect body. When people see me coming, they gasp, and not because I'm fat or skinny, but because I'm just right. As I start to walk, my body morphs a little, changes from slender and willowy to ripe and curvy, womanly. At first, the change bothers me, but then, off in the distance, waiting at the end of the line, I see Emmett Sinclair watching me with half-lidded eyes and a gentle smile.
A sigh of pleasure escapes my throat, and my heart begins to slow. I can do this. The mind has a lot of power, Claire. Take control if that's what you need to do. Start
with your brain and work your way out into the world. My eyes flicker open and the clothes fall from my hands, unfolding as they go, landing in a messy heap at my bare feet.
I clamp my hand over my mouth to hold back the wail of horror that's clawing its way up from my roiling belly.
“No.” That one word, a whisper.
In the mirror, the rapacious monster looks back at me, wearing two dark, purple circles of pain under her eyes. She leers at my affliction, snarls at me as she strips away my disorder and leaves me with something worse – reality. Stark, white, blistering reality. “No.”
“No?” my reflection asks, smiling back at me with yellowed teeth. “What do you mean 'no'? Look at yourself: this is you. This is what you've become Claire. You're an abomination, an abhorrent miscreant, a cathexis of foulness and decay.”
A scream builds in the back of my throat.
Where do I start? Oh, where, where, where?
The train wreck that I see before me is foreign and familiar both, comforting and terrifying, false and yet truthful. My knees begin to shake and my body goes cold.
If you're worried about me, you should be. Being born isn't easy; that's why most of us only do it once. And here I am, my second time around. Things have to get worse before they get better – it's a rule of the universe. Progress doesn't always mean flying forward at light speed. Sometimes, it's about knowing when to step back and take a look around. I have to do this or I'll never get better.
My eyes are big, too big, like marbles, except they're not shiny. Instead, they're dull, matte, just two gray and white splotches of paint in an otherwise colorless face. I'm so pale, I may as well be a ghost. My skin is pallid, almost translucent, tickled through with tiny, blue veins that are pulsing with a soft weakness. My hair … oh … my hair. Where is my hair?
My hands come up, long and spindly, tipped with those strange, blue nails, and they touch my red scalp tentatively, brush through the splotchy orange. Why did I cut my hair off? I can't even remember anymore. Somewhere, in the back of my mind that image of me falling from the treehouse surfaces and in it, I have the most vibrant, beautiful red hair, bright as blood.
Tears begin to fall, hot and heavy.
“Yes, cry,” says the person I was in the in-between. See, there was the Claire from before, the one who wanted to be a role model and make a difference. And there's the Claire now. The Real Claire Reborn. New Claire. Yes, I'm going to call her New Claire. “Look at yourself and see how your dreams have turned to nightmares. Understand me, so you can banish me. Hate
me, so you can love me. Know me, so you can forget me.”
I take the hospital gown off slowly, so slowly, letting the pale, thin fabric float to the floor like a cloud, brushing against my quivering ankles and my dry feet. I hiccup a bit and gasp, but I keep that moan inside, that wail buried.
My fingers touch my ribs, counting them, feeling them, desperately trying to convince myself that I can't see them. I'm fat. I'm disgusting. It's really hard to keep that line of thought going when In-between Claire is looking at me like that.
“You've got to be fucking kidding me,” she laughs. “Did you learn nothing when you died? Do you want to do it again? Just remember, Claire, rebirths don't always happen. Sometimes, that infinite blackness is all there is waiting.”
I drop to my knees, sliding down the wall, hitting the floor with a violent thump.
My legs are splayed out to the side, twig thin and hard to look at.
I feel … Lost. Miserable. Lonely. Pathetic. Confused. Angry.
But I don't feel numb, not anymore.
I wrap my arms around myself and cry silently.
“Claire?” It's my mother again. She must've heard me fall. I scramble to my feet, taking the shirt with me and slipping it over my head, so that when she opens the door uninvited, I'm standing there mostly covered, eyes wet but defiant.
My mom looks … beautiful. Her face is full and her skin is colored, peach and pink, dotted with freckles, and her hair is vibrant as sin. When she sees that I've been crying, she tries to come inside. “Oh, honey.”
“Please don't touch me,” I tell her and immediately, I see the hurt burning in her eyes like flames. I don't mean to make her feel the way I do. It's just … she doesn't get me at all. Right now, I have to deal with this myself. Even if … even if Emmett were here, I'd have to refuse him. It would be hard, but I'd have to. I have to fall in love with myself, but to do that, I have to get rid of the resentment and the pain. A hug might feel good, but it'd be a placebo.
I must stand here, alone but strong.
I raise my chin and I try to communicate all of this with a look.
Mom doesn't get it.
“Claire, you'd better learn to stop pushing people away or you're going to end up dead!” This is her pain talking now, just like In-between Claire is mine. Mom doesn't mean it, not really, but she's scared. And I'm vulnerable and volatile both. We've just become a toxic combination.
I just stare at her, watch her face turn red with a swirl of emotion.
“Get the fuck out.”
“Don't you dare speak to me that way,” she says, voice low, like I've never heard before. She's so afraid of losing me that she's lashing out. I wish I could just hug her and make up, but that's not a place I'm at in my life right now. How am I supposed to make up with other people when I can't even make up with myself?
I lick my dry, chapped lips, and squeeze my fists so tight that my nails cut into the skin on my palms. There's a horrible horde of mean, cruel things I'd like to say to my mother in that moment – how much I hate her, how she doesn't even love me, how fat and disgusting she is. But I don't need lies to hurt her when I have the worst thing of all: the truth.
“When I get out of Crescent Springs,” I begin as she continues to stare at me like she doesn't even know me at all. “Don't bother coming to pick me up.”
“Excuse me?”
“I said don't bother coming to get me. I've already arranged a ride.”
My mother blinks, nice and slow, trying to reign herself in but failing.
“Emmett?” I smile. I don't mean to, but the pain is still there making me do things I don't want to do. I hope there'll come a time soon, very soon, that I can rid myself of it forever.
“Yeah, actually. We discussed it when he came to visit yesterday.” My mom remains still for a moment and then starts to turn away. I follow after her and pause with my head poking out the bathroom door.
“I won't have that boy anywhere near my home,” she says, reaching for the door to the hallway, like our discussion is over. Period. End of sentence.
“Fine,” I say and I really, really don't like the cruelty that laces my voice. “I didn't plan on it anyway. After I get out of Crescent Springs, I'm moving back in with Emmett.”
My mom turns around, mouth open to speak, but I slam the door in her face and turn on the faucet, so I can't hear what it is she has to say.
She doesn't come in after me, and when I leave the bathroom, the nurse politely informs me that my family has already gone.



I don't want to go to this clinic. It's a waste of my time, and it's pointless – I'm going there for suicide, not anorexia. Thing is, I didn't try to kill myself. I didn't. I wouldn't have. I just tripped while chasing a dream.
Nobody cares to hear the truth though, not my family or Dr. Banerjee or Donald. Since the minute I woke up, they've all been preaching honesty and yet, refuse to listen. So I let the nurse's assistant escort me out to a white van and strap me in the back seat like I'm a small child, leaving me with nothing to do. What a brilliant idea. If I really was suicidal, I'd have strangled myself to death with the seatbelt. Being left alone for three hours with your thoughts is not a pleasant experience.
I beg the heavens for a magazine, something shiny and glossy and new. Something with beautiful pictures. I could use a little beautiful in my life right now. Instead, we drive the winding, country road with nineties music trickling out from the front speakers. The side of the van says this is hospital transport, but I'm the only passenger. Just me, the driver, and a male nurse. And not even an attractive one.
I sigh and slump against the window, letting my eyes flicker closed, trying my best to cook up another scenario like I did in the bathroom. Unfortunately, my mind decides to take me down another path and forces me to relive the act of having my feeding tube removed. I start gagging just thinking about it. There was so much … goop that came out along with the tube … and then my nose and throat were clogged with mucous. Let's just say, I'm glad that Emmett wasn't around to see. Fuck, I'm disgusting. Skinny is supposed to be pretty and perfect, desirable. But none of this is.
I sit up and adjust myself, drawing the male nurse's head around, so he can study me like I'm an animal at the zoo. I cannot even believe this shit. It's like a horrible fucking soap opera, and I'm the main character. If I get to the clinic and they try to shove pills down my throat and lock me in at night, I am going to flip out. That whole mental asylum thing is so overdone.
I drop my face into my hands and try to just be. That's what Emmett would do. When his name comes to mind, I smile. He's something to look forward to, that's for sure. If he wasn't waiting at the other end of this tunnel for me, I'd be a wreck right now.
I focus my gaze out the window and think about the tree house and the decorations we filled it with. I cannot even wait to get up there again, gaze out the window at the setting sun, lie in Emmett's strong arms, kiss his lips. My breath fogs against the glass, and as I reach up to wipe it away, a thought strikes me. It's small, hardly noticeable, just a little niggle of information that leaps up from the cosmic soup of my thoughts and teases me with its presence.
I decide to take the bait.
I press the tip of my finger against the glass, and I start to draw, using the edge of my nail like the sharp end of a pencil. A bodice goes up first, laced up in the front like a corset but not as tight. My design is organic, comfortable. It's something that sits on the body, that highlights and protects it, not defines it. I pause. I've always defined myself by my fashion and now I'm creating something that defies that very idea? I keep drawing, but I let that thought simmer in my mind. Should we shape our bodies to clothes or shape clothes to our bodies? I don't know what I believe, but in my drawing, I go with the latter giving window-girl a flowing skirt that dances above her knees and swirls around her like petals on a flower. I even draw her face in, make her smile. I give her breasts and hips, and when I'm finished, I actually like the way she looks.
I can do this, I think as I admire my work, take it in with an artist's eye. That's when I notice that the nurse is staring at me, examining me critically. I don't like the look in his face, so I reach up and I destroy my picture with a simple swipe of the hand. She was for me and nobody else anyway. I make a mental painting of her in my mind for safekeeping.
For awhile there, I'm feeling good.
And then we arrive at Crescent Springs, pulling into the parking lot and maneuvering under the awning up front. The place looks an awful lot like a hotel, only some of the rooms have bars on the windows … My heart leaps into my chest. If they try to trap me in there, they'll regret it. I can't even imagine the feeling of true incarceration. At least at the hospital, there was some semblance of freedom, like if I really, really wanted to, I could get up and walk out the door. If I see iron covering my window, I may actually have a mental breakdown.
Sweat starts to pour down my back and soaks into the gray fabric of the seat cushion. Meanwhile, the male nurse climbs out and disappears, leaving me alone with the driver for a few minutes. When he comes back, there's a woman with a clipboard (no iPad this time?) who shows me inside and makes me run through some paperwork. To be honest with you, I don't understand any of it and end up just giving her a blank stare. My signature goes where she tells me she needs it. I probably should read all the fine print, but I'm just not up to it. If I have to, I'll break the fuck out of this place and disappear. People have run away for less. As long as I take Emmett with me. Without him, running would be pointless because then I'd never be able to find my way home.
After we're finished, the woman leads me to my room, blonde ponytail bouncing cheerfully behind her, swinging like a horse's tail, as she proceeds to explain the rules to me. No locks on the door, regular and random check-ins, no electronics, etc., etc., and so on and so forth. Basically, every cliché that ever existed all rolled into one. I'm actually surprised when there aren't any straps or chains on the bed. The room really does look like a hotel (no bars on my windows), and it's even got its own bathroom – which of course, does not lock. It's such an anticlimactic moment that I just stand there in the center of the pale, pink bedroom and stare out the window at the slightly damp surface of the parking lot.
The woman yammers on for a little while longer, hands me a brochure and then just leaves.
Silence descends on the room, thick and cloying, forcing me to switch on the piece of shit TV, so I can have some company. I miss Emmett so terribly that it hurts inside. Wrapping my arms around my chest, I shuffle over to the bed and plop down on the itchy comforter.
When I glance at the brochure, I see that there's a schedule tucked inside, one that has my name scrawled across the top of it. I'm sure the woman explained it to me, but I wasn't really listening. Why should I? I'm being held here against my will, and I refuse to be happy about it.
There are meal times, of course, which make my stomach knot with dread, along with some mandatory group counseling sessions. Two a day for the next three days. The first one starts in an hour. I crumple the page up in my hand and lay back, doing my best to breathe through my mouth. The whole place smells a little like iodine and antiseptic, and it's kind of making me sick.
I lay there for awhile before realizing what I saw when I walked in here: a phone. My cell is gone, have no clue where it went. I'm guessing my parents took that, too. It's crossed my mind briefly that I may not be able to get my stuff back. If they're as mad at me as it seems, then they could refuse to give me back my clothes and furniture as a punishment. I mean, my dad is the one that paid for them. God, can this get any worse? Probably. But it can also get better.
I slide along the edge of the bed and pause next to the nightstand. The phone is super old school, like decades behind schedule. It's probably older than me. I stare at it for awhile, take a deep breath and then pick it up, twirling the curly cord around one finger while I dial Emmett's number. It's kind of impressive that I even remember it. My memory of the last few weeks is a little spotty and unclear. Maybe it's a sign? I read once that the mind only remembers things that we deem important, that we want to keep. I mean, I don't think that's necessarily true, but it's a pleasant thought.
“Hello?” Even the sound of his voice makes me smile.
“Emmett.” That's the only word I can get out. I want him so bad right now, it's becoming a physical ache inside my chest. I want to cook an omelet with him and drink juice from his recycled cups and sleep in his bed … Comforting, that's what Emmett is to me. But not just that. He's … electrifying. He makes me want to be a better person. He is an integral part of my rebirth and any future success I might have.
“Hi, Claire,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his words. “How are you doing?”
“Alright,” I tell him, glancing at the door suspiciously. If somebody is spying in on me, fuck them. I won't give them any reason to suspect me of doing anything wrong. “They took me to Crescent Springs. The drive was pretty boring.” I shrug and take a deep breath. “I have to go to two group counseling sessions today.”
“Ah, that's rough,” he says, sounding genuinely sorry for me. “I never liked those things.” My turn to pause.
“You've been to counseling?”
“Yeah, a couple of times actually. They never helped. Pain isn't something that everyone wants to share. Some people do, yeah, but for others, it's something we have to come to terms with on our own.”
“Or with a partner,” I blurt out of nowhere. Emmett chuckles and I swear, I can feel his fingers through the phone, brushing against my ear, teasing the edges of my scalp. “You'll come pick me up on my last day?” I ask. He said I could move in with him, but he never specifically said he'd come and get me. I guess I just sort of assumed.
“Claire, I would go anywhere for you.” Tears sting my eyes again, but I'm not sure why. I'm still acting like an infant, newly thrust into the world, crying whenever I'm uncomfortable. I hope this stops soon.
“Why?” I ask him, trying to understand. Maybe if I can find out why Emmett likes me, I can learn to like myself. Emmett doesn't answer right away, but that's okay. I know he's thinking about what he's going to say, taking the opportunity to be the world's only human being that doesn't shove their foot in their own mouth.
“Because you're interesting. You're passionate. I want to know more.” Emmett pauses, and in my head, I see him wetting his lips, tugging his beanie down with long fingers. “No, I need to know more. You're one of a kind, Claire.”
“One of a kind crazy,” I say, touching my forehead and glancing over at the clock that hangs above a small bistro table in the corner. It's almost time for my group session. Exciting.
“Not crazy, focused. Determined. Don't sell yourself short, Claire. You made a few mistakes, but who doesn't? It happens to all of us.”
“But … ” I think of my image in the mirror, how skinny she looked, like a ghoul risen from the grave. I could've been cast in a zombie movie and not had to borrow any makeup. “Emmett, I'm … too skinny.” The words ring false, echoing around in my shaky voice, a lie that isn't really a lie at all. My heart starts to pump.
“But I love you anyway,” Emmett tells me, and then the phone clicks off. I pull it away from my ear suddenly and stare at the receiver. No. No. No. I hang up and try again – no dial tone. Shit. I can't just end things there. Love? Did Emmett seriously just say love? How could he? Why would he? I mean, he told me before that he thought he might, but this is different … This is … real.
I get up and race into the hallway, grab the first person I see with a name tag.
“My phone's not working,” I say, and I must look terrifying because the employee's eyes get real big and she backs up a step, removing my fingers from her arm. I take a breath and try to sound like I actually have an intact mind. “My boyfriend just told me he loves me. I have to talk to him.”
“But you only get fifteen minutes a day,” she responds, like I should've known better. She starts to walk away, carrying an armful of white towels, and I don't stop her. Bitch.
I seriously consider breaking into someone else's room and stealing their phone time, but I'm afraid that if I get caught, I'll be stuck here longer. In which case I really will need the psych help and the supervision because I'll lose it. I stand on my tiptoes and stare down the hallway, towards the elevators. There's a rec room; I saw it on the map the woman gave me earlier. I could go down there, see if they have anything interesting to do, but then I start getting flashes of Girl, Interrupted, and I change my mind.
Back in my room, I lay on the bed and I think of Emmett.
I don't know if he did it on purpose, but now I can't think of anything but his words and what they could mean for us. My mind is completely and utterly distracted from ED's and depression and counseling. So much so that when the time rolls around, I completely forget about the group thing and end up with someone rapping on my door.
I get up, feeling irritated, and wrench it open.
There's a girl standing in front of me with dark eyes and bandages on her arms, twin to mine. She smiles at me; I don't smile back. She's way prettier than me, with long, honey colored curls and a soft mouth that's pink and moist. Mine, on the other hand, is dry as the desert. First thing I do when I leave here is get some lipstick.
“Hi there,” she says as I examine her from head to toe. She's got round, green eyes and skin the color of fresh cream. This is not someone who shares my … afflictions. She's got problems of her own, but at least they haven't turned her into a walking corpse.
“Hi.” That's all she's getting out of me. I cross my arms over my chest and wait. I'm not here to make friends with crazy people. This isn't a fucking hollywood film; this is my life. I shift a bit, feeling uncomfortable in my baggy tee and sweats. I don't even have a bra on. Don't need one, I guess. With all the weight I've lost, I've gone from wearing a size C to being unable to fit an A cup. Pathetic. I feel so ugly right now …
“You must be Claire Simone?” she asks as I continue to stare. I can't help but notice that she's got on a pair of Jimmy Choo flats and a Diane von Furstenberg lace skirt. And here I stand in hand-me-downs. I cross my arms over my chest.
“Yeah, so?”
“So, Dr. Hial asked me to come up and check on you.” The girl shrugs, but keeps smiling. “You're missing group. If you don't come, the state can decide to increase your evaluation time.” She holds out her hand to me. “I'm Kylie North. Nice to meet you.”
Reluctantly, I reach out and take her hand.
“So which one are you?” I ask as I follow her out and close my door behind me.
“Hmm?” she asks as she leads me down the hallway and towards the elevators. When she walks, her curls bounce like crazy. Standing next to her, I feel like a golem or something. I mean, Kylie's maybe five five and I'm just a hair over six feet. She's so tiny and cute and feminine, and I'm … I'm just not. I don't even feel like a girl right now. I feel like an it. A big, spindly, balding it.
“You know, in books and movies, there are always the specific archetypes that the main character meets in the crazy house.” I start to tick them off on my fingers. “The mean girl, the childlike character, the brownnoser, and the rebel. Which one are you?” Kylie pauses at the elevator and selects a floor. When she looks over at me, her smile's turned into a grin.
“I think you've got it all mixed up,” she says, and I raise my brows. “I'm the heroine, the one who really isn't crazy and was placed here with the most corrupt intentions imaginable.” She chuckles and points at my flat chest. “And you're the rebel, I can tell right away.” When Kylie steps into the elevator, I follow. As cheesy as it sounds, I feel a little bit less lonely all of a sudden. God, I wish I had girlfriends again. Jenn and Leanne and me … we've had our problems. Mostly because of me, I think. I need to call them, make up. Having those few extra shoulders to cry on couldn't hurt, right? I wonder what they think of all this, if they knew all along.
“I'm hardly a rebel,” I tell her as I lean against the handrail and avoid looking into the mirrors that line the walls. “Just a girl who wanted something so bad, she let it blind her.”
“At least you can admit that,” Kylie says, touching her bandaged wrists reverently. “That takes guts.”
“It takes rebirth,” I tell her.
“I know.”
We become friends immediately.
If you've ever met someone you connect with, you don't need time to get to know them. You just … you just know. It's like that with me and Emmett, too. As of right now, I'd have to consider him my best friend. As far as love goes, I can't lay claim to that. If I can't love myself, what gives me the right to pledge my love for someone else? They're mutually exclusive. There's no way in hell those two things can happen at the same time.
“I cut myself with a piece of glass to feel things. I didn't mean to die.”
“I cut myself with a knife to feel things. I meant to die.” Kylie adjusts the high-necked lace shirt she's wearing and shows me the bandages on her throat. Wow. “My boyfriend's brother came over to pick up his cat.” She pauses. “Ex-boyfriend, sorry. If I'd known he was coming, I would've waited.” She turns to look at me with massive green eyes, as big as mine but nowhere near as out of place. “But don't tell anybody that. I just said it was a cry for attention, that I had no idea cutting the carotid artery could kill you so fast.” Kylie sighs. “I can't wait to get the hell out of here.” She looks me up and down and smiles. “I'm on a state hold, too, but I skipped group the first three days of mine, so now I'm here for the week.”
“You're wrong,” I tell her and she gives me a quizzical look. “You're the rebel. I'm the heroine, the one who isn't really crazy.” Kylie laughs and takes my hand. We walk all the way down the hall with our fingers entwined.



