



  




  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  





  I dedicate this book to my beautiful little mum, to my dad, who played such an important role in shaping my character in my formative years, to my stepfather Leonard Cross who

  played such an important part in my son’s upbringing, and to my precious son Mevlit.




  





  Prologue




  I didn’t have a Hollywood moment when I decided to become an entrepreneur. You know the kind of thing: a shaft of light shining through the clouds or Scarlett

  O’Hara scratching at the earth outside Tara. I’m afraid it was far more run-of-the-mill than that. In fact, I was sat on a bloody freezing lino floor when the idea came to me.




  I was seven at the time and didn’t even know what an entrepreneur was. So I didn’t decide to become one because of money (two shillings was a lot to me as a child) or power (my dad

  was in charge of my world, and it began and ended with him). I just looked at the grown-ups around me and decided that I’d always make sure that I and the people I loved were secure. And had

  warm chairs to sit on.




  My family and I were staying at my grandmother’s tiny terraced house in Bolton at the time. How we’d ended up there is another story. For now all you need to know is that weeks

  before our life had changed in just a few hours, when the bailiffs had arrived at our house. My dad’s central heating business had gone bust after his main client went under, owing him

  thousands, and the house – plus everything in it – was being repossessed. The only place to go was my grandmother Emily’s two-up two-down, and by God I hated it there, because she

  ruled everything with an iron fist and no velvet glove.




  Out back was a dark Tippler toilet, an oblong wooden box with a hole for a seat and a long black waste pipe which plunged into nowhere. Nicknamed the long drop, it was flushed with water from

  the scullery and stank to high heaven. Meanwhile, inside was a best parlour (which I hardly caught sight of because my grandmother treated it like a holy shrine that no child could enter without

  getting a clip round the ear) and the living room – the heart of the house because it was the only place with heat, courtesy of the cooking range. Pouring in and out, relatives would sit down

  at the huge square table in the middle of the living room to soak up the warmth or – if they were really lucky – on the one comfortable chair or tiny sofa that should have sat two but

  usually had about six people on it.




  That’s where I was sat on the day a visitor came over and turfed me off the sofa and on to the lino. And it was then, as I watched the adults soaking up the warmth from the range and felt

  the cold leaching into my bones, that I can remember thinking just one thing: ‘I will never end up like this. I will never let this happen to me.’




  And I didn’t. The drive that was sparked into life in that moment is what’s seen me through the last fifty years of ups and downs – with a hell of a lot of hard graft in

  between. It’s helped me build a business with an annual turnover of £100 million in the UK and Ireland alone, providing jobs for 7,500 people across nine countries. It’s

  also seen me through the darkest days of a relationship I thought might break me, and the years when I stared into the abyss of any mother’s worst nightmare – my son’s heroin

  addiction. Writing this book has made me remember it all, and I have to say it’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.




  But this isn’t going to be a ‘Look what I did so you can too’ book, because not everyone can. And not everyone should try. Building a business from scratch brings huge rewards;

  but there are sacrifices too, and I’m not going to soft-soap what they are. If you’re reading this then you should know that I don’t do bullshit. So let’s start from the

  beginning, work through to the present day and then, when you know what becoming a successful entrepreneur really takes, you can decide if you’re prepared to pay the price.




  





  Chapter 1




  It’s hard work, all this remembering. Trying to put my childhood into one neat box is complicated because it was so turbulent. Just like the whole of my life, really. But

  the first thing you need to understand is this: from the day I was born until now there have been ups, downs, but always lots of laughter. So although there were many aspects of my childhood that

  were less than perfect, and others that were never fully explained, I didn’t question any of it. I was born in 1957, when people didn’t sit children down and tell them every cough and

  spit of what was going on.




  That’s why I quickly learned to adapt to whatever was happening around me, which is lucky because, believe me, there was a lot of it. It’s a skill that has stood me in good stead,

  because I honestly believe you’re dealt the cards that life thinks you can handle and your job is to just get on with it. I’ve very seldom sat down and felt sorry for myself. And the

  few times I have I’ve soon got up, dusted myself off and carried on again.




  So exactly what is the best word to describe my childhood? Unusual. Yes. Very unusual. But whatever I tell you after this, always remember that I knew I was loved, which is all any child really

  needs. I was so loved in fact that my parents gave me something many kids aren’t lucky enough to be given: a sense of myself, a belief in what I could achieve and the capacity to love other

  people. I was taught how to love and I’ve done it all my life (although maybe there were a couple of times when I wish I hadn’t loved quite so much).




  My parents, you see, weren’t exactly a conventional couple. My dad, Arthur Channon Brewster, came from a middle-class Chester family. One of his sisters worked as a linguist for the

  Ministry of Defence, while another opened a string of garages in the Midlands. My dad was eloquent, intelligent, tall, dark and very handsome. With bright blue eyes and well-cut suits, the ladies

  loved him. But he was married with four children when he met my mum Minnie – she didn’t know that at the time, of course. She only found out the truth after my brother Stuart and I had

  been born, and soon left Dad in a rage. I don’t remember a thing about it because I was just a baby, but apparently she took me and Stuart to her Uncle Chris’s house in Oxford, although

  we weren’t there long because Dad soon brought us all home.




  Minnie left Arthur again and again after that, because theirs was a stormy marriage – packing up suitcases in a fit of rage, she’d head off, usually to my grandmother Emily’s

  house. But it was never for long, and even on that first occasion it was too late for Mum to leave for good, because my parents were quite simply the love of each other’s lives. There may

  have been many times when they couldn’t live very well together, but they couldn’t live apart either. Arthur and Minnie were drawn to each other like moths to a flame.




