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She’d been out-out, and town had been busy. Stumbled out of the club to discover that there wasn’t a taxi to be had. Spent an hour trying to flag one down with one hand while trying to hail one via an app with the other until, resigned, she’d pushed her way on to a packed night bus headed not far enough in sort of the right direction. Her plan was to call someone at its terminus, apologize for waking them and ask them to come get her, but by the time she got there – to a tiny country village that was sleepy by day and empty by night – her phone had died. She’d been the last passenger and the bus had driven off before she could think to ask the driver if she could perhaps borrow his phone. It was four in the morning and beginning to drizzle, so she’d started walking. Because, really, what other choice did she have?

This is the story she tells herself as she leaves the village and crosses into the dark its streetlights had been holding back.

All around her, the night seems to thrum with disapproval.

Silly girl. This is exactly the kind of thing your mother told you not to do. There has to be some kind of personal responsibility, doesn’t there?

An ex-boyfriend had once told her that his favourite part of a night out was the walk home. Just him and his thoughts on deserted streets, the evening’s fun still warm in his chest. He had no tense wait for a taxi. He didn’t need to walk to the front door with his keys squeezed between his fingers, ready to scratch, to disable. He had never texted a thumbs-up emoji to anyone before he went to sleep so that they could go to sleep as well.

The part of the night he loved was the part she had to survive.

When she’d told him this, he’d pulled her close and kissed her face and whispered, ‘I’m so sorry that you think that’s the world you live in,’ in so patronizing a tone that, for a brief moment, she’d considered using her keys on his scrotum.

The drizzle gives way to a driving rain. When the footpath runs out, her high heels make her stumble on the crumbling surface of the road. The balls of her feet burn and the ankle strap on the right one is rubbing her skin away.

For a while, there’s a watery moonlight inviting forms to take on a shape and step out of the night – a telephone pole, a hedgerow, a pothole – but then the road twists into a tunnel of overhanging trees and the dark solidifies. She can’t see her own legs below the hem of her dress now. Her body is literally disappearing into the night.

And then, through the roar of the rain—

A mechanical whine.

Getting louder.

She thinks engine and turns just in time to be blinded by a pair of sweeping high-beams. Twin orbs are still floating in her vision when the car jerks to a stop alongside her. Silver, some make of saloon. She stops too. The passenger window descends in a smooth, electronic motion and a voice says, ‘You all right there?’

She dips her head so she can see inside.

There’s a pair of legs in the driver’s seat, lit by the blue glow of the dashboard display, wearing jeans.

‘Ah … Yeah.’ She bends lower again to align her face with the open window just as the driver switches on the ceiling light. He is a man in his thirties, with short red hair and a splotchy pink face of irritated skin. His T-shirt is on inside out; she can see the seams and, at the back of his neck, the tag. There are various discarded items in the passenger-side footwell: fast-food wrappers, a tabloid newspaper, a single muddy hiking boot. In the back, there’s a baby seat with a little stuffed green thing belted into it. ‘I got off the night bus back in the village, and I was going to ring for a lift but—’

‘Sorry.’ The man taps a forefinger to a spot just behind his left ear, a move which makes her think of her late mother applying a perfume she seemed to fear was too expensive to ever actually spritz. ‘My hearing isn’t great.’

‘I got off the night bus,’ she says, louder this time.

He leans towards her, frowning. ‘Say again?’

The passenger-side window isn’t all the way down. An inch or so of glass digs into the palm of her hand when she puts it on the door and leans her head and shoulders into the opening, far enough for the roar of the rain to fall away into the background, for the sickly-sweet smell of a pine air-freshener to reach her nostrils and – it occurs to her – for the balance of her body weight to be inside the car.

If he suddenly drove off, he’d take her with him.

‘I got off the night bus in the village,’ she says. ‘I was going to ring home for a lift, but my phone died.’

She pulls the device from her pocket, a dead black mirror, and shows it to him.

‘Ah, feck,’ he says. ‘And I came out without mine. Although maybe …’ He starts rooting around, checking the cubbyholes in the driver’s door, the cup holders between the front seats, inside the glovebox. There seems to be a lot of stuff in the car, but not whatever he’s looking for. ‘I thought I might have a charger, but no. Sorry.’

‘It’s OK,’ she says automatically.

‘Look, I’m only going as far as the Circle K, but they’re open twenty-four hours and they have that little seating area at the back. Maybe you could borrow a charger off someone there. Or they might even let you use their phone. It’d be a better place to wait, at least?’

