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Prologue
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The rug in my therapist’s office was insanely ugly. I’m talking so ugly it never should have seen the light of day. For some reason, during our sessions, I always had a hard time not looking at it. Kind of like a car wreck, you know? Traffic comes to a standstill because it’s so bad people just have to stop and stare. I kept studying the intricate patterns of stale-banana-brown swirling over pea-soup-green and thinking about how much it looked like vomit. Thinking about vomit made me squirm in my chair, because once I got on that thought path, all I want to do was run to the bathroom, stick my fingers down my throat, and empty my stomach. The urge would become so strong, after a while my fingers actually started to itch. The only way to make the itching stop would be to give in to the urge, which of course I couldn’t do in my therapist’s office. So I clutched the index and middle finger of my right hand in a fist made by my left and tried not to think about it. But then, my leg started bouncing up and down, making the old chair I sat in squeak.

It’s funny how an ugly rug can serve as a metaphor for your life. The existence of Kinsley Simmons, reduced to a car wreck so heinous, that people have completely halted their lives to stop and stare at it. My doctor. My therapist. My nutritionist. My parents. My friends. Look at Kinsley the freak; she’s 5’5” and 105 pounds, but still won’t stop dieting, purging, and taking diet pills. How did the perfect girl become such a hot ass mess?

I suppose that was the point of the therapy, but five months of talking about body image and expectations have gotten us nowhere. Which is probably what prompted my therapist to drop this bombshell on me during the last week of my final month of college:

“Kinsley, I think it’s time we discussed a new treatment option.”

Tearing my gaze away from the rug, I glanced up at her and frowned. “New treatment? On top of the constant doctor, nutritionist, and therapy sessions? What’s next, a lobotomy?”

“Kinsley, don’t be rude!” my mother snapped from her place in the corner.

Her sharp tone was further enhanced by an East Indian accent, and the severity of the inky black hair scraped back into an impossibly tight bun at the back of her head. Sitting in the corner of the room in a pantsuit and heels, she gave me a look of reproach.

That was so like her, being concerned with my manners at a time like this. I hated that she had been asked to sit in on this session. Wasn’t this stuff supposed to be private? Now I understood why the shrink had asked her to come into the room. Never mind the fact that I’d just turned twenty-one earlier this year; my team of doctors seemed to think my recovery had to be a ‘group effort’, which meant my family and friends needed to be involved. Because apparently my car wreck also needed a traffic jam of bystanders to witness my slow and painful death. 

“It’s quite all right,” said Dr. Brown. “Kinsley, do you feel as if your current course of treatment has been ineffective thus far?”

Slouching in my chair, I gave my fingers a squeeze. The urge was driving me nuts, and I couldn’t stop thinking that I only had another hour or so before I wouldn’t be able to get rid of the apple and glass of water I’d had this morning.

“I visit the doctor every month and he weighs me,” I said. “Then he checks to make sure I haven’t destroyed my esophagus or teeth. He asks me if I’m still having a regular menstrual cycle, and whether I’ve started abusing laxatives or sticking dangerous things down my throat like letter openers or nail files. Then I visit a nutritionist who asks to read my food diary, then lectures me about the appropriate amounts of each food group to eat. Once a week I come see you, and we talk in circles about my problems, but never really seem to come up with any solutions. So, I’m going to do what you always do and answer your question with a question. Do you think this bullshit is working? Because I don’t.”

In the corner of the room, my mom gasped, but the doctor kept her from saying anything else with a wave of her hand. I refused to turn and look at her again, because I already knew what I would see—disappointment and confusion. I’d received that look from a lot of people since it became public knowledge that I had an eating disorder. No one seemed able to understand how perfect Kinsley had sunk so low, so fast. 

Clearing her throat, Dr. Brown jotted something on her legal pad. Her short, blunt brown bob was tucked behind one ear. Her eyes matched her hair, as well as her suit. I idly wondered if she even realized she was literally like a walking, talking, brown crayon.  

“We’ve made progress, but there has been very little considering the amount of time we’ve worked together. That’s okay, though. Recovery is different for everyone, and no two people have the same path to success. But your parents, your doctor, and I ... we believe you could benefit greatly from a stay in an inpatient facility.”

