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He turned on the seat heater, then turned up the radio to drown out the taunts, the angry roars fading into the distance behind him. They’d flung something at his car. He’d caught a glimpse of it in the rear-view mirror, heard it splatter on the boot, the trunk. He was worried about his car, had only had it a few months and it was his pride, but he’d have to wait until he was out of the firing line to check his precious baby out.

Tapping his hand in agitation on the steering wheel along to an old Commodores ballad from the 70s, he scowled as a sudden fierce scatter of rain attacked his windshield. He turned on the wipers, saw a peregrine falcon swooping down from the dark clouds towards the field. Attacking some prey, no doubt.

He could understand the protesters, of course he could. The top brass couldn’t, thought those camping outside the gates, chaining themselves to the railings were mental, but that was something he could also understand. The protesters had a point, though he’d never admit that to his bosses. 

He was fearful things might escalate. That radical group had a reputation for being especially ruthless, a bit unhinged. Many things seemed more important to them than people’s lives. That might put everyone in the company at risk, including himself.

You never knew what might happen when two tribes went to war, but he hoped for less rather than more.

As if on cue, the Commodores was followed by Frankie Goes To Hollywood’s “Two Tribes.” He had begun listening to a streaming radio station that played every UK Top 40 hit of the 20th century on random selection. He was too young for many of these songs, but too old for the kids’ music of the day.

One of the activists’ caravans had been broken into last week. There had been an uproar online. Were the higher-ups responsible for that? He didn’t have access to that information; he was too low in the pecking order. He wouldn’t put it past them; his bosses were just as ruthless as the protesters when it came to the possibility of money being lost. For all the company’s caring PR, in reality, it was all about making a profit.

Some house song from the late 80s. Inner City’s “Good Life.”

Good life. 

He wasn’t particularly thinking about his good life now, but except for that one regrettable incident when he’d taken a momentary turn down a dark path, he was really living one. An unexpected, surprising result considering his misspent youth. Maybe he was the only logistics coordinator to have been born and bred in the mean streets of the Emerald Housing Estate, the only one the crime-ridden Moorside had produced.

Now he had a caring, intelligent wife he loved and couldn’t imagine life without. Beautiful young children who were his pride. An important and satisfying job, interesting as well. Frustrating but fascinating at times, and the pay was great. A three-bedroom semi-detached house on the Culmore Road, the posh part of it. A big back garden with plenty of trees, a conservatory.

The only downside, besides the protesters, was the drive he was making now, the half-hour commute from the Sperrin Mountains back to Derry, but he had to be on-site. At least the drive was scenic. The Sperrins had been designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty by the UK government back in 1968. That was one of the headaches for his company. 

He pulled into the first lay-by, got out of the car with the rain lashing down on him, inspected the back of the car. A tomato, almost washed off by the rain now. Relieved, he got back in and continued driving.

A flung tomato was harmless, though his mind went back to the supply shed that had been set on fire. It had been put out easily enough, though he hoped the violence wouldn’t escalate.

As he approached the outskirts of Derry, the rain stopped. He’d tapped along to songs from 1954, 1999, 1982 and who knew what other years. David Essex’s “Oh What A Circus” was playing now.

He and his better half weren’t much for cooking, though on occasion, she surprised him with a spaghetti bolognese or a shepherd’s pie. She hadn’t texted him today, but he knew she was preparing for a big presentation, so was busy. If she had no other dinner plans, they’d get a Thai takeaway, or maybe an Indian. He was in the mood for a chicken vindaloo.

*****
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HE WAVED AT THE NEIGHBOR trimming the hedges of the front garden next door to the left, then pulled up to his house. His wife’s car, a blue Audi Q5 hybrid, was there in the driveway. He was coming home a bit later than usual. Just outside Killaloo, there’d been a hold-up with a flock of wayward sheep that wouldn’t clear the road. A stereotype, yes, but weren’t those always grounded in a bit of truth? 

Darkness was descending on the street, and it was overcast, though no lights were on in the front of the house. His family should be home at this time. They always were. Maybe in the kitchen or the back garden. The kids had a jungle gym out there. Rain wouldn’t keep them off it.

He turned off Roy Orbison’s “Lana,” undid his seat belt and slid out of the car, wondering if they’d order from Mama Masala or Saffron Modern. Mama Masala had some boss garlic and chilli naan bread, fairly set his mouth aflame, and he loved that. Yes, they’d order from Mama Masala, he thought. Unless his other half wanted Thai. They’d make the girls some chicken goujons. His wife had bought some organic ones.

Flicking the keys around in his hand, humming Roy Orbison even, he approached the front door. The awning light flickered on, motion-sensitive. He saw something small and black on the front step, on top of the welcome mat. 

He looked around the front garden, cast a look at the neighbors to the right and the left. Nobody there now. A half-smile of curiosity on his face, he stooped and picked it up, examined it. His curiosity turned to bemusement. 

Who would have...?

As he turned it around in his hand, the bemusement faded. He turned around and inspected the darkened street. Nothing but cars lined up on the road and lights in front room windows. Not a soul in sight. He felt prickles up the nape of his neck. 

He opened it. Struggled to understand. Then it hit him. 

It was like an explosion in his mind, a punch in his gut. 

The ground under him tilted. He gripped the pillar for support, his legs suddenly weak. He reeled, his heart pounding against his breastplate. 

A moan of despair arose. He almost flung the thing to the ground.

Panicked, he snatched a look at his watch. His mind was so distressed, he barely registered what the watch was telling him.

6:32.

He had to be quick. 

Still clutching the item, he brought his left fist to his mouth to quench a wail. His legs almost gave out as, hyperventilating, he made his way back to his car. He scrabbled in his pocket for the fob. It fell on the wet ground. He snatched it up and clicked open the door, glanced at his watch again.

6:33.

Tires screeching, the car raced down the road. 

It was the beginning of the end of his good life.

DAY ONE

TUESDAY
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Yaaaay!”

Little Victoria Skivvins had just bowled a strike. 

In the balloon-festooned seating area of lane 12, fifty-year-old Liam McLaughlin beamed outwardly, but inside, he was cringing. Shrill pop music pounded into his skull, and he was shoved between two shrieking girls he only knew to see from the neighborhood. He still had a paper plate of cold chicken nuggets at his side, and his bushy mustache was dripping with BBQ sauce, unbeknownst to him. The other schoolgirls were hopping around him, bellowing their excitement; it sounded like there were many more than 15 of them.

