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PRIVILEGE








NEVER


“It’s not fair.”


It wasn’t a whine or a complaint, just a statement. A statement of the obvious, as far as Ariana Osgood was concerned. As she stared out the window of the Brenda T. Trumbull Correctional Facility for Women, it was all she could think to say. Outside, the leaves on the trees swayed lazily in the warm summer breeze—a breeze she would be allowed to feel against her skin for exactly fifty-five minutes during midday recess. Recess. That was what the warden called it. Who ever heard of a teenage girl looking forward to recess?


“It’s just not fair.”


Across the wide oak desk, her “therapist” smirked. Shifting in his seat, Dr. Meloni leaned back, forcing his expensive leather chair to let out the loud creak that he knew made Ariana’s skin crawl. Just outside the fence that encircled the grounds, about a hundred yards from where Ariana now sat, Meloni’s precious Doberman, Rambo, barked nonstop, as always. The inmates of the Brenda T. listened to that damn dog bark all day long, every day. It was as if Meloni was trying to remind them that he was always there, always watching, even when they weren’t in session with him. The man also couldn’t be away from the dog for more than two hours at a time. He was always going out there and feeding him treats, cooing to the animal like it was a newborn baby and the apple of its father’s eye. Revolting. Someone should have been analyzing him.


“What’s not fair?” he asked.


Ariana flicked a glance at Dr. Victor Meloni, sitting there in front of his elaborately framed diplomas from Johns Hopkins and Stanford. Thick, leather-bound books sat on the shelves to his right, most of which she was sure he hadn’t even opened, let alone read. Her lip curled at the sight of his fake tan. His overly gelled salt-and-pepper hair. His heavily starched blue shirt. His capped teeth.


Two hundred dollars a tooth, but can’t spring for a pair of shoes with leather soles. Ariana could ascertain everything she needed to know about a person through his or her footwear. In the sixteen months she had been in residence at Brenda T. Trumbull just outside Washington, D.C., she had only seen Dr. Meloni wear two different pairs of shoes. The same exact style, one pair in black, one in brown. Clearly, the man thought that everyone he met would be so dazzled by the veneer of his face, they wouldn’t take the time to notice his shoes.


But Ariana did. And they screamed white-trash-turned-scholarship-student-turned-poseur. He’d probably taken this job because it meant he’d have the chance to torture the daughters of all the deep-pocketed classmates who had never accepted him into their inner sanctum. And torture them he did. He smiled when they cried. Laughed in the face of their desperation.


Smirked … all … the … time.


“It’s not fair, me being here for twenty years,” Ariana said slowly, stating the obvious. Stating the point she’d made four thousand times before.


“Twenty years to life,” he corrected, his blue eyes taunting.


“I don’t think about that,” Ariana said, averting her gaze again. Outside the window, the lake glinted in the summer sun. A lone sailboat sliced across the window frame and disappeared.


“About what?” he asked. “The life part?”


He sat forward now. Interested.


“Yes,” Ariana said. “It’s unacceptable.”


That was when Dr. Meloni laughed. Not just his usual amused chuckle, but a big, hearty, guttural laugh. Ariana tried not to cringe. She reached up and casually ran both hands through her soft, chin-length blond hair, securing it to the nape of her neck with an alligator barrette. She waited patiently for him to stop, curling her toes inside her state-issue white sneakers. It used to be that she would grab her own arm when she was tense, letting her fingernails cut into the flesh. Then one day last year Dr. Meloni had noticed this habit and pointed it out to her like he was oh so insightful. She hadn’t done it in his presence since.


“Unacceptable,” he repeated.


She looked him in the eye, her gaze unwavering. “Yes.”


“You do realize you killed someone,” Dr. Meloni said, in the tone adults use when scolding naughty children.


Ariana blinked, just barely betraying her internal flinch.


Thomas’s blood. Thomas’s blood. Thomas’s blood. Just like that, she saw it on her hands. Under her fingernails. In her hair. She had made them chop it all off when she was waiting for trial and hadn’t let it grow past her chin since. All that blood …


No. She mentally wiped it away. Gone. Back to the present. She focused in on Meloni’s quote-of-the-day calendar. Today, for the twenty-ninth of June, was a Molière quote: “The greater the obstacle, the more the glory in overcoming it.” Not a bad point.


