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PART I

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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