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Author’s Note

Taming 7 is the fifth installment in the Boys of Tommen series, and the first book for Gerard Gibson and Claire Biggs.

Some scenes in this book may be extremely upsetting, therefore reader discretion is advised. Because of its explicit sexual content, graphic violence, mature themes, triggers, and bad language, the book is suitable for mature readers.

It is based in the south of Ireland, set during 2005, and contains Irish dialogue and slang. Terms, references, lingo, and characters’ internal dialogue is in conjunction with that period in history and in no way reflects the author’s personal opinions or values.

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

Thank you so much for joining me on this adventure.
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Name Pronunciations

Aoif: Eeef

Aoife: E-fa

Caoimhe: Kee-va

Gardaí: Gar-Dee

Sadhbh: Sigh-ve

Sean: Shawn

Sinead: Shin-aid

Neasa: Nasa

Eoghan: Owen

Tadhg: Tie-g (like tiger but without the r at the end)




Glossary

the Angelus: Every evening at six in Ireland, there is a minute of silence for prayer on the television.

bluey: porno movie

bonnet: hood of the car

boot: trunk of the car

Burdizzo: castration device

camogie: the female version of hurling

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

cooker: oven/stove/hob

corker: beautiful woman

cracking on: hooking up

craic: fun

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

daft: silly

daft as a brush: very silly

Dub: a person from Dublin

eejit: fool/idiot

Fair City: popular Irish television soap

fanny: vagina

feis: traditional Gaelic arts and culture festival/event

fortnight: two weeks

frigit: someone who has never been kissed

GAA: Gaelic Athletic Association

Garda: policeman (plural: Gardaí)

Gardaí Síochána: Irish police force

gas: funny

get your hole: have sex

gobshite: fool/idiot

grinds: tutoring

hatchet craic: great fun

hole: often said instead of ass/bottom

hurling: a hugely popular, amateur Irish sport played with wooden hurleys and sliotars (wooden sticks and small, hard balls)

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

jammy: lucky

jammiest: luckiest

jumper: sweater

junior cert: the compulsory state exam taken in third year, midway through the six-year cycle of secondary school

langer: idiot

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

leaving cert: the compulsory state exam taken in the final year of secondary school

messages: groceries

mickey/willy: penis

mope: idiot

on the hop: skipping school

on the lash: going out drinking

on the piss: going out drinking

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

pound shop: dollar store

primary school: elementary school, junior infants to sixth class

playschool: preschool/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

Rebel County: nickname for County Cork

ridey: a good-looking person

Rolos: popular brand of chocolate candy

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

sap: sad/pathetic

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

scoring: kissing

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

shades: police

shifting: kissing

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

slab of beer: box of 24 bottles of beer

solicitor: lawyer

spanner: idiot

spanner: a wrench

spuds: potatoes

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

strop: mood-swing/pouting/sulking

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

swot: nerd/academically gifted

tog off: change into or out of training clothes

wellies: rubber boots worn in the rain

wheelie bin: trash can

yolk: nickname for an illegal drug




PREFACE

Moments before the pain in my lungs exploded and everything went dark, I saw it. A halo of light. An orb of pure sunshine.

Her.

I saw her.

And that’s when I knew.

That’s when I knew…




PROLOGUE

Don’t Take the Girl

CLAIRE

MAY 1995

THE STENCH OF SMOKE WAS IN MY NOSE, AND I DIDN’T LIKE IT. MAMMY SAID IT WAS incense; the same stuff Father Murphy burned at mass on Sundays.

I didn’t like going to mass. The church felt stuffy, and old, and sad.

Worst of all, you didn’t get to talk for a whole hour.

An hour felt forever when you were five.

Somehow, the church was even worse today and it was Tuesday.

It was sadder.

Looking around at all the crying faces, I plucked at a loose thread on my cardigan and swung my legs back and forth, smiling to myself every time I kicked the back of the pew in front of me.

“Sit still, Claire,” Daddy instructed, placing a hand on my knee. “It’s almost over, pet.”

“It’s stinky,” I whispered back, pinching my nose. “I don’t like it, Daddy.”

“I know, pet,” he agreed, smoothing a hand over my curls. “Be a big girl for Daddy and stay nice and quiet for five more minutes.”

“Then can I play with Gerard?”

He didn’t answer me.

“Can I play with Gerard today, Daddy?” I repeated, pulling on the leg of his trouser suit. “Please? I miss him.”

“Maybe not today, pet,” he replied, and then he did what the other men were doing. He leaned forward and pushed his thumbs into his eyes to hide his tears.

“But how come?” I argued. “He’s right up there.” I pointed to the front of the church. “I can see him, Daddy.”

“No, Claire.”

“But—”

“Shh.”

I didn’t understand any of this.

Twisting sideways, I looked at my brother. He was crying, too. Mammy tucked him into her side as he cried against her shoulder.

“Hey, Hugh?” I whisper-hissed, covering my mouth with my hands. “Do you want to play with Gerard after mass?”

“Shh, Claire,” Mammy sniffled, using the tissue tucked inside her sleeve to wipe her face. “Not here.”

Not here?

What did that mean?

I couldn’t figure out what was happening, but I didn’t like it. I had a strange feeling in my tummy that got stronger every time I looked at the coffins. That’s what Hugh called the boxes near the altar.

There was a big brown one and a small white one. Hugh said that Gerard’s daddy, Joe, was in the big brown one and his sister, Bethany, was in the little white one.

Because they drowned last Saturday.

Drowned was a new word for me, and it was hard to understand, but it still made me super sad. Because when you drowned you went in a box.

“Drowned.” Brows furrowed in concentration, I tried to spell out the word. “D-R…”

“Shh, Claire.”

Nope, it was too big for me.

Folding and unfolding my hands, I looked around and waved when I spotted Hugh and Gerard’s teacher across the row.

“Stop it, Claire,” Mammy warned, snatching my hand out of the air and placing it on my lap. “Be good.”

I thought I was being good.

Trying my best to be good for Mammy, I sat on my hands and didn’t swing my legs anymore.

Not until the music started and everybody stood up.

“Oasis, Daddy,” I squealed, barely able to contain my excitement. I knew this song. It was my daddy and Joe’s favorite band. The song playing was called “Stop Crying Your Heart Out.”

