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Colin Bateman was a journalist in Northern Ireland before becoming a full-time writer. His first novel, DIVORCING JACK, won the Betty Trask Prize, and all his novels have been critically acclaimed. He wrote the screenplays for the feature films DIVORCING JACK and WILD ABOUT HARRY and the popular TV series MURPHY’S LAW starring James Nesbitt. Bateman lives in Ireland with his family.


About the Book

Hired to find the missing son of retired political activist Moira Doherty, Dan Starkey knows his new case is going to be challenging. Billy ‘the Bear’ Doherty isn’t an easy man to find – a criminal with a nasty drug habit, his mum is convinced he’s been murdered.

But when Moira herself is killed, her body found floating in the waters under Londonderry’s Peace Bridge, Dan finds himself in the middle of a deadly game of cat and mouse. 

Already in unfamiliar territory, Starkey is quickly embroiled in the city’s porn and drug fuelled underworld, where a new generation of gangster terrorist is intent on creating mayhem their predecessors could only dream of . . .
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Praise for Colin Bateman’s novels:



‘The funniest crime series around’ Daily Telegraph

‘As sharp as a pint of snakebite’ The Sunday Times

‘Sometimes brutal, often blackly humorous and always terrific’ Observer

‘A delightfully subversive take on crime fiction done with love and affection. Read it and weep tears of laughter’ Sunday Express

‘An extraordinary mix of plots and characters begging to be described as colourful, zany, absurd and surreal’ The Times

‘A joy from start to finish . . . witty, fast-paced and throbbing with menace’ Time Out

‘Twisty plots, outrageous deeds and outlandish characters, driven by a fantastic energy, imagination and sense of fun’ Irish Independent

‘Bateman has barged fearlessly into the previously unsuspected middle ground between Carl Hiaasen and Irvine Welsh and claimed it for his own’ GQ

‘Extremely funny, brilliantly dark, addictively readable’ Loaded


For Isaac


Prologue

Nothing worse than a muscle-bound guy gone to seed, big still but flabby, labouring for breath at the slightest exertion. And this isn’t the slightest exertion: it’s Billy the Bear running full pelt across the sand, the endless sand, in the dark, hardly even a star in the sky. He keeps looking back, and there’s pinpricks of light behind him; they’re holding up their mobile phones, either to see better or the bastards are trying to film the chase, the hunt, the execution. 

Billy knows his number is up, but he’s not going to give in, not till there’s nothing left. He needs the cavalry, he needs a tidal wave. He needs divine intervention, but that’s unlikely, not after what he’s done, seen, aided and abetted and commissioned; there’s blood on his hands. So much blood. There’s salt in the air, the freezing bite of autumn wind, a howl that will cover up his screams. As he pads slower, and slower, he feels twin ruts in the sand; he knows what they are, he watches them some weekends, cutting up the smooth expanse of the beach here at Benown, kite-surfing capital of the north-west. If he’d one of them now, he’d outpace them for sure, but not like this, not like this. He barely had thirty metres on them at the start; now he can almost feel their feet thumping into the sand, feel the vibrations. They’re close enough to shoot him, but they don’t want that, they want the pleasure of the capture, the begging, the muzzle to the side of the head, the pull of the trigger, the ecstasy of the explosion. 

How did it come to this? That it all ends here? 

Less than an hour ago he was dancing, dancing in Derry. Big man dancing. And loving it. Crushed up, with a poppers chaser, then taking it hard upstairs in the dark room. But it’s never enough, never a-fucking-nuff. He let himself be talked into going outside, promise of a proper shag in a hotel room, shoulda guessed something was up when the guy tells him they’re driving to the hotel when he knows it’s just around the corner. But there’s a bottle of whiskey in the back, so he takes a swig, takes another, and is just enjoying the heat when the doors open and fellas get in either side of him and put metal to his head, and they fucking have him. Nothing said beyond ‘All right, Billy,’ and then they were off and driving and Billy knew it wasn’t going to end well but he couldn’t focus, couldn’t work out if the driver was the honeytrap, offering up his arse, or if he was doing someone else in the dark and the driver just pulled him out of there on the promise of more, better, harder, longer, the fucking usual. Someone said to him once, ‘Ah, Billy, always thinkin’ with your dick,’ and that was before they knew he was gay or whatever the hell he was. They were right, of course. Billy the Bear let his dick take him all roads: any port in a storm.

