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PROLOGUE


Wakefield, 1964


Poor Annie Wills never really had a chance in life. She knew it, and so did everyone else around her.


In fact, this certainty was such a large part of herself that Annie hardly allowed it to make her depressed any more. There had been moments where she’d hoped for better, but, since she was a young girl, she’d never really doubted that she’d been born having been dealt an impossible hand of cards, with the odds of lasting happiness heavily stacked against her.


And nothing much had changed since then.


Well, Maria had brought in sunshine, of course.


But along with Maria had come a whole new raft of added worries and fears, and so it had all balanced out to the same hideous level of strife and stress as far as Annie Wills was concerned.


‘Yer ’ave to, Annie,’ Gary screamed at her. ‘No ifs and buts – yer just ’ave to, do yer ’ear me? Yer don’t ’ave a choice.’


Choice, what’s that when it’s at home? thought Annie, as she closed her eyes, wishing her husband would shut his mouth.


But he wouldn’t.


‘If yer don’t do it, it’ll be the end of me, and then where will you and Maria be? Out on the streets, that’s where, and then you’ll be doin’ it just the same regardless, but without a husband to protect you or a roof over yer ’eads, and where will Maria end up? Top of shit creek without a paddle, that’s where,’ he ranted.


Annie forced open her eyes and she looked at Gary.


Protection?


He offered protection? That was a joke.


Gary was staring at her, confident now she’d bend to his will as always.


In his imagined triumph over her, he was disregarding the blood-edged nicks showing all over the front of his grubby shirt where the Waltons had, in the last hour, quite literally, driven their point home with repeated jabs at his chest with a flick knife. The wounds were only deep enough to snag the skin but not really wound him, although they’d left Gary, and Annie too, in no doubt that this was the Waltons’ first warning, and they’d have no hesitation in taking their threat to the next, possibly fatal outcome, should Gary Wills end up not doing their bidding.


Or, to put it another way, Gary had been left certain there wouldn’t be a second warning.


Annie had seen that Gary was terrified when he’d first made it home, the cuts on his chest oozing, as he’d stank of booze and fag smoke from the boozer, and cheap perfume from God knows who, with the dirt on his trousers and jacket telling his wife that he must have been rolled in the dirt by the Waltons as a final humiliation.


Annie and Maria had been having a cup of tea as they’d sat at the kitchen table this Saturday evening, listening to the new pirate station, Radio Caroline.


They’d recognised the familiar lurch of his drunken steps outside, and Maria had quickly turned off the radio and ran to her room, Annie giving a sigh of relief as she’d heard Maria turn the key in the lock on her bedroom door exactly as Gary had stumbled inside, and immediately squared up to his wife.


Annie had been disgusted by what he’d told her.


But she hadn’t been surprised.


She’d long known she had married a stupid man, and these days there was little that Gary could do to surprise her.


Gary’s tragedy was that he wore his stupidity on his sleeve so obviously, and this meant that everyone else could see it too, and from there it was only a small step to all and sundry taking advantage. Perhaps if he’d surrounded himself with more decent-minded people he’d have found the world treated him better. But Gary fancied himself a player, and consequently he always sought out the other lowlifes in the belief he’d be able to get one over on them.


And these lowlifes laughed at him, and delighted in thinking up new ways to show him as a fool. And the great lummox fell for it every single, exasperating time.


Illegal gambling, horse- and dog-racing scams, ringer gangs, jump-ups – Gary thought they all sounded wonderful and plunged in, only to fail spectacularly every time, usually upsetting the Waltons, while of course he was no stranger to the Wakefield police either. And as the Waltons had their fat fingers in all the juicy pies in the town, with everything leading back to them in one way or another, even when Gary thought he was getting one over on them, he wasn’t really.


And now Annie could see they had well and truly screwed Gary over earlier that evening. Nobody else would have dared to beat him up like that. The Waltons didn’t allow unwanted police attention caused by members of their seedy underworld. If violence was needed, they – and only they – were the ones allowed to dole it out. And clearly they were extremely peeved with Gary.


Annie thought her waste-of-space husband must owe the Walton brothers a lot of money, or that he’d done something really daft that the police had twigged, as he’d not been hurt enough to really damage him in a way that announced he wouldn’t still be expected to pay. If he had upset them in some other, more terrible way, he’d have been put through the wringer in a different manner.


It was rumoured the Waltons would cut off a fingertip just for the hell of it if someone was setting themselves up in a rival business, and, if that didn’t work, kneecapping usually did. Of course, anyone who was kneecapped knew they’d been badly hurt at the same time as they were in effect being given a final warning – and the rumour everyone knew was that there was only one more stage of punishment: death.


She glanced at Gary’s fingers. They were all present and correct, so she doubted he’d been running something that would hurt the Waltons’ business interests. It had to be money then, money he would have owed them and then ignored their demands for payment.