‘Yeah.’ She pulls back, out of the window, and looks down the road into the empty black. ‘Is it far?’

‘Five-minute drive.’ He’s already reaching to push open the passenger door and she steps back to make room for the swing of its arc. ‘Hop in.’

Somehow, the last moment in which she could’ve decided not to do this has passed her by. Because if she steps back now, pushes the passenger door closed and says, ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll walk,’ she may as well say, ‘Thanks for your kindness, but I think you might be a monster so please leave me alone.’

And if he is a monster, then he won’t have to pretend not to be any more, and she won’t be able to outrun him, not out here, not in these shoes – and where is there to run to?

And if he isn’t a monster, well, then …

It’s perfectly safe to get in the car.

She gets in the car.

She pulls the passenger door closed. Clunk. The ceiling light switches off, leaving only the dashboard’s eerie glow and whatever’s managed to reach them from this wrong end of the headlights. Her window is ascending. Then, as the engine revs and he pulls off, she hears another sound.

Click.

The central locking system.

‘So,’ he starts. ‘Was it a good night, at least?’

Now the seatbelt sensor sounds and she fumbles in the shadows, first for the belt itself and then for its buckle, both of which feel vaguely sticky.

‘It was all right,’ she says. ‘If I’d known how much trouble I’d have getting home, I might have just stayed there. How about you?’

Why are you out driving around at four in the morning?

‘I was fast asleep,’ he says, ‘when I got an elbow to the ribs. I’m on a Rennies run. My wife is expecting our first, and she can’t eat a thing now without getting heartburn. You got kids?’

She says, ‘God no,’ before she can think to be a bit less aghast at the idea of doing the thing this man and his wife have already done.

He laughs. ‘There’s plenty of time for all that.’

In front of them, the surface of the road is dashing beneath the wheels. The wipers slash furiously across the windscreen, back and forth, back and forth. There are no lights visible in the distance.

They don’t pass any other cars.

He asks her where she’s living and she provides the name of the townland, purposefully avoiding specifics.

A sideways glance. ‘You there by yourself, or …?’

She wants to say no and leave it at that, but saying that risks coming across as unfriendly, mistrustful, suspicious. But telling him she lives with her boyfriend is telling him that she has a boyfriend, and that could sound pointed, like she’s trying to stop him from getting any ideas, which would also be accusing him of having ideas, and offending him might anger him, this man she doesn’t know who’s driving the locked car she’s in. But then, saying yes would be telling him that the young woman with the dead phone he just plucked off a country road has no one waiting up for her, no one wondering where she is, and if she doesn’t come home tonight it could be hours or even days before anyone realizes—

‘I live with my sister,’ she lies.

‘That’s who’ll come and get you?’

‘If I can find a way to call her, yeah.’

‘They’re a curse, those bloody phones. Always dead when you need them.’

And yet, he’s come out without his.

Would you, with a pregnant wife at home?

Maybe you would, she concedes, if you’re only on a quick run to the shop.

‘You know, you look really familiar to me,’ he says, and then he turns his head to look at her some more, for a fraction longer than she’d like on this road at this speed and in these conditions. ‘Have we met before?’

‘Don’t think so.’ She’s sure she’s never seen this man before in her life.

‘Where do you work?’

She tells him that she works for a foreign bank, in an office block near the airport, and he makes a hmm noise.

Twenty, thirty seconds go by in silence. She breaks it by asking, ‘Is it much further?’ Because all that is out there in the night ahead of them is more night.

Still no cars. Still no lights.

No sign of anything except more road and dark and rain.

‘No.’ He jerks the gearstick with more force than he has before and, as he does, she feels his warm fingers graze the cold, damp skin of her bare knee. The touch is right on the line between an accidental graze and an intentional stroke. His eyes don’t leave the road. ‘Nearly there.’

‘Great,’ she says absently.

She doesn’t know what to do. If it was an accident, wouldn’t he apologize? Or is he not apologizing because there’s nothing to apologize for, because he hasn’t even realized he did it, because he didn’t do anything at all?

The rain is heavier now, a steady roar on the roof.

‘Awful night,’ he says. ‘And you’re not exactly dressed for it, are you?’

Then he turns and openly appraises her, and there can be absolutely no mistake about this. His gaze crawls across her lap, combing over the thin cotton of her dress which, wet, is clinging to the outline of her thighs.

It feels like some slinking predator, cold and oily, slithering across her skin.

She moves her hands to her knees in an attempt to cover up and waits for his eyes to return to the road while a cold dread swirls in the pit of her stomach.

