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Prologue


‘Help! I need somebody. Help! Not just anybody . . .’


It’s September 1965 and the Beatles are belting out their latest hit on the radio as I nervously get ready for my first day in teaching. I wriggle into my new black miniskirt, moving my hips in time to John Lennon’s distinctive rasping voice. John’s my favourite. I have a soft spot for him because he grew up round the corner from me in Woolton, Liverpool. ‘Won’t you please, please help me!’ I join in fervently as I pull on my white knee-length boots.


Standing in front of the mirror, I backcomb my blonde hair into submission. I certainly need all the help I can get today as I’ll be looking after a class of forty primary-school children and right now it feels like there’s a swarm of butterflies fluttering up from the pit of my stomach. I’m not just nervous, though; I’m excited too. This job is everything I’ve ever wanted.


You’ll have to do, I tell my reflection, taking a deep breath and grabbing my hairspray from the dressing table. The mist that bursts from the can is so cloying it makes me choke. Still, you can’t keep a bouffant in place without a little assistance.


Running downstairs, I hear a rush of water from the kitchen tap as my mother fills the kettle.


‘Do you want some toast?’ she calls, without turning round from the sink as I come into the kitchen.


I can hardly think about eating, but I know Mum will make a fuss if I don’t have something.


‘Just one slice, please.’


I get a mug for coffee from the cupboard and Mum finally turns round and catches sight of me.


‘My God, Bernadette!’ she exclaims, her Irish brogue still clearly identifiable in her voice after more than twenty years in Liverpool. She looks disapprovingly at my skirt. ‘I hope you’re not going to sit down in that. I’ve seen curtain pelmets with more material in them.’ I don’t have time to argue with Mum this morning. I have a two-hour journey across Liverpool ahead of me to get to my first teaching job, a primary school on a council estate in Huyton. I want to be there early so that I can pin some nice, colourful posters on the walls and make the room seem warm and welcoming before the children arrive. A little surge of apprehension shoots through me. What if the children don’t like me?


‘Here,’ says Mum, handing me some toast. ‘Sit down and eat properly. If that skirt lets you sit down, that is,’ she adds wryly.


I can only manage a couple of mouthfuls and a quick gulp of coffee before I’m off and soon I’m running past the redbrick terraces of Penny Lane to catch my bus. There’s plenty of time to plan my day as the bus trundles slowly across Liverpool. The bag at my feet is stuffed with rolled-up posters for my seven year old pupils. I plan to put the bold alphabet A–Z on the back wall. ‘A’ for apple, ‘B’ for ball . . . ‘T’ for tiger is my favourite picture. The gleaming amber eyes of the big cat are both fierce and beautiful.


The bus is busy and I squeeze up closer to the window when someone sits down beside me. This is it, I think to myself. I’ve really made it. All through my childhood I daydreamed about becoming a teacher, and these secret dreams kept me going through some hard times. I used to get Mum’s button tin out to play my favourite game. I’d open the lid and shake all the buttons out, watching the different sizes tumble onto the carpet. I recall a big red button from my sister Aideen’s coat. Probably that coat was my eldest sister Helena’s before it was Aideen’s. Then it would be passed to me and finally to my younger sister, Kathleen. Black buttons, green buttons, suit buttons and blue buttons. Then the little silver button from our brother Andrew’s sailor suit.


I’d pretend the buttons were children. I’d rank them in order of size: big buttons at the back and smaller ones at the front. They were my little class. ‘Now, children,’ I would say, assuming my kindest voice, ‘if you’re very good, I’ll tell you a story.’ I would sit for hours making up elaborate tales, just as I did at my primary school during rainy playtimes, when the teachers would ask me to sit on the stage and entertain the younger children. I loved books and stories, and I loved being ‘teacher’. I always wanted my little charges to be happy. I couldn’t wait for the day when I would grow up and make real children happy. And now, I think, gazing out of the bus window as the streets of Liverpool rush by, that day has finally come.
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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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Growing Up Overnight


‘Bernadette!’ hissed my big sister Aideen.


‘What?’


I had my head stuck in a book as usual and barely even looked up at Aideen, who had popped her head round the living-room door.


‘Come and see!’


I put my book down and followed her into the hall and upstairs. Dad had obviously been up to the loft. On the upstairs landing were the big trunks in which Helena and Aideen used to pack their things when they went away to convent boarding school in Dublin. Aideen was two years younger than Helena and I was two years younger than Aideen. Then there was a four year gap to my little sister Kathleen and a one year gap between Kathleen and the baby of the family, Andrew.


