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        Saving 6 is the third installment in the Boys of Tommen series, the first book for Joey Lynch and Aoife Molloy, and has a cliffhanger ending.

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

        Because of its extremely explicit sexual content, mature themes, triggers, violence, and bad language, it is suitable for readers of 18+.
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        Aoife: E-fa

        Aoif – Eeef

        Sean: Shawn

        Gardaí: Gar-Dee

        Caoimhe – Kee-va

        Tadhg: Tie-g (like Tiger but without the ‘r’ at the end)
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        Bluey: Porno movie.

        Jammy: lucky.

        Jammiest: luckiest.

        Corker: beautiful woman.

        St. Stephen's Day: Boxing Day/ December 26th.

        Bonnet: hood of the car.

        Boot: trunk of the car.

        Pound Shop: Dollar store.

        Messages: groceries.

        Mickey/Willy: penis.

        Spanner: idiot.

        Hole: often said instead of ass/bottom.

        Solicitor: lawyer.

        Daft: silly.

        Daft as a brush: very silly.

        Poitín: Irish version of moonshine/illegal, home-brewed alcohol.

        Wheelie Bin: Trash can.

        Jumper: sweater.

        Cracking on: hooking up.

        Runners: trainers/sneakers.

        Wellies: rubber boots worn in the rain.

        Fair City: Popular Irish television soap.

        On the hop: skipping school.

        Cooker: Oven/Stove/Hob.

        Rolos: Popular brand of chocolate.

        Eejit: fool/idiot.

        Gobshite: fool/idiot

        Lifted: arrested.

        Sap: sad/pathetic.

        Rebel County: nickname for County Cork.

        Primary School: elementary school – junior infants to sixth class.

        Secondary School: high school – first year to sixth year.

        Leaving Cert: the compulsory state exam you take in your final year of secondary school.

        Junior Cert: the compulsory state exam you take in third year – midway through your six-year cycle of secondary school.

        Playschool: pre-school/nursery.

        Junior Infants: equivalent to kindergarten.

        Senior Infants: equivalent to second year of kindergarten.

        First Class: equivalent to first grade.

        Second Class: equivalent to second grade.

        Third Class: equivalent to third grade.

        Fourth Class: equivalent to fourth grade.

        Fifth Class: equivalent to fifth grade.

        Sixth Class: equivalent to sixth grade.

        First Year: equivalent to seventh grade.

        Second Year: equivalent to eighth grade.

        Third Year: equivalent to ninth grade.

        Fourth Year: Transition Year: equivalent to tenth grade.

        Fifth Year: equivalent to eleventh grade.

        Sixth Year: equivalent to twelfth grade.

        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.

        Dub: a person from Dublin.

        Frigit: someone who has never been kissed.

        Gardaí Síochána: Irish police force.

        Garda: policeman.

        Hurling: a hugely popular, amateur Irish sport played with wooden hurleys and sliotars.

        Camogie: the female version of Hurling.

        Scoil Eoin: the name of Johnny, Gibsie, Feely, Hughie, and Kevin’s all-boys primary school.

        Sacred Heart: the name of Shannon, Joey, Darren, Claire, Caoimhe, Lizzie, Tadhg, Ollie, Podge, and Alec’s mixed primary school.

        St. Bernadette’s: the name of Aoife, Casey, and Katie’s all-girls primary school.

        Grinds: Tutoring.

        Fortnight: two weeks.

        Chipper: a restaurant that sells fast food.

        Craic: fun.

        Gas: funny.

        Mope: idiot.

        The Angelus: Every evening at 6pm in Ireland, there is a minute silence for prayer on the television.

        On the lash: going out drinking.

        On the piss: going out drinking.

        Swat: nerd/academically gifted.

        Spanner: idiot.

        Yolk: nickname for an illegal drug.

        Hatchet craic: Great fun.

        Langer: idiot.

        Fanny: Vagina.

        Scoring: Kissing.

        Shifting: Kissing.

        Shifting Jackets: Lucky piece of clothing, usually a jacket, when trying to pick up a girl.

        Langers: group of idiots and/or to be extremely drunk.

        Tog off: change into or out of training clothes.

        Child of Prague: a religious statue farmers place out in a field to encourage good weather. (An old Irish superstition)

        Rosary, Removal, Burial: the three days of a Catholic funeral in Ireland.

        Spuds: potatoes.

        A slab of beer: a box of 24 bottles of beer.

        Get your hole: have sex.

        Ridey: a good-looking person.

        Strop: mood-swing/pouting/sulking.
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        I never knew devastation until he walked into my world and gave me a glimpse into his.

        I never knew heart break until he decimated my heart by decimating his body.

        I never knew hurt until he walked away from me.

        I never knew.

        I never…
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      AUGUST 30TH 1999

      JOEY

      “All you need to do is keep your head down and your temper reigned in. You’re a smart kid. You’ve got this. Just keep that tongue of yours in check and don’t react to any nonsense. Do you want me to walk in with you?”

      “Do I fuck.”

      “It’s okay to be nervous, Joe.”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      “And it’s okay to be scared, too.”

      “Do I look like I’m scared?” I growled, aggravated by his incessant coddling. “I’m not a baby, Dar.”

      “I know you’re not,” my big brother conceded, as we walked up the path to Ballylaggin Community School – a journey he had taken every weekday for the past six years. His time at secondary school was over now, while mine was just beginning. “I just need this to go well for you.”

      “Yeah,” I snorted. “Well, we both know that’s not going to happen.”

      “This is your fresh start, Joey,” he said. “Whatever happened in primary school is behind you now. Don’t carry any of that trouble with you.”

      “There’s no such thing as fresh starts,” I drawled. “Just different locations filled with the same bullshit.”

      “You’re too young to be this cynical.”

      “And you’re too smart to waste your time and breath on this pep talk,” I countered. “I’m not Shannon, lad. I don’t need the words or the hand-holding.”

      “Is it so wrong of me to want to see you off on your first day of secondary school?”

      “You could have done that back at the house,” I reminded him. “You didn’t need to walk me to school. I’m not a baby.”

      “You’re my baby brother.”

      “I’ve never been a baby anything, Dar.”

      “Always so self-sufficient.” Shaking his head, he gave me a sad smile. “Well, maybe I wanted to spend some extra time with you.”

      “We share a room,” I deadpanned, shifting the ton of bricks that was my school bag onto my other shoulder. “We already spend enough time together.”

      “I love you, Joe,” he threw me by saying. “You know that, right?”

      “You love me?” Feet faltering, I turned to look up at him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Nothing,” he replied, tone thick with emotion. “I’m just… I need you to know that.”

      “Why?” I demanded, feeling unnerved by his sudden declaration. It was out of place and felt all wrong to me. “What’s happening?”

      “Nothing.” Smiling, he reached down and ruffled my hair. “Nothing’s happening, shithead. I just wanted to tell you.”

      “Okay…” I eyed him suspiciously, not sure if I entirely believed him. “But if you even think about hugging me in front of all these people, I will kick you in the nuts.”

      “Your voice is starting to break,” he chuckled. “My baby brother is growing up.”

      “I don’t need a deep voice to kick your ass,” I shot back, hackles rising.

      He rolled his eyes. “Sure thing, squeaky.”

      “Do all the girls here wear skirts that short?” Eyes widening, I watched as a group of girls filed out off a school bus and onto the footpath in front of us. “I take it all back, Dar.” Delighted with life, I grinned up at my brother. “I think I’m going to like secondary school.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Darren chuckled, ribbing me with his elbow. “Those girls are in sixth year. You’re a baby first year to them.”

      “Already told ya that I’ve never been a baby anything,” I shot back with a wink before turning my attention back to the glorious view of bare legs and peachy asses.

      “Aren’t you a bit young for getting notions about girls?”

      “I’m thirteen.”

      “Not until December.”

      “I bet I’ve seen more tits than you.”

      “Mam’s don’t count.”

      We both laughed, causing a few of girls in front to turn around.

      “Oh my god! Darren Lynch!” one of the blonde’s squealed, giving my brother a warm smile, as she moved straight for him. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you get like a thousand points in your leaving cert last June? There’s no way you’re repeating sixth year?”

      “No, not repeating. Just walking my little brother in for his first day,” Darren replied, receiving the half-hug the girl offered him. “And I could ask you the same question. What are you doing slumming it in a BCS uniform, Tommen girl?”

      “I, uh, transferred over here. I’m going to finish up sixth year at BCS,” the blonde replied in a strained tone. “It’s, ah, sort of for the best, all things considered, you know?”

      “Yeah.” My brother nodded and sympathy filled his eyes, which confused the fuck out of me. “I do.”

      “So, how’s everything going, Dar?” She was quick to push on from whatever the hell had them eyeing each other meaningfully. I rolled my eyes and forced back the urge to hurl. “I haven’t seen you since that weekend.”

      “I’ve been around,” he told her, scratching the back of his neck. “Just dealing, you know?”

      “Yeah.” Another meaningful look passed between them. “I know.”

      “I don’t,” I decided to interject, because why the hell not? “Care to explain what the hell you’re both talking about?”

      My brother sighed in resignation before reeling off introductions. “Caoimhe, this mouthy shit is my little brother.” He turned to me and gestured to the girl. “Joe, this is Caoimhe Young. You were probably too young to remember her in primary school, but her little sister is friends with Shannon.”

      Her blue eyes landed on my face, and she smiled. “So, you’re the next Lynch in the pecking order, huh?”

      “Apparently so.” I shrugged noncommittally before turning back to Darren. “Are ya done with the trip down memory lane, or do I need to stand around for another ten minutes?”

      “Oh boy, Dar,” she laughed. “You’re in trouble with this one, huh?”

      “Tell me about it,” my brother replied with a sigh. “It was good seeing you, Caoimhe.” Catching hold of the back of my neck, he steered us around the group of girls and up the path towards the school. “Take care of yourself.”

      “You, too, Dar,” she called after us. “Keep in touch.”

      “Keep in touch?” I shook my head and wrestled free from his hold. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Who knows,” Darren muttered, steering me towards the gates of the school. “You know the way girls are.”

      “Did you have sex with her?”

      “What?” He stopped walking and swung me around to look at him. “No, I didn’t have sex with her. Why would you even ask me that?”

      “Don’t get all high and mighty on me,” I laughed, playfully shoving his chest. “I know you’ve been with girls in the past.”

      Darren sighed heavily. “Not like that, I haven’t.”

      “Well, I think she likes you,” I offered up, falling into step alongside him once again. “She was looking at you with those gooey eyes.”

      “Gooey eyes,” Darren chuckled. “You’re a dope.”

      “She was,” I laughed. “I’m surprised she didn’t swoon when she saw you.” Clearing my throat, I pressed a hand to my forehead and mimicked, “Oh, Darren Lynch. Is that you my eyes can see? Be still my beating heart!”

      “You’re such a little shit,” my brother laughed.

