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    Chapter 1  
 
    Sutton  
 
    It was my first day back at school since my suspension, and, while I never thought I’d feel it, I was ready to be back. I had kept up with the lessons at home, but there was something about sitting in class and watching the teacher explain subjects that made it feel so much more real.  
 
    Besides that, I did miss being around other people my age. I felt the need to withdraw when I was at the house, avoiding both Damon and Susan as much as possible. I was still angry with Susan about hiding things from me, and the fact she still wasn’t telling me the truth about crucial parts of my life weren’t helping things in the slightest.  
 
    Though two weeks had gone by since I blatantly asked her why my parents had wanted me to live with her after they passed, I still harbored resentment toward her for not telling me.  
 
    I didn’t for one second believe it was because they had been good friends. I wasn’t close with my parents, but I was around the house enough to know that I would have heard Susan’s name mentioned if she really was as good of a friend as she claimed to be.  
 
    Besides that, I knew my mother. She didn’t have a lot of friends, and that was because of the lifestyle she chose to live. She was a stay-at-home alcoholic, and she spent most of her time on the couch watching senseless things on tv with wine in hand.  
 
    It started early in the morning, and she kept it up until she finally passed out for the day later in the afternoon. There were some days she didn’t even make it to dinner before she was out.  
 
    And my father, well, he was a private investigator. While that didn’t mean he couldn’t have friends, I knew that it did mean he was careful over those he chose to be in his life, and he always told me about them.  
 
    He didn’t tell me everything about his job, he couldn’t, not with how dangerous it could possibly be, but if he had any good friends in his life, I would have at the very least known their names.  
 
    For no other reason than to have someone to turn to in the event of an emergency. Which I ended up facing.  
 
    My parents had both been murdered, and I had no idea who had done it or why. The police were stumped, and though they were still on the case, I didn’t have much hope of them ever actually finding the person who did it.  
 
    They didn’t seem to take it seriously enough, and it hurt.  
 
    Overnight, I had been ripped from the life that I’d known and placed into this new world, and I wasn’t happy about it. Not in the slightest. I spent a few days working with social workers, put my parents in the ground, and was suddenly sent to the town of Secret Bay where I moved in with Susan Buch and her foster son.  
 
    Though from the outside it looked like a normal thing, to me, it was far from anything normal. The fact that I didn’t know this woman, and no one would give me any sort of real background about her bothered me. Coupling that with the fact that her foster son – the one I was forced to live with – was also the person I largely blamed for many of the problems in my life, I didn’t know what to do.  
 
    It was true.  
 
    Damon had been my crush since I was a little girl. For a couple of years, I only thought about him and crushed on him from a distance. I was only eight or nine at the time, and I wasn’t sure how to approach someone so cool.  
 
    Then, in sixth grade, I thought I had my chance. It was a random day, a random meeting in the school cafeteria, and, for the first time in my life, he noticed me. Sure, he might have known who I was before, but, now, he truly noticed me. My 11-year-old heart could have burst with happiness, that was for sure.  
 
    He invited me to hang out with him and his friends at one of his friend’s houses, and, there, we had our first kiss. I thought my entire life was finally coming together. Here was the boy I thought was cute. The boy who was naughty in class, but still made it so fun.  
 
    He made me laugh, he made everyone laugh. He was so sure of himself, so confident in doing his own thing, even at my young age I couldn’t ignore it.  
 
    But, immediately following the kiss, he turned on me. He made fun of me to his friends, and that turned into the worst bullying I felt any person could possibly endure.  
 
    The entire school made fun of me. I had to deal with spray painted messages on my locker. I had to deal with notes in class. There were the sneers in the hall and the whispers I knew were taking place behind my back.  
 
    There were so many names I was called, so many labels I was given. Things got worse and worse until I received a text message telling me I ought to just end it all – and it nearly worked.  
 
    My parents were so concerned over what I had done that they removed me from the school and we moved to a new town. I didn’t have to deal with the same kind of bullying in my new school, but the damage was done.  
 
    I didn’t trust anyone, and I wasn’t going to open up to anyone about anything. I didn’t want friends, and from the seventh grade through eleventh, I had hardly anyone in my life. When I left, I lost touch with my best friend, Molly, and I never thought I would see Damon again.  
 
    I was glad for the latter.  
 
    Then, everything in my life fell apart.  
 
    My parents were murdered, and I was moved several towns over, right into the home of my childhood bully. He had also been transferred after his foster mother learned of my suicide attempt, and she felt it would be better for him to go to school in the town they lived.  
 
    It wasn’t far from our original school, but, when I found out he didn’t live in the same town as the rest of us, I couldn’t help but wonder why he didn’t go to school where he lived. I learned as a high school senior that he didn’t even know the answer to that question.  
 
    Though things were rough at first, I had to admit, Damon and I got along remarkably well considering our history. In fact, he apologized for all that he had done to me in school, and he let me know that he wasn’t responsible for the worst of it.  
 
    I wanted to believe that was true, and there was a large part of me that did. But, I had to admit, it was difficult for me to fully accept that he wasn’t to blame. He had been the one to start it, after all, and though he vehemently denied he was the one who sent the text telling me to kill myself, it didn’t change the fact that the text had been sent from his phone.  
 
    Someone in his circle had said so, and I was still grappling with the effects of it.  
 
    Despite all the hell that I had been through, one of the biggest surprises in my life came when I learned that Damon was dating my former best friend. She, too, had left our school and had started attending Secret Bay High, and, when I moved to town, the two of them were dating.  
 
    Thanks to the fact Damon and I connected so well, he virtually left her for me.  
 
    And it didn’t go over well.  
 
    Molly had been mean to me since the day I showed up at the school, and she was even more infuriated when she learned that I lived with Damon. It didn’t matter to her that I had no choice in the matter, and it only made her angrier when she learned that he and I slept together.  
 
    I hoped she’d move on with her life, but she decided to take it all out on me. She blamed me for the fact that she couldn’t keep her boyfriend, and she got her revenge by posting naked photos of me all over the school.  
 
    I did my best to ignore it, but when she came at me again, torturing me again at lunch, it was more than I could stand. I had had enough, and I wasn’t going to let her push me around anymore. So, I punched her square in the face.  
 
    Though I wasn’t a violent person, it did feel good to hit her, and to hit her hard. It felt good to see her go flying back, and though I had been suspended for two weeks, it felt good knowing she had to work hard to cover the black eye I’d given her.  
 
    Of course, Molly’s family had come by money somehow, and she was now the pet of every teacher in school. In their eyes, she could do no wrong. Even when I went to them and told them how certain I was about her guilt for hanging the photos, I had no proof, and she got off the hook.  
 
    I was the one suspended for the fight because I was the one who threw the first punch. They didn’t care that she had been taunting me, and they certainly weren’t doing anything to address the way she bullied me, either.  
 
    It was all about Molly, and she knew it.  
 
    But I was done with that in my life. Going back to school wasn’t going to be easy after being gone for two weeks, but I was prepared to see her.  
 
    I just hoped she’d leave me alone.  
 
    As I walked into the building, I was sure it would be a little awkward at first. After all, most of the kids in school had not only seen the photos of me naked, but they had been in the cafeteria for the fight as well. Many of them were afraid of Molly and the fact she practically ruled the halls.  
 
    Many of them were afraid of me now, too, knowing that I wasn’t afraid to throw a fist if someone didn’t leave me alone.  
 
    I had a feeling they were going to be a little shy at first. But, what I didn’t expect, was for no one to talk to me at all.  
 
    As I walked through the hall toward my locker, I could feel their eyes on me. I could hear the whispers around me, but no one was saying anything. It was the first time I saw any of them in school since the fight, and I wasn’t sure how that would be handled.  
 
    Then again, as I approached my locker, I thought about the note that I’d found there when I’d come to get my books for my suspension. Someone in the school, someone anonymous, had left a note telling me that they knew both my and Damon’s secrets.  
 
    For the life of me, I had no idea what secrets they were talking about.  
 
    I had asked Damon about it as soon as I was able to catch him, but he didn’t have any idea what was going on, either.  
 
    “What secret would you have that they would know? Why would they tell me?” I asked him.  
 
    “I have a lot of secrets,” he said with a shrug. “I don’t know what they’re talking about.”  
 
    “It’s bothering me,” I said.  
 
    “You’ve been going through a lot, it could be more people just trying to mess with you,” he tried, but I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    Now, as I put my books in my locker and grabbed what I needed, I could only imagine all the kids around me that were discussing this secret, whatever it may be.  
 
    Abby, my best friend, came running up to me and threw her arms around me. She and I had been hanging out as much as we could over the past couple weeks, but that was only around the activities she had going on at school, and when I was free enough to hang out with her.  
 
    It was hard keeping up with everything that was going on in class when I was trying to do it all at home, which meant we didn’t get as much time to hang out with each other as we would have liked.  
 
    But now we’d get to see each other every day. At least, at school, anyway.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said in my ear.  
 
    “What’s everyone talking about?” I asked as I looked around. “I know it’s got to be me.”  
 
    “You almost killed yourself in middle school?” she asked.  
 
    “Is that it?” I gasped. It had been a long time secret I’d not wanted anyone in the school to know about, and I’d only shared it with those I was closest to. Abby nodded.  
 
    “Whoever wrote that note is probably the one who told,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “I thought as much myself, but I still haven’t gotten any wind over who did that?” Abby shook her head.  
 
    “Do you think Damon might have?” I asked. It had been on the back of my mind for awhile, and though I didn’t want to say it out loud, the fact of the matter was that he was one of the only people who really knew what had happened back in sixth grade.  
 
    Since Susan made me break up with Damon and he was upset with me for going along with it, the idea didn’t seem too far-fetched.  
 
    “I would hope not,” Abby said seriously. “When I asked him if he had anything to do with it, he was adamant that he didn’t.”  
 
    “He was with me when he said those things about our past,” I sighed. It was all so complicated, and I wasn’t sure what to do next.  
 
    The bell rang, and we both turned.  
 
    “We’ll talk later, okay?” she said. “At lunch.”  
 
    I nodded, and she vanished. It was hard getting through the class knowing that my secret was out, and I was angry knowing that there was someone else out there who was spreading rumors and intimate information about me.  
 
    I knew it was Molly who had put up the photos. Abby heard her admit it to a friend. But, the note wasn’t Molly’s handwriting. I couldn’t exactly say that it was Damon’s either.  
 
    But who else could be doing this to me? And why?  
 
    Ever since I came to the school, my goal had been to make it until graduation and then get out of there. I didn’t want to make friends, and it was only out of sheer luck that I had with Abby.  
 
    Yet, there was no changing the fact that someone was still torturing me. Just as they had done back in middle school.  
 
    The day dragged by, and, by the time I got back home, I was miserable and depressed. Abby asked if I wanted to hang out with her, but I declined. I just wanted to be in my room. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, I didn’t want to see anyone.  
 
    And I really didn’t want to think about how the day was.  
 
    “Hey, didn’t see you much in the halls today,” Damon said when I walked through the door. I had avoided him, too, just as I had been the past couple weeks.  
 
    “I kept to myself,” I said simply.  
 
    “Well, I was wondering if you wanted to do something,” he said. He was clearly trying to reach out, obviously having heard what was floating around the school.  
 
    “Damon,” I said directly. “Did you?”  
 
    I let the question hang in the air. I didn’t have to finish it, and he quickly shook his head. “I never would. I never did and I never would. Really.”  
 
    “Then who?” I asked.  
 
    It was a rhetorical question, but he just shook his head anyway. Of course he didn’t have the answer, and I couldn’t expect him to. But, I was frustrated. I didn’t want to hang out with him, either. Though I felt he was telling me the truth about not bullying me now, all I could think about was the way he had in the past.  
 
    All that was going on at school now was reminding me of then, and it was hard for me to get through it.  
 
    I pushed past him and headed to my room, but he wasn’t going to give up. Damon followed me, walking into my room and sitting on the bed.  
 
    “I really want to be alone,” I said.  
 
    “I’m past due for a tutoring session,” he replied. I sighed. I wished I hadn’t agreed to tutor him in the first place. But, I had the highest grade in the whole class, and, unless he pulled his grade up, he wasn’t going to graduate. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you’re really after?” I asked with my arms folded.  
 
    Damon got off the bed and walked over to me, taking me in his arms. “I just want to make sure you’re all right.”  
 
    He lifted my chin with his finger, and though I knew I shouldn’t, I closed my eyes, letting him kiss me. Leaning into the kiss even. It was so hard, with all the emotions that were running through me. I couldn’t deny that I had fallen for him, and simply because Susan wanted us to break up, it didn’t erase those feelings.  
 
    “We could take this to the bed,” he said softly. 
 
    I pushed back. “We can’t.”  
 
    “We could,” he pressed. I knew he wanted to have sex, but I couldn’t. Not with all that was going on. Not with the confusion I felt.  
 
    I sighed. “Damon, your mom wanted us to break up, and she made it clear we aren’t going to be together.”  
 
    “My mom isn’t allowed to tell me who I can and can’t date,” he tried, but I shook my head.  
 
    “I want to be alone,” I said.  
 
    He looked defeated, and I knew he wanted to say something else, but instead, he just walked out of the room, leaving me with my thoughts. A pang of guilt ran through me, but I couldn’t let myself do something I knew I would regret. I had to stand firm and focus on what was right for me right now.  
 
    And, right now, without knowing who to trust or what was going on in my life, romance was the last thing I needed.  
 
    But then, I wasn’t sure what I really did need.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I knocked on the door and waited for Abby to answer. I could have rang the doorbell, but I’d learned knocking tended to bring her to the door more often than her parents, and I really didn’t want to talk to either of them.  
 
    They were nice enough, but after another stressful day at school, I just wanted to hang out in Abby’s room and not have to deal with the nightmare that had become my life.  
 
    “Hey,” she said when she opened the oak door. “You made it.”  
 
    “Thanks for the invite,” I told her as I stepped into the hall after her. “It’s nice to get out of the house with Damon hovering like he is.”  
 
    “Can’t get him out of your hair, huh?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s hard since we live together. I mean, I can’t tell him to not be in the living room or the kitchen when I am, but, at the same time, it seems like he’s waiting and watching for every single time I’m out of my room, then he pounces,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    She was one of the only people who understood the struggle I was having with Damon, and I felt comfortable confiding in her. I was angry enough with Susan myself I didn’t want to talk to her about him, but it was still hard living in the same house as someone I was avoiding.  
 
    We headed for Abby’s room, and I felt a sense of relief when she closed the door. There was something about shutting out the rest of the world that just felt good, even if her parents weren’t home or were in another part of the house.  
 
    Abby had been the one person in my life who had kept me sane over the past couple weeks, and I still relied heavily on her support. Even though Susan had started me in counseling, I didn’t feel the same sense of connection when I spoke with the therapist as I did when I talked to my best friend.  
 
    She might be helping me get through the tough time rationally, but I wanted the emotional connection I had with Abby.  
 
    “I saw you and Molly in the hallway earlier,” she said as I sat on her bed. “I was hoping she’d have the brains to leave you alone.”  
 
    “It was more of an icy standoff than anything,” I said with a shrug. “I’m sure she doesn’t want to get punched in the face again.”  
 
    “Not that she doesn’t deserve it,” Abby said with a grin. “I’m sure you aren’t the only girl in school who’s wanted to do that.”  
 
    “I just wish the rumors would stop,” I sighed. I was glad that I stood up to Molly, too, but that seemed so small and insignificant now. With the entire school talking about the fact I had nearly killed myself in sixth grade, I felt like it was the only thing that defined my life.  
 
    It didn’t matter if Damon wanted to help me through it or not. The fact that it was a thing at all really upset me, and I just wanted it all to go away.  
 
    “They will,” Abby tried to assure me. “You know how it is in high school. Everyone talks about something like it’s the greatest news ever, but it flickers and burns out quickly.”  
 
    I nodded. “But when they’re talking about something that happened to you in middle school – something they weren’t there for or part of, it makes me feel like I’m nothing, you know?”  
 
    “They just need someone to talk about is all. Once someone else does something or something else comes up, that’s going to be all anyone talks about until we are all so sick of hearing about that we want to die,” Abby laughed, and while I smiled, it was hard for me to join in.  
 
    Since they were talking about my attempted suicide, talking about wanting to die hit a little close to home, even if she was using it as an exaggerated example. I didn’t like being the talk of the school. I had dealt with so much before, it made me feel uncomfortable to think about what people were saying, or what was going on inside their heads.  
 
    The fact that kids I’d never even spoken to were avoiding me in the bathroom and in the cafeteria made me feel like I was some sort of freak. Like they were afraid to talk to me out of fear I might go crazy on them or something.  
 
    Of course, I wouldn’t. I was a perfectly sane individual, and I tried to keep to myself as much as possible, but whoever was spreading this rumor about me clearly had the rest of the school afraid of me, and I didn’t like it. I had a feeling it was tied to Molly in some way, but I didn’t know how she would have managed to get a note in my locker.  
 
    I didn’t tell anyone the combination to my lock, not even Damon. I was the only one who would know about it, I had no doubt in my mind about that. But yet, there it was.  
 
    And I still wanted to know what secret this person was referring to. Not just mine, but Damon’s? What did he have to do with it? They had tied us both together in the same note, making me think that they had to consider our secret shared in some way, but I still couldn’t figure out what it possibly could mean.  
 
    “You told me awhile back that you were counting down the days until graduation,” Abby said, cutting into my thoughts. “Just focus on that. Then you can move on with your life and forget about all these people. You’ll never have to see any of them again if you don’t want to.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But with everyone talking about my past, and with me and Damon living together, it doesn’t seem like I’m ever going to get out of the sixth grade. I mean, I thought Damon was someone I’d never see again, and he ended up being the person I gave my v-card to.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Abby said. “But that’s not that big of a deal if you really think about it. I mean, Peter and I aren’t each other’s first, and that doesn’t matter.”  
 
    “But you and Peter were clearly meant to be together,” I argued. “You get along so well, you act so natural. It’s not forced. There’s not that history that’s always haunting you.”  
 
    “Well,” Abby let her voice hang in the air, and I gave her a look. “Things aren’t great between me and Peter. I mean, they’ve sort of gotten weird.”  
 
    I gave her another look, this time more questioning than anything. Though it had only been a few weeks, the two of them were practically joined at the hip. This was the first time in a long time I’d been able to hang out with Abby without him about to come over or just leaving, in fact.  
 
    He had become such a constant in the house, I had come to accept he was going to know a lot of my secrets as well, even secrets I didn’t want to share with anyone but my best friend.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. I didn’t want to pry, but knowing that her romantic relationship might not be all that it was made out to be was intriguing.  
 
    Then again, she hadn’t really said that it was going anywhere, just that the two of them got along really well. It could have been a whirlwind romance, but it still seemed strange to me that it would only last a couple weeks. Peter really seemed to be into her, just as much as Damon was into me.  
 
    And I had broken up with Damon, but he still wasn’t giving up.  
 
    But, Abby just shook her head, clearly not wanting to get into the details of what was going on. I wanted to press, but I knew how it felt to not want to open up about something private, so I let it go. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure the two of you are going to work things out,” I said with a shrug, trying to minimize the fact I was so curious about what was going on.  
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” she said with another shrug. “I mean, you never can tell what’s going on behind closed doors, and not everyone’s lives are what they seem to be on the outside.”  
 
    I gave her another questioning look, but once again I had the feeling asking about it wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I didn’t understand what she meant. Abby’s life seemed perfect. She had her parents, the perfect room, so many things that I couldn’t imagine owning myself, and the looks.  
 
    Wealth and beauty and two parents in her life – to me, it seemed almost as though she didn’t know how well she really had it. But, there was something off about Abby. I could feel it in her tone. Maybe she was bothered by what was going on with Peter, maybe there was something else going on she didn’t want to share.  
 
    I’d told her nearly all of my deep dark secrets, so there was a part of me that was a little annoyed she didn’t just open up to me in the same way, but at the same time, Abby wasn’t me.  
 
    She might want more privacy in her life than I had in mine.  
 
    Shoot, after all I had been through – after learning my secrets were shared with the entire world – I knew there wasn’t much left to hide. So, why not share it with someone I knew actually cared about me? 
 
    When I was talking to Abby, I didn’t feel like she judged me, or like I was any sort of spectacle in her life. I felt more like she was someone I could confide in, someone I could be open with and the advice she would offer would be what she genuinely thought would help.  
 
    She didn’t want to fix me like my therapist. She didn’t want to tell me what she thought was right and wrong based on her own bias like Susan, and she didn’t want to just gossip about me like the rest of the kids at school.  
 
    She was someone I could really be myself around. 
 
    But, she was also private, and she didn’t share with me as much as I shared with her. She didn’t tell me everything. I had to accept that.  
 
    “Well, if there’s ever anything you want to talk about, you know I’m here,” I told her.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “You’ve got so much going on already, I don’t need to dump my drama on you, too.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “Really.”  
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind,” she gave me another smile, but then nodded toward the tv. “Want to watch something on Netflix? I hear they’ve put on a lot of new stuff since the last time we hung out.”  
 
    I was jealous of the fact Abby had a tv in her room, but I was glad for the relief from the intensity of our conversation. For as close as we were, I could sense when there were times things were a little tense.  
 
    Putting on the tv would at least ease some of that and give us something else to focus on instead of the drama that was unfolding in both of our lives. But, that didn’t change the curiosity I felt when I thought about what could be going on between her and Peter and what she meant when she said things weren’t always as they seemed.  
 
    My standoff with Molly had been so public, and now the deep, dark secrets that I carried around with me for years were common knowledge. For as torturous as it was, and as many times as I wanted to die because of it, the knowledge I might not be the only person going through a tough time made me feel a little better.  
 
    After all, everyone now knew how messed up I was. They knew the bad stuff I’d gone through, and what I’d try to do to myself because of it. They might think I was crazy, they might feel sorry for me, but regardless of their reaction, the bottom line was that they knew.  
 
    I was the girl whose parents were murdered. I was the girl who had been bullied in middle school. I was the girl who had tried to commit suicide. I was the girl who had punched Molly in the face and had been suspended for two weeks because of it.  
 
    Shoot, I was the girl the whole school had seen naked in all those photos Molly hung in the halls. No matter what the hot gossip of the day was, more than likely I was the girl in the story. There was no denying it, even if I wanted to bury my head in the sand and pretend that it wasn’t a big deal.  
 
    The facts were the facts. They knew practically everything about me.  
 
    But what was Abby hiding?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I flipped through the algebra book, trying to focus on the lesson rather than how hot Damon looked sitting in the chair near me. All day, I’d been thinking about the conversation I’d had with Abby the night before, and I couldn’t shake what she’d said from my brain.  
 
    Though I knew everyone had their problems, the fact she was admitting things were getting weird between her and Peter was somehow comforting. As was the fact I knew that the two of them were still hanging out, at least a little.  
 
    They sat together at lunch in school, and I saw them leaving school together. So, whatever it was, I knew she was still seeing him at least to an extent.  
 
    And that made me wonder what I was doing with Damon.  
 
    It was hard for me to be at home and avoid him, but it was even harder for me to not think about him, too. Despite what he did to me in the sixth grade, there was no denying the fact that I had fallen for him, and, though I’d expressed uncertainty about that decision to Abby, the fact of the matter was that I had no regrets.  
 
    I was glad that I’d given him my virginity, and I had fallen for him. Even if we couldn’t be together, the feelings were there, and nothing was going to change that.  
 
    It didn’t help that he was doing his best to be there for me through the crap I was dealing with at school now, as well as the fact that I had to still tutor him. Sure, he had tried to use it as an excuse to have sex with me again the last time he asked for my help, but, this time, there was no denying that he really did need it.  
 
    The report cards had been handed out, and while there was some improvement in his grade compared to last time, he still needed to bring it up further and that meant that I had to be the one to step in and help him.  
 
    After all, there was no real reason for me to decline, except for the fact I didn’t trust myself around him.  
 
    That lack of trust was becoming all the more evident as the two of us sat alone in his room. Alone in the house, really. Susan wasn’t there, and I wasn’t sure when she would be back.  
 
    The perfect chance for us to take advantage of the being together unsupervised – a chance Damon was more than happy to take.  
 
    “So, we haven’t really talked about it for a while, but are you doing okay?” he asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I replied rather shortly.  
 
    He gave me a look. “You know, with everything?”  
 
    “How do you think I’m doing?” I snapped. I knew it was rude for me to be so short with him, but he also knew that I blamed him for much of what was going on. Though I’d never been in the popular crowd, it wasn’t until he had done what he did to me in middle school that I was actively bullied.  
 
    Until then, it had been just me and Molly, a couple of rather chubby girls who spent our time together on the outside looking in. That was before, of course. Before she had lost weight and got hot. Before I had developed into the beautiful young woman I am today.  
 
    “You know I’m just trying to help,” he said with a sigh. He got up off the chair and walked over to me, sitting down on the bed next to me and putting his hand on my thigh. “I care about you, Sutton. I’m sorry for all the stuff you’re going through, and I’m doing my best to put an end to it.”  
 
    “I don’t even know what you think you can do,” I said with a shrug. “They’re all talking about what happened, and there’s no taking that back.”  
 
    “But, you don’t really have to sit back and take it, either,” he said. I thought about how he rearranged my sentence, but he continued. “Just like I told you with Molly. You don’t have to put up with it.”  
 
    “I can’t go around punching everyone who talks about me,” I shook my head.  
 
    “You don’t have to let it bother you, either,” he said. I gave him a look and he raised his hands defensively. “Of course it’s going to, but you know what I mean.”  
 
    “I know that no one cares about me,” I said. “They just want to talk about what I’m going to do next. What I did. You know.”  
 
    He ran his hand up my thigh then moved it to the small of my back before sliding closer to me on the bed. Taking his other hand, Damon turned my face to look into his. “I care about you.”  
 
    The words hung in the air. I felt a lump form in my throat. I wasn’t sure how to even respond to what he was saying. I knew that he cared, but was it enough? If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have been in this mess in the first place.  
 
    Then again, he was one of the only people who I could consider to be a friend, difficult as it was for me to think such things. I opened my mouth to respond, but then I closed it again and tried to turn away, but he wasn’t going to let me. Closing his eyes, he leaned forward for a kiss, and I didn’t pull back as he did.  
 
    I closed my eyes, too, our lips softly colliding before we started to kiss each other with a growing need. It was soft at first, but knowing that we were alone in the house, and feeling as lonely as I was, and knowing how I felt about Damon, I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    I started kissing him harder as he ran his hands over me, goosebumps rising everywhere his fingers touched. There were shivers running through me, and I felt nervous and cold, but there was a heat inside me as well.  
 
    My body was filled with need. I had to have him again. We had only slept together the one time, but now I had to have him more than ever.  
 
    We quickly started pulling our clothes off, no one to interrupt or stop us as each piece fell to the floor. My tits were out in a second, then I was slipping out of my panties. His hard dick was pressed against his jeans, just begging to be freed.  
 
    And, in an instant, it was. Damon pushed me back gently on the bed, and I allowed myself to fall, my legs spread as he ran his hand over my soft pussy, a smile on his face mixed with the need I could see in his eyes.  
 
    He was over the top of me, his cock grazing my leg as he eased himself down. I wasn’t nearly as nervous as I had been the first time he and I had slept together. Now that I knew what to expect and what was coming, I just knew that I had to have him inside me.  
 
    I was relaxed, my wet pussy tight with anticipation. His rock hard dick ready to be inside me. Then, he took himself in his hand and pushed himself against the slit of my pussy, pressing until his cock disappeared deep within me.  
 
    I let out a soft moan, spreading my legs further and taking him as he pumped in and out of me, his cock sliding fast and easy with how wet I was. There was no denying how much he turned me on, and knowing that he was one of the few people who was there for me only made me want to sleep with him all the more.  
 
    Our bodies slid together perfectly, his chest grazing my tits with each thrust of his cock. I closed my eyes, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him down into me as he rocked back and forth, his cock sliding in and out of me.  
 
    I moaned, holding him tight and kissing him, letting each new thrust take me further and further from the drama in my life and push me to cum. The orgasms he gave me were so much stronger than any I’d ever been able to give myself, and I knew this was going to be something that I’d been needing for a while.  
 
    There was a part of me that knew this was a mistake. I knew that I wasn’t supposed to be doing this with him, and I knew Susan would be upset if she found out, but I didn’t care. There was another part of me that knew he was right.  
 
    Susan didn’t get to pick everything about our lives, and with her keeping so much from me, I felt it was only fair that there were also things that I kept from her. She didn’t have to know everything I did, that was for sure, and if that included Damon, then so be it.  
 
    I didn’t know if this would be the last time he and I were together or not, but I did know this was just what I needed right now, and I was going to do what felt good. I was going to let loose and let my body feel him, let the stress be pushed out with each thrust of him inside me.  
 
    The tension that had been growing in me since he entered me was getting stronger, and I could feel in his body how close he was to finishing. I moaned, kissing his shoulder as he wrapped his hands around my ass, holding me higher on the bed so he could get deeper than before.  
 
    With another thrust and the feeling of his strong hands on my ass, I couldn’t take anymore. The warmth that spread over me was unlike anything I’d ever felt before in my life. It was more intense than the first time he and I had sex, and the waves that crashed through me took me to a whole new level.  
 
    I moaned, kissing his neck as I came hard, clenching my thighs around him as he came inside me. He let out a moan of his own as he filled me, his cock pulsing and emptying, giving me his entire load.  
 
    We were both out of breath, the lust that had been between us being satisfied for the moment. I knew it wasn’t going to be long before the sexual tension grew once more, but, for now, it felt good just to be in each other’s arms, just to hang onto the moment.  
 
    When I felt like this, I knew it didn’t matter what anyone else said or did. I knew that not even Susan could come between us. It was me and Damon against the world, and no one could do anything to hurt me.  
 
    But, it was short lived. Before too long, he had to pull out of me and we had to get dressed. We didn’t know when Susan would be home, and I didn’t want to think about what was going to happen when she did. At least, not if she caught us that way.  
 
    She had made it clear that we weren’t to see each other, and it was something I had to remind Damon of once we were dressed.  
 
