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Winds of Change

The world was changing in the 1960s and I wanted my relationship with the children I taught to be very different from the relationship I’d had with my own teachers and parents. Children in the 1960s had more of a voice than they did when I was growing up, and I was happy to listen. I wanted to encourage them, nurture them, help them develop.

I was born near the end of the war, in 1944, into a Liverpool that had been the most heavily bombed British city outside of London. When I was travelling on the bus with my mum as a little girl, I recall peering out of the window at the bomb sites of the city, many of which hadn’t yet been cleared. In fact, some never were demolished and the Bombed Church, which has no roof, exists to this day, standing testament to a period that changed the city’s skyline for ever. Liverpudlians had to be very resilient in those war years and perhaps that’s partly where the city’s distinctive sense of humour comes from. It’s a warm, vibrant place, full of wit and wisecracks and a sense of comedy that is firmly edged with black.

My parents were both from Ireland and moved to Britain after they married. My father’s aunt married my mum’s uncle, so my mum and dad met on the aunt and uncle’s farm. Mum was a typical Irish matriarch and her word was law in our house. Any misdemeanours or cheek were dealt with immediately with the stair rod. Discipline was still an important concept in the post-war years and maybe punishment was emphasised a bit more than justice back then. We were never really encouraged to explain what had actually happened when we were in trouble. As children, we didn’t expect to be heard. Whenever Mum approached the staircase in anger to get that bottom stair rod, we didn’t hang around to give explanations! It was our cue to scarper as quickly as possible.

Once, I accidentally broke an ornament in the hall and was told to sit on the bottom stair. Here goes, I thought . . . quick swipe with the stair rod. What happened next still sends shivers down my spine, even as an adult. My mum picked up the telephone, dialled and then, after a pause, said, ‘Is that Druids’ Cross Orphanage?’

Another pause.

‘May I speak to Reverend Mother, please? It’s Eileen Tierney here.’

A longer pause.

‘Hello, Reverend Mother. I have a very naughty little girl with me. Can you take her to the orphanage, please?’

I listened, wide-eyed, with a growing sense of horror.

‘Oh good. What time can you come for her? . . . Yes, seven o’clock is fine.’

Then she put down the phone and went into the kitchen without even looking at me.

I ran upstairs, absolutely terrified, and sat on the bed for hours. Eventually, the others came up to go to bed.

‘Aren’t you putting your pyjamas on?’ asked my sister Aideen.

I looked up at her, too frightened to explain.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘I think I’m going somewhere.’

I stayed sitting on the edge of the bed and finally the landing lights went out and the house was still. Hours later, I decided that maybe Reverend Mother was having trouble finding our house, so I climbed into bed fully dressed, just in case she came for me in the night, and slept fitfully. Next morning there was absolutely no mention of it, and of course I didn’t bring up the subject either! I’ve never forgotten the cold fear of those hours, waiting to be plucked from the security of home and the familiar, and thrown to the unknown mercy of the nuns in long, black habits at the orphanage. Perhaps that’s why I always wanted to make children in my charge feel secure.



My four siblings and I ate very well as children, even though food rationing lasted well into the 1950s in Britain. We also had 3d in sweet coupons to spend on Saturdays, as sweet rationing remained in place until 1953. I think the emphasis on good, hearty food in our house was partly an Irish thing. I remember my mum taking us to Ireland on the boat to visit our relatives when I was about four. When my dad came to pick us up from the boat two weeks later, he noticed that all of his children, who were normally very slim, had suddenly ballooned out to fill our coats to bursting point.

‘Goodness!’ he said. ‘You’ve all been eating well.’

‘Right, you can take your coats off now,’ my mum said as we drove away from the docks.

My dad watched in amazement as we wriggled out of them to reveal strings of sausages and packs of bacon tied round our waists. Adults were searched coming in from Ireland, but children were not. The whole experience was part of a childhood awareness that the good things of life were in short supply and that it was important to stock up when you could and also ‘make do and mend’.

Like most women of the wartime generation, my mother did not like waste. We had a lovely collie dog called Trixie who we got from our milkman, Mr Coulthwaite, and Trixie would often help me out at dinnertime if I didn’t want something that was on my plate. One evening I didn’t want my mashed potato. Usually I managed to push the potato to the side of the plate and then, when no one was looking, surreptitiously take a handful and hold it under the table. Oh, that lovely lick, lick on my hand as the obliging Trixie polished it off! Unfortunately, though, on that night Trixie, who was prone to roaming, had not yet come in for the evening.

‘If you don’t finish that mashed potato, it’s the back doorstep for you,’ said my mum sternly.

Sadly, Trixie didn’t arrive home in time to save me, so the back doorstep it was.