      “And you’re a dark horse,” I shot back with a wink, ribbing him with my elbow. “Got anymore blondes lurking around school, waiting to fall at your feet? Because I’ll be happy to take them off your hands.”

      “Pack it in,” he chuckled, with a rueful shake of his head. “Honestly, it’s not like that. She’s just a good friend.”

      “Don’t worry, Dar,” I laughed. “I know you’re gay. I’m only messing with ya—“

      “Jesus Christ, Joey!” Darren hissed, clamping a hand on my shoulder. He looked around us, eyes wild and panicked, before he released a breath and muttered, “Not so loud, okay?”

      “Why do you do that?” I demanded, good mood forgotten, as I shook his hand off, feeling my temper rise. “Why do you hide who you are?”

      He shook his head, blue eyes laced with pain. “Joey.”

      “No, it’s bullshit, Dar,” I pushed, unwilling to let it go. “I’m not ashamed of you, and you shouldn’t be either.”

      “I’m not ashamed of myself,” he replied quietly.

      “Well, good,” I snapped. “Because you don’t have shit to be ashamed of.”

      “Yeah, well, according to Dad, I have.”

      “Yeah, well, fuck Dad,” I spat. “He’s the one who should be ashamed of himself, not you.”

      “You do realize that up until six years ago, being gay was a punishable crime in this country?”

      “Yeah, and so were condoms and any other form of birth control,” I growled. “Which just goes to show that the laws are bullshit.”

      “Joe…”

      “This country is backwards, Darren, you know that,” I argued. “Yeah, it’s getting better now, but we both know that the foundations on which our laws are built upon have a lot less to do with common sense than religion.”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it, Joe.”

      “Well, I don’t want to see you walking around the place with your tail between your legs when you have no reason to,” I countered. “It’s bullshit, Darren. Every word that comes out of that man’s mouth is utter bullshit, so don’t let him make you feel bad about yourself. Dad’s living in the dark ages, so don’t you dare let him drag you back there with him.”

      “What do you propose I do, Joey?” he asked in a weary tone. “Go toe to toe with him?”

      Yes. “You can take him.”

      “No, I can’t,” he replied. “Besides, not every disagreement in life has to result in a dog fight.”

      “In our lives it does,” I corrected hotly. “So, you better get your head in the fight and make damn sure that you’re the biggest dog.”

      “Like you, squeaky?”

      “I might not be the biggest dog in the fight,” I begrudgingly conceded. “But I always have the sharpest teeth.”

      “Kind of like the saying; it’s not the size of the dog that matters, it’s the fight in the dog?”

      I nodded. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

      Darren gave me a strange look. “So, in your mind, it’s a dog-eat-dog world that we’re living in?”

      “It’s not in my mind, Dar. It’s a fact.”

      “You know,” he mused in a melancholy tone. “I can’t figure out if that backbone of yours will be your saving grace or your downfall.”

      “Whichever way it goes is fine by me,” I said with a shrug. “Because I couldn’t care less.”

      “That’s not true,” he argued. “You care.”

      “No,” I laughed humorlessly. “I really don’t.”

      “I need you to start caring, Joey.”

      “I care,” I grumbled. “I care about you, and Shan, and Tadhg, and Ols—“

      “I need you to start caring about you, Joe—”

      “Holy shit.”

      My feet came to an abrupt stop the minute my eyes landed on a tall blonde, with the face of an angel, sitting on the wall at the entrance of the school.

      “What?” Darren demanded, looking around us. “Where’s the fire?”

      “There.” Struck dumb at the sight of her, and with all notions gone of continuing any further conversation with my brother, I pointed to the girl whose long blonde hair was splaying all around her in the breeze. “Her.”

      “I don’t know her,” my brother noted. “She must be a first year.”

      Looking like nothing my eyes had ever seen, I watched as she sucked on a Chupa Chups lollypop, entirely uninterested in the lad attempting to talk to her, while her long legs dangled from the wall.

      “Jesus Christ.” I blew out a breath. “I don’t care if you’re gay or not, lad. You can’t deny that girl is the best-looking thing your eyes have ever seen.”

      It was at the exact moment in time that her gaze flicked to mine.

      The minute our eyes collided, I felt a pang of heat shoot straight to my chest.

      Holy fuck.

      When I met her gaze head on, I fully-expected her to blush and look away.

      She didn’t.

      Instead, she tilted her head to one side and studied me with a similar look to the one I was sure that I was sporting.

      Arching her brow, she slowly removed the lollypop from her mouth, and gave me an expectant look.

      My gaze flicked questioningly to the dark-haired lad still trying and failing to garner her attention before returning to her face.

      With a defiant tilt of her chin, she gave me a look that said what are you waiting for?

      Well shit.

      What was I waiting for?

      “Steady up, baby brother,” Darren chuckled, as he forcefully walked me up the path towards the main building and away from the blonde. “She’s cute, but don’t throw your hat in the ring just yet. I promise there will be fifty more girls in your year that look just as lovely.”

      Doubtful.

      “I don’t want fifty more girls,” I replied, twisting back to find her still watching me. “I just want that girl.”

      “Oh, to be a first year again.” Laughing, Darren dragged me along with him until she was out of sight. “If I’ve taught you nothing else these past twelve years, then remember this; keep your temper in check, your head in the books, your ass off the streets, and your hands off girls that look like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like they have heartbreak written all over them.”

      “So, in other words, spend the next six years of secondary school living like a priest,” I grumbled, breaking free of him when we reached the school. “Where do I sign up?”

      “Hey, that’s what I did,” my brother chuckled, thoroughly amused by my disgust. “It worked well for me.”

      “Because you’re shit craic,” I told him. “Seriously, Dar. It’s a wonder we’re related at all.”

      “Well, we are,” he reminded me before pulling me in for a hug. “I’ll always be your brother, no matter what, okay? Don’t ever forget it.”

      “What did I tell you?” I hissed, scrambling away from him before anyone saw me hugging my brother of all people. “I should follow through and kick you in the nuts for that.”

      “Take care of yourself.” His voice was thick with emotion as he watched me scowl at him. “I love you.”

      “Jesus, relax with the love bullshit,” I grumbled, feeling acutely uncomfortable. “I’m starting secondary school, asshole, you’re not sending me off to war.”

      He nodded stiffly. “I know.”

      Feeling off-balance, I eyed him warily before shaking my head and walking off in the direction of the entrance.

      Stop.

      Don’t go.

      Something’s wrong.

      Turn back.

      This is all wrong.

      “Dar?” Hovering uncertainly, I turned back to find him already walking away. “I’ll see you after school, yeah?”

      My brother didn’t answer.

      “Dar?”

      He didn’t turn back to look at me, either.

      “Darren?”

      Instead, he pulled his hood up and kept walking away from me.

      “So, is that guy your keeper, or can you think for yourself?” a female voice asked, and I spun around to find none other than blondie from the wall standing in front of me – and holy fuck if she wasn’t even better looking close up.

      With all notions of Darren’s weird farewell long forgotten, I focused entirely on the face looking up at me.

      High cheekbones, pink pouty lips, big green eyes, and hair that looked like something out of a magazine, she was, hands down, the best-looking thing my eyes had ever seen. “I can definitely think for myself.”

      “You saw me back there,” she stated evenly, green eyes snaring me.

      “I did.”

      “You kept walking.”

      I nodded like a fool. “I did.”

      “Don’t do that again.”

      Fuck me. “I won’t.”

      She looked me over once more before nodding in approval. “You’re beautiful.”

      Well shit. “Likewise.”

      “Hm.” Her lips tipped up. “So, do you have a name, boy-who-can-think-for-himself?”

      “Does it matter?” I countered, needing to regain some ground I had lost to this powerhouse of a girl. “We both know that you’ll be calling me baby by the end of the day.”

      She licked her lips to bury her smile. “Is that so?”

      I stepped closer. “You tell me, blondie.”

      Now, she did, and it was a glorious sight. “Okay, that was seriously smooth.”

      I smirked. “Thanks.”

      “I’m Aoife,” she laughed, holding her hand out to me.

      “Joey,” I replied, accepting her small hand in mine.

      “Joey.” Shaking my hand, she tilted her head to one side, and studied me without a hint of shyness. “Your name suits you.”

      “I could say the same thing about you,” I replied. “Your name means radiance and beauty, right?”

      She grinned. “You know your Irish.”

      Yeah, I knew my Irish, but not that well.

      There had been a girl in my class at primary school named Aoife, who had constantly droned on about how she had been named after an Irish warrior queen, with a level of beauty that was rumored to rival that of Helen of Troy.

      I wasn’t, however, about to tell this particular Aoife that.

      Not when I needed every advantage I could get.

      “So, what class have you been assigned to?” she asked, retrieving her folded-up timetable from the pocket of her short, pleated skirt. “I’m in First Year 3.”

      Fuck if I knew.

      I straightened out the crumpled-up ball of paper that was my class timetable for the school year. I was fucking thrilled when I read the words First Year 3 on the page. “Same here.”

      She was in my class.

      Get in there!

      Maybe my luck was changing.

      “So, you’re as mediocre a student as I am,” she laughed. “My brother got assigned to First Year 1. That’s the class for the brainiacs.”

      “You’re a twin?”

      She nodded. “For my sins.”

      “So, we’re the third smartest class?”

      “Or the third thickest,” she laughed. “Whichever way your glass is filled.”

      “Why? How many classes has our year been split into?”

      “Four.”

      “Jesus,” I laughed. “That doesn’t say much for us, does it?”

      “Nope.” She grinned back at me. “Not a whole pile. So, what primary school are you coming from?”

      “Sacred Heart,” I replied. “You?”

      “St. Bernadette’s,” she said with a grimace. “That’s the—“

      “All-girls primary school run by the nuns outside of the town?” I winced in sympathy. “Well, that’s shit luck on you, huh?”

      “Yep. Eight years with the nuns. Can’t you see my halo shining?”

      “Oh yeah, it’s blinding.”

      “According to Sister Alphonsus, I should be continuing my education in an all-girls environment,” she mused with a devilish smile. “Apparently, I have a wild streak in me, with a penchant for the male form that no amount of prayer can eliminate.” She rolled her eyes. “All because I said I thought the guy playing Jesus in a movie they showed us was gorgeous.”

      I arched a brow. “Gorgeous?”

      “What?” she laughed. “He was.”

      “Well, it sounds to me like you need to spend less time on your knees praying and more time —“

      “Don’t say it,” she warned reaching up to cover my mouth with her hand.

      “With the male form,” I chuckled, peeling her fingers off my lips with my hand.

      “So, should I spend more time with the male form in general?” she laughed, and somehow our fingers were entwined now. “Or with you? Because it’s safe to say that I’m impressed with the male form standing in front of me.”

      “Is that your way of telling me that you don’t have a boyfriend?”

      “No, it’s my way of telling you that I will have a boyfriend once you ask me.”

      “Jesus.” My heart rate sped up. “You’re not backwards about anything, are you?”