That got my attention. Sitting up in my chair, I swiveled to face my mom. Glaring at her, I tried to swallow past the lump of sadness in my throat. Turns out, betrayal is a pretty tough pill to swallow. Try as I might, I just couldn’t get it to go down.

“You want to have me committed?”

“That’s not what this is,” Dr. Brown said before my mom could reply.

When I turned back, I found a pamphlet in her hand, held out toward me. Taking it from her, I scowled at the photo of a smiling teen girl on the front. She was annoyingly average, and happy to boot. I hated her on sight.

“Willow Creek Eating Disorder Inpatient Facility,” I murmured, reading the brochure’s front. 

Flipping it open, I quickly scanned the list of treatment protocols observed by the facility.

“Therapy, nutritionists ... how is this any different than what we’re already doing?”

Setting her pad aside, Dr. Brown crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. “It is different in quite a few ways, one being that isolation from the outside world with a rigorous focus on recovery often improves a patient’s outcome. As well, the opportunity to interact with others who are going through the same things you are might help you to feel less shame over the behaviors caused by your disorder. At Willow Creek, you’ll live and interact with other young people just like you. You’ll eat with them, exercise with them, attend group therapy with them ... your entire focus can shift to recovery without worrying about the pressures of school or expectations hanging over your head.”

Speaking of school ...

“Finals are next week. Graduation is at the end of the month. After that I need to start turning in my grad school applications. I don’t have time to waste in some mental ward.”

“From what I gather, even if you take your finals, you will still be unable to graduate as you are failing three of your five classes,” she pointed out.

Damn. How did she know that?

“And on the small chance you are able to graduate, do you honestly think you will be healthy enough to attend graduate school in the fall?”

Staring down at my lap, I considered her question. I might suffer from Bulimia Nervosa and—according to Dr. Brown—Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, but one thing I do not suffer from is delusion. I was not oblivious to what I’d been doing to myself for the past seven months. My baggy sweatpants and oversized T-shirt could only do so much to hide the evidence. Every time I stuck my fingers down my throat, or swallowed a diet pill, or exercised until passing out from exhaustion, I knew exactly what I was doing. I knew the risks, and the eventual side-effects. I knew, and did it anyway. Which is why I couldn’t honestly look her in the eye and argue that I would, in fact, be healthy enough to make it through next week, let alone the entire summer before graduate school. 

“The way things are going, you have two options,” she continued. “You can forgo the facility and take your chances, in which case you will end up in the hospital with a ruptured esophagus, minus a few teeth, and possibly infertile for the rest of your life. Or, you can give yourself a break from school, take the summer to get better, then return in the fall to finish your final semester and do it right. You’re a legal adult, so the choice is yours alone. We can’t force you to do anything. But I am strongly advising you to take me up on this offer. Willow Creek is one of the best programs in the state, and their spots fill up fast. I called in a favor and asked them to hold a place for you. You won’t have another chance like this for a long time if you pass it up.”

“Our insurance only covers part of the treatment,” my mom said. “But your father and I talked and we agreed to split the remaining costs. Anything to help you get better again.”

“You and Dad agreed about something? Dr. Brown, I may not need this treatment. Sounds like the apocalypse is coming.”

She stifled a giggle, but her mouth quivered as if she wanted to laugh. Clearing her throat, she adopted a more professional expression.

“Well, Kinsley? What’s it going to be? Treatment now, fresh start in the fall? Or ignore this chance, end up in the hospital later anyway?”

Glancing down at the annoying girl on the front of the brochure, I tried to see myself in her. In the past, I might have thought I was her. Straight-A’s, perfect boyfriend soon to become my perfect husband, cheerleader with several competitions under her belt, great group of friends, life goals all planned. Somehow, it all fell apart, and now that girl is the furthest thing from me. 

A fresh start, no matter how hard the road to it would be, sounded amazing. While I hated therapy, Dr. Brown seemed like a nice woman who genuinely wanted to help me. I trusted her assertion that Willow Creek was a better option, especially since losing me as a patient also meant losing out on the insane fee my parents paid for a mere hour of her time. 

Sighing, I forced a smile. “Fresh start it is. Sign me up for the mental ward, Doc.”
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The apartment I shared with four other people hummed with activity and echoed with noise when I entered it, half an hour after my impulsive decision to enter the inpatient treatment facility. For a while, I just stood there, taking it all in. It smelled like pizza and coffee—final exam cramming fuel. Though, from the sound of things, very little studying went on. 

