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Chapter 1

Ari





My entire life I’ve been told that I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth. The reality is that it’s more of a tarnished steel rod shoved up my ass. I hate the term “silver spoon.” It elicits false visions of a pampered life, a life of excess, frivolity, and freedom. Another lie generated by society. A wealthy and powerful family allows little freedom. The public watches every move I make. Not to mention the nannies, maids, assistants, teachers—and my father. Their sole purpose in life seems to be to act as my handlers. They ensure that I smile at the appropriate time, dress in the expected manner, and conduct my actions—and emotions—in a manner that befits my family’s elevated status. 

Next time you see a photograph of me in the Washington Post, take an extra moment. I know what you see. To you and the world, I’m a young, confident woman dressed in the newest, but modest, high fashion with perfect coiffed hair and a gleaming smile. Look again. Did you notice the forced smile? Did you marvel at my stellar posture? Or the way I hold my shoulders back with the slight, uplifted tilt of a confident chin? That, my friend, is the tarnished steel rod shoved up my ass. It’s the rod of obligation that restricts my actions, my freedom; what restricts me from being me.

People look at me through the blurred lens of envy. They view my family’s money, power, and influence as blessings. I regard them as curses. I’m not stupid. I understand I’m privileged with the best homes, clothes, and education because of my family’s money. Yes, it buys things, but it can’t buy love or friends—not the real, honest, true types anyway.

I know what you’re thinking right now: What an ungrateful, whiny bitch. Let me assure you, I’m not. I’m thankful that I don’t wake up each morning with the weight of poverty on my shoulders. I never worry about food, clothing, and a roof over my head, but it’s not the material things that I’m referring to. I’m talking about the unseen—the matters of the heart, of family and unconditional love. It is of these things I speak... I crave.

To the world, my life is a flawless diamond. I’m going to open your eyes and let you into my world—into my life; or, at least a portion of it. I’m still young and much of my life and story has yet to be written...I hope. Do I have your attention? Good. I’m warning you my life isn’t the flawless diamond I allow the world to see. But for you, I’m going to place the diamond that is my life beneath a jeweler’s loop. You will discover my life’s nothing more than a scratched cubic zirconia. A fake—a faux, man-made creation—an empty illusion. My father, Senator Leland Worthington III, created my cubic zirconia, and with it, the façade of perfection.

I won’t bore you with my childhood; I was too young to comprehend the finer details. Like any child, I assumed that every other family lived the same way. I believed my life was normal and stable. I knew most families consisted of more than one child, but many in my school were only children like me. I didn’t realize that the majority of children in the world didn’t have nannies, maids, or drivers. They didn’t live away from home at posh boarding schools. All fathers weren’t successful politicians. All mothers didn’t spend their days at the country club, consumed with charities and luncheons. I knew no children whose moms baked cupcakes for bake sales or whose dads coached soccer teams. Hands-on parenting, to my young mind, meant my parents parading me out at an event or for photo ops at a dinner party. My nannies, not my mother, brushed my hair and read me bedtime stories. Our cook baked me cookies. I thought that interior designers decorated everyone’s Christmas trees.

Are you rolling your eyes at me right now and saying to yourself: Ari, stop whining?

I’m not complaining. My childhood was perfect and amiable because, for me, it was normal. I loved my parents—albeit, from a distance; but that too, for me, seemed normal.

Yes, my life looks all shiny and full of vibrant color to the naked eye. But, after closer examination, it’s manufactured plastic crap. I discovered my truths during my time at Perpetual Mercy School for Young Women. And that, my friend, is where my real story begins.








  
  

Chapter 2

Perpetual Mercy School For Young Women





Perpetual Mercy School for Young Women is an all-female boarding school in Warton, New Hampshire located a short jaunt upriver from Dartmouth University. The Sisters of Mercy, a group of dedicated but severe nuns, govern the school. Clusters of unremarkable, ivy-covered brick buildings comprise the school’s campus. Massive brick walls surround the twenty acre campus and serve to keep the students within the campus confines; but more important, the layers of chipping brick and mortar prevent the world—the unworthy—entry into our elite bubble. The classrooms, dorms, dining room, library, a common room with the school’s solitary television, an infirmary, and of course, the living quarters for the Sisters are found within the buildings. Also nestled inside the brick border walls is a dense forest, tennis courts, and manicured fields doing triple duty for the soccer, field hockey, and softball teams. An impressive stable houses the school’s dozen thoroughbred horses. Perpetual Mercy mandates all students to imbibe in fresh air and regular exercise in addition to their rigorous academics and strict moral instruction. 

