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CHAPTER 1 
 

 

Boston, Massachusetts | January 2025 

_____________________________________________ 
 

ate in the late afternoon of an overcast frigid winter day, 

Terence Kelly sat in the living room of his second-floor 

apartment in South Boston in front of a fire in the fireplace. A well-

appointed apartment in a stylish brick walkup row house a mile 

south of the Charles River. Two hours earlier he left his doctor’s 

office. Following his medical appointment the previous day, he 

received a summons to return to the office. The receptionist told 

him only that the doctor wanted to review his recent test results 

in person.  

Expecting a troubling prognosis, the doctor’s pronouncement 

still came as a shock. Fourth stage small cell lung cancer. Needed 

further testing to confirm and provide more detail, but there was 

little doubt about the diagnosis. This was a fast-growing more 

aggressive form of lung cancer that tended to metastasize to other 

organs. Terminal. Inoperable. Depending upon chemotherapy 

effectiveness, he had only 6 to 12 months to live. To the doctor’s 

consternation, Kelly spent considerable time asking about the 

symptoms approaching the end-stage period rather than 

discussing the recommended therapy regimen. 

A couple of whiskeys and the warmth of the fire moved Kelly 

past the immediate shock of the unsettling news. For the last fifty 

years, living was an emotional ordeal. Events experienced in the 

early 1970s transformed an otherwise promising life into 
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something quite different. Although professionally successful as 

an engineer, Terence Kelly became self-absorbed. Anti-social to 

the point of reclusive. Perhaps clinically suffering depression, yet 

in his situation he understood all too well the cause. Disgust and 

guilt for crimes committed in his youth remained a constant 

source for self-judgement. That and failure to have ever exercised 

the courage necessary to make any form of change that might be 

considered atonement. 

This terminal diagnosis might now offer that opportunity. 

Admittedly since now revealing his secret could no longer replace 

his barren life with one of likely worse emotional distress. For 

several hours he sat without moving as the fire died away. From 

an immediate thought growing since the doctor delivered his 

diagnosis, Terence Kelly began earnestly examining an idea. As 

he sat in silence, the idea began taking shape into a rough plan. A 

technical problem with which to absorb his attention. Perhaps 

something that he could at least consider as a measure of 

atonement.  

 

 
 

“This is Father Connor O’Brien. How can help you?”  

The faculty secretary for the graduate school of the Morrissey 

College of Arts and Sciences at Boston College told Professor 

O’Brien this persistent caller would say only he had some material 

that might prove of historical interest. The material related to the 

period of the Troubles of Northern Ireland.  

Terence Kelly replied, “Thank you for taking my call, Father. 

My name is Terence Kelly. Do you prefer to be addressed as father 

or professor?” 

“Either is appropriate. Depends on the circumstances and 

what you wish to discuss.” 

“Perhaps both titles are then appropriate. However, my call 

will likely be of greater interest for its historical value to an 

academic scholar of Irish history. I have read your work. Your 

non-fiction scholarly historical works on twentieth century 
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Ireland as well as your historical fiction novels. Birth of the Irish 

Nation and especially Thirty Years of War in Northern Ireland are 

among the best works on twentieth century Irish history I have 

read. The novels The Paladin of Cork and Belfast Requiem set against 

these same periods offer authenticity and insights. For a fellow 

Catholic Irishman, I very much admire your objectivity. By that I 

mean your views critical of various aspects of all the players in 

Ireland’s troubled history regardless of which side they occupied 

during those conflicts. Among the heroes and villains are a much 

greater assortment of characters falling somewhere in between.  

“I am one such character. Best characterized among the 

villains. You of course do not know my name. For good reason. I 

went to great lengths to remain unknown. Let me be more 

specific. I am seventy-six years old. I was born in Derry, Northern 

Ireland in 1948. Family emigrated to Boston in 1950. When I was 

in my twenties I returned to Northern Ireland for the first time in 

1971. Remained in Belfast through 1973. The beginning years of 

the three decades of the Troubles. It is about those years that I have 

come to you.” 

