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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Redeeming 6 is the fourth installment in the Boys of Tommen series, and the second book for Joey Lynch and Aoife Molloy.

        Some scenes in in this book may be extremely upsetting, therefore reader discretion is advised.

        Because of its explicit sexual content, graphic violence, mature themes, triggers, pregnancy loss, abuse, and bad language, it is suitable for readers of 18+.

        It is based in the South of Ireland, set during the timeframe of 1999 to 2005, and contains Irish dialogue and slang.

        A detailed glossary can be found at the beginning of the book.

        Parts are used instead of the standard chapter headings as the method of navigation in this book.

        Thank you so much for joining me on this adventure.

        Lots of love,

        Chlo xxx

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Redeeming 6 is dedicated to the boys I went to secondary school with, whose shenanigans, friendship, banter, hilarious antics, and blind loyalty inspired the characters of Johnny, Gibsie, Feely, and Hughie.

        Walshy, Slash, Al, & Madden: the OG Boys of Tommen. 

        (And, yeah, I married the first one.)
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            STILL TRYING

          

          JOEY

        

      

    

    
      “You’re fierce quiet, Joey son.”

      “I’m grand, Tony.”

      “Are you sure? You’re as pale as a ghost and haven’t had a whole pile to say for yourself all week.”

      “It’s all good.”

      “You and Aoife haven’t…” He let his words trail off, but kept his worried eyes on me, waiting for an explanation.

      “We’re grand, Tony,” I fed him the lie he wanted to hear before turning my attention back to the ratchet in my hand. “Everything’s grand.”

      “Thank Jesus for that.” Relief flashed in his eyes. “Then you wouldn’t happen to have any idea what’s after getting into her? She’s walking around the house with a face like thunder.”

      “No clue.” Liar.

      “Really?” He scratched his jaw in confusion. “You’re usually the first to know when there’s drama.”

      “Think she had a fight with Casey over the Christmas.”

      “Did she now?”

      I couldn’t explain why the words ‘we broke up’ refused to come out of my mouth. Or worse, why I lied and placed the blame on her best friend instead, but I did it. “Yeah.” I nodded, following through on my bullshit. “I think I heard something about that.”

      “Jaysus, it must have been one hell of a fight,” he stated, watching me from the other side of the car we were working on. “She’s been hysterical for days now. Crying herself to sleep most nights.”

      Fuck. “She has?”

      Her father nodded.

      My heart sank into my ass. “Jesus.”

      “You should have a word with her,” he added, turning his attention back to the task at hand. “She listens to you. Get her to patch things up with young Casey before she floods the house with tears.”

      “Yeah, I’ll, ah, I’ll call her after work,” I managed to squeeze out, though it was hard to breathe let alone talk.

      Because this was on me.

      Molloy’s tears were on me.

      This whole damn mess was a result of my inability to resist the pull of my fucked-up DNA.

      Feeling like my heart was constricting to the point of explosion, I set the ratchet down and moved for the back door. “I’ll be back in five.”

      “Pack those damn cigarettes in for the new year,” he called after me, but his tone was jokey enough.

      Either way, we both knew that I wasn’t going to quit.

      Not when I had already given up so much.

      Slipping out back, I placed the cigarette balancing on my ear between my lips and grabbed a lighter from the pocket of my coveralls.

      Sparking up, I inhaled a deep breath and sagged against the wall at my back, feeling a million different emotions rushing through me.

      Exhaling a cloud of smoke, I fought an internal battle with myself to not throw in the towel and do exactly what I knew I would.  In the end, it was only a matter of minutes before I grabbed my phone – the same phone that I had to pry from my brother’s fingers this morning.

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, I unlocked the screen, declined another call from Shane, brought up the name Molloy in my contacts, and pressed call.

      She answered on the fourth ring but didn’t greet me.

      I didn’t blame her.

      I didn’t deserve to be greeted.

      If anything, I deserved to be hung up on.

      “It’s me,” I said quietly, taking another drag of my smoke. “Can you talk?”

      The hustle and bustle in the background let me know that she was at work.

      When it grew quieter on the other line, I knew she must have moved to someplace quiet.

      “Okay,” she finally said down the line. “I can hear you.”

      “Are you at work?”

      “No,” she bit out, tone laced with venomous sarcasm. “I’m out on the town with my new boyfriend.”

      Taking her bitchiness on the chin, I took another drag of my smoke before asking, “And how’s he treating you?”

      “A hell of a lot better than the last asshole I made the mistake of falling for,” came her smart-ass response. “What do you want, Joe?”

      “I just…” Shaking my head, I blew out a pained breath before saying, “I wanted to check in on you.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why, Molloy.” Shrugging helplessly, I concentrated on a spot of dirt on the path. “I didn’t flip a switch and turn my feelings off—”

      “Don’t,” she choked out, emotion overtaking her sarcasm. “Not when I have three more hours at work to get through.”

      Retracting my words, I bit back a pained growl and steered the conversation in another direction. “Tony said that you’ve been crying.”

      “And?”

      “And?” I shook my head. “It fucking guts me to hear that. I don’t want you to cry, Molloy.”

      “Well, unfortunately, that’s usually what happens to a girl when her boyfriend sacks her off.”

      “Stop.” I flinched, hating both the words and the pain in her voice. “I didn’t sack you off.”

      “You broke up with me, Joey,” she replied, tone thick. “You can wrap it up as sweetly as you want, but in the end, that’s exactly what you did.”

      “I still love you.”

      I heard her sudden intake of breath, but she didn’t say anything for a long beat. “Don’t.”

      “I fucking love you, Aoife Molloy,” I repeated, focusing on an oil stain on the back wall of the garage. “I always will.”

      “Then take it back.”

      “I can’t.” I shook my head, feeling like my heart was splitting clean down the center. “I’m not good for you.”

      All I wanted to do was sprint over to The Dinniman and wrap her up in my arms, but I couldn’t afford to make another mistake with this girl.

      Not when I’d already crushed her.

      “Are you clean?”

      I closed my eyes and nodded weakly. “Yes.”

      “Since when?”

      “I haven’t touched anything since that night.”

      “Because you’re turning over a new leaf?”

      “Because I’m fucking ashamed of myself,” I came right out and told her. “Of what I exposed you to. How I treated you.”

      There was a long stretch of silence, where I swear that I could hear the sound of my own heart thundering in my ears, before she spoke again. “So, two weeks without anything, huh?”

      I nodded again. “Yes.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be back in five,” I heard her say. “I’m owed a cigarette break… Yes, Julie, I know I don’t smoke, but I cover for you at least seven times a day when you take yours, so I’m having one.” The line was muffled for a few moments before she returned. “Okay, I’m back. Julie’s just being a greedy bitch.”

      “Picking fights with co-workers, Molloy?”

      “No more than usual.” There was a bite to her tone that she didn’t try to conceal. “And Shane Holland? How many weeks have you been clean of him?”

      “The same.”

      “How can I believe you?”

      “I don’t know.” I exhaled a heavy sigh. “All I have is my word.”

      “I want to believe you, Joe,” she whispered down the line. “So badly.”

      But you can’t. “I get it,” I replied, roughly clearing my throat. “We both know that I haven’t been the kind of fella you could put your faith in.”

      “You didn’t call.” The accusation was there in her voice. “Not once.”

      “I couldn’t.” Grimacing in what felt like physical pain, I forced myself to give her my truth. “I only got my phone back this morning.”

      “From who?”

      “From Tadhg.”

      There was a pause. “Why did Tadhg have your phone?”

      “Because I needed to not have it.”

      “Because?”

      I grimaced. “You know why.”

      “Joe.” She breathed heavily into the phone, and I didn’t have to be there to know there was a tremor running through her body. I knew because the same tremor was running through mine. “You’re really clean?”

      “Yeah, Molloy.” For you. “I really am.”

      “Then what are we doing here? Why am I here and you’re not?”

      “I need more time.”

      “To do what?” she snapped. “To fuck around?”

      “To get myself straightened out,” I corrected gruffly, narrowing my eyes. “Don’t even fucking go there when you know that I’m not looking at anyone else.”

      “Well, if you’re clean, then why can’t we just…” Stopping short, she blew out a shaky breath and said, “You know what? Forget it. I won’t beg you again. If you’re not calling to get back together, then hang up the phone.”

      “Molloy.“

      “I mean it, Joe. Don’t call me again. Not unless you’ve changed your tune.”

      The line went dead, and I let my head fall back against the concrete wall.

      “Fuck.”

      Breathing hard and fast, I resisted re-dialing her number and giving her exactly what she wanted.

      The only way I was able to stop myself from doing just that was with the knowledge that while she might want me, she certainly didn’t need me.

      Not now.

      Not yet.

      Not at all if I couldn’t get a handle on myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SERVING PINTS AND PRICKS

          

          AOIFE

        

      

    

    
      Ending the call, I shoved my phone into the front pocket of my black apron and shook my hands out, desperately trying to get a handle on my emotions before they got the better of me.

      One whole week had passed since I landed on Joey’s doorstep on New Year’s Eve, and I was still a walking mess because nothing had changed.

      We were still over.

      He was still gone.

      I was still shredded. 

      Keep it together, Aoife.

      You’re at work.

      You can cry when you get home.

      Don’t you dare embarrass yourself!

      Refusing to give into the overpowering urge to slump in the corner of the smoking area and rock, I pushed my shoulders back, tipped my chin up, and sauntered back to the bar.

      I might be crumbling to pieces on the inside, but I would do it with dignity, dammit.

      He’s just a boy.

      Just one boy.

      You can survive this.

      “Mind the bar,” Julie muttered, skulking past me when I returned to my post. “I’m going for a ciggie.”

      Since turning eighteen last September, I’d stepped in enough times behind the bar, and pulled enough pints, to know my way around a tap. When the orders started trickling in, I handled it with ease, flirting and smiling and sticking out my chest, like the pro I was.

      Unfortunately, one of those orders just so happened to come from a man who made my skin crawl.

      “Jameson straight, no ice,” Joey’s father demanded from his perch at the bar.

      Forcing myself to keep my smile in place, I quickly set to work on preparing his drink, forcing myself to repress a shudder when I felt his eyes on my back.

      “What?” Teddy taunted when I set his drink down on the beer mat in front of him. “No sweet talk for me?”

      “That will be three euro please,” I replied, jaw aching from the effort it was taking to keep my smile in place.

      Reaching into his jeans pocket, he grabbed a fistful of loose change and smacked it down on the counter in front of me, causing pennies and coppers to spill everywhere. “You can count, can’t ya, girl?”

      “I sure can,” I replied, unwilling to let him entice me into an argument, as I used my finger to slide the coins towards me. “Enjoy your drink.”

      “I’d enjoy my drink a lot more if you popped a few buttons on that blouse.”

      Now I did shudder. “Don’t you have a wife at home to be looking after, Teddy?” Moving to the cash register, I tallied up his drink and dropped the coins inside the till drawer before snapping it shut with a clatter. “A pregnant wife.”

      I wasn’t unfamiliar with being propositioned by punters. It came hand in hand with the job, but this was Joey’s father.

      As far as he knew, I was his son’s girlfriend.

      This wasn’t his first attempt to lure me out back for a quickie, but that didn’t make it any less disturbing.

      The man set my teeth on edge in the worst kind of way, and being in his presence was the ultimate form of unsettling.

      Dutifully ignoring his comments, I cleared away glasses and wiped down the bar, doing pretty much anything I could to get away from him.

      “Tell me something.” Shifting on his stool, he folded his arms across his chest and gave me a heated look. “What are ya doing with him?”

      “I presume you mean Joey?” I answered, knowing that he wouldn’t let up until I did.

      Like I said: not my first time serving this creep.

      Nodding stiffly, he never took his cold brown eyes off me.

      Fully aware that any admissions from the heart would be wasted on this man, and unwilling to lose my job over him, I slapped on a smile and said, “I told you before. That son of yours is more than able to keep me satisfied.”

      “He’s a kid.”

      “And what am I?” came my dry response. “A middle-aged woman?”

      “If I was your father, you wouldn’t be working behind a bar.”

      “You’re certainly old enough to be my father.”

      His nostrils flared. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “Okay, you need to stop.” My smile faded and I gave him a hard look. “If Joey knew that you were speaking to me like this, he would—”

      “What?” he cut me off with a threatening lilt to his voice. “He would do what, girl?”

      “He would break your fucking neck,” I bit out, keeping my tone low. “So, back off.”

      “Well, I don’t see that young fella of mine anywhere, do you?” Elbows resting on the bar, he leaned closer. “What time do ya get off work?”

      “A freckle past a hair.”

      “What’s that code for?”

      “It’s code for never,” I snapped. “As in, it’s never going to happen. Not in your wildest dreams. So, why don’t you finish your drink and clear off across the road to another pub, because whatever you’re looking for, you won’t get it from me.”

      “Prick-tease.”

      Beyond repulsed, I wandered to the far end of the bar, putting as much space between us as possible. The man made my skin crawl, and the sooner Julie came back from her break, the better.

      A few minutes later, he crooked his finger and pointed to his empty glass.

      Biting back the urge to scream, I begrudgingly returned to his end of the bar and gave him a blank stare.

      Teddy slammed another fistful of coins down on the bar. “Another.”

      Counting his coppers, I moved to the till and tossed them inside before pouring him another glass of his poison of choice.

      Whiskey.

      “You know he’s a disaster, don’t ya?” Teddy slurred, nursing the glass I set down in front of him. “Can’t help himself. It’s in his blood.”

      I knew that he was talking about Joey, but I refused to play ball with him. Regardless of our current relationship status, or how badly Joey had hurt me by walking away, I was prepared to die on my hill of unwavering fealty to him.

      “The boy is fucked in the head,” he continued, taking a sip from his glass. “Always has been. Been a problem from day one.”

      “I wonder why.”

      He glared at me with those cold eyes. “You think you know everything, don’t ya?”

      “I know enough,” I held my ground and replied.

      “You know fuck all.” A cruel smile spread across his face.  “He’s either going to end up killing himself or someone else.”

      “Then let’s hope it’s you.”

      My response surprised him, and he rose a brow. “You’re not afraid of me, are ya, girl?”

      “I don’t fear men,” I tossed back, meeting his stare head-on. “Because the man in my life knows how to treat a woman.”

      “Already told ya that young fella of mine is still a boy.”

      “He’s more of man than his father.”

      Realizing that I had no intention of giving into his oppression, Teddy dismissed me from his presence with a flick of his wrist, muttering something unintelligible under his breath.

      More relieved than angry, I once again moved to the other end of the bar, sighing in relief when my eyes landed on Julie returning from her smoke break.

      “Oh good, he’s still here.” Setting her pack of cigarettes under the bar, she fluffed out her hair and smiled. “Something to look at for the evening.”

      I knew she was referring to Teddy and the thought made me want to hurl my lunch up.

      To the untrained eye, it could be assumed that he was a beautiful man.

      He was tall and blond, with golden skin, and a strong, muscular physique, but once you knew who he was, once you got a glimpse of the evil lurking beneath the surface, you could never mistake his looks for beauty.

      How he fathered five pretty epic humans was beyond me, but he had, and all four of his sons bore an uncanny resemblance to him. Shannon was the exception to the gene pool, clearly taking after Marie in appearance.

      My mind drifted back to Joey and the resentment weighing heavily on my shoulders significantly lightened.

      Being in the presence of his father, a man Joey had to endure his entire life, caused my skin to crawl and my resolve to weaken.

      How could I be angry at him for trying to fight against turning into the piece of shit propping up the bar?

      He was terrified of us becoming his parents, of becoming the man at the end of the bar and had taken drastic measures to stop that from happening.

      To protect me.

      Telling me that he loved me on the phone earlier wasn’t right, he should be keeping that shit to himself, but I’d be a liar if I said it didn’t soothe the ache in my chest.

      Just a smidge.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you pregnant?” was the first question my mother asked when I walked through the door on Friday evening after work.

      “Am I what?” I asked, dropping my bag on the kitchen table, and turning to gape at my mother.

      “Pregnant,” she repeated, setting her iron down. “You can tell me if you are, Aoife.” Wiping her hands off on her trousers, she stepped around the ironing board and closed the space between us. “I won’t shout at you, love, I promise. But I would rather know now than later on.”

