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THE FIRST MURDER
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Tony’s Story


Thursday 12 January 2023


Let me tell you about 1973. The fiftieth anniversary seems a good time to look back and remember. Have a fiftieth wedding anniversary and call it ‘golden’ . . . even if you’ve learned to loathe the one you wedded fifty years ago.


I’m seventy-seven now so I was twenty-seven back in 1973 when the meeting that will lead to my death took place – a death that will occur very soon, I am sure. Not many people know the exact date of their impending death. Not many would want to. But I know my killer and the date was agreed fifty years ago.


Am I being too inscrutable? Sorry. As an experienced author I know I need to keep my reader – you – onside, and not try to pique your curiosity with enigmatic hints. Sorry.


There I go again. When I was a folk singer – one of my many less-successful careers – I was told never to say ‘sorry’ at the start of your act. ‘Sorry if I forget the words but . . .’, ‘Sorry if my sore throat means . . .’ That sets up the audience to expect failure. You get the idea?


And there is another bad habit you’ll want me to stop. Rambling. I am telling you the story of how I set off on this road to death fifty years ago and I digress into my mediocre folk-singing career. I need to self-discipline my account. I have no editor for this narrative because no one should be reading this before I die. So, feel free to wave a red pen and strike out my self-indulgent waffle. My part of the agreement will be to avoid writing any self-indulgent waffle. I hope we have a deal?


The story. It started in 1973. My imminent death had its beginnings in a meeting back then. I am not complaining. Seventy-seven years is beyond the regulation three-score years and ten, and I am not afraid to die. I am now alone in this world; no one will miss me, and I will miss no one.


I say I am not afraid to die, but I don’t want to suffer a slow and tortuous ending. Would you? But that’s not a problem I anticipate. I know my killer will be swift, clinical, and kind. Kind? Odd word? Perhaps.


I’ve read a thousand thrillers in my life and published quite a few too. So, I won’t waste time letting you suffer a painfully slow reveal of the narrator. I won’t make you, my reader, struggle to decode who I am. Why do writers do that? I’ll simply tell you.


Except I won’t. There are people involved in my tale of 1973 who are still alive and would face consequences. What is it they say in some books and plays? ‘This is a true story, only the names have been changed to protect the innocent.’ Or in this case to protect the guilty.


My name – for the purposes of this confessional – is Tony Davies. My co-writer whose diaries will insinuate their way in, is called Aline James. I may not have an editor but she will pull together three stories. As for Mr John Brown? He has so many aliases I suspect he’s forgotten his birth name. It could even be Brown. Ironic that. I just don’t know if Mr Brown will contribute and explain the events from his point of view. It would be interesting: the point of view of a psychopath?


What else would you like to know? Even at my advanced age I am not retired. What’s that joke? Old golfers never retire, they simply lose their balls. Not that I’ve ever played golf, you understand. Not since I was a kid on the pitch-and-putt course near my childhood home in a northern seaside town called Sunderland. (No more clues there.)


I promised not to ramble, and I am straying. Must do better. Facts. In 1972 I was a professional actor who’d been working away from my northern home on a soap opera that was set in Yorkshire. After three months they decided my character wasn’t popular enough and packed him off to jail. That was my gift from the production company. ‘Happy Christmas, you’re fired.’


Does that sound bitter? Good. In early December I’d taken the train to London to meet my agent, Rosemary, and find the next big thing to propel me on the rocket to stardom. She summed up my future employment prospects in one word. ‘Panto.’


I buried my face in my hands. ‘No-o,’ I groaned.


‘They’re doing Cinderella at a theatre in Newcastle up where you live.’


‘Rosemary,’ I said. ‘Two things. Firstly, panto is the lowest form of work for a professional actor. And Newcastle people would hate me.’


‘You’re from up there,’ she said and spread her hands to show how wide an oyster my world was.


‘I’m from Sunderland. As soon as I step on stage they’ll boo.’
 

‘Oh, no they won’t,’ she said with a sly smile.


‘Oh, yes they—’ I began, before seeing the trap I’d walked into. ‘Look you can’t have the hero like Prince Charming being heckled.’


‘You’re right. But they weren’t offering you Prince Charming. They need someone to play Buttons. Young, handsome . . . but a bit of a pathetic loser. He doesn’t get the girl.’ (The story of my life back then.)


It was tempting to tell Rosemary where she could stick her Buttons, but I needed work. Just a better part than a ‘pathetic loser’. I was at the stage of my career where I was ready for a more career-defining role. I wasn’t vain. Hamlet would have done. I kept my temper and said a quiet ‘No.’


She shrugged. ‘Then I’ll keep looking. But it’s panto or nothing till New Year. Even the back end of a panto horse pays better than the dole . . . and you have all the right qualifications,’ she chuckled.


‘Oh, no I don’t,’ I said.


‘Oh, yes you—’ and she bit her lip as she fell for it. ‘Come back in January,’ she said.


I rented a poky one-bedroom flat in Sunderland. Five pounds a week – mate’s rates from my cousin Barry. It was a roof over my head but not much more. A single room with a bed, a table, a sideboard, a one-bar electric fire and a grimy window that looked out on a blackened brick wall.


