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      Money, as they say, opens a lot of doors. In this case, the door that opened for me belonged to the Berks County Correctional Facility for Females. It cost me little more than my reputation as a local amateur sleuth who attended the same high school as Suzy Kintz, the prisoner who extended the invitation.

      Considering Suzy was an heir to the Kintz pretzel fortune, her money probably opened a lot of doors too. Just not the very heavy one that had kept her inside for close to two decades. And to be accurate, it was her lawyer who extended the invitation, not Suzy, but he made it clear it was her idea.

      One week ago, a letter from the law offices of Brewster & Case was delivered to me at the Ribbon Eagle, the newspaper where I wrote an occasional column on style. The opportunity for the column came about on the suggestion of a reporter who’d written a profile on me after my involvement in a string of homicide investigations became impossible to ignore. I accepted for the sheer fun of it; an unexpected windfall had changed my tax bracket and left me, for the first time in my life, with the luxury of not stressing about money.

      The prison invitation was accompanied by instructions on the date and time of our proposed meeting. I’d thought it was a practical joke. I waited twenty-four hours before calling Suzy’s attorney to confirm and did so from the privacy of my current loaner car while going through an automatic car wash. If it were a joke, then the jokester wasn’t going to get their payoff while I was in public.

      Turned out, the invitation was legitimate.

      The Berks County Correctional Facility for Females, or BCCFF as nobody called it ever because those letters don’t make up a pronounceable word, sat on a stretch of land north on Route 222, otherwise known (to me) as the road to the good ice cream shop. Somewhere past the strip malls of Ribbon, interspersed with farms and corn fields, sat a compound that housed women who’d been convicted of major crimes. Like Suzy, most of them were in there for life.

      I sat in the passenger-side seat of my husband (and favorite shoe designer) Nick Taylor’s white truck. Nick sat behind the wheel. The stress of working nonstop on his start-up sneaker collection, Saint Nick, tired him, and the tolerance with which he treated my unusual activities had been wearing thin. (Marriage is awesome, by the way, but having a roommate makes it harder to participate in covert and questionable activities.)

      Last night, while he was under the influence of fettuccini alfredo and my new lace-trimmed nightie, Nick offered to give me a ride to the prison. Me being under the influence of his root-beer-barrel-brown eyes and the romantic full moon, accepted.

      This morning, Nick wore a dark-amber French terry sweatshirt over a white tee, soft, worn-in jeans, and white leather sneakers. Last week’s stubble had officially turned a corner into beard territory. The crinkles around his eyes had grown deeper, and not because he’d spent the past six months grinning over his success.

      It was one thing for Nick to help me out me when my life was in freefall; he’d saved me from danger more than once. (I’d saved him from danger too, but pride goeth before the fall, so I stopped reminding him about it after our first month of marriage.) But his shoe business had crashed and burned, around the same time my car suffered a similar fate, and the sneaker venture was turning out to be more work than he’d originally thought. His offer to drive me today had been sweet at the time, but under the cold light of day, he seemed less enthused about the time my activities were taking out of his day.

      “Tell me again why we’re here,” Nick said. “Is this for the paper? You never mentioned that you applied to visit a prisoner.”

      “A lawyer contacted me through the newspaper office. He sent a letter saying someone I knew in high school put me on her approved visitor list. I filled out the application and approved the background check and here we are.”

      “Do you know where you’re supposed to go?”

      “The letter said to arrive between eight and eight thirty and park in the visitor spaces outside the prison. There were no instructions about when to enter, but I found visiting hours on the prison website.” I glanced at the dashboard clock. “We’re early.”

      “Because you’re excited,” Nick said. He allowed a smile. “You’re a funny woman.”

      “It’s a prison,” I said. “For women. Some of the women inside killed people.” A thought I hadn’t yet considered crossed my mind. “You don’t think any of them are serving time because of me, do you?” My reputation as an amateur sleuth did not come without having interacted with the local criminal element.

      “I think if you recognize anybody, you should pretend you don’t. Don’t think of this as a Meet-Up group.”

      The building in front of me was the sort of gray-beige concrete that conjured up images of asylums, which, in this case, was both chilling and accurate. It was a flat-roofed job built around the time shirtwaist dresses and pearls were the everyday norm. A round overhang supported by white columns framed out the entrance. Under any other circumstances, it might have been described as majestic. Under these, it just looked cold.

