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PROLOGUE

“Never work with children or animals,” so the saying goes, but my experience was that it was not the children or the animals that was the problem. It was other adults.

A pupil said to me one day “Miss you look like the kind of person that makes a really nice cup of tea.”

That was the problem I didn’t want to look like the kind of person who made a really nice cup of tea. 

Come with me as I journey through thirty plus years of working as a childminder and School Support Assistant.

Laugh with me and cry with me over the most bizarre and difficult situations I found myself in.
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PART ONE

‘Everyone is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree it will live its whole life believing it is stupid.’

Albert Einstein


		
Chapter 1

If You Can’t Stand the Heat…

The sun beat down hot and hard on us, and I could taste the salty sweat on my top lip. One o’clock precisely, and there was no shade anywhere in the new playground – not one bit, nothing, zilch.

Pupils ran at speed across the sparsely filled, raised flower beds, chasing each other as kids do. But my stomach lurched, and my heart raced. One slip – that’s all it would take. One slip, and I could see the boy stumble in my mind and hear the sickening sound of his head crack on the sharp edge of the wooden frame, the blood flowing down his face.

‘STOP! STOP!’ staff called out to the boys, but they didn’t hear and carried on running.

Large, ornate mushrooms grew out of the wooden frames, much to the interest of the pupils. Concerns had been raised about the mushrooms, and a debate was ongoing about whose job it was to remove the mushrooms.

Janitors were refusing to remove them. ‘Not on our remit,’ they argued.

Specialists would need to be brought in to remove the mushrooms. Until then, playground staff would continue to whack them with sticks to remove them, worried that the mushrooms might end up in someone’s mouth.

Once, in science class, a pupil I was supporting drank the experiment quick as a flash before either myself or the teacher could grab the beaker. Luckily, the beaker only contained salt water that day.

The heat in the playground increased minute by minute, and I could feel the sweat running down my back. A pupil ran over, snatching my sunglasses, and ran off. It was a great game; she just wanted me to chase her. But there was no time for that, as I could see a boy standing on top of another boy over on the grass.

‘Hey!’ I shouted. ‘Get off of him.’

‘Sorry, Miss,’ he apologised quickly.

‘It’s ok, Miss,’ from the boy on the grass. ‘I don’t mind.’

That was fine, but how would we explain to his parents the two dirty footprints on the back of his white school shirt?

From the mainstream school sharing the school campus above, a teacher shouted, and a jotter and pencil came flying out of the window and landed at my feet.

The previous Headmaster in the old school had pushed for a partial awning over our playground. He’d argued that it would give our pupils more privacy and the mainstream pupils wouldn’t be able to look down on our pupils – either literally or metaphorically. It would also have given us some shade on hot days like today.

His request had been denied.

Our daughter, who attended the mainstream school, confided one evening, ‘Mum, we can hear you shouting in the playground. We hear weird shouts like, ‘His head doesn’t come off! Stop pulling!’ and ‘Put your clothes back on – it’s wintertime!’’

Her friends in class would giggle, ‘That’s your mum!’

But I’d had to work on that shout and find a voice that could be heard. All my life I’d felt invisible and overlooked. 

It didn’t help, of course, when my parents attended my first ‘parents’ night’ at high school only to be told by 90% of the teachers that they didn’t know who I was!

‘Are you sure she’s in this class? She obviously doesn’t stand out; she’s not one of the top pupils, and she’s not a troublemaker.’

‘Well, that was a waste of time,’ my mum exclaimed on returning home. ‘We won’t bother doing that again.’

I was very aware of my small stature and tiny (some might say squeaky) voice.

A pupil once asked me during a full meltdown (hers, not mine), ‘WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU?’ She continued in an angry, accusatory tone, ‘SMALL!’

I apologised for my smallness, as it seemed the most appropriate thing to do when someone was having a meltdown.

Interviews were particularly soul destroying. I could read the faces of the interviewer(s) like a book, but I became aware of this and tried to prepare well. I took time to dress to be taken seriously. I felt like I had to work hard to prove myself and overcome my ‘mousy’ demeanour. 

When I started in the old school, I asked the Headmaster, ‘Will I have to learn to shout here?’

‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘Consistency and fairness, that’s the key. The pupils need to know that you are consistent and fair. Don’t let anything go – if you let it go once, they’ll do it again.’

And he was absolutely right. I learned.

A 4th year pupil constantly refused to do anything I asked. He was rude to me and even laughed in my face.

I was insecure and embarrassed, my own insecurities weighing me down in this new environment. I was indeed like a fish out of water – never was a saying more appropriate. But I needed to learn how to swim… and fast!

