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Foreword






The title of this novel is taken from a poem by Wilfred Owen, written for Siegfried Sassoon in 1917.


When I was around fifteen years old, I found myself sitting in my 10th grade English class, wondering how anyone could bear to study nothing but poetry for an entire semester. I was about to escape into the realm of the daydreamer, when I was asked to read the following poem, written by Wilfred Owen and published posthumously.




Dulce et Decorum Est


Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,


Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,


Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,


And towards our distant rest began to trudge.


Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,


But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;


Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots


Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.


Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling


Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,


But someone still was yelling out and stumbling


And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.—


Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,


As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.


In all my dreams before my helpless sight,


He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.


If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace


Behind the wagon that we flung him in,


And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,


His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;


If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood


Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,


Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud


Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,—


My friend, you would not tell with such high zest


To children ardent for some desperate glory,


The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est


Pro patria mori.





For the first time in my life, a form of literature beyond the novel, play, or short story had spoken to me. The grim and bloody tapestry Owen was able to weave before my eyes left me dumbstruck— the casual attitude around death, the grim normalcies of the terrors that surrounded them, the bitter, miserable acceptance.


I wanted to know more about this man, about the war he fought in and protested against.


Wilfred Owen was born in 1893, the eldest of four children born to a middle class family in Shropshire. He discovered his love of poetry when he was eleven, but was unable to afford the university of his choice. He took courses in botany and English, and eventually moved to France to teach.


He enlisted to fight for England in World War I, and initially couldn’t empathize with his fellow soldiers, finding them to be boorish and plain. After witnessing the horrors and trauma of war, and after being wounded badly himself, Owen’s thoughts on the war began to change. He was diagnosed with shell shock, and was sent to recuperate in Edinburgh. There he met Siegfried Sassoon, who would change the course of his life.


His feelings towards Sassoon were close to that of hero worship, and he felt unworthy to even light his pipe. Sassoon in turn held a warm affection for Owen, and introduced him to a circle of gay and bisexual artists in Scarborough, who influenced him greatly. Wilfred Owen was himself a homosexual, and incorporated elements of homoeroticism into his works at the encouragement of the writers and artists he had met. Much of the written evidence of Owen’s homosexuality has been lost, as his brother Harold removed and likely destroyed any parts of letters or diaries which he thought might be questionable.


Owen returned to the front after Sassoon was badly injured, as he felt that it was his duty to add his vocal opposition to the war now that Sassoon was unable. He wanted the truth of their misery to be shared with the world. Sassoon threatened to stab Owen in the leg if he returned, but Owen kept his plans secret until it was too late to change his mind.


Wilfred Owen was killed one week exactly before the Armistice, and was buried in a cemetery in France.


Sassoon waited for news of Owen’s return, only to hear about his death several months later. Sassoon had likely never engaged in a romantic or sexual relationship with Owen, but mourned his loss for the rest of his life.


I’ve always been deeply inspired by stories of LGBTQ+ people. Of having to hide such an important part of yourself, of having to lie in order to exist, of finding a love worth risking absolutely everything over.


Wilfred Owen’s story is beautiful, tragic, and his death was pointless and terrible. His life, his works, his journey of self discovery, and his great love of exposing the blood and filth beneath the surface were huge influences in writing this novel. I hope to honor his memory with this work.
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Lucas Connolly cleared away some of the gold and crimson leaves which cluttered the grave, and let his fingers skip along the smooth marble. The stone felt wet against his skin, and the chilly air cut through the thin fabric of his jacket. Grangegorman Cemetery was nearly empty, and Lucas was relieved for the privacy. This place had a beautiful silence to it, Lucas felt at peace here—Jamie would have liked it. He’d struggled with loud noises after being in the trenches, even when they were safe and away from the battlefield.


“I miss you,” Lucas whispered to Jamie’s grave. He never answered, obviously, although sometimes Lucas would shut his eyes and imagine that he had.


“Y’aright, boyo?” Jamie might ask, and Lucas would bump their foreheads together affectionately.


“Mm. Bit cold out though.” The soft thump of fabric as Jamie’s arm fell over his shoulders.


“It’s bloody October, you tit.” And he’d smile, Lucas would, too, and they’d marvel at how it felt like no time had passed.


The anniversary of Jamie’s death was always the hardest day of the year for Lucas, but never in his life had he felt as fragile as this: Jumping at noises in his home, seeing bloody Jamie in a crowd, and waking up in the night sweating, screaming, grasping at nothing. He’d attributed it to stress, but deep down that seemed an insufficient answer. There was no number of confessions in the world that could absolve him or wash away the sticky black tar that encased the shreds of his heart.


It never got any easier. None of this ever got any fucking easier. Even now, Lucas still found himself a wandering stranger in the world, chasing ghosts and clinging to memories. This time, somehow, it felt different. In one week, it would be ten years, and Christ, Lucas had somewhat expected to be better by now. Jesus, the fucking ten-year anniversary. If his grief was a marriage, it’d be doing great. All around him the world was bloody changing. And yet Lucas was still . . .