The trunks were still covered in a film of dust from their summer in the attic and at first I didn’t understand why Aideen had dragged me up to see them. She looked at me expectantly.


‘What?’ I said.


‘There are three!’


We stood in silence for a minute. I was only ten years old, and just about to start my final year at primary school, but we both knew what this meant. I didn’t want to think about it.


‘Come on,’ I said, tugging on Aideen’s sleeve. ‘Let’s go and play with the puppies.’


Trixie’s constant roaming meant she was often pregnant and recently she’d had another litter. We always loved it when the puppies were first born, eyes still locked shut. These puppies were a few weeks old now, but every bit as adorable. Aideen and I tiptoed into the front room and looked at the cute little black-and-white bundles, all huddled together in the basket. They really made our hearts melt and we knelt down to run our fingers gently over their soft fur.


‘They’re gorgeous,’ whispered Aideen.


The puppies began to move, clambering over one another to get to Trixie’s teats.


‘Girls,’ my mother’s voice called from the kitchen.


I looked at Aideen. I bet Mum wanted us to peel the potatoes.


‘Girls!’ my mum shouted, more insistently this time.


‘Quick,’ I said, pulling Aideen by the arm. ‘Scarper!’


We ran, closing the door quietly behind us, and didn’t stop until we reached the wall round the back of the house where we always met our gang. Aideen and I collapsed over the wall in a fit of giggles, panting. Soon a group of children gathered round us. There were about twenty children in the street who all played together, ranging from four to twelve years old. It was a close community and the women in the street would tell the children to call them ‘auntie’. One day I went in and told my mum that a neighbour of ours had made a kind offer.


‘Auntie Rose says would you like some of the cakes she’s just made?’


‘She’s not your auntie!’ retorted my mother. ‘You have dozens of aunties in Ireland and you don’t need these made-up ones. They’re just knitted aunties!’


Knitted aunties! My mother always had very colourful expressions. She was an elegant woman who dressed well and I think she enjoyed her status as the local doctor’s wife and kept a certain distance from some of the other women.


Luckily we had no such social divisions and played with the children in the street every evening, come hail, rain or snow. We had a lot of freedom because there was hardly any traffic in the road at that time, and from that point of view at least, it was a wonderful time to be a child. In fact, my dad, being a GP, had the only car in the street and it was such a status symbol that I can still remember the number plate – GKD 545!


The only other ‘traffic’ was the morning visit from Mr Coulthwaite, the milkman, with his horse and cart. The noise of rattling bottles as the cart trundled down the street was more reliable than an alarm clock. One poor girl in our street, called Muriel, had to run after the horse with a bucket and shovel, gathering up manure for her mother’s roses. I felt very sorry for her, but the boys, with typical male sensitivity and sympathy, nicknamed her ‘Shitty Muriel’!


‘What shall we do?’ asked one of the gang. ‘Shall we play on the go-karts?’ Most children in the street had a makeshift go-kart of some description. In our house, we all shared one that had been made by my mother. They were usually made out of doors and Mum had heated a poker until it was red hot and then burned a hole in the door to make it fit the axle, which came from an old pram.


‘No, let’s play Froggie, Froggie,’ I said, because it was my favourite game and we hadn’t played it for ages.


Aideen was elected Froggie and stood on one pavement, while the rest of us lined up on the far side.


‘Froggie, Froggie, may we cross your golden water?’ we all chanted together.


‘Not unless . . . you’re five years old,’ shouted Aideen, and two of the little ones took a triumphant step forward. The object was to be the first person to cross the golden water, and whoever got there would take over as Froggie.


‘Froggie, Froggie, may we cross your golden water?’ we repeated.


‘Not unless . . . you’re wearing a red jumper,’ responded Aideen.


I took a great big leap forward, so big that I shot past the little ones who had stepped forward in the last round.


‘Hey,’ protested one young boy to Aideen, ‘you only chose that because your sister is wearing a red jumper!’


‘No she didn’t!’ I jumped in indignantly.


‘Yes she did! That’s cheating!’


And so we squabbled and giggled our way through a long summer afternoon of street games, making our own entertainment and staying as far away as possible from the separate world of adults. We were happy in our own world, fulfilled. We only needed each other to have fun.