Daddy didn’t smile. He was too sad. Joe was his bestest friend in the whole world, and he was in the brown coffin, but Gerard was my bestest friend in the whole wide world, and I was happy because he didn’t get drowned with Joe and Bethany.

My daddy got Gerard out of the water. He jumped in and rescued him. With his suit and shoes on. And his socks. My daddy was a hero. That’s what the neighbors said.

When Father Murphy walked down the aisle sprinkling that stinky smoke, I pegged my nose and squirmed in discomfort, but I quickly forgot about the smell when my gaze landed on the coffins. They were being carried down the aisle.

The big brown one first.

Then the little white one.

The crying got louder and louder then, making me super sad. When the white coffin passed by our pew, my brother burst into tears, crying loud and hard into my mother’s chest.

“Shh, Hugh,” I scolded. “Be good.”

“Shh, Claire,” both Mammy and Daddy said at the same time.

I didn’t get it.

People started to follow the coffin.

Gerard’s nana and granddad, his aunties and uncles, and cousins. His mammy, Sadhbh, who was being held up by her boyfriend, Keith, and his stinky son, Mark.

I didn’t like Mark. I didn’t like his mean eyes, or his big hands, or how he was always scowling at us.

Shuffling along behind him, with his aunty Jacqui, was my bestest friend in the whole world.

Gerard.

Excitement bubbled inside of me at the sight of him, and I could hardly stop myself from bouncing on the spot. Wide-eyed, I watched as the blond-haired boy, with the curls that matched mine, used the sleeve of his white shirt to wipe his nose before locking his gaze on me.

“Hi,” I mouthed, waving at him.

His eyes looked so sad, and his cheeks were streaked with tears, but he raised his hand and waved back at me. “Hi.”

My heart started to beat superfast, like I had been running a race, and my belly flip-flopped like a pancake in a frying pan.

“Don’t move,” Mammy began to say, but I couldn’t help it. I was already slipping out of the pew and racing down the aisle. “Peter, stop her!”

“Claire,” Dad whisper-hissed, but it was too late.

I had made it back to him. Not stopping until I was right beside my best friend, I slipped my hand into his and squeezed. “I missed you.”

Sniffling, Gerard tightened his hold on my hand and wiped his cheek with the sleeve of his black suit jacket as we trailed out of the church after the coffins. “I missed you, too.”

“I’m glad it’s not you in the box,” I whispered in his ear, leaning close enough so that only Gerard could hear me. “You’re my favorite person in the whole wide world, and I would swap everyone for you. Even Hugh.”

“You’re not supposed to say things like that,” he replied, but he didn’t sound mad. Instead, he tightened his hold on my hand as we followed the crowd toward the graveyard.

“I prayed for it to be you,” I said quickly, needing to tell him all the things I had saved up in my head since the boat. Since the drowning. “When they said someone had been saved from the water. I prayed for it to be you.”

He choked out a sob and turned to look at me. “You d-did?”

I nodded. “I promised God I would do all the good things in the world if he brought you back.” I beamed at him. “And he listened.”

“That wasn’t God, Claire,” he whispered, wiping his nose with his sleeve. “That was your dad.”

“I don’t care who it was,” I replied. “Just as long as you’re here.”

“I don’t think my family thinks like that,” he said, turning back to look at the ground as we walked. “I think they wanted your dad to save Bethany.”

“I didn’t,” I admitted honestly. “I wanted to keep you most of all.”

“Claire, come back to us please,” Daddy interrupted, catching up with us and placing a hand on my shoulder. “You can’t be with Gerard right now.”

I opened my mouth to complain, but Gerard answered for me. “Please don’t take her away from me.”

“Leave them be, Pete,” Aunty Jacqui told Daddy. “God knows the poor lad needs a familiar face at this time.”

Daddy didn’t look so sure, but he let me walk to the graveside with Gerard.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do now,” he said when we reached the grave. “I don’t want to go home with them.”

“With your mam and Keith?” Scrunching my nose up in disgust, I muttered, “And stinky Mark.”

Gerard nodded stiffly. “I want my dad.”

“Your dad’s an angel now, though, right?”

He shrugged. “That’s what Father Murphy said.”

“Don’t you believe him?”

“I don’t know what I believe anymore,” he replied, and then he went quiet for a long moment before blowing out a frustrated breath. “I looked stupid.”

“When?”

“At mass.”

“Why?”

“Because I couldn’t read it,” he said quietly.

“The prayer?” I asked, thinking back to the prayer Gerard read at the altar during mass. “I thought you were great.”

“I couldn’t fucking read the words, Claire,” he choked out, tearful gray eyes locked on mine. “I made it up.”

“That’s okay, Gerard.” I smiled extra hard to make him feel better. “I thought you were the bestest.”

“Mark said it’s because I’m stupid,” he added, tightening his hold on my hand. “He whispered it in my ear when I came back from the altar.”

“Mark’s the stupid one,” I growled, feeling cross. “You’re the smartest person I know. Like supersmart.”

“It’s when the words are on a page,” he said, releasing a frustrated breath. “I swear I can remember them just fine in my head. I could have said it no problem if I didn’t look down at the stupid page.”

“Gerard.”

“It makes no sense to me,” he hurried to add. “It doesn’t matter if I write it down or Mam writes it. Not one word on the page makes sense to me.”

“I can help you,” I offered. “I’m getting really good at reading my Tara and Ben reader at school.”

“Just stay.” He squeezed my hand. “That helps.”

“It does?”

Nodding stiffly, he took a step closer to the open grave and peeked in. “It’s deep.”

“Yeah, super deep,” I agreed, peering into the big hole in the ground alongside him.

“It’s dark.”

“Uh-huh.” I nodded eagerly. “Too dark.”

“She’s scared of the dark.”

“Bethany?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s okay, though, because your daddy is with her, so he’ll keep her safe.”

“What about me?” he whispered as a lone tear trickled down his cheek. “Who’ll keep me safe?”

“I will, silly,” I replied, releasing his hand so that I could give him a hug. “I’ll keep you safe, Gerard.”

His breath hitched and I knew that he was about to cry again. But he didn’t. Instead, he broke free from my hug, turned away from the big hole, and ran down the footpath away from the big crowd, ignoring his mammy and aunties who were calling his name.

He was faster than me.

He had longer legs.

But Gerard never ran away from me before.

It made me sad.

“Hey, Gerard!” I called out, huffing and puffing out big breaths as I raced after him. “Wait for me.”