Fuck.


“Lucas?” A piercing call cut through the crisp air of the cemetery.


Ugh. Angela’s voice. What the hell was she doing here? He hugged his shoulders and prayed the grave was large enough to hide him from her hawkish eyes.


“I thought that was you!” She trotted over and waved at him, her slender hands wrapped up in black leather gloves. “You’re late, you ass! You were meant to meet me at the pub!”


Lucas glanced at his watch. Good lord, he was very late indeed. “Most people would have gone home to teach their tardy friends a lesson.”


She sat next to Lucas, her bottom squishing in the wet grass. “Yeah, well. Most tardy friends can’t be shamed into buying drinks. Besides, I already know you’re hopeless.”


“How’d you know I’d be here?”


“Mm, knowing you, I figured this was a safe bet. Unless you got tied up with the blokes at the docks but, it’s not sailing season, so. . . ”


Lucas glowered at her. He hadn’t traded at the docks in years.


“Plus, it’s soon, right? The anniversary.” She shivered briefly and stuffed her hands into her pockets. “You need a minute?”


“Yeah, Ange. Just give me a second.”


“Lucas . . . don’t take too long, all right? You spend too much time here as it is.”


The sound of her footsteps softened as she stepped away from Lucas. He shook his head, narrowing his eyes—she’d still be in earshot, surely. Angela had no fucking business telling him how to spend his time, it wasn’t her life that was withering away in isolation. To be fair, she was the closest living friend he had these days, but that didn’t give her the right to tell him how to waste his own time.


Jamie was dead. He’d been dead for a decade. Their old flat in Dublin was long sold, and Jamie’s clothes and possessions largely missing, stolen, or sent back to some unknown grieving loved one. Jamie’s body was in a mass grave somewhere in the shell-torn fields of Belgium, never to be recovered. The tomb Lucas took so much comfort in was empty, but it hardly mattered. He’d saved up money for months to get the stone erected for Jamie; he’d even had the local priest check over his letters to make sure that the inscription would be perfect.


James A. Murray, Lieutenant of the Thirty-Sixth Ulster Division, killed in Belgium October 14, 1918. Honors include the Allied Victory Medal, the British War Medal, and the Victoria Cross, awarded for his death in the Battle of Courtrai and his bravery and tenacity in the Battle of Passchendaele.


Jamie’s face flashed in his mind, flesh rotting, bones cracking through skin, and a hollow laugh echoing between his ears. A bony hand reached out to cup Lucas’s cheek, his voice hollow, echoing . . . “Help me, Lucas. Jesus Christ, help me.” Lucas’s eyes snapped open, and he tried to catch his breath.


Jamie wouldn’t want to see him like this, breaking down in the middle of a cemetery. Jamie would chuckle softly, clap him on the shoulder, and tell him to keep his head on straight. “You’re better than this, Lucas,” he’d say, and Lucas would believe it, somehow.


Jamie’s had been an easy existence leading up to the war, maybe he hadn’t been ready for the horrors that faced him. The bombs, the shells, watching men being blown apart right in front of his eyes. Lucas had occasionally found Jamie alone in his hollowed-out room in the trenches, head in his hands, eyes glinting in the soft light of the lantern as he stared out into nothing.


“Jamie?”


A quivering silence. Hackles raised in anticipation. It was starting again; Jamie always got worse before he got better.


“Jamie.” Lucas had placed a hand on Jamie’s shoulder and flinched when those wide, manic eyes whipped around at him. “Jamie, it’s me. I’ve got you.”


The bombs fell anew, and Jamie flailed away from Lucas’s solid hand.


Boom. Boom. Screams in the distance, dust shaken free from their makeshift rooftop, Jamie covered his head with his arms. Before the shell shock. God, Lucas didn’t even like to think about it. Jamie would have run out to protect the others, would have covered Lucas with his bigger frame and stayed steady, stayed focused.


“Lucas . . . please . . . Jesus, help me. Help me!”


His pleading, desperate voice—begging him for help, those strong fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt. It isn’t real, it isn’t real. Lucas fingered the button that he kept in his pocket and tried grounding himself, hoping to prevent this little blip from turning into more than it was. This isn’t happening. Jamie’s dead, he’s dead. He’s dead and he can’t talk to you, can’t see you, can’t touch you. You can’t help him now, idiot. Ground yourself. Lucas Connolly, it’s your fucking fault he’s dead, you’re suffering because of your own fucking choices.


“Lucas?” Angela called out, rushing over to him.


You deserve this. You deserve worse, you fucking coward.


“Lucas!” She shook his shoulders. “You’re all right, I’ve got you. We’re in Dublin, you’re safe, okay?”


