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Prologue: The lights go out, Saturday 24 December 1977

Even on Christmas Eve there was an extra chill in the air, a bitter bite in the ill wind licking across Leeds. Sometime after six o’clock, but so dark outside it might as well be midnight. Her defencelessness belied the stab of her stilettos on the paving stones, as she stamped her feet, trying to keep the blood flowing.

But she had planned to finish early. It was Christmas for the girls too, not just the punters. They had birds to defrost and presents to wrap, like everyone else. Well not her, she didn’t go in for all that nonsense. No point in doing the whole turkey and tinsel fandango for one.

Still, she noticed the silence on the street had an almost physical quality, a background thrum to it she felt at the top of her spine. Even the rustle of her skirt as it creased across her hips was loud and cutting. She had grown used to it, this constant awareness of her physical situation. Measuring her vulnerability in the distance between street lamps when walking at night. Or like now, constantly scanning her surroundings waiting for a car to turn up.

The Ripper killer’s spree had long since rung the death knell on her sense of security. She and the other girls had become their own protection. Had to. No one else was going to look out for them. They did it for each other. And now the holidays forced a pause anyway, as Christmas stole the punters back into domesticity.

They’d all got used to it. The headlines, the bodies being found. The summer had been soaked in blood. Then autumn brought another spray of violence wrought on working girls. And of course, the new interest in their profession, so long underground, brought its own trials. Prying housewives, men curious but unwilling to pay, the press nosing around. Even girls she knew interviewed on the local news.

But then, just over three weeks ago, one of their own. Murdered. Beautiful and as innocent as the day was long. Although not the Ripper’s work, his death had cut them all much deeper than the regular killings of women like them. Their kids, their families, they were the whole point of the money they earned. If they couldn’t keep their kids safe, then what was the point in taking the risk?

At some point over these last weeks she had had enough, was choking on death, full up with loss. Sick to the back teeth of men who thought they could do what they liked to women and kids. It was always they who suffered. So, she had made a choice.

She had taken a step out of her shadow-world, and into the light of the legit one. That was how it had started, anyway. Now, she felt braver than she had been. But at the same time, she was more frightened. Her actions had exposed her to more danger, rather than less. Now, when she stamped her feet, she felt the unforgiving flagstones press back against her soft soles, more vulnerable than before.

We’re all on edge, she hissed to herself. Everyone felt threatened: the working girls by the Ripper maniac targeting brasses; the punters by the police patrolling at all hours, asking questions, noting car registration numbers, generally making their curbing presence felt.

Just then, two bright headlights shone in the distance. At last! She gathered herself, preparing, after a brief conversation, to step into its muggy interior. It was only after she loosened the belt on her coat in preparation that she realised the car coming toward her wasn’t slowing. She turned her head as it passed, gaping at the red rear lights disappearing into the dark.

The vacuum it left behind seemed to swallow her. Come on. Can’t be long now. She had never been this completely alone. The street had no pub, no houses, no retail units except a takeaway at the end, near the main road. It had closed for the holiday hours ago. Even the Royal Mail sorting office a couple of streets over, where the lights usually never dimmed, was swaddled in blackness tonight.

The building blocked her view of Leeds and, crucially, the city centre’s view of her. When she had first started working here, this had meant privacy for punters and working girls alike. But now a killer was on the hunt, privacy had curdled to isolation.

Instinctively she searched up and down the inky road for the lights of a car, shivering with more than the cold. A brilliant, distorted moon hung high in the night sky.

Then its blue-white brightness was suddenly snuffed out, before the icy wind bullied the clouds along at a racing clip, shoving them aside to reveal the strobe of the moonlight once more. For a moment or so, she had enough light to glance at what might have been the figure of a man on the opposite pavement. The outline of him was, in that fraction of time, as still as the night. Then the moonlight waned again, he disappeared, and in the same moment, her nostrils filled with a half-familiar odour.

The scent of him brought in its wake a sudden memory, a second’s-length scent-ghost of a person. Automatically, her nose sought out the source. She bent down – then violently, suddenly, she was thrown forward.

The back of her head exploded with a wet thud as she hurtled into blackness, and the unforgiving pavement lurched toward her.

She was just conscious enough to register what came next.




1. The way it is, Saturday 3 December

Maureen looked down at her fingernails as Anette gently eased her last punter out of the warmth of Rio’s and into the freezing Leeds night. She didn’t dare look up at the pair as Anette led Albert toward the front door. Instead, she sat bolt upright on the vinyl sofa in the waiting room, wound tight with annoyance, pointedly peering at her watch until a wide yawn took her body by surprise.