  However unusual my dad was, well, Minnie wasn’t exactly typical either. She came from a working-class Bolton family and had started at the local cotton mill aged fourteen, before getting

  married at nineteen and having my older brother Gary. So far, so usual, but then she left her husband after only a few years of marriage because he was a cruel man. By the time she met Dad, she was

  twenty-seven and living back at home with her mother Emily, who was looking after Gary while Mum went to work in the mill.




  I’m afraid the complications don’t stop there, though, because the women in my family are like something out of a Barbara Taylor Bradford novel. No wonder I’ve had my fair

  share of romantic dramas; even my grandmother Emily was cut off from her wealthy Bolton family, called the Guests, after getting pregnant out of wedlock. I don’t know what happened to the

  father of her baby, but Emily ended up marrying the local window cleaner, Henry Ingerson, who took in her daughter Peggy; and no one ever spoke about Peggy’s biological father again. Henry

  and Emily went on to have another three children – my uncles Chris and Jackie and my mum – and for a while things were good because apparently Henry did quite well financially. But then

  sadly he fell ill and by the time he died – when he was only in his forties – the family was pretty much penniless.




  Emily didn’t go out to work though. Her children were old enough to do that, so they were expected to tip up for the income needed to run the house. I’ll never forget my parents

  going off on their first holiday abroad, to Majorca, when I was about eight (I later found out it was their honeymoon, because it must have taken them that long to get their divorces sorted out).

  Just before they left, my dad bent down to give my brother Stuart and me each half a crown, but Emily had that money out of my hand the moment they turned the street corner. She even made me wear

  the same clothes the whole time my parents were away, only changing them the day they were due home. That’s why my grandmother was no longer just Emily to me by the time they got back. She

  was Evil Emily.




  I was never surprised at her treatment because I knew she couldn’t stand the sight of me. I was far too much like my father, and she couldn’t stand him either. But although Mum

  always said my grandmother was the way she was because she’d had a hard life, I could never quite accept that explanation. Lots of people have hard lives but don’t turn out so bloody

  mean.




  However she ended up that way, my grandmother ran her home like a Mafia don and I think that’s probably why she didn’t like my dad. Arthur Channon Brewster put her nose right out of

  joint when he appeared, because he was the one person who wasn’t scared of her in the slightest. He was way too macho for that.




  So all in all I wasn’t exactly born into a household straight out of a Doris Day film.




  My parents met when Mum went away for a weekend to see the bright lights of Blackpool. Dad, who at forty-two was fifteen years older than her, appeared at a dance at the Grand

  Hotel and soon swept her off her feet. Within a few weeks, Evil Emily had got so enraged by his constant visits that she bolted the door when Mum was on a night out with Dad and wouldn’t let

  her back in when she got home. My grandmother’s plan backfired, though, because the locked door gave my dad the perfect opportunity to come up with a spontaneous plan. What Mum didn’t

  know then was that he’d spend the next two decades cooking them up.




  ‘Why don’t you come to Ireland with me?’ Arthur asked, because he was working on a contract there laying pipework for North Sea gas at the time.




  I don’t know exactly what Minnie said but she must have agreed because they were never apart again. My parents soon settled down together and were Mr and Mrs Brewster to the outside world,

  even though they hadn’t actually married yet. All I can think is that Emily must have had her nose really put out of joint that her daughter had been taken from her, because my dad and her

  never learned to see eye to eye.




  My parents were completely in love. Truly, madly, deeply, and they remained like that throughout their whole lives, however sick of each other they got at times. They would kiss and cuddle even

  after twenty-five years together, and my dad would say the same thing to me time and again: ‘She’s the love of my life, our Hils. The love of my life.’ So I hope you don’t

  think too badly of him for walking out on his first wife and children, because that’s what I’m sure he did.




  I know that he tried to do the right thing, however wrong he’d been, because he continued to support them financially. Later, my mum would tell me that even during times when she’d

  had little money to feed us, she’d still put a postal order into the mail for Dad’s other family. He paid a high price for what he did because he lost his family and when he tried to

  make contact in later years, they didn’t want to know.




  My mum didn’t escape unscathed either, because my father refused to allow my half-brother Gary to live with them, so he stayed with Emily. But I think the fact that Gary didn’t live

  with us was the reason why, however hard Dad tried to get us away from Bolton – because as far as he was concerned it was a town full of peasant northerners who ate chip butties, whereas he

  came from posh Chester – he never managed to do it. My mum wanted to be close to Gary and went to see him every week to make sure that Evil Emily got enough housekeeping to provide for him.

  The tug of Gary was always there, which is why, whenever we moved away from Bolton, we always ended up going back again.




  While Mum visited Gary regularly, I didn’t see much of him growing up. It’s only in more recent years that I’ve got to know him and discovered that my brother is larger than

  life, full of intelligence and pragmatism. But while my grandmother adored him (because she wasn’t evil to everyone, you see), I don’t think Gary ever quite forgave Mum for leaving him

  and to be honest I don’t blame him for feeling as he did. I could never have picked a man over my child.




  But Minnie did, and I won’t judge her for it because what kind of life was she going to have without my dad? Working her fingers to the bone in a cotton mill for a pittance as a single

  mother was pretty much it. She fell deeply in love with Dad and he cared for her in a way that men did back then – by doing absolutely everything. So much so that when he died years later, my

  mother didn’t even know what a chequebook was. And that was how she wanted her life to be.




