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For Lindsay and Aurora—

Thank you for making our family better than

 I ever dreamed it could be.

I love you both!
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Chapter 1

Square Block In A Round World





Wherever I am, I always feel out of sync, as if I don’t quite belong. Not an outcast, more like a square block trying to fit into a round world. There never seems to be a spot for the square block, a spot for me. I’m positive I’m not the only teen who feels this way. I bet plenty of adults do too, but are afraid to admit it. Maybe everyone goes through life experiencing something similar, something they can’t quite grasp or name. A feeling that their world is a bit askew, a few degrees off from the “norm”—as if normal is even a real thing. 

If you spotted me in a café, you would see an average teenager with a radiant smile. You might silently proclaim, “This girl’s got her shit together, and is loving life,” but you would be wrong. Totally, utterly, completely, ridiculously wrong! Inside, I’m an absolute wreck most of the time. 

I’ve always been sort of an introvert, not one for parties and socializing with strangers, but it’s gotten worse over the past year. With every breath I take, every person I smile at or talk to, every classmate that I semi-befriend, and each time I leave the safety of my single occupant only dorm room, I silently battle my inner demons: anxiety, panic, and fear. Since last Christmas Eve, I have resided in my own private Hell—and that is definitely not normal or well-adjusted for anyone, teen or adult.

It’s been 363 days since, as my father likes to call it, “The Accident.” 8,712 hours of physical healing and mental pain. 522,720 minutes that I have forced myself to survive, to not give in or give up. Most days, I don’t feel triumphant, and I’m sure as hell not healed. My scars are invisible to you, and to the rest of the world, camouflaged beneath my attractive exterior and phony smile; but, believe me, they exist. They’ve become ghostly reminders of what I suffered, overcame, and lost…especially what I lost. 

Like it or not, I did survive, and that is something to celebrate. At least, that’s what those who know my story tell me: my father, two sisters who have been associated with my mother’s family for decades, and, of course, my family’s private physician (as in, we are his only patients, for which he is handsomely compensated and bound to secrecy regarding anything unusual in the Worthington clan, such as my struggles and accident). Dr. Franklin is the one who suggested I use positive imagery to cope. I want to be better. I want to forget, so I am trying it. Every day I force myself to find one positive thing to cling to, using it to keep from plummeting into the dark recesses of my memories. 

Does it work? Sometimes. During the daylight hours, when I’m busy with school and wide awake, I have the most success. But when the night comes… No, it rarely works. Then again, it’s not every day that a sixteen-year-old is supposed to forget an assassination attempt and just move on as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. 

If you don’t know anything about my story, you might be rolling your eyes right about now and muttering to yourself, “This girl’s a freakin’ drama queen.” Before you get any more judgmental, let me clue you in and catch you up on everything. Honestly, sometimes I still find it difficult to believe it myself, and I lived through it in Ultra 4K, Dolby surround sound. 

Are you ready for it? Here we go… Welcome to my nightmare. 








  
  

Chapter 2

The Best Part About Money





People often say that money can’t buy either happiness, love, or health. I think they’re probably right, but then again, the people who end up spouting this dribble usually don’t have money or a trust fund…or, as our housekeeper Mrs. Johnston likes to say, “Them damn fools don’t have two cents to rub together between ‘em.”

You can believe what you want when it comes to money, but I have money. I come from a long line of people who have money, the obscene amount that elicits whispers whenever me or my father enter a room. I can tell you what money does buy: anonymity. If you want to disappear and assume a new identity, then money will help you achieve that. 

I know. I disappeared, leaving behind everything I knew and thought that I loved: my identity, my friends, my home, and my school (although leaving the Catholic boarding school, Perpetual Mercy School for Young Women, was no sacrifice). Then I started over. 

Do you want to know what else money can buy? 

Safety. 

I go to bed in my cozy dorm room every night, with peace of mind. I know that I am safe from her. 

Who is she, you ask? 

She’s the reason I ran away and am still hiding. She is also the reason for my new identity and life. She is the face of my nightmares.

I knew from the first day she arrived at PMS, that my new roommate—the beautiful, but mysterious, Bentley Jessica “Jess” Jessup—was hiding something. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever imagine that Jess’ secret would shatter my well-ordered, meticulously orchestrated world into a million jagged pieces. 

