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Dear readers,


Thank you so much for choosing Quiet Longing as your next read. It is important to note that this book deals with the sensitive topic of DV that some of you may wish to avoid. Please visit L.H. Cosway’s website for full details.



Quiet Longing is dedicated to my loyal supporters on Patreon without whom I could not have completed this book. A very special thanks to Kaylin Molnar, Cate Walsh, Caroline Frimston, Dana Sharp, Jezka Brash, Angie Reed, Cindy Warschauer, Jeanine Alexander, Jamie Ratcliffe, Riana Gayle, Ivana Kuhar, Tyler Hays, Soňa Š, Amanda White and Líney Halla for all your kindness and encouragement over the last few months while I threw myself into Charli and Rhys’ story. Your support means the world to me <3


“There are darknesses in life and there are lights; you are one of the lights, the light of all lights.” – Bram Stoker.


Part One:

The Past


1.

Charli

Sixteen years ago.

I was nervous.

Not surprising since it was my first time away from home. It was also my first time stepping foot in another country. I was completely out of my element, had never even been on an airplane before, and was flying solo.

I gripped the straps of my backpack while waiting for my suitcase to appear on the carousel at Dublin Airport. It was late evening, and my flight from Boston had just arrived. I was spending the summer with my cousin, Nuala (pronounced Noo-la), at my aunt and uncle’s house.

Uncle Padraig (pronounced Pod-rig) was my mom’s brother and the big success of the family. He’d made his fortune by becoming the owner of two five-star hotels in Dublin. One was in the city while the other was closer to their family home on the coast.

Sadly, I wasn’t going to be staying at either hotel, but I would be working in one of them. My uncle had invited me to visit before I started college in the fall. He’d meant it to be a vacation, but Mom had refused to let me go unless I paid my way. So, I was going to be working as a kitchen porter, which I guessed was similar to a busboy. Still, I only had to work part-time. The rest of my time would be my own, and I was eager to explore and experience the country where my mom grew up.

I was also excited to spend time with my relatives.

My cousin, Nuala, was supposed to be meeting me at the airport. I hadn’t seen her or her brothers, Tristan and Derek, since they were little. The whole family used to visit the States when we were kids, but then Mom fought with Uncle Padraig, and things turned frosty between the families after that. They only started to thaw about two years ago when my father passed away and Uncle Padraig reached out to Mom.

Anyway, I was pretty sure this trip was his way of mending whatever bridges had been broken between them. Mom never told me what they’d argued over, but I had a suspicion it was about money. Padraig probably offered some to Mom since we were always struggling, and she was too proud and mulish to accept.

At long last, after most of the other passengers on my flight had collected their luggage, my suitcase appeared. I grabbed it hastily, made a quick trip to the bathroom then walked to Arrivals, hoping my cousin was there already, and I wouldn’t have to hang around waiting.

Nuala was seventeen, a year younger than me. Her brother Derek was the eldest at nineteen, and Tristan was also seventeen since he and Nuala were twins. I remembered her as this gorgeous, blonde, freckle-faced eight-year-old with long, willowy limbs and brown doe eyes. I’d been her opposite with my dark brown hair, hazel eyes, and chubby cheeks. Even now, I was still a little chubby. I’d always been self-conscious about it despite my attempts to love myself no matter what I looked like.

It didn’t help that Mom prided herself on being rail thin without ever really having to try. I took more after my dad’s side of the family, the Italian side, and like them, I’d always been a big foodie. I loved fast food, convenience food, healthy food, luxury food. You named it; I was probably going to eat it. I liked to think of myself as a sensualist in that respect, though really, I just loved to eat.

Nuala and I had connected over email a few weeks ago. I told her a bit about my life: just finished high school; headed to college to study Business and Accounting in the fall; no boyfriend; two close BFFs, Lydia and Gwyn. And she’d filled me in on hers: about to start senior year of what they called secondary school at the end of summer; also no boyfriend (or girlfriend); a small group of friends, but no one she’d consider a BFF.

I felt a little sorry for her hearing the last part, but who was I to judge? Maybe not everybody needed a best friend.

We’d exchanged pictures so I knew what she looked like all grown up. She was still blonde and willowy; only now, she could add ethereally beautiful to the list.

I spotted her right away. She wore a pale yellow sun dress paired with a white cotton wrap, ankle boots, and tortoiseshell glasses. She looked fresh and glorious while I felt like death warmed over after the long flight.

I’d been stuck sitting between a couple who at first wanted me to switch seats with them so they could sit together then proceeded to get into an argument and wanted to switch back again. I obliged them both times, mainly because I wasn’t an experienced flier and didn’t have the confidence to say no. Then the person sitting in front of me decided to put their seat back while I was leaning forward to take a sip from my water bottle, causing my head to bump harshly against the seat.

My forehead still smarted a little, and I was pretty sure I spotted a bruise blossoming when I saw myself in the bathroom mirror.

“Charli!” Nuala called, waving her hand in the air. “Over here.”

I smiled and tried not to grimace at the rank taste in my mouth. I really needed to brush my teeth and take a shower. I just hoped Nuala didn’t get a whiff of me.

“Hey, thanks so much for coming,” I said, smiling because, despite being exhausted, I was genuinely happy to see her. She was so bubbly and fresh that it was impossible not to feel better in her company.

“It’s no problem at all. I wanted to come. I’ve been so excited to see you. I can’t believe it’s been almost ten years. Madness!” She pulled me into a hug, and it was like being embraced by a fairy who smelled like Chanel. Her long hair fell in envious waves down her back while my thick mop was currently tied in a messy, frizzy knot.

“I’ve been excited to see you, too,” I said as she pulled away and reached for my suitcase.

“Let me take that for you. Come on. A car is waiting down below.”

My eyebrows rose. “A car?”

“Dad’s driver Stephen brought me here. I haven’t got my licence yet since I only started taking lessons a few weeks ago. Hopefully, I’ll be driving by the end of summer. Hey, maybe you and I could go on a road trip before you leave for home. Ah! That’s a great incentive for me to pass the test.”

I was gathering that Nuala was a bit of a golden retriever, full of smiles and cheerful chatter. “Not sure going on a road trip with someone who just passed their test is at the top of my to do list,” I deadpanned, and Nuala chuckled, slapping me on the arm.

“You cheeky bitch!” She paused, surveying me with a smile. “I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

Her accent was lovely. Since my mother was Irish and never really lost her accent, I was used to hearing it—and doing a few impressions of it when Mom got on my nerves. Yes, I inherited the smartass gene from my dad. Anyway, Mom’s strict tones weren’t as pleasing to listen to as Nuala’s lyrical laughter.

“Can you drive? I bet you can. All Americans get cars when they’re, like, sixteen, right?”

I chuckled. “I can drive. I’ve never owned my own car, though. My mom lets me drive hers sometimes when she’s feeling generous, which isn’t very often.”

“Ah, right, your mother. Is she as much of a wagon as my parents say she is?”

I shot her a confused look. “Wagon?”

“Um, kind of difficult to deal with, you know, like a, a—”

“A bitch?” I supplied, and she winced, looking apologetic.

“I mean, well, I wouldn’t put it quite so bluntly.”

“She can be challenging, so yes, I suppose you could call her a wagon, but she’s all heart underneath, I promise.”


Frowning, I considered what Nuala said, feeling a little defensive. I was allowed to complain about Mom because she was my mom. I didn’t like the thought of other people being rude about her. Maybe this trip was a bad idea. “Your parents said that?”


Nuala’s eyes widened. “Oh, no! I mean, well, yes, Dad called her a wagon, but in a loving way. He didn’t mean any harm by it. He just thinks she’s stubborn. I know he cares for her a lot even though they had that big fight.”

“Yeah,” I said, somewhat assuaged. “Did he ever tell you what that was all about?”

“Nope. Did your mother tell you?”

I shook my head.

Nuala sighed. “It’s like some highly guarded secret. Anyway, let’s not let our parents’ drama get in the way of us being friends.” She linked her arm through mine as we entered the pickup zone. Nuala led me straight to a shiny black Range Rover, and my eyes bugged. I knew my uncle was loaded, but it was different seeing it in person. It made me wonder what their house was going to be like. I’d grown up in a small two-bed townhouse, so I suspected my uncle’s place would be a lot more luxurious than that.

The driver, Stephen, was a middle-aged man with ginger hair and a medium build. He took my suitcase from Nuala and gave me a polite nod.

“Charlotte, I take it?”

“That’s me, but you can call me Charli.”

“I’m Stephen. Pleasure to meet you,” he said and shook my hand. “Welcome to Dublin. I hope you had a pleasant flight.”

I resisted the urge to grimace. “It was … tolerable.”

Stephen chuckled. “Well, let’s hope the rest of your summer is better than tolerable.”