      To the left of the main building was an attached two-story, boxlike structure. Small, square windows were evenly spaced along the roofline but nowhere below. I stared at those windows for close to a minute before concluding the building was probably where the prisoners slept.

      In contrast to the unimaginative color of the building was a lush green yard that stretched from the perimeter of the prison to the parking lot. I hadn’t seen grass that green since watching the Masters golf championship with Nick’s dad. There was something about the color palette — beige and green — that would have made a nice backdrop for a fashion photo shoot.

      “What’s her name?” Nick asked idly.

      “Suzy. Suzy Kintz.”

      He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Of Kintz pretzels? The one who murdered her husband?”

      I nodded.

      Suzy Kintz, would-be heiress to the Kintz pretzel fortune, was serving time for the murder of her husband, Trenton Vega. Though she maintained her innocence, enough evidence had stacked up against her that the prosecutor secured a guilty verdict without breaking a sweat. That was seventeen ago.

      Whatever chances there might have been for Suzy to get a retrial were dashed when a second body, eight miles from the initial crime scene, was discovered the same night. The prosecution argued the murders were related, and the jury had agreed. A term of twenty-five years to life had been tacked on to her initial sentence, meaning even with good behavior, her chances at seeing an early release were nonexistent.

      Countless reporters had tried, and failed, to arrange interviews with her over the years. When I asked her lawyer why I’d been contacted, he said his job was to make the arrangements. Any further explanation would come directly from her.

      Nick switched off the radio. “You never mentioned you were friends with Suzy Kintz,” he said.

      “Didn’t I?”

      “I’m pretty sure I’d remember if you did.”

      “We weren’t friends,” I said absentmindedly. “We weren’t enemies either. We just traveled in different circles.”

      Or more accurately, I traveled in my circle, and Suzy traveled by herself.

      I’d grown up in Ribbon, in the very house that I’d bought from my parents a few years ago when I chose to give up my life in New York and simplify (ha!). I’d hung with a crowd that cared more about music and clothes than deep learning. It wasn’t until after I went to college that I discovered I could turn a lifetime of reading Vogue into a future; a major in the history of fashion combined with a minor in business led me to a lucrative career as a shoe buyer for a top luxury store.

      Suzy had joined our class in the tenth grade after being expelled from a Pennsylvania prep school. I still remember the day she first arrived in a shiny white convertible Audi Cabriolet that was a rumored sweet sixteen gift. Instead of eating lunch in the cafeteria, she drove off by herself and returned for sixth period.

      From the moment she became my classmate, she was the girl everybody liked but nobody knew. She had an innate sense of style that didn’t follow magazine or shopping mall conventions, but always looked great. I remember eagerly waiting to see what she wore to school. She seemed unaware of my fan-girl attention. She was physically there but not present all the way through graduation. I wondered, briefly, what almost two decades of incarceration had done to her sense of style.

      I was so lost in my thoughts about high school and Suzy’s fashion sense that I didn’t see the man who appeared alongside of Nick’s truck. His closed fist pounded on the window and I jumped and spilled coffee on the leg of my skirt. Nick pulled a stash of napkins out of his door. I grabbed them and dabbed at the stain.

      The man stared into the window, first at me and then Nick and back to me, and either the caffeine overload, the adrenaline rush, or the general excitement over entering a correctional facility made my hand shake while I lowered the window.

      When I finally succeeded, the man spoke. “You need to move your car over there,” he said. He waved his hand toward a far corner of the parking lot that was rapidly filling with cars.

      “I thought these were the visitor spaces,” I said.

      “Not enough spaces today.” He looked annoyed. Instead of answering my question, he leaned forward and looked past me to Nick. “Move your truck to the press lot. Get your equipment and take a seat in one of the folding chairs.”

      “I’m here to visit with a prisoner,” I said. I reached into my handbag and pulled out a folder that contained the letter from Suzy’s lawyer.

      The man shook his head. “The prison’s in lockdown. No visits. There’s one thing happening at this prison today, and that’s the press conference. If you have a letter telling you to be here, then that’s where you want to be.”

      Lockdown? Press conference? It appeared as though my invitation wasn’t the stuff of class reunions.
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      “Move your car or leave. Doesn’t matter to me. Just don’t park it here.” The man straightened and walked away.

