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Chapter One

 


The man next to her might have been
dead.

Madison Monroe rubbed her bleary eyes
with her fist, the grinding pain of her contact lens against her
cornea enough to partially jar her out of the alcohol induced haze.
Had that frat bastard mixing drinks slipped her something?
Probably.

She balanced her red plastic cup on
the armchair behind her and scooted closer to the man beside her.
His eyes were half open, his stare fixed in the general region of
his belly button. Was he breathing? She wasn’t a med student. Even
if she was, her eyes felt like they were swimming in her head and
she couldn’t tell for sure if his chest was actually rising or
falling, or if it was her head drooping and lolling from all the
shots of Jim Beam she’d thrown back.

She decided to ask him. “Are you
dead?”

He didn’t answer.

Madison giggled. Christ, she couldn’t
even remember his name. It wasn’t liked she’d fucked him—she
hadn’t, had she?—so it probably didn’t matter, especially if he was
dead. Well, it might matter to someone if he was dead. She
remembered making fun of his shoes, ridiculous plaid loafers with a
clashing plaid shirt. Alternating patterns of plaid; fucking
hipster engineering student. And his name was Arty. That was it,
Arty.

She shook him. “Arty. Arty, are you
dead?”

He groaned. Good, not dead.

She slumped back against the wall next
to him and fumbled for her drink. The music was still pounding, the
thump of the base reverberating in her skull. Going to a frat party
was a bad idea, obviously, but this was finals week. Mild mannered
Madison—everybody should be able to cut loose once in a while,
right? She was really only worried about her Skeletal Forensic
Anthropology final, but it wasn’t until Thursday. Or was it
Wednesday?

The music downstairs shut
off.

The sudden scream of silence was
jolting. She squeezed her eyes closed and opened them, as if that
would somehow help her hear more efficiently. People were yelling
about something, about the mops. Who the hell cared about
mops?

The dim light of the bedroom was
pierced by alternating blue and red flashes from the window. Shit,
they weren’t saying mops. They were saying cops.

Someone had called the
cops.

“Damn it.” She slid back
over to Arty and shook him harder. “Dude, it’s the cops. We’ve
gotta split.”

She jumped to her feet and
careened toward the door. The room tipped and turned; overwhelmed
by dizziness, she stumbled sideways and slammed against the
footboard of the bed. Now was not the time to pass out.
Come on, Madison, get with it.

Cops were yelling downstairs. Christ,
they’d be upstairs any minute. She kicked Arty again, panic welling
up in her chest. She couldn’t get arrested for underage drinking,
not with the trip already planned. No. No, this was bad. The summer
trip to France was going to be the crown in her double major
history/anthropology undergraduate degree. This was the ticket to
get her in the accelerated and combined Master’s slash Doctoral
program. The history department frowned on underage drinking. Hell,
the history department frowned on everything fun.

She dropped to her knees and squeezed
under the bed, pressing herself as far back against the wall as she
could. They’d see Arty. Maybe they wouldn’t see her.

The sound of footsteps echoed down the
hallway; a figure paused outside the open bedroom door. “Got one,
looks like he’s out cold.”

She could see a second pair of black
boots in the doorway. “I’ll take him out to the truck. Come on,
buddy, wake up. Can you hear me, son? Wake up.”

“Just drag him out.” The
first cop spoke from the doorway. “I never get tired of frat busts.
Check out those shoes, man. Kids these days.”

Madison shrank back,
almost as if she thought by doing so she could disappear into the
baseboards. That’s it, Arty, distract them
with the mind boggling power of plaid.

As the cop leaned over to hoist Arty
to his feet, Madison felt a strange vibration from her back pocket.
She froze.

Her cell phone.

Before she had time to
fumble for the phone, the melodic sound of Mozart’s Eine kleine
Nachtmusik rang out. The ringer sounded thirty times louder than it
did when the phone was next to her face. She moved her arm
backwards to shut off the phone, slamming her elbow off the
mattress’s metal box spring. Shit.

She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed
her face to the cold tiled floor. The scrape of boots crossing to
the bed shrieked in her ears. It felt like it seared into her brain
and through the alcohol to jab her and announce,
“Busted.”

The cop’s voiced seemed like it boomed
from the heavens, the voice of God himself. “Why, hello
there.”

She didn’t look up. “Hi.”

“How about you come out
from under there? I think we have a few things to talk
about.”

He stepped back from the bed to allow
her room to maneuver. She slunk out like a pitiful muskrat slinking
from a hole. Rumpled. Sweaty. Pathetic in her inability to execute
a coordinated movement.

The cop reached out to help her to her
feet. “I’m Officer Jamison. This is Officer Burke. Can I see your
driver’s license?”

She had to think. Frat parties didn’t
typically require people show identification to be served
alcohol.

The cop leaned forward. “I’m going to
need to see your identification, Miss.”

Jamming her hand in her back pockets,
she withdrew her cell phone and her driver’s license. She handed
him the license and waited.

His response was almost immediate.
“Looks like you have a birthday coming up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Not going to turn
twenty-one for a few more weeks, huh?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay, Miss Monroe,
party’s over.” He handed her the license back. “Let’s go downstairs
and have a little chat. Do you need medical assistance? Are you
okay to walk on your own?”