I sat there, gradually getting colder and colder, just looking up at the stars. The sky grew darker and I shivered, but it didn’t occur to me to protest – or even to ask if I could come in now. Just as I was beginning to think I would be there all night, the door opened and Mum came out with the coal scuttle. She’d forgotten all about me.

‘What are you doing there?’ she asked in astonishment.

‘You said to sit on the back step,’ I replied.

‘Well, I didn’t mean all night! Off you go to bed!’

We lived in a big, Victorian, end-of-terrace house that had three large bedrooms on the first floor and two attic rooms on the top floor. The front attic room had a turret with a sealed door and we often heard noises coming from behind it.

‘What’s that?’ I would whisper to Aideen, and then we would stand stock still and listen to strange scurrying and scratching noises from behind the door.

No doubt it was mice, but when we asked Mum, she said it was Father Christmas’s workshop. It was such an exciting answer and I believed that until I was about eight. Of course, we adored Christmas as children and we used to cry when the tree was taken down. In fact, one year we all cried so much that my mum relented and it didn’t get taken down until Easter, so perhaps there was some childish indulgence in the 1950s!

On the ground floor of the house we had what we called the front room, the middle room and the kitchen. The kitchen had a range, which Mum didn’t use for cooking, but to heat the water. Every evening she would shout, ‘Everyone out of the way!’ and then dash from the kitchen to the middle room with a shovelful of hot embers, to start the fire for Dad coming in from his evening surgery as a GP.

My dad came from Monaghan in Ireland and was one of ten children. He had a very difficult childhood and it perhaps wasn’t surprising that he carried a little bit of baggage from his own childhood into ours. His own father was a respectable headmaster by day but a demon at night, when he got home and reached for the bottle. He beat his wife, and his children were all terrified of him. When my dad was quite young, his brothers met him at the gate one day and told him to get something in his hands, sticks or stones, and to follow them. They lay in wait, and when their father staggered drunkenly up the path, they jumped him. He never hit their mother again.

My grandfather’s cruelty made my father so anxious as a child that he developed a terrible stammer. You would think that his upbringing would have made him resolve never to frighten his own children, but he developed quite a temper of his own. Somehow his stammer made him seem all the more intimidating as he stuttered out, ‘C-c-c-come here!’ I was so frightened of adult authority that I used to run into the room, say, ‘Goodnight, God bless,’ in a rush, and escape upstairs as quickly as possible.

Sometimes, when you look at the past through the eyes of the present, the past can seem very harsh – almost cruel, but while my childhood was more austere than the one many children enjoy today, we really didn’t expect anything different and didn’t consider ourselves deprived in any way. Parents in the 1950s did their best, as they do in every generation, but people then thought very differently about the way children should be brought up. Until you were an adult, you certainly weren’t encouraged to have much to say. In my parents’ generation, for example, there had really been no such thing as ‘teenagers’. There were children and there were adults. You left school and earned a living immediately and the world was run by hard work, discipline and no-nonsense values.

The result of a period in history of strict conformity – and the post-war years had certainly been that – tends to be rebellion. In my youth you could sense change coming the way you can feel rain on the wind. For me, there were some difficult years to get through first, years that taught me exactly what kind of person – and teacher – I did and didn’t want to be. But I was so lucky to come from Liverpool. As the home of the Beatles, Liverpool felt like it was at the very heart of the revolution. Finally, young people would have a defined place in the world. Lively, vibrant clubs would spring up and throb to the beat of an exciting new popular music, music that to our parents was just anarchic noise. Fashion would no longer be dictated by clothing coupons, and hemlines would reflect a new sense of daring. Life was going to be different; we knew it. And I, for one, couldn’t wait to be part of it.
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On the Bounce

Isn’t it wonderful when someone says they care enough about you to want to be with you for the rest of their life? When Jaime proposed, the little girl inside me who had always longed to be loved reappeared, reached up her arms and said, ‘Yes, please!’ We had known each other a couple of years by now, and I had grown to love him dearly. He was so funny and kind. Lots of friends were beginning to get engaged and settle down too. Barbara Mc was going out with a butcher and we were all agog when she told us how he had taken her home and pressed a little parcel into her hand. As we listened to the story, we thought she was going to say it was an engagement ring. Not quite: two pork chops – which I guess signals true love from a butcher. But Barbara did marry him, and both Jellybean and Maggie Gee were now spoken for too. Maggie, being Maggie, had not settled for the mundane: she’d bagged herself an Elvis impersonator teacher, called Bill Ogden.

Around that time I became friendly with Nora, the secretary of the local secondary school in Huyton. She was older than me, but she travelled from the same side of the city and I got to know her because we often ended up on the same bus. After we’d been travelling together for some months, she asked if I would like to come to her house the next Saturday for lunch. I was a little surprised, because we were travelling companions more than bosom buddies, but I liked Nora and I’m a sociable person, so I agreed to go.

