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    The main character in this book is Aoife. This is a very common Irish name and is pronounced “Eee-fah”. A bit like Eva with an ‘f’.


    Most of other names in this book are English but I have included some Irish names for minor characters.


    Niamh (Knee-uv).


    Eimear (Ee-mer)


    Rionach (Ree-o-knock)


    These are all very common Irish names. I have also included another Irish name, Oran. It’s not common but it does have the advantage of being very easy to pronounce.


    If you would like to hear the names pronounced, check out my Instagram post here: https://bit.ly/3GSNqMf


     


    If you are interested in my previous thrillers, GIRL TARGETED, ONLY LIES REMAIN and THE SILENT SPEAK, you can check them out on my website here:


    https://valcollinsbooks.com/books/
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    ​PROLOGUE


    Afterwards nobody could remember why they had decided to go for a walk at that ungodly hour of the morning. Had it been Oran’s idea? He had drunk far less than anyone else. It would be just like him to drag them out of their beds when they were still in an alcoholic stupor. The three eventually agreed that, yes, the walk was definitely Oran’s suggestion. They sat in silence, each replaying the day’s events. At last, one of the girls said, ‘But why would she say that? Why would she even think such a thing? It doesn’t make any sense.’


    Her friend shrugged.


    ‘The world is full of nutters. It doesn’t matter what she said. We know the truth. None of us are murderers.’

  


  
    ​ONE


    It was four weeks into the new school term, but Amy had already adjusted to her new routine. She threw her arms around Aoife, then ran off to join her friends without a backward glance. Aoife waved at the teacher, said hi to two of the other mothers and hurried back to her car. Her phone rang as she was opening the door.


    ‘Hi, Orla, I don’t have much time. I’m on my way to work. Is everything okay?’


    ‘Sure. I need to ask a favour, but there’s no rush.’


    Aoife checked her watch. ‘I have a few minutes. What’s up?’


    ‘Remember I told you I was about to get my first case?’


    ‘You got it? Brilliant. Is it something exciting?’


    ‘Yes and no. Do you remember the young guy accused of pushing his friend off the Cliffs of Moher?’


    ‘Vaguely. I thought the police decided not to press charges.’


    ‘They did, but you must have seen all the interviews Nancy Duggan’s given in the last two weeks. Mind you, my firm’s going to put a stop to that any day now.’


    ‘She’s the witness, right?’


    ‘She’s not a witness, Aoife. She’s a lunatic who is so desperate for attention that she’s claiming my client is a murderer.’


    ‘“My client”! Oh, Orla, that sounds so good.’


    ‘It does, rather, doesn’t it? But I’m only the junior in the case, and at the moment I’m well on my way to getting a reputation for complete incompetence. I’m getting nowhere with this thing.’


    Aoife leant against the car. ‘What are you trying to do?’


    ‘Ideally if I could get that Duggan woman to announce on national TV that she made the whole story up, that would really make me the new hotshot in the firm. But as that’s not likely, I thought I’d take advantage of having a friend who’s a brilliant reporter—’


    ‘Hardly brilliant, and I’m not even a full-time reporter.’


    ‘Full-time, part-time, it doesn’t matter to the Duggan woman. She’d talk to anyone she could convince my client is guilty.’


    ‘So, this young guy is your client?’


    ‘Oh, did I forget to mention that? Ben, yes, he’s my client. Well, he’s my firm’s client.’


    ‘I don’t understand why he needs a lawyer when no charges have been brought against him.’


    ‘He’s taking a libel case against the Duggan woman. That’s why I said it’s kind of exciting. A murder case would be better, but they’d never let a junior have any part of that.’


    ‘Isn’t a libel case a bit of a risk? And surely it would cost a fortune.’


    ‘His father is Edward Weston.’


    ‘The guy who owns the fast-food chain?’


    ‘Amongst other things. Money won’t be an issue.’


    ‘So how can I help?’


    ‘The Duggan woman isn’t going to talk to anybody in this firm, and the reporters she’s been speaking to are only interested in a good story. I need somebody who will try to find out the truth.’


    ‘If she’s making the whole thing up, she’s hardly likely to tell me, is she?’


    ‘No, but you’re good at getting to the bottom of things and you might get some idea of how her mind works. It’s a lot more than I have to go on at the moment.’


