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Trigger Warning
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Please note this book has dark moments throughout. There is going to be bullying, physical assault, and other violent acts from the main female character’s bullies. She will also relive moments of trauma she suffered in her past. While I might not go into extreme detail with any of these past memories, please do not read if this will be any sort of trigger for you. Past memories will include being beaten by an adult, sexual assault, being locked in a closet, starved, locked outside no matter what the weather was, and being homeless for approximately six months with nowhere to hide from the monsters after her. 

Other possible trigger warnings:

Please note this book 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 book. 

*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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Dedication
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To everyone who’s ever had a dream and wants better for themselves then what they’ve had so far. This one’s for you!
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King’s Court Blurb
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Pain. That's all I've ever known in my eighteen years alive. Forced to live a nightmare on a daily basis, I thought I finally managed to escape so I could move on with my life. Start a new chapter where trauma and pain was nothing more than something in my past. Instead, I've traded one hell for another. No matter what I do, it's not enough. I'll never be enough.

Constantly looking over my shoulder is exhausting. It's something I have to do in order to protect my only friend and myself if at all possible. There's only one place in Grand Ridge I can truly be alone and drop every guard I keep locked in place. Somewhere no one visits and is filled with peace I've never known.

While trying to remain hidden in the shadows, I constantly see my past up close. The one person I thought would always protect me. For three years, he did. Even though he was nothing more than a child himself. Now, for the past ten years, I'm nothing to him. He looks right through me. I can't say the same about his brother and best friend though. Not anymore.

So much is going on behind the scenes and I'm losing what little bit of control I've had. Secrets are being brought to light. Things I never wanted anyone to know about me. Along with seeing three men in ways I don’t understand. In many ways I don't understand anything about Zander, Hendrix, and Kendrik. 

Maybe it's best if I give up my dream and leave hell for good. There's really nothing holding me here to continue living in torture and pain daily. 
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Note to the Readers
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Hey everyone!

The Grand Ridge University is a new, darker trilogy from me. You might have read a different version of this story in an anthology that was released at the beginning of this year. If so, you’ll find a lot of things have changed between the two versions of the story. Please, read the trigger warning before proceeding with this book. 

Also, there will be a short Christmas story, entitled Oakliegh’s First Christmas in an anthology called Once Upon A Christmas. King’s Court will have to be read before reading that short story if you want to understand what’s going on with the characters and why things are the way they are. 

Thank you for everything and I hope you enjoy this new world and the characters taking it over!

Erin
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Oakliegh

I’VE BEEN IN foster care since I was let out of the hospital at a few months old. My mother was a crack addict and didn’t want me. I was born filled with drugs in my small body and left in the cold in a dumpster all alone. They called in emergency services and I was brought to the hospital where no one thought I’d survive. I survived. Well, most people would call it a miracle. At least that’s what I’m constantly told. I say it’s unfortunate. 

My life has been a living hell for as long as I can remember. While I haven’t been bounced from one foster home to the next, my time spent with the Powers’ family is not good. Even at five years old, I know they don’t treat me like they should be. I’m kept hidden from the other children, case workers when they show up, and punished for no reason at all. No one ever sees me unless I’m at school. There, I’m the quietest kid in class and I don’t go out of my way to talk to the other kids. There’s no point since I’ve been told I can’t have friends. 

However, there’s one little girl who goes out of her way to talk to me every day. She even sits at my table when we get to move around a little bit. If it’s circle time, she sits right next to me too. Her name is Harper and she’s so pretty. Always there to hand over the food she doesn’t like and help me when I don’t understand something. Harper has declared more than once she’s going to be my best friend and there’s nothing I can do about it to stop our friendship from happening. She’s the only one who truly scares me. 

Five years old

Today we’re getting a new kid in the house. I only know because I listened to Mr. and Mrs. Powers talking about him. He’s going to have a nice, cozy room upstairs. I’m not allowed up there. My room is in the basement. It’s very small, cold, and it smells horrible. There’s barely enough space for the small bed they have in there for me. My clothes are left in a laundry basket, and I’ve got no toys or anything else to worry about dirtying up the place. Even my book bag goes under my bed after it’s been gone through the second I get in Mrs. Powers’ car. She wants to make sure I don’t have anything I’m not supposed to. If I were to ever bring something home that’s not allowed, I’d hate to see what my consequences are. 

Anyway, when I’m called upstairs for dinner, I finally see the new kid. He’s a boy who looks so sad. He doesn’t talk to anyone and all he did during dinner was push his food around on his plate. Not once did he get in trouble for it either. I don’t get to eat what everyone else does, and I was yelled at all throughout the meal. I’m not even sure what I did wrong. The little boy didn’t even lift his eyes from his plate as the other kids talked and laughed. I’m not sure what happened to land him in foster care, but my heart already breaks for him. 

It's been a few days and I’ve learned the little boy’s name is Zander. He lost his parents in a car accident. Now my heart really breaks. From what it sounds like, he was loved and had a good home. Now, he’s stuck in this place and I’m not sure what he’s going to do to survive. Though, I know it’s not going to stop me from doing what I do best; exploring where I’m not supposed to. 

There’s something going on here at the house as Mrs. Powers runs all over the place like crazy. She only does this when the house fills up with people for some party or something. They always take place in the large room none of us are allowed in. Though, I’ve never been able to hear anything coming from in there, so I don’t really know what type of party it is. I only know that’s what it’s called from overhearing people talking. 

Yes, at five years old, I’ve gotten very good at sneaking around, hiding in plain sight, and listening when people talk. I’m smarter than average according to my teachers. I might not understand everything being said, but it doesn’t mean I don’t pay attention and put most of the pieces together. 

As I’m sneaking around, Zander shows up. He sneaks up behind me and taps me on the shoulder. Crying out, I quickly cover my mouth and hope no one heard me over all the talking, moving furniture all over the place, and the cleaning crew in to help Mrs. Powers out once again. My entire body tenses up and I press myself into the wall closest to me. Reaching out, I pull Zander in next to me and press a finger against my lips to tell him to be quiet. We’re not supposed to be up here and hanging around the area for any reason. 

“What’s going on?” he whispers to me as I turn and start to walk away when I’m sure no one’s going to see me. 

“I’m just looking around,” I tell him in a whisper of my own. 

“What for? We’re not supposed to be here,” he tells me, his steps silent on the tile floors beneath our feet. 

My feet are bare so I never make noise when I walk around here. I learned that lesson really quick after a month or two. Plus, we’re not really supposed to wear our shoes in the house at all. 

“I know,” I tell him, my voice slightly above a whisper.

“I want to look around with you,” he tells me, a small smile on his face. 

It’s the first time I’ve seen Zander look anything other than sad. So, I’m not going to tell him no about looking around with me. With a nod of my head, I lead him down a hall where Mr. Powers office is. He’s not home yet and I always find things in there. I don’t ever touch them, but I always see things I’ve never seen before. 

