





[image: image]












Michelle McDonagh is an Irish journalist with over twenty-five years’ experience, including twelve years as a staff reporter at the Connacht Tribune in her native city, Galway. She now works freelance, writing features and health pieces for various publications, including The Irish Times.


She is married with three children and lives in Cork. There’s Something I Have to Tell You is her first novel.









[image: image]









Copyright © 2023 Michelle McDonagh


The right of Michelle McDonagh to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in Ireland in 2023 by


HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND


1


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 39971 642 0


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15, Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie









To my lovely mother, Lucy –
a Mammy through and through









Prologue


Tuesday, 9 January 2018 – Glenbeg, County Galway


It was the dog who raised the alarm first. Or tried to at least. His frenzied yelping and whimpering were ignored for hours, but afterwards, people would recall that they had registered the sound somewhere in the background of their minds. Too preoccupied with their own business to pay heed to the unremarkable circumstance of a dog yapping in a farmyard, it wasn’t until early afternoon that anybody began to wonder where Jimmy had got to.


To Ursula’s displeasure, her husband still insisted on eating his dinner in the middle of the day – unusually, he had not given in to her on this one. Sometimes, he joined the lads who came to The Creamery at Glenbeg Farm Park every day for their midday meal: a rag-tag gaggle of ripely scented widowed and bachelor farmers who set the world to rights over their daily repast before heading back out to the land. More and more lately, though, Jimmy had taken to eating alone at the kitchen table in the farmhouse.


When there was no sign of him by one o’clock, Kate sent one of the girls from the kitchen over to the house with a cling-filmed plate bearing four slender slices of lean beef, two creamy hillocks of mash and a small mound of carrots and peas, a steaming ramekin of onion gravy on the side and a strong pot of tea to wash the lot down.


It was Kate who had figured out that her father-in-law had forgotten how to make tea when she picked up the pot one day and realised it was stone cold. He had remembered to put in the tea-leaves but forgotten to boil the water. This once simple task now involved a step too many for his withering brain to grasp. The same man could still drive from Glenbeg to the centre of Dublin city without getting lost, or calve a cow with his eyes closed, but the boiling-water step of the tea-making process seemed to have dropped right out of his head.


The girl went straight in through the back door, singing out ‘Special delivery’, lest, God forbid, she disturb her boss’s husband wandering around starkers. Not that it had ever happened – yet, anyway – but she had heard that people with the same thing Jimmy had wrong with him were taken to stripping off whenever the mood came over them, so she wasn’t taking any chances.


There was no naked Jimmy, though – no sign of any Jimmy at all, in fact, which was unusual given that he was a man who adhered to a strict daily routine. Up at six, no matter if his head hadn’t hit the pillow until four with the calving. Breakfast at half seven, dinner at half twelve, a mug of tea and a couple of buttered Rich Tea biscuits around half three. And his tea to run concurrent with the six o’clock news.


It wasn’t until around two-ish that Rob, hopeful of a cuppa on his return from his appointment in town, popped into the farmhouse to find the uneaten beef dinner congealing on the counter and realised his father was on the missing list.


There was no sign of his mother around either, but there was nothing strange in that. He assumed she was in her office: Mission Control. He had barely seen her since the previous Wednesday night, hadn’t wanted to see her. He didn’t feel good about it, the harsh words spoken, but he wouldn’t take a single one back. He had never been comfortable with confrontation but, if anything, his failing had been in not speaking up sooner.


There was no point in asking Christina if she knew where their father was. She was going through one of her bad patches and was in her room with her curtains drawn.


The breakfast dishes were still lying on the draining board. A mug proclaiming Best Grandad, a Belleek china cup with a pretty floral design. One cereal bowl. Two plates. Two knives and a clutch of teaspoons.


He didn’t notice his mother’s precious Mulberry handbag sitting on the table, or her mobile phone beside it.


Having confirmed that his father wasn’t in the house, Rob started to search outside. His mother’s new-model Range Rover Velar was parked out the front alongside his sister’s Mini Cooper. His father’s battered Land Rover was in its usual spot in the yard. It was as he headed towards the milking parlour that Rob finally connected the near-distant sound – that his brain had dismissed as being of no importance – with its source.


Samson. His master’s scruffy shadow. Rob took off in the direction of the barking, his Fitbit recording a spike in his heart rate as he realised where he was being led.
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Kate


Kate ignored her phone the first time it rang. The café had been mental for lunch today, a blessing in disguise, as it kept her distracted. They were short-staffed as usual in The Creamery and she was helping to clear tables.


When her phone rang again straight away, she took a deep breath and answered it. ‘Hi, love—’


‘Kate … it’s my father! I think he’s in the pit the dog was barking his phone is on the side with his cap Jesus Christ his dinner’s sitting on the counter … I can’t find him anywhere!’


‘Slow down, Rob, I can’t understand you.’ Her heart was beating like a bodhrán. She could feel the heat rising up her neck, flushing her face as if somebody had just turned her thermostat up full blast.


‘GET MOTHER, YOU NEED TO GET MOTHER!’


‘OK, just calm down a minute, love. Where are—?’


‘Jesus Christ, Kate, will you just get Mother? Please, just get her!’


She could hear the dog whimpering in the background, as if he was in pain. Then she realised that it wasn’t the dog at all, it was her husband. Her gut clenched like a fist ready to punch. Rob was the solid, unflappable one in their relationship, the low-strung antidote to her chronic catastrophising. He wasn’t given to histrionics.


‘OK, love, I’m going to get her now. Where are you exactly?’


‘Oh God, oh God, oh Jesus! I can’t find him anywhere, the dog was barking like a lunatic outside the shed, the agitator was on and the door was closed—’


‘The agitator? What’s the agitator doing on?’ Although a born-and-bred city girl herself, Kate had been living on the farm, just outside the east Galway market town of Glenbeg, long enough to know that slurry spreading was banned at this time of year. It was an EU directive. Something to do with protecting drinking water.


