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Hidden Truths is dedicated to everyone out there who has ever been in a horrible situation and didn’t see a way out. There is hope!! 
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Please note these books may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this series. 

Please do NOT read this book if you have any of these triggers:

Abuse – physical, mental, emotional, etc.

Attempted SA

Drug use

Bullying

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read.
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We all have secrets we carry with us. Some belong to us and become our burden to carry. Others come from those in our lives. Then, there are the times secrets are spilled based on vicious lies by people who have no clue what is really going on in someone's life. In my world, I wear my secrets like armor. They don't protect me. If anything, it only hurts me more. However, if I share my secrets, then I could lose the one person in the world I'd do anything for. I'll never allow him to leave me.

When the truth starts to come out, I don’t know if any of us are prepared for the fallout. If we're ready to understand the depths of betrayal from the hidden truths keeping us from being happy and living our best lives. Especially with even more people being brought into the equation who believe we belong to them or are standing in their way of getting what they want.

Can I let those who destroyed me and stayed away when I needed them the most back in my life? How far are we all willing to go in order to break free from the chains holding us captive for so long now? 
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Arabella

TODAY’S THE FIRST day I’ll be on the campus of High Point University. Nerves fill me at the thought of being so close to those who have turned their back on me for the last eight years. People in town who once talked to me, the kids I played with, and the family I used to have. Now, I’m all alone. I’ve got my mother, though I’m nothing more than her punching bag and the person she uses to take out all of her anger, defeat, and withdrawals on. The only other person in my life is my baby brother, Vinnie. He’s my entire world, and I don’t know where he’d be if it weren’t for me. Everything I do is for him and no one else. Ever.

However, before I can go to school, I have to take care of my brother and somehow manage to walk to the campus earlier than my first class. I received an email about a meeting with the Dean before my classes begin. I’m not sure why it couldn’t have been done when I was there for orientation, but I’m not the one who sets up the meetings. So, I’ve gotten up even earlier than expected in order to get myself ready before waking Vinnie up. I’ve got to bathe and change him before making sure he has breakfast. I’m not about to send him to Mrs. Andrews without having his breakfast. She already does so much for us. 

Mrs. Andrews is our neighbor. She’s literally the only person in town who talks to me. She also can’t stand my mother. Between the men coming through the house as if we have a rotating door, the drugs and alcohol, and knowing I’m the only one who takes care of anything, Mrs. Andrews refuses to have anything to do with my mother. I can’t honestly say I blame her, either. If I were old enough and in a position to take my brother out of the house, I would in a heartbeat. There’s no thinking about leaving. The only reason I’m still here is because of Vinnie. He needs me and I’m not going to give up on him. I’ll never make him feel as if he doesn’t mean the world to me. 

Racing around the house, I make sure my bag’s packed and ready to go while putting Vinnie’s bottle in to heat. By the time I have him bathed and dressed for the day, his bottle will be cool enough for him to drink. I usually use a small amount of his formula to mix up his cereal. With no guidance from anyone as to how to take care of my baby brother, I’ve had to learn through trial and error. My only hope is that he doesn't hate me when he gets older. That he realizes how much I’ve sacrificed and done for him in order to protect him from our abusive mother. 

Vinnie and I share a room in the small, rundown house. Walking inside, I take in the peeling paint, messed up carpeting, and everything else we’re lacking in the house because there’s simply no money for us to make any repairs. Hell, the landlord can’t be bothered to come here unless it’s to collect the rent on a monthly basis. If I even attempt to call him for anything being wrong, I never hear back from him. It’s as if he doesn’t realize he’s supposed to ensure the houses and apartments he rents out remain in livable conditions. Just one more thing to be angry about while not being able to change it. 

Walking over to the crib I’ve pushed up against the wall as far from the window as I can get it, I take a second to just look at Vinnie. He’s so sweet and innocent, not having any prejudices or hatred filling his heart. I hope he always remains this way while I know it’s not a realistic thought. I finally reach in to pull back the blanket covering his body. Vinnie flinches at the chill in the air of our room. Lifting him in my arms, I let him snuggle into me as I rush to the bathroom. Grabbing the baby tub Mrs. Andrews got him, I set it in the tub before turning on the water to just above lukewarm and undressing Vinnie. The cool air chills his little body as I watch goosebumps break out over his pale skin. 

“I’m so sorry, baby. If I could make it warmer in here, I would,” I whisper to him, not wanting to wake up my mother on the off chance she’s actually here. 

Not wanting to get Vinnie sick, I quickly bathe him and wrap him up in a warm, fuzzy towel I managed to snag from the second-hand store in town. I can barely see his eyes as I rush back to our room and get him dressed. I’ve gotten good enough to have his morning routine down to a matter of minutes so I can get him as warm as possible before taking him outside and next door. I’m thankful Mrs. Andrews’ house has good heating for these chilly mornings before the sun can warm the world around us up. 

Feeding Vinnie his cereal after making his bottle, I lay him back in the crib with the bottle so I can make sure his diaper bag is ready to go and double check my bookbag one more time. I’m very anal about being over-prepared for class and when it comes to Vinnie. I’d rather overpack for him than have missed putting in something crucial Mrs. Andrews will need while taking care of him for me. I don’t ever want to have our neighbor spend money she doesn’t have to because I was in a hurry or simply didn’t think about something my brother would need while he’s in her care.