‘There’s someone I want you to meet,’ she added rather mysteriously, as she got off the bus.

You never know, do you? You never know when the seemingly incidental little things in life will suddenly blow up into something significant. When I walked down Nora’s street that Saturday clutching a bunch of spring daffodils for her, I was curious about who she wanted me to meet, but I had no idea that the mystery guest would end up posing a big dilemma in my life.



It was an ordinary Wednesday – grey skies and occasional drizzle – with nothing much to distinguish it. Until Jeannie arrived in class.

‘My dad’s coming to get you, miss.’

Jeannie was gazing up at me solemnly, her grey-green eyes peering out anxiously from underneath a fringe that was slightly too long.

I must have misheard.

‘What was that, Jeannie?’

‘My dad, miss. He’s coming to get you.’

‘Why?’ I asked, my mouth suddenly going dry with fear. Jeannie was lovely, an elfin little girl with pale skin and fine features and a mass of auburn curls that she kept tied back in a ponytail. Her dad was less lovely. He was built like the side of a house and, judging by the smell of alcohol that always seemed to accompany him, he made regular and generous contributions to the brewers’ benevolent fund. If Jeannie’s dad was coming to get you, you didn’t really want to be around when he arrived.

‘I don’t know why, miss,’ said Jeannie. ‘He just said he was. I tried tellin’ him . . .’ Her voice trailed away.

I spent the rest of the morning jumping every time the classroom door opened. I popped in next door to see Maggie Gee, now Mrs Ogden, for a bit of reassurance. Teaching hadn’t toned Maggie down one iota. She was still in tight skirts and stilettos, full of confidence, but when I told her my predicament, she went very pale.

‘Jeannie Martin’s dad?’ she said. ‘Oh my God, Bernadette!’

So, I thought, I’m on my own!

No knock came at the door, though, and by lunchtime I decided that maybe I had misunderstood what Jeannie had said, and by two o’clock I was almost feeling calm.

Then suddenly, with a crash, the classroom door was flung open. A burly, red-faced man slewed in.

‘Eh, you . . . over ’ere,’ he slurred.

‘Me?’ was all I could manage to say, my voice an octave higher than usual.

‘Why did you ’it her?’

‘It wasn’t her, Dad!’ Jeannie shouted. ‘I told you it was the dinner lady.’

Oh, thank God, I thought. The dinner ladies could look after themselves better than I could. They all seemed to shout as if every child was deaf, and some of them were a bit rough and ready. In fact, one or two looked like they could go ten rounds with Muhammad Ali, so Jeannie’s dad would be meat and drink to them.

With that, Jeannie’s dad reeled towards the door. ‘I’ll have ’er!’ he shouted.

Outside the door, Miss Barnes drew herself up to her full height of five feet nothing. (Plus six-inch heels.) The school secretary had alerted her to the fact that we had an intruder, a parent up ‘on the bounce’, as we called it, and she was waiting to intercept him. It was like a Chihuahua squaring up to a Rottweiler. Jeannie’s dad could have ripped her to pieces, but I had to hand it to her – Miss Barnes was tough in her own way. She really knew how to handle difficult parents.

‘I’m asking you nicely to leave the premises,’ she trilled.

‘And I’m telling you to fuck off,’ he yelled. ‘No one hits my kids – except me.’

In the distance, we could hear the wail of police sirens. The secretary had panicked and dialled 999 and before long a young constable arrived.

‘Come along now, sir,’ he said.

Now that the heat was off me, I couldn’t help noticing the constable was very handsome and he couldn’t resist eyeing up all of us younger members of staff, lined up at our classroom doors to watch the commotion.

‘He’s been abusive and has used bad language,’ said Miss Barnes, in her best ladylike voice. She might be as tough as old boots underneath, but she could be very prim when she wanted. In fact, it was part of her technique.

‘What did he say, love?’

‘Oh, I couldn’t repeat it,’ Miss Barnes demurred.

‘OK, love, I’ll write a few words down in me book and you tell me if that’s what he said.’

I think he was beginning to enjoy himself and he was certainly playing up to his female audience. With a grin over his shoulder at us younger ones, and making eyes at Maggie Gee in particular, Constable Swagger wrote down a word and showed it to Miss Barnes.

‘Did he say this, love?’

‘Oh, no!’ replied Miss Barnes, eyes widening.

‘Well, what about this?’

‘Oh, oh my goodness, no!’

By the time he’d showed her the third word, I thought we were going to have to bring in the smelling salts and lavender water. They were clearly not words Miss Barnes was in the habit of using, though I suppose it’s never too late to expand your vocabulary.

It reminds me of a story a friend of mine told me about teaching in a convent junior school. One of the nuns from the senior school was walking across to the chapel when she saw a rabble of children dragging a child towards her.

‘He sweared, Sister. He sweared!’ they said excitedly, desperate to be the virtuous bearers of scandalous news.