The ‘kitchen’ was a draughty lean-to with a sink and a cooker the size of a shoebox. It wasn’t large enough to swing a cat. I didn’t own a cat, so the cat I didn’t own was very lucky. My few possessions were stuffed into the sideboard except for my pride and joy, my Martin guitar, which was snug in its case and propped against a dank wall.


The outside toilet was across a narrow strip of cracked concrete. It froze in winter like that one in ’73. My 1960 MGA sports car stood shivering in the cobbled back lane outside the gate.


My mother, a widow, lived across town in a neat semi next door to her sister and my cousins. I spent Christmas there and at least my old bedroom was warm. After New Year I moved back to my dank flat to breathe the stale, cold air. But at least I was breathing free air. My mum was great but, you know, you can’t impress a young woman by telling her, ‘Your place or my mum’s? She’ll make you a lovely cup of tea and interrogate you about your life, your family and your dreams of motherhood.’


Enough. Let me get this story started. It began on the early morning train to Newcastle-upon-Tyne. I’d been back to London as the New Year stirred into life to meet Rosemary who announced she had found me a job.


‘A theatre-in-education company,’ she said. ‘They cover the north-east. It’s based in a Newcastle professional theatre rehearsal studios, but their theatre-in-education section tours to schools all over your benighted region. They even do missionary work in your beloved Sunderland,’ she joked. I didn’t laugh.


‘I hate kids.’


‘Your drama certificate qualifies you to teach,’ she reminded me. ‘So, here’s the big thing . . . you are paid by the education authorities as a teacher. Better money than an actor and it even comes with a pension. All you have to do is live long enough to enjoy the pension.’ Another joke. Another lack of mirthful response.


The second-class return ticket had cost £8 and just about emptied my bank account. (I’d been too proud to claim dole money but some residual royalties from the soap opera kept my head above water. Or sewage. Or whatever I was swimming in.)


A kids’ theatre job would do until I could get into legit theatre. If it was based in a theatre building I may make contacts with the main-stage company. ‘I’ll take it,’ I muttered.


Every silver lining has a cloud.


That was how I found myself in a railway carriage heading north through the winter dark and the start of a drama far more black comedy than anything I’ve ever acted on stage.
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Tony’s Story


Sunday 7 January 1973 – 5 a.m.


‘Actually, I’m a murderer,’ he said.


I didn’t know what to say. Would you? He was a small man, dressed very neatly in a quiet brown suit, pale yellow shirt, fawn tie and expensive brown shoes. He had a thin moustache over a thin, smiling mouth. His face was tanned, and his brown hair carefully trimmed. He was about my age but had the gravitas of someone as old as Marley’s Ghost – a part I’d acted the Christmas before. Or ‘overacted’, my ‘Scrooge’ had moaned. I may have been a little heavy on the chain rattling.


I’ve never known the little man’s birth name. I always think of him as ‘Mr Brown’.


When he told us he was a murderer there were four of us in the railway compartment. It was just an old passenger carriage tacked on to the end of a goods train with postal coaches, parcel vans and milk tankers. It was even pulled by an ancient, smoke-blackened diesel engine when passenger trains had been upgraded to slick Intercity units. But we were the flotsam and jetsam who’d missed the last passenger train. Four people thrown together by fate . . . with no idea of the fate that awaited.


There was me, the best-looking young man in the country with the sharpest brain.


I was sitting next to a girl a year or two younger than me: Claire Thirwall . . . soft and pretty as a basket of peaches. But peaches have big stones for hearts. You just don’t see the stone when you are drooling over the softly scented peach, do you? (Perhaps you do, dear reader. Then you are smarter than I was back in ’73.)


The third person was fifty-something, going grey and wore his wealth in gold rings and flashy pocket-watch, in a tailormade suit, silk shirt and handmade shoes. The astrakhan collar on his overcoat kept out the draughts from the badly fitting window. His name was Edward Delmont. He was obviously filthy rich, and I wanted to be like him when I reached fifty. If the train had been an Intercity express he’d have been at home in a first-class section. Beggars who miss the last train can’t be choosers, but he made it obvious he was slumming it. We’d all missed that last train and it was a long wait till morning for the next one. So, we rattled through the night, too tired to sleep and too bored to stay awake.


Like a lot of young people, I equated Edward Delmont’s wealth with happiness. In my vision I’d have had wealth and happiness but wouldn’t have his paunch or his whisky nose, veined cheeks and rheumy eyes. I’d mature gracefully.


The fourth person was Mr Brown. Quiet, ordinary. Wire-rimmed spectacles and an easy-to-forget sort of face. I’d have forgotten him within minutes of leaving the train if it hadn’t been for those few stunning words. ‘Actually, I’m a murderer.’


It began as a kind of game, you understand. The train had left King’s Cross Station at midnight and was due to arrive in Newcastle some time the next morning after smoking into every deserted village on the way. I’ll swear tumbleweed blew down their platforms. When we reached Newcastle, I’d transfer trains and head back south to Sunderland. A journey that usually took four hours was going to take nearer six.


We began chatting, the way you do. About how cold and noisy and slow the train was, the acrid smoke and the lack of a buffet car. About where we were going, and finally about what each of us did for a living. I think I began it by asking Claire what she did.


She fluttered her eyelashes playfully and said, ‘Guess.’


I sized her up with her long blonde hair, her perfect make-up, and her bright jumble of clothes.


‘You work for a make-up company,’ I said.


‘Nope,’ she said with a smile.


