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A Murder in a
Different Light


Chapter
One

 


A wave of icy air followed
Guard Eamon Foley through the door of the Tralee Garda Barracks,
and even though he’d stamped the snow off his boots before he came
in, he still created a trail of wet slush along the floor behind
him.

‘Ah, the very
man.’ Acting Sergeant John Guerin came out from behind the
reception desk and pointed at Foley with his pen. ‘I have a job for
you.’

‘Well good day
to you too, John.’ Foley gave a weary wave of his hand and kept on
walking towards the canteen. ‘I’ve come back for my break. I’m just
on my way to get a cup of tea.’

‘That’s
Sergeant to you, Guard
Foley,’ Guerin said in a deceptively soft voice as he stood in
front of Foley and blocked his way.

Foley glanced at the shiny
new stripes on Guerin’s arm and he was about to retaliate with a
sarcastic quip when he noticed Peter Cavendish behind the desk
watching them closely. This was not the time for Foley to start
sparring with his newly promoted best pal, so he took off his cap
and gave his best contrite smile. ‘Yes. Of course. Sorry, Sarge. So
what’s this important job you have for me?’

Guerin ignored Foley’s
mocking tone and handed him a note. ‘A young fella has gone missing
over there in Clash. According to the mother he was playing in the
garden one minute and the next he was gone. She panicked and called
the neighbours, and then she called us.’

‘Oh, right.’
Foley took the piece of paper and read the address on it. ‘So how
old is the little fella?’

‘He’s four.
The mother says he’s a bright boy, very inquisitive, and he loves
exploring. Anyway, you’ll have to postpone your break, I’m
afraid.’

‘I understand,
shur. Tis a parent’s worst nightmare, to be sure. I’ll head over
there right away. Who else is helping in the search?’

‘Right now,
just you and Guard Hurley …’

‘Really?
Hurley?’ Foley groaned. ‘Surely to God you’re not serious,
John.’

‘Sergeant!’ Guerin stressed the point
again by raising his eyebrows.

Foley groaned
even louder. ‘Surely to God you’re not serious, Sergeant.’

‘I am serious,
I’m afraid.’ Guerin had a smirk on his face which he tried to hide
by scratching his chin. ‘Hurley is the only guard available right
now. So find him and go and talk to the mother. Then ring me. I
think she has a phone in her house you can use.’

‘Oh, come on,
Sarge.’ Foley pleaded. ‘Not Hurley. The fella’s a sloth. If he
moved any slower he’d be going backwards. Don’t do this to me,
please. I’ll take anyone else. Just not Hurley.’

Guerin grinned even more
as he glanced over Foley’s shoulder. ‘Ah, there you are, Guard
Hurley,’ he said. ‘I want you to go with Foley. There’s a missing
child I want you to help search for.’

Foley spun around and
sighed even louder as Hurley stood there hitching up his trousers
over his huge stomach. Hurley looked at Guerin, then at Foley and
back at Guerin again.

‘Right,’ he
said, and his head wobbled as he scowled at Foley. And he hitched
up his trousers even more. Then he raised his eyebrows and nodded
at the front door.

‘So lead on,
McDuff,’ he sniggered. ‘Sorry, I mean McFoley.’ This was followed
by a loud splutter of a laugh.

Foley rolled his eyes and
started to walk away when Guerin noticed that Hurley was wearing
ordinary uniform boots. ‘For God’s sake,’ he jabbed the pen at
Hurley’s feet. ‘You didn’t come to work in those?’

‘What?’ Hurley
looked down at his boots.

‘What do you
mean what?’
Guerin pointed to his own footwear. ‘Anyone in their right mind
should be wearing wellingtons in these conditions.’

Hurley bridled, and he did
an angry little shuffle. ‘Well, it’s stopped snowing now,’ he
snapped. ‘The wireless said it’ll be dry for the next few days.
Then it’ll rain and wash all the snow away.’

Guerin shook his head in
despair. ‘What are you talking about, you mad eejit? There are snow
drifts out there as high as telegraph poles. It’s been snowing
solid for the past two months and you think it’ll all suddenly
disappear because we have one day of rain?’

Hurley bristled even more.
‘I’ll be alright, Sarge. I’ll stick to the road where the snow is
flattened.’ Then he scowled at Foley again. ‘If it gets too deep
I’ll walk in his footsteps.’

He tapped the side of his
nose. ‘You’d love that, wouldn’t you, Foley? Someone following in
your footsteps?’ Then he gave a dry chuckle, pulled up the collar
of his overcoat and headed for the front door.

 


The snow was piled high on
both sides of the road, narrowing the gap to the width of a single
car. As the two guards walked over the Clash railway crossing, a
dog was frantically digging in a shallow patch and growling like a
swarm of angry bees. His tail was flapping in the air like a flag
in a storm. Then something long and brown flew out of the snow in
front of him, and the dog jumped so high he flipped onto his back
with his legs kicking wildly in the air. By the time he recovered
his prey had disappeared, but he still decided to chase after
it.

A group of people had
gathered outside one of the bungalows on the right-hand side of the
road. Foley could see more people dotted along the road in the
distance. They appeared to be poking in the snow with long sticks,
obviously searching for the missing child. When one of the women by
the bungalow saw the two guards she rushed towards them.

‘Where’s the
rest?’ she called in a raspy voice. She was a small woman with
short black hair, and she spread her hands with the question.
‘Surely they didn’t just send two of you? Where are the others? We
need more than two guards to find my boy. My boy is missing and
they only send two of you? That’s not enough.’

Foley took off his glove
and stopped in front of her. ‘Mrs O’Gara?’

‘Yes, I’m Mrs
O’Gara.’ Her eyes were red from crying and her shoes had clumps of
snow packed around them.

Foley held out his hand
and she blinked several times before she reluctantly shook it. ‘I’m
Guard Foley,’ he told her. ‘And this is Guard Hurley. So before we
go any further, can you tell me exactly what happened?’

‘I told you
that already.’ She gave an exasperated moan. ‘When I phoned the
barracks I told you all that.’

‘Yes, I know.
But if you don’t mind, we’d like you to tell us again.’

