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The foreman had a mustache that looked like a dead caterpillar stapled to his upper lip. That was the first thing I noticed. Not the verdict. Not the word "guilty" hanging in the courtroom air like cigarette smoke. The mustache.

I sat there in my chair, legs crossed, one heel bouncing, and studied the jury like they were a lineup at the world's saddest casting call. Juror number one, the caterpillar man, had sweat patches under his arms the size of dinner plates. Juror number two was a woman in her fifties who had clearly cut her own bangs. With garden shears, maybe. Juror number three looked like he sold insurance. Not good insurance. The kind advertised on bus stop benches next to personal injury lawyers.

My attorney was talking. Something about mitigating circumstances. I tuned him out. He cost four hundred dollars an hour and had accomplished exactly nothing, which tracked for a man who wore clip on ties and thought "objection" was a personality trait.

Juror number seven kept sneaking glances at my legs. I let him. The black pencil skirt I wore rode up just enough above the knee to give him something to think about during deliberations, and fat lot of good that did me since the deliberations took all of forty five minutes. Forty five. I have taken longer showers.

The judge was talking now. Judge Patricia Callahan. Mid sixties. Gray hair pulled back so tight it stretched her forehead into something between surprise and mild stroke. She wore reading glasses on a chain around her neck like a librarian from a nightmare.

"Miss Jones, please stand."

I stood. Slowly. Smoothed my skirt. Tucked a strand of platinum blonde hair behind my ear. If this was theater then I would be the best thing on stage. I always was.

"The jury has found you guilty on all counts. Blackmail in the first degree. Obstruction of justice. Coercion of a public official."

I looked at my nails. The French manicure was chipping on my ring finger. That bothered me more than the verdict.

"It is the judgment of this court that you be sentenced to five years in a state correctional facility."

Five years.

The number landed somewhere in my stomach. Five years. I did the math. I would be twenty seven when I got out. Still young. Still gorgeous. Five years was nothing. A pause. A comma in the sentence of my life.

My mother was crying in the gallery. I could hear her little hiccupping sobs, the ones she did when she wanted people to look at her. She had perfected that cry at my father's funeral and deployed it regularly since. Country club didn't comp her mimosas at brunch? Hiccupping sobs. Botox appointment got rescheduled? Hiccupping sobs. Only daughter convicted of a felony? Same sound. Same volume. I wondered if she practiced in the mirror. I wondered if we had that in common.

"Miss Jones, do you have anything to say to this court?"

I looked up at Judge Callahan. Her eyes were small and gray behind those reading glasses. She wanted me to cry. To beg. To grovel. They all did. The prosecutor with his cheap suit and coffee breath. The court reporter whose fingers hovered over her little machine like a pianist waiting for the crescendo. The gallery full of nobodies who had nothing better to do on a Tuesday than watch a pretty girl get sentenced.

"No, Your Honor."

My voice came out flat. Perfect. Bored, even. The judge's mouth tightened.

I turned around. Scanned the gallery. Found him.

Officer Daniel Prescott sat in the third row with his wife and his mother. His wife was a mousy thing with thin lips and a cardigan buttoned all the way up like she was afraid of her own collarbone. The mother was a larger version of the same design. Daniel himself looked like he had been carved from a block of mediocrity. Square jaw. Buzz cut. Blue eyes that were a little too close together.

This was the man who had arrested me. The man whose career I had threatened to destroy with evidence I may or may not have fabricated. The man who was too stupid to play along and too righteous to bend.

He looked at me. Something in his face. Relief, maybe. Satisfaction.

I smiled at him. Wide. Teeth and all. The kind of smile that made men forget their own names at cocktail parties. That made professors bump my grades and shop girls hand over discounts without being asked.

Then I raised my right hand and extended my middle finger.

The gallery gasped. Collective. Sharp. Like they had all inhaled at once.

"Fuck you, Daniel."

His wife's mouth dropped open. A little O of shock that would have been funny if I cared enough to laugh.

"Order!" Judge Callahan banged her gavel. "Miss Jones!"

I kept my finger up. Held it there. Let Daniel see it. Let his mouse wife see it. Let his dumpy mother see it. This man had ruined my life because he was too weak to do what I asked. All I needed was one little favor. One signature on one document. And he had to go and grow a conscience.

"Miss Jones, sit down!"

"Worth it," I said. Not to anyone in particular.

My attorney grabbed my arm and pulled me down. His palm was sweaty. His face had gone the color of raw salmon.

"What are you doing?" He hissed it through his teeth.

"Expressing myself."

"You just flipped off the victim in open court."

"He is not a victim. He is a traffic cop with delusions of grandeur."

The judge was still talking. Citing contempt. Adding something to something. I didn't listen. The numbers didn't matter. Five years or five years and a few months. Same difference. Same cell. Same terrible food. Same fluorescent lighting that would make my skin look sallow.

The bailiff approached. A big woman with shoulders like a linebacker and hands that could palm a basketball. She carried handcuffs.

"Hands behind your back, miss."

I extended my wrists. The metal clicked cold against my skin. The bailiff was not gentle. She didn't need to be. The cuffs bit into the bones of my wrists and I made a note of it, filed it away, one more injustice in a world that had been stacking them against me since birth.

That was a lie. Nothing had been stacked against me. I had been born beautiful and rich and white in a country that rewarded all three. I had sailed through school on charm and cruelty in equal measure. Every door opened. Every obstacle folded. Until this one.

I looked back at the gallery one more time. My mother had stopped crying and was checking her phone. Classic.

Daniel Prescott was hugging his wife. She was shaking. He held her tight and whispered something in her ear and she nodded. A real couple. A real moment. Something genuine and human and warm.

Disgusting.

The bailiff led me toward the side door. The one that went to the holding cells. The one that separated the free world from the other kind. I walked through it with my chin up and my shoulders back and my handcuffs catching the fluorescent light.

Five years. I could do five years standing on my head. I was Kelly Jones. I had destroyed people for sport. I had made grown men weep at my feet. I had convinced a school principal to expel a girl who looked at me wrong just by sitting in his office and crossing my legs.
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