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FOR ALL THOSE WHO WORKED the land and dreamed beyond it.

For the fathers who built in silence.

For the mothers who understood everything.
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

THIS NOVEL IS SET IN the village of Tralee, County Kerry, Ireland, in the years 1932 and 1933. While the O'Flanagan family and their neighbours are entirely fictional, the world they inhabit — its history, its poverty, its beauty, its particular music of language and silence — is drawn as faithfully as fiction allows from the record of that time and place. The shadow of the War of Independence and the Civil War lay across Kerry long after the guns were quiet. The land still meant everything. And the grass, when it came, meant more.
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PART ONE: THE SOWING
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Chapter One: The Colour of Grass
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The morning came in slow over Tralee, the way mornings do in Kerry — not all at once but in stages, like a cautious man entering a room he is not entirely sure he is welcome in. First the grey lifted from the hills. Then the mist peeled back from the river. Then the birds, one by one, found their voices and decided that the world was, on balance, worth another day of effort.

Rory O'Flanagan stood at the back of his cottage and looked out across the land.

He had been standing there for twenty minutes. Rosey knew this because she had watched him through the kitchen window while she boiled the oats and sliced the bread and tried to remember whether they had any butter left or whether she had dreamed the butter, which was the sort of question a woman found herself asking after thirty-two years of marriage to a man who ate more than he ever admitted to.

He stood the way he always stood when something large was moving through his mind — feet planted wide, arms crossed over his chest, the great dark beard hiding whatever expression his mouth might be making, his eyes fixed on some point in the middle distance that apparently contained the entire answer to the universe. The morning light was coming across the field at a low angle, that particular October light that is more horizontal than vertical, that travels along the surface of things rather than falling onto them, and it caught the turned earth and made it glow darkly, the freshly worked soil gleaming like something alive.

Which it was, Rory would have said. Which it was.

He was fifty-two years old — born in 1880, the year of the Land League, the year Captain Charles Boycott had his difficulties with his tenants in County Mayo and given the English language a new word in the process. His father had told him that story. His father had told him many stories about land and the Irish relationship with it — the hunger for it, the fighting over it, the grief of losing it and the fierce specific joy of owning even a patch of it outright, with your name on a deed and the law, for once, on your side.

His father had died in 1918 in France, in a war that had not been his war, in a cause that had not been his cause, because the British Army had needed men and the men who went had needed money and the choices available to an Irishman in Kerry in 1916 were not always the choices a man might prefer in a world organised more fairly. Patrick O'Flanagan had gone to France and not come back, and the letter that arrived in the spring of 1918 had been folded and refolded over the years until the words along the creases had faded to near-illegibility, but Rory still knew every word of it. He had read it in this kitchen, at this table, fourteen years ago. He had put it in his breast pocket and gone out and dug the vegetable plot for three hours without stopping.

He thought about Patrick O'Flanagan often. He thought about him especially on mornings like this one, when something was beginning — when the shape of a plan that had been forming for years was finally taking its first physical form in the world. Patrick O'Flanagan had loved this land. Had walked these fields. Had told Rory, more than once, that land was the only thing that lasted — that empires rose and fell and governments came and went and money could be taxed and stolen and lost to bad luck and worse judgment, but land stayed. Land waited. Land rewarded the man who understood it and tended it with the patience it deserved.

Rosey knocked on the window. He turned. She pointed at the table. He nodded, the great beard moving with the gravity of a man who has important things to attend to but would come in for his breakfast because he was not, despite everything, a fool.

He came in and took his place at the table and she set the bowl before him and they sat in the comfortable silence of people who have eaten a thousand breakfasts together and have nothing left to prove about it.

The kitchen was the heart of the O'Flanagan cottage, as kitchens were the heart of every cottage in Kerry in those years — not by design so much as by necessity, the one room that was warm enough to be habitable through the winter, where the range burned all day and the lamp stood on the table and the curtains were never quite thick enough but the company made up the difference. The walls were whitewashed and had been for thirty years, with the particular texture that repeated whitewashing produces — irregular and soft, like the surface of something organic. The dresser held the good plates that came out three times a year and the everyday ones that came out every morning. The photograph of Patrick O'Flanagan in his uniform stood on the mantelpiece between a statue of the Sacred Heart and a blue tin that had once held biscuits and now held nothing in particular.

His mother, Tempest, was already in her chair by the fire.

She had been there since before dawn, as she always was — not because she couldn't sleep but because, in the strange country she now partly inhabited, the distinction between sleeping and waking had grown less reliable, the borders between them permeable in a way they had not been when she was younger. She was seventy-eight years old and had been, in her time, a formidable woman — the daughter of a west Kerry fisherman, raised in a cottage closer to the sea than any right-thinking person would choose in a bad winter, married at nineteen to a man twelve years her senior whom she had outlived by fourteen years and about whom she had extremely clear and settled opinions.