      I closed my window and watched his receding back. Nick put the truck into reverse and backed up, then drove toward the lot the man had indicated. A line of cars, from beat-up sedans to energy-efficient hybrids, inched forward to fill the vacant spaces. At this rate, I’d be late for my scheduled meeting time.

      “Let me out here,” I said. “It’s closer to the entrance, and you won’t have to deal with trying to find a space.”

      “How long do you think you’ll be?” Nick asked.

      “I don’t know. Whatever I thought this was, it looks like it wasn’t. If you need to leave, I can call a cab.”

      Nick looked at the dashboard clock. I could feel his conflict radiating off him. “I’ll wait here,” he said. He held up the latest issue of Footwear News. “Plenty to keep me busy.”

      We kissed goodbye, a modest peck, and I climbed out. The driver of a dingy silver Toyota Camry let Nick cut through and turn toward the exit, then pulled forward and parked on the end of a row of cars. A man in jeans and a striped dress shirt under an unconstructed dark-gray blazer got out of the Camry. He held an equipment bag, which he slung over his shoulder.

      “You here for the press conference?” he called out to me.

      “I don’t know. I thought I was here to visit a prisoner.”

      “Which one?”

      I hesitated for a moment. “Suzy Kintz,” I said in a low voice.

      “Yeah, you’re one of us. We’re both screwed on camera placement. My two-year-old spilled coffee on my first shirt and I had to change. What’s your excuse?” He glanced at my outfit. “You always dress like that to cover a story?”

      I didn’t want to admit to a perfect stranger that I’d followed the advice of a popular blog about prison life that gave tips on a visitor’s dress code. The most challenging to follow was the avoidance of gang colors, which sent me off on an internet search to find out what those were and then an online shopping spree to procure an ensemble that avoided them all.

      I was left with one safe choice. Apparently, pink wasn’t big in the gang community.

      “I got dressed in the dark,” I said, adjusting the peplum on my knit top so it lay flat against the waistband of my matching pencil skirt. The man’s long stride quickly overtook mine and I fell behind. I hoisted my handbag onto my shoulder and picked up my pace. “I don’t understand,” I said when I caught up to him. “Who are all of these people? Why are they here?”

      “You’re a reporter, right?”

      Hardly. “Sure,” I said.

      “So is everybody else. Did you receive a letter from the law offices of Brewster & Case?”

      “Yes, but—” I stopped talking abruptly and looked out at the mass of people who’d congregated in the prison yard. All around me, people were setting up tripods, speaking into cameras, taking pictures of the prison, and holding up light gauges while pivoting in circles. A news van pulled into the parking lot, and when the side door slid open, two men climbed out. The driver met them by the back, where they unloaded what appeared to be a portable mission control. I watched as they trudged through the grass to the back of the seating area. A blonde in a sleeveless yellow dress trailed them. Despite the soft breeze that gently swayed the flags by the entrance, nary a hair on her head moved out of place.

      “Who are you with?” the man asked.

      “I’m by myself.”

      He laughed. “That’s not what I meant. I’m Joey, by the way. Joey Carducci. With the Philadelphia Post.”

      “You came here from Philadelphia?” I asked. “Philly isn’t in Berks County.”

      “No, but Suzy Kintz is bigger than Berks County.” He laughed. “To some people in Philly, Kintz pretzels are a staple. Like Goldenberg Peanut Chews.” He jerked his chin toward the crowd of reporters while he adjusted his collapsible tripod. “Some of these people are from Baltimore, some from Jersey. That guy over there is from New York.”

      “I’m Samantha Kidd,” I said, half paying attention to Joey. “Ribbon Eagle.”

      “That’s local. Man, you’re lucky. This story is in your back yard. I’d love to go through your archives for background. I’m surprised you didn’t finagle a way inside before we got here.”

      I turned from the crowd and assessed Joey directly. “I don’t get it. What’s the big deal with today? Tell me again why you’re here?”

      Joey’s friendly nature shifted, and he suddenly seemed wary of me. With one question, I’d gone from being an equal to being a liability. His eyes swept my outfit again, and this time his opinion seemed less amused and more turned off. He picked up his tripod and looked over his shoulder. “I think the light is better on the other side of the chairs.”

      I’d committed a reporter faux pas, and I had no idea what. But with the crowd rapidly filling in, the vacant chairs were fewer and fewer, and even if Joey chose to abandon his new friend (me) and carry his equipment to the other side of the field, he’d be in a much worse position than the one we had staked out by accident. I put my hand on his tripod and held on tight so he couldn’t move.