What was her big, terrible secret? 

Jess, my roommate—who I also believed was my best friend—is my father’s illegitimate lovechild, my older half-sister. 

Shocker, right? 

Believe me, I know. I also should mention that Jess is crazy, like with a capital “C,” and hates me more than anyone else in the world.

Once I fall asleep, money stops being useful. So does positive imagery, and every other trick Dr. Franklin and those who “know” have tried to teach me. In the dream world, the unconscious land between reality and carefree slumber, all bets are off. Common sense ceases to exist. No currency can keep away my memories of last Christmas Eve. 

Most nights, when I close my eyes and drift into sleep, my brain fires up the video, “This is your life, Ari… The Christmas Eve edition.” Images glide through my brain, flickering like a movie projected onto the insides of my eyelids in terrifyingly realistic technicolor, with deafening surround sound.

I’m back in New Hampshire, in the deserted parking lot. I feel the snowflakes clinging to my long lashes as I squint through the blizzard of white and the darkness beyond. The rumble of a revving engine echoes in my ears. I shake my head, my brain fuzzy and my belly warm, trying to sober up from the lingering effects of one too many shots of Jack Daniels. My cheeks sting as the icy wind nips at my flesh. A streak of hideous lime green races across the snow-covered pavement and straight toward me. My heart pounds in my chest as panic paralyzes my limbs. I want to wake up. I don’t want to see what will happen next. A part of my brain begs my memories to stop…destroy the movie, end the show…but it never works. 

The movie does not stop…and neither does the car.

I see her eyes, narrow and hate-filled, through the frosted windshield. Jess glares at me as she accelerates. I’m weightless until gravity grabs my body and slams it onto the snowy windshield with a lung-emptying smash. The cold glass cracks beneath me. My body propels up and over Jess’ ugly car. I plummet to the ground with a painful thud. My thin, battered body comes to its final resting place on the frozen tundra. 

Tears flood my eyes, blurring my vision, as the taillights disappear into the night. Pain—agonizing and unrelenting—explodes through me…body, mind, and soul. As I lie there, the world around me is eerily silent except for the faint, repetitive, drip, drip, drip of my hot, crimson blood melting into the fresh white snow, creating a puddle of pink slush around me. 

My life is forever altered, and I’ll never be the same. All because of her. Jess, my best friend and illegitimate half-sister, hated me so much that she ran me over with her lime-green VW and left me to die alone—in a deserted parking lot, in a blizzard—on Christmas Eve. 

My nightmare is always the same. Every time I wake up, I’m drenched in sweat. My muscles ache as they shudder with uncontrollable fear. I wish my money could buy me a dreamless slumber, but it cannot. Money bought an escape from my psychotic half-sister and my old life, but it cannot erase memories. My pain is still raw and real. 

As the first anniversary of Jess’ attempted murder—and my subsequent survival—approaches, the colors and sounds, and feelings of terror, are actually ramping up. Each nightmare becoming more vivid, more realistic, more horrifying. I’m hopeful that once I survive this Christmas, they will fade into the recesses of my mind. I’m not stupid enough to believe they will disappear permanently, but an occasional break from a horror-filled dreamworld would be awesome. 

When I’m awake, I am a lot braver because it’s easier to lie—to myself and everyone around me. I’ll admit that comes from my father’s side of the family. My father—correction: our father, mine and Jess’—is a politician, a senator (and a privileged, egotistical one, at that). Lying comes as naturally as breathing to him. While I doubt that Jess is the only “dirty little secret” lurking in my father’s closet of deceptions, whatever else Senator Leland Worthington III is hiding from me, and the rest of the world, I do not want to know. After what happened last year, I doubt I’d survive it. However, I just might as a Worthington never cowers. It’s our family motto, and I’m a Worthington to the bone.

But, then again, so is Jess.

Damn!


      ***Today I’m having a bit more trouble than usual keeping my anxiety in check. It’s December 22nd. Everyone at my new boarding school has departed for their homes or vacation destinations for a month of holiday family fun time. I’m the only student remaining on campus. Yes, a couple of security guards and school personnel are here too, but I won’t see them unless something goes wrong. If shit goes sideways. If Jess finds me. But if that does happen, and she finds me, then I’m screwed. She will kill me. Unless I kill her first. 

