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        Eating disorder (starving oneself)
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        Heart problems

        Use of recreational drugs

      

      

      

      
        
        Your mental health matters.

        Please reach out to me if you have any questions before reading this book.
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      A shiver ran down my spine as a light breeze blew over the rooftop of the Ashley building on campus. I knew I should have brought a hoodie with me, but I was desperate to escape the loud dorm building I was staying in. I wanted peace and solitude, and that was near impossible to get where I’d been housed at.

      But up here, it was solitude – peaceful. No one ever really came up to the rooftop because there were too many stairs to climb, and the elevator wouldn’t take you all the way to the roof.

      I wasn’t complaining. I never complained about the climb. I preferred to be alone. I didn’t have to deal with people. After being bullied in high school for my thicker size, it had killed my self-esteem.

      Loneliness was always more suitable company.

      I had been in and out of foster homes all my life. I had never really lived anywhere stable, and when I was finally old enough to realize that I would never have a permanent home, I threw myself into my studies, which also made it a little easier to block people out. I managed to get straight A’s, and I managed to get a full ride to a small university in Florida – far away from that dreadful city and my ex-boyfriend.

      I sighed, dog-earring the page I was reading in my book when the sky began to darken, making it too hard to read any longer. My phone was dead, so I couldn’t use the light from it to read, meaning I had to go back to my dorm. I sighed, dreading the idea.

      My roommate and I were complete opposites. She was outgoing and perky, got up every morning to do her hair and make-up, and more often than not, I ended up being kicked out of the room so she could fuck her boyfriend, who might I add, was a huge dick.

      Most days, I envied her. She had a ton of friends, was super pretty with curves in all of the right places, and had a flat stomach. She was actually nice to me, but she was also just a sore reminder that I had never in my life looked like she did.

      I probably never would.

      With a tired sigh, I set my book on my lap, looking up at the sky. It was a full moon that night, and the sky was cloudless, leaving the stars to shine beautifully.

      I loved experiencing this. You couldn’t really see all of these stars in the sky in Miami.

      I jerked in fright when I heard feet pounding up onto the roof, laughter ensuing. “Man, you are such a fucking dufus.” A male voice spoke, laughter spilling from his lips.

      “Man, fuck you.” Another voice said, laughing as well. “Don’t be jealous that I’m so much fucking cooler than you.”

      “Both of you are fucking idiots.” A third voice chimed in, his voice the deepest out of all of them, sounding much more serious and aggravated. “You two need to go back to your dorms before you fall off of the fucking roof. You’re both so drunk you barely made it up the fucking stairs.”

      “You’re such a buzz killer.” One of the guys grumbled.

      I heard a sigh, and the sound of feet pounding back down the stairs. “Finally, some fucking silence.” The guy muttered. He rounded the corner where I was sitting, a curse flying from his lips when he saw me sitting on the floor. I stared at him in wide-eyed shock, unable to believe my eyes. The guy was easily the hottest guy I had ever seen in my life.

      Dark hair curled over his forehead, and tattoos swirled all over his skin – from his fingers, up his neck, and most likely all the way down his legs. He looked like the classic bad boy, and though I’d sworn guys like him would forever be off-limits after the catastrophe with my ex, I had to close my mouth before I started drooling over him.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, how fucking long have you been there?” He demanded.

      I flinched back from his tone, casting my eyes down to the floor. “I was just reading,” I answered a bit dumbly, gripping my book tightly in my hands as if it were my lifeline.

      “Reading, eh?” He asked in a softer tone this time, sitting across from me and lighting a joint. My eyes widened at his carelessness to get high on campus, but I kept my mouth shut. “What are you reading?” He asked me.

      I chewed on my bottom lip nervously. I didn’t interact with people much – in fact, I was probably the most socially awkward person you would ever meet in your life.

      “It’s just a silly romance novel,” I muttered, a blush spreading across my cheeks. What girl wanted to be caught out reading an adult romance novel – much less one by Nora Roberts?

      He held his hand out for the book, taking a hit off of the joint with his other hand. The smell of weed filtered through my nostrils, making my stomach churn. I had always thought weed smelled horrible, though most people would argue with me on that point. “Let me see.”

