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  on radio. She is perhaps best known for her roles in Coronation Street and Emmerdale. Sherrie has been a presenter on ITV’s Loose Women for the last seven years.




  Sherrie was the winner of the TV series Murder Most Famous, hosted by famous crime writer, Minette Walters. In the show, celebrities competed to be chosen to write a Quick Reads novel and

  this book is the result.
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  Chapter One




  I was brought up in a small village in the north of England. Our street was long and narrow and the houses were joined together in a terrace. Each house had two stone steps up

  to the front door. Everyone kept the steps clean and white by polishing them with a donkey stone made from sand and cement. We would take old pots and clothes out to the rag-and-bone man with

  potato peelings for his horse. He gave us donkey stones in exchange.




  Everyone took such pride in the appearance of the outside of their houses. Woe betide anyone who didn’t keep their bit of pavement swept, and let the street down. Door knockers and letter

  boxes were polished to a high shine. The windows were washed with hot water and vinegar and dried with brown paper. Net curtains hung at all the windows and were kept beautifully white. They were

  useful to hide behind when the tally man came to collect money due, and to twitch when spying on the neighbours.




  When I was small the doctor’s man would come every Friday to collect his payment. There was no NHS in those days, so you had to give money each week as a kind of insurance to pay the

  doctor in case you got ill. Most families couldn’t afford to do this, so instead the women used all sorts of home-made remedies. Camphorated oil was popular and used all year round. If you

  had a cold one of your dad’s socks would be soaked in the oil. Then the sock was tied round your neck and fastened with a pin. Your vest would also be soaked in the oil, and then you’d

  be sent off to bed. Cod liver oil was used as a prevention and a cure for almost every ailment. At school we’d be made to line up, and one by one we’d be given a deadly spoonful. If you

  were sick, you were given another dose straight away. Diphtheria, polio and TB were the killers in those days just before the Second World War. Child mortality was very high.




  Winters were cold; summers were stinking hot. The houses had no insulation to keep them warm in winter and they were never cool in summer. We used to leave the front and back doors open for the

  breeze to blast through. We had a cold tap and a water barrel to catch the rain in the back yard. The water would freeze in the winter months and become stagnant in the dry hot weather.




  We never had much money but it didn’t seem to matter. All the kids loved the long summer days. We girls tucked our dresses in our knickers so we could move more freely. The boys wore short

  trousers, had scabby knees and always had snotty noses. Their mums spat in their handkerchiefs and used them to clean the boys’ dirty faces.




  The boys played marbles. I loved marbles – they were so pretty – but I had nothing to swap for them, like football cards or conkers. My favourite game was hopscotch. You drew a grid

  on the pavement with chalk and numbered the squares. Then you threw a stone into the grid and hopped on one leg to get to the square so you could pick the stone up. If you stepped on a line you

  were out. I was never quite sure what I was doing, but the older girls used to let me join in.




  There was also skipping, but this scared me. Two people turned the rope and you needed courage to jump into the middle. They’d sing as they turned:




  

    

      ‘The big ship sails on the ally-ally-oh,


      The ally-ally-oh, the ally-ally-oh.


      The big ship sails on the ally-ally-oh,


      On the last day of September.’


    


  




  I’d rock backwards and forwards in time with the rope, but I was too afraid to run and jump in. Instead, I’d watch the other girls. One, two, one, two. As the rope

  went up they’d run out again to shouts of glee. Not me.




  When dusk started to fall, the lights came on in the houses, casting shadows on the cobbles, giving them faces. In winter the chimneys smoked, warm coal fires beckoned and the smell of cooking

  wafted over us. Our tummies rumbled and the chill evening air nipped at our faces, and we’d drift off into our own homes. There was always a bit of shoving and pushing and kicking from the

  boys. I’d stand on our doorstep till the last kid had gone in waving at no one and singing softly, ‘The big ship sails on the ally-ally-oh, the ally-ally-oh . . .’