So yes, I sound dramatic, but I’ve earned the right to be a bit over-the-top emotionally occasionally. My life’s been a rollercoaster—a nauseating journey of extreme ups and downs, of sharp turns and death-defying (literally), stomach-dropping plummets that sucked all the breath from my lungs and left me wondering, “How the hell do I get off this horrible ride and return to my boring, pre-Jess existence?”

I can never let my guard down, even though I haven’t seen Jess since that night. I’m always hyper-aware of who’s around me when I venture to Starbucks or to the sushi bar near the vineyard in the next town. I stay vigilant, but my anxiety is eating me alive. If it doesn’t calm the hell down, I’m using some of my father’s money (not my own because I didn’t create Jess, he did) and ordering private security to hang out around my dorm building.

I hate the thought of strangers lurking in the shadows, even if they’re protecting me, but I can’t afford to be stupid or naïve this year. Jess is the reason I’m no longer the well-adjusted, and safe, only child I spent my first sixteen years of life believing that I was. Security is an option, but not one I’m ready to surrender to right now.

My imagination and fears are running wild. I’m not being rational, and that is unacceptable. I’m better, stronger, than that. I can prove it too. I’m going to get my shit together, go back to my dorm room, stream It’s A Wonderful Life, and chill—put Jess out of my mind. I am perfectly safe, and nothing is going to ruin my Christmas this year.








  
  

Chapter 3

California Hiding 





Despite all that’s happened, my life’s not all bad. I have good days and bad ones. Lately, the good outnumber the bad. 

Progress, right? 

My secret for keeping my shit together instead of curling into a weeping ball of despair? 

It’s not yoga or meditation. It’s geography. Geographic distance in the form of 3,000 miles, specifically. Living in California, a continent away from rural New Hampshire and PMS, from Boston and D.C., from my father, and (fingers crossed) from Jess, keeps me going and excelling—academically, at least.

Another helpful trick I’ve mastered since leaving New England is ignoring the gnawing twitch of the invisible, tarnished steel rod of responsibility that has plagued me and ruled me since birth. The harmful and unrealistic expectations of my father, my family pedigree, or my elite social status, no longer suffocate me. My old self, imprisoned by a false sense of responsibility and people-pleasing, no longer exists. Every once in a while, a tremble—like an uncomfortable electric shock—quivers up my spine (usually after a phone conversation with my father) as guilt and a faux sense of responsibility try to invade my psyche. 

“Hell, no!” I tell myself, shutting that shit down. I am a survivor, not a victim. 

My new school is fine, not great, but not bad for a boarding school, either—which is about all I can ask for and all that I expect. Golden Napa Academy is a helluva lot better than Perpetual Mercy School. Hands down. Without question. 

I still don’t fit in, but I didn’t really feel as if I ever fit in at Perpetual Mercy, so I’m okay with that. It’s hard to make meaningful friends when your entire life is a lie. Thankfully, my accelerated courses enabled me to skip my junior year. I graduate in May. For better or worse, this is my last year at a boarding school—or any school, for that matter—until I decide what career I want to pursue and where exactly I fit into this world.  

Pedigree doesn’t matter at GNA, only the size of your bank account and how connected you are to a Silicon Valley software company. At PMS, I had classmates named Apple and Della and their parents ran embassies or sometimes entire countries. At GNA, my classmates’ parents run companies called Apple and Dell, and just about every other successful tech company you can name. 

My GNA friends have no idea I’m lying, that I’m not who they believe I am. People only see what they want to see, what you present to them—stupid fools, me included. I used to be like them, often a sucker for “what you see is what you get.” I accepted Jess at face value and paid dearly for my blind stupidity. At least I’m not psychotic like my half-sibling, so my new identity and omissions about my past don’t put any of my classmates at risk. 

I am enjoying the mild California weather. 60 degrees only three days before Christmas feels like a heatwave compared to the sub-zero arctic temps and piles of snow of a New Hampshire December. I love walking around campus in just a hoodie, jeans, and a pair of Nike sneakers. No more antiquated PMS dress code of pleated skirts, collared and starched white shirts, and clunky black dress shoes. No worries about frostbitten fingers and toes. 