      With my blush darkening, I slowly handed him the book, unable to disobey his command. There was something about him that just demanded your attention and your obedience.

      He looked at the cover. “Chesapeake Blue by Nora Roberts.” He commented. He looked up at me, but there wasn’t a hint of judgment in his eyes, which really shocked me. At first, he came off as one of those guys that were badass and lived to make fun of people, which had made me a bit wary. But so far, he was actually being kind to me.

      “My best friend’s mom loves Nora Roberts.” He said with a shrug as he handed me back my book.

      My blush darkened. A smirk tilted his lips as he took in my blushing face. “Embarrassed, beautiful?” He asked, blowing smoke out of his nose.

      I cast my eyes down, looking down at my lap, unable to answer him because I was embarrassed. What girl wanted to be caught reading smut?

      He moved so he was kneeling in front of me, making my breath catch in my throat. I didn’t miss the fact that he held the lit joint away from me, which spoke volumes about his character. He ran his captivating, dark eyes over my face, pausing to stare intently at my lips before locking those dark eyes back on mine again.

      “Don’t hide that pretty face from me, beautiful. You’re a nice change from the girls I see every day.” He told me in a low, throaty voice, the sound somehow soothing me.

      I swallowed hard and scrambled up from the floor, my blush darkening even further on my cheeks. This was dangerous territory, and I had to get the fuck out.

      “I – I actually have some studying I need to get done,” I muttered as an excuse to get away from him.

      He shot me a smirk, obviously seeing straight through my lie, but he didn’t say anything. He just inclined his head to me as he stood up from his crouched position on the floor. I swallowed thickly, taking a step back from him. He was so large. Even though I was considered overweight for my height at a hundred and seventy pounds, he was still a hell of a lot bigger than I was – muscle and height-wise.

      I spun on my heel, rushing away towards the stairs.

      “Hey, beautiful, I want to see you again!” He called after me, but he was too late. I was already running for everything I was worth down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      I curled my legs up beneath me, my eyes glued to the book in my hands. I was in the library, secluded from everyone else on a couch in a corner. Since that night a week ago on the rooftop, I had been avoiding that place and instead had decided to come to the library to read and do my homework until I felt like enough time had passed that I wouldn’t encounter that guy again.

      My body’s reaction to him had been so strong. And I couldn’t deal with that in my life – not anymore.

      I had successfully avoided the guy all week, dodging into random places when I saw him. He seemed too wild for me, too dangerous, and I didn’t want a part of that.

      Besides, what would someone as hot as him want with someone that was below average like me?

      He was gorgeous, though. He had dark hair that fell in waves over his forehead with dark, chocolate eyes. He was muscular – extremely muscular – as if he spent most of his time at a gym. And Jesus, he was freakishly tall.

      Or maybe I was just really short. I didn’t know, but I was a dwarf compared to him.

      One time that I’d seen him around campus, he’d been wearing a pair of basketball shorts. My thoughts that night had been confirmed. The guy was tattooed everywhere.

      Everything about him screamed bad boy.

      No matter how hot he was, I didn’t need that – never again.

      “Hey, you.”

      I jerked my head up, my stomach dropping to the floor at the sound of his voice. I swallowed hard. There wasn’t any escaping him this time.

      He’d found me.

      “Do you know how hard it is to find you, Winter?” He asked.

      I shivered at the way my name sounded coming off of his lips. I tightened my hands on my book. “How do you know my name?” I demanded, watching him with wary eyes as he took a seat on the other end of the couch, propping his feet up on the little table in front of us.

      He shot me a smirk. “Where there is a will, there is a way.” He told me as he shrugged. “I finally found out who your roommate was, and she told me where to find you.”

      I scowled. Of course, she did. I knew Paige only thought she was helping because ever since we had started rooming together, she had hounded me about getting out more and meeting guys.

      But I didn’t want to meet guys.

      “What do you want with me?” I asked him quietly, dog-earring the page in my book and setting it onto my lap, but still gripping it tightly.

      He noticed my grip on the book but didn’t comment on it. He just let his dark eyes meet mine again. I swallowed thickly, my heart thumping wildly in my chest. “You look like you could use a friend, beautiful.”