So just when Annie had thought she’d seen all that Gary could throw at her – the debt-collectors, his other women, his fist-happy treatment of her on a weekend night – it was now clear that somehow he’d managed to bring his family to a new low.


And he was even foolish enough to believe he was cleverer than his wife, to judge by the current glint in his eye that showed he was excited by the idea of Annie getting him out of his latest hole.


As she stared at him with disgust, Gary mistook her look for something else – fear, perhaps? – and he rubbed his chest as he gloated. But he’d forgotten the undressed and open flick-knife cuts on his chest, and his expression quickly became a wincing ‘ouch’ of pain.


Annie couldn’t quite hide her smile over him not remembering the tattoos of shame and dishonour the Waltons had so recently marked him with. She knew they wouldn’t treat their dogs with the contempt they’d shown her husband.


Instantly she realised her mistake by allowing Gary to see her smirk, and she prayed their daughter would stay in her room as the inevitable happened.


She’d taught Maria well, however, who was now lying on her bed with a pillow clamped tightly to her ears to drown out the noise.


And Annie just had time to raise her arms to protect her head as best she could as Gary leapt at her, pounding her to the ground with his fists raining down on top of her head, and then kicking her in the belly as he yelled, ‘You will do it, my girl. You’ll work off my debts with yer body, flat on yer back and for any man that wants yer, that yer will, and you’ll do it well, yer mark my words. The Waltons want yer, and they’re going to have yer.’


As Annie sank to the floor, she made herself as strong as she could, even if only in her mind, by reminding herself of everything she hated about her husband: his drinking; his gambling; his violence behind closed doors; his foolishness. And how she could see through his stupidity and his vanity, every single time.


This was her tried-and-tested way of making sure he no longer frightened her, and these days it worked every time.


She never retaliated once he was upon her. It was Annie’s small act of defiance as she knew how arousing he found it if she fought back, and the day she’d realised this was the day she decided to no longer fight him physically and instead she would suck it up without a scream or a sob or a move away from whatever he had to give, no matter how furious her passivity made him.


Still, this evening, Gary wasn’t so dim as to hit Annie around her face. She was a fine-looking woman in spite of her difficult life, and he knew he must take care not to harm what she could earn through having such a pretty face.


Annie made sure not to let out so much as a whimper. She thought of Maria, and the love she had for her daughter, and then she barely felt the pain of what Gary was doing to her.


He pulled her up off the floor and shook her hard in what was now pure rage. Somebody had to pay for all the frustrations he was feeling, and it might as well be Annie.


And as his wife began to lose consciousness, he bellowed at her as loudly as he could, flecks of spittle peppering her cheeks, ‘Yer going to be the best tart the Waltons ’ave, there’s no two ways about it. Yer going to lie on yer back, and like it, and yer going to have ’em coming back fer more. Do yer ’ear me, Annie, do yer fucking ’ear me?’


Her final thought before merciful oblivion came was that yes, she’d heard, and it was a horrendous thought that her life had come to one of being whored out at the whim of somebody else, although perhaps this wasn’t so very different to what had been going on in the marriage bed for the last fifteen years.


Annie wished her situation had been different, and that she and Maria could have survived without Gary.


But she and Gary were Catholics, and she’d always known that divorce was out of the question.


Once, she had tried to have a discussion about the failure of her marriage with the local priest during confession, but he had ducked the question of quite what it was that Annie should do to improve her life at home with a, ‘Be guided by your husband and believe in God’s will.’ Annie didn’t know about God, but, as far as being guided by Gary, it was all she could do not to laugh out loud, and then she thought God clearly had never lived with Gary if that was honestly believed to be any sort of a solution. And with no family of her own, who’d help her move away from him; and with no qualifications, realistically what were her choices? Annie had stood up and, without a care for how rude she was being, she’d left the confessional box right in the middle of the priest telling her about the three Hail Marys she should say, and she’d never gone back to the church.


In any case, the Wills family would never have let her go – their women did the men’s bidding, and they put up and shut up. Annie had seen their unsympathetic looks when Gary had given her a black eye in the past, looks that told Annie with a depressing finality that they all thought she must have deserved it. As far as they were concerned, for a wife to leave would bring unacceptable public shame on the family name, and no member of the Wills family would be bested by a mere woman – even when they knew their son Gary was a dead loss.


Annie knew she wouldn’t like having sex with punters, but she knew too that she wouldn’t despise them in the same way as she detested Gary.


And she would remain steadfast for Maria, the only good thing to have come out of her marriage, no matter what this new chapter of her life had to throw at her.


The strength of her hate for Gary would make sure she survived, Annie was sure, and keep her there to give her daughter the choices in her life that she herself had never had.


