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‘An evil man is set only on disobedience but a messenger without mercy will be sent against him.’


Proverbs 17, 11.


‘Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven with the key to the abyss and a great chain in his hands.


He seized the dragon, that serpent of old, The Devil or Satan, and chained him up for a thousand years; he threw him into the abyss, shutting and sealing it over him, so that he might seduce the nations no more till the thousand years were over. After that he must be let loose for a short while.’


Revelation 20, 2 and 3.




Diary Extract


4th October


There was a fly in my room this morning. The buzzing woke me a little after one a.m. and I spent some time looking for it, but it wasn’t there. Still, it struck me as significant. You don’t get many flies in October. They crawl away into little crevices in the wall and wait for warmer weather, but this one – it was buzzing around my head and it wanted to wake me. I’m sure of that.


Still not used to this climate. I have to wear so many clothes, even in bed at night, layer upon layer. Then I wake up sweating and have to throw them all off again. I couldn’t get to sleep after the thing with the fly, so I switched on the radio and listened to him again. He was talking to one of his handmaidens – some pathetic quiz. You could tell from her voice how she worships him, and yet she has not the first idea about who he is. I don’t think he knows, not yet. But he will, in time. I lay there listening to them and then the sexy feeling came over me and I had to masturbate. I seem to be doing it more and more these days, but I know it’s not me that wants to do it. He’s in me now and He makes me do these things. I listened to the woman’s voice and my cock swelled, grew harder. She kept making mistakes and then she would giggle like a child, a totally false image of herself because I know she does the things that women do, opening her legs to the world and taking the pain into herself. Women are bad. I know that now.


I decided she could be first. I have her name and I know the area she lives, so it would be simple to find her. Tracking her down would be fun, like being a detective; but doing it to her, that’s just a formality. He wants it to be her. He told me when I was coming. But He says I must tell everything. This must not be covert in any way. She doesn’t interest me, not in the least, but He keeps saying she will be fuel. I don’t really understand this.


Afterwards I felt calmer and I switched off the light and tried to sleep. The fly came back after a little while, so I switched on the light again, but I couldn’t see him. So I got up and started to move all the furniture away from the walls, because I knew he’d be there somewhere, hiding from me, waiting to disturb me again when the lights were out. I found him behind my bedside table, a big, fat bluebottle. The cold weather had made him slow and stupid, and it was easy enough to catch him.


I ate him, crunching him between my teeth, chewing very slowly. He tasted sweet and slightly nutty.


After that, I went back to bed. I slept better than I have in ages.




Chapter One


I was late leaving for work that night.


This was nothing unusual, as in fact I made a point of always being late leaving for work.


I’d been hosting the after-midnight phone-in slot for Metrosound for something like nine months, and I was already pretty bored with it. So I’d invented this little game with myself of not leaving the house until the last possible moment, knowing that I’d have to drive like a madman to make it to my post in time. It seems infantile, I know, but it gave me a buzz doing that, as it got my adrenalin flowing, and I suppose it pysched me up for talking to all the peculiar types who would be phoning me later on. When I was buzzing, I could deal with them better.


How did I end up as a DJ? It’s a question I was often asked in those days, and one that I am only able to answer with hindsight. I suppose it goes back as far as Scam magazine. You may remember it? Maybe you loved it, bought it by the skip-load. Crass, nasty, absolutely the most self-opinionated rock magazine in all existence. And I was their lead writer. It had taken me some years to get where I was: years of scraping around for no-hope publications, of sending off pieces to Melody Maker, Sounds, New Musical Express, only to have them returned with ill-disguised contempt. And then, suddenly, there I was, in what was considered a major position at Scam, my every word hung upon by adolescent music fans who thought their lives were immeasurably enriched by my opinions. Oh, yes, I was bringing home the bacon for a while. Somewhere in the thick of all this I met a girl, fell in love, got married and fathered a son, all without really thinking about it. The bricks just fell into place and I suppose I should have been happy with my lot – but I wasn’t. I soon got tired of the poseurs I was obliged to work with in London, and started to think longingly about moving back North to my roots. The decision was made for me when Scam went suddenly and spectacularly bankrupt. So I packed up my spare shirts, my toothbrush and my family, and came back to Manchester. For a long time I didn’t do much of anything other than write reviews for an insignificant what’s-on magazine which paid peanuts to its contributors. Our savings began to evaporate and I found myself faced with the awful prospect of having to get myself a serious job. To cap it all, my marriage, foundering on the reef of my own disatisfaction with life, began to break up.


Then one night, at a party, I met this DJ from the local radio station. By all accounts, Des Connolly was doing very well for himself, despite his limited intellect. He drove a BMW, holidayed twice a year in Marbella, and went out with a page-three girl. In those days, God help me, I was impressed by that kind of thing. I’d been drinking heavily at the party and consequently I started mouthing off about how lousy his station was; how I’d handle it if I was doing his job. All credit to him, he didn’t punch me in the face, which he probably should have done. Instead, he suggested I make a demo tape of what I had in mind, and he’d personally see that it was handed on to the programme controller – which is basically what happened. The programme controller, at the time, invited me to contribute reviews and interviews on a freelance basis. After just a few weeks of that, I was offered a contract.


It was the beginning of a long and varied career in radio, and for the first time in my life I seemed to have discovered something I had a genuine flair for. But of course at the time I didn’t visualise myself, five years later, stuck on the graveyard shift, talking to a bunch of misfits who had trouble constructing an audible sentence. No, I saw myself zipping about in a Porsche and fending off the advances of sycophantic teenage girls. Radio isn’t like that, but I didn’t know it then. I guess you could say I’ve learned the hard way.


So there I was, eleven-fifty Wednesday night, driving into Manchester at about seventy-five miles per hour. It was raining heavily and the windscreen wipers were having to work overtime to ensure some kind of visibility. I reached out a hand and hit the preset on the radio, which was always tuned to Metrosound. Sure enough, I got the suave, well-modulated sound of Ray Wood, signing off for the night. Smooth sod, Ray. To hear him talking, you’d visualise a slim, handsome, debonair man in a sharp suit. He actually resembled something the cat sicked up. But, then, the beauty of radio is that you can’t see who’s talking. The day they invent a televisual equivalent, a lot of lucrative careers are going to bite the dust.