The group therapy session is exactly what I thought it would be – long, drawn out, and boring. Nobody has any breakthroughs or life altering revelations. I mean, from what I can tell, we're all there against our will and none of us are crazy, just people with problems who are being bossed around by other people who probably have their own hidden issues. One girl cries, but I think that's because she wants the whole thing to end and knows that Dr. Hial won't let us go until progress has been made.
The man sits on a chair on one side of the circle and just keeps smiling and smiling and smiling, just like Donald from the hospital. I thought shrinks were supposed to be depressed, beaten down by all the terrible shit they have to listen to. Instead, all the ones I keep encountering seem kind of excited to be there. Maybe they're living vicariously through all of us; maybe their life is all sunshine and rainbows. I mean, pain is its own kind of pleasure in a way. I can't imagine anyone turning into a well-rounded human being without experiencing at least a little bit of it.
Kylie and I sit next to each other, opposite Dr. Hial, and only speak when our turns roll around. I tell the truth about the glass, but I say nothing about the anorexia or the bulimia or any of that. Those are my crosses to bear; I'd rather not hand one out to every Tom, Dick, and Harry. People stare at me, and I know they know, but they keep quiet. Nobody wants to pry into me for fear I'll do the same to them.
Kylie briefly mentions her ex, says she wanted to keep him and thought it would be easy to trick him into getting back together with her by shedding a little blood. The circle moves on, but I think a lot about what she said. There's so much more to her story than she's letting on. I wish I knew all her secrets.
The second we walk out of that room, I blurt out what Emmett said. I don't know why, really; it just happens.
“My boyfriend just told me he loves me.”
“Bummer,” Kylie says, taking me towards a set of doors with an ominous smell leaking from them. Food. Fuck. I have to eat in the cafeteria and have an orderly sign off to say they saw me. How screwed up is that? Shouldn't it be my choice if I want to eat or not? I mean, I'd do it anyway because I want to get better, but I don't want to do it while somebody watches. I'm not ready for that. I can't even imagine how bad things would be if I'd actually been enrolled in their ED program. As things stand, I'm getting off terribly light. I wonder if I could purge tonight? The fantasy's appealing – losing all those calories to the toilet – but the reality is harsh. If I get caught, I'm basically screwed. Besides, I want to get better, right? Right? “How long have you been together?” Eons, I wish I could say, but instead the answer is much less compelling.
“I don't know.”
“You don't know?” Kylie asks as she pushes through the doors. I'd been expecting a school cafeteria look, something with trays and long, Formica tabletops, lunch ladies with nets, linoleum floors. Instead, we walk into a carpeted area that looks an awful lot like the restaurant my parents used to take Marlena and me to after school on Friday. It even smells the same – like mac 'n' cheese mixed with steak sauce. Hmm. I hope to God it tastes better than the food at the hospital. “That's a good sign then, I guess.”
“Why's that?”
“Because you fell together accidentally. You didn't make a conscious decision. That's good.” Kylie walks me over to a table and pulls out a chair. Unsure as to what exactly it is that I'm supposed to be doing, I follow her lead and take a seat. “When you make a conscious decision to be with someone, there's always the risk that you're using your head and not your heart. Heads make logical choices; hearts make soulful ones.”
Kylie sits down next to me and pulls out a pair of menus from the center, sandwiched between a small, silver bucket full of white flowers and a container of napkins. The plastic foldout Kylie hands me looks like something you could find at any restaurant, minus the prices. There are instructions to choose one entree, one vegetable, and one starch. Next to each item, are calorie counts.
This is when I begin to freak out.
356. 291. 782. 447.
My breath starts to catch in my throat and my mind goes into overdrive. I'm so skinny right now, if I eat too much, my starving body will absorb every bit of fat and I'll balloon up overnight. I try to calm myself, try to insert logical thoughts. That doesn't make any sense, Claire. You're half-dead. Relax. You could eat 5,000 calories a day for months and not get fat. But even rebirth can't cure all your demons.
If Kylie notices my panic attack, she doesn't let on.
“This place might not look like much, but it's the,” Kylie makes little quotation marks with her fingers. “'premier center for those suffering from mental, physical, and emotional disorders.' We actually get to order and they bring us our food. Beats standing in a line and getting slop slapped onto a tray. Costs a pretty penny, too.” Kylie puts her menu back and rests her elbows on the table, watching me with wide, curious eyes. Nearby, one of the employees hovers and checks something on his clipboard. “Since you're a 'suspected',” Kylie makes another set of quotation marks. “Anorexic, they're going to make you choose at least 500 calories worth of food.” I startle a bit and give her a wide-eyed look. I want to deny her accusation, swear up and down that I'm not anorexic. Anorexic. Even the word makes me shudder. What a nightmare. Am I that obvious? Do people see me and just know? How long have I looked this way? I glance down at the menu and then back up at Kylie. “Want my opinion?” she asks.
Kylie doesn't wait for me to respond. Maybe she can see that I can't right now, that I can't move. I'm frozen, stuck halfway between who I was and who I want to become. It's terrifying. I've been counting calories for months now. I can't just stop looking at those massive numbers like they're bad things. On the outside, I tell myself that I'm too thin, that I'm sick. Inside, I still believe that I'm weak, that I'm giving into my body's temper tantrum and submitting to debility. “Well, I'm going to give it to you anyway. My sister was anorexic. She was in and out of this place for years. Anyhow, once they started trusting her and took her off the feeding tube, she ordered the same thing for every meal.” Kylie grabs my menu and slides it out of my frozen fingers. “If you don't make quote – smart – end quote choices, then they'll start making them for you.” Kylie looks up at me and arches a single, golden brow. Impressive. “And you are damn lucky you're not actually in the ED program.” Kylie shakes her head, scans my menu and puts it back.
She doesn't tell me what she's going to order.
I put my hands on my thighs and curl my fingers, scraping my brittle nails against the fabric of my jeans. I don't want to know; things are better this way. If I don't know what Kylie's picked out, I can stop obsessing over the calorie counts and the fat until I get the dish, and even then, if it's something complex, I may not even know. Yeah right. Keep telling yourself that, Claire. I start to stress out anyway.
Sweat begins to bead on my forehead.
When the waiter or whatever the hell he is comes over, Kylie gives him our order. Two iced teas, unsweetened, two plates of the roasted chicken with the lemon pepper rub, a cup of raw green beans, and mashed potatoes with butter.
I seriously almost gag on her words, managing just barely to keep the emotion held in check until the man walks away, taking his judgmental eyes and his clipboard along with him.
“What did you do that for?” I ask her, absolutely terrified at the prospect of mashed fucking potatoes. Logically, somewhere inside of myself, I know how ridiculous I'm being. I realize that mashed potatoes are not the be-all, end-all of life as I know it. However, old habits are hard to break and right now, my brain is absolutely, one hundred percent fixated on my mother's animal fat mashers. I mean, I'm sure the people here don't use lard in theirs, but how I am supposed to know?
“Do what?” Kylie asks, leaning back and watching me inquisitively. I wonder what she's thinking. If her sister had … God, I can hardly even think that word … anorexia then she must know the signs. I look away, but not because I'm ashamed; I won't be. This is my life and these are my choices. Yes, I'm ashamed at some of the things I've done to the people around me, but not about the state I now find myself in. I got here chasing something bigger than me, searching for happiness, fighting with every last ounce of strength I had in me. And there's nothing, nothing, nothing that can make me feel bad about that.
“Order mashed potatoes. They had boiled baby red potatoes.” Kylie chuckles, putting a small hand to her mouth. She looks young on the outside, but her eyes hint at deep, deep pain hidden in there somewhere. I can't even begin to guess her age.
“Listen, Claire, if you want to get out of here, you'll eat the food. Trust me. Madelyn did it. She ate what she was supposed to, took food shopping seminars, went to therapy. And when she got out, she still had the presence of mind to wither away and die. So, don't worry. Whatever happens in the next few days can easily be undone.” Kylie doesn't stop smiling; I think she really means what she just said. I think about responding to that, but I can't. There's nothing I can say. “Listen, I'll help you polish your plate off and then you can come up to my room and take my phone time. It's not like I have anybody left to call.”
“Kylie,” I begin and when she looks at me, her eyes seem a tad wider, like maybe she's holding back tears. “I'm sorry about your sister.”
“Yeah,” she says, trying to keep a smile plastered on her face. “Yeah, so am I.”



I wish I could say that lunch was uneventful, that I just dutifully ate my meal with a false smile tacked to my lips and went about the rest of my day with glee. That would've taken a miracle.
I ended up sitting there, staring at a plate that was more numbers and less food.
One chicken breast, slow roasted, 282 calories. One cup of raw green beans, thirty-four calories. One serving of mashed potatoes, 237 calories.
This combined with the orderly I had hovering over my left shoulder and you've got the perfect recipe for disaster. If it wasn't for Kylie sneaking bites of my food while the bitch's head was turned, I'd have never escaped that room. Even now, as we walk down the hall towards Kylie's room, my mind tries to guess at a total count. I ignore it. It's not easy, and it actually ends up giving me a migraine right before it dumps the number on me anyway: 396. I don't know how it arrives at this number, but it does and it leaves me feeling worse than ever.
Imagine this: you are suffering from morbid obesity and starvation both at the same time. That's how I feel right now. My body feels one way; my mind feels another. It's enough to make me want to curl up on my bed and sob.
But then I think about Emmett and those words and what they could mean for my life. Modeling is important to me, but love is … love is everything. Could I give up one for the other? I don't know. I hope I wouldn't have to, but at least there's a chance that Emmett's feelings for me could become a contender, one of only a handful of things in this world that even compete.
Kylie lets me into her room, hands me the receiver for the phone and then immediately heads for the bathroom. She pauses in the doorway and leans her head out to wink at me.
“I'll be in here with the faucet on, my ass planted on the toilet seat, and a book in hand. I won't hear a damn thing.” She closes the door behind her, giving me at least the semblance of privacy. In all reality, she isn't the one I have to worry about eavesdropping on me. It's the employees that work here. With the exception of Dr. Hial, everybody here seems vindictive, like they have a personal bone to pick with each and every one of us. Their looks of contempt do not go unnoticed. God, I can't even imagine someone checking themselves in here voluntarily. Rock bottom wouldn't even be enough for me; I'd have to fall further than that, straight into the fiery depths of hell.
I dial Emmett's number and immediately, my heart starts to palpate painfully, a hollow sound of desperation and longing buried beneath the fragile bones in my chest. He picks up on the second ring.
“Claire?”
“I'm sorry,” is the first thing out of mouth. I need him to know that I didn't end the call and that I've been thinking about him all day.
“For what?” he asks me, and I can already hear the smile in his voice.
“For hanging up on you.” I pause and wet my dry lips. “Well, I didn't exactly hang up. Apparently, they have a time limit on phone calls. I met a girl in therapy and she let me have hers.”
“Are you okay?” he asks, and in the background, I hear crickets chirping and leaves rustling.
“Are you at the tree house?” Emmett chuckles softly.
“How can you tell?”
“I smell an escape,” I respond, wishing I was sitting there across from him, gazing out that glassless window at the afternoon sun, waiting with barely contained anticipation as he inches forward, fingers teasing my bare arms. I shiver. “I can't wait to go back there. That's the first thing I want to do when I get out. And then I want to lay in bed with you for days and not move – except to make love, of course.” If you're even able to climb that ladder. Think about that the next time you almost gag on your food. Don't you want to be somebody who matches Emmett? Whose body is just as strong and healthy as his?
“I'll do whatever it takes, Claire,” he tells me, and I can hear the resolve in his voice; it rings strong and clear through the telephone wires, managing to carry along a bit of soul with the sound.
“God, Emmett, you mean you're willing to have lots and lots of sex? That's awfully generous of you.” He laughs, and I laugh, and Goddamn, but it feels so good. We haven't even been apart for that long and I already miss him like crazy. I guess when you get to see someone's soul, really see it pure and clean and true, open and inviting you in, it's hard to separate yourself from it.
“I still have that class card,” he tells me, almost sheepishly. “So when you get home,” Emmett doesn't skip a beat as he says this. Home. I can't say the same for my heart. It may have even skipped two beats. “We can take classes again. They don't even have to be cooking classes. We could do sculpture or painting or – ”
“No,” I blurt, interrupting him before I can scare myself away. “I want to do the cooking class with you again.” I don't tell him that I don't want to eat the food, though. I just want to get to know it. Oftentimes, fear is based on our inability to understand something that's foreign, something that we perceive to be capable of hurting us. If I can get reacquainted with my worst enemy, learn its strengths and weaknesses, then maybe I won't be so scared anymore.
Emmett knows this so he doesn't bother to say anything except, “I'm glad, Claire. Really, I am. I thought for awhile there that you were going to … die.” Emmett swallows, and I know that word hurts us both to hear, but it's necessary. I need to face the facts. I close my eyes and try to come up with a mantra. My old one – Skinny is beautiful. Skinny is pretty. Skinny is perfect. – isn't going to work for me anymore. If anything, I guess I've learned that sometimes, skinny is ugly. Sometimes it's scary. Sometimes it's deadly. So I keep my eyes squeezed shut and I listen to Emmett's gentle breathing. He stays quiet, too, and lets me think. After awhile, Emmett starts to talk again, and I listen, my mind whirling through the events of the past few days and trying to pull together something positive. “And in that short time where I really believed you were, I almost died, too. I thought, if I can't save her, then there's no hope for me because you're special, Claire, and the world would really be missing out on something if you weren't in it.”
Live for them. Live for him. Live for me.
I smile.
It's corny, but I don't care. Nobody's going to know I'm thinking it except maybe Emmett. I repeat the mantra to myself several times before speaking again.
“I think you're ridiculously romantic,” I admit. “But don't ever stop. It's actually kind of cute.”
“You mean sexy and debonair, right?” he asks, and I chuckle, feeling a tingle inside that can't be stopped. It's a spark for life and it's burning, faintly perhaps, but it's there. Babies don't come into this world knowing how to live it, and so neither should I. I can't be too hard on myself. Right now, I'm remembering how to walk again, and that should be enough.
“On the way here,” I begin, wondering if Kylie's listening in on us at all. I can still hear the faucet in the bathroom, so I'm not sure. “I drew a girl in a dress on the window. It's gone now, but I still can't get that image out of my head. I think I might have to learn to sew.”
“I think you'd be damn good at it,” he tells me and then, almost as if he can sense the phone is about to shut off, he adds. “And Claire, when I said I loved you, I meant it.” Click.
I close my eyes for a moment and press the receiver against my chest. Inside of me, the flames of passion I feel towards Emmett begin to burn away the pain, setting fire to the anguish and turning it to ash. When I finally and fully admit to myself that I, too, love Emmett in return, there'll be none left.
I have a long way to go.
“God, you've got it bad,” Kylie says, making me jump. I was so entranced in Emmett that I completely forgot where I was and who I was with. I set the phone down and turn to glance at her over my shoulder. She's smiling at first, but the longer she stands there and the longer I stare, the sadder she gets. Finally, as if they've been waiting years to fall, tears begin to stream from her eyes. Without a word, I pat the bed next to me, and she comes and sits. This girl that I've known for a few, sparse hours finds comfort in me and lays down with her head in my lap.
She sobs for awhile and then goes quiet, falling into an uneasy sleep and taking her secrets along with her. Again, I wish I knew her story. I stroke some honeyed curls behind her ear and sigh. Love is redeeming, but it's also destructive. Or at least, it can be. That worries me. If I give Emmett my heart, I give him power. But I trust him; I trust him more than I trust myself.
A few minutes later, an orderly comes to check on us, opening the door without knocking and not bothering to shut it behind her. Thankfully, she doesn't stay long.
“When I get out of here, I'm going to finish what I started.” I look down and see that Kylie's green eyes are open wide. They're dry now, but I can see the cold, dull ache of pain throbbing beneath a false brightness. Kylie seems outgoing, talks big, smiles wide, but she's dead inside. I know because I almost was, too.
“You're going to kill yourself?” I ask. I try not to sound judgmental, but maybe I do because my new friend sits up and stands, looking down at me with an expression that says she sees deep, far deeper even than I. It's then that I understand she already knows me better than I do. We're cut from the same cloth, her and me.
“Is that any different than what you're doing?”
“I want to be a model.”
“Bullshit.” I stare at Kylie, at the redness in her cheeks and the anger in her fists. I don't blame her. She doesn't know me, doesn't know how badly I want this, how badly I've always wanted this. “Don't play that crap on me. This isn't about being skinny, not really. This is about punishment. You're punishing yourself because you don't think you deserve any better. I know that because I watched Madelyn do it to herself, day in and day out since she turned thirteen.”
“Everyone's different, Kylie,” I snap, feeling a little angry myself. I look up at her standing silhouetted against the window and realize for the first time since coming in here that Kylie does have bars on her windows. “Even anorexics. Believe it or not, we've all got our reasons.”
“And so do I. If I want to bleed myself dry, whose business is it? If love drained my soul and killed my spirit, why should I stick around and stare at the rubble of my dreams?” Kylie's eyes get moist, but she doesn't cry again. She stands there, strong and simmering, full of passion, but unaware that it's there. She says she has nothing to live for; I see everything in her eyes. I wonder briefly if I'm the same way. “If I can't have him, what else is there?” She switches her gaze back to me. “If I can't have the one thing I've always wanted, why bother?”
I look her straight in the eye and tell her the truth as only Emmett knows it.
“Even when you think there's only one road to your destination, you can always find a scenic detour.”
I can't wait until I believe that.



The nights at Crescent Springs are so much worse than
the days.
When the sun's up, Kylie and I pretend we're on vacation, just lazing away the days sitting on her bed and talking about nothing. Occasionally, a hard topic comes up and promptly gets dropped. Other than our conversation my first day there, we do not talk about suicide or anorexia or depression again. Instead, we talk about nail polish and designer clothes and magazines. We talk about celebrities and movies and rock stars. We go to our counseling sessions and keep our lips sealed and the locks to our secrets shut tight. Nobody gets in; nothing gets out.
At night, when I lay in bed, my thoughts consume me, and my disorder screams from deep, deep down, begging for light, desperate to claw its way up and out of my belly and into my chest. I push it back, but barely. My room is heated, but it feels cold. I think it's Emmett's presence that I miss most. Strange that, since he hasn't exactly been in my life all that long. Or maybe it's because the pillows smell like bleach instead of flowers, and the blankets are scratchy and staunchly utilitarian.
I dream that I'm fat; I wake to skinny. When I switch out my clothes for pajamas, I'm always afraid that the items my mother packed – all baggy and oversized – will strain across the massive rolls of my gut and bunch at my hips. Instead, they hang loose, almost comically so. The one thing that remains consistent is this: people stare at me and they don't like what they see. So, I guess it doesn't matter whether I'm fat or thin; people are disgusted with me.
And so I get through the days with my new friend because although she's gregarious on the outside, she's ten times more fragile on the inside and that makes me feel better. Misery loves company. It's a tired saying, sure, but it's true. But at night, the only company I'm allowed to entertain are my demons. And the occasional orderly. They pop in and shake me awake at random hours, so that even my fitful nightmares are interrupted.
Talk about a living, fucking hell.
At least I don't have to eat at night. During the day, most of my subconscious revolves around figuring out how to make the food disappear off of my plate without eating too much of it. Kylie helps, as do carefully folded napkins, but stuff still goes down and it doesn't come up.
I think a lot about that when I'm lying in bed, trying to get my logical brain to understand what my illogical mind has decided about life. Is Kylie right? Is this not really about modeling at all? Am I truly trying to punish myself?
I trace my fingers along the seams of the comforter, sliding them along the white stitching and wondering who thought burnt orange and green were good color choices to go into this otherwise pink bedroom. I think about the design I drew on the window and the girl that danced across those yellow notepad pages, and then on my last night there, I get up and I start all over again.
There are no pens in that hospital, no pencils either, but I guess they figure if you can give a pack of crayons to a kid, you can give them to a person in the looney bin. I find them in the desk drawer with a small notepad, gray with a blue logo across the top. Crescent Springs, Where Recovery Means Everything. Recovery. Recovery implies that something lost has been regained. I hardly know if the thing I'm searching for is something I ever really had to begin with.
I sit down on the floor beneath the window and wish there was someway I could go outside. Fat chance of that happening though. While there's a slim possibility that I could sneak out, if I get caught, I'll be stuck here for God only knows how long, and tomorrow morning, Emmett is going to pull into this parking lot in his little, red two-seater with a beanie on his head and a smile on his face. There's nothing in the world I'd do to risk missing that.
I close my eyes and imagine the tree house, the way the beds seem to have grown from the wood itself. How the windows are free of glass. The way the sun streams in across the floor. I take all of that energy and that power and I put it into my heart and my hands. At first, I figure I'm just going to start drawing like I did before. This time, though, words come first and then art, twining together across the page like vines.
It starts out off the same as before, but this time, the message is different.
[Dear Me,/I want to be pretty while alive./Not on the outside, but/Inside where my heart beats fierce/And my soul glows brighter than the sun.]
I pause in my poem to draw a star, one that ends up warping in on itself and becoming a dress. It takes up the rest of the page and disappears off the edges of the paper, disintegrating into the darkness and taking shape in my imagination. I lean my head back against the wall, and I can just see it done up in a million different colors, draping a million different girls. When I flip to the next page and start to write again, I don't even look down. I'm sure my words are scribbled and hardly legible, but that's okay. I'll remember what they say. After all, it's my soul spilling out across this page.
[Burn, burn brightly/so fiercely/that even/the sun can't compare, even the moon can't compete./And the smile that taints my full lips/Looks like the blossoms on the branches of our favorite tree.]
I pause again and sketch a face. At first, I think it's just going to be a generic set of features, someone to dress up with my designs, but then as my hand grasps a red crayon and begins to fill in fierce, flaming hair, I know without a doubt that this is me.
I get an intense craving for cake.
I drop my art supplies and stand up, lurching towards the door like a person possessed. One of the orderlies is passing by in the dimly lit hallway as I emerge. She stops and stares at me, and I can tell from her swinging ponytail that this is the same woman who helped check me in when I first got here.
“I'd like some cake,” I say which sounds kind of silly. I mean, come on? The woman, whose name is actually Fran according to her name tag, looks at me for a long time and then nods. Maybe she can tell from the gaunt lines of my cheeks that I need this. Even if it means nothing to her, it'll mean everything to me.
“Okay, Claire,” she says, and I'm surprised that she remembers my name. A smile bites at the edges of her mouth. “I'd be happy to grab a slice from the kitchen for you.” She pauses, and I see something run through her eyes. I interrupt her before she can even voice the thought.
“I'm not going to purge,” I promise, wanting to cry but refusing. I've had enough of that, will have more in the future, doubtless. “I just want to … eat.” I keep my mind off calorie counts and on my poem, my drawings. This is a big moment for me, okay? It may not seem like a lot, but it is. This exact second in time is as important to me as the moment I passed out on the bathroom floor. I don't know that then, but I will, later, when I recount things from a much happier place. Afterward, I'm going to feel guilty and I'm going to feel sick and I'm going to curse that cake with every naughty word in the book.
For now, I just am, and that's where I've always wanted to be.
Fran moves away with another nod, and I retreat back to my notepad. When I pick it up and stare at the lines on the page, I wonder again what I'm doing here. Am I really a model? Intrinsically, is that who I am inside? Or am I an artist? Can I express myself in other ways? Can I be a role model without being an idol? And if so, what's the difference?
Self.
A role model values others and in so doing, becomes a better person. An idol values themselves, and in so doing, often becomes something else. Not bad. Not worse. I can't make those sorts of sweeping judgements. I want to. I want to think about how fat all the staff here is, how long Kylie's neck is, how my sister's ears are too big for her head. Those things are conditioned in me, beaten through in my quest for perfection. But now that I'm here, on the other side of that horribly false ideal, I can see that it isn't right. I was never like that before, but I became that way. Why? Why? Why?
I draw a circle around my face and set the notepad down, putting my hands on my hips and dropping my chin to my chest.
When Fran comes back, she sets the cake on the edge of the dresser across from the TV and turns to leave without a word. When I open my eyes and look over at her, I decide to ask a question.
“How do you know my name?” It's an innocuous thing. I mean, she could just tell me that she knows all the patients names or that since she checked me in, she remembers from my paperwork. She could even say that she remembers me because I'm so despicable to look at.
Instead, I get this along with a smile: “You have such a pretty face, Claire. It's a hard one to forget.” And then she leaves, and I'm left alone with my worst enemy, all 235 plus calories of her.
We have a long conversation, this piece of fucking cake and me. I wonder briefly if maybe I am crazy because who in the hell sits and stares at a baked good for over an hour?
An anorexic, that's who, In-between Claire says. I ignore her and try to decide what New Claire would say. It takes me awhile, but finally, eventually, I get it.
It's simple, but effective.
“Hello there,” I say as I take the plate between shaking fingers. “My name is Claire Simone, and it's nice to meet you.”