Despite its humble exterior appearance, Perpetual Mercy, isn’t just any run-of-the-mill boarding school. The crème of the elite accounts for one hundred percent of the student body. All students derive from one of two places: old money and pedigree, or new money and power. Without either pedigree or power, admittance is impossible. Students from old money—families of breeding one could categorize as “blue-bloods,” to use the antiquated term—once ruled the school. But in recent years, the majority of students derive from political families that wield great power; the daughters and granddaughters of senators, governors, and foreign diplomats—cousins or nieces need not apply and will be refused admission, despite their family’s ability to afford the pricey six-figure annual tuition.

If you’re wondering what draws the elite to Perpetual Mercy, I’ll try my best to explain. The allure of Perpetual Mercy—aside from its near-impossible admittance and Draconian moral and academic convictions—directly coincides with the school’s rural New Hampshire address, which provides students safe anonymity far away from the political D.C. realm and media spotlight. The lack of a webpage or any online presence perpetuates the school’s charm. Go ahead, give it a try—Google it. On second thought, don’t bother. I’ll save you the time. You won’t find it on the Worldwide Web. To the outside world, it doesn’t exist. Perpetual Mercy is one of the best-kept, known secrets amongst the wealthy and powerful.

An unwritten hierarchy—an upper-class caste system—exists at Perpetual Mercy because, even amongst elites, prejudice lives. Three—well, technically four—tiers exist at Perpetual Mercy. The top tier, tier one, consists of the old money, blue-blood girls. The second tier girls, tier two, belong to powerful families of old money who lack the proper pedigree. In the third and least desirable group, tier three, the political new money girls wallow. New money’s easy to sniff out—flashy, brash, and a false sense of entitlement.

I’ll wager that you’re trying to figure out which tier I belonged to and why I only described three tiers when I mentioned that four exist. Personally, I never cared about the tiers; such judgmental rankings never mattered to me. They mattered to most of the girls at Perpetual Mercy, though. I saw too many exceptional girls bullied and ostracized by a member of a tier higher than their own. And I hate cruelty as much as I despise prejudice. I’ve spent most of my life desiring to be seen for me—not for my family, money, or material possessions.

I know you’re the curious type and thinking Ari, you belonged to the bottom tier so you’re downplaying the rankings.

Well, if that’s what you’re thinking, sorry; I’m about to burst your smart bubble. I wasn’t a member of the three tiers that I described. I’m a member of the final Perpetual Mercy tier, the ultra-exclusive platinum tier reserved for the elite amongst elites—the purest of pedigrees. As the sole member of the platinum tier, I found myself envied by the girls who found their worth in the tier rankings. This, I’m sad to report, comprised the majority of my schoolmates. Everyone wanted to be a platinum, everyone except me.

As I’ve already exposed, I come from a family of great wealth and great power. I’m the result of the dual parentage of blue-blood, old money, and political power—the Holy Grail of elites. My maternal grandfather was a blue-blood governor of Massachusetts; my mother, a proud member of the Daughters of the Mayflower; and my father, a direct descendant of European aristocracy. It also doesn’t hurt that dad’s a charismatic senator with presidential aspirations.

I found Perpetual Mercy adequate and the dorm rooms spacious but not ostentatious. Two girls shared a room with two beds with five-star mattresses, two desks, two dressers, and one large walk-in closet. I shared a closet—half the size of my closet at my family’s homes—with my roommate. It’s difficult for me to think of the family mansion in Beacon Hill or my father’s D.C. brownstone as my homes. I’ve spent ten months of each year since I turned six away at boarding school. So, I consider whatever school I am attending my home.

Anyway, sharing the walk-in closet wasn’t a big deal for me. I spent the majority of each day clothed in the traditional parochial uniform. The pleated plaid skirt, conservative white blouse, and sensible black shoes were my daily penance for my wealthy birthright—and also a hideous consequence of attending a school run by Catholic nuns with dour faces and dreary attire.

But I survived. Hell, I’ve survived a ton of shit far more ominous than a bunch of elderly nuns. Weekends and evenings students dress in normal clothing. For me, I sported t-shirts and jeans or comfy yoga pants whenever possible—a casual nature not embraced by the rest of the student body. A stroll through the school’s hallways on any weekend rivaled the fashion runways of Paris and Milan with each girl fighting to one-up the next with their designer threads. Let’s face it, girls can be horrific. The majority of my schoolmates at Perpetual Mercy consisted of snobs, self-centered twits, or sycophants, and the worst of the lot—a combination of all three.