With my baby brother done eating and me going through everything again, I grab his winter jacket that’s seen better days and get Vinnie bundled up in it. His jacket is so threadbare it doesn’t really do much to ensure he’s warm and protected from the chill in the air. I don’t have the money to get him something new right now though. Our mother once again stole my money and I have nothing left. Vinnie needs things and now has to go without once again. I’m going to have to get a second job just to keep money in my possession so he has what he needs.

After getting Vinnie bundled up, I grab his diaper bag and my bookbag. Slinging both of them over my shoulders, I wince as they pull down on the bruising and cuts I’ve got on my body from the latest attack my mother launched against me. There are cuts on my neck, face, chest, and shoulders from her. The bruising is in the same spots and there’s no way for me to cover them up. I don’t have make-up because it’s so expensive and I wouldn’t know how to put it on anyway, and trying to wear clothing to cover my face would only make me stand out even more. I want to do nothing more than blend in and remain anonymous this year.

Grabbing Vinnie, I make my way silently out of the house and over to Mrs. Andrews’ house. She’s already waiting for me with the door open as I step up on her rickety porch.

“Good morning, Arabella. Are you excited for your first day of college?” she asks as I walk in her house and turn to face her. 

“I am. But, I’m also nervous. I can’t thank you enough for watching Vinnie while I go to school and work,” I tell her, a smile on my face as she finally gets the door shut and turns to face me.

“Dear, what happened to you?” she gasps while reaching out to touch my face and neck where the marks are. “Did she do this to you again?” 

Mrs. Andrews knows what I suffer through in that house. The only reason she hasn’t done anything about it is because I know if we’re removed from my mother’s care, I’ll most likely be separated from Vinnie. No one wants the girl who hasn’t been eighteen for all that long. They love babies and someone will immediately take my baby brother in. I don’t have the means to take care of him and live on our own. If I did, I’d have already done something about it. We wouldn’t be in a house that’s falling down around us, has barely any heat, and dealing with my mother’s addiction, men constantly coming in, and everything else. It’s hell and chaos on a good day and something much worse on the days my mother is out of her mind with the need for drugs.

“I’m okay, Mrs. Andrews. It looks worse than it is. I’ve got to get going or I won’t make my meeting with the Dean. I’m sure it’s about tutoring, but I can’t risk it being something more,” I tell her, trying to brush off her concern about the marks on my body. 

“Okay, Arabella. Do you have to work after school today?” she questions, changing the subject, much to my relief. 

“Not today. I’ve got it off since it’s the first day of classes. I do have to work the rest of the week though,” I answer her, handing over my brother and then the diaper bag. 

“Sounds good. You focus on school. I’ve got Vinnie. We’re gonna have a fun day today,” she says, smiling down at my brother. 

With a final kiss to Vinnie’s cheek, I let Mrs. Andrews know he’s had his cereal already, and I just bathed and changed him. Going back outside, I pull my thin coat tighter around me in an attempt to be warm on my walk to school. It doesn’t work, but there’s nothing I can do to help it. The zipper broke a long time ago and it’s so thin now that I might as well not be wearing anything at this point. Keeping my head down, I head out of the poor section of town and make my way toward High Point University. It’s going to be a cold, hard walk but I’m used to it. This is my life and I don’t see it changing any time soon.

***
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I’m freezing by the time I get to school. I wouldn’t be surprised if my hair broke off in a chunk because it started raining when I was about halfway here. Everything from the top of my head to the tips of my toes is completely soaked and ready to fall off. Still, I push forward and head straight for the administrative offices. That’s where the Dean’s office is located. I’ve only been there once, but I memorized the layout of campus when I was here for orientation. I don’t want to have to walk around with my face buried in a map of campus because that means people can sneak up on me and attack when I’m not paying attention to my surroundings. 

There are students rushing from the dorms to various buildings. Most of them are in small groups talking and laughing as they head to class, for a cup of coffee, or to grab some breakfast to start their day. I don’t have time for any of that. Nor do I have the money to buy coffee, eat something, or anything else they offer on campus. And I sure as hell don’t have any friends here to talk and laugh with. Share stories about what we did over our summer vacation. All I did was work and take care of my brother. I’m alone in the world and the only attention paid to me is when I’m being bullied.

That’s about the only thing I was thankful for over the last two months. I didn’t have to really see anyone from school. My bullies were all off partying and doing whatever it is they do when they’re not forced to sit in school or making my life a living hell. Yes, I did see some of them at work, but most of them were out of town or doing other things to worry about coming into Slice of Heaven. It’s the local pizza shop where I work as often as I can. When I wasn’t at work, my time was spent at home with Vinnie. The only time we left was to go to the park. It’s not the greatest place, but it’s better than staying home and getting my ass beat or listening to our mother fuck her latest conquest. 

Opening the main door of the administrative building, I quickly make my way to the Dean’s office. It’s at the back of the building straight ahead of me. There are more students walking around in here going to various other offices. I can only guess they’re trying to get their schedules changed, meeting with counselors, and trying to finalize last minute details of their college path. I made sure to do that at orientation so I didn’t have to come back here again and leave Vinnie with Mrs. Andrews. I don’t like taking advantage of her kindness and willingness to watch him while I’m busy.