  We lived at number 26 Pevril Street. I loved the name Pevril, because it sounded like Bovril, my favourite drink. I had it at bedtime instead of Ovaltine. Had I known it was

  made from cows, I’d have been sick. There was a tannery just up the hill from where we lived. This is where they cured cow hides, scraping meat and fat from the animal skins –

  ‘chucking-up time’ we kids called it, because it stank. My dad worked there, but he would never talk about it. ‘It comes out as leather’ is all he would say. We were none

  the wiser.




  Two of the older boys on the street, Billy Taylor and his brother Terry, from two doors up, told us stories about the tannery. They said the cows were skinned alive.




  ‘If you listen carefully,’ they said, ‘you can hear them screaming.’ Later I realized these were just horror tales made up to scare us, but I believed them at the time. I

  had nightmares where cows’ faces stared at me, pleading to be saved. I cried and cried for those forgotten trapped creatures, little knowing that the future held the same horrors for me.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  Mum and Dad were my whole life. My mum was a real live wire, as Dad would say, full of life and laughter. She was a pretty woman with lots of red curly hair piled up on her

  head. And she had ringlets which would fall, one by one, down the back of her neck and over her forehead. I loved her hair and wished that mine was the same colour.




  I had pale blue eyes like my dad, but my mum had large dark green eyes, a sweet nose and full lips. Dad called her buxom. He said she was a fine figure of a woman which meant she got a lot of

  attention from men and loved it.




  They went out to the Royal British Legion every Friday night.




  I’d sit on a stool in her bedroom and watch her get ready. She was so beautiful. She started with her foundation garment – a tight corset ‘to hold it all in’. She

  couldn’t afford stockings, so she stained her legs with tea. Then I’d draw lines up the backs of her legs with her eyebrow pencil. I became quite good at it. They looked like the real

  thing.




  She talked all the time. Told me stories about how she wasn’t really going to the Legion. Instead, she was being whisked off to a port and would be boarding a liner and sailing to America.

  She laughed and said not to worry because she’d come back for me. Then we would both sail away on the boat and dine with the rich people. She promised to buy me a yellow silk dress and yellow

  satin shoes.




  In my mind, I’ve sailed on that boat so many times.




  Mum and I had a nice relationship. Not close and cuddly, but I liked her and I wanted her to like me.




  The last part of the ritual came just after she’d done her hair. I’d be in bed, waiting, with my hands over my eyes. She’d knock on my door and say, ‘I’ll be

  leaving now.’ As she walked in I’d lower my hands and look at her, all dressed up to the nines. She always wore a red dress which swished round her calves as she flounced up and down my

  room. She had little black gloves and a long black coat with a fur collar.




  But what I loved most of all was her hair. It would be swept up on the right side with a comb. All the curls tumbled down the left side. Even though there was only one ear showing, she still

  wore two fake-diamond earrings.




  These were my happiest moments. She’d walk to the door in her brown suede court shoes, turn and blow me a kiss. ‘Catch it, Doll,’ she’d say, laughing. ‘Watch the

  bed bugs don’t bite.’ And then she’d be gone. I’d lie back and dream of us on that great big liner sailing away to America.




  My dad was a mild-mannered soul, quite tall and thin with a black moustache. I hated the moustache because it tickled. To me he was the handsomest man alive. He had pale skin which tanned very

  easily in the sun. He always smelt clean, like carbolic soap. But his hands were stained by the red dye they used at the tannery. It looked like dried blood. He had hard calluses on his palms which

  made his hands rough to touch.




  When they went out Mum was always nagging him. ‘Put your hands in your pockets, Wilf. I don’t want people knowing you work up at that tannery. You always stink of dead cows. At least

  make the effort to look like you’re somebody, for God’s sake. Not some cheapjack common manual worker.’ I hated her doing that.




  Dad never answered back. He’d smile at me, lighting a Woodbine. ‘You see, princess? Can’t do right for doin’ wrong.’




  When I look back, I wish I’d been older and could have stood up for him – then maybe things wouldn’t have ended as they did.




  My favourite times with my dad were in the evenings. We had a wireless and it was a special treat for me to be able to listen to it. I’d sit on his knee enveloped by his

  safe arms. The fire would be warm and the shows were funny. We’d laugh and laugh. Mum used to say we were crazy. Eventually I would fall asleep and he’d carry me to bed.
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