


[image: The Nowhere Girls by Carmel Harrington. Two young girls sit on a suitcase on a train station platform, facing away from us.]






About the Author


[image: Photograph of Carmel Harrington]
Author photo © Moya Nolan


Carmel Harrington is a No. 1 bestselling and award-winning author from Ireland. Her novels are published internationally and have been Irish Times, USA Today and Kindle bestsellers.


Her most recent novel, The Stolen Child, was an Irish Times No. 1 bestseller, a Good Housekeeping Good Books winner, and was shortlisted for the Irish Book Awards Crime Fiction Book of the Year. It was also a Sunday Times Best Crime Fiction of the Year pick. Carmel’s next book, The Last Bench, has been chosen by the Reading Agency as one of their Quick Reads for April 2026.


Carmel is a regular on Irish television and radio, has been a guest speaker at literary events in Ireland, the UK and the USA, and served as Chair of the Wexford Literary Festival for three years. She lives in Wexford with her husband, children and rescue dog George Bailey.


To keep in touch with Carmel, visit her website here, follow her on X @HappyMrsH or follow her on Instagram @happymrsh






By Carmel Harrington

The Nowhere Girls

The Stolen Child

The Lighthouse Secret

The Girl from Donegal

A Mother’s Heart

The Moon Over Kilmore Quay

My Pear-Shaped Life

A Thousand Roads Home

Cold Feet: The Lost Years

The Woman at 72 Derry Lane

The Things I Should Have Told You

Every Time a Bell Rings

The Life You Left

Beyond Grace’s Rainbow





THE NOWHERE GIRLS


Carmel Harrington


[image: Headline Review Logo]





Copyright © 2026 Carmel Harrington


The right of Carmel Harrington to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2026 by Headline Review

An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited


First published as an ebook in 2026 by Headline Review

An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


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


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 9781035421435


Cover design by Emma Rogers

Cover photographs: Girls © Jelena Simic Petrovic/Arcangel; rest of photograph © Shutterstock and Getty images


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk








For my daughter Amelia Rose, always my ‘somewhere’ girl.



Contents

About the Author

By Carmel Harrington

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

PART ONE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

PART TWO

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

PART THREE

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

PART FOUR

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Cassie

Acknowledgements

Author Note

Book Group Questions




Prologue

1 December 1995

The stationmaster took a moment to readjust his tie before stepping back onto the bustling platform. He was late returning from his lunch break for the first time in his forty-year career at Pearse railway station. However, today was a special occasion. President Bill Clinton and his wife, Hillary, had addressed eighty thousand people at College Green. The stationmaster hadn’t planned to attend the event, but as the commuters arrived early in the morning, waving Irish and American flags, he became swept up in their excitement.

It had proved to be one of the best decisions of his life. Thanks to his last-minute dash to join the well-wishers at College Green, he had shaken the President’s hand.

Humming ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, the stationmaster placed his arms behind his back and commenced a regular patrol up and down the platform, his eyes darting from side to side to ensure all was well. His forehead creased when he noticed something amiss.

Two little girls sat holding hands on a bench near the public toilets, a battered brown suitcase at their feet.

Their matching lilac floral smocked dresses with starched white collars, reminiscent of a bygone era, caught his eye. You didn’t often see children wearing dresses like these any more. The smaller of the two was sucking her thumb. Her hair was so blonde it was almost white. The poor mite seemed no older than a toddler. The elder girl, with dark brown hair, regarded him warily. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears as she draped a protective arm around her little companion. He observed their long braids, tied with lilac ribbons. These girls were well cared for, he decided. So why were they on their own?

He stepped closer and cleared his throat. ‘Hello.’ He gestured towards his uniform and added, ‘I’m the stationmaster here. Where are your mammy and daddy?’

They watched him silently, their eyes wide with distrust. The younger of the two buried her face in the elder girl’s chest.

