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feet. “Phew, that was a bit too close for com-
fort,” the warden said.

| didn’t care how close it had been. | was
just desperate to be with Mum and Mauvis, even
if it meant | had to dodge bombs to reach them.
“Please, you have to let me out!” | said, making
for the door. “I can’t stay here — my mum will
worry!”

“I’'m sure she will, but there’s not much | can
do about that right now,” the warden said firmly.
“Listen, | won’t be opening that door until this
raid is over and the all clear sounds. If you feel
like complaining, then write a letter to Hermann
Goring.”

Hermann Géring was the Nazi in charge of
the Luftwaffe — I'd often seen him on the news-
reels. | thought it was a really stupid thing for
the warden to say even as a joke and | wanted
to yell at him. But there was no point — there
never is with grown-ups. So | turned away and
stomped off down the narrow concrete stairs
into the shelter.

It was the size of my classroom but full
of shadows, the only light coming from a dim
bulb in the ceiling. About thirty people sat on
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wooden benches round the walls and across
the middle. Most were grown-ups, although a
few young kids were sitting with their mums.
Everybody looked worried. Some had brought
their gas masks, which was odd. So far in the
war the Germans hadn’t used poison gas and
many people had given up carrying gas masks,
although you were still supposed to.

An old lady moved so | could sit down, but
she took no notice of me from then on. That was
fine — | didn’t want to talk. | was angry with the
ARP warden for making me stay in the shelter
and worried sick about Mum and Mavis. | could
still hear the whistling of the bombs and the
bangs of the explosions and feel the floor shak-
ing even more. It all brought back memories of
the long nights during the Blitz.

The people around me did what people
had always done in the shelters. Some talked,
chattering away to keep each other cheerful,
or maybe just themselves. Others stayed busy,
playing cards, reading or busily knitting like the
old lady beside me. A few were quiet, fear on
their faces. | felt sorry for the mums. They had to
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keep their kids happy and it wasn’t long before
the nippers were grizzling and crying.

The warden told us his name was Arthur
Jones. He walked round making sure that
everyone was all right and handed out mugs of
tea from a big pot he brewed.

“Sorry | had to be tough with you, son,” he
said, standing over me. “Your mum would have
approved, though. She wouldn’t have wanted
you out there in all this, would she? And I'll bet
your sister and her are safe in a shelter some-
where.”

“I hope so,” | said, crossing my fingers like
Mum. My anger with the warden drained away.
He was right, he’d only been doing his job and
now he was trying to make me feel better. “How
long do you think the raid will last?” | asked.

“Well, this isn’t 1940,” he said, glancing up at
the ceiling. “We’ve got a lot more night fighters
these days, the ack-ack guns are better at tar-
geting and Jerry doesn’t have anywhere near
as many planes. | reckon we’ll be out of here
soon.”

The bombing stopped after a few minutes
and the world outside fell briefly silent. Then
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we heard the steady drone of the all clear and
everybody headed back upstairs. Arthur pulled
open the blast door and | was the first person to
leave.

“Good luck, son,” Arthur said as | went past
him. “Take care out there.”

“Thanks,” | said, then ran off up the Waterloo
Road as fast as | could go.

There was a lot of noise now, the clanging
of fire engine bells and men shouting. At first |
couldn’t see any bomb damage, just the glow
of fires in the distance and columns of smoke
caught in the searchlights. Then | came to a part
of the road where a lot of bombs must have
fallen, half a dozen of them taking out a row of
houses and a big old pub on a corner. A couple
of the houses were burning, which meant the
Germans had also dropped incendiaries — spe-
cial bombs meant to start fires.

Firemen were battling the blazes, spraying
huge amounts of water on them from long
hoses. A couple of ambulances stood by and
| could see that their crews were taking care
of several wounded people. | didn’t look too
closely. | remembered from before that if you did
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you might see something horrible and I’ll admit
I’'m squeamish about blood and gore. I'd caught
a glimpse of some dead bodies after one of the
last raids in 1941 — we’d been coming out of
the Underground at Waterloo and some build-
ings nearby had been hit. Mum had quickly held
her hand over my eyes, but what I'd seen had
played on my mind for weeks afterwards and
had given me nightmares.

I’d forgotten what it smelt like after a raid —
a strange mixture of smoke and brick dust, with
the added aroma of gas leaking from broken
pipes. An even nastier whiff told me that a sewer
had been blown open too.

| hurried past, relieved that the rest of Water-
loo Road hadn’t suffered. Not much further, |
thought, and then I’'d be safely at home with
Mum and Mavis.

| turned the corner into the road that would
lead me to Wellington Mansions — and skidded
to a halt. My heart stopped and the world fell
silent once more, or that’s how it seemed to me,
anyway. Our block must have taken a direct hit.
One end of the building had collapsed into a
heap of rubble, broken beams and glass. A thick
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cloud of dust and smoke hung over it like the
fog that sometimes covers the city.

| don’t know how long | stood there without
moving. It felt like for ever. Our flat — our home
— had been in that end of the block. Now it was
gone, destroyed.

