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SCANDI-NOIR? WELCOME to Derry-noir! 
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She’d deal with Kyle when the film was over. She needed a few hours alone to think things through. She’d been counting down the days until this film was released; she loved sci-fi, always had. She’d seen the first two on some streaming service online, and now the third had come out two weeks ago. It had taken her that long to work up the nerve to go to the cinema.

Cramped and dingy her flat might be, but at least it was safe. And ever since she had come back home to Derry, she was supposed to be keeping her head down. 

She didn’t want anyone to know she was back. There was work, of course, but the bills had to be paid somehow. The easiest thing would have been to get something online, but she couldn’t stick the thought of being holed up in her flat alone in front of the computer. She wanted to avoid certain people, but she wasn’t a hermit.

When she was working a shift she literally kept her head down, thankful for the big caps they had to wear. Those caps had been a deciding factor in choosing the job. Of course, here at the cinema, she wasn’t wearing her work cap, but nobody knew who she was, who she had been. She’d taken steps to avoid detection. 

She took her place in the queue to the snack bar a few steps behind a young teen bathed in cheap perfume. The lobby was heaving. When she’d thought of coming to the cinema, she’d envisioned lurking in the darkness in some seat far away from others, safe and alone. She hadn’t thought about the throngs she’d have to push through in the lobby to reach that solitary seat. 

Maybe just skip the popcorn and scurry down the hall toward the comforting darkness? 

But no sense depriving herself of a simple pleasure. She was going to enjoy herself if it killed her. 

She hadn’t been able to help coming back home. The moment she’d left Derry, the city had kept calling to her like the song of a siren calling sailors to their death on the rocks.

Now she was skulking around her hometown incognito, dead to those she’d loved, those she loved now dead to her. She’d come home, she had no home anymore. They say home was not necessarily where you come from, more where you are wanted. But nobody wanted her here.

Ungrateful bastards! They were in the past. She wasn’t like them. There was Kyle, of course, but now he had— 

It was like a punch in the gut when the brash, girlish yells of that song burst from the sound system surrounding her.

Hey! You! Yeah, you! 

It was a song of its time, and the time wasn’t now. 

The past had come back to haunt her. 

She gasped in her mind, feeling like a spotlight was suddenly focused on her in the queue.

She clutched her handbag to her side, wrapped her cardigan more firmly around her bulky frame. Her fingernails dug into her palms. Her eyes darted from one cinema-goer to the other. Punters were laughing and chatting, enjoying their night out. Nobody was paying her any mind.

And why should they? She was nothing but an unremarkable middle-aged woman with a too-tight perm and large red-framed glasses. Lumpy and starting to sag. Decades older than most of the cinema-goers.

Heart pounding against her breastplate, she closed her eyes and forced slow breaths in and out. Her fists relaxed. She tried to blank out the frenetic synths and the boom of the drum machine, the half-yelled, half-sung vocals.

She’d only heard the song once before since returning to Derry, at work a year or so ago. That had been torturous, especially as it had forced her to stare down at the price gun in her hand and realize how much had changed, how low she had fallen.

She tried to ignore all the song brought up, focusing on the long dark hair of the girl before her, the hunch of the teen’s shoulders as she texted furiously on her phone, the plush carpeting beneath her slightly sticky and strewn with spilled popcorn. She glanced toward the door.

A man stood there grinning inanely at her. He lifted his hand and gave her a little wave. She snapped her head away. She dared not look at him directly, couldn’t be recognized. Not after all this time, all the effort. She chanced a little glance out of the corner of her eye. Looked behind her, relaxed. She couldn’t be sure, but the smiles were just fading on those two over there. The man must have been waving at them. She was embarrassed she had almost reacted, almost waved back out of reflex.

And, just as the song was ending and she could relax, she saw the three lads approaching from the right, fifteen years of age or so. 

Trouble. 

She saw it in their hairstyles, in their piercings, in their gray sweatpants, tracksuit bottoms and matching hoodies, in their goggled and glazed eyes, saw it in their nudges, heard it in their snickers.

They barged into the queue before the teen.

“Oi!” yelled the girl. “Can’t you see there’s a queue? Get to the back of it and wait like everyone else, you mingers!”

“Did you hear something, lads?” sneered one.

“Aye, I did,” smirked another. “Sounded like a cow in heat to me.”

“Needs a good rogering up against a wall, sounds like.” 

“Aye, on the end of my knob.”

“You’re joking! I wouldn’t touch that scabby mare with the tail end of my bollocks.”

“What’s that even meant to mean, you gobshite?” sneered the teen, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’re as thick as you look.”

“Aye, I’m thick indeed. You’ll feel every throbbing—” 

She couldn’t let these lads humiliate the girl like this.

“Give it a rest, would you!” she called out to her own surprise. It must have been the gin she’d downed before leaving the flat. “You’ve had your fun. Now clear away off out of here.” 

She had no fear of them. She’d dealt with the likes of them all her childhood, growing up as she had on the mean streets of the Moorside, Derry’s toughest neighborhood. Indeed, they were like the new generation of her three younger brothers. And as she had always put her brothers in their place, she did so now, all the while her brain yelling at her, “Don’t! Don’t!”

“You can't cut in line like that, you cheeky wee gits!”

The girl scowled at her—I can fight my own battles, you know—as the hooligans looked at her in surprise, their grins widening at having found a have-a-go hero. Their next victim. Two of the thugs flipped her off.

“Wind your neck in, granny.”

“Give over. Bloody pensioner.”

She seethed. “Granny? Pensioner? Sure, I'm young enough to be your ma.”

“Your ma? She's probably shagging the whole town.”

She teemed with rage, her face hot. “You flimmin little scutters. I ought to box your ears in.”

“Go on then, granny. Give it your best shot.”

She took a deep breath and stepped back. And then it was the hooligans’ turn at the concession stand, so the altercation petered out as they ordered their popcorn and nachos.

“Bloody do-gooder,” muttered the old woman behind her. “Sticking her nose in where it’s not wanted.”

She deflated. Nobody in the lobby dared look at her now. In a way, it was a result.

Clutching a box of popcorn, which would be the last thing she ever bought, she made her way down the aisle of screen three, marveling at the state of the cinema. She’d read the plush leather seats actually reclined. All very different from when she and her group of girlfriends had gone to the Savoy decades before. But, no. She couldn’t think of her friends back then. 

