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Author’s Note

Releasing 10 is the sixth installment in the Boys of Tommen series.

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

Please be aware this story tackles incredibly harrowing topics revolving around childhood abuse, sexual trauma, and suicide that, while incredibly important to speak out about, may not be suitable for younger readers. Please be mindful of emotional triggers and proceed with caution.

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

It is based in the South of Ireland, set during the timeframe of 1991–2005, and contains Irish dialogue, slang, language, and cultural stances relevant to that period in history. As such, these are not the personal opinions of the author.

Because the earlier books in the Tommen series centered around the Lynch family, their duets were released in order; however, from book five onward, the order in which the books release will rotate between characters in line with the ongoing storyline.

A detailed pronunciation guide and glossary can be found on the following pages.

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

Thank you so much for joining me on this adventure.

Lots of love,

Chlo xxx




Pronunciations

Aoife: E-fa

Edel: E-dell

Sean: Shawn

Caoimhe: Kee-va

Sadhbh: Sigh-ve

Sinead: Shin-aid

Neasa: Nasa

Eoghan: Owen

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

Feis: Fesh

Scoil Eoin: Skull Owen

Poitín: Putt-een

Gardaí Síochána: Guard-ee Shuck-awna

Gardaí: Guard-ee




Glossary/Irish Slang

a bit of talent: a good-looking person.

a forklift wouldn’t shift her: I’m not kissing her.

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

allergic: can’t stand something/someone.

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

any chance of the ride: would you like to have sex with me.

ask me bollox: politely no, and leave me alone.

ask the back of me sack: I’m not doing it for you.

as thick as two short planks: a stupid person.

ate the box off her: cunnilingus.

ate the head off me: told me off.

away for slates: to do well.

back her into me, Bridie: let’s have sex.

ball-hopper: a jokester.

balm out: to lie down and relax.

bang on: decent person/correct.

bate: exhausted.

beor: a woman/girl.

the best part of him ran down his mother’s leg: he’s a fool.

biro: ink pen.

bluey: porno movie.

bog roll: toilet roll.

the bog: the toilet.

bonnet: hood of the car.

boot: trunk of the car.

box of fags: packet of cigarettes.

box the head off ya: I will punch you.

break your melt: test your patience.

breast in a bun: chicken burger.

bulb off someone: look like someone.

Burdizzo: castration device.

camogie: the female version of Hurling.

chancer: an opportunist.

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

chipper: a restaurant that sells fast food.

Clonamore: town next to Ballylaggin.

come here till I kill ya: come here and let me hit you.

cooker: oven/Stove/Hob.

cop on: behave yourself.

corker: beautiful woman.

couldn’t get his hole in a polo factory: unlucky in love.

cracking: brilliant.

crack on: do something/get going.

craic: fun.

the craic was ninety: Having a lot of fun and banter.

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

cute hoor: a clever/slick person.

daft: silly.

daft as a brush: very silly.

deadly: great.

dicky day: children’s allowance day.

did you fla her last night: did you sleep with her.

doing a foxer: working for cash in hand.

doing a line: dating.

dolled up to the nines: dressed up and looking good.

don’t be scabby: don’t be mean.

don’t piss down my back and tell me it’s raining: don’t lie to me.

dosser: someone not doing what they should be doing.

drive on: keep going.

Dub: a person from Dublin.

eejit: fool/idiot.

‘een’: added to the end of your name, usually by older relatives, ie; Johneen, Jackeen, Juleen, Mikeen, Tadhgeen.

era/yerra: dismissing something.

Fair City: popular Irish television soap.

fair fucks to ya: well done.

fair play: nice one.

fanny: vagina.

the fear: waking up with a hangover

feeking: having sex.

feeling raw: feeling poorly.

feis: a tradition Gaelic arts and culture festival/event.

fla: an attractive person.

fortnight: two weeks.

frigit: someone who has never been kissed.

funt up the hole: kick up the ass.

GAA: Gaelic Athletic Association.

gaff: house.

Gardaí Síochána: Irish police force.

Garda: policeman.

gas: funny.

gas man: funny man.

gatting: drinking.

getting the ride: having sex.

get your hole: have sex.

give us a sconce: let me see it.

the goolies: the testicles.

geebag: derogatory word for a woman.

giving out: scolding/complaining.

gobshite: fool/idiot.

godloon sham: good lord man.

going halves on a bastard: Having unprotected sex.

gowel: stupid person.

grinds: Tutoring.

hatchet craic: Great fun.

haunted: lucky.

haven’t seen ya in yonks/donkeys years: I haven’t seen you in a long time.

he didn’t lick it off a stone: he’s like his family.

he got a ration of passion last night: didn’t go all the way.

he slipped her the mickey last night: he had sex with her last night.

he thinks he’s the dogs bollocks: he loves himself.

he’d drink it out of a wellington boot: an alcoholic.

he’d drink the cross off a donkey: a heavy drinker.

he’d rob the eye out of your head and piss in the hole: don’t trust him.

he’s A1: he’s a lovely person.

he hasn’t hands to bless himself: he’s clumsy.

he’s some me feiner: he’s self-absorbed.

hole: often said instead of ass/bottom.

houl your whisht: stop talking.

how bad: that’s good.

how’s a bit of your father: let’s have sex.

how’s your belly for a lodger: having unprotected sex.

hup out dat: good job, keep going.

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

hurry up, will ya? my nan’s faster than ya and she’s ten years dead: speed up.

I hope you die roaring: I don’t like you.

I was christened, not pissed on: call me by my name.

