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“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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In the Trap

Hazel & Maeve: The Campus Mysteries, Book One

Jessica Cranberry


 

“Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my path by the wall, so that I had to creep over him every time!”

—Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper


Chapter One

Red Flags and Near Accidents

SEPTEMBER 16, 2000

 

Bell-e-fon-taine. We soared past the exit in Aunt Liddy’s old Volvo station wagon, and I couldn’t read the sign any other way. Ohio had a couple of cities spelled one way but pronounced another. Bellefontaine was actually Bell Fountain. In Versailles, west of here, closer to the Indiana border, people called it Ver-sales. I didn’t know why; I wasn’t really from Ohio.

Aunt Liddy’s car was humid, just like outside. We drove a little to the middle and a little to the east. Dark clouds gathered. I could’ve said on the horizon, but Midwestern storms didn’t always work that way unless a tornado was coming. No. The clouds hung close, not a ways off. Their color changed, oppressive ash-gray shifting to ominous lead billows. The sky darkened so hard one might think the whole world was on fire.

With a crack and a flash of silver-white, raindrops fell thick and loud, pounding against the car. The storm’s beating percussion drowned out the sound of Aunt Liddy’s sappy oldies music, so much so she ended up clicking the station off. I cranked up the air conditioning to keep the windows from fogging up.

The windshield wipers went wild, swiping waves of water away as fast as possible. It reminded me of how Dad used to laugh when he told the story about helping Mom learn to drive. They were high-school sweethearts—of course. In the rain, she’d get lost in the tempo of the wipers and automatically steer the wheel to the rhythm. She’d swerve all over the road until he’d scoot in close and steady her hand, instructing her to look farther ahead, past the wiper blades.

“I better slow down,” Aunt Liddy mumbled to herself. Most people talked just to hear their own voices, but especially when they got nervous.

The car’s momentum slackened, but the road and our windshield still blurred with splashing water. I couldn’t see anything in front of us. Out the side-view window, everything was soaked in the deluge, a blurry, slushy mix of greens and grays.

“Should we pull over?” I asked.

Aunt Liddy chewed her lower lip by way of an answer, and the hairy mole on her chin twitched—in a good witch kind of way. She ran her hand through the cropped mop of curls on top of her head; she was in her early fifties and had already accepted a Golden Girls haircut into her life.

I could make out an elongated mound up ahead. “Looks like an underpass. We could pull over underneath.”

In seconds, our car slid under the shelter. The beating of the rain silenced for a moment. But Aunt Liddy didn’t stop; her knuckles turned white as she gripped the wheel, and we kept going.

“We’re not stopping,” she said as if I wasn’t already aware of her steadfast persistence to get me to college.

“There’s no timeline, Aunt Liddy. It’s the weekend. We can show up at the dorm whenever.”

“We made a plan; we stick to the plan.”

This was our screwed-up version of a family motto. I wasn’t sure when or how it originated, but Fischers rarely deviated. We did what we thought we were supposed to do. No matter the warning signs, we pressed on.

The rain subsided a little; its pounding beat softened to a patter, and Aunt Liddy relaxed her shoulders. She punched the radio back on, and the soothing tones of “I Can See Clearly Now” filled the car.

As Aunt Liddy hummed along, I worried a hangnail on my thumb, savoring the little sting of pain. It reminded me who I was, where I was going, and that I was doing it alone. The road stayed slick with water and sounded like its own river as we drove over and through puddles.

Suddenly, a sharp bite stole my breath as I lurched forward in my seat, the seat belt digging into my collarbone and chest. Aunt Liddy put her arm in front of me as if that would be enough to stop my head splitting against the windshield. The dashboard was mere inches from crushing the bridge of my nose.

She stomped the brakes and yelled and cursed. Bright red taillights filled our windshield, sparkling and reflecting in the last of the raindrops that hadn’t been swiped away. The back of our car started to edge around. Back and forth, fishtailing as Aunt Liddy tried to gain control. Her face flushed pink, expression strained.

Life was supposed to flash in front of my eyes, but I hadn’t lived long enough for anything to really show up. I saw my mom smiling and heard my dad laughing, and nothing more. Were they—and everything they’d been through—all my life had amounted to?

Miraculously, Aunt Liddy steadied the car. She laid on the horn. It blared long and loud.

“Did you see him? He cut me off!”

