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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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