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To Chris Cremin, with love




Chapter One

Monday, 23rd December 1968

Some stories demand to be told. They keep coming back, echoing down through the decades, until they find a teller.

There must have been a time before; when silence prevailed, and Nicoletta’s days and nights weren’t filled with the hum of voices, guttural shouts of ‘Copy!’ at the copy boys’ pattering stampede across the grubby lino to grab the black page from the waiting reporter and take it to the case room. But she likes to think her life began here; was forged at this wall of noise. The clack, clack of typewriters is a sound she’ll never tire of, if she lives to be eighty. The Irish Sentinel holds her in the present. It makes sense in a way nothing else does. She observes this peculiar space properly now the newsroom is almost empty. The strip lighting and wide, curtainless windows, fogged with condensation, laying bare the souls within, puts her in mind of a stage.

She misses the sound of the typewriters now they have fallen still. One of the two copy boys on duty is asleep under his coat, his snores oozing along the floor like spilled coffee. The printing presses have yet to start rolling in the basement, signalling the end of the shift as surely as church bells, but there is already talk of giving up the ghost and going to a nearby pub for some welcome festive cheer. Nicoletta sits resolute, her back ramrod straight. She hasn’t been invited on the premature flit to the pub as she’s been tasked with working the NightTown shift. She feeds each hour with regular phone calls to Dublin’s Garda stations. Pearse Street, Harcourt Street, Store Street, Dún Laoghaire, Howth. Each time someone answers, she hesitates before saying a variation on the same thing. It’s like a rehearsed party piece, glib and singsong. It never comes out quite the way it did in her head. And each time, she gets the same reply. Nothing doing. It’s Christmas, after all.

‘Good evening, Nicoletta Sarto calling from the Sentinel… anything to report? OK, thank you… Happy Christmas! Bye… bye.’ She’s ashamed of the blush that spreads across her cheeks as she replaces the receiver in its cradle, the toll of easing out the words contrasting with Barney, Price and Dermot’s brash nonchalance. The men speak each other’s language. They have long-established relationships with the Guards, connections that zigzag across colliding ley lines. Presumably, their hearts don’t hammer in their chests every time they pick up the phone.

‘What’s the story? Grand, buzz you back in a while. Cheers.’ Barney, the assistant news editor, sits at his desk, shuffling papers from his in-tray, sighing. She watches him stand up and begin to circle the largely empty room like a nervous hawk, crossing from the news desk to make the occasional call. She longs for him to come over and take one of Dermot’s cigarettes, half leaning against her desk to talk. But he doesn’t. Dermot, a fellow reporter, is nowhere to be seen, and Barney doesn’t lift his head in her direction. A question hangs in the air between them, heavy as stale smoke.

She gets up to look out on the dark blanket of sky. Even the stars are hiding. She leans against the windowsill and waits for something, anything. She is good at waiting, at picking her moment. She accepts that sometimes there are no stories. That’s when it’s time to sit back and listen. She’ll wonder in the ensuing days and years which twist of fate led them to Gloria Fitzpatrick in that late-night lull, as though by design.

It starts with a throwaway remark from Duffy, the editor. He joins Nicoletta at the window, resting most of his compact, meaty frame against a squat metal filing cabinet, lighting one of Dermot’s cigarettes, and following her gaze along the murky sludge of the river below to the empty quay, shadowy and silent at this hour. He taps ash into a mostly empty coffee cup. He’s not a tall man, though wider than the filing cabinet.

‘Is it always this quiet?’ When she asks the question, with a nervous laugh, Duffy straightens up.

‘It’s always half dead on this shift.’ He’s contemplative for a moment. ‘The only major Christmas story I can think of was Gloria Fitzpatrick. Sentenced to hang in ’56.’

Nicoletta shivers as an icy draught seeps in through a crack in the pane. She inclines her head to Duffy, and he catches her gaze in the glass. His round face is shiny, but kind. Still, despite his cuddly appearance, Duffy is feared by some. His bite is much worse than his bark; more Rottweiler than terrier.

Nicoletta forces a tentative smile. ‘What was that like?’

There’s a tread of footsteps from behind and Price, the deputy editor, joins them, towering above them both. He’s quickly joined by Barney, who’s already wearing his coat, a full-length camel hair he’s inordinately proud of, his sandy hair styled into a rigid peak.

‘What’s going on?’

‘I was telling Nicoletta about the last major Christmas story,’ Duffy says thoughtfully. ‘Gloria Fitzpatrick. The very last woman in the history of the state to get the death penalty, though of course it was later commuted to life imprisonment on the grounds of insanity.’ He blows a stream of smoke straight ahead, which fogs the window. Nicoletta coughs as discreetly as she can.

‘A long while ago,’ Barney says, shrugging. ‘Time now to go to the pub for a pint or two.’

‘We’ll go when I say we go.’ Duffy’s voice is soft, but Barney gets the message and shuts up.

Nicoletta taps her foot, unwilling to let the name sink out of sight, the way a seagull will dive after its quarry, right into the murky depths of the river.

‘Fitzpatrick… I haven’t heard that name in a long time.’

Duffy nods. ‘The infamous Fitzpatrick. They got her in the end, for Elizabeth Rourke, but she never would give the Guards the whereabouts of the missing actress.’

‘You don’t mean… Julia Bridges? Was Gloria Fitzpatrick responsible for her death?’ she asks, almost holding her breath.

Duffy rubs a circle in the condensation, round as a ship’s porthole, and drops the cigarette stub into the cup, where it sizzles in half an inch of tepid coffee.

‘The very same. The Guards were almost sure Fitzpatrick was behind her disappearance but there was never enough evidence to make the charge stick. She just vanished partway through a run at the Athena. The Athena Theatre was prestigious in its day. Bit of a kip now.’

‘When was that again?’ Nicoletta grips the windowsill and keeps looking straight ahead. She won’t give Barney the satisfaction of looking back his way.

‘Over twenty years ago. During the war, I guess.’

Price taps the top of the filing cabinet. He’s the only one of them who’s tall enough to comfortably hunch over it. ‘Didn’t your interview with Julia Bridges’ husband years later bring some eyewitness out of the woodwork?’