I know it sounds disingenuous of me to judge my fellow students. I’m sure you think my assessment’s harsh because of the ridiculous tiers and me serving as the sole platinum member. I assure you it isn’t the case. In life, it’s normal to encounter the occasional royal bitch. At Perpetual Mercy, there was an infestation of them.








  
  

Chapter 3

Mags





Ishared a room for three years with Margaret “Mags” Fowler, a new money daughter of a U.K. diplomat and two grades above me. So, in case you care about the petty tier system, Mags—tier three. Now, a snob would never befriend a tier three, but as I said before, rankings never mattered to me. We bonded over our love of dogs and mutual frustrations over the school’s no pets rule, not our tiers. 

The Sisters tried their best to pair roommates by grade. Mags’ clashed with her first roommate, a tier one nightmare, named Justice Mason. Justice’s father, an influential superior court judge—hence her ridiculous name, gag—whom she manipulated ad nauseam. Justice refused to share a room with the lowly tier three Mags and whined to her father with such repetitiveness that the poor man succumbed. The judge ordered the Sisters of Mercy to reassign Mags or else he’d yank his precious Justice, and her prepaid tuition, out of Perpetual Mercy. I warned you that the majority of Perpetual Mercy girls took their tier placements seriously, and the Sisters of Mercy valued the hefty tuition more than they opposed the sin of pride. So much for the old adage that justice is blind. At Perpetual Mercy, Justice is a bitch—literally and figuratively. So after all the bullshit, Mags packed up her things and moved into my room.

If you ask me, Mags’ beauty—not her low-tier ranking—tipped the scales in Justice’s jealous mind. Mags was beautiful inside and out; tall, lithe, with flaxen hair that possessed the perfect natural wave, large cerulean eyes like pools from the Caribbean ocean, full rose-tinted lips, flawless and opaque skin that rivaled the finest porcelain. Justice Mason, on the other hand, fed her insatiable craving for European chocolates without restraint and even her father’s generously cut judicial robe couldn’t conceal her rotund body or double chin.

It thrilled me to room with Mags. I found her unpretentious demeanor and constant thirst to find joy in life refreshing, like a ray of sunshine in my otherwise dull existence. We hit it off right away despite our age difference. Mags’ quest for fun changed our lives forever and left me saddled with welcoming a new roommate—a new girl to Perpetual Mercy—for my sophomore year, and that sucked big time.

“Oy, Dearie, why don’t you get yourself all dressed up and join me?” Mags said and added another layer of pink petal lip gloss to her full lips.

“No way,” I said. “If my father ever found out, he’d ship me off to Siberia—or worse.”

Mags smacked her lips and laughed. “Stop being so dramatic, Dearie,” she said in her best big sister tone. Mags nicknamed me Dearie our second semester as roomies. I found it endearing coming from her, not condescending as if uttered by an adult. “There aren’t any boarding schools in Siberia.”

“Well, then he’d send someplace far away. There’s nothing my father won’t do to become the next President of the United States—even exiling his only child.”

She shrugged, adjusted her silk top, and pirouetted in front of the mirror; stopping to admire the way her jeans hugged her ass. I didn’t blame her. She’d spent the better part of an hour wriggling and struggling on her bed to pull the tight denim over her hips. The jeans melded to her body like a second skin. While Mags looked fabulous, all I could think was, How the hell’s she going to get them off when she has to pee?

“Last chance, Dearie,” Mags said and grabbed a cashmere sweater from the bed.

I shook my head and held up the latest issue of Cosmo (totally illegal contraband at Perpetual Mercy and one of my few guilty pleasures). “Nope, I’m good. Be careful, Mags.”

“You’re supposed to say have a blast,” she said and slung a long leg over the sill of our window.

“Be careful,” I said again before she dropped onto the fire escape.

A flash of golden hair fluttered in the night air before the darkness swallowed it.

“Tootles, Dearie. Oh, and don’t wait up,” Mags’ playful voice called out as she disappeared into the darkness.








  
  

Chapter 4

The Letter





Inibbled the tip of a pink fingernail and stared at the closed door of my dorm room. A twinge of pain and the sweet taste of my blood on my tongue diverted my attention. 

“Shit,” I said and examined my self-mutilated manicure.

I shifted in my chair and shoved my hands beneath my ass. I bite my nails during times of stress. It disgusted my mother and resulted in me receiving more than one reprimand over the years.

A lady never chews one's nails, my mother’s lilting voice echoed in my head. We wouldn’t want people to think you’re low-class, Arianna.

