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      GAA: Gaelic Athletic Association.

      Culchie: a person from the countryside or a county outside of Dublin. Usually used as a friendly insult.

      Jackeen: A person from Dublin. A term sometimes used by people from other counties in Ireland to refer to a person from Dublin.

      Frigit: someone who hasn’t been kissed.

      Camogie: the female version of hurling.

      Hurling: an Irish sport played with hurleys and sliotars.

      Scoil Eoin: the name of Johnny's primary school.

      Grinds: tutoring.

      Fortnight: two weeks' time.

      Chipper: a restaurant that sells fast food.

      Craic: fun.

      Swat: nerd.

      Langer: idiot.

      Tog off: change into training clothes/change out of training clothes.

      St. Stephen's Night: Irish version of Boxing Day. December 26th.

      Bluey: porno movie.

      Corker: beautiful woman.
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        Binding 13 is the first installment in the Boys of Tommen series, and the first book for Johnny and Shannon. 
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        Because of its explicit sexual content, graphic violence, mature themes, triggers, and bad language, it is suitable for readers of 18+.
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            HIGH HOPES

          

          SHANNON

        

      

    

    
      It was January 10th 2005.

      A whole new year, and the first day back to school after Christmas break.

      And I was nervous – so nervous, in fact, that I had thrown up no less than three times this morning.

      My pulse was beating at a concerning rate; my anxiety the culprit for my erratic heartbeat, not to mention the cause of my upchuck reflex abandoning me.

      Smoothing down my new school uniform, I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror and hardly recognized myself.

      Navy jumper with the Tommen College crest on the breast with a white shirt and red tie. Grey skirt that stopped at the knee, revealing two scrawny, underdeveloped legs, and finishing with tan tights, navy socks, and two-inch, black court shoes.

      I looked like an implant.

      I felt like one, too.

      My only consolation was the shoes that Mam bought me brought me up to the five feet two mark. I was ridiculously small for my age in every way.

      I was thin on the extreme, under developed with fried eggs for breasts, clearly untouched by the puberty boom that had hit every other girl my age.

      My long, brown hair was loose and flowing down the middle of my back, pushed back from my face with a plain red hairband. My face was free of makeup, making me look every bit as young and small as I felt. My eyes were too big for my face and a shocking shade of blue to boot.

      I tried squinting, seeing if that made my eyes look any more human, and made a conscious effort to thin my swollen lips by pulling them into my mouth.

      Nope.

      The squinting only made me look strange– and a little constipated.

      Exhaling a frustrated sigh, I touched my cheeks with my fingertips and exhaled a ragged breath.

      What I lacked in the height and breast departments, I liked to think I made up for in maturity. I was level-headed and an old soul.

      Nanny Murphy always said that I was born with an old head on my shoulders.

      It was true to an extent.

      I had never been one to be fazed by boys or fads.

      It just wasn’t in me.

      I once read somewhere that we mature with damage, not with age.

      If that's the case, I was an old age pensioner in the emotional stakes.

      A lot of the time I worried that I didn’t work like other girls. I didn’t have the same urges or interest in the opposite sex. I didn’t have an interest in anyone; boys, girls, famous actors, hot models, clowns, puppies… Well, okay so I had an interest in cute puppies and big, fluffy dogs, but the rest of it, I could give or take.

      I had no interest in kissing, touching, or fondling of any sort. I couldn’t bear the thought of it. I suppose watching the shitstorm that was my parents' relationship unravel had put me off the prospect of teaming up with another human for life. If my parents’ relationship was a representation of love, then I wanted no part of it.

      I would rather be alone.

      Shaking my head to clear my thunderous thoughts before they darkened to the point of no return, I stared at my reflection in the mirror and forced myself to practice something I rarely did these days: smile.

      Deep breaths, I told myself. This is your fresh start.

      Turning on the tap, I washed my hands and splashed some water on my face, desperate to cool the heated anxiety burning inside of my body, the prospect of my first day at a new school a daunting notion.

      Any school had to be better than the one I was leaving behind. The thought entered my mind and I flinched in shame. Schools, I thought dejectedly, plural.

      I'd suffered relentless bullying in both primary and secondary school.

      For some unknown, cruel reason, I had been the target of every child's frustrations from the tender age of four.

      Most of the girls in my class decided on day one in junior infants that they didn’t like me and I wasn’t to be associated with. And the boys, while not as sadistic in their attacks, weren't much better.

      It didn’t make sense because I got along just fine with the other children on our street and never had any altercations with anyone on the estate we lived in.

      But School?

      School was like the seventh circle of hell for me, all nine – instead of the regular eight –years of primary had been torture.

      Junior Infants was so distressing for me that both my mother and teacher decided it would be best to hold me back so I could repeat Juniors with a new class. Even though I was just as miserable in my new class, I made a couple of close friends, Claire and Lizzie, whose friendship had made school bearable for me.

      When it came time to choose a secondary school in our final year of primary, I had realized I was very different from my friends.

      Claire and Lizzie were to attend Tommen College the following September; a lavish, elite private school, with massive funding and top of the range facilities – coming from the brown envelopes of wealthy parents who were hellbent on making sure their children received the best education money could buy.

      Meanwhile, I had been enrolled at the local, overcrowded, public school in the center of town.

      I still remembered the horrifying feeling of being separated from my friends.

      I'd been so desperate to get away from the bullies that I'd even begged Mam to send me to Beara to live with her sister, Aunty Alice, and her family so I could finish my studies.

      There were no words to describe the devastated feeling that had overtaken me when my father put his foot down on moving in with Aunty Alice.

      Mam loved me, but she was weak and weary and didn't put up a fight when Dad insisted I attend Ballylaggin Community School.

      After that, it got worse.

      More vicious.

      More violent.

      More physical.

      For the first month of first year, I was hounded by several groups of boys all demanding things from me that I was unwilling to give them.

      After that, I was labelled a frigit because I wouldn’t get off with the very boys that had made my life a living hell for years.

      The meaner ones labelled me cruel slurs, suggesting that the reason I was such a frigit was because I had boy parts under my skirt.

      No matter how cruel the boys were, the girls were far more inventive.

      And so much worse.

      They spread vicious rumors about me, suggesting that I was anorexic and threw my lunch up in the toilets after lunch every day.

      I wasn’t anorexic – or bulimic, for that matter.

      I was petrified when I was at school and couldn’t bear to eat a thing because when I did vomit, and it was a frequent event, it was a direct response to the unbearable weight of the stress I was under. I was also small for my age; short, undeveloped, and skinny, which didn’t help my cause to ward off the rumors.

      When I turned fifteen and still hadn't gotten my first period, my mother made an appointment with our local GP. Several blood tests and exams later, and our family doctor had assured both my mother and me that I was healthy, and that it was common for some girls to develop later than others.

      Almost a year had passed since then and, aside from one irregular cycle in the summer that had lasted less than half a day, I was yet to have a proper period.

      To be honest, I had given up on my body working like a normal girl when I clearly wasn’t.

      My doctor had also encouraged my mother to assess my schooling arrangement, suggesting that the stress I was under at school could be a contributing factor to my obvious physical stunt in development.

      After a heated discussion between my parents where Mam had pled my case, I was sent back to school, where I was subjected to unrelenting torment.

      Their cruelty varied from name-calling and rumor spreading, to sticking sanitary pads on my back, then to full on physically assaulting me.

      Once, in Home Economics class, a few of the girls in the seat behind me had hacked off a chunk of my ponytail with kitchen scissors and then waved it around like a trophy.

      Everyone had laughed and I think in that moment, I had hated the ones laughing at my pain more than the ones causing it.

      Another time, during P.E, the same girls had taken a picture of me in my underwear with one of their camera phones and forwarded it on to everyone in our year. The principal had cracked down on it quickly, and suspended who owned the phone, but not before half the school had a good laugh at my expense.

      I remembered crying so hard that day, not in front of them of course, but in the toilets. I had bolted myself into a cubicle and contemplated on ending it all. On just taking a bunch of tablets and being done with the whole damn thing.

      Life, for me, was a bitter disappointment, and at the time, I had wanted no further part in it.

      I didn't do it because I was too much of a coward.

      I was too afraid of it not working and waking up and having to face the consequences.

      I was a fucking mess.

      My brother, Joey, said they targeted me because I was good-looking and called my tormenters jealous bitches. He told me that I was gorgeous and instructed me to rise above it.

      It was easier said than done – and I wasn’t so confident about that gorgeous statement, either.

      Many of the girls targeting me were the same ones that had been bullying me since preschool.

      I doubted looks had anything to do with it back then.

      I was just unlikable.

      Besides, as much as he tried to be there for me and defend my honor, Joey didn’t understand how school life was for me.

      My older brother was the polar opposite of me in every shape of the word.

      Where I was short, he was tall. I had blue eyes, he had green ones. I was dark haired, he was fair. His skin was sun-kissed golden. I was pale. He was outspoken and loud, whereas I was quiet and kept to myself.

      The biggest contrast between us was that my brother was adored by everyone at Ballylaggin Community School, aka BCS, the local, public secondary school we both attended.

      Of course, landing a spot on the Cork minor hurling team helped Joey's popularity status along the way, but even without sports, he was a great guy.

      And being the great guy that he was, Joey tried to protect me from it all, but it was an impossible task for one guy.

      Joey and I had an older brother, Darren, and three younger brothers: Tadhg, Ollie, and Sean, but neither of us had spoken to Darren since he walked out of the house five years previous, following yet another infamous blow out with our father. Tadhg and Ollie, who were eleven and nine, were only in primary school, and Sean, who was three, was barely out of nappies so I wasn’t exactly flush with protectors to call on.

      It was days like this that I missed my eldest brother.

      At twenty-three, Darren was seven years older than me. Big and fearless, he was the ultimate big brother for every little girl growing up.

      From a small child, I had adored the ground he walked on; trailing after him and his friends, tagging along with him wherever he went. He always protected me, taking the blame at home when I did something wrong.

      It wasn’t easy for him, and being so much younger than him, I hadn't understood the full extent of his struggle. Mam and Dad had only been seeing each other a couple of months when she fell pregnant with Darren at fifteen.

      Labeled a bastard baby because he was born out of wedlock in 1980's catholic Ireland, life had always been a challenge for my brother. After he turned eleven, everything got so much worse for him.

      Like Joey, Darren was a phenomenal hurler, and like me, our father despised him. He was always finding something wrong with Darren, be it his hair or his handwriting, his performance on the field or his choice of partner.

      Darren was gay and our father couldn’t cope with it.

      He blamed my brother's sexual orientation on an incident in the past, and nothing anyone said could get it through to our father that being gay wasn’t a choice.

      Darren was born gay, the same way Joey was born straight and I was born empty.

      He was who he was and it broke my heart that he wasn’t accepted in his own home.

      Living with a homophobic father was torture for my brother.

      I hated Dad for that, more than I hated him for all the other terrible things he had done through the years.

      My father's intolerance and blatant discriminating behavior towards his own son was by far the vilest of his traits.

      When Darren took a year out from hurling to concentrate on his leaving cert, our father had hit the roof. Months of heated arguments and physical altercations had resulted in a huge blow out where Darren packed his bags, walked out the door, and never came back.

      Five years had passed since that night, and aside from the annual Christmas card in the post, none of us had seen or heard from him.

      We didn’t even have a phone number or address for him.

      He as good as vanished.

      After that, all of the pressure our father had put on Darren was switched onto the younger boys – who were, in our father's eyes, his normal sons.

      When he wasn’t down at the pub or the bookies, our father was dragging the boys off to training and matches.

      He focused all of his attention on them.

      I was of no use to him, what with being a girl and all that.

      I wasn’t good at sports and I didn’t excel at school or any club activity.

      In my father's eyes, I was just a mouth to feed until eighteen.

      That wasn’t something I had come up with either. Dad told me this on countless occasions.

      After the fifth or sixth time, I grew immune to the words.

      He had no interest in me, and I had no interest in trying to live up to some irrational expectation of his. I would never be a boy, and there was no point in trying to please a man whose mind was back in the fifties.

      I'd long since grown tired of begging for love from a man who, in his own words, never wanted me.

      The pressure he put on Joey concerned me though, and it was the reason I felt so much guilt every time he had to come to my aid.

      He was in sixth year, his final year of secondary school, and had his own stuff going on: with GAA, his part-time job at the petrol station, the leaving cert, and his girlfriend, Aoife.

      I knew that when I hurt, Joey hurt too. I didn’t want to be a burden around his neck, someone he was constantly having to look out for, but it had been that way since as far back as I could remember.

      To be honest, I couldn’t stand to look at the disappointment in my brother's eyes another minute in that school. Passing him in the hallways, knowing that when he looked at me, his expression caved.

      To be fair, the teachers at BCS had tried to protect me from the lynch mob, and the guidance teacher at BCS, Mrs. Falvy, even organized fortnightly counselling sessions with a school psychologist throughout second year until funding was cut.

      Mam had managed to scrape together the money for me to see a private counsellor, but at €80 per session, and having to censor my thoughts at my mother's request, I'd only seen her five times before lying to my mother and telling her that I felt better.

      I didn’t feel better.

      I never felt better.

      I just couldn’t bear to watch my mother struggle.

      I despised being a financial burden on her, so I sucked it up, slapped on a smile, and continued to walk into hell every day.

      But the bullying never stopped.

      Nothing stopped.

      Until one day, it did.

      The week before Christmas break last month – just three weeks after a similar incident with the same group of girls – I had come home in floods of tears, with my school jumper ripped down the front and my nose stuffed with tissue paper to stem the bleeding from the hiding I'd taken at the hands of a group of fifth year girls, who'd vehemently suggested that I had tried to get with one of their boyfriends.

      It was a boldface lie, considering I never laid eyes on the boy they accused me of trying to seduce, and another in a long line of pathetic excuses to beat me up.

      That was the day I stopped.

      I stopped lying.

      I stopped pretending.

      I just stopped.

      That day wasn’t just my breaking point, it was Joey's, too. He’d followed me into the house with a week's suspension under his belt for beating the living daylights out of Ciara Maloney, my main tormentor's, brother.

      Our mother had taken one look at me and pulled me out of the school.

      Going against my father's wishes, who thought I needed to toughen up, Mam went to the local credit union and took out a loan to pay the admission fees for Tommen College, the private, fee-paying secondary school based fifteen miles north of Ballylaggin.

      While I worried for my mother, I knew that if I had to walk through the doors of that school one more time, I would not be walking back out.

      I had hit my limit.

      The prospect of a better life, a happier life, was dangled in front of my face and I had grabbed it with both hands.

      And even though I feared the backlash from the kids on my council estate for attending a private school, I knew it couldn’t be worse than the shit I had endured in the school I was leaving behind.

      Besides, Claire Biggs and Lizzie Young, the two the girls I'd been friends with at primary school, would be in my class at Tommen College – the principal, Mr. Twomey, had assured me of that when my mother and I had met with him during the Christmas holidays to enroll.

      Both Mam and Joey encouraged me with relentless support, with Mam taking extra cleaning shifts at the hospital to pay for my books and new uniform which included a blazer.

      Before Tommen College, the only blazers I'd ever seen were the ones men wore at mass on a Sunday, never on teenagers, and now it would be part of my daily wardrobe.

      Leaving the local secondary school in the middle of my junior cert year – an important exam year – had caused a huge rift in our family, with my father furious to be spending thousands of euros on an education that was free in the public school just down the road.

      When I tried to explain to my father that school wasn’t as easy for me as it was for his precious GAA-star son, he shut me down, refusing to hear me out, and letting me know in no uncertain terms that he would not support me attending a glorified rugby prep-school with a bunch of stuck up, privileged clowns.