Lucas was suddenly aware of the way his whole body was shaking as he gasped, how his fingernails were caked in dirt from where he’d clawed his way through the earth beside him. He found himself coughing, and he pulled Angela close, shaking his head as reality settled in. Jamie wasn’t dying. He wasn’t in danger. It had all happened already. It was too bloody late.


“I’m sorry.” He gasped, clutching at her coat, his hands slick with mud. He wasn’t sure if he was speaking to her or to Jamie, shit— he wasn’t sure of anything at all.


“I know.” Angela whispered, stroking his back. “S’why I don’t think you should be out here alone, okay? Come along, poppet. We were going to the pub, remember? Are you still up for it, or do you want me to take you home?”


Christ, he must have been in awful shape if Ange was willing to forfeit the alcohol he’d be expected to buy her. “It—I’m fine,” He muttered, pushing himself away from the grave. Lucas’s hand lingered, as it always did. He patted the stone and tipped his hat slightly. “I’ll see you,” he said softly.


Angie pulled him into a quick hug and held him there until his breathing slowed. “Y’aright, Lucas? You wanna talk about it?”


Lucas shook his head, eyes drifting to Jamie’s name. “Don’t worry. I think I’ve stewed in my memories long enough.” Besides, the clouds were clearing up, and Lucas strongly preferred to suffer poetically when the weather matched his mindset anyway.


Angela kept hold of his elbow until they reached the pub, her broad smile reassuring in the face of Lucas’s outburst. He truly appreciated her dedication to keeping things chipper.


“Rude bastard you are,” she said lightly. “Standing up a beautiful lady like that! The bartender couldn’t believe it—gave me a free round, he did!” She pulled off her coat as they arrived at the bar, plopping down in a comfortable booth. “So, guess what, smarty boots? Next round is on you. That, and you owe me for getting mud all over my lovely coat!” She kissed his cheek and fluffed up his hair. “Aw, that face! You’re like a little kitten! Careful now, or I’ll put you in a box and drag you home with me.”


“Jesus Christ, Ange,” Lucas mumbled, somehow feeling hungover already. “You ever figure out how to bottle that energy, you’ll make a goddamn fortune.”


“Don’t need it! Tom proposed finally!” She raised her glass to him and chugged her beer. “You’ll be my bridesmaid, right? I’ll get such a dress for you!”


Despite himself, Lucas smiled. “Gonna make an honest woman out of you, then?” he asked, signaling the bartender for another round of beer.


“Ah to hell with you, ya bastard,” she said, nudging him with her elbow. “Oh, you shoulda seen it, Lucas, he took me out to the garden, near the rosebushes—you know, the ones I planted with his mum last summer. And he took my hand and said, ‘Angie, my father’s going to disown me if I don’t marry you, so I’d best do it before such a time as he starts to think poorly of me!’” She paused, downing her beer. “I slapped him right on his cheek, so I did! Then he showed me this lovely ring, and I didn’t slap him again.” She laughed and shoved her hand in Lucas’s face so he could see it; a mischievous smile played over her lips. “He’s such a cock, bless me for loving him so.”


“And such a catch you are, Angie, I can’t believe no one’s snapped you up sooner,” he said over the brim of his glass.


“You had your chance, you little buggering bastard!” she teased back, pushing her thick glasses up her nose. “Least I didn’t have to get pregnant to get him to finally pop the question, which would’ve been quite undignified. Christ, what a proposal. He’s lucky to have a woman as understanding and sweet as I am!”


Lucas frowned at that, but he knew Ange had no way of knowing how his own parents had met. She wasn’t one to judge anyway, not even for his colorful social life. Truthfully, he was glad for her, glad that she’d managed to find happiness after the war.


She’d been an army nurse and patched Lucas together once or twice when he was in the trenches with Jamie. They’d go out sometimes when they were on leave; Jamie would come, too. They liked each other, they’d been a nice little group, but she’d always been much closer to Lucas. Maybe she just clicked better with Lucas, or maybe it was because—even then—Jamie had lost so much of himself. Lucas wondered if she even understood what all the fuss was about.


Lucas had admired Angie’s guts more than anything else. Her unwavering ability to sift through mounds of flesh and blood and shards of bone, somehow managing to rip life away from the jaws of death. Her love had been killed in the war, though they hadn’t even been stationed near each other. She was in Belgium, and he was in Germany. They hadn’t exchanged a word in person for years by the time she got his death notice. Angie had mourned, tied back her hair, finished the war with a black band around her arm, and somehow moved on with her life. Lucas liked to tell himself that she probably hadn’t loved Euan that much, considering the ease with which she’d gotten over her fiancé, but deep down, he knew that the abnormal behavior was his.


In ten years, Angela had furthered her career, made the world a better place, and now she was about to start a family with the man she loved. In ten years, Jamie had rotted away to bones in the earth, and Lucas had done nothing.