    “You know my mother can’t tell us we can’t be together,” he said again.  
 
    “This is her house, Damon,” I reminded him. “Whether she’s your foster mom or not, this is still her house, and she has the right to say that.”  
 
    “But we’re nearly adults, and she’s not our real mom,” he argued. “I’m not going to live my life based on what some woman who took care of me for a few years thinks.”  
 
    “You should give her more credit than that,” I told him. “She’s taken care of you for more than a few years.”  
 
    He sighed and shook his head. I knew he hated that I was taking Susan’s side in this, but there wasn’t anything else I could do. The facts were the facts, and she did own the house, and she was technically our guardian.  
 
    It didn’t matter that I didn’t know why my parents had chosen her, and it didn’t matter that Damon didn’t want her to be his foster parent anymore. It didn’t even matter that he and I were both nearly legal adults.   
 
    That meant Susan got to tell us what to do, and she made it clear we weren’t going to be dating. I worried about her sending one of us away if we were to go against her– and that person would likely be me.  
 
    Though there was a large part of me that wasn’t happy with living with her, and an even larger part of me that didn’t understand why, I still didn’t relish the thought of leaving, either. I didn’t want to go through finding another school, making new friends, and risking all this happening for yet a third time.  
 
    It was easier to just put up with what life had given us now, and we could move on when graduation happened.  
 
    Right now, I wasn’t even sure I was going to make it until then considering the way the kids at school were treating me. It was hard to even get up in the morning, let alone go to school and see them.  
 
    But, I would push through. I had been through so much already, I wasn’t going to give up yet, and I wasn’t going to do anything that would make life harder than it already was. I couldn’t. I couldn’t take much more and stay sane.  
 
    “I just don’t know why you worry so much what she thinks,” Damon said. He seemed to care more than he was trying to let on, and I felt bad.  
 
    “Because this is her house,” I said again. “I’ve got to get some of my own homework done, work on these problems and I’ll let you know how you did when you’re done.”  
 
    Before he had the chance to argue with me, I left the room, heading straight for my own and closing the door behind me. I knew using Susan to keep distance between us was a terrible excuse, but I didn’t know what else to do.  
 
    There was so much confusion in my life, I didn’t know how to handle any of it. I just knew that I wasn’t happy, and something was going to have to change.  
 
    I wanted answers and, until I got those answers, I would continue to live in chaos. All I could do was push through from one day to the next and hope for things to get better in the future. Even if that meant I’d never get to be with Damon. Even if that meant I’d never find out who murdered my parents.  
 
    The one thing I did know was that they wanted me here, and there was no changing that. So, I would just have to do the best I could to make do.  
 
    There was no other choice.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I sketched on my notebook. Something that was odd for me to do during class, but the teacher didn’t mind as long as we paid attention to what she was talking about as we doodled. Several of the other students were notorious for drawing during the lessons, and they all had excellent grades, prompting the teacher to pass it off as something they did because it helped them focus and learn.  
 
    But, I wasn’t focused on the lesson, not in the slightest. It wasn’t because of the drawing that kept me from listening to what she had to say. It wasn’t because of the fact I really wasn’t interested in history anymore.  
 
    It was Damon.  
 
    He had been on my mind since we hooked up the day before, and I couldn’t get him off my mind now. I wanted to, I tried to, but he lingered.  
 
    All I could think about was the fact that he and I had hooked up again, and what that meant. Of course, I wanted to tell myself that it didn’t mean anything. It was just something that happened, but I couldn’t shake from my head the fact that I felt bad about it once more.  
 
    You can’t really say that you regret doing it, but there’s no denying that you do feel bad about yourself after you hook up. But why? What is it about him and the situation that makes you feel bad? 
 
    You were the one who wanted to give him your virginity in the first place, and now that you have, you wonder if it was really the right thing to do? Of course it was if that’s what you wanted.  
 
    Would it be this big of a deal if it wasn’t for Susan? She was the one who told the two of you to break up in the first place, so perhaps she’s the reason you aren’t sure you should have slept with him. But then, you were feeling this way already – before Susan told you to break up.  
 
    You didn’t regret the fact that you slept with him, but there was still that feeling of being off. Like something wasn’t quite right and you perhaps shouldn’t have done that.  
 
    I fidgeted with my pencil in spite of myself. The teacher was too engrossed in the lesson to notice anything I was doing, and I was glad for the moment to be lost in thought. If there was anything that I had to catch up on, I knew I could later.  
 
    Right now, I had to admit it was hard for me to focus on just about anything. I could only think of Damon. He was a sort of addiction in my life. There was something about him that was so powerful. Something that kept me from breaking it off, even if I knew it was the best thing I could hope to do for myself.  
 
    I knew it was only going to get more complicated the longer I let this go on, and I wasn’t sure how to deal with that. I didn’t think life could get more complicated than it already had, but then, the thought of Molly finding out about the fact that he and I had hooked up again made me sick to my stomach.  
 
    Is there anything else she could do that would make your life worse? She already got her revenge on you for stealing Damon in the first place, and it’s not like the two of them hooked up again after you broke up with Damon.  
 
    How could she? He’s been all over you since the day Susan told you that you can’t see each other anymore. He even said again yesterday that he thought we should do what we wanted and let her deal with it.  
 
    That’s not what’s going to happen. That would be just about the worst thing you could do if you’re going to stay in her house. If she finds out that you are hooking up again, what are you going to tell her? She’ll send you away.  
 
    She’s been taking care of Damon since he was in fourth grade, if it comes down to it, do you really think she’s going to let you stay in the house? You don’t even know why your parents chose her to be your guardian in the first place. Do you really think they worked out what was going to happen if I ended up sleeping with Damon? 
 
    Susan said mom called and told her what happened with the bullying, but that didn’t stop her from giving Susan the right to adopting you when she passed. But then, you can’t exactly say that mom would have thought you would fall in love with or even just sleep with the guy who almost got you killed.  
 
    I sighed. Whether Damon had sent that text message or not all those years ago, it was because of him that I almost did kill myself in middle school. At least, at the time I thought it was. If I had gone through with the act, then what would he have said? 
 
    What would he have done, really? I would have died thinking that it was all his fault, that he wanted me to kill myself. Now, even if it wasn’t him, at the time, the damage was done.  
 
    And yet you go and sleep with him.  
 
    Twice.  
 
    With a sigh, I realized the teacher was telling us to wrap up our work and put our books away. There wasn’t ever much for homework with history, so I still wasn’t worried about it. I just knew lunch was coming, and I didn’t really look forward to sitting in the cafeteria for an hour.  
 
    But, there was no changing the schedule for school, so I gathered my things, tucked them in my backpack, and headed out of the classroom.  
 
    Abby met me as soon as I was in the hall.  
 
    “You looked like you were a million miles away, in there,” she said with a small smile.  
 
    I chuckled. “Sorry. I was just lost in thought.”  
 
    “Damon? Or the things that are going on here?” she asked as she looked around.  
 
    “A little of this, a little of that,” I said with a shrug. I couldn’t deny that I was still bothered with what was being said around the school. Though none of the students really had anything to say to me personally, there wasn’t any denying that they were still talking.  
 
    I could see the looks they were giving me as I walked by. I could see the fact they held up their hands when they gossiped to each other, hiding the fact they were talking to each other about me.  
 
    There wasn’t much they could do to be subtle when I knew that’s what they were talking about. I felt like a freak, there was no denying that.  
 
    “At least you don’t have to deal with Molly anymore. She seems to be avoiding you,” Abby commented. I nodded.  
 
    “There was just that bit of a standoff we had in the hall the other day, but I think she was more trying to see how I would react if she was in the area than trying to really get in my face,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Just the sort of thing she’d do,” Abby said as she shook her head. “The girl thrives on drama.”  
 
    “Evidently the entire school does,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t worry about them,” Abby told me again. “You know something’s going to go down that’s going to make them forget all about you.”  
 
    “I’m sure the next thing that goes down is going to just remind them about me all over again,” I said rather bitterly.  
 
    “Don’t think that way,” Abby said quickly. “Really. The more you dwell on what they are talking about, the more you’re going to obsess over it. They have no idea what’s going on in your life for real, so just ignore them.”  
 
    I nodded, though I knew that wasn’t going to happen. It was impossible not to think about them when they were all around me.  
 
    But, we were both suddenly distracted from our conversation when Chad came running up to us. I hadn’t spoken to him since the night he tried to force himself on me in my room, and I quickly turned away.  
 
    “Go away, Chad,” I said. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”  
 
    “I know, I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am for what happened,” he tried.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear her?” Abby interjected. “She said she’s got nothing to say to you!”  
 
    “I heard,” Chad said. “I just wanted her to know.”  
 
    “I know,” I cut in. “Now get out of here. I don’t want to talk to you.”  
 
    He looked from one of us to the other, clearly defeated. But, I held my ground. I wasn’t going to talk to him, and I didn’t want to hear his b.s. apology about what happened. I wasn’t even sure he really was sorry. He likely just heard the rumors that were going around and felt like a jerk for what he’d done.  
 
    I wasn’t buying it. I didn’t want anything to do with him or really anyone else in the school besides Abby. And I really didn’t want word getting out about what he had done to me, either.  
 
    It wasn’t that I wanted to protect him or his reputation, but I didn’t want to throw an attempted rape on top of everything else. I had gone through a lot as it was, I didn’t want to be that girl all over again.  
 
    “What a creep,” Abby said when Chad finally left us. “I’m proud of you.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not sure what he wants from me. He can be sorry all he wants, but I’m not going to be his friend, and he’s certainly not going to get a second chance.”  
 
    “Good,” she said with conviction. “You don’t need to deal with that kind of b.s. in your life. He should be in jail, if you ask me.”  
 
    “Well, he’s not,” I said rather shortly. She gave me a sidelong glance, but let the subject drop. I sighed. I knew I shouldn’t snap at her, and I knew she was just trying to help, but there were some things I also knew she couldn’t do for me.  
 
    It didn’t help that she didn’t want to talk about any of her own problems, either. I tried to tell myself that it wasn’t her job to tell me that I wasn’t the only one with a messed up life, but the fact that she didn’t tell me anything that was going on with her only added to my curiosity.  
 
    Then again, there was little I could do. I had to just go along with what she wanted to share with me and let the rest go. There really was no way I could drag it out of her, and I didn’t want to try.  
 
    But, lunch was rather quiet. I didn’t want to talk about my problems, and she didn’t want to talk about hers. So, we spent the hour gossiping about Chad and what he had done to me in my room, and the fact that I wasn’t going to be overly friendly to anyone in school anymore.  
 
    The rest of the day dragged by, but, I had to admit, I would have spent another hour at school if it meant I could avoid Susan when I got home. I thought it would be Damon waiting to talk to me, but, instead, his mother was in the kitchen when I walked in.  
 
    “Hey,” she said with a smile. But, there was something about her tone that just seemed off to me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said.  
 
    “Do you want some pie?” she asked. She slid a plate with a slice of cherry pie toward me, and I grabbed a fork.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “How was school?” she asked.  
 
    “It was fine,” I said shortly. I knew she was just trying to be nice, but I didn’t want to open up to her. I was still angry for a number of reasons, and I wasn’t ready to let any of them go.  
 
    “How are your grades?” she asked. She smiled, but I could see something I could only peg as worry in her eyes.  
 
    “They’re fine,” I said uncertainly. “Is there something wrong?”  
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “I just wanted to check in with you. You know, make sure you’re doing okay.””  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. I grabbed my things and took my pie with me as I headed for the bottom of the stairs. “I’m going to go put on something comfortable.”  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything, or if you just want to hang out. I’m not doing anything this afternoon, and it’s been a while since you and I just hung out.”  
 
    “I’ll let you know,” I said, but I had no intention of going back downstairs until it was time for dinner. I didn’t want to hang out with Susan, and I didn’t want to be in the kitchen when Damon finally did get home.  
 
    I had a lot on my mind, and I didn’t want to talk about it with anyone. Not Susan, not Damon, not my counselor. Not even with Abby if she wasn’t going to be open with me.  
 
    I would just close myself in my room and let the day pass by. It would be one more day I survived, one more day I’d gotten through in this hell that had become my life.  
 
    There would be plenty more, I was sure of that, but at least this one would be gone for good.  
 
    One more down, one more closer to graduation.  
 
    And one more closer to getting as far away from Secret Bay as possible.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5  
 
    Damon  
 
    “All I’m saying is that she’s single, and she hasn’t had any other guy around the place. When she goes out, she’s always just with other women,” I said.  
 
    Dean smiled. “I guess that’s one good thing.”  
 
    “Come on, I miss having you around the house, and I’m sure she misses you more than she’s letting on. I mean, she doesn’t talk about you with me, but she knows that I’m pissed at her for breaking up with you in the first place, so that might be part of the reason,” I said.  
 
    Dean nodded, then he looked over at me. “Are you really that mad at her?”  
 
    “Yeah I am,” I said as I nodded fiercely. “You were the closest thing that I had to a father, and she just dumped you and kicked you out of our lives for no reason. Was there a reason?"  
 
    I hesitated before I asked the question. I knew there had to be some sort of reason for my foster mom to dump her boyfriend.  
 
    I hated my biological father, though I didn’t really remember much about him. My early years had been full of turmoil, and I was in and out of the foster care system a lot. I was technically still in it, though I had been with Susan for most of my childhood.  
 
    Up until quite recently, I considered her to be my mother. Sure, we didn’t always get along, but there wasn’t a kid on the planet who got what he wanted all the time. At least, not the good kids.  
 
    But, when Susan broke up with Dean and told him he had to get out of our lives, things changed between us. I was a lot more distant toward her than I had been, and though I’d always been on the rebellious side of things, I took that to a whole new level as well.  
 
    I knew she hated a lot of the things I chose to do, and it didn’t stop me. The only reason I had what she would call a real job was because I wanted to spend time with Dean, and I worked at the surf board shop he owned.  
 
    He’d taught me from a young age how to carve, wax, decorate, and otherwise maintain boards, and it was quickly becoming my passion as well. But, the fact that I got to see him nearly everyday was really the driving force behind me coming to the shop to begin with.  
 
    I knew how to make money. I had that figured out from an early age, too. Perhaps it was the fact that my formative years were based on violence, perhaps it was something else I didn’t want to dwell on, but I was a fighter, and I made some money doing my underground fights.  
 
    But, Susan hated the fact that I would engage in that sort of violence, and she would harp on me every time she saw the cuts and bruises on me the day after a fight.  
 
    “I can talk to her, but I’m not going to make you any promises,” Dean told me. “She was the one who broke up with me, and I’m not sure I can change her mind, no matter how charming I try to be.”  
 
    “But, if you know why she broke up with you, maybe you can make some sort of compromise,” I pressed. “Like I’m trying to do with Sutton.”  
 
    “And how’s that going for you?” he asked, flipping the subject back on me. I sighed.  
 
    “Not well, I have to admit, but I’m not going to give up on her. I refuse to believe she really doesn’t want to be with me. I think she’s just afraid of Susan and what Susan thinks,” I said fiercely. “She needs to realize Susan isn’t going to do anything.”  
 
    “Let’s not be so sure about that,” Dean warned. “Your mother can be pretty stubborn, and rather fierce when she’s angry. I mean, she did get me out of the house, didn’t she?”  
 
    I smiled, but it was a smile of resignation rather than humor. He was right. I had fought with my mother over and over through the years, and we were both just as stubborn as the other. She wanted things done in a certain way, and I was going to do them my way no matter what she had to say about it.  
 
    There were some things I couldn’t argue, but, for the most part, if there was any possible way for me to have my own say in something, I was going to do it my way.  
 
    I didn’t want to argue with her. I didn’t want to give in to what she had to say. I just wanted control in my life. Since my birth parents weren’t in the picture, I wanted to have some sort of say in my life's direction.  
 
    But, it was hard. I didn’t enjoy all the arguments she and I had. I didn’t enjoy the fact I disappointed her. I just wanted her to trust me enough to make decisions in life for myself. I might not be an official adult on paper, but I was sure close enough in my book.  
 
    In just a few months, I was going to be eighteen, and I would be out of school. She couldn’t tell me what to do when that happened. I would be an adult, and I would be able to make my own decisions.  
 
    And so would Sutton.  
 
    But, as it stood, Susan had all the power in life. She had told Dean to get out and he did. She told Sutton she didn’t want us seeing each other, and Sutton promptly broke up with me. She didn’t even talk about what we could do or how we could date without Susan’s input.  
 
    It was just over, like so many things in my life, and I was supposed to just accept it and move on as though Susan knew what was best no matter what.  
 
    I talked with Dean more, but I tried to steer clear of the topic of me and Sutton. I didn’t want to dwell on the fact I still hadn’t convince her to date me again. On the other hand, I could sense Dean didn’t really want to talk about my mother, either.  
 
    He knew that I wanted him back in our lives, and he knew I didn’t understand why the breakup had to happen in the first place. He knew I wanted him to ask my mother out again and see if there was a way for them to work things out.  
 
    But, talking about it wasn’t going to make it happen. In fact, there were some ways talking about it just made it more painful for us. It was hard to talk about, that was for sure, and it was hard to know that I had to leave him at the end of the day to go home to the woman who had kicked him out of our lives in the first place.  
 
    So, we focused on the topics at hand. We could talk about the things that were going on around town and in the shop, and I could be more open with him about my underground fighting than I could be with Susan.  
 
    “I’ve got another fight coming up at Louie’s,” I said near the end of my shift. “I’ve got to figure out either a way to just get hit in the torso, or to make sure Susan doesn’t see the cuts or bruises on my face.”  
 
    “You could ask Sutton how to do makeup so you can cover it,” he suggested with a shrug. I laughed. Though I knew he was serious, the idea of wearing makeup seemed so laughable to me. Then again, he did have a point.  
 
    “Do you think she could show me how to wear it and Susan wouldn’t be able to tell I was wearing any?” I asked.  
 
    “Girls are good with that kind of thing. I would at least ask her if you can’t figure out a way to keep your face from getting hit in the first place,” he said with a shrug.  
 
    I thought about it. he did have a point, that was for sure. Plus, it would be another way to get Sutton’s attention. Any time I had her alone, I could talk to her about us – about what we could really be if she would just give us a chance.  
 
    “I’ll talk to her,” I said at last.  
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now you better get out of here. I’m going to lock up in a few minutes and head home myself.”  
 
    I nodded. “Thanks for the pep talk.”  
 
    “Anytime, son,” he said. I tried to feel good at the mention of the title, and not think about how this man really wasn’t my father. I waved goodbye to him and headed out, walking toward where I’d parked my bike up the street when Chad came running over.  
 
    He had tried to apologize to me once already, and I wasn’t in the mood to talk to him again. But, with the urgent look on his face, I knew he was going to bring it up.  
 
    “Look, Damon,” he said when he nearly reached me. “I really want to talk to you.”  
 
    “Chad, I told you there’s nothing to say. You apologized, and I heard you. I don’t want to talk about it,” I said simply.  
 
    “But you’ve got to give me another chance. I apologized to Sutton,” he said. I was sure if that was true it didn’t go well, either.  
 
    “You should have apologized, and you shouldn’t have done it in the first place,” I said bitterly. “I know you regret it now, but I’m done with you and  our friendship.”  
 
    I was nearly to my bike, and I didn’t stop when he tried to get my attention again.  
 
    “Come on, man. You and I have been friends for years. You’re really going to let that one incident be the ruining factor over what we had for all that time?” he asked. I could hear in his tone he was trying to make my feel guilty.  
 
    But, it wasn’t going to work. I took rape seriously, and even if it wasn’t Sutton, I wouldn’t continue a friendship with a man I knew had forced himself on a woman. It didn’t matter if they were both teenagers, he had been forceful, and if I hadn’t shown up, I didn’t want to think about what would have happened.  
 
    To make matters worse for him, it was Sutton he had targeted. I’d loved Sutton for as long as I could remember. It made me sick to think that he had done that to her, even if I had shown up to get him off before he was able to do more than kiss her against her will.  
 
    “It’s over, Chad,” I said. “I’m not friends with the likes of you. I don’t care how sorry you are or how much you wish you could take it back or who you apologize to for that matter. You screwed up, and now you have to deal with it.”  
 
    I’d reached my bike with him following me, and I now climbed on the back and put the key in the ignition. “I don’t want to talk to you again.”  
 
    He gave me a look that said he had a lot more to say, but I was done. I was done with the conversation, and I was done with him. I turned the key and gave the bike gas, speeding off and leaving him standing on the sidewalk.  
 
    It might be heartless, and I knew there were things I’d done wrong in my life, too, but that didn’t change the fact he had forced himself on Sutton, and he could have done a lot more to her than what I’d stopped. I wasn’t going to put up with it, and I didn’t care if he had been one of my best friends at one point.  
 
    This was something I would hold against him for the rest of his life, even if Sutton forgave him. He had to realize that wasn’t the kind of guy I would be friends with, and I didn’t care who I had to cut out of my life as a result.  
 
    It was one of the biggest lessons Dean had taught me since I started working for him at the board shop, and I was going to hang onto it with every fiber of my being.  
 
    If someone didn’t make me happy, then I was going to cut them out of my life. There was no purpose to them any longer, and I didn’t have the time or the energy to waste.  
 
    Chad had become one of those people, and as far as I was concerned, he was gone. Out of my life for good, and I was moving on. I had other friends, he could make other friends. Or not for all I cared.  
 
    I knew where my loyalties lied, and they weren’t with him.  
 
    They were with that young woman living in my house.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I went through the motions at school, not really focusing on what was going on around me, but getting through the day. I tried not to spend the entire day staring at the clock or my phone, but it was hard.  
 
    Once again, I found myself distracted in class. I knew I’d have to start paying better attention to what the teacher was saying if I wanted to keep my grades up, but, with so much on my mind, it was hard to focus on the blackboard and the boring lesson.  
 
    There was a part of me that just wanted to stand up in class and ask why it all mattered. After all, there were so many bigger things in life than just the high school classes I attended nearly every day. But, I wanted to be able to graduate, so I still went through the motions as best I could while keeping my head down.  
 
    Molly was still doing her best to rule the halls despite the fact she had lost a lot of respect from the other students when I beat her up at lunch that day. Although no one said anything to me about it, I could see it in the way they interacted with her in the gym and in the hall, as well as how she so desperately tried to hang onto her power.  
 
    I didn’t care. There was a large part of me that felt she had fallen below me. I didn’t care what she did or who thought she was hot or great. I just wanted to get through the day and go home. We had been friends at one point in our lives, but that was over, and it was time for both of us to move on.  
 
    I headed straight to my room when I got home. I could hear Susan working on something in the kitchen, and I didn’t want to talk to Damon. It seemed he was getting used to the fact that I was avoiding him at school, and he didn’t track me down like he had been.  
 
    But, it was a lot trickier when we were at home. I couldn’t just ignore him, he slept right on the other side of the wall. I didn’t have to engage with him either, though, and I didn’t plan to beyond what was completely required.  
 
    I closed the door to my room and sat down at my desk. I laid out all the homework I’d accumulated from the day in front of me, deciding how best to tackle the stack of paperwork. It was nice to have something to do when I was at the house, then I didn’t have to be out with Susan, and if I was busy, she didn’t bother me.  
 
    She, too, seemed to be sensing that I needed more space, and she was giving it to me. I was surprised, really, that she respected that. I already felt she’d invaded much of my life without my consent, and she was only going to continue to do so.  
 
    There was little she didn’t seem to know, and even less she didn’t feel the need to control in my life. Sure, she might tell me she was only trying to help me and it was for my own good, but I really wasn’t sure if that was the case.  
 
    There were times when I felt she was doing things that were for her own good – things that would make her feel better about the situation, things that would make her more of the hero and less of the woman who had just taken over my life when my parents were gone.  
 
    I sighed, sitting down at the desk and fidgeting with my pencil. I felt lonely, but I also wanted to be alone. I didn’t want to text Abby, though I had a feeling she would be ready to talk to me if I did. She was always ready to talk.  
 
    Then again, she was ready to talk about my problems, but we didn’t talk about hers. It still was annoying, and I wasn’t sure if I should tell her that it bothered me, or just let it go.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard Damon get home. It wasn’t at all unusual for him to head into the kitchen to grab something to eat when he got home from school. And, if he was working at the board shop in the afternoon, it wasn’t unusual for him to head to his room, throw on a different shirt, and head right back out the door.  
 
    I didn’t hear a lot of conversation taking place between him and his mother these days, and I wasn’t surprised, either. I knew he blamed her for the fact that I had broken up with him. And while he was right in the sense she was the one who planted the seed – no – demanded that I do it, I still felt it was the right thing to do.  
 
    After all, there was a lot going on in my life, and I didn’t know if I had the time to really dedicate to that sort of thing right now. Especially not with someone who was, well, Damon.  
 
    Whether he had been painted as more of a bad guy than he really had been, the fact of the matter was he was the first person to ever bully me, and I was still dealing with it, even now. It didn’t matter how sorry he was for it, or if he wasn’t ever going to do it again.  
 
    It didn’t even matter if he was going to stand by me now and make sure no one else bullied me, he had been the one to set this all in motion, and here I was, a high school senior, still dealing with the pain of what he had done to me all those years ago.  
 
    I heard Damon walk up the stairs, and I cringed when I thought I heard him stop outside my door. My doorway was right across the hall from the top of the staircase, and his was next to mine. But, I could always hear when he walked into his room, and when he headed for mine. And he definitely stopped right outside. I waited for the knock to come, and I prepared myself for telling him I wasn’t in the mood to even talk.  
 
    But, none came. I looked over at the door and waited, wondering if he was working up the courage, or if I should go open it and see what he wanted. I didn’t want to, that was for sure, and a bit of relief washed over me when he headed into his room.  
 
    Then, I soon found out why.  
 
    I could hear Susan’s footsteps on the stairway, and before long she was at his door. I didn’t get the impression he had closed it, but I could hear from the tone of her voice she was upset about something. With Susan, it was difficult to say what she was upset about, as it seemed to me she was usually upset about something in her day, but today, Damon seemed to be the focus.  
 
    “Are you going to be home for dinner?” she asked.  
 
    “Not tonight,” he said. There was something icy in his tone that put me on edge.  
 
    “Damon,” she said. “I know you aren’t going to be at the board shop.”  
 
    “Mom, I’m going out,” he replied. There was a flippancy to his tone I knew drove Susan insane. It was part of the reason why he chose to do it. And it worked every time.  
 
    “You aren’t going to go out fighting again? You know we talked about that,” she said. Though she had voiced her words as question, there was something deliberate about her tone that made me believe she was telling him rather than asking.  
 
    I stood and walked to the door, stopping a few inches away so Susan didn’t hear me listening in on the conversation. But, Damon didn’t answer.  
 
    “Damon! You know how I feel about you going out and doing that,” Susan tried again. But once more, Damon blew off her concern.  
 
    “I’m going out, Mom, I told you. I’ll be back later,” he said. Now, his tone clearly showed how annoyed he was, which only made Susan more upset.  
 
    “You’re going to regret this one day,” she warned. He said something I couldn’t make out as he stepped back into the hall, and I took a step away from my door. I knew they were too engrossed in their own discussion to really think about what I was doing, but I still didn’t want to be right against the door with them on the other side.  
 
    Susan continued to try to convince Damon to stay in as she followed him down the stairs and to the door. I heard the large front door open then close, then I listened as Susan made her way back into the kitchen. She was on the phone in an instant, and it seemed to me like she was once again arguing with whoever she was talking to, but I didn’t think it was Damon.  
 
    With a sigh, I headed back to my desk to try to focus on the homework I had in front of me. I knew I had to get through it, but it was so hard to think about anything but the drama in my life.  
 
    Why did Damon continue to do these fights? He didn’t have to, at least, from what I could tell he didn’t. On the other hand, there was a lot about Damon I didn’t know, and maybe there was some good reason for him to keep subjecting himself to the fights like this.  
 
    Either way, things were only getting worse between him and his mother, and I wondered how long it would be before Susan put a stop to it altogether – or if she would even be able to. Damon was getting close to being eighteen, and there wasn’t much longer she would be able to tell him what to do.  
 
    Not that he really listened to her as it was, but still. I hoped it wouldn’t get too much worse. I was sick of all the fighting in the house. I had to deal with enough stress at school, dealing with the fights at home only made me more stressed out.  
 
    My thoughts were brought back to the present when my phone buzzed and I saw Abby’s name on the screen.  
 
    Get to school as early as you can in the morning. I’ve got something I need to talk to you about 
 
    Confused, I replied.  
 
    What is it? 
 
    But, she didn’t answer. A knot formed in the pit of my stomach, and I tried not to think about what was going on. It was strange for Abby to want to talk in person and not answer her phone, but I knew I’d have to get there as early as possible to see what she wanted.  
 
    Of course, that would mean that I’d be riding with Damon in the morning. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of hanging onto him as we were on the back of his motorcycle, but then, I didn’t feel I had much of a choice if I wanted to get to school in time to really talk to Abby.  
 
    If she wasn’t going to pick me up that meant I’d have to wait for Susan, and Susan always dropped me off right before class started. I’d just have to suck it up and make the ride. It wasn’t too far, I’d survive.  
 
    I just hoped to God whatever Abby wanted to talk to me about wasn’t too bad.  
 
    I didn’t know how much more bad news I could take.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Sutton  
 
    I hopped off the back of Damon’s bike before he even got it over to park. I told him I wanted to be dropped off right at the door of the school so I could talk to Abby, and he obliged. I was glad, though I wasn’t too happy with the looks I got from the other kids as I dashed up the stairs and into the school.  
 
    I was sure there were still rumors going around surrounding me and Damon as well, but, right now, I didn’t have time to worry about that. Right now, I just had to talk to Abby.  
 
    I found her near her locker. She was leaning with her back against another locker, her books clasped to her chest. She smiled when she saw me, and she motioned for me to follow her into one of the empty classrooms.  
 
    Immediately, I could see there was something about her that was different than normal. I thought I’d seen her in all her different forms – with makeup, without makeup, dressed for school, dressed down for a Saturday.  
 
    Right after she got up, dressed for a party, but there was something about her that was different today. Something I couldn’t place my finger on. That is, until she looked me right in the eye.  
 
