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The Kerry Herald


Monday, 30 January 2023, 7 a.m.




BREAKING NEWS


A body has been discovered in suspicious circumstances in a property in west Kerry after a serious incident last night involving members of the Garda Emergency Response Unit, assisted by ambulance and emergency crews. Another person was found in a critical condition and has been transferred to University Hospital Kerry. The village of Wolf Cove and the immediate vicinity of Wolf Head have been sealed off by gardaí and the property is being preserved as a crime scene. An Garda Síochána is commencing a full investigation into the circumstances of the fatal incident under the direction of a senior investigating officer. The state pathologist and the Garda Technical Bureau are expected to arrive at the scene later this morning.


Investigating gardaí are appealing to anyone who has any information that might help the investigation, or who was in the area of Wolf Cove or Wolf Head between 1 p.m. yesterday afternoon and 1 a.m. this morning to contact them immediately.


Gardaí will not confirm if the incident is linked to a rescue operation mounted on Saturday afternoon at Wolf Head, in which a vehicle was recovered from the sea. The vehicle is confirmed to be registered to Dublin socialite Lucinda Oliver, who disappeared when her car plunged off the cliff in July 2022. Sources have indicated that the vehicle contained skeletal remains, which have been moved to University Hospital Kerry for formal identification. A technical examination of the vehicle is also taking place.


This is a breaking news story and will be updated.
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CHAPTER ONE


Stella


The images are stalking her again, shredding her heart. Lucinda’s car disappearing over the edge of Wolf Head on a stifling summer’s evening, taking her with it. Her sister, trapped for ever in the coffin of her scarlet Mini Cooper, shrouded for eternity in her floaty yellow dress. The car hitting the water with force, and spinning around helplessly under shifting fathoms of steel-grey Atlantic waters, at the mercy of the deep ocean tides. Wolf Cove, The Lookout, Lucinda’s birthday weekend, that last argument with her …


They speed in front of her vision like a disjointed video clip on fast forward, recklessly accelerating until it suddenly snaps.


Stella blinks. It takes her a moment to realise she’s at home in her apartment in Portobello. The pages of a budgetary forecast she’s been trying to study have slipped from her hand and are drifting down to the oak floor. She sits for a moment, breathing slowly.


It’s painful to breathe. Painful to move around in a world without her sister. And six months after Lucinda’s accident, nightmare images are tumbling in more frequently. She scoops up the report and goes over to the kitchen to get some wine. She’s lifting a glass out of the press when her intercom chimes.


‘Who’s there?’ she asks bluntly, unable to summon necessary politeness. She’d cast off her work clothes and pulled on a tracksuit as soon as she came home from the Women’s Rescue office on Percy Place, glad to be discarding the brisk, efficient and relentlessly exhausting façade she’d hidden behind all day. She hasn’t the energy for anyone right now.


‘Stella?’


She freezes. She knows that voice. ‘What is it?’ she asks, hoping it’s merely a form she hasn’t filled in properly.


A mountain of red tape had accompanied Lucinda’s accident. Bureaucratic officialdom and functionary forms holding boxes to fill and tick: a cold, clinical, crappy summary of her sister’s life, a million miles away from the warm, rich, mercurial extravaganza of contradictions that once embodied the living and breathing Lucinda.


‘Sorry for disturbing you but I need to talk to you,’ he says.


She stays silent. She has nothing to say to this man. She can’t bear to feel exposed to him again.


‘It’s urgent,’ he says.


Her throat constricts. ‘Come up,’ she manages to say, pressing the entry button. She goes out into her hallway and leaves the door to her apartment ajar. No doubt he remembers to take the lift up to the third floor and that her penthouse apartment is the door on the right.


She wonders what else he remembers.


She goes back into the living room. Against the picture window, the softly lit room is reflected against the dark January night. She stands in the middle of it, like a bereft and broken survivor struggling to remain upright. She straightens her spine and wraps her arms around herself as a sort of shield against whatever is ‘urgent’. From behind her, she hears the soft click of her door closing, the tread of his feet down the hallway and into the living room. A pause. The hairs on the back of her neck rise. She turns slowly to face him. Chief Superintendent Hugh Connell of An Garda Síochána, attached to Kevin Street Divisional Headquarters in the south inner city, is clad in a bulky navy jacket, his hair speckled with beads of mist, and he carries in the scent of damp January air along with his authority.


While the investigation of Lucinda’s accident was coordinated from the office in Kenmare, Hugh is her liaison in Dublin. He phoned her regularly during those early weeks, checking in with her to see if she’d like any further support, then finding gentle ways to tell her that the investigation had stalled. She’d always found him to be kind, polite and considerate within the boundaries of officialdom. Until the night three weeks ago when he’d found her on Portobello Bridge, staring blankly down into the canal and he’d brought her home and stayed the night. They’d both agreed the following morning that it had been a big mistake.


‘Sorry to intrude,’ he says.


Even in the muted light, she sees the compassion in his eyes. Her scalp tightens.


‘Maybe you’d best sit down,’ he says.


‘No,’ she says, the empathy in his voice causing a spike of fear to shoot up inside her. Loss and fear go hand in hand, she’s found out, nipping in unison at your heart. ‘What’s happened?’


‘They’ve found something,’ he says. ‘In the sea off Wolf Head. It appears to be Lucinda’s car.’


The inside of her head bursts into a long, silent scream. She’s aware that she’s about to slump, like a marionette whose strings have been cut. Hugh must have been expecting it, must have delivered plenty of alarming news in his time, because he catches her before she falls.
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She sits on the sofa, her shaking legs hidden by a crimson throw. He hands her a glass of brandy, the mellow aroma drifting up to her nostrils.