I don’t know what the hell he was at but I can’t find him anywhere …’ Rob’s voice quavered, pitched too high. ‘The slats have been lifted inside … I think he might be in there, Kate …’


‘You’re not in the shed now, are you?’


Kate was all too aware of the dangers of the slurry pit, particularly in the first half an hour after mixing started, when the gases were at their most lethal. Jimmy was a stickler about it since his grandkids had come along; it had been very different in his own children’s day. Every now and then, there was another news story about another tragic slurry-pit accident. And every time Kate had the same thought: What an awful way to go. Her own kids were banned from going anywhere near the sheds that housed the farm’s two pits.


When Rob had brought her on a tour of the eighty-hectare Kennedy farm during her first visit, about three months into their relationship, she had been astounded at the size of the underground tanks. There were two slatted sheds, one for the dairy herd closer to the farmhouse and one further back for the beef cattle. The tanks – each about twelve feet wide – ran underground the full length of the galvanised cattle sheds either side of a central feeding passage. That day had been the first and, sadly, one of only a handful of times she had met Rob’s older brother, Mark, who had chuckled when she squidged her nose at the ripe stench of decomposing cow shit and explained that the cows ‘piss and crap where they stand’ down through the slats in the floor into the pit below. Poor Mark. As if this family hadn’t been through enough already.


‘No, I’m outside,’ Rob said. ‘I turned the agitator off. And I called 999. There’s an ambulance on the way, but if he’s in there …’


He didn’t need to spell it out. If her father-in-law was in that tank, it was far too late for an ambulance.


She couldn’t believe it was happening.


Kate took the stairs to Ursula’s office on the first floor of the main farm-park building two at a time and barged in without knocking, something she would never normally have done. Her mother-in-law was not at her desk. Her computer screen was black and there was no sign of her bag or coat.


She tried calling Ursula’s number from her own phone as she ran back through the café, asking as she went if anybody had seen her around. There was no answer from her phone and nobody could recall seeing her that day at all. She hadn’t appeared in the restaurant for lunch earlier, but there was nothing too unusual in that. People would assume that Ursula was on another one of her health kicks, had knocked back a wheatgrass shot or a green protein power smoothie at her desk. The elegant blonde, who looked at least a decade younger than her sixty-four years, certainly didn’t fit the stereotype of the typical farmer’s wife; she did own a pair of wellies, but they were spotless Hunters that rarely ever set foot in the farmyard.


Kate stopped briefly to let Nellie, her right-hand woman in the café, who was on the till, know what was going on.


‘Have you seen Ursula around, Nellie?’


‘No, love, not today. Is everything all right?’


‘Rob just rang me in an awful state. He can’t find Jimmy anywhere but somebody’s been mixing slurry down the back shed and he thinks he might have fallen in …’


‘Lord God Almighty. I’ll ring Brendan straight away and get him over. Jimmy told him not to come in today, he said he’d manage away without him.’ Nellie had been part of the Kennedy family even longer than Kate, since Rob and his siblings were children. Her husband, Brendan, worked with Jimmy and Rob as a part-time farmhand. She wiped her skinny hands on her apron now and called one of the girls to take over from her.


‘I’ll run out and check the farmers’ market,’ Nellie said, heading in the direction of the car park where local food producers plied their wares every Tuesday and Saturday. Ursula was a big fan of the spinach hummus and stuffed olives from the Popeye and Olive stall.


‘Thanks, Nellie. Tell her to ring Rob straight away if you find her,’ Kate said.


Then she hared over to the farmhouse where her in-laws lived, making the two-minute walk in less than one.


As she stepped into Ursula’s kitchen she heard her mother-in-law’s phone ringing. The distinctive old-style telephone brinng brinng. The gold iPhone, a recent upgrade, vibrated frantically on the sleek walnut table, beside Ursula’s mushroom leather handbag.


Kate’s hands shook as she clumsily swiped the screen.


‘Mother … it’s Daddy …’


‘Rob, love,’ she cut in quickly. ‘It’s me. Her phone was on the kitchen table. I can’t find her anywhere.’
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Kate


It felt as if she had fallen asleep watching the six o’clock news and woken up on the wrong side of the screen. Or in a Netflix true-crime documentary. CRIME SCENE NO ENTRY, the blue and white garda tape repeated over and over along the cordon that encircled the cattle shed. The thin plastic tape as effective as a reinforced steel barrier in keeping out all but those working the scene.


A young garda, fresh from the oven at Templemore and tightly packed into a fluorescent yellow jacket, manned the entrance to the cordon, painstakingly entering the particulars of everybody who went in and out of the shed in his regulation beige notebook. The door at the front of the shed was wide open now, but Rob told her it had been closed down when he had got there earlier, the poor dog almost collapsing in relief when he saw him. Thank God, thought Kate, the children had been collected from school as usual by their childminder, Jenny, and brought to her house, so they wouldn’t be arriving home to this spectacle.


A desultory dusk had fallen and it was spitting down drizzle, the stealthy kind that soaks through clothes without even seeming that wet. The yard was lit up by powerful floodlights which beamed onto a large metal poster screwed to the side of the galvanised shed, highlighting a black and white skull and crossbones. Always obey safe agitation guidelines, the sign cautioned. ONE LUNGFUL OF SLURRY CAN KILL.


The place was crawling with emergency personnel, scurrying in and out between their vehicles and the large shed, immersed in their various roles. A red and yellow fire engine was parked parallel to the open door, blocking sight of what was happening inside. A plump hose snaked its way from the Scania truck inside the building, into which fire fighters in fluorescent gear, wearing breathing apparatus, had disappeared.