“And what is the reason for coming to me, Mr. Kelly?” 

“To tell you my story. What I did during those years. My name 

has never appeared in any accounts, but I assure you that I was 

intimately involved. What I did was make detonators used in 

untold numbers of IRA bombings. Reliable radio control 

detonators that probably saved many IRA fighters from 

prematurely blowing themselves up. However, the blood of 

countless innocent bombing victims is on my hands, Father. Most 

were non-combatant civilians rarely those serving with 

government security forces.” 

“Are you also looking to me for spiritual guidance?” 

“Not exactly. For what I have done, there can be no 

redemption. I’m also not religious. I wish only to relate my story 

that includes never before revealed details. I need someone of 

your background to make sense of my conflicted experience in 

Northern Ireland. All your published works speak to the reader 

of emotion and personal motivation without appearing 
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judgmental. You explain history in its contextual importance. 

Something far more than a collection of factual details. 

“Why exactly do you want your story made public?” O’Brien 

asked.  

“Nothing about my contributions to the violence in Northern 

Ireland is defensible as justified by ideology. Simply a deluded 

terrorist, not a freedom fighter. Publicly confessing by terrible 

deeds is my poor solution for making the only atonement possible 

given my circumstances. Call it an inexplicable obsession. 

Impending death has a tendency to greatly focus your thoughts.  

You see, Father, I am dying of end-stage lung cancer.”  

O’Brien was silent for a moment before asking, “Are you 

undergoing treatment?” 

“No. I have opted against aggressive treatment. It’s not 

possible to forestall the inevitable. Treatment side effects will 

adversely impair what remaining time I have left. Untreated, I 

have only six to twelve months remaining. That means I only have 

an indeterminate amount of time until the disease progresses to a 

debilitating condition preventing normal functioning in its end-

stage. Time therefore is critical. Is my story of interest to you as a 

historian, Father?” 

“As both a priest as well as a historian. Enough at least to meet 

with you face to face to discuss the matter further.” 

“Thank you. A question before I embark on purging my soul 

as it were. Is what I am going to tell you protected by the seal of 

confession, Father? My interest of course only applies until my 

passing. After that, I wish my story widely disseminated.” 

“I understand. Yes, what you will tell me comes under the 

sacramental confessional seal requiring my duty as a priest to 

maintain complete secrecy. Since you expressly wish your 

confession made public following your death, why is that of 

concern?” 

Kelly laughed, interrupted by his now developing cough. 

“Because I’m a coward, Father. Although I have no remaining 

family or friends to be hurt by my revelations, I cannot abide the 

thought of becoming a publicly vilified person. Selfish enough to 

want to live out my remaining time quietly. Not much different 
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an explanation than my confession falling short of meaningful 

atonement.” 

“Very well, Mr. Kelly. Do you live in the Boston area?” 

“South Boston.” 

“How about we meet at my office at Boston College in 

Chestnut Hill?” 

“Certainly. Any time of your choosing, Father.” 

“Let’s make it this Thursday at 1:30.” 

 

 
 

Terence Kelly knocked on Father O’Brien’s office door at the 

Morrissey College of Arts and Sciences at Boston College. O’Brien 

answered the door. “Mr. Kelly?” 

“Thank you for seeing me, Father.” 

“Could not very well deny either of us the opportunity of 

taking our conversation further. Please come in and sit down. Are 

you in much discomfort from your condition?” 

“Only modest annoyance from the chronic cough. Some 

shortness of breath. No pain yet.” 

Once seated in comfortable chairs, O’Brien said. “Before we 

begin, can you enlighten me by explaining in more detail exactly 

the circumstances that cause you to believe you have blood on 

your hands to use your own words?” 