She was knackered, was supposed to have locked the doors fifteen minutes ago, and keen to get the front door locked and the windows shuttered before the night showed its teeth.

The authorities said that women should avoid going out after dusk. December’s short days meant the streets cleared quickly of after-work footfall. Pubs were quieter now the witching hour had been brought forward to the time when folk were sitting down for their tea. By 10 p.m., women, and especially women like them, should be safely cocooned at home.

It would be Christmas in a few weeks too, and Rio’s should be busy, except there was only one girl working because Bev hadn’t turned up. It wasn’t like Bev either, the kindest of the Rio’s girls, sweet-natured and, most importantly, reliable.

She had rung in, of course. But before she’d uttered a word, Maureen knew her no-show must be something to do with her son David.

‘He’s not come home since leaving the house yesterday morning. I’m at my wits’ end,’ Bev complained.

‘He’s nearly a man now,’ Maureen told his doting mam, knowing it would make no difference.

‘I’m staying home to wait for him,’ Bev replied.

‘Okay. He’s your sun, moon and sky, I know. But there’ll be nothing wrong, you’ll see. He’ll have just lost track of time. And you’ll lose money.’

But Bev couldn’t be swayed. Maureen understood. She’d seen David grow from a babe into a lad obsessed with animals and the outdoors. He was a stranger to the classroom but adored by everyone who knew him. Like Leeds’s own Doolittle, he roamed free. It wasn’t a shock that he’d forgotten to return home this once, surely? The lad was fifteen, just brooking the boundaries of childhood. Bev would learn, but the lesson would cost her a shift’s earnings.

But that was this morning. Now Anette and Maureen were exhausted after a twelve-hour shift, a slow drip of punters and each other’s company. Anette linked an arm around Albert and firmly but professionally guided him across the beige shagpile. Maureen watched her. Anette was an asset to the profession, she really was, the way she dealt with him. Far more patient than she would be. Kind, but firm.

At last, she followed the pair toward the front door, intending to unlock it and let Albert out. But before she got the chance he stopped and, blocking the exit, turned to her.

‘Do you celebrate Christmas, Mo love? I know lots of your people don’t. My local Spar will be open right through.’

His corrugated face was curious. He wasn’t being funny, just genuinely interested.

‘Course I do!’ Maureen said as brightly as possible, leaning past him, intending to turn the Yale anyway. ‘I’m from here, same as you.’

Albert slowly took in her copper-coloured skin and coils of coal-black hair with his rheumy eyes, as if noticing them for the first time.

He inhaled as if to speak again but a deafening racket took his words. All three of them nearly jumped out of their skins as a solid fist’s bang-bang-bang rattled the front door nearly off its hinges.

Suddenly alert, Maureen exchanged glances with Anette. A tight unit, they both slipped wordlessly into their roles. Anette grasped Albert’s arm and put a finger to her lips. Maureen slipped the day’s takings out from her handbag and into the left cup of her bra. Their movements were practised, precise as lightning. Then she parted the window blinds a crack and peered out. She expected to have to wave off a late-arriving punter, or a thief looking for easy pickings, or to see the police arriving to raid the place.

Instead she saw a tall, heavy-set man stamping his feet on the flagstone. He was bundled up in an enormous coat and seemed to be alone. A shiny Jag was slung across the road behind him, empty, its sidelights still on. A beam from Harrison Street’s single streetlight bounced off his completely bald head, embarrassingly naked in the sub-zero temperature.

She frowned. The sauna stood in a dimly lit hinterland between the recently rejuvenated town centre and Leeds’s Victorian estates of terraced houses, which spread out in every direction like arteries from a heart. The sauna’s nearest neighbours were mostly bus garages, bombsites and forgotten warehouses. There was nothing to bring a lost traveller here – it wasn’t on the way to anywhere. The visitor had meant to come to Rio’s.

A quick calculation and the absence of a prickle along Maureen’s back told her he was vaguely familiar, and most likely used to be a regular. So, as the three of them stood, hunched and silent, she unlocked the door and peeled it back a knife-width, scrutinising the visitor through the gap. He stood silhouetted into blackness by the car’s sidelights, trembling slightly in the December wind. Then he spoke, and his distinctive voice gave her another jolt.

‘’Ello, Mo. Remember me?’