Letting Dean Maddison’s secretary know I’m here, she assures me he’ll be with me as soon as he can. I take a seat across from her desk to wait for him. Since it’s the first day of classes, he’s already busy. Plus, I’m sure most of the students finished moving into their dorms over the past weekend. Just because I wasn’t here to witness everything going on, doesn’t mean I don’t have an imagination and can understand what campus must have been like over the last few weeks since it opened its gates. I’m sure there was chaos as everyone moved in and tried to get settled while developing new friendships or finding those they’ve known for years. 

“Miss Moore, it’s so good to see you,” Dean Maddison says, opening his door and waiting for me to stand from the seat against the wall. 

Dean Maddison isn’t quite six feet tall. He’s got short gray hair, the brightest blue eyes that are completely crystal clear, and a neatly trimmed beard. The few times I’ve seen him on campus, he’s always wearing a suit that looks as if he just put it on. There are no wrinkles, stains, or anything covering the rich material. And, he’s always smiling. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the man without a smile on his face so far. I’m sure it happens, but it’s not normal for him. He actually makes me feel at ease with how genuine and open he appears to be. It’s rare for me to feel like that around anyone since losing my dad. 

I take the seat across the desk from Dean Maddison as he sits down and pulls a folder in front of him. Opening it up, he scans a few papers inside before closing it once more and linking his fingers together in front of him. 

“Miss Moore, it seems you were quite an excellent student in high school. Not only did you have the highest GPA in your class, but you work an almost full-time job, take care of your brother, and tutor other students during the day. I honestly don’t know how you get everything done,” Dean Maddison praises me as a blush covers my skin from the praise I’m not used to receiving from anyone lately.

“I don’t have any other choice but to get everything done. I don’t have to just consider myself when I’m thinking out what I’m going to do or what needs to be done,” I tell him honestly as he stares at the cuts on my face. 

“I see. You know I’m here for you to talk to about anything at all. It doesn’t have to be school related. I can help in all sorts of situations or find someone who knows what to do,” Dean Maddison states as he continues to stare at me, that knowing look in his eyes as he takes in the damage that’s been done to me by my mother. 

“I’m okay. I had an accident because I’m so clumsy. It’s not a big deal,” I lie to him, averting my eyes so he doesn’t see the lie.

No, I’m not a good liar and I know this. I hate having to lie to anyone, but the reason for my cuts and bruises isn’t something I’ll willingly share with anyone. The less attention I’m paid, the better I’ll be because I refuse to leave my brother alone in this world if I don’t have to. Every single beating and ounce of pain I feel is worth it to ensure Vinnie is protected and I can watch over him. 

“Well, I wanted to sit down and talk to you about tutoring students here,” Dean Maddison says, changing the conversation and making me happy. “I have a student already that needs help in math in order to stay on the football team. He just transferred here from New York and needs the extra help in math and English. Do you think you’ll be able to fit him into your schedule?”

“Since this is just starting for me, I don’t see why I wouldn’t be able to help him out. I don’t know how I’d contact him about setting up a meeting though,” I say, unsure if I’m happy about this or wanting to have time to get in a routine before I start tutoring anyone. 

“He’s actually supposed to be here any second. I’ll introduce the two of you and you can take it from there. Now, I know in high school you didn’t get paid for the help you gave other students. That’s not the case here. You are more than welcome to charge for helping anyone you tutor. The price is up to you. If someone doesn’t want to pay it, you don’t have to work with them. Everything is your decision to make, Miss Moore,” Dean Maddison assures me as if he knows that nothing in my life is my decision any longer.

“Thank you,” I say just as a knock sounds on the door. 

Dean Maddison gets up and answers it. Turning in my seat, I find a very good looking guy standing in the doorway. He looks at me with a smile on his face. His smile lights up the room but I don’t feel any flutters or anything. When I get just a glimpse of the guys who shall not be named, they make me feel things I didn’t believe I’d ever feel when it comes to guys. He’s over six feet tall and muscles for days. I’ve never seen a guy with so many muscles in my life. Especially not someone in college. There’s also tattoos on his tan skin where his tee-shirt doesn’t cover his arms. Though, it’s his eyes that suck me in. This guy has light gray eyes that are almost silver. I’ve never seen a person with the same color eyes as him. I can’t pull myself away from staring at them. 

“Miss Moore, I’d like to introduce you to Brock Hopkins. Mr. Hopkins, this is Arabella Moore. Based on her transcripts, I believe she’d be the best person to help you. I know classes are just starting today, but your assessments weren’t good in math and English and we need to keep you passing if you want to remain on the football team,” Dean Maddison explains to us while leading Brock in the room as they both take seats.

“I’ll take all the help I can get. Math and English have always been my problem classes,” Brock says, offering me another smile. 

“Well, I can help you with those. Um, I don’t know how this is supposed to work here with everything else I have going on outside of classes,” I tell him, trying not to stare in his eyes again. 

“Whenever you have the time we can meet and go over whatever you feel I need to work on. Are there certain days that work better for you?” Brock returns, not once losing the smile. 

“Not really. The only time I can meet is between classes here. I have long breaks on Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday. Other than that I have early days and won’t be on campus once my last class is done for the day. We can meet in the library for your sessions,” I say, looking at the Dean for confirmation.