      I shook my head at him, lowering my gaze to my book. “I’m actually okay with being a loner,” I told him honestly. For as long as I could remember, I had always stuck to myself. I didn’t search for friends, and I didn’t pretend someone may actually like me enough to be friends with me.

      The one time I did, I got ripped to pieces.

      He leaned closer to me, and I nervously chewed on my bottom lip at his close proximity. But before he could say anything, two guys came down the stairs of the library, drawing our attention to them. A scowl settled on the guy’s features as he looked at the two guys making their way over to us.

      One of the guys had blonde hair that hung slightly in his blue eyes, though he swished it aside to study me. Even though it was pretty warm outside, he was wearing a lightweight, black hoodie and skinny jeans with converse. A lip ring stuck out on the underside of his lip.

      The other guy was wearing khaki cargo shorts with a tight white t-shirt on with a ball cap turned backward. His dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his hazel eyes were twinkling with mischief.

      “What the fuck do you two want?” The guy next to me agitatedly demanded.

      “You disappeared.” The blonde guy commented. His eyes trailed to me, a smirk twisting his features. “Getting booty in the library, Byron?”

      Ah, so that was his name.

      Byron’s scowl deepened, anger practically seeping out of his pores as my cheeks darkened with a blush. “Fuck off, Dylan.” He snarled.

      Dylan laughed. “Whatever, man.” Dylan plopped in between me and Byron, grinning at me. I leaned back a little from him, nervousness filling my veins.

      I didn’t do well when it came to new people.

      He stuck his hand out to me. “My name is Dylan.” He said. “Possibly the man of your dreams.” He added with a wink.

      I cringed. Byron slapped him on the back of the head and shoved him off of the couch. He shook his head in disgust at his friend lying on the ground before he shot me an apologetic look for Dylan’s behavior. Byron was absolutely gorgeous when he wasn’t trying to impress me.

      Not that he didn’t any other time, but there was something about him not being an arrogant, cocky asshole that was surprisingly charming.

      “Sorry about them.” He muttered. “My friends are complete dumbasses.”

      “Speak for yourself.” The other guy spoke up, rolling his eyes.

      Byron sighed, gesturing at the other guy. “Winter, this is my cousin Jimmie, and you just met my dumbass friend Dylan.”

      Jimmie gave me a small smile. “You’re a gorgeous girl, Winter. How come you’re not with everyone else getting ready for the huge party tonight?”

      I cringed at the thought of going to a party. Parties meant being in a place that I had to be sociable, and that just wasn’t my forte.

      I held up my book. “Perfect night to read,” I told him.

      “Oh, come on! You’ve got to go!” Dylan exclaimed, giving me puppy dog eyes.

      I shook my head at him. Puppy dog eyes didn’t work on me. “I’m okay. Thanks, though. I don’t like parties. They’re not my thing.”

      Byron reached over, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear. I blushed, looking down at my lap, away from his beautifully tattooed arms and hands. “I can stay back with you if you’d like.” He proposed. I shot my eyes up to his in surprise. He would seriously miss out on a party with a bunch of girls wanting to get laid to hang back with me? “We can grab some Starbucks and watch some movies.”

      Be still, my heart.

      “Bruh, do you realize the pussy you’re giving up?!” Dylan asked incredulously, earning some stares from other people in the library who were trying to study. My cheeks flamed in embarrassment, and I ducked my head down.

      Byron rolled his eyes, grabbing my book from my hands and thwacking Dylan on the head with it. He handed it back to me wordlessly, shaking his head as he stood to his feet. Dylan whined, rubbing the back of his head. I couldn’t help it. I giggled. Byron looked down at me with a grin and an arched eyebrow. “What do you say, beautiful?”

      I nervously chewed on my bottom lip, finally sighing and nodding my head. “Sure,” I told him, hoping like hell I wouldn’t regret this decision. So far, he hadn’t made any crude advances towards me, and he was actually being really sweet.

      He grinned a panty-dropping smile that had my stomach twisting in knots and my cheeks flushing. I squeezed my thighs together. How did this guy freaking make me want him this badly?

