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Belfast, Northern Ireland—Spring 1975

A cold spring mist clung to the Ballymurphy Estate, muffling sound and blurring the glow of streetlamps. The houses sat rigid, lights dimmed, as if the whole street had learned to hold its breath.

Outside 1033 Ballymurphy Road, Saracen armored vehicles idled in the ghostly fog—dark steel hulks with engines muttering low. Boots shifted on the wet sidewalk. A radio hissed, then fell silent.

Inside, five-year-old Michael Emmet Doherty slept curled beneath a wool blanket.

His grandparents’ house was small and worn, but it was quiet.

Quiet meant safe.

The knock came without warning.

Then the door exploded inward.

Wood splintered. The frame shattered. The sound slammed through the house—too loud, too sudden, too close.

Michael’s eyes flew open.

Men flooded the hallway. Boots thundered. Harsh voices barked words he couldn’t understand. Green shapes filled the doorway, blocking the light, moving fast and hard. The air smelled of damp wool and metal.

Michael didn’t scream.

He couldn’t.

He pulled the blanket over his head and pressed himself into the mattress, his small body trembling, heart battering his ribs hard enough to hurt. He squeezed his eyes shut and held his breath.

It didn’t help.

Outside, soldiers fanned out around the house, rifles raised. Clad in olive-drab smocks and flak jackets, they moved with practiced precision. The British Army, assisted by the Royal Ulster Constabulary, had arrived.

Inside, Michael lay frozen.

He didn’t know who they were.

He didn’t know why they’d come.

He only knew what a broken door usually meant.

Fear had found him again.

“Who’s the head of the house?” one of the soldiers demanded.

“Aye, that would be myself,” Emmet replied.

The search continued regardless.

Startled and confused, Michael scrambled out of bed. His grandmother’s voice rose in the hallway. As he reached the doorway, it burst open and sent him sprawling onto the floor.

He stumbled into the hallway where Fiona stood, fury blazing.

“What do you mean by frightening the wee lad, you feckin’ gobshites?” she snapped.

“He’s just an innocent child!”

The soldiers ignored her, tearing through the house with relentless urgency.

“Mind yourself, boy!” one of them barked.

Before Michael could react, Fiona seized his arm and yanked him behind her, shielding him with her body.

Michael didn’t understand the words.

He understoodthe sound.

Long after the shouting stopped, his ears still rang.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Ballymurphy 

Ballymurphy, Belfast, Northern Ireland

In the park, Michael kicked a football against the gable wall, the dull thud echoing down the street.

A group of boys noticed him.

“Who’s the new kid?”

One of them—older, broader through the shoulders—waved him over. Michael hesitated, then walked toward them, the ball tucked under his arm.

They closed in around him.

The older boy stepped closer while the others drifted behind him, cutting off the way back.

“Are you Protestant or Catholic?” the boy demanded. 

Michael hesitated. 

He didn’t know why it mattered, but he could feel that it did.

“I don’t understand the question.”

The boy’s lip curled.

“He’s asking what side you’re on.”

“I’m Catholic,” Michael said. There was pride in it—borrowed, half-understood, but firm.

“Where do you live?”

“None of your business.”

That did it.

“Don’t give me any of your guff,” another boy snapped, shoving him hard. “Knock his melt in.”

The first punch came fast. Then another. Hands grabbed his shirt; fists hammered into his ribs and shoulders. The world narrowed to noise, movement, and the taste of blood. 

Michael fought back—not smart, just angry. 

When it was over, one of the boys lay on the ground clutching his face, blood pouring from his nose. 

There was a pause. 

Then someone laughed. 

“All right,” the older boy said, nodding. “He’ll do.” 

Michael wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and picked up the ball. 

After that, they let him play.

*** 
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Unable to sleep more than a few hours at a time, Michael grew restless. He got into mischief, took risks, tested limits—patterns that would follow him into adulthood. 

As the Troubles tightened their grip on Ballymurphy, violence stopped arriving suddenly.

It settled in. 

Gunfire cracked through the estate at all hours. Riots burned late into the night. 

Helicopters hovered overhead, their lights crawling across bedroom ceilings. 

Michael no longer cried when the sounds came.

He listened. 

He waited. 

By the time the noise faded, he already knew where the bullets had landed.
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Chapter Two
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The Making of Michael Doherty

Ballymurphy—June 1977 

Seven-year-old Michael Emmet Doherty made his First Communion on a bright Sunday morning in June 1977. He wore a stiff white shirt and a clip-on tie that scratched his neck. His grandmother, Fiona, smoothed his hair and reminded him to sit up straight—to behave, to remember that God was watching. 

