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FOR ALL THOSE WHO HAVE stood at the water's edge and found, in the stillness of a lake, the courage to return home.
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A Note on the Setting

THE WATERS OF LOUGH Leane — the largest of the Killarney lakes — lay clear and clean in 1935, long before the pressures of the modern century found them. Fed by cold mountain streams, fished for trout and salmon, rowed by tourists in flat-bottomed boats, the lake was the heart of Kerry's most famous landscape. Its shores carried the ruins of Ross Castle and the monastic memory of Innisfallen Island. Its surface, in November, held the grey sky like a mirror — still, particular, ancient.

This is the Kerry that Jenny Coleman and her daughter Shiona found when they needed it. This is the water that held them.
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THE STRANGER AT THE GATE
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CHAPTER ONE: WHAT THE MORNING BROUGHT
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The morning Manny Herrin arrived in the village, Rory O'Flanagan was standing in the field behind his cottage counting donkeys.

He did this most mornings — not because he distrusted the count, but because it settled him. Four donkeys. Four healthy, opinionated, magnificent animals who did not care what day it was and never had. Their names were Connacht, Munster, Leinster, and Ulster — the four provinces — and they stood in the long grass of the lower paddock in the pale October light with their heads over the fence rail and their ears pointing in different directions as if each were listening to a separate conversation being held somewhere in the valley below.

Rory leaned on the gate post and lit his pipe.

The field was good. He was not a man given to extravagant sentiments, but on mornings like this one, with the mist still sitting low over the Slieve Mish mountains and the grass still green in spite of the autumn, he felt something that was not quite pride but was close enough to it that the difference hardly mattered. He had planted this grass. He had bought this land — quietly, piece by piece, over twenty years — and he had cleared the old sheds and the bramble and the rotted fence lines, and now there were four donkeys in a paddock and a trap house with two good vehicles inside it and a business that had, in its second full year of operation, made enough money to replace the roof on the cottage and send his younger son to Dublin for a university education.

He had not intended to think about Shamus this morning, but there it was.

The university term had begun six weeks ago. A letter had come last Tuesday — three pages in Shamus's tidy hand — describing his rooms at his aunt Brigid's house on Baggot Street, the smell of Dublin coal smoke in the mornings, a professor of jurisprudence named Dr. Cormac Fogarty whom Shamus found both infuriating and brilliant, and a library so large that he had stood in the doorway on his first visit and been unable to step inside for the better part of a minute. He had read the letter to Rosey at the kitchen table and she had pressed her lips together in the way she did when she was moved and did not want to show it. He had folded the letter and put it in the drawer with the others.

He did not begrudge the boy his education. He understood, in the rational part of himself, that Shamus's mind was built for books and arguments and the long architecture of law, not for managing bookings and greasing trap axles and standing at market fairs. But there was a part of him — not rational, and not entirely comfortable to examine — that still felt the absence of his younger son as a small, persistent weight somewhere below his ribs.

Behind him, the back door of the cottage opened and closed.

He did not turn. He knew the step.

"Your breakfast is going cold," said Rosey.

"The mist will lift by nine," Rory said, not answering her point, which was a habit of thirty-three years that she had long since stopped being surprised by.

Rosey came to stand beside him at the gate. She was wearing her good wool cardigan over her house dress, her dark hair — still dark, though there were threads of grey now at the temples — pinned back from her face. She looked at the donkeys.

"Connacht has been at the fence post again," she said. "Third time this week."

"He's restless."

"He's a donkey. They're all restless. That's what they are."

Rory made a sound in his throat that could have been agreement. He drew on his pipe and let the smoke drift sideways in the light wind.

"Dean is still in bed," Rosey said.

"He was out late. Him and Shiona walked up to the stone circle."

"In October?"

"Young people don't feel the cold."

Rosey glanced at him with the dry precision she reserved for statements of this kind. "You felt the cold at eighteen."

"I wasn't walking out with Shiona Coleman."

A small silence. Then Rosey said, not unkindly: "He needs to make a decision, Rory."

"He will."

"He's been going to make a decision since July."

"He'll make it."

Rosey looked at him a moment longer, then turned back toward the cottage. "Your eggs are getting cold," she said. "And your mother is talking to your father again. She's told him twice already that the hay wants cutting."

Rory watched the donkeys a moment longer, then knocked his pipe against the gate post and followed his wife inside.
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THE COTTAGE HAD FOUR rooms downstairs and two above, plus the extension that Rory had added to the east side twelve years ago when Tempest's knees had made the stairs impossible. The extension had its own small hearth and its own door to the yard, and Tempest O'Flanagan lived in it with her memories and her conversations with her dead husband Colm and the particular contentment of a woman who had decided, some time ago, that the world outside her window was mostly a distraction from the important business of remembering things correctly.