A taller woman put her arm
around Mrs O’Gara’s shoulder. ‘C’mon Jane. They’re only doing their
job. Tell them what happened.’

Mrs O’Gara buried her face
in her hands for a moment. Then she threw back her head and stuck
her chin out in annoyance. ‘My little boy Patrick was in the garden
playing in the snow. He built a snowman and he was packing more
snow around it. You know how it is with children. They love the
snow. Anyway, I was washing the clothes in the sink and I could see
him from the window. So I took the clothes over to the mangle and
squeezed them before putting them on the clotheshorse in front of
the fire. How long does that take? A few minutes? I don’t know.
When I looked out of the window again Patrick was gone.’ She took a
loud gulp of air and her friend held her tighter. When she managed
to compose herself she said, ‘Anyway, I ran outside and called his
name but I got no answer. I could see the snow in the fields around
us was untouched, so the only way he could have gone was down the
path to the road. When I still couldn’t see him I panicked and
started screaming his name and that’s when Breda came out.’ She
patted the tall lady’s hand. ‘Thanks be to God for decent
neighbours because it wasn’t long before everyone else came out
too.’

‘And did you
look in his bedroom?’ Hurley said in a tone that made Mrs O’Gara
jerk up straight.

‘Of course I
looked in his feckin bedroom,’ she spat. ‘I’m not stupid. It was
the first place I looked. I searched the whole house, the kitchen,
the toilet, the living room. So don’t take me for a fool. I’m not
an eejit.’

‘All right.’
Foley put out his hand. ‘No one thinks you’re a fool, Mrs O’Gara.
But you’d be surprised how many times that happens. We had a young
girl only last week who frightened her parents half to death when
she didn’t come home from school, and after calling the guards they
actually found her asleep in her own bed. She’d snuck in the back
door because she’d fallen out with the mother. So it is an easy
mistake to make.’

Mrs O’Gara flapped her
arms and turned away. ‘So what happens now?’

‘Well,’ Foley
looked around at the figures farther up the road. ‘It looks like
you have people out searching already, and that’s
great.’

‘But is it
enough?’ a tall man with a mop of white hair asked in a soft
English accent. ‘I’d say the more people we have looking, the
faster we’ll find the lad.’

‘And you are?’
Foley forced a smile.

‘Sean
McGrath.’ The man held out his hand. ‘I live across the road in
that bungalow with the red door.’

‘I’m Guard
Foley,’ Foley shook his hand. ‘And this is Guard Hurley. Thank you
for coming out to help. Can I ask how many people are out
searching, do you know?’

‘Well, there’s
four working the road up towards the crossroads.’ He held up his
fingers as he recalled their names. ‘Percy and Teresa Metcalfe on
the left, and Mossie Connor and Peter Lynch on the right. They’re
calling in all the houses too, but the priority is the deep snow on
the side of the roads. It stopped snowing around six this morning
so most of the snow will be untouched around the edges. Hopefully
any disturbance will be spotted quickly.’

Foley was impressed with
the man’s calm confidence, but before he could comment on it
McGrath waved towards the other end of the road. ‘Oliver Cunningham
went that way doing the same thing,’ he added. ‘But so far we
haven’t found any sign of the little fella.’

Mrs O’Gara and Brenda had
moved back by the gate and were talking to two other women. When
they all turned and glared at the guards Hurley stamped his feet
causing a cloud of snow to fly up around them. ‘Will I call
Sergeant Guerin?’ he said to Foley. ‘What do you think? Will I ask
for more guards to help us?’

Foley looked at McGrath.
‘Have you got a phone we can use?’

‘I’m afraid
not,’ McGrath pointed up the road. ‘But there’s one in Liam
Brazil’s shop on the corner of Racecourse Road.’

‘I thought the
Sarge said Mrs O’Gara had a phone,’ Hurley argued.

‘No,’ McGrath
told him. ‘The only phones around here are the ones in Brazil’s
shop and the railway gatekeeper’s cottage. But the snow brought
that line down yesterday.’

‘Right,’ Foley
undid the top button of his overcoat. ‘We’ll head over to the shop.
We can keep a lookout for the lad on the way.’

‘I’ll come
with you,’ McGrath rubbed his hands together then stuck them back
in his pockets.

As they walked along the
middle of the road Hurley was muttering about the lack of
discipline in children today. ‘They should take the strap to that
young fella when they find him for running away like that and
frightening his poor mammy. A good belting is what he needs.
They’re too soft these days, those modern parents.’

‘He’s four
years old.’ Foley couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice.
‘He’s just a child.’

‘Yeah,’ Hurley
continued. ‘A child with no discipline. When I was that age I knew
when to behave myself cos if I didn’t I’d get the strap. My legs
would be red raw for a week if I wandered off like that and worried
everyone. I can tell you, my Dad wouldn’t stand for it.’

Foley couldn’t be bothered
to answer and he turned to McGrath. ‘You seem very well organised,
Mr McGrath. What do you do for a living, can I ask?’

‘Oh, I’m
retired now.’ McGrath gave a self-satisfied smile. ‘I don’t do much
these days.’

Foley grinned too but
didn’t speak, letting McGrath fill the silence. ‘I was a Detective
Inspector with the Birmingham Constabulary,’ McGrath continued.
‘Thirty years.’

‘Oh, right,’
Foley stepped over a patch of packed snow. ‘That explains the
accent. So what brings you to Tralee?’

‘I was born
and raised here, in the bungalow I’m living in now. I didn’t want
to go to England, but like most of my generation at the time, I had
no choice. We had to follow the crowd in search of
work.’

‘And you did
very well for yourself,’ Foley gave him an admiring
glance.

‘England was
not the paradise we were led to believe, I’m afraid, Guard Foley.’
McGrath rubbed his hands together again, blew on them and shoved
them back in his pockets. ‘I was very lucky, though. Blessed, as my
mother used to say. It’s a sad fact, but we were fooled by the
stories of jobs that paid good money, and the great craic to be
had. But it was all an illusion. The bottom line is, I struggled to
find work and I got into serious trouble. I would have ended up in
prison if it wasn’t for a big ugly Irish bobby who slapped me
around and gave me one last chance. He let me hide in his garden
shed until the fuss died down, then he made me promise to go
straight. But how could I go straight when I couldn’t get a job?
Anyway, he dragged me down to the police recruitment centre and as
they say, the rest is my life story.’