      She winked and slid her school bag off her shoulder. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      Thrown off kilter by this girl, I took the bag she held out for me and slung it over my free shoulder.

      “There,” she said with an approving nod, admiring her bright pink bag on my shoulder. “That should do it.”

      “Should do what?”

      “Warn the other girls away.”

      “Warn the other girls away?” My brows rose up. “Did you just mark me with your bag?”

      “I sure did,” she replied, smiling sweetly up at me before turning on her heels and sauntering off in the direction of the school. “Now, let’s go, baby.”

      I laughed, because, in all honesty, what else could I do?

      I had a distinct feeling that I would be doing a lot of following after this girl.

      Still, my feet moved after her.
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          JOEY

        

      

    

    
      With the sound of my own pulse thundering in my ears, I kept my eyes trained on my bedroom floor, and concentrated on my breathing, on the cracks in the skirting board, on the freshly burrowed hole in my sock, on anything but the asshole pounding and demanding to get in.

      "Open this door, boy, and I'll put manners on ya!"

      "Useless little cunt, just like your brother."

      "Not such a big man now, are you, ya little prick!"

      "Get your hole out here, ya little bollox, before I break the fucking door down!"

      My heart was racing violently in my chest, every inch of my body was battered and bruised, and while I knew my mam was out there and defenseless, I honest to God didn’t have it in me to go another round with the man she called her husband.

      Not when he'd gotten the better of me so easily tonight.

      Swallowing the blood that was trickling down the back of my throat, I twisted my head to the side, and considered my options.

      Fight.

      Die.

      Run.

      Die.

      Tell.

      Die.

      Hide.

      Die.

      Die.

      Die.

      After spending a selfish amount of time contemplating taking a knife to my wrists, I clenched my eyes shut and locked every muscle in my body tight until my entire frame shook from the tension.

      Don’t do it, lad.

      It's not your turn yet.

      Don't give him the satisfaction of checking out.

      Think of the others.

      Desperate to distract myself from the temptation, I held my breath and concentrated on why I couldn’t leave this house.

      On why I had to stay.

      Shannon. Tadhg. Ollie…

      Shannon. Tadhg. Ollie…

      Shannon. Tadhg. Ollie …

      Slowly, as my mind resigned to the fact that there was no way I could leave three innocent children with the monsters that created us, I felt my muscles unlock, causing me to sink deeper into depression.

      Trapping me…

      Resentment bubbled to life inside of me, with my mind honing in on one face.

      On one name.

      Fuck Darren for leaving me alone in this.

      Mam was crying in her room, with her clothes strewn everywhere, and her dignity smeared all over his dick, and I couldn’t do shit for her.

      And just like last time, I couldn’t save her.

      And just like all the times before that, I couldn’t stop him.

      The deep timbre of my father’s voice echoed through my bedroom walls, as the threats he had been doling out to me late into the night slowly morphed into frustrated snarls and then eventually drunken slurs.

      “Fucking prick,” was the last thing I heard him call me before his heavy footsteps clumsily retreated from my door.

      Minutes later, his voice could be heard again, but at the other end of the landing this time, with my mother, once again, the target of his whiskey tantrum.

      Heart hammering violently in my chest, I reached for the alarm clock on my bedside locker and squinted, trying to make out the time with only the dull hue of the street light outside my window to guide me.

      02:34

      For fuck’s sake.

      Setting the clock back down, I released a frustrated breath, drummed my fingers against my chest, and tried to calm the fuck down.

      It wasn’t coming easy, though.

      Not tonight.

      Because Darren was still gone, and he was still here.

      The one person I depended on in times like this – on nights like this – had walked away without as much as a backwards glance.

      I should know.

      I watched him go.

      Dad never hit Darren like he hit me.

      He was the firstborn, the golden boy.

      I was the spare.

      Darren got open-palmed slaps.

      I got closed-fist punches.

      Darren was diplomatic.

      He could talk our father around better than anyone else in the house, and bring him back to his senses – well, most of the time.

      Glowering at his empty bottom bunk, untouched since his departure, I felt the familiar swell of bitterness wash over me, taking with it another piece of my childhood.

      I had just started first year for Christ's sake, wouldn’t turn thirteen for another month, what hope had I against a man twice my size?

      I didn’t, Darren knew that, and he still left me here defenseless.

      I was twelve-years-old and a frontline soldier in the war that raged within my family home. The enemy I found myself up against was bigger and stronger, and my ally had abandoned me when I needed him most.

      I’d known something was wrong that morning he walked me to school. I could feel it in my bones as I watched him walk away from me – as I called after him like a fucking child.

      For the first few days after my older brother’s abrupt departure, I had waited with bated breath, praying that everything would somehow blow over and Darren would walk back through the front door.

      The move was completely out of character for me.

      I didn’t pray.

      But the evening I came home from my first day of secondary school, and discovered he was gone, I found myself whispering oaths and promises to the man in the sky, offering up anything and everything I could think of, in exchange for the safe return of my brother.

      My ally.

      My prayers went unanswered, and I had lost more ground than I could afford to in the weeks that had since passed.

      Disgusted with myself for hiding behind a locked door, I tried to reason with my pride, knowing deep down that going back out there tonight would be the equivalent of signing my own death warrant.

      You barely made it out alive...

      Loud sniffles filled my room just then, and I bit back a growl, letting my head smack against the bedroom door I was perched against, hurley in hand.

      “Don’t listen to it,” I instructed my sibling – which one, I had no clue because the three that still resided in this shithole were currently hiding under my duvet. “Block him out.”

      “It’s so scary, Joe,” Tadhg sniffled, appearing from beneath my quilt on the top bunk. “What if he’s hurting Mammy again?”

      “He’s not,” I snapped, lying through my teeth to my six-year-old brother. “She’s grand. Now go to sleep.”

      “I can’t,” he croaked out.

      “You have to,” my ten-year-old sister whisper-hissed. “You know what will happen if he realizes that we’re awake.”

      “Shut up, Shannon,” Tadhg wailed. “I’m scared…”

      “I know you are, Tadhg,” she continued softly, appearing from beneath the covers with our three-year-old brother, Ollie, curled up on her lap. “That’s why we have to stay quiet.”

      “The lot of ye need to go the fuck to sleep,” I ordered, taking on the protector role that I had unceremoniously been thrust into. “You’re grand. Mam’s grand. We’re all grand. Everything’s fucking grand.”

      “But what if he is hurting her again?”

      I had no doubt that he was, in fact, hurting her again.

      Problem was, I couldn’t do shit about it.

      God knows I’d tried.

      The broken nose I was sporting from earlier tonight proved just how little I could do about the animal we called our father.

      Thankfully, Tadhg and Shannon didn’t seem to understand the way in which our father was hurting our mother.

      I, on the other hand, had been ten years old when I learned the meaning of the word rape.

      It wasn't the first time I'd seen him force her down, nor was it the first time I’d heard the word tossed around in conversation, but it was the first time that I managed to connect the word to the action and make sense of what had been happening to my mother.

      Make sense of what that animal had forced her to take into her unwilling body.

      Repeatedly.

      My intervention had been a futile one that ended in my mother – battered, bruised, bloodied and naked from the waist down on the kitchen floor – dismissing me from the room. Blaming me with her eyes for something I had no control over, but not before my father got a few good hits in on my prepubescent frame.

      After I registered what rape meant, what it really and truly meant, my resolve to keep my mouth shut about what happened at home only strengthened further.

      I knew Darren had been raped when we spent those six months of senior infants in foster care. I’d heard enough about it – had been made feel guilty enough about it – to know that it was bad enough to keep my mouth shut and keep our family’s private business to myself.

      

      “Remember, Joey, remember that no matter how bad Dad gets, it will never be worse than that…”

      

      “You think that’s bad? You don’t know how fucking lucky you have it…”

      

      “You got ice-cream and cake with your foster family, I got ruined…”

      

      “You have nothing to complain about, not compared to me. You had it easy, so stop feeling sorry for yourself…”

      

      “Do you know what happens in those care homes? Do you want Tadhg to end up like me? Do you want that for Shannon? Keep your mouth shut. Nothing is bad enough in this house to merit going back there. Nothing…”

      

      Once I saw it for myself, I knew there was no way I would ever put my siblings in a position where that could happen to them.

      I would rather die first and that wasn’t me being dramatic.

      I meant it.

      For years after that, I didn’t sleep at night. I didn’t dare. The noises – the fucking sound of her – was burned into my memory, repeating over and over on a loop of mental destruction.

      And even when it was quiet, I was on edge. The silence unsettled me almost as much as her screams.

      Because her screams meant she was still breathing.

      Her silence meant that she was dead.

      I could remember lying in my room, not unlike tonight, body rigid, as I strained to hear every squeak in the mattress, every disgusting grunt and groan coming from the closed door at the other end of the landing.

      Panic would consume me then and nine times out of ten, I would spring out of bed and stand guard outside my sister's bedroom, terrified that she possessed something an animal like our father would eventually come looking for.

      At least when we were all together under the same roof, I could protect her, I could protect them all, take some of the pain for them, and let them have some semblance of a childhood.

      If I told, we would be put into care. And if we were put into care, there was a good chance we would be separated. And if we were separated, then I couldn’t protect them from the predators that Darren warned me were everywhere.

      

      “You think it won’t happen to you, but it does. It happens all the time…”

      

      “Not everyone lucks out like you and Shannon did when you were placed with the same foster family…”

      

      “I can still feel him inside of my body, tearing me apart, ripping me open, and it makes me want to die…”

      

      The very thought of something happening to Shannon, Ollie, or Tadhg made my skin crawl and my mouth clamp shut.

      I could take the pressure.

      I could take the blows.

      I could handle his whiskey tantrums.

      I could take it all if it meant that they didn’t have to.

      Like a revered blood oath, I mentally reaffirmed the vow I had made to myself the night after Darren walked out, and that was to protect my brothers and sister with everything I had in me.

      I would never allow them to be beaten like I had been, or be abused like our mother, or defiled like our brother.

      With whatever I had inside of me, I would protect and defend them from harm.

      They would never have to sit behind a barricaded bedroom door with a hurley in hand.

      I would be here to do it for them.

      I knew what it felt like to have my protector abandon me, and I would never allow that to happen to them.

      I would die first.

      Yeah, fuck Darren for leaving our brothers and sister to fend for themselves against a monster.

      Fuck him for making me our father's number one punching bag.

      You've always been that, lad…

      Fuck secondary school, too, for that matter. My gaze drifted to my unopened school bag that contained a mountain of homework. I hadn’t the slightest intention of completing shit given by teachers whose opinions on me were the least of my worries.

      Yeah, it was safe to say that secondary school was another bust.

      Understatement of the century, lad…

      According to my new principal, Mr. Nyhan, I was short tempered and unresponsive to authority. If he had to put up with half of the crap I did, he wouldn’t be so responsive to authority himself.

      Asshole.

      I reveled in pissing him off.