How McLaughlin had been roped into being a chaperon for a thirteen-year-old girl’s birthday party, he still couldn’t comprehend. It must have been the pleading tone in his daughter Catherine’s voice the night before. And the guilt of having abandoned his beloved on so many occasions due to investigations.

This was his penance. He was in for the long haul at Brunswick Moviebowl. First, there’d been the party, now the bowling, and there was still the movie to come.

“Catherine! Catherine! Your daddy’s up next!”

McLaughlin cast Mr. and Mrs. Collins, the birthday girl’s parents, a good-natured grimace. As Dua Lipa attacked him from the speakers at all angles, he lumbered up to the lane and grabbed his ball. It was baby blue and sparkly. He tossed it down the lane. 

A moan of disappointment arose. 

Another gutter ball.

“No worries, daddy!” Catherine called out from the throngs. “You’ll get a strike next!” 

“He better had,” sniffed one of her girlfriends, “or we’re going to lose.” 

“He’s doing his best, but,” said another girl. “The age and size of him, like.”

Out of the mouth of babes, McLaughlin thought as he made his way grimly back to his chicken nuggets. Fifty years old and thirty-odd pounds overweight, his reddish mustache paired with an unruly thatch of white hair that brought to mind Boris Johnson, McLaughlin could well imagine what he looked like to the young girls, especially considering the shape that Mr. Collins was in. 

Ah, well... More important things preyed on Liam McLaughlin’s mind than his appearance. As detective inspector for the Major Investigations Unit of the Twilight Road branch of the Police Service of Northern Ireland, he was more concerned with apprehending murderers than keeping himself fit. Or bowling strikes.

“Thanks for agreeing to do this, Liam,” Mr. Collins said. “Not many would. Another beer? To keep you onside?” 

McLaughlin grinned but shook his head. He’d stopped at the first, which seemed a very long time ago.

“Never know when a call might come in,” he said, and he was almost hoping for one so he could make his apologies and flee. Three other parents were chaperoning as well, so he was sure his presence wouldn’t be missed. And those parents were better bowlers.

McLaughlin had just bitten into another chicken nugget when his phone vibrated in his pocket.

Detective Sergeant Nancy D’Arcy. His second-in-command.

“Speak of the devil,” he said to Mr. Collins, motioning to the display on his phone. 

“Eh? What’s that you say?” Mr. Collins asked over the din.

“A call seems to have just come in.”

He excused himself, stepped out of the seating area and, hand over his free ear, answered the call.

“You’d better get over here, sir. Sackville Street just off the Strand Road.” 

“What’s that you say?” 

“Where are you? I hear...girls and music.” 

“Thirteenth birthday party. Moviebowl.” 

“...Rather you than me, sir.” 

“Rather anyone than me. What did you say, but, D’Arcy?” 

“A murder. It’s likely to have just happened, so time is of the essence. Dr. Keedy says the body’s still warm.”

McLaughlin felt the familiar rush of blood through his veins. This is what he lived for.

“Who’s our vic, then?”

“A male. Seems to be one of those who loiter outside the building that used to house the Bank of Ireland. I’m sure you’ve seen them, and won’t be shocked to hear it’s an older individual facing alcohol dependency.”

True to form, DS Nancy D’Arcy wouldn’t be so insensitive as to refer to the victim as most of Derry might, an aul wino.

“Hmm. Some fight over drink?” 

“Remains to be seen. Dr. Keedy and SOCO are already here. We’ve cordoned off Sackville Street from the Strand to Little James Street. The vic was found in that alley across from the hair salon and the off-license.”

“I know the alley you’re on about. Leads to Great James Street, aye?” 

“That’s the one.” 

“I’ll be there as soon as.” 

“Thank you, sir. DCs Lyons and Cahill are on their way as well. I suspect, however, that—speaking of alcohol—DC Cahill might have been, er, in the process of consuming such beverages when I called him. I was on the verge of telling him his services wouldn’t be needed, but on reflection took the decision he didn’t seem too inebriated.” 

“Let’s see what shape he shows up in,” McLaughlin said, fiddling in his pocket for some breath mints but coming up short.

“Sir.”

“Bye bye bye.” 

Catherine’s face fell when McLaughlin informed her he had to go, though he saw the look of relief on some of her friends’ faces.

“Daddy! No!” she wailed.

“Sorry, love. Duty calls. And, sure, your team’s more likely to win without me on it, anyroad.” 

Mr. and Mrs. Collins understood, and McLaughlin made his way rather gratefully towards the door that led to peace and quiet.  

“Sir!” called a stern female voice behind him. “Sir! Your shoes.”

He looked down.

“Och, for the love of...!” 

Little realizing the case he had been called to would ensure he only caught the odd snatch of his beloved Catherine here and there for the foreseeable future, he wrenched off the bowling shoes, struggled into his own, snatched off the pointy birthday hat and tossed it in the bin as he made his way to the door. Though he’d read good reviews about it, at least he wouldn’t have to suffer through the fantasy comedy of Barbie. Murder was more his thing.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Dr. Harley Keedy’s wife had roped him into attending a performance of Swan Lake at the Millennium Forum. When his phone had vibrated at the beginning of the first act, it had been the answer to his prayers. Maeve had scowled when he flashed her the display, PSNI, and though the pathologist had a look of disappointment on his face, the delight in his eyes was evident. 

“Duty calls, love,” he’d mouthed. 

He’d made his way past a row of knees and scurried up the aisle, feeling he’d dodged a bullet. Which couldn’t be said for the poor soul splayed face down on the damp concrete of the alley before him now. Though it hadn’t been a bullet per se. Blunt force trauma to the back of the head, if Keedy wasn’t mistaken. A violent attack with extensive injuries. The man had received repeated blows with some heavy object. 

Even gloved, Keedy’s hands were trembling from the chill. Under the beam of the battery-generated spotlight SOCO had set up, he had gently parted the scraggly, greasy strands of the man’s surprisingly full head of shoulder-length hair. The brown and gray were now matted with congealing blood. He inspected the wounds, lacerations and contusions. A possible skull fracture, and perhaps some brain matter leakage. The benefits card found in his pocket—he had no wallet, and only a basic flip-phone—said he was 47-year-old Declan Hoagett, no fixed address. His face was lying in a pool of his own blood.

