



[image: Cover]







Table of Contents




A NineStar Press Publication


Amid the Haze


Prologue


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Chapter Thirty


Chapter Thirty-One


Chapter Thirty-Two


Chapter Thirty-Three


Epilogue


Acknowledgements


About Jessica Cranberry


Connect with NineStar Press



“Set at the dawn of the internet age, In the Trap is a fast-paced campus mystery complete with one dead body, an anonymous chat room confession, and a burgeoning attraction between two appealing female sleuths, intent on navigating not only campus life but also solving a murder. I enjoyed the subtle indictment of the “boys will be boys” mentality as the university attempts to cover up a series of assault crimes and found myself hoping Jessica Cranberry is already hard at work on the sequel.”

—Maggie Smith, author of Truth and Other Lies.

 

“A lonely introvert on an idyllic college campus finds her life upended, first by violence, then by a website where students reveal their darkest secrets, including abuse, assault, and murder. Jessica Cranberry’s In the Trap grabs readers at the start and doesn’t let go until the surprising, tense, and satisfying ending. A definite must read!”

—Merry Jones, award-winning author of Child’s Play and What You Don’t Know

 

In the Trap is a taut, satisfying campus thriller--a throwback to early aughts college days of online diaries, coffee and cigarettes, and "me too" whispers replied to with shouts of "it could be worse" or more commonly "what was she wearing?" Jessica Cranberry isn't afraid to dig deep into the dark aftereffects of trauma, and what happens when we come together to prevent it. Hazel is a compelling heroine whose strength lies in her vulnerability and resolve to do right, and I hope we haven't seen the last of her.

—Lauren Emily Whalen, author of Take Her Down and Two Winters
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Amid the Haze

Hazel & Maeve: The Campus Mysteries, Book Two

Jessica Cranberry


 

“Maybe there is a beast…maybe it’s only us.”

—William Golding, Lord of the Flies


Prologue

Maeve

April 7, 2001

 

COOL BLASTS OF April air blew her hair around the car, swirling around her head, whipping against my cheek every now and then. It had grown longer, the weight of it suppressing some of her natural wave. We were headed to Indy—just the two of us. Behind us had been hours and hours of nothing but long, straight road, pumping music, those crispy, fried, onion-flavored chips, and countless cigarette butts streaming out the windows as I drove full throttle across I-70. Acres of farmland surrounded us, mounded rows extending beyond the horizon, prepped for corn or soybean seed, until a new city emerged with tall buildings cutting through a span of sky and a falling orange sun. As we navigated through downtown, through the maze of asphalt and concrete, the open fields fell away as if they ceased to exist.

Hazel flicked the radio off and lit another cigarette. She’d started smoking again, and I wasn’t going to complain about it. That probably made me a shitty friend, but I was glad to have a smoking buddy.

“I brought you something.” I reached into the backseat blindly, keeping my eyes on the road, and felt around in my bag until my fingers grazed the thin pages of the city newspaper. “Check out page three.”

Hazel unfolded the Ledger Dispatch and found our story, the one Gayle Jackson had interviewed us for, detailing last autumn’s campus murder of Ryan Newsome (asshole and sexual predator, although most media outlets left those bits out) and how we’d pieced it all together…not totally unscathed.

“Good for her. She said she wasn’t going back to the Echo after they canned her last year.” Hazel carefully refolded the paper along the creases as if it contained nothing more than the crossword.

“You’re not gonna read it?”

“I know how it ends.”

Hazel hadn’t gone back to school after Newsome’s murderer attacked us. She needed time to heal—physically and emotionally. We all did. But I couldn’t escape the feeling something else was keeping her away, distant. Before today, I hadn’t seen Hazel since October, the morning I’d followed her into the police station to give a statement. We’d been emailing back and forth, but neither of us ever mentioned what had happened all those nights ago—what it had been like seeing her blood soak through her clothes, fear as thick as fog, a death so close you could taste it on the air like the salt and sand of a new shore. No, we’d skirted around all of that.

It didn’t stop me from wondering how she felt or what she thought about it. Hazel could be a bit of a mystery to me. Most folks I could see right through, not her. She kept everything wrapped up so tight inside herself, I didn’t think I’d ever break through. And maybe that was okay. Maybe even better than okay.

“I haven’t been in a real city for months. I forgot how pretty they can be,” she said. “All the bustling around. Life, I mean, you can see it happening.” Her cigarette bounced with the motion of her lips. She tucked it between her fingers and blew out a long, lingering exhale as though she’d been born knowing how to do that.

“Have you been here before?” I asked.

“As a kid, we hit up the children’s museum.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, when my parents… We used to live right on the border of Illinois and Indiana.”

I still couldn’t believe it took her so long to tell me what she’d lived through. But knowing the ways people have been hurt changed relationships—sometimes for the better, sometimes not. So I got it; she didn’t want pity anywhere near us.

“You’re a regular child of the corn, then, huh?” And this seemed to be how we handled the big traumatic things, poking fun around what caused the most pain. Joking. Deflecting. Sidestepping anything that hurt.

