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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    “She’s only seventeen and she just lost her parents. This is all very new to her, you’ve got to understand that!” the voice was hushed, yet urgent coming through the partially open door.  
 
    “I do understand, but it’s my job to enforce her parents’ wishes, and if that is what they wanted, then that’s what’s going to happen,” Mr. Brodwick, the lawyer I’d spoken with a couple of times since the murder, replied.  
 
    “She is old enough to be emancipated if she wanted to be! Don’t force her into anything!” the female’s voice continued. I wondered who it was on the other end of the conversation, but I didn’t have the chance to find out.  
 
    It was hard for me to process any information thoroughly since my parents died. The news had come as a shock to me, and I still didn’t know who could have done it. Right then, I wasn’t sure about anything in life. One day my life was normal and I was just a seventeen year old girl going into her last year of high school, and the next, I was an orphan.  
 
    I considered getting  up out of the chair and slipping over to the door, trying to peer out and see who the lawyer was talking to, but before I had a chance to work up the courage to move, the door opened and Mr. Brodwick entered.  
 
    “I’m sorry about the wait. There’s been a lot to process over the past couple weeks, as you well know, and we’re still working out the details,” he said as he walked around his desk and sat down. “How are you holding up?”  
 
    I glared at him. “How do you think I’m holding up?”  
 
    The question hung in the air, and he cleared his throat, clearly unsure of how to respond.  
 
    “I know this is a difficult time for you, and there’s nothing anyone can do that’s going to make it any better,” he started, but I interrupted him before he had the chance to continue.  
 
    “My parents are dead! I stood at the side of their graves yesterday! All I care about now is what’s going to happen to me!” I spat.  
 
    “Yes,” he said in a gentle tone. “And that is what you and I are going to discuss now. I’m sure you have a lot to process, but don’t worry, your parents made arrangements a long time ago about where you should go if something were to happen to them.”  
 
    “And where’s that?” I snapped.  
 
    “You’ll be moving in with a woman by the name of Susan Buch. She has a son close to your age, and we’ve already made the arrangements. You’ll be moving in with her by tomorrow evening if all goes well,” he gave me his broad, perfectly toothed smile and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Leaning back in my chair, I crossed my arms and gave him another of my dirtiest looks. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”  
 
    “No, but your parents knew her, and they felt she was the best match if, you know, something should happen to them,” he said.  
 
    He hesitated as he made his way through the explanation, and I was struck with how hard it was for him to talk to me about this. I’d always assumed that lawyers always knew what to say and how to say it, but this man seemed to struggle to get even a single sentence out as he spoke to me.  
 
    I was also struck with the way he kept pointing out how my parents had prepared for me to live with someone so specific in case something happened to them. I knew many adults put together wills, but it seemed they were adamant about this woman in particular, and I wanted to know why. 
 
    There wasn’t anything really unusual about my parents. At least, not that I knew of. I didn’t have the closest relationship with my father, and my relationship with my mother was even more non-existent. I spent little time at home, and when I was there, I spent as little time with either of them as possible.  
 
    My father was more likely to have enemies than my mother. He was a private investigator. But, to my knowledge, he hadn’t ever gotten mixed up in the wrong crowd. Disconnected from him as I mostly was, I still felt I would have known if he had gotten involved in something serious.  
 
    My mother, on the other hand, was a whole different story. She didn’t have the opportunity to go out and make enemies. Why? Because my mother was a stay at home wine drinker. She claimed that she worked from home, but that was only true if drinking bottles of chardonnay at a time was a profession.  
 
    “And where does this Susan woman live?” I asked.  
 
    “Secret Bay. It’s not too far from here, so you’ll still be able to have your friends,” Mr. Brodwick answered. “I know that’s not much comfort for you right now, but any sort of familiarity you can have is going to do wonders for you in the long run.”  
 
    “I don’t want to go,” I announced.  
 
    “I know this is hard,” he tried, but I interrupted.  
 
    “No, you don’t understand! I don’t want to go. I don’t want to live with some stranger or her son, and I don’t want to move to Secret Bay! I want my life to go back to normal!” I said. I felt the lump forming in my throat, but I refused to break down in tears.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let him see me cry. I didn’t even know if I’d be able to cry. I’d cried so much since my parents were murdered, I didn’t know if it was even possible for me to shed another tear.  
 
    Mr. Brodwick cleared his throat again. The habit was getting annoying, and I wanted to scream.  
 
    “Sutton, your parents made their choice for a reason, and the paperwork has all been finalized. I know this isn’t going to be easy, and you’re in a lot of pain. But, in the end, you’re going to see it was all for the best,” he said.  
 
    I shook my head and looked away. I didn’t want to make eye contact with him anymore. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to exist at all.  
 
    All I wanted was for my life to go back to normal, to the way it was just a few weeks ago. But, like the lawyer said. The paperwork had been signed, and the decision – my parents’ decision – had been made.  
 
    Like it or not, I was moving to Secret Bay.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1  
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    “Well, this is it!” Mr. Brodwick smiled over his shoulder at me as we pulled up in front of an enormous house. I had ridden most of the way in silence, only giving him the most basic of answers when he tried to question me about my interests and hobbies.  
 
    I knew I was sullen, and I had good reason to be.  
 
    It was still a mystery who had murdered my parents, or why they had done so, and I was angry. I wanted answers, and I didn’t feel the police were doing a very good job of getting me those answers.  
 
    I was glad he knew better than to ask me what I thought of the house. It was beautiful, I had to admit, but it wasn’t my house. It wasn’t home. And my parents weren’t inside. This was some other woman’s house, and she and her son would always have been the ones living there first.  
 
    “I’ll help you carry your things,” Mr. Brodwick said. He had learned about an hour into the morning that I wasn’t going to reply to anything he had to say to me unless absolutely necessary, and he had all but given up in hoping for any answers.  
 
    I had two suitcases and a large duffel bag. When they cleared out the house, they kept me far from the living room where the crime had taken place, not wanting me to be subjected to it any more than I already was.  
 
    So, I only grabbed what I couldn’t live without from my bedroom and bathroom, and we were off. Both suitcases and the duffel were on the seat beside me, but I didn’t get out of the car until Mr. Brodwick walked around to the curb side and grabbed the cases himself.  
 
    I then slid out and grabbed my bag, shoving it over my shoulder before snagging my purse and closing the door. I reluctantly walked around the back of the car and to the boulevard then followed him up the sidewalk toward the little white gate.  
 
    This woman had to be rich to have a house so large. I wondered what she did for a living. Though Mr. Brodwick had told me more than once to ask anything I wanted to know, I remained tight lipped throughout the entire process.  
 
    Anything I wanted to know about this woman or her son, I could figure out on my own. What I couldn’t figure out was who killed my parents. That’s what I wanted to know.  
 
    The door to the massive home opened and a blonde woman followed by a young man, and I nearly dropped my bag at the sight of him. There was a warm smile on the woman’s face, but the boy behind her looked apprehensive about the meeting. Though I recognized him immediately from the moment he appeared in the doorway, I had a feeling the apprehension was more about meeting his new foster sister rather than knowing who I was.  
 
    “Well!” Susan said with a smile. “Look who’s finally here.”  
 
    “This is Sutton,” Mr. Brodwick said. “She’s still adjusting, so please be sure to respect her time and space like we talked about on the phone.”  
 
    “Of course, of course,” Susan said quickly. She held her hand out to me. “I’m Susan Buch, and this is my son, Damon.”  
 
    I gave her a limp handshake before doing the same to Damon, though it was hard to touch him without wincing. So many memories of my past came rushing back to me at the sight of him, and touching him was even worse.  
 
    He might be her step son, or foster son, or whatever Mr. Brodwick said he was, but to me, he was so much more than just another seventeen year old. He was my sixth grade crush. The guy who was nearly a year older than me but not quite, the guy I’d given my first kiss to.  
 
    He was the guy who bullied me. 
 
    “What do you have to say to our new family member?” Susan prompted from her son.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. His handshake was just as quick and limp as my own, and I wondered if he recognized me. There wasn’t any recognition in his eyes, nor on his face if he did, but still. Damon had always been a hard one for me to figure out, and I was sure the years hadn’t changed him much.  
 
    He was the entire reason my life had changed in the sixth grade in the first place. After his bullying became too much, his mom, Susan, had felt it best to transfer him to another school. At the time, I hadn’t realized that meant also lived in Secret Bay.  
 
    With the two towns being near each other, I’d always assumed that he had gone to school in the same town where he and his mother lived. But, after he left our school, I learned that he was attending in his hometown of Secret Bay. At the time, I was relieved, though still angry.  
 
    It felt like an easy escape for a bully who had put me through such hell at my young age. I was only eleven at the time, and he didn’t care. He didn’t let that stop him from humiliating me and turning the entire school against me.  
 
    Well, almost the entire school. I still had one friend by my side, and I had been glad for it. At the time. Though things changed through the years, as they always did.  
 
    Like losing your parents.  
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s all I can do for you tonight then,” Mr. Brodwick said, trying to ease some of the tension that was in the moment. “If you need anything at all, Miss Buch, please feel free to reach out to me day or night.”  
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that, Mr. Broadwick, thank you. But, I think we are all going to get along just fine,” Susan said with a smile. She was speaking to him but looking at me, and I merely slung my bag back over my shoulder before crossing my arms.  
 
    “If you need anything, you can also call me,” Mr. Brodwick turned to me. “But I think this is going to be a good fit for everyone involved. I just want you to know that I’m available.”  
 
    I gave a short nod before staring down at my sneakers. I just wanted him and everyone else to go away and leave me alone. I didn’t want anyone to be there for me, I didn’t want to need anyone. I wanted to go home. Not here, but home.  
 
    There was another moment of awkward silence, then Mr. Brodwick gave a final nod before walking back toward the car. I didn’t turn or say goodbye. I was glad to see him go. Even though I didn’t want to be here with this woman, or especially not with Damon, I was still glad to be free of the lawyer and the social workers who had been keeping an eye on me since the incident.  
 
    “We’re really glad you’re here,” Susan said when the three of us were alone. “Aren’t we, Damon?”  
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    She gave him a look that clearly expressed her want for so much more out of him, but she couldn’t force it, and I didn’t want it. Giving up, she turned back to me. “I thought we’d order a pizza for dinner, and maybe have some ice cream with it. We can watch a movie or just hang out, anything you like.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I said with a shrug of my own.  
 
    Susan put her hand on my shoulder. There was something about her that told me she wanted to hug me, but she wasn’t going to push me to do anything. She leaned over slightly, looking me in the eye.  
 
    “Just like Mr. Brodwick said, if you want anything or just need someone to talk to, you can come to me any time. I know you’ve been through a lot, Sweetie, and I’m here for you. Trust me,” she said.  
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered. I had quickly learned that it was the fastest way to get the adults to leave me alone. Just agree with what they said, don’t ask too many questions, and keep to yourself. They would get the hint sooner or later, and I was more than happy to sit silently.  
 
    “Come on,” Susan said. “I’ll show you your room and the rest of the house.”  
 
    She told Damon to grab the suitcases Mr. Brodwick had left, then she gently guided me into the house. I tried not to look too impressed as I looked around the place, but I had to admit, it was like stepping into a castle compared to my home.  
 
    The ceilings were high with a sweeping staircase right inside the entryway. A pillar separated the space from the living space just around the other side, and an elaborate dining room was off to the left of that.  
 
    “Just put your bags anywhere and we’ll take them upstairs after you see down here,” Susan said as I dropped my things on the floor. I silently followed her from room to room, amazed anyone could afford to live like this.  
 
    And, I couldn’t ignore the little bit of resentment that built inside me as I saw all the opulence and realized that a bully – a kid who had been so torturous to a little girl – was able to grow up in such a fabulous place. It was like something out of a movie.  
 
    The kitchen was huge. Granite counter tops and a checkered, black and white floor that reminded me of a chess board. Dark wooden cabinets and all black appliances. A large double sink with an island in the middle, and a refrigerator with double doors and an ice maker built in.  
 
    It was the opposite of anything I had ever known. My father hadn’t made too much money with his job, and what extra he did make my mother was more than happy to spend on her habit. We got by, but we certainly didn’t make much more than just the basics.  
 
    There was a second room with a pool table around the other side of the kitchen, leading right back to the foot of the stairs.  
 
    “There’s a bathroom just that way, and all the bedrooms plus two more bathrooms upstairs,” Susan said with a smile. “If you’d like to have your own, Damon would be glad to take the one down here.”  
 
    “Mom!” Damon protested, but a look from his mother silenced him.  
 
    “It’s whatever,” I said. I followed her up the stairs with Damon trailing behind. He’d picked up my bags before starting up the flight himself, and he soon dropped them inside what was now my bedroom.  
 
    I was shocked. The place was huge. My closet alone was bigger than my bedroom in my real house, it seemed. The bed was huge, and there were already plenty of things furnishing the room that I thought I’d have to go without.  
 
    “If you need more clothes, just let me know and we can go shopping,” Susan said. “I’d love to treat you.”  
 
    I nodded and she turned to head back into the hall. “This is Damon’s room, next to yours, and the bathroom is right down here in the hall. My bedroom is over there, and this is just another space we use to hang out.”  
 
    Her master bedroom was on the other side of a wide open living space which overlooked the entryway below. A balcony spread across the entire open floor, and there was an L shaped couch and tv in the center. I had to admit, I felt like I had just entered luxury itself.  
 
    But I still felt empty inside.  
 
    “Now, how about that pizza? I’m sure you must be starving,” Susan said. “What kind do you like?”  
 
    “Pepperoni,” I said.  
 
    “Lame,” Damon replied. “Meat lovers is way better.”  
 
    “Damon! She is our new family member. Don’t be rude!” his mother admonished. He rolled his eyes, and I got the impression she didn’t have much control over him. Then again, I didn’t know why I thought she would. She hadn’t been able to control him in middle school, so why think that she ever had that power? 
 
    Susan left to order the food, and I turned to head to my new room. I had no interest in hanging out in the tv room with Damon and was glad for the chance to unpack my bags and try to make the place a little more personal.  
 
    I knew it was going to take some time before the place felt like my own, but as I set out my things on the shelves and the night stand, it helped. My clothes didn’t come anywhere close to filling the closet, but I tried not to let that get to me.  
 
    “She said she’d take me shopping, may as well,” I muttered.  
 
    “You always like to talk to yourself?” Damon’s voice filled the room, and I cringed. He was the last person I wanted to talk to, but as I turned, he grinned and walked into the room, throwing himself on the bed.  
 
    “Only when I want an expert opinion,” I replied tartly.  
 
    “Heard that one before,” he said with a yawn.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked.  
 
    “What? Can’t I hang out with my new foster sister without her getting offended?” he asked, giving me another smirk in the process. It was the same look he had given me the day he kissed me and turned on me, and it took everything I had in me not to start yelling at him.  
 
    “Whatever,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s going to be weird having you living here,” he said.  
 
    “Why?” I shot back.  
 
    “Because it’s been just me and Mom for the most part forever,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, it’s not anymore,” I said.  
 
    “I think you’re going to like it here,” he said.  
 
    “As in here in the house, or here in Secret Bay?” I shot back.  
 
    “Either? Both? Why do you have to be so defensive?” he asked.  
 
    I hesitated. There were a thousand things I wanted to say to him. Maybe because my parents had just been murdered, I buried them not even three days ago, and now I was living with two complete strangers? 
 
    Maybe because he was part of the reason my life had been so shitty for so many years, and I didn’t even matter enough for him to remember it? 
 
    Maybe because –  
 
    “Pizza is here!” Susan called up the staircase, interrupting my thoughts and taking away my chance to answer.  
 
    “Food!” Damon said as he jumped off the bed. “Better hurry or you’re going to get stuck with the worst slice.”  
 
    “It’s a circle, you idiot,” I muttered under my breath, but he was already out the door, his footsteps echoing on the staircase. I shook my head and finished hanging my last hoodie, then I took a deep breath, ignoring the lump in my throat.  
 
    It was hard to accept that this was my life now. There was no going back. Damon was my foster brother, and this woman, for some reason, my foster mother. My parents were gone, and I was left to grapple with the reality of it all.  
 
    And it sucked.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2  
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I just really can’t take you today, I’m already running late. Damon will give you a ride, he already told me he would,” Susan said. Even though she was still feeling sorry for me, I could hear the frustration in her voice.  
 
    But, that didn’t change the fact I wanted her to give me a ride, not Damon. I didn’t want to show up to school seated in the front of whatever stupid car I could imagine a mother this rich could buy for him.  
 
    “Fine,” I replied as sulkily as possible.  
 
    “You know I would if I could,” Susan tried, but I threw both my hands up and walked out of the room. I wasn’t going to sit there and listen to her tell me why she couldn’t be there for me.  
 
    She had promised she was going to make sure my life was easier, and I was already trying to decide how I would bring this up to her in the future. I wanted her to know that I resented her for it, and that I didn’t want to go with Damon.  
 
    I knew my time to act this way was going to run out, and I was going to make the most of it while it lasted. After all, other people were going to move on after my parents were gone. The news would fade and they would find something else to think about – to worry about.  
 
    But I would be stuck with the loss of them forever.  
 
    “You ready?” Damon asked as he poked his head into my room. “We’ve got to get going.”  
 
    “I’m coming,” I said as I grabbed my backpack. I followed him down the stairs and out the door, realizing that my day only got worse as soon as I did. The day before, I had been so taken with the size of the house and overwhelmed with what was going on, I didn’t notice the motorcycle in the driveway.  
 
    Of course he’d have a motorcycle. What else would bad boy Damon be riding to school by the time he was a senior?  
 
    If I had been told back in middle school that one day my crush would be riding a bike like that, I would have been incredibly impressed. But right now, all I wanted was to vomit. I didn’t want to get on the back of the bike, and I really didn’t want to wrap my arms around his waist.  
 
    But, my only other option was walking, and that would take way too long. Not to mention it would just be a problem for Susan. I could hear the questions now.  
 
    Why wouldn’t I ride with Damon? What did I have against Damon? Why was I being so difficult over the little things? I knew it would be something, and I didn’t want to get into it with her.  
 
    I would ride on her guilt for a while, then I would focus on moving on with my life as soon as I graduated and turned eighteen. It was just a matter of months now, I could survive.  
 
    So, I reluctantly climbed onto the back of the bike, and we were off in a flash. I tried not to enjoy the thrill of the burst of speed, but it was difficult not to feel at least a little of the adrenaline rush that ran through me. After all, I did have a thing for bikes, and I knew I always would, even if I hated the rider.  
 
    We arrived at school and I hopped off as soon as possible, trying not to walk directly with Damon as we made our way into the building. I didn’t want the other students to see me with him. I didn’t want to be associated with him at all.  
 
    It was bad enough I was the new girl at school and would already be the topic of all the gossip, but to be with Damon? That only made things worse as far as I was concerned.  
 
    As it turned out, I didn’t have to worry about too much gossip.  
 
    We had barely walked through the doors when another girl came running over, practically throwing herself on top of Damon and planting a kiss right on his lips. She looked at me from head to toe, not bothering to hide the disdain she had in her eyes.  
 
    “You might be living with him now, but back off, he’s mine,” she said. There was something about her that was vaguely familiar. I wasn’t sure if it was her appearance, her voice, or both, but I could have sworn that I knew her from somewhere before.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said with a shrug as I pushed my way through the sea of students toward class. I didn’t care if Damon had a girlfriend. It made my life a lot easier, in fact. The two of them could be king and queen of prom for all I cared.  
 
    I just had to get through the rest of this semester and the next, and I would be Scott free.  
 
    Though I tried to pay attention in class, it was difficult for me to hear a word the teacher said. He droned on and on about things I knew I would never use in my life. After all, who ever had to find the value of x when they weren’t a scientist? I had no intention of getting into any field that would require algebra, and the only reason I was trying to pay attention was to ensure I would graduate with good grades.  
 
    But still, I could feel the stares of the other students. There were those who had to be staring at the back of my head. Then there were those who cast side glances my way. I couldn’t ignore the fact anyone who turned to get into their backpack in front of me also managed to give me some sort of glance before they dug through the bag.  
 
    They all knew that I was here for a reason. My parents had been murdered. I was that girl. I was the one who had to be here because of some tragedy that had happened to me. There was no hiding it.  
 
    It had been all over the news, and I was the face of the poor victim who survived.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why.  
 
    I hadn’t been home when the murder took place. But, if it was a cold, calculated thing, then surely the killer would have known about my existence? Surely they would have wanted the entire family dead if it was something against us? Or was it something that happened without me home intentionally? 
 
    Maybe whoever had done it hadn’t wanted to kill me, but instead was just targeting those they were angry with. Maybe it was the fact I wasn’t yet considered an adult.  
 
    I didn’t know, I just knew that I would be the subject on everyone’s lips.  
 
    The teacher was gracious enough not to point me out to the rest of the class, and even more gracious as to not call on me to answer any of his questions. I could feel the looks of pity he also cast my way during his lecture, but I did my best to ignore them.  
 
    I just wanted to get through the day, mark it off the calendar, and move on to the next.  
 
    At long last, lunch hour came and I headed to the cafeteria. I didn’t want to sit next to Damon, and I tried not to think about that fateful day when he had run into me – the day when he had caught me in his arms and I was sure my life was coming together perfectly.  
 
    Of course, coming from the house we did, we both had money for lunch at school, but I couldn’t say that it was any better than what we could have brought ourselves. But then, I didn’t see Susan as being the sort of mother who would let anyone in her house bring their own lunch to school.  
 
    She seemed more like the type who would want to flaunt her wealth.  
 
    “You’re that girl, aren’t you?” a voice said behind me in line.  
 
    I turned, ready for the bombarding questions I knew would be way out of line. To my surprise, it was Damon’s apparent girlfriend.  
 
    “What girl?” I asked, trying to act disinterested. Her body and body language both screamed that she was popular and she knew it, and I wasn’t going to be one of her cronies. I didn’t care if that made me unpopular in this school. I didn’t need the friendship of any of these girls.  
 
    I’d made it this far in my life without friends, I didn’t need them now.  
 
    “You’re the girl whose parents were murdered. I saw it on the news,” she said. “I knew who you were from the moment Damon said you were coming to live with him and his mom.”  
 
    “Congratulations on watching the news?” I said sarcastically before turning away.  
 
    She smiled, but it was a cruel smile. The sort of smile a girl gives when she’s making an enemy.  
 
    “Damon is a nice guy,” she said. “He’s got a good heart, and I’m sure you’re just dying to have some shoulder to cry on.”  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as I turned again.  
 
    “I’m just giving you a friendly little reminder about what I said earlier, he’s mine, and he’s got no interest in pathetic little girls who have sob stories, so don’t you dare try anything,” she said.  
 
    “Oh, get over yourself, Molly,” the girl behind her said. “It sounds to me like you feel threatened.”  
 
    “Get over yourself!” the girl evidently named Molly said as she turned to the one behind her. “No one asked for your opinion.”  
 
    “No one asked for yours, either,” I said over my shoulder to Molly.  
 
    “Come sit with me, Molly’s just insecure. I’m Abby,” she smiled.  
 
    Molly huffed and shoved past me in line, nearly knocking my tray out of my hand. I was preparing for her to do something of the sort, and I had a firm grip on it, but I had to admit, I was glad Abby was there now.  
 
    “Don’t mind her,” Abby said. “She’s a snot to all the girls.”  
 
    “Seems like it. I’m Sutton,” I said.  
 
    “Cool name,” she replied with a smile. I braced myself once again for the questions, but this time, none came. Instead, the changed the subject entirely. “So I’m having a party this weekend, and I think you should come. It might be a good way for you to meet some cool people here.”  
 
    I paused. It had been a long time since I’d been invited to a party. Years even. My first reaction was to turn her down, but then, something inside me told me to give it a shot. If I had to be here for the next few months, I might as well have some allies.  
 
    I might not be looking for a friend, but to have someone who had my back could be a good idea.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I told her. 
 
    “Yeah?” she said with a bright smile that somehow seemed genuine.  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied.  
 
    “Cool. Let’s sit over here,” she said as she turned and headed to the opposite side of the cafeteria. I hesitated once more. I had learned to guard myself against almost everyone at any school, but there was something different about this girl.  
 
    She didn’t seem to associate me with the murder, or with anything but being someone who could use a friend. Maybe, maybe I could consider it. Just maybe.  
 
    Then, for the first time since the murder, a slight smile played at the corners of my lips.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3  
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    “What?” I called out in response to the knock on my door.  
 
    “Just seeing if you were ready,” Damon answered. I heard him fidgeting with the knob. “Can I come in?”  
 
    “If you must,” I said with an exasperated tone.  
 
    He opened the door and smirked at me. “Just didn’t want to see anything I shouldn’t.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. He had been trying to flirt with me all day, and I wasn’t into it. I was sure Molly would be at the house since we didn’t have school, but I hadn’t seen her at all, and I now got a glimpse of why she might be worried about what may happen between me and Damon.  
 
    But, little did she know, I couldn’t stand the guy.  
 
    “Are you really wearing that?” he asked as he looked me over from head to toe. I was sporting my favorite tank and a pair of jeans with sandals. I thought it was cute enough but not enough to attract too much attention. 
 
    “I’m not looking to stand out,” I said.  
 
    “Well, you will in that,” he replied. “This is a dress up party.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, wondering why Abby hadn’t said anything about that. I had figured it would be something casual, but then, maybe she thought Damon would give me the details. “I better change then.”  
 
    “I would. You don’t want to stand out,” he said, mimicking my tone. He left, pulling the door closed behind him, and I shook my head, once again considering telling him that we already knew each other – and how. It was more than a little frustrating to think of him as the bully who had practically ruined my life in middle school to trying to charm me now, but then, what good would it do? 
 
    I had already made an enemy of Molly just by existing, so what would she do if she knew that he was the one responsible for, well, everything? 
 
    With a sigh, I shook my head. It was bad enough being the girl whose parents had died. I didn’t want to be that other girl – the one responsible for Damon’s transfer, too.  
 
    But then, she’d probably thank you. After all, it was because of you her prince charming got moved to Secret Bay High. 
 
    I picked out one of my nicer dresses and put it on, then slipped on a pair of earrings and gladiator sandals before leaving the room.  
 
    “Better?” I asked when I nearly ran into Damon in the hall. He looked me over from head to toe and gave me a grin that made me sick.  
 
    “So much,” he said. “You look smokin’.”  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, ignoring his comment and heading down the stairs. “Your mom said we could take her car.”  
 
    I didn’t want to arrive on the back of his bike to a party and have to deal with Molly’s insecurity all over again, so I was grateful when Susan said we could borrow the car. Damon hopped in the driver’s seat and I slid into the passenger, and we were off.  
 
    When we arrived at Abby’s house, I was once again struck with the immaculate, opulent nature of the place. Clearly, most of the people in the area had money, and her family was one of them. She hadn’t acted like it at school. I’d thought that I had been able to pick out those who had a lot of money verses the rest of the students, but Abby was so down to earth I’d never have pegged her as wealthy.  
 
    “Come on,” Damon said. We headed up the sidewalk, but instead of going to the door, he turned to head around the house.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked.  
 
    “Party’s this way,” he said with a smirk. Confused, I followed. But, I stopped short before I reached the gate. It was then that I realized that this wasn’t a dress up party at all. Quite the opposite, in fact.  
 
    It was a pool party.  
 
    The guy I thought had changed from asshole to charmer was, in fact, still an asshole, and I had fallen for it yet again. I wanted to know what he had out for me, and why he was so determined to make me the fool all over again. But, I knew it wasn’t going to get me anywhere.  
 
    If I were to make a scene here, I would set myself up as the crazy girl at the party – the new girl who showed up to the pool party in a dress and freaked out. I couldn’t be that. It was bad enough dealing with everything, I just had to find Abby.  
 
    In a panic, I scanned the pool and the yard, but she wasn’t there. So, without a word to Damon, I turned and walked around the front of the house, ringing the doorbell.  
 
    I was more than relieved when Abby herself opened the door. She looked at me in surprise.  
 
    “Damon didn’t tell you?” she asked. “I told him to make sure you dressed appropriately.”  
 
    “Oh, evidently it was a dress up party,” I said, letting the anger show in my voice. “He told me that I was underdressed in jeans and a tank top and I better put on something like this.”  
 
    “I should have known better than to trust that asshole,” Abby said. “I’m sorry! Next time I’ll make sure to let you know the deets myself so you don’t have to worry about anything.”  
 
    “What am I going to do?” I asked. “I can’t swim in this! They’re going to all laugh at me!”  
 
    “Come on,” she said. “You and I are close to each other’s size. I bet I have something you can wear.”  
 
    She grabbed my hand and closed the door, pulling me inside the house that was just as fancy as our own. Her parents were clearly very rich, and in some ways, I wondered if they had more money than Susan. But, I didn’t have time to gawk at the place, Abby was already dragging me down a hall.  
 
    She pulled me into another room and once again closed the door as she flicked on the light. “I’ve got more swimsuits than I know what to do with to be honest, you can just keep anything you like.”  
 
    I gasped at the sight of her closet. Susan and I hadn’t yet gone shopping to fill mine the rest of the way, but I could have gotten lost in Abby’s any day. It was like a shopping mall. Even her purse collection was more extravagant than anything I’d ever thought possible for a teenage girl to have.  
 
    Her shoes lined shelf after shelf, and she had jeans folded and piled high. Dresses lined the wall opposite the shoes, and her purses all had their own place on shelves of their own. But, she knew where the swimsuits were, and she walked right over to a large drawer and yanked it open.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, I’ve never been one to match my tops to my bottoms,” she said.  
 
    “Who wants to match everyone else?” I asked, feeling good that I wasn’t the only one who had shopped that way. But, it wasn’t out of wanting to be different for me, it was largely because I would just shop sales, and it was hard for me to find tops and matching bottoms unless I got a set.  
 
    I was so used to finding the best deals, I never thought that anyone with money would want to mix and match colors and patterns that way.  
 
    “Exactly,” Abby agreed. “I hate the way everyone else is always matching and whatever. I’m wearing this.”  
 
    She pulled open her sarong, revealing an adorable bikini – and one that didn’t match. Without the padded cups, I knew it would be easy for me to find one that worked for myself, and her collection didn’t disappoint.  
 
    Within minutes she had me suited up and in a sarong of my own, and with a grin, the two of us looked in the mirror.  
 
    “There you go. Now let’s party,” she said with a laugh.  
 
    “Where are your parents?” I asked.  
 
    “Daddy had some sort of business dinner thing that’s going to take most of the night. I asked if I could have a few friends over, don’t worry,” she said with a smile. I shook my head. It sounded like something my dad would do, but I could never have had so many people over, not with my mother drunk on the couch.  
 
    But yet, I somehow would have taken that over this any day.  
 
    The two of us headed down the hall and out the back door to join the rest of the kids. I was blown away with how many people she had invited for only having a few friends over.  
 
    Molly was already draped over Damon, and for the first time since I’d moved in, I saw him without a shirt. He was muscular, I had to give it to him, and there were a few tattoos on one of his arms. I was surprised to see them when he wasn’t yet eighteen, but then, it was hard to say if Susan even knew about them.  
 