Nuala and I climbed in the back while Stephen returned to the driver’s seat. I put on my seatbelt, and we were off. I was immediately struck by the fact that we were driving on the opposite side of the road, which was going to take some getting used to. There wasn’t much to see at first, just a boring highway, but as we reached the seaside town of Malahide where my cousins lived, I started to see what all the fuss was about.

We sailed along a coastal road, the sky beginning to darken, and I stared out at the glittering water and sandy shore. Already, I couldn’t wait to go for long walks on the sand. The houses were so different from back home, the village streets lined with small cottages and cute little storefronts. I visualised myself strolling by on the long summer evenings, hanging out with Nuala and possibly flirting with some local Irish boys.

A fizzle of excitement filled my belly.


When we reached Nuala’s street, I noticed every house was huge. They were all different, though. One house was a period mansion, and the next was an ultra-modern build.


Nuala’s house fell into the latter category. It was two-storied with a long driveway, high walls surrounding the front of the property, a sleek iron gate, and large windows that went from floor to ceiling. Another SUV was parked out front, as well as a smaller sports car.

“My dad’s probably still at work, but Mam should be home. Oh, and my brothers will be around somewhere, too. You’re going to be shocked when you see how much they’ve changed. Derek is even taller than Dad now.”

I nodded and grabbed my backpack before following her from the car. I went to get my suitcase, too, but Stephen waved me away, saying he’d bring it inside for me. Nuala grabbed my hand and led me into the house. The front door was huge, with glass windows on either side. We stepped into a spacious, elegant entryway, and I was absorbed in taking it all in. I knew the Balfes were rich, but I hadn’t been expecting this. It was like walking into a house you’d see in an interior design magazine.

“Come on,” Nuala said. “I’ll give you a quick tour.”

I let her lead me into a huge living room filled with family photos and soft, cosy furnishings. One photo caught my attention. It showed Nuala and her two brothers, and she was right when she’d mentioned how much they’d changed. They didn’t look like the boys I remembered. Now, they were practically grown men.

Next, we went into the kitchen. Again, it was spacious and modern, with a giant island and what appeared to be a door leading into a pantry. Before Nuala could continue the tour, a woman emerged from the pantry. She had blonde highlighted hair and wore cream khakis paired with a flower print silk blouse. My Aunt Josephine.

“Charlotte! Look how you’ve grown. I hardly believed it when Nuala showed me the picture you sent. You’re even more gorgeous in the flesh.”

I knew she was being overly complimentary, but I didn’t correct her that I was feeling far from gorgeous. Instead, I offered a polite, “Thanks so much. And you can call me Charli.”

“Of course. We’re so happy to have you for the summer. Nuala’s been a hyper one ever since she heard you were coming.”

“Hey! Don’t let Charli know how uncool I am, Mother,” Nuala complained, and Josephine laughed.

“Thanks for inviting me, Aunt Josephine. This is my first trip overseas, so I’ve been kind of hyper about the whole thing, too.”

“It’s our pleasure, and if I’m calling you Charli, then you must call me Jo. You’re family. Come, let me show you where you’ll be staying.”

She led me upstairs, Nuala hot on our heels. I heard jovial voices coming from a room as we passed. The door was ajar, and I caught a quick glimpse of a group of guys hanging out playing pool. Was that a rec room?

“You can say hello to the boys later if you’d like. I bet you’re dying to rest and wash up first,” Aunt Jo said as she opened the door to a guest bedroom.

“Definitely,” I replied while she showed me around.

“The en suite is just through there. Make yourself at home and give a call if you need anything. Come on, Nuala. Let’s let Charli have some privacy. I’m sure she’s exhausted.”

Nuala looked disappointed to be escorted out, but she didn’t protest. That girl was too cute. I was glad she was still as friendly and outgoing as I remembered.

I sat down on the bed, taking it all in. Then I looked out the window and gasped. I had a sea view! This was amazing. I stood and went to peer out. The beach looked to be only a short walk from the house. Then I went to the other window, which looked out over the expansive rear garden. At home, Mom and me had a tiny little garden where we sometimes tried to get plants to grow and mostly failed. This garden looked like it had been designed by a professional landscaper, with neatly divided rows of flowers and perfectly trimmed grass, punctuated by a large, deep red Japanese Maple and several smaller trees of varying shades.

A part of me wanted to go down and check out the garden immediately, maybe sit on the grass beneath the maple, close my eyes, and breathe in the new air. Did the air in other countries always feel this different? Or was I imagining it?

Unfortunately, it was getting late, so I knew I should probably wait until the morning to check out the garden and beach. Besides, I still had to meet my other cousins, though I was a little more intimidated to see Tristan and Derek than I had been to see Nuala.


There was a knock on my door, and I went to open it, frowning when I found no one there. Then I glanced down and saw my suitcase. Thanks, Stephen! I wheeled it into the room and left it by the closet. Tomorrow was for unpacking. What I really needed was a shower.


I went into the en suite and stripped off. There was one of those fancy waterfall showers, and it was pure bliss when I stepped under the spray. I felt all the hours of travelling wash away as I stood there, enjoying the simple pleasure of warm, steamy water.

When I was done, I dried off and changed into the leggings and spare sweater I’d packed in my travel bag. Mom insisted I bring a spare set of clothing, plus socks and underwear, just in case my luggage got lost.

Speaking of Mom, I needed to call and let her know I’d landed. Dialling her number, the phone rang only twice before she picked up. It was almost nine Irish time but still early evening back home.

“Charli, is that you? Did you arrive safely?” she asked, a note of tension in her voice. She’d been stressed about me travelling alone, and it had taken much convincing to get her to agree to let me go on the trip in the first place.

“It’s me. And yes, I’ve arrived safely,” I replied, my tone reassuring. “Nuala picked me up at the airport. We just got to the house a little bit ago. Aunt Jo was home and showed me to my room. I still haven’t seen Uncle Padraig or the boys yet.”

“How did Jo look? Was she nice to you?” I could just imagine her fretfully worrying her lip.

“She looked great, and yes, she was perfectly nice and welcoming. I have my own room and everything. The house is huge.”

“Yes, well, don’t go getting used to the fancy lifestyle. The summer will be over before you know it, and you’ll be back to slumming it with your boring old mother again.”


“You’re not boring, and you’re not that old,” I said with a hint of teasing.


She let out a small laugh, some of her tension fading. “Haha! Okay, well, go get some rest, and give me another call in the morning. And don’t forget to send me some pictures when you get a chance.”

“I will! Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too, honey.”

We hung up, and I collapsed back on the bed, closing my eyes. Nine was an okay time to fall asleep, right? Mom said to try not to sleep until it was dark out to avoid jet lag. I knew it was still early, but my body was crying out for rest.

I reached out and turned off the lamp then lay my head on the pillow that was the perfect mix of soft and firm and smelled like clean laundry. Even if I had to work part-time, I had a feeling this summer was going to be amazing. I’d never stayed anywhere so luxurious.

I almost drifted off when I became aware of low rock music playing somewhere down the hall. I suspected it was coming from the rec room, or whatever they called it here. Male laughter filtered through as I tossed and turned, trying my best to ignore the noise. Eventually, I gave up, turned the lamp back on, and sat up.

I guess it was time to meet the male cousins, then.

Padding down the hall in my socks, I pushed open the door to find a bunch of guys hanging out. There was a pool table in the middle of the room, plus some lounge chairs and a couch. I spotted Derek first, the eldest. He was very tall, just as in the picture from earlier, with dark brown hair and the same brown eyes as his sister. Tristan was fair, like his twin, but his eyes were a lighter brown. Both boys were conventionally good looking.


A guy with auburn hair leaned over the pool table, taking a shot, while another with dark hair, who looked part Asian, stood back holding the cue and watching his opponent size up the table. There was one more guy who sat on the couch. Even though he was sitting down, I could tell he’d be tall if he were standing. He seemed to be the least outgoing of the bunch and was a little on the chubby side. He was handsome, though, in a husky bear sort of way. His hair was sandy brown, a bit shaggy, and he wore a Fallout 3 T-shirt.


Immediately, I knew we could be friends.

As soon as my presence was noted, the boys all fell silent, each of them taking me in. Derek was the first to step forward, holding out his hand with a polite smile.

“You must be Charlotte,” he said warmly. “The last time we met, you were a lot shorter.”

“I could say the same of you,” I replied, shaking his hand. “And it’s Charli. Only my mom calls me Charlotte. And you’re … Derek?”

“That’s right. This here’s my brother, Tristan.” Nuala’s twin gave me a nod and a wide smile before striding across the room. Instead of shaking my hand, he pulled me into a hug, just as his sister had done.

