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Children are blind to sarcasm – they take it as truth 





– Overheard on a train






 





THE PROMISE


‘This is the BBC Light Programme.’


‘Come on, Doreen, it’s on!’


It’s the same every Thursday night. We have to get our 

tea finished, clear the table, get the pots washed and put 

away so we can all sit round the wireless and enjoy ITMA 

with Tommy Handley.


‘Doreen! She does it every time, goes out to the lavatory 

just as it’s starting.’


Except I don’t enjoy it. I can’t understand it. I don’t 

know what they’re talking about.


‘Tell her to hurry up, will you, love?’


I went out the back to call my Auntie Doreen but she 

was already coming up the path pulling on her black skirt. 

She’d come straight from work.


‘He’s not on yet, is he?’


He was. I could hear the audience on the wireless cheering 

and clapping the man who’d just shouted, ‘It’s That 

Man Again!’


‘Just startin’, I think.’


She ran past me into the house.


‘Freda, why didn’t you call me?’


‘I did.’


I can’t understand what they get so excited about. They 

all come out with these stupid things like, ‘I don’t mind if 

I do,’ ‘Can I do you now, sir?’ ‘Tee tee eff enn.’ What’s funny 

about that? Don’t mean a thing to me.


‘What’s funny about that, Mum? “Tee tee eff enn”? It 

doesn’t even mean owt.


‘Ta Ta For Now!’


‘Ta Ta For Now!’


They both sang it at me, laughing like anything.


‘It’s a catchphrase. Now shush!’


What’s a catchphrase? Why’s it funny? Who is Tommy 

Handley anyway?


‘What’s a catchphrase, Mum? Why’s it funny?’


‘I’ll tell you when it’s finished.’


They waved at me to be quiet.


‘Turn it up, Doreen.’


My Auntie Doreen twiddled with the knob on the wireless. 

Oh, there he goes again: ‘I don’t mind if I do’, and they 

both laughed even louder this time and my mum started 

taking him off.


‘I don’t mind if I do . . . !’


My Auntie Doreen had to take out her hanky to wipe 

away the tears that were rolling down her cheeks.


‘Oh, stop it, Freda, you’re makin’ me wet myself . . .’


What’s he on about now, this Tommy Handley bloke? 

‘Colonel Chinstrap, you’re an absolute nitwit!’ and my mum 

and my Auntie Doreen fell about laughing.


Nitwit. That’s what Reverend Dutton called me and 

Norbert the other day when we ran into him in the corridor.

‘You are a pair of clumsy nitwits, you two.’ Thank 

goodness his cup of tea wasn’t too hot, it could have scalded 

him. If it’d been Melrose we’d run into it would have been 

more than nitwits, more like the cane from the headmaster 

. . . Oh no, the note! I’d forgotten all about it. I went 

out into the hall to get it from my coat pocket. We’d been 

given it at school for our parents. I was meant to give it to 

my mum when I got home. I went back into the kitchen. 

They were sitting there giggling away at Tommy Handley.


‘Eeh, he’s a tonic, isn’t he, Doreen?’


The audience on the wireless were cheering and laughing.


‘I’ve got nits.’


I handed my mum the note. She grabbed it. She wasn’t 

giggling now.


‘What do you mean, you’ve got nits? Who said?’


‘Nit-nurse. She came to our school today.’


Next thing she was up on her feet and going through 

my hair.


‘Oh my God, look at this, Doreen, he’s riddled!’


‘Can I do you now, sir?’ the lady on the radio was asking 

Tommy Handley but my mum wasn’t listening; she was 

halfway to the front door, putting on her coat.


‘Get the kettle on, Doreen. I’m going down the chemist 

to get some stuff.’


‘At this time of night? He’ll be long closed.’


‘Well, he’ll have to open up then, won’t he? It’s an emergency. 

He can’t go to bed with nits.’


She’d come back with two lots of ‘stuff’. Special nit 

shampoo and special nit lotion.


‘One and nine this lot cost! Come on, get that shirt off.’


She’d sat me at the kitchen sink while my Auntie 

Doreen had got the saucepans of hot water ready. Nit 

shampoo smells horrible, like carbolic soap only worse.


‘Doreen, put another kettle on, will you? It says you 

have to do it twice.’