“Yes. The library has study rooms that are private and you won’t be disturbed,” he informs us. “You are welcome to reserve one for each semester so that no one is allowed to be in there during the times you’ve got it reserved. If you want to do that today for the semester, you should. That way you always know there’s a room available and you don’t have to contend with other students in the rest of the library.” 

“Sounds good to me. As long as your break is earlier in the day, I can make those days work. I have practice every day and games on the weekends. The only time I won’t be able to make a Thursday session is if we have to travel out of town for a game. Other than that, I’d like to book all three days with you. At least until you feel I don’t need as much help. I’ll pay whatever you want. By the hour or session. It doesn’t matter to me. I just want to play football and I’m willin’ to put in the hard work needed to pass these classes,” Brock says, not losing his smile as he remains looking at me.

This guy must be the happiest person in the world. Or he’s a very good actor. I can’t figure out why he’d be smiling at me for any reason. If he plays football, that means he knows three of the jerks I used to call my best friends. I’m sure they’ve all talked shit about me as normal. I’ve heard it all. Not directly from them because that would mean having to get close. Something I vowed I’d never do again. 

“Okay.”

Pulling out my schedule I show it to Brock and we plan on meeting today in the library as soon as I’m done with my second class of the day. He’s also got a break and will have both classes before we meet. It will give me a chance to go over the syllabus and find out if he’s been given any homework in the class. If he has, we can work through it and I can figure out what his main problem areas are. Filling him in on this, he agrees and we both stand, saying goodbye to the Dean, before leaving the office. 

Brock remains at my side as we make our way to our first classes. He only leaves when his building comes into view. With a hesitant wave to him, I make my way into my own class to start my day. I’m already exhausted and ready for a nap. Unfortunately, I don’t see one happening for me anytime soon. 
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Arabella

I’VE BEEN AT school now for two weeks. I’ve managed to get a pretty good routine down between my classes and tutoring Brock three days a week. He comes in and works his ass off on his assignments and listens when I talk to him. I work with him through a few problems and Brock catches on to what he’s supposed to be doing. It’s not hard helping him at all. I honestly have a good time when we’re studying. Plus, it gives me a chance to work on my own homework while he’s working on his. It saves me time when I’m not at school so I have less to do at home. This gives me more time with my brother so I don’t have to work when he’s sleeping. 

There are only two dark spots on any day I have classes. Seeing the guys and running into the people who bullied me throughout high school. Karmen is still here and ruling over the same idiots that followed her lead all these years. I don’t know if it’s because she has dirt on them or what, but it’s like we’re still in high school. Thankfully, nothing too bad has been done to me yet. I’m still waiting for that bomb to go off. Seeing the guys around campus every now and then always makes a sharp pain fill my chest. They’re always laughing, happy, and surrounded by a ton of other students. Mainly girls. It’s not surprising considering that’s how it’s always been with them. 

Everyone is drawn to the five boys who once were my entire world. Witnessing them living their lives happy as if I never meant anything to them always lodges the dagger just a little deeper into my chest. Now, I have the added worry of if they’re going to do anything because of me saving Fallon when the old gas station was on fire. I don’t know how they’re going to come at me. Or if they even will. All I know is I’m not ready to see them on a daily basis because my walls have been so shattered by my mother that I can’t continually build them up against all of the people against me here. There’s just too many people I have to look out for and it’s exhausting. 

Honestly, I’m surprised Brock is still getting help from me. He’s popular already and plays football with Fallon, Dash, and Braxtyn. I’m sure they’re filling his head with all sorts of things about me. None of them are good either. No one ever has a good word to say about me. They don’t know me, but they don’t give a shit either. So, I keep my head down and wait for Brock to tell me he’s done with his tutoring sessions.

I sit in the library when I’m not in class or working with Brock to see if anyone else will come to me for tutoring. There’s only two other people I’ve seen offering any availability for it. Everyone goes to them and avoids me like the plague. I’m used to it. One of the girls shouldn’t be tutoring at all. She doesn’t do her own work and I have a feeling this is some game to her in order to meet guys. She tried to do it in high school and the principal quickly caught on to what she was doing and put an end to it. The guy, I don’t know at all and I’ve never seen him in High Point. 

Walking across the quad toward my math class, I keep my eyes peeled while looking around the area. I never know when someone will try to make a move against me so I’ve learned to always be on guard and make sure to watch my surroundings carefully. Today does not differ from any other day, considering how vulnerable I am when I walk through campus. It’s completely wide open between the buildings and open for anyone to come at me. Plus, there are trees along the edges of the area I’m currently in. Anyone could be hiding there in wait for me. 

“There you are,” Karmen’s nasally voice washes over me as she practically leaps out from behind one of the trees followed by several of the kids who bullied me in high school. “I’ve been meaning to catch you all alone. It seems as if today is the day we get to pick right back up where we left off.” 

I don’t move a muscle because there’s no point as the group surrounds me. This is when Karmen is at her worst. She has all of her little followers surround me so she can do anything and then twist the narrative to make me out to be the bad person in the situation while she’s nothing more than a victim. I’m more than used to her tactics. She’s never going to change because she’s never gotten into trouble for anything. Karmen knows how to manipulate everyone around her and always uses it to her advantage. 