‘. . . well, boys and girls, that’s about it for this evening,’ announced Ray. ‘We’re going to play out with our Golden 60s classic, a little thing called ‘Whiter Shade of Pale’. After the news headlines at midnight, Tom Prince will be here to welcome you aboard his Nightboat programme, and he’ll keep you talking and dancing until four a.m. so don’t touch that dial! For now, this is Ray Wood wishing you goodnight and God bless.’


Boys and girls indeed! Ray was a kind of throwback to earlier, more gracious times, when the DJ was a kind of ever-cheerful Butlin’s redcoat on amphetamines. But he’d survived over ten years at the station, so he must have been doing something right. I was the radical, ground-breaking innovator at Metrosound and I was also the one whose career was slipping inexorably down the lavatory.


As usual, Ray was right on time; there were exactly three minutes of airplay left before the following five-minute news bulletin. Which left me exactly eight minutes to get to work. I changed down to second and eased the Renault around a right-hand bend and along a side-street, saving myself valuable seconds.


With four minutes left, I cruised into the town square. To my right, I could see the large, squat plaza that housed Metrosound. From a series of plateglass windows up on the first floor, the faces of several DJs grinned down at me, twenty times larger than life and twice as ugly. My own face featured amongst them, and I found myself staring disbelievingly up at it as I went by. I saw a thin, dour-looking man in his late twenties, with cold blue eyes. This version of me sported an unruly mop of fair hair, though it had since been trimmed to a more fashionable length. There was, I thought, a vacant look about the eyes, as though the camera had somehow sensed my own discontentment with life. It was unmistakably me and yet, for all that, it was not a good likeness. There was something forced and unconvincing about the photogenic smile I’d been persuaded to adopt for the purposes of publicity. I rarely smiled like that in real life.


I turned right into the entrance to the multi-storey car park and accelerated up the concrete ramp. One minute later, I pulled into my regular parking space on the first floor. I grabbed the stack of LP records on the passenger seat, switched off the engine and got out, then used up another thirty seconds in walking briskly from the car to the Metrosound reception area. I pushed open the swing doors and stepped into a room that was probably typical of radio stations all over the world: a small box-shaped area, the walls covered with khaki-coloured Hessian. Here and there, more framed photographs of the resident DJs greeted me with insincere smiles, and a black plastic notice-board paid welcome to the various celebrities who had called in earlier that day with records to sell or axes to grind. I noticed that this particular morning the airwaves had been graced by an elderly female novelist, a historian, a clutch of pimply pop stars and a recently defrocked bishop.


In passing, I nodded briefly to Julie, the large indolent girl who always manned the desk at this hour. She was eating a doughnut and reading a Jackie Collins novel, her pasty face expressionless as she munched. She did not so much as glance up, but simply pressed a button that released the lock on the door leading through into the inner sanctum. From the hidden speakers mounted in the ceiling, I could hear newsreader Dave Hibbert, going morosely through the more sensational items currently on offer.


‘A man was turned into a horrific blazing fireball in a pub in Stockport today. Horrified customers looked on as twenty-three-year-old Steven Kendall was literally burned alive.’


Where did they get these stories from? Last month the favourite subject had been Rottweiler attacks. This month, it was all about spontaneous human combustion. To hear Hibbert talk, you’d believe that it had reached epidemic proportions in the pubs and clubs of Manchester. This was the fifth case this week.


Without slowing my pace, I stepped through the door and passed into the corridor beyond. I paused in an alcove on the left, where a large coffee machine was housed and I punched the button that served me with a paper cup full of tepid drinking chocolate. Snatching it up, I swung back out of the alcove, turned right into the main reception and headed for the double doors that led into Studio One. On the way I nearly collided with the squat heap that was Ray Wood. Having finished his stint for the night, Ray was on his way home; or rather, he was on his way out. Ray rarely made it home to the wife without passing through a succession of night clubs en route. This man was fond of the bottle and fond of jailbait, though not necessarily in that order. ‘Cutting it fine, as ever,’ he observed in passing.


‘We must stop meeting like this,’ I called back over my shoulder. I was aware that Hibbert was now on the weather forecast.


‘. . . a low depression leading to fog in inland areas and occasional bouts of heavy rain. Temperatures below average for October . . .’


I swept silently into the studio and flicked a casual ‘V’ sign at Hibbert, who was ensconced in a tiny, soundproof glass box on my left. Hibbert returned the favour without dropping a word and began to wind up the bulletin as I slid into my familiar seat, snatched a theme-music cartridge from the rack on top of the console and slotted it into position in the deck. Glancing through the glass screen ahead of me, I nodded at the hulking, pot-bellied figure of my regular Technical Officer Steve Acton, who was looking listlessly at a well-thumbed copy of Penthouse and eating a Mars Bar.


‘. . . temperatures no lower than two degrees Celsius, thirty-five degrees Fahrenheit. Metrosound News, it’s now five minutes past twelve.’


I punched in the cartridge and a doo-wop harmony group bleated out an irritating jingle while I slipped my opening record on to a turn-table.


‘Metrosound Radio, the greatest sound around!’


I cued the first record, slid the microphone fader to the ‘up’ position and launched into my opening monologue over the music. ‘Five minutes into the midnight hour here on Metrosound. This is Captain Tom Prince welcoming you aboard the Nightboat for another four hours of music, madness and mayhem. We’ll be taking our first caller right after this mighty groove from Marvin Gaye; the number is 226 1234, the lines are open and our starter subject tonight is immigration. Should the laws be tightened up? Should they be relaxed? In light of recent racial attacks on the streets of Manchester, can we really hold our heads up with true Northern pride? The ball is in your court, phone now and air your views. Back in a mo!’


I slid the fader down and acknowledged the sign from Steve, which told me that the switchboard was already lighting up on the other side of the glass. My ever-eager fans, ready to chew the fat. As usual, my spirit sagged. These were not the world’s most stimulating conversationalists. Most of them still needed help with tying their shoelaces. I removed my leather jacket and flung it over the back of the chair, then sipped at my drink which tasted reassuringly disgusting. I closed my eyes for a moment and listened to the back-beat of the song, remembering earlier days when I was new at this game and it had all been a little more exciting. Keeping the excitement alive, that was the problem. Some of the jocks at Metrosound had that trick, but I, unfortunately, did not. A few moments later, Steve was chasing through with a handful of scribbled notes, names and locations, his bare belly hanging out of a woefully inadequate Metrosound T-shirt.