Another shampoo and then the special lotion. I’d had to 

sit there with it on for ages while my mum had kept going 

on about missing Tommy Handley.


‘It’s not his fault, Freda. He can’t help getting nits.’


Then it had started to sting, the nit lotion.


‘No, he’s most likely caught them off that Norbert 

Lightowler. They’re a grubby lot, that family.’


It had got worse, my head was burning.


‘I don’t like this, Mum. It’s burning me.’


‘Good, that means it’s working . . .’





‘Ow! Ooh! Mum, stop, please, you’re hurting me . . .’


The nit lotion was bad but this was worse. She was 

pulling this little steel comb through my hair and it hurt 

like anything.


‘Please, Mum, I don’t like it . . . please . . .’


If I hadn’t made her miss Tommy Handley I think she 

might have been a bit more gentle.


‘You couldn’t have given me that note as soon as you got 

back from school, could you? No, you had to wait till 

ITMA was on, didn’t you?’


I don’t know if it was the smelly nit shampoo or the 

stinging nit lotion or my mum dragging the metal comb 

through my hair, but I didn’t feel very well.


‘You know how much your Auntie Doreen and me look 

forward to it.’


I started to feel a bit dizzy.


‘He’s the bright spot in the week for me. I don’t reckon 

we’d have got through the war without Tommy Handley, 

eh, Doreen? Him and Mr Churchill.’


‘And Vera Lynn.’


‘Oh yes, and Vera Lynn.’


It was getting worse. The room was going round now. 

Everything was spinning. What was happening? I don’t feel 

well. I wish my mum would stop pulling that comb 

through my hair, she’s hurting me. I feel funny. What are 

they doing now? They’re singing. Why are they singing? 

Why are my mum and my Auntie Doreen singing?


 

‘We’ll meet again, don’t know whe-ere, don’t know whe-en 

. . .’


‘We’ll meet again, don’t know whe-ere, don’t know whe-en 

. . .’


Their voices seem miles away.


 

‘But I kno-oow we’ll meet agai-in . . .’


‘But I kno-oow we’ll meet agai-in . . .’


I’m fainting – that’s what it is. I’m fainting. Now I know

what it feels like. When Keith Hopwood had fainted in the 

playground I’d asked him what it had felt like and he’d said 

he couldn’t remember much except that everything had 

been going round and round and everybody’s voices 

seemed to be a long way away. That’s what’s happening to 

me. Mum! Auntie Doreen! I can see them and they’re going 

round and round. I’m fainting! I can hear them, they’re 

singing and they’re miles away. I’m fainting!


 

‘Some sunny . . .’


‘Some sunny . . .’


I was lying on the sofa and and my mum was dabbing my 

face with a damp tea towel, muttering to herself.


‘Come on, Doreen, where’ve you got to? Hurry up, 

hurry up.’


My hair was still wet with the nit lotion but she’d 

stopped combing it, thank goodness.


‘What happened? What’s going on?’


‘You passed out, love, you scared the life out of me. Your 

Auntie Doreen’s gone to fetch Dr Jowett.’


The one good thing about fainting is that everybody 

makes a fuss of you. After Keith had passed out the caretaker 

had carried him to the staffroom and while they’d 

waited for the doctor Mrs Jolliffe had given him a cup of 

sweet tea and some chocolate digestives. With me it was a 

mug of Ovaltine and a Blue Riband on the sofa while we 

waited for Dr Jowett.


‘Have you any more Blue Ribands, Mum?’


‘I haven’t, love. And I won’t be getting any more till I get 

my new ration book.’


Why does all the good stuff have to be on rationing? I 

bet nit shampoo and nit lotion’s not on rationing.


‘Will I be going to school tomorrer?’


That’d be great if I could get off school, worth fainting 

for. Double maths on a Friday, I hate maths. And scripture 

with Reverend Dutton. Borin’.


‘Let’s wait and see what Dr Jowett says.’


And Latin with Bleasdale. Then we have English with 

Melrose. Worst day of the week, Friday. English with 

Melrose! Oh no! I haven’t done his homework! I was going 

to do it after ITMA, wasn’t I?


‘I don’t think I should, Mum. I might faint again. You 

never know.’


‘We’ll leave it to Dr Jowett, eh?’





‘Breathe in. Out. In again.’