The only difference in Karmen since we graduated is the way she dresses and looks. Before she had to tone down her clothes and make-up or she’d get in trouble at school. Not that she ever really got in trouble, but it did happen occasionally. Now, she can dress how she wants and wear as much make-up as she chooses. Today, she’s wearing a pair of shorts so short and tight everyone can see the outline of her lady bits. The top she’s wearing is more of a bra than an actual shirt. I don’t know how she’s allowed to wear something so miniscule here, but no one has said anything to her so far about her attire. Plus, her make-up is caked on so thick, I can see the outline of her foundation and it appears as if she applied today’s make-up over yesterday’s. I don’t know much about make-up, but I know she looks ridiculous. 

“What do you want, Karmen?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper as I keep my eyes locked on the ground at my feet. 

“Other than seeing what a piece of shit you still are, I wanted to introduce you to someone. A relative of yours actually,” she sneers, making my head raise enough to see the girl standing at Karmen’s side. “Trash, this is your cousin Collette. Collette, this is no one you need to even remotely worry about. Arabella here is nothing more than trash who thinks she’s better than all of us.”

I don’t bother responding as my cousin and I take in one another. My dad had a brother, but I’ve never met him. They never came to my grandparents’ house when we were there or attended any of the parties they held before my dad died. Anything I heard about my uncle, aunt, and cousin was from eavesdropping on conversations they had about the three of them. None of what my dad or grandparents had to say was good either. Though, I guess that’s not my problem. 

Collette has long black hair much like I do. Her eyes are a dark brown, enhanced by the thick layer of make-up covering her face. She’s wearing a tight shirt that leaves nothing to the imagination and an extremely short skirt. If a good wind picks up, she’ll flash the entire campus all her goods. There’s a sneer on her face as she continues to stare at me. 

“I’d say it’s nice to meet family, but you really are trash. How does it feel to know I now live in our grandparents’ mansion and will gain access to all of that money while you dress in clothes that look to be older than we are? I mean, are you for real right now? I don’t claim this dog as my blood. She’s lower than a pile of dog shit someone steps in,” Collette finally says, her voice almost as annoying as Karmen’s. 

I raise my head and hold my shoulders back. I’m not about to let this bitch make me cry in front of everyone here. She’s not worth it. None of these people are worth a second of my time. Instead of staying here to engage with them, I try to move away from the group circling me. No one lets me out though. 

“Oh, did you think this was over already?” Karmen questions me, yanking my bag from my shoulder so hard it rips. 

I hear my things hitting the ground as everyone laughs at me. Still, I don’t pay attention to that as Karmen finishes pulling my bag from my shoulder. The fabric rips even more as she holds it in front of her. Now, I watch on as everything I have for today’s classes and tutoring flies all over the place. The wind picks up some of my papers, sending them flying further away from us. 

Dropping the bag to the ground, Karmen reaches out quicker than I can flinch or move, and rips the front of my shirt. I’ve got my coat on still, but the shirt rips almost completely down the front. My cheap bra is exposed to the group as they all laugh even harder. Tears pool in my eyes as I try to hold the thin fabric together. Not only has she exposed my bra, but the bruising I’ve gotten from the latest beating from my mother and the newest man to come in the house. It was a particularly brutal beating and one I can barely move from. However, I have to make myself walk normally when I’m at school so no one questions me about what’s wrong. I’m talking about the few professors who saw the cuts on the first day. 

Karmen gets in my face and I think she’s simply going to talk more shit, but that’s not what she does. That’d be too easy. She reaches up and grabs a handful of my hair. Yanking it back, she drops me to the ground before landing a few kicks. No one’s laughing now, but they sure as hell are staring at the damage being done to my already battered body. 

“Stay the fuck out of our way and away from the guys,” Karmen shrieks, her voice rubbing against me the wrong way as usual. “Brock is included in those guys. I don’t see why he wastes his time with a piece of shit like you. He’s gonna drop you as a tutor before you know it and you’ll be back to sitting in the library every day looking like the pathetic, loser you are.”

“And if you think of telling anyone we’re related, I’ll make you wish you hadn’t ever opened your mouth,” Collette adds in before leaving with Karmen and everyone else. 

With tears in my eyes, I wait a few minutes for them to leave and head to their various classes before even attempting to get up. Once I’m steady on my feet, I kneel down to pick up everything Karmen scattered from my bag. I place it all back inside knowing I can’t carry it on my shoulders. I’ll have to hold it to my chest and hope I don’t lose anything as I make my way to my math class. It takes forever to pick everything up and I know I’m late for class as I rush across campus while holding my bag to the front of my body. At least I don’t have to worry about flashing anyone on the way there.

***
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Walking into the lecture hall where my math class is held, Professor Rollins has already started today’s lesson. His eyes immediately land on me as I take a seat in the very back of the room. 

“Miss Moore, nice of you to finally make it to class. I see you had some sort of run-in on the way here. Did you manage to finish your homework for class or am I going to give you another zero for this class?” he calls out, bringing everyone’s attention to me. 

My eyes land on Brock where he sits next to Karmen. His eyes widen when he takes in my current appearance. When Karmen leans over to say something to him, he ignores her in favor of trying to communicate with me silently. 