The next morning, I'm exhausted in every possible aspect – spiritually, emotionally, physically, but I force myself out of that uncomfortable bed and get all my stuff packed before the sun even rises into the Goddamn sky.
The poem and the drawings go in the baggy pocket of my saggy assed jeans. I might be coming to certain conclusions about fashion, but none of said conclusions are ever going to change my mind about these hideous mom jeans. Sorry, M. I pause at the door and think about my sister for a moment. Do I still hate her? Yeah, I'm pretty sure I do. That hasn't changed. In fact, in the heavy, gray light that's leaking through the window, it doesn't feel like anything is different although I know that it is. This is a slow process; it's like watching a flower grow. You're not going to see it happen, no matter how hard you try.
I leave my suitcase inside the door and head over to Kylie's room. I figured she'd be asleep, but she's not.
“I bet you're just dying to walk out of this shit hole,” she says. She's painting her nails with some weird, organic nail polish. Regular polish is banned here, too. I wonder why. Never heard of anyone dying from Peony Pink before.
I lean against the door and cross my arms over my ridiculously flat chest. I miss my boobs. Seriously. I want them fucking back. Even if I have to eat a slice of cake for every meal … Okay, so maybe not, but I really, really want to be able to fill out a bikini top at the beach. There's no point in being skinny if I look like a damn boy.
“Aren't you?”
Kylie shrugs and looks up with a smile. The light beside her bed is on, painting her face with a yellow glow. She really does have a nice face.
“I don't know. I'm still debating on whether I'm going to off myself or not.” Kylie pauses to put the cap back on the polish. The way she talks about dying is so … casual. It's a little scary.
“I wish you wouldn't,” I tell her and this gives her pause. She sets the pink bottle on her nightstand.
“Why?”
I have to think about this for awhile.
I want to give her an honest answer, something that comes from the heart. I could whip up some flowery words, some bullshit about the meaning of life and blah, blah, blah, but I don't think Kylie would care. I may have only known her for three days, but we're kindred spirits, so I'm pretty fucking positive that the straight truth would work better.
I stand there for a minute and stare at Kylie, meeting her green eyes with my gray ones. Then I give her the best answer I can.
“I'd like a friend,” I tell her. “And right now, you're it. Besides, from what I can tell, you're an interesting person. The world needs more of those.” Kylie's smile gets big and when she stands up, it's to give me a hug.
“Thanks, Claire,” she says, and the words are simple but the feeling behind them is not. She's thinking. I've just given Kylie something to consider. When she pulls back, I keep going, for better or worse.
“Relationships can be forged as quickly as they're broken. I'm not saying go around burning all your bridges, but … ” Kylie steps back and holds my thin hands in her freshly painted fingers. “This guy, the one you'd die for, he's not worth it. If he was, he'd have taken the knife and plunged it into his own heart first.” I think of Emmett, of course, and my family. If love was measured in lengths of time, my family would not be pushing to have me committed, and Emmett would not be driving up here to pick me up. I wet my lips and reach into my pocket, pulling out the wads of notebook paper.
Before I hand them over to Kylie, I bend down next to the nightstand and dig out the crayon that's wrapped up in the pages. First, I write down Emmett's number, so she can reach me, then I scribble my first poem, the one that represents a letter to my shattered self. I write that down, so Kylie can see that she's not alone. All of us in this world, we're in this pain together whether we know it or not. It's what makes us human; it's what gives us soul.
When I place the wad of paper in her hand, I close her fingers around it so that she makes a fist.
“Wait till I leave?” I ask and she nods. Neither of us sheds a tear.
“Take care,” she tells me, as I turn away and wonder if I'm ever going to see her face again.
I sure hope so.
I'm really early, but I go back to my room and grab my suitcase before heading down to the lobby and pausing at the counter. The clerk looks like he's been there all night, and he gives me a half-lidded look and a yawn as I explain my situation to him. It's too early for me to go, he tells me, but I can get the paperwork out of the way, so I do.
I sign on all the X's, and I dot all my i's before I sit down to wait.
It's the longest three hours of my life.
I do not draw; I do not read. I just sit there, and I think, and I think, and I think. I have a lot of that to do. It isn't fun, not necessarily. I mean, at times I let my mind drift to thoughts of Emmett's taught belly and his moist lips, but mostly, I keep it introspective. I've never had much use for this sort of process before, but then, maybe that's why I ended up here. I don't delve too deep into my own psyche, just enough that I skim the surface of who I was, who I am, and who I'd like to be.
By the time Emmett arrives, I'm practically in a coma.
He sees me before I see him and comes over to stand at my side, silent but strong. Self-worth and understanding roll off of him in waves and soak into my damaged spirit. But, of course, as shallow as I am, the first thing I notice are the designer shoes in my limited field of vision. Stupidly, I think, Gee, who is wearing Dolce & Gabbana suede sneakers to this dump?
My eyes flicker up and then immediately fill with tears. I blink them back and rise to my feet, slow and steady.
“Hey there, beautiful,” he says with a slightly crooked smile. Emmett's brown eyes twinkle at me as my hands make their way up to his face and slide across the freshly shaved surface of his chin, moving back until they're wrapped around his neck and our chests are pressed firmly against one another's. “Waiting for someone?”
I smile back.
“Not really,” I say. “I just saw these ridiculously expensive shoes on the feet of a guy who's wearing thirty dollar Target jeans and wondered what the hell he was trying to play at.” Emmett grins and presses his forehead to mine. White, hot heat sears through me as he runs his fingers over my hips and twines them together in the small of my back. I forget to be self-conscious for just a second. That's the beauty of Emmett Sinclair; he makes me forget.
“Whoa there, Claire,” he says, nipping my bottom lip with gentle teeth. The guy behind the counter watches us apathetically. “You are totally off your game. What kind of fashionista are you? These are actually from Old Navy, and they cost nineteen dollars on sale, okay? Get it straight.”
“Oh, oops,” I say, closing the small distance between us with my mouth. “My mistake.”
When our lips touch, gently, oh so gently, I know that the sky could fall down around me, and I wouldn't care. I'm just happy to be standing here with Emmett, feeling his warmth against my skin. Again, you want proof of life before life? Of existence beyond this small bit of earth? Just look at me and Emmett. My soul knows his. It's true. I didn't get that before, but I do now, in this moment, in this kiss. This blissfully, beautiful, gentle kiss.
When we pull apart finally, regretfully, the man behind the counter says I'm cleared to go.
I don't question him.
Emmett takes my suitcase in one hand and me in the other, arm wrapped around my waist and guides me to his car. I close my eyes as he opens the door to avoid catching a glimpse of myself in the window. I feel okay at this moment, but if I see myself again, I might have a fit. When Emmett looks at me, I can tell he doesn't find me near as hideous as I find myself, but he can't possibly believe that I'm beautiful. I have no hair, for God's sake.
I climb into Emmett's red sports car and let my fingers play across the leather seats. It's doubtful that I'll be getting my Fiesta back. I'm going to have to find a job. A shitty one because that's all I'm qualified for. The pain starts to leak back in, but stops when Emmett gets in next to me and folds one hand over mine.
“I'm glad you're back, Claire,” he says, and I think he means that in more ways than one.
“I don't know why I ever left,” I admit, and he nods as he starts up the car and switches it into drive. When he removes his hand from mine, I swear I see a bit of ice form across the top. I smile anyway, watching as Emmett places his hands at ten and two. “It was an accident, you know,” I tell him because I can't remember if we've cleared up that little detail yet. “I wasn't trying to kill myself.”
“I believe you,” he tells me, without argument. “There's nothing about you that says you'd give up so easily.” I think of Kylie when he says this and hope to God she decides to call me when she gets out. She never gave me her number, and I never asked. Figured it wasn't my place.
“If Marlena hadn't come … ” I begin, and I see Emmett grimace. My sister is apparently a sore subject for us both. “I think I might've been alright, you know? Now, I feel like things are so much more complicated with my family.” I hold my palms open and up, so I can stare at the lines in my skin. I wonder if there really is a way to tell the future from these little creases. I curl my fingers up. “They really believe I tried to kill myself, and I don't know how to convince them otherwise.”
“You may not be able to,” Emmett says, eyes flickering over to my face and every now and again. “They're going to believe what they want to believe. We may have to just try and move past them and let bygones be bygones.”
“I love that you say bygones,” I tell him, letting my family troubles slide away. “And dope and stellar and … most especially we.” Emmett's lips turn up in a grin, and he reaches over for just a brief moment to take my hand and press a kiss to my knuckles. “But I don't know if they're ever going to speak to me again.” I don't say that they blame Emmett, that they find him disgusting. He already knows that.
“They will,” he promises, and then his face gets kind of weird, and a little chill niggles its way into my belly. I sit up straight and look at him, waiting patiently for something terrible to come crashing down around my head. “Claire,” he breathes, and I feel so sick, I want to throw up. Emmett's voice is full of fear. He thinks that whatever it is he's going to tell me will frighten me, too. My first thought, of course, is new girlfriend followed closely by old girlfriend, but I force myself away from these thoughts. That kiss in the lobby … that wasn't faked. It's impossible to pretend with something like that. I touch a finger to my lips for further reassurance. “I want to ask you something, but I also want you to know that if you need to, you can say no.”
I stay silent and continue to stare. I can't even imagine where this is going.
“You've been through a lot, and I hate to spring this on you, but I … ” Emmett wets his lips and raises his left hand to adjust the brown beanie he's got on.
“Just spit it out,” I tell him. My stomach is rumbling, and I know that I have to eat soon. I have to or my body will get used to resisting and it will be too, too easy to just go back to doing what I've been doing. Emmett won't make me, so I have to make myself. That's what I've always had to do. After all, it's impossible to help someone who won't help herself.
“My father is coming into town,” Emmett blurts, and then groans, deep and low, like he can't even believe he just said that. I think of his scars and why he has them. I only got the most condensed version of the story, but all of that pain, that's from Emmett's father. Like the slice of cake I had a conversation with, Emmett needs to confront his source and have a nice, long talk. I don't know that then. All I think is that this is all a coincidence. Later, I realize that in his desperation, in that brief time period where he thought I might actually be dead, Emmett saw his pain simmering beneath the surface. He's okay on the outside, but deep down, he has one last bit of healing to take care of. This, this is it. If he's going to help me, really help me, he has to make sure he's free and clear first. That's his motivation. “He wants to go to dinner tomorrow night. Would you … like to go?”
Hell to the fuck no, is kind of what I want to say, but I can't. I have to go. Somehow, I sense that maybe today, now, Emmett might need me as much as I need him. He feels guilty for it; it's written all over his face, but there it is and there's nothing he can do about it.
“The timing is shit, and I don't even really want to go, but he says he's getting married again, and I … ”
“I'll go,” I say. “But only if I get a wig first.” I pause. “And one of my gowns. Some recon might be in order.” Emmett nods, and he smiles, and at first, he looks relieved, but then I see a bit of sweat on his forehead. It scares me a little if I'm honest with myself because normally Emmett just … is, and he exists on a plane where no pain can reach him. This is showing me that yeah, he's still human, and hey, we all have periods in our lives where things aren't perfect, but we can get through it. We have to. Life isn't a single race where everything is won or lost; it's a series of trials where we gather together our various accomplishments until our last breath. It's then and only then that we get to look back and decide if we've earned a medal.
Emmett Sinclair intends to take first place.
Me, I'm still figuring things out.
“I have no idea how I'm going to get my stuff back. If I have to, though, I'll sneak in and take it.” I shrug and Emmet smiles.
“I don't know if that's necessary,” he tells me. He refuses to elaborate as we wind our way home. When I get there, when I open the purple door and step inside the living room, I find a mountain of blue fabric and a sewing machine.



I get acquainted with my new machine while Emmett cooks me dinner.
It's like I never left.
He cooks fish, even weighs out our portions, steams some veggies, brings me cups of tea when I ask. The sounds and smells from the kitchen terrify me at the same time they thrill me. That anger I felt before is gone, replaced with a sense of urgency, like if I can't fix my life now, when am I going to fix it? I sit there and I let Emmett play some weird hippie music on the stereo, and I smile. I smile so much that my face hurts.
“You're fucking precious,” I tell him when he comes into the living room and rests his chin on my head. My nasty, balding head. I resist the urge to pull away. As if he senses this, Emmett touches his hands to either side of my skull and presses a kiss against the fuzzy, orange-red bits that are sprouting up across my scalp.
“And you're fucking beautiful.”
I try my best not to bark out a harsh laugh and instead, change the subject.
“I've been trying to thread this needle for over an hour.” Emmett chuckles and moves over to kneel next to me, so that he can see what's going on in this wild mess I've made of his coffee table. Across from me, the fire crackles gently, promising that the rain outside will fade eventually, and one day it will be sunny again. For now, it says, you can use my warmth. I equate this analogy to me and Emmett.
“A half an hour,” he says which is probably true. Time runs differently when you're frustrated. I watch with simple fascination as Emmett reaches over and takes the blue thread from me, winding it around the machine and through the needle with little effort. When he's finished, he looks over at me with a soft smile. “I took home ec in high school.”
“Of course you did,” I tell him as he rises to his feet and returns to the kitchen to check on our food. I, on the other hand, do my best not to think about it or the anticipation will kill me. Sure, last night I ate a slice of chocolate cake, but so what? I'm not about to throw myself on the plate like a starving wolf. Baby steps. I have to keep taking baby steps. “But I,” I begin as I hold up the massive lump of fabric. I wonder if Emmett saw my drawing, knew to pick blue from those first, crazy sketches. I decide not to ask. A little mystery is always nice. “Did not. There's no way in hell I can get anything sewn in time for tomorrow night.”
“Nah, not even if you were good at it.” When I turn around to glare at him, he winks at me. “I didn't know what to get, so I grabbed a few things. Check the closet.” When he sees my hesitation, he adds, “My closet.” He knows I'm not ready to go back into my bedroom, not yet. I don't want to see the empty mess my parents left, feel the old pain swirling around across the wood floors. Somehow, I've convinced myself that if I go anywhere I've been before, anywhere I experienced unstable emotions or deplorable melancholia, that I'll relapse. It's kind of stupid, but that's the way it is.
I stand up and stretch, enjoying the fact that I'm now dressed solely in one of Emmett's flannel shirts and a pair of panties. I feel sexier this way. Even though the shirt is baggy, it doesn't feel frumpy. It's like I'm hiding behind this fabric not because I'm ashamed of my body, but rather so I can tease Emmett's. That thought makes me smile as I raise my arms above my head and the hem of the shirt rides up my thighs.
The illusion shatters when I glance down and see those two, pale twigs holding me precariously above the ground. I snap my eyes closed and drop my arms, wrapping them around my chest as I catch my breath. Luckily, Emmett doesn't see any of this.
“I think this fish is just about done,” he says to me, back turned, eyes focused on the foil wrapped pan he's just pulled from the oven. I shake my head to snap myself out of my funk and force my bare feet across the wood floors and into Emmett's room. I don't turn the light on and instead, lean my shoulder against the door frame as I gaze at the organized mess before me. Dirty clothes are piled on one side of the bed, clean clothes on the other. The bedding is wrinkled, but it's made, and the whole place smells fresh and clean – Emmett's signature smell. This room holds only good memories for me. The memory of Emmett's scalding flesh pressed tightly against mine, the rhythm of his hips.
I take a deep breath and move forward.
Inside the closet, it's dark, but if I shift sideways, a bit of gray light leaks in from the window and illuminates a colorful array of dresses hung right in front, sandwiched between men's shirts on either side.
Tears come to my eyes then, but only because I wasn't expecting this.
Five designer gowns hang before me, dressed in plastic, outfitted with tags.
None of them are mine, I know, because I have my entire collection committed to memory. These are all new, brand new.
“I hope I got the right brands,” Emmett says as I reach out brush my fingers down the plastic. When he comes up behind me and takes me in his arms, my entire body goes numb with shame. I don't deserve this kind of treatment. I've never been that nice of a person. Kindness is wasted on me. Vaguely, I remember Kylie's words. Punishment. My anorexia is a punishment.
I choke on my own voice as Emmett turns me around and takes my face between his hands. He holds me there for awhile, looking into my eyes while I look away. Time slows briefly.
“I don't deserve any of this,” I whisper, and seemingly in response to my words, the rain outside doubles down and slams the roof of the house with thick, heavy drops. They match the ones trailing down my cheeks.
“You deserve more,” Emmett tells me, but I'm already protesting.
“I got you fired.”
“You got me the job.”
“You don't have any money.”
“I have lots of it.”
I stare at him, and he stares back at me.
“Liar,” I whisper, and he smiles. I really like the way he looks in the darkness, like he's glowing from the inside or something. I swear, I can see every feature of his face as if its limned in moonlight.
“Okay, well, maybe. Just a little. I have a lot of credit I guess I should say.”
“I think I love you,” I tell him, and I mean it. Truly. And it's not about the dresses, not really. It's about the idea of the dresses, the symbolism of them. Emmett's eyebrows go up and his mouth parts, but I don't let him speak. Instead, I seal my words with a kiss, running my tongue along his teeth, tasting him, drinking him in.
It only takes a second for him to return the favor, squeezing me tight, so tight that I feel like I'm going to break. But I don't. I can't break while Emmett's holding me; it's impossible. He's just too strong to let me fall. I'm so glad that I gave him the time of day when I was standing in that stupid line at the mall. All those other girls are missing out, even the ones that made the cut. Emmett Sinclair is much better than a modeling gig.
As soon as this thought escapes me, I gasp, and I try to pull away, but Emmett doesn't let me and my revelation settles hot and heavy around me while his hands find my back and my arms encircle his neck. I don't want to admit it to anyone, least of all myself, but those few days of eating and that damn feeding tube have given me back some of my strength. I'm not passing out anymore or getting dizzy. Yes, I'm still tired, and no, I'm not ready to run a marathon, but I'm certainly up for this. I'd always be up for this.
I step back and pull Emmett by the hand, bringing him to the edge of the bed where I lay down and welcome him into my arms, enjoying the feeling of hot, warm, weight above me. His shirt comes off right away and my fingers don't waste even a second before they find his muscles and start to trace the crevasses between them, the hills and valleys of his belly. He doesn't know it, but I revel in his health, in the solid feel of him.
Our gentle kisses become more frenzied as he unbuttons his jeans and kicks off the designer shoes he bought just for me, just to please me. I'm more than happy to participate until he gets ready to take my shirt off. My underwear, sure, get those away from me, so we can keep going, so we can melt into each other's arms and find solace in a place that's just outside of this world. But my shirt? No. I can't.
I tell Emmett this, and he sits back, one knee propped on the bed, pants open, sweat pouring down the sides of his face. He worries at his lip and slides one hand up to his hair. The beanie comes off and goes flying – into the dirty clothes pile, of course.
“It's okay, Claire,” he tells me, and that phrase makes goose bumps spring up all across my pale skin. Now that I know what he means by it, that simple phrase has transformed into something much more complex, something capable of bringing down my walls and destroying my pain. All I have to do is let it. 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.
I touch my fingers to Emmett's white scars, the ones that are nearly invisible in this light, and I close my eyes, take a deep breath.
He lifts my arms above my head and slides his hands under my shirt, scalding my flesh as he goes, burning me deep, scarring me forever. But it's a good thing, this ardent heat. I only wish I had the strength to do the same to him.
I let Emmett undress me, but I don't look at him, not even as he steps back and drops his jeans to the floor. I have just enough willpower to keep my breathing solid and my heart thumping. After this, he's going to ask me to eat, I know he is, and I'm going to have to. The difficulty of that should make this easy. All I have to do is let him see me as I am.
My eyes flicker open as Emmett drops his mouth to mine and kisses the hell out of me. He doesn't give me time to worry or be self-conscious, only to be. Just to be.
He slides his warm body into mine and joins us together, bringing me to the edge over and over, until I've got tears pouring down my face, until my nails are digging into his flesh and drawing blood. All of the pain I have inside is nothing against this rush of pleasure, this cleansing of fire. Tangled bodies and greedy mouths, hands that can't stop touching, feeling, because they know that the person you are is only half visible, that underneath, there's someone else altogether. Emmett touches my soul, and I let him.
“I'm glad you're still here, Claire,” he says and these are the only words either of us speak because they're too powerful to be followed up, too true to be answered. Inside, I know that I am, too, that I'm glad I didn't die that night lying on a bathroom floor with an empty heart and bloody arms. Emmett saved me then, and he'll save me now, take me as far as he can. I have to make sure that when I get there, I'm ready to walk the rest of the way on my own two feet.
We switch places, so that I'm on top and Emmett is beneath me, trapped between my knees, one hand on my ass, the other in my hair. I ride him until the pleasure becomes painful and breaks, like waves against the shore, bringing us closer together, drawing a scream from my throat and a groan from his.
Afterward, Emmett disappears and comes back with a plate, padding naked across the floor and slipping into the bed next to me. He doesn't say anything, but he does hand me the fork and watches as I bring a bite to my lips, just one single bite. Emmett isn't an orderly, isn't there to pass judgment or make me do things. He lets me do what I need to do and then holds me while I cry. And I cry. And I cry. When I'm finished, I'm pretty sure that there's nothing left to cry about.
Guess we'll see about that.



