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Soft Days: In Ireland, a "soft day" (lá bog) is a common colloquialism for weather that is misty, drizzly, or humid, dispensing a fine mist that was too soaking to be ignored yet too slight to justify the full, decisive deployment of an umbrella or a full-body raincoat. It is a gentle, atmospheric description that captures the setting and the mood of the book; reflecting the often grey, misty weather and contrasts the "softness" of the Irish atmosphere with the "hard" rigour of Ebere’s academic schedule. It sounds literary, nostalgic, and Dublinic.

HALF DOOR: The "Half Door" is a traditional feature of old Irish cottages. This design permitted the upper portion of the door to remain open, allowing light and air to enter (enhancing hospitality), while the lower portion stayed closed to prevent farm animals from entering (providing protection and maintaining boundaries). It acts as a symbol for the boundaries in the book. The families want to be neighbours (open top), but they have strict rules about mixing (closed bottom). It references the "Gap in the Fence" and the themes of hospitality (the dinner scene) versus protection (the parents' fears). It suggests a story about navigating the threshold between two homes. 

Combining both ideas into a book title suggests movement and perspective.

"Beyond" implies looking past the immediate barrier to the future or the wider world (London, University, Adulthood). It acknowledges that while the "Half Door" (the fence/boundary/family duty) defines their starting point, the "Soft Days" (life, weather, and enduring nature) continue beyond it. It speaks to the theme of the "Gap in the Fence" expanding into a wider horizon.
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The Architecture of the Human Heart

There is a specific quality to the Irish weather known locally as a "soft day." It is not a downpour, nor is it a drought; it is a mist, a persistent, gentle dampness that blurs the hard edges of the landscape and forces you to look closer to find the definition of the world. It is a weather that demands patience. This book is a story about that kind of patience. It is a narrative about the hard edges of ambition and the soft, necessary mortar of human connection. At its heart, this is a tale of two architects, though only one of them holds the degree.

We live in an era of disconnection, where relationships are often treated as disposable commodities and commitments are viewed as temporary arrangements until a better offer arises. In Soft Days Beyond the Half Door, we explore the antithesis of this modern fragility. We follow the journey of Ebere Kanu and Éimear Collins, two young people from vastly different worlds who collide in the sawdust of a Dublin woodwork room and spend the next decade figuring out how to stay collided.

The Foundation of the Story

The narrative is built upon a simple, yet profound premise: that a relationship is not a happy accident, but a structure that must be engineered.

Ebere Kanu is the son of a Nigerian Chief, a boy raised on the principles of efficiency, leverage, and the cold, hard logic of the ledger. He views the world as a series of variables to be controlled. He believes in the strength of steel and the certainty of mathematics.

Éimear Collins is the daughter of a Dublin jobsman, a girl raised on the principles of resourcefulness, community, and the chaotic, warm resilience of the working class. She views the world as a series of people to be helped. She believes in the strength of duct tape and the necessity of kindness.

Their story begins with a disastrous bridge project in a secondary school classroom, a moment where intellect failed and resourcefulness saved the day and expands into an odyssey that lasted more than ten years across the Irish Sea.

Why This Journey Matters

This book is an invitation to witness the construction of a life. It is not merely a romance, though there is love; it is not merely a coming-of-age tale, though there is growth. It is a manual for the Architecture of Endurance.

As you turn these pages, you will travel from the rigid, high-pressure environment of the Kanu household in Willow Park to the frenetic, sleepless architecture studios of London. You will witness the "System Failure" of a long-distance friendship and the forensic but humorous way it is repaired. You will stand in the cold rain of Dublin and the heat of a London summer, watching two people learn that the strongest structures are not the ones that scrape the sky, but the ones that span the gap between two hearts.

Key Themes and Highlights

In reading Soft Days Beyond the Half Door, you will encounter:

The Clash of Philosophies: Ebere's commitment to "Pragmatism" intersects with Éimear's emphasis on the "Theory" of human connection. Their experiences demonstrate that a fulfilling life necessitates both the pursuit of excellence and the cultivation of strong character.