    She was the sort of mother who struck me as letting him do what he wanted, or, as I thought before, didn’t have much choice when he said what he was doing. Molly, for her own part, was hardly dressed at all. Her swimsuit barely covering the lower half of her tits and her bikini incredibly low in the front and high in the back.  
 
    I couldn’t say that I was surprised to see there wasn’t a single tan line on the girl. I tried not to think of her sunbathing methods or what her house must look like, too. With Damon’s arm around her shoulders and her hand on his chest, I couldn’t help but think about how they must be the stars of the school – and know it.  
 
    “Well, well, well, look who showed up!” a guy I’d seen the other day at school walked over with another guy walking alongside. They both had red cups in their hands and looked like they’d been drinking. “You didn’t say you were serving spiked punch, Abs.”  
 
    “That’s because I’m not, and if you guys did I’m dumping it out,” Abby said. “I didn’t even invite you!”  
 
    “Damon did,” the darker haired guy pointed over toward Damon and Molly. Abby crossed her arms over her chest and muttered under her breath, but the guy wasn’t to be deterred. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your new friend? Damon said that she’s looking to have some fun around here.”  
 
    “Damon doesn’t seem to know much about what’s going on here, actually,” Abby said. “But screw it.”  
 
    She turned to me. “This is Peter, and this is Chad.”  
 
    She pointed to the darker haired one first, then the blonde. “They hang around with Damon like all the time, and there’s a reason I didn’t invite them to my party.”  
 
    “You know you want me,” Peter said as he stepped toward Abby. “Just let it happen, Babe.”  
 
    “Don’t call me that, and get over yourself!” she shot back. “Never in a million years is it ever going to happen, Pete.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” he said with a laugh. I could see that it was going to be tough getting away from the two of them, especially when Chad stepped over and took his place on the other side of me.  
 
    “Well, Damon said that he had a new roommate, but he didn’t give you due credit when he said you were smokin hot,” he cooed.  
 
    “Gross,” I said as I stepped away from Chad and toward Abby. “Move along, not interested.”  
 
    “You heard the girl!” Abby said. But, neither of the two guys were going to let us be. I could smell alcohol on Chad’s breath, and I wondered if someone really had spiked the punch, or if he had been sneaking beers with Peter somewhere. It was just the sort of thing Damon would do, bringing beer to a high school party.  
 
    He was the kind of guy who would defy the rules no matter what, and it didn’t matter to him what Abby wanted. He didn’t care that it was her house or her party. Clearly. If he did, he certainly wouldn’t have brought guests who weren’t on the list.  
 
    “So are the two of you going to just stand around looking bored and hot all night, or are you going to get in the pool?” Peter asked Abby. “I’d love to see what happens to that thing when it gets wet.”  
 
    “I bet you would,” Abby said as she shook her head. “I’m going to go check on the punch. If my dad gets home and there’s drunk kids here, he’s going to kill me.”  
 
    “Since when do you care what your dad thinks?” Peter asked as he followed her. I wanted to tag along with Abby, too, but I didn’t want her to feel crowded by me, and I really didn’t want her to have a whole lot of people chasing her down.  
 
    If she was dealing with Peter, then she wasn’t going to want the new girl also clinging to her. Then again, she might find some comfort in the fact that she had an ally there with her, just like I felt with her. Not to mention, I didn’t want to be left alone with Chad.  
 
    He seized the chance as soon as he had it, and immediately put his arm around me.  
 
    “You know, you don’t have to stay single in school. With a body like that, you’ve got your pick of the lot,” he said.  
 
    “And I’m not going to pick you, or anyone else,” I said. “I’m not here to make friends. I’m going to graduate, then I’m going to get out of here as fast as I can.”  
 
    “You sound like every other girl with daddy issues,” he said with a laugh. “But I could help you out with those.”  
 
    “I don’t have daddy issues! My dad’s dead!” I snapped.  
 
    “Oh! You’re that girl!” he genuinely looked surprised, and I realized I had said too much. Perhaps not every person in school knew who I was, and now I had just signed myself up for a night of him trying to get in my swimsuit for comfort’s sake.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean by that girl,” I lied. I knew exactly what he meant. But, I wasn’t about to let on. “But why don’t you find someone else to bug?”  
 
    “I like it fine with you,” he laughed. “Come on, I’ll show you around the place! You know you don’t have to be so shy.”  
 
    “I’m going to find Abby,” I announced. “I’d rather she showed me around her own house.”  
 
    I pulled away from him and went to find my only friend at the party, trying to ignore all that was going on around me. I tried to convince myself that I was glad I’d come, but there was another part of me that wasn’t so sure. I didn’t want to be hit on, and it was hard when there were so many guys here looking for a girl they hadn’t dated before.  
 
    Not to mention, being the girl with the sad story made them think I was vulnerable, and that, too, was the last thing I wanted. I could handle myself, and I didn’t have issues.  
 
    Abby was with a few other girls, and I made a bee line for her as soon as I saw her. I didn’t want to deal with any of the guys, and I really didn’t want to find out who the cool girls were and who were Molly’s cronies.  
 
    Abby smiled when she saw me coming and waved me over, making me relax slightly. If I could just spend the night hanging out with her and those she actually did invite to the party, I could get through the night without feeling like I had to scream.  
 
    So far, I wasn’t off to a good start, but I had Abby on my side, and that was a good thing.  
 
    But I couldn’t get far enough away from Molly or Damon.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4  
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad to hear you had a good time at the party, and I’m even happier that my car got back in one piece,” Susan said at dinner the following evening. I picked at the salad on my plate, but Damon laughed.  
 
    “You know I wouldn’t do anything stupid enough to wreck your car,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder,” she replied. Then, she turned to me. “Are you making new friends?”  
 
    “Some,” I said with a shrug. I didn’t elaborate, but she continued.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. I was worried it would take you a while to get settled, but you seem to be fitting right in with the rest of the students,” she smiled. “I talked to the principle of the school last week, and he tells me that you’re an excellent student.”  
 
    “Terrific,” I said.  
 
    “She’s getting in with the popular group pretty fast,” Damon volunteered. I wanted to tell him to shut up. I didn’t think of Abby as being part of the popular crowd, and I didn’t want to be associated with them myself.  
 
    Molly was the popular girl. It was clear she was the one who ruled the roost, and what she said was as good as gold in the eyes of everyone there. Damon seemed to call the shots with the guys, too, from what I could see at the party. I was interested in being part of either one’s social status.  
 
    “That’s great!” Susan said. “I knew you were going to do just fine here.”  
 
    I smiled. “I try to be easy to get along with.”  
 
    “And that’s what makes friends,” she said as she pointed her fork at me. “You strike me as the type of girl who makes friends easily.”  
 
    “You should see her at school,” Damon chimed in again.  
 
    “May I be excused?” I asked as I put my fork down. “I’m really tired, and you know it’s going to be a long week ahead.”  
 
    “Of course,” Susan said, but there was a concerned expression on her face. “Are you feeling okay?”  
 
    “Yes, I just don’t want to be too tired for the tests this week,” I said as I rose from the table. I cleared my plate and dropped the plate in the sink before heading up to my room. I liked Susan well enough, but it was hard for me to hear her and Damon talk so casually.  
 
    I was still reeling from what happened to my parents. I was hurting, but I hadn’t processed it fully. I knew I hadn’t. I was still grieving on the inside, but I wanted to lock it all away. I didn’t want to talk to anyone about making new friends or moving on with life. I wanted to figure out who killed my parents and why.  
 
    Susan was clearly worried about me, and I knew she and Mr. Brodwick were talking about getting me in therapy, but I wasn’t sure I even wanted to go there. I didn’t need some therapist to tell me how to process my emotions or what to do with my life now that I was virtually on my own.  
 
    I could figure this out myself.  
 
    Most of the evening I spent in my room rearranging things to be how I wanted them. I had moved things around since I arrived, but I was still trying to figure out just how I wanted everything laid out. I wanted to impress Abby when I finally had her over to the house, just like I had been impressed with her room.  
 
    Of course, it wasn’t going to be as elaborate, and I didn’t think I would ever own a closet full of clothes like she had, but it would be something. Something that made me feel like I belonged in her crowd at least a little bit.  
 
    I liked the group she ran with far better than Damon and Molly, and I wouldn’t mind fitting in with them, as long as I knew she had my back. Even though she had been nice to me so far, it was hard for me to trust people. 
 
    Blind trust had gotten me hurt too many times in my life, and I wasn’t about to just hand it over to someone new.  
 
    Susan checked on me before bed, but I tried to keep the conversation short. She knocked lightly on the door to get my attention and smiled when I turned from my desk to look at her.  
 
    “I was just wondering when you and I were going to have that shopping trip,” she asked with an uncertain smile.  
 
    “I’m going to have a lot to do this week with school and everything,” I told her.  
 
    She nodded. “Well, let me know when there’s a good day for you, and I’ll plan on it with work. I really want to help you feel comfortable here.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    She lingered for a moment longer before leaving, and for the first time a pang of guilt ran through me. I knew she was trying her best to be there for me, and she really did want to be that support system in my life, and I felt guilty for pushing her away as much as I did.  
 
    But, she wasn’t my mom. And though my mom might have been an alcoholic who did nothing but sit at home all day, I missed her. I regretted not being closer to her, even though deep down inside I knew we couldn’t have had a relationship with the way she was chronically drunk.  
 
    Still, now that she was gone, the thoughts of what might have been lingered in the back of my mind.  
 
    I pushed them aside as much as possible. I just didn’t want to deal with them.  
 
    I was glad Damon left me alone. I was still trying to figure out how to ask him if he remembered me – or how to flat tell him that he was the one who bullied me in the sixth grade.  
 
    Would it make a difference with the way he treated me now? Would he still try to flirt with me or hit on me when no one else was around? Would it change the way he and Molly both treated me at school, or would it just make things worse? I hated that he acted like he was my friend in front of Susan, but then he would pull shit like he did at the party.  
 
    He had tried to humiliate me, and it would have worked if Abby hadn’t had my back. I didn’t understand it. Why did he have to bully me, even now? If he didn’t remember me from the sixth grade, then why did he feel the need to start being a bully to me all over again? 
 
    I’d never done anything but admire him, even when I was nine years old. By the time I was eleven I would have done anything to be with him, but then he had to be such a bully.  
 
    As I laid in bed staring at the ceiling, the thoughts just wouldn’t stop running through my mind. I wanted answers. I wanted to know why he treated me the way that he did, and why he felt I was the one who had to be the recipient of his abuse.  
 
    I tried to ignore them and just go to bed, but the more time passed, the more I realized I was just going to have to confront him about it, or it was going to continue to eat me alive. I couldn’t live under the same roof as the guy who had been so mean to me and act like everything was just fine, it just wasn’t possible.  
 
    For me to even begin to have any sort of comfort in this place, I had to know the truth.  
 
    It took me a while to work up the courage to head into his room. I didn’t want him to think that I was hitting on him or actually accepting any of his flirtatious advances. And, I really didn’t want him to turn it into something it wasn’t.  
 
    Don’t let him be weird about it. Just walk in there and tell him straight that you want to know why he was such a jerk to you in middle school, and why he still is.  
 
    You don’t have to get into an argument, and you don’t have to let him bully you anymore. Just tell him the truth and refuse to let him disrespect you any more!  
 
    He wouldn’t go to Susan about this, would he? Not likely. Not with his attitude.  
 
    I didn’t want Susan to get wrapped up in the drama. I didn’t want her to have to parent him or for things to get weirder in the house than they already were. But, I had to do something. Anything. I had been through a lot already, I didn’t want it to keep going.  
 
    Finally, I took a deep breath and pulled myself out of bed. I was wearing my sleep shorts and a t-shirt, which I felt was plenty to head into his room to figure out what was going on.  
 
    Silently, I slipped through my room and peeked into the hall. Susan’s room was on the other side of the house even though it was also on the second floor, but her door was closed. It wasn’t likely she would be able to hear us if we kept our voices down.  
 
    And, I fully intended to leave the door open and have a light on. I wasn’t going to do anything to give the wrong impression with him in the slightest.  
 
    I slipped into the hall and rounded the corner, right into Damon’s room. Immediately, I flicked on the lamp. I didn’t care if he was asleep or if it was rude. I wanted the light on, and I wanted to catch him off guard.  
 
    If he didn’t see it coming, I knew I would get a genuine reaction out of him. That’s what I wanted. Nothing rehearsed, no show. Just a genuine reaction that would get me the answer I was looking for.  
 
    But, the room was empty.  
 
    Damon’s bed was made, and there was no sign of him anywhere. I hadn’t heard him leave the house, and Susan hadn’t said anything about him not being there that night. Sure, she didn’t have to tell me what he was up to, but I would have expected her to mention something if he wasn’t going to be around.  
 
    Confused, I turned off the lamp and headed back to my room, wondering where he could possible be. But, I had scarcely crawled back into my bed and slipped under the sheet when I heard the sound of footsteps in the hall.  
 
    They were hurried but quiet, followed by the sound of soft giggles and laughter coming from the room next to mine. Damon had clearly gotten home, but he didn’t appear to be alone.  
 
    Strange. Does Susan know he’s got people over at night? And who could he have in there with him? 
 
    Of course, if I’d thought about it more I might have realized who it was before I headed back into his room, but I was still surprised when I once again returned and flicked on the light to find Molly in bed with him.  
 
    They were entangled in each other’s arms, Damon had his shirt off and his hands up her shirt while they were locked in the middle of a make out session. They both flew apart and sat straight up on the bed when I turned on the light, clearly surprised.  
 
    “What the hell? Damon demanded. “Sutton!”  
 
    I was surprised to find Molly there, but I was even more surprised when Damon sat up. On his side were several cuts, all with dried blood running down them. They didn’t look too bad, but they were definitely visible from across the room.  
 
    Alongside the cuts were several bruises, some of which I could see were deep.  
 
    “What happened to you?” I asked as I stared at the cuts. Molly glared at me. Clearly, she wondered what I was doing coming into the room at all, but I ignored her. I didn’t care what she had to say. She was the one who was in my house, not the other way around.  
 
    “Can you please leave?” Damon asked. His tone, however, made it clear he wasn’t asking but rather telling me to get out of the room. Without another word, I flicked the lamp back off and walked out of the room.  
 
    For a brief moment, I considered going to get Susan, but I changed my mind. There was such a strange dynamic between her and Damon, it was hard for me to know if she had given him permission for this or not. Or, even if she hadn’t, if she merely turned a blind eye to it like so many other things he did.  
 
    Shaking my head, I pulled my door closed behind me, drowning out the giggles coming from the other room. I slid back into bed and pulled the sheets up over my head, trying to get the image of what I’d just seen out of my mind.  
 
    None of it made sense to me, and the overwhelming reminder of things being so different now came sweeping over me. I didn’t like it, and I didn’t want to keep thinking about how I had to face the facts.  
 
    There were so many questions in my mind, and I didn’t know how to find the answers to any of them. Now, not only did I wonder why Damon was such a bully to me or where he had been that night, I had a whole new thing to haunt me.  
 
    Where did those marks on his body come from? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5  
 
      
 
    Damon 
 
      
 
    I looked at my ribs in the mirror after slicking back my hair. They were all shades of black and blue and were incredibly sore, but I still felt good. It had been a good night last night. I won both fights I was in, and the last one, well, that was hard.  
 
    The guy was huge, and for a minute even I questioned whether I would be able to drop him. He had me on the ground more than once, but I wasn’t about to let him get the best of me. Not with Molly watching. Not with anyone watching. I had a reputation to uphold, and I was going to keep my status as king of the fighters.  
 
    Just before the fight was over, I managed to land a really good blow to the guy’s face, dropping him and pinning him to the ground. He fought hard, and he almost got free of my grasp, but I had my arms wrapped around both of his, pulling them behind his body as I had my knees in his back.  
 
    My own body was sore, but I knew I had the upper hand, and I wasn’t about to give it up. I was, of course, declared the winner, and with great pride I collected my winnings. It wasn’t just a status thing, though that was the biggest part of the game for me, but there was money involved, too.  
 
    People would make bets on the fight, and if I won, I got a cut of the cash. Sure, my mom would give me money any time I asked, but it felt good to know I had won some of my own. There was a bit of glory in it when I bought something for Molly and she knew that I had won the money with my own blood and fists.  
 
    Getting back in the house was always an adrenaline rush, too. I didn’t want to wake my mom, and when Sutton walked into the room, well, I wasn’t sure how Molly was going to react. She didn’t ask questions, which was a good thing, but I could see in her eyes how pissed she was.  
 
    And that felt good, too.  
 
    I loved making women jealous over me, and Molly was so easy. She would get pissed over anyone looking at me, and Sutton only made things worse for her and better for me.  
 
    I had to admit, I would probably be jealous of Sutton, too. The girl was gorgeous, and we weren’t related. She had moved into the house because her own parents were murdered. We were roommates at best as far as I was concerned, and that meant there were – opportunities.  
 
    After pulling on a shirt I headed downstairs. Mom was in the kitchen making breakfast, but I wasn’t interested in pancakes. I grabbed a cup of coffee and sat at the table as she flipped the cakes in the pan.  
 
    “How many?” she asked.  
 
    “Not hungry,” I said.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked.  
 
    “Mom, I’m going to be late for school,” I said. “Where’s Sutton?”  
 
    “She went with Abby this morning,” my mom said. I rolled my eyes. I knew Sutton didn’t like me, but having Abby come by to pick her up was a bit much.  
 
    “I’m going to be home later than usual,” I said as I headed to the door to get my shoes.  
 
    “What are you doing after school?” my mom asked. Again, I rolled my eyes. I was nearly an adult. I didn’t need to tell her every little thing I did. But, I had long since learned it was easier just to tell her something to appease her and get her off my back than constantly argue with her.  
 
    “I’m meeting up with the guys,” I said. “I’ll be home by dinner.”  
 
    “Okay, Sweetie,” she said. “Have a good day!”  
 
    She called the words out after me, but I was already out the door. I’d left my half cup of coffee on the table, knowing she would take care of it for me. I really just wanted to get out of the house and get through the day so I could meet up with Chad and Peter.  
 
    I hadn’t had the chance to talk to them since the pool party, and I wanted to know what they were up to. I spent so much of my free time with Molly, and though she was already blowing up my phone and trying to make plans with me after school, I fully intended to tell her I was busy.  
 
    There were times when she was almost suffocating, and I had to get away from her for a while. She looked good, and it felt good having her hang off my arm when we were at any sort of school event, but I really got annoyed with her at times.  
 
    As usual, Sutton avoided me for most of the day. We passed in the hall, but we might as well have never even met for all the attention she gave me.  
 
    “You were gone before I was even out of my room this morning,” I commented near her locker.  
 
    “I had plans to meet with a friend,” she said.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I challenged. I was going to finish with another condescending remark, but she simply closed her locker and gave me a look.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said before turning and walking away. Abby was standing up the hall waiting for her, and they quickly leaned into each other and started talking as soon as Sutton reached her. I shook my head. Sutton was strange, that was for sure. And I wasn’t entirely positive it was because of what happened to her parents.  
 
    “Yo, you coming or what?” Chad called out from the other side of the hall. I turned.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But we’re not talking until after school.”  
 
    He smirked as I looked back over my shoulder at the two girls walking away.  
 
    We would have a lot to talk about. 
 
      
 
    “So has she said anything about me?” Chad asked as he threw a rock into the river.  
 
    The three of us had left school and headed straight for the one spot we often hung out near the river on the edge of town. It was a rather secluded area next to an old drain pipe that hadn’t been used in years. The inside of the cement pipe was full of graffiti we’d spray painted ourselves, and the rest of the area was littered with cigarette butts and empty beer cans we’d snuck down when we could.  
 
    “Sutton?” I asked. “She doesn’t talk to me at all, man.”  
 
    “You two live together. How do you not talk?” Chad asked in surprise.  
 
    “She avoids me like the plague,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “She sticks to Abby like she was made for her,” Peter was also trying to skip rocks across the river, but with little success. “It’s annoying. If I could just talk to Abby alone for a while, I know I could convince her to date me.”  
 
    “Forget Abby! That girl has been such a snot since our freshman year,” Chad said. “Sutton’s new. She’s not had anyone in school yet, and I’m going to be the first.”  
 
    I doubted Sutton was going to give anyone in school a chance to date her, but I didn’t say that out loud. Chad was clearly into the girl, and I knew there wouldn’t be any changing his mind. Once he fixated on a girl, he would keep obsessing over her until he got her.  
 
    Then, it was all over for him. Once the fun was done, he would discard her and move on to the next. But, that reputation was quickly spreading through the school, and it had become harder and harder for him to get a girlfriend. I didn’t think he’d had once since our sophomore year.  
 
    “You’ve got to find out what she thinks about me,” he said, turning to me.  
 
    “Then find out what Abby thinks,” Peter chimed in. “You know girls talk about this sort of thing, and if you can get to one, you’re going to find out what the others think, too.”  
 
    “You know what you need to do,” Chad interrupted, “You need to get Molly to be friends with them. They’ll tell her anything, then she’ll tell you. You get the picture.”  
 
    I laughed. “Molly hates Sutton. Do you really think she’s going to be friends with her?”  
 
    “Molly worships the ground you walk on,” Peter said, agreeing with Chad. “If you were to tell her that you wanted the two of them to be friends, then you know she would.”  
 
    I thought about it for a moment. He did have a point. Molly did care what I thought a lot more than she cared about what she wanted. But, she also hated Sutton, and I had a feeling she would do something that would ruin their chances with the girls.  
 
    Not that they had much of a chance with either one anyway.  
 
    But then, another thought ran through my mind. For some reason, I didn’t want Molly to be friends with Sutton simply because I didn’t. I liked the fact that the two avoided each other, and I didn’t want them to get close. It was weird enough that I had to live with Sutton, I didn’t want my girlfriend to be friends with her, too.  
 
    “I just can’t get her off my mind,” Chad said as he threw another rock. “You’re so lucky to get to live with her. How do you not spend all your time trying to figure out more about her?”  
 
    “I already knew her from school,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “What?” both Peter and Chad looked at me in surprise, speaking at the same time.  
 
    “Yeah. We went to school together until middle school, then she moved to another school, and my mom thought it would be best if I just started going to school here in Secret Bay,” I explained.  
 
    We had been so young at the time, we really hadn’t talked about the transfer of schools when we were younger. It had just been so natural for a new kid to start coming to class, we hit it off as friends, and that was just the way it went.  
 
    “Why didn’t you just always go to school here?” Chad asked. “I mean, you’ve lived here your whole life, right?”  
 
    I shrugged again. “My mom is weird about things sometimes. She wanted me to go to the other school, so that’s where I went, then I got transferred here. It makes a lot more sense to me just to go here since it’s only a few blocks from our place, but again, you know how my mom is.”  
 
    They looked at each other then back at me, clearly not sure how to take the explanation. But, that was the truth, and I really didn’t want to elaborate on it any further. I had a strange relationship with my mother, and I didn’t like to talk about it with anyone.  
 
    I often did what I wanted, and she let me do it much of the time. She would try to control me or give me direction, but if I didn’t want to do something, I didn’t do it. In my mind, it was really simple. There wasn’t any need to go into it any further, and I didn’t feel like explaining it to them.  
 
    “Okay,” Chad said after throwing a few more rocks into the river. “But why did she take in Sutton?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, like you said, we all know that your mom is, well, weird,” he said. “But why did Sutton suddenly come to live with you because someone murdered her parents? There’s got to be some reason or some way you knew her after the sixth grade if your house was the place she went instead of to some relative or something.”  
 
    I paused. It was another good point, and one I hadn’t really thought about. I thought it was strange that Sutton was coming to live with us when my mom told me she was, but at the same time, I hadn’t thought about why she didn’t go live with a relative.  
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t have any, I don’t know,” I said at last, snapping a branch off a nearby bush. “Like I said, the girl doesn’t talk to me, and I really didn’t talk about it with my mom before she moved in. She just told me that Sutton was coming, and that was really the end of the conversation.”  
 
    My buddies once again exchanged a look, but they were clearly picking up on the fact I didn’t want to talk about it any further. I was frustrated I didn’t have the answers myself, and I felt stupid not being able to tell them more about her.  
 
    It was a feeling I didn’t enjoy, so I wanted to talk about something else. There were a lot of questions in my own mind about Sutton and why she was now living with us, but since she avoided me, I knew I wasn’t going to get the answer.  
 
    My mom had been vague when she told me Sutton was coming, and I had taken it in stride. If that was what was happening, then that was it. I accepted it and moved on.  
 
    Now they could, too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6  
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    For the first time since moving to Secret Bay, I decided I wanted to get out and do something after school. I had been just going to school and heading home afterward if I wasn’t doing anything at Abby’s, but today, I wanted to look around the place a little more.  
 
    I knew it was a smaller town with most of the things to do being centered near the downtown area. The houses were seemingly unintentionally divided between the rich and the lesser rich, though nowhere in town seemed to be lacking for money.  
 
    A river ran on the west side headed toward the bay, and there were often boats that could be seen either at the docks or out in the open water. I knew there wouldn’t be a lot to amaze me in town, but it did sound nicer than heading back to the room that had become my self-made prison.  
 
    I walked along, my backpack loosely hanging behind me and my sneakers crunching on the gravel path. There were seagulls flying above, crying for food and searching for a place to land. Dogs barked here and there, but anyone I passed on the street simple moved quickly by without a word.  
 
    That was fine with me. I wasn’t out to make friends. I just wanted to get out of the house for a while and see what else the place had to offer. There was a mall on the other side of town, but I didn’t want to walk that far. Besides, it wasn’t any fun hanging out at the mall alone anyway.  
 
    I considered texting Abby to see what she was up to and whether she wanted to do something, but I changed my mind. I didn’t want to rely on her for everything I did. We were friends, there was no denying that now, but that didn’t mean I had to do everything with her.  
 
    Then again, if I wanted to get to know the place, who better to see it with than someone who had grown up here? She seemed to have better ideas of what to do around the town than I would on my own, or we could even just hang out at her place in her pool.  
 
    That was the one thing I really wished Susan had at her house. A pool would be nice to get away from the heat. But, I’d make do without one. There was always the bay, after all.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard the sound of voices drifting in the air. It wasn’t the normal conversation I would have ignored, but a heated argument. At least it was something exciting, so I decided to wander that way to see what was going on.  
 
    If nothing else, it would be entertaining to see two people arguing, and maybe I’d even figure out what about. That would be something to gossip about with Abby later.  
 
    But, when I saw who it was, I stopped.  
 
    Damon was down on the beach talking to another guy I’d never seen before. The two of them were waving their arms in wild gestures, and it was clearly a very heated debate. I was sure it would come to blows before they had finished their conversation, and I wanted to get a closer look.  
 
    Perhaps it would be some answer to what had happened to Damon’s side.  
 
    I continued along the path, walking as nonchalantly as possible and trying not to appear as though I was watching. But, when Damon saw me, he suddenly turned to the other guy.  
 
    “Listen, clearly there’s only one way we’re going to settle this, and we can do that tonight at Louie’s,” he said.  
 
    “If that’s how it’s gotta be, then that’s what we’ll do,” the other guy responded. He had his chest puffed out and his arms crossed, but he wasn’t as muscular as Damon. He looked to be a few years older than the two of us, but not too much older.  
 
    “Tonight then,” Damon said. The other guy didn’t say another word, he just shoved past Damon and stalked up the path, walking past me as though I didn’t even exist. I stopped as he passed, then I turned back to Damon. His chest was rising and falling with the deep breaths he was taking, and he clenched and unclenched his fists.  
 
    It was clear he was furious, but he was trying to get control over himself before he walked over to me.  
 
    “What are you doing down here?” he asked gruffly.  
 
    “I thought I’d get a look around town,” I replied simply.  
 
    “Just happened to make your way to the bay?” he snapped.  
 
    “It is called Secret Bay. I thought I’d see what was so secret about it,” I said with a shrug. He gave me a hard look and I glared at him. “I didn’t follow you down here, if that’s what you mean.”  
 
    He relaxed slightly, then he shook his head. “The guy’s an asshole.”  
 
    “It sounded like the two of you weren’t very happy with each other,” I commented. I wasn’t sure what else to say, but I didn’t want him to know I was trying to figure out what the argument was about.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said.  
 
    There was silence in the air for a moment, and the familiar tension grew between us. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to know.  
 
    “Do you remember me?” I blurted out. The words didn’t sound as delicate as I’d hoped when they were out of my mouth, but it was too late to take them back. I’d rehearsed the conversation in my head for a while before it happened, and I didn’t think it would come out that way.  
 
    There were a hundred different ways I thought it would go, but just asking the question as though it were the simplest thing in the world wasn’t one of them.  
 
    “Of course I remember you,” Damon said in a tone that let me know how stupid he thought the question was. I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or angry at the flippant way he handled it.  
 
    “You never said that you did, so I wasn’t sure,” I tried to turn the conversation back on him.  
 
    “Neither did you before now,” he said with a shrug. “What was I supposed to say?”  
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. I had taken a while to work up the courage to ask the question, maybe I had misread him. Maybe he had felt eh same way and also didn’t know how to ask me. But then, he was the one who had been such a bully, so maybe it was different for him to bring it up than for me.  
 
    Part of me expected him to apologize, but then, he didn’t seem to even think about the fact he had been so mean to me. He didn’t even seem to realize how much it had impacted me, or how his treatment of me had been so agonizing.  
 
    “Well, I guess we have something in common after all,” I said. I looped my hands around both of the straps on my backpack and stared down at the ground. This wasn’t at all how I thought this conversation would go, and I wasn’t sure how to continue.  
 
    He wasn’t giving me much help, either. It felt forced, and I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. I wasn’t sure how to respond to much in my life these days, except by being defensive. And right now, he wasn’t giving me the chance to be defensive.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could say that,” Damon replied. “Molly remembers you, too, we talked about it.”  
 
    I looked up at him suddenly. I hadn’t thought about it before, but it all suddenly made sense. No wonder Molly had seemed so familiar to me since the moment we had met. She had been my best friend in middle school. She had been my only friend when everything had gone down with Damon and I was the object of everyone’s disdain.  
 
    If it wasn’t for her, I wasn’t sure I’d even still be alive. I wondered if Damon knew all that, or if she had ever mentioned how much he’d hurt me.  
 
    How didn’t you recognize her? You two were so tight! You spent so much time at her house – you spent more time at her house than you did at your own! How many times did you think that you should be sisters? 
 
    How many times did you wish her parents were actually your parents? But wait, she didn’t have money back then. We lived very similar lives, and she didn’t live in Secret Bay, either.  
 
    And what happened? She used to be that cute, chubby girl. We were the outcasts in school. She was so nice, and always the one who was there for me. Now, she’s the biggest jerk in school. And she’s hot and skinny, too.  
 
    And what happened to her hair? She’s clearly still Molly, but she’s not the same Molly I used to know, that’s for sure.  
 
    Dozens of thoughts and a plethora of emotions ran through me all at once, but they all came so fast, it was only a second of silence before Damon spoke again.  
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t know it was her. You two were practically inseparable in middle school from what I remember,” he commented.  
 