‘Right,’ she said, putting her hand on the little boy’s shoulder. ‘The rest of you, run along. I’ll deal with this.’ She crouched down to the young boy’s level. ‘Now,’ she said solemnly, ‘did you swear?’

He nodded his head.

‘What did you say?’

A shake of the head.

‘What if I spell out what the other children said you said. Will you say “yes” or “no”?’

A nod of the head.

‘S-H-I-T,’ she spelled out.

‘Yes, fuck,’ he sniffed.



Jeannie was not the only child by far in that school whose life was blighted by alcohol (and I certainly met a few teachers over the years whose lives were too). There were many problems that kids faced in this area, but of course all of them were made worse if booze was involved. Some children were astute and knew what was going on if one of their parents was a heavy drinker, but for others, alcohol caused fear and confusion. What is a young child supposed to think if they find their mother slumped behind a door? Often, they assume she’s ill and get frightened that she’s going to die and leave them all alone.

Many of the children came to school smelly each day because they weren’t being cared for properly at home. You could smell as high as a ripe cheese and it didn’t make you stand out particularly in this school. Yet during my first term at Huyton there had been one little girl, Margaret, whose problems had been so extreme that she’d caught my attention. She could have been such a pretty little girl with her long, black tresses and big blue eyes, but her hair was always dirty and unkempt, straggling untidily down her back because it was unbrushed. She clearly wet the bed, and on many occasions I had to take her across to the toilet block to wash her hands and face. The soap in the containers there was disgusting – cheap and far too abrasive for the children’s delicate skin – so I kept a special bar of soap and a flannel in my bag for times like this.

On PE day, when the children had stripped off, I noticed that Margaret’s underwear was quite filthy. I quietly took her into the stockroom and showed her my ‘Accident Box’ of clothes.

‘Now, I’ll leave you here to choose some nice clean knickers and then you can give me those ones you have on and I’ll wash and dry them for you before home time,’ I told Margaret.

I was a bit worried about offending parents and having them come up to the classroom on the bounce, but I couldn’t just leave Margaret in such dirty clothes. A few minutes later she reappeared from the stockroom wearing pretty pink knickers, a matching vest and a big smile. I was so grateful to friends for all their children’s cast-offs. To the children in this school, they were as good as new.

As the term went by, Margaret was increasingly late arriving at school.

‘My mum overslept,’ she would say.

She had two older brothers who were taught by Maggie. I mentioned Margaret’s timekeeping to her in the staffroom and she said the boys were always late too. Something was obviously going on, but none of us was sure what. Miss Barnes decided to ask the school nurse to visit, using the fact that Margaret had nits in her hair as an excuse to call at the house. The next day the nurse reported back.

‘I think Dad has gone off and Mum may be drinking,’ she said.

We got in touch with social services, who said they would monitor the situation. ‘Keep an eye out for any bruises,’ we were told, ‘and try to get the children to talk to you about what’s happening at home.’

We did try, but Margaret didn’t say much, and if her older brothers were asked questions, they immediately clammed up. Children can be very loyal, and even when their home life is difficult, they don’t want to jeopardise it. It’s all they have.

Over the coming weeks I paid close attention to Margaret, and though I didn’t notice any bruises, she certainly wasn’t any cleaner. The breakthrough came on the last day of term, just before Christmas. The children had their Christmas party and Miss Barnes had arranged that after the children had gone home, we would have a staff party. I had brought a bottle of wine to school and my mum had made some mince pies, some for the children and some for the staff. That morning, when I arrived in school, I put the bag of goodies down by my desk. With their natural curiosity, nearly every child in the room came to look in that bag. However, when Margaret looked in, her reaction was different from the others.

‘That’s booze,’ she said uneasily.

‘Well, it’s wine,’ I said. ‘It’s for the teachers’ party, after your party.’

Margaret wasn’t happy. Her eyes clouded over. ‘If you drink that, you will fall over,’ she said, and there was real panic in her voice.

‘Tell you what – I’ll only drink one glass and then I won’t fall over,’ I replied, trying to soothe her.

‘You can’t do that,’ Margaret insisted. ‘If you drink it, then you will keep drinking it.’

‘Well, maybe the best thing is if I don’t drink any,’ I said, watching her intently. ‘Would that be better?’

She seemed pacified by that and went on to really enjoy the children’s party. When I mentioned to Miss Barnes what had happened, I think she came to the same conclusion I had and she got straight on the phone and rang social services. I felt awful then. What if I had misinterpreted what Margaret had said? What if her mother didn’t have a problem with alcohol and I was just being interfering?

When I’d returned to school in January after the Christmas holidays, there was no sign of Margaret or her brothers. I went straight up to Miss Barnes’s office to ask her what had happened.

‘They were taken into temporary foster care over Christmas,’ she replied.

