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​Chapter 1

​The Empty Chair
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The November rain had soaked through Kathleen Murphy's coat by the time she reached her front door. Her fingers, red and raw from the morning's scrubbing at the Shelbourne Hotel, fumbled with the key. Half past nine, and already she felt like she'd lived a full day. The muscles in her lower back screamed with each movement, a constant companion these past six months.

The door swung open to darkness and the stale smell of cigarettes and spilled lager.

"Ruairi?" she called softly, though she knew well enough where he'd be.

She flicked on the light in the sitting room and there he was, sprawled across the sofa like a corpse, one arm dangling to the floor where three empty bottles of Heineken stood in a neat row. His mouth hung open, a line of drool darkening the cushion beneath his cheek. Twenty-four years old and he hadn't changed position since she'd left at half four that morning.

Kathleen set her handbag down and moved quietly to the kitchen, not wanting to wake him just yet. A few more minutes of peace, that's all she wanted. The kitchen was exactly as she'd left it, dishes washed, counters wiped, everything in its place. She'd done it all before leaving in the dark, knowing she wouldn't have the energy when she returned.

She filled the kettle and stared out the window at the small back garden, now overgrown with weeds. Michael used to keep it neat as a pin. Every Sunday after mass, he'd be out there, trimming and planting, making it beautiful for her. Now the grass grew wild and the flowerbeds had turned to mud.

"Ma!"

Kathleen's shoulders tensed. She took a breath and turned on the kettle before walking back to the sitting room.

Ruairi had sat up, his dark hair sticking up at odd angles, his eyes bloodshot and squinting against the light. He scratched his belly through a stained t-shirt that might have been white once.

"What time is it?" he asked, his voice thick with sleep and drink.

"Half nine."

"Jesus. You woke me up."

"I didn't mean to. I just came in"

"Well you did." He stood, swaying slightly, and kicked one of the bottles. It rolled under the coffee table with a hollow sound. "What's for breakfast?"

"Ruairi, it's half nine at night."

"So? I'm hungry."

Kathleen felt the familiar tightness in her chest, the one that came whenever she looked at her son and couldn't find the boy she'd raised in the man slouching before her. "I'll make you something. Sit down. I'll call you when it's ready."

She retreated to the kitchen and opened the fridge. Not much there, she'd have to shop tomorrow before her afternoon shift. Some sausages, a few eggs, half a loaf of bread going hard at the edges. It would do.

As the sausages sizzled in the pan, she heard the television turn on in the next room, the volume too loud as always. Some football match. Ruairi's voice rose above it, shouting at the screen, at the players who couldn't hear him, at the world that had somehow failed to recognize his importance.

Twenty minutes later, she carried two plates to the small dining table that separated the kitchen from the sitting room. "Ruairi, come on now. Dinner's ready."

He appeared, cigarette dangling from his lips, and dropped into his usual chair without a word. He looked at the plate, two sausages, scrambled eggs, fried bread and his face soured.

"This is it?"

"It's what we have."

"No beans?"

"I'll get some tomorrow when I'm paid."

He grunted and stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray that sat permanently on the table now, another thing that would have been unthinkable when Michael was here. When Michael was here. The thought echoed in her mind a dozen times a day.

Kathleen sat in her own chair, the one to the right of the head of the table, and looked at the empty seat between them. Michael's chair. She'd thought about putting it away, storing it somewhere so she wouldn't have to look at it three times a day, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. It felt like erasing him completely.

The chair sat there, pushed in neatly, a ghost at every meal.

"You not eating?" Ruairi asked through a mouthful of sausage.

"I had something at work." A lie. She'd had nothing since the two slices of toast at five that morning, but her appetite had died along with everything else. The food in her mouth would taste like ash anyway.

Ruairi shoveled the food in mechanically, his eyes fixed on the television screen still visible from where he sat. He'd positioned his chair that way deliberately, so he'd never have to miss a moment of whatever he was watching.

Kathleen's gaze drifted to the mantelpiece in the sitting room, visible through the archway. There, in a simple wooden frame, sat the wedding photograph. Herself at twenty-two, in her mother's altered dress, holding a small bouquet of carnations. Michael beside her in his only suit, his hair slicked back, his smile wide and genuine. They'd been so young. So full of plans.

That photograph was all she had left of him now. That and the empty chair.

"I need forty euro," Ruairi said suddenly, pushing his empty plate away.

Kathleen's attention snapped back to him. "Forty?"

"The lads are meeting at Donnelly's. There's a match on."

"Ruairi, I don't have forty euro."

"You just got paid today."

"And I have to pay the ESB bill tomorrow, and we need food for the week, and"

"I need forty euro." His voice had gone flat, dangerous. It was the voice he used when he wasn't asking anymore.

Kathleen's heart began to race. She thought of the envelope in her handbag, the cash Mrs. Hennessy had handed her that morning. One hundred and twenty euro for a week's work scrubbing toilets and mopping floors at the hotel. It had to last.