    “Yeah, and I don’t remember her liking you back then,” the words came flying out of my mouth before I even realized it. The thought had run through my mind as I said it, and the words now hung in the air awkwardly.  
 
    “I guess when you’re a kid you don’t think about things so much as when you get older, I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “But she likes me now.”  
 
    “Yeah, she really does,” I said. I wasn’t sure what to add. I wanted to know why she was being such a snot to me now, too. If she knew it was me, she would remember that the two of us were really close in middle school. She would remember how Damon had bullied me and how much it hurt.  
 
    She had been the one person I really confided in, and she had told me more than once just to forget about him and move on. But now, she was telling me to back off and that he was all hers? She was making it clear to me that she was with him, and that I should move off of her man?  
 
    Was she threatened by my being here? Did she think that I still liked him? We hadn’t spoken in years, but she certainly wasn’t the same girl I remembered her being. And, like Damon, I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  
 
    At least Damon was still an asshole. He might have broken my heart, but he had proven to be consistent since I moved to Secret Bay. Molly, on the other hand, never said a word about the past, or why she had changed. It was all so confusing, and it only added to the turmoil that was inside.  
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Damon said, cutting into my thoughts. “Plans tonight.”  
 
    “See ya,” I said as he walked past. I stood for a moment, suddenly just wanting to be back in the safety of my room. The world felt ominous and painful, and I didn’t want to be out in it.  
 
    My mind was spinning, and I was a mix of anger and hurt. I didn’t know how to deal with the emotions, so I grabbed my phone. This was too big for text message. I had to talk to someone, and there was only one person on the planet I trusted enough to talk to.  
 
    Abby answered her phone on the fourth ring, just before it went to voicemail.  
 
    “Sutton?” she sounded surprised that I’d called. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “So I thought I’d do some exploring, and I ran into Damon on the beach.”  
 
    “Oh boy,” she replied. I could hear in her tone she knew how I’d feel about that.  
 
    “Yeah, I wasn’t thrilled, but listen. He was arguing with this guy, and when he saw me walking he suddenly told the guy they would settle it at Louie’s tonight. Do you have any idea what that is?” I asked.  
 
    “Louie’s?” the surprise in her voice was still evident. “Yeah, I know what that is. Did he say what they were going to do there or when they were going to be there?”  
 
    “No, he just said that they would settle it tonight, then the other guy said something about that being fine and left. Then Damon and I spoke for a moment but he didn’t say anything else about it,” I explained. I wanted to tell her about the conversation, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to fully explain the history that existed between me and my roommate.  
 
    “Tell you what, why don’t you come with me to Louie’s tonight, and we’ll figure it out,” she suggested.  
 
    “You’d go with me?” I asked, grateful to have someone on my side again.  
 
    “Of course,” she said.  
 
    Relief washed over me.  
 
    “See you later.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    I had to admit, I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect when I followed Abby up the sidewalk. We had walked from her parent’s house to downtown, and she clearly knew where she was heading, but I still had no idea.  
 
    There were all kinds of images running through my mind. I wasn’t sure if I should be nervous or what I should feel, all I knew was that amidst all the pain and numbness I had been feeling, it was nice to have a distraction of sorts.  
 
    For the first night in a long time, I didn’t have to sit and wonder what happened to my parents or if we were ever going to find out who killed them. I could focus on someone else, and figure out what the heck was going on with them.  
 
    We stopped outside a building, and Abby looked up at the sign. “This is it.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise. I had imagined a lot of things, but a sports bar wasn’t one of them. I was sure we were headed to some strange house or something like that, but this bar looked really normal.  
 
    Inside, there were people watching various games on tv as they ate burgers and drank beers or soda, and there was a gaming area near the back where teenagers from school were playing vintage style arcade games and laughing together. If life had been a lot different, this might have been the sort of place I would have wanted to hang out myself.  
 
    But, Abby and I were on a mission.  
 
    We weren’t here for the food or the games. We were here to find Damon, and I wanted to know who that guy was he was arguing with out on the beach that afternoon – and what he meant when he said they were going to settle it that night.  
 
    And I had a feeling, I was about to.  
 
    “Come on,” Abby said as she pushed her way through the crowd to the front of the line.  
 
    “Hey, no cutting!” someone called out from behind, but she just ignored him.  
 
    “Excuse me, but we’re looking for our friend, Damon,” she said to the bartender. “Do you know him?”  
 
    “He’s downstairs,” the bartender replied without so much as looking up. She pushed her way back through the line, ignoring the other remarks from disgruntled people waiting for their food, and we headed for the stairs.  
 
    I followed her, taking in the atmosphere the entire way. There were a lot of people in the place, and it seemed to me to be the hub of town. Then again, with a town this small, it wasn’t like there was a lot else to do, maybe this was what many of the more wholesome teens did with their time.  
 
    We walked down a dark, narrow staircase into another room that was even more packed than upstairs.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked in a hushed tone. It was too loud in the room to whisper, but I didn’t want to draw any attention to ourselves. Abby looked at me and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “You’ll see. It’s stupid, really,” she said in an unimpressed tone.  
 
    I waited, anticipation building inside me. I had no idea what to expect, and all kinds of images were flashing through my brain. This seemed a lot more intense than I’d originally thought, and I found myself holding my breath.  
 
    The other people in the room were talking and arguing, some making bets while others were laughing at the bets being made. It was enthralling to say the least. I didn’t recognize many of the people who were downstairs, but I did notice there were a few of the other kids from school there.  
 
    The room was dim, and it was hard to make out what was set up in the center. It was some large object elevated above where the crowd was pressing in on all sides, but in the dim light I could only speculate as to what it was.  
 
    Then, the lights flew on and centered over the object. It was then that I realized it was a ring.  
 
    A fighting ring.  
 
    There were loose ropes set up all around, slack but still taught enough to hold in anyone who needed to lean against them. The ring itself was square, but it looked like it had been put together by amateurs. Nothing about the place seemed professional, but yet, there were all these people crowded around and yelling.  
 
    Some were jeering and I heard Damon’s name said a few times, but I still didn’t fully understand what was going on until he suddenly appeared.  
 
    He was wearing boxing shorts with no shirt. He held up his arms to the crowd, only eliciting more cheers and shouts. There were still some who were taunting, but it seemed to me that he had the majority of the room.  
 
    Then, the guy from the beach appeared. He was dressed very much like Damon, only in different colors. He, too, held up his arms to the crowd and was met with shouts and cheers. But, it was decidedly less than Damon had received. Clearly, Damon had been here before, and he was the crowd favorite.  
 
    “Are they fighting?” I asked Abby.  
 
    She nodded but said nothing, her eyes also glued to the stage. My heart pounded in my chest as another man climbed into the ring between Damon and the other guy. He was clearly going to serve as the stand in referee, though again I didn’t think anything about the situation truly seemed to be professional.  
 
    And part of me wondered how legal this could be.  
 
    If the bartender knows that that this is going on and isn’t doing anything about it, it must be somewhat legal at least? I can’t imagine all these people would be down here in such a public place if they weren’t allowed to be doing this. 
 
    There was a knot in the pit of my stomach, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay or go. But, there was something inside me that told me I wouldn’t be able to leave even if I wanted to. I couldn’t tear my eyes off Damon.  
 
    His ribs were still bruised, and now I could see why. The cuts that had been on his side were fading, however, and he looked ready to take another fight. At least, I hoped he could.  
 
    The cheers of the crowd were deafening, and I could hardly make out when the referee told the two to start fighting. But, they could clearly hear what he was saying, because he dove out of the way and the two started throwing fists.  
 
    I had to admit, though I never thought of myself as squeamish in the past, it was hard for me to watch Damon and this other guy pummel into each other. They hit each other with a lot of force, and it didn’t seem they were taking any special care not to hit vital places.  
 
    Damon took a blow to the eye, then another to the chin. He delivered several good blows to the other guy’s face as well. They hit each other in the torso and around the back. They threw each other to the ground and into the ropes that served as the nets.  
 
    More than once I feared Damon was going to fly out of the ring with how hard he hit the ropes, then I worried he was going to toss the other man straight into the crowd. We weren’t close enough for either of them to be near us should they fall out, but we were certainly close enough to see everything that was going on.  
 
    I let out a few gasps and even a squeal here and there, but they weren’t cheering him on. No, I was worried about him. I was worried about what was going to happen to him and what would happen if he lost the fight.  
 
    And, for a short while, it seemed that he might.  
 
    But, it wasn’t long before he once again clearly had the upper hand over the guy, and he had him pinned to the ground.  
 
    It was then that he started relentlessly hitting the guy. And, for some strange reason, it was exhilarating. I couldn’t stop staring at him as he struck the guy over and over, hitting him in the face and on the chest. I wasn’t sure how far he was going to go, and my heart pounded in my chest even harder.  
 
    Then, the referee jumped back into the ring, breaking up the fight and grabbing Damon by the wrist. He held up his hand in victory, and the crowd went wild. I glanced over at Abby. She was standing with her arms crossed in front of her, her eyes on the ring.  
 
    She wasn’t cheering with the rest of the crowd, and she didn’t seem to have any emotion over what had just taken place. Though I could feel adrenaline rushing through me at the sight of the fight, I didn’t want to react. I didn’t want to show her how much it had turned me on.  
 
    I didn’t want to admit to myself how much it turned me on. Damon was a bully, and he always had been. All I could do was assume that he was still being a bully. But then, this other guy had agreed to the fight that afternoon. I heard it myself.  
 
    Whatever they had been fighting about, they agreed that they were going to settle it in the ring, and that is just what they had done. Now, Damon was the winner, and this other guy, well, he was going to have to recover from the wounds that had been delivered.  
 
    Of course, Damon himself would be bearing more marks after this fight. He had taken some real blows himself.  
 
    I felt such a strange mix rush over me. There was a part of me that felt the entire thing answered a lot of the questions that I’d had, but then there was another part of me that had a new set of questions. Why would he put himself through this? Was the money he was taking from the guy in the ring worth it?  
 
    How did he manage to pull this off without Susan knowing? And how was he going to hide that black eye from her? She couldn’t know he was out here doing this, there was just no way. No mother in her right mind would let her son do something like this.  
 
    But then, Damon certainly seemed to do what he wanted with his life, regardless of what anyone else thought.  
 
    But what did this all mean? 
 
      
 
    “Do you want a hand with that?” I asked.  
 
    I was leaning against the doorframe to the bathroom looking in. Damon was standing in front of the mirror with a washcloth in his hand, trying his best to sponge off his shoulder where he’d taken a particularly bad blow.  
 
    He looked at me in surprise.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like you can reach very well,” I said.  
 
    “Sure,” he replied. He handed me the washcloth suspiciously, but I merely closed and locked the door before walking over to him and going to work on his shoulder. I was as gentle as I could be as I tried to sponge off the dried blood, and I did my best not to think about how hot he was without a shirt on.  
 
    There was no way I could fall for my sixth grade bully. I had done that before, and I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. Clearly, he had only become more aggressive over the years, and while I didn’t know why he was doing this sort of fighting thing, I could only imagine the creative ways he could find to humiliate me again, too.  
 
    “Why are you being so nice to me?” he asked, almost as though he could read my thoughts.  
 
    “You looked like you could use a hand,” I said simply.  
 
    “But I mean, after what I did to you in middle school, I wouldn’t think you would want to be nice to me at all,” he pressed. I was surprised that he brought it up. And, once he did, I suddenly found that I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. It was as though his acknowledgement of what had happened was enough for me to realize that it didn’t matter as much as I thought.  
 
    Or did it? 
 
    “That was a long time ago,” I said with as little emotion in my voice as possible. “There’s no need to keep dwelling on the past. I mean, we were kids, so why worry about what happened back then?”  
 
    The words hung in the air. I didn’t really mean for it to be a question he had to answer, but it wasn’t long before he took a deep breath and continued.  
 
    “I don’t know. There’s just times when I wonder,” he said. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, and I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t want to talk about how I had felt about him in middle school, and I really didn’t want to bring up the fact that he had been my first kiss.  
 
    He knew it at the time, and he had still chosen to be mean to me. But, as I said, that was a long time ago, and what good would it do to talk about it with him now? He was with Molly, and I was his roommate. Life had changed so much in the past few years, I didn’t know how to address any of it.  
 
    “It was a long time ago,” I said again.  
 
    He seemed to want to continue the conversation, but before he had the chance to say anything else, there was a knock on the door.  
 
    “Is everything alright in there?” Susan called out.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine!” Damon answered. He gave me a look in the mirror, and I got the impression he didn’t want his mom to know that I was cleaning up his fight wounds.  
 
    “Sutton?” she replied.  
 
    “We’re fine!” I echoed Damon’s words. Our eyes met in the mirror, and he just shrugged. I knew that would be the end of the conversation, and in a way, that came as a relief.  
 
    I felt the urgency to finish with his wounds and get out of the bathroom, and I hoped we wouldn’t bring this up again. There was no more point to talking about it, after all. It wouldn’t change anything.  
 
    And I wasn’t going to be the one to tell Susan about the cage fights, either.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8  
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    I laid in bed looking up at the ceiling. It was a Saturday morning, and I was still thinking about the events of the night before. It was hard for me to wrap my mind around the fact that Damon had been going out and doing these underground fights, and clearly, Molly liked it.  
 
    He won money, I had seen that with my own eyes, but at the same time, he didn’t need to win the money. He lived the kind of life that his mom could pay for. It was clear she didn’t hurt for money in any sense of the word, and she didn’t seem to be able to tell him no when he asked for anything, either.  
 
    But, my mind also drifted to what we had talked about the night before. How he had brought up in the bathroom the fact that he remembered how he had treated me, and how he didn’t think that I should be nice to him now because of it.  
 
    What did that mean? Did it mean that I should just ignore him? Did he expect that from me? In the heat of the moment, I had no idea how to even respond to what he was saying.  
 
    I had spent so much of the past few weeks trying to figure out how to have the conversation with him in the first place, and when it happened, I had faltered. I had missed the opportunity to ask him why he had been so mean to me and instead just told him to leave it in the past.  
 
    You essentially let him off the hook. Now how are you ever going to figure out why he was that way toward you? Do you even care? When you had the chance to figure it out, you dropped the ball.  
 
    You had your chance and you blew it. And now you also have to wonder why he’s going to those fights and all that, too. Abby didn’t seem to approve of it, and she really didn’t want to talk about it after the fight, either.  
 
    This is all so confusing.  
 
    And all I want to do is go home.  
 
    I sighed as I rolled over and pulled the blankets around me again. I didn’t feel like this place was home. I knew I had no choice, and if I didn’t start thinking of it that way, it wasn’t ever going to be that for me, but that didn’t change the fact that this just didn’t feel right.  
 
    It felt like I was a guest in someone else’s house. I wasn’t meant to be here. I was supposed to be back in my hometown with my real mom and my dad. But no, here I was with a foster mom, here I was with a woman who was trying to reach out to me, who I didn’t want to.  
 
    And there wasn’t anything I could do about it.  
 
    At least now you know why teens run away from home. But then, you’re so close to being done with school. Just get through the next few months and you’ll be able to do whatever you want with your life. You can get out of here, you can leave, you can go anywhere in the world.  
 
    Don’t make the same mistake you nearly made in middle school. You have so much life left. It might suck right now, but it’s going to get better, isn’t it? 
 
    I sighed again, trying not to remember that girl who was standing with the knife in her hand staring in the mirror. It was hard for me to imagine life getting any better. It seemed that it only got worse.  
 
    Even thinking about how much Molly had changed since I last saw her hurt. I thought she was my friend. I thought she would always be my best friend at the time, but now, she had become more of a bully to me than even Damon. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she egged him on in some ways.  
 
    She didn’t like me, that was clear, but I didn’t understand why. She had been so nice before, and from what it seemed to me, her entire life had been handed to her. She didn’t have the bullies in the sixth grade, I did.  
 
    She got to be the good girl who stood by the bullied kid. She didn’t have to deal with the mean things written on her locker. She got to be the one who stood there in horror with me and stare at what was said. She was the one who was the rock, who went home to the happy parents and the mother who wasn’t drinking and the father who was home.  
 
    There had been so many times I was jealous of the life she got to live. She didn’t seem ungrateful, but then, she’d never really seemed to understand just how good she had it, either. It was such a strange thing for me to accept, and it was frustrating.  
 
    Who cares about Molly? You have Abby in your life now, and she’s been an excellent friend to you. She doesn’t just tell you that things are going to be alright, she actually does things to make sure it works out.  
 
    Think about the pool party. Abby came through with a swimsuit for you. She didn’t even let anyone at the party know that you had to borrow one from her. She said you could keep it even! Then she went to that fight with you last night knowing that it wasn’t going to be something she would enjoy.  
 
    You should think about that rather than focusing on what Molly is doing to you. She clearly doesn’t know who she is anymore. Or, if she thinks that’s who she wants to be in life, then forget about her anyway.  
 
    You never wanted to be part of the popular crowd anyway.  
 
    But then, neither did she.  
 
    It was strange to think about how much someone could change. Molly had always been right there with me when we talked about how we didn’t want to be popular. She had always said those girls were stuck up and she didn’t want anything to do with them, let alone to be like them.  
 
    But now, I felt like an idiot for believing her.  
 
    I had been so convinced at the time that she was my friend – that she was on my side – that I never thought about what would happen if she changed. I didn’t understand what it was in her that had changed, either.  
 
    Did she only say those things because she wasn’t part of the popular group when she was in middle school? Was it because she lost weight now and really was one of the hottest girls in school? It was so hard for me to wrap my mind around the fact that the Molly who had been so mean to me since coming to Secret Bay was the same girl who had been there for me when all those things were done to me in sixth grade.  
 
    I heard voices downstairs, and I decided I better get down there for breakfast. I spent a lot of time in my room, and while Susan didn’t seem to mind, I knew she wanted me to try to get out more.  
 
    She really was trying to help me fit into the household, and I wanted to at least try to be a little more compliant.  
 
    I’d try.  
 
    Does she know about what happened between me and Damon? She can’t possible. If she did, she would have had to mention it at some point, really! 
 
    The strange thought stuck in the back of my mind as I got dressed. It would be weird to think Susan could know I was bullied by her son but yet take me in anyway. But then, no one really ever explained to me why I came here in the first place.  
 
    My parents never talked about this Susan Buch when I was growing up, so why was she the person named to be my guardian? I always had assumed guardians were people the kid was familiar with – someone they loved and trusted.  
 
    But to me, Susan was a complete stranger. She might be trying to get to know me now, but where was she the entire time I was growing up? Seventeen years was a long time to not get to know someone you took in because their parents passed suddenly.  
 
    And, knowing that it was my parents’ wishes that she be the one to take me in only added to the confusion. There had to be more to this story, but it only shrouded the situation further in mystery.  
 
    I stared at myself in my vanity for a moment before heading out the door. My hair was pulled into a messy side pony, but it would do for the morning. Unless Susan tried to drag me out of the house to finally do that shopping trip she was so insistent we would have, there really was no pressing need to get done up.  
 
    I smeared on some eyeliner so I didn’t look so tired from tossing and turning most of the night, then I headed out my door. The voices were much louder as soon as I opened it, but I suddenly realized they were heated. I’d thought that she and Damon were just talking as she made breakfast, but now, I could hear that the two of them were arguing.  
 
    Intrigued, I crept to the top of the stairs. I knew I would be hidden from their sight until I was on the first floor, and I had to admit, I did feel guilty eavesdropping that way, but Susan never stood up to Damon, and today, she was clearly furious.  
 
    “All I’m saying is that this is stupid, and you’re going to end up getting hurt!” she was saying.  
 
    “I’m fine, really,” Damon sounded annoyed. “We’ve been over this a hundred times before, and you always tell me the same thing. But look, here I am, fine and making my own money. I would think you’d be glad that I didn’t come to you every time I wanted something.”  
 
    “You know I don’t care if you ask me for money, and I’m not going to let you call this a job,” she hissed.  
 
    “It’s a job of sorts! There are a lot of people who make a living at fighting,” he said.  
 
    So Susan knows about the fighting! Clearly, she doesn’t approve, surprise surprise. But clearly, Damon doesn’t care. Also not a surprise. But why is she on him to get a job if she is happy to give him money when he asks? 
 
    And why is he so insistent that this is the job for him when he could clearly do better? 
 
    “And many people end up with serious injuries, or stupid, or dead because of it,” Susan replied tartly. “You aren’t going to get into this business, you are going to get a real job, and you’re going to earn a real paycheck.”  
 
    “Come on, Mom, you know that I’m looking,” Damon said.  
 
    “You aren’t looking hard enough. There are plenty of places out there who would be happy to hire you. You’re smart, good looking, you’ve got drive,” she was listing his qualities when he interrupted her.  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me everything you’ve told me before. I know that you don’t like my fighting, and I know that you think I could do better for myself. But, it’s my life, and I’m going to do what I want with it!” he snapped.  
 
    “I’m not trying to tell you what to do with your life, I’m trying to keep you from throwing your life away!” his mother shot back.  
 
    I leaned over the bannister slightly. I’d never thought about what happened to Damon’s dad. He wasn’t ever talked about. Damon certainly never mentioned him, and I never asked. But, I could hear in his mother’s voice that she was clearly worried about him, and it couldn’t help but make me wonder if his father was some sort of deadbeat.  
 
    She may not want him to go down the same path. But then, it was all just speculation. There were clearly a lot of secrets in this house, and it was hard to get any real answers out of anyone.  
 
    “Look, Mom, I’m not going to argue with you about this anymore. I know how you feel, but you know how I feel, too,” Damon replied flippantly.  
 
    I heard the exasperated sigh of his mother, even from at the top of the bannister. I was torn for a moment, trying to decide if it would be better to go downstairs and break up the argument by just being in the room, or to let them keep talking it out.  
 
    It seemed to me they were at a stalemate, and from the comments they both made, I got the strongest impression they had had this discussion before. But, it also seemed that neither had changed their stance on the subject, either.  
 
    Just when I decided I was going to head downstairs, Susan spoke again. “That is enough of this fighting. You aren’t going to keep doing it, and you’re going to get a real job. You have to get your act together!”  
 
    “I’m trying to!” Damon shot back. I could hear something new in his voice now. It was emotion like I hadn’t heard before. He was angry, yes, but there was pain there, too.  
 
    Was he hiding some secrets of his own? 
 
    Suddenly, I heard the sound of footsteps walking toward the stairs, and I quickly withdrew back into my room, closing the door most of the way. But, the door downstairs opened and closed with a bang, and I knew Damon must have walked out.  
 
    I could hear Susan down in the kitchen, clearly still angry herself. But, there was another sound, too, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was crying. Were they tears of anger, or was she truly that worried about Damon? 
 
    There was no way I could bring it up to her, I didn’t want her to know that I had stood at the top of the steps and listened in on the conversation. But, I knew there was more going on between the two of them than I originally thought.  
 
    And I would give anything to know just what it was.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9  
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    Monday I sat alone at lunch. Abby wasn’t in school that day, and I was painfully feeling her absence. I knew I could try to make more friends, and there were some other kids there I knew I could sit with, but I wasn’t in the mood.  
 
    I hadn’t spoken to Damon since the day before, and it was only briefly at that. He had kept to himself most of Saturday and into Sunday, spending most of it out with his friends. I finally went on that shopping trip with Susan, and I knew she was feeling a lot better about my being there.  
 
    Over the weekend I’d made a bigger effort to try to be more cheerful, though it was hard for me with the pain that was still inside. Though now, I had to admit, that pain would bounce back and forth between anger and hurt, and grieving my parents.  
 
    Not having answers made it worse, but then, there were times I just missed them. It did get easier as time went on, but I wondered if the pain would ever go away entirely. It wasn’t likely from how I felt right now, but I had to try. I knew I couldn’t spend the rest of my life in this misery.  
 
    I texted Abby on lunch, telling her I hoped she felt better, and I was glad when she responded.  
 
    Thanks. I think it’s just a cold but it’s a good excuse not to be in school. How’s it going today? 
 
    I grinned. There were tons of good reasons not to be in school, and I couldn’t wait until the day I didn’t have to worry about it anymore.  
 
    It’s alright. You know, the usual. Molly’s being Molly, class is boring as ever, and I’m just trying to avoid the entire world 
 
    I hit send and watched as the reply bubble rippled on the screen.  
 
    You should go sit with Sam and her friends. They’re nice and you’ll get along with them. I think you met? 
 
    I had considered it, but feeling as ant-social as I was, I didn’t want to head over and sit with the giggling group. They were all nice girls, the three of them, but they were also boy crazy. Everything they talked about revolved around boys in one way or another, and it really wasn’t my favorite topic.  
 
    I didn’t feel the need to get a boyfriend, and I didn’t want to be the one to point that out. I knew there was no way I could sit with them without Abby being my defense and not be questioned about who I thought was cute in school and who I was going to try to get to take me to prom.  
 
    It’s okay. I’m going to get some extra homework done so I don’t have to worry about it later 
 
    I hit send and skimmed her reply, then I turned my attention to other things on my phone. I really didn’t have any extra homework. I worked hard in class to make sure there was little extra to be done when I wasn’t in school. I didn’t want to spend my time at home doing more school on top of the hours I was there.  
 
    I took another bite of the cafeteria meatloaf, wondering why they ever bothered to put it on the menu when a voice suddenly came from behind me.  
 
    “Sutton!”  
 
    I cringed before I even turned. I recognized the voice immediately, and I wasn’t thrilled. Turning slightly, I realized not only Molly was behind me, but Damon and Chad were both with her as well.  
 
    “What do you want?” she asked.  
 
    “We need to talk,” she replied tartly.  
 
    Again, I cringed. With Damon there, there was no telling what he might have said to her, or what she wanted to talk about. I knew the two of them were together, and I hadn’t meant to send any sort of message when I helped Damon with his arm after the last fight.  
 
    But then, knowing Damon, he may well have told her that I was flirting with him or hitting on him or something. He thrived on drama, and since he was having issues with Susan at home, it wouldn’t have surprised me in the slightest if he decided the best way to take care of his problems was to pick on me some more.  
 
    Whether he had mentioned the fact he knew he was mean to me before or not, it was going to be a long time before I ever trusted him again, if it was even possible at all.  
 
    “About what?” I asked, trying to act disinterested.  
 
    “Clearly, you’re dense and can’t take a hint,” she said.  
 
    I wanted to tell her to shut up, but I ignored her.  
 
    “So,” she continued. “We decided to get involved.”  
 
    “Who’s we?” I asked.  
 
    “Me and my boyfriend, Damon,” she said, as if she really needed to clarify. She told me on a practically daily basis that she and Damon were together, and there were many times I wanted to ask her if she was really that insecure about it.  
 
    And, if she was, then why was she with him? 
 
    “I don’t have anything you guys need to help me with,” I replied. I was already making a mental note to tell Damon to stay out of my business when we got home, but I wasn’t going to have that conversation in front of Molly, or anyone else for that matter.  
 
    “Oh, you do, and that’s why we’re here,” Molly continued. “You see, Chad here has made it clear all he wants is to have a chance with you, and you just won’t give it to him. What makes you so high and mighty you can’t give this poor guy a chance?”  
 
    I turned around again.  
 
    “What did you call me?”  
 
    “High and mighty,” she emphasized every word carefully, and I wanted to slap her. She was the one who had been on a high horse and power trip since the day I started going to Secret Bay High, now she was going to stand there and tell me I was the one with the issue? 
 
    And, to make matters worse, she brought along Damon and Chad? 
 
    “He’s been nothing but nice to you, but you turn him down again and again. Are you really that big of a snob?” she asked. “You come in here, acting like you know everything because you’re from out of town, and you just can’t bring yourself to stoop to the level of dating one of the local boys, can you?”  
 
    “I think you should give him a chance, to be honest,” Damon said. I was about to tear off Molly’s head, and he could see it. Clearly, he felt if he took some of the attention off her, it would help me settle down a bit.  
 
    “And I think so, too,” Chad echoed.  
 
    They had me in a tight place. And Molly had done this on purpose. We were in the middle of the lunch cafeteria, and though none of the other students were acting like they were paying any attention to us, I could feel the glances in our direction.  
 
    Molly was talking loud enough for everyone in the area to hear, and I knew they were all just waiting to see what I would say. After all, she had all but told me I was too good for anyone there, or, I thought I was, rather. And that wasn’t true. I just didn’t want to date Chad.  
 
    But, I wasn’t going to let her win this. She wanted to get a fight out of me. She wanted me to fly off the handle and be that crazy girl. I could see it in her face. She was bullying me in a different way than Damon had, and I wasn’t going to fall for it.  
 
    The years of enduring the abuse at the other school had taught me how to recognize when I was being put on the spot, and I knew how to react without being made fun of.  
 
    “You know what?” I said after a pause. “I think you’re right.”  
 
    Her face changed for just a brief second. It was a flicker of surprise. She had clearly expected a different response, and I had caught her off guard. But, it was just for a moment before the smug smile returned.  
 
    “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she asked a little too sweetly.  
 
    “No, I don’t think I’m better than anyone here,” I spat. “But I do think that you have changed, Molly, and you have become one of the biggest jerks on the planet. I’ll give Chad a chance, but only a chance. I’m not making any promises to him. But I can promise you that you are going to be nothing but a pathetic loser if you keep acting the way that you are. But then, maybe you can’t change.”  
 
    Her mouth fell open, and she clearly wanted to say something. But, I wasn’t going to sit there and take any more of their garbage. She had put me on the spot right in front of everyone, and for some reason, Damon thought it was a good idea to tag along for the game.  
 
    Then again, she seemed to have him wrapped around her little finger, almost as much as he had her. They were so co-dependent on each other, it was almost funny. I wanted to tell him that he was pathetic as well, but I wasn’t going to give him the time of day.  
 
    I had given my answer, and I was leaving. I needed to get some fresh air before the next class started, or there was no way I would be able to concentrate on what the teacher was saying.  
 
    After clearing my tray and throwing away the trash, I headed outside and sat on the steps of the school, staring out into the street. I wished Abby had been in school that day. It would have been a lot easier to deal with them if she had been there.  
 
    Then again, they might not have approached me at all. They seemed to stay back when there were more than one of us together, as though there was strength to be had in numbers.  
 
    There was some truth to the thought. Why else would the three of them come at me at the same time? Clearly, they knew if they were all there, I was more likely to go along with their idea than if just Molly were to come at me.  
 
    The class bell rang behind me, and I drew in a deep breath. I had to go back in there, I knew that I did, but I didn’t want to. I wished I knew how many more days I had left of school before I was done with it forever, but that was something I’d have to count for the hundredth time when I got home that afternoon. It had become something I did regularly, and I was surprised I didn’t know the number right off the top of my head.  
 
    I waited until the last possible second, then I rose and made a beeline for class. I didn’t look at any of the other students, and I refused to make eye contact with anyone when I walked through the door to find my seat.  
 
    I was glad I didn’t have to sit next to any of the three who had accosted me, though I could feel all of them give me looks as I sat down and pulled out my books. I could only imagine the smugness going through Molly’s head, and I wished I had the guts to really put her back in her place.  
 