When he pulled back, his eyes were alight. “Charli! Do you remember playing hide and seek when we were little? You’d hide behind the curtains, and even after I found you, you’d pretend to be invisible.”

I laughed because I did remember. “Yes, actually. I’d completely forgotten about that.”

“Good times! Well, I’m glad you’re here. Our sister has been talking about you non-stop.”

“Oh? What’s she been saying?”

“Now, now, nobody likes a compliment fisher. Just know it was all good.”

The auburn-haired guy, who appeared to have taken his shot, put down his pool cue and approached. He was by far the best looking of the group and by the way he held himself, he knew it a little too well. “This is our friend, Aidan,” Derek introduced.

“We all go to school together,” Tristan put in.

“Hi, Aidan,” I said, not giving him too big a smile since I sensed this guy received far too many flirtatious smiles from girls as it was.

“And I’m Theo,” the dark-haired guy said. He was cute and shook my hand politely before returning to the pool table.

“The quiet one over there is Rhys,” Tristan said, motioning to his friend over on the couch. Rhys’ eyes flicked up, meeting mine.


“Hi, Rhys,” I said, shooting him a bigger smile than I’d given the others, mainly because he was a fellow fan of my favourite video game. “I like your T-shirt. Fallout rocks.”


At this, he blinked, seeming surprised when he looked down at what he was wearing. He glanced up. He had gorgeous eyes, a deep ocean blue. His eyebrows lifted slightly. “You play?”

“Hell, yeah. But if there’s a console around here, it’s probably best not to tell me. I’ll end up spending half the summer in front of a screen.”

Rhys rubbed the side of his head. “It’s fairly addictive, all right.”

I bobbed my head, and a silence followed. I was all out of small talk, so I returned my attention to Derek. He seemed to be the unofficial leader.

“I hate to complain, but do you guys mind keeping the noise down? I’m trying to sleep, and my room’s just down the hall.”

Derek’s eyes widened like he hadn’t even realised they were being loud. “Right, sorry! Yeah, we’ll keep it down.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

With one last glance in Rhys’ direction—who was no longer looking my way—I left and returned to my room. I pulled off my sweater and leggings, wearing only my undershirt to sleep in. To their credit, the boys did keep the noise down, though I could still hear them a little.

After tossing and turning a few times, I eventually drifted off to sleep. Unfortunately, I only slept for about an hour before I woke up again. It was probably the new environment. I hadn’t had enough time to get settled and relax into it yet.


My throat was dry, so I got up, pulled my leggings back on, and went in search of water. I could hear the boys still playing pool in the rec room. Continuing on socked feet to the stairway, a door opened, and someone emerged. It was Rhys, the guy with the Fallout T-shirt, and the room he’d left appeared to be the main bathroom. I’d been right about him being tall standing up. He had to be a few inches above six feet.


He paused when he saw me, and I self-consciously ran a hand through my hair. “Hi, again. I was just—”

“Can you still not sleep?” he asked, frowning.

“Oh, no, I did sleep—for like an hour. It’s probably going to take a while for me to get used to the new time zone.”

He nodded, his eyes tracing my features. I wondered what he saw, a hazel-eyed girl with no makeup and crazy bedhead. “If you need us to be quieter, I can talk to the lads.”

“There’s no need for that. Honestly, it’s the time zone. I could be in a noiseless void, and I’d still find something to toss and turn over.” I gave a small, nervous chuckle. Rhys didn’t say anything. He probably thought I was some American weirdo. I cleared my throat. “Well, I was just going to find some water. I woke up thirsty. See you around.”


I was about to leave, when he reached out and touched my arm. The feel of his hand on my bare skin gave my heart a little zip. “Wait here a second.”


I nodded, wondering what he was doing, when he went back inside the rec room before reemerging with a bottle of water. “Here, take this. There’s a mini-fridge in there.”

His fingers briefly skimmed mine as he handed me the water, their warmth a contrast to the icy cold bottle. Again, I felt that small zip of awareness.

“A mini-fridge. Fancy. How the other half lives, eh,” I said then grimaced because he probably came from a rich family, too, if he went to school with Tristan and Derek.

The barest hint of a smile touched his lips. “Mini-fridges are pretty extravagant, I guess.”

“Right?” I laughed.

“So, your family isn’t, uh …” he trailed off, so I finished for him.

“Loaded like the Balfes? Not at all. My mom is Padraig’s sister, but she’s a school teacher. We’re not rich by any stretch of the imagination. All this is pretty crazy to me,” I said, motioning around the vast hallway with its glossy marble floors.

Rhys rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, it is, isn’t it? But you get used to it.”

“You don’t live in one of the other giant houses on this street, then?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, far from it.”

“Well, it’s good to know there’s a fellow commoner about. We should stick together.”

At this, his cheeks seemed to colour. Again, he rubbed his neck. Was that a nervous tick? “Sure, yeah,” he paused then, looking me over. He started to frown, taking what appeared to be an instinctive step forward, his hand reaching out, before he stopped himself and rocked back on his feet. He shoved his hands in his pockets, a faint look of concern crossing his features. “What happened to your forehead?”

I frowned, unsure what he meant at first, then remembered the bruise. I touched it softly. “Ah, right. A little mishap on the plane. The person in front of me let their seat back when I was leaning forward, and I banged my head.”

Rhys winced. “Is it sore?”

“Only a little.”

He pressed his lips together, still staring at me, though he did seem strangely relieved the bruise wasn’t anything to be concerned about. Finally, he tore his gaze away. “I better get back.”

“Of course, thanks for the water,” I said, watching him leave before returning to my room.


2.

Rhys

She was gorgeous.


When Tristan and Derek told me their American cousin was coming to stay for the summer, I certainly hadn’t been expecting her. Or her accent, all low and sultry. I had a hard time keeping my blood from flowing a certain direction.


“What are you doing skulking in and out?” Aidan asked when I returned to the pool room.

“Uh, the girl, Charli. She was out there looking for water, so I got her some from the mini-fridge.”

Aidan shared a look with Derek and grinned. “Uh oh. I think Rhys has the hots for your cousin.”

“I was being helpful,” I muttered and went to sit down. Aidan could be an annoying prick at times.

“Leave him alone,” Derek said. “Though, I will warn you all to keep your paws off her this summer. She didn’t come here to have you lot slobbering all over her.”

“I’ll have you know I never slobber,” Aidan retorted. “Though, saying that, she does have a very nice pair of—”

Derek lifted his pool cue like he might knock Aidan on the head with it. “Don’t finish that sentence, lad.”


“What? I was just going to say she has a lovely pair of eyes. Besides, you have nothing to worry about. She’s a little on the chunky side for my taste.”


As soon as he said it, I wanted to defend her because Charli wasn’t chunky. She was curvy in a way that made my blood heat. Besides, I knew how it felt to be judged for your weight. Ever since I hit puberty, I’d piled on the pounds and hadn’t been able to shift them since, so I knew what it was like to be called fat by the likes of Aidan.

“Hey, fuck you, Aidan,” Tristan spoke up for his cousin, and I was glad he did because that meant I didn’t have to. “You’re only calling her chunky because she barely spared you a second glance. If she had, you’d be writing sonnets about her curves.”

Aidan scoffed. “If I’d wanted a second glance, I could’ve gotten one.”

Theo chuckled. “Keep telling yourself that.”

“Listen, you can all stop talking about Charli right now,” Derek said. “My parents brought her here so Nuala could have a friend for the summer. You know she’s been struggling lately.”

“Are those girls from her school still being arseholes?” Theo asked, concerned. We all knew he had a thing for Nuala though he’d never admit it.

“Yep. Nuala walked in on this one girl, Kiera, puking her guts up into the toilet. Bulimia, most likely. Nuala promised she wouldn’t tell anyone, and she didn’t, but Kiera’s decided to turn the entire friend group against her just in case.”

“Poor Nuala.”

“At least she has Charli for the summer,” Derek said. “The two of them have been emailing back and forth for weeks, and Nuala’s been in a much better mood ever since.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “Anyway, my point is, Charli’s off limits. Got it?”

We all made noises of agreement. Not that I had a shot with her even if she wasn’t off limits. Girls never looked at me. Maybe it was my own fault for hanging out with a bunch of good looking bastards like these four. A bloke like me didn’t stand a chance. I didn’t even know what it felt like to have a girl look at me and show attraction. If it ever happened, I probably wouldn’t be able to tell.


About a half an hour later, we called it a night. It took me about fifteen minutes to walk home, but I managed to stretch it to twenty by going the long way. I tried to keep out of the house for as many hours as possible. Mainly because of my dad. Mam kicked him out last year, but she’d recently taken him back. She always took him back.


My gut twisted when I neared the front door and heard shouting. Dad was roaring his head off, and Mam’s tearful, frightened responses made my jaw clench. I was about to slot my key in the door when it flew open, and Dad emerged, his face red with fury.

