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A Note on the Historical Setting

THIS NOVEL IS SET IN 1937–1938 Ireland, a period of post-Civil War tension, economic hardship, and the quiet persistence of republican politics in rural communities. The Belfast portrayed here reflects the sectarian city of the late 1930s — the legacy of the 1935 riots, the fragmented IRA, the B Specials, and the small but significant tradition of Protestant nationalist sympathy that existed alongside the dominant unionism. The theatrical world of Dublin, the Gaiety and Olympia, the Academy, the tea rooms of Grafton Street — these are drawn from the cultural life of a city that was finding its modern shape in the decade between the founding of the State and the coming war. The Mother and Baby Home system described in connection with Janet Munn reflects the documented historical reality of institutional Ireland in this period. All characters are fictional.
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PART ONE: GOOD TIMES AND HIDDEN THINGS
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Chapter One: Daniel
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The baby had been born on a Thursday, which Rosey O'Flanagan considered the best possible day for a thing like that. Not a Monday, which would mean the week was already half gone before the news could spread properly. Not a Friday, which was the Lord's day of sorrow and not suited to celebration. Thursday was a working day with enough of the week still ahead to make the news feel fresh, and it had a sound to it — solid, like a good door closing on something right.

Daniel Patrick O'Flanagan had come into the world at twenty minutes past six in the morning, delivered by Dr. MacFadyen in the small upstairs room of the cottage that had been Tempest's before she passed. The room had been aired and prepared for weeks. Clean white sheets. A folded blanket from Rosey's own childhood that had been kept in the cedar box under her bed. A small oil lamp on the dresser that MacFadyen had moved twice before he found the angle he wanted, and that Shiona had then moved back because it was in her eyes.

Rory had waited downstairs. He had sat in the chair by the range — Tempest's chair, though he had stopped thinking of it that way — and he had drunk three cups of tea and not tasted any of them. Dean had paced the kitchen from the table to the window to the door and back again until Rory told him to sit down, which he did for about four minutes before beginning again.

When MacFadyen appeared at the top of the stairs and said it's a boy and they're both well, Rory stood up from the chair and put his hand against the wall and was quiet for a long moment. Dean took the stairs two at a time.

Rosey, who had been there throughout and had held Shiona's hand for the last hour without a word, came downstairs to find her husband still standing with his hand flat against the wall beside the range.

Sit down, she said. Before you fall down.

He sat. She poured him a fresh cup of tea and put it in front of him.

A boy, he said.

A healthy boy, she said. With a good voice on him already.

Rory said nothing else for some time. Then he said: Patrick. He said Patrick.

Daniel Patrick, Rosey said. Your father's name. Dean's idea.

Rory looked at her across the table. He said nothing. He lifted the tea and drank it and it tasted, for the first time that morning, like something real.
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THE VILLAGE KNEW BY nine o'clock. This was inevitable. Jonas Clarke rang the bell at the Old Rooster twice, which was the traditional signal for a birth among the regulars, and by half past the hour a small delegation had gathered on the road outside the O'Flanagan cottage with a bottle of whiskey and a loaf of bread from Mary Clarke, which was what Mary always gave because she believed bread was more useful than flowers.

Father Murphy came at eleven and stood in the kitchen holding his hat and looking at the small wrapped bundle with an expression that was not quite what he would have used a year ago. A year ago it might have been professional warmth, the performance of pastoral joy. Now it was something unguarded. The child was asleep. Its face was the face of something entirely itself, unburdened by history or obligation, and Murphy found this briefly overwhelming.

He looks like Rory, Murphy said.

God help him, Rosey replied, and Murphy laughed — a real laugh that still surprised him slightly when it arrived, as though he had not yet fully trusted it to come when called.

Thomas Colley arrived at noon from the accounts room at the back of the trap house, having heard from the stable boy, who had heard from the baker. He came with his cap in his hands and a look of genuine pleasure that Rosey recognised as the same one he had been learning to wear since he had stopped drinking and started being the person she remembered her brother as, from a very long time before any of the bad years.

Where's Jenny? Rosey asked.