My numb fingers twitched between my jeans and the hard seat of the oak chair begging for freedom. I shifted again and ignored the temptation. This is all your fault Mags. Damn you for ruining my life. Guilt at my selfish thoughts pierced my heart. Mags messed up her life far greater than mine. She needed my pity, not my ire, right now.

The letter arrived, as I knew it would, the last week of August, informing me of my new room assignment—sans fire escape—and a new roommate; some new girl named Bentley Jessup, and that Margaret Fowler (the Sisters never used nicknames) no longer attended Perpetual Mercy School for Young Women. No additional information or further explanation, not that I needed any. I didn’t. I knew why Mags left. And, by now, so did all of the other students.

Perpetual Mercy frowned upon unwed pregnant mothers. Hell, Perpetual Mercy frowned upon most things.

“Only through purity will a young woman become a lady,” Sister Gertrude loved to profess.

And, like it or not, a pregnant Mags was no longer pure.

Yes, the young women of Perpetual Mercy were groomed to blossom into ladies of high morals and, of course, come from lots of money. It took great wealth to afford such righteousness. So, with the stroke of a pen, Mags was gone and replaced with a new face, a new girl of money. Sweep out the old and usher in the new. Wipe away the sinful and leave behind the gleaming, and seemingly, pure.

It’s all bullshit. I knew it, the Sisters knew it, and the students knew it. There’s nothing pure or righteous about the students of Perpetual Mercy. As with most things in life, it’s just a big lie, an illusion. The price for exposing the illusion: expulsion and shame.








  
  

Chapter 5

Waiting





Isat on the stiff oak chair by my desk, my dorm room felt so empty without Mags. I glanced over at the vacant bed across the room where Mags and I’d spent countless evenings laughing and leafing through the latest issue of Cosmo. I closed my eyes and pushed Mags, and the overwhelming sense of loss, out of my mind. She’s gone and the bed no longer belonged to her. As with my former roommates at the other boarding schools, Mags would fade into a memory, just another name on the list of people who’d entered my life for a brief period, only to exit it forever. Most on the list were now only faint images and their names forgotten. A few still mattered to me, a few made such an impact on my life I’d never completely forget—like my mother and now Mags. 

I returned my attention to the door of my room. I stared at the door and waited for the arrival of Miss Bentley Jessup. The name Bentley may seem a bit odd for a first name, especially for a girl. I’m accustomed to strange names, or “unique”, as that’s the acceptable terminology in my world—the world of wealth and power. I don’t understand why the adults in my world saddle their children with bizarre or antiquated—excuse me—unique or prestigious monikers. I suppose the arrogance that accompanies wealth, the air of self-importance, is to blame. Regardless, it’s no comfort to a small child scarred for life because of a first name such as Justice, Petunia, Apple, or yes, even, Bentley.

There’s an uncharacteristic chill for a September afternoon. I freed my crushed fingers from beneath their denim restraint and wiggled them to get the blood flowing back into my numb digits. I secured the buttons of my navy cardigan with my battered nails; nails that, at the moment, were no longer in jeopardy of having to endure another war with my teeth, my nerves escalated beyond the calming effect of nail biting.

I sat with my back rigid and unwavering, courtesy of the invisible rod shoved up my ass, despite my pulsing nerves and queasy stomach. A Worthington never slouched. I controlled my posture, but not my rogue leg which bounced up and down. My toes, ten tiny coiled springs, boinged in spastic rhythm in the plush carpet. My leg bounce, another nervous tick of mine, drove my father beyond insane. It never bothered my mother. Unlike the nail biting, the leg bounce didn’t make its debut until after her death.

The clock on the wall ticked off the minutes...tick...tick...tick. Where the hell is this Bentley? Check-in for all new students ended hours ago. My mind began to envision all sorts of crazy scenarios as I waited. I tried to imagine my new roommate. Images of a wider nastier version of Justice Mason or a Penelope Wentworth clone, a tier one super-snob fashion diva, popped into my brain. I shuddered.

What if my new roommate was the relative of one of my father’s political rivals? A spy sent to find dirt on my father and discover some nasty Worthington family secret to derail the Democratic Party’s rising Senator was my worst nightmare roommate scenario. Okay, I knew that last part sounded a bit farfetched since I was clueless of any dirty little secrets hiding in my family trees. But, believe it or not, over the years girls tried to become my friend because their fathers wanted to work for my father or lobby some piece of legislation. To keep me from becoming a political pawn, my father sent me to Perpetual Mercy. Well, that, and his secretary, Gwendolyn Clarke, suggested it; proclaimed that me living in the Northeast—the birth region of my mother—could ease my grieving process after my mother’s death. Now, that my friend, was a giant load of crap—dark brown and smelly shit, just like Gwen.