Brock isn’t usually in my math class. He said he was making some changes to his schedule, but never indicated what they were. I assumed he was dropping or adding a class. Not changing his math class to the one I’m in. Though, I’m sure it has more to do with Karmen and Fallon than anything else. Especially with him sitting next to her. I honestly thought he was going to be different, but I guess I was wrong.

“I finished my homework,” I say, turning my attention back to Professor Rollins. 

Digging through the loose papers in my bag, I hope it’s one I managed to grab from outside that the wind didn’t take. I finally manage to find it and set my bag in the seat next to me. Standing from my seat, I use one hand to hold my coat closed so not everyone in class gets a free show while making my way to the front of the room. Professor Rollins rips the paper from my hand so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t shred. Then he really could give me a zero for the assignment. I’m not sure how he can now when it’s done and turned in during class. I guess that’s just how he works. Hopefully he wasn’t being serious about me getting a zero on everything I’ve turned in so far. That won’t be a good thing for me. 

Making my way back to my seat, I don’t let my eyes wander over to where Brock and Karmen are sitting together. There’s no need for me to see the look on his face as he stares down at her or watch her whispering to him. I got to see more than enough of her doing that with Fallon in high school. Karmen might ‘be with’ Fallon, but he’s not the only one she’s having sex with. I’ve heard all about her various exploits from her and the guys enjoying her body. To each their own, I say. 

The rest of class seems to fly by as I answer questions correctly, but get told my answer is wrong. Professor Rollins seems to call on me more than normal today. Usually, he simply ignores me. Karmen and Brock also answer multiple questions and get praised for their answers. I know Brock’s are right because I’m tutoring him. The two Karmen answers are wrong, but she gets told they’re correct and treated like a queen by the professor. What the hell is wrong with this picture?

“Class is dismissed. Your homework assignment is on the board. Make sure it’s turned in at the beginning of our next class,” Professor Rollins says, glaring at me as I try to pick everything up once again from my bag so I can leave. 

I’m done with classes for the day and more than ready to get off campus and away from these assholes. I want to spend the rest of my day with Vinnie since it’s a day off and not think about anything other than my homework and baby brother.

“What the fuck happened to you, Arabella?” Brock questions, making me jump since my back was to him and his deep voice is angrier than normal.

“Nothing. I’m busy and have places to be, Brock. I’m sure Karmen is waiting for you,” I say, still not facing him as I keep my eyes on my belongings to make sure I don’t leave anything behind. 

“I don’t give a shit what that bitch is doin’. She’s not anyone I want to associate with. Did she do this to you?” he asks me, not leaving my side. 

“It doesn’t matter. She’s in the crowd you really belong with, Brock. I’m nothing more than your tutor. And we can stop anytime you want. I wouldn’t want the guys and her giving you shit about working with me,” I say, knowing I can’t stall any longer. 

“I don’t give a fuck about any of them. Not that I even know what guys you’re talkin’ about. I’m not endin’ my tutorin’ sessions with you for any reason,” he states emphatically, his voice hard and cold as the door of the lecture hall opens once again. 

“Brock, what are you still doing in here?” Karmen questions him. “You’re supposed to walk me to class.”

“No, I’m not, Karmen. I don’t know what the fuck game you’re playin’ but I’m not gonna be involved in it. Arabella is my friend and nothing you can say or do will ever change that. So, I suggest you run along now,” he says, never turning from me as I look between the two of them. 

“Fallon isn’t gonna like this,” Karmen retorts, her voice angry as she glares at me. 

“I don’t give a shit what he thinks. And he hasn’t once told me to stay away from Arabella. He knows she’s tutorin’ me. Run along, Karmen,” he says, finally pulling his eyes from me to look at her. 

Karmen stomps her foot before turning and stomping out of the lecture hall. I’d laugh at her child-like temper tantrum, but it’s only going to come back to bite me in the ass. Brock disrespecting her is only going to make the target on my back even larger. It will be her excuse for the next attack she launches against me. 

“Now, what the fuck happened to you, Arabella? And who left all those bruises on your body?” Brock questions me as I quickly try to close my coat so he can’t see the evidence of my abuse. 

“It doesn’t matter. I really have to go, Brock. I’ll see you at tutoring tomorrow,” I tell him, trying to squeeze by the small space he left me to get through. 

“Let me give you a ride home. I don’t understand why you don’t just stay on campus like everyone else.” 

“I can’t stay on campus. There are things at home I have to take care of every single day. And I appreciate the offer of a ride, but it’s not necessary. I’m used to walking.” 

Despite the pain filling me, I hustle out of the lecture hall and leave the building. Thankfully, we’re on the first floor so I don’t have to go down any steps. I’d probably fall flat on my face if I did. I can hear Brock calling my name as he follows me from the room. He wants answers I can’t give him. I won’t give him. No one knows my life and what happens with the exception of Mrs. Andrews. Even she doesn’t know the details, she only sees the aftermath of my abuse. The quicker I can get away from campus, the easier it will be for me to breathe. At least until I get home to see what kind of shape my mother is in. 
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Arabella

MY LAST CLASS of the day is one I enjoy thoroughly. I’m taking a psychology class and find it fascinating. There was one in high school that I enjoyed, but it was the very basics in the field. I like my professor and the patience he shows when people ask questions. Hell, he encourages us to ask questions because it engages our mind in what we’re learning. There has been more than one debate about certain topics already in class and we’re only two weeks into the semester. I haven’t participated in the debates because Karmen is in my class and I know she’ll go against anything I have to say. There’s no point in drawing more attention to myself whenever she’s around. 