His Scouse timbre was a shock. The sound flung her back into a past she’d tried hard to forget, and forward into a murky future all at once. But she kept her cool. She was nothing if not a professional.

‘Course I do, Mick, but it’s been a long time. You’d better come in. I’m letting the heat out stood here.’

Maureen’s voice betrayed no surprise, or worry, in fact no emotion at all. She did not scold, or smile, or coddle, because this man was not buying sex, and had not earned those niceties. He seemed to understand this and ambled amiably inside.

She shouldn’t have been that surprised to see him. He walked in the wake of bad news and really should have turned up before. This year had been the downer to end them all. This year, women in her profession had been murdered regularly, violently, horribly. And now, instead of being simply ignored, everybody had an opinion about their job. Some folk couched it in concern, others honestly and openly reviled them. But all of them turned one question over and over: were they asking for it?

No one asked: why were they doing it? So Maureen and her girls hunkered down together against the hostility. This was the year she had ignored everything else to concentrate on just surviving. And people who were just surviving, legitimately or outside the law, were this man’s speciality. He collected them.

Anette and Albert gaped from the sidelines as Mick made his swaggering entrance. They were witnessing a new performance from Maureen. She felt their wonder as she took an unhurried step back, opened the door wide and ushered her guest inside.

Mick looked exactly like a copper. It was almost comical. Solid, in a sheepskin coat over a blue suit and driving a Jag; he obviously wasn’t the usual punter or wide boy. Anyone would have thought the authorities would look more kindly on brothels at such a dangerous time for working girls. Instead, places like Rio’s were even more despised as gaudy symbols of desires the legit world preferred to hide. It was with good reason that everyday Maureen expected the sauna to be raided and closed down.

Now here was Mick, trailing behind him the faintly chemical smell of the city’s winter smog. It couldn’t be good news. She led him into the rear waiting area and in passing nodded to Anette, who resumed oiling Albert’s way out. It took a while. Patiently, she reassured him that yes, she was working next week, and, of course, another session with her might help with his hip, and sure, she would wear the red-and-black suspenders he liked.

As they seated themselves in the back, Maureen and Mick could hear all this but neither paid it any attention. Instead, they sat in silence, while he looked at her openly, smiling a little, making it clear that he came – this time – in peace. Meanwhile, her eyes discreetly roamed his features, looking for evidence of the lost years since they had last crossed paths.

She didn’t have to search for long. His huge coat couldn’t hide the middle-age softness around his shoulders and the centre of his body. And he was now flagrantly bald, had been for years if the leathery texture of his brown scalp was anything to go by. Oddly, he suited the walrus moustache he wore, huge and black and flecked with grey. But the eyes were the same, their almost-black irises exactly as she remembered, whirling with light and boundless curiosity and, if you looked carefully, the obscure promise of mischief.

When she realised he was gazing frankly at her in return, taking her in, she flushed with embarrassment, felt forced to look away. While she gathered herself with a long breath, her eyes found the coffee machine suddenly fascinating while her lips remembered they could move.

‘What’re you doing here, Mick? I don’t want to be unfriendly but you’re not exactly good for business.’

She dragged her gaze back to his, chin lowered like a boxer.

‘Just catching up with an old friend. You’ve done well for yourself, Mo. I like it.’

When at last the door shut behind Albert’s shiny, dandruff-flecked suit, they both watched as Anette pulled the Venetian blind up and blew him a kiss. His grizzled, toothless features lit up with joy for a moment before she dropped the blind, slumped her body heavily against the front door, and let the smile slide from her face.

That’s my girl, thought Maureen. That’s what turns a one-off punter into a regular. But Anette had turned and was staring hard at Mick, sending him hostile vibes.

‘Don’t worry, love, you don’t have to stay,’ Maureen called to her. ‘You know how it is, a bad penny always turns up during hard times. You go home, love.’

Maureen’s voice was gentle, designed to take her friend off high alert and make it clear she was making a joke. But underneath that, she also felt a desire to be alone with Mick, to keep him to herself.

‘Ta very much. I’ve missed you too.’ He flashed another grin at her. She coughed and resumed their conversation.

‘So . . . what can we do for you? It’s been a long time. Too long really,’ she said coolly.

Certainly too long to be turning up out of the blue, expecting favours. She wanted to give him an inch, but not a yard. She had her pride. And if he was going to arrest her, she wished he’d get on with it.

Rio’s was known for its honesty, no pimps robbing the punters here, and no underage girls. Definitely no drugs. Still, the cops could shut the doors tomorrow and have them all up in court. She had to keep Mick onside, but she wouldn’t kow-tow. Wasn’t her style. Never would be.