With each click of the clock my fears intensified. The Sisters lectured about fear often. They called fear a tool in Satan’s toolbox.


      ***“FEAR IS A DECEPTION, girls,” Sister Gertrude, headmistress of Perpetual Mercy, bellows out at the beginning of every monthly assembly. “Fear is an illusion, an acronym for; False Evidence Appearing Real. When fear attacks, I want you girls to repeat this over and over in your minds. It’s false, unreal. If you allow fear to control your minds and actions, then you are doing the devil’s work for him.”

Sister Gertrude pauses after this proclamation. She leans in, her sagging boobs pressed firm against the lectern like a pair of cheap lumpy pillows. Her right hand clasps the rosary beads that dangle from the rope belt cinched around the rotund midsection of her shit-brown habit. She clanks the beads against the wooden podium...clank...clank...clank; much like the tick, tick, tick of the clock on my dorm wall. She glares down at the students. Her dark eyes zone in on each girl, one at a time, to emphasize the importance of her warning. With the undivided attention of every student upon her, Sister Gertrude straightens her back. She relinquishes her grip on the rosary beads and the annoying clanking ceases. “Hallelujah!”

“If you allow yourselves to become pawns of Satan you disgrace your families, disgrace Perpetual Mercy, disgrace God...and I will not allow that in my school. Fear is unacceptable. It will not be tolerated.” Sister Gertrude ends her speech by sending the audience a grim frown. Do I believe the world will blow up if a student screams at a snake or cringes at a spider? Nope, but Sister Gertrude scares the hell out of me. No one wants to end up on Sister Gertrude’s shit list because Perpetual Mercy isn’t big on forgiveness or mercy. 


      ***I GLANCED UP AT THE clock; 1:05 p.m.

“I’m not afraid...fear isn’t real,” I whispered over and over since it never hurts to try different tactics. My leg twitched in a vertical spasm. My nails managed to find their way back between my gnashing teeth. So much for Sister Gertrude’s mantra.

Sister Gertrude obviously didn’t remember what felt like to be fifteen and searching for your place in the world. I searched for acceptance and validation and concluded, at that moment, that Sister Gertrude’s full of shit. Fear was real and useful. Fear warned and helped you recognize impending danger.

And if you don’t recognize danger in time, then my friend—I hate to tell you this—but “you’re fucked.”

I know, I know, language, right?

Once upon a time, shit or damn qualified as the most daring swears uttered from my lips but not anymore. I learned firsthand that sometimes even the strongest taboo words—such as fucked, for example—weren’t strong enough. Until I discover a stronger alternative, I’ll make do with what best conveys my story.

If my language offends, I won’t apologize, it’s my story—my life. Life’s full of fucked moments. If you choose to ignore them, or choose to ignore fear, it doesn’t make either less real. In fact, feigning offense and not heeding fear’s warning signs can prove deadly.

Trust me, I know.








  
  

Chapter 6

Whirlwind





The oak door flew open and slammed against the bedroom wall with a resounding bang. A whirlwind of purple and black curls blew into my room wearing a black lace dress definitely not in accordance with Perpetual Mercy’s dress code. The short dress clung to the whirlwind’s curves and accentuated her toned caramel legs. My eyes followed the long brown legs down to the whirlwind’s feet adorned in hot pink Converse high-tops. My right leg halted mid-bounce. I stared at my new roommate who lacked the stiff, prudish demeanor I’d feared all morning. 

Maybe Sister Gertrude’s right about the whole fear is bullshit after all? Hell no, fear is real. I didn’t know it that day, or for many more to follow, but I know it now. Fear is as real as I am.

“It’s freezing out, and I stepped in dog shit,” the whirlwind said. She yanked pink lambskin gloves off her elegant hands. “Hey, how’s it going?”

“Hi,” I muttered, my eyes hypnotized by the bohemian glamor of my new roommate and her glittering diamond chandelier earrings. The earrings framed a face so exotic and alluring, I imagined both gracing the cover of Vogue.

“I’m Jess, by the way,” she said.

My years of etiquette training kicked in and I regained my tongue, but my response didn’t exactly qualify as tactful. “Jess? But I thought your name...”

“Stop, don’t say it,” the whirlwind said, putting up her hand. “I forbid you to speak it. I hate my name.”

She pursed her full lips and glared down at me. A fleeting image of my father’s face, with lips drawn taut in similar disapproval, flashed through my mind. I cringed at my rudeness.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “I’m Ari, and obviously I’m not making a stellar first impression.”