My heart sank. I felt so responsible. Was it my fault that they had been taken away from their mum, right before Christmas, and was it the best thing for them? How could you judge whether a mum who wasn’t coping was better than no mum at all? The children didn’t reappear in the coming months, and it seemed such a shame that they had had to leave the school as well as their mother, but the school nurse gave me regular updates. She told me that social services were trying to keep the three children together and were looking for a permanent foster mother. I got a heavy heart every time I thought about this broken little family and I just hoped that the children were together and not pining for their mum.

I didn’t actually think I would ever see Margaret again, or find out what happened to her. As it turns out, I was quite wrong about that.



Nora’s was a neat terraced house near Penny Lane with vibrant red windowboxes that singled it out from its neighbours. The gaily coloured spring flowers in the boxes danced lightly in the breeze and I heard a dog bark inside as I pushed the bell.

Through the glass of the door I saw the small, round shape of Nora bustle down the hall and she smiled welcomingly as she opened the door.

‘Oh, how lovely!’ she exclaimed as she saw the daffodils. ‘Thank you so much. Come on into the kitchen. Lunch is nearly ready.’

I could see through the open door that there was someone sitting at the table reading a paper.

‘This is my son, Anthony,’ said Nora. ‘Anthony, this is Bernadette.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Bernadette,’ said Anthony, and two warm, blue eyes rested their gaze on me. He was dark-haired and attractive, and had a smile like Nora’s: warm and somehow reassuring. Hmm, I thought. He’s nice!

I remember that we laughed a lot during lunch, but I made sure to mention Jaime’s name because I didn’t want to be disloyal. I guess that in itself was a sign that I knew there was some instant chemistry. When I spoke about Jaime, there was a momentary awkwardness, a sudden change in temperature.

‘He’s my fiancé,’ I explained.

Then Anthony smiled.

‘Lucky Jaime,’ he said, and after that the conversation resumed its natural flow.

Anthony worked for Boeing and had a flat at St Anne’s-on-Sea, but he was also a keen sailor and kept a small boat on the lake near Fornby.

‘Oh, that must be lovely in the good weather,’ I said.

‘It is,’ said Anthony. ‘Why don’t you come next Saturday and I’ll take you out on the lake?’

‘Good idea,’ said Nora. ‘You’ll enjoy it, Bernadette.’

The invitation seemed very natural, was made in front of his mum, Nora, and didn’t feel in the least like a date, so I smiled and accepted. After all, what harm could there be in going for a boat trip on the lake with a friend?
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Reading It Right

It was mid-morning and I sat at my desk, chewing on my pen top thoughtfully and watching the class work. I didn’t often sit at my desk. I liked to be out among the children and would usually work my way round, sitting beside them on the small chairs and helping anyone who was stuck. Today, though, I needed a few minutes to watch and to think. I had a problem and his name was Daniel.

Daniel was a bright boy, I knew that, but while he was very good with numbers, he really struggled with words. He had a straight blond fringe and big blue eyes that seemed luminous when he was doing sums, as if all his enthusiasm and aptitude for number work switched on a light in his brain. He simply glowed.

Today I had left him with three other children and a big box of sorting toys. There were small cars, boats, houses and figures, all very attractive and brightly coloured, which is no doubt why so many regularly went missing! The task I gave them was to group all the red objects in twos, all the blue ones in threes and all the yellow ones in fives. I knew it was a simple task for Daniel and I watched as he raced through his work.

When I came back to their table ten minutes later, I asked them one at a time to tell me what they had done. The other three simply told me how they had sorted the objects into twos, threes and fives.

‘Now, Daniel, tell me what you found out,’ I said.

‘Well, here I have twelve groups of two and that makes twenty-four. Here I have ten groups of three and that makes thirty. And over there I have eight groups of five and that makes forty,’ said Daniel solemnly. Then he stared very intently at the groups of objects, completing the calculation in his head, and I could see his eyes were now so bright they were sparkling.

‘That makes ninety-four altogether,’ he concluded confidently.

‘You are such a clever boy,’ I said, and gave him a big hug. ‘Now, while the others continue with this, I’d like you to come out to my desk with your reading book.’

It was as if I had switched Daniel’s light off. Reluctantly, he picked up his reading book and came out to my desk, but his beautiful blue eyes had dulled. He opened the book and falteringly read a few words. I could see he was labouring in a world where nothing was clear for him. Back in the 1960s we didn’t use the word ‘dyslexia’, yet I knew there was something wrong even if I didn’t have a label for it. I watched Daniel closely as he read, observing his emotional reactions as much as listening to the words. He was uncomfortable, a bit sad, perhaps even a little angry. He was simply making up the story as he went along. He was turning the pages over, but the words he was saying bore no relation to what was actually written on the page.