I will in my hole, Jack Shea: I absolutely will not.

I will yeah: I absolutely won’t.

I wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating a bag of crisps: he’s attractive.

I wouldn’t give ya the steam off my piss: I don’t like you.

I wouldn’t get up on him to get over a wall: an unattractive man.

I wouldn’t ride ya into battle: I don’t find you attractive.

I’d rather shit in my hands and clap: I’m not doing it.

I’ll lamp him: I’ll hit him.

I’ll leave your face like a painter’s radio: fellatio.

I’ll let you go: I’m finished talking to you.

I’ll redden your hole for ya: I will slap you.

I’m scarlet for ya: I’m embarrassed for you.

I’ve a crow to pluck with ya: you’re in trouble with me.

if he fell into a barrel of tits, he’d come out sucking his thumb: he’s unlucky

if I’d a garden full of mickeys, I wouldn’t let her look over the wall: I’m not attracted to her.

if there was work in the bed, he’d sleep on the floor: lazy person.

if wit was shit you’d be constipated: you’re not funny.

if you fall off that wall and break your legs, don’t come running to me: a mother’s warning not to do something stupid.

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

the jacks: the bathroom.

jagging: hooking up but not yet in a committed relationship.

jammy: lucky.

jammiest: luckiest.

jocks: men’s boxer shorts.

jointed: a crowded place.

junior cert: the compulsory state exam you take in third year—midway through your six-year cycle of secondary school.

jumper: sweater.

kip: messy place.

kit off/tog off: change into or out of training clothes.

knickers: women’s underwear.

langer: idiot.

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

laying pipe: having sex.

leaving cert: the compulsory state exam you take in your final year of secondary school.

leg it: run.

liathroidi: testicles.

lifted: arrested.

like shit out of a goose: moving fast.

living over the brush: living together but not married.

lurching: wrapped around someone at the disco.

mank/manky: something disgusting.

massive: beautiful

meeting: kissing.

messages: groceries.

mickey ring: condom

mickey/willy: penis.

mind the pennies and the pounds will mind themselves: save your money.

minerals/fizzy drinks: soft drinks

mog: an ugly person/stupid person.

mope: idiot.

nearly never bulled a cow: nearly doesn’t cut it.

not a hope: I’m not doing that.

now you’re taking the hand: asking for too much.

odd with someone: being annoyed.

off your rocker: crazy person.

old doll/aul doll: wife/girlfriend.

on the hop: skipping school.

on the lash: on a night out drinking.

on the piss: going out drinking.

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

pound shop: dollar store.

poxy: lucky.

press: cabinet.

primary school: elementary school—junior infants to sixth class.

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.

puking your ring out: vomiting.

pure: very.

pure daycent: excellent.

pure scanty: extremely mean.

rank: not good.

raw baby: a brand-new baby.

Rebel County: nickname for County Cork.

relax. Johnny’s got ya covered: condom.

ridey: a good-looking person.

Rolos: popular brand of chocolate.

rosary, removal, burial: the three days of a Catholic funeral in Ireland.

runners: trainers/sneakers.

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

same mare, different jockey: same mother, different fathers.

sap: sad/pathetic.

scaldy: something disgusting.

scanty: doing something mean.

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

scoring: kissing.

scut: rascal.

secondary school: high school—first year to sixth year.

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.

septic: someone horrible/vain.

sesh: drinking session in a bar/house party with music.

shades: police.

she’d get up on a gust of wind: a promiscuous woman.

she didn’t get those knees from saying prayers: promiscuous woman.

she’d rip up the floorboards to get a bit of pipe: a promiscuous woman.

she’d talk the hind legs off a donkey: a chatterbox.

she had a face like a jockey’s bollocks, but you don’t look at the mantelpiece when you’re poking the fire: she was unattractive, but I still went for it.

shift/shifting: kissing.

shifting jackets: lucky piece of clothing, usually a jacket, when trying to pick up a girl.

shook: feeling sick/hungover.

shook like a hand at mass: trembling.

skip the fancy stuff and horse it into me: skip foreplay and have sex.

skitting: laughing.

solicitor: lawyer.

sound: another way to say cheers/a decent person.

spanner: idiot.

spuds: potatoes.

stall the ball: hold on.

stick your mickey in your ear and shag some sense into yourself: cop on.

stop crying or I’ll give ya something to cry about: a mother’s warning.

strop: mood-swing/pouting/sulking.

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

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

swot: nerd/academically gifted.

take a gander: take a look/walk.

that’s mint: that’s cool.

that’s the berries: that’s great.

there’s fierce taspy on that fella: that boy is a rascal.

the tide wouldn’t take her out: an ugly person.

turn on the heating: turn on the central heating in the house.

up the pole/poled: pregnant.

wedding tackle: penis.

well, fuck me sideways: I’m shocked.

wellies: rubber boots worn in the rain.

what’s on the menu? breakfast, lunch, and dinner: cunnilingus.

wheelie bin: trash can.

where ya born in a field: close the door.

whisht: be quiet.

will you go away with him: will you kiss him.

will you meet my friend: will you kiss my friend.

will you shift her: will you kiss her.

wise up: behave yourself

with his lad out: with his penis on display.

yer: your.

yer wan would get up on a razor blade: a promiscuous woman.

yoke: thing.

yolk: nickname for an illegal drug.

you big, feckless eejit: you are stupid.

you made a balls of it: you messed it up.

you make a good door but a bad window: get out of my way.

you put the heart crossways in me: you scared me.

you’re about as useful as tits on a bull: calling someone useless.

you’re as tight as a duck’s hole: you’re stingy.

your wan: that woman.