“I’ll get him,” Hugh and Patrick both said, bolting past me like the fastest runners in Ireland.

My brother and his friends were seven. I was only five. It wasn’t fair that I couldn’t keep up with them.

A small hand slipped into mine and I turned around to see a pair of bright-blue eyes. “Hey.”

“Lizzie!” Smiling at the sight of my other best friend, I threw my arms around her and squeezed. “You came.”

“We all came.”

“Even Caoimhe?”

“Yep. Are you going back to your parents?”

“I need to find Gerard.”

“Want me to come with you?”

I nodded happily.

Grinning back at me, Lizzie slipped her arm through mine and skipped along beside me in the direction of where the boys had gone. “I don’t like the smell in the church.”

“Me either,” she agreed. “It stinks.”

“And it’s too hot,” I added. “Mammy made me wear tights and this big cardigan.” Feeling hot, I tugged at the buttons on my cardigan and sighed loudly when they wouldn’t open. “I’m still not good with the buttons, Liz.”

“That’s okay,” she replied, reaching for my cardigan. “I’m excellent.”

She was excellent. Lizzie was so excellent she could even spell the word excellent. She always got the super-work stars from Teacher in class. I didn’t mind, though. Apart from Gerard and Shannon, Lizzie was my third favorite friend in the world.

“Do you think he’s going to be okay?” I asked a little while later when we turned a corner in the empty part of the graveyard and the boys came into sight.

Up ahead, I could see my brother, Hugh. He was holding Gerard in his arms. Keeping him close while their other friend, Patrick, sat on the footpath with his arm around the both of them. I couldn’t hear what my brother was saying to Gerard, but I knew it was something smart. Hugh was good that way. He always knew what to say.

“Who?”

“Gerard.”

“I don’t know, Claire.” Lizzie shrugged as she helped to retie my cardigan around my waist when it slipped off. “Caoimhe says that Gibsie’s going to be sad for a long time.”

“A really long time,” I agreed, feeling sad thinking about it.

“She said we need to leave him alone and give him time.”

“Time?”

“Yep.”

“Time for what?”

“Don’t know,” she replied with a shrug. “But Caoimhe says it’s important.”

“I want to hug him.”

“You should,” she told me. “You give the best hugs.”

“Your hugs are pretty good, too,” I replied. “Super squishy.”

“But your hugs feel like sunshine.”

“Like sunshine?” I frowned in confusion. “How?”

“Because you are sunshine, silly,” she laughed before skipping off in the direction of the boys. “Or maybe it’s your shampoo.”

“My shampoo?” Reaching around, I grabbed a curl and took a whiff. “That’s not sunshine, Liz. That’s strawberries.”

“I’m really sorry about your dad, Gibsie,” Lizzie said when she reached their huddle. Not stopping until she was kneeling on the footpath in front of him, she wrapped her arms around our friend and squeezed him tight. “And your sister, too.”

“Thanks, Liz,” Gerard sniffled, hugging her back.

“Oh, I brought this for you,” she added, reaching into the pocket of her skirt. “Sorry, it got bent in my pocket.” She placed a broken daisy on his lap before settling down on the footpath next to my brother. “It’s for the grave.”

“Thanks, Liz.” He shoved the daisy into his pocket before turning to look at my brother and then Patrick. “Thanks for staying, lads.”

“We’ll always stay, Gibs,” Hugh replied, keeping one arm wrapped around Gerard, while using the other to tuck Lizzie close to his side.

“Exactly,” Patrick agreed, hooking his arm around Gerard from the other side. “What are friends for?”

A hot, angry feeling stabbed my belly.

It always happened when Liz and Hugh were together. She was supposed to be my friend, but she always played with my brother when she came over, and I didn’t like it.

Sitting cross-legged on the footpath in front of them, I picked at a scab on my elbow and tried to think nicer thoughts. Kinder thoughts. I’d made a promise to God, after all. I got to keep Gerard.

“Liz!” Caoimhe’s familiar voice drilled through the air. “What were you thinking running off like that? Mam’s looking all over the place for you.”

“Aw, crap,” Lizzie grumbled, quickly climbing to her feet. “I better go back.”

“I’ll walk you back to your sister,” Hugh said, springing up to join her. “I’ll be right back, Gibs.”

“He definitely has the hots for her,” Patrick announced, staring after Hugh and Liz as they walked up the path.

“Oh yeah,” Gerard agreed quietly. “He’s so obvious.”

Frowning, Patrick added, “I think she has the hots for him, too.”

“Yep,” Gerard replied. “She’s obvious, too.”

“What’s the hots?” I asked them.

“It’s when two people want to hold hands with each other and spend all of lunchtime playing together. Just the two of them,” Patrick explained.

“But Hugh doesn’t go to the same school as Liz, so how can they have the hots for each other if they don’t play together at lunchtime?”

“They do it at home instead,” Gerard offered.

“Playing?”

“Yep.”

“But you play with Lizzie, too, Patrick,” I added. “So, does that mean you have the hots for her, too?”

“I don’t know. Maybe sometimes,” he replied, looking distracted before quickly climbing to his feet. “I’ll be right back.”

“Sorry for running away earlier,” Gerard said when Patrick was gone. “I wasn’t running away from you.”

“It was the big hole in the ground, wasn’t it?” I asked, crawling over to sit beside him. “It scared me, too.”

With teary gray eyes, he nodded slowly. “I didn’t want to see them put my sister in the hole.”

“Hey, Gerard?”

“Yeah, Claire?”

“Do you need time?”

“Time for what?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged and readjusted the knot holding my cardigan to my waist. “Caoimhe said that you lots of need time and that we’re to leave you alone.”

“No, no, don’t go,” he blurted out, snatching up my hand in his. “Okay?”

“I wasn’t going anywhere, silly.” I chuckled, staring down at how his hand made my hand look super tiny. “I would never leave you, Gerard.”

“That’s what my dad said.” He sucked in a shaky breath and clenched his eyes shut before whispering, “So just… please don’t go, okay?”

“I’ll never go, Gerard,” I replied, shifting closer so that our shoulders were touching. That was what happened when I was with Gerard. I wanted my hand to touch his hand all the time. Or my shoulder. Or my toes. I never wanted him to step back or leave. I just wanted him to stay right beside me. Even when he was super sad. “I’ll never leave you.”

“I mean it,” he urged, turning to look at me now. “I can’t lose another person I love.”

