
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Niki Mackay 

			‘Cracking thriller and a great female protagonist’

			C.J. Tudor

			‘Dark, gripping, unexpected. Insanely good – like, 

			Dark Places good’

			Elle Croft

			‘A humdinger of a thriller debut . . . a maze of lies, 

			deceit and danger’

			Evening Standard

			‘Brilliantly plotted, tense and atmospheric. You will doubt and suspect everyone’

			Rachael Blok

			‘Grips you from the first line through to the nail-biting conclusion. Psychological suspense at its best’

			Victoria Selman

			‘An absolutely gripping thriller founded on the horror of familiar abuse and a great, flawed, female PI’

			Dame Jenni Murray

			‘Mackay builds tension to a fever pitch and throws in more twists than a corkscrew’

			Publishers Weekly
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			In memoriam – Elizabeth Figg, Gwynneth Rees, Hannah Tailford, Irene Lockwood, Helen Barthelemy, Mary Fleming, Frances Brown, Bridget ‘Bridie’ O’Hara.
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			Acknowledgements

			And a Note on the ‘Hammersmith Nude Murders’

			As well as writing novels I am also one third of a true crime podcast team – Crime Girl Gang. We take various unsolved cases, discuss them and solve them as we would if we were writing a novel: ‘fictional solves’ if you will. We’ve covered some fascinating cases, and if you are interested in true crime as we are, do check it out: crimegirlgang.com. My co-hosts (Elle Croft & Victoria Selman) are also crime writers and we have been lucky enough to have some brilliant guests, too.

			One of the most interesting cases we covered was the ‘Hammersmith Nude Murders’. Eight women were killed in London between 1959 and 1965. At least six of the murders were linked, though some argue they all were (in my fictional re-telling I have included all eight). No one was ever caught. Stranger still, to me, was the fact that I, a true crime junkie, had never heard of this case. 

			After we finished the podcast episodes, I delved deeper into it. There are several books about the case. I found Robin Jarossi’s The Hunt for the 60s Ripper, David Seabrook’s Jack of Jumps, and John Du Rose’s Murder was My Business particularly useful. There are also a couple of documentaries. However, the case is still little known, and still unsolved, yet the ‘Hammersmith Nude Murderer’ or ‘Jack the Stripper’ – as the killer was dubbed by the press – killed more women, more recently, than ‘Jack the Ripper’. 

			As I started reading about the case lots of things struck me, not least the difficult lives the victims had lived. It was a hard time for women who had children out of wedlock, a hard time if you were poor, and an undeniably dangerous and fragile life for prostitutes working London’s streets. 

			The victims all left behind children, partners and friends, they had lives they were cruelly taken from well before their time, and in the worst way imaginable. Irene Lockwood had a tattoo which led to her identification. ‘In memory John’, a detail that stuck out for me. She loved someone enough to have their name permanently marked on her body. She missed him. People would miss her. 

			All of the women were petite in stature and all had been sex workers. They all had children or unplanned pregnancies. More than one victim had been pregnant at the time of her death. They all had sexually transmitted diseases and they were all murdered brutally by someone who has never paid for the crimes. 

			This book, Loaded, is a fictional retelling. It is inspired by these events and by these women’s lives, but it is not factual. I am a novelist, not a detective. I hope that I have captured some of the social and economic circumstances of the time. My main character Faith is much luckier than the women who ended up dead at the hands of a killer. I like to think she is indicative of the positive changes brought about for women as the twentieth century progressed, not least the advent of birth control. 

			My detective, Jimmy Rose, gives a nod to the real detective who doggedly worked the case – John Du Rose – but the name is where the similarities begin and end. 

			I’d like to thank my Crime Girl Gang co-hosts, Elle Croft and Victoria Selman, for working through this case with me and for their unwavering support and friendship. Thanks to my agent Hattie Grünewald and the team at The Blair Partnership who take care of me so well. Thank you to Lucy Frederick, my editor, and the whole team at Orion Crime. 

			Thank you to Colin Free (thefreeview.co.uk) for his recommendations of films from the 60s to set the scene, and to Shan Newman for lending me books about Biba and talking to me about London and fashions in the 1960s. 

			I found this book incredibly difficult to write, more so than any of my other novels, and mere weeks before I was due to deliver the manuscript, it was in poor shape. Thank you to my husband Andrew who witnessed my meltdown, read through, confirmed it was ‘a bit of a mess’ (less politely), and spent days reading it and helping me to knock it into better shape. If ever there was a team effort, this book was it.

			Thank you to ‘Criminal Minds’ whose endless writing, llama and badger related chatter sees me through all the ups-and-downs of this strange writing life – jellyfish to you all. Thanks to all my friends who offer me such great support and to my sons Elliot and Eddie who keep me right-sized. 

