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The Children’s Home

By 

Katrina Ståhlhammar
It is the morning after Boxing Day.  I tiptoe down the stairs.  It is so quiet everyone else must still be asleep.  The playroom door is open.  Oh goody!  All my toys for Christmas are neatly packed away in a box marked, ‘Katrina’, next to all the other children’s boxes with their names on.  Auntie Margaret told me they came from ‘Charity’.


I have got so many presents the box is full to the top.  There is ‘Dolly’ with eyes that shut and close and they have got eyelashes on, too.  Oh.  What is this on her face?  There are black lines all over her face.  I cannot understand why.


  Later in the morning, I tell Aunty Margaret and show her my lovely new dolly with lines scribbled all over her face.  Auntie Margaret went to fetch Gloria, who is one of the big’uns.  Gloria has got red hair and freckles and she gave me a spiteful look.  Auntie Margaret tells her off and Gloria cries.  I realise that Gloria drew the lines all over dolly’s face, but she might have just done it for fun.  Auntie Margaret makes Gloria scrub my dolly’s face, but you can still see the lines if you look.


Auntie Leslie says we are going to see Father Christmas today who is still in Kingston.  He has been there for a month already.  I am so happy and excited.


‘When are we going, Auntie Leslie?’


‘Later’, she smiles.  Auntie Leslie is much younger than Auntie Margaret.  I am wearing my red and white stripy dress and new t-bar sandals, just like Veronica’s, except hers are red.  I wish mine were red, too, but Auntie Margaret gave them to me from the cupboard.  I think they used to belong to someone else.  Most of my clothes used to be worn by someone else before me.


I have two white ribbons, one on each side of my hair.  I wish I had plump round legs like Veronica and long white socks up to my knees.  I have only got ankle socks and my knees stick out because my legs are so thin.  Some girls at school called me ‘Skinny Malinky’.


I hate that cupboard.  Once I was locked up in there because I could not stop coughing at night.  It was a fat Auntie with a hard face that pulled me out of bed.  There are three others sharing my room and she said,


‘How can people sleep when you are coughing all night?’


She was very angry and pushed me into the cupboard on the landing.  Then she shut the door.  I cried and waited a few minutes, but she did not open the door again.  I looked around and soon I could see in the dark.  I could see the dust dancing in the beams of light coming in from around the door.  I was in there for ages.  I stopped crying and something shrank inside me.


I do not remember being let out, but next morning, like all mornings I had a cold bath and I was wheezing loudly.  The water was only two inches deep.  The children queue up at the bathroom door and the ‘littl’uns’ go in first, all in the same water.  There is a second bath in the same room in which all the ‘big’uns’ go.  

The ones that wet the bed have to stand on the landing all night with their dirty sheet hanging around their neck.  The punishment does not work because it is the same children every time.

In the mornings, I walk to school with my sister, Ingrid, Carol Unwin and an ‘auntie’.  I wish I had a mummy and daddy like all my friends.  Mummy lives in one place and daddy somewhere else.  Mummy takes us out some weekends.  She says when she buys a house we will go and live with her.  I do not ever want to leave the children’s home.  I will miss all of my friends whom I love with all my heart.  I love the big oak tree at the bottom of the huge garden.  There are swings there and I can see the back of Veronica’s house.

I have two friends at school.  My best friend is Veronica French.  One day in the playground she gave me a present.  It was a small package wrapped in layers of tissue paper.  When I opened it all I could see was a little white feather.

‘It’s from our budgie,’ said Veronica watching my face closely.

I looked at it and then threw it away.  Veronica’s face screwed up into a ball and she cried.  Now I wish I had put it away carefully in my tunic pocket and kept it forever.  She has invited me to her birthday party on Saturday.

 When Ingrid and me arrived at the home, there were all these other children leaning over the banister upstairs staring down at us.  They were in their pyjamas.

‘Do they speak English?’ they asked.  They were excited. ‘They don’t speak any English!’

My mother was crying and I hid behind Ingrid, who is bigger than me.  They have told me and Ingrid that we must not speak in Swedish to each other and that we must speak English all the time.

Last week, a lady came to choose a child.  Auntie Margaret called me to her room, where the children are not allowed.  It is next to the room where we are allowed to watch ‘The London Palladium’ on a Saturday night if we are good.

Auntie Margaret passed me a newspaper.

‘Katrina, read Mrs Johnson the front page of the TIMES.’

I can read newspapers and long words so they think I am clever.  I am already on the ‘top’ reading table at school.

I wonder what I will be doing when I am nineteen?  It seems a lifetime away.  I cannot imagine ever being nineteen.  Life is very, very long.  I will make a point of looking back at myself at this moment when I am nineteen, and I will remember that I am standing at the foot of the stairs at the children’s home and am aged four years and eleven months.  I will, I will remember this moment.

Today drags on.  We are in the playroom.  I am bored with playing with my new toys.  It is dark and rainy outside.

‘Auntie Leslie, when are we going to Kingston to see Father Christmas?  Please.  Please.  Oh, please.’

‘We can’t go.  I couldn’t get permission’

I have the same feeling I had when I was locked in the cupboard.  I gaze at the window and the dark grey weather outside.

*****************

‘OK, Trina, get your coat, your mum’s here,’ Auntie Margaret called me from the playroom.  I had been at 36 Percy Road for three years and four months and now I was seven.


As we walked to the corner, my mind flashed back over my time at the children’s home.  It was my home and my heart belonged there.  Now my mother was taking us away forever.  I swore to myself I would always remember Carol Unwin, who left the same day as me.


Looking out of the window of the train speeding towards Waterloo Station, I daydreamed about the station names, with my nose pressed up against the cold glass, which steamed up from my breath.  It was a dark December and there was a fine drizzle.  Hampton Wick where we boarded, at the bottom of Percy Road, was also the name of my Junior School, just over the railway bridge that I had walked across every morning to school. 


The next stop was Sunbury and then St. Margaret’s.  Strawberry Hill sounded like a wonderful red sort of place to live.


‘Where are we going, mummy?’ we clamoured.


‘It’s a place called Brondesbury,’ replied my mother.  ‘It’s just down the road from Kilburn.  I was determined to get you out of the home and now I have.’
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