    ‘Okay, I’ll do it. Jason has Amy this weekend. I’ll drive down to Clare first thing on Saturday morning.’


    ‘The Duggans have a weekend house in Clare. During the week they live in Stepaside.’


    ‘That’s definitely a lot handier.’ Aoife checked her watch again. ‘I’ve got to go, Orla. Text me her contact details and I’ll phone you when I have an interview set up.’

  


  
    ​TWO


    In her ten-minute absence, the car had turned into a furnace. Could this really be Ireland? In October? Aoife switched the air conditioning to full and took the motorway to Naas. Twenty minutes later, she reached the small industrial estate. Murphy Building Supplies was the first turn to the right. Aoife pulled into the small car park opposite the entrance and parked beside Tony Murphy’s Volvo. She sighed. Three weeks into the job and she already dreaded going to work each morning. At least she only worked two days a week. She didn’t think she could cope full time.


    A red Toyota pulled up beside her, radio blaring. A woman in her mid-thirties rolled down the window and shouted over the music. ‘Aoife?’


    ‘Yes.’ Aoife smiled. ‘Cathy?’


    ‘That’s me. Can you believe this weather? It doesn’t seem right being stuck in an office for eight hours. We should all be sunning ourselves on a beach somewhere.’


    ‘The weather forecast says it will last until next week.’


    ‘I hope it’s right.’ Cathy patted lanky brown hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a hairbrush in days and peered at Aoife through bleary eyes. ‘I need a few minutes to get myself together. I’ll see you inside.’


    *


    Murphy Building Supplies was a four-man operation—Tony Murphy, the owner, George, the warehouseman, Cathy, who did most of the day-to-day work, and now Aoife. They had a few thousand clients, some of whom called into the office to make their purchases. By keeping overheads low, they made a reasonable profit, none of which was spent on office facilities. In other organisations Aoife had worked where cash was handled on the premises, the day’s takings had been handed into accounts each evening, and by mid-morning a security van had arrived to take it to the bank. Here, Aoife was expected to count and bag the money each day, a task she dreaded. She had made it clear at the interview that she would never do the bank run. Getting mugged was not part of her job description. Aoife had just finished bagging the money and putting it into the safe when Cathy sauntered into the building. Her hair was now pulled into a high ponytail, and skilfully applied makeup made her appear awake and alert. Aoife reached across her desk, drew back the hatch and smiled.


    ‘Hi, Cathy, nice to meet you at last.’


    ‘Oh my God! This is where they put you? What was Tony thinking? He said he was going to build you an office.’


    Aoife waved a hand encompassing her desk, computer, printer, phone and the company safe. ‘My office.’


    ‘That’s not an office, it’s a glass box. Actually, it’s worse than a glass box.’ Cathy pointed at the security monitor on the corner of Aoife’s desk. ‘Doesn’t it freak you out seeing every move you make on that thing?’


    ‘It did until I discovered I don’t have to display all the screens. I’ve hidden the one that shows me.’


    ‘That won’t stop other people from watching it. You’re like an animal in a zoo, for God’s sake. And you can be quite sure…’ She put a hand to her temple. ‘It’s way too early for this. I need a coffee. Would you like one?’


    Aoife pointed at the mug on her desk. ‘I’m okay, thanks.’


    *


    As Cathy disappeared into the kitchen, Aoife’s phone rang.


    ‘Good morning, Tony.’


    ‘Morning, Aoife. Could you come upstairs, please.’


    Aoife sighed and picked up her notebook. “You need this job, you need this job,” she muttered to herself as she trudged up the concrete stairs to the partially converted attic space.


    The attic area was divided into two sections—a room crammed to the brim with Murphy Building Supplies’ entire product line which passed as a stockroom and Tony Murphy’s office.


    The office was an impressive size, but either Tony considered windows to be an unnecessary luxury or they had run out of money mid-conversion. Aoife’s nose twitched at the stale smell. It was beyond her how Tony could spend five days a week in a room without natural light or ventilation. It must be dreadful in any weather, but in this heatwave she couldn’t see how anybody could bear it for longer than ten minutes. Aoife pasted a smile on her face and knocked on the door.