She was eighty-one years old and she was sitting by the fire when Rory came through from the kitchen with a cup of tea. She had her shawl across her shoulders and her hair pinned up and she was looking at the hearth with the focused attention she generally gave to things that weren't there.

"Morning, Mam."

Tempest looked up. For a moment her eyes had the particular quality of someone returning from a long distance. Then they settled. "Rory," she said. "Your father's just gone out to the lower field. He said the fence needs mending before the winter."

"Did he?" Rory set the tea down on the small table beside her chair. His father Patrick had been dead since 1918, killed in a field in France with no fence near him in any direction, but this was not a conversation he entered into anymore. "I'll have a look at it later."

"He worries about the fence," Tempest said. She reached for her tea and held it with both hands, looking into the fire. "He always did. Your father had a great worry in him. A man like that carries his worry like another coat. Never took it off, not even in summer." She paused. "But he was a good man."

"He was," Rory said.

"Are you eating your breakfast?"

"I am."

"Good," Tempest said, though she seemed to have already moved on from the question. She was looking at the fire again. Her lips moved slightly — beginning some other conversation, one Rory was not part of, with someone he could not see.

He went back to the kitchen and ate his eggs.
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DEAN O'FLANAGAN CAME down at half past eight, his hair still uncombed, his boots unlaced, and his expression that particular mixture of contentment and vagueness that Rosey associated with young men who were in love and had not yet been tested by it.

He was eighteen now. He had his father's height — almost exactly, which sometimes startled Rory, the way it produced a version of himself moving around the cottage — and his mother's eyes, dark and watchful under a brow that had begun to develop the crease that all O'Flanagan men carried above the nose. He was not quite a boy anymore and not quite what he would become, and the particular quality of that in-between state gave him an air of suspended motion, as if he were a photograph of something about to happen.

"Morning," he said, and reached past Rosey for the bread.

"There's butter," Rosey said.

"I know."

"You'll want some."

"I know, Mam."

He sat at the table and spread butter with the casual thoroughness of someone who had been doing it all his life, which he had. Rosey poured his tea and set it down without comment. This was the morning language of the cottage: economical, affectionate, understood by all parties.

Rory looked at his son across the table.

"I need you in the trap house by nine," he said. "The near-side wheel on the big trap needs a new pin. McCarthy's party is booked for Thursday."

"Right."

"And I want you to look at Munster's near fore. He's been favouring it."

"I'll look."

"Before Thursday."

"I said I'll look, Da."

Rory drank his tea. A pause settled over the table, the kind that had a particular shape — not hostile, not quite comfortable, but full of something that neither man had yet found the words for.

Rosey, who understood the shape of this pause very well, said: "Shiona was asking whether you'd made any decisions yet, Dean."

Dean stopped buttering his bread. He looked at his mother with the expression of a man who has just discovered that the conversation he thought he was not having has been happening all along.

"About what?" he said.

Rosey gave him the long, patient look that mothers of boys develop as a matter of survival. "About what," she repeated, not as a question.

Dean put down his knife. He looked at his father. Rory was looking at his tea. This was deliberate — Rory had learned, over eighteen years, that there were conversations which went better if he appeared to be elsewhere.

"I'm going to ask her," Dean said. "I'm just — choosing the right time."

"The right time," Rosey said.

"Yes."

"And how long does choosing take?"

"Mam—"

"I'm asking out of genuine curiosity. I'd like to know what the schedule looks like."

Rory, still apparently absorbed by his tea, made a sound that was not quite a laugh but lived in the same neighbourhood.

Dean looked at his father. "You could help," he said.

"I could," Rory agreed, without looking up.

"Well?"

Now Rory looked up. He set down his cup and regarded his son with the unhurried attention he gave to things that mattered. "Ask her," he said.

Dean was quiet for a moment. Then: "It's a big thing."

"It is," Rory said.

"What if she—"

"She won't."

"You don't know that."

Rory picked up his cup again. "I know she walked six miles to Caherciveen to bring you home," he said. "And I know she's been waiting since last spring. I know enough."

Dean looked at his bread. A small smile crossed his face — involuntary, the kind that arrives without permission. "Right," he said.

"Right," Rory said.

Rosey sat down with her own tea and the three of them ate their breakfast in the morning quiet of the cottage, with Tempest's voice carrying faintly from the extension and the donkeys in the field below and the mist beginning, as Rory had predicted, to lift from the mountains.

It was at quarter past nine, when Rory was crossing the yard toward the trap house, that he saw the man standing at the gate.
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