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Prologue
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A drop of sweat and blood ran into his left eye making him jerk his head back and wince. The bruises from the car crash throbbed, and his right shoulder felt dislocated. He shifted in the chair.

Bright red flowers bloomed; the motion caused ropes tying him to the chair to chafe his skin, then a wave of total disconnectedness, nausea and disorientation. After an eternal minute, time slowed ...  he could see the room was empty and lit by a single naked light bulb. Slowly his concentration became complete; he could hear an occasional car passing on the distant road. He closed his eyes and tried to marshal his thoughts. The masked man holding the gun at his head would not pull the trigger without an order.

Images flashed across his mind: The chase across the northern coast of Ireland, the bomb in the hotel, the hunger strikes of 1981, newly elected Member of Parliament Bobby Sands dead after sixty-six days of refusing food; The Veterans Day bomb at Enniskillen, which killed eleven innocents; The shoot-to-kill policy of the British Government in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s; Two undercover British army officers dragged from their car and then beaten to death by mourners at the funeral of a victim of Loyalist violence ... the whole thing captured by a television news crew; The gruesome acts of murder carried out by the Shankill Butchers in the mid-1970s, who delighted in ritualistically carving their victims before cutting their throats.

In December 1992 the IRA blew out the heart of his hometown, Manchester. He had been a ½ mile away from the blast, and had received injuries from flying glass. After the deafening explosion had faded and the clouds of dust had begun billowing in the wind, he had run to try and help those that might be alive. The carnage he saw there had lived with him for every subsequent day of his life. Although no one was killed that day, over sixty were injured, some horrifically.

That day he became part of the war in Northern Ireland.
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CHAPTER ONE - 22 July 1984
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The chase was nearing its end and they both knew it. For three hours now Bret and Connor had been running for their lives. The chase had begun in the town of Bolton, about 10 miles north of Manchester.

Screaming out of downtown Bolton, they had entered the St. Peter’s Way by-pass only moments before their pursuers. Two miles further Connor yelled for Bret to merge with the M61 motorway, still heading south. After another bewildering set of interchanges through which Bret followed the signs for the airport, they were on a new road, the M63. Using the motorway with its 70 mph speed limit they had been able to use the speed advantage of their Triumph Dolomite over the slower Ford Granada their pursuers were driving. There were few cars on the road and Connor had been able to see the bright red Granada about half a mile behind them. As they approached a large bridge, Connor finally made sense of where they were.

“That’s the Ship Canal below,” he said, indicating the dark stretch of water they were crossing. “Come off at the next exit and turn right. When you get to the roundabout, go to the right and keep on that road until I tell you.”

Bret did as he was told, not bothering to ask why they were coming off the motorway and going back onto the smaller roads. Their destination was Ringway, and the last few motorway signs had clearly shown the symbol for an airport. Connor was supposed to be one of the better navigators this side of the Irish Sea.

Bret had no idea why the exchange in Bolton had gone so badly wrong, only that it had. They had pummeled their way out of the Idaho roller-disco just as their pursuers arrived. Figuring the opposition wouldn’t risk shooters in such a public place, Bret had grabbed the backpack containing the merchandise, and screamed at Connor to follow him. The three bouncers who had insisted on taking the backpack from them were licking their wounds.

Initially averaging 100 mph on the A666, called St. Peter’s Way, and locally known for obvious reasons as the Devil’s highway, Bret had headed towards the airport located southwest of the city. Manchester International Airport, or Ringway, was renowned for its fearsome security, especially after the previous two years increased IRA activities on the mainland. Ringway was a major point of entry for travelers arriving from Northern Ireland, as well as the Irish Republic. Bret calculated that if he could get them to the airport, they would be relatively safe.

The heavy merchandise he was carrying would make it difficult for them to move around with impunity, but he felt sure that they could pass themselves off as a couple of weary backpackers. Manchester had the largest student community in Western Europe, and was always full of young people wearing backpacks heading from one place to the next. Of course, if they were stopped and searched... well, that would be another story.