“Of course, Father. Far more than belief, certainty. I was in 

Northen Ireland from 1971 to the end of 1973. Beginning with 

Bloody Friday in July 1972 through December 1974 when the IRA 

announced a Christmas ceasefire, IRA bombs killed 75-80 people 

and injured another 750 by exploding approximately 60 bombs. I 

did not make or set those bombs. I only produced radio command 

detonators. More reliable than the ad hoc random jury-rigged 

timer detonators before my detonators became available. Safer for 

the bombmaker. Less inadvertent detonations killing the 

perpetrator. The effective range of my detonators allowed the 
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perpetrator to remain at a safe distance for escape and detonate 

bombs on command rather than by a preset timer.  

“I produced 52 of these radio command detonators during 

that period. You can do the math. Not all of these bombs were 

triggered by my detonators. However, some of my detonators 

were undoubtedly used after I had left Northern Ireland in late 

1973. Regardless, it is not a stretch to estimate my detonators 

probably caused something like fifty percent of those deaths and 

a far greater number of those surviving with injuries. Fair to say I 

have a great deal of blood on my hands. Impossible to atone for 

such a monstrous past. The only true justice would be my 

execution. Too late now for that.” 

O’Brien nodded. Not yet convinced of Kelly’s story. “And 

how is it that you stayed undetected? In all my research of records 

for the three decades of the Troubles, your name never appears. 

For that matter, no reporting I can ever recall made reference to a 

radio command detonation system being adopted as a standard 

weapon used by the IRA.” 

Kelly replied, “Did your research not show IRA bombings 

prior to 1972 were notoriously dangerous to the bomber? Subject 

to premature detonation resulting in death to many of those 

inexperienced and poorly trained in handling high explosives.” 

“True.” 

Kelly added, “I attribute that to the immergence of my 

improved radio detonators. I can only suggest that reports 

probably focused on the aftermath not forensic details associated 

with examining small fragments to determine the ignition 

mechanism of the bomb. More attention given to the probable 

type and quantity of explosives used. Fifty years ago, crime scene 

forensics were less rigorous. After all, there was rarely any 

question about who was behind the bombings during the 

Troubles. Either IRA or loyalist paramilitaries. Methods of 

detonation likely varied. My radio-command detonators did not 

necessarily replace various timing devices. 

“As to how I remained unknown is a long story. Rest assured, 

mine is not one of those false confessions to crimes I did not 
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commit wanting only notoriety. I will provide you with enough 

information to convince you once we get into the details.” 

O’Brien nodded. “Very well, Mr. Kelly. I have the afternoon 

free. If you’re up to it, should we begin the interview process 

now?” 

“Absolutely. Sooner the better.” 

“Do you mind if I record our sessions?” 

“Not at all, Father. This entire exercise leads to publishing my 

story. As you will write it of course. Much of how you write it will 

come from your impressions during our conversations. My 

feelings, my emotions, my rationalizations, my expressions of 

guilt. Explaining how I discovered the folly of blindly following 

an ideology. Laudable ideals distorted by actions. The end never 

justified by immoral actions. Very few heroes immerged from the 

decades of the Troubles regardless of political point of view. 

Mostly fanatics expressing righteous ideological fervor, true 

villains exercising brutality, those following a herd mentality, and 

the occasional martyr.” 

 

 
 

“Let me begin by making this a true confession, Father 

O’Brien.” Kelly then made the sign of the cross. “Bless me, Father, 

for I have sinned. My last confession was made when I was only 

a child. I have repeatedly committed the mortal sin of murder. A 

misguided pact with the devil that I wish to remedy by seeking 

atonement, however inadequate, and receive absolution so I may 

die in peace. “Shall I start with how I came to America?” 

Father O’Brien replied, “This is your confession. You seem 

very well organized in your thoughts, Mr. Kelly. Therefore, you 

should be the one to direct the arch of your narrative. I shall ask 

questions along the way which may divert us down different 

paths, but this is your story. Obviously you’re keen on explaining 

your deepest feelings. 
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“True. More than that I wish to explain how I came to accept 

certain circumstances that I eventually found conflicting, 

eventually leading to disillusionment. Therefore, I shall begin by 

explaining that like so many people, my strongest views were 

shaped by my family from an early age. I am no exception. For me 

the strongest influence was my paternal grandfather who I never 

actually met until 1971. 