I could see Daniel’s frustration building and I really wanted to help him. Because so little was known back then about reading difficulties, it really was a case of trial and error. There was no reference book I could look up, no expert I could approach, and so I had to act on instinct. In the coming weeks I did a lot of clay work with Daniel, and as it turns out, that’s often the approach used now with dyslexic children. He liked plasticine and I would get him to roll it out and make words with it. I think it works because it’s a very physical way of learning. The words become an object, something that can be handled, and because he was intelligent, Daniel learned to form the words very quickly.

Many dyslexic children can only ‘see’ words if they have a picture in their minds that they associate it with. If you show a card with the word ‘television’ on it, and include a picture of a television, the word goes into their minds as a picture. That’s why dyslexic children often have much more difficulty with conjunctions like ‘and’ or ‘but’, which have no visual reminder, yet can learn long nouns, like ‘telephone’, quite easily.

I made Daniel a special reading book, and with a lot of patience, over the next few months his reading slowly improved. Language would never be his strong point, but I could see that with a bit of effort, he would get by. He had a single, teenage mum, but his grandmother was very involved in his upbringing and she used to come up to the school regularly to discuss his progress with me and find out how she could help.

‘You are trying so hard to get him interested,’ she said gratefully. ‘Thank you.’

‘I know he can do it,’ I said. ‘He’s a very bright boy.’

Sometimes it takes many years before you know as a teacher whether you have influenced your pupils’ lives. There are few instant answers in education. All you can do is hope that you have started a process, lit a light, made a difference. It would actually be another ten years before I got to know that all that early work with Daniel had been worth it, that he had made it. I bumped into his grandma in the supermarket and she had wonderful news. Daniel had been accepted by Oxford University – to study maths, of course! Despite his initial reading difficulties, Daniel was going to make a success of his life. I knew that if we had not addressed his reading problems early on, he could have switched off and dropped out, and his life could have gone in another direction entirely.

And so, as it turned out, could mine.



Anthony’s boat skimmed across the surface of the lake, and I trailed my hand in the water as warm sunshine mingled with cooling spring breezes on my face. It had become something of a pattern: for the last month or so I had gone out on Saturdays to the lake with Anthony. One week Nora had come too, so I told myself that it was all very casual. None of it meant anything.

Today we were alone and Anthony seemed lost in thought. I had the feeling that he was building up to something. It provoked an unfamiliar emotion in me, a mixture of nerves and dread but excitement too. I wanted two things simultaneously: for him to speak and for him not to.

I leaned back and closed my eyes, letting the warmth dance on my eyelids, as the boat rose and dipped.

‘Bernadette?’

I shielded my eyes with one hand and squinted into the light at Anthony.

‘I got some news at work this week.’

I straightened up. ‘What?’

‘I got a promotion.’

‘Congratulations! That’s wonderful news, Anthony.’

He didn’t smile and I looked at him, puzzled. ‘Why didn’t you say before?’

‘It’s in Seattle.’

‘Seattle! In the United States?’

He nodded. I hardly knew Anthony, and I wasn’t sure what I was feeling, but if I was honest with myself, I knew that I wasn’t completely pleased at the idea of him leaving.

‘So how do you feel about living in America?’ I asked slowly.

He shrugged. ‘How would you?’ he asked lightly.

I hesitated, uncertain how to interpret the question. Did he mean if I was going myself or if I was going with him . . .?

‘Bernadette, come with me!’ Anthony blurted out before I could reply. ‘Marry me!’

In that moment I realised I had created a little glass bubble of deception around myself and Anthony. I had pretended that we were just friends, that there was nothing more, and I honestly believed it. How capable we are of deceiving ourselves! But when he asked me to marry him, that delicate glass bubble shattered into a thousand pieces and I saw that however much I wanted to deny it, there was something more. I felt instantly guilty when I thought of Jaime.

‘Anthony,’ I started, ‘I’m getting married in August to Jaime . . . That’s just four months away. Everything is planned . . . I can’t . . .’

‘You can if you want to,’ he said simply.

I knew that was true, but I was young and scared and I couldn’t respond to the speed of this. I knew that I liked Anthony but I didn’t yet know how much. How could I? We hadn’t had a chance to explore the possibilities of what there might be between us. It could be nothing . . . or everything . . . and I had to decide if I wanted to gamble on which of those it was.

‘But how would I get a job out there?’ I asked.

‘You wouldn’t need one,’ he said. ‘I’ll look after you, Bernadette.’ Something told me he would. Anthony was a grafter. I would never want for anything, but I wasn’t very materialistic and the way to my heart was never going to be money.

The sun dipped behind a cloud and we were in shade now. I shivered slightly. How had I allowed myself to sleepwalk into this position? I was on a boat, on a lake, with no way to simply walk away, with a man I barely knew who wanted me to marry him.