    It was then that I realized she’d been crying. Her makeup, though she had gone light with it that day, was smeared, and her nose was red. Her eyes were watery and she sniffled as she tried to force a smile when we were alone, but I could see the pain in her face.  
 
    Even the way she held herself told me something was wrong. And, I wasn’t sure how to handle it. I was always the one who was broken, and though I knew she was going through some things herself, she didn’t seem to be ruined by them.  
 
    At least, not like she was right now. She wasn’t just sad like she had been the past few days, she seemed defeated, like she was ready to give up.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked softly.  
 
    She looked around. “I know I don’t have to ask you this, but do you promise to keep it to yourself?”  
 
    I gave her a look of surprise. Of course, she didn’t have to ask me not to talk about her problems. “Who would I talk to?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said shaking her head. “I’m not thinking clearly.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked again. 
 
    “Peter and I broke up,” she said. The words came fast and with deliberation to them, and she forced a smile, though I could see she was fighting the tears as she did.  
 
    “What?” I gasped. “I didn’t know things were getting that bad between you two.”  
 
    “They kind of went downhill fast,” she admitted. “Sort of like how we started.”  
 
    “Did it have anything to do with me? Like with Damon or Chad?” I asked. I didn’t want to make the situation about me, but I couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with the fact Peter was good friends with both, and he knew how good of friends I was with Abby.  
 
    I was already afraid Abby was going to end up bullied or picked on because of the fact she wanted to be my friend, though it was hard to imagine a girl as popular as her could possibly be bullied by the others in school.  
 
    Not even Molly seemed to have the power to get anyone to bully Abby, and she could turn the entire school against me in a heartbeat. Then again, if she had anything to do with this, I would put myself on the line again to make sure she left my friend alone.  
 
    I didn’t care if it wound up getting me expelled for the rest of the year. I wasn’t going to let anyone touch Abby.  
 
    “Or did it have something to do with Molly?” I asked at last. “Because if it did”-  
 
    My words hung in the air, and Abby shook her head. “Molly didn’t have anything to do with me and Peter.”  
 
    That was some relief, but she didn’t tell me if it had anything to do with me. Or with Damon or Chad. But, Abby also didn’t give me the chance to ask again, either.  
 
    “I did hear something about Molly, though,” she said. “And that’s really what I wanted to talk to you about.”  
 
    My heart dropped into the pit of my stomach all over again. I hated to see my friend in pain, but there was a part of me that had been relieved when she started talking about her own problems when we were alone. It gave me some hope that she might be confiding in me and it wasn’t something else that had to do with me.  
 
    My anxiety was already through the roof, and I wasn’t sure how to handle what she would tell me. Shoot, I didn’t even know what was about to come out of her mouth. With Molly, it could be just about anything.  
 
    “I’ll make it fast, the bell’s about to ring,” Abby said quickly. “So, I was getting into my locker right before I left yesterday. There weren’t a lot of people left in here, so I could hear what the other kids in the hall were talking about.”  
 
    “And?” I asked.  
 
    “Molly wasn’t around, but her two favorite cronies, you know, Bailey and Jessica?” she asked. I nodded. I knew the two girls only because they were constantly hanging around Molly. Of course, all the other girls seemed to be constantly hanging around her, but there was something about the two of them who had really gotten bad lately.  
 
    “Well, they were talking about Molly, and they said that she was bragging about how she’s really put you in your place,” Abby replied.  
 
    I wanted to laugh. “She’s hardly talked to me at all since I got back to school, and I’d say if anything she was avoiding me because she doesn’t want me to hit her again.”  
 
    “That’s not it,” Abby shook her head. “They weren’t just talking about this year.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in surprise. I knew Molly had been behind a lot of the things that had happened to me this year, but I’d not had any contact with her since middle school. When I left the school to start attending another district, she and I had only exchanged a couple letters before we lost touch with each other.  
 
    I figured it was just because we were growing apart from the distance, and though I hated it at the time, I knew it was bound to happen. So, what could she have done to me that would have been before this year? 
 
    “Bailey told Jess that Molly told her she had been the one who had spray painted your locker when you were in middle school,” Abby said in a hushed tone. I looked at her with my mouth agape. There were a number of things I could have guessed she might say, but that wasn’t on the list.  
 
    Molly had been the only person in school to be on my side when I was being bullied, so why would she be the one to paint my locker like that? 
 
    “That’s not all,” Abby continued. “She also said she swiped Damon’s phone, and she was the one who texted you that you should kill yourself.”  
 
    My mouth fell open further, if that was even possible. Molly had acted like my friend. She had been the one to tell me that Damon wasn’t worth it after the text had been sent. She had seen the pain that I had gone through, and she knew it was because of that text that I almost did go through with suicide.  
 
    To think that she had been behind it the entire time? It was unfathomable.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I managed at last. I wanted to burst into tears. I was mad that Bailey had said that. I was mad that Abby had overheard, but most of all, I was mad that my entire friendship with Molly had been a joke.  
 
    I thought we were best friends. I thought she would be there for me through anything. I thought she had been the only one who was there for me when I had no one else. It crushed me to think that she was really the one behind all of the pain and suffering I’d been through.  
 
    If I had gone through with the suicide, she would be the one who was at fault, not Damon.  
 
    “I’m sure,” Abby said with a nod. “I just thought you should know, this girl isn’t who you think she is, or was.”  
 
    “I’m glad you told me,” I said after a pause. I wasn’t sure if I really as glad, or if I was just in shock, but we didn’t have the time to talk about it any further. With the bell ringing, it was time for us to be headed to class.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Abby asked. I nodded, but I wasn’t. My mind was spinning, and I wasn’t able to really comprehend what it was she had just told me. But, there wasn’t time to sit and think about it. I had to get through the day.  
 
    I wanted to go confront Molly about everything right then, but I knew that wouldn’t get me anywhere. For all I knew, she wanted me to come at her again. She wanted to bring me down, but for the life of me, I didn’t know why. I’d never done anything to her but try to be her friend.  
 
    That’s all I wanted when we were in middle school, and that’s all I really would have wanted again. But for some reason, she had been the one behind all the bullying? It didn’t make sense for her to be so two-faced to me.  
 
    Why didn’t she like me? Why did she got through all that trouble to act like my friend when she was really stabbing me in the back when I wasn’t looking? 
 
    It was hard for me to even believe she was telling the truth. But then, considering all she had done to me in just a few weeks, it wasn’t too far off the mark. Maybe Molly didn’t change. Maybe I was just now seeing her true colors after all these years.  
 
    I had to admit, I didn’t think Abby was going to have good news when I walked into the school that morning, but I really didn’t think she was going to have something that would launch me further into a depression. I thought I was as low as I could have gotten, but now I saw that I could, in fact, sink lower than ever.  
 
    And it was all Molly’s fault, yet again.  
 
    I was so distracted, it was hard to get through the morning, and by lunchtime, I had a difficult time caring about anything. I didn’t even have much of a reaction when Chad dumped a carton of milk on my lap in the cafeteria, only to act like it was an accident when the teachers came to see what was going on.  
 
    I knew he was mad at me for not only not forgiving him myself, but for the fact Damon also refused to be his friend. He didn’t care if it was Damon’s choice or not, I was going to take the heat for it, and he would make sure I felt the shame.  
 
    But, compared to Molly, the milk on my lap was rather tame, I thought.  
 
    After all, milk could be washed off, the wet would dry.  
 
    But Molly’s betrayal, that wasn’t just for now. That had lasted our entire lives, and I was feeling the wound fresh and raw. I’d thought I came to terms with the fact she didn’t like me now that we were in high school, and I blamed the fact that Damon did.  
 
    According to what Abby heard, however, this wasn’t anything new. In fact, Molly had evidently wanted me out of the picture for a lot longer than I even realized. Long before high school, long before she had lost weight and became one of the hottest girls in school.  
 
    For some reason, she had hated me even when we were little kids. And she had hated me to the point I came near to killing myself because of it. And the entire time, she never let on that it was her. She let me think it was the guy I’d had a crush on for as long as I could remember.  
 
    All the times she had been there for me, listening to me cry, listening to me say how much it hurt and how close I’d come to actually killing myself and knowing that she was the one behind it the whole time, that was why I felt ashamed. It had nothing to do with anything that was going on in my life right now.  
 
    That was a stab in my heart that struck deeper than anything Chad could do to me. That was the betrayal of a best friend.   
 
    Compared to that, a little spilled milk was nothing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I leaned over the sink, doing my best to rinse the milk out of the front of my shirt. I knew it was going to start to smell sour in the mugginess of the room, and I didn’t want Susan to be called to come pick me up.  
 
    She was always coming in to save the day, and I was getting tired of it. I didn’t want to be the girl who was always going home with her foster mom because of some trick that was played on her. But, if the teacher were to find out about the mess on the front of my shirt, she was likely going to send me home anyway.  
 
    I had to get the rest of it out before the bell rang, and I knew I was running out of time.  
 
    Just when I was about to give up and risk the rest of the day smelling of sour dairy, Abby walked into the room.  
 
    “There you are,” she said. “God, I just heard what happened and I’ve been looking all over for you.”  
 
    “I’m trying to get most of it out of my shirt so I don’t get sent home,” I replied. “I don’t want Susan to find out about this. The last thing I need is for her to start grilling me on the bullying that’s not stopping.”  
 
    “Do you think she’d go to the principal?” Abby asked.  
 
    “Not that it would do any good. I mean, you’ve seen the way Chad and Molly work together. Who knows if Molly had anything to do with this, or if Chad was just being a jerk,” I said with a shake of my head. “Do you really think the principal is going to hunt down every single student and tell them they have to be nice to me? I think that would just make it worse.”  
 
    Abby didn’t say anything, but she was digging around in her backpack. “Here. Put this one. At least it’s not going to smell.”  
 
    She handed me a shirt, and I took it reluctantly, but gratefully. “Why do you have a spare shirt in your backpack?”  
 
    “It’s been in there a while,” she said with a laugh. “I think I put it in there one day when I thought we were going to have PE and we didn’t or something.”  
 
    I grinned. “Thank God you’re close to my size.”  
 
    “Close enough no one is going to think anything of you wearing my shirt,” she grinned. “Hey, do you want to have a girl’s day this weekend? But like, just you and me. No boys, no drama, no talking about any of the stuff that’s been going on. Just a good old fashioned girl’s day where we can be girls and not have to worry about all that life is demanding of us right now.”  
 
    I nodded quickly. That was just what I needed. “I’d love to.”  
 
    The bell rang, interrupting our conversation, but she smiled. “Good. That’s just what I think I need, too.”  
 
    “Are you doing okay?” I asked, concern in my voice. I wanted her to know that I cared, even if I was going through a lot of my own problems.  
 
    Abby nodded. “I’ll be fine. It’s just rough right now is all.”  
 
    Before I had the chance to ask her anything else, she ducked out the door, letting me finish rolling my shirt up and sticking it in the front pocket of my backpack. I wasn’t sure if I should try to take it home and clean it up, or if I should just toss it.  
 
    But, I didn’t have a lot of clothes, and even if Susan did offer to take me shopping any time I wanted, that didn’t mean I wanted to waste a garment because it had a bit of milk on it. At the same time, I didn’t want it to make my backpack smell, either.  
 
    I was just going to have to do my best to get the smell out of my backpack when I got back home, and put the shirt in the laundry before it got too bad. If I played my cards right, I would be able to take care of it before Susan was even around to find out I needed to clean it in the first place.  
 
    Even if she didn’t come to the school to pick me up, I didn’t want to have to explain to her what had happened at lunch. I knew the bullying that I dealt with made her mad, and I didn’t want her to get involved any more than she already was.  
 
    The last thing I needed was for Molly to start picking on me for going to someone else. Though I knew that was what I was supposed to do when this was going on, I still didn’t want to go through that, too. It was bad enough to have her and Chad both on me like they were as it was, I didn’t want things to get even worse.  
 
    Though graduation was coming up, I still had to get through the days, weeks, and months to get there, and with Molly and Chad being a constant along with the whispers and gossip that was floating around the school, there were times I didn’t think I was going to make it all the way to graduation.  
 
    After changing my shirt, I paused to check myself in the mirror one more time before heading out to class. I knew I didn’t have a lot of extra time to spare, so I made it fast. I looked tired and a bit of a mess, but I was presentable to make it through the rest of the day at least.  
 
    And with Abby out there, I knew I had someone who had my back against Molly and the other bullies in school, even if we couldn’t be around each other all day long.  
 
    Abby was right. It would do us both some good to have a girl’s day. A day where we could forget about all the stuff the world was shoving in our faces and just focus on ourselves. We were both going through a lot, and though I wasn’t entirely sure of everything Abby was going through, being together was sure to help her, too.  
 
    With a forced smile, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and headed out of the bathroom and into the hall. I only had a minute to be in class, and I wasn’t going to be late. Chad might have made me miss most of lunch, but I wasn’t going to let him make me late for class, too.  
 
    I slipped through the door and made a beeline for my seat, ignoring the looks I knew I was getting from both Molly and Chad. I had a feeling Abby would have looked in my direction as well, but I didn’t make eye contact with anyone.  
 
    If there was anybody in the room I would have been happy to smile at, it would have been her, but I didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself than what I already had. Most of the kids who were in class had seen what Chad had done to me, and they had seen me not fight back.  
 
    I was sure they would have expected me to start throwing my fist again after what I did to Molly a few weeks ago when she came at me in the cafeteria, but I didn’t want to be that girl. I didn’t want to be the one who was always getting in fights along with everything else.  
 
    Shoot, I was convinced I was already the girl everyone thought of as the one with issues, I didn’t need to do anything that would add to the rumors. I was the one who nearly died, so why be the one who was always getting in fights, too? 
 
    Somehow, I made it through the rest of the afternoon, confirming with Abby again before I left that we were going to hang out again that weekend. She was the only person I hung out with, and I was fine with that. I didn’t need a lot of friends, that was for sure, and Abby was proving to me a true friend, unlike those I thought were my friends before.  
 
    I could just spend my time with her and not worry about what everyone else was doing, I would get through to graduation, then I would forget all about this mess.  
 
    I expected to dash through the door and head straight for my room as I always did when I got home, but I was stopped by Damon as I walked into the entryway.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. He had backed off a bit since I had become so distant toward him, though I got the impression it wouldn’t take much to be right back where we were before.  
 
    “Hey,” I said.  
 
    “Can I talk to you for a second?” he asked.  
 
    “You’re talking now,” I said as I headed toward the kitchen. I still wanted to dash up the stairs and head straight for my bedroom, but I didn’t want him to follow me inside. It would be hard to shut the door in his face, but, without Susan home, I was sure he would try something.  
 
    And the problem was, I was sure I wouldn’t be able to say no if he did.  
 
    He followed me into the kitchen, and I pulled out a soda, cracking it and pouring it into a glass before adding ice. I wasn’t going to lead the conversation, but I hoped he’d get to the point of what he was saying so I could get out of there.  
 
    “I heard what Chad did to you at lunch,” he said.  
 
    I figured he would have stepped forward if he had been in the cafeteria, and, at the time, I was glad that he wasn’t. That was yet another way for Susan to find out about what happened, and I didn’t need Damon getting himself suspended on my account. He was already at odds with her, it would be just one more thing on the long list of reasons the two of them fought.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s a jerk,” I said with a shrug. “Abby let me borrow one of her shirts though, and I’m going to put mine right in the washer, so there’s no need to bring it up to your mom.”  
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” he said. “I’m not going to go running to her over anything. But, I thought you should know that I’m not going to just let this go by the wayside, either.”  
 
    “I would rather you didn’t get involved,” I told him. “Really. I’m in enough trouble as it is, to have you get involved is just going to make things more complicated.”  
 
    “I know he did that to you because he’s mad at me,” Damon said with a fierce shake of his head. “If you think I’m going to let you take the fall for me then you’ve got another thing coming, and so does he.”  
 
    “I’m not sure what you think you can do about it, and I really don’t care,” I said flippantly. “If he’s going to take it out on me then that’s on him.”  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Damon said. “I know you’ve been through a lot, and I’m not going to sit back and watch this happen to you all over again. I know Chad. I have for a long time, and I know exactly what he’s doing. I’m not going to let him get away with it.”  
 
    “Again, I’m not sure how you think you’re going to handle anything without getting in trouble, and, for all you know, you could get me in trouble right along with you, so why not just let it go and let them be petty in their own little world?” I asked.  
 
    “Because I’m not going to let someone push around the woman I love. He’s going to pay for this,” Damon said, conviction in his voice. I was going to argue, but I hesitated. He caught me off guard with what he said, and I wasn’t quite sure how to answer.  
 
    Taking the moment to continue without being interrupted, Damon continued. “I’ll take care of it. I’m sorry that you had to deal with that today, but I’m going to take care of this, really. I promise.”  
 
    Before I could say anything else, he walked out the door, leaving me in the kitchen. I wanted to know how he thought he was going to take care of anything without me getting involved, but, more than that, I thought about what he had just said.  
 
    He told me once before that he loved me, but that was right before I dumped him. I thought he meant it at the time, but I also thought I screwed it up when I dumped him not an hour later.  
 
    Now, he said the word again. He wasn’t doing this because I asked him to, and he wasn’t doing it because he felt sorry for me. He was going to put Chad in his place because he loved me, and he wasn’t going to sit back and let someone bully the girl he loved.  
 
    Are you really going to let yourself even consider thinking about that after all that’s going on? But then, besides Abby, who do you have in the world? If this guy loves you, like, really loves you, then why not be a little more open with him? 
 
    It’s not like anything about your life is easy right now anyway, and it might be nice to have someone else on your side. Then again, the more you get involved with Damon, the bigger the risk you run of getting in trouble with Susan, so who’s it going to be? 
 
    With a sigh, I took another drink of my soda and grabbed my backpack, heading for the washer so I could get my shirt started before Susan got home. I felt torn inside, and I wasn’t sure what to think.  
 
    I didn’t want to think about it at all, really. I just wanted to move on with my life and not have to worry about any of this. But then, my life had become so complicated, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do that.  
 
    I lived with Damon, and there was little doubt in my mind he was going to hear all that went on at school. And if he was going to act on that, that was on him, not me. I couldn’t stop him any more than Susan could.  
 
    But to say that he loved me? That was surprising. He had feelings, that was obvious, but to be so certain that it was love caught me off guard.  
 
    Though I knew it would complicate things, and I knew it was a bad idea, I couldn’t help but believe him. After all, I might not be able to have him, but I couldn’t deny the feelings I had for him, either.  
 
    And there was a large part of me that hoped it was true.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9  
 
    Sutton  
 
    By the time Saturday rolled around, I was more than ready to spend the day with Abby doing nothing but girl things. I was sick of going to school, though I had to admit, I was staring to get used to the fact the other kids were always talking about me.  
 
    It was a never-ending cycle, but I tried to focus on what Abby had said before. These kids were all just feeding off the latest gossip. They really didn’t care about me as a person, or the fact that it was me they were talking about. She was right. When the newest bit of drama broke out, I would be old news and they would all move on to something else.  
 
    It didn’t make it much easier for me to walk through the hall when I had the feeling everyone I passed had some sort of comment about me, but it didn’t bother me so much when I was in class or on lunch. I could just tune them out and focus on the lesson or whatever was in the cafeteria for the day.  
 
    It wasn’t ever anything fantastic, but it was enough to distract me from the other things the kids were saying, or the other drama that took place during lunch.  
 
    As I got ready to go over to Abby’s place, I couldn’t help but think back over the week. The day before, in particular. I had done my best to avoid Molly as much as possible, and I got the impression the feeling was mutual. But, it still bothered me to know what Abby said.  
 
    If Molly was the one who had sent that text message, and if she was the one who had not only spray painted my locker back in the sixth grade, but had also been the one to hang up all the naked pictures of me around school, then there was no doubt in my mind she was also the one who put the note in my locket.  
 
    The only problem was, I really didn’t know what secret she was talking about. Molly knew a lot of my secrets. I had shared a lot with her when I thought she and I were best friends. Now, I wondered which secret it was she threatened me with. Clearly, it was something she knew I didn’t want the rest of the school to find out about, or she wouldn’t have left such a cryptic message.  
 
    On the other hand, I didn’t see what pleasure she got out of having that sort of power over me. It didn’t gain her anything. I didn’t do anything for her, and I wasn’t even with the guy who had left her to be with me.  
 
    We’d nearly gotten into another fight when we were in the hall before the last class of the day. I figured she would avoid me like the plague, but when I closed the door to my locker, I was surprised, but less than thrilled to find her grinning at me.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, not giving her the chance to make any snide remarks.  
 
    “Who says I want anything?” she asked sweetly.  
 
    “Then why are you over here?” I replied. “Your locker is on the other side of the hall, and you don’t hang out over here.”  
 
    “I can go anywhere I want in school,” she said with a smirk.  
 
    “Good for you,” I shrugged and turned to go.  
 
    “I was just seeing if the gossip was any better over here than it was over on that end of the hall,” she said, trying to bait me into something.  
 
    “I doubt it,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Word over there is that you tried to do something to yourself in middle school. I hope that’s not true,” she looked horrified as she spoke, and I felt my heart skip a beat. I knew she was trying to get a rise out of me, and the last thing I wanted was to give her that satisfaction.  
 
    But, she also knew how to push my buttons better than anyone else I’d ever met. Perhaps it was because she knew me so well. Either way, it was starting to work. I didn’t want to get suspended again, but I was having a tough time keeping my cool.  
 
    “I think you know what happened, you were there, remember?” I said.  
 
    “Oh, I remember it all too well,” she replied. “You were convinced the world was out to get you because the boy you liked didn’t like you back.”  
 
    “You were the one who sent that message to me, Molly, I know that for a fact,” I snapped. For a brief moment, I thought she might look surprised. But, it was hard to tell with her. It was hard for me to believe anything that came out of her mouth these days.  
 
    Knowing that our entire friendship had been based on a lie was enough to make me feel sick to my stomach, and with her hovering around and now trying to get a fight out of me, I was half inclined to give her her wish.  
 
    The only thing stopping me was the fact that I didn’t want to get in trouble with the principal again. I didn’t want to get suspended and have to deal with Susan for the greater part of the day, every day, for the next two weeks.  
 
    Still, with Molly in my face, it was hard for me to think clearly. All I had on my mind was how good it felt to have her falling back from my fist. Though it was a short lived moment before all hell broke loose, it was a moment I relished.  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” she asked. I knew she was trying to manipulate me. She was trying to get me to doubt what I knew to be true. Whether it was doubting what Abby had told me, doubting what Abby had heard, or doubting what I remembered, I knew it was one of her many tricks.  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized she used to do the same thing to me when we were younger. She would insert enough of her opinion to make me doubt what I knew was true, and I would end up just going along with what she said.  
 
    At the time, I didn’t realize it was happening, but, now, looking back, I could see things so much clearer than I had then. Maybe it was because I thought of her as my best friend, maybe it was because I now realized just how big of a liar she really was.  
 
    Either way, I didn’t trust a single thing that came out of her mouth, and I wasn’t going to let her make me doubt myself. Or Abby, either, for that matter. I knew Abby was my friend. Abby had been there for me since practically the first day I came through the doors of Secret Bay High, and I believed she really did care about me.  
 
    It was clear she and Molly didn’t get along, and I didn’t believe Abby would do a single thing to hurt me. It just wouldn’t happen.  
 
    “Do you realize I almost killed myself because of that text message you sent me?” I asked, trying to remain calm. “You sent a message that almost made someone take their own life!”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how she would respond, but I had been dying for the chance to tell her that I knew the truth. I wasn’t going to play along with her little game, and I wasn’t going to let her bully me into doubting myself, either.  
 
    I knew what happened, and, to that very day, I had the vivid memory etched in my head standing in front of that mirror, hating myself with the knife in my hand, convinced that the boy I had a crush on also hated me, convinced he wanted me to die.  
 
    She shrugged. I hadn’t expected that. I thought she would get mad or something, but I didn’t think she would just shrug.  
 
    “Sounds like a personal problem,” she said.  
 
    “A personal problem?” I gasped. “You do something that almost gets someone killed, and you call it a personal problem?”  
 
    “You were the one with the knife, Sutton,” she said. “If you had killed yourself, that would be on you, not me. You were the one with the problem, you still are the one with the problems. Everyone knows it, everyone is talking about it. I’m not going to let you blame me for the fact that you nearly killed yourself. It’s a sad excuse for your joke of a life.”  
 
    I clenched my fist, ready to hit her again. I wanted nothing more than to send her flying back into the other lockers across the hall, but at that moment, the bell rang.  
 
    She looked up, then back at me. “See you around. Maybe.”  
 
    Pushing past me, she disappeared up the hall, vanishing into the crowd of students. I shook my head, wanting so badly just to kick her ass all over again. There was a part of me that felt the suspension would be worth it. Maybe. It wouldn’t be ideal, but that girl needed to be put in her place.  
 
    Evidently she hadn’t learned her lesson the first time.  
 
    But, the memory of the day before slowly faded as I hung out with Abby. We both grabbed our swimsuits and headed for the bay. There were always a few people down there, but it was a large enough beach where we could hang out and have fun without worrying about talking to or bothering anyone else.  
 
    And that’s how I wanted it. Abby hadn’t been there for the confrontation with Molly the day before, but she was more than happy to listen to me rant about it.  
 
    “I would have punched her right in the throat,” she said when I finished relating what happened.  
 
    “I thought about it, I’m not going to lie,” I said with a sigh. “I just didn’t want to get suspended again.”  
 
    “Sounds to me like it would be worth it,” Abby said with a laugh.  
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I agreed. “I just didn’t want to have to deal with Susan all day.”  
 
    “Doesn’t she work?” Abby asked.  
 
    “Well, yes, but she’s flexible. I mean she’s in and out of the house, and I just don’t want to see her, you know?” I replied.  
 
    Abby nodded but said nothing. We fell silent for a while, just lying on the beach and watching the clouds above us. We both refused to talk about the issues I was dealing with at school, and I was glad I didn’t feel pressured to find out what was going on with Abby, either.  
 
    She seemed a lot happier than she had when she told me she and Peter broke up, and I didn’t want to say anything that would remind her of the pain. We had agreed we were going to spend the day having fun, not worrying about the rest of the drama that was going on in our lives. After all, it would still be there when we got through the weekend, waiting for us with all the same intensity that it had when we left school that Friday.  
 
    The day passed far too quickly, and before I knew it, it was nearly mid afternoon.  
 
    “You want to get out of here and head back to my place?” Abby asked. “Hey, Sutton! Hello!”  
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”  
 
    “I noticed,” she said with a laugh. “What were you thinking about?”  
 
    “I’ve been getting a strange feeling all day. Like we’re being watched or something,” I said as I looked around.  
 
    Abby also looked around the beach. “There’s a lot of people here, we were probably checked out more than once.”  
 
    “No, I mean like someone actually watching us,” I said. Then, I shook my head and brushed it off. “I’m sure it wasn’t anything. I’m probably being paranoid.”  
 
    She laughed. “Well, I’m sure the stress you’re under isn’t helping you any.”  
 
    “No, it’s really not,” I admitted. “But still.”  
 
    “Come on, let’s head back to my place. I’m ready to get out of the sun,” she said. She rose and gathered her things, and I rolled up my towel, trying not to think about the fact I was nearly convinced there really was someone watching us.  
 
    Abby was right. There were a lot of other people on the beach, and for all I knew, we might be getting checked out by some of the younger guys. Then again, with the stress I was under, I might just be imagining things.  
 
    Either way, I was eager to head home with her, forget about the day, and just focus on the two of us.  
 
    We walked past the board shop, and both of us naturally glanced inside as we did. Dean and Damon were both at the counter, clearly discussing something. Neither of them noticed us as we walked by, but Abby saw me look inside.  
 
    “Do you want to stop and say hi?” she asked. “It would be a good time to talk to Damon without Susan butting in.”  
 
    I hesitated. She did have a point. On the other hand, it was better for me to think about my problems without Damon clouding my judgment. It was hard enough living with the guy, stopping in to see him at work would only add to the problem I had separating myself from him.  
 
    So, I shook my head. “It’s fine. He’s working and I don’t want him to get the wrong impression. I can’t really tell him that I’m not going to date him, then hop in to see how he’s doing when he’s at work, right? I mean, I don’t want to be giving him the wrong impression.”  
 
    Abby smiled. “Good point.”  
 
    Besides,” I said. “We already talked about it, and we’re going to have a day about us. No boys, remember?”  
 
    “I didn’t forget,” she said as she looped her arm through mine. We walked side by side the rest of the way to her house, and I did my best to focus on the day and hanging out with her other than what had gone on the week before, or what I was going to do with Damon.  
 
    Those were things I could figure out later. For now, I just wanted to brush them all off and have a good time with my best friend. My only friend, really.  
 
    For the afternoon at least, life could wait. It would have to wait.  
 
    I was busy with Abby.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10  
 
    Damon  
 
    There was no denying the fact I was fuming over what happened to Sutton in the cafeteria. I hadn’t been in the room when it all went down, or I would have really given Chad a piece of my mind right there.  
 
    Sutton might be afraid to get expelled again, but I certainly wasn’t. And, since Chad didn’t have the same favoritism showed to him that Molly had shown to her, I had a feeling I could get away with giving him a punch square in his nose without anyone doing anything but reprimanding me.  
 
    Sure, I’d have to deal with my mother when I got home from school, but even that would have been worth it to put Chad back in his place. Not only that, but to do it right in front of everyone else in the school would have felt good, too.  
 
    There was a part of me that really admired Sutton for what she did to Molly, though it had been impulsive and likely wouldn’t have happened if Molly had just given her the space she asked for. But, still. It was nice to know she was the talk of the halls in more ways than just the gossip that surrounded her past.  
 
    I felt sorry for Sutton, and it pissed me off the other kids felt so free to treat her the way they did. They acted as though she was a novelty – someone who had come in out of nowhere and was the talk of the school.  
 
    There had been a time when I used to engage in that sort of thing, too, but I never felt right about myself for doing it. I had gone along with the rest of the school, and it all got out of hand. Way out of hand, if I was perfectly honest. I never thought it would get to the point where she would have such mean things written on her locker, or for someone to send that text message from my phone.  
 