PART 1

The Formative Years




JUNE 12, 1991

Lizzie

“WHAT’S WRONG WITH HER?”

“Nothing.” Mammy continued to cradle me to her chest. “She’s perfect.”

“Why isn’t she talking by now?” Caoimhe didn’t look happy. She didn’t sound happy either. “Lizzie is three, Mam. Three. And she’s not doing anything she’s supposed to be doing.”

“She’s fine, Caoimhe,” Mammy said, using an extra happy voice. “She’ll catch up.” She kissed my cheek, and I burrowed in close to her chest. I loved her smell and the way she held me tight. I liked to press my ear against her chest and listen to her heart thump.

Thump, thump, thump.

I smiled and touched her face. She had the best face. She had kind eyes. They were blue, just like mine. I knew the color. I knew all the colors and wanted to tell my sister that. I just… couldn’t get the words to come out.

My voice wouldn’t work.

“Do you think she’s slow?” Caoimhe asked, sounding sad, and I wanted to make her feel better because I wasn’t slow at running. I was super fast. “Does she need, like, a special school or something?”

“This is not a conversation for little ears.” Mammy’s voice was cross now, and I didn’t like it. Burrowing in deeper, I hid my face in her cardigan. “So please, just go and do your homework. We can talk about this tonight when your father gets home.”

“I want to go home.”

“We are home, Caoimhe.”

“No, I want to go back to our real home,” she shouted. “I hate it in England, Mam. I don’t have any friends, and everyone at school teases me for the way I talk.”

“They’re idiots,” Mammy told her. “Ignore them.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” my sister said before turning to me. “You ruined everything,” she screamed. “I wish you were never born.”

“Caoimhe!”

“I’m not sorry, Mam, because it’s true!”

“Look at me, pretty girl,” Mammy said after my sister had stomped out of the room. “Show me those big, blue eyes.”

I did.

“There you are.” Smiling warmly, she brushed my hair off my face. “You are perfect, do you hear me?”

I nodded.

“You are my baby, and I will always look after you.” She tickled under my chin and smiled. “And you must never let anyone make you feel like there is something wrong with you.” She tickled my chin again. “Do you understand me, Lizzie?”

I nodded again.

“Good.” She smiled again. “I love you, sweetheart.”




OCTOBER 31, 1991

Lizzie

“BE NORMAL WHEN MY FRIENDS COME OVER,” CAOIMHE SAID. “DON’T DO ANYTHING embarrassing, okay?” She turned around to look at me. “No screaming fits or throwing yourself around on the floor.”

I nodded in understanding.

“God.” She shook her head. “I wish you would just speak, Lizzie!”

I shrugged.

“How am I supposed to know you even understand me if you won’t talk?”

I didn’t like it when I made her mad.

It made me feel bad.

It made my face grow hot.

It made my nails get scratchy.

“No,” Caoimhe warned, attention moving to my scratchy nails. She stood up from her dressing table and walked over to the bed. “You are not allowed to do that.” Crouching down in front of me, she took my hands in hers and looked in my eyes. “You are not allowed to hurt yourself.”

I’m sorry, I wanted to tell her. I don’t know how to make it stop.

Instead, I reached up and touched her cheek.

Her blue eyes started to water. “Please talk to me.” Sniffling, she swept me up in her arms and held me to her chest. “Please, Liz, just one word. I’m begging you.”

I’m trying.




NOVEMBER 12, 1991

Lizzie

“CONSIDERING HER FREQUENT VIOLENT OUTBURSTS AT NURSERY AND TAKING INTO account the strong family history, I would like to start Elizabeth on a treatment plan.”

“When you say treatment, are you talking about counseling?”

“And medication.”

“She’s three and a half,” Mammy strangled out. “All three-year-olds throw tantrums for Christ’s sake.”

“Those aren’t tantrums, Catherine, and you know it,” Daddy replied. “Give it to us straight, Doc. What’s the diagnosis?”

“It’s too early to tell.”

“But you have a theory, don’t you?” he pushed. “You think she has it, doesn’t she?”

“Not necessarily, but there is evidence to suggest Elizabeth is experiencing psychotic episodes. What concerns me is her lack of awareness and the frequent blackout episodes.” He twisted a pen between his fingers. “She appears to have no memory of what she does.”

“You don’t know that,” Mammy snapped, smoothing my hair with her hand. “You won’t know that until she starts talking.”




DECEMBER 21, 1991

Lizzie

“THIS IS AN AIRPLANE,” MAMMY EXPLAINED, WAVING HER HAND AROUND IN FRONT of us. “It’s going to fly us home to Ireland.”

I narrowed my eyes.

I knew what an airplane was.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she laughed. “How am I supposed to know you know these things.”

I gave her another look, telling her with my eyes that I wasn’t stupid.

“Okay, okay,” she chuckled, holding her hands up. “I’m sorry for doubting you, sweetheart.”

I smiled.

“Oh, you like surprising me, don’t you?”

I grinned.

“Clever girl,” she praised, hooking her arm around my shoulders. “You’re as sharp as a razor in there, aren’t you?”

Nodding, I looked over to where Daddy was sitting with Caoimhe and frowned.

I knew they were cross with me.

I just didn’t know why.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered, tightening her arm around me. “They love you, too, sweetheart. Just like Mammy loves you.”




JANUARY 6, 1992

Lizzie

“NO,” CAOIMHE ARGUED. “NO WAY. I’M NOT MOVING SCHOOLS AGAIN.”