It wasn’t Dr Jowett; it was a lady doctor who was standing 

in for him ’cos he was at a conference or something. I’d 

heard my Auntie Doreen tell me mum after she’d gone to 

get something from her car.


‘Out. In. Cough.’


I breathed out and I breathed in and I coughed like she 

told me. The thing she was using to listen to my chest was 

freezing cold and it made me laugh.


‘It’s a relief to see him smiling, doctor. He looked as 

white as a sheet twenty minutes ago.’


The lady doctor wrote something on a brown card.


‘Can I stay off school tomorrer?’


She carried on writing.


‘I don’t see why—’


Oh great. No maths, no Latin, no scripture, no 

Melrose . . .


‘—you shouldn’t go.’


What? No, no. ‘I don’t see why not.’ That’s what I 

thought you were going to say. That’s what you’re supposed 

to say.


‘But I haven’t done my English homework ’cos of all 

this.’


‘I’ll give your mother a note to give to your teacher.’


She smiled and gave me a friendly pat on my head. My 

hair was still sticky.


‘I’ve got nits.’


My mum gave me one of her looks.


‘Outbreak at school, doctor. You know what it’s like.’


‘Of course.’


‘Maybe that’s what made him faint. It’s strong stuff, that 

lotion.’


She shone a light in my eyes.


‘Unlikely.’


She looked down my throat and in my ears. After that 

she put a strap round my arm and pumped on this rubber 

thing. It didn’t hurt, just felt a bit funny. She wrote on the 

brown card again.


‘He’s small for his age.’


‘Always has been, doctor.’


‘But he’s particularly small. And he’s anaemic. I’d say 

he’s undernourished.’


I didn’t know what she was talking about but my mum 

didn’t like it. She sat up straight and folded her arms and 

the red blotch started coming up on her neck. She always 

gets it when she’s upset.


‘There’s only so many coupons in a ration book, doctor. 

I do my best. It’s weeks since this house has seen fresh fruit 

and vegetables. He gets his cod liver oil and his orange juice 

and his Virol. I do what I can. That nit lotion and shampoo 

cost one and nine. It’s not easy on your own, you 

know.’


The doctor wrote on the brown card again.


‘Excuse me, I’m just going to get something from the 

car.’


My mum watched her go. The blotch on her neck was 

getting redder.


‘Who’s she? Where’s Dr Jowett?’


‘She’s standing in for him while he’s at a conference. 

She’s very nice. Came straight away.’


‘Very nice? I don’t think it’s very nice to be told I’m 

neglecting my own son. I’ll give her undernourished!’


‘Give over, Freda, she said nothing of the sort. Don’t be 

so bloody soft, we’ve just had a war. We’re all undernourished 

with this bloody rationing!’


I don’t know who was more shocked, me or my mum. 

You never hear my Auntie Doreen swear. You’d have 

thought it was my fault, the way my mum turned on me.


‘And why did you have to tell her you’ve got nits? 

Showing me up like that.’


My Auntie Doreen was just about to have another go 

when we heard the lady doctor coming back.


‘I was going to write a prescription for a course of iron 

tablets but I remembered I’d got some in the car.’


She gave my mum a brown bottle.


‘I don’t mind paying, doctor.’


The doctor didn’t say anything, just smiled.


‘Now, I’ll tell you what he really needs – a couple of 

weeks by the sea.’


My mum looked at her, then burst out laughing.


‘A couple of weeks by the sea! Yes, that’s what we all 

need, eh, Doreen?’


The lady doctor put everything back in her black bag.


‘It can be arranged. And it won’t cost a penny. I’ll talk 

to Dr Jowett.’


I looked at my mum and my Auntie Doreen.


‘He’ll probably have to take time off school, but it 

would do him the world of good.’


A couple of weeks by the sea! Free! Time off school! 

Sounded good to me.


 

DEAR MUM,


I HATE IT HERE. WHY DID DOCTOR JOWETT 

AND THAT LADY DOCTOR SEND ME TO THIS 

HORRABLE PLACE? I WANT TO COME HOME. YOU 

PROMISED THAT IF I DID NOT LIKE IT HERE 

YOU WOULD COME AND FETCH ME. I DON’T LIKE 

IT SO FETCH ME WHEN YOU GET THIS LETTER. 

MORCAMBE IS ONLY TWO HOURS AWAY. YOU 

SAID SO YOURSELF . . .