He and Jamie had never been lovers, had never even kissed. Hell, Jamie probably had no idea how much Lucas had obsessed and agonized over their relationship or . . . whatever the hell it was. Lucas sometimes wondered what the hell was wrong with him; he could probably move on if he would only allow himself to.


Angie finished her beer just as a man who could easily be mistaken for Jamie entered the pub. Lucas shut his eyes, turned away, and finished his beer. Was he seeing things? Jamie’s stupid twins wandering around the city like they had nothing better to do than drive Lucas mad.


“How’s Jamie?” Angie asked, an expert at catching Lucas in his moments of over-reflection. “Still as talkative as ever?”


“He’s fine, thank you.” Lucas set his glass down with a firm, definitive clunk. “Government isn’t paying enough for the upkeep; I had to clear off the leaves again.”


“They should pay you to do it! You’re there often enough. Hell, you could probably give tours out, if you wanted to.”


Lucas knew she was holding back. He’d been known to be quite sensitive over the matter of Jamie’s grave, and neither of them wanted this to turn into a heated argument.


Angie took off her glasses and polished them, her warm brown eyes shining beneath her thick eyelashes. “Have you been able to work?”


It didn’t matter, really. Jamie had made Lucas the beneficiary of his pension. He’d trade every last penny for the man who’d left it to him.


“Have you tried speaking to anyone real this week?” Angie followed.


He was silent, and Angela sighed.


“It’s not healthy, Lucas. I don’t know how many more times I can tell you that it’s not healthy to have a dead person be the most prominent figure in your life.”


“What about priests?”


She frowned. “What about priests?”


“Well, they devote their entire lives to a dead person. In fact, they get paid a living wage to do so.”


“Technically, our Lord and Savior isn’t dead, he’s resurrected and immortal, ass. If you end up taking up the cloth, I’ll eat my shoe. And technically, some pretty boy you had a hard-on for in the trenches isn’t on the same level as our Lord and Savior, either. Checkmate.”


“That all you’ve got?” he smirked, finishing his beer.


She reached over and grabbed his hand, placing it in her mouth and nibbling on it harmlessly.


“Honestly, Ange, I can’t believe it took Tom this long to propose. I mean, you are the epitome of womanhood and class.” He rolled his eyes but smiled, watching a little drop of condensation descend down the side of his glass.


Angie chewed on him a little longer and released his hand, seemingly sated. She passed him a kerchief for the saliva, and Lucas frowned at her.


“Lucas? I know this time of year is hard for you. I’m only trying to help.”


“I know that, Angie. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that I cause you so much grief. I know it’s not easy being my friend.”


“No, but you make me laugh, and that’s worth something. Why don’t you try something for me then, boyo? Just for one month, don’t visit the grave. Get up in the morning, eat your breakfast, go to work, and then at the end of the day, you go home. I bet you’ll find that the world keeps spinning, eh? You might even find you get rid of that little wrinkle between your eyebrows.” She pressed on it with her index finger and laughed. “What do you say?”


He considered it. Finding a job, a lover, and never visiting Jamie again. It might be a nice wee life actually, where he could be a man instead of a tattered wandering spirit. Let Jamie go, just . . . live? But that beautiful smile came unbidden to his mind, melting away seamlessly into blood, screams, and terror. His heart sped up as he relived Jamie’s last moments anew, and he imagined Jamie’s spirit waiting for him at the graves. He seemed cold; he seemed frightened. No. I can’t leave him like that. He deserves better. And Lucas certainly didn’t.


“Angie, please let me have this.” Visiting Jamie is one of the only things that brings me any peace, it’s one of the only things that makes me feel like my soul isn’t dying. “You think I don’t know how odd it is? How unhealthy it is? I need this. I need him.” And he needs me. His voice cracked, and Angela took his hand. “If I forget about him, if I move on, it’s like he never even—I don’t want to lose him all over again. He’s all I have.”


Angie frowned a little, perhaps hurt by his words. She’d been his friend for a long time, and seemingly, it still didn’t matter.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that, I just—”


“You know I love you, right, Lucas?” Her soft hand moved to cover his, her eyes were warm and gentle. “That I only want what’s best for you?”


He swallowed, snatching his hand away as he angrily avoided her gaze. “I know what’s best for me.” And he’s dead and buried.
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It was freezing. Then again, it was always bloody freezing. There was no fucking escaping from it. His mother couldn’t afford to keep the stove going all the time, nor keep her children in warm clothes all winter.


Lucas did his best to build up a fire in their house with any scraps he could find. In his efforts, he’d inadvertently incinerated one of his father’s betting slips, a fact which was not particularly well received.


Lucas could see the white of Mick’s eyes as he staggered forward, grabbing at his son with one hand. “You cocksuckin’ piece o’ shite!” He punctuated his anger with a swig of liquor, the brown glass of the bottle shimmering in the warm light of the fire. “I paid good money on that bloody horse!”