‘I see the Jane Fonda Workout tape hasn’t helped,’ I said.


In reply, Steve simply belched the smell of undigested chocolate into my face, dumped the scraps of paper on my desk and scuttled back to his lair on the other side of the glass. That was the great thing about Steve. He never surprised you by being good-mannered or jovial or even halfway pleasant. You always knew exactly where you stood with him. He was a total pig.


I sifted half-heartedly through the notes, finding names I recognised and others I didn’t. I relegated some to the bottom of the pile, only to be used in an emergency. These were people I’d crossed swords with before and I knew that, in radio terms, they were guilty of the greatest sin of all: they were deadly dull. Live radio thrived on controversy, stupidity and just occasionally the odd dash of wit. Polite sensible individuals with monotone voices and decent values did not tend to come over well when filtered through a transistor radio. But of course, with a new name, you had to give the caller the benefit of the doubt the first time around. I fixed on a name I didn’t recognise and as the record faded down, I slipped on my headphones and came in over the top of it.


‘All right, a bona-fide classic to kick the show off with; and now let’s see if we can get some classic comments from Mike, over there in Gorton. All right Mike, you’re through to Captain Tom, what’s your point?’


Some hesitation. Then; ‘Er . . .’ello Tom, nice to be on the show. Well er . . . it’s just like ummm . . . you know . . .’


Just what I needed. Another moron. There were plenty of them around and they all seemed to have my number. ‘Come on Mike, spit it out. It might be a gold nugget.’


‘Pardon? Er . . . oh yeah, well like, don’t get me wrong, I’m not a racist or anything but it’s hardly fair is it, all these darkies coming over here and gettin’ our jobs and that . . . and committing all this crime and such.’


‘Crime, Mike? You’re an expert on crime statistics, are you?’


‘Er . . . no . . . but I was reading in this newspaper like, that eighty per cent of crime in the North-west is committed by blacks.’


‘Which newspaper was this Mike?’


‘Er . . . it was the Sun actually.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you said a newspaper. Not a comic. And naturally, you believe everything that’s printed in the Sun, don’t you?’


‘Well I wouldn’t say everything.’


‘Oh, then you admit that occasionally it prints lies.’


‘No, I wouldn’t say that either.’


‘Oh, so sometimes you don’t believe the truth, is that what you’re saying?’


‘Er . . . no, look I’m talkin’ about this article. It reckoned as how ninety per cent of crime was done by blacks.’


‘Ninety per cent, already! Does this reflect the rising crime rate, folks? It’s risen ten per cent in the last thirty seconds. Mike, would it be fair to say that you’re a raving bigot?’


‘A what?’


‘A bigot, Mike. Do you know what a bigot is?’


‘Er . . . no I—’


‘Well, I tell you what you should do. Just leave your phone there and go straight to your bathroom. Have a look in the shaving mirror. I guarantee you’ll see one.’


I cut off Mike’s line before any reply could be offered and proceeded to my next caller, Kathy, a regular on the show.


‘OK, now it’s time for a few words of wisdom from our very own housewife and sex-siren, Kathy, from the depths of darkest Harpurhey. Hello Kathy, how’s it going?’


Kathy’s offering was prefaced by her habitual trademark, a long, lascivious sigh. It was supposed to seem sexy, but down a telephone line it had an unfortunate tendency to sound like sinusitis. Kathy’s husband was a truck-driver who spent most of his nights away from home. She was lonely and worked it out of her system with rampant innuendo.


‘Hello Tom. I was just lying here, drinking a glass of gin and feeling lonely . . . so I thought I’d phone the sexiest man on the radio.’


‘But Derek Jameson was having a night off, so you tried me instead?’


A deep, throaty chuckle. ‘Oh, Tom, you are awful!’


‘Hmm. Albert’s away again, I take it. Where is he this time?’


‘Oh, Southampton I think. Anyway, let’s not talk about him. Let’s talk about us. You know, I was thinking, I can’t possibly drink this whole bottle all by my little self. Why not, when you’ve finished tonight, pop over and help me. We could play some games.’


‘Uh huh. Would this be Ludo or Trivial Pursuit? I’m very good at Trivial Pursuit.’


‘Oh, I thought we might make our own entertainment, Tom.’


‘Yes, but Kathy. By four in the morning, all I really want to do is crawl into bed.’


‘Uh huh? Sounds interesting.’


I rolled my eyes towards the ceiling. Kathy was harmless but she could be very trying. Sometimes she was worth milking for a few cheap laughs but tonight I wasn’t in the mood. ‘Kathy, I hate to be a party pooper, but perhaps you’d like to give me your views on immigration. That is, after all, the subject of this phone-in.’


‘Immigration?’ Kathy sounded disappointed, but made an effort to compromise. ‘Well, they do say these black men are very well endowed, don’t they? And what I say is, if they want to come in, I’m just the sort of person to say yes to them . . .’


I cut her off before the discussion got even more lurid. You could always count on Kathy to bring the conversation down to the level of a snake’s belly.


‘Yes, well, we’ll let Kathy take a cold shower I think, and we’ll head over to Droylsden for a chat with William.’


William was another old friend, the programme’s resident religious-nut. I had this pet theory that he was possessed by some kind of demon, because he seemed to experience violent mood-swings. Sometimes he was as meek and mild as the proverbial lamb; other times, he came on like Rasputin the Mad Monk. It seemed to be the latter incarnation that was phoning in tonight.


‘You’re damned, Tom Prince. Totally beyond redemption!’


‘Oh, thanks William, it’s nice to have a little reassurance from my fans. What particular commandment have I transgressed this time?’


‘Don’t make mock of me! I’ve been listening to this programme very carefully. Over the last few weeks the moral tone has plunged deplorably. Women like the one who was just speaking are to be pitied, but you encourage . . . yes, encourage them to speak their wanton thoughts aloud, where they can be heard by honest, god-fearing people. When I think of the potential harm to young children, listening to this programme . . .’