Duffy grins. ‘It did. The Bridges’ landlord, in fact. Brendan Owens was his name. Reading between the lines, he was quite taken with Julia. He’d been to see her at the theatre every night for weeks. Then Julia got sick, and an understudy took over. This fellow eventually told me he saw Julia going into St Bridget’s, where Gloria Fitzpatrick worked. This corroborated what the Guards had long suspected; that Gloria Fitzpatrick was behind Julia Bridges’ disappearance. Fitzpatrick styled herself a patron of the arts back in the day, when she was flush, but she wouldn’t have had anything like that kind of money in the years leading up to Bridges’ disappearance.’

‘How did she get her money?’ Nicoletta finds herself asking.

‘I can’t honestly tell you that, Nicoletta.’ Duffy turns to face her. ‘Everyone has a different theory on how she set herself up in business. She was certainly wealthier than any midwife I’ve ever come across,’ he says with a laugh.

Nicoletta bites her lip. ‘Did anything come out of the final eyewitness statement?’

Duffy sniffs and shakes his head. ‘It gave the Guards something solid to re-interview Fitzpatrick about, but Owens’ information came too late. Fitzpatrick popped her clogs in the asylum that very night and they never found Julia Bridges’ body.’

‘What about the Owens fellow? Was he investigated, whenever this was?’

‘Late ’50s. Around the time Fitzpatrick died. Nothing came of it.’

Price bangs the filing cabinet this time and Nicoletta jumps. ‘Still, what about Christmas Eve, ’56? We all assumed Gloria would be let off for Elizabeth Rourke. I’ll never forget the shock.’

Nicoletta wraps her arms around herself. She’s wearing the tweed and fox-fur suit she’d bought with her first wages as a junior reporter. The skirt is miniscule and the sleeves are three-quarter length. There’s a matching turban which sits snugly over her newly shorn hair. It’s not suitable for the December weather, but she’d wanted to wear it, on this, her first NightTown shift.

‘Neither will I,’ she says, turning around.

Duffy looks up from his spyhole. ‘How would you remember? You’d only have been a kid.’

But she can recall it just as clearly, if not more so, than the predictable signposts of her own life. She’d been weighing apples in her parents’ shop when the verdict came in about Gloria Fitzpatrick. Christmas Eve, 1956. Nicoletta was fourteen, doomed to work at Sarto’s newsagents in the school holidays and at Christmas. ‘Gloria Fitzpatrick has been sentenced to hang,’ the radio announcer’s clipped voice said. She’d stopped to listen as he went on to report that the disgraced former midwife had caused the death of mother of six Elizabeth Rourke as the result of an induced miscarriage and had then disposed of Mrs Rourke’s body. The apples had rolled onto the floor, red and shiny as giant marbles. Nicoletta knelt on her hands and knees to collect them; one had wedged itself under the cabinet where all the hardboiled sweets were kept in glass jars like scientific specimens. By the time she’d resurfaced, the announcer had moved on to the next item – football results, or a weather forecast, as though there was nothing unusual about midwives and murder being mixed up together. Nicoletta waited until the Press and Herald vans arrived, delivering the evening papers, then she grabbed a copy of each and sat on a high stool behind the counter, reading all about the culmination of the trial she’d been following for weeks. Her mother had found her poring over them when she was supposed to be arranging boxes of Christmas biscuits, bottles of whiskey, things people would pick up as last-minute gifts. She’d snatched the papers away, as though they were contaminated, inexplicably tossing them in the bin.

‘It would fit you better to study your schoolbooks with the same fascination, instead of this rubbish.’

Nicoletta was banned from the front of the shop for the rest of the evening, sent to dust the storeroom shelves. A boxroom tucked in the back of their living quarters, it was later also used as a bedroom, when Enzo was alive, with a cot added to the chaos. A room of odds and ends which no one quite knew what to do with. She’d always hated going in there, being among the old packets of firelighters and greeting cards faded from years of being exposed to sunlight. Those cards couldn’t be resold, but nor could Daniela Sarto bear to throw them out, for reasons best known to herself, instead choosing to keep the damaged stock year in, year out. They repeated their bland messages in perpetuity: ‘Happy 21st Birthday’ and ‘Congratulations on your Wedding Day’. Milestones Enzo would never reach.

One grainy photo showed Gloria Fitzpatrick in handcuffs, being led into the back of a prison van, her fair hair lifted by the breeze under her mink cap. Nicoletta shivers as she remembers how she’d felt something like a prickle of recognition at the defiant profile. Fitzpatrick was trapped, a caged animal, but she didn’t look like you were supposed to. Nicoletta had wondered if she could detect evil in that defiant tilt by tracing its curve with her thumbnail. A second, sharper photo, had been taken earlier, as Fitzpatrick arrived at court, unsure of her fate, of whether she’d be leaving that day alone in her solicitor’s car, to enjoy Christmas with her freedom, or escorted by a phalanx of guards to Mountjoy Prison. A fair, handsome woman, jewels gleaming at fingers and throat, her face inscrutable. Perhaps she’d made her expression deliberately blank, not giving herself away in the glare of the flashbulbs. It was all so public.

Duffy and Price are reminiscing now in earnest. They’ve lost interest in how or why Nicoletta’s fascination with the infamous Gloria Fitzpatrick began. Everyone had followed the story, after all. Everyone knows who she was, what she did, and to whom.

Price stuffs his hands into his pockets. ‘Gloria always made good copy.’

‘Announcing to anyone who’d listen, “This is not my country!” outside the court before the verdict. Didn’t do herself any favours. She made sure she wore all her finery, what was left of it.’ Duffy shakes his head and scratches his jaw, scrupulously clean shaven as ever, and turns back to Price. ‘Do you remember when Lilian Higgins was convicted of forging the birth register?’

Price nods.

‘What was that?’ Curiosity gets the better of Nicoletta.