When we returned home that evening at teatime, however, it was obvious all was not well in the adult world and Mum was in a foul mood.


‘Where did you get to?’ she demanded, as she banged the pots about for dinner, but we kept quiet and luckily she didn’t ask any more because just then there was a shout from the front room and Helena came running in.


‘Where are the puppies?’ she asked.


‘They’ve all gone to good homes,’ said my mum. ‘I took them this afternoon. You knew that we couldn’t keep them all for ever and they’re big enough now to go to homes of their own.’


‘Awwww,’ we chorused sadly.


Tears sprang to my eyes, but we all comforted each other with the idea that at least they had nice families who would look after them. Mum had made sure of that. Some other children would now have the fun of raising a little puppy.


It had been a nice warm day, but it was nearing the end of summer and by evening the air had turned sharp and chilly. After we had cleared up the dinner dishes, my mother sent me out to the coal house to fill the scuttle. My father would be in soon and we always tried to make everything as nice as possible for his arrival. He could be quite grumpy after evening surgery. He only had one evening off a week, on a Thursday, and we used to take the telephone off the hook and put a notice on the door asking callers to come to the back so that he wouldn’t be disturbed.


Tonight was Wednesday and he would soon be home, so I went out with the scuttle to do as I was told. I don’t know what prompted me to look in the old steel bucket that was out in the back yard. It had a piece of wood placed securely over the top and a large brick on top of that, so I had to make an effort to get into it. What made me? I suppose it was just a child’s natural curiosity, something my career in teaching would later give me a lot of insight into.


I bent down and pulled off the brick. Then I removed the piece of wood that acted as a lid and suddenly dropped it in horror. To this day I am not sure how I managed to remain silent. Underneath was a nightmare scene. The six puppies that had been tumbling over Trixie earlier in the day had been drowned in the water. Their little bodies were bloated, and they looked up at me with fixed stares in their eyes.


I didn’t understand how my mum could have done it. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run into the house and shout, ‘Why? Why?’ but I didn’t. It wasn’t a child’s place to question, and anyway, this was just another example of my mother’s pragmatism. You have to place her response in the context of that time. When your generation has cried over lost fathers, lost brothers, lost friends, brought down in foreign lands, perhaps you don’t have many tears left for a few dead puppies. But being a child, I didn’t see it like that at the time.


For a moment I stood rooted to the spot, just staring into the water. Then I slammed the piece of wood back over the bucket so that I couldn’t see the contents any longer. My heart was hammering painfully and I felt sick, but I carefully replaced the brick as if it had never been touched. I went to the coal and filled up the scuttle, then walked back in as if nothing had happened, keeping all my feelings locked tightly inside.


‘What kept you?’ said my mother, but I couldn’t look at her in case I broke down.


I didn’t tell the others, and wouldn’t until we were all adults. At bedtime, as I climbed the stairs, I felt glad that I could retreat to the safety of my own bed and be left alone for a bit. At the top of the stairs, I halted suddenly, confronted by the three trunks. I had forgotten all about them. I stared at them, then ran to brush my teeth. I got ready for bed quickly, burrowing deeply under the blankets, and when the light was put out, I turned my head into the pillow and cried for the poor dead puppies.


There was another image that kept springing into my mind in the darkness, though: the three school trunks sitting on the landing. On the way past, I had noticed that they had been wiped down and had fresh labels stuck on them. ‘Helena’, ‘Aideen’ and ‘Bernadette’. So it was definitely true. Nobody had said a word about what was to happen to me, but this told me everything I needed to know. I wouldn’t be going back for my last year at primary school as I had thought. I would be going to the convent in Dublin.
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Hairy Moments


It was Saturday morning and Aideen and I carefully braided our long, brown hair into plaits. All four Tierney girls had the Irish-colleen combination of brown hair and blue eyes. The trunks were still on the landing, but we just ran by them without talking about what might soon happen. There was at least a week of holiday left and we were in a good mood because we had pocket money that we were going to spend in the sweetshop after breakfast.


‘Look – I can nearly sit on my plaits,’ said Aideen. She was proud of the fact that her hair was longer than mine and she couldn’t resist drawing attention to it at times.


‘Well, I nearly can,’ I said.


Mum shouted to us as we left the house, clutching pennies in our hands, ‘Aideen! Bernadette!’