‘Wow. And what
a great story it is too,’ Foley admitted. ‘I bet your family was
impressed.’

McGrath gave a sour smile.
‘Well, I couldn’t come home after that. Given the situation here in
Ireland at the time, you know? With the fight for independence and
then the civil war, I would have been seen as the enemy. The only
two times I did come home was when my parents died and I attended
the funerals. I was assured by the lads that I had immunity out of
respect for my parents.’

He saw the question in
Foley’s eyes and he nodded. ‘I’m retired now. And things in Ireland
have changed a lot too. I’m no threat now so I’m left in
peace.’

Foley stopped in front of
a large impressive iron gate with two big concrete pillars set in a
high dry stone wall. He assumed there was a driveway under the
blanket of snow leading up to the huge brownstone house on the
crest of the hill. It looked magical with its enormous
chimney-stack poking through a perfect layer of snow and
complimented the baronial style turret attached to one corner. ‘Who
lives there?’ he asked McGrath.

‘That’s the
Appleyard’s place.’ McGrath pulled a face that was hard to read.
‘The lads won’t have called there though. The snow isn’t disturbed,
as you can see. No one has been on that drive today so they
wouldn’t waste their time.’

Foley studied the house
for a moment, his attention focused on the turret. ‘What are they
like, the Appleyards?’

McGrath shrugged. ‘I’m
not sure these days. I remember the old man from when we were kids,
and he was all right back then. But from what I understand now, he
had some sort of a breakdown after his wife died and he took to his
bed. So the farm has gone to the dogs. He has a married daughter up
the country somewhere, and another daughter who’s a nun. Apparently
the nun came home to look after him. But the latest rumour is that
he has dementia now, and the nun has to run the place
singlehanded.’

‘God, the poor
woman.’ Foley looked out at the surrounding countryside, all quiet
and perfect under the snow. He tried to imagine what the place
looked like under normal circumstances. ‘How do they survive if the
farm is in such a bad way?’

‘I don’t
know.’ McGrath answered. ‘I’ve only been home a few months so all I
know is what I hear from the neighbours. And I don’t think I’ve
seen the nun more than half a dozen times since I’ve been back. The
only activity I’ve ever noticed around there is Liam Brazil’s van
going in and out delivering the groceries. Do you know Liam Brazil?
He owns the shop we’re heading to right now. He’s a lovely fella. A
saint, according to the locals.’

‘Yeah, I know
Liam. We were in school together.’ Foley stepped closer to the gate
and studied the house. ‘So it’s likely the daughter will be at home
now, would you say?’

‘I would,’
McGrath made it sound like a question and followed it with a
quizzical look.

‘Right,’ Foley
said to Hurley. ‘C’mon, we’ll go and say hello to her.’

‘What? Why?’
Hurley dug his hands deep into his pockets. ‘As your man just said,
that snow hasn’t been touched, so the young fella didn’t go up
there.’

‘I know that.’
Foley walked on. ‘But if we ask the Appleyards nicely they might
let us go up onto the roof of that turret and take a look at the
surrounding area. We’ll have a better chance of spotting someone in
the snow from up there than we have from down here on the
road.’

‘That’s a
great idea,’ McGrath said with an approving chuckle. ‘It’s
definitely worth a try. So I’ll carry on over to the shop and ring
the guards, yeah?’ he added, turning back to the road. ‘Tell them I
spoke to you.’

‘Don’t you
want to check this out first?’ Foley gave him a quizzical glance.
‘We might spot the young fella, then we won’t need to call for
reinforcements.’

‘I would love
to,’ McGrath gave a sheepish grin. ‘But I’m afraid I can’t stand
cats. I react badly to them. I end up sneezing and gagging if I get
too close to them.’

‘Cats? What
…’

‘Miss
Appleyard has a house full of them, according to Liam Brazil.
Apparently they’re everywhere. Dozens of them. Like a carpet of fur
all over the floor. So if you don’t mind …’

‘Not at all,’
Foley chuckled. ‘But don’t ring the barracks just yet. I’ll come
and find you when we’re sorted here.’

Hurley flapped his arms as
he struggled to keep his balance while following in Foley’s
footprints, and he mumbled and groaned all the way up to the front
door. Foley ignored him as he pushed the large brass button on the
wall by the heavy oak door. Chimes echoed deep inside the house,
but there was no answer. Foley waited a minute before pushing the
button again. When they still didn’t get a response he stepped back
and looked around at the windows. Then he crunched through the
thick barrier of snow and tried to look in the nearest one. The
dazzling glare of the sun on the snow turned the glass into a
mirror and he struggled to see into the room.

‘It’s no use.
I can’t see anything through this,’ he called to Hurley. ‘Go around
that way and see if you can see anything. I’ll go around this
side.’

Hurley was huddled in his
coat and looked reluctant to do what Foley asked. Foley growled in
frustration. ‘Go on,’ he snapped. ‘Check around the
back.’

Foley picked his way
around the side of the house, making sure there weren’t any sudden
dips in the ground beneath the snow that could trip him up. This
part of the building was in the shade. He approached the next
window and held his hand against the glass. The room was large and
bathed in a miserable grey haze that reeked of cold and neglect.
There was a sadness about the place that made Foley
shiver.

As he scanned the room he
thought he could see what looked like a cat lying on the carpet
over by the open door. He held his face closer to the glass, and
when he noticed some more shapes by the fireplace he jumped back in
surprise. They looked really odd. They were just lying there on the
floor. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. What was he seeing?
Bits of cat scattered around the room? A tail? A head? He rushed
along to the next window to see if he could get a better
look.

‘Hey, this
door is open,’ he heard Hurley shout from the back of the house.
‘Will I take a look inside?’

‘Do,’ Foley
shouted back. ‘Go on, I’m coming.’

