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you’re in luck —she’s come in today. | imagine
she must have a lot to do after the raids this
weekend. Through there, down the corridor,
second door on the left.”

It was the same room Mrs Hamilton had
taken me to on the night of the raid, the one
with the desks and the other WVS ladies and the
map on the wall. Mrs Hamilton was frowning at
a pile of papers on her desk, but she looked up
as | walked in.

“Ah, Jimmy, isn’t it?” she said, and raised an
eyebrow. “You made quite an exit when you left
the other night, young man. I’m surprised to see
you again.”

“l didn’t mean to knock that policeman
over,” | said, wondering if I'd been too quick to
think I’'d got away with it. “It was an accident,
honest, | swear...”

“Oh, don’t worry, | knew that at the time,”
she said with a smile. “You should have looked
where you were going, but you’d had a nasty
shock and you were just keen to be with your
mother and sister. Tell me, did you manage to
find them in the end?”
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“Actually, no, | didn’t. So | was wondering —
could you help me after all?”

“Why, of course | can!” she said, smiling
even more, her face lighting up. “That’s what |
joined the WVS for. Now I’'m sure your form is
here somewhere and | think those hospital cas-
ualty lists might have turned up.”

| have to say that Mrs Hamilton was even
more impressive than | thought she’d be. Once
she got going there was no stopping her. She
did have some casualty lists from the hospitals,
but Mum and Mavis didn’t appear on any. So
Mrs Hamilton started telephoning the hospitals
one after the other. It took quite a while, but
she tracked Mum and Mavis down at last. They
were in Lewisham Hospital.

“Well, Jimmy, I’'m pleased to say that you
can stop worrying,” she said as she put down
the receiver. “Your mother and sister are fine.
They’ve got some cuts and bruises and it seems
your mother has a concussion and a broken
rib, too. The hospital kept them in as they were
bombed out, mostly so they could get some
rest.”
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Suddenly | felt a hundred times lighter. It
was as if I'd been carrying a ten-ton weight
around since the air raid and now it had gone. |
should have been happy — but | burst into tears
again. Mrs Hamilton came round from behind
the desk, patted me on the shoulder and gave
me her hankie. | blew my nose in it, so she said
I’d better keep it. | put it in my pocket with the
one the nice ambulance driver had given me.

| wanted to go to the hospital straightaway,
but I'd never been to Lewisham and | didn’t
have a clue how to get there. It was all right
though, because Mrs Hamilton said she would
take me. We went by bus, we had to change
several times, but we arrived eventually. The
hospital was a maze of buildings and Mrs Ham-
ilton led me into the largest one. The reception
area was busy, but Mrs Hamilton spoke to an-
other WVS lady at the information desk and she
told us which ward Mum was in.

We walked down corridors that seemed to
go on for ever, but we finally came to the right
place. Mrs Hamilton pushed the doors open
and | followed her through. The ward was a long
room with a dozen beds on each side, all occu-
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pied by women. | soon spotted Mum - she was
in a bed at the far end of the ward, with Mavis
sitting beside her on a chair. | stopped for a mo-
ment, choking up, but then | ran to them. | flung
myself on the bed, hugging Mum. She hugged
me and Mavis joined in.

“Oh Jimmy!” Mum said at last. She was cry-
ing, Mavis was holding on to me and crying, and
of course | was blubbing away too. “I’ve been
so worried!” Mum went on. “l asked them to find
you for me, but you’d just vanished and | ... |
thought...”

“I know what you thought,” | said hugging
her harder. “I thought the same.”

“Oww, Jimmy,” she said, clearly in pain.
“You’ll have to stop squeezing me like that or
| really will be a goner. You’re not doing my
cracked rib any good.”

“Sorry, Mum,” | said. | stood back and saw
that she didn’t look well. Her face was pale,
almost as white as the hospital nightdress she
was wearing and she had a bandage round her
head. Mavis was also wearing a hospital night-
dress and she was pale too. Her little face was
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bruised and scratched, and her right hand was
bandaged.

“You all right, sis?” | asked. She nodded, and
| ruffled her hair like Dad does.

“So where were you the other night?” Mum
said, wincing as she made herself more com-
fortable. “You didn’t make it to Marge’s when
you were supposed to.”

“No, you're right,” | said. | thought about
coming up with some excuse, some compli-
cated explanation for why | hadn’t gone to col-
lect Mavis on time. But | knew that would be
wrong, and besides, Mum always knows when |
tell a lie.

So | told her the truth about everything I’d
done since the last time we’d been together.
She didn’t look shocked when | told her that
our flat had been destroyed - she already knew.
The ambulance crew that had brought her and
Mavis to the hospital had asked for our address
and they’d recognized it immediately. Our block
had been the first place to be hit and had been
more damaged than any other building.

Mrs Hamilton had introduced herself to Mum
and listened while | spoke. She looked very
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interested when | mentioned Frankie, Eric and
the other kids.

Once I'd finished, Mum patted the bed and |
sat beside her once more.

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Jimmy,” she
said. “You should have remembered your sister,
but that only rates a telling-off. How were you
to know there was going to be an air raid? It
surprised all of us. And as for staying with those
kids and talking to a few spivs ... well, you could
have got up to much worse things than that.”