But then, she isn’t dressed for this weather. That’s a statement of fact.

Jesus Christ, you really can’t say anything these days, can you?

‘Yeah, well,’ she says, with a brief smile she hopes won’t encourage him or antagonize him. ‘I thought I’d be able to hop in a cab.’

‘They really need to do something about the taxi shortage.’

‘Yeah, the—’

‘Especially considering the missing women.’ He glances at her. ‘How many is it now? Three? Four?’

The temperature of her cold dread has dropped a few degrees to an icy, nauseating fear.

But then, what if it were a woman behind the wheel? She wouldn’t think anything of this. They’d just be making conversation. They’d just be talking about what everyone was talking about, discussing what was in the news.

Now he’s pointing towards the mess at her feet.

‘Did you see the latest?’ he says. ‘It’s on the front of the paper, there.’

The safest option feels like reaching for the folded tabloid. As she picks it up, it obligingly unfurls to reveal its front-page headline, screaming at her in all caps. MISSING WOMEN: SEARCH CONTINUES IN WICKLOW MOUNTAINS. There are two pictures underneath it: a large one showing people in white coveralls picking through a wild landscape, and a smaller one of a young, smiling brunette holding a dog in her arms.

She is familiar to anyone who follows the news. Not just the woman herself, but this specific picture of her.

‘That’s not that far away from here, you know,’ he says. He jerks his chin to indicate the road ahead. ‘If you drove for fifteen minutes up into the hills, you’d probably be able to see the floodlights.’ A pause. ‘They’re always at that, though, aren’t they? Conducting searches. Everyone gets all excited, but they never find anything. Thing is, people just don’t understand how much space we got up here, you know? My old fella was always giving out about that, back when the first lot went missing. The ones from the nineties. There was always some reporter or relative or whatever saying, “Oh, she’s up in the Wicklow Mountains, we just need to search.” They’d think if you just looked everywhere, you’d find them. But you can’t look everywhere, you see. Not around here. There’s just too much ground to cover.’ Another pause, this one a shade longer. ‘So they probably are out here somewhere, but no one’s ever going to fucking find them.’

There’s a pinching pain in her chest now. She forces a breath down into her lungs in an attempt to alleviate it, but it feels like the oxygen can’t get past her throat.

‘You know,’ he says, turning towards her, ‘you have the look of one of them.’

She lets the paper drop.

She thinks about the clunk sound the passenger door made when she pulled it closed. How a few minutes ago, it might have represented rescue. A portal to the warm and the dry, to lights and transport, to other people, ready to save her from the dark abyss of this endless night.

But what if every threat that dark had posed had climbed into the car with her?

What if she was trapped in here now, with them?

With him?

‘Is it much further?’ she asks again.

He doesn’t answer.

This was a mistake, she can see that now. She’s been foolish, full of bad ideas. She’s not cut out for this.

Keeping her eyes forward, she puts her left hand down below her left thigh and starts surreptitiously exploring the door panel with her fingertips. Nothing feels like a button that will reverse the lock. And even if she gets the door open, what then? She’s strapped in and releasing her seatbelt will trip the alarm, alerting him. She’s wearing a small cross-body bag. It has a strap. She could take it off and loop the strap around his head, but it’s a cheap, fast-fashion item; it could snap, and even if it doesn’t, what’s her plan exactly? To choke him, she’d really have to be behind him, but once she makes a move there won’t be time to climb into the back seat of the car. And he’s driving. If she does anything, the car will crash. She has a flash of his face inches above hers, his skin even redder, his features strained, one rough hand around her neck and the other fumbling in her underwear as he prepares to force the burn of his body into the delicate depths of hers, and she thinks that maybe dying in a car crash is the better option. She could suddenly reach over and yank on the steering wheel, forcing them off the road, or pull on the handbrake, which she thinks would lock up the wheels and send them skidding.

But what if there’s no need?

What if she’s overreacting? What has he done, really?

What if she crashes this car and he turns out to be just a man and not a monster?

But what if he just wants her to think like that, so she does nothing until it’s too late to do anything at all?

‘My sister will be freaking out,’ she manages to say, the words feeling dry and dusty on her tongue, sounding limp and untrue even to her.

‘At this time of night?’ In her peripheral vision, she sees his shrug. ‘Nah. She’s probably dead to the world.’

Dead to the world.

The car is a depressurized airlock whose hatch has just been blown out into space by those words. There’s no air left in it at all. The pinching in her chest flares up, igniting, and now every attempt at a breath feels like a searing burn. Her chest won’t move, won’t expand, and it feels like it’s getting smaller, clenching like a fist, and her throat is closing, and she—

Lights.