      “No, I’m not pregnant,” I snapped, shrugging off my coat before hanging it on the back of the kitchen chair.

      “But you are sexually active.”

      “Oh my god,” I groaned, kicking off my heels. “What are you going on about, woman?”

      “You’re having sex.”

      I gave her a look that said, ‘how dare you even suggest such a thing’, before adding, “And even if I was having sex, which I’m absolutely not, I’m on the pill, remember? You took me to get it when I was fourteen.”

      “To help with your heavy periods,” she reminded me. “Not because I was giving you the green light to have sex with Paul.”

      “And I didn’t have sex.” Shrugging sheepishly, I added, “With Paul.”

      “But you are now.” She offered me a supportive smile. “With Joey.”

      I snorted. “No.”

      Mam cocked a brow. “Do you think that I came down in the last shower? It’s not your father that you’re talking to. Don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes, young lady. I know well what happens when that boy sleeps over.”

      “Oh my god.”

      “If you’re sexually active with young Joey, then there’s no need to hide it from me,” she continued. “You’ve been together for a while. I’m not mad, love. I’m just concerned. “

      “And so what if I am having sex with him?” I choked out, blushing. “I’m not fourteen anymore, Mam. I’m eighteen, remember?”

      “That’s fine,” she replied, voice strained. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “You’re…welcome?”

      “Now, are you being safe?”

      “I’m on the pill,” I repeated slowly. “How much safer can I get?”

      “Condoms.”

      I scrunched my nose up in awkward discomfort.

      Mam’s eyes widened. “Aoife.”

      “What?” I threw my hands up. “We’re being safe.”

      “So, you’ve been taking your pill at the same time every day?” she pressed, tone laced with concern. “Religiously?”

      I balked. “Why are you even asking me all of this?”

      “Because you’re moody, you’re spending all of your time holed up in your room, you’re eating like a horse, and you look like you’re seconds away from bursting into tears at any given minute.”

      “And that makes me pregnant?” I demanded, hands on my hips. “What’s next; are you going to tell me that I’ve put on weight, too?”

      “Aoife.”

      “No, Mam, Jesus, I’m not pregnant.” Shaking my head, I stalked over to the fridge and swung it open. “I had a period before Christmas.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, Mam.” I rolled my eyes. “I specifically remember because I’d been out shopping with Casey that week and didn’t buy this really cute white skirt from The Modern to wear out for Katie’s birthday – even though it was a total bargain at a tenner – because I knew I couldn’t risk wearing it.”

      Relief flooded her eyes. “Oh, thank god for that.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, by the way. I really appreciate how much faith you have in my ability to not ruin my life.” I waved a hand around aimlessly. “I hope you plan on giving Kev the same supportive pep-talk, because he’s a moody bastard who rarely leaves his room, either.”

      “Don’t be daft.” Mam batted the air like it was the most ridiculous thing she had ever heard. “Your brother can’t bring a grandchild home to me in his belly.”

      “And you think that Joey and I are thick enough to?”

      “I think that you’ve both been swept up in the throes of first love.” Both her eyes and her voice softened when she added, “And I think that a lot of mistakes can be made when emotion takes the driving seat over logic.”

      “Well, that shows what you know,” I replied, slamming the fridge closed. “Because Joey and I aren’t even together right now.”

      “You’re not?” Her eyes widened. “Oh, I didn’t know, love.”

      “Well, now you do,” I said flatly, moving for the door. “I’m nursing a broken heart, Mam, not your grandchild in my belly.”

      “Aoife?” she called after me. “Wait, pet, we can talk about it if you want? I’m here for you, love.“

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I tossed over my shoulder, as I thundered up the staircase.

      I can’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TURF WAR

          

          JOEY

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck are you on?” Podge demanded, as he chased me around the pitch at the GAA pavilion on Saturday afternoon, with his hurley in hand. “I haven’t seen you this pumped since we won the county final in third year.”

      “Nothing,” I panted, narrowly side-stepping him, to hook the sliotar with my hurl and tap it back to him. Tony had closed up early, something that left me with my hands hanging, which had led me to text the lads to meet me for a puck around. “I haven’t been out since Christmas.”

      “Then what the fuck did Santa put in your stocking?” Alec wheezed, chopping down hard on Podge’s hurl, and robbing the ball. “Speed?”

      A reality check. “Nothing.”

      Podge narrowed his eyes in disbelief. “Then what the hell is going on with you?”

      “Nothing.” I shrugged, breathing hard and fast. “I’m just done with the bullshit.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning I’m done fucking around.”

      “Meaning he’s too busy getting his hole off sexy-legs to even think about getting high,” Alec snickered. “Jesus, her pussy must taste like ambrosia or whatever it is the gods eat – ow, Jesus, fuck, don’t hit me with that.” Clutching the side of his head, he groaned, “Dammit, Joe, you’re lucky I’m wearing a helmet. You could have given me brain damage.”

      “No, you’re lucky you’re wearing a helmet,” I shot back, still wielding the boss of my hurl precariously close to his throat. “Next time you even think about my girl’s pussy, I’ll take the head clean off your shoulders, ya hear?”

      “Give it a rest, Al,” Podge snapped, dragging my attention back to him. “What does this mean, Joe?” His attention was riveted on my face. “When you say that you’re done fucking around, do you mean with Holland and his crew?”

      I nodded stiffly. “I mean with all of it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Shrugging in discomfort, I hooked the sliotar onto my boss and broke off on a solo run before deftly lobbing the ball over the bar of the far end goal.

      With sweat trickling down the back of my neck, I retrieved the sliotar from behind the back of the goal before sprinting off again, desperate to burn the tension out of my body.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone this long without anything in my system.

      But I was still here, still trying, still hanging in there.

      For her.

      “How long has it been?” Podge asked when I returned with the ball.

      “How long what?” Alec piped up.

      “A few weeks,” I replied, using the hem of my jersey to wipe the sweat dripping from my brow. “It’s nothing to sing home about, but it’s a start.”

      I had this horrible anxious tremor rolling through me, one that no amount of exercise could settle.

      I knew why, of course.

      My body wasn’t craving exercise.

      It didn’t want food or water, and it wasn’t satisfied with a smoke.

      It wanted more.

      I was fucking ravenous.

      But with two weeks of hell put down to get where I was today, I was strong enough to let it starve just a little while longer.

      One more hour.

      And then another after that.

      Keep fucking going, lad.

      “Well, shit.” Podge’s brows shot up in surprise and he quickly laced the sliotar down the pitch before telling Alec to go long. “Am I wrong in thinking that Aoife has a fair bit to do with this sudden change of lifestyle?” he asked when Alec was out of earshot. “She’s a good influence on you, lad.”

      “We’re taking some time out,” I forced myself to admit out loud to quite possibly the only person I trusted aside from the two girls in my life.

      I had managed to work an entire week with Tony without disclosing as much as a drizzle of information on my relationship with his daughter. It hadn’t been easy facing him, and the unknown, but to his huge credit, the man treated me exactly the same as always.

      “You and Aoife?” Podge asked, eyes widening, and I quickly realized that he wasn’t going to do the same. “Since when?”

      “Since I pulled my head out of my ass long enough to see what I was doing to her.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Come on, Podge.” I shrugged, deciding to go with the truth for once. “It’s fairly obvious that the road I’ve been traveling down isn’t exactly aligning with the one Aoife’s on, lad.”

      “And that matters to you?”

      “She matters to me.”

      “Are you broken up for good?”

      His question caused my heart to plummet into my ass, and my mind to scream fuck, I hope not. “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether or not I can get my shit together.”

      “Which you apparently have.”

      “And now, whether or not I can keep my shit together,” I forced myself to add. “Which, let’s face it, lad, I don’t have the best track record of doing.”

      “So, this time out was her idea?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It was mine.”

      “So, does this time out mean that you guys are seeing other people?”

      “No,” I balked, feeling sick to my stomach at the thought. “I don’t want to even think about another girl, lad.”

      “Is she?” he pushed. “Thinking about other lads?”

      “She should,” I muttered. “But no. I don’t think so.”

      “And if she does?”

      I bit back the urge to roar. “Then I won’t hold her back.”

      “Jesus, you really love her, don’t you?”

      More than life.

      “So what if I do?” I bit out, immediately on the defensive.

      “Nothing, lad, nothing,” he was quick to placate. “It’s just that I’ve known you since junior infants, since we were four, and I’ve never heard you admit your feelings for anyone.”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable with this line of questioning.

      “Obviously, I noticed that weird chemistry the two of you have the second we walked into first year, but I never realized it was that deep.” He shook his head before admitting, “I always figured the infatuation you had with her had more to do with pissing off Ricey than anything else.”

      “Ah, yes.” I smirked to myself, thinking back to the countless times down through the years when Ricey had caught us bantering and lost his shit. “That was an enjoyable perk.”

      “Could you have pucked the sliotar any further?” Alec panted, jogging back over to us, ball in hand. “I had to climb into the bushes to get it back.”

      “Sorry, Al,” Podge chuckled, and then turned back to offer me a wink. “Keep on keeping it together, Joe.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Keep on keeping it together? The plan?” Alec shook his head and groaned, “Why do I always feel like you two are speaking in riddles around me?”

      “Because you’re perceptive,” Podge shot back with smirk.

      “No, no, I’m not,” Alec grumbled. “I know what you two fuckers are doing. Don’t deny it.”

      “He said you were perceptive, Al,” I laughed, pucking the ball towards him. “Do you know what perceptive means?”

      “Of course I know what it means,” Alec huffed, catching the sliotar mid-air. “It’s when you’re second guessing everything, and don’t trust a word of what’s being said around you.”

      Podge threw his head back and laughed, while I scrubbed a hand down my face before muttering, “That’s paranoia, Al.”

      “It is?”

      Podge chuckled “Yeah, lad. It’s a whole different word with a whole different meaning.”

      “Maybe I did hit you too hard before,” I offered dryly.

      “Paranoia.” Alec frowned. “Then what’s perceptive?”

      “Something you’ll never be accused of being again,” Podge laughed.

      “Right, lads, spread out and we’ll have another puck around before it gets dark,” I instructed, jogging backwards. “We’ve a match against St. Fintan’s next week, and I have no intention of letting those fuckers knock us out of the playoffs.”

      “So, the school board got back to you with their decision?” Alec asked, tone hopeful.

      “Yeah, they phoned Mam the day before yesterday,” I replied, jumping up to catch the sliotar mid-air. “Apparently, I’m on the last of my nine lives.”

      “So, you’re not getting expelled?”

      I grinned. “Not this week.”
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        * * *

      

      It was closing in on five in the evening when Podge nudged me in the arm, alerting me to the fact that we had company.

      Squinting in the semi-darkness, I tried and failed to put names on the faces watching us from the far side of the pitch, as my hackles rose, and my body tensed up at the unknown threat.

      “They’re definitely watching us,” Podge muttered.

      “I think they’re from Tommen,” Alec noted, rubbing his jaw. “I’ve definitely seen that big fella in the local paper playing rugby.”

      “Yeah, they drink in Biddies.”

      “The fuck are they doing here?” I bit out.

      “Yeah. Wrong pitch.”

      “Wrong side of town, more like.”

      We continued to puck the sliotar around for another five minutes until it was clear that they weren’t going away.

      “Give me a sec,” I snapped, throwing my helmet off. “I’ll sort this.” Pissed off and irritated, I stalked towards the group of rich pricks huddling at the sidelines of my goddamn pitch.

      “Don’t lose the head, Joe,” Podge warned, hurrying after me.

      “Yeah, lad,” Alec muttered in agreement. “There’s like six of them over there.”

      “Got a staring problem, assholes?”

      “Ah, Jesus,” Alec groaned, clutching the back of my t-shirt. “We’re going to die.”

      “Are ye deaf?” I demanded, shaking him off, my entire focus on the lads watching me. “I asked ye a fucking question!”

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” one of the lads said, before taking a safe step behind an even bigger lad. “You do the talking, Gibs.”

      This one had a familiar look about him, with blond hair and a goofy as fuck smile. “Howdy, friend.”

      “I’m not your friend,” I seethed, closing the space between us, hurley in hand. “And the last time I checked, the rugby club was on the other side of town,” I reminded them. “You have no business here.”

      “Oh, Jesus.” The blond lad’s silvery grey eyes lit up with what I could only describe as playful mischief when he chuckled, “Are we about to have a turf war?”

      I cocked a brow. “A turf war?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded eagerly. “Like the T-birds and the Scorpions in Grease.”

      “Grease?” I gaped at him. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Don’t mind Gibsie,” another one of them said, and this one was definitely familiar. “He’s a fair bit dysfunctional.”

      “How do I know you?” I demanded, eyeing him warily.

      “I’m Hughie Biggs,” he was quick to offer up, holding his hands up, the universal symbol of peace. “Our sisters are friends.”

      “Yeah,” the big one chuckled, waving a tissue in front of him. “We come in peace.”

      “Shut up, Gibs,” Hughie muttered, shaking his head. “Jesus, lad.”

      Taken aback, I unfurled my fists, and forced myself to simmer down.

      There was no threat here.

      I needed to get my body to register that.

      “What are you doing here, Biggs?” I asked, addressing Hughie, and ignoring the big ape of muscle he had standing beside him. “What do you want?”

      “Looking for you, actually.”

      Now, I was on alert again. “Why?”

      “I sort of need a favor.”

      “I don’t do favors for strangers.”

      “Our sisters are friends,” he repeated, tone hopeful. “Which means we’re sort of friends, or acquaintances, maybe…no? Okay then.”

      “I don’t do friends,” I repeated coldly, sizing up each and every one of the overgrown bastards, with their designer clothes, and expensive haircuts. “And I don’t do favors.”

      “Hey,” Alec huffed, folding his arms across his chest in outrage. “Thanks a fucking lot, friend. What am I? Dog shit?”

      “Shut up, you dope,” Podge grumbled. “Let Lynchy handle this.”

      “Fair enough,” Hughie replied, with a shake of his head. “Clearly coming here was a bad idea.”

      “Clearly,” I bit out, staring him down until he looked away. “See ya.”

      “What?” the big fella demanded. “No, no, it was a brilliant idea, and I’m not leaving until I get what I came for.”

      “And what was that exactly?”

      “We’re looking to take a trip to the spliffs of Moher, if you get me?” he chuckled, waggling his brows.

      I stared blankly back at him.

      “We need drugs.”

      “Jesus, Gibs,” Hughie groaned, dropping his head in his hands. “Tact, lad. Tact.”

      “Drugs?” I cocked a brow.  “And you came to me because?”

      “Because we’ve heard the rumors,” another one said.

      I arched a brow. “Rumors?”

      “From Hughie,” the big lad offered up.

      Hughie groaned loudly. “Jesus, Gibs.”

      “He said you’re off your trolley on drugs and I really need to borrow some of those.”

      “Thanks a fucking bunch, Gibs,” Hughie spluttered, taking a safe step back.

      I locked my gaze on the big one. “And you thought that I could help you with that?”

      He nodded brightly.

      “Look at me, asshole.” I gestured to my training gear. “Do I look like a dealer?”

      When he didn’t immediately say no, I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not a fucking dealer.”

      “But you do have contacts, right?” he offered back, tone coaxing. “You know, friends in low places and all of that jazz? You are from Elk’s Terrace, aren’t you?”

      “One: I’m not your friend. Two: the fact that you’re insulting me to my face by insinuating that I’m from a lower place than you, deserves a smack in the mouth. And three: I’m not doing shit for you. Now, clear off.”

      “I accept all three of those reasons as being fair and true,” the big fella replied. “And I honestly would oblige you by clearing off, but I really need those drugs for my captain.”

      “Your captain.”

      “Yeah, my captain.” He nodded eagerly. “He’s having a hard time right now – a really fucking hard time. He had this procedure before Christmas, you see, and the poor bastard is as stiff as a poker from it. All I’m looking for is something to help relax him.”

      “Gus, is it?” I asked calmly. “Is that your name?”