	The Struggle for Autonomy: Experience the tension of the "Aba Assignment," where Ebere must use the very logic his father taught him to dismantle his father’s dynastic ambitions and secure his own freedom.

	The London Lure: Feel the temptation of the "Unethical Shortcut" in the high-stakes world of professional architecture and see how the voice of a friend can serve as the ultimate moral compass.

	The Contract of Correspondence: Discover the unique, almost litigious way these two friends manage their separation, proving that sometimes, a schedule is the most romantic gesture of all.


A Note to the Reader

I invite you to step beyond the half door. In traditional Irish architecture, It allowed you to keep the weather out while letting the light in; it was a boundary that was also a connection. This story operates on that same threshold. It exists in the space between duty and desire; between the family we are born into and the family we choose to build.

This is a book for anyone who has ever tried to build something lasting in a temporary world. It is for the dreamers who design the blueprints and the realists who pour the concrete. It is a reminder that while intelligence can design a building, only character can make it stand.

So, let us open the blueprints. The foundation has been dug, the materials are ready, and the architects are waiting.

Let us begin; shall we...

DANDY
AHURUONYE
––––––––
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​1 THE DRUMS OF KILMAINHAM: A DUBLIN TALE
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The Irish sky, that ordinarily dependable quilt of slate and charcoal stitched together by Atlantic gales, had elected upon a most uncharacteristic and profligate generosity. It was late May in Dublin, and a sun of improbable, brazen vigour hung high and bright over the city, casting elongated, precise shadows across the cobblestones of the Royal Hospital Kilmainham like the bars of a golden cage. The ancient edifice, with its stern, seventeenth-century façade and meticulously manicured, apologetic gardens, typically commanded a hush of reverence befitting a shrine. It was a place of históry, said in the hushed, capitalised tone her Da used: a place of stiff-backed soldiers, silent, echoing corridors, and the quiet, dusty weight of a past that belonged to other people. But on this particular afternoon, históry had been cordially invited to a dance, and it had arrived wearing a riot of colour and a deafening, joyous grin. The air, which usually carried the damp, green scent of close-cropped grass and the distant, saline hint of the River Liffey; a smell like old pennies and seaweed, lay thick and warm as stew with the perfume of roasting spices. Turmeric, ginger, scotch bonnet peppers, the complex, smoky aromas of jollof rice and roast yam, of steamed Moi Moi and the sweet, caramelised fragrance of frying plantains rose in visible, shimmery plumes from a hundred steaming pots. These drifted over the high stone walls, which had once kept the world out, to mingle defiantly with the exhaust fumes of motorcars locked in a desperate, honking struggle for parking slots along the South Circular Road. 

From the Main Stage, a temporary empire of steel and wood erected in the very centre of the great courtyard, the deep, resonant thrum of djembe and the thunderous pronouncements of the Ikoro drums vibrated through the very ground, a percussive heartbeat that seemed to agitate the very limestone bones of the old hospital, as if waking something long dormant.

It was Africa Day. 

Admission was free, the gates stood open, and it appeared as though the entirety of North and South Dublin, from the flats of Ballymun and the curiosity of Tallaght, to the red-bricked respectability of Rathgar and Donnybrook, had decanted into the grounds, a great, chattering, multicoloured organism. Amidst this kaleidoscope of swirling, vibrant fabrics: the elusiveness of hand-painted and coded Akwete cloths, the Akwete prints shouting in geometric joy, kente cloth in regal stripes, as well as the thundering, physical percussion, young Éimear Collins stood frozen, a small, pale island in a roaring sea. Her fingers, gone white at the knuckles, clutched the hem of her Sunday best like a lifeline to a sinking ship. She despised this dress. It was a stiff, pale-yellow affair with a scratchy lace collar that felt like a dozen daddy-long-legs dancing on her neck, which her mother had insisted upon because, as she had stated with finality while yanking a hairbrush through Éimear’s unruly copper curls, "it shows we made an effort, Éimear. It shows we’re respectable." Her white socks were pulled up to a militantly correct height, and her patent leather shoes, bought a size too small "to grow into," pinched her toes most dreadfully. Yet the physical discomfort was as nothing compared to the sensory assault that she was presently enduring. Éimear was a child of quiet cul-de-sacs and orderly, rubber-floored playgrounds; her world was governed by the predictable rhythm of the 7:52 bus, the methodical ticking of the clock in her parents’ Formica-topped kitchen, and the muted, reassuring tones of the RTÉ evening news. This; this glorious, terrifying explosion of unfettered life and colour and sound was a beautiful, bewildering but appreciated assault. 

