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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.
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