Now, I’m heading to the library to see if anyone would like my help with tutoring. So far, Brock is the only one who’s taken me up on my available time to help him. Everyone else is making it harder for the other two or three people offering tutoring services by not coming to me. They’ve actually started turning people away and those students still aren’t coming to me. Honestly, I don’t really care. It gives me more time to work and be home with my brother. However, I have gotten a planner specifically for tutoring so I can block out times and make sure nothing cuts into my classes or work schedule. I’m not about to lose out on money to tutor people who more than likely won’t bother paying attention anyway. Or bother sending the payment through to me. Yeah, I’ve heard that shit happens more often than not because there’s other things they’d rather use the money for. 

The only offers I’ve gotten for tutoring besides Brock are those who feel I should complete their work for them. That’s not something I’ll ever do. It’s cheating and unethical. If someone wants help and to actually learn stuff in one of their classes, that’s one thing. But to have to add someone else’s workload to mine isn’t something I’m willing to do. If the other tutors do, that’s their burden to bear. Not anything I’m interested in getting paid to do. One of the guys wanted to pay me five dollars to write a five page paper for him. That wouldn’t even be worth my time between the research, writing, and making sure it wouldn’t be something that sounded like I wrote it. Some of these kids are so damn entitled and feel as if everyone ‘below’ them should be bowing at their feet and doing as they bid. 

Going from my last class today to the library, I have no choice but to walk through the quad. It’s the very center of campus. I’d love to sit there between classes and read or study, but I won’t ever be caught in the quad. There are too many people there and I prefer to be alone. Less eyes and no one around to torment me. So, I’ve found other places to sit and enjoy the sun when it’s nice out. If it looks like it will rain or is too cold, I head for the library. The same thing I do when I have a chance to eat. Since I don’t have money, there’s no point in going into the dining hall for any reason. I try to bring my lunch every day I have classes. It’s usually something simple like a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Typically it’s the only thing I have and it gives me something to eat until I can get home or eat again in a day or two.

Just before I get to the quad, which I’ve discovered is where everyone tends to hang out, I realize Fallon, Kash, Dante, Dash, and Braxtyn are sitting at the large fountain. It’s not the first time I’ve seen them holding court there, but today isn’t a day I want to run into them. Not after the interlude I had with Karmen and Collette. Karmen is there, hanging all over Fallon as usual. Collette is also there. She’s trying to get all up in Dash’s business. There’s a girl sitting on Dante’s lap, whispering in his ear as he closes his eyes in response. Braxtyn is talking to a few girls. Kash seems to be the odd man out. He’s sitting alone with his tablet in his lap. There aren’t any girls hanging all over him, he’s not paying attention to anyone around him, and whatever he’s looking at has his complete attention. 

My heart breaks as I look at the guys. They’re living their lives to the fullest. Happy, laughing, doing what they want without a care in the world. Breaking my heart ten years ago hasn’t impacted a single one of them. I’m the only one who’s completely alone in the world. The one who went from having five best friends to absolutely no one in my life besides my baby brother and elderly neighbor. There aren’t any friends hanging out with me, walking with me from one class to the next or meeting between two of them. My life is either boring or filled with nothing more than abuse. It seems to come at me from all angles and I have nothing to laugh or be happy about. Why do they get to have the time of their lives and be happy?

Not being able to handle watching the guys hold court and everything, I lower my eyes so I’m looking at the ground in front of me. It’s not exactly something I should be doing with them, Karmen, and Collette around, but I don’t want to be caught looking at them. I’ll never let them see how damaged I am if I can help it. My steps quicken as I try to hurry past the group without being noticed. I don’t let the laughter from everyone or the broken parts of their conversations penetrate the walls I’m trying to build up around me. 

“Look guys, it’s your stalker!” Karmen calls out. “I don’t know why that piece of shit can’t stay away from you. Or me. It’s like she wants to have her ass punished and beaten on a daily basis. She just can’t help but be drawn to men who don’t want her.”

Everyone starts laughing. I can even hear the deep laughter of the guys’ mixed in with the girls. Tears fill my eyes as I fight to contain them. No one here deserves to see any type of reaction or emotion from me. 

“Don’t have anything to say, trash?” another female calls out. 

If I were a betting person, I’d have to say it’s Collette. She’s just as bitchy as Karmen. It’s hard to believe we share the same bloodline. 

I keep my head down and walk even faster to get away from everyone. I don’t know if it’s because she’s with Fallon or what, but Karmen doesn’t attempt to stop me from leaving. She just runs her mouth calling me names, talking about me stalking them all, and taking bets as to how long it will be before I try to get with one of the guys. Again. 

I’ve never tried to get with any guy. They aren’t worth my time and there’s no one in High Point I’d give myself to. My end game is to get the fuck out of this hellhole and make a life for Vinnie and myself. I want to find someone who won’t hold my past against me, put me down, bully me, and understand that I’ll do whatever I have to in order to raise my brother and keep him away from my mother. No one in High Point will ever fit that description. Everyone here is only out for themself and don’t give a fuck about anyone else. That’s been proven repeatedly over the years.