Foley came rushing around
the corner into the wide back yard just as Hurley was pushing the
door open. And when some hissing and spitting cats flew out the gap
at him, Hurley gave an almighty scream and threw himself back into
the snow. His cap flew off as the cats raced past him, tore across
the yard and disappeared down the field scattering snow in a cloud
behind them.

‘What the hell
was that?’ Hurley squealed as he rolled back onto his knees. ‘Did
you see that? I could have been killed. Those were wild animals.
They could have ripped the throat out of me.’

Foley stepped around him,
gingerly pushed the door wider and crept into the huge kitchen.
Then he gagged.

‘God Almighty.
What is that
smell?’

 Chapter Two

 


Hurley looked
disorientated as he struggled to his feet and grabbed his cap. It
was a moment before he realised Foley had stepped back from the
open door. Pulling his cap back on his head he shuffled across the
yard, and when he reached the door and glanced inside he slammed
his hand over his mouth.

‘Holy shit!
That is putrid. That is not
cat piss. Cats piss is awful, but that is not the
smell of cats.’

Foley took out his
handkerchief and held it to his nose, and he moved cautiously into
the kitchen. The place was bitterly cold. Ice glistened on the
inside of the windows and freezing air seemed to radiate from the
walls. Bits of cats were scattered on top of the big oak table and
all over the worktops. They looked as if they’d been ripped apart,
leaving just feet and tails and clumps of fur. The floor was a
carpet of cat faeces and decomposing bits of dead animal. It was
impossible to walk without something squelching under their
feet.

‘There’s been
some sort of massacre here,’ Hurley mumbled through his gloved hand
that was clamped to his face. ‘What did this? Is there a mad dog in
here?’

On the far side of the
kitchen Foley could see a big range with a high backed armchair on
either side of it. A sunbeam coming through the dusty window threw
a sharp finger of light around the chair that had its back to
Foley, distorting the outline into an odd shape. A sudden dread
made Foley stop and take a deep breath, and he counted to ten
before he forced himself to move around to the front of it. Then he
jumped back with a shocked yelp. There was a body sprawled in the
chair.

The flesh had been
completely stripped away but the remaining tufts of blond hair and
the shredded red dress told him it was obviously the remains of a
woman. A large crucifix attached to a wooden rosary beads was
hanging around her neck and dangling over the back of the chair,
and a chewed pair of red high heeled shoes hung from her ragged
feet. The carcases of several cats were scattered around
her.

Foley sensed Hurley come
up behind him and gasp. Then the vomit sprayed from between his
fingers. Foley danced out of the way but he couldn’t drag his eyes
away from the body. It was only when the bile stung his throat and
forced him to take another deep breath that he managed to turn
away.

‘Check the
other rooms,’ he shouted at Hurley. ‘I’ll check
upstairs.’

Hurley was still leaning
against the wall and gagging as Foley went through to the hall and
trotted up the wide staircase. There were several bedrooms along
either side of the corridors at the top of the stairs. They were
all empty. Except for the largest one at the front of the house.
And again Foley had to pause and take a deep breath before he went
in.

The curtains were drawn.
And a familiar smell made Foley press his handkerchief to his nose
again. He crept across the room and pulled back the curtains. And
he groaned when his worst fears were realised. The body of an
elderly man was hanging out of the bed, his pyjama jacket ripped
open and his hands grabbing at his throat. His face was contorted
in agony. Foley didn’t need to check for signs of life.

The room was so cold there
were ice crystals all over the body. A tray with half a cup of
frozen tea and some toast stood on a little table beside the bed,
and a cereal bowl and spoon were lying on top of the blankets as if
they were suddenly dropped there.

Then Foley noticed there
wasn’t any sign of the cats up here. Or on the stairs either, for
that matter. It looked like most of them had been shut in the
kitchen, apart from the few in the front room. So how long had they
been locked in there? How long would they need to be trapped
without food and water before they actually turned on each
other?

He assumed the lady in the
chair was the nun because of the rosary beads around her neck. So
what happened to her? Did she do something to the old man, and then
to herself? Then the cats were trapped when they couldn’t open the
doors and they had to fend for themselves? The thought of what
happened next made the bile rise in Foley’s throat again, and he
coughed into his fist. He had to lean his head against the frozen
glass of the window to help clear his mind.

Suddenly he remembered why
he was here in the first place. He was supposed to be looking for a
lost child. He went back out to the landing and found the stairs
leading to the turret, and he climbed up onto the flat roof. The
view was spectacular, a rolling white landscape shimmering beneath
the rays of a sharp sun in a stunningly blue cloudless sky. The
biting cold breeze helped clear the nauseous smell from Foley’s
nose, but he was struggling to concentrate on his reason for
climbing up here. He rubbed his eyes and looked down at the road,
and he was surprised to see that all the searchers were back
outside Mrs O’Gara’s house again.

He ran back down to the
kitchen where Hurley was standing by the back door holding his head
in his hands.

‘C’mon. We
need to get in touch with the barracks and tell them what we found
here.’ He manoeuvred Hurley around the corner of the yard. ‘And
something’s going on with the search for the young fella too but
we’ll have to see what the sergeant wants us to do about that. So
go over to Brazil’s shop and phone Sergeant Guerin and ask him what
we should do. Tell him I’m still here guarding the crime
scene.’


Chapter
Three

 


‘Are you
alright there, Danny Boy?’ Acting Sergeant John Guerin held out a
packet of cigarettes, waited for Foley to take one then picked one
out for himself. He flicked his lighter and lit his own, then
passed the lighter to Foley.

‘I’m grand,’
Foley lit his cigarette then blew out a cloud of smoke. ‘I probably
won’t be able to eat my lunch today, but I’ll be fine.’

Superintendent Brian Flynn
had his swagger stick tucked under his arm as he came around the
corner of the Appleyard’s house, and when he spotted Guerin he came
straight over to him. ‘Two bodies, I understand, Sergeant.’ He
acknowledged Foley with a curt nod.

‘Yes, Sir. We
believe they’re Mr Toby Appleyard and his daughter
Bella.’

‘So what does
it look like? Fowl play, do you think?’ The Super’s deep voice was
cultured but he couldn’t disguise the odd hint of a Galway
accent.