“You all right, sonny?” said a voice. “You
shouldn’t hang around here.”

Suddenly the world filled with noise again. |
looked round and saw a fireman behind me, the
light of the fires back down the road glinting off
his tin helmet. He was older than the others I'd
seen, so | guessed he was a commander. A fire
engine stood in an open space, the only part of
the courtyard that was left. His men were spray-
ing water on to a fire in the rubble, the flames
hissing as they went out.

“What ... what happened to the people
here?” | said. | could feel tears prickling in my
eyes, but | wanted to put on a brave face. “Have
you found any ... any...”

“Any casualties?” he said. “No, we think
they all got to the shelters in time. Oi, Reggie,
you need more on the left—” he called out,
hurrying towards his men.
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| breathed a sigh of relief and thought what a
fool I’'d been to expect Mum and Mavis to stay
in the flat! That would have been too dangerous,
so of course they would have made for a shelter,
almost certainly the Underground at Waterloo.
So that’s where | ran to next, expecting to meet
them as they came up from below, wondering
how | could tell them we’d been bombed out
and didn’t have a home any more.

| didn’t see them in the street outside the
Tube, so | ran down the escalator to the plat-
forms, thinking they hadn’t come up yet. But it
looked like most of the people who had taken
shelter had left the station when the all clear
sounded. A few families had stayed in case of a
follow-up raid - the Luftwaffe could be sneaky
like that. There was no sign of Mum or Mauvis,
though, and | soon ran back up to street level.

| stood outside the station for a while, think-
ing hard about what to do next. Mum must have
headed for our flat after she’d come out of the
Tube with Mavis — only to find that our block
had been hit. Where would she have gone then?
They would have gone back to Marge’s house,
of course! | set off running once more, feeling
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even more stupid than ever, telling myself that’s
where | should have gone first.

The streets seemed a little quieter as | got
further from the station, although | could still
hear flames crackling and people shouting in
the distance. At last | turned the corner into
Marge’s street — and | saw with a shock that it
had been hit as well. Half the houses on one
side were heaps of rubble with smoke rising
from them. Two fire engines and an ambulance
blocked the road, the crews standing there si-
lently.

On the pavement in front of them were three
bodies covered by blankets.
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CHAPTER

It was Saturday evening and the street was busy
with people. Everyone stood still at the howling
of the sirens as if they couldn’t believe what
they were hearing. The searchlights came on all
over London, the familiar giant beams of light
crisscrossing as they probed the dark night sky.
Then we heard another sound, the deep throb-
bing of aircraft engines, and suddenly everyone
started moving very quickly.

“Crikey, | didn’t think I'd hear that again!”
Harry muttered. “I'd better be off home. Come
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with me, Jimmy, we’ve still got the Anderson
shelter in our backyard.”

“No, | can’t,” | said. “I think I'd better go
home too. See you, Harry.”

He nodded, and we ran off in different dir-
ections. | headed up the Waterloo Road - I'd
decided that the best thing would be to make
for our flat. Mum would probably have gone
round to Marge’s and brought Mavis home her-
self when she discovered | hadn’t done it. At
least that was what | was hoping. Once we were
together we could go to the Tube station and
take shelter underground till after the raid.

| put on a burst of speed, weaving through
the people hurrying along the pavement. After a
while | came to a corner where a small crowd
had gathered outside a Public Shelter. There
were quite a few of those, usually in cellars
or basements that had been made deeper and
stronger. This one was beneath a tall old house,
the entrance to the shelter was a side door sur-
rounded by lots of sandbags. An ARP warden
stood by the door, counting the people as they
ducked inside. | kept running, but he spotted
me.
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“Hey, you!” he shouted, grabbing my arm.
He was old and thin in his dark uniform and his
tin helmet was far too big for him, but his bony
fingers were like an iron clamp. “Can’t you hear
the sirens? You need to get in here sharpish, my
lad.”

“Let go of me!” | said. “I have to go home, to
my mum and sister!”

“Too late for that,” he said, pulling me to-
wards the doorway. Everyone else had gone in.
“If they’ve any sense they’ll be in a shelter them-
selves by now.”

Just then the sirens stopped and the throb-
bing of the engines grew much louder. Me and
the warden both looked up and | could see
the German planes, their small, deadly shapes
caught in the searchlight beams. There were
loud bangs too, the anti-aircraft guns all across
London firing at them, and puffs of smoke as
the shells exploded. Then | heard the whistling
sound of bombs falling from the sky.

“Right, inside!” snapped the warden, drag-
ging me into the shelter. He pushed the heavy
steel blast door shut as the bombs began to
land — | could feel the floor shaking beneath my
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