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PART ONE: THE HOME FRONT
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Chapter One: Thirty Goats and a Ram
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday in March of 1943, which Rory O'Flanagan considered an unusual day for anything important. Important things, in his experience, arrived on Mondays or Fridays — Mondays because the world had gathered its intentions over the weekend, Fridays because it wanted to unsettle you before rest. Tuesday was for invoices and complaints from the county council about road maintenance near the trap yard. It was not, in his understanding of the natural order, a day for government correspondence bearing the seal of the Department of Agriculture and the Minister's own signature.

He read it standing at the kitchen table, still in his working coat, the kettle beginning its noise on the range. Rosey had left it at his usual place with the butter and the bread and the small pottery jar of the dark marmalade he liked, which she had been making herself since the shops began having difficulty with supplies. The letter was two pages. He read both pages twice, then set them down and looked out the window at his fields.

The two remaining donkeys, Ulster and Connacht — the others had been requisitioned in the previous year's emergency assessment — stood at the near fence in the pale March light, their ears angled toward some sound on the lower road that Rory could not hear from the kitchen. Beyond them the grass was beginning its slow return after winter, the green still tentative, uncertain of itself, the way spring always was in Kerry before it committed.

Thirty goats and a ram.

He said it aloud to test how it sounded. The kettle reached its full complaint and he attended to it without reading the letter again, made his tea, sat down, buttered his bread, and ate slowly while the words arranged themselves into something he could think about properly.

The government, it seemed, had decided that the O'Flanagan land was suitable for dairy production. The fields, the letter said, were of sufficient quality and extent. The infrastructure — meaning the stone walls, the water supply from the hill stream, the existing animal housing — was assessed as adequate with modest investment. The Department was prepared to provide thirty dairy goats and a registered ram from a herd in County Tipperary, along with a capital grant sufficient to construct milking sheds, install basic equipment, and provide six months of operating costs. In return, the O'Flanagan enterprise would supply milk and cheese to a military collection point at Killarney, every two weeks, beginning no later than the first of June.

It was signed by an Under-Secretary whose name Rory did not recognise and countersigned, in a different and more forceful hand, by someone whose title was Inspector of Agricultural Wartime Provisions.

He poured a second cup of tea and read it a third time.

By the time Dean arrived at half past seven, stamping his boots at the back door and ducking through the low frame the way he had always done since he grew tall enough to need to, Rory had the letter folded on the table beside the empty cup and was standing again at the window.

"Morning," Dean said, hanging his coat on the peg. He was twenty-six now and carried the morning in his face the way Rory had always carried it — not reluctantly, but carefully, as if something valuable had been placed in his hands during the night and he was still checking whether it was intact. He had Shiona's precision about the eyes and Rory's width through the shoulder and when he stood next to his father at the window they were, as Rosey had observed more than once, practically the same person separated by thirty years of experience.

"Read that," Rory said.

Dean picked up the letter, read it standing, turned it over to check the back for anything additional, and then read it again. When he finished he set it down in the same place and stood looking at it the way his father had.

"Thirty goats," he said.

"And a ram," Rory said.

They stood together looking at the window.

"We'd need to reconfigure the lower field," Dean said.

"Thomas will have thoughts on the cost structure."

"The milking shed would need to be on the east side. Morning light."

"Stone walls already there on three sides. Add a roof and a door."

Dean nodded slowly. "What does Mammy think?"

"She doesn't know yet. I wanted to think about it first."

"Da. She runs the post office. She's going to know about this letter before you do next time."

"I know that," Rory said. "Read it this morning. Haven't had time."

This was not entirely true but Dean did not press it. He understood, as he had understood for several years now, that his father's way with important information was to sit with it alone first, turn it in his hands like a stone from the field, test its weight and edge before bringing it to the family table. It was not secrecy exactly. It was more like the way a man holds a tool before he starts a job — not because he doesn't know what it does, but because he respects it enough to understand it before he starts.

"June is tight," Dean said.

"Eight weeks. Sheds are the work. Goats, you manage."

"You're more confident about that than I am."

"Your grandfather kept goats on this land before he went to the war," Rory said. "I know where the fencing posts are buried. Some of them will still be good."

Dean looked at him. "You never mentioned that."

"You never needed to know until now."

Rosey came in from the back at that moment, having been in the garden checking the seedlings she kept going through the war years regardless of what was happening in France or the Pacific, because a kitchen garden did not care about geopolitics and she had found this philosophically restoring. She took in the letter on the table, the two men at the window, and the particular quality of silence between them that she had learned over thirty-nine years of marriage meant something significant had been decided, or was very close to being decided.

"What's that?" she said, nodding at the letter.

"Government correspondence," Rory said.

"I can see that. I do work in the post office." She picked it up and read it. They waited. She set it down again and tied her apron more firmly, which was what she did when she was thinking.

"Thirty goats," she said.

"And a ram," Dean said.

"I know what a ram is for, Dean." She moved to the range, lifted the lid, checked the heat, put it back. "Thomas needs to see this today. And you'll need to talk to MacFadyen about veterinary contacts because he knows everyone in this county by now. And someone needs to measure the lower field properly, not just guess."

"I wasn't going to guess," Rory said.

"When were you going to tell me?"

"This morning. I'm telling you now."

"You've been standing at that window for forty minutes," Rosey said. "I watched you from the garden."

Rory said nothing. Dean found something interesting to look at on the far wall.

"It's a good letter," Rosey said, after a pause. "It saves the business. We both know that. The trap trade is half what it was before the emergency and it won't come back the same." She set a pan on the range. "Thirty goats and a ram. Your father would have something to say about that."

"He would," Rory said.

"He'd say it was less trouble than a courtroom and more reliable than a politician."

"He would have said exactly that."

They ate breakfast together, the letter between the cups, the two donkeys still visible through the window in the pale field light, and outside on the hill the spring moving cautiously but without doubt in the direction of something warmer.
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