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PART ONE: THE WEIGHT OF ELSEWHERE
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Chapter One: The Wireless and the World
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The wireless on the shelf above the range had not been silent for three days.

Rory O'Flanagan stood in front of it with his arms folded and his beard freshly trimmed — the way Rosey had once told him he always trimmed it when he was angry, as though anger required a certain neatness — and listened to a voice from London describing streets that he had never walked but could picture entirely from the tone of the man doing the describing. The voice was measured and careful in the way that voices become when the things being described are beyond measuring or care.

Outside, through the kitchen window, a grey Kerry morning was conducting itself in the usual manner. Rain on the road. The mountains invisible behind cloud. Two donkeys — Oisín and the newer one Thomas had named Bríd, for reasons he had declined to explain — standing in the field with their ears back and their eyes closed in that attitude of philosophical resignation that Rory had always found either admirable or infuriating depending on his mood.

"Turn it down a small bit," Rosey said from behind him.

"I can't hear it if I turn it down."

"You're not listening to it anyway. You're standing in front of it with your arms folded giving it your opinions."

"My opinions," Rory said, "are not the ones that need to be heard." He reached up and adjusted the volume precisely two degrees lower, which satisfied neither of them but preserved the form of the gesture. "Shamus will be in London by Thursday."

"You've said that four times this morning."

"It's worth saying four times."

Rosey set two cups on the table and poured from the pot without checking it, the way a woman pours tea when she has done it ten thousand times and has decided that uncertainty about tea at least can be eliminated from life. She sat down at the far end of the table where she could see both the wireless and Rory's back and the road through the window beyond him.

"He'll be all right," she said. Not because she knew it. Because it needed to be said more than once also.

"He's going to meet men from Washington," Rory said, still facing the wireless. "Shamus. My son. Who I last saw eating a fried egg in this kitchen and asking me whether I thought Tone or Emmett had the better argument." He turned around. "He was nineteen when he said that. He's twenty-two now and he's going to meet men from Washington to tell them to mind their own business about Irish ports."

"He won't say it like that."

"He won't have to. That's why they picked him." Rory sat down and drew the cup toward him. "He has your way with difficult truths. Says them without any of the words that make people want to push back."

Rosey looked at him. "That's the nicest thing you've said to me in six months."

"I say nice things."

"You do. But they're usually about the donkeys."

The wireless described a street in the East End of London that had received three incendiary devices in the night. Rory stared at his cup. Three incendiary devices in the night in a street where people had been asleep with their children. He had not been to London. He had been to Dublin, three times, and to Belfast once — a visit he did not discuss and which Rosey had learned not to ask about. But he could place London in his mind now from the wireless alone and he did not like the place it had become.

"Sally's there," he said.

"Sally's been there since October. She knows her way around now."

"That's not the same as being safe."

"No," Rosey agreed. "It's not."

They drank their tea. Outside Oisín had opened one eye and was examining something at the field wall with the sceptical deliberation of a creature that has seen many things arrive at field walls and has not yet been impressed by any of them.
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DEAN O'FLANAGAN CAME down the lane at eight in the morning with the trap behind him and the jaunting car roped alongside, which meant he had two bookings before noon and had taken on the second one without consulting his father, which meant he was confident about time and management, which meant — Rory reflected from the yard gate, watching him come — that his eldest son had become a businessman without anyone formally announcing it.

"Two today," Dean said, pulling up.

"I can count."

"The second is a tour group from Limerick. Four people. The jaunting car for the mountain road, they said specifically. They've done it before."

"All right."

Dean looped the ropes and checked the harness on Oisín with the quick, systematic attention that Rory recognised as his own habit reflected back. Dean was twenty-four and had his mother's face and his father's hands and, increasingly, his father's way of standing in a yard — weight slightly back on the right foot, head tilted the degree that indicated the mind was running through a list while the eyes were elsewhere.

"Any word from Shamus?" Dean asked.

"He'll be in London Thursday."

"He wrote to Shiona. She read me the letter last night." Dean paused with his hand on the harness and looked at his father. "He said the crossing would be rough. He said the convoy protocols meant they'd be zigzagging half the way."

"He always was a particular correspondent." Rory opened the yard gate. "How is she?"

"Shiona is very well. Daniel asked me yesterday morning whether donkeys can fly." He pulled the gate back and looked at the field. "I told him I was fairly sure they couldn't. He seemed disappointed."

"He'll get over it."

"Margaret has started pulling herself up on the table leg. Your daughter-in-law believes she'll be walking before Christmas."