‘Young children? Willy, it’s twelve fifteen a.m. I hardly think that there will be many youngsters turning in to Nightboat. And if they are, it’s surely their parents who are remiss.’


‘Just listen to this, Tom Prince. Proverbs 24, Verse 8. “A man who is bent on mischief gets a name for intrigue; the intrigues of foolish men misfire and the insolent man is odious to his fellows.”’


I wasn’t going to let him get away with that one. I’d long ago learned to have a copy of the bible standing by, with a few prime passages underlined in pencil. I snatched it up and found a section I’d marked for just such an occasion.


‘Since you’re so keen on proverbs, William, here’s one for you. Chapter 18, Verse 4. “The words of a man’s mouth are a gushing torrent, but deep is the water in the well of wisdom.”’


William paused for a moment as though searching his mind for an appropriate retort. Then he came back with Chapter 17, Verse 11. “An evil man is set only on disobedience, but a messenger without mercy will be sent against him.”’


‘All right! How about this? Chapter 16, Verse 13. “Honest speech is the desire of kings, they love a man who speaks the truth.”’


‘The truth? The truth as you perceive it, you mean! And you can quote back at me as much as you like, those listeners who have ears will know that you are bending the words of good men to suit your own purposes.’


I sighed. William was best suffered in small doses. ‘Since we seem to have strayed off the subject, William, I’ll leave you with one last quotation. Suffer not the babbling speech of the self-righteous, for surely they talk a load of cobblers. That’s Tom Prince, Chapter 1, Verse 1. Bye Willy!’


I cut off the angry tirade that must have followed and went directly to a Ralph in Bolton, who made a very rude sound down the line; there are some childish fuckers in the world, aren’t there? So I moved over to Dianne in Swinton, who wanted to know if I thought arranged marriages were a good idea. Since Dianne clearly had a bigger quota of brain cells than most of my regular callers, I spent some time on this one, winding her up, getting her to contradict herself, deliberately misunderstanding what she was getting at. At first she matched me quite well but as the argument wore on, her resolve broke down and she started to get angry. As her rage increased, so the construction of her arguments crumbled and by the end of the call she was screaming abuse at me. I was almost sorry to have to cut her off but she was edging dangerously close to the forbidden ‘F’ word and, naturally, I couldn’t fucking allow it.


After this, I took a record break and allowed things to cool down a little. Steve ferried through another selection of names. The look of contempt he gave me suggested that he thought Dianne had been unfairly treated, but I’d trashed her quite deliberately, knowing that a score of people would phone in her defence. I sifted through the names, placed somebody called John at the top of the pile and waited for the record to wind down.


As soon as I got John on the line, I suspected that I might have made a mistake. At first there was a long pause, as though whoever was there had bottled out of speaking. But then, a voice did come through the headphones, a strange coarse whisper. ‘Hello Tom. How’s it going?’


‘Well, it’s going just fine, John. What would you like to talk about?’


‘Err . . . murder, Tom. I’d like to talk about murder.’


‘Murder. I see . . .’ I glanced warily through at Steve and made a universal gesture, drilling an index finger into the side of my head and crossing my eyes. We got more than our fair share of headbangers on the show, but sometimes they could be a damn sight more entertaining than their more rational counterparts. ‘And what particular aspect of murder would you like to discuss, John. The reintroduction of capital punishment, perhaps?’


Another pause. Then a low, husky laugh that inexplicably sent a shiver of doubt through me. ‘Oh no, I should say not! I’d be letting myself in for big trouble if I did that, now wouldn’t I? You see, Tom, I’m speaking from a very special point of view here. I actually am a murderer.’


In the short silence that followed, I considered my options. If I simply cut the silly sod off now, it would be an obvious cop-out on my part, a moral victory for him. Better by far to ridicule the man, show him up for the childish prankster he undoubtedly was.


‘Ah . . . so you’re the man we’ve all been looking for. A murderer, eh? But I thought the butler always did it. Unless of course, you are a butler?’


‘No, I’m not a butler. Just a murderer. And to be honest with you, I’ve not been one for long. Only half an hour or so. You see, I just killed this woman.’


I froze, my hand on the panic button My professional instincts warned me to cut the caller off immediately, but I did not move a muscle; for in that same instant I had realised with a dreadful sense of conviction that John was telling the simple, naked truth, a commodity that very rarely finds its way on to the airwaves. The strange matter-of-fact quality in his voice could not have been faked and I was momentarily mesmerised by it. John continued to talk and his voice was simultaneously relayed to around ten thousand radio sets all over the North-west.


‘I murdered her, see . . . and I got an urge to tell somebody about it. Well, I always listen to your programme. Wouldn’t miss it. And I thought, I know, I’ll phone Captain Tom! So here I am. And there she is. All sort of crumpled up on the kitchen floor. I done her with a knife. It was weird. It kind of twisted in my hand and she just made this little sound . . . like a gasp, you know? And that was it. I’m standing by her right now as I phone you.’


I took a deep breath. I could see Steve staring at me through the glass screen, his eyes bulging, his mouth hanging open like a stranded fish. ‘John,’ I said quietly. ‘I know that many other people will be hoping, as I am right now, that you’re pulling my leg. Own up and I’ll pop an Academy award in the post.’


‘Oh no Tom, this is straight up. She’s dead all right. Send somebody to check it out if you like. The address is 9, Manor Drive, Levenshulme. Of course, I won’t be there when they arrive but I’ve enjoyed our little talk. In fact, I’ve enjoyed tonight tremendously. I think I might do this again soon. When I do, I’ll call you. Bye!’


His line went dead. I sat there, stunned. For the first time in my career, I was at a loss for words. I glanced back towards the glass partition and saw Steve Acton frantically dialling a number on the external phone. Acting on automatic pilot, I managed to cue my next record. I sat there wondering vaguely what I was going to talk about for the rest of the show.


Detective Inspector Drayton was waiting to speak to me when I finally stepped out of the studio. By that time I was pretty wound up, having hosted the remainder of the programme that was inevitably devoted to the same subject. Was this John character on the level? I mean, had he really done what he claimed? Or was it just an elaborate practical joke?