With all the drink and the shit and all the corners and maybe even the fear he threw up over himself. They all swore and the windows came down on both sides of him and it was exactly what he needed, the upchuck and the cold night air, and by the time they were skirting the beach his head was pretty clear. But he kept it down and bowed and groaned and moaned so when they got there and hauled him out they didn’t even have their fucking weapons up, thought he was some fucking pansy ripe for the slaughter, but he surprised them all right; you didn’t get to live this long in his world without being able to pull one out of the fire, and he did surely, bringing his fist up on one, near breaking his neck his head snapped back so fast, and then he was out and running, up on to a low wall and thump down on to the sand and just fucking charging. 

But now they’re getting closer, closer. He can hear them laughing above the wind, egging each other on, and then there’s a crack and something whistles past him. He knows there’s not much more strength in him. He’s been zigzagging all over but now his legs are so heavy they’re hardly moving. He can hardly catch a breath. There’s only the sea in front of him, only the sea.
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It was one of those days, one of those days when it’s near dark by lunchtime, the rain teeming out of the heavens, traffic backed up and pumping all along the Lisburn Road, a pain in my head from the air pressure, stagnation and Jameson’s, two cases to be working on and none of them as interesting as the cobweb on the high ceiling and the bluebottle helplessly caught in it; I was thinking about age, love, sex, sex, food and the health benefits that come with drinking seven cans of Diet Coke a day when the phone rang and a voice I recognised said: ‘Well, you’re a grandad.’ 

It was a lie, a damn lie, but I knew it meant I had to drag myself over to the hospital to make smiley at a barely sixteen-year-old Lolita with a bouncing babe, and her proud ex-druggie one-legged teenage lover, and the ex-Mrs S. with her worried-happy-beaming-lovely eyes, and wonder how the hell I’d ended up outside of but eternally connected to any of them. The only thing they had in common, apart from a weird mathematical sense that they belonged together, was that they all found me despicable or annoying or embarrassing or tragic, except when they required money, when I suddenly became their best chum, their rock, an inspiration, and now a fucking grandad to be sucked dry. I had to go pretend that I had the slightest interest, and pick up a book token or a pot plant or gold or Frankenstein or mare on the way, or maybe I’d just take the IKEA cot I’d lovingly assembled over the past week in my office but which I now realised was too fucking wide to get out of the door. Physics really fucks me off. If it was small enough to get in then it should be small enough to get out. Maybe life doesn’t work like that, but it fucking should because I was stuck, stuck, stuck and my cot, which might once have caused my triangle of grief to look at me in a more favourable light, was not for moving. I would have to take it apart, but then reassembling it would be all but impossible because not only had it proved fiendishly complicated to put the bastard together in the first place, but immediately following my triumph I had torn the instructions into a thousand pieces and flushed them down the toilet and said ha! So I was nodding down at the cot, swearing and thinking that it would actually be simpler and quicker to get the builders in to widen the doorway, when a woman’s voice said from down the hall, ‘Are you the private detective?’ 

And I said, ‘Well I’m not the fucking furniture remover, that’s for sure,’ before I even looked at her, but then followed it up with: ‘There’s a buzzer at the bottom of the stairs you’re supposed to press.’

‘The door was open,’ she said, and with that my security was breached again and my fate sealed, etc. etc. It was hard to tell how old she was, what with the energy-saving bulb halfway down the hall that seemed to hurl out dark matter, but first impressions had her south of ninety and north of sixty. She was a little old woman, with a sad face that got sadder as she got closer. She was wearing a trouser suit that might have been fashionable in the seventies, or at least for sale. She said, ‘I’m looking for Dan Starkey.’

I said, ‘He’s just popped out, he’ll be back in an hour.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Maybe I’ll wait.’

I said, ‘Sorry. An hour, possibly two.’ 

‘But I’ve come all the way from Derry, on the bus.’

I said, ‘Do you have an appointment?’

She shook her head. I put my hands on the cot and gave it a shake. I said, ‘What brings you all the way from Londonderry?’

‘My son,’ she said. ‘I’m looking for my son.’

I said, ‘I’m not sure he’s much good on missing persons. He prefers the higher-profile cases. International intrigue, religious cults, fate of nations, shit like that.’

‘I don’t mean that kind of missing,’ the old woman said. ‘I don’t think he’s run away or lost his mind or anything like that. I think he’s been murdered.’

I gave her another look. I said, ‘And why would you think that?’