Where I stood at the foot of the steps, I could hear Chloe huffing and panting through the open door of her room. The thuds of her footsteps and the sound of rhythmic Latin music clued me in to her workout of choice for the day. Zumba. Eight weeks after giving birth, she was determined to drop the extra pounds she’d gained during her pregnancy. The girl was a machine—dropping most of her baby weight and managing to catch up on her classes after falling behind during her pregnancy. Balancing full-time work with full-time classes and extra online courses on the side, she had managed to achieve the near-impossible. Unlike me, she would actually walk the stage at the end of the month to collect her diploma.

To my left, Christian sprawled on the couch in the living room, his cast-wrapped leg propped on the coffee table, crutches within arm’s reach. He would have to walk the stage at graduation on those crutches, but he was lucky to be walking at all after having his tibia snapped. Two surgeries in four months, and tens of thousands of dollars in metal rods and pins got him back on his feet, but he was going to need major physical therapy over the summer. Of course, I’d miss most of that.

The blender in the kitchen whirred noisily, the sound of ice being pulverized causing my left eye to twitch. Our newest roommate, Kara, was a smoothie fanatic. Seriously. There were fruits and veggies out there I didn’t even know could be whipped into drinkable form until she moved in. I hadn’t really gotten the chance to get to know the girl; she’d only lived with us for a few months, moving into the room that became available when my best friend Jenn started shacking up with her boyfriend. Despite having been a bit annoying at first, she seemed nice and actually fit well into our little group. 

I heard the front door open behind me, and turned to find Chase and Luke coming back from classes.

Wearing his uniform of blue jeans and a band t-shirt—Queen this time—Luke clutched his guitar case in one hand, his backpack slung over one shoulder. He’d started wearing his hair a bit longer on top and shaved on the sides, though a few golden brown strands always hung in his eyes. A pair of headphones dangled around his neck, attached to the phone in his back pocket. I could hear music coming from them, but couldn’t decipher what it could be.

Dressed in a button-up shirt and tie for work, Chase held a stack of books in one hand, and his faux-leather satchel in the other. His mop of brown curls hung messily around his head, giving him a boyish vibe. Before putting on his work clothes for his job at an organic pharmaceutical lab, I’d spotted the T-shirt he wore underneath. Its slogan read: Earth without trees is like pizza without cheese. Apartment 4C’s resident tree-hugger loved all things green ... including Kara’s smoothies.

“Yes, it’s smoothie time!” he exclaimed, dropping his satchel by the door and trotting past me into the kitchen. “Hey, Kins,” he added, turning to smile at me over his shoulder.

“Hey, Kinnie-Minnie,” said Luke, draping an arm me. 

His heavy guitar case threw us off balance, causing me to lean left into him.

“Hey,” I replied. “Where’s Jenn?”

Wrinkling his nose at me, he gave me a little jostle. “Damn, is no one ever happy to see me?”

Nudging him with my elbow, I broke away from his hold, following Chase into the kitchen.

“Of course I’m happy to see you, it’s just ... well, I have news and it’ll be easier to talk to everyone at once.”

Catching on to the severity of my tone, he raised his eyebrows. “I think she went shopping. Her mom’s in town and they’re on the hunt for a graduation dress.”

Graduation. Another thing I would be missing out on. 

Shopping for a dress. Something Jenn and I usually did together, but I don’t get out much lately. Being close to home means there’s always a toilet nearby when I need it. 

“She left hours ago,” Luke continued. “I’ll just call and see where she is.”

Leaving him in the entryway with his phone, I ventured into the kitchen where Kara poured smoothies into plastic bottles for her and Chase.

“Hey, Kinsley,” she said in her high, nasal voice. “Smoothie?”

I paused, my fingers twitching as anxiety slammed into me. I could feel Kara and Chase watching me as I thought over every piece of food I’d put in my mouth since waking up. An apple and a glass of water. 

Smoothies are okay. Liquids are lighter ... can make you feel full ... easier to purge.

Chase’s brow wrinkled in concern. “Kins?”

Blinking, I forced myself to smile. “Smoothie sounds good, Kara. Thanks.”

Nodding, she retrieved another bottle from the cabinet and filled it. Before she could place it in my hand, Chloe appeared and snatched it out of Kara’s grasp. Dressed in yoga pants and sports bra, sweat glistened on the surface of her suntanned skin.