"Right, everyone! Stay together! Hold hands with your partner like you’re glued!" bellowed Mrs O’Malley, the harried, kindly volunteer leading the St. Finbarr’s Community Youth Group. Mrs O’Malley, whose face was the colour of boiled ham beneath her perm, was presently losing a pitched battle against twenty over-excited children and the sheer, overwhelming density of the crowd. Éimear looked about for her allocated partner, Sarah Mulligan, but Sarah had already been hypnotised by a stall selling brightly coloured beads and had drifted some three feet to the left, her hand a vacant, dangling thing. 

Éimear took a tentative step to follow, but a tall gentleman wearing a magnificent, flowing agbada robe of emerald-green, embroidered with gold thread that caught the sun, stepped between them, laughing volubly into a mobile telephone in a strange language that sounded like music. When the great green sail of the robe moved on, Sarah had vanished, swallowed by the crowd.

"Sarah?" Éimear whispered, her voice a ghost of a sound, engulfed instantly by the roar of the multitude. She spun about, a frantic quarter-turn. Mrs O’Malley’s high-visibility vest, a supposed beacon of safety, was nowhere to be seen. The tidy, double-file line of St. Finbarr’s had evaporated, replaced by a veritable sea of strangers’ backs and laughing faces. To an adult, the crowd was a festive gathering of families, tourists, and neighbours. To young Éimear, standing just shy of four feet tall, it was a formidable, moving forest of legs. Denimed legs, corduroyed legs, legs adorned in vibrant patterned skirts that swished like theatre curtains, and polished shoes that trod too close. Panic, cold and sharp as a knifepoint, began to prickle at the nape of her neck, slithering down her spine. She pushed forward, attempting to find a gap, but the crowd was fluid and ceaselessly shifting, a living entity with its own will. A sudden, explosive burst of laughter from a cluster of towering adolescents, their accents sharp and city-hard, startled her, and she stumbled, her polished shoe catching cruelly on an uneven cobblestone. She righted herself, heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. The drums from the stage grew louder, more insistent, a frantic, galloping rhythm that seemed to mock the desperate thumping of her own heart. She was lost. In the middle of the biggest city she knew, surrounded by thousands of people, she was entirely, desolately alone.

Tears, hot and humiliating, welled in her eyes, blurring the dazzling colours into a watery mess. She wanted her Da, with his quiet, steady presence and his smell of timber and tobacco. She wanted the profound, safe silence of her own back garden, with its lone apple tree and the predictable scolding of the blackbird. She desperately, achingly wanted to go home. 

She wandered aimlessly like a piece of pale driftwood, towards the edge of the courtyard, propelled by the current of bodies, until she found herself buffeted near the entrance to the 'Cultural Village'. Here, the press of people was marginally thinner, but the visual onslaught was, if anything, more intense. Fierce masks with raffia beards stared down ominously from stalls; intricate wood carvings of antelope and spirits sat alongside flags of nations whose names she did not know: Nigeria, Ghana, Malawi, Botswana, Tunisia, snapping crisply in the unaccustomed breeze. The sheer oddness of it pressed in on her. Éimear backed away until her shoulders met the taut, unyielding canvas side of a tent. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, attempting to block it all out, to become small and invisible, awaiting the inevitable, sharp reprimand from some unknown adult for wandering off, for being a nuisance.