“Get out of my bloody way!” he fumed, shoving past me before stomping away from the house. I stood there, my entire body tense, hating how I feared him. I was big now, practically the same height as him, but it wasn’t his size that intimidated me. There was something uncontrollable in my father; an unpredictability that was terrifying. When you walked into a room and he was there, you never knew what kind of reception you were going to get.

I hurried inside and found Mam on the kitchen floor, weeping.

“Mam,” I breathed, lowering to kneel before her and trying to keep the fury out of my voice. The last thing she needed was more anger. My father’s was already more than she could bear.

She sniffed and wiped at her teary eyes. Her hand left her cheek, and every muscle in my body tensed with rage when I saw the bloodied cut. Dad hadn’t hit her since he moved back in. She’d been convinced he’d turned over a new leaf, but I knew better.

Normally, I was home and could get in his way, let him hurt me instead of her. But it was Thursday. He normally spent Thursday nights at the pub and didn’t get home until the early hours of the morning. I’d thought it was safe to stay out for a while, but I’d been wrong.

“He … he just snapped. I don’t know why.”

I held back all the swear words I wanted to let rip and instead spoke evenly, “He’ll never change, Mam. We need to get you out of here. I’m going to take you to Aunt Claire’s—”

“No!” she begged, her voice desperate. “I can’t let anyone see me like this.”

“Yes, you can. If you tell Claire what Dad’s really like, your sister will let you stay with her. She’ll keep you safe until we can figure something out.”

“I can’t, Rhys. You don’t understand.” She was shaking her head as she stood and walked to the other side of the kitchen.


“I understand, Mam. I live here, too, but I know that life can be so much better than this. When he was gone this past year, things were easier,” I said, holding in the urge to add, You never should’ve taken him back. A comment like that wouldn’t help.


She didn’t respond as she stopped at the sink then turned the tap on and frantically began washing her hands. I watched her, struggling for a way to convince her to leave. If I could at least get her out of here for one night then maybe getting her to leave Dad for good this time would be easier.

There was a small mirror on the windowsill. I saw the moment she caught sight of herself, and her shoulders slumped forward before quiet weeping ensued. I hurried to her, turning off the tap and grabbing a dish cloth to dry her hands. She turned in my arms, still weeping, and I held her tight. She was a small woman. I didn’t understand how a man my father’s size could ever harm someone so much weaker. I was a big lad, but it was never in my nature to hurt others, especially not anyone smaller.

As I stood there, holding Mam, my thoughts returned to earlier in the night. My encounter with Charli. I’d seen that bruise on her forehead, and my mind had instantly gone to a dark place. I hated how Dad had shaped me this way, to always suspect the worst. People got cuts and bruises all the time through small accidents and mishaps, but my first instinct was to assume an injury happened violently.

“I don’t know what to do,” Mam said.

“You don’t have to know yet. Just let me take you to Aunt Claire’s. We’ll figure out the rest later. What’s important right now is getting you out of here.”

“If he comes home and finds us missing, he’ll be even worse.”

“You let me worry about that.”

No more fight left in her, my mother acceded and let me pack her a small bag to take to my aunt’s house. Mam was quivering the entire drive there. I’d taken her keys because she was in no fit state to drive. It felt strange to be enacting a plan I’d plotted in my head hundreds of times. Every time Dad hit one or both of us, my brain would frantically try to figure how to get away from him.

One idea was to simply change the locks and dump his stuff on the front lawn. Our house belonged solely to my mother since she’d inherited it from her grandparents. That was something that always stuck in Dad’s craw, too, that the house wasn’t his. If Mam died, it would go to him as her husband, but I was determined never to let that happen.

Mam would outlive that prick. I’d make sure of it.

I called ahead to let Aunt Claire know we were coming over. I told her Mam and Dad had gotten into a fight though I didn’t give specifics. She was a smart woman. She’d figure it out when she saw Mam’s face. I was pretty sure she suspected my father’s behaviour over the years, especially when we had random injuries we couldn’t easily explain. But Mam was so full of shame, so secretive about the whole thing. If Aunt Claire ever tried to gently broach the subject, she’d pretend everything was perfectly fine.

She’d never tell another living soul what Dad was really like, not even when she broke up with him last year, but all that was going to change starting tonight. We couldn’t let things go on like this any longer, couldn’t keep living this way.

I helped Mam from the car and grabbed her bag. Claire appeared in the door only seconds after I knocked, her eyes travelling over Mam’s bruised, wounded face.

“That bastard!” she whispered furiously before throwing her arm around Mam’s shoulders and ushering her inside. My Uncle Eugene appeared then. He was a short, kindly man with greying dark brown hair. I couldn’t imagine him ever getting angry, never mind angry enough to raise a hand to his wife or children. My cousins, Shay and Ross, didn’t know how lucky they were to have a father like him. Eugene would go to the ends of the earth to keep his kids safe, and I admired him greatly for that. He was more of a father figure to me than my own dad ever was.

Mam and Claire went into the kitchen, with Claire gently shutting the door so they could talk privately. Eugene’s eyes came to me, his tone cautious.

“Did your father do that, son?” he asked, his expression flat. I wondered if he was trying to keep his shock or anger at bay for my sake.

I nodded, a lump forming in my throat. It was difficult to speak about something I’d learned to keep unspoken for such a long time.

“And you. Has he ever—"

“I’m fine,” I said, not wanting to speak about how my mother wasn’t Dad’s only victim. “I just want Mam to be safe. Can she stay here with you for a few days until I figure something out?”

“You and your mother can stay with us for as long as you need. Don’t you worry about that. I want to know if you’re okay. It can’t have been easy, finding her like that.”

“It wasn’t the first time,” I replied, my voice low, and Eugene’s eyes flashed in understanding then anger and, at last, empathy. He shocked me when he pulled me into a hug. I was much larger than him, but inside, I felt small. I felt like a little kid being comforted and protected in the arms of someone older, someone who cared.

“Come upstairs,” Eugene said. “You can sleep on the futon in Shay’s room.”

I nodded, following him up the stairs before he knocked on my cousin’s door.

Shay was mute, meaning he couldn’t speak. When he was six, he’d had surgery that went badly, leaving his vocal chords irreparably damaged. I had brief memories of him from before the surgery when he could still speak. Then I remembered him after, and he was a different kid. Forever changed. But he was lucky in one way. He had amazing parents who loved him and went out of their way to make his life better. Every single one of us had learned sign language to be able to converse with him, and now, it barely made a difference that he couldn’t speak.

Sure, there were certain aspects of life that were difficult for him, but he was a positive lad and had embraced the challenges that came his way. I wasn’t sure I’d have such a good attitude if I were in his position.

Shay sat by his desk drawing when we came into the room. He turned, clearly surprised to see me there so late.

“Your cousin’s staying the night,” Eugene said. “Come help me set up the futon for him.”

Shay rose, and the two of them made quick work of setting up the futon for me. When Eugene left, Shay sat down on his bed, studying me curiously as I kicked off my shoes.


Why are you staying over? He signed, and I blew out a breath.



That’s a long story. Can I tell you in the morning? I signed back.



Sure, he replied and left me to it; though he must’ve seen some hint of my inner turmoil because he continued watching me for a minute before he finally turned away and got into bed. Shay was two years younger than me. His older brother, Ross, was away at college, so his room would be empty. I expected that was where Mam was going to be sleeping for the next few nights. Remembering I had a shift at the hotel in the morning, I set my alarm to make sure I woke up with enough time to drive back to Malahide.


I worked part-time as a kitchen porter in Derek and Tristan’s family hotel. They also owned another hotel in the city, but I hadn’t been to that one yet. Their dad, Padraig, knew I was looking for part-time work and had offered me a job at the hotel. Derek hadn’t been too keen on it. Being a rich kid, he didn’t understand I needed the money. We might’ve lived in the same town, but that was only because Mam had inherited our small house. We’d never have been able to afford to live there otherwise, not on Mam’s legal secretary salary and Dad’s occasional wages as a bricklayer.

It took a long while to fall asleep, and when I did, I strangely found myself dreaming of thick, dark hair and bright, hazel eyes. I needed to get a handle on my attraction to Derek’s cousin because, as he said, she was off limits. She was here to spend the summer with Nuala. She didn’t need me creepily lusting after her.

The next morning, my alarm went off, and I silenced it quickly so as not to disturb Shay. It was too late, though, because he was already awake. I worried he was going to ask me again why Mam and me stayed over last night, and I was still in no mood to talk about it. To my relief, he didn’t bring it up.


Instead, he signed, You can borrow some of my clothes if you want. You didn’t bring anything with you.