He maintained a gentle voice and crouched low. ‘It’s going to be all right. Don’t worry. I’m here to help.’

The younger child began to cry and burrowed deeper into the embrace of the elder girl, who bravely responded, ‘Our mother told us to stay here. So we have.’ Her jaw tightened as she glared defiantly at the stationmaster, prepared to stand her ground should he insist that they move.

He nodded approvingly. ‘You’re right to follow your mammy’s instructions. How old are you?’

‘I’m four, and my sister is just three,’ the dark-haired girl replied, her eyes darting around the platform as she searched for her mother.

So, they were sisters, the stationmaster thought, despite their different colouring. It was clear he needed to gain the trust of the elder girl. ‘I bet you’re a brilliant big sister, looking after the little one. I want to help you find your mammy. How about I make an announcement and ask her to come to my office? We’ll have you back with her in no time.’

The girl didn’t respond, shrinking back from the question. So he set that aside for a moment and asked instead, ‘Can you tell me what your mammy is called?’

She examined him from head to toe, weighing up whether to trust him. Finally, with a sigh, she replied, ‘She’s called Star.’

‘That’s a lovely name. And what’s her surname?’

The girl shrugged, biting her lip.

‘That’s all right. Do you know where you live?’

‘We live in the woods. Mammy says it’s in the middle of nowhere.’

As she spoke, the strangest sensation washed over the stationmaster. He felt a shiver of unease run down his spine and shuddered inexplicably.

Whatever was happening with these girls, his gut instinct warned him that they were in a whole world of trouble.




PART ONE

As long as one keeps searching, the answers come.

Joan Baez
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Vega waited until she heard Luka’s breathing slow. His body quietened as he drifted into a deep sleep. The weight of his arm resting across her chest felt comforting rather than unpleasant. She lazily traced a finger over the tattoo adorning his forearm. A wolf gazed at her against a backdrop of mountains, forest and moon, all etched in black ink. When she had asked him about it, he’d explained that his father hailed from Poland while his mother was Irish. His full name was Lukasz Wilczek, the surname meaning ‘little wolf’ in Polish. He’d told her that adjusting his name slightly during his first year at primary school had made his life easier. However, while he was now known as Luka, the tattoo reminded him of his true identity and his roots, of which he was proud.

Vega’s thoughts drifted back to her own childhood, recalling a day when a social worker suggested that she change her unusual name to something a bit more ‘normal’. She had immediately dismissed the idea. She appreciated the fact that Luka, like her, held onto his past, refusing to let circumstances force him to forget.

She looked away from the wolf tattoo, feeling a shiver of unease as its eyes followed her. It felt as though it was judging her for what she was about to do. Shaking off her guilt, she gently moved Luka’s arm and placed it on the bed. He stirred, murmuring in his sleep.

‘Luka?’ she whispered, stiffening as she waited for him to respond.

But there was only silence as he relaxed back into his dreams once more.

Vega slid out of bed, her naked body shivering in the cold night air. Spotting one of Luka’s T-shirts draped over a chair, she grabbed it and slipped it over her head as she left the bedroom. She walked gingerly along the dark hallway until she reached the open-plan living area of Luka’s flat on Monck Street in Wexford, then switched on the light and made her way to the kitchenette to pour a glass of water.

She gulped half the glass in one thirsty motion, sensing a tightening in her temples. They had shared a bottle of wine earlier with dinner, and its effects were now taking their toll. As she surveyed the living area, she smiled as she spotted her dress and Luka’s jeans in a tangled embrace on the hardwood floor. Somehow they consistently ended up there. Their mutual attraction was as strong today as it had been the first time they met.

Luka’s laptop lay on the wooden coffee table. She flicked it open, frowning as the screen prompted her for a password. She glanced behind her, towards the dark hallway, and sighed. She was on the verge of crossing a line – something she had done before to secure a story. But never with someone she . . . She frowned as she paused to determine what label to assign to their relationship.