‘I can’t do it to Jaime,’ I said. ‘All the arrangements . . .’

‘Better now than later,’ said Anthony bluntly. ‘Bernadette, you have to do what’s right for you. Whatever that is. Just promise me you will think about it.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ I promised, and I felt a rush of fear about what those deliberations might mean.

Anthony turned the boat then and we headed back in near silence, both of us lost in our own thoughts.



Everything was changing. The Four Buddies were beginning to make their own separate ways in the world. Barbara Mc married her butcher that year and moved away from the area. Jellybean, too, had plans to move with her new husband-to-be and had got herself a job teaching music in a prep school. By August there would only be me and Annie left – if I didn’t go to Seattle. Annie taught in a primary school on the Woodchurch estate, a housing scheme that was not unlike Huyton. There was a vacancy coming up in Woodchurch in September and in the months leading up to the summer Annie regularly encouraged me to put in for it.

‘It will be like old times,’ she said.

At home, my mother wanted to downsize. It was a few years now since my father had died and she felt our end-of-terrace was too big. Aideen was still in the convent in Ireland. Kathleen was still at school in Liverpool and Helena, who had studied radiography, was already married. Andrew, too, had decided to move on. He had graduated from Oxford and was going backpacking round the world. The night before he set off, he spent ages making notices for hitchhiking. ‘France.’ ‘Italy.’ He got more ambitious as the evening wore on. ‘India,’ he wrote. ‘Australia.’ I laughed at the time – wrongly, as it turned out: he would make it to every one of those destinations.

I dropped him off at the M6 and I can see him still, a hippy figure in his jeans and purple tie-dye T-shirt, his hair flowing to shoulder length and his bare feet stuffed into flip-flops. God knows what my dad would have made of him! In his bag he had one change of clothing and a spare pair of flip-flops. I had a lump in my throat as I watched him . . . my little brother. Part of me was frightened for him, but a quick wave over his shoulder and Andrew was gone, setting off on the adventure of his life.

I knew I could do the same. If I wanted to be as adventurous, as carefree, as Andrew, I could head off to America, but I had too many things to tie me to Liverpool, and as time wore on, it became increasingly clear to me that I should continue on the path I was on. I might be young and a little bit confused, but that was natural. Each week was a week closer to the wedding and I knew that I couldn’t let down Jaime. Anthony was fantasy, but Jaime was reality, and when I was with him, I fell under his spell all over again. I loved him and I didn’t want to hurt him. I also loved teaching. I just couldn’t imagine a life without it.

It was hard telling Anthony of my decision. I felt sad for him starting out for America all alone, but he was a lovely man and I knew he would soon find someone to share his life. Meanwhile I threw myself into making my plans with Jaime work. Anthony’s proposal had forced me to think through exactly what I wanted and I was totally committed to our future. It was all the more important now that things worked out and that I proved to myself that I’d made the right decision. We rented a flat in Arrowe Park in Birkenhead to move into after the wedding, and as it was near the Woodchurch estate, I applied for, and got, the job beside Annie. I had only been at Huyton for a year, but the travelling had already taken its toll. Now my daily two-hour commute would be replaced by a ten-minute walk.

Though it would be more convenient, there was of course sadness to be leaving my first school. I was still working hard with Jenny, my cleaner, teaching her to read. We were at the stage now where she was asking me to help her with the local paper.

‘My fella reads it every evening,’ she explained.

Before she went home in the evening, we would work at memorising the headlines, even if she could not read all the words in the story. A few weeks before I left, she told me that the evening before, she had been able to read out the headline over her husband’s shoulder: ‘Pensioner mugged on way to shops.’

‘Isn’t that dreadful?’ she had said. Her fella had agreed with her.

Jenny was so proud of her achievements, and in turn, I was proud of her. She looked deflated when I told her I was leaving, as if all the stuffing had been knocked out of her.

‘I don’t want you to stop learning, Jenny,’ I urged her. ‘You’ve done so well that you must keep going. Go to night classes.’

‘But what will I tell my fella?’ she asked.

‘Tell him you’re doing cookery . . . or Spanish,’ I said. ‘Tell him anything you like. Just don’t stop learning to read. You’ve got too much potential for that.’

At that, Jenny’s confidence seemed to return and she smiled gratefully at me. I am not sure anyone had ever told her before that she had potential, but she did.

On my last day at Huyton I could scarcely bear to say goodbye. Joey and Robbo, my two right-hand men, hung about in the yard until I left. At the gate, I bent down and gave them each a quick hug before they headed home.