      “Gibsie,” he corrected with a sheepish grin. “It’s Gibsie, although my mother calls me Gerard—”

      “I don’t give a shit what your mother calls you,” I interrupted, leveling him a warning look. “And as for your captain and his procedure? Tell him to go to a doctor and get a prescription like everyone else.” Turning back to Hughie, I added, “Don’t come back here, Biggs.” I pointed to the big ape beside him before adding, “And especially not with him.”

      “But he can’t write me a prescription for weed!” the big lad blurted out. “Please? Come on, man, it’s just a little weed?”

      “What part of I’m not a dealer are you having trouble with?”

      “I know, I know, you’re not a dealer, blah, blah, blah. I heard ya,” he reeled off. “But if you could make an exception just for tonight, then I would really owe you one.”

      “You already owe me,” I muttered. “The last five minutes of my life that I’m never getting back.”

      “You can come to our party tonight,” he tried to coax. “It’s at Hughie’s gaff. It’s 90’s themed—”

      “No, it’s not, Gibs.”

      “Yes, it is,” the big lad argued before turning back to me. “His folks are in Portugal. Free drink all night – oh, and sausage rolls, too.”

      “Free sausage rolls?” I feigned excitement. “Well, why didn’t you say that earlier? I’m in.”

      His eyes widened in delight. “Really?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, not really, you langer.”

      “We can pay,” another one said, and this one had dark hair. “We have money,” he added, standing slightly back from the others. “Whatever you want. It wouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Shit, Feely, lad, don’t say that,” Hughie groaned. “We only have two hundred.”

      Now, I was listening. “Two hundred?”

      “Yeah,” he replied, withdrawing a wad of twenties from his jeans pocket. “Is that enough?”

      I glanced at Alec, who was dutifully trying not to burst out laughing. He might be a thick fucker, but he was streetwise enough to know that they had enough cash to supply their rugby team and our hurling team.

      “How much are you looking for?” I heard myself ask.

      “Lynchy, can I talk to you real quick?” Podge interrupted, before dragging me away from them.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, shrugging his arm off.

      “What am I doing? What are you doing?” he demanded, when we were out of earshot “I thought you were done with Shane Holland and all of that bullshit?”

      “I am,” I bit out, glaring at him. “I don’t need to go anywhere near Holland for this.”

      “How?”

      I shrugged. “I have an eighth back at the house.”

      “I thought you were done with all of that?”

      “I am,” I repeated, pissed off. “I haven’t used.”

      His eyes bulged. “Weed is using.”

      Mine narrowed in response. “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Cannabis is a drug.”

      “Cannabis is a plant.”

      “It’s against the law in this country.”

      “So is taking a piss on the street,” I shot back. “Rules are stupid. What’s your point?”

      “Jesus, Joey,” Podge groaned, rubbing his face with his hand. “It’s like two steps forward and ten steps back with you.”

      “Bullshit. It’s prescribed by doctors for pain in half the world.”

      “So is Oxycontin and the dozens of other prescription meds I’ve watched you ram down your throat since primary school. They’re prescribed for pain, too, Joe, but you know only too well what happens when they fall into the wrong hands.”

      “I told you that I haven’t touched anything in weeks.”

      “Except weed,” he reminded me, tone exasperated.

      “Don’t act all high and mighty about it,” I shot back defensively. “Not when you’ve passed around many the spliff in your day.”

      “There’s a big difference between having a smoke and hustling a bunch of naïve rich boys out of cash.”

      “Hey, don’t fucking judge me,” I warned, narrowing my eyes at him. “Two hundred quid, Podge. Two hundred. And they’re waving it around like its monopoly money. That might be pennies to guys like them, but for the likes of me, that’s serious fucking money.” I threw my hands up in frustration and spat, “You might be in the privileged position of being able to turn your nose up at it, but I sure as hell can’t afford to. Do you have any idea what that money could do for me?”

      For my mother.

      For my siblings.

      It would mean the difference between my brothers living off cold baked beans and butter sandwiches for the next week in the freezing cold of winter until Mam or I got paid or having a hot meal in their bellies and a warm fire to heat them before bed.

      There was no choice to make in this instance.

      “And what about Aoife?“ he demanded, cutting me where it would have the biggest impact. Right in the heart. “How happy do you think she’ll be when she finds out—"

      “Don’t bring her into it,” I warned, cutting him off. “Don’t you dare throw her in my face.” Shaking my head in warning, I held a hand up and took a step back, regretting ever confiding in him. I couldn’t trust a goddamn soul. “You know why I can’t turn this down, you fucking know, Podge, so don’t twist the knife in deeper.”

      Guilt flickered in his eyes, and he shook his head. “If you need money for your family, I can—”

      “I don’t want your charity,” I spat, shaking because of how horribly fucking exposed I felt. “I can handle it myself.”

      He stared at me for the longest time before relenting. “Fair enough.” He threw his hands up in defeat. “I won’t say another word, only to say that I think this is a bad idea.”

      “I accept that,” I replied with a stiff nod. “Now, you can either stay here on your high horse and judge me, or you can come with me to their fancy-ass party, and eat your weight in sausage rolls.” Turning around, I strode off in the direction of the lads from Tommen. “Either way, bad idea or not, I’m doing this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIS IS THE CLOSEST THING TO CRAZY

          

          AOIFE

        

      

    

    
      “We’re staging an intervention,” Casey announced later that evening, throwing my bedroom door open and sauntering into my room like she was practicing for the catwalk. Dressed to the nines in a short denim mini, stilettos, and that cute white gypsy blouse I bought her for Christmas, she planted her hands on her hips and glared at me. ”That bastard dumps you on Christmas Day and you don’t call!”

      “Smooth, Casey,” Katie cringed, following her into my room. “Your mother called us,” she hurried to explain, tone laced with sympathy. “She’s really worried about you, Aoif.”

      “We all are.”

      “Ugh.” Groaning, I rolled onto my back and star-fished the bed, knocking countless empty sweet wrappers off in the process.

      “Okay, you need to turn the song off,” Casey ordered, moving for my stereo. “And climb out of your misery.”

      “No, this is the best part,” I choked out, wailing along to the lyrics of Katie Melua’s The Closest Thing To Crazy. “I’m fine,” I sobbed. “Really, I am.”

      “Sure you are,” Casey shot back, arching a brow. “That’s why you have chocolate smeared all over your chin.”

      “I’m trying to process here,” I mumbled pathetically, around a mouthful of M&Ms. “God, is that so terrible?”

      “Then process by getting mad,” she instructed, stalking over to swipe the half-eaten packet out of my hands. “Hell, get even. But don’t get fat.”

      “Casey,” Katie spluttered out. “You don’t say things like that.”

      “Well, sue me, because I said it,” Case shot back unapologetically. “And I’m not going to sit back and watch my best friend self-destruct because her asshole ex dumped her at Christmas. I mean Christmas?” Her tone was incredulous. “After a year together? Who the hell even does that?”

      “Joey didn’t dump me,” I huffed. “We’re taking time out.”

      “Decided by who?”

      “Him,” I strangled out, feeling my heart splice open.

      “For how long?”

      As long as it takes for him to get his crap together. “I don’t know.”

      “I really hate when boys pull this stunt,” she growled. “He doesn’t have the balls to knock it on the head, so he leaves the girl hanging in limbo, stringing her along for weeks until she finally comes to her senses and sees that the space that he desperately needed wasn’t really space at all, but a new girl to bury his dick inside.”

      “Casey, please,” Katie snapped. “You need to tone it down.”

      “You are worth ten of that dickhead,” Casey continued to grumble, as she set her duffel bag down on my bed and unzipped it. “And I plan on reminding you of it.”

      I eyed the bag warily. “What are you doing?”

      “The question you should be asking is what are we doing,” she replied, dragging out a mountain of clothes, makeup, CDs, and a bottle of that cheap Prosecco we both loved. “And we, my dearest, oldest, most gorgeous friend in the whole wide world, are going to a house party.”

      “No, no, no.” I shook my head. “You’re going to a house party. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, you are,” she chimed back, ignoring my protests. “Katie’s fella has a free house, and he’s throwing this huge party before school starts back on Monday. They’re having an actual DJ, with a mountain of free booze. It’s going to be packed to the rafters with all of his buddies from the rugby team, and you are going to come with us.”

      “No,” I vehemently protested. “I am absolutely not.”

      “Did you not hear me?” She gaped at me like I had lost my mind. “I said it’s going to be filled with rugby players, Aoif. Big, hot, sweaty, sexy rugby players.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Best of all, it’s a Tommen party, so you don’t have to worry about bumping into anyone from BCS,” she quickly continued, ignoring my wishes entirely. “And by anyone, I mean that good for nothing asshole.“

      “Casey, if you told me that the entire Irish rugby team was going to be in attendance, I still wouldn’t come.” Reaching for a pillow, I hugged it to my chest and sighed heavily. “Do you remember the Cadbury’s advert that used to be on the television when we were small; the one with the woman devouring a square of dairy milk while Show Me Heaven played in the background?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Yeah, well, I’m the woman in the ad and Joey’s the chocolate bar.”

      “So, you’re saying that he’s the only flavor you want to taste?” She shook her head. “That’s so stupid when he’s the only flavor you’ve ever tried. He dumped you, Aoif. He cut off your chocolate source. So, get off your ass and come sample something from the luxury menu with me instead.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Get up.”

      “I’m too sad.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m not leaving this room without you. Now, Katie, go and turn on the shower for our girl here,” she ordered, “And put this on,” she added, tossing Christina Aguilera’s Stripped album into Katie’s hands. “Track two.”

      “Is it really that kind of an intervention?” Katie asked, hurrying over to the stereo. “You’re bringing out the big guns?”

      “I think I need a new haircut,” I mumbled, pulling on my long braid. “I need a change.”

      “Oh my god, it is,” Katie yelped, quickly switching discs.

      “You can bet your ass it is,” Casey replied. Christina’s Can’t Hold Us Down blasted from the speakers a moment later, and Casey nodded her approval before turning her attention back to me. “If you chop off those long locks, I will use the strands to strangle you with. Now, get up.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Get your ass up, Molloy.”

      “Never.”

      “Don’t make me climb on there and get you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me.”

      After a ten second stare down we both dove for my duvet at the same time, arms flailing and legs kicking.

      “If you’re not ready to get over your ex by getting under one of those fine-ass rugby boys, then I will take one for the team and do it for you,” she growled, wrestling the blanket out of my hands, as she straddled me. “But you’re still coming with me to be my wing woman.”

      “Never,” I protested, trying and failing to knock her off by bucking my hips. “How are your thighs so freakishly strong?”

      “It’s called using my mam’s thigh-master, bitch,” she shot back, pinning my arms to the mattress. “Now, do you relent, or do I need to kick your ass some more?”

      “Case…”

      “Do you relent?”

      “Fine.” Releasing a pained groan of defeat, I stopped fighting her. “I relent.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOW THE OTHER HALF LIVE

          

          JOEY

        

      

    

    
      Spending my Saturday night inside of a house that could have easily accommodated three of the one I’d grown up in, and surrounded by a bunch of people from Tommen College, was not something I had ever anticipated happening.

      The closest I’d ever come to their elite school was when I walked past the big iron gates on my way to a match. Now, somehow, I found myself slap bang in the middle of their fucked-up inner circle, watching on as a bunch of privileged private school boys got fucked up on high-grade skunk.

      The captain these lads had been hellbent on loosening up hadn’t bothered to show up tonight, but it was clear from most of their red-eyed, goofy-as-fuck expressions, that all thoughts of their captain had long since dwindled.

      Clearly, there was no limit to the levels that I was willing to stoop for a couple of hundred quid.

      Jesus.

      The fact that my sister was supposed to start school with these people on Monday morning didn’t exactly sit well with me.

      Especially the big blond fucker with a penchant for dope, debauchery, and his friend’s baby sister.

      “Put her down right this instant, Gerard Gibson,” Shannon’s curly-haired pal, Claire Biggs, instructed, as she stood on the last step of their impressive staircase, dressed up as the blonde from the Spice Girls, and pointed a finger at the big bollox attempting to waltz to the Vengaboys’ Boom, Boom, Boom, Boom!! with a pampered looking cat. “Don’t you dare hurt my—”

      “Pussy?” he offered, and then made a ridiculous purring noise with his tongue. “You know that I would never hurt your pussy, Claire-bear.”

      Yeah, he was a few crayons short of a full box.

      “I told you not to call me that in public,” she protested with a huff.

      “And I told you not to wear that pink dress,” the big lad shot back with a wolfish grin, as he set the cat down on the couch and prowled towards her. “But I’m so fucking thrilled that you didn’t listen to me.”

      “Avert your eyes from my sister, fucker,” Hughie warned, appearing from thin air to intercept his friend before he reached the staircase. “What did I tell you about keeping your dick on the other side of the street.”

      “Contrary to the many rumors going around about my magical dick, it doesn’t yet possess the ability to un-attach itself from the rest of me, lad,” he shot back, brows waggling, as he bopped and rocked around in a pair of pink board shorts and a Hawaii themed, floral shirt. “So, if I’m here, my dick’s here.”

      “Then go home.”

      “No way,” he laughed. “This 90’s party is my lovechild.”

      “It’s not a 90’s anything, Gibs. It’s just a party, so tell that asshole on the decks to play something decent.”

      “No. It’s my party and he’ll play what I want him to play.”

      “It’s my house.”

      “It’s my playlist.”

      “Then at least go home and change your clothes. You look like a tool.”

      “Are you mental? Look at me. I make a beautiful Ken.”

      “Beautifully deranged, more like. Nobody else is dressed up, lad.”

      “My lover is.”

      “Your lover? Are you well? She’s my sister, not your lover, asshole.”

      “I take it all back,” Podge slurred, distracting me from their antics. Leaning heavily against my shoulder, he tossed back another shot of Jameson and grinned. “This was a fantastic fucking idea.”

      “Where’s Alec?” I asked, roughly shrugging him off. I fucking hated being touched, and this drunk asshole knew it. I also detested the smell of whiskey. It did shit to my head. Made me feel on edge.

      “He went upstairs with some posh girl with a huge rack,” Podge replied with a huge grin, still leaning heavily against me. “Lad, these rugby-heads know how to throw a party.” He waved a hand, gesturing to the mob of bodies surrounding us. “This is unreal, Joe.” He pointed to where some older lad with speakers and decks set up in the far corner of the room had switched songs to 2Pac’s Changes. “I’ve never seen so much drink and food in my life.”

      “It’s easy for them to have it,” I replied bitterly, still nursing the same bottle of beer I’d been handed when I walked through the door. “When they have their fathers’ wallets to pay for it.”

      “Ah, loosen up, Joe. It’s not their fault they’ve got a few bob in the bank,” Podge chuckled, looking like something a Christopher Lee Dracula movie shat out with the big bloodshot eyes on him. “You did good tonight.”

      No, I did what I had to do to feed my family.

      “Have a smoke and relax,” he encouraged, handing me another bottle of beer from a nearby table. “A few drinks and a smoke won’t hurt.”

      I arched a brow and set it back down. “Coming from the fella who almost pissed himself when I told him that I was still smoking.”

      “Yeah, well.” He grinned at me and shrugged. “I’ve been reminded of the perks of being your best friend.”

      “Yeah.” I smirked. “Damn straight, asshole.”

      “Stay out of their medicine cabinet, though, ya hear?” he warned, holding a finger up. “And don’t go losing the run of yourself.” He reached up and slapped my chest. “If you get tempted to score, just think about the girl whose name you’ve got tattooed over your heart…”

      “Best friend or not, if you put your hands on me again, I will rip your arm off,” I warned, batting his hand away. “And if I wanted to get fucked up, that’s exactly what I would be doing, but I’m not. So, I don’t need any lectures or advice from you, and I don’t need any reminders of what’s at stake, either. I’m a big boy, Podge. I can handle my own shit. I’ve been doing it my whole life, so don’t start trying to mother me, ya hear?”

      “I hear you, Joe,” he chuckled good-naturedly, holding his hands up as he backed away. “I hear you, lad.”

      Jaw ticking, I watched as he slipped into the crowd, feeling pissed off and on edge.

      This wasn’t easy for me, and I needed him reminding me of that like I needed a hole in the head.