    Of course, I had to live with Damon, so I had to deal with him whether I was in school or not. But then, I couldn’t ignore the fact that while I was angry with him for backing Molly in accosting me, I saw him in a different light since that fight.  
 
    Even now, seeing him a couple of rows ahead of me and just off to the right, he was somehow different. He looked hotter, maybe? Was he once again that bad boy in my life I wished I could have but was too afraid to approach? 
 
    What are you doing? Are you really going to even let that sort of thought enter your mind? Think about what he just did to you! Think about what he did to you in middle school! Think about what Molly is doing to you now! 
 
    You have to hear all the time how they are together, do you really think that’s going to go over well? Or, are you a coward? Are you going to stop living your life or not do what you want to do because of her? 
 
    I refused to look in her direction, though I knew it was stupid to even entertain the thought of being with Damon. He was a bully, and he always had been to me. I couldn’t let myself fall for him all over again. But then, the memory of him in the ring was such a turn on.  
 
    It made me feel so flustered inside. The thought of his muscles rippling, the tattoos he had on his arm despite his young age. The way that he had just left that other guy on the ground. It was hot, there was no denying that.  
 
    He turned his head slightly and I quickly looked away. I didn’t want him to catch me looking at him. But, as I turned my head my eyes fell on Chad, who was staring at me. He smiled, and I cringed inside.  
 
    Why, oh why did I agree to go on a date with him? 
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    Although I did my best to put off the date night with Chad for as long as possible, I knew the sooner I got it over with, the sooner I could move past it and not have to worry about him bothering me again.  
 
    After all, I had made it clear that I was just going to give him a chance. Nothing more was promised, and I still felt that way. I could go out with him, put up with him for a few hours, then blow him off and tell him that I wasn’t really interested.  
 
    At least then he couldn’t say that I didn’t give him a chance, and I didn’t have to worry about being bothered by him or Molly again. I had myself convinced Damon had only gone along with the idea because Molly wanted him to, and that thought did have be rather concerned.  
 
    You can’t start making excuses for him. He really hurt you before, and if you let your guard down, you’re just inviting him to do it all over again. Don’t give him that power in your life.  
 
    Think about it. He has the power to date whoever he wants, and he’s choosing to be with Molly. There’s a reason for that, and that reason may well be because the two of them aren’t all that different after all.  
 
    He might have been really hot in the ring the other night, and there’s no denying that he’s only gotten hotter with time, but that doesn’t change the kind of guy he is on the inside.  
 
    I sighed. I knew I was being stupid. I was stupid back in middle school for liking him in the first place. I thought he was cute for being the naughty kid in school, and I had paid for it. Why did I think he wasn’t going to do something mean to me when all he did was live for being a brat to the rest of the world? 
 
    And, things had only gone downhill from there. The bullying got worse and worse until he finally told me that I should kill myself, and I nearly did. I changed my mind at the last second, but I never forgot how I felt in that moment, and it still haunted me to think that I might have gone through with the act.  
 
    I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I didn’t understand why I now was suddenly struggling with the thought of him being attractive again, as though he ever could be. I should hate him. I should tell him to leave me alone. I should have told Susan the day that I realized he lived there I wasn’t going to move in because of what happened.  
 
    But, I didn’t do any of those things, and now, I was struggling with feelings for him again. I might try to deny it, even to myself, but I knew the truth. I knew deep down inside there was a part of me that still wanted him.  
 
    There was a part of me that wanted to believe he was just a little kid doing what boys do back in middle school and he’d never do anything like that now. But, the facts were the facts, and he was dating Molly.  
 
    Miss Molly who ruled the school.  
 
    And he went along willingly.  
 
    There was a knock at the door downstairs, and I heard Damon let Chad in. There was no turning back now. All the thoughts I had about telling him I was sick and couldn’t make it were gone. I was going through with this, then I could just put it behind me.  
 
    Get through the date like you get through the rest of your life, and you’ll be fine. You can forget about it by tomorrow, tell him to leave you alone, and tell Molly that you aren’t too good to date the boys in school, you just aren’t interested in that one.  
 
    “Sutton! Your date’s here!” Damon called up the stairs.  
 
    “Coming!” I yelled back.  
 
    I headed down the stairs and forced a smile. Chad looked me over from head to toe and let out a low whistle.  
 
    “You look amazing,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks, let’s go,” I replied. I really hadn’t done much to get ready for the date. I put on my typical jeans and tank top along with a pair of flip flops, hoping to look a little too plain for his taste.  
 
    I’d gotten the impression from him and Peter both that they were looking for the hot girlfriends more than girlfriends of quality. They were looking for more Mollys in the world. They didn’t care what personality or brains were present, they just wanted the same arm candy Damon got to flaunt.  
 
    And I didn’t want to be that.  
 
    I was glad to see Chad drove a truck rather than rode a bike like Damon. The last thing I wanted to do was wrap my arms around him, and I had a sneaking suspicion he was going to pull something like that to force me to do it.  
 
    But, I climbed into the passenger side of the truck and settled in, waiting for him to get in the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Do you have any ideas for the night?” he asked.  
 
    “Not really,” I said, hoping to come off as boring.  
 
    “I thought I’d take you to dinner, and maybe a movie if you feel up to it,” he replied.  
 
    “Great,” I said dryly.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what he had in mind as far as dinner went, but I certainly didn’t think he was going to take me to a hot dog stand. It was near the beach, which was a nice gesture, but the fact that each hotdog was only a dollar and the mustard pump didn’t work didn’t exactly help with the date.  
 
    If I had been in to him as a guy, maybe, but al he talked about was himself, and all he did was criticize the way I was handling my meal.  
 
    “All you want is mustard? Are you serious?” he asked. “You can’t be serious. There’s relish and sauerkraut and everything and you just want the one thing that they are out of?”  
 
    “It’s a hot dog stand,” I replied. “You would really think that they would keep more mustard on hand.”  
 
    “I’d think that a girl your age would like more on her hotdog than just mustard. I mean, come on, are you five?” he asked.  
 
    “I just know how I like my hotdog,” I said sullenly.  
 
    He shrugged. “Whatever. Anyway, like I was saying. When I graduate I’m going to get into some college on a full ride scholarship for sports, and my life will be awesome.”  
 
    “Really,” I replied dryly. “That’s great.”  
 
    “I’m going to have a house better than any of the ones you see around here, and I’m going to drive the most expensive car in any town I end up. I’m going to travel the world, and I’m going to do it all without a care in the world. Oh, I’ll be famous, too, of course. I won’t be able to go anywhere without being recognized for the athlete that I am, and everyone is going to want my autograph and pics and everything,” he rambled on.  
 
    Every now and then I would nod and say a word here and there, but I was struck with how rude he was being. All he talked about was his own goals in life and what he was going to do. He never once asked about me.  
 
    I didn’t want to talk about the past, and I had to admit, I really didn’t want to talk about my own goals, either, but the fact that he only talked about himself made me realize I was right about him.  
 
    He didn’t want a girlfriend to be a partner in life. He wanted someone to make him look good. And the fact that he had to go to all the school events alone or with Peter didn’t exactly look good. Especially when the two of them were always hanging around Damon and Molly.  
 
    I managed to keep my cool during our so-called dinner, but I refused to hold his hand when he offered to go along the beach.  
 
    “Well, do you want to go to a movie or something? I’m having a great time,” he said.  
 
    “Okay,” I replied. I didn’t, but I figured it would be the best way to say we went on a real date and get him off my back. I certainly didn’t consider grabbing hotdogs to be a date, that was for sure. While it was a bonus for me that he didn’t do anything fancy, I wasn’t sure how it was going to go over in school when I told him I wasn’t interested.  
 
    “Great!” he said. “Oh, shoot.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “I forgot I left my card at home, and I really don’t have a lot of cash on me. Do you want to go back to your place and watch a movie there?” he asked.  
 
    I looked at him suspiciously. It seemed a little too convenient that he was being so cheap. I knew his parents had a lot of money. Everyone in this town seemed to have a lot of money. But, I knew for a fact the group Damon ran with was wealthy.  
 
    There had to be some other reason he didn’t want to go to the actual theater. But, I wasn’t about to go over to his house with him, and I didn’t want to back out of it now. Besides that, if we were back at my place, there wasn’t any chance for him to pull any of the cliché moves at the theater.  
 
    “Okay,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    He grinned, and we headed back to his truck. The ride back to the house was filled with him still talking about himself, and I was quickly losing interest in the night. I hoped that he would shut up when the movie was put on, but I had a feeling that wasn’t going to happen, either.  
 
    The guy was full of himself, even more so than Damon, and I didn’t know that was even possible. I wondered how the two of them could even be friends with them both being so arrogant. But then, if the two of them spent the entire time talking about themselves, then there was little doubt in my mind the hangout time they spent together was just filled with arrogance.  
 
    We got back to my place and Chad put the truck in park out front.  
 
    “Come on in,” I said. I kept both my hands on my purse as we headed for the house, making sure there wasn’t any chance for him to try to grab my hand. If Damon was looking out the window, I didn’t want him to tell Molly that he saw us being physical.  
 
    It wasn’t going to happen. I knew it for a fact. I just had to figure out a way to tell him it wouldn’t that got the message across loud and clear.  
 
    “What do you want to watch?” I asked when we were inside.  
 
    “I’m not picky,” he said. “Hey, can I see your room first? I’ve only been in here a couple of times, and Damon and I always hang out down here.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said reluctantly. “There’s really not a lot to see. I’ve not lived here long.”  
 
    “Oh, I know that,” he said with a laugh. “But I want to see how you have it.”  
 
    I thought it was strange, but I let him follow me up the stairs and into my room. “See? A bedroom. There’s a bed and a closet and other stuff. Not really too much to see.”  
 
    “I like it,” he said. “And I like you.”  
 
    I didn’t reply. I didn’t want to break up with him right then, but I knew I’d have to do it if he didn’t stop trying to get me to say I liked him back. I was sure he would press for it, but then he surprised me once again – by trying to kiss me.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what are you doing?” I asked, pushing him back. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”  
 
    “Come on, I bought you dinner,” he said.  
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, thank you. I still don’t think I’m interested in this whole thing.”  
 
    I motioned between him and I as I spoke, and a strange look came over his face. I had a feeling it wasn’t going to go well when I told him I didn’t want to see him again, and I also had a sneaking suspicion he wasn’t used to being told no.  
 
    Then again, if he was told yes often, then why was he still single? 
 
    “Come on,” he said again. “You’ll like it.”  
 
    He took a step forward, but I took a step back.  
 
    “I said no,” I said in a firm tone. “I’m not going to kiss you, and I want you to get out of my room.”  
 
    That should have been the end of it, but it wasn’t. He lunged for me, grabbing me and kissing my neck. His hand snaked up my body, and I tried to fight him off, but he was far too strong.  
 
    So, I did the one thing I could think to do. I screamed.  
 
    I wasn’t sure who was in the house or if anyone was home, but I knew there was no way I’d be able to get Chad off me alone. He tried to cover my mouth with his own, but in an instant, Damon was in the room.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped. Chad let go of me as soon as the door opened, but Damon pounced. Chad tried to defend himself, but it was clear Damon was the fighter. He threw punches fast and hard, hitting Chad in the face and on the torso.  
 
    Chad was left trying to cover himself from the blows and begging Damon to stop, but to no avail. His only option was to run out of the room and down the stairs, running out of the house and slamming the door closed behind him.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Damon asked as he turned to me. I could see the genuine concern in his eyes, and I nodded, unable to find my voice in the moment. My heart pounded in my chest and I was shaking. My hands felt numb and it was hard to breathe.  
 
    “Is everything alright up there?” Susan called up from the bottom of the stairs. “I thought I heard shouting.”  
 
    Damon looked at me with raised eyebrows, and I knew I should tell her what was going on, but I suddenly didn’t want to. I didn’t to throw being almost raped on top of everything else that had happened to me in my life. I didn’t want her to pity me that much more.  
 
    Without breaking eye contact with Damon, I yelled back.  
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    It might have been the insomnia, it might have been the nightmare, whatever it was, my eyes flew open again only to stare into the inky blackness of my room. I spent a lot of time staring up at the ceiling as I laid in bed and tried to sleep, and I hated every moment of it.  
 
    Nights were the worst. During the day I could distract myself from the life that had become my own with things I did throughout the day. But, when it was night, all I could do was look up at the ceiling and think about what was really going on inside my head.  
 
    My parents’ faces were often in the back of my mind, but there was something about the darkness in the room that made me think of them even more. There was something about just missing them and wanting them that made sleep impossible.  
 
    Some nights I cried as I thought about them.  
 
    There were nights I cried because I missed them. There were nights that I cried because I wanted them back. There were nights I cried because I was mad at them for the life that I had lived before they died, and there were nights that I cried because I wanted to have a different relationship with them.  
 
    Never did I cry loud enough for anyone to hear me. Well, for Damon to hear me anyway. He was the only one who might. With Susan’s room on the other side of the house and her door closed, and the fact she slept heavily, there was no way she would be able to hear my muffled sobs into the pillow.  
 
    But, Damon seemed to stay up late most nights. Or, perhaps he was just a light sleeper. Either way, I could hear him much of the time in his room when it was late at night. There were some nights he seemed to be walking around in there, other nights I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he wasn’t sleeping, that was for sure.  
 
    I didn’t want him to ask me what was going on. Of course, he was a smart guy. He would know that I was hurting because of my parents. But, I didn’t want him to ask me how I was doing. I didn’t want to open up to him.  
 
    Molly had pointed out that I would want someone’s shoulder to cry on, and she suspected he would be my choice. And I planned to prove her wrong. I didn’t need any shoulder to cry on. I was fine just like I was, and I wasn’t going to change that. It was why I turned down therapy every time Susan brought it up. I didn’t want to talk to a therapist any more than I wanted to talk to her or anyone else.  
 
    Abby was the closest person I had to confide in, and she didn’t even know the half of what I was going through, and I was okay with that. She didn’t need to know. She didn’t need to realize just how messed up I was.  
 
    I was fine.  
 
    But, as I laid in the darkness and thought about the injustice that was done to me in my life, I fought back the tears again. I didn’t want to keep crying over my life. I didn’t want to be that broken girl who was always on the verge of a breakdown. I just wanted to find a new normal in my world and begin to heal.  
 
    As the thoughts started to take control, however, a new sound filled the air. It was faint, but I could make out the distinct sound of a piano. At first, I thought I was crazy. Perhaps the grief was getting to me and I was starting to hear things that weren’t really there.  
 
    But, the longer I laid listening, the more certain I became I could actually hear music. So, I got out of bed and slipped through the room, opening my door and looking out into the hall.  
 
    The music was louder, and it was clearly coming from downstairs. I knew there was a piano in one of the many rooms off the living room, but I’d never bothered to go find it for myself. I never played, and I just assumed it was there for appearances since I hadn’t heard Susan or Damon playing, either.  
 
    I followed the music, however, as it grew louder on my way down the stairs. I walked right up to the room where it was coming from and knocked softly. The music stopped, so I opened the door.  
 
    The light that had been peeking from beneath the bottom of the door now shone brightly, blinding me as I tried to shield my eyes from its brilliance.  
 
    “Did I wake you?” Damon asked.  
 
    “I think a dream did,” I replied. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I play when I can’t sleep sometimes,” he admitted. “Mom sleeps heavy so she never hears me down here.”  
 
    “I didn’t know you played at all,” I replied.  
 
    “Since seventh grade. She thought it would be good for me to have a creative outlet, so she signed me up for lessons,” he said with a shrug. “I hated it at first, but the better I got, the more I wanted to learn. Now I guess you could say I’m decent.”  
 
    “I thought it was pretty,” I said as I closed the door behind me. I walked over to the bench and sat down next to him. “Can you show me more?”  
 
    Without a word, Damon put his hands back on the instrument and continued the song he had been playing. I’d never heard it before, but the music sheet said it was some sort of waltz. It was beautiful, reminding me of a king’s court or something lords and ladies would want to dance to.  
 
    After the song ended, he paused, sitting on the bench but not saying anything. There was the familiar awkwardness that always happened between us when we were alone together, and I wasn’t sure if I should say something about Chad, or just let the whole thing go.  
 
    We hadn’t discussed it. And, I wasn’t sure he wanted to. I didn’t know if the incident was going to end his friendship with the guy, or if it was just going to be swept under the rug like so many other things in my life.  
 
    All I knew was that I needed something to be said. I wasn’t comfortable with silence between us, and if he wasn’t going to play, someone had to be talking.  
 
    “Why are you here?” he asked suddenly.  
 
    “Couldn’t sleep,” I said.  
 
    “No,” he replied. “I mean, why did your parents want you to move in with us if something happened to them?”  
 
    At first, I wasn’t sure how to answer. I thought he would know the answer to that question before me. After all, it was his house and his mom that had taken me in. But, maybe he was in the dark just as much as I was. Perhaps he thought it best just to let it go, too.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said at last. “I’d never heard of Susan before in my life when the social worker told me I was going to be moving in.”  
 
    “Don’t you have other family?” he pressed. I shrugged. I didn’t want to get into the details of my messy life with him.  
 
    There was silence for a moment, then he continued. “She’s my foster mom. Took me in in the fourth grade and I’ve been with her ever since.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. I wanted to know his story. Why was he in foster? Where were his real parents? But, I knew it was hard to answer prying questions, especially the difficult ones.  
 
    “She thought it would be better for me to go to school in another town. I never really knew why,” he said with a shrug. “But then I guess it was just easier to come here.”  
 
    Another pause.  
 
    “Why do you fight?” I asked, changing the subject. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get into the details of school with him again.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said bluntly.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be a good response to that. I knew it would be useless to press, and I didn’t want to make him mad. The entire conversation was only making me more curious about his life, however.  
 
    So much of my life I’d assumed that his was perfectly normal. I never really thought about what was really going on behind closed doors. But, the panic of silence was setting in all over again, and I was quickly wracking my brain for something to say. Anything to say, really.  
 
    Thankfully, he was the one to break the silence once more, but I wasn’t too happy with his topic of choice again.  
 
    “I was a real jerk to you, you know?” he said at last.  
 
    I didn’t expect him to bring up the bullying again.  
 
    “I already told you it was in the past, and we don’t need to talk about it anymore,” I tried to remind him.  
 
    “I know, but I can’t just forget about it. The whole school really turned on you there, and no one did anything about it,” he continued.  
 
    I said nothing. There were a thousand things I wanted to say, but then, I didn’t want to say anything at all, either. I didn’t want to talk about the pain, and I really didn’t want him to know where it almost led. I thought it was what I wanted. I thought I would kill to hear him admit all the things that he did to me, but I wasn’t sure how to respond when he did bring it up.  
 
    “It’s funny, you know?” he said, letting the words hang in the air.  
 
    “What is?” I asked. I looked at him in surprise, not at all sure what he was talking about. I hadn’t thought there was anything funny about what had happened, and I didn’t think making light of it was a good idea, either.  
 
    “Well, it all started with that kiss,” he said.  
 
    Once again, there was an awkwardness that fell on the room. We had brought up the sixth grade to each other more than once, but this was the first time in our lives we brought up the kiss. I had been relentlessly made fun of by practically the whole school it seemed for not being able to kiss well, but now, he brought it up as though it was a good thing.  
 
    “It was my first,” I said simply.  
 
    “You said that, I remember,” he replied. There was a pause before he added, “Do you want to know a secret?”  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “It was my first, too,” he said.  
 
    I stared at him for a moment, unsure of whether to believe him. I remembered clearly sitting on the bed with him at his friend’s house that afternoon, and he asked me if it was my first. I remembered tell him that it was, but for the life of me I was sure he had told me that it wasn’t his.  
 
    It wouldn’t have surprised me if he had kissed other girls before me. He was just that kind of guy, even from a young age. But, there was something about the way he was admitting it to me now that made me think he was telling me the truth.  
 
    Maybe, all those years ago, he had told me that it wasn’t his first because he wanted to seem cool. Maybe he had been trying to show off for me and he thought if he seemed experienced then I would think he was cooler and would be more likely to kiss him.  
 
    There were so many thoughts running through my mind, but the one thought that was overruling them all was the fact that he was now telling me that it had been his first, too, and I believed him.  
 
    I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. He was staring down at the piano as he spoke, his finger playing a single key lightly. It was a soft sound that was coming from the instrument, and he soon put the rest of his fingers on the other keys and started another song.  
 
    But, as he played this time, he was looking down at his hands and not up at the music. He was playing this song from memory, and I found it to be even hotter than seeing him fighting in the ring.  
 
    There was something about the delicate way that his fingers touched the keys, and the fact that he was making the instrument sing such a beautiful song, it was showing me a side to him that I never knew existed. I had always thought of Damon as this rough and tumble sort of bad boy – the kind of guy who always did everything in the roughest way possible.  
 
    I’d not seen a gentle side to him. I thought, at one time, there might be one, but when he and the rest of the school had bullied me the way that they did, I was sure he was just an asshole through and through.  
 
    I never thought there was anything in him that could make music, and right now, he was making his piano play the most beautiful song I’d ever heard in my life. It wasn’t like the waltz he had been playing before. It was lighter, far more haunting than the last thing that he played.  
 
    There was something about it that transported me back to being that little girl on that bed. The little girl who was sitting next to her crush with her heart pounding nearly out of her chest.  
 
    So many thoughts and emotions were running through me, and I wasn’t sure what to do with any of them. All I knew was that I was confused. This wasn’t what I ever thought would happen. I had carried so much anger inside me – anger that had turned to hate at times, but here was the one person I had pinned all that anger on, and he was making me feel magical.  
 
    After the last note faded, there was silence for a moment.  
 
    “That was beautiful,” I said. “What was it?”  
 
    “It doesn’t have a name,” he replied. “I made it up.”  
 
    I stared at him again. I thought it would be impossible for him to surprise me any further after he told me that he had given me his first kiss – that we had shared our first kiss together – but to tell me that he had written that song himself was almost too much for me to handle.  
 
    “And you were the inspiration,” he said, causing my heart to flutter. For the first time since I sat down on the bench next to him, he turned his eyes from the piano and to me, putting his hand around the back of my head and pulling me toward him.  
 
    It was such a smooth, warm gesture, I was inclined to go along with it. He closed his eyes and opened his mouth slightly, bringing me in for a kiss.  
 
    But then, I stopped him.  
 
    I put my hand on his chest and gently pulled myself back. I didn’t yank myself away like I had with Chad. I didn’t need to. He let go of me as soon as I resisted, opening his eyes and looking at me with a questioning gaze.  
 
    “We can’t,” I said. “We just can’t.”  
 
    I rose from the bench and headed for the door, ignoring him when he softly called after me. I pulled the door closed behind me, then hurried through the darkness toward the steps.  
 
    I didn’t stop until I was back in my room, my own door closed and lying in my bed. My heart raced like a rabbit, and I could hardly breathe. There were so many thoughts running through my head, it was impossible for me to pick a single train of thought to follow.  
 
    But, there was a smile on my lips as I thought of how proud of myself I was. I could have kissed him. I could have given into the heat of the moment, and I did not.  
 
    Damon didn’t have the same effect on me that he had had when I was younger. I knew that, and I was going to stay in control.  
 
    Yet, there was a deeper, darker feeling inside me I couldn’t ignore. It was a feeling that was guilt, but not because of the fact that I had turned him down.  
 
    No, this was a guilt that wasn’t stemming from the fact that I didn’t kiss him, or that I might have hurt his feelings by not letting him kiss me. This was a guilt that stemmed from the fact that I wanted more than anything to kiss him back.  
 
    I knew it was wrong. I knew it was the worst thing I could possibly do after everything that did happen, after the life that I was now living. But, I couldn’t control what my heart wanted, and I knew Damon was the one I’d forever want. 
 
    But, he was also the one I could never have.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12  
 
      
 
    Damon 
 
      
 
    The day couldn’t have dragged by any slower if time had stood still. I hadn’t said much to Sutton after the piano incident, and there was a part of me that was worried she would say something to Molly.  
 
    Sutton didn’t strike me as the kind of girl who would do something like that, especially since the two of us lived together. But, I didn’t need any more drama in my life. I was already struggling in more ways than one, and that would only complicate things.  
 
    If there was one thing I could say about Molly, it was that she wasn’t the sort of person I could ever talk to. About anything. She was too self-absorbed to have any sort of empathy in her body, and all she did was think about what people could do to serve her purposes.  
 
    At first, I started dating her because she was hot. She was easily the hottest girl in school, and I liked having that status. I had a feeling she’d liked me since the first day she started going to Secret Bay High, and it wasn’t hard to land a date with her when I asked.  
 
    But, as our relationship continued, I realized more and more there was little I could talk about with her. Anything that was deep or meaningful she would shut down and change to a much less important topic.  
 
    And, most of the time, she would be plotting revenge on some other girl at school. In short, she was mean. I couldn’t say that I didn’t go along with her plans much of the time, but it was often because it was easier than saying no to her.  
 
    So, I couldn’t talk to her about the struggles I was having with my mom, or the fact that I felt abandoned by the man I thought of as my dad. My grades were suffering, and as I sat in the chair and waited for the rest of the class to file out, I could only imagine what was coming next.  
 
    When the last of the students had left the room, Mr. Polish rose and closed the door before turning back to me.  
 
    “Okay, Damon, so talk to me. What’s going on?” he asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I replied, trying to seem calm and collected. It was my way of handling things, and most of the time, it worked. If I had the attitude that said I didn’t care about what anyone thought, I was often left alone.  
 
    But there were some that attitude didn’t work on, and he was one of them.  
 
    “You know what I mean. We aren’t even a month into the school year, and you are failing the class. I hate to be blunt with you, but you have the lowest grades of anyone here,” he said.  
 
    “Big deal,” I replied.  
 
    “It is a big deal if you want to graduate with the rest of the class,” he said sternly. “And if you don’t, the rest of your options are going to be limited. Either you’ll have to repeat the year, or you’re going to have to get a GED, which never looks as good on a job resume, as you know.”  
 
    I looked out the window. I didn’t want to talk about this, and I didn’t know how to get out of the situation. I felt uncomfortable, and having him confront me like this wasn’t helping.  
 
    “You might not care about graduating right now, when you’re seventeen, but think about life when you’re twenty-seven, or when you’re thirty-seven. Do you really want to reach being nearly fifty and still have to put down on your job applications that you didn’t graduate high school?” he asked.  
 
    “How do you know I’m not going to have a thriving career and be a billionaire by then?” I challenged.  
 
    He gave me a hard look, clearly calling my bluff.  
 
    “Come on, Damon. You and I both know that the high school drop out celebrities are the worst influences in society. The fact that they dropped out and still made it big means they are the exception to the rule, not the rule itself. You know most often people who drop out end up working baseline jobs their entire lives,” he said.  
 
    I turned my attention out the window again. There was a part of me that didn’t think that would be so bad at the moment. But then, there was another part of me that didn’t want to be stuck working those kinds of jobs for the rest of my life.  
 
    Right now, I did fighting. But, I knew that was a sport for guys who were young. He was right. What was I going to do when I was older? I wanted to get out of the fighting now, at least, the thought was in the back of my mind. But, if I never acted on that and I only pursued that career, the day would come when I would be too old to keep up with the other guys who were like I was now.  
 
    “I can see great things in your future, but you’re going to have to pick up your grades. Your entire life is going to start by getting through the rest of your high school career. You might see all these rich and famous people who say they didn’t graduate, but they aren’t going to be paying your way if you don’t end up as lucky,” he said.  
 
    “I’ll try to do better,” I replied with a shrug.  
 
    The conversation was getting increasingly uncomfortable, and I wanted to get out of it as soon as possible. I figured the best way to do that would be to tell him what he wanted to hear, then get through the door as fast as I could.  
 
    That wasn’t going to be any sort of long term solution, that was for sure, but it was going to help in the moment at least. I’d figure something out, I always figured something out. But, Mr. Polish wasn’t going to let me off the hook that easy.  
 
    He sighed and flipped through a few papers on his desk.  
 
    “Actually,” he said, “I’ve got something I want you to do for me.”  
 
    I stared at him and said nothing. If he was going to ask for extra work I was going to tell him I wasn’t going to do it. I was angry, and I knew I had a chip on my shoulder. I wasn’t going to start throwing in more work on top of the stress I was already dealing with.  
 
    Especially since I knew I was struggling with the class for more reasons than one.  
 
    “Sutton has the highest grade of anyone in the class,” he said.  
 
    Of course she does. She’s always been one of the smartest girls I’ve known. Even back in first grade she was the one at the top of the class. It was part of the reason I used to goof off in front of the teacher. She thought it was funny, and I liked the attention.  
 
    But, after the other night, I’m not sure I really want to think about her.  
 
    “Oh?” I said.  
 
    “And she lives with you,” Mr. Polish pressed.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  
 
    “So I am going to have you ask her to help you out,” he said. “She can tutor you and help you pull your grade up to a passing level.”  
 
    I sat back on the chair. I wasn’t sure how to feel about the request. It was a good idea in the sense it would give me time to spend with Sutton, but at the same time, I was sure she wouldn’t be thrilled with it. There was such a strange dynamic between us, I was sure tutoring me wasn’t high on her list of things she’d like to do.  
 
    “If you don’t want to ask her yourself, I’d be happy to do it for you,” he said.  
 
    “I can handle it,” I replied in a snarky tone. “I’m a big boy.”  
 
    “Then you can man up and do this,” he said. His tone told me he didn’t appreciate my reply, but I didn’t care. If he wanted me to ask Sutton, I would be the one to ask her myself. I didn’t need him to step in and play the parent between us.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, letting my attitude show. “Is there anything else?”  
 
    “I think that will do it. I would love to see those grades come up as soon as the next test, and that’s only a couple weeks away,” he said.  
 
    “Great,” I replied as I nearly leapt from my chair. I grabbed my backpack and slung it over my shoulder, making a beeline for the door. I was glad he didn’t say anything else as I pulled it open and walked through. I didn’t wait to see if he wanted me to close it behind me, I just headed down the hall and for the door to the school.  
 
    I already dreaded talking to Sutton. I hated asking anyone in the world for help, and I knew my mother was going to be all over me for this one. She already wasn’t happy with so many things I was doing in my life, and this was only going to make matters worse.  
 
    Now that I had a foster sister she could compare me to, her expectations of me were bound to go up, too. I tried to tell myself I didn’t care, but the fact of the matter was, I did.  
 
    There were so many things I was angry with her about, and the fact that she and Dean broke up was one of them.  
 
    Dean had been her boyfriend ever since I had moved in with her until just a few months before. I had always thought of him as my dad. He had done all the dad stuff with me, being there for me, teaching me things dads teach their sons, being the one in my life I could look up to.  
 
    Though I knew they were only dating, and I was a foster child, I felt like we were a family. Then, all at once, things completely changed. They broke up, and I had no idea why. They seemed happy enough to me. Sure, they would fight from time to time, but everyone did.  
 
    They had their arguments, but I never thought that they were fighting to the extent that they would break up. But then, one day, he was just gone. I came home from school and he was packing up his things in his truck. He didn’t give me a lot of an explanation about why he was leaving, just that he and my mother had broken up, and since she was the foster parent, I was going to be living with her full time.  
 