Up ahead. Lots of them.

So close she thinks they must be a mirage.

The headlights have punched a hole in the night big enough for an entire service station to get through. It’s the one he promised, the Circle K. She can see a floodlit forecourt. A canopy in colours she recognizes, a familiar logo illuminated by a spotlight. A glowing square of white fluorescents – the shop – with bundles of peat briquettes stacked outside its glass façade and handwritten signs advertising special offers. There are even other people: a man leaning against a Jeep parked at one of the pumps and a woman walking out of the store’s automatic doors, twirling her car keys around her finger.

When he pulls in and parks by the shop’s entrance, it’s so bright it feels like daytime. After she releases her seatbelt, she has no trouble finding the handle that will open her door, but it doesn’t work.

It’s still locked.

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Hang on one sec—’

Click.

She presses down on the handle again and this time, it opens easily.

A tidal wave of relief vaporizes all the adrenaline in her system, leaving her cold and clammy. Something lurches in her stomach and her mouth fills with a sour, acrid taste she can’t seem to swallow away, and she realizes that she’s about to be sick. She pushes the door back and climbs out of the car, unsteady on jelly legs.

There’s a sign at the corner of the shop, TOILETS, and an arrow directing people who want to use them around the side.

‘I’m just …’ She points at the sign by way of explanation. ‘Thank you … Thanks for the lift.’

If he says anything in response, she doesn’t hear it.

The bathroom is lit only by a flickering fluorescent strip with a large moth trapped inside, its panicked wings thrumming loudly against the ridged plastic casing. There are two stalls, two sinks and no windows. The air is warm and stale and smells of fetid things. Puddles of water have pooled on the floor and the vanity area is festooned with clumps of wet toilet tissue.

She pushes herself into the nearest cubicle, slamming its door back against the partition wall, and throws her face over the toilet bowl.

Her insides retch and spasm, but it’s only dry-heaving; nothing but saliva comes up. Tears mix with make-up, making her eyes sting and water more. An acid burn starts to push its way up her oesophagus and into her chest.

Chasing it is a crushing weight of disappointment.

Because he was a man, not a monster.

And so, not the man she’s been desperately trying to find.

There have been many nights like this. She turns off her phone and walks aimlessly along country roads, dressed for a night in the city, pretending to be a girl who hasn’t managed to make it home, hoping a monster stops to pick her up.

The monster.

The one who took her sister.

And the other women.

She straightens up and turns to go to the paper-towel dispenser on the wall. She pulls and yanks and tugs until all the napkins inside it have come out, until she’s holding a bundle just about big enough to muffle the sound she makes when she presses her face into it and screams.

Tonight’s failure feels different because, for a moment there, she was sure her searching had come to an end.

A Samaritan who just happened to be on a lonely road at an ungodly hour, dispatched to the shop by his pregnant wife. Without his phone, conveniently, and with a reassuring baby seat in the back. He’d talked about the missing women.

And there’s another, bigger reason to be disappointed. When she felt that she’d found him, she’d also felt fear. She’d panicked. She’d started plotting her escape.

So if, one night, she does find him, well …

Now she can’t even trust herself to carry out the plan.

He’d even said her sister was dead to the world – which she is. Missing, presumed dead by everyone whose job it is to find her. The Gardaí, the only people who have the necessary resources. The media, who play favourites with the missing women and whose favourite has always been someone else. Anyone among the general public who might have, back at the start, been praying and hoping alongside her and Chris, but who has now given up, moved on, resumed their normal life.

And there weren’t that many of those people to begin with, given the circumstances.

Most days, it’s impossible to say which is worse: the grief, waiting patiently on the sidelines for some kind of confirmation, or the torment that just never ever lets up.

Where is she? What happened to her? Will we ever know?

Is there any possibility that this isn’t my fault?

The only certainty that she has is the answer to that last one.

Sometimes she accidentally catches snippets of things on TV, where someone is describing the moment they learned that a loved one had met an unexpected and violent end. The knock on the door. A phone ringing in the dead of night. A welfare check that turned into a gruesome discovery, a scene that will remain etched on the back of their eyelids for the rest of their natural life.

And she’ll find herself feeling jealous.

She has to know what happened to her sister, no matter what the cost. And until she’s finished searching, it seems crazy to start grieving.

It’s far too soon to give up yet.

Isn’t it?