      “Great. I’ll pick you up from your room at about nine. Sound good?”

      I nodded, watching as he shoved Dylan in the back, muttering something to him that had Jimmie barking out a laugh.

      I sighed as I slowly reopened my book, wondering what in the hell I had just agreed to.
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      I glared down at the stupid algebra problem in my textbook, my face scrunched up in confusion. I hated math with a passion. I sucked at anything math or science-related, and in order to pass all of my classes with A’s, I had to bury myself in studying – like I was now.

      “Who gives a crap about how to find x anyway?” I grumbled to myself in irritation, completely fed up with this stupid class. I was an English major anyway. Why did I have to take all of these stupid math classes?

      A loud knock sounded from the door, making me jump and scrape a line across the page of my textbook with my pencil. With a heavy sigh, I set my pencil down and walked over to the door, wondering what friend of Paige’s I would have to inform that she wasn’t here this time.

      The girl constantly had friends looking for her. I didn’t understand how she kept up with all of them.

      I looked at the clock on my desk, frowning. It was nine o’clock at night. Normally, her friends were out partying at this time. So, it was strange one of them was coming to find her.

      The knock sounded on the door again. With a huff, I quickened my pace across the small room. I was tired and aggravated with math. I wasn’t exactly in the mood to be bothered.

      I slung open the door with a scowl on my face. Surprise flitted across my features when I stared down at a pair of high-top Nikes.

      “Nice outfit.”

      I jerked back in surprise, my eyes lifting to meet Byron’s deep, dark eyes. His hair was messy on his head as if he’d run his fingers through it numerous times – or some girl had. I had no doubt in my mind that Byron had a line of them waiting to sleep with him.

      There was a smirk tilting his lips as he ran his eyes over my attire. A blush quickly found its way onto my cheeks. I hated my reaction to him. Why couldn’t I just be normal?

      “Um, c-can I help you?” I stammered, self-consciously crossing my arms over my chest.

      I was wearing a tank top, and my biological mother had graced me with way more than I needed in the chest department. I never wore tank tops or low-cut shirts around others because anyone looking always got an eye full and then some. Honestly, I could definitely use a breast reduction surgery, but that cost money.

      Money I wouldn’t have for many, many years.

      He grinned, leaning against my door frame, stuffing his hands in his pockets as he let his eyes meet mine. God, he looked so perfect. It wasn’t fair.

      “I thought we agreed to get some Starbucks and watch some movies together?” He asked with an arched eyebrow. I shot him a sheepish look. I had completely forgotten.

      Blushing at him, I nodded my head. “Just give me a minute to change,” I muttered, stepping back to close my bedroom door.

      He ran his eyes over me lazily again. Chills raced down my spine, and my belly curled, desire for the guy in front of me heating my blood. “Why? I like what you have on, beautiful.”

      If it were even possible, my cheeks got even redder. He laughed, moving back so he was standing more in the hallway. “I’ll be downstairs waiting on you, beautiful. Don’t leave me waiting too long.” He added with a wink, not bothering to flirt anymore than he already had.

      I closed the door, scowling at myself for allowing him into my head so easily. One little word from him, and I was the color of a damn tomato.

      It wasn’t fair.

      I threw on a t-shirt and exchanged my plaid pajama pants for a pair of light-wash jeans and my converse. I yanked my hair back into a ponytail, snatching my hoodie up from the back of my chair. I sent one last look at my math homework. With a sigh, I shook my head. I needed to study, but I had agreed to this thing with Byron – whatever it was – and it would be rude of me to cancel.

      Besides, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, I was a little excited at the prospect of spending time with a guy like him.

      I walked down the stairs to the main lobby of my dorm building, my eyes instantly landing on Byron leaning against the wall near the bottom of the staircase. A girl was leaning against the wall next to him, smiling up at him flirtatiously. She was dressed to go to a party tonight in a tiny, pink dress with black heels, her hair and make-up done flawlessly.

      He gave her a smirk, leaning down to whisper something in her ear. She giggled, ducking her head down on a blush. I nervously chewed on my bottom lip, wondering if I should let him know that I was down here or just go back on up to my room. It looked like he might be busy for the rest of the night anyway.