As she was choosing a row, she felt like someone was watching her. She turned around, but nobody was there. Not many people were in the cinema hall as the film was so old. Suited her fine. She sank down in a seat, a few corkscrew curls visible over the back of the seat. 

Halfway through the film, her mind started to wander. It wasn’t as riveting as the critics had made out. She was aware of some commotion behind her but disregarded it. Until she felt the breath on the back of her neck. The kicks on the back of her seat. The snickers of the—she whipped her head around—those three yobs from the lobby. When had they snuck into that row?

Her hands curled into fists. Calm yourself down, she said to herself. Don’t give them any ammunition. 

“What are you watching this film for, hi?” said one. 

“It’s a bit too violent for grannies, I would’ve thought,” said another. 

“Give us some of your popcorn, hi. Christ knows you don’t need it. Looks like you’ve shoveled enough fast food down that gawping beak of yours through the decades, like.”

“Is she not giving you any of her popcorn, mate?”

“Why’s she not giving you any?” 

“Fat cow wants it all for herself. Selfish slag.” 

“Why don’t you give her some of yours, then?” 

“Aye, right you are.” 

She stiffened as she felt something land on the back of her head. They were throwing popcorn at her. She simmered with rage for a moment, refusing to turn around. Then she stood up, walked down the row and took measured steps toward the cinema door. 

“Don’t go, hi!” 

“More entertaining than this crap film, so you are.” 

They jumped from their seats as she pushed through the door. They followed her out.
FIRST DAY
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CHAPTER 2
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Rain lashed down on the roof of the paprika-red Ford Fiesta SE.

Inside, Detective Inspector Liam McLaughlin’s ample 50-year-old frame, wedged into the close confines of the driver’s seat, trembled slightly as he tore at the grease paper wrapped around his bacon bap. The smell alone was sending him into raptures.

He had a bushy ginger mustache that was paired with an unruly thatch of snowy white hair that brought to mind Boris Johnson. More than one interview suspect, one solicitor, had done a double-take when meeting the head of the investigation for the first time. Had the UK’s former controversial prime minister taken on detecting after stepping down?

McLaughlin swore to himself he’d never wake up late and forgo breakfast again. It was only the knocking of the contractor on the door—he was having the kitchen refitted—that had gotten him up. After dropping off his surprisingly young daughter, 13-year-old Catherine, with a banana at Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow Secondary School in the Moorside, his stomach pleading to be filled, he’d double-parked outside a greasy spoon cafe. The car was still parked there now, and he paid no mind to the honks behind him. A man needed to eat. 

Just as McLaughlin was opening his mouth, his phone rang.

For the love of...

It was his boss, Detective Chief Inspector Sean Nix, head of the Major Investigation Team. He’d better pick up.

“Hello, si—”

“McLaughlin!” DCI Nix bellowed. “Where the bloody hell are you?”

“I’m just—”

“I don’t give a bleeding toss where you are! We’ve been trying to contact you.” 

“Sorry, boss, my phone was—”

“Get a wriggle on and get yourself down to the city walls. Chop chop!” 

“Sir?” McLaughlin was getting hangrier. “The city walls? They’re not in our jurisdiction. Why hasn’t Strand Road been sent—”

“Too busy with a bomb scare at the Top-Yer-Trolley in Crescent Link.”

“A bomb scare? In this day and age?”

“Ours not to reason why. The city’s flimmin alive with crime today. So DSU Golightly from Strand Road asked if we could take on this homicide.”

Nix’s voice was filled with glee.

“But surely DS D’Arcy will expect—”

“She can expect all she wants. From what I can piece together, this homicide’s a shocking one, so I’m assigning you SIO on this case.”

“D’Arcy will be put out.”

Detective Sergeant Nancy D’Arcy was McLaughlin’s second-in-command. She was a slender no-nonsense bright young thing who had joined the force recently, being fast-tracked to greater heights than McLaughlin, though he didn’t hold this against the woman. Good luck to her, McLaughlin thought.

D’Arcy had been at his side for many investigations, and he appreciated her strict adherence to procedure and protocol, sometimes keeping the occasionally slapdash McLaughlin in check and out of trouble with his superiors.    

D’Arcy was twenty-eight, though she looked seventeen and had the demeanor of a forty-five-year-old librarian. She wore chic pantsuits in inconspicuous shades of gray. Her brown hair was usually scraped back in a severe ponytail. Her oversized tortoiseshell glasses gave her an intellectual air, though if you listened to McLaughlin’s third-in-command, DC Tom Lyons, the way D’Arcy peered over the tops of those glasses made it seem she thought she was superior to everything she surveyed, whether victim, witness, suspect or especially Lyons himself. 

McLaughlin understood why Lyons might think that. D’Arcy and Lyons were like chalk and cheese, and it had nothing to do with the fact that the two came from different sides of the community. D’Arcy was from the Waterside, and Lyons was Catholic, one of the few on the force like McLaughlin himself. But times were changing and more Catholics were joining the force; the sectarian specter of the former RUC was gradually being erased by the modern Police Station of Northern Ireland, the PSNI, and resentment and sectarian violence seemed to be at a historic low.

No, it was more the fact that, as much as D’Arcy followed protocol, it seemed Lyons’ mission to break it. Not only that, 32-year-old Detective Constable Tom Lyons was a peacock and an old-school ladies' man, if only in his own mind. How he could afford his shiny tight Italian waistcoats and alligator Oxfords while McLaughlin shrugged into his ill-fitting off-the-rack M&S suits and a wrinkled anorak the detective inspector couldn’t fathom. The lad had a variety of sharkskin three-piece suits: gray, light blue, navy, olive, black. Lyons sported a black quiff and a pencil mustache which he was always smoothing down. He looked like either an officer in the RAF circa WWII or a pretentious git. It was clear which D’Arcy thought, though McLaughlin secretly reckoned D’Arcy pulled out her sanitizing wipes and put them to work as often as Lyons smoothed down his mustache, so their singular habits canceled each other out in his mind.

Thankfully, DC Lyons was not all style over substance. McLaughlin rated both Lyons and D’Arcy as damn good coppers and was glad to have them both on his team. Their divergent personalities led to tensions and even arguments during investigations, but this also meant differing points of view. Just what McLaughlin needed from his very small team.