“You love me?”

He nodded sadly as another tear trickled down his check. “I love you most of all.”

I beamed up at him. “Even more than Hugh?”

He scrunched his nose up in disgust. “I don’t love Hugh.”

“Even more than Patrick?”

“I don’t love Feely, either.”

“You don’t?”

“Just you.”

“You know, Gerard, if you ever get super sad, I can be your sister, too. Hugh won’t mind sharing.”

“You can’t be my sister, Claire.”

“Why not?”

“Because you can’t have the hots for your sister.”

“You’ve got the hots for me?” My tummy flipped like a pancake again. “Not Lizzie? Because I heard Hugh say that she’s super pretty once.”

“Lizzie? Ugh. No way,” he grumbled, lip curling up in disapproval. “I don’t see Lizzie.”

“You don’t?”

“I don’t see anyone.” His lips tipped up in the smallest of smiles before he added, “Except for you.”

“Gerard, sweetheart, it’s time to go home,” a familiar voice called out, and I felt him stiffen beside me when both of our families walked toward us. “We have mourners coming to the house.”

“Five more minutes,” he bit out, breathing hard and fast now. “Please.”

“We have to go now, pet,” his mammy pushed.

“Please,” he repeated, glaring at the footpath. “Five minutes.”

“Gerard…”

“He can come home with us, Sadhbh,” I offered, wrapping my arm around his shoulders as best as I could. It wasn’t easy when he was a lot bigger than me, but I tried. “We have room in the car.”

“Not today, Claire pet,” she replied, sniffling. “Gerard has to be with his family right now.”

“They are not my family,” he choked out, chest heaving. “They’re my family,” he added, pointing in the opposite direction, to where his daddy and sister were buried. “So just leave me alone, okay?”

“Gerard!” Sadhbh gasped, and then burst into another fit of crying. “I need you with me right now.”

“Let him go with his friends, sweetheart,” Keith tried to persuade. “He’ll feel better around people his own age.”

“Yeah, let him go,” Mark grunted. “I’m sick of the crying.”

“Mark, you’re not helping!”

“I can’t breathe,” Gerard strangled out, turning to look at me, gray eyes wild with panic as he began to suck in deep, sharp gulps of air. “I can’t breathe, Claire.”

My eyes widened in horror. “You can’t?”

He shook his head, looking terrified. “I’m drowning.”

“You’re drowning?” Yelping out a startled cry, I sprang to my feet and pulled him with me. “It’s okay, Gerard. You just have to open your mouth and let the air go in.”

“I c-can’t!”

“You can’t?”

“N-no…”

All hell broke loose after that.

“What’s happening to him?”

“He’s having a panic attack.”

“Gibs?”

“Gerard, sweetheart, it’s me, Sinead. Can you hear me?”

“I can’t breathe!”

“Help him!”

“No, don’t l-let g-go of my h-hand!”

“I won’t, Gerard.”

[image: ]

Lying in the darkness, I stared up at the ceiling and tried my best to be a brave girl. I didn’t like sleeping in the dark, but I was staying in my brother’s room tonight, so I didn’t get to choose. It wasn’t too scary, though. The moon was big and bright and shining through the window like a night-light.

“Are you still awake?”

That was Hugh.

“Yeah.” I whispered back. “Are you?”

“Obviously. I asked you a question, didn’t I?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Is he still holding your hand?”

I looked down at where mine and Gerard’s hands were still joined and nodded. “Yep.”

Pulling himself up on his elbows, my brother leaned over Gerard’s sleeping frame and whispered, “Do you need to use the bathroom before you go to sleep?”

“Super bad.” I chewed on my lip, feeling worried. “What if I wet the bed?”

“Don’t you dare wet my bed.”

“But what if I fall asleep and it happens?”

“Go to the bathroom before you fall asleep.”

“I can’t. He won’t let go and I’ve been holding his hand in all day.”

“Well, he’s out cold now,” Hugh whispered back. “They gave him that medicine to make him sleep.”

“Yeah,” I replied, brows furrowing at the memory. “He was so sad.”

“I know.” Hugh sighed heavily. “Just slip your hand out of his and go.”

“I’ve already tried.” My palm was sweaty and hot, but Gerard was still holding onto it with both of his hands. He hadn’t let go of it since the funeral. “I’m stuck, Hugh.”

“Shit.”

“Don’t curse.”

“Just give him the night with the kids, Sadhbh,” I heard my mother say from the other side of the bedroom door. “He’s already asleep, the poor crater. I’ll bring him over first thing in the morning.”

“Oh shit,” Hugh mouthed, flopping back down into sleep position.

“Don’t curse,” I whisper-hissed, mirroring his actions.

“I don’t know what to do here, Sinead,” Gerard’s mother sobbed. “He’s so broken.”

“He’s a strong boy with a wonderful mother who loves him. He can get through anything.”

“But it’s just so awful because he was already struggling with the separation, but now with Joe gone and Keith having moved in last month—” Another pained sob. “I’m afraid he’ll feel like I’m replacing his father.”

More mumbling continued before the sound of footsteps retreating filled the silence.

“She did replace Joe,” Hugh muttered under his breath.

“Hugh!”

“What? It’s true.”

“Yeah, but you still can’t say it out loud.”

“Whether I say it out loud or say it in my head, it’s still true, Claire. Sadhbh dumped Joe for Keith, and everyone knows it.”

“Even Gerard?”

“Especially Gibs.”

“He never told me.”

“Because he treats you like you’re made of glass.”

“He does?”

“Yup.”

“Oh.” Frowning, I twisted sideways to look at my brother. “Hey Hugh? What does ‘dumped’ mean?”

“It’s when someone you love gets rid of you because they love someone else more,” he replied, rolling onto his side to face me.

“Oh.” I chewed my lip and thought about it for a moment. “Is Mammy going to dump Daddy like Sadhbh dumped Joe?”

“No way,” Hugh replied in a reassuring tone. “Mam loves Dad the right way.”

“Didn’t Sadhbh love Joe the right way?”

“At one time she did,” he replied with a shrug. “But I guess she stopped.”

“That’s super sad.”

“Quit saying the word ‘super’ all the time, Claire.”

“I like the word ‘super,’” I protested. “I can even spell it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, yawning. “Okay, I think I have a plan.”

“You do?”