    Tony Murphy stood as she entered. As he pushed his chair back to make room for his bulky frame, his head was level with the floor fan. The few remaining hairs on top of his egg-shaped head didn’t even budge.


    ‘Good morning, Aoife.’ He beamed as he looked her up and down. ‘That dress really suits you. It brings out the blue in your eyes. You should wear blue more often.’


    ‘Morning, Tony. Cathy’s here.’


    ‘Yes, I know.’ His eyes flicked to the security monitor at the corner of his desk. It was divided into five sections covering the small office that served as a shop, the car park, the main door, the general reception area and her glass box.


    ‘There isn’t much Cathy doesn’t know about this place, so if you have any questions, she’s the one to go to. Now, I want to show you our new premises.’ He gestured at the plans on his desk and Aoife moved closer to get a good look.


    ‘It’s going to be twice the size of this building. We’ll be able to have a proper warehouse’—he gestured to the room across the corridor—‘not a converted office like we have now. There will be no more asking customers to come back next week. Everything they could possibly want will be under one roof.’


    ‘That’s great.’


    ‘Great? It’s fantastic. Have a proper look, Aoife. See how close we are to the motorway?’ He pointed at a circle on the map.


    Aoife nodded and tried to look impressed. When Tony pointed out the large car park, she took another step forward. Tony’s arm snaked around her waist. Aoife dropped her notebook. As she bent down to pick it up, she took two steps backwards.


    Tony folded up the plans. ‘That’s all for now, Aoife. I wanted you to see you made a good decision coming to work for us. Murphy Building Supplies is going places and we want every one of our employees to benefit from our success.’


    Aoife nodded again.


    ‘You’ll see we’re all one big happy family. It’s one for all and all for one here. As they say, there’s no “I” in team.’


    It took a huge effort for Aoife not to roll her eyes. She stretched her lips into a smile, muttered vague congratulations and hurried back to her box.


    *


    It was lunchtime before she saw Cathy again.


    ‘I’m going to get something to eat, Aoife. Would you like to join me?’


    Aoife had brought in a packed lunch, but she stuffed it in her bag and they walked to the Centra at the end of the road. After ten minutes of the sun beating down on their backs, Aoife’s dress was sticking to her and her armpits felt moist. The blast of cold air that hit her as she opened the shop door made her smile with relief. They queued for sandwiches, got mugs of boiling water for their tea bags and sat at one of the small tables in the corner.


    ‘I’m exhausted.’ Cathy rubbed her eyes and yawned.


    ‘Did you enjoy your holiday?’


    ‘Holiday!’ Cathy grabbed the mug she had almost sent flying. ‘Tony told you I was on holidays?’


    ‘He said you’d taken some time off. I assumed you were on holiday.’


    ‘If only! No, my mother had a stroke and she needed full-time care until I could find a nursing home that would take her. I’ve spent what feels like forever ringing every nursing home in the country at least once each day. A place in Meath took her last night.’


    ‘You were lucky. I’ve heard there are huge waiting lists for those places.’


    ​‘I know. Some people have to wait years for a bed. It’s such a relief to have mum sorted, but the commute will be a killer. I left her at midnight and it was one a.m. before I got home. I don’t even want to think what it will be like in rush-hour traffic.’ Cathy dipped the tea bag in the cup of hot water, fished it out and placed it on the edge of her saucer. ‘I swear, family are absolutely exhausting.’


    ‘I’m sorry. That sounds terrible.’


    ‘I suppose it was inevitable this would happen. Mum was almost fifty when I was born, so I’m lucky she made it this far before becoming seriously ill.’ She slipped one foot out of her sandal and crossed her legs, one bare foot dangling in the air. ‘I suppose your parents are still quite young.’


    ‘They died when I was eighteen.’


    ‘Oh! I’m sorry.’


    ‘It’s okay. It was a long time ago. If there’s anything I can do to help, Cathy, please let me know.’


    Cathy gave her a weary smile. ‘Thanks. Things are a bit rough at the moment, but hopefully I’ll be able to get back into some kind of routine now.’


    ‘Do you have any family who can help?’


    ‘There’s just me and my sister. She’s fifteen years older than me and has a family of her own, so I barely know her. My father had a midlife crisis soon after I was born, took up with a woman half his age and they emigrated to the US. It’s been Mum and me most of my life. We’re very close.’ She blinked back tears. ‘Enough about me. What do you think of Murphy’s?’