      What would he want with me when he had girls like her vying for his attention?

      He murmured something else to her and placed a kiss on her cheek, stepping back. I didn’t miss the look of dejection on her face as he turned away from her, moving towards the steps where I was at. He halted when his eyes landed on me, and I didn’t miss the girl’s death glare on me as she noticed what had taken his attention away.

      “I miss the tank top already.” He told me with a cocky smirk as I slowly walked down the stairs towards him.

      I blushed but shot him a scowl. He just laughed. “Can we just go?” I grumbled.

      Still laughing, he placed a hand on the small of my back and lead me forward as we walked out of the dorm building towards the Student Center on campus where Starbucks was located. “What kind of movies do you like?” He asked me after a couple of minutes of silence.

      I shrugged. “Anything but horror,” I told him honestly.

      Horror movies gave me nightmares for ages. I could never go to sleep, and I never would until I eventually passed out from exhaustion, only to wake up screaming in terror. I found out I had a tremendous fear of anything scary in my junior year of high school when I had moved into a new foster home.

      It had been a tradition with the foster parents to have a horror movie marathon on Halloween night, and I was trying to somewhat fit in, so I had stayed in the living room and watched horror movie after horror movie after horror movie. When I went to sleep that night, I woke up screaming bloody murder, panicking that I was being killed, that something was in my room.

      It took me half a year to fall asleep comfortably without the nightmares every single night.

      “Oh, come on, who doesn’t love a good horror movie?” Byron teased, looking down at me with a sparkle of mischief in his eyes. “We can cuddle, and I can hold you when all of the scary parts come on.” He smirked, wiggling his eyebrows down at me.

      Did he ever not flirt?

      I shook my head, desperately trying to fight the blush that was spreading across my cheeks again. I swear I had never blushed this much in my life.

      “I really hate horror movies,” I told him honestly. There was no point in denying it. I would wake up my entire hall with my screams of terror. “If you so much as even put on a movie that seems even the tiniest bit scary, I will leave,” I warned him.

      He held his hands up in a defensive gesture, but he was still smiling. “Alright, I get it. No horror movies.” He promised.

      “Byron!” Some random guy yelled, walking up to us as we neared the Student Center. They did a complicated hand thing, and the guy looked over at me. He had blonde hair that fell over his forehead with dark eyes that were filled with mischief. “And who are you, pretty lady?” He asked, a smirk twisting his lips.

      I chewed on my bottom lip nervously, my anxiety instantly kicking in. I hated situations where I had to speak to strangers. I clammed up. It freaked me out.

      Byron wrapped an arm around my waist, tugging me against his warm, heavily toned side. I blushed, ducking my head down to try to conceal my face. “Her name is Winter,” Byron answered for me, seeing as I had no plans to answer the guy anytime soon.

      “Winter is my favorite season, you know?” The guy said, shooting me a wink.

      I blushed even harder, and Byron scowled. “Bruh, fuck off. You’re not getting into her fucking jeans with a few cute pick-up lines.” He snarled, walking away with his arm still wrapped around me

      “You’ll come around, pretty lady!” The guy called after us.

      Byron rolled his eyes, shaking his head. “Sorry.” He grumbled. “I seem to surround myself with fucking idiots.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed as I shook my head at him. “It’s okay.” I shrugged, suddenly a bit jealous of how many friends he seemed to have. I wanted friends, but after being bullied, people made me wary. “At least you have friends.”

      He looked down at me with a knowing look in his eyes that had me swallowing hard and looking away from his penetrating gaze. “Speaking of friends, you don’t have many, do you?” He asked me, though I knew he already knew the answer to that question.

      I shrugged, deciding not to answer him. He turned to face me as we stood in the line for Starbucks. “You’re a gorgeous girl, Winter, and you’re a really easy person to get along with. I don’t understand why you don’t have any friends.” He said, a frown pulling at his lips.

      I blushed when he called me gorgeous, looking down at the floor. He hooked his index finger under my chin and tilted my head up, forcing my eyes to meet his. There was no playfulness in his, just absolute seriousness. “I’m serious, Winter. Why don’t you have any friends?”