“Post-workout fuel,” she said, raising it to her lips. “Thank God.”

Chase glared at her from the opposite end of the counter. “That was for Kinsley.”

Chloe raised an eyebrow at me while swallowing a mouthful of smoothie. “Have you eaten any real food today, Kins?”

Shit, now the food sheriff is on to me. 

Ever since Chloe first suspected me of abusing diet pills, she’d been watching me like a hawk. When I’d collapsed because of heart palpitations, she’s the one who found me and called the paramedics. I might have died without her.

Which is why her censure felt worse than anyone else’s. Knowing I might disappoint the person who had saved my life, only for me to go on destroying my body made me feel even worse.

Clearing my throat, I lowered my eyes. “An apple.”

Chloe smiled. “Good. How about another solid meal? I’ll make you a salad.”

Salad. Same stuff as in the smoothie, only in solid form. Only slightly harder to purge.

I nodded. “Yeah. I can eat that.”

Still chugging my smoothie, Chloe walked to the fridge and pulled out a container of spinach, balancing another one with blueberries on top of it.

“One super healthy salad, coming right up.”

“I’ll just go wait in the living room,” I replied.

As I turned to leave, I could hear Chase and Chloe bickering behind me.

“Why do you always do that?” he hissed.

Chloe sighed. “Do what? Help my friend?”

“She doesn’t need you telling her what to eat.”

“She also doesn’t need us pretending not to see what she’s doing ...”

The sound of the T.V. drowned them out when I stepped into the living room where Christian lay with his injured leg propped up. He glanced up at me as I walked in, his bright blue eyes downright electric against the black hair falling into his eyes.

“Hey, you okay?” he asked.

My chin trembled against my will, and my eyes began to sting. I shook my head, causing the first tear to fall, splashing my neck.

Frowning, he reached an arm out toward me. Choking back a sob, I fell onto the couch next to him. One of his long, muscular arms came around me, pulling me against his side. I curled up against him, closing my eyes as he stroked my hair. His comforting scent surrounded me, grounding me in the moment and helping me calm down.

There is nothing intimate or sexual about being held by Christian this way. All the girls in this apartment know he’s the one to go to when you’re going through a breakup, failed an exam, or are having parent drama. There’s something warm and calming about him—a quiet strength he knows how to use to make the person in his company feel like everything will be all right, even when their entire world is falling down around them. 

He might be a hot jock, but it’s hard to see him the way others do when I look at him as the brother I’d always wished I’d had.

“Better?” he murmured, resting his chin on top of my head.

Snuggling closer against his side, I nodded. “Yes.”

We stayed that way for a few minutes, until Chloe, Chase, and Kara showed up with my salad. Finding me in Christian’s arms, Chloe frowned.

“Okay, you never cry over salads,” she said. “Bread and pasta, yes. Salad, no. Something is wrong.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but was cut off when Luke came dashing into the room, propelling Jenn by her arm. A Dillard’s bag hung over one arm, and she held a soft pretzel from the mall in her opposite hand. Behind them, I spied Jenn’s mom, Mrs. Nolan, toting grocery bags to the kitchen. This meant an entire home-cooked meal would be spread out on the kitchen table within an hour.

“Okay,” Luke panted, obviously out of breath, “she’s here now.”

Rolling her eyes, Chloe glared at Luke. “Thanks for the update, Matt Lauer, but we’re kinda focused on Kinsley right now.”

Pursing his lips, Luke huffed in annoyance. “Thanks, Barbie, I’m aware of that. She asked for Jenn, because she has news to share with all of us. Right, Kins?”

Every eye in the room swiveled to me, and I sat up, pushing away from Christian. 

“Yeah,” I replied. “Maybe you should all sit down.”

Placing the bowl of salad in my hands, Chloe plopped down on the couch next to me. “Are you knocked up? If you want to give it up for adoption, I still have all the info for the route we took with Annabelle.”

“Jesus, Chloe,” Chase grumbled, perching on the couch’s arm next to her. 

“Don’t start,” she muttered. “Just because we’re engaged doesn’t mean you get to censor me.”

Chase reached out and tousled her hair affectionately. “Never, princess.”