“I told you my middle name, didn’t I? It’s Malachi.”

I laughed and pressed the cigarette lighter. Hazel instinctively reached for the pack in the cup holders and got one out for me. I rolled down my window just as the lighter popped back up, its coils burning orange and hot.

“Do you know where we’re headed?” she asked.

“Not really. I printed out a MapQuest for it though. It’s in the glovebox.”

She took out the directions and spread the folded papers over her lap. “What street are we on?”

“Ohio.”

“We’re close. If you can find a place to park, do it.”

Brake lights glowed red in front of us. I slowed down and watched the last of the sunset, streaking pink and purple behind the high-rise buildings of the Midwestern city. The air smelled of exhaust. I followed the inching traffic into a parking garage.

“You think all these people are going to the same place we are?” Hazel asked.

“Maybe? She has a following.”

By the time I parked, night had fallen. Streetlights clicked on and cast the sidewalks in a tangerine glow. Hazel folded the directions and tucked them in her hoodie pocket.

We ended up not needing the map. A decent-sized crowd of mostly women seemed to all be going in the same direction. We just fit in and followed. As we got closer, a line had already formed, and we waited, stuck behind a rowdy group of college-aged kids with dark lipstick and short flowery dresses. They were probably the same age as Hazel and me. They seemed so much younger, though, with all the laughing and the squealing.

Hazel surveyed them; her right eyebrow cocked the way it always did when she tried to puzzle out someone’s behavior. I handed her the silver flask I’d slipped in my jacket pocket. Elbowing her, I told her to relax.

“I’m relaxed,” she said and took a swig of the peppermint schnapps.

Spring flowers and just…joy scented the air. Yeah, that was it. Joy. After such a dark year, I barely recognized the feeling. The line shuffled forward. Ani DiFranco’s name, in black block lettering, stood against the marquee’s glow.

“I can’t believe you scored tickets,” Hazel said.

“I told you we should go.”

Hazel’s expression lightened whenever I pressed Play on Living in Clip, and in the middle of all the shit that had gone down at school last fall, there’d been a notice in the paper about this tour. I figured right then and there I’d pay whatever price to get Hazel to this show if we made it out of that mess.

“I didn’t really think it would happen. Especially, in the middle of…everything.”

“So, how’ve you been dealing with all of that?” Asking was a risk, but I wanted to take it. While I gave her a pass on talking about her family, I needed to know about this because the nightmares hadn’t stopped for me. I still woke up in a sweaty panic, Shirlee’s glowing glasses disappearing and reappearing like pieces of the Cheshire cat.

Hazel shoved her hands into the pockets of her hoodie and stared at her feet. “Honestly, I don’t know that I am.” Her eyes met mine. “I just ignore it mostly.”

“Me too.” Time heals all wounds. Unless it didn’t.

She fiddled with her hair, braiding the ends absentmindedly. We moved forward a few more steps. At the double doors, security guards shined flashlights in purses and patted down coat pockets.

Hazel pushed her hair back from her face. “I feel kinda frozen in place, ya know?”

“I do.”

“Aunt Liddy says not to rush anything. That everything will settle back to normal in time. But what if it doesn’t?”

“Maybe this is the new normal.”

“Exactly.”

“They haven’t filled your space in our dorm yet. You could always come back.”

“No. I withdrew.”

“You did?”

She laughed in that self-mocking way she had sometimes. “You know I’m not meant to be anybody’s teacher.”

The thought of her surrounded by little kids made me laugh too. “There are other programs.”

She shook her head. “I don’t belong there. I knew it on day one. The only good thing that happened was meeting you and Doug.”

“You guys still talk?”

“Yeah, through email mostly. Like with you.”

“That’s cool.” But my heart said, Oh.

At the front of the line, an elderly security guard asked me to turn out my pockets. After she felt sure I wasn’t carrying a weapon, I stepped into the theater lobby.

Gilded: that was the best way to describe the old lobby. Thick and lush maroon carpeting added an honest-to-god spring to my steps. Its floral pattern led to three partitioned sets of stairs. I stood under the chandelier, waiting for Hazel. She came through security smiling her real smile, the one I hadn’t seen since we’d sat on the banks of the Skullkey and gotten high.

“This is amazing,” she said.

“I know, right?”

Ticket masters stood at the top of each stairwell. We climbed up the center, and I handed our tickets over. The lady tore off an edge and gave me back the stubs, tossing out a set of quick directions I could barely hear.

We followed the crowd past the main theater toward another room. Here, there were no seats, standing room only—the more to dance in. I grabbed Hazel’s hand and led her closer to the stage. This was going to be an experience, damn it. I looked back to catch her expression as she tucked her hair behind her ears and examined our surroundings. She was probably busy making snap judgements about the people around us and locating the exits.

“Are we going all the way to the front?” she yelled over the din of the crowd.

“You know it,” I answered.