She and Luka had been seeing each other regularly since New Year’s Eve, which had also been his thirty-third birthday – he was a year younger than her. They had both been vying for the barman’s attention at Wexford’s Crown Bar. Vega won. On a whim, she bought a consolatory drink for Luka, who pretended to protest. An hour of outrageous flirtatious banter ensued, and as the countdown to midnight was announced, he leaned in to kiss her.

Over the past few months, he had made it clear that he was keen to elevate their relationship from casual to official. However, Vega had been equally clear with him that she had no desire to be anyone’s girlfriend. While her university friends dreamed of future proposals from their boyfriends, she envisioned a life free from complicated entanglements.

A peal of laughter floated into the room from the street below. It was late, and the pubs were closing, with revellers making their way happily home. She glanced towards the hallway once more, concerned that the sounds might disturb Luka. However, all remained quiet in the apartment.

She turned her attention back to the laptop and typed Luka Wilczek into the small box. Incorrect. She wasn’t particularly surprised; Luka was not that obvious. Nonetheless, he did possess a sense of humour, which made her recall an article she had once written for an online newspaper outlining the most common passwords used globally. He might just find it funny to do exactly what all the experts said you mustn’t. Considering it worth a shot, she entered the word Password, followed by 1234567890, and then Admin123. Each entry was incorrect.

She drummed her fingers along the arm of the sofa as she surveyed the living room for a clue. Her eyes landed on a book lying upside-down on a chair – Klopp: The Liverpool FC Celebration. Luka was a diehard LFC fan. She typed in Liverpool FC and nearly whooped with joy when she gained access to the laptop.

‘What are you doing?’ Luka asked from behind her, causing Vega to jump in her seat. She closed the lid of the laptop and turned to face him.

‘What am I doing?’ She paused, scrambling for a legitimate answer. ‘I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d do some mindless scrolling.’

Luka frowned, and then nodded towards her mobile, which lay on the coffee table where she had left it earlier. ‘Isn’t that what phones are for?’

‘I’m almost out of charge,’ she said, smiling as she stood up and walked towards him. She moved into his embrace, but his arms were stiff around her.

‘That’s a work computer, Vega. There are confidential items on it.’ He extricated himself, retrieved the laptop and slid it into its case. The sound of the zipper closing sliced through the tension in the air.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’ A flush stained Vega’s face, and she was certain her blatant lie was obvious to him. She switched tactics and jokingly added, ‘Who knew social workers had so many secrets?’

Luka’s expression relaxed, and he grinned as he spoke in his best spy voice. ‘If I revealed my secrets, I’d have to kill you.’

Vega moved closer to him and effortlessly slipped off the T-shirt in one smooth motion, saying seductively, ‘Oh, but I have ways of making you talk . . .’

He scooped her up in his arms and carried her back towards the bedroom. As they left the living room, she cast one last glance at the laptop.

It could wait, because she was one step further than she had been.

She knew Luka’s password now.




2

Vega walked into the plush entrance lobby of HLD Media, located on Haddington Road in Dublin. Five years ago, she had joined their team as a journalist for the weekly national newspaper Ireland Today. She had a couple of regular features each week: a quick-fire round of questions with Irish celebrities and well-known personalities published in every Friday edition, and a weekly in-depth interview with a person of interest, where she gave her take on a current cultural issue. Earlier today, she’d had a two-hour interview with Padraig Nolan, a clean-cut children’s TV presenter whose affair with a colleague had been exposed, ruining not only his marriage but also his career. She itched to write that piece, because Padraig had opened a vein in the interview, sharing a vulnerability that Vega knew would make great copy.

Overall, she did not regret her decision to join HLD Media. The regular salary compensated for the loss of the freedom that her freelance work had afforded her up to that point. And she had saved diligently, so that three years ago she’d been able to purchase her first home – a small cottage in the Ballagh, a rural village between Wexford and Enniscorthy.

