PROCESSING
The night Harry ended up with his family and furniture on the pavement outside their house his Mum gave him a choice.

“Would you like to stay with your Grandma and Grand-dad for a while or would you like to go to a home.” 

It must have been the drizzle Harry thought as his Mum blurred before him. 

She stroked his arm and tried to smile but Harry didn’t know why she was bothering.  There was nothing to smile about, being chucked out of the house on a drizzly night and only thinly sliced fried potatoes for dinner.  And what sort of question was that; Grandma and Grand-dad or home.  Harry had noticed the ‘a’ before his Mum said home but decided his Mum must have been feeling nervous about something.

“Home,” he said and his Mum’s twittery smile broadened.

“Good.”  She patted his knee and sighed. “It’ll be for the best and it won’t be for long, only a little while, I promise.  I’ll come and get you as soon as I can.”  

What the heck was she on about.  Harry frowned at her.  Home was forever, wasn’t it, not ‘a little while’ and why would she come and get him when she was already there, at home, where she had always been.

Harry didn’t go home that night.  He went to stay with his Grandma and Grand-dad.  He stayed upstairs in his Auntie Irene’s bed while his Auntie Irene sulked and pouted on the sofa downstairs.  Grandma and Grand-dad, Mum and Dad and some other grown-ups Harry had never seen before but were called Uncle This and Auntie That spent most of the time in the kitchen shouting and screaming and weeping. 
It wasn’t all that bad though. Harry was fed on mutton and potato stew with barley in it. His Grandma made it and it tasted great.  

“Thin bits of potatoes,”  Grandma sniffed at Mum and Mum started weeping again. 

Every now and then  Mum broke off from the shouting and screaming and weeping in the kitchen to come out and tell Harry not to worry, he’d soon be going to a home. There she was with the ‘a’ again.

The next day a brick-faced woman turned up in a little black car to take him to a home.

“No, home, not ‘a’ home,” Harry corrected her. 

The woman told him to hurry up and get in the car. 

“Aren’t you coming too.”  Harry asked Mum and Dad as they stood on the front door step.

“Soon, soon.”  Mum’s twittery smile almost twittered off her face.
 Dad looked down at the front door step and said nothing.

After hours driving through streets he’d never seen before and over hills he never knew existed Harry stopped chatting about everything he saw and what had happened over the last few days and asked the woman if she knew where she was going.

“Only this doesn’t look like the way home.” 

The woman turned and blinked at him as if she couldn’t remember who he was or what he was doing there. She blinked again then turned back to concentrate on the road ahead and said very slowly, “It’s not home you’re going to, it’s a home.” 

“But I’ve already got a home.”  Harry wondered if he could open the car door beside him and jump out before it was too late.

“You haven’t got a home.”  The woman laughed a strange laugh, just like a brick would laugh if a brick could laugh. “That’s why you’re going to a home; a children’s home called Burmthwaite.”
Harry realised it was already too late and he and the woman drove on in silence. 

In the early evening they arrived at Burmthwaite; the biggest house Harry had ever seen, its windows ablaze in the evening Sun and bristling with chimneys.  

The woman handed Harry over to another woman who said she was his Auntie Madge though Harry couldn’t remember having an Auntie Madge.  She led him across the brightly polished hallway floor to a big cast iron radiator and told him to wait there.  The radiator was hot to touch but made Harry so warm he could feel himself drifting off to sleep.

“Wake up young Harry.”   When Harry opened his eyes he saw a man with crinkly black hair and glasses as thick as milk bottle bottoms.

“I’m the Captain.”  The man held out his hand and Harry shook it.  “And this.”  The Captain waved his other hand about him. “Is H.M.S. Burmthwaite.  Welcome aboard.”  He stepped back and saluted.  Harry watched how he did it and did the same.

“Excellent.”  The Captain laughed then turning to Auntie Madge said, “Carry on.” 

Auntie Madge led Harry up the stairs next to the radiator and to the end of a long corridor where she handed him over to a woman called Matron.  

Matron’s arms were big and red about the same colour as the rubber apron she wore which was almost as huge as Matron herself.  She took Harry in to a steam filled room where she ordered him to “Sterrrrrrrip.” 