      Fuck.

      Depressed and on edge, I finished my bottle and set it down, refusing to pick up another. I didn’t need the complications that I knew would follow.

      “Because he’s only using you,” I heard someone say, and I turned my attention to where Hughie was in a heated discussion with another familiar blonde.

      This one wasn’t his sister Claire.

      No, this girl was Shannon’s other little friend.

      I couldn’t remember her name, but I had a feeling it was Lilly.

      Or maybe it was Izzy.

      Either way, she was standing near the doorway, with her arms folded across her chest glaring up at Hughie Biggs, who was glaring back at her, while he flailed his arms around in obvious exasperation. “You can’t seriously be considering going upstairs with him.”

      “Like you give a shit,” she continued to say. “At least Pierce doesn’t act like I’m invisible when he’s with his friends.”

      “You know I give a shit,” he was quick to counter. “If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t—”

      “You wouldn’t what, Hugh?” she cut him off by hissing. “You wouldn’t treat me like an afterthought? Because, newsflash, asshole, that’s exactly what you’ve been doing.”

      Taking it all in with sober eyes, I briefly considered telling them that if they were trying to conceal a hook up, then they were doing a pretty terrible job, before remembering these assholes were not my monkeys and this was not my circus.

      Shaking my head, I stepped around them and headed through the impressive kitchen until I found the back door.

      Slipping outside, I ignored every other asshole in the back garden, and wandered over to the far end of the yard, sparking up a cigarette as I went.

      Temptation was all around me and I needed to keep my head.

      I had two weeks of torture put down and I sure as hell didn’t plan on throwing it away for a piss up with a bunch of people who, in any other given circumstances, would cross the road to get away from me.

      “Got one of those to spare?” a female voice asked, and I turned around to find Shannon’s friend that had been fighting with Biggs moments before. ”Remember me?”

      “Just about,” I replied, rubbing my jaw. “Lilly Young, right?”

      “It’s Lizzie,” she corrected, unblinking. “So, can I have one?”

      “One what?”

      “A cigarette.”

      “No.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t smoke,” I replied coolly. “And I don’t share.”

      She gave me a hard look, one I was only too willing to return, before relenting with a heavy exhale. “I hate parties.”

      “Then why come?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “That’s it?” She eyed me curiously. “You’re not going to ask me why?”

      “No.”

      “How come?”

      I shrugged. “Because I don’t care about your answer.”

      “Hm.” She tilted her head to one side, studying me with her blue eyes. “You don’t belong here either.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Then why’d you come?”

      I smirked. “It’s complicated.”

      Her lips begrudgingly tipped up in a smile. “You know, I used to have an epic crush on you when I was younger.” She didn’t blush or blanch when she said it either. Girl had an impressive pair of balls on her. “Most of the girls in our class had. You even overtook Leo DiCaprio for a bit – and that was during his Titanic superstardom stage.” Shaking her head, she released another sigh before adding, “Which only proves that I’ve always been attracted to the worst kind of wrong for me.”

      Frowning, I inhaled a deep drag, held it there just long enough to take the sting out of the pain in my chest, and then exhaled slowly, while I tried to think of what to say to this girl who, even though she clearly had a sharp tongue, didn’t look like she could handle another kicking. “For a kid, you sound awfully cynical.”

      She narrowed her blue eyes. “I’m not a kid.”

      “Maybe you’re not.” I shrugged and took another drag. “But you are friends with my baby sister, which means that you could be forty and you’d still be a kid in my eyes.”

      “If this is your attempt at letting me down gently then save your breath,” she was quick to counter. “I said that I used to have a crush on you, as in past tense, as in not currently.”

      “Wise decision,” I chuckled, amused by her bitchiness. “Best to stick with Leo.”

      “Funny.” She rolled her eyes, tone flat. “Besides, I know you hurl for Cork, and I don’t like athletes anymore.”

      “And yet you’re attending a party being thrown by your school’s rugby team.” I nodded. “Makes perfect sense.”

      “I’m here for Claire.”

      “Bullshit,” I corrected with a snort. “You’re here for her brother.”

      Her eyes widened. “What are you—”

      “Let me guess,” I interrupted, amused. “You’re fucking Biggs, and he won’t commit, so you’ve gone off with one of the lads on his team to get back at him?”

      “I don’t… It’s not…” Her mouth fell open and she gaped in horror at me.

      “You need a better poker face.”

      “You have it all wrong.”

      “I don’t think I do.”

      “Joey, please—”

      “Don’t worry,” I cut her off with a wink. “I don’t talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” She looked truly terrified now. “Because like I said, you have it all wrong.”

      “Sure I have.”

      “Oh god. Please don’t say anything, Joey.” Swallowing deeply, she pressed a hand to her brow and groaned. “He has a girlfriend, and I have a...”

      “I’ll tell you what, Lilly.“

      “It’s Lizzie.”

      “Lizzie.” Taking pity on her, I pulled a cigarette from my box, put it to my lips and sparked it up, before holding it out for her. “You keep an eye on Shannon when she starts at your school next week, watch her back and keep any assholes who think about targeting her in line, and I’ll forget everything you think I have all wrong.”

      “I was planning on looking after Shannon, regardless,” she replied, taking the cigarette and putting it to her lips.

      “And I was planning on keeping my mouth shut, regardless,” I replied evenly. “So, it looks like we both win.”

      “I’m not a bad person,” she was quick to point out, tone defensive. “I’m not a slut, either.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “Yeah, but I know what you’re thinking.”

      I arched a brow. “I really doubt that.”

      “You’re thinking I’m a horrible snake to even consider going there with another girl’s fella, but you have no idea what’s really going on,” she mumbled, red-faced. “It’s really, really complicated. And messy.” She exhaled a ragged breath before muttering, “And a million other things.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not my business.”

      “So, that’s it?” She eyed me warily. “That’s all you’re going to say?”

      “What else is there to say?” I replied with a shrug. “The way I see it; you’re not the first to get tangled up like this, and you won’t be the last. Either way, I’m no priest, so no need to offer your confession up to me. Not when I’ve done plenty worse than you.”

      She arched a brow, reluctantly intrigued. “When you say worse.”

      I smirked. “You’d need a bishop to take my confession.”
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      Groomed to within an inch of my life, and with three quarters of a bottle of Prosecco in my system, I leaned back on the couch in Katie’s boyfriend’s living room, feeling like I had taken a trip back in time.

      Whoever was on the decks clearly had a hard on for 90’s music, because Bloodhound Gang’s The Bad Touch was just the latest in a long list of songs from the previous decade.

      Feeling buzzed, I watched as Casey backed her ass up against some dark-haired boy from Tommen and feigned a stagger.

      I rolled my eyes when he grabbed her hips to steady her, which was exactly what she wanted.

      She was so predictable.

      “Thanks,” Casey said, beaming up at him.

      “No problem.”

      “What’s your name?” she asked, stepping closer.

      “Patrick,” he told her, offering her a shy smile. “What’s yours?”

      Run, Patrick, run, I felt like shouting, she’s going to eat you alive, you poor, innocent fool.

      “I’m Casey.” With one hand curled around his neck, she fisted his shirt with the other and tugged his big body close against her. “So, Patrick.” Trailing her hand from his neck to his cheek, she pulled his face down to hers and beamed up at him. “What year are you in?”

      “Fifth year, you?”

      “Sixth year.”

      “At BCS?”

      “Uh-huh. Do you play rugby, Patrick?”

      He nodded. “I’m an inside center.”

      “Excellent.”

      Yeah, my best friend was the meaning behind that small but fierce saying.

      She needed a wing woman like a fish needed rollerblades.

      “That’s Patrick Feely,” Katie explained in my ear. “He’s good friends with Hugh.”

      “And that’s Hugh’s younger sister, right?” I asked, pointing out the stunning blonde with a head of to-die-for curls, who was sitting on the couch opposite us, dressed as Baby Spice.

      I watched, completely invested in the animated conversation she was having with an equally beautiful blond boy dressed like a Malibu Ken doll I used to own back in the day. They were all smiles and hands flailing as they talked and laughed and touched each other.

      “Yeah, that’s Claire,” Katie replied. “She’s probably one of the sweetest girls that you’ll ever meet.”

      I narrowed my eyes as recognition flickered through me. “Wait a minute. I think I know that guy she’s talking to.”

      “Everybody knows Gerard Gibson,” Katie chuckled.

      “He offered Joey a condom in Biddies once.”

      “Sounds very Gibsie-like.” Katie bit back a laugh. “He’s, uh, well, let’s just say that he’s one of a kind. He sort of lives in his own world.”

      B*Witched’s C’est la Vie started to play and I swear to God, this Gibsie boy all but levitated from the couch with excitement, dragging Claire along with him.

      “She clearly lives in that world with him,” I mused, feeling myself smile for the first time in weeks, as I watched them.

      Bopping around and throwing shapes like nobody was watching, Gibsie and Claire danced around the living room to what was clearly their jam. Him spinning her out and then pulling her back to his chest as they stumble-waltzed to the music.

      “I’m guessing they’ve been together since forever, am I right?”

      “They’re actually not together at all.”

      “Bullshit.” I pointed to where they had moved to the middle of the makeshift dance floor. “Look at that boy. He’s clearly besotted with her, and she’s staring at him all gooey-eyed like he hung the moon.” I shook my head. “Nah, K, they’re clearly doing the deed.”

      “I swear,” Katie laughed. “They’re really not.”

      I cocked a disbelieving brow as I watched them break into an impressive Irish dancing set jig. Completely in sync with each other’s bodies, and with their entire focus on the other, they laughed and danced it out to the beat, uncaring that a huge portion of their schoolmates were watching them.

      “No way,” I choked out a laugh. “Boy moves like lord of the dance.”

      “Pretty sure his mam made him take Irish dancing lessons in primary school,” Katie giggled. “There’s a bunch of medals on display in the cabinet in Hugh’s front room from Feis competitions that they competed in.”

      “Who? Gibsie and Claire?”

      She nodded.

      “Aw, they danced together?”

      “Uh-huh.” Katie laughed. “Until he hung his dancing shoes up for rugby boots.”

      “You’re honestly trying to tell me that those two aren’t in love?”

      “I never said they weren’t in love.” Chuckling, she added, “Only that they’re not together.”

      “Hm.” I eyed them, entirely unconvinced that they weren’t. “Well, they look gorgeous together. And I love the color of her hair,” I added, secretly envious. “Those curls are amazing.”

      “The color and curls are totally natural,” Katie offered, sounding just as wistful as I felt. “Hugh’s hair is the same.”

      “Joey has curls, too, but he keeps them chopped off. He always keeps the sides and back of his head shaved tight, and leaves a bit more on top, but if he doesn’t cut his hair for a few weeks, it grows all wild and curly on top like Seany-boo’s. It’s so adorable,” I heard myself say, and then scrunched my nose in despair. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, Aoif,” she replied softly. “I’m honestly surprised you came tonight. I know Casey practically dragged you out, but I wouldn’t have blamed you if you didn’t come.” Releasing a heavy sigh, she hooked her arm through mine and said, “I know you’ve been in love with him since forever, and feelings don’t switch off overnight, so if this gets too much for you, or you want to go home at any time, you just say, and I’ll get one of Hugh’s friends to drive you.”

      “Thanks, Katie,” I replied, resting my cheek on her shoulder. “So, they’re really not together?” I asked, inclining my chin to where Gibsie and Claire now resembled something straight out of a Gene Simmons tribute act, as they jammed it out to Robbie Williams and Kylie Minogue’s Kids.

      He was strewn out on the flat of his back, singing to his heart’s content into his imaginary microphone, while she straddled his hips and joined him.

      “Uh-oh,” Katie snickered, watching as her boyfriend came thundering towards them. “Hughie’s going to freak.”

      Holding a hand up to warn her brother off, Claire continued to bop her head and drum one-handedly to the music, while Gibsie folded his arms behind his head and grinned sheepishly up at her brother.

      “Oh crap,” Katie groaned then, dragging my attention back to her.

      “What?” I asked. “He’s hardly going to lose it over his sister dancing with his buddy.”

      "Not him,” Katie strangled out, pointing towards the doorway that led to the kitchen. “Him.”

      Craning my neck, I followed her line of sight, only for every muscle in my body to lock tight when my eyes landed on Joey.

      “Oh my god.” The air escaped my lungs in a breathy rush and I quickly jerked my gaze away. “What’s he doing here?” Panic-stricken, I looked to my friend for help. “Katie, what is he doing here?”

      “I don’t know,” she choked out, shaking her head. “I have no idea.”

      “Oh, Jesus.” Dropping my head in my hands, I groaned loudly, while my stomach twisted up in knots and my knees started to bop nervously. “You said he wouldn’t be here.”

      “He shouldn’t be,” she protested. “I know that Claire is friends with his sister, but I didn’t think that he and Hugh were friends.”

      “Oh my god.” My stomach churned and I felt faint. “I need to get out of here.”

      “No, you don’t have to,” she hurried to soothe, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “It’s okay. Just calm down and take a breath.”

      It was at this exact moment that Casey burst through the crowd, squealing, “He’s here, he’s here, oh my Jesus, he’s here!”

      “Does he look okay?” I heard myself strangle out, peeking between my hands at my friends. “Is he fighting?” My heart seized in my chest and I forced out the words, “Is he high?”

      “I’m not sure,” Casey replied, voice slurred. “He’s definitely not fighting, but he’s too far away to tell if he’s buzzed or not.” She craned her neck to see better and, a few seconds later, let out a furious growl. “So, apparently Dolly was wrong when she said Jolene was a redhead.” Inclining her head towards the kitchen, she hissed, “It turns out she’s a blonde with a death wish.”

      “Oh god,” Katie groaned, sounding queasy. “Please tell me he isn’t?”

      Heart hammering violently in my chest, I forced myself to inhale a few steadying breaths before daring to glance in his direction again.

      Dressed in dark jeans, and a fitted navy shirt, with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, Joey leaned against the kitchen island.

      With his arms folded across his chest, he stared down at the floor, looking mildly amused, as the blonde, who was sitting on the island beside him, swung her feet back and forth as she talked to him.

      Pain.

      It hit me so hard and fast that I honestly thought I would crack down the center.

      “Oh no, guys, that’s only Lizzie,” Katie was quick to point out. “She’s in third year at Tommen. She’s best friends with Claire.”

      “Maybe for now,” Casey corrected hotly. “Soon, she’ll just be known as the girl I went to prison for killing.”

      “You’re drunk, Casey. Put your claws away,” Katie snapped, before turning her attention back to me. “She’s probably friends with his sister, too, and that’s why he’s talking to her,” she offered calmly. “They’re only talking, Aoif. It looks completely innocent.”

      “Oh, please,” Casey slurred, swatting the air like it had offended her. “Don’t be so naïve, Katie. There’s nothing innocent about that Mischa Barton wannabe.”

      “I know you have nothing but good intentions, but right now, you’re causing more harm than good,” Katie grumbled. “Aoife doesn’t need this. She doesn’t need to hear your inner running commentary, Case.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t,” Casey declared before bounding off in the direction of the kitchen. “But he’s going to.”

      “Oh, this is so bad, Katie.” Jerking unsteadily to my feet, I pressed my fingers to my temples and watched in horror as Casey rounded on Joey in the kitchen. “You know what she gets like. She can be a messy drunk at the best of times.”

      “Then you need to go over there.”

      “I can’t,” I choked out, feeling starved for oxygen at the prospect of having to face him again. “I’m not nearly drunk enough to jump back in the ring with him.”

      “You have to,” she urged, pushing me towards the doorway. “They’re arguing over you. You need to get in there and diffuse it.”

      “No.”

      “You go and get Casey, and I’ll find Patrick Feely. He’s not drinking tonight, so he’ll give you guys a spin home.”

      “I can’t go over there.”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, Aoife.

      “Okay, okay, fine!” Exhaling a ragged breath, I shook my hands out and sucked in a deep, calming breath, before forcing myself to walk into the kitchen to face him.
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      “And then there’s Ronan McGarry. He’s a little shit, but he’s relatively harmless,” Lizzie said, reeling off the last on her list of potential troublemakers that Shannon might run into at her new school. “Honestly, though, aside from the odd gossiper or queen bee, it’s pretty mellow at Tommen. Of course, there’s Bella Wilkinson to contend with.”