“Yep.” Nodding, my brother leaned over Gerard’s sleeping frame and reached for his hand. “I’ll hold his hand while you go to the toilet.”

“But what if he wakes up and gets another panic attack?”

“Then you better pee quickly,” my brother grumbled as he pried Gerard’s hands away from mine. “Now, Claire. Run fast.”
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The sound of crying woke me up later that night. “Hugh?” Blinking awake, I looked around my brother’s room, feeling confused. “Is that you?”

“N-no, he’s s-still asleep.”

“Gerard?” My belly did the pancake flipping when I heard his voice, and I quickly flipped onto my side to look at him. “Hi.”

He was already lying on his side facing me, with my right hand clasped between both of his. “Hi.”

“Are you okay?”

Sniffling, he wiped his cheek against the pillow and slowly shook his head.

“Did you have a bad dream?”

He nodded once.

“About the boat?” I asked, resting my free hand on top of his. “About falling in the water?”

Another small nod.

“You’re safe now,” I tried to make him happy by saying. “Nice and warm and dry—and you’re back with me.”

He didn’t smile. Instead, he continued to stare at me, while big, fat teardrops trickled down his cheeks. “What am I going to do, Claire?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, shifting closer so that our feet were touching. I had cold toes. Gerard’s were always warm. Except for last Saturday. His and Hugh’s First Holy Communion Day. The day our daddies took our families out on that big boat to celebrate. That day, Gerard was blue and cold all over.

“Without my dad,” he whispered, covering my feet with his. He clenched his eyes shut before choking out, “And m-my s-sister.” Sniffling back another sob, he blew out a shaky breath. “I’m all alone now.”

“No, you’re not,” I whispered back, using my free hand to wipe a super big tear off my cheek. “You’ve got Sadhbh, and Keith, and Mark—”

“I hate him,” he interrupted with a sharp hiss.

“Who? Keith?”

He nodded stiffly. “And n-not just him.”

“Mark, too?”

Sniffling, he swallowed deeply before saying, “I don’t like the way he looks at me.”

My eyes widened. “He looks bad at you?”

“He looks evil at me,” he explained. “Like he wants to hurt me.”

Anger grew in my belly. “Hurt you?”

He nodded again. “Maybe even kill me.”

“Well, I will kick him in his willy if he hurts you,” I growled. “I know how to do it. Just ask Hugh. I kicked him in his willy last week for breaking my Barbie and he cried.”

“Oh yeah.” Gerard smiled. “I remember.”

His first big smile since that day.

“I like your face when you do that,” I told him, reaching up to touch the hole that appeared in his cheek when he smiled.

“Do what?”

“Smile,” I explained. “It makes my tummy wobble.”

“Wobble?”

“Uh-huh.” Nodding eagerly, I snickered when it happened again. “Like jiggly jelly.”

“Huh.” Gerard’s brows furrowed together, and he looked like he was concentrating superhard. “It’s the same for me.”

“Hey, Gerard?”

“Yeah, Claire?”

“You’re still holding my hand.”

“I know.” A shiver rolled through him, and he tightened his hold on my hand. “Sorry. It’s just… holding your hand makes me feel better.”

“It does?”

“Yeah.” He watched me cautiously. “Is that okay?”

“Yep.” I beamed at him. “You can hold my hand forever.”

“You promise?”

“Uh-huh.” I yawned, feeling sleepy. “I promise.”
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Back with a Vengeance

GIBSIE

10 YEARS LATER

SCREAM, YOU PATHETIC PIECE OF SHIT, THE VOICE IN MY HEAD COMMANDED.

Was it my voice?

Was it someone else’s?

I couldn’t be sure anymore.

All I knew in this moment was that I wanted nothing more than to move, to run, to scream, but I couldn’t.

Call for help, dammit!

I can’t!

Nothing was working.

I couldn’t move a muscle.

Not so much as a fingertip.

I was paralyzed with fear.

Again.

Rendered helpless, I drenched the part of my mattress that my face was pressed into with my tears.

Pressure.

It was climbing up my throat.

Pushing me deeper into the mattress.

Silent tears followed by silent screams that couldn’t activate my vocal cords.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

The heavy weight above me kept me locked in my personal eternal pit of terror.

Drowning.

Pressing my face into the mattress until I couldn’t breathe. Letting the water fill my lungs to the point of explosion.

Nostrils flaring.

It’s not real.

Arms flailing.

You’re not here.

Darkness seeping in.

It doesn’t hurt anymore.

The image of crushing waves shifted to the familiar view of my upstairs landing.

I’m drowning, Mam.

I could see the hue of light from her bedroom lamp shining from underneath the doorframe.

I’m going under again.

That horrific, familiar scorching pain seared through me, causing my body to thrash helplessly.

Why can’t you see me?

Death would be better than this.

It hurts.

I was already dying on the inside.

Make it stop.

My insides were already ruined.

Make him stop.

My heart slowly disintegrated in my chest.

No, don’t take me away from them.

My heartbeat grew sluggish in my chest, but I could still hear my pulse thundering in my ears.

No. Please. Stop him from saving me.

Because I would never be healed.

It’s your fault she’s dead.

I could feel his hands on my body.

Keep your eyes on the door.

Pressure.

Please let me go.

It was building up in my chest.

I want my dad.

Clawing at my throat.

Don’t make me let go of his hand.

Drowning me.

I can’t see my sister.

Smothering me.

She’s disappearing deeper and deeper into the darkness.

Pushing against my lungs to the point where I couldn’t breathe.

He’s coming closer.

“No!”

Go with her.

“Stop!”

I promise it’ll be better down there.

“Dad!”

Hold your breath.

And then he was pulling me out of the water.

“Breathe, kid, breathe!”

You deserve to be punished.

“Keep trying, dammit!”

You deserve to be hurt.

“One, two, three, four, five!”

You deserve to be ruined.

“Stand clear.”

From the inside out.

“We’ve got a pulse…”

“No!” Gasping for air, I scrambled out of bed, not stopping until I had collapsed in a heap on the bedroom floor. “Christ.” Panic-stricken, I ran my hands through my sweat-soaked hair and then scrubbed my face. Anxiety was thrashing around inside of me, causing my heart to buck around like a demonic ping-pong ball in my chest.

I could still taste the water in my mouth, feel the panic as my lungs filled and burned to the point of bursting.