“Yes. I do realize I killed someone,” Ariana said, in a tone she reserved for idiots.


What no one here seemed to understand, or cared to hear, was that she hadn’t meant to do it. Thomas Pearson had been the love of her life. He had been the only real thing she had ever possessed. It wasn’t her fault that Reed Brennan had swooped in out of nowhere and stolen him away. It wasn’t her fault that her best friend, Noelle Lange, had come up with the idea to kidnap him and tie him up in the woods to teach him a lesson after he’d humiliated Reed. And it definitely wasn’t her fault that when she had gone back to show him how much she loved him, to show him mercy and untie him and set him free, he had chosen to mock her instead of thank her. Had chosen to tear her down and act like her devotion to him was worth no more than the mud under his feet. Had chosen to push her and push her and push her until she snapped.


If only he’d stopped when she’d asked him to.


“So you took the life of one of your schoolmates, one of your friends, and yet you don’t think you deserve to be locked up for life,” Dr. Meloni said.


“It was one mistake,” Ariana replied.


One of three, but no one other than Ariana herself knew that.


“A mistake,” he challenged, ducking his chin.


God, she was sick of this. Sick of him. Sick of his tiny little pea-brained, one-sided take on her and every other woman in this hellhole.


“You see everything in black and white, don’t you?” Ariana snapped, her blood rising.


“And what you did was somehow gray?” he retorted.


“I’m not in denial. I know what I did and I’m sorry for it,” Ariana said, her words clipped. “But this isn’t how it’s supposed to be. …”


She was supposed to go to Princeton. Supposed to take the train up to Yale to visit Noelle on weekends, or into the city to club hop with Kiran and Taylor. Supposed to join a secret society. Supposed to hobnob with literary geniuses. Supposed to graduate magna cum laude and snag the job as features editor at Vanity Fair. Supposed to live in a loft in Chelsea and meet some gorgeous artsy man who would sweep her off her feet and take her to exotic places like Thailand and India and Sri Lanka. Supposed to be proposed to on a mountaintop as the sun set in the distance. Supposed to have babies and take them home to Georgia to visit her family’s estate and sit out on the porch and sip lemonade and watch them play tag under the same peach tree she used to climb when she was little.


This was her life. Her life the way it was supposed to be. It couldn’t be over. The very thought made her heart constrict to the point where she actually thought she might stop breathing. Actually thought she might die over the futility of it all.


These were her dreams. Her mother’s dreams. They couldn’t be over. Not because of—


“One mistake,” she said again.


Dr. Meloni stared at her. She was gripping the arms of her metal chair now, her heart pounding. As he stared, Ariana realized that she had just shown emotion for the first time in a year and a half of these daily sessions. She had let the pressure get to her. And Meloni was now smiling.


“One mistake that ended someone else’s life,” he said.


I know. I know this. I see him every night. Every night as I start to fall asleep. Every night I jolt awake in an ice-cold sweat. I haven’t really slept in almost two years, thinking about how he made me kill him. How he didn’t give me a choice. Isn’t that torture enough?


“I just want this to be over,” Ariana mumbled. She straightened her posture and stated it more firmly. “I just want this whole thing to be over.”


Dr. Meloni leaned back in his chair again, the creak setting Ariana’s arm hair on end, and let out an amused yet frustrated-sounding groan. He looked up at the wood beams that crisscrossed the ceiling and shook his head.


“It’s always the same with you girls,” he said.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ariana snapped.


She didn’t appreciate being likened to anyone else in this loony bin.


He glanced at her, then slowly stood up and slipped his hands into the pockets of his white coat. Watching her the whole time, he walked around his desk—the ancient wooden floor squeaking and cracking under his feet, and stood directly in front of her. For a long moment he stared down at her, his expression unreadable. Ariana stared back and felt an unexpected jolt of hope.


Oh, just try something, please. Touch me inappropriately. Try to hurt me. Whatever you’re thinking, do it so that I can get your pathetic, low-rent ass fired.


Dr. Meloni leaned down and braced his hands on the arms of her chair. He brought his face within inches of hers. His breath smelled like soy sauce. Ariana wanted to recoil, but she forced herself to stay completely still.


