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Michelle Magorian’s Good Night, My. Tom
— Breaking the Curse of the Abusive Mother —
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Abstract Good Night, Mr. Tom written by Michelle Magorian is a novel for young adult readers that describes the
growth of William, a young boy in England evacuated to a remote village during WW2. He stays with Mr. Tom, a
difficult old recluse. Mr. Tom comforts and cares for the boy, who was abused and battered by his mother, as he
regains his health. The moving story of the old man and the child has been acclaimed since its publication. The book
is replete with historical events during the War, so it has been helped as a historical supplement in second grade
schools in England. The current work focuses on the abusive mother, rather than the main two characters, and it
analyzes the process by which Will breaks his mother’s spell, showing how the war acts as a catalyst for the
characters’ happiness.
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(William) reminded me of the two little boys
my mother had told me about when she had been a
nurse in a London hospital during the blitz. One
had crawled under the bed never having slept in
one before; the other had been sewn into his
underwear for the winter. 5’
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Dear Sir or Madam, I asked if Willie could go and
stay with God-fearing people so I hope he is. Like
most boys he’s full of sin but he’s promised to be
good. I can’t visit him. 'm a widow and I haven't
got the money. The war and that. I've put the belt
in for when he’s bad and I've sewn him in for the
winter. ¢
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In Goodnight Mister Tom, 1 could have revealed
more about William’s mother but decided not to as
I felt it would take the attention away from my two
main characters. But when it came to writing the
Libretto for the musical, I wanted to show that
although her behaviour towards William was
abusive, she wasn’t an evil person. She was
extremely ill but had no one to turn to for help. ¥
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Goodnight Mr.Tom depicts a clearly unstable,
presumably semi-psychotic mother, whose own
mental problems and delusional religious qualities
produce and emotionally damaging (and, for
William’s little sister, literally life-destroying)

experience of childhood.
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She was very pale, almost yellow in color, and

her lips were so blue that it seemed as if every
ounce of blood had been drained form them. The
lines by her thin mouth curved downwards. He
glanced at her body. She was wearing a long black
coat, fawn stockings and smart lace-up heeled
shoes.  (185)
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Accustomed now to the darkness, he could make
out only too clearly the awful living conditions.
Small stood huddled
together, all in desperate need of care and attention.
So this was William’s background, he thought.
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“Don’t [babies] come from Jesus, like?”

“Of course not. Oh,” he said. “you don’t know.”

“Know what?”

“About sex.”

Will blushed scarlet. “I know it’s somethin’ dirty
and you goes to hell for it.”

“Rot!” exclaimed Zach. “We wouldn’t be here if
it wasn’t for sex. It’s what happens between men
and women when they love each other.”  (246)
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In Will’s eyes she was more beautiful than ever.
A little on the thin side nor, but her eyes were still
as large and blue, her hair still as golden and her
voice was just as melodious, if not more so. He
watched her hold the baby in the air and bring her
down to her face, where she blew raspberries into
her tummy. Sometimes she would just gaze on her
and look happy and sad all in one moment.  (252)
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Catching his breath for a moment, he stood up
stiffly and looked up through the branches of the
trees.

“I hate you, God. I hate you. You hear me? I hate
you. I hate you. I hate you.”

He stood yelling and screaming at the sky until
he sank exhausted and sobbing on to the ground.

(300)
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