“Caoimhe, love, we’ve talked about this. Please try to understand.”

“I’m not fucking moving again,” she screamed. “I have friends at St. Joseph’s, and you promised I could go back to my old school when we came home.” She shook her head and backed toward the door. “You promised, Mam!”

“We tried, Caoimhe,” Mammy told her, looking sad. “But the principal said it’s not possible to re-enroll you. They don’t have the space, love.”

“It’s not fair,” my sister cried, sobbing loudly. “My life is fucking over!”

“Don’t say that,” Mammy said, trying to coax. “You’ll be just as happy over at St. Theresa’s.”

“But it’s an all-girls school,” Caoimhe cried. “Run by the nuns.”

“It’s only for a year and a half, and then you’ll go off to secondary school and meet up with all your old friends.”

“I fucking hate you!” Caoimhe cried. I was still sitting on the step when she barged past me. “Get out of the way,” she screamed, shoving me with her foot. “You’re always in the fucking way, Lizzie!”

“Caoimhe!” Mam shouted, following after her. “Don’t you dare take it out on your sister!”

I wanted to tell her I was sorry, but I couldn’t get the words out.

“It’s not your fault, Lizzie.” Mammy smiled and crouched down in front of me. “You haven’t done anything.”

I reached up and cupped her cheek in my small hand.

Sniffling, she closed her eyes and covered my hand with hers. “I’m not crying, sweetheart,” she said, answering the question in my head.

She was.

I could feel the wet on my hand.

“Be a good girl and go on up to bed now.” When she opened her eyes, she was smiling a big smile. “And remember that Mammy loves you very much.”

I love you, too, Mammy.




FEBRUARY 10, 1992

Lizzie

“WHAT IS WRONG WITH THAT CHILD!”

“Mike, she doesn’t understand.”

“She’s disturbed, Catherine. A blind man can see that.”

“How can you say that about your own flesh and blood?”

“I can’t take it, Catherine. I’m sorry.”

“You’re a fucking coward, that’s why.”

“It’s killing me to watch her like this.”

“And you don’t think it’s killing me, Mike? The difference is I would never leave her.”

“I’m not leaving her, but I have to get out of this house or I’m going to lose my mind right along with her.”

“Some father you are, turning your back the minute things get tough.”

“Catherine.”

“Go on, then! Run away, Mike. We’ll be better off alone than with a spineless coward.”




JUNE 9, 1992

Lizzie

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU, HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO LIZZIE, happy birthday to you.”

My parents and Caoimhe all huddled around me, smiling and singing birthday songs.

It made me feel happy.

I liked it.

Daddy was even smiling as he took pictures on his camera.

“Blow out your candles,” Mammy said, pointing to the pink birthday cake in front of me. “And make a wish, sweetheart.”

Leaning forward, I took a big breath and blew it out as hard as I could.

When the flames on the candles went out, they all cheered.

For me.

I smiled happily.

“Does she even know it’s her birthday?” Caoimhe asked then, and it made me cross. Of course I did. I had a birthday cake, didn’t I? She laughed before adding, “She probably doesn’t even know what age she’s turning.”

Planting my hands on my hips, I turned to my sister and glared. “Four.”

Caoimhe’s eyes widened in surprise. “What did you just say?”

“Four,” I repeated, still cross with her. “I’m not silly.” I pointed to the candles on my cake. “One, two, three, four.”

Now, Mammy and Daddy were looking at me with big, wide eyes.

“Did she just…”

“Yes, she definitely did.”

“Oh my God.”

“She can talk.”

“Never mind talking. She can count.”

“Say something else,” Caoimhe commanded, sounding excited. “Come on, Liz, tell us something else.”

I frowned at her. “Like what?”

“Oh my God!” Caoimhe squealed, jumping from foot to foot as she clapped her hands. “She actually answered me!”

I always answered her, but she just couldn’t hear me.

None of them could.

“Am I talking out loud?” I asked, confused. “You can hear me?”

All three of them nodded.

They looked so happy.

They were smiling at me.

“What’s my name?” my sister asked, still bouncing.

“Caoimhe Young.”

“Oh my God,” she cried out, clapping her hands again. “What’s your name?”

“Lizzie Young.”

My sister yelped excitedly before pointing at our parents. “And who are they?”

“Mammy and Daddy,” I replied, frowning when I saw they were both crying. “Are you sad?”

“No,” Daddy choked out, throwing his arms around me. “We’re happy.”




OCTOBER 11, 1992

Lizzie

“SHE RUINED MY LIFE!” CAOIMHE SCREAMED. “I CAN NEVER SHOW MY FACE AT SCHOOL again.”

“Caoimhe!”

“Everyone is talking about me.”

“No, they’re not.”

“Yeah, they are, Mam, and it’s all her fault.”

“Caoimhe, please.”

“I’m not going to school tomorrow if she’s there.”

“You’re in sixth class, Caoimhe. Your sister is in junior infants. You’re on opposite sides of the school.”

“I don’t care! I’m not going if she’s there.”

“Oh yes you are.”

“She shouldn’t even be at my school because there’s something fucked-up wrong with her!” Throwing her schoolbag on the floor, she turned to glare at me. “Why did you have to come to my school?” Releasing a furious scream, she looked at our parents. “Why couldn’t you have sent her somewhere else?”

“Caoimhe, you need to settle down,” Mam said, moving to stand between us. “She’s only four, sweetheart, and she’s come leaps and bounds this year. Don’t be angry with her.”