Now careening off the exit ramp, Bret steered the car west towards Partington, and the massive petrochemical complex located there. Amazed he hadn’t been stopped, or even seen, by the Greater Manchester Police, he concentrated on his driving as Connor called out lefts and rights.

So much for luck!  As they rounded a curve and saw a straight section of road they heard the distinctive “mee-maw” sound of the police and saw flashing blue lights pull in behind them. Relieved to see the car was only a Ford Escort, Bret told Connor to hang on and floored the accelerator. The Dolomite hurled itself forward, and they covered the mile long straight in less than a minute.

“Go right,” yelled Connor as they approached the traffic lights, which were on red. Looking to his left and right, Bret slung the wheel, sending the car into a vicious turn. Dropping into second gear, he gunned the big 2.8 L engine and took a moment to savor the explosive force that rammed them both back into their seats. As he made the turn he saw the pursuing police car, and behind it, the red Granada.

Bret knew that the raw speed advantage he had enjoyed on the open motorway was lost here as their pursuers evidently had a professional behind the wheel, able to use the heavier Granada to make sharper turns. On the numerous twists and turns the road made, the heavier car was catching up. As he craned his neck to look backward, Connor was shocked to see the big Granada overtake the police car and ram it hard as it passed. The Escort immediately swerved off the road, evidently with an inexperienced driver behind the wheel. Knowing the driver would be radioing in their descriptions immediately, Connor urged Bret to drive even faster.

Two miles further on, after passing another large petrochemical processing plant, Connor saw the turn he had been looking for. “Turn left here and get ready for single lane traffic.”

Bret grunted assent, too absorbed in his driving to argue their route. As the Dolomite reached the end of the two-lane road, both the houses and the streetlights ended and they were into open country. Connor had plotted a route through the farmland that surrounds Greater Manchester to the southwest. Taking advantage of the darkened and deserted road to use the high beam to illuminate his path, and to scan the tight bends ahead for oncoming motorists, Bret coaxed and plunged the Dolomite around the country lanes.

Using a small street atlas of Greater Manchester Connor directed them through a maze of small, country lanes, past what looked like a crematorium, into the small village of Dunham.

They had blown a tire as they roared through Dunham, lost control of the car, slid sideways into a larger road running at a 90-degree angle, and slammed in a wall at about 30 mph. Luckily they were both wearing their seatbelts, and received nothing worse than a bruising.

Scrambling out of the car, they had leaped over a low wall on the other side of the road, and sped across a field. On the other side of the field was a much higher wall that Connor breathlessly told his partner was the boundary of Dunham Park.

Deeming the high wall too risky, they ran alongside it until they came across a driveway entrance to the park. Bret gestured to his partner to follow him into the park. Connor needed no second bidding.

Ducking under the ancient iron railings and vaulting up onto the old stone wall, Bret helped Connor up onto the top. As they steadied themselves, they saw the headlights of the Granada coming round the corner that had defeated them. As the high beams caught them on top of the wall, Bret and Connor jumped six feet to the grass on the other side. Beginning to run, they heard the Granada come to a screeching halt and the sound of voices shouting. Not wasting a second, they began to run in the direction Connor indicated.

“Head over there towards that gap in the trees, it should take us across the course...” stammered Connor. Bret grunted his agreement, saving his breath.

In the dark they sped through the park, part nature reserve and part golf course. After 5 minutes breathless running, Bret hissed at Connor to stop. Dropping to the ground they battled to control their breathing. With adrenalin now coursing through their blood, both men were ready for fight or flight, and it only took a minute for their respiration to slow. It was Connor who spotted the flashlights in the distance coming their way. “Fuck,” he breathed pointing the thin beams out to his partner. “Let’s go.”