“That D’Arcy can rage all she wants,” Nix was saying. “From what I’m hearing, we’ll be needing someone with your years of experience and your, er, gravitas, not some wee slip of a girl. And you’re always moaning about being stuck behind a desk, so time to get your lardy arse out of that chair of yours and get your hands mucky again! Put your foot on the pedal, man. Get yourself over there sharpish.”

“Could you tell me what type of—”

“Drugs!” Nix roared, repulsed. “Drugs must be to blame! The crime scene’s shocking, so I’ve heard. Brutal, odd, something that would make sense only to those out of their minds on whatever piggin foolish drugs they’re shoveling down their throats. The press will be rabid. I’ve to head them off before all hell breaks loose. We can’t let a single detail slip out before notifying next of kin! Find out who she is!”

McLaughlin jerked as his phone buzzed. He saw it was DS D’Arcy.

“Speak of the devil. I’ve D’Arcy on the other line now.” 

“Aye, she should be at the crime scene already. The others and all.”

The line went dead. McLaughlin switched over to D’Arcy’s line. 

“Sir,” she said, “we’ve—” 

“Aye, I’ve just had the Super on the line roaring all sorts at me. I’m on my way now. The city walls, he said. Exactly where?”

“They’ve cordoned off the walls from Magazine Gate to Shipquay Gate. The victim’s been found on the battlements, is it called? The parapet? That walkway where the cannons poke out of the holes in the walls, in any event.”  

“I do believe it’s the battlements, aye. I’ll be there ASAP, D’Arcy.”

“Right, sir.”

McLaughlin’s mobile was now slick with grease. Finally taking as big a bite of the bacon bap as his mouth would allow, chewing furiously, he looked around for something to wipe his phone off with, found nothing, and wiped his hands on his pants instead. The greasy phone he’d deal with later. Still chewing the first bite, he shoveled another mouthful in, started up his car, windshield wipers flying, and roared down the street.
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CHAPTER 3
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The rain was coming down in sheets. McLaughlin had finished his bacon bap en route, driven his car through the pedestrian-only section of the city center, then under the city walls through Magazine Gate. He parked on Shipquay Place next to the CBD shop. The gawkers were out in force, surrounding the iron spiral staircase at the gate that led up to the walkway at the top of the walls. McLaughlin dreaded the arrival of the press.  

The city walls towered over him on one side, the Tower Museum and the shops beyond, with their shuttered windows above on the other side. He presumed that centuries before, there had been an actual gate, probably wooden, but now it was just an arch, one that conjured up images of medieval times and castles and dungeons. 

McLaughlin wiped brown sauce off his chin and patted his shaggy mustache. He unfolded himself from the depths of the car, hunched his shoulders and lumbered through the icy sheets of rain, pushed his way through the crowd. A copper nodded at him. He’d spied McLaughlin from some distance.

Rain trickling down his collar, black brogues squelching, McLaughlin put his hands up to fend off the shouts and questions from the crowd. 

“I haven’t seen the corpse my bloody self yet, sure!” he exclaimed in good humor. “What do you expect me to tell you?” 

McLaughlin maneuvered the bulk of his paunch under the sopping police tape and plodded up the steps. He was sweaty, thatch damp and droopy, by the time he reached the top. One of the SOCOs hurried over and handed him a PPE kit with a brisk, “Sir.”

Panting, McLaughlin tugged the protective suit over his damp clothes, then leaned against the battlement wall to struggle into the booties, as around him a bevy of similarly suited technicians scurried here and there with plastic bags and tape measures and flashing cameras and spotlights and screens and little plastic standing cards with numbers on them.

He spied D’Arcy hurrying down the row of cannons. 

Twenty-two cannons graced the battlements of the mile-long Derry Walls. The cannons had been built in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, their bulky iron bodies mounted on wheeled wooden platforms, garrison carriages, which were in turn cemented to the ancient cobblestones. 

The walls had been built to keep out invaders, but now violence of a different type had reared its ugly head on them.

“Sir,” D’Arcy greeted him, raising her umbrella so the boss could get under it. “First responders came about ten minutes after the call, at 8:27, and tried to shield her from the rain with whatever was at hand, bits of cardboard or what have you, and then SOCO arrived with this tent at 9:03. Though I suspect any evidence there might have been was lost by that time.”

“Who found her?” McLaughlin asked as DC Lyons approached them, avoiding the puddles.

“That group of Yank tourists over there,” Lyons said, pointing to a huddle of umbrellas. “Hens is interviewing them now.” DC Henry “Hens” Cahill, another of McLaughlin’s team. “Taking a tour of the city walls at the crack of dawn or near as dammit, by all accounts. Why they were tramping around in the pouring rain, I haven’t a clue.” 

“Probably happy to have a real Derry experience,” D’Arcy put in. “Rain being romantic, and all that.”

At this stretch of the walls, six cannons poked out from slits of the walkway, looked down at the Guildhall opposite the square below. The blood quickened in McLaughlin’s veins as he, D’Arcy and Lyons approached the white nylon tent that had been erected over the cannon farthest from the steps, next to Shipquay Gate. The tent appeared to have been thrown up in a panic, as it was slightly lopsided. It was serving a dual purpose, hopefully securing evidence and also shielding the body from nosy parkers’ mobiles. 

McLaughlin pawed his way past the flapping mesh and entered the humid depths of the tent.

“We’ve hit the lottery, aye, boss?” DC Lyons said, nodding eagerly at the corpse.

D’Arcy tutted.

“Let’s take a look at what we have before we start breaking open the champers, son,” McLaughlin said.

He looked down at the corpse and couldn’t help but reel.

“God bless us and save us!”

It wasn’t that the scene was gory or violent; in fact, there wasn’t a drop of blood to be seen. McLaughlin had seen worse on crime shows on the telly he’d happily watched with his daughter Catherine at his side on the sofa—and that hadn’t put them off their fish and chips supper. It was more how odd this homicide seemed. This was a new one for him. This was no drunken pub brawl.

The well-fed victim, clothed only in her bra and matching knickers, frilly and black with little red bows, was straddling the barrel of the cannon, legs splayed as if inviting all the world to gaze upon her womanhood which, thankfully, was concealed. Her body had been propped back against the notch of the battlements that the cannon stuck out of, her shoulders pressed against the stones that had served as bricks back when. The woman’s head was bent forward, her chin resting on her chest. Sopping, scraggly curls of a too-tight perm hung down like a short brown curtain. 

Her handbag, a beige leather crossbody with a golden clasp, sat on the wooden platform.