Chest heaving and breathing ragged, I stared up at the ceiling in the darkness, still desperately clawing for air.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

My heart was beating so hard, climbing so high in my chest, that I could almost taste it in my throat.

Metallic.

Sinful.

Wrong!

“You’re okay,” I tried to tell myself, but felt no comfort. “You’re okay.”

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

I couldn’t breathe.

Yes, you can.

You’re breathing just fine, asshole.

It was a nightmare.

It wasn’t real.

But it was.

It is real.

Wrong.

Wrong.

Wrong!

“Fucking stop it,” I ordered my own wandering mind as I rolled onto my hands and knees, moving through the darkness blindly. “Just shut the fuck up for one goddamn minute!”

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

Was I still awake?

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

Or had I fallen back to sleep?

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

I was definitely on the move now, stumbling around in the darkness, guided solely by memory.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

A severe wave of brain fog attacked my senses and I felt myself slipping.

Drifting away again.

Into another nightmare.

Jesus no!

“No, no, no…” Whimpering, I mentally fought against what I knew came next, but it was no use.

Even in my dreams, I couldn’t change a thing.

“Gerard?”

Far out in the distance, I could hear her.

“Oh my god, Gerard.”

My heart was thundering in my chest.

“You’re okay. Shh, shh, it’s okay.”

My feet were moving.

“It’s me. You’re safe.”

My hands were reaching for her.

“I’ve got you.”

But I couldn’t see a thing.

“Shh, baby, I’ve got you.”

My pulse was roaring in my ears.

“I’m right here with you.”

The waves were lapping over my body.

“Open your eyes, Gerard.”

Her touch was crushing my soul.

“Come back to me…”

“Fuck!” I choked out, physically coughing and spluttering violently as the phantom sensation of drowning continued to cause havoc on my psyche. “Claire?” Frantic, my eyes sprang open. “Claire?” The fog lifted from my mind, and I felt like I could suddenly see again. “Claire?”

“It’s me.” A pair of familiar hands wrapped around my waist from behind, causing my entire body to simultaneously stiffen and jolt. “I’m right here, Gerard.”

And then I could smell her shampoo, the washing powder her mother always used on her clothes, the feel of her chest pressed to my back as she cradled my body against her.

Relief.

It flooded my body with such force that it eradicated every ounce of adrenaline that had been thrashing around inside of me, leaving me a broken mess in her arms. “Claire.”

“I’ve got you.”

When she put her hands on my body, I didn’t flinch. I didn’t feel the familiar swell of panic that consumed me when I was grabbed from behind.

I didn’t have to open my eyes to know that I had somehow managed to sleepwalk into her bedroom. Again. It was the only place my legs ever took me. It was the only place I could breathe.

I also didn’t have to look behind me to know that she was wearing her favorite pink unicorn onesie. I was so familiar with the fabric that I recognized the feel of it against my back as she continued to hold me.

Her senses became my senses, and I found a way to anchor myself in the moment. I found the strength to drag the present version of me out of my nightmares. Out of my past.

“You’re safe now.” Claire’s voice was filled with a quiet, assured confidence that I desperately clung to in the moment. She had a right to feel confident. She had been the unfortunate candidate thrust into bringing me back from the edge every day since the drowning. “I’ve got your back.”

Claire Biggs had a lot of things.

My back.

My attention.

My heart.

My soul.

Yeah, she had all of me and that wasn’t an exaggeration.

I knew that gate-crashing her room wasn’t fair to either of us—I wasn’t stupid—but it was a habit I’d formed after my father died, and I just wasn’t ready to kick it. She was the nicotine I couldn’t walk away from. The crutch I hadn’t learned to walk without.

Get out of her bedroom, asshole.

Get your shit together.

You have no right to lean on her like this.

“They’re getting worse, Gerard.”

It wasn’t a question, but I forced myself to answer her anyway. “Yeah.”

“More violent.”

Again, it wasn’t a question, but I responded with a shaky “yeah.”

My nightmares had always been horrendous. Usually, I was good at hiding them from her, which was impressive considering I’d slept in her bed almost every night since I was seven.

When the night terrors were bad, like they had been this past summer, I tried to make myself scarce and made the conscious effort to sleep at my own house. It never seemed to make a difference, though, because even in sleep I found my way back to her.

“Why?” Concern filled her voice. “What’s been happening to you?”

Nothing.

Nothing was happening to me, which was why I felt so goddamn frustrated. I’d been plagued by night terrors since the accident. Sure, they got progressively worse a few years back when I was dealing with shit, but I was fine now.

Being happy was a decision I made for myself and, miraculously, it helped. It wasn’t real, I didn’t truly feel that way, but I was a firm believer in faking it until you made it. After all, I would be dead without the sentiment.

It was like anything I had ever manifested for my life. Even if it didn’t necessarily come true right away, I acted like it had until it did. For example, I wanted to be normal, therefore I was. I wanted to be talented like Johnny, to be smart like Hugh, to be creative like Patrick, therefore I did and was all those things.

Sure, I might not be any of those things naturally, but if I pretended like I was long enough, then there was a good chance it might happen.

Maybe Lizzie was right, and I was a thick fucker. I certainly wasn’t getting into any universities after Tommen. But I always had my sense of humor to fall back on.

Bluffing my way through life had worked like a charm so far. Bonus points because I wasn’t hurting anyone. Unlike Lizzie, I had found a way to cope, and grieve, and protect myself without tearing strips out of others.

Why be fucked-up Gerard when I could be Gibsie the fuckup? It couldn’t hurt when I was Gibsie, because Gibsie was my armor, and humor was my sword.

I didn’t think too much about the words that came out of my mouth. I usually said whatever was on my mind at the time, and that formed the person I had become in the minds of my friends. I was naturally self-deprecating, never purposefully cruel, and my attitude made people laugh. My mouth spurted shit at the expense of my own character, like a cloak of self-sabotaging protection.

Nothing I said was for venomous or boasting purposes. It was for sheer protection. It was my safety net. Because I had an acute need to protect myself and I didn’t know how else to do that in a world where everyone aside from me seemed to have their shit together.

There was only one person in my life that still saw me as, well, me.

Only one person who refused to let go of the version of me from the past.

The girl with her arms around me.

My girl.

“Then it has to be what happened to you on the camping trip,” she declared in a passionate tone of voice. “When Lizzie pushed you into the river, she must have triggered something inside of you—a memory of that day.”