      I could still recall the words "Get off your high horse, girl," and "Tis far from rugby and prep schools you were reared," not to mention my favorite, "You'll never fit in with those cunts," coming out of my father's mouth.

      I wanted to scream at him "you won't be paying for it!" since Dad hadn't worked a day since I was seven, fending for the family was left to my mother, but I valued my ability to walk too much.

      My father didn’t get it, but then again, I had a feeling the man had never been subjected to bullying a day in his whole life. If there was bullying to be done, Teddy Lynch was the one doing it.

      God knows he bullied Mam around enough.

      Because of my father's outrage at my schooling, I had spent most of my winter break holed up in my bedroom and trying to stay out of his way.

      Being the only girl in a family with five brothers, I had my own room. Joey had his own room, too, though his was much bigger than mine, having shared it with Darren until he moved out. Tadhg and Ollie shared another larger bedroom, with Sean and my parents residing in the largest of the bedrooms.

      Even though it was only the box room at the front of the house, with barely any room to swing a cat, I appreciated the privacy that my own bedroom door – with a lock – gave me.

      Contrary to the four bedrooms upstairs, our house was tiny, with a sitting room, kitchen, and one bathroom for the entire family. It was a semi-d, and situated at the edge of Elk's Terrace, the largest council estate in Ballylaggin.

      The area was rough and riddled with crime and I avoided it all by hiding in my room.

      My tiny bedroom was my sanctuary in a house – and street –full of bustle and madness, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever.

      My privacy was on borrowed time because Mam was pregnant again.

      If she had a girl, I would lose my sanctuary.

      "Shan!" Banging erupted on the other side of the bathroom door, dragging me from my impervious thoughts. "Hurry up, will ya! I'm bursting for a piss."

      "Two minutes, Joey," I called back, then continued my assessment of my appearance. "You can do this," I whispered to myself. "You can absolutely do this, Shannon."

      The banging resumed so I hastily dried my hands on the towel hanging on the rack and unlocked the door, eyes landing on my brother who was standing in nothing but a pair of black boxers, scratching his chest.

      His eyes widened when he took in my appearance, the sleepy expression on his face turning alert and surprised. He was sporting a roaster of a black eye from the hurling match he'd played in at the weekend, but it didn’t seem to worry a hair of his handsome head.

      "You look…." My brother's voice trailed off as he gave me that brotherly appraisal. I braced myself for the jokes he would inevitably make at my expense, but they never came. "Lovely," he said instead, pale green eyes warm and full of unspoken worry. "The uniform suits you, Shan."

      "Do you think it'll be okay?" I kept my voice low so I didn’t wake the rest of our family.

      Mam had worked a double shift yesterday and she and Dad were both sleeping. I could hear my father's loud snoring coming from behind their closed bedroom door, and the younger boys would have to be dragged from their mattresses later for school.

      As per usual, it was just Joey and me.

      The two amigos.

      "Do you think I'll fit in, Joey?" I asked, voicing my concerns aloud. I could do that with Joey. He was the only one in our family I felt I could talk to and confide in. I looked down at my uniform and shrugged helplessly.

      His eyes burned with unspoken emotion as he stared down at me, and I knew he was up this early not because he was desperate to use the bathroom, but because he wanted to see me off on my first day.

      It was 6:15 in the morning.

      Like Tommen College, BCS didn’t start until 9:05am, but I had a bus to catch and the only one passing through the area was at 6:45am.

      It was the first bus run of the day leaving Ballylaggin, but it was the only one that passed the school in time. Mam worked most mornings and Dad was still refusing to take me.

      When I asked Dad about taking me to school last night, he had told me that if I'd get off my high horse and go back to Ballylaggin Community School like Joey and every other kid on our street, I wouldn’t need a lift to school.

      "I'm so fucking proud of you, Shan," Joey said in a voice that was thick with emotion. "You don’t even realize how brave you are." Clearing his throat a couple of times, he added, "Hang on – I've got something for you." With that, he padded across the narrow landing and into his bedroom, returning less than a minute later. "Here," he muttered, fisting a couple of €5 notes into my hand.

      "Joey, no!" I immediately rebuffed the notion of taking his hard-earned money. He didn’t make much at the petrol station to begin with, and money was hard to come by in our family, so taking ten euro from my brother was unimaginable. "I can't–"

      "Take the money, Shannon. It's only a tenner," he instructed, giving me a no-nonsense expression. "I know Nanny gave you the bus money, but just have something in your pocket. I don’t know how shit works in that place, but I don’t want you going in there without a few quid."

      I swallowed the lump of emotion fighting its way up my throat and squeezed out, "Are you sure?"

      Joey nodded, then pulled me in for a hug. "You are going to be grand," he whispered in my ear, hugging me so tight I wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince or console. "If someone gives you even the hint of shit, then you text me and I will come over there and burn that fucking school to the ground and every posh, little rugbyhead fucker in it."

      That was a sobering thought.

      "It's going to be fine," I said, this time putting some force into my voice, needing to believe the words. "But I'll be late if I don’t get going and that's so not what I need on my first day."

      Giving my brother one last hug, I shrugged on my coat and grabbed my school bag, shouldering it onto my back, before heading for the staircase.

      "You text me," Joey called out when I was halfway down the steps. "I’m serious, one sniff of crap from anyone and I'll come sort it out for you."

      "I can do this, Joey," I whispered, casting a quick glance to where he was leaning against the bannister, watching me with concerned eyes. "I can."

      "I know you can." His voice was low and pained. "I just…I'm here for you, okay?" he finished with a heavy exhale. "Always here for you."

      This was hard for my brother, I realized, as I watched him wave me off to school like an anxious parent would their firstborn. He was always fighting my battles, always jumping in to defend me and pull me to safety.

      I wanted him to be proud of me, to see me as more than a little girl that needed his constant protection.

      I needed that for myself.

      With renewed determination, I gave him a bright smile and then hurried out of the house to catch my bus.
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            EVERYTHING HAS CHANGED

          

          SHANNON

        

      

    

    
      When I climbed off my bus, I was relieved to discover that the doors of Tommen College were opened to the students at 7 in the morning, obviously to accommodate the different schedules of the boarders and day walkers.

      I hurried into the building to get out of the weather.

      It was pouring rain outside, and in any other circumstance I might consider it a bad omen, but this was Ireland where it rained an average of 150 to 225 days out of the year.

      It was also early January, typical rain season.

      I discovered that I wasn’t the only early bird to arrive before school hours, noting several students already wandering through the halls and lounging in the lunch hall and common areas.

      Yes, common areas.

      Tommen College had what I could only describe as spacious living rooms for each year.

      To my immense surprise, I discovered that I wasn’t the immediate target for bullies like I had been in every other school I had attended.

      Students whizzed past me, uninterested in my presence, clearly caught up in their own lives.

      I waited, with my heart, in my mouth for a cruel comment or shove to come.

      It didn’t.

      Transferring halfway through the year from the neighboring public school, I had been expecting a tirade of fresh taunts and new enemies.

      But nothing happened.

      Aside from a couple of curious glances, nobody approached me.

      The students at Tommen either didn’t know who I was – or didn’t care.

      Either way, I was clearly off the radar in this school and I loved it.

      Comforted by the sudden cloak of invisibility surrounding me, and feeling more positive than I had in months, I took the time to look around the third-year common area.

      It was a large, bright room with floor to ceiling windows on one side that looked onto a courtyard of buildings. Plaques and photographs of previous students adorned the lemon painted walls.  Plush couches and comfy chairs filled the large space, along with a few round tables and matching oak chairs. There was a small kitchenette area in the corner with a kettle, toaster, and microwave.

      Holy crap.

      So, this was what the other side lived like.

      It was like a different world in Tommen College.

      An alternate universe to the one I came from.

      Wow.

      I could bring a few slices of bread and have tea and toast at school.

      Feeling intimidated, I slipped out and wandered through every hall and corridor trying to get my bearings.

      Studying my timetable, I memorized where every building and wing that I would have a class in was.

      I was feeling pretty confident by the time the bell went at 8:50, signaling fifteen minutes before the start of the school day, and when I was greeted by a familiar voice, I came close to crying with sheer relief.

      "Oh my god! Oh my god!" a tall, curvaceous blonde with a smile the size of a football pitch squealed loudly, drawing mine and everyone else's attention, as she barreled through several groups of students in her bid to reach me.

      I wasn’t nearly prepared for the monster hug I was enveloped in when she reached me, even though I should have expected nothing less from Claire Biggs.

      Being greeted by actual smiling, friendly faces instead of what I was used to was overwhelming for me.

      "Shannon Lynch," Claire half giggled, half choked out, squeezing me tightly. "You're actually here!"

      "I'm here," I agreed with a small laugh, patting her back as I tried and failed to free myself from her lung-crushing embrace. "But I won't be for much longer if you don’t ease up on the squeezing."

      "Oh, crap. Sorry," Claire laughed, immediately taking a step back and releasing me from her death hold. "I forgot you haven't grown since fourth class." She took another step back and looked me over. "Make that third class," she snickered, eyes dancing with mischief.

      This wasn’t a dig; it was an observation and a fact.

      I was exceptionally small for my age, dwarfed even further by my friend's 5'9 frame.

      She was tall, athletically built, and exceptionally beautiful.

      It wasn’t a demure form of beauty either.

      No, it shot out of her face like sun beams.

      Claire was simply dazzling with big, puppy dog brown eyes and ringlets of light blonde curls. She had a sunny disposition and a smile that could warm the coldest of hearts.

      Even at four years old, I'd known this girl was different.

      I could feel the kindness radiating out of her. I'd felt it as she stood in my corner for eight long years, defending me to her own detriment.

      She knew the difference between right and wrong and was prepared to step in for anyone weaker than her.

      She was a keeper.

      We had drifted apart since going to separate secondary schools, but one look at her and I knew she was still the same old Claire.

      "We can't all be beanpoles," I shot back good-naturedly, knowing her words were not meant to hurt me.

      "God, I'm so glad you're here." She shook her head and smiled down at me. She did this adorable happy dance and then threw her arms around me once more. "I can't believe your parents finally did the right thing by you."

      "Yeah," I replied, uncomfortable again. "Eventually."

      "Shan, it won't be like that here," Claire's tone was serious now, eyes full of unspoken emotion. "All that shit you've suffered? It's in the past." She sighed again and I knew she was holding her tongue, refraining from saying everything she wanted to.

      Claire knew.

      She was there in primary school.

      She witnessed how it was for me back then.

      For some unknown reason, I was glad she hadn't seen how much worse it had gotten.

      It was a humiliation I didn’t want to feel anymore.

      "I'm here for you," she continued to say, "and Lizzie, too – if she ever decides to drag her ass out of bed and actually come to school."

      Smiling brightly, I banished my demons to the back of my mind and said, "Here's to a fresh start."

      "Yes, girl!" Claire said with keen enthusiasm, fist bumping me in the process. "A fresh start with the sunny side up."
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        * * *

      

      The first half of the day went better than I could have ever anticipated. Claire introduced me to her friends, and while I couldn’t remember the names of most of the people I had met, I was incredibly grateful to be included and, I dared say, accepted.

      Inclusion wasn’t something I was used to, and I found myself working hard to keep up with the constant flow of conversation and friendly questions aimed at me.

      Spending as much time as I did in my own company made it difficult for me to integrate back into normal teenage society. Having people other than Joey and his friends that were willing to sit with me, talk to me, and walk with me at school was a mind-blowing experience.

      When my other primary school friend, Lizzie Young, eventually showed up to school halfway through the third class of the morning, blaming a dentist appointment for her absence, we immediately fell back into the familiar friendship we always had.

      Lizzie rolled into school in a boy's school trousers and runners, uncaring of what anyone had to say about her appearance. She honestly didn’t seem to care what people thought. She dressed according to her mood and projected vibes the same way. She could show up tomorrow in a skirt and with a full face of makeup. She did what she wanted to do when she wanted to do it, unaware and uncaring of anyone else's opinion.

      She oozed a lazy sort of confidence with her long, dark blonde, swishing ponytail and makeup-free face, emphasizing those big, blue eyes of hers.

      I also noted all through our classes that Lizzie received plenty of male attention regardless of the baggy trousers and messy hair she was sporting, proving the point that you don’t need to strip down and paint your face to attract the opposite sex.

      A genuine smile and a nice personality went a long way.

      Lizzie was a lot like Claire in many ways, but starkly different in others.

      Like Claire, Lizzie was blonde and leggy.

      They were both tall for their age and both sickeningly beautiful.

      But where Claire was outgoing and, at times, a little overly excited, Lizzie was laidback and slightly introverted.

      Claire was mostly unfiltered and Lizzie took her time to make a decision on something.

      Claire was pristine at all times with a full face of makeup and a perfectly coordinated outfit for any given occasion, while Lizzie's style was unpredictable.

      Meanwhile, I was the tiny brunette who buddied up with the best-looking girls in class.

      Sigh…

      "Are you okay, Shan?" Lizzie asked after big break.

      We were walking towards our next class, English in the south wing, when I stopped mid-stride, causing a pile-up of students.

      "Oh crap," I muttered, suddenly realizing my blunder. "I left my phone in the bathroom."

      Claire, who was on my left, turned and frowned. "Go and get it, we'll wait for you."

      "The bathroom in the science building," I replied with a groan. Tommen was ridiculously large, with several classes taking place in different buildings around the vast property. "I have to get it back," I added, feeling anxious at the thought of someone finding my phone and invading my privacy. The mobile phone itself wasn’t worth anything, it was one of the cheapest prepays on the market and didn’t even have a camera, but it was mine. It was filled with private text messages and I needed it back. "Dammit."

      "Don’t panic," Lizzie interjected. "We'll walk you over."

      "No." I held a hand up and shook my head. "I don’t want to make you both late for class, too. I'll go and get it." I was new. It was my first day. I doubted the teacher would go hard on me for being late to class. Claire and Lizzie on the other hand weren't new and didn’t have any excuse for not being in their seats on time.

      I could do this.

      I didn’t – or at least I shouldn't – need a babysitter to walk me across the school.

      Claire frowned, her uncertainty evident. "Are you sure?"

      "Yeah." I nodded. "I remember the way."

      "I don’t know, Shan." Lizzie chewed on her bottom lip. "Maybe one of us should go with you." Shrugging, she added, "You know, just in case…"

      The second bell rang loudly, signaling the start of class.

      "Go on," I urged, waving them off. "I'll be grand."

      Turning on my heels, I hurried down the hallway to the entrance and then broke into a run when I reached the courtyard. It took a solid nine-minutes running at full speed in the lashing rain down a laneway that circled several sports training pitches to reach the science building – not an easy feat in heels.

      By the time I reached the girls bathroom, I was breathless and sweating.

      Thankfully, my phone was exactly where I had left it – on the sink next to the soap dispenser.

      Sagging in relief, I swiped it off the sink, quickly checked the screen, sagged again when I saw the unperturbed locked screen, and then tucked it safely into the front pocket of my school bag.

      If this had happened in my old school, a phone left unattended in a bathroom wouldn’t have survived fifteen seconds, let alone fifteen minutes.

      You're walking shoulder to shoulder with the wealthy now, Shannon, I thought to myself. They don’t want your shitty phone.

      Splashing some water on my face, I shouldered my bag onto my back, using both straps like the nerd I was. I hadn't been to my locker yet and I was carrying what felt like four stone in there. Both straps were entirely necessary in this situation.

      When I stepped out of the science building and looked at the long, unappealing trek back to the main building where my class was, I bit back a moan.

      I wasn’t running again.

      I physically couldn’t.

      All of my energy was zapped.

      Forlorn, my gaze flickered between the unappealing, uphill laneway and to the training pitches.

      There were three pitches in total on this side of the school.

      Two smaller fields, neatly tended, that were empty, and one larger pitch that was currently being occupied by thirty or so boys and a teacher shouting orders at them.