The truck in front of us was massive, with a set of mud flaps showing the curving silhouettes of two naked women. Classy. The truck driver stuck his middle finger out the window.

“Stupid dick.” Aunt Liddy drew in a deep breath. “He’s gonna get someone killed.” She turned to me. “I’m sorry. Are you okay, hun?”

I could barely breathe. My heartbeat pounded in my throat and ears. My eyes watered and felt as though they were barely in their sockets. But sure, I was fine and said as much. That stupid song continued. Its singer insisted life was all clear blue skies and obstacles could be seen from far off, which was a damn lie. Trucks came out of nowhere, and so did bad people. Red flags didn’t look like red flags until after the fact.

 

BY THE TIME we arrived on campus, the storm had passed through the college town, and the sky was a robin-egg blue. Green leaves and twigs dotted the wet roads. Traffic was a real bitch. The air, both in and outside the car, suffocated like a heavy wet blanket of humidity held up against my face. Aunt Liddy cranked up the air conditioning, and I rolled up my window, taking in every little detail about this brand-new place I was supposed to call home.

“What do you think, Hazel?” Aunt Liddy tapped her fingers along the steering wheel. “Are ya excited?”

Did I tell her what she wanted to hear? The truth was I’d gone right ahead and stepped into this preapproved, family-planned future, and—fingers crossed—it wouldn’t turn to shit.

College. This was the plan, had been the plan since the day I was born, and my parents had started saving. College was supposed to be the ticket. To what though? The expectation was a teaching career, like many a Fischer before me, including my aunt. But nobody had ever asked me, and I wasn’t so sure what I wanted for my life yet.

“It’ll be cool to start something new.” I’d moved in with Aunt Liddy in high school, and no one had known a single thing about me. So I already knew starting over brought some freedom. Anonymity equaled a certain kind of power.

“Good, hun. And remember, I’m only a phone call away. Any time—day or night—you call me when you need me. Got it?” Aunt Liddy inched the car into the drop-off zone and shifted into park.

I didn’t have time to respond. We were bombarded by volunteers, yanking open doors and hustling me out of the car. They immediately tossed my stuff into a cart on wheels and were busy barking instructions to Aunt Liddy. Once my cart was filled, one of the volunteers took my registration printout and started rolling my stuff away.

“I’ll be right back!” Aunt Liddy yelled, and she drove away.

“No, she won’t.” My escort was a tall, lanky guy with sandy-blond hair pulled into a low ponytail at the nape of his neck. “It’ll take at least an hour to find a parking spot. You’ll probably be unpacked by the time she gets back up here.”

“Busy, huh?” I didn’t know what to say.

“Ya think?”

I decided to drop the small talk; I loathed it anyway.

The guy wheeled my stuff near a brick building labeled Robin Hall and left with nothing more than a “Good luck!”

“Thanks,” I murmured, pushing my cart inside.

People—families—filled the dorm lobby. Teary moms and proud dads. Younger siblings sat on worn couches with their noses in Game Boys, probably pretending their lives weren’t changing too.

“Can I help you?” A cheery voice came from behind a counter set up like a check-in desk at a motel.

“Uh, yeah.” My papers were still crumpled in my hand. “I have these.” I handed over the forms, mildly embarrassed they were damp with sweat. She rattled off directions—down the hall, take the elevator…

My nerves piled into a lump in my throat, and I moved through the hallway as though in a dream. Fluorescent lights strobed inconsistently as I strolled by a long line of open doors. I tried not to peek, not to spy on these snippets of life as I made my way to my room, but it was impossible not to overhear the kids blowing off their parents’ final attempts at nurturing.

At the elevator, I blew out a breath and pressed the button. My dorm room was on the second floor. The names of my suitemates had been mailed to me—printed on the same registration papers sticking out of my back pocket—but that was all I knew about who waited for me in Room 222.

Same as all the others, the door was propped open, and a few people milled about in the hall, simultaneously trying to both help and get out of the way.

“Excuse me,” I said to an older woman, leaning against the wall. She seemed around the same age as my mom would have been.

“Is this your room too?” Her hair was styled in an angled bob, and a lot of pink makeup decorated her cheeks.

“Yeah, I’m Hazel.” I wiped my sweaty palm on my pant leg and held it out to her like a legit grown-up.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Trish’s mom.”