      “Who’s she?” I asked, standing in the kitchen alongside her, mentally taking notes. “Would I know her?”

      “Doubtful,” she shot back. “You’re hot, but you don’t have the pedigree to get on her radar.”

      I cocked a brow. “Wow. Thanks.”

      “Sorry, but you don’t.” She offered me a half-hearted shrug. “You’re a BCS boy from a council estate, and she’s a money starved, fame-hungry whore,” she explained, scrunching her nose up in disgust. “You might be the next big thing for the GAA, but unless you come with all the trimmings – and when I say trimmings, I mean money, a flashy car, and a future playing professional rugby – then she won’t look sideways at you.”

      “I’m distraught.”

      “Yeah, you really sound it.” Lizzie laughed, slapping my arm. “Put it this way; she would get up on a razor blade if said razor blade came in the form of one of the Academy boys. But she’s in sixth year and really doesn’t bother with anyone from third year, so Shan shouldn’t have any issues with her. Besides, none of the lads in our year are impressive enough to be on her radar. She’s more interested in the older lads, the big-time rugby-heads with godlike status.”

      “Like Johnny Kavanagh?”

      “Exactly.” Lizzie nodded. “Or Cormac Ryan. They’re both in The Academy.”

      “I’ve seen them both play,” I mused, rubbing my jaw. “That Kavanagh lad is seriously impressive, but that Ryan kid isn’t going any further than The Academy.”

      “Want to hear a fun inside scoop going around the rugby circle?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, I was forced to hear it, so you can, too.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Apparently, Bella’s been sleeping with Cormac since before Christmas, even though she’s meant to be with Johnny Kavanagh, but he’s out on injury.”

      “Oh, the scandal,” I replied flatly. “What life changing information I have been given about three people I couldn’t give one single fuck about. How will I ever contain my excitement?”

      “You’re sarcastic and blunt to the point of being cruel.” She threw her head back and laughed. “I love it.”

      “Well, it didn’t take you long to jump back into old habits,” a familiar voice sneered, and I turned my head to see Casey Lordan glaring up at me. “Having fun with your new sidepiece, asshole?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “You,” Casey hissed, pointing a finger between us. “And this little slut.”

      “Did you seriously just call me a slut?” Lizzie interjected. “Are you insane?”

      “If the dick fits, sweetie,” Casey sneered, giving Shannon’s little pal one of those withering looks, and sloshing wine over the rim of her glass in the process. “And it sure looks like it does.”

      “Don’t call me sweetie, bitch,” Lizzie warned, hopping down from the island. “Because you don’t know who the hell you’re dealing with.“

      “Pack it in,” I warned, quickly stepping between my sister’s best friend and my girlfriend’s one. “Whatever you think you know, you don’t,” I said, addressing Casey. “She’s my baby sister’s friend.”

      “Yeah, sure she is.”

      “Yeah, I am,” Lizzie argued from behind me.

      “You,” I ordered, turning back to face Lizzie. “Walk away.”

      “But…”

      “Walk away,” I barked, waiting for Lizzie to storm off, before turning my attention back to Casey. “As for you,” I snapped, tone laced with disgust. “I don’t know what’s after coming over you, Case, but you need to get your head out of the gutter.”

      “I saw you all over her!”

      “She’s a child,” I bit out. “Have a bit of cop on, will ya? Jesus! And keep your goddamn nose out of my business while you’re at it.”

      Doing the complete opposite, she reached a hand up and slapped me across the cheek, and fuck if it didn’t sting.

      “Or what, huh?” She pushed at my chest with a surprising amount of force considering she barely reached my chest in height. “What are you going to do if I don’t, asshole?”

      “Casey,” I warned, backing up a few steps, only to have her close the space between us. “Back off.”

      “Why’d you do it, Joey?” she demanded, pushing and shoving at my chest until she had me cornered with nowhere to go. “You could have left her alone,” she slurred, wobbling in her heels, and I, for some unknown reason, reached a hand out to steady her.

      That’s right; I was the eejit who stopped the girl who was attacking me from falling over.

      As a thank you, she slapped me again.

      Lovely.

      “Listen here, you good-looking son of a bitch,” she slurred as she poked me in the chest with her finger. “I don’t care how slick you can move your hips on a pitch – or on a mattress, for that matter – we both know that you are punching way above your weight with my girl.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I demanded, feeling my temper rise. “You sound like a head-case.”

      “I’m talking about you breaking my best friend’s heart,” she hissed, poking me again. “Aoife is worth ten of every other girl at this party, and you’re a stupid asshole if you can’t see that.”

      “You think I’m fucking around?” I gaped at her. “Are you insane?”

      “Oh, I know you are. I just caught you red-handed.”

      “Talking,” I spat back. “You caught me red-handed talking to my sister’s childhood friend.”

      “Deny it all you want. I know what I saw.”

      “You’re deluded.”

      “And you’re a dickhead,” she continued her rant. “Aoife was fine with Paul. She was okay. Her life was stable. It was consistent. He was good for her. But you just couldn’t leave her alone, could you? No, you just had to keep chipping away at her heart, until she threw it all away for you. And look where it got her.”

      “Now, you listen to me,” I seethed. “If you so much as think about trying to sink your toxic claws in Aoife, and twisting this into something it’s not, then I swear to Christ, Case, I will lose my mind.“

      “You lost your mind the minute you decided to break my best friend’s heart,” she snapped. “Aoife Molloy is the single best thing that’s ever happened to you, Joey Lynch, and everyone knows it. She loves you, asshole, despite your reputation and all of the horrible things you’ve done in your past, and instead of treating her with the love and respect she deserves, you trample all over her with your bullshit.”

      “You don’t know a damn thing about it,” I snarled, furious. “You have no clue of what’s happening between us, so don’t start harping on to me about shit that doesn’t concern you.”

      “I know that you fed her some asshole line about needing space, and then sauntered off without a backwards glance,” she replied, sounding just as furious.

      “Casey, stop it!” Molloy’s achingly familiar voice echoed through my head, causing every hair on my body to stand on end.

      “Stop it right now,” she ordered, dragging her friend away from me. “Don’t do this.”

      “He deserves it.”

      “You don’t know anything about it, now stop.”

      “I know he hurt you.”

      “Casey! I mean it. Let’s go.”

      Struck fucking dumb at the sight of Molloy in a skin-tight, backless, red dress, I could do nothing but watch as she completely ignored me, focusing on her friend instead.

      “But he hurt you,” Casey continued to slur, pointing her finger in my direction. “You’re so sad, and eating all that chocolate, and it’s all his fault.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Molloy bit out, wrapping an arm around Casey’s waist and pulling her towards the door, never once looking at me the entire time. “Come on,” she continued to say, coaxing her bitchy gal pal away. “I’ll get us a spin home.”

      “Molloy?”

      “Not right now, Joe.”

      My heart bucked wildly in protest. “Molloy.”

      “No,” she choked out, before hurrying out of the kitchen with Casey draped around her. “I can’t do this right now, okay?”

      No, it wasn’t okay.

      It wasn’t fucking okay at all.

      My legs were moving after her before my brain had a chance to catch up.

      “Patrick Feely is outside with the car,” her neighbor told her, as she looped an arm around Casey and helped Molloy cart her outside to a nearby running car. “He’ll make sure that you guys get home safely. He’s one of the good guys, Aoif. You can trust him.”

      “Thanks, Katie,” I heard Molloy reply, as she opened the back door and maneuvered Casey inside. “Sorry about this.”

      “It’s totally fine, girlie,” Katie replied, giving her a side hug. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I don’t want to go home,” Casey slurred, slumping into the back seat. “I’m having fun.”

      “Yeah,” Molloy growled. “Ruining my life.”

      “Don’t be mad at me,” her friend whined. “I’m trying to mind you.”

      “I can mind myself, Case.”

      “But he made you so sad.”

      “Just scoot over and let me in. We can talk about this later.“

      “Molloy,” I interjected, grabbing ahold of the door when she moved to climb in beside her friend. “Don’t leave yet.”

      “I have to.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m playing by your rules here, Joe,” she croaked out, still averting her gaze from me. “You do your thing and I do mine, remember?”

      “Yeah,” Casey slurred from her perch on the backseat. “Leave her alone, asshole.”

      “Casey, it’s grand, stop,” Molloy muttered, cheeks flushed. “Just leave it, okay?”

      “Don’t leave,” I repeated, ignoring the evil eyes her friend was giving me. “Don’t go, Aoife.”

      “I have to,” she replied quietly. “She’s drunk and I need to make sure she gets home.”

      “I’ll take her home, Aoif,” Katie offered up, and I instantly knew which one of her friends was my favorite. “If you want to stay and, uh, talk things out or whatever, then I’d be happy to go with Patrick and drop her home.”

      “Thanks, Katie, but that’s putting you out.”

      “I don’t mind,” Katie was quick to counter. “I think you should stay and talk to him.” She offered me a smile – albeit a warning one. “Nicely.”

      “Hey.” I held my hands up, letting her know that I was fully prepared to comply with her wishes.

      “No…” Casey whined. “Don’t do it, Aoif, he’ll only feed you more bullshit.”

      “Shush, you!” Katie snapped, quickly climbing into the backseat alongside Casey before swiftly closing the car door.

      Moments later, the car pulled away from the path, leaving us standing in a thick, strained silence.

      “So, you were just going to leave without speaking to me?”

      “I don’t want to argue with you, Joe,” she whispered, arms moving to wrap around her waist protectively. “I’m too tired.”

      “I don’t want that, either.”

      She nodded stiffly and continued to stare down at her stiletto clad feet.

      “Are you going to look at me?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it hurts too much.”

      My heart constricted in my chest. “Baby.”

      She swiftly changed the subject by asking, “So, what are you doing at a Tommen party, Joey Lynch?”

      “Believe it or not, I was invited.”

      “By who?”

      “Hugh Biggs,” I replied before quickly turning the tables. “What are you doing at a Tommen party, Aoife Molloy?”

      “I was invited.”

      “By who?”

      “Katie Wilmot.”

      I thought about it for a moment before awareness dawned on me. “Wait, your next-door neighbor, Katie, is with Hugh Biggs?”

      “Yeah,” she mumbled. “You already knew that.”

      I had a vague recollection of Molloy telling me about her friend having a boyfriend on the rugby team at Tommen, but I’d been too strung out to pay much heed to the conversation at the time. “No, no, no, you told me her name was Katie Horgan.” That, I did remember.

      “She’s Katie Horgan-Wilmot,” Molloy replied. “Her parents aren’t married, remember? Her mam’s Horgan and her dad’s Wilmot. She has a double-barreled last name, but she mostly goes by her dad’s name.”

      “So, Katie is with Hugh.”

      “Yeah, they’ve been together for a while now.”

      “Well shit.” My thoughts reverted back to the conversation I had with Lizzie, and a pang of sympathy hit me in the chest, before I abruptly stripped all memory of that conversation from my mind.

      Not my monkeys, not my circus.

      “Why’s she at Tommen again?” I asked, searching my mind and coming up empty. “She’s from Rosewood. Her folks aren’t exactly flush with cash.” Without trying to sound like too much of a dick, I asked, “Shouldn’t she be at BCS with us?”

      “You know why she’s at Tommen, Joe,” she muttered, kicking at a stone with her foot. “I’ve told you all about it before, remember?”

      Yeah, but I was on another planet and couldn’t hear you.

      “Oh, yeah,” I lied, disgusted by just how many ways I’d let this girl down. “I remember.”

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “I’ve had one drink the whole night.”

      “Wow,” she said softly. “That must be a personal best for you.”

      Ouch. “I deserve that.”

      “I didn’t say that to hurt you,” she squeezed out, shaking her head.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you had.”

      “Yeah.”

      Another strained silence settled between us, and it made me feel uneasy.

      “You do know that Casey was completely off the mark earlier, right? That girl I was talking to back there is a friend of Shannon’s,” I heard myself hurry to explain, heart gunning in my chest. “You get that, right?”

      “Yeah.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper when she said, “Katie mentioned something about that.”

      “So, you’re okay then?” I pushed gently. “You know that there was nothing going on.”

      “No, I’m not okay,” she choked out, voice thick with emotion now. “I haven’t been okay in weeks.” This time she did look at me, and it cut like a knife when I saw the tears pooling in her eyes. “But you seem like you’re doing a lot better, so clearly this break up is working for one of us.”

      “Are you serious?” I took a step back, feeling like she had just knifed me in the gut. “You think I’m not hurting?”

      “I don’t know how you feel anymore.”

      “In love,” I bit out. “With you.”

      “Don’t…”

      “Nothing’s changed for me, Molloy,” I interrupted, needing her to know. “Nothing.”

      “I can’t do this,” she admitted, voice torn. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t do what?” I asked, feeling panicked. “Can’t talk to me?”

      “Be here with you and not be with you,” she strangled out, pressing a hand to her forehead. “It’s too much. It’s too hard.” Shaking her head, she turned to walk away. “I can’t.”

      “Aoife.” A fucked-up combination of guilt and fear coursed through me as I watched her leave. “All I’m trying to do is protect you.“

      "No –" Swinging around, she stalked back to me, looking mad as hell. "No," she repeated through clenched teeth, pointing her finger at me. "This is not protecting me, Joey. Walking away is not protecting me. Leaving me is not protecting me, dammit!” Furious, she blinked back her tears and glared up at me. "That is not how you treat the person you love, which goes to show that you never loved me the way I loved you.”

      “Never loved you?” I gaped at her. “Are you fucking crazy? You’re the only person on this planet I do love!”

      "No," she snapped, shaking her head. "You don’t get to do that. You don't get to come back and wreck me." Placing her hands on my chest, she pushed me back when I reached for her. “You don’t get to tell me you love me and then go right back to breaking my heart!” She choked out another pained sob when I cupped her cheek. “You don’t love me, Joey.” Eyelids fluttering, she leaned into my touch and sniffled. "You don't know how to love anyone."

      "Maybe I do it badly," I strangled out, as my heart splintered apart. "But I do love you.”

      “You’re a shithead.”

      “I know.”

      “I can’t live like this.”

      “I know.”

      “No, I mean it, Joey,” she breathed, jerking away from me with a shiver. “I can’t take another second of it.” With that, she turned on her skyscraper heels and marched back inside the house, tossing the words, “It hurts too much,” over her shoulder as she went.

      I knew that I should turn in the opposite direction and walk my ass away from her, but that wasn’t what I did.

      No, because like the sick, masochistic fuck-up I was, I followed her back into the Biggs’ house, knowing that Molloy wasn’t one to take being scorned lying down.

      There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that she had every intention of making me pay for not giving her what she wanted, which, just so happened to be exactly the same thing as I wanted.

      Fuck my life.
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      Several rounds of shots later, and I had swiftly moved beyond the point of tipsy and was teetering closer to the verge of intoxication.

      Shaking my ass with Katie, who had returned from chaperoning Casey, we danced around the makeshift dance floor with Ken and Baby Spice, while I dutifully ignored the asshole passing around a joint in the kitchen.

      So much for being clean.

      Asshole.

      “You do know that Hughie is going to kill you, don’t you, Gibs?” Katie asked, dragging my attention back to the present, to where Gibsie Gibberson, or whatever his name was, had stripped down to his jocks to Aqua’s Barbie Girl.

      Shameless in the act of debauchery, he had thrown his dance partner over his shoulder, and was drumming on her ass to the rhythm.

      Squealing in delight as he bopped around the floor with her dangling haphazardly in the air, Claire held onto his biceps for dear life.

      Giving Katie a wolfish grin, the big lad continued to dance with his little gal-pal, either unaware or just plain uncaring of the many longing looks he was receiving.

      To be fair, it didn’t take a genius to figure out why the girls from his school were looking. The boy was built like a brick shit house, with both nipples pierced, and more muscles on his body than he had common sense in his head.

      Common sense or not, the big man certainly seemed to have his priorities in order, placing his curly-haired queen in a firm first place position. While the rest of his friends had long since abandoned their girlfriends and dates, Gibsie hadn’t taken more than three steps away from Claire all night.