‘Work hard,’ I said, ‘because when you’re big men, I want to hear how well you’ve done.’ The last things I remember are the slap of Joey’s wellingtons on the pavement as he ran off, and a glimpse of Robbo’s grimy hands as he solemnly shook mine.
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Father Jock

My wedding to Jaime took place that August, 1966, in the local Catholic church – my mother wouldn’t have stood for anything else even if I had wanted it – and since my dad was dead, one of my mother’s brothers, my uncle Tom, gave me away. Spain being a Catholic country, at least I didn’t have the problems with Jaime that some of my friends did with their boyfriends. One of my college mates had gone to tell her parish priest that she wanted to get married to a non-Catholic and was given some rather stark advice. ‘Away and find a nice Catholic boy and then come back,’ he said, shooing her off the premises, as though falling in love was like ordering a Chinese meal from a takeaway. I’ll have a number forty-seven, please.

A dressmaker that my mum knew made my wedding dress from white brocade. Although the 1960s were a time of changing fashion and daring hemlines, wedding dresses back then tended to be a bit more demure than some of today’s creations. Mine was quite a simple design: long-sleeved with a modest scoop neck and a fitted waist. Annie was my bridesmaid, along with my sister Kathleen and Jaime’s sister, Maria. I’m not a very formal person, so if it had been left to me, I’d probably have gone for a simpler affair for my wedding, but my mum insisted on the full works with morning suits. ‘We mustn’t spoil the ship for a ha’p’orth of tar,’ she said.

I didn’t know it until later, but Jaime and Maria crashed on the way to the wedding. Thankfully, the only real damage was to the car, but Maria’s wedding preparations were all in vain. She had been to the hairdresser’s that morning and had opted for a very elaborate ‘up do’. By the time her hair had wrestled with the windscreen, it looked like she had a demented pancake on top of her head, with bits falling everywhere. Poor Maria! I was slightly surprised when I saw her because she was usually quite fastidious. Goodness me, I thought to myself, Maria hasn’t gone to much trouble with her hair today!

A few weeks after the wedding Jaime and I went to a party. I was very happy, a newly married young woman basking in the confidence that brings, and I enjoyed chatting to people knowing that my husband was somewhere around. Afterwards, though, Jaime seemed unhappy.

‘Who were you talking to in the kitchen?’ he asked.

I was taken aback. I couldn’t even remember. There were so many people at the party.

‘Well, you were laughing. What were you laughing at?’ he said.

I reassured him, but part of me felt a little sad – and anxious – that he needed that reassurance when we had only recently married.


‘You’ll be the new teacher, then? Miss Barnes’s replacement?’

The voice was loud and booming, with a strong Scottish accent. Father Jock MacDonald was from Edinburgh, a ruddy-faced man with white hair and a cheery smile.

‘Bernadette Cubells, Father,’ I said, holding out my hand. It felt strange saying my married name, like I was a new person and this was a fresh start.

Father Jock screwed up his face in surprise, in a way that was to become very familiar to me in the coming months.

‘Bernadette Cowbells?’ he said doubtfully.

‘Bernadette Cubells,’ I said, a little louder this time. We were in the staffroom of my new school in Woodchurch and I didn’t like to shout. People were already beginning to look over.

‘Bernadette Bluebells!’ exclaimed Father Jock. ‘God save us, Bernadette, what kind of a name is that? Are you from the Moulin Rouge?’

Over Father Jock’s shoulder, I could see Annie doubling up.

‘No, Cubells, Father!’ I said even louder, and Father Jock’s hand lifted to his ear to turn up his hearing aid.

‘CUBELLS!’ I roared, and Father Jock jumped.

By now Annie was completely helpless.

‘It’s Spanish,’ I added.

It was my first day and in addition to the new head teacher, Mrs Simons, the parish priest was one of the important people to meet. Father Jock may not have been an official teacher, but the local church had huge influence in Catholic schools at that time and the priests were forever in and out of the classes, questioning the children on religion. My time at the convent had left me less than enthusiastic about formal religion. It wasn’t God I objected to; I just wasn’t that keen on some of his representatives on Earth! But Father Jock, with his dodgy hearing and gruff kindness, was one of the few I grew to have real affection for.

‘Best of luck now, Bernadette, and I’ll be along in the next few weeks to see you,’ said Father Jock, handing me my religious syllabus for the year and taking his leave.

‘Come along, Meez Bluebell,’ murmured Annie in a phoney French accent after he’d gone. ‘I weel show you to your classroom. Zees way, pleeze!’

My new school in Woodchurch was not unlike my old one in Huyton. It was perhaps more mixed, with some good neighbourhoods in the school’s catchment area, but in general it faced many of the same problems. The council estate was the result of one of the first post-war ‘slum clearances’ in Merseyside, which had changed the skyline of the area for ever. On paper, this was progress. Houses that were unsanitary, that had no inside toilet or running hot water, were bulldozed. Around a hundred thousand people were moved from their homes and placed in new developments on the outer circle of the city.

Unfortunately, of course, this wasn’t just about new buildings; this was about families and communities. These were people’s homes that were being razed and they had memories
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