      Torn, I debated my options.

      If I cut across the training fields, it would shave several minutes off my walk.

      They wouldn’t even notice me.

      I was small and quick.

      I was also tired and anxious.

      Cutting across the pitches was the logical thing to do.

      Sure, there was a steep, grassy bank on the far side of the pitch that separated the fields from the courtyard, but I could make it up that without any problem.

      Checking my watch, a surge of dismay rose inside of me when I saw that I had already missed fifteen minutes of the forty-minute class.

      Decision made, I climbed over the low wooden fence that separated the training grounds from the footpath and power-walked towards my destination.

      With my head down and my heart hammering violently against my ribcage, I hurried through the empty fields, hesitating only when I reached the largest of the training pitches – the one filled with boys.

      Huge boys.

      Dirty boys.

      Angry looking boys.

      Who were glaring at me.

      Oh crap.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Get off the fucking pitch!"

      "Jesus Christ!"

      "Fucking girls."

      "Move, will you!"

      Panicked, I ignored the shouting and jeering as I hurried past them, obviously disturbing their training.

      Mortification seeped through my body as I upped my pace, breaking into a clumsy jog.

      The ground was wet and muddy from the rain, so I couldn’t move as quickly as I – or those boys – would have liked.

      When I reached the edge of the pitch, I felt like crying in relief as I hobbled up the steep bank. However, my relief was only a momentary, fleeting feeling that was quickly replaced with a searing pain as something very hard and very heavy smashed into the back of my head, taking the air from my lungs and my feet from beneath me.

      Moments later, I was free-falling backwards, tumbling down the muddy bank, the pain ricocheting through my head making it impossible for me to think clearly or break my own fall.

      My last coherent thought before I hit the ground with a thud, and a thick cloud of darkness cloaked over me, was this; nothing changes.

      I was wrong though.

      Everything changed after that day.

      Everything.
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      Boy Wonder Captivates The Coaching Staff At The Academy – Young Johnny Kavanagh, 17, a native of Blackrock, Dublin, currently residing in Ballylaggin County Cork, sailed through his medical evaluation to secure his position at the prestigious rugby academy in Cork. Nursing a chronic groin injury since the start of last season, the youth has been given the all clear from team doctors. The Tommen College secondary school student is set to win his fifteenth cap for The Academy this weekend, having been named as starting 13 for the esteemed youth team. The natural center has been drawing attention from coaches at International level, including clubs in the U.K and southern hemisphere. When asked to comment on the school boy's accelerated rise through the ranks, the Ireland's u20's head coach, Liam Delaney, had this to say; "We are excited about the level of caliber in the up and coming players throughout the country. The future looks bright for Irish rugby." When asked specifically about the Cork school boy, Delaney said, "We have been aware of Kavanagh since his playing days in Dublin and have been in close talks with his coaches and trainers for the last eighteen months. U18's coaches are impressed. We are keeping a keen eye on his progression and are impressed with the level of intelligence and maturity he naturally exudes on the pitch. He's certainly one to watch out for when he comes of age."
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      I was exhausted.

      Seriously, I was so tired I was having a hard time keeping my eyes open and my focus on point. My day from hell was turning into the week from hell, and that was a special feat considering it was Monday.

      Falling straight back into school, not to mention training and the gym six nights a week, did that to a guy.

      To be honest, I'd been running on empty since last summer, having returned from an international campaign with the u18's, where I was playing alongside the best in Europe, only to head right into an intense six-week conditioning camp in Dublin.

      After that, I had a ten-day break before returning to school and resuming my commitments with my club and The Academy.

      I was also hungry, which didn’t bode well for my temper.

      I didn’t do well with long intervals between meals.

      My lifestyle and intense training regime required me to eat at regular, allotted time frames.

      Every two hours was ideal for my body when I was consuming a 4,500 calorie a day diet.

      Leaving my stomach waiting longer than four hours, and I was a moody, pissy bitch.

      It wasn’t like I was particularly looking forward to the mountain of fish and steamed vegetables waiting for me in my lunch box, but I was in a routine, dammit.

      Fucking with my regimen was a surefire way of waking the hangry beast inside of me.

      We'd been on the pitch less than half an hour and already I'd taken out three of my teammates and had taken a bollocking from our coach in the process.

      In my defense, every tackle I made on them was a perfectly legal one, if not a little ruthless.

      But that was my point, dammit.

      I was too aggravated to take it back a notch on boys who weren't anywhere near my level of playing.

      Boys was the appropriate word in this instance.

      These were boys.

      I played with men.

      I often wondered what the point was in playing on the school team.

      It didn’t do shite for me.

      Club level was basic enough but school boy rugby was a fucking waste of my time.

      Especially this school.

      Today was the first day back after Christmas break, but the school team had been training since September.

      Four months.

      Four fucking months and we looked more disorganized than ever.

      For the millionth time in the past six years, I found myself resenting my parents' move.

      Had we stayed in Dublin, I would be playing on a quality team with quality players and making some actual goddamn progression.

      But no, instead I was here, in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, picking up the slack for a less than adept trainer and busting my bollocks to keep our side in sights of the qualifiers.

      We won the league cup last year because we had a solid team with the ability to actually play decent fucking rugby.

      With the absence of several players from last year's squad, who were now gone on to college, my agitation and concern for our chances this year was growing by the minute.

      I wasn’t the only one who felt like this, either.

      There were six or seven exceptional players left in this school who were good enough for the division we were playing in, and that was the problem.

      We needed a bench of twenty-three decent players to excel in this league.

      Not half a dozen.

      My best friend for example, Gerard Gibson - or Gibsie for short, was a prime example of exceptional.

      He was, without a shadow of doubt, the best flanker I'd played with or against in this level of rugby and could easily move up the ranks with a little commitment and effort.

      Unlike me, though, rugby wasn’t Gibsie's life.

      Giving up parties and girlfriends for a few years was a small price to pay for a professional career in the sport. If he laid off the drink and cigarettes, he'd be phenomenal.

      Gibs wasn’t quite so convinced though, choosing to spend quality training time fucking his way through the female population of Ballylaggin with a relish, and drinking until his liver and pancreas cried out in protest instead.

      I thought it was a dreadful waste.

      Another overthrown pass from Patrick Feely, our newest number 12 and my partner in midfield, caused me to lose my ever-loving shite right there in the middle of the pitch.

      Yanking out my mouthguard, I flung it at him, socking him straight in the jaw.

      "See that?" I roared. "It's called hitting the fucking target."

      "Sorry, Cap," the center muttered, red-faced, addressing me by the on-pitch nickname I'd earned since becoming captain of the school team in fourth year and earning my first international cap the same year. "I'll do better."

      I regretted my actions immediately.

      Patrick was a decent lad and very good friend of mine.

      Aside from Gibsie, Hughie Biggs and Patrick were my closest friends.

      Gibs, Feely, and Hughie had already been in a tight circle at Scoil Eoin, an all-boys primary school, when I was injected into their class for the final year of primary.

      Bonding over our shared love of rugby, we'd all remained good friends throughout secondary school, although we had paired off in the sense of best friends – with Hughie aligning himself with Patrick, and me with the gobshite himself.

      Patrick was a quiet lad. He didn’t deserve my wrath, and the poor guy definitely didn’t deserve to have my spit-laced mouthguard launched at his head.

      Dropping my head, I jogged over to him and clapped his shoulder, muttering my apologies.

      See, this was exactly why I needed to be fed.

      And maybe given an icepack for my dick.

      Fill me up with enough meat and veg and I'd be a different person.

      A tolerant person.

      Polite even.

      But my sole focus was currently on not passing out from hunger and pain, therefore I had no time for niceties.

      We had a cup qualifier match later this week and unlike me, these lads had spent their free time being, well, teenagers.

      Christmas break was a prime example.

      I'd spent my time working like a maniac to get back to the pitch, having been out on injury, while these guys had spent their break eating and drinking the shite out of life.

      I had no problem losing a match if we were genuinely the poorer side.

      What I could not accept was losing due to lack of preparation and poor discipline.

      School boys league or not.

      That wasn’t fucking good enough in my book.

      I was perturbed beyond all rationality when a girl strolled across the pitch - fucking strolled right through the training grounds.

      Irritated, I glared at her, feeling a rage inside of me that bordered on manic.

      This was how fucking bad this team was.

      The other students didn’t even care that we were training.

      Several of the lads shouted at her, but that only seemed to rile me up further.

      I didn’t understand why they were shouting at her.

      This was their fault.

      The fools ranting and shouting were the ones that needed to either up their game or put their rugby dreams to bed.

      Instead of concentrating on the game, they were focusing on the girl.

      Fucking eejits.

      "Great display of captaincy, Kavanagh," Ronan McGarry, another one of our latest recruitments, and a piss poor excuse for a scrum-half, taunted as he jogged backwards past me. "Overrated much?" the younger guy taunted.

      "Keep fucking running," I warned him while I debated how much trouble I would get in if I broke his legs. I really didn’t like that guy.

      "Maybe you should take your own advice," Ronan taunted. "Dublin scum."

      Deciding I didn’t care about punishments, I reclaimed the ball and threw it at his head.

      Accurate and precise, the ball socked McGarry in the desired region – his nose.

      "Settle down, hotshot!" Coach barked, jogging over to check on Ronan who was cupping his face.

      I snorted at the sight.

      I hit him with a ball, not my fist.

      Pussy.

      "This is a team sport," Coach seethed, glaring at me. "Not the Johnny show."

      "Oh, it is?" I shot back, snarling, unable to stop myself from taking the bait. Mr. Mulcahy, the school's senior rugby coach, didn’t like me much and the feeling was completely mutual.

      "Yeah," Coach bellowed. "It damn well is."

      Jogging over to where the ball had landed, I swiped it up and stalked over to him and McGarry, unwilling to let it go. "Then you might want to remind these fuckers," I snarled, gesturing around to my teammates, "because I seem to be the only eejit that showed up to training today!"

      "You're skating on thin ice, boy," he seethed. "Don’t push it."

      Unable to stop myself from pushing it, I hissed, "This team's a fucking joke."

      "Hit the showers, Kavanagh," Coach ordered, face turning a dangerous shade of purple, as he slammed a finger in my chest. "You're out!"

      "I'm out?" I shot back, taunting him. "Out of what exactly?"

      I wasn’t out of shit.

      Coach couldn’t drop me.

      He could ban me from training.

      He could suspend me.

      Give me detention.

      It didn’t make a blind shit of difference because come match day, I would be on that pitch.

      "You'll do nothing," I sneered, letting my temper get the better of me.

      "Don’t push me, Johnny," Coach warned. "One call to your fancy little coaches up the country and you'll be in more shit than you can dig yourself out of."

      Ronan, who was standing beside coach, grinned darkly, clearly delighted at the prospect of me getting into trouble.

      Furious at the threat but knowing I was beaten, I let rip at the ball in my hands, drop kicking it with an unsated fury thrumming through my veins and no care for direction.

      The minute the ball whizzed off the foot of my boot, the anger inside of me dissipated in a rush, ejecting itself from my body in defeat.

      Dammit.

      I was being difficult.

      I knew better.

      Coach threatening me with The Academy was a low blow, but I knew I deserved it.

      I was losing my shit on his pitch, with his team, too emotional and over-worked to pull myself together.

      Never in a million years would I ever feel so much as a hint of remorse for hitting McGarry with the ball, that fucker deserved a lot worse, but Feely and the rest of the lads were a different matter altogether.

      I was supposed to be this team's captain and I was acting like a tool.

      It wasn’t good enough, and I was disappointed in myself for my outburst.

      I knew what was wrong with me.

      I had spread myself too thin these past few months and had come back too soon from injury.

      I had been cleared by my doctors to return to training this week, but a blind man could tell I was off my game and it was pissing me the hell off.

      The prospect of juggling school, training, club commitments, and The Academy while nursing an injury, was a strain on both my mind and my body, and I was struggling to find the pristine discipline I usually displayed.

      Either way, it wasn’t an excuse.

      I would apologize to Patrick after I'd eaten, and the rest of the lads, too.

      Coach, noticing the change in my temperament, nodded stiffly.

      "Good," he said in a calmer tone than earlier. "Now, go clean up and for fuck's sake rest up for one damn day. You're only a kid, Kavanagh, and you look like shit."

      The man didn’t like me much and we clashed on a daily basis like an old married couple, but I never doubted his intentions.

      He cared about his players and not just our ability to play rugby. He encouraged us to succeed in all aspects of school life and was constantly chanting about the importance of exam years.

      He was also probably right about me looking like shite; I certainly felt like it.

      "It's an important year for you," he reminded me. "Fifth year is more crucial to your leaving cert than sixth year and I need you to keep your marks up – oh shit!"

      "What?" I demanded, startled.

      Following Coaches horrified gaze, I turned around and locked eyes on the crumpled ball on the edge of the pitch.

      "Oh shite," I muttered when my mind made sense of what I was seeing.

      The girl.

      The fucking girl who'd been prancing around the pitch was laid out on her back on the grass.

      A ball lay on the grass beside her.

      Not just any ball.

      My bleeding ball!

      Horrified, my feet were moving before my brain could catch up. I ran towards her, heart hammering against my ribcage every step of the way.

      "Hey – are you okay?" I called out, closing the space between us.

      A soft, female groan came from her lips as she attempted to get to her feet.

      She was trying to stand up and failing miserably, clearly startled.

      Unsure of what to do, I reached down to help her up, but she quickly slapped my hands away.

      "Don’t touch me," she cried out, tone a little slurred, and the jolting caused her to fall onto her knees.

      "Okay!" I automatically took a step back and held my hands up. "I'm so sorry."

      Achingly slowly, she climbed to her feet, swaying from side to side, confusion etched on her face, eyes unfocused.

      Clutching the side of her muddy skirt with one hand, and balancing the rugby ball in the other, she looked around, eyes wild.

      Her attention landed on the ball in her hands and then shifted back to my face.

      A glazed over sort of fury blazed in her eyes as she half staggered, half stalked towards me.

      Her hair was a total mess, tumbling loosely down her small shoulders, with pieces of mud and grass caked to the tendrils.

      When she reached me, she slapped the ball against my chest and hissed, "Is this your ball?"

      I was so struck down by the sight of this tiny, mud-covered girl that I just nodded like a fucking eejit.

      Jesus Christ, who was this girl?

      Clearing my throat, I took the ball from her and said, "Uh, yeah. It's my ball."

      She was tiny, seriously fucking small, barely reaching my chest in height.

      "You owe me a skirt," she growled, still clutching the fabric by her hip. "And a pair of tights," she added, glancing down at the huge ladder in her skin-colored tights.

      Her gaze roamed over her body then landed on my face, eyes narrowed.

      "Okay," I replied with a nod, because in all honesty what the hell else was I supposed to say?

      "And an apology," the girl added before collapsing on the ground.

      She landed heavily on her ass and grunted out a small cry from the contact.

      "Oh, shite," I muttered. Tossing the ball away, I moved to help her. "I didn’t mean to –"

      "Stop!" Again, she batted my hands away. "Ouch," she moaned, cringing when she spoke. Reaching up, she clutched her face with both hands and breathed heavily. "My head."

      "Are you okay?" I demanded, unsure of what the fuck to do.

      Should I pick her up against her wishes?

      It didn’t seem like a good idea.

      But I couldn’t exactly leave her here.

      "Johnny!" Coach was bellowing. "Is she alright? Did you hurt her?"

      "She's grand," I called back, wincing when a hiccupping sound tore from her chest. "You're grand, aren’t you?"

      This girl was going to get me into trouble.

      I was in enough trouble as it stood.

      I was on the outs with Coach.

      Almost decapitating the girl wasn’t going to look good for me.