  The reason my dad didn’t want Gary to live with him was simple: he wasn’t going to bring up another man’s child. I can’t soft-soap it. Arthur was lovely, but a typical

  northern misogynist all the same. Later on he thought nothing of keeping me off school far more than I went to it because why did I need to be educated? I was a girl and so I was going to get

  married one day and didn’t need proper schooling. In the mean time, I could work.




  My brother Stuart was born in June 1955, and I arrived just under two years later, in March 1957. Apparently Dad’s first words when he came to see me in hospital were:

  ‘Is she really mine? She’s so ugly.’




  ‘Yes,’ my mum said. ‘But hasn’t she got beautiful feet?’




  ‘Well let’s just hope her face grows as beautiful as her feet then, shall we?’ my dad replied.




  It didn’t. I was about three when I developed Bell’s palsy, which made the left side of my face droop. Some of my earliest memories are of making the long journey to have electric

  shock treatment, which doctors hoped would get my nerves feeling again and bring my face back to life. Every Monday and Wednesday my mum and I would catch the first of the two buses we took to get

  to Bolton District General Hospital, where I’d sit as pads were put on my face to give me tiny electric shocks to stimulate the nerves. I used to hate the pain, but at least I was given a

  boiled sweet at the end of every session.




  The treatment worked and my face recovered, so I don’t know what my mum must have thought when the other side went. Once again Bell’s palsy had affected my face and it didn’t

  fully clear up until I was about eight. Maybe that’s why Minnie was so determined to make me into the picture-perfect daughter, which didn’t exactly come naturally. You see, as well as

  the Bell’s palsy, I was much more at home playing in the dirt than keeping dresses clean.




  The day Mum loved most every year – and I hated in equal measure – was Singer’s Day. It was held around Easter time each year and organized by the local church. I haven’t

  got a clue now exactly why the local kids had to parade through the streets. But whatever the reason, Mum would spend weeks preparing for the moment when she’d put me in a white dress and

  best shoes.




  ‘Don’t touch!’ she would cry if I so much as looked at the white dress she’d got ready and pressed for me to put on.




  I never quite understood why I had to take part in Singer’s Day – or go to church in fact – because my parents never went with us. I’m sure the only reason they sent

  Stuart and me was so that they could have a bit of peace and quiet together. But for one precious day each year I lived up to Mum’s mental image of me looking perfect in a pretty dress with

  short white socks and Mary Janes.




  That’s how Minnie was, though. She loved things to look nice – herself and me in particular. She’d scrimp and save out of the housekeeping she was given each week just to make

  sure I was always well dressed because, like my dad said, ‘If you look like shit then you’ll be treated like it.’ Back then, I wasn’t so sure, but those lessons learned

  young gave me the love of fashion I still have today. I’m not a slave to trends, because what’s the point of looking like everyone else? But one of my greatest pleasures now is the

  clothes I treat myself to: I couldn’t believe what a stir my cream jacket caused after I first hit the screen on Dragons’ Den, for instance. But it’s fashion, I like it,

  and if people take the piss then I say: Sod them. I’ve worked hard for those shoulder pads.




  Minnie was gorgeous: small, dainty, the kind of woman that men want to look after. Later my dad made sure the glamour factor was turned up another notch after boasting to a business associate

  that his wife was a blonde bombshell. Just in the nick of time for their next dinner, Dad made sure that Mum’s naturally brown hair was dyed platinum blond, and bought her a beautiful fox-fur

  coat to wear. As perfectly turned out as Don and Betty Draper, they must have turned all sorts of heads when they headed down to London to go to the kind of clubs where the Krays hung out, which

  they did every now and again when I was very young.




  Take our poodle Timmy. Even the dog was an accessory to my mum’s outfit when she took him out for a walk. Now Timmy was a tiny thing who must have thought he was a German shepherd because

  he was forever squaring up to other dogs. But that didn’t put my mum off from walking him because she got to leave the house looking immaculate in boots with brown fur peeping over the top

  that matched Timmy’s, a brown bouclé coat and a fur stole.




  That’s just how she was though and Mum could afford the clothes when I was a small child because we’d yet to get on to the rollercoaster that would see us living anywhere from a big

  comfortable house to a caravan. Life was good when I was young. In fact, Dad was doing so well that my cousin Janet thought we were millionaires because we always rolled up in a Jag.




  The reason we were flush was because Dad’s central heating business was making good money – with plenty more left over. He’d set it up after meeting Mum and it boomed as he

  took on contracts to put heating into some of the houses that were being built as England well and truly got back on its feet after the Second World War. At one time he apparently employed more

  than a hundred engineers.




  But things obviously started to go wrong when we were living in Hulton Lane, a ‘nice’ road full of big houses and only a short bus ride from the centre of Bolton. Ours had four

  bedrooms, a big front and back garden, carpets throughout, central heating, hot water and all the mod cons. We were very lucky considering that lots of people were still living in freezing,

  mice-infested terraces. But Stuart and I were too young to realize how good we’d got it because, like most kids, we just took it for granted.




  We left the big house in Hulton Lane when I was about five and I think that by then Dad’s business must have been having problems because we moved to a two-up two-down in Ruby Street,

  where I started at Wolfenden Primary. Nevertheless, with central heating and carpet throughout, our house was still a cut above many. It was a lovely, cosy home and however tight money was, Minnie

  didn’t let her standards drop: it wasn’t long after we got to Ruby Street that she decided to tame my wild mane of curls with a demi-wave perm. Yes. You heard that right. A perm. Aged

  five.