      The reason for my blatant dislike of him was simple; he had played hurling with my father back in the day.

      Hurling.

      A shiver rolled through me.

      It was both my saving grace and my living nightmare.

      Forced to play by my father from the age of four, and terrified of having that weight dropped onto Tadhg’s shoulders like it been dropped on mine when Darren quit, I pushed myself to keep it up.

      And I was good.

      I was better than my father or Darren ever were, and I think it made him hate me more – the fact that I wasn’t completely useless like he constantly reminded me.

      Dick.

      It was because of thoughts like these, and fucked up nights like the current one, that when Shane Holland, a lad a few years above me at BCS, offered my first hit from a joint in fifth class, I took it.

      When he promised that it would relax my racing mind and help me sleep, I sucked that shit so deep into my lungs that I almost choked myself in the process.

      And do you know what happened?

      It worked.

      I went home that night and slept like a baby, blissfully unaware of anything outside my locked bedroom door.

      After my first night of unbroken sleep in years, I was instantly converted, and decided that weed was for me.

      After a smoke, I could relax, better than I'd ever been able to. I could close my eyes at night and not hear her in my head.

      I could ignore the burning pain of betrayal and rejection that crippled me every time I thought of Darren leaving me to fend for the family alone, or what would happen if I tried to leave.

      I had peace.

      Last Saturday after work, for example, I’d met up with Shane and a few of the older lads from school for a few hours.

      I already knew most of the lads, having grown up in the same area. They were all fairly harmless; well, most of them, at least.

      It wasn’t like I was naïve enough to believe that Shane and any of his asshole friends were my friends.

      They just offered me an escape from the biggest asshole in my world.

      My father.

      Besides, the prospect of getting stoned had been a hell of a lot more appealing than the prospect of taking a hiding from my old man for missing a 65 – hurling’s equivalent of a corner kick – during my match earlier that morning.

      So, with the last twenty euro I had left from the job I had recently acquired, I jumped at the chance to escape for the night. 

      To escape.

      To just make it all stop…

      All hell had broken loose the following morning, when I was rumbled for my midnight venture, but I had zero regrets. I couldn’t remember getting home. I had been too strung out on a fucked-up concoction of weed, Devil’s Bit, and tablets to notice.

      Or care.

      Hell, I would do it again in a heartbeat if it meant that I was spared from the reality of my life – spared from them – for a few short hours.

      Jesus, I wish I had a smoke right now...

      “I think he is hurting her again,” Tadhg croaked out, dragging me from my thoughts, when the sound of our mother’s pained wailing wafted through the air, followed by feral grunting.

      Oh, I know he is. “For the last time, he’s not hurting her.”

      “Are you sure?”

      No. “Yep.”

      “You promise?”

      No. “Yep.”

      “Thanks for letting us stay with you, Joe.”

      “No problem.”

      “Do you want to squeeze in here with us?”

      And have two thirds of you piss on top of me during the night? “No thanks.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to – “

      “Sleep. Now.”

      Mood darkening, I let my thoughts wander back to Darren, as I bedded down for the night, with only my resentment to keep me company – and my hurley.

      Dick.
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      “And then you just reconnect the wires together like this, and bob’s your uncle,” Tony Molloy explained on Thursday evening after school, as he passed me a pair of wire cutters.

      The engine of the car he had been rewiring roared to life.

      I grinned. “That’s fucking mental.”

      He arched a greying brow. “I’m only showing you this in the case of an emergency, not for a midnight joyride or any of that shite young fellas around here are up to.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Here, hand me that face-tester.”

      Thoroughly intrigued, I did as the older man asked, soaking in everything he taught me, and feeling beyond grateful that he had gone out on a limb for me last year – even if it meant that the role that I had been given made me Tony’s glorified lackey.

      Filling petrol in the garage’s adjoining forecourt wasn’t exactly thrilling stuff, but the chance to work on engines was something I discovered I enjoyed. More than just enjoyed, it was exactly the distraction I needed.

      The money wasn’t brilliant, at a fiver an hour, but I was too young to get a job on the books, not to mention too hot-headed to hold one down even if I was old enough.

      I couldn’t seem to help it. I had a problem with keeping my shit together. The rage that built up inside of me whenever I was confronted with an altercation, or an asshole determined to argue with me, was uncontrollable.

      There was something inside of me that demanded I fight back, no matter how small or unimportant an argument may be.

      I couldn’t get a hold of it.

      It was like there was a demon living just beneath the surface of my skin, one that had taken too many kicks lying down, and refused to take a single other.

      Besides, the relief on my mother’s face when I handed up my wages every Friday night made it all worth it.

      If I could take only a tenth of the pressure off her frail shoulders, put there because of the useless bastard she married who refused to find a job, then I would gladly slog it out for a fiver an hour.

      Taking all of the hours they would give me, I worked most evenings after school until around nine or ten at night, and all day on Saturday, unless I needed to take a few hours off for matches.

      “So, how’s school going, lad?” Tony asked, climbing to his feet. “Keeping the head down after that suspension last week, I hope?”

      I wasn't a fan of school and my boss knew it.

      I fucking hated it at the best of times, but when I weighed up my options, I would have lived in the place – or here – if it meant I didn’t have to go home.

      “I already told ya about that,” I said, following Tony into the office that doubled up as a staff room. “That prick Rice was out of line.” 

      “And you were only more than willing to put him back in his place,” Tony mused. Flicking on the kettle, he gestured to the black eye I was sporting. “Keep showing up to work looking like that, and you’ll scare off all the old biddies coming in for their petrol.”

      I shrugged.

      “You know, Joe, you really need to learn how to keep your head,” he continued, pouring two mugs of tea. “A hot temper like that makes you a liability, boyo. It will hold you back in life.”

      Or it will keep me alive just long enough to grow up and get out of this town. 

      “Maybe,” I agreed, running my tongue over the recently healed cut on my bottom lip.

      “It’s already holding you back,” he said, handing me one of the mugs, before diving into one of his frequent ‘you have so much potential,’ pep talks.

      Sinking down on a chair at the table opposite him, I took a sip from my mug and tuned his voice out, making sure to nod and agree at the right cues, having heard every fucking word before, but knowing deep down inside that Tony wasn’t the enemy.

      Every word he spurted was a familiar one that had been echoed before.

      From him.

      From Nanny Murphy.

      From my principal at BCS.

      From my coaches and trainers.

      Blah fucking blah, blah, blah…

      “Hi, Dad,” a female voice called out from the office doorway, causing Tony to pause mid-lecture, and my heart to jack knife in my chest.

      My eyes landed on the familiar, leggy blonde, standing in the doorway, sporting the same uniform I had worn earlier today, and I bit back a groan.

      For fuck’s sake…

      This girl.

      Yeah, this girl was a pain in my hole.

      “Aoife.” Tony’s eyes lit up. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was studying at the library with Paul,” his daughter replied, cheeks flushed, as she dropped her school bag on the floor, and walked towards her dad. “We have midterm exams next week. I lost track of time, and you said I wasn’t to walk home in the dark.” Smiling angelically at her old man, she batted her big green eyes and asked, “Any chance of spin home?”

      “Lost track of time at the library?” Tony cocked a disbelieving brow. “At half-seven on Valentine’s night? Do you think I came down in the last shower?”

      I snorted, also finding her excuse fucking laughable.

      Her green eyes narrowed in warning at me, and I shrugged.

      Like I gave a shit if she got into it with her old man or not.

      She should’ve come up with a better lie.

      That one was pathetic.

      “Midterm exams?” Tony looked to me. “Joey, son, you’re in the same year as my twins. Did you hear anything at school about midterm exams?”

      “Not a word,” I replied, vaguely recalling hearing something about upcoming exams, but enjoying her discomfort too much to hand her the shovel she clearly needed to dig herself out of this hole.

      “Like he’d even know,” Molloy shot back with a growl. “Don’t mind a word he says, Dad. Joey Lynch spends more time in the office with the principal than he does in class with—“

      “You and Paul?” I offered.

      Tony’s brows rose. “Is that Paul the boyfriend?”

      “More like Paul the prick,” I scoffed.

      “Wow, Joey.” Her eyes narrowed on me once more. “I’m surprised you took your head out of your ass long enough to learn your classmates’ names.”

      “We’re on the same hurling team.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Yeah, and?”

      “And that’s how I know his name,” I drawled, leaning back in my seat. “No heads-up-asses required. And Paul Rice is a prick.”

      Tony laughed and quickly backpedaled. “Hold up, isn’t that the lad you were suspended for fighting with last week?”

      “That’s the one,” I confirmed.

      “Because you hit him for no reason,” Molloy growled, quick to defend her boyfriend.

      “That’s what you think,” I shot back.

      “Ugh. Whatever,” she snapped. “Can I have a spin or not, Dad? I need to get home. I’ve a ton of homework to get finished.”

      “Why didn’t you get it done at the library?” I mocked, enjoying riling her up a little more than I should. “While you were doing all of that important studying with Paul.”

      “Why don’t you shut your mouth?” she countered huffily. “And mind your own business.”

      “And more importantly, why didn’t this Paul young fella walk you home?” Tony interjected, tone serious now. “What kind of a young fella leaves his girlfriend in town on her own at night?”

      “His mam collected him for training,” she explained with a shrug.

      Tony looked to me. “Training?”

      I shook my head. “There’s no hurling training tonight.”

      “Tai chi,” she correctly hotly. “Not everything revolves around hurling.”

      “Tai chi?” Tony frowned. “I thought that had something to do with house decorating.”

      “That’s feng shui, Dad.”

      I choked back a laugh.

      Molloy glared at me.

      “And his mother didn’t give you a lift home?”

      She shrugged, flustered. “I didn’t ask her for one.”

      Her father glowered. “And he didn’t ask her for you?”

      “See,” I drawled, giving her father a knowing look. “Prick.”

      “Dad,” she snapped, dutifully ignoring me now. “Can I have a spin or not?”

      “Not.”

      “What? Dad, I need to get home. I told you; I have a ton of homework.”

      “Sorry, love, but I have a Corolla that needs a full servicing before I close up. I’ll be here another few hours at least.”

      “Dad.”

      “Daughter.”

      “Father!”

      “Fruit of my loins.”

      “Fine,” she huffed dramatically, reaching for her schoolbag. “Don’t bother driving your defenseless teenage daughter home in the dark of the night. I’ll take my chances and walk.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” her father commanded. “Sit down. You can get your homework done while I’m finishing up and I’ll take you home then.”

      “I’m not staying here until you close,” she shot back, affronted at the thought. “It’s only a couple of miles of a walk. Twenty minutes, tops. Besides, it’s cold in here, and boring, and I need—“

      “To do your homework,” her father filled in for her, “Yeah, I think you’ve said that already. Well, you’re not walking on your own.”

      “Well, I’m not staying,” she shot back defiantly, her blonde ponytail swinging over her shoulder, as she hoisted her bag up, and headed for the door. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Tony grumbled, shaking his head. “Joey, son, do me a favor and make sure that head-strong daughter of mine gets home in one piece. You can knock off afterwards.”