      "Why'd you do that?" she whispered, clutching her small face in her even smaller hands. "You hurt me."

      "I'm sorry," I repeated. I felt oddly helpless and it was a feeling I didn’t like. "I didn’t mean to."

      She sniffled then, blue eyes watering, and something inside of me snapped.

      Ah, shite.

      Horrified, I threw my hands up and blurted out, "I'm so sorry," before crouching down and scooping her up from the grass. "Christ," I muttered, helpless, as I set her on her feet. "Don’t cry."

      "It's my first day," she sniffled, swaying on her feet. "My fresh start and I'm covered in shit."

      She was covered in shit.

      "My Dad's going to kill me," she continued to choke out, clutching her torn skirt. "My uniform's ruined."

      A pained, hissing sound tore from her throat then and the hand she was using to hold her skirt shot to her temple, causing the scrap of fabric to fall away from her body.

      My eyes widened of their own accord, an unfortunate reaction of seeing a female's underwear.

      Wolf whistles and cheering erupted from the lads.

      "Oh god," she cried out, scrambling clumsily to retrieve her skirt.

      "Go on, gorgeous!"

      "Give us a twirl!"

      "Fuck off, you assholes!" I roared at my teammates, stepping in front of the girl to block their view.

      I could hear the lads cracking up behind me, laughing and talking shite, but I couldn’t concentrate on a word they were saying because the sound of my heart hammering in my chest was deafening me.

      "Here," reaching for the hem of my jersey, I pulled it over my head and ordered, "Put that on."

      "It's filthy," she sobbed, but didn’t stop me when I pulled it down over her head.

      She slipped her hands into the sleeves and I felt an immense amount of relief when the hem fell to her knees, covering her up.

      Christ, she really was a tiny little thing.

      Was she even old enough to attend secondary school?

      She didn’t look it.

      Right now, she looked very, very young and…sad?

      "Kavanagh, is the girl alright?" Coach demanded.

      "She's grand!" I repeated, my words a harsh bark.

      "Take her to the office," he instructed. "Make sure Majella checks her over."

      Majella was the school's first respondent. She worked in the lunch hall and was the go-to woman when a student sustained an injury.

      "Right, sir," I called back, flustered, quickly swooping down to snatch up her skirt and school bag.

      I stepped closer and she flinched away from me.

      "I'm only trying to help you," I stated in as gentle a tone I could muster, holding my hands up, as if to show her I meant no harm. "I'll take you to the office."

      She looked at bit dazed and I worried I might have given her a concussion.

      Knowing my luck, that's exactly what I'd done.

      Fucking hell.

      Flinging the bag over my shoulder, I tucked her skirt into the waistband of my shorts, placed a hand on her back, and tried to coax her up the hilly bank separating the pitch from the school grounds.

      She wobbled on her feet like a baby foal, and I had to resist the sudden urge I had to wrap my arm around her shoulders.

      A couple of minutes later, that was exactly what I had to do anyway because she kept losing her footing.

      Panic surged through me.

      I broke the fucking girl.

      I broke her head.

      I was going to get a suspension for losing my temper and a warrant put out for my arrest.

      I was a cunt.

      "I'm sorry," I continued to tell her, glaring daggers at every nosey bastard who decided to stop and gawk at us as we walked at a snail's pace.

      She was in my jersey and it fell around her like a dress.

      I was freezing my tits off beside her in nothing but a pair of training shorts, socks, and studded football boots.

      Oh, and the pink fucking school bag slung on my back.

      They could look all they wanted; my only concern was getting this girl's head checked out.

      "I'm seriously fucking sorry."

      "Stop saying sorry," she moaned, clutching her head.

      "Right, sorry," I muttered, feeling her lean her weight on me. "But I am sorry. Just so you're clear."

      "Nothing's clear," she croaked out, stiffening against my touch. "The ground's spinning."

      "Ah Christ, don’t say that," I strangled out, tightening my arm around her rigid frame. "Please don’t fucking say that."

      "Why'd you do that?" she whimpered, so frail and small and covered in shite.

      "I'm an asshole," I informed her, shifting her pink school back onto my back as I tucked her in closer. "I fuck up a lot."

      "Did you do it on purpose?"

      "What?" Her words threw me enough to cause me to halt. "No." Twisting my body so I could look down at her face, I frowned and said, "I wouldn't never do that to you."

      "You promise?"

      "Yeah," I grunted, hitching her up with my arm and melding her body to my side. "I promise."

      It was January.

      It was wet.

      It was cold.

      And for some strange, disconcerting reason, I was burning the fuck up on the inside.

      My words, for whatever reason, seemed to ease the tension inside this girl because she released a huge sigh, loosened her rigid frame, and allowed me to take her entire weight.
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      With a great deal of effort and a surprising show of otherwise absent self-control, I managed to respect her wishes and walk her to the office – when all I wanted to do was scoop her up in my arms and run for help.

      I was panicked and worrying, and every time she groaned or sagged against me, the higher my anxiety grew.

      However, having spent the last ten minutes outside the principal's office, listening to Mr. Twomey rant and rave, I was all out of that precious patience.

      Why wasn’t he taking her off me?

      Why the fuck was I still standing outside his office holding up a half comatose girl?

      He was the adult here.

      "Her mother is on the way," Mr. Twomey announced with an exasperated sigh, sliding his phone into his pocket. "How could this happen, Johnny?"

      "I already told you. It was an accident," I hissed while I continued to hold the girl up, keeping her small frame tucked into my side. "You need to get Majella to check her over," I repeated for the fiftieth fucking time, "I think she has a concussion."

      "Majella is out on maternity leave until Friday," Mr. Twomey barked. "What am I supposed to do with her? I have no first aid training."

      "Then you better call a doctor," I shot back heatedly, still holding onto the girl, "because I broke her fucking head."

      "Watch your language, Kavanagh," Mr. Twomey snapped.

      I rolled off the standard, "yes, sir," not really giving a shite and not feeling particularly sorry either for that matter.

      My role in the rugby academy meant that I was given a lot of leeway in this school, a lot of preferential treatment that other students didn’t get, but I wasn’t going to push it on my first day back.

      Not when I'd used up my quota by maiming the new girl.

      "Are you okay, Miss Lynch?" Mr. Twomey asked, prodding her like she was an uncooked turkey he didn’t want to catch salmonella from.

      "It hurts," she moaned, sagging into my side.

      "I know," I soothed, pulling her closer. "I'm so fucking sorry."

      "Jesus, Johnny, this is all I need," Mr. Twomey hissed, running a hand through his salt and pepper hair. "It's her first day. Her parents coming here tearing up the school is the last thing I need."

      "It was an accident," I bit out, angry now. She groaned and I made a conscious effort to lower my voice when I said, "I hardly meant to hurt the girl."

      "Yes, well, tell that to her mother when she arrives," Mr. Twomey huffed. "She was already pulled out of Ballylaggin Community School for being verbally and physically attacked. And what happens on her first day at Tommen? This!"

      "I didn’t attack her," I spat. "I made a bad kick."

      Shifting her under my arm, I glared at the so-called authority figure.

      "Hold up," I snapped, registering his earlier words. "What do you mean she was attacked?"

      I looked down at the tiny little female under my arm.

      Who could attack her?

      She was so small.

      And frail.

      "What happened to her?" I heard myself ask, attention back to the principal.

      "I think I'm going to fall," she croaked out, distracting me from my thoughts. Reaching up, she clutched my forearm with her small hand and sighed. "Everything's spinning."

      "I won't let you fall," I automatically replied in a soothing tone. "It's okay." I felt her slip and pulled her upright, holding onto the tiny thing for all I was worth. "I've got you," I coaxed, tightening my arm around her. "You're good."

      "Look, sit down with her," Mr. Twomey ordered, gesturing to the bench that lined the wall outside of his office. "I'll go and find a compress or something."

      "You're leaving me with her?" I demanded, mouth hanging open. "Alone?"

      The principal didn’t answer me.

      Of course he didn’t, the fucking coward, because he was already miles down the corridor, desperate to get away from the type of responsibility he was paid to stand over.

      "Spineless eejit," I growled under my breath.

      Frustrated, I walked us over to the wooden bench.

      Dropping her schoolbag on the floor, I carefully lowered our bodies onto the bench until we were sitting side by side.

      I kept my arm wrapped around her bony little shoulders, not daring to leave her side for fear of her falling.

      "This is just great," I tutted, sulking. "Fucking wonderful."

      "You feel so warm," she whispered and I felt her cheek nuzzle against my bare chest. "Like a hot water bottle."

      "Okay, you really need to keep your eyes open," I told her, panicked by her words.

      Knees bouncing nervously, I turned her in my arms and caught hold of her face between my hands. "Hey," I coaxed, giving her face a little shake with both hands. "

      “Hey…girl?" I added lamely because I didn’t even know her name. I'd almost killed the girl and I didn’t know her fucking name. "Open your eyes."

      She didn’t.

      "Hey – hey!" I said louder now. "Look at me." I shook her head. "Look at my face."

      This time she did.

      She opened her eyes and fuck me, I unintentionally sucked in a sharp breath.

      Jesus, this girl was beautiful.

      I'd noticed it earlier of course, she had a striking look about her, but now, seeing her up close like this and being able to count the freckles on her face – eleven by the way – it was hitting home just how striking she was.

      Her blue eyes were big and round and fucking beautiful, with small hues of yellow dotting through them, rimmed with thick, long lashes.

      I wasn’t even sure I'd ever seen that shade of blue before. It certainly didn’t shake anything up in the memory bank.

      Hands down, she possessed the most gorgeous pair of eyes I'd seen in my life.

      She had long, elbow-length, dark brown hair that was thick and curled at the ends.

      And hidden behind the mountain of hair was a small, heart shaped face, smooth, clear skin, and a tiny dimple in her chin.

      Perfect shaped, dark eyebrows that arched above those killer eyes of hers. A tiny button nose, high cheekbones, and these puffy, swollen lips.

      Lips that were a natural rosy red color and kind of looked like she had been sucking on an ice pop or something – which I knew she hadn't because I'd spent the last half hour trying to keep her awake.

      "Hi," she breathed.

      I blew out a relieved breath. "Hi."

      "That's really your face?" she asked, eyes drooping, as she studied me with a vacant expression. "It's so pretty."

      "Uh, thanks?" I offered uncomfortably, still cupping her cheeks in my hands. "It's the only one I have."

      "I like it," she whispered, "it's a good face," just before closing her eyes again, sagging forward.

      "No, no, no," I coaxed, jolting her roughly. "Stay with me!"

      Moaning, she blinked awake again.

      "Good job," I praised with a heavy exhale. "Now stay awake."

      "Who are you?" she croaked out, depending entirely on my hands to keep her head upright.

      "I'm Johnny," I told her, biting back a smirk. "Who are you?"

      "Shannon," she whispered. Her eyelids drooped a little but quickly sprung back open when I nudged her cheeks. "Like the river," she added with a small sigh.

      I chuckled at her response.

      "Well, Shannon like the river," I said brightly, desperate to keep her focused and talking. "Your parents are on the way. They're probably going to take you to the hospital for a check-up."

      "Johnny," she groaned and then winced. "Johnny. Johnny. Johnny. This is bad…"

      "What?" I urged. "What's bad?"

      "My dad," she whispered.

      I frowned. "Your dad?"

      "Can you save me?"

      I frowned. "Do you need me to save you?"

      "Mmm-hmm," she mumbled sleepily. "Rub my hair."

      I balked at her request. "You want me to rub your hair?"

      She nodded and sagged forward. "It hurts."

      Shifting closer, I adjusted her body so that her head lolled against my shoulder, and while cupping her face with one hand, I used the other to stroke her hair. It was an awkward position, but I managed.

      Jesus, what the fuck was I doing?

      I shook my head to myself, feeling like an eejit, but continued to do what she asked anyway.

      It was going well – right up until she face-planted on my dick.

      Jerking at the insanely intimate contact, not to mention the sudden jolt of awareness in my dick and the scorching pain in my groin, I attempted to move her face from my crotch, but she groaned loudly in resistance.

      And then she pulled her legs up on the bench and settled herself down for a nice, old kip on my cock.

      Fuck my life.

      Holding my hands up in the air and far away from her body, because I needed a sexual harassment accusation like I needed a hole in the head, I looked around for someone to help me, but no one came.

      The hallways were conveniently void of adults.

      Fuck this school.

      I thought about making a run for it, but I could hardly throw her off me.

      Yeah, because breaking her head wasn’t fucking bad enough.

      So, I just sat there with her head in my lap and her cheek nuzzling my dick and prayed to god to give me the strength to ignore the feelings growing inside of me and not get an erection.

      Other than the obvious reason of horrendous timing, my cock was broken.

      Well, it wasn’t so much my cock being broken as it was the surrounding area, but getting hard could result in me passing out right alongside her.

      But then she whimpered and the sound brought back the worry and concern, disaster averted.

      Like it had a mind of its own, my hand moved to her face.

      "You're okay," I coaxed, battling down my anxiety, the urge to nurture this girl both a new and equally terrifying feeling for me. "Shh, you're okay."

      Brushing her hair back off her cheek, I tucked the dark brown tendrils behind her ear and then I resumed stroking her sore head.

      There was an impressive lump forming on her scalp where the ball made contact, so I stroked the area with my fingertips, using a featherlight touch. "Is this okay?"

      "Mmm," she breathed. "It's…good."

      "Good," I mumbled, relieved, and continued with the stroking.

      A faint scar caught my eye where her temple met her hairline.

      Without thinking about what I was doing, I trailed a finger over the inch-long indent of skin and asked, "What happened here?"

      "Hmm?"

      "Here." I trailed my finger over the old mark. "What's this from?"

      "My dad," she replied, breathing out a heavy sigh.

      My hand stilled as my brain registered her fucked up answer. "Come again?"

      When she didn’t respond, I used my other hand to gently shake her shoulder. "Shannon?"

      "Hmm?"

      I tapped the old scar with my fingertip and said, "Are you telling me that your dad did this to you?" I tried to keep my tone calm, but it was a challenge with the sudden urge to maim and kill bubbling up inside.

      "No, no, no," she whispered.

      "So, your dad didn’t do this?" I asked for confirmation. "He definitely didn’t?"

      "Of course not," she mumbled.

      Thank fuck for that.

      I released the breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding.

      "Jimmy?"

      "It's Johnny."

      "Oh. Johnny?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Are you mad at me?"

      "What?" The question, spoken so quietly, threw me and I stared down at her, feeling a pang of protectiveness in my gut. "No. I'm not mad at you," I told her, pausing for a long moment, fingers stalling, before asking, "Are you mad at me?"

      "I think so," she whispered, nuzzling resuming.

      My eyes rolled back and I bit back a moan.

      Ah fuck!

      "You can't do that," I bit out, holding her head still.

      "Do what?" she sighed contently, then rubbed her cheek against my thigh. "Be mad?"

      "No," I choked out, holding her head still once again. "Be mad all you want, just stop grinding your head on my lap."

      "I like your lap," she breathed, eyes closed. "It's like a pillow."

      "Yeah, uh, well, that's nice and all –" I paused to still her face with my hands once more, "But I'm sore, so I need you to not do that."

      "Do what?"

      "Rub me," I croaked out. "There."

      "Why are you sore?" She sighed heavily and asked, "Are you broken, too?"

      "Probably," I admitted, shifting her face onto my good thigh – well, good being the one that hurt less. "Stay there, okay?" It was more of a plea than an order. "Don’t move."

      Complying, she didn’t move her head again.

      Using my free hand to press against the tension forming at my temple, I thought about how much shite I was going to be in.

      I was missing class.

      I was hungry.

      I had club training tonight.

      I had a gym session arranged straight after school with Gibsie.