We looked at one another on the doorstep. What now?


‘Yes, Mum?’ Aideen called back.


‘No chewing gum!’


‘OK!’


We banged the door behind us before she delayed us any further and ran down the street to the sweetshop.


‘Packet of chewing gum, please,’ said Aideen instantly, placing her pennies on the glass counter with a clatter.


‘Packet of chewing gum, please,’ I repeated, putting mine beside hers.


A tray of sweets was pulled out from the counter and we chose some chews too, which were handed over in a small paper bag. We started on the sweets the minute we got out of the shop.


‘When you come to school . . .’ Aideen began. My stomach lurched at her words and I looked up at her fearfully. I didn’t like it being spelled out that I was going to the convent. If it wasn’t said, maybe it wouldn’t happen. ‘. . . you have to give some of your pocket money to the black babies,’ Aideen continued.


‘Why?’


‘Sister Clare at school told us about a baby who was born in Africa,’ confided Aideen, who was enjoying sharing her knowledge with her naïve little sister. ‘A guardian angel called Wopsie looked into the baby’s eyes and saw its little black soul and said, “If that baby dies before it is christened, it will go to Limbo and it can never get into Heaven.” ’


‘Never?’


Aideen shook her head. ‘It will just float around in the sky for ever.’


At primary school, we had been told not just about Heaven and Hell, but about Purgatory, a sort of no-man’s land where souls went to be cleansed before they were good enough to get into Heaven. It sounded to me like a great big spiritual waiting room in the sky. I didn’t fancy it much, but this Limbo place sounded even worse. At least in Purgatory you knew you were getting to Heaven eventually. The sheer cruelty of the concept of an innocent baby being banished for ever because its parents had committed the unpardonable sin of failing to get some holy water poured over its forehead baffled me. It still does.


Aideen’s story whirled round in my head as I tore open my packet of chewing gum and then I came up with a question – as I always did.


‘What do you give the money for the black babies for? Can you buy them out of Limbo?’


‘Sister Clare says we can save the babies by giving money to the priests who go out to Africa to save them from Limbo. When you pay five shillings, you get a black baby all of your own and they call it after you.’


I looked at Aideen in astonishment.


‘Does the black baby come to stay with you when it’s yours?’


‘Don’t be silly!’ said Aideen scornfully.


We were so busy talking and chewing as we walked home that we didn’t notice until it was too late that there was someone standing on our doorstep.


‘Bernadette, it’s Mum!’ said Aideen in a stricken voice. ‘We need to get rid of the gum!’


‘I’m going to swallow mine,’ I said in a panic.


‘You can’t do that!’ said Aideen. ‘Mum says if you swallow it, it sticks all your insides together.’


Stuck-together insides seemed preferable to Mum’s wrath, so I hastily took a big gulp.


‘Gone!’ I said.


Aideen surreptitiously took hers out of her mouth and stuck it the only place she could think of in a hurry – on the back of her right plait. Mum didn’t notice as we walked past her and we breathed a sigh of relief.


That afternoon we spent with the gang, including our little brother, Andrew. Unlike us girls, Andrew was never sent away to boarding school, even when he was older. Mum said it was just that my father worried about his girls being in the city, but I always wondered about that. Dad had longed for a boy and I think he was a bit disappointed when he had four girls one after another. Andrew was the jackpot at the end of a long wait. The day he was born, my dad’s friend Tom came round to celebrate and played the same tune on the piano over and over again.


‘When you come to the end of a perfect day . . .’ he sang.


Eventually, poor, exhausted Mum staggered downstairs and slammed the lid of the piano down.


‘It is not a perfect day!’ she snapped.


It was to my dad, though.


Even if Andrew was the icing on the family cake, he wasn’t treated more indulgently than the rest of us – as was proved that night. After dinner my mum doled out jobs for us all.


‘Andrew and Kathleen, you clear the table,’ she instructed. ‘Helena, you wash the dishes, and Aideen and Bernadette can dry.’


We all moved immediately, apart from Andrew, who was sitting with his back to Mum. The next thing, Mum was giving him a clip on the back of the head.


‘Andrew, do what you’re told!’ she said.


Andrew jumped but didn’t say a word.


After clearing the table, he disappeared upstairs. He shared an attic room with Kathleen at this time, and when she went up, she found he had locked the door. Kathleen stomped back downstairs.