“Mom, have you seen my— Oh, hi!” Trish was loud and bouncy and gave off an overly friendly energy. “You must be Hazel. Everyone else is already here.”

“Hi. Yeah, I am.” We shook hands too.

Trish stepped aside to talk with her mom, and I left my stuff in the hall, entering our new room. One small loveseat and four desks lined the walls. I set my bag on one of the two desks next to the windows and checked out the view. Below us, sidewalks and mature trees punctuated a small courtyard. How pleasant.

Beyond a heavy curtain separating the living space from the bedroom, two sets of bunk beds took up the majority of space in the second room. One of the bottom bunks seemed unclaimed, which was fine by me. I wasn’t the type of person who insisted on being on top, so I dropped my backpack on the bare mattress.

Rolling the giant cart into the room proved futile. Even if I’d been able to maneuver it through the too-small doorway, everyone else’s stuff cluttered and overtook the whole room. So I left my things parked in the hallway—next to Trish’s mom, who kept rolling her lips and picking at her cuticles—and unpacked my stuff, piece by piece.

Trish and another roommate, Kim, had known each other in high school and were busy stringing Christmas lights everywhere. There didn’t seem to be a plan or pattern to what they were doing. They tacked twinkling strands along the perimeters of their desks and formed an abstract figure on the wall above the loveseat. The lights cast a soft pink glow around the room.

I went back to the bedroom, unzipped a new pack of sheets, and started making my bed.

“Hey,” a smoky voice said.

I stepped out from under the bunk and looked up at a face—a pretty one, heart-shaped with olive-toned skin and big brown eyes—atop the railing. “Hi,” I said.

“I’m Maeve Drakos. Greek dad, Irish mom.”

“Hazel Fischer. A little bit of everything?”

“People sometimes ask because of my name.”

I wasn’t sure I would have—asked about her name, I mean. Her name was beautiful, movie-star quality, but its origins probably wouldn’t have been the first thing I wondered about when it came to Maeve Drakos.
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And so, I’m here. All moved in.

My room is achingly small. It’s where I am now, typing away at this little diary at my little desk in my little chair, like a doll in a playhouse. But the furniture is not as cute. It’s all industrial-looking. The upholstery, of the chairs and the curtains and the couch in our shared lounge area, is an offensive burnt-orange color. It’s a hue screaming to be noticed, desperate not to disappear among its surroundings. But then, a shade has no choice, neither blending in nor standing out of its own accord. And, of course, there’s a stain. Right in the middle of my seat cushion is a quarter-sized spot of brown. I can only imagine…

The dorms seethe with stories, are haunted by them actually. Thousands of rooms housing thousands of tales, rotating in and out with the seasons. I know mine. I’ve known exactly what I come from for some time now. A great and terrible secret that would scare the shit out of you.
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Chapter Two

Weak Ankles

SEPTEMBER 20, 2000

 

The lid to the toilet seat came down with a clatter. I sat down and laced up my new shoes. It was the first day of classes, and wearing the right shoes seemed like an important detail. I’d wanted a pair of Docs, but these chunky-heeled imitations had been marked for clearance. So decisions had been made.

The floor tiles were slick with condensation from the shower. When I stood up, my ankles wobbled, and I steadied myself between the sink and the towel bar. The shoes gave me several extra inches, which meant I was well over six feet tall. I tried not to back away from my size though. Hated that game actually. Some of the girls I’d known in high school were always trying out new ways to make themselves smaller. Whereas I just wanted—needed—to take up space.

Shrinking was for the dead and/or dying.

And I’d had enough of that.

I smoothed wrinkles from the sleeves of my T-shirt and tugged on the hem. It barely reached the waistline of my favorite pair of jeans. With a squeeze of mint-green paste, I brushed my teeth. This will be fine.

“I can do this,” I whispered to my foggy reflection and wiped foamy spittle off my chin.

“Hazel!” One of my suitemates pounded on the door. “You done in there?”

I gathered my wet towel and pajamas. The bonus to the all-girl dorm was the semiprivate bathroom connected to our living suite—the exact and only reason I’d selected Robin Hall as my first choice. Most dorms had one huge, very public restroom per floor, with shower stalls and everything. No thank you.

Steam billowed out of the bathroom as I opened the door. Maeve, who was my height when I wasn’t wearing platforms, stood before me in a pair of boxer shorts and a loose tank top. Her eyes were still morning-time squinty, and her pixie cut had gone wild in her sleep. She crossed her arms.