Heading in the same direction, Bret and Connor eventually reached a parking lot, with several cars parked in it. Recognizing it as a lover’s lane, Bret signaled Connor to follow him. Aiming his pistol at one of the nearest cars, he squeezed off a single shot and blew out the rear tire. In the ensuing panicked eruption of people from the five cars parked in the lot, the two men ran toward the exit onto the road.

Reading the sign as Charcoal road, Connor consulted his memory and bade Bret follow him once again. Another minute’s hard running bought them to a major intersection. A green reflector sign with yellow letters proclaimed this to be the A56, a major road. As they stopped breathlessly at the traffic signal, Bret asked his partner which way they should go.

“Straight across leads into Bowden village,” panted Connor. “We can get lost in some small pub until closing time, then hire a taxi to take us to Ringway.”

Bret nodded his assent, and the two charged across the main road. Bowden was sufficiently close to the airport that a taxi would undoubtedly pick them up.

Half a mile down Park Road, they entered the village of Bowdon. Part of the so-called stockbroker belt, Bowden was definitely upper class, an alien sight to Bret who came from Burnfoot, County Donegal, Ireland. But a pub was a welcome sight, and after making a couple of side turns, the two men happened upon the Red Lion, a quarter mile from the center of the village. Bret stopped Connor as they first saw the pub. “We’d better wait here until we get our breath back, and wipe off some of this sweat and shit ... they’ll never let us in like this. Come on, we’ll go in through the vault.”

Situated at the back of the pub, the vault, a traditional room in any pub dedicated to those who preferred not to drink wine or cider, and most definitely did not wish to listen to Duran Duran, offered the two men a chance of anonymity.

Entering the pub they quickly scanned the patrons for any signs of hostiles. Seeing nothing, Connor went to the bar and ordered two pints of Boddingtons local ale. Connor usually did the ordering when the two of them were on the mainland.

Sitting down at a vacant table, they sipped their pints, and surveyed the door.

Trying to relax, Bret quaffed his entire pint in one go immediately regretting it as several old timers noticed. Smiling, he looked at the nearest and shrugged. “Hard day at the office.”

The old man offered him a pitying smile as if to say hard day on the run more like from the looks of you two. Connor caught the mood and started to talk to Bret in a flawless Mancunian dialect. Manchester United was his team, and he could talk about them as well as any native could. After a few seconds, the old men seemed to lose interest. Most of them were City fans anyway, and the two younger men did look hard.

By closing time Bret and Connor had put away 6 pints each, and were feeling relaxed.  No one had showed up in the pub, and they had a taxi ordered for 11:30.  At twenty-five past, they entered the parking lot behind the pub and looked for the Black Cab they had ordered.  Both were nervous despite the calming effects of the alcohol they had consumed. By 11:35 Bret was becoming agitated.

“Are you sure you told them the back of the pub, by the vault?”

Bolstered by the ale, Connor forgot the seniority within the organization Bret held and lapsed back into his native brogue. “I fucking said so didn’t I?”

“Just fucking checking,” shouted Bret.

Aware that they were drawing attention from other revelers leaving the pub, the two had another heated discussion and determined to leave the pub via the front entrance. Not knowing quite what to do, Bret walked toward the main parking lot and stopped. He wiped his face and looked up at the sky. He focused and looked at the moon. “Which way’s the airport?”

Forgetting the map in his pocket, Connor scratched his head. “Well, we can go back to the main road or we can go south towards the motorway and follow it through the fields.”

“Fuck it,” came the response. “Let’s go onto the main road and try to get another taxi.”

As he finished his sentence, there came a fierce squealing of tires and several shouts. Bret looked over his shoulder, and saw the Granada roaring towards them. Screaming at Connor to move, he sprinted towards the back of the parking lot.