      “I don’t need a chaperone,” Molloy argued, looking horrified, but her father cut her off.

      “Either he walks you home, or you wait here for me to finish up work. Your choice.”

      Balking, she seemed to ponder her choices before locking her eyes on mine. “Well, are you going to walk me home or not?”

      For fuck’s sake…
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        * * *

      

      I was supposed to be learning how to replace the spark plugs in Danny Reilly’s old Corolla, but, instead, I was walking a furious teenage girl home against her will.

      How I got roped into this shit, I would never understand.

      If Tony knew me, really fucking knew me, he’d quickly realize that his daughter was hell of a lot better off on her own than with me.

      I was a bad bet; my mother had as good as told me so on several occasions.

      With my hands in the front pocket of my hoodie, I walked alongside Aoife Molloy, listening to her rant on about sexism, differential treatment because she was a girl, the double standards of us being the same age and her father having no problem with me walking back alone, not to mention a whole host of other bullshit since we left her father at the garage.

      In all honesty, her dramatic raving should be driving me nuts by now.

      Instead, I was mildly amused by her.

      “It’s a disgrace,” she hissed, power walking down the footpath in her high-heeled school shoes, her bare thighs on show beneath the scrap of grey fabric she called a skirt. “He’s being totally unreasonable—“

      “Can I just stop you right there,” I interjected, holding a hand up.

      “Yeah,” she said, turning to look at me with an expectant look. “Why?”

      “No reason,” I replied. “I just wanted you to stop talking.”

      “You know, Joey, you can be such an asshole sometimes.” Frustrated, she shook her head and marched on ahead of me. “Such an asshole.”

      Fine by me.

      I didn’t up my pace and chase her like I suspected she was used to fellas doing.

      When she realized this, she swung back around to glare at me.

      “You threw me under the bus tonight with the whole library thing,” she burst out, looking more emotionally invested in this argument than was necessary. “You could have backed me up, or just said nothing at all. Instead, you egged my dad on, made him worry about my relationship with Paul, insinuated that I was getting up to no good with him instead of studying.”

      “Weren’t you?” I quipped, gesturing to the purplish mark on the side of her neck – curtesy of Paul the prick’s lips, no doubt.

      “That’s not the point,” she shouted, stamping her foot. “You could’ve said nothing, you could’ve ignored me like you usually do. Instead, you tried to cause trouble for me.”

      I shrugged, not entirely disagreeing with her statement.

      “You don’t want to be here with me right now. It’s obvious. I’m the very last person you want to walk home, so why bother?”

      “Your father asked me to.”

      “Well, I’m asking you not to.”

      “You don’t pay my wages.”

      “Ugh.” She blew out another frustrated breath. “You are so annoying.”

      “And you are such a fucking princess,” I shot back, unapologetically. “Pissing and moaning because your father cares enough about you to want to make sure you get home safe.” I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I can see that you’re having a real hard day, Molloy.”

      Her feet came to a grinding halt and she swung back to face me. “Why don’t you like me?”

      “Why does it matter to you?”

      My words stumped her and she shook her head again. “We’re in the same class – have been for almost a year now, and still, you act like I don’t exist. I’m a nice person, okay. I have never said a bad word to you, but you avoid me like the plague. You’re never nice to me at school, and I don’t get it.” She blew out a heavy breath. “What changed?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Bullshit,” she snapped. “You were into me on that first day, and then suddenly you weren’t. So, what changed?”

      My life fell apart and I realized you were my boss’s daughter.

      “Nothing.”

      “You are such a liar!” she argued, unwilling to back the hell down like I needed her to. “We hit it off and you know we did.”

      “It’s not a crime for a fella to change his mind, Molloy,” I deadpanned. “Take it on the chin and leave it alone, will ya?”

      “Maybe I could if you didn’t purposefully avoid me.”

      “I don’t avoid you.”

      “You constantly avoid me,” she corrected. “You only speak to me when you have to – and that’s usually only when my father’s around to mock and tease me. You talk to all of the other girls in our class, Joey. All of them. But not me. Never me.”

      Be glad, I thought to myself.

      “You have a fella,” I reminded her, the thought souring my mind. “Why would you want me to talk to you?”

      “How about to be nice?”

      “I’m not nice.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Say something nice to me.”

      “Molloy.”

      “Come on,” she demanded. “Do it. I dare you.”

      “You have nice legs,” I offered flatly. “There, happy now?”

      “You can be nice to the other girls in our class, but not me,” she argued.

      “Molloy…”

      “I’ve seen you be nice to Danielle Long, and Rebecca Falvey – and a ton of other girls from our year.”

      I gave her a pointed look that said all I needed to say about that.

      “You were with all of them?” she demanded and then groaned. “That’s disgusting.”

      “No more disgusting than you letting Paul Rice put his hands in your knickers last week.”

      Her face flushed bright pink. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” With a concoction of fucked-up feelings swelling up inside of me, I couldn’t help but taunt her. “Lace pink thong, from what I hear. How long have you been going out with him? A week now? He sure found a way into your knickers quickly enough.”

      “He told you?”

      “He told everyone, Molloy.”

      “Who?” Her face fell and I felt like a piece of shit. “Who did he tell?”

      The look of sadness in her eyes made me want to hit the prick all over again.

      It had been worth the suspension.

      Hearing Ricey tell half of the lads in our PE class about how Tony’s daughter was so tight he could barely get a finger inside her had caused me to flip the fuck out on him in the changing rooms.

      I did it for Tony because he wasn’t there to do it himself.

      At least, that’s what I continued to tell myself.

      “He’s a prick, Molloy,” I bit out. “Prick’s talk, so word of warning; never do anything with one that you don’t want his entire circle of friends knowing about.”

      “You don’t.”

      “I don’t want?”

      “Talk.”

      “That’s because I’m not a prick. I’m an asshole, remember?” Stepping around her, I crossed the street towards her house, not looking back to see if she was following. I could tell she was by the sound of her high heels clicking on the ground.

      “So, come on, since you’re so forthcoming tonight, tell me why you don’t like me anymore?”

      “That’s a desperate question to ask a fella.”

      “Don’t you mean an asshole? And you know I don’t mean it like that.”

      “It’s still desperate.”

      “Answer me anyway.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.”

      “Because? Come on, Joey. Please.”

      “We’re not compatible,” I said, blowing out a frustrated breath.

      “To have a conversation together?”

      “To have anything together.”

      “So, what you’re basically saying is that you think you’re too good to be my friend?” She planted her hands on her hips. “To hang out or be seen with me?”

      The opposite.

      “You asked me a question,” I told her, opening her front gate and gestured for her to go inside. “I answered you. Take it whatever way you like.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “I don’t care,” I replied, hand on the gate. “Now, I walked you home, safe and sound, with plenty of time to get your precious homework done. You’re welcome.”

      She made no move to go inside, choosing to stand under the street lamp and glare at me, while I continued to hold the gate open for her like a tool.

      “It’s because of my dad, isn’t it?” she pressed, ponytail blowing in the night breeze. “Is that why you changed your mind? Why you don’t even want to be friends with me? Did he say something?”

      “Go inside, Molloy.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Joey.”

      “Fine. Suit yourself.” Shaking my head, I let go of the gate, and turned to walk away. “What do I care?”

      “You know what? I think you do care,” she called after me. “In fact, I think you do like me. You like me and that’s why you act how you do. That’s why you riled my father up about Paul tonight. I’m right, aren’t it? You like me.”

      Of course I fucking liked her.

      She was the first thing my eyes had landed on when I walked through the entrance of Ballylaggin Community School last September, and the only face I consistently sought out since.

      

      “…She’s a good girl is our Aoife,” Tony said, dark eyes watching me warily. His agitation had been slowly rising since I arrived at work from my first day at secondary school and mentioned that his daughter and I had been assigned to the same class. “She’s a bit on the wild side, but what young one isn’t these days. She’s not backwards in coming forwards, either, but she’s a good girl at heart. And innocent, too …”

      “I hear you, Tony,” I quickly intercepted, needing this job more than I needed to get myself caught up in anymore unnecessary drama. Besides, I had responsibilities at home, shit that came before anything else. Even pretty blondes with long, long legs. “I don’t have any intentions of going near your daughter.”

      “Good lad yourself,” came his relieved reply. “It’s not that I don’t like ya, boyo, you know I do. It’s just that I don’t want the two of you going out together and complicating things at work. Especially when she’s …”

      Too good for the likes of you.

      “Don’t worry,” I interrupted. “I know the way the land lies. I won’t go there. You have nothing to worry about when it comes to me.”

      I knew Tony was fond of me. I was a good worker, just not good enough for his daughter…

      “Good man,” he said with a chuckle. “But if you could keep an eye on her for me, make sure she’s not being taken advantage of, or losing the run of herself, I’d owe you one.”

      “Will do...”

      

      “You’re delusional, Molloy.”

      “And you’re in denial, Lynch.” Planting her hands on her hips, she gave me look of pure frustration. “I waited for you; you know.”

      I arched a brow. “You waited for me.”

      “Uh-huh.” She nodded and blew a strand of hair out of her face. “I waited for months for you to get your shit together and ask me out.” She looked me right in the eye when she said, “Paul wasn’t my first choice, you know.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she drawled sarcastically. “I wasn’t aware that you needed me to write it down for you, asshole.”

      Well shit.

      The truth was if Tony wasn’t her father, and I didn’t have so much riding on my job, then she wouldn’t have had to wait for shit. She sure as hell she wouldn’t be fucking around with that pretentious prick, Paul Rice, that was for sure.

      But I had responsibilities that she could never understand. I had a sister to protect, brothers to feed, and a mother to keep me up late into the night worrying about. I didn't have the luxury of time to piss away like Paul had, nor had I the credentials, or reputation, any father would want in a lad for his daughter.

      I didn’t blame Tony for wanting me to steer clear of his baby girl.

      I would feel the same way about me, too.

      “Well, it looks like you got bored of waiting,” I heard myself say, mentally kicking myself for not ending the conversation and walking away like I knew I should. “You’ve managed to shack yourself up with a Garda’s son from a nice side of town, so I reckon it’s safe to say that you came out on top, Molloy.”

      “Yeah.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “It looks like I did, huh?”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      To her.

      Fuck me.

      “Go on inside and finish your homework like the good little girl you are,” I finally decided on, ignoring the weird ache in my chest, as I turned to walk away. “Oh, and don’t forget to wash the smell of Paul the prick off ya.”

      “Ha. I knew it.” Reaching out, she grabbed my hand and dragged me back to her. “I knew you liked me.”

      “Hey!” Snatching my hand away from hers, I shoved it back in the front pocket of my hoodie, feeling unnecessarily rattled by her touch. “Don’t do that again.”

      Confusion filled her eyes. “Don’t do what?”

      “Touch me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because.”

      “Because?”