One glance at Drayton’s face was enough to convince me that this wasn’t funny. Not at all. He was an odd-looking character, who might have stepped right out of the pages of a pulp detective-novel. He was a thin, dowdy-looking individual, dressed in a shapeless grey mackintosh and a battered trilby. He had the kind of mousey little toothbrush moustache that few people still favoured unless they happened to be going to a fancy-dress party as a famous German dictator. He stood in one corner of the main reception, his hands in his pockets and a facial expression that suggested somebody was holding a dog turd a couple of inches under his nose. He clearly didn’t like what he saw at Metrosound and as I slouched wearily towards him, his grey eyes seemed to appraise me, taking in my casual clothing, the stub of the cigarette that drooped from my mouth. Disapproval was written large across his face.


‘Mr . . . Prince?’ Even the name seemed to cause him distress. ‘I’ve just come from the address that your caller gave.’


I dropped into one of the seats opposite the inspector. ‘And?’ I inquired hopefully.


‘It all checked out, I’m afraid. Exactly as he described it.’


The news hit me like a clenched fist. I think up to this point I’d been holding out a hope that it was some kind of wind-up. Now I found it difficult to catch my breath. ‘Christ!’ I gasped. ‘What a mess.’


‘The woman lived alone. As far as we can tell, she must have just opened the door to the killer. Her name was Margaret Donavan. Mean anything to you?’


I stared at Drayton. It was somehow familiar and yet for the life of me, I couldn’t place it. ‘It . . . it rings a bell,’ I admitted.


‘It ought to. Her next-door neighbour told me she was featured on your programme about two weeks ago. Apparently, she answered questions in some kind of competition and won a T-shirt.’


‘My God, yes! Maggie Donavan she called herself. I remember her now. Quite a clever girl . . . well, clever for my show, anyway. She got a full score in the pop-trivia quiz. Christ, what an awful coincidence.’


‘Coincidence? Oh, I doubt it, Mr Prince. I doubt it very much.’ He paused as though waiting for this observation to sink in, while he watched me with his cold grey eyes. ‘Now, this fellow who phoned tonight. Your Mr Acton is sorting out a tape of the incident for me . . . but I’d just like to ask a few questions if I may.’


‘Sure, why don’t you sit down? I’ll get some coffee from the machine . . .’


‘If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to stand. And I’ll skip the coffee. I never drink —’


‘While you’re on duty? Listen, it was just coffee I was offering, we don’t keep anything stronger here.’


Drayton’s expression showed no trace of amusement. ‘I’m sure you don’t,’ he said. ‘I was going to say that I never drink hot liquids. They give me heartburn.’ He glanced briefly around the reception area, evidently bothered by the sounds of pop music pumping from the unseen sound system. ‘Is there any way that racket can be turned down?’ he inquired irritably.


I reached obligingly up to a control switch on the wall beside him and turned the background music to its lowest setting. ‘It never goes off completely,’ I told him.


Drayton nodded irritably. ‘Now, about this character that called you up.’


‘John.’


Drayton’s eyebrows lifted. ‘You know him?’


‘No, of course not. That was the name he gave us, that’s all.’


‘Why, of course not? You know some of the people that ring, don’t you? I mean, you have regular contacts.’


I agreed wearily. ‘Yes, I have regulars, but this guy wasn’t one of them.’


‘You’re sure?’


I glared at him for a moment. ‘Yes, I’m sure. A first-timer. And a last-timer, I hope. My show thrives on controversy, but this kind I can do without.’


‘But it doesn’t sound like it will be the last time, does it Mr Prince? From what your Mr Acton told me, this John suggested he would call you back . . . next time.’


‘He did say words to that effect, yes.’


‘Odd, don’t you think?’


‘Odd? I’d say that’s a bit of an understatement. Fucking weird is the expression I would use.’


Drayton winced, narrowed his eyes down to disapproving slits. A prude, I decided. The kind of guy who takes a cold shower whenever a lusty thought crosses his mind.


‘Quite. But it does suggest a certain intimacy between the two of you; and yet, you claim that you don’t know this man.’


‘Hey listen, don’t read things into this that aren’t there. I get all kinds of arseholes ringing me up night after night. Some of them would maybe like to think they know me, but believe me they don’t. I’m just a public service. Between midnight and four every morning I go on the air and I’m available to any crackpot who has an opinion. After that, I go home, take a shower and get on with my life. There’s really no mystery.’


Drayton looked unconvinced. ‘There are some people who would question the wisdom of a programme like yours Mr Prince. There are some who would say that it’s an open invitation for every deviant in the city to find access to the airwaves.’


I nodded. ‘There are those who have already said just that,’ I replied. ‘Me, I think it’s usually a healthy enough hobby . . . speaking your mind, I mean. This time we just got unlucky, that’s all.’


‘I’m told you have a cut-off facility incorporated into the system. Apparently you chose to disregard it.’


I shook my head. ‘Not at all. The fact is I was stunned; by the time I’d recovered, the cat was already out of the bag. It certainly wasn’t intentional.’


‘Think you’d be able to recognise the voice if you heard it again?’


‘I doubt it.’


Drayton glared at me. ‘Are you deliberately being unhelpful?’ he demanded.


‘No, not at all. It’s just that this character was whispering – you’ll understand what I mean when you hear the tape.’


‘You think he was disguising his voice? A handkerchief or something?’


‘No, not exactly, he was just . . . whispering . . .’ I glanced edgily at my watch. ‘Look, it’s four in the morning, I’ve had a lousy night and I’d very much like to go home and get some sleep now. Do you think that would be possible or do you have any more questions?’


‘Well, we’ll need to get a statement from you sometime; but I suppose that could wait until tomorrow. If you’d come into the station, say around three?’


‘Sure. Anything you say.’ Gratefully I rose to my feet and began to move towards the exit doors; but Drayton could not resist throwing a parting shot after me.


‘Another strange thing, Mr Prince . . .’


I paused, my hand on the door. ‘Oh, what’s that?’


‘Miss Donavan’s neighbour told me she was very proud of the T-shirt she won. She’d been showing it off to her just a couple of days earlier.’


‘So?’


‘We searched her flat from top to bottom. No sign of the T-shirt.’


I shrugged. ‘Maybe she gave it to somebody else,’ I suggested.