“You can’t hog the bathroom,” she mumbled, shoving past me.

I ignored her and slipped through the living room and past the curtain at the bedroom’s entrance. A fan hummed near the windows, propped up between the beds, producing a slight breeze, the last of summer’s muggy death grip. Even so, the room smelled like there were too many bodies inside.

Trish and Kim were still asleep. They’d taped photographs of themselves in sparkling prom dresses to the walls and had pinned up twin posters of the cast from the TV show Dawson’s Creek.

I stuffed my dirty clothes into the laundry bag tied around the post at the foot of my bunk. A whiff of mildew hit me full in the face. Aunt Liddy had dropped me off nearly a week ago, so it was almost time to figure out the machines in the basement. The rest of my belongings fit into a tall wooden wardrobe with one rail, one shelf, a drawer, and two little cubbyholes near the bottom for shoe storage, or whatever. I grabbed my Caboodle off the shelf.

Back in our common room, sunlight filtered through the window, creating bright rectangular spotlights over the floor tiles. I plopped down at my desk and put on my face—what Aunt Liddy called it. She never left the house without coating herself in an orange foundation that left stains on her shirt collars. I tried not to do that, using just beige powder, mascara, and some candy-flavored lip gloss. I ran my hands through my still-wet hair and detangled the knots, then tied it all up with a scrunchie.

The toilet flushed, and Maeve came out of the bathroom. She glared at me. “It’s like a sauna in there.” She was pretty scowly in the morning.

“I like really hot showers.”

“Yeah, well, it’s no fun taking a shit in a steam room.” Maeve rubbed at her eyes with the heels of her palms.

“Sorry,” I said. “There’re no windows in there.”

“Turn the fan on next time.” Maeve ambled back into the bedroom. The drape swished after her.

“Will do!”

“Shut up, bitches!” Kim yelled.

Our bed creaked as Maeve climbed back to the top bunk. I could already distinguish some of the telltale sounds of our dorm. Maybe this place could be a kind of home to me.

I pulled the strap of my messenger bag over my shoulder, the leather’s earthy smell reminding me of Aunt Liddy. The bag had been my graduation gift. Guilt panged in my heart; I should have called her already. But a big part of me needed to prove I could do this alone, away from everyone and everything from my past. Including Aunt Liddy. I was near the middle of the state now, surrounded by a fresh, screaming city. When I was honest with myself, I was excited, maybe even hopeful, about being here. Sure, my optimism was like an ember in a firepit of ash, but I hadn’t felt anything in so long, I wanted to protect this spark. Maybe fan it a little.

I spritzed sunflower-scented body spray into the air and stepped through the mist. Tossing my keys into my bag, I left, clip-clopping through the hall and down the stairwell. The combination of bag and shoes threw off my center of gravity. I wobbled here and there, using the handrail to steady myself as I plodded onward. But then, at the bottom step, I went down hard. My stomach lurched with the shock; my whole body crumpled and collapsed. My butt slammed onto the edge of the last stair.

“Christ!” I sucked in a breath; my ankle throbbed. I sat up and prodded the sore spot, surveying the damage.

Three girls skipped past me, their bookbags shushing against their backs. One of them flung her hip into the door’s push bar and held it open for her friends. I glimpsed the shining day beyond her, calling everyone to their start, and here I was, a limp body in a dank stairwell.

“You okay?” the girl holding the door asked.

“Weak ankles.” I blamed myself, not the shoes.

“Freshman?”

I nodded.

“Us too. Good luck out there.” The door banged shut.

“Thanks!” I called after her. At least I wasn’t totally invisible.

But I was still left alone in the hall. Minutes ticked by—minutes I’d specifically calculated were needed to span the distance between my dorm and Maynor Hall.

Stick to the plan.

My cheeks went slack as I blew out a long, deep breath. I tested movement in my ankle, back and forth. A string of popping snaps, like a bowl of Rice Krispies cereal, released within the general area. But without any lingering pain, I put my full weight on my ankle and pressed on.

A buzz of activity swarmed outside the dorm. Drivers swung their cars through the looped driveway, either picking people up or dropping them off. Near the bike rack, a few students fumbled with their locks, eventually mounting their bikes and zooming past my purposeful plodding.