The next morning when I wake up, Emmett is gone and there's a note on the counter. Job interview, it says, and I smile. Emmett Sinclair doesn't waste any time. He lives each day like it's his last, like he should cram in as much living as humanly possible. I kind of love that about him. I, on the other hand, am not that way, not anymore. I actually end up sitting naked in the chair in the living room, wearing only the twin bandages on my wrists, staring at the sewing machine while I try to rearrange the thoughts in my head. They've been focused for so long on modeling that I don't know what to do with them now. Do I go to college in the fall? If so, what do I study? Should I take up photography? Design?
As I work my way through possible scenarios, I get the sense that life, if done right, is more questions than answers, more possibility than certainty. That scares the crap out of me.
I scoot forward and pick up the fabric, dragging it away from the table and laying it out on the floor. There's an awful lot of it, like enough to cover a king sized bed. I stand over it, wondering if I should get dressed. Part of me is desperate to, so I don't accidentally catch sight of my withering body. The other half of me thinks I should stay this way, get used to being in this foreign skin. I am not fat. I am skinny. Too skinny. I swallow hard and glance over my shoulder at the kitchen. Somehow, I know that I should be proud of myself, that for an anorexic, I'm making quick progress, but I actually feel like a miserable failure. If I hadn't made so many mistakes in the first place, I wouldn't be here. How can I be proud of climbing out of a hole I, myself, dug?
I sigh and settle on a glass of iced tea. It's not food, no, and it doesn't have any calories, but it's the best I can do right now. I drink the whole thing and set it on the counter, pausing as the doorbell sounds and echoes around the quiet house.
That scares the crap out of me.
One, quick peep through the curtains, and I spot my sister's car in the driveway.
Fuck.
I could pretend that nobody's here, sure, but she won't stop coming; she'll never stop coming.
I storm into Emmett's room and grab one of his shirts and a pair of boxers. When I finally do open the door, Marlena seems surprised to see me there.
Her hair is down today and gently curled around her face, making her blue eyes pop from her pale face. She's got on a form fitting black dress and a string of pearls. Pretty inappropriate for early afternoon. I wonder where it is she's going. A cocktail party? That's what it looks like, though I doubt it. I bet she wore that ensemble to work. I close my eyes and try to stop passing judgment on my sister. I'm mad at her, still hate her, but I've got to stop doing this. Bringing down others will not lift me up.
“What.” It's not even really a question, more like a statement. My sister shifts uncomfortably and opens her mouth, closes it. She doesn't even know what to say. Wow. That's a first. I tell her this. “Cat got your tongue? The Amazing M? I thought you always got straight to the point, guess I was wrong.” I start to shut the door, but she puts out her hand and blocks me. I might be angry, but I'm not barbaric. Slamming Marlena's hand in the door might me make feel better temporarily, but in the long run, it would just make me sick.
I reopen the door, but I don't let her in. I stand there with the purple wood separating us, and I glare, eyes narrowed, lips pursed tight. This doesn't phase Marlena. She just takes a deep breath and forges on, once again trapped in her idealistic view of the world. I am her project and she refuses to fail. I almost want to, just to spite her. But then I think of Emmett. A smile nearly hits my lips, but I force it back.
“I think you're making a mistake,” she tells me, not unexpectedly. I start to close the door again, but she grabs the frame and practically shoves her way into the house. I step back, startled and end up with my thighs pressed against the couch and my sister looming in the front entrance, eyes flickering over to the sewing machine, to the open bedroom drawer, and then down to the boxers I'm wearing. Her face gets weird.
“Say it,” I growl and she snaps her gaze to mine. “Say it and prepare to never fucking see me again. Belittle Emmett, be disgusted with him for sleeping with me. I know you want to.” I raise myself up, puff out my chest a bit. This is beyond normal sibling rivalry; this has now crossed that line and dropped straight over the edge.
“Claire,” she begins, but since she's being patronizing again, I cut her off.
“Marlena.” The way I say her name gets her attention; I can tell. “Listen to me and listen good, relay this back to mom and dad. I,” I point at my chest. “I make my own decisions. All of them. Even whether I live or die.” My sister starts to argue. If she didn't, I'd think she was possessed. I let it go, but I don't listen to her. Instead, I speak over her, and I'm proud to hear the strength in my voice. I look weak, feel weak, but maybe I'm not so weak? “And I choose to be with Emmett, here. I don't want a feeding tube in my nose or an orderly over my shoulder. I don't want to go back to Crescent Springs, and I sure as fuck am not going to Bayview Hills. Understand that, okay? I didn't try to kill myself.” I step forward, but Marlena doesn't step back. Getting her out of here is going to be a nightmare. I should've never answered the fucking door.
“Then how on earth did the glass get to your wrists, Claire? Did it float there?”
“I put it there to feel, Marlena!” I scream. I get up in her face, but she doesn't budge. “I put it there because you hurt me so bad, I couldn't even feel the pain. Do you understand that?” I scoff at her and step back, shaking my head, turning away and looking up at the ceiling. “Of course you don't. Nobody understand me.” I pause. “Except maybe Emmett.” This last part comes out in a whisper, but Marlena hears it. She's not one to miss any information.
“First night home from the hospital and he has sex with you? Don't you think that's weird, Claire? Normal people do not sleep with sick people, Claire, and you're sick. You need medical help.” I close my eyes because the anger inside of me is so bright it's blinding.
“You're so selfish,” I tell her, looking over my shoulder, watching her watching me. Her eyes keep drifting to my calves and getting stuck there. That bothers me more than it should. “Emmett sees the person I am inside. You see a project, something that needs to be fixed.”
“I love you, Claire,” she tells me as I spin around to face her.
“Liar.” I lock my eyes on her face and try to let my emotions shine through. Maybe she does, maybe, but she doesn't act like it. If you love something, you let it go. You do not trap it; you do not pass judgment on it; you do not hurt it the way she's hurting me. I nibble the inside of my cheek, and I try to figure out if there's a way to win this argument. There isn't. Not really. Emmett said we'd all have to move past this, but how? Marlena won't let us. “Hire Emmett back.” My sister laughs at this and puts her hands on her wide hips. For one, infinitesimally small second, I'm envious of them. Marlena actually looks like a woman. I cross my arms over my chest to hide the fact that the shirt I'm wearing hangs straight from my neck to my thighs.
“Claire, Emmett is half the problem.”
My eyes challenge hers – gray looking into blue.
“He's half the solution. When he came around, I had already dug my own grave. It was just a matter of time until I fell into it.”
“He's a pervert.”
“You're a bitch.”
Silence descends on the little, yellow house with the purple door and the gray roof.
Outside the open door, the rain continues to fall. It might be summer, but there's always a storm brewing somewhere, and I guess right now it's here, hanging over us, weighing us down. I stand up as straight as I can.
“When are you coming home?” Marlena asks like she didn't just insult the man I'm falling in love with, like she didn't just blow off everything I told her.
“Maybe never,” I respond, keeping my distance, standing my ground. Thank God, I'm eighteen. If I were underage by even a day, I'd be screwed. She'd drag me back home kicking and screaming. “Not until you all can accept Emmett, until you can accept me.”
“We love you, Claire.”
“Love and acceptance are not the same things, Marlena Morgan Simone.” I turn around and walk down the hallway, and she follows. When I hit my bedroom door, I go inside and I slam it in her face, locking it behind me. With my eyes shut tight, I slide down the wall until I'm seated in the spot where my desk used to stand.
“Claire.” Marlena taps at the door gently at first and then a little frantic. “If you don't open up, I'm going to call the police. I won't let you hurt yourself again.” I open my eyes and look around the room. As Emmett said, the whole place is empty and swept clean, floor mopped, shades drawn, closet open and bare. I get down on my hands and knees and crawl to the edge of the bathroom. The door is open, so I have a clear shot of the inside, the gleaming white tile, the toilet, the sink. I sit on my knees and stare while Marlena starts to shout at me. But I won't be bullied, and I won't be bossed around. Fuck, let her call the police. I don't give a shit.
I look at the floor there and I try to imagine the blood, the numbness. I glance over my shoulder and try to remember the pain. It isn't hard, but it also doesn't hurt as much as I thought it would. Good. My rebirth has changed me. All I need do is follow this path, let myself grow in body and spirit. Things will get better. They will.
I stand up and head back to the bedroom door, opening it at the same moment Marlena begins to dial on her cell phone. I look at her, and I have nothing else to say. Until she decides we can move on and focus on the next phase of my journey instead of the previous one, things will remain as they are. I head to the front door and stand with my hand on the knob.
“Get out.”
Marlena doesn't budge.
“I'm not done talking about this, Claire.” I shrug my shoulders.
“Well, I am. When you're ready to take the next step, come find me. Tell that to Mom and Big Bob, okay?”
“This is ridiculous,” she says, eyes wide, hands up, palms facing the ceiling. She can't believe that things are not going her way. Too bad. Maybe there's a lesson in all of this that Marlena is supposed to learn, too. She can't control the whole world. She can try to make things better, but she can't bully people. I can't wait for her to figure that out. Once she does, I think we could have a relationship again. Maybe.
“Please, leave.” This voice is not mine; it's Emmett's.
He steps in the door dressed in a red long-sleeved shirt and a pair of dark jeans. No beanie this time. Looks like Emmett's hair is actually behaving today, laying nice and thick across his skull, dripping over his forehead but not obscuring his eyes. I smile. Marlena frowns.
“Why? So you can take Claire back to death's door?”
“So we can get ready and go to class.” Emmett reaches out and takes my hand, sliding a brochure through my fingers. I look and see that it's the schedule for the community center. A sewing class is circled in red. My smile turns into a grin. Deep down, I feel a small bite of guilt for the way I talked to him before, when he asked me to design something for the fashion show he's no longer in charge of. I have to brush it back though, or I won't be able to deal with my sister.
“You can't stay here forever, Claire. This little fantasy bubble of yours will pop at some point, and you'll come crying home. You always do.” She storms off, pushing past Emmett and heading out the door. I slam it behind her. What Marlena doesn't get is that this has never happened to me before. How can I have come crying home when I never really left?
I turn to Emmett and give him a sympathetic look which he returns.
“Was she here long?” he asks, and I shake my head. It felt like hours, but it was probably minutes. And then, a dreaded question, but one that I don't think he means. “Have you eaten?” He cringes right after he says it, like he's just realized how bad that sounds. I just shake my head, holding the brochure out, so I can stare at it.
“Not yet,” I say and my voice comes out as a whisper. Emmett turns to me and takes my bandaged wrist between his fingers, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles. He smiles gently.
“That's okay,” he says, and then, “Are you hungry?” I look away, and I feel ashamed when I next speak.
“Not really.” My argument with Marlena didn't exactly whet my appetite. Even the idea of putting food in my mouth feels like a win for her side. I promise myself that I'll eat tonight when we go out with Emmett's dad.
Emmett doesn't make a big deal about this. He just nods and pulls me into his arms for a kiss.
“Did you get the job?” I ask him, and he just smiles. I slap a palm against his chest. “You did, didn't you?! Aren't you going to tell me where?” Emmett's smile blossoms into a grin.
“You'll never believe this,” he says to me. “But I just got hired at the Super Smoothie.”