In my hurry to get Mam out of the house last night, I’d completely forgotten to pack anything for myself.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’m not going to fit into any of your stuff,” I replied, running a hand through my sleep mussed hair.

Shay frowned, looking worried he’d offended me. We might’ve been a similar height, but we definitely didn’t wear the same size. I could do with losing a stone (or three), not for aesthetic reasons but more for health. I was supposed to be starting college at the end of the summer, but I was in two minds about it. I had a secret ambition to join the French Foreign Legion instead. I wanted to get away from my life, away from Dad, but I couldn’t do that until Mam was safely squared away. I also wouldn’t be accepted into the legion unless I was in peak physical health, so …


Sorry, Shay signed. I didn’t mean—



It’s fine. No offence taken. I can survive wearing yesterday’s clothes, I signed in response.


Leaving his bedroom, I went to use the bathroom, washing my face and gargling some mouthwash in lieu of using a toothbrush. When I went downstairs, I found Aunt Claire and Uncle Eugene in the kitchen drinking coffee.

“Is Mam still asleep?” I asked, and my aunt nodded, her eyes gentle as they ran over me.

“Yes, and why don’t you go back to bed, hon? You look exhausted.”

“I can’t. I have work,” I replied, and she stood from the table.

“Well, at least let me make you some breakfast before you go.”

I nodded and sat, feeling like a fish in a bowl as they both eyed me, concern and worry etched into their faces.

“Your mother can stay here with us for a few weeks until we sort out a better situation,” Eugene said. “It’s not safe for her to go home with your father there.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling relieved. “That’s good. Thank you both. I don’t know where we would’ve gone last night if …” I trailed off, emotion catching in my throat. Claire came and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder.

“I tried to convince your mam to report your dad, but she’s refused. I’m not sure how we’re going to deal with your father, but it’s not safe for you to go back to that house either. Promise me you’ll come straight here after you finish work today.”

“Okay, sure,” I said. “I’ll come back here, but I might need to go home and grab some clothes.”

“I’ll bring you,” Eugene said. “I have to work today, but I’ll find time later this week.”

“Right,” I replied as Claire put two slices of bread in the toaster for me.

A small period of quiet fell before Claire returned to the table, setting tea and buttered toast in front of me. She sat across the table as I took a bite, her eyes gentle when she asked, “How many times has this happened?”

I swallowed down the lump of bread like it was a solid brick then muttered, “How long is a piece of string.”

My aunt gasped. I looked up and found her eyes shiny with emotion. Eugene’s were a mix of empathy and fury though I knew the latter was for my dad.

“Oh, darling, why didn’t you ever come to us?” Claire asked, reaching out to touch my hand. I stilled, feeling a strange discomfort at her tender, caring words. If I could’ve convinced Mam to come to her sister’s sooner, how much suffering might we have avoided?

“She made me promise not to tell anyone,” I answered quietly. “When she took him back this year, she was convinced he’d changed. But last night, she finally came to her senses and realised he hasn’t changed, and he never will.”

Again, my aunt’s eyes were etched with emotion. It felt so odd to talk to someone about this because it was a secret my family kept for such a long time. I finished eating then brought my dishes to the sink.

“We’ll see you back here later, yes?” Claire asked as I made to leave. “No going back to your house?”

“I’ll come straight here, I promise,” I told her then headed out.

Work was hectic as usual, but for once, I was glad for how busy it was. I didn’t have time to stress about Mam or worry about how incensed Dad must’ve been when he came home and found both of us gone. He might suspect where Mam was, but my aunt wouldn’t let him into the house if he showed up there, and Shay would be around to scare him off.

Dad had always been strangely freaked out by Shay’s mutism, thinking there was something off about him and that it wasn’t a simple medical condition. He also hated how Mam and me knew sign language, that we had a way of communicating that excluded him.

By the end of my shift, I was all set to drive back to Aunt Claire’s, but then Derek texted me about a party at their house that they were throwing to welcome Charli. My thoughts went to her as I wondered if she were the sort of person who liked parties being thrown in her honour. Personally, I couldn’t think of anything worse than being forced to be the centre of attention.


Then some kind of longing squeezed in my chest. I liked talking to her yesterday, liked how she looked at me as if I were the most interesting person in the room. Her smile had broadened for me more so than it had for the others, which confused me. I didn’t often get that reaction from girls, and it made me strangely nervous, something tightening in my chest when her eyes held mine. But I knew her warmth was mainly down to my Fallout T-shirt, which she was a fan of, too. Beautiful and a gamer. Could she be any more perfect?


Thinking I could spare a few hours to go to the party, I quickly called my aunt and explained the situation. She seemed hesitant but finally accepted when I promised I’d be home by ten. The only problem was, after an eight-hour shift, I reeked of body odour and was in desperate need of a shower. Remembering I had some clothes stashed in Derek’s room from the last time I stayed over, and how their housekeeper was meticulous about laundering every item of clothing that entered the house, I shot off a quick text to my friend asking if I could shower and change in his room.


Sure, man. Get your arse over here, he texted back.


That was what I loved about Derek. He didn’t ask questions about why I would need to shower at his place. He just went with the flow. It was a quick drive to their house. I parked outside, my mam’s twelve-year-old Honda looking completely out of place next to the Balfes’ collection of shiny new, top of the line vehicles.

I pushed down the feeling of inadequacy and knocked on the door. Thankfully, Derek was the one to answer, and we went straight to his room. As expected, I found my clothes neatly laundered, folded, and stored in a drawer. Derek fired up his PlayStation while I headed into the bathroom to shower.

“There are some new toothbrushes under the sink if you need one,” he called after me.

“Thanks,” I said because I did need to brush my teeth.


When I emerged from the bathroom, dried off and fully clothed—since I had no interest in being shirtless around my six-pack-having best friend—I dropped onto the seat next to him and quietly took the spare controller. He was playing FIFA, which I didn’t mind, though I much preferred dystopian or fantasy-based adventure games to football or sports.


“So, who’s coming to this party tonight?” I asked.

“All the usual suspects,” Derek replied. “It’s going to be a quiet one. I don’t think Charli’s a big party girl. Plus, it’d be overwhelming to be the guest of honour at a party full of people you’ve never met.”

“I can imagine,” I said, eyes on the screen.

A few moments passed before I noticed Derek glancing at me. “So,” he began. “Why’d you need to shower and change here? Piss off the old man?”

His question was light-hearted. He couldn’t have suspected the way it caused dread to curl around my insides. “Something like that,” I muttered.

“Ah, that’s shite. Well, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you need.” He shot me a wink. “My bed’s big enough for the both of us.”

“The last time I shared a bed with you I woke up to your bare backside on full view. No, thanks.”

“Hey! I was drunk. And it’s not my fault I can’t sleep unless I’m naked,” he defended.

“You could at least wear some boxer shorts.”

“I can’t. They constrict my blood flow.”

“Just shut up and play the game,” I griped, not keen on visualising where exactly his blood might be flowing.

About an hour passed before people started arriving at the house. I wasn’t much in the mood for a party, but I also wasn’t in the mood to go back to Aunt Claire’s and be constantly looked at with gentle, probing empathy. This was the lesser evil, for sure.

Theo and Aidan strode into the bedroom and sat on Derek’s bed, watching us play before Tristan came in and started complaining about us hiding out and being anti-social.

“Get downstairs the lot of you,” he ordered. “It’s fucking dead down there. We need more people to liven the place up a bit.”

Reluctantly, I put down the controller and followed my friends downstairs. I wore a black hoodie and dark jeans, though, thankfully, the party was casual. Nobody was particularly dressed up. A few of Derek and Tristan’s parents’ friends were there, along with a couple of the neighbours’ kids. I wouldn’t exactly call the party dead, as Tristan had described it, but it also wasn’t a wild one like the brothers sometimes threw when their parents were out of town.

Music was playing, and there were drinks and party food. There was a laid back vibe, which, in my current mood, I found preferable to whatever Tristan had in mind. Derek handed me a beer, and I hung back, my eyes scanning the room until I saw her. Charli stood talking to her aunt and uncle, and another older couple who lived down the street. She wore ripped jeans and an oversized cream knit jumper that fell over one shoulder, exposing smooth, olive skin. Her thick, dark hair fell down her back in messy waves, and there was an easiness to her that drew me in. She laughed at something her uncle said and the light, feminine sound released some of the tension I’d been carrying around all day.

There was just something about the girl. Looking at her made all my worry and stress about Mam seem less overwhelming. I was pathetic. She spoke to me once, no, twice, and already, I’ve developed a crush. I needed to get a grip.

Somebody turned up the music, and I knew it was Tristan’s doing. If Derek was the older, more responsible brother, Tristan was the energetic, charismatic younger one. He got people going, made them excited. You could feel it in the room. He was hyping everyone up, making things more lively. I envied him that. He seemed to take being the centre of attention in his stride. I’d always been much more comfortable on the sidelines.