McLaughlin took a tentative step forward to inspect the victim’s face. He hiked up his pant legs and got down on his knees. His latex-covered hand reached out and brushed the hair aside.

“The perp has to be one mad bastard, boss,” Lyons said, shaking his head in wonder.

With the woman’s face revealed, McLaughlin gave a sharp intake of breath and instinctively took a step back. 

D’Arcy and Lyons hovered behind their boss as McLaughlin inspected the victim’s right hand more closely. It seemed to be defying gravity, pressed against her mouth in that manner. Her fingers were curled inward, and her thumb had been lodged between her now chapped and graying lips. It looked to all intents and purposes that she was in the middle of...

Another shiver ran through McLaughlin. He wondered how it was possible to pose the hand of a dead body in this manner. When death comes, all limbs become limp, then...  

D’Arcy leaned in toward her boss. “What...why do you think, sir, he has done that to her?”

“At the moment, I’m more concerned with the how. But, aye. You’re definitely asking me something there, D’Arcy. Why would somebody want to make it look like, like...och, to hell with all propriety! Like a flimmin wain sucking its thumb! That is indeed the question.” Wain, child.

D’Arcy was staring at the woman on the cannon, probably thinking the same as McLaughlin: oddness aside, there was something slightly off about the entire setup. Something niggled in the back of his mind, something about the setup bothered him, but he couldn’t bring it forward. No, it was gone.

“I wonder, sir...” D’Arcy muttered, then with a glance at Lyons, shook her head. “Never mind.”

“Who is this poor soul, then? Any ID?” McLaughlin asked.

D’Arcy pointed at the dangling handbag. 

“Forensics inspected the contents.” She consulted her iPhone. “No sign of a mobile phone, sadly, but...she had a driving license and a fob for a Dacia Sandero.” She wrinkled her nose with distaste. “She’s called Regina Steps, 45 years of age. Lives at number 12 Antrim Terrace. Also in the handbag were a ten-pound note and a fiver, some coins, a packet of tissues, Polo mints, three hairpins, a St. Pio medallion, an almost empty packet of John Player Special cigarettes, a box of matches and a tube of lipstick, Lasting Colour brand, Red Carpet Matte. I’ve seen it at Boots for two quid ninety-nine a go.”

D’Arcy inspected the corpse with a touch of sympathy. Lyons looked at her sharply. His mam wore that brand.

“Hmm, so your woman was on a tight budget, let’s say,” McLaughlin said.

“Aye, and that handbag of hers points to that and all,” D’Arcy couldn’t help but sniff.

“Regina Steps...” McLaughlin mused. “Bloody odd surname, hi? Never heard tell of these Steps before. Either of you know her to see?”

They shook their heads.

McLaughlin grunted as he loosened a bit of bacon from between two molars.

“Lyons, connect with Fern.” DC Hawkins, the fourth and final member of their team. “Have her run the woman’s name through the system. Where she worked, what social platforms she was on, all that. Should give us intel of some sort. Can’t be scrabbling around in the dark. We need to discover who this Regina Steps was. Who these flimmin Steps are, in fact.”

“Boss.”

“Any sign of the rest of her clothes?” McLaughlin wanted to know.

D’Arcy, iPhone open to her Notes app, shook her head. “They’re still searching. Nothing so far.” 

McLaughlin pursed his lips. He was getting an ominous feeling in his stomach and it wasn’t his breakfast.

“We’ll make our way to Antrim Terrace when we’ve wrapped up here,” McLaughlin said. “You’ll go with me, D’Arcy. And you, Lyons, head back to the station and check Ops. We’ve to find out if she’s been reported missing. Then we’ll know who’s closest to her, and maybe gain insight into when she was last seen alive. Then we can check CCTV. In fact, gather some uniforms and have them check with shops around the area for any security cameras they might have that face this way, especially the access points. I have a feeling not many cameras would be pointed up this high.”

Lyons nodded, scribbling in a little black notebook with the rings on the top, his PNB.

McLaughlin inspected again the thumb lodged in the mouth and drew in his lips as a sudden spark of anger coursed through him.

“What happened, love,” he whispered at her graying face a few hours away from bloating, “to get you here in front of me in this sorry state? Don’t you worry, pet. I’ll find the bastard responsible for this.”

How had the perp managed to stick her thumb in her mouth? McLaughlin took out a pen from his pocket. 

“Let’s have a wee look inside...”

D’Arcy and Lyons peered over McLaughlin’s shoulders as the tip of the pen inched her upper lip upwards and—

“Out! Out!” The pathologist, Dr. Healy Keedy, burst into the tent, making them all jump. “I hope you eejits haven’t contaminated my bloody crime scene! There’ll be hell to pay if so!” 

Those who hadn’t met Keedy before might have been offended, but they all knew the preternaturally tall and thin man, more praying mantis than human, was miserable more often than not, an equal opportunity offender.

As the pathologist muscled his way past them, the detectives scurried outside like a group of chastised schoolchildren, just in time to hear Keedy mutter, “Dear God! Would you look at the state of your woman there! Miserable weather, miserable murder! Retirement and my pension can’t come quickly enough, I tell you.”

The trio inched away from the tent.

“What I can’t understand, boss...” DC Lyons paused and looked around the battlements as the rain spat into their faces. “I assume this wasn’t the primary crime scene. He must have offed her elsewhere and then carted her up here.”

D’Arcy was bristling.

“He?” she questioned, peering over the frames of her rain-speckled glasses.

“Grand,” Lyons scoffed. “If you want a woman to have done this to another woman, have it your way.” 

McLaughlin said gently to D’Arcy, “I agree with young Lyons here that it’s more probable the perp is male. I can’t see a woman doing this to another woman. Can you? In all seriousness?”

“I must confess, sir, no.”

Lyons grinned in triumph and continued. “As I was saying...I know the city center is dead at night once the gangs of legless teens have cleared out but...he took quite a risk placing her here. Surely CCTV will catch him? I can’t get my head around the fact that he had the bold-faced cheek to dump this poor aul soul on the city walls. Arrogant bastard!”

“Or incredibly daft,” McLaughlin snorted.

At that moment, the rain stopped. The sun came out. Suddenly, everybody on the battlements was sweltering. D’Arcy put down her umbrella. McLaughlin took a step further from the tent, unzipped his protective suit a bit. He pulled off his latex gloves and fanned his face with them as he spoke.