“Angry with her?” Caoimhe’s eyes bulged. “I fucking hate her, Mam!”

“Caoimhe!”

“She’s a fucking lunatic, Mam.”

“Don’t you dare call your sister that word.”

“Why not? It’s the truth. Half the time she’s a mute, and the other half, she’s screaming her head off and attacking anyone who gets near her.” My sister threw her hands up and screamed. “She attacked another child in her classroom, for fuck’s sake. My friend’s baby brother! She drew blood. You can’t honestly think that’s normal behavior.”

“That’s enough!” That was Daddy. He walked over and wrapped his arm around Mammy’s shoulder. “Don’t raise your voice to your mother. You know she’s not well.”

“Yeah, from another plague she brought into our lives,” Caoimhe spat. “First Lizzie and now cancer!”

“Don’t you dare say that about your mother!” Daddy roared. He led Mammy over to her armchair and helped her sit down before turning back to Caoimhe.

Meanwhile, I made a beeline for my mother, feeling scared and cross and worried all at once. Climbing onto her lap, I burrowed into her chest, but it felt different now. Flat and bony. Not soft like it used to be.

“It’s okay,” Mammy whispered, wrapping her arms around me. Her skin looked yellow now, not peach like it used to, and her head was shiny and bald.

“Now, I’ve been cutting you slack because I understand how hard the past couple of years have been on you, but you’ve overstepped your mark, young lady,” Daddy told Caoimhe. “I understand your frustrations, and I feel for you, but taking it out on your sick mother is not the way to handle this, Caoimhe.”

Breaking down in front of him, my sister covered her face with her hands and screamed, “I wish I was dead!”




NOVEMBER 4, 1992

Lizzie

“LIZZIE, SWEETHEART, ARE YOU UP?” MAMMY WALKED INTO MY ROOM AND SIGHED when she saw me still in bed. “We talked about this.” Closing the space between us, she sat on the edge of my bed and gently stroked my hair. “You have to get up for school, baby.”

“I’m so tired,” I croaked out, feeling like my arms and legs didn’t work anymore.

“That’s because your body is getting used to the new medication,” Mammy explained. “You’ll feel better soon.”

“I don’t want to be me anymore.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because I’m bad.”

“You’re not bad, sweetheart.”

“Yes, I am.” I blinked back the tears filling my eyes. “That’s why you give me those tablets. I heard Caoimhe and Daddy talking about it. It’s because I’m crazy.”

“No, Lizzie, no.” Mam cupped my face in her hands. “You are not crazy, sweetheart. Do you hear me? You are perfect just the way you are.”

“Then why do they hate me?” I sobbed, turning my face away. “Why does everyone look at me funny?”

“They don’t hate you, sweetheart, and nobody looks at you funny.”

“They do.” I sniffled. “I know.”




NOVEMBER 27, 1992

Lizzie

CURLING UP IN A BALL ON THE COUCH IN THE SITTING ROOM, I COVERED MY EARS AND tried to block out the shouting, but I could still hear them.

“It’s for the best, Catherine,” Daddy shouted from the kitchen. “Trust me, I’ve been through this before.”

“I don’t care,” Mam argued back. “I am not medicating that child another day.”

“She needs the medication.”

“She needs a childhood!” Mam cried. “She’s our baby, our child, and I refuse to continue this farce.”

“You want to talk about farces, Catherine? Really?”

“She is not taking another pill. Do you hear me? It stops right now.”

“And when she acts out again? What then?”

“We’ll handle it.”

“I won’t move Caoimhe again,” he warned. “It’s not fair on our other daughter. You do remember her, don’t you?”

“That’s not fair, and you know it.”

“No, what’s not fair is living my whole life the way I have and having to repeat the cycle all over again.”

“What were we supposed to do?”

“Well, I know what you should have done!” he roared. “You should have fucking—”

“Oh my God, stop! I can hear you from upstairs.” That was Caoimhe. “What’s wrong?”

“Your mother thinks it’s a good idea to take your sister off her meds.”

“Are you insane?” That was Caoimhe. “Mam, she has to take them.”

“Don’t start.”

“She is an actual human when she’s on them, Mam. Take her off them and she’ll go right back to being a feral monster.”

“Caoimhe!”

“I’m sorry, but it’s true. Dad’s right. She needs to be on those tablets. The doctors said it themselves. Multiple doctors, Mam. Multiple times.”

“Maybe we’re not looking at this the right way,” Dad added. “Maybe a residential school would be her best fit.”

“I am not sending her away.”

“Not permanently.”

“No way. It’s not happening!”

Scrambling to my feet, I bolted upstairs to my bedroom as fast as I could. I quietly closed the door and sank down on the floor, hand still gripping the circular knob.

I had to make my family love me.

If I didn’t, they were going to send me away.

“Stop fighting it,” a voice in my head commanded, and I flinched when the watery image of a woman’s face flashed before my eyes. “Just give in. It’ll all be better then.”

Oh no.

The voice was back.

The scary voice.

The one that made me wet the bed.

The one that made me fight.

Clamping my hands over my ears, I hummed loudly to drown it out.

I had to make the voice go away.




DECEMBER 25, 1992

Lizzie

“I KNEW COMING HOME WAS A BAD IDEA, MIKE. I BLOODY KNEW WE WERE ASKING FOR trouble, and I was right!”

“Calm down, Catherine. You can’t let yourself get worked up like this. You’re in the middle of chemo, love. You need to take it easy.”

“How in the name of God am I supposed to calm down when that woman was in my house? I can’t breathe thinking about what could’ve happened today, Mike!”