‘Medicinal,’ he says. He knew where to find it. He’d brought it up from his car that fateful night, intending to drink it at home, alone, he’d said, because it was the anniversary of his wife’s death from a brain tumour. Instead they’d shared most of it, as well as their darkest thoughts and deepest fears, before falling into bed and finding solace in each other’s bodies. Before he’d left the following morning, he’d shoved the bottle into the back of the kitchen press, apologising for crossing his professional and ethical boundaries.


She hasn’t touched it since.


He sits down at her table, his bulky winter jacket slung over the back of a chair. Hugh is forty-ish, of medium height and stocky, but his sense of self and his quietly confident bearing make him appear strong, invincible. His straight dark hair sticks up in clumps, like an upturned brush. ‘Can I call a friend for you?’ he asks.


She senses his unspoken words – I don’t want to find you on a bridge again staring down into the water. She meets his gaze, forcing on the armour she’s acquired to face the world. ‘No, thanks. Just tell me what’s happened.’


He sighs and rubs his face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, ‘I know this is upsetting. Earlier today a car was spotted below the surface of the sea off Wolf Head by local fishermen, Eoin Fitzmaurice and his son, Tadhg.’


She takes a large gulp of brandy, relieved that it is already taking a tiny edge off her panic. ‘Go on.’


‘They were up on the head with a new drone when they saw something in the water, less than half a mile out. Eoin zoned in and realised he was looking at the underneath of a car a few metres deep. He zoned in further again at a different angle, and when the sea had calmed, he was able to make out a red car with a side stripe.’


A crump in her chest. The sense of something extinguishing inside her – the tiny flame of hope that a mistake of some kind had been made.


Hugh is talking: ‘Current forecasts indicate that wind speeds are increasing over the next twenty-four hours and the sea will be too rough to attempt any kind of safe rescue, given the location of the car so close to submerged rocks.’


She gasps at the image of Lucinda’s car being hurled against the rocks.


‘Sorry,’ Hugh says. ‘Not something I haven’t imagined a million times. What happens next?’


He gives her a look filled with concern before continuing. ‘Garda divers are preparing to go down to Kerry and liaise with our colleagues, the Navy and the Coast Guard so that they can prepare for a multi-agency recovery mission as soon as conditions are favourable. That’s likely to be Saturday. We’re not yet releasing any specific information about the car but people, including the media, are bound to make the connection. Stella,’ he pauses, ‘I know this will be a traumatic time and you have my deepest condolences.’


‘Thank you.’ She puts down her glass on the low table and drops her face into her hands. Her skull feels like it’s fracturing into a million pieces. When she eventually looks up, Hugh is regarding her with empathy in his eyes, but he has made no move towards her, conscious, she guesses, of what happened the last time he comforted her.


‘How come the car wasn’t spotted before now?’ she asks, her voice flat.


‘From what I know, the local fishermen have always kept an eye out. They’re speculating that the car had been further out to sea in deeper waters. Then, over the months, it was shunted in by the shifting tides, but it was a combination of factors this afternoon. It was sunny in Kerry today, the sea was clear, and whatever way the current was running and dragging the water …’ He hesitates, wary, she guesses, of the picture his words are painting. ‘It was unfortunate they were prevented from doing a full search at the time of the accident.’


She nods. A freak storm had surged in from the Atlantic that nightmare Saturday evening and settled in for a few days, making it too dangerous to undertake any rescue or recovery attempt in the seas around Wolf Head. It was almost a week after the accident by the time it was safe enough for the Coast Guard to search, and by then there had been no sign of the car. Or of Lucinda.


‘The Kerry division won’t release anything official until I confirm next of kin have been informed,’ Hugh says. ‘But something might leak out onto social media, I guess the division won’t be able to contain it beyond tomorrow morning. Is there anyone you need to contact now or would like me to talk to?’


‘No, thanks,’ she says. Her parents are dead. There are relatives in England on her father’s side, and a few far-flung cousins on her mother’s, but nobody close enough to need advance notification, except Britt. ‘I’ll talk to Britt, my mother’s cousin, although chances are, she already knows. She lives in Kerry, about twenty kilometres up the coast from Wolf Head. And Lucinda’s friends who were at the party that weekend – I’ll let them know.’


Hugh outlines the steps that will be involved in recovering the car.


‘I’m going down,’ she says. ‘I want to be there when Lucinda’s body is recovered.’


‘I can arrange transport for you.’


‘No, thanks. I’ll be fine.’ She looks at him defiantly, challenging him to suggest she’s in no fit state to undertake the almost five-hour drive from Dublin to Wolf Cove.


‘I’m sure you will,’ he says. ‘But don’t try to be too much of a hero. Even our caped crusaders need a helping hand now and again.’


Their gazes meet. She remembers the feel of his hot skin against hers and looks away. She recalls the trail of their hastily discarded clothes running from the living room through to her bedroom. She thinks of the following morning, when he brought her coffee, and she had her duvet clutched up to her chin to cover her nakedness – hilarious in itself, given that he’d pretty much seen everything the night before.


A big mistake.


The mind loves playing tricks on us, she decides, if she can remember such contrary moments in the middle of the black news she’s trying to absorb. Wanting him gone, she puts down her glass, shrugs away the throw and gets to her feet. ‘Thanks for your help, but I won’t hold you up any longer. I’ve calls to make.’


Hugh stands up and puts on his jacket, looking official all of a sudden. ‘Text me when that’s done so I know everything is covered before the news is released.’


‘I will.’


He hesitates at the door. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’


‘I’m perfectly fine.’ He seems at such a loss that she tacks on another fib for good measure. ‘Honestly.’