“I’m fine.” She shoved her
license back into her pocket and rested her hand on the doorframe,
steadying herself before creeping down the hallway. Her ankles
twitched and quivered as she strained to walk in a straight line
over the dull wood floorboards. The thought of tripping in front of
the cops made her feel even clumsier and dizzier. Brain overload.
At this rate, she would probably stumble over an empty floor, fall
down the stairs, and break her neck.

At least she wouldn’t go to
jail.

The front yard of the fraternity house
was boarded by thick hedges, now being utilized by the police to
corral students who were too slow—or drunk—to get away. The cop
who’d examined her license circled around her and rushed up to
another cop with a clipboard. She raised an eyebrow and giggled. It
certainly hadn’t seemed like a race when they started
downstairs.

It was impossible to make out what he
was saying. She caught a few random comments, mostly remarks
pointedly made in her direction: “…hiding under the bed…” and,
practically guffawed, “…will be twenty-one in like, four
weeks!”

Awesome.

The cop beckoned her to him with an
over-exaggerated wave and she shuffled forward, feeling like a
six-year-old stubbornly refusing to go to bed. She dragged her feet
and resisted the urge to pout. Pouting probably wouldn’t help at
this point.

“This is Officer
Richards.” The cop flashed an obviously forced smile. “Do you
consent to a breathalyzer test?”

“I think we all know I’ve
had too much to drink.” Madison winced.
What a dumb thing to say.

Officer Richards calibrated the
breathalyzer device. “Can you tell me a little about what happened
tonight?”

“It was a fraternity
party. I had too much to drink.” Madison shrugged. “Am I going to
need an attorney for all this?”

“Do you want an attorney?
You have the right, you know.”

“Yeah, uh, I’d rather keep
this as easy as possible.”

“Do you consent to the
test?” Officer Richards held up the device. “It only takes a few
seconds. Then we can see where we’re at and go from
there.”

“Okay.”

He held the device up to her mouth and
waited while she positioned her lips over the mouthpiece. “When I
tell you to, start blowing as hard as you can. Ready?”

She grunted.

“Okay…blow. Blow. Keep
going.” He studied the end of the gage. “Keep going.
Stop.”

The other cop peered over his
shoulder. He shook his head.

Officer Richards put the breathalyzer
down and filled out a few lines on a form. He circled something and
then signed the bottom, clipping the pen to his front pocket with a
flourish. “Very good. Now, Miss Monroe, why don’t you just head to
the officer set up by the cruiser—yes, that’s right, just over
there—and he’ll get everything processed for you.”

Madison pursed her lips together. She
was drunk. She wasn’t a child; she couldn’t miss the folding table
and chair set up next to the police SUV. “Aren’t you supposed to
give me some kind of percentage? Or fractionated decimal? Some kind
of hardcore, quantifiable objective finding of how drunk you
presume me to be?”

“Officer Godwin will go
over all of that with you. Do you need help getting over there or
can you make it on your own? If you need medical assistance, I can
call the paramedics.”

“I think I’ll survive.”
She jammed her hands into her pockets as far as the tight denim
would allow. Or I’ll trip and kill a
cat. Wobbly, but in a reasonably
coordinated manner, she picked her way across the yard to the
seated officer.

He cocked his head to the folding
chair set up across from him. “Go ahead and take a seat, Miss.
Name?”

“Madison Monroe.” She
slumped down in the chair and almost slid off the edge. She
groaned; her sudden inability to master the art of taking a seat
was not going to win her case against underage drinking.
Obviously.

“Oh, like Marilyn Monroe.”
He held up a digital camera and leveled it in front of her. The
whirling shriek of the zoom adjustment irritated her more than his
apparent incompetence at using it correctly. “You can smile if you
want.”

The last thing she wanted to do was
smile.

The flash was blinding. She blinked,
the negative-like apparition of the flash floating across her line
of vision. “Um, not actually like Marilyn Monroe. Like James
Monroe.”

The cop looked at her.

“You know, James Monroe.
The fifth president of the United States?” She rubbed the back of
her neck. “Obviously you weren’t a liberal arts major.”

“Madison is nice. You ever
been to Madison, Wisconsin? Nice place.” He slowly penned her first
name on a form. Even through her quickly sobering haze and reading
upside down, she could make out the bold printed word on the top:
Citation.

“Yeah, no, it has nothing
to do with Madison, Wisconsin. It’s like James Madison, the fourth
president of the United States…” She let her voice trail off. “My
parents were kind of like studious hippies…I guess.”

“What’s your address, Miss
Monroe?”

“Eighty-four
Montpelier.”

“Is that on
campus?”

“Yes.”

“And what about your
parents? Where do they live?”

“In Greengate. Fourteen
sixty-one Grace Crest Court.”

“Their names?”

“Richard and Joyce
Essington.” Madison leaned forward, resting her fingertips on the
edge of the table. “Are you going to call my parents?
Seriously?”

“No, you’re going to call
your parents.” He glanced up. “Seriously. What’s your current age
and date of birth?”

She’d let him do the math. “My
birthday is May 10th. I’m twenty.”

A smiled spread across his lips, but
this time he didn’t look up. “All of this and you would have been
twenty-one in a couple weeks?”