He liked being an altar boy.

He liked the order of it—the bells, the candles, the certainty of ritual. Inside the church, Ballymurphy faded. There were no soldiers, no shouting, no sirens. Only incense and 

Latin and the promise that there was something beyond the streets he lived on.

Confession frightened him.

He knelt and whispered his sins in a rush, terrified of forgetting something small that might condemn him forever. When absolution came, relief followed—briefly.

Then doubt crept in. 

Did I forget something? 

That summer, the riots came closer.
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One night, flames lit the sky as barricades burned. Michael stood near the living-room window when a tear-gas canister smashed through the glass, filling the house with smoke. 

He collapsed, coughing violently, retching as his eyes streamed. Fiona carried him upstairs, barricading the bathroom door with towels, splashing cold water on his face, holding him as he shook. 

“Be strong, Michael,” she whispered.

The next night, he went back out. 

With a scarf tied around his mouth and his hands swallowed by his jacket sleeves, he helped rock a van into place. Someone told him to get back, but he stayed. He held a brick in one hand and an unbroken bottle in the other, his throat burning with rage.  

He stood wide-eyed amid smoke and flames, dirt smeared across his face, waiting. 

On the way to school the next morning, children collected spent gas canisters and rubber bullets like trophies, showing them off in the playground. 

Violence was not shocking to Michael. 

It was instruction. 

*** 
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On May 5, 1981, Bobby Sands died. 

Michael watched the crowds gather on television—fists raised, coffins draped in tricolors. The word martyr echoed through the estate.

He did not understand politics.

But he understood sacrifice. 

Something shifted. 

Ten men died. 

It was too late.
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Chapter Three
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When the World Softened

September 1986

That autumn, Michael began St Peter’s Secondary School. Unlike most of his friends, he didn’t ditch class. He loved to read, devoured books, soaked up knowledge. Teachers adored him. He was sensitive, eager to please—desperate for approval he never quite seemed to earn.

He first noticed Deirdre in class.

Red-haired.

Green-eyed.

She smiled at him across the classroom as if the world were not already broken.

It caught him off guard. 

No one smiled like that anymore. Her open, unafraid smile felt out of place in 

Ballymurphy.

They became friends quickly, drawn together by an ease neither could explain. 

They walked home together. Talked about ordinary things.

She listened when he spoke—really listened.

With her, he laughed more. Slept better. He allowed himself to imagine a future that didn’t end suddenly or violently.

When they kissed, it was awkward and perfect.

For a while, love made Ballymurphy feel survivable.
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By fifteen, Michael had learned how to move through the estate unnoticed—head down, corners watched, streets measured by hour and mood. Violence had become background noise.

Then Deirdre became something more.

With her, the world softened. Without her, it never quite did.

“You’re not like them,” she said once.

He didn’t ask who she meant.

***
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As he grew taller—six feet-four inches, thin, dark-haired, green-eyed—he began to resemble his father, William. He grew bolder. More reckless.

The Army, the RUC, the IRA—and most importantly his grandmother—all took 

notice.

IRA disciplinary warnings came and went. He watched the violence with a mixture of fear, respect, and desire.

One night, after hours of rioting, Army snatch squads hit the estate. Saracens rolled in—steel slabs with iron grilles—while residents poured into the streets, banging bin lids like alarms.

Michael hurled paint-filled bottles that burst against armor in bright, dripping bruises.

“Run—the feckers are coming!”

Arrests followed. By morning, burned-out cars were cleared away, only to be rebuilt into barricades the following night.

The soldiers raided his home at all hours. They ordered his grandparents about, searched every room, pawed through belongings. Nothing was sacred.

After one such raid, his grandfather Eamon died of a heart attack.

Michael never forgave them.

***
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November 1987

At Andrews Flour Mill on Percy Street, threats appeared in his locker. Protestant co-workers glared openly. By week’s end, he had a few pounds—enough to take Deirdre out, enough to feel normal.

One evening, after a long, grinding day at the mill, Michael went to Deirdre’s as he usually did.

This time, she wasn’t there to greet him.

Her brother Seán answered the door.

“Deirdre will be home soon,” he said. “Fancy a drink?”

“Aye,” Michael replied, following him into the kitchen.