‘Let me know when you reach Kerry and where you’re staying. I’ll advise the team down there and have them liaise with you.’


In the stillness after he’s gone, a sudden, visceral hunger for Lucinda swamps her, a craving to touch her skin and hug her, talk to her. She feels dizzy and untethered.


All along, Stella had clung to a faint hope that Lucinda’s car hadn’t gone over the edge after all, taking her with it. That the sighting had been a mistake. She’d staved off the worst of her bleak moments by imagining her sister out there in the world somewhere, getting her act together. Maybe on a retreat in a Tibetan monastery, or learning hula dancing on a Hawaiian island. Now that there’s no hope Lucinda might be kicking her heels up in some far-flung, exotic part of the world, Stella is gripped by an urgent need to find out exactly what happened to cause Lucinda to drive off Wolf Head on a Saturday night.


She recalls the conversation she’d had with her sister two weeks before the party weekend.


‘I went off the rails big-time. But I’m finally getting my life back on track.’


‘What happened, Lucinda?’ she’d asked anxiously.


Her quirky smile. ‘Oh, you know me, Stella darling. The black sheep of the family, living a madcap life while my wonderful sister puts the country to rights. I don’t deserve you, but I’m happy now that my past sins won’t catch up with me, and I’m getting my act together.’


She can’t help thinking about Lucinda’s comment – past sins. Stella hadn’t followed this up at the time, too caught up in her own problems, finding it convenient to go with the flow of Lucinda’s carefree air. After the heartbreak of her sister’s accident, she’d filtered those words out, too frozen with pain to go there.


Or, her deepest fear, could the accident have had anything to do with the argument they’d had that morning, the spiteful words Stella had hurled at Lucinda? Had Lucinda been more upset than she’d realised when Stella had threatened to cut short her weekend and go home to Dublin? Could it have made her too preoccupied to focus properly on the thin ribbon of road at the summit of Wolf Head? What if Stella’s harsh words had driven Lucinda off the edge?


Or did Lucinda’s friends know more than they were saying?


Caz, Maisie, Eddie, Janet and Aaron, Lucinda’s closest mates. They had all been friends for years, some since school, others since college. Five years younger, Stella had felt a little apart from them and their love for high-octane partying. They’d always celebrated their various milestone occasions, including a week in Santorini around the time of their thirtieth birthdays. Stella had been invited on the trip, but had had to turn it down on account of a month-long residency at Boston College as part of her MPhil in Gender and Women’s Studies.


Then early last July, Lucinda had asked Stella if she’d like to come to the party weekend in Wolf Cove. Caz, Eddie and Janet had turned forty in the previous few months, Lucinda would be forty at the end of July. They hadn’t all been together like that since the crazy week in Santorini, she’d said, and they were going to have a blast, all of them chipping in for the expense. Eddie’s girlfriend Sasha was also coming, she’d said. The plan was that the weekend would culminate in a mega joint fortieth birthday gala celebration on the Saturday night, the eve of Lucinda’s birthday, at which, she’d said, she had a special announcement to make.


It had never happened.


The days in The Lookout that surrounded the accident are still blurry in Stella’s head, details eluding her. She has no idea what kind of announcement Lucinda had planned to make, but she remembers the charged feeling running through the weekend. Lucinda and her friends partied their way through Thursday and Friday, each day more frenzied than the one before. Stella mostly observed the madness, wondering how her patience and fake smile would last the wildly accelerating pace. Had something been simmering behind the scenes that she’d been unaware of?


She’d sensed something had gone amiss in Santorini, ‘Totes savage,’ Lucinda had said afterwards. Stella guessed by her widened eyes it had been a lot fiercer than savage, but Lucinda had refused to be drawn on it. ‘What happened in Santorini stays in Santorini.’ She smiled ruefully.


Still, after that, the group of friends hadn’t all been away together until the weekend at The Lookout.


Stella picks up her glass of brandy and chucks the rest of it into the sink. She feels like she’s waking up from a long sleep.









CHAPTER TWO


Stella


‘Whatever you want me to do, just shout,’ Britt Butler says. ‘I’m always here for you, chicken.’


The term of endearment coming from practical, no-nonsense Britt rushes warmly through Stella’s veins and floors her. ‘God, Britt, is this really happening?’ She has the urge to scream and howl and weep snotty tears, but that will have to wait. She has things to do. She tightens her grip on her mobile. Her call had been no surprise to Britt, who’d already heard the news from Eoin Fitzmaurice. He’d given her a quiet heads-up, Britt said, because Lucinda is family. Family in the spirit of the word, Stella privately acknowledges, even though she was no blood relative of Lucinda’s.


One of Lucinda’s demons.


‘You were the planned baby,’ she’d say to Stella. ‘I was the dumped one. The foundling.’


‘You were the chosen one,’ Stella would reply. ‘I’m so glad to have you for my sister.’


Stella pulls herself back from that twisty rabbit hole.


‘It’ll be tough, Stella,’ Britt’s voice is a mixture of pragmatism and concern, ‘but I hope it won’t be as shocking or painful for you as the days following the accident, and that it helps you get some sense of closure.’


‘I’m coming down,’ Stella says.


‘I’ll have the guest room ready, if that suits you.’


‘Thanks for the offer.’ Stella hesitates, an idea that has been churning away since Hugh left firming up. ‘I thought I might stay in The Lookout,’ she says, ‘and ask you to join me there. If it’s available.’


The name of the house scores painfully across her brain, like the point of a scalpel. The flamboyant, almost vulgar house overlooking the sea that Lucinda had rented for the party, situated on the laneway that leads up to Wolf Head.


