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own habit. Looking back, you’re just 
trying to justify it to yourself. When you 
first go out you are making decent money 
because you are new, but that soon slows 
down and reality takes hold. The longer 
you’re out there, the more haggard you 
look, so it becomes harder.

You think you can make a lot of money 
but really women have lied to you. “I 
wouldn’t get into a car for any less than 
£50” is a load of bollocks. I’d see women 
and they would be scoring huge amounts 
of drugs. You just presume it’s for a 
couple of hours’ work but they would be 
working all night, nearly a 12-hour shift, 
to get that amount of money.

They don’t talk about the nights when 
they don’t get a punter, or they get a 
punter and it’s a tenner. They don’t 
talk about it, so there is an awful lot of 
bravado and lies that go on. I’ve stood out 
in morning rush hour, the birds bloody 
tweeting. You feel panic, absolute panic 
and desperation.

You don’t have pimps in Hull, you 
have boyfriends who coerce you and 
encourage you and sponge off you to 
support their addiction, so you’re not 
just supporting yours, you’re supporting 
the boyfriend’s addiction and often their 
mate. Most of the addicts are men and 
they will prey on women to support their 
habits. If you say you don’t want to go out 
tonight, you can get a kicking.

I can see how I got preyed upon, that 
I was used something awful. I thought 
at least I’m not hurting anybody and I’m 
making my own money, but the self harm 
I was doing by standing on that street 
corner outweighed the money.

You put yourself at risk because you 
need the score. You’ll go with a fella, he 
could have HIV, but that doesn’t enter 

Daisy jumped off a bridge twice but was told she couldn’t 
have support because she wasn’t suicidal. Julie Tomlin hears 
about the Catch 22 situations that keep sex workers on the 
streets, addicted to drugs and separated from their children 

Former sex workers in Hull have written 
a book about their lives, telling stories 
that include childhood abuse, drug 
addiction and their experiences selling 
sex on the city’s Hessle Road.

An Untold Story was written by 12 
women and edited by Emma Crick from 
the Hull Lighthouse Project, a local 
charity that supports women in the 
sex industry. Laying bare the realities 
of street prostitution, the book also 
explores the failures of those who could 
have helped the women and how cuts 
are affecting what few services do offer 
support. The women also write about the 
devastating impact of having children 
taken into care. A last resort that often 
seems like the only course of action left to 
underfunded authorities, the experience 
often sends women deeper into the spiral 
of addiction. 

Here, five of the women talk about 
their experiences and the negative 
impact of Hull’s use of Section 222 local 
government powers against antisocial 
behaviour to crack down on sex work. 
They also discuss their hope that if their 
voices are heard, then their struggles 
to rebuild their lives could help create 
effective alternatives.

MILLIE
By the time you’re stood on that street 
corner selling yourself you have no 
choice. You have the initial choice: it is 
your choice to take heroin. But when you 
start you’re at a very vulnerable place or 
time in your life and because you get that 
feeling of euphoria, it’s either have a shit 
life or feel really good. What choice are 
you going to make?

When you start working you have the 
mentality of at least I’m supporting my 

your head. I’ve got into cars with two or 
more punters because I was desperate. 
Really I should have said no – they 
could have done anything to me. I had 
incredibly bad kidneys but I didn’t realise 
because heroin is such a strong painkiller.

Section 222 didn’t benefit anyone at all. 
We noticed at first that some girls weren’t 
working, because of the shame of being 
caught and their name being in the paper 
– for them and their families. Others were 
working but we didn’t know where they 
were going and we couldn’t help them. 
Hull cleaned up the streets but only for a 
few months, and heroin addiction doesn’t 
care. Look at the Ipswich murders. There 
was a serial killer on the streets yet they 
were still going out to work. Heroin 
overrides everything, including your 
survival instincts. Now we’re noticing 
girls coming out on the streets again, 
but we can reach them then, get them 
into treatment, into housing, into mental 
health treatment. We couldn’t when it 
was full blast with the 222.

Support is needed right at the 
beginning, before it gets to where you 
are stood on a street corner funding your 
habit by sucking somebody’s cock. All 
the problems need sorting out, not just a 
drug problem or a mental health issue. 
I was in a domestic violence unit. They 
couldn’t sort out the drug problem for me, 
they couldn’t sort out the mental health 
problems. I’m more than a bunch of 
individual problems. I’m a whole person.

I needed support, not my children 
taken away from me. I needed someone 
fighting on my side who would say: 
“Look, you need treatment. If you get 
that treatment you can keep your kids.” 
Not “Right, we’re taking your kids away. 
Flounder.”

They move the goalposts, you do what 
they ask and then all of a sudden they’ve 
changed it again and when you’ve failed 
your children, the guilt of that makes you 
use even more, so you’re going backwards 
and you’ve got no hope of getting your 
kids back because you’re in full blown 
addiction. 
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CASSANDRA
The book isn’t about how great 
prostitution is. This is the honesty – the 
pissy pubes, the truth. I got beaten up 
really badly. I got a steering lock smashed 
against my face, broke nine teeth and had 
to have my whole mouth reconstructed. 
It’s not the story you’d have your 
grandchildren all sitting round the fire 
for, telling them about when you worked 
on the lane, but we’ve got the guts to 
speak out and we’ve got the opportunity. 