And then welcome darkness took Annie away from her dingy home and her shabby life, and for a while Gary was foolishly shouting only to himself.









PART ONE









CHAPTER ONE


Sixteen years earlier – Wakefield, 1948


Wakefield was still held fast in the harsh grip of post-World War II austerity when Annie, just fifteen, stared glumly down at the smuts of soot and coal dust on the pavement in front of her, smuts that dampened the colour on everything, even on the brightest summer’s day. The local coal mines kept the town alive, Annie knew, but she thought the stench of coal in the air made each breath tangy and strange.


But she wasn’t thinking about that just now.


There’d been an almighty bust-up at home and Annie Hooper was half propped on the outside windowsill to their tiny living room on the street side of their terraced cottage as she attempted to compose herself.


She tried to bite back the bitter tears streaming down her face, but she couldn’t.


It was no good – her father, John, was adamant she must leave school. She’d always known her father was cruel and selfish, and that this day would come, but she hadn’t for a moment had an inkling of just how much it would hurt. She loved school and she was exceptionally good at her lessons, and it was the very last thing she wanted to do.


Her teacher had just left the house.


Sadly, he’d touched Annie on the arm in sympathy as he’d shut the front door, sneaking a book into her hands as he’d passed.


She’d not been able to do more than manage a small and watery smile of thanks that suggested – as she’d told him already when he’d said to her he’d speak to her parents to persuade them Annie should stay on – that it had been a waste of his breath.


‘I know you mean well, sir, but my father doesn’t think education is for the likes of me,’ Annie had whispered in a shaky voice back then. ‘’E won’t take it well, you talking to ’im. Sir.’


‘Likes of you?’


‘Girls.’


‘He might not realise how clever you are, Annie, and I think he needs to know this. It’s such a shame if you leave school now.’


That’s as may be but, exactly as Annie had expected, her father didn’t care in the slightest that she was bright, and he had told her teacher so, only in much less polite language.


Margaret, Annie’s mother, cowered in the background, signalling to Annie with terrified eyes that, although she felt badly about it, there was nothing she could do to help her.


Annie wasn’t disappointed in her mother. John Hooper ruled his family with a rod of iron, and Margaret had long ago learned to button her lip.


And as the discussion had ended, nobody was left in any doubt that Annie would be starting work on the packing floor of the biscuit factory within the month.


Annie felt heartbroken as she sat on the windowsill.


She wiped her eyes and looked down at the novel her teacher had given her. It was a well-thumbed library book that presumably had been thought too old and tatty to be lent out any more. It was called Frankenstein, and was by a writer named Mary Shelley, and her teacher had whispered as he’d left, ‘Annie, this book was written by a woman when she wasn’t much older than you. Life can be very difficult sometimes, but remember you are every bit as strong deep down inside as the woman who wrote this.’


She saw the story in the novel was about a monster.


How apt, Annie thought. Well, she knew about monsters – her father had already seen to that, with his total disregard for anyone else in his family.


Annie heard her father open the front door and she quickly hid the book. He didn’t hold with girls reading.


‘Biscuit factory,’ he snapped to rub salt into her wounds as he went past on the way to the pub, and Annie couldn’t help but flinch.


He noticed this, and, with a sneer, quickly raised his hand, making her flinch again. He laughed but then decided a drink was what he needed, rather than giving his daughter a clout just to drive home how she had to do what he said.


Once he’d turned the corner at the end of the road, Annie ran her finger over the book’s debossed title on its cloth cover, and then she looked to her left, and to her right, to each end of the grimy street.


If this, and biscuits, was all life had to offer her, what was the point? She didn’t even like biscuits. And Annie had to struggle not to cry again.


‘Penny for them?’


She started as she was so lost in thought.


And then Annie looked up to see a young man she didn’t know, sitting on a boneshaker, who’d stopped nearby with one foot on a pedal and the other on the ground, presumably on his way home from a shift somewhere.


‘It’d be a poor exchange,’ Annie said as she ran a finger under her eyes, which were still damp from her earlier tears.


He laughed, and as she peered at him through her fair fringe, Annie decided that he had a ready smile.


They fell to chatting, and Annie heard herself agreeing to meet him at the same time the following day for a walk around the park.


Years later Annie realised that this very first conversation was probably the happiest she and Gary Wills had ever been in each other’s company.


When they’d met, Annie had never so much as kissed a boy.


And if only she knew then what she was later to learn, she would never have gone near Gary Wills with a bargepole.


But just five months after Annie began work at the biscuit factory, she was well and truly in the family way, and she and Gary were being rushed into marriage.









CHAPTER TWO


Annie had realised almost as soon as the wedding ring was on her finger that Gary Wills was hopeless in all respects and, without knowing it, she had neatly slipped an unbreakable noose of her own making securely about her neck.