      “Honestly, they’re not doing it,” Katie offered, seeming to read my thoughts, as she rolled her eyes. “They’re always like this. Like two weird little unicorn magnets drawn to each other.”

      Laughing, I nudged her and said, “Well, when they fuck, there’s going to be fireworks.”

      “If it ever happens, then it’ll be on their marriage bed,” Katie snickered. “Because Claire Biggs isn’t opening her legs for anything less than a big fat diamond and the promise of forever.”

      “Good for her,” I replied, and then offered her a teasing grin. “Sounds like she’s taking her cues from her future sister-in-law.”

      “Hey.” Katie’s face flamed with embarrassment. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be good.”

      “True,” I mused, slinging an arm over her shoulder. “But being bad is so much more fun.”

      “Speaking of bad.” Catching ahold of my arm, she leaned in close and asked, “Are you going to go over there and talk to Joey?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh, stop it,” she growled. “You’re hurting and I get that, but pretending like you don’t want to go over to him is just silly.”

      “It’s not, actually,” I lied. “I’m perfectly content staying here with you.”

      “God, you’re both as stubborn as each other.”

      “No, he’s stubborn,” I shot back. “I’m protecting myself.”

      “Come on, Aoif, don’t cut off your nose to spite your face.” She sighed heavily. “It’s pretty clear why he’s still at the party.”

      “Yeah? If it’s so clear then why isn’t he over here?”

      “Because he already tried to talk to you,” she reminded me. “You walked away from him.”

      “Because he broke up with me, Katie.” Feeling a lump bob in my throat, I quickly forced it down before hissing, “He dumped me. What am I supposed to do? Stick around for another verse of it’s not you, it’s me?”

      “Well, break up or not, it’s obvious that he’s not looking to replace you,” she replied, pointing a finger in the direction of the kitchen. “Gretta Burchill is the sixth girl I’ve watched crash and burn with him tonight.”

      Reluctantly, I turned around and peered through the archway to see Joey leaning against the marble kitchen island, rollie in hand, as he chatted to a group that contained Alec, Podge, Katie’s boyfriend, Hugh, the designated driver, Patrick, Shannon’s friend, Lizzie, and a few others I didn’t recognize.

      White hot fury scorched through me when the leggy brunette who was sitting on the island next to him, sidled closer and whispered something in his ear.

      She was all flirtatious smiles and not-so-innocent petting, as she hooked an arm around my asshole’s neck and dragged him backwards to rest between her legs. Keeping her hand on his chest, she rested her chin on his shoulder and whispered something else in his ear.

      Oh, hell fucking no.

      “Stem the crazy, Harley Quinn,” Katie coaxed, gripping my wrist when I moved to go cut a bitch. “Just watch.”

      Not missing a beat, Joey caught ahold of her hand and deftly slipped out from under her arm, shaking his head when she moved to pull him back to her.

      “See?” Katie called over the music. “He’s not interested in any other girls, Aoif.”

      I was too far away to hear what was being said, but the hand he held up to warn the brunette off, not to mention the bemused expression etched on his face, momentarily mollified me and sated my thirst for blood.

      The girl held her hands up and said something to Joey, and whatever he said in response caused them both to turn in my direction.

      The girl had the good grace to blush when our eyes met.

      Meanwhile, Joey gave her a smug look that said see, I told you.

      Narrowing my eyes, I glared at her until she scrambled off the counter and away from my man, retreating from the kitchen with her tail between her legs.

      Our eyes met, green on green, and he winked at me from across the room.

      And just like that, I was ruined.

      “Go on,” Katie urged, giving me a little shove in the direction of the kitchen. “You’re Aoife Molloy. Since when did you start letting a boy call the shots on your life?”

      “I don’t,” I mumbled before snapping my attention back to my friend. “I don’t.”

      “Exactly.” She smiled. “So, go on over there and claim that incredibly sexy and incredibly scary boyfriend of yours before anymore girls try to snatch him up.”

      “Damn straight I will.” Narrowing my eyes, I turned on my heels and marched straight for the beautiful pothead himself only to swing back at the last minute and grab Katie’s hand. “But you better take your own advice and come with me because that moody-looking pal of Shannon’s is looking like she wants to eat that posh boy of yours up.”

      “Who, Lizzie?” Katie laughed, trailing after me. “No way. She’s in their super elite inner circle at school. She’s just a friend.”

      “Uh-huh.” I rolled my eyes. “Rule one, my innocent little neighbor. Never trust a girl who looks like that around a boy who looks like that.”

      “Wah-hey, sexy-legs,” Alec cheered when Kate and I joined their little circle of smoke in the kitchen. “How’s my favorite girl?”

      “Don’t push your luck, lad,” Podge chuckled, ribbing Al with his elbow. “You’re looking well, Aoife.”

      “Cheers, Podge,” I acknowledged, feeling awkward when Katie moved straight for Hugh, leaving me standing alone in front of a group of boys who, normally, I wouldn’t bat an eyelid at chatting to.

      But this is different.

      “Molloy.”

      Heat flooded my belly when he spoke my name, and I forced myself to face him. “Joe.”

      I cocked a brow and watched as he exhaled a cloud of smoke.

      “On the straight and narrow?” I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, asshole, it sure smells like it.”

      His brows furrowed in confusion, while Podge let out a very loud ha.

      “A smoke doesn’t count, Molloy.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since always.” Frustrated and weary, I rolled my eyes and gave him my back, unwilling to fight him on this. “Hi,” I said instead, giving the scowling blonde my attention. “I’m Aoife.”

      “Lizzie,” she replied, giving me a half-hearted smile, shaking her head when Alec held the joint out for her. “Your friend was wrong earlier, just so you know. I wasn’t trying to get with your boyfriend.”

      “It’s not my business who Joey gets with,” I replied, achingly aware of how close he was standing behind me. “He’s a free agent, and so am I.”

      “Like fuck we are.” His hand came around my waist, fingers flexing against my flesh, as he pulled me backwards into his embrace. “Pack it in.”

      “Woo,” Alec spluttered through a fog of smoke. “Is there trouble in paradise I’m sensing?”

      “What’s the matter, Joe?” I taunted, resisting the urge to shiver and sag against him. “You want to be done, then deal with the consequences.”

      “Molloy.”

      “Shush.” Keeping my ass pressed against the front of his jeans, I flicked my long hair over my shoulder and smiled at the stranger taking a hit from the joint. “Are you planning on sharing that, blue-eyes?”

      Offering me a flirty wink, the lad held out the joint for me.

      “What are you doing?” Joey’s tone was hard. Releasing a frustrated growl, his big hand splayed across my belly. “Put that the fuck down, Molloy. Now.”

      Not having a notion of what I was doing, I balanced it between my fingers, pressed it to my lips and sucked in a deep drag, willing myself not to splutter my lungs out, as my head swam and my eyes burned.

      “Molloy.” Twisting me around in his arms, Joey glowered down at me. “I’m not fucking around here.”

      Forcing myself to exhale slowly, I beamed up at him. “What’s the saying, Joe? If you can’t beat them…”

      “Join them,” Alec cheered, drumming his hands on the counter at his back before quickly quietening down when he was met with a death glare from Joey. “Or not?”

      “No,” Joey deadpanned, turning his attention back to me. “No.”

      “What’s wrong, Joe? You can have fun, but I can’t?” I taunted, putting the joint to my lips once more and taking another eye-watering hit.

      “Molloy!”

      “Lynchy, just relax.”

      “She’s only having a bit of craic, lad.”

      “I said no,” he snapped, snatching the joint out of my hand and handing it off to the stranger standing behind him. “I said no, Aoife.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do, Joe,” I growled, feeling a combination of drunk and dizzy. “You don’t own me.”

      “Well, that’s bad fucking luck on my account, because you sure as shit own me!”

      Drunk or not, his words hit me like a wrecking ball to the chest.

      Feeling the air whoosh from my lungs, I glared up at him, feeling a torrent of emotions crashing through me. “Why would you say that to me?”

      “Because it’s the truth.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since I was twelve.”
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      Nobody served up karma quite like Molloy.

      Watching her do something as mundane as taking a hit from a joint had caused something inside of my heart to flip the fuck out.

      Because this wasn’t her.

      She didn’t dabble in weed.

      Hell, the only time I’d seen her put a cigarette to her lips in the six years I’d known her was at a disco back in first year, when she’d taken a hit off Rambo’s blunt at the back of The Pav, only to unceremoniously spew up the contents of her stomach afterwards.

      I was the fuck-up in this relationship, not her.

      Molloy played her ace card tonight, though, and in doing so, had forced me to fold, with nothing but hearts on display for everyone around us to see.

      “Nicely done, baby.” Blowing out a frustrated breath, I clamped a hand on her hip and pulled her close. “You win this round.”

      My life was unpredictable, and my future was bleak, but I had no doubts that wherever I ended up, this girl would forever have a hold over me.

      “This round?” Defiant as always, she looked up at me with those ridiculously sexy green eyes and arched a perfectly groomed brow. “I always win, Joe.”

      Yeah, she did, even when it wasn’t good for her.

      Her body was pressed against mine, causing her tits to brush against my chest every time she breathed. It was entirely too much in this moment, and I was having a hard time keeping my head on straight.

      I could hear murmurs of a conversation happening around us, but I couldn’t make out a single word of it, because my entire focus was on the girl who’d been successfully tormenting me from the first day we met.

      Because I loved her.

      Because every part of me loved every part of her.

      The good, the bad and the ugly.

      I fucking reveled in all of it.

      She had my heart in knots, and my head spinning.

      Never once taking her eyes off mine, she trailed her long red nails down my stomach to my belt buckle and tugged me closer.

      Fuck.

      She knew exactly what she was doing when she took the hand I had on her hip and placed it on her peachy ass.

      Reaching up on her tip-toes, she curled a hand around my neck and pulled my face down to hers. “You’re an asshole.”

      “I know.”

      “You crushed me.”

      Pain. It hit me square in the chest. “I know.”

      “Bad boy.” Her breath was laced with alcohol and so fucking warm on my face when she whispered, “Tell me you’re sorry.”

      Pissed off and agitated, I gave in without a fight, too weary and too damn in love to fight my feelings. “I’m sorry.”

      “How sorry?”

      “Very sorry.”

      “Good boy.” Her tongue was on my ear then, her body pressed flushed against mine. “Now, tell me you love me.”

      “I love you.” The words flew off my tongue in record time.

      “Say it again.”

      “I love you.”

      “How much?”

      “A lot.”

      “Hm.” Taking my hand in hers, she led me onto the dance floor and like the habit of a lifetime, I followed after her, knowing that this girl was by far my greatest addiction. “What are you doing?”

      “You broke my heart,” she told me, moving my hands to her hips, as she curled her arms around my neck and stepped closer. “The least you can do is dance with me.”

      Too weary to argue and too damn weak to resist, I pulled her close, thankful for the vodka in my stomach, because I was in no way comfortable with dancing, but this girl, well, I seemed to do just about anything she asked.

      Drunk on vodka and regret, I kept my hands clamped on her hips, feeling her curvy body press against mine as she ground her hips against me, while the melancholy sound of LIVE’s Lightning Crashes drifted around us.

      As my brain processed the lyrics, a horrible weighted energy settled on my shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?” Molloy asked, instantly noticing my discomfort.

      “Nothing.”

      “Joe?”

      “I just…” I shook my head again and blew out a pained breath. “It’s the song.”

      “What about it?”

      “Reminds me of her.”

      “Who?” Her green eyes softened. “Your mam?”

      With my jaw clamped tight, I forced a nod. “Fucked-up, I know.”

      “It’s not fucked-up.” Reaching up, she cupped my face between her hands and pulled it down to hers. “Look at me.”

      It hurt to look at her.

      To feel how deeply I felt and know that I wasn’t good for her.

      “Look at me,” she repeated, green eyes burning through me as the song played around us. “Keep your eyes on me.” Shivering, she kept me close and said, “Make this song about us instead.”

      With a dull ache in my chest, I forced myself to comply. To give this girl whatever she wanted. “I love you.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      She stroked my cheek. “I know that, too.”

      Exhaling a pained breath, I let my brow sag against hers. “You’re all I want, Molloy.”

      “Then prove it,” she whispered, fingers gliding over my skin. “Because you can’t keep me hanging in limbo like this.”

      “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

      “Maybe not, but that’s what you’re doing.”

      Pain struck me in the chest. “I’m trying to protect you.”

      “Stop trying to protect me and start making me happy,” she countered, eyes locked on mine. “Because it’s time to pick your poison, Joey Lynch.”
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      “It’s time to pick your poison, Joey Lynch.” Trembling, I stood in front of the only boy I had ever loved, with an ultimatum hanging heavily in the air between us.

      What I said was true.

      I genuinely couldn’t live another day feeling like this.

      I needed to know where I stood with him.

      I couldn’t cope with the unknown.

      It terrified me.

      “There’s no decision to make,” he blew my mind by saying, green eyes blazing with heat. “You already know it’s you.”

      His response caused a shiver of delight to roll through my body, but my heart was still wary.

      “No, I don’t,” I choked out, heart racing violently. Because if I did, I wouldn’t be standing here, putting my heart and pride on the line. “I don’t know, Joey.”

      “Then let me be very clear about it,” he replied, reaching up to cup the side of my face. “It’s you, Molloy.” He tipped my chin up, forcing me to look at him. “It’s you.”

      “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.”

      “It’s you,” he repeated gruffly, fingers tightening on my waist. “I pick you. Every single time.”

      “I mean it,” I warned, shaking my head. “I’m a big girl and I knew what I was getting myself into when I kissed you that day outside your house. You have this warped notion that you need to shield me from your life when nothing about your life has come as a surprise to me. I walked into this relationship with my eyes wide open, and guess what; my eyes are still open, and I still want in.”

      “I still want in, too,” he replied gruffly. “I just…” He blew out a ragged breath. “You mean the world to me,” he confessed, voice pained. “I know I have a fucked-up way of expressing myself, and I don’t show it like I should. But it’s true. I don’t want to do anything to hurt you, yet most of the time, that’s exactly what I end up doing.”

      His words, his touch, his scent, it was all too much in the moment. “Joe.”

      "I'll love you the right way this time," he whispered, and his breath fanned my cheek. "If you show me how.”

      My hand shot out of its own accord, knotting in the front of his shirt and pulling him closer when I needed to push him away. “Joe.”

      “What I did at Christmas? How far I went? It scared the shit out of me, and all I could think about was if I didn’t get you away from me, I would end up destroying my world, because that’s what you are to me, Aoif. You’re my whole goddamn world wrapped up in one girl. So, yeah, maybe I’ve gone about it entirely the wrong way, but all I’ve ever tried to do is protect you.”

      “See, that’s a huge part of our problem right there, Joe, because I’ve never needed your protection,” I croaked out. “I’m not your mother or your sister. I’m not another girl who needs something from you. I’m the girl who wholeheartedly wants you. I’m the girl who wholeheartedly loves you. The hurler. The mechanic. The boy. The protector. The asshole. The lover. The addict.” Sniffling, I added, “All of your versions. All of your shapes and colors. I accept them all. So, I don’t care how fucked up in the head you get, or how bad of an idea you decide you are for me. If you can’t be with me, warts and all, then walk away now, because I won’t go through this again with you.”

      “I hear you, Molloy,” he replied, tone strained, as he rested both hands on my waist.

      “Do you?” I implored him with my eyes to be honest. “Do you really hear me, Joe?”

      He nodded slowly. “I hear you, baby.”

      “Good.” Trembling, I clenched my eyes shut, losing the battle with both my emotions and my pride, as I dropped my forehead to rest against his chest. “Because you can’t take it back this time, Joe. Do you hear me? You don’t get to walk away again for any other reason than you don’t want to be with me, and trust that I will do the same.”

      “Okay.” His hands slid from my waist to my shoulders, and then moved to cup my face, hands tangling in my hair, evoking a shiver of pleasure from my body that only he could. “I can do that.”

      Illicit sensations and feelings roared to the surface when he stroked his nose against mine, nuzzling me with the kind of affection I knew he held only for me. It was empowering and terrifying all in one breath. “I love you.”