"You are standing on the guide rope," a voice stated, cutting through the muffled din.

It was not a shouting voice. It was calm, factual, and carried a faint, undeniably amused rhythm around the edges.

Éimear opened her eyes.

Standing before her, holding a half-eaten apple with clinical precision, was a boy. He appeared to be about her age, perhaps some months older. She knew his face; he lived in the new estate behind hers, in 'The Oaks', the house with the fancy stained-glass panel in the front door. She had seen him over the fence, kicking a football against the gable wall with solitary, rhythmic precision, or sitting on a blanket on the grass, reading books that looked too thick for his age. She thought his name might be Simon, or perhaps Sampson. Something from the Bible, her Ma would say. But this was not the boy she saw in the garden. That boy wore grey school trousers and nondescript navy jumpers.

The boy standing before her looked, she thought with a shock, like a prince from one of her storybooks. He wore a tunic of fine black velvet, upon the chest of which was embroidered a fierce, golden lion’s head, its mouth open in a silent roar. The sleeves were trimmed with intricate gold thread, and he wore matching trousers that fell crisply to his leather sandals. Upon his head sat a small, round cap, patterned in a meticulous black and gold weave. He stood with a posture of unusual, conscious uprightness for a child of his age, his dark eyes observing her with a steady, unblinking gaze that was neither friendly nor hostile, but simply present.

Éimear sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand and instantly regretting this gross breach of decorum. "I... I'm lost," she managed to squeak, the words barely audible. The boy nodded once, a short, efficient movement, as if this were a perfectly reasonable, even expected, state of affairs.

"The group went that way," he said, pointing a slender, definitive finger towards the far side of the courtyard near the row of portable lavatories. "Mrs O’Malley is shouting a great deal. Her face is a most pronounced shade of red. Like a tomato that has been left in the sun."

"I can't see them," Éimear whispered, her lower lip beginning to tremble anew, a sign of weakness she hated.

"My name is Ebere," the boy said, electing to ignore her distress in favour of a proper introduction. "Ebere Kanu."

"I'm Éimear," she replied, the familiar name feeling strange on her tongue.

"I know," said Ebere. "You reside at number 40, Willow Park. Your cat, the large ginger one, sits upon our wall. He stares at my mother’s herb garden with great intensity. He is particularly interested in the ụzịza plant."

Éimear blinked, the tears pausing in their tracks. The sheer mundane reality of the cat: Buster, the lazy tom, and the wall sliced through her existential panic like a knife. "He's not allowed out," she said automatically, parroting her mother’s nightly refrain. "He’s an indoor cat."

"He does not appear to listen to your proclamations," Ebere observed. He took another precise bite of his apple, chewed thoughtfully, and then regarded her pale-yellow dress with a critic’s eye. "You resemble a daffodil. One of the early ones, by the wall in St. Anne’s Park."

Éimear’s face flushed a warm, prickly pink. "My mum made me wear it."

"It is very... yellow," Ebere concluded, with diplomatic tact. He tossed the apple core in a high, neat arc; it landed with a soft thunk in a nearby bin with impressive, showy accuracy. "We have twenty minutes remaining before the St. Finbarr’s song is scheduled. I have consulted the programme."

"I must find Mrs O’Malley," Éimear said, gazing back with dread at the terrifying, undulating wall of people, a Goliath to her David.

"If you venture back in there whilst crying, you will be trodden upon," Ebere stated with the cool, detached wisdom of a sage. "And your eyes are becoming puffy. My mother says panic is the thief of all dignity, and saltwater ruins the complexion." He reached out a hand. It was not a demand, nor was it the rough, sweaty grab of a playground game. It was an open invitation, palm up, fingers relaxed. "Come. I shall show you the Kings and Queens. Afterwards, we shall proceed to the stage in a timely fashion."