“Maybe,” I replied, my breathing still uneven and ragged. “Whatever.” Sitting forward, I pressed my face into my hands and tried to get a handle on myself. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It’s does matter, Gerard. You’ve been a wreck almost every night since.” Reaching up, she peeled my hands away from my face and entwined them with hers. “I’m worried about you.”

I didn’t have to force myself to look at the girl holding my hands; my eyes automatically sought her out, honing in on those blond curls and brown eyes like I had been programmed to seek them out since babyhood.

“Hey, hey, just talk to me,” she instructed softly, reaching up to cup my face. “Come on, Gerard. Tell me what’s happening in that head of yours.”

I couldn’t talk to her.

I couldn’t talk to anyone.

The ugly side of life I had been exposed to was something I would take to the grave with me.

Stop.

Don’t think about it.

Block it out.

The present was the safest place for my mind to reside because the past was horrific and the future terrified me.

“It’s okay.” I tried to appease her worrying, covering her hands with mine as I repressed the urge to shudder. “Don’t worry about me.”

“That’s what friends do, Gerard.” Never taking her big brown eyes off mine, she leaned in close to rest her forehead against mine. “They worry about each other.”

If I could sew this girl to my skin without causing her an ounce of harm, then I would do it in a heartbeat. That’s how vital she was to my life. How essential she was to my existence.

If drugs were to Joey Lynch what Claire Biggs was to me, then there was no amount of rehab that could sway me to kick the habit. Because she was the habit of my lifetime.

In a weird way, that’s why I helped Aoife Molloy all those months ago. I would have helped her anyway, but the utter helplessness I saw in her eyes that night as she stared down the gun of love and pain, I knew there was something in her that I could relate to. I knew what it felt like to be that helpless, and I never wanted anyone to experience it. I saw the look in her eyes. I knew that look. I only wished that someone could have stepped in and saved me from that pain. But money couldn’t soothe the pain of my past. From feeling that level of devastation and weakness. If giving the girl a few quid spared her from that ordeal, then I would gladly do it.

“You can talk to me,” Claire continued to knock down my walls by saying. “I’m always here for you.”

“Claire.” Closing my eyes, I dragged in a steadying breath and forced myself to remember why I needed to not do what my heart was strongly urging me to do.

Christ, I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to do all the things lads did with their girls. I wanted to make her mine, but what if I was wrong? Not us as a couple, but me as a man? What if it didn’t work? What if I didn’t work? Because I didn’t feel things with girls. I never felt anything. I was numb to the point of being dead, and if I didn’t feel things with Claire, then it would confirm that my past had truly broken me beyond repair.

I could still remember how it felt the first time she put her lips on mine. Years had passed and several lips had replaced hers since, but I never forgot the spark. The ping. The ignited buzz that throttled my chest and caused my skin to grow hot and cold and warm and tingly all at once. It had only happened one time with one girl. She did something to me that day, gave me a sort of comfort only a person in my position could understand. I felt something. I felt for her. I enjoyed it. Her touch was welcome and wanted and wonderful. After that, I tried to forget about it for the sake of my friendship with Hugh, but I never could. Forgetting Claire wasn’t something I was capable of doing and he knew it.

Any form of intimacy I could conjure up, I wanted to both give and have with her. Just her.

Because I cared about the girl. I cared to the point where she distracted my day. I cared when her cat was sick. I cared when she cried. I cared when her mam ran out of her favorite brand of cereal, and she had to eat porridge. I cared so fucking much it was hard to find where she started and I ended.

I knew her favorite song every year since August 7, 1989. I knew her secrets, her little habits, and traits that nobody else noticed. I wanted to waste my time on her. All of my time. All of the time.

She’d always been the curly-haired whirlwind across the street that made my heart go crackers, but after the accident, I projected a lot of my emotions onto her. Hell, maybe even into her.

Both sets of our parents had grown up together, and when they settled down and married, they decided to put down roots on the same street and raise their children together.

A little younger than Hugh and a little older than Claire, I had somehow slotted into the middle, destined to grow up alongside the Biggs siblings. I loved them both like they were my own flesh and blood, but it became very clear to me, at a young age, that the feelings I held for the youngest member of the Biggs family were not brotherly.

From as far back as I could remember, my mind had always been very clear about three things.

One: Hugh was my brother.

Two: Bethany was my sister.

Three: Claire was mine.

After the accident, once I learned how fickle life could be, how quickly a person you loved could be snatched away, it caused the feelings I had for Claire to deepen rapidly, growing wilder and stronger with every day that passed, spreading in intricate, permanent patterns around my heart like ivy.

The girl was everything to me, and that wasn’t me being dramatic. It was a fact. The thought of letting her down made me feel physically sick. The thought of any form of harm coming to her, be it emotional or physical, made me feel homicidal.

So, I did the friend thing, played the role I had been assigned since birth, and tried my best not to fuck it up, while soaking in every spare second of time with her. I didn’t call over at the Biggs house for Hugh. It was always for her. I would always look after her, even if looking at her from afar was all I could do. It would be enough for me. It would have to be. Because breaking her or corrupting her wasn’t an option. Letting her down was even less of one.

Hugh didn’t want me near his sister for all the reasons he didn’t need to worry about. Because, as sure as there was a cat in County Cork, I would never cause harm to Claire Biggs.

She was too important to me.

She was everything to me.

Knowing that our mothers not only thought we would make a good couple, but strongly encouraged it on the daily warmed something inside of me, but it couldn’t warm or quieten the niggling fear I had of fucking everything up and potentially driving away the only person I couldn’t live without.

Because I never wanted her to run from me. To be afraid of me, or for me to make her feel the way I felt. I never wanted her to experience that form of helplessness.

I wanted the future I joked about with her. I wanted everything with her. Problem was, I didn’t trust the person I was. I was too fucking scared of becoming what had ruined me. Of abusing her love and breaking her heart.

Because once we crossed that line, things would never be the same again. We couldn’t come back from it. And I needed the guarantee that I wouldn’t wreck it. That I wouldn’t be reckless with her heart. That I could love her the right way. Because I loved this girl. With every fiber of my being. With every beat of my poor defective heart. I loved her fiercely, solely, wholeheartedly. I had so many physical urges directed solely toward her, but there were no guarantees in life, and I couldn’t risk it.

Clenching my eyes shut, I took a moment to compose myself, to slide my comedic, carefree mask into place. It covered me like a blanket of deceit and protection.