      Physiotherapy with Janice after school tomorrow.

      I had a school match on Friday.

      I had another training session with the youths at the weekend.

      I had a busy fucking schedule and I didn’t need this drama.

      Several minutes passed in pained silence before she moved again, and in that time, I debated all the ways Mr. Twomey was an incompetent principal.

      I had a list as long as my arm when she tried to sit up again.

      "Be careful," I warned, hovering over her like a mother hen.

      I helped her into an upright position and managed to slide off the bench in the process.

      Every muscle south of my navel screamed out in protest, but I didn’t move away.

      Instead I continued to crouch in front of her, keeping my hands on either side of her waist, waiting to catch her. "Are you okay, Shannon?"

      Her long brown hair fell forwards, cloaking her face like a blanket.

      She nodded slowly, brows furrowed deeply. "I…I think so."

      I sagged, my relief palpable. "Good."

      She leaned forward then, resting her elbows on her thighs, eyes open and staring into mine, and all at once she was far too close for comfort – and that was saying something considering no less than two minutes ago she'd had her face in my lap.

      We were too close.

      Suddenly, I felt very exposed.

      My hands moved from her waist to her thighs, an automatic reaction to having a female lean her face towards mine.

      I quickly checked myself, pulling my hands away to rest on the bench instead.

      Clearing my throat, I forced a small smile. "You're alive."

      "Barely," she whispered with a wince, blue eyes burning holes in mine, studying me with more clarity now. "You have a terrible aim."

      I laughed at her words.

      They were so far from the truth that I couldn’t help it.

      "Well, that's a first," I mused. "I'm not used to being criticized about my ability to kick a ball."

      I wasn’t a natural ten, but I had a decent aim and the ability to kick from long range when necessary.

      "Yeah," she croaked out. "Well, your ability to kick a ball almost killed me."

      "Fair point," I acknowledged, cringing.

      Without thinking twice about what I was doing, I reached up and tucked her hair behind her ears.

      I felt her tremble from the contact and quickly scolded myself for the move.

      Don’t touch her, dickhead.

      Keep your hands off.

      "Your voice is strange," she announced then, blue eyes locked on mine.

      I frowned. "My voice?"

      She nodded slowly, then groaned and cupped her face once more. "Your accent," she clarified, breathing hard. "It's not a Cork accent." She was still clutching her head but she was more alert now.

      "That's because I'm not from Cork," I replied, unable to stop myself from reaching up and smoothing back a piece of her hair. "I was born and raised in Dublin," I heard myself explain, tucking the rogue tendril behind her ear. "I moved down to Cork with my parents when I was eleven."

      "So, you're a Dub," she stated, clearly amused at the information. "A Jackeen."

      I scoffed at the term and tossed back one of my own. "And you're a Culchie."

      "My cousins live in Dublin," she told me.

      "Oh yeah? Where about?"

      "Clondalkin, I think," she replied. "What about you?"

      "Blackrock."

      "The southside?" Her smile widened, eyes more alert now. "You're a posh boy."

      I cocked a brow. "Do I look posh to you?"

      She shrugged. "I don’t know you enough to say."

      No, she didn’t.

      "Well, I'm not," I added, uncomfortable at the thought of her making a preemptive judgement of me.

      I shouldn’t care.

      Hell, I never normally cared.

      So why was I sulking over it now?

      "I believe you," her small voice broke through my thoughts. "You could never be posh."

      "And why's that?"

      "Because you curse like a sailor."

      I laughed at her reasoning. "Yeah, you're probably right about that."

      She laughed right along with me, but quickly stopped and groaned, clutching her temples.

      Regret soared inside of me.

      "I am sorry," I told her, tone gruff now and thick.

      "For what?" she whispered, seeming to lean closer as she chewed on her bottom lip.

      "Hurting you," I replied honestly.

      Christ, my voice didn’t even sound like it belonged to me. It was strained…raw.

      I cleared my throat and added, "It won't happen again."

      "You promise?"

      There she went with the promises again.

      "Yeah," I said, tone thick now. "I promise."

      "God," she groaned, grimacing now. "Everyone's going to be laughing at me."

      Those words, that small fucking sentence, brought to life some weird fucking emotion I hadn't experienced before.

      "I'm so embarrassed," she continued to mumble, eyes cast downwards. "I'll be the talk of the school."

      "Look at me."

      She didn’t.

      "Hey –" I paused and tipped her chin up with my thumb and forefinger. Once I was satisfied I had her attention again, I carried on, "No one is going to say a word about you."

      "But they all saw me –"

      "Nobody is going to open their mouth about it." Realizing my tone was bordering on angry, I brought it down a notch and tried again. "Not the team, Coach, or anyone else. I won't let them."

      She blinked her confusion. "You won't let them?"

      "That's right," I confirmed with a nod. "I won't let them."

      "You promise?" she whispered, a tiny smile pulling at her swollen lips.

      "Yeah," I replied gruffly, feeling like I would promise all the fucking promises in the world just to make this girl feel better. "I've got your back."

      "No, you got my head," she croaked out. She glanced down at her body and sighed. "Actually, I think you ruined all of me."

      Thank fuck for that, because you're ruining all of me right now, I thought to myself.

      Jesus, where the hell did that come from?

      Blinking away the thought, I settled on a safer, "I'll have my people call your people to work out the bill," comment instead.

      That drew a smile out of her, a proper smile, not a shy one or a small one.

      It was an honest to god megawatt smile.

      She was just so fucking pretty.

      I hated that word, pretty was a pussy word used by women and the elderly, but that's what she was.

      Fuck, I had a feeling that her pretty face would be cemented in the fore point of my mind for a very long time.

      But it was those wild eyes that really struck me and I had this crazy urge to google eye color charts just so I could figure out the fucking color blue in her eyes.

      I would do that later, I decided.

      Creepy or not, I needed to know.

      "So," I pressed my luck by asking, "It's your first day?"

      She nodded again, smile faltering ever so little.

      "How's it going for you?"

      A small smile tipped her lips upwards. "It was going just fine."

      "Right." I cringed. "Sorry again."

      "It's okay," she whispered, studying my face with those big eyes. "And you can stop saying sorry now. I believe you."

      "You believe me?"

      "Yeah." She nodded then exhaled a sharp breath. "I believe you when you say it was an accident," she squeezed out. "I don’t think you'd intentionally hurt anyone."

      "Well, that's good." I had no idea why she would think otherwise, but I wasn’t about to question the girl. Not when I had half-mauled her. "Because I wouldn’t."

      She grew quiet again, withdrawing from me, and I found myself racking my brain for something to say.

      I had no explanation for why I wanted to keep her talking to me. I guess I could scratch it down to needing to keep her conscious.

      But deep down I knew that wasn’t the reason.

      Scrambling through my brain to find something to say, I blurted out, "Are you cold?"

      She looked up at me with a sleepy expression. "Huh?"

      "Cold," I repeated, resisting the urge to run my hands up and down her arms. "Are you warm enough? Should I get you a blanket or something?"

      "I'm…" she paused and glanced down at her knees. Releasing a small sigh, she looked back to my face and said, "I'm actually hot."

      "Completely fucking accurate assessment."

      The highly inappropriate response was out of my mouth before I had a chance to filter myself.

      I quickly followed it up by touching her forehead, my pathetic attempt at checking her temperature, and then nodding solemnly. "You're definitely warm."

      "I told you." Her big eyes were wide and locked on mine. "I'm really, really hot."

      God.

      Fuck.

      "So," I tossed out casually, trying to distract myself from my wayward thoughts. "What year are you in?"

      Please say fifth year.

      Please.

      Please.

      Please god make her say fifth year.

      "Third year."

      Yeah, and that was that.

      She was in third year.

      And just like that, I watched my five-minute dream float out the window.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      "What about you?" she asked then, voice soft and sweet.

      "I'm in fifth year," I told her, distracted by the sudden and prominent pang of disappointment churning around inside of me. "I'm seventeen –and two-thirds."

      "And two thirds," she giggled. "Are the thirds important to you or something?"

      "They are now," I muttered under my breath. Sighing in resignation, I looked at her and explained, "I should be in sixth year, but I repeated sixth class when I moved to Cork. I'll be eighteen in May."

      "Hey – me too!"

      "You too what?" I asked cautiously, trying not to get my hopes up, but it was a hard thing to do with her sitting so close.

      "I repeated a class in primary school."

      "Yeah?" I straightened up, a sliver of hope sparking to life inside of me. "So that makes you how old?"

      Please be seventeen.

      Please fucking throw me a bone and tell me you're seventeen.

      "I'm fifteen."

      Fuck my luck.

      "I can't think what the fractions are for turning sixteen in March." She frowned for a moment before she added, "I'm bad at math, and my head hurts."

      "Ten-twelfths," I reeled off glumly.

      Ugh.

      Just fucking ugh.

      I would turn eighteen in May and she'd still be sixteen for another ten months.

      Nope.

      No way in hell.

      Not happening.

      Bad fucking plan, Johnny.

      "Do you have a boyfriend?"

      Now why in the holy hell did I have to ask that?

      You are almost two years older than this girl, asshole!

      She's too young for you.

      You know the rules.

      Stand the fuck down.

      "No," she replied slowly, cheeks turning pink. "Do you?"

      "No, Shannon." I smirked. "I don’t have a boyfriend."

      "I didn’t mean –" Pausing, she exhaled a sigh and gnawed on her bottom lip, clearly flustered. "I meant –"

      "I know what you meant," I filled in, unable to stop my smile from spreading, as I re-tucked that wandering curl behind her ear. "I was just messing with you."

      "Oh."

      "Yeah," I teased. "Oh."

      "Well?" she pressed, voice small. She glanced down at her lap before returning her attention to my face. "Do you –"

      "Shannon!" A panicked female voice called out, distracting us both. "Shannon!"

      I swung my gaze to the tall, dark-haired woman hurrying down the corridor towards us, sporting a small baby bump.

      "Shannon!" she demanded, closing in on us. "What happened?"

      "Mam," Shannon croaked out, turning her attention to her mother. "I'm okay."

      Highly uncomfortable at the sight of her mother's protruding stomach, I took this as my que to get the fuck away from her minor daughter.

      Pregnant women made me nervous, but not nearly as much as Shannon like the river did.

      I stood up and made to move away, only to be cornered by what I could only describe as a deranged mother bear.

      "What did you do to my daughter?" she demanded, prodding my shoulder with her finger. "Well? Did you think it was funny? Why in god's name are children so fucking cruel?"

      "What– No!" I shot back, hands up in retreat. "It was an accident. I didn’t mean to hurt her."

      "Mrs. Lynch," the principal coaxed, stepping between the woman and me. "I'm sure if we all just sit down and talk about this –"

      "No," Mrs. Lynch barked, voice thick with emotion. "You assured me this kind of thing wouldn’t happen at this school and look what happened on her first day!" She turned to look at Shannon and her expression caved in pain. "Shannon, I don’t know what to do with you anymore," the woman sobbed. "I really don’t, baby. I thought this place would be different for you."

      "Mam, he didn’t mean to hurt me," Shannon stated, pleading my case. Her blue eyes flicked to me for the briefest of moments before returning to her mother. "It really was an accident."

      "And how many times have you spun me that line?" her mother asked wearily. "You don’t need to cover for him, Shannon. If this boy is giving you a hard time then say it."

      "I'm not," I protested at the same time Shannon shouted, "He's not."

      "Shut up, you," her mother hissed, shoving me hard in the chest. "My daughter can speak for herself."

      Gritting my teeth, I did, in fact, shut up.

      I wasn’t going to win any verbal disputes with her mother.

      "It was a complete accident," Shannon repeated, chin jutting out defiantly, still holding her head with her small hand. "Do you think he'd be here helping me if it was on purpose?"

      That gave the woman pause for thought.

      "No," she finally admitted. "No, I don’t suppose he would – what in god's name are you wearing?"

      Shannon looked down at herself and flamed scarlet. "I ripped my skirt when I fell down the bank," she said with a deep swallow. "Johnny…uh, gave me his jersey so everyone didn’t see my…my…well, my knickers."

      "Uh, yeah, here," I mumbled as I pulled the scrap of grey fabric from the waistband of my shorts and held it out for her mother. "I, uh, broke that, too."

      Her mother snatched the skirt from me, and I took a safe step back.

      "Let me get this straight," her mother demanded, her gaze flickering between Shannon and me. Recognition flashed in her pale blue eyes, of what I had no fucking idea because I was feeling clueless right about now. "He knocked you over, tore your clothes off, and then he put his jersey on you?"

      I muttered a string of curses and ran a hand through my hair.

      It sounded so fucking bad when she said it like that. "I didn’t –"

      "He helped me, Mam," Shannon snapped.

      She moved to stand up, and like the asshole I was, I moved to help her, catching a narrowing glare from her mother.

      I went to her anyway.

      Fuck them all.

      I'd seen this girl half mindless an hour ago.

      I wasn’t taking any chances with her.

      "Mam," Shannon sighed. "He was football training and the ball hit me–"

      "Rugby," Mr. Twomey interjected proudly. "Our Johnny's the finest rugby player Tommen College has seen in fifty years."

      I rolled my eyes.

      This was not the time to be talking me up – or the company.

      "It was an honest mistake," I added with a helpless shrug. "And I'll pay for her uniform."

      "And what's that supposed to mean?" her mother demanded.

      I frowned.

      "It means I'll pay for her uniform," I repeated slowly. "Her skirt –"

      "And tights," Shannon interjected.

      "And her tights." I flashed her an indulgent smile then quickly sobered my features when I was met with a death glare from her mother. "I'll replace everything."

      "Because we have no money?" Mrs. Lynch barked. "Because I can't afford to clothe my own child?"

      "No," I said slowly, confused as fuck by the human incubator declaring silent war on me. "Because it's my fault they're ruined."

      "Well, no thank you, Johnny," she huffed. "My daughter is not a charity case."

      Christ.

      This woman was something else.

      I tried again, "I never said she was, Mrs. Lynch –"

      "Stop, Mam," Shannon groaned, cheeks burning red. "He's only trying to be nice."

      "The nice thing to do would have been to not assault you on your first day," Mrs. Lynch huffed.

      I stifled groan.

      I wasn’t going to be winning any popularity contests with this woman, that was for sure.

      "I'm sorry," I rolled off the word for the hundredth fucking time.

      "Johnny," Mr. Twomey said, clearing his throat. "Why don’t you go back and change into your uniform and get to your next class."

      I sagged in relief, delighted at the prospect of getting away from this crazy fucking woman.

      I took a few steps in the direction of the front entrance, then paused, hesitating.

      Should I leave her?

      Should I stay?

      Walking away didn’t feel like the right thing to do.

      Unsure, I moved to turn back but was shot down with a barking order.

      "Keep walking, Johnny!" her mother ordered, pointing a finger at me.

      So I did.
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            LAYING DOWN LAWS AND BREAKING THEM

          

          JOHNNY

        

      

    

    
      By the time I made it back to the changing room, after a detour trip to the lunch hall to speak to the vice principal, Mrs. Lane, the team was finished with practice and most of the lads had finished showering.

      Ignoring the muffled remarks and stares when I walked in, I went straight to Patrick Feely, apologized for being a prick to him earlier, shook it out, and then skulked over to the bench.

      Sinking down beside my gear bag, I kicked my feet out, rested my head against the cool, slabbed wall behind me, and exhaled a heavy breath as my brain went into overdrive, obsessing over every detail of the day's events.

      What a fucking day.

      Bullying.

      I wasn’t a bully.

      I'd never laid eyes on the girl before in my life.

      Apparently, that little gem of information was lost on our vice principal who'd been called in by Mr. Twomey to help dispel the drama.

      After a ten-minute bollocking off Twomey's right hand woman, I'd been given strict instructions to stay away from the Lynch girl.