‘Well, the
doctor is still upstairs with the remains of Mr Appleyard. He seems
to think the old fella was probably poisoned because of the colour
of his lips and the way he was hanging half out of the bed. He
appeared to be in agony at the time he expired. There are remains
of a breakfast by the bed so the Doc is going to take them away
with him to have them examined.’

‘And the
daughter? Where is she?’

Guerin pointed to the door
with his thumb. ‘Right there in the kitchen, Sir.’

For a moment
Superintendent Flynn looked as if he was about to go in but instead
he turned back to Guerin. ‘And what does the doctor say about
her?’

‘He didn’t
comment on that, Sir. There’s a cup on the floor near the body and
he’s taking that with him too. But the body is so badly damaged he
can’t establish the cause of death at the moment.’

‘So what do
you think, Sergeant?’ The super’s eyes were wide and anxious. ‘In
your opinion, what happened there?’

Guerin thought for a
moment and blew cigarette smoke down his nose. ‘Well, my guess is
Miss Appleyard poisoned the old fella then took her own
life.’

‘So you don’t
think they were the victims of foul play by a third party? There’s
no sign of an intruder?’

‘Hard to tell
at the moment, Sir. The back door was unlocked so anyone could have
walked in. And with dead cats all over the place, it’s impossible
to say if there was any sort of struggle. But the lady was sitting
upright in the armchair, certainly not looking like she’d been in a
confrontation. So, in my honest opinion, she took the same poison
as the auld fella in the bed upstairs then sat back in the chair
and waited for God.’

The Super turned away and
stood with his hands behind his back as he studied the mountains in
the distance. The stark sunlight on the snow made him squint and he
pulled the peak of his cap down over his eyes. ‘So this thing with
the cats,’ he asked after a few minutes. ‘Is it feasible? Would
cats do that, eat human flesh?’

Guerin wiped a bit of
tobacco off his lip. ‘It depends how long they were locked in there
with nothing to eat, I suppose. There are bits of cat all over the
place so they were desperate enough to turn on each other as
well.’

The Super cringed and his
shoulders twitched. ‘How many cats did she have in there, for God’s
sake?’

‘Not sure,
Sir. But there are dozens of remains around the place.’

The Super nodded and
glanced around at the house. ‘Is there any indication how long the
Appleyards have been dead?’

‘No, Sir. The
doc wouldn’t even take a guess. The bodies were frozen solid, you
see? Foley did a quick sweep of the house to see if there were any
newspapers or post that might help us put a date to what happened,
but there isn’t anything that we could see.’

The Super stared out at
the scenery again, and Foley and Guerin sucked on their
cigarettes.

‘So what
brought us up here in the first place?’ the Super glanced at the
sergeant as if he suddenly thought of something. ‘How did we find
the bodies?’

‘We were
called out to a missing child, Sir,’ Foley answered. ‘A young fella
who lives just along the road there.’

‘So this was
just a routine check?’ The Super seemed impressed with the answer.
‘Part of that search?’

‘Yes, Sir. I
noticed the turret on the side of this house and I thought if the
owners let me go up to the roof I would have a good chance of
seeing if the child had wandered into the fields.’

‘That was good
thinking, Foley.’ The Super looked him up and down with an
approving gaze. ‘So what happened then?’

‘Well, we
didn’t get an answer at the front door so we went around the back.
This door wasn’t locked so we opened it and called out. That was
when we noticed the terrible smell.’

The Super cringed again
then nodded for Foley to go on. ‘Well, we could see dead cats all
over the floor,’ Foley continued. ‘So we went in to see what was
going on in there. That was when we found the lady in the armchair,
or what was left of her.’ Foley couldn’t stop the shudder and he
wiped his mouth with his sleeve. ‘I told Guard Hurley to look in
the other rooms downstairs and I went upstairs. That’s when I found
the old fella.’

‘Had the cats
been at him too?’

‘No. It looks
like most of them were locked in the kitchen where we found the
lady. A few had been shut in the front room too but none got
upstairs.’

There was a long pause as
the Super stared out over the snow-covered fields again, then he
gave a deep sigh and turned to Guerin. ‘Right, Detective Dinane
will be here soon. He’s trying to dig himself out of his house. But
in the meantime I want you to start talking to the neighbours.
Foley, see what you can find out about this family. You know the
drill. You’ve done it often enough.’

Foley threw his cigarette
butt into the snow and straightened his cap. ‘What about the
missing child, Sir? Shouldn’t I be helping to look for
him?’

‘Ah,’ Guerin
gave an apologetic grin. ‘I meant to tell you earlier, Eamon. They
found him. He was hiding in the pantry all the time. He went in to
get a carrot for the snowman’s nose and when he heard his mother
shouting when she couldn’t see him, he got frightened and hid
behind the sack of potatoes.’

‘Oh, so he’s
safe, thank God. That’s great news. Is that where Hurley is now? I
could meet up with him and tell him what’s going on
here.’

‘No, he’s
not,’ the Super held his swagger stick with both hands behind his
back. ‘He was in no state to carry on here so I sent him back to
the barracks. He’s manning the front desk until he sorts himself
out. I told him to send Guard Casey over here to replace
him.’

‘Oh? Right.’
Foley nodded to the Super and then to Guerin. ‘I’ll make a start
so.’

The Super’s car was parked
across the gateway to the house leaving just enough room for one
person at a time to squeeze between it and the gate post. His
driver was standing in that gap. Guard Quilter was a bull of a man
and he grunted at Foley as he stepped back to let him by. Most of
the people who were gathered around Mrs O’Gara’s house earlier had
now gravitated up to the Appleyard’s gate, and they watched Foley
with curious eyes as he approached.

‘What’s going
on?’ one of them called out, and immediately all the others joined
in. ‘Is it true? Were they killed by the cats? Was it the cats that
killed them? Where’s the old man? Did the cats kill him
too?’

‘For God’s
sake!’ Foley put up both hands as if he was going to push them away
and he raised his voice in exasperation. ‘The cats didn’t kill
anyone. Where did you get that rubbish from?’