Yes, Gary was easy enough on the eye if you liked that sort of thing – Annie found she did less and less – and he had a pleasant smile, but only if he felt like making an effort.


At first, when they were walking out, he’d seemed a kinder man than her father, a man ready to listen to what she had to say. He could make her laugh, and the irony – she felt later – was that this had made her want to let Gary go all the way in the park a month after they’d met.


That very first time was when Maria was conceived.


For poor Annie hadn’t been told a thing about pregnancy and the way it happened. And she hadn’t understood what Gary meant when he said he’d take care of it and that he would pull out. In fact she didn’t realise that what they’d done, which she hadn’t enjoyed much, could even lead to a baby.


But terrible morning sickness from almost the next day meant her mother had understood all too well exactly what had occurred, and then she had to help Annie hide the pregnancy from her father until Gary could be persuaded to marry Annie.


Gary refused to play ball.


And so Annie had had to tell her father, as her mother was too scared to.


The result was John Hooper marching to the Wills’ home, returning home with bloodied knuckles.


‘You’ll be getting married as soon as, my girl,’ he’d told Annie. ‘An’ then you’ll never darken these doors again. Yer not goin’ to be welcome in this house after that, do yer ’ear me, you trollop? You’ve made yer bed. Now yer ’ave to lie in it.’


That was the last time her father ever spoke directly to Annie, and neither set of the couple’s parents came to their registry office marriage. Two strangers were asked to be witnesses.


Annie knew that now she was Annie Wills she’d never be able to go to her parents for any help. They were like that. For them, she had ceased to exist, and so had the forthcoming baby. They would never want to see their grandchild.


Annie told herself that her parents had never really been much support to her.


But all the same she felt sad – she was only a week past her sixteenth birthday, and the one person in the world she could call on for help was her new husband. The husband that looked at her now with increasing distaste. It seemed a very big price to pay for a few minutes’ fumble close to the park bandstand.


The newlyweds moved into a cramped and dark bedsit at the top of a steep flight of stairs, and unable to hold down any employment for long, Gary began to drink far too much. Actually, Annie realised quickly, he may always have drunk too much and it was only now they were living together that it had become so glaringly obvious.


Of course Gary always had a good reason for why his jobs never worked out. His boss had had it in for him from day one, he was too clever for what they wanted, somebody had stolen some goods and laid the blame on him, and so on.


Annie never believed a word. Her husband was work-shy and often late to his job, and he was generally unreliable and dishonest, as well as unable to follow the simplest instructions a manager could give him. Even in the post-war years, with the endless shortages of strong young men, firms quickly decided to give Gary a wide berth, and Annie couldn’t blame them.


The inevitable consequence was that Gary felt increasingly aggravated.


And from there it was only a small step to slaking his anger through pummelling his fists on to Annie whenever he was furious, which was quite often.


One evening when she was heavily pregnant and feeling poorly, he’d said that she hadn’t cooked his sausages how he liked. And although she’d apologised profusely as quickly as she could and had taken the plate away, Gary had beaten her badly and then kicked her down the stairs, forcing her into an early labour.


Gary had quickly made himself scarce, and it ended up that a downstairs neighbour had had to ask in the local pub for somebody who could drive Annie to hospital.


She was kept in, and Maria was delivered safely after a traumatic and lengthy labour.


Annie, however, didn’t come out of it so well – the injuries Gary had given her had led to an enforced hysterectomy. And not a single doctor or nurse had asked how Annie had come to be so badly hurt.


Once mother and baby were back in the bedsit several weeks later, Annie was relieved to discover that Maria was a quiet baby, seemingly born with the knowledge that she must never cry if her father were there.


Annie loved Maria to distraction.


Gary barely acknowledged his flawless baby daughter.









CHAPTER THREE


Wakefield, 1964


Much to Annie’s surprise, becoming a brass for the Waltons’ empire wasn’t anywhere near as hideous as she’d expected.


Granted, there had been a terrible few minutes when, still feeling very groggy and with a thumping headache from the beating Gary had given her that Saturday night two days earlier, she was accosted on the way to the shops by Ted Walton himself. He was the family patriarch.


‘Mrs Wills, ’old up for a minute there. Or may I call yer Annie? Yer ’usband’s a fucker, ain’t ’e?’ said Ted in a companionable, almost soft voice as he got out of his Cortina and leaned against the car’s bonnet as he sparked a Player’s No. 6 and inhaled deeply, all the while gazing at her with unblinking blue eyes.


Annie didn’t think him wrong about Gary, but all the same she couldn’t prevent a shudder ratcheting through her body from having such a testosterone-driven man so close to her, which she hoped Ted Walton hadn’t clocked.


She realised the fact that the tone of Ted’s speech being chummy and almost as if they were old friends was much more terrifying than if he had shouted at her.