‘A couple of years ago,’ Duffy says, turning to meet her eye. ‘Mrs Higgins was Gloria’s employer in her last years of respectability. She died quite recently. Rumours were rife that she’d been carrying out a baby-selling racket for years from St Bridget’s Maternal Nursing Home. She only got a fine in the district court for forging the birth register, whereas Gloria got banged up for life.’

Price claps his hands. ‘Well, on that note, I think it’s time to go to the pub.’ He looks to Duffy and Barney. ‘Dermot and Anne are already there.’ Duffy holds up his hands in acquiescence, returning to his office. Nicoletta hangs back. Price pats the filing cabinet one last time.

‘You should get back to your desk.’ He starts walking and when he reaches the plate glass doors to the stairwell, he wrenches them open, and they slam against the walls with a sickening clatter. Barney moves forward alongside Nicoletta and drums his fingers against the window, his nails tapping insistently against the glass. The noise is starting to crowd Nicoletta’s nerve endings. She pushes a chair out of her way, almost toppling it in a bid to get back to her desk.

‘What’s up with you?’ Barney asks, as she’s halfway across the room.

She takes a few steps back. The longing to touch his cheek, smell the familiar tang of Old Spice, is overwhelming. She stands half facing him, close enough that she can see his breath pluming in an opaque cloud.

‘I’ve been trying to ring you,’ he says in a low voice.

‘I know Marie’s back,’ she says, aware Duffy can probably hear every word.

‘She’s just back to see Liam.’ There’s a pleading note to his voice, and it sets her teeth on edge. He’s already slipped away, along with this new life she’s worked so hard to acquire. Maybe she’d only been trying it on for size, like an expensive pair of shoes, or a fur coat; she should’ve realised that.

She tries to inject a false jollity into her voice. ‘It’ll be nice for Liam to have his mam around for Christmas, won’t it?’

‘I’m sorry, Nic.’

She nods. ‘Have to get back to my desk.’

‘Nic, wait…’

She resumes her position beside the phone. She can hear Barney’s footsteps receding to his own desk, near Duffy’s office. A couple of minutes later Duffy himself bustles out the door with a backwards wave, followed quickly by Barney, who doesn’t look back at her once. Quiet prevails, until the doors crash against the walls again and Dermot and Anne sidle into the room, giggling. Nicoletta smiles.

‘Where’ve you been?’

‘We went for a drink. Anne forgot her keys. I forgot my smokes.’

Anne’s long dark hair looks almost blue under the fluorescent lights. She scrabbles for a bunch of keys wedged in a pen holder on her desk.

‘Coming?’ she says to Dermot, ignoring Nicoletta.

‘Fancy a drink?’ Dermot shakes his half-empty cigarette packet and puts it into his trouser pocket. Nicoletta shakes her head.

‘I have to ring the Guards. I’m working NightTown.’

‘Ah, come for one! There isn’t a whisper of scandal. The city’s half asleep. Let’s go back to the pub and raise some festive cheer.’ Dermot gestures towards Anne, who looks at the door pointedly.

Nicoletta shakes her head. ‘I’d better stay here. I don’t want to go now in case Price comes back and wonders where I am.’

‘Suit yourself. But he won’t. Price is gone to the pub. And Duffy’s gone home.’ Dermot mimes someone snoring. ‘He’s quicker on his feet than he’d have us believe. Probably already half sloshed, asleep on the sofa, a cat snoozing on his stomach.’

Nicoletta laughs, feeling slightly wistful at the imagined cosy scene. She doesn’t want to go to the pub in case Anne or Dermot probe her with questions she’d rather not answer. Though perhaps Dermot won’t. She watches him stride away until he’s swallowed whole by the chilly stairwell. People with their own secrets are less likely to pry into the lives of others, and Nicoletta feels safe with Dermot.

Freezing air gusts into the newsroom before the door slams shut. She looks back at Barney’s empty desk. Maybe she’d be better off joining the others in the pub after all, letting a drink or three slip down in delicious succession. She shakes her head. If anyone could persuade her to pour her heart out, it’s Dermot. He’s her only real friend. She’s still inwardly debating whether or not to go after him and Anne when the phone peals. For a moment she lets it ring, working up the nerve to answer it. She thinks it’s about to stop, but she picks up the receiver anyway and jams it against her ear.

‘Hello, newsroom?’

‘Hello. Could I speak to Barney King, please?’

The whole floor is chronically silent. ‘He’s just left. Can I help you at all?’

‘Who am I speaking to?’

‘This is Nicoletta Sarto. I’m a reporter.’ She can hear the pride in her voice. A creak of breath from the other end of the line and then the suck of a cigarette.

‘Ah yes, we spoke earlier. This is Inspector David Morris from Pearse Street Garda Station.’

‘Good evening, Inspector. What can I do for you?’

She scribbles down what’s being said. A motley collection of phrases. When read aloud, outside any context, they mightn’t hold very much power. They’re just words. But taken together, they amount to something bigger than themselves. Skeleton… man digging… garden… Seaview House, Sandycove… early hours of this morning… wedding ring… Julia Bridges. When Inspector Morris rings off, she can feel her world flip on its axis. A flicker of static snakes up from the pit of her stomach to sit tight at the crown of her skull. This story is hers for the telling.




Chapter Two

Tuesday, 24th December 1968

Christmas Eve

Nicoletta appears in the newsroom the next morning, wearing the same clothes as the night before. She’s had very little sleep and she can feel the thrum quickening her pulse. The adrenaline has warmed her up, despite the cold. She starts tidying her desk, firing scrunched-up wads of paper into the bin.

‘Nic?’ Barney’s voice echoes behind her. ‘You’re not rostered to work over Christmas week.’

‘I came in to tie up some loose ends.’ She smooths her turban over her tousled, feathered pixie cut, before grabbing that morning’s city edition from a nearby stack. Her story about Julia Bridges from the night before is on the front page.

‘Nice splash.’ Barney cracks his knuckles, something he always does when he’s thinking. ‘Whoever thought Julia Bridges would be found?’

Nicoletta shrugs. ‘I was in the right place at the right time.’ She picks up her bag.

‘Nic, wait.’

She stops. ‘Yes?’