      Her mother thought I was fucking bullying her and didn’t want me going anywhere near her daughter.

      If I went near her again, I would face immediate suspension.

      It was complete and utter bullshit and I hoped Shannon had the decency to straighten it out – and stand up for me.

      Fuck it.

      Whatever.

      I would keep a wide ass berth.

      I didn’t need the hassle.

      Girls were a fucking complication I didn’t need; even little ones with wild blue eyes.

      Dammit, now I was thinking about her eyes again.

      She still has your jersey, I mentally noted, which made me sad for a whole different reason.

      It was new and I'd only worn it this one fucking time.

      It looked better on her though, I begrudgingly acknowledged.

      She could keep it.

      I just hoped she didn’t throw it out.

      I would have to pay eighty quid to replace the bleeding thing.

      "You alright, Johnny boy?" Gibsie asked, interrupting my thoughts, as he dropped down on the bench beside me. He was freshly showered and clad in a pair of boxers. "How's the girl?" he added, bending to root in his gear bag.

      Shaking my head, I turned to look at him. "Huh?"

      "The young one," he explained, retrieving a can of deodorant. "Who is she?"

      "Shannon," I mumbled. "She's new. A third year. Today's her first day."

      "Is she okay?" he asked, spraying each armpit with Lynx before tossing the can back in his bag and reaching for his grey school trousers. "She looked out of it."

      "Fuck if I know, man. I think I really did a number on her brain," I muttered with a helpless shrug. "Her mother's taking her to the hospital to get checked over."

      Gibsie paused, frowning. "Shit."

      "Yeah," I agreed grimly. "Shite."

      "Jesus, that must have been mortifying for her." Slipping his feet into his pants, he stood up and dragged them up his hips. "Having your ass on display for the rugby team on your first day."

      "Yeah," I replied, because what else could I say?

      It was humiliating for her and I was responsible for that.

      I blew out a frustrated breath. "Was anything said about her?" I looked around at our teammates and then back to my best friend with only one thing on my mind. Damage control. "Were they talking about her?"

      Gibsie raised his brows at my question.

      Actually, I think the raised brows and surprised expression had more to do with the tone of my voice.

      "Well," he began slowly. "She had her pussy and ass out, Cap– a very nice ass that matches the very nice rest of her – so yeah, lad. There's been talk."

      "What kind of talk?" I bit out, feeling an irrational surge of anger boil inside of me. I had no fucking clue where the agitation was coming from, but it was there, it was strong, and it was making me feel half-demented.

      "Interest, lad," Gibs explained calmly – much calmer than me. "A lot of interest." Reaching into his bag, he withdrew his white school shirt and shrugged it on. "In case it slipped your attention – and going by your reaction I know it didn’t – that girl's a corker."

      He buttoned up his shirt with steady hands.

      Meanwhile, I was trembling with energy that needed to be worked out of my body and quickly.

      "She's gorgeous and she's new and the lads are… curious," he added, choosing his words carefully. "New is always fun –" he paused, grinning, before adding, "gorgeous is better."

      "It stops," I growled, agitated at the concept of my teammates talking about her.

      I saw that look in her eyes.

      I heard it in her voice.

      That vulnerability.

      She wasn’t like the others.

      This girl was different.

      I barely knew her, but I could tell that this one needed minding.

      Something had happened to Shannon Lynch, something bad enough that resulted in her switching schools.

      It didn’t sit well with me.

      "Yeah," he chuckled as he finished with his shirt and slung his red tie on, "Good luck with that, man."

      "She's fifteen," I warned, tensing.

      Sixteen in March, but still.

      For the next two months, she was still very much fifteen.

      "She's too young."

      Gibsie snorted. "Says the eejit who's been sticking his cock in anything with a pulse since first year."

      Gibsie hit the nail on the head with that statement.

      For Christ's sake, I lost my virginity in first year to Loretta Crowley, who was three years older than me – and had a lifetime more experience than me – behind the school sheds after school.

      Yeah, that was some clusterfuck of disaster.

      I was all nerves and clumsy movements, well aware that I was too young to be sticking my dick in anything but my hand, but I must have done something right because Loretta happily joined me behind the sheds most days after school for several months before I got too busy with training and called time on our meetings.

      If I had to say what type of female I was interested in, it wouldn’t be blondes or brunettes, curvy or skinny.

      My type was older – with every girl I'd ever been with having at least a couple of years on me.

      Sometimes many more.

      It wasn’t a fetish or anything.

      I simply enjoyed the drama-free aura that older girls brought to the table.

      I enjoyed them when I was with them and then I enjoyed it even more when I wasn’t.

      That wasn’t to say I didn’t fancy the shite out of the girl I was with when I was with her.

      I did.

      And I was loyal, too.

      I didn’t fuck around.

      If a girl wanted exclusive, no strings, then I was more than happy to oblige. I didn’t enjoy the hunt or the chase that appealed to most of the lads. If a girl was expecting me to chase her then she was looking to the wrong guy. I wasn’t in the position to be boyfriend material right now. It wasn’t that I didn’t want a girlfriend; I just didn’t have time for one. I didn’t have the time for consistent dating or any of those demands.

      I was too busy.

      It was another reason I preferred older girls.

      They weren't expecting miracles from me.

      Right now, for example, I was fooling around with Bella Wilkinson from sixth year and had been since April last year.

      In the beginning, I liked Bella because she didn’t breathe down my neck. At nineteen, she had a couple of years on me, she didn’t hold me to some invisible standard I couldn’t or wouldn’t meet, and afterwards, I could walk away and concentrate on rugby, while she left me to my own devices.

      But after a few months, I quickly realized that it wasn’t me that Bella was interested in.

      It was the bullshit that came with being with me.

      It was all about status with Bella, and by the time I realized it, I was too comfortable and too lazy to do anything about it.

      She wanted my dick.

      That was it.

      Well, my dick and my status.

      Now, I stayed because she was familiar and I was lazy.

      Bella had one expectation from me, one requirement that, up until a couple of months ago, I was more than capable of providing.

      I hadn't been doing much of anything with Bella since before my surgery – I hadn't laid a finger on the girl since early November when it had become too painful to even contemplate it –  but my point was that when it happened, it was just sex for me.

      A steady release.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I acknowledged that this was an unhealthy attitude towards life and relationships with the opposite sex, and that I was probably deeply jaded, but it was hard to remain a boy when I was living in a man's world.

      It also didn’t help that I was playing rugby at a level where I was surrounded by men much older than me.

      Conversations that were meant for people much older than me.

      Women that were meant for men much older than me.

      Not girls but women.

      Jesus, if my mother knew the half of the woman who'd offered themselves to me – grown ass women – she'd pull my arse out of The Academy and lock me in my room until I turned twenty-one.

      In a way, my childhood was robbed from me because of my ability to play rugby.

      I grew up very quickly, taking on the role of a man when I was little more than a boy; coached and pushed, pressured and championed.

      I didn’t have a social life and childhood.

      Instead, I had expectations and a career.

      Sex was the reward I allowed myself for being, well, good.

      For controlling everything else in my life.

      For balancing my school and my sport with pristine control and an iron will.

      I wasn’t the only one like this.

      Aside from a couple of the lads with long-term girlfriends, the rest of the lads in The Academy were as bad as me.

      Actually, they were worse.

      I was discreet.

      They weren't.

      "We're not talking about me," I told Gibsie, dragging my attention back to the present, my anger growing by the second. "She's a fucking kid, too young for all you horny little pricks, and every asshole in this room needs to respect that."

      "Fifteen is a kid?" Gibsie countered, looking confused. "The fuck are you talking about, Johnny?"

      "Fifteen is young," I barked, frustrated. "And illegal."

      "Oh." Gibsie grinned knowingly. "I see."

      "You don’t see shit, Gibs," I shot back.

      "Since when did you start giving a shite about what any of us do?"

      "I don’t. Do whatever and whoever the hell you want," I countered heatedly. "Just not her."

      He grinned widely, clearly goading me, when he teased, "Keep that talk up and I'm going to start thinking you're going soft for the girl."

      "I'm not fucking around here," I countered, taking the bait.

      "Relax, Johnny," Gibsie said with a sigh. "I've no intention of going near the girl."

      "Good." I released a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding.

      "I can't vouch for the rest of them, though," he added, gesturing his thumb behind him.

      Nodding stiffly, I turned my attention to the busy changing room and stood up, bristling with agitation.

      "Listen up," I barked, drawing everyone's attention to me. "That girl on the pitch earlier?"

      I waited until I had my teammates’ attention and then I waited for understanding to cross their features before bursting into a rant.

      "What happened to her out there today? It would be embarrassing as hell for anyone and especially for a girl. So, I don’t want to hear one word of it repeated around school or town." My voice took on a threatening hint when I said, "If it gets back to me that any of you have been talking about her…well, I don’t have to explain what will happen."

      Someone snickered and I turned my glare on the culprit.

      "You have two sisters, Pierce," I snapped, glaring at the red-faced hooker. "How would you feel if that happened to Marybeth or Cadence? Would you like the lads talking about her like that?"

      "No, I wouldn’t." Pierce reddened further. "Sorry, Cap," he muttered. "You won't hear it back from me."

      "Good man," I replied, nodding before facing the team. "You don’t bring up what happened with her clothes to anyone – not your pillow pals or friends. It's gone. Erased. Never fucking happened... and while we're on the subject, don’t talk to her," I added, on a roll now, my commands this time for entirely selfish reasons I didn’t dare think too much about. "Don’t get any notions about her. In fact, don’t look at her at all."

      To be fair to them, most of the senior players on the team just nodded and went back to whatever they'd been doing before my outburst, letting me know that I was being irrational about this.

      But then there was Ronan fucking McGarry and his mouth to contend this.

      I didn’t like this guy – couldn’t stand him if I was being honest.

      He was a loud mouthed third-year who pranced around the school like he was king of the hill.

      His cocky attitude had only magnified in annoyance this year when he was brought into the senior team at school after an ACL injury had finished Bobby Reilly's season early.

      McGarry was a mediocre rugby player at best, playing scrumhalf for the school this season, and a goddamn pain in my arse to cover on the pitch.

      He was only on the team in the first place because his mother was the coach's sister. It certainly wasn’t for his talent.

      It gave me great pleasure taking him down a peg or ten at any given opportunity.

      "Why?" he taunted from the safety of the opposite end of the changing room. "Are you laying claim?" The blond little fucker, encouraged by a couple of his benchwarmer buddies, continued, "Is she yours now or something, Kavanagh?"

      "Well she's certainly not yours, Prickface," I shot back without hesitation. "Not that I was including you in that statement." Sniffing, I looked him up and down slowly with feigned displeasure before adding, "Yeah, you're not an issue for me."

      Several of the lads erupted into howls of laughter at McGarry's expense.

      "Fuck you," he spat.

      "Ouch," I feigned hurt then grinned across the room at him. "That hurt so much."

      "She's in my class," he tossed out.

      "Good for you." I clapped, not liking this new information one bit, but burying my annoyance with a heavy dollop sarcasm. "Do you want a medal or a trophy for that?"

      Turning my attention back to my team, I added, "She's young, lads, too young for any of you. So stay the fuck away."

      "Not for me," the little prick piped up. "She's the same age as me."

      "No. It's not a matter of age for you," I countered evenly. "She's just too good for you."

      More laughs at his expense.

      "Everyone might act like you're some kind of god at this school," he growled, "but she's fair game as far as I'm concerned." Puffing out his chest like a defected gorilla, he smirked at me. "If I want her, I'll have her."

      "Fair game?" I barked out a laugh. "If you want her, you'll have her? Christ, kid, what world are you living in?"

      Ronan's cheeks turned pink.

      "I live in the real world," he spat. "The one where people have to work for what they get, and not have it handed to them because they're in The Academy."

      "You think so?" I arched a brow, tilting my head to one side to take his measure. "Apparently not when you're deluded enough to think I've been handed everything in my life – and especially when you refer to girls as fair game." Shaking my head, I added, "They're girls, McGarry, not Pokémon cards."

      "God, you think you're so great, don’t you?" he snapped, jaw clenched. "You think you're so fucking amazing! Well you're not."

      Growing bored of his antics, I shook my head and gave him an out, "Sling your hook, kid. I'm not playing this game with you today."

      "Why don’t you do us all a favor and sling your hook, Johnny! I wish you'd just fuck off to the youths and be done with it," he roared, face turning an ugly shade of purple. "That's what you're in The Academy for, right?" he demanded, tone furious. "To be conditioned? To move up the ranks and get a contract?" Huffing out a breath, he snarled, "Then fucking move. Leave Tommen. Go back to Dublin. Take your contracts and go the fuck away!"

      "Education is very important, Ronan." I grinned, relishing in his hatred of me. "The Academy teaches us that."

      "I bet the Irish heads don’t even want you," he tossed back angrily. "All this talk about you joining the u20's in the summer is all bullshit you made up yourself."

      "Kid, you need to walk away now," Hughie Biggs, our number ten, and a good friend of mine, interjected with a sigh. "You sound like a fucking clown."

      "Me?" Ronan barked, glaring across the room at Hughie. "He's the asshole walking around this town like he owns it, getting special treatment from the teachers, and ordering all you around. And you just take it!"

      "And you are stinking up the room with your jealousy," Hughie countered in a lazy drawl. "Pack it in, kid," he added, dragging a hand through his blond hair, as he came to stand beside me and Gibs. "You're making a right eejit of yourself."

      "Stop calling me kid!" Ronan roared, voice breaking, as he charged towards us. "I'm not a fucking kid!"

      Neither Gibsie, Hughie, or I moved an inch, all highly entertained at his tantrum.

      Ronan had been a problem for the team since September; defying orders, breaking rank, pulling stupid stunts on the pitch that almost cost us several games.

      This little outburst of his wasn’t the first one.

      It was just another in a long list of many tantrums.

      He was ridiculous and needed reigning in.

      If his uncle wasn’t prepared to do it, then I was.

      "He's your captain," Patrick Feely piped up, much to my surprise, as he and several members of the team came and stood in front of me, blocking McGarry's pathetic attempt at exulting power, and showing their support for me. "Show a little respect, McGarry."

      Well, shite.

      I felt terrible now.

      I looked at Feely, my eyes full of remorse for my earlier on-pitch antics.

      The look he gave me assured me that, for him, it was long forgotten.

      It still didn’t sit well with me.

      McGarry was right about one thing; I did get preferential treatment in town.

      I worked like a dog on the pitch and was rewarded fabulously off it.

      I would use that pull to buy Feely a pint in Biddies at the weekend – Gibs and Hughie, too.

      "Run on home to mammy, Ronan," Gibsie ordered, shoving him towards the changing room exit. "Maybe she'll get your Legos out." Swinging open the door with one hand, Gibsie pushed him out with the other. "You're not ready to play with the big boys."

      "I bet yer one Shannon won't be saying that," Ronan snarled, forcing himself back into the room. "Or should I say, she won't be able to," he grinned darkly, eyes locked on my face, "when my cock is buried down her throat."

      "Keep talking about her like that," I seethed, fists forming into tight balls at my sides. "I would love a reason to tear your fucking head off."

      "I sat behind her this morning in French, you know," he taunted, grinning widely now. "Had I known what she was hiding under that skirt, I would have been friendlier." Winking, he added, "There's always tomorrow."

      "And that, folks, is how you sign your own death certificate," Hughie muttered, throwing his hands up in resignation. "You stupid, little bollox."

      Not one person tried to stop me when I barreled towards Ronan.

      No one dared.

      I had hit my quota of bullshit for the day and the lads knew it.

      "Now listen to me, you little fucker," I hissed, hand wrapped around his throat, as I dragged him back into the room, closing the door from witnesses with my free hand. "And listen good, because I'm only going to tell you this one more time."