Eight years old

For the last three years, Zander has become my everything. He’s my best friend, my protector, and the one who always makes sure I’m okay. Whenever I get in trouble, he steps up and tries to take my punishment for me. It’s worked many times and I always feel so bad. Our punishments have only gotten worse over the years. We’re locked outside no matter what the weather’s like or what time of day it is, locked in a small closet with no light, food, or water for hours or days, starved, beaten in places where they don’t leave marks anyone else will see, yelled at, told to clean up rooms that have been destroyed in fits of rage, and anything else Mr. and Mrs. Powers can think up. I’m honestly not sure who’s punishments are worse at this point in time. Mrs. Powers can get pretty mean when her husband isn’t here to rein her in. 

Zander has taken it all for me when he can over the last three years. He doesn’t want to see me hurting or getting yelled at. I might not know what love is at the tender age of eight, but I know I love him. He’s everything to me and I don’t know what I’d do without him. Not just because he doesn’t let me get hurt, but because he makes me feel like I’m living instead of dying inside on a daily basis. Especially since I don’t really get to see him at school anymore. Zander’s up in the junior high school while I’m still in elementary. Harper is the only person I see at school who talks to me. Everyone else looks right through me. 

It didn’t take long after the first time Zander came up to me for him to open up. He’s three years older than me, misses his parents every single day, and didn’t have any brothers or sisters. His parents were lucky to have him I guess. I’m not sure what that means, but he does. We’ve become inseparable as soon as we step foot through the front door after school. The only difference between the two of us is, Zander gets to hang out with friends if he wants, or go out to the park just down the road, anything he wants really. I’m not allowed to do any of that. Now, I get to do chores. All the chores around the house. He helps me when no one’s around and makes it fun, but Mrs. Powers must know what’s going on because she’s wherever I’m cleaning more and more lately. It’s horrible. 

Today, Zander’s been really quiet. As quiet as when he first was brought here. It hurts me to think of something happening to him and it causing him so much pain he doesn’t know how to talk to me about it. We’ve shared so many stories over the last three years and there’s not much we don’t know about one another. Whatever is going on with him is something he doesn’t want me to know for some reason. I kind of feel as if I did something wrong and he’s mad at me. Zander’s never been mad at me for anything. At least not that he’s said or how he’s acted around me until now. 

After everyone’s had dinner and I’ve cleaned up the kitchen, dining room table, and put all the dishes away after washing them, I find Zander sitting on the stairs leading down to my room. He’s only been down to the room next to me a few times over the years. Part of his punishments. 

“What’s wrong, Zander? Did I do something to make you mad at me?” I ask him, my eyes already filling with tears. 

“You didn’t do anything wrong, LeeLee,” he tells me, not looking at me though. “I just found out some news and I’m not sure how to tell you about it. It’s good for me, but not so good for you.”

LeeLee has been my nickname from Zander since we started exploring the house of horrors together. No matter what kind of mood he’s in, that’s always what he calls me. I love being special to him that he’d give me a nickname. None of the other kids here have one from him. Though, they all come and go at random intervals so I’m really not surprised. 

“If you have good news, I want to hear it. I don’t know why you wouldn’t know how to tell me though. I’m always happy for any good news you get. You know that,” I tell him, still not sure what’s going on with my best friend.

“I’m leaving here, Oakliegh. I won’t be here any longer after breakfast tomorrow. I’ve been adopted by someone and he’s picking me up after breakfast to go to the courthouse to put the final touches on everything in front of the judge or something like that. I’ll be in a real home with a brother my age and have a dad. I won’t get to see you anymore. Or protect you when you’re here,” he tells me, his voice barely above a whisper as he still refuses to look at me. 

“I’ll be okay, Zander. You don’t need to worry about me. You’re going to have a good life now. One where you don’t have to worry about the punishments and things. At least I hope so. I’m here if you need me though. I know we don’t see one another in school, but you can still find me and I’ll be there for you,” I tell him, trying to hold back the tears threatening to spill over.

I should be used to kids leaving. It happens all the time around here. Kids are adopted, moved to other foster homes for various reasons, or they’re reunited with their biological family depending on the reason why they’re in a foster home to begin with. I’ve seen it all happen over my eight years here. Zander is hopefully one of the lucky ones who will be adopted by a nice man who will give him the love and support he needs and deserves. 

Zander stands from the step he was sitting on and I wrap my arms around his waist. I hold onto my best friend with everything I have so he knows how much I love him. This will be the last time I get to see him. Mrs. Powers has taken to locking me in the bedroom down here at night when it’s time for me to go to bed. She caught me sneaking through the house one night when Zander wasn’t with me. I’m usually the last one allowed up most days because she doesn’t want to deal with me. 

“I’ll miss you, Zander. More than you know,” I tell him, letting a few tears slide down my cheeks as they soak into the material of his tee-shirt. 

“I’ll miss you more, LeeLee. I’m still going to do what I can to protect you. And when we’re both in high school, we’ll see each other more. I’ll be there for you, LeeLee. I promise,” he tells me before pressing a kiss against the top of my head before laying his head against mine. 

For several minutes we don’t move or say a word to one another. Zander and I hold onto one another because I know it’s going to be the last time we see each other for a long time. Honestly, deep down in my heart I know things are never going to be the same again between us. Too many years will pass us by and Zander will forget all about the crack baby no one wants anything to do with. The only reason I’m even in this house is because of the money my foster parents get for me. They’re really not in this for any other reason. 

Fifteen years old

Cold. Dark. Small. Those are the thoughts I try to focus on as my broken, beaten, bloody body lays huddled in the smallest closet in the Powers’ home. I’ve been locked in here. Again. I hate the dark and small spaces make my panic rise even faster. Years of being locked in the dark in small rooms will do that to a person I guess. At least that’s what it’s done to me. Even my room is too dark for me these days. Mrs. Powers now controls every aspect of it. Including when my lights are turned on and off. The light switch has been moved to the outside and I’m locked in when I’m not being punished in a different way. 

I don’t let my mind wander to what things would be like if my savior were still here with me. If he truly cared about me the way he always told me he did, he wouldn’t have forgotten about me. My only goal right now is not to have a panic attack. They’re usually really bad and I have a harder and harder time pulling myself from them with each one I get. Plus, I always feel so weak after having one and it makes me an easier target for Mr. and Mrs. Powers. My only goal right now is to focus on my breathing, forget the pain, and not to have a panic attack or make myself sick at this point in time. The panic always comes though. Especially since I’m truly the only one who gets punished in this form. 

Everyone in this house is punished in one way or another. There’s things we’re forced to do that no child should ever have to deal with. Things I’ve been doing since a few weeks after the boy who shall not be named was adopted. I’m not sure who’s seen everything that’s been done to us, but I know it’s been multiple people. It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out when men and women stop by randomly and leer at you as if you’re fresh meat to them. Like you’re their next meal and they’re absolutely starving for a taste. And that’s not even mentioning the vile things I’ve had whispered in my ear when the adults believe no one else is around to catch them. 

Being locked in a closet has become my main punishment. Mrs. Powers quickly realized it torments me the most and she laughs at the top of her lungs every time she passes it by. Just one more way to taunt and torment me. When they choose one of the other punishments for me, it’s like living a dream come true. I know not many would call being starved, beaten, locked outside in the elements, and everything else they do living a dream, but they haven’t lived my life. Or walked in my shoes. The only good thing about being locked in the closet is I’m not the maid for everyone in the house. Kids closer to my age are encouraged to make messes specifically for me to clean up. 