“Hey, Rhys,” someone said, and I glanced down to find Nuala had come to stand next to me. I got along well with Derek and Tristan’s sister. In fact, I’d always seen her as the little sister I’d never had. She was a kind, soft sort of person. The kind of person it was impossible to dislike. I noticed her nervously worrying her lip as she watched a group of girls enter the party.

“You okay?” I asked, frowning and wondering if these were the same girls who’d ostracised her from their group at school. And if so, what the fuck were they doing at her house? Some people had brass necks.

She let out a slow breath, but I could practically feel the tension radiating off her. “I’m fine, just thought I’d hang out back here with you. How’s work going at the hotel?”

“It’s busy, but I don’t mind that. I get along with the other kitchen staff, so that makes things a lot easier.”

“Right. Dad always says the kitchen staff are like their own little family. Chef Moira makes some amazing dishes. We always have her Beef Wellington on Christmas Eve. Oh, and I’m obsessed with her chili soup. We actually have some in the freezer. I eat it whenever I need a little pick me up.”

“I agree about the soup,” I said. “It’s incredible, and I love her lasagne. It’s my favourite.”

“Oh! I think we might have some of that in the freezer, too,” Nuala said, her eyes alight.

“What do you have in the freezer?” asked a silky voice, and I glanced away from Nuala to see Charli had joined us. She was even prettier up close. I’d never seen such thick, dark eyelashes. “Please don’t say dead body parts,” she continued jokingly, and Nuala gave a chuckle.

“No dead bodies. I was talking about the chili soup that the head chef at the hotel makes. Rhys and I are obsessed,” Nuala replied, and Charli glanced between the two of us.

“In that case, I really need to try this soup,” she said just as some pop song came on, and the group of girls who Nuala seemed nervous about started squealing excitedly. Again, her attention went to them, her lips turning down unhappily as she scratched nervously at her arm. Suddenly, Tristan approached and started talking to a petite blonde. They were too far away to hear what was being said, but it looked confrontational. Tristan began gesticulating towards the door as though telling her she had to leave.

“Hey, why don’t we have some soup now? I can defrost it quickly in the microwave,” Nuala suggested, her voice tight with anxiety.

Charli studied her cousin. It appeared she’d noticed Nuala’s nervousness, too, but she didn’t point it out. Instead she replied, “Sure, let’s do it.”

“Great, come on back,” Nuala said, and we followed her.

I could reason with myself that I was hungry for chili soup, but that would be a lie. I followed Nuala because it meant spending some time away from the party with her very beautiful, way out of my league, American cousin.


3.

Charli

The party hadn’t spread throughout the house yet, so it was much quieter in the kitchen. I was concerned about Nuala, especially with how anxious she seemed when those girls had arrived. I could tell Rhys noticed, too, his blue eyes studying her with concern. It made me wonder if he had a thing for her, or if he was just a generally perceptive and empathic sort of guy.

I hadn’t known what to say when Aunt Jo had declared they were throwing a party in my honour and inviting all the neighbours and local kids. Obviously, it would’ve been rude and ungrateful to ask them to cancel it. So, I found myself going along with the whole thing, even though the thought of mingling made me feel like I was going to break out in a rash.

Being a social butterfly wasn’t my natural state, but I could hang tough if needed.

My first full day in Ireland had gone well. I’d woken up early, unpacked, then taken a long walk on the beach. It was so beautiful here. There was something peaceful about it, like coming home to a place I’d never been. I’d sat on the sand, watching the seagulls flock by, the sky a vibrant azure blue. It was like being inside a postcard.

When I’d gotten back from my walk, I was informed about the party. What I’d really wanted to do was curl up with a book in my room and rest since I had my first shift at the hotel in the morning. But it wasn’t to be.

Perching on a stool by the kitchen island, I watched Nuala rifle through the freezer for this famous chili soup. Finally, she found a large container and popped it into the microwave. Rhys sat on the stool next to mine. I was aware of his attention on my profile before I turned, and he quickly glanced away as though caught doing something he shouldn’t be. My chest fluttered. There was something about him, the quiet intensity perhaps, that drew me in. And those blue eyes, wow; I found myself getting caught in them several times already, and it had only been a few minutes.

“So,” I said, “Who was that girl Tristan was arguing with? An ex of his?”

A flash of pain briefly claimed Nuala’s features before she snorted. “She wishes. No. That was Kiera. We used to be close, but we had a fight a few months ago, and she’s iced me out ever since. The rest of the girls sided with her. I don’t even know why she came here tonight. Tristan must’ve posted about the party on social media or something.”

“What was the fight about?”


Nuala chewed on her lip. “I’d rather not talk about it.” The microwave pinged, and she turned to remove the soup before going to grab some bowls. I glanced at Rhys, and he shrugged as if to say, If she doesn’t want to talk about it you can’t force her.


I wondered if he knew anything about the fight. Something hardened inside me. Who did that girl think she was, turning the friend group against Nuala and then showing up to a party at her house? She sounded like an entitled bitch. My mother hen instincts kicked in. If Tristan hadn’t already approached this Kiera girl and told her to leave, I might’ve done so myself. Nuala was such a cheerful, kind, inoffensive person. I didn’t understand how anyone could treat her badly. That would be like stomping on a fairy’s wing just for the heck of it.

“Wait until you taste this soup,” Nuala said, forced cheeriness in her voice. “It’s to die for.” She passed a bowl and spoon across the counter to me, then another bowl to Rhys, before pouring one for herself. I lifted a spoonful to my mouth and groaned as soon as the spicy goodness met my tongue. A tantalising mixture of chili, cumin, paprika, and a hint of garlic assaulted my senses, and I gave a quiet moan.

What? I already said I was a foodie, and this soup was the nicest thing I’d tasted in a while.

Nuala laughed. “I take it from your moan of ecstasy you like it.”

“It’s amazing,” I said, glancing at Rhys for a second and finding that his eyes, slightly hooded, were on my mouth. Oh, crap, was there soup on my lips? I grabbed a napkin and quickly dabbed them, embarrassed. When I looked at him again, he was focused on his own bowl of soup.

The three of us ate quietly for a few minutes, the room filled with sounds of our quiet, contented slurping. As soon as I became aware of it, I couldn’t hold in my amusement, a giggle escaping me.

Nuala glanced at me. “What’s so funny?”

“I don’t know. The three of us are just very into this soup. The slurping sounds are cracking me up.”

Nuala chuckled in response. “You’re right. We’re like a couple of aul’ ones in here having our soup when we could be back out there partying.”

“Nah, this is better,” Rhys said, and I shot him a smile.

“I agree,” Nuala concurred with a grin.

“Well, what do we have here?” came a voice, and I glanced up to find the guy from last night, Aidan, entering the kitchen. His dark auburn hair looked freshly styled, and he wore a slate grey shirt that brought out the deep brown of his eyes. He was an attractive guy, but he didn’t really do it for me. Maybe it was because he seemed fully aware of how good looking he was.

“We’re having chili soup from the hotel,” Nuala told him as he eyed our bowls. “Want some?”

“Hmm, maybe a small taste,” he said, surprising me when he slid in next to me and grabbed the spoon from my almost finished bowl before bringing it to his mouth. My eyebrows shot all the way up into my forehead as I stared at him.

“Oh, it’s good,” he said, going in for a second spoonful.

“Um, I’d planned to finish that,” I said, vaguely annoyed.

“Don’t worry, Moretti. I’m not contagious.” How did he know my last name already? One of the brothers must’ve mentioned it.


“Right, but I might be,” I shot back. “You just used my spoon, dude. Gross.”


Aidan patted his chest. “I’ve got the constitution of an ox. I’ll be fine.”

“Not the stamina, though,” Nuala countered with a grin. “Well, at least that’s what I heard from Laura Pembridge.”

Aidan feigned outrage. “That’s defamation of character! I’m calling my lawyer.”

Nuala chuckled. “Don’t be so hasty. I’ve heard Laura is a compulsive liar.”


“Yes, she is,” Aidan exclaimed before turning to me. “She’s a liar, Moretti. Do you hear me? A dirty little liar. Don’t let her sully your view of me. I can go for days, days, I tell you.”


“That’s far too long,” Rhys commented dryly, surprising a laugh out of me.

“Right?” I said, grinning at him. His eyes met mine, and I got a little lost again. He really was handsome. I felt like putting him in a lumberjack shirt and encouraging him to grow a beard. That look would suit him perfectly.

Aidan glanced between us then let out a beleaguered sigh. “Well, I have to say, this is all very fucking boring. The Balfes have thrown you a party, and you’re out here hiding away.”