      “I’m a columnist. I went to high school with Suzy Kintz, and when the invitation to come here today came to the paper, I thought it was strange but curious. I don’t know why she wanted to talk to me, but that’s what I thought. That she wanted to talk to me.”

      “You really don’t know, do you?” he asked. Again, his demeanor shifted, this time to amazement.

      At that moment, a man in a cheap blue suit took the stage. The breeze caught his silver hair and swirled it around his forehead. He switched on a microphone and cleared his throat and then addressed the press pool. “Good morning. Wow, we pulled a big crowd today.” He looked over his shoulder at a woman in a similarly colored pantsuit. She stood erect, with her hands behind her back. Her build was stocky, and her hair was dark gray streaked with white. It was her lipstick, a sharp shade of dark red, that stood out from the rest of her appearance.

      “Thank you all for coming,” the man said. He held his hands palm-side out toward the crowd. “If you could all take your seats, we can get started.” With his left hand, he smoothed his hair away from his forehead, but as soon as he removed his hand, the breeze caught the shiny strands and tossed them around again.

      A man in a uniform came out of the prison and glanced at the woman with red lipstick. He showed her something written on a piece of paper, and she shook her head. It was a slight gesture, but I was certain I’d seen it. The man shifted his attention to the speaker. The man in uniform thrust the paper in front of the man who appeared to be in charge, who was left with no choice but to stop talking mid-sentence and look at the proffered note. He read the contents without taking the paper in hand, looked up at the man in uniform, and shook his head like the woman had done. Whatever instructions were on that paper, the two people who had taken the stage seemed to disagree with them.

      The crowd, who’d been instructed to take their seats, grew antsy while the new drama played out onstage. A few stood back up and took pictures of the prison and the trio on stage. Considering I had no idea I was expected to attend a press conference, I felt no compulsion to do anything more than observe everyone else.

      Finally, the people on stage seemed to reach an agreement over their course of action. The man in charge snatched the paper from the uniformed man’s hand and turned back toward the microphone.

      “Sorry about the interruption. We’re going to get started in a moment. But first, is there a Samantha Kidd in the crowd? Samantha Kidd, from the Ribbon Eagle?”

      I felt the heat drain from my face. Whatever mistake had brought me to the prison this morning had just been discovered, and I was on the verge of a public shaming.

      Joey elbowed me. “That’s you, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Say something.”

      Reluctantly, I raised my hand. “I’m Samantha Kidd,” I said, too low for the man on stage to hear.

      “Samantha Kidd is over here,” Joey said in a voice about five times louder than the one I’d used.

      The crowd’s attention shifted to me, and the heat that had left my face flooded back, making me warm under my pink skirtsuit. The man on the stage shielded his eyes and then gestured for me to come forward. “Come on up here, Ms. Kidd. You’ve been preapproved for an interview.”

      I glared at Joey, and he winked. “Dinner’s on me if you say I’m your photographer,” he said. He stood and grabbed his tripod.

      “I think I’ll keep this scoop for myself,” I said with a smile. I left Joey and the other reporters and met up with the man in uniform, who led me inside the prison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            SPECIAL TREATMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d been in the third row of the audience, so it was a short walk to the stage. The man in the uniform descended the stairs to the side of the stage and met me on the sidewalk. “Samantha Kidd?” he confirmed.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Peter Genovese. I’m the head of the Treatment Department. You’re here to visit Suzy Kintz, correct?”

      “Yes,” I said again, this time with some relief. “I tried to tell them at the gate — ”

      “It’s going to be a busy morning. The parking team was told to instruct everyone to go to the back lot. The press knows that, but there’s always somebody who tries to get away with claiming to be a visitor so they can get a scoop.”

      Despite being singled out from the crowd, I felt guilty. It was exactly what I’d done: parking in the visitor space, trying to plead my case to the parking attendant, and arguing with Joey that I should get special treatment. He’d laughed, but it turned out I was right. I was getting special treatment. While the entire press pool of the tristate area was seated outside, about to receive newsworthy information, I was being led inside for a one-on-one conversation.

      When yearbooks had been passed around, I boldly asked Suzy to sign mine. If this were a trial to determine our friendship, her inscription would do little more than confuse a jury. She’d simply written: “Play it again, Sam,” a Casablanca reference that isn’t in Casablanca. Asking her what she’d meant implied she meant something, but it was just as possible that she thought the notion of writing platitudes to an acquaintance wasn’t worth the effort of original thought.