‘Andrew won’t let me in the room,’ she complained.


Well, there was a bit of coming and going after that, with Kathleen running up and down the stairs reporting Andrew’s consistent refusal to open the door. Eventually, my mother lost her patience.


‘You tell Andrew that if he doesn’t open that door, your father is coming up!’


That would normally have been enough to frighten Andrew into compliance, but Kathleen came down yet again and my father hauled himself out of his chair in exasperation. We were all terrified. Andrew was really pushing his luck.


My dad was quite overweight and we heard his heavy footsteps thundering on the staircase, then the bang on the bedroom door. We tiptoed onto the stairs and watched from a point of safety.


‘Open the door, Andrew!’ shouted my dad.


When there was no answer, I remember Dad’s face changed. There was a momentary shadow of panic. He kicked the door open and it fell across the bottom of Andrew’s bed. Andrew never moved. He was fast asleep and hadn’t heard a thing. In fact, what none of us had realised was that Andrew didn’t hear a thing a lot of the time but was too frightened to say. It was only after this incident that he got the operations he needed to help him hear.


You might have thought a doctor would have noticed that his own son was partially deaf, but by the time he got in at night, I don’t think Dad wanted to hear a single word about aches and pains and illness. He had never wanted to be a doctor in the first place and had only studied medicine because his bullying father had made him.


That was probably why he also didn’t notice that I had a painful childhood tumour on my wrist. My mother used to tell me not to be a baby when I yelped if she grabbed it in the bath, but my older cousin, who did paediatrics, realised what it was. It was the kind of tumour you get on the brain, like a bunch of grapes with red worms in, and it was removed and put in a jar in the children’s hospital in Liverpool. I’ve still got a scar, but I have never had any bother since.


If we thought it was going to be a quiet evening after all the excitement with Andrew, we were quite mistaken. On Saturday nights my mum would bind our hair with rags so that we would have ringlets for going to Mass the next day. When Mum called me and Aideen to come for our turn, we skipped off without thinking. Aideen went first and Mum took the bands off the ends of her pigtails to brush out her hair. A minute later we heard an exclamation of disgust.


‘Aideen Tierney, what on earth is this in your hair?’


She had discovered the big blob of chewing gum Aideen had stuck on her right plait. The gum had stretched over the ends of her hair, working its way upwards and matting it into a horrible, sticky mess. All hell broke loose and Aideen was sent to bed in disgrace.


‘What have I told you about chewing gum!’ Mum ranted.


I kept very quiet indeed and hoped my stuck-together insides wouldn’t give me away too.


‘Never mind,’ I said to Aideen, giving her a big hug at bedtime.


Next day, Mum took Aideen down to Miss Finnie’s, the hairdresser on Penny Lane. I had my nose up against the front-room window waiting for her to come back and I gasped when she appeared. Her beautiful long hair, of which she was so proud, was now about two inches below her ears. I loved Aideen and I felt sorry for her losing all her treasured tresses. I gave her one of my sweets that I had saved for during the week. As I discovered when I became a teacher, a degree of rivalry between children is natural, but I am a little ashamed to say that whenever Aideen annoyed me, as inevitably sisters sometimes do, I couldn’t resist a dig.


‘Look at this, Aideen,’ I would say casually, ‘I can nearly sit on my plaits!’


All week the trunks had remained on the upper landing, but the day came when my mum started to pack them. I watched silently as my clothes were taken from drawers and cupboards and placed in neat piles inside my trunk. Still nobody said a word, but I knew I was about to embark on the biggest adventure of my young life.
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Convent Blues


‘Bernadette Tierney, get that look off your face! You are as bold as brass!’


Sister Clare looked me up and down, her stern face framed by her wimple. There wasn’t a single wisp of her hair visible, nothing to soften her appearance, and the severity seemed to emphasise her hooked nose. I looked back at her in astonishment. What had I done? I had no idea what ‘bold’ meant.


It had been the same ever since I arrived at the convent, an imposing three-storey building in extensive grounds in the suburbs of Dublin. I was terrified on my first night and cried myself to sleep. From the start I didn’t fit in. I was a very enquiring child, but unfortunately, this was somewhere inquisitiveness was discouraged. In the nuns’ world, it was not a child’s place to question, but I couldn’t help myself. Questions just blurted out of me. I didn’t mean to be cheeky when Sister Clare talked about Jesus walking on water. I simply wanted to know why he didn’t sink.