“I’m not a party girl, sorry,” I said, wondering where Rhys was going when he rose from his stool. He walked to the drawer where the utensils were kept and grabbed a clean spoon then returned to the counter before handing it to me. I took it from him, touched by the gesture.

“Thanks,” I murmured quietly, and Rhys nodded before sitting back down.

Aidan watched the exchange, and I resumed finishing my soup, this time with a fresh spoon thanks to Rhys. Aidan cocked his head and folded his arms, his attention still on me. “If you aren’t a party girl, then what kind of girl are you?”

“Fuck’s sake, quit creeping on her,” Rhys said, sounding annoyed, and my cheeks grew hot at the way he intervened.

“I’m not creeping on her. I heard Derek loud and clear last night. I’m just trying to make conversation and get to know our new friend.” Aidan flashed me the sort of grin I suspected had most girls melting and doing whatever he asked of them. It was a good thing I was made of sterner stuff.

“What do you mean, you heard Derek loud and clear?” I asked, frowning.

They’d been talking about me?


Aidan blew out a sigh. “Just that you’re here to spend the summer with Nuala and we’re all to keep our dirty mitts off you. Not that that was my intention. You’re not my type.”


“Sure, she’s not,” I thought I heard Rhys mutter under his breath, but I was too busy staring at Aidan.

“Derek can be protective,” Nuala explained. “He tells all the guys the same thing about me, but I’m fine with it because none of them are my type, either.” She gave a shrug.

“Well, it’s a good thing I didn’t come here to get laid,” I said, a little grumpy about Derek’s interference. I mean, if I wanted to have a fling with an Irish guy, that was my choice.

Nuala sighed. “Sorry. My brother’s Fionnuala blocking ways are irritating, I know, but his heart is in the right place.”

“Hold up a second. What the hell is Fionnuala blocking?” I asked, one eyebrow raised. I’d heard the name before. Pretty sure my mom had been friends with a girl called Fionnuala (pronounced Fu-noo-la) at school.

Aidan barked a laugh before explaining, “Fionnuala is slang for vagina.”

“So, you call your vagina a name that also contains your actual name?” I asked Nuala in growing amusement.

She blushed. “Yes, but it’s not like I came up with the term. It’s commonly used.”

“It’s a posh girl thing,” Rhys said quietly, and Nuala swiped him on the arm.

“I am not posh!”

Aidan grinned. “Not posh? Pull the other one. You call your vag a Fionnuala because you couldn’t possible lower yourself to utter the word ‘fanny.’ That would be far too uncouth. Sorry to break it to you, babe, but you’re posh. I mean, look where you live.”

“Well, if I’m posh, then you’re posh, too. Your house is even bigger than this one.”

“I’m not denying it.”

Nuala folded her arms in annoyance.

A silence fell before I said, “Now, I just feel sorry for all the women out there whose parents named them Fionnuala.”

At this, all three of them burst out laughing. Aidan patted me on the shoulder and appeared to wipe a tear from the corner of his eye. “Ah, it’s going to be a good summer with you around, Moretti,” he said, and I glanced at Rhys to find him staring at where Aidan’s hand still rested on me. He looked vaguely bothered. Why did my stomach fill with butterflies to imagine him irritated by another guy touching me, even in such an inoffensive spot as my shoulder?

I wasn’t sure if Aidan was right about it being a good summer, but it was certainly going to be an interesting one.

***

My alarm went off at seven the next morning. The party wrapped up around eleven-thirty, so I was able to get a decent night’s sleep. I was still waking up intermittently though, my body getting used to the new routine.

I showered and dressed in the plain black pants and top Uncle Padraig left for me, my work uniform. He’d also shown me where the hotel was located yesterday, which was only a ten-minute walk from the house. I didn’t mind walking because it was such a pretty spot, and I could enjoy the scenery along the way.

I arrived at the hotel at eight, going around to the staff entrance at the back, though I had to ask one of the passing employees to point me in the direction of the kitchen. I found it easily enough and presented myself to the head chef, Moira, whose chili soup I’d enjoyed the night before.

I mentioned this as an icebreaker, and she smiled in delight. “Ah, yes, that’s one of my most popular dishes. The Balfes sometimes put an order in for a big batch that they can keep at home.”

“My relatives are clearly very smart people,” I said, and she chuckled.

“Come on, I’ll pair you up with one of the other porters, and they can show you the ropes for the day.”

She led me to the back of the kitchen, where a tall, broad shouldered, husky guy stood washing dishes. His back looked familiar, and then he turned around, and I saw who it was.

“Rhys! I didn’t know you worked here,” I said, pleasantly surprised to see him as a grin tugged at my lips.

His eyebrows jumped, a hint of embarrassment in his expression. “Charli? Uh, yeah, I’m working here for the summer.”

“Me, too.”

“Well, it appears you both know each other,” Moira said. “That’s good. Rhys, can you let Charli shadow you for the day to learn the ropes?”

He scratched the back of his head, seeming somewhat reluctant. “Are you sure? I’m cleaning out the freezer today.”

Moira glanced at me. “You don’t mind getting thrown in the deep end, do you, Charli?”

“I don’t think so,” I replied, suddenly hesitant. Just how bad was it to clean out a freezer? Well, it was going to be cold, but I could handle that. I’d survived through countless Boston winters.

“Great, I’ll leave you both to it. Come find me if there are any issues.”

With that, she left, and I stood next to a somewhat awkward looking Rhys.

“So,” I began. “Is it really going to be terrible, this freezer-cleaning business?”

He finished rinsing out some dishes then turned off the faucet. “It’s not as bad as changing oil or cleaning the ovens, but it’s not easy either.” He paused, giving me a once over with those handsome blue eyes. “You didn’t happen to bring a spare jumper, did you?”

I shook my head. Rhys frowned, studying me for a moment as he pressed his lips together. “I have a hoodie in my locker you can borrow. Come on.”

I followed him from the kitchen, down a long hallway, and into a staff room lined with lockers. He approached one and cast me a quick glance as he fiddled with the lock.

“They didn’t assign you one of these yet?” I shook my head. “Someone will probably come find you later and give you a code. In the meantime, you can store your things in mine if you want,” he said all this while not looking at me, and I got the sense Rhys was a little shy.

“Thanks. That’s kind of you,” I said, shrugging off my jacket and bag. I handed both to Rhys, and he took them quietly before giving me a thick, dark blue hoodie. The cotton was soft and cosy, well worn. It was way too big for me, but I didn’t mind so long as it kept me warm in the freezer. It smelled clean, too, like laundry detergent and a hint of male cologne. Was that his scent? Had he worn it already? A tiny shiver went through me.

I’d never worn a boy’s clothes before.

“Right,” Rhys said after he closed his locker. “Better get to it.”

He glanced at me, some indecipherable look in his eyes as they ran over his hoodie, probably noting it was too large on me. Then he rubbed his chin and exhaled a short breath before turning and leaving the room.

Again, I followed him, this time back to the kitchen. There were other members of staff prepping and cooking food. Rhys nodded hello to a few of them and introduced me as the new part-time porter. He didn’t mention I was the hotel owner’s niece, which I appreciated. I just wanted them to treat me like any other member of staff.

The freezer was basically an entire room that we entered through steel doors. It was lined with shelves of produce.

Rhys placed his hands on his hips then scratched the back of his neck as he eyed the shelves. I stood quietly, waiting for his instructions.

“First, we need to take inventory of what’s close to its ‘use by’ date and clear out some of the expired items,” he said. “There shouldn’t be too many of those because Moira keeps a system where most everything gets used on time. We’ll start here,” he continued, motioning to the farthest set of shelves, “and work our way back. After that we’ll need to move everything off the shelves and unplug the unit.” He grimaced. “That’s when the actual hard work begins. I hope you ate a good breakfast.”

“I had scrambled eggs on wholegrain toast,” I replied earnestly as a chill crept across the back of my neck. It really was lucky Rhys had this hoodie in his locker; otherwise, I would’ve been absolutely freezing.

A hint of a smile tugged on Rhys’ lips like he found me cute in some way before he turned and got started. We worked diligently for the next two hours. My arms, legs, and lower back ached since I wasn’t used to hard manual labour. I’d waitressed during the summers at a restaurant back home, but it didn’t involve heavy lifting, nor standing in such cold conditions. Thankfully, Rhys did most of the lifting work while I checked the dates on the containers.

By the time we’d finished the first part of the task, I was already exhausted.

“Please tell me this isn’t a typical day,” I said to Rhys when we stopped for a fifteen-minute break. I grabbed a diet soda and bag of chips from the vending machine in the staff room.

“It isn’t. You were just unlucky you started today. Most days you’ll be washing and drying dishes, emptying bins, cleaning the food areas, that sort of thing.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “That still sounds exhausting.”