Shaking my head, I watched the two of them exchange gag-inducing glances. It always baffled me how two such opposite people managed to fall in love and decide to get married. I would never have thought they’d make a good couple, but once they got together something seemed to fall in place. Maybe it’s true what they say about opposites attracting. Chloe and Chase made it work, at any rate. 

“What’s going on?” Jenn asked, laying her dress across the coffee table and sitting on the floor at my feet. 

“I had another therapy appointment today,” I said, staring down at the bowl in my hands.

Sinking down onto the floor by Jenn, Luke nudged my foot with one of his. “That’s great, right? I know you didn’t want to do it, but it’s helping, isn’t it?”

My hands shook, and I clenched my salad bowl to still them. On the outside, things might have looked better. The truth is, I was dying inside and no one could see it. 

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to tell the truth. “No, guys. It’s not helping.”

Silence fell over the room, and Christian reached for the remote, switching the T.V. off. No one spoke for a while, seeming to digest my admission. 

“My therapist wants me to go to a treatment facility.”

Jenn gasped. Chloe scowled. Christian’s arm tightened around me.

“Facility?” Luke said. “You mean, like rehab?”

He didn’t look too pleased about it. Understandable considering all the drug and alcohol abuse that went on in his family.

“Kind of,” I said. “But for people with disorders like mine. There’s more therapy, but other stuff. I’d have to live there for a few months.”

Jenn blinked, her mouth hanging open for a moment before she could speak. “But ... what about graduation?”

“Rehab, though?” Chloe said before I could answer Jenn. 

“Treatment facilities for people with eating disorders can do a lot for severe cases,” Chase murmured. 

“Yeah, but she’s not exactly Amy Winehouse status. Am I the only one who thinks rehab sounds a bit extreme?”

“No, I’m actually with you on this one, Chloe,” Luke replied. “Kins, I know it’s been hard, but maybe you should give therapy more time.”

“What about graduation?” Jenn asked, louder this time. 

I closed my eyes and finally allowed myself to admit the truth out loud. “I’m not going to graduate.”

Jenn’s eyes widened. “Wait ... what?”

Luke shook his head. “It’s just a few weeks away. Can’t it wait until the end of the semester?”

Christian turned and stared at me, his gaze far too perceptive. “Guys, that’s not what she means. Is it?”

I shook my head. “No. It doesn’t matter what I do at this point, I won’t graduate anyway.”

“Kinsley—”

Chase placed a hand on Chloe’s shoulder, silencing her. “Let her talk.”

Giving Chase a nod, I continued. “I know this is hard for everyone to understand ... perfect Kinsley not graduating on time. But that’s what this disorder has done to me. I pretend I’m getting better because I don’t want you guys to worry about me, but the truth is ... Chloe, just thinking about eating this salad makes me want to cry. If I’d drank that smoothie earlier, I would have purged it later. I plan my entire day around being here so I’m always near a toilet. I love the smell of fresh baked bread, but thinking about eating it makes me feel incredibly guilty. And if I give in to the urge to eat it, the pleasure of it only lasts until the last bite is down. Then I’ll do everything I can to get it back up. I’m failing all my classes, I dropped out of cheerleading ...”

Silence ruled the room again when I trailed off. 

Christian was the one to break it. “So you’re saying this is it. This treatment place is your best shot.”

Blinking back more tears, I sniffed. “This is probably my last shot. I can’t live like this anymore, and I can’t keep putting you all through it either. It isn’t your job to take care of me.”

“Like hell, it’s not,” Jenn insisted, reaching for my hand. “We care too much about you not to be there for you. So, if this facility is what you need to get better, I’ll help you pack your bags.”

Christian grabbed one of my hands and Chloe grabbed the other. 

“And I’ll stop making you salads,” Chloe declared. “Give me that bowl of anguish!”

Snatching the bowl from me, she dropped it on the floor beside her. 

Kara cleared her throat from the corner of the room. “I know I’m kind of new around here, but I think you’re doing the right thing. I hope it helps.”

I smiled and nodded. “Thanks, Kara. You’re new, but I feel like you’ve always fit in here.”

Laughing, she tossed her dark hair over one shoulder. “You don’t have to lie. But I appreciate you for trying.”

Luke blushed and stood. “And on that note, I’m out.”