    ‘I’m still getting the hang of things. I can’t believe that computer system. It’s like something out of the dark ages.’


    ‘Tell me about it! I’ve tried to convince Tony we need a new one, but he won’t hear of it. Mum said it was a complete nightmare when they introduced the first computer system in the eighties. It took months to get it to work properly and they lost several clients. Tony swore he’d never allow a new computer inside the door again.’


    ‘Your mother said that?’


    ‘Tony didn’t mention it? Mum had this job before me. When she retired, I was just starting my accountancy exams. Mum suggested it would be a good place to get some experience.’ Cathy shrugged. ‘Twelve years later and I’m still here.’


    ‘You must really enjoy the job.’


    Cathy laughed. ‘I wouldn’t say that. At first I didn’t have the experience to work anyplace else, then before I realised it had happened, I’d been here so long nobody else would hire me.’


    ‘Oh!’


    ‘It’s not that bad. Tony pays me well. I don’t have anything to complain about and I’d probably miss the place if I ever left. Murphy’s is like a second home to me.’ She took a sip of her tea, grimaced and pushed the mug to one side. ‘My earliest memories are playing in the warehouse. Until I was fourteen, I came here every evening after school and did my homework while I waited for Mum to finish work.’ She opened her mouth to say something and closed it again.


    Aoife waited.


    Cathy’s eyes fastened on Aoife’s engagement ring. ‘Aoife, this is a little delicate…’ She folded her hands, glanced at Aoife’s engagement ring again and said, ‘The thing is…’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘Tony’s known me so long he thinks of me almost as a member of his family. But, well, you’re not our first temp. I know what Tony can be like. Usually I insist on having the final say in any temps we hire and, no offence, but I would never have employed a good-looking woman in her twenties. It’s asking for trouble. You know what I mean?’


    ‘I do.’


    ‘I thought you might. Tony’s old-school. To him it’s a bit of harmless fun and a way of showing affection. Mum’s told me stories about his father, and believe me, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.’ Cathy sighed. ‘I suppose I should be glad the old fool didn’t take advantage of my absence to hire a silly teenager. You’re a sensible young woman, Aoife. I know you can handle the situation.’ She picked up her sandwich. ‘Tony tells me you have a daughter.’


    ‘Yes, Amy. She’s four.’


    ‘Do you have a picture?’


    Aoife flicked through her phone and handed it to Cathy.


    ‘Oh, she’s so beautiful. All that dark hair and her eyes are so blue! Is that your husband?’


    ‘No, Amy’s father and I are in the process of divorcing. That’s Conor, my fiancé.’


    ‘Do you find it difficult being a single parent?’


    ‘I have a lot of help. Her grandmother lives nearby. Maura would take Amy every day if I let her.’


    ‘I can see why you want to work part-time. I imagine it must be quite difficult to get local part-time jobs.’


    ‘It is.’


    ‘Well, you’re here now and Murphy’s are good employers. I’m sure it’s been difficult for you the last few weeks with nobody to talk to about Tony’s peculiarities. You hear such terrible stories about the things women have to put up with in the workplace. Anybody would be worried.’ She touched Aoife’s arm. ‘That’s why I appreciate you giving me this opportunity to put your mind at ease. Aoife, I’ve known Tony my entire life and I promise there’s absolutely nothing to worry about. His hands might stray a bit, but he won’t try to take it any further. He never does.’

  


  
    ​THREE


    Aoife didn’t even wait until she was out of the car park. The minute she got into her car she phoned Orla.


    ‘Stray a bit! You’re supposed to accept that? What did you say?’


    ‘What could I say, Orla? Freelance reporting is not a lucrative career.’


    ‘But your last story was huge, and didn’t you say editors were contacting you now?’


    ‘I’m on two editors’ lists and they contact me every now and again when they want a short piece, but I’m lucky if my reporting jobs average a hundred euros a month. That won’t cover many bills. I need to make a name for myself and that takes time.’


    ‘You have to find some other way to make up the shortfall. Why not write a book?’


    ‘Most authors earn less than minimum wage and I’d probably have to be writing a few years to make even that.’


    ‘Then you need to look for a new job.’