“Liam Kelly was larger than life in his native Derry. A veteran 

of the Easter Rising of 1916 followed by the Irish War of 

Independence of 1919-1922. More than that, he was a former 

member of Michael Collins’ secretive assassination and 

counterintelligence unit the Squad known also as the Twelve 

Apostles operating in Dublin.” 

O’Brien sat forward at the mention of Liam Kelly. “Liam Kelly 

was your grandfather?” 

“That’s correct. Heard countless stories of Granda’s exploits 

growing up.”  

O’Brien said, “Yes, I know the name Liam Kelly. Imprisoned 

in 1916 after the failed uprising. Obviously that did not break his 

spirit of rebellion. Becoming one of Michael’s Apostles attested to 

his abilities.” 

“Granda was a larger-than-life character. From my earliest 

years to even now in my final days, Granda has played a 

significant role in my life. A fearsome IRA gunman back a 

hundred years ago. His presence dominates a good deal of my 

story. His son Eoin, my father, was born years after the Anglo-

Irish Treaty of 1922 that established the Irish Free State of the 

southern twenty-six counties. Granda returned north to Derry. 

Partitioned Ireland with the northern six counties becoming 

Northern Ireland and still part of the British United Kingdom. 

Same status as Scotland and Wales yet by the 1970s still more like 

the last colony of the former British Empire. Granda was destined 

to resume the struggle in his later years.” 

“Doing research for my writing, your grandfather’s name 

resurfaced again during the Troubles. A victim of a car bombing 

as I recall. He must have been pushing eighty years old. Did his 
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death have anything to do with his past? Was his death a loyalist 

paramilitary bombing?” 

“Perhaps. That’s what the newspapers reported. That’s what 

my father believed happened. Later in my story I’ll relate 

circumstances that might suggest something different. You can 

then draw your own conclusions.     

“But let me return first to relating my beginnings by 

explaining how I wound up in Northern Ireland at the beginning 

of the Troubles. My father Eoin was born in Derry in 1926. Lost his 

job at Harlan & Wolff Shipbuilding in 1948. The same year I was 

born. He always said it was because he was Catholic. Only 

because of the Second World War were any Catholics even 

employed by the shipyard. Yet he married my mother who came 

from a Belfast Protestant background. Her brother David also lost 

his job at the shipyard at the same time. I later came to believe the 

circumstances were nothing more than the economic downturn 

following the war hitting Britain and particularly Belfast 

shipbuilding very hard. Mother’s brother emigrated to Boston 

and found work at the Boston Naval Shipyard. Two years later 

Uncle David enticed my father and mother to come to Boston 

where there was work for skilled welders in the shipyards. 

“Now here is where events of my earliest years played a 

significant part in my story during the nineteen-seventies. In 1948, 

my parents had just moved from Belfast after my father lost his 

job at the Harland & Wolff Shipyard. They settled in with my 

paternal grandparents Liam and Agnes Kelly in the Catholic 

sector of Derry known as the Bogside on the west bank of the 

River Foyle. Bear in mind that my parents were from mixed 

religious backgrounds. Eoin Kelly was Catholic, and my mother 

Francis, family name Stewart, was Protestant. That was less of a 

sectarian issue at that time, however, once relocated in 

predominately Catholic Derry, mother felt uncomfortable after 

leaving Belfast. Partition of Ireland with the Anglo-Irish Treaty 

left pronounced legacy antagonisms in Northern Ireland. 

“I was born in Belfast in my maternal grandparents’ house 

with the aid of a midwife, typical for the time. Although neither 



Winter of Discontent 

 

10 
 

of my parents were practicing churchgoers, I was baptized as 

Catholic under the name Terence Stewart Kelly. Born at home 

required my mother to register my birth with the Northern 

Ireland government. Fearing possible association with her famous 

father-in-law Liam Kelly, my mother had the forethought to 

preserve her Protestant heritage. In Northern Ireland government 

records, I appear as Terence Brendan Stewart rather than using 

my father’s surname Kelly. The middle name derived from my 

maternal grandfather Brendan Stewart. On the birth registry my 

mother also identified the father as David Stewart using her 

brother’s name thereby establishing a multi-generational 

Protestant heritage. 