A short pause. Britt says, ‘The Lookout? Is that wise, Stella? I know it’s convenient to Wolf Head and I’d be more than happy to join you there, but would it not be full of sad memories for you?’


Exactly. Being down there again might help Stella remember the chain of events that led to the accident. Does she know more than she realises? What else is hiding in the recesses of her mind, buried under months of frozen, compacted grief? But that was only the half of it. ‘I’m also thinking of asking Lucinda’s friends if any of them want to join me,’ she says.


‘Lucinda’s friends?’


Stella can’t blame Britt for the note of surprise in her voice. An invitation to the depths of Kerry at such short notice and in cold, grey January, for what was surely going to be a sad occasion, was a far remove from a lavish weekend celebration at the height of summer.


‘I know how much I want to be there, and they might also want to be there, for Lucinda.’


‘How are they all doing?’


‘I haven’t seen any of them since that weekend. I hadn’t the energy to …’ She tails off. Lucinda’s friends had sent texts in those early weeks, which fizzled out after Stella had barely engaged with them. She’d been so emotionally drained that she hadn’t had the bandwidth to cope with smothering displays of sympathy, never mind to witness their grief or take it on board in addition to her own.


Then she’d also begun to wonder if one of them was trolling her.


‘I can fully understand you needing your privacy, pet,’ Britt says.


Stella’s vision blurs from the tears in her eyes. She’d also kept Britt at arm’s length, rebuffing her offers to come to Dublin to see her. Conscious of the wobble in her voice she says, ‘I hardly spoke to Lucinda’s friends after the accident. I was in shock. I’d like to give them the opportunity to be there, and it’s a chance for me to talk to them properly. I was hoping you might check with the landlord and see if The Lookout is free.’


‘Sure, pet,’ Britt says, in calm tones, which Stella is grateful for. ‘The landlord is in London but Tricia Dillon is the caretaker. I’ll get on to her the minute I hang up. Once the news breaks, you can be sure the rooms in The Pier and any available beds in the area will be grabbed by media hounds and whoever else might be sniffing around.’


The small village of Wolf Cove, down below Wolf Head, doesn’t boast a hotel, just The Pier, a few B&Bs and summer property lets scattered around the hinterland. Tricia was the owner of The Pier, a gastropub in Wolf Cove that also offers rooms on the first floor.


‘Thanks, Britt, you’re a star. I hope to be in Kerry early tomorrow afternoon. Send me a text when you know. I’ve other calls to make now.’


‘Will you be travelling alone or coming with a friend?’ Britt asks her.


Stella’s three-year relationship with an actuary called Leo had been supposed to lead to marriage and babies but had come to an abrupt halt the previous spring when she’d found him in bed with Davina, one of her friends from college. She’d also allowed it to alienate her from their friendship group, Stella doing the withdrawing, lest they had to pick any sides. She had ignored social invitations in case they included Davina, and sent bland replies to their messages of concern in the aftermath of Lucinda’s accident.


An image of Rex O’Neill tipping his glass to hers with his cheerful smile swims into her thoughts. Just friends, she knows he could be a help in shoring up the difficult days that lie waiting for her. Rex, with his breezy good humour and air of easy confidence, who always looks as though he can handle anything without bothering to sweat the small stuff, may be the right person for her to have at her side for support, a kind of relaxed buffer between her and Lucinda’s friends.


‘I’ll be coming down by myself, Britt, but I might have a friend joining me later.’
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After she’s spoken to Britt, Stella makes short calls to her colleagues, explaining her absence. Everyone in the Women’s Rescue office had gently and kindly put a supportive ring around her since Lucinda’s disappearance, giving her a reason to get up every morning and put one foot in front of the other.


She goes into her bedroom to pack her bag for the weekend. From her chest of drawers, she picks up a framed collage of photos of herself and Lucinda, her heart splintering as she absorbs the images taken at various milestones in their childhood.


Five-year-old Lucinda, her wide smile showing two rows of perfect pearly teeth as she stands beside the crib where baby Stella is cocooned in pink softness.


A Christmas photo of them in matching red pyjamas, ten-year-old Lucinda’s arm around her shoulders, Stella, round and chubby at five, her arm clutching Lucinda’s waist.


Adolescence found Stella passing her sister in height, five feet six to Lucinda’s five feet three. Lucinda kept her blonde hair at shoulder length, whereas Stella’s mousy colour and flyaway style is now a choppy, dark-blonde bob. Just last year, Lucinda had heartily approved of the new look Stella was flaunting, saying it brought out her heart-shaped face and beautiful dark grey eyes.


Stella replaces the frame and subsides on the bed, her insides eviscerated.


After their childhoods, their lives had diverged.


Stella had chosen the academic route, a BA in Social Sciences at University College Dublin, followed by the MPhil in Gender and Women’s Studies at Trinity. Having worked with various charities to help support and empower marginalised women over the years, she was now the CEO of Women’s Rescue, a registered charity set up to support and improve the lives of women and children adversely impacted by drug abuse, whether by a family member or their own addiction. When her parents died, the proceeds of their estate had been split evenly between Lucinda and Stella. Stella used her inheritance to buy her apartment in Portobello, lured by its convenience to the city centre and the huge picture window overlooking the canal.


In contrast, Lucinda had always flitted on the edges of a precarious livelihood. After school, she studied Fashion Design with Styling at Greenfield College of Further Education in south city Dublin, surprising everyone when she dropped out just before the Easter term, heading to London for a few months with Caz. However, nothing daunted Lucinda, and in the months after her return, her interest in the world of fashion and styling had led her into a successful career as an underwear model at the height of the Celtic Tiger era, which then launched her into celebrity status just as social media was beginning to take off. She’d moved into the world of PR and event management, before returning to fashion. She’d used her inheritance to set herself up as a freelance fashion stylist and influencer, based in her rented apartment in Malahide, a lot of her work generated and supported through social-media platforms and regular engagement with her thousands of followers.