‘You are a ladies’ hairdresser,’ Edward Delmont said with smooth amusement, joining the game.


‘You work in a beauty salon,’ I offered.


‘No.’


‘You work in a nightclub?’ Edward Delmont said lightly but he looked a little cross when Claire said, ‘Wrong.’


‘You work in a pub then?’ I asked.


‘Or a shop?’ Delmont put in.


‘Certainly not.’ Claire sniffed.


‘I give in,’ I said.


Claire turned to Mr Brown. ‘What about you?’ she said.


‘Oh, I’d say you were in an industry that requires a lot of brain power,’ the little man said softly.


Claire’s eyes narrowed and she looked at him with some newfound respect. She clapped her hands. ‘Well done.’


‘You’re an accountant,’ Edward Delmont said quickly. ‘Or banking.’


‘Electronics,’ Mr Brown muttered.


‘Like car radios?’ I put in.


‘Exactly,’ Claire replied with her melting smile. ‘And amplifiers.’


Edward Delmont came to life. ‘You buy them cheap and sell them at a profit.’


‘How do we do that?’ she asked and arched her fine eyebrows.


‘You add value,’ Delmont went on.


‘That’s right. How clever of you to guess,’ she said, flattering his ego. ‘We buy the components from Asia, adapt them for the European market and sell them at a five hundred per cent profit,’ she explained.


‘Not clever,’ Delmont boasted. ‘Obvious to a man like me who sees so much of human life and the economics of industry.’


I didn’t like the man. I was jealous of his wealth, and I didn’t like the way he took the credit for quiet Mr Brown’s intelligent guess.


‘You are in sales and marketing?’ I asked.


She narrowed those eyes again. ‘No. I am in product development. We may sell car radios today, but we are dreaming of a product that will change the world. It’s so secret I can’t even tell you.’


‘Hah,’ Delmont scoffed. ‘Everything major has already been invented.’


Claire was stung. ‘Computers—’ she began.


‘We have those in my bank,’ the man shrugged.


‘A computer in every home,’ she said. ‘If you want to make a fortune invest in home computers now.’


The man shook his head. ‘My bank manager showed me his machines. They are big enough to fill this entire carriage. One in every home? In every huge stately home perhaps.’


It was Claire’s turn to shrug. ‘You’ll see. So, what do you do?’ she asked Delmont.


He gave an oily smile. The fillings in his teeth were gold, of course. ‘Now it’s your turn to guess.’


For the next five minutes Claire and I tried everything from oil tycoon to opera singer. In the end we turned to Mr Brown. ‘Come on,’ Claire said. ‘You’re the expert . . . what do you think he does?’


Mr Brown leaned back and stroked his moustache. ‘I think he’s a lawyer . . .’


‘Maybe,’ I conceded. Once someone had said it then it became obvious.


Mr Brown’s tight, straight mouth didn’t smile at his successful guess but the eyes behind the round spectacles glittered bright. Unnatural. ‘A lawyer who works for the law itself; a Queen’s Counsel in fact . . . and I would guess that he’s just finished an important commission as a government advisor. He’s on his way home to his country cottage in the Cheviot Hills.’


‘You can’t possibly know all that, can he, Mr Delmont?’ Claire said.


Delmont laughed softly. ‘The gentleman in brown is right in every detail,’ he said. ‘I’ve been advising Edward on our recent entry into the Common Market,’ he said.


‘Edward?’ I asked.


‘Heath,’ he said smugly. ‘He’s prime minister, you know?’


I knew. I said nothing. I wasn’t going to give the ball of slime the satisfaction.


‘And it is clear,’ Delmont went on smugly, ‘that our young friend here has read about me in the evening papers . . . I am quite well known, you know. In certain circles.’


‘That’s cheating,’ I grumbled. ‘I’m not famous. I’ll bet he can’t tell you what I do for a living.’


Mr Brown turned his cold gaze on me. ‘I think you work in the arts,’ he said. ‘The stage and television.’


Claire sighed. ‘Is he right? Again?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m an actor. I bet he’s seen me in the Yorkshire soap I just left.’ I added, unnecessarily, ‘I wanted to focus on my stage career.’


A job in the theatre has a certain glamour. The cool Miss Claire Thirwall looked impressed.


Delmont asked some clever questions about my work and if I was ‘resting’. At last, he sat back satisfied. Suddenly he snapped his fingers and said, ‘But wait a minute. Miss Thirwall is in electronics, I am a lawyer and Davies here is an actor . . . but we still don’t know what our friend in the corner does,’ he said with a nod towards Mr Brown.


‘You don’t really want to know,’ Mr Brown said quietly.


‘Go on,’ Claire bubbled. ‘You’re a grocer.’


‘The manager of a betting shop?’ I guessed.


‘The driver of an ice-cream van,’ Delmont said with a slight sneer.


Mr Brown smiled and shook his head slowly to each of our guesses.


After ten minutes Claire cried, ‘Then for goodness’ sakes tell us before we burst.’


‘I didn’t want to tell you,’ Mr Brown said. ‘Remember, you were the ones who made me.’


‘Oh, get on with it man,’ Delmont snapped.


Mr Brown gave a small shrug. There was a short silence.


‘Actually, I’m a murderer.’


We were shocked into silence for half a minute. The cosy cheerful mood in the coach had gone. Delmont was the first to speak. ‘That, if I may say so, is the worst joke and the worst taste I have ever come across.’