    And that was the end of it.  
 
    I never talked about it with my mother except for during our most heated arguments, and she would always tell me that it was difficult, but relationships didn’t always work out the way we wanted them to.  
 
    It was one of the reasons I resented her, and one of the reasons I fought. But now, I didn’t care what she thought of him or of the time that I spent with him. She might not like it, but she was on me to get a job, and I knew Dean had a business of his own.  
 
    Living on the coast, it was easy to make and sell surf boards. And long boards too, of course, but surf boards were his specialty. He had taught me from a young age how to handle power tools, and I knew how to wax boards and add decals.  
 
    Not only that, I missed him.  
 
    He and my mother might have broken up, but I didn’t want him to leave my life, and I was going to make sure that didn’t happen.  
 
    I walked from school down to his shop, stepping through the door with a grin on my face.  
 
    “Hey!” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “Heya!” Dean replied. “Damon! Come here, I’ve missed you!”  
 
    He was around the counter in a flash and hugged me, making me feel like things were going to work out. I had been fighting everything and everyone, but there was something when I was with Dean that made me feel something might be alright.  
 
    “Mom doesn’t know I’m here,” I said.  
 
    “You didn’t have to tell me that,” he replied with a laugh. “I know how she feels about you and me seeing each other. But, with that being said, why are you here?”  
 
    “Well, Mom also won’t get off my back about getting a job,” I told him. “And since I already know how to do all the stuff you do here, I thought you might need some help around the shop.”  
 
    I waited, hoping against hope that he would. I knew it was a slower operation, and it was likely he would be able to handle it, but then, there was always the chance.  
 
    Dean ran his hand through his hair and looked around. “Well, I could always use someone to keep the place clean and organized. And I guess you do a pretty good job with the decals on the boards.”  
 
    “I can wax, too,” I said eagerly. “And you know I can cut frames. I can do it all, really.”  
 
    He looked at me hard, and I felt he was trying to read into what I was really getting at. Whether he could or couldn’t, I wasn’t sure, but he shrugged.  
 
    “What the hell,” he said. “Alright, why not? You can start Monday.”  
 
    Without another word, I gave him another hug. It was the best news that I had had in a while. I knew I was going to have to tell my mom and she might not take it well, but at least I had gotten a job. She would have to like it better than the fighting, or I could always tell her I was going back to that.  
 
    Either way, I was going to get to see Dean again, and regularly, too. It might not be pleasant talking to Sutton, but I had a bit of good news now to lesson the blow in my day.  
 
    And at this point, I’d take anything I could get.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    At first, I was reluctant to accept when Abby invited me along to the bay with her and her friends. Not because I didn’t want to hang out with Abby, but because the friends she was going with included Peter, Molly, and some of the friends Molly spent most of her time with when she wasn’t hanging out with Damon.  
 
    I tried to argue with Abby, telling her I didn’t think any of the people who were going were actually friends of hers, but she just laughed it off and said it was a good excuse to get down to the beach and hang out for a while.  
 
    Come on! We’re going to that spot where the river empties into the bay. It’s one of those cool places where fresh water and salt water meet and you can see the line in the water and everything, it’s cool! 
 
    It was tempting. I had only gone down to the bay that one day since moving to Secret Bay, and I had heard that was quite the sight to see. But still, I wasn’t entirely convinced it was going to be a good day.  
 
    Still, after she pressed me a little harder, I eventually caved into the pressure and donned the swimsuit under my outfit and headed to the bay with the group.  
 
    Peter was still very much all over Abby, and it got worse when she was in a bikini, that was for sure, but he wasn’t nearly as bad as Chad had been, and I was glad he wasn’t part of the group. He had been avoiding me at school, and I hadn’t seen Damon hanging out with him, either.  
 
    Peter would, but I wasn’t sure Damon had made any mention of what happened during our date, and I certainly hadn’t told anyone. I didn’t want to be more gossip, so I just let it go.  
 
    Or, Pere might just be the kind of guy who didn’t care. Either way, I was glad Chad wasn’t present.  
 
    The one person I did wish was going who refused was Damon himself. It surprised me to want him there, but I had to admit, it had been hard keeping him off my mind since he tried to kiss me. Everything he had told me that night stuck with me, and I had thought about it over and over.  
 
    To think that I had inspired a song that was so beautiful was awe inspiring to me, and it made me feel pretty. Especially knowing he was dating someone as hot as Molly. He could have told me that she was the one who inspired something so pretty, but he didn’t.  
 
    It was still hard for me to trust him, but I didn’t think he was lying to me that night. There was something too genuine about what he was telling me for him to not be telling the truth, I was sure of it. I refused to believe he would make all that up just to kiss me, despite the fact he had been so flirty with me since practically day one.  
 
    On the other hand, there was a part of me that thought he might still feel guilty about what happened when we were in middle school. He was the one who kept bringing it up.  
 
    I had only asked him if he remembered me, that was all. He was the one who kept bringing up the bullying. And I didn’t want to talk about it. I just wanted to push on now, even though I knew it was a bad idea to be falling for him all over again.  
 
    But, my heart could make up a thousand excuses on why it was okay, and I knew better than to argue with myself over that too much. After all, we were each other’s first kiss, and that had to mean something, didn’t it? 
 
    “Why didn’t Damon come?” Abby asked when we all got to the bay. Molly had been ignoring me the entire drive down, and I wished she would just set aside the drama.  
 
    It wasn’t that I wanted to be friends with her again by any means, but I felt we could both act a little more mature than she was choosing to be. After all, we were very nearly adults, and after all that I had been through in life, I was more than willing to act like it.  
 
    But, in Molly’s world, I may as well be poison. She made it clear by the expression on her face when she saw me in the car that she hadn’t planned on me tagging along, and she refused to talk to me, even when I spoke directly to her.  
 
    “He had other stuff going on, I don’t know. I don’t pester him when he tells me that he has important stuff to do, I’m pretty independent, if you hadn’t noticed,” she told Abby.  
 
    Abby said nothing, but the look she and I exchanged when Molly wasn’t looking was amusing to say the least. She certainly hadn’t struck me as independent. Not by any means. After all, she had already worked into the conversation several times that Damon was her boyfriend, as if anyone in the car needed the reminder.  
 
    “Did he tell you what he was doing?” Abby asked as she turned to me.  
 
    I shook my head. “He just said that he had something else going on today, but he’s going to be back tonight so we can work.”  
 
    “Work on what?” Molly snapped. It was the first time she had acknowledged my presence, and I realized Damon probably hadn’t told her that he had asked me to help him out with his math.  
 
    “He asked me to tutor him in math,” I said with a shrug, hoping to make it no big deal in her mind. “I guess the teacher said that he could stand to use some help, and since he and I are already living together, it would be convenient for me to help him.”  
 
    I wanted to point out to her that I was the one with the highest grades in the class, but I held back. Damon was the one who had told me that. I had no idea myself until he said so. I was suffering through the algebra just to get to graduation, I really didn’t enjoy the class.  
 
    But, I had always been good at math, so it didn’t come as a surprise to me that I was doing so well despite the fact I really wasn’t giving it my all.  
 
    “Well, I think you have an understanding that it’s just math,” she said tartly. I gave her a look.  
 
    “He was the one who asked me for help, not the other way around,” I said.  
 
    “Ugh, if there’s one thing I don’t want to talk about right now, it’s school!” Abby interrupted us. “Let’s get in the water!”  
 
    “Yeah!” Peter replied eagerly. I knew he just really wanted to see Abby take off her clothes, but I was glad for the escape from the lecture from Molly. I hated that she constantly reminded me of them dating.  
 
    Shoot, I was starting to really hate the fact that they were dating. I didn’t know what he saw in her, and it didn’t help that she was clearly harboring a grudge against me for both living with him, and for what I said to her when she called me out for not dating Chad.  
 
    But, she went back to ignoring me, and I decided it was best just to let it go. There was no need to keep bringing up Damon. It only let to more tension in the group, and we were already a tightly wound spring as it was. It wouldn’t take much for there to be a real blow up, that was evident by the way everyone treated each other.  
 
    And, since we had come with a group of Molly’s friends, it was clear Abby and I would be outnumbered, even if Pete did take Abby’s side just to try to get in her pants.  
 
    After the tension started to ease, I had to admit, it was a good time. Not all Molly’s friends were as difficult to get along with as she herself was, and though it was evident she was the one calling the shots in the group, many of them did include me in the fun.  
 
    I laughed more with them that afternoon than I had since the day my parents were murdered, and by the time we were wrapping up the fun on the beach, I felt better than I had in ages. It was strange to think that I was able to have so much fun with someone who was my former best friend who now hated me, but I decided not to think about it too much.  
 
    “What a day!” Abby said as she slid into the driver’s seat. “I’m beat.”  
 
    “I think we all are,” I said with a sigh. “I can’t remember the last time I got in such a good workout.”  
 
    “I work out all the time,” Molly chimed in from the back seat. “Why do you think I’m so good at sports?”  
 
    “I thought you were just a natural,” Peter said. Abby and I both rolled our eyes. Molly had some sort of power over all the guys at school, and even if Pete had a crush on Abby and made that clear to everyone, he still wouldn’t pass up on the chance to compliment Molly, especially if Damon wasn’t around.  
 
    She giggled flirtatiously, but Abby turned on the music. I gave her a grateful look. I would much rather listen to anything than those two flirting in the back seat. Part of me was tempted to tell Damon about it, but then, I knew it would just cause problems.  
 
    And, considering he was the one who tried to kiss me, I couldn’t help but wonder if things were as perfect between the two of them as they both tried to present to the rest of the school.  
 
    Molly always has been one to put on a good show. Maybe she’s trying too hard to make it known she’s got the perfect relationship. Whatever. It’s none of your business, just let the whole thing go.  
 
    You’re the one who’s going to be spending the evening with Damon, not her. Let her sit at home and think about that all night. I’m sure that’s going to drive her up the freaking wall.  
 
    I was one of the first to be dropped off from the group, and I made a show of giving Abby a hug and thanking her for inviting me to spend the day with them. I bid the rest of the gang goodnight, and locked eyes with Molly who was glaring at me from the back seat.  
 
    We didn’t say anything to each other, of course, but we’d spent enough time in our lives having silent conversations I knew exactly what she was thinking, even if she had changed since middle school.  
 
    I headed into the house to find Damon at his desk in his room, and I quickly poked my head in.  
 
    “I’m just going to change into something dry real fast, then I’ll be in to help you,” I said.  
 
    “Sounds good,” he replied. He didn’t look up from whatever he had on the desk in front of him, and I quickly headed to my room to change. I hesitated when I was in front of the closet, suddenly realizing I cared what I put on. Normally, I could just grab my sweats and some t-shirt for the night, but if I was going to be hanging out with Damon, I wanted to look good.  
 
    I pulled on a pair of my shortest shorts, then I grabbed a loose, low cut t-shirt. It showed off my bra and plenty of cleavage, but still left enough to the imagination I could feign innocence. After quickly fixing my hair, I headed into the bedroom.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Sorry. Let’s take a look at this.”  
 
    “I think I’ve got a good start,” he said. He showed me what he had on the paper, and I skimmed over the problems. He had done a good job, but the further along I got on the page, the more I found it difficult to figure out if he was being serious or just messing with me.  
 
    When I got to a problem that merely said ‘who cares?’, I burst out laughing.  
 
    “No wonder you’ve got such bad grades!” I said. “You can’t write ‘who cares’ and expect to get a good one!”  
 
    “I don’t care though,” he said defensively, but with a smirk on his face.  
 
    “I care!” I said with a giggle.  
 
    “But you shouldn’t!” he said.  
 
    “But you should!” I shot back.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” he asked. He poked me with the pencil and I squealed, pulling away. He laughed and did it again, then soon dropped the pencil and was tickling me with his fingers.  
 
    His hands on me sent a shock through my body, but I couldn’t stop laughing. I didn’t want him to stop. I didn’t want to stop. This might not be math, but this was sure fun, and I felt in control. I felt like I was the one who wanted this, and he wasn’t going to hurt me again.  
 
    The playfulness continued until I was out of the chair and leapt away from him, but he caught me again, pushing me down on the bed. I giggled as he crawled over me, then for a moment, our eyes locked. My heart pounded in my chest, and my mind flashed back briefly to that eleven year old girl I was.  
 
    Then, it happened. I wasn’t sure how, I wasn’t expecting it to, but it happened. He closed his eyes and leaned down, just as I closed my eyes and parted my lips. All at once, we were kissing. I was on my back, he was on his side but partially over me, our lips moving over each other.  
 
    His hand fell to my side and I gasped, causing him to deepen his kiss.  
 
    And a shriek filled the air.  
 
    We both shot up from the bed to find Molly standing in the doorway.  
 
    “I knew it! I knew it you bitch!” she swore. She continued to spew out profanity at me as Damon rose from the bed and tried to calm her. But, she shoved him back. 
 
    “You said you were helping him with math! Real clever!” she shouted. “He’s mine! How many times do I have to tell you? I wish you would have just died!”  
 
    My mouth fell open, but she didn’t stick around to talk. Turning on her heels, she huffed out of the room being trailed by Damon. I didn’t wait, either. I didn’t know what I would say to Damon when he returned. I didn’t even know if he was going to come back.  
 
    For all I knew, he would follow her right out the door and to the ends of the Earth. Why? Because she was Molly, and Molly always got what she wanted. I rose from the bed, my chest heaving with emotion, and I went straight to my room.  
 
    I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and I didn’t want to see anyone. But, I wasn’t even angry enough to slam the door. Instead, I just closed it and turned off the light before throwing myself on my bed and burying my face in the pillow.  
 
    All I wanted was to shut out the entire world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14  
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    “No, really, I’m happy for you guys, I just think it’s surprising is all,” I said over my shoulder. Peter and Abby were up on the couch together, hands all over each other as the three of us were watching a movie.  
 
    I didn’t see the two of them getting together, but after the day at the beach, she told me she really wanted to give it a shot, and they got together. I really was happy for them, but it was still funny to see how the two of them had changed since the pool party.  
 
    Abby had been so determined they weren’t going to be a thing, but yet, here they were, kissing and hugging like their very lives depended on it. I didn’t mind sitting around it, but it did make it hard to watch the movie.  
 
    “So are you going to go for Damon now?” Peter asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I replied.  
 
    “He can’t shut up about the fact the two of you kissed,” Peter said. “He and Molly broke up.”  
 
    “What!” I exclaimed. I hadn’t spoken to Damon since the kiss, and I assumed he had smoothed things over with Molly afterward and I was going to take the fall for it.  
 
    “Yeah, she was pissed, but I guess he was pretty tired of her bs anyway, and they broke up so now they aren’t seeing each other anymore. And he’s pretty enamored with you,” Peter replied.  
 
    “I think you should go for it,” Abby said with a grin. “I mean, why not? You see how happy the two of us are together, so why not give it a shot?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, but it was hard for me to hide the smile that spread across my face. It was hard living with Damon and not knowing exactly what was going on, but I was glad to hear that he and Molly were no longer together.  
 
    I didn’t realize before how hard that had been for me, but now that I knew it was done, I was the happiest girl alive.  
 
    “I think you should,” Peter said with a shrug. “I mean, why not? You’d be great together.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I hesitated. I didn’t know if Damon had mentioned to them that we had known each other in school and that I’d moved – or that I had been bullied. But, at the same time, it was hard to pass up an opportunity like that. Damon had been my crush since forever, and the thought of us being together did make my heart flutter.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure you can expect a lot of hate from Molly now,” Abby said. “Just fair warning, she’s known for seeing revenge – a lot.”  
 
    “She is,” Peter said with a nod. “I know that was one of the things Damon was really tired of out of her. But, that doesn’t mean she’s going to come after you. I mean, not bad anyway. I can’t imagine she’s going to go from dating Damon to going after a new girlfriend like that.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “She did go pretty crazy yesterday when she saw us kissing.”  
 
    “Well I’m sure she did. She’s told the whole world a million times that he was her man, and I guess she found out the hard way he really wasn’t,” Abby said with a laugh. “You can’t force someone to love you, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said thoughtfully. “But with the way he ran out of the room after her, I was sure he was going to try to make things right. I mean, Molly has always gotten what she wanted, even when we weren’t the most popular kids in school.”  
 
    “In school?” Abby asked.  
 
    I realized they probably didn’t know the story, so I took a deep breath before telling them. I had to be careful how much I shared. There were so many things about my life I still wanted to keep private, and I didn’t want to slip up and tell them too much.  
 
    Even if they were both my friends and I trusted them, I didn’t want to make the same mistakes my senior year as I had before.  
 
    “Molly and I were best friends in the sixth grade. She was a chubby kid, and so was I. I guess you could say that we clung to our baby fat a little longer than most,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    Abby joined in. “If you had seen me in sixth grade, you would be shocked.”  
 
    “Well anyway,” I said. “We weren’t the most popular kids around, but we had each other. She was always there for me no matter what. And I thought that’s how it was always going to be, but then I ended up having to move. We promised each other we were going to stay friends, but I guess there’s only so much you can do to keep that promise, right?”  
 
    “It’s hard at that age,” Peter said with a nod. “I mean, when you’re young, you think you’re going to stay in each other’s lives forever, and you make all sorts or promises to each other of how you are going to be best friends forever and you’re going to take care of each other and all that.”  
 
    “Well, we wrote a few letters back and forth,” I told them. “But as we got older, I guess you could say that we just drifted apart. I mean, we were so young, and we each made new friends and everything. I figured it was just going to be one of those things. She was one of those friends I had in school and I’d always think of as a best friend. I didn’t realize what time would do to her.”  
 
    “She’s always been a snot for as long as I’ve known her,” Abby said. “She started coming to this school in eighth grade, and she was a brat then.”  
 
    “She’s always been that way, yeah,” Peter agreed. It made me wonder what had changed in her, but I let it go. It didn’t matter, really. Especially now that she and Damon had broken up. That meant I wasn’t going to have to worry about Molly showing up at the house anymore, or having to see her at all besides school, really.  
 
    But then, after being bullied in school for so long myself, I knew how much hell I could endure there, too. It might only be a few months before graduation, but I didn’t want to go through a few months of torture. It was the entire reason my parents had moved me out of the last school.  
 
    “Hey, I’m going to go to Damon’s fight tonight,” Peter said. “You should come.”  
 
    “You know I hate that sort of thing,” Abby said as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Well then you stay and just Sutton can go with me,” he said with a laugh.  
 
    “Sounds like a much better plan to me,” Abby said. I laughed. I did get pretty turned on the last time I saw him fight, and now that he and Molly weren’t together, I knew I could let myself think of him as a lot more available.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll tag along,” I said. “I thought that was pretty cool last time.”  
 
    “He’s good at it, I’ll give him that,” Peter agreed, and Abby settled in against him. I turned my attention back to the movie, letting the two of them have as much privacy as they could with me still in the room. I was already looking forward to the fight, but I couldn’t shake the conversation we’d just had.  
 
    It was hard to believe that Damon had broken up with Molly. I had been convinced the two of them were just going to be the perfect couple together forever. It didn’t matter to me who had been the one to call it off, the fact of the matter was that they were no longer together, and that meant Damon was free to date another girl.  
 
    And that girl could be me.  
 
    Showing up to his fight would be a great way to prove to him that I was interested in seeing other parts of his life – more than just being forced to tutor him because we were living together.  
 
    And going with Peter, I would be part of the group. Part of a friend group. I wouldn’t just be the new girl who was coming along because the people who were already going felt sorry for her.  
 
    Things were changing for the better. At last.  
 
      
 
    Peter picked me up for the fight in his truck, and I was ready to go when he arrived. I didn’t tell Damon I was going to the fight, but I did take the time to look really nice before Peter showed up.  
 
    “Thanks for the lift,” I said as I slid into the passenger seat.  
 
    “No problem,” he said. He pulled away from the curb and gave me a look.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “It’s just that you look really nice.”  
 
    I blushed. “Shut up. He’s going to be fighting, he won’t notice.”  
 
    “Oh trust me, he’s going to notice,” Peter said. I grinned. I didn’t say so out loud, but I hoped he was right.  
 
    “So,” Peter said after a few moments of silence. “I know what happened to your parents, and I’m sorry to hear about it.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I told him.  
 
    “Do you have any leads on who did it?” he asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “The only thing I can figure is my dad probably got wrapped up in the wrong crowd. Ticked off the wrong person, you know?”  
 
    “Was he a gambling man or something?” Peter asked.  
 
    I shook my head again. “He was a private investigator. I always thought if he was in some sort of high profile case I would know about it, but then again, maybe not.”  
 
    “It would make sense,” Peter said. “I hope they end up catching the person who did it. You deserve that justice.”  
 
    “They deserve that justice,” I agreed. “I would like the closure in my own life I guess, but I mean, I can’t bring them back. I just want to know that the person who did it finally gets in trouble for what they did.”  
 
    “Me too,” Peter agreed.  
 
    There was a moment of silence as we continued to drive, and since I’d shared information with him, I decided to try my luck with him.  
 
    “Can you tell me why Damon fights?” I asked. I didn’t know why it was such a pressing thing in my mind, but I wanted to know the answer. I figured if there was anyone who would know the real reason, it would be Peter. The two of them were clearly closer than they had been with Chad. “I asked him once, but he didn’t answer.”  
 
    “He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Peter said. He shrugged his shoulders and looked out the window as he spoke, and I could sense the walls going up inside him.  
 
    I got the impression it would be better just to let it go, but I didn’t want to. If there was some dark reason why he was fighting – some reason he felt he had to get that aggression out, then I wanted to help. I knew what it was like to feel like the entire world was against me, and I f he felt that way, I wanted to be there for him.  
 
    But, with the way Peter reacted, I got the feeling he not only knew the answer, but that Damon had told him not to share it with anyone. That only made me believe all the more there had to be some dark reason why he was throwing his fists.  
 
    Sure, it might be a hobby for some, but anyone who treated it as a hobby would be more than happy to say so, in my mind at least. I knew men could be hard to figure out, but they were often a lot more straightforward than girls, and every time I brought up this subject, it quickly got shut down.  
 
    Not to be deterred, however, I decided to take a more playful approach. I wanted Peter to feel that I cared about Damon, and that’s why I wanted to know, not that I was judging him or was going to try to get him to stop if it’s what he wanted to do.  
 
    “That’s why I’m asking you,” I said with a giggle. I hoped my plan would work, but it didn’t. He remained just as reserved about the subject as ever.  
 
    He looked at me and smiled. “I know, but I can’t tell you if he doesn’t want me to. He’ll tell you when he’s ready, I’m sure.” 
 
    I sighed and sat back in my seat. I wasn’t satisfied with the answer, not by a long shot, but I knew it was pointless to pursue it. Peter was a good guy, I realized. He wasn’t the sort of person I thought he was when we were at the bay. Abby wouldn’t date someone like that.  
 
    He wasn’t at all like Chad, and I had a feeling he hadn’t spoken to the guy since the incident that night in my room.  
 
    “One thing is for sure though,” Peter said, cutting back into my thoughts.  
 
    “What?” I asked as I turned my attention to him.  
 
    “He’s not going to disappoint you with the fight tonight,” Peter said with a wink.  
 
    I grinned. That was certainly one thing both of us could agree on.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15  
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    I had to admit, though I was trying my best just to keep my thoughts from heading in that direction, the more time I spent thinking about Damon, the more I wanted from him.  
 
    Kissing him wasn’t enough. I wanted even more than that, and I was scared to even let my brain go there. I wasn’t sure what he would think about it, and I didn’t want to say or do anything that would taint his idea of me in any way.  
 
    It had been a victory getting him away from Molly, even if he and I never did officially get together. But, living together without being together was hard. His bedroom right on the other side of my wall, the desires I had when I saw him fighting, the fact that he was always flirting with me – it was all waking things in me I’d not really felt before.  
 
    Sure, I’d been aroused. I knew what sex was, but I’d never slept with anyone. I’d touched myself many times. I knew how to orgasm. But, to have someone else touch me that way – to have someone else bring that out in me, the thought alone was enough to almost make me cum.  
 
    When I threw Damon into the mix as that someone, it was almost more than I could stand. I knew I was falling for him again, and though I told myself it was a bad idea, though I argued with myself that he was still the same guy who had been so relentless in high school, there was no way I could stop myself once the thoughts started.  
 
    Once the desire crept in, there was no stopping it, really. And I wasn’t sure what to do about it.  
 
    So, I did the only thing that seemed reasonable. I kept it to myself, and I tried to forget about it when I was around Damon. It was especially hard when we were together with Susan. She was his foster mom, she was my foster mom, but he and I felt like roommates.  
 
    In fact, that’s all we were. We were just two young adults who had been thrown into the same house together. It wasn’t my fault that I wanted so much more out of him. It wasn’t his fault that he was attracted to me. And clearly, he was.  
 
    I didn’t think he was just being a player, or that he was just trying to take what he could get now that Molly was out of the picture. No, there was no way he would have tried to kiss me on the piano bench that night if he wasn’t attracted to me, or that written that song, or even kissed me the way that he did when we finally did.  
 
    He had even said that I was his first kiss. That was incredible to me, and it was something I would cling to likely forever.  
 
    But, they were all feelings I had to keep to myself. I wasn’t going to be the one to instigate anything. I was going to be the tutor to him like I was supposed to be, and the roommate to him like I had to be, and that was it. I would let the rest of it unfold as it may, but besides that, I was just going to deal with my own feelings and arousal myself.  
 
    I had to. I couldn’t stand the thought of things getting any harder for me in life, and I felt it could happen at any second.  
 
    “There you are,” Damon poked his head into my room after dinner Friday night.  
 
    Susan had gone out with some of her girlfriends for a few drinks, and the two of us were home alone. I wanted to get my homework done before the weekend so I didn’t have to worry about it, but I wasn’t sure it was going to happen.  
 
    Especially not now with Damon in my doorway. It was hard enough to concentrate when I was trying not to think about him. Trying to concentrate while talking to him was even harder.  
 
    “Where else would I be?” I asked with a smirk.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you were hanging with the Lovebirds,” he replied with a grin. It was the nickname he had given Abby and Peter. And it wasn’t too far off base. I thought they were bad at first, but things were only getting hotter between them, and it was getting to the point they were getting hard to be around.  
 
    “I thought I would give them some space tonight,” I said with a laugh. “You know how they are.”  
 
    “Yeah, I want my Peter back,” he said.  
 
    “He’ll come around. Just let the newness wear off,” I told him with a smile.  
 
    “Well, wince you and I are both clearly bored,” he said, but I interrupted him.  
 
    “Who said anything about being bored?”  
 
    “I thought we could work on some math,” he continued, ignoring my question. I looked at the clock. There was still plenty of time to go over a few things before I wanted to get to my own homework, so I agreed.  
 
    “Alright, but I’ve got some of my own stuff to get done tonight, so we can’t take forever,” I said.  
 
    “Do we ever?” he grinned.  
 
    We headed to his room and I sat on the bed while he pulled out the book. He sat down with his notebook and pencil, and I started with the lesson.  
 
    “Hold on a second,” he said, interrupting me.  
 
    I looked up with raised eyebrows. “First you bring me in here and tell me that you’re bored and want to do math, then you tell me to hang on?”  
 
    “Well, I thought of something. Remember when we were kids and they told us we could have a treat for every answer we got right?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Bribery tends to work well on kids.”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t see why it wouldn’t work any less on someone like me,” he said. “It worked then, so why wouldn’t it work now?”  
 
    “You want me to give you a piece of candy for every answer you get right?” I asked with a laugh.  
 
    “Better yet, I want you to take something off,” he said.  
 
    The words hung in the air, and my cheeks flushed crimson red. But, I also felt a heat inside me. It was a good idea. And, it was just what I wanted. It would be a good reason to strip for him, and I felt it would be a good way to feel what I wanted, too.  
 
    “Deal,” I said suddenly, and he looked at me in surprise.  
 
    I gave him a mischievous grin, and looked at the piece of paper on the desk. “So shall we begin?”  
 
    He sat back down, and I could see a mix of distraction and determination in his eyes. He clearly wanted me, and it was turning me on. I had been turned on many times before, but this was different. This time, I felt something inside me really want him.  
 
    I wanted to give myself to him more than anything. I ignored the little voice inside me that whispered I should really reconsider. I should think about what he had done to me in the past. I should think about the person he was, and what it would mean for me – for us – if I were to go through with it.  
 
    But then, there was another voice inside me that told me I wanted this, and I had waited my entire life to give it to the right person. I could forgive and forget the past. It was time to move on with my life, to face the future and take what I wanted for once.  
 
    It was time to stop being so afraid of living that I hid behind what I thought I should do, and do what I wanted to do. I could let go of what happened, I knew I could. It would have to be a deliberate act, and it would probably be something that I would have to remind myself of in the future, but that didn’t change right now.  
 
    I started the lesson again, this time with the agreement that I would take off someone for every answer he got right.  
 
    And, not at all to my surprise, it worked.  
 
    Not only did he get the first question right, but he got the next, and the next. The math problems weren’t easy. I was challenging him, doing my best to trip him up, but with the promise of me getting naked on his bed next to him, he was doing better than I’d ever seen him do.  
 
    Within half an hour, I was fully naked, lying back on his bed with his book in my lap. I had thought I would feel strange, exposed even if I were to get naked in front of a man for the first time, but I didn’t. I felt strangely comfortable.  
 
    I was happy with my tan lines. They only made me feel sexier. Never in my life had I ever felt so sexy. Never had I wanted anyone more.  
 
    Damon set the notebook aside as he looked at me, his expression a mix of admiration and hunger. I knew he wanted me just as much as I wanted to give myself to him, and I was ready.  
 
    In silence, he pulled off his shirt first, then his pants. I could see his arousal through his boxers before he took them off. But, when he did, it was the most erotic moment of my entire life.  
 
    I had wanted Damon since I was just a child, and now with him standing in front of me, us both grown now and full of desire for each other, I knew that I had to have him. I had waited for the right person, and with the past in the past, I knew he had to be the right person.  
 
    Damon eased himself on the bed over me, kissing my lips first, then my neck. He worked his way down to my tits, kissing and sucking my nipples. I closed my eyes, I was so wet, so full of need and anticipation.  
 
    But, I was also nervous. I had heard that it hurt the first time, and I didn’t know what that meant. I didn’t know how badly it would hurt, or if he would go slow. Yet, at the same time, I didn’t care. I just knew that I had to feel him inside me. I had to feel everything about him so fully.  
 
    I couldn’t wait.  
 
    Damon kissed his way down my stomach to my pussy, sucking my clit, sending waves of pleasure through me. It was the first time anyone had ever gone down on me, and I felt every sensation, every part of it intensely. I moaned, running my hands through his hair as he licked between the lips of my pussy.  
 
    The heat of it was almost enough to make me cum already, but I didn’t want it yet. I wanted to feel his dick inside me before I came. I pulled on him, bringing him back up to my face, kissing him and tasting myself on him.  
 
    “I want you inside me,” I said.  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked.  
 
    I nodded fiercely.  
 
