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“Take some deep breaths,” said the ambu-
lance driver. “You’ve had a shock.”

| did what she told me, but it didn’t help.
Even though the ambulance driver had covered
her again, | could still see Marge’s white face in
my mind. For a moment | thought that perhaps
this was a terrible nightmare, that | was actu-
ally at home in bed and that when | woke up
everything would be fine. The raid wouldn’t have
happened, our flat and Marge’s house wouldn’t
have been bombed, Marge would be alive. Then
| realised | was only trying to fool myself and |
burst into tears.

The fireman and the ambulance driver were
very nice. They stayed with me and after a while
| stopped crying. The ambulance driver gave me
a clean white hankie to wipe my eyes, but | blew
my nose in it as well, so she said I'd better keep
it.

“Right, let’s get you sorted out,” said the fire-
man. “Where do you live, son?”

“In  Wellington Mansions, off Waterloo
Road,” | said. “That’s been hit too.”

| explained what had happened after I'd left
the Regal and how I'd been hoping to find Mum
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and Mavis with Marge. The fireman and the
ambulance driver listened, and then they gave
each other one of those serious grown-up looks
again. | knew what they were thinking — Mum
and Mavis might be under the rubble that had
been Marge’s house. And if they were, then they
were probably dead as well.

“Let’s not give up on them yet,” said the
ambulance driver. “They might have taken shel-
ter elsewhere, and even if they were here they
might have got out alive.”

“She’s right,” said the fireman. “We weren’t
the first crew on the scene, so we might not
have spotted them. I’ll go and ask if anyone
from the other engine did.”

It turned out someone had seen a mother
with a child of about Mavis’s age. They’d been
spotted outside a bombed house, maybe even
Marge’s, although nobody was sure of that. But
| didn’t get to feel relieved for long — there was
bad news as well.

“I’m sorry, but it seems they were both in-
jured,” said the fireman. “They were taken to
hospital in another ambulance, probably to St
Thomas’s - that’s nearest.”
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“Oh no, they would definitely have gone to
King’s,” said the ambulance driver. “Unless that
was hit, then they might have been sent much
further out.”

The fireman disagreed and the two of them
started arguing. | knew they were only trying
to help, but | wanted to scream at them to be
quiet. Eventually | spoke up.

“Is there a way | can find out where they
are?” | said. “Who could tell me?”

“Your best bet would be Southwark Police
Station,” said the ambulance driver. “They’ll
have an incident room there and they should be
able to help you to—"

She didn’t finish what she was saying, for
there was a huge BANG, the sound of a bomb
going off. It was close, a couple of streets away.
We all ducked, then looked up in the direction
of the explosion. Smoke and flames rose high
above the roofs, but there were no German
planes in the sky, so | realised it must have
been a delayed-action bomb. That was another
really sneaky thing the Luftwaffe often did — they
dropped bombs that exploded quite some time
after they hit the ground.
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That usually caused a lot of panic, mostly
because nobody knew when the next one might
go off. So now there was a lot of shouting, and
soon one of the fire engines raced away to the
scene of the explosion, its bells clanging. The
ambulance driver had disappeared and | was
standing there alone beside Auntie Marge and
the other two dead people. | didn’t want to leave
Marge, but | knew | had no choice. | knelt beside
her and thought of Marge stood in the doorway
of her house, smiling and waving at me earlier
that day. | wanted to remember her that way.

“I’m sorry, Marge, but I've got to find Mum
and Mavis,” | said, my eyes filling with tears. “I
know you’d understand ... and I'm sure they’ll
take care of you.”

Then | ran down the street, heading for
Southwark Police Station. It was on Borough
High Street and | wanted to get there as quickly
as possible. | had to find out what had hap-
pened to Mum and Mavis. If they were the
mother and daughter who had been pulled from
the rubble in Marge’s street, how badly had they
been hurt? My mind was full of dark thoughts
and dread. | just felt so guilty that | had forgotten
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to collect Mavis, too. | should have been with
them.

Ten minutes later | reached the police sta-
tion, a long, red-brick building, and went inside.
I’d never been in a police station before, but I'd
seen them in films, so | knew what to expect.
Beyond the doors was a room with a counter
across the far end and a policeman - the desk
sergeant — standing behind it. He was a big
man, but his hair was grey and he looked like a
granddad. There weren’t many young coppers
these days - a lot of them had been called up
into the Forces.

A crowd of people stood at the counter try-
ing to get the Sergeant’s attention. “All right, all
right!” he yelled, clearly losing his patience. “I
can only talk to you one at a time! Now, it will be
much easier if you show me your identity cards
first.”

| stood at the back of the crowd, wondering
what to do. Then a door to one side of the coun-
ter opened and a lady came out. | knew she was
in the Women’s Voluntary Service because she
was wearing the WVS uniform — a dark-green
dress with a badge on the chest and a smart
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beret. She was as old as the sergeant, but she
was small and round with dark hair, which made
me think of Marge and that made me start cry-
ing again. | must have caught the WVS lady’s at-
tention because she came over.