    I had my suspicions over who it was, but years after the fact there wasn’t any way for me to prove it was her or not. And the fact Sutton had really nearly gone through with killing herself because of what was being said to her and about her was just too much for me to handle.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let anyone else push her to that point. I hadn’t been there for before, and I felt really crappy not being there for her now. It felt like I should be standing up for her more now than ever, after all what she’d gone through was more than what anyone should in life.  
 
    Then, to lose her parents on top of it and only be subjected to more bullying now, it made me seethe with rage. The thought of Chad made me seethe with rage. I couldn’t believe, of all people, a guy I considered to be one of my closest friends had stooped to that level. Whether he was just mad at me or was trying to team up with Molly for whatever reason, I wasn’t going to put up with it, and that was final.  
 
    He would get what was coming to him, and I would be the one to deliver the message. I didn’t care what it took to get my point across. By the time I was done with him, I wasn’t going to ever have to hear about him doing anything else to Sutton. I could promise myself and the rest of the school that.  
 
    The only problem was that I had to have the chance to get to him. I had made it clear more than once that I wanted nothing more to do with him, and if he had half a brain, he would give me that space.  
 
    But, that didn’t mean he was going to target Sutton as a result. No, he was going to leave us both alone – especially her. I didn’t care if he waned to be friends with Molly, I didn’t even care if the two of them got together to try to get revenge on me because of it.  
 
    For all I cared, they could do what they wanted, and that was just fine with me.  
 
    As long as they left me and my friends out of it.  
 
    I was pretty sure Peter had taken our side in the whole thing as well, though with the way he was acting recently, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something going on with him and Abby. He and I hadn’t really talked about it, but he was sure acting like something was off, and I wondered what it could be.  
 
    I wasn’t going to pry. It wasn’t our style. If he wanted to talk about it, then he knew where to find me. And, since it appeared as though Chad was officially out of the picture, I had a feeling I was one of the only options he had.  
 
    Peter didn’t seem to be any closer to his parents than I was with Susan, though they might be his biological parents. It was just DNA as far as I was concerned. I didn’t even know where my real mom and dad were, and I didn’t care. I was happy enough living with Susan most of the time, and I would be a lot happier living with her if she would be more understanding of the things Sutton and I were going through.  
 
    I had told Sutton already I wasn’t going to let anyone stand up to the woman I loved without me getting involved. She was the one I wanted, and I would do anything in my power to prove it to her. I didn’t care if that meant I had to turn the entire school against me as well as my mother.  
 
    I would stand for her, and by her, no matter what.  
 
    “So you just not going to do anything today? You’ve spent a good portion of your time staring at the wall over there, and, for the life of me, I can’t figure out what it is you’re staring at,” Dean’s voice cut into my thoughts, and I looked over at him with a small smile.  
 
    “Sorry, I guess you could say I was lost in thought,” I said.  
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” he replied with a smile. “Makes me think you weren’t thinking about what I was saying, and, here I was, bearing my soul out to you.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said again. “I really care, I just was lost in thought, like I said.”  
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you if you tell me what’s going on. I might not be living with you anymore, but, you know, I still care about you like my son,” he said.  
 
    I smiled, broader this time. It felt good to hear the words. There were times I wished Dean really was my father. He was a whole lot better than my real dad, wherever he was. I didn’t even know if the guy was still alive, and I had to say, I didn’t really care one way or the other.  
 
    It was terrible to feel that way, but with the way he treated me when I was younger, I didn’t blame myself for not wanting him around. If I remembered right, he didn’t treat my mother well either, and it was the entire reason why I got taken from them in the first place.  
 
    Sure, it might have been the best thing for me, but I still resented the fact that I didn’t get to grow up in a real home with a real family. It would hurt Susan to hear my say so, but there was no denying how I felt about the situation at times.  
 
    I was grateful for all that she had done for me through the years – and the fact that she had taken me in at all was more than I could ever hope to thank her for. But, I still had the growing resentment toward her over the fact I really wasn’t her kid, and I didn’t like it when she told me what to do.  
 
    To throw onto that fact she didn’t want me seeing Sutton – and that Sutton would just listen to her because of it, I really didn’t know what to do. So, I did my best to ignore that situation and just focus on how I could prove to Sutton that she truly was the love of my life, and I would stand up to her against anyone who tried to bully her.  
 
    But, if Dean wanted to talk about what was going on in his own life, that was fine with me, too. It was nice to hear from someone else’s point of view at times, even if we didn’t see eye to ever on everything.  
 
    “So what were you talking about?” I asked.  
 
    “Your mom, ironically enough,” he said.  
 
    I gave him a surprised look. “Susan?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “I thought a lot about what you were saying the other day, about how we should put our differences behind us, and well, I think you’re right.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Your mother tends to be stubborn in more ways than one, and I think we might be able to work out what was going on between us. I’m not saying that it’s going to be easy, or even that there’s any real chance of me actually winning her back, but I do want to try. Not just for my sake, but for yours,” he replied.  
 
    I smiled, but said nothing. I knew he understood how hard it was for me that the two of them had broken up, and it was part of the driving force that was putting tension on the relationship I had with my foster mother.  
 
    “Maybe if there’s a way I could convince her to take things slow with me. I’m not saying that I’ll be moving back into the house tomorrow, but you know what I mean. I think she might have gotten cold feet over the situation and did something rash, and that’s what I want to undo,” he said.  
 
    “If there’s anyone who has a real shot of doing this, it’s you,” I encouraged. “Like I said, she really doesn’t do a lot besides hang out with her girlfriends and try to get Sutton to not hate her as much as she does.”  
 
    “I’m sure Sutton’s going to come around, too. The poor girl has been through a lot from the sounds of things, and I’m not at all happy with the fact she had to deal with that asshole pouring milk over her head in the middle of a school day, either. Chad’s more than old enough to not pull crap like that,” he said.  
 
    I nodded. “Chad never gets told what to do by anyone. His parents have always just let him do anything he wants, and he thinks the world owes him a favor now because of it. But, I’m not going to let him get away with this. I’m beyond livid at the situation, and I’m going to make sure he learns his lesson.”  
 
    “Don’t get yourself in too much trouble in the process,” Dean warned. “You’re so close to graduation, you don’t want to do anything that’s going to ruin that for you.”  
 
    “I’ll graduate, I’m not going to let anything stop me from doing that,” I said with conviction in my voice. “But I’m going to make sure Sutton also makes it all the way to graduation. I’m not going to let her do anything stupid to herself, and I’m sure as heck not going to let Molly bully her out of Secret Bay. I know that’s what she’s trying to do, and I’m not going to let it work. 
 
    “I trust you know what you’re doing, just be careful,” Dean warned. “You know Susan is going to be protective of both of you, and you don’t want to make anything harder on her than it has to be. Especially if you want me to have a chance of coming back into the picture.”  
 
    “You’re going to have plenty of your own work cut out for you on that one, but I think you can do it,” I said with a smirk. “With your charm, how can she resist when you come calling all over again?”  
 
    Dean laughed and looked at the clock. “Well, you think that’s been long enough to call it a day?”  
 
    “You’re the boss,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not planning on going home yet. I need to cool off and clear my head if I’m going to get through the next fight.”  
 
    “You’ll do fine, you always do,” he said as he put his hand on my shoulder. “But I agree. With all that you’ve got on your mind – and with what you have waiting for you when you get back home, it might be a good idea for you to take the bike out for awhile and just let the wind wash away some of the angst.”  
 
    “That’s the plan,” I said as I grabbed my helmet from behind the counter. I told Dean goodnight and headed out the door, eager to get on the back of my bike and down to the coast. It was one of my favorite drives, and it was just what I needed to cool down after all that I’d been thinking about all day.  
 
    I did have to really relax if I was going to stay calm and collected during the next fight, but it was hard when Chad was on the forefront of my mind. How I wanted to kick his ass after everything. But, I wasn’t going to do anything to him yet. I had to get through the fight first.  
 
    When I won that, I would turn my attention to Chad – and make sure he knew to stay as far away from both Sutton and me as possible. Then again, it was nice to think about Dean getting Susan back. I missed having him around, and I really wanted them to work things out.  
 
    It still didn’t make any sense to me why they broke up in the first place, and Susan wasn’t giving me anything to go on. She would just brush it off as one of those things that didn’t work out, and it irritated me more than I could say.  
 
    But, I did miss the fun times we used to have together, and I hoped if she were to come around with Dean, then I had a better chance with Sutton. Maybe after we all didn’t live under one roof and she didn’t have to deal with Susan’s drama. Maybe after the two of us were graduated and I could convince her that we were right together.  
 
    Either way, I knew I’d never find another woman as good as Sutton, and I would do anything in my power to make sure she was happy. She was the love of my life, I was sure of it. I didn’t care that I was only seventeen. I knew what I wanted, and her name was Sutton.  
 
    And I would do anything I could to prove it to her.  
 
    Even if it meant kicking the ass of a former buddy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Sutton  
 
    I stared at the book in my hand, the chicken scratches on the paper next to it. I was getting tired of math. Though I didn’t mind helping Damon most of the time, working on it as much as I was was getting boring. But, nothing else really sounded appealing, either.  
 
    Though Secret Bay was a wealthy town, there wasn’t a lot to do without money. And I wasn’t about to go ask Susan if she would give me some cash to go out and do something.  
 
    She and I had been a little more distant than normal in light of all that had happened in the past few weeks, and I wasn’t too keen on asking her for any kind of help. I knew Damon largely felt the same way, and that was why he didn’t often ask her for cash.  
 
    He would earn money through the fighting he did, and while it wasn’t the way she wanted him to earn a living, it was financing a lot of what he did. Not to mention, with the new job he’d taken on working with Dean, he was making a lot more money than before.  
 
    He didn’t have to ask her for anything if he didn’t want to, and there was a part of me that envied that.  
 
    Sure, I could get a job myself. But, I wasn’t in the mood. It was hard enough to get out of bed much of the time, I didn’t want to throw the obligation of getting a job on top of it.  
 
    Though the money would be nice, I would miss hanging out with Abby whenever we could, though she herself had been rather distant the past few days. I knew there was more going on with her than what she was letting on, and I tried to be understanding, but I missed my friend.  
 
    I hoped she got over this breakup soon and things could go back to the way they were before we let these stupid guys get into our heads. But, there was another part of me that wondered if there was more going on with her than what she let on. I didn’t want to assume anything, that was for sure, but I still couldn’t help but wonder.  
 
    She was so secretive about some things she had been open about before, and I couldn’t help but notice we were spending more time hanging out around town than we were at her place.  
 
    There was a part of me that thought I was being rather paranoid and putting things into her life that weren’t there, but still, I had good intuition, and it was hard to ignore. So, I did my best just to let it go and wait for her to text me.  
 
    I had to get through the homework anyway. At least, I had wanted to get through it before the night was over. I liked going into the weekend without a lot to do, even if it did make for a boring couple of days.  
 
    At least it was a break from the other things that were going on in my life. I could hide in my room all weekend and not have to even give school another thought. And that’s largely what I planned to do.  
 
    Planned to, anyway.  
 
    I had scarcely pushed my brain to focus on the math problems in front of me when I suddenly heard the sound of someone playing the piano downstairs. I hadn’t heard Damon play since that night I had gone down and talked to him about it – the night he had tried to kiss me and I turned him down.  
 
    The thought of making out with him now sounded incredibly appealing, and I had to shake my head, forcing myself to focus on what was in front of me. If I was going to get through living in this house with him and Susan, I couldn’t let those thoughts take root in my mind.  
 
    I always felt like there was a storm brewing inside me. One day I was sure I was in love with him, and the next I wasn’t sure how I felt at all. Confused, that was the best way to put it, but I wasn’t sure how much of it was real, and how much of it was me trying to please everyone else in my life.  
 
    I had always been the kind of girl who wanted to please the rest of the world. I wanted to blend into the background and not cause a lot of drama. But that had changed since coming to Secret Bay. At least, part of it had changed.  
 
    I still kept my head down most of the time, that was for sure. But, I didn’t let myself get pushed around like I once did. Not by Molly and her friends at least. Even if it was easier to walk away from people like Chad in the lunch room, it didn’t mean I was going to let him push me around.  
 
    With a sigh, I realized I wasn’t going to get any work done with the music drifting up the stairs. And, even with the door closed, I could hear the sound of the melody.  
 
    But, what surprised me, was the fact that the song was soon joined with the woman’s voice. I hadn’t expected that, and the curiosity got the best of me. I crept down the stairs and headed for the music room, peering around the side and hoping I wasn’t going to be seen.  
 
    Susan was sitting on the bench next to Damon, singing her heart out to the music. I had to admit, they were good together. It was clear they had put in a lot of time and practice into their performances, even if they were the only two who got to enjoy it.  
 
    There was a time when you loved to sing, too. Back before your parents passed you would sing all the time. Mom used to call you her little chickadee, remember? How could I forget. Dad, ha! He would used to try to join in, but it was clear I didn’t get my voice from him.  
 
    I’ve not sang at all since they passed. I wonder if I’m ever going to be able to do that again, or if that part of my life is just as dead as they are? 
 
    I sighed, suddenly realizing I let myself slip further into the doorway than I meant. Susan turned with a smile when she caught me out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “Sutton! Hi! Would you like to join us? We could have a bit of a concert,” she said with a warm smile.  
 
    I quickly shook my head. I wasn’t going to go into the fact I didn’t sing with her. So, I quickly made up another excuse for being in the room.  
 
    “I just wanted to let you know I was going to head down to the bay for a while. I’ll be back later this afternoon,” I said as I pointed my thumb behind me.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. “It is a lovely day to be outside, but you are more than welcome to join us if you want.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” I said as I made a quick escape. I wondered if Damon had said anything to his mother about the night I had gone into the music room and sat while he played. I wanted to believe that it wouldn’t matter at all to me if he did, but then, what would she think? 
 
    With everything being so weird between the two of us now, I didn’t want there to be any more drama thrown into the mix, and I worried that there may be. It wouldn’t take much with Susan, that was for sure. But, she seemed nice enough about inviting me to hang out with the two of them, and there was no ignoring the guilt that ran through me as I slipped into my flip flops and all but ran out the door.  
 
    With the way Damon was looking at me, there was no way I could sit in there and sing with them. Not only would it be too hard for me with the memory of my parents, but I would wonder what he thought of my singing voice. I didn’t want to think that he would like it.  
 
    I didn’t want to think about him at all.  
 
    I shoved my hands into the pockets of my shorts and headed down to the bay, listening to the mourning cry of the seagulls as they hunted for food left by the tourists.  
 
    It was easy for me to get lost in thought these days. My therapist seemed to think that it was a way I was protecting myself against the world, but I wasn’t so sure. I was just more interested in my own views than what I was with the rest of the world, and I didn’t like to keep thinking about the drama that was in my life.  
 
    So, it was easy for Dean to surprise me as he came riding up on his motorcycle. He slowed to a stop when he saw me, then leaned forward on the handlebars as he smiled.  
 
    “Sutton! I don’t see you much down in these parts, how are you?” he asked.  
 
    I only knew who Dean was from Damon and some from Susan. She was a lot more reserved when she talked about him, but Damon seemed to think that the guy was the greatest thing in the world.  
 
    “I’m all right. I thought it would be a nice day to get out and get some fresh air before I trap myself in my room to get through that mountain of homework,” I said.  
 
    He nodded. “Damon told me you’ve been working hard lately, not with just yours but with his, too. That’s really nice of you. I know he’s not always the easiest to get along with, and not everyone would be willing to help him get through the rest of this school year.”  
 
    “The way I see it is that he’s only got one year left, may as well push through to the end. Pretty much what I’m doing, to be honest,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “How are you doing with everything? I think it’s remarkably how well put together you are considering all you’ve been through,” Dean replied.  
 
    I shifted from one foot to the other, not wanting to get into the deep, dark secrets of my life, but still trying to be as polite as I could. “I guess I just get through it one day at a time.”  
 
    “Atta girl,” he said with a smile. “Well, I’m sure you might not get to hear this from anyone, but Damon has certainly turned around since you got to town. I was getting worried about where he was headed in life, and it seems you brought something out in him that’s going to put him back on the right track.”  
 
    “That’s a good thing, I suppose,” I said. I still wasn’t sure how to relate to Dean, and I wasn’t sure why he kept talking about Damon. Then again, Damon really was the only thing the two of us had in common. Neither of us wanted to talk about Susan, that was clear from the beginning.  
 
    “It is a good thing, and I hope that you continue to be such a positive influence on him,” Dean said with another smile.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said with a shrug. “I mostly just keep to myself and get through the day, like I said.”  
 
    “Aren’t we all,” Dean said with a laugh. “Anyway, I’m on my way down to the shop, and I’ve taken up enough of your time. Enjoy your walk and the rest of your day.”  
 
    “You too,” I said. I waited as he sped off, wondering what the heck had just happened. The man spoke to me as though we were friends, but I’d only met him once, maybe twice. If it wasn’t for Damon and the connection Susan had with him, I wouldn’t have any clue who he was.  
 
    Maybe he’s just one of those nice guys. He works at one of the biggest tourist shops in the entire town, he has to be used to talking to the people who come through. Still, I would think that it would be weird talking to the foster daughter of the woman who broke up with you and basically tossed you out of the house.  
 
    That is, if Damon is really telling me the truth. It’s so hard to say with all the lies and half truths that take place in that house, I’m not sure who to believe most of the time.  
 
    Just forget about it. He was nice enough, move on with your day and who cares what he thinks or what Damon talks about with him.  
 
    I continued toward the bay, doing my best to push the conversation out of my head. I didn’t want to think about more drama in my life, but it was still so strange of a conversation, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.  
 
    I just wanted to head out to the water and watch the waves for a while, forgetting about everything else in life. Throwing rocks into the ocean was always a nice way to get rid of stress, as though my problems sank right to the bottom along with the stone.  
 
    Maybe I would text Abby about the conversation later, maybe I would just forget about the entire thing. Either way, I wasn’t going to let it bother me along with everything else, and I really wasn’t sure if I would bring it up to Damon, either.  
 
    For all I knew, Dean would tell him all about it the next time the two of them saw each other. They sure seemed to be close, and though it didn’t seem things would ever go great with him and Susan, it wasn’t my place to judge what Damon did with the guy he basically considered to be his father.  
 
    I’d just continue to do what I did best, staying out of the drama and just moving on with my life. One day to the next, no big deal.  
 
    After all, it truly seemed to be the best way to deal with life.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I tossed and turned, staring at the ceiling and hoping I wasn’t making too much noise for Damon to get some sleep. With our beds right against the wall in either room, I had a feeling if I rolled around too much he would hear it through the wall into his room.  
 
    But, I also couldn’t help it. There was too much on my mind for me to get any real sleep, that was for sure. I thought about not only the conversation I’d had with Dean and how strange I thought it was for him to talk to me like that, but I couldn’t shake out of my head what he said about the fact Damon has been doing better since I came to Secret Bay.  
 
    I didn’t know what that meant. What path was he on that had Dean so concerned? Did it have anything to do with his fighting? Did he fight because he was on this path, or was the path a result of the fighting?  
 
    And I couldn’t ignore the note that I found in my locker. Was Damon’s fighting the secret Molly said she knew about? He knew about the note, and he knew that whoever wrote it claimed to know something about a secret, but he told me he had a lot of secrets. That did nothing to help me. Not in the slightest.  
 
    I had a lot of secrets, too. Way more than I cared to admit to anyone. More than my parents knew, more than Susan knew, and definitely more than my counselor or even Damon would know for that matter.  
 
    Life had taught me not to trust people, and I had no intention of breaking that trust with myself. I was going to keep my life close to the vest. I would make sure I never gave anything to anyone that they could then use against me.  
 
    I didn’t exactly like being that way, but I was hurt, and I knew it was going to take a lot of time before I even considered letting anyone else into my life. I even felt like I had to be careful with Abby at times. Though she was hands down my best friend, there were some things I really didn’t feel comfortable telling her.  
 
    And it was clear to me she felt the same way.  
 
    But, I wished I could get Damon off my mind. He was a constant present for me these days, and it only seemed to be getting worse the longer he and I spent time together. On the other hand, I wanted to spend time with him. I wanted to get to know this side of him that Dean seemed to think I brought out.  
 
    It was hard for me to know how to approach him with the subject. I ran so hot and cold with him, and I knew that wasn’t fair. He clearly wanted to be more than just friends with me. He didn’t want to just hook up with me, I knew that for sure, but at the same time, I had to think of Susan.  
 
    But then, Susan brought a whole new dynamic into what was going on with me and Damon. What did she mean when she walked to him about the fighting the other day? I had only heard so much of it, and it only bred more questions in my mind.  
 
    Questions I knew I was going to need answered if there was a chance of me staying sane in the house.  
 
    Finally, I knew I had to ask him directly. And I had to find out soon, too. I couldn’t ask him when Susan was around. She would be all over that in a heartbeat. I had a feeling she was already watching us like a hawk after learning that he and I were hooking up.  
 
    She didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who would take that sort of thing lightly. Especially not in her house. I didn’t blame her to an extent, but then there was another part of me that took Damon’s side.  
 
    He and I were nearly adults, after all, and though I had long saw him as nothing more than a hot bully, I knew there was something about him I just couldn’t shake, no matter how hard I tried.  
 
    I had to get the answers, and I had to get them soon. It wasn’t like we were on a time limit, but, in a way, we were. I didn’t know what I was going to do after I graduated, but I certainly didn’t see myself staying around in Secret bay.  
 
    I was irritated with my parents for sending me there in the first place. They would have known me well enough to know this wasn’t the sort of place I would want to live in, but yet, here I was. And with Susan. I had to get to the bottom of it, and while I didn’t know if Dean could be any help, I knew that he had told me what he did for a reason.  
 
    He clearly knew about the murder, so maybe there was more to the story that he wasn’t telling me. The only person I could really ask about that was Damon. He was close to Dean, and I knew if I were to bring it up to Susan she would shut down the idea in an instant, if she even told me the truth about him knowing at all.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how close they were even when they were dating, though I had a feeling she kept a lot from him if she kicked him out just as easily as she did. But still, Damon seemed to think of them as one big happy family before the breakup, and Damon was smart.  
 
    There had to be more to this than I was seeing. I was sure of it.  
 
    Finally, I knew there was only one way for me to find out, and I was going to do it whether Susan approved or not.  
 
    I crept out of bed and slid silently through the hall, heading for Damon’s bedroom. It helped that he was right next door to mine, though I wasn’t sure if he was awake or not. It was past midnight. But then, the fights he had often kept him out later than that.  
 
    I knocked quietly on the door then waited, hoping he would answer. There was silence inside, but I remembered Damon pointing out Susan was a deep sleeper. I didn’t want to wake her and have her find me outside Damon’s door, but I was willing to risk knocking a little harder.  
 
    I hesitated for another moment, waiting for him to open. But, with the silence still in the room, I decided the best thing to do would be to go back to bed. I didn’t want to feel like an idiot, and I quickly was standing outside the room like that in nothing but my panties and oversized t-shirt.  
 
    There was a part of me that was surprised at how comfortable I was not dressing in a lot when I was talking to Damon. But then, he and I had slept together, twice, so I felt comfortable enough.  
 
    Especially when Susan wasn’t around.  
 
    Giving up, I decided just to head back to bed. I could deal with my own questions and invasive thoughts for now, but I wasn’t going to let them keep me up for the rest of the night, or sit there and pound on Damon’s door when he was likely sound asleep himself.  
 
    Turning, I was surprised to hear the door open behind me. I whirled back around, coming face-to-face with Damon.  
 
    He was dressed in only his boxers, and I did my best to keep my eyes locked on his.  
 
    “Hey,” I said, trying to sound cool. “Couldn’t sleep.”  
 
    “Sounds about right,” he said with a shrug. “So what do you want?”  
 
    There wasn’t any hostility in his voice, and I gulped. “I’ve got so much on my mind, I thought you might be able to help me with some of it.”  
 
    “Oh?” he raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “Yeah, like I heard you and Susan talking about your fighting the other day, and I wasn’t trying to listen in, but it was hard for me not to hear what you were taking about,” I lied. I had been listening in as much as I could, but there wasn’t any need for him to know that.  
 
    “Yeah, the walls are pretty thin up here,” he said with a shrug. “Or I guess we were down in the kitchen for most of it.”  
 
    “Yeah, anyway. I was wondering if that was your secret? You know, the one that was on the note?” I asked. I hadn’t told him that I found out it was Molly who left the note in the locket, and I didn’t plan to. It didn’t matter if it was her or not, I just wanted to know. 
 
    “I have a lot of secrets, I told you that,” he said with a shrug. “Who knows who it was or what they were talking about. Why does it bother you so much?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shake of my head. “I guess there’s just so much I don’t know about my life anymore, and I want to know some of the things I can.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not sure what they were talking about, and if there was some secret that had to do with you, then I would tell you,” he said. He gave me a look that made me question whether he was lying, but I sighed.  
 
    “Well, that’s all I wanted I guess,” I said. “Sorry to bother you.”  
 
    “Wait,” he pulled me into the bedroom. “You can’t show up on my doorstep looking like that and expect not to leave without a kiss.”  
 
    I smiled, though I let him press his lips to mine. “Your mom would freak out if she saw what was going on right now.”  
 
    He nodded before shaking his head as he rolled his eyes. “As if she’s one to talk when it comes to relationships.”  
 
    “Anyway, I better get going before she finds us in here,” I said. I was about to slip back into my room when he pulled me further into his, heading toward the bed.  
 
    “Hold on there, I don’t care if she finds out,” he said. “Really, I want you, Sutton, I really do.”  
 
    I knew I shouldn’t do it. I knew it was just about the worst idea I could have had, but with the way he was holding me, the way I was getting so wet, I knew it would be next to impossible to turn him down. And, in all honesty, I didn’t want to.  
 
    “Oh, Damon,” I whispered as he started kissing my neck. He lifted my shirt and let it fall to the floor before grabbing my tits. His touch left goosebumps all over my skin. I felt a shudder run through me, and I felt cold, though there was a part of me that knew it was all excitement.  
 
    “Come to bed with me, darling,” he whispered. I could feel how aroused he was through his boxers, my thin panties doing little to keep us apart. Without another word I crawled into bed with him as we pulled down our underwear, exposing our naked bodies to each other.  
 
    I never felt awkward when I was around him, I felt sexy, I felt desirable. Our hands were all over each other in an instant, his fingers on my pussy, feeling how wet I was, running his two fingers between the lips of me before pushing them inside.  
 
    I was so wet, he slid right in, sending a shiver through both of us. I took him in my hand and stroked, making him even harder than before. I could feel the light wet of pre-cum on the tips of my fingers as I spread my legs further apart, easing my hips up and begging him to put his cock inside me.  
 
    Damon pulled his fingers out and wiped them on the sheets of the bed, his smile fierce and hungry. He put his hands on my hips and turned me over, spreading my legs and putting the head of his cock to the tight slit of my pussy.  
 
    It was the first time he had taken me from behind, and my body was tight with the anticipation of the moment as he pushed himself inside. I let out a soft moan, keeping my voice down so we didn’t wake Susan, as he thrust into me. His balls slapped against my body, making the sound of love between us.  
 
    I gripped the sheets, letting him run his hands over my tits as he continued to fill me. He touched me in a whole new way I didn’t know was possible. I thought he was big before, but this position made him feel bigger, deeper. I knew I felt tighter as he let out soft moans as he drew himself out then thrust himself back in.  
 
    He put his hands on my hips, moving fast and hard now, I did my best to keep the noise down as he continued to fill me, giving me all that he had inside him.  
 
    He made me cum so hard, I was sure I saw stars flash before my eyes. I spread my legs and pressed my ass against him, sitting on him as far as I could as I felt his cock start to pulse inside me, giving me all that he had to give.  
 
    I let out another moan, letting the waves of pleasure crash through me, enjoying the moment as the two of us came together. I never wanted it to end. I loved the feeling of his cock inside me. For the moment, I felt like I was safe. There wasn’t anything in the world that could come between us.  
 
    No one to tell us what to do, no one to tell us who to date or where to go. With his cock in me, all was well. I didn’t have to worry about anything else that was going on in my life. I felt like things were going to be okay. I felt like I wanted him all the more.  
 
    Damon held me for a moment, letting the last of his cum fill me before pulling himself out. He wrapped his arms around me from behind, holding my tits against his arms as he kissed my neck once more. We caught our breath, neither of us speaking for the moment, just enjoying being together.  
 
    Then, he pulled himself out of me with another moan and slid onto the bed.  
 
    “Lie with me for awhile?” he asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”  
 
    I grabbed my clothes, feeling the warmth of his cum run down my leg as I slid back into my panties and pulled my shirt back over my head. I wanted to lie in bed with him until morning, cuddling and making love as much as we could.  
 
    But, I knew I had to get back to the safety of my own room. I didn’t know where Susan was, and I didn’t want her to catch us in bed together. Though I felt like nothing mattered in the moment, when the moment passed I knew we had to be careful, careful she didn’t find out about what we were doing.  
 
    I didn’t want her to send me away, and I didn’t want Damon to get in any more trouble than he already was with her. All I knew was that he woke in me a need that could hardly be satisfied with anything but his dick deep inside, and I was happy to take it as much as I could.  
 
    Every time I told myself it was the las time, that it was some sort of mistake and I had to stop. But, every time I also knew that I wanted him. I didn’t care how hard it would be to have him, I wanted him, and I hoped it wasn’t going to be the last time at all.  
 
    I was already thinking of the ways he made me feel so good, and how I would do anything to make him feel the same. It wasn’t going to be easy, but I was willing to make it work.  
 
    I was already dreaming of the next time I’d have his dick deep inside me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Sutton  
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but I had more of a plan to dodge Susan the next day than usual. I was going to be late for school because of my morning therapy session, but I was far enough ahead with my credits I would have spent it in the study hall anyway, and Susan was working with the school counselor to get me credit for going to see another therapist in her stead.  
 