  Now I wasn’t happy about this. Not happy at all. But after taking me for my first perm, Mum made a fatal mistake the second time I had it done because she sent me alone to the Embassy Hair

  Salon on Blackburn Road. Sitting in the hairdresser’s chair, I was told that I mustn’t get my hair wet for at least twenty-four hours to allow the lotion to take properly, and knew

  I’d found a get-out clause when it started to pour on my way home. Slowing down to a snail’s pace, I stood against a wall in a back street to make sure I was absolutely dripping.




  Mum was livid when she saw my hair was ruined by the time I got home. But at least she gave up giving me perms after that, and even abandoned her attempts to put my hair into a bun because

  I’d always pull it out.




  ‘Leave our Hils alone,’ Dad would say. ‘She’s not a bloody doll.’




  Life changed for ever though when I was seven. It was May 1964 when Stuart and I heard a knock at the door as we sat in the living room one day. A minute later, two massive men

  walked into the room and without so much as a look in our direction or a smile to soften the blow, grabbed the chairs we were sitting on before carrying them outside. Then they came back for the

  sofa. Next to go was the television, followed by the pictures on the walls. Bit by bit, they stripped our entire house – mattresses off the beds, crockery from the kitchen and the cooker

  – as we stood and watched. Mum was silent throughout the whole thing, but as she watched the bailiffs bring the beds downstairs, she finally slid down the wall and started to howl.




  I tried to comfort her but she was inconsolable, and I was too young to really have a clue about what was going on. I wished my dad was there to stop these men, but he was away in Germany on

  business. Looking back, I think he must have gone there in some desperate attempt to drum up more work. Whatever the reason, he wasn’t there as the bailiffs swept through our home like

  locusts, taking absolutely everything with them. They left us just two Jaffa orange crates to sit on.




  Our neighbour Clarice Baxter, who’d seen what was happening, soon came to scoop us all up and take us back to her house. There, the first of a thousand cups of tea was served and a

  telegram was sent to my dad. But it was a few days before he could get home and by the time he did I’d heard enough of my mum shouting down the phone and all the conversations with the

  neighbours to understand that we’d lost everything.




  I didn’t feel scared. In fact, I just carried on playing as usual with Clarice’s daughter Audrey, because I knew Dad would look after us like he always did. I don’t remember

  any sense of shame in front of the neighbours either. People understood that Arthur hadn’t done wrong. His bankruptcy was one of those blows that life so regularly dealt in a place where most

  people worked incredibly hard just to make ends meet.




  But we couldn’t stay at Clarice’s for ever, which is why we had to go and stay with Evil Emily – and believe me when I tell you that she was truly horrible. Even so, I might

  have been able to stand the Tippler toilet, the freezing cold and the mice running through the house, the stodgy meat and potato pies she served up with far more potato in them than meat, and even

  the sharp switches with a stick that she always seemed to be giving me. I could also have just about managed to stop the anger which boiled up whenever I heard her snarl about me to my mother:

  ‘That girl has far too much to say, Minnie.’ But what did for me were her false teeth. Two chomping great rows of them that she’d put in a glass by her bed each night.




  Mum, Dad and Stuart were in the big back room, and Gary had the box bedroom, which meant I had to share the front bedroom with Evil Emily. Each night without fail, I’d stare in horror as

  she got into bed beside me and took out her teeth before settling down for sleep. I swear I didn’t get a wink. Lying in the dark, I’d cling on to the side of the mattress as I imagined

  the teeth climbing out of the glass and scuttling across the floorboards to come and get me.




  I was exhausted by the time we left that house, about two months after we’d arrived. My dad must have been too because he’d worked day and night to find some sort of solution to the

  disaster that had beset us and had come up with a plan he thought would get us out of Bolton and make us some money. Now ultimately it didn’t do either. But at the time it must have seemed

  like a sure-fire money-making scheme. And if anyone deserves a medal for dreaming up those, then it was Arthur Channon Brewster.




  





  Chapter 2




  Picture the scene: I’ve gone from a poshed-up terrace that was the equivalent of the Dynasty mansion in 1960s Bolton – complete with my mother looking not a

  million miles away from Krystle Carrington – to Evil Emily’s. So where did I find myself next? In a run-down Manchester street with Myra Hindley a few doors up. I swear. It was during

  the time that she and Ian Brady were committing the Moors murders, a thought that still chills me.




  My dad needed to do two things: maximize our income to get us back on our feet, and find us a place to live. The answer to both came in the form of a corner shop in Gorton, a run-down area of

  Manchester, because we could live above the shop, which my mum would run while Dad went back to work as a one-man band fitting central heating. I’m not sure how he got the money together to

  buy the shop, but he can’t have needed much because Gorton must have been cheap. No wonder. It was used as a location for the TV drama Shameless, where it looks posh in comparison to

  how it did back then.




  Dad’s plan was perfectly well intentioned but there were two big problems with it. The first was that everyone in Gorton was so poor that many of them wanted to shop on tick, so the list

  of our neighbourly creditors grew longer and longer by the day.




  ‘I’m a bit short today, Minnie,’ a worn-out mother would say. ‘Can you put this ham on tick?’




  ‘Go on then,’ Mum would reply, because she could never refuse, no matter how angry my dad got about it.




  ‘They should be paying their way,’ he’d tell her when he got in at night and looked at the lengthening credit list. ‘We’re not a bloody charity.’




  ‘But what can I do, Arthur? I knew that quarter of ham was going to feed three kids their tea. How could I say no?’




  The other problem was that my mum hated being away from Bolton almost as much as she hated running the shop. In fact, she’d often just close it up so she could nip back to Evil

  Emily’s for the day, which enraged my dad almost as much as the growing list of credit.




