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PART ONE: THE END OF ONE WORLD
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Chapter One: The Last Morning of the Emergency

The radio on the kitchen shelf had not been silent since the first of May.

Rory O'Flanagan stood at the window with his tea going cold in his hand and watched the field below the cottage where the goats were moving through the wet grass in their particular unhurried way, and the sound of the announcer's voice coming from the shelf mixed with the bleating from the field and the distant sound of the donkeys in the stable yard until it became the particular texture of a morning in Kerry in the summer of 1945, a morning unlike any they had lived through in six years.

The war in Europe was over.

He had heard it on VE Day — the eighth of May — standing in this same spot with Rosey beside him and Dean at the table with his tea and the children on the floor, Daniel Patrick with his wooden horse and little Tempest Mary with the soft doll Shiona had made her from a flour sack and old buttons. They had listened to the announcement together and Rory had not said anything for a long time, and Rosey had not pressed him, and Dean had looked at his father and said: Shamus is safe, so.

Rory had said: He's still in Washington. He was always safe.

Dean had said: I know. But now it's official.

That had been the eighth of May. Today was the fourteenth of June, and things that had seemed simple on the eighth of May had in the intervening five weeks revealed themselves to be considerably more complicated. The Emergency was not yet lifted. The war in Asia continued. Shamus was in Washington and had written a letter that said very little and implied considerably more. Sally was in California and had written a letter that said a great deal and implied that her life was about to change in ways that would reshape the lives of several people who had not been consulted.

Rory finished his cold tea and put the cup in the sink.

Rosey came through from the bedroom in her dressing gown with her hair not yet done, which was unusual — Rosey was generally fully assembled before the rest of the household had located their boots — and she sat down at the table and looked at him in the way she sometimes looked at him when she had been thinking about something for three days and had decided it was time.

There's a letter, she said.

There's always a letter.

This one has a Dublin frank and the seal of the department.

Rory turned from the window. Rosey was holding an envelope — cream coloured, heavy paper, the kind that institutional correspondence arrived in when the institution was making an effort.

Where did it come from?

Janet gave it to me yesterday. It was sent to the post office. Officially addressed to you, but through the post office.

Rory took the envelope and looked at it for a moment without opening it. The seal was from the Department of the Taoiseach. He had seen that seal before. He knew what it could mean, and he knew what it was unlikely to mean, and he sat down at the table and opened it with the bread knife which was the nearest instrument to hand.

He read it once. Then he read it again.

Then he put it on the table between himself and Rosey and went to the range to make a fresh pot of tea.

Rosey read the letter. He heard her intake of breath. He did not turn around until the kettle had boiled.

Dublin, she said, when he finally turned.

It appears so.

They want you to come to Dublin to receive a citizens medal.

It appears that they do.

For your work during the Emergency.

So the letter says.

Rosey looked at him over the top of the letter. It was the look she had when she was assembling the information and had not yet decided what to do with it. And Shamus, she said.

Yes.

They're giving Shamus the highest civilian honour in the country.

And a promotion to Colonel.

Rory.

Don't.

I'm not doing anything.

You're about to say something that will make me feel something I'm not ready to feel yet, and I'd prefer to drink my tea first.

Rosey put the letter down and folded her hands on the table and watched him pour the tea. When he set a cup in front of her she wrapped both hands around it and said: He's a Colonel.

He's twenty-six years old.

His grandfather would have—

His grandfather is not here and I'm not starting the day talking about Patrick.

His grandfather, Rosey continued, without interruption, would have been very proud.

Rory sat down across from her and picked up the letter again. He read the date. The eighteenth of July. They wanted him in Dublin on the eighteenth of July, a Thursday. Six weeks away. A hotel had been arranged. The ceremony would take place at Government Buildings. He and Mrs. O'Flanagan were both invited. The Taoiseach wished to meet them personally.

De Valera, Rory said.

Apparently.

I've spent six years on the quiet side of things for him and now he wants to shake my hand publicly.

Don't be ungrateful.

I'm not ungrateful. I'm noting the irony.

You can note the irony in Dublin, Rosey said. I've never been to Dublin.

You were in Dublin three years ago.

I was passing through Dublin on the way to London to find my son and his wife who were being bombed. She lifted her tea. That is not the same as going to Dublin.

And what about our month there Rory said, looking surprised she had forgotten their delayed honeymoon by 20 odd years?

You mean where you disappeared to do your little secret time! Rosy said, and smiled at Rory with mischief in her eyes.

Oh yes, but that was you theatre and museum time, he smiled back. 
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RORY WENT TO FIND DEAN at half past seven, which was when Dean was usually in the stable yard checking the donkeys' feet. Dean had a way with the feet that Rory had never quite mastered — a patience with the particular resistance of donkeys that Rory had always admired without being able to replicate. Rory watched his son work for a moment before speaking.
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THERE'S A LETTER.

There's always a letter, Dean said, without looking up. He had learned this habit from his father.

From the department of the Taoiseach.

Dean looked up.

They want me in Dublin in July. To receive a citizens medal for work during the Emergency.

Dean stood up from the donkey's foot and wiped his hands on his trousers. He was twenty-eight years old and he was brown from the Kerry summer and he was, as Rosey frequently noted, becoming more like his father in every visible respect — the height, the set of the shoulders, the beard that was coming in dark where Rory's was now entirely grey. But the eyes were different. Dean had the eyes of his mother — patient, observant, capable of making you feel that you were being understood rather than judged.

That's right, Dean said. That's exactly right.

Don't start—

I'm not starting anything. I'm saying it's right. Six years of this, Da. The Germans at the gate, the man in Jonas's pub with his radio equipment, the coast. All of it on top of the normal work and the goats and the business. Of course they should give you a medal you should get two.

They're giving one to Shamus too.

Dean absorbed this. Of course they are. He seemed to think for a moment. You're worried about the attention.

I've managed this business for six years by being invisible. Invisible is the appropriate way to manage certain kinds of business.

The war's over, Da.

In Europe.

In Europe, yes. And Asia soon enough. Dean paused. You'll go.

Your mother says she has never been to Dublin. Getting a bit forgetful in her old age!

Then she should see it again, properly. Dean said this with finality that reminded Rory of Rosey, and he noted, not for the first time, that his son had absorbed rather more from his mother than from him, which was on balance a good thing. I'll manage the business. Thomas will manage the accounts. Shiona will manage me. He paused. Go and take my mother to Dublin, and when they give you the medal, just smile and say thank you.

I don't—

You don't smile easily and thanking people doesn't come naturally to you, I'm aware of both facts. Do it anyway. Dean bent back to the donkey's foot. For Mammy's sake.

Rory stood in the stable yard for a moment in the Kerry morning light, the smell of straw and animals around him, the goats moving in the lower field, the hills green and clear behind the cottage, and felt something that was
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