“So,” he said, “are we saying...the perp stripped her somewhere else—we’ll need to find out about sexual assault from the pathologist—then hauled her almost naked body through the city center in the pouring rain, carted her up the stairs here to the city walls and heaved her onto the cannon? Taking the time to make it look like she’s straddling the flimmin thing? Let alone taking even more time to place her thumb in her mouth?”

DS D'Arcy and DC Lyons looked at their boss apologetically, as if they were somehow partly responsible for this outlandish scenario.

McLaughlin looked over at the walkway that curved over Shipquay Gate and led to a ramp that came out at Bank Place and from there to Shipquay Street.

“How wide have you made the crime scene?” he asked. 

“Ends just here,” Lyons said.

“Extend it all the way down the walkway to include that ramp to the street. It seems to me like it would be easier to transport the vic up the ramp than lug her up those stairs with, I don’t know, a hand truck or some such.”

“Right you are, boss.”

“The constables are doing door-to-door, sir,” D’Arcy said. She jerked her chin at the buildings opposite. “Someone who lives there might have seen something.”

They peered over the edge of the battlements on the far side. There was nothing on the alley of Shipquay Place but the City Walls on one side and on the other the charity market, the kebab house and the used furniture/antiques store. The staff of all three were now standing outside and gawping up at the police officers, phones held up, filming what little they could see.

Dr. Keedy appeared from the depths of the tent, shaking his head in disgust. He hadn’t been at it long; he must be eager to get the deceased on the slab and learn what secrets the body could tell him. He pulled down his mask.

“Bloody ridiculous crime scene. Some sad bugger’s been watching too many Yank crime dramas. A bit OTT, I’d say, rather too theatrical on the face of it if you ask me.” 

Lyons blurted out, “Has she been interfered wi—”

“It’s too early to—”

“What did she die of?”

Keedy scowled up at the clouds forming again, then gave Lyons a look of irritation. 

“If her face had been pointed upwards and her mouth pried open, I’d have said drowning.”

McLaughlin attempted to intercede. “But—”

Keedy held his palm up to the inspector’s face.

“Don’t, inspector! You’ll just have to wait until we move her and I’ve done all my tests.” 

“Can’t you at least—”

“Later.” 

“When?” 

“Tomorrow morning. You can attend the postmortem if you’d like.” 

“It’s definitely a homicide, then?”
“Unless a fit of madness suddenly gripped the poor woman. I can’t see her on a whim deciding on a Friday night on the lash to strip herself down to her knickers, straddle a cannon, suck on her thumb like a wain and off herself. I can tell you one thing, though. The body’s been moved. The lividity, the pooling of blood under her skin, indicate that she must have been lying on her back in the period immediately after her death. You can see from the arrangement of her body, still in the rigor mortis phase, that it doesn’t match how she’s been leaned against the wall. She was killed elsewhere and moved here. Hopefully, things will become clearer once I’ve got her on the slab. Is that enough for you now?” 
“I’m grateful, Healy,” McLaughlin said. 

“I hope they’re getting my good side,” Keedy said, nodding toward the smartphones held up from the upper windows of the buildings on Shipquay Place. Then he hurried away, nodding as he passed two of his team with a stretcher. One of them called to two of the technicians to help, and all four entered the tent.

“Right!” McLaughlin said. “There’s nothing more we can do here. Lyons, that’s you away off to the station, and D’Arcy, that’s us away off to her gaff now.” 

As D’Arcy scurried off toward the steps, Lyons sidled up to McLaughlin and whispered conspiratorially in his ear, “Just a thought, boss. Maybe you should contact Hens and have him haul them Yank tourists down to the station.”

“What are you on about, son?” 

“The more I think of it, the more I’m sure nobody from Derry would commit such a crime. Sure, it’s only in the States where lunatics run wild, all them serial killers and what have you. I find it a bit too convenient that she was found by a group of four Yanks, octogenarians though they might be. What’s to say one of them didn’t commit the crime?” 

“I’ll be sure to bear that in mind.” 

Would he hell as like! There was thinking outside the box, and then there were flights of fancy.

As Lyons grinned at his boss from under his pencil mustache, McLaughlin dismissed him.

“Off you go, son.”
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CHAPTER 4
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The eight streets of the Moorside contained a few terraced houses, a bungalow or two, but most of it was a concrete warren of unsightly two-story council flat buildings, lines of metal doors to pokey flats, the top floors with railings that looked out on the edgy and grim playground where no child dared play. Ordinary children, in any event.

The majority of the inhabitants of the Moorside had it ingrained in them since childhood that the police were the enemy, never to be trusted. Ironically, their behavior led this area of town to be where the police were dispatched most often.

Many of those in the neighborhood apparently thought the police existed only to discriminate against them, to cause them misery, to impose usurious fines upon them for the most harmless of offenses, bang them up for heinous acts the locals considered necessities of daily life, such as petty theft, GBH and drunk and disorderly conduct.

The rain that had started again now turned to drizzle as McLaughlin drove his Ford Fiesta, D’Arcy her Renault Clio the short distance through the city walls and to the Moorside just outside. There the neighborhood nestled beside the historic Bogside. But unlike the Bogside today, the Moorside seemed like the neighborhood time and development money from the EU forgot (before Brexit). 

They drove past fluttering and faded police tape of former crime scenes and pulled up to the two-story block of flats nestled between rows of terraced houses that was 12 Antrim Terrace. Two police cars with the uniformed officers that had been given the thankless task of the door-to-door arrived moments later. Out they piled, and McLaughlin addressed them.

“Aye, knowing the Moorside, it’s sure to be nothing but doors slammed shut in your faces, but get to work. It’s not flimmin New York City, so it’s not. We’ve still the community ties and, thankfully, the twitching of curtains of nosy parker neighbors to help us with our inquiries. See if you can find any residents who knew the vic or saw or heard anything unusual around your woman’s flat last night. Make sure you leave someone here to keep an eye on the autos.”

“Right you are, boss.”

They dispersed to the building. One stayed behind.

D’Arcy had pulled out her sanitizing wipes the moment she got out of her car and was scrubbing away at her hands as she joined her boss. 

The two of them kept a lookout for drug-addled teens on mountain bikes who might want to provoke them or do them harm, but thankfully the path from the car park to the building of flats was strangely deserted. Maybe they were all up at the city walls gawping at what they could see of the crime scene.