Mr Brown turned and looked out of the window at the purple-dark fields.


‘Tell us what you really are,’ Claire said with a nervous laugh.


Mr Brown looked at her. ‘I kill people . . . for money.’


‘Who do you kill?’ I asked.


‘Anyone who I’m paid to kill,’ he said. When he saw our blank faces, he went on, ‘Husbands are popular. Wives are often very keen to get their husbands out of the way. Seems ladies get bored with their husbands very quickly . . . they can’t wait to cash in on the insurance or the life savings. Wives are next . . . the husband finds another woman – the wife won’t give him a divorce, so she has to be killed.’


‘Nonsense.’ Delmont snorted. ‘You can’t go around killing people because their husband or wife wants them dead.’


‘Sometimes it’s the only way,’ Mr Brown said. ‘One person dead and one person happy is better than two people miserable.’


‘I doubt if the victim would agree with that,’ Delmont sniffed.


‘It isn’t just marriage problems that I sort out. Sometimes a business partner wants to get rid of another partner who is useless to the future of the business. And sometimes a person has to be killed to stop them hurting someone else.’


‘The law is there to protect people,’ Delmont said.


‘Not always. If I knew a secret about you then I could blackmail you . . . that would hurt you. You pay me – the blackmailer – and lose a lot of money, or I tell the police and you go to prison. The only way out is to kill me . . . or to pay to have me killed.’


‘Hah,’ Delmont laughed harshly. ‘And what is the going rate for a murder these days?’


‘It depends,’ Mr Brown said quietly. ‘I would murder a person for a thousand pounds. If you wanted me to make it look like an accident then that’s harder. For an accident I charge two thousand.’


‘What?’ I gasped. ‘I can almost believe you when you talk about it like that.’


‘It doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not,’ Mr Brown said.


‘What is to stop us from telling the police at the next station?’ Delmont said.


‘You could but you would have no proof. You don’t know who I murdered last . . . even the police don’t know that it was murder. You don’t know my name, where I’ve come from or where I am going to commit my next murder. I would deny that I’d told you this story. The police would not believe you. They’re like you, Mr Delmont . . . they don’t believe that people like me exist. They don’t want to believe it.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked. ‘They don’t want to believe it?’


‘I am the murderer the police most fear. I have no link with the victim so I cannot be traced. I plan every murder in detail, and I never leave a clue. I kill each person in a different way and in a different part of the country. There is no pattern to my crimes. I can kill ten people and the police would never guess that they were all done by the same man.’


‘One of those people who hire you could betray you,’ Claire said.


‘Why? It is as great a crime to pay for a murder as it is to do the murder. They would go to prison for life. And there is no way they can trace me.’


‘When you go to collect the money,’ Delmont said.


‘I have to be paid in cash, used notes. I require half in advance before I do the killing.’


‘Before? But you could just take the money and run,’ I said. ‘Not do the murder.’


‘No. Then I would be in trouble. Then there would be no blood on the hands of the person who paid me. Then they could report me to the police. They have to trust me.’


‘What if they don’t trust you enough to pay up front?’ I said.


‘Then I don’t do the job.’ He smiled. ‘Don’t worry. There are enough people who want someone killed for me to be able to choose my jobs. I will never be out of work.’


‘Sounds too good to be true,’ I said. ‘If it’s that easy then why aren’t there hundreds of murderers walking around the streets?’


‘It is a job that takes some skill and a lot of practice . . . there aren’t hundreds who could do it. But there are more than you know in my line of business.’


‘More murderers like you?’ Claire asked with a shiver.


‘Oh yes,’ said Mr Brown.


Somehow no one in that railway coach doubted a word that he said any longer.


‘How does one get in touch with you if one wanted a “job” doing?’ Delmont asked.


Mr Brown frowned slightly. ‘There are always ways. If you are desperate enough . . . if you spread enough hints among your friends then I’ll get to know in time.’


‘Not among my friends – my friends are among the wealthiest and most famous in this country,’ Delmont said coldly. ‘The prime minister himself. Even royalty.’


Then he turned pale as Mr Brown retorted, ‘Oh especially among your friends. It is not the poor workers who can afford a useful murder . . . it is the wealthy. It is not the poor who have something to hide . . . it is the famous.’


Delmont leaned back in his seat. He took out a gold cigarette case. ‘Anyone smoke?’ he asked.


‘This is a non-smoking coach,’ I pointed out.


‘The hell with that,’ Delmont said as he lit his cigarette and inhaled deeply. At last, he said, ‘A very amusing story, my friend,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you will now tell us what you really do for a living . . .’


‘No time,’ I said quickly glancing out of the window at the streetlights of the sleeping city. ‘This is Newcastle. I change here.’


‘Me too,’ Claire said, reaching for her case from the luggage rack.


‘Let me help you,’ I said.


‘Thanks,’ she said with a warm, pretty smile that melted me.


It seemed that we were all bound for Sunderland. We waited in the buffet at Newcastle station. I chatted to a couple of David Bowie fans in the buffet. They were there for his concert that night and entertained us with a selection of his hits until Edward Delmont threatened to call the station master if they didn’t stop.