“I have been working with psychopaths like you for the past twenty-five years,” he said quietly. Up close, she could practically see her image reflected in those teeth. “You are not capable of change. If you were ever to be released from this facility, I am categorically certain that you would kill again. So no, Miss Osgood, you are never getting out of here. Not today, not tomorrow, not five years from now. Or ten. Or twenty. Not as long as I’m the one signing your chart. And believe me when I tell you I plan to stay in this job until they wheel my cold, dead corpse out that door.”


He pointed at the solid metal door for effect. Ariana held his gaze. Held it and tried not to smile. Willed herself not to smile. He had no idea how wrong he was. How very, very wrong.


Finally, judging by the silence that his point had hit home, Dr. Meloni leaned back in satisfaction. His grin lit his entire face.


“Guard!” he shouted, his eyes still locked on Ariana’s.


The door instantly opened, and Miriam, the bulbous Ward Two guard, appeared, filling the doorway. Miriam, with her dyed red hair and piglike nose, had an impressive collection of steel-toed boots. Shoes that meant business. Ariana had never even rolled her eyes at the woman.


“You can take this one back to her cell. I’m done with her,” Meloni said disgustedly.


“Let’s go,” Miriam barked.


Ariana shoved herself out of her chair and walked across the room, biting down hard on her tongue to keep herself from tossing any sort of parting shot at Meloni. One wrong word, one angry glance, might give something away.


“See you tomorrow, Miss Osgood,” Dr. Meloni sang in a teasing voice. “And the day after that … and the day after that … and the day after that. …”


He was still chuckling when the door slammed between them.





A GIFT


“It’s such a lovely day. Isn’t it such a lovely day?”


Kaitlynn Nottingham paused in the center of the prison yard. She tilted her pretty face toward the clear blue sky, closed her eyes, and took a long, cleansing breath. Her small, upturned nose, rosy cheeks, and long lashes were perfectly suited for a child’s porcelain doll. A little someone to be cherished, coddled, cared for. An innocent someone who shouldn’t have been locked up in the Brenda T.


How did we end up here? Ariana thought, her face creasing in consternation. This could not be her life: allowed to walk outside only under the watchful eyes of the gray-polyester-clad guards. Forced to wear these awful, shapeless denim trousers and itchy light blue button-downs—the short-sleeved summer version even more unflattering than the long-sleeved winter one. But most insulting of all were the clunky, square-toed sneakers she had to wear day in, day out. What sadist had designed those?


To add insult to serious fashion injury, Ariana and her fellow inmates weren’t allowed to personalize anything. No accessories, no jewelry, not even a drop of perfume. Heaven forbid anyone exert any sort of individuality—it might make them start to long for other rights as well, like the right to wear an underwire bra, or to make a phone call at a normal hour of the day instead of during assigned slots late at night and in the early morning. Ariana reached up and fingered the gold fleurde-lis necklace she wore tucked into the collar of her white undershirt. She’d been forced to bribe each and every guard on her ward in order to be allowed to continue wearing it. Even Dr. Meloni had let it slide once her father had slipped him a sizable check, which she was certain had paid for the Jaguar sedan he drove to work every morning with Rambo hanging out of the backseat. But the bribes had been worth it. Ariana was sure she would have gone slowly insane without the necklace. It was the only thing that kept her grounded. Reminded her that there was a reason to keep going. A family she needed to live for.


“At least they keep the grounds up,” Kaitlynn continued, focusing on the positive, as always. “They put in summer blossoms this morning. Did you see?”


Ariana sighed as Kaitlynn pointed out the freshly planted flower beds. “Whatever you say, Little Miss Brightside,” she teased, trying for a light tone and failing miserably. Yes, the grounds around the Brenda T. were lovely. Rolling green lawns, manicured gardens bursting with color and lined with natural stones, evergreen shrubs growing wild along the barbed-wire-topped chain-link fence that surrounded the entire yard. All very pretty.


But no matter how the groundskeepers tried to mask it, that fence was still there. Staring Ariana in the face. Appearing nightly in her already fraught dreams. Her worst and most unrelenting enemy. The enemy she’d have to conquer in just a few short days.


“I’m just saying, it could be worse,” Kaitlynn replied. “We could be in one of those maximum security thingies with no view and no free time and all that gray. …” Kaitlynn shuddered.