“Tell me about
it.”

He shook his head. After a few more
swipes of his pen, he flipped the paper around and pushed it across
the table to her. “Okay, Miss Monroe, you’re being cited for
underage drinking. You are required to respond to the citation
within ten days. At which point, you will be required to appear
before a Magisterial District Judge. Underage drinking is
considered a ‘summary crime’ in the state of Pennsylvania. However,
it is still listed in the Pennsylvania Crimes Code and therefore is
considered a crime. It will be listed on your record. Do you
understand everything I just told you?”

“Yes.”

“Since you’re over the age
of eighteen, it’s up to you to notify your parents of your
citation. Did you drive here tonight?”

“No. I walked from my
dorm.”

“Good, that’s one less
thing to worry about. Do you have someone you can call to come pick
you up? We can’t let you leave on your own.” He slid a granola bar
and a bottle of water across the table. “You can take as much time
as you need.”

“I’m feeling pretty sober
now as it is.” She folded the citation in half and carefully stood,
holding on to the table with one hand as she gathered the snacks in
the other. It was humiliating enough to be cited for underage
drinking less than a month before she turned twenty-one. The last
thing she needed was the humiliation of tripping and face planting
on the sidewalk.

“Maybe try and make better
decisions next time.”

She ignored him, instead shuffling
down the sidewalk and easing down into a sitting position on the
curb. Unscrewing the cap from the water bottle, she took a quick
swig and then pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. The light
flashed on: one-thirty in the morning. Her roommate was not going
to be happy.

Tapping the face of the phone, she
dialed Cora’s number and waited. The rings seemed endless, longer
than normal. Voicemail.

Madison swore under her breath.
Scrolling through the contact numbers in the phone, she tapped the
number for her dorm room. Where in God’s name was she? She’d
refused to come to the party, insisting she had to cram for her
Advanced Tax Calculations final instead. Anyone who was willing to
skip out on the always entertaining gentlemen of the Tri Chi
Fraternity was no doubt snug and warm in bed at that
hour—alone.

“Hello.”

“Cora?” Madison peeled the
wrapper back from the granola bar. Oatmeal raisin: disgusting. Her
bad luck continued. “It’s Madison.”

“What time is
it?”

“One-thirty, look, I need
you to come pick me up.” She took another swig of water and judged
the steadiness of her hand. Her coordination seemed fine; who was
to say she couldn’t walk back to her dorm?

“Pick you up? Where are
you?”

“I’m, ah, funny story
actually, I’m still at the frat house. I kind of got a citation for
underage drinking.”

There was silence on the other end of
the line. Cora was silent for so long that Madison thought the call
dropped, but finally, she responded. “You don’t ‘kind of’ get a
citation. Your birthday is next month.”

“Yeah, that’s been pointed
out a couple times already. I just really need you to come and get
me.”

“Did they call your dad.”
It was a statement, not a question.

“Step-dad.” Madison balled
up her fist and pressed it to her forehead, pounding it in time
with her pulse. “That’s what I’m trying to avoid. Can you just come
get me? It’s like, a thirty second drive.”

“You seriously want me to
drive three blocks to frat row? Just walk.”

“I’m fairly sure the
police won’t let me walk.”

Cora huffed into the phone. “You owe
me. I’ll be there in a couple minutes.”

The call disconnected.

Madison took another swig of water and
rubbed the back of her neck with her hand. God. The last thing she
needed was her step-father to find out. It was inevitable and when
he found out…she didn’t want to think about it. She was also fairly
sure she had, in fact, fucked Arty the hipster douchebag and she
didn’t want to think about that either. Hopefully she’d had some
semblance of sobriety to at least point out to him it was a
one-time thing.

Fucking hipster. This was somehow his
fault, it had to be.

A familiar white Volvo crept down the
street and slowed to a stop in front of her. It took several
moments for Cora to roll down the manual crank window; her brow was
knitted in a frown. “Do I need to sign something to bail you
out?”

“For a citation?” Madison
eased to her feet and checked her balance. Not bad. “As far as I
know, I’m free to go. Well, at least for ten days.”

“Then what
happens?”

Madison shuffled around the car and
crawled into the passenger’s seat. “Then I have to respond. Oh, and
go to court. I’m sure my step-father will be especially pleased
with that part.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“It’s been a pretty epic
night of failures. Oh, and I fucked an engineering
student.”

“Typical.”

Madison unfolded the
citation. She was still tipsy enough that the words wobbled and
swayed in front of her. Her step-dad was going to see words
like citation and crime and go through the roof. Hell, he could see her name listed
in conjunction with terms like “citation for meritorious service
for the prevention of crime” and freak out. Richard Essington was
the human equivalent of boiled oatmeal. He liked structure. He
liked schedules. And he especially liked being President of
Monongahela University of Western Pennsylvania, where he could
monitor her academic achievements and ensure nothing remotely
resembling “fun” or “shenanigans” happened in her social
calendar.

Shit.


Chapter Two

 


The voicemail from her step-father was
to the point: “My office. 10:00am.”

There were no extraneous threats, no
“If you know what’s good for you, you won’t be late.” There didn’t
have to be—she knew that tone. She’d heard that tone a lot since
she was twelve. Richard Essington was never an abusive man; he was
the king of guilt trips and revenge, Mr. “It’s a shame I have to be
so disappointed in you” parenting fail.