All I really have to do to get punished is breathe around someone in the house. I’ve learned over the years not to get caught when I’m snooping now that I know what these horrible people are truly up to when they have people over to ‘party’. They can’t punish me for my grades because I’m at the top of my class, always finish my homework in school because I never know what’s going to happen at home, or because I make so-called problems at the house for everyone around me. These days, I tend to stay alone in my room when I’m allowed to finally make my way there. Though, for inspection days, I have a big room where clothes, books, and everything else a teenage girl could ever dream of having is shown while my real room is hidden away. 

My only escape from this hell is school. And that’s not even really an escape for me. While I’m not at the house with my foster parents, I get to be tortured by the sight of seeing Zander rule the school with his brother and best friend. Now that I’m a freshman in high school, I get to see the three of them five days a week. Zander’s a football player, popular, rich, and is just one more person who doesn’t see me. Including the day he literally ran into me and just kept on walking as I stood to the side with my head down. 

Zander has definitely grown up over the years. He’s now over six feet tall with a very muscular body. He’s the star quarterback of the football team and has led our school to the state championships the last four years of his high school career. When I first met him, he had dark hair that was always flopping down into his eyes. Now, his head’s shaved down to nothing more than what resembles peach fuzz on his head and he’s sporting a goatee he keeps trimmed up in straight lines and extremely neat. I bet he spends hours in front of the mirror taking care of the damn thing. The only thing that hasn’t changed are his eyes. Zander has always had the warmest, chocolate brown eyes I used to get lost in as a little girl. I’m sure he uses them to his advantage now. It’s not as if he’s lacking in the female companionship department these days. Girls are always hanging all over him, his brother, and best friend. 

Hendrix is Zander’s brother. He’s also over six foot tall and an inch or so taller than my once best friend. Zander might be muscular now, but his body is nothing compared to Hendrix’s. I’m honestly surprised he fits through doorways with how wide the guy is. His head is shaved and he’s usually clean shaven, though Hendrix rocks the five o’clock scruff look too. Like Zander, he’s a star football player. Though his eyes don’t remind me of melting chocolate on a hot summer day. Hendrix’s eyes are almost black they’re so damn dark. It's like you’re looking into two dark pits of nothing some days. Other days, they’re not quite as cold, but they’re still almost black. 

Kendrik is the exception of the small trio. He’s also over six foot tall, but the shortest out of them. It’s almost as if he’s their opposite in every way. Kendrick sports thick dark hair that’s longer on top and shaved on the sides and back. It’s always got that artfully messed up look going on. Kendrik is also leaner than the other two. Though, he’s still a football player who’s got girls hanging all over him no matter what’s going on around the guys. It’s his eyes that draw me in though. They’re hazel with green flecks. The light catches on them just right making the green stand out as if his eyes can actually glow. On the few occasions I’ve seen him, his eyes have sucked me in and there’s nothing I can do to pull myself away from staring at him. 

This is, thankfully, the last year I have to see Zander five days a week at school. While part of me is crushed I won’t get to see him, the larger part wants to throw a massive party for myself. Seeing him roam the halls, hearing all the talk about the parties he throws, seeing girls all over him, and seeing the praise for his work on the football field is enough to drive me insane. Though, I’m almost brought back to the eight-year-old little girl who lost her best friend. The little girl who cried for weeks because I knew we’d never be the same again. Zander was going to forget all about me and he did. 

Harper is the only person I talk to in school. When she stated at five when we were in kindergarten that we were going to be best friends, she wasn’t lying. Even though she makes sure I don’t break any rules set forth by my foster parents, she still manages to get me out of my comfort zone and help me in any way she can. Including bringing me toiletries to keep in my locker if I have to shower at school, extra food to keep in my locker for the days I don’t get to eat in hell, and anything else she can think of. Harper’s the only one I talk to and I don’t know if I’d still be here if she weren’t around. She pulls me back from the brink without even knowing that’s what she’s doing. 

Eighteen years old

Waking up on my eighteenth birthday, it doesn’t truly mean anything to me. I don’t celebrate my birthday, think about it, or even acknowledge the day. That’s for a few reasons if I’m being honest. The main one being, no one actually knows when my birthday is. They have no clue if I was born the day someone found me in the dumpster or if I was with my mother for a few days. So, the day I showed up in the hospital is the birthday the town gave me. Plus, the Powers’ family doesn’t celebrate anything that doesn’t involve them. None of their foster kids have ever had gifts, a cake, or anything else kids have to celebrate the day they were born. The only reason I know anything about it is because I’ve seen parents bring in treats for classes when we were all in elementary school. Now, I get stuck hearing about parties parents have thrown for the kids in my class. 

However, today isn’t like the rest of my birthdays. This is my eighteenth birthday. The day Mr. and Mrs. Powers no longer get that check for me being in their home. I know it’s a matter of time before I’m no longer allowed to be in their home. Hell, maybe even today. I don’t honestly know what to expect as soon as I leave the relative safety of my corner in the basement. 

After taking a quick shower in the stand-up stall down here, I dress for the day and grab my bookbag. The only time I pause is to make sure I have everything I need and to shove an extra set of clothes in there. There’s just a gut feeling I have about needing a spare outfit and things. I’ve got everything else I could need in my locker at school so hopefully I’ll be okay if I get kicked out today. 

Walking up the stairs, the smell of breakfast cooking alerts me to Mrs. Powers being awake already. That’s always been one of my chores around the house. The feeling in my gut gets even worse. She hasn’t been up this early in the morning in the kitchen since they made me start cooking for them and making sure the coffee pot was started for them. 

Instead of heading for the kitchen, I make my way toward the front door so I can leave for school. They don’t need me here and I’m not one to stick around for any reason when I don’t have to. 

“Oakliegh, come in the kitchen,” Mrs. Powers calls out, her nasally voice grating on my nerves. 

Turning directions, I head for the kitchen. I want to drag my feet and prolong the meeting I’m about to have with my foster mother, but I know that will just earn me a punishment. Not what I want to happen on my birthday. Stepping just through the doorway of the room, I come to a stop. Mr. Powers is sitting at the large island with his newspaper already in front of his face while Mrs. Powers cooks him a full breakfast. None of the kids are down here to eat before they get woken up and taken to school. It’s not uncommon because he doesn’t like to see them. Especially first thing in the morning. 

“Oakliegh, as you know, today is your eighteenth birthday. You are no longer welcome in our home,” Mrs. Powers states as if we’re talking about the weather. “You aren’t allowed to go back to the room we’ve graciously allowed you to occupy since coming into our home. So, I hope you got everything you’ll need. That’s it. I’d say it was good to have you in our home, but we all know that’s a lie. I also won’t tell you I hope you have a good life, because quite frankly I don’t give a shit what happens to you.”

I’m stunned speechless as I stand there and remain frozen in place for a few seconds. It’s not until Mr. Powers sets his paper down that I unglue myself from the floor and take off. Tears are coursing down my face as I leave the house and begin my mile long trek to school. I barely stop long enough to slide my shoes on my feet. This is not what I was expecting to happen. Though, I really shouldn’t be surprised. They won’t want me here for a second longer than they need to see me. The only good thing is I won’t ever have to face another one of their punishments again.