Even with the other staff: they drank, they laughed, they partied hard. I was going to have to find a way to fit in with the staff team.

A male pupil said to me one day (obviously meaning it as a compliment), ‘Miss, you look like the kind of person that makes a really nice cup of tea.’

That was the thing, though. I didn’t really want to look like the kind of person that makes a really nice cup of tea! 

It all came to a head one day during a rainy afternoon in the old school. A supply teacher took the class of ten boys; ten challenging boys, with different backgrounds and different abilities.

One lad from the class had zoomed in on me straight away at the beginning of term.

‘I’m a murderer, Miss, did you know that? That’s why I’m here.’ His eyes were wide, his face in my face, looking for a reaction.

‘Are you now? Is that right?’ I answered, trying not to react and stay cool. ‘So am I, as it happens.’

He laughed but did want to know more and wanted all the details. It was a ‘spur of the moment’ comment but did get me some ‘street cred’ from him.

I couldn’t tell him that it was my girls’ pet rabbit that I’d murdered… and felt awful about it for years after. I can still hear their haunting screams as they opened the cage and found poor Toffee rabbit with all four legs in the air, stiff as a board. Friends still tease me now, years later, calling me ‘the rabbit murderer’.

But I mean, what are you supposed to do with a dead rabbit? Firstly, run around the kitchen in a panic, hands flapping. Secondly, call husband for advice, only to hear, ‘I told you so, you’re not supposed to bath rabbits.’

Lastly, find a large polybag for the rabbit until said husband comes home from work to deal with the situation. A ‘Farmfoods’ carrier bag, as I remember.

So, it was a rainy afternoon in the old school, and we were with the supply teacher. A teacher I’d decided was a bit ‘unconventional’. A teacher who came a bit too close when he spoke to you, always with a hand on your shoulder or your arm, with an overpowering smell of cheap aftershave. A bit too ‘touchy feely’ for my liking!

The class played five-a-side football. But one pupil was unwilling to play, so the teacher took his place, and I sat on the bench with the pupil, making small talk, all the while dodging the ball when it came near.

These boys may have had some learning difficulties, emotional and social issues, but I couldn’t fault their football skills. They knew the rules like the back of their hands.

I, on the other hand, never could work out the rules – especially the whole ‘off-side’ rule. I mean, what is that all about!? And what exactly is ‘football intelligence’?

The room was filled with the stench of old, sweaty trainers. It was toxic! Not far off the smell of burning mouse. 

I know what that smells like, as a mouse had been trapped behind a radiator in the tiny office where I worked in my first ever job. I was office junior in a company that sold tractors and farm machinery, with a workshop for repairs.

The radiator was situated right beside my desk in a small office, and as the days went on the smell was unbearable, toxic, choking. Everyone commented as they came into the office.

I didn’t know what it was, but to date, I can honestly say it’s the worst smell I’ve ever encountered.

I liked the job – my first ever job, and I was so pleased with myself to have secured a job before I even left school. Mum was delighted – and hopefully proud of me. 

Secretarial Studies was my best subject at school. I loved it, and I was good at it. I do remember the teacher telling our class of 30 students one day that the chances of us actually getting a secretarial job when we left school was very slim.

‘Out of this class of 30, you’ll be lucky if ONE of you goes on to become a secretary. Most of you will end up in factories,’ she sneered.

I was that one. And I did eventually go on to become a full-time Personal Secretary.

It wasn’t easy in the wee office, though, I remember. There was just me and the Office Manager. I remember she was crazy about Elvis, so it didn’t exactly earn me any Brownie points when she got on the bus one morning and sat beside me as she did every day, and I blurted out, ‘So, Elvis is dead.’

She hadn’t heard the news on the radio that morning, and for a moment I thought she’d stopped breathing. She looked so shocked, as if someone had slapped her, then the tears came.

It also didn’t help when we had a conversation about age one day. I looked and sounded young, and I always had trouble trying to get served alcohol or get into a nightclub. I’d had to actually go to the lengths of carrying my original birth certificate around with me to prove my age. Eventually, it got very tatty and brown, ageing faster than I did.

‘How old do you think I am?’ she asked me that day.

She was a good bit older than me, and going by her dress sense I made an educated guess at 36. Actually, I really thought she was older than that, but I was trying to be kind. 

Of course, I knew right away by the look on her face that I’d got that badly wrong. She was 26 years old – ten years older than me.

It’s not easy working in an office with just one other person, as I learned over the years in different jobs.

The guys in the workshop (the bears, as they seemed to be called by the salesmen) loved the fact that they had fresh meat in the way of a new lassie in the office. They loved to tease me and send me on a ‘wild goose-chase’.