His secretary, Mary Beth, was staring
at the doorway when Madison slid into the outer reception area. She
raised her hand in a half-wave. “Good morning, Madison. President
Essington is just finishing up with a conference call. He asked me
to have you take a seat until he’s ready. It should only be a few
more minutes.”

President Essington, for Christ sake.
She was surprised he didn’t decorate his office like the Oval
Office or issue school currency with his picture on it.
Douchebag.

Ten minutes into her wait, she knew he
was proving a point. Despite the fact he’d been married to her
mother for nearly eleven years, she wasn’t entirely sure what the
man’s occupation entailed. When he became President of the
University, she knew even less. All she knew for sure was that he
wrote an article for the alumni magazine. Sometimes he made phone
calls. Other than that, she assumed he sat in his office, doing as
she did now: playing mindless games on an iPhone.

“He’ll see you now, you
can go on in.” Mary Beth nodded to the still closed door. How did
she know? Text? Instant message? Mind chip?

Madison shoved her phone in her pocket
and hoisted her bag over her shoulder. It was about damn time. If
he pissed around any longer, she’d be late for class.

He didn’t look up as she entered the
office, instead keeping his focus on his computer screen. His hand
rested delicately on top of the wireless mouse. He moved it back
and forth over the mouse pad with conviction—probably difficult
moves in solitaire or something equally unimportant.

“I have class in eleven
minutes.” She consulted the clock on her iPhone. “It’s going to
take me four minutes to get to Ferris Hall, so…how exactly can I
help you?”

“Close the door,” — he
still didn’t look up — “and sit down.”

She complied, setting her
bag on the floor. And we’re
off.

“Your mother and I are
disappointed in you.”

“Okay.”

“You couldn’t even be
bothered to discuss it with us? At least let us know something
happened?”

“It happened about eight
hours ago. I hardly think we’re outside the statute of limitation
for letting you know I got a citation.”

“I hope you don’t think
you’re going to get away with this. It’s a serious concern, both
academically and ethically.” His eyes remained transfixed on the
computer screen. “Your future is at stake, especially if you think
you’re going to move forward toward graduate school.”

“It’s not a big
deal—”

“It is a huge
deal.”

“Look, I have class I need
to get to. If you insist on reprimanding me, can we do it later? I
have a paper to turn in and a speech to give in seven and a half
minutes.”

“You’re treading on thin
ice, Madison. I will not permit this type of behavior on my campus
and certainly not in my family.”

“Are you threatening me?”
She narrowed her eyes. Bastard. The fact he couldn’t comprehend why
she hated him so much was mind boggling.

He double clicked the mouse and then
pressed his fingers to the keyboard; slowly, impeccably, beginning
to type. “You can go.”

She rolled her eyes, throwing her bag
over her shoulder as she trudged to the door. She wanted to slam
it, to punctuate her disdain for him. He was infuriating, from the
way he used a keyboard to the way he thought he could run her life.
“No preferential treatment just because you’re my stepdaughter.”
She wanted to give him a newsflash: being a jackass was not
preferential treatment.

And he wondered why she
drank.

* * * *

A fifteen minute wait for a chicken
salad sandwich on a croissant instead of a hamburger bun was
preposterous, yet Madison was willing to let it slide this time.
What other pressing matters did she have? There was only one final
left to worry about—WWI Comparative Perspectives—and her mother’s
telephone calls to avoid. Somehow it seemed easier to roam around
the Barista and debate what flavor of potato chips best accompanied
chicken salad and diet Mt. Dew.

She swung her bag to her other
shoulder. Now that classes were over, she’d have to start packing
up her belongings in preparation for moving home. Thank God summer
would be busy with the Normandy trip. Her step-father would no
doubt make life unbearable...at least, more unbearable than
usual.

“Madison. Hey.”

She wanted to slam her hand in the
refrigerator case door. Repeatedly. “Anthony. How
delightful.”

He flashed his impish, crooked smile.
It’d seemed so adorable when they’d started dating. Now she wanted
to smash a bag of chips in his face. “Are you okay, Maddy? I heard
what happened last night.”

“I’m fine, Anthony, thanks
for asking.” She snapped a bag of chips from the display and
stormed to the counter. How long did it take to scoop chicken salad
onto a croissant?

He was right behind her. “How did your
step-dad handle it?”

“Okay, you know Tricky
Dick.” She avoided looking into his chocolate hued eyes. She
wouldn’t fall for his Italian charms—again. “He was a real
peach.”

“Maddy, can we go
somewhere and talk? I think we have a lot to talk
about.”

“We have nothing to talk
about, Anthony.”

“Maddy, please. Give me
another chance.” He touched her hand. “We were good
together.”

She ignored the surge of
electricity in her veins. “I gave you about four chances, Anthony,
and despite that, I still caught you fucking Sarah Radford in the
parking lot. The parking
lot, Anthony. She sounds like a God damned
wildebeest.”

“I know, I know, it was a
mistake.” He paused and took a deep breath, as if he was grounding
himself. She felt herself leaning forward. “And I’m
sorry.”