      “Because I don’t like you.”

      “Liar.”

      “How about because I don’t know where those hands have been.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

      Dick move.

      Take it back.

      Take it back, asshole.

      “Hey.” I shrugged, unwilling to listen to common sense. “For all I know, you could’ve been pulling on your saint of a boyfriend with those hands.”

      “You did not just say that to me.”

      Yeah, I did, and the fact that she was standing here challenging me meant that I couldn’t take it back.

      Jesus, I had problems.

      Like a defiant child, Molloy reached up and patted my chest, trailing her hands up my neck to my face. “Here, asshole, have some germs.” Pushing my hood down, she ruffled my hair before trailing her hands down my chest and into the front pocket of my hoodie. “Mm, mm, mm,” she taunted, before entwining her fingers with mine. “Feels nice, huh?”

      “You’re such a brat,” I muttered, shaking my head, as I repressed the urge to shiver from the wonderful fucking feeling of having her warm skin on mine.

      “And you’re such a tool,” she came right back with, unwilling to give an inch. “Now, are you going to walk me inside, or do I have to tell my dad that you abandoned me in the dark?”

      My mouth fell open in disgust. “I walked you to your gate.”

      “My gate is not my door.” She arched a brow in challenge. “Anything could happen to me.”

      “Sure it could.” I rolled my eyes. “In the ten seconds it will take you to walk inside?”

      When she made no move to back down, I relented with a frustrated sigh.

      “Fine.” Shaking my head, I followed her into her garden. “I’ll walk you to your fucking door.”

      “So chivalrous,” she teased, as she grinned victoriously up at me. “And sweet.”

      “I’m not sweet.”

      “And gentlemanly.”

      “I’m not that, either – and let go of my hands.”

      Cackling evilly to herself, Molloy turned the handle of the front door and pushed it inwards. “You coming in?”

      Was she mental?

      “No, Molloy,” I deadpanned. “I’m not coming in.”

      “You sure?” Leaning against the door, she waggled her brows and said, “There’s a full box of coco pops in the kitchen with my name on, that I’m willing to share with you.”

      “I’m not coming…“ my words broke off when my brain registered what she had said. “Coco pops?”

      She nodded. “The good kind.”

      Well shit.

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I heard myself ask, “Is there milk in the fridge?”

      “Always.”

      My stomach rumbled loudly at the concept of getting fed tonight because, let’s face it, the odds of finding anything in the kitchen on a Monday night at my house weren’t in my favor.

      “This doesn’t mean we’re friends,” I warned, as I took an uncertain step inside her front hall. “This changes nothing, Molloy.”
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          AOIFE

        

      

    

    
      Okay, so inviting a boy who wasn’t my recently acquired boyfriend into my house on Valentine’s night might not have been my brightest idea, but in my defense, sharing a box of coco pops with Joey Lynch wasn’t exactly the crime of the century.

      It was a harmless, platonic, random act of kindness/show of gratitude to the boy who had walked me home in the dark.

      See, I could be chivalrous, too.

      “Pull up a chair,” I instructed, as I strode into the kitchen ahead of him. “I’ll grab the bowls.”

      Looking wary and mistrustful, my classmate shuffled towards the kitchen table and slowly pulled out a chair. “I mean it, Molloy. This doesn’t mean we’re friends.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I drawled, humored by his pathetic attempt to shield himself from my irresistible charm. “Whatever you say, Joey Lynch.”

      Setting to work, I grabbed bowls, spoons, milk from the fridge, and a box of cereal from the cupboard before setting them down on the table in front of him. “Dig in.”

      He didn’t move an inch.

      “Tea?” I offered then.

      Joey looked at me like I had grown an extra head. “Tea?”

      “Tea,” I confirmed, fighting back at smile at his discomfort. “It’s something us regular folk drink from time to time.”

      “I know what tea is,” he muttered, shaking his head. “And no, I’m, uh, I’m not thirsty.”

      Realizing that he had no intention of touching anything on the table until I joined him, even though he hadn’t stopped eyeing the cereal box since I placed it in front of him, I set the kettle down and moved for the table, taking the seat opposite his.

      “Seriously, Joe,” I encouraged, pouring two bowls of chocolatey goodness, and then filling both bowls to the top with milk. “Tuck in.”

      With a deep frown set on his face, he steered the overflowing bowl towards him, and reached for a spoon. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied around a spoonful of cereal, feeling a swell of something strange in the pit of my stomach, as I watched him wolf down his bowl of cereal like he hadn’t eaten in days. “Mam’s out with a few of the girls tonight, and I don’t cook, so it’s the best I can come up with.”

      “You don’t cook?”

      “No, do you?”

      Joey shrugged. “A bit.”

      My brows shot up. “What can you cook?”

      Another shrug. “Depends.”

      “Depends?” I pressed, as I reached across the table and refilled his empty bowl. “On what?”

      “Thanks,” he replied, dutifully waiting for me to remove the box before his wolfing resumed. “It depends on what’s in the cupboard.”

      “Well, I know you’re good at home economics,” I decided to add, having sat in a classroom with him for the past few months. “The dishes you prepare are always the teacher’s favorite.”

      “Only because it’s edible,” he snorted, keeping his head bowed as he ate. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “With your mam?” I asked, thoroughly intrigued by this boy, as I rested my elbow on the table and watched him. “Did she do a lot of cooking with you growing up?”

      “Something like that,” he replied, reaching for the cereal box. “Do, ah, do you mind if I…”

      “Go for it.”

      “So, where’s your brother?”

      “Knowing Kev, he’s probably inhaling the books in his room.”

      “He’s a fair bit of a brainbox, isn’t he?”

      “Just a tad,” I reluctantly conceded, grimacing when I thought about my twin and his superior academic brilliance. “He’s my mother’s golden boy.”

      “Hm.” Joey nodded in understanding. “I know that feeling.”

      “What?” I teased. “You’re telling me that you’re not the pet at home?”

      He arched a brow. “More like the pest.”

      I laughed. “I don’t believe that for a second, mister hotshot hurler.”

      He smirked. “You’d be surprised, Molloy.”

      “So, how many siblings do you have?”

      “Four,” he muttered before quickly correcting himself and saying, “three.”

      “Four, three?” I laughed. “Which is it?”

      “I had four, I have three,” he replied in a flat tone.

      “Oh my god,” I croaked out, feeling a pang of sympathy hit me. “Did one of your siblings pass away?”

      “He’s still breathing,” Joey deadpanned. “But he’s dead to me.”

      Well crap…

      “Okay,” I replied, watching him warily. “Tell me about the others.”

      Joey shrugged. “Two brothers, one sister.”

      “How old?”

      “Ten, six, and almost four.”

      “You’re the eldest?”

      “I am now.”

      Okay…

      “What’s it like having younger siblings?” I heard myself ask. “It’s only me and Kev here.”

      “It’s exhausting.”

      “I can imagine.”

      He looked up at me through hooded lashes. “You have no idea.”

      “Which one’s your favorite?”

      He gave me a hard look. “You don’t pick favorites, Molloy.”

      “Bullshit,” I laughed. “Everyone has a favorite. That doesn’t mean that you love any of them more or less than the other. It only means that you’re more compatible with one and prefer their company.”

      He thought about it for a long moment before mumbling, “I suppose I’m closest to Shannon.”

      “Your sister?”

      He nodded.

      “Is she the one who’s ten?”

      Another nod. “She’ll be eleven next month.”

      “She’s the next one in line after you, right?”

      Another nod.

      “So, the dead brother must be the oldest?”

      He glared at me. “Don’t push it.”

      “Oh, don’t get all cranky with me.”

      “Stop asking so many questions and I won’t.”

      “Fine.” I smiled sweetly back at him, knowing that a person caught more flies with honey, and said, “You have nice eyes.”

      “Nice eyes.”

      “Uh-huh.” Reaching for the cereal box, I refilled his bowl and then added some more to mine. “You said stop asking questions, so I’m paying you a compliment instead.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “Why, though?”

      “Because it’s nice to be nice, Joey.”

      “You are a really weird fucking girl,” he grumbled, looking thrown off kilter, before begrudgingly adding, “With nice legs.”

      I grinned back at him. “Thank you.”

      He eyed me in disbelief. “You’re welcome.”

      “What about the rest of your family?”

      “What about them?”

      “Who are you closest to?”

      “Myself.”

      “Oh come on.” I rolled my eyes. “You can’t say yourself.”

      “Why not? It’s true.”

      “Well, do you have a secret rich aunt, or some cool cousin you love hanging out with at family functions?”

      “No.”

      “Come on, Joe.” I smiled. “Humor me. There has to be someone.”

      He stared at me for a long time before releasing a breath. “I have a great-grandfather.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nodded warily.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Anthony.”

      “Same as my dad.” I beamed. “Is he your mother’s father or your–“

      “My mother’s.”

      “And is he nice?”

      Another slow nod. “I, ah, don’t see him much anymore, but I spent a lot of time with him growing up.”

      “Why don’t you see him much anymore?”

      “Shit happened in the family.” He shrugged. “And I got busy with work and school and hurling.”

      This was the longest I had managed to get Joey Lynch to stay and talk to me since we met at the start of the school year, and I was willing to do just about anything to keep him in my kitchen – and keep him talking.

      To say that I felt drawn to him would be a major understatement.

      I felt it that very first day of first year – that epic wave of familiarity, lust, and camaraderie – when our eyes locked, and I felt it now.

      There was something about this boy that I found impossible to ignore, and I knew he felt it, too.

      Joey could deny it until the cows came home, and throw up all the walls he wanted, but he wasn’t fooling me with his blasé bullshit indifference.

      The arctic reception I received from him on the second day of first year – and every day since – had nothing to do with him not liking me and everything to do with the fact that he worked with my father and didn’t want to piss him off.

      As the school year unfolded, I had watched as Joey made his way through the girls at school like they were going out of fashion.

      Danielle Long.

      Amy O Donovan.

      Samantha McGuinness.

      Laura Callaghan.

      Denise Scully.

      Nicole O Leary.

      Saoirse Dooley.

      Neasa McCarthy.

      Neasa Murphy.

      The list went on and on – and it didn’t include me.

      He never once flirted or made a pass at me after that first day, and it pissed me the hell off.

      In no way was I one of those self-absorbed or conceited teenage girls, but I had enough confidence and wherewithal to know that I was a damn good catch.

      Annoyed at myself for wasting almost six months of my life waiting around for Joey to get his shit together and ask me out, I’d accepted our fellow classmate’s offer.

      Once again, I found myself annoyed, but this time, my anger was projected towards my shitty sense of judgment.

      I had never been short of offers from the lads since starting at BCS but had agreed to go out with Paul because he was comfortable to be around and a relatively safe bet.

      Joey was thinner than Paul – he was taller, too. He had muscle, that I could vouch for, having seem him shirtless many times after PE, but he was seriously lean.

      Like a runner.

      Or someone hungry…

      But I knew with Paul I wouldn’t get my heart broken.