Again, there was that hint of a smile. I noticed that about Rhys. He rarely smiled fully. It was like he couldn’t permit himself to show the amount of joy that came with a full smile, and I wondered why that was. Was it only shyness or something more?

“Mind if I ask a question?” Rhys said, eyeing me in a way that made my cheeks feel hot. What was it with this guy? And why did he make me feel so keenly observed?

“Shoot,” I replied before knocking back my last gulp of soda.

“Why are you working here this summer? Is your uncle making you or something?”

I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “No, that was my mom’s stipulation. She said I had to work at the hotel to pay my own way. She’s sort of uncomfortable with handouts. Like, her conscience couldn’t rest with me being given an all-expenses paid trip to Ireland.” I paused to chuckle. “It would literally keep her up at night.”

“My mam’s a little bit like that as well,” Rhys said. “If someone gives her a gift, she has to give them a gift back of equal or better value. She could never give a cheaper gift, even if money was tight. It’s almost like a moral compulsion.”

“Maybe it’s an Irish mother thing,” I replied, and he chuckled though there was the very vaguest hint of sadness behind his eyes. I couldn’t think what might account for it, but then again, I knew very little about him. I did find, however, I wanted to know him. I was drawn to him in a way I hadn’t been to a boy before. A part of me was curious to know what caused the flash of sadness. If it was fleeting or deeply set.

“Could be.”

We got back to work, mostly toiling away quietly as we cleaned out the freezer. The place was sparkling by the time we were done, and I felt like sleeping for the entire weekend. It was Friday, and I imagined Nuala and her brothers would probably have something social planned, but I was far too exhausted for anything other than an early night.

“Are you coming to the beach with us tomorrow?” Rhys asked when we returned to his locker at the end of the day.

I was in the middle of removing his hoodie and had gotten a little tangled up in it. He chuckled softly before stepping forward and gently tugging it off over my head. His fingers grazed my back and shoulders, and I found myself shivering, just a little. When I was finally free, I realised just how close we were standing. Rhys’ gaze trailed over my face before darting back to my hair. I patted at it self-consciously, imagining it was probably a mess after struggling to get the hoodie off. Rhys’ hand came forward, and my breath caught when he touched my ear. I belatedly realised he was fixing an errant strand of hair back into place. God, I must’ve looked crazy.

Swallowing back my self-consciousness, I moved away from him and asked, “The beach?”

Rhys rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, uh, the lads and I are heading to Portmarnock tomorrow. That’s the next town over. The beach there is better for swimming. I thought Derek or Tristan might’ve invited you.”

“They haven’t mentioned it yet, but I suppose I’ll go if Nuala’s going.”

“Cool,” he said, nodding and running a hand through his hair as he glanced away. “Well, maybe I’ll see you there.”

“Maybe,” I replied, unsure what I was doing when I reached out and touched his hand. His eyes flickered to mine, curious. “Thanks for today. It was a baptism by fire, for sure, but you were easy to work with.” I let go and stood back, lifting his hoodie. “Um, I’m going to wash this for you, but I’ll return it during my next shift, if that’s okay?”

“Sure, of course,” he said, his throat bobbing as he swallowed.

Turning, I left the staff room, my heart racing for some strange reason.

Ugh, please don’t tell me I was developing a crush already. I’d only arrived two days ago, and I certainly didn’t need to start complicating things by liking one of my cousins’ friends. Not to mention, Derek had warned them all to keep their hands off me, which I still intended to talk to him about.

I wasn’t some weak-willed damsel whose virtue needed protecting. But I also wasn’t seeking romance or the inevitable heartbreak.

Even if that potential heartbreak had the most provoking, ocean-blue eyes.


4.

Charli

I was lounging on Nuala’s bed flipping through a photo album. There were lots of her and her friends. I recognised a few from the group that showed up at the party the other night. Nuala hadn’t mentioned them since. In fact, she didn’t mention any of her friends, which I found strange since, from what I’d gathered in our emails, she was popular at school. It made me wonder what exactly had gone down with the blonde Tristan had ordered to leave the party.

“I can’t decide which swimsuit to wear,” Nuala said, distracting me from my perusal of the photos.

Glancing up, I saw she held two options. A plain black one-piece and a bright pink bikini. They were so opposite I hardly believed the same person owned both.

“Which would you be more comfortable in?” I asked.

“Well, obviously the one-piece, but …” she trailed off.

“But?” I prodded.

Nuala cast me a look like she was being indulgent. “I’d feel prettier in the bikini.”

“So, wear the bikini.”

“There’s just the hazard of my boobs slipping out. And Derek won’t be pleased.”

“Derek shouldn’t be looking at his own sister in a bathing suit,” I said, still a little peeved about the whole warning his friends away from me thing.


Nuala sighed. “It’s not like that. He just knows what teenage boys are like because he is one, and he wants to protect me. Well, us. Now that you’re here for the summer, he’s taken you under his wing of brotherly protection as well. There’s not much you can do about it.”


“I don’t need a protector,” I grumbled. “I should talk to him.”

“You can try, but he won’t listen. Anyway, never mind about my overbearing brother, which swimsuit am I wearing? You pick for me.”

“The pink,” I said with a smile, and Nuala grinned.

“The pink one it is, then.”

I didn’t have the same dilemma as Nuala since I’d only packed one bathing suit. It was dark blue and functional, though I planned to wear a maxi dress over it since I was still undecided about swimming in the sea. It was summer, and the weather was nice—by Irish standards—but I still suspected the water was going to be very cold.

There was also the fact that I was sometimes a little self-conscious about my body. If only I’d taken after my mother’s side of the family. The Balfe women were naturally slim and waifish. Delicate. Me, on the other hand, well, I had big boobs, a definite belly, and a butt that often struggled to fit into jeans. Let’s just say, if I were to don Nuala’s tiny pink bikini, it would be considered downright indecent.

“Right, you better go get ready. The boys will be leaving soon,” Nuala said, shooing me from her room since I was still wearing my sleep shorts and ratty T-shirt.

I took a quick shower then changed into my bathing suit and patterned maxi dress before sliding on my flip flops. I twisted my hair up into a knot then put on a little lip gloss and mascara. I figured there was no point putting on too much makeup in case I did end up going for a dip.

There were voices out front, and I went to my bedroom window, peering down onto the drive. The boys were loading stuff into the back of a grey SUV. It was Aunt Jo’s car, but she must’ve been letting them borrow it since there were too many of us to fit into any of the other vehicles.

Grabbing the bag I’d packed with a towel and some water, I went downstairs to join the others. Nuala was already there chatting with Theo and Tristan.

I was making my way towards them when Aidan called, “Moretti! Come sit next to me.”


He waved me over, wearing shorts, a blue shirt, and a pair of Ray Bans resting on top of his head. I was sceptical of his overt friendliness since the other night he’d expressly stated I wasn’t his type. Maybe he was just a genuinely friendly sort of guy, which was fine, but if he was manipulating me, then that wasn’t fine. Had he said I wasn’t his type so I’d start wondering why I wasn’t his type and then begin obsessing?


Hmm, maybe Irish boys were into mind games.


I’d had two boyfriends back home. Lee Sunny when I was fifteen for three months and then Art Collier for six months when I was seventeen. I hadn’t slept with either of them though we had kissed. Both were quiet, artsy, a little shy, and very studious. They were sweet boys and definitely not into playing games.


I walked up to Aidan and smiled politely, “Hello, all ready for the beach?”

He opened the car door and motioned for me to get in. “Yep, all set.”

“Thanks,” I replied, feeling his hand on my elbow for a second before I slid in and found Rhys sitting on the far side next to the window. For some reason, seeing him made me catch my breath. We’d spent the entire day working together yesterday, and he’d been so patient with me. I still had his hoodie in my bedroom since I hadn’t the opportunity to wash it yet.

Rhys stared at his phone, his frown and tense shoulders making him look like someone who had the weight of the world weighing down on them. It struck me as unusual. Everything in his aura depicted a boy who was emotionally exhausted. He hadn’t seemed that way before.

“Hey,” I said softly, and his eyes flicked up. As soon as he saw me, his frown dissolved, a faint smile taking its place. I liked seeing him smile, but he did it so seldom and never fully. I felt like making it my mission this summer to encourage him to smile as often as possible. I was talking wide, teeth showing, eye-twinkling smiles. I wasn’t sure where the instinct came from. I just had this odd urge to make him happy.

“Charli,” he said, sliding his phone back in his pocket. “How are you today? Not too sore after yesterday?”


“What did you just ask her?” Aidan, who’d climbed into the car behind me, interjected. Rhys winced, closed his eyes for a second, then opened them and cast me a look of embarrassment.
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