Seán—a full-fledged member of the IRA—pulled a handgun from his waistband and 

set it on the table.

Michael froze.

“Do you know what kind of gun that is?”

“No,” Michael said cautiously.

“It’s a nine-millimeter. Know anything about guns?”

Michael shook his head.

“Come with me, lad.”

Michael’s hands trembled. He prayed Deirdre would come home soon. He was convinced Seán was about to shoot him to make a point.

In the garden, Seán fired into a trash can.

The crack echoed down the street.

Then handed Michael the weapon.

“Your turn.”

The cold metal felt strangely good in his hand.

“Pull the trigger.”

Michael shut his eyes and fired. The gun bucked.

“Nothing to it,” Seán said.

Michael fired again until the magazine emptied. Adrenaline surged. His heart raced. 

His hands shook. 

It felt comfortable.

“You and my sister go way back,” Seán said. “I want to know you can protect her.”

“Aye.”

“She’s mad about you. That’s all she bloody talks about.”

Michael relaxed. Maybe Seán wasn’t so bad after all.

“You need to learn to shoot properly,” Seán said. “Stop by after work—I’ll teach you.”

“Aye. I will, yeah.”

“When you’re ready to be more than a skinny wee arse,” Seán added, “come see me about a job.”

“Cheers, lad.”

***
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No Safe Ground—1988

The punishment squads came fast and hard.

Men in black poured into the streets, bats and hammers raised, faces hidden. 

“Run—it's the fucking IRA!” 

Michael and his friends scattered, boots slapping sidewalk, lungs burning as footsteps thundered behind them. He ran harder than he ever had, fear cracking open something raw and furious inside him. 

They caught Paddy. 

Paddy fought back. They shot him in the leg.

They turned on Michael—fists and boots breaking his nose, splitting his lip. 

“Be grateful we don't kneecap you,” one of the men said, voice flat beneath the hood. 

Another night followed soon after. Another chase. More shouting. More boots. More swinging bats.

The warning was always the same. 

“Run—it's the fucking IRA!” 

By then, Michael understood the truth. 

There was no side without violence. 

Only survival. 

Love could soften the world—but it could not stop it from breaking. 

And the streets did not soften with him. 

*** 
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As Michael grew older, the trouble followed.

Riots.

Raids.

Warnings from the IRA.

Soldiers knocking at the door.

His grandfather’s death left a hollow anger that never closed. 

One afternoon, walking home, a British soldier deliberately shoulder-checked him. 

“What was that about?” Michael demanded. 

The soldier raised his weapon. 

“Michael, just walk away,” Deirdre pleaded. 

Defiant, Michael stood his ground.

“What are you going to do—shoot me? You’re nothing without that gun.” 

“Irish bastard,” the soldier sneered. 

The kick came hard. 

Michael punched back.

Soldiers rushed in. A riot erupted.

He grabbed Deirdre’s hand and ran.
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Chapter Four
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The Day the Music Stopped

Friday, May 1, 1988

The sky over Belfast was a brilliant blue, the sun warm and unseasonable for early May. A light breeze drifted in from the Belfast Lough as Michael and Deirdre walked hand in hand past the crowded shopping arcade on North Street. 

Michael barely noticed the noise of the city. His attention was fixed on the jewelry shops ahead, their windows bright with gold bands and polished stones. He had been saving for months, hiding the money where no one would find it. He imagined her face when he asked—the laugh she always tried to hide with her hand. 

The city center was busy that afternoon. 

Too busy. 

Michael sensed it before Deirdre did—the way people moved with a sharper purpose, eyes flicking, shoulders hunched. His chest tightened. Without thinking, he drew her closer, guiding them through the crowd. 

She squeezed his fingers and smiled. 

“You worry too much.” 

He smiled back, though unease coiled in his stomach. He told himself he was imagining it. He always imagined danger. 

The explosion came without warning. 

The blast tore through the street, shattering glass and ripping the air apart. The force hurled Michael backward, knocking the breath from his lungs. He hit the sidewalk hard, pain blooming across his ribs as sound vanished—then returned all at once. 

For a moment, there was silence. 

Not peace—absence. 

Then screaming flooded in. 

Smoke poured through the street, thick and acrid. Michael dragged himself upright, disoriented, sucking in air that burned his throat, heart hammering. He turned in a slow circle. “Deirdre?” 

Nothing. 