    ‘I am looking, but the only place I have any hope of getting a temp job is in Dublin. I’d lose two hours a day commuting. That’s ten hours a week I could be with Amy.’


    ‘And Conor.’


    ‘Well, yes, but I’m not going to run my life around Conor’s weird roster.’ The phone slipped from Aoife’s shoulder and she switched it to speaker while she unpacked the groceries. ‘Anyway, the reason I rang was to tell you that I contacted Nancy. You were right. I barely got the word “interview” out of my mouth and she was giving me directions to her place. Can you email me your notes? I’d like to have some background info before I speak to her.’

  


  
    ​FOUR


    Aoife had been to Stepaside before, but it wasn’t an area she knew well. About the only place she recognised was the police station and that was because a local politician had driven the entire country crazy with his endless campaign to get it reopened. For about three minutes, Aoife enjoyed an unobstructed view of the Dublin mountains, then her satnav told her to turn left. She was then in a large housing estate with well-spaced-out detached houses set on a steep downward slope. The estate was swarming with kids. A young boy on a tricycle tried to race her down the hill. Aoife didn’t know whether to be amused or alarmed. She slowed to a crawl to avoid hitting him. The boy pumped his fist in the air and shouted to all his friends that he had won the race.


    Halfway down the hill Aoife reached a four-storey apartment block. She rang the bell for the top floor and Nancy buzzed her in. The tiny lifts in some apartment blocks made Aoife nervous, so she took the stairs. When she pushed open the heavy fire door, she found herself in a small square corridor facing four numbered doors. Aoife knocked on the door of No. 33.


    After reading Orla’s notes, Aoife had pictured a grey-haired, absent-minded woman whose conversation trailed off mid-sentence. The type of woman who might imagine she saw events that never happened. The woman who opened the door and invited her inside was in her late fifties, with short, dark hair cut into a sharp bob and an efficient manner. She led Aoife into a large airy room with cream walls and a beige carpet. At the far end there was a corner unit that held various pieces of what looked like china and the old-style Waterford cut glass. On top of the unit were family photos. A few looked like school photos, but they were too far away for Aoife to see clearly.


    Nancy offered her tea, which Aoife refused but she accepted a glass of water. They talked for a little about Dublin traffic and how great it was to get away for the weekend. Nancy explained that she and her husband had owned a tiny house in the city centre, but when the area had become gentrified, they’d sold it, making enough of a profit to buy both this apartment and the house in Liscannor.


    ‘Best thing that ever happened to us. My sister lived on the next street and she made a fortune selling hers as well. It’s a pity we had already sold our parents’ house. We could be rich now.’


    After what felt like a reasonable amount of time, Aoife brought the subject around to the interview.


    ‘Thank you for agreeing to talk to me, Nancy.’


    ‘I’m very happy to talk to you. I was stunned when the gardai said they weren’t pressing charges, but at least it means I can give interviews now. What newspaper are you with?’


    ‘I’m freelance. I write the story and then sell it to whichever newspaper wants to print it.’


    ‘Well, that’s okay. The more newspapers that print my story, the better I like it. That little scumbag thinks he can use his daddy’s money to shut me up. He has no idea who he is dealing with. I will not let anybody intimidate me, especially that useless, entitled, pathetic excuse for a human being.’


    ‘You seem very angry.’


    ‘I’m furious. Do you know his lawyers threatened me? “Legal cases are very expensive, Mrs Duggan.” “You could lose your home, Mrs Duggan.” The cheek of them! If his family wasn’t rich, he’d be in prison by now, but it’s one law for the rich and another for the rest of us, isn’t it?’


    ‘It certainly appears that way sometimes. So let me see if I understand what’s going on here. You claim you saw Ben Weston push his friend off the edge of a cliff, right?’


    ‘Exactly.’


    ‘And this was eight thirty in the morning?’


    ‘Yes.’


    Aoife took out her notebook. ​‘Tell me about that morning, Nancy. Do you normally go for walks at eight a.m.?’


    Nancy adjusted the cushion behind her back, but she sat ramrod straight. ‘Not really. During the summer, we spend most weekends in Liscannor, so we often do the cliff walk from there to the visitor centre. That weekend we had decided to walk the entire way to Doolin, but we figured three hours in that heat would be too much, so we planned to break it at the visitor centre. We started early because we wanted to get there before the tour busses arrived.’