Yeah, it sounded good ’cos I thought she’d meant all of us. 

Me, my mum and my Auntie Doreen. Nobody’d said I’d be 

going on my own. I wouldn’t have gone, would I? My mum 

never told me. Dr Jowett never told me. He was in the 

kitchen talking to her when I got home from school on the 

Friday.


‘Talk of the devil, here he is. Do you want to tell him 

the good news, Dr Jowett?’


He had a big smile on his face when he told me. I 

couldn’t believe it. It turned out that because I’m small for 

me age and all that other stuff the lady doctor had talked 

to my mum about, we got to go to Morecambe for free. 

The council paid.


‘And my mum doesn’t have to pay anything?’


Dr Jowett pulled my bottom lids down and looked in 

my eyes, like the lady doctor did the night before.


‘Not a penny. It’s a special scheme paid for by the council 

to give young folk like yourself a bit of sea air. Build you 

up. You’ll come back six inches taller. Now, do you want to 

go for two weeks or one?’


Why would I want to go for one week when we could 

go for two? I looked at my mum.


‘It’s up to you, love . . .’


If she’d have said, ‘It’s up to you, love, ’cos you’re the one

going, not me, I’m not comin’, neither’s your Auntie Doreen, 

it’s just you on your own,’ I’d never have said it.


‘It’s up to you, love – do you want to go for two weeks?’


It’d be stupid not to go for two weeks when it’s free. So 

I said it. Just like the man on the wireless.


‘I don’t mind if I do!’


We all laughed.


 

DEAR MUM,


PLEASE COME FOR ME. I CAN’T STAY HERE. I 

HATE IT. YOU PROMISED YOU WOULD FETCH ME 

IF I DIDN’T LIKE IT . . .


After Dr Jowett had gone we sat at the kitchen table and 

looked at the leaflet he’d left for us. It looked lovely. I listened 

while my mum read it out.


‘“Craig House – a home from home. Overlooking 

Morecambe Bay, Craig House gives poor children the opportunity 

to get away from the grime of the city to the fresh air of 

the seaside . . .” Sounds lovely, doesn’t it?’


‘Yeah. What does that bit mean?’


‘What bit?’


‘That bit about poor children. Do you have to be poor 

to go there?’


She looked at me.


‘Well, it is for people what can’t afford it, like us. That’s 

why we’re getting it for free.’


‘Oh . . .’


We both looked at the leaflet again.


‘There’s nothing wrong with it, love. It’s our right. Dr 

Jowett says. I mean, it’d be daft to give free holidays to 

them that can pay for it.’


Yeah, that was true.


‘I suppose so.’


 


MUM, WHY HAVEN’T YOU COLLECTED ME FROM 

HERE? YOU PROMISED. YOU SAID IF I WAS 

UNHAPY YOU WOULD TAKE ME HOME. PLEASE 

COME AS SOON AS YOU GET THIS. PLEASE . . .


It just never crossed my mind that I was going on my own. 

I had no idea. It wasn’t till the Sunday night, when my 

mum was packing my suitcase, that I found out.


‘Now, I’ve put you two swimming costumes in so when 

one’s wet you can wear the other, and you’ve plenty of 

underpants and vests . . .’


Even then it didn’t dawn on me. I’d felt good having 

my own suitcase, grown up. When we’d gone to 

Bridlington she packed all our things together but we’d 

only gone for two days. This time we were going for two 

weeks. I thought that’s why she was giving me my own 

suitcase.


‘. . . and I’m putting in a few sweets for you, some 

Nuttall’s Mintoes, some fruit pastilles and a bar of chocolate. 

You can thank your Auntie Doreen for them, she 

saved up her coupons.’


I still didn’t realise.


‘Well, we can share them, can’t we?’


‘No, these are all for you.’


I thought she was just being nice, getting in the holiday 

mood.


‘Now, this is important. I’m giving you these to take –’ 

she held up some envelopes – ‘they’re all stamped and 

addressed so you can write to me every day if you like . . .’


You what? What are you talking about? What is she 

talking about?


‘You don’t have to write every day, I’m only joking, but 

I would like to get the occasional letter. They’re here, under 

your pants.’


What was she talking about? When it all came out that 

I’d thought they were coming with me, she’d looked at me 

like I’d gone off my head.