Ted stood up then, and stepped back a little to look her up and down appraisingly, as Annie felt almost as if he were looking at her naked, and he nodded as if he liked what he’d seen.


He held the open cigarette pack towards Annie, and she shook her head.


‘All right for me to call you Annie?’ said Ted, still keeping up his polite veneer.


‘Yes, Mr Walton.’


‘Ted, please, Annie,’ said Ted.


‘Ted.’


‘Now we’re on first-name terms, Annie, I need to talk to yer about a problem I ’ave.’


Annie nodded. She knew what was coming.


‘Yer useless pile of shite owes me money. A lot of money, it ’as to be said. We’ve allowed Gary every chance to make good, and each and every time ’e’s taken the mickey. And I don’t like people doin’ that with me. Know what I mean?’ Ted’s voice was still silky, but, with each second that passed, Annie grew more scared as she knew that really there was a threat underpinning everything Ted Walton said.


Oozing menace, he moved so close to Annie that when he breathed she could feel the jacket buttons close to his chest nudge against those of her mac, and she had to fight every impulse not to back away.


There were a few seconds of pulsating silence and then at last Ted went on, ‘And so I’ve said to Gary, with the ’elp of my little friend, something ’as to give. And yer know what that something is, Annie?’


Annie heard the crack of herself swallowing at the words ‘little friend’ – she was pretty certain that Ted was referring to the flick knife that had marked Gary’s chest so vividly.


‘And do yer know what that something is, Annie?’ Ted repeated, an edgy, raspy sound creeping into his voice now.


Annie felt a wave of fear, and had the sensation of blood rushing close to her eardrums.


Ted put his body full-frontal against hers, grabbed her arm and held his lit cigarette so close to one of her eyeballs that Annie could feel its heat.


She squealed but she saw that Ted realised at once that this was because he was holding her around her painfully bruised arm, and not because of what he was doing with the cigarette near to her face.


Ted relaxed his body and stepped back, and then he pulled up her sleeve a couple of inches, before he shook his head angrily as he stared at her mottled skin, and Annie felt this was more that he was cross at what Gary had done to her, than because he was angry with her.


Still, Ted’s voice was kind no longer as he brought the cigarette tip even closer to her eyeball.


Annie had no doubt that he would press it against her if he were further riled. ‘Gary’s debt is now yer own debt, yer understand, and yer going to work for me as an ’ooker until it’s all paid off. And if yer don’t want to do this, I ’ear tell yer ’ave a good-looking daughter – I don’t ’old with young girls plying their trade, but somebody ’as to pay this money, and I’m sure yer would rather it were yer, than yer girl? Wouldn’t yer, Annie?’


Annie squeaked out a strangled-sounding ‘yes’ as she felt an unbidden tear slide down her cheek.


‘I won’t mention yer daughter to Gary,’ Ted’s whisper in her ear was loaded with menace, ‘as I don’t want him to start thinking ’is debt could be paid off double-quick that way. As I say, I think innocence is important when it’s a girl, and not to be thrown away. And I think yer smart enough never to allow a pretty young lass like yer girl, all long legs and a trim figure and Bardot hair, to ’ave to pay off ’er father’s debt this way, know what I mean?’


Annie nodded furiously to let him know she completely understood, and that Ted would never have to speak to her about this again.


She and Ted held each other’s gaze for what felt like an age. And suddenly Annie felt she had moved beyond fear, almost to an out-of-body experience.


Although the street was quite busy with pedestrians, and she could hear the sound of cars driving by, not a single person came to her aid, even though she and Ted Walton were standing like that in broad daylight. The reputation of the Waltons meant nobody dared to challenge what was going on between her and Ted.


Then Ted moved back and took another drag on his fag, and, back to his kind voice, told her, ‘I see we’re in tune with one another, my gal. That’s good – I appreciate it. Take a week or two to get over those bruises, Annie. And tell Gary that if he ever marks yer again, we’ll hurt ’im twice as much as what he’s done to yer – we’ll let ’im know too, although not in the careful words yer’ll use. Yer our property now, and we see yer as money on legs – and you and ’e must never forget that. Capeesh?’


‘Yer won’t ’ave to come looking for me.’ Annie was keen to show Ted Walton she would do his bidding, as quickly she added, ‘The very minute my bruises are gone, I’ll be there at your club, ready and able to work.’


‘Atta gal.’


Ted didn’t need to say more, as Annie had received the message loud and clear – and he knew she had taken it on board – that if she didn’t do his bidding, then he would come calling for Maria. And hell would have to freeze over before Annie would allow that to happen.


And then Ted flipped the cigarette stub into the road and made a show of brushing off the sleeves and the lapel of his jacket as if he’d made it dusty, although Annie understood this was more for dramatic effect than because he needed to.