I got us as close as possible. I found a spot nearly center stage, next to the girls who’d been in front of us in line. They were still very bouncy and squeaky, but when the lights dimmed, an excited hush ran through everyone. For a second, I’d forgotten I was still holding Hazel’s hand, but she squeezed it when the stage lights came on. Faces glowed in the light that remained, but hers most of all.

She let go of my hand to clap as some of the band members came onstage and lifted their instruments into their arms. A stray beat from the bass drum filled the room. The musicians jammed for a few minutes, playing a rhythmic string of notes that weren’t quite a song yet, until Ani jogged onto the stage.

Her voice evoked something in me. Something feral and wild. Something that came before the constraints of this world. One of my favorite songs floated through the speakers. The whole crowd cheered, then danced. My body, her body, their bodies: we all moved together and apart, like a living, breathing organism. And it went on and on, song after heart-thumping song. Until the band slowed things down, playing a quieter melody.

The audience swayed and sang along. The words of “Untouchable Face” haunted the room.

Hazel’s eyes glistened, her cheeks flushed, strands of her hair stuck to the sweaty sheen covering her skin, but she smiled. I touched her arm. And she looked at me, wiping her cheeks.

“Thanks for this,” she said, coming in close so I could hear.

“You’re welcome.” I wanted to suggest something, but I didn’t know how she might react. Who am I? I never worried about that kind of thing. Most of the time, I relished any reaction. But with her, I hesitated. Worried. I motioned toward the back, where only a few fans loitered along the walls. A crease formed between her eyebrows, but she followed me.

Standing there, with the music still filling up every inch of the room, I brought her closer. The heat radiating off her met the heat radiating off me. I could’ve kissed her, but I had something else in mind—stupidly.

The song ended, and the band rested for a few beats, riffing with one another through Ani’s introductions of each member.

“I think we should fill out those applications Detective Patterson gave us,” I said.

“That’s what you wanted to tell me?” She scoffed, then trained her eyes back on the stage. “You want to switch schools?”

“The program looks promising, and they have a police academy built in,” I explained as if she hadn’t read the brochure.

“Do it. There’s nothing stopping you from switching programs, Maeve.”

She didn’t get it. What I knew for sure, after everything we’d been through together, was that the feeling of us working together, fitting the puzzle pieces of a campus murder together, was something I wanted to hold on to.

“I want us to go together, Hazel. I don’t know how to…process what happened last fall, but I loved working with you. I felt alive for, like, the first time.”

She bit her upper lip, exposing the top edges of her bottom teeth. She wasn’t making eye contact, which was purposeful. Everything was purposeful when it came to Hazel. “You know how I feel about all of this.”

“Actually, I don’t because we never talk about it.” I felt a little trapped, panicky. I’d gotten myself into this conversation, and now I had to go right through the middle of it, whatever the outcome. Hazel saw through the moments when I manipulated people; she must’ve seen that was not what I was doing now. I wanted this, and I needed her. “We might be able to do good, help people, set things right. Didn’t you enjoy working through the mystery of it? I fucking did.”

“I did too.” She glanced back at me. “It’s funny you’re bringing this up.”

“I don’t think it’s funny. This is what I want, and I want to do it with you.”

“Good.” Hazel reached for her back pocket and brought an envelope folded over many times. “Because I got my acceptance letter last week.”

“Shut up!” I shoved her playfully.

She stepped back with the momentum, laughing. “I have to pass a physical, then start next fall. If you’re going to join me, you better get that application in quick.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? You said you didn’t know what you were gonna do.”

“I still go back and forth about whether I’m actually going to go. Not totally convinced police work is for me. Plus, I want you to do your own thing, follow your own path—whatever that is. But if you’re into this, I think…so am I.”

The band picked up the set’s pace, starting up another fast song. With the music blaring, we had to keep coming in close to talk, practically screaming in each other’s ears.

“I don’t want to talk you into anything you don’t want to do!” Hazel yelled.

I moved in, near her ear again. Her brown waves, glowing pink in the changing stage lights, brushed my cheek. “So, we’re doing this?” I asked. “Together?”

“Yep, together.” Her eyes met mine.

What did I see there? Her seriousness, her willingness to just be who she was without really caring what others thought, her sense of humor that no one else knew about. A future.


September 7, 2001

4:22 a.m.

There’s a dead body in our basement.


Chapter One

June 20, 2001

 

I SHIFTED THE car into Park and turned off the engine. Jennifer Lopez’s “Love Don’t Cost a Thing” stopped mid-chorus. The quiet neighborhood bordered the north side of Oakley University. Trees lined the sidewalk, their leaves swishing in the warm breeze.

“Which one is it?” I asked.

“That one.” Hazel indicated a set of row houses across the street. The end unit on the corner had a bright red For Rent sign posted in the front window.

“Looks cute.”

“It just has to be livable,” she said.

“Well, right. But cute doesn’t hurt either.”

We’d already been to five different apartments, looking for a place we could move into as soon as possible. Nothing had been perfect, and Hazel provided a detailed list of every flaw as soon as we’d gotten back into the car. Sometimes it seemed that was all she saw—all the ways in which something might not work out. Most of the time, I found it endearing and liked how it put me in the role of disproving her, but not today.