I wear a sleeveless, black gown from Alice and Olivia by Stacey Bendet. It has a small cutout in the back and probably cost Emmett several hundred dollars. I feel guilty the second I put it on. And fat. And skinny. The sensation is so odd that I end up getting dizzy, bending over the sink and letting my head hang low, red hair cascading down around me. That's right – I got a wig. It's human hair, and oh so beautiful, red as rubies, shiny and healthy and perfect. I think it looks fake as hell, but Emmett promises me that it doesn't. He says nobody would ever know it wasn't real.
I look up at my reflection, and I'm happy to see that I'm not quite as ghastly this way. The hair falls gently over my cheeks hiding the excess fat … the skeletal thin … whatever. The makeup we bought isn't hurting either. My lips are no longer dry and chapped. Now, they're moist and pink, bright and youthful, the perfect complement to the blush I've used on the apples of my cheeks. The eyeliner makes my eyes pop and the shadow brings out the blue and helps hide the gray. Better. Much better. I almost feel like Old Claire now. In a way, that's a bit of a scary thought because Old Claire became In-between Claire. I have to remember that I am New Claire now. I am reborn.
I finish my makeup, slide on a pair of lace gloves, and step out of the bathroom and into a pair of black heels. These aren't designer, but Emmett tried. In fact, I'm glad they're not. I'm already so guilty about the dress that I can't even imagine what I'd do if I found out he'd splurged on a pair of Jimmy Choos.
“Wow,” Emmett says when I walk into the living room and find him sitting on the sofa. “Just wow.” Even though I feel ugly, even though I feel skinny and fat both, I blush. Emmett makes me forget that I'm an anorexic-bulimic-depressed monster. He makes me feel like just a girl, just a careless, beautiful girl.
I wait for him to stand up and come to me, to kiss my freshly rouged rips, to lean his forehead against mine.
He's been so lovey-dovey, I can hardly stand it. All through our sewing class, he was holding my hand, staring at me, kissing my cheek. Let's just say we got a lot of stares. At first I thought it might've been because I chose to wear a pair of my baggy sweats and one of Emmett's tees, letting my balding head shine fierce and my pale skin glow. But then Emmett mentioned that all the other folks in the class were women over the age of sixty, and maybe they were just staring because he was challenging gender roles by being there. I don't know if I believe him, but it made me feel better.
Still, I refused to leave the house again without a wig and some makeup. Emmett made that happen for me, even though he shouldn't, even though he can't afford it. I want to kiss his face off.
And now, with this dinner looming before us, he's still sweet as fucking pie. I'd be angry … trepidatious … scared. But Emmett isn't showing any sign that he's dreading this night. I touch the sleeves of his white button up and wish his arms were bare, so I could see those tiny scars and know that I wasn't alone. I figure it'll have to wait till tonight when I strip Emmett down and make love to him again. Despite what Marlena says, I'm not exactly a helpless little victim in all of this. I want to fuck Emmett, and I want to do it often.
“Are you okay?” I ask him, just to make sure. If he's holding it inside, I want him to let it out. I watch as he wets his lips and thinks carefully about the answer to that question.
“I am, and I'm not,” he says, folding me against him, treasuring me even though I still don't quite understand why. I assume that when I finally learn to love myself, I'll get it. “I'm glad that my dad's actually making an effort to change, but I'm sort of pissed that it's happening now. Does that make sense?”
“Don't worry about me.”
“I knew that after our first kiss in the tree house, that I would always worry about you. So don't worry about me worrying about you.” Emmett grins and grabs me on either side of my head, kissing my wig as if it really is my hair. I appreciate that.
“This is about you tonight,” I warn him, knowing all the while that he's going to be thinking about me anyway, if I'm eating, what I'm eating, how his dad is treating me. He hasn't said it aloud, but I can tell that he's worried. He says his father hurt women, but not how. Did he beat them? Rape them? And if so, once Emmett confronts him, will they have a relationship? I have no idea. I decide that I'm going to go into this without judgment, that I'll let my impression of the man and his fiancée be the deciding factor for me.
“Thank you,” he tells me, stepping back and examining me. I can tell he's finally just noticed that I'm not only pretty on the inside, but today, that I actually look presentable on the outside. Must be nice for him. I vow to make myself healthier, stronger, better. I want Emmett to love both sides of me (though I suspect he already does).
“For what?” I ask as he drapes a shawl over my shoulders, one that I've never seen before. It's made of black wool, and I can tell without examining it that it was expensive. I finger the soft fabric, but say nothing. Emmett already knows how I feel about all of this. I told him today, but he just smiled through it. I don't think there's much I can do to change his mind, and to tell you the truth, I don't really want to. I'm used to having things taken care of for me – my parents have been doing it my entire life. And yes, I need to stand up on my own two feet and move forward, but I don't know if I can handle recovery and newfound independence at the same time.
“For going with me, even though you probably don't want to.” Emmett pauses as he grabs his jacket from the back of the couch. God. He's so infuriating. The man is freaking gorgeous, and he has no idea, not a clue. He could be a male model in a second. The lines of his face are perfect – manly but not barbaric. His eyes are soft but sultry, and his body is rock hard. He smells good and he isn't covered in fur. Yeah, he's got a bit of hair on his chest, a little trail on his belly, but he isn't related to Cousin Itt, if you catch my drift. I stare at him as he glances over his shoulder at me, all innocent like.
“You're an ass,” I tell him, purposely ignoring his previous comment. No, I don't want to go to a restaurant. If I had to think up my own levels of hell, going to a restaurant would definitely be listed as one of them. All of those items listed but no calorie counts … complex dishes without any idea what ingredients are in them … people staring, watching you eat, judging you. I shiver.
Emmett looks perplexed.
“Am I?” he says, seriously asking a question. It's my turn to take his face between my hands and kiss him hard. This ends the conversation. “I hope the tree house is alright,” he says as we walk out the front door and pause on the porch, eyes fixated on the rain that falls in a seemingly endless stream from the sky. Eventually, it will clear and the sun will shine. Eventually. I keep this bit of information tucked away for later. Things are going well now, but they could change. Something bad could happen tomorrow or the next day or the day after that. That's why Emmett's way of life makes so much sense to me. He exists happily in the here and now.
I glance over at him and wonder if this meeting with his father will awaken anything dormant inside of him, if that pain will rear up and take over. God, I hope not. If this dinner is anything, I hope it's a lesson for me on how to handle things.
“You're brave,” I tell him, but he just laughs.
“I don't know about that. I think maybe that I'm just an environmentalist who drives a sports car.” I slap him on the arm, but when I go to pull my fingers away, they curl around his bicep and I end up with my head pressed into Emmett's shoulder.
My mood is up and down which is understandable but frustrating. What are you supposed to do when you want to be happy, but all you can be is sad? My stomach gurgles and I cross my arm over it to silence the noise. If Emmett hears it over the soft simmer of the rain, he doesn't let on. I wonder what would happen if I ate more. Would my mood remain more stable? I might have to try, just to find out.
“I think you're selling yourself short,” I tell him, wishing I was half as stable as he is. Emmett Sinclair is like a rock at the edge of the shore, and I am the waves that crash over and around it, desperate to be a part of something different but unable to make the change. Yup. That's me. “If you weren't as strong as you are, you'd have walked away from me already. And I wouldn't have blamed you.”
“Claire Simone,” he says, and at first he tries to play around with me, to make it a joke, but he can't and his face gets all serious. “It would be a lot harder to walk away from you than you think. Now who's selling herself short?”
“But my friends,” I begin. “My family … ” My argument's over before it even started. I want to scream out a list of names, call upon all the people that have abandoned me, but none of them have, not a single one. See, that's the pain talking, just that little, round circle of pain.
“Leanne and Jenn came to the hospital, you know? Did your family tell you that?” I look up at Emmett and watch his face. He brushes hair from my eyes, and smiles down at me. I don't have to answer that question; he knows. My family didn't bother to mention that, even though it would've meant a lot to me. They think they care about me, but right now, they're all using that love and affection for the betterment of themselves. As soon as they get it, as soon as they realize that it's not all about good intentions and selfish need, we'll make up. We have to. I want a happily ever after. I deserve one. I think. “You should call them tomorrow and have them come over.”
“I want to go to the tree house,” I tell Emmett. “But maybe the day after?”
“The day after is perfect,” he says and that's that.
We get in the car and drive to the restaurant together. On the radio, Never Too Late by Three Days Grace plays, giving me chills up and down my arms. The music's powerful enough and hits so close to home that I have to change the channel before I start bawling. It's kind of pathetic really. I end up pausing on a country music station and listening to a song I don't really like.
I can't show Emmett, but the closer we get to the restaurant, the more afraid I get. My pulse quickens and my head starts to spin. But I'm going to do this for him. He's done more than enough for me; I owe him this. I pause on that thought and rewind it. No, I don't owe Emmett anything. He's doing what he's doing because he … cares about me. So I should do the same. If I do this because of a debt then I'm simply remitting payment, and that's not it at all.
I fold my hands together in my lap and worry simultaneously about whether my upper arms are too fat or too skinny. It's disconcerting to say the least.
The restaurant that Emmett takes us to is on the north side of town, situated in a historic building jammed between a shoe shop and a clothing boutique. I've never been over here before, but the designer clothes in the windows clue me in to the fact that this is a pretty swanky area.
A valet takes the car and Emmett holds out his arm for me, letting me wrap my fingers around him for strength as I push my feet forward and try not to trip on my new gown. That would just be the icing on the cake for me. Claire Simone does not trip on her clothes. That's modeling 101 for sure.
The front doors are opened for us by a man in a suit, ushering us into a coat room where I'm forced to give up my shawl. I part with it reluctantly and feel suddenly like my shoulders are the talk of the entire building, that everyone is staring. They're not really, but that's how it feels. God, I think as I pinch the bit of skin next to my armpit. Look at that fucking chicken wing. I must look pitiful trying to play dress up. This is In-between Claire's thought. New Claire thinks about how horribly skinny she is and how she should've worn something with straps. I ignore In-between Claire and force New Claire to shut the hell up. Fat is fairly difficult to work with – it takes exercise and dieting. Skinny, on the other hand, just has to freaking eat. If I'm worried about it, I should just stuff a steak down my throat.
The thought makes me physically ill.
I bring up my new mantra and repeat it over and over and over again in my head. It helps. A little.
Live for them. Live for him. Live for me.
I squeeze Emmett's arm hard, letting him guide me around tables and past plate after plate after plate of food. My mind spins with numbers and aggressive thoughts. Look at that woman, already fat as hell, with a freaking rack of lamb in front of her. Doesn't she know that even that amount has 250 calories, 180 of them from fat? Is she freaking delusional?
I keep a smile on my face and try to convince both Emmett and myself that nothing is wrong. My legs are shaking and my armpits are slick with sweat, but no, I'm perfectly fine. Really. Just peachy.
Emmett stops suddenly and just stares, focusing his eyes on a single table in the back left corner. There's a small booth there with a high backed seat, red as sin. The people sitting in it are plain enough, unremarkable. There's a man with a balding head and a halo of white hair talking with a woman who's probably younger, but not by a lot. They seem happy, normal. Then I glance over at Emmett and see a sheen of sweat on his forehead. His eyes are locked onto this couple, frozen and unblinking. It takes him a few minutes to snap out of it.
“You alright?” I ask him, wishing I had the strength to hold him the same way he holds me. But I can't. All I can do is follow him around and stay in control of myself, do my best not to make things worse. We make our way over to the table, slowly, purposely dragging our feet along the dark, burgundy carpeting. Emmett isn't ready. He's preparing himself, but he's not ready.
When we finally do reach the edge of the table and pause there, he's back to normal, smiling and steady, strong, impenetrable. I see right through it. If Emmett has an Achilles' heel, this is it.
“Emmett,” his father says, rising from the table and holding out his hand for a shake. Emmett takes it, but instead, leans in close and gives the man a hug. It surprises them both, I think, but there it is. It's awkward, but it works. I keep smiling. There's no warmth in it, but at least it's better than an all out grimace. The smells here are intense and they're making me sick. This is ten times worse than the dining room at Crescent Springs because these sights, these smells are actually enticing. I want this stuff and that makes it all worse. I thought it would be easier, but I was wrong. Feeling like I'm eating out of duty, out of responsibility, simply to keep myself alive and functioning is one thing. Eating just to eat? Even the thought makes me crazy. I start to curse that piece of cake. Blaming it makes me feel better.
“Ted,” Emmett responds, using his father's first name instead of his title, a subtle but obvious decision. The woman watches this exchange with pale, blue eyes that twinkle a bit when she focuses them on Ted. Whatever it was he's done in the past, I would guess he's stopped doing it now. But then again, what do I know? This chick could have Stockholm Syndrome or something. “I'd like to introduce you to my girlfriend, Claire Simone.” Emmett doesn't hesitate when he gives me that illustrious title. Girlfriend. It makes my skin tingle and sends a little thrill down my spine. Is that what I am? Is it official? My smile changes, becomes more genuine.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Sinclair,” I say, extending my hand. The old man smiles and it twists the skin on his face just enough that I know this isn't an expression he's used often in his life. He has frown lines for days, but no smile lines. Is it this woman that's changed things for him or something else? It's hard to say. I assume clues will come out during dinner. They usually do. When people are around food, they hardly think with clear heads.
“Miss Simone,” Ted says, pressing a dry kiss to my knuckles and holding out his hand to indicate his lady friend. “Allow me to introduce you to my fiancée, Liza Cantrell.” I remove my fingers from Ted's grip and present them to Liza. She shakes my hand with a weak grip – bad sign. She doesn't stand up nor does she shake with Emmett. Hmm. “Please, sit down.” Ted scoots closer to Liza and Emmett climbs in after him, holding out his hand for me to take. As I do, I make sure to look into his eyes, to capture his gaze with mine and let him know that no matter what, I'm here. I might not be able to carry him through, but I also won't abandon him. He gets this, I think, and he smiles bright.
A waiter approaches before there's a chance to really start any dialogue and pours us all a glass of Chardonnay without checking ID. I'm not one to complain and Emmett says nothing, so I drink up. I think I'm going to need this to get through the evening. Seventy-five calories. I push the number aside.
Menus are placed before us and my heart leaps into my throat.
Oh. My. Fucking. God. I don't think I can do this.
I take another sip of my wine.
“So, Claire,” Liza begins, taking charge of what may turn out to be an incredibly awkward conversation. My hands tighten around the menu, stiff as iron, but I manage to look Liza in the face and keep a smile on my lips. At first, this woman seemed okay, but now … I'm not so sure. She may be a little seedy for my tastes. I pry one of my hands off the sheet of cream paper and wrap it around the stem of my wine glass. “What is it you do for a living?” I have no clue what to say, so I just sit there and stare. Fortunately, Emmett comes to my rescue.
“Claire's a model,” he says, and immediately, I see judgments being passed. Oh, look how skinny she is. She must be anorexic. I wonder if she ever eats? It's there, all there, written across Liza's pale face, her rounded cheeks, her surgically enhanced jawline. I remain calm on the outside but inside, I simmer. People have always assumed that I was anorexic because of the whole modeling thing. Sometimes I wonder if their judgments had any influence on the fact that I actually became one. Another sip of wine goes down the hatch.
“Oh? That's interesting,” Liza says, icy blonde hair arranged softly around her face. It drips like icicles onto her shoulders and compliments the royal blue color of her dress. She might be a few decades older than me, but she's prettier. That's your insecurity talking, Claire, I tell myself, but I don't listen, not really. “Who have you modeled for?”
“Claire's just starting out,” Emmett interjects, and I think he's actually regretting bringing that up. I don't blame him. That's all I've been defining myself by, modeling. I don't even know who to be without it. That's something I'm going to have to figure out soon if I'm going to make it through this. Do I continue to strive for that ideal, even though it's detrimental to my health and the person I ultimately want to be? That's a hard decision to make. I thought I would die for my dream, and I was right: I almost did. The question is, was it worth it? Emmett changes the subject and gives my thigh a squeeze under the table. “So, Ted, what brings you to town? It's been, what, four years? Five? I haven't heard from you since I left Connecticut.” Emmett's voice sounds pleasant, but his words are a double-edged sword. Why didn't you come find me sooner, Dad? Don't you care about me? Why did you do those terrible things?
Ted smiles, but he uses the waiter as an excuse, training his eyes on the man's face and telling him that yes, we are indeed ready to order. The man starts with Liza and begins to move his way towards me. I look down at the page and suddenly, I can no longer read the English language. Everything just blurs together into this tangled mess of black symbols and cream paper. Sweat pours down my nose, drips from the tip and hits the page. Nobody notices, but Emmett.
“It'll be okay,” he whispers into my ear, pushing aside the ruby red waves of the wig. “Just order something with a weird name or the most expensive thing on the menu. It doesn't even have to be about the food, just pick something you can't pronounce. You don't have to eat it if you don't want to.” Emmett pauses and presses a kiss to my neck. Meanwhile, the waiter gets over to him and waits patiently. I guess in a swanky place like this, he has no choice. Rich people do a lot of stupid things. I bet he's seen worse. Still, I don't particularly like being stared at, so I take Emmett's advice and blurt out an order before he even gets a chance to say his.
“I'll take the roasted duck with the broccoli rabe,” I say, even though I have no clue what the hell broccoli rabe even is. What I do know is that duck has over 500 freaking calories per breast. Great. Good choice, Claire. I slam my menu down on the table like I've just completed a marathon. Emmett kisses my cheek and orders his own food.
I hardly notice any of it. For the next thirty minutes, I sit still as a statue and think only about the food and the calories and how I'm going to feel obligated to eat because of Liza. She keeps staring at me, judging me for being too skinny. While the rest of the restaurant judges you for being too fat. I blink, nice and slow, try to get my emotions under control. The blue in my fingernails might be starting to fade and I might not be blacking out anymore, but this double doubt thing has got to stop. I can't do this anymore; it really is going to kill me.
So I touch the lace gloves on my wrists and thank Emmett a million times over for thinking of buying them. The scars aren't so bad, not really, but they're pretty obvious, dark against my pale skin. And the stitches don't help much either. I look like a Tim Burton creation or something, like I'm the Corpse Bride's distant relative. Besides, it's not really a topic I want to get into, and I can pretty much guarantee that Liza is the type to pry. I keep my wrists flat on the table, just in case. Something about her reminds me of Marlena, like she's scavenging for information.
Emmett's father doesn't acknowledge his son's previous question and starts going off about his car rental business and how well things are going, etc., etc. Emmett pretends to be interested, but he's not. His eyes are distant, and I notice that his hands are worrying at the sleeves of his shirt, like he's trying to touch his scars, to remember that they're there, so he knows that this pretty, little dinner is all an illusion.
I lean my head against his shoulder for support.
Ted doesn't seem to care that there are other people at the table and pretty much talks nonstop until the food arrives. He doesn't see that his son wants, needs, to have a discussion with him. He just says what he wants to say, everyone else be damned. I watch Liza during this exchange, trying to figure out if she seems damaged, if it looks like she's afraid of Ted. Doesn't seem like it, but who knows?
My eyes fall to my plate, to the steaming piles of calories and fat. Emmett notices and leans in again.
“You know how hungry I get,” he whispers, trying to make me feel better, putting me before everything else, even himself. “I can always help you polish that off.” I smile, but it doesn't reach my eyes. When I pick up my fork, I notice that my hand is shaking uncontrollably, and I'm forced to stick it under the table to hide the motion.
Only Emmett notices.
“So,” Ted says, not bothering to pick up any of his silverware. He keeps his wine glass in his hand and stares at his son. They look nothing alike. And I don't just mean that they don't have the same nose or the same chin or whatever. I mean they don't even feel the same. When I look in their eyes, there's nothing there that looks compatible. “I have something to tell you.” He clears his throat and looks over at Liza who smiles mirthlessly. At first I thought it was because she was cruel, but as I continue to stare at her, I decide that it's because she's sad. This isn't a happy woman that sits before me.
I look back down at my plate. I want to say that I can't do this, but that's not true. It's not that I can't. If I don't eat right now, it's because I won't. I stab one of the green vegetables with my fork, digging in with all the fierceness inside of me, all of that repressed anger and guilt. Take that, broccoli rabe, whatever it is that you are. I stuff the bite into my mouth and chew as quickly as I can.
My body, literally, eats this up.
And then I'm snatching up my knife and slicing into the tender flesh of the duck, bleeding sweet juice across my plate, awakening some ravenous carnivore inside of me. It's not the rapacious monster, though I think that at first, this is just a primal side of me long denied its basic needs. I'm going to pay for my starvation. Emmett watches me fall on my food like a freaking pig, and he just smiles about it. He's so happy to see me making progress that he barely hears what his father says. I do, though, and my entire body goes cold.
“I thought this would be better done in person,” Ted says, finally setting his wine down and picking up his fork. The man's ordered a filet mignon with cauliflower puree, but I can't even imagine him eating it. He doesn't. He just sits there with his fork poised and his brown eyes on his son. He doesn't even wait for Emmett to turn and look at him. “Your mother passed away last week. I thought you should know.” Ted pokes his fork into his meat and then sets it back down. He retrieves his glass, but doesn't drink the liquid. If I'm not mistaken, he looks … pleased. Is he happy about this?
Emmett is still looking at me, but his face doesn't change. Not outwardly. He keeps his smile, but his eyes dim, just a little at first, then a lot. He turns back to his father and takes a deep breath.
“Oh?”
“Unfortunately, it seems like she lost the battle with cancer.” The word unfortunately does not roll off of Ted's lips. It feels forced. “I'm sorry to bring this up, but I decided it would be better if I told you than you found out later. I know you weren't close, but I had always hoped she would seek you out and try to make up for lost time.” Ted smiles; Emmett smiles. Neither of them mean it.
The table goes silent, and my frenzy goes into overdrive. I slam that whole plate and then I devour a roll from the basket in the center of the table, two, three … Liza watches me apathetically. Shit. I'm losing control now. I'm not just eating; I'm bingeing. In front of everyone.
I feel sick.
I grab the wine glass, down the rest of it and stand up. My head is spinning, and I can't think straight. Emmett needs me, but I need him, and I don't know what to do. I think, sometimes, that my condition stems from the fact that I don't know how to process emotion – rejection, love, anger, anticipation, hate, need, whatever. Right now, that's one hundred percent how I feel.
“Excuse me,” I say as I hold back tears and grab at the fabric of my dress, rushing between tables where I swear I can hear people laughing. Look at the fat-skinny bitch. Pathetic. If there's one thing humans
were born to do, it's eat, and she can't even get that right. She's a failure at life. I hit the door to the bathroom and stumble inside, moving across the slick tiled floors into the largest stall at the end. I push inside and collapse to the floor before the first wave of nausea hits me. I don't even have to stick my finger down my throat the first time. I just lean over the toilet and it happens.
I vomit up my ninety dollar meal, and I shake the whole time I'm doing it. The beautiful red hair I've borrowed, that I've taken from another person and put on my head selfishly, vainly, begins to drift forward until gentle fingers pull it back, swipe it behind my ear. Emmett.
“Go away,” I whisper as I grip the sides of the toilet. Thank God, this is a swanky restaurant or else this would be much less hygienic. Everything looks pristine. I feel wrong anyway, dirty, a failure of the worst kind. I squeeze my eyes shut. This isn't perfect. If I was going to do this, I needed to do it right, and I didn't. I'm just here spontaneously. I shouldn't be. I can't.
“No.” Emmett's voice is firm but comforting. I put my finger into my mouth and he grabs my wrist gently, not like he's going to physically try and stop me but enough that I have to think twice about it. “You don't have to do this if you don't want to.”
“I lost count,” I whisper as I stare down at the messy water. How pretty is that, Claire? How glamorous is vomit? In-between Claire is raging, trying to wake up my monster, trying to engulf me in pain. The better I get, the harder she'll fight back. This is just the beginning, but if I resist her now, I'll be one step closer to healing my body and my soul. “I don't know how many calories I ate.” Emmett squeezes me tight, presses me so firmly against his body that I feel my breath escape me in a rush along with a few, stray tears. I let them fall, but I hold the rest back. The thought of seeing Ted and Liza with puffy, red eyes kind of makes me want to scream.
“Let's sing a song,” Emmett whispers, leaning back and putting just enough pressure on me that my hand slides off of the toilet seat and I end up sitting in his lap. He should run away from me, escape this toxicity that I spew into the air around me. But I know he won't and that makes me feel like I can actually beat this. Maybe not today or tomorrow but soon. My rebirth will not be for naught. There are people who don't get second chances; I am one of a lucky few. I can't waste this. It would be wrong.
“What song?” Bile rises in my throat, burns the lining with acidity. I push it back. That's a first.
“How about … Mary Had a Little Lamb?” I snort and then sniffle, snatching a piece of toilet paper from the roll to wipe at my mouth and nose with. I must look absolutely ridiculous sitting there in my expensive dress on the floor of a public bathroom. Any other guy would be disgusted with me. But not Emmett. He must be like a fucking saint or something.
“You want to sing nursery rhymes with me?”
“Why not?” I don't respond to that, but I don't throw up again. I swallow down my pain and turn to face my new boyfriend, the one that I wasn't looking for, the one that I didn't want. God, I got lucky.
“I'm sorry about your mother,” I say as I reach up and run my fingers through his hair. I want to kiss him, but my mouth tastes like regurgitated duck. Not exactly the most romantic thing in the world. So I just look at him, and I try to tell him with my eyes that I didn't mean to come in here, that it was an accident. He bites at his lip for a second and then shakes his head.
“It's alright,” he tells me, but I know that it's not, not really. I wish Emmett could feel vulnerable with me. Yet another goal for me to strive for.
I scoot back and force myself to my feet, and he follows. I look down at the floor and I can't find the right words to say.
“If you change your mind about the nursery rhymes, I'm always game, just so you know.”
“You're too good to me.”
“Maybe I'm just right?”
Emmett holds out his hand, and I take it.
When we get back to the table, Ted and Liza are already on their way out.
“Sorry to eat and run,” Ted says, but when I look at his food, it's untouched. At least there's a wad of cash on the table. “But I have a business matter to attend to.” And just like that, Ted Sinclair leaves his son standing alone with a crazy girl, leaves him without any closure or further explanation, leaves him with the news of his mother's death and doesn't care.
When Liza gets up, when she walks away from the table, neither Emmett nor I miss the purple bruises that decorate the skin on her upper back.
That scares me.



Emmett and I don't wait to go the tree house. Even though it's raining outside, and it's dark as hell, we drive straight there after dinner. Me, with my tummy rumbling, and my throat sore, and Emmett quiet and brooding. I've never seen him brood before, and it kind of scares me, but I'm suffering so bad that I don't know what to do except let him hold my hand while we ride in complete silence.
When we pull into the parking lot, and the orange lights highlight his frowning face, I finally speak.
“He hasn't changed,” I say, stating a fact we're both already aware of. Emmett nods. “Maybe he never will?”
“I don't think so,” he replies as he switches off the car and lets the sounds of the engine fade away, swallowed up by the pounding rain that ricochets off the metal above our heads. “I had hoped so, but I think it was just wishful thinking. I wanted to be able to forgive him, but I don't know if I ever will, especially if he's still taking his pain out on other people.”
I look down at my nails and I wonder about Liza. Is she like me, punishing herself? Does she stay with Ted because she doesn't believe she deserves any better? I don't have answers to my questions, and I probably never will. But if Ted can't change, how can I? Maybe people just stay the same, always.
“I don't have an umbrella, so we'll have to make a run for it,” Emmett tells me. “Do you remember the way?” I'm not sure that I do, but I know he'll lead me there anyway, so I nod.
Together, we climb out of the warm, dry car and into the rain. Him, in his suit and tie. Me, in a designer gown and heels.
Our footsteps sound loud against the pavement, echoing in the quiet night as we splash through puddles and trudge through mud. The forest is so dark that even the moon can't penetrate it. It's as if we've entered a cave and traveled deep within the earth, to a place that sunlight never sees. Emmett, though, he doesn't falter, just keeps pulling me along, past bushes, between trees. My dress is so wet that it feels like it weighs a million pounds, and it's stuck against my skin, plastered to my legs and my back and my ass. The wig, fortunately, stays on my head, but the bits of soggy hair slap my cheeks as I run, and I can't help but wonder how terrible I look. Hopefully not as bad as I did that day I went to see Lianna Cheung, when I embarrassed myself beyond belief. Fortunately, there's not enough light here for Emmett to see me, so I figure I'm okay.
Just when I think we're lost, Emmett pauses and pulls me forward, closing my hand around one of the rungs on the rope ladder. Before I start to climb though, he wraps himself around me, warm and wet, and presses his mouth against my ear.
“I want you to know that if you fall, I'll be there to catch you.” My heart skips a beat and my mouth goes dry. I don't even know how to respond to that, so I just start to climb, Emmett right behind me, arms on either side of my legs, positioned just so. But he needn't be so worried. I made it up here at my weakest, and my lowest, and now, I'm starting that arduous climb up the other side. I have the strength, if only barely, to make it up to the tree house, to rise to our escape.
Rain lashes Emmett and me as we climb, ascending into darkness, breaking through the incessant stream of water as we put hand over hand, foot over foot, and finally, find a bit of moonlight waiting at the top. There's not a lot of it, and I'm sure the clouds will soon cover it up, but for now, it's there, a small stream across the wet, wood floor of the tree house, like a welcome mat.
I pull myself through with a groan and collapse onto my back. Everything up here is wet, and water is draining in through the glassless windows and the skylight in mini waterfalls, but it's okay. It's alright because we're here together and nobody can take that away. I roll to my side and watch as Emmett emerges through the opening in the floor next and scoots his ass onto solid ground, leaving his legs dangling dangerously into the dark depths below.
“This was stupid, wasn't it?” he asks. I smile.
“Probably. But was it worth it?” Emmett thinks about that for a moment. I can see just enough of his face to know what he's going to say next.
“Yeah, I think it was. How about you?”
I sit up and look around, at the curtains we hung and the bedding we laid out. It's all wet, but otherwise undisturbed. It might be rainy, but it isn't windy. At least there's that. And this place, even in the dark, even in the wet, is so magical, such a far cry from everyday life that I couldn't ever find fault in coming here. Even if the forest were on fire, I think this place would stay safe. I think it'll always be safe.
“Yeah, actually I do.”
I get on my hands and knees and crawl over to the area between the two beds. It's the driest spot there is, plus, if I position myself just right, I can look up and out the skylight at the dancing tree tops and the gray clouds. Emmett joins me and curls himself around my body, so that I'm tucked into him, head under his chin, body wrapped in his arms.
“I'm sorry about dragging you there,” he tells me. “I shouldn't have even gone. It's not like … it's not like I knew my mother anyway.” He's still sad about her death though, sad that he never got to know her, sad that she cared more about herself than she did him. If she had loved him, she would've taken him with her and not left him with a man who hurt others to make himself feel better. “Besides, I knew he'd never changed. I just … I hoped.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” I whisper although I don't know if I really believe that yet. I close my hands and let the sound of the rain lull me into a half-sleep.
I think it's a long while later that Emmett speaks again.
“Just because he hasn't changed doesn't mean you can't,” Emmett tells me. My eyes open and focus on a trickle of wetness that's dripping onto the green and brown bedspread we picked out together. Seems like that took place years ago, but it was only a week. Just one week.
“How do you know that?”
“Because you're stronger than him. Ted is weak, Claire. That's why he hurts others to make himself feel better. I used to think he hurt them because he got off on it or something, that he was a sadist or whatever. But I don't think that's true anymore. I think he's damaged so deep inside that he doesn't know how to handle it, so he punishes the people around him for it.” Emmett pauses and takes a deep breath. “I can't let his pain or their pain be my own. I can't save them if they don't want to be saved. That's the first step to recovery. Knowing you have a problem, wanting to change it. I stopped cutting because I wanted to. You can do the same thing.”
“Are you okay?” I ask him, sitting up, scooting away a bit, so I can try to see into his eyes. It's hard up here, bathed in this all consuming darkness. The moonlight has fled, but I still feel okay, still feel at peace. This dark isn't the same kind that was in my soul. This is different. This dark is just a different side of light, a frame if you will. Something to show you how pretty the glow of the sun is. It's just a comparison, not an enemy.
“Me?” he asks, sounding surprised. “Of course. I was more worried about you.”
“Because of the puking?” Emmett reaches over and touches my hair, taking it gently between his fingers. At first, I think he's just touching it affectionately, but then he starts to pull the wig away, and my hands come up and clamp down around it. I stare at him like he's completely lost it.
“Claire,” he says, trying to move forward. I scoot back.
“Emmett.” I don't want him to take my wig away. He pauses and drops his hands to his lap.
“I was worried about you because I didn't want you to feel discouraged. Not everybody can beat their problems, but you can.” I think of Kylie when he says that, and I wonder how she's doing. I really, really hope she calls me.
“How do you know that? Look at you. You thought you were over your pain, but you're not. Your dad is still haunting you, but you can avoid him. I can't avoid food, Emmett. Not without dying again.” He looks up at me and the shadows on his face shift enough that I know he's smiling.
I start to cry. Goddamn it.
“Claire,” Emmett says again and then the wig is being lifted away from my scalp and set aside. Before I can protest, hot lips brush against the fine layer of hair there, tease away the pain and the embarrassment with warmth. I want to punch Emmett for taking it off, but I can't. All I can do is sit there and tremble and wonder why he's not the one crying. “My father is the perfect example of what happens when you refuse to change, when you remain steadfast in your belief that nothing can ever get better, that life will always fail you. Yes, I think I went there hoping that we could make up and that I could forget everything he ever did, but that's not the way life works. I know now that I was on the right path, that I'm going to have to wait. If he decides he needs help, I'll be here.”
“And you'll forgive him?”
Emmett sighs and I know this is hard for him. But he's getting through it. And he's doing it without any help from me.
“I can forgive him for what he did to me, but not what he did to them. All I can do is help guide him to it. That is, if Liza and the other women even want to forgive him. Some of them stay, I think, because they feel like deserve it, like they should suffer for whatever it is they think they've done. I don't want you to feel that way, Claire.”
“I'm not the same as them,” I protest, and I'm not, but I'm similar. Like Emmett said before, different fur, same animal. Pain. Acceptance. Recovery. It's universal. If I want to get better, I have to get through it. “Are you mad about the purging?” I ask tentatively. If he says he is, I'll probably get pissed, push him away and grab my wig back. But for now, I just sit there and let the tears fall. I can't seem to stop them, no matter how hard I try.
Emmett holds out his arms and I fall into them, letting him hold me as the rain drizzles down around us.
“Of course not. It was a mistake; it's over now. Not a big deal.” I close my eyes and burrow my face into his armpit. Could I have survived this without him? Short-term, maybe, but not long-term. Eventually, I would've relapsed and gone right back to doing what I'd been doing. Right now, there's a hope for something different.
I gather my resolve together, pull it tight into me, and lay there knowing that right now, nothing can hurt me. Nothing.
Over an hour passes with neither of us speaking.
When I finally do get the courage, I pull back and look up at Emmett's face. It's peaceful. He's back to just being. I like that. He can touch his pain and tease it and recognize that it's there, but he can also forget about it, live as if it never was. That's what I'm going to have to do. One day, it will disappear for good, I know it will.
“Emmett,” I command him, and he looks down at me. This time a shaft of moonlight catches across his face and makes his eyes shimmer. “Kiss me.” He smiles and does what I ask without protest, bending low, capturing my mouth with his as the rain switches direction and starts streaming through the skylight straight into our faces. It pours down our skin and coats us in slick wetness as we drink it in between kisses, taste a piece of night sky and a bit of freedom. That's one of the things I like most about being out here: there's nobody else around to see. Whatever happens here belongs to us and only us.
A thrill runs through me, like I've been shocked by lightning or something and for a split second, I feel like Old Claire, like the fiery redhead I was before all of this started. But I can't be her again. I have to be New Claire because she's stronger, better, because she can fight off the demons and sing with the angels.
I tear Emmett's wet shirt open and buttons go flying. He looks surprised but not displeased as I kiss my way down his wet belly and go for his pants. If it was cold up here before, it isn't anymore, and now everything just feels hot and wet, like the water could evaporate at any moment, turn into steam and scald us both. Emmett stops me after I undo his pants, before I can put my mouth around him, and he pulls my face up with gentle fingers under the chin, kisses me again.
“I want to look at you,” he whispers against my lips and I swear, the tree house spins in circles around me. I crawl onto the bed and bring him with me. We lay side by side and kiss without tongue, pressing our lips together as water pools around us. I think we could drown and we wouldn't notice. We're too busy touching and feeling, warming up cold bodies with fervid fingers and shedding our wet clothing. Most of it has to be peeled away, like the layers on an onion, stripped slowly off, dragged down, thrown away. I think my dress falls through the hole in the floor, but I'm not sure. In the moment, it doesn't matter at all, not even one, little bit.
Emmett slides on the top of me and then moves down, spreading me open, so he can taste me along with the rain. I look up through the skylight at the storm and I decide that even if it doesn't pass, even if it stays this way forever, it's not so bad.
Emmett has the pleasure of being the first man to ever venture below, to ever bring me to the edge of pleasure with his mouth. I don't tell him that, but I think he knows anyway, and he's damn good at it. He knows exactly how far to take it before he stops and comes back to me, entwining himself in my arms before he slides his cock into me, before he brings stars to my eyes and hope to my heart.
We fuck in the tree house, and it's the best sex I've ever had, best for us both, I think. Because up here, it's just us, and there's nobody passing judgment. Up here, I don't think about the size of my breasts, only that his hands are on them, his mouth. I don't think about how boney my hips are, only that they're cradled against his pelvis. Emmett makes me forget and I love him for it. I do. I really, really do.