“No sign of a Dacia Sandero, boss,” D’Arcy said.

“Chance would be a fine thing.”

McLaughlin glanced at his phone. 

“Still haven’t received that bloody search warrant yet,” he said as he hauled his weight up the concrete steps to the second floor. Bounding up the steps behind him, the authoritative clack of her sensible shoes on the concrete, D’Arcy wiped the droplets of rain from her glasses. Her eyes stung from the stench of urine. “We’ll have to check with the building superintendent to see if he has any information on the victim and her movements.”

D’Arcy pulled open her Notes app and marked this down.

As they walked down the balcony of flats, well aware the residents could tell at a glance they were the despised PSNI, they saw no twitching of the curtains, though as most windows were made of obscure glass, that didn’t mean their presence was going unnoticed.

They stopped in front of flat number 12. The worn wooden door had once been painted dark green but was scratched, and there were bleached spots where perhaps someone had tried to remove graffiti. To the left of the door was a small window set high in the wall. Was this the initial crime scene? Had something happened inside that led to Regina Steps eventually ending up on the cannon of the city walls?

“Let’s see if anyone’s at home.” 

They didn’t know Regina Steps’ domestic situation. There could be a husband and a few children in the flat, small though it seemed from the outside.

Even though she had already slipped on a pair of latex gloves, D’Arcy was staring with some trepidation at the doorbell, so McLaughlin slipped on some gloves himself and pressed it.

No answer. 

He knocked a few times, then banged. With a cluck of impatience, D’Arcy overcame her reluctance and rapped on the door the special way she’d been taught at the academy: so that the knocks sounded like they belonged to larger hands.

Not a sound from within. 

McLaughlin glanced in irritation at his phone again. He thought this insistence on getting a search warrant for a murder victim’s domicile a bit ridiculous, but there was always a way around that.

“Did you hear that, D’Arcy?” 

“What are you on about, sir?” 

“Surely that was a faint cry for help from inside the flat, don’t you think?” 

D’Arcy tutted.

“Sounds like probable cause to me, D’Arcy.” He banged on the door again and called out, “Police!” 

D’Arcy had a resigned look on her face as her superior reached into his pocket and took the keys out of the evidence bag. 

One was for the car they had yet to locate. The other must be this door key. Even D’Arcy’s demeanor changed as McLaughlin slipped the key into the lock. 

Tense, he unlocked the door, and they entered. Their eyes shot around the tiny sitting room. D’Arcy wrinkled her nose. It smelled like poor Regina had damp.

“Hmm, no sign of violence, sir,” she mused. 

They both relaxed. Aside from the general untidiness, nothing seemed amiss. No overturned chairs or other signs of a struggle.

“So presumably she met her killer elsewhere,” McLaughlin said. 

The carpeting was scruffy, the wallpaper of primroses peeling at the top and bottom. The mismatched furniture appeared to have been acquired from second-hand stores and included a faded floral-pattered sofa that clashed with the wallpaper, a worn coffee table cluttered with curling magazines, takeaway menus and an overflowing ashtray. There was a small TV on a shaky stand against the far wall, and above it, there was a gold plastic frame with a print of a country landscape with grazing cows. A metal CD tower sat in the corner, jammed with CDs. There was a functional stereo system that had seen better days on a little table next to it, with a few empty CD covers strewn about.

While D’Arcy scurried over to the ashtray, McLaughlin took a quick look at the CDs in the victim’s collection. The music people listened to, the TV programs they watched, the books they read, all gave insights into what type of person they were. And to get to the perpetrator, they needed to find out as much as they could about the victim.

Nowadays, with streaming and ebooks, it was difficult to get the measure of a person without inspecting their phones. McLaughlin was old-school and thanked Regina in his mind for being a kindred spirit. Though, from a glance at the woman’s CDs he realized that her music was not to his taste. Considering her age, though, he supposed the choices were appropriate. Many people stopped listening to new music in their 20s, and the songs that had been hits then became the soundtrack to the rest of their lives.

“No sign of drug use here, boss,” D’Arcy said with some relief, her pen still poking through the ashes in the ashtray. “No trace of spliffs or what have you. The state of this place, however!” She ran her gloved index finger over the table and showed McLaughlin the filth it picked up. “The way some people live. Honestly!”

A look of distaste then showed on her face, and she shook her head sadly as they made their way the few steps to the kitchen area. McLaughlin remained impartial. Perhaps Regina Steps enjoyed living freely like this. Perhaps she had other, more important values in life than a flat screen telly and fancy furniture. 

There was an old gas stove, a chipped porcelain sink and a battered refrigerator covered in magnets with life-affirming or humorous messages: Let Your Dreams Be Your Wings, Dream Big Pray Bigger, Step Aside Tea—This Is A Job For Wine and the perhaps telling Another Day Of Outward Smiles & Inward Screams. The counter top was cluttered with an assortment of cookware, utensils, a well-used kettle and a half-empty bottle of cheap gin. A sealed backup stood beside it.

In a corner sat the most basic of washers. There was no dryer. There was a wooden table that slanted slightly in the corner. A stained plastic tablecloth with hearts and kittens covered the table, and on the table, there was a mug, McLaughlin saw the dregs of tea inside, and a small plate with a smear of butter and some crumbs of bread on it. He took a sniff of the tumbler that sat beside the plate and it stank of gin.

He peered into the bin. Just some empty containers and cigarette ends and ash scattered on top and all down the inner sides of the bin.

D’Arcy opened the fridge, took a look inside. Three tins of Top-Yer-Trolley brand beer, one of cider, a slab of butter, five eggs, a chunk of cheddar cheese and bottles of HP sauce, ketchup, mayonnaise, Peri Peri sauce, curry sauce and mustard. 

She opened the freezer. Discounted ready meals for one, frozen chips and peas, a small bag of chicken goujons and one of fish fingers. A bottle of no-brand vodka.

She turned and grimaced at her boss. “Not the healthiest of eaters.”

McLaughlin grunted. It may as well have been his fridge, though he did spend a bit more on his beer.

“Not everyone can afford to buy organic after a hard day’s graft at...well, wherever this Regina Steps might have worked, D’Arcy.”

She bowed her head slightly, then said, “Nothing much personal so far. No photos of family or friends. It’s as if she’d just moved in yesterday.” 

“Let’s see what the bedroom can tell us,” McLaughlin said. “And we’ve yet to come across— Ah! Never mind. Result!” 