However, I’m also not sure my foster parents truly thought this entire situation through. I have more dirt on them than I know about myself. They’re into things I never imagined I’d ever see. Especially in what’s supposed to be such a respectable household. The beatings and my punishments, they can hide. All the things I was forced to do with the other kids can be hidden. Those parties they’ve been hosting for as long as I can remember aren’t so easy to hide. Though, I suppose when the people of Grand Ridge come walking through their door, they know they’re untouchable. I’m talking politicians, judges, cops, anyone high ranking is invited to their parties on a regular basis. 

This house I’m leaving behind me is the stuff nightmares are made of. The stories parents tell their children about are my reality. Or at least they were until a few seconds ago. Those horrible news stories you see about kids being hurt, trafficked, and forced to do horrible things have been my reality for years. Yet, the Powers’ never get in trouble for their despicable acts. Acts I know all about and could bring charges against them for. They’re allowed to continue bringing children into their homes to fulfill their sick, perverse, vile treatment as if they’re amazing people instead of fucking monsters. I guess they’re not thinking about all that shit as they just booted me from their lives like the piece of shit I am. 
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Oakliegh

SIX HORRIBLE MONTHS. That’s how long it’s been since I was kicked out of the foster home I was in. The terror I’ve felt for the last six months pales in comparison to living under their roof, but it didn’t make it any more bearable to deal with. Having men come up and proposition me for a good time, some of them not wanting to take no for an answer, scrounging for food wherever I could, and having to use anywhere possible just to have some water to clean myself up. Including the book store I work at. 

Harper helped when she could, but it wasn’t often enough. She’d give me food, snacks, bottles of water, and make sure I had those travel sized toiletries to clean myself up with. Those ones fit better in my bag than the larger ones. However, her help was always at random times because her parents don’t like me. They don’t know me, but they don’t want her hanging out with me. In their eyes, I’ll do nothing more than bring their daughter down from her elevated place in life. A life they’ve been carefully building and crafting for her since the day she was conceived. According to them, I’m going to derail all of those plans. I’m not sure why they feel that way, but there’s nothing I can do to change the way they see me. 

Marjorie, my boss at the book store, has also helped out when she can. On the days I work, she conveniently has ordered extra food and makes sure I eat it. Or, she brings stuff from home and leaves it for me. There’s a shower in the employee’s bathroom Marjorie also allows me to use on the nights I close the store for her. I’ve been getting a lot more of those shifts. The only thing she hasn’t done is give me a place to stay. Though, I would never ask that of her. Just like I’d never ask Harper for a place to stay. I’ve been sleeping in abandoned buildings, in alleyways, or anywhere else I can find that’s even remotely private and shrouded in darkness so it's harder for anyone to see me. 

My clothes are washed by hand in sinks and I try to figure out ways to dry them. Mainly, I do this at the book store where I can hang them over the shower to dry out while I’m working. Thankfully, Marjorie hasn’t said anything about me doing it. I have to wash my clothes daily because I’ve only got two outfits to wear. I’m not one to wear my panties more than once so hand washing them is the only option I have. I mean, technically I could go commando, but that’s never been my thing. I’m just not comfortable without the extra layer of protection against men who want something from me I’m not willing to give them. That’s the worst part for me. It brings up nothing but unwanted memories of my time spent in hell. 

Before school was out, I would use the locker rooms in order to take showers and make sure my clothing was clean. It was harder there to find spots to dry them, but I made it work without too many people finding out my secret. A time or two I also slept in the locker room. I had to hide out until all the various teams were done practicing for the day and then I hunkered down in the room with my school work until I couldn’t keep my eyes open. That lasted me a few months before I graduated and knew there was no way I could continue hiding out in the school. 

I graduated as the valedictorian of my class. However, since I didn’t walk, that honor was given to another student in my class. He deserves the attention anyway. Carter is a shy kid who likes to hide in the shadows like me. His entire family would be there to see him walk across the stage and support him. I had no one to be there for me. So, there was really no point in going to the ceremony and pretending it meant something to me. The school allowed me to grab my diploma before leaving the campus too. It’s not like I have an address they could mail it to. 

The other good thing is that I applied to several colleges with Harper. I got accepted to more than one, but there was no money to pay for most of the ones I was accepted to. Grand Ridge University not only accepted me, but they gave me a full scholarship to attend their school. It’s a great school and I know I’ll get a great education. It’s just not the one I wanted to attend. Too many others I went to high school with will be on campus and I’m not sure how things are going to change now that we’re not closely monitored like it was in high school. I’ve got a gut feeling all those restraints so many used will be disappearing and my life is going to go from horrible to extremely horrible. 

The scholarship I got will cover my room and board, food from the dining hall, and all the books I need for my classes. Everything else I’ll have to provide for myself. This includes everything for my dorm room, clothing, supplies, and a computer if I don’t have access to one in the library. I’m sure the library will be where I spend most of my time. While I don’t spend my money from work on anything, I also know there’s not enough for the stuff I’ll eventually need for school. So, I’m going to have to find a second job in order to make things work out for me. The only plus in this entire situation is I’ll be rooming with Harper and I won’t have all the debt once I graduate with my degree. The only other stipulation I have is keeping my grades up and not causing problems. I have to maintain a certain GPA in order to remain at school and not flunk out. Even if it wouldn’t really be considered flunking out considering the GPA is still above a C average for me to keep my grades above. 

Rooming with Harper is the only thing about starting college I’m truly looking forward to at this point in time. With no idea of how things are going to go for me here, there’s no point in me thinking about having even a good first day. There’s too much that can happen and I’m not expecting any of it to be good. Especially when I know Zander, Hendrix, and Kendrik are here in their last year of classes. They should still have a year to go, but for some reason, they’re all graduating in three years. At least that’s the word from Harper. She’s done her research thoroughly and I know for a fact they hang around in the same circles. They always have.

Walking up to the school gate since today is move in day, I’ve got my backpack secured on my back. It’s the same one I used all through high school and had with me since being kicked out of the house. All the paperwork I’ve gotten from the school has been printed out at the library in town and I’ve got that in my hand as I walk up to the gates leading onto the campus. So many people are here. Moving in, greeting friends as if they haven’t seen them in years, parents trying to get boxes, bags, and totes unloaded from vehicles, and complete chaos. It’s all too much for me. I’m not sure what to make of anything. I’m literally the only one here with nothing more than the papers in my hand and the bag on my back. Trust me, it’s definitely garnering some unwanted attention as I step further onto the grounds of Grand Ridge University. 

A large part of me fills with jealousy. Not only because of witnessing all the friends greeting one another and already making plans about what they’re going to do over the next few days until classes start, but seeing so many parents here with their children. Moms are crying over leaving their son or daughter behind while the dads are trying to be stoic and strong in front of so many witnesses. This is all stuff I’ll never get to experience. I don’t have loving parents who want me to succeed and will do anything to make it happen. The only thing I’m literally good enough here is to help the students raising their GPA. That’s the only time these parents feel I’m good enough. Even Harper’s parents don’t give a shit that I helped raise her GPA from where it was by spending a few hours a week with her studying because that’s the only time I could see her when I wasn’t in school. It had to be done at school, but that’s a different story. 