“The significance of that came when my parents decided to 

emigrate to Boston. Mother’s brother David having emigrated 

two years earlier enticed my father to come to Boston where he 

could find employment with his skills as a journeyman 

shipbuilding welder. Fearing the Kelly name when filling out 

immigration documents possibly connecting him with the 

notorious IRA gunman Liam Kelly, my mother circumvented that 

possibility. She instead chose to ensure my entry into America 

with a British passport secured in Belfast using my official birth 

registration as Terence Brendan Stewart. I grew up in America of 

course as Terence Kelly. The idea of using Terence Stewart came 

about only when I sought to make my first journey to Northern 

Ireland in 1971.  

“By 1971 sectarian strife had fully erupted in Northern 

Ireland. I already had a plan for spending an indeterminate 

duration getting to know my paternal grandfather better. By this 

time Granda had secretly become involved with the newly 

organized Provisional IRA. The old warrior still had more to 

contribute. I therefore understood the charged political landscape 

I was about to enter. Having dual American and British 

citizenship, I obtained a U.S. passport in the name Terence 

Stewart Kelly using church baptismal records while renewing my 

British passport from infancy in the name of Terence Brendan 

Stewart as registered with the government. Traveling to Northern 

Ireland I used my U.S. passport as Kelly. My British passport as 
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Stewart only became useful if I intended to stay in Northern 

Ireland for an extended period of. At the time I only planned to 

spend the summer of ’71. Unexpected circumstances changed 

those plans making my official British citizenship identity useful.  

“Ultimately that dual citizenship under different names will 

later answer much of your questions of how I remained unknown 

during my time in Northern Ireland. In 1971 the benefit of using 

my British citizenship also allowed for receiving preferential 

entry and reduced tuition to apply for enrollment to pursue a 

post-graduate degree at Queen’s University Belfast.  

“Having received my undergraduate degree in engineering in 

Boston in 1970 opened me up to possible conscription in the U.S. 

military draft with the war in Vietnam still active. What better 

reason to visit Northern Ireland. Experience my heritage. Spend 

time with my famous grandfather. Pursuing a post-graduate 

degree provided the perfect reason for extending my time outside 

the United States and avoiding Vietnam.”  

O’Brien asked, “How did you link your undergraduate degree 

in the name of Kelly while applying to Queen’s University under 

the name Stewart?” 

“Not as difficult as you might imagine. I explained in a letter 

to Queen’s University, and later my future employer in the United 

States that I was born in Belfast in 1948 with the surname Stewart. 

Birth registration as proof. Mother later remarried. My stepfather 

named Kelly adopted me at an early age and I grew up in the 

United States with the surname Kelly. Involving my British 

citizenship meant reverting to Stewart. No different than a 

woman changing her last name when marrying. Educational 

background documents inherently become affected. For my 

situation using an alternative identity supported by a British 

passport in the name of Stewart would afford an entirely more 

important benefit. Something integral to my story as you will see, 

Father O’Brien.”  

Although taping the interview, O’Brien jotted notes of key 

points on a legal pad. Listening to Kelly’s narrative, he stopped 

writing. Looking up with an expression suggesting incredulity, 
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“This alternative identity obviously plays a central part in what 

transpired during your time in Northern Ireland. A remarkable 

circumstance that originated at your time of birth.” 

“Thought that might provoke understandable skepticism, 

Father. I brought these along in support of my story.” Kelly 

extracted his decades-old expired United States passport issued 

as Terence Stewart Kelly and his United Kingdom passport issued 

in the name Terence Brendan Stewart. Both passports indicated 

an issuing date of February 1971 with matching photographs. 

 