‘Can you phone the supplier for me, hen, and ask for another box of sky hooks?’

‘Gonny ask Stuart for a long stand for me?’

That one really did confuse me, and I stood for ages waiting to be served.

There was one young ‘bear’ that really scared me, though. He was maybe in his twenties and a bit ‘unhinged’. The other bears used to say that he was worse when it was a full moon, then they’d all laugh. Sometimes, we’d hear a lot of shouting and banging and arguing, and we knew he was ‘losing it’ about something. 

One night I stood waiting for my bus back into the town as usual. There was only one bus per hour, so I had to time it just right if I didn’t want to wait a whole hour.

Young bear pulled out of the workshop in his scarlet red sports car, raced past the bus stop, then saw me standing waiting. He stopped and reversed back. 

‘Hiya, wee one,’ he said with that stupid sleazy grin. ‘Want a lift?’

He was very unpredictable, and he scared me. So, I lied, ‘No, no, it’s fine. My bus will be along in a minute, I’m sure.’ I’d actually missed the bus and had almost another hour to wait.

‘Get in,’ he urged me. ‘Are you scared or something? I’m heading into town.’

I was very wary, and he could see that. His face changed, and he looked nice.

‘Look, I’m heading into town anyway. I’ll take you there, I promise.’

‘Ok, thanks,’ I agreed, and got into the tiny sports car.

As soon as I got in, his whole demeanour changed, and he raced off at top speed. He was laughing and laughing, driving so fast with a big stupid grin on his face. He reminded me of the Joker from the Batman films.

Oh God, here I was in this car with the crazy bear! My mum had warned me so many times, ‘Don’t get in a stranger’s car. Don’t go with anyone you don’t know.’

But I did know him, didn’t I? And he wasn’t a stranger. 

Oh God, oh God. Inside my head I was panicking and praying in my head, ‘Let me out, let me out.’

He did drive into town, but when we reached my usual stop, he kept on driving and kept on laughing.

‘Let me out,’ I said in my tiny voice. Then louder, ‘LET ME OUT!’

I really was panicking now. He was crazy, like the other guys had said, and he was taking me out of the town, past all the houses until we were in the countryside.

Tears welled up in my eyes and spilled out down my face. Then I was sobbing, loudly. It was an open top car, so anyone could see I was in distress.

At last he slowed down.

‘Ocht, I’m just having a bit of fun with you, wee one,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you back.’ And he did take me back to town.

I never told anyone what had happened, because I felt as if I’d let myself down by accepting a lift from him. And I never accepted a lift again.

As I got out of the car that night, it was getting dark, and a full moon shone clear and bright in the sky – the face in the moon winking knowingly at me. 

In the P.E. hall, the boys played on for over an hour. The teacher didn’t make any attempt to call a break, and as the afternoon wore on, his behaviour changed. For a fortyish man, he was regressing into a teenage boy and becoming worryingly competitive. 

I waved him over and suggested that the boys might need a break, and I would see if I could find some water bottles. From the corner of my eye I could see an argument brewing, with a bit of pushing and shoving between the boys.

‘Yes, sure, go for it,’ he agreed.

I went straight to the janitor’s room, but there was nothing there. No water. Thankfully, I met the Headmaster in the corridor, and he pointed me in the direction of an old cupboard. 

As I struggled back up the staircase with the crate of water bottles, I could hear a loud commotion coming from the P.E. hall. When I got to the door, I could see the teacher wrestling with a pupil on the floor – he had the boy in a headlock, and both of them were very red in their faces.

As I went to enter the P.E. hall, the teacher kicked the door shut with his foot, almost smacking me in the face. In the few seconds it took me to lay the crate down and turn the door handle, all hell had broken loose. The boy on the floor was crying, lying in the foetal position, and all the other boys were surrounding the teacher, everyone shouting at the same time.

The atmosphere was electric, and as a new member of staff I was scared and shaking.

‘MISS, MISS, YOU SAW WHAT HAPPENED. HE PUNCHED STEVIE! THE TEACHER PUNCHED STEVIE!’ the boys screamed.

But I hadn’t seen what happened, because the teacher had kicked the door closed just as I got there.

From behind me I saw a shadow and turned to see the Headmaster standing, saying nothing but seeing everything. Omnipresent. He was good at that, seeing everything. He knew his kids and he knew his staff. 

At three o’clock, as I was leaving the school, I passed the Headmaster’s room and he called me in.

‘What exactly happened up there this afternoon?’ he asked quietly.

I told him what I saw, and what I hadn’t seen.

That was the last time we saw the supply teacher; he never came back to the school.