Over the years, I’ve tried to walk away from Harper. I don’t want to be a source of contention between her parents and her. She gets so upset with them when they try to force me away from her or make plans so she doesn’t have time for me. Harper is always going to have my back no matter who’s treating me like shit. Even if it’s her parents. No matter how many times I try to walk away and put distance between us, Harper refuses to let me. She gets in my face, tells me off, and then makes sure I know she’s not going anywhere. If I try again, she’s going to hand my ass to me on a silver fucking platter while making sure everyone knows I’m her bestie and there’s nothing they can do about it. 

Harper is my complete opposite in every way possible. Where I’m curvy and bigger than society deems appropriate, Harper is athletic and her body is proof of the hard work she has done as a cheerleader all of her life. I’m pale skinned with freckles and a riot of curly, bright red hair where she’s tanned all year long with a clear complexion and her sleekly styled brown hair with the caramel highlights. There is honestly no comparison between the two of us and never will be. Harper will always win out in every single way. Yes, I know there is no reason for me to compare myself to her, but it’s something I do with everyone in my life and always have. I try to see if anyone else suffers from any form of monsters lurking in the shadows to get them. Or if I’m so damaged that I’m the only one who fears so many things in my life. 

“Oakliegh!” I hear my name called out amongst the crowd and other conversations taking place. “You’re finally here, bitch!”

“Harper,” I return, my face heating as even more eyes slowly begin to land on me.

Before I can think too long on the other kids and their parents staring at the girl with nothing more than a backpack as she enters campus, Harper’s racing toward me with a large smile on her face. I stop moving in order to brace myself for the impact I’m sure to be feeling. I’m not wrong as my best friend practically launches herself at me and warps her arms around my neck. This is her standard greeting for me and I have learned to take a deep breath before her arms embrace me because I won’t be able to take a breath anytime soon. Not until she’s ready to let me go. 

“I’m so excited. Are you?” Harper gushes when she finally lets me go.

“I’m not so sure about being excited. I already feel like an outcast. Everyone is staring at me and classes haven’t even started yet,” I tell her, my voice dropping so no one else can hear me talk to her.

“They’re just jealous,” she states as she hooks our arms together and leads me to our dorm room.

“How long have you been here?” I ask my friend, trying to take my mind off everyone around us. 

“A few hours. I was too excited and made the parents get up early to bring me here. It sucks not being able to have my car here, but we’ll still have an amazing time, Oakliegh. This is our year and we’re finally going to break you out of your shell,” she promises me as a nervous tremor fills me at the thought of what she has planned.

“You know I can’t. I have to keep my grades up or I’m back on the street.”

“That’s not gonna happen. Girl, you don’t need to study and will fly through your classes like you did in high school. You have something no one else here does; the ability to memorize every single thing you see and hear around you. It’s no surprise you only read a book once and know everything about it. I’ll be coming to you for help more often than not I’m sure,” Harper says, her voice low because I have never shared that secret with anyone I know other than her.

“We’ll hardly see one another, Harper. Our classes aren’t the same with the exception of our English class. Plus, you have cheerleading, parties, and everything else you’ve signed up for. If you rush for a sorority, you won’t even be in the dorm with me anymore. Remember?” I question her, practically out of breath as we walk up the hill toward our dorm room.

“We’ll see one another more than you think. And, I talked to my parents, I’m not rushing a sorority. I want to focus on cheerleading and my grades. My parents agreed with me and aren’t going to make me do it. I swear, if my mom could be here in my place, she would be. Now, let’s get your bag dropped off so we can go get our books and I can show you what I have thought of for our room. Today is just about us until start our classes in a few days.”

With a nod of my head we make our way into our building using the code we were given to open the main door. Everyone is given a different code so they can track who comes and goes from each dorm building. The door of our room uses a key we’re given by some girl named Daphne who’s in charge of our floor of the dorm. Apparently there are four floors in each building and they aren’t co-ed. Daphne assures us she’ll do everything in her power to make sure none of the boys from the second or fourth floor will make their way to our rooms. Harper isn’t too happy with that admission and I have to stifle a laugh at her face behind Daphne’s back. No matter my mood, Harper is the only one who can truly get me to laugh.

~~*~~
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Our dorm room is nicer than any room I’ve ever slept in before. We’ve got two full size beds, we each have our own desk, there’s a large closet, two dressers, and we have our own bathroom. Of course, the closet is already filled with all of Harpers clothing while my clothing choices don’t even take up a full drawer of my dresser. Both beds are already made when she opens the door for me and I know this is my sister from another mister’s doing. She wouldn’t want me to sleep with nothing more than a mattress under my body after being homeless for the last six months. I hang my bag over the chair at my desk before Harper’s dragging me from the room. 

We also have a small counter with a microwave and a minifridge. It’s not big enough to hold leftovers or anything like that, but we can fill it with small things. Or rather, Harper can fill it with things for herself. That’s money I can’t spend on frivolous items. I’ll eat in the dining hall where my meals are taken care of and that’s it. It’s more than I’ve had over the last several months so there’s nothing wrong with only eating when the dining hall is open to students. 

“The bookstore is in the middle of campus. It’s attached to the library but not necessarily open the same hours. The library is open longer for those students who play sports or in clubs so they can still use the resources available to them. There’s food, clothing, and a ton of things in the bookstore for you to buy other than the books we need for classes. Honestly, those will be gone in a few weeks. So, there will be even more inventory put out for you to buy and look through,” Harper informs me. 

“I won’t need to go in there unless I need more books or something for class. The clothes and things aren’t something I can splurge on, Harper. It’s just too much for me to worry about,” I tell her honestly. 

“I know, Oak. But, there’s still options there for you in case you ever need something.”

The two of us walk across campus as I look around. There’s people everywhere in small groups. When we get to the quad that’s in front of the library, there’s a larger group. Sitting in the direct center of all the girls is Zander, Hendrix, and Kendrik. They’re holding court for their little followers. Zander is laughing with his head thrown back as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. I’m sure he doesn’t have a care in the world. He hasn’t since he was adopted from the foster home from hell. I quickly avert my eyes so I don’t have to watch the trio of guys. Though, it doesn’t stop me from feeling more than one set of eyes on me as Harper and I quickly make our way to the store. 

Walking inside, we find it crowded. So many students had the same idea as we did about coming in today to get everything we need for our classes. While Harper is being greeted by everyone around us, I’m given leers and the whispers start.

“I can’t believe the freak is really here. I heard she got in, but I didn’t believe she’d be stupid enough to actually come here,” someone says. 

“I know. If she thought high school was a breeze because no one touched her, she’s got another thing coming. I know Misty won’t be happy to hear she’s here. No one’s going to be happy that freakshow is here,” another person says in a slightly louder voice. 

“How do you think she managed to get here? We all know she doesn’t have the money to pay for anything. She probably sucked some dick or is a pro at eating pussy. We all know she’s been homeless and the only way she can earn money is to spread her fat fucking legs for those desperate enough to need to pay for sex. Oakliegh doesn’t belong here and she’s about to learn that lesson real quick,” a third student says as we walk by.