Amassing followers and increasing her traction had been Lucinda’s bread and butter, so much so that sometimes Stella had found herself teasing her sister about dipping into Instagram to see what Lucinda was up to. The sisters hadn’t met up on a regular basis, caught up in their totally different worlds, but they’d always spent Christmas together and made sure to take time out to treat each other for birthdays, weekends away, and any celebrations. Stella was happy that Lucinda was following her heart’s desire, and she knew Lucinda was proud of her successes, bringing her out for a surprise meal when she’d been appointed to her CEO role early last year. And if Stella had sometimes worried that Lucinda was still renting in an increasingly volatile housing market, Lucinda had gently laughed off her concerns, telling her that she would always land on her feet.


Stella pulls her case out of the wardrobe, along with two pairs of jeans. From her chest of drawers, she plucks freshly laundered sweaters.


If it’s anything like the news of her disappearance, her sister’s adoring flock of social-media followers will be all over it as soon as the discovery off Wolf Head breaks, sparking a fresh outpouring of grief. After the accident, some of Lucinda’s devotees had even made the long journey to Wolf Head, placing bouquets on the cliff top close to where her car had disappeared, calling it their pilgrimage, posing for selfies, smoothing beautiful hairstyles against the ravaging Atlantic gales.


Then about three months ago, one of her fans set up an Instagram page solely dedicated to Lucinda’s memory, with a hashtag to be used by her followers: #leavealightonforLucinda. But interspersed with tributes to Lucinda, someone is using the page to troll Stella, blaming her for the accident. Composed to avoid a sanction, profiles continually changing and being deleted, the posts are always intimidating and cruel:




The sister knows exactly what happened to Lucinda – after all, she caused it with her ugly words.


How would it feel to know your sister is de*d because of you?


I’d hate to have my sister’s death on my conscience – b**ch!


How can that sl*g sleep at night, knowing she kil*ed her sister?





Stella shoves clothes into her case, then goes through to her en-suite to fill a toiletry bag, scarcely heeding what she’s throwing in. More troubling, and recently, similarly worded anonymous and untraceable texts have begun coming through to her personal mobile – the same person or a copycat? And who is doing this? One of Lucinda’s friends? It has to be someone who’d been in The Lookout that weekend, had overheard her angry words and knows her personal mobile number. She should be reporting these, but what if her tormentor is right?


Back in her bedroom, she hears the ping of her mobile. Britt. The Lookout is available for as long as Stella needs it, and Britt will be there from midday tomorrow.


Stella throws some underwear and thick socks into her case. Time to face this head-on. The WhatsApp group formed for the party weekend is still on her phone – Caz, Maisie, Janet, Eddie, Lucinda and her, the Fizzy 40s. She composes a text, her fingers hovering over the words, her stomach churning. Once she presses send, she’s going to propel shockwaves through their worlds. Her breath stops for a minute when she realises the message will also go to Lucinda’s mobile, water-logged and ruined by now, trapped like her in a bright red car under dark grey seas. According to Hugh, her mobile had last been triangulated to Wolf Head, with no activity on it after the day of the accident.


He’d also told her that nothing out of the ordinary had been reported in the statements Lucinda’s friends had made to the guards following the accident. Nobody had witnessed Lucinda driving off from The Lookout that Saturday evening, and in her shocked, numbed state, Stella had accepted Hugh’s words at the time. But now, the more she thinks about it, the more she realises it’s odd. For a house aptly named The Lookout, with windows and glass in every direction, and a woman as effervescent as Lucinda, leaving a trail of high spirits and mischief everywhere she went, somebody must have seen something, must have heard something, must know something.


She thinks of the charged atmosphere that had flared through the extravagant weekend.


Someone has to be lying.









CHAPTER THREE


Caz


Caz Costello is having great sex. Amazing sex. So she keeps telling herself as she grips the back of her chocolate velvet sofa, arches her spine and tightens herself around the man sitting spread-eagled beneath her.


She’s come a long way from the terrified thirteen-year-old who’d cowered beneath the blankets wondering how best to protect herself from the next assault.


Yet in other ways she knows she hasn’t moved on at all.


When she’d brought him back to her apartment, she hadn’t paused long enough to turn on any lamps or draw the curtains against the night outside. Up here, on the eighth floor of a London apartment block, no one can see in, but the jewelled luminosity rising up from the city, like phosphorescence, casts the room in an intimate glow and enough light to see by. She hears his breath quicken as she rocks to and fro with increasing urgency, taking him deeper.


No use. Long before any slivers of pleasure manage to build inside her, he clamps both hands around her hips, his body shuddering as he comes. She gives a fake cry, as much for her benefit as his. She doesn’t want him trying to force something that isn’t there. Not tonight. Not any night lately.


Not since Lucinda’s accident.


‘Hey, nice one,’ he says, lifting her off him and sliding out from beneath her, peeling off his condom carefully before he stands up. Her gaze flickers up and down his body, his toned abdomen and muscular bum hinting he’d be good in the sack. Not that she’d been satisfied. A black tide of emptiness and self-reproach sweeps over her. What had she expected? She’d known in advance it would be mechanical sex. That’s what happens when you go alone, at nine o’clock in the evening, to a wine bar in Soho that is renowned as a pick-up spot and allow yourself to be escorted home after a few drinks.


She’d badly needed the distraction of a few hours whiled away.