Along the sidewalks and within the patches of green lawn in front of each dorm building, crowds pulsed together and split apart. Excited chatter floated with the wind, along with the exhaust fumes of idling cars at the corner stoplight. At the crosswalk, I opened my bag and searched for my Discman. The headphones’ soft foam comforted the rising tide of anxiety in my chest. Sometimes I liked people best when I didn’t have to hear them.

Whatever CD I’d popped in last time immediately tuned out the voices and city noise. If I ever let anyone know me again, they’d surely make fun of my music choices. But whatever, “More Than a Feeling” was an awesome song. Classics made me feel good. When I allowed myself to be sentimental, they brought up images of little-me dancing in circles around the living room with my parents.

Mom and Dad would materialize if I listened to the right song. With proud smiles and teary eyes, they followed me through the teeming crosswalk, only to be startled off, dissolved, when a police car whizzed by. Anger pulsated through me in the same way the car’s sirens blared and the lights flashed. But as time spanned and distance grew long, my feelings and the actual, physical commotion on the street faded. Everything calmed. I could hear the music again, but my parents were gone.

I walked toward the classroom buildings—large structures with hugely varying architectural designs. It was like cruising through a disjointed timeline. Modern constructions of white stone and smooth lines alternated and competed with flat brick saltbox-style edifices. In the distance, looming over the stadium, stood three massive, rather plain and beige towers—the newest student housing.

The oldest lecture halls lined the perimeter of a far-reaching, trapezoid-shaped grassy area, adoringly referred to as the Trap. According to campus lore, each lap around the Trap’s perimeter resulted in a year of good luck if done after midnight. I’d have to employ all sorts of tricks to make that happen safely: pepper spray, keys gripped between each knuckle, a self-defense class or two. The map showed my first class in one of the historical buildings with classic stone turrets on the other side of the Trap.

My ankle protested here and there, but I ignored it. Tendons didn’t get opinions. A group of girls spread out their belongings in a corner of the university lawn. I dodged a frisbee, accidentally stepping through a triangle of players. In another section, onlookers, dressed like me or like students anyway, encircled a speaker.

I stepped toward the outskirts and pulled the headphones off my ears. Based on the speaker’s screeching about Hell, I knew it was a Bible he thumped in his hand. The audience harassed him, and he harassed them back. In turn, each person fed off the frenzy of confrontation. I put my headphones back on and stepped away from the unfolding drama. If not for my class, I could’ve sat and watched all day. I didn’t love being surrounded by people but watching them interact was usually amusing. I’d piece together elaborate backstories for why they might behave a certain way, cataloguing reactions in my mind, trying to understand their motives. Trying to understand mine.

A tall, gnarled oak tree overshadowed the Trap’s center. A marker in the paved segment around its base suggested historical importance. I wasn’t about to stop and read it though. I had zero interest in looking like a tourist. As I approached the marker, I craned my neck to see if I could snag any words. Over time, maybe I could piece it together as I passed by.

But, without any warning, my ankle buckled again.

There was no railing to grab on to this time, only people. I stumbled forward, out of control, and reached for the guy in front of me. His shirt sleeve slipped through my fingers as he shoved my hands away, disgust registering with the curl of his upper lip. Time slowed and then sped up as I went down like a tree in the forest.

My knee banged into the cement, and my arms whooshed out from my sides to keep me from falling over. And there I stayed, balanced on one knee with my arms outstretched, looking as if I’d just finished a performance or a magic trick. All I needed was a sparkling jumpsuit and cape.

I’m not much of a crier, but I could have cried then, especially when people picked up their pace as they walked by. Hurrying past my kneeling form, they shot confused, sideways glances at me. I wiped my eyes, then laughed. Surely, somebody else would laugh with me. They would help me up, marking the beginning of a friendship that might span a lifetime. This would all be okay then—worth the embarrassment even—because an alliance would have been gained.

But that wasn’t what happened.

As my laughter curled around the nearest branches of the oak tree, the circle of traffic around me widened in total social avoidance. I stood back up on my own, dusted my jeans off, checking for rips or stains. My cheeks burned with humiliation, but I was okay. No blood, no foul.