  Meanwhile, I think I must have been in a state of shock. I mean, I took what was happening on the chin because that was my nature, even when I was young. But I can’t imagine now that any

  child could have experienced so much change and not been shocked. I think it’s probably why I learned to cope so well in later life with whatever was thrown at me. I realized early on that

  you have to be adaptable, bend to whatever direction life takes you, which is a quality you need to succeed in business because nothing is ever as straightforward as you think it’s going to

  be. Aged seven, I was already learning the lessons that would make me the businesswoman I am today.




  Gorton was a world away from what I’d known though. I’m not sure if there were actually kids on the corner of the street that wore sparking clogs. But there were certainly families

  rammed in tiny terraces, kids all over the place and mangy dogs running everywhere. I didn’t like it at all and there wasn’t even the comfort of being guaranteed a constant supply of

  sweets, because if our parents went out on a Saturday night they made sure to lock the door of our flat so that Stuart and I couldn’t go downstairs and do a raid on the shop. What were they

  thinking? God knows what would have happened to us if there had been a fire.




  It wasn’t just the area that was rough, though. Some of the people were too. Of course there would have been nice families in Gorton because there always are in any neighbourhood, rich or

  poor. It isn’t money that makes you decent, is it? But the only vivid memory I have of the people of Gorton is a pretty unpleasant one. After meeting a girl at my new school called Mandy, I

  was invited back to her house one afternoon and arrived to find it tiny, dirty and full of kids. Then we walked in to find her dad in the kitchen.




  ‘Can we have some money for sweets please?’ Mandy asked him.




  ‘You know what you have to do,’ he said.




  With that Mandy reached her hand into her dad’s trousers. I watched, not knowing what on earth was going on until that dirty old bastard turned to me.




  ‘Do you want some money for sweets too?’ he asked.




  All I knew was that I had to run and I belted out of that house as fast as my legs could carry me. Kids are clever like that though, aren’t they? They trust their instinct, while adults

  are too busy listening to all the noise rattling around inside their heads instead of what their guts are telling them. Women are even more blessed in that department, thanks to feminine intuition,

  and it’s one of the greatest assets we have. We should listen to it more.




  So that afternoon I turned tail and ran back home, where I breathlessly told my mother what I’d seen. She told my dad the moment he got home and he, being pretty handy with his fists, went

  round and knocked seven shades of shit out of Mandy’s dad, who disappeared for a few weeks after that.




  It wasn’t long before we left the area too, so we can only have been in Gorton a few months. The last straw came when Dad got so sick of everyone buying on credit that he put up a list of

  the worst offenders’ names in the window. Of course everyone boycotted the shop, and we had to leave.




  Somehow Arthur must have got some money together though because it was then that my parents started in the business that was to define my childhood: the sometimes heady, never glamorous and

  always bloody-hard-graft world of pubs, working men’s clubs and hotels.




  Arthur had bought a pub tenancy and I’m sure Evil Emily must have been involved in planting the idea in his head because the Crompton’s Monument just happened to be

  five minutes’ walk from her house back in Bolton. My dad wasn’t stupid though. In fact, he was a true entrepreneur at heart, always on the lookout for the next opportunity, and knew

  when he bought the tenancy for the Crompton’s that the pub would not only provide an income and a home but also an exit strategy that would maximize his profit.




  You see, back then St Peter’s Way – the dual carriageway that would eventually link the M61 to the centre of Bolton – was being built and Dad knew it would have to go slap bang

  across the bottom of Mill Hill Street. Where was the Crompton’s Monument? Mill Hill Street, of course. Sooner or later a compulsory purchase order would be issued on the pub and Dad knew

  he’d get a good price for it – not just for the building but for the business as a going concern. With a bit of creative accounting, he’d do well because Dad was never shy of

  sailing close to the wind. In the mean time, Arthur was going to maximize his profit by making sure that every Irish road digger within a five-mile radius drank at his pub.




  It wasn’t exactly a huge step up from the corner shop. A lot of the terraced houses on Mill Hill Street had already been knocked down by the time we moved into the old Victorian pub and

  the place was infested with the rats and mice that were scurrying to find new homes as each new foot of the foundations of St Peter’s Way was dug. It was so overrun in fact that the council

  pest controllers were out almost every day. But those rats and mice still won every battle in the war we fought against them. The traps and boxes of poison scattered everywhere had such little

  effect that I’d sit in the living room and watch mice racing out when the fire went on, boldly licking themselves clean in front of the heat. Or I’d lie in the bath watching them

  scurrying about on the bathroom floor and see them dashing across the kitchen worktop.




  There was no way those vermin were going to leave a place full of nice dark corners to hide in – especially when they could feast on a constant supply of crumbs from the pies that were

  kept warm behind the bar before being served to hungry road diggers. In fact we’d sometimes find toasted mice in the pie warmers, after they got really cocky and started pushing their battle

  lines forward in the search for an even better supply of crumbs.




  Our living accommodation at the Crompton’s could not have been more different from our cosy terrace or the big house. With a cramped kitchen-cum-living room downstairs behind the bar and

  small bedrooms on the first floor, there were no creature comforts – just lino floors and bare walls. It was in the bar where life in all its shades unfolded, because, just as Arthur had

  hoped, the place was packed. The main room, which was filled with wooden chairs and tables, was always heaving and off it was the ‘vault’, a tiny room where all the diggers used to sit

  playing cards and dominoes. Pubs didn’t open all day then and so the Irish workers would be thirsting for a pint whenever the doors opened – be it midday or evening.