Having her own home was a significant milestone for Vega. It provided her with an anchor and a sense of belonging. She had felt outside of life for as long as she could remember. However, when she kicked off her trainers and closed the front door of her cottage, she experienced the peace that often eluded her.

She hadn’t invited Luka to her home yet, and she wasn’t sure if she ever would. He’d hinted multiple times about coming to visit her, and there had been occasions when she wished he were there with her. Like last week, when there had been a full moon that was so large and round it seemed she could reach up and pluck it from the sky like a ripe apple. The dark sky was dotted with stars, shining brighter in her rural haven than they ever had when she lived in the bustling city. She’d known that Luka was alone in his small apartment and regretted that he couldn’t experience the majesty of the sky with her. More than that, she realised it wasn’t just him missing out on the starry sky that irked her; she missed him.

At moments like that, she wished she didn’t have so many rules for her relationships.

She frowned as she recalled him kissing her farewell the previous morning.

‘Have breakfast with me,’ he had urged.

‘Can’t. Deadline looming! I have a meeting with my editor in Dublin tomorrow, and Kieran wants an update on the piece I’m writing. I need to get to my desk.’

This wasn’t a lie, but she could have lingered longer. Years ago, she’d established a firm rule against sharing breakfast with any of her romantic flings. There was something excessively intimate about that first meal of the day, with echoes of the previous night still resonating. It could weaken your resolve, and before you knew it, you’d gone from casual to all-in.

Tomás, the HLD Media security guard, called from behind his desk, ‘Morning, Vega,’ bringing her back from her reverie. ‘The sun is shining, thank God.’

‘It surely is, Tomás. And aren’t we all pleased to see it?’ she replied with a bright smile. Tomás spoke exclusively about the weather whenever she arrived at the office, but there was something comforting about that. You always knew where you stood with him.

Balancing a cardboard tray holding two takeaway coffees, she held her work ID up to the security barrier until the red laser detected the barcode, then made her way to the eighth floor in the lift.

The open-plan office buzzed with activity today. Vega never knew what to expect, as, like her, most of the staff worked from home these days and only came into the office for meetings. But at least a dozen of her colleagues were seated at desks, some on their phones while others bent low over their laptops. She called out a greeting to them and made her way to the editor’s office.

Kieran Spain’s door was closed. She tapped on it to signal her arrival, then pushed it open. Noticing he was on the phone, she mouthed, ‘Shall I wait outside?’ Kieran waved her in, and she sat opposite him as he finished his call.

She noticed that he looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes. His beard, which was typically neatly trimmed, appeared unruly and somewhat wild. Vega wasn’t entirely sure how old her boss was; she’d estimate him to be in his late fifties. But it seemed he had aged a decade since their last meeting. She tutted softly as he stirred two sugars into his coffee. He disregarded her reproach. His doctor’s warnings regarding diet and exercise were still being brushed aside.

Vega had never had a father figure, and she was self-aware enough to recognise that Kieran had taken on that role for her over the past couple of years. From the moment he’d interviewed her to join the staff, she had been drawn to his no-nonsense approach to life. He spoke plainly, a trait that she valued. They were close, but their friendship remained defined by their roles as colleagues. She could only hope that his wife and teenage children nagged him about his lifestyle at home and had better luck keeping him on track.

He took a deep gulp of his coffee. ‘Thanks. I needed this.’

‘All okay?’

‘Just had a mouthful from Senan Delaney. Rising paper and printing costs are killing our industry, blah, blah, blah. None of which I can control. But Delaney believes I’m somehow responsible for the global paper shortage, making life impossible for the publishing industry!’ He muttered an expletive under his breath as his face flushed with annoyance.

‘But you’ve made significant changes over the past few years, transitioning Ireland Today to a digital platform as well. Surely he recognises that?’

‘According to Delaney, it’s a rapidly evolving era. I’m not sure. Perhaps he’s right, and I’m too old for this game now.’