      He said it so easily now that it sounded foreign to my ears.

      A shaky breath escaped my parted lips.

      “I love you,” he repeated slowly, leaning in to give me an innocent, sweet, soul-destroying kiss.

      “No more walls, Joe.” My arms came around his waist, fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt, as I clung to him like a prayer. “No more secrets and coverups, okay? We’re way past those. Because I’ve never been your enemy,” I squeezed out. “I’ve always been your teammate.”

      He stilled for a moment before releasing a heavy sigh. “Then in the spirit of full disclosure, I should probably tell you that I didn’t just come here because I was invited.”

      “Okay…” I narrowed my eyes, instantly suspicious. “What did you do?”

      Shaking his head, he caught ahold of my hand and led me outside to a quiet part of the garden. “Don’t flip out.”

      I folded my hands across my chest and glared up at him. “Don’t give me a reason to flip out and I won’t.”

      He scrunched his nose up before muttering, “I sold Biggs an eighth.”

      “Of joy?”

      He squirmed in discomfort. “Of weed.”

      “Jesus, Joey!”

      “I didn’t go to Shane,” he was quick to offer up. “I haven’t gone near him since that night.”

      “Then where’d you get it?” I demanded. “Your personal stash?”

      He offered me a sheepish shrug.

      “Jesus.” I shook my head. “What am I saying? Of course you have a personal stash.”

      “That’s all I have, I swear.”

      “Don’t lie to me—”

      “I’m not,” he interrupted. “That’s all I had. That’s it, Molloy. I swear.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why’d you do something as incredibly stupid as selling weed to a bunch of private school kids?”

      He eyed me warily, but didn’t answer.

      “Why?” I repeated, not backing down.

      “Because they asked me to?”

      I gave him a look that said wrong answer.

      He released a frustrated growl and tried again. “Because I needed the money.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “For?”

      “My family.”

      “Because?”

      He looked up to the sky and shook his head before saying, “Because my old man blew every penny my mother had, and when he was finished spending her money, she handed him mine.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “It’s my own fault,” he replied in a resigned tone. “I always give her half of my wages at the end of the week to help with the bills, and a few extra quid at Christmas to get what she needs for the kids.” Frowning, he added, “Your father gave me an extra couple of hundred in my wage packet for Christmas this year, and I was either too stupid or too high to consider the repercussions when I handed it over to her.”

      “You gave her all of your money?”

      “Every cent,” he admitted before quickly backpedaling with a frown. “I got those slouch boots you wanted for Christmas first. They’re under my bed.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. “Joe.”

      “I’ve been staying out of trouble, Molloy, really, I have,” he urged. “Hughie Biggs approached me. He and his friends were looking for a smoke and throwing around more cash than sense.” He shrugged before adding, “I took the opportunity with both hands, and I won’t apologize for it. I needed that cash for my sister and the boys. For the baby. I couldn’t see Seany go without.” He shook his head, eyes awfully full of regret for a guy who refused to apologize. “I’m not a dealer, Molloy – you know I’m not. But I couldn’t turn my nose up at a one-time offer like that. I couldn’t afford to.”

      “Why?” Curiosity got the better of me and I asked, “How much did they offer you?”

      “Two hundred euro for a bag that cost me sixty.”

      “Are you serious?” My mouth fell open. “Do you know how many hours I have to work at the pub to make that kind of money?”

      “I know.” He nodded, wide-eyed. “It’s the same for me at the garage. That’s exactly what I thought. See? This is why I love you. You get it.”

      “Yeah, I get it, but that’s not the point,” I hurried to add, giving him a warning stare. “That shit stops.” Narrowing my eyes, I said, “Never again, do you hear me? If you so much as consider—”

      “Don’t worry,” he was quick to interject. “I’ve made the mistake of handing over my wages to a bum for the last time.”

      That was a lie.

      The minute his next wage packet landed in his hands, Joey would go right ahead and hand it over to her again.

      It was one of the reasons I loved him so much.

      And a huge reason why I despised his mother.

      “So, I’m sort of freezing out here,” I told him, gesturing around us.

      “Shit, yeah,” he muttered, reaching for the hem of his hoodie, only to realize that this was one of the rare occasions in which he wasn’t wearing one. “Do you have a coat?” he asked, pulling me in close and splaying his big hand across my bare back.

      “No, but I don’t need one,” I replied, just about done with all of the heavy. “Because I have an unlimited supply of free alcohol to warm my belly, and this asshole guy I’m sort of in love with to warm everywhere else.”

      He smirked. “Is that so?”

      “Uh-huh. Come on, Tony Soprano.” Wrapping my arm around his waist, I slid my hand into his back pocket leaned in to his warm side. “This time, you can look after me.”
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      Molloy laid her cards on the table, gave me her ultimatum, and I’d never been more grateful.

      I’d never been the kind of person that took being cornered, or told what to do, lying down, but I didn’t feel the usual need to fight her on it.

      It had taken years to happen, but my body and mind didn’t automatically slip into attack mode when she called me out on my bullshit anymore.

      I didn’t shift into defense mode either, because something deep inside of me recognized her as an ally.

      My teammate.

      It had never happened before.

      Not with a single other human on this planet.

      Not even my sister.

      But something about this girl settled something deep inside of me.

      I couldn’t understand it, much less explain it, but when I was with her, I felt like I was drowning and breathing all at once.

      I felt like I was riding this thrilling wave and it didn’t matter if I fell or not because I could only land on softness.

      I wasn’t going to get hurt this time.

      Because Aoife Molloy, and it had taken me six long years to accept it, was not going to harm me.

      When she told me that she loved me, she meant it, and it was as unsettling as it was addictive, because if she only felt a fifth for me of what I felt for her, then I was one lucky son of a bitch.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you know what yesterday was?” Molloy asked, several hours, and countless drinks later. We were still at the party, still in the same position we’d been in for the past hour; with my back pressed to the living room wall, and her body pressed flush against mine.

      “What was yesterday, Molloy?” I indulged her by asking, keeping one hand clamped on her hip while I took a swig from my bottle with the other.

      She was loaded, while I had somehow managed to remain in control of my impulsive nature. After nine bottles, I was mildly buzzed, but I had built up a tolerance level that could rival a horse. Unlike my lightweight drinking buddy, it would take a lot more than a few beers to take me down.

      “Yesterday was the seventh.”

      “The seventh?”

      “Uh-huh. Our anniversary,” she announced, cheeks stained in that adorable pink shade that always came out when she was drunk. “One year ago yesterday we had our first kiss.”

      Well, shit. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Yep,” she breathed, leaning heavily against me. “Exactly one year ago yesterday, you stuck your tongue down my throat.”

      “That’s a little fumble with the truth,” I teased, grinning down at her. “If my memory serves me correctly, it was your tongue that entered my mouth first.”

      “Only because you were too pussy to make the first move.”

      I laughed. “I was building up to it.”

      She arched a brow. “For five years?”

      “What can I say?” I pulled her closer. “I had to be sure.”

      “Of what?”

      “That you wouldn’t run.”

      “And now you’re sure?” She watched me closely. “Now you trust me?”

      “Yeah, Molloy.” Nodding slowly, I leaned in close and brushed my lips against hers. “I trust you.”

      “Wow.” She expelled a shaky breath. “I think that means more to me than when you finally admitted that you love me.”

      “How’d you figure?”

      “Oh, please. You’ve been in love with me since forever. It’s so obvious,” she replied, without a hint of self-doubt or shyness, and I fucking loved it. “But I was never sure if you could ever truly open yourself up in that way to anyone.”

      “Not anyone, Molloy,” I told her. “Just you.”

      “You know I’ve got your back, right?” she breathed, hands moving under the hem of my shirt to press against my bare stomach. Her nails gently scraped my skin, causing an immediate response from my dick, as she leaned up on her tiptoes and pressed a kiss to the curve of my jaw. “I am so down for you, Joey Lynch.”

      Snaking one hand up to cover the tattoo on my chest, she used the other to move the hand I’d been resting on her hip to her tattooed ass cheek. Leaning back, she looked me right in the eyes and whispered the words, “Ride or die, Joe.”

      Fuck me…

      A shiver rolled through me and I couldn’t stop myself from grabbing her ass and dragging her body roughly against mine. “Ride or die, Molloy.”

      Her lips crashed against mine, and it was in this very moment that I knew I would never be able to untangle myself from this girl.

      Not in this lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BAMBIED

          

          AOIFE

        

      

    

    
      “We’ve…talked…about…this.”

      “I know, I know…” Moaning, I tried and failed to keep my thighs open, as I balanced precariously against the side of a fancy, cast-iron, oval-shaped bathtub, with my back bowed, and my arm stretched out to grip the other side of the tub. “I’m sorry, I just…uh, I can’t!”

      “You have to.” With one leg hitched over his shoulder, Joey knelt on the floor, with his face buried between my thighs. “You’re going to…strangle me.”

      “Stop talking, Joe, I’m so close,” I cried out hoarsely, back arching when I felt his tongue flick my clit. “Oh, Jesus!”

      “Molloy,” he growled, reaching up and pushing my thigh away from his head. “Spread these goddamn ladders for legs.”

      “No!” I wailed in despair as the feeling I had been chasing quickly receded. “Why would you do that to me? Why would you stop?”

      He glared at me. “Ah, maybe because I require oxygen to breathe, and you’re choking the very fucking essence of my being out of me with your legs.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “Ignore them,” I instructed, breathing hard, as someone knocked on the door. “This house has more than one bathroom.” Frowning, I added, “And I thought you liked my legs.”

      “I love your legs,” Joey agreed, hair all mussed up and sexy, as he looked up at me from his perch. “But if you don’t start remembering to keep them open when my head is between them, then they’re going to be responsible for my death.”

      “It’s your fault,” I huffed, feeling both defensive and aroused. “You and your devil tongue.”

      “Keep these legs open, ya hear?” he warned, pointing a finger at me. “Last warning.”

      “Or what – oh my god!” Eyelids fluttering, I reached a hand between my thighs and knotted my fingers in his hair. “You’re so good at that…”

      “Molloy!”

      “Sorry,” I strangled out, forcing my thighs apart. “Don’t stop.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “Fuck off,” I screamed at the inconsiderate bastard banging on the bathroom door.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “She said fuck off!” Joey roared; a hell of a lot louder than me.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “That’s it,” he snapped, tone furious, as he climbed to his feet and moved for the door. “If that creepy blond bastard is on the other side of that door again, I am going to fuck him up!”

      “But you’ve been so good,” I replied, choking out a laugh, as I hurried to intercept him before he could open the door. “Don’t fuck him up,” I purred, sliding between him and the door. “When you can fuck me instead.”

      His eyes blazed with heat. “Molloy.”

      “I promise I’ll feel better.” Reaching up, I quickly slid the sleeves of my dress down my arms, letting the fabric pool at my waist, before hitching the skirt up to join the rest of my dress. “So, what’s it going to be, Joe?”

      “Fuck.” His heated gaze moved straight to my bare breasts and he released a low growl. “Me.”

      Feeling empowered, I quickly led him over to the sink. “Good boy.”

      He arched a brow. “Don’t mock me.”

      Smirking, I reached for the button on his jeans and flicked it open before undoing his fly and roughly dragging his jeans and boxers down his hips to free his hard erection. “Big boy.”

      “Molloy!”

      “Shutting up now,” I breathed, reaching a hand between us to stroke him.

      “It’s been a while since we were together,” he admitted, closing the space between us, as he reached for my waist. “I’ll probably go off fast.”

      “That’s okay.” Giving him my back, I leaned forwards and gripped the sink, gaze locking on his in the mirror in front of me. “Just keep your eyes on me.”

      “Jesus.” With a shake of his head, he stepped closer, encouraging me to spread my legs, as one hand smoothed down my back, settling on my hip, while his used the other hand to slowly feed his big dick inside of me, inch by delicious inch.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      This time when the intruder pummeled on the door, Joey was too wrapped up in pummeling me to care.

      “Don’t stop,” I cried out hoarsely, clutching the porcelain sink for all I was worth, as I forced my legs to hold their ground against his deliciously addictive thrusting. “Make it hurt.”

      “Christ, Aoif,” he bit out, breathing hard. With eyes locked on mine in the mirror, he continued to thrust his hips at a furious pace. “You’re so tight.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      “Then stretch me,” I moaned, struggling to keep eye contact, as my entire body shook and trembled. “Make me yours.”

      “You’re already mine,” he told me, reaching a hand between my legs to thumb my clit. “Every inch of you.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      I was so wet that I could feel him sliding in deeper with every thrust. He was so big, pushing so deep inside of me, that it was borderline painful, but when that familiar pulsing of heat and pleasure grew stronger with every thrust of his hips, I found myself begging him to take me harder.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      It was only when Joey leaned in close and covered my mouth with his hand that I realized I was screaming.

      “Shh, Molloy,” he warned, keeping his eyes on mine in the mirror. “Quiet, baby.”

      Ah Jesus…

      I couldn’t take it.

      My body couldn’t handle another jolt of pressure.

      My cries were muffled by his hand as my orgasm tore through me, hitting so fucking deep, that my body clamped up tight, and my legs threatened to give out beneath me.

      “Fuck!” Breathing hard and fast, Joey sagged against me, as his erection pulsed inside of me, flooding me with heat. “You good?”

      “Uh-huh,” I laughed, breathless, as I leaned heavily against the sink. “You?”

      “Yeah, Molloy.” Chuckling, he squeezed my hip as he slowly pulled out and moved to sort himself out. “I’m good.”

      “I think you broke me a little bit towards the end there.” Staggering unsteadily on my feet, I clumsily cleaned up and readjusted my dress before taking stock of my disheveled appearance. “Look at those shakes,” I said, pointing to the very obvious tremor running through my legs. “I think you bambied me.”

      “Would you look at that.” Thoroughly amused, Joey closed the space between us and knelt down at my feet. “Come on, Bambi,” he chuckled, helping me to step back into my thong, and then pulling the fabric up my thighs. “Let’s make you decent.”

      A few moments later, when Joey swung the bathroom door open to let us out, we were greeted by a roaring cheer.

      “You fucking stallion,” some random lad declared, as he held a hand up for Joey to high-five. “My Jesus, for a minute there, I thought we were going to have to call an ambulance for your lady friend!”

      Joey gave him such a withering look that the lad physically shrunk away from him, quickly taking his outstretched hand with him.

      “The hell is wrong with these people?” he muttered, slinging an arm over my shoulder. “Every one that I meet is stranger than the last one.”

      “Who cares,” I replied breezily. “Let’s go eat and drink eat our weight in their generous offerings.”

      Joey nodded his approval. “I saw this seriously expensive looking bottle of champagne in the fridge.”

      “Yeah, I saw that, too.”

      “I’ve never tasted champagne before.”

      “Me either,” I told him. “But I have a purse in the living room big enough to smuggle a bottle back to my place.”

      He stopped in the hallway and turned to face me. “Should we, though?”

      “Someone’s going to end up drinking it.” I shrugged. “Why shouldn’t it be us?”

      He studied my face for a long moment before making his decision.

      “Get your bag,” he instructed. “I’ll get the bottle.”

      “Already on it,” I replied, bumping his fist with mine, as we moved in opposite directions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IT WAS MY TURN TO LOOK AFTER YOU

          

          AOIFE

        

      

    

    
      When I peeled my eyelids open the following morning, it was to the hangover from hell, and a hand probing my face.

      Blinking awake from the sticky intrusion, I quickly studied my surroundings to find myself twisted up in the sheets of a familiar bed, while an equally familiar toddler poked at me with his slobbery little fingers.

      My body tensed for the briefest of moments, as my bleary-eyed gaze took stock of the wide-eyed child staring back at me, and the lap in which he was perched on.

      Shirtless, and propped up against the wall his bed was aligned against, Joey had his head tilted sideways as he slept.

      He had one hand balled into a fist at his side, while the other hand hung limply around his brother’s waist.

      Protecting him even in sleep.

      “Hi, Sean,” I whisper-croaked, trying to conjure up a smile for him, not an easy feat considering even my lips ached.