Flushing the toilet, I climbed onto the booster step placed in front of the sink, the one that helped me reach the tap, and reached for the orange bar of soap.

“I tried to warn you in England, but you wouldn’t listen. You were hell-bent on doing things your way when I fucking begged you not to. Now, you’re getting a small glimpse into what life was like for me, what life is going to be for us.”

“Don’t think like that!”

“I can’t help it. I can see it coming down the tracks like a freight train, and we’re stuck.”

“It’s a small chance, Michael, not a guarantee. So don’t you dare throw it back in my face. How dare you resent me for doing the right thing!”

“The right thing for who?”

“For our family!”

“Maybe for you, but it was never the right thing for me.”

“How can you stand there and say that to me?”

“Because that’s how I feel, Catherine. That’s my truth. I didn’t get to have a say in any of this because you took my choices away from me!”

I turned on the water and giggled when the soap squished between my hands, like a slippery fish.

“We have to move, Michael. We can’t stay here anymore. She’s too dangerous.”

“I’m not moving again. This is my family home, Catherine. The house my parents raised me in. This is where I belong.”

“Well, I’m going back to Cork to my family home—where I belong, where that monster can’t find us!”

“Back to the back-ass of nowhere in Ballylaggin? And where do you expect me to work? Or do you expect me to pack up my family farm and take it with me?”

“You know I have money, Michael. That’s never been something we’ve had to worry about. For Christ’s sake, our children’s children won’t even have to worry. My father saw to that when he left me the family estate in his will.”

“I’m not living off your family’s generational fucking wealth, Catherine.”

“But it’s perfectly fine for us to live off the farm you inherited from your father?”

“Have you considered Caoimhe’s schooling? She’s halfway through sixth class and has switched primary schools three bloody times already, and that’s not even considering what another move will do to Elizabeth. You heard what her teacher said. She’s barely managing junior infants as it stands, and she has the other children terrified from her outbursts.”

“It’s called trauma, Michael, and you of all the people in the world should understand how she feels.”

“Don’t go there…”

“She’s an extremely bright girl, and you’d know that if you paid her a minute of your time. Do you remember even one of the many positive things our daughter’s teacher had to say about her? No, of course you don’t, because you only hear the negative when it comes to Lizzie.”

“Can you blame me?”

“How dare you! There is nothing wrong with our daughter, but there is something very wrong with her father. What a coward you are, letting your fear blind you from loving our little girl.”

“That’s rich coming from the woman who hasn’t walked in my shoes.”

“In case you’ve forgotten, I’m the one looking after Lizzie. I’m the one taking her to every appointment, not you.”

“I’ve paid every doctor you’ve taken her to, haven’t I?”

“And I’ve already told you that I have more than enough money to pay for them. There’s more to being a father than writing checks.”

Humming under my breath, I wrestled with the soap, trying to squish it between my hands. My eyes looked at me from the mirror and I frowned. I didn’t like to look at my eyes for too long. They scared me when they changed colors. They talked to me when they got dark. Inside my head. Whispers, whispers, whispers.

“And were you planning on leaving your cancer behind ya when you up and run again? Hmm? Because you’re halfway through your third round of chemo and in no fit state to leave the house, let alone the county!”

“They have hospitals in Cork, too, you know, and at least that horrible creature won’t find us in my hometown.”

“I’m not moving again, Catherine. I refuse to.”

“Fine, if you want to be stubborn and stay here to tend your farm, then go right ahead. But I’m going home, where it’s safe, and I’m taking our girls with me.”

“Look, can we just talk about this calmly before jumping the gun?”

“What’s to talk about? That monster found us, she took my child, and I’m leaving before she can do it again.”

“Yes, but she didn’t hurt her. She took her for a couple of hours and brought her back.”

“Without telling her mother she was taking her! Jesus Christ, Michael, the girls don’t even know the woman. Don’t you understand how dangerous this was? Anything could have happened to Lizzie!”

“Liz?” Caoimhe poked her head around the bathroom door and smiled. “There you are.”

I frowned when I saw her. She never smiled at me. She was always cross with me.

“Nothing happened. She brought her back without a mark on her.”

Caoimhe’s smile turned into a sad one. “Come on.” She held her hand out for me. “Come with me.”

“Why?” I asked, feeling confused.

“This time. What happens next time? What if she takes a turn and decides to…”

“Because I want to play with you,” she said, giving me a big smile. “Hurry up.”

Excited now, I tossed the slippery soap into the sink and turned off the tap before jumping down. Drying my hands on my pajamas, I followed my sister across the landing and into her room.

Caoimhe was almost twelve, which meant she had a big bed like our parents. I was four and still had to sleep in a small bed, but I didn’t mind because I still got to sleep with all my teddies.

“Are you okay?” she asked, waiting for me to come inside before closing the door behind us. “You weren’t listening to that, were you?”

“Mammy’s cross,” I replied, making a beeline for her giant bed. Caoimhe never let me go into her room anymore, not since I started junior infants and she was always cross with me, so I was excited to be here now. “Daddy’s cross, too.”

“Yeah, I know.” She walked over to her boom box and switched it on. When the familiar song drifted from the speakers, I smiled.

“This one’s my favorite,” I told her, sitting cross-legged in the middle of her bed. Before I started big school, she used to let me hang out with her all the time. That’s how I knew about all the pop stars and singers.

“I know.” She looked over her shoulder and smiled at me. “You remember the name of the band, don’t you?” Her tone was teasing now. “You better not have forgotten the name of the best band in the world.”