There’s a splintered version of her in the cracked mirror above one of the sinks. She watches herself power up her phone and use it to summon a taxi. There’s no problem securing one, although it’ll take a while to get all the way out here.

The mirror that should be over the other sink is missing, the rectangle of paler paint its ghostly mark.




Wake Turbulence

When Lucy opened her eyes, she enjoyed one glorious heartbeat of not remembering, of just being, before, in the next, the questions came rushing in.

What happened to Nicki? Where is my sister? Is she waking up somewhere this morning or has she never woken up since I saw her last?

For the four hundred and fortieth day in a row, there were no answers.

But there was blue sky. And a thick, dry heat. And when she moved, a shooting pain in the side of her neck.

‘You all right in there?’ a muffled voice asked.

A man she didn’t recognize was looming over her, frowning. When she didn’t answer his question, he rapped his knuckles on the glass between them.

For the second time, she realized now.

The first was what had woken her.

The last, lingering tendrils of sleepy fog dissipated and Lucy was finally able to put it all together: she’d fallen asleep in her car. Which she’d parked outside the local SuperValu. The man standing outside was wearing a high-vis vest over his T-shirt that said SECURITY on the chest and, judging by the blinding sun, the number of people pushing trolleys across her field of vision and how utterly shite she felt, she’d been here for far longer than she’d planned to stay.

‘Yeah,’ she said. She lowered the window and said, ‘Yeah,’ again. ‘Everything’s fine. Just, you know … Long drive.’ She smiled; he didn’t. ‘I thought I was going to fall asleep at the wheel so I pulled in for a power nap.’

‘You were here when I got in,’ he said flatly. ‘That was two hours ago.’

‘Two …?’ The clock on the dash only came on with the engine and she didn’t know where she’d put her phone. ‘What time is it?’

‘Just gone nine.’

Which meant she’d been here for at least three hours.

She was only five minutes from home, but she’d been so late – or early – getting back, she hadn’t wanted to risk going straight there. If Chris had heard her pulling in at five o’clock in the morning, he’d have known exactly where she’d been and what she’d been doing there.

And she’d promised him she’d stop doing this.

Told him she had stopped, already.

‘Shit,’ she said. ‘Really?’

The security guard was stony-faced, his lack of sympathy betraying the fact that he didn’t recognize her – which she didn’t mind at all. Lucy would take anonymity over pity any day of the week.

‘Go in and get yourself a cup of coffee,’ he said, jerking his chin towards the store, ‘and then get going.’

‘I will. Thank you. Sorry.’

But she had absolutely no intention of going inside. She hadn’t darkened the door of the SuperValu in months – or any other local businesses, for that matter. She did her best to avoid her neighbours.

She did her best to avoid people in general.

The world, she’d discovered, just wasn’t designed for people with open wounds. Instead, it seemed packed with the privileged and their petty problems, their shitty attitudes, their blatant ungratefulness. Pressing on their car horns because the lights had gone green one whole second ago and the car in front hadn’t seen it yet. Asking to speak to a manager because the food they’d ordered from a location half an hour away from their home had arrived not-quite-steaming hot. Relentlessly offering uninformed opinions no one asked for all over social media, and then taking offence whenever anyone more informed disagreed with them.

Ever since Nicki had disappeared, Lucy felt as though she was constantly trying to swallow back a silent scream, to stop it from coming to a ferocious boil in her throat.

Don’t you realize how bloody lucky you are?!

What she wouldn’t give for one single moment of peace, one in which Nicki was not gone, or even just one in which Lucy knew where she’d gone (and how, and why), and here were all these people with nothing but those moments, and they were squandering them. She wanted to grab them and pinch them and make them realize how good they had it.

And then she wanted to go back in time, to the Lucy that had existed before Nicki disappeared, and do the same thing to her past self.

The security guard turned to walk away.

‘Sorry,’ Lucy said again, to his retreating back.

She pulled on the rear-view mirror, angling it towards her until it showed a bleary-eyed, puffy-faced woman whose smudged mascara was only accentuating the dark circles under her eyes. Her hair was frizzy and one cheek was bright red from where she’d slept with it pressed against the window.

She couldn’t go home looking like this. She may as well walk in the front door carrying a neon sign flashing LIAR.

There was a bathroom inside the store. And a beauty aisle. She could buy some make-up wipes, toothbrush and -paste, and something to tie her hair back with. Splash some water on her face and make herself look like she’d got a night’s sleep. Or any sleep. And then, on the way out, grab a bucket of coffee to drink until she started to feel like she had.