‘It was a good story. How’d you like to stay on it? I’m about to pay a visit to the morgue, if you fancy it?’

Nicoletta can’t help but laugh. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’

Together they descend the icy stairwell. The wind from the Liffey flays their faces as soon as they step out onto Burgh Quay. They make their way down the river wall, past a swaying drunk in a flapping overcoat, humming loudly to himself. It sounds like ‘O Holy Night’, his reedy voice carrying over the water. Nicoletta can feel the damp air through her clothes.

Barney rests a hand in the small of her back as they cross the bridge, and she pulls away. They walk in silence until Beresford Place. Barney leans against the coal-black railings of the Georgian terrace and puffs out his cheeks as Nicoletta is almost blown off her feet by a violent gust.

‘Nic… I didn’t know Marie was just going to turn up out of the blue. Please believe me.’

Nicoletta unconsciously grabs the railing, not looking at him. Then she lets go and forces herself to meet his eye. ‘What’s Inspector Morris like?’

‘Bit of a self-important bollix,’ Barney says, as they clear the short distance to the city morgue on Store Street. ‘But all right.’

Nicoletta’s feet are already numb by the time they reach the morgue. It’s smaller and older than the surrounding buildings, its whimsical red brick façade giving it the look of anything other than what it is. Barney leans against the wall.

‘What now?’ Nicoletta speaks above the sound of a train trundling out of Amiens Street Station.

‘Now, we wait,’ Barney says with a grim smile. Within minutes, a blue-uniformed garda exits through the front door, alongside a tall, straight-backed man dressed in a brown suit with a beige gaberdine over it. The man in the suit pumps Barney’s hand. ‘Look, I can’t let you in.’ He indicates the heavy front door. ‘Not today.’

Barney shrugs. ‘Can you tell us anything here?’

The man sucks his teeth, before eyeing Nicoletta. ‘And who’s this?’

‘Nicoletta Sarto. I’m new at the Sentinel.’ Nicoletta allows her hand to be shaken with the same firm grasp as the tall plain clothes man introduces himself as Inspector Morris.

‘Ah yes, we spoke last night. Rather you than me, working with this fellow. But a pleasure to put a face to the name.’

He winks at Barney. Nicoletta pretends not to notice. The uniformed garda’s gaze falls on her and his mouth twitches in recognition.

‘This is Garda Peter O’Connor. Nicoletta Sarto.’ Morris steps back on his heels. Nicoletta’s scalp tightens as she waits for O’Connor to announce how he already knows her.

‘Pleased to meet you, Nicoletta,’ O’Connor says after a beat, shaking her hand carefully. Nicoletta exhales. The moment has passed. He takes off his navy peaked cap, smoothing his bristly red hair. The filmy winter light catches it in a fiery halo.

‘What’s the story, anyhow?’ Barney props one heel on the wall behind him.

Morris looks as though he’s considering what to divulge. He’s older than he appeared at first, Nicoletta thinks. Hair dappled by grey under his hat, deep grooves around his nose and mouth. His military bearing almost gives the illusion of youth.

‘Between you, me and the wall, Jack Bridges has just identified his wife’s wedding ring.’ Morris glances over his shoulder. ‘We’re heading to The Confession Box. Coming?’ He addresses this solely to Barney.

Barney nods. Nicoletta shifts her weight from foot to foot. O’Connor’s pale eyes appraise her. She can feel something unspool in the cold air between them. He looks away first.

Morris gives Nicoletta a wink this time. ‘You never know, O’Malley may even join us, it being Christmas. Give us a minute and we’ll follow you down.’

O’Connor doesn’t look Nicoletta’s way once as he and Morris head back into the morgue. Nicoletta and Barney are halfway up Talbot Street when Nicoletta finally breaks the silence. ‘Is O’Malley the pathologist?’

‘Not for much longer. About to retire.’ Barney loops a right onto Marlborough Street. The newspaper sellers are out. A boy with a Sentinel sandwich board bearing Nicoletta’s story about Julia Bridges struts past the Pro-Cathedral.


SKELETON FOUND IN SEASIDE GARDEN

By Nicoletta Sarto

A human skeleton was recovered in the early hours of this morning from a garden in the Dublin suburb of Sandycove. The remains, which have since been brought to the city morgue, are believed to belong to long-missing Dublin actress Julia Bridges, who vanished in July 1943. Gardaí are conducting a full examination of the scene…



The thrill of seeing her byline on the front page prompts Nicoletta to buy a copy before she hastily follows Barney into The Confession Box, a tiny pub beside the cathedral. He indicates an empty table by the door.

‘Morris may be a self-important bollix, but O’Malley’s a contrary bollix.’

Nicoletta doesn’t ask what O’Connor is like. She doesn’t even want to say his name aloud.

She takes off her gloves and places them in front of her as Barney goes up to the bar. The small room is overheated by a roaring fire facing them, but she realises she’s trembling as she rummages for her compact and examines her face. She takes deep breaths right up from her diaphragm, the way Dr Jennings had taught her after the ECT. She gouges the outline of a smile with a shimmery lipstick she finds at the bottom of her bag. Garda O’Connor hadn’t let on that he knew her, but he might be telling Morris all about their last encounter this very moment. She hasn’t even told Barney and she doesn’t know if she ever will. He slides a brandy in front of her.

‘Looks like you could do with it.’ He frowns. ‘You OK?’

Nicoletta takes a pretend sip. ‘Just cold. And a bit shook thinking about poor Jack Bridges having to identify his wife by her wedding ring. Jesus.’

Barney takes a gulp of his drink, a pint of Guinness. ‘It can get too much for some people. Especially if it’s your first big story.’

Nicoletta’s about to reply when the door creaks open, followed by a blast of cold air. Inspector Morris’ large frame takes up most of the doorway. He’s followed by Garda O’Connor and an even taller man distinguished by a dark green homburg and chewing a cigar. He’s wearing a dun-coloured corduroy suit, the trousers held up by a length of twine.

Morris claps a hand on the man’s shoulder, like a big-game hunter posing for a photograph with much-sought-after prey. ‘Look who we found trying to slip off home!’