He drained his alcohol and smashed the bottle on the nearest wall, leaving a sharp and jagged threat that he brandished at his son. Through his swelling eye, Lucas made out the deadly shards that stank of whiskey.


“Mick!” Lucas’s mother, Molly, tried to get between them. “It was an accident only! He’s tryn’a help the other children!”


Da’ Connolly dropped his son and swatted his wife to the floor, looking down his nose at her. “He cost us a fortune!”


Lucas swallowed, heart beating frantically in his chest. Stay away from her. Leave her alone! He shifted nearer to the door, maybe he could get his father’s focus away from his mother. “Y-your stupid horses never win!” He cursed his voice for trembling. “At least one of us can keep the family warm!” You bloody fucking useless coward.


“You miserable shit,” Mick hissed. “The family’s gonna starve because of you. We’re all gonna freeze because you lost my winning ticket. C’mere boyo, I want you to watch while your fuckin’ sister dies.”


Mick lunged at Lucas, his whole body nearly quivering with rage as he lashed out. Lucas didn’t want to stick around and squeezed through the door to get away from his father. He had no shoes on, but it didn’t seem to matter. Lucas ran. He ran, and he ran, and he kept running until he didn’t know where he was anymore.


“You’ve murdered your family, Lucas.”


He imagined his mother crying, trying to get the baby to feed. Mick’d be screaming his damned head off, hopefully taking his anger out on the furniture rather than his family. Damn it. Lucas’s lip was split, his eye was throbbing, he was lost and cold, but anything was better than facing the wrath of his Da’ again tonight. He was a coward, right? He’d left his mother alone with that monster.


“It’s your fault. You ruined us.”


Shit. Why did people even have children, if they knew their whole lives were going to be terrible like this? It was his own fault, really. His Da’ loved to remind him of the night he messed around with the lovely Molly O’Leary, with her sweet little bum and her bright little eyes—oh her hips, Lucas, her legs went so long, her body was so lush . . .


A spark formed between them that culminated months later, when Molly’s father dragged old Mick Connolly out of the tavern and into a church to make an honest woman of his steadily broadening daughter. What followed were four months of drunken abuse, and a somewhat premature Lucas. His mother tried her best, she did, but money was scarce, food scarcer, and her milk wasn’t great. Lucas struggled, survived, and one year later, Jim was born. The story played out once more, and—just as well, really, Jim died of the crib death before he could learn the words “fuck,” “you,” and “whore.”


Every year another wee Connolly was expelled to the dirty floor and given a swaddling cloth and a swollen breast, with the best of luck from Da’. Mick wasn’t always horrible, really—it was just when he was drinking, which was more often than not these days. Sometimes, Lucas and his father would spend time together. Mick would try and teach him about life or work, he’d put his son on his knee and tell him about football. Lucas liked it when it was like that. He liked his shiny silver eyes, he liked the soft rumble of his voice, how strong and warm his hands were. But the more time passed, the more Mick’s back ached, the less he could work, the more he drank. It was getting harder and harder to remember a time when they had been happy together as a family. Lucas, being the oldest, was proud to take the brunt of his father’s anger. His siblings didn’t know any better, and hell—it was Lucas’s fault two incompatible people had had to get married in the first place.


Mick blamed Lucas for everything, and loved to put his uppity near bastard of a son in his place when required. A swift hand across his face, swiping food off his plate, or locking him out for days at a time. It was a harsh fucking world out there, but sometimes Lucas liked to take his bloody chances. He pulled his collar up against his neck and pretended the icy rain wasn’t bothering him. Shit. Might actually freeze to death at this rate.


They’d find his frozen little corpse wrapped in wet newspapers in the middle of some piss-reeking back alley in the middle of Dublin. Maybe they’d dig him a nice grave—more likely they’d ignore him ’til he started to rot. Little beggar boys were hardly worth a second glance, after all.


Lucas’s lips were a bit blue, and he shivered, trying to stay awake as long as he could to stave off death just a little longer. After a time, his eyes slipped closed, his mind grew light, and the cold stopped bothering him as much.


A hand on his shoulder; a small hand, a boy? His eyes flickered open and, kneeling above him, illuminated by the glow of the streetlight, was an angel.


“Are you all right? Oh heavens, you’re freezing!” The angel pulled off his own jacket and wrapped it around Lucas’s shoulders, his silky blond hair kissed with raindrops. “My papa’s only nearby, you wait here—okay? I’ll be back in a tick.”


No, he couldn’t have been an angel. Angels didn’t run in the puddles with their knees slicked with mud. Just a boy, then? Maybe a few years older than he was. Ech, how boring. You idiot. Why would a fucking angel come to rescue you? Still, the coat was nice and warm, and he liked the way it smelled. Lucas buried his head into the fabric and shut his eyes, wondering if he would die tonight after all.