It was now half nine, and Keedy had arrived twenty minutes earlier. First responders had been quick on the scene—the death had been called in at 8:15 PM, and they’d arrived at 8:19, but not quick enough to save the victim. If he had been able to be saved, which Keedy doubted. The first responders had told him the body’s extremities had been cool, though the core had retained some warmth. Now the extremities were cold, the body less warm, some lividity starting to form. Keedy would have to perform other tests to refine the time of death estimate, but it couldn’t have been more than two hours earlier. Rigor mortis had yet to set in; the man’s limbs were still limp.

Keedy would examine the brain during the postmortem, but he was almost certain there would have been permanent brain damage had the man survived the attack.

*****
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IN THE OVERHEATED NUYU hair salon opposite the alley where the body was being inspected, DS Nancy D’Arcy had pulled up a chair and was sitting opposite the owner.

D’Arcy had had a quick look at the victim, then been waved away by the irritable pathologist—“A Declan Hoagett, 47, no fixed address. But...not yet! Not yet! Don’t contaminate my crime scene, Nancy!”

SOCO had set up aluminum stepping pads on the concrete; D’Arcy gathered that there was something about muddy shoe prints having been found near the body, and also some bodily fluids. She’d trodden carefully away from the pathologist, then called DC Fern Hawkins, asked her to get herself to the station and run the victim’s name through the PNC. Hopefully, get an address for him. 

D’Arcy had also sent uniforms to the corner of Sackville Street and the Strand Road, DCs Lyons and Cahill to neighboring shops. She’d wrinkled her nose at the cologne wafting up from Lyons—something expensive, she gathered, though that didn’t make her like it any better—yet hadn’t detected an odor of alcohol from Cahill. His eyes had been bright. Maybe he’d only been on his second pint, or maybe being called to the murder scene had sobered him up.

Corinne O’Mahoney, perched stiffly on the edge of a styling chair, was sniffling into a tissue. She was still reeling from shock, further exacerbated by having a police detective in her salon, especially this one.

D'Arcy, though 28, was four foot three and looked 17, yet she carried the demeanor of a disapproving elderly librarian. Many witnesses and suspects were put on guard at first sight of her severe, scraped-back ponytail, her stringently ironed pantsuit in an indiscriminate shade of gray and the tortoiseshell glasses she peered over the tops of as if in superiority at who or what she saw. When she, on occasion, withdrew her sanitizing wipes and put them to use on surfaces around her, they warmed to her even less. 

“And what time was this, Ms. O’Mahoney?” D’Arcy now asked the stylist, the Notes app on her phone open. She thought it an easier and more modern method to take notes. She’d transfer them to her police notebook, PNB, later. 

“We had no late appointments, so all the staff had gone home by quarter to eight or so. The salon closes at eight. Oh, I had to make some changes to the staff rota, so maybe it was quarter past. I locked up, turned around and saw him lying there in the alley. I thought he might have just passed out, paladic, like. Disgraceful, I was thinking. I don’t know if you’re aware, officer, well, I suppose you are, but there’s a gang of them what hang out on the corner of the Strand where the Bank of Ireland used to be. The younger ones druggies, the aul ones winos. Never threatening, so they aren’t, always a smile and a wave or what have you when you pass them, but you can’t help feeling a bit nervous when you’re walking by. Never know what their deranged minds might make them do on a whim.” 

“I understand, ma’am,” D’Arcy said. She, like almost everyone in Derry, had had occasion to pass them when in the city center. “So you said you saw him and thought he’d just passed out. Intoxicated.” 

The stylist nodded. 

“But then I saw the blood. Like his head was lying in a puddle of it. Aye, it’s dark, but there’s the light from the lamppost. So I went across, thinking he’d somehow injured himself and needed help. An ambulance, like. Aye, he’s a drunken waste of space, but he’s still a human, isn’t he? We need to care for our fellow man. So off I went across the road to see what was up. And...” She moaned into the tissue. “It was obvious he was dead the moment I set eyes on him. His head all bashed in. Nobody could survive an attack like that, sure. So then I called you lot. My hands were shaking that much I dropped my mobile twice. Screen didn’t break, but. Och, it seemed like an eternity, me alone there with a corpse, but it must’ve been only minutes. Came quick enough, I must say. Then I was ushered back in here and told to wait for you lot.”

“Had you ever seen the individual before?” D’Arcy consulted her notes. “We’ve identified him as a Mr. Declan Hoagett.” 

“All’s I saw was the back of his head, but...could he not be the one that always wants to serenade you with ‘The Town I Loved So Well’ when you walk past? Terrible waste of a life, like. I mean...when he was living. But we must live and let live.” 

“Did you notice anything suspicious beforehand?” 

D’Arcy indicated the shop window. They could clearly see the alley. To the right of it, the three-story Sumra House clothing store, to the left, the new Asian takeout in the building that had housed a dry cleaners that had moved to Great James Street years earlier. 

The white-suited and masked SOCOs were scurrying around, Mapping, Photography doing their work. Evidence bags, plastic stands with numbers on them. Dr. Keedy’s lanky form still hovered over the body. The SOCOs had spread out of the alley and could be seen up and down the length of Sackville Street documenting the scene.

Ms. O’Mahoney cast it all an anguished glance, shook her head.

“We were chock-a-block in here. Not a second free for a leisurely glance out the window. We had a dye job, a bleaching, two perms and a hair gloss all on the go. It’s cleared up now, but usually that window’s fogged up. Was for most of the night. Wouldn’t have been able to make anything out. It’s a terrible expense, the heating I’m on about, but I must keep the salon warm for the punters. The heat’s turned off now.”

She wrapped her arms around her, flashed D’Arcy a pointed look and shivered for good measure.

“You don’t happen to have a security camera here, do you?” D’Arcy asked.

“No. Never had the need for one. Can I go home now, please? I’m starving with cold, and it’s pure rattled me, so all this has. I’ve to get home to my fella and wains. Can them at the off-license next door not help you? This Declan Whatsisname’s sure to have gone there more often than not. Never had reason to step foot in here, like.” Wains, children.

“One of my team is doing just that,” D’Arcy said. “Yes, you’re free to go.” 

“Erm...will I be able to open the salon tomorrow? You lot have swooped in and blocked off the entire street. The punters can’t get through, like. My appointment book’s packed for tomorrow. Need to keep the money coming in, you know.”

“I can’t guarantee anything, though hopefully the technicians will finish their work tonight. In that case, you’ll be able to open. Fingers crossed, yes?”

D’Arcy slipped her phone into her pocket, trying to ignore the look of annoyance that had passed Ms. O’Mahoney’s face.