Sean McGrath was standing
at the back of the group and he gave Foley a sympathetic nod, and
Foley rolled his eyes in recognition. ‘Look, right now we don’t
know what happened. It’s way too early to say. But as soon as we
know anything we’ll announce it, all right?’

He looked around at the
faces who stared back at him. ‘In the meantime, we’re appealing for
any information that might help us with our
investigation.’

‘What kind of
information?’ one man asked. ‘How would we know
anything?’

‘Yeah,’ a
woman agreed. ‘We rarely saw them. They kept themselves to
themselves.’

‘She was a bit
odd, all right,’ another woman added. ‘As odd as two left shoes,
I’d say. And she being a nun as well. I’m telling you, she was a
bitter little wasp. Never cracked her face.’

‘No, she
didn’t,’ her friend agreed. ‘I tried to speak to her once, a few
years ago now, but she cut me dead with her sour look. I didn’t
dare try again. The look she gave me would have curdled
milk.’

Foley pushed his way
through them and stood in the middle of the road, getting them to
turn around and face him. ‘What we’d like to know is, when was the
last time anyone saw the Appleyards? Did anyone notice anything
unusual around the place these past few weeks? Anything at all,
even if it seems trivial and unimportant. Any strangers hanging
about, any unusual visitors, stuff like that.’

‘So if the
cats didn’t kill them, are you saying someone murdered them? The
two of them? Is that what happened? Someone broke in and murdered
them in their beds?’

‘No,’ Foley’s
voice almost rose to a shout again but he checked it and held up
his hand. ‘I told you already, we don’t know what happened there.
But what we do need right now is your help to establish when it happened. So if you have any
information that will help us with that, please tell me
now.’

People mumbled and glanced
at each other, shrugging their shoulders and shaking their heads.
Sean McGrath pulled his collar up higher and blew on his hands as
he shuffled over to Foley. ‘Your best bet would be to speak to Liam
Brazil. As I said earlier, he was a regular visitor to the house.
He’d probably be able to tell you more about the Appleyards than
anyone else.’


Chapter
Four

 


A bell jingled above the
door when Foley stepped through it and into Liam Brazil’s grocery
shop. The lights weren’t on in the shop, but the sun coming in
through the big front window was bright enough to highlight the
empty shelves around the walls. A few packets of foreign lintels
and a couple of tins of an unfamiliar brand of soup were all Foley
could see. There were a few mops and a couple of tin buckets
propped up in one corner at the back, and a rake and a shovel
leaning forlornly in another. Apart from that, the place looked
depressingly bare.

A middle-aged lady came
out from the door behind the counter, wiping her hands in her
apron. There were deep creases in her forehead as she looked Foley
up and down. ‘You’re back again? What do you want this
time?’

‘Mrs Brazil,
how are you?’ Foley took off his cap and glanced around the shop.
‘I wasn’t sure if you were open.’

Recognition made the
lady’s face soften and she gave a tired smile. ‘Eamon Foley?
Hello.’ She gave a resigned shrug and looked forlornly at the
shelves. ‘Ah, yes, we’re open alright. Sure there’s nothing else
for us to do, Eamon. We’re open for a visit and a bit of gossip and
that’s about the size of it.’

She brushed something off
the counter and rubbed her hands together before she said, ‘Tis
hard to believe this is 1947 and everything is still being
rationed. Not that there’s much to ration anyway. But the war
finished almost two years ago and there’s less food now than there
ever was. Tis nothing short of scandalous.’

‘You’re right
there,’ Foley agreed. ‘And this weather didn’t help. The coldest
winter in living memory according to the experts. No one’s seen
snow like this before.’

‘I heard them
say that too, sure. But tis about to change now, they said today.
So we might be able to get some deliveries again. Our customers are
desperate, as you can imagine.’

‘Who is it,
Ma?’ A man glanced out of the door and when he saw Foley he looked
at the floor and pulled a sour face. ‘Oh, tis you.’

‘Liam,’ Foley
greeted him with a nod. ‘How’re you doing? I haven’t seen you for
ages.’

‘I’ve seen you
around the town a few times,’ Liam replied dryly, still looking at
the floor. ‘But I didn’t catch your eye in case you arrested me for
something.’

Foley’s laugh came out as
a spurt. Then he realised Liam wasn’t smiling. His eyes seemed
unnaturally red in his pale unshaven face.

‘So what’s
going on?’ Liam turned his head towards his mother but still didn’t
look up. There was a distressed edge to his tone. ‘That other guard
who came in earlier to use the phone was in a terrible state. We
couldn’t get any sense out of him. He kept ranting about finding a
woman’s body over in the Appleyard’s place that was eaten by the
cats. He said they think the woman is Bella Appleyard. He was
really upset. We tried to give him something to drink but he said
he had to call his boss and then get back over there.’

‘I’m afraid
he’s right,’ Foley told him. ‘That’s why I’m here. I wanted to ask
…’

‘But he’s
wrong.’ Liam slammed his hand on the counter so hard his mother
jumped and stepped away from him. ‘I tried to tell him but he
wouldn’t listen to me. I tried to tell him it can’t be Bella
Appleyard.’

‘Liam,’ Foley
had stepped back too. ‘I’m sorry, but he’s not wrong.’

‘He is,
though.’ Liam’s eyes were wide and frantic now, and his long
uncombed hair flicked as he shook his head. ‘It can’t be Bella.
Whoever they think they saw, it wasn’t Bella.’

Foley held his hand out.
‘Why do you say that, Liam?’

Liam rubbed his mouth with
the back of his hand and glanced at his mother. ‘Because the
Appleyards went away on New Year’s Day. They went away for a couple
of weeks on New Year’s Day. And they haven’t come back.’

Before Foley could ask
another question Liam rushed back through the door into the
kitchen. Mrs Brazil stepped to one side and waved Foley through
after him. Then she followed behind. ‘Will you be having a cup of
tea, Eamon?’ she asked as she moved the kettle onto the hotplate of
the range.