    “Have you ever done this before?” he asked. I shook my head, and he gave me a look of concern. “Are you sure? This is a big moment, and I want you to be absolutely sure.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” I said, determination in my voice. And I was. He was the one I wanted to give my virginity to. He was the one I had to. There would never be anyone else who was worth it in my mind.  
 
    “I’ll be gentle,” he said. He took his cock and pushed the head of it to my tight pussy. I closed my eyes tight and he stopped.  
 
    “Relax,” he whispered. “You’re going to like this.”  
 
    He ran his cock between the lips of my pussy and shuddered. “Oh God, you are so wet!”  
 
    “I want you,” I said. He pushed into me slightly, letting me relax and take his cock as he did. Little by little he pushed further and further in, gently, carefully. It hurt a little, but nothing like I thought it would, then he stopped.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. I nodded, and he suddenly pushed. Then, he was all the way inside me. I felt something tear deep within, and it did hurt, but there was such exhilaration in the moment, I let out a cry of pain and pleasure all wrapped into one.  
 
    He held himself there, letting my body adjust to the feeling of his dick buried deep inside me. “Are you okay?”  
 
    I nodded and he kissed me tenderly as he started to thrust in and out of me. He was so slow and gentle, I was enjoying it. I was having sex for the first time, and I was loving every second of it. I had the man of my dreams not only on top of me, kissing me, but inside me.  
 
    He was sending wave after wave of sensation through me. It was like nothing I’d ever felt before. I had heard that sex was amazing, but I didn’t know it could be this good. The pain subsided quickly and he started pumping into me harder and faster.  
 
    I could understand now why people moaned as they had sex, this felt better than anything ever had in my life before. There was a connection to this person that I’d shared with no one else. And I couldn’t get enough of it.  
 
    I spread my legs as far apart as I could, taking him as far inside me as possible. I felt a tension growing in me, but it was deeper than anything I’d thought possible. I’d given myself orgasms before, but never like this. Never had I felt anyone else give me one, let alone one from the inside.  
 
    He thrust into me a few more times and I gripped his shoulders hard, moaning and taking him.  
 
    “You’re going to make me cum,” I gasped.  
 
    “Me too,” he said. There was a deepness to his voice that I’d never heard before, and it turned me on even more. It was just what I needed, and suddenly, I felt an explosion deep within me.  
 
    I’d thought it felt good having him slide in and out, but the feeling of the orgasm washing through my body was so intense, I didn’t think I could survive it. I let out a loud moan of pleasure as he also gasped, then I felt his cock pulsing inside me, and I realized he was filling me with his cum.  
 
    I smiled, taking him all. I wanted to have all his load inside me. I wanted to feel every bit of him as he finished.  
 
    Then, we laid together, holding each other with his dick still inside, enjoying the moment of closeness together. It was over, but I still felt closer to him than ever, and more complete than I ever had before in my life.  
 
    There wasn’t a shred of regret in my mind. I knew I’d wanted to give my virginity to someone special, and I knew that I had made the right choice with Damon. The past was over and done with, now we could focus on the future.  
 
    I looked forward to more tutoring sessions, and more of what this could be. It was all so new and exciting to me, but I knew that I’d awakened something in me that would need to be satisfied again and again, and he was the only one on the planet who could do it.  
 
    We kissed tenderly for a few more minutes, then he pulled out of me. I smiled as he got off the bed and started to get dressed, and I realized it was over for now. But, I knew one thing for sure. I was going to have him inside me again.  
 
    I didn’t care what I had to do to make it happen, it would happen.  
 
    I would have him.  
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    I was a little excited to be going to school with Damon Monday morning. We had spent most of the weekend together when he wasn’t working at the board shop, and I wasn’t at all worried about what Molly would have to say about it.  
 
    It would be the first time he and I would be in public together since we had sex, but I didn’t feel weird about it at all. I thought it would be a lot stranger, but it was really natural.  
 
    We had managed to cover everything from Susan. She had no idea that the two of us had even kissed, let alone that we had hooked up, and we fully intended to keep it that way. In fact, the only person I had any chance of telling was Abby, because I knew she would keep it to herself.  
 
    It wasn’t that I needed her approval over the fact that I had finally lost my virginity, but since she had been one of the people who really thought Damon and I would be good for each other, I wanted her to know how right she was.  
 
    We were both in good moods as we had breakfast on Monday, and even Susan noticed.  
 
    “Since when are the two of you glad to be going to school on a Monday?” she asked.  
 
    “Just one more Monday off the list, Mom,” Damon said with a laugh. “We’re going to be running out of these, so we might as well enjoy it while it lasts.”  
 
    She gave him a look, but just smiled and shook her head. “I would rather see you ready to go on a Monday than having to drag you out of bed and get you going myself.”  
 
    He and I exchanged a look she didn’t see, but I had to admit, I was excited for the day, too. Ever since that night, something had changed in me. It was as though everything that had happened to me before losing my virginity was gone, and I was ready to start life fresh.  
 
    I was a different person now, though I was still very much the same in many ways. I just felt different. I felt like that girl before was inexperienced. She didn’t know what she wanted in life. She didn’t know where her life was taking her. All she knew was that she was bullied and she felt like it was her against the world.  
 
    But now, now I felt like a young woman who was ready to get through the rest of her school career and take the rest of her life by the horns. I didn’t know if I was going to go to college, I didn’t know if I was going to jump into my own career or if I was just going to get a normal job and work like the rest of the world.  
 
    All I knew was that I was glad I had given my virginity to Damon, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. I didn’t care what that meant. I didn’t care if that meant we were going to stay in Secret Bay forever, or if we were going to travel the world.  
 
    We could talk about all our dreams and ambitions, as long as we were together, I knew things were going to work out.  
 
    After breakfast, I was careful to do my makeup nice and pull my hair back in a sexy, messy bun. I looked better than usual on a Monday, but I felt better than usual, too. I was eager to show myself off to the rest of the school for the first time ever.  
 
    Before I had been made fun of in school, I was too young to care what anyone thought. I was happy to blend in with Molly and hide from the popular crowd. Then, I had the courage beaten out of me through relentless bullying, and I had been hiding ever since.  
 
    But now, now I was going to walk into that school as the girlfriend of the most popular guy. Did that make me popular, too? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. All I knew was that I was going to hold my head high, and I was going to be proud of the person I was.  
 
    Let people say what they did before. No one was going to talk about me that way now. People would respect me. I had gotten Damon, after all. I had gotten the man Molly couldn’t keep.  
 
    There was bound to be some respect in that, I was sure of it.  
 
    We rode on his motorcycle, and I had to admit, I held him a little closer than normal. I wanted to lay my head on his back as we rode, but I didn’t want to be too flashy. But, when we got to school, I held his hand on the way in, and all through the hall.  
 
    The other students weren’t at all shy about their stares. I could even see some whispering to each other as we strode toward our lockers. Damon’s was a little further down the hall than mine, but he held my hand all the way to my own before letting go.  
 
    Abby gave me a grin and a thumbs up, and I smiled. I would definitely be telling her that he and I slept together, but for now, she could certainly see we were an item. After all, it was only the people who were together in school who held hands in the halls were the teachers and anyone else could see.  
 
    There was even a part of me that wished Molly would walk by and see what was going on. She had made such a big deal about him being her own, but I had stolen him from her, and I was proud of it. I wanted her to see that she couldn’t have anything in the world, and that the person she had turned on had actually taken the one thing she wanted more than anything.  
 
    It was hard to concentrate in class, but I was determined not to let my newfound love interest get in the way. Was it love? I wasn’t sure. I just knew that I hadn’t ever felt this way about anyone else in my life.  
 
    I was once again that little girl in sixth grade who was full of puppy love. I was begging for that first kiss, for that bit of attention from the boy I thought was cute. But, this time, I knew what it was like to be truly with that boy, and I knew this time he wasn’t going to hurt me.  
 
    No one could.  
 
    It was hard to admit that I could be so happy without my parents, and there was a part of me that wished they could see me so happy. I knew they wouldn’t be thrilled that I was with the guy who had bullied me before, but I knew they would also be happy for me being happy.  
 
    They had seen me struggle through my school years, and they saw me push through. I wished they could see just how happy I could be.  
 
    When lunch came, Damon and I sat together shamelessly. Peter and Abby sat across from us, and the four of us chatted away like we were the best friends in the whole world. It was such a different feeling than when I had to watch Damon be with Molly, and I hadn’t even realized at the time how much it had hurt.  
 
    I thought I didn’t care, but now the thought of him being with her filled me with a sort of jealousy I couldn’t explain. I wanted him all for myself. I could see why she felt like she wanted to tell the world he was hers.  
 
    But, the real difference was, I didn’t have to tell the world. The way he was acting was telling the world for me. He was proving to everyone how he felt, and we didn’t have to say a word to anyone. It put me on top of the world.  
 
    For the first time in my life I wasn’t afraid to truly relish my happiness. I knew nothing was going to bother me now. Nothing that had happened mattered anymore. It was all gone, and I was over all of it.  
 
    “Brother fucker!”  
 
    The words came cutting through the school cafeteria as though they had been shouted over the speakers. Several students around us stopped to stare, and both Damon and I looked at each other before turning to see Molly and Chad standing with their arms both crossed, staring back at us.  
 
    “What did you call her?” Damon asked.  
 
    “I said she’s a brother fucker,” Molly said, that evil smirk on her face.  
 
    “How dare you!” he started to rise, but Chad laughed.  
 
    “Come on, you really think the entire school doesn’t know that the two of you are brother and sister? You have the same mother, you live together, you’re totally fucking each other. What would you call it?” he sneered.  
 
    “Disgusting, that’s what I call it,” Molly said with a look of disgust written on her face. I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. I hadn’t thought anyone would have thought of us that way. Surely they knew that we weren’t related.  
 
    “I’m not his sister!” I announced, hoping it was loud enough for everyone in the school to hear.  
 
    “Like I said,” Chad replied. “You have the same mom and you live under the same roof. I’m not sure what you want to call it, but Molly’s right. It’s disgusting.”  
 
    Before either of us had the chance to say anything, they both turned and walked away. I looked down at my hands, my heart racing. I hadn’t thought of it that way. Sure, he could be called my foster brother, but that wasn’t nearly the same thing as true siblings or even step siblings.  
 
    We weren’t adopted, I was merely staying with Susan and her son until I was able to be out on my own. I wasn’t fucking my brother.  
 
    But, the whispers started all around the room. I didn’t have to hear what they were saying, I knew they were talking about us. I realized that they all had to be talking about what Molly said, and they had to all think the same thing. Shoot, I didn’t even know some of the kids in the room.  
 
    After hearing what Molly and Chad had announced, they were bound to think there was something disgusting was going on, and it couldn’t be further from the truth.  
 
    “Don’t let what they said get to you,” Abby tried. She reached across the table and put her hand out for me to take, but I couldn’t bring myself to even lift my head. “She’s just jealous because you took her boyfriend. You aren’t his sister, and he’s not your brother.”  
 
    “No,” Damon said. “We’re not siblings. They’re just trying to make the school think that we are because they’re jealous.”  
 
    “Don’t let it bother you,” Peter said. “You know how Molly is. She gets jealous and she starts to do things that are downright crazy.”  
 
    I knew they were all just trying to help, but nothing they said was making any difference. I felt sick, and I knew there was no way I could get through the rest of the day. For all I knew, the school principle would find out and tell Susan, and I didn’t know what she would say about it if she knew.  
 
    She, of course, would know that the two of us weren’t related, but what would she say if she knew that’s what they were calling us at school? Then again, it didn’t matter what she thought, I hated the fact they would call us something so terrible, and all my happiness was quickly slipping away.  
 
    I thought that I couldn’t be touched. I thought it was all done and over with, but I could see now that it wasn’t.  
 
    It was just like before. They had come at us from a different angle, but kids were all the same everywhere. They were so mean, and they liked to pick on me. Doubt filled my heart, and even though Damon put his arm around me, I knew it wasn’t going to help.  
 
    “I want to go home,” I said. “Please, take me home.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, I don’t feel good,” I said. I thought I might throw up, but I managed to get out of the school without it. I climbed on the back of the bike, but I hardly dared wrap my arms around him with all the kids watching.  
 
    News spread fast around the place, and I knew it was just a matter of time before everyone was talking about what Molly and Chad had said. It didn’t matter if they were right or wrong, the fact that they said it would make it gossip for everyone, and I hated it.  
 
    I had lived through it all before, and I didn’t want to go through it all again.  
 
    Damon took me home and went back to school, but I spent the rest of the day in my room. I didn’t feel like coming out for dinner, and I was glad when Damon handled it with his mom. It didn’t even help when he slipped into my room later in the evening just to cuddle me and tell me not to listen to Chad and Molly.  
 
    “They’re wrong,” he said. “And I don’t care what they say.”  
 
    “I know,” I said. “I don’t either.”  
 
    But, we both knew that was a lie.  
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    “Thanks for coming, I was afraid you weren’t going to,” Abby said when she opened the door.  
 
    “Thanks for inviting me. I’ve been going crazy at home but I don’t really want to be out, either,” I admitted.  
 
    “That’s understandable,” Abby said. “Come on, let’s talk.”  
 
    I followed her into the living room where I found Peter on the couch, but I couldn’t say that I was surprised to see him there. He and Abby had become virtually inseparable since the two of them had gotten together, and I was getting used to him being around, even for these more difficult conversations.  
 
    “I just don’t understand it,” I said as I shook my head.  
 
    “I told you to watch out for her. She’s a mean one,” Peter replied. “I’ve seen her do some really mean things to a lot of girls who stood in her way. She’s vicious when it comes to getting what she wants, including revenge.”  
 
    “But that’s not just what I don’t understand,” I said. “How did she even find out that the two of us hooked up in the first place? I mean, it was a Friday night, and she came at us Monday.”  
 
    Abby and Peter exchanged looks and Peter signed. “There are times when someone overhears something that they shouldn’t, and I’m guessing that must be what happened here.”  
 
    “But again, it was a weekend,” I insisted. “I didn’t talk to anyone about it. I spent most of it at home like I always do.”  
 
    “Yeah, but you have to remember that Damon works at the board shop,” Peter said.  
 
    I looked at him and both he and Abby exchanged looks once more. Abby cleared her throat, and Peter sighed.  
 
    “I was in there the other day,” he admitted. “Saturday. You remember when I told you that he didn’t shut up about the fact that you and he kissed? Well, he was pretty excited about the fact that the two of you hooked up, too.”  
 
    “It was you?” I gasped.  
 
    “Not me personally, no. I mean, I was the one he was talking to, but shortly after he and I had the conversation, Chad showed up at the register. Neither one of us knew he was even in the shop. He didn’t say anything about it, and he was just Chad, but you know, I’m guessing he must have heard Damon and me talking,” he cleared his throat again.  
 
    “That would make sense,” I said with a sigh. “I’m sure Chad has it out for me, too.”  
 
    “Why?” Abby asked. She looked from me to Peter, and Peter looked down. I had a feeling he hadn’t spread the word about what happened to me, and while I appreciated that, I was a little surprised he hadn’t even told Abby. Then again, I hadn’t told Abby, either.  
 
    “When I went out with Chad a while back, let’s just say he got a little too physical,” I said.  
 
    “What!” Abby looked shocked.  
 
    “Well, you remember I told you that something happened, but I really didn’t want to go into it?” I reminded her.  
 
    “Yeah,” she said.  
 
    “Well, that’s what happened. He came home with me and we were going to watch a movie, then he wanted to see my room. I thought it was strange, but I didn’t think he would try to force himself on me like that,” I said.  
 
    “Damon told me he came into the room and beat the guy up, and we haven’t really spoken to him since,” Peter added.  
 
    “Wow,” Abby shook her head. “I had no idea he had it in him. I mean, I knew he was a jerk, but to think that he would do something like that, you should go to the police.”  
 
    “I know,” I said. “But I don’t see how any of this could get much worse.”  
 
    “It’s only going to get worse if we don’t do something about it,” Abby said. I could hear the anger in her voice, and it felt good to know that she had my back like that. But, there was also a part of it that reminded me of when Molly had my back, too, and a pang ran through me.  
 
    I’d never have believed my life would come to this. To be accused of sleeping with someone who was my brother, to be bullied, to be turned on by a best friend, to have my parents murdered, to have to move in with a complete stranger, it was all too much for me to think about.  
 
    “Well, I don’t see what we can do,” I said with a sigh. “I’m just going to get through to graduation, then I’m going to get out of here and forget about all of them.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Peter said happily. “It doesn’t matter what they think anyway. All you have to do is focus on you and your happiness.”  
 
    “I just hope Damon doesn’t want to stay in Secret Bay,” I sighed again. “It’s so depressing to be around all of this.”  
 
    “It’s not Secret Bay, it’s Molly,” Abby reminded me.  
 
    “It just reminds me of being back in grade school and going through the same thing,” I told her. “I thought we were supposed to be a lot more grown up when we got to high school. I mean, we’re going to be adults and out in the real world in less than a year.”  
 
    “Some people just never grow up,” Peter said. “And you’ve got to move past those people and focus on the ones who do.”  
 
    “We could beat them at their own game,” Abby said with a giggle. I looked at her and she shrugged. “I mean, we could figure out some way to embarrass her.”  
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t want to stoop to her level, but I also don’t think that it would do much good. I mean, she has ruled the roost at that school since eighth grade, you’ve both admitted it.” 
 
    They nodded and I sat down on the couch, feeling defeated. I didn’t know what to say or do, or how to explain to them how I felt. They didn’t know the full story of my past. They both knew that I had been bullied, I had told them that before, but they didn’t know that I’d almost died because of it.  
 
    And I didn’t want them to. I didn’t want that to come out all over again. I had spent so much of my life living with that regret – living with the fact that I had let someone have that power over me.  
 
    Sure, it was ironic that I was with that person now, but the fact that I had let it happen in the first place was hard for me to admit. Then again, it was also hard for me to admit the fact that my best friend had turned on me to this degree.  
 
    Now, not only had she been a jerk to me since the day we came back into each other’s lives, but she had turned the entire school against me. I was so sure they all thought I was some sort of disgusting whore, no one would ever want to be associated with me again.  
 
    And there was no changing the fact that I had to go back. If I was going to get through school, I had to go. I couldn’t switch schools again. I was too close to being done. I didn’t want to go back and repeat classes to get credits, and I didn’t want to drop out to get a GED either.  
 
    I didn’t want to let Molly win, but I felt like she had.  
 
    I had been so sure that I was the one who walked away on top. I was the one who put her in her place when I stole her boyfriend. But now, she had me back at the bottom of the pond. She knew how hard it was on me the first time this happened, but yet she had told me she wished that I had died.  
 
    She was one of the only people on the planet who knew how close I’d come, and though I’d never talked about it with Damon, she had come close to telling him my secret.  
 
    Now, there was no telling how far she would go to get her revenge. Peter seemed to think that she would stop at nothing until she felt satisfied that she had destroyed my life, and I was worried she would succeed. Though I had been counting down the weeks until I could get out of school and leave it behind me forever, I felt now like this would follow me for the rest of my life.  
 
    Molly wasn’t the same person she had been when we were young. She was now a lot meaner. And it was clear to me she would put a knife in the back of anyone who stood in her way. She had gone from being madly in love with Damon to telling the entire school he was fucking his own sister.  
 
    Of course, it was nothing but a lie, but the fact that she would stoop to that level made me feel sick to my stomach. I didn’t know who to turn to, but I knew that I had to figure out something before this got blown out of proportion, too.  
 
    “Hey, let’s just forget about the whole thing for right now and focus on having some fun,” Peter said. “Do you think Damon would want to come chill with us for a while?”  
 
    I sighed. I hadn’t really talked to him since the lunch, even though he had tried to be there for me. But, I had an excuse so I shook my head.  
 
    “He’s down at the board shop, and I’m going to have to talk to him about what he says down there,” I said.  
 
    “I think he’s learned his lesson,” Peter said with a grim expression. “I mean, he’s a smart guy, and I know he was worried Chad had overheard when he appeared at the register right after our conversation. We didn’t say anything about it to each other, but I could see it in his face.”  
 
    “I wish there was a way we could go back in time and erase that,” I said.  
 
    “I know, but we can only move forward from here,” Abby said. “And if you don’t want Molly to win, then don’t let her get in your head like she so clearly has.”  
 
    I sat in silence for a moment longer, then I nodded. I knew my friend was right. I couldn’t let Molly continue to control me like this if I was going to come out on top. She had gotten in my head, and she knew it. She was ruining my day, and I hadn’t even talked to her since Monday.  
 
    “You know what?” I said. “Let’s order a pizza and put on a movie. I’ll not think about what Molly said and we’ll just have a good afternoon together.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Abby said. “We’re going to figure this out. She’s not going to get away with doing this to you, I swear.”  
 
    “Don’t go doing anything crazy now,” I warned. “I don’t need to be getting in even more trouble than I already am.”  
 
    “You’re not in trouble, don’t worry,” she patted my knee as she sat down next to me. “If Molly isn’t going to stop this, we’re going to find a way to make sure she does.”  
 
    I nodded, though I was still rather worried about what Abby had in mind. But, Peter grabbed his phone and ordered a pizza, and I flipped through Netflix to find something to put on. I wanted to just forget about the entire situation for a few hours and enjoy some time with people who really did care about me.  
 
    Life had given me yet another bad hand, but I wasn’t going to let it beat me like it nearly had before. I was going to come out on top, and I was going to prove to Molly that I didn’t care what she said.  
 
    At the end of the day, she had still lost her guy when she thought she never could. She could call me what she wanted and try to ruin my reputation, but I was sure she was still miserable that she had lost Damon herself. At least, I hoped she was.  
 
    Because she had sure dealt me a harsh blow, and no matter how brave of a face I put on, or how much I said I didn’t care, I knew it was going to be hard to get through this.  
 
    And I hoped to God it wasn’t going to get any worse.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18  
 
      
 
    Damon 
 
      
 
    Another wave swelled deep in the sea, and I paddled on my board toward it, determined to catch it and ride the entire way down. I hadn’t been surfing in a while, and I was glad to take the time to get out and catch some of the waves on the water.  
 
    There was a lot on my mind, and I told Dean I needed to take the day off. I was willing to go in to work if he needed me, but if there was any chance I could have the day to myself, I really needed it. He was nice enough to give it to me, and I was glad for the chance to take it.  
 
    The fact of the matter was that I was worried. I was worried that things had been ruined for me and Sutton, and she wasn’t going to give me a chance now. She wasn’t too happy with what Molly and Chad had done, and though I did my best to comfort her, she didn’t seem to really respond.  
 
    She would cuddle with me, but she was distant when my mom was around. She was distant at school. It was as though she wanted to keep the entire relationship under wraps, and I was afraid she was on the verge of breaking it off altogether.  
 
    And, I was angry.  
 
    I was angry with Chad for what he had done to me. Sure, I could see him wanting to get back at me after I smashed his face in, but even that I considered to be his fault. Any guy should know not to force himself on a girl, no matter what. And I was going to stand up for the girl, no matter what.  
 
    It happened to be Sutton in the situation, but I would have smashed his face in no  matter what girl he was trying to force himself on, and I would expect anyone to do the same to me if I was such a dick as to behave that way.  
 
    But to go so far as to tell Molly – to tell her that I was sleeping with my sister? They both knew that wasn’t true. Molly and Sutton had been best friends in grade school. They had been so tight, they referred to themselves as sisters. I didn’t understand what she was doing.  
 
    Well, I knew she was out for revenge, but to take it to that level, it was low, even for her. I had seen her do some really messed up things over the time we were dating, but I’d never seen her accuse two people of something that bad. If word were to get all the way to the principle, I didn’t want to even think about what would happen.  
 
    Susan would be mad at us, I knew that. I knew she would have to accept the fact that we weren’t related, just like the rest of the world, but she would also likely feel strange about the entire situation. She was so wrapped up in appearances at times, I knew it would be hard for her to hear that such a things was being passed around school, whether it was true or not.  
 
    And what would happen? Would she send Sutton to live with another family? We still didn’t know for sure why Sutton was here with us in the first place. We only knew that her parents wanted her to live with my mom if something were to happen to them, so she did.  
 
    According to Sutton, she didn’t have any knowledge of who Susan was, and she still didn’t even after she moved into the house. It was confusing for both of us, and I blamed the adults in our lives for that.  
 
    I pushed myself up on the board and rode the wave down, letting the water take me at the bottom. It was always such an intense feeling, letting the ocean crash down over me, but I liked it. There was something about it that woke something inside me.  
 
    It was as though it reminded me there were things out there that were more powerful than me – and things that were more powerful than Molly and Chad, too. Sure, it hurt what they were saying about us, but the fact that they felt the need to tear us down because they were both butthurt said a lot about them as people.  
 
    Though it was still hard for me to take.  
 
    I wished I could just take all the embarrassment and shame Sutton was feeling and throw it into the ocean. If she could just feel better about the entire thing, that would make me feel a lot better, too. But, talking to her about any of it was like talking to a wall.  
 
    She would nod, she would tell me she didn’t care about what they said or did, but I knew it was all a lie.  
 
    She was telling me what I wanted to hear because she wanted me to be happy. That’s all she ever wanted. All the way back when we were in grade school and I made fun of her after kissing her for the first time. If only she knew how much I regretted that.  
 
    The fact of the matter was that I had been embarrassed that my friends had caught me. I had been nervous that I wasn’t a good kisser myself. I had succumbed to peer pressure in ways that I never should have, and I wished I could take it all back now.  
 
    I felt like an ass for it, and I regretted that it started some form of bullying that lasted way longer than it ever should have. Shoot, any kind of bullying against Sutton had been too much, but I had gone along with it because I wanted to fit in.  
 
    I felt like such a coward, and I wanted to be there for her now. I would do anything in the world to make it up to her. To prove to her that I wasn’t the same guy that I had been back then. I was a boy who was scared and wanted to fit in. Now, I was grown and I would stand up to anyone who wanted to hurt her – in any way.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let Molly ruin what we had going. I felt too strongly for her.  
 
    But, I didn’t know how to tell her.  
 
    As much as I tried to push it all out of my mind and just enjoy the waves, it was like her face would pop into my head with every new wave that crashed down over me. I had to do something.  
 
    Being passive wasn’t going to get anything done, but then, getting revenge on Molly was next to impossible. She practically had the entire school under her thumb, and I wasn’t going to take this to any of the teachers.  
 
    I rode the waves until I was too tired to ride any more, then I headed in to talk to Dean. The shop wasn’t far from where I was surfing, and I knew he wasn’t going to be too busy. He never was on a Sunday afternoon.  
 
    “Hey,” he said when I walked through the door. “How was it out there?”  
 
    “Good waves today,” I said. “I rode until I was too tired to ride anymore.”  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear. It’s good to have you out there again,” he said. “I could see you pass by every now and then when I was out smoking.”  
 
    I grinned. I hadn’t been surfing nearly as much as I used to when he was with my mom, and I missed doing it, too.  
 
    “How did I look?” I asked.  
 
    “Good. Good form, good stance. You haven’t lost it, that’s for sure,” he said.  
 
    “Can I talk to you?” I asked.  
 
    “Uh-oh, what did you do?” he asked with a smirk.  
 
    “It’s more like what someone else did to me, and I’m not sure how to handle it without my fists,” I said with a laugh. “But the other half of the issue, or perhaps the larger part of the issue is an ex girlfriend, and I’m not sure how to handle that part.”  
 
    “Well, when you figure it out, you come let me know,” he said with a laugh of his own, and I grinned. It was true, he and my mother hadn’t even remotely gotten along since the split, and I knew he’d find it funny I was asking for advice about an ex because of it. 
 
    “It’s just that, she’s trying to ruin my reputation over the fact that she’s jealous of this new girl,” I said with a sigh. “And she’s got the entire school as her little minions, and they believe everything that comes out of her mouth.”  
 
    He sighed. “I’ve been there. It’s a tough situation. How does the new girlfriend feel about it?”  
 
    “She’s upset, and understandably so,” I told him. “If you heard some of the things that are being said, and her being the primary target.”  
 
    He sighed again. “That makes it harder because you want to take care of her, but you can’t really do anything when it’s just a bunch of kids who are picking on her.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I nodded.  
 
    “Go to the principle?” he asked.  
 
    “I’m not going to run and hide like that,” I said as I crossed my arms. “You know me better than that, don’t you?”  
 
    “I did teach you to be a fighter,” he said with a grin. “Well, there are a number of things you can do, but my best advice would be to stand up for yourself. If you need to take some time away from here to take care of it, take all the time you need. I can handle it, and your job will still be here when you get back.”  
 
    I smiled. “I hope it doesn’t come to that, but I’m glad to know that I have that freedom.”  
 
    “Of course you do. You’re practically my son, and that makes you family,” he smiled, and I patted the counter.  
 
    “Well, I’m going to head home and get cleaned up, but thanks for the bit of advice. I think the best thing for me to do right now is some spring cleaning, if you know what I mean,” I said.  
 
    “Yup, cut the toxic people out of your life. If someone is getting in the way of your happiness, get rid of them,” he replied with a smile. “It might not solve all your problems, but at least you don’t have to deal with them anymore.”  
 
    I nodded. He was right. I didn’t have to keep Molly or Chad in my life, and if any of my other friends were going to side with them, I would ignore them, too. I wasn’t going to put up with the gossip, or with the lies, either. Anyone who was willing to think such a thing about me or Sutton could just screw off for all I cared.  
 
    I walked out of the shop feeling a little better, and I hoped sharing what Dean had said with Sutton would help her, too. I didn’t want her to be so depressed about all this, and I knew she was taking it all really hard.  
 
    Of course, I blamed myself for that, too. If I hadn’t helped start her getting bullied when we were younger, she might be stronger now. She might not care so much what these other people thought. Who knows? She might have been mine in the first place and I never would have had to deal with Molly at all.  
 
    “Hey! Damon!” a familiar voice said. I turned to see Chad come running up to me, and immediately, I tensed. There was a part of me that felt he was going to try to jump me, then there was another part of me that wanted to knock him flat on his ass where he stood.  
 
    But, I merely waited for him to speak.  
 
    “Listen, I wanted to apologize to you for what happened,” he said. “Things got a little carried away with Molly, and, well, you know how she is. I wasn’t trying to start anything with you or with Sutton or anything.”  
 
    He was speaking quickly, but I held my hand up to stop him.  
 
    “Save it, Chad. You knew what you were doing the entire time you were doing it, and you’ve started a rumor that’s going to be hard to undo. Don’t come to me now with some bs apology. I’m done with you.”  
 
    “But, Damon!” he called out. I ignored him. I’d left my board in the shop, and I was on my way home. I didn’t have time to listen to him try to beg for my forgiveness, or to try to pin the blame on Molly, either.  
 
    He was part of the entire scheme, I just knew it. He had reason to be mad at both me and Sutton, and he had taken the chance to get back at us. Sure, it might have all been Molly’s idea, but he was the one who had taken the story to her in the first place.  
 
    If it wasn’t for him, she never would have known Sutton and I slept together. He knew what he was doing when he was doing it, and now, he had to pay the price.  
 
    I was done with him, and I was done with Molly. I had a feeling Peter felt the same way. We might have been really good buddies before, but he had taken the wrong side, and he had ruined the wrong reputation. Now, he was going to have to deal with all of it himself.  
 