“He’s just here, Papa!” The lad ran back toward him, his fancy button-down shirt nearly soaked through from just that short amount of time in the rain. An older man was with him. He had the same blond hair, a short beard, and eyeglasses. Christ on the cross, what now? The man who he presumed to be his angel’s father knelt down and looked Lucas over from top to bottom, gently wiping some blood away from his face.


“Oh, son,” he said softly, his brows pinched together. “Where are your parents?”


What could Lucas say to that? ‘My Da’ beats me ’til he’s too drunk to care, and my Ma’s too scared to get him to stop?’ He avoided the man’s calm blue eyes and sniffled a little.


“Why don’t you stay with us tonight? I’m in town on business. We’re staying at my parents’ house and there’s plenty of room. What do you think?”


Lucas looked away. He didn’t need these fuckers’ charity.


The boy smiled at him. “Please? It’s so boring while my dad is working. Plus, we can play together while we’re waiting for the weather to clear up! My gran’s got some nice dinner on the stove, too, I bet it’ll be really lovely.” He grinned. “I’m James, by the way. Most people call me Jamie, though. You’re really brave being out here all on your own. I’d be so frightened.”


Jamie had pretty hair, nice clothes, and a laugh that cut through the cold. It was hard to say no to him, and Lucas found himself nodding and following the strangers toward Jamie’s granny’s house. He hoped they weren’t planning on selling him into servitude or something, but it might even be a step up from his current home life. Jamie put an arm around Lucas’s shoulders and chatted to him about this and that, like they’d been friends their whole lives and were just catching up.


“My papa’s real nice. He’s a barrister! I mostly stay in our house down south, but sometimes I come up here to do business with him! We’re getting books for our library at home! Do you like to read?”


Lucas wasn’t sure what to make of Jamie’s seemingly endless energy, and merely nodded and bit his lip, trying to figure him out. Jamie didn’t seem to want to hurt him at all. He seemed incapable of it. “You talk a lot,” Lucas said eventually. “It’s annoying.”


Jamie laughed at that. “I’m sure some people find it endearing. Ah, we’re here!”


Jamie’s father—who eventually introduced himself as John Murray—escorted the boys up to Jamie’s room and let Lucas get settled. “Jamie, why don’t you run your wee friend a bath, and I’ll let you both know when dinner is ready.”


Jamie smiled and nodded. “Righto, Papa! What’s your name, anyway?” He smiled, offering to take Lucas’s wet garments away so he could hang them up near the fire.


“Lucas,” he muttered, glancing down at his raggedy clothes as they came off layer by layer.


“I like that name.” Jamie clapped him on the shoulder. “C’mon, I’ll draw you a bath and get you nice and warmed up. You can borrow some of my old clothes while yours dry out, okay?” He went to the kitchen and heated up some water to put in the tub. Lucas had never seen a water pump in a house before and was fascinated by it. He watched Jamie work and obediently stepped into the warm water once it was ready.


“Atta boy, Lucas! I’ll leave out a towel and some soaps, you come out when you’re ready, pal.” He went back up to his bedroom, leaving Lucas bewildered and blushing from his nose to his ears. The hell was wrong with this kid? Fucking nutter.


The bath was absolutely heavenly. He’d always been a fastidious child, likely a result of living in squalor his whole life, but he’d never had the chance to have a nice, warm bath like this. On Henrietta Street, the cold sank into his bones and was impossible to shake. Lucas was accustomed to his fingers being so cold he couldn’t feel them, to falling asleep to the sound of his teeth chattering. The water warmed him all the way to his core, and he felt himself relaxing in the gentle heat of it. Still, it would hardly do if he drowned in the tub before supper, really.


Lucas scrubbed himself clean, toweled himself off, and pulled on some of Jamie’s too-large clothes. He realized with mild surprise that the home itself was warm too, that he didn’t need to worry about the chill setting back in now that he’d gotten out of the water. He went searching for Jamie, still feeling ill at ease in this beautifully gentle space. His new companion greeted him with a smile and clapped him on the shoulder.


“Come on, my gran’ll want to meet you!” He grinned again, and Lucas made a mental note about how white and straight his teeth were.


He followed Jamie through the halls, pausing at the threshold of the living room. Lucas wasn’t really sure where to place himself—he didn’t want to get in the way. He was used to making himself small and staying out of range of projectiles.


“He was just out in the rain by himself, poor thing. Jamie was so worried, and I couldn’t in good conscience leave him, I— ah.” John looked up, his glasses slipping down his nose. “Lucas, I take it you enjoyed your bath, then?”


God, Lucas hated it when people fucking pitied him. He knew he looked like a washed-up piece of shit, he didn’t need some plump little grandma praying for him every night.


“Are you hungry, sweetheart?” Granny Murray asked. “You’re all skin and bones, love.”