Two weeks pass and nothing changes. I don't relapse,
but I don't improve much either. I gain a few pounds, but not enough. I have energy, but not a lot.
I hear nothing from my family; I don't contact my friends.
I decide that until I can gain more control over myself, I should stay away from them.
The blue fabric slides through the sewing machine and out the other side, pooling on the coffee table in a heap. I push it through fast and finish my seam, dragging it back around for inspection. Looks pretty good. I'm pleased with myself. I mean, I should be getting better. All I've done for the last few weeks is go to sewing classes with Emmett and fuck. That's pretty much it, but it's amazing, and it's just surreal enough that I feel like it falls outside the scope of normal reality, which is exactly where I need to be right now. I'm not ready to face the world as a whole yet.
My dress is taking shape, slowly and cautiously, and yeah, maybe it's riddled with mistakes, but it's my creation, the first one I've ever had the guts to realize. I fold the fabric in my lap with a sigh and stand up, shaking out the wrinkles and tossing it over the back of the couch.
When Emmett's at work, it can get awfully lonely around here. I have no car and no money to spend even if I did.
“I need to get a job.” Even as these words leave my lips and float around the quiet room, I know that need and want are two entirely different things. I need a job, but I do not want one. I want a career, always have. I pause on my way into Emmett's bedroom and glance down the hall, towards the back door that I never use. My tongue slides across my lips as I turn to face the single window winking sunshine across the floor. I might be wearing men's socks and a baggy tee, but I think I can still rock it.
I start walking, keeping my arms by my sides, my chin up, my hips forward. I pound the wood floor in my thick, woolen socks, imagining as I go that they're heels, something flashy, tall and fierce. And as I walk, I analyze. Will this make me happy? Will this complete me? When I hit the door, I pose and tuck my lower lip behind my teeth. I look in the glass and pretend that a hairless girl with sunken cheeks does not look back out at me. God, I can't wait to feel sexy again. It's certainly been awhile. When I'm with Emmett, when I see myself reflected in his eyes, I feel pretty, but it never lasts. Like I said, I have to find something in myself. He can only take me so far.
I walk back down to the end of the hallway and am surprised when somebody starts clapping.
I spin to face the intruder and find Kylie North standing in my living room.
“What are you doing here?” I blurt as my heart pumps fiercely and my body reels from a rush of adrenaline. She looks around the room with her bright, green eyes, takes in the sewing machine, the drawn blinds. I must've left the door unlocked.
“I knocked, but you didn't answer,” she says as I reach up a hand to wipe hair from my face. And then remember that I don't have any. My hands fall to my sides. I look at Kylie and see that she's got on a beautiful long-sleeved jersey dress that hits her mid-thigh and shows off legs that are white, but not pale, more like they've been carved from stone or something. The fabric is gorgeous, purple with blue flowers, a Christopher Kane piece if I'm not mistaken, which I could be. I feel so out of the loop now.
I cross my arms over my chest to hide the faded Earth Day logo that's printed on the black fabric.
“So you just came in?” I ask her, but she isn't really listening anymore. She's gravitating towards my dress, my work in progress that I'd rather nobody saw. I don't stop her, though. I feel like I can't even move. She looks so pretty, and I … I don't.
“I called the number you gave me, and nobody answered. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“How did you get this address?” I ask her as she scoots around the coffee table and picks up my dress. I glance away. I should be creeped out that she's here, that she just walked in and saw me parading down the hallway and making an ass out of myself, but I'm not. Frankly, I'm just kind of happy that she's still alive.
“Um, the Internet?” she says, like that explains everything.
“That's fucking creepy,” I tell her, but she isn't listening. Kylie tucks some of her bouncy curls behind one ear and unfolds my dress, holding it up to her curvy body and popping out a knee.
“How do I look?” she asks, glancing around like she's trying to find a mirror or something.
“Kylie,” I snap, trying to get her attention. “What are you doing here?” Finally, her face gets serious and she puts the dress down. A sigh escapes her moist lips as she tilts her head back and closes her eyes.
“You said you needed a friend, so here I am.” She pauses and lifts her head to look at me. “And honestly, I could kind of use one, too.” I continue to stare at her. “I drove two hours to get here,” she tells me, and then I, too, sigh.
“I'm glad you're – ” I pause because I'm not sure how to phrase this.
“Not dead?” Kylie asks, and I grimace. She just shrugs and moves around the couch closer to me. “Me, too. And it's because of that thing you said to me.” I look at her skeptically. From what I can remember, I was hardly helpful. That, and our discussions primarily revolved around the mundane.
“What thing?” Kylie smiles and stands up on her toes, so she can reach out to touch my fuzzy scalp. I scoot away from her and give her a weird look.
“You know, if you got some shine serum and just slicked this forward, it would look fucking awesome.” I don't know how to respond to that. I just stare. I even think that my mouth hangs open a bit. I hadn't ever thought to try to style these fuzz wisps. Holy shit. I reach my fingers up and brush them over my scalp. Kylie steps back and looks down at the floor. Or maybe she's staring at the black suede Tory Burch booties on her feet. I know I would be.
“That whole, one road, two forks thing.” I keep staring.
“You mean, you can always find a scenic detour to your destination?” I butcher Emmett's beautiful words, I know, but my memory is better than Kylie's. She snaps her fingers at me.
“Exactly! That. That, and … ” Kylie looks around like somebody might be listening, and then leans in close. Her voice comes in a whisper. “Those poems, those drawings.” Oh. My face heats up and my cheeks go pink. Better than sallow, I guess. Kylie takes a step back and turns around, moving over to the fireplace and running her hands down the smooth, dark wood of the mantel. “I memorized them both. You're really good at that, you know … writing poetry.”
“Thanks,” I say, but I don't think I'm any good at all. I think I just scribbled down some words from the soul and they happened to resonate with her. I keep this to myself. If they helped her, who I am to complain?
“So I thought I'd come over and we could go to lunch and start working out our shit together, like sponsors or something, you know from AA.” I want to say no, to tell her to go away, but it is awfully lonely here. My self-imposed isolation is wearing thin.
“Okay,” I tell her. “But I don't want to go to a restaurant.” I haven't been to one since the dinner with Emmett's father. I don't know if I'll ever go back.
“That's stupid,” Kylie tells me, turning back around and coming straight for me. When I move out of the way, she goes directly into Emmett's bedroom and lets out a whistle. “God, it's messy in here.” She pauses. “But also clean. How strange.” The closet doors come open as I step up behind her. “That's what people do. They go out to restaurants and they eat. That's what we're going to do. And then we're going shopping.”
“But I don't, Kylie. Anorexics don't.” I shudder. Every time I say that word, I get sick to my stomach. I still don't feel like an anorexic. I don't feel like a fat girl anymore either. I just feel … ugly. I guess that's progress, right? “Besides, I don't have any money.”
“Well, I do, and you're going.” Kylie takes out one of the dresses Emmett bought for me and unzips it. I haven't worn any of them since the night at the tree house when Emmett and I accidentally trashed that black gown. It was worth it, but … I've been sticking to stealing Emmett's clothes. Then I don't feel like an ugly girl playing dress up. I just feel like an ugly girl staying to her station.
Kylie removes the dress, a cold shoulder number with a brown butterfly print. It's by Jean Paul Gaultier, that much I do know. She turns around and hands the outfit to me. I look at it and then up at her. Kylie might be outgoing, but my demons, while subdued, still howl loudly enough for me to hear.
“I don't deserve this dress,” I tell her which brings us full circle back to the source of all this pain. I don't feel that I deserve happiness, so I starve myself in the false pursuit of it, a pursuit that I know I will never complete. Kylie doesn't feel she deserves happiness either, and so she feels the world would be best without her in it. Ted has no idea what happiness even is, so he hurts others, denies them the one thing he can't have. It's such a fucked up cycle. And it all comes back to punishment. I'm punishing myself again.
“Claire,” Kylie tells me and it's only then that I notice the scar across her throat. It's not so visible now, but I imagine that when she made the cut, it was pretty horrendous. I can't even believe she survived. “Yes, you do. You know that, and I know that, and this guy, the one that says he loves you, he knows that, too. Put the dress on and slick your hair forward. Put on some makeup and let's go. You know you want to.”
And I do. I really do. I open my mouth to protest again, but the words won't come out.
I head into the bathroom, change, and soon find myself in the passenger seat of Kylie's SUV.
“Tell me one thing you like about being anorexic.” I turn to stare at her like she's completely lost her marbles.
“What?”
“Tell me. Just one thing.” Kylie glances over at me, accelerating beyond a normal speed and taking the SUV around turns that would topple my Fiesta, let alone this massive boat of a vehicle. My stomach lurches. I haven't eaten today, not surprising. I don't usually eat unless Emmett is there to bear witness. I don't trust myself. Not anymore.
“I guess I miss the exercise,” I tell her with a shrug. I really do miss going for runs in the morning. I wonder if I should start up again. “But don't ask for a second thing because there really isn't one.”
“Then what's your least favorite thing?” she asks me next. I watch the exit signs fly by and wonder where it is that we're going. It kind of looks like we're heading towards the mall.
“Seeing the fear on everybody else's face.” I don't elaborate because I shouldn't have to. There's nothing more to it than that. I wish I could snap my fingers and change everything, cure myself of my afflictions with a magic spell. But that's not how any of it works – not anorexia, not bulimia, not self-harm, not depression. I look down at my skin and realize that I haven't had another thought about putting a blade to my flesh, not even once. Something about the rebirth brought my emotions roaring back. Despite everything, I smile.
“I wish you could've meet Madelyn,” Kylie tells me as we take the next exit. Yep, we're definitely heading to the mall. Feels like I haven't been there in forever. “I think you could've helped her out.”
“Me?”
“Yeah, I think you have the power to change. Maybe some of that would've rubbed off on her? Madelyn was weak, really weak.” Kylie shrugs her shoulders like she doesn't care, although it is pretty obvious that she does.
When we pull into the parking lot, I step out of the car and pause, feeling the wind and the sun on my skin, wondering who's staring and why. My eyes scan the crowds, the people with shopping bags, the families dragging their children, and I realize suddenly that nobody is looking at me. Not a single gaze flickers my way. My lips turn up in a grin, and when Kylie offers her hand, I take it. It's never felt so fucking good to go to the damn mall.
Inside, I drag Kylie over to the Super Smoothie and the boy slinging drinks like he's in a saloon and not behind the counter of a franchise.
Emmett makes the crowd smile, makes their wait a little more bearable. It's such a waste to have someone like him back there. He should be out in the world, making a difference, stirring up the status quo. My heart swells for him as I stare, as I watch him tip the bill of his beanie at his customers, as his eyes swing through the thick crowd of people and fix on my face.
Marlena made a mistake firing Emmett. As soon as he graduates, he's going places. He might not know where, but that's alright. Someone with a heart as big as his can't fail. I bring Kylie over for an introduction.
“So you're the one,” she says by way of greeting, before I even get a chance to tell him her name.
“Emmett,” he says as he hands us a pair of samples. I stare down at the styrofoam cup and the orange liquid within, and I have no clue how many calories are in there. I drink it anyway. It clogs in my throat for a minute, but when I glance up, Emmett is grinning and that makes it worth it. “Emmett Sinclair.”
“Kylie North. And I don't know what this girl's told you, but she's in love, too.” I roll my eyes and give Kylie a look. Emmett just laughs and glances over his shoulder. His manager's looking this way and he doesn't seem too happy about us cutting the line. “We're heading up the stairs to this place, The Winged Ones. I guess it's supposed to be in a garden or something?”
“Oh yeah,” Emmett says, giving me a half-lidded look that the crowd of girls behind me don't fail to miss. I hear noises, some disappointed, some gossipy, but that's okay. I think they're just jealous anyway. “The rooftop garden. It's amazing. You'll love it.” Another glance over his shoulder. Emmett's manager isn't paying attention, so he moves over to the counter where the register is and he hops it while the customers look on, wraps me in his arms, kisses me.
A thief of breath, that Emmett Sinclair, a man who steals hearts and doesn't care that he's doing it. And he's mine. I wasn't sure at first, but I am now. Who wouldn't be, after a kiss like this?
My hands find his hair, his find my waist, and I taste strawberry banana smoothie and heat. My tongue slides over his and he flicks his against mine, and then it's all over and he's pulling away. I try not to groan.
“Well, have fun,” he says as he jumps the counter again and manages to steady himself and fix his apron before his manager sees. “I'll come visit you on my lunch if you're still there.” Emmett tosses me a wink and starts in on his next order.
My heart does a series of ridiculously dangerous acrobatics in my chest, moves worthy of the Olympics and finally settles, warm and full beneath my ribs.
When Kylie gives me an I told you so look, I roll my eyes and start to walk away, towards the escalators.
“Have you told him yet?” she asks, and I really, truly forget that I don't know this chick at all. That instant attraction we had to each other at the clinic resurfaces, and I feel like we've been best friends since third grade. Which, of course, makes me think of Jennifer and Leanne. I really should call them. If I'm honest with myself, I'm sort of afraid to. Jennifer looked at me with such contempt before … And I'm terrified to find out what they think of me after the whole misunderstanding. Do they really believe I'd try to kill myself? I guess the only way is to call them up and ask them.
“Told him what?” I ask as we step onto the metal stairs and pause, letting the escalators do the work. People rush past between us, but we ignore them.
“That you love him.”
“I told him that I thought I loved him.” I look up and my gaze catches on the designer dresses that line the windows. I don't think I'll ever stop loving fashion, but I can't become consumed by it either. I have to figure out a way to make it work for me and stop trying so hard to fit in with it.
“Not the same thing,” Kylie tells me, following my gaze, smiling up at the store fronts. “Tell him and see what happens. I have a good feeling about this.” She sighs and her eyes get cloudy, like she's lost in memories. When she looks back over at me, they're a bit shiny. “Dex never looked at me the way Emmett looks at you.” I try to apologize but Kylie won't let me. “Save it,” she says. “For something that matters.” And that's the end of that.
When we get to the second floor and step off the escalator, a familiar voice catches my attention. It's as if the world slows around me, pauses so I can spin and find my mother and sister walking straight towards us. They don't see me yet, but they will, and I don't know how I feel about that.
Kylie notices my strange look and follows my gaze. When she sees the two redheads approaching, bags swinging by their sides, lips smiling brightly, I think she knows. I've never admitted this to anyone, but my mom, sister, and I really do look alike. I turn away suddenly and start walking, moving quickly enough that I'm pretty sure they don't catch me before I hit the front of what used to be one of my favorite stores. I hide behind a chic rack of summer tees and try to breathe.
Kylie follows me in and says nothing.
“Sister?” she asks. I nod. “Mother?” Again, a nod. Kylie watches me for several minutes and even waves off the scores of sales girls that approach. “I have a story to tell you. Want to hear it?” I shrug, and my new friend smiles. “Let's go get lunch and I'll tell you over food.” She pauses. “But you don't have to eat if you don't want to. You just have to sit there and watch me eat.” So Kylie turns away and starts off in the wrong direction. I let her go for a second and then chase after, redirecting her back to the stairs that lead up to the roof garden.
“This better be worth it,” I tell her, but she says nothing. I don't see my mother or Marlena again. I don't know what would've happened if they'd seen me, but I can't guess anything good. Nobody's stopped by or called since M's last visit. I'm starting to get the feeling that they're not going to. They are never going to be able to step outside their own comfort zone and accept that what happened, happened, regardless of how it started. And as far as Emmett goes … If they can't see the beauty brewing inside of him, then they're idiots. That's all there is to it. I try not to be upset about this.
The Winged Ones is the most bizarre restaurant I have ever seen.
The signs leading up to the roof, the ones drawn in colored pencil (by an admittedly talented artist) point up towards the landing and the hostess station where a girl with a pair of faux wings on her back shows us to a table near the railing. Below us, the city stretches out, cold and gray, before disappearing into the brown-green of the forest and the mountains. Behind us, the rooftop is covered, and I mean covered, in greenery, so much so that it's nearly impossible to see the other tables. I've never seen anything like it.
The waitress comes by, wearing a pair of black wings this time, and drops off a pair of menus printed on recycled paper. Immediately, my mind goes to Emmett and I smile.
“I can't wait to fall in love,” Kylie says, squeezing her menu tight and keeping her eyes downcast. Whoever this guy, this Dex was, he really hurt her, and I already hate him for it. But at least she's willing to try again. I'm so proud of her I have a hard time speaking. My pain recognizes hers, and I know how hard it'll be, but I also know that whoever falls in love with Kylie is a very lucky person indeed. “That's why I've decided to stick around, give it a shot.” She scans her menu, makes a decision and sets it on the end of the table. Me, I just sit there and stare at the words. They get tangled together and cease to mean anything. Sweat begins to bead on my forehead, and I have to force my lungs to pull in oxygen. If it wasn't so damn peaceful up here, I'd probably just give up. If I eat, will I lose control again and purge? I have no idea. It hasn't happened since the dinner with Ted, but that doesn't mean it can't. “That, and because of Madelyn.”
“Older sister or younger?” I ask because I can't even imagine picking out a sandwich from this list. I set my menu on top of Kylie's and decide that whatever it is she's chosen, that's what I'm getting, too.
“Older,” she says, and I smile sadly. It's nice to know we're both the little sister, that we have something that impactful in common, but definitely depressing to know that she's lost it. I think of Marlena and how much I hate her, but also how devastated I'd be if she were dead. “I wasn't really all that helpful when she was going through rehab and stuff. I mostly just … I tried to force her, I guess. My parents made her do things she didn't want to do, and I followed suite. I didn't think, and I just acted.” Kylie shrugs like it's no big deal, but I can tell that it is. Dex is not fully responsible for the circle of pain inside of her. There's at least a little bit of Madelyn in there somewhere. “And I got frustrated with her, you know? I said a lot of horrible things. I told her I hated her.” Kylie looks up at me as the wind picks up and blows the scent of pollen and car exhaust over to us. “And then she was gone and I was left with all of this regret.” Kylie touches her hand to her chest while her honeyed curls blow around her face, framing that sadness and making it seem like I'm staring into a mirror. One pained face looking into another.
The waitress comes and Kylie orders a prime rib dip and a Coke. I say I want the same, and I try my best not to crunch the numbers, choosing instead to focus on my friend's story. I know she's trying to help me, trying to show me that there's no time like the present or something like that. But she doesn't know Marlena, and she doesn't know how hurt I am by her lack of trying. I hated the confrontation we had, sure, but I'm kind of pissed there wasn't another. Am I the first project she's ever given up on?
“Claire, I'm not trying to tell you what to do, but I just want you to know that you've got an out and an out is always better than a too-deep-in. Get out, make up, move on. Do it before you're slashing you're carotid artery and trying to bleed out on the floor.”
I stare at Kylie and I listen to the sound of the traffic below and the rustle of the foliage nearby.
When the food comes, I eat it, and I don't throw it back up.