It’s not only the milder weather that suits me, but also the chilled-out attitudes of my fellow schoolmates. They are a welcome reprieve from the uptight, egotistical, narcissistic, rich-bitch PMS girls. My new location, and my new name (my alias) have worked as planned. They keep me safe and sheltered, far away from Jess, the dreadful D.C. media, and the horrific PMS girls (aka Justice Mason, Lacey Masterson, and the rest of their pompous posse). 

I do miss Sister Alice “Ally” Baxter. She is special to me, more so than anyone else in my life right now. Yes, even more than my father. Not only because she was my mother’s BFF, but because Ally’s been there for me—a sort of honorary aunt and pseudo-mom—and whenever I’m with her, it feels as if a piece of my mom is with me too. After all the lies and family secrets I’ve had to deal with and absorb, it’s nice to have someone who is, and always will be, on my side…no matter what.








  
  

Chapter 4

Monster Under The Bed 





You know, my generation tends to get a bad rap. We’re called narcissistic and self-centered, but I have one question for the adults… Where the hell do you think we learned such qualities? 

Adults like to judge me—well, actually they judge all of us teens—but then again, every solitary person on the planet over the age of five or six does the same thing. We examine each other, looking for flaws in appearance, character, status, and a number of other areas. We judge, compare, and mock each other, all for one universal reason: to feel superior, or make ourselves feel better about our own shitty lives, failures, and shortcomings. By tearing others down, we allow ourselves to believe our own lies—even if for a short time. The illusions we’ve crafted in our minds (and, in some cases, the delusions) help us believe that, despite our flaws, we are still better than someone else. It’s bullshit, and sucks, but it happens every single day. 

Think I’m being overly dramatic? 

Stop for a minute and pop onto your favorite social media platform. Look at your daily feed. If you’re ready to be honest with yourself, as I’m being honest with you, then you’ll admit that the majority of your feed is a barrage of tweets, posts, and videos which all have one thing in common, one singular purpose: to make you, and any other viewers, feel envious of what you don’t have. Or to make you remorseful for being too fat, ugly, stupid, poor, or whatever adjective fits. You’ll become depressed, convinced you will never have the beauty, success, wealth, or whatever is being thrust at you because your life is pathetic. 

You’re a “have not” in a world seemingly full of “haves.” It’s the ultimate 4K HD version of the old adage, “Keeping up with the Joneses.” It’s not realistic, nor is it enviable. I know. 

In my social circles, or my family’s, those people don’t want to keep up with the Joneses. They want to keep up with the Worthington’s, with my family. I’m here to tell you, we are NOT a family that deserves your envy. You do not want to be a Worthington. Hell, most of the time I do not want to be a Worthington, but my DNA has given me no other option. Yes, I created a false identity and a new life, but the blood flowing through my veins is still Worthington blood. Some things in life you cannot escape, not entirely or forever. Like family. 

I’m the only teen I know who doesn’t waste the day away on social media. You probably think it’s because of my father’s political career, or my previous rant about the fakeness of social media. Um, that would be a giant, “No.” 

Whether I want to admit it, and despite my name change, I am a “have.” Therefore, I’m not jealous of the glitz and glam on TikTok or any other site. As for my father, I don’t give a crap about his career as the great senator from Massachusetts or his aspirations. Although, it seems a lot of voters want him as their next POTUS. Nightmare. The last thing I, or even this country, needs is a President Leland Worthington III. But I digress. I cannot, and do not, want to even entertain that scenario until absolutely necessary. 

I’m not on social media because of her. Jess. I know she’s out there somewhere, searching for me. I can feel it in my bones. Not because I’m psychic or anything. I just know because I survived. Jess failed, but she still wants me dead. And since I don’t have a death wish, I intend to make it as hard as possible for my half-sister to finish what she failed at last Christmas Eve. Keeping my face off of social media (a trick I learned from Jess when she first arrived at PMS, by the way) is probably the best way to keep her from finding me. 

Even though I spend most of my time alone, I’m not one of those creepy, anti-social teens who hides from people and thinks all of her problems will disappear if she remains locked inside of her room. The world transcends door locks, and my problems will find me one way or the other. My psycho, half-sister? Lord, I hope not. But people like Jess do not simply disappear or evaporate into thin air. She is too alive, too vibrant to fade away. 

Jess infects my soul and refuses to leave, just like the monster that lived beneath my childhood bed. The monster would vanish in the daylight, but it always returned under the cover of darkness. It took residence beneath my coiled mattress springs, biding its time, waiting for me to drift off to sleep, seeking any opportunity to strike. 