After half an hour and coffee for me and Claire, a small passenger train of just three diesel coaches pulled in. The four of us got in for that ten-mile journey. We nodded an acknowledgement to one another when the train terminated in Sunderland, and we climbed out. The Sunderland platforms were below street level. I helped Claire carry her suitcase up the long ramp to the exit.


‘Goodbye, Mr Delmont, I’d like to have said it was good meeting you,’ I mumbled. ‘And goodbye, Mr . . . er . . .’ but I never did find out the man in brown’s name.


Two police officers waited on the pavement outside the station. Claire had already decided it was worth reporting Mr Brown’s homicidal claims. When it came to the moment I was less sure. Would we sound stupid? Fantasists? But Claire was a very persuasive and determined woman. We approached the officers, a man and a woman.


I didn’t believe paid assassins exist. I am sure you don’t. I was equally sure police officers wouldn’t. Which just goes to show how wrong we all can be.
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Aline’s Story


Sunday 7 January 1973 – 6 a.m.


Tony Davies – if that’s the name I must use – Tony Davies is a buffoon. I’ve known him for fifty years and I’ll miss him when he’s murdered. But only a little. Hardly at all. Ask me in a couple of months’ time and I’ll say, ‘Tony who?’ Buffoon.


And, let’s face it, he deserves it, and the world won’t go into mourning apart from a few of his readers who will soon find new crime novels from better writers and forget him. The rest of the world won’t even know he has departed this life. He thinks he is a respected writer. In truth he is a hack who turns out pot boilers. There’ll be no obituary in The Times and he’ll be leaving no footprints on the sands of time, as Longfellow so eloquently put it.


Ah, yes, I am now a retired police officer but don’t stereotype me. I’m not illiterate, I’m not even thick. So, if I scatter my account with the odd snatch of wise quotations from the ages, don’t act surprised that I’ve read books. I’ve had enough of that down the years from the policemen I’ve come across so don’t you start.


As I say, there will be no ‘footprints on the sands of time’ from Tony’s passing. Or, if there are, they’ll vanish on the next high tide. Life is brutish and short. Get used to it.


I exaggerate. Don’t we all when it suits us? There are two women who will miss the fool. One is in his distant past, and he was too blind to see what he meant to her – blinded by the blindingly obvious. But I saw it. Idiot. And if there is ever the faintest hope of saving him from his murder then I will make the effort. Not for him. He deserves it. But for her. She doesn’t deserve it. I helped to ‘buy’ him fifty years of grace. I could do no more. I did that for her.


Two women, did I say? The other woman is me. I have a soft spot in my heart for the buffoon. I’d never tell him that.


If his killer is true to form, then there’s every chance Tony’s body will simply vanish. A few people may sup a pint of Newcastle Brown Ale at the Barnes Hotel, and scratch their heads and say, ‘I wonder what happened to that Tony bloke that used to come in here. Haven’t seen him for a while.’


And they’ll forget.


In a world of wars, poverty and plagues, the life of one journeyman writer needn’t occupy valuable brain space. ‘And we forget because we must and not because we will.’ (Thank you, Matthew Arnold.)


You’re right. I can be as irritating with my quotes as Tony is (or used to be) with his metaphors. Just remember, Tony is relying on his fifty-year-old memories to tell this tale. His brain cell will struggle for accuracy. My brain is not fuddled by years of alcohol abuse. And my account will be based on police notebooks and personal diaries, carefully stored and neatly written down the years.


My first notebook report of my first meeting with him looks a bit sensational. I’ll paraphrase it if you don’t mind. (I’ll paraphrase it even if you do mind. This is my story.)


What I remember, but didn’t record in my notebook, is what a miserable night it was on the beat around Sunderland Central. I loved that beat and especially the night patrol. Once we’d seen the drunks safely off the premises it was quiet. Even the drunks were friendly enough. Singing their Sunderland football songs, mellow and glassy-eyed.


‘Four nil, we won,’ one of them breathed his beery fumes in my face that January night in 1973 where it all began. ‘Four.’


‘Nil,’ I nodded. ‘Who were you playing? Manchester United?’


‘Nah, only Brighton. But it was four.’


‘It’s the cup next,’ he went on, his eyes shining like his beer glass. ‘The FA Cup. And we are gonna win it this year. Put your money on it,’ he said in a confidential growl.


‘Is that what you did?’ I asked.


‘Aye. I put a pound on it today. After the Brighton game like.’


‘A whole pound? The bookies will be worried,’ I said. ‘Now get along home.’


He rolled down the street using the wall like a train uses buffers. ‘Ee-aye-addio, we’re gonna win the cup,’ he sang. What is it about men and balls? (Don’t answer that.)


Some of the comments I got in my police uniform – the skirt and black stockings – were shameful. The wind was strong and icy that night and I’d have given anything to have some snug trousers. The leering louts should have tried wearing stockings on a winter night. Instead, they just made ‘suggestions’. Today they would be arrested under some sexual harassment charge and sleep off their alcohol-pickled brain on a cold, hard cell bed.


But in those days they called it ‘banter’. We women – especially in the police – didn’t like it, but it came with the job. I had a plan to put a stop to it if it happened again.


But the thing I really resented was when my colleagues were as offensive as the drunks. PC Greatorex was a bitter man, early thirties, overlooked for promotion, spurned by women of taste because of his beer-bloated body and bulbous nose.