    ‘You were about thirty minutes into your walk when you saw Oran and his friends, right? Where were they?’


    ‘About halfway between Liscannor and the visitor centre. The two boys had climbed down onto a ledge. The girls were sitting above them.’


    ‘How wide was the ledge?’


    ‘About three feet by five feet.’


    ‘Did your husband notice them?’


    ‘No, he was looking out at the ocean.’


    ‘What attracted your attention?’


    ‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw them on that ledge. I mean it’s a seven-hundred-foot drop! Almost every year somebody dies on those cliffs. There are signs all over the place saying the edge can crumble away at any time and those boys went climbing down onto ledges! How stupid is that?’


    ‘Did you point them out to your husband?’


    ‘No. Jim would have said they were adults and it was their own business if they wanted to risk their lives.’


    ‘How long were you watching them?’


    ‘I’d say about four or five minutes, the first time I saw them. At that stage Oran was at the edge, standing on one foot, taking a selfie. Then the “friend” took his picture. When the path twisted, they were out of sight.’


    ‘What were the girls doing?’


    ‘They were sitting on the grass verge above the boys. They were the same level as me but a bit off the actual path.’


    ‘How long were they out of your sight?’


    ‘Maybe three minutes? When we turned the corner, they came into view again. It was just in time to see the “friend” take a few steps towards Oran, put his hands on his shoulders and shove him off the edge.’


    ‘So you don’t know if there was an argument of any kind? Did you hear shouting?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘I read the only interview that Ben gave. I presume you read it too?’


    ‘Oh yes. The Irish Times, no less. Getting his side of the story to his own kind. God forbid he’d lower himself to speak to a paper that people actually read.’


    ‘In that interview, Ben said he put his hands out to save Oran and you must have misunderstood what you saw.’


    ‘Of course I did. Us stupid, uneducated people can’t tell the difference between someone falling off a ledge and being pushed. That’s what he wants everyone to believe, isn’t it?’


    ‘Possibly. After Oran was pushed, what happened?’


    Nancy swallowed. ‘The poor boy screamed. His arms flailed all over the place and he went over the edge. I screamed. The girls screamed. I think the “friend” screamed but I’m not sure. They all ran to the edge and looked over. My husband phoned the emergency services. I told him to go down to the girls and stay with them until the gardai arrived. I didn’t want that bastard murdering anyone else.’


    ‘You didn’t go with him?’


    ‘I couldn’t. My legs felt so weak I just sat on the ground where I was until the gardai came to get my statement.’


    ‘You know that the two girls say it was an accident?’


    ‘Yes. That’s one of the reasons the gardai didn’t press charges, but they share a house with that scumbag. Obviously they’re lying to protect him.’


    ‘They shared a house with Oran too. Wouldn’t they want justice for him?’


    Nancy shrugged. ‘Who knows what they want? I certainly don’t. I’ve worked in accounts all my life. I deal in facts, not assumptions. I saw what I saw.’


    ‘So, although you don’t know why they are lying, you are quite sure Oran didn’t lose his balance?’


    ‘He did lose his balance, but not until his “friend” put out his hands and shoved him.’


    ‘Do you know that Oran’s parents are convinced it was an accident? They say Oran and Ben were like brothers and there’s no way Ben would ever hurt their son.’


    ‘Well, they’re not very good judges of character, then.’ Nancy’s face softened. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I feel so sorry for his parents. Their lives will never be the same again.’


    Aoife nodded. ‘I can’t even imagine what it would be like to lose a child, but then to discover that his murderer was someone you welcomed into your home… did you know the two families went on holidays together?’


    For a moment, Aoife thought Nancy might cry. Then her face hardened.


    ‘I wish Oran’s parents didn’t have to go through this, but I’m going to make sure that scumbag never hurts anyone again. I might not be able to get him locked away, but I can, and I will, make sure everybody knows what a vicious, evil toerag he is. He will not get away with what he did. Not while I have breath in my body.’

  


  
    ​FIVE


    ‘I don’t think threatening Nancy was a good tactic, Orla. She’s absolutely furious and determined not to give in.’


    ‘Oh hell! Are you sure? What’s she like?’