But the last thing she wanted to do was go in there.

It had been disconcerting to discover that, even when your life had a person-sized hole in it, you still occasionally had to pop to the supermarket. You had to eat, even if you’d no appetite for it. And no matter what else was happening in your life, you were going to need things like toilet paper and rubbish bags.

Lucy had never fully appreciated how many mundane items were needed to keep the complete and utter breakdown of civilized life from the door.

But she always made sure to go to a supermarket far away, late at night, to minimize the sting of stares, the not-very-whispered whispers behind her, the curiosity disguised as concern. This one, on the other hand, was small, and more of the local area’s central meeting place than a grocery store. And here she was at just gone nine o’clock in the morning the week the schools were starting back; she’d have to run the gauntlet of chattering Sweaty Betties seeking out their post-school-run skinny flat whites.

But the only thing worse would be having yet another argument with Chris over her late-night excursions.

She didn’t have the energy for it and, anyway, it was pointless now. Because she had made a decision after last night’s misadventure: she was going to stop. She was going to accept that Nicki wasn’t coming home. She was going to move on with her life.

Starting today.

Starting now.

And this time, she meant it.

Lucy grabbed her wallet and got out of the car, her limbs stiff from sleeping for three hours sitting upright behind the wheel.

The early-morning air felt cool and fresh in the wake of last night’s rain showers, but the ground was already dry and the strength of the sun promised it was going to be another scorcher of a day. It had been a long summer of unexpectedly summery weather, the kind Ireland prided itself on not being used to or built for. There wasn’t a fan to be had, the outdoor dining hastily installed to get around lockdown rules had come into its own and the news was full of gorse fires and drownings.

Lucy thought the bathrooms were just inside the entrance, but they either had never been or weren’t any more, and as she stood by the fresh flowers searching for them, she felt a sudden, vice-like grip on her arm.

She turned to see Mrs Daly, her octogenarian neighbour, peering up at her.

‘Lucy,’ the woman said gravely. ‘How are you, dear?’

‘Fine, thanks. You?’

Mrs Daly had lived opposite since the estate was built back in the nineties and had, she claimed, been friendly with Lucy and Nicki’s late mother, although neither of them could remember seeing any evidence of this when their mother was alive. The reality was probably more that, even then, a single mother attracted the likes of Mrs Daly, prospecting for gossip she could share with her equally disapproving peers. Since Nicki’s disappearance, the woman seemed permanently stationed at her gate, usually in conversation with one or more of the other neighbours. They’d stand there chatting for hours, tugging absently on the small gold crosses around their necks, with their eyes on Lucy’s house, relishing her misfortune like a premium-channel spectator sport.

Chris called them the Grey Gossips.

‘“Fine”?’

When Mrs Daly repeated it, it sounded like an accusation.

‘Managing,’ Lucy corrected.

The other woman relaxed, nodding approvingly at this far more acceptable answer. In the outside world, you always had to be the exact right amount of devastated. Look like you’re on the verge of falling apart, but not let it actually happen. Be grateful that people were enquiring as to how you were, but thank them by never burdening them with the raw, horrible truth. Be OK, but not too OK.

A Goldilocks of grief.

‘Would you happen to know where the bath—?’ Lucy started.

‘I hope you’re looking after yourself, love. Are you sleeping?’

Translation: You look terrible.

‘Yes,’ Lucy said. ‘I am, thanks.’

Even though she couldn’t remember the last time she’d met the morning feeling in any way rested.

‘And I see the FOR SALE sign is up again?’ Mrs Daly said.

Translation: Didn’t your mother leave that house to both of you? Are you trying to run off with your missing sister’s inheritance?

Lucy nodded. ‘It is.’

Although every time the estate agent rang to say he wanted to set up a viewing, she fobbed him off.

‘And how’s Chris doing?’

Translation: Are you still living with her boyfriend, just the two of you, in the house where he used to live with her?

‘He’s fine.’

Mrs Daly raised her barely-there eyebrows.

‘Managing,’ Lucy corrected.

‘We’re all praying for you this morning.’ Mrs Daly’s hand was still tight on her arm, holding her in place. Lucy could smell something eggy on the other woman’s breath, and the cloying sweetness of some magnolia-scented powder or perfume. ‘What are the guards saying? Have they any news on Nicki?’

There was never any news on Nicki, but there was also nothing but.

Since her disappearance had, six months after the fact, been linked to two other vanishings, the ‘Missing Women’ – the country had many more, but it was specifically those three people meant when they said that – had dominated the national headlines, social-media discussions, podcast charts, talk-radio shows … Lucy had even heard that someone was already writing a book.