‘Where can I get rid of this?’ He holds the used condom pinched between his fingers.


‘There’s a bin in the bathroom,’ she says.


He grins. ‘Right, but don’t go searching for any of my little dudes afterwards.’


‘What?’


‘It happened to a mate of mine. A woman of a certain age helped herself to the contents of his spent shell.’


‘A certain age?’ The fuck.


‘Last-chance saloon and all that … Nine months later he gets a request for maintenance.’


‘You won’t be hearing from me like that.’


She’d be forty-one in three months’ time, but Caz knows she’s begun to lose her youthful looks thanks to the stress, anxieties, lack of sleep and far too much booze consumed during the last six months. No prizes for guessing she’s a card-carrying member of the last-chance saloon, but if she’d ever heard the ticking of a biological clock, she’d easily ignored it. Not for her the clarion call of motherhood. It was the one thing she’d had in common with Lucinda. Sort of.


‘Where’s the bathroom?’


‘First left in the hallway.’


‘Okay if I have a quick shower?’


‘Sure.’ Wiping any traces of her off him before he goes home to his wife. She suspects he’s married. They give off different signals from those men who are still single at forty. They’re also a safer bet for a one-night stand. At least he’s house-trained. She picks up a soft grey throw and wraps it around herself as she plucks her clothes and underwear off the floor. Presently she hears the noise of the shower pump. She’s glad they didn’t make it as far as the privacy of her bedroom, glad he isn’t invading the sanctuary of her luxury en-suite.


She knows she won’t see Guy again.


Guy. She doesn’t think for a moment it’s his real name. She’d told him her name was Lucinda. She doesn’t know why the name of her friend slipped out so easily, but it’s not the first time that’s happened. She doesn’t know what that says about her, if she’s secretly twisted in some macabre way, pretending to be Lucinda, or if it’s a crazy struggle to keep her memory alive. Or some way of stemming the flutter of envy Lucinda had often provoked inside her. No doubt some therapist or grief counsellor would give it a label. If ‘Guy’ had snooped around her apartment long enough he would have spotted post addressed to Ms Catherine Costello. If he’d got his hands on her mobile, he would have seen her referred to by her friends as Caz.


As soon as he’s gone, with a perfunctory kiss on the cheek and no mention of a further date, she pulls closed the thick drapes and switches on art-deco lamps. She tosses her clothes, the bathroom towels and the grey throw into the laundry basket. Then, shivering with goose pimples in spite of the under-floor heating, she goes into the en-suite and takes a hot shower, scouring every trace of him off her body.


Blanking her mind to the way she’d called herself Lucinda.


Clad in a cosy terry robe, she goes into the kitchen and pours a brandy and Baileys nightcap, dispensing some ice from the freezer into her glass. Only when she is sitting on the sofa, a late-night talk show flickering soundlessly on a muted, wall-mounted television screen, does she take out her mobile and re-read the WhatsApp message she’d received earlier that evening from Stella Oliver, a message that had driven her from her apartment in urgent search of a diversion of sorts, in search of conversation, movement, action, people, proof that she was still alive, anything to get away from the suffocating feel of her apartment, as though all the air had been sucked out, thanks to the reminder that Lucinda was gone.


Anything to get away from the gnawing of her conscience.


Stella had sent the message to the WhatsApp group that Lucinda had formed for the party weekend.




Sorry to bring you all upsetting news like this, I know it’ll be a shock, and forgive me for the group message, but it’s the best way to let you all know at once. A car has been spotted in the sea off Wolf Head that seems to be Lucinda’s. The guards are hoping to recover it on Saturday when the weather improves. I’m going down to The Lookout tomorrow. I want to be there when Lucinda is brought ashore. I’m hoping to have a bit of a gathering, a sort of vigil, to honour Lucinda’s memory. If any of you would like to join me, you’re more than welcome. But no pressure at all, I know it’s short notice and you’re all busy people. Will keep you updated. Take care, Sx





Reading it again fills her with fresh shock. What the actual f-u-c-k …


There are two replies to Stella’s message, first up, Maisie:




Oh Stella, how terrible for you. It’s so sad. Sending hugs. Let me know if you need anything, we’re all here for you, I’ll deffo make it down, stay strong, Maisie xxx.





This is followed by a string of emojis, including hearts, flowers and virtual hugs and kisses. She’s not surprised Maisie says she’ll be there – she doesn’t like being left out of anything. But she’s startled to see Janet has responded next. She’d expected Janet would have left the WhatsApp group and want nothing further to do with the gang after that wild weekend. Her marriage to Aaron must have survived because not only has she stayed in the group, she’s responded to Stella’s message:




OMG, how upsetting for you. This is desperate news but it might bring you closure. Bring all of us some closure. I hope to be there. Thinking of you, big hugs, Janet





The clue is in her message. Closure. It suggests that Janet hasn’t reached that elusive state of mind any more than Stella has. Hence remaining in the group. Hungry to keep the connection, for crumbs of information of any kind even if it’s an act of painful self-sabotage. Which in Janet’s case it must be, given Aaron’s stupid antics. Caz clicks into the menu and checks the participants: no one has exited even though little has been posted in recent months. Caz has the uneasy thought that, in keeping the group intact, they are like desperate people clinging to a sinking boat, frozen in time, unable to let go, even though the boat has already capsized and would surely drag them with it to the murky depths beneath.