Nicoletta understands this third man to be O’Malley. He doesn’t look like a pathologist. He looks like a farmer, someone who’s used to surveying, tending and coaxing. Not someone adept with the grim business of death. He takes Nicoletta’s hand and holds it delicately between his surprisingly soft fingers. ‘Well, well,’ he says. ‘I couldn’t miss out on the opportunity to take stock of this new lady, now, could I?’

Barney takes a long swallow of his drink. Nicoletta tries to withdraw her hand, but O’Malley holds on to it. ‘Nicoletta, is it? What sort of a name is that? It’s lovely.’

‘Italian. My parents are Italians.’ She takes a small sip of her drink, before putting the glass back down, feeling the need to explain herself further. ‘My mother’s family came from a town called Casalattico, near Rome.’ She can feel Inspector Morris’ eyes on her, listening to everything being said. She keeps her focus on O’Malley.

‘Is that so?’ O’Malley sips a pint of stout set down reverently for him by Garda O’Connor. ‘My wife and I went to Rome on our honeymoon umpteen years ago.’

‘How lovely.’ Nicoletta laughs. ‘I’ve actually never been.’ Barney is looking into his pint, but she knows he’s also now listening intently to their exchange. Inspector Morris and Garda O’Connor begin to speak quietly among themselves. Nicoletta can’t make out what they’re saying. She turns her attention back to O’Malley. ‘Does your wife mind you having to work on Christmas Eve?’

He gives a rueful grin. ‘Ah, it gets me out of her hair.’ He clinks Nicoletta’s glass. ‘Poor Julia Bridges, all the same. Never thought she’d be found.’

Nicoletta puts down her glass after the toast.

‘The wedding ring is the only indication that it’s Julia Bridges?’

O’Malley bows his head. Inspector Morris takes a pause from his conversation with O’Connor to join in. Morris is the same towards her as he was earlier; O’Connor obviously hasn’t given her away. She feels a rush of gratitude warm her cheeks.

‘It’s her all right, Nicoletta. I can confirm that. “Jack and Julia, 15th September 1941” is what it says on the wedding ring.’ Morris taps the table with a beer mat. ‘Jack Bridges has duly signed off on it.’

O’Malley coughs into a greying hanky. He finally lights his cigar and sits back, wreathing them in smoke. Nicoletta begins to feel a wave of nausea rise in her throat.

‘How was Jack Bridges during the identification?’ She concentrates on feeling normal.

O’Malley gulps the smoke, stroking the homburg laid out in front of him like a beloved family pet.

‘The thing is, everyone reacts differently, Nicoletta. I’ve seen a mother identifying her son’s broken body who didn’t say a word. Just stood there mutely, as though it was happening to someone else. Then there are those who weep and wail, and those who’re angry as all hell. Jack Bridges was adamant that the skeleton on the gurney wasn’t his wife. Until we showed him the wedding ring. He looked at that ring for a long time, before he said, “I suppose that’s Julia’s, all right.” ’

‘He almost ran out of the place after that,’ O’Connor says, sucking down a mouthful of beer. ‘Who could blame him? Horrible places, morgues.’ He gives O’Malley a mock salute. ‘No offence.’

Nicoletta leans toward O’Malley. ‘How do you think Mrs Bridges died?’

O’Malley nibbles on the end of the cigar. ‘Hard to say. A long time since she disappeared – what was it, ’44, ’45?’

‘’43.’

‘Right.’ O’Malley directs his answer solely to Nicoletta. ‘Twenty-five years is a long time. All that was left of her was a skeleton and that wedding ring. Everything else – her coat, her clothes, even her shoes – had decomposed. No handbag with her either.’

‘Fitzpatrick didn’t leave us much to work with.’ Morris puts down the beermats he’s been shuffling like a deck of cards. Nicoletta can feel his eyes on her.

‘How can you be so certain Fitzpatrick was behind it?’ Nicoletta addresses the question to Morris. ‘Isn’t it odd, Julia’s body being found in this family’s garden in Sandycove? Shouldn’t you be looking at these Creightons instead?’

It’s O’Malley who answers after he stubs out the cigar. ‘There are no certainties, my dear, just the evidence in front of us. A woman’s skeleton was found. That’s it, as far as I’m concerned.’

Two spots of colour appear on Morris’ cheeks. ‘Fitzpatrick knew Charles Creighton. He was big into the theatre scene, as was she, when she had the money to flash. None of them wanted to know her once it was gone.’

O’Connor gives him a sideways glance and pops open a bag of crisps as he observes the exchange. Nicoletta bites her lip. ‘Are these the same Creightons as the jewellery people?’

Morris nods. ‘Charles Creighton was always a bit of a ladies’ man. He was briefly considered a person of interest, but we ruled him out. Gloria’s behind it; it’s as plain as the nose on your face.’ Morris sucks in his cheeks, giving him a gaunt look. ‘We couldn’t get her when she was alive, but you can be damn sure we have her now.’

‘How do you explain the body being found at the Creightons’? Miss Sarto’s right. It doesn’t make much sense.’ Garda O’Connor’s cheeks have turned as red as his hair from the alcohol and the heat.

‘The only person who can answer that with any detail is Gloria Fitzpatrick, and she’s six feet under,’ Morris declares, his lips a grim line.

‘She’ll always be the one who got away.’ O’Connor nibbles on a crisp.

‘What’s that?’ Morris inclines his head.

‘Gloria Fitzpatrick. She’s the one nut you couldn’t crack.’

Morris knocks over a teetering pile of beermats. ‘Oh, I had her cracked, all right. Unfortunately, she kicked the bucket just as I was making headway.’

‘How inconvenient, Inspector. But we’ve still no definitive way of knowing whether she was responsible for Julia Bridges’ death.’

Morris takes the crisps off O’Connor, bag and all, and stuffs a fistful into his mouth. ‘I was wise to her,’ he says, spitting crumbs. ‘Still am. She was quite immoral. A malfeasant, the prosecution called her at one point in the trial. The truth will always out, isn’t that what they say?’