There were three squad cars parked in the yard, as well as an unmarked garda car and a white crime scene investigation unit van a few feet away from where Kate and Rob stood just outside the cordon under a striped golf umbrella, with Jimmy’s brother Kieran, his brother-in-law Jarlath and Nellie’s husband, Brendan. There was also a neon yellow HSE ambulance, a familiar sight and sound on the road heading for Our Lady’s Hospital on the edge of town, lights flashing, sirens wailing and yelping. Kate automatically blessed herself every time she passed one and prayed there was nobody belonging to anyone she knew in the back of it.


She kept her mother’s old brown scapulars in her glove box, tangled up amid the accumulated crap that had been stuffed in there. It wasn’t as if the two small pieces of woven cloth joined by string, an outward sign of her mother’s devotion to Our Lady, had done the woman much good, but the little tattered pile somehow made Kate feel safer on the road.


She felt an inappropriate urge to burst out laughing bubble up inside her now as they stood watching the crime scene investigators gearing up. The same urge that came over her at funerals. As the team pulled their prospecting paraphernalia from the vehicle, Kate was reminded of Mr Fox’s van from Peppa Pig. Lily had lived and breathed that bloody pink pig for about five years. There was nothing that Freddy Fox’s dad didn’t have in the back of his little blue van: grandfather clocks, bicycle bells, a live chicken, even a cement mixer. She half expected him to pull out a dildo some day or a box of gimp suits. The garda CSIU van was a bit the same, only it was boiler suits and masks and booties and goggles and tape measures and rulers and swabs and cameras and God only knew what else.


Rob stood silently beside her, watching the investigators – two men and one woman – zip their white boiler suits up the middle. They looked like giant toddlers zipped into flimsy plastic sleep suits. Two suits each, double bagged. They pulled thick industrial booties over their wellies, securing them with tape around their knees. Hoods up, goggles on, masks fastened around their heads. Six pairs of blue latex gloves snapped on to three pairs of hands. All that was visible when they were finished were three pairs of eyes topped with foreheads. As if there had been an Ebola outbreak on the farm.


Rob had finally stopped clutching at straws as to his mother’s possible whereabouts. The entire Glenbeg Farm Park property and grounds and the adjacent working farm had been searched to no avail. She wasn’t in her own house, nor, unsurprisingly, was she in Kate and Rob’s cottage at the far side of the yard. There was no sign of her in the main building that housed the café and offices, or the new barn conversion at the edge of the property. At Rob’s insistence, Kate went through the farce of ringing Halo, the hair salon on Main Street where Ursula went for the twice-weekly blow-dries that kept her blonde bob so sleek, even though it was inconceivable that she would have left her handbag, phone and jeep at home.


They had given the gardaí the numbers of Ursula’s friends in case somebody had collected her and maybe taken her off somewhere, out of the norm. Nobody had seen or heard from her all day. Then Rob had another brainwave: maybe she had a doctor’s appointment. His mother was a private woman; she might have kept this to herself. A call to the surgery put paid to that notion.


‘It just doesn’t make any sense, none of this makes any sense.’ Rob kept saying the same thing over and over, trying in vain to knit some sense from the ball of knotted yarn in his brain. His lovely brown eyes were filled with confusion.


‘He must have got mixed up, love. Maybe he was worse than we thought – he could have been hiding it from us,’ Kate said.


‘No matter how confused he was, he would never have gone agitating at this time of year. And to leave it wide open like that? I can’t get my head around any of this.’


‘I know, love, I know. Maybe he had another mini-stroke without anybody knowing and that affected his thinking.’


When Ursula had finally managed to drag Jimmy in for tests eight months ago because of his memory issues, a scan of his brain showed that he had suffered a mini-stroke at some point in the previous year. A couple of weeks later, he had received the devastating blow of a diagnosis of vascular dementia.


‘But what about Mother? Why the hell would she come down here? There’s no way she’d have gone near that tank while the agitating was going on, not a snowball’s chance in hell. Unless Daddy got into trouble and she heard him calling …’


There was nothing Kate could say. Guilt curdled into bile in her stomach and rose up her throat. She swallowed it back down, wincing at the bitter taste. The sour, vomity stench of the slurry that hung in the air wasn’t helping either.


She laid her head against her husband’s chest, wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and held him tight to her, watching the surreal scene unfold before them. Despite being above average height for an Irish woman, she always felt petite beside her tall, broad-backed husband.


The rain was coming down heavier now, tap-tapping off the roof of the galvanised shed and dripping off the edge of the umbrella, filling the air with its earthy scent, and the sky had darkened to a dirty grey. A plaintive chorus of mooing came from the shed where the dairy herd were housed for the winter. As if they sensed the tension in the air.


A memory played in Kate’s mind. Of Jimmy answering one of Lily’s endless random questions in that gentle, patient way of his. Too gentle and too patient, it had been his downfall.


‘How can you tell if one of your cows is sad, Grandad?’


‘Oh, they’re well able to let you know if they’re not happy, Lily peteen. They start mooing like mad, a high-pitched kind of a sound, and they might tuck their tail between their legs. They could give you a kick or a butt too if they’re really vexed with you.’


Kate couldn’t fathom that she was never going to see her father-in-law again. She swallowed the thought back down. She couldn’t allow herself to go there, not now. She had to stay strong. For Rob and the kids. And Christina, who was fragile at the best of times.


A uniformed garda with rosacea-stained cheeks and a head of unnaturally black hair ducked under the plastic cordon and made his way over to them. Des Tuohy, a detective sergeant from Glenbeg station, who was some class of a cousin of Rob’s a few times removed.


Kate felt her husband tense beside her.


‘Look, lads, given the situation inside,’ the guard nodded back towards the shed, ‘and the fact there’s still no sign of either of them, we have to assume there’s a strong possibility they could be in the tank. So we need to get it drained asap. I’ve been onto Josie Clarke and he’s on the way now with the tanker.’


Josie Clarke was a local contractor the Kennedys regularly hired to pump slurry from the pits.


‘Jesus, Des, you can’t just leave them in the tank. Can you not send somebody down to check …?’


The sergeant shook his head.