      But while I was gearing up for SATs and filling out college applications, Suzy was getting ready to broaden her world view. She showed no interest in the pretzel monopoly that put the Kintz family name on the map and put her trust fund to good use, leaving town the day after graduation.

      After college, I left too. Thanks to a job at Bentley’s New York, my world also got bigger. I lived in New York, traveled to the various fashion capitals, and rose up the corporate ladder.

      And now, twenty plus years after the last time I saw her, Suzy Kintz and I, two girls from Ribbon High, were about to talk inside a correctional facility.

      Peter led me to a desk where I handed over my completed application and showed my ID, then we went to a row of lockers. He opened one. “Lockers rent for a quarter. You’ll need to put your personal belongings in here. You can take a notepad and pen if you want, but no recording devices, including cell phones, are permitted. No weapons, drugs, or alcohol.”

      I opened my bag and pulled out a three-inch-by-three-inch notepad with a picture of Barbie on the cover, and a pink ballpoint pen that, embarrassingly, matched my outfit. With as much confidence as I could muster while holding objects a sales department had designed and marketed toward fourteen-year-old girls, I closed my bag and put it in the empty locker. Peter, impressively, didn’t show signs of judgment. He closed the locker, turned the key, and handed it to me.

      The interior of the Berks County Correctional Facility for Females matched the exterior: beige, gray, and mauve. There were no inspirational quotes posted on the walls and no uplifting colors. I didn't want to think about what it did to a person's mental state to be surrounded by such blandness every day of their lives; I also didn't want to think about what the inmates had done to be there. Once, while embroiled in a hiring snafu that turned into a murder investigation with me as the main suspect (What? It happens…), I’d feared that this might become my reality. Every day, when I wrote in my journal, I declared gratitude for my freedom. My life coach said I should continue the process indefinitely to ensure I avoided backward momentum.

      Despite the initial communication of the rules of visitation, Peter was taciturn. Nerves sometimes make me chatty, and I wouldn’t have minded him acting like a tour guide. But after answering my first two questions with simple yes and no answers (“Do the inmates get many visitors?” and “I don’t suppose you have a coffee cart?”), I stopped asking. We walked down a bright hallway. The leather soles and heels of my shoes made clack clack sounds against the vinyl tile floor. Peter glanced at my feet but kept his thoughts to himself.

      We walked past several closed doors. I tried to peek inside, but Peter kept up a brisk pace, and not only did my shoes make noises, they made it difficult to keep up.

      “Have you ever been in prison before, Ms. Kidd?” Peter asked.

      “No. Why? What have you heard?” He glanced at me quizzically. “No,” I repeated, and this time I let the one word stand.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen when we enter the visitation quarters. A guard will pat you down, make sure you’re not carrying any illegal objects or substances. When they’re finished, you’ll be fingerprinted, sign in, and be given credentials. From there, you’ll take a seat. The prisoner will be searched both before and after your visit, so if you try to pass her something, she, or you, or both of you, will be caught. Do you understand?”

      I gulped. My throat was dry, and the effort left a lump in place. I needed a glass of water, but the idea of asking for anything was less than appealing. I held my closed fist to my mouth and coughed, and then forced another swallow.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Good. In here.” He held a door open, and I entered a room.

      There are experiences in life that we like to talk about, that we want to savor and we can’t wait to share with our friends. Times when we’re in the moment but also aware that what’s happening is something we might never get to repeat. I’ve had a lot of those moments, and a fair share of them had led to this one. But being patted down by a prison guard while I stood with my feet spread and my hands against a wall wouldn’t make the top one hundred. I’d edit this part out when I told Nick about my day, I decided right then and there. Unless he wanted to reenact the process…. My nervous thoughts turned blue, and I flushed, and then immediately remembered where I was and tensed.

      “Relax. This is a pat-down, not a strip search,” the guard said. She cocked her head and assessed me then nodded twice. “Sign in and take a seat. The prisoner will be in shortly.”

      I did as instructed and sat. I doodled a shoe on my Barbie notepad and then studied my surroundings. The room was clean but dingy like the rest of the building. Walls of exposed concrete had been painted over with high-gloss white paint. Tables and chairs sat intermittently throughout the room, far enough apart to allow conversations, but close enough to remove the concept of privacy. I hadn’t known what to expect, but a lifetime of movies had painted a picture of chairs on opposite sides of a thick pane of glass with phones on which we would speak. This room, with a commissary cart along one wall and a bookshelf of videos and magazines, was like the waiting room at a doctor’s office.