At last Ted folded himself back into his Cortina and drove off, deliberately gunning the car’s engine so that it loudly surged as it screamed away from the kerb, Ted saluting Annie with two fingers to his brow as he did so.


Now that the immediate danger had passed, Annie was left a trembling wreck.


The mix of the quiet reasonableness along with the threatened violence in his words, coupled with the way Ted Walton had accosted her and then taunted her with the lit cigarette, was much, much scarier than Gary kicking off. It suggested so much more simply by relying on her own fevered imagination to do the hard work for him, and Annie knew that she never cared to repeat the experience if she could possibly help it.


Gary could only offer brute violence, and although of course Annie hated this, there wasn’t the unknown quality about it that Ted Walton had threatened her – and Maria – with.


Still, however, Ted Walton had given her a silver lining to this particular cloud. By the weekend, Annie realised that although she had never dared to mention her conversation with Ted to Gary, the Waltons must have had a word with him separately, as, although he winched up his verbal abuse of his wife, her husband was much more cautious about keeping his fists under control.


Annie made sure she didn’t show she’d noticed Gary’s twitches to the face or his clenched jawline, or the jerkiness in his angrily clasped fists as he fought to control himself, and she understood suddenly just how used she had got to him giving her a thump whenever he wanted. But in just a matter of days there’d been a sea-change, and now Gary’s body twanged tautly with frustration at this enforced impotence. Once she heard him punching the wall to their outside privy in fury, although the bricks obviously didn’t yield in the way that she had, as the thump sound was immediately followed by a pathetic wail of a childish ‘Ow’.


She hoped Gary wouldn’t forget too soon the Waltons’ threat that should he hurt Annie further, then their wrath would descend on him.


But, for now, it seemed that everyone knew that should this happen the net result wouldn’t be pretty, and Annie liked it very much that she and Gary seemed to be very much in agreement of the consequences, should he slip up and let one fly at her.


Annie made sure to turn up for work exactly as she had promised Ted Walton, on time and with a pleasant expression that gave no whiff of the ‘face like a slapped arse’ that Gary had just started accusing her of looking at him with.


As her bruises receded, Annie spent the days before her initial shift trying not to think about working at the Waltons’, which proved impossible, and then she found herself fretting endlessly over the course of the next three or four days about precisely what she would be expected to do.


Gary had always been very basic in his sexual demands, and it was always over in a very few minutes, and although this had suited Annie over the years, she was pretty certain there would be a lot of men out there who would be much more adventurous with their sexual demands, although the technicalities of quite what they would be asking her to do to them, she didn’t care to imagine.


Then it turned out that that level of anxiety about the future proved impossible to sustain, and thus Annie was pleasantly surprised to discover that by the time she arrived at the illegal drinking den where she’d been told to go, she felt surprisingly resigned to what was going to happen and actually relatively cheerful about spending some time away from the household. However grim it was going to be, it was unlikely to be a patch on what she was going through at home, was Annie’s reasoning.


Gary was like a bear with a sore head; the penny had now well and truly dropped in his mind that Annie going to work for the Waltons meant that also, by necessity, she was going to have various men pawing over her.


Although he’d talked the talk before, when he’d said to her she would have to work off his debt as a brass, clearly he hadn’t thought through the reality, and now he had, Gary didn’t like being set up as a cuckold.


Typical, thought Annie, and then she decided that dealing with Gary was like having a hugely overgrown toddler in the midst of the Terrible Twos every day and with no respite. It certainly didn’t make her want to placate him.


Meanwhile, Annie had drilled Maria on not being around her father of an evening if she could help it, and Maria had told Annie in a knowing way that she was about to be having lots of homework, homework that she would do at the small desk in her bedroom rather than at the kitchen table as usual, and then Maria had reminded her mother that, anyway, Gary would have left for the pub by six o’clock and then Maria would be in bed and asleep by the time he staggered back home.


And things got even better for Annie when it turned out that Ted Walton didn’t want her as one of the girls the family ran who were expected to work the street corners, standing outside in all weathers, with many of their customers being as rough as rough could be.


Instead, Ted Walton had loftier plans for Annie, as he wanted her to work as someone who almost might be a hostess in one of his family’s illegal drinking dens. Almost, but not quite be a hostess, as it was obvious from the start to Annie that although this role showcased brilliantly her looks and excellent figure, no matter how everyone dressed it up, she would still be nothing more than a glorified prostitute.


Still, Annie realised immediately that working in one of Ted’s clubs gave her a pretty decent level of physical protection against violent clients, as who was going to want to go up against the Waltons if they could possibly help it? And especially so when punter and brass would be doing the deed on the Waltons’ actual premises. Not many men, Annie surmised, and quickly she was proved correct in this reasoning.


Annie felt oddly grateful to Ted for making this decision about her, as at the forefront of her mind was the fact that she must, at all costs, take care of herself as best she could.