‘I’m sorry, Rob. I know this is desperately upsetting for you and the family but we can’t go near that tank ourselves. It’s a health and safety issue. The slurry will have to be pumped out first. If we do find either, or both, of your parents in there, the lads from the fire brigade will have to get them out.’


‘What’s the story with the cordon, Snitcheen, and all the lads in the white suits?’ Jimmy’s brother Kieran asked, nodding his head towards the crime-scene tape. Des Tuohy had never managed to shake off the nickname he had earned in school due to his proclivity for tattling on his fellow pupils.


‘It’s standard procedure in this type of situation,’ the sergeant assured him before turning to Rob. ‘I was wondering do you have CCTV here? I’m assuming you probably do with all the break-ins around the place lately.’


‘Jesus, the CCTV. I never even thought about that with everything … We have, of course. I only put a new system in last summer after Johnny Buckley’s place was done. I have the app here on my phone. My father’s always giving out about it, says it’s far too complicated, but it’s actually very simple. Hang on there a minute while I get it up.’


As Rob typed in his code to bring up the app, Kate just managed to stop herself from hurling the meagre contents of her stomach all over her boots.
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Kate


Rob had barely said two words aloud since he logged into the FarmSecure app and discovered that the farm’s CCTV had been turned off. Around midnight last night. The last footage was of his father leaving the farmhouse shortly before midnight and walking towards the main open-farm building, where he disappeared into an area not covered by the cameras, before the screen went blank.


Rob looked utterly confused. Kate knew him so well though, she could imagine clearly what he was thinking.


Where the hell was he going at that time of night?


Why was the CCTV turned off?


Who turned it off?


Why was he mixing at this time of year?


What the fuck is going on here?


She had sensed the mood in the yard change at that point. Had watched the expression on the sergeant’s face change as Rob informed him that the CCTV wasn’t going to be any help to them. That somebody, for some unknown reason, had turned it off. Which was strange, as Jimmy was a complete technophobe who left ‘all that side of things’ up to his son. Rob had downloaded the app onto his father’s phone but Jimmy never used it, preferring to view the monitor on the wall inside the back door of the farmhouse to see the video footage being transmitted from the cameras located around the yard.


The sergeant walked back to one of the unmarked cars where he spoke urgently to one of his plain-clothed colleagues, who glanced over at the huddle of Kennedy family members standing outside the cordon. He nodded his head and lifted his radio handset to his mouth. Less than fifteen minutes later, another unmarked car pulled into the yard, and a big bald man unfolded himself from the front passenger seat.


‘That’s the super,’ Kieran said. ‘Mick Power. They’ve called in the big guns now.’


The large man conferred briefly with his subordinates before approaching Rob and Kate and introducing himself.


‘We’re going to need to take witness statements from you both,’ he told them, ‘as well as your sister, who I believe lives in the house with your parents.’


‘We’ve already told Des and the lads everything we know, superintendent,’ Rob explained.


‘I’m aware of that, Robert, but we’ll still need to take statements. It’s—’


‘Don’t tell me: standard procedure. My parents are probably lying inside in that tank while you’re out here fluthering around with bloody statements!’


‘I can assure you, Robert, that if we thought for a second there was a chance there was anybody alive in that tank, we’d have a search and rescue operation underway, but that’s not the situation here. As you’re well aware yourself, we’re dealing with a hazardous scene. There’s no way we can send anybody down into that pit until the slurry has been pumped out of it.’


Kate caught Rob’s hand, squeezed it. Tried to communicate some bit of comfort to him. Her husband rarely raised his voice in anger. To raise it to a senior garda was a sign of the intensity of his distress.


The super made all the right sounds. He understood how upset they must be, didn’t want to add to their trauma. But they would have to give those witness statements.


The superintendent left after less than an hour – back to the heated comfort of his office, probably, or maybe home for his tea. Before he went, he introduced them to the man he was leaving in charge: Detective Inspector Noel McGuire. Built like a pencil, apart from the prominent bridge on his nose, the detective inspector sported a pair of bushy eyebrows a schnauzer would have been proud of. A man of few words, after a cursory hello and formal handshake, the detective got straight to work, taking Rob to one side and making him go through everything he had already told both the first garda on the scene and Snitcheen Tuohy.


Kate could feel the frustration vibrating off her husband when he returned.


‘How many more times are they going to make me repeat myself, for Christ’s sake? It’s like being in feckin’ A&E, being asked the same questions over and over by loads of different people.’


‘I know, love, it’s very frustrating,’ she agreed.


Rob made a sudden grab for her arm. ‘Where’s the dog?’


‘He’s in the house, asleep in front of the range. He’s worn out, poor thing.’


‘Jesus, Mother will have a conniption—’ He stopped short.


Samson slept in a kennel outside the farmhouse where Ursula and Jimmy lived. It had been a source of immense frustration to Ursula that she was the only one who called the house by its proper name, Hazeldene, while everybody else insisted on referring to it as ‘the farmhouse’, after she had knocked the original house where her husband’s grandparents had lived and had a replica of a regal Georgian mansion erected in its place when she first moved to Glenbeg as a new bride. The cramped cottage across the yard, where Jimmy had been reared and where Kate and Rob now lived with the kids, was a hole in comparison.


Ursula didn’t do indoor pets, especially scruffy aul’ collies with a dash of Jack Russell and God only knew what else thrown in for luck. Apart from her beloved Cleo, of course – a stunning Siamese who stared disdainfully at the humans she was forced to share her living space with. Grey of body, her limbs and face looked as if they had been dipped in black paint, two stunning blue buttons stitched in for eyes. Her beauty fur deep; Kate couldn’t stand that cat. Still, if it wasn’t for her …


‘He was in an awful state earlier, poor aul’ Sam. He must have been barking for hours,’ Rob said, breaking into her thoughts.


It was so typical of Rob, worrying about the dog when it was looking increasingly likely that he was after losing not just one but both of his parents.


