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down more alleys and across streets | didn’t
recognize, until | felt totally lost.

Eventually we came to a bombsite, a space
where several bombed houses had been sealed
off behind a tall fence of wooden panels. The
authorities often did that if the houses were too
badly damaged to be lived in or repaired. Some
bombsites had actually been sealed off since
the Blitz and the fences usually had ‘DANGER!
KEEP OUTY!’ painted on them in big red letters.

Eric, however, clearly wasn’t bothered by the
warnings on this particular fence. There was a
small gap between two of the panels and he
made it wider by pushing one inwards. “In you
go,” he said, and | squeezed through. Eric came
in after me, and then led me across a stretch of
bumpy ground to the houses. They were mostly
rubble, but the back half of one still stood, with
five steps leading down to a cellar door.

Beyond it were more steps and they took
us deeper into the cellar itself. It was big with
a high ceiling and reminded me of the Public
Shelter I'd been in earlier. But there were no
grown-ups in this cellar, just a dozen kids. The
only light was coming from a couple of storm
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lanterns hanging from the ceiling and a few can-
dles scattered on a long table in the middle. A
small iron stove stood against the back wall, its
door half open, with a warm red glow inside.

The kids stopped whatever they were doing
and turned to stare at me. | was surprised to
see them in there and | stared right back. There
was an equal number of girls and boys. | real-
ised they were of all different ages, a few of
them quite young, some my age and the rest a
bit older. Their clothes looked worn-out, but I'm
sure you could say the same of almost every-
body’s clothes by that stage in the war.

A girl stepped forward, the others making
way for her. She was taller than me, but | reck-
oned we were probably about the same age.
Her fair hair hung to just below her ears and she
was wearing a flowery-patterned dress with a
tatty old brown cardigan over it and big, clumpy
boots. She had green eyes, and she looked me
up and down like | was something nasty she
would have to scrape off the sole of her shoe.

“Who's this, Eric?” she said. “I thought | told
you, no more waifs and strays.”
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“Sorry, Frankie,” said Eric. “His name’s
Jimmy and he needs a bit of help.”

“Oh, you’re a girl,” | said, unable to hide my
surprise, and Frankie frowned.

“Blimey, he doesn’t miss much, does he?”
she said, and Eric sniggered. Frankie gave him
a look and he instantly fell silent. “Were you
expecting me not to be a girl, then?” she said,
talking to me again. “What’s Eric been saying
about me?”

“Er ... just that you might be able to help,” |
mumbled. “So | thought—"

“So you thought I'd be a grown-up,” she
said, giving me a look now, the kind that’s
meant to put you in your place. “And not just
a grown-up, a bloke too. Well, let me tell you,
pal, you’re lucky I’'m neither of those things. It’s
the grown-ups who started this war, mostly the
men, in fact, and they’re the ones keeping it
going.”

“What are you on about?” | asked, suddenly
feeling cross. “l didn’t come here to listen to a
load of rubbish! Eric said you might be able to
help me find my mum and sister and | don’t
have time to hang around if you can’t.”
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| turned to leave, but | didn’t get far. “Whoa,
hold your horses,” said Frankie. “l didn’t say
| wouldn’t help you, did I? What happened to
your mum and sister? You’d better come and sit
down and tell me about it. Get him a chair, Eric.”

| stared at her, all sorts of feelings boiling up
inside me, wondering why | should bother. But
then | thought | might as well find out if she had
any ideas. Soon | was sitting on a wobbly chair
telling my story for the third time that evening.
| was almost getting used to going over it, so |
didn’t do any blubbing, although it was hard to
hold it in when | told them about poor Marge.

Frankie sat in a battered armchair, listen-
ing. Eric and some of the others hung around,
clearly curious, but most soon wandered off into
the shadows.

| explained about ending up in the police
station and talking to the WVS lady, Mrs Hamil-
ton. Eric filled in the rest, telling Frankie that I'd
knocked over the policeman and we’d made a
run for it. “Hey, wait a minute,” | said, “you make
it sound as if | did that on purpose and you
know | didn’t, | told you. Actually, I’'m beginning
to think now | should just go back and say I’'m
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sorry. Maybe the WVS lady got it wrong, maybe
it won’t take them so long to find out where my
mum and sister are.”

“Suit yourself,” said Frankie. “But don’t be
too surprised if they drag you straight off to a
cell as soon as you show your face in the police
station. You knocked over a copper and that’s a
serious assault! There must have been loads of
witnesses — and then you were seen running off
with a known criminal.”

“Qil” said Eric, obviously offended. “I'll have
you know I’'m innocent.”

“Pull the other one, Eric,” said Frankie,
laughing. “You were born guilty! It was only a
question of time before you got caught. What
had you been up to?”

“Nothing, | swear!” said Eric. “| mean, | did
have a couple of tins of Spam in my pocket, but
| didn’t nick ’'em from a shop like they said, I, er
... found ’em...”

| began to feel sick as | listened. How could
| have been so stupid again? Eric had been in
the police station because they’d caught him
stealing! And he’d thought | was there because
they’d caught me doing something dodgy too.
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It looked like I'd managed to get myself into real
trouble without even realising. | thought of Mum
and what she would say. She would definitely
be pretty cross with me.