“If you can think of anything else, please let us know,” D’Arcy said, holding out a business card. “We might need to interview your staff as well tomorrow, ask if they saw anything.”

Ms. O’Mahoney looked doubtfully at the card. She took it reluctantly, hid it in the pocket of her smock. She grimaced. 

“That lot’s going to string me up for alerting the peelers, so they are. But what could I do? Let the poor sod bleed to death there in the alley on his lonesome?” 

“The PSNI thanks you for your civic duty, Ms. O’Mahoney.” 

Ms. O’Mahoney moaned. 

“That’s what I’m on about. A grass, I’ll be branded now. A snitch. And a bankrupt one at that, if those CSI-wotsits of yours don’t put a spring in their step.”

D’Arcy left the salon, ran a sanitizing wipe over her hands. There was no sign yet of the PCs she’d sent around the corner to round up the others the victim usually hung out with. If they refused to be interviewed, they were to be sent to the station.

She spied DC Lyons just exiting the cake decorating supplies shop, DC Cahill outside the off-license. The costume shop was closed. 

They gathered under the light of the lamppost. 

“Saw nothing, sarge,” Lyons said, jerking a thumb at the cake shop.

He was wearing a brownish-orange sharkskin raincoat not fit for the weather, but which no doubt had cost a week of D’Arcy’s wages, and she was his superior. Pointy alligator shoes. With his blue-black quiff and pencil mustache, he thought of himself as rakish, D’Arcy supposed. A lady killer, even. D’Arcy thought something quite different, though lately they’d been making inroads. Especially after her injury a few months before.

“The lad from the off-license,” Cahill said, flicking open his PNB with shuddering fingers, “a Tom Murphy, knew the vic to see.”

Red-haired DC Henry “Hens” Cahill was the newest member of the team. Fresh out of the academy, he still had some things to learn, one of them, D’Arcy thought, being not to overindulge with alcohol when he was on call, another, the appropriate clothing to wear when conducting murder investigations. Whereas Lyons went a bit over the top, Cahill was too informal, D’Arcy thought, with his yellow puffer jacket (a regrettable color choice, given his ginger hair), his hoodies and trackie bottoms with stripes down the side. Still thinking of the days he was a rugby player, she suspected, until a shoulder dislocation put an end to that. Now he was pudgy, looking older than his 23 years.

“How is that possible, DC Cahill?” D’Arcy asked with alarm. “He hadn’t seen the body, had he?”

“I described the vic’s clothing. A full head of brown and gray hair. He said the vic came in almost every day, bought those huge bottles of cider.”

“Cider?” D’Arcy asked in surprise.

“Cheapest by volume, as he explained to me. One of those bottles has the same amount of alcohol as eight pints of lager, and costs, apparently, eight pee less than a pint in a pub.”

“More bang for his buck,” Lyons scoffed.

Cahill looked up and around. He pointed at the CCTV camera mounted on a building.

“Maybe we’ll find something on that?”

D’Arcy shook her head. “It’s pointed the wrong way, towards the Strand. This is a blind spot.”

“Of course it is,” Lyons snorted. “That would be too easy, now wouldn’t it?”

“I had a uniform check the other end of the alley. It lets out at Great James Street. Perhaps the perpetrator came and left that way. There’s no CCTV there that might help us, however.”

Lyons pointed across the street. “That costume shop next to the salon, but, has a camera outside. Should get something on that. Maybe the entire murder.”

“Follow up on that tomorrow, DC Lyons,” D’Arcy said, making a note on her phone.

Lyons nodded, then inclined his head towards the alley across the street. 

“What’s your man Keedy got to say about the vic? Besides the ID, I mean.”

D’Arcy grimaced. 

“I count myself fortunate to have inveigled the victim’s name from him. Surprised I got his age. I’d rather not disturb Dr. Keedy during his examination again. You know what he’s like.” 

They did. Territorial with his corpses. Perpetually tetchy, impatient, better than them all with his doctorate. Woe betide anyone fool enough to interrupt him during his initial examination of a cadaver. Lyons seemed to be taking a page out of the pathologist’s book at the moment.

He sighed in irritation, his breath visible in the frigid air. He rubbed his hands together in their leather gloves, stomped his feet and shot a glance at his watch.

“The cold’s pure cutting through me out here. Where’s the boss? What’s the holdup, hi?”

“DI McLaughlin sent me a text. Traffic.”

“Do we really need to wait for him?” Lyons asked. “In this weather? Why did you even call him in, sarge? Hardly the crime of the century, is it? One aul wino attacked another who snatched his bottle of rotgut off him. Isn’t that what we’re looking at? Look at the state of your man’s clothes. I can smell them from here. No better than rags. Tattered, mismatched. Burgundy with salmon. I would never! And plaid with tartan. I ask you! Stains where he boked down the front of his shirt, I’ve no doubt. Only thing for us to truffle out is which of the lowlives he hung out with on the corner all day long every day, hands out, terrorizing the passers-by, battered the brains out of him while his own mind was overflowing with drink. Round them all up when they crawl out of their rehabs and halfway houses tomorrow at the crack of noon, is all we’ve to do, and Bob’s your uncle.”

Cahill was staring in shock, D’Arcy offended in all manner of ways. 

“DC Lyons!” she tutted. “You know better than that. You’re a better copper than that. I’ve seen it. Frankly, I’m disgraced. We must never make assumptions.”

“Would you catch yourself on, sarge?” Lyons huffed. “Open and shut, I’d say. Even you can see that, surely?”

D’Arcy seethed. Her subordinate was in dangerous territory now. They’d become friendlier as of late, but this wasn’t a social gathering. Failure to show proper respect was a breach of the proper chain of command. 

Unconcerned, Lyons barreled on. “It can’t be anything but. I can see it now, your man staggering paladic from the corner into that alley to relieve himself, spewing up as he made his way to the wall, one hand on that wall as he’s too banjaxed to stand properly on his own two legs, and another wino, or maybe one of those druggies, lurches over and cracks him in the back of the skull. They’ve always got murder weapons clutched in their filthy hands. Huge bottles of the cheapest drink pennies can buy.”