Again, different times, different mores. The past is a foreign country, and all that. My fat-shaming of Constable ‘Beer-gut’ Greatorex would get me into trouble today, but it was nothing to the abuse he spouted to women officers, and he faced no comeback.


When the night was at its quietest he’d sup from a hip flask and breathe his whisky fumes into my faces as the bloodshot eyes glowed in the streetlamps. That night – the night when it all started – the eyes were wet and round as a lumpsucker fish. Even the whisky didn’t hide the halitosis as we walked towards the town centre, and he leaned towards me.


‘It gets boring, doesn’t it?’ he said in a low voice that I think he thought was sexy.


‘No,’ I said.


We’d entered one of the alleys that ran between two of the main shopping streets. It was poorly lit, and no sensible woman would have walked down there with a man full of whisky. Maybe I wasn’t sensible, maybe I was naive. But I’d been on duty at miners’ protests, and football crowds and those hard men had shown respect for the woman and the uniform. No, the main problem I had was with my colleagues. We women constables were all christened ‘Doris’. Sneering, demeaning, spiteful and humiliating. But never physical. So, I didn’t expect it. Naive? Stupid? Guilty as charged.


I walked ahead into the dim alley and felt his fat fingers grip my shoulder. He pulled me back and around till my back was forced against the dank brick wall. He pressed against me, his right knee between my legs. That meant my right knee was in a position to rise sharply and crush his crown jewels. But the stupid skirt was too tight to be sure of a clean, free swing.


I resorted to tactics. ‘Jack,’ I gasped. ‘Not here. Someone might come along, and both our jobs would be on the line if they report us to the station.’


He panted in my face and that breath made my eyes water, ‘When, Aline? Where?’


‘We’ll find somewhere better. My flat’s just up in Tower Road, a mile away,’ I said softly and let the promise linger in the icy air.


He grunted and pressed harder.


‘And talking about stations,’ I went on, ‘the first train of the day’s due in a quarter hour, love, and we need to be there. Catch any drunk and disorderly.’


‘Transport police can deal with them,’ he muttered.


‘Not once they step outside the railway station. That’s our job and it’ll go in our report.’ I pushed his heavy body away and said brightly, ‘Come on. I’ll race you.’ I slithered out of his loving embrace and trotted to the end of the alley and into the brighter light of the main street. It was not so light as my heart at escaping that situation.


I marched towards the station and heard the morning train on the approach. Perfect timing then. There were rarely more than a dozen passengers on that train, but they were usually pleased to see the beat police there to welcome them and make them feel secure.


Jack Greatorex panted heavily as he came up on my shoulder. ‘What time, Aline?’


‘Sorry?’


‘What time at your flat? What number is it?’


I was hoping he didn’t see me squirm and shudder. ‘Later, lover-boy,’ I said as I adjusted the belt on my tunic, set my hat straight and smoothed my skirt. I turned to him with my best smile and set his helmet square on his head. ‘Duty first.’


He returned the smile with a leer. ‘You want to play with my helmet?’ he croaked. I didn’t miss the double entendre and swallowed down the involuntary vomit at the thought. How could I turn my squirm into a wriggle – a wriggle out of that unspoken promise? Another problem for another day. Except it wasn’t going to be a problem.


We can look back – as I am doing now – and see things clearly. Hindsight is twenty-twenty vision. But we can’t look forward. We like to think we can. I’ll be honest, I didn’t see what was coming that morning on that train. No one could. I couldn’t know that the morning train would bring the sort of trouble that changed my life.


Trouble that ended lives too.


Let’s give a name to that trouble. Let’s call it Mr Brown, shall we?


There were just half-a-dozen passengers who drifted out of the station exit. A young couple loaded with shopping bags gave us weary smiles. Then a small man in brown with a cardboard suitcase hurried past without any eye contact. He’d a thin moustache and National Health spectacles with wire rims.


A portly man in a fine suit and overcoat lumbered out in front of a pair of young people. She had immaculate make-up and tottered on six-inch heels. The stout man in a coat with an astrakhan collar turned and gave her a wheezing laugh. ‘Personal computers? I don’t think so young lady. I’ll keep my investments in coalmines – I’d advise you to do the same. That’s a safe future. Goodnight.’


The young man stared after the man in the coat with distaste and muttered something inaudible. It probably wasn’t a pleasant farewell. He shivered in his thin jacket. The long and shabby scarf didn’t help much with the winter wind.


He looked at the young woman and exchanged a glance. She gave a slight nod of agreement and turned to walk across to Jack and me. She spoke quickly. ‘Excuse me, officers,’ she said. It was clear she thought Jack was the senior of us and addressed him rather than me. My colleague pulled back his shoulders and raised his chin – or rather one of his chins. (Fat-shaming again? I can’t help myself. I loathed the man.)


‘Yes, my dear,’ PC Greatorex said in an avuncular purr that he reserved for pretty young women.


‘It may be nothing . . .’ she began and hesitated.


‘Tell me what it is and let me be the judge,’ kind Uncle Jack said, placing a hand on the woman’s shoulder.


‘Did you see the man who walked out in front of us?’ she asked.


‘Posh bloke?’


‘No, the one in front of him?’


‘Erm,’ Jack hesitated. He’d only had eyes for the young women.


‘Brown suit, cream shirt, good shoes with rubber soles. A moustache,’ I prompted him.


‘Oh, ah, yes, that one,’ PC Greatorex said. ‘What about him?’