Jess is my real-life, grown-up version of the monster under the bed. I can’t see her, but she is out there somewhere, lurking in the shadows. She’s waiting for me to relax and let my guard down, then when I do… Strike! 

Until I take my final breath—hopefully, decades from now—I will not let down my guard. I’ll always be ready, and waiting, for the monster under the bed to try and kill me. I will never stop protecting myself from Jess. 








  
  

Chapter 5

Jennie With An “IE,” Not “Y”





Istare out the window of my dorm room, down at the quad of Golden Napa Academy. On a normal sunny afternoon like this, students often lingered by the fountain or lounged on the grassy knoll. Frisbees and footballs would soar back and forth over the heads of those seated at the picnic tables, otherwise known as “the geek squad”—tech students who dream of becoming the next Steve Jobs or Bill Gates, perpetually staring at their laptops, absorbed by the virtual world and their latest coding and software algorithms. They stayed oblivious to most activities happening all around them in the great big world, choosing stale, scentless virtual reality to the vibrant, aromatic real world. 

Today is not a normal day. The quad is empty, deserted like the rest of the campus since yesterday afternoon when the entire student body (sans moi) had departed for the start of the holiday break. I must say, the holiday departures of my GNA schoolmates came with far less pomp and stiff-lipped bitching than when the girls at Perpetual Mercy left for Christmas break. Then again, everything here on the West Coast is more laid back than the frigid, uptight East. 

I admit that the silence of the vacant campus is a bit unnerving. Perhaps, deciding to stay here for Christmas was not the brightest of ideas. It was more of a spur of the moment thing, a way to piss off my father and prove I don’t need him. With my schoolmates’ departures complete, I am not as psyched about remaining in my dorm for the holidays. Oddly enough, I am homesick for Mrs. Johnston’s gingerbread cookies, Simon, our chauffeur, and even the obscenely expensive ornaments adorning the professionally decorated Christmas tree in the living room of my ancestral home—but not my father. 

I made my choice. It’s too late to change my mind. This year, I am not with the people who love me or hate me. I'm utterly alone, without a Christmas tree or stocking in sight. 

My cellphone vibrates in the back pocket of my jeans. I tug it out of its denim cocoon and stare at the screen, at the photo of my father’s smiling face. Just freakin’ great. I am not in the mood to go another three rounds with him over my Christmas plans—or, I should say, the lack thereof. I inhale and exhale, long and slow, and prepare for whatever argument he’s about to unleash. 

“Hi, Dad,” I say because not answering is never an option when it comes to my father. In fact, anyone who has half a brain in D.C. discovers pretty quickly that it is detrimental to one’s health and career to ignore Senator Worthington. “What’s up?”

“Oh, Arianna, dear, it’s not your father. It’s me,” the familiar feminine voice replies. 

Ugh, I groan inwardly and pretend to bang my forehead against the wall. I wish my father was on the other end of the call instead of his annoying personal assistant.

I have only met Jennie—“That’s Jennie with an ‘ie, not a y,’ Arianna, dear”—my father’s new raven-haired, twenty-something-year-old personal assistant once. I am happy to report that she is nothing like his old assistant, Gwen, but, then again, that’s both a blessing and a curse. Yes, Gwen was evil and manipulative, and, of course, she tried to kill me after Jess failed; but, despite all her faults, Gwen was a hell of an assistant and never wanted my father sexually. Jennie, on the other hand, is a vacuous twit. She’s drop-dead, runway model gorgeous, yes, but she’s still an empty-headed—and from what I could tell from her body language whenever my father enters the room—gold-digging twit too. 

I’m not casting insults because she’s only a dozen years older than me. If my father wants a trophy wife on his arm, that’s his business, not mine. I’ve spent my entire life around politicians and high society. Twenty-plus year age differences between spouses doesn’t cause even society’s Botox-injected brows to rise. It’s not her age I disapprove of, it’s that Jennie herself irks the hell out of me. I can’t explain it. I’m sure you’ve met someone, somewhere, who you didn’t like for some unknown reason. For me, that’s Jennie, regardless of how you spell her ridiculous name.

“Are you there, Arianna?”

“Yes, I’m here,” I sigh. “What do you want, and why are you using my father’s phone?”