		

	
		
			Part One

			‘Women have served all these centuries as looking glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size.’

			– Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1929)

			‘It is vain to expect virtue from women till they are in some degree independent of men.’

			– Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)

		

	
		
			Prologue

			June 1959

			Dukes Meadows, Chiswick

			Now he’s wishing that he hadn’t offered her a lift at all. She’s barely paused for air since she got into the car. It saves him from saying much, but he does think women should keep their peace. He thinks about another woman he knows who does this. Non-stop chit-chat.

			That’s who she’d reminded him of in the first place, the woman in the car. Probably why he’d taken pity on her. No, not pity, he’d offered help. Though driving her here is hardly helping exactly, it is what she wants. She’s that type. He pulls up into a small enclosure. It’s still warm, even though it must be close to midnight, and he has the windows down. He parks, killing the headlights, and an interior light comes on, revealing her staring intently at him, scarlet red lips pulled back in a too-bright smile. 

			He knows that smile. He’s been around one variation or another of it his entire life. It’s a smile that looks on the outside like it says, ‘welcome’ or ‘come here’, but actually it’s a sales technique. Like a window-front full of jarred sweets to a five-year-old, that smile lures you in. It makes the brain scramble and forget the limitations of the wallet. 

			It is a smile that causes momentary lapses. Ones that cost an awful lot. Some that cost more than others, certainly more than money. 

			She leans over and her hand is on his thigh. He feels his breath start to quicken and looks away. The light in the car – set on a timer – dims. She is so close now that he can feel her breath on his cheek. He can’t pull away because there’s nowhere to go. She is tiny and lithe and expertly touches him. Stroking, sighing, whispering as she goes. Words he stops hearing as a roaring, faint but growing, starts up inside his head. She takes his hands, places them inside her opened top. Bare flesh on bare flesh. He grabs at the material, forcing it fully open, and she pulls back, a chuckle of sorts but annoyed, he thinks. 

			‘Here, you’ve torn me dress.’ And that gives him pause, just for a moment, until she adds, ‘You’d better pay to replace it. We’ll square up after.’

			Square up.

			After.

			Her handbag is at her feet and his eyes fall onto it. It’s bright white, showing even in the dim night-time glow of the moon. Not an understated bag. Nothing about her is understated, except for her diminutive size. She’s kneeling up on the seat and bending forward, spilling out of her now-wide-open dress. 

			Even raised on her knees, her head is only a little above his. There is a thump as a stiletto falls from her foot onto the floor.

			She’s back to the little whisperings now, sweet nothings, his hands are on her once more and she is making mewling noises. Purring like a little kitten. For a second, he can almost believe it but then . . . 

			Square up.

			After.

			After the transaction. After she does business with him. 

			He’d driven her here. Offered her a lift. To save her walking. He hadn’t asked for anything in return. She had offered what he considered to be a thank you – as he’d expected she might. Yet here she was still peddling him for money. No like for like. No gratitude.

			No shame. 

			He smacks her then and she screams. Loudly. 

			He puts his hands out, pressing them against her mouth. Pressing with all his might to shut her up. And she keeps going for a yell, keeps wriggling, struggling, but he gets the better of her. Makes her shut up. Makes her stop moving. Makes her his for nothing. 

			No squaring up. 

			No after.

			When he is done, he sits back. She’s not moving. He lets go of her and she flops to the side. Both shoes are at her feet now, next to the too-bright bag and her knickers. She looks even smaller. Diminished, he thinks. She is diminished. She looks so young, her eyes wide open, unblinking, looking into his.

			He feels unreal. Like he is in his body but not. His brain jumps into action and he ignores his racing heart, his sweaty palms, a scream swelling up inside of him, wrestling to get out. He presses his lips shut, forces himself to tidy his clothes, to straighten up. He steps out quietly, walks to the passenger side, opens the door and lifts her up. 

			He carries her as one might a sleeping child, head lolling over one arm, the other cupping her legs where the knees bend. Her feet brush lightly against his thigh as he goes. 

			He walks as far as the river and he is glad it’s quiet tonight. Not always the way. Not even often the way. Though no one here at this time would be looking at what others were up to. He lays her down – as hidden as he can manage, which isn’t that hidden at all, but it will do. It will have to do. 

			The whole time he is careful. Careful not to look at her face, careful not to think too much, careful to do what he must, and then go. 

			He resists the urge to run back to the car, walking slowly, making as little noise as possible. When he gets in, turns on his lights and starts the engine, the bag in the passenger-seat footwell almost seems to glow. 

			He turns the key in the ignition and places shaking hands on the steering wheel. He focuses on the road, just the road ahead, and he makes his way home.

			He knows that after this night nothing will ever be the same again.
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