“I like gray. I feel gray,” Ariana told her, staring straight ahead as they walked.


Kaitlynn let her thick brown curls fall forward and gave Ariana a sympathetic look. Normally a look like that would have made Ariana bristle, but not coming from Kaitlynn. Kaitlynn had been there for Ariana from the moment Ariana had been shoved into their shared cell nearly a year and a half ago, the day after she’d been found guilty of Thomas’s murder by reason of insanity. Kaitlynn had listened to her story. Had sympathized. Had given Ariana the room’s one good pillow and let her keep it to this day. Kaitlynn was her only friend inside the Brenda T.—and maybe in the world.


Not that Ariana had expected to hear from Noelle Lange after everything that had happened. Or Kiran Hayes or Taylor Bell. But one card, one tiny little care package, would have been nice. They were probably too busy hanging out with Reed Brennan, being friends with Reed Brennan, taking Reed Brennan’s side. …


“Ariana, stop!” Kaitlynn said, reaching for Ariana’s arm with alarm. Ariana hadn’t even noticed her fingernails digging angry grooves into the flesh of her forearm. She forced herself to breathe. Fine. She was fine. Thinking about her former friends—about her—always rattled Ariana. After everything that had happened, it was amazing how easily they seemed to have forgotten her.


“I’m sorry you had a bad session with Dr. Meloni,” Kaitlynn said in a placating way. She tilted her head, a tell that Ariana recognized. It meant that Kaitlynn was going to tell a joke or say something witty. “But let’s be honest. When have you ever had a good one?”


“Fair point.” Ariana smiled, pleased that she had correctly predicted Kaitlynn’s response. Ariana had been practicing reading people, noticing the habits and mannerisms that betrayed their intentions. She had made mistakes in the past—miscalculated—but she would never let that happen again. She was getting better, and this exchange with Kaitlynn proved it. But then again, Kaitlynn wasn’t the most complex person in the world.


“And look around,” Kaitlynn said, lifting a free hand. “It’s beautiful out. Sunny … warm, not an ounce of humidity … a nice breeze coming in off the lake.”


From her vantage point in the middle of the Brenda T.’s grassy area, Ariana stared off at Lake Page through the checkerboard pattern of the fence. Gazed at the boats crisscrossing the placid surface and the turrets of the castlelike Philmore Hotel on the far bank. Formerly the lavish estate of some early Virginia settler from Britain, the home had recently been purchased by the Philmore Family of Luxury Hotels and renovated into the most exclusive property in the greater Washington, D.C., area. Inside those stone walls vacationers awoke to cushy terry-cloth robes and decadent room service. They padded to the spa in cashmere slippers to indulge in warm stone massages, deep-pore-cleansing treatments, and mud baths. They took leisurely dips in the lake on the private beach and sipped champagne on the huge, rustic porch overlooking the water.


Right there. Right there people were living the life Ariana should have been living. The life she had lived until Reed and Noelle had found out what she had done that horrible night in the woods.


“Come on. Let’s eat,” Kaitlynn said, interrupting her wistful thoughts. She touched Ariana’s shoulder, steering her toward a cluster of picnic-style tables. “You’ll feel better once you get some food in you.”


Ariana looked down at her bagged lunch—it was easier to carry outside than a tray—and took a deep, bolstering breath.


Only a few more days, she promised herself. You can last a few more days. …


As the two friends crossed to their usual table—a small, private one near the fence, with a partial view of the lake—Ariana became aware of a commotion a few yards off. Rambo, on his running line on the other side of the fence, was barking like he’d gone rabid and lunging for the chain link. On the inside, Crazy Cathy, one of the older inmates, was doubled over in tears, screaming the same three words over and over again:


“Hound from hell! Hound from hell! Hound from hell!”


Her short brown hair stuck out in all directions, as though she’d recently shoved her finger into an electrical outlet, which, Ariana thought, was not completely out of the question. Cathy began frantically clawing at her face as she screamed, her nails cutting a long, deep scratch in her cheek. Appalled, Ariana watched as two guards finally descended on Cathy and dragged her away from the fence. The dog, of course, kept right on lunging.