‘Maybe. Or maybe the killer took it with him. A little memento, perhaps. From what I’ve heard, this man is a big fan of yours.’


‘Could be. That’s not a crime, is it?’


‘No. That’s about the only thing we can’t put him away for.’


‘What are you getting at?’


Drayton spread his hands. ‘I’m not getting at anything,’ he said. ‘It’s just . . . odd, don’t you think? Tell me, do you enjoy your work, Mr Prince?’


‘Not much. But it pays the bills.’ I glanced briefly back at Drayton. ‘What’s your excuse?’ I asked; and I went out, letting the door swing shut behind me.




Chapter Two


It was Jamie’s absence that woke me; the warm empty space beneath my arm, that an instant earlier had been reassuringly filled. I opened my eyes, blinked, then raised myself on one arm to gaze at her. She was sitting at the end of the bed, dressed only in underwear and stockings, examining her reflection in a small hand-mirror as she carefully applied mascara to her lashes. I watched her for a moment in silent fascination, telling myself that one of these days I would succeed in convincing her that she should marry me. I studied her profile for a moment, my gaze moving slowly from her long, curly chestnut-coloured hair and down the graceful curve of her back to the cute little cleft of her buttocks, peeking from the top of her panties. We’d been living together now for close on six months and she still aroused in me the hot, sticky passions that had marked our brief courtship. I extended one arm and traced an index finger slowly along the fleshy highway of her spine.


She turned her head, surprised. ‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry if I woke you . . .’


‘Don’t mention it.’ I opened my arms to her and she put down the mirror with a wry smile and dropped into my embrace, tracing her lips gently across my neck and cheek. I felt desire coiling like a snake in the pit of my stomach.


‘You were sleeping so soundly, I thought I’d let you rest,’ she whispered.


‘I can sleep later,’ I assured her; and I lifted one hand to pull hopefully at the clasp of her bra. Realising my intentions, her body stiffened and she pushed herself safely out of my grasp.


‘Oh no you don’t! A cuddle is one thing, but that’s strictly off the menu. I’ll be late for work.’


‘Oh Jamie, come on, it’s been weeks!’


‘Days,’ she corrected me. ‘And didn’t your mother tell you that good things are worth waiting for?’


‘Leave my mother out of this,’ I told her. ‘I’ve never had sex with my mother and anyone who says different is a liar.’


She picked up the mirror and resumed the meticulous application of her make-up. I flopped back on to the mattress with a groan.


‘Jesus Christ!’ I exclaimed. ‘We’ve got to do something about our hours.’


‘Fine. I’ll have a word with Sister McAuliffe about it.’ She turned to face an imaginary supervisor. ‘Excuse me, but I was wondering if I could go back on nights for a while; only my old man is a horny sod and he’s not getting enough lately.’ She laughed at the idea. ‘Don’t hold out too much hope,’ she advised me. ‘The old bat’s got it in for me.’ Jamie got up off the bed and went over to the wardrobe to get her uniform. I watched in silent frustration as she slipped the white cotton garment over her head and did up the poppers. She noticed me watching her and she slipped into a saucy pose, lifting the hem of her uniform to reveal the tops of her stockings.


‘Don’t,’ I groaned. I grabbed a pillow and crammed it down over my head.


‘A cup of tea?’ inquired Jamie, ignoring my protests. ‘Or would a bucket of cold water be more appropriate?’


‘Prick-teaser,’ I growled.


‘Thank you for your comments. We aim to please. And this is the last call for passengers requiring a hot cuppa.’ She strolled towards the bedroom door. ‘How was work?’ she asked.


Until that moment I had actually forgotten. Remembering was quite a shock. It must have been my silence that stopped her; and the odd look on my face as I pulled the pillow aside. She had always been well tuned to my changing moods, sometimes her abilities bordered on the telepathic. ‘Something wrong?’ she asked, pausing by the door.


I nodded. ‘Somebody got murdered on the show,’ I said.


‘What? On the air? I know Metrosound like to break new ground but that’s going a bit too far.’ I didn’t react to the joke and she began to realise that I was being serious. She moved back to the bed and sat beside me, ran a hand tenderly through my hair. ‘Need to talk?’ she asked.


‘Thought you were late for work.’


‘If I skip breakfast, I can let you have five minutes,’ she assured me.


I told her what had happened. She listened intently, saying nothing until I’d finished. When I finally asked for her opinion, she said simply; ‘I think you should get out of that job.’ This was hardly a surprise. She’d been telling me the same thing for months. Jamie had this unswerving faith in my abilities and I think she was more indignant than I was when I got shunted into the late-night slot.


‘I might not have the option to stay after what’s happened.’ I told her. ‘I’ve had no official reaction from upstairs yet but any way you look at it, it’s a mess. Trouble is, what else can I do? Being a jock is all I know . . .’


‘Don’t be silly. You can do anything you put your mind to. I keep telling you, you’re throwing away genuine talent on that sleaze-bag show. You belong in television, Tom, I’m sure you could have a big career there. And you’ve got plenty of contacts, you know you have! It’s just laziness with you, there’s no other excuse. Why don’t you go in there tonight and tell them to stuff their contract? Tell them you don’t want to be associated with something like this.’


I grunted. ‘Sure. And live on what for the next year? A staff nurse’s wages and a weekly dole cheque?’


‘We’d manage,’ she said. ‘Until you sorted something out for yourself.’


I shook my head. ‘It probably won’t come to that. And let’s face it, this was a one-off event. It’s not likely to become a fixture.’


‘That’s hardly the point, Tom. A woman was killed, for Christ’s sake! It’s not just something you can pass off, like mispronouncing a name. Of course, you weren’t to blame . . . well, you know how narrow-minded people are. Shit always sticks, whether it’s your fault or not.’ She glanced helplessly at her watch. ‘And speaking of shit, if I don’t shift myself, I’ll be up to my neck in it.’ She leaned forward and gave me a brief farewell kiss. ‘Tell them tonight, Tom,’ she urged me again. ‘I’ve never liked that show. It’s not worthy of you.’


I took one of her hands and squeezed it. ‘Funny, I’ve always thought it was me that wasn’t worthy. Of you.’ I masked this genuine observation with a quip, something I invariably did when I was in danger of being sincere. ‘Anyway, I’ve enjoyed our little talk. We must make an appointment to have another one, very soon.’