He crossed his arms over his chest and refused to make eye contact despite the little granny’s best efforts. His stomach ultimately betrayed him, however, as the whole house had the beautiful aroma of lamb, vegetables, and potatoes wafting through the air. The growling of his innards shook the floorboards, and Granny Murray smiled and guided him to the dining room.


Why was hunger so damned painful? John put a hand on his shoulder, and he flinched away, shaking his arm free from the gentle grip. John seemed to hesitate as he drew his hand back, his movements slow and deliberate.


“Come on, Lucas, let’s all sit down for some dinner, hmm?”


Lucas was finding it hard to stay angry with the whole family for their stupid pity. John said grace, and Lucas waited for permission before he started eating. It was difficult. He wanted to dig in and gorge with abandon, but his dignity wouldn’t allow it.


“Go on, it’s okay.”


Lucas peered over at Jamie, who had already begun to eat. Lucas cleared his plate much more quickly than he meant to, eating so fast and so much more than he was used to that his stomach began to cramp up. He put down his fork and hunched over a little in his chair, trying to hide the pain.


“Are you okay?” Jamie asked. “Do you want some tea or something? I get a tummy ache too, when I eat too fast.”


Lucas scoffed. Like this spoiled little brat knew what it was like to be starving, like he knew how it felt not to have had hot food for over a week, like he’d experienced the agony of your body digesting itself. He knew Jamie didn’t mean anything by it, he knew his heart was in the right place, but goddamn, this was humiliating.


Jamie’s granny made some tea for everyone, and Lucas silently offered a prayer of thanks that the Murrays weren’t drawing attention to his agony. She busied herself in the kitchen, and John went to help her with the dishes.


“C’mon, why don’t we go sit by the fire?” Jamie asked, his stupid face too pretty in the dim light of the dining room. “Maybe if we get hungry later we can see if granny made any pudding for us.” He led Lucas to the living room, which had two enormous bookcases filled almost to bursting with leather-bound volumes. Lucas had never seen anything like it. Jamie pulled one off the shelf and sat down on the comfortable couch in front of the fire, gesturing for his guest to join him. “Want me to read to you? I really like this book, it’s called Treasure Island, and it’s my favorite! It’s tremendous fun, and I want to go on adventures like this one day!”


Lucas sat next to Jamie, letting their shoulders touch ever so slightly. He wanted to keep his distance, not to let this perfect boy into his heart, or under his skin . . . but his stomach was full, and Jamie was warm, and it wasn’t long before he drifted off to sleep, nestled into the soft wool of Jamie’s jumper.


John must’ve carried him to bed at some point, as Lucas woke up with a start in an unfamiliar room on an unfamiliar mattress. It was dark, but he soon determined that it was a child’s bedroom, with a few modest toys and a sensible wardrobe near the wall. Jamie snored quietly in a bed on the opposite side of the room, and Lucas sat up, trying to decide what to do next.


His parents were probably worried sick about him Well, his mother, maybe, his father was probably unconscious in his chair.


You’d better get home soon, or there’ll be hell to pay, boyo.


He shut his eyes and snuggled up into the blanket. Yeah, better to get home before he caused trouble . . . then again, he quite liked it at the Murray’s house. Would it be so terrible to stay here a little longer?


But his family, his mother, his little brothers and sisters relied on him, and he couldn’t bear to think of them struggling alone. Shit, he could steal all the silver and feed his siblings for a month. That granny probably had some jewelry knocking around somewhere as well. He hardened his resolve, justifying his actions in his head. Stealing was a sin, but his father had left his family starving, and it wasn’t fair for Jamie’s dumb family to have so much when his had so little.


Rain pelted the windows, and he shivered a little, despite the abundant soft blankets and pillows. His father’s voice echoed in his mind.


Worthless parasite. Ruined the family. We’re worse off because of you!


People said they looked alike. Sometimes, when Lucas looked in the mirror, he caught his father’s eyes looking back at him. Saw the sharp little sneer he feared and loathed etched forever on his face.


His father might not be so angry anymore if Lucas was out of the picture. Maybe they’d be better off without him. Lucas made a little noise and burrowed into the blankets.


No. I don’t want to go back. Please, please don’t make me.


Jamie stirred in his little bed and yawned, his bright blue eyes lighting up as he realized he still had his new companion there with him. “Can’t sleep? It’s weird in a new place, isn’t it? You can come lie with me if you want, I get scared in new places, too. It’s nicer with a friend, I think. Plus, the storm’s really loud tonight, huh?”


What a fucking joke. Lucas wasn’t scared of storms; he had bigger problems to deal with. Thunder cracked outside the window, and he jumped a little, hugging his blanket to his chest. He hesitated for a moment, but made his way over to Jamie’s open arms, tucking his head under Jamie’s chin and trying not to cry. When was the last time his mother had held him like this? When was the last time he’d gone to bed warm and with a full belly?