‘I can stay, Mo. No rush.’ Anette caught the mood of intrigue, and sat down too quickly, a spectator expecting a good show.

‘In fact,’ Mick continued, ‘I’ve come to talk to both of you, and anyone else who’s here.’

‘There’d usually be another girl on, but we’re one down.’

As she said the words, Maureen thought, He already knows. He knows I’ve always got two girls on working, and a receptionist, usually me. I wonder who he’s been talking to?

‘Who’s not here? Is it Bev Donnelly? Tony’s wife?’ Mick ventured.

He really had kept his eye on the place, even down to knowing who worked for her on which days. The thought was flattering rather than threatening, a measure of his charm. But Maureen and Anette both remained silent, instinctively refusing to confirm or deny, despite Mick’s fishing. He sighed.

‘I don’t have time for this. I know the family. Half the bloody station knows her husband. It’s Tony’s second home. Are you sure that Bev’s okay?’

He sounded genuinely concerned.

‘She’s off. Worried about her son. He’s been missing since yesterday. I expect she might have called you lot, but you and your colleagues have bigger fish to fry these days.’

Maureen smiled sweetly, while picturing David with his fresh, ruddy smile and black cowlick of a fringe. He was a lad so unworldly he could easily be off fishing or coursing rabbits and become too engrossed for food or sleep. But he was a stick to beat Mick with, and she used it.

‘That’s a bit harsh, Mo. How old is he anyway, fourteen? Fifteen? He’s probably just run away. He’ll be back when he gets hungry.’

‘I’ll pass your concern on to Bev. So, you here to put me out of business? We’re not exactly popular at the moment.’

‘No, I’m not trying to close you down.’

She noticed that his Scouse accent, even after all these years, still stood out. ‘No’ was ‘nah’ and ‘you’ was ‘ya’.

‘In fact, I’d rather you stayed open,’ he went on. ‘Fewer girls on the street just now, the better. I’m ’ere about them brasses, the ones being murdered.’

Now she knew to take him seriously. The prostitute killings were all anyone in their world talked about now. People were terrified but fascinated as well, and so was she.

‘You on the case?’ She tried to hide the interest in her voice.

‘Yeah. It’s all hands. They’re even bringing in colleagues from other districts. But, between you and me, we’ve got fuck all to go on. Six women hammered over the head, mutilated horribly, and we don’t know shit . . . ’Ave you had any punters getting leery? Any strange requests . . . sexually? Sorry to be bold, like, but if we don’t catch him soon . . .’

‘I’ll thank you for not swearing, Mick. We’re not a taproom. And I know what folk are saying, that it’ll be respectable women next. As if my girls wouldn’t count . . .’

It wasn’t his fault, of course, the rubbish written in the newspapers, but she couldn’t keep the accusation out of her voice.

‘You know I don’t think like that, Mo. Anyway, he’s already killed a respectable girl, and unlike everyone else, I don’t think she were a mistake.’

He almost spat the word and let slip a bit of inside knowledge at the same time. Maureen felt some of her resistance slip away. His eyes took on the soft look she recalled. It was true, then, she had remembered right: Mick was a good copper, one who rubbed against the grain.

‘Lots of folk do think like that, though. And two of the girls were murdered within a mile or so of here. One of them wasn’t even on the game properly, just trying to stop her husband’s business going to the wall . . .’

‘I know, I know. It’s money women need, not morality.’ Mick took a tired step into her anger, trying to show he was on her side. But he sounded spent.

‘Their kids can’t eat that,’ she agreed.

Her brown eyes took him in properly and found a lot of the young constable he’d been when they first met, all pristine in his uniform and starched shirt. She was just a kid, about the same age as David now. But his eyes had laid her bare then, like he saw right through to her delicate parts inside. They did the same now.

‘I haven’t had any weirdos come in, and I think the other girls would have told me if they had. In fact, I’m sure they would,’ blathered Anette, breaking a silence that was becoming embarrassing.

‘And I’m glad you’ve spoken to us, Mick, honestly. None of your lot have thought to ask us about the murders. It’s a credit to you.’ Maureen risked a compliment.

‘Well, you’ve got to be careful . . . No one knows who he’s going after next. There’s more cops on the streets now than girls, but he still manages to kill. You watch yourselves.’

‘We do. We will. But it’s us suffering, keeping ourselves indoors, avoiding the streets, not the men. It’s not fair!’