She never forgot for a moment that she had Maria to look after, or that Ted Walton might come calling for her one day if Annie didn’t do exactly as she was told.


But the more she got to know Ted, the more she believed he had told her the truth that he didn’t hold with having in his empire very young girls as brasses, not least as all of the other prostitutes she saw who worked for him were obviously at least twenty. And so slowly Annie relaxed slightly about this as she thought things would have to go terribly wrong for Ted to force Maria into the game, and that this wasn’t going to happen on Annie’s watch, of that she was determined.


Meanwhile, in the smoky bar of the drinking den, Annie was always warm and dry, while when she was in one of the backrooms where she would see to her clients, she always had the luxury of a big tough bouncer within shouting distance who was ready to come to her assistance upon her call of the special codeword should a john turn nasty.


And thus it wasn’t long before Annie had somehow managed to put right to the back of her mind the terrifying moment when Ted had threatened to jab his lit cigarette right in her eye as she got used to the sense of safety that working wholly within the surrounds of the drinking den afforded.


She knew that if she’d been out on the streets it would have been a different matter, and the danger level much higher, and so every moment she spent in the drinking den Annie counted herself lucky that she never had to fear for her life as she would have if she were plying her trade outside, or as Gary had made her feel when he was in a real temper with her.


Ted made it clear that Annie’s job as an indoors brass was to look decorative, and as an opening gambit, she needed to make the customers feel special with admiring talk and by her fetching them endless drinks.


Once Annie enquired of the bar staff how much these drinks cost, and she nearly fell over when she learned they were at least ten times the price of pub drinks and often a lot more, although the lure to punters who were happy to pay these extortionate prices was the drinking den remaining open until dawn, which was a long time after the boozers rang for last orders at ten-thirty each evening, and – aside from the lure of sex with good-looking women such as Annie – Ted’s clientele could enjoy as much gambling on cards and dice games as anyone could want.


Annie heard whispers of more specialised goings-on in the countryside around Wakefield that the Waltons were engaged in, such as bare-knuckle boxing and dog fighting, where the Waltons would operate a tote after charging sky-high entry fees. Although Annie never saw anything like this herself, she didn’t put these rumours past Ted or his brother Frank. If it was illegal and would make them money, she thought it highly probable they’d be involved.


Of course, what was always clear to everyone sitting around one of the green-baize tables or at the bar, was that Annie, although only at a price, was very ready to make a rich man extremely happy indeed for a few minutes – or a bit longer if he were willing to reach into his wallet for a further bundle of notes.


Annie got very good at giving the sort of look at a client that suggested the promise of more, and it became normal for her to be able to charge her punters for the extra session.


All in all, Annie appreciated that the Waltons treated her fairly and that neither Ted nor Frank ever made advances towards her. And she liked it that before her first shift at the tables she had been sent to a clothes shop where the Waltons had an arrangement, in order that she could choose a couple of decent cocktail dresses that would give the impression that the joint had a bit of class, along with some appropriate costume jewellery and expensive stilettoes, none of which she was expected to dip her hand in her own purse for.


Although pantyhose tights were the fashion, Annie was told, as she paraded her new dresses before Ted, she must always wear stockings and suspenders, and they were never to be removed no matter how much a man might beg. Time was of an essence, he added, and so once one trick was finished and she was cleaned up, she needed to be back near the bar ready for her next client. Putting on the stockings and suspenders just wasted time when she could be earning hard cash. She needn’t bother with any knickers, Ted added. Some men could have made an instruction like this sound sleazy, but when Ted said it, Annie never thought his comment other than practical.


Indeed, during Annie’s first couple of times with punters she was surprised how easy it was to excite the men sitting on the bed just by teasingly revealing a bit of thigh peeping out above her stocking top and then pushing down her the snugly fitting pencil skirt bit of her dress again with a wiggle and a wriggle of her hips until she was demurely covered, perhaps seeming not to notice a minute or two later that she’d allowed the skirt to ride up again.


Men really were very basic, and remarkably similar to one another, Annie couldn’t help but think, and sometimes she thought they enjoyed her teasing them every bit as much as – if not more than – the actual sex that inevitably followed.


It went so well and Annie proved such a success that it wasn’t long before Ted announced he was putting Annie’s prices up. She decided that this was something she wouldn’t tell Gary about, as it might be like adding petrol to an already burning fire.


The very best thing about her stints at Ted’s drinking den was that Annie was shown the ropes of the trade by Joyce, an older woman who clearly had a heart of gold. Joyce carefully explained to Annie the ins and outs of necessary things, such as how she should douche to get herself ready for her next trick, or try and get a john to wear a rubber, and Annie was really grateful for this freely given advice.