      I shrugged. “I’m just socially awkward?” I stated, though it came out more like a question.

      He shook his head. “No. You do fine talking to me.” He commented, running those penetrating eyes over my face. I shivered. I felt like he could see into my soul, and it was slightly uncomfortable.

      He was right; I did, but it was so easy to talk to Byron. He made everything so comfortable. Granted, he did make a lot of unnecessary comments about my looks, but otherwise, it was nothing but simplicity with him.

      I shrugged at him again and nodded my head to the line that was moving. He kept his eyes on me for a moment, but then, he just shook his head with a scowl and moved forward. A girl suddenly launched herself between us, latching onto his arm. I stumbled, and Byron quickly reached out around her, snagging my arm to keep me from falling on my ass.

      “Byron!” She squealed, planting a huge, somewhat sloppy kiss on his cheek. He grimaced as he pushed her away and pulled his shirt up, wiping his cheek, revealing a set of extremely hard abs. My cheeks flushed. “I thought you were going to the party.”

      He adjusted his hold on my arm and pulled me back against his side, wrapping an arm around my neck. I recognized it as a possessive gesture, but it made me all tingly inside. I blushed, looking down at the floor as the girl’s happy expression quickly turned into a hate-filled gleam. “Not tonight.” He told her. “I’ve got other plans.”

      “Right.” She scowled, turning around and walking off.

      Byron sighed, looking down at me as we waited for the line to move again. “Sorry about her.” He grumbled. “Some girls don’t understand the meaning of a one-night stand.”

      I slightly flinched at his words. I hated one-night stands, and I wasn’t particularly fond of the men that preferred them.

      All it had taken was one night to ruin my high school experience.

      The guy – Jack – had sweet-talked me for weeks on end, desperately trying to get my attention. I hadn’t been all that interested in him at first. Sure, he was gorgeous with his blonde locks and baby blue eyes, but I hadn’t been interested in the whole bad boy thing back then.

      In fact, I hadn’t been trying to get involved with any guy knowing my living situation was always temporary. Commitments were dangerous, and long-term relationships were hard.

      But somehow, he’d managed to worm his way under my skin, and I had agreed to be his date to prom my junior year. He had been so sweet that night, and he had promised me that he wanted to make things work – he would have been willing to try long distance with me if I had to move again.

      I’d given him my virginity.

      He left me alone in my bed, slipping out after I had fallen asleep, and he ignored all of my calls that weekend. When I went to school that Monday, he acted as if he didn’t know who I was and had informed me that all I had been was a one-night stand; we would never be anything more.

      It had shattered my already tender heart.

      Then, he had proceeded to tear me down, spreading rumors throughout school of how ugly I was.

      My thighs were too big.

      My hips were too wide.

      My stomach wasn’t flat.

      My breasts had stretch marks.

      My butt was too big.

      Needless to say, I hated men who didn’t do real relationships, who didn’t do commitment.

      Jack had ruined me, and he made me hate myself.

      Byron led us to the front of the line, smiling down at me with a smile that had my stomach fluttering with a whole fucking zoo. “What kind of drink do you want, beautiful?”

      That damn blush spread over my cheeks again. “Um, a caramel frap,” I told him, knowing I didn’t need it, but remembering I could just burn it off at the gym.

      “What size?” He asked me.

      I shrugged. “Surprise me.”

      He nodded, turning to the guy at the counter to give him my order. Byron pulled me aside out of the way of everyone so that the next person could give their order. “You alright?” He asked softly, turning me so that my head was resting on his chest, his arms wrapped around my back.

      I squeezed my eyes closed, willing myself not to cry. I wouldn’t cry. Not anymore. I was making changes, I reminded myself.

      “I’m fine,” I muttered.

      His eyebrows pulled together as he looked down at me with a face that told me he didn’t believe me for a damn second. I swallowed thickly. “You spaced out for a minute, and it didn’t look like happy thoughts, beautiful.”

      I shrugged, deciding not to give him any kind of answer at all. He sighed, tightening his arm around me. I just silently took in every bit of comfort he was offering me.
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