‘Because,’ she said right back, ‘he’s in the murder business.’
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I make a habit of grabbing any and every excuse not to do the right thing, which in this case was going to see what was likely to become my step-grandchild, helpless and gurgling in hospital, instead of wasting my time with a rain-damp old woman who’d taken an eighty-mile bus ride to see me. It’s the nature of me. And I don’t mean in a good way. But I am a helpless slave to avoidance. So I said to the woman that I’d try and track Dan Starkey down and if she wanted to pop into the café across the road I was pretty sure he’d be down shortly. 

‘Order a pot of tea for yourself,’ I said, ‘and a Diet Coke and two German biscuits.’ 

‘I don’t like German biscuits.’ 

‘They’re not for you,’ I said. But I gave her the wiseacre smile I had perfected over the years, calculated to charm and defuse any situation; you would have thought that over those years I might have realised that actually it doesn’t have that effect, that usually it makes matters worse. But no, only in retrospect. But I’m a great one for perseverance, as bad guys usually discover, so I kept at the smiling even though she wasn’t getting it at all. Maybe she had her mind on other things. She nodded at me, then trundled off. 

I stared at the cot some more. Then I gave it a bloody good kick. This didn’t make it any smaller, though it did cause two wooden bars to splinter; if ever I did get to hand it over to the youngsters, they would presume I’d rescued it from a skip. Even though they didn’t have a penny to their name and were largely dependent on Starkey charity, they would look at me with disdain and moan about what a cheapskate I was. 

So I gave it another kick. 

Then I grabbed up the screwdriver and took the rest of it apart. It took ten minutes. I walked down the hall to the storeroom and rescued the original packaging I’d stuffed there and put the components back in their box, then struggled down the stairs with it and outside into the rain. It felt heavier than it had when I’d brought it up to the office. Maybe disappointment, frustration and embarrassment were adding a few pounds. From his doorway, my friendly neighbourhood butcher Joe said, ‘Can I give you a hand?’ and then pre-empted my response by giving me a slow handclap. I would have told him where to go, but he had access to a large range of carving knives and cleavers and a criminal record as long as his heavily tattooed arms, so I gave him a ‘Ha!’ and struggled on to the car. I set the box down and opened the boot. I loaded it in. 

I sauntered back down the alley. Joe was still in position. He said, ‘I hear you’re a grandad.’

‘You’re very well informed,’ I said. 

‘Twitter,’ he replied. 

‘Fuck sake,’ I said. 

‘Aye.’ 

He turned back inside. I crossed the road. The café was bare-bones basic, which was fine by me. It had become my home from broken home. They were used to me bringing my clients in. They’d whine, I’d dine. It was the business I was in. 

As I sat at the table, Diet Coke and German biscuits in place, I put my hand out to the woman and said, ‘Sorry, I’m Dan Starkey.’

‘But you . . .’

‘I usually refuse to recognise myself, it’s a defence mechanism.’ 

‘A . . .?’

‘In case you’re Rosa Klebb, sent to assassinate me. Not that you look like Rosa Klebb.’

Though she did. 

‘Rosa . . .?’

By way of distraction I lifted a biscuit and bit into it. I have a sweet tooth. Just one, thanks to having a sweet tooth. I now boast a rather fetching set of slightly too white top-row crowns. I bought them with some of the fee I received for my last case, which involved a teenage Messiah and a religious cult called the New Seekers, who were still growing apace. The waitress behind the counter had lately taken to sporting the NS emblem and now rarely laughed at my jokes. 

‘And you are?’

‘Moira, Moira Doherty.’ She put her hand out. Liver spots. ‘And I have no intention of assassinating you.’

‘That’s what they all say.’ She took a sip of her tea. I said, ‘You came all the way from Londonderry just to see me?’ 

‘No. I mean, not exactly. I came to see a woman, a journalist, at the Belfast Telegraph, and she suggested I talk to you.’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Would this woman happen to be called Sara – Sara Patterson?’

‘Yes . . . how did you . . .?’

‘We’re old frenemies. And did she speak fondly of me?’

‘She said you were tricky . . .’

‘Tricky . . .?’

‘. . . and expensive, but if I offered you half as much as you wanted you would probably do it.’

‘Well you’ve shot yourself in the foot there.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, knowing that, I’ll double my price and then make it look like I’m being nice and end up doing it for what I would normally get.’

‘And what do you normally get?’

‘Three hundred a day plus expenses.’

‘Well then I’ll offer you one hundred and fifty a day and half of your expenses.’