Coordinating apartment hunting had been difficult. With her still living in Lima and me forty minutes outside of the city, we had little way of knowing what was available—most rentals only advertised in the Echo’s classified section, and the one’s showing up online were way outside our price range. But Hazel had worked it out with Doug. She crashed at his new place—an apartment complex called University Village where a lot of second-years ended up because of its proximity and shuttle service to campus—until we checked finding shelter off our to-do list.

Hazel tucked the newspaper into the passenger door side pocket. The click-clack of our seatbelts sounded as we unbuckled and got out of the car. We walked toward the brick row house, and I checked out the front porch, picturing a set of matching lawn chairs, lengthy late-night conversations, cigarettes, and cheap wine coolers being doled out between the two of us on that stoop.

“I like the little porch,” she said.

“What?” I nearly stopped in my tracks. “You like something about this place?”

“Shut up.”

“No, I do too.” I linked my elbow around hers. “This could be the one!”

She gave me a smile and a sideways glance. I let go of her arm, and we climbed the cement steps. I knocked on the screen door, and a woman with an antique beehive hairstyle answered the door.

“Hi, we called about the apartment. Hazel and Maeve.” I gestured between the two of us.

“Come in, come in,” the woman croaked, and even I could smell the after-smoke clinging to her hair and clothes. “You saw the ad—two-bedroom, one bath, four-fifty a month. Have a look around. I’ll wait outside.”

Dark hardwood planks lined the floors. Tall windows let in tons of light. The front living room led seamlessly into a back dining room—open-concept style, although historically, it had probably been separated by a set of interior French doors. A closet-like galley kitchen sat off to the side of the dining room. A plain metal sink and yellow Formica countertops ran the length of one wall. Through the window in the back door, I spotted a gravel path, an alleyway stretching behind the row houses, and then another house directly behind us but facing a side street, and another and another, all lined up in a row. Hazel stepped toward an avocado-green refrigerator; next to it was a second cutout, another doorway. A dankness lingered at the threshold.

“Smells like a basement,” she said. “Follow me. I don’t want to go down there alone.”

We carefully plodded down a set of planked stairs, running our hands along the scratchy brick as we progressed. The temperature dropped considerably. A single bulb hung from the ceiling. Hazel pulled the string, and the light didn’t do much to alleviate the creepy, damp space. Chipped and peeling white paint covered the walls. Dried-up rivulets marked the floor where water had leaked through in rainier months. Mold pocked one corner.

But there were not only washer/dryer hookups but also an actual set. On-site laundry that didn’t require hoarding every single quarter that came our way? A real bonus, an impossible find.

We left the basement and tracked back through the main floor. In the front living room, another set of stairs led to a second level with two bedrooms and a full bath.

I leaned toward Hazel and murmured, “This is practically perfect.”

“I know,” she said, inspecting a window seat overlooking the street. “Can I have this room?”

“Fine with me. How should we handle this?” I’d never rented anything before.

“We tell her we’re interested and get a copy of the rental agreement. Aunt Liddy said we’d have to put down a deposit.”

“Do you want to think about it? Sleep on it?”

“No. This is it. I can feel it.”

“Same.”

It was a great place listed at a fair price; anyone could nab it. We weren’t the only two people apartment hunting for fall quarter.

We walked downstairs and found the landlady on the front porch.

“So? What do you think?” she asked, smoke billowing out of her mouth.

“We want it,” I said.

“What’s the next step?” Hazel asked.

“Here’s the lease application and a copy of the lease. Look ‘em over. Fill it out and return it to the address listed. If you’re approved, I’ll call you and set up a move-in day. You’ll get the keys then. First and last month’s rent due upfront.”

“That’s it?” I looked over the paperwork. It seemed to be written in a different language.

“That’s it, sweetheart. You two students?” The woman turned away from us and locked up the place.

“Uh, yeah. But not at Oakley. We’re going to the community college—the police academy.”

She eyed us carefully. “Stay safe, girlies.” Then she tossed her cigarette on the sidewalk, ground it out under her sandal, and walked away. “And no smoking!” she yelled before disappearing into a giant green Cadillac.

“Well,” I said, watching Hazel survey the neighborhood. “What do you think?”

“Let’s do it.”

“Cool. Then let’s find a place to fill all this out.” I handed her the lease application to check over.

We hopped in the car and after a short drive, pulled into the parking lot of a nearby fast-food restaurant. Inside, young people, summer-school students, by the looks of their heavy backpacks, had formed a line. At our turn, we ordered two small chocolate soft serves and french fries, then found a table to fill out the paperwork. Snippets of nearby conversations filled the dining room. I dipped a fry into my ice cream while Hazel scrounged in her purse for a pen.

“This is exciting.” After skimming over the legalese, I filled in all the little boxes and signed my name on the line next to Hazel’s. Then, I noticed her face. “What? Are you having second thoughts?”

“No, no.” She tore open a ketchup packet and squirted it onto the paper mat in the tray. “I’m just thinking about rent and food and stuff. Two hundred twenty-five dollars is a lot each month.”