Jenny had popped into the cottage to collect the overnight bag that Kate had packed for the kids: pyjamas, a change of clothes, the new Beanie Boo Santa had brought Lily, a book each for bedtime and their iPads. Oblivious to the fate of their grandparents and the drama unfolding in the farmyard, Lily and Luke had been delighted at this unexpected change to the mundane mid-week routine.


‘I’ll go in to see how Sammy’s doing, get us both a cup of tea to heat us up a bit,’ Kate said. ‘I’ll check on Christina again while I’m in there.’


They had been standing outside for hours and she was frozen to the marrow. A cloud of frizz had risen like mist from her thick blonde hair.


The French doors to the farmhouse kitchen stood wide open, despite the miserable evening, releasing most of the heat the four-oven Aga was busy pumping out. The pungent sweetness of burning turf drifted out to greet her. Inside, mucky wellie prints tracked across Ursula’s precious Italian porcelain tiles. The dog was curled up on the rug in front of the range, out for the count. The cat, whose emerald velvet throne – chosen by Ursula and her interior designer to tie in with the colour theme of the kitchen – had been moved from its usual spot to make room for Samson, was shooting death stares at her sleeping usurper. She switched her vituperative gaze to Kate when she stepped into the room, tracking her movement across the kitchen.


Nellie was manning the teapot.


She took Kate’s icy hands in hers and tried to rub some warmth into them.


‘Kate, loveen, you’re half-perished. There’s hot tea in the pot, and I lit the range when I came over in case ye were in and out.’ Nellie was just the kind of person you wanted around in a crisis. Practical, unflappable and innately maternal despite never having been blessed with children of her own.


‘Will Rob not come in for a while to heat up a bit? He’ll end up with pneumonia.’


‘He won’t, Nellie. Josie Clarke is on his way over with the tanker to drain the pit.’


‘Lord help us and save us,’ Nellie muttered, blessing herself discreetly while she poured tea into two of Ursula’s Denby mugs. The spaghetti junction of skinny blue veins that traversed Nellie’s thin, work-worn hands complemented the distinctively veined Statuario marble countertop that ran the length of the solid-wood cabinetry.


‘I’d say you should fire a drop of somethin’ stronger into that for himself.’ Having taken his own advice, Brendan, Nellie’s husband, sat nursing a steaming glass of whiskey at Ursula’s hand-crafted kitchen island. The smooth curve of the walnut breakfast bar had buried itself deep in the doughy layers of visceral fat he wore around his abdomen like a lagging jacket. Here so was the source of the dirty footprints. Ursula would have had a fit if she caught him in his filthy work clothes plonked up on top of her good velvet bar stool. She had spent a small fortune on her latest renovation job only last year.


‘Make sure and throw plenty of sugar in on top of it for the fright,’ he prescribed.


‘Thanks, Brendan, I think we might just manage …’ Nellie rolled her eyes heavenward, a position they were well accustomed to after over forty years of marriage to Brendan. ‘Kate, I locked up above. The keys are on the counter there. The guards sent everybody away off home after taking their numbers.’


‘Thanks, Nellie, I don’t know what we’d do without you.’


Locking the main building of the farm park had been the last thing on Kate’s mind in the middle of everything else that was going on. She’d be lost without Nellie and counted her blessings on a daily basis that she had stayed on working for the Kennedys after the kids had grown up. The older woman’s hearty traditional home-style roast dinners were a big hit with their regular customers, and her baked goods a magnet for the sweet-toothed from miles around. But far more than that, her steady-as-a-rock presence was sometimes all that kept Kate from tipping over the edge that she teetered so precariously on every day.


‘They asked us all when we last saw Jimmy and Ursula,’ said Brendan. ‘I told them I saw Jimmy last evening. I didn’t come over today cos he said he didn’t need me. And that’s the feckin’ worst of it cos I’d have talked sense into him—’ He broke off.


The tears that dampened the old man’s eyes were genuine, Kate knew. There had been few cross words between himself and Jimmy over the years. Few cross words between Jimmy and anybody, truth be told. Nausea roiled in her stomach as the realisation that she would never see her father-in-law alive again walloped her.


‘Sit down, love, you’re white as a sheet. Here, take a sip,’ Nellie said, lifting the mug to her lips as if she was a child.


The queasiness ebbed after a few mouthfuls of the hot sugary tea.


‘Thanks, Nellie, I’m fine again. I just want to see Christina before I go back out.’


‘She’s inside in the sitting room.’


Bookended by Jimmy’s sister, Rita, on one side and her cousin Julie on the other, Christina sat on a blush velvet love seat, a slender volume of verse wedged in between two thick tomes. Her dainty face, ashen at the best of times, was the colour of chalk, a mop of dark waves accentuating her pallor, her big brown eyes wide and round as a skittish colt. Even in misery, Rob’s sister was a beauty.


Christina reached out for Kate’s hand, the bones of her own as fine and light as a baby bird’s. A girl wearing a woman’s skin. She smelled of Comfort and Lancôme’s La Vie Est Belle. Floral and sweet.


‘Have they found them?’


‘There’s no news yet, Chrissie.’


‘Do they think …?’


‘It’s not looking good, no.’


Kate laid her other hand gently on her sister-in-law’s head. Christina should have been born marked ‘fragile, handle with care’. Like the delicate Dresden figurines Kate used to admire as a child in The Treasure Chest on Shop Street in Galway, their elaborately flounced crinoline skirts made from real lace dipped into liquid porcelain.


‘Oh, dear sweet Jesus and all the saints in heaven. Has this family not suffered enough already?’ Rita wailed. A star on the local amateur dramatic scene, Jimmy’s sister sometimes had to be reminded she was off stage.


‘I’ll send Rob in to let ye know as soon as we hear anything,’ Kate said. ‘Just try not to worry.’