“May I remind you, Detective Constable Lyons,” D’Arcy intoned, “we must treat every crime victim with the proper respect they deserve. We’ve taken an oath. This is the beginning of a homicide investigation, and regardless of the socioeconomic category the victim falls into, regardless of personal lifestyle choices they’ve made, we must treat them all equally. If this is going to be your attitude from the onset, I’ll request that DI McLaughlin remove you from the investigation. Believe you me, it would make my life easier not to have you on the team. And speaking of proper respect, I’ll remind you I am your superior officer, and I am to be treated as such. I won’t report you for your outburst, won’t even bring it up to DI McLaughlin, but let this be your first verbal warning. And let me add, the men who are found daily on that corner might be guilty of loitering, but we’ve never had a complaint called in about them engaging in threatening behavior or having their, as you put it, ‘hands out.’”

Lyons’ arms were crossed, though as she’d spoken, the scowl on his face had dissolved and he’d bowed his head. 

“Sorry, sarge,” he said. “You’re right. And, aye, they are winos and junkies and what have you, but harmless enough with it.” He smirked at the alley and the corpse, said wryly, “So far, anyroad. I was out of line. I was chatting up a bird at my local when the call came through, wild irked, so I was. And to be dragged away from that for...this!” He motioned, still with some irritation, at the body in the alley. “I’ll behave more professionally. I promise. When we nab the culprit, but, and it turns out to be another wino or druggie that’s done it, don’t say I didn’t tell you so.” 

“That remains to be seen, DC Lyons,” D’Arcy said, lips thin. “We can’t know the outcome of an investigation from the off. And here comes DI McLaughlin now.”

Cahill deflated with relief at the sight of their boss lumbering towards them. He put his hoodie up as the rain began.
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Thankfully for the SOCOs, it drizzled for only a few minutes. There’d been no need to hurriedly erect a tent over the victim’s body.

Keedy’s assistants were ready to transport the body to the medical examiner’s office, but McLaughlin and his team, properly suited up at Keedy’s insistence, were now surrounding the body.

McLaughlin asked Keedy if he could at least see the corpse’s face.

“I can’t make the measure of a man staring down at his back,” he’d said in response to Keedy’s cluck of impatience.

Keedy, heaving a sigh, had complied, gently lifting the corpse’s head and turning it so the inspector could have a look.

As the grizzled face, now turning a waxy gray, looked up at him, McLaughlin’s heart went out to the dead man.

Who’s done this to you, then? McLaughlin thought, his sadness tinged with anger. Don’t worry, mate. We’ll soon find who’s responsible, avenge your death. 

There were obvious signs of years of alcohol abuse etched onto the victim’s face. A few spatters of blood on the forehead, some on his beard. 

Something about the man’s beard struck McLaughlin as odd. It was... 

No, the thought was gone as quickly as it had come. 

Keedy let the skull fall back.

“Fairly straightforward. Massive blunt force trauma to the crown of the head, which is partially staved in. Hit with considerable force with some object three or four times. These injuries are the probable cause of death. Know you’re going to ask, so I’ll head you off. I suppose he’s been dead less than two hours, but you know I can’t commit right now. He appears to have been struck as he was, er, about to relieve himself on this wall here. His flies were down, but his, hmm,” he shot a look at D’Arcy, “male part wasn’t out. Doesn't look like he fought back. Probably was struck unaware, his back to his attacker. No sign of defense wounds, though I'll check for DNA under his fingernails.” His lips curled with distaste. "They're like claws, so he could've taken a chunk out of the perp had he been in the position to do so. The only other item of note appears to be that pile of vomit there.” 

The thought resurfaced in McLaughlin’s brain again. “I wonder if—”

Lyons cut him off. “Must be from the vic.”

“We’ll run tests,” Keedy said. “But I would imagine it’s from the victim. I’m sure you can all smell the alcohol rising from him. Right! That’s it! It’s been a pleasure to see you all,” he motioned to the waiting technicians to approach the corpse, “but if you don’t mind, I’m on my way back to the Millennium Forum.”

McLaughlin raised his eyebrows.

“The ballet, man?” 

“The wife. Last thing I want to do is go back there, but I’m freezing out here. Hopefully arrive just at the curtain call. I can slot your man Hoagett in for an autopsy early tomorrow morning. Be on time, Liam, Nancy.” 

He hurried off. The team moved as the technicians approached the body, and one of the SOCOs they knew by name made his way across the standing platforms toward them. Matt Joy nodded at McLaughlin. 

“Sir, we’ve uncovered partial shoe prints. Fresh. A few different ones, but.”

They glanced at the victim’s shoes as the technicians were placing him on the stretcher. Battered work boots held together with duct tape. They followed the SOCO to the entrance of the alley and looked down at the muddy patch. There appeared to be three or four different types of prints. One looked like work boots, maybe the victim’s, trainers...

Lyons singled one out, snapped his fingers.

“Dainite soles,” he said. “No way these are from the vic’s shoes. You see the pattern? Those eleven circles, sort of in a half-diamond shape, if you know what I’m on about. From the studs on the soles. And there are those three circles lower down, on the heel of the sole. Dainite is very exclusive. Higher-end shoes. Our vic could have got his hands on a pair, but, I suppose. You never know what people might donate to Oxfam.” He shook his head. “I myself think there’s not a chance in hell this has anything to do with our homicide.” 

“Steady on there, son,” McLaughlin said. “We can’t rule anything out yet.” 

“There are also fresh tire tracks just in front of the alley here,” Matt Joy said. “Screech marks. Fresh and all.”

They looked where he pointed.

D’Arcy said, “Are you going to immediately discount them as well, DC Lyons, as you can tell at a glance they were made by a BMW?”

Cahill and Joy’s laughter was cut short by D’Arcy’s look.

“Why don’t we all rein it in a bit?” McLaughlin suggested, hands up, appealing for calm.

Lyons scowled but relented. Matt Joy hurried off.

The two PCs D’Arcy had sent to the corner of Strand Road came up, not knowing if they should be addressing D’Arcy or McLaughlin. 

“Sir, ma’am,” one finally said. “No joy around the corner. Nobody’s there. We went to that convenience shop across the street, Gum & Stuff you call it, asked when the winos are typically there, what their schedule is like. They said it was a bit too late in the day for them. Different ones are there every day—I suppose it depends on if they can drag themselves out of bed depending on how much drink or what drugs they did the night before—so the group is constantly changing, but there’s a core group of six or seven who are generally there.” He opened his PNB and consulted it. “They usually start surfacing on the corner around noon or so, stay until six or seven. Then they disappear, minds altered, I’m guessing. They resurface at midnight or so and are there until 4 AM or thereabouts, getting increasingly rowdy. The cold must have sent them home earlier than usual today.”

D’Arcy’s lips were one thin line, but McLaughlin was nodding.