“We decided 450 dollars was in our price range.”

“At the top.”

“I don’t know what you’re worried about. You’ve got the—” I clamped my mouth shut. Damn it. Bringing up her inheritance, something I only knew about because I’d overheard her aunt casually mention it, was stupid. That money had come at the cost of her whole family, and my dumbass didn’t need to go bringing it up over ice cream. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She waved it off. “It’s mostly true.” She stared out the window, people-watching. “I still have to be careful. Insurance never paid out. So it’s just their savings I’m living on.”

“If it’s not money, then what are you worried about?”

“Nothing. Everything. The usual.” Her gaze came my way, and she smiled.

“Hazel, we turn this baby in”—I fanned myself with the lease—“and we are on our way toward having our very first apartment. It’s going to be great.”

“You’re right. I know you’re right.”

“You doubt me?”

“No. It’s just all new.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m not like you. All balls to the wall. It takes me time to, like…calibrate change.”

“Take as much time as you need. In the meantime, we need to talk furniture.”

“My aunt has a couch she’s getting rid of—oh look, there’s Doug!” She knocked on the glass and waved, capturing his attention. He waved back and made for the restaurant front door.

Doug. The guy had put his life on the line last year when Shirlee Hensen had worked out her own little revenge fantasy and taken out a campus predator. She hadn’t taken kindly to Doug the night we all confronted her. But it’d been Hazel who ended up in the hospital. She’d been the one to leap into action like a superhero. Time to calibrate change, my ass. She knew exactly when to make a move.

Doug stood in front of our table, his cologne overpowering the fryers. “How’d it go? Did you find a place?” he asked.

“We did.” I indicated the lease and tried to ignore the way Hazel looked at him. Officially, they’d gone on a date last year. After Hazel left Oakley, the two of them had kept in contact through email or instant messaging or whatever. But I didn’t know their status-status. The past few days, when I’d come to pick her up at his apartment, there’d been times when their body language crushed my rib cage. She could have stayed at my parents’ house with me had I had time to ask. But Doug had already suggested his place and she’d already accepted before I could even offer. So for now, I refused to check if she had stars in her eyes.

“Cool. Mind if I…” He slipped his backpack off and put it in the seat next to me before either of us could say anything. Not that we would. He reached for Hazel’s fries—which was usually my job—and she swatted his hand, telling him to get his own. I considered it a win until the two of them laughed about it like it was some long-standing inside joke.

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes, and then I reached into my bag and pulled out a dollar. “Here.” I plunked the cash on the table.

“What’s that for?” Doug asked.

“So you can get your own fries.”

“Oh, no. That’s not really—”

“Take it.”

He looked at me, his eyes unsure, brow furrowed, a flush creeping up his neck. It meant I’d overstepped, which had been my goal. Something about my behavior was too much, too direct, too brutally honest, and it threw off his game. I’d gotten that look a million times in my life and loved it most of the time.

“You offered up your place to Hazel so we could do this; it’s the least I can do.” I tamped my tone down a bit.

“Okay.” He drew out the last syllable, showing both annoyance and how much he didn’t want a confrontation.

Once he stood in line, Hazel turned to me. “Why’d you have to do that?”

“What?” I shrugged and spooned ice cream into my mouth.

“That thing you do. Making people feel uncomfortable. Putting them on edge.” She seemed genuinely frustrated.

“I gave the guy a dollar. That’s hardly telling him to fuck off.”

She laughed, and her features softened. “Just go easy on him. He’s a nice guy.” Her dark-brown eyes flicked back toward him. He waved at her and smiled.

Once we moved back to campus, their relationship would likely heat up. It was a gut punch of a realization especially with the lease staring up at me from the table. Hazel and I were going to be roommates again, and while last year we’d been randomly assigned to each other, this year had been a choice. And no one chose to live with someone they had unacknowledged and unrequited feelings for…except me.


Day 760

From Within the House

It’d been a long time since I went missing. To all the people who loved me, I’d become nothing more than a ghost. Even to myself, I thought that might be true sometimes. My skin might have gone translucent, my bones no longer taking shape or space. Of course, that was how my whole life had felt with Him anyway. He’d stolen everything from me except this spirit. That, I’d stolen away before He consumed all of me.

But at what cost? Even this meager existence I considered priceless. I’d stayed in the shadows, sneaking throughout the house, stealing bits and pieces of food and clothing, money for the summers when the house became vacant. Living and hiding and thriving within the walls of this old house. And for what? An option. Such a simple word, beautiful on the tongue when I forced myself to say it.


Chapter Two

July 31, 2001

 

MOM HAD GONE all out, cooking a feast for my last night home. In the kitchen, she filled our plates with grilled chicken, spanakopita, and her rosemary flatbread. She loved cooking and had mastered a lot of Dad’s family recipes a long time ago, although my yaya definitely had smart-ass comments about a non-Greek person mastering anything Greek.