‘I admire your tenacity, Inspector.’ O’Malley puts on his homburg. Nicoletta notices that it’s dented in the middle. ‘Most would’ve given up by now.’

Morris wipes his face with a hanky; the room has filled up without them noticing.

‘How did Miss Fitzpatrick die?’ Nicoletta asks in a rush, desperate to keep O’Malley talking before he can leave.

‘Officially, it was coronary arrest, my dear. Had to do the post-mortem myself because she died at Clyde Hall Criminal Lunatic Asylum, in the custody of the state,’ O’Malley says, adjusting the angles of his hat. ‘Coronary arrest, a nice vague term, was reported in the papers. Unofficially, Miss Fitzpatrick’s toxicology was sky high, though naturally the powers that be at Clyde Hall didn’t want that getting out.’

‘What was in her system?’ Nicoletta can’t help herself asking. She looks sideways at Barney, but he doesn’t seem to be listening.

‘A small amount of alcohol. And large amounts of chlorpromazine, brand name Thorazine, a drug Gloria was being given. They kept it out of the papers, but there was a big stink at Clyde Hall in the aftermath. I recall an inquiry was held, as to how Gloria would have laid her hands on possibly fatal quantities of this medication. Presuming it was suicide. They were looking for a head for the chopping block and I believe the nurse on duty resigned. Brennan, I think, was her name. But in the end, Fitzpatrick went peacefully in her sleep, I suppose you’d say, the way you’d want your sainted favourite aunt to go. Just went to bed and didn’t wake up.’

Nicoletta makes a mental note to go to the bathroom and write everything down as soon as she can. Meanwhile, she takes another pained sip of her brandy, aware that the glass is still mostly full. She doesn’t want to be rude but she needs to stay sharp, and she knows she’s doing a mangled job of pretending to drink it. ‘What a quiet way to go. After the life she had.’

Morris snorts. ‘It was well for her. Compared to the horrible way Julia Bridges went, and Elizabeth Rourke after that. Probably countless others, too, that we don’t even know about. And poor Bridges didn’t even get a proper burial.’

Nicoletta leans forward. ‘What happened to Fitzpatrick after she died?’

O’Malley stands up, grabbing the brass handle of the door. He pulls it towards him before he answers. A wall of chilly air hits Nicoletta’s face and her exposed wrists are prickled with goosebumps.

‘She’s interred in a mass grave for inmates of Clyde Hall Asylum at Dean’s Grange Cemetery. None of her relatives came to claim her in the end. Lonely way to go.’ He raises a hand. ‘Good tidings, all.’ The door whooshes shut behind him and smoke rushes to fill the vacuum. Nicoletta swallows. She needs air. She puts on her gloves and stands up. Barney is deep in conversation with Morris. He breaks off and pulls her to one side.

‘Where’re you going?’

She shrugs. ‘Home. It’s Christmas Eve. Not much point in staying here, is there?’ The words find their target. Barney rubs his jaw with his left hand, as though trying to deflect the sting. There’s a light-coloured indent on the flesh of his second finger where his wedding band used to sit. She wonders if he’ll start wearing it again.

He lowers his voice, though Nicoletta doubts the two men at the table can hear them above the din. A raucous shout of laughter erupts from nearby.

‘I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but Duffy has you in mind for this new gig. He’s setting up a women’s page on the paper and he wants you in charge. Well, it’s between you and Anne. You should really get your teeth into this story. Because he’s announcing his decision next Thursday, the day after New Year’s. Just to give you a heads-up. He’ll probably talk to you about it soon.’

Nicoletta swallows. A sudden wave of nausea is making her mouth water.

‘Why are you telling me this?’

He frowns. ‘Because I’d like you to get the job. I happen to think you’ve the makings of a damn fine reporter. And I also think you could be useful on this story. Instead of going home, you could try and talk to Jack Bridges.’

Nicoletta starts. ‘Wouldn’t he be very upset? Especially as it’s Christmas Eve.’

Barney nods. ‘But he’d probably open up more to you.’

‘All right.’ Nicoletta shrugs. ‘Why’s that?’

‘Because you’re a woman.’

Nicoletta turns to go, and Barney puts out a hand to stop her. ‘Don’t you want to know where to find him?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll find him. I already am a damn fine reporter.’

Barney puts out his hand again, then thinks better of it. ‘See you in Groome’s later?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ She’s out the door and on the pavement when Barney comes after her. She leans against the windowpane, waiting for him to speak. There’s a row of small Santa Clauses on the other side, looking out. Their cotton wool beards and felt hats look like they’ve been glued on by children.

‘Nic? Bridges lives at Percy Place, I think it is. Can’t recall the number. Come to Groome’s when you’re finished with him. We’ll take a spin out to Sandycove, to the scene of the crime. Seaview House. Owned by Charles and Sally Creighton.’

She shrugs. ‘Depends how long I’ll be with Bridges.’ She turns to walk away, then pauses.

‘Just so you know, Barney. I’m only doing this because we’re colleagues. Not for any other reason.’

The words register on Barney’s face like a slap. ‘Are you worried about giving people ideas?’

Nicoletta gives a sharp laugh. ‘Probably a bit late for that. It’s your ideas I’m worried about.’

Barney’s eyes close for a split second. He holds up a hand. ‘All right, Nic.’

She stops at the pawn shop opposite the Abbey Theatre and looks back. Barney is gone but the Santa Clauses in The Confession Box window keep on scanning the empty pavement in vain. On impulse, she returns to the pub, opens the door and goes back in. Morris is at the bar and O’Connor is sitting contemplatively on his own, an empty glass in front of him. Nicoletta sits down opposite, keeping her coat and turban on, and her bag on her arm.

‘Thank you,’ she says, the words coming out in a rush.

‘For what?’ O’Connor looks mildly surprised by this ambush.

‘For not saying we’ve met before. Or letting on that you recognised me.’ Nicoletta exhales. The room is uncomfortably warm and stuffy.

‘It’s really no bother,’ O’Connor says, as Morris comes back with two more pints.

‘Ah, Nicoletta,’ Morris says, taking a slurp of his drink, giving her a wink. It makes her feel slightly uncomfortable. ‘I’d have got you a drink if I’d known you were staying. What’ll you have?’