Rory looked at him for a moment. "Walking before Christmas."

"That's what she says."

"That's young."

"That's what MacFadyen said. He said it's not unusual, but it's young." Dean smiled. "He seemed pleased about it in the way he gets pleased about things — quietly, as though being pleased is a professional courtesy."

"He's a good man." Rory began leading Oisín out toward the road. "Has Siobhan written?"

Dean's expression shifted — the small, particular shift of a man navigating someone else's private territory with care. "Bethany had a letter. He didn't say what was in it, but he was in good form after it, so it must have been encouraging."

"She'll come back," Rory said. "When she's ready."

"You sound very certain of that."

"She's the sort of woman who knows what she's going back to before she leaves." He glanced up at the mountains, invisible behind grey. "Shamus is the same. Goes away. Knows exactly what he's going back to. The ones who don't know what they're going back to — those are the ones who stay away."

Dean looked at him. "Is that you speaking from experience?"

"It's me speaking from watching," Rory said. He handed Dean the lead rein. "Go on. You'll be late for your first booking."

—-
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IN THE KITCHEN ROSEY had cleared the table and was standing by the range with her reading glasses on and a letter in her hand that had arrived in the morning post and which had not been there when Rory came in for his tea and which therefore she had been waiting for and knew was coming and had not mentioned.

He stood in the kitchen door.

She looked up over her glasses. "It's from the government," she said.

"Which part of the government?"

"The part that sends letters in a brown envelope with a harp on it." She folded it once and held it out. "It's about the donkeys again. And the carts. And the possibility of their being requisitioned if the situation worsens."

He took it and read it. It was two pages, officious in the particular way of bureaucratic documents that have been drafted by someone who knows the subject but not the people who will receive it. The language was careful and not unkind, which was worse than if it had been blunt.

"If the situation worsens," he said.

"Yes."

"The situation," Rory said, folding the letter and setting it on the shelf above the range next to the wireless, "has worsened. It worsened in September 1939 and it has not improved in any direction since." He stood looking at the letter next to the wireless for a moment. Two pieces of paper — one the world's voice, one the government's — and both of them describing the same thing from different distances.

"We'd be compensated," Rosey said.

"It's not about the compensation."

"I know it's not." She took her reading glasses off and folded them with the precise small gesture she had used for twenty years. "But it might not come to that."

"And if it does?"

She looked at him. "Then we manage. The way we've always managed."

Rory turned and looked out the kitchen window at the empty road and the field where Bríd stood alone now, Oisín having gone with Dean, and the rain beginning to ease from the mountains down, the grey lifting in small increments that would not amount to sun but at least promised an honest daylight.

"I'm thinking of going to London," he said.

Rosey was quiet for three seconds. "I know."

"Shamus—"

"I know, Rory."

"And Sally—"

"I know. And you haven't stopped worrying since he left, and Sally hasn't been home in four months, and the wireless is describing things every morning that you want to see with your own eyes rather than imagine." She picked up the cups from the table. "When?"

"Three weeks. After Dean has the Limerick group sorted and the November bookings covered."

"And I'll come with you?"

He turned and looked at her. She was standing at the range with the cups and looking back at him with an expression that was not a question so much as a statement arranged as a question as a courtesy.

"I was hoping you would," he said.

"Good." She turned to the washing basin. "Because I wasn't asking."
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Chapter Two: The Liaison
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Shamus O'Flanagan arrived in London on a Thursday, which he had told his father and which proved accurate to the hour, the convoy having zigzagged through the North Atlantic in a manner that suggested the routing officer either had a mathematical gift or had been playing an elaborate game with a map.

He arrived at Euston at half six in the morning in November rain and stood on the concourse with his case and his briefcase — the briefcase containing three coded documents, two identity papers in his own name with the G2 military intelligence stamp, and a letter from Colonel Liam Archer that he had read until he knew it without looking — and looked at London.

He had been to London once before, at nineteen, with two college friends for a week of theatre and argument. He remembered it as enormous, complicated, and smelling of coal smoke and river. It was still all of those things. It was also — now — something else. Something in the faces of the people on the concourse. Not fear exactly. Something more matter-of-fact than fear. The particular expression of people who have been frightened for long enough that the fear has become ordinary and the ordinary has become frightening by contrast.

A man in a civilian overcoat and a hat that had been expensively new in 1936 came through the crowd and stopped two feet from Shamus and looked at him.

"O'Flanagan?"

"Yes."

"Carrington. From the Embassy." He held out his hand and Shamus shook it
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