Thomas looked down at his cap. She's coming, he said. She wanted to — she thought she'd give you a morning first.

Rosey understood this. Jenny Coleman, née Donaldson, whose daughter Shiona was now upstairs with her new husband and new son, was in a particular position in this household. The O'Flanagans were her family now, but she had arrived by a complicated road and she still sometimes paused at gates that most would have walked through without thinking.

Tell her to come now, Rosey said.

Thomas put on his cap and went.
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JENNY ARRIVED WITH a pot of chicken broth and her good coat and her eyes already wet before she reached the door. Rosey brought her upstairs and Jenny sat on the edge of the bed and held the baby for a long time without speaking. Shiona watched her mother's face and thought: this is what I want to look like when I am her age. Not the grief that had lived there for the past few years, but this. This particular brightness that a person gets when they have been surprised by joy and have not yet learned to be suspicious of it.

Dean sat in the chair in the corner and watched the two of them and felt something he didn't have a word for. Something that was partly gratitude and partly a recognition of how improbable all of this was — that he was here, in this room, with this woman and this child, when eighteen months ago he had been sitting on a wall in Caherciveen wondering whether the IRA recruiter across the table from him was telling the truth.

He had never told Shiona about Caherciveen. Not the full version. She knew the outline — everyone knew the outline — but not the details of the back room of the Anchor Bar, the four serious men, the way Colm Reilly had laid out the argument like a man who had rehearsed it many times. Dean had not been afraid in that room. That was the thing he had not admitted to himself until later. He had been interested. He had felt the old pull of it, the romantic fire of it, the nation and the cause and the long fight. And then Shamus had asked his three quiet questions and the temperature of the room had changed and Dean had seen, for the first time, the machinery behind the rhetoric.

But that was eighteen months ago. This was now. The baby was asleep. Jenny Coleman was laughing at something Shiona had said. The morning light through the curtain was the light of an ordinary Thursday in spring, and everything that needed to happen was happening in the right order.
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DOWNSTAIRS, RORY WAS explaining to the retired Sergeant Connelly why the baby was going to be the best donkey driver in three counties by the time he was eight.

He'll need to learn to walk first, Connelly said.

Minor detail, Rory said.

Connelly looked better this morning than he had looked in months. He had been unwell — the chest, primarily, though his legs had been giving him trouble — and there had been talk between him and Janet of going back to Tipperary, to the family town where he had grown up and where his sister still lived. The talk had been quiet but Rory had heard it, the way Rory always heard things that moved beneath the surface of ordinary conversation.

He did not want Connelly to go. This was something he would never say. But sitting across the kitchen table from a man he had known for thirty years, watching him hold his cup with both hands because one had developed a slight tremor, Rory felt the familiar weight of things that would end and that there was nothing to be done about.

Janet tells me the new man is settling in, Connelly said.

Rory nodded. Bethany's all right.

Big enough for the job?

Big as a barn door and twice as useful, Rory said.

Connelly smiled. And the girl?

Wexford's leaving, Rory said. Dublin detective squad. End of the month.

Connelly considered this. Good for her.

Yes, Rory said. Good for her.

There was a pause between them of the comfortable kind — the kind that can only exist between two men who have had so many uncomfortable pauses that the comfortable ones have become a form of achievement.

The business, Connelly said.

Good, Rory said. Dean's running it well. Better than I would have expected. Better maybe than I would have run it at his age.

He's grown.

He has, Rory said, and something in his voice was so plain and undecorated that Connelly looked at him sharply. Rory was looking at the range. His beard was more grey than it had been a year ago and his hands on the table were the hands of a man who had done physical work for fifty years, scarred and broad and utterly still.

You happy, Rory? Connelly said.

Rory looked at him. It was the kind of question that Connelly would never have asked ten years ago. Retirement had softened certain things in him that policing had kept contained.

I am, Rory said. I think I am. Don't push it.

Connelly laughed — a short, rough laugh that dissolved into a cough that he controlled quickly. He set the cup down.

Good, he said. That's enough for one Thursday.
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