The whirlwind named Jess tossed her head back, exposing a slender neck as elegant as the rest of her, and laughed a deep rich laugh—not one of those silly high-pitched giggles heard so frequently in the halls of Perpetual Mercy.

You know the kind of giggle I’m talking about. The grating kind that teen girls project from glossed lips because they believe it makes them sound adorable.

Jess enamored me in an instant. Jess the whirlwind, a teen like me; but, in her laugh, I recognized a controlled maturity and sophistication I sorely lacked and desperately craved.

“Don’t sweat it, Ari,” she said. “We’ll be fine as long as you don’t use that horrid name. If you utter it, we won’t be friends for long.”

I blinked to make certain that the whirlwind was real; that I wasn’t hallucinating. She’s real alright and standing inside the door in full HD color and glory.

“Sorry to be such a bitch about the whole name thing,” Jess said and rolled her sparkling emerald eyes at me. “I hate it. Actually, I more than hate it, if such a word exists.”

“Abhor,” I murmured. She didn’t seem to hear me, or if she did, she didn’t care.

“I only go by Jess. So, we cool?”

I nodded. “We’re cool,” I said, because I understood. I understood completely.

I abhor my Christian name. People say my first name—like Bentley’s, Justice’s, and Apple’s—is unique. No, it’s bizarre and sucks.

She kicked off her sneakers. They landed with two soft thuds in the corner by Mags’—now Jess’—bed.

“So, now we’re friends,” Jess said. “It’s not easy starting a new school. I’m glad they assigned me to room with someone normal.”

How she’d surmised that I was normal in the space of two minutes was beyond me. I didn’t bother to ask—or contradict her assessment. My nerves and my ravaged fingernails were too thrilled that Jess appeared nothing at all like Justice Mason to care.

“You know, with your coloring, you’d look killer in pink,” she said and pulled open a dresser drawer.

“When?” I began to say, but stopped and stared at the drawer full of neatly folded apparel—Jess’ apparel. “When did you unpack? You just got here?”

She waved her hand. Gold and jewel-encrusted bangle bracelets clinked against her caramel wrist. “Oh, they delivered my stuff last week. I didn’t want to deal with the bore of emptying suitcases,” she said with a nonchalance that implied she found me daft for even broaching the subject.

In the real world, my normal world, a maid unpacks for me. Perpetual Mercy isn’t the real world. It’s—well, I don’t know—a sort of schizophrenic hybrid of poverty meets luxury. Students must unpack their own things. Not even the most spoiled of the Perpetual Mercy students like Justice Mason—and not even me, despite my platinum tier ranking—are afforded the luxury our families’ servants. The Sisters frown on excess. The utilizing of servants inside the school’s sacred walls by students is strictly forbidden. Perpetual Mercy students are self-sufficient while living on campus, even though the Sisters employ two cooks and several maids for their own needs.

How the hell did Jess get the Sisters to bend the rules? Who the hell is her father? Perhaps the exotic Jess Jessup is a platinum tier member, too?

I hoped so. It’s lonely as hell being the sole member of a club you didn’t want to belong to in the first place.

“Found it,” Jess called out and jerked me away from my thoughts. She turned, smiled broadly at me, and held up a fuchsia cashmere sweater. “So, you like?”

My eyes did a quick once-over of the garment. “It’s lovely,” I said.

It was and of the finest quality. When you spent your entire life surrounded by luxury, it’s impossible not to recognize couture apparel, and Jess’ pink sweater was of the finest.

“Let’s go then,” she said with a twinge of impatience, or excitement, in her tone. I wasn’t quite sure which emotion she intended, and I didn’t inquire. “Let’s see how it looks on you.”

She tossed the sweater at my chest. My surprised hand flailed and caught the sweater before it plunged to the floor. My fingers sank into the soft fibers that felt like heaven against my flesh.

“I can’t try this on. It’s yours,” I said, regaining a pinch of decorum.

“Oh, come on, Ari, the color’s perfect for your pale skin and blonde hair.”

She didn’t give me time to think, much less respond, before her nimble fingers unbuttoned my navy cardigan and her strong hands yanked my plain white blouse over my head.

“Hey,” I said and clutched the pink sweater against my bra-covered breasts and naked torso.

“Oh please, don’t tell me you’re shy,” Jess said. “We’re boarding school kids and...we’re women. You’re not going to tell me you’ve never seen another girl naked, are you?”

I shook my head. Nudity in an all girl’s boarding school (parochial or not) was nothing out of the norm. But no one ever invaded my space and physically ripped off my clothing before. The invisible Worthington steel rod twitched along my spine.