Leaping over the fence that lead into someone’s back yard, Bret ran, aided by the six pints of ale he had consumed. His judgment impaired, but his endurance enhanced, he ran blindly and without fear. Behind him, Bret heard several shouts and at least one scream. With the backpack affixed to his shoulders, Bret knew he could not go back for Connor and determined to reach the safety of Ringway where he could place a call to his superiors in Manchester.

Stumbling out of another garden, and picking up speed, Bret saw he had reached Ashley Road. Remembering Connor’s instructions earlier in the evening, Bret headed south and rapidly left the houses behind. Crossing a small bridge over a gurgling brook, he allowed himself to relax. The brook was probably the River Bollin, which meant he was most definitely heading in the right direction.

Blenky got out of the car, slammed to door and sighed. Placing his hands on the Granada’s roof, he turned to the two men stood behind him. “Shit. He talked but about all the wrong things. He’s Irish but lived ‘ere for years. Local hired help, a navigator who doesn’t know shit apart from takin’ orders from the man from Ireland. He’s no idea where the other guy went, and all we have is his name, Bret. Fat lotta fuckin’ good that is.”

He spat on the ground before looking at the two men again. “Alright, shoot ’im up with dope and then throw the fucker into the canal. Mind you weight him down with something that’ll be washed out.”

Running alongside the Bollin through a golf course, Bret bore left at a small fork, and could see fast moving lights ahead. Deducing that the M56 motorway was close, he was startled by blinding lights. The lights were accompanied by a huge roaring sound, and Bret had no sooner castigated himself for being caught when he recognized the sight and sound of a large aircraft taking off from Ringway. Grinning sheepishly while breathing heavily, Bret ran on.

Within a minute he crossed the footpath bridge over the M56 and could plainly see the airport about 1-½ miles away. With his objective in sight, Bret was dismayed to hear the gunning of a powerful engine behind him. Stopping briefly to turn around and look, he saw twin headlights on the bridge over the Bollin. Knowing they couldn’t have seen him at this distance, Bret ducked his head and began to sprint, his lungs seared and raw in his chest, his heart sounding like a trip hammer. Entering a wooded area, he slowed to look for the Granada headlights. Seeing nothing, he ran on towards the distant lights of the airport. He got another 200 yards before seeing a clearing and what looked like a building site to his right. Slowing a little, he realized the pursuit behind him had stopped; at least he couldn’t see the lights behind anymore. He adjusted the shoulder straps of the backpack and continued into the site. Another airplane roared overhead and Bret realized the sound offered him concealment as well as preventing him from hearing his enemies.

After a minute he realized it was a single building site he had entered and as his eyes adjusted to the gloom he recognized a single structure. Some fucking house, he thought as he picked his way through the structure. Whoever had commissioned it must be worth a fortune. Wondering why you would build a house on the end of the runway, and tripping over a step, he sprawled to his face in the plaster. Wiping his nose, Bret gained his feet and looked around. In the silence following the aircraft’s departure, his eyes locked right as he thought he heard voices.

Panicking with the irrelevancy of the drunk, he decided he would ditch the backpack here and then take his chances on the fields behind. Looking around, Bret saw that the floor was only half finished, another three steps to he left and he would have fallen into the maw that must be a basement. The floor was constructed of boards with about a foot gap between them. Against one of the exterior walls he saw a section that had already had its insulation put into place. Bret pulled back some of the insulation and jammed the backpack into the space against the brick outer wall. Pulling the foam back over the backpack, and retracing his steps, he found the wall that would be the front façade of the building, and crept around it.

The voices he had heard belonged to two men who were walking away from the house towards the red Granada, which was slowly moving towards the airport along a narrow road. They obviously received a signal from the car because they broke into a run and caught up with it. Slamming themselves into the back seats, the men closed the doors and the Granada sped off.