“That animal should be taken out to the lake and shot,” Kaitlynn said, clucking her tongue. “He is just vicious.”


Ariana dropped her lunch bag down on the table. “Now, Kaitlynn, you know that all of God’s creatures serve some purpose,” she admonished. Although if she hadn’t needed Rambo, counted on him, Ariana would have shot the beast herself, just to punish Meloni. He loved that dog more than life itself.


“Not all,” Kaitlynn said, easing her tall, lanky body down on the bench across from Ariana. She leaned her chin on her hand and sighed as she stared out at the lake. “I wonder what she’s doing right this minute.” A light breeze lifted her curls from her shoulders. “Probably lazing around at the country club pool, working on that skin cancer, and drinking herself into oblivion.”


Ariana knew exactly who “she” was. Briana Leigh Covington. The object of Kaitlynn’s obsession. The billionaire Texan oil heiress who had killed her own father to get her inheritance, then framed her best friend for the murder. The girl who hadn’t even batted an eyelash when Kaitlynn had been sent away for life for a crime she had not committed.


“I got another letter from Grandma C. today,” Kaitlynn said with a smile.


“Good,” Ariana replied. “How is she?”


“It sounds like she’s doing well,” Kaitlynn replied brightly. “Heading up some new foundation, looking forward to the cooler weather in the fall. …”


Ariana smiled as Kaitlynn trailed off. She knew how much her friend looked forward to these letters. Grandma Covington was the only person who ever wrote to her. When Kaitlynn was thirteen years old, her parents had died in a plane crash and her aunt and uncle had refused to take her in because of a falling-out they’d had with her parents a few years prior. The Covingtons, who were old family friends, had welcomed Kaitlynn into their sprawling mansion, and Kaitlynn had instantly bonded not only with “Grandma C.,” but with Briana Leigh as well. Everything had seemed perfect, until it all fell apart.


“Is she still living with Briana Leigh?” Ariana asked.


“Yes.” Kaitlynn looked at the ground. “It must be so strange for her, living on the estate her son built. You know, now that he’s …”


Kaitlynn swallowed. She couldn’t even finish the sentence. Ariana’s heart went out to her. Kaitlynn had been through so much even before being falsely accused of murder. First, her parents’ death. Then her surrogate mother, Mrs. Covington, had died of cancer when Kaitlynn was fifteen, which had caused Kaitlynn’s best friend, Briana Leigh, to become increasingly withdrawn, bitchy, and self-centered—all of which had come to a boiling point on the night Mr. Covington died. According to Kaitlynn, Briana Leigh’s father had refused to write her a check for some ridiculous purchase, so she had snapped and shot him with his own gun in order to get her hands on her inheritance. But since cold-blooded murderers were generally sent away for life, Briana Leigh had to find someone to frame for the murder. She had chosen Kaitlynn to take the fall, and Kaitlynn had been locked up in the Brenda T. ever since.


Even though she’d heard the story at least a thousand times, Ariana simply could not understand how any jury could look at Kaitlynn and find her guilty. The girl was pure innocence. Apparently not even Grandma C. thought Kaitlynn was responsible for the death of her only son. The old woman was the only person who had ever written to Kaitlynn since she’d been incarcerated—although Kaitlynn had never shared the contents of those letters with Ariana. Some things, Ariana knew, were simply too difficult to talk about.


And just to make the whole thing even more unbearable, Kaitlynn was now flat broke. Much of her own inheritance had been spent on her defense. Some had been used to bribe the judge into placing her at the Brenda T. What was left had been transferred to her cousin Robert once Kaitlynn became a ward of the state—Robert, who was the only son of the couple who had refused to take care of Kaitlynn when she was orphaned. So if Kaitlynn ever did get paroled, she would have to start from scratch.


The whole thing was just too unfair. Every time Ariana thought about it, her skin grew hot with anger.