Stick to the plan.
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At all hours, muffled, thumping club music travels through the cinder block walls. Shrieks and laughter leak, too, alongside the rhythmic basslines. Are these really happy sounds? It’s such a thin line from one feeling to the next. Ecstasy or fear. Joy to terror. Every one of those emotions could be at the party, teetering on the razor’s edge of expression and all sounding so eerily similar.

I should know.
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Chapter Three

Precious

SEPTEMBER 20, 2000

 

“Oof, what happened to your knee?” Maeve tossed her keys on the desk next to mine. Her eyes were brighter than they had been earlier. She wore thick black eyeliner, contrasting her brown irises nicely. Maeve had an effortless way about her, from the way the strings of her cut-off shorts fringed her legs, to the bohemian-style blouse falling over one shoulder.

“I fell in the Trap.” I sat with my pant leg rolled up, poking at the fresh purple bruise.

A bunch of bananas sat on top of the minifridge, clearly marked with our roommate’s name on a strip of masking tape. Maeve grabbed one and peeled it.

“Those are Trish’s,” I said.

“That looks bad,” she said through a mouthful of banana mush, totally irreverent about stealing someone else’s groceries.

“It isn’t good, that’s for sure.” I considered telling her the whole story because it was kind of funny. We might’ve bonded. But before I could, Maeve tapped a pack of cigarettes on the palm of her hand, then leaned out the doorway to ask our neighbor if she wanted to smoke.

From where I sat at my desk, I could see inside our neighbor’s open dorm room. She sat across the way, filing her nails. She was short, and her waist-length blond hair made her seem much shorter. Every time I’d seen her, she’d worn a pair of fishnet stockings with a different pair of combat boots—short ones, knee-highs, in different colors and patterns. I placed bets with myself on when there’d be a repeat. It had to be coming; nobody had more than a week’s worth of fresh combat boots.

After they left, I let my hair down, rolled down my pant leg, and kicked off my own damn shoes. We were breaking up. Throwing them away would be such a waste, but I had no idea where I could donate them. Even if I did, getting there would involve figuring out the city’s bus system, and I hadn’t gotten that far yet.

Our trashcan was an overflowing mass of packaging scraps and balled-up shopping bags. Every time someone took out the garbage, it seemed to immediately refill. I slipped on my reliable sneakers—an old pair of brown Chucks—and stamped down the trash until it became manageable. With the flimsy knotted bag in hand, I went searching for the dumpster.

I took everything outside with plans to unload the trash, then hit up the cafeteria and grab some lunch to go. Sitting alone in the dining hall was starting to feel a bit tragic. Aunt Liddy always made us eat together, her usual nonstop chatter providing a soundtrack to my every meal. Now, lunch took all of ten minutes as I stuffed something in my mouth while pretending to read.

Ahead of me, a walled-off area corralled the green metal receptacles. Students had only been here a couple days, but the vicinity already reeked of sweet pickles and, Jesus, piss? I set the shoes on the ground and lifted the heavy plastic lid, touching as little as possible. Flies zoomed out. I forced my mouth shut and held my breath. Bag and shoes hit the rest of the collected trash with a swoosh. The lid banged shut, and I got the hell out of there, obsessively wiping my fingers on my pants.

The side entrance to my building wasn’t too far from the trash. Sheltered by a bricked stairwell, intermittent puffs of smoke wafted out of the ingress. Girls’ laughter sang out—Maeve and our neighbor—and, for whatever dumb reason, drew me nearer.

“I don’t know; she seems kinda anal and a little…precious?”

I stopped before turning the corner. Maeve’s voice was easily recognizable with its alto register and smoker’s scratch.

“Precious?” asked the other voice. Which had to be the neighbor. “What the hell does that mean?”

She must be talking about Trish.

“I can’t think of any other way to describe her.”

“How ’bout the other two?”

Maeve stopped to inhale; then a cloud of smoke wisped my way. I hated how much I enjoyed the smell. “They might be worse.”

Our neighbor snorted. “How so?”

“Besties from the same hometown. I think they’ll try for sorority row when they can. Should be interesting.”

Wait, what? I was the precious one?

Their banter continued, sizing people up and knocking them down. I wasn’t quite sure how I’d already earned a label, but whatever. I’d heard enough. Mean-girl shit had always banged around high school, like locker doors clanging shut. I’d had hopes people would leave those behaviors behind, but apparently not. Apparently, we were all just animals, nipping and snapping at each other until we died. College didn’t change anyone.