      I sat alone for what was probably ten minutes, though the lack of clocks made it feel like hours. The longer I sat, the more I wanted to get up and wander around, grab a magazine, and settle in, but that wasn’t why I was there.

      The truth was, I didn’t know why I was there. I didn’t know what was happening outside. I felt as out of place as if I’d been brought here against my will, and no amount of positive inner-talk was going to change that. If ten minutes in the visiting room of a correctional facility got into my head, then I couldn’t begin to imagine what a life sentence — or two, as Suzy’s case was — would do to me.

      A buzzer sounded, and I felt, rather than heard, the doors to the room unlock. Peter Genovese entered first, blocking the person behind him. I sat up straighter. This was it. He stepped aside, and Suzy Kintz, former classmate and convicted killer, strode toward my table.
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      “Samantha Kidd,” she said. Her voice was soft. “Thank you for coming.”

      Suzy was dressed in khakis. The collar of her shirt was flipped up, and the bottom three buttons of the shirt were undone. Her trousers were khaki too, oversized and worn low on her hips. The hems had been torn out and frayed. Her shoes were white sneakers that would have been appropriate in a yoga studio.

      “Thank you for having me,” I said automatically. “I mean, thank you for — I mean, you’re welcome?”

      She pulled a chair back and sat down opposite me. “Is that a question?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what to make of all of this.”

      “You and me both,” she said. Her eyes shifted from my face to my top. “You checked the dress code.”

      “I did.”

      I’d spent a fair amount of time wondering what prison had done to Suzy, and I was more startled to discover how familiar she still seemed. She had long brown hair that hung to her waist. Somehow, the ends appeared thick and healthy, not damaged or split. The color was dark brown. Her face was fuller than I remembered in high school, but not so much as to hide her cheekbones or angular jaw. She had what beauty magazines refer to as a square face. Her lips were pink, and when she rested her face, her mouth opened and her two front teeth protruded slightly, like Claudia Schiffer’s. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, and her brows were thin and arched in an expert style that seemed impossible to recreate in the real world, let alone in here.

      “You want something?” she asked. She pointed over her shoulder at the commissary. “Coffee, tea, water, soda?” She was confident. At ease. I half expected her to gesture to the commissary employee and place an order as if we were in a restaurant.

      “No thanks,” I said.

      Despite declining, she left me at the table and returned with two bottles of water and a pack of cigarettes. She opened the pack and lit up, not asking if I minded the smoke.

      “You know what seventeen years in prison does to you?” she asked, as if reading my mind. She answered her question before I could answer. “It forces you to think differently. Out there, people sleepwalk. They go through the motions, and when they go to bed, they don’t even remember how they spent their day.” She took a long drag on her cigarette, held the smoke in her lungs for a moment, and then exhaled in a long stream of smoke over my head. She pulled the ashtray closer and stabbed out the cigarette then moved the tray to the table behind us.

      “You didn’t have to put it out for me,” I said.

      “What makes you think I did?” she asked. “If I cared if it bothered you, I would have asked.”

      I bristled. This whole visit had been her idea. I’d come along out of curiosity, but I hadn’t expected animosity. “Is this how you entertain yourself? You invite people from high school to come visit and you demean us?”

      She studied me for a few seconds without speaking. As uncomfortable as I was, I stared back and kept my mouth shut. I was here and I wanted to know why, and if this was why, then this visit was going to set a record for brevity.

      “You’ve never visited anyone in prison before, have you?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?”

      She stood up and carried the full-minus-one-cigarette pack to the trash. She tossed them and emptied her barely smoked cigarette from the ashtray too. She moved with the same grace and ease that she’d had in high school. Whatever prison had done to her, it hadn’t changed that.

      When she sat back down, she smiled. “I take one drag on a cigarette every day. When the smoke enters my body, I’m aware of my lungs, of every breath I take. It puts me in the moment. And when I put it out, it reminds me that I’m in control over what happens to me, not anyone else.”

      “You didn’t ask if the cigarette would bother me because you knew you were going to put it out.”

      She nodded slowly, as if she were the wise teacher and I were her pupil.