“I wonder if she has any new friends,” Kaitlynn continued, her words barely audible over Rambo’s barking. “I wonder if she even realizes that she sent her only true friend away. …”


As Kaitlynn spoke, she slipped smoothly into her Texan drawl. The accent always became more pronounced when Kaitlynn spoke about home, and especially about Briana Leigh. Ariana had noticed it on her very first day at the Brenda T. but had never pointed it out to Kaitlynn, lest her friend become self-conscious of the quirk. Ariana’s Southern accent worked in much the same way. There were many people at Easton Academy who had never even realized she was from the South, but when she talked about her mother or her childhood—which was rare—the twangs and “y’alls” came right out without her even realizing it. Ariana also consciously threw them in when she needed something. Over the years she had found that when playing the damsel-in-distress card, it was more effective when that damsel was a Southern belle. As if women from the North were so much stronger and more capable. Right.


“Kaitlynn, you must stop obsessing about Briana Leigh,” Ariana said as she removed her club sandwich from the paper bag. She smoothed the bag out on the table as a place mat, making sure all the corners were flattened, then set the sandwich down and carefully removed the wax paper, which she folded into a neat square. Kaitlynn automatically produced a large stack of napkins from the waistband of her state-issue jeans—cheap, light-wash, and made pocket-free in order to prevent the inmates from hiding contraband—and gave one to Ariana, who wiped each of her fingertips, one by one. “Obsession is unhealthy,” she added.


Kaitlynn raised an eyebrow at Ariana’s perfectly folded wax paper but stayed mum.


Rambo’s barking had subsided into a constant snarl now that Crazy Cathy wasn’t rattling the fence and ranting at him. Ariana’s shoulder muscles relaxed slightly, and she removed the bread from the top of her sandwich.


“I know I shouldn’t think about Briana Leigh,” Kaitlynn said, opening her own lunch bag. “But how am I supposed to stop? It’s all wasted on her. All of it. The freedom, the cash, the life.”


She dropped her head in her hands, the tips of her hair grazing the coarse grain of the picnic table surface. The only time Kaitlynn ever grew despondent was when she was talking about Briana Leigh Covington. Even over the past couple of grueling weeks as Kaitlynn had tried to find a lawyer who would appeal her case and failed (now that she had no money, attorneys weren’t quite so interested in her), she had somehow stayed bright-eyed and peppy. But as she watched Kaitlynn now, Ariana’s heart skipped a beat in sympathy. She took a break from her meal preparations and cleared her throat. Rambo started to bark feverishly again. He was getting closer to their table, but was separated as always by that horrible fence.


“Kaitlynn,” Ariana said firmly. “Kaitlynn, look at me.”


Her friend glanced up, already chagrined.


“Everything is going to be okay,” Ariana told her. “One day, we are going to get out of here. And when we do, I promise you, you are going to get your revenge.”


A warmth spread throughout Ariana’s chest. A warmth of pride. Of strength. A warmth she clung to. It set her apart from the other inmates—the pathetic, the insane, the hopeless. It was going to set her free. Her and Kaitlynn. Because Kaitlynn clearly did not have the tools to free herself. She needed Ariana. And Ariana liked to be needed. To help those weaker than herself. To be the strong one.


Kaitlynn blushed and looked down again, tracing a knot in the wood with her fingertip. “I hate it when you say ‘revenge.’ It sounds so … medieval. I could never actually hurt anyone. Not even her.”


Sometimes Kaitlynn amazed Ariana. How could anyone go through what she had gone through and not come out the other side just a little bit hardened? She reminded Ariana of the way she used to be, before Thomas. Before that Christmas at Easton. Before all the death and disappointment and heartbreak.


Tears stung Ariana’s eyes at the thought of the girl she used to be. The girl she had been with Thomas. Stung at the memory of Thomas’s playful smile, his searching blue eyes, his rough hands. But she quickly blinked them away.


“I know,” Ariana said finally, placing the two halves of the wheat bread down on a napkin. Rambo was going berserk again now, his bark so close it felt like it was coming from inside Ariana’s brain. “That’s why I’m going to be there to help you.”


Kaitlynn smirked, amused, as though there was no way either one of them would ever get out of the Brenda T., let alone both of them. Ariana bit her tongue.


You think I can’t make it happen? she thought. Just wait.


“What would you do if you had Briana Leigh’s money?” Kaitlynn asked, leaning her chin on her hand.


“Go to any school I wanted,” Ariana said automatically.


“Really? With that kind of money you’d never have to see the inside of a classroom again,” Kaitlynn said with a laugh.


Ariana shrugged. “I know. But I like school. I wish I could have finished.”