“Fleetwood Mac,” I said proudly before pointing at the stereo. “And that’s their album called Rumours.” She played it all the time and I knew the words of the songs better than the prayers I learned at school.

“Excellent,” she praised, turning up the volume when the shouting from downstairs got louder. “And who is our witchy queen?”

“Stevie.”

“And our guitar king?”

“Lindsey.”

Caoimhe’s smile grew bigger. “And what’s my favorite song?”

“‘Landslide.’”

“And Mam’s?”

“‘The Chain.’”

“And what’s yours?”

“‘Silver Springs.’”

“And who else do we love?” My sister pointed to the T-shirt she was wearing, the one with the smiley face on it. She was wearing a pair of baggy jeans with holes in the knees, too, and her wrists were covered with bangles and bracelets. She also had a silver, moon-shaped necklace pendant around her neck, and I wanted to look just like her when I was bigger. “I’ll give you a hint,” Caoimhe said, still pointing to her shirt. “It starts with Nir…”

“Nirvana!” I filled in, feeling excited because she looked so happy with me. I liked it when people were happy with me. It made me feel warm in my belly, not like the burning-hot feeling when I made them sad. Like Daddy. He was always sad when he looked at me, and that didn’t feel good. Not good at all.

“Am I bad, Caoimhe?”

“What?” My sister’s brows scrunched together, and she gave me a funny look. “Where did you hear that?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“No, Liz.” Caoimhe heaved out a big breath and climbed onto the bed with me. “You’re not bad.” Her hands were warm when they pulled me onto her lap, but her voice was sad. It made the burning feeling grow. The one that made me want to scream. The one that made me want to scratch my skin. “You’re just complicated.”

“How come you don’t want me in your school?” I turned in her lap to look at her. “Do you hate me?”

“No,” she whispered, sounding super sad. “I just get frustrated, that’s all.”

“Because of me?”

She nodded.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, Liz, I’m sorry.” Her arms tightened around me, making me feel warm and happy. Making the burning, itchy pressure in my throat go away. “I need to have more patience with you.”

“Does Daddy hate me?”

“No.” She pulled me closer. “He’s just worried because of Grandad and Nell.”

“Who’s Nell?”

“Remember that weirdo who showed up to dinner today with the Christmas presents?” Settling me between her legs, she freed my hair from my ponytail. “The one Mam got upset with for taking you to the river?”

I thought about the lady that came to our house today and smiled. “We fed the ducks.”

“That’s Dad’s sister.” She continued to brush my hair out with her fingers. “Nell.”

“I didn’t know Daddy had a sister,” I replied. “She never came here before.”

“That’s because his sister is a rip-roaring lunatic,” Caoimhe explained, braiding my hair. “Just like her dad was before he died.”

“Her dad?”

“Grandad Young.”

“What’s a lunatic?”

“Someone who’s crazy and hears voices.” Caoimhe sighed. “That’s why Grandad drowned in the river when Dad was a kid. The voices told him to jump in.”

“But I hear voices.” My eyes widened. “I can hear your voice right now.”

“Not real voices,” Caoimhe chuckled, still working on my hair. “Pretend voices.” She poked my temple with her finger. “Inside your head.”

“But the lady wasn’t rip-roaring at me,” I replied, scrunching my brows up. “She wasn’t talking to any voices when we were feeding the ducks.”

“Probably because she was too busy thinking about a way to feed you to the ducks,” she replied, sounding worried now. “You’re lucky she didn’t throw you in.”

“But I can’t swim yet.”

“I know.” Her voice was sad again. “That’s why Mam is so upset. She thought you weren’t coming back today.”

“Because the lady took me to feed the ducks?”

“Because she took you to the river.” Caoimhe shivered. “You must never be alone with her.”

“Never?”

“Never ever, and if she ever comes back and tries to take you away, then you have to run, Liz.”

“Run?”

“Run.” Finishing with my braid, she turned me around to face her. “As fast as you can.”

“How did the voices get into Grandad and the lady?” I asked, shuffling closer to my sister.

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I think they were just born with it.”

“Can they get better?” Nestling into her chest, I reached up and touched her cheek; my favorite way to snuggle. “Can the doctors take the voices away?”

“Well, Grandad’s up in heaven with holy God now, so he’s not suffering anymore.”

“Suffering?”

“I mean the voices are gone and he’s all better.”

“Holy God fixed Grandad?”

“Yep,” she replied. “Because when you go to heaven, all of your pain goes away.”

I smiled to myself.

That was a nice thought.

“Does Daddy hear the voices, too? Is that why he gets so cross with me?”

“No, Dad’s fine.” She sighed heavily. “And he’s not cross with you, I promise. He’s paranoid of history repeating itself. He’s just scared, that’s all.”

“Of me?”

“No, Liz, he’s not scared of you. Dad’s just… It’s really complicated, and you’re too little to understand any of this.” Sighing heavily, she stroked my cheek with her thumb and smiled again, but this time she looked even sadder. “When you’re a grown-up, I’ll explain everything to you.”

“But I want to know now.”

“Trust me, you don’t.”

“But you’re not a grown-up,” I pointed out. “So how come you get to know?”

“Because I learned about it the hard way.” She sounded sad again. “I wish I didn’t have to know any of this crap.”

“What about the lady?” I asked then. “Does she want to go to heaven so holy God can make the voices go away? Like her daddy?”

“No, because when Nell was in the hospital, the doctors found a way to keep the voices out.”

“How?”

“By giving her special medicine.”

“So she’s better?”