The young man stepped forward. I heard a car start up in the street opposite the station entrance. ‘He told us some weird story,’ he began. ‘He said that he’s a paid assassin – a hitman.’


The young woman, Claire, filled in some of the details the alleged executioner had told them.


Jack Greatorex’s jaw dropped along with a couple of his chins. (I must stop that.) He finally found his voice – the sarcastic one. ‘Someone’s been having a laugh at your expense, little lady,’ he said. ‘Pulling your lovely long leg.’


The car that had started in a side street turned into the road behind us. It was ‘wrong’. I’d heard it start and expected to see a large saloon car. It turned out to be a small Austin A35 van, grey and old and insignificant, except for its age. And that engine noise. A powerful engine in a small car – a wolf in sheep’s clothing, you might say.


The amber, sodium streetlights caught the face of the driver. A thin, pale face with a small moustache. The man in brown. And another thing that was wrong. I struggled for a moment and then remembered. He’d walked out of the station wearing glasses. If they’d been for reading on the train he’d have taken them off or tripped on every station stair and kerb. They were distance glasses. Good for driving. So why take them off to drive?


I took out my notebook from my official-issue handbag – our tunics had no pockets in those days. I found it alongside the small and useless truncheon they gave us. Powerful enough to stun a cat . . . if you met one acting with felonious intent – or even feline intent. I jotted down the registration before the car disappeared on the road heading east. ‘HBR 315’ I wrote.


That irritated Constable Greatorex. ‘No need to make a note of every bleeding thing, Constable James. There’s nothing to back up the story of this couple.’


‘The lawyer,’ the girl said, clearly irritated. ‘The man in the posh suit. He heard it too. You’d not say he was imagining it?’


Greatorex sighed. ‘I am quite sure he heard the assassin story. But he didn’t hang around to report it to us, did he? Why not?’


‘Because—’


‘Because he didn’t believe a word of it. An intelligent man like that. He’d tell you what I’m telling you. It was a joke. A wind up. There are no such things as hitmen.’ He turned to me. ‘Tell her, constable. Ninety per cent of murders are committed by someone the victims know.’


‘And the other ten per cent are the ones we rarely solve. They could be paid killers, but we don’t know because we never catch those killers,’ I said quietly.


His ruddy face turned volcano-red to match his temper. He turned his yellowing teeth to the two young people. ‘What Constable James means is your hitman characters look good in books, but we’ve never come across a case in the real world.’


I gave a gentle nod and said, ‘Give me your contact details. We’ll investigate and get back to you.’


The couple looked relieved and headed off to the taxi rank at the side of the station. Greatorex turned his volcano on me, his hot breath condensing in the cold air like steam coming off the lava.


‘Never contradict me again, James. Never.’


‘I didn’t contradict you. I simply clarified what the statistics meant.’ It took his whisky brain a while to try to work out what ‘clarified the statistics’ meant. It failed.


‘Never contradict me again. Never.’


‘Or?’ I was getting pretty volcanic myself but managed to keep looking cool on the outside by enjoying stoking his fire.


‘Or else,’ he hissed.


‘Or else what?’


He struggled. ‘Or else I’ll report you for un-un-subordination to a senior officer.’


‘I think you’ll find the word is in-subordination and you are not my senior. After a dozen years on the beat, you’re still on the beat.’ He clenched his fists and I thought he was going to hit me. I went on quickly, ‘And when you report me for insubordination I’ll be reporting you for sexual assault.’


‘You can’t prove anything. There were no witnesses. It was harmless. Anyway, it happens all the time.’ And that was true, back in 1973.


I turned cold as that wind off the North Sea. ‘Just remember, little man, that while you’ll be a constable for the rest of your life, I’ll be your senior officer one day.’


He snorted. ‘Yes, your daddy was a superintendent, and you’ll use that to get your sergeant’s stripes. I didn’t have a daddy in the force,’ he spat.


‘No, my father was a chief superintendent.’


Greatorex gave a mouth shrug. ‘Depends on who you listen to,’ he muttered.


‘Meaning?’


‘Ask your dad,’ he said and turned his back on me.


‘He taught me a lot about detecting crime. And I’ll become an inspector in CID when you’re still freezing your fingers off on winter nights like this. But I won’t be riding on the back of his reputation. I’ll get there because I’m good at my job.’


He deflated like last month’s party balloon. ‘Women don’t make detective inspectors in CID,’ he said.


‘This one does,’ was the strongest rejoinder I could make. It sounded good, but even I wasn’t so sure. I knew that if I could use my detective skills to track down a hitman, then it would be a huge step on the ladder. I slipped my notebook into my pocket and patted it like it was my passport to promotion.


Which it was.


He sighed. ‘Listen, Aline, love, we’re both on the same side. No need to squabble. You were going to give me your address,’ he said.


‘Time to clock off,’ I said and tried to make it sound like a sigh.


He trotted behind me like a sheepdog as we went back to the station. As I sat in the locker room I realised I was more disturbed than I was admitting to myself. I hung around a quarter hour till I was sure Greatorex had gone back to the hostel, changed into my civvies and went to the front desk. The sergeant was dozing. ‘Hello, Jonah,’ I said. ‘Sorry to wake you.’


He scowled. ‘I wasn’t asleep. Resting my eyes. These fluorescent tubes are hell to work under all night.’