She swallowed a lump in her throat as her thoughts turned to Easton Academy again. She’d been so close to graduation. Only one semester left. And she would have graduated with honors. Maybe even won firsts over Noelle again those last two quarters, what with Taylor gone from campus and unable to do Noelle’s work for her. What a waste. What a supreme waste it all was.


But you’re going to fix it, she reminded herself. You’re going to fix it as soon as you can.


“What about you? What would you do with the money?” Ariana asked, taking a sip of her water.


“Travel,” Kaitlynn replied. “My parents and I had this whole plan to see the world together, but we only got through Western Europe before they died. I’d see all the places we were going to see. Australia and the Far East and Africa and Russia and South America … just everywhere.”


Ariana noted the wistful sadness in Kaitlynn’s eyes and felt a pang in her heart. “You’ll do it eventually.”


“Yeah, right.” Kaitlynn’s hands came together in her lap and she looked down at them.


“You will,” Ariana assured her.


She looked at her sandwich, at the exposed layer of roast beef on the top, and grimaced at the thick line of glistening fat running through it.


“Ugh. They really expect us to consume this?”


Pursing her lips in disgust, Ariana peeled the beef from the sandwich, taking with it a few curls of shredded lettuce, and tossed it into the bushes. She then carefully reassembled her meal, the sandwich now half its original size.


Kaitlynn shifted in her seat, and her tone took on a hint of concern. “Ariana, don’t hate me for saying this …”


“What?” Ariana asked, eyebrows raised. She took a bite of her sandwich, enjoying the sudden silence. Her shoulders relaxed completely now as she looked around the courtyard. The guards all at their posts. Rambo licking his paws. The inmates either lunching or wandering around staring at the sky, the flowers, the grass. Oblivious, each and every one of them.


“It’s just … maybe you should deal with that,” Kaitlynn said, lifting a hand. “You know, your … eating habits.”


Ariana blinked, chewing slowly. “My eating habits?”


“Well, it’s just … you order a roast beef and turkey club every day, and then every day you throw the roast beef away.”


“It’s always too fatty,” Ariana replied.


Kaitlynn bit her lip, as if carefully considering what to say next. “Ariana, you do know what the definition of insanity is,” she said tentatively.


“Tell me.” Ariana was enjoying this.


Kaitlynn looked around. She leaned into the table and lowered her voice, making sure only Ariana could hear. “It’s doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting different results.”


Her blue eyes were wide with unadulterated concern. So earnest it made Ariana want to giggle. But Ariana’s self-control had always been her greatest asset. Except, of course, in extreme situations.


“I’m just worried about you. Maybe you should bring it up in group,” Kaitlynn said.


Ariana nodded, touched by Kaitlynn’s concern. “I’ll think about it.”


“Good.”


Kaitlynn smiled. She picked up her own sandwich and took a big bite. Always polite, she waited until she had chewed and swallowed before speaking again. Ariana very much appreciated this behavior. Inside the Brenda T.’s walls, there was a lot of talking with one’s mouth full. Or, for that matter, letting the food just fall right out the side of one’s mouth while cackling or jabbering on.


“Know what this weather reminds me of? The summers at Camp Potowamac,” Kaitlynn said, peeling the lid off her yogurt container. “Did I ever tell you about that girl Briana Leigh and I used to hang out with? Dana Dover? She was always talking about her friend Emma Walsh from home like she was some kind of Hollywood idol. …”


Kaitlynn launched into a story Ariana had already heard at least ten times before. The one where Dana got a letter from Emma that was essentially a breakup letter, saying they couldn’t be friends anymore because Emma had a boyfriend now and she’d outgrown Dana. Dana had retaliated by writing a song to the tune of “You Are My Sunshine” called “You Are a Loser.” She then got her entire bunk to sing the song into her video camera so that she could e-mail the video to Emma. It was all immature fun, and a distracting story to help whisk away the last remnants of irritation left over from Ariana’s session with Meloni.


“‘You are a loser … a big fat loser …,’” Kaitlynn sang merrily under her breath.


“‘You’re such a fatty … you block the sun …,’” Ariana sang along in her mind, having committed the tune to memory long ago.


It was an awful song. An awful and immature retaliation from a girl who should have just risen above and let her little friend Emma move on.