The Headmaster was well respected and loved by the staff and pupils. He had a ‘way’ with him that almost made him ‘God-like’. We would hear him whistling or singing in the corridor as he made his way around the school.

There were posters up around the school which read ‘Respect is not a gift – it has to be earned’. And I think about that quote often as I travel through my life and find myself in different situations.

With the support and encouragement of the Headmaster and the Management Team, I gradually started to gain some confidence.

I spoke to the Deputy Head Teacher about the 4th Year boy.

She didn’t react, but said in her quiet, calm manner, ‘Walk with me.’ 

We made our way to the boy’s class, and she quietly asked him to come out into the corridor.

‘Do you know why we’re here?’ she asked him quietly.

The boy looked down at his shoes and shifted about awkwardly. ‘Yes,’ he replied.

‘Why are we here?’

‘Because I was rude to Miss,’ he admitted.

The Deputy Head repeated what the boy had said, very slowly and deliberately.

‘And how do we treat staff in this school?’ she asked with an authoritative but still calm tone.

‘With respect,’ he said sheepishly.

‘And what do we do when a member of staff asks us to do something?’

‘We do it,’ he replied, a red glow around his face now.

He was asked to apologise to me which he duly did.

The Deputy never raised her voice that day, or any day in all of the years we worked together. But every pupil respected her, because she was fair and consistent and respected others.

I never had any more trouble with that boy, and from then on I strived to be like the Deputy. I hoped that somehow, in time, I could learn to gain such respect from the pupils and from my colleagues.

Back in the heat of the new playground, we shaded the most vulnerable pupils with umbrellas – those in wheelchairs. 

A pupil in an electric power chair scooted around the playground at speed, and staff shouted for him to slow down. But he laughed and kept going. We saw him scoot at speed up the raised incline on the grass… too late to do anything. Why we needed this artificial hill on the grass was anyone’s guess! 

Staff ran, but everything seemed to happen in slow motion, like a bad dream. The chair rocked unsteadily from side to side and then toppled over.

Staff came from all directions to help, but while this situation was being dealt with, another pupil took the opportunity to run. She liked to run.

A pupil shouted, ‘MISS, MISS… SHE’S GONE, LOOK! 

Another more able pupil had seen her go and ran after her, round the science block, into the sensory garden, and out of the gate. 

‘Why can’t we lock those gates?’ we’d asked at a staff meeting. ‘We want to secure the playground. To make it safe for ALL pupils.’

‘Fire regulations,’ we were told.

So, the pupils ran, and they ran.

From outside the high pink fencing, the officials looked on through their rose-tinted glasses, shaking hands and congratulating themselves in designing a magnificent new building.


		
Chapter 2

Ace Card

So, I know about rose-tinted glasses. Oh yes, I know. Seeing the world through rose-tinted glasses, where everything looks wonderful. That maybe sounds like a good thing, but when your life is falling apart, that’s when it’s time to step away from the glasses.

The past has a habit of catching up with you sometimes. Sneaking up behind you without you noticing and grabbing you by the throat.

That’s what happened one sunny July afternoon around 2006. 

My daughter was sifting through the old photos in a tatty, old cardboard box. A box of memories, that’s what it’s like – all those pieces of card with memories of the past, good and bad, happy and sad.

Memories of the ‘Sunday run’ when we’d take grandparents out in the bulky old Standard Vanguard, with its plush, red leather seats, and the large leather armrest that pulled down from the middle of the back seat like magic and where my Barbie dolls could sit. I felt like a princess. No seat belts in the 60s, of course.

Usually, we’d head north to places with funny sounding names like Auchterarder, Tomintoul, and somewhere that Mum called The Devil’s Elbow, which did sound a bit scary to a five-year-old.

Mum’s parents would come one week, and Dad’s parents the next week. The grandparents were very different and didn’t particularly get along.

I remember my dad’s dad really scared me. He was tall and loud, and he’d grab me sometimes and not let go. 

Nana would say, ‘You’re frightening the bairn, Jimmy, let her go.’

The Sunday run would usually end with a stop at a fish and chip shop, and eating chips wrapped in newspaper, covered with salt and sauce. Great memories.

My daughter and I laughed at the fashions and hairstyles on the old photos.

‘Who’s he?’ she asked.

It was a photo from the 70s, taken on a Kodak Instamatic camera. What a great thing that was at the time! Being able to get your photo right there and then out of the front of the camera, instead of the usual way of having to use all 24 photos on the spool and then handing the spool into a specialised shop to be developed. 

Some spools had 36 photos on them, and it could take a year or more to use them all up. That meant that sometimes you would take the spool to the shop and wouldn’t have a clue what was on it.
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