Tears fill my eyes as Harper loops her arm with mine. She pulls me from the group to head for the section of textbooks we’ll need for our classes. Harper glares at everyone in our path as the whispers and talking about me continue on as if I’m not walking directly past them. It’s not anything I haven’t heard before. It just hurts because I thought we’d be over this shit by now. We’re not in high school and there’s no reason to play games or talk shit about one another because there’s nothing better to do. 

Harper and I take out our lists and we gather all the books we’ll need for every single class this semester. My arms already hurt with the weight of the textbooks and I’m still not done gathering what I need. Harper is done. She’s taking as many classes as I am, but we’re not going for the same degree. Of course my friend would be done already. She sets her mind on something and gets shit done. I usually do too, but it’s kind of hard to see through the tears clouding my vision.

“Forget them, Oak. These assholes don’t mean a damn thing to either one of us. Their opinion of you, how you got in here, how you’re paying for things, and everything else they have to say doesn’t count for anything. The only opinion you need to worry about is your own. And mine because you know I’m never going to steer you wrong,” she tells me as she helps me gather my remaining books. 

As soon as we’re done, Harper leads me up to the counter where we set everything down. I’m in front of a young man who doesn’t even look at me. Harper is getting flirted with by the guy cashing her out as she flirts back. My friend definitely has some game and is already making the poor guy blush like a teenager just hitting puberty who doesn’t know the first thing about girls. My books are quickly rang up and the guy gives me an outrageous total for them.

“I’m here on scholarship. My textbooks are covered by it,” I tell him knowing I won’t have my books any other way.

“Then you should know how to read. This line is for cash or credit only,” he growls out at me, finally looking at me standing before him. “If you can’t read, I don’t know how the hell you got into GRU.”

“She can read just fine, asshole. And, there’s no sign saying that’s a cash or credit line only. There’s no sign at any of the open registers. So, I suggest you do your fucking job and get her taken care of,” Harper yells at him causing everyone in the store to stop and stare at us.

The heat filling my face lets me know I’m blushing worse than the guy Harper was flirting with. My eyes immediately drop to the counter as the guys continues to grumble while pulling out a list from under his register. 

“What’s your name?” he barks out at me, his voice filled with pure venom.

His tone causes everyone to start laughing at me. This is not the promising start of a new life I envisioned for myself. Maybe I should have figured out a way to attend a different school instead of coming here with Harper. 

“Oakliegh Burns,” I practically whisper my response to him. 

With a few more keystrokes on the computer in front of him, he informs me the books are taken care of and I’m free to go. I barely have a second to gather everything in my arms before I’m being forcefully shoved out of the way by some girl and her friends. My books tumble to the floor at my feet and it causes everyone to laugh at me even louder while the talking shit about me commences once again.

“Fucking freak,” the girl who shoved me out of her way sneers. “Can’t you do anything right?” 

“Leave her the fuck alone. I’m not gonna say it again,” Harper warns everyone before squatting down to help me pick up my things so we can get out of here. 

The two of us gather up my books as the guy who helped her tosses some bags my way. Harper got her books bagged for her by the cute guy. I kind of feel sorry for him when my best friend glares in his direction all signs of flirting now gone from her. We get everything bagged up and head out of the store. I know there’s things she wants to do today and she has a meeting for cheerleading in a little bit as well. The quicker we can get back to our room, the sooner I can try to forget the shit I just had happen to me. I plan on hiding in our room until I absolutely have to leave for classes. There’s nothing else I want to do but hide away when I’m not working. 
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Chapter Two
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Oakliegh

OVER THE LAST few days, I’ve barely seen Harper. She’s been at practice, gone to a few parties, and hung out with some of her friends on the cheerleading squad. By the time she gets in each night, I’m already in bed pretending to be asleep because I don’t want to hear how great her time here is starting out. I don’t begrudge my friend for living her best life or doing what she wants to here in college. She’s got friends, a life, and it doesn’t revolve around me. I’d never ask her to remain locked up in our room just to be here with me. I’ve spent most of my life completely alone and it’s what I’m used to. Harper is a social butterfly and I already knew she wasn’t going to be around as much as she promised. There’s too much here for her to do. Too many people she can get to know and become friends with. I just don’t want to hear about everything going on outside my self-imposed sanctuary. 

Last night was filled with me trying to get everything ready for my classes today. This included a trip to town so I could get some notebooks, pens, and a few other things I needed. I didn’t want to spend the money, but I’ve got no choice if I want to pass these classes. Plus, I had to get a planner to keep track of everything I need to do and when. Going shopping only proved to me how badly I need a second job. If I have to keep buying everything, I’ll run out before we get through this semester and I can’t have that happen. 

Today, I’ve got three classes, three tomorrow, and two class the remaining days of the week. I get out of classes no later than four in the afternoon leaving me plenty of time to study and work while also looking for a second job. It won’t be on campus though. I know there’s a ton of openings available for the scholarship students like me, but I have to spend more than enough time around the students here and I’m not going to make myself an even bigger target for them to tear down on a daily basis. 

“I laid an outfit out for you, bitch,” Harper informs me as she steps from the bathroom we share. 

“I’m not dressing like a whore. You know your clothes don’t fit me,” I state as I pass her on my way in for a shower.

“They aren’t my clothes. If you had bothered to look in the closet for longer than a second, asshole, you’d know there are several outfits in there for you. You’re welcome.”

I can hear the triumph in her smug voice through the closed bathroom door and the water of the shower. With a smile on my face, I wash my hair and body taking a few minutes to shave and make sure the tense muscles in my body loosen up a little bit. It’s truly a luxury for me to be able to stand in a shower and not have to worry about someone catching me doing something wrong. I’m not proud of the things I had to resort to doing over the last several months while being homeless, but there’s nothing I can do to change what happened in my life. It’s just more time I’ve had to go without and figure things out on my own. Figure out ways to be sneaky and protect myself no matter where I was or who was around. 

After washing, brushing my teeth, and brushing out my long, curly red hair and putting it up in a ponytail, I finally make my way back out to the bedroom to find an outfit laid across my bed as Harper finishes putting her makeup on. Eyeing the outfit as if it’s a snake ready to bite my hand off, I pick it up to find a clean, new pair of jeans without any holes in them, a fitted tee-shirt with the school’s logo on it, and a pair of new sneakers sitting at the foot of my bed with socks tucked into them. 

“Harper, I can’t accept this,” I tell her, guilt assaulting me.

“You can and will accept it. This year is the year you prove to yourself how strong you are and what a great life you’re going to make without those fuckwads holding you back. They’ve always tried to beat you down, break you, and ensure there’s nothing left of you. I’m here to show you it’s all a lie and no one is going to hurt you this year. Now, hurry up and get dressed so we can head out. Unfortunately, I can’t walk to class with you. There’s a meeting for cheerleading again this morning and I have to be there. We can walk out of here together though.”

This is just one of the reasons I love Harper. She has so much faith in my abilities and gives me that extra dose of courage I need when I don’t have it in myself. Harper is a force to be reckoned with and I have no doubt she’ll do everything in her power to get me out of my comfort zone more than once. Part of me is scared of what she wants me to do this year if I’m being honest. The girl has no limits and will push me without breaking me like everyone else seems to want to do. 