"Patrick," she was saying now, quietly, to the empty air to her left, "did you put the good horse in the lower field? Because I told you about the lower field. The ground is soft."

Rory glanced at her, then back at his bowl. "The horse is fine, Mammy."

"I wasn't asking you," Tempest said, with great dignity. "I was asking your father."

"Sorry," Rory said, without particular inflection. This was their morning routine, or rather — it was the morning routine that had evolved over the past year or two as Tempest's world had quietly rearranged itself. The family had not given it a name. They had not, in fact, discussed it directly at all, in the way that Irish country families in 1932 did not discuss things that did not yet have a name available to them. They worked around it. Navigated it. Accepted the new geography of Tempest's mind with the pragmatic patience they brought to bad weather and poor harvests — you couldn't fix it, you couldn't argue with it, so you went around it and did your best.

Patrick O'Flanagan had been dead for fourteen years. Tempest spoke to him every morning.

"She's worse this week," Rosey said quietly, once Tempest had settled back into her fireside conversation.

"She's the same," Rory said.

Rosey looked at him with the expression she used when he said something that was technically defensible and fundamentally untrue. It was a specific look — calm, steady, slightly elevated on the left side — and Rory had been receiving it for thirty-two years and knew exactly what it meant.

"She called me Margaret this morning," Rosey said. "Three times."

"Margaret was her sister," Rory said.

"I know who Margaret was, Rory. I'm saying she called me by the wrong name three times before she remembered who I was. That's not the same as last month."

Rory ate his oats. He ate them with the careful attention of a man who is eating but who is also having a parallel internal conversation that he is not yet ready to surface.

"She's happy enough," he said, eventually.

"She is," Rosey agreed. "I'm not disputing that. I'm just saying."

"Right," said Rory.

This was also part of their language — the "right" that meant "I've heard you and I'm not ready to act on it but I haven't dismissed it either." Rosey had catalogued his "rights" across thirty-two years and had developed a taxonomy of them: there was the dismissive right, which she barely heard anymore; the provisional right, which meant he'd think about it; the quiet right, which meant it was going in deep and would surface in action sometime in the next six months; and the right he'd just used, which was the right of a man who knows a woman is correct about something he would prefer not to be correct about.

She went back to her tea.

From the window over the sink, she could see the road — the dirt lane that ran past their cottage and the Coleman cottage opposite and continued toward the village centre. The early morning was still and pale. Nothing was moving yet.
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THE BOYS CAME DOWN ten minutes later.

Dean first, as always — the elder son had never been an organised riser, had never in sixteen years woken to an alarm or a schedule, but had instead a biological arrangement with consciousness that produced him, slightly dishevelled and fully present, at approximately the same time each morning, as though his body had decided that readiness was more important than preparedness. He was tall, like his father, and lanky in the way of a boy who has recently acquired height faster than his frame has had time to fill in around it, and he had his mother's wide brown eyes and the determined chin of a boy trying very hard to develop the expression of a man.

He pulled his shirt straight as he came down the narrow stairs. His hair, dark and thick, was having its own morning entirely, standing in four independent directions with the cheerful chaos of something that had given up on social norms.

"Is there bread?" he said.

"There's bread," Rosey said. "And oats. And before you ask, yes there is butter."

"I wasn't going to ask about butter," Dean said.

"You were going to think about asking about butter," Rosey said, "which is the preparatory stage."

Shamus appeared behind his brother, already fully dressed — his trousers pressed to the extent that a fourteen-year-old with iron access can press trousers, his collar straight, his shoes clean. He carried the newspaper that had arrived the previous afternoon — Rosey brought it home from the post office — tucked under his arm with the settled confidence of a boy who had decided at the age of eleven that the world was legible and he was going to read it.

He sat at the table, unfolded the paper, and began to read with the focused serenity of someone who has identified the most important activity available and is pursuing it.

"Morning," he said, without looking up.

"Morning," Rosey said. "How did you know about the bread before I said anything?"

"I smelled it," Shamus said, turning a page.

"He smelled the bread," Dean said to the room, with the specific exasperation of an older sibling confronted with a younger one who is being correct about something.

"It says here," Shamus said, "that there is to be a debate in the Dáil next week about agricultural subsidies. Which is relevant, given—" He gestured toward the back window and the fields beyond it.

"Read your paper and eat your oats," Rory said, entering the kitchen in his work coat.

"I can do both simultaneously," Shamus said.

"You can do one at a time," Rory said, "like a normal person."