Me, Kara, Jenn, and Cloe burst out laughing as he exited, probably escaping to his and Jenn’s apartment next door. Everyone knew the only reason we all hated Kara in the beginning was because Luke was too stupid to admit he was in love with Jenn, and spent months messing around with Kara before coming clean. As Jenn’s friends, Chloe and I were obligated to hate whoever she hated. But once Luke and Jenn got together and Kara moved in, we all got to know her. Turns out we’d totally misjudged her.

“You’re all going straight to Hell,” Christian muttered.

That only made us laugh harder. In the hours that passed, my anxiety receded as I spent time with my friends. It was funny how my roommates felt more like a family than my actual family. Even though I’d been pretending to be all right, I knew deep down it wasn’t necessary. My need to present a perfect image to people in my life was my own personal failing. These people, my friends, had always taken me as I am, the good and the bad. 

Now, it was time for me to root out the worst parts of the bad. 
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Chapter Two
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“Chloe, what the hell are you doing?”

Glancing up from the small pouch containing my toothbrush, toothpaste, razor, and various other toiletries, I found Jenn snatching a pair of my panties out of Chloe’s hand. The two stood over my suitcase, which lay open on my bed. They were supposed to be helping me pack.

Holding up the matching bra—deep purple with lavender trim—Chloe scoffed. “Packing. Duh!”

With a roll of her eyes, Jenn waved my underwear in the air between them. “She doesn’t need Victoria’s Secret lingerie where she’s going.”

Chloe pursed her lips and snatched the panties from Jenn, tossing them haphazardly into the bag on top of a pile of clothes that lay in no particular order. My fingers twitched at the sight, the overwhelming urge to set it right slamming into me like a freight train.

“There might be cute boys at this place.”

Jenn snorted. “Right, because finding a guy is high on her list of priorities right now.”

Shrugging, Chloe continued packing, rifling through my drawers and tossing various garments into my suitcase. “It couldn’t hurt. Maybe there will be some young, hot counselors. Ooh, or a personal trainer! Kins, didn’t you say this place has people there to help you work out?”

Nodding, I added deodorant, shampoo, and conditioner to my pouch. “Nutritionists and chefs, trainers, counselors ...”

“Ugh,” Chloe grumbled, flopping onto my bed beside my suitcase. “What’s a girl gotta do to get into that place? I need to lose just eight more pounds of baby weight.”

Finishing off my pouch with a collection of bobby pins and hair ties, I zipped my bag and approached the bed. Sliding it into the luggage’s side pocket, I laid back on the mattress next to Chloe and turned my head to face her, laughing. 

“Oh, nothing really ... just spend months puking up everything you eat and almost kill yourself with diet pills. It was easy, really.”

“Move over,” Jenn grumbled, sitting on the bed and wedging herself between me and the suitcase, sandwiching me between her and Chloe. Grabbing my hand, she gave it a squeeze and rested her head against my shoulder. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m only going to be gone for ninety days,” I replied, closing my eyes.

In reality, at that moment ninety days sounded like an eternity. I was barely making it day to day.

“You know what I mean,” Jenn replied. “We’ve been planning graduation since freshman year. I never thought ... well, it won’t be the same without you.”

Forcing a smile, I fought back tears. “You guys don’t let me not being here mess things up. Have fun and party your asses off. You worked hard to get here.”

Rolling to her side, Chloe grabbed a tiny section of my hair and began braiding. “So did you.”

Her soft whisper struck me to my core, and I found myself thinking back over the past four years of my life. Four years of avoiding parties, drinking, and distractions to ensure my grade point average never slipped below a 3.8. One thousand, four hundred, sixty days of cheerleading, serving as student council vice president, and model student behavior ... and at the end all I’d earned was a trip to a rehab facility. 

A soft knock sounded on the door just before Christian poked his head in. His expression read grim, mouth pinched and brow furrowed.

“Uh, sorry to interrupt. Kins ... Aaron is here.”

My throat constricted at the sound of his name ... the other thing I’d spent years on, only to have it slip through my fingers. Sitting up swiftly, I flinched at the reminder that Chloe still held a piece of my hair between her fingers. 

“Sorry,” she murmured, letting go as I rubbed the tender spot on my scalp.

“What the hell does he want?” Jenn grumbled.

Christian shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. Want me to get rid of him, Kins?” 

“Yes,” Chloe muttered.

Forcing myself to stand, I shook my head. “It’s sweet that you guys want to protect me, but Aaron and I broke up almost a year ago.”