    But, I had to admit, I wasn’t expecting to be practically ambushed by Susan when I walked through the into the kitchen that morning. And I wasn’t ready for it, either. I had assumed she hadn’t heard a thing from the night before or she would have been all over us that morning, and she hadn’t said a word to me until I was down in the kitchen.  
 
    Damon was in the shower, which was another reason I didn’t think she knew anything about the sex he and I had had. But, that didn’t change the fact that I was immediately put on guard when Susan told me she wanted to talk.  
 
    “About what?” I asked as I sat down with toast in front of me.  
 
    “About you and Damon,” Susan said, a little too directly.  
 
    “What about us?” I asked, trying to be as nonchalant as possible.  
 
    “I know the two of you have gotten a lot closer again, and I’m not sure how close that is, but I do know that what I told you before stands. You aren’t going to be dating when you are under my roof,” she said.  
 
    “Who said anything about dating?” I asked. “We live together, obviously we’re going to be closer than two people who don’t.”  
 
    Susan seemed to relax a little by that, but then she shook her head. “I’m worried about him. I have protected him and taken care of him since he was eight years old, and I’m afraid his life is going in a bad direction.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    Susan shook her head, clearly trying to be respectful of her foster son’s privacy. “Damon came from a broken home. His mother wasn’t in the picture much, and his father was abusive. His father made it clear from the beginning he didn’t want to have children, but his mother wasn’t about to give him up when she found out she was pregnant.”  
 
    “Rough,” I said. “I can’t imagine how hard that would be for everyone involved.”  
 
    “I can’t, either, but I can imagine it would be harder for the child if they were to grow up in the house at all,” she said.  
 
    “Rather than give them up for adoption right away?” I asked.  
 
    Susan nodded. “Damon had to go through several years of abuse before he was pulled out of the home. I’m not sure how much of it he remembers. He was taken to therapy at a young age to try to undo some of the pain he had to go through, but I’m still not sure how much of it affects him to this day.”  
 
    “Does he have anything to do with either of his parents? He seemed to indicate to me the other day they were very much out of the picture,” I said.  
 
    I could see something about Susan that was breaking down. She was opening up to me in a way that I never thought she would, and I was trying not to be too interested in what she was sharing about Damon. It might not answer all the secrets – or even any of the secrets in particular I wanted to know, but it was something.  
 
    Damon was so closed off about his own past, it was hard to get much information out of him at all. He would often turn things back on me and talk about what I had been through. To think that he had been through a lot of pain, too, was surprising.  
 
    Not to mention it did explain more about how he treated me in school than I thought.  
 
    “He doesn’t,” Susan said with a shake of her head. “His father is a teacher at the school – a fifth grade teacher. I didn’t want him to have anything to do with Damon after the way he was treated, and I couldn’t believe I didn’t have enough proof to have his teaching license revoked.”  
 
    My eyes opened wide. “So that’s why you had Damon go to the elementary school back home.”  
 
    “Exactly. I figured the town was close enough by and he could make his own friends there. I hoped that he would get along with everyone well enough that he wasn’t going to have to come here,” Susan said. “Then when word broke out about the bullying and the suicide attempt, I knew the best thing for him and for everyone else involved would be to get him out of there. By the time he was in the sixth grade – seventh when he moved here – I hoped that he wouldn’t have anything to do with his father.”  
 
    “Did he?” I asked.  
 
    Susan shook her head once more. “By that time, his father didn’t really want much to do with him. At least, not to my knowledge. I didn’t tell Damon the whole truth. I didn’t want him to do anything rash – even if that meant he was going to try to have a relationship with his father after everything.”  
 
    She wiped tears from her eyes and I sat in silence, doing my best to process all that she had just told me. It was a lot for me to take in, and it all came unexpectedly. I knew Susan didn’t want to dump a lot of the past on me, and she almost immediately seemed to regret all that she shared.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I don’t want you to go to Damon with any of this. I just know with how close the two of you are, you might want to know a little more about the past. He knows a lot about you, and knowing him the way that I do, I’m sure he didn’t share a lot about himself.” 
 
    “He doesn’t share much with anyone,” I commented as I rolled my eyes. “There are so many things I want to know about him, but he just doesn’t tell me.”  
 
    “He’s like that. I think it comes with someone who’s been hurt too many times, as you well know,” she said with a compassionate smile. I nodded, but once again I didn’t say anything. I knew Susan was reaching out, and I knew she wanted to be my friend, but at the same time, it was hard for me to open up to anyone, too.  
 
    Damon was young when he had gone through the trauma in his life, and though I knew that didn’t take away from the pain he felt – or might still be carrying around with him, I did know that I could remember the details of what I had gone through a lot clearer than if I had been so young.  
 
    Then again, with how withdrawn Damon was so much of the time, it was hard for me to really pinpoint exactly how much he was telling me the truth, and how much he was keeping to himself.  
 
    For all I knew, he remembered his father well, and all that had happened to him when he was younger. He might even be aware of his father being the teacher at the school. I didn’t know, I didn’t even know that before now, and I didn’t know how to ask him.  
 
    “Well,” Susan said as she started to change the subject. “I hope that gives you a little more insight on some of the things that go on around here. Damon is a wonderful young man, and while I’m worried about the path that he’s taking, I’m sure with a friend like you he’ll get his head on straight.”  
 
    “I hope so,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not even sure I really understand this path he’s on.”  
 
    “It’s concerning, but he is a young adult, as are you, and that makes me feel comfortable telling you more about our past,” Susan said. Her eyes were once again clear, and she looked like her old self. If Damon walked into the room right now, there would be no way to tell that she had been so emotional with me, and with the expression on her face, he wouldn’t likely be able to tell what she had shared, either.  
 
    “Well, I’m going to need Damon to give you a ride to your therapy session and to school after, I’ve got a breakfast date,” Susan said cheerfully. “I hope you don’t mind.”  
 
    “I don’t mind,” I said as I shook my head. “But is this a date date? With who?”  
 
    It was so rare for her to go out during the day unless she was on her way to work, and I didn’t get the impression she was going out with girlfriends.  
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll tell you guys if it becomes something, but since I like to keep your lives as normal as possible, I’m going to wait until it possibly becomes something before I bring it up, okay?”  
 
    “Okay,” I said with a shrug. It wasn’t as though I would have any idea who she was going out with anyway. I didn’t know many of the other adults in town, and I really didn’t care to get to know them, either.  
 
    But, if she wanted to act like we would be highly affected by some guy she brought around the place, that was up to her. I likely wasn’t going to be around enough to get to know them very well anyway.  
 
    Damon showed up out of the bathroom and Susan asked if he would take me to therapy, which he happily agreed to, so I finished with breakfast and went to get ready. He knew how reserved I was around Susan, so I didn’t have to worry about him asking about the conversation that we’d had.  
 
    But, I had to admit, as I clung to his back on the motorcycle, it was hard for me to get her words out of my mind. To think that he had been abused, to think that he had gone to therapy himself, to think that he hadn’t told me any of this, it only added to the mystery of who Damon was.  
 
    But, I had been told that in confidence, and I wasn’t going to be the one to start more drama between him and Susan. Not if I could help it anyway. I would just get through therapy and get through the day, wondering even more what secrets were being kept in that house.  
 
    And just who knew what.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14  
 
    Sutton  
 
    Although Susan’s confession had stayed on my mind all throughout the day before, I managed to keep all of it to myself during the therapy session. I didn’t want to bring up that side of my life to a stranger, at least not yet. I had to admit, this therapist was doing a better job than the last one getting me to open up, but there were still some things I really didn’t want to talk about.  
 
    And much of my past was one of those things.  
 
    I was getting more comfortable with telling her how I was coping at school and the worries I had with the bullying I now faced, but I didn’t want to talk to her about the suicide attempt or the things that I’d dealt with in the past.  
 
    And I really didn’t want to talk to her about my parents. It didn’t help to know how messed up of a past Damon had, or the pressure I felt to be there for him even if he didn’t want me to be.  
 
    Now that I knew what he had been through, I felt a little more connected to him than I had in the past. Now, I knew he was someone who could feel the same pain that I had gone through – maybe not in quite the same way, but the pain and rejection were pain and rejection.  
 
    But, I got through the session and Damon and I headed to school where I quickly found Abby. She knew better than to dig too deep in my therapy. She knew that I didn’t want to talk about it too much, and she was still going through a lot of her own problems.  
 
    To make matters worse, she still didn’t want to talk about any of her own problems, either. So, there were now a lot of awkward silences between us when we were hanging out, though we both did still want to see each other as much as we could.  
 
    School was becoming more demanding for both of us, but I’d noticed Abby had stopped talking about getting into all these fancy colleges she once talked about getting in to. I had told her at one point I didn’t think college was for me, largely because I didn’t think I could afford it, but she said she thought I could get Susan to pay for it.  
 
    Now, I wasn’t so sure Abby wanted to go at all. I wasn’t sure what would have made her change her mind. Even though she and Peter had been really close in those two weeks of them dating, the fact of the matter was that the two of them had only been together for a short time, and I didn’t think that was long enough for either of them to be this torn up about it.  
 
    Then again, I really hadn’t talking to or seen Peter since the breakup. He had been a friend through Abby, but he and I really didn’t have a lot in common ourselves. He was more Damon’s friend, and when he and I broke up, he seemed to be closer to Damon than he was to either Abby or me.  
 
    Still, I was doing my best just to brush it all aside and focus on hanging out with Abby and not worrying about what the guys in our lives were doing. I thought the best thing to do would be to invite her out for a night – doing something that took her mind off being at home and whatever it was that was bothering her there.  
 
    We headed to my place after school, both eager to get away from the cliquey drama that seemed to be worse than ever with Molly being on the revenge path against me.  
 
    “What do you feel like doing? I asked when we walked through the door. “I think Damon is working at the board shop for the afternoon and I doubt Susan is going to be home any time soon. She said something about going on a date earlier and I’m sure that means she’s going to find herself occupied for most of the day.”  
 
    “Oh, a date? With who?” Abby asked.  
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” I said with a shrug. “I asked her who she was going out with and she told me she isn’t going to say their name until they are officially dating. Something about stability in the home or something.”  
 
    Abby laughed. “Sorry that’s not funny, but sort of. I mean who has come from a less stable home than you?”  
 
    “That’s sort of along the same lines as what I was thinking, but I didn’t want to be the one to say it out loud,” I said with a grin. “I think she feels sorry enough for me as it is, she didn’t want to add confusion or whatever it is they think they do.”  
 
    “Probably. You want to head downstairs and work out? Doesn’t your place have a gym or something?” Abby asked.  
 
    My eyes widened. “I forgot all about that! I spend all my time moping in my bedroom, I forget that there’s an even a downstairs to the place at all. I’m pretty sure Susan left that off when she gave me the grand tour.”  
 
    “Probably thought you wouldn’t be interested in a gym. Or maybe she just wanted it all for herself,” Abby said with a shrug. “My mom’s never pointed out all the exercise equipment that we have in the house, but I still use it because I’d way rather do that at home than at school.”  
 
    “God, I can’t wait until we’re free of doing P.E.,” I said with an eye roll. “I’m so sick of Miss Molly being the queen of the court no matter what sport it is.”  
 
    “Pretty sure she’s going to win at everything no matter what,” Abby said with a shrug.  
 
    “At everything but life. I mean, I stole her boyfriend within a couple of months of being in school,” I smirked.  
 
    “And ironically enough, you didn’t stay with him. It only makes it all the better that you were the one who did the dumping,” Abby grinned. I tried not to cringe. I knew she was right, and I knew what she was getting at, but the fact that Damon and I had to break up still didn’t sit well with me, even if it is what I wanted.  
 
    “So you want to go down to the fight later? I know I shouldn’t go, but I want to get out of the house and I could stand to see a couple of guys beat each other up,” I suggested. “Plus, I would rather you came along so I don’t lose my head and do something stupid.”  
 
    “Sure,” she said with a shrug. “I mean, you know how I feel about those fights, but it will be nice to be out of the house and not have to worry about Peter texting me. Or missing him for that matter.”  
 
    “I hear you on that one,” I nodded. I didn’t know quite how to handle what was going on with her and Peter, but I wanted her to know that I was there for her no matter what. “What do you say we get a workout in, then we head out and get ready?”  
 
    “Works for me. I can meet you back here in like an hour if you want,” Abby said.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Why don’t you drive so I don’t have to worry about whether Susan shows up in time for us to make it?” I suggested. She nodded. “Plus that will give me a reason not to be dropped off at the house after the fact. I can hang out here for a while until curfew anyway.”  
 
    I agreed. We spent the next hour working out and talking about nothing in particular, trying to avoid the subjects that were really bothering us. I wished Abby would open up about why she really didn’t want to be at her house. I had a feeling it had more to do with just Peter, but there wasn’t any way I could naturally bring it up.  
 
    But, she made it clear she wasn’t going to be long. She would get home and shower before putting on something more comfortable, then I would see her again in an hour or two. It was more than enough time for me to get ready, and Damon would already be down at Louie’s. 
 
    I headed upstairs to shower myself before getting ready, and was surprised to find Damon’s door open. He was staring at a piece of paper in his hand, and though he quickly turned it to the side when I walked into the room, I already saw what it was.  
 
    “An F?” I asked.  
 
    He nodded. “I blame you for this. You’re the one who’s supposed to be tutoring me!”  
 
    I grinned. “I’m doing my best. Maybe if we did more tutoring when it came to school and less on the bed we might improve that score.”  
 
    “Maybe,” he said as he stared at the paper. “I’m not going to tell mom.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t,” I said as I sat down on the bed. “I don’t want her to be on me for it either.”  
 
    “Not like it’s your fault,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’m the idiot who can’t pull up the grade. 
 
    “You aren’t an idiot. We just have to work harder on the problems. Math isn’t something you have to be smart for. If you know how to solve the problem, then you can figure it out, always,” I tried to encourage him.  
 
    “Thanks. That only makes me feel stupider,” he said with a shake of his head.  
 
    I grinned. “Well, we’re going to work harder on this okay? Next time you get a report card you can show it to Susan and she’ll be proud and we can all just forget about the tutoring thing.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I want to forget about that,” Damon gave me a look over his shoulder, and I wished he didn’t turn me on so much. But, I also knew that I had to stand strong. I wasn’t going to sleep with him again. I couldn’t. It wasn’t going to lead to anything good, that was for sure.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to come to the fight tonight?” Damon asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “I’m sure,” I said with a nod. “Abby’s going to come, too.”  
 
    “Really?” he asked as he looked up. “I thought she hated that sort of thing.”  
 
    “I think she just wants to get out of the house for a while,” I said with a shrug. “I just want to see you kick the ass of someone who thinks they can pin you in the ring.”  
 
    “That’s the plan,” Damon said with a smile. He looked back down at the paper in his hand and shook his head. “It would have been a lot more motivation if this had been nicer before going in, but whatever.”  
 
    “Use it as motivation to take out your frustration on the guy you beat up,” I said with a laugh. “That’s the way I like to look at things.”  
 
    Damon laughed, too. It was good to hear. A little too good, really, and I tried not to think about how much that turned me on, either.  
 
    “Well, I’m going to have to wrap this up,” he put the paper underneath a notebook so Susan wouldn’t see it if she walked into the room. I wanted to tell him that was a pretty easy guess if she were to really want to find it, but I figured he knew his mother well enough to know whether she was going to go through his things to try to find the grade report.  
 
    After all, if I didn’t hand in mine, she wasn’t going to know that we’d even gotten them that day. It wasn’t going to be a problem for Damon for a while, not as long as we got the grade up by the next time.  
 
    And I had faith that we’d be able to do that if we could just focus in the bedroom and not worry about putting our hands all over each other every time we were left unsupervised.  
 
    “I need to have a session before the fight. It loosens me up and gives me a better chance of getting a knockout,” he told me as he rose from the chair. I tensed, and I hoped it wasn’t visible. I didn’t want to have sex with him, and I had a feeling that’s what he was after.  
 
    But then, he walked over to the closet and grabbed his gear. “I’ll see you down at the ring, okay?”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, suddenly realizing he was talking about a sparing session. I was glad I didn’t say anything about sex, and I hoped to be down at the ring with Abby in less than an hour.  
 
    But, it was all dependent on how fast she got ready to get down there, and I had a feeling it would be sooner rather than later. As long as we were there on time for the fight, I was happy.  
 
    I hoped Damon would win, and though I tried to tell myself it had nothing to do with anything but the fact he was my roommate, I knew it would turn me on more than I could say if I saw him throw another knockout in the ring that night.  
 
    There was just something about seeing him do that that turned me on more than I could say. It always had, and I had a feeling it would be hard not to end up in bed with him all over again if he did manage to win the fight that night.  
 
    I just had to be smart, and I had to keep myself grounded. I couldn’t keep doing things that were complicating my life, and every time he and I slept together, it was a little more complicated, that was for sure.  
 
    Just go and have fun tonight. It doesn’t have to mean anything. You’re just supporting your friend, and you want to get out of the house with your bestie.  
 
    There’s no need to turn this into a thing, or a reason for the two of you to have sex again.  
 
    As much as I told myself that, I was sure it was a lie.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to tell Susan after the talk we had. I wanted to hang out with Damon, and she clearly knew he and I were hanging out when she wasn’t around, but I had to have some sort of reason to not be home that night.  
 
    There was little doubt in my mind she knew he had a fight. Whether she approved of what he was doing or not, she always seemed to know the nights he was going downtown to fight with someone. There wasn’t anything she could do about it, that was for sure. Damon made that clear since the day I moved in.  
 
    But, I wasn’t sure how she would take the idea of me going down to watch another one of his fights. I’d never told her that I’d gone to any of his matches, I just asked her more than once why he did it.  
 
    I told her that he wouldn’t tell me, and I soon learned that she wouldn’t tell me, either. But, that was the end of the conversation. I didn’t tell her how much I would root for him, or how hot I thought it was when he laid a guy out in the ring.  
 
    It really didn’t seem hard for him to beat the other opponents. For as many of the fights as I’d seen – though not many – I did find it amazing that he never lost. Sure, there had to be some times in his life when he did, but I’d certainly never seen it, and I thought that was incredibly hot, too.  
 
    Tonight, I really hoped that he would come out the winner. I really could use that sort of boost after all that had been going on, and I had a feeling Abby wanted to see him win, too. Though she didn’t care for the fights and she made it clear to me the only reason she was tagging along was because she wanted to get out of the house, I knew she got caught up in the energy a lot more than she let on.  
 
    Not to mention, the outfit she chose for tonight’s match was a lot more provocative than what she normally wear, and I had a feeling I knew why.  
 
    “You ready?” she asked wen she met me at the door.  
 
    “Yeah, I told Susan I’m going to be out late, but I said we’re going to be at your house so she doesn’t ask too many questions,” I admitted.  
 
    “That’s fine, my parents aren’t home again so if she calls she’s not going to get through. Not that they answer the machine anyway,” Abby shrugged. “Come on! Let’s get down there so we can get good seats.”  
 
    Now that I’d been a few times, I felt a lot more comfortable slipping through Louie’s sports bar to get to the ring downstairs. I wasn’t sure if it was just my imagination, but it seemed to me that the place was getting more and more crowded each time she and I went to see a fight.  
 
    Perhaps the word was spreading around town, maybe I was getting more interested in what was going on around the room. I had been so taken with the moment the first night that I’d come to the fight, my eyes were glued on Damon the entire time.  
 
    Then, when I’d come again with Pete, he had encouraged me to start dating his friend, which only led to the fact of me wanting to stare at him all the more. It was hard for me not to stare now, but neither of the fighters were in the ring yet, so we had the chance to focus on where we wanted to sit.  
 
    “How about right here? We’ve got a good view of the ring but we’re still far enough away we don’t have to worry about getting anything on our clothes,” Abby said with a laugh. She was certainly the more morbid of the two of us, pointing out that we could get blood or other fluids on us sitting too close.  
 
    “Good idea,” I said with a laugh. “The last thing I need is for me and Damon both to go home with blood on our clothes after tonight.”  
 
    “Does Susan have any idea you come to the fights at all?” Abby asked with wide eyes. I shook my head.  
 
    “Not unless she just managed to put it together in her brain. Or Damon told her. But I can’t imagine he would do that with how much they fight about him coming to the fights after all,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “I don’t get the impression he tells her much of anything to be honest,” Abby said with a shrug of her own.  
 
    “Probably for the best if you ask me. It’s not like the two of them see eye to eye on anything,” I replied.  
 
    Abby laughed. “I’m starting to feel that way with my parents, too.”  
 
    She let the words hang in the air, and I wanted to ask her what was going on. Maybe that was part of what was bothering her. But, I let it slide when we both settled into our seats with our sodas. We weren’t supposed to have drinks downstairs, but it was hard for the security to keep track of everyone, and many of the kids who were watching the fights managed to get alcohol in their cups.  
 
    It wasn’t ever anything I felt interested in. I would rather see for myself what was going on in the ring rather than be worried that someone was going to say something about what I had in my glass, so I stuck to coke or something similar most nights.  
 
    We sipped on our drinks and chatted, doing a better job avoiding the things that were really bothering us. The energy in the room was building, and we both knew the fight was going to start soon. It was one of my favorite moments, right before the fight erupted, and I looked forward to when Damon would come out into the ring.  
 
    The referee took his place in the center when suddenly Abby grabbed my arm.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said. I could hear the anger in her voice, and I looked across the room where she was pointing. Sure enough, Peter was there watching the fight as well. He couldn’t have been sitting more directly across from us if he had tried, and there was a part of me that wondered if he had.  
 
    It didn’t help the fact that he had another girl with him, and I wanted to kick his ass. It was bad enough that he and Abby had flown through each other as fast as they did, but to think that he had another girlfriend already was low, even for him.  
 
    “I thought he wasn’t that great with getting the girls,” I said.  
 
    “He’s not usually, and I have a feeling he’s just got her here to make me mad,” Abby said. It was clear that it worked, but I put my hand on her arm anyway.  
 
    “Forget about him. He’s not worth your time. If he’s really going to move on from you that fast and go with someone else, then you are better off without him in your life,” I told her.  
 
    “Yeah, I just thought things were a little different between us. I mean, he got me in ways that I didn’t think any other guy ever would. I guess he was just after that one thing most guys want,” she said with a sigh and another shrug.  
 
    Abby was clearly trying to put on a brave face, but I could see she was hurt and angry with the situation. There was a part of me that thought she might cry at the sight of her ex over with another girl, so I tried to brush it off.  
 
    “Hey, if you want I can go kick his ass like I did to Molly. We could have two fights tonight,” I said with a grin. “For as much trouble as I’m sure I would get in with Susan, it would totally be worth it to see the look on his face – and her face.”  
 
    She forced a smile and put her arm around me in return. “There’s a reason you’re my best friend, you know?”  
 
    “I know,” I said as I laid my head on her shoulder. “And there’s a reason we don’t let guys do this to us. We don’t need them.”  
 
    “No, we don’t,” Abby said. I knew she wanted to point out that we were here seeing my own crush, but she knew better than to bring that up when we were both talking about her ex. She knew I would go over there and let him have it if she wanted me to, and I knew that made her feel good, even if we were going to see Damon in the ring.  
 
    At last, the lights went down around the rest of the room and focused on the ring, indicating that the fighters were about to come out of their lockers. I looked forward to who Damon was going to fight that night. I never knew who any of the guys were, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    They were often ripped and looked like they could take just about anyone, but they were always beat by Damon without a lot of trouble on his part. It was a turn on to say the least.  
 
    Although I liked to pretend I wasn’t easily surprised, I had to admit that I was shocked when the two fighters came out to face each other in the ring. I could have imagined just about anyone facing off Damon, but tonight, the other fighter was Chad.  
 
    He was dressed much the same as his friend, but Damon was by far better looking in my book. He had a hard, chiseled body, and I knew it wasn’t going to be difficult for him to take Chad out. It just surprised me that the two of them chose to face off so publicly.  
 
    Damon had let me know how mad he was about what happened in the cafeteria, but to take the fight in front of all these people, and for Chad to agree, it was hard for me to wrap my brain around it.  
 
    “Chad?” Abby asked, clearly as shocked as I was. They’re really going to be the ones to fight each other?”  
 
    “I guess?” I said in disbelief. “I knew Damon was mad about what happened with the milk thing, but I didn’t think he was mad enough he was going to take it to the ring.”  
 
    “Chad’s pretty mad that Damon wants nothing to do with him now. Maybe this is the chance for them to square off once and for all?” Abby said with a shake of her head. “Men.”  
 
    Abby was always hard for me to read, but there was something about her attitude about the fight that really caught me off guard. Perhaps it was because I was already on edge with Chad being the one to go up against Damon. Perhaps it was the fact that there was a small part of me that was worried Damon could actually lose.  
 
    I had faith he could take anyone who fought against him, but there was another part of me that worried he might not fight as hard as he could since this was his former friend. I knew Damon, and he was a good guy.  
 
    He might be angry with Chad for a number of reasons, but I didn’t see him fighting the same way he would if he were fighting a stranger. Then again, I wasn’t sure how many of the men he fought in these cage fights were strangers. I didn’t know much about Damon at all when it came to this part of his life.  
 
    Maybe that was part of the reason Susan didn’t like it. Maybe that was why she thought he should get out of the ring and find a real job. I didn’t know, and I didn’t have any way of finding out.  
 
    Then, there was another part of me that thought the opposite. I knew Damon was mad at Chad, and I knew Chad was furious with Damon. I wondered if he would do something that was against the rules just to make sure he won the fight. I couldn’t see Damon doing anything like that, but I could see Chad doing something like that in a heartbeat.  
 
    I didn’t like Chad, and I never had. I didn’t like him that day I went out on the date with him, and I really hated him since he forced himself on me in my bedroom that same night. I still had nightmares about what would have happened if Damon hadn’t shown up, and I knew that was the beginning of the end for both of them.  
 
    It didn’t matter to either of us that he had apologized, and I knew Abby and Peter were all but done with him as well. Even if Peter and Abby did break up, I never saw him hanging around with Chad, and I had a feeling he had told Chad much the same thing Damon had.  
 
    They weren’t going to associate with men like that, and Chad had blown his chance. It was hard for him to accept that, but he was the one who made the mistake that night, and Damon was going to stand not only by me, but by what he believed in.  
 
    I firmly believed it wouldn’t have mattered that it was me who had been attacked. Damon wasn’t the kind of guy who was going to let another man get away with that kind of behavior no matter who it was. And I felt Peter was much the same way, even if he was a douche.  
 
    Abby and I exchanged a glance. I knew she was thinking a lot of the same things I was. We could see into each other’s thoughts clearly, and she had that same worried expression on her face that I knew was mirrored on my own.  
 
    She might not be anything more than friends with Damon herself, but she did have a lot of respect for the guy, and she didn’t want to see him get hurt in a foul move made by a cheating opponent.  
 
    But, there wasn’t anything we could do about it. The fight was starting, and along with the others, all we could do was sit back and hope that the security made sure to check what was brought into the ring before the fists started flying. I knew there had to be some sort of rules to keep the sport as safe as possible, but still.  
 
    I had heard of stranger things happening, and I didn’t even want to begin to think of what Susan would say if something happened to Damon because of this. She already hated the fact he was in the ring at all, and to think that something might happen to him – by a guy who was once his friend no less – made me sick. I couldn’t imagine what it would do to her.  
 
    I clenched my cup as the fight began, hoping now that it would be over quickly. I didn’t want to see the blows being laid, and suddenly the sound of the punches landing made me feel sick. I didn’t like this. I didn’t like it at all, and more than anything, I just wanted it to be over.  
 
    Instinctively, I reached out and took Abby’s hand, looking for any form of comfort I could find.  
 
    We both sat back. I wasn’t sure if I was excited to see the fight, or nervous. Chad and Damon immediately started yelling at each other when the ref told them they could begin, and it was clear how mad both of them were. But, it wasn’t long before the blows started coming.  
 
    Fists flew in the air faster than I could keep up with, and there was a time when I found it hard to know who had the upper hand. I wanted to believe Damon did from the beginning, but Chad was the bigger guy overall, and he did know how to throw his weight around.  
 
    More than once he nearly had Damon on the ground, but Damon was fast. He knew how to get out of the way and use his speed and skill to his advantage. It only took a couple of well-placed punches for him to have Chad on the ground. And once that happened, I knew the fight was all but over. In an instant, Damon was on top of him, pinning him to the floor as the ref counted down.  
 
    I nearly leapt to my feet when he was announced the winner and the ref held his hand up, but with Abby next to me, I had to be chill about it. Still, it was hard not to squeal and clap my hands together for him, seeing Chad on the ground with his nose bloody and a black eye.  
 
    Damon had promised he was going to stand up for me over the milk, and I felt like this was his way of doing it. And it felt good. Never in my life had anyone stood up for me like that, and I wanted to throw myself into his arms and kiss him fiercely.  
 
    But, I had to also remember what I knew was the right thing to do, and I couldn’t keep making this harder than it already was. I went back and forth so much in my own mind, it was hard for me to really think about what was right and what was wrong – and what I really wanted.  
 
    All I knew was that Damon made me feel on top of the world, and he wasn’t afraid of what others thought. He would pin a guy to the floor for my honor if he had to, and he did.  
 
    And I was more grateful than I could say.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Damon 
 
    The din of the crowd filled my ears, along with the sound of my fist striking Chad over and over. And I didn’t want to stop, either. I could have happily beat the guy to a pulp. If I had my way, that’s exactly what would have happened.  
 
    But, if there was one rule that was strongly upheld in Louie’s, it was to stop fighting when the ref blew the whistle, and he stopped me a lot sooner than I wanted to be stopped. Of course, Chad didn’t look like he was doing too great lying on the ground with his face covered in blood.  
 
    But even that wasn’t good enough for me. I wanted to do so much more to him. I wanted to make him feel the fear and pain that he had inflicted on Sutton that night. He might not have harmed her physically, but after all that she had gone through, and the fact that he had been so willing to force himself on her, I was enraged.  
 
    I wanted to kill him. I happily would have, too, if I could have gotten away with it. But, I remember what it was like the last time I nearly killed a man, and I couldn’t say that it was a feeling I much wanted to experience again.  
 