My immediate family, all loud and laughing, surrounded the dining room table. The room felt heavy and cramped, filled with the seven of us and all my mother’s dated furnishings: glossy, lacquered dining table and upholstered chairs, cherry-stained china cabinet, floral-patterned wallpaper, and vertical blinds covering the patio doors. My three older brothers—Nicolas, Patrick, and Evan—talked about some European soccer thing with Dad. We all shared Dad’s dark, thick hair, brown eyes, and at least one dimple located in either a cheek or a chin. Only Evan had inherited Mom’s ability to freckle; the light dusting of spots covered his nose and cheeks every summer.

Yaya came in, her steps shuffling, and whacked Dad on the back of the head. “Enough with the sporting talk! I want to hear from Maeve.”

Nicolas and Patrick rolled their eyes but shut up. No one ignored Yaya.

Evan, closest to me in age, caught my gaze. They were all worried about the police academy thing. They’d made it clear the moment I brought home the idea. Mom had burst into tears, and Dad got all red in the face. My brothers told me it was dumb, that I’d get my ass handed to me. Really, they’d all handled my coming out as bi better.

I tore my flatbread. “What do you want to know?”

“Where’d this crazy idea come from?”

They all knew what had happened at Oakley last year. My parents had delicately filled Yaya in on the big details, but she wanted to hear my reasoning right here at the dinner table, the night before I moved out forever. Straightforwardness must be an inherited trait.

I swallowed the bread. “Yaya, we’ve talked about this.”

“I want to hear it again. From you. One more time.” She pointed her slanted, arthritic index finger my way, then sat in the chair next to me. She smelled like baby powder and hair spray.

I shrugged, a lame attempt at trying to make the explanation seem less dramatic. “My friend and I were involved in an investigation last fall, and I liked it.” I always left out the “murder” part of the story when talking to Yaya. “Gathering information, organizing it. Felt like something I might be good at.”

“You know who else does those things?” Nicolas offered up an answer before I could. “Librarians.”

I glared at him and scratched my nose with my middle finger. The oldest of my siblings, Nicky had always been really good at reminding me who I was supposed to be. As kids, hanging out with all three of my brothers had been the dream. But by Nicky’s rules, it turned out to be impossible. Girls couldn’t play Nerf wars or hang out in secret big brother clubhouses. Girls were always left behind, according to him. His poor fiancée… But she wasn’t here today; none of the girlfriends had been allowed. Mama had been explicit when she invited my brothers home for this dinner.

“Stop it, Nicolas.” My mother, at the head of the table, elbowed his arm. Nicky gave her the What did I say? look we had all perfected at an early age. But he stayed quiet. She rarely put up with his bullshit.

“Why police work, dear?” Yaya asked.

“The stakes. The stakes are high.” I surprised myself with that answer.

“But a cop?” Evan asked. “It’s so dangerous, Maevey.” Sweet, caring, more thoughtful than our older siblings, Evan was my favorite brother. He’d tried to include me as we grew up, even if it meant hanging back from what Nicky and Patrick were doing.

“She’ll probably spend most of her time handing out parking tickets,” Patrick said.

“We don’t know that,” Evan countered. “You could end up in some really dangerous situations. And god, the academy. Do you know what those guys are like?”

I had an idea.

“That’s true,” Nicky said. “Patrick, didn’t that guy in your class join up?”

“Who?” Patrick asked through a bite of chicken.

“You know, the one that was always beating the shit—”

“Language,” Mama interrupted.

“Sorry, Mama. Beating the crap out of kids after church.”

“David Kufos? He’s messed up, man. Always looking for a fight.”

“Well, he’s a cop now, right?”

Patrick shrugged. “I guess.”

“Point is, a lot of those guys have an axe to grind. On a power trip, most of ‘em.”

“You mean like you,” I said and stabbed a piece of chicken.

“Aw, fuck off—”

“Language!” Mama yelled, her fork clattering against her plate.

“I’m just trying to look out for ya,” Nicky huffed.

“No, you’re not. You’re trying to tell me I shouldn’t do something because I’m a woman. That I should be scared of all the big bad men around me.”

Nicky rolled his eyes and muttered, “Here we go…”

“David Kufos has always been an asshole and whatever job he ended up doing has nothing to do with my future,” I finished.

“It will though,” my dad said quietly. He sat at the other end of the table and kept his gaze trained on his meal. Everyone stayed quiet, anticipating more from him. But he didn’t offer up anything else. The sound of his knife scraped against his plate. Yaya patted his forearm, and the two shared a long, knowing glance.

“As long as our Maeve is happy, no?” Yaya held up her glass of wine, and everyone followed her lead, sipping until the tension dropped a notch or two.

The wine scorched over my tongue and down my throat, right along with their judgement, its flavor unique and difficult to describe. They all thought cop school wasn’t meant for me, but what if Patrick or Nicky had signed up? I’d put money on it not being a big deal. My mother gave me a close-lipped smile and winked.

Then the conversation shifted, and all that was left unsaid stayed that way.