“Sterrrrrip?”  Harry blinked.

Matron leaned down towards him and said very slowly, “Take your clothes off.”  

Harry wondered if he should say no.  After all he’d only just met Matron but through the steam he saw a big bath with a belly like a hippopotamus and ball and claw feet.  He hadn’t had a bath, a real hot bath, for ages so he Sterrrripped and jumped in to the bath at exactly the same time as Matron told him to. 

Matron poured all sorts of powerful smelling coloured liquids from coloured bottles in to the bath water.  “For infestation and caked on dirt,”  she told him as the liquids bubbled and fizzed.
Harry smiled and settled in to the bath until the bubbles reached his chin.  The smile turned to a grimace when Matron on her hands and knees beside the bath began scrubbing him with a loofah.  In spite of her brawny arms and grim face though, she was very gentle, thorough but gentle.  Harry especially liked his back being scrubbed.

“You’re one of the dirtiest little beggars I’ve ever met.”  Matron grabbed Harry’s right knee and scrubbed it until it looked like a new potato. “Where have you been living – in a coal hole?”  

Harry laughed at the idea but stopped when Matron reached down for another of her bottles and poured its contents over his head.

“What’s that?”  Harry’s eyes bulged and he pinched his nostrils between finger and thumb.  It smelt like vinegar, peppermint and petrol and his head felt like it was on fire.

“Leave it in.”  Matron’s arm across his back stopped Harry from putting his head under the water. “It’ll soon stop burning and get rid of all that animal life in your hair.” 

When Harry frowned she explained, “Nits and lice.” 

Harry soaked in the bath so long his fingertips became little white prunes.  He wriggled them and laughed when Matron, holding a big rough towel in her hands ordered him out.

Dried and draped in the towel Harry asked for his clothes but learnt that they were going to the incinerator.

“Insinner what?” 

“Rator,” said Matron.

“Oh,” said Harry as if satisfied with the explanation then asked, “When can I have them back.” 

“You can’t.”  Matron laughed. “Incinerator means fire.  They’ll be burnt.” 

When Harry’s mouth dropped open Matron told him his clothes had been crawling with animal life. “Besides,” she added with another laugh, “even if they weren’t they’d still be burnt.  It’s standard procedure with you slum kids.”  

She cleared her throat and pointed one finger in the air:

“Rats and mice

Fleas and lice.

Give’em to me

And they’re gone

In a trice.” 

Harry laughed.  He couldn’t help it.  His clothes would be burnt to ashes but he liked the Matron’s rhyme so much he asked her to recite it again, which she did. 

Then, she dressed him in a night shirt which was blue striped and smelt of soap.

“Can I have a top hat to go with it,”  he asked as he pulled his sleeves straight.

When Matron raised her eyebrows at him he explained, “You know like that kid in Peter Pan.” 

“You’re one of the lost boys.”  Matron turned and plucked the towel off the side of the bath. “Not a little toff.”  She scrunched the towel in to a ball and threw it in to a wicker basket by the bathroom door. 

“How long will I have to stay here?”  Harry looked up at the Matron.

“I don’t know.  It’s not up to me.”  Matron pointed at the bathroom door. “It’s nearly bed time.” 

“Only my Mum said it wouldn’t be long.”  Harry opened the door and wondered which way to go. “She said she’d come and take me back home soon.” 

“Did she.”  Matron sniffed and closed the door behind her. “She’ll probably come in a big car driven by a bloke in a top hat.” 

Harry suddenly wanted to run down the corridor towards the stairs but Matron put her hand on his shoulder and pointed him in the other direction. 

That night in the dormitory Harry lay on a rubber mattress in a cast iron bed along with a couple of hundred other kids in cast iron beds lined up alongside the walls.  The sheets were clean and the blankets warm.  Matron had made him a thick strawberry jam butty and a cup of cocoa before showing him where his bed was but that didn’t stop Harry quietly sobbing to himself.

But not quietly enough.

“Shut that snivelling,” someone hissed at him from the other side of the dormitory. “Or I’ll come over and smash you in the gob.” 

So, in some ways, Harry thought as he wiped his eyes with the sheet, it was a lot like being back home.  