    There had been such power in the moment, and a lot of adrenaline that had gone into the fight I’d gotten into that night so long ago, but I didn’t feel good about myself the next day. It had taken a long time for me to feel good about myself again.  
 
    To even fight again, for that matter.  
 
    But, I did. I pushed through and I did. Now, it was hard for me to stop at times when the ref told me that enough was enough. But with Chad, it was personal. This wasn’t just some guy who wanted to come fight me. This was a douche bag who had crossed a line too many times.  
 
    And I wanted him to feel the pain that he caused others. I wanted to be the one to put him back in his place, and I wanted to prove to him that he had no power over anyone else. He might be popular at school, and I had a feeling I was going to get a lot of flack for this, but I didn’t care.  
 
    I was also one of the most popular guys there. At least, I had been when I was with Molly. I let a lot of that go by the wayside when I broke up with her. And I had to admit, I didn’t miss any of it. I was more than happy to blend into the crowd like Sutton and her friends did.  
 
    Even Abby, popular enough as she was, didn’t throw herself into the center of attention like so many of the other girls did. She didn’t need to be praised. She was a good friend to Sutton, and I really appreciated that about her.  
 
    Now, I wanted to be the knight in shining armor, and I really didn’t care what the consequences for that were. The school wasn’t going to suspend me. At least, I didn’t think they would since it was an underground fight that had taken place at Louie’s, but, even if they did, I would take it in stride.  
 
    Sutton had been suspended, and she had held her head high when it happened. I would do the same thing. I was proud of what I had done, though I still was angry with the fact Chad thought he had a chance in the ring with me.  
 
    Still, it was better than if he had tried to get me to fight him behind the school or in some alley somewhere. I had to admit, it was smart of him to choose somewhere there would be a ref to call it off when I had the upper hand and wasn’t stopping, I would give him that.  
 
    He might not be the smartest guy in the world, but he was smart enough to realize he was going to need some sort of backup if things didn’t go his way. And, of course, they wouldn’t. He might be a big guy, but that was all he had going for him, and I had the skills to take it.  
 
    I knew how to bob and weave, and I knew how to get out of the way before landing a blow that would send him right to the ground. And I was happy to do it. Even better that Sutton got to see it happen. I wanted her to know that I meant it when I told her I was going to stand up for her.  
 
    She was the woman I loved, and I wasn’t going to let anyone treat her any less than the princess she was in my world. And that included former buddies, as well as my own foster mother. Of course, when the word got out that I was fighting Chad of all people, I was sure the lecture was going to be even worse than before.  
 
    Susan didn’t understand my need to fight, I got that, but she had to respect it. I wasn’t going to let her tell me what to do when I felt that it was something that I had to get out of my system. I knew she only wanted the best for me. Well, she acted like she did, but it was hard for me to take it sometimes.  
 
    I was my own person, and I wasn’t going to put up with anyone telling me what I could and couldn’t do.  
 
    “Hey man, that was quite a fight,” Vic, one of my good friends, came pushing through the crowd. “I thought you were going to knock his brains out.”  
 
    “I would have if the ref hadn’t gotten in the way,” I said bitterly. “And I’m not sure how I’m going to get this one past the mom in the morning.”  
 
    “Forget about her,” Vic said. “You did good tonight, and you should be proud of it. Besides, you said it was personal, and I’m not sure if there’s anyone in school who really likes Chad anyway. We just all like his house.”  
 
    I laughed. “That’s true. But, still. You have to stay on his good side if you’re going to get invited to any more parties.”  
 
    “So I’m guessing you got yourself tossed,” Vic laughed again. “You should get some ice on that if you want to keep the damage down, but the busted up knuckles are going to be hard to hide.”  
 
    “She already knows that I’m into this sort of thing, so I’m sure I’m going to get the lecture anyway,” I said with a shake of my head. “But when she finds out that it was one of my former best friends, I’m sure all hell is going to break loose.”  
 
    “Just tell her you were out defending a woman’s honor,” Vic said elaborately. 
 
    I laughed again. “I’m sure she would guess who this woman was in question and it would only add to the drama.”  
 
    “Let me know how it goes. This sounds far too interesting to just walk away from,” he teased. I knew Vic had his own fair share of stories, but he always enjoyed swapping what I was up to. He came from a broken home himself. And, in fact, he was hardly home.  
 
    He liked Chad because of the nice house Chad’s parents owned. It was a place for him to hang out as long as he wanted because they were rarely home, often on vacation or doing something that cost a lot of money. It was part of the reason I was so convinced Chad got away with half of the stuff he pulled.  
 
    But, I was happy to hang out with Vic when I got the chance, and I hoped that he and I would get to catch up soon.  
 
    “Anyway, nice fight, I’ll catch you around,” he said.  
 
    “Later,” I replied. I headed for the bathroom, eager to get some ice on my hands and get some of the blood washed off before it dried. There were times my mom stayed up and waited for me when she knew I was out fighting, as if arguing with me right when I got home was going to do anything to make me stop.  
 
    But still, I did my best to clean up as good as I could when I was done with a fight, even if it did mean I had to stay at the sports bar longer than I would have wanted.  
 
    “You want a hand with that?” A familiar voice said.  
 
    I turned, surprised to find Sutton standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Sure, I didn’t think you would still be here,” I said.  
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were okay after taking down Chad like that,” she said.  
 
    “I would have to say he is the one who needs to be checked on,” I said with a teasing grin.  
 
    “It’s not that. I mean, he was a good friend of yours, and I wouldn’t want you to feel torn up about it or anything,” she continued. “I knew I was hurt when Molly turned on me like she did.”  
 
    “The key word is that he was a friend of mine, and he didn’t turn on me, I was the one who broke the things off with him,” I replied. “He disrespected you more than once, and the way he thinks that I’m just going to brush it off really irritates me.”  
 
    “I just hope that I’m not the full reason why you broke off your friendship. I mean, the three of you were pretty tight when I came to town, and now you’re strangers,” she said.  
 
    “People change,” I shrugged. “It happens, especially when you’re in high school. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure we aren’t going to have to worry about him again after this. I can’t imagine he’s going to want to come after me again when there’s no ref to pull me off when I have him on the ground like that.”  
 
    “What if he comes back to you in the ring?” she asked.  
 
    “Then he better wear a helmet, because I’m not going to hold back. I nearly killed a man once, and, while I’m not proud of that, I’m not going to stand by and watch these men railroad these woman and act like they don’t need to be taught a lesson,” I dried my hand and she looked at me with wide eyes.  
 
    “I told you I had a few secrets,” I said with a shrug. “I hope that one doesn’t make you afraid to sleep on the other side of the wall from me at night.”  
 
    Sutton smiled. “I’m just glad you’re okay. That was pretty intense. I mean, it was clear that he had no formal training, but the way you held yourself in the ring when he was throwing you around was incredible.”  
 
    “You just can’t lose your nerve is all,” I assured her. “When you know you have the upper hand, then you know you can take your opponent no matter what. And when I saw him come out of the locker room I knew I had the upper hand. I had been waiting for this chance for a while, and when I saw that I was going to get to finally prove to him how I really felt, I’ll tell you something broke loose in me that hasn’t broken loose in a very long time.  
 
    Sutton took the washcloth from me and started dabbing at my shoulders. “At least you didn’t take as many hits to the face tonight. That might help with your mom tomorrow,” she said optimistically.  
 
    “I’m hoping,” I said with a sigh. “I know she can’t control what I do, but it’s a lot easier when these nights pass and I don’t have to explain to her where I was or what I was doing.”  
 
    “I’m sure she can guess,” Sutton said as she gave me a look. I shrugged. I had a feeling she was right. My mom was good at guessing where I was and she knew me well enough to know what I was doing, but that didn’t change the optimism I felt when I didn’t have a lot of injuries on my face.  
 
    “Does it hurt too much?” Sutton asked.  
 
    “I’ve hurt worse. Don’t worry about it. It’s something that comes with the trade,” I said with a grin. “Worth it to get to do what I did tonight.”  
 
    “It was worth watching, I’ll give you that,” she said with a smirk of her own. Then, without warning, she lifted herself onto the tips of her toes and pressed her lips to mine. I felt myself getting aroused, but I knew we were in the wrong place for me to do anything about it.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, I would have done anything to be back at home at that moment. Home without my mother around to intervene.  
 
    “It was a good fight, like your friend said,” she told me.  
 
    “I won, so I guess you can’t say that it was a bad fight. Though there was a lot more I wanted to say to him before the punches started flying,” I said with a shrug. “Some of it I probably couldn’t have said in the ring though without a violation of some kind.”  
 
    “I didn’t know you would get those,” Sutton said in surprise.  
 
    “You do have to follow a form of etiquette,” I said with a shrug. I grabbed my shirt and pulled it on, then I grinned down at her. “So are you going to stick around for a while, we could shoot a game of pool or something.”  
 
    Sutton shook her head. “I’m going to find Abby and head out. I want to get home before Susan knows that I’m missing. Oh great.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “Speak of the devil,” she said as she held up her phone and pointed it to me. Susan’s name lit up the screen, and neither of us needed her to answer it to know what my mother wanted.  
 
    “You don’t have to answer,” I told her.  
 
    “I should though or she’s going to wonder where I am,” Sutton replied.  
 
    “I’m sure she’s probably figured it out by now,” I told her. She gave me a look that told me I wasn’t helping the situation, so I said nothing as she put the phone to her ear.  
 
    “Hello? Yes. She did? No, Abby is here with me. I told you I was going out with Abby. Yes. I’m not! I’m on my way,” Sutton hung up the phone and swore under her breath.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Or, should I say, how bad is it?”  
 
    “Abby’s mom called wondering where Abby was. I’m sure you can imagine how that conversation went,” Sutton shook her head. “She said she thought I would be a good influence in your life to get you to stop doing this, but now I’m supporting you.”  
 
    “I’ll take all the support I can get. It’s not like supporting me in doing something I love is a bad thing,” I tried.  
 
    Sutton gave me another look. “First, she makes you and me break up, but now she wants me to avoid this, too. I’m not sure where to draw the line with this woman.”  
 
    “You’ve got to stand your ground if you want things to go your way. She’s stubborn, and when she’s got it in her head that something isn’t right, she doesn’t shy away from it until she’s convinced she has the whole thing fixed.  
 
    “If by fixed you mean doing things her way,” Sutton said with a sigh. “Well, I guess you know what that means. I better find Abby and get home. Though, for the life of me, I can’t figure out why Abby’s mom didn’t call her.”  
 
    “Maybe she did and Abby didn’t answer. Abby strikes me as the kind of girl who does what she wants a little more than she likes to let on,” I said with a mischievous wink. Sutton gave me a look and I put my hands up defensively. “I’m not saying that you don’t, I’m just saying you don’t always have to do what your parents say.”  
 
    “If you recall, Susan is not my parent,” Sutton said as she skimmed the crowd for her friend.  
 
    “All the more reason for you to tell her where to shove it and do life your own way,” I encouraged. Sutton sighed. I knew she felt torn. She wanted to live the life that I lived, but she also wanted to get along with our foster mom. I knew it put her in a rough position, and I felt bad at times for pushing her to do things her own way.  
 
    “I’ll see you at home,” Sutton said. “Don’t stay out too late. I’m sure Susan is going to wonder where you are shortly after I walk through the door.”  
 
    “I’ll deal with my mother when I’m ready,” I said with a shake of my head. “I’m going to stick around here for a while longer and probably play a game of pool or two. Then I’ll come home and face the music.”  
 
    “Good luck,” Sutton replied as she headed to meet with Abby.  
 
    “You too,” I muttered under my breath as I watched them head out the door together. “You’re going to need it.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I did my best to smooth things over with Susan when I got home from the fight, but I was having a hard time knowing if she was more angry with the fact that I was at the fight and supporting Damon, or if she was mad at me for lying to her about where I was.  
 
    I tried to tell her that it wasn’t a lie – I had, in fact, been with Abby like I said I would be, and I had been vague when I told her what we would be doing with our evening. I knew she didn’t buy the story, and I was surprised when she didn’t ground me or yell at me more because of it.  
 
    Then again, I had a feeling Damon himself was going to take most of the heat for the situation, though if he did he had done so when I was in bed. I was exhausted from the fight, and I just wanted to go to bed and pass out.  
 
    It didn’t help that I hadn’t been sleeping well overall lately, and it was nice just to slip into bed and let the course of the evening rerun through my brain as I drifted off to sleep. I was still rather shocked that Damon had fought Chad that night, and I wondered what it would do to school for both of us.  
 
    Abby didn’t seem to think there would be much change. Though she kept up with the locker room gossip a lot more than I did, she was convinced there wasn’t anything going on between Chad and Molly, and that was my best guess in the situation.  
 
    It didn’t make any sense to me to think that they would both be bullying us for their own reasons, and I was sure that the two of them had teamed up somehow. But, with Damon on my side, I also had a feeling things were going to change, at least a little, for the better.  
 
    And I wasn’t entirely wrong.  
 
    It didn’t surprise me when Chad wasn’t in school the next day. At first, no one thought anything of it. It was only those who were close to Damon who knew about his underground fighting, and none of the other kids seemed to think that other students in school were involved.  
 
    But, when Chad missed three days in a row, it wasn’t long before the gossip tree got started.  
 
    Abby was right. Now that the kids had something else for them to obsess over, I was becoming old news. I still heard my name mentioned every now and then, but, for the most part, it was all about Chad and Damon and what must have happened between the two of them.  
 
    To my knowledge, only few people in the school really knew what happened that night between me and Chad. I had only told a few trusted people, and I had a feeling none of them would rat me out to the rest of the class. Then again, if the teachers were to find out, there was little doubt in my mind Chad would have found himself in a world of hurt.  
 
    It didn’t matter how much money he had. He had crossed the wrong line, and it could have gotten him in serious trouble if I had pressed charges. There was a part of me that wished that I had done more than I did, but I also got the impression Damon had given him the lesson he deserved.  
 
    Even when he did make it back to class, there was no doubt in my mind he was going to have fallen in popularity. After all, he had his ass kicked by another kid in school, and one a lot of the other students really respected.  
 
    When word got out, he was going to have to deal with the consequences of that whether he liked it or not. And, if on the off chance he was trying to get with Molly, she was going to have to deal with the fact she wasn’t dating the most popular guy in school any longer.  
 
    But, I didn’t have the time or the energy to deal with that. I didn’t care who Molly dated, and I didn’t care what she did with her life. But, what I did care about was the fact that she had tortured me for so long, and now that she was losing her grip on the rest of the class, I wanted to call her out on it.  
 
    I felt a little annoyed with the fact Damon was so protective of me these days. But, at the same time, there was something safe about it. I knew no one was going to mess with me after what happened with Chad. Woman or not. Of course, Damon was a gentleman when it came to the other girls in school, even with the ones he didn’t like.  
 
    He might ridicule and take my side, but he wasn’t going to do anything to them physically. But as far as the other guys went, all bets were off. He didn’t care if they met him in the ring or if he had to take them himself outside, he would stand up for me.  
 
    And the rest of the school knew it.  
 
    There was still the one girl in particular who needed to hear from me, however, and that was my former best friend. I was sick of carrying around the fact that she had betrayed me. It wasn’t just what she did to me when we were in high school, it was the fact that she had been my friend – or I thought she had been my friend for years, only to find out it was all a lie.  
 
    I had told her so many things about myself that I never shared with anyone else, and I had thought she would keep them all to herself. I thought she was the kind of girl I could trust. I did trust her.  
 
    With far too much.  
 
    And it had all come back to haunt me in more ways than one. I couldn’t help but wonder how much of what I was dealing with today had to do with what she did to me then, and what if I had gone through with the suicide? The thought sent shivers down my spine and made me sick to my stomach.  
 
    I had to talk to her. I knew it might not go well, and I knew it might turn us into even bigger enemies than before, but I didn’t care about that anymore. All I cared about was getting the admission out of her directly, and an explanation, and that’s what I decided to do.  
 
    It didn’t happen right away. I knew if Abby could catch her in the locker room to overhear the things that she did, then it was only a matter of time before I did the same thing.  
 
    I just had to wait and watch, learn her schedule and find out when she would best be alone. With what happened over the past couple of months, it was clear she wasn’t flagged with her posse anymore, and I was going to take full advantage of that.  
 
    My moment came the fourth day after the fight. Molly was in the gym after P.E. grabbing a few things she forgot in the bleachers, and that was when I took the chance to dive in and confront her about all that she did to me over the years.  
 
    “What the heck is your problem?” I snapped.  
 
    “Excuse me?” she shot back.  
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me. You are the one who has done nothing but torture me for years and I didn’t do a thing to you! How dare you write those things on my locker in the sixth grade? How dare you pretend to be my friend when you were the one who was doing all those things to me? How dare you post those pictures of me around the school?” I took a deep breath, fighting the lump in my throat.  
 
    I wasn’t going to cry. She had put me through enough pain, she had seen me cry enough, I wasn’t going to cry. But, I was going to get the rest of my speech out. She was going to hear the rest of it, and she was going to answer to what she did.  
 
    “How dare you tell me I should kill myself? And to do it all from the phone of the person I wanted most in the world? Do you realize how close I came to actually doing it? Of course you do! I told you so! Then you promised that we would stay friends after I got transferred to another school, and we see how long that lasted!” I snapped.  
 
    Molly opened her mouth to speak, but then she closed it again, clearly trying to find the right words to say. I knew she was going to deflect, and I was right.  
 
    “You were the one who was always gushing about Damon and how much you wanted to be with him. You only ever talked about him and how great he was and how you would do anything to be his!” she argued.  
 
    “And that made you so mad you wanted me dead?” I snapped.  
 
    “I was in love with him, too!” she shot back before she had the chance to stop herself. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, I could see she didn’t mean to say them out loud.  
 
    They were true, there was no arguing that in the expression in her face, but she likely never wanted me to know that truth. “I figured if I got you out of the way, then I would have a shot with him.”  
 
    “You never thought that the two of us could compete without one of us being dead?” I asked in disbelief. “We were kids, and you were going to kill me over a crush on a boy?”  
 
    “I didn’t do anything to kill you. I ran you out of the school is what I did,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “So you admit to doing all of it? I know that you did. I know that you left that note in my locker, too. You’ve been relentless in trying to get me out of the picture. Don’t you think if he wanted you then he would have actually gone for you?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh please, don’t act like you don’t know he thought you were cute from the beginning. You were the one he invited over to the house, weren’t you? You were the one he was always talking about. I’m not going to sit here and act like I didn’t notice that the two of you were practically sweethearts since kindergarten!” she shot back.  
 
    “We didn’t even know each other then,” I crossed my arms. “It wasn’t until he was eight years old that he started coming to our school.”  
 
    “And you fell head over heels immediately,” Molly shook her head. “You didn’t give anyone else a chance, and I got sick of it. Do you really think if I were to sit you down and tell you how much I was in love with him that you would have cared at all? No, you were too selfish, thinking only of you and what you wanted out of life.”  
 
    “I was the selfish one?” I gasped. “You were the one who did nothing but humiliate me for years. If you only knew how long the effects of what you did to me lasted. I had to go to another school. I had to go to therapy. I’m still in therapy thanks to what you did to me. If you had your way, I would be dead even!”  
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sure you would have figured out some way to avoid that and still get Damon.”  
 
    “I don’t want Damon!” I announced. “If I did, I would be with him.”  
 
    “So that kiss was just what? For the sake of it? Since when are you that kind of girl?” she asked. “And then the two of you had sex? That was just for fun, too, right? It didn’t mean anything even though you beat me up over it?”  
 
    “You don’t know a thing about what’s going on in my life,” I said with a shake of my head. “You don’t know a thing about me, and I’m starting to wonder if you ever did.”  
 
    “Well,” Molly said as she finished grabbing her things and slinging them over her shoulder. “I can tell you one thing, for sure. You never did know a thing about me, either.”  
 
    “That’s for sure,” I said as she pushed past me and headed for the door. I was so angry, I wanted to hit her all over again. But, I didn’t want to be that person. I didn’t want to get in trouble and I didn’t want to get suspended, but I wished there was a way I could have recorded her admitting to all she had done to me over the years.  
 
    And why she had done it. I could have guessed, of course, but when she said it to my face, it hit me like a blow to the stomach.  
 
    But, there was another thought that was running through the back of my mind, and I wondered if it was just because of the conversation that I’d had with Molly, or if there was something else going on inside me, but for the first time in my life I didn’t feel any confusion when it came to the idea of being with Damon.  
 
    I didn’t know how it would work, and I didn’t know if it would be possible to make it happen, but I did know that I wanted more than just having casual sex with him. There was something far deeper, and Molly’s words really hit home for me.  
 
    There had to be something more – something that she saw even when we were just kids. And, considering what he had done for me with Chad, I could tell that there was still something deeper there. Something that I wanted to explore.  
 
    But there was Susan, and there was the fact we were both graduating and didn’t know where life was going to take us after that happened. And there was still all the drama that was going on in my life. There were so many things that threatened to keep us apart, I wasn’t sure what the next step would be.  
 
    All I knew was that I wanted him, and I didn’t want to risk losing him again. He was right there for my taking, he had made that clear from almost the day that I moved in with them.  
 
    All I had to do was reach out and take it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 – Two Weeks Later 
 
    Sutton  
 
    I was convinced the confrontation I had with Molly was going to reignite the bullying I’d been facing at school, so I was rather shocked when nothing came of it. Molly seemed to avoid me more than ever, in fact, and I found that to be refreshing.  
 
    Chad, too, when he finally came back to class hardly looked at me or Damon for that matter. I kept a close eye on the two of them to see if there was any sort of tension, but they seemed to have worked things out, and neither of them wanted anything to do with the other.  
 
    Though I thought it would be strange at first, I could see how the two could just part ways. They really didn’t run with the same social groups most of the time, and with Peter wrapped up in his new relationship, he wasn’t hanging around either of them.  
 
    I still felt bad for Abby having to watch that take place on a nearly daily basis, but she insisted that it didn’t bother her. She didn’t want a whirlwind relationship to define her in that way, and she made it clear that was all she ever had with Peter.  
 
    I still tried to be there for her as much as possible, and I was sure to tell her how things had gone with Molly. Abby promised she would keep an ear out in case Molly was planning something elaborate – which was something we could both definitely see her doing.  
 
    Perhaps she didn’t want to waste her time on the petty things she used to do anymore. Maybe she was going to do something big that would really bring me down. Though at this point, I had no idea what that might be, I did want to be ready for it in the event it did happen.  
 
    On the other hand, she might not want to do anything now that I had told her I had no interest in Damon, and except for the day when he and I had walked into school hand-in-hand, there was no sign of him and I being an item.  
 
    Even at home things had changed slightly. I felt strange knowing within myself that I wanted to be with him as more than just roommates, but I knew I couldn’t act on it. Not with Susan watching us like a hawk.  
 
    Ever since that talk she and I had, she had been careful to keep an eye on both of us, often telling us how proud she was of our schoolwork and how much we were going to make of our lives if we kept pushing in that direction. She never talked about her personal life with either of us unless she was making plans with someone, and we were still confused over this person she was dating.  
 
    But, all of that had to be let go for the most part. I had my own life to focus on, and with all the different counseling sessions Susan had scheduled for me, I was busier than I cared to be.  
 
    “Don’t you think once a week is plenty?” I asked when she told me I was going to go three times.  
 
    “I’m just worried about you. I mean, you go through so much at school, and you’ve been through so much already. I’m hoping you find someone you can open up to – you know, about everything,” she said.  
 
    “I don’t really want to open up to someone about everything if you know what I mean,” I told her.  
 
    “Well, I think you’re going to like the new therapist. Her name is Leslie Bones, and she’s the same woman I went to see a while back,” Susan said.  
 
    “You went to see a therapist?” I asked in surprise. “For what?”  
 
    “We all go through a lot of trouble in life, and some of us need the extra support,” Susan said. “This one is really good at getting you to open up about how you feel about things that happened to you before. Things you really don’t want to talk to anyone about, and you can rest assured she’s not going to share anything you say with anyone.”  
 
    “I thought that was the rule with all therapists,” I said.  
 
    “I know and it is, but I can tell you have trust issues, and I have a feeling that part of those issues come from the fact that you’ve had your secrets spread about more than you care to have them spread,” Susan replied with a nod. “So will you go to Leslie, for me?”  
 
    I thought about it for a second. I really didn’t want to go to another therapist, but there was something about the idea that Susan had gone to this one that made me feel better, as though this one did know what she was talking about. I sighed.  
 
    “If it will make you happy, then I’ll give her a shot, but does that mean I can get rid of one of the others?” I asked. “I really don’t like talking to all these people about all these things.”  
 
    “If you will go and you decide you like her, then I will let you get rid of both of the others,” Susan promised. “You can just talk to Leslie and see what she has to say. I’m sure she would be happy to see you twice a week if we feel that’s necessary.”  
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be,” I told her. Susan gave me a warm smile in the rearview mirror and I sighed, doing my best to ignore her.  
 
    “You never know what’s going to happen when you find the person you can really open up to and be yourself around, and I think Leslie is one of those people. It doesn’t matter what you’ve been through or what you’re going through, she understands and she doesn’t judge,” Susan said.  
 
    “You make it sound like I’m on drugs,” I told her as I rolled my eyes. She laughed.  
 
    “You aren’t, and I hope we never get to that point. That’s the other thing I really like about Leslie. She’s not going to throw another prescription at you to try to make you feel better when you don’t feel good inside.”  
 
    “Oh boy,” I replied.  
 
    I sat back in the chair and looked out the window, wishing that I didn’t have to go to yet another therapist. But, Susan insisted that I go to as many as I could until I found the right one, and that had to be the one she approved of. I tried to tell her more than once that she wasn’t the one who should be picking out my therapist, but it didn’t help.  
 
    She was convinced we would know the right one when I started acting like I felt better. Little did she know after all the trauma that I had gone through in life, there was little chance I was going to feel better, and I didn’t care who I had to talk to to prove that to her.  
 
    I could go on tv and talk to some famous host for all I cared. I wasn’t going to feel better after being bullied and facing the reality that my parents were murdered. I still wanted the answers to that, and I wanted the bullying to stop.  
 
    Sitting in a chair and talking about my feelings with a stranger for an hour wasn’t going to end any of that. She might tell me how to deal with the feelings that I had, but it wasn’t going to change the fact that my parents were dead and I  had to go back to a school where the kids were mean to me.  
 
    And I didn’t even want to get into the fact I had a crush on my childhood bully, who I also lived with and who my foster mom forbade me from seeing. There were so many things going on in my brain, I didn’t see how going to a new therapist would possibly make a difference in my life.  
 
    But, a promise was a promise, and if I could at least pretend to like this one, then I could maybe get rid of some of the others who were driving me crazy. All I wanted was to cut down on the counseling sessions and live a much more normal life.  
 
    But, for now, it certainly didn’t seem like that was going to happen.  
 
    Not when Susan was in charge of my schedule anyway.  
 
      
 
    “I think that this was a very productive session,” Leslie said after the hour slowly ticked by. “I’m glad you felt comfortable enough to share some of those things with me, and I hope you will want to meet with me again in the future.”  
 
    “It wasn’t terrible,” I said with a shrug. I hated that Susan was right, but I did like this one a lot more than the others. I would happily come back to Leslie if it meant I could dump the other therapists in my life.  
 
    “You did great. I know it can be hard to open up about some of the things that you’ve gone through in life, but you have to realize, you are not alone in any of this. There are a lot of people who are in pain and who struggle, so never feel like you are the only one who has to deal with any of this,” Leslie said compassionately.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “There are times when I feel alone.”  
 
    “And that can be one of the hardest feelings to get through,” she said. “There are many people who would rather feel sad or angry or anything else than feel alone.”  
 
    “I’m one of those people,” I said with a nod. “I would way rather feel like I’m not alone in my pain than to think that I’m the only person on the planet who had to deal with any of this stuff.”  
 
    “Well, I’m going to do my best to help you get through it. I know it’s hard, and it’s going to take a lot of work, but if you are willing to work with me on this, then you and I are going to work through the pain, and you’re going to feel normal again, would you like that?” she asked.  
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve felt normal, I’m not even sure I know what that feels like,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    “It’s not unusual for adopted people to feel that way,” Leslie replied. I froze.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s not at all unusual for an adopted individual to feel like they don’t belong, but we can work through this, and you are going to feel like you do belong in your family, I promise,” Leslie said with a smile.  
 
    “Great,” I managed, still stunned. Adopted? How could I be adopted? What about my mom and dad? Wouldn’t they have said something to me about that at some point? And Susan? That had to have something to do with the fact that I lived with her, but why? 
 
    So many things were starting to make sense, but, at the same time, I was feeling more confused than ever. I didn’t want our session to end on that note, but our time was up, and I knew I had to get going so the new patient could come in.  
 
    I thanked Leslie, but I didn’t say another word until I was out in the car with Susan. She was eager to hear how it all went, though I had a hard time even looking at her.  
 
    “How could you not tell me I was adopted?” I blurted out at last. I had been trying to think of some way to ask the question that wasn’t so explosive, but it was entirely how I felt. “How could you keep that a secret from someone?”  
 
    “Oh, honey,” Susan said. I could hear the emotion in her voice, and she didn’t say anything for a few minutes. I wanted to scream. I wanted to yell. I wanted to say all sorts of mean things to her. She had kept a lot from me, but this, this was too much.  
 
    “I’m so sorry that you had to find out this way. I didn’t know that would come up so soon. I meant to tell you, I was just looking for the right time,” she said at last.  
 
    “The right time. You don’t think any point in the seventeen years my parents would have found the right time to throw in the fact I was adopted?” I snapped. “Like I don’t know, at any point, really?”  
 
    “I know, it was hard for them, too,” Susan said.  
 
    “And what about you? There’s got to be some connection to the fact that they wanted you to be my guardian if they died if I was adopted. I’m sure that’s not just some coincidence of the three of you being the best of friends or anything like that!” I snapped again.  
 
    I could feel the lump in my throat, but with Susan already crying and apologizing to me, I didn’t want to add to the emotion of the moment. I wasn’t sad, I was mad. I couldn’t believe that my entire life had been based on a lie. I thought I knew who I was, now I wasn’t so sure.  
 