Vega’s jaw tightened as she leaned forward, outraged on Kieran’s behalf. ‘What on earth does Senan Delaney know? I mean, you’re sixty at the most, right? That’s not old. Not these days.’

Kieran rolled his eyes and groaned dramatically, ‘Ouch, that hurt. I’m fifty-five.’

‘See, you’ve got years ahead of you. Experience trumps age, regardless of what Delaney says.’

Kieran made a face. ‘From the whispers I’ve been hearing, the Delaneys are having a bad week, so he’s likely just taking out his mood on me.’ When Vega raised an eyebrow in question, he added, ‘Something and nothing, just gossip. Ignore me.’

Vega knew better than to push her boss, so let it go. ‘This place would collapse without you, Kieran. And if you went, I’d leave too. The only reason I stick around is because you make it tolerable.’

Kieran smiled appreciatively. ‘Thanks, Vega. That means a great deal. And don’t worry, there’ll be no Jerry Maguire antics from me yet.’

‘That’s fortunate, because I don’t own a fishbowl,’ Vega replied, joining in good-naturedly. Kieran loved to reference iconic moments from his favourite films. Vega tried to play along, and she recognised this one, as she particularly enjoyed a good romcom.

She handed him her finished feature, and they shared their coffee in comfortable silence as Kieran read. Vega’s body stiffened as she awaited his verdict. If he didn’t like it, he would tell her, regardless of how well they got on. She had worked hard on this piece, about a newborn baby girl found at a fire station in Wicklow Town the previous month. The Gardaí had launched a nationwide appeal for her mother to come forward, and less than forty-eight hours later, a twenty-five-year-old woman named Annette had contacted them and admitted the baby was hers. Along with every national broadsheet, Ireland Today had sought an exclusive interview with the young mother, and once they succeeded, Vega was given the story.

While the media had been fair in their coverage, Annette had been put on trial on social media and found guilty on all counts. This did not sit well with Vega, who was determined to bring some nuance and balance to the discussion surrounding a parent abandoning their child. She had spent days talking to the young single mother, who had been reunited with her baby and was now under the care and supervision of a social worker. Annette had been out of work and homeless for several months, lacking family support, and felt that her baby was better off without her. Vega’s heart ached for the woman and the impossible situation she found herself in.

‘It’s one of the best pieces you’ve written,’ Kieran said, flicking through the pages in search of a particular paragraph. He cleared his throat and read aloud, ‘“I know many people have expressed their shock that a mother could abandon her newborn child. I, too, have asked myself how Annette could do this. But let’s discuss something more important – how brave she has been. First to walk away from her daughter, who she carried in her womb, her love growing deeper with every kick and turn, because she believed it was in Lucy’s best interest. Driven by desperation and fear, knowing she was leaving herself open to judgement and abuse from us all. And second to come forward and admit she made a mistake and could not live without her child. I’ve spent hours in Annette’s company, and as I watched her rock her little girl in her arms, her eyes never leaving her baby and hungrily taking in every detail of her perfect features, I saw only devotion. I trembled with the realisation that if she had not found her courage that second time, Lucy would never have felt her mother’s love. Wouldn’t that be the greater travesty?”’

He dropped the pages onto his desk and shook his head, his eyes glistening. ‘Feck, Vega. You’ve got me. Unlike some other journalists, you have a real knack for getting to the heart of an issue. Truly brilliant work.’

To her surprise, Vega felt herself flush at the praise, and a lump formed in her throat. She wasn’t one to cry. The last time she’d shed a tear was when she somehow managed to stab her pinky finger with a fork in a dishwasher-loading accident. Now that was painful.

‘Thanks.’ Her voice was strained and somewhat gruff. She picked up her lukewarm coffee and finished it off while she regained control of her emotions.

‘When you care about what you write, your work transforms from good to great. Did you know that?’ Kieran asked, waving a finger in her direction.