*

AFTER DINNER, I helped clean up the dishes and then excused myself. I had to finish packing and wanted to avoid getting dragged into another conversation about my chosen career path. Because in truth, I had my own doubts. Everything my family felt and said had already crossed my mind at least twenty different times. And at some point, I realized I’d based the whole trajectory of my life on last year’s tragedy. Possibly not the best of ideas. But what could I do about it now? The plan had been made. The paperwork turned in. And Hazel…well, she was counting on me to be her partner through all of it.

I zipped the last of my clothes into a suitcase, then grabbed some of my favorite books to take with me: Dad’s worn copy of To Kill a Mockingbird, one title from my Sweet Valley High collection. As I placed them on top of the last box, a soft knock sounded at the door.

“Come in.” I knew it would be Mama, and I wasn’t wrong. She had a dish towel draped over one shoulder, and she’d kicked her shoes off. Her stockinged feet quietly sank into the carpet.

“All packed up?” she asked.

“Just about.” I avoided eye contact because I wasn’t sure what I’d find there. My gut said this would be her last stand, a final attempt to talk me out of this.

“Good.” She sat on the corner of my bed. “You know the boys, your grandmother, they’re just worried about you.”

“Dad too?”

She nodded. Her curls, crinkly and stiff, fell forward as her head bobbed.

“What about you?” I asked.

Somehow, she had the ability to frown and smile at the same time. “Terrified.”

“Great,” I muttered, shoring up my resolve for a big lecture.

“But I trust you, baby. You’ve been certain about who you are and what you want since day one.”

My stomach dropped. I hadn’t expected her to say that. Maybe if she’d tried to talk me out of it, I would’ve told her that I wasn’t 100 percent sure about this either—that I might’ve just upended my whole life, for what? A girl who likely had no interest in me? Or I might’ve described how every time I considered what the police academy might be like, my throat clenched up. Or how I’d had anxiety-ridden dreams of guys just like David Kufos, or worse, surrounding me, taunting me, harassing me since I’d sent off my ACC application.

She must have picked up on some of my hesitation because she asked, “This is what you want?”

She believed in me. She’d raised me to be strong, to not doubt myself. Of course this was what I wanted.

“Yes.” And I met her gaze this time.

She stood and wrapped her arms around me. I hugged her back, trying not to lose it, even though a softball-sized lump had lodged in my throat.

“I raised you to be a confident, independent woman,” she whispered. She stepped back, her hands still on my shoulders, and looked in my surely red-rimmed and teary eyes. “Which means you can always change your mind.”

“I know, Mama.”

“I mean it, Maeve Helen.” She used both my names, so she was serious. “You don’t ever need to give anyone an explanation for who you are or what you decide. You don’t need to ask permission to live the life you want.”

“Thank you.”

“For what? I’m just telling the truth.”

“For being a good mom.” I hated how this felt like a goodbye. My parents’ house wasn’t too far from where I’d be living, but in a way, this was it, the big separation. More so than when I left for college last year; this was the greater step, and we both knew it.

“All right, all right. Enough of the sappy stuff. What do you need help with?” She sniffed and wiped her eyes.

“You can roll up those posters.”

“You’re taking them?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” And within seconds, the weight of the moment dissipated with our usual banter.

I thought of Hazel and how she’d been robbed of moments like this. Because of some psychopath, she’d never experience what it was to be loved, known, and seen as an adult by the woman who’d birthed her. It wasn’t fair, and it happened all the time, not just to Hazel. I told myself that was my “why.” If, as an officer, I could bring accountability for some of the stolen moments in a person’s life, then it was the right thing to do. The only thing to do.


Day 801

From Within the House

He’d brought me here, to His family’s oft abandoned city house, many times over the years. The family had paid repairmen to repaint walls, strip and lay new carpet, had cleaners come in, but they never addressed the structural damage. Always choosing to leave the soft and sagging wood for the future, someone else’s problem. The house sat vacant for part of each year, becoming a convenient part of my escape plan. When I left behind my life that spring, here I came.

When I first arrived, a team—not His, not yet—still lived within the home. His family, being part of the university’s sports legacy and having more money than god, sometimes let teams take up residence, while taking a cut of the room and board stipend, of course. So, in all the glorious stupor of their parties and lifestyle, I became just another girl. I snuck out from my hiding places and disappeared when the clock struck. By then, I was so good at making myself small, making myself nothing more than a phantom.

Yet I hadn’t totally planned for this. At some level, I’d known I’d face Him once more, that He’d have his turn here with His team. But time had become a loopy, frivolous ribbon hanging limply among the beams of the attic, woven between the lath and crumbling plaster. And now it seemed we’d all be back together again, under the same roof, for a new school year.

In the front yard, His mother trailed behind Him, her stylish clothes pulling tight against her frame in the hot sun. I looked at my own clothes, dusty and worn from the odd corners and quirks of the house only rodents and insects knew about, and slightly remembered caring about such things.

He laughed at something, His face contorting into the childish expression that had drawn me in all those years ago. How was I to know then that monsters not only existed, but they hid in plain sight? His whole persona was constructed like a gingerbread house, and I’d walked right over and started popping bits of His candy down my throat. Even now, after all He’d done, the unmistakable draw to Him pulled on my neck, my hair, my mouth.