"I can give you twenty," she said quietly.

"I said forty."

"Ruairi, please. I have bills"

He stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. He walked to the mantelpiece and picked up the wedding photograph. Kathleen's breath caught in her throat.

"This is nice," he said, his tone conversational, almost pleasant. He turned it over in his hands, examining it. "Nice frame. Must be worth something."

"Ruairi, put that down."

"You know what would be a shame?" He looked at her, his eyes cold and clear now, all traces of sleep gone. "If something happened to it. If it got broken, like."

"Please."

"Forty euro, Ma. That's all I'm asking. Forty euro and this stays right where it is, safe and sound."

The tears came before she could stop them. She wiped them away quickly and stood, walking to her handbag on shaking legs. She pulled out the envelope and counted out two twenties, her vision blurred.

She held them out to him.

Ruairi set the photograph down carefully, almost gently, and took the money. He folded it and shoved it in his pocket. "See? That wasn't so hard."

He grabbed his jacket from the back of the couch and headed for the door.

"Ruairi," Kathleen called after him. "Will you be home for breakfast?"

He laughed, a short, bitter sound. "Probably not. Don't wait up."

The door slammed behind him, and Kathleen was alone with the empty chair and the photograph and the remains of a dinner she couldn't eat.

She sat there for a long time in the silence, staring at Michael's face in the picture, remembering when he'd made that same threat about taking Ruairi to the woodshed if he didn't straighten up. But that was before. Before everything changed.

Before the chair went empty and stayed that way.

Outside, the November rain continued to fall, washing nothing clean.
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​Chapter 2

​Before the Darkness
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Six months earlier. May.

Michael Murphy woke at six o'clock, same as he had every weekday for thirty years. The alarm hadn't even finished its first ring before his hand shot out to silence it. Beside him, Kathleen stirred but didn't wake. He let her sleep. She'd been up late the night before, mending his work trousers where they'd torn at the knee.

He dressed quietly in the grey light,  work trousers, flannel shirt and steel-toed boots. His lunch box sat on the kitchen counter where Kathleen had left it the night before, two ham sandwiches, an apple and a flask of tea. She always prepared it before bed, even when he told her not to bother, that he could do it himself.

The house was peaceful in the early morning. This was his favorite time, before the world woke up and complicated things. He sat at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and the newspaper, reading about roadworks on the M50 and a planning dispute in Rathmines. Normal things. Manageable things.

At half six, he heard movement upstairs. Heavy footsteps, the creak of bedsprings. His jaw tightened.

Ruairi appeared in the doorway, still in the clothes he'd worn to the pub the night before. His eyes were red-rimmed, his breath sour even from across the room.

"You're up early," Michael said, not looking up from his paper.

"Couldn't sleep."

"Or you're just getting in."

Ruairi said nothing, moving to the fridge and pulling out a bottle of milk. He drank straight from it, something he knew his father hated.

Michael folded his newspaper carefully and set it aside. "We need to talk."

"Not now, Da."

"Yes, now." Michael's voice was quiet but iron-hard. "You're twenty-four years old. You haven't worked a day in six months. Your mother's picking up extra shifts to cover your drinking money, and you can't even be bothered to come home at a decent hour."

"I've been looking"

"You've been looking in the bottom of a pint glass, that's where you've been looking." Michael stood, and despite being only average height, he seemed to fill the kitchen doorway. "It ends today, Ruairi. Today. You'll go down to the depot with me this morning. Jimmy O'Connor needs laborers. It's hard work, but it's honest."

"I'm not working at the depot."

"Then you're not living in this house."

The two men stared at each other across the kitchen. Ruairi's hands clenched into fists at his sides, but he didn't move. He never did, not really. For all his bluster and laziness, some part of him still feared his father. Some part of him still remembered being ten years old and feeling the weight of that disappointment.

"One week," Michael said, his voice softening slightly. "Give me one week of honest work. Show me you're trying. That's all I ask."

Ruairi's face twisted with something between rage and shame. "Fine. One week."

"Good lad." Michael picked up his lunch box. "I'll see you tonight. Six o'clock, dinner's at half past. Don't keep your mother waiting."

He kissed Kathleen on the forehead when she appeared in her dressing gown, gave her hand a gentle squeeze. "See you this evening, love."

"Be careful at work," she said, like she did every morning.

"Always am."

Michael Murphy walked out the front door at seven o'clock on a Tuesday morning in May. The sky was blue and cloudless, promising a beautiful day. He whistled as he walked to the bus stop, thinking about the garden work he'd do at the weekend, about the look on Ruairi's face when he'd finally agreed to try.

Maybe things were turning around. Maybe his son would find his way after all.

He never came home.

Six o'clock came and went. Kathleen kept the dinner warm in the oven, shepherd's pie, Michael's favorite. She'd made it special, to celebrate Ruairi's promise to work.

Six-thirty. She tried his mobile. It rang out.