      “E-fa,” he whispered back, and then shyly clambered back to the safety of his big brother’s arms. “O-ee.” Wrapping his small arm around Joey’s neck, he snuggled closer, and buried his face in the curve of his brother’s neck. “O-ee.”

      “You’re grand, I promise,” Joey mumbled, eyes still closed, as he tightened his arm around the little guy, and my heart squeezed tight at the sight. “Just close your eyes, Seany-boo.”

      “O-ee, poos.”

      Those two words had Joey practically vaulting off the bed, with his baby brother tucked under his arm.

      “Fuck my life,” he muttered, stalking over to his door and one-handedly dragging the chest of drawers out of his way before unlocking and yanking the bedroom door open. “You can wipe your own ass this time,” he warned the little guy in his arms, as he disappeared into the landing. “But good job for telling me, kid.”

      Frozen in place, the throbbing in my head assured me that I couldn’t move if I wanted to.

      A few minutes later, Joey strolled back into his room, this time clutching a can of coke instead of a sibling.

      “Morning.” His eyes danced with amusement as he closed his bedroom door behind him. “How’s the head?”

      “Morning,” I croaked out hoarsely, as I made a feeble attempt to drag myself into a sitting position. “And terrible.” I blew out a pained breath and clutched my temple. “I think I’m on the way out.”

      Closing the space between us, he sank down on the edge of the bed. “Nah, you’ll live,” he chuckled, thrusting the ice-cold can into my hands. “Drink.”

      “I can’t,” I groaned, and then physically gagged at the concept of putting another drop of liquid inside my poor stomach. “Seriously, I think I’m dying here.”

      “You’re not dying, but you are in trouble.”

      “Ugh,” I groaned. “Why? What did I do?”

      “Smoking.” He gave me a hard look. “Not cool, Molloy.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I snorted. “Like you can talk.”

      “I’m serious.” His green eyes were full of sincerity and concern. “I know why you did it, and it worked, but don’t ever do it again, okay?”

      “Don’t worry,” I moaned. “I have no plans to.”

      “Good.” Shaking his head, he reached over and cracked the can open and gently pushed it towards my face. “Now, drink up or you’ll feel worse.”

      Reluctantly, I took a small sip from the can, and when it didn’t kill me, I took a bigger one.

      Suddenly realizing just how parched I was, I quickly gulped down half the can, my eyes never leaving his as I drank.

      Nodding his approval, Joey reached into the pocket of his grey sweatpants and withdrew a small packet of paracetamol, and from the other pocket, he produced a packet of salt and vinegar crips.

      “Trust me,” he was quick to coax when I eyed him warily. “It’ll work.”

      “Fine.” With a resigned sigh, I popped two painkillers and quickly drained the rest of the can before reaching for the crisps. “I thought we were going back to my place?” I mused, unable to piece the events of last night together through the hazy fog in my mind, as I munched on the crisps.

      “So did I,” he agreed. “But you insisted that I take you back to my place.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “Huh.” Swallowing down a mouthful of salt and vinegar goodness, I titled my head to the side and considered his cure, feeling my stomach settle second by second. “Sugar, salt, and paracetamol? I have to say, this is a pretty strange hair of the dog, Joe, but it’s a good one.”

      “Family recipe,” was his wry response. “Perks of growing up with an alcoholic for a father, and a mother with a penchant for benzos.”

      “And a messy drunk for a girlfriend,” I offered, wincing when my eyes landed on the notable sick bucket next to my side of the bed. “I’m guessing that was for me, right?”

      Joey smirked and I dropped my head in my hands.

      “Oh god,” I groaned. “You had to clean up my puke."

      “It was the champagne,” he replied with a chuckle. “Or so you told me in between spraying us both in chunks in that Feely lad’s car on the way home.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah.” He inclined his head to his t-shirt that I was sporting. “I had to put you in the shower when we got back here.”

      “Oh, my sweet baby Jesus,” I wailed, mortified. “Stop laughing, Joe. It’s not funny. It’s horrifying.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” he laughed, pulling my hands away from my face. “It’s not like you haven’t returned the favor a time or ten for me.” Shrugging, he added, “It was my turn to look after you.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      “Because you’re my boyfriend.”

      “So? You’re my girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriends are supposed to be sexy.”

      “Molloy, I can assure you that you are insanely sexy.”

      “I am?”

      “Absolutely,” he replied and then choked out another laugh. “Especially when you have champagne bubbles coming out of your nose.”

      “Oh, fuck right off,” I snapped, grabbing a pillow from behind my back and smacking him over the head with it.

      “I did the best I could with your hair,” he added. “But I’ve never washed hair as long as yours before, so if I screwed up, don’t hold it against me.”

      My heart squeezed. “You washed my hair?”

      “I sort of had to,” he replied. “You sprayed your ponytail with chunks, too.”

      “Oh god.” I pulled my damp hair over my shoulder and took a sniff, instantly recognizing the shampoo scent as the one he used. “That’s quite possibly the most romantically disgusting thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      “Come on,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll make you a cuppa.”

      “Isn’t that against your rules?” I reminded him, throwing the covers off and climbing out of bed. “I mean, don’t you prefer us to stay in your room when we’re here?”

      “Yeah, well, that was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before last night,” he replied gruffly. “Before I opened my ears and actually listened for a change.”

      “So, boys can listen,” I mused, readjusting the waistband of his boxers he clearly dressed me in last night. “I thought that was just a myth.”

      “I heard you, Aoif.” Reaching for my hand, he pulled me close. “And I meant what I said about trusting you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “This is my world. It’s fucking horrible, but I’m willing to show you, if you’re willing to stay.”

      “Always, Joe,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      Braless beneath his white t-shirt, and with only his black boxers to cover my ass, I piled my hair into a make-shift bun on top of my head, and trailed downstairs with Joey, too hungover to care that I looked like something the cat dragged in.

      Fully aware that much of last night’s make-up was still smeared across my face, I checked my vanity at the kitchen door, and let him walk me inside.

      “Joey,” his mother said from her usual perch at the table. Her gaze flicked to me and I felt a sudden shift in her mood. “Aoife.”

      “Morning.” Acknowledging his mother, Joey walked us over to the kettle, keeping my back pressed to his front as he set to work on making coffee.

      The need to conceal his hard-on that was digging into my back was no doubt the reason for keeping me close.

      “The two of you woke half the house up last night, making all that racket when you came in.”

      “Hi, Marie,” I replied, offering her a smile, even though she did not look happy to see me. “Sorry about that.”

      “Yeah,” Joey called over his shoulder, while poking me in the rib. “She’ll puke quieter next time.”

      “Asshole,” I grumbled under my breath, trying and failing to stamp on his foot with my heel because the asshole had the reflexes of a cat.

      “Oh,” his mother said, watching us warily from her perch. “When you didn’t bring Aoife around over Christmas, I thought you two might have gone your separate ways.”

      No such luck, bitch.

      “I’m afraid I’m here to stay.” I gave her an extra wide smile, as I spooned sugar into my mug. “Coffee?”

      “No. Thank you.” She turned her attention to her son. “I’ve agreed to take on Betty Murphy’s cleaning shift at the hospital this afternoon. You’ll be here to watch Sean, won’t you?”

      “No.”

      “No?” Confusion filled her blue eyes. “What do you mean no?”

      “I mean no.” Stepping around me now that his morning wood was under control, Joey moved for the fridge and grabbed the milk. “I have plans.”

      “What plans?”

      “Just plans, Mam,” Joey replied, pouring a dollop of milk into both of our mugs.

      “With who?”

      “With Aoife,” he replied, winking when he handed me the mug.

      My heart thudded in victory.

      “Can you change your plans?” his mother pressed. “I already told Betty that I would cover her shift.”

      “No, I can’t,” Joey replied slowly. “Sunday is my only day off and I’m spending it with my girlfriend.”

      Ha-ha-ha-ha! Giving her a sweetly smug fuck-you smile, I leaned up on my tip-toes, and pressed a kiss to her son’s cheek.

      “We need the money.”

      “I don’t know what to tell ya, Mam.”

      “Well, what am I supposed to do with Sean?”

      Joey shrugged but didn’t answer.

      “Shannon is at Nanny’s getting her uniform altered, and your father has taken Ollie and Tadhg to that hurling blitz at the pavilion.”

      “He’s your son,” came my boyfriend’s quiet reply.

      “I know that, Joey, but I need you.”

      “Mam.”

      “You have responsibilities.”

      His nostrils flared. “I’m well aware.”

      “We can stay here and mind Sean for your mam, Joe,” I decided to say, thrilled that he was trying to put me first, but knowing that his guilt would only serve as a downer on his mood for the rest of the day. “It’s not like we have anything better to do.”

      “You sure?” Uncertain green eyes landed on mine. “You didn’t sign up to spending your Sunday babysitting my brother, Molloy.”

      No, but I definitely signed up to be with you.

      “I’m sure.” I gave him an enthusiastic nod before turning back to his mother. “We’ll watch your son.”

      Joey’s mother didn’t like me, didn’t want me anywhere near any of her sons, but I had her over a rock, and she could do nothing but nod stiffly and say, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Still smiling, I caught ahold of Joey’s hand and practically dragged him out of the kitchen. “Let’s go.”

      “Did you see the look on her face?” he chuckled, following me up the staircase, trying to balance both steaming mugs of coffee. “She’s raging.”

      “Because she doesn’t want me in her house.” Closing his bedroom door behind us, I turned the key in the lock and prowled towards him. “Distracting her perfectly trained, busy little worker bee.”

      Setting both mugs down on his windowsill, Joey turned back to me and gave me a heated look. “Call me a bee again, and I’ll have to sting ya.”

      “Sounds tempting.”

      Reaching for the hem of the t-shirt I was wearing, I quickly whipped it over my head and laughed when he groaned. “Fuck.”

      “Come on, Joe.” Hooking my fingers into the waistband of the boxers I was wearing, I pushed the fabric down my thighs. “I have the perfect place for you to put your stinger.”

      “Your mind is so messed up,” he laughed, pushing his sweats down his narrow hips. “You can make filth out of anything, Molloy.”

      “You love my dirty mind.”

      “You’re right. I do,” he agreed, as he closed the space between us and reached for me. “And I love your ass.” Hoisting me up, he pushed my back against his door and leaned in close. “And these lips.”

      Kissing me deeply, he growled into my mouth and rocked himself against me, causing the thick head of his cock to probe my clit.

      “Do it, Joe,” I encouraged, hooking my legs around his waist, as I slipped a hand between us and fisted his shaft. “Take me.”

      “Have me,” he whispered against my lips, as he slowly rocked into my touch. “Put me inside you.”

      Oh, Jesus.

      Shivering against his lips, I tilted my pelvis, aligning my body with his, and slowly fed him into my body, breathing hard as he filled me to the point of pain. “You stretch me so good.”

      “Keep talking and it’ll be over before it starts,” he warned, hips gyrating against mine, as he slowly built up a delicious rhythm that involved making minimal noise against the doorframe while making maximum impact on my body.

      “You like my pussy, Joe?”

      “I love your pussy.”

      “How much?”

      “Molloy.”

      “Come on, Joe. Talk to me.”

      “I can’t.” Releasing a pained groan, he dropped his head on my shoulder. “She’s right downstairs.”

      “So?” I breathed, pulling his face back to mine and kissing him hard. “Since when do we care about what she thinks?”

      “We don’t,” he agreed, lips meeting mine for a glorious kiss, while he rocked into me. “But this is her house—”

      “This is your room,” I interrupted, thrusting myself against him. “And in your room, you fuck me, Joey.”

      Heat flooded his eyes.

      “I’m yours,” I whispered, giving myself entirely to him. “You can have me anytime, anyplace, anywhere because you own me.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Every inch of me,” I breathed, chest heaving against his as our bodies collided. “So, take what’s yours.”

      Releasing a feral growl, Joey claimed my lips with his and did just that.
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            BACK TO BULLSHIT – I MEAN BCS

          

          JOEY

        

      

    

    
      I was a bundle of nerves.

      I couldn’t fucking breathe out of concern for the girl in the bathroom.

      Today was Shannon’s first day at Tommen, and she had been locked inside the bathroom for so long, that I was beginning to consider the possibility that she might have washed herself down the drain.

      I mean, in all honesty, there wasn’t much of her there to begin with.

      It wasn’t that hard of a stretch to imagine.

      Unable to take another second of the not knowing, I threw my door open, padded into the landing, and rapped my knuckles against the bathroom door.

      “Shan? Hurry up, will ya?” I knocked again, lying through my teeth when I added, “I’m bursting for a piss.”

      “Two minutes, Joey,” she called back and I leaned an ear against the door, listening as she muttered positive affirmations to herself from behind the closed door.

      Poor kid.

      “You can do this,” I heard her tell herself over and over again.

      Jesus, I sure as hell hoped it was true, because I was over eighteen now, a legal adult, which meant that the next time I had to intervene on her behalf, I would be heading straight for Cork prison.

      When the door finally swung inwards, and I was faced with the sight of my baby sister clad in a private school uniform, it took me a moment to process my thoughts. “You look…” I let my words trail off, shaking my head when I took sight of the blazer. A blazer? Who wore a fucking blazer to anything besides a wedding and a funeral? I didn’t understand any of this. The world she was about to enter was one I would never belong to.

      “Lovely,” I forced myself to tell her, and it wasn’t a lie. Besides from the fact that she looked skittish and terrified, she really did look the part. “The uniform suits you, Shan.”

      “Do you think it’ll be okay?” she asked, voice small, eyes wide with barely contained fear. “Do you think I’ll fit in, Joey?”

      I don’t know, but I hope so.

      I really fucking hope so, Shan.

      “I’m so fucking proud of you,” I said instead, struggling to keep my emotions in check. “You don’t even realize how brave you are.”

      It was the truth.

      Where she saw weakness, I saw strength.

      Where she saw fear, I saw resilience.

      Where she saw timidity, I saw courage.

      Unlike me, Shannon didn’t need to alter her mind to survive the world we lived in.

      She thought she was the weakest link in the family chain, when it couldn’t be further from the truth.

      My sister was titanium.

      “Hang on,” I said, hurrying back to my room. “I’ve got something for ya.” Retrieving my wallet from the pair of jeans strewn on my bedroom floor, I withdrew two fivers and returned to the landing to hand them to her. “Here.”

      “Joey, no,” she was quick to protest, staring down at her hand in horror. “I can’t —”

      “Take the money, Shannon,” I instructed. “It’s only a tenner. I know Nanny gave you the bus money, but just have something in your pocket.” Shrugging, I added, “I don’t know how shit works in that place, but I don’t want you going in there without a few quid.”

      She eyed me uncertainly. “Are you sure?”

      “Come here.” Hooking an arm around her bony shoulders, I pulled her in for a hug. “You’re going to be grand,” I told her, and I wasn’t sure which one of us I was trying to convince; her or me.

      Trembling, she hugged me back for all she was worth.

      “If someone gives you even the hint of shit, then you text me, and I will come over there and burn that school to the ground, and every posh, rugby head fucker in it.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” she strangled out, clinging to me for dear life. “But I’ll be late if I don’t get going, and that’s so not what I need on my first day.”

      I let my arm fall from her shoulders, but she didn’t move.

      Instead, she continued to cling to me like a baby monkey would its mother.

      She has to do this, I mentally chanted, and you have to let her.

      Feeling panicked when she finally worked up the courage to release me and shrug on her coat, I busied myself with scratching my chest, anything to stop myself from throwing her over my shoulder and locking her in her room where I could keep her safe.

      Picking her schoolbag up, Shannon hoisted it onto her small shoulders and offered me a hopeful smile before hurrying down the staircase.

      Let her go, I silently commanded myself, stay put and let her do this.

      “You text me,” I couldn’t stop myself from saying, as I hurried after her. Stopping midway down the staircase, I watched on helplessly as she opened the front door. “I’m serious. One sniff of crap from anyone, and I’ll come sort it out.”

      “I can do this, Joe,” she replied, turning back to look at me. “I can.”

      “I know you can.” I forced myself to smile back at her. “I just…” Blowing out an anxious breath, I said, “I’m here for you, okay? Always here for you.”
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