“Oh, he’s in the shower, and I knew if I called you with the office phone, you wouldn’t answer.” 

“And yet, you still called me.” I don’t bother to lie about what we both know is true. I would have let the call go to voicemail if I had seen my father’s senatorial office phone number on my caller id. “What do you want?”

“My, aren’t you Little Miss Cranky Pants today.” Her tone makes me want to reach through the phone and punch her pert little nose. “I’m calling to see if you’ve changed your mind about Christmas.”

“Nope.”

“Your father wants you here, Arianna. I want you here. It’s important to him to have a family Christmas.”

“It never mattered to him before. Last year he was in Europe until my accident, if I recall. Didn’t care that I was stuck at Perpetual Mercy then.”

“Well, he’s changed. He is trying, Arianna. Can’t you see that?” 

I nod because my father has been trying to embrace his paternal role with far more vigor than my first sixteen years on this earth, but it’s still sub-par parenting by normal standards, and I’m not entirely sure that his newfound “devoted father” bit is because of “The Accident” or because he is polling at the top of the Democrat’s presidential candidates list. Probably the latter, but I like to lie to myself and say that he is also doing it out of love for me…or, at least, his version of love. Not that I am going to admit any of it to him or his irritating assistant.

“What teenager doesn’t love Aspen? The slopes are teeming with hot guys your age.”

“I don’t ski.”

“Well, there are plenty of fun things to do at the lodge. All sorts of activities. Firepits and s’mores every night. We’re supposed to get four inches of fresh powder tonight.”

“I’m not twelve, and I hate snow.”

“Damn it, Arianna. I’m trying here, so give me a break and stop being an uptight, spoiled bitch.”

“You’re not helping your case, Jennie.” I force my tone to remain calm and even, as I’ve been trained to do in stressful situations or when dealing with a horrid person. “In fact, I was reconsidering before you called.” I hesitate to torture her. I hear her excited, rapid breaths in my ear. “But, you know, after talking to you for two minutes, I'm absolutely positive I made the right choice. I do not want to spend Christmas with you…or my father.”

“So you’re going to punish Leland because you don’t like me? That’s really immature.”

“I’m not punishing anyone. My decision has nothing to do with whether I like you or not,” I lie, or half-lie, before plunging the verbal stake into her gold-digging heart. “I don’t expect you to understand,” I add with as much condescension as I can conjure. “It’s not as if we come from the same social circles. People like me and my father…” I wave a dismissive hand in the air, even though only I can see my gesture. “Worthington’s enjoy the country club status quo lifestyle, not some down-home, hillbilly Christmas.”

“That is bullshit,” she huffs. “How dare you act as if you’re better than me.” 

But I am better than you, I think but dare not say. Not because I care what Jennie thinks, but because I want to get this call over with. I also want to avoid my father’s wrath later, after she runs and whines about this conversation to him—which I know she will. 

“My God, you are a snobby, little bitch, Arianna. I can’t believe you. Do you really intend to never spend any holidays or special events with your father?”

“It worked for the first sixteen years of my life.” I shrug. “Don’t see any reason to change our traditions now.” 

“It’s time you grow up, Arianna.” 

“Listen, Jennie, you’re my father’s assistant. You were hired to run his life, not mine. There’s a lot you don’t know or understand. My dad and I have a complicated father-daughter relationship, so just let it go and get off my case. Geez, my dad did, so why can’t you?”

I could lie to her, and to myself, and profess that one day my father and I will be close. That our father-daughter bond will be repaired, but I am not in the mood to lie…at least, not about that. Besides, for something to break, it must first exist. My father and I have never shared a special bond, or much of any connection, aside from our shared DNA, so there’s not much to salvage. I’m okay with that. I’m a realist, not a dreamer, and not a delusional lunatic—that particular defect is my sister’s department. So, my rocky relationship with my father is what it is. I do not have to justify it to anyone…especially not an employee. 

“I know more than you give me credit for, Arianna.”

I press the heel of my left palm against my forehead, close my eyes, and wait until the rising rage retreats before I continue. It’s not Jennie’s fault that I don't like my family, but it is her fault, her choice, to butt into my life. Now she has inserted her pert nose into my relationship with my father, has crossed the line, and pissed me off royally. 

“Jennie…” I say through gritted teeth.