Éimear looked at the proffered hand. It was clean, the palm a pale peach against the dark umber skin of his wrist. She looked at his face. He did not appear frightened, or excited, or overwhelmed in the least. He looked, she thought with a mix of awe and irritation, as if he owned the Royal Hospital Kilmainham and was merely surveying his lively, slightly noisy domain.

She took his hand.

Ebere’s grip was firm, dry, and strangely cool. Immediately, the dynamic of the afternoon shifted. She was no longer a piece of flotsam tossed about by the waves; she was a ship that had found its anchor.

"Where are we going?" she asked, trotting to keep pace with his purposeful stride.

"The Best Dressed Competition," Ebere announced, as if it were a royal court. "My Auntie Chioma is a participant. She has a head-tie (gele) of such dimensions she was required to sit sideways in my uncle’s Toyota Avensis. There was a debate about removing the front passenger seat headrest."

He led her not through the centre of the throng, where the press was fiercest, but deftly around its perimeter, navigating the narrow, secret gaps between stalls selling shea butter and families picnicking upon the grass on waxed cloths, surrounded by plastic containers of Egusi soup and fufu. He moved with a confidence that utterly baffled Éimear. To her, this was glorious chaos; to Ebere, it was clearly a rhythm he understood intimately, a map he had always known. They reached a raised platform near the formal gardens, where a proper stage had been set. A considerable crowd had gathered, clapping in complex polyrhythms and cheering, but Ebere, with the quiet authority of an usher, located a gap near the front rail and pulled Éimear into it.

"Observe," he commanded.

Upon the stage, a woman was processing. No, Éimear corrected herself, she was not merely walking; she was gliding, as if on a cushion of air. She wore a dress of electric blue lace over a golden underlay that seemed to catch and shatter the sunlight into a thousand glittering pieces. Upon her head was a head gear; the gele Ebere had mentioned: a magnificent, gravity-defying sculpture of starched fabric, spiralling upwards like a stiff, majestic blossom from some tropical dream. She moved with a slow, hypnotic grace, her hips swaying in a fluid, circular motion to the foundational beat of the Ikoro, a smile of radiant, unassailable confidence on her face as she paused, turned, and acknowledged the crowd’s roar.

"That is not Auntie Chioma," Ebere whispered, leaning close. His breath smelled of apple. "That is Mrs Okeke from Moore Street. Her lace is of good quality; imported from Belgium, but her pace is too brisk. She is nervous. One must own the stage."

Éimear stared, mesmerised. "She looks like a queen."

"She is a staff nurse on the cardiology ward at the Mater Hospital," Ebere informed her, his tone matter of fact. "But today, you see, everyone is royalty. That is rather the point of the exercise."

Another woman stepped up, this one a vision in vibrant sunset orange and royal purple, followed by a dignified gentleman in billowing, immaculate white robes: an agbada grander than Ebere’s that caught the wind like the sails of a schooner, billowing out behind him. The crowd roared its approval, a wave of sound that hit Éimear in the chest. The colours were so brilliantly vivid they almost hurt her eyes, but with Ebere’s hand in hers, solid and real, the fear had dissipated, burned away by this new, fierce curiosity.

"Why do they wear such things?" she asked, her voice full of wonder. "I mean, it’s not... it’s not ordinary."

"It is who we are," Ebere said simply, as if explaining that grass was green. He touched the lion’s head upon his own chest with a hint of pride. "This is an Isiagu. It signifies 'head of the leopard'. It is for Igbo men. My mother sewed this one through the nights for two weeks. My father’s, from home, has a heavier embroidery."

"It's beautiful," Éimear breathed, the word inadequate. She glanced down at her own stiff yellow dress, suddenly seeing it for what it was: a uniform, a flag of bland conformity. "Better than this."

Ebere shrugged a single shoulder, a gesture he had perhaps learned from the television. "Different. Not better. My dress is for ceremony. Yours is for... Sunday. They are for different purposes. Mine is merely... louder."

He tugged her hand once more. "Come. You are pale. My father says when people are pale, they are in need of sugar or fat. Preferably plantain."