      Slamming Ronan against the concrete wall, I stepped in front of him, towering over him by a good six inches.

      "You don’t like me. I get it. I'm not particularly fond of you either." I clutched his throat tight enough to make it hard for him to breathe, but not enough to cut off circulation and kill him. I was trying to make a point, not commit a crime. "You don’t have to like me, but as your captain, you sure as shit will respect my authority on the pitch."

      At 5'10 and sixteen years old, Ronan wasn’t small by any means, but at seventeen, 6'3 and growing, I was a big bastard.

      Off the pitch, I rarely used my size to intimidate anyone, but I would use it now.

      I was sick to death of this kid and his mouth. He had no goddamn respect, and hell, maybe I could handle his crappy attitude and aggression towards me.

      But not her.

      I didn’t like, couldn’t cope, and wouldn’t put up with him talking about her like that.

      That haunting look of vulnerability in her eyes drove me forward, causing me to lose what little grip I had on my temper.

      "When I tell my team something," I added, snarling now, the memory of her lonesome blue eyes clouding my judgment. "When I fucking warn you to leave a vulnerable girl alone, I expect you to heed my goddamn warning. I expect your submission. What I don’t expect is your lippy backtalk and defiance." A faint choking sound came from Ronan's throat and I loosened my hold but kept my hand there. "Are we clear?"

      "Fuck you," Ronan strangled out, spluttering and wheezing. "You can't tell me what to do," he rasped, breathless. "You're not my father!"

      This fucker.

      He was determined to defy me even when he couldn’t win.

      "I'm your daddy on the field, bitch." I smiled darkly and squeezed, cutting off his air supply. "You don’t see it because you're a jumped up, narcissistic, little spanner." I squeezed tighter. "But they do." I waved a hand behind us, gesturing to the team who were all standing down, not one of them intervening. "Every single one of them. They all get it. They all know I own you," I added calmly. "Keep pushing me, kid, and it won't matter who you're related to, you'll be off this team. But go anywhere near that girl and god himself won't be able to save you."

      Deciding I had terrified the young fella enough to get my point across, I released his throat and took a step back.

      "Now," folding my arms across my chest, I glared down at him and asked, "are we clear this time?"

      "Yeah," Ronan croaked out, still glaring at me.

      I didn’t mind.

      He could glare at me all he wanted.

      He could stick pin needles in a voodoo version of me and go on hating my guts for the rest of his life for all I cared.

      All I needed from him was his submission.

      "We're clear," he spat.

      "Good boy." I slapped his cheeks with my hands and smirked. "Now fuck off."

      Ronan continued to mutter his misgivings, but since he was doing so under his breath, I turned my back on him and headed straight for the now-empty showers, choosing to scald the temper out of my body with water.

      "Johnny, can I have a word?" Cormac Ryan, our number 11 winger asked, as he followed me into the shower area.

      I swung around and glared at him, my fingers slipping away from the waistband of my shorts.

      "Can it wait?" I asked, tone tight, jaw clenched, as my gaze traveled over him.

      Annoyance flared to life at the sight of him, and I knew full well what he wanted to talk to me about – or should I say who he wanted to talk about.

      Bella.

      The time for talking was months ago.

      Right now, with the mood I was in, the chances of us just talking was slim.

      Cormac seemed to realize that because he nodded his head and retreated from the doorway.

      "Yeah, no bother," he replied, swallowing deeply, as he backed up. "I'll, uh, catch up with you another time."

      "Yeah," I deadpanned, watching him leave. "You will."

      Shaking my head, I stripped off and stalked into the shower stall.

      Twisting the chrome nozzle, I stepped under the steady stream of ice-cold water and waited for it to heat.

      Pressing a palm against the tiled wall, I dropped my head and exhaled a frustrated breath.

      I didn’t need another fight under my belt.

      Keeping my nose clean this season was paramount, even in the shitty school league.

      It would be bad publicity to beat the shit out of my own teammates.

      Even when my fingers twitched with the urge to do just that.

      The lads were long gone back to their assigned classes by the time I finished showering, leaving me alone in the changing room.

      I didn’t bother rushing back to class, prioritizing my time with hoofing down my lunch and a premade protein smoothie instead.

      It wasn’t until I was finished eating that I noticed the blue icepack on top of my gear bag. There was a small note perched on top that read, "Ice your balls, Cap."

      Fucking Gibsie.

      With a shake of my head, I sank down on the bench and grabbed the icepack.

      Wrapping an old t-shirt around it, I freed my towel and did exactly what that note instructed.

      When I was done icing my balls, I took my sweet ass time assessing a few of my long-term injuries, the most worrying being the angry looking scar on my inner groin.

      The skin was hot, itchy, swollen, and fucking disgusting to look at.

      Playing with an injury was a common ailment for a guy in my situation, but after eighteen months of suffering with a chronic groin injury, I'd thrown the towel in and agreed to the surgery in December.

      Spending four days on the flat of my back in the hospital writhing in agony having caught an infection was bad enough, but the last three weeks of post-surgery rehabilitation had been pure fucking torture.

      According to my GP, my body was healing nicely and he had signed off to let me play – mostly because I had lied through my teeth – but the bruising and discoloration on my thighs and around my area was a sight to be had.

      I was also sore as shit down there.

      Cock, balls, groin, thighs.

      Every part of me ached.

      All the damn time.

      I wasn’t sure whether my balls hurt more from the injury or the need of release.

      Aside from my parents and coaches, Gibsie was the only one who knew the details of my surgery – hence the icepack.

      He'd been my best friend since moving down to Cork. Even though he was an overgrown, blond, eejit with a penchant for fucking school admins and the ability to drive me batshit crazy with his blasé attitude, I knew I could trust him to have my back.

      Knowing he could keep stuff to himself was the only reason I told him.

      Normally, I kept that kind of shit to myself.

      Sharing details of an injury was a dangerous move and a surefire way of having that injury targeted by oppositional teams.

      Besides, it was embarrassing.

      I was a confident person by nature but walking around with an out of commission dick –with no endgame in sight – meant that my self-esteem had taken a battering.

      I'd had more people poke and prod at my bollocks in the last month than I cared to remember – and not in a fun way, either.

      Getting it up after the operation wasn’t a problem for me; it was the horrible, searing pain that came with having an erection that I had an issue with.

      That particular piece of information I had learned the hard way after a shitty porno marathon one Saturday had resulted in an embarrassing trip to the A&E.

      It was St. Stephen's night, ten days post-surgery, and I had been wallowing in self-pity all day, having received countless texts from the lads asking me if I was coming out to the pub, so when I went to bed that night, I'd thrown on a bluey to cheer myself up.

      The minute the actress's tits were out, my cock had shot to attention.

      Feeling a slight amount of discomfort that was overshadowed by the realization that I still possessed a working dick, I had stroked myself off, careful to avoid the stiches on my groin.

      Two minutes into my wank-fest and I realized what a terrible mistake I had made.

      The problem arose when I was close to coming.

      My balls tightened, like they always did when blood rushed to the head of my penis, but the muscles in my thighs and groin began to contract and spasm – and not in a good way.

      The scorching pain that had rocketed through my body was so severe that I'd screamed out in agony before unceremoniously vomiting all over my bedsheets.

      The pain was like nothing I had ever experienced before.

      The only way I could describe it was to say it was like being kicked in the nuts repeatedly while someone stamped a red-hot cattle prod on my dick.

      Unfortunately, the visual of the plastic-breasted woman getting dicked on the screen and the loud audio of her "fuck me harder" sexy as hell screams made it virtually impossible for me to get it down.

      Dropping to floor, I had crawled on my hands and knees over to television set with the intention of putting my fist through the screen.

      That was the exact moment my mother had burst into my bedroom.

      She ended up having to help me get dressed, raging hard-on and all, and then rush me to the hospital, where I was scolded by the doctor on call for interfering with myself.

      I shit you not, she used those exact words before delving into a deeply disturbing rant about the dangers of masturbating so soon after the surgery I had, and the long-term ramifications it could have for my penis – with my mother sitting next to me.

      Seven hours, a round of blood tests, a shot of morphine, and one testicular exam later, I was sent home with a prescription for a new round of antibiotics and strict instructions to leave my penis alone.

      That was two weeks ago and I still hadn't touched my dick.

      I was traumatized.

      I was a broken man.

      I knew I should be grateful I didn’t have any long-term nerve damage in the area, and I would be once everything healed and worked again, but for now, I was a pissed off almost-eighteen-year-old with a broken dick and a deflated ego.

      Fucking Ronan McGarry thought I had everything handed to me.

      If he realized the sacrifices I made, and the limits I pushed my body to, I doubt he'd feel the same way.

      Then again, maybe he would.

      He had such an issue with me that I reckoned nothing could sway him from his I-hate-Johnny campaign.

      Not that I gave a single fuck.

      I had less than two years left in this school, and possibly a further one year with The Academy.

      After that, I would be leaving Ballylaggin and all the begrudging Ronan McGarry's behind me.

      Stretching my legs out, I gently rubbed down the area with my prescribed anti-inflammatory gel, biting down on my lip to stop myself from screaming in pain.

      Clenching my eyes shut, I forced my hands to move over my thighs, performing the exercise my physio had instructed I do after every training session.

      Once that was completed, and I was confident I wouldn’t pass out from the pain, I worked on my shoulders, elbows, and ankles, packing and strapping every old ache and injury like the dutiful apprentice I was.

      Believe it or not, my body was in great condition.

      The injuries I had sustained from playing rugby for the past eleven years, including a ruptured appendix and a million broken bones, were miniscule in comparison to the injuries some of the lads in The Academy were carrying.

      It was a good thing for me considering I was on the cusp of a lucrative contract and a career in professional rugby.

      In order to achieve that, I needed to be as close to perfect in every aspect of my life.

      That meant performing on the pitch, maintaining optimal health both physically and mentally, and keeping my nose – and my dick – clean.

      Protection was an impossible thing to forget with The Academy breathing down our necks, lecturing on how this was a pivotal time in our careers and how we were not, under any circumstances, to let a girl turn our heads or saddle us down with a baby.

      Like fuck.

      I'd rather cut my poorly functioning cock off before I let myself fall into that trapping.

      Condoms and birth control were an absolute necessity.

      I always carried one, I always wore one, and if the girl I was with wasn’t on the pill or the bar, of if I didn’t trust she was being honest with me, I always pulled out.

      No risks.

      No exceptions.

      Not that it matters now, I thought to myself, as I stared down at my bruised balls.

      Aside from remaining fatherless and STD free, I had to keep my marks up.

      It was all about perception for the scouts and potential clubs, and they wanted what was perceived as perfection.

      They wanted the best players from the best schools and the top universities in the country.

      They wanted merits and silverware, both on the pitch and academically.

      It was tiresome work, but I did the best I could.

      Luckily, I was good at school.

      I didn’t fucking like going very much, but I was good at it.

      My classes were all honors subjects and I had always been A+ to A- average in all of them with the exception of Science, where I was a reluctant C student.

      I just hated that fucking subject.

      Man, it gave me the heebie-jeebies just thinking about periodic tables.

      I didn’t care for it, and it was the one class I had always slept through.

      It came as no surprise to my parents that when the time came for me to choose my leaving cert subjects this term, I had avoided the three science subjects like the plague.

      No, they could keep their biology, chemistry, and physics for the hard-core braintards.

      I would stick to business and accountancy.

      An unlikely passion for a rugbyhead but it was right up my street.

      I would get a standard degree in Business, play until well into my thirties, retire before my body completely gave up on me, and then pursue my masters.

      See, I had it all planned out.

      No room for change.

      No room for girlfriends.

      And no goddamn room for injuries.

      My life choices and strict routine pissed my mother off to epic proportions.

      I knew Mam didn’t like my lifestyle and she was always nagging me.

      She said I was limited.

      That I was missing out on so much of life.

      She begged me to be a child.

      The problem was, I hadn't been a child since I was ten.

      When rugby took off for me, I left that shite behind, my childhood dreams of playing rugby morphing into a focused, hungry, driven obsession.

      I had spent the past seven years in beast mode 24/7 and had the physical body shape and size to prove it.

      My father was easier on me.

      He mollified my mother and coaxed her to stop worrying so much – telling her that it could be worse. I could be going out getting stoned off my head after school or getting legless with the rest of my friends down the pub.

      Instead of doing any of that, I trained.

      I spent my days studying, my afternoons on the pitch, my evenings in the gym, and my weekends rotating between all three.

      Jaysus, I couldn’t recall the last time I blew off the gym for a night out with the lads or ate a 99-ice-cream cone without worrying about wasteful calories and unbalanced macronutrients.

      I ate clean, I trained hard, and I followed every order, suggestion, and demand given to me by my coaches and trainers.

      It wasn’t an easy lifestyle to uphold, but it was the one I had chosen for myself.

      I trusted my gut and pursued my dreams with relentless drive, taking comfort in the fact that I was almost there.

      Until I made it – and I would make it – I would continue to make the sacrifices and remain focused, dedicated, and undistracted from bullshit, teenage drama.

      It was for those exact reasons I was feeling so edgy.

      A girl, a fucking female I'd known for no longer than two hours, had managed to do what no one else ever had; knock me off kilter.

      Shannon like the river was on my mind, and I didn’t fucking like it.

      I didn’t like that she was taking up valuable time in my head.

      Time I didn’t have to spare or to give to anything – or anyone – other than rugby.

      

      "She was already pulled out of Ballylaggin Community School for being verbally and physically attacked. And what happens on her first day at Tommen? This!"

      

      "You assured me this kind of thing wouldn’t happen at this school and look what happened on her first day!"

      

      "Shannon, I don’t know what to do with you anymore. I really don’t, baby. I thought this place would be different for you."

      

      What the hell was going on?

      What happened to her?

      And why the fuck was I obsessing about her like this?

      I barely knew the girl.

      It shouldn’t matter to me.

      Jaysus, I needed to get a life.

      Take up watching some train-wreck reality tv program or something – anything to block out today's events and those lonesome blue eyes.

      Forcing myself to block her out, I concentrated on tending to my injuries, all the while thinking about potential strategy and tactics for the match on Friday.

      When I was all patched up and had thrown my school uniform back on, I checked the time on my phone and noted that if I hurried my ass up, I would make it to my last class.

      I skimmed through a couple of new text messages from Bella, asking me if I was better and wanted to meet up.

      I shot her a quick reply saying still out of action and waited for her response.

      It came almost immediately, followed by several more texts.

      I'm getting sick of this shit Johnny.

      I don’t like being ignored.

      Everyone's talking about you, you know.

      Saying your performance on the pitch is going to crap.

      It made the papers.

      They're saying you're losing you're touch.

      I agree.

      You are being a useless dick and you have a useless dick.

      I know there's nothing wrong with you.

      You're just trying to get out of taking me to the awards gala at the end of the month.

      Why don’t you ever take me to those things?

      I never ask you for ANYTHING.

      If you don’t start appreciating me, I know plenty of lads who will…

      I expelled a heavy breath and quickly read each message.

      Yeah, this was getting out of hand.

      I could feel the noose tightening around my neck.

      I tapped out a quick reply saying 'Do whatever you want. I'm not your keeper' before turning my phone off and heading back to the school, stopping at the office.

      "Johnny!" Dee, the school secretary, cooed when I stepped through the doorway. "Back already?" she asked, taking a slow appraisal of my body. "Mr. Twomey hasn’t sent for you, honey."

      Our school secretary was a low-sized woman in her late twenties, with peroxide blonde hair, a penchant for teenage boys, and a serious weakness for rugby players.

      Her blue eyes were lined with way too much black eyeliner and thick, mushy mascara that blended well with the mountain of foundation caked on her face, and blood red lips.