After dressing in the clothes and making sure we have what we need, the two of us leave our room and make sure the door is firmly locked behind us. Letting her know I’ll take notes in class for her, I watch on as she saunters toward the athletics building just past the large football field. Harper greets everyone she passes with a friendly smile and greeting or word. There’s very few people here she doesn’t like and if she doesn’t like someone, it’s because of something they’ve done to me. 

Our dorm building is close enough to the football field, I won’t have to go to any games and I’ll still be able to hear everything going on. At least in my mind I will. This could make for some extremely long nights when there’s a game. When I build my nest egg back up, I’ll have to splurge on some sort of headphones or something that will block all of the noise out. The last thing I need to do is hear everyone praise Zander, Hendrix, and Kendrik from the comfort of my own room. It’s the one safe place I have here on campus and I’m not going to have anything destroy it. 

As I make my way to the English building, I keep my eyes up instead of staring at the ground so I can look for anyone getting too close to me. I have issues with people coming into my personal space and touching me when there’s no reason for them to. It’s something that’s been ingrained in me since the first time I was deemed old enough by the foster parents from hell to participate in some of their so-called fun times. A shudder fills me as my mind tries to make it’s way back to the horrible memories from the place I spent eighteen years of my life. Taking a deep breath, I force the memories into the box I keep them locked in and pull open the door of the building I’ll be in for a few hours today. 

“Look, it’s the piece of trash trying to infiltrate our world,” a guy says, his voice coming right over my shoulder sending a wave of fear through me. “You don’t belong here, trash. The best thing you can do is leave Grand Ridge and forget you were ever living in one of the largest homes in town. Or, better yet, you could jump off the fucking bridge and save the rest of us the trouble of dealing with you ourselves.”

Before I can say or do anything, my bag is ripped from my shoulder. Spinning on my heel, I watch on in horror as the kid I vaguely remember from high school unzipping it and dumping everything on the floor at our feet. Anger fills my veins as I look back up at him. 

“I’m trash? I don’t belong here?” I question him, finding my backbone just a little bit like I know Harper would want from me. “I remember countless hours spent in the library with you making sure you could play your precious sports and maintain a high enough GPA to make it into this school. Without me, you would have been kicked off the sports teams and had to start at a community college, TJ.”

Yeah, I remember exactly who he is now. This guy isn’t dumb by any means, he’s just lazy as hell and doesn’t want to do any work himself. He expects it all to be done for him but that’s not something I’ll ever do. For anyone. 

“You’re nothing but a fucking liar!” he roars out, jumping closer to get in my face as more students surround us waiting to see what’s going to happen. “You have no clue about me and what I’m going to do to you. I’m going to break you until you leave our town. Not a single person here wants you around. Harper will see your true colors by the time I’m done with you.”

Grabbing my arm to the point pain flashes through my eyes and causes my body to shake uncontrollably, TJ glances from one side to the next with a sneer on his face. Over the summer since we graduated, he put on even more muscle than ever before. His dirty blond hair rests against the nape of his neck with a slight wave to it. There’s now a ring in his bottom lip to go with the earrings he already has in his ears. The newest addition though is the hate filling his hazel eyes turning them almost black with the intensity flowing through him right now. 

With a decision made, TJ drags me toward the side of the hall where there’s a door. Opening it up, I look around his large body to find a janitor’s closet. There are shelves filled with cleaning supplies, a mop bucket sitting in the corner by a sink, and a lemon smell so overwhelming I can’t stop from gagging on. TJ doesn’t hesitate to pull my body from behind his and push me forcefully into the closet. It’s not a big room, though bigger than the closet I was always locked in before at the Powers’ house. 

“Stay in here, trash. Maybe the janitor will do us all a favor and toss your fat ass in the dumpster where you belong! I mean, it’s where you were found as a baby,” TJ roars out as everyone in the hallway laughs at me.

“Please! Don’t do this,” I beg him, racing toward the door as it slams shut in my face. “No!” 

My voice is raw from the scream being ripped from me. It’s so loud, I barely hear the lock click in place as I frantically attempt to open the door. Panic claws at my insides as I can’t catch my breath while my heart races unlike ever before. Black dots fill my vision while my entire body is soon covered in a fine sheen of sweat. Slumping down to the floor, I let my panic take over as tears pool on the floor beneath me and screams erupt from my aching throat. No one will save me. Again.

Instantly, my mind reverts back to being locked in the small closet no matter what I did. I could be the best kid in the foster home, not going exploring or snooping, and I’d still get locked away like the unwanted person I am. No one wants me around. Not for anything good at least. I’m nothing more than a used-up punching bag that’s been broken down so many times there’s not many pieces left to be put back together. 

I call on my old tricks of thinking of anything other than being locked in this dark janitor’s closet, but they don’t work. I’m now shaking so hard my legs are slamming into something hard and unforgiving in front of me. My head also hits something behind me. I’m thinking it’s the bottom of one of the metal shelving units as a sharp pain fills me to the point it almost takes away the panic. However, it’s not long before the panic ramps back up and I become incapacitated. 

The only difference between right now and being locked in the closet by Mrs. Powers is my body isn’t battered, bruised, and cut open from the beating I received before being locked away. I don’t have that as a focal point in another attempt to knock the panic back down. Instead, the blackness pulls me fully under as I barely register the screams still erupting from me or the tears still tracking down my face before landing on the floor with the rest of them. My chest aches beyond anything I’ve ever felt before and just before I succumb to the pain free existence I’ve only found a few times, I know coming here was nothing more than a mistake. One I’ll have to see if I can clear up before anything like this happens to me again. 

~~*~~
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I have no clue how much time has passed since TJ locked me in this closet. That’s what happens when you’re consumed with panic and you black out. All I know now is I’m being slapped awake by large, rough hands and my body is filled with pain. Fear coils tightly in my body as I blink my eyes open. There’s a man kneeling down in front of me with concern etched on his face. 

“Are you okay? How did you get locked in here?” his gruff voice asks me as the sound of pounding feet sound in the hallway through the open door. 

“Oakliegh! Oakliegh, where the fuck are you?” Harper’s frantic voice fills the small room as my heart rate finally starts to settle once again. 

I can’t stop the tears from once again falling down my face. Harper forces her way in the closet with the man and me. She sits down at my side and wraps her arms around me for the briefest of seconds when I groan out in pain. 

“Where are you hurt? Who did this to you?” she questions me, anger quickly replacing her fear and worry for me. “Is that your bag and everything out in the hallway all over the floor?”

“I hurt all over,” I tell her, my voice raspy from screaming so loud while being locked in here. 

“We need to get her to the infirmary so they can make a note of what happened and assess her injuries. Can you help me get here there?” the man asks Harper. 

“I don’t need your help getting her there. Just help me get her off the floor. Don’t touch her anywhere other than her arms,” Harper warns the man as they both get ready to help me up from the floor. 

As the man goes to grip my arm and help me up, I scream out in pain. Well, scream being a relative term for how sore and raw my throat is right now. It comes out sounding more like a squeak. He immediately lets go of me and I drop to the floor in a crumpled heap. Wrapping my arms around my body to close myself off from further damage being done to me, Harper starts crying in front of me. 

“If you get out of here, I can get her up and help her to the infirmary. Could you maybe grab her things off the floor in the hall and see if anything’s salvageable?” Harper questions the man as I barely register her words wanting to sink back into the waiting darkness. 