‘But why? What on earth made you think me and your 

Auntie Doreen were coming?’


‘’Cos you said.’


‘I never. I never said we were all going.’


She was lying. She did.


‘You did. When the lady doctor said I needed a holiday, 

you told her that’s what we all needed, a couple of weeks 

by the sea. You ask Auntie Doreen.’


I’d cried and told her that I wasn’t going to go and she 

said I had to, it’d all been arranged, I’d show her up in front 

of Dr Jowett if I didn’t go. And it wouldn’t be fair if I didn’t 

go, it would be a wasted space that some other child could 

have used.


‘It’s not fair on me, ’cos if I’d known I wouldn’t have 

said I’d go for two weeks. I wouldn’t have gone for one

week. I’m not goin’, I don’t want to go. Please don’t make 

me go . . .’


I cried, I begged, I shut myself in my bedroom. I wasn’t 

going to go, I wasn’t.


‘I’m not goin’. You can’t force me.’


She couldn’t force me.


‘Listen, love, if you don’t like it, if you’re really unhappy, I’ll get straight on the train and bring you home.’


‘Promise?’


‘It’s less than two hours away.’


‘Promise?’


‘’Course.’


‘Promise!’


‘I promise.’


My mum let me sleep in her bed that night ’cos I 

couldn’t stop crying.


‘Come on, love, go to sleep, we’ve got to be at Great 

Albert Street at eight o’clock for your coach.’


‘You promise to fetch me if I don’t like it?’


‘But you will like it and it’ll do you good.’


‘You promise, don’t you?’


‘As soon as I get your letter.’


And I fell asleep.


 

Craig House holiday home 


far far away,


Where us poor children go 


for a holiday.


Oh, how we run like hell


when we hear the dinner bell, 


far far away.


 

DEAR MUM,


I HATE IT HERE. WHY DID DOCTOR JOWETT 

AND THAT LADY DOCTOR SEND ME TO THIS 

HORRABLE PLACE? I WANT TO COME HOME. YOU 

PROMISED THAT IF I DID NOT LIKE IT HERE 

YOU WOULD COME AND FETCH ME. I DON’T LIKE 

IT SO FETCH ME WHEN YOU GET THIS LETTER. 

MORCAMBE IS ONLY TWO HOURS AWAY. YOU 

SAID SO YOURSELF . . .


That was the first letter.


 

DEAR MUM,


PLEASE COME FOR ME. I CAN’T STAY HERE. I 

HATE IT. YOU PROMISED YOU WOULD FETCH ME 

IF I DIDN’T LIKE IT . . .


That was the second letter.


 

MUM, WHY HAVEN’T YOU COME . . .?


Why hadn’t she come for me? She’d promised . . .


 

THIS IS THE THIRD TIME I’VE WRITTEN . . .


We’d been told we had to be outside the medical clinic in

Great Albert Street at eight o’clock for the coach. We were 

going to be weighed before we went and they’d weigh us 

when we got back to see how much we’d put on. My 

Auntie Doreen came with us, and even on the bus to town 

I made them both promise again. We turned into Great 

Albert Street at five to and I could see lots of kids waiting 

on the pavement with their mums and dads and grandmas 

and grandads. There was no coach. Good, maybe it had 

broken down and I wouldn’t have to go. My mum carried 

my suitcase and we walked up the road towards them. A 

big cheer went up as the coach came round the corner at 

the top end of the street.


When we got closer I saw that some of the kids looked 

funny. One lad had no hair, another was bandy. There was 

a girl with these iron things on her legs. My mum gave me 

a sharp tap ’cos I was staring at the bald lad.


‘What’s wrong with him, Mum?’


‘Alopecia, most likely.’


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s when your hair drops out. Poor lad.’


‘Do you get it from nits?’


‘Don’t be daft.’


My Auntie Doreen told me it can be caused by stress or 

shock.


‘Do you remember that teacher we had at primary, 

Freda, Mrs Theobold? She lost all her hair when her husband 

got knocked down by a tram.’


My mum shook her head.


‘Oh, you do. She had to wear a wig.’


‘I don’t.’


We stood outside the medical clinic next to a woman 

with a ginger-headed lad. His face looked ever so sore, all 

flaky and red. My mum gave me another sharp tap. The 

woman got a packet of Woodbines out of her handbag.
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