    Was my name even Sutton? Who were these people who had raised me? Who was this woman who was in charge of me now? What about my adoptive parents being murdered? And a mother who did nothing but drink wine on the couch all day?  
 
    There were so many more questions that were running through my brain, I wanted to scream and cry and vomit all at the same time. I wanted to get out of the car and run as far away as I could from Susan and the life that I had come to know. I wanted to forget that I had a life before now.  
 
    Nothing made sense to me anymore, and I didn’t know how to handle any of it. I felt like my entire world had come crashing down around me, and I was left to pick up the pieces. But, the only problem was, I wasn’t sure where any of the pieces went.  
 
    I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.  
 
    “Who are they?” I demanded.  
 
    “Who?” Susan asked through her tears.  
 
    “Who are my real parents? If I was adopted, then you’ve got to know who I am and where I came from. You’ve kept so much from me, I’m not going to let you hide this from me, too,” I managed. It was hard for me to get the words out, but I was determined to hear the truth for once in my life.  
 
    Susan was quiet for a while longer, and I wondered what was going through her head. Then, she burst into tears all over again.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she sobbed.  
 
    “I just don’t know.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Sutton  
 
    There was a tense silence the entire drive home, but I didn’t nothing to ease it or break it. Susan was one of the last people on the planet I wanted to talk to, and I wasn’t sure what to say.  
 
    There were still so many things running through my mind when I thought about what I could say to her, but nothing seemed to fit. There wasn’t anything that came to mind that was strong enough to express how I felt.  
 
    I knew it wasn’t entirely her fault. I was also angry with my parents for not telling me I was adopted. They knew. They knew my entire childhood that I wasn’t their own, but they never said a word about it.  
 
    There wasn’t ever anything in my mind that jumped out at me that indicated that I might be. I wanted to believe that it was a lie, but Susan confirmed what the therapist had said – and she told me straight that I was adopted. But now, that led to even more questions.  
 
    Not only was I dealing with the death of the two people whom I thought were my parents, but I was also unsure of who my parents actually were. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know where I came from.  
 
    And the worst part of it was that I didn’t know how to even begin to find out. I wanted to know the truth about my past, that was for sure, but how did I even begin that search? With Susan not even knowing where to start and my parents dead, how was I supposed to know where to go or who to turn to.  
 
    I knew their last names. I knew who some of their relatives were, but we weren’t close to anyone, and my mother was always fine with that. She made it clear that she didn’t want to be closer to any of them than we already were, which was part of the reason I was convinced I had to come live with Susan when they passed.  
 
    But, that still didn’t clear up who Susan was in my life. That didn’t mean anything to me, and I still didn’t get the impression her being a good enough friend of my family for them to want to give me to her if something happened.  
 
    Why not give me back to my birth parents? It seemed to me that my birth mother might want to know that her daughter was an orphan all over again, and she might be in some need of some help. It wasn’t as though she was going to have to take care of me – at all really.  
 
    I could take care of myself, I just had to have a place to live. I could even start looking for my own place if she really didn’t want me in her life that badly. But, why wouldn’t she? What had I ever done that would have made her want to give me up like that? 
 
    It didn’t make any sense to me, and I once again felt as lost as I had the day I was going to take a knife to my own neck in the bathroom. I wanted answers, and I needed them now more than ever.  
 
    I wasn’t going to put up with all this crap about people not knowing where I came from or who I was. There had to be someone out there with the answers, and even if it was going to be painful for me to hear, I was going to find that person, and I was going to get the answers out of them if it was the last thing I did.  
 
    When we got back to the house, I went straight to my room and slammed the door as hard as I could. I never would have done that before. It didn’t feel like my house, and I didn’t want to do anything that would damage the walls or the door.  
 
    But, being as angry as I was with the world, I didn’t care what anyone thought. I was glad Damon wasn’t home. he was one of the last people I wanted to talk to right now, too. For all I knew, he was in on the whole thing. He might well have known from the beginning that I was adopted and that was why he was so mean to me in school.  
 
    I didn’t know. I didn’t know who to trust. I didn’t feel like I could trust Susan, and I ignored her when she tried to come knock on my door to talk to me. I didn’t have anything nice to say to her, and I wasn’t going to pretend like I did. I knew she was upset, but I had the right to be more upset.  
 
    At least she knew who she was in life. She knew her own identity. I felt I was having such a crises, I didn’t know what to even consider myself. I always thought the name Sutton was chic, but was that even my real name? Was that the name that was on my birth certificate? Did my parents have it changed when they adopted me? 
 
    There were so many thoughts racing through my head, the only person I could think to talk to was Abby. She would know what to say. If anything, she could just be there for me as I dumped on her the worst news of my life. I knew it wasn’t right of me to pour it all out on her when she was also going through a lot. But, I had to have someone to talk to, and it certainly wasn’t going to be either of the people I lived with.  
 
    I was surprised when Abby answered on the first ring, and even more surprised when I heard her crying through the other end of the phone.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I managed through the tears of my own.  
 
    “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?” she sobbed.  
 
    “You go first. I’m sure yours is worse than mine,” I said.  
 
    “My dad just got arrested,” she sobbed. “The cops came and took him away in cuffs not an hour ago, and he’s down at the police station right now and I’m not sure if they’re going to let him out or if he’s going to be stuck in jail until a trial or something. No one is telling me anything.”  
 
    “What?” I gasped. “How on Earth did that happen?”  
 
    “I think Peter had something to do with it,” she said. “He was mad at me and he said that he knew my father was doing illegal things. I tried to tell him he was crazy, but he said he was going to go to the cops and when he broke up, I bet that’s exactly what he did. They just came in and said that they had a warrant for his arrest and he had the right to remain silent and all that stuff.”  
 
    “What the heck?” I said in disbelief. “And what do you do now?”  
 
    “I don’t know. We have to figure out a way to get him out of jail and prove that he wasn’t doing anything wrong,” she said.  
 
    “Are you sure he’s innocent?” I asked. The words were out of my mouth before I even realized I was saying them, and they brought a new round of tears out of my friend. I didn’t want to be harsh, but I wasn’t so sure if he was myself.  
 
    I only met the guy a couple of times, but there was something about him that just didn’t sit quite right with me. And, it didn’t help that Abby had been acting so strange lately. I had a feeling she knew more than she was letting on about her father.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she said at last. “I want to believe that he is. They are accusing him of money laundering, and my mother and him have been fighting a lot, but they always get really quiet when I’m around and they tell me to leave the room. I’m not sure what to do or think.”  
 
    “You can come here if you need to,” I offered. I was sure Susan wouldn’t mind, especially after all that had been going on between her and I. I was bound to get practically anything I asked for if the guilt she felt was enough.  
 
    “I’m not sure if I should go or stay,” Abby said. “I feel like I should be close in case they need me, and if my father is found guilty then he’s going to go to prison for a very long time. I can’t imagine that.”  
 
    She broke down in tears again, and I seethed against Peter. I knew he had something about him I didn’t quite like, but with the way he and Abby had hit it off, I thought it might just be my imagination. But to know that he had done this to her was too much.  
 
    I wanted to hang up the phone and talk to Damon, telling him to get Peter in the ring and give him the same ass kicking that he had given Chad. But, I didn’t want to drag more people into this than already were, and I was going to find out from Abby how many people already found out about it.  
 
    I did my best to keep the conversation on Abby as much as possible. I didn’t want her to think that I had just called her to complain about my own life, but it wasn’t long before she turned the subject back to me. Through her sobs, she managed to ask me what was going on with my life.  
 
    “You sounded pretty upset when you called,” she whimpered. “Is everything all right?”  
 
    “I went to therapy today,” I told her. I paused. It was hard for me to find the words after what she had just told me.  
 
    “What did she say?” Abby asked. She sniffled again through the phone, and I wished I could be there for her. But, I was at home, and I wasn’t going to go over to her house if she was dealing with the cops and her mother being upset. The last thing I wanted was for her to have to deal with Susan, even if I was sure Susan wouldn’t mind if she came over.  
 
    “She told me that I’m adopted,” I said bluntly.  
 
    “What?” Abby now sounded shocked, the emotion out of her voice.  
 
    “Yes. She said that I was adopted, and she asked me how I felt about it. I went to Susan afterward and Susan burst into tears and told me she was sorry that I had to find out about it this way. I don’t know what to do or even what to think. I’m not sure who I even am right now,” I said.  
 
    “You’re still the same person,” Abby said quickly. “Who your parents are has nothing to do with that.”  
 
    “My parents are the ones who turned me into the person I am today!” I shot back. I wanted to point out the issues she was having with her own parents, but I bit my tongue. There was no need to make this any harder on her than it already was.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a sigh. “I was so sure I was going to find the person who was responsible for killing them, but now I know that the people they killed weren’t even my parents to begin with. That doesn’t make it any better, either. It only makes it all the more confusing. And I don’t know how to find my real parents, either.”  
 
    “I don’t, either,” Abby admitted. “But there’s got to be a way. You have to talk to Susan, or to that lawyer you were talking to when you were placed with Susan. I’m sure he would have some sort of idea at least of the last name. Then you would have something to go on.”  
 
    “With my luck, it’s going to be something so common there’s not going to be a chance in Hell that I get to find them,” I sighed again. “I feel like my parents were murdered, but now they’re back from the dead, and I don’t know the people who were murdered at all. I mean I grew up with them, but they lied to me the entire time.”  
 
    “And so did Susan,” Abby reminded me. “She had to know that you were adopted. She had to have. Even if she was just a good friend of the family, she had to know.”  
 
    “I think there’s more to Susan than meets the eye,” I admitted. “I think she knows a lot more than she’s telling me, and I’m going to get it out of her one way or another, even if I have to use Damon to do it.”  
 
    “Good luck with that. I want you to keep me posted, but I’ve got to get going,” Abby said with a sigh. “We’re going down to the police station to see if we can get some of this worked out.”  
 
    “Keep me posted on what’s going on,” I told her.  
 
    “I promise,” Abby hung up the phone and I stormed out of my room. I’d heard Damon head into his room while I was having the conversation, and I now pounded on the door.  
 
    “Good God, what do you want?” he asked when he opened it. “I thought you were mom.”  
 
    “We need to talk,” I said. ‘ 
 
    “What now?” he asked.  
 
    I explained to him what Peter had done to Abby and her family, and he shook his head. “I can’t believe that. I thought he was the better of the two, but it seems to me that he and Chad are just the same.”  
 
    “I want to know why he would do just a thing and what we can do about it now,” I told him. “I’m not going to let him get away with this.”  
 
    “I’m not sure there’s a lot you can do. I mean, it’s going to come down to whether the guy is innocent or not,” Damon said.  
 
    “I don’t care about that. I care about the fact this asshole ratted out my best friend’s family, and I need you to back me on this. I can’t do anything about it alone, you know that,” I said. I didn’t want to snap at him, but I was tense, and he could sense it.  
 
    He nodded. “I know you can’t, and you know I’ve got your back in any way.”  
 
    Damon took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. I’m not able to make any promises over what’s going to happen, but I can promise you I’ll try to get something done, okay?”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, taking a breath of my own before sighing. I knew he was going to do his best, but I felt discouraged. I knew there was only so much any of us could do right now in any part of the situation. I would have given anything to help Abby get through this and prove that her father was innocent. I didn’t believe for one second that he truly was guilty, and I would fight for him in any way that I could.  
 
    But, I also felt that my own plate was now full. I had to find out who my parents were, and I had to figure out why my adoptive parents were murdered. I didn’t think there was any connection to the two in my mind, but I was going to keep working at it until I had the answers I needed.  
 
    I had been through a lot in my life, and it was only getting stranger with each new discovery I made. I couldn’t live out the rest of my life wondering who my parents were and why they gave me up, or why the people who took me in were killed.  
 
    It wasn’t something I was going to share with Damon, or really anyone but Abby, just yet. If Susan said something, that was up to her, but I wasn’t going to be the one to tell him the facts.  
 
    Right now, I wasn’t sure who I trusted, and the more people I met, the fewer that number became. Shoot, the better I got to know the people in my life, the fewer I trusted.  
 
    For a brief moment I thought about the note Molly had left in my locker. Was she referring to this secret somehow? It was unlikely. How would she know I was adopted when I myself had no idea? Then again, it was Molly, and she always knew things that she shouldn’t.  
 
    Or, maybe she was talking about something else entirely, and, like Abby said, I was going to have to start completely from scratch until I tracked down the right people and got the truth out of them. All I knew was that none of this was going to be easy, and I was going to have to do most of it myself.  
 
    I didn’t know if I could trust anyone around me, and I wasn’t going to trust them with the information to find out. No, if I was going to find my real mother and father, I was going to have to do this on my own.  
 
    And when I did, I was going to ask them for the truth. Even if they didn’t want me, I had to know the truth. Why? Just why did they send me away? Why didn’t they want me? Why Susan?  
 
    All I wanted to know was why.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Sutton  
 
    Life at home became incredibly awkward after the therapy appointment. I didn’t want a thing to do with Susan, and I wasn’t afraid to show it. I just wanted her to leave me alone, and it became worse than it had been when I moved into the house in the first place.  
 
    Susan, for her own part, seemed to agree that giving me the space I needed was the right thing to do. She didn’t press to hang out with me, and she left dinner warming on the stove for when I was hungry. She even stopped coming to the door to make sure I was all right in the evenings.  
 
    At first, I wasn’t sure how to take it. There was a level of rejection I felt from her. She had tried so hard to bring me into the family, then she stepped back so quickly. But, there was another part of me that was glad for the space.  
 
    I wanted it. I didn’t want to talk about anything, and I didn’t want her to share any of my secrets with Damon. There was a lot about him that I didn’t know, and I felt it was only fair of her to give me the same consideration. After all, he might be her son, but that didn’t mean he had to know everything about me.  
 
    Shoot, he wasn’t even really her son. He was just a foster, not even adopted. I was adopted by my parents, making them feel more like family than I felt here. I didn’t want Susan to adopt me, and, if she tried, I was going to do all I could to fight it.  
 
    I didn’t want to be part of her family. I didn’t want to be part of the house. I just wanted my life to go back to the way it had been all over again.  
 
    When I was younger. I was sure that I was miserable. I hated that my mother was always drunk on the couch in the living room. And I hated that my father was so rarely around he was more of a roommate than anything. I hated that there wasn’t anything I could do about it.  
 
    And now, it didn’t help to know that the person I spent most of my growing up years with had been lying to me all along as well. I wanted to believe that she had been there for me, that she had been the one person who was there for me growing up, but she had been lying to me along with the rest of them.  
 
    I didn’t know who knew what lies or what lies got crossed. All I knew was that I wasn’t ever told the truth, and I wasn’t sure how to take it. Part of me wondered how much of my beliefs in life were wrapped up in the lie, and what I could do about it to find out the truth.  
 
    I didn’t want to talk to Susan about any information she might have. It seemed to me that she didn’t want to talk about it, either, and she always deflected when I tried to get information out of her. She always told me that she was just a friend, or she wasn’t sure why my mother did what she did.  
 
    She was a master at changing the subject and getting me to talk about something else, and even if I knew that’s what she was doing, it would still work. So, I gave up. And, the little fishing I did with Damon led me to believe he had next to no idea about my adoption or anything else that had been going on in my life.  
 
    Then again, he had enough of his own problems, I wasn’t even sure if he knew who his real parents were.  
 
    I had been taken when I was really young – something Susan herself had once said she thought was better. It was things like that that made me think that she knew more about my situation than she was letting on, but I couldn’t drag it out of her.  
 
    If she was going to tell me the truth, she was going to have to come out and tell me because she thought it was time for me to know it. And with the way she would shy away from the conversation every time I tried to have it with her, there was no way for me to get it out of her.  
 
    Depression was starting to sink into my life once more, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about it. The last thing I wanted was for Susan to start setting up more appointments for me. I liked Leslie well enough, but after I found out the truth from her, I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to her about much of anything again.  
 
    I agreed to go back to one more session with her, but it proved to be as helpful as talking to Susan herself.  
 
    “I’m sure your parents loved you very much. I’m sure they had their reasons for why they weren’t able to keep you, and they did their best to put you in the best home you could have possibly asked for. For as difficult as it is for us to understand why other people do what they do, there are times in your life when you have to accept that what they do is for the best, and they are going to do it for your own good,” Leslie said.  
 
    “Yeah, but to not tell me anything about the person they wanted me to be with if they were to pass? Not tell me that I was adopted. Not give me anything about my true self. I feel lied to, not only by the people who are in my life right now, but by my parents for not telling me anything about myself when they could have left a letter or a notebook or something,” I argued.  
 
    “I know it can be hard to accept, but maybe it was for your own protection that they kept that information from you. You don’t know what was going on in either of their lives when you were born, but you do know that they gave you to a couple who loved you very much and took great care of you. You would still be with them if it wasn’t for the tragedy,” Leslie told me.  
 
    I winced. I didn’t want to talk about what happened to my parents, though that was part of the reason I was so angry with my real parents.  
 
    “They knew that I was going to a home with a drunk and a P.I. What could be a worse combination for your daughter than those two?” I shot back.  
 
    “There are no perfect parents out there, but what was important was that they did their best for you. You never went hungry, you always had a bed to sleep in and a roof over your head, and you were loved. Again, when we don’t know the circumstances, then we don’t know what or how fast they had to give you up. It might have been an emergency,” Leslie said gently.  
 
    “So what are you saying? You have a kid then you have to give them up because of some emergency? What happened to families sticking together?” I shot back.  
 
    “I know this is going to take time for you to process, and I want to work with you to figure out how you feel about this and how you are able to move on, but you’re going to have to trust me. There are some things in life that are hard to accept, and I am going to do my best to help you accept this,” Leslie said.  
 
    I wanted to throw my hands up in the air, but I knew it was pointless. I didn’t want to just accept this and move on. I didn’t want to write it off as one of those things that just happened to people. I wanted to have the answers over what happened to me in my life.  
 
    I had been through so much, I wanted to know why. I wanted to know who was behind all this, and what could have been going on that would have made my parents put me up for adoption like that.  
 
    For all I knew, they didn’t even choose the parents who did adopt me. I could have been dumped off at some orphanage for just anyone to come get. And from the looks of the parents who I did end up with, it seemed the latter was the more likely.  
 
    But then, I felt guilty. I knew that my parents did love me, and they did do their best to take care of me even though they did have struggles of their own. But, I still wasn’t sure how to take the news.  
 
    I didn’t say much to Susan when she picked me up. When she asked me how the session went, I was vague as always. I didn’t want to go into it with her. I didn’t want her to know that I spent most of the session trying to get answers about my parents.  
 
    It was a subject I didn’t want to touch on, and I wasn’t going to if I didn’t have to. Thankfully, she seemed to get the hint and didn’t ask anything beyond the generic questions, including if I was going to go back the following week.  
 
    “I’m sure you’re going to set an appointment for me whether I want to go back or not,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “They seem to be helping,” Susan said gently. “And that’s all I want for you.”  
 
    “If you want to help me then you can help me get the answers I’m looking for,” I shot back. “You know what I want to know in life, and you keep deflecting when I ask about it.”  
 
    “I know that there are some things that are hard to understand, and I don’t want to add to your confusion,” she said. 
 
    “Now you sound like Leslie,” I replied.  
 
    She said nothing the whole rest of the ride home, and I headed for the garage when we got there. I wanted to lock myself in my room as usual, but I saw Damon was working on his bike, and it seemed better than being alone in the house with Susan.  
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked as I stepped through the door. He dragged his hand across his forehead, leaving a trail of grime and grease that only made him hotter.  
 
    “Just doing some light maintenance,” he said with a shrug. “I was bored and looking for something to do, so this seemed like the best answer.”  
 
    “Sounds like a lot more fun than the therapy session I just endured,” I said with a sigh.  
 
    He smiled. “Glad that’s done for another week.”  
 
    “Unless Susan decides I need extra,” I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “So what’re you doing now?” he asked.  
 
    “I was wondering if you could give me a lesson on the bike?” I asked. “I’m feeling adventurous.”  
 
    “I mean, if you want to. It’s not like driving a car and you’ve got to wear this helmet,” he said with a shrug. “But I don’t see why not.”  
 
    I grinned, taking the helmet and putting it over my head. I’d never driven a bike before, and the anticipation built in my body. Damon showed me the basics, then he climbed on the back and helped me with the handle bars.  
 
    “You’re going to go slow,” he warned. “The last thing we need is to be smeared on the sidewalk.”  
 
    “We’ll go slow,” I promised. He helped me with the gas, and soon enough we were on the road. Immediately, I could see why he was in love with the bike and taking rides just for the sake of it. The feeling was so freeing, it was unlike anything I’d done before.  
 
    It was even better than riding on the back of his bike when he was driving, and I wanted to go faster. But, Damon wasn’t going to let me.  
 
    “You might be a natural, but you’re going to take it slow until you’re sure of what you’re doing,” he said.  
 
    “Fine,” I rolled my eyes, even if he couldn’t see it felt good.  
 
    “Anywhere you want to go?” he asked.  
 
    I thought for a second. There were a lot of places I wanted to go in the world, but not many we could take off to right that second. Then, I had an idea. I knew it was strange with all I was going through, but there was one place on earth I wanted to see.  
 
    “I want to visit my parent’s grave,” I said softly.  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “Do you think you’re ready for that?”  
 
    I nodded fiercely. “If I’ve ever been ready to do something like that, it’s now.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I didn’t know what to expect going to the cemetery. It was strange going back to my hometown with Damon. Though we had relocated when I was in middle school, but my parents were from my home town right next to Secret Bay. They both wanted to be buried there when they passed, and we honored their wishes.  
 
    But, as we pulled up to the cemetery, there were a lot of things that were going through my mind. I wasn’t sure how I would feel being next to the plot of land they were buried under, and I didn’t know how I would feel with Damon being there with me when we arrived.  
 
    I knew they didn’t care for him after what happened in middle school, and I wished that I could tell them the truth about him now. They thought that he was the one who had done those things to me – he was the one who had sent that text message, and he was the one who had written those things on my locker. He was the one who took the blame for everything.  
 
    And I hated it now. Now that I knew Molly was the one behind everything, I really hated that he was the one who got blamed for it all, and she got off the hook like nothing had happened.  
 
    In fact, she had bragged to her friends about it, and she still got away with it. It wasn’t just annoying, it was hard for me to be around anyone in that school besides my closest friends and feel safe. I didn’t know what any of them were thinking, and I didn’t trust any of them.  
 
    I also was afraid I would be angry when I reached my parents’ grave. I was afraid I would be angry with them for not telling me the truth sooner, and I would be angry with them for the way my life had been growing up.  
 
    I knew they had done their best. My father was home almost every night in spite of a demanding job, and while my mom was an alcoholic, she wasn’t a mean alcoholic, and I never went without anything because of her habit. Sure, there were some things that I felt frustrated with her over, but every kid felt that against their mother.  
 
    The grass was growing around the plot nicely, and it was clear there was a gardener taking care of the grounds. I was happy to see that. There was a fear in the back of my mind that when I arrived at the plot no one would have been taking care of it, and the whole thing would be covered with thorns and weeds.  
 
    Even if I didn’t live in the same town as the two of them were buried, I wanted to know that there was someone out there who cared about their final resting place.  
 
    Strangely enough, however, when I walked up to the grass and read the grave stones, I wasn’t overcome with sadness like I thought I would be. More than anything, I missed them. I wanted them to be back with me, and I wanted our lives to go back to normal.  
 
    It was hard not to think about the way I wanted things to be different. Ways that I had thought about expressing when I was younger, but things I never bothered to tell them. I wanted to, that was for sure, but I didn’t have the guts. I didn’t want to get into an argument with my mom, and I knew it was hard for my dad to work when he had to deal with the stress coming from home.  
 
    So, I often didn’t say anything. I just spent most of my time hanging out with Molly at her house or at the local park – or chatting on and on about how much I liked Damon. I didn’t know at the time how much it bothered her that I did that, but now, I knew that it did.  
 
    I sat down carefully, not wanting to upset the grave or anything. I knew how to be respectful around a grave, but I never thought I would have to deal with being next to my parent’s gravesite, that was for sure.  
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to find the perfect words to say before I finally launched into what I really wanted them to know. It wasn’t much, just the life I was living with Susan and Damon, and asking them if they knew that I was with Damon now.  
 
    He was far enough back waiting at the bike, he didn’t know I was talking to them about him, and I tried to be okay with that. But, it still felt strange. I didn’t want them to dislike him more than I felt they already did, but at the same time, I wanted them to know what was going on in my life.  
 
    Every now and then, I felt the tears starting to build in my eyes, and I had to take a deep breath. I didn’t want to break down in tears, especially with Damon sitting right there. But, this was a lot harder for me than I ever thought it would be, and there was something about him sitting near me that made me feel better.  
 
    But, after a few minutes of me sitting alone and fighting the tears that were in my eyes, I felt his arm around me. He sat down next to me, respectfully, gently putting his arm around me and looking at the grave of my parents alongside me.  
 
    “They would be so proud if they knew all the stuff you’ve been through since you moved in, and how well you handled it all,” he said.  
 
    “If it was anything like I handled the last time I was bullied, I hardly think them being proud would be the right word,” I said rather bitterly. “I’m sure they remember that more than anything.”  
 
    “I’m sure they hated me because of it,” he said with a shake of his head. “And I don’t blame them. If I had a daughter who went through what you went through because of some stupid boy at school, I would hate him too.”  
 
    “If only they knew the truth about Molly and what really went on. I mean, I can’t say that my mom really had any friends, or that my dad really wanted to make any friends, but they thought that Molly was a nice girl and her parents were nice, too. They had no idea what was really going on when we weren’t looking,” I admitted with a sigh.  
 
    “None of us did. I thought Molly was your best friend just like anyone else in school. I mean, there were some times when she would say or do something that I would find a little strange for her being your best friend, but I just thought it was something preteen girls did, you know?” Damon said with another shrug.  
 
    “If I had known that she was really using you for her own selfish gains, I would have put an end to it right then and there,” he assured me.  
 
    “But you ended up dating her,” I reminded him. “And that’s what she wanted. She told me she was so mean to me in school because she wanted to be with you.”  
 
    The words came flying out of my mouth before I could stop them, and Damon looked at me in surprise. I still wasn’t going to tell him about the note or the fact that she was the one who sent the suicide message from his phone, but I didn’t mind telling him that she wasn’t my friend even back then. 
 
    “When that happened, I thought you and I weren’t ever going to see each other again. For all I knew, you were in a different school with a boyfriend of your own. I never thought it would be that hard for you to get a boyfriend,” he said.  
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise. “I was always so plain. I hated how I looked in middle school. It took forever for me to lose that baby weight, and same for Molly, which is why I thought she and I were good friends.”  
 
    “It makes sense that you would feel that way,” Damon said. “Though I wish you could have seen more of what you really were. I thought you were the prettiest girl in school. Why do you think you were the one I wanted to give my first kiss?”  
 
    “I’m sure that’s part of the reason Molly hated me. And part of the reason why she was such a bully to me, even if I didn’t know it,” I said rather bitterly. I didn’t know how much Damon knew about that. Though he and I had been rather close lately, I was careful with how much I shared with him.  
 
    I told Abby more than anything when it came to the bullying that I went through in school, and I knew when it came to the secrets I shared with her, they were safe. The only reason I told her about what Peter had done to her family was because I thought Damon might be able to do something about it.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if he would take it to the same extreme as he had with Chad, but I wanted my friend to know she wasn’t alone in any of this, even if it felt like she was. I had felt that way for most of my life, and though the therapist really made it hard for me when she told me that I was adopted, she really did hit the nail on the head when she described how I felt about the bullying in my life.  
 
    I hated feeling alone, and I hated that my best friend was the one who was doing it to me. Now, I felt stupid for not being able to see it. There were so many things that I had told that girl over the years, and some of them just seemed to magically come out.  
 
    But, I also got the impression Damon didn’t know much about any of this, and I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to share with him. After all, he did date Molly for a while, and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know how long.  
 
    “You mean she was part of all the bullying? Like all of it?” he asked.  
 
    “I can’t say for sure who did what,” I told him, though it was only a partial truth. “But I do know that she was part of it then, just like she was part of it now. I mean, she told some of her friends in the dressing room that she was part of the bullying, and, since she’s treated me the way she has now, I’m sure it’s true.”  
 
    “Is there anything you can do about it?” he asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “I confronted her about it the other day, but it was like it always goes with her. She deflected, she made it my problem, and she basically did what she always does. Molly never is held accountable for anything, not even for posting those pictures of me around school.”  
 
    “I knew she had to be the one behind that,” Damon shook his head. “But there’s got to be some proof. I mean, we’ve got to be able to go to the principal about it or something.”  
 
    “With the money she has, there’s no way he’s going to do anything about it,” I said. “You know she has all the teachers wrapped around her finger, and she’s going to keep doing what she’s doing.”  
 
    “I’m glad you stood up to her that one day,” Damon said as he gave me a light squeeze. “That was something that had to happen.”  
 
    “I’m glad you stood up to Chad,” I said with a smile of my own. “That’s one thing I never thought was going to happen, and he avoids me like the plague now.”  
 
    “Me too,” Damon said with a laugh. “But it felt good, and I think he deserved it every bit as much as Molly.”  
 
    “Me too,” I agreed. There was silence between us for a moment, and I tried to think of something to say. I didn’t want to keep talking about the bullies at school, but then, I didn’t know what I wanted to talk about with him. There was so much I wanted him to know, but, at the same time, it was hard for me to open up to him feeling like I did.  
 
    Part of me wanted to tell him the truth, another part of me knew that it would be a better idea just to let it go and see what happened in our lives. Though, I had a feeling we weren’t ever going to truly end up together.  
 
    “Tell me about your parents,” Damon said suddenly. “I want to hear about how it was after you left the school and what they were like.”  
 
    At first, I was taken by surprise, but then, I thought it might be a good idea. He never got to know them really, and I did want to talk about them in a happy way. With a smile, I leaned into him.  
 
    “All right,” I said with a grin. “You would have loved them, really.”  
 