Try not to worry – what a stupid bloody thing to say, Kate chided herself as she left the room. As if it was in any way possible not to worry under the circumstances. She sometimes forgot that Christina was a grown-up, a thirty-three-year-old woman. That she was only three years younger than herself.


The kitchen was empty when she passed back through. She stopped to pull up her hood before heading out, a steaming mug of sweet tea in each hand, Rob’s liberally laced with his father’s Jameson.


Two people stood a few feet from the open French doors, smoking in the dark, oblivious to the rain and the volume of their voices.


Snippets of their conversation floated in.


‘Every family … crosses to bear, Brendan … awful heavy load altogether … never the same man again after … pure cruel …’


She recognised the voice of Francis Tierney, an elderly farmer who lived a couple of miles back the road, one of their lunchtime regulars. He must have heard the sirens and cut across the fields to see what all the commotion was about.


‘Desperate altogether, Fransheen … good man … ne’er a bad word spoke … years I worked for him … couldn’t say the same for … still wouldn’t have wished that on her …’


Kate hovered inside the door, keen to return to Rob before his drink went cold, but not wanting the two men to know they had been overheard speaking ill of the woman before her body had even been recovered, never mind pronounced dead.


‘Fast, though, Brendan … known what hit them …’


She moved closer to the door.


‘What in the name of God was he doing with the agitator out at this time of year, though, Fransheen? And not a pick of wind out today.’


‘Shure didn’t he have the dementia. He could have woken up this morning and thought ’twas the spring. His aul fella went the same way, a gentleman he was too in his day, but he went pure seafóid at the end.’


‘Ah, Jimmy wasn’t that bad at all. He was havin’ a bit of trouble remembering things and that was botherin’ him, but shure, we’ll never know what was goin’ through his poor aul’ head now anyway.’


A spark arced through the dark. The voices moved away.


Kate sucked down a deep lungful of air. How the hell was Rob going to cope with this? And Christina? She had barely been holding it together as it was.


She walked back towards the floodlit cordon. Past the cubicle shed where Jimmy’s hundred-strong herd of Holstein Friesians were snorting and swishing their tails agitatedly. Past the hay shed with its neatly stacked bales of plastic-wrapped silage. Past the state-of-the-art milking parlour and through the holding yard outside and on to the cordoned-off dry cow house, which up until last Friday – when Jimmy sold off the last of them – had housed a beef herd of fifty well-fattened Friesian Hereford and Angus crosses. Past the unmarked car inside which Detective Inspector McGuire sat, his phone pressed to his right ear.


Back towards her husband who stood in the same place she had left him, hunched now with exhaustion, cold and horror. Still waiting to find out if the bodies of his parents were in that tank.
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Kate


The fire engine had been shifted back to make room for the vacuum tanker, which at this moment was gorging itself on the slimy, viscous contents of the slurry pit – a mixture of fermented cow manure and water that smelt like the shite it was. In the normal course of events, the tank wouldn’t be emptied until February or March when the slurry was spread on the fields to fertilise the grass for the cows. But this was far from normal.


Kate glanced at her watch. Just gone six. Jimmy should be inside having his tea in front of the RTÉ news right now. Instead of being the news. She had been taken aback when she heard Sergeant Tuohy tell the super he had put a guard on the main gate down at the entrance to the property to keep the press back. That there were cameras there already. It had never occurred to her that word about the incident on the farm would spread so fast or that it would be such a big news story, but of course, it was. The matriarch of one of the most prominent business families in the county and her husband missing and more than likely dead in yet another slurry pit tragedy. Of course the press would be all over it.


The tea and whiskey had revived Rob a bit and he was back to trying to make sense of it all.


‘When did you see Daddy last, Kieran?’ Jimmy had always been close to his Irish twin – both born in the same year, Kieran in March 1954 and Jimmy prematurely in December of that year. Their older siblings, two brothers, had left Glenbeg for greener pastures many years before in England and the States respectively. Kate didn’t know how they had lived in that poky cottage all on top of each other, but times were different back then, and the two eldest had left home by the time Rita, the youngest, was born.


‘It was the day before yesterday, I think,’ Kieran said. ‘Yeah, it was. Sunday evening. He called in for a pint after his tea, around sevenish.’


‘How was he? Did you notice anything different about him?’


‘I can’t say I did, Rob. He had his two pints as usual and left.’


‘And he didn’t say anything to you?’


‘Well,’ Kieran looked uncomfortable, ‘he might have mentioned there was a bit of friction going on at home, but he didn’t go into detail. You know your father, he’s not a big talker.’


It was Rob’s turn to look uncomfortable. He turned back towards the activity outside the shed. The rain, jiggling in the spotlights, looked like it was down for the night. Not a hint of a breeze, though; it had been a still day. A bad day for mixing slurry. A hose connected to the tanker had been dropped down through the opening of the pit, a large rectangular hole in the ground outside the shed to the right of the door. The heavy metal three-slatted lid that covered the opening had been lifted back when Rob arrived at the shed earlier, and the agitator, which was attached to the front of Jimmy’s tractor, had still been in the tank mixing the sludge. The first thing Rob had done before running inside was to turn off the tractor.


Like Ursula and Christina, Kate rarely ventured into the farmyard, the muckier end of the Kennedy family business, although by far the most lucrative. As MD of Kennedy Holdings Ltd, Ursula ran the open farm and looked after the business end of the dairy farm that Jimmy and Rob worked full-time, as well as managing a portfolio of property and investments.


Kate’s own job spec as general manager of Glenbeg Farm Park covered everything from supervising the operation of the open farm and café to donning an apron and serving behind the counter at busy times or taking tour groups out when they were down a guide. Her ‘package’ was farcical.


Before she had her babies, it was manageable. Even enjoyable.


‘The joys of working for a family business,’ she had laughed back then.


It wasn’t manageable any more, though. And it certainly wasn’t enjoyable. Far from it. Especially when Rob worked all the hours God sent on the farm with Jimmy, so not only did she rarely get to see her husband, he wasn’t there to give her the support she needed with the kids.