Liam had dropped into an
armchair and started rubbing his chin in sharp irritated movements.
He glared at Foley as he waited for the obvious question, and when
Foley asked how he knew the Appleyards had gone away he sat forward
and clamped his hands together in his lap. ‘Bella told me,’ he
said, studying the floor again. ‘When I called over there on New
Year’s Day.’

‘On New Year’s
Day?’ Foley did the calculations. How many weeks ago was
that?

‘Yes.’ Liam
was defensive now. ‘I called over to wish her a Happy New Year. And
to make sure they were all right. You know, for groceries and
stuff?’

Mrs Brazil smirked and
wiped her hands in her apron again. ‘And because he has a soft spot
for her.’ She rolled her eyes at Foley.

‘No, I do not,
Ma.’ There was a sudden patch of red on Liam’s cheeks and he sat
back in the chair with a growl.

Mrs Brazil put tea in the
pot as the kettle started to boil. ‘He’s always been soft on that
one, Eamon. I can’t figure it out. She’s an odd little sausage.
Much too serious. Never speaks to anyone if she can help
it.’

‘So did she
tell you where they were going, Liam?’ Foley asked.

Liam was still glaring at
his mother and he took a moment to answer. ‘No. She just said they
were going away for a few weeks so they didn’t need anything from
us. She asked me to deliver some letters for her, and she said
she’d give me a call when they got back.’ He flicked his hand in
the general direction of the farm. ‘But we didn’t hear from her so
we assumed they were still away.’

Mrs Brazil put a cup and
saucer in front of Foley then pushed the milk jug closer to him.
‘She wanted you to deliver letters to whom?’ Foley asked as he
watched Mrs Brazil pour tea into the cup.

‘To her
tenants in the cottages, Percy Metcalfe, Oliver Cunningham and Tom
O’Gara.’

‘What was in
them?’

‘How the feck
would I know?’ Liam snapped. ‘It was none of my business. I just
delivered them.’

‘Of course,’
Foley nodded in agreement. ‘Anyway, did she say when they were going away, do you
remember?’

Liam rubbed his chin
again. ‘I got the impression it was sometime that day. It was a
brief conversation, and then she was gone back into the
house.’

‘But you
didn’t actually see them leave?’

‘No.’ Liam
gave an agitated tut. ‘I just presumed, you know? And we didn’t
hear from them after that so … look, if they hadn’t gone away Bella
would have contacted us. I know she would. And if she’d come back
she would have contacted us too. So whoever that unfortunate woman
you found in that house was, it wasn’t Bella.’

Foley scooped
sugar into his tea and took a sip, then added some more. ‘Liam, did
Guard Hurley tell you we found two
bodies over there.’

Liam’s head jerked back
and his face creased. ‘Two bodies?’

‘Yes. An old
man in his bed upstairs, and a woman in an armchair downstairs in
the kitchen.

‘No, no, no.’
Liam squeezed his eyes shut and a sob stuck in his throat. ‘That
other guard only said they found a woman. He didn’t say anything
about any old fella. Oh my God. This can’t be … and the old fella
is dead too? Or is it just … What happened to them? Are you sure
the woman is Bella?’

‘They haven’t
been formally identified yet. All I can tell you is one of them is
a woman and the other is an old man.’

Liam started to gag and
his mother handed him a tea towel. He held it to his mouth for a
moment then squeezed it in his lap, and his eyes sparkled with
tears. ‘And was she … your pal said she was … you know? The
cats?’

‘What was
going on with all those cats, Liam?’ Foley put the cup back on the
table. ‘What was she running over there? A cat
sanctuary?’

Liam wiped his mouth again
and handed the towel back to his mother. ‘Bella loved her cats. She
always had three or four of them hanging around the backyard.’ He
sniffed and wiped his nose with his sleeve. ‘She had classy names
for them. Her favourite, Miss Kitty, had a litter of about eight
kittens just before Christmas. She blamed some ginger tom that
appeared out of nowhere. Then a short time later she said if I ever
saw that ginger tom on my rounds I was to run him over with my van
because her second favourite cat, Lucy Lastic, also had a litter.
So now there were cats and kittens all over the place. At least
twenty of them. She asked me to offer them to anyone who wanted a
kitten for Christmas.’

A tear escaped and
trickled down his face but he didn’t attempt to wipe it away. This
was followed by an awkward silence. Foley picked up his tea again
then sat back in his chair, and he waited a few moments before he
asked, ‘Liam, did you notice anything unusual that day? Anything
out of the ordinary? Apart from Miss Appleyard saying they were
going away, that is. Did you notice if there was anyone else in the
house, for instance? Was there another vehicle, maybe? Did you
notice anything at all that was different?’

Liam pursed his lips and
this time he wiped the tear away with his finger. ‘Well, I thought
it was odd when she came out of the front door as I drove up. I
usually go around the back and she meets me there, so she took me
by surprise when she came out the front door and waved me
down.’

‘And what did
she say exactly, do you remember?’

‘Just that
they were going away and she’d give me a call when they got
back.’

Foley waited, then asked,
‘Anything else?’

Liam sucked a
long breath in through his nose. ‘Well, she was …I can’t explain
it, but there was something different about her all right. She seemed …
excited? She was smiling.’ He gave Foley a sheepish grin then
looked down at his hands. ‘She rarely smiles. People think she’s
dour because she’s always frowning. She can look a bit severe
sometimes.’

‘Sometimes?’
his mother mocked.

‘She’s
misunderstood, that’s all, Ma. She had a rough childhood. You know
that.’

‘So, to get
this straight, she told you on New Year’s Day they were going away,
yeah?’ Foley queried. ‘But that was almost three months ago. Didn’t
you think it was a bit strange they hadn’t come back by
now?’

Liam gave a defensive
shrug. ‘Well, no. Not with the weather we’ve been having. According
to the wireless it snowed for thirty days out of the past fifty. So
they probably thought it was wise to stay where they
were.’

‘And where do
you think that was? At a guess.’

‘Her sister’s,
I’d say.’ Mrs Brazil said. ‘They live somewhere near Dublin, as far
as I know,’

‘So who lives
here in this big house?’

‘Just old Toby
and his daughter Bella.’