Laughing a little hysterically, Bret knew he was temporarily safe, but his intended destination had been cut off. Peering along the narrow road, he saw it intersect with a major highway with bright lights. Wondering what to do, he carefully began walking the other way along the narrow road, thinking that he would find a telephone booth and call another taxi.
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CHAPTER TWO - 8th November 1987
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They called it The Moon because it had no atmosphere. Considering that most of its patrons were 18-21 years of age and loaded up on cheap beer, it was unusual to find anything other than a carnival atmosphere. The Moon was Carnatic House, the student’s bar and lounge at Liverpool University’s Carnatic Halls of Residence site, home to over 1300 students. With its heavily subsidized beer and no need to walk very far home, it was a popular place to go at the beginning of your University career, or just a place to be if you were short of cash and thirsty.

Liam and Tom weren’t particularly short of cash, or thirsty, but Liam had convinced Tom that he really needed to be there for moral support. Liam had slept with Kelly Harvey the night before, and was having significant guilty feelings. Sleeping with Kelly was exactly what he had wanted to do now since they met 4 weeks ago. The problem was he’d have preferred to do it when they were both sober rather than shitfaced, as they most definitely were last night.

As they entered the bar, Tom saw Rob Grafton and Paddy Hughes sitting down in the corner talking and drinking 500 mL cans of Skoll. Considering it was just after 11 in the morning,   Tom consulted his stomach and decided that a couple of cans might just be the thing to let him conquer his hangover.

As they got closer, it turned out the conversation was about football. “Listen up, I’m telling you there’s no fucking way Port Vale are going to beat the ‘Pool.” Rob was patiently explaining this to Paddy as they sat down. Rob looked up at the two new arrivals, and gestured with his thumb at the redheaded boy. “Paddy here thinks his Port Vale boys will beat Liverpool in the League Cup game next weekend.”

Liam snorted. “Not bloody likely they won’t. You guys need a drink?”

As Liam wandered off to the bar, Tom sat down next to Paddy. He didn’t like Patrick from Port Vale, a small town in the middle of England. To his way of thinking, only Irishmen called Patrick should be allowed to be Paddy. He’d had a run-in with this guy a couple of weeks ago, and wondered why Rob – who was cool – was bothering to talk to him. Rob Grafton was a computer science / math major who was considered to be a genius. Like Tom and Liam, Rob was from Manchester, in fact Rob had been at Liam’s school although he had been a year younger, and Liam hadn’t really known him. Like them, he was into Manchester United, ale, girls, Pink Floyd, Billy Bragg, The Cure, and most other things students were into.

Rob gestured again at Paddy. “Whad’ya know Tom. I have to sit through lectures with this knob head every day; you think the least he could do was buy me a drink every now and then.”

Tom laughed. “Shit if I had to sit with him I’d make him buy me something better than Skoll.”

Patrick smiled a half sneer at Tom, and then whistled as Liam placed 4 cans of Eichbaum beer on the table. At £1 a throw, they were exactly twice the price of the 50 p cans of Skoll. Imported German beer meant one thing; Liam’s dad had been around.

“Jesus Liam, you won the pools or something.” Asked Rob.

“Don’t ask no questions, you’ll get told no lies.” Replied Liam. “Actually, me old man came through and made a special delivery of beer and dosh. I got a crate of Red Stripe and ₤20, which means I can splash out.”

“Fuck me!” Exclaimed Tom.

“No thanks, but I suggest we get leathered here and then head into town and then head back here and try and do the crate in.” Liam smiled. “You’re only young once.”

The three other boys groaned; all were nursing hangovers.

Over the next twenty minutes, three more rounds were drank, until Tom noticed Kelly and her well-fit friend Debbie walking into the bar. Kelly gave Liam a dazzling smile, and sat down first.   “Well, look at you’s gob shite alkies. What fuckin’ time is it?” Rob smiled at Debbie and glanced across to Kelly. “Are you tellin’ me you Irish don’t drink before noon?”

“Fuck you, I’m drinkin’ Coke.” Laughed Kelly.

“Yeah, right. With rum in it probably.” Spoke Patrick.