It’s a conversation that’s needed, 
especially in Hull.

You don’t think when you take heroin 
or crack that you’ll end up addicted 
and a prostitute. But when you’re out 
there selling your arse, that’s all you’ve 
got – it’s the only thing you’ve got left. It 
never used to be just about addiction. The 
problem they faced was poverty, but now 
it’s mostly heroin and crack addiction.

You don’t use a phone or the internet 
because they aren’t the instant cash 
transaction. You need that money now 
because you need a hit and that’s all that 
matters.

When you’re on the street you’ve 
become the lowest of the low and you’re 
at the point where you’re giving yourself 
away, and a lot of the punters who come 
along, bankers, lawyers, a lot of them 
want the responsibility taken off them, 
so they want to hire someone who is the 
lowest of the low.

I have been in the position when it’s 
been pissing with rain or snowing and 
no one’s taken me. Or you stay out there 
until you finally get someone, even if you 
stay until 7am. There is a morning shift. 
That’s when you’re really desperate, and 
the punters, they come up to you and say 
will you do it for a tenner and you say 
yeah. You’d do anything for a tenner.

The trouble with Section 222 is that the 
girls are still coming out. At least on the 
lane you can be safe. You can keep an eye 
on them and what’s going on. If there’s a 
serial killer it would be so much easier 
for him to kill prostitutes because they 
are being shoved into the alleyways.

The system needs sorting out. We’re 
the bottom, the dregs – that’s how we’re 

considered. But it’s the likes of us who 
can create the alternative that provides 
answers that would possibly work.

DAISY
We need more support, of every kind. 
People who have got addictions, 
there’s no support for them. We need 
counselling. If you have got a drug 
problem there are underlying things 
about why you have a drugs problem and 
you need support for that. 

I lost my bairn and social services said I 
couldn’t get my bairn back because I take 
drugs, so I asked them to put me in rehab 
but was told I didn’t need it because I 
don’t take drugs every day. 

They move the goalposts. I did 
everything they asked and then they 
changed it again. My mental health 
problems started. Social services 
wouldn’t put me in rehab. I couldn’t get 
any help and I jumped off the bridge. The 
coppers left me in the hospital by myself 
and I jumped off the other bridge. When I 
went to get support for my mental health 
they said you’re obviously not suicidal 
because you’re here now. You actually 
have to die to prove that you are suicidal. 

MIA
When I first started out on the street I 
was 17 but then I met a man and married 
him. I thought somebody will look after 
me now, but once he found out what I’d 
done, he put me back out there. 

The only time I went out was when I 
went out to work. There was no support 
at all. It was a case of just get on with it or 
walk. I waited 10 years before I did walk 
but I did it, with just the clothes I was 
stood up in. I’d paid for all the furniture 
in the house but I thought if it means 
getting rid of you, you can keep the lot. 
He controlled me for 10 years so once I 
got away from that, it was such a release. 
I was never in prison but it was like being 
in jail. I would have probably have been 
better off if I was.

There was no help. I did meet  
another man and we ended up having  
a relationship, but he died. He was my 
rock then.

Before I went to Lighthouse I didn’t 
really go outside. I was quite happy 
to sit in the house. Then I went to the 
Lighthouse and they’ve been amazing. 
They took us out on trips. We’ve been 
here there and everywhere. They are 
there if we need them for support.

JEMMA
The input I’ve had in the book hasn’t 
even scratched the surface. I spent time 
in Bradford as one of the gangster’s molls, 
running up and down to London for 
heroin. When I was working the street 
I was attacked. I had a broken clavicle, 
wrist and busted face. You’re out there 
in freezing weather and in the throes 
of heroin addiction. You don’t know if 
you’ve got pneumonia or not.

There’s a lot of bravado. People don’t 
let on that they’re doing it bareback 
[without a condom] but they do it in 
order to get more popularity, more 
clientele. If things were bad for me 
personally I’d put special offers on – do 
half an hour for £30 instead of £50.

When I was in the throes of heroin 
addiction, I went to social services and 
asked them to support me. I asked them 
to help me because I couldn’t look after 
myself, let alone my son. They didn’t 
want to know – and when my son was 
taken into care it was by someone else’s 
say so, not by them investigating me. 

When social services allowed me to 
have my son back, I had been in prison 
for 11 months and I was clean, and happy 
to stay clean. But they went and stuck 
me in England’s drug capital, Bradford, 
where there are heroin shipments here, 
there and everywhere. They put me in the 
city where I was at my most vulnerable.

If I could speak to my younger self 
I would say don’t suffer in silence. 
Anything that’s wrong, even the most 
minuscule thing that you think is wrong, 
speak up, be heard. I was a victim as a 
child because I was preyed on by older 
boys. I suffered in silence from six years 
old. I wish I had spoken up more, because 
maybe then life might have been a little 
more fruitful.

It’s very hard not to go back to it when 
you are poor and have got nothing. 
There’s not much food in my cupboards. 
But now I would prefer to struggle and 
be strong for my children than have to do 
that again. n

“I wasn’t in prison but it was like jail. 
 I would have been better off if I was.” 
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