‘No, I won’t have a drink, thank you so much though, Inspector.’ Nicoletta straightens her turban. ‘I’m just going to use the ladies’.’ She hesitates and leans over the table, taking a deep breath. ‘Though there was one thing I wanted to ask you, Inspector. If you don’t mind?’

Morris takes another slurp of his pint. ‘Of course. Spit it out, pet.’

‘I understand Gloria Fitzpatrick was considered a patron of the arts in the 1930s, and she used her money to fund several theatrical productions at the Athena. Where did she get that money from?’

Morris gives a bark of mirth and swills back half the pint before answering. ‘Who knows, Nicoletta? Who knows, indeed?’

Nicoletta hovers at the edge of the table. ‘You must have some idea.’

Morris turns pink. ‘It’s not exactly a secret. She was convicted in the district court in the late ’30s for providing induced miscarriages for a hefty fee, in that fancy place she had on Mount Pleasant Square. She lost her midwifery licence after that, but it must have made her a packet, back in the day.’ He shakes his head and crosses his arms. ‘She was quite immoral.’ Nicoletta knows when it’s time to quit.

‘Thank you so much for your time, Inspector.’ She stands up. She can feel sweat trickling between her shoulder blades. ‘Happy Christmas to you both.’ Morris winks again and O’Connor gives her a smile as she makes her way to the back of the pub and opens the door to the ladies’. She lets the cool, disinfectant-tinged air envelop her, before locking herself into a cubicle and digging in her bag for her notebook and pen. She begins transcribing furiously before she can forget.




Chapter Three

Out of habit, Nicoletta walks back in the direction of the newspaper office, hesitating at the corner of Burgh Quay. The singing drunk has gone. Seagulls crowd the low river wall, squalling and nudging each other out of the way. Watery light seeps through the clouds. The day has barely begun, but she wants that women’s page editor job so badly she can taste it. The breeze stings her eyes. If her suspicions are correct and she’s pregnant, she won’t be able to take the job. But what will you do then? The little voice in her head is her mother’s. She can’t go back to her parents’ shop with her tail between her legs. Dusting shelves and serving customers. Forcing a smile and repeating the same things, day in, day out. Chit-chat with the regulars. Endless questions. The sight of the morning papers missing her byline. To admit things hadn’t worked out would be more than she could bear.

She can see from here that the windows of the Sentinel newsroom are dark. The urgent tableaux filled with life and colour have been replaced by two blank spaces. Her colleagues are probably in Groome’s by now. She can picture them, floating around, buying drinks, telling jokes, laughing. She can’t join them; she’s no good at pretending. She squares her shoulders and starts walking. The wind has died down. Pearse Street is practically deserted. The city breathes easily, almost as one being. A lone woman wheeling her shopping gives Nicoletta a curious look. Nicoletta avoids her eyes, self-conscious at the goosebumps hiving her bare wrists and her nyloned legs meeting the tiny skirt. She takes a deep breath and sets out as she means to go on, drumming an insistent tattoo on the pavement.

She’s perspiring when she gets to Percy Place, a neat terrace overlooking the canal. She knocks on the first door in the row before she loses her nerve. The black paint is peeling, though a sprig of holly has been sellotaped to the gleaming brass knocker. An old-fashioned bicycle with a wicker basket attached leans against the railing. A cheerful voice of indeterminate gender calls out, ‘Who is it now?’

‘Nicoletta Sarto.’

A woman comes to the door and sticks her head out. ‘You what-o?’

Her long hair drips onto the mat. Nicoletta realises that she’s wrapped in nothing but a towel.

‘I’m sorry to bother you. I’m looking for Jack Bridges.’

The woman blinks. ‘Bridges… Oh yes. Other end of the terrace. Last house. Now, if you don’t mind, it’s bloody freezing!’

‘Thank you!’ Nicoletta calls, as the door slams behind her. The other end of Percy Place is fronted by a blue door with a glossy holly wreath hanging from the knocker. Nicoletta touches the leaves. Plastic. She lifts the knocker and the wreath falls. She quickly picks it up and re-hangs it before pushing the doorbell instead. She’s at the bottom of the steps, about to give up, when the door opens.

‘Can I help you?’ A woman peers at Nicoletta from the top step. Nicoletta doesn’t feel inclined to climb back up to her level.

She forces a smile. ‘Sorry to bother you like this. I’m looking for Jack Bridges.’

The woman crosses her arms and shivers, a canary-yellow cardigan slung over her shoulders, the empty arms dangling uselessly. Nicoletta wonders why she doesn’t just wear it properly.

‘Doesn’t live here.’

‘Oh? I was sure he lived in this house.’ Nicoletta falters and steps back onto the path.

The woman goes to close the door. ‘I live in this house. Mr Bridges lives in the basement flat. I’m his landlady. He comes and goes as he pleases. Why don’t you knock on his door and bother him?’

Nicoletta clears her throat. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Nicoletta Sarto and I’m a reporter for the Sentinel. Perhaps you haven’t heard. Mr Bridges’ wife Julia was found this morning.’

The woman swears and blesses herself. Nicoletta climbs up onto the second step. ‘I know this must be a shock. Did you know Mrs Bridges, Miss…?’

‘It’s Mrs Owens. Of course, I knew Julia. She was my tenant, too. Jack and Julia moved in after they got married. Jack moved on after she went missing, but he came back a few months ago, pretty desperate. He’d lost his house. I couldn’t just throw him out on the street, could I?’ Nicoletta remembers Duffy and Price’s reminiscences in the newsroom, about a Brendan Owens, Julia Bridges’ landlord, who went to see her at the Athena Theatre every night. He was also the last known eyewitness who saw Julia entering St Bridget’s, where Gloria Fitzpatrick worked.

Nicoletta smiles. ‘You and your husband must be very decent sorts. I’m sure it’s appreciated.’

Mrs Owens points a colourless finger down in the direction of Nicoletta’s face. ‘Brendan was the soft touch. But I’m a widow now.’