But no one ever had any new information, and the vast majority of the coverage was focused on Jennifer Gold, the most recent disappearance of the three and, at only seventeen, by far the youngest.

‘No updates, no,’ Lucy said, deploying her stock answer.

There were new searches going on in the Wicklow Mountains, but Lucy had learned not to get her hopes up. There were always searches. The first time it had happened, she’d stayed awake for two days with her phone in her hand, convinced that if they were going to the trouble of assembling dozens of Gardaí and earthmoving equipment on a hillside, it was because they had a good reason. Now, operations like that barely registered.

And then Lucy realized what Mrs Daly had actually said. We’re all praying for you this morning.

Why specify this morning?

It was like someone turning down the volume dial on a stereo. All the sounds of the supermarket – customers chatting, tills beeping, trolley wheels squeaking on the linoleum floor, Mrs Daly saying something about bring all those poor girls home – slowly receded into the background until they plunged off its edge and into silence, until there was only the sound of Lucy’s own heart thumping in her ears.

And she knew.

Something had happened.

She yanked her arm free of Mrs Daly’s grasp and felt for her phone before remembering that it was in the car somewhere, that she hadn’t checked it after she’d woken up, that it could be on silent or even dead and if people were trying to contact her—

Lucy turned back towards the doors, intending to start for them.

That’s when she saw the headlines, screaming at her from the newspaper rack.

Gardaí: ‘Major Break’ in Vanishings Investigation

Shock Twist in Missing Women Case?

Garda Source Claims Missing Women May Be Alive

Chris must have heard her pull up, because he opened the front door just as she went to put her key in it.

‘Something’s happened,’ she said to him at the exact same time he told her, ‘Denise is here.’

They desperately searched each other’s faces for more information.

‘I don’t know what it is,’ Chris said. ‘She just got here.’

He was already holding her hand and now he used it to pull her into the house and towards the kitchen. This kind of unconscious physical contact often occurred. Lucy would realize she was leaning against him, or had curled into him on the couch, or had her knees against his under a table. She wouldn’t be able to remember how it had happened, much less determine who had initiated it.

Neither of them had ever brought it up.

At the end of the hall, he turned back to her. ‘Where were you? We’ve been calling.’

Lucy had found her phone in the bottom of her bag, accidentally on silent. There were so many notifications on the screen that she’d put it back there without checking any of them and just concentrated on getting home.

‘I was at the cafe,’ she said.

‘You were at the cafe,’ Chris echoed, in a tone that would’ve also worked if she’d just told him she’d come from the moon. He seemed to notice her appearance for the first time. ‘Did you sleep there too?’

‘You really want to do this now?’

‘Luce, you promised—’

She pushed past him and opened the door. Denise, their Family Liaison Officer, was already in the kitchen, standing by the table.

She was tall and lithe, like a ballet dancer, and always wore her hair pulled back into a smooth, tight chignon, which made Lucy wonder if she’d actually been a ballerina at some point. She was a detective so she wasn’t uniformed, but seemed to stick to her own unofficial version: dark jeans, starchy white shirt, dark-blue blazer that fitted perfectly except for the little bulk on her right hip. She seemed like a woman who ought to be effortlessly running a corporation from the top floor of a glass tower somewhere, wearing a blinking Bluetooth earpiece and sipping a dainty espresso, not standing at Lucy’s scratched kitchen table with sagging packing boxes piled up behind her, preparing to say—

‘I don’t have any news on Nicki. I’m sorry.’

Some version of this was always the first thing out of Denise’s mouth. Not because she didn’t have a heart, but because she did have one.

‘But,’ she continued, ‘I do need to talk to you about something.’

She suggested they all sit down.

The kitchen smelled of coffee – the pot on the drip machine by the sink was full and steaming – but Denise had a glass of water in front of her, which she took a small, quick sip from now.

Lucy was convinced the water was some sort of FLO strategy, a tip they gave them in training. Even when something horrible had happened to your family, the societal norms of Irish hospitality were hardwired into the brain, so you felt obligated to serve all visitors something: a cup of coffee, a plate of fanned-out digestive biscuits, an off-brand chocolate bar. But no matter what you offered Denise, she’d say, ‘A glass of tap water would be great, thank you.’ It was a stroke of genius. Accepting something meant the strain of incessant offering could be brought to a swift and decisive stop, and the thing being water only required the traumatized to find a clean glass and a tap.