Before Kylie leaves to go back home, she takes me to
the grocery store. At my behest. Yeah. Something has just come over me. I don't know what it is exactly, but when Emmett came up the stairs to check in on us, and I saw his face and he saw my empty plate, well it just struck me.
I drag Kylie around the store and tell myself that nobody is staring because they aren't. They really aren't, and it's not because people as a whole are good or blessed or anything of the sort. It's because they have better things to do than stare at Claire fucking Simone. This actually comes as a shock to me.
I start in the meat department because I know this is my biggest hurdle, and that if I get through this, there's a chance I'll actually enjoy the rest of my time here. I don't think about the last time, when I blacked out and ended up lying on the linoleum floor. I'm past that. I have to move past that. If I let the bad memories in, they'll consume me. The rapacious monster will gobble them up along with my progress.
Kylie says nothing, just follows me around, pushing the cart, smiling at me like I'm an inspiration. It's a little weird, but I don't tell her that. If she wants to look up to me, good for her. I'd rather be an inspiration than a failure.
I scan the cold, plastic packages and tune out the subconscious chatter in the back of my brain that's listing calorie counts. I have no idea how long it'll take to turn that off, but I hope it's sometime soon because the sound is deafening.
I decide on organic, free-range chicken breasts – a safe choice but a choice nonetheless. I toss the meat into the cart and continue on, building a recipe from memory: fajitas. I know it only because my mother makes it on a regular basis. It's her 'spiciest' dish, and while she swears it's one hundred percent authentic, I beg to differ. I think she just learned it on the cooking channel, but it tastes good, and I think I can actually pull it off, so it wins out.
I grab all the basics because I can't remember what we have in the fridge. Emmett's been doing all the shopping. I've gone with him a few times and sat in the car, but that's about the extent of it. And I haven't cooked, not since I got back from the hospital. There's something so intimate about preparing a meal for someone though, and today, I can't resist. If the urge is there, why resist it? I tell myself the whole time that I don't have to eat any of it.
I grab colorful spices and brightly colored peppers, onions and avocado, sour cream. It's only when we hit the checkout that I realize I haven't brought any money with me. Shit. Without my even asking, Kylie offers.
“Let this be on me,” she says as she tosses items onto the belt. “Think of it as a fund for love.” She smiles, and I smile, and for once in my Goddamn life, I do not argue. “Just remember, when you finally finish that fabulous dress, you owe me a copy.”
Kylie and I finish at the grocery store and she drops me off with a cheery goodbye and a piece of paper with her number and her email address. I give her mine, too, and we promise to meet up soon. I don't tell her because I'm afraid it'll freak her out, but Kylie is going to be an important part of my healing process. I just know it.
I take the items into the kitchen and spread them across the counter, thankful at the moment that my hair is short and there's no need to pull it back. I don't change out of my clothes and instead decide to just slip on one of Emmett's extra Super Smoothie aprons. I glance at the clock and figure I have about an hour and a half before he gets back. If I hurry, I can have everything done in time.
For a moment, just one, I glance down and fear cuts through me, but I push past it and roll up my sleeves. Once I get started, I can't stop. I think it's the act of creation that gets me. Putting together a meal is much the same as making a dress or drawing a picture or writing a poem. At first there's nothing, but with a little work and some imagination, a tangible creation appears. I eat this up, slicing the chicken breasts in half and tossing them in some marinade. I cover the bowl with foil and push it aside, grabbing the colorful peppers and sliding them over to the cutting board. My knife breaks into the bright red, the green, the yellow until I've got perfect strips ready and waiting for me.
I don't think while I do any of this; it just happens. It happens because I'm good with food whether I want to admit it or not. This whole time I've been resisting food, fighting against it, blaming it for my problems when all along, we had this potential to get along perfectly. It's a little strange, but it makes me smile.
I decide to put some music on to liven up the house, to mix sound with scent and sight and the sensation of the knife against my knuckles, the feeling of it pushing through the peppers and out the other side. I don't think once about putting it to my wrists. Hot Couture by Manila Luzon comes on, and I start to bounce, jumping up and down and spinning in circles, just generally making a complete ass out of myself. But it feels good, oh so fucking good.
Wine comes out; I pour myself a glass. I forget that I'm eighteen and on the road to nowhere, an anorexic, a failure, a girl with no future, and I just exist. I live in the present and I don't care that I'm splashing grease on a couture gown or that I smear my makeup when I run my wrist across my forehead to catch the sweat.
The kitchen heats up, and I welcome the warmth, basking in it. I absorb it like a lizard in the sun, sipping wine and swinging the knife around in the air like a baton. I don't know it yet, but I'm having another breakthrough. See, this recovery thing, it comes in stages. We don't just get to wave a magic wand and grab onto a happily ever after, but if we don't fight, if we follow the path our hearts know is right, eventually we can make our way there. I'm on the path and I'm moving forward. It'll take time, but it'll happen.
Oil goes in the pan and the chicken follows. I barely register what I'm doing, and I just do it. Food ceases to exist to spite me, and then just is. Just like me. I turn in a circle and let my head fall back, spinning and spinning until I'm dizzy, until it's time to turn the meat over.
I'm so wrapped up in the music that I don't hear Emmett come in, don't see him lean against the wall and watch me with a sappy smile on his face. I switch the chicken out for the vegetables, tossing them in with an Olé! which is the most ridiculous thing in the world to do, but which I do happily, sloshing wine down the side of my glass.
I've only just set it down and turned off the stove when Emmett announces his presence, coming up behind me and wrapping his arms around my waist. His stubbly cheek presses against the back of my neck and his warm breath tickles my skin. I shiver and grasp the edge of the counter to stay upright. A blush heats my cheeks, but I don't turn, so I figure he can't see it.
“You're so fucking beautiful,” he tells me, and I have no idea how to respond to that. My usual thoughts would center around how untrue that was, how hideous I really was, but today, I just let the compliment hit and settle deep down inside of me. “Baby, I always knew you were going to be okay, but now I know you're going to thrive.”
“Why?” That word, a whisper. I keep my fingers curled around the counter and breathe in the hot, sharp scents of cumin, lime, and chile powder. When Emmett reaches under my dress and slides his hands up my legs, I groan deep in my throat and bend low over the counter, but he stops himself and pulls back, waiting for me to turn around before holding out his hand.
“Dance with me,” he says, brown eyes twinkling, face tired but happy. I think Emmett would slave away for me, if only so he could come home and see me smile. I don't want that for him, but it's a sweet thought. I reach out and curl my fingers in his, letting him spin me around and deposit me back in his arms, so we can press our foreheads together and slow dance to a song that isn't really slow at all.
I close my eyes and rest my cheek against Emmett's shoulder, wondering what he's thinking right now.
“Claire,” he whispers to me after awhile. We don't stop dancing.
“Yes?”
“I think I want to hold you forever.” I consider protesting, telling him that a month is not a long enough time period to make a decision like that, but I know that that would be a lie. Sometimes, you just know. Love at first sight really does exist for some people. I know that because it does for us.
“I think I'd like that,” I say as I lift my face up and touch his lips with my fingers, sliding them back, cupping his face. Emmett reaches up and takes my scarred wrists in his hands, turns his head a bit so he can press kisses to them. I get jealous of my own arms and end up having to steal his mouth back, swirling wine and smoothie and love and all sorts of other strange emotions around in there.
We kiss and behind my eyes, fireworks go off. I swear to it.
Down below, a belly rumbles fiercely. I have no idea if it's mine or Emmett's, but it's enough to get us to pull apart and take a look at the food I've prepared. Now that I'm looking at it with a (slightly) clearer head, it seems like a lot.
“Wow,” Emmett tells me as he examines the skillet and the medley of vegetables within. “You made this from scratch?” I nod. “From memory?”
“My mom makes it a lot,” I tell him, wondering how much of my wild idiocy he saw before he stepped in. And then I start to cry. But it's okay. This time, don't feel sorry for me because I'm alright. I'm getting better, and I'm starting to remember what it's like to be happy. Emmett doesn't hesitate to take me in his arms again, and I'm glad I don't have to worry about him running away. There are not a lot of people who would take on a new girlfriend who had even half as many problems as I do. “I miss her,” I whisper, and he squeezes me tighter, so tight I can't breathe. I think he blames himself a little, but I don't. My family did the one thing they shouldn't do and passed judgment on him before they even knew him. They did the same to me. Still, it hurts, and much as I don't want to admit it, I miss the country twang of my family home, and the elk head, and the pink walls of my bedroom. I went from spoiled teenager to independent adult pretty quick. I don't know if I've ever realized that.
“Claire,” Emmett begins, and his voice gets pretty serious. I interrupt him before he can speak, just so he knows how I'm feeling.
“I want to eat tonight,” I whisper, and I think I hear him laugh. It's hard to say with the music pulsing in the background. The wine makes my head swirl and the smells of the kitchen make my belly rumble. I look up at Emmett and see that whatever is going to happen now, it's going to be big.
“Claire, after I graduate this year, I'm going to go out and find a job, and I'm going to start a life.” He says this, but it doesn't freak me out because I know what's coming and I already know that I want to say yes. “And I want you to be a part of it. Would you?” Emmett stops and scratches at the back of his head, moving his hand around to tug at the fabric of his beanie. He pulls it over his eyes and peaks out at me from behind it. “I think I just screwed that up. Can we start over later?”
“Do you have a ring?” I ask him, more as a joke than anything else. I figured this was just sort of spur of the moment.
“Actually,” he says, pulling off his hat, tossing it aside. His chestnut hair sticks up every which way. “I do.” And then Emmett drags me into the bedroom and pulls a box out from the top drawer of his dresser. When he hands it to me, I can tell it's older than sin.
“Whose is this?” I ask, not realizing that I haven't spoken my answer aloud yet. Emmett looks at the box as I open it and reveal a small diamond, pretty and perfect, pale and winking in a shaft of moonlight from outside the window.
“It was my mother's,” he says, and he doesn't elaborate.
“When did you get it?” I ask, noticing suddenly that Emmett has beads of sweat trailing down the sides of his face.
“I've always had it,” he says with a smile. “I was just saving it until I found you.”
“You're ridiculous,” I tell him as he comes to me and kisses my forehead with gentle lips.
“Is that a yes?” he asks nervously. As I could ever say no to you.
“It's an absolutely.”



When I wake up the next morning and find a freaking ring on my finger, I almost have a heart attack. First, I try to talk myself out of it because I'm too young and I haven't really explored life as a single person and blah, blah, blah, but then I think of Emmett and I realize that I don't give a crap. I love him. And I think I told him about a million times last night when we made love. Good for me. At least it's out there. I rub my hands down my face and try to wipe the stupid grin off my lips. I was buzzed as shit last night, but I ended up making the best decision of my life. And I ate a whole plate of food. At least 500 calories worth, probably more. I feel better than ever when I rise to my feet.
Then I remember that Emmett is at work and I have nobody to talk to about this. I'm not fucking old school or anything, but let's just be frank. When a girl gets engaged to be married, she kind of wants to talk to people about it. Like her mother. Or her sister. Or her best friends from third grade. Instead, I call Kylie, but she doesn't answer and it goes straight to voice mail.
I walk into the living room, buck naked and end up with a plate of last night's chicken in one hand and a fork in the other. I eat it without even realizing that I'm doing it, just because I'm hungry, just because that's what people do. It isn't until afterwards that it hits me and my stomach gets tight.
I do not throw up; I do not obsess over it.
Instead, I sit down and I sew like a girl possessed.
I have to pause every now and then to look things up online, to figure out how to make a certain shape work or connect a sleeve to a bodice, but I figure it out, and as the day stretches on, my garment starts to come together, to actually form into something memorable. In the middle of all of this, I get the urge to hit pen to paper and end up finishing the poem I started at the clinic.
[Search and find me with your/Warm/heat/strong/lips/
and become a part of me/Until you leave a brand new whole where love lives and pretty breathes.
All of this because I finally love you enough –/
will always love you enough because I finally/See how much that I believe in you.
Up, up, up I was flying/Up and even higher into me until I had climbed too far/To fall and I wished I had never doubted so deep and the sun/Warmed my skin and I took my first breath and in that moment/I had my epiphany.
Love,/ Me.]
When it's finished, I flip the page and start to draw again. This only lasts so long as I can keep my shaking hands still, and then I'm up again and attaching buttons and ties and zippers. I bleed a little because I don't hold the needle right, but that's okay, the pain is worth it. The blood is worth it. I forge on and I breathe life into my creation, pulling her out of nothing, twisting her into something.
When I'm done, or at least when I think I'm done, I pull the dress over my head and march into the bathroom, flicking on the light and pausing to stare at myself.
It's the most beautiful sight I have ever seen. I have finally colored myself pretty with my own shades, blended my own joy and my own desire into something palpable. Tears race down my face, but I just decide to accept them because they may never stop, and that's okay. That's alright. I touch my hands to the mirror and I look at myself standing there, just a little healthier, just a little heavier, but a whole lot stronger.
I don't know why I decide to do what I do next. I think it just feels like the most logical course of action to take, like somehow by moving backward a bit, I can move forward. I style my hair the way Kylie recommended, slash clear gloss across my lips, and slip into a pair of Emmett's flip flops. I am not going to do what I'm about to do because I'm looking for sympathy or redemption or anything like that. I am not doing it because I just got engaged last night. I'm doing it because I have to do it to make things right. That's just the way it has to be.
So I call a cab and sit outside, waiting but not lost in myself. Unlike before, when I went to see her, I am not wrapped in delusions and crippled with ill health. This time when I go to see Miss Lianna Cheung, I am only going there to apologize. She believed in me, and I screwed it up. That's all there is to it.
The sky outside is gray, but it's not raining, and I'm fairly certain there's a bit of sun trying to peak through those clouds. I pray for its success and then I move on to more personal thoughts, thoughts of Emmett and me and the ring that's sitting on my finger. It's small, like a teardrop frosted over, sitting there nice and pretty in a silver setting. Or at least I think it's silver. I've always been into fashion, but I've never quite gotten into jewelry. I know when something's expensive (and this little ring certainly is), but I couldn't tell you anything about carats or cuts or anything like that. I stare at it, and decide that no matter what, even if it were junk, even if Emmett had paid a quarter for it at the grocery store, I love it. I love it because he gave it to me even though he knows I'm screwed up and he knows I have a long way to go, and he's okay with that.
Love.
Did not expect to find it, didn't even know I was searching for it, but now that I've found I can tell you seriously: if it came down to modeling or Emmett, I would choose Emmett. Hands down. I'd choose him over fancy clothes and runways and magazines and makeup.
I give the ring a kiss and look up as the cab pulls into the driveway. I climb in the back and sit in nervous anticipation, questioning myself with every mile, but knowing that I'm making the right decision. To me, Lianna represents the fashion industry as a whole, like if I can make up with her, I can make up with it and maybe, maybe I can move on and let fate take control. It's been there all along, guiding me, teasing me, tormenting me, but I never listened. After all, we get to choose our own path in life. Fate is just that guiding force behind everything that whispers secrets in your ear. Now, I'm finally listening.
When we arrive downtown, I give the cabbie all the cash I have left and pause on the sidewalk. I don't think about how I'm going to get back or how I might be perceived. I don't even notice the people walking by, staring at me for real this time. They're looking, but they're not disgusted. Today, they're looking because they want to see. My dress is drawing their eyes, and my face, and even my body because although I'm still skinny, I feel comfortable in this moment, and comfort is everything. You can be beautiful as a size two or a six or sixteen or a six thousand. It doesn't matter. The body is just a byproduct of the mind, and although we can't control everything, we can control a lot. Perception is half the battle.
The white brick building looms above me, but I don't let it crush me because I am strong, I really am. There is weakness in strength however, and that's what really got me. I was so stubborn and determined that I refused to see what I didn't want to see, refused to believe what I didn't want to believe. I knew I wasn't worthy and that I had to change, I had to suffer. So I did. And then I died and now I'm reborn. I'm one in a million. I don't know that yet, but Emmett does.
I keep my mouth in a soft smile and my hands relaxed at my sides, marching past the ten foot tall windows and the displays of color and brightness. I must've been really out of it before because now that I'm here, fully lucid and attentive to my surroundings, I can see that Lianna Cheung doesn't discriminate based on sized. There are mannequins in the window that are a size zero and some that are a size ten. She just wanted me to be healthy. If I had been, I'd have booked the job.
Pain comes then, just as it always does, but I don't let it cripple me. I ride the sensation and I feel it, fully and completely, coursing through my veins. Yes, I made a mistake. I could've been a famous model, really. I had it, but I let it go. I have to accept that.
I reach out and grab the gold handle of the door, wiping away a stray tear with the back of my other hand. I want Lianna to see me, but I don't want her to see me cry.
I pause in the front door and listen to the chime of the bell in back. I figure she may not be here, that I might have to leave a message with her assistant, but that's okay. Once these words are out, I'll feel better. I know I will.
I shift a bit, running my fingers down the frothing waves of skirt at my hips. The royal blue drapes me and flares out, leaving room for me to grow or to stay the same, it doesn't matter. I made this dress fit the person, so the person doesn't have to fit the dress. The skirt falls down and brushes against the tops of my feet, teasing and tickling, while the bodice hugs me tight, cinched in down the back, cupping me, forming against me like a second skin.
I feel pretty in it. Beautiful. It's the first time in a long time.
My smile becomes more real.
And then there she is, black hair draping down her back, snake tattoo on her arm. Lianna Cheung comes rushing out of the back like she's been expecting someone. Whoever it was, it was certainly not me.
“Miss Cheung,” I begin, and then I have to ask because I have no guarantee that she's going to remember me or not. “Do you remember me? My name's Claire Simone, and I … I had a casting call here just over a month ago.” I don't mention when I returned, drenched, soaked to the bone with makeup running down my face. Lianna looks at me and her face is one, big blank. Her brown eyes take me in from head to toe and then sweep right back over again. I let her look, and I wait, trying to gauge her reaction, trying to see what she thinks of my dress, if anything.
She looks fantastic, draped in a black gown with silver cranes, just like the ones I saw before. They soar around her like she's the sky itself, like she's vast enough to encompass everything but small enough to understand. It's a good design. A damn good one. I would've been honored to walk her clothes down a runway.
“Miss Simone,” she says finally, gesturing at the seating area with the back of her hand. “Please, take a seat.” When her assistant peeks her head out, Lianna instructs her to make us some coffee. “I have to admit, I'm not really all that surprised to see you.” She smiles when she says this, so I know she doesn't mean anything harsh by it. “I expected you'd come back, not so soon but eventually.”
“What do you mean?” I ask, settling into a zebra patterned chair and crossing my legs at the knee. I feel more comfortable now because I'm not trying for anything, not striving for tomorrow. Right now, I'm just existing.
Lianna adjusts herself and the gold bangles on her arms tinkle like wind chimes. She clasps her hands around her knee and tilts her head to the side.
“Who designed your dress?” she asks, and I have to actually look down and stare at the sweetheart neckline, the delicate buttons in robin egg blue, the uneven stitching. It's still surreal to me.
“I did.” Lianna laughs and her voice echoes off the hardwood floors and bounces around the racks of colorful clothing.
“Of course you did,” she tells me as her assistant whispers in on quiet feet and deposits our coffee in front of us. She disappears just as fast. I stare down at the dark brew and let the rich, earthy scent penetrate my nostrils. I don't hesitate this time, just pick it up and take a sip. “I told you that you reminded me of myself. If you had done any less, I would've been shocked.” Lianna picks up her mug and cradles it in small, delicate looking hands. “Why did you come here today, Miss Simone?” she asks. She's not being judgmental or rude or anything, she merely wants to know. I take several more sips of my coffee, surprised that I've been able to resist for this long and set the cup down.
“I wanted to thank you,” I tell her, meeting her eyes with mine and wondering why they're twinkling like that. “For believing in me, for giving me a second chance, for remembering my name.” We both smile. “And I wanted to apologize for letting you down.” Lianna's already holding up a hand in protest.
“Don't apologize to me, Claire Simone.” She points at me with an emerald green fingernail. “The only person you owe an apology to is yourself.” She looks at me, and I think she can tell that I'm already on my way to doing that. I have a few more stops, but I'll get there. “Are you still interested in being a model?” I don't think this question is leading to anything, but I answer as best I can.
“I don't know,” I tell her, holding up my hand and watching the engagement ring sparkle in the sunshine. Lianna watches me but says nothing. She met Emmett before, and although it was a brief and rather unpleasant meeting, I get the feeling that she knows this is from him. Only a fool would be blind to love we have between us.
“Well,” she says as the bell chimes again and a girl steps through the door, tentatively, afraid. Her eyes sparkle with hope and her hands shake. She's at least a size eight. She sees me looking and scoops a handful of shimmery, black hair behind her ear. She looks nothing like me yet at the same time looks exactly like me. I can see how bad she wants this, so I just smile and hope that Lianna will give her the same chance she gave me. “When you do decide,” she stands up and leaves her coffee behind, pulling a business card out of a hidden pocket and handing it to me. I actually have to search before I can see anything at all. At first the card appears blank. But when I flip it over, I can see her name and two phone numbers in pale, cream writing. When I tilt the card enough, I can see the word cell faintly but legibly. These are personal numbers. I try not to gape. “Let me know, okay?”
And then Lianna walks away and leaves me with fresh tears rolling down my stubborn cheeks.