As the hose greedily slurped up the thick stinking liquid, she thought back to her first visit to the farm all those years ago. Mark, so handsome, even in his mucky work clothes, with his dark eyes and clear, sallow skin. Cheekbones she would have killed for herself. A GQ model in wellies. It was no wonder he had girls falling all over him, although, according to Rob, he seemed to have no interest. There was no sign that day – only months before he took his own life – of the pain that must have been hiding behind those smiling eyes.


‘Is Rob showing off the slurry pit? Jaysus, he really knows how to impress a woman.’


‘I wasn’t expecting it to be so big,’ she had said.


‘That’s what they all say, isn’t it, Rob?’ Mark had winked, dodging a puck in the arm from his brother.


‘Watch it, you cheeky pup,’ Rob warned.


‘I’m only messin’, Kate – me little bro is obviously smitten. He’s pullin’ out all the stops today, givin’ you the full tour. Slurry, the ultimate aphrodisiac!’


‘Would you ever piss off out of here, you feckin eegit?’ Rob said, through his laughter. ‘Have you no work to be doing?’


Mark had stayed, though, and patiently explained to Kate how the thick crust on top of the slurry in the tanks was holding some very toxic gases in, and that the most dangerous time for anybody to go near the tank was during the half an hour or so after the mixing started, as the crust broke up and the gases were released.


‘It’s mad to think that gas from cow shit could be so dangerous,’ Kate said.


‘It’s the hydrogen sulphide that’s the killer. Smells like rotten eggs at low levels, but there’s no smell at all at higher levels. Just one breath of this stuff can kill you instantly, it’s no joke.’


Rob had joined in then. ‘More people actually die from drowning in slurry after they’ve been knocked out by the gas and fallen in than from gas poisoning itself. That’s why there’s so many regulations around it. Tell her about Bandit, Mark.’


‘God yeah, poor aul’ Bandit. He was a collie we used to have when we were kids. One day he came tearin’ up to the house, barkin’ like a lunatic. When I went out, he started runnin’ around me in rings, pullin’ at my sleeve. I called Dad and we followed the dog. He led us straight down to the tank. The cover was wide open. Jesus, when you think of it now! There were feck-all regulations that time, and us kids runnin’ wild around the place. Anyway, when we looked inside the tank, there was Patches, our other dog, clingin’ to a big lump of shit. We managed to get him out safely anyway, thanks to Bandit.’


‘They’re both long gone now,’ Rob had said.


Nellie and Brendan joined them at the cordon, bringing hot flasks of tea and coffee and sandwiches wrapped in tin foil. Kate tried to force a plain ham sandwich down, but the bread and cold meat formed a ball of paste that stuck to the roof of her dry mouth and nearly choked her going down her gullet.


‘How long does it usually take to drain a tank?’ she asked Rob, thinking it must surely be nearly empty.


‘It depends really … hang on, I think there’s something happening now …’


He was right.


Something was happening.


The detective inspector’s head jerked towards the shed when a shout went out.


‘Inspector, you need to get in here!’
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Six days earlier


Kate


Sitting in the Aldi car park, Kate felt like banging her head off the steering wheel to try and loosen the tight grasp the stress had on her – as if it had hands and was squeezing her brain. She had read somewhere that the Boston Marathon terrorists had used pressure cookers to create their homemade bombs – TNT, nails and ball bearings their ingredients, instead of bacon and cabbage. Her head felt like an unexploded pressure bomb. Some days, she feared her skull would burst wide open, the fused bones on either side cleaving apart to expel a grey fermented cloud of adrenaline, cortisol and norepinephrine into the atmosphere. Some days, she wished it would happen.


She would have broken down in tears if she had the energy or time. But she didn’t. She was already running late to collect the kids from the childminder.


It was the relentlessness of it all that was the worst part. The fact that no matter how much she got done in a day, she would have to do as much, if not more, the following day and the day after and the day after that. On and on. No end in sight.


When the payment hadn’t gone through on the joint-account card, she thought she might cry. Right there in front of the checkout girl and the woman behind her in the queue who coughed politely and pretended to look intently at the sugar-free sweets stacked at the checkout as she excreted impatience into the air around her.


She found it stressful shopping here at the best of times, never mind adding the strain of a drained joint account ten days before pay day. It always felt like a bit of an endurance event trying to hurl her weekly groceries into the trolley before the next customer’s shopping came whizzing up the conveyor belt and hurtled into the packing area on top of hers. As if they were all contestants in an endless series of Supermarket Sweep.


She had dug her own personal AIB card out of the bowels of her wallet. A chain of tiny sweat beads popped up above her upper lip as she keyed in the number and prayed there was enough left on her overdraft to cover the cost of the shopping. Miraculously there was. At the car, she flung everything willy-nilly into her bags for life: ice cream in on top of toilet bleach; cooked meat in with raw; raspberries squashed under a two-litre carton of milk. Then she slammed the boot shut, before getting into the front seat and slamming her own door for good measure.


She was so tired now that she could easily have closed her eyes and nodded off as the ice cream melted into a puddle in the boot, but she had to collect the kids and feed everybody and clean up the breakfast mess as well as sort out dinner and put the kids to bed and do a load of laundry and mop the kitchen floor. There was a pile of ironing to be done, the bathrooms needed a good scrubbing, and the beds had to be changed, but they would have to be added to tomorrow’s to-do list. Not for the first time, she wished she could plug herself into a fast charger to give her depleted battery a quick blast of energy, just enough to keep her going until bedtime.


The daily drudgery might have been easier to endure if she didn’t have the constant worry about money gnawing away at her.


The barn conversion would be the bale that broke this camel’s back.


She shut her eyes and let out a deep, worn-out sigh.


She couldn’t keep living like this.


She had had enough.


‘Fucking ENOUGH!’ She punched the steering wheel, which let out a feeble beep.