The twin bed in the compact bedroom had mismatched bedding, unmade, and stood alongside a small wardrobe. The window was draped with a faded curtain, allowing muted light to filter through. Next to the bed was a nightstand with a science fiction paperback, a bible, a box of tissues and some cosmetics scattered about. 

But the cause of McLaughlin’s joy was the bulky budget laptop sitting on a desk cum vanity table. He flipped it open and scowled as he saw it was password-protected. He pulled out an evidence bag and slipped the laptop in, then waved it triumphantly over his head. People’s entire lives were revealed via their laptops.

“We’ve to get this into Hawkins’ hands sharpish.”

DC Fern Hawkins was a tech whiz and inspected anything tech-related for the team before it was sent off to the black hole that was the IT department. She gave the team results in minutes rather than weeks.

D’Arcy had cast a sharp eye over the disarrayed clothing strewn across the floor and was now rooting through the modest wardrobe. She saw more of the same, faded and frayed leggings with worn-out knees, various tops and hoodies, some with stains or loose threads, old, oversized sweaters and cardigans hanging alongside worn-out t-shirts and the occasional blouse.

A few pairs of scuffed trainers and well-worn boots were tucked beneath the scattered garments. Among the array of clothing, D’Arcy came across a few cherished pieces that stood out—a tattered leather jacket and a flowery frock presumably reserved for special occasions.

McLaughlin, meanwhile, had left the bedroom and, after a glance at the separate toilet, was inspecting the bathroom. Ninety-nine pence shampoo and conditioner, shower gel in the tiny shower with the handheld nozzle. There was no bath. In the medicine cabinet, he found prescription bottles of Cipralex, a medication for depression and anxiety, and mused maybe her GP could give them some information about the mysterious Regina Steps, doctor-patient confidentiality notwithstanding.

He went back into the bedroom. D’Arcy was rooting through the woman’s knicker drawer, a frown on her face. 

“Sir?” she said, holding up a handful of panties and bras. “Would you have a look at these and tell me what you think?” 

McLaughlin, taken aback, had a look at the underwear. The knickers were plain white cotton, well, had been. They were slightly gray with too many washings together with the coloreds, he suspected. Some were frayed at the edges. The bras were padded, wireless, some cream, some beige.

“What am I looking at?” McLaughlin wondered.

“The knickers are from Primark, three for ten quid, the bras the same.”

“We can tell your woman was living paycheck to paycheck. Nothing odd there.” 

“Those knickers she was wearing on the cannon, though...” D’Arcy raised an eyebrow. “They were a bit...racier than these here. No frills, certainly no small red bows.”

McLaughlin stroked his chin.

“I see what you’re saying. She had her, shall we say, ‘date’ knickers on.” 

They shared a look. 

“Could she have been meeting someone?” McLaughlin mused. 

“Well, that or...” D’Arcy paused. She didn’t want to make a show of herself. “Something struck me as odd at the crime scene. Well, perhaps not as odd as the deceased being placed on a cannon and having her thumb stuck in her mouth. And that was...the knickers—”

They flinched at a rap on the door. Two uniformed officers stepped in, looking glum after having door after door slammed shut in their faces. McLaughlin knew them to see, but they’d removed their name badges before they’d stepped out of their cars; it was the done thing in this neighborhood. 

“No joy, lads?” he asked. 

“Those that deigned to speak to us told us they hadn’t a clue who the vic was,” one replied. 

“She’d apparently only moved in a few months since,” the other said.

McLaughlin was feeling a growing sense of unease about this latest victim of theirs. Derry wasn’t a huge city—indeed, with so many knowing the business of so many others, it seemed more a village at times; a village of perhaps two mostly separate communities, but things were getting better. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that one of his team, one of the first responders, or one of the many technicians might have recognized the woman on sight, if not even be related to her or live near her. During McLaughlin’s career, identification of both victims and perpetrators had been made on more than one occasion in that manner. Why could nobody seem to place this woman?

“We did get something, but,” said the first. “A wee girl answered two doors down. Her mammy and da had apparently never set her down on the sofa and had the conversation about never grassing to the peelers—”

McLaughlin held up his hand. “Enough with the demonizing of an entire neighborhood, son,” he said good-naturedly.

D’Arcy nodded sanctimoniously. 

“Sorry, sir.” The officer’s face was bright red. “Anyroad, this wee girl let slip that the deceased had a fancy man who came round often. A huge hulk of a man.”

McLaughlin and D’Arcy exchanged a glance. The copper flipped open his notebook.

“Reddish brown hair and beard, large black square glasses. The wee girl just said he was ‘old,’ but that could mean any age.”

The second copper nodded.

“We’ll check the phone records to see if there were any calls for domestic violence from this address, sir,” D’Arcy said, always the cynic. Relationships with men equated violence to her.

McLaughlin nodded. He dismissed the officers, “Good work, lads,” then his phone rang.

“McLaughlin?”

There was a brief discussion. After he hung up, he turned to D’Arcy. “Hmm. That was Hawkins. She’s done a quick search, and it’s no bloody shock to me that this Regina Steps seems not to have embraced the online world. According to Hawkins, she’s no social media presence, no Facebook or Instagram or what have you. And a Google search brought up nothing.” 

D’Arcy nodded at the laptop, which McLaughlin had placed on the crumpled and stained bed sheet. 

“We have that at least, sir.” 

“Aye. But...we’ve to notify the next of kin as soon as. Just who the bloody hell are these flimmin Steps? Odd name, don’t you agree?”

D’Arcy shrugged. “Derry is fast becoming a destination location, sir. Thrusting, modern, with old-world charm. There are new people moving in all the time. Sure, you’ve seen the new arrivals appearing on the streets, haven’t you?”

How Brexit would affect this, they didn’t know.

McLaughlin had to agree with D’Arcy. “I’d be interested to know if this Regina Steps spoke with a Derry accent.”

“Perhaps this gentleman caller of hers will be able to tell us.” 

McLaughlin grunted. 

“If we can identify him.” 

Just then, the forensic technicians arrived, and they had to clear the scene. D’Arcy snapped off her latex gloves with relief and set to work with her wipes again as they made their way across the balcony of unseeing windows and down the steps of the concrete stairwell.

“Feck off, you peelers!” yelled a little boy of about six on a mountain bike, skidding up to them and flipping them off before racing off again.

McLaughlin and D’Arcy shook it off.

