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A Note on the Time

THIS NOVEL IS SET BETWEEN September 1939 and April 1941, during the period Ireland called The Emergency — the government's designation for the state of alert declared when Britain and France went to war with Germany. Ireland remained officially neutral throughout the Second World War. That neutrality was not absence: it was a decision of immense political complexity, imperfectly made, imperfectly sustained, and imperfectly understood by those who lived inside it.

The characters in this book are fictional. The history is real.
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THE SHADOW FALLS
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Chapter One: September
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The wireless said war at eleven minutes past twelve on a Sunday, and Rosey O'Flanagan stood at the kitchen window with a dishcloth in her hands and did not move for a long time.

Outside, Rory was in the field with Dean, the two of them walking the grass perimeter in the way they had developed over five years — Rory leading, Dean half a step behind, both of them checking the fencing with the unhurried attention of men who understood that the quality of the ground determined the quality of everything else. Daniel Patrick sat in the grass at the edge of the paddock, eighteen months of concentrated existence, studying a beetle with the focused scholarship of a natural philosopher. Ulster cropped the far corner of the field with the placid industry of a donkey who had long since decided that the world's difficulties were not his problem.

Rosey set the dishcloth down on the window ledge.

She could see from the way Rory stopped walking — the particular stillness of his large frame, the way his head lifted toward the cottage as though he had heard something — that the news had somehow reached him already, the way news always seemed to reach Rory through channels that had nothing to do with wireless sets or newspapers.

He said something to Dean. Dean looked at the cottage too.

Then Rory crossed the field toward the cottage gate at the measured pace of a man who has already decided what he thinks and is only now coming to tell someone.

Rosey put the kettle on.

—-
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HE CAME IN THROUGH the back door, hung his coat, and sat at the kitchen table. Dean came in behind him, checked on Daniel Patrick through the window, and stayed standing near the door.

"Ye heard?" Rory said.

"I heard."

Rory put both hands flat on the table. This was what he did when he was thinking — not working things out, but waiting for a conclusion he had already nearly reached to settle into certainty.

"De Valera will declare neutrality," he said.

"He will," Rosey said. She set two cups of tea on the table. She set a third near the window for Dean, who picked it up without looking.

"Half the country will be relieved," Rory said. "The other half will be livid."

"Which half are you?" Dean said.

Rory looked at his son. Dean had his mother's eyes and his father's jaw, and the combination produced a face that was impossible to dismiss. He was twenty-two now, solid and present, with a child of his own and a business he ran with the quiet competence that Rory had not entirely expected and was more proud of than he had yet said.

"I am the half that needs to think," Rory said.

Dean looked out the window at Daniel Patrick. "Shiona will worry," he said.

"Shiona is wise enough to worry about the right things," Rosey said.

"What are the right things?" Dean said.

Rosey sat down across from Rory. "The right things are the children and the ground beneath your feet and the people you love. The wrong things are abstractions. England's war is an abstraction until it becomes something else."

"It already is something else," Dean said. "There are German submarines off the west coast."

"There are rumours of German submarines," Rory said. "Which is not the same."

Dean said nothing. He drank his tea. The beetle had apparently ceased to interest Daniel Patrick, who was now engaged in a systematic study of the fence post.

"Shamus rang last Tuesday," Rosey said.

Rory looked at her. "What did he say?"

"He said he was well. He asked after Daniel. He asked after Thomas and Jenny." She paused. "He asked whether you had heard anything from any official quarter."

Rory was quiet for a moment. "Had I?"

"You tell me," Rosey said, with the particular tone that indicated she had her own information and was waiting to see how closely his matched it.

Rory's hands moved slightly on the table. "I received a letter," he said. "From the Department of Agriculture."

"About the land."

"About the land, yes. And the animals." He looked at Dean. "They are asking farmers and businessmen to be prepared to make land and working animals available for food production and military service if required."

Dean set down his cup. "They want the donkeys?"

"They want to know the donkeys exist and that they might be needed," Rory said carefully. "Which is different."

"Not much different," Dean said.

"Enough different," Rory said. "For now."

The wireless was still playing in the parlour — a voice reading the same bulletin again, the words "state of war" arriving in the kitchen like weather.

Rosey stood and went to the parlour door and switched it off.

The kitchen was quiet.

"There is something else," Rory said, when she sat down again.

"There usually is," Rosey said.