“So I’m not in trouble, then?” | said. “I didn’t
think you’d ever forgive me.”

“For what?” Mum said. “I’'m just glad you're
alive. I'll admit | was cross with you when | got
home and realised you’d forgotten about Mavis.
| went round to Marge’s and the three of us left
the house when the sirens started. Marge was
going to take Mavis to the Tube while | looked
for you, but then she went back inside for her
coat. Mavis and me were hit by the blast and
we’re lucky we weren’t killed too.”

Mum started crying again and so did Mavis
and I. One of the nurses organised some tea
and biscuits for us. After a while we stopped
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crying, but we were still glum. In fact, | didn’t
think I’d ever seen Mum looking quite so down. |
remember thinking it was like being in the black-
out — everything seemed dark and gloomy for
us.

“I want to be practical with you now, if | may,
Mrs Wilson,” said Mrs Hamilton.

The nurses had given her a chair and she
got a clipboard out of her bag. “You and Mavis
should be ready to leave hospital in a day or two
and | wondered if there was anywhere you could
go — do you have any other relatives in London,
for instance? Some friends you could stay with
until we can get you properly rehoused?”

“No, there’s nobody,” said Mum. | could
see her eyes beginning to fill with tears again.
“We’ve got friends, but | doubt any of them
would have room. And what about poor Marge?
We need to sort out a funeral for her, and tell Alf,
wherever he is.”

“Don’t worry, | can do all that,” said Mrs
Hamilton. “But finding somewhere for the three
of you to live together might prove rather more
tricky. There was a shortage of decent housing
stock and accommodation in London before the
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war and the bombing has only made that worse.
I’'m afraid we might have to split you up.”

“Definitely not!” | said, my voice loud enough
to make everyone in the ward stare at us.
Mrs Hamilton seemed startled and | thought I’'d
gone too far. “Sorry,” | added. “I mean, we’ve
only just found each other and we really don’t
want to be apart.”

| looked at Mrs Hamilton across the bed,
fixing my eyes on hers. | remembered a story
in a comic about a boy who could hypnotise
people and make them do what he wanted, and
| wished | had the same power. But it turned out
| didn’t need it.

“I understand perfectly,” said Mrs Hamilton
with a sad smile. “I have a husband and three
grown sons, all of them in the Army, and | would
give anything for us to be together once more.
| can’t promise anything, but let me see what |
can do.”

| felt so relieved and | gave her my biggest
smile. | was sure we could rely on good old Mrs
Hamilton and that soon our troubles would be
behind us.
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There was still a very long way to go yet,
though.

Page 510f 70 81%




image1.png
CHAPTER

This air raid was longer than the previous one
and it was late when the all clear sounded.
Frankie and me left the Tube station and ran
across Westminster Bridge, the red flames of a
fire further along the river reflected in the black
water. The night was full of the sound of clang-
ing bells, the yells of firemen and the smell of
smoke. It took a while to get back to Frankie’s
cellar and | was glad when we did.

Eric was waiting for us and | could see he
was pretty relieved when we turned up. | wasn’t
surprised to hear that he hadn’t found out any-
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thing about Mavis. But that didn’t matter now
because | had a new plan. Soon everyone lay
down to sleep and | decided to let them know
about it in the morning, so they would have less
time to tell me it was a stupid idea. But in the
end it didn’t work out that way.

| woke up before the others and realised |
could get away without disturbing them, so |
tiptoed to the door. But then | looked round
at Frankie and Eric and the rest asleep under
heaps of old coats and | felt guilty — after all,
they had taken me in when I'd needed help. |
thought of leaving them a note, but | didn’t have
any paper or a pen and | didn't want to hang
about. So | decided | would try to help them
somehow after I’d found Mum and Mavis. The
truth is that they weren’t like the kids in the Just
William stories. What they were going through
was real and it wasn’t any fun.

A few moments later | was out on the street.
It was Monday morning, the sky was grey and
the air was chilly and smelt of smoke, but Lon-
don was slowly coming to life. People were
going to work and kids were heading to school,
even if they had to clamber over heaps of rubble
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to get there. But | was making for somewhere
else — Southwark Police Station. This time |
wouldn’t run away, whatever happened.

Mind you, | still stood outside for a while,
getting the courage up to go in. | took a deep
breath and went through the doors. The lobby
wasn’t as busy as it had been the other night,
just a few people waiting quietly. | walked up to
the counter and saw that the same desk ser-
geant was behind it. He’s bound to remember
me, | thought, my stomach tying itself in knots. |
opened my mouth, but no words came out.

“Good morning, sonny,” he said with a smile.
“What can | do for you?”

“Er ... 'm looking for Mrs Hamilton, the
WVS lady,” | managed to say. “l need to speak
to her...” | stopped talking and waited to be
grabbed, but that didn’t happen — the desk ser-
geant didn’t recognize me! Suddenly | realised
I’d been such a fool to listen to Frankie and
worry so much. The police had probably forgot-
ten about me the second I’d run out of the door.
They had been pretty busy at the time.

“She’s not usually here on Mondays,” said
the Desk Sergeant, and my heart sank. “But
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