    I got in my mom’s car and started the engine, only glancing in the rear view mirror when I pulled out into the street. Chad was still standing there, watching me go with a look that told me he was feeling the rejection, but it was satisfying.  
 
    Dean was right. If someone was standing in the way of my happiness, then I could cut them out of my life. There was no reason to put up with any of that bs when I knew I could be happy with Sutton. And now that Chad was gone, all I had to worry about was Molly.  
 
    Sure, I’d have to see them both at school, but I knew how to ignore someone I didn’t like, and I was going to ignore them both from now on. I wasn’t going to let either one of them scare me, and I had a feeling Molly knew it.  
 
    She and I had been together long enough she knew how I operated, and I doubted she would try to come after me again. Shoot, maybe we had already dealt with the last of it.  
 
    They had said their piece, now it could all go away. I’d tell Sutton we’d ignore them and anyone else who tried to make fun of us, and we’d be happy together. It might take some time for her to come around, but I knew she would come to see things the way I did.  
 
    She just had to realize it was her and I now, she wasn’t alone anymore. No one was going to bully her ever again.  
 
    I’d make dang sure of that.  
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    “Dodge ball! Dodge ball! Come on! That one is so much better!”  
 
    The majority of the girls in the room were clamoring for dodge ball when our coach gave us the choice between that and volleyball, but I didn’t really care one way or the other. PE wasn’t my favorite class in school, and I really just did it because it was required.  
 
    But, if the others wanted to do dodge ball, that was fine with me. We were split into teams as always, and took to the court for the game.  
 
    Normally, I was really good at sports. Though I didn’t particularly care for them, I was better at them than I had been in grade school, and I got through each class with little trouble.  
 
    Normally.  
 
    Today, however, things were different.  
 
    It was a Tuesday, and I had endured a money of Molly and her friends already. I had been doing my best to avoid them after the whole thing that happened at lunch, and for the most part, it worked well. There was really no need for us to interact with each other, and just as Molly had stayed away from me for the most part in the beginning, I found it easy to stay away from her during most classes.  
 
    Lunch was a little trickier, but I found if I stuck to Abby and her friends, I didn’t have to deal with Molly and hers.  
 
    Damon told me something about how he had run into Chad when he was leaving the board shop the other day, and he told me that he told Chad he didn’t want to continue their friendship. I was a little surprised to hear that Chad apologized, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was up to something.  
 
    But, Damon thought that it would be the end of things, and I hadn’t had to deal with Chad since. Now, I just wished Molly would do something similar so I could stay away from her, too.  
 
    It quickly became evident to me why the girls all wanted to play dodge ball. When the coach put me and the rest of my team in first, I was the one who was targeted every time. I was bombarded with the balls on all sides, and quickly eliminated from each round.  
 
    Of course, it was obvious to me and the others on my team what was going on, but the coach refused to believe that I was the one being targeted by the others.  
 
    “That’s how the game is played, Ladies!” she called out. “You dodge the ball, if you get hit, then you’re out. Maybe they have a system worked out to get rid of the best players first. Find out what your other team’s weakness is, and go for that!”  
 
    She blew the whistle and we switched, but I didn’t dare try to hit Molly. I knew she was trying to bait me, and I wasn’t going to play her games. Abby, of course, was mad at the fact that she had clearly tried to get me out of the game first, and she had her friends do much the same thing to Molly.  
 
    But, Molly was a better player, and she did better than I had, only adding to the insult of the game. I just shook my head.  
 
    “Sorry,” Abby said when we were near enough to each other to talk. “I tried to get her out for you, but you saw how it went.”  
 
    “She must be friends with the coach or something,” I said as I rolled my eyes. “The coach can’t not see this.”  
 
    “She’s everyone’s pet,” Abby said bitterly. “She could get away with murder, seriously.”  
 
    I sighed. It was true. I had noticed it long before I had gotten with Damon. But, there wasn’t anything I could do about it, and I just told myself over and over that it was just a game, and when we were done, we could shower and get the heck out of there.  
 
    I could go through the rest of my day and pretend like Molly didn’t exist, just as she had done to me. It was pointless to get angry, it was so obvious to me that was what she wanted, and I was determined not to give it to her.  
 
    Every time I wanted to snap, I thought about what Damon had told me the night he had gone surfing. He had stopped by to talk to Dean, Susan’s ex boyfriend. If someone was in the way of us being happy, then we just needed to cut them out of our lives.  
 
    There was no way for me to avoid seeing Molly. We went to school together, but that didn’t mean I had to have her in my life. I could be civil, but that would be it. Ever since grade school I knew what it was like to not be popular, and that one day I thought I would be was the only day in my life that I actually cared.  
 
    I was back to seeing how pointless it was, and I just wanted to get through the school day so I could go home and hang out with Damon.  
 
    In the end, Molly’s team won. Of course, no one on my team was surprised. We all could argue with the coach about how fair she was being making the calls and eliminating players, but Abby and I didn’t stick around to talk about it. I didn’t care who won the game, I wasn’t going to go into next season.  
 
    This was my last year in school for the rest of my life if I didn’t go to college, and if I did, I wasn’t going to go for any sort of thing sports related. If Molly wanted to feel good about herself for getting me out of a dodge ball game in a high school, then that was all on her. It wasn’t going to change my life.  
 
    I tried to get into the showers first. I had learned long ago that the first in the shower had the best pick of everything, but I had to admit, I wasn’t surprised to find that most of them were already taken. So, I had to head to the back.  
 
    I undressed and threw my clothes next to my backpack, then I headed back to the shower and turned on the water. It felt good, having the steam and hot liquid running over me. It was a nice break from the tension I felt just knowing Molly was around.  
 
    It was so strange to think that there was a time when the two of us had once been friends, and now we were so far from friends we could hardly even look at each other. I wondered what happened, what had caused her to hate me so much, but I knew I would never know the answer.  
 
    Why would it matter anyway? You’re going to get out of school and you’re never going to see her again. If you do, it’s just going to be in passing. It’s not like you’re going to work for her or with her. Hey, maybe one day you’re going to end up a CEO and she’s going to work for you.  
 
    Wouldn’t that be something? The kid who was bullied in school is always the kid who ends up on top. It’s all those who tormented them and drove them to do things to themselves that end up working for them.  
 
    That would be the best feeling in the world. I wonder what Molly wants to do with her life so I can do it better, making her work for me? I would pay her as little as possible, give her the worst shifts, and make her work her fingers to the bone before I even considered giving her a promotion.  
 
    And any promotion she did get would be basic at best. If she ever got one. My dad never got a promotion. Shoot, she might even end up like my mother, a stay at home drunk who sits on the couch and watches tv all day, hating her miserable little life until someone comes in and puts it to an end.  
 
    That would be something. Not that I would wish death on her, not like she did to me. But still. To think that someone who thinks they have it all would end up like that is a little more than satisfying. I have to admit.  
 
    I’m going to have to remind myself to talk to Abby about this later. I bet she would be able to come up with all kinds of satisfying scenarios that would make me feel better. Like Molly is going to marry some ugly boring guy who works some boring job and never does anything with his life.  
 
    She’s never going to go anywhere, her looks are going to fade, and she’s not going to have anything to show for all the torture she put me through in school. Me, on the other hand, well I’m going to be with Damon. We’re going to be rich and we’re going to have a wonderful family.  
 
    I’m going to teach my kids never to put up with bullies, and I’m going to make sure they also rise to the top. They might even go to a private school! One Molly and her family could never afford, of course.  
 
    Karma is coming for you, Molly. Just you wait. You might think you have the upper hand now with all your little minions around to do your bidding, but just you wait until Karma gets a hold of you! 
 
    I smiled to myself as I finished rinsing the soap off my body, thinking about how wonderful it would be to see Molly have to deal with karma in her life. I was sure it would come for her. I believed it came for everyone who was mean to the world around them.  
 
    It was part of the reason I wanted to be a good person – part of the reason I wanted to be nice to her despite the fact she had made my life a living hell since I stepped foot in her high school.  
 
    But, there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. For now, all I could do was dream about the day when she would look up to me and think about how mean she was – think about how she could have been so much better to me but she wasn’t.  
 
    I hoped she would remember the days when we were friends, and maybe if I became famous, she would tell her family and friends that she was best friends with me when we were in grade school. I was sure, of course, she would leave out the fact that she and I weren’t friends in high school, but that would be fine with me.  
 
    She would know the truth, and I would know the truth. I would know that she could have been there with me, and she could have stopped all the meanness. But, some people never grew up, just as Peter said. And I just had to deal with them.  
 
    Or not, as Damon had said. I could forget about her, cut her out of my life, and move on to my own happiness. That sounded so much better to me.  
 
    I turned off the water and stepped out of the shower, reaching for a towel before I went to get my clothes. But, the rack was empty. I swore under my breath. The janitor was supposed to make sure there was always enough towels for all the girls who were in PE class, but clearly they’d forgotten again.  
 
    I hated having to try to pull on my jeans when I was wet. Or, even worse, let my hair stay wet throughout the rest of the day. But, I didn’t have the time to try to find a towel. The next class was coming up, and I had to get out of there or I would be late.  
 
    Looking around to make sure there wasn’t anyone in the showers, I dashed out to grab my clothes. I didn’t see anyone as I grabbed my backpack and quickly retreated, then I set to the agonizing task of pulling on dry clothes over my wet body.  
 
    I muttered under my breath the entire time, making another mental note to complain as soon as I saw one of the janitors. I heard laughing and giggles outside and rolled my eyes. No doubt Molly and some of her friends had to come back into the showers to fix their makeup before heading to the next class.  
 
    I didn’t even care. They could laugh and gossip with each other all they wanted. I was going to get through the rest of the day, then I was going to go home to Damon. Molly could go home to anyone she wanted, or no one at all for all I cared.  
 
    She didn’t get to go home to Damon anymore, and any of the text messages she sent would go unanswered. She might rule the roost here and school, but that was all she had in her pathetic little life.  
 
    I was going to do my best to take Dean’s advice to Damon and forget about her and all the little games she was playing. Damon made it clear they weren’t going to ever bully me again. He would make sure of that. He might be the one she lost and the one she was mad at, but he wasn’t going to let her take it out on me.  
 
    It was hard for me to trust that. I didn’t want to get hurt again, and I knew she wasn’t to be trusted. But, I did want to let go of my fear and trust him. He was the one who meant so much to me, and I had chosen to give him one of the most important things in my life.  
 
    I didn’t want to regret that choice, and I didn’t want to let her tear me apart. I had been through enough bullying in my life, I didn’t want to deal with any more, so I was just going to ignore it all.  
 
    Grabbing my backpack, I yanked a comb through my wet hair, slicking it back before heading out into the hall. I couldn’t do much about the water dripping onto my shirt, but I was going to make it to the next class on time, and I would ignore all the stares when I got there.  
 
    I didn’t have to have dry hair to be good at grammar, and Molly could just watch me succeed anyway.  
 
    But, I was dang sure I would find a janitor as soon as glass was over and make sure they stocked the towels well next time.  
 
    I hated wet hair.  
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    Although I was feeling confident when I walked out the door to head to school the next morning, my courage was fading when I saw the strange looks I was getting from kids on the steps in front of the building.  
 
    They didn’t need to say anything, it was the way they looked me up and down like I was some sort of joke that left me with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. The only thing I could think of was the day I had gone into school to find that someone had written all sorts of mean things on my locket when I was eleven years old.  
 
    There was a knock forming in my stomach when I walked through the door and several of the students started laughing and pointing at me.  
 
    “It wasn’t enough for you to be sleeping with your brother, now you have to show the whole school what you’ve got going on under there?” one kid sneered as he looked at me.  
 
    “What a whore! You have steal everyone’s boyfriends now? Is that what you’re trying to do with your free advertisements?” another girl sneered.  
 
    I looked from one to the other, but I still wasn’t sure what they were talking about, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, either. It couldn’t be good, I knew that. With the laughing and the pointing along with the snide remarks, I just knew Molly had to have done something big.  
 
    But for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it could be.  
 
    Until, that is, I got all the way through the door and into the hall.  
 
    Then, I saw it. All of it. This was so much worse than what I had gone through when I was young. This was a thousand times worse and then some. This wasn’t mean things written all over my locker, no.  
 
    Compared to this, I would have taken that any day. I would have taken mean things written all over the entire school over what I did find.  
 
    I knew it had to be Molly. I didn’t have to even ask to know that it was her. But someone, someone had posted naked pictures of me all over the school. They were taken at different angles, and there were all kinds of pictures posted. They were on lockers, they were on the walls, they were on the floor even.  
 
    I didn’t know how the teachers could have unlocked the doors without realizing that these photos were everywhere, but Abby was running around, frantically pulling them down and yanking them out of the other kids’ hands.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” she shouted at them as she would take the pics away. They would hand them over to her and hold up their hands defensively, but she just moved on to the next. She didn’t have the time to pick and one person to yell at.  
 
    And, with all the photos posted all over the school, she didn’t have the time to go pick a fight with Molly, either. I wanted to scream when I saw the hall, and I wanted to disappear right into the floor. I didn’t know how I was going to get through this one.  
 
    I had been called so many things when I was younger. I had been called even meaner things the older I got, but this, this was too much. Now, everyone in the school had seen me naked. They had seen every flaw and insecurity I had in my body. They had seen what I had kept hidden for so long.  
 
    I wasn’t one to flaunt for anyone, and it had been a careful decision to sleep with Damon when I did. I didn’t want just anyone to know what I looked like naked, but with these photos everywhere, there was no taking it back now.  
 
    The thoughts that were running through my mind were overwhelming. All at once, I wanted to be that girl in front of the mirror with the knife in her hand. I wanted to go through with the act so I never had to endure the shame that I felt right now.  
 
    It didn’t matter if I went to the teachers or the principle. For all I knew, they were already working on getting the photos taken down, but that didn’t fix this. There was no taking this back.  
 
    No amount of apologizing, no amount of trying to make it up to me. Nothing was going to take this back. I could try going to a new school, I could drop out of school, but I couldn’t take this back.  
 
    All these people had seen what I didn’t want them to see, and I knew for the rest of all their lives they would talk about me as the girl they saw naked. The one who was posted all over the school. Even if they knew it was an act of bullying, or if they knew that it was someone else who had done it and I never would have wanted it, they would still think of me as that girl.  
 
    I never would have wanted to come to a reunion anyway, but to think that they would talk about it even then made me sick to my stomach. I could only imagine in the years to come being the one they brought up and still laughed about.  
 
    Damon appeared, his own hands filled with photos he had taken down. He was doing much the same thing Abby was, tearing them out of the other kids’ hands and yelling at them. He would shove the guys and he would call the girls names, but, he would make sure that no one had a single picture.  
 
    I knew he was doing his best to fix this, right along with Abby, but there was no fixing it on his end, either. If he hadn’t slept with me and told Peter about it, none of this would have happened. I didn’t want to blame him, but at the same time he was the one to blame.  
 
    Shoot, he was the one who had started all the bullying in my life. If it wasn’t for him, I never would have had to deal with any of this. I could have lived my entire life and not had to deal with anyone making fun of me or calling me any names.  
 
    But no, it was him who started this back when we were in grade school, and it had followed me all the way here.  
 
    “Sutton!” he said as soon as he saw me.  
 
    “Are you happy now?” I asked. He opened his mouth to reply, but I didn’t wait around to hear what he had to say. I didn’t care what his explanation was for it, I didn’t care about any of it. All I could think about was how I was ruined.  
 
    The other kids were calling me a porn star now. That was so much worse than anything that I’d ever been called before. The girls were telling me that I was trying to show off my body so I could steal their boyfriends, just like I’d stolen Molly’s.  
 
    Everyone was blaming me for what had happened, and I wanted it all to just go away.  
 
    But there was no erasing what was in their minds. There was no taking any of this back. I couldn’t stay there in the hall and be laughed at. I couldn’t put up with the names or the jeers or even the pity that came from some of the girls who were trying to help take the pictures down.  
 
    I didn’t even care what the teachers had to say about it. The only thing I could think to do was run away.  
 
    Bursting into tears, I buried my face in my hands and ran toward the nearest bathroom. I was sure there would be even more photos in there, but I couldn’t bear to be out with the others. I didn’t care if they were trying to help or not.  
 
    I slammed the door behind me and dove into a stall, closing it and locking it behind me as well. I sat on the toilet with my head in my hands, letting the sobs wrack my body as the tears rolled down my cheeks. I could hardly breathe. I didn’t know how I was going to ever get through this one.  
 
    There was a part of me that didn’t even want to try. I just wanted to disappear. I wanted to forget Damon ever existed, and I wanted to get as far away from that place as I could.  
 
    I heard the door open and close followed quickly by Abby’s voice.  
 
    “Sutton! Are you in here?” she called. “Sutton!”  
 
    “Go away!” I sobbed. I knew she was just trying to help, but I knew not even my best friend could get me through this one. I was too far gone.  
 
    “Sutton please come out,” she pleaded. “I’m here for you.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Nothing is going to fix this.”  
 
    “She’s not going to get away with this,” Abby replied.  
 
    “It still doesn’t matter,” I argued. “Even if she gets expelled she still showed everyone what I look like naked.”  
 
    The door opened again.  
 
    “Sutton?” it was a teacher’s voice.  
 
    “Mrs. Ying?” I asked.  
 
    “Your foster mom is here to pick you up,” she said. “We called her and let her know what happened, and she came to get you.”  
 
    I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to talk to Susan about this, but she was the only person who hadn’t been part of it. Besides that, my parents had chosen her to be my guardian for a reason, and there had to be something to it.  
 
    “Can you come out?” Mrs. Ying asked.  
 
    I rose and opened the door, and Abby gave me a quick hug. “You text me as soon as you can, okay?”  
 
    I nodded. I followed Mrs. Ying out the door, half listening as she told me both Abby and Damon had said Molly was behind it, and they were going to look into it. But, I still felt like it wasn’t going to matter. There wasn’t anything any of them could do that would fix what had been done.  
 
    The only hope I had was that Susan would be able to do something. But even then, she wouldn’t be able to take this back.  
 
    I felt numb as I walked to the office, not making eye contact with any of the other students. Standing next to a teacher stopped them from making any more comments, and there were several others cleaning up and throwing away the photos.  
 
    Susan was in the office looking pale as I walked in, and I nearly burst into tears all over again.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked as she rushed to me, taking me in her arms.  
 
    “No,” I sobbed. “I’m not okay at all.”  
 
    “Come on,” she said. “We’re going to leave and you can talk to me in private.”  
 
    I nodded, following her out of the principle’s office and ignoring the apologies from the principle himself. I didn’t care what anyone at the school had to say. I just wanted to get out of there. But, I still didn’t make eye contact with anyone on the way out the door and to the car, and I didn’t know where Damon had gone.  
 
    I got inside the passenger seat, and Susan took the driver’s. She pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road before she started talking to me.  
 
    “What was that all about?” she asked.  
 
    “Some girl is jealous of me and she decided she was going to get back at me,” I said. “I’ve been through this all before, I just don’t get it.”  
 
    “I’m worried about you,” Susan said. I looked at her and she gave me a compassionate smile. “I know about what happened when you were in the sixth grade.”  
 
    “You do?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Your parents called me and told me about the way Damon treated you. They told me how it all started, and what happened with the locker, and they told me that it escalated to the point where you were going to commit suicide. Sutton, I’m worried you are going to let this get you to that point again,” she said.  
 
    I sat in silence. I had no idea she knew about everything, and I was still confused why my parents called and told her. But, it was even more confusing to me that she let me live with Damon knowing about everything.  
 
    After a few moments, she started again. “I was told that it was Damon continually harassing you and making fun of you that got you to that point, and they were going to pull you out of that school and you were moving because of it.”  
 
    I nodded. I remembered everything.  
 
    “Well, that was when I decided I was going to take him out of that school, too. We lived here already, and though I would have preferred he went to that one, this one here was fine and I placed him here. I hoped that would be the end of it, then when I heard what happened to your parents and you were coming to live with us, I hoped that things were going to work out,” she said.  
 
    “You never said anything about any of this before,” I told her.  
 
    “I know. I hoped that the two of you had left it in the past. You were so young, we didn’t know if you would even consider it to still be something between you. I’ve been in touch with multiple counselors and therapists, working with all of them through this and trying to do what was best for you. You and Damon seemed to get along, and I thought it might actually be working,” she said.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure how to respond. She was right, he and I were getting along. In fact, we still would be if it wasn’t for Molly. But, that didn’t change what had happened today, and it wasn’t going to take any of it back.  
 
    “I’m not going to let them bully you like that anymore,” Susan said, resolution in her voice. “I know you have turned me down before, but I’m not going to take no for an answer.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m going to get you in therapy. You need it, or something bad is going to happen,” she said.  
 
    I turned my attention out the window. I wanted to argue with her, but I couldn’t. She did have a point. I did need help, and I didn’t know where to find it. Maybe it was time to finally talk to someone who could help me. Maybe it was time to truly open up to a counselor.  
 
    From what Susan said, I didn’t have a choice.  
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    I wasn’t happy at all to hear that I was going to be seeing a counselor, but as soon as we got home from the school, I heard Susan get on the phone and make me an appointment. She came upstairs only long enough to tell me when it was, and to ask if I wanted to talk about anything.  
 
    “I don’t want you to think that you have to do anything to yourself to make this better, or that you have no one to talk to,” she said. “Please, if you need anything at all come straight to me.”  
 
    I nodded, but she didn’t leave until I promised her I wasn’t going to do anything to myself.  
 
    “I won’t!” I said. “I’ll go to the stupid appointment and I’ll talk to the stupid counselor, okay?”  
 
    “Okay,” she said gently. “I know this has been really hard for you, and I’m here for you.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said rather flippantly. She gave me a sorrowful look and walked out, leaving me feeling like a jerk. I knew she was just trying to help, and none of this was her fault, but I was also confused. I couldn’t understand why she didn’t tell me before that she knew about the bullying, or that she hadn’t mentioned that she knew about Damon.  
 
    She had just acted like we were one big happy family from the beginning. And it was all supposed to be fine and I was supposed to just go along with it. And I had. I thought that she didn’t know and I thought she wouldn’t understand if she found out, but it turns out, she knew the entire time.  
 
    With a sigh, I threw myself on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. I knew I was supposed to text Abby when I got the chance, but I didn’t feel like talking to anyone at all at the moment. I felt just like I had in the sixth grade, and I would have done anything to get rid of that feeling.  
 
    I promised myself I wasn’t ever going to let myself go through that sort of bullying again, but here I was. Once again I was the laughing stock of the school, and I had a feeling everyone was going to go home and tell their parents what had happened.  
 
    The whole town was going to know it was me who had been posted naked on the walls of Secret Bay High, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. The thought made me sick to my stomach all over again, and I worried I would start throwing up.  
 
    The last thing I wanted was for Susan to commit me to some sort of hospital over this. If she knew about the suicide, and she was that worried that I might try to hurt myself again, then she might do something like that.  
 
    It was bad enough to feel like I was the butt of everyone’s joke, but to feel like I couldn’t control myself would make it even worse.  
 
    I made up my mind to avoid Damon as much as possible. I knew he wouldn’t have done something like that. He had been frantically trying to get rid of the pictures just like Abby had been, but I still couldn’t help but blame his involvement in it from the beginning.  
 
    And, to know that he was aware of everything, too, made me mad at him.  
 
    He could have told me that he knew, but he had kept it to himself. Sure, he brought up over and over how big of a jerk he was, but I didn’t want to talk about it with him. I didn’t want to bring up the past anymore, I wanted to leave it there.  
 
    But now, it was back, in my face, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.  
 
    I sighed, closing my eyes and hoping for sleep to come. Just a few hours to take away some of the pain I was feeling, some of the shame and guilt. I didn’t care if Susan said it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t care if they found out who really did it and they got in trouble.  
 
    Nothing was going to change how I felt about what happened, and nothing was going to take away the shame I felt in being the person everyone picked on. I hoped the counselor would be able to help when I finally did see them, though I doubted they would be able to.  
 
    I had been through so much in my life, I didn’t feel like there was anyone who could reach me now. I was forever going to be etched in the world as the girl everyone made fun of. The poor, pathetic girl whose parents were killed. And the worst thing about it was, no one could pull me out.  
 
    I was trapped in this circle of life, and I couldn’t see things getting better.  
 
    And part of me wondered how I could even try.  
 
      
 
    I walked along the beach and looked out across the ocean. It had been three days since the photos were posted, and I hadn’t seen Damon since. I hadn’t been back to school, and I was doing my best to avoid my phone.  
 
    I talked to Abby a little, but she only made matters worse. She was doing what she could to make me feel better, but the more she brought it up, the more I felt like that eleven year old girl all over again. So, I told her I was going to take a break from the phone for the day and take some time to myself.  
 
    It was lonely, I had to admit, but walking along the beach was refreshing. I got to feel the sea’s kiss on my face, and there was a small reminder that there were bigger things in life than kids at school.  
 
    My appointment with the counselor was coming up in the next couple days, and I knew I was going to have to be honest. Susan kept telling me that I had to open up to them about everything I was feeling, and be completely open with them about what happened.  
 
    I wasn’t sure that I could be, but I was going to try. So far, nothing was working for me. I had tried as hard as I could, but it just wasn’t working. So, I was going to give it a shot. I promised Susan I would, so I would.  
 
    “Sutton?” a familiar voice came from behind. I turned to see Damon, rolled my eyes, and turned away.  
 
    “Sutton, I want to talk to you,” he said. “Please.”  
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you,” I replied.  
 
    “I didn’t post those photos, you know that, right?” he asked.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter! I snapped. “You were the one who started all this in the first place. You told me to kill myself! I almost did because of you! You were the reason that I moved away, and you were the reason you got transferred! I know you know all this already, but I wanted to tell you to your face that I know, too, and I hate you for it!”  
 
    “Don’t hate me,” he said. “Please. I know what I did to you was awful. I’m sorry. But, really, Sutton, it wasn’t all me. I know I started it with that kiss, but I didn’t write those things on your locker, and I didn’t send that message telling you to kill yourself.”  
 
    “Right,” I rolled my eyes. “Like your phone just magically told me to all on its own?”  
 
    “No, I was with a group of people that day. A lot of people were there when the message was sent. They were a lot of the people who were bullying you, and some of the people who weren’t. I didn’t know about the text until later, and I felt sick to my stomach when I read it,” he said.  
 
    I paused. I wanted to believe that was true, but it was hard.  
 
    “Really, Sutton. I loved you. You really were my first kiss, and I was stupid to treat you the way that I did. I still love you. I would do anything to take it back, and I’ll do anything now to stand by your side if you’ll let me. We can get through this,” he pleaded.  
 
    There was a lump in the back of my throat. It was hard for me to believe anything that came out of his mouth after all that I had gone through, but at the same time, I wanted to believe that he was telling me the truth. He had been the one to kiss me that day, and that kiss had been so magical.  
 
    Even if he did end up making fun of me after, and even if he did start the mean names, that didn’t change the moment when our lips first touched. He was the one I had given my virginity, and I still didn’t regret it.  
 
    Even after all that I was going through right now, I didn’t regret the time that we spent together. And if I really was honest with myself, I had to admit that I really did love him, too. I always had.  
 
    “Sutton,” he said gently. “I’m sorry. Please give me a chance to make this right, please?”  
 
    I turned. “You didn’t send that message?”  
 
    “I swear it,” he shook his head. “Someone else in the group did. I’m not sure who it was, and I promise you I’m telling you the truth about that, too, but it wasn’t me.”  
 
    I stood for a moment, then, the tears started to flow. I couldn’t hold them back any longer. For so long I had been holding them in. I didn’t want them to come forth. I didn’t want him to see how much he hurt me. But knowing that it wasn’t him filled me with such relief that I couldn’t hold back any more emotion.  
 
    Deep down inside, through all the years, I didn’t want to believe that he had been the one to tell me to kill myself. I never wanted to believe that the one kid I had a crush on would be the one kid to be so mean.  
 
    At that moment, I didn’t care who it really was. It could have been anyone at the time. They were all being so mean to me, and maybe whoever it was didn’t really mean it. Maybe they were just trying to get under my skin in a whole new way.  
 
    It was a stupid thing to do, and it almost really did cost me my life, but to know that he wasn’t the one to do it made me feel like I might actually pull through.  
 
    I ran toward him, letting him take me in his arms before we kissed. I could feel the need growing inside me. We had only slept together that one time, but I had to have him again. I needed to feel him again. To have him show me from the inside out how much he cared for me – I had to have it.  
 
    “Take me home,” I said into his chest.  
 
    Together, we hurried off the beach and to his bike and he took me right back to the house. I knew he was thinking the same thing I was, and as soon as we were home, we ran upstairs. I was relieved to see Susan wasn’t there. I didn’t want her to see me with Damon, not yet.  
 
    We rushed into his room, tearing off our clothes as quickly as we could. It was dark in there with his blinds down, but it only added to the heat of the moment. The lights had been on the first time, I wanted to feel what it was like to have him a second time, only feeling him.  
 
    His hands were all over my naked body, I was in his arms. He was about to lift me to the bed as my body filled with anticipation.  
 
    Then the light turned on.  
 
    We both turned, startled. Susan stood in the doorway, staring at us wrapped up in each other’s naked embrace. She looked at the clothes on the floor, then back at us.  
 
    “Get dressed,” she said. “We need to talk. Now.”  
 
    Without another word, she turned and walked out the door, leaving us to obey.  
 
    “Shit,” Damon said. I wanted to say the same, but I silently pulled my clothes on. My cheeks were burning, and all I could think about was what Susan must think. First there were the pictures, then this. She had to probably wonder what was really going on.  
 
    We dressed and headed downstairs to find Susan sitting on the sofa.  
 
    “Sit,” she said, pointing to the separate chairs on the other side of the room. We both obeyed, and she looked from one of us to the other. “There are so many questions I could ask you, so many things that I could say, but none of them matter. The bottom line is, the two of you aren’t going to be seeing each other. This is not happening.”  
 
    The pointed to the two of us as she spoke. “There is enough going on right now, and I’m not going to have this taking place on top of it. There is no room for debate here, but do either of you have anything you want to say?”  
 
    We both shook our heads.  
 
    “Good,” she said. “I’ll leave you to say what you need to to each other, but make sure you say it once and for all. You aren’t going to be doing this. Period.”  
 
    Susan rose and walked from the room, and once again I wanted to burst into tears.  
 
    “She can’t tell us what to do,” Damon started, but I stopped him.  
 
    “No, Susan might be right. We have enough to deal with. I have enough to deal with. I don’t think I want to add more to that, really,” I said.  
 
    “What are you saying?” he asked in surprise.  
 
    “I think your mom is right,” I replied. “We can’t do this. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Damon looked at me as though I had lost my mind, but he just sat back in the chair, defeated. I rose and headed back up the stairs as quickly as I could, closing my door behind me and throwing myself on the bed, letting the tears flow freely.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that I had said the words, but I knew it had to happen. Susan was right. I couldn’t do that. I just couldn’t. After so long, so many years of my life, I had just broken up with the one guy I thought I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.  
 