“Anthony, no.” She debated
throwing the chips down and just leaving the Barista. No sandwich
was worth this. “I told you before, obviously I have to tell you
again. There is no ‘we’ anymore. There’s you. There’s me. You can’t
keep doing this.”

The hair netted Barista girl moseyed
to the counter. “Chicken salad on a croissant?”

Madison pushed past Anthony and
snatched the Styrofoam container out of the girl’s hands. She
barely mumbled a thank you, instead throwing herself into the line
at the register.

It wasn’t that easy to lose her ex. He
was right beside her, again, blathering on about change and regrets
and love.

Ha—love. Yes, there’d been a point
when she would have dropped out of school to marry Anthony Bautti.
But Anthony had the persistent habit of always making her third to
everything else: usually right behind hockey and other
girls.

She wasn’t about to put up with that
shit.

“Look, I’m flattered you
feel this way, but you need to get over it. We’re through.
Over.”

“I can’t lose
you.”

“Anthony,” she groaned,
pawing through her bag in desperate search of her student ID/meal
card. “I can’t do this right now. I’m stressed. I’m hung over. I’m
just not in the mood to be a spectacle in front of half the student
body.”

He reached around her and handed his
ID to the cashier. “I’ve got this one.”

“You don’t have to do
that.”

“I want to.”

She sighed, uncomfortable with his
sudden show of generosity. It didn’t feel genuine, not entirely.
She was fairly sure he was just trying to buy her affection. She
wasn’t that type of girl, but if she was: chicken salad and chips?
Really?

The cashier loaded her lunch into a
plastic bag and slid it across the counter. Anthony adjusted the
handles, deliberately running his fingers across hers as he handed
her the bag. “Call me if you need me, especially if things get ugly
with your step-dad.”

“Thanks.” She watched him
saunter away, the fabric of his black t-shirt smooth across his
broad shoulders. There was no denying he was gorgeous. He knew he
was gorgeous; he reveled in it. And he also knew part of her was
struggling getting over him. Anthony was like a pair of old shoes,
albeit expensive Italian old shoes. He was comfortable. He’d been
through everything with her. They were a match set.

Unbelievable. Things couldn’t possibly
get any worse.


Chapter Three

 


She received her court summons in the
mail the next morning. And, ten minutes into her last final, she
received a voicemail message from her academic advisor, Dr.
Ruzich.

Much like her
step-father’s was the day before, it was short and to the
point: Madison, please come to my office
as soon as you can. I’ll be available until noon.

As she climbed the steps of the
student center, Madison exhaled with the vehemence of a charging
bull, so loudly a nearby student glanced quizzically in her
direction. Nothing good ever came from a spur of the moment advisor
meeting. No good was going to come from this one—she was fairly
sure of that. It could only be about one thing.

Dr. Ruzich’s office was the “dorm
room” of tenured professor’s offices: small, cramped, and with room
dimensions too strange to adequately hold a standard size desk and
chairs.  Even so, she managed to cram two bookshelves on
either side of the desk and a small one behind her, working solely
from an iPad. Books were neatly stacked on the shelves and on her
desktop. Not a paper was out of place, despite the lack of space or
storage.

She didn’t look up as Madison edged in
the room.  “Hello, Madison. Thanks for coming in on such short
notice.”

“It’s bad, isn’t it.” She
said it as a statement, not a question.

 “It’s bad.” 
Dr. Ruzich pulled a file folder from a stack and opened it in front
of her.  She flipped through the papers clipped inside and ran
her finger down a familiar form.  The citation.  “I’m
sure I don’t need to say anything else about what happened. 
The department head reviewed the case this morning.”

 “Dr. Emerson
reviewed it or my step-father asked Dr. Emerson to review
it?”

 “Madison.”  Dr.
Ruzich momentarily closed her eyes.  When she opened them, she
looked back at the file folder.  “Dr. Emerson reviewed the
case this morning, and the department decided to revoke your
acceptance into the Normandy program.”

 She felt her stomach
lurch to one side, as if she’d just plummeted face first from a
plane and onto Omaha Beach.  Her mouth ran dry; she licked her
lips.  “Are you kidding me?  I wasn’t the only one at
that party who was given a citation.  A citation, may I remind
you.  I wasn’t arrested.  I didn’t run someone over with
my car.  I was given a citation for underage
drinking.”

 “You’re right. There
were other people cited at the party.  But none of them were
the so-called ‘golden child’ of our history department. 
People had expectations for you, Madison.  You were well on
your way to being accepted into the masters/doctoral program this
fall, but now that’s put on hold.  They wanted to throw you
out of the program completely.  It was recommended you be
placed on academic probation.”

 “I assume the
recommendation came from my step-father, who no doubt also
recommended I be kicked out of the doctoral program before I was
even accepted.”  She could feel her pulse pounding away in her
temple, a cadence she felt like replicating with her fist against
the desk.  This couldn’t be happening. 

 “I’m not going to
lie.  Dr. Essington had a lot to say at the meeting today.”
Dr. Ruzich held up her hand to silence her before she could
speak.  “Dr. Emerson was strongly against throwing you out of
the program.  The department as a whole doesn’t want you
thrown out of the program.”

Madison huffed, digging her
fingernails into her knuckles until she left crescent shaped
indentations in her flesh.  “So what does that
mean?”