Joyce clearly had once been an amazing beauty and she had been a brass for many years, working her way up through the ranks of the Waltons’ organisation to her current privileged position of working for herself as an indoor brass, giving the Waltons a cut of what she earned through her ‘private arrangements’ with her regulars.


Joyce’s clothes were obviously expensive and her copious jewellery real gold, plus she had a new car of her own, and a reputation across the whole of the county it seemed, to judge by the number of men who came to the drinking den just for her services, and so Annie suspected that Joyce’s prices were probably sky-high.


There was something incredibly likeable about Joyce, Annie felt, and a generous, wholesome quality too despite what Joyce did for a living; she found very quickly that there’d be a smile on her face should she find herself thinking about this warm and welcoming older woman.


Joyce helped Annie with her make-up and hair, making Annie laugh when she said as she backcombed Annie’s hair and showed her how to do her eyes and lipstick, ‘There’s a trick to making a man think yer’ve just got out of bed, and can’t wait to get back in again with ’im. It’s come-to-bed eyes and a painted mouth, and ’air just messy enough for ’im to imagine ’is ’ands in it. Next time, watch me half-close my eyes and run them from his toes slowly up to his face, and then quickly back to his crotch with my mouth slightly open as I look down and I take a big breath. They’re putty in my hands at that point, and it’ll be the same with you.’


Annie turned out to be a keen pupil in the art of seduction, and she was fascinated by the way in which, with a mere flick of the hand, Joyce would command some punters to come back the next night, saying that she was too tired to see to them that evening, or she just didn’t fancy it, and these johns seemed perfectly happy to be bossed about.


At first Annie wondered if Joyce was poorly and was suffering a long-term health condition, seeing how many men were sent away, not that they ever looked frustrated or upset at this turn of events.


Then one evening Joyce winked conspiratorially at Annie behind the back of the retreating client, and Annie realised what Joyce said to these johns was simply a charade and in fact part of the sex, even if the actual sex didn’t take place for several days. It was just the way Joyce conducted her affairs and kept her clients eager to come back for more.


‘I can’t believe how they take it like a lamb when you’ve just refused them,’ confided Annie one evening as she spat on to her black block of mascara and rubbed the bristly brush on it before fanning it across her lashes.


‘If I’m honest, it took me a while to learn the trick to it too,’ admitted Joyce. ‘But they like it even more when they do come back, so much so that often they might not even have time to get their trousers off. Ted’s very keen on all his brasses each ’aving their own little speciality, as that way all tastes are accounted for, and this is mine.’


‘Really?’ said Annie.


‘Yes, really. I say I’m going to charge them double if that happens, and then I take my time lifting my skirts or hoicking my top a bit lower at the front, and quite often by then it’s all over. I think it’s the threat of the double payment I’m going to take that tips them over the edge,’ Joyce explained. ‘I’ve one I’ve only got to call a naughty boy as I let him look down my top as I drop something on the floor – I told him if it ’appens again, it’s triple payment. He’ll be in later, and it’ll be the easiest tenner for not more than two minutes of my time, although I always talk to him for another few minutes so nobody can guess how quickly he goes.’


‘I’m shocked,’ laughed Annie.


‘It’s all about reading human nature, and then talking the talk,’ Joyce said. ‘Yer’ll find your own special trick. But for now yer looks and yer figure are all yer need.’


‘Does Ted know about you sending them away?’


‘This way they visit twice, and will drink at the bar and play some cards, and as I pay over a proportion of my money, the club doesn’t lose seeing as ’ow I charge a premium for this. Does Ted know, you ask? I’ll let you into a secret – me ’olding back on the punters were ’is idea to begin with!’


And then Joyce and Annie had to think hard about defenceless kittens and puppies getting run over by huge lorries so that they felt sad and therefore weren’t at risk of their loud gales of laughter being heard over at the den’s bar area.


Every single penny that Annie earned went straight into the pocket of the Waltons, of course. In fact she never saw a glimpse of any of the cash as a punter would pay the bar staff, who would then tip Annie the nod that the money had been received and it was now over to her. It was always payment in advance, she noted, and if somebody were with her too long, the bouncer would knock at the door to hurry things along.


Gary knew he had to give the Waltons what he could from his wages at his latest job as a cleaner at the steelworks, and so there wasn’t much extra cash at home, and certainly this did nothing to put him into a good temper. But Annie didn’t mind too much that they had to eat endless jacket potatoes with margarine as she knew the other side of this was that Gary must have used up all the free credit he could get in the local pubs and offies, and so when she wasn’t at home he wasn’t going to be as pissed as he liked to be, which in turn had to offer Maria a greater sense of protection.


Annie understood from the off that she’d never know the full story of all of Gary’s debts and indiscretions with the Waltons, with his silly decisions and multiple gambling dues, and his inability to properly do much of the grunt work they asked of him, although his endlessly sour face told the story of just how far he was in shtuck to them.
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