The street was unrecognizable. People ran blindly—some shouting names, others frozen in place. Blood streaked the sidewalk. Shoes lay scattered. Glass crunched underfoot. “Deirdre!” he shouted, louder now, forcing his way through bodies that shoved past him. “Deirdre!” 

Then he saw her. 

She lay near the curb, crumpled awkwardly, as though she had sat down and not yet stood up again. 

For a split second, Michael believed she might. 

He dropped beside her, hands shaking as he touched her shoulder. 

“Deirdre... love?” 

Her eyes were open.

Not seeing him.

Not seeing anything. 

There was blood—too much blood—soaking her clothes, pooling beneath her. His mind rejected it. This was wrong. This wasn’t how days like this were meant to end. 

He pressed his hands against her wounds—clumsy and desperate, as if pressure alone could undo what had been done. 

“Stay with me,” he whispered. “Please... stay with me.” 

He told himself she would answer. That she would sigh at his fussing. That she would tease him for panicking. 

She didn’t move. 

Something tore out of him then—a sound he didn’t recognize as his own. The world narrowed to the pounding in his ears and the unbearable weight of her body against his arms. 

“No... no... ah no, love.” 

He cradled her against his chest, rocking gently, as though she were cold. As though she might wake if he just held her tightly enough. Her hair brushed his cheek—ordinary, alive. 

His hands were slick with blood. He stared at them stupidly, unable to understand how they could belong to him. 

People shouted. Sirens wailed somewhere far off. Someone tried to pull him back. 

He didn’t hear them. 

In that moment, something inside Michael broke. 

Not loudly. 

Not all at once. 

It broke cleanly—like a snapped bone—and the pain came after.

***
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Fiona had just settled into her chair with a cup of tea when the program was interrupted. 

She didn’t look up at first. Interruptions were common enough—riots, alerts, another warning in a long line of them. She lifted the cup, felt the warmth against her palms. 

Then she heard the word explosion. 

Her hand stilled. 

City center.

North Street.

Casualties unknown. 

Fiona set the cup down carefully, as though sudden movement might make things worse. Tea spilled over the rim, unnoticed. 

Michael and Deirdre had gone into town earlier. 

She had reminded Michael to bring a jacket. He had laughed, told her it was too warm. Deirdre had smiled, promised they wouldn’t be long. 

They’ll be home before tea goes cold. Fiona thought. 

Her heart began to beat too hard, too fast—a familiar rhythm. She had felt it before. When the soldiers came to the door. When Eamon collapsed. When Michael hadn’t come home on time. 

But this was sharper.

This was different. 

She reached for the telephone. 

Her fingers trembled as she dialed the first hospital, pronouncing each name carefully, as if precision might protect them. 

With each call, the house grew quieter. The ticking of the clock grew loud—too loud. Memory slipped in without permission: Michael coughing in the bathroom as tear gas filled the house. Michael asleep on the sofa, thumb still tucked into his fist. Michael standing in the doorway, tall now, trying to look braver than he felt. 

I kept you safe, she thought. I did everything right. 

Something inside hollowed out. A cold certainty crept in—not panic, not hysteria, but the slow, dreadful knowing that comes before confirmation. 

Time bent. Light shifted outside the window. The afternoon stretched impossibly long. 

They should have been home by now. 

Fiona sat perfectly still, listening for footsteps on the path, the scrape of the gate, Michael’s familiar knock. She imagined opening the door and scolding him for being late. 

Imagined Deirdre’s soft apology. 

Later—much later—she would sit alone in the quiet house, staring at Michael’s empty room. His jacket still hung by the door. His shoes waited where he had kicked them off. 

She would reach for the rosary and stop halfway, realizing she no longer knew what to ask God for. 

Not protection. 

Not mercy. 

The door stayed closed. 

The knock, when it came, was not Michael’s. 

She opened the door already knowing.
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Michael did not remember the journey home. 

Later, fragments returned—the press of bodies, a guiding hand, the taste of smoke still caught in his throat—but the journey itself vanished, as though the world had folded in on him and reopened somewhere else. 

He stood at the gate without realizing he had stopped. 

The house looked the same. Curtains half-drawn. Light on in the front room. 

Everything where it had always been—and the normality of it felt wrong, almost offensive. 

For a moment, he considered turning away. 

He opened the gate. 

The latch made its usual sound—a small, familiar click—and something twisted painfully in his chest. He had heard that sound every day of his life. 