 “Right now it means
you won’t be going to Normandy with us.”

 Madison stared down
at the file folder and crossed her arms over her chest.  There
was nothing to say.

 “The good news is,
your application to the joint masters/doctoral program will still
be reviewed in the fall.  Your citation won’t be mentioned in
the official department recommendation, pending your completion of
the court’s determined sentence.  Besides, by the fall you
will be twenty-one, and you can petition the court to wipe your
official record clean.” 

 “So, basically my
step-father has assured I won’t get accepted into the
program.”  Madison hunched forward in her chair and pressed
her palms to her forehead.  She then sat upright and wildly
motioned around the room, as if talking it out in
pseudo-communicative dance would help solidify her point.  “I
needed the Normandy trip to get me in.  You said so yourself;
a dig backed by the French government and the American Monument
Association was a rocket launch in.  I worked my ass off to
even get put on the Normandy trip.  I sorted and documented
nail fragments at Fort Necessity for seventy-two hours straight for
god’s sake.  My qualifications are pretty slim to
none—Normandy was going to be
my qualification.  What I am supposed to put
on my application now?  Trust me, I’m really good at what I do
despite being a drunk?”

 “I know, Madison, I
know.”  Dr. Ruzich held her hands up as if in
submission.  She leaned back in her chair and plucked a pen
off the desk, twisting the cap around.  “Dr. Emerson and I
discussed it at length.  His recommendation was a different
project. It’s obviously not on the scale of the Normandy dig, but
it’s good.  It’s extremely good.”

 “Okay.”

 “The Gettysburg
Foundation acquired the Spangler Farm several years back and,
despite the fact renovations aren’t even close to being complete,
they’re ready to open it up to the public.  Before they can do
that, they want to conduct a small archeological survey of the
area.  Nothing fancy, just a few small test pits and a brief
write up.  The dig team is set, but lucky for you, Dr.
Emerson’s nephew is heading it.  He offered to add you to the
roster.”

 “You say that like
there’s a catch.”

 “The only catch is
that we don’t know what your sentence will be and if the court will
allow you to go to Gettysburg. From what I can tell, most of those
cited for underage drinking in the state are sentenced to community
service, a fine, or alcohol rehabilitation classes. I don’t see why
you couldn’t complete those in Gettysburg, but ultimately that’s up
to the court to decide. When is your hearing?”

“Two weeks, on the
twenty-fourth.”

“Dr. Emerson needs a solid
answer by next week. The dig is scheduled to start the first of the
month.” Dr. Ruzich leaned forward and tented her fingers in front
of her, delicately resting her chin on her fingertips. “Can you
give me a tentative answer? Because, worst case scenario, you go
down and start working the dig, come back for the hearing, and see
what your options are from there.”

“I want this.”

“I knew you would.” Dr.
Ruzich leaned back in her chair and picked up her iPad. She ran her
fingers over the screen, obviously composing an email. “I’ll let
Dr. Emerson know so he can get you set up with housing and
hopefully some kind of stipend. You need to call me after your
court date in case there’re any issues we need to work around. Are
you utilizing a lawyer?”

“I hadn’t really thought
about it.”

“It might be something to
consider.”

“It was a citation for
underage drinking. Not a DUI.”

“I know. Hopefully that
works in your favor.”

Madison swallowed hard. Of course Dr.
Ruzich sounded ambivalent—it wasn’t her name on the citation. Or on
the history department’s hit list. “You know, Alonzo Cushing—who
died at the Battle of Gettysburg—said that although he didn’t
expect to last the war, he expected to make a name for himself.
Similarly, I don’t expect to get into grad school. But I’ve already
made a name for myself.”

“Just be honest.” Dr.
Ruzich smiled with such warmth that Madison almost felt better.
Almost. “Stop worrying, Madison. It doesn’t accomplish anything.
You’ll get this straightened out and you’ll move on. We’re all
allowed one screw up.”

“Tell that to my
step-father.” Madison stood and hoisted her bag over her shoulder.
“Thanks, Dr. Ruzich.”

“My door is always
open.”

The walk back to the dorms always
seemed to take forever. Today it seemed twice as long. Kicked off
the Normandy dig. Her step-father was playing his hand and trying
to prove some ridiculous point. What better way to do it than take
away what she wanted most? She had suspicion he wasn’t making a
show of his superiority because of a moral aversion to her
drinking. More likely—and more true to his character—was that he
was doing it to show he could. He always got his way. He always
won.

Fine. Let him have Normandy. She had
Gettysburg.

She pursed her lips together.
Gettysburg. Great. Not that she didn’t love the Civil War as much
as the next history major, it just didn’t seem on the same par as
Normandy. Not as elite. And, in turn, despite what Dr. Ruzich
implied, it didn’t really seem like it would be enough to get her
into the Masters/Doctoral program.

Jamming her key into the
lock, Madison shoved her dorm door open and stalked inside. Cora
was gone—probably for the best—and it took every reasonable sinew
in her body not to chuck her backpack across the room.
Son of a bitch.

The court summons was where she’d left
it: discarded at the foot of her bed. She snatched it up and
scanned the instruction form. Two weeks. It amounted to fourteen
days of too much free time, time to sit and ponder if she’d ruined
her career before it even started.