Seven o'clock. She called the depot. The foreman, Jerry Sullivan, sounded confused. "He left at half four with everyone else, Kathleen. Said he'd see me tomorrow."

Seven-thirty. She called the hospital. No one by that name admitted.

Eight o'clock. She called the Gardaí.

The two officers who came to the house were young and kind but ultimately useless. They took notes, asked questions, told her that adults had the right to go missing if they wanted to. That he'd probably turn up.

"He wouldn't just leave," Kathleen insisted, her voice rising. "Not Michael. Not without telling me. Something's happened to him."

"Has there been any trouble at home? Any arguments?"

She thought about the conversation at breakfast, about Michael's ultimatum to Ruairi. But that was nothing unusual. That was just Michael being a father.

"No," she said. "No trouble."

They took a photograph, the wedding picture from the mantelpiece and promised to circulate it. They'd check the hospitals again, talk to his workmates, retrace his usual route home.

Ruairi sat on the couch through all of it, silent, his face unreadable.

The first week was a blur of phone calls and poster-making. Kathleen took time off work, time she couldn't afford to walk the streets, showing Michael's picture to shopkeepers and bus drivers. Had anyone seen him? Did anyone remember?

No one did.

The Gardaí searched the wasteland behind the industrial estate. They dragged the canal. They found nothing.

The second week, the calls became less frequent. The investigation, such as it was, slowed to a crawl. "These things take time," they told her. "Don't give up hope."

But hope was already dying in her chest, replaced by something worse, uncertainty. Not knowing was its own special torture. She couldn't grieve because he might still be alive. She couldn't move forward because he might still come home.

By the third week, people stopped asking. The posters on the lampposts began to peel and fade. Life, as it always does, moved on.

Except for Kathleen, who was trapped in that Tuesday morning forever, watching her husband walk out the door, never knowing it would be the last time.

She stopped calling the Gardaí after a month. What was the point? They'd filed their reports, done their due diligence. Michael Murphy was officially a missing person, one of thousands, a statistic that would sit in a database somewhere gathering digital dust.

She went back to work because the bills didn't stop coming. She took on a second cleaning job, then a third, because Ruairi had never gone to the depot, had never even tried. And she was too numb, too broken, to fight him anymore.

The empty chair at the dinner table became permanent.

The wedding photograph went back on the mantelpiece, but now when she looked at it, she didn't see the happy memory. She saw a ghost. A man who'd walked out one beautiful May morning and vanished into thin air.

Missing, they called it.

But Kathleen knew, in some deep and terrible place in her heart, that Michael was never coming back.

She just didn't know why.
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​Chapter 3

​The Three Jobs
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Kathleen's alarm went off at four-thirty in the morning. Not that she needed it, her body had learned to wake on its own, some cruel internal clock that knew when suffering was meant to begin.

She dressed in the dark, not wanting to turn on the light and see her reflection. The woman in the mirror had become a stranger these past months, gaunt and grey, eyes sunken into her skull. Fifty-three years old but looking seventy. Work clothes hung loose on a frame that had lost two stone since May.

Downstairs, she made herself tea and forced down a slice of toast. Her stomach protested even that much. The arthritis in her hands made holding the cup an exercise in pain management, each finger swollen and stiff, the joints hot and angry. The doctor had given her pills, but they cost twelve euro and she needed that money for the ESB bill.

At ten past five, she locked the door behind her and began the twenty-minute walk to the Shelbourne Hotel.

The hotel gleamed in the pre-dawn darkness, all brass and glass and promise. Kathleen went around to the service entrance where Mrs. Hennessy, the head of housekeeping, was already waiting with the cleaning cart.

"Morning, Kathleen."

"Morning."

No other pleasantries. There was no time for them.

Kathleen's section was the fourth floor, twelve guest rooms that needed to be cleaned and reset before the early breakfast service began at eight. She started with room 401, letting herself in with the master key, and began the routine she could perform in her sleep.

Strip the beds. Bag the dirty linens. Scrub the toilet, the sink, the bathtub. Every tile, every surface, every corner. The guests who stayed here paid three hundred euro a night and expected perfection. They expected to see no trace of the human hands that maintained their comfort.

Her back seized up by the third room, a sharp pain that shot down her left leg. She leaned against the bathroom wall, breathing through it, waiting for it to pass. It didn't, not really. It just dulled enough that she could keep moving.

The chemical smell of the cleaning products made her eyes water. Bleach and ammonia and something floral that was supposed to mask the harshness but only made it worse. Her hands, already raw, burned as she worked. The rubber gloves helped but not enough. The skin on her knuckles had cracked and bled, tiny fissures that never seemed to heal.

By room 408, she was moving like an old woman, bent and shuffling. By room 412, she was counting down the minutes until nine o'clock.

Mrs. Hennessy paid her in cash, thirty euro a day, six days a week. Under the table, no questions asked. It wasn't legal, but Kathleen wasn't in a position to complain. The money went straight into her purse, already earmarked for bills and food and Ruairi's drinking money.
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