


[image: image]





Zoë Miller was born in Dublin, where she now lives with her husband. She began writing stories at an early age. Her writing career has also included freelance journalism and prize-winning short fiction. She has three children.

www.zoemillerauthor.com

@zoemillerauthor

Facebook.com/zoemillerauthor




Previously by Zoë Miller

The House in the Woods

The Perfect Sister

The Visitor

A House Full of Secrets

Someone New

A Question of Betrayal

A Husband’s Confession

The Compromise

A Family Scandal

Rival Passions

Sinful Deceptions

Guilty Secrets




[image: image]



Copyright © 2024 Zoë Miller

The right of Zoë Miller 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 Ireland in 2024 by

HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND

1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

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

ISBN 9781399725637

Hachette Books Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Castleknock

Dublin 15, Ireland

A division of Hachette UK Ltd

Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hachettebooksireland.ie




Contents

About the Author

Previously by Zoë Miller

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Five Days Earlier

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Four Days Earlier

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Three Days Earlier

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Two Days Earlier

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

One Day Earlier

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Today

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Epilogue

Acknowledgements




Dedicated with love, always, to the
magnificent seven who bring so much joy –

Cruz, Tom, Lexi, J.P., Sophia, Éabha and Holly




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.






FIVE DAYS EARLIER

WEDNESDAY, 25 JANUARY




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.

[image: image]
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.
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