No word from Eddie. She’d heard the unfortunate news about his business going bust a couple of months ago, and she suspected that he was probably in a bad place right now. He’d always been besotted with Lucinda. She’d found that out the hard way once upon a time in Santorini. She’d thought that holiday might have been a catalyst for her and Eddie to move their friendship to the next level. But no such luck – she’d never be Lucinda. Sometimes she feels, quite ridiculously, as though Lucinda has stolen a march on her by disappearing out of her life so dramatically, leaving her high and dry. She takes a generous slurp of her drink. Caz Costello is a right mixed-up bitch. She doesn’t even know who she is any more. Or if she ever knew.


She silences notifications on her mobile before refilling her glass. She hasn’t responded to Stella’s message. A freelance hair and make-up artist, she has a lucrative bridal-party job booked in for that weekend in Paris. She could arrange cover, but The Lookout and Wolf Head are places she wants never to revisit, even in her mind. Images of that weekend will for ever have the power to haunt her and hold her in a tight grip, just like Lucinda always had.


She’d considered herself to be the yin to Lucinda’s yang, in so far as Caz had seen herself as the ordinary one, the foil to Lucinda’s sparkle and exuberance. Lucinda had always sent plenty of work her way and had helped her bring out the shiniest version of herself. In return, she’d always been the reliable one, the friend Lucinda counted on to keep her out of too much mischief and save her from herself, which she’d done on many occasions, much to Lucinda’s subsequent gratitude. She’d looked out for Lucinda from the time they’d first become sozzled on cheap beer in a sand dune on a north Dublin beach at the age of fourteen, going on to squeeze the most fun out of their short-lived college days. Caz had even dropped out of college to support Lucinda, when they went off together, both of them not yet nineteen. And just last spring, Caz had extricated her from a row with a jealous rival outside a nightclub – whose friend was recording the proceedings for social-media posterity – bundling Lucinda into a taxi and making sure she got home safe.


Caz drops her head into her hands as an image floats into her mind: she and Lucinda having one of their long, boozy lunches, this time at the Merrion last April, to celebrate Caz’s fortieth birthday.


‘You sure you’re okay waiting until July for the big bash?’ Lucinda had said.


‘Of course. This is lovely,’ Caz had said, tilting her glass of champagne to Lucinda. Having her best friend all to herself was the big treat. Being there with Lucinda was balm to her soul, even if Lucinda had left her mobile on the table instead of putting it away, her eyes flickering to it occasionally. Afterwards Caz wondered why she hadn’t taken a champagne shot to post on her socials, usually obligatory for Lucinda, especially with the chance to tag the Merrion. Had she not wanted to tag Caz? Sitting there, she’d been conscious that there had been times in the last year or so when Lucinda had gone off the radar for a few weeks at a time, largely ignoring her texts and calls – caught up in her career, she’d tossed lightly, certainly not a man, no one would pin her down – and it had made Caz aware that she needed Lucinda to add colour and sparkle to her life far more than Lucinda needed her. But even when she’d been out with Lucinda, her friend’s effervescent energy had been more exuberant than usual, her hilarity more hysterical, and the scene outside the nightclub had alarmed Caz because Lucinda had seemed so uncontrollable, setting Caz on edge.


Then Caz recalls, with a tiny stab to her stomach, in the couple of months leading up to the party, Lucinda had disappeared off the scene again, leaving Caz to try to second-guess what arrangements had been finalised. With three weeks to go, Lucinda had swanned back into action, as though she’d never been out of it, smoothing over Caz’s concerns, laughingly telling her not to be such a worrier, that chief party planner Lucinda had everything under control for the best weekend ever.


Caz lifts her head and stares unseeingly at the muted television screen. It was no surprise, was it, that she had finally run out of patience with her friend that awful weekend? Caz had seen that Lucinda was partying like a crazed woman. But this time, she didn’t attempt to save her from self-destruction.


And the worst that could happen had actually happened.









CHAPTER FOUR


Eddie


In the small boxroom of a house share in Phibsborough, Eddie Hynes sits on the bed, his back resting into a pillow propped against the wooden headboard, legs sprawled along the top of the duvet, cradling a glass of strong whiskey in one hand, his mobile phone in the other. The minute the shock text had come through from Stella earlier that night, he’d sent Arianna packing, even though he’d enjoyed the sex. Ignoring the way she was flouncing out the door, telling him he was a right dick, he’d hurriedly pulled on some clothes. Since then, he’s been unable to put down his phone, his head bursting with what this might mean, what horrors the weekend might bring, trying not to remember Lucinda – which was next to impossible – and watching for replies to come in from the rest of their group, refreshing his feed every so often, in case he’s missed something.


He has only stayed sane these past few months by pretending the weekend never happened. During the nights he lies sleepless in rumpled sheets, trying to suck air into his squeezed lungs and calm his galloping heartbeat, he pretends Lucinda is still alive, still breathing, still laughing, that nothing bad has happened to her.


The first reply to Stella’s message is from Maisie – who else? Always wanting to please. Then again, nothing wrong with that. He takes another mouthful of whiskey, surprised by this thought, considering he’d always seen her as a bit of a softie, a loser. Maybe now that he was a major loser himself, he could appreciate what it’s like to be someone not so cool or popular, who tags along for the sake of appearances, for token friendship, even if it is soul-destroying.


But he’d discovered another side to Maisie that awful weekend, a side she tried to keep hidden from the group. Only now does he get that, more than likely, it sprang from some hidden resentment, and he wonders how long she had been feeling that way to cause her to do what she’d done.


Janet is next to reply. When he reads it, he groans. How could he face Janet again, after the stupid way he and Aaron had behaved that weekend, acting like they couldn’t wait to give Lucinda one? Jesus. He runs through his usual litany of self-reproach. He’s not surprised Sasha dropped him like a hot snot as soon as they returned to Dublin. He’s not surprised Caz hasn’t talked to him since. Apart from Sasha, and Stella, and maybe Caz, they’d all got ridiculously carried away. He didn’t think he’d been knocking back that much booze.