It was going to be a long two
weeks.


Chapter Four

 


The court room was stuffy, an interior
room tucked in the bowels of the county court house. It was
evidently long overdue for the upgrade to central air conditioning.
The benches were uncomfortable, the stain worn off from nearly
sixty years’ worth of fidgeting civil servants and irritated
accused. She fell into the latter category. After nearly forty-five
minutes of waiting, the backs of her knees were starting to sweat.
She wondered if sweat stains would be visible through her black
dress pants. Was that something that would diminish her already
shaky credibility?

“Madison
Monroe.”

Time to find out.

She stood from her bench and tugged on
the hem of her silky blue blouse, holding her chin high as she
walked to the front of the court room. It was like some kind of
bizarre game show. She was making her way to the platform for the
Russian roulette of court appearances. No lawyer. No well-wishing
parents in the audience. Just a rapid internet search on underage
drinking laws in the state of Pennsylvania and the input of a
former roommate who had switched to pre-law.

You got this, Madison.
You’ll be fine.

The judge looked bored out of her
mind, so much so that she’d obviously gotten to the point where she
no longer felt the need to feign interest. She shuffled through a
stack of papers and glanced at her over the tops of bright
turquoise glasses. “State your name for the record.”

“Madison Elizabeth
Monroe.”

“You received a citation
for underage drinking on April 11th?” The judge paused and
looked up at her for a moment. “I see your birthday is May
10th.”

“Yes ma’am, that’s
correct. May 10th
is my twenty-first birthday.”

The judge shook her head and looked
back at the citation. “Do you plead guilty or not guilty of your
charge?”

“Guilty,
ma’am.”

“I trust you’ve learned a
valuable lesson here.” She again peered at Madison and then back
down at the papers, carefully lettering information on a form. “But
I think some community service might help reinforce that
lesson.”

Madison had hoped maybe
the judge just had a giant “guilty” stamp she could slam down on
all citations. How disappointing. “Ma’am, I’m taking part in an
exclusive archeological dig in Gettysburg starting May
1st. I
was wondering if I could take Alcohol Education classes in lieu of
community service. The local college in Gettysburg offers a program
through the Adams County Court system for Alcohol Rehabilitation
and Education.”

“So, what you’re proposing
is,” —the judge glared at her— “you want me to let you enjoy your
summer.”

“Well…an archeological dig
is actually a lot of work. It’s manual labor: digging, cleaning,
cataloging. And…it’s school sponsored. I have these printouts from
the Adams County Court system.” Madison looked down at the printed
pdf file she’d brought with her: So You
Got Caught Drinking: Now What? Suddenly
this didn’t seem as good of an idea as it had before. “It’s…well,
the program still requires I plead guilty and pay the fine. But I’d
also go through the classes as laid out by the court. I know
similar classes are offered through my college and are often
recommended by this court—I’d just be doing the same thing in a
different county.”

The judge looked skeptical, but
despite any reservations she may have been formulating, she held
her hand out and twitched her fingers. “Bring them
here.”

Madison awkwardly shuffled to the
front of the courtroom and handed the papers to the
judge.

Her eyes scanned them, her face as
emotionless as Mt. Rushmore. After a few moments she spoke. “Miss
Monroe, I am well versed in our county’s underage drinking
rehabilitation classes. I think it’s an excellent program. This
program seems to be of similar requirement and curriculum. I’ll
grant it, however, with the stipulation that your dig supervisor
also act as sponsor and sign off that you attend the classes as
designated. Is that reasonable?”

Madison slowly exhaled. “Yes,
ma’am.”

The judge handed the papers back to
her and then scribbled her name on her paperwork. “With the guilty
plea and your agreement to partake in rehabilitation classes, I’ll
set a reduced fine of two hundred fifty dollars. You can pay in the
clerk’s office on the first floor. I caution you, Miss Monroe. You
seem like you have a good head on your shoulders. Let’s see that
this is just a juvenile mistake.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you,
ma’am.” Madison accepted the forms back, feeling as if she’d just
earned a knighthood from the Queen of England. The dig was a
go.


Chapter Five

 


The trip from the suburbs of
Pittsburgh to Gettysburg took nearly five hours, due to the fact
she hit an obscene amount of traffic through ‘The Steel City’ and
her 1995 Dodge Neon had a hard time getting up over sixty-five
miles per hour. Although she called her car, among other things, “a
tank” and “The Blue Meanie,” the truth was the car was one hiccup
short of a scrap heap. But it was paid off. It got her where she
needed to go. And it had two white racing stripes up over the hood
and over the roof—it was a Neon desperately trying to be a Mustang.
She loved it.

She did not love, however, the lack of
information Dr. Emerson had given her on what precisely she needed
to do once she got to Gettysburg. “Don’t worry about it.” He’d
sounded so confident on the phone. “My nephew will meet you at the
hotel and get you checked in. You’re going down the night before so
you’ll have plenty of time to get settled in. I told him to take
you to dinner. No drinks though, Madison, remember that.” He’d
laughed, a humorless giggle that alluded to a shared joke, when
obviously there was absolutely nothing funny about it.