    ‘A bit—unusual. She grew up in a poor area and has a chip on her shoulder about it. I mean, right now she lives in a really nice apartment in a lovely area and she even has a house by the sea, but she seems to think she’s one of the downtrodden and that Ben and his ilk are the enemy.’


    ‘Really? That won’t play out well in front of a judge. Is she unstable?’


    ‘I don’t think so. I certainly didn’t see any signs of it. And I wouldn’t count too much on her upsetting a judge. She’s obviously intelligent. By the time the case gets to court, she’ll have her temper under control and she won’t say anything to turn people against her.’


    ‘Mmm, Aoife, I’ve been thinking about this case and about your money problems. You know the Westons have money to burn and I’ve become quite friendly with Ben’s mother. I spoke to her yesterday and she agreed they would pay you to interview everyone involved in this case and see what you can find out.’


    ‘What could I possibly do for them? Why don’t they hire a private detective?’


    ‘They did. More than one, actually, but they haven’t come up with anything useful yet. Louisa feels the more people who are working on proving Ben’s innocence, the better.’


    ‘I’m not convinced he is innocent. Orla, are you sure you want me to do this? How will it affect you if I find proof that Ben is guilty?’


    ‘I don’t think that’s possible. And if you found proof, I’d tell my boss and he’d warn Mr Weston not to go ahead with the case. Either way it’s a win for me. Talk it over with Louisa. She’d like to meet you as soon as possible. Tomorrow, maybe?’


    ‘I’m working tomorrow. I can meet her on Wednesday.’


    ‘If that’s the best you can do.’


    ‘She can’t wait one day?’


    ‘Aoife, the Westons are not the kind of people who are used to waiting for anybody or anything.’

  


  
    ​SIX


    Orla had been right. The Westons weren’t used to waiting. Aoife was at work the following day when Orla sent her a text. Louisa Weston was insisting on meeting her today. Could Aoife make 7 p.m.?


    Was she making a mistake getting involved with these people? It wasn’t as if they would become a regular source of income. If she agreed to Louisa Weston’s demands, she would be home too late to spend time with Amy and she would miss out on the first evening in a week that Conor was free to have dinner with them.


    ‘It’s okay, Aoife. These things happen. We’ll have other evenings together. Do you want me to pick up Amy?’


    ‘No. Thanks, Conor. We might as well leave her with her grandmother. Maura will be delighted to have Amy for an entire evening. I’ll ring you tonight.’


    She had just hung up the phone when the door to her glass box opened. Aoife swung around, but it was only Cathy.


    ‘Are you any good at Excel, Aoife?’


    ‘I’m no expert, but I’m fairly comfortable with it. What would you like me to do?’


    When Cathy had explained everything, she said, ‘Do you think you can manage that?’


    ‘Yes, that should be fine.’


    ‘Perfect.’ Cathy picked up her bag and stuffed her mobile inside. ‘I have to run. The nursing home doesn’t allow visitors after eight p.m., and who knows how long it will take me to battle the rush-hour traffic. When you’ve finished, can you email the spreadsheet to the address I gave you?’


    ‘It’s almost four thirty now, Cathy. I finish in a half hour. There’s no way I could get the entire spreadsheet done by then.’


    ‘That’s okay. They don’t need it until seven.’


    ‘I can’t stay late today. I’m sorry, but I have an appointment.’


    Cathy’s face fell. ‘Oh no! If I stay late, I won’t get to the nursing home before closing time. Mum will be so upset. Is there any way—’ She dumped her bag on the floor, sat down and rolled the chair nearer to her desk. ‘I’m sorry, Aoife. Of course you have to leave. I shouldn’t have suggested otherwise. Have a good evening.’


    Oh hell! Wasn’t Cathy’s sick mother more important than Louisa Weston’s unreasonable demands? ‘It’s okay, Cathy. I know you have to see your mother. You go. I’ll manage.’


    Cathy frowned. ‘Are you sure?’


    ‘Yes, of course I am. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


    She fired off a text to Orla. Delayed. Will try to make it for 8. If that’s not good enough for Louisa Weston, she will have to find somebody else to jump through her hoops.


    *


    The only advantage to doing Cathy’s work was that Aoife had to use Cathy’s computer, which gave her a break from the glass box. She could
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