Still, in a way it has been a huge relief that the group haven’t spoken to him since that weekend.


He refreshes the page again. Nothing from Caz. Feck it.


How can he think of facing Caz? And how could he bear to witness everyone’s pity now that his corporate leisure business, Theme to Team, had crashed and burned? And moving down the hierarchy of humiliation, how could he explain away the rust bucket he was driving, now that his precious sports car had been repossessed? Driving? Hah, more like coaxing a heap of shit on wheels. Or that he’d had to hand back the keys of his much-loved dockland apartment and was now lucky to be living in a house share with three plumbers, who command eye-watering call-out charges. And it all stemmed from Lucinda not delivering on her promise to him. Not that he’d ever admit that to anyone. No, that would remain his secret. His and Lucinda’s.


He gets up off the bed and goes out to the shared bathroom to use the loo. Afterwards he glares at his face in the mirror, hating the sight of himself. If he could go back in time, he’d turn a different corner in the college campus all those years ago to make sure he never laid eyes on Lucinda Oliver, wearing skinny jeans and an oversized pink jumper in a shade only she could look sexy in. She’d been sticking up posters on the notice-board for a mad-sounding Halloween party. Of course, then he wouldn’t have met Caz, but that had gone pear-shaped as well.


Back in his room, he pours another drink, despite his sore head. The whole idea of being there when Lucinda is brought ashore is torture. He wouldn’t even be able to go on the lash and sink into some alcoholic oblivion. It wouldn’t be that kind of weekend. But he knows it might be better to show his face rather than stay away, no matter how crap it would be. It would give him a chance to hear what others have to say, what they might remember. See if anyone has sussed that he’s hiding something big.


For a brief moment he considers asking Arianna to come with him. She’d caught him at a bad moment when he was happy to drown his sorrows in the comfort of her willing body. That he had known Lucinda Oliver, and been there at the time she’d disappeared, had granted him instant elevated status with her, regardless of his personal circumstances. Of course she’d heard of Lucinda. She’d seen her tribute page on Instagram. It was heartbreaking. OMG, had he actually known her?


He’d told Arianna enough to elicit the right amount of sympathy and entice her into his bed. She turns up in his life at regular intervals, as if she senses he needs the consolation of sex, but she hasn’t a clue who Eddie Hynes is or what he wants. And even if she’d been a handy distraction, a brief respite from the horrors of the weekend, he knows it would be a bad idea. He has to find the guts to face it alone. He needs to be alert to what everyone has to say, and what they might remember of that weekend.


Eddie gets back onto the bed and checks his mobile again. No updates. He sees that it’s almost midnight. For once the house is quiet, the guys he shares with getting some kip before flying to Prague at the crack of dawn for a stag weekend. He drops his phone, picks up the remote and points it at the small telly on top of the chest of drawers, wondering if anything will distract him. A game show. A movie. Even a late-night news programme. But superimposed over the screen all he sees are images of the time he arrived at The Lookout that hot Thursday afternoon last July. That’s the happy memory he goes back to whenever the dark terrors sweep over him.


[image: image]


He and Sasha were the first to arrive at The Lookout on that sunny July day. He felt as if he was in a lush, cinematic movie – driving in through the entrance to the ostentatious house with a flourish, swerving his white, open-topped BMW sports car to a stop, sounding the car horn to announce their arrival. He had never had any interest in going to the arsehole of Kerry before, and he was glad they were in for a bit of decent sun instead of lashing rain. With the huge mountains scraping the sky and the massive sprawl of the bay in the near distance, he could have been in the south of France. Good fodder for his Instagram, but Lucinda had specifically asked them not to post anything on social media that weekend – and what Lucinda wanted, Lucinda got. The woman who took every opportunity to flaunt the best of her carefully curated life in front of the salivating world wanted to have this celebration in private, away from prying eyes. Although he was probably the only one of the party guests to guess the real reason why.


She had promised to sort him out that weekend – the only reason he was there, because nothing else would have dragged him down to the arsehole of beyond. He held that thought until he actually saw Lucinda.


She appeared at the ornate-railed top-floor balcony wearing a gauzy white caftan over a white bikini and gold blingy sandals, her shoulder-length blonde hair caught to one side and secured in a big golden clasp so that it fell over one shoulder in a glossy, wavy plume. She raised a glass of something or other. He hoped it was non-alcoholic, whatever it was.


She looked like a goddess, a distant, unattainable star.


She disappeared from view, before throwing open the hall door and embracing them both, saying in her laughing voice that the blue skies and sunshine were exactly what she’d ordered from the weather gods, along with the two of them, her best friends. Eddie liked to think she meant only him. She didn’t know Sasha at all. Eddie hadn’t known Sasha that long either, to be honest, but he hadn’t wanted to stay there solo. Sasha was a diversion for him against the beguiling Lucinda.


He remembered Lucinda giggling, laughing, bubbling over with happiness. Quite the opposite from the previous time he’d seen her when she’d been begging for his help.


He stepped through the door of The Lookout, with all its opulent and gaudy ostentation. The weekend had begun.









FOUR DAYS EARLIER


THURSDAY, 26 JANUARY









CHAPTER FIVE


Maisie


On Thursday morning, in the kitchen of her semi-detached home in the outskirts of Clonsilla, Maisie McKenna is persuading Finn, her nine-month-old son, to sit in his high chair, at the same time as reassuring two-year-old Freya, who’s clinging to her legs, that her toast is almost ready. It’s seven o’clock in the morning and they’ve been wide awake since before six.
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