      And while my heart certainly wasn’t broken, my pride was definitely wounded.

      Knowing that his friends knew what we got up to, knowing that Joey knew, only made the humiliation that much harder to swallow.

      “You look pissed,” Joey noted, watching me from across the table with those sharp green eyes.

      “I am.”

      “I can leave.”

      “No, it’s not you,” I replied. “I’m pissed with Paul for talking about me.”

      “Oh.” Setting his spoon in his empty bowl, Joey leaned back in his chair and gave me a hard look. “Well, if it’s any consolation, he won’t be talking about you again.”

      “Because you set him straight, right?” I joked.

      Joey didn’t laugh.

      “Oh my god.” Awareness crashed down on me. “You set him straight, didn’t you?” I whispered, feeling my heart rate spike, as I thought back to their fight the other day. “That’s why you hit him, isn’t it?”

      “Someone had to.”

      “And that someone was you, right?”

      He shrugged.

      My heart leapt. “Joe…”

      “Thanks for the food, Molloy.” He pushed his chair back and stood up. “I should be going.”

      “No.” Disappointment soared to life inside of me. “You don’t have to go yet.”

      “Yeah, I do.” Grabbing his bowl and spoon, he walked over to my sink and quickly rinsed them both off before setting them on the draining board.

      Meticulous, he walked back to the table with a dishcloth in hand and wiped down where he had eaten. Tossing the cloth in the sink once he was finished tidying up, he moved for the front door. “Again; thanks for the food.”

      “No problem,” I replied, holding the door open for him.

      He pulled his hood up, concealing his face, and stepped into the night. “I’ll be seeing ya, Molloy.”

      “Yeah, Joey Lynch.” I blew out a shaky breath. “You will.”
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      My youngest memories began around the time of my third birthday. I couldn't say for sure if the events that occurred before that day had been particularly good because all I seemed to remember was the bad.

      And right now, at ten o clock on a Friday night, after breaking up another shitstorm between my parents, all I could remember was the bad.

      Aching in places I didn’t know existed, I couldn’t stop my brain from rehashing some of the more disturbing memories from my childhood…

      

      "You can cry, Joey," Mam whispered, fingers curling around my skinny arm. Her touch was soft and warm and the feel of her made something twist inside of my stomach. "It's okay to feel, baby."

      Nope.

      She was wrong.

      Again.

      Furious with her and the whole fucking world, I swallowed my pain, pushed my feelings to the back of my mind, and concentrated on my job – a job I was fairly certain no other boy in my school was doing for their mam.

      Rocking baby Ollie in my arms, I held the bottle to his lips, watching carefully for any sign of wind just like Mam showed me to do.

      She couldn’t do it herself.

      Nope, of course she couldn't.

      Postpartum hemorrhage my hole.

      More like postpartum battery.

      He beat her the other night because the baby wouldn’t stop crying.

      It was the closest I'd seen her come to dying in a long time.

      The image was still at the forefront of my mind.

      The blood.

      The wailing.

      The feeling of hopelessness.

      "Where are the nappies?" I asked when the cranky little shit was finally finished guzzling the four-ounce bottle I'd made for him. "He smells."

      "I can do it," Mam started to say as she pulled herself into a sitting position.

      "Stay down," I ordered, shivering at the memory of what I'd seen come out of her body just a few short days ago. "I can look after him."

      Eyeing the nappy bag in the corner of her room, I balanced my baby brother in my arms and reached for it.

      "Come on, ya little fatty," I muttered, lowering him back onto her bed and gently pulling his wriggling body out of his onesie. "Let's get this over with."

      He stared up at me, all big eyes and cuteness, and I frowned.

      "Don’t look at me like that," I warned. Like I can keep you safe. "And don’t piss on me either."

      "You'll make a great father in years to come," Mam said with a tremble in her voice.

      "I'd rather die," was all I replied...

      

      "Joey."

      I wished she would stop talking to me.

      Her voice made it hurt.

      All of it.

      “Joey, please.”

      Reluctantly, I forced myself to look at her, feeling my heart shrivel up and die in my chest when my gaze took in the sight of my mother.

      She was ruined.

      Again.

      She usually hid it well, but not today. Like a fresh coat of paint on the wall, my father had layered her in a fresh coat of blueish-green bruises.

      I'd never seen anything like it, and that wasn’t an understatement.

      She looked like a corpse. 

      Guilt churned inside of me, and I honestly wanted to die.

      What could I say to her?

      How could I form the words to tell her just how sorry and mad I was all in the one breath?

      I wanted to hold her and shake her all at once.

      As my lungs expelled the air I'd been holding in, I let every harmful feeling and thought of tonight’s events seep inside my head, hoping that they could somehow spark the flame of self-preservation inside of me.

      Hoping my thoughts could fuel my anger and my anger could help me flip the switch and not care anymore.

      Because caring was killing me, and I honestly didn’t think I could hold on much longer.

      “What do you want from me, Mam?” I heard myself ask, tone hoarse, heart cut to shreds.

      Her blue eyes widened. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      “I mean what do you want?” I snapped, running a hand through my hair. “You call me out of bed to fight him off you? I did. To barricade the door? I’ve done that, too. What do you want from me now, Mam? What do you want me to do?”

      “He’s gone this time,” she whispered. “He won’t be back. I p-promise.”

      “You don’t believe that any more than I do,” I replied, too weary to fight with her. It had taken everything in me to go toe-to-toe with her asshole husband earlier. I had nothing left in the tank, not even my hatred to chug on. “He’ll be back, and he’ll be worse the next time.”

      “Joey…”

      “He’s going to kill you, Mam,” I choked out. “Don’t you get that? Can’t you hear me? You’re going to die in this house. If you don’t get away from him, you’re going to die here. I can feel it in my bones…“ my voice cracked, and I choked back a sob, unwilling to shed tears. “Don’t you love yourself? Don’t you love me?”

      “Of course I do,” she sobbed softly, reaching across the table to place her small hand on my torn knuckles. “I love my children so much.”

      ‘I love my children’, not ‘I love you, Joey’.

      Typical.

      She might think that she loved all of her children, but she certainly didn’t, or couldn’t, love me.

      Darren was her firstborn and favorite, Ollie was her sweet and affectionate baby, Tadhg was her mischievous rogue, and Shannon was her only daughter.

      That left me.

      The spare.

      Blinking back the wet in my eyes, I glared at her small hand as she attempted to comfort me with minimal contact. "Why?"

      "Why what?"

      Why don’t you love me?

      Inclining my head, I nodded towards the wedding band on the fourth finger on her left hand, and asked instead, "Why do you keep wearing that thing?"

      Jerking her hand back, Mam cradled it to her chest and whispered, "Because that's what I'm supposed to do."

      Temper rising, I glowered back at her. “And he’s supposed to not kick the living shit out you, or did ye not have that particular promise in your wedding vows?”

      “Don’t, Joey.”

      “Don’t what?” I sneered. “Tell you the truth?”

      “I’m too tired to fight with you.”

      “And I’m too tired to clean up any more of your messes,” I hissed. “You keep us here in this fucking house of pain. It’s your choice, and you choose him every single time. Darren was right to get the fuck out of this place.”

      Flinching as if I had struck her, Mam slowly rose from the table, looking like she was seconds away from collapsing.

      Against my will, I felt myself rise, feet moving straight for her. “Here,” I said, gently reaching around her back. “I’ll help you upstairs…”  

      “Don’t!” Jerking away from my touch like it had burned her, she dragged in several shaky breaths. “Please d-don’t.”

      Bewildered, I stood there with my palms up, unsure of what the fuck I had done to cause this kind of a reaction from my own mother.

      “Mam,” I placated in as gentle tone as I could muster. “It’s me. Joey. I’m not going to hurt you. You know this.”

      “I know exactly who you are,” she whispered, trembling.

      “What does that mean?” I ran a hand through my hair, feeling my whole body vibrate with a fucked-up mixture of desperation and resentment. “Look,” I said, trying to soothe her. “I know I’m not as diplomatic as Darren was, okay. I know he was the one you could talk to about shit like that, and I’m sorry for throwing him leaving in your face, but I’m—”

      “Don’t,” she choked out, tears falling freely down her cheeks. “Don’t talk about Darren. You are nothing like Darren!”

      “Because I’m still here?” I hissed, feeling my resentment overtake my despair. “Newsflash, your precious fucking Darren is gone. The saint himself walked away. He left us. But I’m still here, Mam. I’m right fucking here.”

      “I know you’re here,” she cried. “Shouting and ordering and laying down the law just like—” Clamping her mouth shut, she shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “Just like what?” I pressed in confusion, watching as she slowly walked towards the kitchen door. “I’m just like what, Mam?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. Tell me what you meant. I’m just like what, Mam?” Shaking from head to toe, I strangled out, “Him? Is that what you were going to say? I remind you of him?”

      Please say no.

      Please say no.

      Please say no.

      “Yes,” she confirmed with a pained expression on her face. “You remind me of your father.” Shuddering, she clenched her eyes shut as a tear fell from her cheek. “I know it’s not your fault, I know, okay, but you just remind me so much of him. More and more each day.”

      “In what way?” I choked out, chest heaving. “In looks? Because if it’s in looks then that’s not my fault. I can’t help who I look like, but I am nothing like that man in any other way.”

      “You are,” she said before leaving the room. “In every way.”

      And with those words, my mother cut me deeper and more viciously than my father ever had.

      Ever could.

      And it was right there in that moment, that I knew deep in my bones, was the beginning of the end for me.

      The switch I had been so desperate not to flip these past few years had finally tripped.

      And I felt nothing.

      With a trembling hand, I reached into the pocket of my sweats, and retrieved my phone.

      Dialing the familiar number, the one I’d been trying to avoid, I pressed the call button and held the phone to my ear.

      He answered on the third ring. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my favorite little kid.”

      “I’m not a kid,” I bit out, chest heaving. “I need something.”

      Shane chuckled down the line. “I thought you were on the straight and narrow these days, kid. Isn’t that what you told me after the last time?”

      Clenching my eyes shut, I ran a hand through my hand and exhaled. “Yeah, well, there’s been a change of plans.”

      “Meet me at the green over at Casement Avenue in half an hour.”

      I sagged in relief. “I’ll be there.”

      “And kid?” he added in a warning tone. “No more freebies.”
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      “I don’t get it,” Paul said down the line on Friday night, tone impatient. “I told you that I wouldn’t do it again. Why can’t you let it go and meet up with me?”

      “Because the last time I met up with you, you told people about our private business,” I shot back, rolling my eyes at his new ground-breaking level of stupid. “I’m still mad at you. You broke my trust. And if I can’t trust you, then I can’t be with you—“

      “You can! You can trust me,” he urged, quickly changing his tune from hard to groveling. “I’m sorry, babe. I am. It will never happen again.”

      “No,” I agreed wholeheartedly, only half-mad because the truth was I only half-cared. “It won’t happen again, because your hand will never get that close to my knickers again, Paul Rice.”