“Shut up Paddy. Here’s a fiver, go and get whatever you want.” Spoke Liam, handing the note to Kelly. As the girls went to the bar, Rob poked fun at his friend. “Jesus, you’re well sold on her aren’t you?”

Liam leaned closer to Rob and whispered so as not to allow Paddy to hear. “Yeah ... we did it last night, but I’m not even sure she can remember.”

Rob leaned back with his eyes wide open but didn’t speak as the girls were returning, each holding a can of Skoll.

As the chitchat continued, no one noticed an agitated young man who was wildly asking the barman to turn on the TV set above the bar. Several heads turned, thinking that some news from the big Liverpool game might have come through. As the sound came on, other people looked up annoyed as their conversations were temporarily drowned out. Evidently, the station on screen was ITV and the young man was telling the barman he should turn to the 12 O’clock news on the BBC.

Tom and Rob were engaged in a heated discussion over the merits of Pink Floyd’s Momentary Lapse Of Reason and didn’t at first hear the others. As he heard gasps, and felt an elbow dig into his ribs, Tom looked up at the TV set and recoiled from what he saw.

The destruction seemed total. What looked like a building had collapsed, and there were bricks, glass, and other debris everywhere ... and bodies. Against the backdrop of the terrible images of bloodied bodies, and destroyed buildings, the voice of the BBC announcer sounded as shocked as Tom felt.

“... atrocity in Northern Ireland. A bomb has killed 11, and injured more than 60. It was planted a few yards from the war memorial in Enniskillen. It went off without warning as the remembrance crowds were gathering.”

At the mention of the word Enniskillen, Kelly placed her hands over her mouth, and gasped for breath. Liam looked up sharply and slid over to sit by her. Rob Grafton could not take his eyes from the screen, which now showed two prone figures, covered with white blankets. Bloodstains were clearly visible on both. The announcer continued.

“... 13 children are among the injured.” His next words were lost in the shouts, cries, and screams of the students in the bar. All other conversation had stopped. With several people gesturing for the crowd to remain silent, the volume was turned up as the image of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher came on the screen.

“It’s desecrating the dead ... and a blotch on mankind.”

“Jesus Christ,” breathed Rob. He looked at Kelly and Debbie. “Are either of you two from there?”

Debbie slashed her hand diagonally through the air, motioning for him to be quiet, shaking her head at the same time. Kelly merely stared at the screen with an expression of utter shock. The image of the BBC announcer came on the screen as Rob turned back to the TV.

“Good evening. Shortly before 11 O’clock this morning as the nation was about to draw together for its annual act of remembrance, a bomb exploded near the war memorial in Enniskillen, County Fermanagh. The crowd which was gathered there was given no warning ...”

“Fucking murdering bastards,” came a hoarse cry from the other side of the room. There were more furious voices raised in the next few seconds before the room quieted down again. But the voice of the announcer was periodically drowned out.

“ ... the deaths included three married couples ... an off duty policeman, and a nurse. Many of the injured are in a very serious condition. Of the 63 taken to hospital, 13 are children between the ages of 2 months, and 15 years.”

Rob leaned over to Liam, and grasped his shoulder. Shaking his head, he felt tears well up and his voice faltered. “Jesus, Liam. Can you believe this? It’s Remembrance Sunday isn’t it?”

Liam turned his mute gaze onto his friend. “Yeah ... yeah. They couldn’t have picked a better day could they?”

“ ... so far the IRA has said nothing, which is unusual.”

“Why do they always assume it’s the IRA?” Growled Patrick. “It doesn’t mean just because a bomb goes off that they did it ...” He stopped talking as Kelly rounded a fierce glance at him.

“ ... the building collapsed on top of the waiting crowd ... Chief Constable of the RUC ...no doubt that the bomb was the work of the IRA. The scenes immediately after the bomb went off were recorded by a local man who was there with a home video camera to record the ceremony. Our first report tonight, is from ...”