They should have known they couldn’t trust her. Hadn’t she promised to do up Rob’s grandfather’s cottage for them when they first moved to Glenbeg to help out after Mark died? And she had been all talk about extending the cottage after Lily was born so the kids wouldn’t have to keep sharing a room and they could have a decent-sized bathroom. Yet apart from the new roof, dry lining and a lick of paint, not another thing had been done. And they hadn’t a hope of saving enough to do the work themselves. Instead, Ursula had come up with the idea of the barn conversion. She had shown them online photos of stunning conversion projects in the UK, was bubbling over with ideas for what they could do with the old stone barn on the edge of the property.


‘It could be a fabulous home. Just think of all that space. I’ll have an architect design it to bring as much light in as possible. It’s much more suitable than trying to modernise that old place,’ she’d stated.


So that was that. Decision made. The barn would be converted and they would move in there. That had been five years ago. Ursula’s early enthusiasm for the project fuelled the hiring of an architect and the drawing up of designs, but things stalled after that, when she became distracted by the development of a new role-play village for the open farm. And then she was off travelling around the UK trying to source alpacas. One excuse after the other.


Then one day out of the blue about eighteen months ago, in typical Ursula fashion, she announced that planning had been approved for a change of use from agricultural to residential, and works would be starting on the barn in six weeks’ time. Kate and Rob and the children had watched with feverish anticipation as the barn transformed before their eyes from a roofless ruin choked by ivy and weeds to the modern, spacious home of their dreams.


Even though she would have loved to have had some input into the design of what was to be their new home, and had to nod along and agree when Ursula went on about ‘allowing the original features to sing’ and the need to ‘maintain the agricultural aesthetic’ (terms she had stolen from the architect), Kate had to give her mother-in-law credit where it was due. The barn conversion was like something you’d see in Ideal Home magazine, with its vaulted ceilings, vast open-plan kitchen and living area, and the double-height living room bookended by a glazed wall that looked out onto wide-open countryside.


The original stonework had been painstakingly repointed and a new slate roof with a raft of Velux roof lights installed. The barn was flooded with natural light that bounced off the milky whitewashed walls and onto the gleaming porcelain floors. A contemporary bifurcated stairway with a glass balustrade led to the mezzanine area that housed the children’s bedrooms, a shared shower room and a tiny study. The master bedroom on the ground floor had a wet room and a walk-in wardrobe.


Kate had it all decorated in her head, from the coordinating bed linen and curtains in the bedrooms to the gorgeous mustard sofa that would sit in front of the glass wall in the living room. She knew where every last plant and candle and painting would be positioned. Her favourite feature was the floor-to-ceiling bookcase that formed the back wall of the living area that you needed a ladder to reach the top of. She couldn’t wait to start filling those shelves. There was no room for her books in the cramped cottage. She had given a lot away, stored the ones she couldn’t bear to part with in her father’s attic and made do with downloading books on her Kindle. Not that she ever had much time to read these days anyway.


She had saved every spare cent she could and kept a close eye on the sales. The beautiful cotton bed linen and towels she had bought half-price in Ryan’s in Galway were being stored in her friend Ruth’s spare room. Her father was insisting on buying the sofa for them after she brought him to see it the last time she went to visit him in Galway, but she couldn’t order it until they got a moving-in date from Ursula. And therein lay the rub.


As the costs for the project began to spiral, Ursula’s initial excitement started to wane and she spent a lot of time arguing with the architect and builder. First, the whole structure had to be underpinned, then there was the cost of disposing of asbestos she hadn’t realised was there. She completely blew her lid when she found out how much the stone repointing was going to set her back.


As Ursula became increasingly vague about when the building works would be finished and they could finally move into their new home, Kate became increasingly nervous. She watched as the new timber sash windows were installed and the electricians and plumbers and other tradespeople came and went in their vans. When the painters turned up, she asked Rob to call over to his mother to find out what the bloody hell was going on. She needed to order beds and the sofa and a new table and chairs. Why could Ursula not just give them a date for when they could start having their furniture delivered? He had come home without an answer. His mother had said she’d ‘get back to him on it in a couple of days’, as she was ‘tied up with something else at the moment’.


The painters were finished downstairs now, though, and most of the other tradespeople were gone. And they still had no moving-in date.


Kate had had to race back to the cottage that morning after dropping the kids to school because Luke had forgotten his hurley and helmet for Gaelic practice. Again. That child would lose his head if it wasn’t screwed onto him. The big van with Carey’s Catering Equipment emblazoned on the side had turned off the road in front of her onto the long treelined drive leading up to the farm park. She didn’t know what made her follow it up around the track. God knew she was running late as it was, but they weren’t expecting any new equipment in the café, and she had a niggle in her gut.


She had got out of the car and stood watching in confusion as two men unloaded a gigantic box from the back of the truck and wheeled it with some difficulty into the barn. She followed them into the kitchen. There was no sign of her mother-in-law.


‘Hi. Ursula? I just need to get you to sign here for this,’ one of the men said, approaching her with a handheld device.


‘No, I’m not Ursula. She’s probably down at the main building. In her office. What’s in the box?’ she asked, explaining, ‘I’m her daughter-in-law.’


‘It’s an oven, love, as far as I know. We’re just delivering it.’ He checked the side of the box. ‘Yeah, a Lincat six-burner gas range. A beast of a yoke. Are ye opening a restaurant here?’


‘Who knows? Who knows what the hell she’s up to,’ Kate said as she turned on her heel and left.


By the time she’d dropped off Luke’s sports gear and got back to the farm, she was over twenty minutes late for work. She twigged the blinds at Ursula’s office window twitching as she walked past. She’d love to have fucked a rock at it. Her mother-in-law’s eyrie on the first floor with its wide interior window afforded her a full view of the ground floor of the main building, with its rustic, high-ceilinged café, brightly painted party zone and souvenir shop.
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