      “But I love you.”

      “Oh my god.” I rolled my eyes to the heavens. “Get a handle on yourself. We’ve only been going out for a few weeks.”

      There was a long pause before the sound of soft laughter filled my ear. “Too far?”

      “Just a tad,” I shot back, grinning. “I love you,” I mimicked his earlier declaration. “You big sap. What if I was one of those girls who actually believe the crap boys tell them?”

      “Then I might be one step closer to getting my hand back in your knickers?” he asked hopefully.

      “Not so much as your pinky finger will get anywhere near my knickers again.”

      He laughed down the line before saying, “Listen, there’s an underage disco at the GAA pavilion tomorrow night. Come with me. Let me make it up to you.”

      “So, you want to make up being a sleaze-bag to me by taking me to a sleezy underage disco, where girls line the walls for boys to grope them?” I arched a brow. “Gee, that is so tempting, but no thanks.”

      “You’re really going to make me suffer, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I wholeheartedly agreed. “Yes, I am.”

      “You liked the necklace I bought you, didn’t you?”

      “It was okay,” I mused reaching up to thumb the shiny stud around my neck. “But buying me presents won’t win me over, Paul.”

      He sighed down the line. “Aoife.”

      “Now off you go, I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      “People-watching.”

      “You’re out?” His tone was curious and laced with jealousy. “With who?”

      “My other boyfriend,” I countered, dangling my legs, from my perch on my front garden wall. “Didn’t I mention him before? He’s very trustworthy.”

      “Not funny.”

      “It was a joke.”

      “Who are you with, Aoife?”

      “Nobody,” I laughed. “Night, Paul.”

      “No, wait, who are you really with—"

      Hanging up, I slid my phone back into my dressing gown pocket and sighed as a familiar wave of strange frustration settled over me.

      It had been almost two weeks since Joey Lynch dropped the pink-lace-thong bomb on me, and I wasn’t really angry with Paul anymore.

      I wasn’t even that irritated about the whole debacle to begin with.

      Sure, I was far from happy with him for discussing me with his buddies, but I knew enough about lads my age to know that was what they did.

      They talked shit.

      A lot of it.

      My best friend, Casey, thought I should be raging about what Paul did, and maybe she was right, but I didn’t seem to care enough about it – or my relationship – to wrangle up the necessary feelings.

      Besides, being with Paul was nice. He was good-looking, clever, and, for the most part, we had a lot of fun together.

      Still, though, I couldn’t help but feel restless.

      For what, I couldn’t fathom.

      Yes, you can, you little liar…

      "What are you doing out here, Aoif?" Katie Wilmot, my next-door neighbor, asked, dragging me from my daydream.

      Friends since childhood, our paths had changed course last year when I left her behind in primary school for BCS. Next year, she would be pushing the bar out further by heading off to Tommen, the private school outside of Ballylaggin, but living next door to each other meant that our friendship would remain intact.

      Hoisting her small frame onto my garden wall beside me, she slipped her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder. "It's freezing out here."

      "Yeah, I know." I let out a heavy sigh and rested my cheek on her red curls. "I'm just people watching."

      "You mean you're boy watching," Katie corrected with a smirk.

      Not bothering to deny something we both knew was true, I turned my attention back to the commotion occurring across the road from our row of houses.

      It was half past eleven on Friday night and the Gardaí were making an arrest – which was nothing new for this area of town.

      Lately, they had been cracking down on underage drinking, and had scored a coup for themselves in the form of a gang of teenage boys.

      I knew them all.

      Some were from my street, more were from my school, and then there was him.

      “Hey, isn’t that the lad who works with your dad?” she asked, voicing my thoughts aloud, as we watched one of the male Gardaí pin Joey Lynch to the side of the paddy wagon.

      Instead of keeping his mouth shut like the others, Joey laughed and taunted the Garda, who was roughly patting him down.

      Dressed in his usual attire, an oversized navy hoodie that concealed his blond hair, he continued to talk back to the Garda, goading the Gard into losing his cool with him.

      “Joey Lynch,” I replied with a heavy sigh. “And yep. It sure is.”

      Snatching the cigarette that was balancing between Joey’s lips, the Garda tossed it on the ground before stamping on it.

      The move earned him a slew of verbal abuse from my classmate.

      “What an idiot,” I grumbled with a shake of my head, feeling sourly disappointed in his behavior, mostly because I knew he could do better.

      Never mind do better, he was better, dammit.

      I thought that sharing a box of cereal with him two weeks ago had somehow melted those arctic walls erected around him, but I was sorely mistaken.

      He had shown up to school the following day more closed off than ever, sporting one hell of a nasty shiner, and an even nastier attitude to match it.

      Joey never mentioned it to his friends either, something I knew for sure because Paul would have taken leave of his senses, had he gotten wind of my cereal encounter with our classmate.

      “He’s a walking red flag,” Katie agreed, before adding, “Isn’t he a little young to be hanging out with Shane Holland? Isn’t Shane like seventeen—”

      “Shane’s eighteen,” I corrected, glaring at the biggest scumbag in Ballylaggin.

      Shane was bad news, and everyone knew it. He was in sixth year at BCS and the worst kind of wrong to be knocking around with.

      It was common knowledge around here that he was a dealer, and while he might be small time, his brothers were not. Apparently, the older Holland brothers were in deep with some of the big-time dealers from the city.

      Joey was only in first year.

      If he was hanging around with Shane, then he was playing with fire.

      It was a bad move.

      A really bad move.

      I watched the Gardaí shove three of the older boys into the back of the paddy wagon and released a sigh of relief when they didn’t take Joey – his young age, no doubt, the deciding factor.

      "Why do you think he does it?" I asked, verbalizing aloud the question I'd been asking myself since I first laid eyes on him.

      Tonight wasn’t the first time I’d seen the boy get collar-boned by the authorities.

      It happened frequently.

      "Why do you think he self-destructs like that?"

      Self-destruction. It was the only way I could describe his reckless behavior.

      “Who?” Katie asked. “Joey?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, eyes trained on the Garda van, as it drove past my house.

      "Because he's a teenage boy?" Katie offered with a shrug.

      "Yeah, but it has to be more than that," I replied, my gaze returning to my classmate, who was staring after the Garda van with a look of frustration etched on his face. "You just saw how he reacted with the Garda back there, Katie. It was almost as if he wanted them to take him away."

      "What?" my neighbor laughed. "That’s crazy talk. Nobody wants to be taken away by the Gards."

      "Most don't," I whispered. But he does.

      “I don’t know, Aoif,” she said, worrying her lip. “He seems like kind of a bad guy to me.”

      I shook my head. “He’s not a bad guy.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      No clue. “I just am.”

      “How?”

      “Okay, so here’s the deal.” I heard myself blurt. “I know he’s a walking disaster, okay? I know he takes drugs and gets into fights, hangs out with all the wrong people, and can be a real dickhead like we’ve just witnessed.”

      “But?” Katie interjected with a teasing smile.

      “Just look at him, Katie.” Sighing heavily, I threw a hand up and gestured towards him. “Take a good look.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed quietly. “He’s sort of beautiful.”

      “More than sort of,” I corrected with a shiver. ”But it’s more than that.” Chewing on my bottom lip, I tried to find the words to explain my feelings. “There’s just something about him that intrigues me. I don’t know what it is, but from the first day I saw him, I was just, sort of…curious?”

      “Of course you are,” Katie laughed. “It’s the age-old trope. There’s always a reason why the good girl lusts after the chemically dependent bad boy.”

      I smirked. “Funny.”

      “Well, intriguing or not, messing around with a guy like that is a recipe for disaster,” she added. “Seriously, Aoif, he looks dangerous. You should steer clear of him if you don’t want to end up getting hurt.”

      And just like that, his head turned in our direction; green eyes meeting mine.

      And just like every time I felt his eyes on me, my heart, the traitorous bitch, thundered violently in my chest.

      He didn’t look happy to see me.

      He never did.

      He stood on the corner of my street, unmoving, eyes never leaving mine.

      Nostrils flaring, he continued to stare at me boldly.

      With what I knew wasn’t a cigarette now balancing between his lips, he tilted his head to one-side, eyes glazed over, but still sharp and full of mistrust. “You got a staring problem, Molloy?”

      Okay, so we were back to throwing insults.

      I arched a brow. “No worse than your attitude problem.”

      His brows narrowed. “Enjoying the show?”

      “More like a shit show,” I taunted back. “And hey, looks like you snagged yourself one of the leading roles. Congrats. Stellar performance.”

      “What are you doing, Aoife?” Katie whisper-hissed, digging me in the ribs with her skinny elbow. “Don’t talk to him. I thought we established that he’s bad news – oh great, he’s coming over.”

      I knew he was trouble, or maybe just troubled.

      Either way, I knew he wasn’t going to be anyone’s knight in shining armor.

      Casey always joked that Joey Lynch would never reach his twenty-fifth birthday. His latest antics only stacked the odds even further against him. It should have been a warning enough. And still, something about the boy made me want to jump off the ledge.

      With my stomach doing somersaults, I watched as Joey crossed the road, closing the space between us.

      His lips were puffy and swollen. Whether that was a natural attribute or from constantly fighting, I couldn’t tell, but those lips were almost too pretty to belong to a boy.

      And so damn tempting…

      “You’re out late,” he said, coming to stand in front of me. Because of my height advantage from sitting on the wall, he had to look up at me, and when he did, I swear I felt the air whoosh from my lungs.

      Not because he was insanely sexy – something he very much was – but because the left side of his face was a dark shade of purple, with his left eye swollen almost entirely shut.

      “Your face,” Katie gasped, voicing my thoughts aloud. “What happened to you?” Her eyes drifted to his hand. “Oh my god, are you smoking a—”

      “I asked too many questions,” he interrupted, giving my friend a menacingly cold glare. “Do you do that, too?”

      I could feel Katie wilt beside me.

      “No,” she croaked out. “It’s just that the Gards are around and I don’t want to be seen with…drugs.”

      “Drugs?” Joey stared at her like she had two heads. “It’s a joint, not a line. Relax, will ya?”

      “Hey.” I narrowed my eyes in warning. “Don’t be a dick.”

      “I’m going to go inside now,” Katie whispered, clearly unnerved by his words, as she hopped down and practically legged it towards her front door. “Night, Aoif.”

      “Was that necessary?” I asked when my friend had hurried inside. “You scared her off.”

      He shrugged noncommittally and steered the conversation towards my attire. “Nice housecoat, grandma.”

      “Nice face, Rocky,” I shot back, tightening the knot on my robe.

      A faint trace of a smile teased his lips. “Shouldn’t you be inside catching up on all of your soaps?”

      “Nah,” I replied breezily. “Nothing on Fair City could ever be as entertaining as your earlier spectacle.”

      “Happy to oblige.”

      “So, what are you doing hanging around with Shane Holland and the rest of those dopes?”
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