Nicoletta lowers her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’

She pauses before she strikes again. ‘Did you know Mrs Bridges well, Mrs Owens?’

Mrs Owens swallows sourly. ‘I don’t make a habit of being chummy with people who pay rent. She was asking for trouble.’

‘In what way was she asking for trouble?’ Nicoletta can sense Mrs Owens is about to inch the door shut.

‘That theatre crowd were a bit loose. Probably still are, if you ask me.’

‘Oh?’ Nicoletta angles her face towards the diminishing gap, but she knows her time is almost up.

Mrs Owens peers around the door and lowers her voice. ‘Undesirables, the lot of them. If you know what I mean.’

Nicoletta has a fair idea what she means but she needs more details. A lot more.

‘What did your husband think?’

Mrs Owens’ mouth pops into a surprised ‘O’. Nicoletta fears she may have overplayed her hand.

‘My husband was fond of the theatre at one time. For all the good it did him. Good day.’ As an afterthought, she crooks another finger in the direction of Nicoletta’s face. ‘Don’t use my name in any of this or I’ll sue.’

The door slams shut. Nicoletta doesn’t hear footsteps and she senses that Mrs Owens is standing behind the door, waiting for her to leave. She walks down the steps to the basement, where a bevelled glass door marks the entry point to Jack Bridges’ dark flat. She knocks loudly and waits. After a few minutes of trying, she concedes defeat. Just then, a taxi stops, and a woman gets out, laden with shopping bags. Nicoletta lunges forward with her hand out to the driver.

‘Where to, love?’

She digs around in her purse for money. She can’t face another cold walk.

‘The Athena Theatre, please. Bachelors Walk.’

The car comes to a jerky stop at the Ha’penny Bridge. The Athena Theatre is a spindly Georgian building, presumably once magnificent, but now falling into confusion. Bits and bobs have been taken away and added on since it was built, giving it an uneven-looking quality. Nicoletta gives a cursory knock before pushing open the door and stepping inside. The foyer is dark and musty. A few tables and chairs crowd a hollowed-out space at the back. A couple of half-filled bottles of spirits sitting on a long, scuffed wooden table mark out the bar area. Once her eyes have adjusted to the gloom, she notices an angular man with a thin moustache polishing glasses on a corner stool. Nicoletta clears her throat.

‘Hello! Beg your pardon. Do you know where I can find Jack Bridges?’

The man stands up and peers down at her, tucking a cloth over his arm. He chews on his lower lip. ‘Who wants to know?’

‘I do,’ Nicoletta says, pulling out a chair and seating herself. ‘I’m a reporter for the Sentinel.’

‘He’s in his office. I don’t think he’ll speak to a reporter. It’s all been a terrible shock.’ The man sniffs and sits down heavily beside Nicoletta.

Nicoletta coughs politely. ‘Did you know Julia? Mrs Bridges, I mean.’

He fixes her with bloodshot eyes. ‘Yes,’ he says, taking the cloth off his arm and twisting it between his fingers. ‘I knew Julia. We all did.’ He gestures around the empty room.

‘What’s your name?’ Nicoletta takes out her notebook.

‘Graham Swift,’ he answers, squinting at what she’s writing. ‘I’m the manager here. Have been for years.’

Nicoletta nods. ‘How did you feel when you heard that Mrs Bridges had been found?’

‘It doesn’t feel real,’ he says, clawing at his neck. ‘I felt shocked, still do. I never thought this day would come, to be honest. Don’t think anyone did.’

Nicoletta writes the meagre sentences in her notebook before putting it away. ‘Are you happy to be quoted?’

Graham nods. ‘I’ll take you up.’ He gets to his feet unsteadily. She thanks him, following him through a low doorway and up a narrow stairwell. At the top, they pass an open door with clothes, props and costumes spilling out of it. She steps over the net skirts of a pink tutu and comes to a door that says ‘J. Bridges’ in stuck-on gilt lettering.

Graham raps on the door. There’s no answer, so he pushes it open. Jack Bridges is sitting behind an untidy desk, his head bowed. Graham clears space on a chair opposite and gestures for Nicoletta to sit down. Bridges’ eyes settle on her, slightly out of focus.

‘You have a visitor, Jack,’ Graham says, unnecessarily loudly. ‘A lady reporter from the Sentinel. She wants to talk to you about Julia.’

He beats a hasty retreat. Nicoletta sits with her handbag in her lap and waits, before she realises that Bridges is waiting for her to speak. She clears her throat.

‘Mr Bridges?’

He gives a resigned nod.

Nicoletta shifts in the uncomfortable seat. ‘My name is Nicoletta Sarto. I’m a reporter for the Sentinel. I’d like to speak to you about Julia. I understand you must be terribly upset, but I’d like to hear things from your point of view. How you must have suffered.’

‘My point of view, eh?’ His shoulders slump. He sticks his hands in the pockets of his button-down brown cardigan, blinking. ‘There’s nothing to say, I’m afraid. I just came in here today for something to do. To feel normal. We’re closed. Graham should have locked the door.’

Nicoletta talks fast. ‘Please, Mr Bridges. I know this must be a dreadful shock, after your wife was missing for twenty-five years. You must have gone through hell. Our readers will want to know all about that. And wouldn’t you like to share your memories of Julia? Instead of being known as a headline in a newspaper. She was a real person. A wife, friend, daughter, mother…’

She trails off, aware that she may have over-egged it. She fully expects to be shown the door. But Jack Bridges props himself up on one fist. He looks at Nicoletta with interest and gives a sharp laugh. ‘Julia wasn’t a mother. Or a daughter. Or a friend, really. But she was my wife. And I suppose that counts for something.’

The desk between them is scattered with old Sweepstakes tickets, theatre programmes and bills marked ‘Urgent’. She rummages for her notebook.

‘Hold on.’ He reaches for a newspaper under a pile of detritus. His small hand is grizzled with lots of very dark hair. ‘What did you say your name was? I have this morning’s city edition here.’

‘Nicoletta Sarto. My story about your… about Mrs Bridges is on the front page.’

He glances at the paper, before tossing it on
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