‘Dammit, you have outfoxed me.’

‘Or you may have outfoxed me, Mr Starkey.’

‘And you’ll never know.’ 

I lifted the side plate and offered her the remaining German biscuit. 

She hesitated, then took it. ‘I really don’t like them, but I did pay for it after all.’ She fixed me with a look. ‘I imagine you are tricky, Mr Starkey . . .’

‘Dan, please . . .’

‘But I think tricky is exactly what I need.’

She set the biscuit down beside her. ‘I will keep it for the bus home.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ I said. When she did not immediately speak I showed her my palms and said, ‘Fire away.’

This, finally, and unexpectedly, produced a smile. It made her look less like Rosa Klebb and more like Judi Dench. I said, ‘What?’

She said, ‘Shot yourself in the foot, fire away – your language is grounded in violence. It’s quite appropriate, actually. My son is Billy Doherty.’ 

‘The drummer with the Undertones?’

‘No, different Billy Doherty. Billy the Bear.’ 

‘Billy the Bear,’ I said. ‘Right. Though I can think of many reasons to murder a drummer, I’m afraid I haven’t heard of Billy the Bear.’

I was thinking that Sara Patterson might have fobbed a nut off on me. 

‘Billy is my son. He was a big kid, and just kept getting bigger. They called him Billy the Bear when he was in prison and it kind of stuck.’

‘Prison,’ I said. 

‘Off and on. Last time he was six weeks on remand in Magilligan.’

A low- to medium-security prison outside of Londonderry. I knew the government had been promising to shut it down for years, mostly because it was old and decrepit and laid out in politically uncomfortable H-blocks, but somehow it endured.

‘Might I ask what he was in for?’

‘Drugs.’

‘Taking, stealing, dealing, manufacturing?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And a gun.’

‘Okay. Is he or has he ever been part of an illegal organisation?’

‘Yes, the IRA, the original version, not those . . . boys who call themselves the Ra these days.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘And nowadays? Gangster, community worker or politician?’

‘The former.’

‘Okay. And now you suspect he has been murdered.’

‘I know he has been murdered.’

‘And how do you . . .?’

‘Because he hasn’t been seen for two weeks, and that’s not my boy. And there’s this . . .’ She lifted her handbag up on to the table, unknowingly setting it on top of the German biscuit. She produced an iPhone. She pressed a couple of buttons and turned the screen to show me a photo: I saw what had once been the end of a street of terraced houses, but the houses themselves were no more, leaving just a lovingly preserved gable end. I recognised it instantly, because it was famous, infamous, a symbol of everything that had been and perhaps still was. Huge letters were plastered across it: 

YOU ARE NOW ENTERING FREE DERRY.

It had been a rallying point, a symbol of defiance, an inspiration or an antagonism. And now it was a tourist attraction, first stop on a Bogside terror tour of legenDerry. 

‘Sweet,’ I said, ‘but I don’t see what . . .?’

‘Oh, sorry,’ said Mrs Doherty, ‘I just need to . . .’ 

She turned the screen towards her and then used two fingers to enlarge part of the photo. She nodded again, satisfied, and turned the screen back to me. 

It was the bottom left corner of the wall. Someone had spray-painted: 

BILLY THE BEAR, RIP. 

She said, ‘That’s why I’m sure.’

‘But it might only be graf—’

‘No. Do you know Derry at all?’

‘Not—’

‘It’s like posting a royal birth outside Buckingham Palace; no one puts anything on there without it being ratified. It’s the gospel truth.’ 

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘if you insist. And what exactly is it that you want me to do?’ 

She sat back. She sighed. ‘Do you know something, Mr Starkey? I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted when I got on the bus this morning. Just someone to do something. I’ve tried the Ra themselves, new and old, I’ve tried the police, the local papers, and I’ve trekked all the way down here to talk to the Telegraph, but nobody seems particularly interested. It was only when I was standing in your hall across the way, when I saw what you were doing, that I realised what I really need.’

‘What was I doing apart from swearing?’

‘You were standing over a cot and looking very, very sad.’

‘Angry,’ I said. 

‘No. You were sad. I know that look, that feeling. I knew then what I wanted, and it’s very simple. I just want my baby back.’

OPS/images/author.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
/

. T iy ey — =
= =R

ADAN STARKEY NOVEL






OPS/images/logo.jpg
headline





OPS/images/title.png
DEAD
PASS

Col
Balieran