      She wasn’t an unattractive woman.

      She had a nice shape and a fantastic ass.

      But she was a case of mutton dressed as lamb.

      Despite her cougar attempts and blatant inappropriateness, I was oddly fond of the woman. She helped me out on more than one occasion down through the years, signing me out of classes, covering my absenteeism, burying misdemeanors and all types of incriminating shite that would reflect badly on me.

      Back in third year, when I came home from training camp, I'd dropped an Ireland jersey with most of the team's signatures in to her.

      It was a last-minute display of appreciation on my part, knowing that she'd gone to a great deal of trouble to get the Board of Education to waver a compulsory oral junior cert exam I'd missed while away.

      I had the jersey in my gear bag and just gave it to her, feeling like I needed to compensate the woman for her efforts.

      After that, she was my biggest champion, doing countless, and often morally questionable, favors for me.

      And I, in turn, snagged her tickets to games whenever I could.

      We had a good arrangement.

      "I'm here to see you, Dee," I shot back with a flirty wink. Fighting down the urge to run for the hills from the school cougar, I sauntered over to the counter that separated her office from the rest of reception and grinned. "I was hoping you could help me out with something."

      "I'm always willing to help my favorite all-star," she purred. "With anything."

      "Appreciate it," I replied, repressing the urge to shudder when she reached over the counter and stroked her inch long, flaming red fingernails across my knuckles. "Do you have an envelope?"

      "An envelope?" Her drawn-on brows shot up in surprise. "Oh," she muttered, looking a little forlorn.

      Reaching behind the desk, she rummaged around before slapping a plain brown envelope on the counter.

      Pulling out my wallet, I snagged two €50 notes and stuffed them inside.

      "Do you have a pen?" I asked.

      With a little huff, she handed me one.

      "You're a lifesaver," I mumbled as I quickly scrawled a note on the envelope before placing the pen on the counter.

      "Is that all?"

      "Actually no, it's not."

      Resting my elbows on the counter, I fingered the envelope between my hands and smiled down at her.

      Here it goes…

      "I'm looking for some information on a student."

      Dee frowned. "Information on a student?"

      "Yeah." I nodded, widening my smile. "Shannon Lynch."

      Who had I been fooling with distracting myself with reality tv?

      I was an obsessive bastard by nature, with a one-track mind that was currently – and solely – programmed on her.

      I had to know more.

      I needed more.

      I wasn’t thick enough to think this didn’t matter.

      Or that my reaction to McGarry in the changing rooms earlier didn’t matter.

      It mattered that she was able to do this to me.

      It mattered that, hours later, I was still thinking about her, wondering about her, and inevitably worrying about her.

      It mattered that she mattered when no one ever mattered to me before.

      Fuck, now I was confused about all the matters.

      "Oh, Johnny." Dee pursed her lips, her frown deepening, as she drew me back to the present. "I'm not sure. Mr. Twomey made it clear that you are to have no contact with the Lynch girl–" her voice broke off and she reached for her notepad. "See?" she tapped her finger on the scrawled pad. "It's written down and everything. Her mother was demanding you be suspended for that incident on the pitch today. She's calling it assault. It took a lot of persuading on Mr. Twomey's part to stop her from phoning the Gardaí–"

      "Come on, Dee," I purred, smothering my outrage with what I hoped was charm. "You know me. I would never intentionally hurt a girl."

      "Of course you wouldn’t," she breathed, blinking up at me. "You're a good boy."

      "And you're very good to me." Leaning closer, I covered her hand with mine, and whispered, "So, all I need you to do is tell me what you know about her – or better yet, let me see her file."

      "No way, Johnny." She chewed on her bottom lip. "If anyone found out, my job would be on the line –"

      "You think I'd get you into trouble, Dee?" I coaxed with a small shake of my head. "It can be our little secret." God, I was a complete fucktard, playing on this poor woman's emotions.

      But I wanted that file, dammit.

      I had a burning curiosity to find out about Shannon – more specifically what happened to her at her old school.

      Mr. Twomey's words had planted the seed inside my head and I was dying to find out.

      "I'm sorry, honey, but I can't help you this time," Dee replied, lips pursed. "I need this job."

      Frustrated, I shook my head and wrestled my temper into touch before trying again, "Can you at least give me her locker number?"

      Dee's eyes narrowed. "Why do you need that?"

      "I just do," I shot back, tone a little harder now.

      I was pissed off.

      I wasn’t used to being told no.

      When I asked for something, I usually got it.

      It was a shitty way to be, but that's how life went for me.

      "I already told you," she retorted. "Mr. Twomey said you're not supposed to go near her –"

      "It's her locker number, Dee, not her fucking home address," I snapped, irritation growing. "You'd swear I was a fucking murderer or something – the way you're all acting."

      With a heavy sigh, Dee nodded dejectedly and walked over to the filing cabinet. "Alright."

      "Thank you," I replied, tone heavy with sarcasm.

      "But you didn’t get this off me," she grumbled, rummaging through each drawer until she found the desired folder.

      "Fine."

      "I'm serious, Johnny. I don’t need the hassle."

      "Neither do I."

      Flicking the folder open, she quickly scanned the first page before snapping it shut. "Locker 461. In the third-year wing."

      "Great, thanks for this." I grabbed the pen and scrawled the number on the back of my hand, before heading for the door. Pausing in the doorway, I turned and asked, "Can you at least tell me how she is?"

      Dee sighed. "The last I heard, her mother was taking her to the A&E for a scan."

      "A scan?" I frowned, anxiety gnawing at my gut. "She alright though, isn’t she? When she left? She was walking and stuff? I mean, she'll be grand, right?"

      "Yes, Johnny, I'm sure she's fine." She picked up the pen on the counter and placed the cap on it. "It's just a precautionary measure."

      "Really?"

      "Uh-huh."

      Uncertain, I blurted, "Do you think I should go – to the hospital, that is?" Shrugging, I added, "Should I visit? It's my fault she's at the hospital. I'm responsible."

      "Definitely not!" Dee snapped, her tone taking on a hint of authority. "If you know what's good for you, Johnny Kavanagh, you will stay well away from the girl." She let out a loud huff before adding in a much quieter tone of voice, "Between you and me, her mother is out for your blood. You'd do well to avoid all contact with her. And if I'm being honest, the girl just doesn’t seem–" she paused, chewing on her bottom lip for a moment before finishing, "well, stable."

      My brows furrowed. "What do you mean she's not stable?"

      Dee chewed on her pen, looking uncomfortable.

      "Dee?" I pressed. "What do you mean by that?"

      "Maybe stable isn’t the appropriate word," she admitted, tone low. "But there's something… off about her."

      "Off?"

      "Troubling," Dee clarified and then corrected herself by saying, "Troubled. She seems troubled."

      Well shite.

      Trust me to fixate on the crazy.

      "Right," I muttered, turning for the door again. "Thanks for the head's up."

      "Keep your distance, Johnny," she called after me. "And stay away from the hospital."

      Deep in thought, I strolled out of the office with the envelope in hand.

      I wandered down the left wing of the main building, stopping at a row of freshly painted blue lockers outside the third-year common area.

      I scanned the rows for locker number 461.

      When I found the one I was looking for, I pushed the envelope through the tiny gap at the top of the metal door.

      I didn’t care if her mother didn’t want the money, she could burn it for all I cared, but I had to give it to them – to her.

      Readjusting my school bag on my shoulder, I slid my hand into my pocket and retrieved my car keys, decision made to blow off the rest of the day and wait in the car for Gibsie.

      Besides, there was no point in going to class right now.

      I couldn’t concentrate on business ABQ's if I tried.

      My head was too clouded with words of warning and images of sad, blue eyes.

      Strolling down to the students' car park, I unlocked my car and dropped my shit into the back seat before collapsing inside.

      Exhausted and sore, I pushed back the seat and adjusted the recliner so I could stretch my legs out.

      The thought of driving with the pain currently burning its way up my thighs was an unwelcome thought, but it wasn’t my main concern right now.

      We had a lot of boarders at Tommen, students coming from all over the country and some parts of Europe to study.

      I lived half an hour from the school so I was one of the day-walkers.

      Most of my friends were.

      I knew Shannon was from Ballylaggin too, but I'd never laid eyes on her before that day.

      It wasn’t a massive area, but it was big enough that our paths had never crossed before today – or maybe they had and I just didn’t remember her.

      I wasn’t great with faces. I didn’t look at one long enough to commit it to memory. I didn’t care to. I had enough names and faces I needed to remember as it stood. Adding unnecessary names of strangers to that list seemed a pointless feat.

      Until now.

      Troubled.

      That's what Dee called her.

      But weren't all teenagers a little fucked up and troubled sometimes?

      I was so consumed in my own thoughts that I didn’t notice the final bell ringing, forty-five minutes later, or the flood of students climbing into cars around me. It was only when the passenger door of my car flew open that I jerked back to the present.

      "Hey," Gibsie acknowledged, dropping into the passenger seat beside me. "I see your heart's still set on sporting the semi-homeless look in here," he added, kicking a pile of shit away from his feet. Reaching around, he tossed his bag into the backseat. "It fucking stinks in here, man."

      "You could always get plenty of fresh air walking," I grumbled, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. Yeah, I was that fucking tired.

      "Relax," Gibsie shot back and then snickered when he added, "no need to get so testy."

      "Very funny, asshole," I deadpanned, my hand immediately moving to my dick. "Now you really can get out and walk."

      "Here," he paused to dump a vanilla colored folder on my lap, "you can't make me walk after getting you this."

      I stared down at the folder. "What's this?"

      "A present," Gibsie replied, adjusting the visor.

      "Homework?" I deadpanned. "Wow. Thanks so much."

      "It's yer one Shannon's file," he corrected, rolling down the sleeves of his jumper. "No doubt your obsessive ass was looking for it."

      Well, shite.

      An unsettling surge of excitement coursed through me as I stared down at the folder in my hands.

      My best friend knew me too well.

      "When you didn’t come back to class after training, I figured you were out here sulking over her – or pining," he shrugged before adding, "Or whatever the fuck you'd call what you did in the locker room earlier."

      "I don’t sulk."

      He snorted.

      "I don’t fucking sulk, asshole," I bit back. "Or pine. I wasn’t doing any of that shite. I was just –"

      "Losing your head?" Gibsie filled in with a wolfish grin. "Don’t worry about it. Happens to the best of us."

      "Why would I be losing my head?" I demanded and then swiftly answered, "I wasn’t losing my goddamn anything!"

      "My mistake." Gibsie held his hands up, but his tone assured me that he was far from sorry. "I must've read it wrong. Give me her file and I'll put it back."

      He reached for the folder and I snatched it away. "What – no!"

      Gibsie laughed but didn’t say anything else.

      The knowing grin he gave me was enough of a response.

      "How'd you manage to convince Dee to hand it over?" I asked, changing the subject.

      "How'd you think?"

      I repressed a shudder. "Jesus."

      "It's not all bad." Gibsie smirked. "The woman sucks like a hoover, and the thrill of getting caught always makes for fun times."

      I held a hand up. "Didn’t need to know that."

      He snorted. "You already knew that."

      "Yeah," I sighed heavily. "Well, I didn’t need to be reminded."

      "Jesus," he muttered, pulling at the collar of his school shirt so he could get a good look at his neck in the small, rectangular mirror. "Always the neck."

      Unsatisfied with that view, he twisted the rearview mirror to face him and groaned.

      Turning to look at me, Gibsie said, "See the sacrifices I make for you?"

      My eyes landed on the purplish bruise forming on his neck.

      "Better be something worth reading in there," he grumbled.

      Turning my attention back to the folder, I flicked it open to the first page and then tensed, eyes moving to his. "Did you read it?"

      "Nope."

      "Why not?"

      "Because," he replied, digging around his pocket. "It's not my business." He pulled out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. "I'm hanging for a smoke." He shoved the door open and stepped out, stopping to lean in and announce, "Orgasms make me crave nicotine," before closing the door and sparking up.

      Shaking my head, I turned my attention to the file in my hands, riveted to every detail of information Shannon Lynch's confidential file revealed.

      Pages upon pages of incidents and reports all neatly typed out on white paper, detailing every horrendous ordeal the girl had suffered in her old school – and there had been a lot.

      Fourteen a4 pages of incidents.

      Front and back.

      A few pages in and I learned that Shannon had slipped from a solid C student at the beginning of first year to scraping D's and E's by the end of second year.

      Attached to her less than stellar exam results were notes from her former teachers, praising her gentle nature and diligent and conscientious work ethic.

      I didn’t need a note to explain the steady decline in her grades, I'd figured that out on page one.

      She was the victim of bullying.

      They cut her ponytail off when she was in first year. When she was thirteen. Their punishment for such a crime was a week's suspension. Seriously. A week off school for cutting a girl's fucking hair off.

      Girls.

      They were so goddamn sick and twisted.

      How anyone could expect the girl to concentrate in a classroom setting as volatile as that was beyond me.

      Seriously, what the hell was wrong with people?

      What was the matter with that school and those teachers?

      The fuck were her parents thinking leaving her there for two years?

      The more I read, the sicker I felt in my stomach...

      
        	Incident in P.E resulting in a bloody nose.

        	Vomiting incident in the bathroom.

        	Incident in Woodwork with a glue gun.

        	Issue after school with third year girls.

        	Another vomiting incident in the bathroom.

        	Issue before school with fourth year girls.

        	Refusal to take part in overnight school bonding retreat.

      

      Were they fucking kidding?

      
        	Many, many more vomiting incidences.

        	Referral to educational psychologist.

        	Older brother lodges fourth complaint about the bullying.

      

      Older brother should have found some older female friends and had them kick the shite out of these mean girls.

      
        	Graffiti on bathroom walls.

      

      
        	Assault in the school yard, older brother suspended.

      

      Older brother must have sorted it himself.

      
        	Isolation reported by several teachers.

        	Serious physical assault by three older students, Gardaí called.

      

      No shit, Sherlock.

      
        	Older brother suspended again for intervening.

        	Removal from school at the request of mother.

      

      About fucking time.

      
        	School records requested by the principal at Tommen College.

      

      

      Horrified didn’t being to describe my feelings when I was finished reading.

      Pissed off didn’t quite fit the bill, either.

      Disgusted, disturbed, and wholly enraged seemed a more accurate assessment of my feelings.

      Jesus, it was like reading a goddamn police report of a domestic violence victim.

      No wonder Shannon's mother flipped the fuck out on me today.

      If I were in her position, I would have done a lot worse.

      Christ, now I was even more pissed with myself for hurting her than I was earlier.

      Who the hell did this?

      Seriously, what kind of creatures were they breeding in that school?

      "Well?" Gibsie's voice broke through my thoughts when he climbed back into car, smelling like an ashtray. "Find out what you need?"

      "Yeah," I muttered, handing the folder back to him before cranking the engine. "I did."

      He looked at me expectantly. "And?"

      I turned my attention to the road. "And what?"

      "You look pissed."

      "I'm fine." I needed to do something, put my foot down, hit the weight room, anything to expel the tension building inside my body.

      "You sure, man?"

      "Yep." Tearing out of my parking spot, I shifted into second gear, and then third, ignoring the Caution Children Crossing signs in my bid to get onto the main road.

      Sometimes we worked out in my converted garage at home, but right now, I thought the thirty-minute drive to the gym in the city might do me some good.

      I knew I had stepped over a serious line by breaching her privacy like this, but I didn’t regret it.

      Dammit, I knew she was vulnerable.

      That feeling I had earlier today?

      The pain I was so sure I'd seen in her eyes.

      It was real, it was there, I recognized it, and now I could do something about it.

      I could prevent anything like this from happening again.

      It wouldn’t happen again.

      Not on my goddamn watch.
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