“Good work, lads,” he said. “Does the shop have a security camera?”

The second PC, smiling, held up a flash drive.

“Knew you’d need it. Here it is, sir.” 

D’Arcy held out her hand. 

The PC was flustered. 

“Er...?” 

“Aye, give it to her,” McLaughlin said. 

“There you go, ma’am.” 

“Sarge will suffice,” D’Arcy said, taking the flash drive, holding it tightly.

The first PC said, “Don’t know how much you’ll get from that, but. Seems the angle is wrong to me. A bit too far down the street. I saw a security camera outside the travel agents on the Strand, you know the one next to Victoria Market. Looks directly onto the corner, down Sackville Street.” 

“And?” D’Arcy asked, her hand out for more. 

“Closed, ma’am. Sarge.”

“We were also told,” said the second PC, “that most of that lot of winos and druggies know one another, come from that halfway house in the Moorside. Seventeen Gorney Way. Should find them there, I would think.”

The team’s hearts fell. The PSNI knew 17 Gorney Way only too well.

“Bless us and save us,” McLaughlin muttered. “We’ve to make our way there, I suppose. Last thing I feel like doing, but. Dealing with a load of...” He motioned to Matt Joy, who was leaning over the tire tracks.

“Sir?” 

“Boss.” 

“Boss.” 

“When your lot is done here, get yourselves to 17 Gorney Way.”

“That the vic’s residence?” 

“Got it in one, lad.” 

“Right you are, boss.”

McLaughlin turned to the two PCs.

“Are you two almost done with your shift?”

“On until midnight, sir.” 

McLaughlin nodded at the four coppers positioned at the cordon on the Strand. Bottle green uniforms and hi-vis jackets. They were meant to be keeping whatever members of the public that might chance by from the scene. Although Sackville Street was in the middle of the city center, the weather meant the area was nearly deserted. None of the usual gawkers were lining the police tape, phones at the ready. With this cold front, the murderer had had luck on their side.

“Grab that lot and all of you will accompany myself and D’Arcy to this 17 Gorney Way.”

The coppers’ faces fell.

“Sir,” the first copper said through grit, chattering teeth.

“And us, boss?” Cahill asked, motioning to Lyons.

“We’ve enough manpower with the uniforms. Get yourself out of this cold. Go to the station and assist Fern with her inquiries. D’Arcy, surrender that flash drive to Hens. Fern can go through it, hopefully catch our perp following your man into the alley. If not, we’ll contact the travel agents. Might be open and shut.” 

D’Arcy reluctantly handed the flash drive over. 

Cahill and Lyons hurried off towards the shelter of their cars, the relief evident on their faces.
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One half of the front garden was a slab of concrete, the other half a wilted jungle wilderness with a rust-eaten fridge and a battered bike with no wheels tossed in the middle. D’Arcy tensed inwardly at the state of it.

Graffiti covered the front, most of the pebble dash had fallen out, a window on the second floor was broken, boarded up. She instinctively snatched a pair of latex gloves from her pocket, slipped them on. 

As bad as 17 Gorney Way looked from the outside, she suspected with a sinking heart that the inside would offend her OCD even more.

The front door was open, and the uniformed copper shivering outside nodded at them. 

“Sir. Ma’am. Eight units inside,” he said. “Maybe double the number of residents. Might be more. A sitting room and kitchen on the ground floor, the bedsits upstairs. The other officers are taking statements, or trying to.” 

“Thank you, officer,” McLaughlin said, flicking his cigarette butt to the ground.

They entered. 

“Bless us and save us!” McLaughlin gasped, unbuttoning his wrinkled raincoat, waving his hand in front of his face. “The heat in here!”

The city council couldn’t be accused of not taking good care of those in their care, it seemed. 

D’Arcy’s glasses fogged up from the heat; although it was a relief—she’d rather not see—she took them off, scrabbled in her pocket for her anti-fog spray, gave the lenses a spritz and a quick wipe. 

All the while, she wrinkled her nose at the stench. Old, cheap alcohol, the sweet vinegar of heroin, the ammonia of crystal meth and amphetamines, the muskiness of hashish. Upstairs, she heard pounding techno music, the roars of angry, unhinged voices, various bumps and thuds, the stern but measured tones of the interviewing officers barely audible. 

D’Arcy put her glasses back on and forced herself to look around. The sitting room was to their right, the windows caked with filth and the blinds mangled. Torn curtains of faded primroses clung to a lopsided rod. As McLaughlin peered over her shoulder, D’Arcy inspected the gloom. She could just make out two lumpy pleather three-seater sofas, one peach, the other lime, both peppered with cigarette burns and dark blotches. A battered and chipped wooden coffee table was strewn with game consoles, empty pizza containers, crushed beer cans and drug paraphernalia. Empty liquor bottles lay on their sides on the bright green linoleum of the floor. On one wall hung a massive flat-screen TV. The Antiques Road Show was on, sound down. The other three walls were bare, except for the stains splattered across them. D’Arcy peered further and noticed the outline of a human body on the lime sofa.

She whispered to McLaughlin, “There’s someone unconscious there, sir.”

“Aye, so I’ve noticed.”

“Shall we wake...the individual?”

“Let’s leave that to the lads, shall we?”

They withdrew. Opposite the sitting room was a door.

“The facilities?” D’Arcy asked. 

McLaughlin tried the door. It was locked. They heard consumptive coughing from within. McLaughlin raised an eyebrow.

“Hello?” he called out. 

“Och, eff off, would you?” a woman’s raspy voice grunted from inside. “Trying to sleep, so we all are.”

The door creaked open an inch. D’Arcy caught a glimpse of a badly bleached, scraggly fringe and one bloodshot eye.

“What’s with all the ruckus upstairs?” the woman demanded to know. 

“Police,” McLaughlin said with an inviting smile as he flashed her his ID.

The door was about to be slammed shut in their faces, but McLaughlin shoved half his body into the threshold. The door bounced back, slamming against the woman’s head. 

“That’s assault!” she screamed, gathering the folds of what looked like a bathrobe around her neck.

“This is a murder investigation!” D’Arcy said sternly. “We’re not here about drugs.”

“We’ve got a search warrant,” McLaughlin tried to reason, phone at the ready.

“Shove your search warrant up your hole!”

“We’re only interested in Declan Hoagett, ma’am. What you might know about him.”