“I’m not accustomed to disrobing in front of strangers, Jess.”

She laughed and grabbed the sweater from my hands, leaving me uncovered and exposed. I crossed my arms over my chest. My normal pasty flesh felt on fire. I was certain my cheeks beamed a deep crimson.

“We’re not strangers, Ari. We’re roomies. That makes us like sisters. Hell, we even look like sisters.” Her comment did what she intended it to do—broke the ice. I laughed. Aside from our similar height, Jess and I looked nothing alike. “Alright, arms up. Let’s see if this sweater looks as spectacular on you as I know it will.”

“It won’t fit,” I said.

“Of course it will. You’re tall like me.” My arms remained locked over my breasts. “Ari, for Christ’s sake you’re wearing a bra.” My arms rose towards the ceiling before my mind protested. “There,” Jess said.

She pulled the sweater over my outstretched arms and down over my head. She stopped midway. Her thumbs brushed the sides of my breasts as she pulled the sweater to my waist. She spun me around to face the full-length mirror on the closet door. Jess was right. The sweater felt fabulous against my skin.

“See, I told you,” Jess said from behind me. She removed the locks of my long hair trapped beneath the collar. Her long fingers smoothed my hair into place and stroked the back of my head. Her bracelets chimed about me.

“I don’t look pale,” I said and admired the way the pink hue of the sweater warmed my skin tone and how the fabric hugged my torso. I looked older and more sophisticated in Jess’ sweater.

“You look beautiful,” Jess said. Her hand caressed my right shoulder. “And your tits look mar-vee-lous. Don’t be embarrassed. Embrace them, show them off,” she whispered into my left ear and the subtle hint of jasmine danced into my nostrils.

I froze, unsure what Jess meant to imply. I hoped she didn’t expect me to become the school’s exhibitionist. She must’ve seen the flash of naïve panic on my face reflected in the mirror. She gave my shoulder a quick squeeze and stepped away, allowing me room to breathe.

“Wear sweaters like this and your tits will attract tons of attention, Ari,” she said as if I wanted attention from my female schoolmates, as if such attention was as natural as breathing. And to Jess it was more natural than breathing; Jess exuded sex from her pores without even trying.

I stared at my new roommate’s reflection in the mirror. Bentley—Jess—like her namesake car, was unique, spirited, and sophisticated. I gazed at the mirror, at my flushed cheeks, at Jess’ beaming grin and smoky-shadowed eyes. I realized she’s my polar opposite, everything I’m not, and everything I thought that I wanted to become. And I loved her immediately.








  
  

Chapter 7

Unbreakable Broken Rules





The school buzzed at the arrival of Bentley “Jess” Jessup. I admit, Jess made quite a first impression. Her level of confidence amazed me from the moment she burst into our room wearing Versace and Converse. Only a girl of status and self-assurance dared to snub the rules of couture and upper-crust society with such carefree disregard. On the first day of classes I—along with the rest of my schoolmates—speculated about the mysterious Bentley “Jess” Jessup. 

Word spread around the school that Jess was new money. I heard the chatter and kept my opinion to myself. I know new money. Mags was new money and Jess—definitely not. I hadn’t figured Jess out yet. Eventually I discovered it all; the good, the bad, and the ugly aspects of Jess—especially the ugly.

Jess didn’t try to fit in. I loved that about her. She strutted into Sister Alice’s English Lit class ten minutes late wearing a modified version of the Perpetual Mercy uniform. The girls in the class turned their heads in unison as if an invisible puppet master controlled their movements. A collective gasp echoed through the silent room. A dozen pairs of curious eyes stared up at Jess. My heart sank into the pit of my stomach for my new friend—now the center of attention—as our gawking classmates silently judged her.

Jess appeared unfazed by the attention. I would’ve slinked, head down in utter humiliation, to my desk if I was in the same predicament. But not Jess. She flicked her curls with the back of her hand, sending locks of purple bouncing like satin ribbons, and grinned. I realized at that moment that Jess enjoyed the quizzical expressions plastered on our classmates faces. Yes, Jess enjoyed the attention—even the negative kind—and she planned to make the most of the moment.

Jess stood, all 5’10” of her, in the doorway like a debutante awaiting the call to make her grand entrance. The plaid pleated uniform skirt stopped several inches above her knees in clear violation of the rulebook and common decency. A platinum and diamond brooch, in the shape of what I first thought to be a flower, was pinned to the skirt just below her right hip. It wasn’t a flower. Nope, not a flower—a fist; a fist with the middle finger raised, a Tiffany version of flipping one off. Jess’ plunging white silk blouse provided all in the room with an ample eyeful of her cleavage. The white blouse, while stunning in another environment, looked painfully out of place with the rest of the class’ buttoned-up white shirts.