“You all right?” Frankie said after a while,
peering at me and cutting into my thoughts. She
seemed a little less unfriendly now. “You’re look-
ing a bit peaky. You’re not going to pass out or
anything, are you? Eric, fetch the boy a drink of
water.”

“| don’t want a drink of water, thanks very
much,” | snapped, standing up. “In fact | don’t
want anything from you. | just want to get out of
this ... den of thieves!”

| must have remembered that line from a film
or a comic, | suppose. As far as | was con-
cerned, it was the perfect way to describe the
cellar and the kids in it. Frankie, however, didn’t
seem to agree. She jumped up and pushed
me back against the wall till her face was only
inches from mine. “Who do you think you are?”
She said, jabbing a finger hard into my chest
after each word. “I'm not having someone like
you come here and call us names. You don’t
know the first thing about us.”
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“No, | don’t,” | said, shoving her off. “So how
come you’re here at this time of night, anyway?
Do you actually live here? Where are your mums
and dads?”

“They’re long gone,” said Frankie. “And yes,
we do live here, and there are kids like us all
over London. Kids who were bombed out, put
in foster homes they hated, then ran away. Kids
whose mums were killed in raids and nobody
could think of what to do with them because
their dads are off fighting and they don’t have
any other family. We’re just trying to survive and
sometimes that means we have to bend the
rules.”

Frankie turned away and sat back down. |
felt like a complete idiot — | seemed to have
really put my foot in it. Even worse, | didn’t know
what to do next. | was desperate to track down
Mum and Mavis, of course, but | wouldn’t be
able to if | was stuck in a prison cell, would 1?
Then | thought of Dad, and | realised that being
in a cell would make it impossible to keep my
promise to him too.

Suddenly | felt so tired. My eyes were sore
and every part of me ached. | knew that what
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| really needed was a good sleep. Mum always
said | got difficult and grumpy when | was over-
tired. But | had a feeling | also needed some
friends.

“Look, I’'m sorry,” | said. “Can we start again,
please? | didn’t understand until you explained
all that. But now | think Eric definitely brought
me to the right place.”

Frankie stared at me, then shrugged. “Fair
enough. In the morning we’ll talk about finding
your mum and sister. Put the kettle on, Eric. We
could do with a cuppa.”

But | was fast asleep before Eric could fill the
teapot.
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CHAPTER

| could barely keep up with him as he shot
out of the police station and along the street. It
was late now, past ten o’clock, and a bomber’s
moon cast a strange silvery light over everything
— that’s what people had called a full moon
during the Blitz, because it meant the Luftwaffe
bomber pilots could see the city better. There
was a frost as well, the pavement was glittering
and my breath was like a cloud in the cold air.
After a while the boy ducked into an alley
and | followed. He turned into another, narrower
alley, then another, and then he stopped, thank
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goodness. We stood there panting, both out of
breath, but he was still grinning. | hadn’t looked
at him properly till now. He was small and
skinny, his black hair shaved off on the sides of
his head and sticking up on top like a brush.
He was wearing a ragged jacket with patches
on the elbows and dark trousers that stopped a
couple of inches above his ankles.

“Thanks again, mate,” he said. “l was in
trouble till you showed up and sent that dozy
copper flying! Pretty nifty, if you ask me. The
name’s Eric, by the way.”

“What?” | said, confused. “Oh, my name’s
Jimmy. | didn’t mean to do that to the police-
man, it was an accident. | didn’t see him when |
ran out of that room.”

“Really?” Eric said, but then he shrugged.
“Oh well, it’s all the same to me — I'm just glad
we escaped. What did the old rozzers have you
in for, anyway?”

| knew ‘rozzers’ was a slang word for the
police, but | thought ‘have you in for?’ was a
peculiar thing to say. I’d gone to the police sta-
tion because I'd wanted to — did he think they’d
made me go there for some reason? But then |
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shrugged too and told myself | was being daft.
Eric probably just had a funny way of talking.

“I was trying to find out where my mum and
sister are,” | said. “I think they were wounded in
the raid and taken to a hospital, but | don’t know
which one.”

| felt tearful again, but | managed to hold it
in this time. Eric seemed friendly, though, so |
told him what had happened to me, spilling out
everything as we stood there, the moon shining
down on us.

“Blimey, you’ve had it rough, ain’t you?” Eric
looked quite impressed. “Have you got any-
where to stay tonight? Any other family to go
t0?” | shook my head. “Right, you’d better come
with me, then,” he said. “You need to talk to
Frankie.”

He shot off once more and | followed him
again. | didn’t have any choice — | couldn’t think
of anyone else to turn to and he seemed sure
this Frankie could help me, whoever he might
be. | wondered if Frankie was his big brother or
a grown-up, maybe a friend of his parents. But
| couldn’t ask Eric about him — he kept running,
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