Inside, the hallway smelled faintly of tea and furniture polish. His jacket still hung on its hook. Deirdre’s scarf lay draped over the banister where she’d left it the last time she visited. 

Michael stopped breathing. 

His hand reached for it before he realized what he was doing. He lifted the scarf slowly, pressed it to his face. It smelled like her—soap and something floral, something alive. 

His knees buckled. 

He slid down the wall and sat on the floor, the scarf clenched in his fist, breath coming in shallow, broken pulls. His body shook, but no sound came. It was as though even crying required permission he no longer had. 

Footsteps sounded behind him. 

Fiona stood at the end of the hall. 

She had been waiting there for hours without knowing it. 

For a moment, neither of them moved. They stared at one another across the narrow space—grandmother and grandson—each seeing the answer they feared in the other’s face. 

Fiona crossed the hall in three steps and dropped to her knees in front of him. She cupped his face in her hands, thumbs brushing dirt and dried blood from his skin. 

“Oh, Michael,” she whispered. 

That was all she said. 

The sound he made then tore out of him—raw, animal, unstoppable. He folded into her, forehead pressed against her chest, body shaking violently as grief finally found its voice. 

“She was right there,” he choked. “I had her hand. I had her hand.” 

Fiona held him as though the world might try to take him too. She rocked him gently, murmuring his name, prayers, nonsense—anything that came to her mouth. 

Her own tears soaked into his hair, but she made no sound. She had learned long ago how to swallow grief whole. 

After a while—she never knew how long—Michael pulled back slightly and looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. 

“She didn’t feel cold,” he said urgently. “That means something, doesn’t it?” Fiona’s heart cracked open. 

She smoothed his hair back from his face. The way she had when he was small. 

“It means you loved her,” she said softly. “That’s what it means.” 

He nodded, clinging to the answer, though it offered no comfort. 

She helped him to his feet and guided him into the front room. He sat where he always sat, hands folded uselessly in his lap. His eyes moved around the room, landing on familiar things—the clock, the framed photographs, the chair by the window—as if trying to anchor himself to something solid. 

“I was going to ask her,” he said suddenly. 

Fiona stilled. 

“I was saving,” he went on, voice emptied out. “I was going to get her a ring.” 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the folded notes, smoothed them carefully on the table, aligning the edges as if precision mattered. 

Fiona closed her eyes. 

That night, she sat beside him until dawn. He did not sleep. He did not cry again. He simply stared at the wall, his face grey and distant, as though part of him had already gone somewhere she could not follow. 

When the morning light crept through the curtains, he was still staring at the wall. 

“I don’t feel anything,” he said quietly. 

Fiona took his hand. 

“That will come,” she said. 

She was right. 

It would come in waves. 

In memories. 

In anger. 

In silence. 

But never again in the way it had before.
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Chapter Five
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After

The house filled with people Michael did not remember inviting. 

They came in small groups—neighbors, relatives, women with tight mouths and gentle hands. Someone brought sandwiches. Someone else made tea. The kettle boiled again and again, though Michael never saw anyone drink. 

He sat on the edge of the sofa, nodding when spoken to, answering questions he barely heard. Every sentence reached him as though from the far end of a tunnel. 

“I’m so sorry, Michael.” 

“She was a lovely girl.” 

“There are no words.” 

He agreed with all of it. He had nothing else. 

The sympathy made him feel like a ghost in his own home—present, but not properly 

alive. 

At night, when the last visitor finally left and the door clicked shut, silence rushed back in. It was not peaceful. It pressed in from all sides, heavy with things unsaid. 

Michael lay awake listening to the clock tick in the hall. Every sound made him flinch—pipes knocking, wind at the window, a car passing too slowly outside. 

When he closed his eyes, he saw Deirdre as she had been on the street. Eyes open. 

Looking through him. Already beyond him.

The image didn’t fade.

It sharpened. 

In the morning, Fiona found him at the kitchen table. Tea sat untouched in front of him. 

“You should try to eat something,” she said gently. 

Michael lifted a piece of toast, held it a moment, then set it down again. 

He stared at his hands as if they belonged to someone else. 

Sometimes, without warning, the scent of her scarf would reach him and his body would lurch—expecting her voice, her laugh, expecting her to walk into the room and tell him he was being dramatic, that he worried too much. 

But the door never opened. 

And each time he remembered that the grief did not return like a wave. 

It returned like a collapse. 