Oh, and yes. My big, dumb brother had tagged along as always. My brother might as well lick His ass, the way he submitted for approval on the front lawn. I’d seen enough, stepping back into the shadows of the attic.

But then another car door slammed, pulling my attention to the shuttered dormer for another peek. The sun blinded, glinting off the shiny gloss of the Porsche’s cherry-red paint. A figure stepped forward, and my breath caught in my throat at the sight of my mother.

She caught up to the rest of them, picking at and straightening my brother’s collar. She glanced at the house, judging its shoddy outward appearance. She’d kept on, without me. Had Christmases without me. Went on shopping trips. Read VC Andrews. Sipped mimosas. Without me.

She laughed at something He said, stepped toward Him, and touched His arm. She looked over the top of her sunglasses at Him, gaze locked and flirtatious still. Even with me gone. Even with the possibility that He could’ve had something to do with it. It was always the boyfriend, right? Everyone knew that. Yet, there she stood on the lawn, smiling and winking and playfully slapping his chest until His mother walked between them, breaking up the display.

She’d always done that, even when mysterious bruises appeared on my arms. She’d tsk and hand me a better foundation with instructions on how to cover the marks with makeup. And when He showed up, she’d sidle up to Him, offer Him whatever she drank, a snack, all while finding infinite ways to touch Him as if she hadn’t seen me tarnished and marred.

Gradually, I’d realized I never had a home.

Because of Him. Because of Her.


Chapter Three

August 1, 2001

 

FALL QUARTER DIDN’T start at Acorn Community College for another few weeks, but we moved in on the first of the month. With the new school year impending, a lot of students were doing the same, so our neighborhood sounded different than the quiet day in June when we’d picked out the end unit on Choke Street. A continuous stream of cars drove past the units. Two other guys, carrying crates filled with what looked like computer parts and a collection of records, moved into the apartment a few stoops away. A few people sat on a couch parked on the lawn across the street and passed a bowl between them, the skunky smell wafting our way every now and then.

My family had already returned home, but Hazel’s aunt lingered. After realizing we had no curtains downstairs, she’d hightailed it to Target, and they were busy installing them now. She’d also picked up a starter pack of tools and some chain locks for the front and back door, items we hadn’t even considered necessities.

I tried not to eavesdrop on their conversation, but every once in a while, I caught Hazel’s aunt dispensing advice.

“Make sure you introduce yourself to your neighbors,” she said.

“What if they’re axe murderers?” Hazel was great at reassuring people.

“Stop it. You know what I mean,” said her aunt.

“I will absolutely make sure to meet the neighbors. I’ll bake cookies or something.”

I stifled a laugh and unrolled one of my favorite art projects from high school—just a copy of a Chagall painting. I couldn’t remember what the assignment had been exactly, except maybe “art as imitation.” Anyway, I was proud of it, even though it wasn’t original. I’d always harbored the idea that maybe I could be an artist. Even took a drawing class last fall at Oakley. But I couldn’t hack the critiques. We’d had to present our work each week, and the teacher made a joke at the expense of my self-portrait in front of the class, saying I’d made myself look like Monica from Friends. Everyone had laughed; I was so obviously not a “Monica.” Another time, they’d grilled me on a random decision—one that was wrong or amateurish or both—I’d made to connect two drawings with strips of white paper. I’d just stood there pouring sweat, biting my lip to keep from calling the professor a bitch. Finally, one afternoon, I sat working on a piece in the courtyard of the dorm when a shadow spanned over the page and a bird leg fell out of the sky, landing on my paper like a withered, craggy, terrible omen. So I let myself flunk versus finishing the thing, and that was the end of my art.

As I pinned my old project to the wall, Hazel told her aunt goodbye. The front door clicked shut, and the apartment—our home—grew quiet. Hazel’s footsteps came clomping up the stairs, and suddenly, she leaned against my doorframe.

“I thought she’d never leave,” she said.

“Your aunt’s just worried.”

“She’s hovering, an overprotective busybody who—”

“I know, right? It’s almost as if you were targeted and attacked or something.” What happened last fall was still there, a fresh scar, puckered and pink, both literally and figuratively. And I thought about it all the time.

Hazel rolled her eyes and changed the subject. “Your room is coming along.” Her gaze slid over my dresser, bed, and posters.

“Thanks.”

“Wait, do you have curtains?”

“No, I didn’t even think of them.”

“You should have told Aunt Liddy. She totally would have picked some up for you too.”

I shrugged. “It should be fine.”

My brothers had put my bed right under the windowsills of the two windows that faced the front yard of the big house behind us. Hazel went over to the bed.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Jessica Cranberry

i << A 1 Sk )“ (i -;‘:1—“_'
— o e

-AV r:,f';’vf‘”""‘-v - \"“*& 'fr 2 ;E J n )t)) /—\ IR

Amid thEH aze






OEBPS/image0.jpg