Jamie stroked his back, seemingly unaware of Lucas’s distress. “How old are you? I’m ten,” He seemed to be very proud of the fact. “Papa says I have a long way to go before I’m grown up, but I like to help around the house anyway. I want to be a barrister when I get older, like Papa!”


Christ on the cross, he talks a lot. Lucas had half a mind just to let him babble on until he fell asleep again. But gradually, Jamie paused, perhaps realizing that he hadn’t allowed his guest to get a word in.


“I’m eight.” Lucas said eventually. “I don’t know what I want to do when I grow up.”


His father always told him he was worthless, that he wouldn’t amount to anything. Work in some low-paying, no-education job, probably, whatever he could get as soon as he was old enough to take some of the burden of feeding his siblings away from his mother. If he lived that long. Christ. He almost hoped he didn’t. His worst nightmare was ending up like his father, drinking himself into a stupor and destroying the people he loved.


“You have lots of time, pal. Papa says Ireland will be free one day, and when the day comes, we’ll need people to help make life good and safe for everyone.”


Lucas was starting to like it when Jamie spoke, his voice was gentle and comforting. Jamie was an annoying little chatterbox, but he was sweet, and he was gentle, and Lucas felt safer with him than he did in his own bed. Lucas didn’t have many friends; his family’s reputation made it difficult. He wondered idly if this was the start of something special.


“What’s your mum like?” Lucas prompted, wanting to hear more. He didn’t care about Jamie’s mother in particular, but he was enjoying the steady rumble of the older boy’s voice over his hair.


“She’s really nice, she likes to make pies and things. Papa doesn’t like to bring her with him when he goes to Dublin, since she’s prone to getting herself ill. She’s at home with Fiona just now. My little sister. She’s only small, but she gets into all sorts of trouble, so she does.”


“Does she look like you? She must be pretty.” Oh goddamn it.


Jamie laughed. “I don’t know about that. She has the same color hair and eyes as I do, though. My whole family sort of looks like we fell out of a wheat field. I think Mama has roots in England, but she doesn’t talk about it much.”


Lucas imagined the whole family sitting together in a brightly lit meadow, maybe picnicking on a checkered blanket under an ancient tree. John probably had Fiona resting on his lap, while Jamie was digging into a homemade lunch and talking about school. His mother would listen attentively, maybe stroke his silky blond hair and tell him to elaborate. And of course, he would, because he was happy, because he was secure, because he knew he was loved.


Lucas wondered if his own smoky gray eyes ever sparkled. He’d never been much of a smiler; his mother gave him a hard time about it. “They’ll think me a bad mother, Lucas. They’ll think you’re touched in the head. Normal children smile.”


Maybe Jamie thought he was strange.


“What’s your family like, Lucas?”


“I’m really tired. I don’t want to talk anymore.”


Jamie was silent for a beat, and Lucas regretted the sharpness of his words. He certainly hadn’t meant to hurt him but . . .


“Okay. Goodnight, Lucas, I’ll see you in the morning.”


“G’night. M’sorry.”


Lucas seriously doubted that Jamie would be able to keep his fucking mouth shut for the rest of the night, but somehow, he found it very endearing. He buried his face in Jamie’s chest and was surprised how easily sleep found him again.
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Lucas shut his eyes and steeled himself, his slender back pressed up against the wall of the alleyway. He hated doing things like this, but he didn’t have any money, and he wasn’t sure what else he could do. His father had left and never come back about three years ago, and once Lucas had grown old enough to work, he’d become the main provider for his ailing little family.


He supposed Mick was probably dead and, in his heart, Lucas genuinely hoped it was true. His Ma’ turned a blind eye to his doings, knowing that Lucas probably had to break the law, and at least one of the Ten Commandments, to make ends meet now and again. No one wanted to hire the eldest son of Mick Connolly for anything serious; that horrific reputation dogged him throughout his childhood and beyond. He managed to secure odd jobs now and again doing construction or ditch-digging or filth-clearing—he had no skills and was at the mercy of whoever was handing out the work. More often than not, the job went to whoever would accept the lowest pay. It wasn’t enough to keep his four little siblings fed, clothed, and educated, which had always been his main priority. Lucas didn’t want any of them to turn out like him, to drop out of school too young and wind up as a criminal or a failure. Boys from his year would see him from time to time as he toiled in the dirt, ankle deep in grime, and he’d narrow his eyes as they snickered behind their hands at him. It was so easy to be cared for, wasn’t it? He hated his work, but at least it was honest.


The seasons were changing though; the nights were longer, the days colder, and most of the construction jobs had dried up for the season. Lucas’s sixteenth birthday was approaching, and he obviously needed his strength, but he tried to make sure his family was fed before he was. Lucas knew his mother was slipping him extra food when she could, probably out of fear that if he got too weak, he wouldn’t be able to provide.
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