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A NOTE ON THE SERIES

THE IRISH TALES is a sequence of ten novels following the O'Flanagan family of Tralee, County Kerry, from 1918 to 1951 — across the Great War's aftermath, the War of Independence, the Civil War, the Depression years, the Emergency of the Second World War, and Ireland's emergence into the modern world.

This is the final volume.
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The Village in the Spring
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Chapter One: Rory at the Gate
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The year is 1950, and Rory O'Flanagan is standing at the gate of his lower field watching a Land Rover drive past on a road that twenty years ago was a track wide enough for one cart and the goodwill of both parties.

He is sixty-nine years old. His beard is fully grey now — not the salt-and-pepper of the war years but the solid, certain grey of a man who has arrived somewhere and is not in a hurry to leave. He stands as he has always stood, with the particular stillness of a man who is thinking about several things simultaneously and has learned not to let any of them show on his face.

The Land Rover is Dean's. His eldest son bought it three years ago and has driven it with a pride he tries, not entirely successfully, to conceal from his father. It is dark green, and it sits on the improved road with an authority that Rory finds simultaneously admirable and faintly irritating, in the way that all improvements irritate a man who knows the value of what came before.

Dean waves from the cab. Rory raises two fingers from the gate post. It is a gesture that means: I see you. I am fine. Don't stop.

Dean doesn't stop. He has a meeting this morning — or a meeting, as Rory privately categorises all gatherings that happen in offices rather than fields. The O'Flanagan Family Business — it has a name now, printed on the sides of three delivery lorries and above the door of the new offices built on O'Flanagan land on the eastern edge of the property — employs fifty-three people this spring, not counting seasonal drivers and the six women who run the tourist traps on the Ring of Kerry route.

Fifty-three people. Rory holds this number in his mind the way he used to hold a stone wall's dimensions — something built over time from things that were to hand, each piece fitting because it had been placed with attention.

The goats are grazing the upper field beyond the wall. One hundred and twelve of them now — the original thirty and a ram gifted by the Emergency government have become this: a herd that produces milk for a cheese factory at the eastern end of the village, managed by his daughter-in-law Shiona with the same quiet precision she brings to everything, and that supplies hotels and shops in Cork, Dublin, Limerick, and — for the past eighteen months — one shop in London on Jermyn Street that caters to the Irish community there and, more recently, to English customers who have discovered that Kerry goat's cheese is something worth seeking out.

Rory does not know what to do with this information. He finds it pleasing and slightly absurd in equal measure.

He turns from the gate and walks back toward the cottage. His walk is slower than it was — the left knee has an opinion about cold mornings — but it is still the walk of a man who has not forgotten what his legs are for. The cottage is the same cottage it has always been, with its extension where Tempest used to live now given over to Thomas and Jenny's overnight stays when they come over the road on a late night. The kitchen window catches the morning light. Rosey is visible through it, moving with the specific economy of a woman who has performed the same morning tasks for forty-eight years and no longer needs to think about any of them.

Forty-eight years married. Rory stands on the path for a moment and lets this number settle.

He met Rosey Colley at a summer dance in 1898. He was eighteen. She was wearing a blue dress and telling a story to three people who were all laughing before she finished it. He did not speak to her that evening. He did not need to. He simply took note of the situation and decided, with the same quiet certainty with which he decided most things, that she would be his wife. It took him eighteen months to convince her that this was also her decision. She has spent the forty-eight years since reminding him, with considerable wit and regularity, of all the ways in which she was right about what he would and would not be.

He loves her in the way a man loves the ground under his feet. Completely, without fanfare, with the knowledge that without it nothing else is possible.

He goes inside.
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THE KITCHEN SMELLS of bread and turf smoke and the faint mineral smell of the morning mist coming through the open back door. Rosey is at the range, her back to him. She has retired from the post office — Mrs. Hannigan runs it now, efficiently and in a manner that Rosey describes as correct but lacking warmth, which is the most damning assessment Rosey is capable of — and her days are her own. She fills them in the way she has always filled them: with the practical management of everything Rory cannot manage himself.

"The lower fence needs attention," Rory says, sitting at the table.

"I know," Rosey says. "Thomas put it on the list for young Brendan this week."

"Brendan is nineteen."

"Yes."

"I was running a still at nineteen."

"You were also getting arrested at nineteen." She sets his tea on the table. "The fence will be done."

Rory drinks his tea. Through the window he can see the field, the goats on the hill, and — if he turns his head slightly — the dark line of the upper wall where the still is. Or where it was. He handed it to Dean five years ago, on an October morning that he still thinks about with the particular weight of a transaction that was about more than poitín.

Dean runs it now. Or more accurately, Dean runs it on the six or seven occasions a year when the relevant officers are known to be occupied elsewhere, and stores the remainder of the year's production in a cavity behind the stone shelf in the second shed. The tradition has passed, as Rory's father Patrick passed it to him before the Great War took him. This is what traditions are: the insistence that what mattered to the generation before you will matter to the generation after, whether they are grateful for it or not.

"Shamus rang," Rosey says.

Rory puts down his cup. "When?"

"Last night. Late. You were already gone up." She brings her own tea to the table and sits across from him. "He and Sally are well. She has finished the picture — the one in the desert."

"Which one?"

"I don't know. They all seem to be in a desert or on a horse."

"She's on a horse?"

"Someone is. She produces it so I suppose she decides who's on the horse." Rosey considers this. "She said she has met a man called Ford who wants her for a picture in Ireland."

Rory looks up.

"Here," Rosey says. "In Ireland. Next year she thinks. She would come over to look at locations." A pause. "She says the man's name is John Ford."

Rory is quiet for a moment. "The director."

"You know him?"

"I know of him. Kerry man's family. Makes the Westerns." He picks up his tea again. "And Shamus?"

"He says the work is quiet. He is thinking." Rosey wraps her hands around her cup. "He didn't say about what."

Rory nods. Shamus thinking, in his experience, precedes Shamus deciding, which in turn precedes the world rearranging itself around whatever Shamus has decided. He has been this way since he was eleven years old.

"He said they might come in the summer," Rosey adds.

"For how long?"

She looks at him over the rim of her cup. "He didn't say. He said as long as it takes." She pauses. "I think he means longer than a holiday."

Rory looks out the window at the goats on the hill. "Good," he says.
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