But then, everyone knows that teenage girls have a gift for cruelty, Ariana thought, feeling nostalgic for her former friends, her former life.





CREATURES OF HABIT


Ariana had learned a few things in her year and a half at the Brenda T. She had learned that people were creatures of habit. That if she paid enough attention to someone’s tendencies—and she did have a thing for noticing details—she could predict what that person would do in any given situation. She found this discovery both spirit-crushing and very, very helpful.


It was spirit-crushing to learn that people lived by sad little routines day in and day out, because it made them far less interesting.


Helpful, because that predictability was going to set her free.


“Tracy? May I please use the bathroom?” Ariana asked, pausing outside the door to the common lavatory on Sunday.


Tracy Millet, the guard who lived to please, tried for a tough expression. As always, the effort just made her look more squirrelly and pinched than she already did. The other three inmates whom Tracy had been escorting to the common room, Kaitlynn included, all stopped and waited.


“You okay, Osgood?” she asked.


Ariana tried not to stare at Tracy’s dry brown curls, which sat atop her head like a plate of curly fries. She put her hand over her lower stomach and swallowed hard. “I’m not sure. I think they might have served bad yogurt at lunch.”


“Ugh. Nasty,” Donna Short said. The former child rapper, who’d been locked up for smashing in the teeth of some rival artist and was now in daily anger-management sessions, backed away from Ariana. For a girl who claimed to have been raised on the street, “Sweet D.” seemed to have a low threshold for bodily functions.


Tracy’s threshold, however, was even lower.


“Go ahead,” the guard with a grimace. “I’ll walk these three down and then I’ll be right outside the door,” she warned.


Ariana shoved the door open and entered the white-on-white-on-white bathroom. Everything from the tile walls to the marble floor to the porcelain toilets was bleached to a sheen. After making sure she was alone, Ariana yanked off her shoes and placed them on the counter next to the sink, feeling the chill of the floor through her white gym socks. She turned to the silver plate that served as an unbreakable (and unreliable) mirror, and stared into the mottled reflection of her blue eyes.


“One Mississippi … two Mississippi …”


Patience. Patience was the thing. Tracy was weak—pathetic, really. If Ariana stayed inside long enough, Tracy would cave. She would stand out there imagining what Ariana was doing and her leg would start to bounce. Then, after another minute, she would start to fiddle with her keys. Another minute and she’d be kneading the back of her neck with her palm. Finally, she would look both ways to make sure none of her superiors were around, and then stroll casually down to her post in the common room, where she would get sucked in by Deal or No Deal and all but forget about the diarrhea-ridden girl in the bathroom.


So Ariana kept counting. When she finally picked up her shoes ten minutes later and opened the door a crack to peek into the hallway, Tracy was gone. She was now standing on the inside of the metal-and-glass door to the common room, her back to the hallway. She could still turn at any moment and see Ariana, but Ariana had the sound buffer of the door and a good thirty yards of hallway between her and the guard.


Heart pounding in her ears, sneakers clutched to her chest, Ariana kept the door open but an inch and stared out. Her palms were clammy and she could hardly swallow. Everything hinged on this moment. If this didn’t go exactly as planned, it would all be over before it had a chance to start.


Thirty more seconds, she told herself. And she started to count down. Twenty-nine … twenty eight … twenty seven …


Suddenly the door on the right of the bathroom was flung open. Ariana’s heart flew into her throat. Nurse Knight was twenty-six seconds early. Dammit. So much for that reliable-creature-of-habit theory.


The rotund nurse stepped into the hallway and started for the common room, her thick white shoes squeak-squeaking on the linoleum floor. Ariana had only seconds or her plan would be trashed. She couldn’t wait until tomorrow night. Tomorrow night would be too late. It was either act now or keep waiting—keep rotting—in the Brenda T.


Spurred by pure adrenaline, Ariana yanked the bathroom door open and raced in silent, socked feet to a door marked MEDICAL PERSONNEL ONLY.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/images/9781416985464.jpg
BY

KATE BRIAN

SIMON PULSE
NewYork Lendon Toronte  Sydney








OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
By





OEBPS/images/copy1.jpg
PR BT





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
SIMON PULSE

Newlork London Toromo Sydney