      It was an odd observation, but as soon as the thought entered my brain, I flashed back to tenth grade, in the locker room before school started. I’d snuck a colorful eyeshadow palette from my sister’s vanity and arrived at school early to apply the makeup before homeroom, but the colors I chose left me looking garish. Suzy, the new girl, came in and saw me at the row of mirrors. She took the palette from me and set it down, then pulled a makeup wipe out of her handbag and used it to remove the colors I’d painted on my face. It had been an awkwardly intimate moment for a tenth grade girl.

      When the colors were gone, she picked up the palette. “Close your eyes,” she said. I complied. I felt the brush against my left eyelid, soft and gentle, and then on my right. “Open and look up,” she said. I realized that I trusted her completely, though I didn’t know a thing about her. “Mascara?” I handed her a tube, and she swiped that onto my lashes. She capped the tube and handed it back. “You’re done.”

      I looked in the mirror and immediately saw myself differently than I ever had before. She’d shied away from the bright colors that I’d first applied and used plum shades that contrasted with my green eyes. I looked like me, but better. Enhanced.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She’d smiled, not a huge grin, but a knowing smile that said, “I know something you don’t, and you want to know what it is.” It was the same smile she gave me now. Funny, that very same attitude was what the press grabbed onto when she was found guilty of murder.

      I lost track of Suzy after high school until I spotted her name on editorial content in Luxe, a low-budget magazine dedicated to fashion, beauty, and decorating. I’d been in college at the time, and reading fashion magazines was a hobby, not a job requirement.

      The article in question was about the impact of grunge on the fashion world. At the time, Kate Moss was the reigning queen of the runway circuit, heroin-chic was the rage, and any savvy person could match the trend pages with a quickie shopping trip to Woolrich. Plaid flannel and ribbed undershirts became the new poet blouse, and the shampoo industry reported record lows as unwashed hair became a thing. Lines between high fashion and no fashion blurred, and the trickle-up impact of streetstyle created a reverse economic dilemma. Those with money were at a loss. Who was this Doctor Martin and why did everyone want his boots?

      Suzy took on the fashion industry in a cheeky manner by commissioning a wardrobe made of shirts from Goodwill. She turned the idea of grunge into couture, but it was her couture, mismatched plaids pieced together into pantsuits, pencil skirts, and, in the case of her garment for the museum gala, a ball gown. She paired it with a boy’s secondhand blazer from a local prep school. When more than one designer copied her look for their runway shows the following season, she surprised everyone again by donating the pieces to a charity fundraiser and adopting a wardrobe of a white Gap T-shirt under a men’s suit paired with suede Gucci loafers. Aside from the red carpet, this became the only outfit she was ever photographed in again — until circumstances dressed her in prison sweats instead.

      “No,” she said. “I don’t get my kicks by inviting people from high school to the prison. I don’t invite people to prison.”

      “You invited me,” I said.

      “True,” she said.

      Something kept me from coming out and asking why. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I felt like I was on a job interview.

      “What do you know about me?” she asked abruptly.

      “Your family owns a sixth-generation pretzel company⁠—”

      “Not my family. Me. My story. My circumstances. What do you know about it?”

      “Not a lot,” I admitted. “I lived in New York when you were, you know.”

      “Arrested. You don’t have to be shy about it. Every person in this prison already knows I was arrested for murder, including me. Do you know any of the details?”

      “No. I didn’t keep in touch with people from high school.”

      “But you’re back,” she said. “How come?”

      “I had a great job, but I wasn’t happy. My parents wanted to move to the west coast, and I bought their house, gave up my career, and moved back to Ribbon.”

      “That’s crazy,” she said. “You know that, right? Most people move back to their hometowns to be closer to family. You waited until yours left.”

      “It’s not like I was avoiding them.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Why am I here?” I asked instead of answering her question.

      “You tell me.”

      “No, you tell me. You arranged this. You don’t talk to the press. You don’t trade on your family name for publicity. You don’t grant interviews. But you wanted to talk to me, and I want to know why.” This time, when she stared at me, I stared back. I could play chicken too.

      Suzy picked up her bottle of water and toyed with the cap. “Last night, a lifer from Rikers Island admitted to killing a hiker in Ribbon, Pennsylvania seventeen years ago.”

      “Seventeen years ago,” I repeated. Aside from that fact, she could have been talking about an episode of Forensic Files, but those words gave her information context. “The second victim.”
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