Jamie grinned ruefully. ‘I’ll pencil you in for tonight,’ she assured me. ‘Who knows, if somebody takes the trouble to lay on a romantic meal for two and a bottle of wine, there might just be time to take care of your more carnal needs before you go in to work.’ She gave me an outrageous wink. ‘Bye love. See you tonight. You get some more sleep.’ She went out of the room, closing the door behind her.


I managed to drift off again but I was troubled by disturbing dreams in which I was hosting the show and scores of voices were coming across the phone lines simultaneously. They were all asking me about the same thing but my mouth was horribly dry and I found myself unable to construct a single coherent sentence . . .


I woke around midday, my breath tasting stale, my eyelids gummed together. I slid reluctantly out of bed, put on a bath robe and clumped downstairs to the kitchen to make a cup of strong coffee. Sipping at it, I went into the study to sort through the mail and listen to the calls stored on my answerphone. The first one was from Karen, my ex-wife, and I experienced the usual sinking feeling I got whenever she contacted me. We’d been separated for nearly a year now, but she still got in touch on a regular basis, as though reluctant to release her hold. I didn’t much care for her persistence. I knew for a fact that Jamie sometimes felt threatened by it and also by my need to keep in regular contact with my seven-year-old son, Daniel. Danny was a great kid, the one good thing that had come out of my relationship with Karen. I didn’t really see enough of him and I suppose I felt guilty about that. I also lost sleep worrying how the break-up might have affected him. It was hard to tell, he didn’t really give much away. In that respect, he was very like his old man. Karen, on the other hand, was an open book.


‘Hello, stranger.’ I had to shake my head at her greeting. I’d last seen her four days ago, when she’d insisted that I go over to help bleed her central-heating system. ‘I need to talk to you urgently,’ she said. ‘It’s about Daniel, he’s having trouble at school. Call round this afternoon; I’ll be working at home all day.’ Naturally, she’d made no allowance for whether the visit would be convenient for me; but a summons from Karen was rather like one from Buckingham Palace. One simply didn’t dare refuse it. I sighed.


The next call was from my mother, halting and indecisive, because she’d never really come to terms with talking to a machine. ‘Hello, Thomas?’


I cringed involuntarily. My parents were the only people in the world who ever called me that.


‘Your father and I . . . were wondering when we’d be seeing you again? I know you’re very busy, but . . . it’s months now and if you could find time in your schedule to pop over for a while, we’d love to see you . . . and Jamie, of course. Anyway, uh . . . well, I’m sure there’s no news at the moment. Do at least ring us and er . . . let us know how you’re going on . . .’


I sighed at the end of this message, too. I had been putting off seeing them, it was true. And there was another source of guilt that was much harder to pin down. If it had been simply that I didn’t get on with them, it would have been easier to accept. The fact was, that my parents idolised me. Whenever I went up to the little Cheshire community that was now their home, they all but put out the red carpet for me. ‘Our son the radio star,’ was how they invariably introduced me to bemused friends and acquaintances. I found that profoundly embarrassing. Worse still, was our mutual inability to communicate. They got on famously with Jamie, chattering happily away about this and that, while I crouched sullenly in the corner watching the television. We all knew there was a problem but none of us had the first idea about how to rectify it. And so it went on and I put off visiting them until the passing of time shamed me into making the effort. The irony of it did not escape me. I could talk my head off, night after night, to thousands of strangers. To the two people who sired me, I could find nothing to say. I put a large question mark in my diary, which I suppose said it all.


There was only one other call logged and this one was inevitable.


‘Hello Tom, it’s Simon. Look mate, sorry to bother you so early but I think we need to talk about last night. Can you get in here this afternoon, around one-thirty? If there’s a problem, ring me at the office, we’ll reschedule.’


Simon Radcliffe was programme controller at Metrosound. Clearly the shit had already hit the fan. This was a call I couldn’t afford to ignore. It occurred to me that it was time for the midday news-bulletin. Curious, I reached out and flicked on the miniature radio that sat on my desk, just in time to hear the impassive voice of the female newscaster who read the day-time headlines.


‘. . . twenty-five-year-old woman was brutally murdered in her Levenshulme home in the early hours of this morning. A bizarre twist was added to the story, when the murderer made a telephone call to Metrosound’s own Tom Prince on his Nightboat show, in order to make a confession. The man, who identified himself only as “John”, left the following chilling message.’ There was a brief pause before the extract from the master-tape that had been recorded the night before. It had been professionally cut and edited back together but there was no mistaking that strange, whispering voice.


‘She’s dead all right. Send somebody to check it out if you like. I won’t be there when they arrive but I’ve enjoyed our little talk. In fact, I’ve enjoyed tonight tremendously. I think I might do this again soon. When I do, I’ll call you. Bye!’


The newsreader’s voice cut in again. ‘Police are appealing for anybody who thinks they recognise that voice to call them on a special hot-line. The number is . . .’ But with a curse, I was out of the study and heading for the bathroom to shower myself awake. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’ I asked myself aloud, as I stood beneath the rush of hot water.


Fifteen minutes later, I was driving downtown at a far from cautious speed; twenty-five minutes later, I stalked unannounced into Simon Radcliffe’s palatial office.


Simon glanced up from his desk in mild surprise. He was a slim, well-groomed twenty-three-year-old who had risen to the dizzy heights in only two years. There were many at Metrosound who hated him for this very fact and who were quick to label him a ruthless bastard of the lowest order; but it was interesting to note that there were few who would not have admitted that he was singularly good at his job. I probably had more cause to hate him than most. After all, it was Simon who had got me into my current predicament, who had taken me from a prime-time investigative-journalism programme and sweet-talked me about his plans for a ‘late-night cult chat-show’. He had managed to make it all sound incredibly subversive and exciting, whilst downplaying the anti-social hours, the meagre listening figures and the rampant stupidity of the participants. I’d fallen for it hook, line and sinker; and it was too late now to hope for a reprieve. Simon had stitched me up, good and proper.


He sat there now, a slightly quizzical expression on his face; then slowly, he raised one elegantly tailored sleeve and pulled it back to look at his Piaget wristwatch.