  Mum worked the bar alone during the day while Dad went out to fit central heating before the two of them did the evening session. Maybe Mum, who continued to make sure that she always looked her

  best however much she’d gone down in the world, was the reason why the workers liked the Crompton’s Monument so much. But I suspect it also had something to do with the

  ‘Arthur’s Mild’ my dad soon started brewing. Once again, he maximized his profit (albeit in a slightly questionable way) because there wasn’t a drop of leftover whisky or

  gin, a splash from the bitter or slop trays, that didn’t get recycled to make his brew.




  ‘Slop bucket!’ my dad would shout if it looked as if anyone was about to throw out the dregs after collecting up some glasses.




  Throughout the night, Dad would disappear every so often with his precious bucket and go down to the cellar, where all the wooden beer barrels were housed. Then he’d pour his booty into

  the one containing his ‘mild’, add yeast and sugar and return now and again to lovingly tap the barrel. It was never emptied. Instead, it was endlessly topped up with all the leftovers

  as anything and everything went in. Most precious of all was Gold Label barley wine, and Dad would think all his Christmases had come at once if anyone left a mouthful at the bottom of their bottle

  because it was so alcoholic that it gave the mild an extra good kick.




  A few pints of Arthur’s Mild and all the Irish diggers were guaranteed a good night.




  ‘That’s a good pint, for sure it is, Art’ur,’ they’d cry as they asked for another.




  I’m still not sure to this day if they’d have cared even if they’d known where that mild came from.




  The other way my dad maximized his profit was by doing regular lock-ins. If the diggers looked as if they were getting a bit rowdy one night then Dad would promise them a lock-in on the next if

  they behaved, before cleaning up by charging everyone a flat – and inflated – price whatever they drank. Word must have got around because soon the local police turned up.




  ‘Whose is this?’ they asked as they pointed at a pint after they’d battered at the door and got Arthur to let them in.




  ‘It’s mine of course,’ he said.




  ‘And this one?’




  ‘Mine too.’




  ‘And this?’




  ‘Mine.’




  ‘And this?’




  ‘What can I say? I was thirsty.’




  There was nothing they could do because apparently every drink in the pub was my dad’s so he wasn’t breaking any law, and none of the diggers were going to contradict him. The police

  knew when they were beaten and were soon piling in on lock-in nights, when my dad happily kept the till ringing after he’d bolted the doors shut.




  Night after night I’d sit in the living room with Stuart, listening to the roar from the bar. There’d be the hum of voices which got louder as the evening went on, Irish songs being

  sung, and always the rumble of laughter. There was usually a fight too but I was never scared by them. In fact I think I must have enjoyed them because whenever I heard a tussle spilling out on to

  the street, which it usually did, I’d put a chair by the window, climb up on to it and make sure I got a good view.




  The best fight I ever saw had to be the one Dad got into after one of the diggers had got a bit fresh with Mum or something. When Stuart and I heard shouting one night, we raced over to the

  window with our chairs and got up to look outside. Now the Crompton’s Monument was at the top of a long hill and we stared in wonder as we watched Dad pick up a man and throw him on to a car

  roof. As the man bounced off and on to the road, the diggers who’d poured out the pub to watch started cheering as he rolled down the hill.




  ‘Dad won!’ I cried to my brother. ‘He won!’




  Nothing made me afraid back then and it was a good job too because there were always fights breaking out. Every so often my dad would bar a workman who had got out of hand. But they’d

  usually turn up the next day, having forgotten what they’d done after sobering up, and he’d let them back in. The only time the diggers were better-behaved was on Saturday nights, when

  they brought their wives in for a brandy and Babycham or a schooner of sherry. But those weekday fights never worried me too much. It was only later that I learned to be afraid of violence.




  In those first few months at the Crompton’s Monument my parents worked every hour God sent, so it meant that Stuart and I were left to fend for ourselves a lot more than we’d been

  used to. We hadn’t spent much time together before because my brother and I just never hit it off. Some siblings don’t, do they? Mum once told me that Stuart scratched out the eyes in a

  photo of me when I was a baby, and I’d say that was a sign of how things were headed. It wasn’t that we fought or argued. We were just so different. I was the feisty, difficult one and

  Stuart was far more malleable. In fact, my dad always said I should have been the boy. (It’s that misogynist streak again I’m afraid.) To him, men were men and women were women, whereas

  Stuart and I didn’t play to type. I wonder now if all Dad’s talk was one of the reasons why Stuart and me never stood much of a chance of getting on.




  When we’d lived in the posh house and in Ruby Street, Mum had put meals on the table, shooed us off to school and run the home. But now she didn’t do nearly so much for us so we

  started to make our own tea, do our homework and put ourselves to bed. In fact, if I’m being honest then I’d have to say that Mum didn’t do much for us at all after we went into

  the pub trade.




  ‘Is it beans and egg tonight or egg and beans?’ we’d joke if she said she was going to cook tea, because those were the only two things she ever made.




  A few years later, when the advert came out saying that a million housewives every day picked up a tin of beans and said, ‘Beanz Meanz Heinz,’ we’d laugh that she was a mum in

  a trillion because she loved them so much. If we were lucky we got a few chips with our egg and beans but it was such a rare treat that I soon learned how to cook them myself. The best nights were

  when Dad had gone out because then Mum would let us dip stonking great butties made of doorstep slices of white bread and thick yellow best butter into our bean juice.




  My dad would never have allowed us to do such a thing because even though we were as working-class as they come, he held on to his middle-class roots. That’s why he’d never allow us

  to have butties with our tea or say ‘grass’ instead of ‘graaarse’, ‘baff’ instead of ‘baaarth’.