‘How could Jesus do that?’ I had asked curiously.


‘He just did – and don’t you be so bold,’ Sister Clare had retorted.


I was glad when a knock came at the door and the nun’s attention was diverted from me at last.


One of the senior girls came into the classroom.


‘Excuse me, Sister,’ she said, handing over a card. ‘Here’s the spiritual bouquet for Sister Rose.’


Sister Rose was an elderly nun who had passed away a few days before and prayers had been said repeatedly for her. Sister Clare now wanted us all to sign the card.


‘Write down how many spiritual ejaculations you will do for Sister Rose,’ she instructed, ‘and remember, girls, that it’s to help her soul get into Heaven.’


‘Please, Sister . . .’ I said.


Sister Clare shot me a withering look.


‘. . . what is an ejaculation, Sister?’


I thought Sister Clare was going to explode. Her face went purple and she almost ran to her desk to take out a thick black strap.


‘Bernadette Tierney, come out here!’ she shrieked.


I think she thought I was being deliberately rude, but I was just bewildered. On my first, lonely night at the convent when I had cried myself to sleep, I had comforted myself with the thought that at least there would be no stair rod here. Little did I know it would be replaced by this fearsome-looking belt.


‘Hold out your hands!’ she commanded.


She gave me five of the strap and I walked back to my desk, hands stinging, but none the wiser about what constituted a spiritual ejaculation.


As I sat down, I felt a nudge in my back and I turned round.


‘It’s just a simple prayer that you say over and over,’ whispered the girl behind me, Breda. ‘Like “God is love. God is love. God is love.” Or “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.” You say it about a hundred times and then you write on the card that you have done a hundred spiritual ejaculations. And if we do enough, she gets into Heaven.’


Well! What a very odd system, I thought.


Many years later, at a dinner party, my friend Bette and I were recalling all this and a Jewish friend, Sonia, almost choked to death on her smoked salmon when Bette mentioned that we did ejaculations for dead nuns. Just like I had all those years before, Bette forgot – though in her case no doubt on purpose – to mention the word ‘spiritual’.


 


‘How old do you think she is?’ my new friend Breda whispered as we lay in bed and watched Sister Clare disappear down to her cubicle at the bottom of our dorm. The dormitories – there were seven in total – were all on the top floor of the school and housed twelve girls each.


‘Ninety?’ I said.


‘No!’ snorted Breda.


‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘Ninety-four!’


We turned our faces into our pillows to stop Sister hearing our giggles.


‘No more talking!’ she said, snapping out the lights.


In fact, Sister Clare must have been a relatively young woman, perhaps in her thirties. The walls of the cubicle where she slept were made of a thin wood and when she had a candle, it lit up her silhouette behind the partition. We were fascinated by this and used to watch the shadows on the wall avidly when she took off her veil. We knew that under their veils, the nuns’ hair was very short, almost completely shaved, and we were curious about what that would look like.


What was even more mysterious was what went on in Sister Clare’s head. The nuns’ view of the world was truly baffling at times. It was Halloween that night and as soon as Sister Clare left the room, we started telling ghost stories. There was one girl who was a fantastic storyteller and she could scare the life out of us all. She probably went on to become a writer. When it was her turn, we all listened to her, mesmerised, as she told a story complete with sound effects. Creaking doors, hooting owls . . . she threw in the lot. I was so frightened that I jumped out of my bed and into Breda’s and the two of us sat huddled together, listening and trembling.


Suddenly, Sister Clare bustled in and the beam of her torch swept over the room and came to rest on Breda and me. Anyone else would have seen two innocent ten-year-olds listening to a story together, but she saw something else.


‘Look at you two and not a pillow between you!’ she scolded. ‘You, out!’


As a child, I didn’t really understand her anger. It was only years later that I felt a rush of sadness. Why would you think like that about two naïve children? But anything that could possibly have a sexual connotation was heavily censored in the convent and they even stuck pages of the biology textbooks together so that we couldn’t read them. There was also that old advice given to generations of Catholic schoolgirls about not wearing patent shoes. Men could see your underwear, the nuns insisted. Well, only if they had their X-ray specs with them!