‘Tom, this is an unexpected pleasure. I wasn’t expecting you till—’


‘Never mind about that Simon, just what the fuck are they playing at?’


He ushered me to the vacant seat opposite his desk. ‘Well, that rather depends on which particular “they” and which particular “fuck” you’re referring to,’ he replied. A southerner, Simon had the kind of refined, slightly camp voice that did strange things to any four-letter word, making it sound somehow quaint, even charming. He seemed mildly amused by my evident distress. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific,’ he concluded.


‘You know bloody well what I’m on about! I just listened to the Metrosound news bulletin . . .’


Simon rolled his eyes ceilingwards. ‘My God, devotion above and beyond the call of duty! We expect you to do the shows, Tom, but you don’t have to feel obliged to listen to them as well!’


Simon was a past-master at defusing anger in this way, but I refused to let myself be sidetracked. ‘Whose idea was it to feature that tape of the murderer?’ I asked him.


‘Mine, of course! And a little gem it was, too. The voice of the killer, right there on the airwaves! A Metrosound exclusive. Listen, it’s a shame we don’t get more things like that dropped into our lap. I might add the police were rather keen on the idea as well.’


I sneered. ‘Oh yes? The squeaky clean Inspector Drayton? I thought he didn’t like the idea of . . . what was it? Oh yes, deviants on the airwaves!’


‘Are you kidding? If that rule applied, half of our resident jocks would be out of a job. But really Tom, I don’t see your problem. It happened. We reported it. Simple as that. Why get so het up over it?’


‘Because . . . well, because I think you could have shown more restraint, that’s all. Plastering his voice all over the bulletin like that, it’s sick.’


Simon smiled. ‘Oh, I don’t doubt it. But it’s also bloody good radio. And if we don’t make the most of what we’ve got, there are others who will, quite happily.’ He picked up a folded copy of the Evening News from his desk and threw it down in front of me. ‘Seen the early edition?’ he inquired with mock innocence. I glanced at him uneasily for a moment, then picked up the paper. My own photograph, a smaller copy of the image that decorated the side of the Metrosound building, stared back at me from the front cover. PRINCE OF DARKNESS blared a headline at the top of the page and then in slightly smaller letters; ‘Metrosound DJ in whispering-killer horror.’


I stared at the article for several long moments, stunned. I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out. Eventually Simon spoke for me.


‘It’s a nice likeness, isn’t it?’ he chirped.


I finally managed to put enough words together to construct a short sentence. ‘Oh, shit.’ I ran a hand through my hair. ‘How did they get this . . . so quick?’


‘Well, a good question. It must have taken some pretty frantic rejigging of the presses to crank that out in time. Would have needed a hot tip-off too. But as I said, that’s a genuine scoop. I should think they’d have been very grateful to get their hands on an item like that, even round midnight. Grateful as in, generous.’


I did a quick mental back-flip; came up with an image of a fat, chocolate guzzling Technical Officer with access to an outside line. ‘Acton!’ I growled. ‘That slimy bastard. When I get my hands on him—’


‘Oh, take it easy! You can’t really blame him, Tom. After all, he’s got several kids to feed. Even if he doesn’t happen to be living with any of the mothers. Anyway, you may as well accept the inevitable. This is just the start. By tomorrow morning, all the nationals will have hold of it. Some of the tabloids will make what you’ve got there look positively restrained by comparison.’


‘Oh no . . .’ I dropped the paper and buried my face in my hands. ‘Well, I suppose that’s it,’ I murmured. ‘I’m screwed. I may as well hand in my notice now.’


‘Quit?’ Simon seemed positively horrified by the idea. ‘You arsehole, you’ll do nothing of the kind!’ He got up from his desk and walked around to sit on the edge of it. He adopted a conspiratorial air. ‘Let’s not lose sight of something,’ he said. ‘This is the biggest thing that’s happened here since the air disaster. You remember the mileage we got out of that? Oh sure, it was sick, over the top, melodramatic exploitation. Wouldn’t argue the point. But our ratings were never higher than over those few weeks. And here’s an even bigger irony. The advertisers were virtually killing themselves to get their products on the air. Nothing sells a product like disaster, Tom. If you can cut straight from an interview with a grieving relative to an advert for supersoft toilet tissue, you can be sure that you’ve got the collective ear of the North-west. Now, let’s look at The Whisperer.’


I stared at him. ‘Who?’


‘Our John. The Evening News has already dubbed him “The Whisperer”; take it from me, that name is going to stick. Now, with this story, we have one element that the air disaster didn’t have. Know what that is?’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t think I want to,’ I replied.


Simon told me just the same. ‘A couple of hundred people fry in an airplane. What happens? Great news item, but short-lived. Over, if you’ll excuse an awful pun, in a flash. Oh sure, a few opportunities to get interviews with sobbing parents and distraught fiancés, but then it’s all down to small beer. Inquiries into why it happened, whether it can be prevented. Worthy stuff but not the kind of item that grabs an audience.’


I listened, numbed, as Simon came to his chilling conclusion.


‘Your killer now, that’s a different proposition. There we’ve got longevity. People are going to listen in to see if he keeps his promise. Will he phone you again? More importantly, will he do it again? The call suggests he will. Tantalising stuff, right? And nothing new of course, the public’s been creaming its collective jeans over stuff like this since Jack the Ripper. And meanwhile, the police are trying to track him down. Suspense! Will they get to him before he gets to somebody else? You see what I’m saying, Tom? It’s too good an opportunity to miss.’


He was positively drooling. I had to struggle to keep my reply rational.


‘Have you gone mad or something? I mean, do you realise what we’re talking about here? We’re talking about murder. A woman was killed. She was carved up with a knife, Simon. Others could be killed; and you want to turn that into some kind of fucking sideshow?’


Simon shrugged. ‘Unfortunate turn of phrase,’ he observed.


‘Maybe, but that’s exactly what it would be. Didn’t you know they banned freak shows years ago? Anyway, don’t count on me to play ball. I don’t want to have anything to do with this, it stinks.’


‘Only the sweet smell of success, dear boy. You’re being moralistic at the moment and, I suspect, a good deal more naïve than you ought to be. But when you’ve had a chance to consider . . .’
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