It takes Harper a little bit, but she finally manages to get me off the floor where we find a pool of dried blood. My best friend frantically looks me over to find a large gash on the back of my head. I don’t have any clue how I would have gotten it other than when I hit my head before blacking out. TJ didn’t hit me in the head or anything before leaving me locked in this room. Harper wraps her arm around my waist and lets me lean some of my weight on her while she leads me from the room. I flinch at the bright light shining in the hallway. It hurts my eyes as I try to avoid looking up or around the empty hall for too long. The pounding in my head gets worse the longer I have to keep my eyes open. I can only imagine what it’s going to be like once we get outside in the bright sun. 

As soon as we exit the English building, I can already feel the weight of everyone in the area staring at me. It’s not long before laughter fills the air and my screams are heard from somewhere. Someone actually recorded my torment and are now playing it. Looking up, I find everyone staring down at their phones. Correction, they sent it to people on campus who are now listening to my worst fear come true. More whispers, laughter, and finger pointing follow.

“Fucking forget them,” Harper grits out between clenched teeth. 

Our slow progression across the campus is followed by more of the same. My heart breaks with every single step I take knowing this isn’t where I’m meant to be. I’m meant to be somewhere no one knows me and they won’t hurt me the way everyone here does. Harper will thrive here without me. Maybe I can find somewhere to transfer close by so I can still see Harper when she’s available to visit me. 

Harper leaves me in the infirmary alone after hearing the nurse tell her she’s not allowed to stay during my intake. I guess it doesn’t matter if I want my best friend here or not. At least not to this lady. She goes over my injuries and takes several pictures of the damage done to my body. Thankfully, I don’t need stitches in my head from where I cut it. However, she is worried about me having a concussion so she doesn’t let me leave or go to sleep. I’ve got bruising on my legs, both of my arms from where TJ grabbed me and then tossed me into the closet, and the gash on the back of my head. Apparently being at Grand Ridge University is more like living with the Powers’ than I wanted to let myself admit.
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Chapter Three
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Oakliegh

AT SOME POINT I fell asleep in the infirmary. I’m not sure how long I’ve slept or anything as I slowly come awake. Complete exhaustion still fills me from the major panic attack I had in the janitor’s closet. The pain isn’t gone either. It’s not dulled or lessened by the passing time. If anything, it’s almost worse than when I first got slapped awake by the janitor. He didn’t hurt me by slapping me awake. I’m sure it was one of those reactions to finding some strange girl in your work area and her not waking up no matter how many times you call out to her. I’ve had it happen before when I’ve blacked out and wouldn’t wake up. The janitor honestly didn’t slap me hard enough to do much of anything. 

“You’re finally awake, bitch,” Harper’s soft, concerned voice calls out to me as I finally manage to force my eyes open to look at her through a haze. 

“How long have I been here?” I croak out, my voice still not functioning normally. 

It will be a day or two before I get my voice back full force. When I go into complete lockdown mode like earlier, the screams erupting from me cause temporary damage to my vocal cords and I have to conserve my voice until they heal. At least now I don’t have to worry about talking to Mr. or Mrs. Powers despite the pain my throat’s in. I can choose to remain as silent as possible on campus. Though, I’m sure I won’t be here much longer to begin with. I have a lot to think about in the next day or two. 

“It’s almost six thirty, Oak. I’ve been so worried about you. I literally had to threaten having my parents come up here to even be allowed in to sit with you. Oak, what’s going on? Who did this to you?” Harper asks, the murderous intent clear in her eyes as I look at my best friend.

With a small shake of my head, the door of the small room I’m currently occupying opens. The same lady as before steps inside with a fake smile on her face. She looks down at me while stepping up next to the bed I’m in. Grabbing the blood pressure cuff, she lets me know she’s going to check my vitals before determining whether I can leave here or not. My blood pressure is checked, my oxygen levels, the nurse makes me open my mouth and checks out my throat too. Then, she finally looks at the gash on the back of my head again before checking on the rest of the bruising I got during the struggle with TJ and then the panic attack. 

“I think it’s okay for you to leave and head back to your dorm room now,” the nurse finally declares. “If you feel dizzy or anything else, come back immediately. And make sure you rest your throat as much as possible. If you try to talk too much or too soon, you might end up doing irrevocable damage. It might help to suck on some ice chips and drink plenty of cool liquids as well. Try not to eat anything that’s too hard and try to stick with the softest foods possible. Soup, Jell-O, ice cream, things like that.”

Nodding my head in thanks, Harper helps me out of the bed and lets me lean on her as we leave the infirmary and make our way back to our dorm room. Harper’s body is trembling with the anger coursing through her on my behalf. My best friend wants to know who hurt me and what exactly happened while she wasn’t at my side. I’m not about to talk about it though. I’ve never once talked about the abuse I’ve suffered at the hands of others and I’m not about to change my ways now that I’m in college. This is my burden to bear and I’m not about to pile it on Harper’s shoulders with everything else she has going on in her life. 

Harper’s phone goes off as we’re about halfway to our dorm building. My email goes to her phone so I don’t miss any important messages from school. After looking at her notification, she hands the phone over to me. There’s an email requesting my presence with the Dean of the school. This is not a good sign. I’m sure it’s regarding what happened today, but I don’t want to talk to her about it. If I won’t talk to Harper who’s my best friend and knows almost everything about me, I’m sure as hell not about to talk to a woman in charge of the university I attend. Not when I know nothing about her and while she has a job to do, I know for a fact the ones hurting me aren’t going to get in trouble. Their parents have money and they don’t ever suffer the consequences for any of their actions. 

“Let’s get you to the Dean’s office and get this meeting over with so you can head to bed. I don’t want to hear about classes, missing assignments, or anything else. The next few days you’ll be resting and nothing more,” Harper states, her voice hard and unmoving as we change directions and head to the staff building where the Dean’s office is located.

Everyone who’s outside on campus in small groups stares at me. I’m sure they’ve all heard the video of me screaming while locked in the janitor’s closet earlier. It didn’t take long for TJ to spread around what he did to me. That’s never been anything he’s done before, but he really didn’t have the chance to while we were in high school. Not with everything monitored much closer than it ever will be here. When we get in the building where most of the professor’s offices are along with the Dean’s and a few other offices, Harper leads me directly to the main area and lets the woman at the desk know we’re here to see Dean Taylor. Taking a seat, we wait to be called into her office. I’ve never actually seen the Dean before so I’m kind of surprised when an older woman opens the door and beckons me inside. 

Dean Taylor is slightly taller than I am, her gray hair tied back in a severe bun that I don’t know how it’s not pulling on her face with how tight the strands of her hair are pulled back. It’s her kind blue eyes that draw me in though. She offers me up a warm smile as I slide into her office before she closes the door behind us. Dean Taylor takes a seat behind her desk as I take in her office. The walls are all painted an off-white color filled with pictures, her diploma’s, and a ton of other achievements I’d boast about if I were her too. The wall behind me is filled with floor to ceiling bookshelves. There’s a mixture of the classics along with academic books among the shelves. There’s also more pictures and a few plants on the shelves as well. The windows give her a view of the front gates and part of the quad. I’m sure on a bright sunny day it’s perfect in here with the windows open. 
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