“You think I don’t have a family?” She interjects, cutting me off. “I know about dysfunction, but I also know about forgiving and forgetting.”

I don’t doubt that Jennie with an “ie” has a dysfunctional family, but I guarantee the Worthington’s dysfunction beats hers by a landslide. I am not in the mood to waste my time arguing the point, but I cannot—and will not—be bullied or shamed into forgiving anyone.

“Some things are too horrible to forget.” The even tone of my voice surprises me because it contradicts the rapid heartbeats painfully pounding inside of my chest. “Nor can they ever be forgiven.”

“Bullshit. Look, Arianna, I was your age once. I remember what it’s like.” 

“You should remember,” I snort, “since it was only a few years ago.”

“I was a lot like you,” Jennie replies, ignoring my blatant jab at her age.

I doubt you were anything like me, I tell myself, rolling my eyes at the mental image of high-school Jennie. Probably one of those peppy cheerleader types, one of the popular girls who slept with half the football team. Bet she was prom queen, too.

“I was angry and held grudges. Thought that the world revolved around me, and I always had to be the center of attention. Desperate to gain my father’s attention—”

“Whoa, hold up. I have every reason to be angry. The last thing I want is to be the center of attention. That’s my dad’s thing, not mine, so get off your high horse, Jennie. You don’t know shit about me, and I sure as hell don’t want to get to know you.”

“I know what happened with you and Jess,” Jennie replies, her tone sharpening each syllable. “I know all about your sister.”

My jaw drops at the proclamation. My father has betrayed me. I don’t know why I'm shocked, or even surprised, by anything he does anymore, but regarding this subject, I am.

“She is my enemy, not my sister. If you feel sorry for Jess, then you are my enemy, too.” I pace in a circle, round and round over the blue area rug, my growing rage and molten tears blurring my vision and my self-control. “Believe me, Jennie, you do not want to be an enemy to a Worthington. You will regret it.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No. It’s a promise.”

“You might believe you can hold a grudge and withhold forgiveness from Leland and Jess—”

“I don’t believe it, Jennie, I know it.”

“Arianna,” she sighs. I hear the exasperation in her tone. I am wearing down her resolve. “Didn’t you learn anything at your last school? I mean, the place was named Perpetual Mercy, for Christ’s sake. Can’t you show your father a bit of mercy…and maybe your sister, too?”

“Nope.” I shake my head, emphasizing my response even though Jennie cannot see it. My aversion to forgiving Jess is so overwhelmingly complete that my entire body wants to tremble in agreement. “I prefer perpetual vengeance.”

“I give up.” Good. It’s about time. “Arianna, do what you want. Be alone. Shun your family. Don’t you dare come crying to me if something happens to your father. I won’t dry your tears or comfort you. You will have to wallow in your guilt for the rest of your life, and you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

“No worries. You’re the last person I’d go to for comfort. Well, the next to last person,” I say as Jess’ face flashes in my mind. “And I can assure you, Jennie, my father is not about to drop dead anytime soon, so keep your tissues.”

“No one knows what the future holds.”

“You’re right, but I do know Leland Worthington the Third. My father will stare Death square in the eyes and not blink. There is nothing that will stop him from becoming the next President of the United States. Not his children. Not you. Not even death.”

“I can’t talk to you anymore. Your father is coming. I sent your gifts. They should have been delivered to your room by now.” 

I glance over at the small pile of packages on the desk. 

“I got them. Thanks,” I say because my mother raised me to be polite, especially to those undeserving of it. 

“Yeah, whatever,” Jennie huffs, obviously not receiving such proper etiquette from her own, I assume, redneck family. “If you change your mind, give me a call. I’ll send the private jet to pick you up. It would be wonderful to open our gifts together on Christmas morning.”

“Almost like a dream.” I grin at the sarcasm that drips from each word. “Okay, bye.”

“Merry Christmas, Arianna,” Jennie replies.

I hang up without responding. It’s best this way. Jennie’s words, her “Seasons Greetings” were as empty and phony as the love she proclaims to have for my middle-aged father. Jennie is no different from my father or my half-sister. All three of them are liars. If I never see any of them again, I will have a happy life. Families are overrated; nothing more than the people the world forces you to pretend to like, and even love, all because of shared DNA. 

“Total bullshit.”