There was a bundle of what must have been this morning’s post sitting in the middle of the table. All the usual suspects: past-due bills, cards from the crazies, letters that began Despite numerous attempts to contact you … The item on top was a thick business envelope with something red stamped above its window and a barcode sticker showing it had been sent by registered post.

That was a first, and it couldn’t be good.

Lucy swept the lot off the table and on to the seat of one of the empty chairs, feeling two sets of eyes on her as she did it.

A beat passed.

‘Perhaps you’ve seen or read something already this morning,’ Denise started. ‘But I wanted to come here to make sure you’ve got the facts. The stories in the media … They’re all just speculation at this point. And they will be for the foreseeable, so I’d avoid them if you can. Trust me as your source of information.’

‘What stories?’ Chris asked.

Lucy leaned forward. ‘Is it Roland Kearns? Has he been arrested?’

The ex-husband of the first woman to have gone missing, Tana Meehan, had never officially been declared a suspect in her disappearance or any of the others, but he’d also been the only person across all three cases brought in for questioning, and several women had gone to the media to share pictures of skin he’d split open with his fists.

‘Luce,’ Chris said reproachfully.

‘No,’ Denise said. ‘It’s not about Roland.’ She paused. ‘Does the name Lena Paczkowski mean anything to you?’

They both shook their heads.

‘Lena was reported missing by her parents two weeks ago,’ Denise explained. ‘She’d been out in Maynooth on a Saturday night, socializing in a pub with friends. Her boyfriend was expecting her to walk to his house afterwards, about fifteen minutes away, but she never arrived. He presumed she’d changed her mind and gone off with friends, but the following day, on his walk into work, he found her phone lying on a grassy verge not far from his door.’

Under the table, Lucy felt Chris’s hand reach for hers.

Each of the three missing women’s phones had been found close to their last known locations. The last positive sighting of the first woman, Tana, had been at a bus stop in the middle of Kildare town; her phone had been handed in to a coffee shop on Market Square by a woman who’d found it lying in a gutter. Nicki’s had been in a city-centre laneway, its screen smashed to smithereens, around the corner from the pub that CCTV had captured her leaving, alone. The third and last woman, Jennifer Gold, had been abducted as she walked her dog along a road near her home. Her phone had been found in a hedgerow.

‘Lena wasn’t linked at first to the others,’ Denise went on. ‘The consensus was that she’d left of her own volition. She was arguing with her parents about wanting to move out of the family home and into student accommodation. They felt that this was a private matter, and turning it into headline news would only make it difficult for her to return. I’m sure I’ve said this to you before, but when it comes to missing person cases, we very much have to follow the family’s lead.’

‘OK,’ Chris said with a twinge of impatience.

‘There’s a road called Red Lane to the south-east of the Great Sugarloaf. There’s a car park there with a distinctive cement archway over the entrance. Very busy at the weekends with hillwalkers and what have you.’ Denise looked from one of them to the other. ‘Do you know it?’

Lucy didn’t, but she knew that the Sugarloaf was in the Wicklow Mountains, an area otherwise known as everyone’s first guess in a game of Where Are They Now?: Missing Women Edition.

All three had disappeared from places within an hour’s drive of what was arguably the best place to hide a body in the entire country.

Chris squeezed Lucy’s hand. It felt more like tension than comfort.

‘We’re talking about a rural area,’ Denise continued, ‘even though it’s only a few minutes off the N11. A narrow road winding through countryside. Stretches of it don’t even have a dividing line.’ She paused. ‘Late last night, there was a road traffic accident near the car park’s entrance. An American tourist driving a rental hit a pedestrian who suddenly ran into the middle of the road. The pedestrian was conscious when the paramedics arrived and was able to say a few words to them, but she was severely injured and is now in a medically induced coma. The prognosis is very much wait-and-see. It was Lena.’

Chris shook his head. ‘I don’t understand.’

But Lucy was terrified that she did.

‘In an ideal world,’ Denise said, ‘I wouldn’t be telling you any of this. It’s just happened, we have a lot to process and we’re still trying to establish the basic facts. But the driver’ – the briefest of eye-rolls – ‘posted about it online, and then one of the tabloids got wind of it, and we expect that it’ll be all over the news by lunchtime. The front pages are already’ – air-quotes – ‘reporting that something big is coming down the line, even though they’ve no actual information. They can’t have, because we don’t either. Not in terms of hard facts. But what Lena said to the paramedics—’

Lucy felt dizzy and sick. All she wanted was answers, but now, faced with the
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