  ‘There’s no ‘f’ in baaaarth,’ he’d tell me in his perfect Queen’s English.




  Dad was an articulate and well-educated man who wanted us to speak properly, so woe betide me if I ever uttered something as common as ‘Flippin’ ’eck’ – even though

  it was what all the kids I knew were saying. If he ever heard me say it, he’d send me straight upstairs for the Oxford English Dictionary.




  ‘Now, can we find “flippin’ ’eck” in here?’ he’d boom at me.




  One look from him was enough to tell me never to dare speak those awful words again. All that trouble he went to didn’t really pay off though, did it? I mean absolutely nothing could get

  rid of my Bolton twang.




  So Mum didn’t do what many other mums did at the time, and occupy herself with all things domestic. In fact, when it came to most things related to work Minnie

  wasn’t that interested. Dad was the one who humped barrels, stacked shelves, rang up the tills and ordered stock. Mum was simply born to stand behind the bar and look gorgeous.




  ‘Evening, Minnie, you’re looking lovely tonight,’ the diggers would say.




  ‘Do I?’ she’d reply, as if butter wouldn’t melt.




  Mum adored every minute because she was demure, charming – and boy, did she love to talk. So much in fact that even after all that chatting in the pub, she still spent every Saturday

  lunchtime talking nineteen to the dozen with Evil Emily and her sister Peggy. Leaving my dad to run the pub and knowing that he’d settle down in front of the racing on TV with Stuart once

  they’d closed, she’d cart me off to the Pack Horse in Bolton, where the women of my family would order a bottle or two of Mackeson Stout, light up their Benson & Hedges and start

  putting the world to rights.




  ‘She’s a sour-faced old cow,’ Evil Emily would snarl about Uncle Jackie’s wife Lily. ‘I don’t know what he sees in her.’




  Uncle Chris’s wife Betty didn’t get off any more lightly either, and my Auntie Peggy would try to stand up to her mum as Evil Emily moaned on.




  ‘Come on, Mum,’ she’d say. ‘Lily’s all right.’




  ‘No she’s not!’ Evil Emily would snap.




  I think Evil Emily just took against the people her children were married to because they were outsiders to her – and so were some of their children. There was no logic to her preferences,

  though, because while Evil Emily adored my brothers Stuart and Gary, she hated my cousins Alan and Janet almost as much as she did me. Maybe that’s why Janet and I became the best friends as

  kids that we still are today.




  Back then, Stuart, our cousins and me all went to St John’s Church of England Primary School, which was just up the road from Evil Emily’s. Each dinnertime, we’d troop down to

  her house to eat the bread and jam that she served up most days. She always gave the boys more food than the girls and never ever served seconds (Mr Bumble had nothing on Evil Emily when Oliver

  asked for more). Neither would she ask where the red marks that I regularly appeared with had come from. I swear I was clonked on the head that many times when my teacher Mr Woods threw the

  blackboard rubber at me for being a chatterbox that I’ve wondered recently if it was one of the reasons why I had a stroke a few years ago. But my grandmother was only interested in getting

  us round the dinner table, feeding us the basics and getting us out again. After all, she got well paid for her trouble by our parents.




  Sitting in the Pack Horse listening to her moan on, I’d think that Evil Emily looked like a sparrow sat between two peacocks. How my grandmother managed to produce two such glamorous

  daughters I’ll never know. By then my mum’s hair was dyed platinum blond and French-pleated so she really did look a million dollars. But with her shock of always beautifully curled red

  hair, Peggy was possibly even more glam than Minnie.




  Tiny, just like all the women in my family were until I came along and inherited my father’s height, Peggy would always arrive wearing a two-piece suit, high-heeled court shoes and a slick

  of red lipstick. She could afford to look good because she and her husband, Jack Tunnah, had done quite well for themselves. Jack ran his own plumbing business and Peggy managed the shop attached

  to it. Sadly, though, she died in her forties of thrombosis so I never got to know Peggy that well – I couldn’t get a word in edgeways during those afternoons in the Pack Horse. And if

  all that chatting over stout bottles wasn’t enough, Minnie would then drag me round Bolton Market, where she’d stop to talk to every stallholder in the place.




  But that’s who she was, and I loved her because I knew I was the apple of my mother’s eye. Certainly, she didn’t sit down to read books with us and God forbid either Stuart or

  I made a peep after the first notes of the Corrie theme tune played because if so the wrath of Minnie would rain down on us. But Mum did the stuff that really mattered, like traipsing on all

  those buses to get me to hospital when I was small and being endlessly patient with all my questions. Then there was the day when I was knocked off my bike after a moped clipped me and the man who

  was riding it carried me home. I was badly bruised and had a big lump on my head from falling on to the concrete. After screaming at the reckless driver, Minnie put me to bed and showered me with

  kisses.




  My dad was just as loving too. When I was little I would sit on the floor between his legs as we watched TV, with my arms slung over his knees and his arm around my neck. He was always joking

  with me, because I laughed so much as a child that he’d sometimes say: ‘What on earth’s funny, our Hils?’ which would make me giggle even more. But like he always said:

  ‘If you can laugh all your life as you laugh as a child then you won’t go far wrong, my girl.’




  I loved his jokes and the way he’d spit on his hands before giving me a smile as he tried to smooth down my hair before I left for school. Or the ditty he’d repeat whenever he caught

  me out of bed too late.




  ‘I don’t like your face, Mr Moon,’ he’d cry. ‘It is round, fat and white like the moon.’