“Ma’am, ma’am,” the woman mocked in a high-pitched voice. “Don’t know him. And I don’t speak to any effin peelers! You’ve got me held hostage in my own loo! I’m filing a complaint! Effin peelers marching about wherever the bloody hell they want, not a thought for decent law-abiding—”

McLaughlin had already moved to the side and motioned for D’Arcy to do the same. 

“Pardon me for making you think you were being detained against your will, ma’am.” 

“Pardon me, pardon me,” she parroted in the same sarcastic tone. She pushed past them, muttering expletives under her breath and, grappling the wall for support, made as if she were on her way to the sitting room.

McLaughlin called down the corridor, “One of our officers will be down to speak—”

They flinched as the woman suddenly turned, teeth bared, flipping them off with both hands and roared, “You fecking peelers have got nothing on me! I’m out of here!” 

They stared as the woman raced down the corridor, making for the open door. 

“One moment there, ma’am!” yelled the copper at the door, grabbing her and holding her tight. He guided her back inside as she yelled, “Assault! That’s assault again!”

“Put her in the sitting room,” McLaughlin said. “I’ll send one of the officers down now to interview her.”

McLaughlin and D’Arcy hurried up the stairway with its wobbly banister and threadbare carpeting towards the raised voices above. 

McLaughlin grabbed the first copper he saw on the landing, said, “There’s a wild one downstairs. Get yourself down there sharpish and see if you can get anything out of her. Doubtful, but you never know.”

“Yes, boss.”

The officer raced down the stairs.

At the end of the corridor was a door that led to a bathroom D’Arcy had no desire to enter. There were four doors on either side of the corridor. They were all open, and the detectives glanced inside. Officers with PNBs open. Dreadlocks and goatees, bleached spikes, goggled eyes and scrawny limbs. Ill-fitting t-shirts and stained trackie bottoms. Enraged, offended faces. Yelling at the officers.

“Dear Lord, the sweat’s pure lashing off of me,” McLaughlin muttered, fanning himself with a spare pair of latex gloves.

D’Arcy adjusted her glasses, stared at the peeling wallpaper, read the offensive graffiti scrawled across it. They waded through a field of takeaway food containers with molding remnants scattered around, the odd shoe and a tangled pair of knickers.

A PC stood outside a room on the left.

“The vic’s room,” he told them. “Shares it with one Sally Farrell, who I gather is passed out in the sitting room. Tried to rouse her, but no go. We’ve called for an ambulance just to cover ourselves, but it seems she’s just high on some drug.”

How he had wrangled that name out of any of them, D’Arcy couldn’t fathom. But it was a result.  

McLaughlin and D’Arcy poked their heads into Declan Hoagett’s room. A clanking radiator, a thin mattress on a bare floor, a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling, black paper plastered over the window. It made the tiny space seem smaller. Tea mugs overflowing with cigarette butts, empty cider bottles and crushed cans of lager strewn across the floor, together with discarded clothing. A pile of soiled underwear and worn socks in a corner. A boombox and a dog-eared paperback book, How To Win Friends and Influence People. A clunky, old-school laptop.

McLaughlin barged into the room, eyes shooting around. D’Arcy heaved a sigh and forced herself inside.

McLaughlin pulled open the door of the closet and had a root around. D’Arcy placed the laptop into an evidence bag and, never more grateful for the invention of latex, she forced open the top drawer of the warped dresser, rummaged through the scant clothing within. 

Nothing of interest, except that Declan Hoagett did seem to favor tartan and plaid. Or maybe that’s all he had found at the charity shops. 

She struggled to shut the drawer, then pried open the next. As she gazed down at the shabby boxers and briefs gray with age, the misshapen socks, her heart sank. What an existence. This was presumably not the life Declan Hoagett’s mother had wished for him.

Clawing through the meager possessions in the third drawer—a few crumpled photos, one of a smiling woman and four children gathered in pride around a washing machine, a book on gardening, stacks of papers with scrawled writing that ignored the lines, CDs of, apparently, the Best Rave Anthems Ever!—D’Arcy shuddered at the thought of what it must be like to live here. The blaring of music at all hours, the roars of laughter and sex and rows over who had stolen whose gear, the shuddering of windows in their sills, the thumping on the walls, when the drugs kicked in and the reveling of the inhabitants began.

Dear God, she thought, suddenly ashamed. Lyons is brushing off on me. Don’t assume, Nancy. Don’t assume... But... this filth!

She came across a strip of photos of Declan Hoagett taken not long ago, black and white. Seemed to be from a photo booth. D’Arcy supposed there still might be some somewhere. Maybe for entertainment value at a pub or two. She slipped the photos into her pocket for the murder board.

She turned from the dresser and looked at her boss.

“We’ve got a photo, at least,” she said. “And his laptop.”

“Result,” McLaughlin murmured.

‘How can people live like this?’ D’Arcy’s look beseeched him, but she’d never say it out loud. She was supposed to be professional, had been taught to have empathy for these unfortunates who had slipped through the cracks of society.

As she forced open the last drawer, she felt the guilt wash over her. For all she’d said to Lyons about making assumptions about the victim, berating him, she was now making assumptions herself based on a deep-seated intolerance of those afflicted with addiction. It was a disease, she forced herself to remember. If anything, those with substance abuse were among the most vulnerable members of society and needed the help of the PSNI the most. Wasn’t We Care We Listen We Act their motto?

This Declan Hoagett presumably had had dreams and goals. The book on the floor next to the mattress was proof of that, also the one about gardening. Maybe he’d been charming, kind and funny, and maybe he became even more charming, kinder and funnier with the drink.

D’Arcy gasped. 

“Sir!” 

She motioned to the drawer, took out her phone, snapped a few photos of the item in situ. 

McLaughlin lumbered over.

“What is it, then, D’Arcy?” he asked. 

She gingerly removed a clunky watch. Pinkish case and bezel, raised numbers on the bezel. Black dial, luminous hand and hour markers which were circles, squares and, at twelve o’clock, a triangle. Leather strap. Even without looking at the brand name, she could feel it was expensive. She held it up. 

“A Rolex!” She checked the back for an inscription. There was none. “It’s a bit battered, but in good enough condition. Eighteen karat gold, it says.” 

McLaughlin did a double-take. 

“Worth a pretty penny,” he said, “even melted down. Unless it’s a knock-off.” 

He took it from her, weighed it in his hand, peered more closely at it. 

“Seems real enough, but. Not many here in Derry would have the funds to be able to splash out on one. I doubt your man Hoagett bought it. How did your man lay his hands on it, do we think?” 