*** 
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On the third day, Michael left the house. 

Fiona heard the door close and felt the familiar fear tighten in her chest. She did not stop him. She had learned that grief, like rage, could not be locked indoors. 

He walked without direction, past streets he had known since childhood. Murals loomed from brick walls. Slogans shouted from paint. Everything felt louder now, more insistent. 

On one wall, someone had sprayed:

REMEMBER HER.

Michael stopped.

Remember.

The words struck him like a blow. 

As if forgetting were possible. As if memory were a choice. 

Near the Falls Road, he saw the remains of a small memorial—trampled flowers, candles burned low, a photograph taped crookedly to a lamppost. Beneath it, scrawled in half-smeared letters:

LEST WE FORGET.

Michael stood there for a long time. 

Forget? 

He had tried forgetting his whole life—the raids, the gas in his lungs, his grandfather’s face as he died. Forgetting the first time he held a gun and realized a part of him liked it. 

But this—

This was different. 

This was the one thing that had made the world feel survivable. 

A group of young men passed him, voices low, faces tightened by the same fury rising in his chest. One of them recognized him and nodded—a small, wordless gesture. 

Michael nodded back. 

It frightened him how easy that was.
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That night, he stood at the sink and washed his hands again and again until the skin reddened and cracked. The water ran clear, but he kept scrubbing, as though the blood might still be there, as though time itself could be undone. 

When he finally stopped, he looked up at his reflection in the mirror. 

He didn’t recognize the man staring back. 

“I won’t forget,” he said aloud. 

The words settled heavily in the hallway—no longer a promise, no longer a comfort. 

Something else. 

In the front room, Fiona sat with her rosary looped around her fingers. The beads slid through her hand without meaning. She heard Michael’s voice and felt a chill settle deep in her bones. 

She knew that sound. 

It was the sound of grief beginning to change.
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Chapter Six
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The Funeral

Deirdre’s funeral was held beneath grey skies.

Rain fell steadily, soaking through coats and into the ground, as if the earth itself were mourning. The street outside her family’s house was lined with faces—neighbors, friends, people who had watched her grow up and had loved her in the quiet, ordinary way people love a bright thing in a dark place. 

Michael stood beside Fiona, but he felt miles away from his own body. 

His hands were cold. His jaw ached from holding itself tight. He stared at the front door, half-expecting it to open—for Deirdre to appear laughing at the fuss, telling them all to stop being so dramatic. 

The door opened. 

The coffin emerged instead. 

The sight of it did not feel real. It felt staged—like something meant for someone else. 

Michael’s knees threatened to give way. Fiona’s hand closed around his arm, firm and anchoring, the same grip that had pulled him back from danger his whole life. 

They walked behind the coffin through the rain. 

Every step felt wrong. 

Inside the church, the air smelled of damp wool and candle wax. Michael took his place beside Deirdre’s family. He heard weeping—sharp, helpless sounds—and only gradually realized they were coming from him. His face remained dry.

The priest spoke of innocence.

Of tragedy.

Of God’s plan. 

Michael listened with a distant, furious calm. 

God’s plan. 

A plan that required a girl like Deirdre to die on a Sunday afternoon in the city center. 

He looked at Fiona. Her lips moved in prayer, but her eyes were fixed on the coffin, though faith itself had grown heavy in her hands. 

At the gravesite, the rain intensified. Mud clung to shoes. Umbrellas trembled. 

Michael watched as the coffin was lowered into the ground, his mind refusing to connect the simple motion with what it meant—someone so alive reduced to a box disappearing into earth. 

His chest tightened. 

For one irrational moment, he wanted to climb into the grave after her—not because he wanted to die, but because death at least made sense.

This world did not. 

When the coffin touched earth, Deirdre’s mother made a sound that tore through the crowd. 

Michael flinched as if struck. 

Fiona’s hand tightened on his arm. 

In that moment, he understood something with sudden clarity: 

Grief did not end here.
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Afterwards, people gathered in Deirdre’s house. Tea was poured. Plates were filled. Voices hummed low, trying to soften what could not be softened. 

Michael stood near the wall, listening without listening. 

Someone mentioned the explosion. 

Someone else named a culprit—blame disguised as certainty. 

The air shifted. 

Michael saw Seán, on the far side of the room. His face was rigid with contained rage, jaw clenched so tightly the muscle jumped. 

Seán met Michael’s eyes. 

There was no comfort there. 

Only fire. 

Michael looked away first—not out of fear, but dread. 
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