    And I had done it just an hour after he told me how much he loved me. I closed my eyes, once again wanting nothing but to sleep. I just wanted to shut the world out. I wanted it all to go away.  
 
    I wanted to forget it all.  
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    “There’s got to be something that’s going to cheer you up,” Dean said as he once again found me leaning against the counter.  
 
    “Not unless you can find a way to speed up time so me and Sutton are both eighteen,” I told him.  
 
    He sighed. “Oh boy, what happened?”  
 
    I had gone in to work that morning and told him that I was in a bad mood, but I didn’t tell him why. I wanted to take his advice and cut Susan out of my life. She was my foster mom, not my real mom, and though I felt guilty about it, the facts were the facts.  
 
    And, the problem was, she wasn’t going anywhere. Not for me, and now, I wasn’t sure what was going to happen with Sutton. Susan didn’t say anything about whether Sutton was going to be moving, or if she was going to trust us to keep our hands off each other from now on.  
 
    Then again, with the way Sutton had reacted to the lecture, it didn’t seem like I was going to have to worry about it, either.  
 
    Before I had the chance to answer, Peter came in. “I heard the news.”  
 
    “From?” I asked.  
 
    “Abby told me. I guess Sutton texted her and told her what happened, I’m sorry, Man,” he said. He was breathless, and I got the impression he had run down to the shop after hearing about the breakup.  
 
    “Now you really have to tell me what’s going on,” Dean said.  
 
    “You don’t know?” Peter asked.  
 
    Dean gave him a look, and he held up his hands. “Sorry! I just found out myself.”  
 
    “Sutton doesn’t want to be with me anymore,” I said.  
 
    “Why?” Dean asked.  
 
    “Susan,” I replied.  
 
    “What?” Dean looked at me.  
 
    “I told you about the bullying at school, well some girl posted a lot of inappropriate photos of Sutton all over the place, and Susan came and picked her up,” I explained. “Well, Sutton spent a couple of days not wanting to talk to me or see me or anything.”  
 
    “She thought you were the one who put up the photos?” Dean asked.  
 
    “I think she was more just upset about the bullying, and it was because of something that I did way back when we were in grade school that she was upset about. She was being reminded of what happened then,” I said.  
 
    “Did you apologize?” Dean asked.  
 
    “I told her that I was sorry for the part that I played in it, but I wasn’t the only one involved. The things that she was really upset about, I didn’t do,” I told him. “I was being blamed for something terrible, and I finally had the chance to tell her the truth.”  
 
    “I would think that would make her want to be with you all the more,” Dean said with a shrug. “Women.”  
 
    “No, that’s not it,” I told him. “It did. She was thrilled to know that I hadn’t done that to her, and she and I went back to the house. We were about to express our love for each other, when Susan caught us.”  
 
    “Oh boy,” Dean rolled his eyes. “Did you tell her to give you a bit of privacy?”  
 
    “She told us to get dressed and she was going to talk to us, so of course, we did,” I said. I looked from him to Peter and back again, and they both looked grim. “What other choice did we have? It’s not like we could exactly get it on with her right outside the door telling us not to.”  
 
    “Well, what happened next?” Dean asked. 
 
    “We got dressed and went down. She told us that it wasn’t going to happen. There was a lot of stuff going on and she didn’t feel it was right for us to be together. She then said that there was no room for debate on the topic, and she gave us the chance to talk about it but she wasn’t going to let it go on,” I said with a sigh.  
 
    “You don’t have to do what she says,” Peter said. “You could tell her that you are old enough to decide who you’re going to date, and in just a few months, you’re going to be free to do what you want anyway.”  
 
    “I know,” I said with a nod. “And that’s what I wanted to do. I’ve told her more than once that I’m old enough to make my own decisions, and she’s going to have to trust that I’m able to make them. I’m not a kid anymore, and if I wanted to date Sutton, then that was my choice.”  
 
    “So? What happened?” Dean pressed.  
 
    “I told Sutton that we didn’t have to listen to what Susan had to say. I was going to tell her that Susan was just our foster and we were nearly legal adults anyway, but as soon as I tried to talk to her, she told me that she thought Susan was right,” I said.  
 
    “What!” Dean nearly shouted. “She took Susan’s side?”  
 
    “She said that there was a lot going on, and maybe it was for the best that we didn’t get together. She didn’t want to deal with all the other stuff that was going on, and she was afraid the two of us being together was going to make it worse,” I shook my head.  
 
    “I would think it would make it better,” Peter mused.  
 
    “I would be there for her through everything!” I exclaimed. “I told her that I loved her, and I wanted to be there for her through it all. I told her that I wasn’t going to let anyone bully her, and I meant it. I know I wasn’t able to stop the photo thing from happening, but I would go to therapy with her, and I would do anything else she needed.”  
 
    “You need to tell her that,” Dean encouraged.  
 
    “She doesn’t want to talk about any of it,” I shook my head. “She thinks Susan is right, and she doesn’t want to consider that she might not be. I have to respect her wishes. I mean, there’s nothing I can do that’s going to make her want to date me. At least, nothing I can do that’s going to make her go against Susan.”  
 
    I felt bitter. I didn’t even want to call Susan my mom anymore. I couldn’t believe she had taken the one thing from me that I wanted most. I had put up with so much, and I had been through so much in my life, I had even gone through losing Dean because she didn’t want to have him in her life anymore.  
 
    Now, I had to lose my girlfriend, too. I wanted to tell her that she wasn’t my real mother, and that I could do what I wanted. But, I knew it wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I could tell her all I wanted, but that didn’t mean it was going to make Sutton come back. 
 
    “If there’s one thing you need to realize about Susan,” Dean said. “It’s that if she has her mind made up, she’s not going to change it. I tried to talk some sense into her when she thought that it was a good idea for her and I to break up, and once she had that in her head, there wasn’t anything I could do to change her mind.”  
 
    “Why did she break up with you?” I asked.  
 
    “Because she’s selfish!” he snapped. “All she wants is for things to be her way, and when they aren’t she’s not going to listen to anything else. She just wants to build her own happy little life and do her own thing. She doesn’t care about anyone else.”  
 
    “I hear you on that one,” I replied angrily. I knew they didn’t get along anymore, and I was frustrated with my mother for breaking up with Dean, too, but I now really felt for him. I could see what he meant when he said she was selfish and she only cared about her own feelings.  
 
    She didn’t think about me at all when they broke up. She just told him to get out, and he had no choice but to do it. The house belonged to her, she was the only foster parent of me, and he was nothing but the boyfriend. He had to pack his bags and go, and she got to keep everything.  
 
    It had even been a fight with her when I told her I was going to be working with Dean at his shop. The only reason she allowed it was because I told her it was a real job, and that’s what she wanted. I was surprised now she didn’t try to take that from me as well.  
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re going to have to figure out a way to convince Sutton you are the better option,” Peter said. “Sutton is going to do what Susan says, but if you can convince her Susan isn’t always right, you might be able to get her back.”  
 
    “Peter has a point,” Dean said. “Talk to her. Don’t worry about Susan. Just see if you can convince Sutton. She’s the one you want. Who cares what Susan thinks? She tore the family apart when she kicked me out of the house, and now she’s doing it all over again with you. You’ve got to stand up for yourself.”  
 
    I sighed. I knew he was right, I just wished it was that easy to get Sutton on board. I would happily choose Sutton over anyone else in the world, including my foster mother.  
 
    But, Sutton was nearly an adult herself, and she was free to make up her own mind and make her own decisions. It didn’t matter what I thought about Susan, it mattered what Sutton said. I could try to convince her all day long, but unless she made the choice to date me again, my hands were tied.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said.  
 
    “That’s my boy,” Dean clapped me on the shoulder, and I forced a smile. I still didn’t understand why my mother had broken up with him, but I was glad to have him back in my life. It was nice to have someone who would take my side.  
 
    He was there for me, and he understood that I was in love with this girl. It wasn’t Susan’s place to tell me otherwise.  
 
    Now, all I had to do was get Sutton to see things from my end.  
 
    Then my life would be happy again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    “Okay, I want you to sit up tall, and I want you to breathe. You need to think about how important you are, and how much you matter. You need to think about the things that make you happy, and the things that make you smile. Then, I want you to talk about the things that make you feel good when you’re feeling down,” my therapist spoke in a low, monotone voice and I gave her a look.  
 
    We had been at it for nearly an hour, and she hadn’t gotten a lot out of me, and she wasn’t going to, either. I had thought I would open up to her, I thought I would tell her all that was on my mind and get the counseling Susan wanted me to have, but the fact of the matter was, I didn’t want to do much Susan told me anymore.  
 
    It hurt that she made me break up with Damon. I knew why she had done it. She didn’t want there to be too much for me to deal with, I was sure, but the fact that she hadn’t even given us a chance to explain ourselves really angered me.  
 
    And, I was still grappling with the fact that she had known about everything from the beginning, and she hadn’t said a word about it. I felt lied to by the world, and I wasn’t going to open up to this stranger about anything that was going on in my life.  
 
    It was hard enough to trust the people who had been there for me, though there weren’t many I could say had been.  
 
    But, I showed up to the therapy session, and I endured the full hour, just like I promised I would. I didn’t want Susan to be back in the room with me despite the fact I was under eighteen, and she had agreed to respect my wishes. I wanted to make a comment to her about finally respecting something about me, but I held my tongue.  
 
    I didn’t want the therapist to think things about me before we even got started, so I just let it go.  
 
    “I’m happy when I’m at the beach, that’s about it. I like being alone,” I said belligerently. 
 
    “Well, let’s work on ways you can be happy with other people,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “I don’t know if I ever want to be with other people,” I replied.  
 
    “We are designed to be with others,” she said with another smile. I shook my head.  
 
    “I’m not sure all of us are actually,” I replied arrogantly. She gave me a warm smile, but there was something forced about it. I wanted to believe that it wasn’t real, but I wasn’t going to point that out. The timer went off before she had the chance to say anything else, and I was through with the session.  
 
    Back in the car, Susan wanted to know how it all went.  
 
    “Did you open up to her about what was going on?” she asked. “I told her a little bit about what you were dealing with at school, and she assured me she was going to talk to you about how to deal with difficult people.”  
 
    “I told her that I would rather be alone,” I said flatly.  
 
    “What did she say?” Susan asked. I could hear a tense undertone to her voice, and I knew she was trying to stay positive despite the fact I was being difficult about going to therapy. I had gone for her sake, and I was angry with her now, so of course I would be difficult.  
 
    “She said that I shouldn’t be,” I rolled my eyes. “But just like everyone else on the planet, she didn’t listen to what I wanted in life.”  
 
    “I’m sure she was listening, she just wanted you to be able to see a different point of view,” Susan replied with another undertone to her voice. I wanted to unleash on her and tell her she wasn’t listening to me, either, but I bit my tongue.  
 
    “Well, I went to make you happy, so are you happy?” I asked.  
 
    “I brought you to make you happy, so that’s what’s more important,” she replied. “I’m sad that you are so sad all the time. I know that you’ve been through a lot, especially in the past few months, but I really don’t want to see you sad all the time. You are such a beautiful, bright young woman, and I think you could be really happy if you could break through this cycle.”  
 
    “You mean the cycle of bad stuff that keeps happening to me? I’ll get right on that,” I replied. “I’ll make a note not to let bullies post naked pictures of me all over school or to let my parents get murdered.”  
 
    Susan didn’t say anything. I knew I was being hard on her, but I was frustrated, and I didn’t think she was really listening to what I had to say, either. I wanted her to know just how much I was hurting, but she was too focused on fixing the issue than listening on what the problem actually was.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” she said at last. She had taken a few deep breaths, and I knew she was trying not to get angry. I turned my attention back out the window. There were so many things I wanted to say back to her, but I knew better than to get in another argument.  
 
    It was bad enough that I was still living under the same roof as Damon and I hardly dared look at him now. It was bad enough that I knew I was going to have to go back to school at some point. I didn’t want to get in another argument with her on top of everything else.  
 
    “Why did my parents send me to live with you?” I asked.  
 
    “What?” she replied.  
 
    “Why you?” I said. “I have other living family members, and you and I aren’t even related! Why would they choose you over anyone else?”  
 
    “Because we were really close friends,” she replied.  
 
    I didn’t believe her. If they were so close, then why hadn’t I ever heard of her before? The first time her name came up was when the social worker told me she was the person I would be going to live with after my parents were killed.  
 
    They didn’t tell me what the relationship was between her and my parents, they didn’t tell me how long she had known my parents, or anything of the sort. All the things I wanted to know about her, they said she would explain to me, but I hadn’t gotten any sort of explanation out of her.  
 
    I didn’t think someone who was a good friend would be totally absent. Surely I would have heard my mother say something about her at some point, but there hadn’t been one word. Just one day my parents were gone, and I had to go live with this stranger.  
 
    And this stranger knew more about me than I ever thought possible. Too many things didn’t add up, and I felt she was lying to me just like the rest of the world.  
 
    Is there anyone you can trust? Every time you open up to anyone it comes back to bite you. Maybe it’s time you stop opening up to anyone. You did a good job making that therapist struggle today, maybe it’s time you do that with the rest of the world, too.  
 
    Why do you even bother staying with this woman? You’re going to turn eighteen in a few months, maybe you should just run away from it all. You could start a new life somewhere. Of course, it’s going to be hard without a diploma, but you could work around that, couldn’t you? 
 
    You’d never have to see Susan or Damon or Molly again. You could just start fresh. So many people do it in their lives. You could disappear. It would just take a bit of planning.  
 
    “I’m going to make another appointment for you to see that therapist again,” Susan said, breaking into my thoughts. “I want you to try to open up to her, and I know it can be hard in the first few sessions. But, the more you get to know her, the easier it’s going to be.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I said. “I’m going to Abby’s.”  
 
    We were pulling into the driveway and Susan sighed. “Okay. But be back before dinner.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I said again. I had gotten a text from Abby when I was in the therapy session, telling me to come over as soon as I could. I answered her on the way home, and was glad to hear she was around. I didn’t want to hang out at home with Susan there, and I still wasn’t sure how I was going to act around Damon.  
 
    So, I headed straight to my friend’s house, convinced she was the only person in the world I could trust. I rang the doorbell, and within seconds Abby opened it.  
 
    “Oh my God, get in here,” she hissed. She grabbed my hand and pulled me inside with her, closing the door behind me. We practically ran through the hall to her bedroom, where she once again closed the door behind us. She had an agitated look on her face, and I got the distinct feeling something was wrong.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What’s going on now.”  
 
    “We were right,” she said.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “We were right about everything,” she said again.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I was in the locker room this afternoon after PE and Molly was in there with one of her friends. They didn’t know I was still in there, and I heard her say directly she was the one who put up the photos of you. We knew it was her, but now we know know!” she said triumphantly.  
 
    Though it wasn’t entirely news to me, the story still made my blood boil. I had figured from the beginning it was Molly, but without proof, it was just speculation. But, if Abby had heard that it was her directly from her own lips, then there wasn’t any more doubt in my mind over who it could have been.  
 
    “I’m going to get her for this,” I said as I clenched my fists. I squeezed so hard my fingers turned white and Abby grinned.  
 
    “It’s about time you started standing up for yourself,” she said as she rubbed her hands together.  
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “Yes it is.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Sutton 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t home in time for dinner, but I wasn’t bothered by the fact Susan was disappointed, either. I was too riled up over what Abby had told me to really think about anything else. I texted Susan to let her know I was going to be with Abby for most of the night, and I only got back right before curfew.  
 
    Susan was already in her room when I got back, but I made sure she saw I was home before I went to my own room and shut the door. I was glad Damon’s door was closed. It was part of the reason I had stayed over at Abby’s house for so long.  
 
    I was still avoiding him, unsure of how I wanted to treat him after what had happened. There was still a lot of emotion swirling around in me, and it was going both ways. I was angry with him in some ways, but I was angrier with Molly in others.  
 
    I was mad at Susan for making us break up, but there were also moments when I thought she was right, and it was the right thing to do. There were so many different things running through my mind, it was hard for me to think about any one thing for too long without getting all worked up.  
 
    But, when I heard that we knew for sure Molly was behind the photos, I knew it was time to act on revenge. I wasn’t going to stress about Karma. I wasn’t going to think about all the things that might happen if I were to act. Abby was right. It was time for me to stand up for myself, and I planned to do that very thing.  
 
    All night I thought about what I was going to do to get back at her.  
 
    Part of me wanted to do the same thing she did to me, but that would be too obvious. Part of me wanted to do something creative. But, I had to be careful not to get myself expelled. No, I had to do something.  
 
    But then, by morning, I didn’t want to do anything at all. I just wanted to stay away from her. I wanted to pretend like she didn’t even exist in my world. She had taken so much from me over the past few weeks. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing a rise out of me.  
 
    I just knew that I wanted justice. Like with my parents. I knew catching the guy who murdered them wasn’t going to bring them back, and it wasn’t going to ease the pain I was feeling, but it was going to bring justice, and that’s the one thing I never had in my life.  
 
    I had relied too long on other people to give it to me, to bring it to me, but it wasn’t happening. I knew there were some people who wanted to be a lot more vengeful over what she had done to me, but I also felt it was better to bide my time.  
 
    That is, unless she struck again.  
 
    I knew Abby wasn’t going to be happy with my decision not to do anything, but then, it wasn’t Abby’s fight to have. If I wanted to let it go, then I was just going to let it go.  
 
    I knew the best way I could get back at her would be to prove that she was the one who put up the photos. That would show the entire school the kind of person she really was, and I knew that would finally get her in trouble with the principle.  
 
    It might not undo what she did to me, and I was forever going to have to live with the fact that she had embarrassed me in front of the entire school, but I was going to find a way to get her. I couldn’t get revenge in the same way she had gotten revenge on me, but I could certainly figure out a way to hold her accountable for what she had done.  
 
    I was convinced she was so used to getting away with everything, she had to have slipped up somehow. She had to get sloppy at some point. There was no way she was that good, not even a true psycho would be able to get away with stuff like that forever.  
 
    I knew I had to bide my time, and I was going to find a way to prove it. I might not do anything proactive in the meantime, but it was coming. Karma was coming for her.  
 
    Then again, I was done letting her bully me. I might not come at her in the same way she had come at me, but If I had to stand up for myself, however, I was going to do it in a heartbeat.  
 
    I liked to think of it as the evil queen’s reign being over. She had finally found the one person who was going to stand up against her, and though I hoped in some ways I wasn’t going to have to do it, there were other ways I hoped I did have the chance to really let her have it.  
 
    For once in her life, it would be time for her to face someone who wasn’t going to stand by and let her walk all over them. I was sure I wasn’t the only person she’d bullied, and if I didn’t do something about it, I wouldn’t be the last, either. I would try to avoid her if I could, but I wasn’t going to back down if she came at me like she had so many times in the past few weeks.  
 
    I was her former best friend, and now I was the victim of all her mean bullying, and it was time for her to see that her luck had run out. You could only push a person so far before they snapped, and I was on the very verge of snapping on her.  
 
    And I wouldn’t regret a thing.  
 
    My chance didn’t come for a few days. I thought I was going to have to deal with her my first day back in class, but I hardly saw her at all. My plan of ignoring her was working, and though Abby encouraged me more than once to call her out, I still held back.  
 
    “I’m going to wait for the right moment,” I said. “You know she’s going to turn anything I do back on me, and since she’s Molly, she’s going to be the one who gets away with it.”  
 
    “I know, but I just can’t stand seeing her smug face walking around school acting like she’s the queen bee anymore,” Abby said with a sigh. “I know no one is going to choose sides when it comes to what Molly says, but I still hate to see the way she acts in the halls. Even without hanging off Damon all the time, she still acts like she’s the hottest thing to ever walk through those doors.”  
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “I’m annoyed with it, too, but I’m going to find a way to prove that she was the one who did it, and when I do, I’m going to go straight to the principle and show him. He’s not going to be able to deny the truth, and she’ll get what’s coming to her.”  
 
    At least, that had been the plan.  
 
    My final straw came before I had the chance to prove that she had done it – and it came when Molly once again decided to harass me at lunch. It was my third day back in school, and I thought I was going to be able to get away with just ignoring her.  
 
    But, during lunch, she came walking over to me with that smirk on her face I’d grown to hate so much.  
 
    “Thought you weren’t going to be back,” she said. “Did you go tell the therapist about the big bad person who put the pictures of you in the hall?”  
 
    “Shut up,” I said.  
 
    “Come on, you know you were glad that they were up there. You love to just show off your body to any guy who walks through those doors. Couldn’t keep your hands off my boyfriend, could you?” she jeered.  
 
    “I said shut up, Molly,” I said. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”  
 
    “Oh, are you afraid there might be more pictures going up?” she asked. I picked up my tray and turned to walk away when she finally pushed me over the edge.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m sure I can find a few more of them to put around the place if you like – you know, maybe in the principle’s desk?” she said. “With the reputation you’ve got around the place, I’m sure anyone would be willing to believe you had your eyes on our thirty year old principle.”  
 
    It was more than I could take. I dropped the tray where I stood, and without saying another word, I turned. All at once, without even thinking, my fist balled and I swung hard. I’d never been in a fight in my life, but I knew how to do it.  
 
    I’d seen Damon punch a guy, and I’d seen plenty of good hits delivered in movies. It might not have been the best technique, but I knew how to land a good blow. And, Molly didn’t even see it coming.  
 
    She fell back against the bench, her hand on her eye where I’d hit her, then she was on me in an instant. She moved like a cat, leaping from the bench with her fingers in the shape of claws, scratching at my face.  
 
    But, I moved out of the way, I was striking at her right back, doing my best to land as many blows as I could as we screamed at each other. I couldn’t make out what she was saying over the sound of the students shouting around us, and I doubted she could hear me yelling right back at her.  
 
    I didn’t care. I had to get the words off my chest, and it felt good to let her finally know how I felt. I didn’t care what the consequences would be, all I cared about was finally letting this bitch know I was done with the way she was treating me.  
 
    I wasn’t going to put up with it any longer, and I wasn’t going to let her bully anyone else. I could hardly think straight, and I was seeing red as I continued to swing, but I vaguely could feel being pulled off her as she was being pulled back from me by another teacher.  
 
    I wasn’t sure who had me, but I knew better than to try to hit behind me if she had a teacher on her. I didn’t want to get in trouble for hitting one of the teachers. But, I sure didn’t care what was going to happen to me for hitting Molly. I’d wanted to do it for weeks, and I finally had my chance.  
 
    And though I knew I would be sent straight to the principle’s office for it, I knew it was worth it. I had finally given her what I’d wanted to give her for so long, and I knew she would have the black eye to show for it for days to come.  
 
    I felt like someone outside of myself on the way down the hall to the principle’s office. I followed Mrs. Ying, the teacher who had pulled me off Molly, but neither of us spoke. I knew she was upset with the fight, but I was still proud of myself, even as I stepped into the office and sat down.  
 
    I sat in silence as Mrs. Ying explained to the principle what she saw happened, and I still said nothing when they told me they were going to suspend me for two weeks and call Susan to come get me. I didn’t regret standing up for myself, and I wasn’t going to apologize to Molly for hitting her in the face.  
 
    I knew I would have to take some sort of punishment for what I did, and I had a feeling as I was hitting her she was going to get off Scott free like she always did, but it felt good to finally put her in her place.  
 
    I didn’t even care what Susan was going to say to me when she came to pick me up. She wasn’t going to be happy, there was no doubt about that in my mind, but I was okay with that. I had taken enough bullying in my life, and I wasn’t going to stand for it any longer. I didn’t want to keep hiding from them and taking the abuse.  
 
    If that meant I was suspended for two weeks, then that’s what it meant.  
 
    It was a punishment worth taking.  
 
      
 
    “She hit me too!” I retorted.  
 
    “You were the one who threw the first punch,” Susan said. I crossed my arms and looked out the window. “Come on, Sutton, you’ve been back in school for just a few days, now you’re suspended for two weeks?”  
 
    “It’s not fair, Susan! She was the one who was taunting me!” I argued.  
 
    “But that’s not an excuse for you to start hitting her,” Susan said.  
 
    “You said you didn’t want me to put up with bullying anymore,” I replied. “And I’m not.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you to turn into a bully yourself,” she shot back.  
 
    “I’m not,” I said. She shook her head and looked out the window without saying anything. I knew she was mad at me for getting suspended, but I was mad that Molly didn’t.  
 
    Then again, it was Miss Molly, the queen bee of the senior class. I knew she was going to get off easy, but I also didn’t feel bad about what I’d done to her. She had to learn her lesson, and I hoped to God that she had.  
 
    Of course, it was going to be hard for me to face her again when I got back to school, but I hoped she’d learned enough to leave me alone. After all, I did have a pretty good swing.  
 
    And clearly, I wasn’t afraid to use it.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Sutton  
 
      
 
    I sat at the breakfast table and stared down into the bowl of cereal. It was the first day of my suspension, and I could hear Damon getting ready for school up in his room. Susan was in the living room, but she was going to take me to school to get my books in a couple of hours.  
 
    Though I wasn’t going to be attending class, I was expected to keep up with the assignments, Damon bringing them home to me. It wasn’t going to be easy, but I was going to keep at it to make sure I didn’t fall behind. I couldn’t afford that. I had come too far, and I was much too close to graduation to even consider something like that.  
 
    Now that I had to really face the suspension, I did have a bit of regret for hitting Molly. Not because of the act itself, but because I had to miss out on school because of it. I was already missing days because of the therapy and the photos that had been posted all over the halls, now I was going to miss even more.  
 
    But, I was determined to stick with the class as much as possible, and I wasn’t going to let it knock me out.  
 
    “Hey,” Damon said suddenly. I hadn’t heard him come into the kitchen, and I suddenly looked up.  
 
    “Hi,” I said. It was the first time he and I had really had a chance to talk since we had broken up, and I wasn’t sure how it was going to go.  
 
    “I just wanted to tell you good job on kicking Molly’s ass. Someone had to do it, and well, I can’t because I’m a guy,” he said with a smirk. “You can really swing, Champ.”  
 
    I smiled, but it faded. “Do you think we could be friends?”  
 
    “I’d like that,” he said. “Really, I would.”  
 
    “Me too,” I said, the smile returning.  
 
    “I’ve got to get going though,” he said. “I’ll see you later?”  
 
    “You know I’ll be here,” I told him. “I’m going to stop by school to grab my books and things out of my locker in a little bit, but I don’t think I’m going to be allowed to talk to anyone while I’m there.”  
 
    “You should see if you can come during a class so you don’t have to worry about running into certain people,” he said.  
 
    “I think that’s the plan,” I said as I gave a slight nod to the living room. He nodded, too. I knew that things were still tense between the two of them, and he left without a word. But, I wasn’t going to let that get to me. That was between him and Susan.  
 
    I had my own problems to deal with, and I was going to take it in stride. I knew it was going to be hard moving forward after all this, but after all that I had been through, I was confident I could do it.  
 
    After Damon left, I turned my attention back to the corn flakes that were in my bowl. It was hard for me to think of just being friends with Damon after all that we had already done together – after the way I felt about him, but I also knew I didn’t have much of a choice.  
 
    Susan made it clear that we weren’t going to be an item, and I didn’t think I could go against her wishes. I still didn’t understand why she cared so much about what Damon and I were doing, but I didn’t want to fight with her. I had enough fighting to do with the bullies at school, I didn’t have it in me to fight when I was at home, too.  
 
    Damon was the one who fought her. He fought her on practically everything, but they continuously went round and round. It wasn’t like his fighting ever led to anything. He just did what he wanted, and she would tell him how she felt about it, and it would repeat itself.  
 
    But then, he was a fighter all around. After all, he still did the underground fighting, I knew that for a fact. I hadn’t been to any of his fights for over a week, but I saw the bruises. I still didn’t know why he did it, and I really didn’t know why he wouldn’t tell me why.  
 
    I thought about asking Susan, but I had a feeling she wasn’t going to tell me, either.  
 
    There were so many secrets she kept – including why my parents had chosen her to be the one to watch over me in the event something happened to them. I had thought about it over and over, and I still couldn’t figure it out.  
 
    She didn’t seem like a close friend. We never spoke of my mother or my father. And when they were alive, they never mentioned her. It had come out of the blue in my world, and I was left to pick up the pieces. I wanted to know what it was they saw in her that made her the one they picked.  
 
    But, I had a feeling I wasn’t ever going to drag the truth out of her. It was just one of those things I’d either have to accept, or I was going to have to figure out the answer another way.  
 
    But how? 
 
    The entire situation was so bizarre, it almost felt as hopeless as finding out who really killed my mother and father in the first place – or why they did it. I told myself that it had to be someone my father had made mad through his work, but still, there was something about that idea that just didn’t sit right with me. I was sure if he had been working on something that big, it wouldn’t have been so systematic.  
 
    He would have been shot in the back or something, not murdered in his own home along with my mother. My mother didn’t do anything with her life but drink, so why kill her, too? None of it made sense – including the fact that I had been spared.  
 
    If someone really hated the family, then why wasn’t I killed along with my parents? I was glad that I wasn’t, but I was still curious. I wanted answers, and I wanted justice.  
 
    In more ways than one.  
 
    I was determined to get it. Somehow, I was going to figure out how to hold Molly accountable for what she had done. I wasn’t going to take any more of her bullying, and even if I never figured out what turned her on me, I wasn’t going to put up with her snide remarks, either.  
 
    We might have been friends at one point, but I wasn’t going to let what was in the past dictate the way she treated me now. From what Abby had said, Molly had always been that way, but that wasn’t the Molly that I remembered. Something had to have changed.  
 
    There had to be some reason why she was treating me the way that she did.  
 
    But what could that reason be? 
 
    I finished my cereal and went back upstairs before showering and getting dressed. I didn’t want to go to school to get my books, but I knew I had to. I was the only one with my locker combination besides the principle, and he wasn’t going to hand it out to anyone.  
 
    It would be fast and easy for me to just run into the hall, grab my things, and get back out. And, if I did what Damon said, I wouldn’t have to see anyone in the process. I knew when the class schedules were, so I asked Susan to take me when I knew Molly wouldn’t be in the halls.  
 
    “I want you to go in, grab your books, and come right back,” she said as she pulled up in front of the stairs to the high school.  
 
    “I know,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t talk to anyone, don’t start anything,” she said.  
 
    “I know,” I said again, doing my best to watch my tone. She gave me a reluctant look and I sighed. “I’ll be right back, five minutes, tops.”  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I’ll be right here.”  
 
    I hopped out of the car and ran up the steps, heading straight for my locker. I didn’t want to see anyone any more than I was sure they wanted to see me, so I was glad for the empty hall.  
 
    I quickly put the combination in my locker and grabbed my books, clasping them against my chest as I slammed the locker closed and made sure the combination was off.  
 
    But, as I turned to go, I noticed a piece of paper had fluttered to the ground. It had fallen out of the stack of books, but I knew I hadn’t put it in there. Confused, I picked it up and turned it over.  
 
    Immediately, my stomach dropped as I read the scrawled handwriting.  
 
    I know your secret. And I know Damon’s, too. 
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