"It says the government is to review the agricultural grants again," Shamus continued, apparently not having heard the instruction, "which means they'll review them and then do nothing and then review them again in six months."

"Nobody asked you to read the newspaper at the breakfast table," Dean said.

"Nobody asked you to have opinions before you've eaten either," Shamus said pleasantly, "and yet here we both are."

Rosey put bread in front of them both. She had been managing this particular conversation in its various forms for the better part of a decade and had long since stopped trying to prevent it. The boys' relationship was conducted largely through a form of verbal competition that was entirely affectionate and occasionally maddening, and the most sensible response to it, she had found, was to let it run its course and intervene only if furniture was at risk.

"Is Da going out to the land today?" Dean asked.

"He is," Rosey said, without looking up from the range.

Dean looked out the back window at the freshly turned field. His eyes went bright in the way they did when something was happening — something that might be significant, that might be the beginning of something, that might, just possibly, be the start of the sort of story worth being in.

"Today's the day," he said. "The grass. He's starting the grass today."

"He is," Rosey said, ladling more oats into Shamus's bowl.

Dean was quiet for a moment, watching the field. The turned earth was dark in the morning light, damp and expectant. He knew what his father was planning — had known for months, had been told in the measured, sequential way Rory O'Flanagan communicated plans, which was to say he had been told the what and the when without a great deal of the why, because Rory operated on the principle that the why was self-evident to anyone paying attention.

"And Eugene Coleman?" Dean said.

A brief, fractional silence.

"What about him?" Rosey said.

"Does he know?"

"He'll know it when he sees it," Rory said, from the hall, in the tone that closed that particular avenue of enquiry.

Dean exchanged a glance with Shamus. Shamus, still reading, gave a minimal shrug — the shrug of a boy who has absorbed sufficient current events to have a reasonable sense of how things tend to unfold.

From her chair, Tempest said, to the empty air: "That man across the road always did want more than was his."

Everyone looked at her. She was gazing into the fire with the calm, oracular expression she sometimes wore when she made pronouncements of this kind — pronouncements that were neither addressed to anyone present nor, as far as anyone could tell, directly relevant to the conversation, but which had a quality of settled truth that made it difficult to dismiss them entirely.

"She's talking about the Hennessys," Rory said, after a moment. "From before our time."

"She might be," Rosey said, and went back to the range.

Outside, across the road, the curtain in the front window of Eugene Coleman's cottage moved, and was still.
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Chapter Two: The Smell of It
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Tommy Brennan arrived at half nine in his old cart, which was to say he arrived exactly when he had promised, which was one of Tommy Brennan's chief virtues in a world where promising a time and arriving at it were only occasionally related activities.

He drove the cart up the lane with the unhurried competence of a man who has been driving carts for forty years and has long since ceased to need to think about it. In the back sat two hundred pounds of rye-grass seed and a bag of clover mix in hessian sacks, and on the seat beside him sat his terrier, Mick, who went everywhere Tommy went and had opinions about most of it.

"Morning, Rory," Tommy said, jumping down from the seat with an agility that belied his sixty-three years.

"Tommy," Rory said. "Good of you."

"Promised, didn't I?" Tommy pulled the first sack of seed forward and looked at the field with the critical eye of a man who had seeded a lot of fields in his time. He walked to the edge of the turned ground, crouched down, took a pinch of the soil between his fingers and crumbled it, looked at the colour and texture with the absorbed attention of a man reading a document. He pressed his palm flat against the surface and held it there.

"She's ready," he said at last, standing and wiping his hands on his trousers. "I'll say that for you. She's very ready."

"I put the time in," Rory said.

"You did." Tommy walked to the corner of the field where the drainage culvert had been laid the previous week. He looked at it with professional scepticism, the look of a man who has seen a great many drainage culverts and knows their capacity for disappointing you. He poked at the outlet with his boot. "Flows clean?"

"Put it in last Monday," Rory said. "Runs clean in the wet. Had a good test on Thursday when the rain came."

"Good." Tommy straightened and stood with his hands on his hips and looked at the full extent of the field — three acres, cleared and turned and waiting. The ash trees that had stood along the western boundary were gone, taken down in September, the stumps grubbed out over two hard weekends by Rory and Tommy Corcoran the blacksmith and young Mick Corcoran, who was sixteen and had come along mainly to see what hard work looked like up close. The scrub had been cleared and burned. The old stone shed in the far corner — its roof fallen in, its walls more rubble than masonry — had been taken apart stone by stone, and the stones used to extend the low wall at the field's northern boundary.

Three acres of bare Kerry earth, dark and prepared and ready, running down from the back of the cottage to the far wall, and beyond that — separated only by a stretch of wire fence that Rory had put up himself in
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