"I had a note from Arthur Bethany. He has been summoned for retraining in Killarney. New Emergency legislation. Detection of radio transmitters. Regulations about foreign nationals." Rory picked up his tea. "He will be gone a fortnight. He asked if I would keep an eye."

"You are no longer constable," Rosey said.

"I am a citizen," Rory said. "With eyes."

Rosey looked at her husband — the beard now threaded with grey, the large hands around the cup, the face that gave nothing away and told you everything if you had learned to read it — and felt the familiar, complicated sensation that came from loving a man who had a past she only partly knew, and who responded to the proximity of danger with a particular quality of attention that was nothing like fear.

"What will you keep your eyes on?" she said.

Rory said: "There is a man arriving at the hotel today. Books a long term room, according to Nora Healy who manages the front desk."

"How do you know what Nora Healy told you?"

"Nora Healy rang the station and Siobhan took the call."

"Siobhan is still here?"

"Until the end of October." Rory allowed a small pause. "She doesn't want to go."

Dean looked up. Rosey kept her expression carefully level.

"And there are also," Rory said, "four German gentlemen checking in to the same hotel this afternoon. The reservations were made through the German Legation in Dublin."

The kitchen was very quiet.

"German officers?" Dean said.

"The reservation says businessmen," Rory said. "Touring Kerry."

Dean sat down slowly. "In September 1939."

"Tourism has no season," Rory said, in a tone that indicated he did not believe this.

"Rory—" Rosey began.

"I am not going to do anything," Rory said. "I am going to watch. Arthur asked me to watch. That is all I intend." He stood, picked up his coat, looked out at Daniel Patrick who had now found a second fence post of equal interest to the first. "And I am going to drive the jaunting car if they ask for it," he added, "because I intend to know exactly what they are looking at and what they say to each other."

He went out.

Rosey and Dean sat across the kitchen table from each other.

"He is going to do considerably more than watch," Dean said.

"Yes," Rosey said. "He is."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: The Hotel
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The Tralee Arms had eight rooms, a dining room that served three meals of varying ambition, and a proprietress named Nora Healy who had been managing the building for twenty-three years and who understood, with the pragmatic intelligence of a woman who had seen every kind of guest, that the four men who arrived on the afternoon bus from Killarney were not businessmen.

They were not hostile. They were not threatening. They were courteous, well-dressed, spoke careful English with an accent she placed as German, tipped appropriately, and asked sensible questions about the local roads and the scenic attractions of the area. The one who spoke most — a tall, fair-haired man of about forty who gave his name as Herr Vogel — expressed particular admiration for the landscape and asked whether a horse-drawn tour of the Kerry countryside might be arranged.

Nora Healy said she would enquire.

She also noticed, because she had not managed eight rooms for twenty-three years without developing precise observational habits, that the men's luggage was unusually heavy for a scenic holiday, that one of the cases had a combination lock rather than a key lock, and that Herr Vogel's English, though careful, occasionally produced a grammatical structure that suggested he had learned it not from conversation but from documents.

She telephoned the Garda station.

Siobhan Wexford took the call at four in the afternoon, noted the details in the station log with her characteristic precision, added three asterisked observations of her own, and walked the log to Rory O'Flanagan's cottage at half four.

—-
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RORY READ THE LOG ON his doorstep. Siobhan stood on the path, hands in her coat pockets, the October light catching the copper in her dark hair. She was twenty-five, broad-shouldered and self-contained, with the quality of stillness that good police officers develop — not passivity, but the ability to be quiet without becoming absent.

"The combination case," Rory said.

"Yes," Siobhan said.

"Did Nora see which room it went to?"

"Room five. Herr Vogel." She paused. "He's the one who asked about the jaunting car."

Rory looked up from the log. "He asked about it by name?"

"He said he'd seen pictures. He knew the term."

"That's interesting," Rory said, in a tone that suggested it was more than interesting.

"The other guest," Siobhan said. "The one who arrived this morning. Single room. Cash in advance for a month."

"What's his name?"

"The register says Thomas Ward. Nora says he's Irish — Cork accent she thought. He has boxes. Arrived in a hired van. Brought them up himself, didn't want help."

"What kind of boxes?"

"Wooden. Heavy. About this size." She indicated with her hands.

"Like equipment boxes."

"Like equipment boxes," Siobhan agreed.

Rory folded the log and gave it back to her. "Where is Arthur Bethany right now?"

"Killarney. The training doesn't finish until the twenty-second."

"Can you reach him?"

"By telephone, yes."

"Let him know. Don't put it in writing." He looked at her steadily. "You are still here until the end
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