‘Oh. Right,’
Foley folded his arms. ‘Someone said Bella was a nun. Is that
right?’

‘She’s
supposed to be,’ Mrs Brazil sneered. ‘And tis the best place for
her too.’

‘Ma,’ Liam
groaned. ‘Don’t be mean.’

‘I’m not,’ his
mother insisted. ‘All I’m saying is she was born to be a
nun.’

‘Don’t you
remember her?’ Liam glanced at Foley. ‘Her sister Lily was in our
class in Moyderwell. Bella was a couple of years
behind.’

‘Moyderwell
Infant school?’ Foley rubbed his ear. ‘God, that’s going back a
bit. I can’t say I remember anyone from infant school.’

Liam sighed. ‘I remember
everyone from our class.’

Foley picked up his cup
again, took a long drink and sat back in the chair. ‘No, I don’t
remember her,’ he repeated. ‘I hated school so I probably blocked
it out of my mind. I remember some of the nuns all right, but
that’s about it.’

‘But you must
know the Appleyards, surely,’ Mrs Brazil pulled out a chair and sat
at the table opposite Foley. ‘You being from Tralee and
all.’

Foley shrugged. ‘I can’t
say I do, Mrs Brazil.’

‘Really? They
used to be the most powerful farmers around here. They’ve been
farming here for generations. And they kept a lot of people in
employment. They had a cook, a housekeeper, a couple of maids, and
farmhands. All sorts of people worked there. Especially in the
harvest season. Itinerant labourers came from all over the country
to work there. Which was great for us because they came here for
their bits and pieces. Do you remember, Liam? There’d be queues
down the street.’

Liam gave a sour grunt.
‘Yeah, I remember, Ma. They were the good auld days, as you keep
saying.’

Mrs Brazil stared into the
distance trying to recapture the memory, and she couldn’t disguise
the sadness in the sigh she gave. ‘Then Toby’s wife died suddenly
about … what was it? Twelve years ago? And everything went to pot
after that.’

‘So Toby must
be the old fella we found …?’ Foley stopped when Mrs Brazil crossed
herself.

‘He was all
right back in the day, God bless his poor soul.’ She gave a
respectful nod. ‘You knew where you stood with him. He had no
pretensions. He’d have a laugh and a joke at the local fair, and
he’d come to all the flower shows too. He was a lovely man.’ She
shuddered and joined her hands in her lap. ‘Which can’t be said for
the woman he married. She came from a well to do family and she
brought the airs and graces with her, which didn’t always sit well
here in Kerry. I never trusted her. She’d pretend to be nice to you
but you always knew it was because she wanted you to do something
for her. Always a favour, of course. Didn’t matter what it cost
you, she never offered payment.’

She stood up, got a cup
and took it to the table. ‘And she was useless as a mother too.’
She glanced at Foley to gauge his reaction but he didn’t speak.
‘She was horrible to Bella. She gave Lily all the attention and
ignored poor Bella. No wonder she never smiled. Would you like a
cup of tea, Liam?’

‘I would.
Thanks.’

‘Yeah,’ Mrs
Brazil poured tea into the cup. ‘Lily was the firstborn, you see?
And her parents worshipped her. But they expected Bella to be a
boy, the son they craved. She was as pretty as Lily, with her
mother’s green eyes and ash-blond hair. But she wasn’t a boy, so
she was a huge disappointment. And she didn’t have Lily’s sparkle
either. Her parents thought the sun shone out of Lily’s ear. Bella
was a lesser light. A bit dour. A bit too serious for a child. So
she was confined to her sister’s shadow.’

‘She didn’t
help herself by trying to live the life of a saint, either.’ Liam
took the cup of tea from his mother and held it in his lap. ‘Ever
since she was told she had a guardian angel she couldn’t tell a
lie. The thought of the guardian angel seeing her telling a lie
horrified her. But everyone else thought she was just a bit simple.
They didn’t understand. They couldn’t see how important it was to
her. Especially the kids at school. When they got into trouble they
expected her to cover for them, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t lie.
That was when she felt the full force of their spite.’

‘No wonder she
joined the nuns the first chance she got.’ Mrs Brazil decided she
wanted tea too and she got another cup from the dresser. ‘She
joined the Bon Secures Sisters when she was sixteen,’ she said as
she filled the cup.

‘So now she’s
back here looking after her father?’ Foley was longing for a
cigarette but he couldn’t see any ashtrays so he was reluctant to
ask.

‘Yeah,’ Liam
continued the story. ‘When her mother died her father took it very
badly. As Ma said, he had some sort of breakdown and Bella was
called home to look after him.’

Mrs Brazil gave a
sarcastic snigger. ‘Lily couldn’t do it. She was married and had a
business to run, bless her. Anyway, Bella was the holy one, they
said. Surely it was her duty to look after her father. The Mother
Superior thought so too, according to rumour, and Bella was
dispatched home without ceremony.’

Mrs Brazil looked at Foley
with a guilty grin. ‘We hear all the gossip here in our little
shop, Guard Foley. People love to drop in for a chat and a bit of
banter. And they all have a story they need to get off their chest.
That’s how we knew Bella’s father wasn’t happy about her coming
home to look after him. He wanted Lily. Of course he said he didn’t
need looking after anyway, even if it was obvious he had no idea
how to cook a meal or wash his clothes. But if he ever did get to
that stage, he insisted, he’d rather go and live with Lily. And he
wouldn’t let Bella wear her nun’s clothes either. Nuns agitated him
and he didn’t want one creeping around his house.’

‘So Lily
doesn’t help out at all?’

‘God no.’ Mrs
Brazil snorted. ‘She’s too important for that. She’s married to
Sean Redigan. Sean doted on Lily since they were in school and he
followed her around like a shadow. But she treated him like
something that dropped off a dog’s bottom.’

She looked at Liam and he
agreed with a wave of his hand. ‘She’d swat him away like an
annoying fly. Then one day Sean’s parents died suddenly and Sean
became the sole heir to the biggest shoe factory in the west of
Ireland. It was obscene the way Lily immediately hosed him down
with her charm. The poor sod was overwhelmed by the sudden
attention she was
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