We were tired the next day after staying up telling stories, but it was an early rise as usual to attend daily Mass at 7 a.m. with the nuns. As we traipsed into the convent chapel with its hushed interior, the outlines of the religious statues looked a little frightening in the flickering candlelight. Breda and I dipped our fingers into the melted wax of the candles at the back, popping the greasy residue into our mouths and chewing it all through the service. It was the closest we were going to get to chewing gum.


Sunday was my least favourite day of the week. There were eighty boarders at the school, but with day girls, the numbers rose to a couple of hundred. I so envied the day girls, who could go home in the evening. Sundays seemed very bleak without them coming in to give us gossip and news from the outside world. A long day stretched ahead with only two hours of the dreaded embroidery – or ‘embuggery’, as we called it – to look forward to. I had enough tray cloths to open a teashop, but they were always polka-dotted with blood because I kept sticking the needle in the wrong place: straight into my fingers.


It was also letter-writing day. ‘ “Dear Mammy and Daddy,” ’ Sister Clare wrote carefully on the blackboard in her elaborate looped script. We copied it dutifully onto our writing paper. I had never called Mum ‘Mammy’ in my life. I vividly recall my first Sunday at the convent, when I’d looked around the room at the rest of the girls scratching away with their nibbed pens on the paper. Once I’d started, though, I’d got into the swing of it: writing a letter was just like telling a story and I’d poured out everything that had happened in my week.


‘Now, girls,’ said Sister Clare, ‘when you finish your letter, I want you to conclude it with these words . . .’ She picked up the chalk again and wrote as she talked. ‘ “I . . . remain . . . your . . . loving . . . child,” ’ she finished with a flourish. ‘Then put your own name at the end.’


I wrote the words, signed my name and put my pen down.


‘Please, Sister, I’ve finished,’ I said. ‘May I have an envelope now?’


‘Bring it here, Bernadette.’


I walked to the front of the class and handed her the letter. I soon discovered that all letters were censored when Sister Clare began to read mine. She glanced up at me as she read, then back at the letter. A frisson went round the room. Sister Clare’s disapproval was almost tangible. When she finished, she reached for another sheet of paper.


‘Sure, your mammy and daddy don’t want to hear that kind of thing, Bernadette, do they?’ She handed me the fresh paper. ‘Now away and write another one.’


I heard the rip of paper as I turned away and took my new sheet back to my desk. I reached my seat just in time to see the remnants of my letter fluttering into the wastepaper basket at her feet. I sighed and picked up my pen. ‘Dear Mammy and Daddy . . .’ I wrote again.


 


My early years in the convent were difficult and I found it hard to adjust. I always longed for more warmth and more love, but as I got older, I stopped searching for it. I saw little of my sisters because we were in different classes and dormitories. In fact, boarding school felt like a prison and Breda and I took every opportunity to escape in any way we could. For example, we both hated hockey – oh, those dreary hours on soggy fields with mud-caked shoes and bruised ankles! – but made ourselves play for the simple reason that the hockey team were the only ones who were legitimately allowed out of the convent. We used to get the bus back to school from matches and there was an ice-cream bar called Cafolla’s next to the bus-stop. If we had time, a group of us would go in there and order a knickerbocker glory and four spoons.


As teenagers, other interests took over and offered a diversion from the strict regime of the nuns. Obviously there weren’t any real boys to catch our eye in a convent boarding school, but there was Elvis! I wrote to him when he was stationed in Germany, and when a letter arrived for me with a German postmark, I was thrilled. Breda and I ran into the grounds to open it.


‘What does it say?’ she asked excitedly. ‘What does it say?’


My eyes quickly scanned the letter, but disappointment awaited. It wasn’t from my beloved Elvis at all; it was just an acknowledgement from Colonel Parker, his manager.


Pop music had arrived and I was well and truly smitten. I loved the exciting beats, the energy, the way adults tutted and viewed it as a dangerous and subversive influence. When I was a senior pupil, I was the only girl in the school to have a secret radio. Until, that is, one disastrous night when I was lying in bed with my earplug in – in those days you only had one.


‘Can I have a go?’ whispered Breda from the bed opposite. ‘Just for a minute,’ she pleaded quietly, leaning across the gap between our beds.


‘Of course,’ I said, though to be honest I could hardly bear to miss a precious minute of my favourite pop show. I listened to pop music as much as I could and when the days at the convent were tough, I’d think to myself, Only five more hours to go until Radio Luxembourg!

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
The true story of a trainee teacher

in 1960s Liverpool

BERNADETTE ROBINSON





OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