  So however much our life had changed, we remained a close family, knitted so tightly into each other’s lives that I felt secure. I didn’t sit in front of computer consoles or TVs

  like kids do nowadays, missing out on family life because technology kept us apart, lost in little computer worlds and not interacting with each other. I lived life every day.




  I’ve also worked for almost as long as I can remember. Not full-time, mind you, until later. But even at the age of seven, I realized that I’d have to get involved in pub life if I

  wanted to see my parents now they were working so much. So while Stuart, who was always happy with his own company, sat in the lounge and read his astronomy books, I went into the bar to help with

  clearing glasses and emptying ashtrays at the weekends when there was no school to occupy me.




  Looking back, I think I must have overshadowed my brother a bit because I was always so full of beans and he was probably closer to Mum than I was then. Our Hils was a bit of a daddy’s

  girl, to be honest, and Arthur would roar with laugher as he taught me how to pull a pint when I was hardly tall enough to see over the top of the beer tap. I loved being in the thick of things.

  But the feeling didn’t last too long, because soon something happened that changed everything.




  





  Chapter 3




  I’ve told you I wasn’t scared of anything when I was a child, but that’s not strictly true. The one thing guaranteed to make my skin creep were the rats and

  mice crawling all over the Crompton’s Monument. But my natural fear turned into a full-blown phobia about a year after we got there.




  By then my mum was heavily pregnant, about eight months I think, and one day I heard a scream and ran to find her lying at the bottom of the stairs covered in blood. She was just as scared of

  the rats as I was, and had tripped down the stairs after seeing one bolt out and stare up at her. Screaming for my dad, I could see the bright red flush of blood on Mum’s dress grow ever

  darker. Fear scratched at the back of my throat as we waited for the ambulance to come, and then I watched as she was put into a wheelchair, covered in a blanket and taken away.




  Mum came home a few days later looking like she’d always done, but I soon realized something had changed. She’d lost the baby that would have been a sister to me and, looking back, I

  think she must have suffered badly with depression after that. All I knew then though was that Mum became increasingly short-tempered with us and started constantly rowing with my dad. The

  hard-working but happy atmosphere in our home had changed, and I missed it.




  Mum was always in bed when we got up to leave for school, and getting ready for work behind the bar when we got back from it. Meanwhile, Dad was fitting central heating by day and running the

  pub by night, so he was always busy. All this meant that I started getting used to my own company at a very young age, and I have to say that I’m still the same today.




  I might know hundreds of people and get invited to posh parties and functions all the time, but I only have a few close friends. The loner was bred into me as a child because our nomadic

  lifestyle meant that we moved around far too much for me to ever learn how to make good, lasting friends easily. Strange as it might sound though – because I know lots of women who have more

  friends than fingers – I’m happy that way. It’s how I’ve always been and I’ve never felt short of love.




  Putting times and dates to all this is hard. Why? Because when we left the Crompton’s Monument we started moving around so much that I don’t even remember some of the places we

  lived. Janet still laughs about the tricks we got up to when she came to stay at a hotel we once ran in Stockport. By then she had a boyfriend called George, who her parents disapproved of so we of

  course did all we could to make sure they stayed together. He can’t have been that bad because Janet recently celebrated her thirty-third wedding anniversary with George. But while I

  can remember helping to make the path of Janet’s true love run smooth, I can’t recall even living in that particular hotel in Stockport – or some of the other places I

  lived – and I think I went to thirteen different schools over the years but can’t be entirely sure.




  My mother hated the Crompton’s Monument after losing the baby, and all this must have coincided with the compulsory purchase order being issued because we soon moved on to the Railway

  Hotel in Farnworth, another area of Bolton. And it was there that what little of our family’s fortune my dad had managed to rebuild began to slip through his fingers.




  You see, Arthur did what so many people do when a small business is going well: he upsized it. But like many people he didn’t anticipate the problems this would bring because the Railway

  was a far bigger pub than the Crompton’s. If a hundred diggers had been able to cram into the old pub, then the Railway could fit two hundred and fifty-plus on a good night.




  A smaller business is easier to control and a bigger one can bring unexpected challenges – often related to human resources. Dad’s was no different because he discovered there was a

  lot of staff thieving at the Railway. Later he’d tell me that to catch a thief you needed to set one, which is why he’d deliberately not sack someone for a while after discovering they

  had light fingers, so that he had time to watch and learn their tricks. Giving out free drinks, failing to ring up rounds properly, or making ‘mistakes’ with change – there are so

  many ways in which someone can relieve you of your profit margins in a pub environment, which is high-volume, low-margin and hard to keep track of until you stock-take. Even the cleaners were

  nicking bottles at the Railway, by stashing them in their laundry baskets.




  That wasn’t the only problem either. Dad didn’t keep as tight a rein on the Railway as he should have done because Nat Lofthouse, the legendary Bolton Wanderers player who was by

  then the club’s assistant trainer, drank in our pub with other footballers. It meant that a sprinkling of glamour was dusted over the place and my mum in particular got a bit star-struck.




  Swept away by it all, the head she’d never had for business got even more turned, and so my dad had yet more on his shoulders. Make no mistake: there was money to be made. But as things

  started to slip out of Dad’s grasp, he began to drink heavily. Some mornings before we left for school I’d see him gulp a tot of whisky, on other nights his eyes would blur and

  he’d slur his speech when he spoke to us.




  Arthur was drunk in fact the night he decided he’d finally had enough of it all. Hearing him shouting, I ran to find him leaning out of the window on the first-floor landing. But after

  trying my best to drag Dad back in, I gave up and screamed for Mum.




  ‘What are you doing, Arthur?’ she shouted when she came running. ‘Not in front of the children!’
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