Lacey Masterson’s tongue wet her lips as her eyes focused in on the two exposed mounds of Jess’ ample breasts. I wasn’t shocked. In an all-girl school, our students explored—and enjoyed—various sexual inclinations. I didn’t give a damn about anyone’s sexual preferences. Labels mislead. They’re wrong, and total bullshit. I admit the pure white fabric of the shirt presented a sharp, stunning—and yes, sexy—contrast against Jess’ creamy caramel-toned flesh. I understood why Lacey found Jess delicious to look at.

I turned my attention back to Jess. Her wild curls of black with purple highlights brushed the top of the doorframe. I glanced down at her feet and stifled a chuckle. With the four-inch black snakeskin stilettos, Jess’ hair barely fit through the door. I couldn’t imagine adding four inches to my tall frame, but Jess embraced her height, and every other aspect of her life, in the same manner—she grabbed it by the balls and squeezed. I told you we’re polar opposites, and as you see, I’m telling the truth.

Sister Alice’s eyes widened, narrowed, and returned to their normal shape beneath her thin wire-framed glasses all within a split second; but I saw it. I saw Sister Alice’s reaction to Jess and couldn’t help but wonder why the only hip nun at Perpetual Mercy appeared stunned by Jess’ appearance. Sister Alice, the student administrator—sort of a guidance counselor and babysitter rolled into one—met Jess at admissions check-in and Jess’ attire that morning had been more daring and eclectic than today’s modified school uniform.

“Alright class,” Sister Alice’s calm voice said. She clapped her hands twice. A dozen heads snapped forward; eyes focused on Sister Alice like well-trained seals. “Please welcome your new classmate, Jess Jessup.”

A loud gasp rolled through the room, louder than when Jess first appeared in the doorway. I joined my classmates in shock and utter disbelief. Every student knew Jess’ real name; and the Sisters, even one as easy-going as Sister Alice, never called students by their preferred nicknames. I couldn’t believe my ears. Sister Alice definitely called her Jess, not Bentley. Hell, even I didn’t receive such exclusive favor despite my platinum tier status. Sister Alice broke an unbreakable Perpetual Mercy rule.

What makes Jess so damn special?

“Christian girls always use their Christian names,” Sister Gertrude lectured to the student body at our assemblies.

The fact that not all of the students are Christians is of no consequence to Sister Gertrude. Perpetual Mercy rules are followed without exception—student and staff alike—or you find yourself being escorted from the grounds in a humiliating and degrading fashion. Sister Gertrude can afford to be a hard-ass because there’s always another eager family ready and waiting for their prized daughter to become a Young Woman of Perpetual Mercy. I know it may sound wrong that a church or school values money over people, but that’s how life works—at least in my world. Wealth breeds power, and if you’re in politics, power breeds wealth. Combine the two and, well, now you understand why my family tree oozes money from every branch.

Sister Alice cleared her throat and clapped again. “Jess, please take a seat behind Sophia,” Sister Alice said and pointed to the empty desk two rows away from mine.

Jess’ heels clicked against the wooden floor and echoed in a mocking triumph. She winked at me as she walked by. Jess broke another unbreakable rule. What the hell? I couldn’t concentrate on Sister Alice’s lecture on the symbolism of feminism in literature, and neither did my other classmates. Jess, however, appeared to absorb every word of Sister Alice’s diatribe and even jotted down two pages of notes.

The hands on my watch mocked me, counting off the minutes of class time in super-slow motion. I fidgeted in my seat and tried to comprehend what I’d witnessed, what I’d heard. My insides threatened to bust as I waited, dying to talk to Jess and find out how the hell she’d managed to circumvent the unwavering Perpetual Mercy rules.

Is her father some king or a member of the monarchy of whichever country she came from? Whoever her father is, he’s extremely powerful.

My shocked brain blocked out Jess’ blatant heretical school uniform. I didn’t ask how the hell stilettos qualified as sensible black shoes. It wasn’t until later that those questions popped into my head.

In the time since that first day of class, I’ve reflected on that and a lot of things that I missed. I now understand Sister Alice’s reaction to Jess and her use of Jess instead of Bentley. I learned a valuable life lesson in English Lit that day, even though I didn’t realize it at the time: life isn’t fair and the rules don’t always apply to everyone—even in the faux homogenous, environmentally-constricted confines of Perpetual Mercy.
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