“That’s the question, sir. It was stashed away here under all these papers.”

“Hmm. Saving it for a rainy day?”

“Too scared to take it to a pawn shop? I gather all Rolexes have serial numbers that can lead to their, er, provenance.”

“Shouldn’t be too difficult to trace, then. Found or nicked from some flash businessman? Could this be our first clue to a motive for the murder?” 

As she slipped it into an evidence bag, D’Arcy wasn’t convinced. “If it was missing from his drawer, I’d say yes. But it seems nobody here was any the wiser. Otherwise, it would be gone.”

They heard the ambulance arrive outside, and a PC entered the room, wiping sweat from his brow.

“What have you got for us, then?” McLaughlin asked. 

“Two lads in there,” he nodded at the room opposite, “were with the vic on the corner this afternoon. Brian Lynch and Sean Collins. Mid-20s. I think it goes something like this here, the older ones are winos, the younger ones druggies.” 

D’Arcy had a pained look on her face. 

She said, “Are struggling with alcohol dependency and substance use disorder respectively, you mean.”

The PC took a step back, and a look crossed his face that seemed to say, ‘You’re one of those, are you?’

“Aye, that’s what I meant, ma’am.” 

“Sarge.” 

“Sarge. Anyroad, they spent the day on the corner together. There were others and all who I gather are from another halfway house, don’t know which one, but that lot left earlier. It’s difficult to get times out of them. But this Lynch and Collins say they were with the vic until about four or six, but then it got too cold. I gather they scored some meth, then came back here. The vic was on the corner with some young lad they only know by the name of Barcode. Because of his hair gel plastered in strands down his forehead, you see. Looks like a barcode.”

“We’ve gathered that, I think, officer,” D’Arcy said. 

“Early twenties. Drinks and also hooked on—dependent on heroin, they think. Got the track marks running up and down his arms, you see.”

“So maybe this Barcode lad was the last to see our vic alive?” McLaughlin mused. “D’Arcy, have Fern run the alias through the PNC, see if he pops up. We can but hope. If not, we’ll have to contact the halfway houses and rehab centers to see if we can’t locate him.” 

“Sir,” D’Arcy said, making a note.

“Did this Murphy or Collins mention a row of some sort?” McLaughlin asked.

The PC shook his head.

“They were having a fine aul craic on the corner, they said. Nattering about this and that.”

“Did they seem skittish? Something to hide?” 

The PC shrugged. 

“In their state, difficult to tell.”

“Should we go across and interview them ourselves, sir?” D’Arcy asked eagerly. 

To her surprise, McLaughlin shook his head. 

“It’s a bit too late for all that palaver. The security footage from the convenience store might tell us if what they’ve said is indeed the truth. We can always bring them in for a formal interview if need be.”

D’Arcy was disappointed.

“Sir.”

“Grand work, lad,” McLaughlin said. “We’ve something to get started with, at least.”

They heard tramping up the stairs, and the first of the SOCOs entered the room. 

“Ready for us here?” he asked, pulling up his hood, adjusting his mask.

McLaughlin looked at D’Arcy. 

She grabbed the laptop and Rolex, nodded haltingly.

“Fill your boots, lad,” McLaughlin said. 

There was an awkward moment as the three tried to exit the room and four SOCOs tried to push in, but soon D’Arcy found herself in the hallway with her boss and the copper. 

D’Arcy shot a quick glance into the room opposite at Brian Lynch and Sean Collins. Their heads whipped around. They glared at her with hatred, muttered expletives, and the door was slammed shut in her face.

“Well!” she said, her cheeks reddening. “I suppose good manners aren’t the done thing here at 17 Gorney Way.” She turned to the PC. “Do we know what Mr. Hoagett’s relationship with Ms. Farrell was like?”

“Always rowing, so they were,” said the PC. “She’s an aul wino and all, sorry, ma’am, sarge, and when they were necking down the drink, they were at each other like rabid dogs. Always made up, but. At it like rabbits they were, then. Always had to bang on the wall to tell them to keep it down. Hours, it lasted. Apparently.”

D’Arcy looked at the PC in dismay. 

“They seemed fine earlier today, but, sarge.”

“Hmm. So they say,” McLaughlin mused. “The woman’s in no fit state to be interviewed at the moment. I gather the paramedics are attending to her downstairs even as we speak. Might need to haul her down to the station once she sobers up.” 

D’Arcy’s phone vibrated. She read quickly as McLaughlin dismissed the uniform.

“Sir! It’s DC Hawkins. Did a PNC search for the vic. Drunk and disorderly, public urination, last offense two years ago. No assault, threatening behavior, criminal damage, or the like.” 

“A happy drunk, then?” McLaughlin wondered. 

D’Arcy winced. “No possession of controlled substances, either. So he might have steered clear of drugs. And DC Hawkins has found a wife. Ailish Hoagett. Forty-five years of age. Separated for the past five years. Lives in the Moorside with the four children, 25 to 22 years of age. Nine Dungannon Terrace. Shall we head over there, sir?”

McLaughlin shook his head.

“I think we’ll leave it there for the evening, D’Arcy. Partners are prime suspects, but in this case, I think not. They’ve been separated for five years. We’ll probably only get bad-mouthing from her, nowt but background information. Can’t imagine they’d have kept in touch. Probably wanted to keep her distance.” Nowt, nothing.

“There might be some issues between the children and the father, though.” 

“Tomorrow, D’Arcy,” McLaughlin said. “I’ve to get back home. Speaking of issues between a child and her father, I’ve to pick my Catherine up from Mrs. Collins. The woman’s soon going to start charging me rent for her.” 

Again, D’Arcy was surprised but had to admit she was relieved. Her head was starting to throb. An effect of the concussion she’d sustained from a previous case still lingering. She hoped it wouldn’t descend into another of those ocular migraines. Zigzag bands of shimmering light that obscured her vision. On one occasion, while driving to the station, she’d had to pull off to the side of the road. Quite frightening. Almost as frightening as knowing she had three new screws in her skull. 

As McLaughlin spoke to the PC, D’Arcy gratefully made her way down the stairs. She clutched the laptop and Rolex to her breast as if the plastic around them could protect her. She avoided touching even the banister, and it had nothing to do with cross-contamination. She couldn’t wait to disinfect her hands with sanitizing wipes.

She wondered about her boss’ reluctance to pursue anything that evening. The first twenty-four hours of a homicide investigation were the most important, but McLaughlin kept deferring duties. He looked tired. Maybe it
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