They rounded the technician van, and McLaughlin was happy to see his car was untouched and that the rain had stopped yet again, but this was tempered by his darker thoughts.

Regina Steps... he was wondering, clutching the laptop in his hand as if it were a trophy. Just who the bloody hell were you?
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EXCERPT FROM JOURNAL ENTERED INTO POLICE EVIDENCE

Candice! Why did you abandon me? Where were you? If you was there none of this would of happend. I can’t be angry at you, I can’t blame you, you were always nice to me. But when I think about what happend it really was your fault, it was becaus you weren’t there. Why weren’t you there? Why oh why?

––––––––
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DC FERN HAWKINS’ EGG and onion sandwich sat forgotten and uneaten at her elbow. Staring intently at the computer screen, she wasn’t even aware she was ravenous. Even though Regina Steps had no social media presence, Hawkins had been uncovering interesting nuggets of information about the woman. 

The 23-year-old loved the rush she got at the beginning of a murder investigation. This was when she truly felt like a detective. She and the team were confronted with the body of a nameless victim, and it was up to them, and in cases such as this one, specifically Hawkins, to fill in the blanks, to help build up the life of the victim, from a mere name to a vague sketch of someone to the real person the victim had been. 

Hawkins didn’t mind that her cramped surroundings were less inspirational. Continual budget cuts to the PSNI meant that the Twilight Road branch was in a dilapidated building, with peeling paint and fluorescent strip lighting that flickered now and again. When it rained, water leaked from the ceiling in a corner of the kitchenette. A bucket always sat in that corner.

The chatting of her colleagues in the open-plan office, the ringing of the phones—they’d been inundated with calls from the public about the murder—the banging of the radiator, all were unheard as Hawkins focused on the task at hand. A slight smile played on her lips as her fingers raced over the keyboard.

When an investigation dragged on, there were times it seemed like she and the team were just chasing their own tails and revisiting the same old information over and over. But the beginning was always brilliant.

DC Hawkins was an attractive young woman with straight blonde hair that looked like it had been ironed, though she did have a slight overbite and her shoulders seemed permanently hunched, perhaps from too many of her young years having been spent hovering over a computer keyboard. She had a little squint from all the blue light from the screens. Whereas other officers only had one computer on their desks, Hawkins was surrounded by three.

She was startled out of the online world by DC Lyons sauntering over to her desk, a takeaway cup and a little box in his hand. DC Cahill hurried behind in his wake.

“Sweets for my sweet,” Lyons said, wriggling his eyebrows. If he wasn’t so handsome, she’d have reported him to HR long ago for sexual harassment, but she quite enjoyed it. She’d made it clear she was attached, and that she was out of bounds, but she was an old-school girl who enjoyed a bit of flirting from someone so fit. Plus, he was a great copper and always generous to her. And she liked an older man. “A tea, milk and two sugars, and a cream horn.”

Hawkins wiped her grainy eyes, gratefully reached for the tea and flipped open the box. Lyons perched himself on the corner of her desk. She took a big bite from the cream horn. Her favorite.

“How’s things, Fern?” Cahill asked. His eyes were shining brightly, as this was his first murder case. “What have you got for us?”  

If DC Henry “Hens” Cahill had tried it on with Hawkins, that would be another story, mused Hawkins. Pudgy with curly ginger hair, a school rugby player whose knee injury had changed his life and all that muscle to fat, years of no training and a few too many heaping portions of curry chips to tide him over between massive meals and too many pints, Hens looked years older than his 23. He was few women’s ideal catch.

Hawkins sighed. “Early days yet.” 

Lyons adjusted his sleek waistcoat and smoothed down his mustache.

“But I’m sure you’ve got something for us,” he said with a winning smile. 

Hawkins caught sight of McLaughlin and D’Arcy winding their way through the labyrinth of desks toward hers. She spied the laptop in the evidence bag McLaughlin was waving at her, and her eyes lit up. 
“I’ll soon have something more,” she said, nodding in their direction. 
Lyons and Cahill turned as Hawkins wiped cream from her chin. Lyons slid off her desk, Hawkins reclined in her chair and all four towered over her. D’Arcy peered over the tops of her glasses. Hawkins was used to her colleagues hovering above her, anxious for results. Sometimes she got a crick in her neck.

“Just found this at the vic’s gaff,” McLaughlin said, placing the laptop on her desk.

“Grand!” Hawkins slipped the laptop out of the bag, snapped some latex gloves on and ran her fingers over it.

“It’s password protected.”

“I’ll soon make short work of that.” 

“So, DC Hawkins,” D’Arcy said a bit impatiently. “Have you got some intel for us then?”

Cahill flipped open his PNB. He had just come out of his probationary period and made a note of everything. 

“I have indeed, aye. As you know, this Regina Steps has no Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, TikTok, what have you—”

“Sure,” Lyons said, “a woman that age wouldn’t be on Snapchat or TikTok. Too old. Even I’m not on them.” 

“No Facebook or Instagram is a bit odd, but, don’t you think?” Cahill chanced. “Maybe your woman had something to hide?”

Lyons snorted. “Seeing the strange way she ended up, probably a drug addict or something. Too off her face to use a computer.”

D'Arcy rolled her eyes. “Or maybe she's just a private person, Lyons. As bizarre as her murder is, there was no sign of drug use at her gaff. Not everyone wants to put their entire life on display for the world to see.”

“Or maybe she's a bloody spy,” Lyons smirked.

“No evidence of that, either,” D’Arcy put in.

Hawkins held up her hand to stop the sniping. “Anyroad, as I was saying, for whatever reason, I could find no evidence of her. So then I put in calls to all my acronyms, the PNC, the MPD, the DVA, the HMRC, the DWP.”

Police National Computer for criminal records, MPD for missing persons, DVA for car licenses, HMRC for tax irregularities, DWP for employment history and benefits.

She shrugged. “No joy on the PNC, but the others I informed it was a murder investigation. I’m still waiting to hear back from them. About the DVA, but, we know from the fob in her handbag she probably owns one of those Dacia Sanderos. More about that later. Then I ran a few things through HOLMES.”

This was the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System, a database to analyze and compare a crime with other unsolved cases.

“I did a search for any crimes where something, er, unconventional was done to the thumb, and also bodies which were displayed on public monuments and such. Nothing of interest came up. Sadly.”

“Aye, but that’s just the UK,” Lyons put in. He looked over
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