I finally get far enough away from the group that I can no longer hear the insults against me. These people know absolutely nothing about me. Yet, they feel the need to belittle me and make me feel horrible about myself as often as they can. Despite not being able to hear the group, there’s a growing sensation of someone watching me. Their gaze burns into my back to the point I almost want to turn around and see who it is. However, that will only add fuel to the fire and ensure more shit is said about me. It will add to the fact that I’m supposedly stalking them. 

Walking inside the library, I take a seat at a table not far from the main entrance. It’s where I usually sit when I’m not working with Brock. If I’m here with him, we’re usually in one of the study rooms with the door closed so we can get through our work. It keeps the noise out and no one can see inside. Brock usually tapes paper over the window so no one knows who’s in the room. 

Pulling out my books, I get to work on my homework for next week. I’ve gotten ahead in my reading already and have done most of the homework a week in advance so I don’t ever get behind. Most of my papers for the year have also been started. The great thing about the syllabus here is we know all papers, projects, and homework assignments from day one. The professors have included everything in the syllabus so I can get ahead. If there’s a change to anything, I’ll deal with it as it comes up. 

“Excuse me,” a guy says as I work on my math homework. “Are you available to tutor?” 

Looking up, I find a guy standing at the end of my table. He’s got brown, tousled hair, black rimmed glasses on, and is wearing fancier clothes than I’ve seen on most people here. The guy has a smile on his face as he waits for me to answer him. 

“Um, yes. I’m available for tutoring. What do you need help with?” I ask him. “By the way, I’m Arabella.”

“Hi Arabella. I’m Danny. I need help in math. I just can’t seem to work with numbers. It’s the only class I’ve ever had problems with. For some reason, the numbers just don’t seem to make sense to me,” he says, introducing himself and giving me a bit of information I’ll need to help him the best. 

“I can certainly help you. Are you sure you want to work with me?” I question, not wanting to get my hopes up that Danny isn’t playing some sort of joke on me because of Karmen and her friends. 

“Why wouldn’t I want to work with you? Dean Maddison told me you’d be my best chance at catching up and figuring out how I can pass math. I’m not asking you to do the work for me or anything. Just any tips or tricks you can think of to help it make sense to me,” Danny says, still standing in front of me. 

“I can help you out. Do you have some work with you today?” I ask Danny, not sure if he’s prepared to start tutoring today or not.

“I do. I didn’t want to come here and waste your time,” he answers, looking at the ground instead of me.

I stand up and gather my stuff before heading into the same room I use when I’m working with Brock. Shutting the door behind Danny, we take seats next to one another. Danny pulls out his work and I take a minute to figure out what his class is working on. He’s not as far as Brock’s class and that’s perfectly okay. Not every class is going to be in the same spot with classwork and not every person is going to be where they need to be in class. It’s my job to work with Danny and figure out what the best solution for him is. What works with Brock won’t necessarily work with Danny. 

“Why don’t you work through the first problem you have for homework so I can get a sense of where you are and what I need to do to help you,” I tell Danny as he takes a deep breath and pulls out his notebook. 

While he’s working through the first problem, I pull out my planner so I can figure out when I can meet up with Danny without getting in the way of everything else I have going on. When Danny’s done with the problem, I look over his work and immediately find the problem. He knows how to do the work. It’s inputting the numbers into the equation he doesn’t understand. 

I pull Danny’s textbook closer and read the problem to him out loud. Taking a separate piece of paper, I write down the correct equation. Danny watches me like a hawk as I explain the steps and why I’m putting the numbers where I am. For a minute he simply looks at me before nodding his head in my direction. Taking his notebook, Danny works on the second problem. This time he manages to put every number where it goes with the exception of two. After I explain why they need to be switched up, he works through the problem. 

The rest of the afternoon goes much the same. I look over each of his math problems and point out any problems before he solves them. By the time we’re done, Danny looks more relaxed than when he first walked up to me. There’s just one more thing we have to go over.

“I’m currently only working with one other student. I work and have responsibilities at home, so I’m not on campus when I’m not in class or tutoring. These are the days and times I can work with you. Do any of them work?” I ask, sliding my planner close to Danny so he can see what I’m talking about. 

“Both of those days work for me. I’m not taking a full course load so I can get caught up on math. Next semester I won’t be able to say the same though. My family expects me to be taking the maximum credits each semester and aren’t happy with me right now,” Danny informs me, a sad smile on his face. 

“I’m sorry. I know how it is to be a disappointment to your family. Hell, I’m the town piranha. That’s why I asked if you really wanted to work with me. Everyone hates me and no one wants to work with me,” I state honestly as a knock sounds on the door. “I’ll mark you in my calendar and see you here again in a few days. If you see me around campus and have any questions, just let me know. Most days I do sit here in the library for a while to see if anyone needs help.”

Gathering his things, Danny gives me a nod and disappears. Brock enters the room even though we don’t have a tutoring session today.

“What are you doing here?” I ask him as he takes Danny’s vacated seat. 

“I heard Karmen was a bitch to you today. Called you out for stalkin’ someone when you walked through the quad on your way here. Are you okay?” he asks me, his voice full of concern.
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