‘The arctic winds on the streets outside were pretty hellish too,’ I said.


‘No. Hell is hot,’ he smirked.


Not a battle I was going to win. Other people’s problems are always worse than your own. ‘How do I register a complaint against a police officer?’


He blinked, suddenly awake. ‘You don’t. That sort of thing destroys morals in the force,’ he said.


‘I think you mean morale. And it’s Jack Greatorex that has no morals. I’m tired of being pestered by him.’


Jonah pulled a pained face. ‘Not Jack. He’s a decent sort of feller. I know he has an eye for a pretty face, but you just aren’t his type.’


‘Thanks, Jonah,’ I said sourly and turned on my heel to walk out.


He called, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ I didn’t believe him.


I took an early bus home, filled with miners and shipyard workers heading for their early shifts. Hard men. But respectful. I needed at least six hours’ sleep before I faced my next ordeal of that Sunday. It involved butterscotch-flavoured Angel Delight.
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John Brown’s Story


Sunday 7 January 1973 – 6 a.m.


Mr Brown? A name as good as any so, to protect my other aliases, I will only ever be addressed as Mr Brown in these pages. John Brown will do. John Anonymous would do just as well.


You may wish to call me a psychopath. Other people have called me that and the term is rather pejorative, isn’t it?


Personally, I’d prefer it if you’d call me a sociopath. Different word, almost the same thing. But a psychopath is seen as having a mental disorder. Excuse me, but I don’t consider myself mentally unsound. So, call me ‘sociopath’ – I lack ‘empathy’ with my fellow humans at times. I can kill without qualms or nightmares. I can kill and not be bothered by the right-to-life of the victim – I would argue they’re too dead to care. After all, we are all on Death Row sooner or later.


As for the living people whom the death affects, well, they’ll get over it. In many cases the ‘affected’ people will go into mourning on the outside while suppressing the urge to party on the inside. I don’t know. But more importantly, I don’t care.


That’s what makes me a sociopath. It’s the way I was born, my dear mother always said. The secret of success in this life is to discover your strengths, work on them and then make them pay. Monetise them. If you are a sociopath then why not get paid for it?


I don’t want you to fear me. I am no threat to you at all. Let me rephrase that. I am no threat to you unless someone pays me to eliminate you. Then it’s time to say your goodbyes, update your will and ‘put your affairs in order’ . . . a lovely phrase.


I hardly ever miss. Or, on the rare occasion that I do, I will try again and get you on the second attempt. I don’t ever remember taking three.


I may have no empathy with you, but I can see you sitting there feeling disturbed. It’s that expression on your face that gives you away – your body language – how I ‘sense’ your disapproval.


Let me ask you, who is to blame for my eliminating a victim? The man or woman who pulls the trigger, inserts the poison, wields the knife or tightens the garotte? Or the person who paid them to do it? History is full of people ordering someone else’s death while they establish an alibi a hundred miles from the crime. When their payment is traced to the assassin the law invariably says the person who pays is as guilty as the killer. ‘Conspiracy to commit murder,’ the judge would say. Not that I’ve ever stood before a judge.


I don’t like to digress – I tend to think in straight lines – but let me give you an analogy from history. The Greeks would sacrifice an ox to the gods in the temple. A trial had to be held to hold someone accountable for the death of the ox. The jury were asked if they blamed the women who carried the water that sharpened the knife. Or blamed the man who sharpened the knife. Or blamed the man who took the sharpened knife and stabbed the ox. Who do you blame? And the jury answered, ‘We blame the knife.’ The knife was sentenced to death by drowning and thrown into the sea. (You notice no one blamed the priests who ordered the sacrifice? No one ever blames the powerful people at the top.)


I just want you to see me as that man who stabbed the ox. Blame the knife . . . or the gun, or the garotte in my case. Blame the priests. Don’t blame me. I am just one of the actors in this piece of theatre. I am not the director – the one who ordered the death. Blame the gun, the knife, the garotte. If it makes you any happier, I usually do that anyway and drown the weapon in the River Tyne or the Thames. I will punish the gun and the knife by drowning.


Yes, disposing of evidence has also helped me escape detection for maybe a lifetime – depending on whose lifetime we are talking about. Obviously not one of my victims.


So, there you have it. Don’t pull your shocked and self-righteous face at me because of my profession. To use one of the few modern expressions of which I approve: ‘Get. Over. Yourself.’


One of the modern phrases I don’t like is calling me a ‘hitman’ and my profession ‘hits’. Please don’t offend me by using those vulgar Americanisms.


I digress again, much as Tony Davies tends to. How much do I charge? You see? They all want to know that. I can tell you because I have no reason to keep it secret. I pay no tax on the blood money I receive. If His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs ever catches up on me then it’ll be because I slipped up and was caught by our noble constabulary. I will have more to worry about than a ruinous tax bill, don’t you think?


I shall tell you. Back in 1973, when Tony Davies’s story started, I had just charged £1,100 for a job in London. My usual rate was £1,000 but I operated a 10 per cent surcharge for work in the capital. The travel, the exorbitant hotels, and the difficulty of escaping in the crowded streets. That was what I told my employers, whoever they were.


Nowadays I will charge you £10,000 or £11,000 for an execution inside the M25. And, yes, I will take a bank transfer because £10,000 in used pound coins would be like lugging a small horse around.
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