All movement had now ceased. No one spoke. Every one of the people in Carnatic House would remember the moment years later.

“ ... digging up the civilians that had been buried in the explosion. (Shouts and screams off camera) ... the bomb exploded at a quarter to eleven as the town’s people moved into place around the war memorial waiting quietly in the cold for the remembrance day ceremony to begin. They were pensioners, women and children, the respectful onlookers waiting for the servicemen and ex soldiers to march into place, like hundreds ...”

As they watched the TV, Liam saw Kelly crying softly, tears streaking down her face. Feeling desperately in love with her, he slipped an arm around her shoulders and leaned close. “How far from Enniskillen is Bainbridge?”

“ ... The bomb had been hidden in an old school building, a familiar landmark only a few yards from the war memorial. Whether it was timed, or detonated by remote control is yet to be established, but it blew the building apart filling the air with flying rubble, which killed most of those who were buried, and injured more than 60 others ...”

“Turn it off please,” came a cry from a table next to theirs. Cries of “yes turn it off” came from all over the room. Other voices spoke violent words about the IRA and its Political wing, Sinn Fein. At Rob’s table, no one spoke for several seconds.

“They’re blaming the IRA before they know who did it,” said Paddy finally.

Liam turned his head sharply. “Who the fuck else sets off bombs in Northern Ireland you dickhead.”

“No shit Paddy,” added Tom. “The army are hardly likely to do it are they?”

Paddy turned to face Tom. “It could have been the army. They might do something like this to discredit the IRA.”

Liam noticed Kelly had stopped crying and was now looking at Paddy through red-rimmed eyes. No one else noticed, and the argument gathered steam.

Tom rounded on Paddy. “What the fuck are you talking about? You really think the army would bomb civilians to discredit the IRA. How the fuck do they need discrediting?”

“Look, the hunger strikes proved that the IRA are fighting a political war. It’s British colonialism in its death throws. They’re freedom fighters and the gov ...”

Paddy never got to finish his sentence. Kelly delivered a punch Mike Tyson would have been proud of, and knocked the boy off his stool. As Tom and Liam lurched forward to grab Kelly, she began to talk in a quiet voice devoid of inflection. Both boys backed off as they heard her words.

“You better leave now before I kick your fucking head in. You have never been in Ireland. You haven’t seen what Debbie and I have, the bombings, the Provo’s apologizing for killing another load of kids, and innocent people in the name of the Catholic people. My uncle was in the police and he was a Catholic, but they blew him up 3 years ago.”

At those words, Liam leaned over to where Paddy was slowly sitting up, holding his right cheek. “You’d better go now or I’ll help her mess you up.”

“And I’ll hold you for them you wanker,” snarled Rob.

Realizing he had gone way too far, Patrick gained his feet and slowly walked through the silent room towards the exit. Everyone in the bar knew Kelly and Debbie were from Northern Ireland. As Patrick left quiet conversation began as the young men and women tried to make sense of the latest IRA atrocity.

CHAPTER THREE

In 1979 the Shankill butchers pleaded guilty to 19 murders. The police believe they may have killed twice that number. Most of their victims were innocent Catholics. The Butchers were members of the Ulster Volunteer Force, or UVF: Loyalist Protestants to a man.

In 1988 the SAS shot dead 3 unarmed IRA volunteers in Gibraltar. During the funeral service, a loyalist gunman killed 3 mourners. At the subsequent funeral of one of the mourners, two undercover British Army corporals were dragged from their car and beaten to death. The event was captured by television helicopters and shown on live TV.

In the fall of 1988, 15 more soldiers were killed.

In 1989 the IRA killed 10 army musicians. Conspiracy theories emerged of British Intelligence operating alongside the loyalist paramilitaries. Some loyalists tried to exchange missile parts for weapons in France.

In 1991 loyalists stepped up their campaign and slaughtered 34 innocent Catholics.