Maureen smarted as Mick stopped listening. He was looking around at Rio’s with admiration in his glance. She felt the gulf between them narrow. They became two old war horses. Despite all the years that had passed, he was, like her, a veteran of a twilight world, sharing an in-between space flanked by the legit and the criminal. He knew that it was a delicate line she trod. Him too, showing up here like this. They understood each other. She could relax, a little.

‘They’re calling him the new Ripper,’ said Anette, hoping to encourage Mick to more gossip.

‘And they’re fucking idiots. Sorry, Mo.’ He glowered with anger. ‘But, a nickname! This is Yorkshire, not America. We don’t do fucking nicknames. They’ll be calling him “Son of Jack” next.’

He huffed and puffed with annoyance, until interrupted by the crackle and hiss of his radio coming from beneath his sheepskin coat.

‘Excuse me . . .’ He hauled himself to his feet and moved toward the door. Back turned to them, he spoke abruptly into the radio using a combination of numbers and letters Maureen couldn’t follow – ‘Thirty-seven . . . Thirty-seven! . . . yeah . . . no . . . okay . . .’ – until a familiar name, ‘the Horseshoes’, a pub she recognised from her schooldays. Then it was just ‘Okay’ and ‘Out’. She held her breath. It sounded like he was in The Sweeney.

But when he turned to face them, the life had drained from his features and his tan complexion had taken on a greenish, ashy tinge. Maureen’s excitement ebbed away as she was reminded of the grim reality of his job. He mumbled something about having to go, while giving her a final, strained look.

‘Everything all right?’

Stupid thing to say. Of course it wasn’t all right. Six women dead, more horribly injured, and him in the eye of the storm. The whole city was on edge. Was this another one? But then, bad people carried on doing bad things despite, or even because, there was a woman killer on the loose gripping everyone’s attention. This could be anything.

‘Yeah . . . I’ll see you around, Mo. Look after yourselves . . .’ He hesitated. ‘I mean it. And Bev. Send her my best.’

And with that, he was gone, clattering out of the front door like the Ghost of Christmas Past. A few moments later the Jag roared, then sped away. Its engine noise faded to silence, and it was as though he had never been in Rio’s at all.

Maureen and Anette remained in their seats, a tacit agreement made to sit and talk. Whereas they had been dead on their feet, dying to get home, now they were alive with energy, and needed conversation, a way to chew over the meaning of Mick’s sudden appearance.

‘I wonder what he’s been called to . . .’ Anette started.

‘And what about the interest he was showing in Bev? I heard him say “the Horseshoes”. That’s near her house. We used to go to that pub because they served us under-age.’ Maureen dangled a lure and waited for Anette to bite and spill what, if anything, she knew.

‘Bev’s Tony gambles there. You know, he’s into all sorts, anything for easy money. And now her brother Dermot’s back, and there’s rumours about his connections in Ireland . . .’

‘Dermot’s back?’

This was news. Maureen remembered him vividly from school. She hadn’t been the only one with a crush on him. He was a bit of a stud when they were teenagers, not too tall but handsome and confident, with eyes like pieces of broken sky.

‘Yeah, not sure how long for. Not short of money either.’ Anette was pleased to know something she didn’t.

He left as cock of the school, Maureen remembered. He’d got into some sort of trouble, too, a bit of a bad boy even then.

‘Why’s Dermot back? I thought he was sent to Ireland to live with relatives?’

‘You know as much as I do,’ replied Anette.

Maureen gave her a look, as if to say, I’d better.

‘Shall we open the Emergency Bottle? I’m not in a rush.’

And Maureen nodded, reckoning that Benji could cross his paws for half an hour while they teased out what Mick’s visit meant for Rio’s.

While Anette fished out the whisky and a couple of clean mugs, Maureen had a minute to think. Mick may be CID, and a detective sergeant and all, but he was also a bit of a one-off, a bit of a character. Despite not speaking to him for years, she had heard stories about him every now and then. She knew his reputation too and, for a policeman, he was liked. He was the kind who would share a fag with a street girl, make her laugh as he probed for tittle-tattle. A world away from the type of bullying copper who’d threaten a girl with a soliciting charge but then drop it in return for a free blow job.

But what she really couldn’t shake off, what the whisky did nothing to erase, was the haunted look Mick had worn when he left. It was as if he had already watched a scene play out, that the future of their little community at Rio’s had been revealed to him, and what he had seen had been devastating.
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