“Oh dear,” she said, smiling. “What seems to
be the problem, young man?”

“I’m looking for my mum and sister,” | said.
“l couldn’t find them after the air raid, but | think
they’ve been hurt and | saw my Auntie Marge
and she was...”

| couldn’t say any more, but she seemed to
understand. “Not to worry,” she said, putting an
arm round my shoulders. “I’m sure | can help.
Come along.”

She took me through another door, down a
corridor and deeper into the police station. We
eventually came to a door with a sign over it that
said ‘Incident Inquiry Point’. Beyond that was
a room where more WVS ladies were sitting at
desks, talking on phones or writing. A big map
of Southwark covered one wall and yet another
WVS lady was sticking red pins into it — the
places hit by bombs, | guessed.
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The WVS lady who found me was called Mrs
Hamilton. She was quite posh and very brisk —
she sat me on a chair in front of her and within
minutes she’d got all my details written on a
form. “I'm sorry to hear about your aunt,” she
said. “We’ll do our best to reunite you with your
mother and sister, but I’'m afraid we haven’t had
any lists of casualties from the hospitals yet, so
| can’t tell you where they are.”

“Can’t | just go to the hospitals?” | said.
“The fireman and the ambulance driver told me
they’d either be in St Thomas’s or King’s and
neither are that far.”

“Oh no, I'm afraid that’s not possible,” said
Mrs Hamilton, shaking her head. “I'll arrange a
placement for you tonight and then we’ll see
about foster care.”

“You mean living with another family?” | said,
horrified. “How long for?”

“That rather depends on your mother’s con-
dition,” said Mrs Hamilton. “It sounds like we’ll
have to find you and your family somewhere
else to live and that could take a long time.
You’ll definitely have to stay in foster care till
then.”

Page 32 of 70 48%




image11.png
She said a lot more, but I’d stopped listen-
ing. | didn’t want to be separated from Mum and
Mavis for days or weeks. | was desperate to find
them now and | decided | should get out while
| still could. So | jumped up and made for the
door.

“| say, wait—" Mrs Hamilton called out. But
| ran into the corridor and for the second time
that night | crashed into someone, a policeman
holding a boy by the arm. The boy was strug-
gling, trying to free himself. When | bumped into
the policeman, he lost his balance and his grip
on the boy and fell to the floor. The boy looked
as if he couldn’t believe his luck and grinned at
me.

“Thanks, mate!” he said. “Come on, let’s
scarper before he’s back on his feet!”

The boy ran off and | stood there hesitating
for a second.

Then | followed him into the night.
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CHAPTER

| knew what they were straightaway — I'd seen
dead bodies under blankets before. They were
lying in front of the rubble that had been Marge’s
house, so | was sure | knew who they were, too.
| ran down the road towards them screaming
“Mum! Mavis! Auntie Marge!” | crashed into the
back of the ambulance driver who was standing
there. | nearly knocked her over, but she man-
aged to stay on her feet.

“Hey, watch it!” she cried, clearly startled. |
tried to push past her, but she held on to me.
She was wearing a dark uniform and a tin hat,

Page 28 of 70 40%




image2.png
her fair hair poking out from under it. She was
quite young and made me think of Mrs Peters,
Mavis’s teacher. But she was grumpy as well
and that reminded me more of Mrs Reynolds.
“What in heaven’s name are you up to?” she
said.

Just then a fireman came over. He was tall,
well-built and about the same age as Dad. “Did
you live in this house, son?” he asked, putting
a hand on my shoulder. “He was calling out
names, maybe they’re his family...” he added,
speaking over my head to the ambulance driver.
They exchanged one of those serious grown-up
looks, and even in the dark, | could see their
faces were suddenly full of sadness.

“No, but my Auntie Marge did,” | said. It felt
so strange to be talking about living in a house
that had been blown to smithereens. But then
my home no longer existed either. “I think my
mum and sister might have been in there with
her too...”

We all turned to look down at the three bod-
ies lying on the pavement.

“There’s one way to find out,” said the am-
bulance driver, her voice more kindly now. “I
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mean, you don’t have to identify them right at
this moment if you’re not up to it, we can ar-
range something later. But to be honest, it might
be better for you to find out now...”

| tried to answer, but my own voice wouldn’t
work. So | nodded instead.

The ambulance driver slowly pulled back the
blankets covering the first and second bodies
to reveal their faces. My heart was pounding -
but they were two women | didn’t recognize,
one elderly, the other quite young. Their faces
were pale and covered in dust and there was no
blood, so they might have been sleeping. At last
the ambulance driver pulled back the third blan-
ket and | had to quickly turn my eyes away.

“That’s ... that’s my Auntie Marge,” | said.
Her face was pale and dusty too, and all the life
and fun had gone from it. She was quiet and still
and she wasn’t really Auntie Marge any more.

I’'m not quite sure what happened next. |
know | felt sick and dizzy and | think my knees
must have gone, because | nearly fell over. The
fireman and the ambulance driver managed to
catch me, though, and they helped me sit down
on the kerb.
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