This was how I had managed to reinvent myself when my world crashed down around me. Not just reinvent myself. No, it was more than that. It was my personal resurrection.

When I opened my eyes again, I was the version of me I could tolerate. The version that couldn’t be hurt.

Never again.

“You know me, Claire-Bear,” I offered with a reassuring smile. Because even though looking at her was effortless, seeing concern in her eyes was not. “I’m always okay.”

She didn’t look impressed. Or fooled. “So, it’s like that again, huh?”

Guilt swam inside of me, but I doubled down and smiled harder. “Like what?”

She didn’t respond. Instead, she stared at me for the longest time before shaking her head in resignation.

“Okay, Gerard.” Releasing me, she climbed to her feet. “Build your walls back up all you want,” she declared as she gathered up her pillows and duvet that were strewn everywhere, along with her nightstand and lamp. “I’m too tired to break them down tonight.”

It was only then that I was registered the fact that not only did I wake her up with my bullshit, but I’d messed her room up in my pathetic attempt to find her in the dark.

“Shit, babe,” I muttered, hurrying to fix my mistakes. “I didn’t mean to do any of this.” Standing the nightstand back up, I switched on the thankfully unbroken lamp and placed it back in its usual spot. “Fuck.” Immediately, my gaze channeled in on the sleeping cat in the corner of her bedroom, with her litter of babies, and I sagged in relief, grateful that I hadn’t disturbed them. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah.” Yawning, she clambered onto her bed, burrowed under the duvet, and then patted the empty patch of mattress beside her. “It was like you were trying to fight me and run to me all in one breath.”

A shudder racked through me. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m glad you’re here.” She patted the mattress once more, causing a combination of guilt and relief to course through my veins. “Now, come here and snuggle me. You know I hate sleeping without you.”

Yeah, I knew that, and it was a troubling piece of information because it meant that my fucked-up issues had managed to seep their way into her innocence.

It meant that I had infected her with my bullshit. It felt an awful lot like an unhealthy codependency technique, and that troubled me because I didn’t want this girl to depend on me for anything. Because I wasn’t worthy and I sure as hell wasn’t good enough.

Still, like every night since the age of seven, I found myself climbing into bed beside her, with only one goal in mind: to get as close as humanly possible to the only form of physical comfort I had found in my seventeen years on earth.

When I was under the covers, I automatically moved into the middle of the bed and then rolled onto my right side, feeling the familiar dip in the mattress that had been put there from my body imprint.

Like clockwork, Claire rolled onto her side and raised her arm, waiting for mine to come around her. “Mmm,” she purred like a little kitten. “You’re always toasty warm.”

“Yeah.” I shifted closer until our bodies aligned, her back to my chest, my hand on her hip, her hand gripping my forearm. Perfectly in sync in every human way possible. “Claire?”

“Hmm?”

“I’m sorry.” Again. “About tonight.” Again.

“S’okay…” she mumbled drowsily, as she shimmied until her back was flush to my chest. “Night, Gerard… Love you.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered, feeling the familiar jolt of adrenaline rocket through my veins when those words spilled from her lips.

Claire meant it when she told me that she loved me. That was the first of two things in life I was sure of, and I meant it right back. That was the second thing I was sure of. If I knew nothing else in this world, then I knew that I loved Claire Biggs.

More than she could ever know.

More than one lousy four-letter word could ever depict.

And from my own limited experience, I was under no illusion as to how messy loving a person could be. Because love hurt. It burned like hell. I got that. I accepted the pain. The self-inflicted flesh wounds it took to love another human. I wasn’t afraid of that. Of being hurt. Of anything for myself. My fear rested in my inability to love her the right way. In the potential I had to hurt her beyond repair or recourse.

The same way he hurt me.
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Sleepwalking Sweethearts and Bonehead Brothers

CLAIRE

“I’M TELLING YOU, CLAIRE-BEAR, WE’VE GOT THIS,” GERARD DECLARED, ARMED WITH Brian’s cat cage. “It’s in the bag.” Marching us through the fair, he didn’t stop until we reached the area of the field that was sporting the dog show. “Trust me.”

“I don’t know, Gerard,” I replied, chewing on my bottom lip as I hurried along beside him. “What if they don’t let us enter?”

“Bullshit,” he shot back, and then jerked comically when Brian swiped a paw through the bars of the cage. “They can’t do that.”

“Brian’s a cat.”

“So?”

“So, this is a dog show.”

“Nowhere in the rule books does it state that we have to enter a dog.”

“I think because it’s alluded to in the title ‘dog show,’ Gerard.”

“Do you see a cat show being offered anywhere?”

“Nope.”

“Me either, so this will work, Claire.”

“What if they laugh at us?”

“So what if they do?” he scoffed, completely unaffected. “Let them. We need that prize money, babe—and we have more than earned that first-place trophy for washing that deranged bastard.” Reaching up, he touched the part of his shoulder that had been mangled the worst. “I have the scratches to prove it.”

“But you know Brian’s not very friendly.”

“No, he’s not,” Gerard agreed. “But I promised I would stand by you and provide for our babies so that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” Shrugging, he added, “Besides, he’s the one tapping Cherub. He can do this for us.”

“We should have brought Cherub.”

“Yeah, well, she’s a preoccupied right now,” he shot back, “what with being in the family way and having a belly on her bigger than Fat Paddy.” Slapping on a smile, he added, “Let’s just work with what we’ve been given here. Brian might be a bastard, but he’s a beautiful one.”

That was true. Brian was a looker alright. A long-haired pedigreed Persian with a snow-white coat of perfectly combed fur. Too bad he was a demon on the inside. “What if he attacks the judges?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got that covered.”

“Oh?” My eyes narrowed and I eyed him warily. “Gerard. What did you do?”

“Offered him a mild sedative before we left the house.”

“You did what?”

“How else was I supposed to get him in the box?” he demanded, looking affronted. “You know how ratty he gets when I touch him.”

“Oh god, this is a bad idea.”

“It’s a great idea,” he corrected, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “And we’ve got this.”

“Oh, Gerard, look at the dog,” I cooed, eyes locked on a pampered Pomeranian.

“He doesn’t have shit on us…”

“Claire.”

“Claire.”

“Claire!” The sound of my brother’s voice thundered through my ears, disrupting the most epically perfect memory dream I’d had in weeks and startling me into a sudden
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