    He pulled me as close as he could, his arm still around me. “I’m sure I would have.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22  
 
    Sutton  
 
    I felt better the next day after seeing my parents’ grave. It was hard for me to sit there for as long as I did, but I felt better once I started telling Damon about all the memories I had with them and how much they would have liked him if they really had the chance to know him.  
 
    I wanted to think that it would have worked out if things had happened differently in school. Maybe if they didn’t know about the bullying or if it hadn’t reached the point of me nearly committing suicide, maybe he and I would have ended up together in some way.  
 
    Those were thoughts I couldn’t pay much attention to right now. It was hard enough knowing that I had feelings for him and I couldn’t do anything about it. Not without causing problems with Susan in some way, anyway. It still made me mad to think of how she controlled us that way, but I wasn’t going to get in that fight with her.  
 
    When I graduated, and when I was eighteen, I would see what happened then. Maybe it would be college, maybe it would be Damon going to college and me just going where the wind took me. It was hard for me to make any sort of judgment call on that right now, and I wasn’t going to stress about it.  
 
    Knowing I was adopted was taking most of my mental energy, and I wanted to find out who my birth parents were. I had to find out in one way or another, and with the encouragement of both my friends, I knew that I could do it if I tried hard enough.  
 
    It was just going to be a matter of persistence.  
 
    I went to my locker to get my books and put my lunch inside when suddenly something new caught my eye.  
 
    “Not again,” I muttered. It was another note. But this time, reading what was scrawled across the paper made my blood run cold.  
 
    I know where you went yesterday, and if you want to be with your parents that bad, I’ll make sure the next time you go see them, you’ll be a permanent resident.  
 
    I looked around and crumbled the paper in my hand before shoving it in my backpack. That was a threat, there was no denying that, and it made me wonder just how far Molly would go to control me. I had a feeling she was planning something big, but to think that she would stoop to this level was just too much.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let this one get to me, though. I was going to call her out on it right when I saw her. And I did.  
 
    I knew Molly liked to linger in science class after the bell. She had a crush on the teacher, and, though I didn’t think she or he would ever act on the crush it was so clear that she had, I knew it would be a good time to catch her off guard. The bell had rung for the next class, and she would have to hurry if she didn’t want to be late.  
 
    But, I didn’t care if I made her late. I didn’t care if I was late, either, for that matter.  
 
    As soon as she walked around the corner, she nearly ran right into me.  
 
    “What the heck, Sutton?” she snapped, clearly debating shoving me out of the way so she could keep going. 
 
     “What is it with you and your notes?” I snapped.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked.  
 
    “I saw the note you put in my locker today, and if you’re going to start making threats like that, I’m going to go to the police!” I snapped.  
 
    “I didn’t put a note in your locker. Paranoid much?” she asked as she crossed her arms. “We’re going to be late for class if you don’t get the heck out of the way.”  
 
    “I don’t care if we’re late. How dare you say that about going to see my parents?” I asked.  
 
    “I didn’t even know you went to see your parents, and I don’t care if you did,” she said with a shrug. “You know, I’m starting to think that you’re planting things on purpose because you’re made I didn’t get in trouble for any of the photos.”  
 
    She gave me a smirk that made me want to slap her, but then she shoved past me. “You aren’t going to make me late for class, and I think you really need to get yourself under control. I’m not going to take the fall for you just because you’re mad about what happened in middle school.”  
 
    She called out the words over her shoulder and vanished around the corner, leaving me feeling confused. She was one of the only people in the world who knew where my parents were buried, and though I did feel she was sadistic enough to write another note, the fact that this one was so dark did make me doubt she would be the one to do it.  
 
    She had already told me to kill myself once, but to threaten to be the one to do it was a whole new ballgame, and one that could get her in a lot of trouble. Though Molly did like to rule the roost with graduation coming up so soon, I had a feeling she was going to be careful to not get herself in too much trouble in between now and then. If she was going to do something like this, it was going to have to be a lot more subtle than the other things she had done to me.  
 
    Molly wanted to get into a good college, and she had the potential to make that happen. With her grades and the fact that her parents had a lot of money, it wasn’t going to be hard for her to get into practically any school in the country. Or even out of the country for that matter. I sighed, thinking about the note in my backpack and wondering who would have been so mean as to put it in my locker.  
 
    Clearly, it had to be someone who knew the combination, and someone who knew that I had gone to see my parent’s grave yesterday. But, this note didn’t mention Damon, which would have been another indicator that Molly was the one to put the note in the box in the first place.  
 
    But, there wasn’t anything I could do about it right now. I had to get to class. I could talk to Abby or Damon about it later. Or, I could even go to Susan. This was more than the petty garbage I was dealing with with Molly. This was something a lot bigger, and she might know better what to do with the situation.  
 
    I tried to forget about the note the rest of the afternoon, but I had to admit, it was on my mind the entire walk home. Damon had left early to make it to the shop on time, and I didn’t know where Susan was.  
 
    There were some days she was there to pick me up when I got out of class, then others she was either working or doing her own thing. I didn’t mind the walk. It gave me time to clear my head after the day and focus on the things that were really bothering me in my life.  
 
    And God knew right now I had a lot that was bothering me.  
 
    There was a strange bike in the driveway when I got home, and I wondered who was over. Damon was the only one I knew with a motorcycle, and none of the other kids I saw at school rode any. He took pride in being that bad boy, so it confused me to think that he might have made another friend who rode.  
 
    Then again, working where he did he met a lot of people, and Damon liked to talk. Maybe with Peter and Chad on the outs he was looking for new friends.  
 
    But, when I walked inside, I heard a man’s voice in the kitchen with Susan. It sounded like they were having an intimate conversation, so I slipped in as quietly as I could, heading right for my steps. They didn’t hear me, but I recognized Dean when I saw him.  
 
    I had only spoken to him a couple of times, but it suddenly struck me that it was the same bike he had been riding when he came and spoke to me that day down at the bay.  
 
    Was he the one Susan was dating? She still hadn’t given any of us a name, and Damon hadn’t mentioned it to me, either. I had a feeling if there was something going on I would have heard from someone, but I wasn’t going to be the one to interrupt what was going on in the kitchen.  
 
    Heading up to my room, I closed the door and threw myself on the bed, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. I wanted to find out more about the note, and who could possibly be warning me to stay away from my parents.  
 
    It seemed with each passing day my life was getting all the more complicated, and I wasn’t sure how to even begin unraveling the mess that it had become. Not only did I wonder who had murdered my parents, but I was wondering now why they didn’t want me to be anywhere near them.  
 
    Then again, there was no telling whether the person who wrote the note and left it in my school locker was the same person who was connected with their death. But, whoever this person was, they clearly knew who I was and what I had been doing with myself the day before.  
 
    That in itself was creepy enough, and it did put me on edge.  
 
    Everything about my life was putting me on edge these days, and I wanted to figure out a way to have a solution to what was going on, but it was hard. It was hard to think of anything clearly.  
 
    Suddenly, I had an idea. It was something that had crossed my mind a couple times before, but now, I really felt the urge to go through with it. rising from the bed, I slipped over to my desk, treading lightly on the floor so Dean and Susan still didn’t know I was home.  
 
    The house was well built, but there were still times I felt the walls and the floor were thin. I grabbed the knob to my desk and pulled it open, reaching to the way back where I didn’t want anyone to find the envelope I had hidden there.  
 
    A small address was written on the front, but it was what was inside that I was really interested. I opened the slit along the top and dumped out the contents, looking at the small key in my hand with a sly smile.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Damon  
 
    Leaning against the counter, I stared through the open door at the people passing by. Being the tourist shop that we were, we had already served most of the people who were in town. The dedicated surfers would come in every now and then to get their boards waxed or updated, but, for the most part, we served those who were new in town or just visiting.  
 
    That was fine with me. It gave me plenty of time to think about Sutton and what I wanted to do with her. I wanted to win her back first and foremost, but that was far easier said than done.  
 
    She was still clearly worried about what Susan thought, and I knew I was going to have to convince her to break out of that line of thinking if we were going to have a real shot together. But, she didn’t want to do anything that was going to cause more tension in the house, and though I told her over and over she had nothing to do with the tension between me and my mother, she didn’t believe me.  
 
    Sutton was stubborn, I had to give her that. But, there was a soft side to her that I was seeing more and more often. The more comfortable she got with me, the more she seemed willing to show that side of herself, and I wanted to show her that she could without it coming back to hurt her.  
 
    She trusted me with a lot. I knew that. I wasn’t going to do anything to blow that trust, either. I couldn’t. I cared too much for her for anything like that. But, it was going to be a slow process to convince her that was how I really felt, and she really could trust me with anything.  
 
    She didn’t trust anyone when she first came to Secret Bay, that was for sure. And I was perhaps the one she hated most of all. But, learning what she had about Molly and the past, I felt that we were breaking down walls that she had so carefully put in place for so long.  
 
    As hard as it was for me to admit, I enjoyed seeing her with her parents the day before. It was hard to see her walk up to the grave, and even harder to see her fall to her knees as she talked to them, but to be able to sit there and listen to her stories about them and what they were really like, it made me feel almost as though I knew them.  
 
    And a large part of me wished that I had.  
 
    For as long as I could remember, it had been me and Susan. I knew Susan meant well, and it was because of her I had made it so far in life. I couldn’t imagine if I had to live with my deadbeat parents more than I already had.  
 
    Though I only remembered bits and pieces of my early childhood, I did remember being afraid and miserable most of the time. It was only when Susan came into my life that I truly started to be happy. Then, when I met Sutton, well, when I found her again in high school, I knew that I had to make things right with her.  
 
    It had been wrong to be the one to start the bullying like I had, and I wasn’t going to let that define our relationship. And thankfully, through the hard work I was putting into us, it seemed to be working.  
 
    “Well, you were right,” Dean’s voice broke into my thoughts. I had been the one to open the shop the past week, and I expected him to come in around lunchtime. But today, he was earlier than normal.  
 
    “Right about what?” I asked as I looked at him in surprise. I was the one who was always going to him for advice, so to hear that something I had said to him might have actually worked came as a real surprise.  
 
    “I took your advice about Susan, and I have to say, you were right,” Dean said with another smile.  
 
    I looked at him in surprise once more. “You went out with my mom again.”  
 
    “I’ve been out with your mom several times again,” he said with a grin. “And you were right about her coming around. Well, it’s been slow, but I think we’re making real progress here.”  
 
    “You think so?” I asked, trying to hide the excitement I felt. I had hoped that my mother would be willing to give Dean a second chance. I wasn’t at all happy with the fact that they had broken up, and I wanted her to tell me why it happened, but she wouldn’t.  
 
    So, I went to Dean instead. He didn’t have any more answers about the why than I did, but I was confident if he were to really try, he would be able to get her back. My mom loved Dean, I knew she did. She had told him so often when they were together, and there were many ways I considered him to be the father I never had.  
 
    Then, when he was suddenly ripped out of my life, I felt that a large part of my heart was gone. I didn’t know how to handle it, and it threw a huge rift between me and my mother.  
 
    I demanded answers, but she wouldn’t give me any, so I had to just deal with the loss as though it wasn’t a big deal to me.  
 
    The biggest thing I could do to try to help how I felt about the situation was get a job at the shop he owned, which I happily did. Of course, my mother wasn’t too happy when she found out that I had gone behind her back and got a job working for her ex, but I managed to convince her it was better than the underground fighting she wanted me to stop.  
 
    I had a feeling that was the only reason she really went along with the idea, but I didn’t care. As long as it wasn’t going to be a fight for me to go work with Dean nearly every day, I was happy. She never had to see him. And, to my knowledge, they never did see each other.  
 
    So, it caught me off guard when I found out that the two of them had been going on dates again. My mom was good at hiding things from me, but that was better than anything else I could think of.  
 
    “So when are you moving back in?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “That all depends on what I can get your mother to agree to,” Dean said with a wink. “I’m sure it’s not going to be too long if I have my way, and I’m going to start pushing for it as soon as I’m sure I have her back in my life.”  
 
    “How many dates have you gone on?” I asked.  
 
    “Four, and, in my book, that means we’re back together. Though I’ll admit, she’s still rather reluctant to say so, to my face anyway,” he said with a shake of his head. “Has she said anything to you or Sutton?”  
 
    “Not to me, and I’m sure she wouldn’t say something to Sutton she wouldn’t also say to me,” I said with a grin. “But she did say something the other day about going on a date, and she wasn’t going to tell us who it was with until she knew for sure she wanted to be with them. I’m guessing if that’s what the two of you are doing then it’s not going to be long before we all hear the good news.”  
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way,” Dean said with a smile. “I’ve missed you and your mom both, and I’m looking forward to Sutton being part of the family, too.”  
 
    “We don’t see her as often,” I said with a shake of my head. “I would like to, but she’s a little reserved, and with what happened to her parents, it makes it even harder to get close to her.”  
 
    “I can imagine. But, I’m sure she’ll come around with time. Susan says she’s a lot friendlier now than she was when she moved in a couple months ago,” Dean said with a nod. 
 
    “I’m sure you could put it that way,” I grinned. “I’m glad to have you back. If you aren’t careful, I’m going to start calling you dad.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be opposed to that. I’m ready to be a happy family again,” Dean said again.  
 
    He turned his attention to work, and I grinned. It was hard to imagine life without him going on forever, and I was thrilled to think that he and my mother might be really getting back together. I didn’t want to get my hopes up too high, but I did want to talk to my mom about dating him again.  
 
    Maybe if she knew how much it meant to me she would be more likely to let him back into the house. It was hard to tell with my mother, but I knew I could at least try. And, when it came to having Dean back in the house, I was going to try my absolute hardest.  
 
    I wanted a father figure in my life, and I knew Sutton could use one, too. I was worried about her. She had been acting strange lately, even before we went to see her parents’ grave.  
 
    There was something about her that just seemed to be nervous. Off. She was more outgoing than when she first moved in, I couldn’t argue with that, but she still seemed jumpy.  
 
    There had to be something that was bothering her, and I had a feeling I could get her to tell me what it was – especially if I offered to share with her one of my many secrets she so desperately wanted to know.  
 
    The day passed quickly enough, and I didn’t feel the same sense of sadness when I told Dean goodnight. For all I knew, he might be coming over to the house later. If he was, I’d tell my mother that he had told me they were dating again and I didn’t have to leave the house to give her secrecy.  
 
    But, when I got home, Susan wasn’t there. I was glad to see Sutton was in the kitchen when I walked through the door. And, for the first time in a long time, she seemed like she was actually happy to see me.  
 
    “You’re late,” she said as she walked quickly over to me.  
 
    “For what?” I asked. “I didn’t know we had plans to do anything.”  
 
    “We didn’t, but I thought you were going to be home an hour ago, and I wanted you to be here before your mom got back,” she said. I grinned. Part of me hoped she was going to want to have sex again, but she quickly shut that idea down when she pulled a small key out of her pocket.  
 
    “There’s somewhere else we need to go, and I need your help,” she said quickly. “Can we get out of here now? I really need to get this done before your mother gets home, and that could be any minute.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I’m just going to grab a clean shirt and we can get going,” I told her. She nodded and headed for the door, leaving me very confused. What the heck was that key in her hand, and why did we have to get out of here right now?  
 
    And what did my mother have to do with anything? I knew Susan and Sutton didn’t always see eye to eye, but neither did my mother and me. Then again, with all the questions my mother was notorious for asking, I didn’t blame Sutton for wanting to get out of the house before mom got home. So, I’d give her the respect of hurrying.  
 
    I headed up the stairs and grabbed the first clean shirt I could find, yanking it over my head on my way back down. I found Sutton in the driveway already ready to go, and I climbed on my bike.  
 
    Sutton was looking around, as though she was worried my mother was going to pull up as we were on our way out of the driveway. I wanted to tell her to relax, but once again she was showing the same nerves that she had been for the past couple days.  
 
    I wanted to ask her about that, too, but I knew better than to drag out any conversations with her in the moment. I could talk to her when we got to where we were going, and maybe get some answers about what was really going on with her, even if I didn’t want to find out what they really were.  
 
    “So where we headed?” I asked. I was still curious, and I wasn’t afraid to show it. I didn’t care where she wanted to go, but I needed to know where we were heading. I had a feeling she would tell me what was going on with the key when we got there, though it was going to drive me crazy in the meantime.  
 
    “Just drive,” she said with a shake of her head. I got the strongest impression she didn’t want me to ask too many questions, so I just started the engine. “I’ll give you directions on the way.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Sutton  
 
    I hung onto the back of the bike, but my mind was on what we were going to find when we got to our destination. I was nervous, but I felt we were on the verge of finally finding out answers. And those were what I wanted. I might not learn everything, but I knew I was going to at least find out something.  
 
    The hesitation I had was whether I was going to find out something that was only going to add to the intrigue of what was going on in my life. Since my dad was a P.I., he had all kinds of connections to people I didn’t know, and he was careful to keep them out of my life as much as possible.  
 
    Of course, I figured a lot of it was for the privacy of the client, but there was something about what was going on lately that made me figure there was something far more sinister to what was going on.  
 
    We got about halfway there when Damon suddenly pulled to the side of the road.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I demanded. “I told you we need to go!”  
 
    “You need to tell me the truth about what is going on with you,” he said. “I’m sick of seeing you acting so nervous all the time and not telling me what’s really going on with you.”  
 
    “I can’t tell you what’s going on because I don’t know. I want to find out and I think we might have the answers right here,” I insisted. “But we’ve got to get there, really.”  
 
    “You need to tell me why you’ve been so nervous and jumpy lately,” Damon insisted. “Or we aren’t going any further.”  
 
    “Look, I’ve got the address right here. It’s somewhere my dad used to go when he was working. I followed him once, so I know where it is. I think there might be a few answers in there,” I told him.  
 
    “Answers about what?” he asked.  
 
    I sighed. “I got another note in my locker the other day, and it said something about going to my parents’ grave. I want to find out who it is, and I think if we go there we might get at least a clue.”  
 
    “How do you know it wasn’t just Molly?” he rolled his eyes. “That sounds like something she would do to you just to mess with you all over again.”  
 
    “I talked to her about it, and she denied it,” I said. “She really seemed genuine about this one.”  
 
    “She’s a liar and she can’t be trusted. You of all people ought to know that,” Damon replied this time with even more frustration in his voice.  
 
    “Yes, I know, but I also know when she’s trying to be annoying, and she wasn’t. She told me I was probably trying to set her up for something or that I was being petty. I don’t remember exactly what she said. I just believe she was telling the truth about this one.”  
 
    I tried not to let the annoyance show in my own voice, but it was hard for me not to. I wanted Damon to listen to me, and I had a feeling he didn’t believe me. He was one of the only people on the planet who would take me here, and that’s all I wanted.  
 
    I didn’t want to go to the police when I didn’t have anything to give them. I just wanted to find out if there was some clue as to who might send the note and what they really wanted. If it got to the point where I could accuse someone, then I would think about going to the police over it, but not until then.  
 
    “You know if we were to tell Susan about this, she would want to call the cops, and they aren’t going to do anything but take the note and put it in a file and just leave it at that. They all but gave up looking for who killed my parents as it is,” I said.  
 
    “And what are you going to do if you walk in on a den of murderers?” Damon replied.  
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I insisted. “I know the place. Like I said, my father used to use it a lot when he was working, and I know there has to be a reason for that. It doesn’t look like much on the outside, but I’m sure he’s got a lot more on the inside.”  
 
    “Wait, you’ve never even been in the place?” Damon shook his head, and I could sense the judgment coming from him all over again.  
 
    “You’re my only hope in this,” I said. “I would have asked Abby for her help, but she’s going through so much right now, I didn’t want to get her involved in something like this.”  
 
    “And you thought I would be the better person to bring along in your little sleuthing act?” he asked as he crossed his arms. “Look, Sutton, I know you want to find out who killed your parents, but I don’t think some note in your locker is going to put you on the right path for that. For all you know, it could be another prank.”  
 
    I winced, and he seemed to cringe at the sight of it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way, but you now what I’m talking about. Everyone at school is getting off on the fact they can make fun of you, and they might be sending you off on a wild goose chase.”  
 
    “They might be,” I admitted. “But to tell me something that only few people on the planet would know means they are either stalking me, or there’s something more to this.”  
 
    Damon hesitated. I knew he wanted to help me. Shoot, he would do just about anything to make me happy, and I knew it. But, I knew he didn’t want to get me in any trouble in the process, and with the strange address on the envelope, I knew he wasn’t entirely comfortable taking me to the location, either.  
 
    But, I was my father’s daughter, and I wasn’t going to let this lead go by the wayside. It was far too important to me to find the person or people responsible for the death of my parents for me to just ignore the fact that this note was put in my locker.  
 
    “I’ll admit, it was probably meant to scare me, but that might mean that going near that grave made them nervous. Maybe there was something there we missed and this person wants to make sure we don’t get too close,” I encouraged. “If there is any way I could find the person who killed my parents, I’m going to try.”  
 
    Damon sighed. “All right. But if there is any chance you’re going to be in danger when we get there, we are getting out of there immediately. If this is real, and this is the person who murdered your parents, then there’s no telling what they will do if they think that you are getting too close, too.”  
 
    “I’m going to need you to cover for me in case Susan calls,” I said. “You know I’m normally home at this time, and if she can’t get a hold of me, you are likely going to be the next person on the list.”  
 
    “Or Abby,” Damon said with a shrug.  
 
    “Abby doesn’t know where I am, either, so I know she’s going to end up calling you,” I insisted. “I need you to tell her that we’re out on a ride or at the bay or something, I don’t want her to know about this place, at least, not until I know what’s going on here.”  
 
    Damon shook his head. I knew he wasn’t thrilled with the situation, but he was going to go through with it to make me happy. And it did make me happy. I had been bullied so much in my life, I didn’t want to be bullied by someone I didn’t even know, too.  
 
    If this note was real, then I was going to find out who wrote it, and I was going to figure out what they wanted, not just from me, but from my parents. Who knew, it might be the link that I needed to find out who my real parents were, too, and why they wanted to give me up for adoption in the first place.  
 
    I might even find out why I was given to Susan when my adoptive parents passed. There was so much potential in what the note might mean, and what this key might provide, I wanted to be sure for myself. I wasn’t going to trust anyone to do this for me. I was going to be the one to look through the place with my own eyes.  
 
    Of course, I knew it might not be anything, but that didn’t stop me from at least trying.  
 
    We arrived at the building. It looked like an abandoned, two story hotel. Clearly, no one had used it for a long time, but that didn’t stop me. It was all the more reason why my father might have used it to meet up with his clients. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” I said as we got off the bike.  
 
    “I can’t say that I like it very much,” Damon said as we crossed the street and headed for the old building.  
 
    “Me neither, but if you look at it, you can see why it would be the sort of place a P.I. would want to meet with his clients,” I agreed.  
 
    “Let’s just hope that you find what you’re looking for,” Damon said as he looked around. “I’m not sure how I could explain this one to Susan if I had to.”  
 
    “Hopefully you won’t have to,” I replied as I walked up to the door. My heart raced as I pulled the key back out of my pocket. I really didn’t know if it was the key to the door or what it was for, but since the address was on the envelope, I knew it was worth a shot.  
 
    Besides that, we had come too far now to turn back. I wasn’t going to chicken out at the last second and tell him I wanted to get out of there, even if my heart was racing and my palms were sweating.  
 
    “Well,” I said. “Here goes nothing.”  
 
    I slid the key into the lock and turned. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but I prayed to God the entire time this was what we needed.  
 
    We both heard the click as it unlocked.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Sutton  
 
    We pushed open the door together, bracing ourselves for what we would find inside. I had to admit, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect myself. But, finding an office wasn’t what I had in mind.  
 
    “This must be my dad’s office,” I said as we walked inside. “It’s cleaner than I thought it would be.”  
 
    “Someone might have cleaned it since his death,” Damon said. He looked around the place, and I couldn’t help but notice he appeared to be rather nervous. I looked around, too, but I was more curious as to what I would find than anything.  
 
    There was a picture of me and my mom on the desk, and there were papers scattered about, but flipping through them didn’t make any sense to me. They seemed to be bills more than anything.  
 
    “Was your dad some sort of cop or something?” Damon asked. I had mentioned more than once that he was a P.I., but Damon didn’t seem to know the difference.  
 
    “I guess you could say that. He worked with the cops, though he himself wasn’t one,” I said. “He would be what you would call an informant. He would look up the information on people, then he would turn them into the cops if need be. It saved them a lot of time in investigations, and it largely kept him out of danger.”  
 
    “Clearly it was still a dangerous job,” Damon said, and I nodded. 
 
    “I guess when you mess with the wrong people it doesn’t matter who you work for. But he wasn’t ever into the drug scene or anything like that, so we always thought he was safer than most,” I told him. “And I still want to know why my mom was killed, too.”  
 
    “She might have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Damon said. “I know that’s terrible, but there are people who will just clear out the house to make sure there aren’t any witnesses.”  
 
    I sighed. There was a lump in my throat, and I suddenly realized this was going to be a lot harder than I thought. I wanted to find clues as to who might have been the one to murder my parents, but looking through the work that my dad did made me realize just how dangerous his job really was.  
 
    There had been times when I was upset with him for not being around as much as I thought he could have been, but now I could see that he was doing a lot of work for the public. I wondered how many people he had helped during his time on the job, and how many people he landed in jail because of his investigations.  
 
    Then, there was a part of me that knew that could be the reason he was killed, too. If he got the wrong person thrown in jail – wrong, as in dangerous – then the other members who backed the person might come for him. Which also meant that they would have reason to include my mother in the murder as well.  
 
    But, that still didn’t answer why they didn’t kill me. I was at the house often enough, they could have waited for me to get home before they committed the crime, or they might have waited until I got back from school or wherever I was when the crime was committed.  
 
    They didn’t, however, and they never came back. In fact, no one seemed to think that I had been in any danger at all from the situation. I was given to the foster care system for a few days, then I was given to Susan, but no one seemed to think that I was going to be hunted down by these people, or I had any reason to believe they also wanted me dead.  
 
    That is, until the note.  
 
    Finally, my eyes fell on a file cabinet in the corner of the room.  
 
    “This might be something,” I said. I walked over and pulled it open. It was locked, but the key was right on top of the cabinet and easy to find. I couldn’t imagine that my father would have been the one to leave it there. Then again, he did do some strange things at times, and that might have just been the most obvious place to hide it.  
 
    I flipped through the files as Damon continued to look around the room. He still seemed to be rather uneasy, and I wondered if there were more secrets than he was willing to tell me for legal reasons. But, now wasn’t the time to try to drag those out of him.  
 
    There was something in my bones that told me I was close to finding out something. I didn’t know if it would be a name of a person to use as a suspect, or if it would be answers directly, but I knew I was getting close to finding something that would make this entire trip worthwhile.  
 
    “Why don’t you see if you can find anything around the place that’s not in here?” I suggested when Damon walked by a third time.  
 
    “I already checked. The whole place has been cleared out besides the file cabinet, which seems weird to me if you ask me,” he said with a shrug.  
 
    “Most of the files in here say they are closed or inactive,” I said. “Maybe if someone did look through it they couldn’t find what they were looking for.”  
 
    “Or they found out they weren’t on the list any longer and decided to go about their days with peace of mind,” Damon said. “Do you happen to see anything about me?”  
 
    “I hope you’re joking,” I said as I looked up at him. He shrugged. “This isn’t the time for jokes. I’m looking for something important.”  
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that I don’t like this place, and I’m eager to get out of here,” he said.  
 
    “You are more than welcome to wait outside if you’re scared,” I told him sarcastically.  
 
    “Who said anything about being scared? I just don’t like it in here and I want to get this wrapped up so we can get back home,” he said defensively.  
 
    I was about to give up in my search through the cabinet anyway. I couldn’t find anything that mentioned me, and there didn’t seem to be anything that mentioned an adoption, either. At the same time, the files that I opened all said that they were closed, and that wasn’t going to do me any good, either.  
 
    I didn’t see my parents being hunted down or killed by someone who had already been a case closed situation, and this whole thing was starting to feel like a real waste of time. I didn’t want to admit it, but there was a part of me that was starting to think maybe Damon was right.  
 
    But, right before I closed the file cabinet, something caught my eye. It was the very corner of a file that was tucked in the far back, almost bent beneath the rest. It seemed as though it had been shoved back there in haste, almost as though whoever had put it back there had been trying to hide it from someone.  
 
    And, if I wasn’t trying to be so thorough, then I might have missed it myself.  
 
    “Wait a second,” I said to Damon as he was about to head for the door. “I think I found something.”  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, suddenly curious.  
 
    “It says that this file is active. My father was the only one who worked in this office, so anything that was active was a person or people he was investigating for one reason or another,” I explained. “He told me once when I was a little girl how it all worked, back when I thought I wanted to be an investigator when I grew up.”  
 
    “Well, you’d be doing your father proud now,” Damon said with a smile. I knew he was trying to help, but I still didn’t feel like I was doing as good of a job as he was.  
 
    “Let’s see who he was after when he died,” I said. I wasn’t sure what to expect, and for a moment, the two of us hesitated. We both wanted to know, but there was a part of us that was scared to find out. Then, with a sudden impulse, I threw open the file and flipped through the four pieces of paper that were tucked inside.  
 
    Shock swept over me, and I could see by the look on Damon’s face that he, too, wasn’t sure how to react. There were four people in the file, and we lived with one of them.  
 
    Susan, Dean, Richard, and Pam. The names glared off the pages and Damon sucked in his breath.  
 
    “What the heck?” he breathed.  
 
    “Who are Richard and Pam?” I asked. “And why on Earth would he want to be investigating Susan and Dean?”  
 
    My mind was still spinning. Why would my father be investigating the woman I went to live with when he died? Why would I still go live with her after the fact? There had to be a reason he was trying to learn more about them, and how the heck was Dean related to any of this? 
 
    Clearly he and Susan knew each other, and they knew each other well. They were exes. But why did they break up? And how did my father know them? 
 
    “Who on earth are Richard and Pam?” I asked again, looking back up at Damon. His face was white as a sheet, and he looked like he might pass out. He put his hand to his forehead as he shook his head, his eyes wide and wild.  
 
    “Richard and Pam,” he said. “Are my real parents.”  
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