“No, Liz, she’s not,” Caoimhe muttered. “Because she doesn’t take it.”

I thought about the medicine in the bathroom cabinet, the bottle with the name Elizabeth Young on it, and how Mammy took one out every day and gave it to me. “Am I sick like the lady?” The hot feeling grew inside of me, gobbling up the earlier excitement. “There’s something wrong with me, isn’t there?”

I knew there was.

I heard the voices, too.

They whispered in my ear when I was alone in my bed at night.

“No.” Caoimhe’s voice was hard now. She sounded cross. Like Daddy. “Those tablets are for growing pains, silly.”

“No.” I shook my head. I knew what the growing pains tablets looked like. “The growing pains tablets are pink.”

My sister was lying.

I didn’t like it.

It made me feel dizzy.

“Liz.”

“I hear them, too, Caoimhe.” I sprang up to look at her, feeling itchy all over. “I see things, too. When I’m sleeping. The monster comes to take me. It keeps pushing me down with its sharp nails—”

“Lizzie, you need to stop talking,” she warned, covering my mouth with her hand. “Don’t ever say that out loud again.” She looked down at me with angry eyes. “You are fine. There is nothing wrong with you. You don’t hear voices. You aren’t sick. It skipped over you, just like it skipped over me and Dad. You’re just a regular kid, and all these weird, little quirks will fade away.”

I shook my head, feeling confused and hot all over.

My skin was itching.

My fingers were scratchy.

I could feel the hot screams in my throat.

“There is nothing wrong with you,” my sister repeated, keeping her hand over my mouth to stop me from screaming. “So you better start acting like it or you’ll end up where she did.”
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Lizzie

“ARE WE THERE YET?” I ASKED FROM THE BACK SEAT OF DADDY’S CAR. STRAINING MY neck, I tried to look over the boxes that were piled around us, but I couldn’t see my parents.

“If you ask that question one more time, I’m going to open your door and throw you out,” my sister grumbled, elbowing my side. The car was so packed with boxes that we had to sit right next to each other. Caoimhe was wedged so close to me that her elbow was resting on top of mine. “I think I preferred it when you were a mute.”

“Caoimhe!” Mam and Dad both scolded from the front seat.

She elbowed me again before switching on her Walkman and resting her arm on top of mine. She turned the volume up so loud that I could hear the song “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” blasting from her headphones.

Narrowing my eyes, I elbowed her back and rested my arm on top of hers before turning my attention to the window.

“It’s snowing,” I cried out excitedly, eyes glued to the white snowflakes falling around us. “Are we there yet?”

“Give me strength,” Dad muttered under his breath, while Mam laughed softly.

“Do you see that signpost, sweetheart? Look out the window.”

I searched until my eyes landed on a huge signpost on the side of the road.


Ballylaggin

County Cork



“I see it,” I exclaimed, bouncing on my seat. “Is this it? Are we here?”

“Nearly,” Mam replied, sounding happy. “Just another few minutes in the car.”

Pressing my face to the window, I looked out and smiled. The snow was sticking to the ground. It was beautiful. “This is where you’re from, Mammy?” I asked, spotting a group of children throwing snowballs at each other in a park.

“Yes, sweetheart,” Mam replied. “I was born and raised here in Ballylaggin.”

“Ballylaggin.” I repeated the word slowly, making sure I said it right.

It was a big town, with long streets of shops and pubs. Christmas lights were everywhere, in the windows of the houses and hanging over the streets. Red-and-white flags hung from all the shops and some of the houses, too. The Cork flag, I remembered. That was Mammy’s flag. Daddy’s flag was blue and yellow for Tipperary.

“There’s a cinema!” Caoimhe yelped. Ripping off her headphones, she leaned over me and pressed her face to the window. “And a leisure center.”

“I know,” Mam laughed, sounding happier than usual.

“Does it have a pool?”

“Yep,” Mam replied. “And a bowling alley.”

Daddy kept driving until we were out of the town and back in the countryside. He turned down a smaller road and then slowed down in front of a giant gate.

“Whoa,” Caoimhe gasped, and then started to read the shiny plaque attached to the ginormous stone pillar. “Old Hall House, Robin Hill Road, Upper Northwest, Ballylaggin.”

“Robin Hill Road,” I snickered, watching as the gates creaked open. “That’s funny.”

Dad drove through the opening, and I could hear gravel crackling beneath the tires. He drove up a winding lane, with trees on either side, until we reached the house.

“We’re here,” Mam announced with another happy sigh when Dad parked the car. “Welcome home, girls.”

I opened the car door, but Caoimhe climbed over my lap and got outside first. “Whoa,” she breathed, twirling around in a circle. “This is ours, Dad?”

“No,” Dad said quietly, rounding the passenger side to open Mam’s door. “It’s your mother’s.”

“Well, it sure beats the hell out of the farm,” Caoimhe laughed, still twirling. “Lizzie, come and look.”

Scrambling out of the car, I raced over to my sister, kicking gravel as I rushed to get to Caoimhe, who was climbing over a wooden fence.

“We have a courtyard and a meadow,” she called back excitedly. “And barns and stables.” She climbed over another gate and screamed out. “Omigod, we have an orchard!”

“Is it a palace?” I asked, still trying to climb over the first gate.

“No, it’s an estate,” Caoimhe called back. “And it’s all ours!”

“Girls!” Dad barked. He was standing in front of the big house with his arm around our mother. “Get over here now!”

Jumping down from the wooden gate, I rushed back to my parents, too happy to care that Daddy was cross again.

“This is it, girls,” Mammy said with a bright
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