Their silent stares told me they knew I wasn’t over it. However, I wasn’t in the mood to admit that to them out loud. Besides, Dr. Brown was always telling me that avoidance only exacerbated my issues. Maybe it was time to stop avoiding the thing that had sent me on this downward spiral in the first place—the demise of the one relationship in my life I had thought of as unbreakable and constant.

Checking my reflection in the full-length mirror near the door, I grimaced. I was swimming in my oversized clothes, and my hair hung down my shoulders in limp waves. Chloe’s braid had come unraveled, leaving one crinkled strand standing out conspicuously among the rest. 

Since there wasn’t much I could do about it, I turned away from my reflection and left the room. Pausing at the top of the stairs, I found him pacing near the front door, hands clenched behind his back. 

I drew in a deep breath while making my slow way down the stairs, glad my steps fell light so I could observe him with stealth. The past year had been good to him—he looked amazing in the T-shirt hugging his shoulders and chest before falling toward the waistband of his jeans. His skin gleamed dark chocolate brown, black hair cropped close to his head and defined with rippling waves brushed fastidiously flat from wooly curls. When he heard me approaching, dark, fathomless eyes turned up to meet mine, sending my pulse into overdrive. As hurt as I’d been over him dumping me, it was hard to deny his magnetism. 

The smile he gave me as I reached the bottom floor didn’t help matters, making my stomach quiver with longing. How did he do that? 

“Hey,” I murmured, hoping I appeared as nonchalant as I’d forced myself to sound. 

“Sorry for just dropping by like this, but I was in the neighborhood and ... well, I’ve been thinking about you a lot recently.”

I raised my eyebrows in shock, unable to stop my surprise from showing. “You have?”

He nodded. “I’ve wanted to call.”

Folding my arms across my chest, I gave him a pointed look. “Why didn’t you?”

Sighing, he brought a hand up to rub the back of his neck. “I didn’t think you’d want to talk to me. But I was passing by and figured it was worth a shot.” Glancing up the staircase, he smiled. “Hi, Chloe.”

Turning and glaring up at the blonde trying to hide behind a plastic plant, I huffed. “There are too many damn people in this house.”

“Oh!” Chloe exclaimed with obvious false surprise. “There’s that earring I’ve been looking for.”

Appearing next to us from the living room, Chase glared up at his fiancé with a shake of his head. “Princess, put some shoes on and let’s go.”

Standing and coming out of hiding, Chloe braced her hands on her hips and gave him a defiant stare. “Go where, bossypants?”

Lifting an eyebrow, Chase shrugged. “The mall?”

Eyes lighting up like a Christmas tree, she disappeared into our room, then appeared a few seconds later wearing a pair of flip flops, with her purse in tow.

“Jenn, Chris, you too!” Chase called out, his expression stern. 

Chris came hobbling out of his bedroom on his crutches, his sheepish smile telling me he’d been lingering in the doorway to listen. Jenn appeared from behind the cracked bathroom door, the closest vantage point to the stairs.

“But, I just got back from the mall!” she protested. “And it’s almost dinnertime.”

“I need you to help me keep Chloe on a budget, and your mom’s meatloaf won’t be ready for at least an hour and a half—her words. Plenty of time. Chris can keep her company, Luke’s gone to rehearsal, and Kara left for her date.” Turning to me with a smile, he gestured up the staircase. “The second floor is all yours. Take your time.”

Standing on tiptoe, I kissed Chase’s cheek, grateful for his steady, mature presence. The oldest in the house, he could always be counted on to act like a grownup. Amid a chorus of complaints, Chase managed to herd the girls out the front door. From the kitchen, I could hear Christian chatting with Jenn’s mom in hushed tones. Left with nothing to do but face the big, stinky elephant in the room, I turned to lead Aaron upstairs. He followed me in silence, walking much too close. I became far too aware of his masculine scent, and the heat radiating from him, seeming to seep from him and sink into me. Glancing down, I spied his large hand on the rail, inches from touching mine. Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I preceded him into me and Chloe’s room. He closed the door behind him, lingering near it as I crossed the room toward the bed.

But, standing so near it just reminded me of all the nights we’d spent there whenever Chloe was out. I felt my face getting hot as flashes of him on top of me filled my mind. I bit my lower lip, hoping the pain would help me refocus.
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