Backpedaling, I followed a group of guys toward the cafeteria. They moved in the bouncing, energized, easy way some boys do. Dressed identically in low-waisted cargo shorts and trendy tees, they were a pack. When a cute girl walked by, they turned in unison. One of them whistled, signaling the others to start in with the catcalling. Then one noticed me.

“Hey,” he said.

But I was still reeling over what I’d heard Maeve say about me. Precious? What does that even mean? I looked at the pavement, ignoring him. Maybe he’d take the hint and leave me alone.

“You don’t speak?” He let himself fall behind the others and kept pace with me.

Damn it. “I do.”

“That’s better. Didn’t your daddy ever teach you any manners?”

I almost laughed. Dad taught me a lot of things, mostly how to protect myself in ways that might make this guy cry.

“Nope.” I held up my hands in an exaggerated shrug. “Born in a barn, I guess.”

He laughed. His hypermusky cologne blocked all other smells. I could taste it on the back of my tongue. He patted the top of my head and then tangled his fingers through the waves of my hair.

“See, that’s so much better.” He gripped my arm.

I blinked away from his gaze and tried to swerve out of his grasp. But his hand made its way past my shoulders, trailed down my spine, and lingered near my lower back. His fingers, right above my ass, pressed firm as he subtly let me know he could reach farther if he wanted. He could grab what wasn’t his in broad daylight, and I’d be lucky if he stopped himself. But without another word, he did stop and jogged to catch up with his friends. His leather flip-flops snapped against the callused heels of his feet.

 

BACK IN THE dorm room, I flipped on the little TV set either Trish or Kim had brought and waited for the screen to fill with the soft-filtered faces of characters I loved to hate. I sat on the loveseat, set my Styrofoam to-go box in my lap, and squirted a bunch of tartar sauce on a fish sandwich.

On-screen, sand sifted through a towering hourglass, and behind it, waves pounded upon a shoreline. String instruments struck a series of repetitive chords, reminding me of heartbeats. As the voice of an elder character declared the show’s prophetic tagline, Maeve strolled in. She sat next to me, reeking of cigarettes, and stole a fry.

“Mmm.” She angled her knees toward me and took another one. “You watch Days of Our Lives?”

“Since I was twelve. You?”

“’Bout as long,” she said.

Pretentious. Haughty. Finicky. Synonyms of what she’d called me. My insides burned with…embarrassment? Shame? Indignance? Yes, yes, and yes. But I wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation. I had to live with this person. Eavesdropping on private conversations usually went badly for everyone involved. At least, it always did on soap operas.

I set the container between us, and Maeve continued to bogart fries.

“I hate what they’ve done with Ghoul Girl,” she said.

“Chloe Lane?! I love that story line.” My annoyance with Maeve dropped away to talk plot points.

“It’s tired.” She shrugged. “Ugly duckling tropes trigger the hell outta me.”

I hadn’t thought of that. It had been so satisfying when the other teenagers on the show finally embraced Ghoul Girl. But thinking back on how the narrative played out, Maeve was right. A lot of their acceptance had been based on how sexy the character appeared when she came out from underneath the black cloak.

“Don’t get me wrong; I love the show,” Maeve said. “I mean, a soap opera isn’t the place to expect a whole lot of social commentary. I just wish there’d be a girl who stayed herself for once.”

“Trauma shaped Chloe’s desire to hide. And really, people change every day.”

“I don’t know if I believe that.”

“What? So you’re the same person you were your freshman year of high school? You didn’t transform at all?” Maeve didn’t answer, so I continued, “You haven’t learned new things about yourself?”

“Okay, okay. Point taken.”

The music played as the network cut to the first commercial break. I chewed and looked at Maeve. She smiled as though she were my friend and not someone who’d talked trash about me forty minutes ago. She wouldn’t fool me. There was no room for a friendship here.

We watched the rest of the show in relative silence. The big baby-swapping reveals were usually reserved for the end of the week, not some random Wednesday. When the end credits rolled across the screen, I tossed the to-go container in the trash.

“I could use a nap.” Maeve stretched her long arms above her head. She was tall and sinewy. She yawned and rubbed her eyes, asking, “What’s your afternoon look like?”

“Uh…” I fumbled for an answer, though I had memorized my class schedule. I kept up the ruse and checked my planner. “Educational Philosophy.”
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