In 1992 the IRA killed 7 innocent Protestant workmen. On August 21st, the 3000th victim of the troubles died.

“... Live from the BBC. Two bombs have exploded in the center of Manchester, injuring 65 people. The first device was in a car parked at Parsonage Gardens, the heart of the city’s commercial district, and the second, which caused the majority of injuries, was near the city’s Anglican Cathedral. The first bomb exploded at 0840 GMT, 7 minutes before 2 warning calls were received. Police ordered the public out of buildings, unwittingly into the path of the second explosion at 1005 ... ”

The IRA admitted the bombing the next day, December 4th 1992.
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CHAPTER FOUR - March 20th 1993
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There really was nothing good to say about the town of Warrington, except that it was halfway between Liverpool and Manchester. He didn’t want to drive to Liverpool, and Tracy didn’t want to drive to Manchester; having just begun her residency at Warrington hospital, she couldn’t afford the time. 

Their love affair had been brief and beautiful, 4 short months in the late spring and summer of 1990. With all the innocence and optimism of youth, they had fallen in love hard and fast and Rob spent most of the time on cloud nine. Then he had taken a pre-arranged trip to Australia (to meet up with a girl he’d met two years earlier), which had been good but not great, and she had spent 5 weeks not quite overlapping with his in France. She was half French, spoke the language fluently and after all he would be gone anyway.

When she returned, a week after him, everything had changed. She had regained most of her independence, and wanted to get the rest back. She was rejoining the medical school after taking a year to get a degree in microbiology, and had rediscovered her old friends. She had moved out of her parent’s house (a good thing) into a large place with 4 other medical students (a bad thing). They had stayed ‘together’ for just 3 weeks when they broke up. Over the next 6 months, they would get back together only to break up again when Tracy felt things were getting too serious.

And then, inevitably, someone else got involved. His name as Adrian, and he was a newly qualified ophthalmologist, with a junior place in a successful Liverpool practice. He was 2 years older than Tracy, and three years older than Rob, who was about to join the graduate school at the University of Manchester. In March of 1991, he had finally given up on Tracy and began dating Deanna, a dark-haired sexpot, half Italian, half Dutch. While the sex had been ballistic, there was never much deep affection between the two of them, and when Deanna had left to work in Naples, he had been sad but not too much.

Rob and Tracy had made love one more time in the summer of 1991 before Rob and his older brother James had strapped on their backpacks and ‘done Europe.’ When he returned 4 weeks later, Tracy was mostly out of his system.

Now it was her turn to be upset at their breakup. For the next 8 months they would meet up about once every fortnight, and although they had stopped sleeping together, they were still close. For Rob, it was a little uncomfortable as he was dating another younger girl (another undergraduate slightly in awe of the handsome graduate student who got to call the Professor’s by their first names), called Fliss who was almost as good in bed as Deanna, but was way too into him. He broke things off with her in early 1992; about the same time Tracy told him she was thinking about getting engaged to Adrian.

Rob knew he was over Tracy when this news only saddened him, and most of his sadness was for what could have been, and for Tracy, who didn’t often have much to say about Adrian that suggested she was happy. He had had a fairly disastrous relationship after Fliss, which he had finally managed to extricate himself from a few weeks ago. The emotionally blackmailing manipulative bitch had made the last few months miserable, and Rob was glad to be single with no interest in dating anyone short of Cindy Crawford.

Tracy had been working at Warrington Hospital since last October, and he had seen her three times since then. Each time he thought she looked tired and some of the casual carefree girl he knew three years ago was missing. After walking for a ½ mile from the train station, he turned east onto Sankey Street and headed towards the Golden Square Shopping Center, a 1970’s monstrosity on a par with Manchester’s Arndale Center. Across the street from the Square was a coffee shop she had suggested they meet at. Approaching the storefront he could see her through the glass. She was resting her chin on her fist and was looking at two small children busy coloring books while their mother drank tea.
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