“Hilarious.” Madison
turned The Meanie onto Steinwher Street, the main drag through
commercialized Gettysburg and evidently the location of her hotel.
She hoped she wouldn’t be getting lost anytime soon, as she was
fairly certain she couldn’t pronounce the street name.

Her hotel was a chain hotel, a giant
sprawl across from several normal looking chain restaurants. Aside
from an ostentatious looking “General Pickett’s Buffet”, to the
untrained eye, it looked like any other town in Pennsylvania. She
turned the car off, craning her neck as she peered down the street.
It was kind of depressing, actually, that the battle that
supposedly changed the course of the war seemed to have more
t-shirt shops than museums. Maybe it was just this
street.

As she turned back around in the
driver’s seat, she noticed a man ambling down the sidewalk in the
direction of the parking lot. He was dressed in oddly muted tones
and had a strange hitch to his step, like the joint of his hip
didn’t work correctly. The distance between them was still too
great to adequately make out his features, but when she looked
towards his face, the man stopped. He seemed to gape at her, his
feet planted firmly as if he’d taken root in the
sidewalk.

She shrugged to herself
and leaned over to collect her bag from the passenger’s seat.
Either The Meanie’s engine was on fire, or that was Dr. Emerson’s
nephew, Brad. Brad Emerson. She mentally practiced what she’d
say, Mr. Emerson, thank you so much for
asking me to take part in this dig. It’s a great opportunity.
Letting me take part in this dig.

She straightened up and looked out the
window.

The man was gone.

Madison groaned. Perfect—maybe the
word was already out that the drunk was in town. Lock up your
sons.

Someone knocked on the car window. She
jumped, slamming her hands down onto the steering wheel. Turning
her head to the side, she saw a man peering into her car. Dammit,
she’d run the bastard over! She fumbled to turn the engine in the
ignition. Why in God’s name had she turned the car off in the first
place?

“Madison?” The attacker
looked quizzical. “You’re Madison Monroe, right?”

She hesitated. “Uh. Yes.”

He cocked his head to the rear of the
car. “I saw you pull in. You have a Monongahela University parking
sticker on your bumper.”

She stared at him.

“I’m sorry. I’m Brad
Emerson. My uncle is Charles Emerson?” His face broke into a smile.
“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No, I’m good.” As she
opened the car door, she glanced over her shoulder. Brad Emerson
was dressed in a garish yellow polo shirt, nowhere near the muted
color of the gaping pedestrian. Weird. But dismissible. She opened
the car door and stepped outside, extending her hand to shake his.
“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Emerson. Thank you so much for allowing
me to join the dig. It’s an honor.”

His touch was gentle, but his eyes
were somewhat too probing. “Brad—please. I’m sure I’m not all that
much older than you.”

Creeper.
“Dr. Emerson told about the case of unfired
rounds you found at a garage sale. That’s pretty neat.” Madison
inwardly groaned. Neat? What was this, 1953?

“It was a surprise! And
from the Allegheny Arsenal nonetheless. That’s in Pittsburgh, isn’t
it? I’m sure you’ve been there.”

“Uh, no.” She followed him
toward the front lobby of the hotel, inexplicably self-conscious.
Something just didn’t feel right. She tried to dismiss it. “It’s
not in the best part of town and, from what I’ve heard, there’s
nothing left. The city put up a plaque or something but, for a
complex that was a major supplier of ammunition and blew up under
pseudo-suspicious circumstances in 1862, it’s pretty much
forgotten.”

“That’s too bad.” He
didn’t sound like he was actually listening. He sidled up next to
the front desk and flashed a smile at the spectacled red head
checking guests in. She visually melted. “Reservation under
Emerson.”

“Bradley?”

“Yes.” He leaned against
the desk, resting his chin on his hand. “The room name needs
transferred to Madison Monroe.”

The red head’s eyes flicked over to
Madison, a glare of unconcealed disapproval.

Madison waved and smiled with what she
hoped translated as pep. “Hello.”

The red head responded to Brad. “I’ll
need to see some ID.”

Madison plucked her driver’s license
from her bag and slid it across the desk. The red head regarded it,
but didn’t touch it. “Fine.”

Madison resisted the urge to roll her
eyes.

Brad pulled his wallet from the pocket
of his cargo shorts and withdrew a credit card. “Charge the room to
my card…Jill.”

The red head—Jill, evidently—picked up
the card, again shooting a look of disapproval in Madison’s general
direction.

Madison ignored her. “You don’t have
to do that.”

“My Uncle Charles is doing
it, actually. I’m sure he told you about the stipend.” Brad shook
his head and flashed a smile at her. It didn’t have the same effect
as it did on the front desk girl. “It’s his way of making up for
it.”

“I’ll be sure to thank
him.” The “stipend” Dr. Emerson had managed to convince the
Gettysburg Association to pay was seven dollars per day. Seeing as
how her step-father had refused to chip in any money to help her
while she was gone, she had a feeling her credit card bill was
going to be insane after the dig was complete.

Jill slapped a printout on the desk.
“Sign here. You’re in room 255. It’s on the second floor, but the
designated parking space is in the back. You’ll have to walk
upstairs and back toward the front of the hotel. Continental
breakfast starts at 6am, bar opens at 6pm.”

Madison scribbled her name on the
paper and snatched up the key
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