Three more weeks pass, but I don't call Lianna Cheung. I can't yet. I have to make everything else right first, and that means I have to talk to the people who have been there for me always, find out why they're avoiding me and make things right. I had thought they would come to me, but it never occurred to me that they were waiting for me to come to them. It's Kylie who makes this suggestion as she sits on Emmett's couch and finishes off a plate of cajun chicken and dirty rice, courtesy of yours truly.
I sit across from her on the love seat with my legs in Emmett's lap and my fork halfway to my mouth. Every bite is a struggle, but it gets easier. One day, I imagine that it won't hurt at all. My goal is to be able to enjoy a massive slice of cake at Emmett's and my wedding. A smile curls the edges of my lips and fades just as quickly at Kylie's words.
“What have you got to lose?” I want to say everything, but that's not true. I have myself now, and I have Emmett. But I also don't want to lose my family. If I keep avoiding them, I can always pretend there'll be a reconciliation. If I talk to them and they decide they want nothing to do with me … I don't know what I'll do. Some part of me realizes that I'm being irrational, that the problems we have stem from them loving me so much they can't see straight, that they'd never abandon me. I also know they see Emmett as a threat. It's kind of a toss up. The one thing I do know is that no matter what, Emmett stays.
“I think that I've waited so long to call that it's now in that awkward, weird stage, you know?” I don't add that I was counting on them to be strong for me, to help me through this. Looks like I'm going to be the one helping them. I stare at my phone and try to talk myself into just doing it, getting it over with. But I can't. As soon as my fingers brush the screen, I get angry, and I don't want to be angry. I push my phone off onto the area rug where it bounces once and falls still. “I'm not ready yet,” I say.
“Just remember that if you wait too long, if you wait until you truly think it's time, it might be too late.” Kylie focuses her energy on polishing off her food and tells us she has to go. Apparently, she's meeting with some counselors at the local university tomorrow, trying to map out a game plan. I still haven't decided what I'm going to do.
“I don't even know what to say anymore,” I tell Emmett as he closes the door and turns around, leaning back against it and watching the fire crackle and hiss behind me. “I really thought they'd be over here day in and day out, pounding on the door. And instead, I get nothing, not even a phone call.” I look down at my hands, and they don't seem so spindly anymore, and my nails are only blue because I've painted them that way. I want my family to see, but I also don't want them to think I'm desperate. It's a tough call to make.
“Invite them to the fashion show,” Emmett says, referring to the invitation we got in the mail last week. It was from Lianna Cheung herself, inviting us to a show next month. She sent it along with several guest tickets, more than I could possibly ever use. I think she was trying to make a point though I'm not quite sure what it is. All I know is that I'm going to be there, even if it's only in the audience, even if I have to watch other girls walking my dream. I'm living a different one here with Emmett anyway, sleeping next to him at night, waking up to him in the morning. And the fact that I can get up and run in the morning without passing out and without feeling sick, that's a miracle I'm not going to take for granted.
Neither of us misses the fact that the purpose of this show is to raise money for teenagers and young adults suffering from depression.
I doubt I received the invitation by accident.
“Then you won't have to call them. You can write a note and tuck it in an envelope with an invitation. If they want to see you, they'll come.” Emmett smiles as he moves forward. “And they will come. I know they will.”
“How?” I ask him, looking up, watching as he walks over to me and climbs onto the couch, dropping his head into my lap, curling onto his side. He looks so cute like this, so soft and vulnerable with his mussy hair and his stubbly jaw and his full lips. I want to kiss him forever, stay locked together and never part. Guess that's why I took the ring. I brush it against his cheek and wait for him to speak.
“How do I know that?” he asks, cracking one eye and tilting his head to glance up at me. “That they love you? That they're probably grief stricken and lonely without you?” I give him a pair of raised brows. All he does is chuckle. “Because you're one of those people who's hard to forget. Think about Lianna Cheung.”
“I think about her everyday.”
“So call her.” He knows I won't, so he leans down and grabs my phone, pulls up the contacts and dials her number.
“Emmett!” I shout, but it's too late to stop him. She'll see my name on her caller ID. At ten o'clock at night. Shit.
“Hello?” Lianna doesn't sound sleepy. In fact, she seems wide awake, almost perky.
“Hi there,” I begin tentatively. “This is Claire Simone … ” I trail off, hoping no more explanation is needed. It's embarrassing to try and remind somebody of who you are. Fortunately, Emmett must be right because she just laughs.
“I knew you would call, Claire,” she says, and I hear the rumble of a sewing machine in the background. The sound makes my blood hot, and my fingers itch. I might have to draw again tonight. There's a whole stack of blank books on the counter that are calling my name, courtesy of Emmett Sinclair. “Do you think you could come into the office next Thursday?” I nod, realize she can't see me and murmur a surprised yes. “And bring that dress, if you could. I have plans for you, Miss Simone.” And on that note, she hangs up.
Surprised wouldn't exactly be the word to describe how I'm feeling. Shocked, maybe? I have no idea what's going on. All I know is that a very, very famous talent agent and soon-to-be designer has asked me to come in, even after everything. And she wants to see my design. To say that this sort of situation is unusual would be an understatement. It doesn't even seem like a possibility.
“I told you so,” Emmett whispers as I smack him gently on the cheek and then lean over to press an upside down kiss to his perfect mouth. “You're irresistible and unforgettable. One day, you're going to be so famous that you won't even remember the poor schmuck from the Super Smoothie.”
“You mean my future husband?”
“That's the guy.”
“Maybe if he got me a cookie from the cabinet, I could imagine otherwise. I might decide to bring him along for the ride.” Emmett doesn't hesitate, just flings himself to his feet and gets what I've asked. Anything that has to do with food, and he's on it. Neither of us mentions that this is the first dessert item I've had since I moved back in. That piece of chocolate cake waves at me from the recesses of my memory. I tell it to fuck off.
When Emmett returns and hands me the cookie, I cradle it to my chest for the longest time, pressing it against my heart while he sits down next to me with the rest of the package. I watch as he lifts one to his lips and eats the entire thing in one bite, winking at me as he chews.
“I'm guiding the way,” he tells me with a smile, watching as I smell the cookie and twirl it around in my hands, touching it, getting myself acquainted. It's chocolate chip, soft and moist. Full of calories and fat. As soon as this thought hits me, I'm forcing it into my mouth and taking a massive bite. Can I just say: heaven.
I finish my cookie at the same time Emmett downs his third, and then a grab a second. Together we finish the entire package.
“You owe me a run in the morning,” I tell him and he laughs.
I don't think about or mention the cookies again.



It takes me four days to craft the letter to my family and two more to get up the guts to mail the damn thing. I just wrote one, addressed to them all, and I did it with my eyes closed and my skin bare. I sat outside on the back patio and wrote with moonlight bathing my skin. When Emmett came home and caught me there, I was embarrassed, but I think he understood. Sometimes, in our search for strength and spirituality, we do strange things.
“Do you need to read it again?” he asks me, sliding his sweaty body onto the stool next to mine. We're sitting at the breakfast bar in our home – our home because I absolutely, one hundred percent feel like I live here now – and trying to recover from the three mile jog we just destroyed. I don't know why it never occurred to me before, but being skinny and being healthy aren't exactly synonymous. I feel so much better now, and I look better, too. I'm actually starting to get lines on my belly, not big ones but marks, badges if you will, signs that underneath my pale flesh, there are muscles. I like that. Oh, and I look damn good in a bathing suit, too. I can't wait until my boobs grow back. They're getting there for sure, but I have yet to fit anything bigger than a size A.
“I don't know,” I say, wiping a hand down my forehead and glancing at the other set of letters that sit next to my elbow. One for Leanne and one for Jenn. I miss them, too, and I can't even imagine planning a wedding without them by my side. Plus, I'm pretty sure that once they get to know Kylie, they'll drag her into our little group and she'll never be able to escape.
I smile. Frown. Unfold the letter one last time before I stick it in the envelope.
Mom, Dad, Marlena,
I'm writing you because it's easier to say what I need to say in ink than it would be in sound waves. I know I have a big mouth sometimes, and I don't trust myself to get out what needs to get out because, well, let's be honest: we all have big mouths. But we have big hearts, too.
I miss you guys.
Here's what you have to understand, what I'm just starting to understand myself: this was nobody's fault. Sometimes people are born with a bit of pain inside of them and sometimes that pain grows and morphs, changes, becomes something bigger than we are and tries to consume us. I am not alone, and I am not the only person who has suffered through this, but I am one of the ones who's going to come out the other side.
And I did it because I had Emmett. He was there for me all along, and he knew what I needed. He was helping guide me to choices that would save me in the long run. Yes, a feeding tube may have fattened me up, but it would not have rescued my spirit. So please understand that I did not mean to kill myself and that I never truly wanted to die. What happened was an unfortunate accident, a series of mistakes spiraling down into one, intense moment where I lived or died. And I did die. I did. And then I was reborn and that makes everything okay again. When you lose your life and get it back in the same breath, you start to think differently.
Here I am.
I am Claire Simone, but I am not. I am her in all the best ways and some of the worst. I am still your daughter, your sister. I still love you. You still love me. I miss you. You miss me.
I'm marrying Emmett Sinclair. He gave me a ring, his mother's ring, the only piece of her that he has left. I don't need your blessing, but I want it. And don't ever call him a pervert again. Emmett worshipped by body and he worshipped me because he could see past the shell and to the soul trapped inside. Marlena, you don't have to hire him back, but you should. Just know that.
I've included a ticket for next month. It's for a good cause, supporting youth suffering from depression. Supporting other people like me. I know you don't like fashion shows, but there it is. If you want to talk, meet me there. If I see you, I'll know you're ready, and I'll be ready, too. If you're not there, then I'll wait until you're ready, but you'll have to come find me.
I'm making the first move. Here it goes. I love you.
Sincerely,
Claire Simone-Sinclair.
Emmett leans over and reads the letter with me, face soft and sober, very serious. Until he gets to the end and laughs. He always laughs when he reads that damn hyphen.
“It's beautiful, baby,” he tells me, taking the letter from my fingers and folding it gently. He slips it in the envelope for me and passes it back over to wet with my lips. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and run my tongue along the seal, pressing it down, shutting it tight. Then, before I can stop myself, I grab all three letters and jog out the front door and to the end of the driveway.
No traffic passes by as I stand there for what seems like a millennium, holding the letters to my chest and wishing with every beat of my heart for things to go smoothly. Emmett comes out behind me but says nothing, waiting for me to take another step forward. When I do and the letters finally drop from my fingers and fall to the dusty, metal floor of the mailbox, he smiles.
“Tree house?” he asks, but he doesn't really need to ask at all, does he? When you need an escape, you'll always find one. I nod, but I don't cry, somehow, someway. I close the mailbox and step back. Emmett takes my hand and presses a kiss to my ring, his chestnut hair sticking out every which way, his wife beater slick with sweat. We walk to the car together, hands clasped so tight that it's hard to say where one ends and the other begins. I don't know how we got like this so fast, but I don't care. When something this good comes along, you don't question it.
When we get to the car door though, I pause and turn my head back to glance at the mailbox. I've got an idea, but I'm not sure that it's a good one. It just is which is okay. I make a decision before I even realize it's up for debate.
“Keys?” I ask and Emmett tosses them to me without question. When he sees me run back and grab the letter to my family, he doesn't ask, but his eyebrows go up and his lip quirks a bit. I think he knew all along what I was going to do.
We hop in the car and we drive, towards the tree house but not quite. There's a little pit stop we have to make first. I don't speak, but Emmett understands, and he turns up the stereo so loud that my ears hurt and my heart sings. We listen to I Don't Care by Apocalyptica on repeat which works for me, strangely, since I actually do care. Don't ask. It makes sense to me at the time. I drive fast and I roll through stop signs, and maybe it's dangerous, but I've got a mission to carry out, and I've got to do it before I lose my nerve.
I nearly throw up when we pull into the circular driveway of my parents' house, slide past the trees and come to a screeching stop in front of the massive living room windows. Inside, I can already see my mother, Big Bob, and Marlena. How convenient. Sweat starts to pour down my face, but I don't pay it any attention. I don't think about anything except delivering this damn thing.
I get out and leave the car running, letter clutched in my sweaty hand, tennis shoes crunching through the gravel. Emmett doesn't follow me; he knows this isn't the right time.
The front door flies open; the elk head smiles down at me.
“Claire?” my mother asks, rising from the table suddenly. Her chair falls to the floor as she gapes at me, sprinting towards her like a mad thing. I don't wait for words, just throw my arms around her neck. She's too shocked to respond, I think, too startled to reciprocate at first, but she gets it quick.
“What are you doing here?” Marlena asks, sounding confused. “I mean, I'm glad, but … ” When she pauses, I'm forced to pry myself from my mother's arms and spin to face my sister instead. I hug her, too, and then I make my way over to Big Bob. To him, I hand the letter. He looks down at it and then up at me for a long, long moment. “What is going on?” Marlena asks, but neither of us pay her any attention. It's only when I start to turn away that my father reaches out and wraps his arms around me. The hug doesn't last long in theory, but it stays forever in my heart. It's just one of those once in a lifetime hugs, the ones that seem like nothing but mean everything. “Claire?”
I start to run again, and nobody stops me. Marlena yells after, but that's as far as it goes.
By the time I get in the car, I'm crying again. It's ridiculous, but I can't help it. Emmett makes it even worse when he uses his thumb to brush away the first tear, his lips the second. When we finally do arrive in the parking lot, I'm all out sobbing.
Emmett still says nothing, taking my hand and starting towards the tree house. It's me who stops him and forces us to switch places, so that I'm leading and crying at the same time. But I get us there. I don't even need the map that Emmett drew for me. I just know. In my heart, I know.
We climb the rope ladder and miraculously, as if by magic, everything is dry. A little dirty, but dry. Even my eyes. I touch my cheeks and then I just start laughing. It's a little crazy, sure, but I think I deserve a moment of insanity, don't you? I laugh until it hurts, and then I start crying again. Emmett climbs in behind me and lays down next to me, reaching out to take my hand and wrap his fingers around mine.
“Welcome,” he tells me, and I stop laughing to give him a look. I have no idea what it is he's talking about.
“Welcome?”
“Welcome, Claire Simone-the-future-Sinclair, I think you've just arrived.” And then he raises himself up on his elbows, and I lean over, and we kiss like they do in old movies – long, strong, and perfect.



The moment I enter Lianna's office, I'm surrounded by activity, people running here and there, fabric flying like kites. It takes almost fifteen minutes for me to grab somebody's attention and even then, all they can do is tell me to sit down on the couch while they get Lianna. It's another half an hour before she comes, but I try to enjoy myself, basking in the wild frenetic energy of the place. I always wanted to be a part of something like this and now, here I am. I squeeze my dress tight, glad that I was able to make some last minute improvements to it, and wait.
Models stop by and get fitted, and I don't feel jealous of them anymore. It's incredibly freeing. All I'm worried about at the moment is whether anyone but Kylie will be showing up to Emmett and my wedding. At least she freaked out when I told her, congratulated me like crazy and gave me a kiss on the lips that I was absolutely not expecting. Her wild reaction helped to make up for everyone else's silence – sort of. I think about my mom and Marlena a lot, wondering what they'd say if they knew. Would they banish me forever? Give me an ultimatum? In my heart, I know that's not true. I know that eventually, they'll come around and they'll love Emmett just as much as I do. It's going to take time, but thankfully, I have some of that now.
“Claire,” Lianna says, bustling in from the back, fingers red and sore, eyes puffy. She doesn't seem nearly as perky this morning as she was last night. I wonder if she got any sleep. “Come with me.” And then she takes me in the back, past rows of sewing machines and tables covered in notions and fabric. She pauses at one of these and sweeps everything to the floor, gesturing for me to lay my creation down in front of her. “I know this is short notice, but I've been thinking this whole time that something was missing in the show. We have several prominent, local designers, models, photographers, but there was something about it that was coming across as false, do you understand what I'm saying?” I open my mouth, but she forges on, too excited to keep her ideas contained. I like that about her. Lianna Cheung has not lost herself to this industry, blended into the walls and pushed the status quo. I can tell she wants to change things, and I'm right there with her. I'll do whatever it takes to help. “We don't have the spirit that I was hoping for.” She snaps her fingers and then points at me. “But you do.” She spins around and comes back to the table with photographs. They're images from the security cameras that day I came in soaking wet and miserable, drenched in my own pain and fear.
“What are you doing with these?” I ask her as she unzips my bag and examines my garment with steady hands and a critical eye. Whatever it is that she sees, she must like. I touch the black and white shots and am grateful that I'm not in the same place now as I was back then. That was not a good place to be. I shudder.
“I want to show these, Claire, along with some new photographs, pictures of you as you are now, and I want you to walk.”
“Me?” The word comes out sharper and higher than I would've liked. Somehow, it's hard for me to imagine that Lianna would want me in her show. There's still one, last demon clinging to the folds of my skirt.
“Yes, Claire,” she says, reaching out and taking my hand, looking at me with dark brown eyes and a quirky half-smile. “I want you to walk, and I want you to wear your own dress.” She pauses and squeezes my fingers tight. The snake tattoo on her arm seems to smile at me and flick out his tongue. This is it, Claire, it tells me in a hiss. This is your chance to have everything. This is your chance to find success. I focus my gaze back on Lianna's face. “Only do this if you feel comfortable,” she says, glancing over her shoulder at the clock. I know the show's a few weeks away, but for her, it may as well be tomorrow.
“I … ” I try to think about what Emmett would say, and then realize that even his opinion doesn't matter right now. This is all about me. I can only do this if I feel it's the right step, if I believe in myself. I take a deep breath. Although Lianna Cheung has a lot to do, although I'm a small fish in a big pond, she doesn't rush me. She just stands there and waits patiently, holding my hand, looking at a younger version of herself and praying that everything works out for me the way it worked out for her.
“Do you need a day or two to think about it?” she asks as my eyes find the photos of that sad girl's face, as they stare at her, small and pale, ghostly, a shell of a person. I look her straight in the eyes and I think hard about what I want to do and where I want to go with my life. My mind struggles with this decision, struggles until I pass off the choice to my heart. Then, and only then, the decision becomes a simple one.
I look up, meet Lianna's eyes and say what I'm feeling deep down, past all the bullshit and the hurt and the recovery and just everything. I speak from the soul, and that's what matters most.
“I'd love to.”



The day of the fashion show arrives, and I'm a complete wreck. In a good way. Emmett makes me an egg white omelet with veggies that I actually eat and promises me that everything will be okay. The thing is, I believe him. And I believe in myself, too. I don't need to tell him that the fact that my family might be there is more frightening than the thousands of eyes that will be on me, watching, judging. But that's what I want, what I've always wanted. I want to be seen. I just didn't know why at first. Now I do. I want to make a difference, be someone that can stand out as an example to those whose hearts are still bleeding.
Dear Me, I want to be pretty while alive.
So that the ones who are ready to give up, the ones like Kylie can look and see proof that life after life exists, that happiness after pain is possible, and nothing, nothing, nothing is ever out of our reach.
Not on the outside, but inside where my heart beats fierce and my soul glows brighter than the sun.
I spent months starving myself, obsessing, trying to fit into everyone else's idea of perfect when all I needed to be was myself because if I'm happy with who I am, then it doesn't matter. And even better, once you love yourself, you can find somebody else to love you, too, that one other person in the whole universe that thinks you're perfect, too.
Burn, burn brightly, so fiercely that even the sun can't compare, even the moon can't compete.
So that perfect person and me, we get in his little red two-seater and we drive to the fashion show nobody was sure I'd ever live to see, and he kisses me, and I kiss him, and I walk up the stairs feeling weightless, like one of the beautiful, silver cranes on Lianna Cheung's dress.
And the smile that taints my full lips looks like the blossoms on the branches of our favorite tree.
She greets me with a kiss to each full cheek and ushers me into hair and makeup. To my surprise, they don't do much. I sit there in that chair, and I watch my face, the one that I've always critiqued, that I've often hated, and I decide that I'm okay with it. No, more than just okay. I'm happy. I'm happy in the here and the right fucking now.
Search and find me with you warm heat, strong lips and become a part of me until you leave a brand new whole where love lives and pretty breathes.
When I stand up and move over to the racks of clothing, I pass by them all, away from the frantic girls and the gowns in orange and yellow and red. Nobody stops me or asks me any questions because Lianna has already told them what she's done for me. Why she's done it, I can't really say. I guess that when you look into another person's soul and see a piece of yourself, you feel like you want to reach out to them. Lianna is doing this for me, and I can't thank her enough.
All of this because I finally love you enough – will always love you enough because I finally see how much that I believe in you.
I unzip the bag my dress is trapped in, and I set it free, pulling it out in a rush of fabric and clean, sharp scent, pressing it to my nose and pulling it all in, savoring the moment where all my dreams converge and melt into the most perfect slice of reality that I could've ever imagined.
Up, up, up I was flying.
I don't just dress myself, I dance into my gown. I spin, and I don't care who's looking or what they think of me. I just do what I need to do, and I know that they're absorbing it, watching me exist in the here and now, and I hope they're taking notes.
Up and even higher into me until I had climbed too far to fall.
After I'm dressed, I sneak over to the edge of the runway and peek out, letting my eyes crawl across the crowd, wondering how many of these people are here because they're hurting, because they're looking for a way out, a way to escape the pain and step into the light. I scan them all until I find the people that I'm looking for, the ones that I've been missing like crazy through all of this.
And I wished I had never doubted so deep.
It's not just my parents who come to see me, not just my friends, but also some of my worst enemies. Self-Harm sits next to Bulimia who's holding hands with Depression. I ignore them all and focus on Anorexia who's smiling at me from the end of the catwalk. My demons have come to cheer me on, to see what I've become without them, and I know that they'll always be there, watching and waiting. But they're not a threat, not anymore. As long as I have love for myself, it fills that hole that's deep down inside, and there's nobody in the world that can take that away from me.
And the sun warmed my skin.
A smile curls my lips as I watch Lianna's designs move down the runway, and my hands curl into fists in the blue fabric. I can do this. I've always wanted to do this. I look up and get ready to move forward, show off my own creation, pausing only when Emmett's hand brushes my shoulder, his lips my ear.
And I took my first breath.
“Good luck, Claire Simone,” he tells me when what he really means is, I love you.
And in that moment …
In that moment, I reach up and touch his hand, feel the warmth flowing from him into me and vice versa. Now that I've learned to care about myself, I can channel my own heat. I turn my head for a kiss, and the sounds around me quiet, taking a backseat to the pounding of my heart. When he pulls away, the air between us sizzles. “Break a leg,” he says. “And when you're finished, I'll be waiting at the end. I'll always be waiting.”
I had my epiphany.
I take a deep breath and step out onto the runway.
Love, Me.
The End
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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 6/23/13.
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C.M. Stunich was raised under a cover of fog in the area known simply as Eureka, CA. A mysterious place, this strange, arboreal land nursed Caitlin's (yes, that's her name!) desire to write strange fiction novels about wicked monsters, magical trains, and Nemean Lions (Google it!). She currently enjoys drag queens, having too many cats, and tribal bellydance.
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