Vega shrugged. She was aware of that, but she was disconcerted that Kieran knew her so well.

‘Find stories that you believe in,’ he commanded. ‘Then there will be no stopping you. I have a photographer going to Annette’s later today, and we’ll run the feature in Saturday’s edition. It’s gonna be a four-pager. Well done, kiddo.’

Vega took a deep breath to steady her emotions. Saturday had the most extensive readership; she’d hoped the story would be featured in that edition. It wasn’t always a given. ‘That means a lot to me, Kieran. I value your opinion more than anyone else’s. As it happens, there’s another story I want to run by you. It’s one I’ve been considering for a couple of months and it ties in with this.’

‘Go on,’ Kieran said, watching her with interest.

‘I want to write a story about children who were abandoned but never reclaimed. How did that impact their choices, and what became of their adult lives?’

Kieran took out his A4 jotter pad and started making notes. ‘Have you anybody in particular in mind?’

Vega swallowed. ‘Do you remember those children found at Pearse station the day the Clintons came to town?’

‘As it happens, I do recall that story, as I was at College Green covering the presidential visit. I had a press pass and could get close to both of them. Hillary was a beauty; I never understood why Bill ever strayed.’

‘A mystery,’ Vega replied, rolling her eyes. ‘But before we tumble down that rabbit hole, can we return to my story?’

Kieran grinned and nodded.

‘I’d like to find out what happened to those girls. Discover where they are now.’

‘What do you know so far?’ Kieran asked.

‘They were never claimed, despite a nationwide appeal. Not a single relative came forward. Isn’t that strange? After all, they weren’t newborns like little Lucy – two girls aged four and three. Someone must have known them. The younger one was adopted, while the elder grew up in foster care, and their names have never been released. There’s a story there if I can find them or their family. I can feel it.’ She thumped her chest lightly to emphasise her words.

Kieran glanced out of his office window for a moment. Vega remained silent, understanding there was no point in rushing her boss as he contemplated her pitch. ‘When those girls mentioned that they lived in the woods in the middle of nowhere, Charlie Keane from the Herald labelled them the Nowhere Girls. Clever. And since we couldn’t use their names or photographs when we covered the story, just general descriptions, that moniker stuck.’ He frowned. ‘That’s where I believe you’ll encounter a problem, Vega. Without their names, you don’t have a story. You’ll need first-hand testimonials for this to make it work.’

‘I interviewed the social worker who was assigned to the girls. But she wouldn’t share their details with me.’

Kieran gave her an I-told-you-so look.

‘Look, you can take it that I’m working on obtaining their names,’ Vega insisted. ‘In fact, I’ve found a source to assist me in cutting through the red tape and discovering where the girls are now.’

While this wasn’t strictly true, she permitted herself the little white lie. After all, if Luka had slept through the previous night, who knows what she might have uncovered on his laptop.

Kieran glanced down at his notes for a moment. ‘Okay, I tend to agree with you. You’ve got something here. I’ll give you two weeks to locate the girls or the family for an interview. But you need to find a few more cases to pursue. Enhance the story a bit more. Plus, I need the Padraig Nolan piece this week.’

‘Two weeks!’ Vega exclaimed. ‘I’m going to need a month! You know I’ve got a week’s holiday booked for the week after next. I’m heading to the States.’

‘Well for some. Look, Vega, you were the one who said you have a source. Utilise it. You’ve got two weeks.’

‘Ah, Kieran. Be fair.’

‘Ah, Vega,’ he mimicked. Then his expression softened. ‘I’ll tell you what: because you’ve managed to make this old cynic tear up today, something I rarely do, I’ll give you a month. But that’s all. Now off you go; I’ve work to do.’

‘Living legend, that’s what you are,’ Vega said, a grin lighting up her face. ‘Same time next week for a catch-up?’

Kieran grinned. ‘Highlight of my week, kiddo.’
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