They moved away from the stage towards the dense, aromatic alley of food stalls. The scent here was overpowering, a heavy, delicious cloud of thyme, nutmeg, frying fish, and smoky peppers that made Éimear’s empty stomach clench and her nose twitch. She had been raised upon a diet of roast chicken (Sunday), boiled potatoes (everyday), and shepherd’s pie (Tuesday). The spiciest thing she had ever consumed was a cautious, singular sprinkle of black pepper on her egg. Ebere walked directly to a stall where a large woman with a face like a kindly moon and arms strong from stirring was turning slices of golden-brown fruit in a massive, spitting pan of bubbling oil.

"Two skewers, please, Aunty," Ebere said, placing a couple of euro coins upon the counter with a politeness so formal it would have made Éimear’s grandmother weep with approval.

"Ah, the little Chief!" the woman laughed, her voice rich as cream. "Looking fine-o! Here, careful now, it is hot like fire." She handed over two wooden sticks laden with the glistening, caramelised fruit.

Ebere passed one to Éimear. She regarded it with deep suspicion. It resembled a banana that had been in a fight and lost, all battered and brown.

"Eat," Ebere instructed, taking a definitive, unafraid bite of his own. A drop of oil shone on his lip. "It is sweet. It will settle you."

Éimear took a tiny, tentative nibble from the end. The exterior shattered with a crisp, sugary sound, giving way to a soft, almost creamy interior that was hot and meltingly, intensely sweet. It was utterly, shockingly delicious. It tasted, she decided, of warm sunshine and forbidden treats. Her eyes widened considerably.

"It's like... a pudding vegetable," she declared, the only frame of reference her beige culinary world allowed.

Ebere chuckled, a low, throaty sound that seemed too old for him. "A pudding vegetable. I shall inform my mother of that culinary analysis. She will be amused."

They stood for a moment, two youngsters amidst the swirling, roaring festival, consuming fried plantain in peaceful solidarity. The drums continued their thundering, complex discourse, but Éimear found her foot, inside its tight shoe, tapping out a hesitant, then confident, rhythm on the cobble. It was no longer a frightening, alien pulse; it was a heartbeat she now shared. She looked at Ebere. He was observing the crowd not as a participant, but as a connoisseur, his face a picture of calm, analytical pride. He did not seem to mind in the slightest that he was different from the sea of pink faces and GAA jerseys beyond the gates; in fact, he seemed rather to pity them for missing this, for living in a world without this colour.

Suddenly, a whistle shrilled in the middle distance. A familiar, piercing, authoritarian sound that cut through even the drums.

"The St. Finbarr’s whistle," Éimear gasped, the real world crashing back in. She recognised Mrs O’Malley’s desperate signal.

"We must make haste," Ebere said, his demeanour shifting instantly from observer to tactician. He finished his plantain in one final, efficient bite and grasped her hand anew, his grip tightening. "Run. Do not let go."

They ran. They were two minnows darting through a reef. They dodged a double pram the size of a small tank, ducked beneath a fluttering oversized Gambian flag, and weaved through a group of exhausted but still-smiling dancers resting near the stone fountain. Éimear’s yellow dress flapped about her legs like a distress banner, and her stupid, proper socks slipped down into her shoes, but she found she did not care. She was flying, pulled along by this strange, velvet-clad pilot. They burst into the cramped, shaded holding area near the Children’s Stage just as Mrs O’Malley, her face now maroon, was conducting a frantic, finger-jabbing head count.

"Twenty-two... twenty-three... where in the name of St. Patrick and all the saints is—"

"Here!" Éimear gasped, skidding to an unsteady halt on the gravel. Ebele stopped neatly beside her, barely out of breath, one hand automatically rising to adjust his cap, ensuring it was perfectly, impeccably straight.

Mrs O’Malley let out a breath that was half-sigh, half-sob of sheer relief. "Oh, thank the heavens and his holy mother. Éimear Collins, you nearly gave me a heart attack fit for the James’! And Ebere... well, thank you for retrieving
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